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ABSTRACT  

This thesis is a socio-cultural history, utilising the Victorian Artists’ Society as a longitudinal case 

study to look at the extent to which it has serviced the professional needs of artists. The Victorian 

Artists’ Society, formed in 1870, is the oldest organisation representing the visual arts in Victoria 

and, as such, is an appropriate vehicle to examine the discourse between history and the construction 

of cultural values in the visual arts in Melbourne.   

The Melbourne ‘art scene’ has existed since Victoria’s proclamation as a separate colony in 1851.  

During the greater part of this time, the Victorian Artists’ Society functioned as a meeting and an 

exhibition space for visual artists. Although it is Australia’s second oldest continuous organisation 

representing visual artists, the Society has been uncontroversial and largely ignored by academics 

as a focus of research in its own right.  Notwithstanding, the two groups subject of the most 

academic attention and research, namely the Australian Academy of Art and the Contemporary Art 

Society, were announced and formed within its walls, with many of their key proponents members 

of the Society. 

Researching extensive archival records, this thesis explores the relationship that existed between 

the Society and Melbourne’s art community throughout its 150-year history.  It historically 

interrogates to what extent the Society has been a harbinger for change. 

Through a study of organisations and events impacting the Melbourne art scene, the thesis argues 

the relevance of the Society to professional and amateur artists today. It reviews how societies, and 

clubs in general, once servicing the needs of all artists, have evolved into a more general function, 

and what role the emergence of the commercial gallery system played as the main platform for the 

success of the artist. 

Finally, it examines what sustains, inspires, and informs contemporary professional artists working 

in Melbourne today.  
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1 

INTRODUCTION 

Non-revolutionary artists’ groups are rarely considered in art histories, but … they can 

play an important role in the birth and development of art worlds.1 

Judith Rhylle Hamilton 

This thesis is a chronological socio-cultural historical account of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

rather than an art history.  As Nicholas Baume points out, ‘unlike other varieties of history, art 

history has its origins in objects rather than in events’ and this research concentrates on events that 

shaped the Melbourne art world.2 

The Victorian Artists’ Society (VAS), is an institution deeply embedded in Melbourne’s art scene, 

since 1870.  My thesis explores the drivers for the fluctuating impact and influence of the Society 

over its 150 years and argues whether there remains a role for such an organisation to represent the 

social and career needs of professional artists in the age of globalisation and the internet. 

The thesis restricts itself to Victoria’s capital city, Melbourne. Significant events in the art world, 

occurring interstate or internationally, are only included in instances where they directly impinge 

on Melbourne.   

Unlike art histories, the focus is not on the art made during the 169-year period researched but rather 

on events, albeit that art histories comprised the principal secondary references. Commencing with 

William Moore’s impressive two volume publication in the 1930s, The Story of Australian Art, 

there have been a number of historians who have covered the Australian art scene.3  Another early 

history is Place, Taste and Tradition and Australian Painting, 1788-1960, written a decade later by 

art historian, Bernard Smith, followed shortly after by Herbert Badham’s Sydney-centric, A Study 

of Australian Art, published in 1949.4  Cultural and art historian, Eileen Chanin, considers the latter 

publication as 'a friendly diary of who's who in Australian art rather than a critical essay on 

Australian art’.5  In making this comment, Chanin is one of a number of later art historians to be 

critical of this early attempt at a history of Australian art.6  Badham, however, is not the only 

                                                      

1 Judith Rhylle Hamilton, “Creating a Scene: The Role of Artists’ Groups in the Development of Brisbane’s Art World 

1940-1970” (PhD, The University of Queensland, 2014), p. v. 

2 Nicholas Baume.  Essay in: Terence Edwin Smith, Constructing the History of Australian Art: Eight Critiques, Vol. 

paper No. 2, Power Institute Occasional Papers (Sydney Power Institute of Fine Arts, University of Sydney, 1986), p. 

74. 

3 William Moore, The Story of Australian Art from the Earliest Known Art of the Continent to the Art of Today (Melbourne: 

Angus & Robertson, 1934). 

4 Bernard Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition : A Study of Australian Art since 1788 (Sydney: Ure Smith, 1945); Bernard 

Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition : A Study of Australian Art since 1788 2nd ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 1979); 

Herbert E. Badham, A Study of Australian Art (Sydney: Currawong Publishing, 1949). 

5 Eileen Chanin, "Herbert Badham", Art Network, Vol 11, Spring 1983, p. 21.  Cited in: Smith, p. 39. 

6 John Warnock, "Herbert Badham's a History of Australian Art," in Constructing the History of Australian Art: Eight 

Critiques, ed. Virginia Spate, Power Institute Occasional Papers (Sydney: Sydney Power Institute of Fine Arts, University 

of Sydney, 1986), p. 48. 



INTRODUCTION 

 

2 

Sydney-based culprit and both Ure Smith’s list of Australian artists, published in 1942 as “Australia 

in Art” in The Studio and his later publications, Present Day Art in Australia 1 & 2, omit such 

prominent Melbourne artists as Bergner, Boyd, Nolan, Perceval, Tucker and Vasilieff.7   

In all, Terry Smith, writing in the early 1980s, identifies four serious histories of Australian art, 

linking the aforementioned works by Moore, Smith and Badham with  Bernard Smith’s 1962 history, 

Australian Painting, 1788-1960.8  Smith’s book on Australian painting, was updated in 1970 to 

incorporate four additional chapters on 1960s art, again  by Terry Smith in 1990, and, a final time, 

by Terry Smith and Christopher Heathcote in 2000, culminating in a further four chapters to bring 

the history up until 2000.9  In some way, the most recent addition to the text, by art historians Terry 

Smith and Heathcote, overcame the major weakness of early Australian art writing in the first half 

of the twentieth century, earlier identified by Bernard Smith: 

The lack of an historical approach has led to apologetic criticism. In most cases, the critic 

has been an artist-associate of those about whom he has written… In the Australian art 

world, always numerically small, fear of offending friends has led to critical debility, fear 

of praising opponents to uncritical fanaticism.10 

Of the art historians mentioned above, without question, Bernard Smith is the author to leave the 

greatest legacy and, as Sheridan Palmer maintains, his contribution is stamped by his use of: 

Art and cultural history, not only to understand what Oskar Spate called the’ sociology of 

colonisation’, but also the exchange, the global present and his own ‘position and position 

talking’, even more when he claimed that an historian needs ‘distance from one’s own 

time’.11 

These early accounts by William Moore, Herbert Badham, and Bernard Smith, coupled with the 

biographies of prominent artist members of the VAS, often reflected the politics, as much as the 

details, of the art world of the day.  Another reference, which covered Melbourne’s visual arts 

history up until the mid 1980s, was Margaret Plant’s chapter in Victoria’s Heritage and, covering 

a twenty-year period from the late 1940s through to the late 1960s, Christopher Heathcote’s, A 

                                                      

7 Sydney Ure Smith, Australian Present Day Art (Sydney: Ure Smith P/L, 1943). & Sydney Ure Smith, Present Day Art 

in Australia 2, Vol. 2 (Ure Smith, Sydney: Ure Smith Pty Ltd, 1945). 

8 Terry  Smith, "Writing the History of Australian Art: Its Past, Present and Possible Future " Australian Journal of Art 

Vol.3 (1983): 11; ; Bernard Smith, Australian Painting,1788-1960, (London: Oxford University Press, 1962). 

9 Bernard Smith, Terry Smith, and Christopher Heathcote, Australian Painting, 1788-2000, 4th ed. (South Melbourne 

(Vic): Oxford University Press, 2001). 

10 Bernard Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition : A Study of Australian Art since 1788, p. 19. 

11 Bernard Smith. Interview with Sheridan Palmer on 7 June 2001. Referred to in: Sheridan Palmer, Hegel’s Owl: The 

Life of Bernard Smith, (Sydney: Power Publications, 2016), p. 4. 
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Quiet Revolution: The Rise of Australian Art 1946-1968.12  Although the title of Heathcote’s book 

suggests a nation-wide coverage, it restricts itself almost entirely to events in Melbourne at the time 

and presents an insightful viewpoint as it explores the politics of the CAS and the modernist 

movements that prevailed. Later historians who give acknowledgement of the importance of 

Melbourne include Christopher Allen, whose Art in Australia traces events from early ‘Colonisation 

to Postmodernism’, and Mary Eagle and John Jones, whose History of Australian Painting, 

chronologically reviews the Melbourne-based ICI Australia Collection.13 Finally, taking up where 

Heathcote left off, Charles Green, in Peripheral Vision: Contemporary Australian Art 1970-1994, 

critically surveys the Melbourne and Sydney contemporary art scenes from 1970 through to the 

mid-1990s.14 

In respect to comprehensive references by current-day art historians, it is hard to eclipse Sasha 

Grishin’s encyclopaedic, Australian Art: A History, which traces the history of Australian art from 

early rock art through to its publication in 2013.15  Grishin has structured his history with four 

sections divided into 46 illustrated essays (chapters), the last three sections, dating from the 

Victorian gold rushes, covering the period subject of this thesis.16  Author reviewer, Martin Edmond, 

is somewhat critical of Grishin’s conceptual framework and ‘the scaffolding of time’ that he adopts, 

noting that it results in the chapter essays ‘continually being pulled out of shape by the twin demands 

of biography and chronology’.17 

This research into the VAS looks at an institution that historically serviced Melbourne’s leading 

artists and was deeply embedded in the art community of the city.  Accordingly, Grishin’s adopted 

scaffolding of time and essays inevitably mirror events contained in this thesis.  Although similarly 

divided into chronological chapters, each covering multiple decades, it has been impossible for this 

thesis to avoid overlap or to seamlessly integrate the two research foci. 

Whilst Australia’s art histories elucidate events in Melbourne and reveal valuable secondary sources, 

often their inevitable extension into the national or international art scene locate them well outside 

the scope of this thesis.  The art scene in Melbourne remains distinctly Melbourne.  Perhaps this is 

                                                      

12 Margaret Plant, "Visual Victoria: Waterfalls, Tents and Meat Pies", in Victoria's Heritage: Lectures to Celebrate the 

150th Anniversary of European Settlement in Victoria, ed. A. G. L. Shaw (North Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986). 

Chistopher R. Heathcote, A Quiet Revolution: The Rise of Australian Art 1946-1968 (Melbourne: The Text Publishing 

Company, 1995). 

13 Christopher Allen, Art in Australia. From Colonization to Postmoderism (London: Thames and Hudson, 1997); Mary 

Eagle and John Jones, A Story of Australian Painting (Sydney: Pan Macmillan Publishers, 1994). 

14 Charles Green, Peripheral Vision : Contemporary Australian Art, 1970-1994 (Roseville East (NSW): Craftsman House, 

1995). 

15 Sasha Grishin, Australian Art: A History, First ed. (Carlton (Vic): The Miegunyah Press, 2013). 

16 Sasha Grishin, Australian Art: A History, Sections 2-4, Chapters 10-46 refer. 

17 Martin Edmond, “Stranger than we can imagine: Australian Art: A History by Sasha Grishin”, The Sydney Review of 

Books, Writing and Society Research Centre, Sydney, published online 29 July 2014 
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best explained by the Curator of Contemporary Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 

(MOMA), when he said:  

Regardless of where a work is made, unless it is primitive, anchronistic, or truly eccentric, 

it becomes associated with the centre of its day, the city whose style it reflects.18 

Barzun reminds us that ‘if cultural history cannot embrace art and thought, it makes an empty 

claim’.19  He maintains that: 

The ways of cultural history are devious and uncertain to the degree that there can never 

be a handbook, which will list all the valuable facts, and no short cut to arrive at an 

understanding of relationships.20 

The aim of this research is to examine the Melbourne art scene from the time of Victoria’s 

proclamation as a colony in 1851.  This thesis utilises the VSA, formed in 1870, as a longitudinal 

case study to look at the extent to which it has serviced the professional needs of artists over its 

150-year history. The VAS is the oldest organisation representing the visual arts in Victoria and, as 

such, is an appropriate vehicle to examine the discourse between history and the construction of 

cultural values in the visual arts in Melbourne.  

The period examined commences in colonial times when the early European settlers tried to recreate 

a lifestyle in their new homeland that embraced the institutions that they left behind in the United 

Kingdom.  In Australia's Colonial Culture, George Nadel explains it thus: 

The intellectual history of early Australia reveals the attempt to cast the colonial mind 

into the mould of the old world.  This was no political conspiracy on the part of the 

conservatives, nor, despite appearances, an attempt at sowing loyalties in outposts of the 

British Empire: the colonists simply drew on the ideas they knew.21 

By delving into the relationship that existed between the VAS and Melbourne’s arts community, 

this thesis demonstrates that, for many years, the Society meant more to its artist members than an 

exhibition space and was, in fact, the focus of their social and sometimes working life.  The thesis 

explored this connection and examined the changed relevance of societies and clubs to professional 

artists as the commercial gallery system intervened and became the main platform for success.   It 

reviewed the literature identified as key to establishing a firm foundation for this discussion, and 

                                                      

18 Henry Geldzahler, New York Painting and Sculpture: 1940-1970. Foreword by Thomas P. F. Hoving., First Ed.  (New 

York: Dutton 1969), p. 15. 

19 Jacques Barzun, "Cultural History as a Synthesis," in The Varieties of History: From Voltaire to the Present, ed. Fritz 

Stern (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), p. 390. 

20 ibidem, p. 394. 

21 George Nadel, Australia's Colonial Culture: Ideas, Men and Institutions in Mid-Nineteenth Century Eastern Australia 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1957), p. 42. 



INTRODUCTION 

 

5 

analyses the prevailing attitudes shaping Melbourne’s cultural life at the time of the establishment 

of the Society through to the current day.   

This introduction concludes with a discussion on the methodology adopted to critically examine the 

role of the Society. It uses triangulation between archival sources of the VAS, contemporary 

newspapers and artist memoirs to develop a knowledge of the way in which the Society has 

interacted with the Melbourne art world.  The dissertation examined the proposition that, whilst the 

VAS was not always at the forefront of discourse within Australia’s art world, it was omnipresent. 

The fact that the Society, and its role in Melbourne’s art history, has not previously been the subject 

of targeted academic research is the raison d’être for this thesis.  

