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7Foreword by Jaynie Anderson

FOREWORD BY JAYNIE ANDERSON

What was the best way for a young Polish art historian to understand the visual 
culture of exhibitions in Australia, while she was the recipient of a fellowship 
at the Australian Institute of Art History in Melbourne? To achieve her aim 
Katarzyna Jagodzińska chose to engage in dialogue with Australian museum 
directors, curators, collectors and museologists in the 21st century. Katarzyna 
had already established a track record in Poland with successful publications 
and a book on Central European museums. Her first encounter with Australia 
was when she attended the international CIHA congress at the University of 
Melbourne on Crossing Cultures: Conflict, Migration and Convergence (2008) 
to present some of her research on museology. She won a fellowship, given by 
the Group of Eight, the Australian University Consortium, for three months 
in Melbourne in 2014/2015. Go8 fellowships are intended for young career re-
searchers from Central European countries, to establish long-term links with 
Australian institutions. They are mostly awarded to scientists. Katarzyna’s book, 
published reasonably soon after her fellowship, will go a long way to fulfilling 
the aim of the fellowship but in the humanities.

Katarzyna’s solution to the question posed above, was to adopt the Hans 
Ulrich Obrist technique of the Interview to engage with what is going on now 
in Australia. Her Interview Project, is the first attempt to do this in Australia. 
Unlike other publications on contemporary Australia her scope is national. 
With the strength of multiple voices her interviews reveal what is going on 
in museums, their policies for collections, for exhibitions, for new buildings, 
for education policies, and most of all, their obsession with contemporary art. 
The conversational format of the interviews allows for many revealing asides 
about the individuality of Australian museums, their many virtues, and aspi-
rations. Her volume was never intended to cover everything. There are also 
fascinating interviews with curators abroad, namely Kathleen Soriano, who was 
responsible for the survey of Australian Art at the Royal Academy (2013), and 
Christophe Riopelle, who curated the exhibition on Australian Impressionism 
at the National Gallery of London (2016). They describe their experiences of 
cross cultural co-curation with Australian museums for their recent contrasting 
exhibitions of Australian art in London, which were not without controversy. 
Whatever the polemics, both had considerable visitation, and reveal that not 
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only contemporary Australian art, whether Aboriginal or not, is of interest 
to a global public. Riopelle reveals how a work by Albert Streeton, that was hung 
on loan to the National Gallery, became so popular, that it led to the creation of 
an exhibition around four Australian artists. It is an instructive example of how 
to decide on an exhibition. Would that ever happen in Australia? Our proce-
dures might not allow it.

The volume opens with an introductory essay by Katarzyna, where she 
defines the overwhelming interest of Australian museums, state by state, 
in collecting the contemporary, although only two Australian public museums, 
the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney, and GOMA in Brisbane, are solely 
dedicated to contemporary art. Doug Hall, when he was director at the Queens-
land Art Gallery created what is the most famous continuing Australian ex-
hibition, the Asia-Pacific Triennial in Brisbane. Collections of contemporary 
art are made always in the belief of attracting a young audience. None espouse 
the Kunsthalle approach of only showing contemporary art as exhibitions, with-
out forming collections. None discuss how the collections created by individual 
directors remain in some ways their most important legacy to their institutions. 
Only one director, Kelly Gellatly at the Ian Potter Museum at the University 
of Melbourne, the largest university museum in Australia, with inspirational 
policies for young students, is dedicated to showing historical exhibitions with 
a contemporary twist. “The collection remains at the heart of our programming,” 
Gellatly states. The inspired teaching programme is directed to all undergradu-
ates, engineers, scientists, as well as the usual constituency of art historians and 
curatorship students. It is a vast collection that began in the 19th century 
and ranges from antiquity to the present age, with some of Australia’s most re-
markable early 20th-century Indigenous collections, made by Leonhard Adam 
and Donald Thomson, anthropologists who taught at the University, and who 
gave provenance to the works they collected.

Given the insistence on contemporaneity in Australia it is surprising that 
there is no museum like the Whitney or the Guggenheim in New York; where 
can the international visitor go to see a survey of Australian art of the 21st 
century, with the exception of the remarkable private museum of Corbett and 
Yueji Lyon at Kew, Melbourne. Corbett Lyon is one of the foremost architects 
in Australia and he is unique as a collector in that he designs his own building 
and installations. Part of the charm of a house museum is that it allows us 
to experience the daily living environment of a creative personality. The Lyon 
Housemuseum provides a welcome antithetical interaction with other muse-
ums, and presents challenges to conventional state galleries, for here is a unique 
collection made by one personal and passionate taste, without the bureaucratic 
decision-making of boards, groups of curators and trustees.

The first interview is with Bernice Murphy, whose career as curator spans 
many decades. She was involved with ICOM for much of her life in a way that 
gives an international turn to her perspective. At one point, she describes how 
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working with Jean Hubert Martin in Sydney later resulted in the introduction 
of Aboriginal contemporary art to an international audience in his exhibition 
in Paris, Les Magiciens de la Terre. Murphy provides an overview of what it 
was, and is to be an Australian curator. The succeeding interview with Gerard 
Vaughan provides an unusual comparative dimension in that he has been direc-
tor at two major “National” Australian museums in Melbourne and Canberra, 
and what that means. He reveals the diplomatic role that the National Gallery of 
Australia, Canberra, plays in defining Australian cultural policy, and how he has 
developed an Indigenous art exhibition in Berlin for 2017, as a result of these 
advantages. Vaughan describes how the “National” Gallery in Canberra shows 
an Australian collection on the ground floor, the companion to an outstanding 
20th-century international collection created by James Mollison on the floor 
above. The phenomenon of house museums in the contemporary landscape of 
Australia is delightfully individual as shown in the remarks made by Jane Clark, 
curator at Mona, an institution that more than any other reaches the international 
press because of the personality of David Walsh, who drives the institution.

Throughout the volume there is much about how Australian museums 
began to collect Indigenous Australian art, how they have developed specific 
collections and curatorship programmes, about the international popularity of 
Aboriginal art and film and the different ways in which it is displayed. To date 
the only book on Australian art that treats all of Australian art jointly as an 
individual culture, without ghettoising Indigenous art, remains the Cambridge 
Companion to Australian Art, published in 2011.

Finally, may I join with Katarzyna in thanking all those who agreed to be 
interviewed and to have their texts published in this volume, which will pro-
vide a permanent legacy for what Australian museums and curatorship were all 
about in the second decade of the 21st century.

Jaynie Anderson FAHA, OSI is an art historian and alumna of the University of Melbourne, 
where she is Professor Emeritus in the School of Culture and Communication. In 1970 she 
was the first woman Rhodes Fellow at Oxford, where she remained until 1991 lecturing 
in art history. Until 2014 she was Herald Chair of Fine Arts at the University of Melbourne, 
and from 2008 to 2012 was President of the International Committee for Art History. In 
2015 she received a knighthood from the President of the Republic of Italy for her distin-
guished research on Venetian Renaissance art.
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INTRODUCTION

The art of Australia seen from a European perspective is usually one-dimen-
sional – identified mainly with Aboriginal art, which is easy to differentiate 
among other Indigenous art movements in the world. This is, however, only 
a part of the rich and diverse museum culture in Australia.

In terms of its size Australia equals the United States minus Alaska, 
but its population is only as big as Shanghai’s or a little bit more than half 
of Spain’s. The number of museums is difficult to determine, as apart from 
the major institutions operating in state capitals, there are a great number 
of museums in regional cities and towns, ranging from the larger and older 
museums with inter-state ambitions, to tiny centres of community life. All 
of them set the tone for the artistic scene, be it in Melbourne (the cultural 
capital of Australia, in my view, at least), or Hervey Bay in regional Queens-
land which was one of the venues of the Kids’ APT.1 Art Galleries – this term 
is mostly used for art museums in Australia – were founded very early, soon 
after colonisation in the various parts of the country. What is interesting, 
is that they were established at the same time in the 19th century as their 
European or American counterparts. The culture responsible for establishing 
these institutions in Australia was the same one that founded them in Britain, 
meaning that it was a transplanted British culture, not an imitation culture,2 
as I had thought in the first place. I believe I might not be the only one to have 
made a similar over-simplification, determined by my European perspective. 
Australian museum culture is evolving in parallel to that in Europe, both his-
torically and today.

Contemporary museums of art in Australia are an integral part of the global 
art world. Their collecting areas, which focus largely on the art of the Asia-Pacif-
ic region (including Australian Indigenous and non-Indigenous art), constitute 
a unique museum network in the globalised world. The Queensland Art Gallery 
& Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA) is said to be the gateway to the Asia-Pacific 
region, but in my view museum displays, collections and activities in the whole 

1 A special childrens’ programme being a part of the Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art 
organised by the Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art.

2 I am grateful to Irena Zdanowicz for our discussions on this point.
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range of Australian museums make Australia in a general sense a gateway 
to the entire region.

It is very difficult to look at the museums of a continent and make general-
isations. All Australian state galleries have a lot in common: they are ground-
ed in the same museum culture, they share interests towards collected styles, 
techniques, artists, they share touring exhibitions. But at the same time they 
have their specialisations, they operate in different contexts, respond to different 
local challenges and have different opportunities. The regional galleries scat-
tered throughout Australia have differing collecting areas and serve differing 
communities. There are also a great number of other institutions run by indi-
viduals, universities and associations which make the rich ecology of museums 
even more diverse.

In this book I have attempted to outline the nature of contemporary mu-
seums of art in Australia, to look at their character, their common and their 
specific features, their contexts, relations, challenges, and plans. I have dared 
to call the book Art Museums in Australia, but this is by no means an exhaustive 
picture of museum culture of the Australian continent. The book reflects a jour-
ney I made to discover Australian museums and it can be seen as a guided tour, 
with museum directors, curators, collectors and researchers as guides.

The book is a collection of interviews I conducted during my research fel-
lowship at the University of Melbourne in 2014–2015, followed by a handful 
of long-distance interviews3 held in 2016–2017 with people who for various rea-
sons were not available to speak at the time I visited their museums.4 I have given 
voice to the people who stand behind the museums in order to get views from 
the inside. Every interview gives a picture of a museum at a particular moment 
in time and discusses its operations, aims, challenges, focuses and struggles. It 
was not my intention to “sum up” a given museum in a conversation, rather 
I wished to raise selected issues which, from the structure of a book, provide 
a big cross-sectional picture of Australian museums in general.

The interviews do not focus only on museums which are represented 
by the interviewees. I was always interested to look at individual museums 
in the context of other similar institutions in the immediate area, and more 
broadly, in Australia and elsewhere. To make sure that all important facts about 
those selected institutions are included, I have written short introductions which 
serve as historical overviews.

In the first chapter I present an overview of Australian art museums 
at the beginning of the 21st century with an emphasis on the shifts of inter-
est regarding collecting and exhibiting in the course of recent decades, and 

3 Done by Skype or telephone.
4 With the exception of museums in Adelaide and Perth which I did not manage to see personally, 

but decided to include in the book as otherwise the picture of Australian museums would be greatly 
limited.
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against the background of the most recent museum-building boom. The chang-
es that have occurred in Australian museums are also the subject of the opening 
interview with Bernice Murphy, museologist and an eminent curator of con-
temporary art in Australia. The selection of museums presented in the book 
encompasses the National Gallery of Australia (NGA) – a major art museum 
with nation-wide obligations – five state galleries (National Gallery of Victo-
ria, Art Gallery of New South Wales, Art Gallery of South Australia, Queensland 
Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art, Art Gallery of Western Australia), four 
regional galleries (Art Gallery of Ballarat, McClelland Sculpture Park+Gallery, 
Heide Museum of Modern Art, TarraWarra Museum of Art), one university 
museum (Ian Potter Museum of Art), the Museum of Contemporary Art, two 
private museums (Lyon Housemuseum, Museum of Old and New Art) and 
one contemporary gallery space (Linden New Art). They are arranged chrono-
logically, according to the date of their opening, except that the NGA opens 
the section devoted to particular museums. The chapters on Australian muse-
ums are ended by an interview with Dr Louise Ryan who discusses museums 
from the perspective of audiences. One of the issues raised in the introductory 
chapter and in some interviews is the presence of Australian art abroad, mainly 
in Europe. That question lies behind my decision to end the book with three in-
terviews bringing to bear a British perspective – one academic, and two curato-
rial, related to two major Australian art exhibitions in London, held respectively 
in 2013 and 2016.
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1 

AN OVERVIEW OF ART MUSEUMS 
IN AUSTRALIA

The first museum in Australia – the Australian Museum in Sydney – was 
founded in 1827, and the country’s first independent art museum – the National 
Gallery of Victoria – was established in 1861. The 200-year history of museums 
in Australia has been a time of constant evolution – from the Colonial period, 
when the (mainly British) museums which were created followed European 
tastes in collecting, to present-day institutions firmly in the global mainstream, 
with a focus on the art of the region – Australia, Asia, and the Pacific. These 
changes have been most dynamic since the 1970s. To a large extent they mirror 
Australian government policies, especially in the area of trade and immigra-
tion from Asia, but also on citizenship issues affecting Indigenous peoples. Des 
Griffin and Leon Paroissien (2011a) in their seminal publication Understanding 
Museums: Australian Museums and Museology place institutions in a wider con-
text which cannot be ignored in any discussion of the identity and character of 
contemporary Australian museums:

A 1967 referendum had recognised Indigenous Australians as citizens in their own country. 
The Vietnam War and subsequent immigration of refugees focused attention on Asia and 
began to change the country’s ethnic mix. The Australian National University had become 
a significant centre for Asia and the Pacific, and was a leader in educating Australians 
to become fluent in Asian languages. The Whitlam government’s early recognition of 
China generated one of the most generous cultural exchanges that China was to negoti-
ate with any western country, ultimately contributing to a trade partnership that is vital 
to Australia’s economy today. (Griffin and Paroissien, 2011b, p. 1)

Although Indigenous art has been collected by Australian art museums since 
the first half of the 20th century, only since the 1970s has the Eurocentric focus 
of those museums begun to make way for more local (Australian) and regional 
(Asian and Pacific) perspectives. In 1974 the first major review of the condi-
tion of Australia’s museums was commissioned by the federal government. 
This resulted in the Pigott Report Museums in Australia 1975, which paints an 
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invaluable picture of Australian museums in the mid-1970s. It gave impetus 
to investments in museum infrastructure, which was reported to be in a pitiful 
condition, as well as to the creation of new national institutions, most impor-
tantly the National Museum of Australia in Canberra (established in 1980 and 
opened in a purpose-built facility in 2001).

This chapter aims to give an overview of Australian art museums at the begin-
ning of the 21st century, to draw attention to the shifts that Australian museums 
have undergone in recent years, and to discuss their current identities. Art mu-
seums in Australia follow global trends in terms of the changes and challenges 
that affect the museum sector (in terms of improving infrastructure, digitalising 
collections, introducing new technologies, developing new learning strategies, 
engaging children, etc.) and in this respect they are “mainstream”. They also de-
velop collections, displays and exhibitions with a specifically regional focus: on 
Australian art (both non-Indigenous and Indigenous) and the art of the wider 
Asia-Pacific region, in recognition that this area is key to Australian identity.

Australian museums both court and deserve better recognition in the glob-
al museum world, which still tends to see them as peripheral and to a large 
extent as “copies” of European museums. Recent decades – especially since 
the 1990s – have seen considerable shifts in collecting and exhibiting practices 
affecting the way museums function, giving rise to a museum-building boom 
and growth in the number of private investments in art museums. This has 
proved that these institutions display specifically Australian features, and are 
worthy of discussion and examination in their own right.

The development of Australia’s museums

Australia is divided into six states (New South Wales, Queensland, South Aus tra-
lia, Tasmania, Victoria, and Western Australia) and two territories (the Aus tralian 
Capital Territory and the Northern Territory). Each state or territory runs and 
funds its own public museums (which include an art gallery and a museum of 
natural sciences and anthropology, though in Hobart and Darwin these operate 
as combined, integrated institutions), while all the national-level institutions, 
funded by the federal government, are located in Canberra (Australian Capital 
Territory). One of the major museums at this level is the National Gallery of 
Australia (NGA). Almost all the state galleries were established in the 19th cen-
tury5 and were central to the development of a cultural life in the colonies. Their 
names incorporated the adjective “national” in order to signify their importance 
and to underscore their role in the representation of the nascent Australian 

5 The Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory was opened in Darwin in 1971, and 
the National Gallery of Australia was established in Canberra in 1976.
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nation ahead of federation in 1901. As mentioned above, they followed British 
models. Ann Galbally (1992, p. 10) argues that

The public collecting of the visual arts in Australia developed out of two main models: 
the British Museum type where paintings and sculptures were collected as part of a large, 
non-specialised collection and were housed within a library/museum complex; or, they 
developed as a result of the efforts of local artists and artists’ societies as had some of the pro-
vincial galleries in England such as Birmingham and Manchester, taking as their model 
the London National Gallery.

Australian galleries also reflected British tastes in the art they displayed. Col-
lections were founded with works by contemporary European artists, as well 
as by Australian artists who were largely European-educated and thus pursued 
techniques and genres they had learned in Europe. Likewise the predominant 
building style was the ancient temple type, modelled on the British Museum 
and the National Gallery in London. For a long time art museums in Australia 
remained Eurocentric, even though collections of Australian art had been de-
veloped and acquisitions of art from other cultures had begun in the early 20th 
century. Judith Ryan, Senior Curator of Aboriginal Art in the National Gallery 
in Victoria, recalls: “When I started here [in 1987] it was a very Eurocentric 
place. Even the Australian art collection was not at the forefront. Historical Eu-
ropean art was definitely the priority” (Murray, 2011, p. 130).

The art museums in the various colonies developed in different ways. Over 
the years, the National Gallery of Victoria (NGV) has amassed the most impres-
sive holdings, including a precious collection of European Old Masters. This 
is one of the reasons why it was the only state gallery which decided not to re-
move the adjective “national” after federation and following the establishment 
of the National Gallery of Australia in Canberra.6 Victoria was also in the van-
guard in respect of smaller regional galleries located in provincial cities and 
towns. The oldest regional galleries there were founded as early as in the 19th 
century (in Ballarat in 1884, in Warrnambool in 1886, in Bendigo in 1887, 
and in Geelong in 1896), and similar institutions spread across the country 
over the course of the 20th century. By 1995 there were at least 52 regional gal-
leries throughout Australia: eighteen in Victoria, eighteen in New South Wales, 
six in Queensland, and a further ten in the other three states (Rich, 2011, p. 3). 
Some galleries have developed areas of specialisation. Taken together, the col-
lections of the regional galleries constitute a cross-section of Australian art. 
A 1977 report discussing the regional galleries in Victoria (of which there were 
16 at that time) stated that, in sum, these collections

include one of the largest and perhaps most comprehensive collections of Australian 
art, valuable English watercolours, sizable holdings of nineteenth-century European and 

6 See the interview with Dr Gerard Vaughan in this volume, which addresses this issue.
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English pictures, medieval manuscripts and a considerable collection of decorative arts. 
(First Annual Report: The History of the Setting up of the Conservation Centre of the Regional 
Galleries Association of Victoria, October 1977, p. 1, quoted after Rich, 2011)

The second wave of art museums broke in the 1990s and has spilled over 
into the first two decades of the 21st century. The new century saw several ex-
tensions to existing galleries (new themed galleries, new wings, new buildings) 
as well as an unprecedented number of museum investments by private col-
lectors wishing to create accommodation for their collections in order to open 
them up to the public.

Australia has a remarkably large number of art museums relative to its pop-
ulation of little over 24 million (Australian Demographic Statistics, September 
2016). Nonetheless, the bare figures do not do justice to the size and scope of 
the major galleries, whether at national, state, or regional level.

Contemporary to the core

Australian galleries, like their European counterparts a few decades previously, 
started out as museums of contemporary art. National galleries in the colonies 
acquired contemporary European and Australian works, and over the years those 
collections thus became organically historical. In addition, further historical works 
were also acquired at every opportunity. The institution that amassed the largest 
collection of old masters was the NGV, thanks chiefly to the generous Felton 
Bequest, which came into its hands in 1904 (a financial bequest). In the 1990s 
the Queensland Art Gallery (QAG), which had been established over thirty years 
later than the NGV, and did not have such extensive resources for building a his-
torical collection, took the decision to focus instead on contemporary art from 
the Asia-Pacific region (including Australia, of course), and in 2006 an entire 
building given over to contemporary art exhibitions was opened.

This shift towards contemporaneity has become one of the major features of 
Australian art museums in recent decades. The significance of contemporary 
art is strongly acknowledged by directors and curators of all major museums 
of art. Staging contemporary art exhibitions and developing contemporary col-
lections are a way for museums to stay relevant to audiences today, especially as 
contemporary art has become more and more “fashionable” among the general 
public and there is a growing understanding of contemporary creativity. Bernice 
Murphy confirms this:

No state gallery director today would want to be seen as detached from contemporary art, 
and the older institutions are making more and more moves into the contemporary field, 
in addition to their historical fields. They have realised that that is an important avenue 
to having impact on your contemporary society and to building the audiences of the future. 
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This is a key strategy today of the development of a state or national institution today. 
(Interview with Bernice Murphy in this volume)

Elizabeth Ann Macgregor, the director of the Museum of Contemporary Art 
(MCA) in Sydney, emphasises that “it is very clear that there is a very young 
and hungry audience for contemporary art. (…) Directors know that they need 
to attract that younger audience. Around the world we see enormous success of 
contemporary art museums” (interview with Elizabeth Ann Macgregor in this 
volume). The NGV under the directorship of Tony Ellwood7 has built a strong po-
sition in contemporary art, and today its decisive shift in this direction is often said 
to be more radical than at any time before. Ellwood himself recognises that: “One 
primary emphasis at the moment is global contemporary practice.” He adds that 
the exhibition juxtaposing Andy Warhol and Ai Weiwei (11.12.2015–24.04.2016) 
attracted a record 400,000 visitors. “Since we have exhibited more ambitious con-
temporary art our attendance figures to the exhibitions and public programmes 
have reflected enormous interest” (interview with Tony Ellwood in this volume). 
The Art Gallery of South Australia only established a department of contem-
porary art in 2016. Nick Mitzevich, who was appointed director of the gallery 
in 2010, commented that he was hired with the express brief to bring balance 
to the programming by including contemporary art. “I think they [the Board of 
Trustees] were aware that the gallery had not kept pace with the needs of the au-
dience” (interview with Nick Mitzevich in this volume).

This contemporary shift is seen in several areas of museums’ activities: 
in blockbuster exhibitions of contemporary art (including fashion, which has 
become extremely popular with the public); in the rearrangement of collection 
displays to include dialogue between works of art from different periods (e.g. 
in the Art Gallery of New South Wales and the Art Gallery of South Austral-
ia); and in new infrastructure investments designed to provide more space 
for contemporary art exhibitions (e.g. at the Museum of Contemporary Art 
in Sydney and the Gallery of Modern Art in Brisbane). Other salient features 
on the Australian artistic landscape are biennales and triennales of art; these 
are in themselves exhibitions of contemporary art, and their number and visi-
bility boosts public interest and popularity. The three most established of these, 
and at the same time those with the broadest scope, are the Biennale of Sydney 
(established in 1973), the Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art (est. 1990), and 
the Asia-Pacific Triennial (APT) in Brisbane (est. 1993). Further new events of 
this type are still coming onto the art scene, many of them with the ambition 
to serve as platforms for contemporary creation – the Australian Indigenous Art 
Triennial, organised since 2007 in Canberra, The National: New Australian 
Art, launched in 2017 in Sydney (Australian art), and the NGV Triennial, also 
launching in 2017, in Melbourne (international art).

7 Director of the National Gallery of Victoria since 2012.
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The 21st-century museum boom: signature buildings in the landscape

The wave of investment in museums that has swept Australia since the late 20th 
century is an integral part of the global museum boom encompassing east and 
west alike, and both the northern and southern hemispheres. Art institutions 
have been among the most numerous architectural commissions for museums. 
Establishment of new public museums is rare, however; existing museums tend 
to expand by adding new extensions, or sometimes new buildings. Most com-
pletely new museums are founded and owned by individuals.

One of the aspects of the museum boom which is attracting the most discus-
sion on the international forum (Duncan and Wallach, 2004; Jagodzińska, 2016; 
Jencks, 2005; Jencks, 2007; Mack, 1999; Sudjic, 2005) is the status of new build-
ings as icons. State and city officials, investors, marketing teams, and tourism 
experts alike are asking questions such as: Is the new museum spectacular? Does 
it work as a recognisable emblem for the city? Is it a tourist magnet? The primary 
concern for museum managers, curators and artists, however, is: Is it a good 
building in which to display art? Compared to major 21st-century museum 
investments in other places in the world, especially in Europe, the United States, 
the Arab Emirates, and China, Australian museum buildings tend to be more 
responsive to their purpose and local environment. But this does not change 
the fact that the call for iconic buildings is often heard from various sides.

The largest art museum built in Australia in the 21st century is the Gallery 
of Modern Art (GOMA), part of the Queensland Art Gallery in Brisbane. This 
is Australia’s second museum of contemporary art after that in Sydney, though 
it is not autonomous but forms part of a larger whole with a historical state art 
gallery. GOMA (opened in 2006) is the home of the Asia-Pacific Triennial, and 
also offers space for other exhibitions focusing on art from the region. The grand 
GOMA building (6,000 m2 of exhibition space) is an example of a museum 
that is responsive to the local architectural and environmental context, as well 
as to the art that is displayed inside it. Despite its size the building is referred 
to as a pavilion. Doug Hall, the former director of QAG, who conceived and 
spearheaded the construction of GOMA, described it as “seemingly weightless” 
and “nocturnal” (Hall, 2008, p. 8), since the building absorbs the subtropical 
sunlight during the day and is illuminated at night. He remarked: “There is 
lightness and grace – it is elegant and imposing – but not about a spatial arro-
gance. Simply an acceptance of its purpose” (Hall, 2008, p. 7). Its simple archi-
tecture corresponds more with the character of its Queensland context than 
with the flamboyant style of the Guggenheim Bilbao. In their joint publication, 
Hall, and Wayne Goss, chair of the board of trustees of QAG at the time of 
the opening of GOMA, concluded: “It is architecture uncluttered by affectations 
or follies – a building that celebrates the Gallery’s brief: to design a building that 
is borne out of the character of contemporary art” (Goss and Hall, 2006, p. 11). 
Apparently there were expectations among the authorities that the museum 
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would be the “Brisbane Bilbao” (“They wanted swashbuckling architecture at 
any price and regardless of client need” (Hall, 2008, p. 8)). That did not happen, 
but the architecture of the building nonetheless makes a strong statement on 
the bank of the Brisbane River, and helped transform the city. According to Hall 
(2008, p. 13): “It is a building that made Brisbane modern.”

In one case an iconic building was clearly anticipated and called for: this 
was on Federation Square in Melbourne, which was conceived as a new central 
point in the Melbourne cityscape. Norman Day wrote without hesitation: “It 
will become an icon in Melbourne,” and averred that its architecture is “more 
than a suggestion of the Bilbao effect” (Day, 2005, p. 30). This aim was undoubt-
edly achieved in respect of the piazza idea. The NGV’s gallery of Australian 
art – the Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia – occupies only part of the complex, 
on the far perimeter, and was not originally planned as part of the complex at 
all; it was added on at a later stage, after the winning design for the square was 
announced. Perhaps this is the reason for at least some of the building’s short-
comings. Irena Zdanowicz, a former curator of the NGV who attended meetings 
with the architects during the planning process, says:

In my opinion the building on Federation Square – more particularly, its interior – is 
a problematic one for art. I think it dominates its purpose in an unhelpful way. I respect 
the architects but I recall one of them saying that architecture should reflect the anxiety 
of the times, a point of view I do not share. I want clarity, not anxiety or confusion. (Interview 
with Irena Zdanowicz in this volume)

One keyword in Australian art which is also a central element of Australian 
museum architecture is “landscape”. GOMA’s roof, which is a defining feature of 
the building, is considered a harmonious addition to the vernacular architecture 
of Queensland. Other institutions demonstrate their symbiosis with their envi-
ronment via a range of solutions.

Another art museum, the TarraWarra Museum of Art, opened in 2003 in re-
gional Victoria, was gently inscribed into the slope of a vineyard in the Yarra 
valley, and perfectly integrated with the landscape. Quiet architecture, while 
unobtrusive, is at the same time the strong signature of its architect, Allan 
Powell, who manages to blend architecture, art and nature – elements central 
to the vision of collectors Marc and Eva Besen, the founders of the museum – 
into a harmonious experience.

The landscape is also part of the museum experience on the Moorilla estate 
in Hobart, where the Museum of Old and New Art (Mona) is located. This muse-
um is built into a cliff on the bank of the River Derwent, in the industrial district of 
Glenorchy in Hobart. The concept behind Mona is based on the idea of an “anti-  
-museum”, which refers to the way it operates, to its philosophy, and to the layout 
and design of the exhibitions, but it also reflects its setting and architecture which 
was meant to “disappear”. Adrian Franklin (2014, p. 110), the “biographer” of Mona, 
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writes: “Everyone, it seems, loves MONA’s architecture, but they weren’t supposed 
to. They weren’t supposed to notice it: it was meant to be neutral, buried, made 
of such functional industrial materials, that it was merely a container, allowing 
the artworks to be heroes.”

Those who arrive by a ferry see a fortified peninsula (Franklin (2014, p. 128) 
likens it to a citadel) covered with rust. After docking at the jetty and climb-
ing the stairs they arrive at the square, in the middle of which they see a tennis 
court; they are left puzzled as to which building is actually the entrance to the mu-
seum (there are no signs at Mona). The sandstone of the cliff is left exposed on 
one of the inner walls of the museum, which from the perspective of the square 
is buried underground. This wall constitutes a strong feature of the museum’s in-
terior, lending it a raw, semi-industrial character. Mona’s architecture is part of 
the museum experience. Franklin (2014, pp. 110–111) comments:

It has proved to be difficult for visitors to distinguish the art from the context in which they 
encounter it; the context is so unusual, so explicit and so active that the art and the building 
dissolve into each other. It’s no wonder that visitors love the architecture, but it isn’t appre-
ciated separately from the art. The art, the architecture and the atmosphere were created 
in tandem, and the art wasn’t considered significantly more important than the other two 
aspects.

Landscape is also central to the design of the Sydney Modern, a new extension 
to the Art Gallery of New South Wales. Before the winner of the competition 
was announced, the director of the gallery, Michael Brand, said: “The concept 
must make the most of the gallery’s privileged site (…). Sensitivity to landscape 
was central to the competition jury deliberations, as was the Aboriginal history 
of our site” (Brand, 2015).

In 2015 the Pritzker Prize-winning architectural office SANAA won 
the architectural competition for the new building, which is scheduled to open 
in 2021, for the celebrations marking 150 years of the gallery’s existence. In its 
assessment of the submissions the jury concluded:

The scheme responds to the beauty of the competition site through a series of pavilions 
that reach out to the Domain and the Royal Botanic Gardens as they cascade down 
to Sydney Harbour and Woolloomooloo. The low profile of the pavilions complements and 
preserves both the integrity and importance of the existing Gallery building and creates 
spaces to bring people together and foster a sense of community, imagination and openness. 
(Sydney Modern Project. Stage 2)

A spokesperson for SANAA says that they designed a “low calm building that 
steps and shifts gently along the natural contours” (Sydney Modern Project. 
Stage 2). Nevertheless, the selection of these “starchitects” encourages landmark-  
-thinking. The Australian called the building “an architectural landmark designed 
by one of the world’s hottest firms” (Westwood, 2016). The president of the art 
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gallery’s Board of Trustees, Steven Lowy, said: “We have the opportunity to cre-
ate an iconic building that will take its place alongside the Sydney Opera House 
and the Harbour Bridge as an international beacon of modernity, creativity and 
the celebration of the human spirit” (Gallery Unveils Strategic Vision…, 2013). 
Brand, however, avoids this term, saying that it is:

overused these days. It is getting to a point when it is a bit meaningless. Particularly in Sydney 
where the Opera House is clearly an iconic building. We never told the architects we wanted 
an iconic building. We want a great piece of architecture that is intelligent, functional, in-
spiring. (Interview with Michael Brand in this volume)

The growing number of museum extensions raises questions as to whether in-
creasing size is the best and only way to respond to the needs of the 21st century. 
The debate on the Sydney Modern Project in the Australian press coincided 
with the first Verbier Art Summit, which took place in Switzerland in January 
2017 on the theme Size Matters! (De)Growth of the 21st-Century Art Museum. 
Reflection on the issue of de-growth in the museum world has been inspired by 
countless “new buildings, multimillion-dollar expansions, new wings and col-
lection growth [which] have all helped drive visitor numbers to unprecedented 
heights” – as Nina Siegal (2017) put it in her review of the summit in the New 
York Times. The organiser of the summit, Beatrix Ruf, director of the Stedelijk 
Museum in Amsterdam, concluded that

Nobody at the summit seemed to suggest downsizing public museums, or dismantling new 
wings or anything of that sort, but a lot of the participants talked about refocusing the ener-
gies of museum staffs to explore making the museum experience deeper, rather than broader. 
(Siegal, 2017)

In respect of the Sydney Modern Project, the suggestion that existing assets and 
resources be leveraged rather than a new building built was raised in the press. 
The Sydney Morning Herald quoted Sally Breen, art collector and benefactor, 
who refused to support the construction project, saying:

I think there are more pressing things to be supporting right now in the arts rather than 
museum projects. (…) I think there’s a sense of exhaustion among benefactors. We’ve put 
our hands in the pocket for the MCA expansion, which has been fabulous, for the Venice 
Biennale pavilion. There’s a sense of exhaustion I think on building projects. (Evans and 
Taylor, 2016)

Elizabeth Ann Macgregor, who opened the new extension to the Museum of Con-
temporary Art in Sydney in 2012, said: “At the end of the day you live and die by 
your program. The building is part of it, but you know what, it’s the program that 
will get the audience” (Taylor, 2015). This criticism does not in fact fully reflect 
the reality (at least not everywhere), however, because there have been no cases of 
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infrastructure extensions being announced solely for the purpose of creating new, 
well-designed museum space. Such projects are always justified by shortages of 
space for collection displays and exhibitions.

Thematic shifts: towards Indigenous art

Indigenous “objects” are no longer treated only as artefacts in ethnographic and 
anthropological collections (although they still are in natural history and his-
torical museums which have Indigenous galleries); they are also classified as art 
and appreciated for their aesthetic values. Daniel Thomas ([2011], p. 8), a former 
director of the Art Gallery of South Australia, calls this “the liberation of Aborig-
inal art into the world of high art.” Vaughan has remarked that “Today, collecting 
and displaying contemporary Indigenous visual culture is a key feature of every 
major public museum of art in Australia, occupying substantial and prominent 
spaces (…)” (Vaughan, 2011, p. 262). Specialised galleries and artworks installed 
in prime ground-floor spaces in the vicinity of the entrance symbolise the major 
shift that has taken place in Australian art museums.

The position of Indigenous art in galleries reflects the changing position of 
Indigenous people in the government’s policies. Bernice Murphy emphasises:

Our museums collectively recognise that we did the colonising. It is therefore our job 
to try to undo the damage that we have done, and replace this previously destructive 
history with new principles and practices guiding ethically positive relationships today. 
(Interview with Bernice Murphy in this volume)

This “undoing” involves including Indigenous art in key positions in museum 
programmes, and empowering Indigenous people – curators, communities, and 
visitors alike.

The 1960s in Australian art museums were marked by a shift towards inclu-
sion and comprehensive representation of Indigenous art. This does not mean 
that art by Aboriginal artists had previously been absent from exhibitions and 
collections in art galleries, but it had been relatively rare. The reasons for this, as 
Bernice Murphy (2011, p. 1) argues, were twofold:

On one hand it was framed by scientific study and typological displays in natural history 
museums that could remain unchanged for decades. On the other hand, if Aboriginal art 
were presented to highlight aesthetic contents, it frequently still carried a burden derived 
from nineteenth-century science’s interest in ‘primitive’ stages of society, and thus was 
framed as ‘Primitive art’.

In 1958–1959 the Art Gallery of New South Wales organised the first collect-
ing expedition undertaken by a museum of art, to the Melville Islands and 
Arnhem Land. Gerard Vaughan, in his examination of the phenomenon of 
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the cross-cultural museum, noted that “the group of Pukumani Poles (1959) 
were exhibited in the foyer of the Gallery in 1959, a powerful and unprecedented 
statement about the place of Indigenous culture in an Australian museum of fine 
art” (Vaughan, 2011, p. 267). In the following years (1960–1961) the Art Gallery 
of NSW mounted an exhibition entitled Australian Aboriginal Art, which toured 
to other state galleries (Vaughan, 2011, p. 267).

Thereafter, Indigenous art started to be collected more systematically. The big-
gest galleries hired curators and established specialised departments to deal with 
Indigenous art, and Indigenous works were given a special focus in museums’ 
collecting and exhibiting strategies, which has since been reflected in the posi-
tioning of these artworks within museum buildings. In 1968 a set of Pukumani 
Poles from Melville Island was installed in the foyer of the newly opened building 
of the NGV on St Kilda Road (Vaughan, 2011, p. 268). In 1982, when the NGA 
first opened, visitors were greeted upon their arrival with Indigenous works: 
“George Garrawun’s Freshwater fish c 1979 and Jimmy Njiminjuma’s Rainbow 
Serpent with buffalo head and horns c 1980 – were among those encountered 
by visitors when they entered the building. While some Indigenous works were 
displayed in other spaces in the Gallery, this was a modest but symbolic begin-
ning” (Cubillo and Caruana, 2010, p. 12). In the 1980s the NGV began a shift 
towards greater inclusion of Indigenous art:

When he returned from lunch one day in the summer of 1983–84, [Patrick] McCaughey8 
saw a line of Aboriginal children visiting the NGV on a trip from Bathurst Island. ‘I realised,’ 
he said, ‘heartsick at the thought, that they had been all over the Gallery for the last two 
hours and had seen neither stick nor stone of their own art or culture. I felt shamed, as I have 
rarely done before or since.’ (…) In 1984, the NGV opened its new Aboriginal and Oceanic 
Galleries with Kunwinjku Bim, an exhibition of bark paintings from western Arnhem Land. 
At the launch, McCaughey was forthright: ‘We are on a massive catch-up exercise, and 
I admit it’s a terrible scandal that it has taken us so long to bring Aboriginal art out of its 
museum curio corner onto the public stage.’ (Murray, 2011, p. 130)

In 1994 the Art Gallery of NSW opened its dedicated Indigenous space – the Yiri-
bana Gallery. The NGV’s dedicated Australian art building within the Federa-
tion Square complex was opened to the public in 2002, with Indigenous galleries 
on the ground floor. Curator Judith Ryan commented that “It was considered 
vital that Indigenous art be on the ground floor. Indigenous art is the longest 
continuing living tradition; it pre-dates settlement, it is ex-Europe. It cannot just 
be integrated into the European displays” (Murray, 2011, p. 160).

According to Vaughan: “(…) these Indigenous galleries have set a new 
stan dard for the presentation of contemporary Aboriginal visual art (…)” and 
“defined in a national sense the acceptance of the contemporary Indigenous 
movement as a valid and admired manifestation of Australian (and global) visual 

8 Then director of the National Gallery of Victoria.
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culture” (Vaughan, 2011, p. 274). Indigenous art has occupied a prominent space 
at GOMA since its opening in 2006, though this display – like all the others 
in the building – is temporary in character. The NGA’s initial, modest statement 
was followed by a more major step in 2010, when eleven Indigenous galleries were 
opened in a new extension. The new premises permit presentation of the whole 
spectrum of the Aboriginal collection, offering both a historical overview and 
division by geographical criteria. The work displayed in the entrance gallery is 
Aboriginal Memorial (1988), a monumental installation created as a protest 
against the Bicentenary of Australia celebrations, and consisting of “200 hollow 
log coffins from Central Arnhem Land. It commemorates all the Indigenous 
people who, since 1788, have lost their lives defending their land. The artists who 
created this installation intended that it be located in a public place where it could 
be preserved for future generations” (The Aboriginal Memorial).

Art galleries adopt one of two models to present Indigenous art in their 
space – either interspersed with non-Indigenous and international art, or dis-
played in separate galleries. The most widespread tendency is to show it along 
with other aspects of Australian art, though in many cases a combination of 
both models is used. Separate galleries play an educative role, giving visitors 
the opportunity to learn about Indigenous art. Mark Van Veen, assistant di-
rector of the National Gallery of Australia at the time when we spoke, explains 
the various reasons for choosing one, other, or a blend of both of these options:

Some Aboriginal artists would rather be identified just as artists, regardless of whether they 
are Aboriginal or not. For understandable reasons – why should anyone be classified as 
anything other than just an artist. Other Aboriginal Australians are more connected to their 
culture, more traditional and they would rather be grouped with other Aboriginal artists 
from their region. (Interview with Mark Van Veen in this volume)

As approaches have evolved, Indigenous collections have grown rapidly. 
The NGA holds the most comprehensive collection (and the largest – with 
7,500 works), covering Indigenous art from across the country, and its display 
may be regarded as a model introduction to Indigenous art, given its legible 
division into regions and the accompanying explanatory material. State galler-
ies attempt to collect extensively but their collections are not always represent-
ative, often focusing instead on selected areas. Indigenous art has occupied 
a central position in the collecting and exhibiting policy of the Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Sydney since its opening in 1991. From a very early 
stage it included not only Indigenous art from rural territories but also art 
created by city-based artists.

Indigenous art is also showcased at art festivals. In 2007 the NGA initiated 
the National Indigenous Art Triennial with the intention of providing a forum 
for contemporary art by Aboriginal artists representing all Australia’s states. In 
2015 the Art Gallery of South Australia launched the TARNANTHI Festival of 
Contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art.
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Thematic shifts: Asia-Pacific art

Another shift which is crucial to the identity of Australian art museums has 
come in connection with the art of the Asia-Pacific region. Gerard Vaughan 
(2011) offers a succinct discussion of the Asian and Pacific art collections in Aus-
tralian galleries in his article. All the state galleries have been collecting art from 
this region since the early 20th century, but since the 1970s–1980s the major 
galleries have made this area a priority alongside Indigenous art. The QAG 
in particular has made the contemporary art of the region its focus. Caroline 
Turner (1993, p. 8), its former deputy director, commented “there has been 
so little scholarly attention paid to the development of the modern art of 
the Asia-Pacific region. (…) This lack of knowledge of the twentieth-century 
achievements of the art of the region can be partly attributed to the absorption 
of the West with the historical and classical art.”

The Asia-Pacific Triennial, inaugurated in 1993, took the QAG into the posi-
tion of leader in the field of Asia-Pacific art. The figures for the seventh edition, 
held in 2012/2013, demonstrate its scope: “290 works by 75 artists and artist 
groups from 27 countries, 565,000 visitors with daily average 4451 visitors, 
and contribution of 26.88 million AUD to the Queensland economy” (Saines, 
[2013], p. 5). This event transformed the Queensland Art Gallery (especially 
after the opening of GOMA, which was built especially to house the APT) into 
a destination.

Three of the APT’s eight declared strategic aims make reference to raising 
awareness and understanding of the region. Due to Australia’s geographical 
location, it was logical that the immediate region be treated as much more rele-
vant than Europe. The aims in question were defined as follows:

To increase the Australian public’s awareness of Asian and Pacific societies through their 
contemporary art and introduce the visual arts of the region to Australian audience.
To raise the awareness of Australian contemporary art practice and of Australia as a multi-
cultural country.
To increase the Australian public’s cultural understanding of communities in Australia 
which have originated from the countries involved in the Asia-Pacific Triennial. (Devenport, 
1999, p. 27)

The APT became hugely successful. Doug Hall, who initiated the triennials, re-
calls: “The public responded to artists they never heard of, names they could not 
pronounce, cultures they did not know much about, and some countries which 
were pretty much unknown to the broader public. Triennials aroused curiosity 
and inquiry” (interview with Doug Hall in this volume). The event encouraged 
the public to learn about the art of the region, and it also inspired other galleries 
to look “at Asia with greater confidence and greater certainty” (interview with 
Doug Hall in this volume).
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GOMA not only offered space for the APT; it is also a venue which exhib-
its its Asia-Pacific collections. Like its Indigenous art, however, these are not 
housed in dedicated galleries in the form of permanent displays, but are cycli-
cally rotated and integrated with art from other cultures.

Asian and Pacific art has also gained visibility in other major galleries, some 
of which have opened thematic galleries and wings devoted to this art. The Art 
Gallery of NSW, for instance, has a new extension for Asian art, opened in 1998, 
while its even more recent Asian wing was opened in 2003. Plans have also been 
mooted to expand the NGV into a third building adjacent to the Federation 
Square campus

to have major new spaces for its growing Indigenous collection, and for Oceanic art, and 
a dedicated Museum of Asian Art, both to consolidate its historic holdings and to be-
come a venue for a new engagement with contemporary Asian visual culture, in a regional 
and global context. (Vaughan, 2011, p. 289)

In a project similar to the QAG’s concept of building its position as a lead-
er in contemporary art of the Asia-Pacific region, the Art Gallery of Western 
Australia had plans to create “an Indian Ocean identity, as we are the eastern-
most point of the Indian Ocean,” director Stefano Carboni explained (interview 
with Stefano Carboni in this volume), but this failed.

The rise of private investment in art

In 2003 Norman Day (2003), architecture critic for The Age, complained:

Australian art is as strong as ever, and its collectors are growing in number as they become 
wealthier and wiser. What is surprising is the lack of substantial private collections that are 
available for public viewing. The United States and Europe have abundant private collections 
and equally splendid houses for them.

Within the intervening decade or so this situation has changed exponentially 
and Australia has seen the opening of six major private art museums and gal-
leries: the TarraWarra Museum of Art in regional Victoria, Lyon House museum 
in Melbourne, the Sherman Contemporary Art Foundation (SCAF) and 
the White Rabbit Gallery in Sydney, the Museum of Old and New Art in Hobart, 
and The David Roche Foundation House Museum in Adelaide. Moreover, 
in 2014 Michael Buxton donated his collection of contemporary Australian 
art to the University of Melbourne to be housed in a new purpose-built muse-
um – the Michael Buxton Centre of Contemporary Art. He also announced his 
intention to provide funds towards the construction and endowment of the mu-
seum and its operation over a twenty-year period (The University of Melbourne 
media release, 2014). Judith Neilson, who owns the White Rabbit Gallery, is also 
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investing in a second venue, to be opened nearby – an art gallery and perfor-
mance space called Phoenix.

These institutions have transformed the Australian museum ecosystem, 
contributing above all to the contemporary art scene. The TarraWarra Museum 
and the Lyon Housemuseum hold collections of Australian art; this is also the pro-
file of the Buxton collection, while the collection of Judith Neilson is focused on 
contemporary art from China, Mona showcases international art – contempo-
rary art is juxtaposed with ancient art – and the David Roche Foundation House 
Museum is devoted to art of the 18th and 19th centuries, largely decorative arts. 
SCAF does not hold a collection of its own; it is a public exhibition space with 
a focus on Australia, the Asia-Pacific region and the Middle East.

But it was the opening of Mona in 2011 that had the greatest impact on 
the museum world. Mona is probably the only Australian museum to have 
gained almost instant international recognition and become a destination 
in and of itself. Its popularity has contributed significantly to the image and 
economy of Hobart, which is remote even by Australian standards.

Private museums are legacies. Doug Hall, asked about the motivations of 
collectors who invest in museums, responded ironically:

You should never underestimate ego. When someone says, “It is not about me,” I do not 
believe them. What they say and what the truth is are two different things. The history of 
private museums throughout the world has been driven by money and ego under the guise 
of public responsibility. This is a generalisation, but it is overwhelmingly true. (Interview 
with Doug Hall in this volume)

Gene Sherman, the chairman and executive director of SCAF, admits this, 
saying: “Why buy an island or a football team when you can have your own 
museum?” (Verghis, 2016).

Corbett and Yueji Lyon pursue a well thought-out strategy for their mu-
seum: they began with a house-museum intentionally designed as a museum 
to live in and be accessible to the public at the same time (on designated dates). 
In 2017 they began construction of an adjoining museum which will operate 
as a traditional museum, and in the final phase, which will come, in Corbett 
Lyon’s words, “either when we are very old or are not here anymore” (interview 
with Corbett Lyon in this volume), the family will move out of the Housemuseum 
and the two buildings will be connected. The collectors’ house in this scenario 
was built with the intention of receiving visitors. Moreover, the name Lyon is 
included in the name of the museum, unlike those of other collectors’ houses 
which have been opened to the public in the course of their evolution. The clos-
est local inspiration for the Lyons would be the Heide Museum of Modern Art.

Judith Neilson, the second-richest woman in Australia, is another visible per-
sonality, but is not represented in the name of her gallery. Nonetheless, as the owner, 
she is closely involved in the programming. She outlines the model thus: “Our 
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gallery manager and curator, David Williams, conceives and plans the exhibitions. 
I generally give him a free hand, though sometimes I will suggest a specific work 
or works to include” (personal communication by e-mail with Judith Neilson, 
2017). She often speaks about her selfless motivation: “I established the White 
Rabbit Gallery solely so that I could share my collection with the public” (personal 
communication by e-mail with Judith Neilson, 2017). Entrance to the gallery is 
free, so access is indeed democratic, but as an institution it does not work towards 
engaging with the district or with Asian communities in Sydney.

As in the Lyon Housemuseum, where the personality of the collectors is 
a dominant, David Walsh is at the core of the identity of Mona. An eccentric, 
mysterious gambler who decided to spend his fortune on collecting art and 
building a museum, he himself attracts attention, which largely translates into 
visitor numbers. The press loves Mona and seems to see it through the prism 
of Walsh’s alleged “weirdness”. As Adrian Franklin put it: “(…) somehow, 
MONA’s extremes of sex and mortality, its strange, disturbing underground 
settings, and its overall darkness and incomprehensibility were considered a re-
flection of the weirdness of its owner” (Franklin, 2014, p. 11).

In Mona, Walsh, who first owned a traditional museum called the Moorilla 
Museum of Antiquities (1999–2006), wanted to build a different museum which 
would break with all conventions, an “anti-museum”. Mona is a buried museum, 
and the entrance hall is reminiscent of a night club, with an expensive bar, loud 
music, ornamental chairs, and heavy curtains. Franklin (2014, p. 170) writes that 
Mona was conceived “to be experimental, to present art as an open book and a dia-
logue that anyone could join”. The concept of a “museum of sex and death” and 
a “subversive Disneyland for adults” has attracted endless headlines in the Austra-
lian press, and queues of curious visitors. The philosophy of the museum is to offer 
a fun, entertainment-like experience, where knowledge and interpretation are not 
imposed. Luke F. Conroy made a perceptive comment: “MONA appeals through 
voyeurism, curiosity, humour, shock, wonder and desire. As familiar emotions, 
drawn on and pursued by all, MONA has universal appeal, allowing meaningful 
engagement with art in a democratic context” (Conroy, 2013, p. 9).

The names of all the private collectors mentioned in this section are brands 
in the world of art, but Walsh is probably the most expensive of them. Mona is 
part of his “empire”. On the Moorilla estate he also makes wine and brews craft 
beer. In addition, he produces two music festivals: Mona Foma, or Mofo for short 
(an abbreviation of Museum of Old and New Art: Festival of Music and Art) held 
in the summer, and Dark Mofo, which takes place in winter. Mona and the festivals 
provide an important boost to Hobart’s economy, and they have changed the image 
of the Tasmanian capital into that of a major cultural destination, now eagerly visit-
ed by tourists from continental Australia and overseas9 (see Conroy, 2013; Teague, 

9 Tourism Tasmania classified Mona as a separate research category, see: MONA Visitor Profile, 
December 2016, online.
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2015). Despite its enormous success, however, the museum is not a self-financing 
enterprise (Tasmanians and young people have free admission; the yearly cost of 
operation is $12 million AUD, while its income is $4 million AUD; the difference is 
covered by Walsh (Flanagan, 2013)).

Unlike Lyons, Walsh, and Neilson, Marc and Eva Besen stand on the side-
lines of their institution, the TarraWarra Museum of Art. Marc is the chair of 
the museum’s executive board, but it is the director who shapes the exhibitions 
programme. Victoria Lynn, who runs the museum, says: “The board has a lot of 
trust in the programme that I bring to the museum” (interview with Victoria Lynn 
in this volume). Here again, the declared motivation is to offer the public access 
to the collection: “Eva and I had the idea of sharing our art with the public (…)” 
(McKenzie, 2014). The legal status of the TarraWarra Museum is different, howev-
er; it is a company limited by guarantee.

Contemporary challenges

The distance of Australia from other cultural centres, not only those in Europe, 
and New York, but from anywhere else either in the Americas or in Asia, con-
demns it to a peripheral position in geographical terms, but with the develop-
ment of various technologies and the introduction of low-cost airlines, this dis-
tance is more surmountable now than ever before – at least from the Australian 
perspective. The general public is travelling around the world, seeing museums 
and exhibitions; architects are travelling, artists are travelling, curators are trav-
elling, and ideas are circulating without any delay, North and South, East and 
West. This means that the contemporary challenges facing Australian museums 
are similar to those in Europe, in the USA, and in other parts of the globe.

The challenges to museums and the current issues being discussed in such 
institutions are numerous. Here I will address only the handful of them which 
were most apparent to me when I was visiting museums in Australia, and those 
raised by my interviewees: blockbuster exhibitions, the cost of freight, chil-
dren’s centres, online resources, and overall recognition of Australian art abroad.

The issue of visitor numbers is one of the omnipresent challenges. Public 
funding for museums is diminishing, while museums are expanding and devel-
oping. This is forcing institutions to seek other sources of funding based on fund-
raising and philanthropy. Raising visitor numbers is one way of demonstrating 
the attractiveness of the museum to donors and investors. Two instruments are 
eagerly used to boost visitation and bring in income at the same time – block-
buster exhibitions and art festivals. According to Daniel Thomas ([2011], p. 4), 
the first “populist blockbuster” was the Modern Masters: Manet to Matisse exhi-
bition, which toured from the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1975. An 
analysis of the titles of exhibitions which have been organised in major art 
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galleries in recent decades (not only state galleries; Bendigo Art Gallery, for 
instance, is a major regional venue for large-scale international exhibitions) is 
enough to conclude how important blockbusters are for contemporary muse-
ums. Andrew Frost, discussing these “box-office exhibitions” using the example 
of the Melbourne Winter Masterpieces series at the NGV in the Guardian, cites 
some of the benefits and problems of the rise in significance of these shows:

The upside is a contemporary Australian museum culture that offers the chance to see some 
incredible historical art without the need to ever leave home. Galleries make money, visi-
tors buy catalogues and everyone is happy. The downside is a homogenisation of culture 
that’s akin to the Hollywood-isation of cinema, or the Starbucks assault on good coffee, 
or the instant availability of everything on the web. There’s no effort involved and art history 
becomes mere entertainment, a pleasant day out on a winter’s day. (Frost, 2014)

Thomas ([2011], p. 5) also argues that the revenue generated by such populist 
exhibitions is used to cover the cost of more ambitious exhibitions which do not 
have the power to attract crowds: “All quickly found that high-end box-office 
populism could cross-subsidise smaller, riskier, free-admission exhibitions of 
local art and contemporary art.”

Museums have also become event-oriented, which negatively affects their 
functioning. Doug Hall observes that

the number of exhibitions that are happening all the time and the promotion that goes 
with those exhibitions, including occasional blockbuster exhibitions, just drain the life of 
people working in museums. You have fabulous collections which are ignored, conservators 
who are working for loans for the exhibitions, not their own collection. The whole shift-
ing nature of the disciplines within the museum has changed. We have become frantically 
programme-driven. And I think that at some stage it is unsustainable. (Interview with Doug 
Hall in this volume)

Recognition of Australian art outside Australia, especially in Europe and 
in the United States, tends to be relatively poor, although there are attempts 
to change this situation through exhibitions organised in major museums 
in large cities.

Simon Pierse admits that “when it comes to Australian art, Canadian art, 
South African art or anything that might have come from former colonies, 
I think the British are shockingly ignorant” (interview with Simon Pierse 
in this volume). The new century saw a series of Australian exhibitions 
in London: Out of Australia: prints and drawings from Sidney Nolan to Rover 
Thomas at the British Museum, 2011; Australia at the Royal Academy of Arts, 
2013; Indigenous Australia: enduring civilization at the British Museum, 2015; 
Austra lia’s Impressionists at the National Gallery, 2016/2017; and a suit of 
exhibitions honouring the centenary of Sidney Nolan’s birth across the UK 
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in 2017: Pallant House Gallery in Chichester, the Ikon Gallery in Birmingham, 
and the British Museum. They certainly enrich the knowledge and arouse 
the interest of the general public, but as Pierse notes, it is Aboriginal art that 
is predominantly identified with Australian art. The most comprehensive 
retro spective of Australian art organised to date was the 2013 Royal Acad-
emy exhibition. Kathleen Soriano, its curator and the Artistic Director of 
the Royal Academy at that time, said that her intention was “to tell the story 
of Australia, of Australian art and the development of Australianness through 
the landscape” (interview with Kathleen Soriano in this volume). The show 
met with criticism from both British critics and critics in Australia, however. 
Several aspects of it came under fire: the curatorial choices, the presentation, 
and the art itself. Soriano admits that the exhibition had its problems, and 
that she had anticipated the possibility of a negative reception, but that this 
was the price of a monumental cross-section of the art of a continent:

I was doing something that in many cases is very wrong – I was using art to tell the narrative 
of a country. So I was making quite big generalisations. Of something that has 250 years, of 
something that is quite delicate. In a way it was quite rude for me to do it, but also it was 
important to be done. (Interview with Kathleen Soriano in this volume)

Many museum directors and curators admitted that the cost of freight, which 
is incomparably higher than international transport of works of art e.g. within 
Europe, is obviously an obstacle to a greater presence of Australian collections 
overseas. This is the reason why the Australian government contributes finan-
cially to the organisation of major Australian art exhibitions abroad, as it did 
in the case of the Australia show at the Royal Academy, as this is often the only 
way to secure Australian visibility. Gerard Vaughan remarked that “Australia is 
largely unknown and it would be difficult to sell tickets and make it a commer-
cial success” (interview with Gerard Vaughan in this volume).

Engaging with visitors and implementing successful learning strategies are 
constant challenges for museums. Here I address only one aspect of this is-
sue – the special attention paid to child audiences by the QAGOMA. The Chil-
dren’s Art Centre (CAC) is an integral part of the GOMA building; it is a two-  
- storey space dedicated specifically to exhibitions and art projects designed 
for children. “It is a space we craft specifically for new installations that are 
site-specific every time,” says Simon Wright, assistant director of QAGOMA 
(interview with Simon Wright and Tarun Nagesh in this volume). The CAC 
collaborates with artists who create art specifically for young audiences. Wright 
adds: “Through the CAC we also do projects directly with artists to feature 
their practice in this new context, and many of them enjoy this so much we 
often negotiate the work being able to be reprised later at the CAC.” During 
the Asia-Pacific Trien nial the CAC holds a special exhibition – Kids’ APT – 
which is thematically connected to the main exhibition. Once the APT is over, 
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the children’s exhibition goes on tour: “The Gallery’s On Tour program is de-
signed to extend QAGOMA’s programs to Gallery visitors from regional, remote 
and rural areas of Queensland, where long distances preclude audiences from 
travelling to Brisbane to see exhibitions and to participate in public programs” 
(Kids’ APT7, [2012], p. 19). An exhibition and accompanying activities travel 
to collaborating institutions – galleries, museums, libraries, community cen-
tres, hospitals (for the APT8 edition in 2016 it travelled to 66 venues), which 
are also welcome to contribute to the programme – “Many venues invited local 
artists to facilitate workshops for children, highlighting the important role 
of artists in the community” (Kids’ APT7, [2012], p. 19).

It is a banality to say that new technologies have transformed the way 
museums operate. They have affected all areas of museum work – collecting, 
preparation of exhibitions, access, reaching out to audiences, engagement with 
audiences. A state-of-the-art example of such technology at work in exhibition 
spaces is the O device at Mona. This is an iPod equivalent to wall labels, which is 
offered to visitors free of charge. It detects works of art located in the vicinity of 
the device, and offers access to various types of information and interpretative 
material related to them – texts, comments, source material, audios, videos. It 
is also networked, and facilitates expression of the user’s thoughts (there are 
buttons to click for “like” or “hate”, and the user also has immediate access 
to the statistics of others’ choices). It was conceived as a compromise between 
labels on the walls and no information at all, which was initially considered as 
one of the incarnations of the “anti-museum” concept to which Mona aspires. 
Jane Clark, senior curator at Mona, addressed the reasons for introducing O and 
the opportunities it offers. Among them Mona “want[s] people to look at an 
artwork before they know what it is: not simply move along from label to label. 
You do not have to know what you are looking at: you can just enjoy it. Then you 
might want to know who made something, and when, and where, so you click on 
its image on the O” (interview with Jane Clark in this volume). All the resources 
accessed during a visit to Mona can be saved and consulted again at home. This 
way, it has a function similar to that of a printed catalogue, but the variety of 
content is much broader.

Online tools and digitalisation of collections are considered by museum 
leaders crucial ways of reaching out to audiences. The NGA, which has special 
obligations to the Australia-wide public, endeavours to exploit the potential of 
the internet and assure access to its resources for all, even the most remote areas. 
Gerard Vaughan is aware of the challenge and remarks that

The whole history of Australia is about communicating over vast distances, going back 
to the 1950s when children in remote areas were being taught via radio, and there was even 
the Flying Doctor Service. So it is very much a part of the Australian psyche. Overall, we 
feel in the NGA that we can do a lot more to engage people digitally (…). (Interview with 
Gerard Vaughan in this volume)
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Although not all museums have the NGA’s national scope, they do all face 
the challenges of the digital world, and in order to stay relevant for museum 
practice and audience expectations they need to assimilate new tools, offer 
new platforms, and rethink their position on the cultural scene.

Conclusions

The most important shift that has taken place in Australian art museums 
is the recognition of Indigenous art as art. This took a long time, over the course 
of the second half of the 20th century, and required tremendous effort from in-
dividuals who held the strong conviction that it does belong within the sphere of 
art, not only in the domain of ethnography. Bernice Murphy was among the first 
curators who contributed to securing a prominent and symbolic position for 
Aboriginal art in the galleries.10 Patrick McCaughey commented on the impor-
tance of this shift:

My generation grew up ignorant and stupid about Aboriginal art and stayed that way for 
half our lives. I am so glad that period of darkness and ignorance is over for good. The new 
public prominence of Aboriginal art remains the greatest single revolution in the past 
quarter-century in Australian art. We now know the names and the countries of Aboriginal 
artists; we know their myths, their stories, and their place in the Dreaming.11 And through 
them we have found a new way to understanding our own. (Murray, 2011, p. 131)

Departure from the Europe-oriented focus in collecting practices and exhib-
iting programmes towards a more regional perspective defined as Asian and 
Pacific art was also a factor that contributed to the reinforcement of the iden-
tity of Australian art museums. A seminal role in contemporary art has been 
played by the Asia-Pacific Triennial. Caroline Turner introduced the concept of 
the “new Australia”, which refers to Australia’s shift in image, to become a gate-
way to the region. She writes that the APT

emerged from a very clear concept: the project would serve to provide a forum for ex-
hibition and dialogue about the dynamic contemporary art of Asia and the Pacific and 
acknowledge a new Australia, one increasingly engaging with the region within which it is 
geographically situated. In no sense did this focus imply any perceived homogeneity within 
this culturally diverse region, and nor was Australia to attempt to dominate this discourse. 
(Turner, 1999, p. 21)

10 She discusses this shift more extensively in an interview in this volume.
11 The Dreaming is a central concept in Aboriginal spirituality and art. Wally Caruana explains: it is 

“a European term used by Aborigines to describe the spiritual, natural and moral order of the cosmos. 
It relates to the period from the genesis of the universe to a time beyond living memory. The term 
does not refer to the state of dreams or unreality, but rather to a state of reality beyond the mundane” 
(Caruana, 2010, p. 10).
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The poor level of recognition of Australian art in Europe and the lack of know-
ledge among Europeans of the country’s rich, diverse museum culture relegates 
this region to a peripheral position from the European perspective. However, 
Australians rightly emphasise that we live in a world of many centres. Turner 
reminds us that “there is a decisive move away from the hegemony of major 
centres and a move to, or indeed a return to, multi-polarity” (Turner, 1993, p. 9). 
Of course, there are major biennales, art festivals, museum openings, seminal 
exhibitions taking place all over the world, and all those events play a crucial 
role in putting the names of new destinations on the cultural map of the world. 
But still the distance between them all makes some more central than others. 
Only the cultural elite can actually afford to travel freely to major exhibitions 
taking place on this ever richer cultural map. This is very much the case for 
the Europe–Australia direction. It seems to work much better the other way 
round, as Australian museums and the Australian public tend to keep abreast 
of art and art events in Europe. With its unique tradition of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous art, colonial art and multiculturalism, Australia is indeed a cen-
tre in its own right. Gerard Vaughan says:

I think that in cultural terms Australia no longer sees itself as a peripheral outpost with 
a relationship to global centres. In the past, we used to define that (be it in art, literature, 
performance) as “the cultural cringe”. I really do believe that we see the world from our per-
spective. We look at Europe, we look at America, we look at the rest of the world, and we 
look especially at our own region – the Pacific, Papua New Guinea, Southeast Asia, China, 
Japan, South Asia. (Interview with Gerard Vaughan in this volume)

Perhaps the most appropriate question to ask is whether the whole world needs 
to be interested in Australian art and museum culture? Still, given its history, 
I assumed that there would be a much greater knowledge of Australian art 
in the United Kingdom, at least at a basic level. However, the reception of re-
cent Australian exhibitions in London which offered the British an opportunity 
to discover Australia proved me wrong. I believe that Australian museum culture 
is still awaiting its moment of discovery in Europe, as its ecology of museums 
itself is fascinating, and the range of themes it offers, with its stress on Asian 
and Pacific art, Indigenous art, and contemporary art seen through the prism 
of history, makes it truly unique. And private collectors with their imaginative 
ideas for new museums only add flavour.
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2 

SHIFTS IN AUSTRALIAN MUSEUMS: INTERVIEW 
WITH BERNICE MURPHY

Bernice Murphy has worked in art museums nationally and internationally 
since the 1970s. In the 1980s, as Australia’s first curator of contemporary art, 
she established the Australian Perspecta survey exhibitions (Art Gallery of 
New South Wales, Sydney), to provide a dialogue in alternate years with 
the Biennale of Sydney. Curating the first two Perspecta exhibitions personally, 
she showed 147 artists over a two-year period, including Aboriginal art 
as contemporary art and introducing Indigenous curatorship for the first 
time. She worked fifteen years collaboratively on the evolution of Sydney 
University’s Power Gallery into the Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, 
leaving her final post as Chief Curator and Director in 1998. Bernice Murphy 
chaired the Ethics Committee of the International Council of Museums (ICOM, 
Paris) for seven years (2004–2011), and was National Director, Museums 
Australia (2006–2014). She continues to edit the Museums Australia Magazine. 
Awards: Australia Council’s Visual Arts Emeritus Medal 1999; Doctor of Letters 
(Hon. causa) University of New South Wales, Sydney, 2004; Life Member of 
Museums Australia, 2015; Honorary Life Member of ICOM, 2016.

I am interested in the context of changes taking place in Australian museums 
in the past decades. But perhaps we should start earlier. Could you sketch 
the historical context of museums here?

Australia began as a British colonial society and therefore its early institutions 
were informed by that British background. Also our convict background 
played into our social development, and has influenced how Australia evolved 
as a society. So there are British-developed institutions from a top-down per-
spective; but then there is a more complex evolution of Australia from a kind 
of socio-political perspective: of being founded as a society “in the antipodes”, 
a place of banishment for convicts, evicted from British society to the other side 
of the world, in a new continent. These forces play out through the late-18th and 



40 Art Museums in Australia

19th centuries. Some people would identify aspects still present today, even of 
the convict origins, in the insistence on very democratic or informal relations, as 
you would notice is often so different from European society. Australia is one of 
the few places in the world where the Prime Minister might appear on the street 
and be called by his first name – be considered pompous if he was offended. 
There are multiple historical backgrounds of our social relations.

We can go back further into some of that past. Through separate British colo-
nies at first (today, states of a federation): it was a particular kind of pastoral 
society, settlement society, and exploitation society. A great deal of money was 
made at first, and went back to British families, then to pastoral families here. 
Australia’s institutions were developed along British models, hence you will 
notice that we still mostly use the term “galleries”, rather than “museums” – for 
art museums.

Now let me come to the 20th century, and I will jump right to the 1960s and 
afterwards. This brings me to part of my own professional training as a student, 
and my professional life following, when Australia went through extraordinary 
political and social changes. One interesting feature is that with the rise of major 
travelling exhibitions (in the 1970s) this changed the whole form of the muse-
um. Australia for the first time was participating in this process with Britain and 
the United States on equal terms. We were experiencing – and shaping – a pro-
cess of change at the same time. We were even interacting directly with major 
institutions – for example, the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1975, 
when a major exhibition was curated by MoMA for showings in Sydney and 
Melbourne (Modern Masters: Manet to Matisse); and we developed a national 
indemnity programme around that exhibition, removing the need for expensive 
insurance – the second country in the world (after the United Kingdom) to do so.

As the whole world was gearing up for these large exhibitions, there developed 
a much more active role culturally for museums in Australia. From the mid-
1970s, and particularly in the 1980s and 1990s, there also developed a much more 
active role for contemporary art in all of our art museums. But the one thing that 
has been distinctive, in the whole period of my professional life, is that the chang-
es happening in our institutions were actually developing in partnership with 
world changes. So the long-standing problem of always being in delay – whereby 
something would happen elsewhere and then we would hear about it and emu-
late it years later – that delay, or “innovation gap” factor, changed in the 1960s. 
We were interacting directly with the changing world as it was developing new 
institutions, new concepts, and new ways of organising culture.

So this account that I have provided carries us through a quick sketch of his-
tory that shaped cultural institutions in Australia. I wanted to place in context for 
you the time of the 1960s onwards: when, for example, the National Gallery of 
Victoria moved to an entirely new site and building, which opened in 1968. This 
new, purpose-designed building included a large new space for a programme of 
changing, temporary exhibitions. The whole idea of the temporary exhibition 
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(especially large travelling exhibition) as a dynamic in the museum began in this 
period: challenging while also utilising permanent collections, but bringing other 
material into comparison, and in fact creating a kind of dialogue relationship 
with the public through many changing exhibitions within a single year.

Melbourne inaugurated a new dialogue with its first new building for the state 
gallery in more than a century, including a permanent space for temporary exhi-
bitions. Sydney was already building its first major extension at the same time, 
but in a different way. It remained on the traditional site of the Art Gallery of 
New South Wales, in public parklands, but completed the older building with 
a dramatically new, contemporary wing (opened in 1972) – as we can still see 
there today, though with many more expansions since 1972.

Sydney also achieved (like Melbourne) a large new temporary exhibition 
space, new facilities for education, and a strikingly new contemporary entrance 
court (wrapped inside an historic façade). This was all achieved in 1972. So 
in 1968 and 1972: these two main institutions, one in Melbourne and one in Syd-
ney, started to go through major changes in their engagement with a broader 
public. They shared the first “blockbuster” exhibitions that came to Australia 
in the 1970s – for example, the exhibition I mentioned earlier, Modern Masters: 
Manet to Matisse, from the MoMA in 1975, which was specially curated for 
Australia (and later shown at MoMA in New York); and then the great Chinese 
archaeological exhibition in 1977 (after showings earlier in London, Paris and 
Montreal). After the impact of these two exhibitions, which was huge in pub-
lic terms, breaking all previous records for attendance, Australia really began 
to get moving on further changes, with a large public now expecting more 
experiences of this kind – “Why can’t we have great exhibitions and events like 
this all the time?” So large-scale exhibitions, and new planning structures and 
specialised staff needed to prepare and host them, became a regular dynamic of 
our cultural life.

And what is the position of Australian identity in the discussion on changes 
in museums?

Australia went through very important changes in the 1970s to do with 
the reimagining of our cultural origins and history. This occurred at last, at 
a public level, taking account of the enormous impact of migration – Greeks, 
Italians, Polish, Yugoslav and Ukrainian people; all kinds of Europeans – who 
had come to Australia over two centuries. It also included the Chinese, who first 
came to the goldfields after the 1850s. So we started to go through a very dynam-
ic process of change in self-understanding. And something that is fundamental 
in that ongoing change – and it is a difficult change, but an absolutely important 
one – is a re-understanding of the Indigenous cultures that pre-existed all other 
cultures in the country.
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I might remark here that Aboriginal culture, particularly, has been a very 
important part of my work as a curator, and played a major role in my personal 
and professional development. In my museum work at various levels I tried 
to bring about a mutual relationship between Aboriginal culture and all other 
dominant cultures in Australia, and to get those relationships right for the first 
time. Aboriginal culture cannot simply be understood as part of cultural di-
versity. It has to be understood in a foundational, “first-nations” sense. There 
was a lot of confusion in the 1980s, of which I was highly critical, when Aus-
tralia, at a government level, embraced the concept of multiculturalism. I used 
to get very frustrated with this discussion about multiculturalism, because to me 
it was like ethnographic multiculturalism. It focused on the identification of 
bounded, singular groups – Poles, Greeks, Italians, and all of the populations 
that have grown up in Australia through immigration. And Aboriginal culture 
is sometimes put within that grouping. Not possible!

This is actually the mistake I made in the very beginning, when I approached 
research on Australian museums, I lumped Aboriginal art and the art of vari-
ous other cultures together. But then I discovered that difference. And even 
funding comes from different sources.

Aboriginal culture is in a completely different position within Australia’s histor-
ical development. It has socialised the whole continent. Named it. Peopled it. 
Altered it physically over 40,000–50,000 years. And what is crucially happening 
now, in the last decade, is that there is a wider public appreciation of the claims 
of Aboriginal people to be recognised as our “first nation” communities, pre-  
-existing everybody else. If I connect this now to what I mentioned earlier 
about institutional change: it is now the case that every state gallery and every 
state museum will display Aboriginal culture as part of its core public mission. 
No state institution would not do so. And this has increased in quality and di-
versity of the displays. The National Gallery of Australia, when it completed 
its new extension, opened in 2010, was able to accomplish the most complex 
representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures of all our insti-
tutions – covering all regional styles as well as the works of urban artists.

How do the national and state galleries differ? All of them have some par-
ticular features, each of them focuses on something a little bit different; how-
ever all of them have some common denominator. The National Gallery of 
Australia for instance is the most comprehensive as far as Aboriginal art is 
concerned. How about other things?

Melbourne (the NGV) has the greatest European collections, because of the re-
markable history of that institution – especially through the 1904 Felton Bequest 
and its great buying power for many decades. Throughout the 20th century, 
this Bequest enabled the NGV to build a remarkable collection, especially of 
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European works. The Prints and Drawings collection is incomparable in the coun-
try. The NGV is also the sole institution with both vast range and depth in its 
holdings of European art, Asian art, Mediterranean antiquities (notably remark-
able Greek vases), and decorative arts, and prints and drawings also covering 
many of these areas, quite beyond the scope of the other state institutions.

Meanwhile all state institutions have added European art of the later 20th 
century, and modern art of the late-20th and early-21st centuries. And on 
ano ther side, they echo each other in collecting Australian art in-depth, and 
in trying to bring the whole history of Australian art to a broad public, includ-
ing schools and educational institutions. Indigenous art is very strong across all 
state and major regional galleries, as already noted.

The National Gallery of Australia in Canberra, by its nature as a national gal-
lery, has to take a comprehensive overview of all regions of Australia. So where 
each of the state galleries would have a special focus on their own state, as well as 
sampling art from further afield, the National Gallery will always aim to provide 
an overview of the art and visual culture of the whole country. Therefore, it 
adopts responsibilities to represent some of the best Queensland artists, Western 
Australian artists, and those of others states. The NGA would not try to compete 
with the various states in-depth; but it aims to give anyone visiting the National 
Gallery a sense of the whole country’s achievements in the visual arts.

In the international sphere, particularly in recent times, the gallery has aimed 
to position itself nationally in its closer relations and representation of the arts 
of countries in Asia. It took a new collection direction in deciding to make long-
term loans to state galleries of its few major European historical works prior 
to Impressionism, deciding that there was little point, in an institution opened 
in 1982, in trying to build collections back into earlier centuries of European art 
before the modern era.

The gallery turned strongly to the arts of India, and of Southeast Asia, 
deciding that it had an obligation to pursue our interconnections with the cul-
tures of our region, to provide a sense of the strength of these areas culturally 
and of the interconnections to our own country – now, and developing in-
creasingly in the future. This of course also reflects a new diplomatic turn in our 
international relations. Those forces play out more strongly in the case of insti-
tutions in the national capital than might be the case with the state and regional 
galleries, which have varying cultural emphases according to their own histories 
and locations on this huge “fifth continent”.

Meanwhile Melbourne has remarkable representations of Chinese and other 
Asian arts. So, too, does the Art Gallery of New South Wales, which has been 
strengthening its Asian arts for the past twenty to thirty years. So the National 
Gallery in Canberra has not sought to build collections in Chinese or Japanese 
arts, for example, which are already strongly covered in Melbourne, Sydney and 
Adelaide; however the National Gallery is building on its already remark-
able Indonesian textile collections, which are of the highest quality. It also 
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has outstanding Melanesian and Pacific objects, including large sculptures, 
in a strong collecting tradition in these areas begun many decades ago, before 
the gallery opened. So this is just a sketch of these special connections and 
relationships reflected in collecting patterns, which vary between the National 
Gallery and the whole country, while always acknowledging the National Gal-
lery’s sense of strongly representing Australia’s position in the world at large.

And where do you think this interest in various cultures comes from?

As far as Australian cultural interests as a whole are concerned, a large factor 
in this story, to understand its diversity, is the rise of long-range, large-volume 
jet air travel. It was in the 1970s that people started to move out into the world 
massively, on cheaper jet travel journeys. When you think of Australians and 
New Zealanders, historically dependent on moving by ship, on a five-to-six-
weeks journey before arrival in Europe, these were large barriers to encountering 
other countries and cultures easily. And you do not make that return journey 
of five-to-six weeks without spending substantial time abroad – which required 
that you first leave your employment. This meant that many people could only 
make those long journeys at great expense and effort, and often towards the end 
of their life; or when they took long periods of leave from paid employment; or 
if they changed their lives in a major way to relocate abroad for international 
experience. Only rich people could fly to Europe!

So that sense of the barriers to long-range travel being such a fundamental 
dynamic of our relations with the world was always a challenging issue until jet 
planes and cheap air travel arrived. And so from the 1970s, people could at last 
move out for short periods and return. I personally would not have imagined, 
even in the 1970s when I started to travel, that I would live the kind of life I have 
now lived for many years, where I might fly from Sydney to Paris – perhaps for 
an ICOM meeting – then turn back to the airport and fly home again without 
visiting any other city. Unimaginable when I was growing up! That you would 
move around the world at such a pace, and perhaps make many international 
journeys within a year, to different continents, as a regular factor in your life. 
Meanwhile Australians and New Zealanders are among the most curious trav-
ellers in the world. And unlike older societies – particularly in Europe, where 
people often have certain patterns of travel established for vacations – because 
we do not have those long-established traditions, Australians and New Zealand-
ers are often curious about all parts of the world. We used to be the greatest 
buyers of magazines per capita, because of the desire for information being so 
strong. And our people generally have great interest in travelling to encounter 
other places, people and experiences.

But here is an important difference: When Australians and New Zealanders 
leave home, they radiate out across the entire planet. So if you go to the bottom 
of South America, you will find Australians and New Zealanders there. If you go 
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anywhere in the world, there they will be, because they are curious and follow 
interests in all directions. So this leads to a huge amount of greater social and 
cultural experience gained, as a general phenomenon, in the late-20th century. 
And fanned by a long-developed curiosity and sense of having previously being 
isolated.

Then the impact of immigration starts to work within our social experience 
in very different ways. While being a country open to all parts of the world, 
Australia undergoes huge social changes in the late 20th century: first through 
greater travel, and then through the revolution in communications. The desire 
to be able to explore all parts of the world is generally natural to all young 
people. However the way we think about immigration and cultural diversity 
in the 1980s becomes much more than “ethnographic multiculturalism”, where 
there is a strong tendency to define different groups in very typical terms – pre-
senting a kind of panorama of differences.

This is where multiculturalism moves to what I think is the much more 
reflexive concept of cultural diversity. This means multiple interconnections 
and many crossovers within and between cultures, not typical or singular cul-
tural stereotyping. Then when you interconnect this with Indigenous culture 
in the Australia context, in a foundational position, preceding all others in this 
country, museums have been so important in presenting these more complex 
interactions between many different traditions and influences, first to the Aus-
tralian public and then to the world. These changes involve Indigenous culture 
in crucial ways in our country’s changing self-understanding, and framing 
our international relations with the rest of the world in new ways.

Again, this has been part of my own history within Australia. And yet 
when I travel elsewhere, I am often in unusual situations around these ques-
tions and issues. I have been a member of the ICOM for many years, and was 
Vice-President for six years, mostly meeting in Paris. I then chaired the ICOM 
Ethics Committee for seven years after that time. It used to surprise me, often 
when I was in meetings with European colleagues, that they were extremely 
puzzled as to why we, in Australia. would so spontaneously take on board re-
patriation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander material in our collections. 
But these issues are so important to us. We live with our Indigenous people who 
were dispossessed by colonisation. These issues are about our moral future as 
a nation. So New Zealand, Canada, the United States, and Australia are the four 
countries that have been most active about the first-nations questions involving 
museums, especially repatriation of human, ancestral, remains wrongfully re-
moved, in ways that some European colleagues simply do not understand. They 
would ask: “Why would you do this?” And for us the questions is: “How could 
you not do it?”

So, Australia having lived for so long with the historical problem of delay of 
ideas and influences, came into a position of being accelerated into all kinds 
of first-hand world experiences, confrontation with contemporary issues and 
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challenges, which – taking all together – made it a very interesting time to work 
here, rather than in older, major centres elsewhere.

The ever-changing interest in cultural diversity plays into these kinds of 
narratives in our major cities. Cultural diversity is now very important and 
a very defining aspect. Our ever-curious relationship to all cuisines and types of 
foods, for example. And being open to all kinds of objects and social practices 
has accompanied this process. So this then, of course, impacts back into formal 
institutions of museums and galleries, because they have a fundamental respon-
sibility to engage with this broad movement of change and represent it.

What is the reception of museums? Do those cultures represented in museums 
go to see their own heritage?

An interesting difficulty has been, for example, if we present a Chinese exhi-
bition, you will attract Chinese audiences; but can you bring them back for an 
exhibition about Turkey, about other cultures and subjects? So what the mu-
seums have been seeking to do in recent years is to engage those populations, 
their leaders and especially their young people in ongoing ways. Museums have 
realised that if you are going to build culturally diverse audiences, you have to do 
this continuously through the whole of your organisational life, and through all 
parts of your programming and social engagement. From little children through 
to adults – you have to start early. You cannot just put on an exhibition about 
a particular culture and expect those related audiences to come, then turn 
away afterwards. Meanwhile you have to understand much more about peo-
ple’s needs – in all their diversity – and how they may benefit from your resour-
ces in many different ways, not previously considered by museums.

There has been a big move by museums within our largest cities, especial-
ly in Melbourne, Sydney, and Brisbane, to widen their service to populations 
previously neglected. For example, the Australian Museum, our oldest natural 
history museum, has turned its attention to people living far west of Sydney; 
our western centre at Parramatta is some 40 km from central Sydney. There 
have been efforts to recognise important constituencies to which collections can 
be related in new ways – particularly, for example, in the case of Pacific Island 
peoples, and new immigrants from other nations.

All our major museums are trying to create greater engagement with more 
audiences of diverse backgrounds – culturally, socially, racially, and including 
different sexual orientations and different age and health needs. Museums have 
increasingly recognised that many young people are growing up with difficulties 
about their identity and that there are many opportunities to use our collections 
to connect with those people. And especially in the case of younger immigrants, 
who might have difficulties in finding their footholds and future in a new soci-
ety, it is possible to plan affirmative programmes that reveal connections with 
or directly showcase their heritage – especially, again, for Pacific Island peoples. 
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Museums can present exhibitions that honour earlier ancestral traditions, 
affir ming important values – “This is your heritage, be proud of it.” Of course, 
success depends on simultaneously engaging a strong cross-section of those 
communities, in order to have maximum impact.

So museums realise that we have an obligation through our diverse collec-
tions, not just to be metropolitan, or provide leisure amenities for privileged 
audiences, but to ensure that our resources are able to have a more inclusive 
social reach and reinforce all cultures. But the ideal is to communicate with 
diverse groups: “You are the inheritors of all the works through all of the cul-
tural and historical strands encompassed by our various collections and shared 
knowledge resources.”

Are Aboriginal communities also involved in what museums do, or are they 
simply presented in the museums?

No, absolutely not. We have crucial responsibilities today to consult and ensure 
engagement of Aboriginal communities in the collections we hold in trust from 
their cultural and social histories. Concerning the history of colonial collect-
ing of human remains (ancestral remains) and secret-sacred objects removed 
without consent from their producers and cultural owners: museum practices 
have been transformed in recent decades to try to ensure return of control 
to Aborigi nal communities.

In the early 1990s, I was part of a group of museum people, mainly the di-
rectors of science and natural history museums, who came together with Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander representatives to form what was really 
a ground-breaking national Indigenous policy by world standards, and which is 
still the governing policy in these matters for Australian museums today. It has 
since then gone through a second, revised version, but has continuous impact 
through to today.

The first policy, launched in December 1993, was called Previous Possessions, 
New Obligations: Policies for museums in Australia and Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. That was revised a decade later, in a further consultative 
process with Indigenous people, and is now titled Continuing Cultures, Ongoing 
Responsibilities: Principles and guidelines for Australian museums working with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural heritage (2005).12

There is a continuity of policy across these two editions. This resulted from 
the leadership and collaborative work of senior museum people in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. The initiative was especially led by the natural history 
museums – which generally had custodianship of the anthropology collections 
across the country. At the time, I was the only art museum person invited to join 
the group of the natural history museum directors, because some knew of my 

12 Available for download at http://www.nma.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/3296/ccor_
final_feb_05.pdf (access: 3.06.2017).
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history with Aboriginal art. I had been committed since the 1970s to recog-
nition of Aboriginal arts in contemporary contexts – and providing different 
approaches from historical or ethnographic culture specialists.

The 1993 policy obliged museums to adopt affirmative actions towards Indige-
nous peoples as a matter of policy and continuing action: Museums must consult 
with Indigenous owners and custodians and engage them in control of interpre-
tation of their history and culture, not just think about it. In other words, there 
were new obligations to fulfil, and they were now inescapable. Indigenous people 
have rights over their heritage and cultural property, and they must be involved 
in the work museums do in caring for and representing their communities and 
cultures. So this new behaviour was about engaging people with the appropriate 
authority, elders, to represent their communities – which takes time to accom-
plish. But the Australian Indigenous policy makes clear that people have rights 
to know how you represent them, and insists that you will not represent them 
without involving them, consulting them, and enabling their full understanding 
and decision-making about how they are to be represented by museums.

Parts of the Australian policy mandated a national collective effort around 
repatriation of all human remains in museums – where it was possible to iden-
tify these remains and provenance them accurately, as a prelude to contact-
ing particular communities and offering return. The same principles applied 
to “secret-sacred” objects – which means objects not meant to be viewed by 
non-initiated people within a particular community.

But in fact repatriation is a very slow and difficult process in many cases, 
because it can take time to provenance material and contact the appropriate 
elders in descendent communities. And this often arouses great pain and even 
renewed trauma, and communities need time to prepare to receive returned 
material from museum collections – especially ancestral remains. And in some 
cases elders might say, “Keep this material, because we are not ready for such 
material to come back to us and be treated in culturally necessary ways.” So 
if communities ask museums to retain material, especially important cultural 
objects, for a time – or in some cases they might even say, “Keep it for now; but 
consult with us and inform us about how it is being held and used” – then re-
tention is ethically feasible. But not if there is a possibility to identify and return 
material that should not have been collected. And museums must be proactive 
in contacting communities, not wait for them to come to our doors.

Our museums collectively recognise that we did the colonising. It is therefore 
our job to try to undo the damage that we have done, and replace this previously 
destructive history with new principles and practices guiding ethically positive 
relationships today.

Efforts by museums to contact groups that are descendants of the Indigenous 
communities, from which material was removed historically, have been steadily 
occurring since the 1980s. And if the communities are ready for returns, and 
have the resources to carry out appropriate actions honouring cultural practices 
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and their elders, then repatriation is facilitated by museums. So Australia’s col-
laborative effort by museums, to try to correct destructive practices of the past, 
has not waited for governments or legislation – as in Canada, New Zealand 
and the United States. The United States adopted federal legislation, the Native 
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) somewhat later, 
in 1990. So governments in other countries have taken the legislative path 
to force museums to act around repatriation. In Australia, a positive movement 
around Indigenous repatriation nationally was taken up in the 1980s because it 
was the morally important thing to do, without waiting for national or state laws 
to direct us in these matters.

So returning to Australia’s slowly changing self-understanding over many 
decades: To do these things requires a fundamental shift in the sense of your 
history, and of your responsibility within that history, and your obligations 
to take affirmative action in the present. History is not just about building an 
inventory of a past from which you are disconnected. We are the inheritors of 
history. We keep recreating history as we live through its effects daily and bring 
about change. And there is a growing consciousness in this country that the only 
way to build a society in which there can be a greater sense of inclusion and 
justice towards our “first peoples” is that reparative actions must be taken before 
we go forward. And so, on one side museums try to undo the damage of the past 
historically, but the other side involve trying to build better relations and new 
kinds of collaboration in the present.

And you will notice in the way that Indigenous art is displayed in our mu-
seums: there is not simply a focus on older works, or works of continuing com-
munities far from cities; there is also urban art, which really emerged strongly 
in the 1980s, then appeared increasingly in our museums in the 1990s, and ever 
since then.

By the way it was in 1993 that Queensland Art Gallery, being further north 
in Brisbane, began a very important venture, the Asia-Pacific Triennial. Mean-
while I was somewhat involved, because I was at the state gallery in Sydney 
in the 1970s, in the growth of the Biennale of Sydney, and served on its board. 
The first Biennale in 1973 was shown at the Sydney Opera House, which was 
not suited for art exhibitions. It was not really curated professionally, and 
did not go well. But from 1976 onwards the Biennale of Sydney was realised 
at the Art Gallery of News South Wales, and it immediately began to become 
a very important event and crucial part of framing our relations with the world 
in terms of contemporary art.

That long story of building two-way interactions with the world has been a very 
important strand in how our contemporary culture has evolved since the 1970s. 
The Biennale had an important role in this changing series of relationships: it 
changed the dynamics between contemporary creativity and the institutional 
cultures that represent art in formal institutions – in museums and galleries.



50 Art Museums in Australia

Can you tell me about the shift of putting Indigenous art in art museums 
instead of in ethnographic museums? Art museums here are widely interested 
in presenting Indigenous art, while in Europe these objects would most often 
be situated in ethnographic museums.

I was involved, as you may know, in developing for fifteen years what is now 
the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney. When the MCA was preparing 
to open, which was in November 1991, we had decided that our first internatio-
nal show, after opening with a major showing of our collections, would be an 
exhibition focused on New Zealand art.

This was also a statement of our positioning of the creativity of our region 
in new ways in relationship to the idea of “international art”. We had decided 
that our near neighbour is very important to us and should come first in our 
programme of exhibitions from abroad. Later I curated large-scale exhibitions 
focused on art in Germany, and in Britain. But New Zealand was our first “inter-
national” focus. The exhibition was considered very significant at the time, and 
it was called Headlands: Thinking Through New Zealand Art, which has a careful 
double-meaning in its title: thinking about New Zealand Art over several de-
cades; and thinking with and through the experience of the artworks themselves.

Meanwhile we had one condition in approaching the New Zealand exhibi-
tion’s planning, and working with the curatorial team engaged in New Zealand: 
that the exhibition must include Maori art and culture. New Zealand was at that 
point just beginning to give contemporary Maori culture its own space for or-
ganising an exhibition in the National Museum, which would be curated by 
Maori people. But our curatorial thinking in Sydney already required that we 
move beyond such separation, and this connects with my experience earlier with 
Aboriginal art. We needed to bring Maori art and Maori curatorship into the cu-
ratorium and organisation of the whole Headlands project and its key themes. 
Meanwhile I had been working closely with New Zealand for some ten years 
prior to Headlands, and had come to know quite a lot about Maori culture and 
had a lot of close contact with Maori artists and leaders. By the way, Maori art-
ists used to comment to me years later that some of them had been represented 
afterwards in Berlin – but only in the ethnographic museum. They noticed that 
they would never have been invited to exhibit in the National Gallery of Modern 
Art as artists. They commented to me: “Only in Australia have we been invited 
as contemporary artists – not to represent ethnography.”

In 1982 there was an important edition of the Biennale of Sydney. It was 
not the first time we had Aboriginal art represented – which had already been 
included in 1979. However I remember vividly the major installation of a large 
ground painting, or “sand drawing”, by the Warlpiri people from Lajamanu (or 
Hooker Creek) – from the far north of Australia. And as Curator of Contem-
porary Art at the state gallery at that time I was responsible for liaising with 
the senior Warlpiri men, to help realise their work, when they came to Sydney 
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to create the work and “perform” its significance in a public ceremony on the day 
of opening. Some of the men were fully body-painted and wearing marvellous 
tall head-dresses of ochre-painted fibre and emu feathers. The final installation 
and “singing in” of the work ritually, in Warlpiri language, was absolutely mov-
ing and powerful.

I recall looking for a special colleague, Jean-Hubert Martin, who came as 
the Biennale’s commissioner for France that time, to come with me to a special 
position to witness the performed work. I had said to him, “You must come and 
see something special that I’m sure will interest you.” And I took Jean-Hubert 
to a place where we could stand above, looking down into the space, with a very 
good view of both the installed ground drawing in red sand and the perfor-
mance that gave it ritual meaning. Jean-Hubert was absolutely blown away. And 
he said at that time: “I really want to do something like this in France.” Well, that 
was 1982, and in 1989, when he was now director of the National Museum of 
Modern Art in Paris at the Centre Pompidou Jean-Hubert finally realised Magi-
ciens de la Terre, with an Aboriginal sand painting as an important work – from 
a slightly different area of the Australian deserts. So Les Magiciens of course 
became a world famous exhibition, and supposedly the first bringing artists of 
Indigenous and entirely non-western backgrounds into the space of “contempo-
rary art”. Yet we had been exploring these issues and bringing about changes of 
this kind in Australia much earlier. But because our work was far from Paris or 
New York, where the equally famous Primitivism exhibition was presented by 
the MoMA in 1984 [William Rubin, ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art: Affinity 
of the Tribal and the Modern], our work in Australia was not noticed or included 
in the international historical narrative of changing values.

In 1981, I begun a new project at the Art Gallery of New South Wales. The idea 
was to create a biennale of Australian art in Sydney, occurring in the years be-
tween the Biennales of Sydney hosted in the same institution. The specific aim 
was to produce a dialogue between Australian art’s evolution and the Biennale 
of Sydney. I curated the first two of these new, “Australian biennale” survey 
exhi bitions. The first was called Australian Perspecta 1981 (showing 65 artists); 
the second was Australian Perspecta 1983 (and showed 83 artists, all different 
artists from the first edition). Both these exhibitions were conceived as large 
surveys of contemporary art from the whole country, including a few foreign 
artists who also worked in Australia at that time, such as Marina Abramović and 
Ulay. Both exhibitions crucially included Indigenous artists.

However what was quite a shock at the time of the first Perspecta, in 1981, 
was that I included three very large Aboriginal paintings from the Western 
Desert, beyond Alice Springs. Paintings on canvas were then still a rather new 
form, which many people had not yet seen – at least not being shown in art 
museums, and definitely not in the context of contemporary art. The second 
point, however, was really the explosive aspect of including these works as art 
of the present.
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Many people regarded this material still through an ethnographic frame 
and could not think of it as art. This context and conjunction in 1981 aroused 
tremendous reaction and criticism – especially from all prominent leftist critics 
of the period. However, the effect of “forcing” this context and reference points, 
and opening up these relationships and questions in the present, was perma-
nent. It was like a door, once open, never closing again. And I continued to pres-
ent the desert paintings on canvas as contemporary art, as I had already done 
in an Australian exhibition to Indonesia in 1976. I also included bark paintings 
as contemporary art, along with other forms of contemporary Australian art: 
in other words, as living, evolving culture that is changing.

Then in the 1983 Australian Perspecta, I opened another door that I now 
considered important – which was to introduce Aboriginal curatorship of Abo-
riginal art. In 1983 I invited Djon Mundine to curate a special part of the whole 
exhibition. I invited him to prepare and bring a representation of artists from 
Ramingining in Arnhem Land into that exhibition. That was the beginning of 
his long career as an Aboriginal curator of contemporary art today.

So my view is that culture is always changing and always has. It is never 
frozen in time. In my life’s work, the challenge has been to take all the intensity 
of training of an art historian at Melbourne University and to try to say “Well, 
what does this mean in the present context? How do we make sense of culture, 
history, and where we might evolve now, in a very different situation? What are 
the new resources and tools we need?”

So, when I left Melbourne in the early 1970s for Tasmania, where I worked 
for three years, there was a common view at that time that all of the Tasmanian 
Aboriginal people had gone through purposive historical removal. However, 
very soon after I went to Hobart, to teach art history and theory at the art school, 
this idea of extinction exploded in my mind. I realised: “This is an impossible 
concept. There are descendants of Aboriginal people everywhere, and their 
presence in the landscapes is so powerful.” And I was helped by local artists 
to learn what I could about Tasmanian Aboriginal history.

When I later moved to Sydney, which became my long-term home, I already 
had the Tasmanian experience of a completely profound change of thought about 
Indigenous cultures, and this change in my mind was inevitably going to come 
out in my work afterwards in some way. In Sydney, first as head of the Educa-
tion Department at the state gallery, I found already a strong impact of an earlier 
Deputy Director and artist there, Tony Tuckson. He actively steered the collec-
tion of Aboriginal and New Guinean arts, though still under the framework 
of “Primitive Art”, as a special area and display of these collections was called. 
Meanwhile, in Sydney I could see much more art from different Indigenous 
traditions and start to interconnect more strongly with its contemporary forms.

To jump to the present: the impact of these changes, as a general phenome-
non, is now visible everywhere across Australian museums and galleries. What 
you see today, in all institutions, emerges from all of those dynamics beginning 
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in the 1970s and 1980s. So today when you go into any state gallery you will 
see Aboriginal art, and in any museum you will also see Australian Aboriginal 
art and culture affirmatively represented. As contemporary art; living and rep-
resenting people, personalities and histories in the present tense. Once artists 
did not have names in museums; we had to give them names. Culture, language 
and kinship groups, where they came from, became just as important as for 
European artists. We needed to answer questions such as: Who painted this? 
From what language? What regional or “country” background? What cultural 
formation? You will see every museum label presenting Aboriginal art today is 
giving you something of that information, as you must do when you take all of 
these cultures and individual artists seriously.

And since this approach was so new, was it difficult to convince your col-
leagues?

Yes, at one time – back in 1981, when I curated the first Perspecta exhibition, 
I was attacked in a way. It was very provocative. There was a strong clash of 
views. None of the critics at that time, by the way, had ever had any first-hand 
contact with Aboriginal people. But they were absolutely sure that this move 
to include Aboriginal art from remote and rural backgrounds as contemporary 
art was wrong. But all those first arguments were long ago, and changed greatly 
in subsequent years.

The arguments today are about evolving forms of urban art, and from a great 
range of cultural backgrounds; and about better representations of new kinds 
of diversity. So the diversity ideal is always bringing more demands back to us. 
There are always more diversities to be included. There are more micro-cultural 
connections and cross-overs to understand. There are more aspects of dynamic 
change to be represented: this is where the critical pressure keeps coming upon 
exhibitions and collections today. But that pressure is also close to the new 
growing-points in critical work, where the evolution of ideas and insights keeps 
moving and changing.

So how long did it take for the museums to make this shift?

Well, it moves quite quickly. In fact as part of that exhibition in 1981, I was 
allotted a small amount of funding which enabled me to acquire three works for 
the permanent collection of the gallery – and I bought a painting by a woman 
from Sydney, a painting by a man from Melbourne, and one of the Western 
Desert Aboriginal paintings, the only one of the three canvas paintings that was 
available for purchase. So this was the first Western Desert painting to enter 
the state collection in Sydney. Now, of course, they have a large collection of 
Indigenous Australian art of all kinds. However, the other crucial aspect of this 
long narrative of change was the movement to involve Aboriginal people direct-
ly in their own representation in museums; and of course involving Aboriginal 
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people as curators. Today, we have Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff 
in all of our museums and galleries, and as critics and writers. This is a huge and 
important change in a generation.

And do Aboriginal people visit museums to see their heritage?

Oh yes. Absolutely.

In Poland right now we have a big museum boom and many museums and 
centres of contemporary art are being created. Formally in Australia there is 
just one contemporary art museum in Sydney. There is also GOMA in Brisbane 
but it is not an independent museum. And I was wondering why that is so?

In some ways because all of the main state galleries embrace contemporary art 
as part of their responsibilities. One of the reasons I finally left the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales at the end of 1983 and moved to the University of Sydney 
(to the Power Gallery of Contemporary Art) to try to help realise the first real 
museum for contemporary art, was because at that time it was still difficult 
to bring the full range of contemporary art successfully into a historical mu-
seum. I thought that it would be interesting to build a new institution, where 
I could do more of the kinds of things that I had been struggling to do inside 
the state gallery.

My partner and I were attracted to the University of Sydney because there 
was a special bequest and a special history there, which was supposed to be for 
a contemporary art collection and museum for “the people of Australia” to be 
in closer touch with “the latest” art of the world. Funds had been lost in the 1970s, 
and the aims of the original bequest could not be realised. We thought in 1983, 
when the position became available: perhaps we could catalyse new efforts, gain 
a building for conversion, and create a new legacy. And that was what we did. 
We believed that the collection and exhibiting functions had to come out of 
the university and enter the city. We had to negotiate with the government to find 
a disused building that might be available, which we did – by the end of our first 
year in fact. And people were shocked to realise we had been granted a building 
on such a major site – by the harbour, right opposite the Sydney Opera House. 
In a few things we acted quickly and were very lucky. But mainly due to a sympa-
thetic premier heading the state government at that time.

There has to be an understanding here of how differently situated contem-
porary art was in those past decades. The audience was much smaller. I was 
in the 1970s still trying to create a broader audience for contemporary art: one 
that would take contemporary art as seriously as an exhibition of Monet. It 
all happened eventually, and now all state galleries regard their contemporary 
audiences as one of their most important audiences. No state gallery director 
today would want to be seen as detached from contemporary art, and the old-
er institutions are making more and more moves into the contemporary field, 
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in addition to their historical fields. They have realised that that is an important 
avenue to having impact on your contemporary society and to building the au-
diences of the future. This is a key strategy today of the development of a state 
or national institution today.

Do you think that more museums of art, not only contemporary art, will be 
created? Is there a need for more museums?

There might be. But Sydney had this special history of hosting the Biennale of 
Sydney and contemporary art generally for a very long time. The Sydney Bien-
nale, begun in 1973, is now one of the long-established biennales in today’s world. 
I suppose my earlier answer is still relevant: Since all of the major institutions 
have embraced contemporary art, it makes it harder to start an entirely new 
institution for contemporary art alone, as I have also experienced in the years 
of tough work it required to create the MCA in Sydney. Some people would still 
like a separate institution in other cities, but it is a little harder to achieve when 
all the state galleries now cover contemporary arts actively.

Are museums in Australia a tool for political struggle? Are politicians inter-
ested in museums?

Politicians are interested, but museums today are very careful about entering 
for political struggles. Yet politicians are interested, because all cultural institu-
tions have become much more prominent parts of public society. As the muse-
ums have built powerful patrons, this has created great change. Governments 
want to be seen where powerful patronage is. So a big change in museums is 
that they were originally and mainly government funded, including for acqui-
sitions. Now almost all have to raise funds to buy works for their collections. 
The govern ment does not give them funds for acquiring artworks any more.

So government provides buildings, facilities and staff. But for collections, 
it is left to institutions to build philanthropic support and engage patrons who 
will cover this need. In Australia, through the rise of so-called “blockbuster” 
exhibitions in the 1970s, we developed a great variety of new tools, skills, and 
services for a broader public. There was a rather longer delay in developing these 
new skills in Europe. We had to make these changes early, because only through 
acquiring new skills could museums and galleries gain the resources we needed 
to organise and present major exhibitions, and then to buy artworks in a rising 
market and develop our collections more ambitiously. Building the number and 
capacity of private supporters was crucial. For example, when I came to Syd-
ney from Tasmania, the Art Gallery Society numbered some 4,000 people, and 
I think today it is more like 40,000. Some are very rich people; but many are not. 
This is also very important: some are modest supporters, but their contributions 
are vital, and there is really a social justice issue there to ensure that all levels of 
society are involved.
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How were you building your audiences in the Museum of Contemporary Art?

You must try to build audiences among people who have never come before, 
or perhaps are extremely disadvantaged in a variety of ways. Access has many 
aspects: physical, social, intellectual and cultural aspects. We started new kinds 
of programmes at the MCA in Sydney – but first raising philanthropic support 
to achieve this. The first disability access programmes we pursued were for 
people physically or intellectually disabled. We also targeted Aboriginal com-
munities south of Sydney – one of the oldest communities at La Perouse. And 
then we also turned to social justice programmes and access. We developed 
a project, and finally an in-house exhibition, with young people far west of Syd-
ney who were almost falling into jail; and they were tough young people. Yet we 
worked with them closely; introduced them to creative resources and helped 
them to produce artwork. Finally we showed this as an exhibition in our Board 
Room, and they could bring their parents and friends to see their work. Their 
pride was huge!

But with all these affirmative-action programmes, you have to keep repeating 
and building upon them; and learning from your results and building again. All 
our museums are now trying to do these kinds of access programmes with new 
audiences. You have to research audiences and ask: “Who does not come; why 
not; what stops them; and what can we do to engage them?”

9th January 2015
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location: Canberra, Australian Capital Territory
status: public
established in 1976
opened in 1982
designed by Colin Madigan, extension by Andrew Andersons (2010)

The National Gallery of Australia (NGA) has federal status (it is funded by the fed-
eral government), while other major galleries in state capitals are funded by their 
state governments. Irrespective of its source of funding, it has many similarities 
with the state galleries. Attempts to establish a national gallery for Australia 
had been made since the early 20th century, after the federation in 1901 which led 
to the creation of the Commonwealth of Australia.

In 1912 the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board was established, with the pri-
mary aim of forming a national collection of art. In 1973 it was superseded by 
the Acquisitions Committee for the Australian National Gallery (Green, 2003, 
p. 3). Also in 1912 the results of the competition for an urban plan for Canberra 
were announced. Alongside various government and other public buildings 
the brief included cultural institutions, one of which was a National Art Gallery 
and Library (initially the plan was to house them in a single complex). The city 
was formally established in 1913 and that year marked the beginning of the con-
struction process which unfolded according to the plans by the American archi-
tect Walter Burley Griffin. It took several decades to complete the construction 
plan. In 1927 the Commonwealth parliament began to sit in the Provisional 
Parliament House; the permanent Parliament House was only opened in 1988, 
to mark Australia’s Bicentenary. In 1964 Lake Burley Griffin was completed, which 
is at the centre of the Parliamentary Triangle, where all the major federal institu-
tions are accommodated. The building of the NGA is one of these. These dates 
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demonstrate that even though eighty years passed from the inception of the NGA 
until its opening in 1982, the institution was an integral part of the planning pro-
cess and the development of the site from the very start.

In 1966 the so-called Lindsay Report (the report presented by the National 
Art Gallery Committee of Inquiry chaired by Daryl Lindsay) defined the gal-
lery’s acquisitions policy. Three areas were given special emphasis: 1) modern 
art worldwide, 2) all Australian art, 3) “works of art representing the high cul-
tural achievement of Australia’s neighbours in southern and eastern Asia and 
the Pacific Islands” (National Gallery of Australia Acquisitions Policy, 2006, p. 1).

The building of the National Library of Australia was opened in 1968, and 
two years later a nearby site was approved for the NGA (at that time under 
the name Australian National Gallery). In a closed architectural competition, 
announced before the site was determined, Sydney-based Colin Madigan of 
the architectural office Edwards, Madigan, Torzillo and Partners was selected 
to design the museum. As the then prime minister John Gorton remarked: “It 
is very important that the design of the gallery should reflect the most modern 
thinking of the present day, that it should be particular to Australia, and be 
an expression of the national character” (Bell, n.d.). Construction of the muse-
um started in 1974 and the building was ready in 1981. The gallery was formally 
established on 1976 and its official opening by Queen Elizabeth II took place 
in 1982. The building was described as being “an important and prominent Aus-
tralian example of Brutalist Architecture, and is the most decisive statement 
of the Brutalist philosophy as realised by Colin Madigan” (National Gallery of 
Australia, Register…, 1993).

In 2010 a new extension of the building, designed by Andrew Andersons, 
was opened. It was developed to house the museum’s Indigenous galleries as 
well as a new entrance and foyer to the gallery.

Regarding the collecting policy, former director Ron Radford noted that 
“the national art collection was formed to complement, not rival, the existing 
collections of the Australian state galleries (…) the collections that form the na-
tional art collection concentrate largely on those collecting areas that in other 
galleries have been a lesser priority” (Radford, 2014, p. 9).

The NGA has five geographical collecting areas:
 ● European and American modernism;
 ● Asian art, especially from South and Southeast Asia;
 ● Pacific art – according to Radford “the art of the Pacific has been 
under-represented in Australian art museums, and the Gallery has 
made it a priority both in its earliest days of collecting and again in re-
cent years” (Radford, 2014, p. 13);

 ● Australian art – this is the largest collection in the NGA and the largest 
collection of its kind in Australia (108,000 works), representing all peri-
ods, states and territories;
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 ● Indigenous Australian art – again, this is the largest and most compre-
hensive collection in Australia, representing all regions and including 
urban areas.

An integral part of the NGA’s complex is its Sculpture Garden. It was planned 
for the gallery as early as in 1975. Already at that time, the first sculptures to be 
placed outdoors were acquired, among them works by Auguste Rodin, Henry 
Moore, and Alexander Calder. By 1977 it was decided that the Sculpture Gar-
den would contain about fifty sites to accommodate works from human scale 
to monumental, in order to illustrate the development of sculpture during 
the modern period in Australia and overseas (Piekains, n.d.). The three-hectare 
garden was designed by landscape architects Harry Howard and Associates. 
According to Howard his concept for the landscaping

would provide physical and psychological comfort allowing visitors to orient themselves and 
be guided through a sequence of varying ‘gallery’ spaces or rooms. The planting was to com-
prise only Australian native species and, in particular, those occurring around the Canberra 
region. The asymmetrical and haphazard character of Australian trees and plants would 
in time soften the formal architectural principles underpinning the design. (Sculpture Gardens: 
Australian National Gallery, Canberra, Study 1, quoted after Hobbs, 2013)

The Sculpture Garden was opened in 1982. In 1998 a permanent installation 
by Fiona Hall, the Fern Garden, was added to the NGA’s outdoor collection. In 
2010 James Turrell’s major installation Skyspace was constructed in the vicinity 
of the entrance to the gallery.

3.1. Interview with Gerard Vaughan

Dr Gerard Vaughan’s career has been divided between academia and the world 
of museums and galleries in both Australia and the United Kingdom. As an art 
historian his interests are broad, concentrating on the social history of 
art and specialising in the study of taste and art collecting, both private and 
institutional.

In 1994 he became inaugural Director of the British Museum Development 
Trust in London, where he was closely involved in planning and funding 
the rebuilding of the British Museum with Norman Foster’s Great Court 
at its centre. He returned to Melbourne in 1999 to become Director of 
the National Gallery of Victoria with a brief to oversee the gallery’s complete 
redevelopment, also undertaking new programmes for major exhibitions 
and collection development. After stepping down from the NGV in 2012 he 
returned to academia for two years at the Australian Institute of Art History 
at the University of Melbourne.
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In late 2014 he was appointed Director of the National Gallery of Austra-
lia in Canberra, and with the support of the NGA team has embarked on 
a programme of re-thinking how Australia’s national art collection could be 
displayed in new ways. He has created a new Department of Global Contem-
porary Art, with a special inaugural focus on the visual culture of Asia.

For thirteen years you were the director of the National Gallery of Victoria, 
and for over two years now you have been heading the National Gallery of 
Australia. This gives you a wonderful opportunity to compare two most im-
portant art museums in Australia. What are the major differences between 
the NGA and NGV?

The differences between the National Gallery of Victoria and National Gal-
lery of Australia are historic, and relate to the levels of government we have 
in Australia. Firstly, there is the federal government, with its own territory, like 
Washington D.C. in the United States. It is important to understand that each of 
the states was, before 1901 when the Commonwealth of Australia was created, 
a self-governing British colony. Each one has its own parliament and thus parlia-
mentary elections; they effectively thought of themselves as different countries, 
which is why you still have an institution in Melbourne called the “National 
Gallery of Victoria”.

The reason is historic, going back to the 1850s–1880s, when Melbourne 
grew quickly and became an immensely rich city, like Chicago or San Francis-
co, thanks to the discovery of gold in Central Victoria. As Melbourne grew, it 
wanted to imitate London, including its cultural institutions. As London had 
a “National Gallery”, so would Melbourne. The NGV was founded in 1861 and 
the act of parliament, which gave it its formal name, was enacted in 1869. When 
Australia became a new independent nation in 1901, the new federal government 
linked all colonies into one political entity, though the states jealously guarded 
the rights and privileges assigned to them under the new federal legislation, and 
Melbourne served as the temporary capital until 1927.

There was no National Gallery of Australia at that time and it took over eighty 
years to create one. The result was that in the beginning, the major Australian 
state galleries continued to use the word “national”. As time went on, they all 
dropped the word “national”, as the national government in Canberra began 
to develop a stronger national identity. But Melbourne, then the wealthiest and 
most culturally advanced city in Australia, declined to drop the word “national”. 
That is why we have two public art institutions in Australia called “national”, and 
it has been a huge debate for some time.

Is it still raised?

Yes, from time to time, when the press has a slow day and they want to provoke 
an argument. As you can imagine, I have had to argue on both sides, firstly for 
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retaining “national” in Victoria and more recently to suggesting that perhaps one 
day it might be easier to have just one “National” gallery in Australia. Having 
said that, from a broad perspective, it would be hard for Melbourne to give up 
a name by which it has been recognised around the world for nearly 150 years. 
Brand recognition is important.

What were the beginnings of the NGV?

The Melbourne gallery was very much the product of 19th-century educational 
and cultural thinking and in the beginning it was essentially a gallery of con-
temporary art and design. Its foundation was in many ways a direct outcome 
of the Great Exhibition in London in 1851, and then the Paris exhi bition 
in 1855. The colony of Victoria sent many exhibits and products to those two 
exhibitions. Coming out of the Great Exhibition was the concept of having 
a permanent design collection at the South Kensington Museum in London, 
which was to acquire decorative arts and design, objects collected above all 
to inspire artists and artisans and to improve public taste. That new collec-
tion evolved into the Victoria and Albert Museum. At the beginning, the new 
Natio nal Gallery in Melbourne could only really afford to collect contemporary 
art – and mainly contemporary British art – because it was a British colony, 
driven by the same principles as the Victoria and Albert Museum and later 
the Tate, to improve taste by having a public collection to inspire local creativity. 
So there were really two issues: creating a museum of contemporary pictures, 
sculpture and design imitating models in London and, in the colonial context – 
that is, a new egalitarian society offering opportunities unimaginable in Europe 
for working people – an expression of Victorian ideas about self-improvement 
through education.

Australia had a strong sense of being a new country, made up of people who 
had emigrated from around the world, seeking opportunities for a better life. 
This is why issues such as the trade union movement in 19th and early 20th cen-
tury Australia were very important, allowing workers to empower themselves, 
in a free and egalitarian spirit – or at least, with fewer social, political and eco-
nomic restrictions than in Europe. Victoria was the first place in the world to in-
troduce legislation for a 40-hour working week. It provided facilities for people 
to improve themselves through education, through public access to museums 
and galleries, public libraries, and providing lectures and practical instruction 
in local “mechanics” institutes, which regularly offered art exhibitions. All of 
this was a central part of Australia’s colonial social construct.

In 1904 a wealthy Melbourne businessman, Alfred Felton, died leaving 
a great fortune for the public benefit. Half of the income from that fortune 
was placed at the disposal of the National Gallery of Victoria for acquisitions. 
That meant that Melbourne could suddenly enter the world stage with a huge 
income and it model led itself on a combination of English and American 
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museums and galleries of the day. In terms of old masters, what was popular 
in Britain and America, decade by decade for the next fifty years, also reflected 
what Melbourne wanted to buy. Acquiring aristocratic British portraits by 
Reynolds, Gainsborough and others followed a well-established American 
taste, which also included enthusiasm for the 17th-century Dutch and Flemish 
schools. All the other state galleries were developing on a much smaller scale 
because none of them had the wealth and the income of the National Gallery 
of Victoria.

In an interview for “The World Today” in 2014 you said: “What fascinates me 
about the prospect of becoming director of the National Gallery of Australia is 
that I will now be working on a federal level with a different collection which 
has different strengths and emphases.” What are the strengths and emphases 
of the NGA’s collection?

Canberra is a planned city. It started off with the first parliament house, and grad-
ually embassies and government departments were transferred from Melbourne, 
Australia’s temporary capital. The creation of major cultural institutions 
in Canberra came much later. In the 1960s the National Library and the National 
Archives were established. Then, in 1967, the government announced its deci-
sion to create a new national gallery. An advisory committee realised the gallery 
should concentrate on contemporary art, and the art of our own region, especial-
ly the Pacific and South and Southeast Asia. This was a decade before the rise of 
the contemporary Indigenous movement that later became such a major force 
in Australian visual culture. In 1975 an act of parliament finally established 
the new institution (though the NGA did not open until 1982).

Just for a very few years in the 1970s, the government gave the embryonic 
NGA enormous sums of money to go out and buy global masterpieces. That 
meant that Jackson Pollock’s Blue Poles could be acquired (at the time the most 
expensive American work of art ever sold), Brancusi’s Birds in Space, and so 
on. Contemporary art at that time meant, above all, the New York School, and 
that is why the NGA – driven by the vision and energy of our founding director, 
James Mollison – has one of the largest and best collections of the New York 
School art in the world outside the United States.

After World War II Australia, though part of the British Commonwealth, 
became much closer to the United States. In so many social, economic, polit-
ical and cultural ways, Australia has sometime seemed to exist (conceptually) 
halfway between the United States and Britain, and this still applies in terms 
of how people think and behave here. In arguing that we must collect the art of 
our region, it was also understood that in Canberra we had no need to recreate 
the traditional Anglo-European interest in Asian art of the 16th–18th centuries. 
Melbourne and Sydney already had distinguished collections of Chinese and 
Japanese painting of porcelain, so there was little point in replicating this taste. 
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The new National Gallery should concentrate on its region, particularly India 
and Southeast Asia, especially Thailand and Indonesia, and the Pacific. We have 
incredible collections of Pacific art here, only a fraction of which is on display. 
We are planning a significant new building, and only then will we have sufficient 
space to do justice to these superb holdings.

Just before Christmas we made the second most expensive purchase since 
I arrived two years ago, a rare and astonishing piece of New Guinea carving, 
a male deity from the Markham Valley, in Papua New Guinea, almost certainly 
datable to the late 18th century. Experts are already describing it as one of 
the most important New Guinea sculptures that exists. It was expensive, but 
worth paying the premium. This shows that we are prepared to spend large 
sums of money, if we need to, on the art of our region. There is, of course, a lot 
of political concern around that. We negotiated the purchase in full collabora-
tion with the National Museum and Art Gallery of Papua New Guinea (PNG), 
consulting their director and their board of trustees, who said that Papua New 
Guinea would welcome this major work coming to Australia and that there was 
no impediment from their perspective. We have strong links with PNG, and 
in collaboration with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) we 
have been active in a programme to repair and rebuild the Museum and Art 
Gallery of PNG, and have provided expert training and exchanges.

More broadly, how does the NGA realise Australia’s regional politics in the field 
of culture?

One of the special things about Canberra is cultural diplomacy. We have more 
opportunities here, perhaps not available to the state galleries, because DFAT is 
prepared to invest in cultural projects in the right circumstances. For example, 
we are about to send a very fine exhibition of contemporary Indigenous art 
to the ME Collectors Room in Berlin later this year. The Australian govern-
ment has declared 2017 a year of special focus between Australia and Germany, 
mainly regarding trade, but they want to have cultural exposure as well. Over 
a year ago Australia signed the Free Trade Agreement with China, and the Aus-
tralian government emphasised that cultural exchanges should underpin it. It is 
interesting to note that when Australia and China negotiated a broad-ranging 
and exceptionally generous free trade agreement (FTA) the government insisted 
that the signing took place at the National Gallery. We showed our high-level 
Chinese guests something of Australian culture and that was a powerful symbol. 
We are now very close to signing a Free Trade Agreement with India, and we 
have a lot of contact with India at the moment. Many years ago we acquired In-
dian antiquities from an art dealer in New York, which we now know had been 
illegally exported and that the documentation for export provided to us was 
forged. We are addressing this problem in an open and transparent way, and we 
are sending back things which do not have adequate and credible procurement 
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documentation. Many museums and galleries in the US, and also in Singapore, 
have similar problems. The Indian authorities have expressed themselves very 
happy with the methodologies we have developed, and our co-operation is now 
extending into other areas in Canberra. We can seek support from the govern-
ment for exhibitions that are essentially about Australian culture. From my per-
spective that is very interesting. Essentially I moved from being director of an 
institution that had good modern and contemporary art of all periods, but was 
particularly famous around the world for its old masters collection, to directing 
a newer institution which was very much about the art of the last fifty or sixty 
years, with a perspective on our own region.

If I were to briefly describe the National Gallery of Australia I would say that 
for me as an outsider this museum is a gateway to Australian art, because of 
the arrangement of the collection in permanent galleries, and also the very clear 
and accessible text materials provided. What was your approach to interpreta-
tion material in the galleries in Melbourne and what is it in Canberra?

In Melbourne and in Canberra we did fairly similar things, but with some nota-
ble differences. When I came to Melbourne in 1999 we closed everything down 
for four years for major rebuilding. During that time we put a lot of work and 
effort into the interpretative materials, didactic panels and labels, so that every 
work had an interpretation or commentary of around 150 to 200 words. Each 
room in the NGA has an introductory didactic panel, and whenever there is 
a new installation, a changeover of works of art, we produce new didactic mate-
rial, both in the galleries and on the website.

Australia is a very multicultural country. Since the early 1980s we have had 
a new stronger engagement with Asia. Immigration policies have very much 
shifted. Immigration is no longer mainly from Europe. In recent years we have 
seen a huge increase in Chinese tourism into Australia, mainly to Sydney and 
Melbourne. So far as the NGV in Melbourne was concerned, we found that with 
our refurbishment of the Asian galleries, with more space and context, we were 
attracting more and more Chinese visitors. So in the Asian galleries we made 
everything bilingual; every didactic panel was both in Chinese and English; 
additionally, the Japanese gallery included labels in Japanese and section with 
Indian material had writing in Hindi. While Asian tourism into Canberra is still 
limited, we are already discussing bilingual labels and didactic panels. What we 
do at the moment is provide a series of multi-printed introductions to the NGA 
in brochure form, so that people can readily navigate around the building.

What aspects of the NGA are you developing or altering?

Our first decision was to do a total refreshment of the permanent collection 
hang. Many of the works of art on display had not changed in many years, or 
at least with minimal change. We decided on a total shake up of the national 
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collection. In 2010 the NGA opened a new wing for the Indigenous collections 
on level one. It was conceived as Stage 1 of an ambitious redevelopment. Stage 2 
is still at a conceptual phase. When completed, it will almost double the size of 
the building and will offer much more space for our permanent collection, par-
ticularly of Australian art. In our view the National Gallery of Australia should, 
above all, offer to visitors a very comprehensive display of Australian visual 
culture. And the top floor of the envisioned new building will provide 2500 m2 
for global contemporary practice. Our current thinking concerns the abandon-
ment of our current museological taxonomies. We might hang contemporary 
Aboriginal paintings from Western Australia with something from Philippines, 
or from Russia or Poland – snapshots of global practice, and global context. We 
want this big new space be very different to traditional ones.

When the NGA opened in 1982, there was a concept that it should simply be 
a collection of global masterpieces. That is why the building is relatively small 
when compared to other major museums of Australia. Almost by definition, 
these masterpieces from Europe, the US and Asia were planned to be grouped 
together on Level 1, which is the first floor for the collections. And the Australian 
collections were installed upstairs, and were not the first artworks to be encoun-
tered. So, we decided to reverse that – we would bring the Australian collections 
down to Level 1, and put the non-Australian collections upstairs. We cleared 
away a lot of temporary walls, which had been built over decades, because every 
director understandably wanted more works of art on the walls. I took the view 
that it was visually overcrowded. We reduced the number of works on display, 
but we gave them more space and better light. We promised the public, that 
fewer works on display would be compensated by more frequent changeover 
of everything. We are currently doing a lot of themed hangs of the permanent 
collection. We draw from our collections around a particular idea, like mini 
exhibitions. We take a theme and we mix everything up, combining paintings, 
sculpture, photography, prints, video, whatever we might have in our collection 
that helps tell the story.

You mentioned the new extension. Has the design for the building been al-
ready selected?

No, there is no point until we know that the government is ready to promise 
a large sum of money. We have a conceptual plan, which we can show to in-
terested people. It sets out the spaces, where the building will be, the amount of 
space we need for different parts of the collection, and some of the concepts we 
have developed about how the collections might be displayed. It will all change, 
but it is important to have a starting point. The conceptual plan was prepared by 
the architects of the Stage 1 project. We have made it very clear that when we do 
Stage 2, we will go to the market and conduct a global competition. Once gov-
ernment decides to support this project, we will be in a position to start quickly 
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and we will probably imitate the system that the Art Gallery of New South Wales 
in Sydney developed for its massive redevelopment of Sydney Modern. The pro-
posed NGA building will cost around $300 million AUD, and we anticipate that 
the government would contribute some $180 million AUD, with the community 
providing a further $120 million AUD through donations. This has never hap-
pened in Canberra before. It is a city of bureaucrats, politicians and diplomats, 
along with Australian National University students. This is not a city where it 
is easy to fundraise. We will need new approaches to raise very large sums of 
money from friends and supporters around the country.

What makes the NGA different from the state galleries?

In many ways, the National Gallery of Australia has tended to operate as if it was 
another state gallery, which just happens to be in the national capital. Within 
the senior executive team we often ask ourselves how to best demonstrate na-
tional leadership. We have by far the biggest collection (the equivalent in purely 
numerical terms of the National Gallery of Victoria, plus everything in the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales, the Queensland Art Gallery, and more), but we have 
a relatively small building and Canberra has a relatively small population of under 
400,000 people. So we work in a concentrated way to attract visitors and school 
groups who come to visit the national capital, just like Americans visit Washing-
ton D.C., it is a very obvious parallel. An even closer one is perhaps Canada, where 
you have the superb collection of the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto (which is 
arguably the equivalent of the NGV in Melbourne), and then you have the smaller, 
more focused and newer National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa.

Every year we send six or seven significant travelling exhibitions around 
Australia, and while these occasionally are presented in the state galleries in cap-
ital cities, more typically they go to the regional galleries in large and medium- 
-sized cities all over the country. This programme has been going on for 
28 years. In 2016 we welcomed our 10 millionth visitor to one of these travelling 
exhibitions. Six or seven touring shows a year is significant, but we want to do 
even more. We are starting to move towards proactively inviting directors of 
museums from around the country to come and select great masterpieces in our 
collection, or even groups of works, for loan for three years or even five years, 
whatever is relevant. We want to devolve the national collection, making it clear 
that this is a national asset, which can be shared by the whole nation.

Another obvious necessity in a country the size of Australia is becoming 
more sophisticated and creative in digital communication. Our website is 
useful and well-constructed, but next year there will be a huge makeover. We 
are about to appoint a new CIO, and a new Assistant Director whose portfolio 
will be communications, including website and social media. We need to give 
more focus to the way teachers in every part of Australia use our collection. We 
want to make them feel that if they want to start talking to their students about 
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any aspect of Australian visual culture, the culture of our region, or American 
20th-century visual culture (one of the strengths of our collection), they can go 
onto our website and get useful and well-presented materials. The whole history 
of Australia is about communicating over vast distances, going back to the 1950s 
when children in remote areas were being taught via radio, and there was even 
the Flying Doctor Service. So it is very much a part of the Australian psyche. 
Overall, we feel in the NGA that we can do a lot more to engage people digital-
ly – and of course we have that in common with art museums the world over.

My personal belief is that if we want government to continue supporting us 
financially at the same level, without questioning the point of having a large col-
lection in a relatively small building in Canberra, we have to address the issue of 
how we can demonstrate national leadership in practical ways. For us, the actual 
number of visitors annually, while capable of growth, is not the prime objective.

Another aspect of our role, as I said, is cultural diplomacy. With government 
support we are in a strong position to send exhibitions around the world. But no 
art museum director in Britain, America or Poland would invest a great deal of 
money in a superb exhibition of Australian art, because Australia is largely un-
known and it would be difficult to sell tickets and make it a commercial success. 
If we want Australian art to be shown around the world we have to support it 
financially, as happened with the significant Royal Academy of Arts in London 
exhibition from the NGA [Australia, 2013], which occurred some eighteen 
months before I became director. We needed to raise money in Australia to sup-
port the costs of the exhibition going to London. The methodology worked, and 
200,000 people saw a major Australian show in London.

As I have already mentioned, Papua New Guinea is another, very different ex-
ample of cultural diplomacy. Last year PNG celebrated the 50th anniversary of its 
independence. After World War I the Germans were pushed out of New Guinea, 
and the former German and British colonies became an Australian protectorate. 
Australia governed PNG until 1966 when it became independent. One of Austra-
lia’s gifts to PNG was a significant grant by the federal government to modernise 
the National Museum and Art Gallery of Papua New Guinea – to repair the build-
ing, to give it a new security system, to bring modern techniques. We signed up 
to be the leader in sending specialised staff to PNG to work with them. We did 
the same many years ago with Cambodia’s national museum, as the country re-
covered from the horrendous period of Khmer Rouge terror. When they were try-
ing to reconstruct Phnom Penh and revive its cultural institution, the NGA sent 
groups of people to help with that process. The Cambodians have never forgotten. 
As a result, following many visits from Cambodia and staff exchanges, Cambodia 
has loaned us works of art on a long-term basis. The government of India has 
promised to lend us other works, as they support our objectives concerning the re-
turn of illegally exported artworks, and at the same time to support the principle 
of India’s cultural heritage being available to Australian audiences.
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All these regional cultural exchanges have important and diplomatic aspects 
and this is very much the role, I think, for the National Gallery of Australia. 
We have a lot to give and there are many other small nations in our region, 
and particularly in the South Pacific, who inevitably encounter some difficulties 
in collecting and displaying their own culture. We would welcome the oppor-
tunity to assist. Australia has a relatively small population, though considerable 
national wealth, and we must seek to do what we can to assist in our region.

The issue of a cross-cultural museum is very interesting in Australia. Now 
it reflects the character of Australian society. But it took a long time before 
Australian museums came to this point. What did the shift of Indigenous art 
from ethnographic to art museums look like? Were collections also physically 
moved, or it was only the shift of interest?

I think that the definition of a cross-cultural museum must now apply readily 
to any art museum in Australia. When it comes to Indigenous art, historically 
Australian Indigenous visual art was never regarded very seriously, even overseas. 
All those great exhibitions of primitive art in MoMA in New York in the 1930s, 
1940s and 1950s had almost no Australian Aboriginal art. Even in the primitive 
art exhibitions it was regarded as too primitive. That has now shifted, though 
more needs to be achieved with international collecting institutions.

The example of Paris, where the Musée de l’Homme, France’s great eth-
nographic institution, was willing to give up major parts of its collections for 
the new fine art museum, the Musée du Quai Branly, is interesting by way of 
comparison. In Australia, states continue to think of themselves as completely 
separate. I believe the museums and galleries of Australia do not work as collabo-
ratively as they should. We have two professional groups of museum and gallery 
directors in Australia; we still think of museums of natural history, ethnography, 
science and technology as being separate to the fine art museums. So we have 
the Council of Australian Museum Directors – and a separate Council of Austra-
lian Art Museum Directors. We work with each other successfully enough with 
occasional temporary loans, but we are not good at long-term loans between 
our collections. The Australian Museum in Sydney (again a name that goes back 
to the 19th century when New South Wales was a self-governing British colony) 
has one of the greatest collection of Pacific material in the world and they are 
very generous in case of temporary exhibitions; it would be wonderful if we 
could also make long-term loans to each other. For me, one of the developments 
in Australian art museology as we go forward, and in Australian museology 
generally, is that we probably need a new psychology, a new attitude to sharing 
diverse collections around the nation. Maybe that is one role where the National 
Gallery in Canberra could step up and play a stronger leadership role, along 
with the National Museum of Australia.



69National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

When it comes to contemporary Indigenous art, in distinction to historic 
material, the science, national history and ethnography museums are still buying 
it, alongside fine art museums, but for different purposes. The National Museum 
of Australia has a very big collection of contemporary Indigenous art, hardly 
2 km from us, but we do not talk to each other about each other’s buyings (and 
indeed our national business regulator, the ACCC, has specifically forbidden us 
to consult each other ahead of public art auctions because it would constitute 
collusion) and I think that across the nation there is a lot of room for collabo-
ration. I do not believe there has been any government-supported process by 
which a museum of ethnography, natural history and science and technology 
in one capital city would naturally assume those collections should be automati-
cally shared by the museum of fine art in that city. When I was in Melbourne 
it was never easy to borrow things from the Museum of Victoria, even though 
we were both arts agencies funded by the same government and we have 
the same govern ment bureaucrats looking after our interests. I think it is one 
area where new approaches to collaboration across museums and across states 
would be a very good thing.

It seems that the audience is losing a lot because of these difficulties.

That is right. We can do more to enrich public experience. In our case in Can-
berra we have the Lake Sentani double figure from New Guinea, which I regard 
as one of the greatest works of art anywhere. But the problem for us is that we 
have no significant space in which to exhibit our Pacific collections. We will only 
be in a position to have a magnificent display of Pacific material in a series of 
rooms when we get a new building. For me it is one of the most exciting things 
about the prospect, that there will be space for our own visual culture of our 
own region.

We have got one of the most important collections in the world of Indo-
nesian textiles. We have about 7,000 20th-century American prints, reflecting 
the output of all the key artists/printmakers of the post-war period – but only 
a handful of these can be on display at any one time. The new building will sort 
these problems out.

I also happen to be a director who believes in deaccession. There are many 
thousands of paintings and objects in our collection that we know curators will 
never select for any installation. We need to ask if we really need them stored and 
maintained in perpetuity at the expense of the taxpayers, when we know that we 
are unlikely ever to use them. As I said, one of the objectives I want to pursue is 
placing more long-term loans with states and regional galleries around Austra-
lia. I would rather have them on display than stored, even in very remote parts 
of Australia (provided they have good security and good air quality).
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To what extent do Australian museums, especially art museums, reflect con-
temporary society in Australia?

The best example for us is contemporary Indigenous art. This year is the 50th 
anniversary of the first Australian legislation of 1967 that guaranteed certain 
civil, social and political rights to Indigenous people. Previously Indigenous 
people were not actually regarded as Australians. In tandem with this, we are 
soon to open our triennial exhibition of contemporary Indigenous art, called 
Defying Empire [2017]. A group of thirty contemporary, mainly young, Indige-
nous artists will comment on Australian colonial history from an Indigenous 
perspective. And from their perspective it is all about invasion by the British, 
the seizing of their land, the destruction of their culture and religious systems. 
Many of the contributing artists are city-based, trained in art academies. Their 
work is fundamentally different from the dot paintings from the Central Des-
ert; they do not work on bark, but they might work in neon or video. Because 
they are Indigenous people living in an urban context, many have suffered from 
prejudice, exclusion, and are understandably very angry. We have responsibility 
to curate this exhibition, and to allow these robust voices to be heard.

When the NGV opened the ground floor of its new building in Federation 
Square in 2002, an entire floor of NGV: Australia was dedicated to Indigenous art. 
There was a monumental work by the Indigenous artist Gordon Hookey, couched 
as a powerful political statement, not only from Indigenous perspective, about 
the circumstances in which Australia went into Iraq with the United States and 
Britain. Australia’s participation in the invasion of Iraq caused a massive debate 
in Australian society, and there were large demonstrations in all major Austra-
lian cities. Gordon Hookey produced a mural scale work, which we exhibited 
and purchased. It represented a huge army made of bright yellow plastic Ronald 
McDonald figures, thousands marching across the world; and these were very 
rude, brutal and insulting statements about both the president of the US and 
the prime minister of Australia. There was a great outcry. There were articles 
in the press arguing that the director of a public entity like the NGV – me – had no 
right to get involved in politics, that this work was highly inappropriate in a public 
collection. It was suggested I should take it off display immediately, and if not, 
the government should sack me. I declined and told the press, “Look, this is a work 
by an artist who has very strong political views, about which he is passionate. If 
we accept that a key role of contemporary art is to express the society in which we 
live, and in which it was produced, then we have not just the right but also the re-
sponsibility to show the work of an artist who expresses strong political views, 
whether they align with the views of the government of the day or not. Six months 
earlier, a quarter of a million people had marched in protest through the streets 
of Melbourne, past our building, and they were carrying banners with the same 
highly critical slogans about the prime minister. If a newspaper can publish such 
images, then why wouldn’t an artist capture that spirit too?” Our response was 
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to put up a large video screen next to the painting in which the artist gave an 
interview explaining his political views. We felt we had done the right thing.

Another example concerns Bill Henson, a major figure in Australian pho-
tography. He is collected by museums around the world, including the Tate 
and the MoMa in New York. All his life he has photographed the naked human 
body, almost as an academic approach. Suddenly, with the new anxiety about 
paedophilia, a campaign was mounted against him, on account of his represen-
tation of nude teenagers in the complete absence of evidence that he was in any 
way exploiting the sitters. Images were always done with parents’ consent. We 
had exhibited these works for many years, but the press furore reflected a mo-
ment in time when the sexual exploitation of children issue became a burning 
one in Australian society. The prime minister of Australia said on television that 
he was disgusted by the imagery and would ask the federal police to remove im-
ages of teenagers from display in Canberra. In New South Wales, their premier 
did the same, without asking any thoughtful questions about the motivations of 
the artist or where this body of work stood in terms of the trajectory of the his-
tory of Bill Henson’s artistic practice. It was a very foolish process. What did we 
do in Melbourne? Firstly, I consulted the head of the police referring to the fact 
that Melbourne had always been a liberal, open society right from its foundation 
in the mid-19th century, and that we did not expect to see the police in our gal-
lery, nor any confiscations. And the police commissioner responded that they 
had no intention of doing that. Every time we received information that more 
works of art by this artist were removed, we put more up in Melbourne. So 
we accidentally ended up a minor exhibition of his works, which we never 
planned – and a lot of people came in to see it. That is another example where 
I think the public museum should be able to take a stand on issues of censorship.