The fine arts and cultural history ground this research.  Hsu-Ming Teo and Richard White suggest 

there are two ways of defining cultural history: either ‘as a subject for history, or as an approach to 

history’.22  Cultural theorist, Raymond Williams, has wrestled with a definition of ‘culture’, in 

recognition of the difficulty in defining it when confronted with various standpoints. For the purpose 

of this thesis, his definition that associates ‘culture’ specifically with the intellectual and artistic 

achievements of ‘high culture’ such as painting, drawing and sculpture has been adopted.23  My 

focus on the VAS is consistent with this Fine Arts definition as exemplified by the dominant 

mediums of the mid-nineteenth century, yet, as the longitudinal study traverses into the twenty-first 

century, it extends to embrace the plastic arts, video, digital and photographic works as well as 

installations.   

Greg Dening reminds us that ‘history writing … is always of somebody else writing history’ and 

‘we are all scavengers of other peoples’ findings’.24   I have embraced Dening’s generosity of spirit 

by similarly hoping to let my readers ‘go where they have never been’.25  Dening challenged and 

subverted the literary codes and Tom Griffiths supported this approach advocating ‘the creative 

imagination in the presentation of knowledge’ as ‘there is much fiction in your non-fiction’.26  

Finally, Davison realistically observes in relation to the limitations of history is that it is ‘by its very 

nature, an unstable and contested idea’ and maintains its importance ‘lies in its ability to reinforce 

bonds of solidarity in the present by recognising a sense of continuity in the past’. 27  For this reason, 

                                                      

22 Hsu-Ming Teo and Richard White, Cultural History in Australia, ed. Hsu-Ming Teo and Richard White (Sydney: 

UNSW Press, 2003), p. 3. 

23 Raymond Williams, Keywords : A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, 1983 ed. (London: Fontana, 1976), pp. 87-93. 

24 Greg Dening, Readings/Writings (Carlton South (Vic): Melbourne University Press, 1998), p. 20. 

25 ibidem. 

26 Tom  Griffiths, "History and the Creative Imagination," History Australia Vol 6, No. 3 2009: pp. 74.8, 74.9. 

27 Graeme Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2000) pp. 130, 264. 
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I made a conscious effort to read contemporaneous novels and newspaper articles so as to appreciate 

the social norms within which the VAS was posited and make allowance in my writing.28 

In the preface to their book, Popular Culture: Past and Present, the editors caution against thinking 

of culture as either ‘an aggregate of forms and practices’ or as ‘a historically continuous entity’.  

They stress that it is ‘a shifting region within an historical and cultural totality where cultural 

domination, negotiation and exchange takes place’ and whose ‘social definition has changed in the 

conjunctures of history’.29  Wineburg cautions us against ‘the seduction of coming to know people 

in the past by relying on the dimensions of our “lived experience”’ and, to an extent, potential for 

bias is real, given the context, as a fine art collector, the author has been immersed in Melbourne’s 

‘art scene’ for many decades, continually crossing paths with key individuals and forming views.30 

Speaking of the English society in the mid-nineteenth century the first colonists tried to emulate, 

the English cultural critic, Matthew Arnold, conceived of culture ‘as a unifying force in a society 

wracked by dissensions of social class.’31  This was a view shared by his contemporary, Charles 

Kingsley, who saw the arts as a vehicle that might ‘serve the social function of bringing the social 

classes together’. 32  Kingsley was strong on the issue and, on the opening of the museum at 

Wellington College (UK), he circulated a memorial, wherein, referring to the general populace, he 

expressed the view that: 

a museum and scientific library, by accustoming them to the sight of curious objects, 

properly classified, may teach them much valuable knowledge without overtasking the 

brain, and may, at the same time excite a desire to know more, which will last through 

after life, and give employment to hours which might otherwise be squandered on 

idleness.33 

The views of Victorian England, which the colonists transported to Melbourne, instilled in the 

colony’s leaders the belief that it was important to expose the greater populace to the arts and 

sciences.  Soon after the first European settlement, the Melbourne Mechanic’s Institution (MMI), a 

university, a free public library, a picture gallery, exhibition buildings, and later the Working Men’s 

College (WMC) were established.  Major exhibitions were to be a feature in colonial Melbourne 

and the establishment of the MMI represented the antipodean manifestation of parallel events in 

                                                      

28 An example of this is the novel set in Melbourne in the 1880s: Fergus W. Hume, The Mystery of a Hansom Cab, 1982 

edition ed. (Melbourne: Dover Publications Inc, 1893). 

29 Bernard Waites, Tony Bennett, and Graham Martin, eds., Popular Culture: Past and Present (London: Open University, 

1982), p. 12.  

30 Sam Wineberg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001), p. 3-28. 

31 Matthew Arnold. Cited in: Waites, Tony Bennett, and Martin, p. 18. 

32 Charles Kingsley, Charles Kingsley: His Letters and Memories of His Life / Edited by His Wife ed. Frances Eliza 

Grenfell Kingsley, First ed., Vol. II (London: Henry S. King & Co., 1877), p. 167. 

33 ibidem. 
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England that similarly served to bring all sections of society together.  Social historian, Hugh 

Cunningham agrees with Kingsley and sees it as ‘an alliance of the respectable in all classes of 

society.’34   This was the vision that Melbourne’s cultural activists, such as James Smith, saw for 

the young colony. 

In the preface to his book on intellectual movements, Brian Head demonstrates ‘how intellectuals 

have often regarded Australia as an unfavourable environment for high culture’.35  He speaks of the: 

strong current of opinion … that Australian culture is inherently second-rate’ and reminds 

us that ‘the assumption of local inferiority permeated the cultural … establishment until 

the end of the Menzies era. 36 

In approaching the literature review, I focussed on establishing a firm foundation for this discussion 

through references revealing prevailing attitudes shaping society and the function of clubs and 

bodies serving the needs of visual artists.  Through the review of archival material, artist memoirs 

containing personal correspondence between artists, and exchanges in the press of the time 

pertaining to the VAS, this thesis explores relationships between the Society, the Australian 

Academy of Art (AAA), the Contemporary Artists’ Society (CAS) and other short-lived 

entities/events, showing the role they each played. 

The thesis argues the relevance of the VAS to artists today and looks at why organisations that had 

a declared position in relation to art theory, such as the AAA and the CAS, have had a limited life 

in contrast to the enduring existence of the VAS.  

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Australia, artists generally belonged to societies 

and clubs, either for socialising or as a means of exhibiting and showcasing their works.  Their 

premises often offered more than a convivial place to meet and socialise, and functioned as an 

exhibition space and a forum, where they could display, sell their artwork and generate a profile in 

society. In Melbourne, prominent amongst these were the established VAS and the (male-only) 

Melbourne Savage Club (MSC), both still in existence but arguably now irrevocably irrelevant to 

the greater art community. 

Whilst many scholars and historians have recognised the role of clubs and organisations, this has 

not always lead to research unless they played a major role in significant historical events.  Two 

organisations falling into this category are the AAA and the CAS, who, eighty years ago, were at 

the forefront of a cultural battlefield between the supporters of modernism and those of the pastoral 

                                                      

34 Hugh Cunningham, "Class and Leisure in Mid-Victorian England," in Popular Recreations under Attack, ed. Bernard   

Waites, Tony Bennett, and Graham Martin (London: Groom Helm in association with The Open University Press, 1982). 

35 Brian Head, "Introduction: Intellectuals in Australian Society," in Intellectuals Movements and Australian Society, ed. 

Brian  Head and Walter James (South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. Preface ix,. 

36 ibidem, pp. 1,2. 
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tradition.  Founding members of both these organisations, including their foundation presidents, 

were already members of the VAS, yet sought to establish a new body rather than pursue their 

respective agendas through the Society. 

It is an anomaly that there has been no previous attempt to undertake a major history of Australia’s 

second oldest body representing artists, the oldest being the Royal South Australian Society of Arts 

(RSASA), established in 1856.37  The VAS is also one of the oldest continuous cultural not-for-

profit bodies in Victoria, younger only than the Melbourne Athenæum (1839), Royal Melbourne 

Philharmonic Society (1853), and the Royal Society of Victoria (1854).38 While no scholarly work 

specifically focussed on the VAS, the first chapter of The Gallery on Eastern Hill: The Victorian 

Artists Society Centenary, produced to mark the centenary of the Society, contains a condensed 

history of the VAS between 1870 and 1970.39  The chapter, by Hermon Gill titled, “The Vics’: An 

Historical Record”, chronicles key events and mentions its most distinguished artists and office-

bearers.40   

In the publication’s ‘foreword’, historian Geoffrey Serle, whose father Percival served on the 

Council of the Society, attributed the failure of scholars to address the absence of a history on ‘the 

disciplinary boundaries [which] hinder the causes of art and learning,’ suggesting that:  

The general historians rarely feel themselves qualified to write about art. The Fine Arts 

graduates don’t know enough about History and are further handicapped by Australian 

historians’ failure to provide a framework for cultural history.41 

The formation of the Victorian Academy of Arts (VAA) - the forerunner of the VAS -  provided 

the citizens of the new Colony of Victoria a valuable portal into engagement with the Fine Arts and, 

as the VAS, has continued to play an important, and a continuous, part of the cultural fabric of 

Melbourne and Victoria ever since. There are very few visual arts histories or biographies of late 

nineteenth or early twentieth-century Victorian artists that neglect to reference it. 

The VAS is not the only art body overlooked, and the earlier Victorian Society of Fine Arts (VSFA), 

established in 1856, similarly lacks scholarly research, despite the existence of surviving records, 

minutes, club rules and articles in the press relating to its annual exhibitions.  A review of the 

catalogue for the first exhibition of the short-lived VSFA reveals that the thirty exhibiting members 

                                                      

37 Mary A.  Overbury and H. E. Fuller, A History of the SA Society of Arts, Inc., 1856 – 1931, ed. William Sowden 

(Adelaide: Hassell Press, 1933). 

38 Melbourne Athenæum was know as the Melbourne Mechanics’ Institution until 1872: the Royal Society of Victoria 

was known as the Philosophical Institute of Victoria until 1855. 

39 G. Hermon Gill, "'The Vics': An Historical Record," in The Gallery on Eastern Hill: The Victorian Artists' Society 

Centenary, ed. C. B. Christesen (Melbourne: Victorian Artists' Society, 1970), pp. 9-24 

40 ibidem.  As a history this contains a number of inaccuracies. 

41 Geoffrey Serle, writing in the foreword to: C. B. Christesen, ed. The Gallery on Eastern Hill: The Victorian Artists 

Society Centenary (Melbourne: The Victorian Artists Society, 1970), p. v. 
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included Victoria’s premier colonial artists in their number.  Among them, Eugène von Guérard, 

Nicholas Chevalier and Conrad Martens, were later to become founding members of the VAA in 

1870. This lack of academic interest in the VAA/VAS and these earlier organisations, is perhaps 

unsurprising as they lacked either a national profile or an association with high-profile civic leaders.   

The exception is Stephen Mead’s 2009 thesis, examining four small bohemian artist ‘clubs’ that 

emerged in Melbourne during the late nineteenth century: the Buonarotti Club, the Stray Leaves 

Club, the Prehistoric Order of Cannibals, and the Ishmael Club.42  Whilst the artistic clubs studied 

by Mead differ in nature to the VAS, similarly his research is more a study of bohemianism than an 

insight into the art world at the time.  

The same applies to my study of the Melbourne Savage Club (MSC), looking back to the formation 

of the bohemian Yorick Club (1868). In it, the MSC is examined through the lens of a gentlemen’s 

club with an arts focus, not as an organisation, serving Melbourne’s artists as its prime raison 

d’être.43  Whilst the Savage included many influential figures in Melbourne’s art world, including 

newspaper proprietors, critics, directors of the NGV and many prominent artists who were also 

members of the VAS, it does not fall within the definition of an artists’ group adopted for this 

thesis.44  It was neither formed for the benefit of artists, nor were artists ever a major proportion of 

its membership.  Although the two official histories of the Savage Club both contain chapters 

devoted entirely to the club’s visual artists, they in no way portray it as an artists’ body per se.45  

Some comparable artist organisations interstate have attracted scholarly attention. These include 

Helen Fridemanis’s “Contemporary Art Society, Queensland Branch, 1961-1973” and Judith 

Hamilton’s “Creating a Scene: The Role of Artists’ Groups in the Development of Brisbane’s Art 

World 1940-1970”, each of which examine the Royal Queensland Art Society and kindred artist 

groups operating in Brisbane.46  Both these theses relied upon archival records and newsletters and 

Fridemanis was also able to record interviews at the time with past members as well as access Keith 

                                                      

42 Stephen Mead, “Bohemia in Melbourne: An Investigation of the Writer Marcus Clarke and Four Artistic Clubs during 

the late 1860s – 1901” (PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, 2009). 

43 Graeme Henry Williams, “A Socio-Cultural Reading: The Melbourne Savage Club through its Collections” (Masters 

of Arts (by Thesis only), Deakin University, 2013). 

44 See Appendix III: Dramatis Personae. 

45 David M Dow, Melbourne Savages, a History of the First Fifty Years of the Melbourne Savage Club (Melbourne: 

Melbourne Savage Club, 1947); Joseph Johnson and Melbourne Savage Club, Laughter and the Love of Friends: A 

Centenary History of the Melbourne Savage Club 1894-1994 and a History of the Yorick Club 1868-1966 (Melbourne: 

Melbourne Savage Club, 1994);  Joseph Johnson, History of the Yorick and Savage Clubs (unpublishd draft) (Melbourne: 

Melbourne Savage Club, 1993). 

46 D. Helen Fridemanis (Wilesmith), “Contemporary Art Society, Queensland Branch, 1961-1973: A Study of the Post-

War Emergence and Dissemination of  Aesthetic Modernism in Brisbane ” (Masters of Arts thesis, University of 

Queensland 1989);  Judith Hamilton, "Creating a Scene: The Role of Artists’ Groups in the Development of Brisbane’s 

Art World 1940-1970". 
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Bradbury and Glenn Cooke’s recent history of the Royal Queensland Art Society, Thorns & petals: 

100 years of the Royal Queensland Art Society, to support her conclusions.47  

The two organisations that have been the subject of intensive discourse, namely the AAA and the 

CAS, however also have a direct link to the VAS through their founding members. The then 

Commonwealth Attorney-General, The Hon R. G. Menzies, announced the formation of the AAA 

when opening the Victorian Artists’ Society 1937 Annual Exhibition, and  its nemesis, the CAS, 

arose after a 1938 meeting of artists within the premises of the VAS.  As a result, the politics of the 

identities invariably impacted the Society’s Council, despite the VAS, as an organisation, remaining 

neutral.  