Before I came to Melbourne, my predecessor Timothy Potts had a great 
problem because an exhibition of photographs by Andres Serrano included one 
photograph of a crucifix in a yellow aura. The image, which in itself displayed 
a haunting beauty, was titled Piss Christ. The artist had placed a crucifix in a pool 
of his own urine. This caused outrage. There were demonstrations outside the mu-
seum, and in due course someone threw acid onto the work. It was a complete 
PR disaster, from a range of perspectives. When I arrived at the NGV in 1999, 
the first question at my first press conference was what I would have done if I had 
been the director. Museums of art, especially if they want to display contempo-
rary art seriously, must be prepared to be courageous. While public museums 
and galleries must resist being the subject of censorship, it is also true that direc-
tors, curators and administrators of the museums must also be sensitive to public 
sensibilities. It is a very tricky area to negotiate, but I feel confident in saying that 
I, too, would have done what Tim Potts did, which was to close the exhibition. 
The artist protested that it was censorship. The archbishop of Melbourne issued 
a legal process in the Supreme Court of Victoria, because they discovered a 1850s 
law on blasphemy that no one had remembered to repeal.
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What is special about Australian museums in your opinion? Is there anything 
particularly Australian regarding museums?

What I hope is special about Australian museums is our ability to reflect where 
and how we are situated in the world. We are a profoundly multicultural coun-
try. In recent decades we have become far more focused on our position nearer 
to Asia and the Pacific. The inherent multiculturalism in Australian society 
should be represented and expressed in the way museums collect and present 
objects and works of art.

Australian museology simply reflects Australian society, and there is noth-
ing surprising about that. Obviously in the 19th century British and European 
culture dominated, as the first colonists were mainly Anglo-Celt settlers. That 
inevitably meant that artists who were trained in the European tradition came 
to Australia and practiced. We have, for example, Eugene von Guérard who 
trained in Düsseldorf and spent time in Vienna, bringing a kind of German 
view to the Australian landscape, merging the romantic approach to landscape 
with a more scientific, Humboldtian perception of a new country, with its new 
landscapes, new flora and fauna, and its geology.

Once we get to the end of the 19th century we find a rise of nationalist 
sentiment, expressed through the movement for these independent – or quasi-  
-independent – self-governing British colonies to unite as a federation, following 
the Canadian model. There was an intense debate on what it was to be “Australian”. 
Those issues were instantly reflected in Australian art. While the key artists still 
yearned to go to Paris and London, they also wanted to paint their own country, 
adapting the styles they had learnt to the Australian scene. Artists like Tom Roberts 
and Arthur Streeton painted big, heroic national subjects about life in Australia.

In the early 20th century, as new modernist, avant-garde movements devel-
oped in Europe, we find a division: artists who continued to paint in a realist/
naturalist style reflecting late manifestations of French Impressionism and sub-
sequent developments, and artists who preferred to be more British, a more 
“polite” British modernism which was less radical than what was happening 
in France, Germany or Russia.

From this point on, the local schools of Australian art began to attract much 
higher levels of patronage. It was cheaper to buy local art than to go to Europe 
to buy far more expensive European art. Even so, Australia remained a fairly 
conservative country, very British in its outlook, and those who controlled 
museums (particularly trustees and board members) were rather conservative 
people. They wanted traditional art, that they could understand. Increasingly, 
Australian museums and galleries concentrated more and more on Australian 
content.

Nevertheless, in 1905 the NGV was one of the first public museums 
in the world to buy an Impressionist picture, Camille Pissarro’s Boulevard 
Montmartre, morning, cloudy weather [1897]. It was almost fifteen years before 
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the first British public institution purchased a French Impressionist painting. 
But there was a negative reaction to the acquisition. The press considered it 
rubbish and called for traditional art, that people could understand. The board 
of trustees supported that.

Therefore, Australian art museums were, by and large, fairly conservative and 
very Anglo-centric right up until after the World War II. They did buy modern-
ist art, particularly Melbourne, but it was not a total commitment to acqui ring 
the most innovative in contemporary practice. After the war there was a new 
debate on what Australian modern art should be like, whether it should be 
figurative, narrative representing Australian themes (reflected e.g. by Arthur 
Boyd and Sidney Nolan whose work was quite nationalistic, figurative and 
representational) or whether it should reflect the new abstraction so important 
in Europe and America. This battle between abstraction and figuration has a kind 
of a nationalistic element. Abstraction tended to be represented as something in-
comprehensible to the common man because it did not represent anything, and 
was imported from Europe and America, whereas the “modernisms” within 
figuration could be adapted to the Australian experience. All of this is played out 
in the collecting and exhibitions policies of Australian art museums.

Another issue concerned money. Australian artists regularly protested 
against purchases of modern European or American masters, when the money 
could better be spent on supporting young, contemporary, Australian artists. 
That was the case with the first major non-Australian purchase that I made when 
I became director in Melbourne in 1999, a major defining work by a British ab-
stractionist artist, Howard Hodgkin. It was very expensive and the press took an 
interest in it. The debate has continued within Australian museology and within 
the press, from the end of the 19th century until now. Whenever the director of 
an Australian museum makes a major purchase of a non-Australian work, it is 
likely there will be protests of artists and dealers who argue against it.

Before the 1960s every Australian artist aspired to leave Australia, gaining 
experience in Europe travelling, working, studying. From the 1960s and 1970s 
young Australian artists increasingly preferred to go to New York instead, wanting 
to be involved with conceptual art and the later forms of New York School abstrac-
tion. This represented above all a new stream of contemporary practice that was 
international and, by definition, could not be specifically local, Australian. You 
can observe a tension between artists who returned home and engaged with their 
own society and absorbed specifically Australian themes and narratives, and those 
who chose to reflect what they were seeing and studying overseas.

The rise of contemporary Indigenous art created an important new school 
of Australian art that in due course both public museums and private collectors 
began to celebrate and display. Australian museums and galleries realised that 
they had a responsibility to the Indigenous people of Australia to celebrate their 
culture and to provide a demonstrable form of patronage. The main consumers 
of the best Australian Indigenous art were the major public institutions.
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In cultural, stylistic and social terms Australia is an interesting melting pot 
at the moment, and that is inevitably reflected in Australian museology. You will 
find that all of the art museums in Australia have been active in the last twenty 
or thirty years in taking our own Indigenous culture very seriously.

Where do you situate Australian art in the worldwide discussion on art cen-
tres and peripheries?

It is clear that in the last twenty or thirty years the concept of being Australian 
has shifted away from our Anglo-Celtic social and cultural origins. We were 
a European colonial society that happened to be transported to the South Pacific. 
During the World War I and World War II we saw ourselves as part of the British 
Empire and later Commonwealth. But post-war Australia entered the Vietnam 
War as an American ally, interestingly reflecting the very moment that Austra-
lian artists preferred to work in New York, than London or Paris. The world had 
changed. I do not believe – or prefer not to believe – that we retain any strong 
concept of a centre and periphery. We are ourselves and we are our own centre, 
and increasingly we see the rest of the world from that perspective.

I think we have now become very comfortable with the feeling that 
in terms of artistic practice we have created something that is perceptibly 
our own. We have two streams of contemporary practice: the Indigenous and 
the non-Indigenous stream, though the distinction can never be that simple 
and clear cut. I suspect that we will get to a point where we will not find it 
necessary to have separate spaces dedicated to Indigenous art and galleries 
dedicated to the rest. We may end up having galleries dedicated to the Pap-
unya school as a historic movement (c. 1970–2010) and the whole rise of 
the Indigenous contemporary movement, but it is likely that in the future an 
urban-based artist of Indigenous descent would be very much seen as part of 
the broad-ranging contemporary Australian scene. It may be less necessary 
to define that artist as being Indigenous. That is an evolutionary thing that will 
have its own rhythm and will happen organically.

In many art museums in Australia we already have Indigenous interven-
tions in non-Indigenous collections of art, particularly in spaces dedicated 
to colonial art, which may contain pictures representing Indigenous people. We 
did this in Melbourne when I was director of the NGV and we do the same 
at the NGA in Canberra. The NGA’s soon to open the National Indigenous Art 
Triennial (NIAT) is called Defying Empire, and the Indigenous critique of colo-
nialism and its aftermath is the central theme. I think that in cultural terms Aus-
tralia no longer sees itself as a peripheral outpost with a relationship to global 
centres. In the past, we used to define that (be it in art, literature, performance) 
as “the cultural cringe”. I really believe that we see the world from our perspec-
tive. We look at Europe, we look at America, we look at the rest of the world, and 
we look especially at our own region – the Pacific, Papua New Guinea, Southeast 
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Asia, China, Japan, South Asia. In many ways this naturally reflects the patterns 
of immigration to Australia since the early 1980s. And Australia, in any case, has 
had to find new markets in its own region since the 1970s following the trade 
exclusions of the EU. It is a complex whole within which art, museology and 
visual culture simply reflect where Australia is in the world today.

What is, in your view, the main characteristic of Australian museums today?

There is a growing interest in global contemporaneity, in representing in our 
collections what is happening around the world, beginning, of course, with what 
is happening in our own country. In many ways, the challenge for every director 
of a museum of art in Australia is where to channel your resources. What is 
the balance between traditional, temporary exhibitions referencing the northern 
hemisphere – another Monet show, another Picasso show, another old masters 
exhibition, another “the treasures from…” which will guarantee crowds more 
readily than exhibitions of contemporary art, and this becomes a major factor if 
you are selling tickets. The same applies to acquisition budgets. Where do we put 
most of our money? I think you will find that now most Australian museums 
spend most of their money on contemporary art. Through the Asia-Pacific Tri-
ennial exhibitions at the Queensland Art Gallery in Brisbane Australia has been 
a global leader in drawing the attention of the whole world to the visual cultures 
of Asia and the Pacific region. And now, from our perspective, the whole world 
has shifted. We have just opened an exhibition of the work of the Filippino 
artist Rodel Tapaya, and there will be more like it; it seems very normal and 
appropriate, but this could not have been the case twenty years ago. There are 
now major art exhibitions and biennales taking place in Singapore, Shanghai, 
Beijing, Hong Kong, Tokyo. And in any case, in the same way that the whole 
world has shifted its focus to Asia economically and politically, visual culture has 
followed – extending to the massive growth of a new public museum culture 
in Asia, to collecting art by new wealthy Asian elites. I think that the concept of 
periphery and centre from our perspective has changed profoundly.

19th January 2017

3.2. Interview with Mark Van Veen

Mark Van Veen’s career in art museums has spanned three decades in both 
Canada and Australia. He has worked in various roles including as an artist, 
curator, administrator and educator. He was employed for sixteen years at 
the National Gallery of Australia and at the time of this interview he was 
Head of Access and Learning.
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I would like to start with a general question: What is the role of the National 
Gallery of Australia?

It is to collect works of art from Australia and from around the world, and 
to provide access to that collection for all Australians and visitors to Austra-
lia. We collect extremely broadly across all mediums and different cultures. 
Of course, being the Australian National Gallery we focus primarily on Aus-
tralian art, from our colonial history through to contemporary, as well as 
pre-European history of Australia, that is Aboriginal art. We have the most 
extensive collection of Australian art in Australia. Beside collecting and ex-
hibiting, another role for the gallery is to store all those works so that they are 
maintained for generations to come. We have over 170,000 objects in the col-
lection. We develop special programmes that are suitable for the exhibitions, 
we set up floor talks by the curator, special children’s workshops, and we have 
about 180 voluntary guides.

Concerning the visitors and their geography, who mainly visits the gallery?

Close to 50 per cent of our visitors are local, followed by those from the New 
South Wales and the rest of Australia. We get many visitors from Sydney be-
cause they can drive here for a day or for a weekend. When we have specific 
exhibitions, such as the retrospective of James Turrell at the moment [James 
Turrell: A Retrospective, 2014/2015], which is not going anywhere else in Aus-
tralia, we often attract people from Sydney. The exhibitions also attract many 
visitors to Canberra. In fact, we receive some financial support from the local 
government because the local government understands that supporting us 
financially also means bringing millions of dollars into the city. People visit our 
blockbuster exhibition, but they also visit restaurants and hotels.

How often do you organise blockbuster exhibitions?

Generally once a year over the summer period, starting in December and going 
on for about three months. We attract a lot of visitors to the city during summer 
holiday period, and at the beginning of the school year we still have an exhi-
bition on. In 2013 we had the centenary of Canberra and we organised three 
blockbuster exhibitions in a row. Of course, we do a range of other exhibitions 
throughout the year, some of them are paid, some are not.

Can you give an example of a blockbuster exhibition devoted to cross-cultural 
art?

In 2014 we organised an exhibition called Atua: Sacred Gods from Polynesia. 
We have a great collection of some of these artefacts ourselves. We maintain 
many interesting relationships with the Polynesian community, locally as well 
as throughout Australia.
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Is it hard to convince the communities that being part of such an event is 
worthwhile?

In this particular case it was not hard. People are generally very appreciative 
when we reach out to them and take their involvement seriously. We under-
stand how important it is to show respect to those cultures. I think not opening 
yourself to those communities is disrespectful, and you also set yourself up for 
a lot of criticism. We learn from them what is extremely important when dealing 
with artefacts such as these. So it was a great learning experience for us.

How do you reach those communities?

There is a Polynesian community in Canberra, which runs an access and equity 
outreach programme at the Australian National University, called Pasifika Aus-
tralia. We wanted to make sure that they were aware of the upcoming exhibition 
and to let them know that they were welcome to participate in it and view it. 
We reached out to them for advice on what they would like to do. We are also 
lucky in Canberra because we have embassies representing people from all over 
the world, including these communities. So we also make sure that we make con-
tact with those embassies. And we do that with all the exhibitions that we do. That 
is just one example with the Polynesian community that was very successful.

The Indonesian community works closely with us as well, and we have an 
excellent relationship with the Indonesian embassy, thanks mainly to our very 
good Indonesian textile collection. We just had an exhibition on the art of Bali 
[Bali: Island of the Gods, 2014], that was in fact at the same time as the Polyne-
sian show, so that was a nice pairing. We had the prime minister and the In-
donesian ambassador to Australia here. It is interesting to see that we serve 
as a great channel for relations with other countries. Having the Indonesian 
ambassador and the prime minister together at an exhibition in the National 
Gallery, highlighting the culture of another country is wonderful for diplomacy. 
We cooperate with the embassy on a range of other cultural events. The embassy 
brought a special Indonesian dance group from Yogyakarta and we had two 
absolutely packed up sessions in our theatre here that were free. So we really 
end up having a mutual relationship that is beneficial to us, but also certainly 
benefits the embassy and the country that they are highlighting.

For the last three years we have hosted the South American Film Festival. It 
has been organised for ten years, but we have been doing it for the last three. We 
work with all South American embassies. Every embassy selects a film, which 
we then play throughout a two-week period. This is a wonderful relationship 
because it brings all of the ambassadors, the embassies and people from those 
countries into our gallery. We have an opening event in which they all partici-
pate. Ambassadors from each of those countries introduce the films. It is another 
example of how culture builds bridges with other countries.
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And what links do you have with the Aboriginal communities?

Aboriginal and Torres Islander art is a very important aspect of our collecting 
policy, so we have connections with those communities and art centres that 
exist across the country. We collect from all different language groups that exist 
to make sure that they are all being represented here. That is also the case for 
urban Aboriginal artists who are permanently living in bigger cities and are 
connecting more with contemporary art in its traditional sense.

What is the collecting focus of the gallery today? In what directions does 
the collection grow?

It grows in all directions; all the collecting areas are constantly growing. Of course 
some are easier to collect, for instance Australian prints. It is a very prolific art 
sector of our country. Gaps in this area are constantly being filled, the whole 
collections are being absorbed into the gallery’s collection. We collect a lot of 
Aboriginal and Torres Islander art, this is always the target. It is not as easy to col-
lect in other areas. For example, not a lot of Polynesian historical work is available, 
so we are already looking for opportunities to add pieces to our collection de-
pending on what comes up for auction. It is also the case with international art. It 
is difficult to collect historical European art because it is very expensive and it is 
not always available for sale. It is hard to find the right piece to purchase to fill 
a particular gap in our collection. It happens that we spend millions of dollars on 
one work, but we cannot do that on regular basis. Asian art is a big focus too.

You said that the Aboriginal collection is constantly growing. Does it mean 
that you refresh the permanent exhibitions?

All our collections are constantly being refreshed because it is important to ro-
tate the works.

How often does it happen?

It depends on the collecting area, but generally every three to six months there 
would be change of works. Some galleries are more static, for instance Austra-
lian colonial works – it is a great collection but it does not change so much. And 
of course some paintings and sculptures never come off display because they are 
so important. They might when they are on loan to another gallery, but as soon 
as we receive them back, they are back on display. There are also works that we 
would probably never lend and that would never come off display. Blue Poles by 
Jackson Pollock, for instance. It has been lent only twice since it was purchased 
in 1973. It is large, hugely valuable and it is one of our great treasures. When 
visitors come to the gallery they still want to see Blue Poles, because it was so 
controversial when it was purchased. Even though it was forty years ago, it still 
has an iconic status. If we do not have it here, people are very disappointed.
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How do you situate the National Gallery among other state galleries? What 
are your unique features?

We have the largest collection. Just like other galleries we highlight the strongest 
points of our collection – for us it is the Aboriginal and Strait Islander art. We have 
definitively the largest collection and the largest display of that art in the country. 
We also work very closely with other state galleries. We lend to each other, we 
help to highlight different aspects of each other’s collections. We have a number 
of important works that have been loaned to other state galleries over the last 
ten years on semi-permanent basis to help highlight their collections. But there is 
competition between these galleries as well. They put on large exhibitions and they 
want to attract people from around Australia too. So there is always some reluc-
tance to let others know what the forward exhibition plan is, because every gallery 
wants to ensure that it can capitalise on having the particular exhibition, which 
the other galleries will not. And that is normal. That happens all over the world.

So actually from your perspective, is it better not to have a touring exhibition 
as this way you can attract people from all over the country to one place, 
instead of splitting the interest?

It depends. In the past we have shared exhibitions with other galleries throughout 
the country, including Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane. And that still happens. 
There is a benefit to do that sometimes because we share the cost. For example, 
Turner from the Tate: The Making of a Master [2013]. The Tate was touring its 
extensive collection of their Turner holdings because they were renovating part 
of the gallery. That toured to the Art Gallery of South Australia and then it came 
to us. So two parts of Australia were able to benefit from that exhibition. It works 
quite well in case of galleries in the more distant parts of the country. Sydney is 
a little hard because it is only three hours away and as we get many Sydney 
visitors to Canberra, we will attract them from Sydney to an exhibition here. So 
by sending an exhibition to Sydney we lose those visitors.

Do you tour exhibitions only to major state galleries?

We have a large touring exhibition programme in the gallery that deals with pre-
paring exhibitions from our collection. When we have shows in the gallery that 
feature aspects of our collection that we think will be good exhibitions to pres-
ent around the country, then we potentially turn them into touring exhibitions 
and have six to eight venues that we would visit. They tend to be smaller venues 
generally, for instance Ballarat Art Gallery, Albury Art Gallery. We put together 
a whole itinerary and we have officers that travel with the shows. So we do not 
just send it out, but we give it a lot of support. We develop educational packages 
for it, we go and assist with the setup, with the opening, with interpretation, 
programmes for it, advertising.
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And how about sending exhibitions abroad?

We do it as well. For example the Atua show went to the St Louis Art Gal-
lery. The cost of sending an exhibition abroad increases very quickly because 
of the logistics – transport, insurance, couriers that need to travel with the work. 
It is not an easy thing to do, particularly when we have loans to the exhibition. 
But sometimes it is beneficial because you share the cost. With the importance 
of an exhibition like this to the Polynesian communities around the world 
and to the academic work in this field, it is essential to tour these sorts of shows 
to more than one place. We have interest from all around the world for shows that 
we do as well. We have toured Aboriginal contemporary art show to India back 
in the 1990s titled Eye of the Storm.

Also to Europe?

Last year we did a large exhibition of Australian art in the Royal Academy 
in London. It was organised in cooperation with them. It was about the Austra-
lian landscape from early colonial art up to contemporary, including Aboriginal 
art. It was a very large and ambitious project, over one hundred works. So we 
do travel from time to time, but it happens less often than our regional touring 
exhibitions. That is more our mandate. Collection of the National Gallery of 
Australia belongs to all Australians and to ensure that it really does we must 
try not only to get people to come here, but also to send it out. And that is what 
the touring programme is all about – getting aspects of our collection to the rest 
of Australia to ensure that Australians are actually getting access to their collec-
tions. Millions of people have seen those collections because we have been doing 
this for so long.

What future challenges can you see for the museum?

We are constantly reviewing our digital strategy. We ask ourselves how to ensure 
that people can search our collection to find out what we have for their own re-
search. It requires a lot of work to make sure that our collection is up to date on 
the website. We are going through a large revamp at the moment to ensure that 
people can search through different terms – dogs, or cats, or particular artists, 
or materials… We have to make sure that our collection is searchable, that every 
record has keycodes into it, so that it will come up in a search.

Another challenge relates to the provenance issues that we have with our 
Asian collection at the moment. We have collected a number of things that have 
turned out not to have a good provenance. It started with a particular Shiva 
that we bought a number of years ago. It was purchased from a very reputable, 
supposedly, dealer in New York, and then it turned out that it was an artefact 
stolen from a small temple in India. We have now returned it to India. We are 
one of a number of galleries around the world who have been purchasing from 
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this vendor. We are now researching the provenance for a whole raft of works 
to ensure that we are compliant with all international treaties.

Funding is always a challenge, even for an institution of this size. We are 
a government body, a statutory authority. We do have a lot of philanthropy and 
donations, but we are funded primarily by the government, which is trying 
to cut spending and make everybody reduce their financial requirements.

We encountered many storage issues as well. We have just increased it sig-
nificantly. There is quite a big storage in the building, absolutely full, a large one 
off site, again very full, and we have just adapted space to double that off-site 
storage. Recently we also acquired another property that will add more space 
in the future. Managing exhibition space is also challenging, because we cannot 
show as much as we would like to.

When I walked through the galleries I had a feeling that Aboriginal art holds 
a central position. But it is presented in two different ways: it is either in dedi-
cated galleries with a very clear division into geographical regions, which 
instantly builds up the visitor’s knowledge, especially one not familiar with 
the diversity of Indigenous art; or works by Indigenous artists are incorpo-
rated into the Australian art galleries. Has this intermingling been present 
in the gallery since the beginning?

Yes. There are Indigenous artists mixing through all these galleries and you 
might even not realise that.

Would Aboriginal artists rather see themselves in the Aboriginal galler-
ies or would they prefer to be exhibited in contemporary Australian galleries, 
without ethnic recognition?

It depends on the artist. Some Aboriginal artists would rather be identified just 
as artists, regardless of whether they are Aboriginal or not. For understandable 
reasons – why should anyone be classified as anything other than just an artist. 
Other Aboriginal Australians are more connected to their culture, more tradi-
tional and they would rather be grouped with other Aboriginal artists from their 
region. And yet others do not mind. Sometimes it is hard to know.

Is the decision where to put a particular artwork made by the curator, or is 
the will of the artist taken into consideration?

Generally, it is done by the curator. Curators do not really consult with the artists 
in this sense. That is the role of curators – to interpret, to hang it in a particular way. 
Sometimes of course they would clash with the artists. Artists have very specific 
opinions about display of their work of art. I have done curating over the years 
myself and I generally do consult with the artists, particularly if it is only their 
work, but I always make them understand that I have the final say about it. Artists 
often make the mistake that they think they know best, but some of the smarter 
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ones just relinquish control and let somebody else have a fresh look on that work. 
In my opinion artists are too close to the work to make it right. If you are hanging 
a show that involves a range of artists I would never ask the artist, because it is too 
political then and you must remove them from that decision.

Are you also intermingling Australian artists and international artists 
in the galleries?

Yes, in the international galleries there are Australian artists to mix through.

And concerning interpretation, you mentioned that you have a large group of 
voluntary guides, 180. Why do you need so many?

We run special training for new recruits every couple of years. It is quite an ex-
tensive programme that lasts about a year. They do most of our primary school 
tours, and we have many students coming to the gallery every year. We get stu-
dents from all over Australia who are coming “to do the Canberra”. They visit 
the Parliament House, the National Museum, the War Memorial and a range of 
other institutions, like Museum of Australian Democracy and us.

What does the training looks like?

We teach them presentation skills, how to talk, how to interpret works of art, 
how to involve the audience. We build up their strengths, throughout the course 
they make presentations to their own groups and eventually they take their first 
tour. Somebody from our section follows, watches and assesses their abilities. 
Usually at this stage they are very capable and do very well. Thirty guides gradu-
ate each time and the course takes place every second year. They have their own 
voluntary board, so they administer themselves, but we run the training.

Who pays for the training programme, the participants or the gallery?

The gallery pays for it. The participants volunteer their time, and we run the course. 
We really respect them and make sure that we keep on good terms with our volun-
tary guides, as they are extremely important to us. Without them, we would not be 
able to take as many student groups as we do, around 80,000 a year.

Is a visit in the National Gallery of Australia a part of the school curriculum?

Schools visiting Canberra can get a rebate from the government per student. 
To obtain it they need to visit particular institutions, some are compulsory, such 
as the War Memorial or the Parliament House. We are not a compulsory insti-
tution for them, but we are quite high on the list. They take one-hour tours 
and these are primarily introductory tours. Among the guides there are also 
specialised groups, which can do not only school groups, but also VIP tours or 
any other specialised tours that might be requested. We organise many events, 
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and people sometimes ask if we could provide afterhours tours as part of their 
event. The range of what volunteers are able to do is quite broad. We have one 
group of guides specialised in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders art, we also 
have an Asian art interest group. The Aboriginal interest group is actually going 
to Sydney this month to meet with a collector who has donated to the gallery 
and to see his personal collection.

Are the groups paying for the tours?

It is all free.

Do you have any feedback from school groups concerning their visit? Is it only 
ticking the National Gallery?

Years ago, in my earlier career, I used to take school groups and I loved it. You 
have these school kids who have never been to an art gallery. Because their par-
ents do not go to an art gallery and they do not have real understanding of art. 
And these kids think that art is something they should not like. You have one 
hour to make them think differently. It was quite wonderful to have that respon-
sibility. Make them, for instance, see how people painted the landscape: “Look, 
it’s changed, it’s not European anymore, it’s more Australian.” And then you go 
to the Aboriginal gallery and say: “Look, these were actually the first Australian 
painters.” So you can actually make them think: “Ah, I never understood it was 
so vast, and so important; how it told our history and how it expressed who we 
are now.” It is great if the general visitor who comes in without a tour can get 
some of that information and have their idea of Australia.

Does it mean that art education is neglected at school?

Art education is present at schools, but it is certainly going to struggle against 
history, maths, English. So art history is not something they would know a lot 
about. You cannot expect primary school teachers to be specialists in that area 
anyway. So it is taught, but it very much depends on the teacher, how much they 
know.

9th January 2015
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NATIONAL GALLERY OF VICTORIA, 
MELBOURNE

NGV
location: Melbourne, Victoria
status: public
established and opened in 1861
first name: Museum of Art
designed by Roy Grounds (the building later to be known as the NGV 
International) and Lab Architecture Studio (building at Federation Square: 
NGV Australia); redevelopment of NGV International by Mario Bellini 
Associati and Metier 3 (opened in 2003)

The National Gallery of Victoria is the oldest art gallery in Australia. The first 
funds for acquisitions were awarded by the government of Victoria in 1859 
and the opening of the new institution, the Museum of Art, took place in 1861 
in the grand building of the Public Library. Three institutions shared the building: 
the library, the museum and the gallery of art. This model was a reminiscence 
of the British Museum complex. In 1869 the museum was renamed the National 
Gallery of Victoria. In the beginning its collection was based on copies of art ob-
jects from Europe, including the Elgin Marbles, and its aim was didactic. In terms 
of original works the preference was for classical and conservative art, especially 
landscape painting, and for European artists: “the Gallery Trustees and their 
advisors looked to Europe. Fine art, they firmly believed, was generated from 
Europe’s academies, and it was their job to import it” (Murray, 2011, p. 16). This 
way Australia aimed to prove that it was a part of European culture and heritage 
(the “struggle to fit Australian experience into a European heritage” (Lane, 2003, 
p. 8)). Change in areas of collecting interest first became visible in the 1890s, 
when more major Australian works were acquired.

The first major hall, the McArthur Gallery (50 x 12 metres), was built in 1874, 
and several more were opened in the ensuing years, up till 1941. The NGV’s 
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purchasing power in terms of collections was substantially boosted by the Felton 
Bequest – in 1904 half of Alfred Felton’s estate was made available to the NGV after 
his death. With the development of the collection the space of the gallery gradually 
became too small. In the description from 1937 written by Sir Sidney Cockerell, 
director of the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, the condition of the NGV was 
far from suitable:

The National Gallery of Victoria consists of twelve rooms of various sizes. The most 
imposing of these rooms were built in the last century, when Museums were generally 
regarded as dull store-houses. In those days dissimilar and inadequately labelled objects 
were often jumbled together: pictures were massed on the walls in bewildering confusion 
or deployed in the endless processions that still weary us in the older galleries of Europe. 
Little attempt was made to rouse the jaded visitor by attractive settings and explanatory 
descriptions. Dust was allowed to gather in the cases. The problems of illumination had not 
been investigated. Ventilation was usually neglected. Boredom and museum-headache were 
the familiar results. (Cockerell Report, 25 January 1937. Appendix in L. Cox, The National 
Gallery of Victoria 1861 to 1968: A Search for a Collection, Melbourne 1970, p. 12, quoted 
after Lane, 2003, p. 11)

In 1940 following this critique, the way in which works were hung 
was changed. In the 1940s plans were made to transfer the NGV to its new, 
purpose-built building for which a site was assigned in Wirth’s Park, south 
of the Yarra River, on St Kilda Road. The architect, Melbourne-based Roy 
Grounds, was selected in a closed competition in 1959. The next year Grounds 
and the then director of the NGV Eric Westbrook “set off overseas to gather 
ideas” (Murray, 2011, p. 100). They visited an impressive 122 museums and 
galleries, two of which served as direct models for the new gallery: Museo Na-
zionale di Capodimonte near Naples and Castello Sforzesco in Milan, the first 
one in respect of its ground plan, and the latter for its fortress character. The re-
sult was a “modern palazzo for art” (Goad, 2003, p. 13) which was “a fusion of 
the two” museum buildings (Goad, 2003, p. 25). Oriental inspirations were also 
visible, in particular the 16th-century fortified gateways of Bejing (Goad, 2003, 
p. 25). The design was presented to the public in 1961 and it met with a mixed 
reception at that time, but after completion it gained iconic status. Grounds 
commented: “I had to produce a building (…) that would last for an indefinite 
time – you don’t build art galleries and pull them down like factories” (Murray, 
2011, p. 100). The opening of the new building after the transfer from the Public 
Library took place in 1968. The symbol of the building is the “‘water wall’, a per-
manently running curtain of water across a six-metre high glass screen” (Goad, 
2003, p. 28).

Some of the perennial discussions around the NGV include the place of 
contemporary art within the galleries, the quantity of contemporary works 
of art acquired for the collection and presented in temporary exhibitions, 
and the quantity of Australian contemporary works. The biggest tensions in 
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this area between artists and the institution came with artists’ protests held in 
1975 in the Australian galleries. In 1977 the position of associate curator of 
contemporary Australian art was created, the first such role in an Australian 
gallery (Murray, 2011, p. 119). However, in the beginning the NGV building 
could not afford a dedicated space for contemporary art. As Robert Lindsay, 
the first incumbent in the post, recalls: “The best place we could find was one 
of the hallways, but I was pleased: I thought, everyone has to walk through 
this space” (Murray, 2011, p. 119). A dedicated extension, the Keith and 
Elisabeth Murdoch Court of Contemporary Art, was opened a decade later, 
in 1987. Another major gap in the gallery’s structure was filled in 1984 when 
the Aboriginal and Oceanic Galleries were opened, after the first curator of 
Aboriginal art was hired in 1981. The gallery’s priorities at particular times 
are emphasised by the location of its themed galleries. In 1991 special atten-
tion was given to Australian art galleries, which gained more space and were 
opened on the ground floor.

In 1997 entry fees to the gallery were abolished, which produced a huge 
increase in attendance, making the NGV the most frequently visited cultural 
arts institution in Australia, with 1 million visitors in one year (Murray, 2011, 
p. 150).

In 1997 it was also announced that the NGV was to gain a second building 
as a response to the complaints of insufficient space that had been voiced for 
years. It was unexpectedly added to the commission for the design of Fed-
eration Square, being built on the other side of the river. The architectural 
competition for the square was announced in 1996, so the NGV building 
was not part of the original brief. The winners, London’s Lab Architecture 
Studio, were announced at the same time as the intention to create the new 
addition to the NGV. Both gallery buildings received a clearly defined iden-
tity – the new building was assigned for Australian art (named the Ian Potter 
Centre: NGV Australia in recognition of the major financial contribution 
by the Ian Potter Foundation), while the existing facility was to be known as 
the NGV International.

The building of the Federation Square complex coincided with a major re-
development of the St Kilda Road building. In the architectural competition 
design, the practice of Mario Bellini Associati and the local Metier 3 were 
selected. At first major interventions were planned, including the removal of 
the water wall, but the announcement of the construction of the second NGV 
forced the minimisation of the alterations. The gallery building was closed 
in 1999 and the collections temporarily moved back to the Public Library, where 
an exhibition of major holdings was arranged. The closure gave the opportunity 
to organise a touring exhibition – European Masters: Six Centuries of Paintings 
from the National Gallery of Victoria – which was presented in art museums 
in Auckland, Cincinnati, Kimbell, Denver, Portland, and Birmingham in Ala-
bama (Murray, 2011, p. 154). The opening of the Ian Potter Centre took place 
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in 2002. It was emphasised that this was “the first public Australian art museum 
to have a suite of galleries dedicated to exhibiting the work of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander artists” (Murray, 2011, p. 160). Again, their location on 
the ground floor was symbolic. The NGV International was reopened in 2003.

Another issue often raised in discussions around contemporary museums 
is that of blockbuster exhibitions and their implications for museums’ missions 
and daily practice. Blockbusters are not a recent invention. In 1977 the NGV 
held one of its first blockbuster exhibitions of Chinese art, which underpinned 
the opening up of diplomatic relations between Australia and China (Murray, 
2011, p. 114). In 2004 a series of Melbourne Winter Masterpieces exhibitions 
was inaugurated.

4.1. Interview with Alison Inglis and Fiona Moore

Alison Inglis is an Associate Professor in Art History at the University 
of Melbourne and for many years coordinated the MA of Art Curatorship 
programme. She researches, teaches and publishes in the area of 19th-
century British and Australian art and also in museum studies. Her experience 
in the field of art curatorial studies is reflected in her membership of 
several museum boards (currently Museum Victoria and the Duldig Studio) 
and also her appointment as an Emeritus Trustee of the National Gallery of 
Victoria in 2010. Two of her recent ARC-funded research projects focused on 
the history of Australian art exhibitions 1968–2015; and the collections of 
British and Australian portraits in the National Gallery of Victoria. Alison also 
undertakes curatorial work, and most recently she co-curated the exhibition, 
For Auld Lang Syne: Images of Scottish Australia from First Fleet to Federation, 
with Patricia Macdonald, at the Art Gallery of Ballarat in 2014.

Fiona Moore is the inaugural Coordinator, Object Based Learning and 
Collections Management for Arts West at the University of Melbourne. In this 
role she develops object based learning opportunities for the Faculty of Arts, 
liaising with academics and staff from the University’s Cultural Collections. 
She has a BA (Hons) in Art History, a PGDip in Art Curatorship and Museum 
Management and a MA in Fine Arts (Research) all obtained from the University 
of Melbourne. She has worked as a subject coordinator and lecturer in the MA of 
Art Curatorship at the University. She has extensive experiencing working 
in the museum sector in the area of registration and collections management 
having held positions at the National Gallery of Australia, the National Gallery 
of Victoria, Arts Centre Melbourne, the Australian Centre for the Moving Image 
and the Ian Potter Museum of Art. Fiona is completing a PhD in Art History at 
the University of Melbourne on the history of the National Gallery Art School.
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Let us start with the historical context of the National Gallery of Victoria. 
The division between the museum and the library was similar to that of 
the British Library and the British Museum?

Fiona Moore: Yes, there is still a legacy issue with a number of the collections 
in Melbourne. The Melbourne Public Library as it was first known began by col-
lecting books; but quickly determined to establish an art gallery, an arts school 
and a museum. Sir Redmond Barry, who was key to the founding of all these 
institutions, was really ahead of his time and he bought books that reflected all 
those different interests (artistic, cultural, scientific, etc.) with the view of educat-
ing the public. And you have got to remember that the Gold Rush was occurring 
at this time. There was a huge influx of new people to the colony of Victoria. And 
this in turn led to concerns about the potential for lawlessness. The response 
of the government was a decision to invest in public education. And out of that 
then sprang a library complex that included the art gallery, the arts school and an 
industrial and technological museum. This situation continued for many years, 
until, in the 1940s, a new trustee framework was established and the Library, 
Museum and the National Gallery were split up into separate entities (while still 
remaining under one roof), and this led them to divide up the collections. When 
looking at the collections of art and visual culture they said “What is more histor-
ical, more focused on the history of the colonial era, that should go to the library. 
The material that is more visual, and primarily of aesthetic quality, that is art, so 
that should go to the gallery.” And so now you have this strange mix. And often 
when the NGV is presenting a very important exhibition of colonial art, a number 
of works have to be borrowed from the State Library. That institution’s strength 
is in documenting the history of colonial life in Victoria through documents and 
images. And a lot of the really important first commissions for artists in colonial 
Melbourne were done through the library. Not the art gallery, but the library. It is 
one of the oldest cultural institutions in Australia.

The division of these institutions resulted in new building projects?

FM: When the NGV moved from the State Library building down to the St Kilda 
Road building in 1968, that was a significant step. Three decades later, it under-
went further major renovations and a new building project starting in 1999. NGV 
Australia at Federation Square opened in 2002, and NGV International, which 
was the redevelopment of the St Kilda Road building, opened in 2003. The then 
director, Dr Gerald Vaughan, had a very strong background in European art as 
well as Australian art and the historical collection expanded under this leader-
ship. The current director, Tony Ellwood, has a strong interest in contemporary 
art as well as audience engagement, and has focused on family programmes 
and attracting children into the gallery environment. It is probably the most 
significant collection that Australia possesses in regard to both international 
and Australian art.
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Alison, for a number of years you were connected to the NGV as a trustee. 
How has the art museum been developing over the past decades, especially at 
a time when its expansion was considered?

Alison Inglis: I was appointed a Trustee in 1995. It was during a period when 
a conservative party (the Liberal party) was in government, and they had an 
ambitious vision of transforming Melbourne and the State of Victoria, partly 
through new, unprecedented investment in culture and entertainment. The very 
energetic Premier, Jeff Kennett, was also the Arts Minister, and was keen to pro-
mote culture through capital works, with a new museum building being funded, 
as well as a new exhibition building and a new Centre for the Moving Image at 
the new city square – Federation Square. The NGV advised the government of 
its own challenges at the St Kilda Road Gallery: “We had real problems with 
ade quate exhibition space and storage. We frequently had to take down the per-
manent collection in order to accommodate the big touring exhibitions that 
were essential to our revenue.” In the 1970s, the majority of the gallery’s re-
current funding had come from the government but over the following fifty 
years, its public funding really only met half its needs, and it relied on regular 
“blockbuster” exhibitions for revenue. Of equal importance, the outstanding per-
manent collection was not seen to its best advantage in the increasingly crowded 
interior. The Trustees and the Government decided in the end to establish an art 
museum at a second campus – at nearby Federation Square. This raised a great 
deal of debate. The supporters of contemporary art in Melbourne viewed this 
as an opportunity to found a Museum of Contemporary Art, and this proposal 
was certainly considered. But from the NGV’s perspective, the gallery’s con-
temporary collection was not particularly large and its relocation to Federation 
Square would not necessarily solve the over-crowding problems. We also looked 
at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney, which is a very fine museum, 
but we noted that there were a lot of smaller contemporary arts organisations – 
commercial and not-for-profit – in Melbourne that all flourished to some extent 
because the NGV did not take on a dominant role in the contemporary field.

One strength of the institution, which we thought was inadequately present-
ed, was the Australian collection and in the end we decided that this should 
be housed at Federation Square. A similar model of multiple “campuses” could be 
found at the Tate Gallery. In the early 1990s, the Tate’s Trustees announced their 
decision to create a separate building for its international modern and con-
temporary art, leaving its original gallery to present the British collection. In 
Melbourne, we divided our collection more simply between international art 
and Australian art. This division did cause great debate and some people ar-
gued that we were putting Australian art in a ghetto and that the two campuses 
would remove any sense of the interplay between international and Australian 
artists, which is so much a part of our visual culture. This was a valid criticism; 
even though the Australian and the international collections had always been 
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exhibited in the past on separate floors. But the benefits outweighed the negative 
aspects of the division of the collection. What you got was double the exhibition 
space, where once Australian art was confined to one floor now you had an 
entire building devoted to it.

The permanent collection in the re-developed St Kilda Road gallery was also 
on show as never before, with increased display space and special study stor-
age rooms for light sensitive material like photography, textiles and prints and 
drawings. You also had greatly enhanced temporary exhibition spaces. Interest-
ingly, the increased display space available to Australian art allowed the NGV 
to acquire the important private collection of Joseph Brown, a significant 
historical collection donated in 2004, that was installed in Federation Square. 
A requirement of the gift was that his collection would be displayed separately 
from the permanent collection – a model you see in American art museums, 
but not at all common in Australia – and again the presentation of the Brown 
collection prompted mixed public comment.

Architecturally Federation Square is quite distinctive, it very much stands out.

AI: Yes, Federation Square was a remarkable project that stood out, even 
during this time when extraordinary architectural commissions for cultural 
venues were becoming more common. The Victorian government held an 
international design competition and the architects, LAB architecture studio, 
joined in partnership with an Australian firm, Bates Smart, to secure the pro-
ject, which commenced in 1998. So you had this interesting collaboration and 
we got a very exciting result, which reflected, to some degree, the influence of 
the earlier association of one of the LAB architects, Donald Bates, with Daniel 
Libeskind, when he was working on the great Berlin Jewish Museum. I always 
believed that Federation Square was meant to suggest the idea, or the experience 
of Melbourne’s laneways and offer an alternative to the rigidity of the classical 
grid of the old city. It was controversial when it first opened, as many Melbour-
nians felt that its design was not sympathetic to the city’s building traditions. 
The populace took quite a long time to embrace it, but I think it has worked 
very well in the end. Today Federation Square is a favourite public meeting 
place and NGV Australia has benefitted from that enthusiasm. I also think that 
the city wanted to counterbalance the very large new casino, which was built 
across the river on the site of what had once been intended to be the location 
of the Melbourne Museum. There was a perception that so many people were 
heading across the river to the casino for lunch and the shops there that they 
wanted an anchor point, a revived city square, to keep people in the CBD [Cen-
tral Business District]. All this influenced the decision to invest in a really sig-
nificant Federation Square, which had cultural as well as commercial offerings. 
In the end, it became the home of the Australian Centre for the Moving Image 
(ACMI), of the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) and the location of the Ian 
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Potter Centre: NGV Australia (to give the building its official title). I think 
the decision to display part of the NGV’s collection at Federation Square has 
been a positive thing in the history of the institution. The National Gallery of 
Victoria has slowly continued to develop – from being part of the State Library, 
to then becoming an independent entity in one building, until most recently, it 
has evolved physically to encompass two different architectural sites.
FM: And the Australian art collection now has a tremendous amount of space 
devoted to its exhibition. It can breathe, it is not compromised. You can show 
both contemporary and historical art; you can have that nice interplay. They are 
really beautiful spaces and they do lend themselves to very different exhibitions. 
I think as a whole there was some concern with Federation Square that Mel-
bournians would not embrace it, but in fact they have. It is very much a meeting 
point, a central focus for multi-cultural events…
AI: New Year’s Eve, big football grand finals, people gather spontaneously…
FM: People love it.

What was there before on the square?

AI: It was the point where the railways came into the city, while beside the Yarra 
River had been built the old Gas and Fuel Building. When constructing Federa-
tion Square, they actually built over the old railway tracks.
FM: It is actually built on big springs. It is like cushioning.

And the bridge was there?

AI: The bridge, Princes Bridge, has been there since colonial times – as have 
the railway lines which come into Flinders Street Station. And they actually 
covered over these tracks to create Federation Square.
FM: So sometimes in fact you get this kind of a jolt. Because the site is on 
springs. There is talk now of continuing on this covering over the railway lines. 
So where Federation Square currently stops, there is discussion about the build-
ing extending further on.
AI: There is talk of another gallery. A possible third campus for the NGV.

Will it have a theme, a dominant collection?

FM: There is talk that it will look at Oceanic works. So the Asia-Pacific, Oceanic 
region.
AI: All contemporary.

And when do you think that might be started?

AI: Well the government does not have much money, but certainly this idea 
has been floating in the background for some time. With the previous direc-
tor [Gerard Vaughan] it was discussed and I think in some way it also suits 
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the agenda of the current director, Tony Ellwood, who has placed much greater 
emphasis on very spectacular contemporary art shows. And he has had a huge 
influx of audience numbers in response to these events. It is a part of his argu-
ment to government that “If you give us another space, it will work in terms of 
people.” It is a big draw card.
FM: I think if it is built, it will be very much a public-private partnership. You 
will need to have a corporation or some sort of developer that will come along 
and say “I will put an x amount of money in and the government will match 
that.” Because financially the government is not really in a position to be saying 
“We will give you an x amount of billions of dollars to build an arts institution.”

Is it because the Oceanic collection is growing and there is not enough space 
or is the NGV going to develop this collection?

AI: I think it will be an aspect of the collection that will be developed. It has 
already begun to be developed. Certainly the current director is sympathetic 
to the art of the Pacific. There is a great Pacific collection, Melanesian and other 
regional holdings, in the Melbourne Museum (Museum Victoria) and when 
I was a Trustee we did ask if we should be collecting in this area, given these 
extraordinary heritage collections in this other Melbourne institution. But 
the curators and the then director argued strongly that they were collecting 
contemporary culture and very much as a reflection of the art in the region, not 
ethnographic and not historical.
FM: The previous director of the National Gallery of Australia, Ron Redford 
put the focus of that institution back on the Asia-Pacific region, moving it away 
from Europe. He had assembled very interesting works from Cambodia, Viet-
nam, and a lot of Polynesian examples. So that part of the collection is growing 
very much in Canberra as well.
AI: What is interesting is that there has been a tradition of putting Australian 
Indigenous works of art on the ground floor of the National Gallery of Victoria. 
This started two directors ago, under James Mollison. The gallery used to have 
an admission charge, not very high, but people would pay to come in. And on 
one day it was free, but they only opened the ground floor. The director said at 
that time, if visitors access one thing in the collection they should access Aus-
tralian art. So he put Australian art on the ground floor. Before this time, ancient 
collections of Asia and classical antiquities were placed on the ground floor 
and then you went upstairs to encounter European and later art. The architect 
of the building, Roy Grounds, had very conceptually sophisticated ideas of how 
the building would work back in the 1960s. Under Mollison, this idea grew to be 
what do people want to access and what are we about. What is the first thing you 
see when you come in the door – it is Australian art. And that is continued with 
Federation Square, with the emphasis on Australian Indigenous art.



94 Art Museums in Australia

What is the origin of putting an emphasis on Aboriginal art in the galleries?

AI: There has been quite a bit discussion that in certain nations – such as 
in South America – the Indigenous art is usually in folkloric museums. It is 
not seen as contemporary art. And in the 1980s, there is a famous story that 
the director of the NGV at the time Patrick McCaughey saw a group of Abo-
riginal children coming in for a school visit and he suddenly realised that there 
was no Aboriginal art on display at that time. That decade is when you begin 
to get a change. There is also a remarkable curator of Australian Indigenous art 
at the NGV, Judith Ryan, who has been a dynamic force, and who has focused 
on acquiring art from across Australia, representative works from Aboriginal 
communities. And the collection has gone on to become…
FM: …one of the most significant art collections in Australia, I would say. And 
in terms of looking at our immediate area, I think there is also a recognition that 
we are in the Asia-Pacific region. That we are not geographically close to Europe, 
our neighbours are in Asia. I think in one way it is a sign of the growing so-
phistication of Australian society, this moving away from that British-European 
influence and anchoring ourselves in our immediate environment. And wanting 
to know more about those countries and their culture.
AI: Aboriginal art exhibitions were starting to be held in the 1960s. In 
the mid-century Aboriginal art started to appear in art festivals, it was no longer 
simply regarded as ethnographic material. It is a long trajectory, but events like 
the Bicentenary of Australia and the great “renaissance” of Indigenous contem-
porary art that occurred with the Papunya movement and then spread on, have 
transformed art gallery practice.
FM: So from the 1980s onwards, really. And in terms of the art market those 
works have reached astronomical prices in the 1990s. Extremely highly regarded 
and well-received overseas, in particular in places like New York. So it really 
catapulted certain artists into the limelight.
AI: There is no question that the staff and trustees of all the major galleries 
recognised that it would really be unacceptable not to have a collection of Ab-
original art in a state institution. It is part of our national identity; it is part of 
the teaching syllabus; it is part of an ongoing process of reconciliation in many 
ways. The national pride in the successes of Aboriginal artists, like Aboriginal 
sports people, have been an effective way for our communities to come together.
FM: And you have a young generation out there that is looking back on our 
country’s Indigenous history. They are talking about how they view it from their 
contemporary times. There is a lot of post-colonial work going on with people 
looking at what has happened in those colonial times and they are reinter-
preting it in their own art. So that is a really interesting area that has blossomed 
in the last ten to fifteen years. And a lot of the state collections, especially the Na-
tional Gallery of Australia and the NGV hold a lot of those types of works.
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Do you think the way of presenting Aboriginal art and various cultures side by 
side and integrated with non-Indigenous Australian art follows on from peo-
ple’s interest in that art? Or is it a kind of peripheral thing and people are more 
likely to go to those traditional rooms with 19th century or 20th century art?

AI: I think there is a lot of interest in Aboriginal art. The degree to which 
the curators are responding to the demands of the general public, is something 
I cannot really judge. But I know that you have a lot of school visits to the Abo-
riginal art collections. When Federation Square opened in 2000, the gallery also 
presented the Australian historical collection from white settlement through 
to contemporary times. And the curators included a series of “interventions” 
in the display, where they installed mainly contemporary Indigenous works of 
art, or works by artists with strong post-colonial concerns into the permanent 
collection as a form of visual commentary. And that was well-received by some 
and more critically by others.
FM: And that has been followed up in various galleries now. The connection 
between the historic and the contemporary is often made.

When I visited the NGV in Federation Square I had the feeling that the Abo-
riginal galleries are primarily meant for Australians to see, because there is 
no explanation for somebody from abroad, like me, who does not know much 
about Aboriginal art.

AI: I think it is true of Australian audiences too. There has been some criticism 
especially of the Indigenous art galleries that there is not enough information 
provided; but the curator has a very strong view that she does not want people 
just to be reading, she wants them to look at the art.
FM: She does not want it looked at from an anthropological point of view.
AI: But you can say that people are eager for more knowledge. And they do not 
always understand the context, and it has caused some debate – the issue of how 
much information to provide.

There is a controversy around labelling in museums in general: a lot of infor-
mation versus no information. But when I came to the building in St Kilda 
Road, to the Renaissance gallery, there are explanatory panels that introduce 
even the basic terms to someone not familiar with European culture at all. 
And there is no such introduction to Aboriginal art.

AI: I have talked to other museum studies academics, who teach perhaps more 
in the fields of science and history museums than of art museums, who are 
critical of the lack of interpretative material in Australian art galleries and par-
ticularly in areas like Indigenous art. They see this as an area where people do 
not have knowledge and are seeking expert advice. And you will see that the dif-
ferent collections in the NGV can reflect the different positions of the curators.
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FM: And another thing about Indigenous cultures is that they are so varied. 
There are so many different communities. When we are talking about Indige-
nous cultures we are not talking about one culture. They have different cultural 
beliefs and they have different languages.

Aboriginal art found its proper place in art galleries quite recently. How do 
you see the shift from the ethnographic context?

AI: There is an ongoing dialogue regarding an archaeological-ethnographic un-
derstanding of and presentation of Indigenous visual culture and those who see 
it as art made for an art audience and art market and to be understood as much 
in visual terms as in historical-sociological terms.
FM: I think there has been a bit of blurring in Australia concerning these 
positions. I look at the opening of the Melbourne Museum, which took place 
in 2000. They had a strong visual art component and they were actually bor-
rowing works from places like the NGV at the time – they had objects and they 
had painting. And there was some criticism, is that really the role of the Mel-
bourne Museum? Similarly the National Museum of Australia. When it opened 
it had a very strong display of artefacts, but it also had a very strong visual art 
component.
AI: Going back to the two sites of the NGV. I think there are interesting aspects 
to this division. Federation Square was always regarded as a Kunsthalle, an exhi-
bition space only. It was not given dedicated spaces for staff or storage. The site 
was not intended to become a separate gallery that could break away from 
the NGV “mothership”. The possibility of this was prevented by not including 
those spaces in the building.
FM: There is a small members room at Federation Square. There is a small crate 
store.
AI: They really wanted to keep the staff – the curatorial, the registration, the ad-
ministration – the people of the institution in one spot at NGV International. 
And Federation Square became primarily exhibition space.
FM: You do have that flexibility and ability to do exhibitions that encourages 
a dialogue with each site. For instance in 2013 the NGV organised the block-
buster Monet show [Monet’s Garden: The Musée Marmottan Monet, Paris] at 
NGV International which was accompanied by an Australian Impressionism 
show [Australian Impressionists in France] at NGV Australia. So you have that 
lovely interplay between the international and the Australian spaces.
AI: And also at NGV International there is a contemporary international art 
space on the top floor and in that would appear contemporary Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous works of Australian art as part of a contemporary international 
culture because, of course, Australian art including Aboriginal art is appearing 
in biennials and other exhibitions around the world.
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FM: I am always struck by the aspiration for international excellence. We do not 
see ourselves as provincial. It is a very long way to send art here from the rest of 
the world, but we do secure really important exhibitions because of the first class 
standards in most of our state institutions. There is an expectation that what 
the world sees, Australia will see.

Having visited several state galleries I see that Aboriginal art is one of the core 
interests of curatorial practice. Also other cultures are very visible in exhibi-
tion spaces. Do you think that multicultural art galleries in Australia, from 
an international perspective, have some unique features?

FM: I think while a country like New Zealand might be seen to be more so-
phisticated in the way it deals with its First Peoples, the cultural sector is really 
trying to do more. It is seeking to engage and gain valid representation of what 
some would say is the most interesting aspect of our contemporary culture, and 
it is constantly trying to employ Indigenous curators. And it is very aware of 
supporting local communities. There is a big push to have Victorian Indigenous 
cultures represented in our state collections.
AI: But is it very different from a universal survey museum, like the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art or the Louvre?
FM: I think that the multi-cultural view is something we might take for granted 
in Australia. I have grown up with it my whole life, to a certain degree. For 
me to walk into a gallery and to see a range of cultures is “a given” to me. It 
is what I would expect. It is a reflection of Australian society too, that we do 
have a broad range of ethnic communities, especially here in Melbourne where 
you have so many cultures that have influenced what we do today and what 
Melbourne is today. So you have Greek and Italian and all the Asian influences 
that are reflected in our society and how we live our lives.
AI: In the Immigration Museum13 there is a community access gallery. But 
you would find that type of space in Britain and across Europe and America 
as well. The great universal survey collections, which the NGV in Australia 
sought to model itself upon, seek to display the history of art across all media. 
And traditionally the collection was divided according to media, so there were 
departments of decorative arts, prints and drawings, etc. That is very much an 
existing international model. Overseas, you do find community-specific mu-
seums, such as the National Museum of the American Indian, or the National 
Museum of African American History and Culture, but there could be a ten-
dency to see the museums as placing these communities into silos. We have 
a Jewish Museum in Sydney and Melbourne and some others – like the Chinese 
Museum – have been established by some of our communities.

13 Part of Museum Victoria.
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Was there any attempt ever to make an Aboriginal museum?

AI: Yes interestingly, in the so-called Pigott Report into Museums in Australia 
in 1975, one of the recommendations was for a Gallery of Aboriginal Austra-
lia. Occasionally you do get calls for a Museum of Indigenous Art and Culture 
still.

From those cultures or those from the outside?

AI: Yes, from some of our leading Indigenous curators.
FM: There is still that belief that we need a separate institution for it. While it is 
really not the way Australia has approached it.
AI: The empowerment of Indigenous peoples to take charge and have a voice 
in the interpretation of their culture has been an ongoing concern. You have pol-
icies being put together by Australian museums. You have got the movement for 
the establishment of Keeping Places, where collections are returned to commu-
nities. The First Peoples exhibition at the Melbourne Museum at the moment is 
seen as a benchmark in community consultation. They got together an advisory 
committee made up of all the Victorian communities, who played a vital role 
in shaping the entire interpretation.
FM: It was years in the making.
AI: It recently won an American award (AAM Excellence in Exhibitions) for 
its display of the culture of Australia’s Indigenous peoples. On a related topic 
with respect to community involvement in exhibitions is the “access gallery” 
in Australia. What is interesting is their appearance in art museums. For in-
stance, the NGV had an access gallery for a number of years from the early 
1990s, which was brought in by then director James Mollison. All sorts of com-
munity groups around Victoria could come in there and put on a display of 
their art. It was controversial. Some people were concerned that it was not about 
artistic quality but access and participation. That it did not reflect the same 
standards as the rest of the collection. Some others noted that the access gallery 
was quite close to the entrance and people would encounter it on arriving and 
perhaps be given a strange idea of what the NGV was about. But it was very 
innovative and radical, and some great shows were put on there. It was wound 
up under a different later director. A better place for an access gallery was seen 
to be the Melbourne Museum – and one now exists in the Immigration Museum. 
But the NGV does have sort of a studio space now where contemporary artists 
can do things in a more informal way. But not community groups so much.

How does the situation look like for art museums in terms of funding?

FM: Melbourne is very lucky. It has a large number of people who are interested 
in the arts and who are very generous. The NGV has really benefited from 
that and has a long history of donors and supporters who have enabled 
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the museum to acquire some significant works of art over the years. The NGV 
holds an extremely strong collection of Australian art, as does the National 
Gallery of Australia and the Art Gallery of New South Wales. At the federal 
level in Australia, tax payer money goes into the national collection’s acquisi-
tions. So the National Gallery of Australia is fortunate to have an acquisitions 
fund, while the NGV has limited state funding for acquisitions and many other 
state institutions do not receive any. They have funding for their operating costs 
from their state governments, but if they want to acquire work, then usually 
that is the money they have to find themselves.

If you were to situate the NGV in the context of other state galleries, what are 
the differences and what are the similarities?

FM: The NGV has one of the biggest collections in terms of size and probably 
one of the broadest. It is the oldest art collection in Australia so it has got that 
advantage that it has been collecting for many more years than other insti-
tutions. It also tells the story of Melbourne. The Art Gallery of NSW is very 
Sydney-centric, it tells the story of Sydney artists, while in Melbourne we have 
a strong focus on Melbourne artists and the story of Melbourne. The Queens-
land Art Gallery has a very small collection of colonial art and of international 
art. A number of years ago the National Gallery of Australia decided to stop col-
lecting European Old Masters and they decided that they would focus on other 
areas instead, specifically the Asia-Pacific region and Australia. They sent out 
on long-term loan a number of their Renaissance and Medieval works to other 
institutions that already had existing holding in this material.

And what about people’s interest in art?

FM: I think that Melbournians as a whole are very receptive to art and culture be-
cause it has been a strong tradition in our state’s history. Before the city was real -
ly built we already had an art gallery, a public library, a university. The emphasis 
on educating the population through art and cultural collections has always 
been a very strong tradition here in Victoria. It is largely thanks to our found-
ing fathers who had that vision. We are also very strongly influenced by Britain. 
The early settlers brought works of art in the tradition of British public collec-
tions to Victoria. They wanted to recreate the touch of home. Today art is part of 
the national curriculum. All students are introduced to visual arts and other arts 
as well, like dance, cinema. These art forms all have quite a strong role in the cur-
riculum in Australia. The NGV receives a tremendous number of school groups; 
the NGV’s staff is always working very closely with the Department of Education 
[of Victoria] to ensure that the curriculum and the exhibitions, and what is on 
display, all go together. There are two or three education officer roles in the NGV 
that are funded by the Department of Education, so they have to teach in line 
with the state’s curriculum at the primary school and secondary school level.
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What challenges can you see ahead the NGV today?

FM: The gallery is going towards a greater and more ambitious presentation of 
contemporaneity. I think the challenge there is having enough funding to acquire 
significant contemporary works, which are often quite expensive if we are talking 
about international art. There is also the distance factor. If we are going to do 
exciting, innovative exhibitions that draw international artists, it is a costly thing. 
Australia is far away from the northern hemisphere’s institutions. It is expensive 
to bring art work out here. It is expensive to put on exhibitions. The NGV has 
a very intense exhibitions programme, they are also continually changing the per-
manent collection, so I think the challenge is to keep up that pace as well.

16th December 2014

4.2. Interview with Irena Zdanowicz

Irena Zdanowicz studied art history at the University of Melbourne and 
worked as curator at the National Gallery of Victoria from 1968 until 2001; 
for the last twenty years there she was head of the Department of Prints and 
Drawings. Since leaving the NGV she has continued to work as an independent 
curator and writer. In 2003 she collaborated on the catalogue Fred Williams: 
An Australian Vision for the British Museum, and in 2007 she curated an 
exhibition on the emotions for the Mornington Peninsula Regional Gallery.

She is currently working on two projects: an online catalogue raisonné of 
the prints of Rick Amor (b. 1948), and the second volume (from 1984 on) 
of a catalogue raisonné of the complete works of Bea Maddock (1934–2016).

You worked at the National Gallery of Victoria for many years. When did 
you start?

I started work at the NGV in 1968, just before the new building on St Kilda 
Road was opened. The gallery’s collections were transferred there from their 
original home in Swanston Street, which it shared with the Public Library (now 
the State Library of Victoria) and the National Museum (now the Melbourne 
Museum), in the first half of 1968 and it reopened in its new home, designed 
by the architect Roy Grounds, in August 1968. At that time I was an assistant 
curator in the Department of Decorative Arts and took part in the organisation 
of the first displays. I left the gallery at the end of 2001.

This means that you witnessed fundamental changes at the museum in all 
areas of its functioning and infrastructure. Would you try to name those 
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changes that in your view were most important, and that most affected 
the NGV over the past decades?

I have seen huge changes: changes in the management structure, in the structure 
of curatorial departments and in the curator’s role, in methods of fundraising, 
in the establishment of new areas of collecting, in the general professionalisation 
of all aspects of work in art museums, and, not least, in the museum building itself.

The building on St Kilda Road was planned and designed in the late 1950s 
and built during the first half of the 1960s, and by the time it opened the col-
lection and the staff were very different from what they had been when it was 
being planned. Almost from the beginning there was an awareness of the need 
for more space. In the first two years, I think, extra offices were built in some of 
the storage areas. The building had to accommodate a new and greatly expanded 
curatorial staff which was given responsibility for the specialist care of a greater 
number of discrete areas of the collections. A number of these new curators, 
myself included, were young graduates from the University of Melbourne, who, 
as fresh assistant curators, were apprenticed, in effect, to the greatly experi-
enced senior curators (such as Ursula Hoff, Brian Finemore, Kenneth Hood). 
The pressure on space increased over time, to the extent that, within three dec-
ades, the building had to be redesigned in an attempt to maximise display space.

From the curatorial perspective, I have seen changes in the structure of 
curatorial departments, the reassignment, at various times, of curatorial re-
sponsibilities, and the establishment of new areas of collecting. The first new 
department to be introduced during this time was Photography, which was 
established in 1967 (the first such department in Australian museums), but it 
initially existed as a committee of photographers and did not have its own cu-
rator until the early 1970s. Then there was the Department of Indigenous Art, 
founded in 1981. The Papunya art movement, which began in the early 1970s, 
was revelatory in bringing to public attention a remarkable art form. This, to-
gether with the impact of the 1988 Australian Bicentenary, created a great shift 
in the social and cultural awareness of Australian history, especially in relation 
to Australia’s First Nation Peoples. By extension, it also had a strong impact 
on the collecting policies and activity of art museums. Now, a Department of 
Design is to be established. Such changes put enormous pressure on space, on 
finances and on staffing requirements.

Another significant change I have witnessed since the early 1980s has been 
the growth of the Conservation Department. This has come alongside the es-
tablishment of professional conservation training within Australia. All of these 
changes require accommodation. And now, with such emphasis placed on con-
temporary art, space is at a premium.

I mentioned changes in the curatorial structure. Over time, boundaries be-
tween curatorial departments have been removed to a great extent. A benefit 
of this is that there are now wonderful opportunities for using the collection 
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in different ways. However, it also has its down side as it has meant fewer focused 
medium-specific projects and less time for proper collection research. One danger 
of this is the loss of specialised knowledge. In saying this however, I do not mean 
to suggest that I am unaware of the importance of collaborative work across all of 
the collections in museums, nor am I opposed to integrated displays. After all 
curatorial departments do not exist for themselves alone but for the institution 
as a whole. However, to be able to generalise well one first has to have strong 
grounding in “minute particulars”, to use William Blake’s phrase. And these “min-
ute particulars” need constant cultivation. Knowledge of the collection is built up 
over many years, as is scholarly knowledge. It has to be worked at consistently.

As far as funding goes, the situation in the late 1960s and the situation now 
could not be more different. There is now a far, far greater reliance on private 
funding and philanthropy across all areas of museum work. A specialist fund-
raising department exists and the gallery’s donors, of gifts both in kind and 
monetary gifts, have been immensely generous. In 1976 the NGV established 
the Art Foundation of Victoria to raise funds for acquisitions. That now goes 
under the name of the NGV Foundation, but its function, while essentially 
the same, is broader, since funds have to be raised for many other aspects of 
museum work, such as conservation projects, not to mention infrastructure, 
in addition to acquisitions. What did make a great difference in the area of 
acquisitions was the establishment in 1978 of the Federal Government’s Tax-
ation Incentives for the Arts Scheme, now called the Cultural Gifts Program. 
It exists to encourage donors to make gifts of cultural items, including art, 
to public collections. These gifts have to be valued by two government-approved 
valuers and the donor is able to claim the average of the two valuations as a tax 
deduction. The scheme is thoroughly monitored and has been of enormous 
benefit to a great range of public institutions.

Curators have always had to monitor acquisition and exhibition budgets, 
however, by the 1990s after James Mollison (who had been founding director 
of the National Gallery of Australia) had become director of the NGV (1989), 
the situation was such that he had to institute an even greater degree of fiscal 
management, and brought in measures that I initially thought draconian, though 
in the end I see they were necessary. Taking acquisitions as a case in point, cura-
tors were now required to consider all of the many costs associated with making 
acquisitions (for example, transport and valuation and other material costs). In 
Prints and Drawings there is also the cost of mountboard and solander boxes. 
For the first time all those costs had to be added to the cost of the work of art 
itself and they all came out of the acquisitions budget. So, even if acquisitions 
were made as gifts rather than purchases there were associated costs. This is now 
all ancient history and established fact, but it was not so when it was introduced!

It is such a banal thing to say that the introduction of digital technologies has 
been a fundamental change underlying all aspects of museum work! However, 
I do remember the time when I had to resort to buying a little Mac Classic 
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computer to place in the Print Room Library so that we could get our various 
documents typed on time when the secretary was on leave and the typing pool 
was inundated with work.

In the time you worked at the NGV it had nine directors, in sequence: Eric 
Westbrook, Gordon Thomson, Eric Rowlison, Patrick McCaughey, Rodney 
Wilson, James Mollison, Timothy Potts, Gerard Vaughan, and now Tony Ell-
wood. In what way has the personality of the director and his influence been 
reflected in the gallery’s collecting and exhibiting policies?

The director’s influence is fundamental. Each director has had his own focus, 
his own strengths and his own perceptions about the collection, its development 
and the development of the institution as a whole. I use the word “his” because 
in the case of the NGV (and most other major Australian galleries) the Director 
has always been a male.

Right now at the NGV there is a turn towards contemporary art. What were 
the major focuses of previous directors?

I do not believe that previous directors were not interested in contemporary 
art; all those I worked with were, though for some reason there is perception 
that they were not, or at least not sufficiently so. Complaints of this kind are 
not new; they started not all that long after the gallery was founded in the 19th 
century, especially in relation to the lack of Australian art then in the col-
lection. However, it is undoubtedly the case that there is now – worldwide – 
a far greater emphasis on the collecting and the display of contemporary art. 
The aim and responsibility of any director is to increase visitation and attract 
new audiences and the current director of the NGV, Tony Ellwood, has demon-
strated that this can be done by putting an emphasis on contemporary art. 
I would not argue against this approach, partly because contemporary art does 
not stay contemporary for ever; eventually it becomes historical art. However, 
in an institution like the NGV, it is of course important that a balance be 
found in the attention given to the historical collection and to contemporary 
art. In my experience some of the gallery’s visitors who are most interested 
in the historical collections are artists and art students.

One of the changes I have noticed, especially over the period since I left 
the NGV in late 2001, is that funds for the acquisition of contemporary art 
are now much greater than they were in my time. The NGV was always se-
lective in its approach to collecting and this was partly due to the amount 
of money available; there was no government funding for acquisitions. You 
would see a fine commercial exhibition of prints or drawings and you were 
able to choose just one work for acquisition. If you thought it was an especially 
good exhibition by an important artist, which work, or which two – if you 
were lucky – would you choose? It certainly exercised your judgement. After 
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James Mollison came to Melbourne (in 1989), I remember an occasion when 
I selected a work by Mike Parr from a very fine commercial exhibition of his. 
And James said – it is a very good exhibition, why do you not choose more 
works? It was a great shock to me, and a great thrill that you could think in this 
way, because one had always to be so careful not to overspend. However, there 
is now objectively more money available for contemporary art and this is an 
excellent development.

Do you think one of the reasons Tony Ellwood became director of the NGV 
was because contemporary art needed additional support.

It seems clear to me that Tony is redressing a perceived imbalance in collecting 
and exhibiting in favour of contemporary art. Like every other director, he has 
his special focus, and that focus for him appears to be the art of our time.

Does the push towards contemporary art have anything to do with the fact 
that Melbourne does not have a museum of contemporary art and the NGVs 
focus on it is a way of demonstrating the need for one?

This is all manifestly true, and it is well known that the NGV is looking for 
a third venue – presumably one for contemporary art.

How do you perceive the differences in the state art galleries in Australia? 
Those places surely have a common denominator, but I look for what is special 
about each of them.

The historical roots of Australia’s state galleries are enormously important. Re-
member that the states were independent British colonies until the beginning of 
the 20th century. The NGV is the oldest Australian gallery and, because of the Fel-
ton Bequest, established in 1904, it was able to build an important collection of 
historical European and Asian art. Brisbane has a small historical collection but 
under Doug Hall it established two very important things – the Asia-Pacific 
Triennial and the building of GOMA, which is enormously successful. Syd-
ney’s collections of Australian and Asian art are very fine and the European col-
lection and the collection of 20th-century art are being augmented in interesting 
ways. I have always liked their building and its beautiful location, and there are 
now plans to build a Sydney Modern (in partial emulation of Tate Modern), but 
I do not know how advanced they are. Adelaide has a broad-ranging historical 
collection and it also now has a director who is very much into contemporary 
art. The NGAs focus has been on the art of the 19th and 20th-centuries and they 
now have very important collections. They have been able, at least in the past, 
to collect comprehensively in the area of Australian art, and those collections are 
now most impressive.
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The next level after the national and state galleries are regional galleries. How 
do you perceive them?

They are very important, and the state galleries have an obligation to assist them 
in various ways, generally through the provision of exhibitions and loans of 
works of art, at least this is so in Victoria. The NGA has a nation-wide obliga-
tion, and it fulfils its role admirably. The regional galleries in Victoria, the net-
work with which I am most familiar, are impressive and ambitious, with high 
professional standards. They are very important for their towns and regions 
where they fulfil an important social and educational role. Some, such as the Art 
Gallery of Ballarat and Bendigo Art Gallery are old in the Australian context. 
Many of these galleries have defined specialisations. For example, Mornington 
Peninsula Regional Gallery focuses on works on paper, McClelland Gallery and 
Sculpture Park has sculpture and a wonderful sculpture garden, The Ballarat 
gallery has devised important scholarly exhibitions and published the accom-
panying catalogues, Bendigo has become a venue for important international 
exhibitions. These galleries are often able to react more quickly than the state 
galleries. Everyone has to plan ahead, but larger institutions have to plan fur-
ther ahead for major projects. Some regional galleries put on exhibitions which 
could also be held in state galleries, but for one reason or another are not. No 
institution can expect to function at less than a totally professional level and this 
applies to regional galleries too.

You said that the state galleries should assist regional galleries in preparing 
exhibitions. Does this mean that the NGV would put up an exhibition to be 
presented in one of the regional galleries, or is it rather scholarly support?

The NGV has devised exhibitions specifically for regional galleries and it 
has also been a generous lender. When I did my exhibition for Mornington 
(Masters of Emotion, 2006) we were lent some major works, including Blake 
watercolours and Munch prints. The obligation to assist regional galleries is 
a long-standing one. In the late 1960s and 1970s there was a truck specially 
fitted out with racks for paintings, and there was a travelling education officer 
or exhibitions person whose role was to accompany the exhibition and install 
it. In fact, the agreement to assist the regional galleries has its roots further 
back in time than the mid-20th century, though the way it has functioned has 
changed with the times.

The number of museums and museum extensions in Australia has grown 
in recent years and many of them have been opened or redeveloped in Victoria, 
especially after the year 2000. Is it in your opinion a response to the growing 
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interest among the public? What might have been the reasons for the sudden 
flourishing of art museums?

There is usually a build-up to change, which, once it happens seems sudden, but 
is actually the result of an accumulation of problems. In the case of the NGV 
between 1968 and the 1990s, the growth of the collection and a neglect of the in-
frastructure due to lack of funding led to serious problems. In 1968, after its shift 
to St Kilda Road, the NGV had led the way in its staffing structure, its displays 
and in other ways. But in time the institution ran out of space. Extra rooms were 
built and parts of the building were blocked off to extend storage. The gallery 
looked pretty dreadful by the time it closed for renovations in 1999, and every-
one who worked there was aware of it; morale had been severely tested. I happen 
to have organised the final exhibition at the NGV before the most recent reno-
vation (Tyger of Wrath, 1999) and that was due to the fact that the gallery for 
Prints and Drawings was on the ground floor and the process of closing down 
proceeded floor by floor, beginning at the top.

The expansion of the institution into a second venue was sudden. It stemmed 
from the decision of the State Premier, Jeff Kennett, to finally pull down two large 
and much disliked buildings that stood on what is now Federation Square, and 
to replace them with a new civic area and several new buildings. This decision was 
part of a wider review of Melbourne’s urban infrastructure and the planning for 
its improvement. As I understand it, one of the new buildings on the square was 
offered to the NGV. It was an opportunity that had to be seized. Architects were 
chosen for the overall development of the square, and for the buildings on it.

As for the other museums that were inaugurated in the last two decades, or 
which acquired new buildings, there are the Australian Centre for Contempo-
rary Art (ACCA), TarraWarra Museum of Art, and the Lyon Housemuseum. 
In Hobart Mona was built and quickly become phenomenally successful. 
Many of these new endeavours are the result of people who have a deep in-
terest in art, and who are in the position to use their private wealth to build 
collections of art, and to display these collection in purpose-built galleries 
that are made available to the community at large. These individuals are also 
able to indulge their passions in such projects. David Walsh of Mona has 
done this, with spectacular results and great benefits to the local community 
and the wider artistic community. One of the difficulties that often arises from 
public infrastructure development is that you may be given, or be successful 
in raising funds for a building, but then you have to find extra money for 
additional staff and to pay the overheads. The pressures are great, not least on 
existing staff. With the push for contemporary art it will be interesting to see 
what happens at ACCA and the new Buxton development in relation to what 
is presumably being planned for the NGV.
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You mentioned that one architectural office designed all Federation Square 
building for various institutions. Do you mean that if they were designing 
only the museum, they could have done it better?

What I mean to say is that had the NGV commissioned the architects, they may 
have chosen different ones. However, the setting of the square and the buildings on 
it are all of a piece and cannot be separated out. As a curator at the time of the plan-
ning process for The Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia on Federation Square 
I attended some of the meetings with the architects. In my opinion the building 
on Federation Square – more particularly, its interior – is a problematic one for 
art. I think it dominates its purpose in an unhelpful way. I respect the architects 
but I recall one of them saying that architecture should reflect the anxiety of 
the times, a point of view I do not share. I want clarity, not anxiety or confusion.

Do you think there is an expectation from the public that more institutions 
dealing with various aspect of art should be established? There are already 
a lot. It has just been announced that the Michael Buxton collection will be 
donated to a new art museum for contemporary Australian art at the Univer-
sity of Melbourne. Perhaps there is someone else just waiting behind the scenes 
to make the new museum.

Perhaps there is; let us hope so. If a large museum like the NGV were to extend 
to a new building for contemporary art, it would need to define its purpose 
in relation to the smaller public galleries that already exist, such as ACCA and, 
presumably, the new building for the Buxton collection. Something new always 
arouses public interest, and the large number of people who have attended some 
of the exhibitions of contemporary art at the NGV shows that there is definitely 
a public interested in it. Such a building, if it were built, would free up space for 
the display of the existing collection, which would be a good thing.

What do you think is the role of museums for Australians? Are they keen 
museum goers, or does sport always win?

To some extent attending art museums has become a form of diversion, of 
entertainment – as is attending a sporting event – which is not always a bad 
thing. However, there is also another point of view. Patrick McCaughey, a for-
mer director of the NGV, recently published a book, Strange Country (2014), 
in which he outlined his thesis according to which painting, and the history of 
painting, has been of primary importance in Australia since it has reflected and 
contributed to Australians’ sense of cultural identity. Painters have shaped how 
we view the landscape, its place in Australian culture and imagination, and also 
helped create mythologies, such as that of Ned Kelly. Looked at from this point 
of view art has been important to Australian society. Art museums, which are 
repositories of this cultural material, have thereby played, and continue to play, 
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an important social role. Moreover, the recent increase in visitors to the NGV 
shows that art can have considerable pulling power.

Concerning the challenges that are now facing Australian museums, what are 
the major problems and opportunities.

Art museums are trying to do so much now. For reasons that are understand-
able, they have to prove themselves to be lively places in order to encourage 
attendance by a younger audience and then to cultivate that audience so that 
it returns. It is widely recognised that one of the challenges facing these insti-
tutions is to expand their outreach and engagement to communities, and into 
areas that may be close to metropolitan centres but that seem culturally isolated.

However, behind the quick turnover of exhibitions that are designed to attract 
repeat visits I see a danger lurking. Art requires reflection from both the viewer 
and the curator, and with such a rapid change of displays and exhibitions this 
can become difficult or impossible. The risk is a loss of depth in the area of 
curatorial scholarship and judgement. I do not question the fact that museums 
have to be financially viable and therefore obliged to show art that has a popular 
reach, but I believe there must also be room for reflection and scholarship.

When I looked at the list of past exhibitions of various art museums, I noticed 
a large number of exhibitions with masterpieces imported from major Europe-
an and American museums, e.g. Tate, the Picasso Museum in Paris, Museo del 
Prado, Museum of Modern Art in New York. World art, both the old masters 
and contemporary art, regularly comes to Australia. How does it look the other 
way round? Do you feel that the world is interested in Australian art?

I do not think I am the right person to answer this question in an informed 
way, though from experience it appears to me that there is not as great an in-
terest in Australian art as there ought to be. The British Museum however, has 
made an effort to build up a collection of 20th and 21st-century Australian art 
in the Department of Prints and Drawings. To the great credit of the curator in-
volved – Stephen Coppel – the British Museum now has the largest collection of 
Australian art outside Australia. Much of it is recorded in a catalogue published 
in 2011 [Out of Australia: Prints and Drawings from Sidney Nolan to Rover Thom-
as] and it is all available online. The sweeping historical exhibition of Australian 
art at the Royal Academy of Arts in London – Australia [2013] – had a generally 
poor reception from the critics, but the current exhibition at London’s National 
Gallery – Australia’s Impressionists [2016/2017] – has been warmly received. All 
this has occurred in London, so you see the old cultural ties still bind! The situ-
ation is different as far as Australian Indigenous art goes – there, the interest 
extends beyond the boundaries of the British sphere. But when I read the daily 
blogs and journals there is a noticeable absence of information about Australian 
art – it is almost as though the continent did not exist.



109National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne

Do you think that Australian museums have some specific features?

Australia is a new society by comparison with Europe, as well as the U.S. It 
had to build from scratch its libraries, art galleries and universities, and it was 
ambitious from the beginning. The history of how this was done is amazing. 
The professional standards here are as high as they are anywhere, and I believe 
that Australian art museums enjoy a good reputation internationally. It is natural 
and right that galleries here pay special attention to the arts of this country and 
it is especially important that they represent the arts of Australia’s Indigenous 
cultures. However, as far as private collectors here are concerned, the focus is 
almost entirely on Australian art, although there are notable exceptions. I have 
often wondered about this.

Do you think it is a result of patriotism, or of availability?

I do not think it is patriotism, so it may be a result of collectors being more 
comfortable with what is familiar and close by. However, Australians are great 
travellers. They visit museums around the world, see exhibitions and attend 
biennales, so this intense focus on Australian art has always puzzled me.

14th January 2015

4.3. Interview with Tony Ellwood

Tony Ellwood is the Director of the National Gallery of Victoria. He began his 
career as an Aboriginal Art Coordinator, working at Waringarri Aboriginal 
Arts, Kununurra; then worked as a Curator at the NGV, specialising in major 
international curatorial projects. He was Director, Bendigo Art Gallery; 
Deputy Director – International Art, NGV and Director of the Queensland 
Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art prior to returning to the NGV as Director 
in August 2012.

Many important exhibitions presented in Australia in the past decade have 
been under Tony’s direction, including Contemporary Australia: Optimism 
(2008); 21st Century: Art in the First Decade (2010); Surrealism: The Poetry 
of Dreams (2011) at QAGOMA and Melbourne Now (2013); Andy Warhol | 
Ai Weiwei (2015–2016) at the NGV.

Tony has been on several state and Commonwealth boards, including the Visions 
of Australia Committee, Museums Australia National Board, Victorian College of 
the Arts Board and Academic Committee; the Art Exhibitions Australia Board 
and the Japan–Australia Foundation Board. Tony was also on the selection 
committees for the 2005 and 2009 Venice Biennales.
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Before arriving in Melbourne as the director of the NGV you headed 
the Queensland Art Gallery. How different were the challenges in Brisbane 
when you arrived in 2012 to those in Melbourne?

Melbourne and Brisbane have very different needs, which are driven by their 
collections. Brisbane is very strong in Asian and Pacific contemporary art but 
has a relatively weak Australian and historic international collection. To counter 
that I brought in a richer programme of historic and non-Asian contemporary 
international programmes. For Melbourne its incredible strength has always 
been historic European and Australian art across the board. The weakness 
has been in well-invested contemporary Australian and international exhibi-
tions and international contemporary collecting. We introduced a well-financed 
contemporary summer series, which has achieved outstanding attendances and 
philanthropic and corporate support.

And how are the audiences in Brisbane and Melbourne different?

The Brisbane audience has, until now, been accustomed to contemporary art 
from the Asia and Pacific region, making their knowledge of our region greater 
than Melbourne. However, our new commitment to acquiring and exhibiting 
more broadly aims to address that.

What are your major goals in the NGV?

We are actively expanding our digital assets, including the production of more 
NGV-generated content for both academic and marketing purposes. Our edu-
cation and public programmes divisions are also broadening their reach to less 
traditional audiences and age categories. We have expanded our retail and social 
media areas and have achieved strong growth. We have introduced more op-
portunities for interpretation of the collection including a very active collection 
online initiative – we aim to have the full collection – 75,000 objects – online 
within three years.

What spheres of the museum are you developing?

At the NGV I am aiming to expand the holdings of contemporary international 
art while overseeing a collection strategy that continues to fill gaps across all 
collecting areas and across a broad time span. We have expanded the academic 
publishing programme and broadened its distribution. We have also broadened 
our outreach programmes to appeal to a wider cross section of the community. 
The NGV has had a 70 per cent increase in overall attendances over the past 
three years – with over 2.6 million visitors last year.
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First you increased visitation numbers in Brisbane, then in the NGV. What is 
your recipe for success?

I think one key aspect for increasing attendances is a broad and diverse pro-
gramme offer. Also actively refreshing permanent collection displays. Relevant 
and evolving marketing and strong public relations are also essential.

What does the public expect to see and do in the NGV?

The public expects a rich and well-presented collection, which they take great 
pride in – and ownership of. They also want a very active and diverse exhibition 
programme. They want to see well-resourced offers for families, and we know 
that programmes especially for young children and teenagers are core to this 
success.

You mentioned that the contemporary aspect of the NGV’s exhibiting pro-
gramme and collecting was its weakness. Do you think there is a public expec-
tation to see more contemporary art?

Since we have exhibited more ambitious contemporary art our attendance 
figures to the exhibitions and public programmes have reflected enormous 
interest. The most popular exhibition in our history is from our recent Andy 
Warhol | Ai Weiwei exhibition, which attracted 400,000 people.

What are your priorities regarding collection and exhibition programme?

Ensuring that they are well displayed, restored and researched and tell the broad-
est possible art history narrative.

And thematically and in terms of artistic periods, what are you focusing on?

One primary emphasis at the moment is global contemporary practice. This 
includes a concerted emphasis on Africa, South America, the Middle East and 
Eastern Europe – areas that have been underrepresented across this country.

I presume it is the blockbuster exhibitions that attract the biggest attention 
and visitation. Which among them has been the most popular?

As mentioned, Andy Warhol | Ai Weiwei has been our most successful exhibi-
tion, and our most successful free one was Melbourne Now, both contemporary. 
After that it has been traditional programmes from our historic winter series – 
Melbourne Winter Masterpieces.
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Blockbuster exhibitions are organised by major museums all over the world, 
Australia is not an exception. Do you think it is the driving force of contem-
porary museums? Do they define contemporary museums, in a way?

All active museums, regardless of their collection emphasis, rely on ambitious 
programming to build audiences.

One of the first major exhibitions that you organised in Melbourne after 
taking over as director of the NGV was “Melbourne Now”, an impressive di-
agnosis of contemporary creation in Melbourne. Has this exhibition redefined 
the gallery’s position in the city?

The exhibition has enabled us to re-engage with contemporary art practitioners 
and also to introduce design, which was lacking from within our sector.

Has it affected the gallery’s model of functioning?

No, it has not. But we did hire two new curators of design who work within 
the curatorial team.

Are you planning a further edition?

No. However, we have announced an international triennial of contemporary 
art and design.

For a number of years a new extension of the NGV has been discussed. What 
is the stage of this project?

This is still in discussion with key stakeholders.

Is the project of building a new wing in the Federation Square, behind the Ian 
Potter Centre: NGV Australia, still being considered? Or is another location 
being discussed? Or perhaps expanding the building is not a priority at 
the moment?

This is not something I can publicly comment on.

Are you planning any “expansion” of Australian art abroad, e.g. to Europe?

We develop programmes of Australian art where there is interest. Indigenous 
art has more appeal to an international audience than Australian art in general. 

How do you perceive the position of Australian art internationally? What is 
to be done in this area?

Australian art has a very low profile internationally. At present there is no rele-
vant funding to make this a priority within our touring programme.
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What is the current condition of Australian art institutions generally?

Australian art institutions are well-resourced and are sustaining strong attend-
ances in comparison to many key international markets.

In what ways are Australian museums different from European or American 
ones?

The main difference for our sector is our obligation and responsibility to-
wards the Indigenous Australian culture. This gives our institutions a different 
tenor and requires an informed and sensitive treatment of their practice with-
in key parts of our galleries.

In your view, what is missing in Australia, when it comes to museums?

The main challenge is the enormous freight that we incur which makes 
it a greater challenge to meet the standards that people are accustomed 
to in the northern hemisphere. However, I think Australian museums have an 
incredibly high standard, often better than many of their important interna-
tional counterparts.

What is your opinion on the future for Australian museums? In what direc-
tions will they go? Is there anything that should be changed?

I think we have a very healthy future as a sector. We get strong state government 
support and philanthropy, and corporate support is very high compared to most 
museums. The sector has been traditionally conservative but this is being chal-
lenged more by our audiences and we are becoming more innovative as a result.

What are the challenges for contemporary museums in Australia?

To ensure that their content is relevant and has credibility within the interna-
tional community.

20th February 2017
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AGNSW
location: Sydney, New South Wales
status: public
established in 1871
opened in 1880
first name: National Art Gallery of New South Wales
designed by Walter Vernon, with later extensions designed by Andrew 
Andersons and Richard Johnson

The history of the Art Gallery of News South Wales dates back to 1871, when its 
predecessor, the Academy of Art, was established, to promote the fine arts through 
lectures, art classes and exhibitions. It was first located in Clark’s Assembly Hall. 
In 1880 it opened its exhibition in the Fine Arts Annexe to the Garden Palace 
built for the Sydney International Exhibition (and inspired by London’s Crystal 
Palace) near the Botanic Gardens. The Palace burnt down in 1882. The follow-
ing year the name of the gallery was changed to the National Art Gallery of New 
South Wales (its original name was reinstated in 1958). In 1885 the collection 
was moved again to a building on the present site. At that time trustees com-
missioned architectural plans for the new, purpose-built gallery. It took over ten 
years, numerous changes of plans, and a change of the architects to complete 
the task. The trustees expected “a classical temple to art” (Sydney Modern Pro-
ject, History…, online). The author of the plan that was followed was Walter 
Vernon, though only part of his design was executed. The first part of the build-
ing was opened in 1897, the southern half of the building with the oval lobby 
was finished in 1901, and the front of the building was completed in 1909. No 
further parts of the gallery were built at that time, which resulted in an amalga-
mate of future additions, in various styles and scales: in 1972 the Captain Cook 
Wing was opened (designed by Andrew Andersons), in 1988 the Bicentennial 
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Wing (also by Andersons), in 2003 the Asian Wing (designed by Richard Johnson), 
and in 2010 the John Kaldor Family Gallery was opened in the former collections 
store. The latter was the effect of a major gift of over two hundred contempo-
rary works and the construction of an offsite storage facility that freed up space 
in the gallery building. In the meantime, in 1994, the Yiribana Gallery was opened 
to house Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art and culture.

The most recent and biggest extension, called the Sydney Modern, has been 
in the planning phase since at least 2008, when a strategic plan was commis-
sioned. In the invitation-only architectural competition announced in 2013, 
the architectural firm SANAA was selected. The planned extension will 
double the exhibition space. One of the highly debated issues regarding the in-
vestment is its planned location in the prestigious Domain, towards the har-
bour, across a land bridge that spans several major arterial roads and the dis-
used oil tanks to the north-east of the land bridge (Sydney Modern Project. 
Stage 2). As The Australian put it, the director Michael Brand “says Sydney 
Modern will be not just an expansion of the AGNSW but a transformation. 
It needs room to grow, and he describes Sydney Modern as a 21st-century art 
museum capable of hosting major exhibitions and telling the story of Indige-
nous art” (Westwood, 2016). The press brought arguments against the building 
concerning not only the cost (it would largely need to be covered by private 
donors), but also its occupancy of a picturesque plot, and questioning the need 
to extend the gallery space at all, arguing that the city already has an institution 
devoted to contemporary art – the Museum of Contemporary Art (unlike Mel-
bourne or Brisbane, where one institution covers the whole spectrum of art) 
(Westwood, 2016). The timeframe envisages the opening of the new extension 
in 2021, for the 150th anniversary of the gallery’s foundation.

The AGNSW is the location for the Biennale of Sydney, which was first held 
at the gallery in 1976 (inaugurated in 1973 and held in the Sydney Opera House).

5.1. Interview with Michael Brand

Australian-born and Harvard-educated global cultural leader and art scholar 
Dr Michael Brand came to the Art Gallery of New South Wales from Toronto, 
where he was director of the Aga Khan Museum. Prior to that he was the director 
of the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles between 2005 and 2010.

As the Art Gallery of New South Wales approaches its 150th anniversary 
in 2021, Dr Brand’s vision for the art museum is to enhance its cultural, 
social and economic vibrancy, and elevate its national and international 
reputation as an art museum that welcomes and engages diverse local and 
global audiences.
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Dr Brand serves on the Visiting Committee of the Harvard Art Museums, 
the International Advisory Board of the State Hermitage Museum in St Peters-
burg and the Board of Trustees of the Australian Institute of Art History. He 
is also a member of the Asia Society Australia Advisory Council.

This is your fifth year as director of the Art Gallery of New South Wales. How 
has the museum landscape been changing during your directorship?

Increasingly visitor expectations about art museums are changing. People are 
travelling more. Australians for example visit New York and go to the Museum 
of Modern Art; they travel to London and visit Tate Modern, so they now expect 
an equivalent art experience in Sydney. Similarly, international visitors come 
to Sydney and say, “We’re from New York, we’ve been to Tate Modern in Lon-
don, what’s the equivalent in Sydney?” The Art Gallery of NSW cannot just be 
the preeminent art museum in Sydney anymore, or even in Australia. We have 
to meet the expectations of a wide and diverse audience from both across this 
country and around the world.

We are seeing an evolution affecting art museums everywhere; a chang-
ing landscape over the past ten to fifteen years. In terms of collecting we are 
seeing the inflation of the art market, which has made it very hard for public 
institutions to buy works of art, particularly major international works. In terms 
of historical art we are now very focused on provenance issues and ensuring 
new processes are in place that replace practices of the past. In terms of ex-
hibitions, they are more expensive to stage and there is more competition for 
them. It is a highly competitive global environment so art museums need a good 
track record of successfully hosting major exhibitions as well as an expert cu-
ratorial team, not to mention the right spaces to host these exhibitions. Staging 
exhibitions of well-known artists or well-known themes is critical in today’s art 
museum landscape because these are the ones that attract the largest audiences 
and provide a much-needed funding stream for museums. We also need these 
high profile exhibitions more than ever in Europe and in Australia where we rely 
more on government funding than in North America.

Which collecting areas are your priority?

We are a gallery that holds a deep collection of Australian art so our focus is 
to exhibit a strong and diverse collection of Australian art – in an international 
context – and contemporary art alongside historical art.

And in the exhibitions programme do you also focus on Australian art?

We host monographic exhibitions of major Australian artists to ensure visitors 
are afforded an understanding of our social and political history, our culture and 
our art history. Our exhibition programme focuses a little more on international 
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art, and both local and international audiences are attracted to these exhibitions. 
With international art exhibitions there is also an opportunity to bring works of 
art to Australia that are not featured in our collections. That is a very big change 
for art museums – fifty years ago it was more about buying and building the best 
pieces into the collection.

You are in the process of planning a major extension to the gallery. Does 
the layout of the new building meet your expectations?

When I became the director, the master plan had already been completed but 
I was very lucky to be chairing the architectural jury in the competition to de-
cide the architects. One of the most exciting days in my career was, alongside 
the other members of the jury, walking into the room that displayed the twelve 
invited international architectural firms’ entirely different approaches to the brief 
for the new building. It was a really fantastic feeling to see all those renowned 
architectural firms interested in, and excited about, our project. The design 
concept we selected, by the Japanese firm SANAA, was a very beautiful and 
a very strong concept. We felt it was respectful and appropriate for our site that 
overlooks the Sydney Harbour. The concept was also flexible and we intended 
to work with the winning architectural firm over a twelve-month period be-
cause of the complexity of the site, to ensure the design spoke to our collection, 
our site and our city. As the design concept has changed and improved, we can 
see how the expansion will deliver the magnificent art experience for visitors 
that we have hoped for.

Was it hard to make this choice?

Yes and no… Each design brought a very different approach to the concept 
so we had to think very hard about what each concept would achieve. Some 
designs were more physically dramatic; some were more conceptually strong, 
some low-rise, some taller. In the end the jury was unanimous that SANAA was 
the firm for the gallery to work with. It was not just their design, but also their 
approach: the way they spoke to the jury, the way they spoke to other people 
we worked with. You want architects that are very interested in what you think 
you want, the complexity of a public art museum means you need to work with 
them in a true partnership. We want to make sure we build a truly great and 
site-specific piece of architecture.

Would you use the word iconic?

I think the word “iconic” is overused these days. It is getting to a point when it 
is a bit meaningless. Particularly in Sydney where the Opera House is clearly an 
iconic building. We never told the architects we wanted an iconic building. We 
want a great piece of architecture that is intelligent, functional, inspiring.
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What part of the collection are you planning to house in the new extension?

The curatorial vision for an expanded gallery is something we continue to work on. 
As we think more about it, we feel we do not want the new building to work 
territorially, so we have avoided labelling the gallery spaces as Asian art, Pacific 
art, contemporary art etc. We think the existing building is where we will fo-
cus on art histories based on geography and time periods, with an overarching 
chronological narrative. Just as its architecture is much less hierarchical, we want 
to apply less hierarchy and less chronology in the new building. Our curatorial 
team is looking to be much more experiential using architecture and the land-
scape in conversations between, for example, Aboriginal art and non-Aboriginal 
Australian art; between Australian art and international art, contemporary art and 
historical art.

How will it change your functioning, exhibiting practices and programming?

An expanded gallery will completely change the way we operate. On the most 
basic level we will have more space, so we can pursue ideas we have not been 
able to contemplate previously. We want to activate both buildings in new and 
inspiring ways. You cannot give all your attention to the glamorous new archi-
tecture. We have a mix of architecture here including late 19th-century colonial 
architecture and two extensions from the second half of the 20th century; very 
strong modernism, and now the 21st-century architecture. The new building is 
on the top of World War II oil tanks; a magnificent post-industrial space that 
will allow for a very significant architectural experience for visitors too. The ex-
perience of the two buildings will be greatly enhanced by linking an outdoor art 
experience as well.

What are your current challenges in running the gallery?

The main challenge is to obtain the financial resources to maintain the current 
level of staffing and programming.

You have a long experience of working in North America. How would you 
compare Australian and American ecosystems of museums? What are the dif-
ferences and similarities?

The Australian system sits between the European and American systems. The Euro-
pean system is evolving quite quickly. In Europe museums have in general been 
supported at a higher level by the government, or funded from other public sourc-
es such as cities or provinces. In the United States it is less based on government 
support and museums are mostly operated with private funding. Australia 
started closer to the European model, but now it is moving closer to the Ameri-
can model. But the Art Gallery of New South Wales could not operate without 
significant government funding and as our state’s major public art institution 
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would not want to. That is one difference. I think public expectations of art 
museums are now very similar everywhere. Audiences are more sophisticated. 
Philanthropy and private fundraising is much more developed in the US, but it 
has certainly been very significant in Australia. This institution has benefited 
from very generous benefactors for a number of decades. American museums 
have much bigger endowments. We get half of our support from our state gov-
ernment, but as director I am also responsible for private fundraising. When 
the right balance of private and public support is achieved, it results in a much 
stronger institution.

Do you think that Australian art is recognised in the US and internationally 
in general?

It is recognised, yes, but there is not as much exposure for Australian art as we 
would like. We are a small country population-wise, 23 million people, the size 
of the state of New York or Southern California. But we have very vibrant and 
diverse communities across Australia, whose art is very worthy of international 
attention. We have two important traditions side by side: the Indigenous tradi-
tion, which is the longest continuous culture in the world, and Western or inter-
national art forms that arise out of the colonisation of Australia in the late 18th 
century. Australia has Aboriginal artists in remote areas still recording their his-
tory, myths, stories and ambitions, often through performance. Then in the big 
cities we have artists trained in the Western tradition working alongside urban 
Aboriginal artists who also grew up in the cities. There is a very interesting art 
world here. I would like our artists to be better known around the world and we 
are working on that!

Are you planning to tour exhibitions to Europe or America?

We are actually working on both fronts. At the end of this month we will open 
the first of the new biennial of Australian contemporary art called The National. 
It is a collaboration between the Art Gallery of New South Wales and two other 
art institutions in Sydney, the Museum of Contemporary Art and Carriage-
works. We are committed to three of these until 2021. That is to give a platform 
for Australian art, as there is nothing quite as big in the country at the mo-
ment; but also to get a platform for international visitors who are curious about 
Australian art. We have timed it to be just after the Art Basel Hong Kong, so 
visitors travelling from Europe or North America to Hong Kong can get one 
extra flight to Sydney. On the other side there is an exhibition of works from 
our collection, which is just about to finish at the National Gallery in London, 
called Austra lia’s Impressionists. There still needs to be a major exhibition of 
Aboriginal Australian art in a major American city: Los Angeles, New York, 
Washington D.C.; and possibly also an exhibition of Australian contemporary 
art, although such “national” exhibitions are not always the best idea. The best 
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way to do that is to work with our colleagues in those countries who give them 
more exposure with well-argued and well-curated exhibitions.

Do you feel American and European museums would be interested in taking 
Australian art exhibitions?

Yes, there is definitely a great interest. Sometimes it comes down to the problem 
that moving works of art in and out of Australia can be expensive, it is a long 
flight in terms of freight and courier trips. If the subject is not so well-known, 
I think they can be worried that not enough people will come and buy tickets 
to justify the cost of the exhibition. The good thing now is that people are very 
curious about all sorts of art forms. It is the great moment, when it is not all 
about the new and the avant-garde, but also about lesser known. It is rethinking 
everything, looking at everything again. Colleagues are impressed by the depth 
of artistic practice: the depth of art schools, art museums, collections, writing. 
It is a matter of how you make the project happen logistically and financially.

In your opinion, is there anything missing in the panorama of museums 
in Australia?

Probably the ideal of the encyclopaedic museum or universal museum that you 
have in Europe and America. In the former colonies we did not have the same 
source of material as in the former imperial centres! We were a very small 
popu lation in the 19th century and we did not have as many financial resources 
in the great era of collecting in the last three decades of the 19th century, as 
was the case with many American museums (and private collectors who later 
created or supported public art museums). The National Gallery of Victoria rep-
resents a much more encyclopaedic model than we are in Sydney. None of our 
museums can truly rank with major American or European museums in that 
sense. But we also have strengths that they do not have. Rather than focusing 
on what you might lack, it is important to understand why you lack it, what are 
the historic and geographic circumstances, and make evident what we do have – 
it is a very interesting cultural situation, that a very ancient culture collides with 
and then mixes with some colonial culture. And now we have this very dynamic 
multicultural society. We are lucky that we are economically quite strong, and 
we celebrate that, support our artists and provide public access to their work.

Is there anything that should be changed?

We still need to wrap up private philanthropy as much as we can. It is all head-
ing in the right direction. What we do not want to change is the government 
support for the arts. That is critical in Australia. I think it should be critical 
in all countries. We also want to make sure that the public is still encouraged 
to take risks, not just sit and wait for the next precious exhibition to come. 
It is our very important role to bring those exhibitions, to generation after 
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generation, if we do not have such great collections of these works. I think 
many of us want to make sure that certain things do not change. People are 
still willing to come to the art museum to see the unknown, to look at things 
they might not understand immediately, maybe some aspect of contemporary 
art, maybe some aspect of art of another culture. But they are willing to keep 
their minds open, and not go down a path where only spectacular, bright, 
literally or totally famous things appear. That is one of the big challenges.

16th March 2017
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first name: National Gallery of South Australia

The National Gallery of South Australia in Adelaide is the third-oldest art gal-
lery to have been established in Australia. It is part of the North Terrace cultural 
precinct, which also includes the State Library of South Australia, the South 
Australian Museum, the Migration Museum, and the University of Adelaide. 
The gallery was opened in 1881 by Prince Albert and Prince George, the future 
King George V, and it was initially located in two rooms in the public library. 
The first purpose-built museum was opened in 1900 and is today known as 
the Elder Wing of Australian Art. In the course of the 20th century three ex-
tensions were added to house the growing collection of art. In 1936 the Melrose 
Wing of European and Asian Art was added to the building, together with 
the colonnaded façade and vestibule, to mark the celebrations of the centenary 
of South Australia. In 1962 the wing for temporary exhibitions and administra-
tion was built, and in 1995 the major West Wing was opened, which doubled 
the gallery’s space, mostly for temporary exhibitions and collection display 
(Radford, 1998, p. 4).

The collection totals 38,000 works. Since its early days the gallery has en-
joyed generous private patronage, receiving funds for acquisitions and dona-
tions of art works which in effect provided “the highest proportion of private 
benefaction of any state or federal art museum in Australia” (Radford, 1998, 
p. 4) – amounting to 90 per cent of the collection at the end of the 20th century. 
The first major bequest was made by Sir Thomas Elder in 1897. It was the largest 
sum of money received by an Australian museum before the Felton Bequest was 
made to the National Gallery of Victoria (Radford, 1998, p. 6).
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The collection encompasses Australian, European, and Asian art, and its 
particular strengths are colonial art, Indigenous art, and British art, including 
one of the most important William Morris textile collections outside Britain. In 
1949 Kenneth Clark, one of the best-known art historians of his generation and 
a former director of the National Gallery in London, became the gallery’s over-
seas advisor for collection growth. In 1939 the AGSA was the first art museum 
in Australia to purchase a work by an Indigenous artist – a watercolour by Albert 
Namatjira, and in 1955 it was also the first to commence strategic collection of 
Aboriginal art. In the 1970s the AGSA was the first art museum to acquire Abo-
riginal Western Desert dot paintings (Radford, 1998, p. 8), which were displayed 
alongside non-Indigenous 20th-century art. Earlier, in 1922, the gallery became 
the first Australian museum to begin collecting photography.

The AGSA has collected contemporary art since its early days, but in the course 
of the 20th century its focus shifted towards historical art. A realignment to-
wards contemporaneity and bringing balance to the gallery’s acquisitions and 
exhibiting programme was made by its new director, Nick Mitzevich, appointed 
in 2010. In 2016 a position of curator of contemporary art was created.

Since 1990 the AGSA has staged the Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art, 
which until 201714 was the only major biennial in Australia dedicated solely 
to presenting contemporary Australian art.

6.1. Interview with Nick Mitzevich

Nick Mitzevich is currently Director of the Art Gallery of South Australia, 
commencing in 2010. He has led numerous initiatives at the gallery, 
including a diverse artistic programme, measures generating significant 
attendance growth, the revitalisation of the building and its displays, 
and the expansion of community engagement. Previously for three and 
a half years he was Director of the University of Queensland Art Museum, 
Brisbane. His strategic direction resulted in major innovative change for 
the art museum, which enhanced the museum’s national profile, provided 
significant increases in visitor numbers, and developed strong philanthropic 
support. In 2009 Nick was recognised for his achievements with the Museum 
and Gallery Services Queensland Outstanding Achievement Award. From 
2001 until 2007 Nick was Director of the Newcastle Region Art Gallery.

Nick holds a BA in Fine Art and Graduate Diplomas in Education and Fine Art 
from the University of Newcastle, New South Wales. In 2016 Nick was chosen 

14 In 2017 the Museum of Contemporary Art, the Art Gallery of New South Wales, and 
the Carriageworks initiated in Sydney the exhibition series The National: New Australian Art. This is 
only intended to run into three editions (2017, 2019, 2021), however.



125Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide

to participate in the Global Museum Leaders Colloquium at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York.

It is your seventh year as the director of the Art Gallery of South Australia. 
What changes have you observed, both in the museum you run and outside, 
in its social, political and economic context?

The Board of Trustees hired me as the change agent. They saw that the insti-
tution had come to a point in its history and that it needed to be much more 
progressive. I was very fortunate to be given a job with the task of implementing 
major change across the museum. That change was expected to be quite com-
prehensive across the whole institution. I made a very conscious decision from 
the beginning that our changes needed to be curatorially and artistically led. 
Those big changes had to happen first, and then administrative and other things 
dealing with how the museum operates needed to follow it. The curatorial ap-
proach was the pebble that was thrown into a pond and that was a major ripple 
that affected the rest.

I made a conscious decision to redisplay all our collections. I started with 
Australian art because it is the most comprehensive part of our collection. We 
have around 47,000 works in our entire collection and the Australian collection 
is the most encyclopaedic – it is the most loved and the most renowned part 
of our collection. So I decided to rehang it completely. I had some important 
markers that I needed to achieve. One of those was to stop the segmentation of 
the Black Australia and White Australia. In this country we tend to hang Abo-
riginal art separately to art made by white settlers. There has always been this 
unspoken rule in our galleries which continues today. I was very conscious that 
in the 21st century this was not helpful for telling the story of Australian art. 
So we had a goal of putting more Aboriginal art in an historical context on 
the walls. Another goal was to ensure the representation of women on the walls 
in our gallery. We have a large collection of the decorative arts which is also 
unique, so I wanted to infuse the story of Australian art with the decorative 
arts. In the first rehang that we did we included Aboriginal art in the historical 
context, we had more women on the walls and we put more decorative arts 
on display alongside paintings and sculptures. I was very interested in blurring 
the boundaries between cultures, between influences and between materiality, 
without compromising quality. I wanted to be able to tell the story of Australian 
art in its complexity, rather than simplifying and segmenting it. That was a radi-
cal departure that took nine months to complete.

Then I decided to rehang the European collection. It encompasses Europe-
an art from the 14th century to the present day, however, while there are great 
pockets of excellence there is also unevenness. Ever since the gallery opened 
135 years ago we were committed to the historical lineage of the display, with 
each room moving the visitor through time. I removed the historical narrative 
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and decided to hang the collection, not chronologically, but thematically. So 
each gallery space was about a big idea, like “The Human Condition”, “Beauty”, 
“Memento Mori” etc. We positioned the historical against the contemporary 
to created juxtapositions and a dialogue between the past and the present. That 
was a massive change. The Australian wing of the gallery remained chrono-
logical because it was the part of the strength of our holdings. I thought it 
was important to tell the history, but in the European collection I felt it was more 
important to touch on the big themes that involved us over the centuries. So we 
have the Belgian artist Berlinde De Bruyckere in discussion with Francis Bacon 
and works from the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries, all talking about the human 
condition. It was purposefully provocative. We had paintings and sculptures 
hung with photography, works on paper and textiles. We have decorative arts 
included in each room. So each room is very eclectic.

This curatorial approach then had major influence on how we presented 
education; public programmes; how we worked with our guides; how we 
looked at our products in our shop; and of course on approach to staffing. 
Instead of collections displays being fixed and permanent, I made a decision 
to reduce the number of temporary exhibitions and make the collection dis-
plays more changeable. So the collection galleries and the temporary galleries 
started blurring. I was encouraging my curatorial staff to constantly change 
the displays. So they were very fluid. This also had repercussions for how 
we treated our temporary shows. When I started we were doing six to eight 
major exhibitions a year, and now we are doing three, but with considerable 
changes to permanent gallery spaces. It also has major repercussions for how 
the administration and the resources in various parts of the gallery were oper-
ating. We actually had to increase staff in our installation team because there 
are much more movement. Collection displays last for three to six months, 
so the curatorial team has to be much more active, instead of working on just 
the temporary exhibitions they now treat the collection displays as temporary 
exhibitions as well.

Visitor numbers in the last seven years have doubled, from 425,000 to almost 
800,000 visitors. Our education visitors have increased threefold. Our private 
giving has gone from 3.5 to 11 million. It is all about the fact that the artistic 
programme is changing. It is dynamic and there is a sense of momentum. So 
that has had a major impact on visitors returning regularly, school engagement 
with us, the number of guided tours has more than doubled. We had to increase 
the number of our guides.

I was going to ask about the reception of your programmes, but since the num-
ber of visitors had grown so rapidly I assume it must be positive?

It is very positive. About two per cent of our visitors do complain. Sometimes 
their favourite works of art are not on the walls. Some of our traditional visitors 
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do not like change. Whenever we get a complaint, I personally respond to it 
because it is very important that it is treated seriously. Sometimes I choose 
to disagree with people who make complaints, but then I try to tell them why 
we are doing this and what we are trying to achieve. Sometimes they accept it 
and sometimes they do not. In the case of European galleries where there were 
radical changes, a small number of our benefactors were very upset, particu-
larly with the inclusion of contemporary art in those galleries that were always 
very traditional. The small number of benefactors that we have lost has been 
more than compensated for by the huge number of new benefactors that we 
have attracted. We want the gallery to be very connected to people.

In what environment is the AGSA operating? How would you describe 
the landscape of art institutions in Adelaide and South Australia?

We are the only art museum in the city. There are a number of small artist-run 
galleries and there is a major museum next door, that is a science and anthropo-
logical museum and a library that has a large historical collection, also including 
art, but we are the only major gallery. The city is very dynamic when it comes 
to the performing arts. There are half a dozen theatre companies, an orchestra, 
an opera company, at least three major dance companies and many smaller 
theatrical companies. There are also many performing arts festivals. South Aus-
tralia is called the festival state. Visual arts do not have the same level of support. 
The AGSA had been very inactive for many decades, and I was hired to elevate 
it to the level of the performing arts. I am really proud that we are now the high-
est visited cultural institution in the state. It happened because, one, we do not 
have competitors, and two, there has been a great hunger for the visual arts. My 
job is also to support the smaller artist-run spaces and help them flourish. It is 
important to have a dynamic ecology and it does start from the top. I think that 
the success that we have had has encouraged others in the visual arts to be more 
ambitious.

What is special about the AGSA comparing to other state art galleries?

In Australia we are all far away from each other so distance helps us to be unique 
and develop signature experiences. Adelaide has very big and well known 
historical collection, that is our strength and one of the things that make us 
distinct. We were the first art museum in Australia to collect Aboriginal art. We 
lend a lot of our historical collections to exhibitions to all our other Australian 
colleagues. I think that because of the distance that Adelaide is from everywhere 
else the competitive nature has dissipated. We do not share the audience unlike 
Sydney, Melbourne, Canberra and Brisbane which are much closer together 
cities, people travel and that is much more competitive.
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What are the AGSA’s collecting priorities today?

What I am trying to do now is to extend the potency of the historical collection 
by contemporising it. Instead of looking at the historical collection as a closed 
whole I am trying to give it a contemporary voice and put it within a context. My 
priorities are to celebrate and to amplify historical collection by constantly giv-
ing it new reference points with display. I am interested in the dialogue between 
the past and the present. Our next major exhibition looks at the work of great 
French artist Auguste Rodin. We have the largest collection of Rodin’s sculptures 
in the southern hemisphere, twenty major bronze sculptures. This year marks 
the centenary of Rodin’s death. Instead of just doing a Rodin survey exhibition 
we are doing an exhibition that looks at Rodin’s influence on sixty contemporary 
artists. We juxtapose Rodin with Louise Bourgeois and Antony Gormley and 
many many others. What I am hoping to show is that art is an extraordinary 
continuum where everything was contemporary at some point. I have been 
acquiring many major contemporary international works.

Do you put an accent on anything in particular within the contemporary art 
holdings?

An accent emerges in the areas of the collection that are the most developed, so 
British art for example which is the core of the collection; European art, con-
temporary art and Aboriginal art. Queensland is specialising in contemporary 
Asia. The National Gallery in Canberra specialises in American art. For me it is 
important that I build on the foundations of our collection.

Contemporary art seems to be your major field. I was quite surprised when 
I read in your press release that only in 2016 you appointed the inaugural 
curator of contemporary art.

I was hired to fill a big curatorial gap. I led the contemporary exhibitions and 
acquisitions programme myself. Because we have never had a contemporary 
art department I thought that it was very important that I lead it from the top, 
because it is a very conservative gallery and very conservative community. 
I wanted to make sure that the brand new curatorial department was going 
to be successful from the very beginning, so I took on the responsibility of run-
ning the contemporary programme myself from my office, attracting donors 
and curating exhibitions. I had to lead by example to demonstrate to the very 
traditional community of South Australia that is was important. I did not want 
to throw a curator into a deep end without putting a very sound base in place. 
And that base was acceptance from the wider community, a strong benefactor 
and donor base, and the opportunity for them to be ambitious. Earlier last year 
we set up a brand new curatorial department and for the first time appointed 
a curator of contemporary art.
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You used the terms “traditional” and “conservative” referring to the gallery’s 
past, you also mentioned hunger for contemporary art and contemporary-led 
thinking. I wonder how did it happen that the Board of Trustees came 
to the conclusion that it needs to be changed?

I think they were aware that the gallery had not kept pace with the needs of 
the audience. They felt that this is an important art museum that needed to have 
balance. My approach is not all about the contemporary, it is just about introduc-
ing an important balance to our programming. The Trustees of the Art Gallery 
wanted us to be the great art museum that represented art throughout time and 
they saw that the contemporary art part was inactive. They had a great desire 
to initiate change and progress and I was very fortunate to be selected to lead it.

Since 1990 the Art Gallery of South Australia has organised the Adelaide 
Biennial of Australian Art. What is special about it? How does it situate 
among other art festivals, biennials and triennials in Australia?

It is the longest running contemporary art exhibition purely to focus on Aus-
tralian art. It is our hallmark event held every two years. We commission 
Austra lian artists across the country to make new work. We also use the exhi-
bition as the acquisition tool to add works to the collection. Our goal is to give 
Australian artists the opportunity to make the most ambitious works of their 
career. I have put a lot of resources into this project over the last six years and 
visitors have really responded. In 2010, 20,000 people visited the show, in 2012, 
40,000 people did, in 2014 we had 110,000 visitors and in 2016 we grew the exhi-
bition and instead of just showing it in our gallery, we brought in the artist-run 
spaces and other galleries that I mentioned as partners, and it attracted 
220,000 people. We grew the footprint of the exhibition. In 2014 the exhi-
bition did not just sit in our temporary exhibitions space, it was throughout 
the whole building, and in 2016 when our assistant director Lisa Slade curated 
it, she then brought four other galleries as partners. We were also helping those 
spaces elevate themselves. Instead of just having small education programme we 
found a foundation to fund a big education programme. We instituted Nation-
al Ambassadors programme where we attracted benefactors from all around 
the country to contribute and support the exhibition financially. We more than 
doubled the operating budget through private philanthropy. I think it is now 
one of the most important biennial exhibitions in Australia, equal to the Sydney 
Biennale and the Asia-Pacific Triennial.

How is it organised? How do you choose artists? Is there a call for proposals?

Every two years we appoint an artistic director and curator. They conceive of 
the artistic framework, select and commission the artists. We have already 
appointed someone for 2018 and for 2020. We do not accept unsolicited 
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proposals. I select the curator. For 2014 edition I appointed myself, which was 
a very controversial thing to do, and in 2016 I appointed my head of curatorial, 
for 2018 I appointed head of one of our partner venues, Erica Green, director 
of the Anne and Gordon Samstag Museum of Art.

Does every edition have a theme?

Yes, there is a theme that the curator develops. In 2014 my exhibition was called 
Dark Heart. It was an exhibition that looked at the role of the artist in being 
a political messenger. The exhibition in 2016 was called Magic Object and it 
explored the notion that artists make magic with materials. It was a very ma-
terially focused show. One year was all about photography, another year about 
Aboriginal art, while another was called Before & After Science which looked at 
the junction of art and science. All exhibitions take the pulse of contemporary 
Australian art. I always insist that the geographical representation is balanced. 
Exhibitions often include very young and emerging artists and also senior art-
ists, so it is not just about young contemporary artists. It is about artists who are 
making work now that is relevant to Australian culture.

So the emphasis is not put on South Australia?

Not at all. It is very much a national initiative.

You said that the works are commissioned. Do they automatically enter your 
collection?

We pay an artist’s fee, support production and ask for first right of refusal for 
acquisition. We also cover all costs including freight and insurance. When the work 
is completed we make a decision if we acquire it. In 2016 we acquired works of 
ten artists, and there were twenty-one artists represented in the exhibition.

Do you have special funding from the government to cover the cost of the Bien-
nial?

We receive funding from the federal government for this exhibition through 
the Australia Council for the Arts. And then we match that funding with private 
support.

Is the national scope of the Biennial also reflected in interstate visitation?

About 30 per cent of our audience come from interstate. And the exhibition is 
always reviewed by all of the national press. We have very large media preview 
with journalists across the country, so it is very much a national event. The open-
ing of the Biennial is an important date in the national artistic calendar.
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Since 2015 you also hold the TARNANTHI Festival of Contemporary Aborigi-
nal and Torres Strait Islander Art. Is it the museum’s initiative?

We are the creative originator of this project. The Premier of South Australia 
came to me several years ago and said that he wanted the gallery to do the major 
Aboriginal event and asked me to come up with some ideas. So we did and 
we came back to the head of state, and he said he loved it. He secured funding 
from the major mining company and they became our partner. Our Aboriginal 
curator at the gallery became the artistic director. One of the things that we 
wanted to achieve was to amplify the understanding of contemporary art. At 
the very beginning we said that we would be unable to do this alone and that 
we wanted to work with partners. We have at least twenty partners from around 
the city and we are the epicentre of the TARNANTHI.

In 2017 it will coincide with the Indigenous Triennial organised by the Na-
tional Gallery of Australia. In what way is the TARNANTHI different?

TARNANTHI is a major festival which will be staged over many venues across 
the city of Adelaide and across the state. It also incorporates an art fair, a sympo-
sium and a host of public programmes. Most of the work in TARNANTHI is new 
work and much of it has been commissioned especially for TARNANTHI. These 
are the major differences from the Indigenous Triennial organised by the Na-
tional Gallery of Australia.

What challenges can you see in front of the AGSA today?

The challenges are many, however, the main ones are: one, managing the au-
dience’s appetite for a bigger artistic programme; two, managing the logistics 
and the budget in an industry where costs are rising at a rapid rate; and three, 
managing the registration requirements for a growing collection within a small 
building footprint.

2nd February 2017
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ART GALLERY OF BALLARAT

location: Ballarat, Victoria
status: public
established and opened in 1884
first name: Ballarat Fine Art Gallery
designed by Tappin, Gilbert and Dennehy, extensions by W.H. Morrow 
of Clegg and Morrow (1927), Adrian Evans of Hassell Pty Ltd (1987), 
and Andrew Andersons (2001)

The Art Gallery of Ballarat is the oldest regional art gallery in Australia, founded 
in 1884. It first occupied a room temporarily assigned to it at the Ballarat Acad-
emy of Music until its proper building was opened in 1890. This latter was de-
signed by Tappin, Gilbert and Dennehy in the Renaissance Revival architecture 
style and was the first purpose-built art gallery building in Australia.

The gallery was established by the citizens of Ballarat, and from its inception 
was managed and funded by the Ballarat Fine Art Gallery Association. Ballarat 
quickly became a wealthy and highly populated city after the gold rush began 
in 1951. Gordon Morrison (Morrison and Ramsay, 2006, p. V) enumerates 
“the wealth generated by gold and a burgeoning agricultural hinterland” and 
“a general sense of optimism that permeated the colony of Victoria” as the ma-
jor factors that led to the creation of the gallery. Ballarat managed to keep its 
strong position after the gold rush and became an important centre of heavy 
industry and a regional centre of commerce and education. Since the beginning 
the gallery’s collection was used by students and teachers from local tertiary art 
schools.

The gallery is built in the line of townhouses along Ballarat’s main street. On 
both sides of its entrance it used to rent premises to be used as shops, which se-
cured a substantial amount of the gallery’s income. The densely built street fabric 
determined the gallery’s growth. There have been three extensions to the gallery 
building: in the 1920s, in 1987, and in 2001.
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Due to financial insecurity, the Gallery Association eventually passed 
the building and collection to the City of Ballarat and in return the city assumed 
responsibility for covering its operating costs.

The collection encompasses Australian art from the 18th century up 
to the present. It is particularly strong in colonial art, in contemporary art which 
has been dynamically acquired since the 1960s, and in Indigenous art by artists 
from Australia’s Top End. It has a considerable body of work made by regional 
artists, including pictures that depict the development of Ballarat. The gallery 
is the custodian of the original flag15 from the 1854 Eureka Stockade16 and is 
building up a collection which puts it in a wider context. Gordon Morrison, 
the gallery’s director since 2004, pointed out that “Coming here is the equivalent 
of seeing the main state galleries like Perth or Adelaide. It’s that level of quality 
in this collection” (Perez, 2016).

In 2008 the term “fine art” was dropped from the original name Ballarat Fine 
Art Gallery.

7.1. Interview with Gordon Morrison

Gordon Morrison is a graduate of University of Melbourne and has worked 
in the museum industry since 1982. He was Registrar of the National Gallery 
of Victoria for twelve years, Head of the Division of Exhibitions and Collection 
Management at the NGV for seven years, and has been Director of the Art 
Gallery of Ballarat since 2004.

What is your collecting strategy?

The Art Gallery of Ballarat pursues an active policy of collecting Australian 
painting, sculpture and works on paper across all periods, from early colonial 
to the present period, and including Indigenous art. We also collect Australian 
ceramics and furniture. We have several focus collections which are unique 
to this gallery: art, mostly drawings and prints, which depicts Australian natural 
history and political cartoons and caricatures. We have “historical” collections 
of 19th-century European painting and Medieval manuscripts which can be 
augmented by gifts.

15 The flag itself has been on loan to the Museum of Australian Democracy at Eureka since 2014.
16 Battle fought between the gold miners and colonial forces. It was a culminating moment 

of rebellion that is considered to be a key event in the development of Australian democracy and 
Australian identity.
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How big is the collection?

There are about 2,000 paintings, 6,000 drawings and prints and 2,000 other 
things, like furniture, textiles, ceramics, glassware. Essentially the actively grow-
ing part of the collection is aimed at representing the diversity of Australian 
visual arts culture within the field of “fine art”, using the 19th-century definition 
of that term. Unusual for a regional gallery, this collecting has been extensive 
in the area of Indigenous Australian art in all its diversity.

Why is the collecting of Indigenous art unusual for a regional gallery?

I do not really know the answer to that question. I suspect it is because a lot of 
my colleagues think that Indigenous art needs to be shown in its own separate 
room and they do not have resources and space to do that. I think that a lot of 
people are actually scared by Indigenous art. They think it is incomprehensi-
ble or too difficult to interpret, or that it has complicated conservation needs. 
The reason why Ballarat did not originally collect bark paintings was because 
people thought that these works needed special hanging mechanisms and stor-
age facilities. That was what I was told when I first proposed that we purchase 
some barks back in 2004.

So how did it happen that the gallery started to collect Indigenous art?

Almost miraculously the gallery started to collect Indigenous art back in the 1930s 
when it was given a drawing made by one of the leaders of Victorian Aboriginal 
people in the late 19th century. There are probably only twenty of those draw-
ings surviving nowadays. We actually still do not know why woman who gave it 
to the gallery in 1934 chose Ballarat, because neither the artist nor the donor came 
from this region; they came from the other side of Melbourne. Having that work 
ultimately planted a seed from which this very special collection has grown.

My predecessor started to acquire Central Desert painting in the 1980s 
and I have expanded that to include art of the Top End, that is, Arnhem 
Land and Kimberley region. We have also hosted for the last couple of years 
the Indigenous Art Awards which focus on art from the region of Victoria. 
You are presumably aware of the fact that there are completely different types 
of Indigenous art depending on the region.

People in Arnhem Land probably would not even recognise South East-
ern Australian Indigenous art as being “Indigenous”. It is a common mistake 
to think that there is one homogenous group of Indigenous Australians. You 
will get very different perspectives, different art, different concerns depending 
on whose country you are standing in. Because we collect this art seriously, we 
try to capture this diversity, just as we do for the rest of Australian art. We do 
not have a separate room for Indigenous art. We show it alongside the rest of 
our contemporary art.
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And concerning the visitors, do they appreciate this way of presentation of 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous art, side by side?

Yes, I think they do. People are impressed to see the Indigenous art represented 
in a strong way. For instance, they might be tourists from overseas coming here 
to see the Sovereign Hill – the big gold mining outdoor museum, and they might 
just pop in here for an hour. This might be the only gallery they get a chance 
to see on their visit and this might be their only exposure to Australian art. So it 
is important that they see Indigenous works.

What factors decided on intermingling Indigenous art with the rest of the col-
lection, not extract it in a separate room?

If the gallery had been larger, we might have simply gone down the same path 
as other museums and had a dedicated gallery of Indigenous art. We do not 
have the luxury of the extra space so Indigenous art just gets encountered 
along with the rest in one continuum. So I would call it a “happy accident” 
that we ended up showing the work together, and I would not change that now 
even if we had more room.

How about the local community of Indigenous people, do they come here 
to see their heritage?

I would not want to put words in the mouths of the local community but I would 
make the observation that for some Koorie people (that is, the Indigenous people 
of Victoria) they would not necessarily regard this art as “their” heritage because 
it all comes from different places. But we have strong ties with practicing artists 
from the local Indigenous community. They are collected by us and their work 
is also frequently out on display.

And what is your strategy for exhibitions?

Ballarat has a very active exhibition programme that has three distinct areas of 
focus. Firstly, we show art at an “elite” level through major exhibitions, the ma-
jority of which have been curated “in-house”. These shows represent the research 
interests and capabilities of staff at the gallery itself. Many of these projects make 
some connection with some aspect of the permanent collection. These exhibi-
tions might explore a theme or they might celebrate the achievements of a single 
artist or group of artists. Many of these exhibitions will have a component of 
work drawn from this collection.

Unlike some other regional galleries, we are less interested in participating 
in touring exhibitions which have been to several galleries before coming here. 
We also do not “buy in” exhibitions like the Kunsthalle model of some European 
countries.
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A second group of exhibitions that we do is survey shows for mid-career 
artists, which explore new work created by individuals who are well known but 
yet to have achieved recognition at a national level. Also within this category are 
several annual and biennial art prizes.

A third type of exhibitions is themed or solo exhibitions which have a com-
munity focus. This includes everything from a show to celebrate the highest 
acclaimed art from the final year of local secondary schools, to installations by 
local emerging arts or groups with a particular social focus. It is worth men-
tioning that because this Gallery does not collect photography, we use the exhi-
bition programme to ensure that there are always several shows of work in this 
medium in any given year.

Who is your public? I suspect that the local community is crucial for your 
activities?

The Art Gallery of Ballarat was founded in 1884 by a group of local citizens 
who wanted the “trappings of European culture and civilisation”. That group 
actually owned and managed the gallery for nearly 100 years, until 1980. It 
still exists as the Art Gallery of Ballarat Association, but nowadays it is more 
like a “Friends and Members” of the gallery. With 2,000 members in a city of 
100,000 it is probably the largest “club” in Ballarat and the association remains 
our most important community link. However, it is certainly not the only group 
we seek to make contact with. We keep active databases of interest groups who 
receive invitations to various programmes and increasingly we are relying on 
social media such as Facebook to let people know what we are doing.

A museum has to have a very varied programme with activities that appeal 
across a very wide range of age groups and socio-economic backgrounds, oth-
erwise it will so easily be categorised as catering only for one group of people. 
Inevitably if that happens there will be accusations that the museum is static and 
boring and snobbish.

So how do you work to engage the local public?

In our education studio we run after-school programmes for school kids, holi-
day programmes for children, life drawing classes for adults. Each year we show 
art done by the final year of secondary students. Its title is NextGen (short for 
Next Generation). We do not do this programme because it is “cutting edge” art; 
instead we do it because it is part of being “inside” the community. We present 
NextGen because it attracts a lot of 15–25 year olds and their parents, who come 
from a wide range of socio-economic groups.

We have gallery spaces that are used for local community shows. At the mo-
ment one of these spaces has a show presented by a local amateur artists’ club. 
85 per cent of our funding comes from the local council and we can actually 
show very graphically that we do something for the community, and not that we 
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provide something very special for just two per cent of the population. If we did 
that, it is likely that our funding would be taken away.

Another gallery in Bendigo has had very successful shows from overseas that 
draw in lots of visitors. They do very little community work. They justify this 
course of action by saying “We are bringing x number of tourists who spend 
money in the community and therefore we do not need to have community art.” 
So there are many different approaches to this question and no single solution 
is necessarily correct. However, if you go to smaller towns that are further away 
from Melbourne – say 200 or 300 km distant from the capital city, they are very 
largely embedded in doing community programmes.

You have experience of working in two major galleries, in the National Gal-
lery of Victoria in Melbourne, and here in Ballarat. What are the differences 
between the centre and the province in terms of the gallery’s functioning?

There are differences in scale, in terms of the type of staffing, and source of 
funding. In the NGV or any other of the state galleries functions are much more 
compartmentalised. In the NGV a graphic designer will be doing just graphic 
design, while here he or she as likely will be dealing with environmental con-
trols in the rooms, or dispatching objects, or being at the front desk at lunch 
time, because there are not enough staff to do all these jobs. Everybody here 
has to perform three or four tasks, sometimes almost simultaneously. That 
can be a negative thing, but it can also be positive, because you are constantly 
dealing with new challenges, and you have to be very resilient. The scope of 
things here is limited by funding. It is fair enough to say that there is more 
money in the NGV, there is also more access to corporate and philanthropic 
funding. Our security is nowhere near as good as in the state gallery. There have 
been times in the past when this situation has become obvious. Thirty years ago 
a major painting form out Impressionist School was stolen in broad daylight. 
Someone came in to the gallery, hid it in an overcoat and walked out. And no 
one noticed. That was a national scandal. That really called to attention the fact 
that in these provincial galleries there are very valu able objects, that just are not 
given the same level of protection as elsewhere. So theft is a huge concern to me.

In what way is the level of interest towards the state and regional gallery dif-
ferent?

A lot of people in Melbourne do not even realise that this gallery exists. That 
is a huge challenge for us. Often we read in the visitor’s book comments like 
“We had no idea that there was a gallery of this quality in Ballarat.” Part of that 
is due to the success of the Sovereign Hill. It is so popular that a lot of people 
think that a visit to Ballarat is a visit to Sovereign Hill. This outdoor Museum 
and Interpretive Centre is 5 km away from the gallery. If you have taken your 
children to Sovereign Hill, they and you are likely to be really tired after you 
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have spent three or four hours there. So a lot of visitors to the outdoor muse-
um does not translate to visitors over to this side of town. To a degree I feel 
that we are eclipsed by Sovereign Hill. So that is a challenge. Each time we are 
looking for a different audience with high quality exhibitions and each time 
we try to give them the message “You might have come to see that show, but 
go and see our permanent collection upstairs.”

Now the big challenge is to attract people from within this community. It 
is a population of just under 100,000. It is a city with a very strong working 
class tradition. Until relatively recently if you were brought up in a “blue collar” 
background you were brought up to think that art galleries were for snobs rather 
than “real people”. It is very difficult to work against that mind-set. In Australia 
there are, sadly, many people who claim to despise the visual arts.

We can talk about why this is the case – it is a complicated story that 
exists in many places around the world. In 2004 visitation was 45,000 
for the whole year, and for the last three or four years it has been between 
105,000 and 130,000 per year. So we have come a long way in ten years. You 
cannot maintain 130,000 every year because we do not have the resourc-
es to have that type of exhibitions all the time, but maintaining it at about 
100,000 is quite a respectable visitation for an institution in a city of this size.

For instance, what kind of exhibition would boost your attendance numbers?

Next year we will host a show which you could describe as the phenomenon 
in Australia, the Archibald Prize. It is a very high profile prize for contempo-
rary portraiture that has existed in the Art Gallery of New South Wales since 
the 1920s. It is a strange show that appeals to much wider audiences than it is nor-
mally the case. We know that we can expect 40,000–45,000 visitors in the space 
of five or six weeks. We are trying to work out the logistics of presenting this 
show to a very large number of visitors in a short period of time: where to place 
the toilets, where to put the café etc. 2,000 people coming here during one day 
is actually quite scary because there can be all sorts of Health and Safety issues 
when you have large numbers of visitors in a short time in confined spaces. 
Think about the toilet facilities. We only have one set of toilets. That is legally not 
enough so we will have to have portable toilets just outside.

You have to be thinking about everything – not just the scholarly content of 
the show. These sorts of details would never be things that the director of the state 
gallery would have to deal with because he would have delegated these problems 
to teams of staff. This is the big difference in terms of scale of the institution.

If you were to sketch the bigger picture, what changes do you observe in art 
museums?

In the 19th century the gallery was seen as a place for “edification” and “civili-
sation”. Galleries were deliberately designed to look like Renaissance or Ancient 
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Greek temples or palaces. They were often very static in their displays which 
did not change from one year to the next. They offered little other than a visual 
experience. It used to be said for instance that an art gallery was an alternative 
to the Gin palace or Drinking saloon. In other words you came to the gallery 
with your family to be inspired by “fine art” rather than going to the pub to get 
drunk. Nowadays of course galleries are expected to have a constantly chang-
ing series of exhibitions, a vibrant education programme, concerts and poetry 
readings. A gallery that does not have a café with good coffee is regarded as 
not being complete, and alcohol is served at many events. The presentation is 
very different with better lighting and more information on the walls. Space 
is always a consideration and you will see that our gallery has expanded three 
times in its 130-year history and it is due for another expansion in the next 
five years. Clearly technology has changed the way we research, interpret and 
display our collections. I think standards of display now are far beyond what 
they were when I started out working in a gallery more than thirty years ago.

And what is your observation concerning the changing role of the museum?

Is a museum a temple of art where only beautiful things should be on dis-
play? Is it meant to represent the visual art of the nation from its beginnings 
to the present day or should it be more focussed? Is it supposed to be welcom-
ing and positive or is it supposed to shock people out of their complacency, 
and challenge their preconceived ideas? Is it supposed to be a magnet for 
tourism, bringing in lots of visitors from outside who will then spend money 
in all the local shops, or does it exist primarily for the benefit of the local 
community? The reality is that all of the above are things that are expected 
of a publicly funded art gallery in a medium sized provincial city. Balancing 
those often conflicting expectations is certainly the greatest challenge in run-
ning a regional public art gallery today.

I do not want to sound pessimistic but I think the phenomenon of “dumbing 
down” that is so prevalent in Western society presents a very real threat to art 
museums. People whose idea of interest and entertainment is watching Big 
Brother or the latest I wannabe a Rock Star reality TV show have very little time 
or interest for the visual arts, other than maybe the design of their latest tattoo. 
I am not a snob, but at the same time do not believe that art galleries should feel 
obliged to “dumb down” in order to appeal to these people.

In Australia there is a terrible fear of elitism. Ironically Australians love 
elitism in sport but when it comes to the arts it is regarded as being unfair and 
a sign of being “not one of the people”. This is a deeply ingrained attitude. I am 
not sure whether there is any point in trying to “convert” people who think that 
the arts are not relevant to them, but there is a point in giving their children op-
portunities to encounter great visual art. Consequently we value our education 
programmes greatly.
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Ironically there are probably more people who profess to be interested 
in the visual arts than there were in 1980 or 1950. It is “cool” and “chic” for some 
people to associate themselves with art museums now and they like the party 
atmosphere that can exist in a glamorous environment. I do not think this is 
an inappropriate or incorrect way to use an art gallery, it is just a different way. 
Profit motive can never be the sole raison d’être of an art gallery. Unless you have 
an inexhaustible supply of Claude Monets and Vincent van Goghs you are not 
going to run on a profit. Therefore galleries have to be something more than 
money-spinners.