There was much debate in the popular press of the day, some of which featured in Adrian Lawlor’s 

contemporaneous book Arquebus, and a counter-view attacking Modernism and the system, Addled 

Art, published a few years after by Lionel Lindsay.48  There is a proliferation of literature pertaining 

to the conflict between the AAA and the Modernist supporters of the CAS, with Richard Haese’s 

seminal book, Rebels and Precursors: the revolutionary years of Australian art, written in 1981, at 

the forefront.49  Haese’s book and his subsequent article, “The Revolutionary Years”, both were 

augmented by oral first-hand accounts from many participants and, for that reason, are particularly 

informative.50 

Many historians have commented on the conflict between the AAA and the CAS, a defining 

moment when the modernists began to gain the ascendency over the traditional forces controlling 

the state-run galleries and art schools. The conflict, in fact, generated a major exhibition, Presenting 

Australian art 1938-1941: counter claims, which featured works previously exhibited by both 

camps and the catalogue containing an extensive commentary on the conflict. 51   Sigrid 

McCausland’s 1974 thesis, “Modern Painting in Melbourne and Sydney 1935-1945: Its Context 

and Concerns”, provided the basis for the afore-mentioned catalogue article, with an incisive 

examination of the reactions of artists to this period.  It suggests that there were many, not directly 

involved in the distraction, who trod a path between the opposing camps.52  

                                                      

47 Keith  Bradbury and Glenn R.  Cooke, Thorns & Petals : 100 Years of the Royal Queensland Art Society (Brisbane: 

Royal Queensland Art Society, 1988); Contemporary Art Society (Qld) Newsletters, July 1967, September 1967. 

48 Adrian Lawlor, Arquebus (Melbourne: Ruskin Press, 1937).  Lionel Lindsay, Addled Art (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 

1942). 

49 Richard Haese, Rebels and Precursors: The Revolutionary Years of Australian Art, 2nd ed. [1988] (Ringwood, Vic: 

Penguin, 1981). 

50 Richard Haese, "The Revolutionary Years", The La Trobe Journal 30, No. December 1982. 

51 Christine Dixon and Dinah  Dysart, Presenting Australian art 1938-1941: Counter Claims, A satellite exhibition for 

the Sixth Biennale of Sydney, (Observatory Hill, Sydney National Trust of Australia (NSW), 1986 ). 

52 Sigrid McCausland, “Modern Painting in Melbourne and Sydney 1935-1945: Its Context and Concerns”, (BA Hons 

thesis, Australian National University, 1974). 
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John Williams examines reactions to the AAA in his study, The Quarantined Culture, Australian 

Reactions to Modernism 1913-1939, and a more personal Melbourne insight is provided by Lesley 

Harding and Kendrah Morgan in Modern Love, a discussion of events at Heide, the home of John 

and Sunday Reed, major supporters of the Modernist movement.53  Memoirs of contemporary artists 

and other participants further inform the discourse and there are excellent primary sources 

referenced in most of the publications mentioned in the bibiography. An example of personal 

correspondence between artists is Miles Evergood’s letters to fellow artist, Gavin Long, relating to 

the setting up of the AAA.54   

There have been histories written on the interstate branches of the short-lived CAS, later set up in 

New South Wales and Queensland. These include Denise Whitehouse’s “The Contemporary Art 

Society of NSW and the Theory and Production of Contemporary Abstraction in Australia 1947-

1961”, Helen Fridemanis’, Artists and Aspects of the Contemporary Art Society, Queensland 

Branch and the two previously mentioned theses by Helen Fridemanis and Judith Hamilton.55  In 

relation to secondary sources, the modernist debate periodically is the subject of academic review 

through articles in blogs and academic journals, including Australian Cultural History, History 

Australia, Journal of Australian Studies, the Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art and also 

The La Trobe Journal. A selection of relevant articles is listed in the bibliography of this thesis.56 

As the initiator of the AAA, a body responsible for much polarisation within Australia’s art 

community, the high profile politician, Robert Menzies, played a significant part in the politics of 

art, as did his Labor counterpart, Dr Herbert Vere Evatt, who aligned himself with the CAS.57 Evatt, 

along with his wife Alice, was a strong supporter of Modernism, and biographies and archival 

sources of both these politicians are referenced when looking at the period from the 1930s through 

to the 1960s.58    

                                                      

53  John Frank Williams, The Quarantined Culture, Australian Reactions to Modernism 1913-1939 (Melbourne: 

Cambridge University Press, 1995).  Lesley Harding & Morgan. Kendrah, Modern Love. The Lives of John and Sunday 

Reed, Vol. 165, Miegunyah Volumes, (Melbourne: The Miegunyah Press, Heide Museum of Modern Art, State Library 

of Victoria, 2015). 

54 This is cited in Gael Hammer, Miles Evergood: No End of Passion (Willoughby NSW: Phillip Mathews 2013), p. 74: 

Phillip Mathews, 2013). As another example, refer to correspondence of John and Sunday Reed in Burke’s Dear Sun: 

The Letters of Joy Hester and Sunday Reed and Barrett’s Letters of John Reed: Defining Australia's Cultural Life. 

55 Denise Mary  Whitehouse, “The Contemporary Art Society of NSW and the Theory and Production of Contemporary 

Abstraction in Australia 1947-1961” (PhD Monash University, 1999); Helen Friedemanis, “Contemporary Art Society, 

Queensland Branch, 1961-1973”, 1989;  Fridemanis, Artists and Aspects of the Contemporary Art Society, Queensland 

Branch (Brisbane: Boolarong Publications, 1991), and Hamilton, "Creating a Scene: The Role of Artists’ Groups in the 

Development of Brisbane’s Art World 1940-1970". 

56 One active blog is: Hels, "Traditional Vs Modern Art: 1930s Australia " ART and ARCHITECTURE, mainly 12 July 

2009, last accessed 24 April 2020. 

57  Mary Evatt, Mary Evatt Papers, Evatt Collection, Flinders University Library, Adelaide. and David Strachan, 

"Interview with John Thompson Re. Dr Evatt" (Transcript), 1966, MS1973.1, David Strachan Papers, Sydney. 

58 There are many biographies written on Menzies as well as Evatt.  Two relevant references are: Allan William Martin, 

Robert Menzies: A Life 1894 1943 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1993). and Peter Crockett, Evatt, a Life 

(South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
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Apart from Menzies’ personal papers, held in the National Library in Canberra, our major libraries 

all contain excellent primary sources, such as archives of artist memoirs.59  These also include files 

of the AAA, the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board (CAAB), the CAS, and newspapers and other 

publications of the day, all of which inform the discourse.  Various groupings of artists, such as the 

T-Square Club (TSC), included artists active in the debate and their scant files were also researched 

as well as the archives held within the MSC, where the Southern Division of the Academy met. The 

TSC, a dinner club of architects and artists, who had been meeting at either the MSC or the Savage 

since 1901 (and who still regularly meet there), contained major players from both sides and it is 

important to recognise its role.  The major proponent for the CAS, George Bell, was a past president 

of the TSC and, at the time that Menzies proposed the AAA, it similarly included conservative 

artists, J.S. MacDonald and W. B. McInnes, both of whom strongly supported the Academy.  [3.2] 

Possibly the archive with the most material is the La Trobe Collection of the State Library of 

Victoria (SLV), which holds the majority of the archives of the VAS, dating from its inception as 

the VAA in 1870 through to the 1960s.  The archives of many of Melbourne’s artists and those of 

smaller art bodies, such as the nineteenth century bohemian clubs researched by Mead are located 

there, as are the Papers of Joyce McGrath, 1913-2011, Australia’s first art librarian.60  Joyce 

McGrath, archivist for the VAS, had herself researched many of these early organisations.61  

Menzies, the initiator of the AAA, was a member (and later president) of the MSC, as were most of 

the leading (male) artists of his time.  Both histories of the club make mention of Menzies’ 

involvement with the arts and serve as good signposts as to the influence of the Academy on the 

club, with the later history, Laughter and the Love of Friends, devoting an entire chapter to the 

Academy.62    

The earlier MSC history, Melbourne Savages, references a lengthy court case of Falcke vs. Herald 

and Weekly Times, where the visiting English ‘art expert’, Captain Shirley Falcke, took libel action 

against VAS member, James Stuart MacDonald, art critic for Keith Murdoch’s The Herald. 63  The 

history speaks of ‘many hundreds of pages of closely typed foolscap pages lie in the Law Courts as 

records’.  Although the actual transcript does not appear in the court records, located in the Victorian 

Public Records Office, a subsequent Law Report and print media coverage, substitute for the lack 

                                                      

59 The Menzies Collection held within the National Library of Australia is one such collection.  

60 Joyce  McGrath, Papers of Joyce Mcgrath, 1913-2011, MS 14583, Papers of Joyce McGrath, Melbourne. 

61 Joyce McGrath, “The Australian Art Association: A complete dictionary of Contributors and their work from its 

formation in 1912 until the last exhibition in 1933” (B. Soc. Sci. special study, (Melbourne: Royal Melbourne Institute of 

Technology, 1974). 

62 Joseph Johnson, "The Curse of the Academy," in Laughter and the Love of Friends.  A Centenary History of the 

Melbourne Savage Club 1894-1994 and a History of the Yorick Club 1868-1966, ed. Joseph Johnson (Melbourne: 

Melbourne Savage Club, 1994). 

63 This case is also described in: Eileen Chanin, Judith Pugh, and Steven Miller, Degenerates and Perverts: The 1939 

Herald Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art (Carlton (Vic): Miegunyah Press, 2004), pp. 274-6. 
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of transcript.64  The daily press reports on this trial, widely reported (from Townsville to Kalgoorlie) 

through the Herald Group, are most informative and provide an indication of the views Melbourne’s 

most high profile artists.  Most of artists involved later played a significant part in leading art 

opinion in Victoria on both sides of the Academy debate.  

Correspondence within the Personal Papers of Prime Minister Menzies were the best source of the 

behind-the-scenes activity relating to the formation of the Academy in the late 1930s.65  These 

reveal the key individuals and organisations who indicated their support for the formation and 

enlighten us to the fact that Menzies had a genuine wish to advance the cause of Australian art.  The 

debate is not solely about the Academy however, nor Menzies opposition to modern art, but it does 

enlighten us to the divergent views of the various artist bodies in Victoria and NSW, with the VAS 

coming out in opposition and the Sydney-based Society of Artists (SoA) supporting the formation 

of the AAA. 

Finally, this thesis concludes with an examination of the role of the VAS and similar artist bodies 

in the late twentieth century and into the twenty-first century.  To comment on the Society today, it 

was important to look at what other alternatives are available for artists and impact on both the 

Society’s membership and the individuals that comprise Melbourne’s art world.  Charlotte Bydler 

considered this broader theme in the context of the rapid globalisation bought upon by the impact 

of the internet and her thesis, The Global Art World, Inc. On the globalization of Contemporary 

Art, examines the way art worlds connect regionally, the way that they operate today, and their 

operation going forward.66 

The Significance and Outcomes of the Research 

This thesis, and its critical and analytical framing, offers a revelatory insight into one of Australia’s 

oldest cultural institutions.  As an organisation, the VAS afforded the citizens of early Melbourne 

a gateway into the fine arts.  By examining the Society, over its one 150-year continuous history as 

a body representing artists, this thesis explores the extent to which it has been relevant in the past 

and today. It also looks at the dynamics of Melbourne’s art world and its evolution, during a period 

when the Society was its only constant apart from some of the teaching institutions.  In doing so it 

builds on recent work of other scholars who have looked at kindred interstate artists’ bodies, 

including Fridemanis, Whitehouse and Hamilton.   

                                                      

64 David Dow, Melbourne Savages, p. 64. “Falcke v. The Herald and Weekly Times”, Victorian Reports, VLR-56-1925, 

February. 1925. 

65 Robert Gordon Menzies, Royal Australian Academy (Correspondence with Royal Art Society of NSW and Australian 

Art Society Re Proposed Establishment), 08 Feb 1936 - 19 Feb 1936, 1936, Correspondence  NAA CP450/7, 263, 

Personal Papers of Prime Minister Menzies, Canberra. 

66 Charlotte Bydler, “The Global Art World, Inc. On the Globalization of Contemporary Art” (PhD thesis, Upsalla 

University (Sweden), 2004). 
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This thesis’ new contribution to knowledge is the assessment of the role of the VAS in the cultural 

history of Melbourne.  Examining its history chronologically, this study demonstrates that the 

Society has played a much more significant part in the Melbourne ‘art scene’ than has been 

previously appreciated by scholars of art history.  

Research Approach and Design  

The primary research methodology for this research project involved a critical analysis of primary 

and secondary historical material.  The research questions aspects of both art and cultural history 

as portrayed by scholars, who have looked at other artist bodies, through the lens of gender, politics 

or art movements; and sometimes all three.   

A number of controversial events influenced the VAS during its history. These included the 

controversy over the 1943 Archibald Prize, the awakening of the Melbourne public to overseas 

trends and modern art through the Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art, the 

formation of the AAA, and the formation of the CAS.67   Some scholars have linked these events, 

whereas others have chosen selectively to have a narrow focus on one or the other, generally the 

CAS. To develop a proper understanding of the opposing viewpoints, robust triangulation was 

essential.  The very public and emotive battles carried on through the medium of the popular press 

were balanced against the private views of artists and other players in the art world, some of these 

shared in private communications that were retrieved through various memoirs. 

These sources are combined with previously unpublished art world ephemera; records, 

correspondence, interviews and oral histories, exhibition catalogues, press reviews and articles, 

forming the archives held by the VAS.  Together, these references reveal the debate that took place 

within the Australian art community during the period of this doctoral study.   

The historical and socio-cultural examination of the VAS as a cultural institution dictated that it 

rely heavily on qualitative research. The exploration and analysis of primary historical and social 

material played an important role in developing an understanding of social and cultural perspectives 

in relation to the period. To understand the impact that the VAS has contributed to Melbourne 

cultural life entailed looking beyond the archives of the organisation itself and at other organisations 

with which it interacted, in particular other arts bodies.  Two publications which assist in 

appreciation of the local art scene are the Sydney magazine,  Art in Australia  (1916-1942) and  Art 

+ Australia (established May 1963), the latter now published out of Melbourne.  Together they 

have provided an almost constant review of the art scene for over a century. 