I believe that a museum is a place where objects should be given an op-
portunity to “speak for themselves”; where the art that is part of our culture 
and history should be celebrated and given an opportunity to be understood 
in context. It is about knowledge, entertainment, challenge and celebration all 
rolled into one.

9th December 2014
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8 

QUEENSLAND ART GALLERY & GALLERY 
OF MODERN ART, BRISBANE

QAGOMA
location: Brisbane, Queensland
status: public
established and opened in 1895
first name: Queensland National Art Gallery
designed by Robin Gibson (Queensland Art Gallery) and Architectus 
(Gallery of Modern Art)

The Queensland National Art Gallery was opened in 1895 and for almost 
ninety years occupied a series of locations across the city. It was first located 
in the Town Hall in Brisbane, then in 1905 it was relocated to the third floor 
of the newly constructed Executive Building. In 1931 it opened in the former 
Exhibition Building Concert Hall, and in 1975 it moved again to open its doors 
in the M.I.M. (Mount Isa Mines) building. Every successive location offered 
more space for its growing collection.

The riverfront site in South Brisbane was only approved for purchase by 
the government as a site for the permanent gallery in 1969. The Planning Brief 
called for a building that would be good for presentation and appreciation of 
art, not for its spectacular layout. It was noted that it “should be of the highest 
possible standard of architectural design. This does not mean that it should be 
either monumental or pretentious in character. It should be a building of its 
time (…)” (Gargett, 2016, p. 17). This was the basis for the closed architectural 
competition which was announced in 1972. The winning office was Robin Gib-
son and Partners. The government covered the cost of a trip for Gibson to visit 
museums in Europe, the United States, and Mexico to inspire him in the design 
process. Of the 26 galleries and museums he visited, the Oakland Museum 
in San Francisco (opened in 1968) was the most influential (Gargett, 2016, 
p. 18). When the design process was already underway, the decision was made 
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to establish a whole new cultural district – a cultural centre and arts precinct – 
in the area, with three major new buildings: the Queensland Museum, the State 
Library, and a newly established Performing Arts Centre. This project was part 
of the regeneration plan for this industrial part of the city. Design of the whole 
complex was entrusted to Gibson. The opening of the gallery in its new building 
took place in 1982.

The QAG collection could not rival other state galleries. Doug Hall, its direc-
tor in 1987–2007, pointed out that the QAG

collected in the longstanding and traditional areas of Australian, British and other European 
art but it could never compare itself with the expansive, sometimes encyclopaedic character 
of its sister institutions, especially the Art Gallery of New South Wales, and the National 
Gallery of Victoria. (…) But if the Gallery wanted to play catch-up and try to become a mir-
ror of its sister institutions, it would diminish its reputation. Its 19th century collections 
were less interesting and far less important than those in Ballarat and Bendigo, for example. 
Major artists were represented with minor works, and quite a few like von Guerard were 
not represented at all. There were no epic Heidelberg School narrative works – but a modest 
group of small plein air paintings. (…) Any prospect of becoming a timid version of other 
state galleries made no sense. Masterpieces were rare; we couldn’t collect in depth and tell 
a coherent story, and we would pay exorbitant sums to collect lesser works by major artists. 
(Hall, 2014, pp. 8–9)

This thinking led to the establishment in 1993 of the Asia-Pacific Triennial, 
a major series of exhibitions presenting contemporary art from Australia, Oce-
ania and Asia. It quickly proved to be the defining event for QAG, the basis of its 
identity and international recognition. The APT is acquisitive; a selection of 
works from each edition fuels the gallery’s collection. It was conceived “not as an 
Asia-Australia dialogue but as facilitator for debate and ideas”, Hall (1993, p. 6) 
explains. It offered a forum for presentation and investigation of the contempo-
rary art practice largely hitherto neglected by Western museums, art market and 
researchers, which – as was pointed out in the catalogue of the first APT – would 
“provide new ways of looking at art on the basis of equality without a ‘centre’ or 
‘centres’ (…)” (Turner, 1993, p. 9). Exhibitions have been based on selections 
made by curatorial teams consisting of Australian curators (gallery staff and 
external curators) and international curators (experts in particular countries). 
As Caroline Turner (1993, p. 8), the deputy director of QAG, pointed out

the selections for this exhibition have not been made by Australian curators going 
into the region and selecting only the work that interested them. From the first, it was 
central to the Triennial’s curatorial philosophy that the selections would also reflect what 
experts in those countries believed were important issues within the art of each country.

The APT laid the foundations for a new building devoted to contempo-
rary art – the Gallery of Modern Art. In 2002 an international architectural 
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competition was announced and the Sydney-based office company Architectus 
was selected out of 174 entries. The building was opened in 2006 and the inau-
gural exhibition was the 5th APT. The architecture of GOMA is praised for its 
responsiveness to the context, location, and climate. Peter Hyatt (2008, p. 15) 
described it as “a building that hasn’t been parachuted in from another place 
of culture, but speaks of the sub-tropical climate and the pleasure of essentially 
benign weather patterns,” a “contemporary take on the qualities of traditional 
Queensland architecture that pre-dated air-conditioning and so effectively re-
sponded to the heat and rain, breeze and shadow”. 

In 1999 the Kids’ APT was inaugurated, which has become an integral part 
of the project. Children have been treated as one of the main target groups of 
the gallery. It was noted that the Kids’ APT “acknowledged children as a key 
audience for international contemporary art events and spurred a shift in our 
commitment to ensure we engaged all audiences in the experience of art” (Kids’ 
APT7 in review, [2012], p. 9). Children’s position within the gallery was em-
phasised in the GOMA building, where a state-of-the-art Children’s Art Centre 
spanning two floors is located – space for exhibitions and programmes con-
ceived especially for children.

8.1. Interview with Doug Hall

Doug Hall AM is a widely published writer, critic, curator and former museum 
director. He was director of the Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern 
Art between 1987 and 2007, where he set up the Asia-Pacific Triennials 
and initiated the Gallery of Modern Art, and oversaw its construction and 
opening. In 2001 he was awarded membership of the Order of Australia, 
and in 2006 was made a Chevalier dans l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by 
the Republic of France. He was the Australian Commissioner for the Venice 
Biennale in 2009 and 2011. He is currently a board member of Gertrude 
Contemporary (Melbourne) and the Australia Japan Foundation. He lives 
in Melbourne. His upcoming book (an account of Melbourne art after 1970 
and its place in a national context provides a profile of international 
projects and exhibitions in which particular artists were involved) will be 
published in 2017.

How did you come up with the concept of a cross-cultural museum in Bris-
bane?

Queensland Art Gallery is one of the youngest state art galleries, it did not start 
until 1895. It was in various locations all over the city, until it found a new home 
in the fabulous modernist building from 1982 on the south bank of the Brisbane 
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River. Its collections were patchy all over the place. You could not tell a coherent 
story of any culture, not even on Australian art. There were major 19th-century 
Australian painters who were not even included in the collection. So that really 
required some radical thinking. And one of those radical thoughts was that 
the museum had to get serious and deal with the art of our time, of the last 
hundred years, and to regard historical collections as a legacy. I thought: they 
are what they are. There would be some occasional purchases of historical art, 
of course, but the art of the last century had to be in the centre. That forced 
some thinking about Queensland which pushes straight into Asia and across 
to the Pacific. In the geographical sense its immediate neighbourhood was Asia. 
And the idea of becoming an important regional gallery had great appeal within 
the region. Then we looked at collections all over the world.

Was there any tradition of collecting contemporary Asian art in Australian 
museums?

The more art of Asia changed, becoming international, the less Asian artists 
were collected, the less they were written about, the less was taken of them. So 
there was this crazy phenomenon of museums all over the world that had Asian 
collections and many of them had virtually nothing of the 20th century. It was 
as if Asia stopped circa 1920. It is strange and intellectually makes no sense 
whatsoever. Ten years ago I went to the Association of American Art Museum 
Directors conference to talk about the Asia-Pacific Triennial. The director of 
the Asian Museum in San Francisco came up to me afterwards and she said: 
“I am the director of an institution that has objects dating back 6,000 years. 
There is only one thing that we are missing – that is the 20th century.” It says it 
all. It also says a lot about the arrogance of the West. When we become truly in-
ternational, we absorb the influences around. That is a mark of our international 
cultural citizenship. But when Asia does it, the world regards it as capitulation 
to the West and abandonment of their own culture. And when they did change, 
at the time, we ignored them.

So thinking about neighbours gave the foundation to the Asia-Pacific Trien-
nial?

The Asia-Pacific Triennial was quite literally a construct. There was no natural 
evolution within the collection or within the programming. To position the mu-
seum with its own intrinsic personality and character, then to think about an 
international relationship – regionally that made sense, particularly with the Pa-
cific. We announced that we would do three Asia-Pacific Triennials and if we 
failed, we would not do any more. And it just took off. What may be different 
from other biennales and triennials is that we used the triennial itself as the ba-
sis for developing the collection. It was very costly and the government decided 
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to put a lot of money in it. The first one cost around $1 million AUD and each 
next one cost more and more.

It was ground-breaking, but when we started we were not entirely sure what 
we were doing. In the contemporary art world of Asia and the West there were 
no natural institutional or organisational links, there were just things happening 
beneath the surface. We set up a national curatorial committee, we involved 
international people, and we were also responsible for cross-fertilisation across 
Asia, even though we were based in Brisbane. People started talking about what 
we were doing. What is now an institutional arrangement began through in-
credible informality.

How did you manage to push through your vision of the Asia-Pacific Trien-
nial? It sounds like a brave, costly investment in something very uncertain.

It was part of a new climate in Brisbane – cultural, social and political. This 
allowed new ideas to get off the ground. There was a new Labour Government, 
which ended decades of notorious and corrupt conservative rule. The gal-
lery’s rethinking of its future happened at a time when the anti-intellectual traits 
of the conservatives had been removed from office.

What you made in Brisbane, has it become a kind of a model that other 
regional galleries follow when collecting Asian art?

The model was born out of rethinking the institution in a radical way. One thing 
was that we decided to collect contemporary Asian art. In many cases those were 
artists collected for the first time by any museum, in the East or West. The build-
ing up of intellectual and curatorial capital within the institution meant that 
we backed our own judgement and that the Trustees of the institution backed 
the curatorial judgement. For instance Takashi Murakami’s Mr DOB painting – 
his biggest, finest, earliest work – is in the Queensland Art Gallery’s collection 
and we paid $30,000 AUD for it. Now it is worth more than a million. The list 
goes on. In the space of ten years the gallery was in a hypothetical position of not 
being able to afford to go out and buy a collection and that was quite radical for 
an institution to buy the works of art by artists who were very much regarded as 
emerging. And the result of that is one of the finest contemporary collections of 
Asian art in the world.

Did other major art museums in Australia consider you as a model?

They did, but slowly. It basically resulted in looking at Asia with greater confi-
dence and greater certainty. The National Gallery of Victoria was pretty slow. It 
has great historical Asian collections and you may ask, “Why should they collect 
contemporary Asian art?” since it was never a part of their personality, like 
Sydney and Brisbane. The Art Gallery of New South Wales was much quicker 
in doing that.
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In what way did the Triennial shift the interest in the art of the Pacific 
region in Australia?

It shifted it dramatically and the Triennial became a truly international event. 
On the opening night we had 2,000–3,000 people. The reaction was instant and 
a kind of a ricochet effect ensued. It was a huge and important change in peo-
ple’s thinking and perception. And also the way museums conduct themselves 
in relation to the arts of Asia. It was quite a formative event. The Triennial 
started modestly. The first one was very successful and the next ones became 
increasingly more successful. I am not talking just about peer and critical cura-
torial reaction, which has always been good, but the general public. The public 
responded to artists they never heard of, names they could not pronounce, 
cultures they did not know much about, and some countries which were pretty 
much unknown to the broader public. Triennials aroused curiosity and inquiry. 
Thirty years ago in Australia to suggest that contemporary art would have 
the capacity to become a blockbuster would be hard to imagine.

Would you say that the Triennial was a new chapter for Australian art?

By the time of the third APT Australia had rethought its relationship with 
the Asia region, not only culturally but in the geopolitical sense as well. There 
were some people who really thought that the Triennial was an initiative of 
the government, a piece of government diplomacy to share its credentials and 
interest in Asia. That was just coincidental. But there is no doubt that the Queens-
land government was able to use the Triennial as a gesture of cultural diplomacy, 
and that is fine.

And how about the Aboriginal or Asian audiences? Did they claim the muse-
um to be their place?

I would not say that the broader Asia community claimed it as their place and 
their project with that degree of intensity. They responded to it, were proud of 
it. Concerning Aboriginal communities, we acquired works by Gordon Bennet, 
Richard Bell, Fiona Foley, Tracey Moffatt and their relation to the gallery was 
strong. There was also a wish with urban-based Aboriginal art not to be seen 
as quarantined from the story of contemporary art itself. So it was pretty much 
integrated into the collections. That is how those Aboriginal artists preferred 
to see it, as a part of the story, of contemporary art, not isolated because of 
the Aboriginality. In Queensland and in other galleries you will see Aboriginal 
art, which is both integrated into the collection, so it is inseparable from the story 
of Australian contemporary art, but also shown independently for what it is.
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What is this approach related to? Why do some galleries choose to separate 
Aboriginal art from general art presentation, and others merge art of all cul-
tures, including Indigenous?

There is no uniform curatorial approach, and the reasons for this vary. It is 
driven largely by the character of the Indigenous collections in each institu-
tion. The current general tendency is to regard Indigenous art as inseparable 
from all accounts of Australian art history and, therefore, work is interleaved 
within the permanent collections of all Australian art. Often this is not shown 
as a chronological cultural parallel or contrast (sometimes it is) but as having 
a cross-connecting cultural purpose, when the circumstances allow such con-
nections to have a legitimate interpretive objective. The reason Indigenous art 
is exhibited separately, or separately and within the collections, is in response 
to its cultural value and uniqueness. It is also a recognition that in introducing 
international audiences to Australian art, their interest and curiosity in Aborigi-
nal art is considerable.

Do you think that the architecture of GOMA plays an important role in attract-
ing the interest of the public?

Yes.

Is it a key factor?

I can just give you an opinion, as I cannot prove it. Queensland is different 
from other places in Australia. The government that funded the building did 
so because it gave civic expression to Brisbane as modern, contemporary, 
intelligent and sophisticated. So that building picks up also on Queensland 
vernacular. There is a vast roof that goes right to the edge, it is huge. The build-
ing is probably among the ten largest museums of modern art in the world. So 
that kind of theme, I guess in its own vulgar way, attracts a parochialism. But it 
does not mean that the institution itself, the art and programmes, morph into 
some kind of provincial jingoism. It does not. There is a saying in Australia, 
“build it and they will come.” It does not always work like that. But there is 
no doubt that the building is important and it attracts people. And there is no 
doubt that the programmes and the collections likewise do.

Would you say that art museums are important places for people in Austra-
lia? Which one would be the most influential for you?

In terms of the public reaction?
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Yes, but also in introducing new things, arousing curiosity.

They just vary so vastly. You have the National Gallery of Victoria, which 
is the one museum in Australia you can regard as encyclopaedic. There are mo-
ments of art history when they can just draw from the collection and you learn 
all about the whole period. And it has absolute masterpieces as well. Queensland 
has no hope of doing that. So if you actually want to understand contemporary 
Asian art, contemporary Australian art and contemporary Aboriginal art then 
the largest place in Australia where you find that is Queensland. There is no 
competition. These museums are just so different. In the National Gallery of 
Australia in Canberra there are different stories again. Certainly Australian art, 
but they have always been assembling British art. And when James Mollison 
came on board as its director, he started buying everything from Russian art 
to American art, so he gave the gallery a different, more complex internationalist 
profile. Collection of the Art Gallery of New South Wales is a bit like the NGV 
but probably lesser. Hobart is very good for colonial art, and Adelaide has fabu-
lous little vignette collections, and has very good Australian art.

So basically every museum is different?

There are similarities in certain areas. One, Australian art, of course. Two, Abo-
riginal Australian art. Three, the collections are very British. The non-British 
things that are different and the reason why they are different, is interesting. 
In the late 19th century when these collections were being formed in the NGV 
or the Art Gallery of NSW, when the grand centennial exhibitions came in, they 
included countries from all over the place, and the institutions bought. Regional 
galleries in Bendigo and Ballarat have the 19th-century paintings by artists that 
no one has ever heard of from academies from Spain, Portugal, Belgium, France, 
Germany, Luxembourg, Denmark. The interesting point is that as the 20th cen-
tury went on, we became perhaps less cross-cultural in collecting, but more so 
as a society. In the 19th century people running the galleries saw giving expres-
sion of being worldly as serving an important role of public responsibility and 
the way to do that was to collect other people’s art. Lesser-known and forgotten 
artists are in the collections in Warrnambool, Bendigo, Ballarat and Geelong. 
My great historical weakness is that I love it all!

Before coming to QAG, for seven years you were the director of the Bendigo Art 
Gallery. This gallery is special among regional galleries in Australia in terms of 
its national and international profile. Just to mention recent years: in 2014 it 
showed an exhibition from the collection of the Royal Academy of Arts in Lon-
don, in 2015 a selection from the Michael Buxton Collection. It was the only 
venue in Australia where the “Grace Kelly: Style Icon” exhibition organised 
by the Victoria & Albert Museum and the Grimaldi Forum in Monaco were 
showed. How did it happen that the gallery gained this profile?
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This needs to be explained in the context of museum and curatorial conduct 
over the past three decades, and it is not confined to Australia. I am talking 
about the rise of programming, where collections are too often unpromoted. 
Museums treat their publics like theatregoers, i.e. it is what is on and ending 
soon and what is on next that matters. I hold a pretty dim view of this. Bendigo 
and others are simply part of this museological global phenomenon, although it 
has sought to create a niche for fashion exhibitions, amongst others. The 1980s 
were the decade when exhibitions began to eclipse collections, even amongst 
great collecting museums. The regional galleries of Victoria were always known 
for their important collections. Now it is the exhibition programmes which 
attract audiences, especially within the demand for cultural tourism and bring-
ing visitors in from locations beyond their immediate regions.

How would you describe modern and contemporary art panorama in Aus-
tralia? There are not so many contemporary art institutions, except smaller 
galleries. Actually there are just three big places: Museum of Contemporary 
Art in Sydney, GOMA in Brisbane and Australian Centre for Contempo-
rary Art in Melbourne.

There is an expectation with the major state galleries and the National Gallery 
of Australia that they each have a commitment to contemporary art. When you 
go the Art Gallery of NSW you will find that an area devoted to contemporary 
Australian art would be the size of ACCA. It is part of the policy profile of each 
of the state galleries.

Is there any pressure from the audiences for new places for contemporary art, 
e.g. in the form of the Kunsthalle?

We have very few politicians who are deeply committed to culture and arts. 
I think that in the space of thirty years the influence of politicians promot-
ing culture has diminished. We have become a pragmatic society and some 
might argue we have “dumbed down”. Easy popularism has pervaded politics. 
The practicalities of providing government services from transport to health 
have left little room for the cultural imagination.

On the other hand there is a big number of private initiatives, including pri-
vate museums. Is it likely that even more might emerge?

Increasingly there will be more private activity. Whether that translates into 
private museums, we will see. In the space of a few years we had David Walsh 
in Hobart and Corbett Lyon in Melbourne. Although ACCA receives public 
support it is actually a private enterprise. Museum of Contemporary Art in Syd-
ney is not a governmental museum, it is a company, it receives government 
support but it receives also a lot of private support.
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What are the decisive factors for the founding of a private museum? Is it 
the awareness of cultural needs or mostly the need for self-promotion?

You should never underestimate ego. When someone says, “It is not about me,” 
I do not believe them. What they say and what the truth is are two different 
things. The history of private museums throughout the world has been driven by 
money and ego under the guise of public responsibility. This is a generalisation, 
but it is overwhelmingly true. Someone once said: it is about “warm inner glows, 
immortality and tax deductions.” All those things come to play at various stages 
and you can weigh them variously about the importance given to each. There 
are some people, like Peggy Guggenheim in Venice, where it is just a lifelong 
passion and a public commitment, and she is an exception to the rule.

Is there any Australian exception? How about McClelland?

I would be happy to put that as an exception as well. It was driven by many 
individual interests, but their major interest was community. It is a genuine act 
of good will and public consciousness.

The Buxton collection is next in line to be put in a museum. Are there any 
other Australian collections, which might also at some point end up inside 
their own museums?

I can think of works of art and small collections that will eventually go to the gal-
leries. But I cannot think of any, off the top of my head, which are sitting like 
Buxton waiting to become independent museums.

When I was looking at the dates when those places were founded I realised 
that many of them started their activities in a similar period, not a long time 
ago, after the year 2000.

The establishment of art museums in Australia was a 19th-century phenom-
enon. Cultural institutions were part of the foundation of the country. As 
the 20th century went on, cultural infrastructure diminished until the second 
half of the century when extensions happened to the Art Gallery of NSW, QAG 
got its permanent home, NGV moved down to St Kilda Road, and new regional 
galleries such as McClelland were established.

Concerning the changes that happened in Australian museums in the last 
decade, which ones were the most important from your perspective?

There were two things in the last decade. One is cultural and the other is infra-
structural. You have the Aboriginal gallery opening in the NGA in Canber-
ra, the building of GOMA, one of the largest museums of modern art in the world, 
the MCA finding a home, the opening of the Federation Square. In the broader 
sense there has been a general lack of political interest in culture. Politicians would 



153Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane

probably disagree with that, but in terms of funding institutions, they have not 
made it any easier for them in the last ten years. It is easier to construct a building 
because a politician will get the brass plaque and the building is there in perpe tuity. 
The unglamorous side of museums, such as funding, keeping staff at levels, that 
sort of support has flattened or is dropped. That has been the big shift in the last ten 
years. In relation to museums more generally, the number of exhibitions that are 
happening all the time and the promotion that goes with those exhibitions, in-
cluding occasional blockbuster exhibitions, just drain the life of people working 
in museums. You have fabulous collections which are ignored, conservators who 
are working for loans for the exhibitions, not their own collection. The whole shift-
ing nature of the disciplines within the museum has changed. We have become 
frantically programme-driven. And I think that at some stage it is unsustainable.

5th and 23rd December 2014

8.2. Interview with Simon Wright and Tarun Nagesh

Simon Wright has held positions in private, public gallery and museum 
realms since 1993, having delivered in excess of 250 exhibition, programming 
and publication projects. Currently Assistant Director (Learning and Public 
Engagement) at Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art, he was formerly 
Director of Griffith Artworks + Griffith University Art Gallery (2005–2012), and 
Exhibitions Manager at Brisbane City Gallery (now Museum of Brisbane). He 
received a Museums Australia Gallery and Museum Individual Achievement 
Award in 2004–2005, a National Australia Bank Partnering Award at the Australia 
Business Art Foundation Awards in 2006, and joined the Queensland Art Gallery 
Foundation in 2007. In 2009 he was appointed to the Commissioner’s Council 
for Australia at the 53rd Venice Biennale and subsequently joined the Venice 
Biennale Champion’s Program for Australia. Between 2010–2012 he served on 
the Queensland College of Art Industry Advisory Board and since 2013 has 
served as a Board Member of the Institute of Modern Art, Brisbane.

Tarun Nagesh is Associate Curator, Asian Art at QAGOMA where he has 
worked since 2011. He is part of the core curatorial team for the Asia-Pacific 
Trien nial of Contemporary Art, as well as regularly curating exhibitions from 
QAGOMA’s Collection. He curated the South Asian and parts of the Southeast 
Asian components of APT8 (2015–2016) and is currently working on APT9 
(2018–2019) as well as the exhibition programme and development of 
the QAGOMA Asian Art Collection.
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How do you perceive the role of the Queensland Art Gallery for Brisbane, for 
Queensland and for Australia?

Tarun Nagesh: The Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art does 
have a particular focus on exhibiting and collecting contemporary art from 
Australia, Asia and the Pacific, along with a broad ranging exhibition and dis-
play programme, however as one of the major visual arts institutions in Aus-
tralia, the gallery’s role extends far beyond this. On a local level the gallery 
serves the local community, including its artists, as well as becoming a favoured 
spot for visitors to Brisbane. The gallery also holds the state collection and is 
responsible for representing various art forms from this vast state, a place that 
holds a great diversity of cultures and histories. The Asia-Pacific Triennial has 
come to define a big part of what the gallery does over time through a long and 
close relationship with the contemporary art of the region, and home to one 
of the largest exhibitions in Australia. This is certainly one way it has come into 
the international and national spotlight and in some ways distinguishes it from 
other institutions in Australia. The reputation and relationships the APT and 
has developed over time has certainly provided an international platform for 
our other projects.

Before conceiving the APT was contemporary art also at the core of the inter-
est of the museum?

Simon Wright: Probably not as much as contemporary practice is at the core of 
what we do now, but the GOMA building, our second site dedicated to major 
projects, has only operated since 2006, which added real capacity and drive, 
but it certainly got an earlier boost in 1993 when the APT series kicked off. 
The Queensland Art Gallery’s mission had been to curate exhibitions where it 
was possible from within but also to be a receptive touring venue for major ex-
hibitions. With Doug Hall’s directorship [1987–2007], QAG sought to develop 
a balanced portfolio of outcomes featuring Australian art, Queensland artists and 
international art, which in those times was predominantly a touring product put 
to us by Europe and the Americas. The APT idea, as a specific unique engage-
ment with Asia was both a gap and an opportunity, and Doug led that process 
to get the APT up and running, turning that gap into an advantage QAGOMA 
has held ever since. Where we also had a gap was in the Australian collection. 
The gallery did not have as comprehensive holdings as Sydney, Melbourne or 
Canberra, so it was pointless to retrospectively build that collection. So we had 
a real opportunity, being a gateway to Asia in getting in earlier, building networks 
and, in a sense, recognising national and Queensland political leadership in that 
direction – building projects and the collection alongside trade and diplomatic 
relations, which was also useful to us in the beginning. There was a kind of soft 
diplomacy aspect to this as well. Today, out of that impetus, QAGOMA’s mission 
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statement, strategic vision and operational plans are quite clear in what we aim 
to be and how we do it.17

Was there any Asian art in the collection before APT?

TN: The Asian art collection predates the APT and this was slowly growing 
before the early 1990s. We have a small but interesting collection of historical 
Asian art in comparison to other large museums. That collection primarily 
evolved in the 1970s and 1980s as Chinese and Japanese art was becoming more 
popular and available around much of Australia. Interestingly, however, perhaps 
because this was never a huge collection, it gradually starting evolving into some 
small acquisitions of contemporary works from Asia quite early. We also had 
a very close engagement with Japan which was heavily supported by some of our 
trustees and director, and a natural relationship evolved in that direction. We did 
a big exhibition in 1989 of contemporary Japanese art entitled Japanese Ways: 
Western Means, that could in a way be looked back as a precursor to the APT.
SW: There was an important delegation from Japan that visited Queensland 
for the opening of the first APT in 1993 staged at Queensland Art Gallery. 
Through the auspices of Richard Austin, a Board of Trustees member, and with 
the agency of Doug Hall, they both drove us into some really good relationships 
with Japanese art museums and collections. As part of a balanced exhibition 
programme with European, American and Australian art, the Pacific has increas-
ingly emerged alongside the interest with Asia over the last twenty-five years.
TN: Representing the Pacific is such an integral part of the APT, which has 
been there from the beginning but I think has gained a lot of momentum over 
the years and some of our curators have been able to develop extraordinary 
projects brought together from throughout the Pacific which are not often seen 
in such a way around the world. Of course the Pacific communities in Brisbane 
and throughout Queensland are an important part of this.

How do you work with the communities exactly?

TN: There are large and diverse communities from the Pacific spread through-
out Queensland and there is a long and at times not very good history associat-
ed with this. So it is important that, where possible, community members can 
become involved with projects and share their stories and histories. There are 
also such fantastic artists, performers and storytellers in Australia who have ties 
to the Pacific and they have been some of the artists in these programmes.
SW: We also travel extensively in the region. We invite artists, curators, inter-
locutors, academics and authors from communities of interest within and 

17 Vision of the museum: To be the leading institution for the contemporary art of Australia, Asia 
and the Pacific; mission: To engage people with art and artists through memorable and transformative 
experiences onsite and online.
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outside Australia, and we constantly seek to expand networks alongside our 
resource holdings. Our library, for example, and our Australian Centre for Asia 
Pacific Art are among the best resources anywhere focussed on the Asia-Pacific 
region. We identify, track and consult with international curators who engage 
with the region, but who might not visit Australia. For Australian and Pacific 
Indigenous communities there is, within the gallery, a high degree of protocol 
awareness followed in order to develop collaborative outcomes for projects. That 
involves consultancy with communities or representatives of those communi-
ties. We also established an Indigenous advisory group at the gallery to build 
liaison between us and communities, and to seek guidance on matters arising 
whenever cross-cultural sensitivities require resolution in the public domain. 
We have great and growing working and personal relationships with elders 
in various communities, and a track record of very satisfied artists who have 
worked with us to realise their opportunity to show here.

In which directions is the collection growing now?

TN: Not only through the APT but also our other exhibitions focusing on Asia 
and the Pacific ensure that this celebrated part of the collection keeps grow-
ing and major acquisitions, as well as strategic ones continue. Most APT’s focus 
on new areas or ideas so this is always changing and evolving. We also have a real 
dedication to collecting the best of Australian contemporary art, with a large 
contingent coming from Queensland and from Brisbane, this includes some 
of the most highly respected Indigenous Australian artists working today. 
Beyond this, I think the acknowledged foresight of collecting from Asia early, 
with many works we would struggle to be able to acquire today, has inspired 
collecting some of the most exciting works from other parts of the world that are 
not necessarily from the big art centres of Europe and America. Additionally we 
do continue to build on our historical collections, but these are also in some ways 
influenced by our collection strengths which is contemporary Asian, Paci fic and 
Australian art. So even when we look at some of our historical collections, we 
will look to build them with works that somehow reflect or relate to the ideas or 
practices in our core collection.

Is that a rule that some pieces after the APT go to the collection?

SW: It is not a rule but what we usually seek is a number of outcomes based on 
the opportunity and rare access these projects sometimes present. Sometimes 
we will seek to commission an artist well in advance of an APT, which can 
be risky, but we will also stay in touch closely and plan with them for any 
contingencies that emerge in that “organic” process. There are always works 
that we lend from owners and artists we know will not enter the collection, 
but many that we will ultimately seek to negotiate the acquisition of through 
the APT. Then there are works that are gifted to us afterwards, and there are 
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some longer term relationships that we generate through multiple APT’s, 
where we can build a collection over time. Through the Children’s Art Centre 
we also do projects directly with artists to feature their practice in this new 
context, and many of them enjoy this so much we often negotiate the work 
being able to be reprised later at the CAC. In general, our current collecting 
policy priorities are very much geared towards Australian art, Pacific art and 
art from around Asia, but this does not preclude other regions or great works. 
We are also identifying potential growth in other areas of interest, and recently 
acquired some great works from Africa. If opportunities exist, we will always 
look at strategic pieces through all eras – impressionism, American modern-
ism, abstraction.
TN: We have permanent galleries dedicated to historical and modern collec-
tions. We are always looking to update and refresh those collections with new 
acquisitions. However, the APT is our best opportunity to acquire works, include 
new commissions and a great variety of contemporary practices. Collecting was 
not even really a consideration when the APT began, but it now speaks for itself 
and is something we certainly think about in the process of developing the ex-
hibition, which makes it a little different from the way most other Biennale style 
exhibitions are developed.

The QAG has been a pioneer in Australia regarding the interest in Asian art. 
How did it affect other state galleries? Was there an immediate follow up 
to what you do?

TN: A number of the other institutions in Australia have collected contem-
porary Asian art throughout this period, and there are quite important hold-
ings in some of the other state galleries from the 1980s and 1990s, though 
no others have done it such a significant way. More recently I think many 
of the galleries have made a greater attempt to show contemporary art even 
though some of them have such a strong collection and exhibiting history of 
earlier periods. I think the APT has certainly had an influence through bring-
ing so many artists to Australia and showing such a range from the region, but 
I think all of the galleries in Australia see the great possibilities of collecting 
Asian art and the relevance it has to Australia. Many curatorial and senior staff 
at galleries around the country have also been involved in the APT at different 
times, so the passion and knowledge for Asia and the Pacific has certainly 
spread in Australia.
SW: There are considerable strengths in other Australian public and private 
collections. You can see that the Art Gallery of New South Wales and the Na-
tional Gallery of Australia have very significant historical holdings of Asian 
art and long-term commitments to its exhibiting and scholarly research. It 
makes sense that the way they continue that narrative is to move to more 
contemporary art from the region, and this is also happening at the National 
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Gallery of Victoria, another very significant player. I think that the fact that 
QAG moved early, fast and so successfully is really the model that is looked at 
now as the way to move forward, and to be able to do that with more certainty. 
Private collectors like the Neilson family who have opened a private museum 
called the White Rabbit in Sydney know that collecting this work is now not 
going to have any downside, and offers a way to connect with communities 
living close to their facility whilst becoming a major tourism drawcard eligible 
for public purse support. The other thing to say is that when you look at all of 
the major art museums on the Australian eastern seaboard they are all staffed 
with very senior positions by people who have worked in QAG. They migrated 
out of here into positions in other galleries and have brought the sensitivity 
and sensibility that they developed here to those places. So it is another logical 
progression in terms of capacity building in the region, and I believe it will 
spread so that Australians with this expertise will increasingly move into key 
Asian and Pacific posts in museums everywhere, to become a more dynamic 
part of the “international” art world. It is good for this city, good for the com-
munities of interest around us. Brisbane is legitimately part of Asia, and Asia 
is part of us. Brisbane is trying to develop industry and educative business 
interests, to tap overseas student markets, but also so graduates leave as am-
bassadors. If we are going to be serious about it, that is exactly what we want 
to happen. Everybody should be doing this, so the exchanges are mutually 
beneficial and flowing into and out of the country and region.
TN: Internationally, contemporary Asian art has grown very rapidly so it is 
natural that museums all over the world start looking more into it. In terms of 
contemporary Australian and Pacific art this has perhaps been a lot slower, but 
still growing.

Is the APT specifically supported by the government?

SW: The gallery is supported by public funding at a few levels, but it is important 
to understand that governments here do so with a fair degree of arm’s length 
principle at play. We are not, for example, advised what our programming 
should be, or told to show specific artists, or not to show particular things. 
Around 60–65 per cent of our annual operating funding is supported from pub-
lic sources – that is funding from the Australia Council and federal government 
agencies, but the Queensland government is our largest supporter. About 40 per 
cent of annual revenue is by commercial and philanthropic endeavour, and we 
enjoy great corporate sponsorships from businesses who see value investing 
in us as Queensland’s major cultural public interface with over a million visitors 
a year. We feel the support of the government, but we do not feel the direction of 
the government, and we are always looking to grow non-public support.
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How has the APT been changing over the years? How is it different now from 
the first one?

TN: The APT was only conceived as a series of three exhibitions from 1993–
1999. These events were very much about bringing people together from 
the region at a time when there were few places in the Asia-Pacific where you 
could have this kind of exchange, and they involved a large number of curators 
and specialist from within the region to select and bring the artists, as well as 
contribute to the discourse it sparked. The decision to continue the APT after 
this involved some major changes, including providing a new funding model, 
and the exhibition became led more from within the institution. From then 
the exhibition continued to grow and was one of main reasons a new gallery 
building was built for the opening of the APT 5 in 2009. This subsequently gave 
more than double the space for the exhibition with spaces designed to show-
ing the newest contemporary art, capable of projects on a huge scale. From there 
the exhibition continued to grow, at times becoming the highest attended exhi-
bition in the country for a given year. However, not only the exhibition model 
changed over this time, but the region went through significant changes, along 
with its art markets. I think the APT usually responds to what is happening 
in the region, not only artistically but politically and socially, and this has come 
to affect each iteration. Each exhibition also provides the opportunity to investi-
gate places or ideas that have not been represented in the past, so in these ways, 
it is ever evolving.
SW: The model for exhibition making as each APT evolves is a unique contribu-
tion to this field and of a constantly developing nature. In the early APT’s there 
were almost as many curators and researchers involved as there were artists! 
And that was perceived in some quarters as a negative, despite the fact that 
something of this scale had never been done in Australia, or globally, previously. 
It was a credit, I think, the extent to which this institution sought to consult with 
the region whilst building capacity at the same time. I do not think that the APT 
has ever meant to tell the rest of the world what Asia is, but recognised always 
that a multitude of voices need to carry arguments. This is a genuine exchange 
and involvement of artists, of programming, of supporters, writers, academics, 
theorists, marketers from all over the world. The early APT’s gave us confidence, 
skills, and professional development opportunities within the institution to take 
on more that work ourselves, rather than outsource, which actually was not 
a viable option. And we have never stopped talking with the region. Another 
thing that is quite remarkable, is the way that children’s programming emerged 
to be an important outcome for each APT, and how we were then able to tour 
into regional Queensland in the year following each APT specific programming 
that brought new insight from the region and the gallery. The Children’s Art 
Centre is the catalytic project that artists really love developing with us. We have 
found through each successive APT project that children who came here in early 
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APT’s are now adults bringing their children to APT’s, and that kids now bring 
their parents to the gallery, rather than parents bringing the kids.

Did you do a survey to know that?

SW: We do a lot of research of market awareness and audience surveys. We do 
that formally and informally, we commission that research, but we also do it 
ourselves.

Is the APT the effect of a curatorial choice? Does a curator visit a place and 
selects works for the APT, or is it competition based?

SW: We do not put an open call. We are constantly interested in what is hap-
pening and we certainly receive unsolicited requests to attend exhibitions and 
entree cards. We have a very good idea of what is going on, but we also have spe-
cific curatorial professionals and interests, including building specific collection 
focuses. We watch all areas, but only have the capacity and resources to act with 
those that match our priorities at the time.

You mentioned the Children’s Art Centre. It was very crowdy when I visited 
it. How did you conceive it?

SW: It is one of the destination aspects of what we do. People come across 
the Children’s Art Centre while they visit the gallery, but increasingly they 
come specifically to visit the CAC and, time permitting, then the gallery. We 
do not really mind how they find it, as long as they do! And the space how 
you see it today is how it normally is – busy and active. It is a space we craft 
specifically for new installations that are site-specific every time. The CAC was 
conceived well before my arrival, and developed by a team interested in new 
audience engagement strategies that were intergenerational, family oriented 
and that really upheld artists and their practice as the drawcard, rather than 
standard activities like face painting or childminding services. The credit for this 
is also due to the executive management team at the time who really supported 
the vision and took a risk. The challenge we enjoy now is maintaining our inter-
nationally renowned position, and growing family and young audiences beyond 
the roughly 20 per cent of our total attendances each year.

So the projects in the Children’s Art Centre are actually exhibitions designed 
for children and young audiences?

SW: Absolutely.

How often do you mount new ones?

SW: It is a continuous offer, whether it is downstairs or upstairs in GOMA with-
in the CAC site itself, or as smaller “in-space” pop-ups as part of exhibitions 
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wherever they are staged, including the QAG building. And we are care-
ful with this, as although these are outcomes by the CAC, our aspiration is 
to work to bridge an artist’s work with families. We love that children come 
in and do these activities and workshops, or have a more passive experience 
watching screens or thinking through more contemplative offerings, but it is 
the bond and relationships they forge that are equally important in the pro-
cess. We believe that during self-guided informal learning opportunities with 
a parent or guardian that real value gets unlocked in how a child discovers 
learning visual culture, and that this stimulates further interest and a desire 
to revisit us. Whether it is a cup of coffee for an adult, or a kids project, or 
a school visit, ultimately we want people to come back.

I noticed that Japan is all over the place. Is it always like this that you dedicate 
the whole building to a specific culture or a country?

TN: We have different focuses at different times, this is often scheduled in be-
tween APT’s so that we can investigate particular art histories in a critical and 
reflective way, and the collection and knowledge building we develop during 
the APT makes this possible. In the past we have similarly had major program-
ming dedicated to Chinese art, New Zealand art, and more recently the art of 
Papua New Guinea, as well as programming dedicated to Australian art continu-
ally. In this way we can build on some of the things APT might introduce or 
develop research that feeds into it.

How was it with inclusion of Aboriginal art in the galleries before the APT? 
When I look at the exhibition spaces today I have the impression that this art 
is in the centre of your interests. And how was it before?

SW: That is an evolutionary issue. If you look at the context of how Australian 
museums generally have dealt with interpreting and displaying Australian In-
digenous material culture you would say that there was a significant shift around 
1970, and then a further dynamic shift in the mid-1980s. I think that QAG is no 
different in that regard. However, this gallery in the last five-ten years has taken 
quite an open mainstreaming view on including it as contemporary Australian 
art. We think of it as being as important as anything else, but have also moved 
to position it as a symbolic entry statement and permanent collection presence 
in both buildings. It is great you see it as central to what we do, because that is 
how we seek to communicate it.

Is the whole building of GOMA dedicated to contemporary exhibitions? It 
does not have a permanent place for collection?

SW: Yes, it turns over temporary exhibitions regularly. And we also do long 
running collection-based exhibitions on upper levels. So we are making sense of 
the collection as often as we can and drawing new acquisitions into the public 
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domain soon after we acquire them, but also to contextualise them alongside 
regional interests, like our 2014–2015 “Japanese Summer” of projects.
TN: The majority of our collection galleries are located at the 1980s QAG build-
ing, and this is where some of our historically themed temporary exhibitions are 
staged. However, the same curatorial team develop displays in both buildings so 
there is often an interesting and considered overlap and interplay between these 
collection areas.
SW: Alongside this is a really unique Australian Cinémathèque in the GOMA 
facility – it is the “black box” at the end of the white cubes in GOMA. We devel-
op and curate independent film programming here, but there are also specific 
cinema outcomes that relate directly as extensions to exhibitions held across 
the galleries.

Once the APT is on, the whole building is devoted to it?

SW: The whole GOMA and Cinémathèque relate to the APT and around 
50–60 per cent of the footprint of the QAG go to APT as well. Even our perma-
nent exhibition galleries will sometimes have areas that are historically connect-
ed to Asia. So there is a historical reference to what is happening right now that 
makes contextual sense.

There are some sculptures around the building. Do you also go with your 
activities outside?

SW: We are a part of Queensland’s major Cultural Precinct, and neighbour 
to Brisbane’s major leisure precinct at South Bank in the heart of Brisbane, so 
there is always a lot going on, and an incredibly challenging external environ-
ment, in terms of temperature and humidity to consider. While we certainly 
work with other local agencies, and even programme occasionally in nearby 
areas, we do not own the footprint beyond the QAG and GOMA buildings, such 
as the area in between the State Library of Queensland and Queensland Museum, 
or Performing Arts Centre. Public artworks and activations in these realms are 
usually managed by the precinct manager on behalf of Arts Queensland, the state 
government agency that funds and develops public policy affecting the arts.

Are there any other cultural institutions planned for the vicinity?

SW: In a couple of previous attempts to visualise a future for the Queensland 
Cultural Precinct a masterplan has emerged but these usually face huge finan-
cial, town planning approval and community consultation challenges, amid oth-
er state government priorities. The most recent draft master planning process 
included a proposed new building near Kurilpa point here, but it was left open 
as to what function or role it could play. Several ideas were suggested: an entre-
preneurial centre for creative industries, a museum for Indigenous art, another 
performing arts space.
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Do you find this building a kind of a signature of Brisbane? Does it help draw-
ing people in here?

TN: I am not sure it is a signature of Brisbane but it is certainly a much loved 
and well known building, and has evolved as one of the main tourist destina-
tions in the city as well as one of the top places for families to bring children. 
I think it has become an important part of Brisbane over a relatively short time, 
however personally I love the QAG building and think it is also an important 
piece of architecture for the city.
SW: The QAG building is now under the Heritage List. It was designed by Robin 
Gibson who passed away in 2014. It is architecturally quite significant as a great 
example of Australian brutalism. One thing about this building is that when 
Brisbane Marketing or the Queensland government does community and visi-
tor research it is always interesting to see how much civic pride there is around 
QAG and now GOMA. People in Brisbane talk about it as “their” gallery, “our” 
building.
TN: And the Australian Cinémathèque, and award winning restaurant [located 
in GOMA] are similarly loved and a big part of the cultural life of Brisbane.
SW: There is no reason to not come here!

Was an imperative of designing a landmark building a part of a brief for 
the architect?

SW: The Queensland government called for an international contest of ideas 
around what the site could look like. There was a number of architectural 
firms that made a shortlist. Then they were commissioned to build a model 
and the models were considered. The firm Architectus won the design compe-
tition. Buildings that are now a part of the Cultural Precinct were all designed 
by Robin Gibson, but as they age it is possible to see how other architects 
have responded to Gibson and extended on his vision. There is a vernacular 
language working through those buildings that heritage submission seeks 
to protect.

What challenges are ahead the museum at the moment?

SW: It is never easy to constantly programme. The financial aspect is always 
challenging. We are constantly seeking to innovate with business modelling that 
allows us to be more self-sufficient and sustainable. We need to be underpinned 
by a degree of public support, but we also recognise that there are different prior-
ities brought by each government, in general terms, like the gallery’s relationship 
to civic life, or cultural tourism, and capacity building for the creative industries 
sector. So we do not particularly mind what political flavour the government is, 
because we know we can work really well with whoever it is, and actually be an 
important positive story.
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To conclude our conversation I have a more general question regarding 
contemporary art institutions in Australia. There are contemporary art mu-
seums, centres, big galleries all over Europe. Every bigger city has at least 
a Kunsthalle, or has ambitions of building one. In Australia there are not so 
many institutions devoted to contemporary art. Why is it this way in your 
opinion?

SW: You are talking about economies of scale and significance. In a country 
with 22 million people, which is also really decentred, it is sometimes dif-
ficult to locate a critical mass around anything, such as a manufacturing 
industry, the agriculture sector, even contemporary culture. So you do have 
to find the right balance. I think that there is a momentum in this direction 
that is shifting, and private interests are really on the move. I mentioned White 
Rabbit earlier, but there is also TarraWarra Museum, and the Hausemuseum 
of Corbett Lyon in Melbourne, and Mona in Tasmania that David Walsh has 
set up, and SCAF in Sydney. There are many new private foundations doing 
private contemporary art projects that are absolutely fascinating like Penny 
Clive in Tasmania, or the Neilsons in Sydney creating a whole new layer 
to the onion. I would say that is a critical growth area, while another critical 
area that is often in the shadow of the big institutions, are the small to medium 
sized organisations. Like a whole raft of smaller local institutions, the SMO 
sector is really being squeezed. There are also the university galleries and plac-
es in Brisbane like the Institute of Modern Art which are seeking to expand 
audiences in a challenging environment. They are in every city and they are 
a vital part of the ecosystem. They are servicing the local artists, the universi-
ties, the places that we all go to.

Are Australians keen museum-goers?

SW: We hit around 1.25 million visitors a year. And if you aggregate that around 
the sector of museums and galleries in Australia, you would say that more peo-
ple go to a museum or a gallery than attend a sports event. And Australians are 
known around the world as being totally sports crazy!

16th January 2015
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location: Perth, Western Australia
status: public
established and opened in 1895
first name: Public Library, Museum and Art Gallery
designed by Charles Sierakowski

The Art Gallery of Western Australia is a part of the Perth Cultural Cen-
tre.18 The gallery was established in 1895. Between 1911 and 1955 the gal-
lery was operating as one institution together with a library and a museum 
which were administered by a single Board of Trustees. In 1955 the library was 
separated and until 1960 the gallery formed one institution with the museum. 
During the amalgamation period the interests of the gallery were subordi-
nated to the needs of the other two institutions (Dufour, 1997, p. 7) and its 
modest funding did not allow real development of the collection.

From 1908, together with the museum and the library, it occupied the Jubilee 
Building, which was constructed to coincide with Queen Victoria’s Diamond 
Jubilee in 1897. It represents the Federation Romanesque style and is Heritage 
listed (Heritage Council of Western Australia, 2001). In 1979 the gallery moved 
to a purpose-built edifice designed by Charles Sierakowski in the brutalist 
style. In 1995 a second gallery building – the Centenary Galleries – was opened 
in the former Perth Police Courts, and a third one occupies the historical bar-
racks which were adapted for administration offices, a theatrette and the gal-
lery’s voluntary guides’ areas.

18 It encompasses Western Australian Museum, State Library of Western Australia, Perth Institute 
of Contemporary Arts, State Theatre Centre of Western Australia, Central Institute of Technology, 
State Records Office of Western Australia, and Blue Room Theatre.
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The collection of the gallery – known as the State Art Collection – comprises 
17,000 works from 1800 to the present day. First works acquired for the gallery 
were – similarly to other Australian galleries – British paintings, copies of Euro-
pean masters and several Australian pieces (Dufour, 1997, p. 7). First significant 
financial bequest that the gallery received in 1926 allowed some major acquisi-
tions. Only in the 1950s (under directorship of Laurie Thomas) contemporary 
art started to be collected at a greater scale, which was also possible thanks to an 
increase of the government funding. Also at that time the first works by Abo-
riginal artists from Arnhemland and from the northern part of the Western 
Australia were acquired (Dufour, 1997, p. 8).

The strengths of the collection are Australian Indigenous (traditional and con-
temporary works from Arnhemland, the Central Desert and Western Australia) 
and non-Indigenous art, and 20th-century European and American painting and 
sculpture (Dufour, 1997, p. 9) with special attention given to “Western Australian 
art and Aboriginal art and the influences of both Australian and international arts 
which have informed developments locally” (Dufour, 1997, p. 9). In 2016 the gal-
lery adopted a new acquisition policy (Acquisition Policy & Targets 2016–2020) 
which identified three target areas: Western Australian, Australian and global, 
with the first three broken down into four subsections: Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander (Western Australian and Australian), historical, contemporary and 
design. Within the global art, the gallery attempts to build collection of art from 
the region of Indian Ocean in South East Asia, India, Africa and Middle East 
with initial focus on contemporary photography, video and conceptual practice 
(Acquisition Policy & Targets 2016–2020, p. 5). The collection is presented on 
permanent display consisting of five chronological presentations.

9.1. Interview with Stefano Carboni

Dr Stefano Carboni was appointed Director of the Art Gallery of Western 
Australia in 2008. Prior to coming to Western Australia, Stefano was Curator 
and Administrator in the Department of Islamic Art at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, and Visiting Professor at the Bard Graduate Center in New 
York. He joined the curatorial staff at the Metropolitan Museum in 1992 after 
completing graduate studies in Arabic and in Islamic Art at the University 
of Venice and his Ph.D. in Islamic Art at the University of London. At 
the Metropolitan Museum he was responsible for a large number of exhibitions, 
including the acclaimed Venice and the Islamic World, 828–1797 (2006–2007).

His publications include authoring and editing several exhibition catalogues, 
among which are Glass of the Sultans (2001); the prestigious Barr Award 
winner The Legacy of Genghis Khan; Courtly Arts and Culture in Western 
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Asia, 1256–1353 (2002); and Venice and the Islamic World. Another major 
publication is the catalogue of the Islamic glass collection in the National 
Museum of Kuwait (2001). He is currently also Adjunct Professor of Islamic 
Art at the University of Western Australia and continues to lecture widely 
in Islamic art and curatorial studies.

The Art Gallery of Western Australia is the most isolated art museum in Austra-
lia when it comes to the distance to other art museums and to the “centre”. How 
does your geographical location determine your identity and your activities?

Geographical isolation is as much a physical reality as it is a perception. For 
example, Honolulu is probably the most isolated large city in the world but 
the perception is that it is very much in the middle of things. Our identity has 
recently been expressed in the Essence of AGWA document. It gives a good sense 
of how we do not perceive ourselves as isolated but at the same time “embrace 
the freedom of living at a geographical frontier.”

The document indeed is a very clear statement on who you are, what you do 
and whom you address. What was the preparation process of this document?

The document is the result of a series of workshops we held with all staff as well 
as a number of stakeholders. Initially I wanted to create a much larger document, 
a kind of a white paper, that would define who we are and what we need to be, 
not only now but also for the future. We started talking not only about the his-
tory of this place, but also about its geographic and cultural location, whether 
we in Western Australia and in Perth were in a particular situation, different 
from all the others. I worked mostly with the curator of the international art and 
we started to develop this larger document, a sort of an academic document, 
which we then shared with a number of people. We gathered feedback and 
in the next stage we started workshops inside the gallery. The Essence document 
is a compilation of everything, the final result of this long process. I brought it 
to the attention of my board.

How long was this process?

It took about one year.

You are the only big art museum in Western Australia, unlike the East where 
there are numerous art museums. What are the challenges related to this 
location?

The main issue is whether the visual arts here, in Western Australia, have been at 
the margins of what happens in the East or whether they have been more inde-
pendent at the “edge of the world”. Now with the strong interactions, especially 
through social media, the internet and everything else, contemporary Western 
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Australian art is not as distinctive as it used to be in the past. It is a matter of 
establishing a geographic identity. There have been several attempts in the past 
to do exactly what the Queensland Art Gallery in Brisbane was able to do: to em-
brace their geographical location as a place that is certainly Australian but also 
with a strong connection to the Asia-Pacific area. They were very good in devel-
oping this. They also successfully convinced the government to provide funding 
to create GOMA and programmes related to this direction, such as the triennial. 
Here in Perth there have been some attempts to create an Indian Ocean identity, 
as we are the easternmost point of the Indian Ocean. There was a festival, but it 
did not last long, and several other initiatives directly from the art gallery, trying 
to convince the government to dedicate money to this particular vision. The first 
attempt I think was in 1979. It did not work. No additional money came in from 
the government. There were some exhibitions, such as the contemporary Indian 
art show Edge of Desire in 2004, and a few acquisitions that we were able to do, 
but we have not been able to create this Indian Ocean kind of identity.

Geographically it was supposed to cover Australia, India and East Africa?

The earlier attempts focused on Australia, India and South Africa. But in my mind 
we have to look at the entire geographical span of the Indian Ocean including In-
donesia, Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, the Arab and Persian-speaking 
Middle East, East Africa and the many islands populating the Ocean.

Did this idea fail simply due to lack of interest on the part of the authorities?

Lack of vision, in a way. I think there it is still quite a conservative view that 
Western Australia is tied mostly to its colonial, British European past rather 
than embracing the fact that it is clearly becoming a very different place. Immi-
gration now is not so much European, as it is Asian. And so Perth is growing as 
an international city, but it is not yet represented as such in the parliament and 
in key government roles.

And how about immigration from the Indian Ocean area?

I would have to look at the detailed immigration data but if we put together 
immigrants from the Asian and African countries bordering the Indian Ocean 
the numbers would be definitely higher than in case of those coming from Eu-
ropean countries.

You mentioned acquisitions. In what ways is the Indian Ocean art already 
represented in the collection?

It is represented only to a very small extent. My predecessor had an initial inten-
tion to try to create a collection that would be more in tune with geographical 
vicinity. But it was a very short-lived idea. What I have been trying to do since 



169Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth

2008 is to have a few targeted acquisitions of contemporary art related to the In-
dian Ocean area. But it is not an attempt to create a collection of “Indian Ocean 
art”, which is a purely abstract concept. It is a question of having more diversity 
in the way we collect contemporary art rather than of creating a specific identity.

So how would you characterise the collection in terms of its strengths and also 
cultures that it represents?

The collection has grown mostly as an Australian and European collection 
from various decades. Its strengths could be put in concentric circles. The main 
strength in the geographical sense would be Western Australian art, including 
all the Indigenous visual art that was produced over the last two centuries. 
The second circle would be Australian, and the third one, international, from 
outside of Australia. In terms of thematic areas I would say that we have one of 
the strongest Indigenous art collections in the world because we were collecting 
also earlier material. We have around 3,000 Indigenous works. It is a good 
proportion of the entire collection, which amounts to 17,500 works. We con-
tinue collecting, of course. We are actively collecting contemporary Australian 
Indige nous art to fill gaps in what is usually described as more traditional desert 
art, but also in the urban, more socially engaged Indigenous art.

Is it only Indigenous art of Western Australia, or does the collection also en-
compass various regions of Australia?

We are strong in Kimberley and the Pilbara regions of Western Australia, but 
the collection comprehensively covers the entire area of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander art. We have one of the most comprehensive collections of Aus-
tralian Aboriginal art in the world.

And if you were to compare Indigenous collections of the National Gallery 
of Australia, Art Gallery of New South Wales, National Gallery of Victoria, 
Queensland Art Gallery, and yours, do they offer similar experience and 
knowledge of Indigenous art?

They are certainly comparable in terms of strength and depth, offering similar 
but also more specific experiences in the different institutions.

Haw has the Indigenous collection been growing over the years? What is its 
position among other collections of the gallery?

It has been growing steadily since the 1950s and it has always been the central 
part of our acquisition strategies.
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How is it presented in the galleries, mixed with all other art or separated?

Downstairs we present the entire collection in loose chronological order. Ab o - 
riginal art is integrated within that space, which is helpful in making a point 
that the majority of it is contemporary art. Apart from that we are about to open 
an additional dedicated permanent space that will be exclusively devoted 
to Indige nous art from the collection.

Has the approach of presenting all the art together been followed from the be-
ginning or did it start at some point?

Mixing came only when I decided to bring the collections downstairs and 
organise them in a chronological fashion. When I came here the collections 
were presented in a thematic way and it was very difficult to understand 
both the development of art history movements in the 19th and 20th centuries 
and the strengths of the collections. Indigenous art was scattered within the the-
matic areas but the focus was on the theme rather than on the chronology.

When did it happen?

I made this change in 2010. And now we are going to have a further reinstalla-
tion along similar lines but with several improvements based on experience and 
visitors’ comments, which is going to be opened in September 2017. We will 
still have two separate locations where the Indigenous art will be represented: 
in the chronological section, and in a separate space.

What is special about the AGWA, and what is similar to other state art gal-
leries?

This is a difficult and complex question that I cannot answer properly. The sim-
ple answer is that every art museum in the world, no matter its location, has 
its own history, development, collecting idiosyncrasies, crucial moments, 
defining curators, directors, board members and donors, all of which and all 
of whom contribute to making it a unique institution. AGWA is no excep-
tion but of course being located in Western Australia it has specific strengths 
in the region, mostly Perth-based, artistic expressions over almost 125 years 
of its existence. Although smaller in size and in terms of collecting breadth 
and budget than the major state art galleries in Australia, it is comparable 
in governance, strategic objectives, goals, purpose and vision.

Your vision “to be a world-class art museum – a valued destination, an asset 
to the State and the pride of its people” is greatly centred on locality and its 
people. How has it been changing over the years?

The vision, which has also been slightly revised when we prepared the Essence 
document, wishes to address an inherent contradiction. “Being a world-class art 
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museum” expresses our desire to continue to bring exhibitions and collections 
from around the world to Perth for the benefit of those Western Australians 
who cannot afford to travel constantly and be exposed to all the major muse-
ums in Asia, Europe and the US. “Being the pride of its people” expresses our 
concern that the gallery is usually taken for granted, it is rarely considered by 
the locals as one of the first places to visit (parks, beaches and barbecues win 
hands down!), and the incentive to the visit is a well-marketed international 
exhibition rather than all the other exhibitions, events and programmes we put 
together. In other words, in general people are not proud of the state art gallery 
and we need to change this. A balanced programme that addresses all needs is 
paramount to a successful shift in this perception.

Who is your audience, geography-wise? Mainly Perth residents or do you 
manage to reach out also to regional towns?

75–80 per cent of our audience would be from Western Australia. The majority 
from Perth because out of 2.5 million people in Western Australia, 1.6 million 
are from the Perth area. 20–25 per cent of the audience would be interstate or 
international visitors.

How would you describe their interest in your activities?

According to many comments that we have, especially from international vis-
itors, one of the things that they expect to learn and to see in our gallery is 
Indigenous art. That is why we are trying to cater to them as well.

Is it also reflected in the exhibitions programme?

Of course, we try to balance various programmes. Indigenous art is one of 
the priorities in the 2017 programme of exhibitions.

I noticed that Indigenous art has a strong position in your programming. I won-
der whether it reflects the interest of the public, or whether it is a way for you 
to make the public interested in Indigenous art?

It is a combination. In many ways we know from feedback that people expect 
to see and learn more about Indigenous art, but it is also a way for us to promote 
knowledge of it.

Do you make attempts to engage Indigenous residents from the area in your 
programming?

Yes, we do. We are in touch with the senior representatives of the Nyoongar 
community here and we consult with them when we have any type of a new 
initiative. It is a complicated issue. It is not about creating an advisory group, but 
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to ask advice when we have the need for that. As you may be aware there are a lot 
of delicate issues but we try to be as thorough as possible.

Do you feel there is an interest on the part of the Indigenous communities 
in your activities?

I would say there is a slight interest in terms of numbers. That is also why we 
want to highlight Indigenous art, not only for the benefit of non-Indigenous 
visitors, but also to foster attendance from the local community. It is not an easy 
road to walk, but we should definitely make an effort.

What challenges ahead can you see for your museum?

The major challenge is financial, given the current appropriation from the gov-
ernment and the inevitable great limitations we have in planning a bright fu-
ture for the gallery. What I say might come across as complaining, but we try 
to counter the lack of funds with creativity and imagination. Getting a sounder 
annual budget through a combination of public, private and corporate funds is 
unfortunately a major priority for us.

Let us move on to the wider context. You have an extensive experience of 
museum work in the United States, you studied in Italy and in Great Britain. 
This gives you an outsider perspective. In your opinion, how is Australian art 
perceived outside Australia?

It is a long discussion. If you think about what the perception of Australian art 
is in Europe or in the United States, probably the majority of people would say: 
“the dot paintings that they do in the middle of the desert.” I think there is no 
concept of Australian art as a field of art history that has been developing since 
the late 18th century or the early 19th century. On the other hand there have 
been several attempts to try to educate the European and American publics by 
organising a number of exhibitions. The most recent example is the big exhi-
bition in the Royal Academy in London. I do not know if it was a successful 
attempt, it was not received so well, I also have some criticism about the way it 
was put together. It has always been an ongoing issue of trying to establish what 
Australian art is and how to present it in an art history perspective. But I do 
think that the majority of people in the Western world would think of Austra-
lian art as mostly Aboriginal art.

What might be the reason for this situation? Is it because the museums in Eu-
rope and in the US are not interested in showing Australian art? Or perhaps 
Australian museums are not so interested in touring exhibitions abroad?

I think it is a combination of things. It is, first of all, the geographical distance 
that has kept this area of art history development isolated for a long time. Also 
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the perception is that it is a kind of a derivative hybrid from European and 
American art and people do not understand what it is. In a lot of cases it is de-
rivative, because the movements of Impressionism, modernism or Postimpres-
sionism have arrived to Australia a little later. So it has always been considered 
as secondary field, and therefore American or European museums have never 
paid a lot of attention to it. As for Indigenous art, it is probably perceived as an 
ethnographic rather than an art history issue similarly to African art or Native 
American art.

Do you have a feeling that it is starting to change or is likely to change 
in the future?

It is possible. There are some museums in the United States, which are look-
ing at Australian art with some positive curiosity. Recently at the Harvard Art 
Museums there was an interesting exhibition of Indigenous art [Everywhen: 
The Eternal Present in Indigenous Art from Australia, 2016] that was organised 
by Australian Indigenous curator, Stephen Gilchrist. I think that little by little, 
especially in the academic circles, it is changing and certainly progress has been 
made in the recent years.

Do you prepare exhibitions that tour outside?

It is only a matter of resources. The idea is there and it would be fabulous to be 
able to do it more often. But as you know we are quite isolated geographically 
and the costs of production and shipment for us are quite prohibitive, and so we 
have to face the reality when we try to promote exhibitions outside Australia.

But on the other hand there are many exhibitions of foreign collections that 
come to Australia. Just to name AGWA’s collaboration with the New York’s Mu-
seum of Modern Art that resulted in major exhibitions from their collection 
[Picasso to Warhol: Fourteen Modern Masters, 2012; Van Gogh, Dalí and Be-
yond: The World Reimagined, 2013]. It is the case for many other Australian art 
galleries. The shipment is equally expensive.

Is there more determination on the part of Australian authorities and donors 
to bring foreign art to Australia than the other way round?

Every institution, including AGWA, needs to attract visitors by presenting ma-
jor exhibitions. Doing this they raise their profile, which results in better overall 
attendance, in addition to offering unique educational opportunities to those 
local visitors who cannot afford to travel extensively. The frequency of these 
major borrowed exhibitions depends on the wealth and resources of each in-
stitution. For example, we cannot compete with the NGV or NGA. At AGWA 
I presently need to slow down due to financial limitations, and be more creative 
with appealing but less expensive programmes, such as the upcoming Rise of 
Sneaker Culture exhibition.
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If you had the resources to tour your exhibition, what would be your first 
dream destination?

I did most of my professional career in the United States, so I think it would 
be interesting to prepare the ground for exhibitions of Australian art in the US 
rather than in Europe.

23rd December 2016
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McCLELLAND SCULPTURE PARK+GALLERY, 
MELBOURNE

location: Melbourne – Frankston, Victoria
status: public
opened in 1971
first name: Harry McClelland Art Gallery and Cultural Hall
organisational type: not-for-profit organisation run by the McClelland 
Foundation Ltd
designed by Munro and Sargent; Williams and Boag (1999 extension)

McClelland Sculpture Park+Gallery is the leading museum for outdoor sculp-
ture in Australia. It was opened in 1971 in the 16-hectare Langwarrin estate 
and established as a bequest of Annie May McClelland, who in this way wanted 
to honour the memory of her late brother Harry.

Eleanor McClelland and her children Annie May and Harry moved to Long 
Island in Frankston in 1912. They led an artistic life: Harry was an artist 
and philanthropist, and Annie May a poet and entrepreneur. Harry worked 
in his painting studio, Studio Park in Langwarrin, which today forms part 
of the gallery grounds. He built a stone studio, a small cottage, and a dam there. 
The McClellands “played an instrumental role in the development of the arts 
community in Victoria. They gathered around them a circle of fellow artists, 
writers, musicians and art lovers” (McClelland’s Permanent Collections, online).

The land and holdings from the Estate of Annie May McClelland and from 
the McClelland Estate were bequeathed to establish the Harry McClelland Art 
Gallery and Cultural Hall. When the gallery opened it had 138 works of 
art in its collection, which by 2017 had grown to over 2,200 pieces. It com-
prises sculptures, paintings, photography, works on paper, and decorative arts, 
dating from the 19th century to the present day. Large-scale outdoor sculpture 
is at the core of the McClelland Gallery’s interests. There are over one hundred 
sculptures set in the park, against a forest and bush backdrop. There are also 
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over two hundred smaller-scale sculptures in the indoor collection. The col-
lection is composed of numerous bequests and gifts. Aside from the founding 
bequest by Annie May McClelland there are also the Fornari Bequest (since 
1982 this has provided funding for purchases of works on paper and paint-
ings by Australian artists), the M.W. Callow Collection (over one hundred 
19th-century English watercolours and prints, acquired in 1982), the Orde 
Poynton Collection (155 items including East Asian objects, etchings by 
Rembrandt, James Whistler, and Albrecht Dürer, and oils and watercolours 
by English and Australian artists, acquired in 1982), the John Farmer Collec-
tion (mostly etchings and several paintings by John Farmer, acquired in 1971), 
and the Kenneth Hood Collection (works on paper by Kenneth Hood and his 
associates, acquired in 2002).

The McClelland Sculpture Survey and Award, established in 2003, is also 
presented outdoors, in the “gallery-like” setting arranged in the bush.

The modernist gallery building was designed by Munro and Sargent. In 
the mid-1980s the gallery for works on paper was added. In 1997 the gallery 
closed down for two years for major redevelopment – Williams and Boag de-
signed storage space, a multi-purpose room, and space for a café and shop, and 
upgraded the existing parts of the building (McClelland Gallery, online).

Harry’s former studio is home to several community art groups: the McClel-
land Guild of Artists, the Peninsula Woodturners Guild, the Frankston Lapidary 
Club, and the McClelland Spinners and Weavers Inc. (McClelland Gallery’s His-
tory, online).

10.1. Interview with Robert Lindsay

Robert Lindsay first worked at the Art Gallery of New South Wales where he 
was in charge of Travelling Art Exhibitions and also initiated the Project 
Series of exhibitions on contemporary and experimental art. Subsequently 
he joined the National Gallery of Victoria. As Senior Curator of Contemporary 
Art (1975–1989) he was in charge of International Art as well as being 
the Organising Curator of Australian Art, in charge of the Australian Art 
Department. During this period he curated over 40 exhibitions. He also 
initiated and curated the Survey Series of contemporary exhibitions which 
innovatively combined multimedia and video documentaries.

In the 1990s he worked as a consultant to a number of corporate collections, 
including those of Shell Australia, KPMG, and Goldman Sachs JB Were. He 
also founded the Robert Lindsay Gallery in Flinders Lane, Melbourne.
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In 2002 he joined the McClelland Gallery as Deputy Director and Senior Curator 
and assumed the role of Director in 2006. In 2003 he initiated the McClelland 
Sculpture Survey, and the associated McClelland Award.

What is the role of the McClelland among other museums in Melbourne, and 
more broadly in Victoria?