                                                      

67 Keith Murdoch, Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art [Travelling Exhibition] (Adelaide, Melbourne, 

Sydney: Herald & Weekly Times, 1939). 
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The Society also intermittently produced its own publications, including The V.A.S. between 1908 

and 1919.  It suspended publication between April 1909 and June 1911 and resumed in July 1911 

as the Victorian Artists Society Journal with No. 1, before publishing the last issue in 1918.  Later 

the Society published The Australian Artist between 1946 and 1949.  Generally these publications 

were of a high standard with serious articles on art styles and profiles of member artists. 

Access to oral histories was a methodological component of this research and discussions with 

prominent artists, gallery directors, academics and critics were used to not only test assumptions in 

relation to the role of the VAS but to also inform the discourse by inviting them to present their 

views on the role of the organisation.  As the research period extends from the mid-nineteenth 

century through to the current day it involved interaction with current membership and practising 

artists, prominent in the VAS and other groupings in addition to reviewing transcripts of interviews 

by past academics and accessed from the de Berg Collection.  The de Berg Collection refers to a 

collection of 1290 recordings and a total of 1301 tapes of recordings of Hazel de Berg in which she 

conducted interviews with 250 painters, sculptors and other artists, commencing in 1960.68  Access 

to these tapes enabled the writer to enter into the field of ‘participant observation’ (or as Bourdieu 

prefers ‘participant objectivism’).69 

The use of contemporaneous writing is a crucial component of the methodology for analysing, 

comparing and interpreting the contemporary information on exhibiting artists. Usually, catalogue 

introductions or prefaces, written by an academic or a significant figure from the VAS, CAS or 

AAA, would express their views on issues contributing to the debate of the day and often the artist 

would contribute to his or her own catalogue.   My analysis of contemporary catalogues of the VAS, 

the NGV and other parallel groupings included referral to the catalogue listing of exhibiting artists 

in the major group shows. This provided concrete information, not only in relation to the 

membership of the exhibiting organisation but it identified those artists who belonged to more than 

one society or who had shifting allegiances.  

An important reference was the reviews by art critics for the major newspapers. Often their 

proprietors held strong positions in relation to their appreciation of the prevailing artistic styles or 

of major events and their reviews and criticisms often precipitated strong ongoing debate both in 

the ‘letters to the editor’ section and often within the organisations on which they were reporting. 

Care was taken in the interpretation of contemporaneous exhibition catalogues as often their 

forewords were unabashedly self-congratulatory and, where possible, (to avoid bias), these were 

                                                      

68 Hazel de Berg, Introduction by Tim Bowden., and Foreword by W.M. Horton., The Hazel De Berg Recordings from 

the Oral History Collection of the National Library of Australia (Canberra: National Library of Australia, 1989). 

69 Refer to Bourdieu’s discussion on both ‘subjectivism’ and ‘objectivisim’ in Pierre Bourdieu and John B. Thompson, 

Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge: Polity Press in association with Basil Blackwell, 1991), pp. 11-20. 
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balanced by reading exhibition reviews in the press.  Notwithstanding, these also were often 

inclined to display bias, if not by the artist reviewer, in many cases they reflected the views of the 

proprietor.  In these cases, the Letters to the Editor often revealed the politics and sometimes led to 

debate continuing for several weeks. 

Bydler observes that: ‘exhibition catalogues are part of a remarkable text-genre that is not too distant 

from artworks in the respect that their truth-value demands serious consideration’.70  She reminds 

us that they are often strongly aligned to the views of their issuing institution and ‘cannot be 

expected to do anything but speak in their defence’. 71 

Generally, on contentious items within the VAS or other artist bodies, debate took place ‘in camera’ 

at general meetings or Council/Committee meetings.  In these cases, the minutes recorded positions 

of the various council members and revealed divisions that generally not disseminated within the 

press of the day.  Most significantly, the position and often the reason for policy decisions were the 

subject of motions.  When these motions carried, this represented the majority viewpoint amongst 

those present who, as elected council members, invariably were the major and more active players.   

Thesis Structure  

Chapter I (1851-1870) examines how the early colonists in Melbourne sought to form societies and 

cultural organisations to introduce their fellow citizens to the fine arts.  They were committed to 

ensuring that the arts were accessible to the public by the creation of institutions that were free and 

available during hours that recognised the working man. 

Chapter II (1870-1900) traces the formation and early development of the VAS, the short-lived 

Melbourne Art School of Emanuel Phillips Fox and Tudor St George Tucker, and the emergence 

of en plein air painting as embodied in the Heidelberg School, inspired by the French Impressionists. 

In Chapter III (1900-1930), transitional influences on Melbourne-based painters are examined.  

Focus is on the pilgrimage of many Melbourne-trained painters to Europe, participation of 

Melbourne artists during World War I and the introduction of Modernist techniques and trends in 

Melbourne, as well as their effects on artists who returned from Europe. 

Chapter IV (1930-1940) examines the accelerating penetration of Modernism into Melbourne and 

its adaption by many of the younger artists.  It looks at attempts to establish an umbrella ‘Academy’ 

modelled on its English counterpart and the reaction of the exponents of ‘modern art’. 

                                                      

70 Charlotte Bydler, “The Global Art World”, p. 25. 

71 ibidem. 
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Chapter V (1940-1970) explores the emergence of Modernism, the ideological divide that 

developed between the Abstractionists and the Figuratives, and the influence of émigré artists, such 

as Josl Bergner and Danila Vassilieff, following the Second World War. 

The penultimate chapter, Chapter VI (1970-2000), examines the quickening pace of the Melbourne 

‘art scene’ with the new NGV, the rise in commercial galleries and the establishment of dynamic 

new exhibiting groups.  It was a time of rapid change and the VAS struggled to adapt. 

The final chapter, Chapter VII (spanning the era 2000 until the present day), considers the VAS 

attempts to adapt to the digital age. It is an age typified by a myriad of new ways of making, 

promoting and selling art, through the emergence of street art, art fairs, art auction houses, 

augmented reality and online galleries.  

Finally, the conclusion draws together how the VAS has adapted over 150 years, whilst Melbourne 

experienced unimaginable changes.  It questions whether change to adapt is necessary or whether 

its’ essentially conservative approach to all matters has been the overarching reason for its 

continued survival.  In answering this queston, it is to the origins of the VAS that we now turn to in 

the following chapter.
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CHAPTER I  EARLY DAYS (1851-1870) 

This chapter critically examines Melbourne’s earliest cultural institutions, focussing on those 

organisations established to promote the fine arts.  

Prior to Proclamation in 1851, and the formal separation of the colony of Victoria from New South 

Wales, the capital, Melbourne, whilst the centre of Australia’s wool export trade to the British 

Midlands, was yet to achieve the critical mass to develop significant cultural institutions.  The early 

colonists however had priorities other than cultural, as best enunciated by Thomas Jefferson in 

another settler society, when he explained that the ‘first object of young societies is bread and 

covering’, while higher learning is but ‘secondary and subsequent’. 1   Nevertheless, the 

establishment of the Melbourne Club in 1838, three years after the first settlement, indicated a 

willingness of its citizens to enjoy the social embodiments of the old country.   

As Brian Head observes: 

Australian colonists were transplanted Britons who brought with them social ideas and 

institutions … and aesthetic norms of their home country.  The cultural baggage bought 

by the colonists provided the foundation for local norms and values; this umbilical link … 

survived the construction of colonial confederation in 1901 and the early decades of the 

new Commonwealth.2 

With formation of the Melbourne Mechanics Institution (MMI) in 1839, the city’s enlightened 

community leaders were dedicated to make these available to all its citizens and, with its 

subscription library, to provide for the education of the working class.  Notwithstanding their noble 

objective to avoid the traditional stereotyped identification of intellectuals with the tiny elites of 

high culture and of academia, the fact is that, by Proclamation in 1851, the MMI evolved into a 

middle class cultural centre.  

The Institution’s secretary and librarian, George Alexander Gilbert, an amateur artist, established 

the Colony’s first art school, and works by him and his students comprise some of Victoria’s most 

historically important artworks.3 [1.1] Melbourne had established its society and membership of the 

Melbourne Club embodied it.4  The other accoutrements such as culture were yet to come. 

                                                      

1 Cited in: Geoffrey Serle, From Deserts the Prophets Come: The Creative Spirit in Australia, 1788-1972 (Melbourne: 

Heinemann, 1973), p. 1. 

2 Brian Head,  Intellectuals Movements and Australian Society, p. 9. 

3 Refer listing of artworks by George Gilbert and his students: Margaret Bowman, Cultured Colonists : George Alexander 

Gilbert and His Family, Settlers in Port Phillip (North Melbourne (Vic): Australian Scholarly Publishing, Melbourne 

Athenaeum & State Library of Victoria, 2014), pp. 93-106. 

4 Paul Hamilton Huége De Serville, Port Phillip Gentlemen and Good Society in Melbourne before the Gold Rushes 

(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 55. 
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1.1: George Alexander Gilbert (1815-1877) artist 
View of Jolimont, Melbourne, Port Phillip 1843-44 

Medium: Pastel on paper 

La Trobe Picture Collection, SLV, H28142 

When Victoria achieved Royal assent for separation from New South Wales, Melbourne was less 

than twenty years old and Victoria’s total population was 77,345.5  A decade later, due to the Gold 

Rush, it had soared to 538,000 and the population of greater Melbourne had increased five-fold 

(from 23,000 to 125,000), setting a world record for urban growth.6  In this short period, Melbourne 

had eclipsed the population of Sydney and had become a major world city and the third most 

populous city in the British Empire.7 It was a name synonymous with fame and fortune.8  It was not 

a planned growth however for, ‘in the first few days of 1852’, Melbourne was all but deserted for 

the diggings, ‘business was suspended, houses were empty, property unmarketable’.9  This was 

short lived however, as persons from the neighbourbouring colonies inter-emigrated, and, by 

                                                      

5 The British Act of Parliament separating Port Phillip District from New South Wales was signed by Queen Victoria on 

5 August 1850. Enabling legislation was passed by the New South Wales Legistlative Council on 1 July 1851. 

6 Statistics, Census of Victoria 1871 - General Report and Appendices by John  Ferres, 28 (Melbourne: Government 

Printer, Parliament of Victoria, 1874), p. 6. 

7  Asa Briggs, "Melbourne, a Victorian Community Overseas," in Victorian Cities, ed. Asa Briggs (Berkley, Ca.: 

University of California Press, 1993), 277. p. 78. 

8  Graeme Davison, "Goldrush Melbourne," in Gold: Forgotten Histories and Lost Objects of Australia, ed. Iain 

McCalman Alexander Cook & Andrew Reeves (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 52. 

9 Thomas McCombie, The History of the Colony of Victoria from its settlement to the death of Sir Charles Hotham, 

(Melbourne: Sands and Kenny, 1858), p. 236. 



[1851-1870] 

 

20 

February, Melbourne was again a hive of activity as both affluent gold diggers returned and persons, 

realising they could make more money from their usual vocations, returned and took advantage of 

the new prosperity. 

This emerging society in the early 1850s was described by Leonard Cox as:  

a highly adventurous and often undisciplined populace which had less thought of 

settlement in a new country than a desire for great and immediate riches which might be 

expended elsewhere.10    

Notwithstanding Cox’s generalisation, the quest for gold bought established artists to the Colony 

from Europe, including Eugéne von Guèrard (Austria), Nicholas Chevalier (Switzerland), Henry 

Gritten (England) and S.T. Gill (England via South Australia).11  Of these, the only commercially 

successful artist for a period was S.T. Gill whose prints of the gold-diggings and early Melbourne 

scenes were in great demand. Tragically, he would ultimately die in poverty on the steps of the GPO 

in 1880.12  

Art on the goldfields was always destined to differ from Australia’s previous major events, such as 

the settlement of Sydney and Hobart.  For a start, the discovery of gold in the early 1850s attracted 

trained artists from around the world, not only lured by gold but also the hope that the wealth of the 

new colony would create a demand for their skills.  It was a time when the world focussed on the 

Victoria goldfields and was hungry for information, particularly images depicting the goldfield 

areas.  This was what the public wanted.  Not the idyllic landscape scenes to send back to the mother 

country to encourage emigration; it was gold that attracted them to Victoria and the imagery that 

flooded out of Australia during the period of the Gold Rushes, dealt with just that: life on the 

diggings. 

It was different in another way however, as it coincided both with the early commercial use of 

photography and the increasing popularity of printmaking, particularly lithographs.  This 

distinguished the art of the goldfields, as no longer were the mediums of artists restricted to pencil, 

etching, watercolour and oil painting. An example of this was an album of sixty-nine photographs 

taken between August 1858 and June 1859 published by the Englishman, Richard Daintree in 

collaboration with French photographer, Antoine Fauchery dealing with life on the diggings, titled 

Sun Pictures of Victoria.13 

                                                      

10 Leonard B. Cox, The National Gallery of Victoria 1861-1968 a Search for a Collection (Melbourne: The National 

Gallery of Victoria, 1970), p. 1. 

11 Geoffrey Serle, Golden Age: A History of the Colony of Victoria, 1851-1861, 2nd ed. (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne 

University Press, 1963), 

12 Ibidem; p. 360;  Sasha Grishin, "Art of the Gold Rushes: Melbourne in the 1850s," in Australian Art: A History, ed. 

Paige Amor, Miegunyah Volumes (Melbourne: Miegunyah Press, 2013), p. 93. 

13 Antoine Fauchery ; text by Dianne Reilly & Jennifer Carew, Sun Pictures of Victoria : The Fauchery-Daintree 

Collection, 1858 (South Yarra (Vic): Currey O'Neil Ross on behalf of the Library Council of Victoria, 1858/1983). 
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One of the more important history painters in Victoria at the time was the academically-trained 

William Strutt who arrived in Melbourne in 1850 as a 25-year-old in search of adventure and gained 

employment as an illustrator with the Australian Magazine.  Strutt was present in 1851, when the 

Black Thursday bushfires razed the countryside, the proclamation of Victoria as a colony and the 

discovery of gold.  In 1852, Strutt took himself off to the Ballarat goldfields, where he busied 

himself sketching for eighteen months having had little success as a prospector, before returning to 

Melbourne and setting up as a portrait painter.  In the 12 years that he spent in Australia, Strutt 

executed many sketches, however his important history paintings, for which he is best known, were 

executed in his London studio on his return to England.  One of Strutt’s most important pictures, 

the large 3 metre canvas depicting the 1851 Black Thursday bushfires, was painted over three years 

in his London studio and first exhibited in London.  