Simply put, we specialise in sculpture. Essentially no other art gallery in Australia 
has a specific role to focus on sculpture in its broadest meaning as an art disci-
pline. McClelland embraces sculpture in all forms, with both external and internal 
works that include public sculptures, installations and ephemeral environments. 
This broad compass extends to digital works as well. There are three aspects to this 
enterprise. Firstly, there is the sculpture park where 112 large-scale sculptures are 
permanently sited in a landscape comprising natural bush, lake and established 
garden areas – encapsulating McClelland’s theme of “Australian sculpture in an 
Australian landscape setting.” Secondly, there is the major biennial sculpture – 
the McClelland Sculpture Survey. Thirdly, within the gallery McClelland presents 
aspects of its permanent collection together with a programme of exhibitions 
allied to the education programme and other public events. There is also an excel-
lent café and a museum shop.

How has the collection been growing? How do you acquire works?

Unfortunately, we do not have a large acquisition fund, so most of the recent works 
have come in through donations, be it under the Federal Government’s Cultural 
Gifts Programme or as donations directly from supporters, corporate institu-
tions and artists. A second source of acquisitions is the McClelland Award (part 
of the McClelland Sculpture Survey), which is valued at $100,000 AUD. It is 
the most prestigious sculpture prize in Australia, which as an acquisitive award 
has been critically important in enabling McClelland to acquire a number of 
monumental works by leading Australian sculptors. In addition, there is an ac-
quisition fund that supports the purchase of one major sculpture every two years, 
with the average price in the order of around $100,000 AUD. McClelland also 
attracts significant gifts of sculptures for both internal and external locations.

Can you tell me how the McClelland has been changing over the years? Since 
its inception until now.

McClelland was established in 1971, and since then it has expanded both in terms 
of the gallery building and the grounds. We now have two exhibiting spaces within 
the gallery, but a bigger exhibiting space is required to enable larger comprehen-
sive survey exhibitions. As for the grounds, our ambition is to feature a permanent 
display of the history of public sculpture in Austra lia. The most significant factor 
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has been a greater focus on major exhibitions such as the McClelland Sculpture 
Survey, which is supported through funding campaigns.

Do you get any support from the state budget?

Yes, the Victorian Government contributes an annual sum that is approximately 
ten per cent of our budget, and we receive three per cent of our budget from 
the local council. We have a Trust Fund that produces about half of what we 
need to stay operative, with the other half dependent on fundraising.

The budget for the McClelland Sculpture Survey is now around the half 
million-dollar mark. Through this biennial exhibition, McClelland directly pro-
vides over $200,000 AUD worth of support to artists, through the McClelland 
Award worth $110,000 AUD; the Map Award (the McClelland Achievement 
Prize) valued at $30,000 AUD; and the Frankston City People’s Choice Award, 
which is $20,000. We also give each artist an exhibiting fee – all of which is 
achieved through philanthropic sources.

You also plan an extension to the building in order to gain more exhibiting 
space?

There is a plan designed by Williams Boag that will cost around $6 million 
AUD. However, these funds will need to be found through fundraising and 
the challenge for museum development as always is balancing sustainable ver-
sus capital expenditure. Architecturally it will be the size of a standard gallery 
in a state museum. It would allow us to take large-scale touring shows and ex-
hibitions of international character. The masterplan is to develop at the front 
entrance area of the gallery a much more intimate environment for small sculp-
tures, such as the one that exists at the Peggy Guggenheim museum in Venice. 
It would thus be a more traditional environment versus the landscaped bush 
land at the rear of the gallery and in the new land acquired in 2005, where 
the McClelland Sculpture Survey is staged. This area of 20 acres approximates 
a native bush reserve, with focus here being “art in nature”. Here we let nature 
do its own landscaping, and we have only a small footprint on a trail that 
leads viewers to various sculpture sites. Above all it is about experiencing art 
in a bush – it is sculpture in art/art in nature.

Aren’t you running out of space for those big sculptures?

No, I think we could actually display about 300 sculptures across the entire 
park. When you visited McClelland, you may have noticed a fence divid-
ing the two areas – the established park and the new land. So far, we have used 
only the park area for 110 works, while the McClelland Sculpture Survey is 
situated on the new land. So, there is sufficient land for McClelland to continue 
to evolve over the next decade or so.
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Can you tell me more about the idea behind the sculpture biennale? How did 
you come up with it?

Well, basically it is a promotional activity for the significance of sculpture as an 
art form. We wanted to do a major event that would give McClelland a nation-
al profile. It could eventually evolve into an international one, but that will be 
in the future. Now it is about McClelland as a national focus for sculpture.

Secondly, we wanted to show the best of contemporary art, and in an exter-
nal sculpture park context. If you are going to do it, you are probably looking at 
public sculptures, which will be of a significant scale, five metres or so. Therefore, 
in order to attract sculptures of that scale you have to have some major incen-
tives. The first is the exhibition itself, which is carefully curated and developed 
along a special sculpture trail. The quality of the sculptures is as carefully con-
sidered as with an internal exhibition, but with a focus on the external context. 
Another incentive is the accompanying major publication and obviously too, 
the various monetary prizes and an exhibiting fee paid to the sculptors.

The final selection of works for the McClelland Sculpture Survey is made 
from applications submitted after a call for entries is advertised in the media. 
The requirements for submission of works are fairly open, it has to be an original 
work and it has to be a “public” sculpture. “Public” implies that there are certain 
prerequisites. It has to be in the bounds of what is acceptable in a public context, 
from safety to aesthetics; it also has to be structurally and archivally sound. 
These are just normal prerequisites for any public sculpture that is displayed 
in a museum. In theory, the work has to last for ten years in an external context, 
however from time to time some ephemeral works have been included.

We request that artists submit photo documentation, drawings, photographs, 
or computer-generated images, and a written explanation about the work. We 
also ask for photographs of three previous works. This gives us a sense of how it 
fits into the artist’s oeuvre and along with the CV provides confidence in the art-
ist’s technical capabilities. So, when an artist says, “I want to build a ten-metre 
tower” you look to see if they produced anything bigger than, for example, 
a table-sized sculpture. If they have not you have to question their expertise, let 
alone their ability to finance and complete the work.

From the various submissions, normally about 200, we choose the works for 
the exhibition. Basically, we look at everything that is submitted and characterise 
it into groups, so we are comparing like-with-like, that is figurative against figu-
rative etc. Finally, we end up with various groups of works, which are the best 
in each category, and hopefully the best representatives of contemporary practice. 
We then arrange them in a sequence, a narrative along the sculpture trail. Each 
work has a stylistic friend and the next friend relates to another work further 
along the trail, so an experiential story unfolds. It is like a jigsaw puzzle matching 
various works together. You cannot just throw works in together in some sort of 
vague postmodern term or it will be a jumble. The fundamental test of a good 
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exhibition is when you walk through, it seems so logical that you are not aware 
of the arrangement of works. It does not look crowded because the works are not 
fighting each other. When you walk into an exhibition and say, “It must have been 
hard to put this show together,” or “There are so many works,” essentially it is a bad 
show, because you are conscious of the selection and not the works.

And afterwards, you select some pieces for your permanent collection.

Well, as noted, the McClelland Sculpture Award is acquisitive. Because we, 
the McClelland team, select the works, we have an external independent judge 
making the final selection for the awards. This year 2014, the judge is Liz Kreijn 
from the Kröller-Müller Museum in the Netherlands. In previous years, we have 
had Peter Murray, Director of Yorkshire Sculpture Park, UK, and various direc-
tors of Australian state galleries. They choose the work they consider the best 
in that year’s exhibition and this sculpture enters the McClelland collection.

The acquisition of other works depends on donations: a patron coming along 
and saying “Would you like this work? I will buy it for you and give it to you,” 
or a generous donation from a participating artist. So, in a sense the collection 
develops through serendipity, where things just happen. We do not have a hand-
some acquisitions budget where we can systematically purchase works. However, 
as we have made a strong curatorial selection at the beginning of the process it 
is always gratifying to receive additional acquisitions from the Sculpture Survey.

And are artists keen to approach you and enquire if the gallery would like 
their work in its collection, because they perceive it as prestigious?

Some do. In Australia artists are reticent to offer works to a gallery or a museum, 
perhaps because it could be perceived as self-promotion. Most of the acqui-
sitions come from gallery-initiated acquisitions and sometimes other external 
sources and donors, rather than from the artists.

You said that the sculpture survey is national. Do you not accept international 
applications?

We do. By and large, the problem is both freight costs and value of the award, 
which although significant in Australian terms is not sufficient to attract leading 
international artists. The focus remains Australia although we have included 
some artists from Austria and Poland, and many from New Zealand.

Do you have any sort of partnerships or links to other museums, cooperation 
in organising exhibitions?

Yes, we develop a network with other public galleries when touring exhi-
bitions. Touring helps to defray some of the costs of mounting exhibitions 
through grants and fees, and also contributes to ensuring a wider audience for 
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the project. It is important to note that McClelland was established by the Estate 
of the McClelland family, which stipulated in the will that admission fee could 
not be charged, so entry to the McClelland Sculpture Survey in particular and 
McClelland in general is completely free. Our activities are thus dependent on 
wider philanthropic support and so charging for a big-selling blockbuster exhi-
bition is outside our charter.

Do you think the public here is interested in sculpture?

Yes, simply put, and I quote the statistics. McClelland attracts over 120,000 visi-
tors a year, last year [2013] we had over 150,000. This is very impressive in terms 
of regional and metropolitan galleries, and it shows that the public does like 
sculpture, and particularly in the unique natural environment of McClelland.

Well, it is not only sculpture. One can actually spend a day in beautiful natural 
surroundings, having a picnic and a rest. Is this leisure experience somehow 
important to you as well?

The unique quality that McClelland has to offer is its combination of art and 
nature. This combination of sculptures in the park, the beautiful bush landscape 
and lake, the ongoing programme of art exhibitions, education and public activ-
ities, the community guilds, the shop and gallery café/restaurant means that you 
can easily spend a very enjoyable day at McClelland.

When I was approaching the gallery from Frankston, I was passing the bridge 
over the highway and I noticed a big sculpture, similar to the one you have 
in the park.

Yes, that is ours, it is part of the McClelland collection. One of the things 
McClelland does, because we have an entrepreneurial spirit, is to act as consultant 
to the Southern Way corporation, the organisation that built the Peninsular-Link 
freeway. In discussion with Southern Way, who was involved in a competitive 
tendering process for the awarding of the contract to build the freeway and its 
management for a 25-year period, I developed a fine art brief for them to include 
sculptures along the highway. And one of the things I suggested was to also have 
a scheme for regularly replacing the sculptures, to keep the public constantly 
engaged. The final proposal was for two sites on which we would alternate new 
works every two years over the 25-year period. Consequently, there are now two 
sites on either side of the road: one seen approaching McClelland and the other 
when leaving McClelland.

The way it works is that Southern Way gives a donation to McClelland of 
$300,000 AUD for a sculpture commission, entailing 14 over the 25-year man-
agement period, plus a biennial management fee. McClelland then commissions 
a sculpture for its permanent collection that it lends to Southern Way for display 
on the highway for the two-year period.
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The first work commissioned was Phil Price’s Tree of Life and it will be 
the first to move to McClelland for permanent display in the grounds as part 
of the McClelland collection. The second commissioned sculpture was Dean 
Colls’ Rex Australis: The King is Dead, Long Live the King, and the third was 
Gregor Kregar’s Reflective Lullaby. The success of this innovative partnership 
of the Southern Way/McClelland Commissions programme was recognised 
with the Creative Partnerships Australia Award, for the best art/business inno-
vative partnership in 2014.

So, when a sculpture is replaced, it goes to the park?

Yes. What we want to do with the Southern Way/McClelland Sculpture Com-
missions is to create a regional focus on sculpture. So, when you are driving 
to Frankston and see a number of public sculptures you say, “Oh, McClelland 
must be nearby!” We want to create a culture tourism hub. What is good for 
Frankston in that sense, is good for McClelland; and what is good for McClel-
land is good for Frankston. So, it is a community cultural campaign to make 
the Frankston/Langwarrin area quite special.

14th January 2015
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IAN POTTER MUSEUM OF ART,  
MELBOURNE

location: Melbourne, Victoria
status: public
established and opened in 1972; since 1998 in a new building
first name: University Art Gallery
designed by Nonda Katsilidis

The Ian Potter Museum of Art is the largest university-based art museum in Aus-
tralia. It was founded in 1972 to house, display, and develop the art collection 
that was already in the possession of the University of Melbourne. The first art-
work came into its collection in 1881. Since then its collecting has been chaotic, 
based on gifts and donations, without any structure or consistent vision. More-
over, the collection has not had one permanent home, being dispersed in vari-
ous departments across the campus (Menz, 2012, p. 10). The establishment of 
the gallery did not mean that all university art holdings automatically entered its 
collection – they are still in the possession of various university units, including 
the Print Collection, which is held in the Baillieu Library (Menz, 2012, p. 12).

In the beginning the University Art Gallery was located in the John Medley 
Building, and in 1975 it was moved to the Old Physics building. In 1989 the Ian 
Potter Gallery and Art Conservation Centre was opened in the Physics Annexe, 
and finally, in 1998, all its activities were united in the newly built Ian Potter 
Museum of Art, also on the campus but facing the main Swanston Street. The mu-
seum was designed by Nonda Katsilidis, who had previously designed the ex-
tension for the Bendigo Art Gallery, and much later created the Museum of Old 
and New Art in Hobart. In 2004, due to the opening of the Centre for Cultural 
Materials Conservation, the conservation services were removed from the mu-
seum. The museum has three floors for exhibitions with a total floor space of 
900 m2, plus the top floor which is given over to office space.

The collection encompasses 14,000 works. It spans the vast period from 
the Neo lithic period to contemporary art, and its central focus lies in Australian 
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art since the 19th century. Its growth has mostly been thanks to donations 
of artworks or funds enabling it to acquire art (Menz, 2012, p. 13). There 
are eleven collections incorporated in the museum’s holdings. A substantial 
early donation was made by Dr Samuel Arthur Ewing in 1938 – he gave 
59 works by Australian artists dating from the 1860s to 1940. The extensive 
collection assembled by Sir Russell and Lady Grimwade, which came into 
the university’s possession in 1972, documents “the exploration, settlement 
and development of Australia as a nation, and the growth of Melbourne as 
a city” (The Russell & Mab Grimwade…, online) and encompasses art, artistic 
objects, and documents ranging from the period of early European settlement 
in Australia to 1950. In 1971 and 1980 the university received donations 
from the Ludwig Hirschfeld Mack Collection encompassing over 600 works 
by this founding member of Bauhaus. The Leonhard Adam Collection, do-
nated in 1946, includes works by Australian Indigenous artists. There are also 
two works in the collection that are permanently installed in the building: 
the stained-glass Leckie window (1935) in the staircase and Cultural rubble 
(1993) by Christine O’Loughlin, incorpo rated into the façade.

The collection of the gallery is widely used in its temporary exhibitions pro-
gramme – there are fourteen exhibitions presented every year – but there is no 
permanent display of the collection.

The university context is central to the Ian Potter Museum activities – its 
collection is largely seen as a resource for teaching and learning. The vision of 
the museum contributes directly to the University of Melbourne’s research and 
teaching activities, to enrich the student experience and to enhance the cultural 
life of the campus and the general community.

The museum is named in honour of Sir Ian Potter in recognition of the sub-
stantial support that the Ian Potter Foundation offered over many years.

11.1. Interview with Kelly Gellatly

Kelly Gellatly has been the Director of the Ian Potter Museum of Art at 
the University of Melbourne since 2013.

Over the four years of Kelly’s appointment the Potter has seen major organi-
sational change, increased its public profile, and witnessed a significant 
growth in visitors from within the University community and wider public, 
including, in 2016, over 8,000 students involved in direct curriculum en-
gagement at the museum through its exhibitions and programmes.

Prior to the Potter, Kelly was Curator of Contemporary Art at the National Gal-
lery of Victoria, Melbourne (2003–2013). She curated numerous exhibitions, 
including the NGV’s major surveys of the work of Rosalie Gascoigne (2008) 
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and Gordon Bennett (2007), and large scale collaborative projects such as 
2006 Contemporary Commonwealth and 2004: Australian Culture Now. She pre-
viously held curatorial positions at Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne 
and the National Gallery of Australia, Canberra.

The Ian Potter Museum of Art is the most prominent university museum 
in Australia. You operate in a city that is particularly strong in the field of 
art collecting and exhibiting. How do you build your identity among so many 
other museums and galleries?

I have been at the Potter for four years now and I inherited a museum that 
already had quite a strong identity. The most important thing when I arrived 
was to build audiences. We needed to reconnect with the artistic and aca-
demic community, as well as the broader public. People were very supportive 
in the community when I announced I would take over as director, but some 
had not been to the museum for quite a long time. For me that was a motivating 
impulse. In the end, it always comes back to your programming; to the kind of 
exhibitions that you do, and these are the things that differentiate you from what 
your colleagues in other institutions are doing.

What was exciting for me in the university context, having come from 
a state government context, was the ability to tap into that academic com-
munity. Central to my ambitions in building our profile was to interrogate 
the programme – its rigour and point of difference; to determine what a uni-
versity art museum can and should be, and how our context differentiated us 
as a public museum from any other in Melbourne or around Australia. We 
can bring an academic rigour and a sense of scholarship to everything we do. 
It is important for me, and for the curators, that this is at the heart of both our 
exhibitions and public programmes. I would hope that we are increasingly 
being known as having a distinctive voice and that we are brave in what we do. 
Sometimes taking up a particular topic may mean not attracting large audi-
ences – it may be challenging, but that is okay for us.

Compared to a number of university art museums around the country, the art 
collection of the University of Melbourne is quite vast, at 14,000 objects, and 
spans Antiquity to contemporary art. The collection remains at the heart of our 
programming. We have made a commitment that if we do historical shows, they 
need to have contemporary links. We are looking at them from our 21st-century 
perspective and thinking about the parallels, and the way they communicate 
to audiences now, not just presenting a snapshot of a certain place and time.
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You have an experience of working in other major art museums in Victoria 
and outside. I wonder, in what way an exhibition devoted to the same subject 
may be different say in the NGV and in the Ian Potter Museum?

In some ways, it comes down to resources. My colleagues in the National Gallery 
of Victoria can spend a lot more on their programmes and they can promote 
them in an extraordinary way. It is certainly not just the NGV, a number of state 
gallery directors within Australia and also internationally, discuss both the pleas-
ures and challenges of blockbuster exhibitions. We do not have to do that here 
and we could not do that here. It is a constant challenge for institutions to re-
source those exhibitions and then to drive the audiences. The positive thing 
about blockbuster exhibitions is that they attract very large audiences, and other 
exhibitions that are on at that time, and the collection displays, only benefit 
from those audiences. That is just another world for us; we are a much smaller 
organisation. You could come to the Potter, spend an afternoon and see four 
exhibitions as they unfold across the building, whereas in other institutions that 
afternoon would be just one show. Our spaces are much smaller and the shows 
have to be tight. You need to be certain that every object in the exhibition is 
working hard to convey whatever the exhibition is about.

What is your position among other university museums? How are you different?

The University of Sydney is probably our closest parallel in terms of collection 
depth. They are currently working to bring all of their cultural collections into 
one museum. Melbourne is a very different model. I am the director of the Art 
Museums and we are custodians of the University Art Collection, but there are 
over thirty other cultural collections on the campus. We have access to them 
and can draw on them for our exhibitions, and we certainly do. But they are 
not under our remit. Other university art museums may be focused more on 
contemporary practice. We take the breadth of the collection as a starting point 
for our programming. Across the year we can have shows that take in Classics 
and Archaeology, possibly some aspects of European art from time to time, his-
torical Australian art, through to the latest of contemporary practice both from 
Australia and internationally. I suppose it is that breadth that is the main point 
of difference. A great thing about being a university art museum, and it is also 
true for my colleagues around the country, is that they are all quite agile.

How has the museum been changing over the years? How different is it now 
compared to the time when it was opened?

The University Art Gallery was established in 1972 and we claim that as 
a part of our history. The museum moved around campus to different spaces 
until 1998 when the Ian Potter Museum of Art was built. The inaugural di-
rector was Frances Lindsay who subsequently became the deputy director of 
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the NGV. The director after that was Dr Chris McAuliffe, an academic, who 
headed the museum for twelve years before my arrival. I think the program-
ming of those two directors was quite different. But also, the landscape around 
the Potter changed in that time. When it opened in 1998, and I remember it as 
a Melburnian at that stage, it really did make a huge impact. Its programmes were 
very well-attended, there was a real buzz around the institution. The museum 
was closed for a while in 2005 for major infrastructure work, and I think it really 
had an impact on both the profile of the museum and its attendance. Also in this 
period the NGV reopened. With those two enormous museums, the National 
Gallery of Australia and NGV International, the landscape changed dramatical-
ly. You can see across the history of the institution a pattern of all of the directors 
thinking very carefully about bringing their own inflection to the museum, but 
equally about the environment they were operating in at that time.

What are your current challenges and aims then?

Money is always a challenge, even though, given our funding we do very well 
with our exhibition programme. We are very well supported by the university 
in terms of our staff, wages, infrastructure and the resources needed to run 
the building. But with the ambition of our programme comes the necessity 
of fundraising. Timelines – that sounds incredibly inane, but being small, one of 
the great things that we have is flexibility in our exhibition programming – we 
can change our minds and react and do things quite quickly. Over the time 
I have been here, achieving a schedule that is further than twelve months out 
has been a major undertaking. It is a constant push and pull: the ability of what 
you can do with a small team. So you have that flexibility, but also the challenge 
that it creates for long-term planning, because you do not have the opportunity 
to call on another curator from a pool of curators who might work on only one 
show for three years. Our curators would be working on four or five shows over 
that three-year period.

What are the specific features of your collection?

The university collection is a fabulous resource and one of our aims in the future 
is to build an understanding of its depth and breadth by colleagues in other in-
stitutions, so that it is increasingly seen in external exhibition contexts, but also 
within the general public. There is quite a lot of work to be done. Perhaps not sur-
prising for a university, a lot of major holdings in the collection, or major bodies 
of work that make up that broader collection, have been gifts. Just to name a few, 
there is the Russell and Mab Grimwade “Miegunyah” Collection, that has major 
holdings of material from early Australian history, specifically the development 
of Melbourne as a city, very important colonial holdings. We are only now just 
starting to think about ongoing publishing projects that mean that the collec-
tion and the knowledge around it circulates. We have a fantastic collection of 
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international Indigenous material assembled by Leonhard Adam. Huge hold-
ings of Ludwig Hirschfeld Mack were also a donation. We have a Classics and 
Archaeology Collection which primarily serves as a teaching collection. In some 
ways, the relationships between key individuals and the University of Melbourne 
have been central to the development of our collection. It can now be considered 
a collection in its own right, thanks to its scale and quality, regardless of those 
individual hearts. Benefactors consider donating because of the riches of that 
collection, not necessarily because of their personal connection to the univer-
sity. Also, I think the teaching context is very important to people who think 
about donating and deciding where they might place their works. Because we 
do have an active programme where we are constantly using the collection as 
a resource to teach the curriculum across the faculties, not just in Art History 
or Curating. You may be an Engineering student, and it is very likely that some 
aspect of your education will take place at the Potter. We have a lot of work to do 
in terms of communicating this; it is an attractive proposition. There is under-
standably a kind of fear or anxiety that donated work might go into storage 
and not be seen in a collection display or broader curatorial context for twenty 
years or so. The teaching context is important and we are quite unique around 
Australia when it comes to using the collection in this way within the context of 
a university education.

Can you tell me more about using the collection for teaching? How does it 
work exactly? Are there students coming to have classes at your exhibitions, 
or is there more to it, like access to the storage?

It is an aspect of both. We have a curatorial unit here, effectively two people, called 
“Academic Programmes”. It was established in 2010, based primarily on what has 
been going on at Harvard and Yale. Their job is to connect with academics across 
the university and facilitate access to the collection and to our exhibitions for 
teaching purposes. The University of Melbourne now has a broad undergradu-
ate degree structure and then a graduate school where you specialise. What this 
means in terms of the Potter’s Academic Programmes, especially undergraduate 
teaching, is that we are working with almost every faculty on campus, using 
the collection as our resource. For example, we have a very successful programme 
with Medicine and Special Needs Dentistry where we use works from the collec-
tion, primarily figurative, narrative-based works, for students to look at, study, 
and develop, through improving their visual literacy, a sense of empathy for their 
practice as future doctors or dentists. It is something they would possibly not have 
access to without the art collection. It is really opening up new possibilities. That 
is just one of many examples. It is also about us retaining a broader understanding 
of the work within an art historical context, but not being tied up as for those 
groups this is not necessarily central to their understanding of the works and how 
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they will access and use them. So we need to be quite fluid and responsive to how 
a mathematics class might be able to use the work.

Is there a facilitator or educator who runs a class in the framework of this 
programme or you would rather encourage teachers to work with museum 
resources themselves?

It depends on the relationship between our staff and the academic. Some aca-
demics are very happy to be self-directed and we are simply facilitating access, 
whereas for others it is more of a coaching model where the Academic Pro-
grammes curator will teach alongside them. Sometimes it is a combination of 
both, where we might have our Academic Programmes curator or the curator 
of the exhibition come and do an overview and then that group will spend 
the rest of their time exploring whatever they want. It really is dependent on 
what the academic wants to achieve with the collection. We are employing much 
more traditional ways of teaching as well: providing masterclasses for example, 
for students who are interested in learning about specific aspects of art history 
that they might not be getting in their broader course work.

Do you also engage the academic community to cooperate with you on pro-
gramming?

Certainly in delivery of our public programmes – providing lectures, partici-
pating in symposiums and the like. We do co-curate with academics, and this 
is something we are trying to embed more and more into our programmes. 
The biggest challenge, however, is the timelines. We are running on a seasonal 
or festival timeline – we will be doing four or five shows a year, and our aca-
demic colleagues are generally working much slower, as they are working and 
researching over a number of years. Our ambition is to build a perception of 
the museum as a vital resource for the university community. And as we work 
more and more in that space, we see the fruits of that in having more academics 
who want to work closer with us, which is really rewarding.

Does one have to be an art historian to cooperate with the museum?

Absolutely not. I have had conversations with science communicators who would 
like to do an exhibition on the impact of maths on certain aspects of art practice, 
or economists interested in doing an exhibition on the nature of the art market. 
It does not mean we always achieve it, but we are very open to working with all 
academics, regardless of their discipline. We have got an exhibition coming up 
at the moment called EXIT arriving from the Cartier Foundation in Paris. It 
is a 360-degree data visualisation. An exhibition like that is absolutely perfect 
for a university context. It immediately brings in climate science experts, stat-
isticians, people dealing with big data. The work discusses a number of major 
themes that are looking broadly at the impact of climate change, rising sea 
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levels, population shifts and major migrations around the globe. This provides 
an important academic platform for all those disciplines.

Concerning the exhibitions that you prepare, not the ones that arrive to the mu-
seum, are they always based on the collection?

No. We try to include our collection within our curated exhibitions as much as 
possible, and the interesting way to do that is to think of the ideas broadly and 
see if the collection fits, rather than following the model where in one place 
there is a collection exhibition, and somewhere else in the museum there is a cu-
rated temporary exhibition without the collection in it. I am more interested 
in breaking down the notion of collection and non-collection shows, and just 
see the collection as a fabulous resource that we can draw on regardless of what 
we are doing. As a result, sometimes there are shows that represent it extensively 
and there are other exhibitions where there might only be a few objects.

In 2014 Michael Buxton donated his collection to the University of Melbourne 
with the purpose of creating a new museum, Buxton Contemporary. How will 
the opening of this museum change your position?

I will be the director of both and effectively the staff of the Potter will work across 
both institutions. I suppose the Potter and Buxton Contemporary will become 
siblings at the University of Melbourne, because they will have different iden-
tities and different programmes. The Potter remains the Potter and the Buxton 
Contemporary will be a unique museum. We are thinking very carefully about 
the differences between their identities. Central to the identity of Buxton Contem-
porary is of course the collection. Michael Buxton has donated the Michael Bux-
ton Collection, which is an extraordinary collection of contemporary Australian 
and New Zealand work. It is a springboard for the programming of the museum; 
it is not that we can only show the collection within the museum, we can explore 
a multitude of different possibilities, so it is actually quite open-ended.

Are there any similarities between both collections?

I think it is fair to say that the university collection has not been particularly 
strong in contemporary practice. Our foundation collections include Australian 
art, and the Vizard Foundation Collection of the 1990s has been on a long-
term loan to the university for a number of years and focuses on work from 
that decade. As a result, the Vizard Collection has been strongly associated 
with the Potter’s programming since then. After that period, however, it has not 
been possible to substantially build the contemporary collection. The Michael 
Buxton Collection completely transforms that. It sets up a philosophy that we 
will continue to follow in developing that collection. The key to that philoso-
phy is collecting fewer artists in-depth. Unlike many state collections that have 
the responsibility to represent contemporary practice as broadly and possible, 
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there has been a select number of artists, whose careers have been followed for 
a number of years. This makes it very personal, but it also offers a very interest-
ing opportunity for us in terms of the collection’s future development. As for 
the Michael Buxton Collection, we will continue to consider the work of the art-
ists represented in it on their merit and we will continue to acquire works over 
the years. We also have the opportunity to continue to collect contemporary 
art for the University Art Collection more broadly, outside of the parameters 
of the Michael Buxton Collection (which will be a “Named Collection” within 
the University Art Collection) and its specific remit.

There are other contemporary Australian art collections in the area, apart 
from the NGV, the Lyons collection for instance. Is the Buxton Collection dif-
ferent from those other collections of Australian art? Does it have a particular 
identity?

The identity really comes back to the benefactor and donor. What was interesting 
about Michael’s development of the collection was that it was always perceived 
as “museum quality” and as a result, he had an advisory board from the time of 
establishment of the collection who recommended both the artists who were 
represented and the acquisitions. It has a very considered collection focus. 
This is not to say that the Lyon Housemuseum, for example, is not considered 
in its collecting; it just reflects those owners and their interests. The great oppor-
tunity for us, I think, is that we are not aiming to just repeatedly tell the story of 
the collection and its development, but we are thinking of it as a platform that 
allows us to keep it contemporary and relevant; to constantly move it, and bring 
new research to it, rather than looking at it as a specific moment in time when it 
was donated to the University of Melbourne by the collector. It would be worthy, 
but far less interesting. So the framework around it is both very generous and 
very exciting. It has always been important to Michael that it remains contem-
porary and continues to constantly assess itself.

To keep the collection contemporary you will constantly need to develop it by 
acquiring new works. Is there a special fund for that?

We are working on the acquisitions fund at the moment. There is certainly an 
understanding that the collection will continue to grow. At the moment, our big 
focus is building and opening the museum.

What is the timeframe for the project?

If all continues on schedule, we will be opening towards the end of the year 
[2017].
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Concerning the building, was there a competition for the architecture or did 
you select the architect yourselves?

There was no competition, it was discussed with Michael Buxton at the time 
when the relationship with the university was established. Interestingly, it is 
done by Fender Katsalidis Architects who were the architects of the Potter, so 
there is very nice symmetry there. Fender Katsalidis have also recently worked 
on Mona.

6th February 2015 and 3rd April 2017
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12 

HEIDE MUSEUM OF MODERN ART, 
MELBOURNE

location: Melbourne, Victoria
status: public
established and opened in 1981
first name: Heide Park and Art Gallery (until 1993)
conceived by John and Sunday Reed
designed by David McGlashan (Heide II), Andrew Andersons (Heide III, 
1993), O’Connor + Houle (Heide III redevelopment, 2005–2006)

The museum is located on 6.8 hectares of land in suburban Melbourne, in cul-
tivated parkland along the Yarra River. Heide Museum of Modern Art19 was es-
tablished on the property of John and Sunday Reed, which they sold to the state 
of Victoria with the purpose of establishing a public museum. The museum was 
first opened in the Heide II building, while the couple continued to live on site 
in Heide I until they both died a month after the opening. The museum’s core 
collection constitutes works purchased from and bequeathed by the Reeds. In 
the following years the Heide Collection has grown to number over 3000 works 
in 2017. It is accompanied by the Heide Archive, which comprises ephemeral 
material from artists with a strong connection to Heide. The Museum holds and 
exhibits Australian modern and contemporary art, including seminal works by 
leading figures of Australian modernism, particularly by members of the Angry 
Penguin group. The legend of the Reeds and their bohemian lifestyle is as much 
part of the essence of the museum as the art presented within it.

The museum encompasses three gallery buildings, each of which marks 
a different period in the development of the property, and a park with numerous 
gardens adjoining the houses. Heide I and Heide II are two residential buildings 

19 Heide is an abbreviation of Heidelberg – the name of the local district, now the name of 
the suburb on the opposite bank of Yarra River. It has artistic connotations. It is where the Heidelberg 
School artists, also known as the Australian Impressionists, painted en plein air in the 1890s.
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where John and Sunday Reed spent their life, while Heide III, the Sidney Myer 
Education Centre and the Heide Cafe were added after the property became 
a public museum.

John and Sunday Reed settled in Heide in 1935. They both came from 
well-established families, but decided to escape their former way of life and run 
a sustainable farm life instead. For thirty years they lived in the Heide I house, 
which they had renovated in French provincial style, and cultivated the land-
scape of what had been a rundown dairy farm. In 1963 they commissioned 
David McGlashan, a Melbourne-based architect from the firm McGlashan and 
Everist, to design their second house in the Heide grounds. In their guidelines 
for a building the Reeds requested “a romantic building, ageless in the sense of 
avoiding architectural fashion, and with a sense of mystery,” as well as “a quality 
of space and natural light appropriate to a gallery” (Goad, 2012, p. 59). The build-
ing was conceived to be “a gallery that could be lived in, as opposed to a house 
receptive to the display of art works” (Goad, 2012, p. 59). The architects said: 
“we conceived the building itself as a sculpture set in a garden, in some ways 
reminiscent of a maze” (Goad, 2012, p. 59).

Landscape and nature played central role to the Reeds. It was noted that their 
“real living place (…) was beyond the house: they played and worked in the gar-
dens (…) By the early 1960s, they began placing sculpture in the garden, extend-
ing their occupation of it as a dwelling place” (Penn, 2007).

The Reeds are known as great patrons of the arts, however, as Lesley Harding 
has noted, they did not like this word and they saw themselves as the “fellow 
travellers with the artists” (Wild Things, 2016). They supported artists who 
became regular residents of the family house, observing how it was made, col-
lecting and promoting it. Harding describes the artistic inclination of the Reeds:

Sunday really thrived on being close to the making of art. (…) She tried her own hand at 
painting but she was incredibly dissatisfied with what she could turn out. She thought of 
herself as insufficiently talented. But the next best thing is to be standing next to the artists 
when they are making their magic. As well as having an eye for abiding genius, she also 
guided the artists that she really liked and supported. The artists were very much welcomed 
into the family, the Heide haven if you like. There was kind of familiar atmosphere. It was 
very strictly invitation only. (Wild Things, 2016)

Heide is often referred to as a hub for avant-garde artists and the Reeds as 
major contributors to the development of Australian modernism. They “sup-
ported innovation and radical gestures in contemporary art, promoting and 
encouraging artists who developed new ways of making and thinking about 
art” (“The Heide collection,” 2011). They helped launch the careers of Arthur 
Boyd, Joy Hester, Sidney Nolan, John Perceval, Albert Tucker and Danila 
Vassilieff who are now considered major figures of Australian art. The estate, as 
described in The Australian, became “a honey pot and a gilded trap for a cast of 
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talented free-thinking artists, writers, designers, musicians and assorted intel-
lectuals” (Anderson, 2015).

In the late 1970s John and Sunday Reed began negotiations with the State 
Government of Victoria to sell most of the property and part of their collection 
for the establishment of a pubic museum. It was eventually sold in July 1980 and 
the museum opened its doors in November 1981. Reeds also bequeathed a sig-
nificant remaining part of their collection to the new museum.

When Heide was already operating as a museum, the third building was add-
ed – purpose-built gallery wing designed by Andrew Andersons and known as 
Heide III. It was opened in 1993, and was further redeveloped in 2005–2006 by 
O’Connor + Houle to house the Albert & Barbara Tucker Gallery. In 2005 also 
the Sidney Myer Education Centre was completed, also designed by O’Connor + 
Houle.

The Heide Museum core collection encompasses works acquired by John 
and Sunday Reed. They collected artists who were their contemporaries and 
represented older and younger generation. In 1980 the Victorian State Govern-
ment purchased 112 works from the Reeds. The collection grew in the following 
years by bequest of John and Sunday Reed (a further 388 works), the Baillieu 
Myer Collection of the 1980s, the Museum of Modern Art and Design Collec-
tion (John Reed’s unsuccessful endeavour), the Albert & Barbara Tucker Gift, 
and the Barrett Reid Bequest (a friend of the Reeds).

The collection of Heide has always had a contemporary character. Sue 
Cramer has written that “the courageous embrace of the ‘art of the day’ across 
successive decades had been fundamental to Heide from the time when John 
and Sunday Reed began collecting” (Cramer, 2011, p. 47). The collection 
continues to be developed through gifts and purchases that “bring the muse-
um’s holdings up to date” (Cramer, 2011, p. 47).

The Heide collection is presented in temporary exhibitions, alongside 
a contemporary exhibition programme that is realised mostly in the Heide III 
galleries. The garden grounds are also used to exhibit both permanent and tem-
porary artworks. Numerous sculptures in the garden were donated to Heide, 
and two artist gardens have been commissioned (by Lauren Berko witz and 
Fiona Hall).

The lives of John and Sydney Reed as well as the history of Heide and Heide 
circle have been widely researched and studied, with major publications written 
by the Heide Museum curators, Lesley Harding and Kendrah Morgan, including 
the double biography Modern Love: The Lives of John & Sunday Reed (2015).
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12.1. Interview with Linda Michael

Linda Michael joined Heide Museum of Modern Art as Deputy Director/Senior 
Curator in 2008. She has undertaken numerous projects both nationally and 
internationally, curating exhibitions including Fiona Hall: Wrong Way Time 
(Australian Pavilion, Venice Biennale, 2015) and Patricia Piccinini: We Are 
Family (Australian Pavilion, Venice Biennale and Hara Museum, Tokyo 2003), 
and was the Australian Commissioner for Song of the Earth (Fridericianum, 
Kassel, Germany 2000). She curated the first two Primavera exhibitions at 
the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney in 1992 and 1993.

Prior to joining Heide, Linda worked as an independent curator and editor, and 
was senior curator at the MCA (1989–2000) and Monash University Museum 
of Art (MUMA, 2001–2003). She has worked closely with museum collections 
at Heide, MUMA and the MCA. Linda also works as a specialist editor for art 
museums and publishers across Australia.

How do you perceive the role of the Heide Museum of Modern Art among other 
museums in Melbourne, and also wider in Victoria and in Australia?

Heide has a unique place within Australian museums because of its integral 
place in the development of an important strand of Australian modernist art. It 
began in the 1930s as the private property of Sunday and John Reed, art patrons 
who for decades supported – at a time when no one else did – some of the mod-
ernist artists who have since become canonical within Australian art, including 
Sidney Nolan, Joy Hester, Danila Vassilieff, John Perceval, Arthur Boyd, and Joy 
Hester. The Reeds opened their home to these and many other artists, helped 
them financially, and purchased their works, at a time when the state galleries 
did not. They lived at Heide until 1981, when they sold Heide II and the sur-
rounding property, and part of their art collection, to the state government, with 
the intention that it be opened as a public museum. Their home Heide II had 
been designed from its inception to be “a gallery to live in”.

John Reed had made several visionary attempts to create a museum of mod-
ern art in Melbourne. Inspired by New York’s MoMA, he founded the Museum 
of Modern Art and Design in the late 1950s. Though he developed an art collec-
tion for this museum, his various attempts to find it a physical home failed, and 
ultimately Heide became the repository for that collection, and the Reed’s insti-
tutional legacy.

Heide is thought of fondly within the Australian imagination. Not solely 
for art reasons nor just within the art world, but because the Reeds nurtured 
a cultural milieu and way of living that has inspired various publications, from 
the letters between Joy Hester and Sunday Reed, and an account of the romance 
of Sunday Reed and Sidney Nolan, to thinly disguised novel based on the Heide 
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story, to a forthcoming double biography of the Reeds.20 Their bohemian life 
is intriguing to a lot of people, and their complicated relationships – with nu-
merous infidelities, triangular relationships, and personal tragedies – continue 
to fascinate the general public.

Good material for a movie.

Plenty. In fact there have been a number of attempts to make a film based on 
their history and that will no doubt happen one day. But if that was all there 
was, it would not be interesting. It is John and Sunday’s genuine love of art and 
their huge support of artists – and writers and architects – that made their lives 
signifi cant, and their cultivation of an environment responsive to ideas more 
broadly, whether they related to sustainable living or horticulture – you could 
say that the Heide property and its residences amounted to a creative achieve-
ment in itself. All of this has been well documented in a number of recent books 
by Heide curators Lesley Harding and Kendrah Morgan, such as Sunday’s Gar-
den and Sunday’s Kitchen.

Heide is most significant because of its role in the history of the development 
of a figurative, nationally focused modernism in the 1940s, through the Reeds’ 
patronage of the Angry Penguins, a group of artists including Sidney Nolan, John 
Perceval, Albert Tucker, Danila Vassilieff and Joy Hester. However, the Reeds 
collected more broadly and their collection reflects developments in art as well 
as the varied activities of the Contemporary Art Society and the Museum of 
Modern Art and Design. In the 1970s their collecting drew on the influence 
of their artist and gallerist son Sweeney Reed, whose particular interest was 
concrete poetry.

It appears to be a bit like a celebrity circle and estate that has fuelled public 
imagination.

That is part of the story, but Heide’s past is not enough to sustain it as a living 
museum. While various aspects of its history anchor Heide in the public imagi-
nation, it is the way that the museum brings this into the present that keeps 
the place – and the art – alive and attracts new audiences. The art of Nolan, 
Tucker and others is shown in the context of the present, so that we are always 
revising the art history, making new discoveries and connections.

Our contemporary art exhibition programme can be interpreted as an exten-
sion of the Reed’s strong support of the contemporary art of their time. It is an 
important part of Heide’s current identity, as it always has been.

20 Respectively: Dear Sun: The Letters of Joy Hester and Sunday Reed, Janine Burke (ed.), Port 
Melbourne, Vic.: William Heinemann Australia, 1995; Janine Burke, The Heart Garden: Sunday Reed 
and Heide, Milsons Point, NSW: Knopf, 2004; Alex Miller, Autumn Laing, Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
2011; and Lesley Harding and Kendrah Morgan, Modern Love: The Lives of John and Sunday Reed, 
Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Publishing, 2015.
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Is there a museum, in or outside Australia, that you would say has a similar 
character to Heide?

Not in Australia, given Heide’s very particular history, as well as its character as 
a modern and contemporary art museum set within a sculpture park. However, 
internationally there would parallel models: for example, the Guggenheim Mu-
seum in Venice is similar because the museum is in Peggy Guggenheim’s home, 
part of which is a sculpture garden, and has a collection developed from her 
lifetime of supporting modern artists. I have heard of, though not yet visited, 
other museums of a similar character, for example Fondation Maeght near Nice, 
France. And of course there are many sculpture parks.

Did the Reeds have any particular source of inspiration when they were 
thinking about this place?

Yes, Sunday loved the French-provincial style and before they moved into 
Heide I they removed the colonial verandas of the house and added a portico 
to the front door so it looked more like a French farmhouse. Heide’s kitchen 
gardens were modelled on both English cottage gardens and southern French 
potagers, with roses, herbs and fragrant plants among the vegetables and garlic 
running through the beds. Sunday was influenced by other gardens too, includ-
ing her father’s, and in the 1950s was keen on Vita Sackville West’s books on 
gardening at Sissinghurst. John’s family home near Launceston in Tasmania was 
a model for the idea of having a productive garden supplying the household, and 
for the parkland ambience that he achieved at Heide through planting exotic 
species across the property. John and Sunday also valued on the idea of the sim-
ple, sustainable life as expressed in various “back to the land” movements.

And inspiration concerning its model of functioning, that it was a house filled 
with art and artists who worked here?

I am sure that John and Sunday would have thought of Heide’s communal 
lifestyle as something that evolved organically rather than self-consciously or 
based on a model, even though their peers noted similarities with Ottoline Mor-
rell’s country home Garsington, as well as her affairs and patronage of artists 
and writers. The Reeds’ pursuit of “patriotism of place” is more significant – 
they wanted to foster a home-grown Australian culture that was internationally 
informed, and this idea was behind their invitation to artists, writers and musi-
cians to visit or stay at Heide and make it a creative hub.

Heide Museum has been functioning for over thirty years now.

Yes, now over thirty-five, as the property was purchased in 1981. The modern-
ist Heide II building was initially the only gallery, with exhibition spaces added 
in 1993 and 2006 in a new purpose-built gallery Heide III. The original farmhouse 
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and grounds of Heide I became part of the museum a few years after the death of 
Barrett Reid in 1995, and is now used for displays drawn from the collection.

How has the museum been changing over the years in terms of collection?

The collection has developed primarily through gifts. There have been numerous 
donations – of art works and occasionally funds to purchase or commission – 
which have allowed the museum to build upon the foundational collection of 
the Reeds. These include substantial gifts from people closely associated with 
Heide: for example, the art collection of poet Barrett Reid, who had been grant-
ed lifetime tenancy of Heide I by the Reeds, and the Albert & Barbara Tucker 
Gift, a major donation of Tucker’s paintings, photographs, library and archive 
and works by other artists in the Heide circle.

In recent years we have focused on developing the Heide Archive, which holds 
artefacts and archival material – notebooks, photographs, diaries, etc. – from art-
ists closely related with Heide’s history, including Mike Brown, Joy Hester & Gray 
Smith, Danila Vassilieff, Erica McGilchrist and others – material that can be used 
in exhibitions and which will form the heart of a future research centre.

The Baillieu Myer Collection of the 1980s was donated in 1992, with addi-
tions made in later years. It is the basis of our contemporary collection, which 
is now our main focus for acquisitions. This has been expanded through gifts 
from many individuals, including many artists, and often in response to Heide 
exhibitions. From 2011 we had a rare opportunity to purchase contemporary 
works as part of a three-year funding partnership with the Truby & Florence 
Williams Charitable Trust, managed by ANZ Trustees.

What is the character of the contemporary collection?

Because of the way it is acquired, it is selective rather than comprehensive in re-
lation to contemporary Australian practice, varied, and difficult to characterise 
as a whole. However, many works are made by artists responding to modernism. 
Some respond directly to aspects of Heide’s environment or history – for exam-
ple Siri Hayes’s works incorporating fabric dyed with Heide plants, or Callum 
Morton’s 1:1 model of the Heide II fireplace, or Peter Tyndall’s riffs on Sidney 
Nolan’s Ned Kelly. Concrete poetry is an area of focus, starting with the work of 
Sweeney Reed and most recently added to with a suite of text-based works by 
Aleks Danko, and we are keen to develop this collection further.

The museum is not only the buildings, it also has an outdoor part which is 
filled with sculptures.

Yes, it is a beautiful park. While we are seeking funds to develop it to its full 
potential, we have made the most of opportunities to do so at relatively low 
cost, by giving space for sculptures that need a new home. The Museum of 
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Contemporary Art in Sydney, for example, commissions a sculpture for its roof 
terrace which is then displayed for only three years. The first of these was Hany 
Armanious’s Fountain, which we initially borrowed to give it a space where 
the public could continue to see it – the garden setting really suited the sculp-
ture, which has subsequently been donated by the artist. Similarly, Sherman 
Contemporary commissioned an architect to design a small pavilion annually, 
one of which was Andrew Burns’ Crescent House, a welcome addition to our 
park after its showing finished in Sydney.

What is the key for exhibitions? Are exhibited artists represented in the col-
lection?

We aim for a balance between modern and contemporary exhibitions, hon-
ouring Heide’s past but interpreting it in new ways and continuing to support 
the experimental art of our time. We have presented a number of exhibitions 
showing how modernist movements have influenced, and been transformed by, 
artists up to the present and across cultures, for example Cubism and Australian 
Art [2009/2010], or the forthcoming Call of the Avant Garde: Constructivism 
and Australian Art [2017].

Heide’s exhibitions may be drawn from the collection, from outside sources, 
or both. In recent years we have used Heide I and Heide II – the two domestic 
spaces – for curated exhibitions from the Heide Collection, while our major ex-
hibitions are presented in Heide III, and draw from multiple sources including 
museum collections and artists’ studios. The Albert & Barbara Tucker Gallery 
is dedicated to showing works by Albert Tucker, either solo or presented within 
a broader context.

While our programme is focused on Australian art, we also regularly curate 
international exhibitions. Of the more recent, Louise Bourgeios: Late Works 
[2012/2013], was accompanied by a second exhibition exploring her influ-
ence on contemporary Australian artists; and Making Modernism [2016/2017] 
showed the paintings of Georgia O’Keeffe alongside those of her Australian 
contemporaries Grace Cossington Smith and Margaret Preston.

In 2008 we began a series of mid-career survey exhibitions, as these did not 
feature in the programmes of the state or university galleries in Melbourne at 
the time. We have also had regular project exhibitions for about 11 years – most 
often featuring an artist who has not yet shown in a museum.

Is there any part of the museum with permanent exhibition?

No, all our exhibitions are temporary, though we have just begun a semi-perma-
nent display in Heide I called Making History, which focuses on Heide’s history 
and in which only two or three rooms are changed regularly to focus on a differ-
ent artist or aspect of the collection.
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On the one hand Heide holds an exceptional collection that can partly be 
viewed at temporary exhibitions, right next to contemporary art exhibitions; 
so art in general on one side. On the other there is the whole estate with its 
architecture, landscape, kitchen garden. Do you keep the place as it was at 
the time of Reeds, or you alter the space for the new purposes of the museum?

Heide is a living museum that is at the same time a heritage property, and we 
work on balancing the needs of both. Much of the garden was planted or designed 
by the Reeds and is conserved and tended as such, but additions have also been 
made, including two artist gardens and a new Indigenous conservation zone, 
and landscaping around the new café and car park. The Heide I kitchen garden 
changes seasonally but is maintained in the spirit of the Reeds, to supply pro-
duce for use by the museum café. Heide I is not presented as a house museum 
or historical artefact, though in both houses, labels with photographs and text 
describe how the spaces were used at the time of the Reeds. With the addition 
of bespoke furniture designed by architect David McGlashan, Heide II might 
be described as a house museum, as it was always intended to be an art gallery. 
Both houses are registered heritage properties so alterations to their spaces are 
not appropriate.

The estate of Heide was also a place where art was being made. Has this 
tradition been kept in any way? Perhaps not in the form of artists living 
in the museum, but working on long-term projects?

Not yet, though many artists working on exhibitions at Heide have spent a long 
time here. For instance, Natasha Johns-Messenger’s exhibition was site-deter-
mined, and she made her installations and took her photographs and film at 
Heide. Several artists have used plants from Heide to dye fabric used in their 
artworks. It may be that in the future we can offer a place for artists to work, it is 
certainly an idea that has potential.

Do you collaborate with other museums?

We are keen collaborators, particularly with interstate or overseas institutions. 
Heide curator Lesley Harding has collaborated with Glenn Barkley from 
the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney, on Ken Whisson: As If [2012], 
Gunter Christmann [2014] and Aleks Danko: My fellow AUS-TRA-ALIENS 
[2015/2016] – each of which was shown in both museums. We had previously 
taken a Simryn Gill show from the MCA, changing it for a Melbourne show-
ing. We also collaborated closely with the Art Gallery of NSW and the Georgia 
O’Keeffe Museum in the development of Making Modernism. Such co-pro-
ductions reduce costs associated with international exhibitions for all venues, 
and allow audiences in different states to access work that may rarely be shown 
in Australia.
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Is the museum funded by the state budget?

Yes, Creative Victoria provides over a third of Heide’s funding, around 39 per 
cent this year. We raise the remainder from commercial operations (admission 
fees, Heide Store, Heide café, licence fees) and development (donations, part-
nerships, sponsorship).

Heide is located far outside the centre of Melbourne. One needs to drive by 
car or take a train and then a bus. Without a car one really needs to want 
to visit a museum because coming here, seeing the museum and coming back 
takes a day. Do you consider this distance an advantage or an obstacle?

The distance is an advantage in that it feels like a secluded haven once you get 
here, because of its beautiful natural environment and its relative lack of hustle 
and bustle. Part of Heide’s enduring charm is its location on the river where you 
can have a picnic and children can run around freely. Though it seems at healthy 
distance from the city, it is only a 20–25 minute drive.

But without a car it is difficult, particularly for tourists, and the public trans-
port is not well co-ordinated. We have considered various options, for instance 
a bus service from Federation Square to Heide and TarraWarra Museum of 
Art a day or two a week, but they have proved too expensive. We are currently 
involved in negotiations that are likely to significantly improve transport to Hei-
de in the long term.

I believe that a shuttle bus to Heide and TarraWarra should also be in the in-
terest of the city to encourage people to explore not only the city centre, but 
also the outskirts.

Yes, that is true and a good case for public subsidy of a shuttle bus.

Both Heide and TarraWarra museums have strong collections of modern art. 
Is there any link between the TarraWarra Museum and you?

Not a formal one yet, though there are many professional and personal links 
between the two museums. We have similar character, showing exhibitions that 
span modern and contemporary art, in museums within lovely natural environ-
ments and various offerings, the kind of place people enjoy on a day out.

Who do you particularly address your programmes to?

It depends on the programme. We have the classic artist and curator talks, and 
sometimes a number of people discussing an exhibition – these attract an art-
aware audience, often including students. Heide’s gardeners, volunteer guides and 
visiting speakers lead programmes across a range of subjects – from the history 
of the gardens to growing roses to bird watching. The audiences are as varied as 
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the subjects. We devise many art-making workshops relating to our exhibitions, 
and these are popular with both children and adults.

Sometimes we invite a speaker well known to the general public, for instance 
a comedian or a fashion designer, to give a talk about an exhibition they connect 
to in a surprising or interesting way, and they will draw a larger, new audience 
into the galleries.

We offer tours and workshops for schoolchildren and training for teachers. 
We have introduced an American teaching method called Visual Thinking Strat-
egies, which encourages students to discuss art based on what they can see and 
to make confident connections to works of art – in the process developing skills 
they can transfer to other subjects.

Some of the schools we engage with regularly are close to Heide, but we 
do attract school groups from all over Melbourne. Other public activities, such 
as the Heide Makers’ Market, appeal most strongly to people from the local 
vicinity.

Heide is functioning within a wider context of museums. The number of 
modern and contemporary art spaces seems to be much smaller in Austra-
lia than in many European countries. Although Victoria is exceptional as it 
has the greatest number of art spaces. In other states there are just single in-
stitutions. Do you think the reason is that there is not much interest in art of 
the 20th and 21st century?

I do not think that characterisation is entirely accurate, as even in one of 
the smaller cities such as Hobart and Adelaide, there are numerous contempo-
rary art spaces, assuming you take into account those ranging from artist-run 
spaces to university museums to the state galleries – and even the newly 
flourishing private museums, many of which focus on contemporary art. Also 
there is a strong culture of dealer galleries in Australia, though they do tend 
to be concentrated in Sydney and Melbourne.

Sydney is more active in contemporary art than it might appear, though its 
university museums have not been as prominent as those in Melbourne (this 
may change with a major museum opening at the University of Sydney and 
a well-funded revamp of the collection at the University of New South Wales). 
The Art Gallery of New South Wales has strongly supported contemporary 
art for many years, partly due to its participation in the longstanding Biennale 
of Sydney (an institution in itself) and perhaps also in response to the success of 
the Museum of Contemporary Art, now twenty-five years old.

In the early 1990s there were efforts to gain political support for a museum 
of contemporary art in Melbourne, but they were not successful. For that matter 
John Reed did not succeed in the 1960s when he wanted to start a Museum of 
Modern Art and Design. I do not think it is to do with lack of public interest, but 
with a malaise within Australian political culture that has a long history, related 
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to a lack of confidence in the inherent value of art and a resistance to creative 
experiment – combined with a weak philanthropic culture.

And how do you perceive public interest?

I think it remarkably strong given that malaise. Art is something that deserves 
to be supported through the education system rather than pushed aside so that 
people come to perceive art as irrelevant or intimidating. Almost all young 
children respond with enthusiasm and curiosity to art of all kinds – it is a good 
thing to foster.

13th January 201521

21 Several additions were made by Linda Michael during revisions in early 2017.



205Linden New Art, Melbourne

13 

LINDEN NEW ART, MELBOURNE

location: Melbourne, Victoria
status: public
established and opened in 1984
previous names: Linden Gallery, Linden Arts Centre & Gallery, Linden 
Centre of Contemporary Arts
adapted building

Linden New Art is a centre for contemporary art operating in St Kilda, 
a seafront district of Melbourne. It occupies a Victorian mansion which was 
built for Moritz Michaelis, a German entrepreneur who emigrated to Australia 
in 1853 and became a pioneer of the glue industry in Australia. His successful 
businesses allowed him to build a comfortable house. In 1870 he commissioned 
local architect A.F. Kursteiner to design an eighteen-room mansion, and the then 
curator of the Royal Botanic Gardens, William Guilfoyle, to design his garden. 
The house was built between 1855 and 1885. Michaelis called it Linden, which 
means “lime tree” in German. His family occupied the house until 1957, when 
it was sold and adapted for use as a hotel. It served this function (under several 
proprietors) until 1972. In the meantime, in 1959, it was heritage listed. Finally, 
in 1983 it was purchased by the St Kilda City Council for use as an art gallery for 
the community (Peterson, 2005).

In 1984 the Linden Gallery was opened to participate in the St Kilda Festival, 
and two years later the building was thoroughly renovated. In 2017 it closed 
again for major upgrading works and moved for a year to a temporary location 
in The Domain, South Yarra, the former site of the Australian Centre for Con-
temporary Art.

The gallery organises a series of temporary exhibitions, public programmes 
for adults and children, and artists’ residencies.

The building and land is owned by St Kilda City Council and the gallery is 
run by Linden New Art Inc., an independent incorporated management board. 
Funding is largely provided by the council.
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13.1. Interview with Melinda Martin and Edwina Bolger

Melinda Martin joined the team at Linden as Director in 2012. Prior to join-
ing Linden, she was the Manager of National Programs and Services at 
the Australia Business Arts Foundation (now Creative Partnerships Australia) 
and oversaw their professional development and philanthropic programmes. 
Melinda has also worked as the Gallery Manager at Anna Schwartz Gallery, Pro-
gram Manager at Monash Gallery of Art, Studio Manager for Australian artist 
John Young and Research Assistant to Dr Chris McAuliffe at the University of 
Melbourne. She holds a Master of Fine Art & Cinema Studies from the Uni-
versity of Melbourne, a Post-Graduate Certificate in Museum Studies from 
Deakin University and a Bachelor of Arts (Hons) in Fine Art and Criminol ogy 
from the University of Melbourne. Melinda is the Vice President of the Public 
Galleries Association of Victoria’s Board.

Edwina Bolger joined the team as the acting Curator at Linden in 2013 
and was appointed to the role in 2014. She project manages the exhibi-
tion programme. Edwina has extensive experience working in both the com-
mercial and public gallery spheres. She has been both Senior Curator and 
then Co-Director of Dianne Tanzer Gallery in Melbourne. Edwina has also 
worked for Craft Victoria, Alcaston Gallery and Christine Abrahams Gallery. 
Edwina holds Bachelor of Arts Hons in Fine Art & Classical Studies from 
the University of Melbourne, a Postgraduate Diploma in Curatorial/Muse-
um Studies from the University of Melbourne and a Diploma of Education 
(Second ary) from RMIT. Edwina is currently an approved valuer for the Com-
monwealth Government’s Cultural Gifts Program.

What is the origin of the Linden New Art22?

Melinda Martin: The building that Linden operates out of was originally a fam-
ily home built in the late 1850s for a German-Austrian-Jewish émigré who came 
to Australia and made his fortune in the gold rush. The house stayed within 
the family until it was sold in the 1950s. It became a private hotel, known as Lin-
den Court. In the 1980s the local government council purchased the property, 
saving it from developers. The local council spent about three years renovating 
the building and turned it into a contemporary art gallery for the local commu-
nity. From 1986 it has been running as a contemporary art space.

In early 1980s numerous artists lived in St Kilda and its vicinity, many mu-
sicians and painters. It was a sort of a melting pot of ideas that created a strong 
Australian voice. This is where the Linden sat – as a cultural hub. As the suburb 
of St Kilda has become gentrified, the gallery began to change as well. Originally 

22 Linden Centre for Contemporary Arts at the time of the interview.
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there were many artists living in the community. As the gentrification begun 
to occur, people began to move closer into the city centre and a lot of people 
came in and bought properties closer to the city centre of Melbourne. As 
the property market began to change, artists were forced out. And now many 
professionals live in the area.
Edwina Bolger: It has become more gentrified.
MM: So our programme has been changing. It used to be about supporting local 
artists, because there were many contemporary artists living in the area. Now we 
are showing artists who are ten to fifteen years out of art school. So we are rather 
looking at mid-career artists and presenting more solo shows.
EB: And we are not so much focused on presenting work made by artists living 
in St Kilda anymore, which is where the exhibition programme originally lay.
MM: The focus of our gallery is to show new contemporary art that has not been 
seen before.

When did this change take place?

EB: That has been a gradual change over the last thirty years, so there would not 
be any demarcation. The last ten years have seen a more apparent gentrification 
of St Kilda. The whole area has changed and people living in it have changed. Be-
cause Linden was owned by the council we used to be called the community arts. 
Then other words and other ways appeared to describe the council’s relationship 
with art. It was not so much a community hub or community arts programme 
that they were running, but they would be calling for proposal-based work and 
work a bit like an artist-run space.

Who is then the main target of your programmes?

MM: Because of our location near the beach in the summer period we have 
a lot of overseas tourists, Australian tourists from inter-state, as well as from 
regional Victoria. Programme at this time of the year is very much geared to-
wards showing people a snapshot of Australian art. We try to use work that is 
actually quite strong in terms of Australian content, but also appealing and of 
high quality. Some people come and they think contemporary art is rubbish, 
they do not like it at all. So we try to have a conversation with those people who 
might see the skill in the work. Also work that is on display communicates about 
socio-political issues that are happening in Australia today. So we are interested 
in that kind of a conversation. At the moment we are aiming predominantly at 
the tourists, and we are running a school holiday programme. We have many 
young families in the community, they are also a part of our audience at this 
time of the year. We are open late one night a week, until 8 pm on Wednesdays. 
The research shows that it is time when people try to catch up with their friends, 
when they are not too busy or not too tired as they are at the end of the week. We 
are looking at creating a whole series of programmes around that Wednesday 
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night. In different times of the year with different shows we have particular 
audiences that we might target. Our next show will be the Linden Art Prize. 
That is the prize we award to an artist who has recently finished postgraduate 
study. That programme helps us connect with the artists who are emerging out 
of university into professional practice. We do a number of public programmes 
that engage with that particular audience, for example a commercial gallery di-
rector with an artist that is represented by this gallery come and talk about their 
experience of managing that relationship. We also might have an event that links 
new artists with collectors, so they can actually see artists graduating from art 
schools and get to know the ideas behind their works.

How do you select artists and themes for your exhibitions?

EB: We have six to eight exhibitions a year. In the past there was a strong leaning 
towards proposal-based programmes. Three times a year we would put on an 
exhibition where we called for proposals. There were usually 80 to 120 propos-
als, and we had three to four artists per show. They were loosely curated and 
not necessarily with a strong theme running through, it was more about group-
ing artists together that could create something coherent. There were a few 
mid-career artists, but on the whole it was a younger bunch of artists. We would 
often invite curators to come up with an entire exhibition. We have always had 
a very successful exhibition that would involve the whole of the community, lo-
cally but also more broadly, in Melbourne and even interstate, that is the Linden 
Postcard Show. It is an open prize to anyone, an amateur or a professional artist, 
to put in a work of a certain size. And we would hang all of them.

It sounds like a good opportunity to engage people in your programme.

EB: It is one of Linden’s most popular events. I think that comes from the fact that 
it is an open prize. Everyone can enter, whether you are an artist or not. There is 
no judgement made, we just get people involved. Everybody can feel connected.
MM: I think it is one of those exhibitions where visitors really feel that they can 
talk about what they like and what they do not like. Sometimes people come 
into a contemporary art space thinking: “I don’t get it. I don’t understand. But 
I’m too scared to ask a question. It might be too silly.”
EB: It is very approachable.
MM: That show gives people confidence to approach and ask questions. For 
us it is a challenge how to use that spirit of wanting to ask questions and being 
engaged, and carry that forward to the rest of our programme.

You have some Indigenous exhibitions in your portfolio. Why did you decide 
to make separate Indigenous exhibitions?

EB: St Kilda and the area have a strong history of Aboriginal settlement. For 
the council it is very important that we engage really closely with the community 
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through art culture. So we get a lot of support from the council in order to bring 
us together. I have been here to do two exhibitions and in those cases we asked 
an Indigenous professional curator or an artist who also curates to put together 
a show. They have chosen a theme and a group of artists.

Are you funded by the council?

MM: About 60 per cent of our funding comes from the City of Port Philips, 
the local government authority. We receive other funding from Creative Victoria, 
which is the state government funding. We also receive funding from philan-
thropic foundations, individual donors and generate our own income through 
ticket sales to public programmes or entries into prizes from artists. We have 
quite diverse income mix in terms of income model sustainability. That allows us 
to spend money to help artists to put on great shows. Because that is, at the end 
of the day, what we really want. We want great shows that people come to see.
EB: And we want to support living contemporary artists. It is the key focus for 
us. We need to find ways to ensure we can fund that.

The gallery occupies the ground floor. Are there offices and studios on the first 
floor?

MM: We have three studios. Two at the moment are taken up for the Linden Art 
Prize, which we started in 2014 to support postgraduate students. They are just 
about to finish their first year here and have a mentoring programme as well. 
So those two studios will turn over. We also have a local St Kilda artist who hires 
the third studio. We have worked with the local St Kilda council to look at who 
is interested in having a space in the local area. That is one of the programmes 
that we want to continue because we think that is really important to give people 
space to create art.
EB: And we have an art room downstairs which we rent at a reduced rate to art-
ists who want to teach classes. We have got a number of artists who run life 
drawing classes or do painting classes for members of the local community.

How do you see the Linden Art Centre among other galleries and art spaces 
in Melbourne? In what ways are you different? In what ways are you similar?

MM: We are in the process of changing at the moment. We were always a space 
that was somewhere between an artist-run-space and a community gallery 
so that people would come here from an art school and have their first show 
in a self-managed space. Now we are more of a public art gallery that presents 
contemporary art, so we have a more sustainable funding over a longer period of 
time than we would have before. We really want to be one of the leading contem-
porary spaces in the country and we are working hard toward that goal. We are 
not necessarily interested in showing the history of contemporary artists’ prac-
tice, we are interested in what they are making now. Sometimes we might have 
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a couple of older pieces to give context, but mostly it is a completely new body 
of works. Sometimes artists get to experiment. Perhaps if they had a commercial 
gallery representation, the commercial gallery dealer could say: “I don’t think 
I’m going to show that, because it is really different from your other work,” but 
we give them a place to test things out in a public space.

Do you collaborate with museums and other art institutions?

MM: The current show by Alex Seton called Last Resort runs across two spac-
es in Melbourne, us and the McClelland Gallery and Sculpture Park. We have 
created the catalogue together and we have joint funding from a philanthropic 
foundation.

How did it happen that you made it together?

EB: We contacted the artist first to say that we would be interested in working 
with him. He told us that he was really interested in doing a show with us, but 
he was already working with McClelland. As they had confirmed with him first, 
we rang McClelland and said: “Look, we don’t want to step on your toes, if you’re 
doing a show, we’ll wait, we’ll work with another artist and we’ll work with Alex 
a little bit later.” And they said: “No, that could be really good for us. Let’s think 
about working together and maybe we could apply for some funding together.” 
So it was about two organisations being quite open to conversation. And it 
worked really well. There are many benefits to the collaboration. For example 
because they specialise in sculpture, for us it meant that we could borrow plinths 
to carry the marble sculptures that we did not have.
MM: And it works both ways. Of course we are smaller, but we introduce new 
audiences to them. And they introduce new audiences to us. You have got limit-
ed funds, limited time and limited staff to carry everything off. It is great to have 
a team to work with.
EB: We were able to put together a video interview with an artist, which we 
shared across both venues.
MM: We also work with a number of other arts organisations. It might be, for 
example, the Melbourne Chamber Orchestra. Last year we had two performances 
of the orchestra in the gallery space. We actually had a different audience attend 
in the contemporary art space. It was a different way of engaging people.
EB: We also did that with our Indigenous show Outlaws, which was a satellite 
programme for the Melbourne Art Fair. It was the first time that they included 
satellite programming and that was really exciting. We also collaborate with 
the National Gallery of Victoria with the children school holiday programmes – 
we are a satellite venue to run some of their programmes.
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You run those programmes for the NGV?

EB: It is a collaboration to extend their reach to a much broader community. 
They put the programme in various galleries within Victoria.

How would you describe the interest of the public in contemporary art in Mel-
bourne?

MM: Getting the younger audience involved, pre-school and primary school 
children, is not hard. Numerous activities are well supported, either free or small 
fee-based. The drop-off comes in the teenage years. We are trying to attract them 
to gallery space to see art first hand rather than just by doing it with the school. 
It is hard, because it no longer means motivating the parents to bring their kids 
along, but actually motivating children to bring themselves. You need to have 
a programme that gets them excited, engaged. We have not done a lot in this 
area; we are focused more on the younger age group. We are starting to offer 
still life drawing classes that happen here in the gallery space. Children would 
come with their easels and pencils and use them in the gallery space, inspired by 
the exhibition. We hope that for a number of exhibitions we can run something 
like that to give hands-on experience that school kids cannot get at school. They 
get more familiar with the space. When they start young and feel comfortable, 
we hope to get them back when they are a bit older. We hope that they will really 
become interested in art.