Art historian, William Moore in his Story of Australian Art, later attributes Strutt as being ‘the first 

artist in Australia to paint large pictures of typical subjects.’14   Although this was a fine tribute, 

with Strutt also highly respected at the time by the colony’s foremost critic, James Smith, it did not 

translate to demand for works of this nature back in Australia and the picture languished unsold in 

his London studio for twenty years.15  Eventually Strutt managed to sell the painting to an Adelaide 

dealer for a discounted price and it is now in the collection of the State Library of Victoria (SLV).16 

One of Melbourne’s most celebrated artists, was the Austrian-born and academically trained, 

Eugène von Guérard who was similarly lured to Australia by the Gold rush, arriving in Ballarat in 

early 1853 at the age of 41.  Whilst von Guèrard had no luck as a prospector in his year spent on 

the gold diggings, he made many pencil sketches, most of which now reside in the collection of the 

SLV.  Best known for oil landscapes, von Guérard made many expeditions into the interior and 

executed commissions for Victoria’s fledgling squattocracy.  Although he ultimately returned to 

England, von Guérard made a big impact in the new colony and, in 1870, became a founding 

member of the VAA and inaugural instructor of painting and master of the School of Art at the 

National Gallery of Victoria (NGAS). 

The artist to gain the most acclaim on the goldfields was Samuel Thomas Gill (or S.T. Gill as he is 

more commonly known).  Gill’s parents migrated to Adelaide in 1839, when he was just nineteen 

and Gill pursued his artistic career in South Australia for twelve years before moving to the 

Victorian goldfields in early 1852 and then establishing a studio in Collins Street, Melbourne, over 

the premises of James J. Blundell & Co., booksellers and publishers. 

                                                      

14 William Moore, The Story of Australian Art. Cited in: Sasha Grishin, “Heroes and Villains: Strutt's Australia - A new 

light on the academic painter” Sydney Morning Herald, 7 August 2015. Accessed online 24 April 2020. 

15 Madeleine  Say, "Black Thursday: William Strutt's “Itinerant Picture'," La Trobe Journal Vol 75, Autumn 2005, p. 28. 

16 Black Thursday was purchased at auction by the Public Library of Victoria for the Historical Collection in 1954. 
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Gill was prodigious in his output, particularly in the early 1850s and early 1860s, working mostly 

in watercolour but often transferring his images to reproducible and relatively inexpensive 

lithographs.17  He left a legacy of editions depicting life in both Melbourne and on the goldfields, 

such as Sketches of the Victorian gold diggers as they are, 1852 and Sketches of the Victorian gold 

diggers as they are, 1856 and important records of Melbourne at the time in Views in and around 

Melbourne, 1853, Sketches of Victoria 1855-56, and Victoria illustrated, 1856-57. [1.2] 

 

1.2: Samuel Thomas Gill (1818-1880) artist 

Gt. Collins Street, looking East from Wesleyan Chapel, Melbourne 1857 

Medium: Hand-coloured steel engraving 

Collection: Graeme H. Williams OAM  

Finally, mention must be made of the English painter, Henry Gritten, who also arrived in Melbourne 

in 1853 and the French painter, François Cogné, in 1856.  Their watercolour paintings provide an 

important social record of the time, and many were subsequently converted and widely 

disseminated by other artists such as the lithographer, James Philp. Both artists contributed views 

to Charles Troedel’s The Melbourne Album (1863-64), which contained 24 plates chronicling 

Melbourne’s major streets and public buildings.18 [1.3, 1.4] 

                                                      

17  E. J. R. Morgan, “Gill, Samuel Thomas (1818–1880)”, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 

Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gill-samuel-thomas-2096/text2639, 

published first in hardcopy 1966, accessed online 16 April 2020. 

18 John Ferguson, “Recognition at last for artist ‘forgotten’ for 150 years”, Weekend Australian, News Corp Australia, 

Sydney,7-8 September 2019, p. 10; Alan McCulloch, Susan McCulloch, & Emily McCulloch Childs, The New 

Mcculloch's Encyclopedia of Australian Art, 4th ed., (Fitzroy: Aus Art Editions, 2006) in association (Carlton Vic: The 

Miegunyah Press, 2006), p. 484. 
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1.3: Henry C. Gritten (1818-1873) artist 

The Eastern Market, 1859 

Medium: Watercolour 

Collection: Roy Morgan Research Centre  

 
 

1.4: James Buckingham Philp (1830-1865) artist 

Medium: Tinted lithograph (after Henry Gritten),  

The Eastern Market from top of Whittington Tavern 

Plate from The Melbourne Album, 1863-64 

Charles Troedel (Printer and Publisher)  

Collection: Graeme H. Williams OAM  

https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/artist/3281
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The sheer numbers of inhabitants created a need for cultural institutions and 1853 saw the 

establishment of Melbourne University and, on the same day, the Melbourne Public Library. Due 

to the influence of Redmond Barry, ‘Council voted £10,000 towards the erection of a building and 

£3,000 for the commencement in the purchase of books.’19  In the first six months of that year alone, 

over 1,000 new buildings went up in central Melbourne, many of stone and brick.20  The university, 

the public library and the art gallery provide examples of confidence, and pride, in the future of 

Melbourne.21  Within a decade of its formation, the new university boasted both a Law School (1857) 

and a School of Medicine (1862). 

Briggs remarked how ‘the culture of Melbourne … had a predominantly British cast’ from the 

outset and, quoting from Home Friend (1853), commented how ‘to the immigrant from the United 

Kingdom this is not a foreign land’.22 

Victoria Fine Arts Society  

The earliest body formed in the Colony to promote the visual arts was the short-lived Victoria Fine 

Arts Society (VFAS). In April 1853, George Milner Stephen, a lawyer and vice-president of the 

Royal Geological Society of Victoria, called a meeting ‘at the request of several persons interested 

in the advancement of Fine Arts’.  The report on the subsequent meeting expressed the wish that 

the formation of a Society and the organisation of an exhibition would be ‘in the interests of various 

artists now resident here’ as they would be directly promoted by the society and the exhibition that 

was planned.  Stephen suggested that the:  

society itself would benefit by the encouragement of a taste for the Fine Arts and 

Ornamental Architecture, and that the exhibition of paintings, architectural drawings and 

other works of art, would infuse into the rising generation a taste for cultivation of the 

said arts.23 

After the report on the meeting in The Argus, Frederick Sinnet, the editor of rival newspaper, The 

Melbourne Morning Herald, attacked Stephen accusing him of ‘coming the Emperor over us’ and 

criticised the Argus reporter for his promotion of the meeting. The following week, Stephen replied 

to the editorial in a letter to the editor of The Argus, complaining of his treatment and Sinnett’s 

                                                      

19 Henry Gyles Turner, A History of the Colony of Victoria from its Discovery to its Absorption into the Commonwealth 

of Australia, (First published 1904), Vol. 1. A.D. 1797-1854 [2 vols.] (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 

386. 

20 ibidem, p. 368. 

21 Jill  Roe, Marvellous Melbourne, the Emergence of an Australian City (Sydney: Hicks Smith & Sons, 1974), p. 54. 

22 Cited in: Briggs,  Victorian Cities, p. 295. 

23 Refer notice in The Argus Friday 22 April 1853.  Cited in: Suzanne Halstead, Exhibition of the Victoria Fine Arts 

Society Held at the Mechanics Institute (Melbourne: State Library of Victoria, 1990), p. 6. 
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implication that he would “irretrievably damage the prospects of the many Artists and Architects 

who attended the meeting”.24    

The meeting resolved that an annual exhibition be organised and to invite all artists and amateurs 

to exhibit the work of (Old) Masters as well as their own work and for the citizens of New South 

Wales to also participate. The MMI Committee, who considered the proposal for the exhibition at 

a meeting the following month, approved of the use of the ‘Large Room’ for a period of three to 

four weeks at the sum of twelve pounds per week.25  In order to cover the cost of the twelve pounds 

a week for the hire of the MMI for the duration of the exhibition, a subsequent meeting of the VFAS 

founders approved a moderate subscription towards covering the expenses and formalised the 

establishment of an arts society.   

The public were strongly encouraged to support the exhibition and calls made in the press for 

citizens of the young city to loan works that they may possess and not be ‘guilty of the churlishness 

of withholding them.’26  In the end, the exhibition catalogue listed the names and addresses of thirty-

two ‘resident practising artists’, including painters, engravers, architects and sculptors as well as 

other contributions and a total of 352 works.27    

The exhibition opened on Saturday 20 August and ran for four weeks closing on 17 September 

1853.  In addition to prominent local artist, Gill, the exhibition received interstate entries and listed 

Sydney-based artist Conrad Martens as having contributed works. It did not attract the public’s 

attention as hoped and the lack of support left the VFAS facing a monetary loss of ‘nearly one 

hundred pounds out of pocket’.28  The Society did not continue beyond this one exhibition. 

Despite its demise, the VFAS created an awareness of the fine arts, as exemplified by the Victorian 

Institute for the Advancement of Science and the Philosophical Society of Victoria, formed the 

following year, prior to later amalgamation to form the Philosophical Institute of Victoria.29  

Victorian Society of Fine Arts  

The next body associated with the visual arts to appear on the scene was the Victorian Society of 

Fine Arts (VSFA), formed on 15 October 1856 as ‘a society of resident artists, amateurs and patrons 

of art’ with the stated aim ‘to educate citizens of Victoria by familiarising them with the sight of 

                                                      

24 Refer editorial in The Melbourne Morning Herald, Friday 29 April 1853, p. 4. The Argus, 6 May 1853, p. 9. 

25 Minutes of meeting of the Melbourne Mechanics' Institution and School of Arts held Tuesday 17 May 1853. 

26  “Domestic Intelligence: Fine Arts”, The Argus, Melbourne, 3 August 1853, p. 5. 

27 Victoria Fine Arts' Society, Catalogue of the Victoria Fine Arts' Society's Exhibition ( Melbourne: Victoria Fine Arts' 

Society, 1853), pp. 5,6. 

28 “Domestic Intelligence: Fine Arts Exhibition”, The Argus, Melborne, 17 September 1853, p. 5. 

29 Kathleen.   Fennessy, A People Learning: Colonial Victorians and Their Public Museums, 1860-1880 1st ed. (North 

Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2007). 
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paintings and statuary’.30  The Society’s founding secretary, John Shillinglaw, was an enthusiastic 

member of Melbourne’s literary coterie and had been secretary of the VFAS. Although it had 

similar aims, the new society differed in that it attracted the elite of the Colony and, in its second 

meeting, held the following week on 20 October 1856, Frank Newton, editor and publisher of the 

Australian Builder, outlined his plans for an ‘exhibition of pictures’.  The meeting supported his 

proposal and resolved to hold annual exhibitions, restricted to members of the association.  The 

meeting then agreed upon a foundation committee and undertook that the following meeting should 

be a public meeting. 

The public meeting took place on 29 October 1856 and a motion, moved by John Pascoe Fawkner 

and seconded by James Smith, resolved:  

That it is expedient to institute a Society for the promotion of the fine arts in Victoria and 

that such a Society be now formed to be called the Victorian Society of Fine Arts.31 

Lurline Stuart describes the writer and critic James Smith, [1.5] as a ‘cultural activist’ based on his 

constant participation in the promotion of cultural activities in Melbourne in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century.  She saw his involvement in the formation of the VSFA as the result of his 

appreciation of the arts and their value as a moral and ethical force as well as his interest as a 

professional critic in the development of a society of the kind.32 

Smith was prolific in his role as a journalist and critic, from his arrival in the Colony in 1856, 

through to his death in 1906. Both he and Fawkner were enthusiastic about the future of the 

proposed society and ‘were sure the people of Victoria who were a progressive people, would be 

proud to see such an institution established amongst them’.33   

A further eleven motions were passed and formed the basis of rules of the VSFA, agreed to by the 

Committee on 12 November 1856, and formally adopted by a general meeting of members on 17 

November 1856.  

The VSFA harboured grand plans for the young colony and the Rules listed His Excellency the 

Governor as Patron and the young colony’s most prominent artists, politicians and academics on its 

fledgling Committee.  Artist members included Nicholas Chevalier, John Alexander Gilfillan, 

                                                      

30 “Victorian Society of Fine Arts”, The Argus, Melbourne, 30 October 1856, pp. 4-5. 

31 John Shillinglaw, Minutes of Meeting of the Public Meeting 29 October 1856, 29 October 1856, 1856, MSM 465, Box 

548/1-549/1, Victorian Artists' Society, Melbourne, 1856. 

32 Lurline Stuart, James Smith: The Making of a Colonial Culture (Sydney: Allen & Unwin Australia Pty Ltd, 1989), p. 
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33 James Smith, “Victorian Society of Fine Arts”, The Age, Melbourne, 30 October 1856, p. 5 
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Eugène von Guérard and William Strutt and amateur artist, Eliezer Levi Montefiore.  John Pascoe 

Fawkner MLC was one of four politicians.  [1.7] 

The object of the society was ‘to advance the cause of the Fine Arts in Australasia’ by means of: 

Lectures, Conversaziones, and the Foundation of Schools for Tuition in design and in the 

Fine Arts. 

An Exhibition of Works of Art at least once a year. 

An Art Union. 

The formation of a Permanent Collection of Works of Art and a Library. 

Generally using all mean, as they arise available for the Promotion of Art. 34   

1.5: Robert Hawker Dowling (1827-1886) artist 

James Smith, 1884 

Medium: oil on canvas 

Collection: La Trobe Picture Collection, SLV, H41737 

Member and organiser of the exhibition, Frank 

Newton, editor of the Australian Builder and described 

as ‘a gentlemanof good taste’, opened the Victorian 

Exhibition of Art at the Exhibition Building on 6 

December 1856. There were 250 works in total, with 

‘imported’ works hung on one side, and works by 

colonial artists hung on the other side of the exhibition 

space. Colonial artists, favourably reviewed, included 

Nicholas Chevalier, John Alexander Gilfillan, Eugène 

von Guérard, Henry Easom Davies, E. L. Montefoire 

and William Strutt, plus sculpture by Charles 

Summers, John Mackennal and William Lorando Jones.35   

The VSFA held its first conversazione on 15 December 1856, where James Smith, [1.5] shortly to 

become editor of the Melbourne Punch, delivered its inaugural address.36  Ironically, the publishers 

and proprietors of the Melbourne Punch (founded 1855) were Edgar Ray and Frederick Sinnet, the 

latter being the earlier critic of Stephen’s ambitions for the VFAS.  Aside from James Smith, other 

contributors involved in its formation were Nicholas Chevalier, Butler Cole Aspinall, Richard 

Henry Horne, Thomas Carrington and James Stiffe. 

                                                      

34 Victorian Society of Fine Arts, Rules of the Victorian Society of Fine Arts 1856, Box 548/1-549/1, MSM 465, Victorian 

Artists' Society, (Melbourne: Victorian Society of Fine Arts, 1856), p. 3. 

35 “Victorian Exhibition of Art”, The Age, Melbourne, 15 December 1856, p.5. 

36 Lurline Stuart, A Very Busy Smith: An Annotated Checklist of the Works of James Smith, Nineteenth-Century Melbourne 

Journalist and Critic (Melbourne: Centre for Biographical and Textural Studies, Monash University, 1992). 
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In his impassioned address, Smith called for the foundation of a ‘National Gallery, founded in the 

same spirit of wise liberality which dictated the establishment and endowment of our public 

library.’37  Smith had an ally in Redmond Barry one of the prime movers for establishing a Library-

Museum-Gallery complex in Melbourne, and, as early as 1847, in two lectures at the new MMI, he 

also promoted the qualities of the fine arts and their centrality to the development of a civilised 

community.38 

The model for the new gallery’s collection was London’s British Museum and National Gallery and 

the Trustees asked Sir Charles Eastlake, Director of the National Gallery and President of the Royal 

Academy, to make a selection of British, European and American artists on their behalf.  Eleven 

paintings were purchased upon Eastlake’s recommendations.39 

The society met regularly during the following year and the committee were good to their word and 

proceeded with their first two objectives.  By June, the society was advertising a School of Design, 

under the superintendence of Thomas Clark, opening on 1 June and offering Human in ‘Freehand 

Drawing from Copies and Models; Geometrical, Perspective, Figure and Modelling.’40 

Their first exhibition as a society took place in December 1857. The Catalogue [1.6] for the 

exhibition listed 245 works and featured sixty-one artists of both sexes, including such 

accomplished artists as Nicholas Chevalier, William Dexter, John Alexander Gilfillan, Eugène von 

Guérard, Conway Weston Hart, Conrad Martens, James Scurry and William Strutt.41   

 

                                                      

37 Smith’s inaugural address was quoted in full in the following day’s issue of The Argus, 16 December 1856, pp. 4 & 5.  

Also referred to in:  Alexander Sutherland and R. L. J. Ellery, Victoria and Its Metropolis : Past and Present Vol. 1, 2 

Vols. (Melbourne McCarron, Bird & Co., 1888), p. 502. 

38 Cited in: Jacqueline Strecker, "Colonizing Culture: The Origins of Art History in Australia," in Art History and Its 

Institutions: Foundations of a Discipline, ed. Elizabeth Mansfield (London: Routledge, 2002), 104. 

39 ibidem., p. 105. 

40 John Shillinglaw (Hon. Sec.), Notice. SLV Box 548/1-549/1, MSM 465, Victorian Artists' Society, (Melbourne:. 

Victorian Society of Fine Arts, 1857) 

41 Victorian Society of Fine Arts, Catalogue of the Pictures: And Other Works of Art Forming the First Exhibition of the 

Victorian Society of Fine Arts, (Melbourne: W. Fairfax, 1857), pp. 11,12. 
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An embellished press review of the ‘Victorian Institute of Fine Arts’ [sic] exhibition by Christopher 

Sly in The Examiner and Melbourne Weekly News was most scathing, claiming that the exhibition 

contained “abominations sufficient to drive one to insanity”.42  Sly claimed: “the committee of the 

Institute are [sic] either marvellously deficient in good taste or singularly indifferent to the welfare 

of their infant society”.43  Although Sly deferred to the works of von Guérard, Chevalier, Hart and 

Gilfillan in his closing paragraph, the overwhelmingly negative article did nothing to promote 

attendances and, despite its strong backing, the exhibition failed to gain public support,   attracting 

only sixty on its opening day and averaging less than ten on subsequent days.44 Considering that the 

opening conversazione only a year earlier 

had attracted 200 people, this attendance 

figure was surprisingly low. 

Unfortunately, the society was not able to 

sustain the losses of the exhibition and the 

last minuted meeting took place in January 

1858.   

This is not to say that the initiative was a 

failure and it was significant that the 

society featured four of the most talented 

colonial artists in the colony on its Council 

alongside four politicians, including the 

influential John Pascoe Fawkner, the 

Victorian Surveyor-General Captain 

Andrew Clark and prominent Melbourne 

University Professors, M. H. Irving and W. 

P. Wilson.   

1.6: Catalogue for the VSFA Exhibition 

Collection: VAS Files, SLV 

 

                                                      

42 Christopher Sly was the nom de plume of theatrical critic, James Neild. 

43 Christopher Sly, "A Peep at the Pictures," The Examiner and Melbourne Weekly News, 12 December 1857, p. 8. 

44 Alexander Sutherland and Ellery, Victoria and its Metropolis: Past and Present Vol. I, p. 502. 
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To secure a commitment to the arts from the colony’s community leaders such as these was to stand 

it in good stead as these men were also prominent in the Philosophical Institute of Victoria and 

other cultural organisations. 45   One member, Eliezer 

Montefiore, was an early donor to Victoria’s new National 

Gallery (1869), one of 18 founding trustees of the Public 

Library, Museums and National Gallcry of Victoria (1870) 

and a founding mcmber of thc VAA (1870).46  

Although the Society disbanded in early 1858, the fact that 

it had been able to engage Melbourne’s most prominent 

citizens and bring together its leading artists was to later 

auger well for the advancement of the visual arts. 

1.7: John Pascoe Fawkner (1792-1869) civic leader 

John Pascoe Fawkner, 1863 (photo) 

Medium: Albumen silver carte-de-viste 

Collection: State Library of Victoria H90.90/13 

 

Victorian Academy of Fine Arts 

The next body to form associated with the visual arts was the Victorian Academy of Fine Arts 

(VAFA), established on 23 September 1861 as ‘a society of artists, amateurs and honorary 

members’ with the stated aim ‘to promote the advancement of the Arts by Exhibition, a Life School, 

Lectures, and other such means as may be found practicable’.47  

The stated aim of the VAFA revealed a marked difference from its predecessors, in that active 

artists dominated the membership and saw exhibiting their own works and life classes as a priority 

for the first time. Its founding President was sculptor, Charles Summers, Vice-President was painter, 

Nicholas Chevalier, and Treasurer, was painter, Eugène von Guérard, all respected artists. The 

Council of the VAFA consisted of Hon. Secretary, Edward J. Greig, Frederick Woodhouse, Henry 

E. Davies, Thomas J. J. Wyatt, William Pitt and H.L. Van den Houten. Other members were G.S. 

Appleton, Nicholas Brennan, Henry Burn, Thomas Clark, A. MacCormac, Alexander Fisher, J.D. 

Mackennal, John Richardson, James Scurry and William Short Junior.  At the second monthly 

meeting, held in the Exhibition Hall, Collins Street East, on 9 October, the members confirmed the 

composition of the Committee and admitted three new members.48 

                                                      

45 The Institute became the Royal Society of Victoria after receiving a Royal Charter in 1859. 

46 Hugh Hudson, "A Jewish Philanthropist in Colonial Australia: Eliezer Levi Montefiore’s Papers in the Autograph 

Collection of the State Library of Victoria," Australian Jewish Historical Society Journal Vol. XX,, No. part 3, 2011: p. 

349. 

47 Edward J. Greig, Rules of the Victorian Academy of Fine Arts, 1861, Punch Office, Melbourne, Rules I & II. 

48 Reported in “News of the Week” The Melbourne Leader, Melbourne, 12 October 1861, p. 2.  



[1851-1870] 

 

31 

The VAFA disbanded in 1864 and, by the time that Melbourne’s artistic community felt ready to 

embrace another body, James Smith’s rousing call for the creation of a National Gallery had been 

heeded by the politicians and the NGAS was operational. 

An Art Gallery and a Museum 

Along with James Smith, Judge Redmond Barry was another prime mover for establishing a 

Library-Museum-Gallery complex in Melbourne, envisaging it based on the model of London’s 

British Museum and National Gallery.   

Even at this early period, there was no question in the eyes of Melbourne’s founders of the need to 

establish art galleries and museums.  On 16 August 1858, Barry wrote to the Chief Secretary asking 

that the remainder of the block of land behind the Library, extending to Russell Street, should be 

set aside for the site of a Museum of Natural History, Geology, Science and Art, in immediate 

connection with the Library.49 

In May 1859, the Trustees met to consider the best method of dealing with a sum of £2,000 voted 

for the purchase of works of art in England, as the result of a suggestion from Captain (afterwards 

Sir Andrew) Clarke to the head of the Ministry, Mr. O’Shanassy. They allocated £2,000, divided 

into four equal parts, one for the purchase of casts, one for photographs, coins, medals, and gems, 

one for marbles and miscellaneous objects.50  Between 1859 and 1862, the Trustees purchased a 

collection of classical casts, modelled on the antiquities and cast collections of London’s great 

imperial museums. [1.8] 

                                                      

49 Emund  La Touche Armstrong, The Book of the Public Library, Museums, and National Gallery of Victoria : 1856-

1906, (Melbourne: Printed for the Trustees of the Public Library, Museums, and National Gallery of Victoria, 1906), p. 
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1.8: Charles Nettleton (1826-1902) photographer 

Gallery of casts from the studio of Brucciani, London, and the entrance to the exhibition office, 1869 
Medium: Albumen silver photograph 

Collection: SLV-H12957 

The Museum of Art 

When the Trustees exhibited the first consignment for the new collection in the Public Library’s 

new ‘Museum of Art’ in May 1861, it attracted 61,000 visitors in two months, which a 

contemporary report advised ‘was clearly advantageous to the foundation of a correct taste’.51 

In 1863, Parliament established a Commission of Fine and made two grants of £1,000 each, one 

that year and one in 1864 for the purchase of works of art under the advice of the Commission. To 

oversee this,  it voted one thousand pounds for a “National Gallery”, and appointed a Board, 

later replaced by the Fine Arts Commission, to determine the “best mode of expending” the 

money.52 The sum of £2,000 was remitted to former Melbourne University Vice Chancellor, Hugh 
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C. E. Childers, in London and Sir Charles Eastlake, President of the Royal Academy and Director 

of the National Gallery of England, was asked to recommend as to its expenditure. Eastlake’s 

instruction was to ‘designate a certain number of original paintings by original artists which in his 

opinion are suitable to be placed in the Victorian Gallery of Art.’53  The pictures chosen, eleven in 

all, were acquired in part from the Royal Academy Exhibition (four) and ‘Mr Gambert’s French 

and Flemish Exhibition’ (three) and were generally small paintings by less important artists as 

dictated by the budget.  Eastgate himself was to say: 

…in consequence of the increasing prosperity of the country, the demand for good works 

of Art is so great, and the prices paid are so enormous, that I am by no means sanguine.54 

This exhibition and the founding of the National Gallery were due to the recommendations of a 

Commission on the Fine Arts, appointed in October, 1863, to inquire into the subject of the 

promotion of the fine arts in Victoria. The Commission was asked to ‘submit a scheme for the 

formation and management of a Public Museum, Gallery, and School of Art’.55 

In addition, the sum of £200 was set aside for the best picture painted by an artist resident in the 

Australian colonies and, from the 43 pictures submitted by Australian artists, the Commission 

selected for purchase for the 

Museum of Art, The Buffalo 

Ranges [1.9], a painting by 

Nicholas Chevalier.56  This was 

the first painting by an 

Australian resident artist 

acquired by a public gallery in 

Australia. 

1.9: Nicholas Chevalier (1828-

1902) artist 

The Buffalo Ranges 1864 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Collection: NGV 

When the North Wing of the building was finished in 1864, the ground floor displayed the casts 

and other works that the Governor, Sir Henry Barkly had found so unsuitably housed in 1861. The 

first floor, partly used for the extension of the Library, had about two-thirds of it reserved for the 

temporary exhibition of the pictures Charles Eastlake acquired as the basis of a national gallery 

                                                      

 

53 Cited in: Cox, The National Gallery of Victoria 1861-1968 a Search for a Collection, p. 12. 
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55 Edmund La Touche Armstrong, The Book of the Public Library, pp. 15,16. 
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collection. Along with these Eastlake pictures, the 43 pictures hung, submitted by artists resident in 

Australia, were overwhelmingly praised by Victorians, although reviewers noted that Eugène von 

Guérard did not enter a work.57  

The Fine Arts Commission Exhibition proved enormously popular and, for five weeks from its 

24 December 1864 opening day, over 26,000 people visited the Exhibition, a high proportion of 

Melbourne’s adult population.  

The National Picture Gallery 

When the National Picture Gallery opened at the Public Library in early 1865, it featured ‘a number 

of pictures selected with great care from the studios of Great Britain and the continent … together 

with some colonial works of art’ as the basis for the collection. [1.10]  The colonial press, after 

noting that its readership were ‘sincere lovers of art’, predicted ‘the establishment of such a valuable 

institution in the metropolis will stimulate 

our local artists to do their best efforts to the 

production of works worthy to be placed in 

competition with those received from the 

mother country’.58 

1.10: The National Picture Gallery at the 

Public Library, Melbourne in 1865.  

Source: The Australian News for Home Readers 

Medium: Wood engraving.  

Collection: La Trobe Picture Collection. 