How would you describe the panorama of art institutions in Melbourne?

MM: It is interesting now that the NGV is having much bigger focus on contem-
porary art than it did before. It is great, because the more people are interested 
in contemporary art, the better it is for every contemporary art organisation.
EB: There have always been fantastic commercial art galleries in Melbourne, 
but only a select group of people would ever go there. The NGV can put on Mel-
bourne Now and attract everybody in. Then you might get some of those people 
saying to themselves: “Oh gosh, maybe I’ll go and visit.” This will not happen, 
unless you have a premier institution pushing and leading a way.
MM: I think it is also important that a lot of spaces now are looking not just at 
contemporary art, but also at its interrelationship with design, with craft mak-
ing, with a whole range of activities. If audiences do not support people making 
that work, if we do not visit their shows or if we do not buy their works, then 
we do not support living artists. If they cannot sustain a living, they either go 
to other countries or they disappear. So it is really important that it becomes 
a part of the conversation.

19th January 2015
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MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART,  
SYDNEY

MCA
location: Sydney, New South Wales
status: not-for-profit organisation
established in 1989
opened in 1991, 2012 (a new wing)
designed by William Henry Withers (the adapted Maritime Services Board) 
and Sam Marshall (the new wing)

The Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney is the only independent museum 
in Australia devoted solely to contemporary art. It was opened in 1991 in its pres-
tigious Circular Quay location with spectacular views to the Sydney Opera House, 
the Harbour Bridge, and historic area of The Rocks. This site is of special signifi-
cance to Australian history, marking as it does the place of the first encounter 
between Europeans and Indigenous peoples: it was the landing point of the First 
Fleet, the flotilla of eleven ships that carried convicts and soldiers from Britain 
to Australia in 1788 (History of the MCA site, online). The museum occupies 
the former building of the Maritime Services Board, designed by William Henry 
Withers in 1939–1940 (opened in 1952) in the art déco style. It superseded on 
that site the Commissariat Store, which had administered supplies for the convicts 
and soldiers. In 1989 the Government of New South Wales offered the building 
to the University of Sydney to house its Power Collection of Contemporary Art.

The MCA was established thank to a generous bequest of John Power to the Uni-
versity of Sydney. A graduate of the University of Sydney and a practicing doctor, 
Power left Australia for London, where he abandoned medicine in favour of art. 
He became an artist fascinated with cubism, an art collector, and a theoretician. He 
never returned to Australia. At the outbreak of the World War II he wrote his will, 
leaving a major bequest to the university. He died in 1943 but the bequest only 
became effective in 1962, the year following the death of his wife. The money was 
to be used by the university to establish a Faculty of Fine Arts
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(…) to make available to the people of Australia the latest ideas and theories in the plastic 
arts by means of lectures and teaching and by the purchase of the most recent contempo-
rary art of the world and by the creation of schools lecture halls museums and other places 
for the purpose of such lectures and teaching and of suitably housing the works purchased 
so as to bring the people of Australia in more direct touch with the latest art developments 
in other countries. (1939 Will of John Power, quoted after Murphy, 1993, p. 37)

In 1965 the University Senate approved the establishment of the Power In-
stitute of Contemporary Art, which was to comprise the Power Gallery of Con-
temporary Art, the Department of Fine Art, and the Power Research Library of 
Contemporary Art. Its acquisitions policy was based on the White Report (1964) 
prepared by John White, director of the Whitworth Art Gallery at the University 
of Manchester. This stated that the focus of collecting should be non-Australian 
contemporary art, and that Australian works should be bought only occasion-
ally and for their “exceptional relevance” (Murphy, 1993, p. 93) to the foreign 
art collection. Importantly for MCA’s future geography of interests, the report 
suggested that acknowledgement of art of the Asia-Pacific region be a guiding 
principle: “Given Australia’s geographical situation, the arts of the Pacific and 
Far East should not be ignored or underrated either in their primitive or their 
modern aspects. The contemporary art of Japan, to take one example, is as vital 
as that of America or Western Europe” (Murphy, 1993, p. 95).

The collection was formed in 1967–1989 and encompasses 3,060 works. It 
comprises kinetic work from the 1960s and 1970s, Op Art, Pop Art, Minimalist 
works, performance pieces and more recent works from the 1980s, works by John 
Power (1,103 paintings, oil sketches and drawings), the Ramingining Collection 
of Aboriginal Art (276 bark paintings and wood-carved sculptural and function-
al objects from the Arnhem Land specifically commissioned for an exhibition at 
the Power Gallery of Contemporary Art in 1984), and the Arnott’s Biscuits Col-
lection of Aboriginal Bark Paintings (JW Power Collection, online; Aboriginal 
Art Collections, online). The museum was established in 1989 and since then it 
has managed the JW Power Collection on behalf of the university. The MCA has 
also been developing its own collection since 1989. It has over 4,000 works by 
Australian artists, including works by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art-
ists (MCA Collection, online). In 2003 the museum adopted a new Collection 
Policy, with four priority areas:

1) Major work from the past ten years but with a focus on more recent works
2)  Work by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists, reflecting the diverse nature of 

contemporary practice
3)  Work by young Australian artists who have exhibited in the MCA’s annual Primavera 

exhibition
4) Work for the MCA’s Contemporary Art Archive. (Macgregor, 2012, p. 16)
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The MCA has the status of a not-for-profit organisation. Until 1999 the Power 
Bequest was the main source of its funding. In 2001 this was superseded by 
the New South Wales Government and the Australia Council as key stakeholders. 
Nevertheless, 70 per cent of its income is raised from additional sources.

When the museum opened it had four floors of the former Maritime Services 
Board building at its disposal and in 1998 the remaining two were offered to it. 
In 2002 the process of expanding the MCA began, and 2012 saw the opening of 
the new MCA, with a modern extension designed by Sam Marshall. The build-
ing was first and foremost intended as a solution to the museum’s problems with 
access and circulation (especially to provide a visible and welcoming entrance), 
and space, and not to compete architecturally with buildings in its vicinity. Ar-
chitectural critics did not refrain from bitter judgements of the extension, e.g. 
“Marshall’s architecture is neither sympathetic nor overbearing. It is a knuckle, 
which makes an injured finger useful” (Miller, 2012). One floor in the newly 
redeveloped building is dedicated to the collection and a new National Centre 
for Creative Learning.

The MCA is one of the key partners of the Biennale of Sydney. Of its tempo-
rary exhibitions, Primavera has been organised annually since 1992 and presents 
works of Australian artists in the early stages of their career, aged 35 or under. In 
2017 the MCA, in collaboration with the Art Gallery of New South Wales and 
Carriageworks, initiated a major exhibition series, The National: New Australian 
Art, to be held in three parts, the subsequent ones in 2019 and 2021, across three 
venues, with the aim of offering a major overview of contemporary Australian art.

The MCA is also dedicated to realisation of art projects outside the building 
to ensure wider participation and engagement of audiences in the arts by ad-
dressing social and community issues across Greater Sydney. The Programme 
C3West, run since 2006 in collaboration with Campbelltown Arts Centre, 
Casula Powerhouse and Pernith Performing & Visual Arts, engages artists with 
businesses and communities (Macgregor, 2012, p. 20).

14.1. Interview with Elizabeth Ann Macgregor

Director of the Museum of Contemporary Art. Elizabeth Ann Macgregor was 
born in Dundee, Scotland, in 1958. She began her career as Curator/Driver 
of the Scottish Arts Council’s Travelling Gallery, taking exhibitions on board 
a converted bus all over Scotland. This experience informed what has become 
the driving force of her career – making contemporary art accessible to a wider 
audience. In 1989 she was appointed Director of Ikon Gallery, one of 
the UK’s leading contemporary art galleries. A decade later, she found herself 
on the other side of the world as Director of the Museum of Contemporary Art 
in Sydney. Elizabeth Ann has helped develop the MCA’s national profile by 
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featuring exhibitions from overseas as well as major exhibitions promoting 
Australian artists.

This is your 18th year as director of the Museum of Contemporary Art. How 
has it been evolving during your directorship?

It has been through a number of different phases. The first one was rescue, because 
it had financial difficulties due to a change in the funding model. It was original-
ly part of the university, but the University of Sydney did not want to continue 
funding it, so it had a severe funding crisis. We had to resolve that and build new 
philanthropy and sponsorship, and get additional government funding. That was 
tied up with rebranding of the museum to make it more accessible and engaging 
the broader audience. It had a reputation, I think wrongly, for being elitist, which 
was a very negative way of attacking it. That was the beginning phase. Then we 
went through a phase of consolidation when we built up all programmes with 
a big focus on education and outreach, again with the aim of encouraging people 
from all backgrounds to come and see contemporary art. Then our visitor num-
bers begun to grow quite substantially and we had to think about the building, 
because the visitor facilities were not adequate. We went into a building develop-
ment phase and we reopened the expanded museum in 2012. Since then it has 
been continuing to build a reputation for excellence and for access to excellence. 
Last year we had a record attendance of 1.2 million visitors.

If you were to compare the MCA to other major museums of contemporary 
art in the world, is it any different?

I think there are many similarities, particularly with American museums; the Mu-
seum of Contemporary Art in San Diego, Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, 
and the medium-scale museums are very similar, except that in most cases they 
have much broader remit, so they are not just contemporary. When you look at 
Europe, it is very different again. There is exhibition focus rather than collections 
focus around contemporary art institutions. It is quite difficult to find an exact 
parallel. We like to be cheeky and think of ourselves being like the Tate, but of 
course we are much smaller. I think we have a similar ethos to the Tate in that we 
are very much focusing on contemporary art, but also bringing in audiences and 
having a lot of emphasis on education and learning.

Artists have a central place in the philosophy of the MCA. Can you elaborate 
on that concept?

It is challenging for museums. My background was in the exhibition space 
in the UK, not in a collection institution. I was used to artists having a very 
strong relationship with curators in terms of displaying their work. In an insti-
tution where you have conservation, registration and all other layers, I think it is 
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very important to continue to have an ethos of developing a relationship directly 
with the artist. We do that in a number of ways. One is through exhibitions obvi-
ously, where we work very hard to fulfil the artists’ ambitions. We try not to say 
“no”. Sometimes we have to, but we try to do everything we can in the spirit of 
“Let’s try and do it.” We also employ artists in the institution. For example, all 
our education staff members are artists. I think it brings creativity into the heart 
of the museum. So we are not training teachers, but actually we are training 
artists to teach. Most of them are part-time, so the rest of the time they often do 
their own work. We also have a team of front of house staff speaking to the pub-
lic, who are artists. And almost all of our install crew are artists as well. We are 
a huge employer of artists so I think it makes us very conscious to be aware of 
what it is that they can give to society.

Is this approach unique or are there museums of contemporary art that work 
with the artists in a similar manner?

I am sure there are. Much bigger one, SFMOMA [San Francisco Museum of 
Modern Art] for example, and smaller ones, like the Hammer Museum in Los 
Angeles. I think that one is closest to us in that it works directly with artists. It 
is harder with big institutions, because inevitably they are more bureaucratic, 
they have more regulations. For smaller institution it is much easier to be more 
artist-focused.

The MCA in Sydney is the only independent museum of contemporary art 
in Australia. However, contemporary art is an important component of col-
lections, displays and exhibition programmes of all state galleries, starting 
with GOMA in Brisbane, which is located in a separate building. How does 
the MCA’s collection situate among other museum collections in Australia? In 
what way is it different?

For the last fifteen years our focus has been entirely on Australian art, and very 
much on recent work. That means that our collection will never be encyclopae-
dic. We would not look at an artist and say, “We do not have a work of his or hers 
from thirty years ago, so we should go and find one.” We believe that the money 
we have is to support what artists are doing now and in the recent past. We do 
not buy on the secondary market, at auctions or from collectors, we only buy 
from the artists and their primary dealers. We are looking at the role the MCA 
plays and how we contribute to the ecology of the city and the country by mak-
ing sure that all the money we spend on the acquisitions supports the artists and 
their dealers. That makes us a little different from other institutions. It is also 
quite challenging for curators, because they like to build encyclopaedic collec-
tions. But we are not an organisation with a huge budget, so to focus on what is 
happening today is, I think, very important.
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When you buy contemporary art, it is contemporary today, tomorrow it will 
be historical. So whether you intend it or not, you build a historical collection.

That is a very big issue. It is something the Board is often looking at. Obvi-
ously we do not start deaccessioning when an artist dies, that would be in-
appropriate. Yet, inevitably our collection becomes historical over time. We 
were started by the University of Sydney and we still look after what is called 
the Power Collection, which goes back to the beginning of the last century. 
We very rarely show it, as we are focused on the last twenty to thirty years. We 
are negotiating with the University a return of the collection, so their art his-
tory department can access it and use it more as a teaching collection. We are 
very conscious of these issues. Additionally, we do not acquire hundreds of 
works every year, we try to have the amount of acquisitions keep pace with 
how much money we have to look after it and make sure the things get exhib-
ited. I do not see a point in huge expansion if you are not showing things, if 
they just end up in storage.

It basically means that the expansion of space, the new extension, was not 
made to accommodate the historical collection on permanent display?

For the first time we created a new floor for exhibition space dedicated to the col-
lection, but for the most part works come from the last twenty, thirty years, it is 
not a historical collection. In that I see the role of the state institutions, which 
have much bigger resources and capacity to put things in a historical context. 
We believe in putting things alongside each other about the contemporary art of 
today. In that sense the MCA really complements, for example, the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales. We are very different institutions, they also have a con-
temporary focus but theirs is with a historical framework, and ours is with 
a contemporary one.

How do you shape the exhibitions programme?

Again we are different from other institutions. We do not have a head list 
of the artists that we are working through. I believe it is very important 
to back the curators who come to the table with the artists they are passionate 
about. That is why it is important to have different viewpoints around the table. 
I do not believe there should be just one focus, particularly in a contemporary 
art museum. The best exhibitions are the ones where you can see a great work-
ing relationship between a passionate curator and an artist. That is the driving 
force. When artists ask me about our criteria, I tell them it is a curatorial 
passion. There may be many good artists who will not get shown because there 
is simply no one on the staff at the moment to say, “I want to put my hand up 
for this one.”
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The collection is focused on Australian art. Is it the same with the exhibitions?

No. Concerning the exhibiting programme, as I said, there is the curatorial pas-
sion, but then of course we have to look at it over the three-year programme and 
balance it with bringing international artists. We want to put Australian artists 
alongside their international peers, and we do that through the exhibition pro-
gramme. It may be a group of thematic exhibitions, such as the recent Telling Tales: 
Excursions in Narrative Form [2016], curated by Rachel Kent, in which artists 
from around the world dealt with a narrative, and obviously included Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander, and other Australian artists. We also have solo pro-
jects. We just finished a major Tatsuo Miyajima exhibition. Every summer we try 
to do a major exhibition of an artist whose appeal, we hope, will extend beyond 
the art world and attract a broader audience. Then we do the smaller scale shows 
of international artists. I often joke that when you are putting together a really 
great meal, you want to have different ingredients and balance them with each 
other, so that over the course of time you actually have a wonderful experience. 
That is also what we say to the audience: “You may not like everything you see 
in the museum, but over time you will build a picture of a range of different kinds 
of artistic practice, and hopefully some things you will engage more than others.”

Can you comment on the growing focus on contemporary art in Australian 
museums? It is demonstrated by new extensions for contemporary art, new 
galleries for contemporary art, also a growing number of private collectors of 
contemporary art who are investing in museums to house their collections. 
What, in your opinion, might be the reason for this growing interest in con-
temporaneity?

I think it is very clear that there is a very young and hungry audience for 
contemporary art. When I was working in England I would often argue, that 
younger people have always accepted video and other new art forms. Things are 
moving very fast, and we have many programmes for young people. For exam-
ple, last Sunday night 900 teenagers visited the museum. Directors know that 
they need to attract that younger audience. Around the world we see enormous 
success of contemporary art museums. The Tate obviously is the best example, 
but many contemporary art museums are successful. So it does make sense 
for museums to wish to engage with that audience through contemporary art. 
The demand for expansion is also an interesting one. I inherited the museum 
when it had huge ambitions, but not much money, so I am always very cautious 
about major expansions, unless they are underpinned with good finances. Put-
ting collections out on their own does not attract visitors, you have to activate 
collections and engage with the audience in different ways. You need to have 
a good marketing budget, and different ways for people to actually come in and 
see the work. Just expanding is not enough, interesting things are needed 
around it. For example, the Asia-Pacific Triennial has been a huge success for 
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GOMA and bringing in audiences to see the work from the Asia-Pacific region. 
I always say programming is as important as buildings.

Do you think there is still room for more contemporary art-focused institu-
tions in Sydney and in Australia in general?

Critical mass is a good thing. When Starbucks started, people were very anx-
ious that it would kill small coffee houses, but in fact the opposite happened. 
Small coffee houses opened near Starbucks. We have some wonderful private 
institutions around here. Look at the White Rabbit, Judith Neilson’s amazing 
Chinese art gallery. I think the only question is whether there is a competition 
for limited funds. The challenge we have is to increase the pool of supporters 
and encourage the government to keep pace with what is happening, so that it is 
not everybody killing each other in the chase for funds. When we have visitors 
coming to Sydney, it is wonderful to be able to take them to the Art Gallery of 
NSW, to Carriageworks, to Artspace, to White Rabbit. You do not want just one 
experience when you come to a major city.

How will the opening of Sydney Modern by the Art Gallery of New South 
Wales change the position of the MCA?

We work quite closely with our colleagues at the Art Gallery. This month we 
are about to launch a new initiative called The National: New Australian Art. 
It is a major survey of Australian art done jointly by the Art Gallery, the MCA 
and the Carriageworks. We are going to do it every two years for the next six 
years. So we work together, we make sure that we are not chasing the same 
artists. I think that being collaborative and sharing our forward planning is 
incredibly important. We do better by collaborating rather than competing. As 
I said earlier, the more focus there is on contemporary art, the better it is for 
the sector. Each institution has appointed a curator and they work together, but 
also each institution has a different dynamic, according to the interests of its 
curator. This exhibition is trying to get a real sense of the energy and dynamism 
around the current Australian art.

How different will it be from the Sydney Biennale?

The Biennale has an international focus, this one is entirely Australian. And 
we are not pretending it is going to go on forever, we have announced three 
iterations over six years.

I read that working outside the boundaries of the building is important to you. 
What are you doing, and how?

We do that in a number of ways. We have a regional touring programme and we 
make exhibitions from our collection. Sometimes they are shown in a museum, 
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sometimes not, and we tour them to the regional galleries across Australia. An-
other programme is called C3West. It is principally located in Western Sydney 
which is the big hinterland of our city – very disparate, widespread towns, often 
considered of low economic impact, but in fact it is a growing part of Sydney, 
very culturally diverse. It is very important for it to have access to culture facil-
ities. So we partner with the galleries in the Western Sydney region and create 
opportunities for artists to make projects around issues that engage communi-
ties. For example, we just did a big project about women in the city of Fairfield. 
There are many migrant communities, and women tend to stay at home and do 
not have a huge visibility. We worked with six artists to make a series of projects 
with the local communities. And we had a big event with videos and installa-
tions around the town to promote what women are doing in that community. 
Another programme we did was in the South-West of the city, where there was 
a problem of young people stealing cars and throwing them in the river, causing 
pollution and degradation of the natural landscape. We engaged a wonderful 
artist to come and work with the local community and with the local school, 
to pull some of the cars out of the river and turn them in amazing sculptures 
in the process of recycling. At the same time he was educating young people 
about the effects of such behaviour on the river. I am pleased to say that three 
years after we did the project, there have been no cars trapped in the river, so it 
had a very direct social outcome. Another important side of these programmes 
is that they are breaking down stereotypes of what art can be and of what art can 
do, showing that art can have a relevance in broader society.

How long have you been reaching out to communities?

That programme has been running for over twelve years. One of the first things 
we did when I came was to forge an alliance with some of the Western Sydney 
organisations to bring people in, and encourage those who thought that art was 
not for them to come and see what we have at the museum. It has always been 
part of our audience development strategy.

You mentioned earlier young audience hungry for contemporary art. How 
has the public for contemporary art been changing?

Social media, no doubt, have a big impact, not just on how people find out 
about things, but on all the restrictions that galleries used to have: taking 
photographs in the galleries, behaving. How do we balance the selfie crowd 
with people who come and want to contemplate? There are big challenges 
for museums for contemporary art going forward, because, as I said, there 
is this big group very interested, but at the same time there is a serious art 
audience not wanting pictures taken all over the place. So museums constantly 
have to balance these things, and I think the way to do it is through the differ-
ent programmes. Some exhibitions are, I never thought I would say this, more 
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Instagramable. Other exhibitions require the audience to engage on a different 
level – to take some time, to perhaps listen to a talk, to read something. They 
are not the ones where you just come in, take a picture, and hope to understand 
it immediately. So we have this challenge how to get that audience to engage 
on a deeper level.

What other challenges can you see today in running the MCA?

There is the challenge of competition from all kinds of things, for people’s time, 
not just for their money. They can go to markets and restaurants, so galleries and 
museums have to be part of the desire that people now have for experiences. It is 
not just going to a museum to see an exhibition. It is going to a museum to see 
an exhibition, have a decent cup of coffee, maybe buy something in the shop, 
maybe hear an artist’s talk, but it is all part of the whole experience. That affects 
how you market, how you programme to some extent, it affects everything. 
But it makes it very exciting and interesting, because you can actually tap into 
that wider audience. Culture tourism, for example, is another area where we 
see a huge growth; people actually wanting to travel to cities to look at culture. 
We have seen growth in art walks, people do guided tours of art – institutions, 
galleries, public art.

Location of the MCA is very prestigious, right opposite one of the most iconic 
buildings in the world, the Sydney Opera House. How does this site affect 
your programming? Would you be functioning differently if you were located 
elsewhere?

There have been moments that we had to fight off the idea of moving us, but now 
that we built the extension, there is no question of that. Many people walk up and 
down the Quay side, not just tourists but Sydneysiders as well. We have a huge 
advantage, because that is a readymade audience right there. Our challenge is 
to get them into the building. One of the things that we did with the extension 
was to make sure that we have a very clear entrance, that we are able to signal 
that this is a very contemporary building, whereas the old building itself is quite 
austere and forbidding. We were able to add a glass box that looks exciting and 
lighting it at night is another way of drawing people inside. Also, because we 
do not receive a lot of money from the government (only about twenty per cent 
of our income), the site generates income for us. We organise parties, amazing 
functions, weddings, so we really are a business. We generate a lot of money 
because of our location. Whenever ideas about moving us appeared, I used 
to say to people: “If you move us away from this site, we will need more subsidy, 
because here we have the Opera House and the views that the brides want.” We 
are very lucky on a number of fronts.
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And concerning the architecture of the extension, was there an expectation of 
an iconic building or were the architects given a free hand?

Quite the opposite, we decided that we did not want to, as the architect put 
it, wave at the Opera House, because how can one even think of competing 
with such an amazing building? It might sound as if we did not have confidence 
in the architecture, but in fact, we expanded very much to satisfy the needs 
of the museum. That was to provide better access and circulation, to take ad-
vantage of the site by using the views, the ability to see the harbour, to create 
new gallery spaces, and above all create education spaces where we could have 
multipurpose activities. The whole redevelopment was done based on the mu-
seum’s needs. The starting point was not creating an iconic building, it was: 
“Let’s make the MCA more accessible and satisfy all requirements that are really 
what a 21st-century museum needs.”

13th March 2017
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TARRAWARRA MUSEUM OF ART,  
HEALESVILLE

TWMA
location: Tarrawarra, Healesville, Victoria
status: privately founded not-for-profit museum
established in 2000
opened in 2003
organisational type: company limited by guarantee
conceived and founded by Marc Besen AC and Eva Besen AO
designed by Allan Powell

The TarraWarra Museum of Art collects modern and contemporary Australian 
art, and exhibits modern and contemporary Australian and international art. It 
is located in regional Victoria, in the picturesque Yarra Valley, on the outskirts 
of the town of Healesville. It was established by art collectors Marc and Eva 
Besen, who started collecting Australian art in the mid-20th century. The scope 
of the collection is nationwide. The Besens explain:

We were fascinated by the work of Australian contemporary artists, at that time relatively 
young and unknown. Today, works by these artists illustrate the evolution of Australian art 
during the second half of the twentieth century, highlighting differences, styles and move-
ments, and demonstrating the distinctiveness of Australian modernism. (Besen and Besen, 
2009, p. 5)

At the end of the century they endeavoured to build a museum which would 
offer them the opportunity to share their holdings with the public. Marc Besen 
recalls how they decided upon a museum: “Eva and I had the idea of sharing 
our art with the public after Monash University23 exhibited our collection 

23 Monash University Gallery, The Eva and Marc Besen collection. Australian painting and 
sculpture 1937–75.
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in 1976. We always thought the Yarra Valley was the perfect place to have a mu-
seum” (McKenzie, 2014). Maudie Palmer, the inaugural director of the TWMA, 
recalls that the exhibition “gave them an opportunity to see their collection 
in a different environment. And it also gave them an opportunity to understand 
how important their collection was and what it could develop into being” (Maudie 
Palmer speaking in 5. The TarraWarra Museum of Art Collection, online).

The museum sits within the TarraWarra Estate, land which Marc and 
Eva Besen bought in 1979 to establish a vineyard. The exceptional loca-
tion of the Tarra Warra Museum amongst the wine region and the silhouette 
of the building blended in the landscape create one of a kind experience for 
viewing art. The architectural design by Melbourne architect Allan Powell was 
selected out of five proposals delivered by architects invited to the closed archi-
tectural competition held in 2000. According to the Besens this design proved 
to be “innovative, imaginative (…), attuned to the picturesque landscape of 
the valley” (Maudie Palmer speaking in 5. The TarraWarra Museum of Art Col-
lection, online) and it finally brought together their “three enduring passions: 
art, nature and architecture (…)” (“A very brief history,” 2009, p. 10). The single 
storey building nicely responds to the surrounding area, it does not dominate 
but at the same time it is a recognisable signature of the architect and offers good 
environment to present art. Director and curator of exhibitions Victoria Lynn 
noted that the building is a “part of the landscape on the outside, and inside 
there is a huge volume of spaces that are very flexible for all kinds of exhibitions” 
(Victoria Lynn speaking in 1. About TarraWarra Museum of Art, online).

The landscape and the view are both the keywords of the outlook and identity 
of the museum. The Aboriginal word tarrawarra means “slow moving water”. As 
Victoria Lynn explains, “we are not far from the Yarra River. I think that poetic 
of what can travel through water, what can arise from the water, what stories are 
told on water’s edge, all of that permeates the atmosphere that is the TarraWarra 
Museum” (Victoria Lynn speaking in 1. About TarraWarra Museum of Art, on-
line). Marc Besen noted that the museum offers “a view over the whole valley. In 
the late afternoon when the sun sets, it reflects the limestone and rammed earth 
walls, the whole building becomes golden; the most beautiful colour that you 
would ever imagine” (McKenzie, 2014).

The museum collection amounts 650 works in 2017, while the original por-
tion of the collection donated by the Besens to the museum included 132 works. 
Its core is made up by paintings representing Australian modernism, but it 
encompasses works by leading figures in Australian art from each decade of 
the last seventy years (“Statement of significance,” p. 2). The collection is pre-
sented in the form of temporary exhibitions, juxtaposed with other Australian 
and international artists, both modern and contemporary.

The museum is privately founded, but it does not belong to the collectors – it 
is a company limited by guarantee and Marc Besen is chairman of an independ-
ent Board.
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15.1. Interview with Victoria Lynn

Victoria Lynn is Director of TarraWarra Museum of Art and the author of 
three books and over 70 articles and catalogues. Previous roles have included 
Director, Creative Development, Australian Centre for the Moving Image, 
Melbourne and Curator, Contemporary Art, Art Gallery of NSW, Sydney. Since 
joining as Director, TarraWarra Museum of Art in April 2012, Victoria has  
curated with Amelia Barikin Pierre Huyghe: TarraWarra International 2015; 
and curated the TarraWarra International: Animate/Inanimate, 2013; Tarra
Warra Biennial 2012: Sonic Spheres, and co-curated with Helen Johnson 
TarraWarra Biennial 2016: Endless Circulation, along with several exhibitions 
of contemporary Australian artists.

What does the word tarrawarra mean?

It is an Aboriginal word meaning “slow moving water”. Tarrawarra is the name 
of the area in which the museum is located.

Does it signify the connection and respect for the history of the land?

I think so. The absolute love of the landscape and everything it represents was 
one of the reasons why the founding patrons of the museum, Marc Besen and 
Eva Besen chose to call it TarraWarra. It was very much about that respect for 
history and beauty of that landscape.

The building of TarraWarra Museum is exceptional. Do you consider it as 
a part of the museum experience?

The building was designed by the Australian architect Allan Powell. We find 
that a lot of people visit the museum just for the building and also for the ways 
in which it frames the landscape. When you are in the building looking at 
the landscape you see nature in a new way. I always think there are two exhi-
bitions, one on the outside and one on the inside. The spaces that the architect 
created are really amazing, as they are just very flexible and everything looks 
exceptional. Our building has been featured by the tourism industry. It was on 
the front of brochures about the Yarra Valley. It is a draw card itself. The building 
is also a springboard for a stream of our exhibitions that consider landscape – 
from artistic, ecological and Indigenous perspectives.

How has the museum been changing over the years?

One of the major changes is that in 2013 we initiated the TarraWarra Interna-
tional exhibition. Every two years we present an exhibition which either focuses 
on one artist or is a combination of international artists and Australian artists 
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around a particular set of ideas or theme. In 2013 I curated the exhibition Ani-
mate/Inanimate with Amar Kanwar, Allora & Calzadilla, Lin Tianmiao, Louise 
Weaver and Janet Laurence, and in 2015 I co-curated with Amelia Barikin 
work by the French artist Pierre Huyghe. The reason why we introduced inter-
national art to the museum’s programme is because contemporary art is part of 
the global conversation and we thought it was important to make sure that our 
museum is engaged with global issues and ideas in contemporary art. Another 
change is that the scale and ambition of the exhibitions has increased. It is very 
competitive environment in museums now. Not just between museums, but 
also museums are competing for people’s time with other industries. We make 
sure that we present the exhibitions that are original, very well researched, that 
have solid publications, and that are presenting a new set of ideas or a new 
perspective on whatever the subject of the exhibition is. Those are the two main 
changes in the last five years.

Does it mean that before 2013 exhibitions were focused on Australian art?

Yes, mainly. We have featured artists such as Judy Watson, Jeffrey Smart, John 
Young, Yhionne Scarce, Nadine Christensen, Ann Wallace and Russell Drys-
dale. These are a mixture of modern and contemporary Australian artists.

Was the collection on view on a permanent basis at the beginning of the mu-
seum’s functioning, or you started off with an exhibition programme right 
from the start?

It was always an exhibition programme. The idea was that there would always be 
a combination of exhibitions from the collection and exhibitions from outside 
the museum. We know that if we want visitors to come on more than one visit, 
we have to present a variety of exhibitions.

Are the collectors still engaged in the museum’s functioning?

Marc Besen is the chair of the board and therefore he is very involved in what 
is happening in the museum at the board level, however, he is not involved 
in the day-to-day decisions. The board has oversight of the finances, gover-
nance, programme, outward and inward loans. They look at policy and 
strategy, but the programme is my programme. The board has a lot of trust 
in the programme that I bring to the museum.

So their role limits to approving things? They do not initiate for instance 
a theme of the exhibition?

No.
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There are a number of museums in Australia based on private collections – 
Heide Museum of Modern Art, Mona, Lyon Housemuseum, Michael Buxton 
collection will soon be housed in a museum. Except Mona they all focus 
on modern and contemporary Australian art. In what way is the TarraWarra 
Museum different?

The most similar collection would be Heide. But I think the difference is that 
when Marc and Eva Besen were acquiring works for their collection, they real-
ly had a national perspective. There are artists in the collection from Perth, 
Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane. Also, they were as keen on abstract painting 
as they were on figurative art. They were very interested in meeting the artists 
and supporting them over time, getting to know them. The collection has 
quite a bit of depth in the sense that we have several works by single artists, 
such as Fred Williams and John Olsen. We have works from every decade 
from the last seventy years, but the real focus would be from the decades of 
1960s and 1970s.

The strength of these two decades is because the Besens were most actively 
collecting at that time?

That is right.

Do they still collect or the collection has ended at some point?

The museum continues to acquire works for the collection according to our 
collection policy.

Was their whole collection gifted to the museum or only a portion?

We have now 650 works in the museum collection, which represents a signifi-
cant portion of their collection.

It is mostly painting?

Yes, but they also acquired small scale sculpture by artists such as Robert Klip-
pel, Clement Meadmore and Ken Unsworth.

Are there any favourites in the collection?

They had several artists that they really enjoyed working with and collecting: 
Fred Williams, Ian Fairweather, Tony Tuckson, Jeffrey Smart. They were col-
lecting them in-depth. They did not know Fairweather, but they knew Williams 
and Smart.
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When you develop the exhibition programme do you divide it into exhibitions 
from the collection and exhibitions with works from the outside or you mix 
them?

I would characterise the way that I programme as finding unexpected con-
nections between objects, artworks, and periods. For example, in 2014 we 
did an exhibition called Solitaire which looked at singular figures in modern 
and contemporary Australian painting and sculptures both from the collec-
tion and with loans, and we showed that alongside an exhibition of works 
by contemporary artist Michelle Ussher. Another example, last year we had 
a two-part exhibition called Panorama that looked at landscape painting from 
the collection, and we juxtaposed it with an installation that we commissioned 
by an Aboriginal artist Judy Watson, which responded to the Indigenous histo-
ry of the area. I do not think of exhibitions so much in terms of collection/not 
collection or modern/contemporary. I think of exhibitions in terms of their 
ideas and themes, and how we can look at the past with fresh eyes through 
the filter of the present. There would be four to five changeovers per year, 
but within the space there might be two exhibitions that are in conversation 
with one another. This year [2017] we will have an exhibition of the work 
by William Dobell (he is an artist that the Besens collected in-depth), we 
will show the works they owned and we will borrow his works from other 
museums, then alongside that from our collection we will make a collection 
exhibition Dobell’s Circle including all the artists that he knew, who lived at 
the same time, who exhibited with him. In addition, we will show contempo-
rary figurative works from the collection, including works by David Noonan 
and Juan Davila. This constellation of exhibitions provides a different perspec-
tive on the paintings of William Dobell. Each time we present a collection we 
think of a new way to do it.

Now I would like to ask about the place. Why was this location selected 
for the museum? It is quite a distance from Melbourne and even the centre 
of the town of Healesville.

Marc and Eva Besen bought the land over thirty years ago. They developed 
a winery. They were also collecting art. At the beginning they never thought 
of a museum. It was only in the late 1990s that they started to think, “What are 
we going to do with our collection? We’d like people to see it, we want to share 
it.” Because they had spent so much time in that region and they knew that 
the region did not have museums showing that kind of art, really top quality 
works, they thought to put it there. For them it was a mixture of great love 
of nature, love of modern and contemporary architecture, and love of art. All 
in one place. The vast proportion of our visitors come from Melbourne, but also 
a lot of people come just from the region to see the exhibitions that we have.
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Do they still run a winery?

Yes they still own it. It is next door to the museum.

Is it difficult to run a museum of art in quite a remote area as this one?

No, it is one-hour drive from Melbourne so you can easily come just for the day. 
We have got a wide variety of audiences that come. Some of them know about 
art and follow it, and some are the general public, tourists who are coming 
to the region and find us accidently. A lot of people visit this part of Victoria 
because it is a food and wine area. And more and more people are interested 
in visiting museums and seeing contemporary culture. I think we do a pro-
gramme that we could not do if the museum was in Melbourne. Each museum 
in Melbourne is quite distinctive, and they are all doing a very interesting work. 
But an hour outside of Melbourne, you can really experiment with both modern 
and contemporary art in new and interesting ways.

Do you also have connections with the local communities of neighbouring 
townships?

We work with the local Indigenous Elders. Between 1863 and 1924 there was 
an Aboriginal Station nearby called Coranderrk. There are still people who live 
in the local township who are descended from Aboriginal people who lived 
there – they are now considered Elders. They have much authority within their 
Aboriginal community. We work with them in presenting a number of our 
exhibitions in the sense that we work with artists who are interested to know 
more about the Coranderrk story and history, and we work with Aboriginal 
artists who also want to connect with the Elders. We presented an interesting 
exhibition called Future Memorials [2013/2014] which addressed the 150th 
anniversary of Coranderrk.

How do you situate TarraWarra Museum in the context of other art institu-
tions in Victoria?

We present the original initiatives of the TarraWarra Biennial – an Australian 
art biennial curated by a freelance curator, and the TarraWarra International; 
and we combine exhibitions of Australian modernism and contemporary art. 
We have a stream of programming that in particular looks at the relationship 
between art and place. That is because when you are in TarraWarra you are very 
aware of nature. There are beautiful views. We invite our audiences to consider 
what the view is, what it means, what the colonial history is, what the artistic 
history is, what the Indigenous history is, what the environmental problems 
are. We are quite original in the way that we bring together all these different 
exhibitions in the museum.
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Can you tell me more about organisation of the Biennial? How are the artists 
selected?

The Biennial was inaugurated in 2006. Each Biennial has a different curator and 
it is completely up to a curator or the curators what themes they want to look at. 
These themes arise from contemporary art practice. Each Biennial is very dif-
ferent from the previous one. It is researched and selected by the guest curator. 
These biennials commission new works by contemporary Australian artists and 
contribute an original set of ideas about art to the field of contemporary art.

There is no call for proposals, it is curator who invites the artists?

Yes, we cannot operate on a call for entry basis. We are a staff of six in the muse-
um, we are very small, so we could not possibly manage a call for entries.

Do the commissions come into the collection?

Generally they do not. It might not be relevant to the strengths of our collection. 
When you continue to collect you really need to be acquiring work that has 
a connection with the main themes in the collection that you already have. 
There has to be a dialogue. There has to be a reason for it. I think the two 
should be kept separate. The ways in which you support artists in a Biennial is 
a separate conversation from a collection conversation.

Do you put some sculptures or installations outside the museum or you would 
rather keep it pristine?

When we can we do. In our last Biennial there was a work in a lake. We hold 
children’s workshops outside, underneath the trees. But it is difficult to use 
the outside. It is a very sharp slope, there are only certain parts you can really 
use. Having said that, we will be unveiling a major permanent sculpture by 
the artist Callum Morton in 2017.

The museum is privately funded and publically owned. How does this model 
work?

We have been established as a not-for-profit charitable organisation with a board 
of directors, which means that we can receive donations from the Besen Family 
Foundation, government and corporate sectors. We are not owned by an indi-
vidual, as Mona is.

Is this a common model in Australia for art institutions?

Every privately funded museum has a slightly different model from the next. We 
are the only one in Australia where there is an independent director and curator. 
Part of the Heide Museum is set up the same way as we are and another part 
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is owned by the state. I think what is more important is the experience people 
have when they come and the programmes that we present, rather than how we 
are funded.

Do you keep relations with other art institutions?

In 2017 we present the exhibition of Louise Hearman from the Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Sydney. We also work with other museums in Australia 
to presened or co-present exhibitions. We borrow works from major collections 
and museums in Australia, we also borrow from international artists and their 
galleries. We lend works from our collection to other museums in Australia. We 
have worked with the RMIT University in Melbourne, and presented a laborato-
ry entitled Phase Change with them as part of the Art + Climate = Change festi-
val. Students came and did workshops, and changed the exhibition space. They 
were looking at the environmental impact on the environment of Tarrawarra. 
We are part of the matrix of art museums in Australia.

Is there anything you would like to change in the museum?

I would like the opportunity to expand our public programmes. We have 
presented an annual weekend where we have given people a daylong or even 
two-day long experience which is a mixture of outdoor performances, indoor 
lectures, pop-up talks, activities. Participants have been from across disciplines. 
Research shows that live arts in museum settings provide an opportunity for 
audiences to connect not just with art, but with others, bringing people, artists 
and ideas together into a creative environment, sparking human creativity, en-
hancing knowledge, improving wellbeing, encouraging creative thinking, and 
supporting a sense of belonging in our contemporary world. Our challenge is 
to increase these live activities, and meet the challenges of digital media and 
communication in the future.

2nd February 2015 and 6th February 2017
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16 

LYON HOUSEMUSEUM, MELBOURNE

location: Melbourne, Victoria
status: private
established in 2009
opened in 2010
conceived by Corbett Lyon and Yueji Lyon
designed by Corbett Lyon

The Lyon Housemuseum is a private museum established by art collectors 
Corbett and Yueji Lyon in their private home – purposefully built to serve 
simultaneously two functions, that of a private house and public museum; 
a living museum. The owners call it a hybrid for which they coined the name 
“housemuseum”. The museum was built to house their growing collection 
and to make it available for public viewing. In was designed by architect 
Corbett Lyon between 2002 and 2006, and constructed in 2006–2008. Visits 
to the museums are made on designated dates during the year and they must 
be pre-booked. The house and its collection is introduced during a tour which 
is guided by one of the family members. First visits took place in 2010. Until 
2017 many thousands of people have visited the museum.

The building has two explicitly museum-like spaces which act as anchors 
for the whole project – a “white-cube” in the front of the building and “black-
cube” at the back. Around these rooms the residential spaces are located: 
the entry hall, kitchen, living room, study and archive, music room, dining 
room, library, halls and staircases – all of which can be visited during a tour. 
The private spaces of the family are inaccessible to visitors. All those spaces – 
museum-like and residential – are filled with works of art. The two-storey 
high “white-cube” serves as a temporary exhibitions space, and darkened 
“black-cube” is dedicated to video works.

In 2012 the Lyons bought a neighbouring plot of land with intention to build 
an extension to the existing museum, this time as a public art museum which 
will open to the public on the daily basis. Construction started in 2017 and 
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the museum is due to open in 2018. The beginning of the construction was 
marked by the Melbourne-based artist Reko Rennie who created a monumental 
(20 x 44 metre) painting entitled Visible Invisible on the ground of the future 
museum. It is the first work of art in the new building. As Corbett Lyon says: 
“It’s going to be covered by a polished concrete floor, except for a small piece. So, 
going to visit the museum, you’ll just see this window in the floor with a bit of 
colour in it. It’ll be a bit of mystery, if you like” (Ross, 2017). The new museum 
will be operated by the Lyon Foundation.

The Lyon Collection encompasses art made by contemporary Australian 
artists. Corbett Lyon started to collect art in 1989. Since 1994 he has shared his 
passion for collecting with his wife Yueji. By 2017 the collection grew to over 
350 works by 45 artists, representing various mediums: painting, sculpture, in-
stallation, video, photography. According to Lyon, their collection “represent[s] 
key moments and important shifts in Australian artistic practice and thinking” 
(The Lyon Housemuseum and Lyon Collection, p. 4). The artworks mirror their 
interests and thus they distinguish four thematic threads in the collection: 
1) contemporary city and Australian suburbs, 2) the impact of new technolo-
gies, 3) relation between global and local, 4) cultural narratives, histories and 
mythologies.

An iconic piece in the collection is Howard Arkley’s monumental painting 
Fabricated Rooms (1998–1999). The piece was acquired in 1998. When Arkley 
was selected to represent Australia at the Venice Biennale in 1999, he painted 
four additional panels to the work which was exhibited in a “U” shape in Aus-
tralia’s national pavilion (The Lyon Housemuseum and Lyon Collection, p. 4).

16.1. Interview with Corbett Lyon

Corbett Lyon is one of Australia’s leading patrons, commentators and 
collectors of Australian contemporary art. He is a Trustee of the National 
Gallery of Victoria, a Member of the Heide Museum of Modern Art Foundation 
and a Member of the International Council of Museums. He lectures widely 
on contemporary art and on the architecture and design of art galleries and 
museums.

Corbett is a founding partner of Lyons, an architectural and design practice 
based in Melbourne. His firm has been the recipient of numerous national 
and international design awards and in 2000 and 2008 Lyons exhibited at 
the Venice International Architectural Biennale.

Lyon undertook his undergraduate studies at the University of Melbourne 
and gained a First Class Honours Degree in Architecture in 1979. He then 
undertook a Master’s Degree in Architecture as an ITT International Fellow at 
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the University of Pennsylvania in 1980 under Steven Izenour and Aldo Van 
Eyck. He worked with Venturi Rauch and Scott Brown in Philadelphia and New 
York before returning to Australia in 1981.

How long did you work on the concept of the Housemuseum?

It took five years to design – a very long time! Architects are very poor at making 
decisions.

I believe this must be the question you are constantly asked, but I have to start 
from the beginning: how did you come up with the idea of creating the House-
museum? Was it an inspiration you got from somewhere or someone?

It came partly from a visit to the Peggy Guggenheim Museum in Venice. It was 
a year after Peggy Guggenheim died and it was reopened as a pubic museum. 
I was a graduate student and I went to visit the museum. It was an amazing 
experience. I was looking at Pollocks and Picassos, and all other artists that 
she collected, in a residential setting and in the context of Peggy Guggen-
heim’s household effects. For me it was a very different experience to visiting 
say the Louvre or MoMA. That sparked my interest in small private museums 
that integrated the idea of living. Of course, the John Soane Museum in Lon-
don is the other famous one which all architects know. He used to open his 
house for many years, mainly for his architectural students. That was a long 
time ago. As an architect you keep these architectural experiences in your 
mind, but when it came to the design of our building, we thought this was 
a very interesting approach. As you know, there are many private museums 
around the world that are separate museums, the owner often lives adjacent 
to the museum or next to the museum. But as an architect the idea of actually 
bringing these two spaces together was very interesting. It is a new typological 
hybrid. We have called it the “housemuseum”. And really it is only the fact that 
I am the architect and the collector, and a member of the resident family, we 
are able to do it. If we had done it for another client it would have been very 
challenging.

When you were visiting those museums you were already collecting?

No. The visit to the Peggy Guggenheim was in 1980, and I did not start collect-
ing until 1990.

What was your first art buy?

It was a work by an Australian artist Linda Marrinon and the painting was called 
Nude in a Landscape. It was prompted by a visit I made to an art dealer. At 
that time I was between companies, I was setting up a new architectural prac-
tice, and took six months leave. I went to the National Gallery of Victoria here 
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in Melbourne, to an exhibition of works by Albert Tucker, a famous Australian 
painter. And I decided that I wanted to buy a small Albert Tucker. This exhibi-
tion really prompted my interest in Australian art. So I went to find the dealer 
that represented Albert Tucker. I arrived to his gallery at lunchtime. He had 
just finished hanging a new contemporary exhibition at his gallery. He said 
“Why don’t you stay for lunch?” I told him about my idea of buying an Albert 
Tucker and he said “No, that is not what you want to do at all. You are a young 
fellow, 32 or something, you should be collecting works by people who are your 
contemporaries. You can develop a contemporary collection of Australian art, 
the art of now rather that of yesterday.” That was very good advice. After lunch 
he showed me his new exhibition and he said “You should buy this painting 
here.” And I did. So that was my very first painting bought that very same day. 
Four years later I met Yueji. In the meantime I collected about twenty or thirty 
works. We got married and we have collected ever since, for twenty-six years 
now.

Where did you hang the first paintings, in your office or at home?

The very first works were hung in my house and when we got married we built 
a new house in the suburbs and put most of the collection there. About a third 
or quarter of the collection is shown in the Housemuseum at the moment.

Was the reason for moving to the new, current Housemuseum, that the previ-
ous one was too small to accommodate the collection?

It was too small and also the foundational “charter” of the collection was that it 
would be available for research and for public viewing. Many private collections 
in Europe, America and Australia are not available to the public. Our house was 
too small, but it was also not in a location that would allow that to happen. So 
we went out to find some land that was on a public road. We have many inter-
national visitors now that come by tram. I was very impressed that you came 
by bike. It was very important to us to have public access and that the property 
was big enough to design a building that would be large enough to accommo-
date the new Housemuseum. That is what prompted the move.

And concerning your feeling, how different is it to live in a building that com-
bines two functions, one private and one public, to your former house?

It is very different. The fact that the Housemuseum is very large means that we can 
accommodate and live with many more artworks. It is a great thrill, every time we 
get up in the morning and we go to work, we are surrounded by this extraordinary 
art. It is a great privilege to be able to live in this way. We change the art every six 
months and rotate works throughout the year. And of course on the other side 
there is the challenge of having members of the public come and walk through 
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your home. Our family is very supportive of the project. Our two daughters, they 
are 22 and 20 years old now, they understand the importance of the project.

Still, each visit is a kind of an intrusion, during our visit we were sitting 
in your living room, we came in to your kitchen, do not you find this a little 
bit overwhelming?

There are enough spaces in the Housemuseum to which the public has no access 
that we feel we can keep our family privacy. Perhaps it is just the fact that we 
are also all used to that. The balance and the frequency is very important too. 
If we felt that every visit was an intrusion, we would not be doing it. Out of 
tens of thousands of people who come through the Housemuseum, everybody 
has come through the door not really knowing what to expect. But every single 
person who has left through the front gate says “This is the most amazing thing 
I have ever seen.” Like you did. So that makes it worthwhile for us. We are pre-
pared to do that and make what we see as a small sacrifice of our private time.

So you like observing reactions of the visitors?

Yes I do. As an architect I am very interested in the way people behave 
around and through buildings. My work is very much about understanding 
how people inhabit buildings, how users perceive them in an experiential 
way which is the whole idea of the Housemuseum. It is not just a building 
or a collection, it is how the two are brought together with daily living and 
how the visi tor’s experience unfolds. It goes back to that Peggy Guggenheim 
visit. I am very interested in how people make their own pathways through 
the Housemuseum. People are very talkative and loud when they are 
in the kitchen area and when they move to the big white space everybody 
becomes very quiet. It is almost like the sacred space of the white cube. In 
the hybridised spaces of the Housemuseum with its ideas of museum and 
house people are not quite sure what they are in.

Do you ask people why do they want to see the museum?

We have not surveyed people but we have asked them why they have come 
to visit. Many are just curious. Many have heard about the collection, so they 
come to look at the art – art historians, curators, museum directors. We have 
many people who come to look at this new and unique architectural type – 
architects, architectural researchers, historians. And there are many people who 
have heard about the whole experience, all those things together. And when 
they can hear some music at the organ, that is even better too.
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Your play was truly impressive. Concerning access, do you offer private guid-
ed tours only?

Yes. And we also have lectures. We have many students coming from the Univer-
sity of Melbourne, RMIT University and Monash University. We give them a half 
an hour lecture on the collection and the building, and then I walk them around.

You always do the tours personally?

Yes, tours of the Housemuseum are always conducted by a member of the fami-
ly. My wife Yueji generally undertakes the tours during the week and I take tour 
groups on the weekends. Our visitors enjoy hearing the story of the building and 
the collection from those who have actually created it.

I also have a question concerning the way works are displayed. Do you choose 
works and space for them yourselves, or you seek for external expertise?

Being a private museum, we have the unique opportunity to curate exhibitions 
and decide the placement of the works. This is a particular interest of mine and 
we are using the Housemuseum to explore new ways of displaying art including 
ideas of scenography, layered spaces and art seen from multiple viewpoints.

When you were working on the design of the Housemuseum did you already 
think of particular works to be placed in particular places of the house?

Only the large Howard Arkley painting which was shown at the Venice Biennale 
in 1999. It is displayed permanently on the first floor of the Housemuseum. In 
other cases we did not know where the art would go. So it was an interesting 
part when the building was finished, bringing the art and architecture together, 
doing the first hang and placing works in particular spaces.

Can you tell me about the collection itself, how is it growing, what is the your 
key to find new works to the collection?

When you begin to collect you rely very much on a specialist to start you off. 
The gallerist who sold me my first painting was a very good mentor to me for 
two or three years. He would send me off to galleries in Melbourne and through-
out Australia to look at art so that I could understand what was of interest to me. 
He said “Don’t buy for investment and don’t buy paintings that fit to your wall. 
Buy paintings that are of ideas and concepts that interest you.” I am particularly 
interested in the contemporary city, in suburban conditions, in cultural politics 
and cultural narratives. These are some of the ideas I deal with as an architect. In 
a similar way we approach acquiring works for the collection.

The collection has clusters of themes. There are e.g. many works that have 
to do with the city. There is New York, Melbourne, paintings that represent maps 
of cities, paintings of suburbia. Howard Arkley’s painting in the dining room is 
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a painting that really changed Australian art history. Before that, everybody was 
looking at the Australian bush and the outback landscape, and he was the first 
artist to say “We live in the cities and suburbs, and we should be making images 
of this.” Other works in the collection are based on cultural narratives, both global 
and local. It is not an encyclopaedic collection nor is it thematic, it is a very per-
sonal collection. This is why I really enjoyed Peggy Guggenheim’s collection be-
cause those were paintings that were interesting to her. The idea of the collection 
also changes as it evolves. It is very different now than it was say twenty years ago.

In what way? There are different works?

We are now collecting more works by younger and emerging artists who are 
exploring ideas that relate to the digital world and to globalisation. We also con-
tinue to collect our more established artists who are, for example, experimenting 
with new ways of looking at painting.

How fast is the collection growing?

We continue to add to the collection each year but do not have a set number 
of works that we need to add to it. Rather we keep an eye on what is happening 
in artists’ studios and galleries around Australia and acquire works when we 
see something that we think fits with the collection.

You do not include any historical works in your collection, you concentrate 
only on contemporary time?

Yes, we have no “historical” pictures. Everything in the collection is from 
1990 onwards.

Do you have a particular geography that you go for?

The collection is restricted to Australia-born artists or artists who have 
made their principle place of practice in Australia. Patricia Piccinini is a good 
example. She was born in Sierra Leone but moved to Australia when she was 
very young and she has established her practice here in Melbourne. We also 
like the idea of supporting Australian artists. Having said that, a great many 
of works in our collection are part of a global conversation. I would be very 
happy if they were shown in any museum in the world. They are not speaking 
specifically about an Australian condition.

Have you been thinking of organising an exhibition that you would send off 
to some museum in Australia or abroad?

Yes, we have thought about that. Before we build our new building next door, 
which is about three years away, it is something that we have been thinking of 
doing.
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Do you have a favourite artwork or an artist?

We support all of the artists who are represented in the collection and many are 
now good friends. There are works in the collection that we now know are very 
significant in terms of art history. The big Howard Arkley Fabricated Rooms is 
a painting that we really love and is special to us. It is his biggest work. We were 
very good friends with Arkley until he died. We are very pleased that we are able 
to look after it on his behalf.

Do other museums ask to lend artworks from your collection?

Oh yes, we have been lending for twenty years before the Housemuseum was 
finished. We have two works at the National Gallery at the moment, we had 
request this morning for a loan to the University of Queensland Art Museum. 
That is again a part of the idea to share the collection.

Are there any works you would never lend?

We are getting to that point. The big Howard Arkley has been lent to a num-
ber of institutions, but it is now so special, people come to the Housemuseum 
to look at it, it has become a “destination work”. If people want to research that 
painting and look at it, this is where it is located.

Is there any special history behind acquiring any of those works? Perhaps you 
wanted something very much but was not available?

We are in touch with all of the major gallerists and most of the artists that we 
collect regularly, so we know what they are working on, we know what is coming 
up, so we are often able to acquire works before they are shown. But yes, we 
missed some works that would have been terrific additions to the collection and 
ended up being purchased by others.

The current space of the Housemuseum is special on many levels, but the main 
one in my opinion is that it connects the public and the private; this is a place 
where you live. The extension to the building that you are planning will rep-
resent a model of a traditional museum – it will be open to the public on 
the daily basis. It will not be an inhabited space. Does it mean that you are 
changing the concept? You started as a public/private and in the end you 
move to the public?

There are three stages to the project. Stage 1 is the stage where we are at now. We 
have the private Housemuseum. It is our private collection in our private home 
which we open to the members of the public. It is very clearly a private museum. 
And it deals with those two aspects in a hybrid way. Stage 2 is to construct the new 
public museum next-door which will be open six days a week and it will have 
a separate board of management. It will be a public museum and it will operate 
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independently. We will continue to live in the Housemuseum in stage 2. And 
if people want to visit both spaces on the same day, they can. And then there is 
stage 3. Many private museums and private collections fail in this third step which 
is to understand what happens when the collectors are no longer there. What is 
the legacy of the project at the end of their time? Stage 3 will connect the two 
buildings together and we will move out of the Housemuseum. Either when we 
are very old or are not here anymore! So the legacy project is to connect the two 
buildings and create a single public museum, or precinct. The challenge will 
be to preserve the domestic and residential quality of the Housemuseum so 
that in twenty or thirty years’ time people who visit that building will still be able 
to have the sense of the family. So that is the long-term plan.

That sounds like a very bold plan – to leave your beloved collection behind and 
move somewhere else so that full public access to it could be provided. Other 
private collectors who decide upon building a museum for their collections do 
not have this middle stage – semi-private and semi-public. Their collection 
is first private and then public. There are of course collectors who on various 
basis allow visitation in their houses filled with art, but those houses are not 
built as museums to live in, only houses that get filled with art. Your house 
is different because it was deliberately built to be both, house and museum, 
and you consciously follow the pre-public museum era of art patrons and 
collectors who shared their passion for art with a limited number of visitors. 
Concerning the character of the museum in stage 2 and stage 3, will it be just 
a space for showing your collection, or you also plan organising exhibitions?

The new building will expand the programmes and exhibitions of the Housemu-
seum. It will show both local and international exhibitions of contemporary art, 
architecture and design. Some of these exhibitions will include works from our 
permanent collection.

And architecturally, how will the extension look like?

It will be very different to the Housemuseum. It will look and feel like a public 
museum and it will include a large white space in the centre of the building – so 
it will offer a very different spatial experience to the Housemuseum.

I wonder if this model of a museum has inspired more collectors to provide 
access to their holdings. Have you for instance been approached by someone 
who said “I would like to have my own house museum. Mr Lyon, would you 
design it for me?”

No we have not. I do not think there are many people who would accept 
the challenge of having members of the public walking through their house. As 
I said, I am in a very special position being an architect, and collector, and with 
a family willing to do this, so we were able to create this very unique project.
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You said that in the end you imagine one single public museum. Public in a sense 
that it will be accessible to the public or also in terms of public funding?

We have made a very substantial contribution towards the new foundation 
which will manage and operate the new public museum – $14.5 million AUD 
to date. We and the Foundation Board will be looking to other partners and 
supporters to assist in the funding of the new museum, both in terms of its 
operating budget and its future exhibitions.

What are your favourite art places, both in Australia and abroad, apart from 
the Peggy Guggenheim Museum?

For art it is very hard to pass MoMA in New York. In terms of a visitor experi-
ence the Louisiana Musuem in Denmark is fantastic. And some monographic 
museums like the Van Gogh Museum, and private collections like the Wallace 
in London.

14th January 2015
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17 

MUSEUM OF OLD AND NEW ART,  
HOBART

Mona
location: Hobart, Tasmania
status: private
opened in 2011
conceived by David Walsh
designed by Nonda Katsalidis

Mona is the largest privately owned museum in Australia. It was opened 
in the industrial district of Hobart, Glenorchy, on the grounds of the winery 
“Moorilla”. David Walsh bought the estate in 1995 (his biographer24 suggests 
that possibly by accident (Franklin, 2014, p. 40)) and decided to transform one 
of the heritage-listed houses designed by Roy Grounds which were part of Moo-
rilla into a museum. In 1999 it opened to the public as the Moorilla Museum of 
Antiquities (MMoA). While in traditional museums, cafes and restaurants are 
located separately and play only supplementary role, in MMoA they were com-
bined and the whole museum served mainly social occasions and an adjunct for 
visitors to the winery.

Walsh is Tasmanian, coming from the neighbourhood where Moorilla is 
located. He made a fortune in gambling and at one point became interested 
in art collecting. The collection display in MMoA was traditionally arranged, 
with proper cases and labels, but this did not satisfy Walsh for long. He 
endeavoured to make a museum that is different to any other museum that 
he knew – concerning its philosophy, model of management, programming 
and architecture. As Adrian Franklin noted in his book The Making of MONA: 
“What Walsh had realised was that he couldn’t make the changes he wanted 
in his old museum – the architecture had to be different. He needed a building 
capable of generating a new kind of museum experience and a new mode 

24 The history of Mona by Adrian Franklin was published independently of the museum.
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of encountering art” (Franklin, 2014, p. 86). In 2004 Walsh commissioned 
the Melbourne-based architect Nonda Katsalidis, who had previously de-
signed his beach house, to design a new museum on the Moorilla estate – 
the Museum of Old and New Art (Mona). In 2006 the MMoA was closed 
and the construction of Mona began.

The architecture of the museum envisages the “anti-museum” model pur-
sued by Walsh. It is “buried in the ground”, cut into the side of the hill facing 
the water, resembling a severe industrial style of architecture (the sandstone 
bedrock and concrete holdings were intentionally left uncovered). It is barely 
visible on the ground level, and from the river it resembles a citadel.

In comparison to traditional model of museum, Mona has a different 
attitude towards the visitor who is supposed to be self-disciplined and self- 
-directed. To achieve this, no direction signs were installed inside the muse-
um complex, the building itself was “designed to get visitors lost” (Franklin, 
2014, p. 125). A no-labels philosophy was adopted from the start. Instead, 
visitors are handed a modern device – the Mona O – a museum iPod which 
detects works in the vicinity of its holder and offers a wide selection of written, 
audio and video materials devoted to particular pieces. Maximum freedom 
given to the visitor translates into an individual experience of art being not 
intimidated by institutional authority. Also the whole atmosphere at Mona is 
different – it recalls a fairground, a carnival, “a cool art scene we might like 
to hang out in” (Franklin, 2014, p. 14). The social aspect of the museum is very 
important for Walsh. According to his philosophy, encountering art should 
be fun and engaging, and the element of discovery brings satisfaction. It is 
also central to Walsh that Mona is responsive to the Glenorchy area where he 
grew up (“(…) he’d close MONA if it were playing only to the usual crowd” 
(Franklin, 2014, p. 37)). Mona was accurately characterised by The Monthly 
magazine: “Designed like a Borgesian labyrinth, lit like a nightclub, arranged 
like a grand cabinet of wonders” (Flanagan, 2013).

The division between collection display (called Monanism changed regu-
larly since 2011) and temporary exhibitions is not always clearly delineated. 
The collection of old art (mostly ancient Egyptian, Greek and African pieces), 
and modern and contemporary art (both international and Australian) are 
mixed together, regardless periods, styles and themes. The number of works 
in the collection totals almost 1,800 pieces (in 2017). The highlights include 
Sidney Nolan’s 44-metre-long installation, Snake (1970–1972), Wim Del-
voye’s installation Cloaca Professional (2010) and two monumental sculptures 
on permanent display outside the museum Flatbed Truck, Trailer and Cement 
Truck (2007) and his Chapel (2010–2011), Anselm Kiefer’s Sternenfall/Shevirath 
Ha Kelim (2007), James Turrell’s monumental Skyspace Amarna (2015), works 
by Damien Hirst, Marc Quinn, Jenny Holzer, and Matthew Barney.

Mona should be looked at in a broader context of David Walsh’s empire which 
is all about working on the senses. The integral part of the estate are the brew-
ery (craft beer produced by Moo Brew) and the winery (Moorilla Estate wines). 
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The museum experience starts aboard the museum ferry – most visitors arrive 
from the centre of Hobart on a dedicated high-speed catamaran with artsy 
sheep and cow on the deck and a large selection of Moorilla alcohol. There are 
also festivals: the Museum of Old and New Art: Festival of Music and Art held 
in the Mona grounds in summer and winter Dark Mofo organised in various 
locations in the city.

Mona quickly became a destination for tourists from continental Australia 
and abroad – they constitute 67 per cent of visitors, while 33 per cent are local 
Tasmanian (Mona credentials document, 2014). It is considered a magnet at-
tracting tourists to Hobart and Tasmania at large; and changing the image of 
Tasmania, which used to be perceived as “insular, isolated, inbred and freezing” 
(Scott, 2011, p. 17). Research shows its considerable impact on the local econo-
my (MONA Visitor Profile, December 2016, online).

17.1. Interview with Jane Clark

Jane Clark joined Mona in 2007, during the initial planning phase, having 
been Curator of Major Special Exhibitions in both international and Australian 
art at the National Gallery of Victoria (1982–1994) and then Deputy Chairman 
of Sotheby’s in Australia (1994–2007).

She graduated from the University of Melbourne and the Courtauld Institute, 
University of London. As a Harkness Fellow, Jane was Visiting Scholar at 
the Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts, National Gallery of Art, 
and the Museum of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, in Washington, 
D.C. She also worked at the National Building Museum in Washington and 
the Metropolitan Museum, New York.

At Mona she has worked on all exhibitions and publications to date. She 
helped develop and writes for the museum’s unique interpretive “electronic 
label” device – the Mona O. She has published a number of books, catalogues 
and many articles; and speaks regularly on art history and museum practice 
in Australia and internationally.

People who visited Mona often say that it is very different from other muse-
ums. What in your opinion makes Mona different?
The main thing is that Mona is the creation of one person. It is David 
Walsh’s experiment. There is no board of directors, no government funding, no 
focus groups, so we are very free to take our programmes in any direction that 
interests David or the curatorial team. I think David lives his life quite mathe-
matically, always calculating how much risk he can take. The museum is entirely 
self-funded, to the tune of many millions of dollars per year.
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David Walsh is fearless and clever, he is interested in all kinds of things but 
perhaps primarily in why we humans do the things we do. Why we make art, for 
example. He says he is interested in science at least as much as in art.

Not long after I joined Mona in 2007, while construction was just beginning, 
he made a comment to a journalist that all art is about sex and death. And im-
mediately it was taken up that his museum was only about sex and death. What 
he really meant, of course, is that a lot of art is about status and showing off (get-
ting sex) or leaving something behind, an Afterlife if you will (averting death): 
so about human motivations. He has always wanted the museum to be subver-
sive, telling people not what to think, but to think. He hoped for controversy. 
And there has been some; but very quickly after we opened in 2011 it became 
apparent that people liked the whole experience, including the encouragement 
to think for themselves. He did not want didactic museum labels. Information is 
there if you want it, in the Mona O – an electronic device that knows where you 
are in the museum and offers information about any objects around you.

How does the location influence the identity of the museum?

People are inspired by the idea of travelling so far to a special place for a unique 
experience: almost as far south in the world as it is possible to go. The population 
of the state of Tasmania is only half a million people and of the city of Hobart, 
205,000. We had almost 400,000 visitors in the first year alone. Tasmania is a very 
beautiful place, with wonderful walks, beaches, great food, fascinating history 
and two big music festivals each year as part of our extended programme – as 
well as the museum itself!

I wonder what inspired creation of Mona?

David Walsh loves museums. He wanted to look at as many museums as possible 
around the world and take whatever he loved best about them for his own. I think 
he regards Mona as his “soapbox” where he can talk out loud about things that in-
terest him. He has also written a wonderful, very personal memoir called A Bone 
of Fact, in which he explains his motivations for many things in his life.

What makes a good museum according to him?

This would include having as interesting a collection as possible. Being wel-
coming and not too daunting to visitors: no expectation that it is an elite in-
stitution that excludes the uninitiated. He likes museums where the journey is 
part of the experience. Being in a beautiful spot. Producing exceptional books 
and catalogues. Also things like great food and having a drink!

Any specific museums that served as an inspiration?

I think he has always enjoyed museums that are the brainchild of one person. He 
loves Sir John Soane’s Museum in London. So do I! It is a wonderful immersion 
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in an aesthetic and intellectual world of someone else’s making. He also loves 
encyclopaedic museum collections: the British Museum in London, the Metro-
politan Museum in New York, for example. During the construction of Mona 
he saw the exhibition Artempo at Palazzo Fortuny in Venice [2007] and he was 
greatly impressed by the very creative way that exhibition mixed old and new art 
forms. He already approached his own collection that way to some extent, but 
seeing Artempo gave him a real confidence in being able to do it in an adventur-
ous way. And with no labels.

Is there any private museum based on private collection that directly inspired 
David Walsh? I mean the vision of the museum, its philosophy, but also 
the organisational model.

Not to my knowledge, not more than as outlined above. Of course he continues 
to travel and see new museums around the world.

Or a particular collector?

No. Mona is truly David Walsh’s own personal journey. He wants to do things 
differently from the way anyone has done things before!

Has the museum changed since it opened?

It has changed. When we first opened in January 2011 there was no temporary 
exhibition; only the permanent collection. Since then we have had a number of 
one-artist exhibitions and a number of “theme” exhibitions. It is intended to be 
an always-evolving phenomenon. David is prepared to change his mind, and he 
likes the idea of people changing their minds about things. He does have plans 
to expand too, if the collection keeps growing!

I think the iPods loaded with information and various materials are one of 
important aspects of the visit that stays in memory. Have you employed them 
since the very beginning?

Yes, we did. That system was invented by Art Processors, our brilliant IT peo-
ple, and David put a lot of thought and a lot of money into it. He never wanted 
wall labels at all. We thought first about room brochures, but he wanted some-
thing much more interesting! The device is known as the Mona O and soon it 
will be available on bring-your-own phones as well as on the iPods we hand 
out to visitors. You receive the basic documentary information about an 
artwork that would conventionally be on a label; but there is also additional 
written and spoken content if visitors want to access more. And they can save 
their visit to look at each artwork again when they are home. We actually 
sold the system to the State Library in Sydney and the Zoo in Melbourne, 
and we are talking with some American museums. David hopes the O will be 
multi-lingual one day. We are always working to improve it.
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What was the reason for not including the labels in the exhibition? Was it not 
to obstruct art?