The subsequent Intercolonial Exhibition, held between 24 October 1866 and February 1867, was 

held in the new Exhibition Building erected on the Library's site and opened with a Grand Evening 

Concert.59   This further stimulated public interest in seeing original paintings and the picture 

collection moved from the Picture Gallery for temporary exhibition in the ornamental arts section 

of the exhibition.60 Although drawn to their ‘old favourites’ from ‘the Picture Gallery in the Public 

Library’, visitors did not ‘linger for long’ in the Fine Arts Room, for they were distracted by the 

bewildering number, variety and beauty of objects in the Exhibition.61 
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58 “The National Picture Gallery at the Public Library, Melbourne”, The Australian News for Home Readers, Melbourne, 

25 January 1865, p. 7. 

59 Intercolonial Exhibition (1866-1867), Intercolonial Exhibition 1866 : Official Catalogue : Victoria, New South Wales, 

Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania, New Zealand, Western Australia, Mauritius, New Caledonia, Batavia, 2nd ed. 

ed. (Melbourne: Printed for the Commissioners by Blundell and Ford, 1866). 

60 ibidem. 

61 “Opening of the Exhibition. The Fine Arts Gallery”, The Argus, Melbourne, 25 October 1866, pp. 5-7. 



[1851-1870] 

 

35 

The National Gallery of Victoria Art School 

In 1867, the NGAS was established as a private art school. 

The final Report of the Commission on the Fine Arts, presented to Parliament in 1868 made the 

following chief recommendations: 

1. That whilst original pictures should form the basis and chief part of the National 

Collection, a limited number of copies of pictures in European National Collections should 

be obtained. 

2. That the selection of pictures in future should proceed upon an organised system, capable 

of extension in various directions, so as to illustrate history, both sacred and secular, poetry, 

domestic life, landscape, portraiture, and those subjects more immediately required for 

instruction in drawing. 

3. That a suitable gallery should be built upon the reserve set apart by the Government for 

the Public Library and Museums. 

4. That the establishments of the Public Library, the Galleries, and Schools of Art, the 

Museum of  Natural History, with the allied economic branches relating to science, art, and 

manufactures, should be united, and form an institution to be called the Public Museum. 

5. That the property in, and the custody of, the Public Museum should be vested in fifteen 

Trustees. 

6. That admission to the Galleries and Schools should be free to all, and that they be open 

in the evenings. 

7. That facilities should be afforded for holding annually an Exhibition of Art in 

Melbourne.62 

The Art Treasures Exhibition 

In 1869, in accordance with a recommendation of the Fine Arts Commission, the Trustees embarked 

on an ambitious proposal to hold an Exhibition of Works of Art, Art Treasures, and Ornamental 

Decorative Art. The Trustees placed advertisements in the Press asking for loans of pictures and 

other objects suitable for such an exhibition to be held in the Great Hall of the Public Library.  

The Victorian public responded generously and the Trustees borrowed 2,489 works from 687 

lenders. The 670 oils and 260 watercolours either were by local artists or owned by local collectors, 

and the works hung floor to ceiling to the design of Edward La Trobe Bateman.63 
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This tally exceeded the expectations of the Library Trustees and, introducing the exhibition, 

Chairman, Sir Redmond Barry, proudly announced how it was: 

met in a spirit so liberal that - as you see around you - a large number of pictures of 

undoubted worth, and of objects rare and curious, illustrating in a manner varied and 

instructive several departments of ornamental art, has been brought together, the existence 

of which to this country has hitherto been known to few, except the immediate 

possessors.64 

Barry outlined how ‘the exhibition will be open of an evening and on one night in the week at a 

reduced rate of admission’ and explained the Trustees’ objective of providing: 

an opportunity of bringing within their reach the pleasure and improvement to be derived 

from a visit will be thus afforded to those classes whose ordinary occupations would debar 

them from participating in the enjoyment – a portion of the community for whose 

convenience it is the especial wish of the trustees to provide.65 

Right from the outset, the founding fathers were committed to have their new ‘Museum Gallery’ 

accessible to everyone and, by remaining open each evening and offering a reduced rate of 

admission on a Saturday night, they achieved their objective by allowing people whose working 

hours precluded them coming midweek the opportunity to attend the exhibition.  The exhibition ran 

for thirteen and a half weeks from March-May 1869 with nearly 5,000 visitors per week attending 

the exhibition.  During the period, there were 64,634 visitors, of whom 59,491 paid an entrance fee. 

The exhibition was widely reported in the colonial press however in the extensive critique, which 

appeared in both the The Age and Australasian, the reviewer, whilst glowing in its commentary on 

the breadth of the exhibition, was critical of the large number of copies and pontifical in his 

philosophical ramblings and references to past civilizations.  He had this to say:  

Looking at the paintings as a whole, it may be said that the weak points of the exhibition 

are the scarcity of original works of great merit and the presence of a certain number of 

execrable daubs, which should never have been admitted. There is, however, such a 

multitude of good pictures in the collection, and some which are of almost the highest 

merit that it would be unjust to dwell too pointedly upon its shortcomings.66 

Although the writer referred to himself in the third person as one of the distinguished guests, he was 

most likely The Argus art critic, James Smith.   

                                                      

64 Redmond Barry.  Reported in “Art Treasures Exhibition Opening Introduction” The Argus, 30 March 1869, p. 5.  

65 Redmond Barry.  Reported in both The Argus, 30 March 1869, 5 and The Australasian, 3 April 1869, p. 20. 

66 [James Smith as art critic?], The Argus, Melbourne, 30 March 1869, p. 5 & The Australasian, 3 April 1869, p.  20. 
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History has been more kind however and art historian, Andrew Montana, describes the important 

1869 loan exhibition as ‘a cultural watershed, marking the colony’s progress and prosperity.’67 

Conclusion 

Victoria’s first two decades as a colony in its own right were marked by a period of massive growth 

confronting its capital city, Melbourne, with the need to provide basic services to a city growing at 

a faster rate than the World had previously seen.  It achieved this, and, within the first decade, saw 

the establishment of a university and a public library, much of it documented by colonial artists 

such as S.T. Gill and reproduced by the Melbourne lithographic printing firm C. Troedel & Co.  In 

the early 1850s, visionary citizens established the first societies to promote the fine arts and hold 

exhibitions, however the population’s pre-occupation with the gold rush meant that they did not 

receive the hoped-for attendances and these initiatives floundered. 

Nonetheless, early colonial artists, drawn to Victoria by the gold rush, supported these early 

societies and the largely European-trained artists such as Buvelot, Chevalier, Gritten and Von 

Guérard gained recognition.  Although these first societies were short-lived, they gained powerful 

support from pioneers such as politician, John Pascoe Fawkner and the influential journalist, James 

Smith, who called for an art gallery intended to be accessible to all members of the public.  

Gradually the colony’s artists acquired patrons and gained recognition in the colony’s press: 

The Art world here is small, and as much divided as all art worlds are.  The two great 

sections are the Guérardites and the Chevalierites but if the third artist preservers in the 

line he has struck out for himself, painting familiar scenes with strict fidelity to Australian 

nature, I venture to add, the Buvelotites will not be an uninfluential sect.68 

By the time the Public Library and the first ‘Art Museum’ established in the early 1860s, society 

had begun to settle and Melbourne was developing into a world city.  The Library Trustees, 

prominent citizens and the Colonial Government all supported major exhibitions, featuring not only 

European and British works of art, but works from the colony’s own artists, and the public 

responded with enthusiasm.  Due to the foresight of the government and library trustees in making 

the exhibitions accessible to a broad audience through flexible viewing hours and modest catalogue 

prices, Melbourne entered the 1870s ready for more exposure to the visual arts and aware that they 

had persons in their midst ready and able to help them develop the colony’s arts.  
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CHAPTER II  THE SOCIETY IS FORMED (1870-1900) 

Bernard Smith claims that Australia’s first art system appeared in Melbourne in the 1870s where 

we were to witness the ‘emergence of local art schools, art galleries, art criticism and art collecting, 

forming a more or less co-ordinated system that was necessary for the local production, exchange 

and distribution of art products.’1 

Although the first societies mentioned in chapter I were to be short-lived, they left a lasting legacy 

had provided the impetus for more lasting institutions such as the NGV and the NGAS.  In addition, 

a number of artists were setting up their studios in the very heart of the city and, by 1868, art dealers, 

James W. Hines and George Powis, had established art galleries in Collins Street. Together with 

the aforementioned public institutions, this laid the foundation to ensure that, when the Victorian 

Academy of Arts (VAA) formed in 1870, it encountered a more mature public and one ready to 

embrace the colony’s artists.2 

When English journalist and author, Richard Twopenny, arrived in Melbourne in 1876, he was most 

impressed with the antipodean colony. In a contemporary account of the times, he recalled that 

‘Melbourne is justly entitled to be considered the metropolis of the Southern hemisphere.’  He 

observed: 

There is a bustle and life about Melbourne which you altogether miss in Sydney ... If you 

are man of leisure you will find more “society” in Melbourne, more balls and parties, a 

larger measure of intellectual life. ....all public amusements are far better attended in 

Melbourne; the people dress better, talk better, are better.’3 

During the urban boom of the 1880s, the city was described by another visiting English journalist 

for the Illustrated London News, George A. Sala, as “Marvellous Melbourne” and by another visitor 

as ‘the Paris of the Antipodes’.4  In John Freeman’s voyeuristic account of Melbourne’s high and 

low life he wrote how Melbourne ‘has risen to the magnificent city to which we are all so proud to 

belong’.5 

Victorian Academy of Arts 

In 1870, with the NGAS established, the colony was again ready for a fine arts body. The cultural 

building blocks were in place and leading community figures, such as Sir Redmond Barry, were 
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strong in their support for the arts and education.  This took the form of the VAA, its model boldly 

based on London’s Royal Academy of Arts (RA).   

The Constitution and Laws lists twenty-five original members who formed the original basis of the 

society and describes them as ‘twenty acknowledged artists and six selected amateurs’.6  It gives 

the first meeting and founding date as 31 January 1870 and its purpose as:  

The Academy is formed for the purpose of establishing Schools for the study of the 

various departments of Fine Arts, and for the Annual Exhibition of Works of Art in 

Melbourne.7 

A subsequent meeting of 20 March 1870 resolved to expend £2.15.0 for printing 100 copies of the 

Rules and a next meeting of 4 May proposed a further 500 copies of Amended Rules be printed with 

a list of the original members and that six copies were to be bound for ‘special use’.8 

The first minuted meeting of the VAA took place on 23 July 1870.  Various motions were passed: 

the election of artist, Oswald Rose Campbell as the first President, that a copy of the printed rules 

be issued to each member already elected and that a deputation, including Campbell, Louis Buvelot 

and Joseph Alexander Panton ‘visit the Chief Secretary to petition the Trustees of the Public Library 

requesting accommodation’.9 

The deputation to the Chief Secretary was successful and the VAA held their first meeting in a room 

provided at the Public Library with a bound copy of the Amended Rules presented to the Chairman 

of the Board of Trustees, Redmond Barry in gratitude.10  Although the Trustees supported a meeting 

space, the next meeting of the Academy recorded a letter from Marcus Clarke on behalf of the 

Trustees of the National Gallery advising that they ‘could not grant the urgent request of the 

Victorian Academy for the use of the annexe as an Exhibition room for the period required’. 

Notwithstanding, in a separate letter, the VAA was advised that the Trustees will ‘pay the sum of 

£3.00 for screening boards’.11   

The VAA Council planned their inaugural exhibition for November and set about identifying a 

suitable exhibition room, placing an advertisement in The Argus for the purpose, resulting in a space 
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in Collins Street.12  Ultimately, the Academy held its first exhibition at the Public Library and held 

the two subsequent ones at Hine’s Picture Shop.13 

Buoyed by the success of their exhibition and the support from the Public Library, at their next 

meeting, the Council moved that a further Deputation to the Chief Minister request ‘a grant of land 

for the erection of a building for the Academy’.14    

Melbourne’s civic leaders were receptive to the approach as they envisaged the Academy as another 

logical adjunct to complement the public institutions already established, including, for instance, 

the Melbourne Public Library, Museum and National Gallery, the Melbourne Museum and the 

Royal Society of Victoria, each of whom had purpose-built buildings.  In 1871, Parliament granted 

the Academy land on Eastern Hill to construct their initial premises, and it was not long before the 

Society attracted the majority of the colony’s artists, amateur and professional.  

Events were also happening in New South Wales and, in response to a letter received from the 

newly-formed NSW Academy of Art, in relation to their proposed exhibition in Sydney,  the 

Academy resolved to contribute works to the Sydney exhibition.15  The second exhibition of the 

VAA was shortly to take place in March-April 1872 and the committee resolved to place 

advertisments in The Argus, The Age, Sydney Telegraph and The Herald and Eugène von Guérard 

was requested to give free passes to any students studying at the NGAS.16 

The VAA grew rapidly and minutes of the AGM show that 229 members voted for the election of 

the fifteen Council members, with nineteen members standing.17  At the next meeting, the Council 

elected five Trustees from the field of ten standing.18 

At the third AGM in July 1873, Council announced the preparation of plans by Leonard Terry, 

Architect, for a £700-£800 building, featuring three exhibition spaces.19  The VAA moved swiftly 
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and the subsequent Council meeting reported that the bluestone building already under construction 

on the Tank Reserve on Eastern Hill.20  [2.5] 

There was opposition however, and one letter to the editor of The Argus, (with a disclaimer from 

the Editor), questioned public support for the exhibition space, suggesting that the AAA 

membership was largely comprised of amateurs, pupils and copyists.21  This immediately elicited a 

response from a number of academy members, including the President,  Chester Earles, replying 

that their council contained ‘Buvelot, Calvert, Curtis, Ford, von Guérard, Van de Houten, Johnstone, 

Wright, Mackennal, Reilly, Nelson and himself’, with founding member, Panton, the only 

gentleman not strictly an artist on the Council.22 

At the meeting the following April, Council reported a £400 loan from the Commercial Bank to 

cover roofing and flooring and said that the building would be ready in two months to receive 

pictures for their fourth exhibition on 15-16 June and the Secretary, F. Gibbs, placed an 

advertisement in the press to this effect.23  The building was not ready for the planned June opening 

and the Academy published correction notices in the press and opened their Fourth Exhibition on 

20 July.24  

In late 1874, the Council received a letter from Louis Buvelot, resigning from the VAA however 

enclosing a cheque for £5.15.6 to qualify for life membership.25  This was reported in the press and 

there was a Special Council Meeting held to discuss Buvelot’s resignation, as until then, he had 

been one of the Academy’s most active Committee members. Buvelot, claimed to have been 

slighted by the actions of Henry Reilly one of the other Council members, in relation to the display 

of his pictures and alleged comments made in relation to his work.  Concerned,  Council resolved 

to ask Buvelot to withdraw his resignation and wrote to the Editor of The Argus with copies of 

correspondence with Buvelot ‘with a respectful request that they be published’.26  It was also 

resolved to elect Louis Buvelot as the first Life Member of the Academy.  The notice in The Argus 

however only served to inflame Buvelot and he subsequently declined the offer of Life Membership, 
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despite initially having sent a cheque seeking same.27   This was a big set setback for the young 

academy as Buvelot was highly respected as one of the colony’s leading landscape painters and one 

“Letter to the Editor” published in The Argus described its potential effect on the following year’s 

exhibition thus: 

If M. Buvelot's pictures are only conspicuous by their absence, it will be a good deal like 

a representation of the play of "Hamlet" with the character of the Danish Prince omitted.28 

The VAA however did survive without Buvelot and continued their annual program of member 

exhibitions. In addition to their normal program, between 27 March and 8 May 1875, an Exhibition 

of Art Treasures also took place as a ‘loan exhibit of works of first-class English and other artists’ 

described by the press as ‘the best collection, which has yet been opened in this city apart from the 

Public Gallery’.29 

The Fifth AGM of the VAA in 1875, reported the success of the Art Union of Victoria, now in its 

third year and reported that the amount distributed to artists had increased by £145 to £500 during 

that time.30  At Council, it was reported that the Commissioners of the International Exhibition had 

allocated space to the VAA ‘where pictures by its present members can be hung together and to 

advantage’.31  

At the Sixth AGM, it was announced the opening of life classes, that the ‘Art Union’ membership 

had increased from 800 to 1205 and that successful exhibitions during the year enabled 

contributions to the ‘Building Fund’.  By the following AGM, it was reported that ‘due to the space 

required for hanging oils, a second space was required for hanging water colours’.32  From the 

minutes, it appears that the exhibition gallery was well utilised, not only for the Annual Members’ 

Exhibition but also for loan exhibitions and life drawing classes.  It was no longer automatic that 

members could exhibit, and at the Annual Exhibition in 1879, out of 279 pictures offered, 74 were 

rejected.   