First, I think, because this is a private collection and, as David once said, you do 
not see labels around somebody’s house. And also because of the dark space and 
rather random way the collection was displayed in the beginning, with no set 
route. Secondly, we want people to look at an artwork before they know what it 
is: not simply move along from label to label. You do not have to know what you 
are looking at: you can just enjoy it. Then you might want to know who made 
something, and when, and where, so you click on its image on the O. You do not 
need to read everything on the spot: if you save your visit, you can read more 
and listen later. Some O content is quite long, more that you would actually read 
for every work.

The O device is actually a rich label, since it contains all sorts of information – 
facts, opinions, context material, audios and videos. I was observing visitors 
in Mona, they were going with their eyes glued to their O’s, just as if they were 
going from one label on a wall to another. So it is actually a traditional model, 
which is simply using modern technology. What is your opinion about that?

Perhaps some people look at the O more than we would ideally like; but many 
do not use it at all. In general, the feedback is that people enjoy using it and feel 
that it is both more informative and less intrusive than labels on the walls. Also, 
people like the sense that it is more like a private collection if there are no labels.

What is the key for the exhibitions? On what basis are the artists selected?

The exhibitions all come to being through David’s interests. We do have a cu-
ratorial team: Olivier Varenne is based in Europe and Nicole Durling heads up 
our group in Melbourne. However, nothing happens without David’s passionate 
interest.

In most cases the one-person exhibitions have been artists whose work 
was already in our collection; but otherwise someone whose work David sees 
in his travels. David travels a lot across Europe and America. Matthew Barney 
for example: David came upon him by accident visiting an exhibition where 
one of his works was on display. He had heard about Barney but not really 
seen his work apart from films. So, when David was on another trip overseas, 
Olivier arranged for him to visit Barney’s studio in New York to begin discus-
sions for the exhibition Matthew Barney: River of Fundament [2014/2015, with 
Haus der Kunst in Munich and MOCA in Los Angeles]. In the case of Marina 
Abramović, whom we are showing later this year [Marina Abramović: Private 
Archaeology, 2015], David has collected her work over a long time. He almost 
always has some of her videos on display. So he and the curators came up with 
the idea of creating something new with her at Mona, rather than bringing 
a display from somewhere else.
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What were the beginnings of the collection?

David collected things as a boy, but he had no money: he grew up in very modest 
origins in Hobart. He actually started collecting when he went to South Africa 
where he made quite a lot of money from gambling and then learned he could 
not take the cash out of the country. Just at the right moment, he found a beauti-
ful carved wooden door by Nigerian carver, Areogun. He bought it and brought 
it home instead of the cash. That was 1993. Then he bought the Moorilla Winery, 
the site of Mona: in 1995 I believe. By then he had collected quite a lot more 
African things, not very old, some coins and other ancient objects. So he made 
a little museum at Moorilla. In 2005 he decided to build a bigger museum. He had 
started to buy Australian modernist art, from the mid-20th century, in around 
1999/2000. That is how I came to know him around 2003. I was working for 
Sotheby’s, the art auction house, in Melbourne and he was a client, and so were 
two other Mona colleagues: Mark Fraser who is no longer at Mona, and Nicole. 
He asked first Nicole, then Mark, then me to join him to build the collection and 
plan the museum; and also Olivier Varenne who was then living in London.

How did it happen that you decided to move to Mona?

I had had a long career in art museums before I worked for Sotheby’s and I was 
keen to return to the museum world. The idea of a completely new museum, 
with a great team of colleagues, was too exciting to say no! I have certainly had 
no regrets. I hope I have been useful. I have learned more than I ever imagined 
possible in seven years.

In what way does the permanent exhibition change? Does it have a fluid char-
acter that corresponds to the temporary exhibitions?

The permanent collection continues to grow, especially with major acquisitions 
made as a result of exhibitions: for example the great Rouge Battery by Matthew 
Barney; or Wim Delvoye’s Cement Truck and Chapel after our Delvoye exhibi-
tion. The whole collection is certainly never on display at one time and hopefully 
people will have very different experiences each time they come.

Some exhibitions are in our contained exhibition spaces. Others flow into 
the permanent collection galleries. The Red Queen, for example, went through 
parts of the building on different levels. That exhibition was in a way a “trial” for 
the really ambitious On the Origin of Art, which we will open in 2016 to explore, 
with four scientifically-trained guest curators, the biological foundations of art 
and artmaking.

Some objects have hardly moved to date. The Fat Car by Erwin Wurm has 
never moved, but the 47-metre Snake by Sidney Nolan was taken down for 
The Red Queen exhibition and replaced by a great video piece by Ryoji Ikeda 
for almost a year. Some people were disappointed not to see Snake, because it is 
so spectacular: the curved wall through two floors of the museum was specially 
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built for it. However David has always said, “If people love stuff too much, if 
people come and ask ‘where’s this, where’s that?’, when something is too popular, 
when there are too many clicks on ‘love’ or ‘hate’ on the Mona O, then we will 
store that object away and put something else in its place.”

Feedback is expressed through O?

Yes, you can say “love” or “hate” or give comments. David is very interested in 
how many people come, where in the museum they go, what they like or dislike.

Does he observe visitors as well?

Sometimes he does! He lives at the museum so he is often around. In fact there 
is a huge oval glass in the floor in his apartment so that he can look down into 
the Sidney Nolan gallery if he wants to.

Which pieces on the display have been most discussed or controversial?

People always speak about Wim Delvoye’s Cloaca Professional, a machine 
that replicates the human digestive system. The most controversial work has 
probably been Gregory Taylor’s C…s and other conversations, a series of vulvas 
cast in white glazed porcelain. A machine used for euthanasia, made into an 
artwork, has prompted a lot of discussion. For a time there was a wall of videos 
by the Austrian actionist, Hermann Nitsch, including very confronting images 
of defecation and blood that many people did not like. Some of the more con-
fronting works were displayed in the lowest level of the museum in a gallery 
with content warnings for parents. My personal feeling, having taken chil-
dren there myself, is that it is a very good opportunity to discuss with your 
children some issues that may be difficult to speak about: sex and death for 
example. The media tend to focus on content relating to sex, but there are some 
really confronting things that touch on death, war, violence, meat-eating and 
so on. I believe that art museums can be a good place to learn about all kinds 
of things besides art.

In fact, there has not been anything like as much controversy as David ex-
pected. I think he was hoping for massive controversy. But people came and said 
“Wow!” The most critical comments were probably made before the museum was 
open when nobody really knew what was coming. When the construction began, 
some people said it was spoiling the landscape; but a whole development of houses 
that was once planned there would have ruined the scenery much more!

You said that in the beginning the display of the collection was quite random. 
Was it a reflection of randomness of the collection itself?

When I said random, I meant that there is deliberately no set route through 
the museum; no taxonomy, no chronology; no hierarchy of art forms; no histori-
cally or geographically defined “departments” as in many conventional museums.
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How big is the collection at the moment? How would you characterise it? 
What are the highlights?

I believe there are around 2,000 objects. It is made up of artworks and objects 
that interest David. The Sidney Nolan mural, Snake, is certainly a highlight. 
Julius Popp’s bit-fall, a waterfall of words, is perhaps the most popular artwork. 
The collection of ancient Egyptian coffins is also very popular.

In what direction right now the collection is growing?

At present, it is largely dictated by the exhibitions. For almost every exhibition, 
we have bought at least one artwork. For example, when we did the Wim Del-
voye exhibition, we already had Cloaca and we had a Pig skin, but we bought 
the Cement mixer and the Chapel. And now we are just about to buy the huge 
flatbed truck: the Cement mixer will sit on the top of that. We have bought some 
relatively modest local artworks in the last few years.

By local artists you mean Tasmanian?

No, not specifically Tasmanian: I mean contemporary Australian art. We do 
have a scholarship competition that has been running for a few years now: 
David gives $15,000 AUD, the artist also gets an allowance for materials and 
sometimes help for a studio space and then, at the end of the year, the artist has 
an exhibition at Mona. That is the main effort specifically for local artists. Mona 
has no particular acquisition budget and no formal acquisition policy.

You were saying about contemporary art. And Mona stands for “old” and 
“new” art. What is that “old” aspect in the collection?

The most recently purchased “old” things are a 17th-century Italian wax head 
of a man; and one of Goya’s etchings from The Disasters of War. Those were 
in 2008. David sometimes speaks about buying Old Master pictures. At the mo-
ment, he really enjoys working with an artist and seeing what that artist would 
like to do specifically at Mona. He is unlikely to buy many more antiquities, 
because he is concerned about provenance issues.

Old and new art on display is Ancient and contemporary. I have the impres-
sion that there is no art in between. Is the old art representing later centuries 
up to the 20th century at all represented in the collection?

Not very much. He did have some from the 19th-century and Australian early 
20th-century art, but he sold much of it to help build the museum. He has won-
derful rare books, but not a lot of prints and other works on paper apart from 
contemporary art. The collection was formed largely through a combination 
of his interests in Antiquity and then in contemporary art; and the impossi-
bility of buying truly rare and wonderful older things, especially in Australia. 
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Renaissance paintings for example: we have none of those and are not likely to. 
Of course he is deeply interested in that art, but not necessarily as an owner. 
It would perhaps be difficult to find an adviser with the necessary expertise 
in Australia. His purchase of antiquities was largely because he was fascinated by 
ancient Egypt, but he was also encouraged by his relationship with an advising 
dealer at that time. The museum is rather envisaged as old and new in the sense 
of opposite poles, rather than an encyclopaedic chronology.

I read that Mona is following the idea of non-marketing which means that you 
would not advertise yourself. It seems like there was a lot of self-confidence 
that the word of mouth will be strong enough to secure visitation numbers. 
How do you see it?

That is true. We did not pay for any advertising for a long time. Occasionally we 
do, at the airport for example there is a billboard. However, I am not sure how 
much we actually pay for now, and how much is provided by the Tasmanian 
Tourism. We have a wonderful public relations person. There is of course a lot 
of advertising for Tasmania about the outdoor adventures and food and wine – 
other reasons for visitors to come to the state.

Local people in Hobart mostly became aware of Mona by seeing the building 
under construction. Really from the very beginning it got a lot of press coverage. 
The “sex and death” idea helped draw media attention. Also, David told the me-
dia that Mona would be a “subversive adult Disneyland”. I think there was huge 
curiosity about David Walsh himself as well. In the early days, nobody knew 
who he was. And he would never have spoken to the press. He was very shy. 
However, once the museum opened, he was there in person and people felt that 
Mona was welcoming and accessible in a very personal way.

Mona hit the ground just at a time when new contemporary art museums 
were opening in many parts of the world. Perhaps if we had opened ten years 
ago, we would not have had the same effect.

You said that the museum is located in the area where David Walsh grew up. 
How does it fit the context of Hobart? Does it build relations with the city and 
local residents, or it rather aspires to national and international visitation 
and publicity?

Yes, he grew up in the northern Hobart suburb Glenorchy. However, Hobart is 
a very small place compared to other Australian state capital cities, so the “Mona 
effect” has been upon the whole city. Mona loves visitors from anywhere. A large 
proportion do come from other parts of Australia and overseas, but the majority 
are local.



255Museum of Old and New Art, Hobart

Who is the main target group of Mona?

Everybody! I believe we get about half local people, and then about 30 per cent 
from mainland and 20 per cent from overseas. We definitely promote Mona 
overseas. We have a lot of interest from the international art media: for example 
articles in The Art Newspaper. Hobart was made Lonely Planet’s one of ten best 
places to come [Lonely Planet’s top 10 cities to visit in 2013] on the basis of Mona. 
Although David wanted to “piss off ” academics and the other museums, in fact 
Olivier, Nicole, and I do care greatly what other museums think of us. That is 
our audience as well. But we definitely do not want to attract only a specialised 
art audience. Mona is for people who are interested in human beings, I think. 
And having fun. David still always says that Mona is meant to be enjoyable. 
When people ask how long will it last, he usually says “While I am still enjoying 
it.” Likewise, Mona’s brewery makes the kind of beer he wants to drink and our 
Moorilla winery makes the kind of wine he wants to drink. And the festivals 
play a lot of the music he likes to hear.

Indeed, Mona is just one aspect of David Walsh’s business. There is also 
a brewery, vineyards and winery. Is it considered as one whole? Do these 
parts intermingle?

They are all David’s and work closely together: also the summer Mofo music and 
performing arts festival each January and the Dark Mofo festival each winter.

Is the brewery within the museum complex?

It is on the same site at the moment, but it is scheduled to move to a bigger place. 
The brewery is actually one of the things that make money to support the mu-
seum, along with the restaurants and function rooms for weddings, conferences 
and so on.

And the production of wine?

Some takes place at Mona, but not all the grapes are grown there. David owns 
also another vineyard in the central part of Tasmania.

So which part of his business actually makes the money to maintain the whole 
complex?

David Walsh’s mathematical gambling system brings in the money to run 
the museum. You can read all about it in his memoir! The brewery and restau-
rants also make some money. As well, we do encourage conferences, weddings 
and similar commercial events.
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What are the current challenges for Mona?

I think the challenge is keeping it new and continuing to surprise visitors. When 
people hear about Mona, they want to see what they have heard about – such as 
a particular work of art; but they also need to understand that Mona is always 
evolving. David plans to build a hotel, which he says can be revenue-positive, 
and I think that will happen. And he is trying to have a small-scale, very 
high-roller casino with the hotel. The other big challenge is keeping the flexible, 
adventurous way we work together as staff.

At the beginning, when I joined Mona, David intended to run with a com-
pletely flat management scheme: there was David and there was everybody else. 
But there were very few of us. Of course it is very different with 400 to 500 peo-
ple employed – with the winery, and hospitality, three campuses (the museum, 
the storage area with registrars, and the media and festivals section). So we have 
more structured staffing arrangements. In my view Mona must remain, before 
anything else, David Walsh’s experiment.

And how many people deal with the programming and collection in the mu-
seum?

The Curatorial and Design museum team consists of at least 10–15 permanent 
people. There is the chief designer, four curators, curatorial assistants and pro-
ject managers for the exhibitions, registrars, press department, librarians. We 
still try to work in a very equal and team-based way.

Do you regularly meet with David as a team?

As often as possible but not with any set regularity. We do not have particular cu-
ratorial meeting times. We tried to make weekly meetings in the early days, but 
we never managed to assemble everyone together every week. Now we usually 
have project meetings about different exhibitions and publications. Remember, 
most of the curators are based in Melbourne and one lives in London!

On the other hand, David does have regular meetings with the finance and 
administrative people which Nicole Durling attend for Curatorial and Adrian 
Spinks for Design. So we are always in touch. And he answers emails and texts. 
He is very hands-on, even if he is not there in person all the time. But he keeps 
us guessing and that keeps us all on our toes.

15th December 2014
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SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT MUSEUMS 
ADDRESSING THEIR AUDIENCES: INTERVIEW 

WITH LOUISE RYAN

Louise Ryan has worked extensively as an educator and researcher in the area 
of cultural studies, particularly art and cultural development in the museum 
context at the University of New South Wales Sydney and Western Sydney 
University Australia. Her recently completed PhD at the Institute for Culture 
and Society, Western Sydney University investigated the museum as a con-
tested space, especially the promotion of cross-cultural understanding, 
identity formation, inclusiveness and belonging. Current projects explore 
society’s relationship with its cultural and natural environments and the per-
ceived value and conflict that these cultural/artistic endeavours generate; 
cultural exchanges and their role in promoting national identity and a com-
mon cultural space; and how heritage sites and museums contribute to our 
understanding and knowledge of migration, colonisation and displacement.

We first met when you were giving a talk on Mona in Berlin. It was your 
paper that actually inspired me to go to Hobart and see the museum, which 
from a European perspective seems to be in the end of the world. Why did you 
start researching this museum? Why is it special?

Mona is the most cutting edge in terms of reinventing the museum experience. 
Not that there are no other places that do what Mona does, but I think it is 
the combination of where it is, its founder is always attractive – he is such an 
eccentric personality – and I think the curatorial practices are quite unique. 
The research shows that people are going there in huge numbers, which is 
unprecedented, especially for somewhere like Hobart. When I think of other 
Australian museums, they are all about the same experience. When you go 
to the National Gallery in Canberra, the Art Gallery of New South Wales, 
the National Gallery of Victoria, even GOMA in Brisbane, you can have some 
interesting displays, but still following the same programmes and formats. 
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So I suppose that when you are looking for something different, there is Mona. 
Whereas other galleries are good and can have some fantastic exhibitions, they 
are probably not as inspiring.

A lot of people use the word “different” when characterising Mona. So did 
you. In what way is it different to other art museums?

I think the other galleries are taking a more cautious approach and more main-
stream. When you mount an exhibition it is usually a paying one. You want 
to attract audiences so you want to get as many people through the door as 
possible, whereas I do not think Mona would necessarily work like that. And 
I do think that thematically they are usually quite unique. Their exhibitions are 
very eclectic. When you turn around the corner you still do not know quite what 
you are going to see. It is unpredictability, the element of surprise, which seems 
to attract people and I think it keeps you thinking. Whereas, the other ones are 
usually quite predictable.

Do you have the impression that Australian museums are different from mu-
seums in Europe, the United States or anywhere else?

I think most Australian museums are pretty mainstream in their approach. I think 
they are very European in character. There is not really much difference. They are 
following the same formats, the same curatorial practices, and often the same 
exhibitions. When you look at the mainstream galleries, they will get their 
blockbuster exhibitions from the Metropolitan Museum, the British Museum, 
the Louvre. But when you go to the private galleries that are probably where 
you get something different, like the White Rabbit Gallery. That is a different 
approach. Surely the public-private debate is important here. Private galleries 
have so much more freedom, they do not have the boards and committees that 
are required to pass everything, and they tend to be more open to changing 
quickly or accepting things more regularly. A lot of big galleries need time for 
things to go through the processes; it is very hard to put anything on very quickly.

Do you think people in Australia, I mean the general public, recognise muse-
ums as important places for them?

You always get your loyal visitor, but depending on where a museums is, they 
also get various other groups of visitors. Sydney Gallery for example gets a lot 
of tourists. They will go because they are on holidays. But Mona defies that, be-
cause no one really used to go to Hobart, whereas now a lot of people go. I often 
ask people “Why are you going to Canberra?”, when they have a blockbuster 
exhibition of Picasso or somebody else. And they say “Oh I am going with my 
girlfriends and we’re going to have a package.” It means that they will have a din-
ner, the accommodation and the exhibition. “Do you like Picasso? – It’s okay.” 
So they are going for the cultural experience, which includes the food and 
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everything else. That is very well marketed and a lot of people go for the pack-
ages. And then, to be honest, the exhibition is not high on the list. So it is more 
a tourist experience.

Is it specific not Sydney?

No, it exists in Australia in general.

How is it advertised?

It is in the newspapers, on the buses, there are billboards. Everyone knows that 
they do packages. And these are generally very good deals.

Is creating the whole experience related to visiting a museum with the views, 
big names, food, shopping, mystery etc. a recipe for success in contemporary 
world? What is your opinion?

I think it can be a combination of many of these factors, depending on the mu-
seum, location and exhibition. Attracting and maintaining diverse audiences is 
the challenge and they need to engage the visitors so they will return. From my 
research the experience of the visit is vital as they want to be entertained in some 
way. I recently visited Mona again and saw their exhibition The Origins of Art and 
that was so stimulating and engaging. The format was four sections curated by 
four people and we spent four hours there. Lots of people even for a Monday.25

What changes do you observe in Australian museums in recent years?

The research that I was doing from 2007 to 2015 on the capacity of art museums 
to promote cross-cultural understanding and the aesthetic versus the interpre-
tative approach to displays has been a comparative study, I look at displays and 
how they change. I will give an example from the Art Gallery of News South 
Wales. In 2007 when they had a travelling show on art of Islam [The Arts of 
Islam: Treasures from the Nasser D. Khalili Collection], it was a very tradition-
al format, very hands-off. There were beautiful things behind the glass and 
there was nothing associated with it – no interactive, no online, no computers 
for people to look for further knowledge. They did have volunteers but no 
one even asked them a question. If I compare it to last year when they had 
the Afghanistan exhibition [Afghanistan: hidden treasures from the National 
Museum, Kabul, 2014], it was completely different. Even though the display 
was similar they actually had things you could touch, I was surprised. There 
were a lot of computer terminals in which you could look up every single 
possible thing you could want to know about that exhibition – interviews with 
local people, interviews with curators, history of every object. That is exactly 

25 Remark added during making revisions before publication in March 2017.
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what was missing before. And of course you could go home and access it. They 
have embraced the new technologies, which – the research says – people want. 
What people crave is interconnectivity that they are used to with every other 
walk of life. That has changed and that is a very positive thing. Then people 
have the choice. I think it is very good to have the subjective experience first, 
and then go to the terminal, or grab a phone, and see what they want to see 
and know about it. The Art Gallery of NSW was very traditional and that 
move is quite big. Some of the others were changing before, like the Power 
House, which sometimes does displays of art, mainly design. You always had 
the audio things, which has been a standard, but it was always an extra cost, 
not everyone pays for it, whereas this is free. It is not a choice anymore, it is 
just there. And of course it is visual, not just the audio. It seems that the new 
technologies are making the difference.

What is your observation concerning the public in art museums, specifical-
ly the public representing cultures that are presented in those museums? In 
the Art Gallery of NSW there is a big Asian gallery, big Indigenous gallery. 
I wonder to what degree members of those communities are addressed by 
the museum and whether they really engage, or at least visit?

That has been researched, Ien Ang wrote a very good paper [The Predicament 
of Diversity: Multiculturalism in Practice at the Art Museum, 2003] on the Bud-
dhist exhibition [Buddha: Radiant Awakening, 2001] saying that there was a lack 
of community involvement. Former curator Jackie Menzies said that they are 
the experts, and on many decisions they have to take over. Museums think they 
are empowering those communities, they think they are bringing them in, but 
most of them still walk away feeling that they really were not involved. When 
they came to the Buddhist exhibition, they wanted a place where they could do 
an offering, and that did not go very well either. It eventually happened, but they 
thought the gallery was not a place for that. There is a very thin line between fine 
art – we often do not have the masses coming in – and having an everyday expe-
riencing encounter. It has to be the aesthetic experience. It is a bit the same with 
The Arts of Islam. I doubt whether targeted Asian communities come to the gal-
lery and whether they are really engaged. The same occurs with Indigenous 
people, unless they come in a school group. I think that most of all they feel it 
is not their place that they might not understand. It is common for the Islamic 
group who say “We live in Auburn, why would we go all the way to the city? We 
don’t travel that far.” If you are Asian and you live in Cabramatta,26 you probably 
would not travel for an exhibition into the city. Unless they involve the commu-
nities more in the planning, there is always criticism if they do not. The exhi-
bition almost needs to be in their local area. Local community museums seem 

26 Suburb in Sydney with large Vietnamese and Chinese communities located 30 km from 
the city centre.
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to work better in this field than the big public government-funded ones, which 
are operating at the expert level. They just get the crowds. And that is okay. 
Even though they say they would like to attract a wider demographic, I think 
somehow these museums are quite comfortable with not attracting the other 
sectors. They come if they want, and if they do not – they do not. It just depends 
how many people you are getting through the door.

You have been teaching for a number of years, at the university and outside. 
How do you see the level of visual arts education in Australian schools?

I have not been in the school system for 20 years now but at the universi-
ty level, I was teaching from 2003 to 2009 at COFA [College of Fine Arts] 
UNSW and that was a vibrant field of learning and creating, and still is. As 
a parent with children being educated in the school system over a long period 
of time, visual arts is still sometimes seen as a “frill” or less rigorous subject 
then others like mathematics and science. These other subjects’ score higher 
in the Higher School Certificate, therefore many students prefer to take those 
subjects over the creative arts, which is a shame. The historical/theoretical 
component of the visual arts curriculum complements other subjects such 
as ancient and modern history and provides an area where creative thinking 
and problem solving can develop. I go to see the Year 12 HSC works every 
year at the Art Gallery of NSW and they are always stimulating and inspiring. 
Amazing what 18 year olds can achieve with good direction from their teach-
ers. This makes the case for the arts to be considered as valuable, and often 
more than the other traditional subjects. Arts funding is the first area to be 
cut in budgets when governments are trying to save money, yet it is exactly 
the place where many find solace, joy and relaxation when the world outside 
is too problematic. There is a famous quote by Winston Churchill that, when 
asked to cut arts funding in favour of the war effort, he replied: “Then what are 
we fighting for?” The schools are the place where this love of art and culture 
needs to be nurtured and developed.

6th January 2015
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AUSTRALIAN ART EXHIBITED ABROAD: 
THE CASE OF GREAT BRITAIN

Australian art is relatively little known in Europe. It is absent from art history 
curricula, even in Great Britain, which given the history of the British Com-
monwealth might be considered a natural place for incorporating Australian 
art in teaching programmes. Perception and knowledge of Australian art out-
side Australia can be developed through exhibitions, though as directors and 
curators of Australian museums admit, it is a very costly endeavour to bring 
an exhibition from Australia to Europe, and a very risky one at the same time, 
considering the uncertainty of visitation (e.g. see an interview with Gerard 
Vaughan in this volume).

Nevertheless, nowadays, in the second decade of the 21st century, we are see-
ing growing interest in Australian art in British museums and galleries. Among 
numerous exhibitions there has been the major survey exhibition at the Royal 
Academy of Arts in London in 2013, called Australia (co-curated by Kathleen 
Soriano, interviewed in this chapter), and the narrower Australia’s Impressionists 
at the National Gallery (co-curated by Christopher Riopelle, interviewed in this 
chapter), which opened in 2016. This turn towards Australia mirrors in some 
respect the “Australian art boom in the UK” which Simon Pierse (2016, p. xix) 
situated between 1950 and 1965, when “Australian painting was ‘discovered’, 
augmented, historicized, and finally, re-absorbed back into the UK market.” At 
that time Australian art was exotic (Pierse, 2016, p. 242) to British audiences. 
And so it is now – merging familiarity (European tradition) with the unknown 
(Indigenous art), bathed with light, putting an accent on the land.

The cross-sectional Royal Academy exhibition, which presented two hun-
dred works and covered over two hundred years of Australian art, received 
mixed reviews, with harsh criticism from Waldemar Januszczak of The Times, 
who crushed Australian art itself (“[this] art (…) isn’t impressive enough (…) 
to warrant such a weighty inspection”; “Here is a nation (…) in which the wrong 
people became artists,” Januszczak, 2013). But this exhibition, with all its gen-
eralisations and shortcomings, led the way to a more in-depth presentation of 
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Australia in Britain, which seems to take place cyclically – according to Pierse 
in a fifty-year cycle, every time there is “a new generation that needs to be rein-
troduced to these things” (interview with Simon Pierse in this chapter).

19.1. Interview with Simon Pierse

Simon Pierse is from London. He studied painting at the Slade School of 
Fine Art and art history and theory at Essex University. He is currently Senior 
Lecturer Emeritus at Aberystwyth University where his research focuses on 
British perceptions of Australian art and identity. He is author of Australian Art 
and Artists in London 1950–1965: An Antipodean Summer (2012).

Does Australian art in your opinion exist in the consciousness of the British 
public? What do British people know about Australian art? To what extent is 
Australian art of interest to the British public?

Today the British public do not really have much of an idea about what Australian 
art is. We should first define what you mean by Australian art. These days if people 
in general know about Australian art, they would probably think of it in terms 
of Aboriginal art. If you were to ask somebody in the street today: “Describe an 
Australian painting,” they would probably describe a work of Aboriginal art. But 
it has not always been the case. After the war, because Australia had been part of 
the British Empire and became part of the British Commonwealth, Australian art-
ists were able to come and live in Britain. In the early days, they even had British 
passports. From the late 1940s to mid-1960s, at that time Australian art did cap-
ture the public interest. There was a considerable number of people in Britain who 
were collectors of work by painters such as Sidney Nolan and Arthur Boyd, artists 
who were long-term expatriates here. So, if you asked the general public about 
Australian art in 1960 or 1963, if they were able to give an answer, they would 
probably describe a painting by Sidney Nolan, perhaps a Ned Kelly painting.

Is this general knowledge of Aboriginal art related to the fact that the public 
likes it?

Yes, they like it, it is accessible, but I think it is also an easily identifiable iconog-
raphy. In general, the British are very ignorant about Australian art. If anybody 
in the British public were asked to name an Australian artist, my guess is that it 
would probably still be Rolf Harris.27 The general perception of Australian art 
in Britain relates to the expression of a landscape, to a way of describing the cli-
mate, and obviously, the art of Australia’s Indigenous people.

27 Australian musician, singer-songwriter, composer, comedian, actor and painter.
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What do you think is the reason of this ignorance towards Australian art? 
Within the Commonwealth, is this ignorance only about Australian art?

The British understand European art. People would probably have a rough idea 
what German expressionism is, they would certainly know about French paint-
ing, Impressionism, Matisse, Picasso and so on. But when it comes to Australian 
art, Canadian art, South African art or anything that might have come from for-
mer colonies, I think the British are shockingly ignorant. And in fact, I was too. 
When I went over to Australia for the first time in 1992, I did not know much 
about the artists who were very famous there. I knew Sidney Nolan because he 
made his life in Britain and I had seen his work in exhibitions when growing up 
in London. I also knew Arthur Boyd because he was also really a full-time resi-
dent. But the other artists I really only discovered when I first went over there and 
started to look at the galleries. I do not think that it is the same thing the other 
way around. Australian curators, gallery directors and the art-interested public 
know about our artists, about British art, just as they know about their own 
art. There are very good collections of British contemporary art in Melbourne, 
Sydney, Canberra. They have got all the big names.

How has the British interest in Australian art been evolving historically?

It is cyclical really. There have been exhibitions of Australian art in Britain 
since the 19th century. I was just recently reading a review of an exhibition 
that took place in London in 1886. There were few illustrations to show how 
the exhibition looked, but the reviewer described the exhibition in terms of 
how far these artists from the colonies were able to develop a mature style. 
The comments tended to be rather pejorative, saying “Well, these artists are 
not as good as our own are over here, but they are doing their best and we 
should do our best to encourage art in the colonies.” That is a colonial attitude. 
It persisted well into the 20th century. There was a big exhibition in the Royal 
Academy in 1923. Again, this show was rather dismissed with faint praise. 
Australian artists were not deemed to be quite up to the standard of our “own 
people”. There was certainly no sense that Australian art could be developing 
its own trajectory. It was essentially an echo of what was happening over here. 
It changed after the second World War. Former colonies that are now members 
of the Commonwealth were encouraged to develop their own artistic language, 
which was seen as proof of a developing autonomous culture. So Australian 
art began to be seen as an expression of something that was about the nature 
of the land and the people. You have the survey exhibition Twelve Australian 
Artists which was put on by the British Arts Council in 1953. It was a survey 
exhibition that showed at the New Burlington Galleries before going on to tour 
around Britain. At the same time in the early 1950s there was already a talk of 
putting on a big survey show of Australian painting. This eventually materiali-
sed in 1963 with the Tate show Australian Painting. But before that there had 
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been the Whitechapel show Recent Australian Painting which was a landmark 
exhibition. It took place in 1961 and showed only the work of contemporary 
painters. The thesis behind this exhibition was to show that Australian paint-
ing was different to painting by other nations, because it somehow expressed, 
not only the “toughness” and isolation of the land, but also the outlook of 
the people – that is to say, the white settler population that now lived there. 
So Australian painting was seen as having its own distinct language – of being 
tough, lyrical and shrill or vibrant in its colour. This kind of painting briefly 
became very popular amongst the British public. In the late 1950s and early 
1960s a lot of people started to buy contemporary Australian painting because 
it seemed more exciting than much of what was being produced by our own 
British artists – especially our figurative artists.

Do British museums collect Australian art?

Yes, but it is a bit haphazard. Tate Britain has got quite a good collection of 
Australian painting. I am no expert on the Tate’s current collection policy but 
the remit has changed, for sure. Whereas in the 1950s and 1960s the Tate was 
actively collecting work by Commonwealth artists, not only Australian, but also 
Canadian, Caribbean and South African artists, nowadays I believe the policy 
is more broadly international and of course we now have Tate Britain and Tate 
Modern. Many of the works acquired by the Tate from Commonwealth artists 
in the 1950s and 1960s are by artists who were resident in Britain at the time and 
can be said to have made a contribution to British art. A number of regional art 
galleries in Britain have the works of Australian artists in their collections and 
these acquisitions again were largely made in the 1950s to 60s. Most are rarely if 
ever on show these days. Tate Britain did not even have a painting by Arthur Boyd 
until relatively recently. It was bequeathed to the Art Fund by a collector when 
she died and entered the Tate’s collection in 2010. That tells you something, does 
it not? Arthur Boyd was not even represented in the Tate until the 21st century.

And are there private collections of Australian art in Britain?

Apart from these museum holdings I cannot think of a collection that is devoted 
to Australian art. There may be a few works that were acquired in the past. And 
there are private collections, of course, but as collectors die, and their collections 
appear on the market, Australian works sold at auction usually find their way 
back to Australia.

You said that Australian art was not very praised in London. I wonder what 
were the driving forces to organise Australian exhibitions, some in very noble 
places, regardless of this cool reception?

The genesis of the 1963 Tate exhibition Australian Painting – Colonial – Im-
pressionist – Contemporary dates back to the 1950s. People in London who had 
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been to Australia and Australians who were in London were all talking about 
the need to have a comprehensive survey of Australian art. The director of the Tate 
at that time, Sir John Rothenstein, had a particular interest in Australian art. 
He wrote a book on the Australian impressionist painter Charles Conder, who 
in turn, had been a great friend of his father, the artist Sir William Rothenstein. 
Rothenstein was influential, as of course so was Sir Kenneth Clark, who was an 
advisor to some of the Australian galleries. He had bought works by Drysdale and 
Nolan when he visited Australia in 1949. So there was this big cluster of Austra-
lian art exhibitions in 1960, 1961, 1962 and 1963, which, admittedly, takes some 
explanation. At least some of them can be explained in terms of a ripple effect. 
The biggest show, the Tate exhibition, was very much written off by the critics 
as being not as good as it should have been. This show was much delayed and 
simply came too late. The other shows which were originally planned to coincide 
with it, for example the Whitechapel show, actually took place before the Tate’s. By 
the time the Tate show came on and opened in London in January 1963, people 
had already seen other exhibitions of Australian art that arguably were better than 
the one that was on show at the Tate.

The other thing to say is that the Commonwealth was very important after 
the war. Queen Elizabeth II had a particular interest in Australia. With the Duke 
of Edinburgh, she went out to Australia on a Royal Tour in 1964, shortly after 
she had been crowned. All Commonwealth countries were being encouraged 
to show that they had a visual culture, just in the same way as they might 
demonstrate that they had manufacturing or exports. Culture and art were seen 
as something desirable and worthy of nurturing through the Commonwealth 
alongside trade and industry.

And finally, it is cyclical. You may ask why are so many exhibitions taking 
place at one particular time? I think it can be explained in terms of a fifty-year 
cycle. You have a new generation that needs to be reintroduced to these things.

Certainly, the year 1988, which was a Bicentenary year for Australia, was 
a period when there was an increased interest in Australia. We had several 
shows in London at that time, including the Angry Penguins exhibition which 
was shown at the Hayward Gallery and which was rather panned by the critics 
for its expressionistic content. So it is cyclical up to a point, but there are mile-
stones that encourage clusters of exhibitions to happen around the same time.

Does it mean that no Australian exhibitions were held in London in the 1980s, 
1990s, 2000s?

No, there are always shows that go on. But in terms of the big survey shows, 
in public galleries, as I mentioned, 1988 was a big year. In the 1990s we had 
Aratjara at the Hayward Gallery [1993] – an exhibition of work by Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander artists. In 2003/2004 there was a major exhibition 
of prints by Fred Williams [Fred Williams, an Australian Vision] at the British 
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Museum. In 2011 there was another survey show of prints in the British Muse-
um [Out of Australia: prints and drawings from Sidney Nolan to Rover Thomas], 
and there was subsequently an Aboriginal art exhibition [Indigenous Australia 
enduring civilization, 2015]. There is another show coming up this year [2017] 
on the drawings of Sidney Nolan to mark the centenary of his birth. But there 
is a very obvious reason why there have been so many exhibitions of Australian 
art at the British Museum in recent times and that is because the Curator of 
the Modern Collection of Prints and Drawings, Stephen Coppel, is Australian. 
I think if you have got somebody who is interested and also influential, who 
has the power to design and plan these things, that is as much a factor as other 
chronological considerations.

Right now there is the “Australia’s Impressionists” exhibition in the National 
Gallery, and it was preceded by the “Australia” exhibition in the Royal Academy 
of Arts in 2013. The size and ambition of the RA show make it another mile-
stone exhibition of Australian art in London. But the reception was ambiguous?

The Australia show at the Royal Academy was criticized as much as it was praised. 
Criticised both in Australia and here. In Australia, the criticism was largely 
in terms of “Why wasn’t this artist included? Why was that one in, but this one 
wasn’t? Why was there only one painting by such and such? It wasn’t even a very 
good painting.” The same thing happened in 1963. The curation of the show 
itself is an interesting issue – which works are included and what works are left 
out. Australians are very hot on that. When I was in Australia in 2012 there 
were already rumblings about how inadequate the selection was. So those things 
are very controversial in Australia. You may ask the question “How would 
you curate a show of, let’s say, British painting?” There are lots of strands, and 
that is the case in any country. There is no one particular identifying style or 
movement that can sum up a nation. There are lots of different things going on. 
The very concept of having a single show that presents Australian art to the pub-
lic is problematical these days. Australian identity – if you can even talk about 
it “in the singular” – is very fluid and in a constant state of flux. Naturally 
enough, Australians are very aware of the possibility of not showing enough 
cultural or ethnic diversity. The Royal Academy show was criticised because it 
was attempting to define Australia through landscape.

And what is your opinion on this exhibition?

I thought the Aboriginal art was fantastic. The first big room filled with Aborigi-
nal art was, for me, the highlight of the exhibition. In the post-colonial section 
(1950–2013), there were painters I would have liked to have seen represented 
more fully. Waldemar Januszczak28 made the most outrageous comments. 

28 British art critic of The Times, formerly of The Guardian.
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I know he was being sensationalist. Obviously, critics want to make people sit 
up and take notice of them. But I think his comments were indicative of a much 
greater and rather shocking ignorance about Australian art. I sense he did not 
really know much about Fred Williams or John Olsen, who, incidentally are two 
of my favourite painters. Because the show only allowed one or two paintings by 
these artists to be included, it enabled critics like Januszczak to completely dis-
miss a number of major Australian artists. The Aboriginal art was good, the co-
lonial section was a lovely curation, and I liked the way you walked through 
the very brightly lit Aboriginal gallery into the darker, blue areas of the colonial 
section. The post-war period seemed a bit patchy and personally I found some 
of the 1970s–1980s propaganda art pieces looking dated and boring. The final 
section had some interesting pieces in it, that was the room most hotly disputed 
by Australians, I believe. But that aspect of things went over the top of my head. 
Critically, you could say that the 2013 show was a re-run of the 1963 Tate show. 
You had the same disagreement and controversy about what was included, what 
was left out in Australia and you had the same kind of deprecating, in some 
areas superficial, reporting reviews of the exhibition. The critical reception of 
the two shows is really good to compare as you can see the same thing happen-
ing all over again.

In 2013 the theme was landscape. What was the focus of the 1963 exhibition?

There was no theme, it was simply a survey show. That is what the Tate asked 
for – a survey of Australian painting from the earliest times up to the pres-
ent day. There was some talk about including Aboriginal art in the show but 
it never happened. Due to various controversies in Australia the exhibition 
lost its way. It was selected by an official body called the Commonwealth Art 
Advisory Board which was very conservative. What would have been better is 
if the state gallery directors had been able to choose the works, but they were 
not allowed to do that. They lent works but the works were chosen by this 
board. The show had a preview in Adelaide before it was shipped off to London 
and there was a shower of criticism in Australia about what had been left out. 
Following all the furore that this preview caused, the Board decided to re-shape 
the show. They changed it from being a selection that had Impressionism, co-
lonial and 20th-century art in roughly equal measure and greatly increased 
the contemporary section. So in the end it was about half contemporary. That 
did not work really because when shown alongside the historical collection 
it did not work as a curatorial whole. Works in the Tate show were not cho-
sen in terms of the best painting but in terms of names that had to be represent-
ed. It is a shame that it was so poorly received. But by the time it opened there 
had already been the Whitechapel show two years earlier and everyone by that 
time had had the opportunity to see better and more recent paintings.
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Who were the members of the board that made selection of works?

They were a committee appointed by Sir Robert Menzies who was Australian 
Prime Minister at that time. He appointed people who would share his taste. 
You had William Dargie, a very conservative portrait painter, Robert Camp-
bell, Director of the Art Gallery of South Australia, Daryl Lindsay, Director 
of the National Gallery of Victoria, Sir Will Ashton, artist and ex-state gallery 
director and Douglas Pratt, another conservative artist. Russell Drysdale was 
brought in at a later stage to try and calm the waters but by this time most of 
the damage had been done.

So the selection of works was all made by Australians.

Yes, the selection was made in Australia. John Rothenstein, who was director of 
the Tate Gallery, had very little to do with it.

26th January 2017

19.2. Interview with Kathleen Soriano

Co-curator of the Australia exhibition, Royal Academy of Arts in London, 
21 September–8 December 2013

Kathleen Soriano began her career at the Royal Academy of Arts. In 1989 she 
joined the National Portrait Gallery as Head of Exhibitions & Collections. In 
2004 she became one of the first cohort of Clore Leadership Fellows taking up 
roles at the South Bank Centre and Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney. 
In 2006 she became Director of Compton Verney, Warwickshire and in 2009 
returned to the RA as Artistic Director where she remained until 2014 when 
she left to work independently.

Chair of the Liverpool Biennial and a Trustee of the House of Illustration, 
she is a patron of Crisis, the Stroke Association, and a member of the Women 
Leaders in Museums Network. She sits on the strategic committee of the Grand 
Palais in Paris, on the Wellcome Collection exhibition advisory group, chairs 
the Churches Conservation Trust’s art advisory board, is specialist advisor 
to the National Trust, and serves on the editorial board of Apollo magazine.

She has lectured and written extensively on the visual arts and is currently 
preparing a book on women artists for publication in 2018. Her broadcast 
activities include the five series of Portrait/Landscape Artist of the Year for 
SkyArts.
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Why did you choose Australia as a subject for your exhibition?

I have been to Australia a number of times for work and I have seen works of 
artists I have never heard of. It seemed wrong to me that I did not know about 
them. That was one reason. The other was that I was a director of a museum 
in the UK in 2006 and I wanted to do an exhibition of a contemporary Australian 
artist, but there was resistance from my curators. They were concerned that no 
one had heard about these artists and no one would come and visit. I did not 
have the bravery to say, “I don’t care about that. Let’s do it anyway.” When I went 
to the Royal Academy shortly after, in 2009, one of the things I felt very strongly 
about was that when you are working on that scale, in an institution that has such 
an international reach, you really have a duty to, what I call, broaden the canon – 
to bring more artists to the attention of the art world. That is the main reason that 
I wanted to do it. What then happened, is that next time when a young director 
like me wanted to do an exhibition on a young contemporary Australian artist, 
they would not be so worried about the risks because they could say that such and 
such an artist was shown at the Royal Academy in the Australia exhibition. That 
is what happened. There have been many Australian artists featured in the Venice 
Biennale, in American exhibitions and in the UK. Even if the exhibition was not 
perfect, I think I achieved what I wanted it to do. Then I went to Australia and 
I was thinking about making a survey exhibition. The Royal Academy has a long 
tradition of making survey exhibitions, we did German art in the 20th century, 
British art in the 20th century, Italian art in the 20th century. When I started 
looking at the artwork and trying to understand how I could construct it into 
an exhibition, it seemed to me that the story of Australian art was very attached 
to the relationship Australians had with the landscape. What I then decided to do 
was to tell the story of Australia, of Australian art and the development of Austra-
lianness through the landscape. It was never just a landscape exhibition, although 
I used landscape to talk about Australia. We were all worried about calling it 
“Australia”, because the film had been out three or four years before and everyone 
regarded that as not very successful, so we were terribly worried.

How did it all start?

I knew I wanted to do an exhibition on Australian art, that is how it started. I re-
member that the director of the National Gallery of Australia wrote me saying 
that he wanted to do an exhibition in London of Aboriginal art and that it would 
be supported by the Australian government. I wrote back and I said, “That is very 
interesting, but I don’t just want to do an Aboriginal art, I want to do Australian 
art. So other art as well.” That was the beginning of the conversation. It took two 
or three years before I actually started working with the NGA properly on making 
this exhibition. The exhibition began with Indigenous art. I think their original 
intention was to encourage better understanding of it. And as you know from 
the exhibition it included a lot of Indigenous art as it was very important.
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The NGA’s idea to show only Indigenous art, was it because they felt it would 
be better received in Britain?

I think they felt the duty to show it as it is an important part of their collection, 
and also because it can be looked at distinctly as a form of art. I think it was also 
the case of them trying to think what would be most interesting for a London 
venue. They could not have guessed that I have already been to Australia many 
times and had my own ideas.

There were three curators, two from the NGA and you. How did your visions 
about how and what to present at this exhibition differ?

It took me a long time before I decided to work with the National Gallery. In 
the early stages I felt it was very important for me not to be persuaded by one 
major institution. I wanted to be open to my own thoughts, but also have 
the input from many people. I started thinking about the artists I wanted 
to represent. The National Gallery with their national responsibility was very 
generous with educating me. Either Ron Radford, the director then, or Anne 
Gray, one of his curators, took me to various museums and galleries around 
the country and helped me understand Australian art history. Not so much 
in a way that they were telling me what I had to put into the exhibition. It was 
done in a very generous spirit and very open allowing me to form my opinions. 
Then after my second visit I have been formally partnered with them. I made 
a presentation to them about what I thought the exhibition should be. I re-
member that meeting in their board room, laying everything out on the very 
long table, and saying, “I think the show must be about the story of land and 
landscape.” And the director of the NGA and the whole team of his curators 
immediately reacted, “Oh she’s got it!” I thought it was great that they had not 
tried to impose that on me before, I worked it out myself. Once we passed that 
stage, there were obviously areas where Ron Radford and Anne Gray had their 
favourites, and there were areas where I had my favourites. I also worked with 
Franchesca Cubillo, who was the Indigenous curator at the NGA, because 
it was important to have on board someone who understood very well that 
material, and she had her favourites too. So between us we argued for our 
favourites, we dismissed some of the others, so it was the usual compromising 
and bargaining that you have when you work with another curator.

As for telling the story of Australia, what were the expectations of Australian 
curators regarding this exhibition? Did they have any particular view on how 
Australia should be presented in Britain?

I think we were pretty much agreed, really. Where we used to disagree is on 
which artists we thought were good and which artists we thought were not 
good. I do not think we disagreed on the story so much. There was one moment 
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when I came up with this idea that I would hang the exhibition backwards, so 
that we would start in the present day. I wanted to do that partly so that we, as 
British viewers, could walk the same colonial footsteps as our forefathers in un-
derstanding Australia. I thought it would be quite interesting to go backwards. 
But when I did the paper hang to work out how it would look, I realised it 
was just a math that did not make any sense, because you cannot tell the sto-
ry unless you walk through history. You cannot go back in history, you have 
to understand what came before in order to understand the present. In the end 
I dispensed with that idea and I did not do it. I remember that Australians were 
very excited about that idea. I mention that as an indication of how little they 
tried to impose to tell me what the story was.

What were the challenges while working on the exhibition?

The challenge was the number of works we wanted to include in the galler-
ies. The strong character of myself and the director of the NGA, neither of us 
wanted to surrender the handful of artists that we both really championed. 
He had particular expertise in late 19th century and early 20th century, so he 
felt very passionately about these artists. That was difficult, because I often 
had to argue without the deep academic knowledge that was required. That 
was one challenge. And that was made worse by the number of artists that we 
needed to represent. The other challenge was knowing that the Australian art 
world was quite small and the exhibition would be under a lot of scrutiny from 
its people, and that it would be very unlikely that they would find a positive 
thing to say about it. I expected most of the Australian museum people to be 
negative about the exhibition. In reality to my faith, that was not so much 
the case. Maybe because I was ready to admit where some of the problems 
were with the show. That it was too crowded, for example. I think that peo-
ple who did really criticise the show did not understand what it was trying 
to do. There is a phrase in Australia that is used quite a lot, called “tall poppy 
syndrome”, so one poppy gets higher than another and you chop the head 
off. Many Australians warned me that this would happen because people 
want everything to stay as it should be in an Australian sense of presenting 
it. Another challenge I found with living artists. There were many more good 
living artists that I would like to include in the exhibition, and I ended up not 
being able to include them.

You indicated you were prepared for the criticism. Do you suspect what Aus-
tralians would have liked to include in the exhibition to make them satisfied?

I do not think you can do that, it is impossible. Actually they admit it as well. 
The problem is, that I was doing something that in many cases is very wrong – 
I was using art to tell the narrative of a country. So I was making quite big gen-
eralisations. Of something that has 250 years, of something that is quite delicate. 
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In a way it was quite rude for me to do, but it needed to be done in that big way 
in order to announce the importance of the work. At the moment the National 
Gallery in London is showing Australian Impressionists. I think that would not 
have happened without my Australian art exhibition. So even though many 
things were wrong with it and people were complaining about it, it opened up 
a whole new world of art to Europe, and America to a degree.

Do you think the criticism had to do with the fact that the exhibition was 
conceived by an outsider, a British person?

I think probably not, because when we did it, we made it very clear that it was 
done in partnership with the National Gallery of Australia. The relationship 
between Britain and Australia is very complex. The history of how Australia was 
made in the colonial times, and the relationship between the two countries is 
complicated by that history.

Is there anything that was impossible to realise? You mentioned the idea of 
hanging the exhibition backwards. Anything else? Perhaps a work you wanted 
very much but it was unavailable?

Yes, there was one work in particular by a wonderful Indigenous artist Judy Wat-
son. I wanted her to make the most incredible work for the courtyard, which she 
actually went into trouble of making. We did not have the funding for it and her 
dealer supported the construction. Unfortunately there were issues with the ship-
ping of the work and with the escalating costs, and in the end we were not able 
to install the piece in the courtyard which was a huge shame, not only for the ex-
hibition, but also for the artist. That was one big thing that we could not realise. 
There were a few contemporary artists that got away, but that had more to do 
with the space than anything else. Otherwise, everything I asked for, was granted. 
People were hugely generous across all the institutions we borrowed from. We 
did make this rule at the beginning that we would only borrow from institutions. 
I did that partly because the exhibition was so unmanageable in scale, that one 
way of controlling it was to work only with museums and galleries in Australia. 
And the other reason is that it is mainly museums and galleries in Australia that 
have the best Australian artworks. So I did not have to worry about private col-
lectors or about other museums around the world.

Concerning funding, which side was covering the cost of freight, insurance etc.?

Both sides paid. Exhibitions like this cost a lot, a lot, a lot of money. It was an 
investment made by both sides. The Royal Academy is an independent body, 
but the Australian National Gallery is government-funded, so their support of 
the exhibition came from the government. In addition, both of us had the group 
of patrons or art collectors who were also supporting the exhibition financially. 
It is common for institutions to share the costs.
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After this exhibition, was there an expectation that now a British art exhibi-
tion should come to Canberra?

No, I did not have that. But I did have every ambassador in London come to see 
me about doing an exhibition on art of their country, about doing a Polish ex-
hibition, or a Lithuanian exhibition, or a Ukrainian exhibition. They all were 
knocking on my door.

They probably thought that you started with an “A”.

Very good, I have not thought about that.

If you were to organise this exhibition again or another one on a big Austra-
lian theme, knowing the reception, is there anything you would do differently?

I would never make this exhibition again because it has been made now. But 
if I was to make it again, I think I would have the same problems, because 
I would still be trying to tell the same story with a huge number of works. Ide-
ally I would want to have fewer works in it. I would try to be braver and more 
disciplined in cutting, which would be difficult. In my view what needs to be 
done now are more focused exhibitions, either on Australian art movements 
or the Indigenous art show that was proposed in the first place and did not 
happen, or individual contemporary artists who need exhibitions of their work. 
I think that the big show has been done now. Now you can do narrow but deep.

How does this exhibition relate to the previous Australian exhibition in 
the Royal Academy in 1923?

There were actually two paintings that were at both exhibitions, which is love-
ly. That early exhibition was effectively a rental of the Royal Academy spaces by 
an art society that was made up by many artists who were exhibited. So it was 
done as a promotional tool to advertise the work of certain artists that could 
then be commissioned to make more work. It was not the exhibition done the-
matically about great Australian art, it was an art exhibition that happened to be 
on Australian artists. Different artists had different rooms in the gallery. There 
is a catalogue, which is really just a list of works. Even at the Royal Academy we 
have very little information on it.

How do you perceive the interest in Australian art in Britain? Has the exhibi-
tion changed this perception?

Yes, I think it changed. But there are different communities. With artists – re-
member that the Royal Academy is made up of artists – a lot of them remember 
the 1961 exhibition at the Whitechapel. And many artists remember Sydney 
Nolan in particular who was quite influential. They were very excited to see 
him again. They were also excited about the Indigenous art. For many visitors 
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the Indigenous art was a real revelation, the aesthetic quality of this art. There 
was something about seeing it in the context of the Royal Academy as an art 
exhibition rather than an ethnographic exhibition. The other new thing that 
people took from it were the Australian Impressionists. The work is very acces-
sible, someone referred to me the other day that it was too “chocolate boxy”, too 
sweet. That is what the National Gallery in London has at the moment. They 
pulled out the most accessible and the best quality of that early period of work. 
The visitors that we had at the Royal Academy, just going through the anecdotal 
evidence that we had of them commenting, were overwhelmed and surprised. 
I think they felt like me on my first trip to Australia, which was, “Why had I never 
heard about some of these artists?”

You mentioned Indigenous and Impressionist artists who were most appealing 
to the public. And how was 20th-century and contemporary art by non-Indige-
nous artists received?

I think it was valued and judged in a very different way. We are living now 
in a much more global world where art historical movements are not necessar-
ily distinct to particular countries. Because people travel so much and artists 
are travelling so much as well. So I think there was a different value that was 
ascribed to those artists by the art world.

There has been a block of Australian exhibitions in London in recent years – 
Royal Academy, British Museum, National Gallery, British Museum again. 
What, in your opinion, might be the reasons for this growing interest on 
the part of museums?

I think a lot of that has to do with the Australia exhibition. You must not un-
derestimate the international impact that stage at the Royal Academy can give 
art. Think about the Sensation exhibition that was mounted in 1981 that really 
launched the Young British Artists movement. It is 20,000 square feet in Picca-
dilly, central London with very large visitors numbers. Also because of its long 
history with great exhibitions, when the Royal Academy does something the oth-
er institutions pay attention. I think that is the main reason. I also think that 
we have a long history of connectedness to Australia and to Australian art. 
There has long been the art world that recognises that there is something going 
on in Australia that is understandable by the English. It is not so far, it is not so 
exotic, that it is part of our history as well. Many of those artists in the early days 
were taking the German or French traditions with them, so it is very connected 
to the Western art canon. It has got this exoticism, but also this familiarity, which 
makes it safe and understandable. Because of that long historical association 
between the two countries, English people moving to Australia and back, that is 
another reason why there is the focus.

6th March 2017
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19.3. Interview with Christopher Riopelle

Co-curator of the Australia’s Impressionists exhibition, National Gallery in Lon-
don, 7 December 2016–26 March 2017

Christopher Riopelle has been the National Gallery Curator of Post 1800 
Paintings since 1997. Recently he has assumed acting curatorial responsibility 
for 18th-century French paintings. He previously held curatorial positions at 
the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles and the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
He has taught at the American College in Paris, New York University, New York 
City, and the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. Riopelle has curated 
or co-curated numerous exhibitions including Portraits by Ingres: Image of 
an Epoch (1999); A Brush with Nature: The Gere Collection of Landscape Oil 
Sketches (2000); Renoir Landscapes 1865–1883 (2007); Picasso: Challenging 
the Past (2009); Forests, Rocks, Torrents: Norwegian and Swiss Landscapes 
from the Lunde Collection (2011); and Richard Hamilton: The Late Works (2012), 
the Norwegian painter Peder Balke (2014–2015); Paul Durand-Ruel, founder 
of the modern art market (2015); and Delacroix and Modernity (2016). He 
publishes and lectures widely in Europe and North America.

In December 2016 you opened the exhibition “Australia’s Impressionists”. How 
did you come up with the idea of an exhibition of Australian art in the Na-
tional Gallery in London?

Over the past several years we have been expanding the scope of what the Na-
tional Gallery collects and exhibits, in the area of modern pictures extending it 
beyond the French core of the permanent collection to the rest of Europe and 
indeed now to the wider world. Australia which has such an interesting story 
to tell seemed a natural place to expand our interest. About two years ago we 
began thinking about borrowing an Australian picture to hang in the perma-
nent collection. We borrowed it and saw how well-received it was, how inter-
ested people were to see this picture hanging among the French Impressionist 
pictures. They would look and realise that it was not French, and they were 
absolutely intrigued to discover that it was Australian. We were struck by this 
reaction and thought, what if we expand on that and do an exhibition?

The painting you borrowed was “Blue Pacific” of 1891 by Arthur Streeton. 
Why did you decide on that one?

We have had good relations with our Australian colleagues for quite some 
time, we said to them over the years “If there ever might be an Australian 
picture that might be available for loan, we would be interested.” It was in fact 
a dealer that came back to us and said “One of my clients has a very beautiful 
Streeton. Would that be of interest to you?” We looked at a number of pictures, 
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but that was the one that seemed most interesting to us to put with the French 
Impressionists and to see what happened. That is how it came about. The idea 
that we should do a whole exhibition on the art of the same period evolved 
naturally from that.

Is this painting coming back to Australia after the exhibition concludes?

We are going to have discussions on the question in the next months. We would 
be happy to keep it on loan for a bit longer, but that will be up to the owner. We 
have now made a commitment to showing Australian art and to seeing where 
that leads us.

You mentioned positive feedback from the audience who saw the first Streeton 
painting. How do you know that, did you measure their interest anyhow?

It is really only anecdotal. Curators and the director simply stood around and 
watched what people did. It was clear that people were drawn to this picture. 
Some left comments at the information desk – we invite people to do that – 
saying how pleased they were to discover this picture.

Did you do anything special around this painting to let people know that you 
have a new Australian painting on view?

No, there was no sign, it just looked like all the others, and we let people discover 
it for themselves. There was a press release and you could find something online, 
but no big deal was made at all. We just let it to naturally fit in and saw what 
happened.

What was your major intention to show through this exhibition?

We think that the arrival of Impressionism in Australia and the use to which this 
new, freer, improvisatory way of painting was put by Australian artists is a very 
interesting story. We are looking at a very tight twenty years – 1884 to 1904 – 
when this new painting arrives and Australian artists see how useful it is go-
ing to be for them as they seek to describe Australia. It is a tool for describing 
the unusual light of Australia and the unusual colours of Australian landscapes. 
What this exhibition does is trace the growing confidence of a small group of 
Australian artists in doing that, from the original small 9 x 5 sketches to big 
confident pictures which they painted out of doors. All of that tied in very close-
ly with a political reality, the growing national self-consciousness leading up 
to Federation in 1901. So there is a very interesting overlap between an aesthetic 
innovation and real changes in the political structure of the country.
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Why did you decide to make this exhibition in cooperation with the Art Gal-
lery of New South Wales in Sydney?

As is often the case in museums, it was both by chance and based on friend-
ships. As we began to formulate our plans, one of the first people we talked 
to was Wayne Tunicliffe who is the curator of Australian art at Sydney. He 
happened to be here in London, he came by for coffee. And he said they would 
be happy to help and send major pictures from Sydney. It was on this casual 
basis. He gave us confidence to be ambitious and to do the show. When we got 
the green light from our director we got back in touch with Wayne, and we 
began.

Before we spoke I was wondering whether the moving spirit of the exhibition 
was London or Sydney.

It was definitely London.

Did you cooperate with curators in Australia on selection of works, or you 
selected works yourself?

We made the selection of paintings ourselves, indeed insisted on doing so. 
However, we always sought advice from our Australian colleagues. When I was 
there, and when my co-curator Allison Goudie was in Australia, we would say 
“Here is what we are thinking” and our Australian colleagues would say “Have 
you thought about this? Have you thought about that?” We were very happy 
to have their advice but the choice remained ours. I think it was very impor-
tant for us to do it ourselves. What we present to the British public should be 
implicitly asking the question “Why should we here be interested in this?” 
And the answer is because it is a part of this big international phenomenon 
of different points and places around the world, young artists understanding 
how modernism – that is, Impressionism and Postimpressionism – could be 
useful to them.

How did the selection of works look like? Did you just go through the galleries 
in Sydney and other Australian museums and point – this one, that one?

To a certain extent, yes. There were pictures that we knew we absolutely wanted. 
But there were many other pictures that we did not know we wanted until we 
saw them in Australia. Most importantly the cover of the catalogue and the pic-
ture that was on posters in the London Underground, Streeton’s Ariadne, is quite 
a new discovery. It is a tiny picture, about 10 inches long, you would not imagine 
when you see it blown up to 30 feet in the underground. A number of selections 
we made were, like this, very much pictures that took us by surprise.
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You said that Australian curators were only advising you in making choices. 
I wonder if they had a different vision about what should be presented at 
the exhibition of Australian art abroad?

Yes, I think they did. You know, there is a basic difference between Australian 
curators, how they think they should be presented, and non-Australian, for-
eign curators. We see things quite differently. I think the fascination for the Austra-
lians is to see how non-Australians respond, what we think is interesting. Which 
is not always the same thing. After the show was up on the wall, a number of 
the Austra lian colleagues who were here looked at it and said nice things, but they 
also said “Oh I would have done that differently.” This is where the interest lies.

By saying that, did they specify what would they do differently?

One of the decisions we made very early on was to limit the exhibition to only 
four artists: Tom Roberts, Arthur Streeton, Charles Conder, and John Russell. 
And the reason we did that is actually from long experience of doing exhibitions 
introducing a new subject to a new audience. Do not overwhelm them with too 
many names. You are doing an introduction. You are not doing an exhaustive 
final statement. Let people come away with a strong impression rather than 
every footnote. We learned it years ago when we did a similar exhibition called 
Russian Landscape in the Age of Tolstoy [2004], we had a number of artists at 
the exhibition but the three biggest rooms were each devoted to only one artist: 
Ivan Ivanovich Shishkin, Arkhip Ivanovich Kuindzhi and Isaak Ilich Levitan. 
Our Russian colleagues were appalled by this. They said we had to have one by 
absolutely everybody. And we said “No no, for a British audience you just focus 
on giant figures.” It was somewhat similar with the Australians, although not as 
strong as with the Russians. Australians said “You really have to have McCubbin, 
you really have to have Somerville,” and then they would end up telling us we 
had to have fifteen or twenty artists. But we stuck to our guns and said “No, this 
is an introduction. Let’s stick with the most recognisable, the strongest figures.”

This is in a way contrary to the “Australia” exhibition in the Royal Academy 
of Arts in 2013. One of the critiques of that exhibition was that it included too 
many artists who were represented with too few works of art.

We were very conscious of that. It was in a sense a provocation to include John 
Russell in our exhibition, because he was simply omitted from the Royal Academy.

Did this exhibition inspire you to take on Australian subject?

Certainly it was in the air. It was much discussed. But I, along with a number 
of people, thought that it was so broad that it only skim the surface and that we 
could much more successfully look at one specific, extremely interesting histori-
cal moment as we do in that twenty-year period of 1880s and 1890s.
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What is the interest of the public in this exhibition, comparing to your other 
ticketed exhibitions?

We have had a very good response. People, I think, are intrigued. Many British 
have family in Australia, many people have been there, they have very good 
feelings about Australia. Whether or not they know the art, they are intrigued 
to discover that there is an interesting art tradition. Deep history between 
Australia and Britain; we are tapping into that. This is the first ticketed ex-
hibition in the Sunley Room at the heart of the National Gallery. Previously, 
exhibitions there had been free, but this was an expensive project to under-
take. Attendance is 60,000,29 somewhat fewer than free exhibitions attract but 
with free exhibitions visitors can just walk in and if they are uninterested turn 
around and walk out again but be counted anyway. Now they had to make 
a financial commitment and we consider 60,000 a singular success.

Do you have any further plans regarding Australian subjects, since you said 
this exhibition is an introduction?

Not at this point, we are still assessing how this is going. What we do have is a com-
mitment that we will continue to take Australian art into consideration in terms of 
acquisitions and exhibitions. It is a slow process but we want it to go on.

Do you have any holdings of Australian art?

None at all.

Any acquisitions are planned?

In the fullness of time one of the things this exhibition is doing is introducing 
us to collectors and letting the world know that we are very interested in this 
subject. So maybe we will be able to make acquisitions, maybe people will give 
us pictures, you never know.

And concerning the previous exhibitions that were presenting art of a partic-
ular country, was it a similar situation that you did not have their pictures 
in your collection?

We had no Russian pictures when we did the Russian exhibition, we had very 
few Scandinavian pictures, but we have now done a series of Scandinavian exhi-
bitions, and no American pictures when we started doing American exhibition, 
but now we bought a major George Bellows painting. So it is a slow process of 
expanding on two fronts, acquisitions and exhibitions.

29 Final attendance was 76,000 people.
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While cooperating with the Art Gallery of NSW were you also making contact 
with other Australian galleries?

Absolutely, we have major loans not only from Sydney, but from galleries in Can-
berra, Melbourne and Adelaide. And from a number of private collectors as well.

Will this cooperation have its further chapter, e.g. exhibition from your hold-
ings in Sydney? Is it the expectation of Australian museums?

No, I do not think so. The big Australian galleries are becoming very ambitious, 
they are doing big international exhibitions, and we certainly lend to them. For 
example we had Degas paintings going to Australia for the big exhibition that 
was recently in Melbourne. We have Van Goghs going to Canberra. They come 
to us when they are doing ambitious exhibitions, then we lend our individual 
pictures. We have not talked about a big collection exhibition.

The National Gallery in London is the organiser of the exhibition. Does it 
mean that you covered all finances regarding preparation of the exhibition 
and freight of the artworks, or Australian museums also shared the costs?

No, they have not participated in the costs. The one thing we did jointly with 
Sydney was apply for a big grant to the Australian government to support the ex-
hibition. But they turned us down, for reasons of their own, so in fact there is no 
Australian government money behind it. We are absorbing all of the costs our-
selves. That is one of the reasons why it is the first paying exhibition in the Sunley 
Room. We did fundraising and a number of Australian and British art patrons 
donated to make it possible.

Concerning the subject, why did you decide upon Impressionism?

It seemed to us to be an extremely important moment in the case of Australia, 
when its young artists made their most important connection with what was 
going on in the European avant-garde, and almost immediately saw how they 
could translate it into Australian terms. So it is a very dynamic moment. It 
is a time when the story moves very quickly. It is the early 1880s and within 
ten–twelve years the Australians have formed the full-fledged national school of 
painting around what they call Impressionism. And as I said earlier, it directly 
tied in with political realities.

Impressionism is also something that the general public loves. Whenever I visit 
the National Gallery in London, the Impressionism rooms are always the most 
crowded. It is actually the case of any other museum. Did you consider also 
the taste of the visitors as an important factor in choosing the subject for, as 
you said, introducing the new subject?
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When you visit most museums in the world the Impressionist galleries will be 
among the most crowded. Which makes what we are doing all the more daring. 
We are saying, “You thought you knew what Impressionism is, something done 
by a dozen famous Frenchmen. But it’s more than that and you need to expand 
your horizons.”

If you had a chance to organise another Australian exhibition, what subject 
and what period would you choose?

Even though contemporary art is outside my remit, I think that the rediscovery 
of the Indigenous tradition is a fascinating story to tell, the first interactions 
between the Westerners and the Indigenous tradition. The revival of Indigenous 
art in Australia is a fascinating story and now in some ways it is among the most 
important contemporary art being produced there.

I am very much interested in the reception and knowledge of Australian art 
outside Australia, especially in Britain. Does Australian art in your opinion 
exist in the consciousness of the British public?

I think it is still too early. There have been a few exhibitions, the big RA show, 
our show, the Indigenous show at the British Museum [Indigenous Australia en-
during civilization, 2015], which are slowly introducing knowledge of Australian 
art. As I said, there is a certain affection for Australian things. But I do not think 
it has yet gone to wide public consciousness.

And how is Australian art valued in Britain?

I think there is a growing interest. As we get a chance to see more and more of it, 
more and more people are becoming intrigued by it. And in fact there has been 
a fairly long tradition of relationships between Brits and Australian artists. For 
example Sydney Nolan spent a long time in Britain and indeed he was a very 
good friend of our director Kenneth Clark in the 1940s and 1950s. Kenneth 
Clark was very interested in Nolan and Australian art.

But even this friendship and interest did not make him acquire any of No-
lan’s works to the collection?

At that time the National Gallery did not collect non-European art so the issue 
never arose. Nonetheless, Clark helped Nolan enormously.

Do you have the impression that to some extent Australian art was considered 
as inferior to European production?

I do not think most people had an opinion one way or another.
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I noticed that there is a certain “fashion for Australia” these days in Britain.

I think there is. There are many popular Australian actors, movie stars, writers. 
There is a growing realisation that there is a dynamic and exciting society on 
the other side of the world.

If people in Britain were to name some associations with Australian art, what 
would they be? Impressionism, Indigenous art, contemporary art, something 
else?

It might be the Indigenous which is so distinctive. Even when you do not follow 
art closely you sort of recognise that this is Australian Indigenous art. If you did 
not know that you were looking at Australian Impressionism, you would not 
necessarily come to the conclusion that this is Australian.

18th January 2017
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