An analysis of the VAA’s annual exhibitions undertaken earlier in 1878, showed that, whilst the 

number of artists exhibiting between 1870 and 1878 had risen from 74 to 84, the number of male 

exhibitors had dropped from 71 to 63 whilst the number of female exhibitors have soared from 3 to 
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19 in the coresponding period.33  Little wonder therefore when the Council recommended at a 

subsequent meeting ‘to consider as to the desirablity of opening a lady’s class, recommending its 

establishment for lady students advanced in drawing’. 34  The ladies classes were to prove popular, 

meeting on Mondays and Thursdays and attendance at all the classes were such that they were self 

supporting, a matter of great satisfaction to the teachers. 

The Rules themselves were to undergo many changes and the final version, printed in 1877, closely 

based on London’s RA, gave as its purpose: 

I.-The Society shall be entitled “The Victorian Academy of Arts,” and its objects shall 

be:- 

The establishment of Schools for the study of Drawing, Painting, Sculpture and 

Architecture. 

The periodical Exhibition of Works of Art in Melbourne. 

The delivery of lectures, and the institution of other means for the advancement of 

Art.35 

The AGM in 1878, identified the urgent need for more hanging space and, in particular, an 

additional exhibition space dedicated to watercolours.  It also called for a further amendment to 

Rule VI, which was was duly proposed and carried:  

That after the 1 October 1879 – the whole of the body of the Associates shall elect 15 

persons who shall be entitled to the rank of Academicans.36 

Despite these initiatives, one artist, at least, was pessimistic about the future for Melbourne’s 

professional atists, given the relatively small population.  Writing back to a new Zealand colleague, 

Eugène von Guérard, the first master of the art school, had this to say: 

The greatest drawback for artists in general seems to me that our number in relation to 

patrons of art and especially those paying for art is too large.  Here in Melbourne, we have 

so many people who call themselves artists that a flourishing business is not to be thought 

of and mostly only those who can manage an additional occupation, such as giving lessons 

&c, find a sufficient livelihood.  In Europe, the principal seat of the arts, those who have 
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earnt a reputation for themselves through luck or genuine outstanding talent are occupied 

satisfactorily.37 

To counter this lack of patronage in Melbourne, Europe-trained, Guérard travelled into  Victoria’s 

interior where he secured commissions from wealthy Western District pastoralists such a F. G. 

Dalgetty and the Manifold family.38   

The Melbourne International Exhibition 1880 

The fine art sections of the international touring exhibitions, which occurred from the late seventies 

through to the mid-nineties, afforded Melbourne’s citizens the opportunity to keep abreast of 

European and British art trends and purchase. The completion of the Royal Exhibition Building in 

1880 enabled the holding of major international exhibitions in Melbourne. The first of these, the 

Melbourne International Exhibition, was the eighth World’s Fair officially recognised by the 

Bureau International des Expositions and the first official World's Fair in the Southern 

Hemisphere.39  

By the time of the Melbourne International Exhibition 1880, the VAA was unsure whether the 

space that had been offered to them five years earlier would still eventuate and made contingency 

plans at their meeting of 3 August 1880, wherein they resolved to write to members advising them: 

That in the event of the Commissioners to the Melbourne International Exhibition not 

aceding to the requests of this Council, as expressed in the Secretary’s letter of 7th July, 

an independent Exhibion of Works by the Associates of the Academy be held in this 

Gallery.40 

The letter had the desired effect and the Fine Arts Committee of the Melbourne International 

Exhibition 1880, granted the concessions and the selected VAA works were displayed in 

Melbourne’s newly-completed Royal Exhibition Building for the duration.41 
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Commencing on 1 October 1880 and concluding on 30 April 1881, the exhibition attracted 1.459 

million visitors.  The VAA exhibited in their own section of the Victorian Court, with artists 

including Louis Buvelot, Eugène von Guérard, John Mather and C.D. Richardson.42  

When the Fine Arts Committee of the exhibition had finished their deliberations for the exhibition, 

they awarded the participating Victorian artists a solitary gold medal to VAA member, Ellis Rowan 

and a silver medal to another flower painter, Caroline Purves.   Although there was no specific 

category for Australian works or landscapes, when Buvelot’s painting, Between Tallarook and Yea, 

won only a third-class certificate, his VAA fellow members were aggrieved and filed an appeal on 

his behalf.  As a result of the subsequent review, Buvelot emerged with a gold medal and Caroline 

Purves was similarly upgraded from silver to gold.43  From that point, Buvelot’s reputation as a 

painter was enhanced.44 [2.18] 

 

2.1: Louis Buvelot (1814-1888) artist 

Between Tallarook and Yea, 1880 
Medium: Oil on canvas 

Collection: National Gallery of Victoria 

Gift of T. W. Stanford, 1902 
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Whilst the Melbourne International Exhibition 1880 focussed the world on Melbourne, not 

everyone was convinced that the effect was positive.  Eugène von Guérard felt that local artists 

would be affected as ‘only as an exception foreign visitors are drawn to the items made here’ and 

feeling that instead local art appreciators would choose to purchase the works of overseas artists on 

exhibition, whereas Australian artists did not have a similar opportunity to showcase their works 

abroad.45 

In 1881 the VAA resolved to ‘annually offer two silver medals, one for a life drawing of the male 

figure in B&W and the other for the best painting of a head.’ 46  The VAA exhibition space was 

becoming popular and their records for that year show it loaned out to other like-minded bodies 

such as the Victoria Sketching Club, a group subsequently formally granted use of the building.47 

The VAA was also in touch with their counterparts in other states and, following a notice from the 

Art Society of NSW (ASNSW) advising of their forthcoming Spring exhibition, resolved to ‘send 

pictures for sale by auction, with Academy members getting 60% of sale price and remainder to go 

to the Building Fund after deducting charges.’48 

In April 1883, the President, Chester Earles, wrote to all members advising that founding member 

and Vice President William Ford had gone completely blind and asking each member to subscribe 

one pound toward the purchase of  his painting, The Life and Death of a Rose, for the purpose of 

presenting it to the Public Library.  The appeal raised £53.10, which was paid to Ford and his picture 

subsequently presented to the Trustees of the Public Library and Ford granted life membership.49 

The VAA was very active at this stage and, in the same year, it resolved to hold a Black and White 

(B&W) exhibition, most likely an acknowledgement of the many B&W illustrators within its 

membership who were employed by the various colonial newspapers.50 

The Thirteenth AGM reported that there had been a healthy increase in the member’s support for 

the annual exhibition, with 67 exhibitors showing 208 paintings, compared with  the previous year 

with 52 exhibitors showing 186 paintings and the following year it was announced that ‘the debt 
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for the building had been paid off’.51  The strong member support and success of their exhibitions 

held in their own exhibition space was a significant milestone, considering the short-lived  life of 

the colony’s previous societies. 

Despite the minutes of the VAA emanating harmony and growth, there was emerging a simmering 

disquiet between the professional artist members and the amateurs who they were expected to 

exhibit alongside.  They were not the only critics and there were sectors of the Melbourne press 

who also held the view that the amateurs lowering standards and were restraining the organisation’s 

ambitions to be an antipodean RA. The editor of the influential The Argus had this to say: 

The Victorian Academy of Arts, which was never very robust, is represented to be in a 

deep decline. Its brief history will furnish another illustration of the way in which 

"vaulting ambition is liable to o’erleap itself”.  Here… we have endeavoured to establish 

an academy before we have got the artists, or at any rate, while there are too few in number 

of these to constitute a really strong and efficient organisation.  … The result has been a 

series of annual exhibitions, which have been anything but meritorious and attractive, and 

the funds of the institution have languished in consequence. 

Nor is there any reason to conclude that local picture buyers would not be equally well 

disposed to patronise distinctively colonial artists, provided they proved themselves 

worthy of such patronage. But this they are not likely to do so long as mediocrity, or 

something below mediocrity, measures itself by no higher standard than that of the 

average exhibition in the Academy of Arts, and so long as the uninstructed amateur is 

freely permitted to display his incapacity on walls which ought to be reserved for ideally 

artistic productions exclusively.52 

In 1885, the VAA discussed a letter from artist, John Ford Patterson, which included the names of 

eighteen artists, architects, scupltors and others ‘expressing a wish to join the Academy under 

certain conditions’.53  After discussing the letter, Patterson was advised that ‘the academy has no 

power to make conditions as to the election of associates’.54 

Australian Artists’ Association (1886 - 1888) 

Concerned that the VAA was becoming dominated by amateur artists, in 1886, a group of eight 

professional artists, George Rossi Ashton, Percival Ball, Ugo Catani, Robert F. Gow, Arthur 
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Loureiro, Frederick McCubbin, John Mather, John Ford Paterson and Tom Roberts, split and 

formed a “professional” society known as the Australian Artists’ Association (AAAn).55  Their first 

minuted meeting, in the Buxton Art Gallery, elected an interim Committee of Ashton, Lourioro, 

Mather, Ball and Paterson and set about drafting rules.56  By the following week, the newly-drafted 

Rules were put to a meeting and duly adopted. The draft rules allowed for both ‘professional and 

non-professional members’ however ‘only professional members were to be eligible for election to 

the executive committee’.57  In all effect, apart from keeping the amateurs in their place, the 

remainder of the rules and the objectives of the new body essentially replicated those of the VAS. 

To the extent that the new body had managed to attract the leading artists in the Colony to its ranks, 

it was successful, although it is doubtful that this in itself was enough to support a separate body. 

Over the course of their two years in existence, the founding members, now their executive 

committee, felt vindicated by the strong growth in their numbers and the fact that there patrons 

included the Governor, Premier, Baron von Mueller, critic James Smith and Joseph Panton.58    

The first annual report, spoke of success of their three exhibitions at Buxton’s Gallery [2.1] and 

their ‘artists’ dinner’ and boasted how their membership had grown to 161 men and women artist 

members.59 It also spoke of initiatives to combine with the VAA to form one body.60  The founding 

members had realised that the colony was too small to have two competing bodies of artists, 

particularly when some of their members served on the executive of both bodies and the committee 

called for a joint meeting of delegates of both bodies to formally explore the question of 

amalgamation.61  

The meeting between delegates of the two artist bodies saw draft rules prepared and, at a subsequent 

meeting, a motion was carried that recommended that ‘the rules submitted by the delegates of the 

A.A.A. & the V.A.A. be accepted as a whole by the committee & submitted to a meeting of all the 

members’.62 
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The matter was taken to a meeting of the AAAn 

on 9 March 1888 and then subsequently to a 

Special General Meeting (SGM) of the VAA 

where members were advised that the AAAn had 

already met and recommended amalgamation.63  

After substantial discussion, the members present 

accepted that ‘the members were bound to do all 

they could for the good of art generally, and it 

was a manifest advantage to have a union of all 

the artists’.64 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2: Catalogue to First AAAn Exhibition 

Collection: State Library of Victoria 

Victorian Artists’ Society 

The amalgamated entity assumed the name ‘Victorian Artists’ Society’ (VAS) and adopted Rules 

similar to its two parent art bodies.65  It stated as its object: “The periodical exhibition of Works of 

Art, and the institution of other means for the advancement of Art in Victoria”.66  These were very 

broad and suited both societies.  Most importantly, they clearly enunciated the prime raison d’être 

of the organisation as an exhibiting society. 

The Council for the combined Society comprised the leading artists in the Colony, all of them male, 

and, as such, suited wishes of the lead players within the two founding organisations.67   When the 

AAAn artists re-joined the VAA to form the VAS, the professional artists essentially had captured 
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it and the catalogue for first exhibition of the amalgamated organisation shows all listed Council 

members as profeionals except the former VAA President, Chester Earles, and the inaugural VAS 

President, Joseph Panton. [2.2] 

Panton was a good choice as President as he was very well-connected in Melbourne Society, being 

a member of the Athenæum, Melbourne and Yorick Clubs and later to become the first artist to join 

the MSC. 

The return of the professional artists instantly 

brought activity back to the Society, the highlight 

which was the monthly (male-only) ‘smoke nights’, 

a common activity at the Colony’s male clubs. [2.3] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3: Alice Julie Panton (1863-1960) artist 

Sketch at Night [Joseph Panton the artist’s father] 1900 

Medium: Oil on Canvas  

Collection: SLV Pictures Collection PCLT 628 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.4: Alfred Martin Ebsworth (1834-1901) artist 

Smoke Night at the Artists’ Society 1888 

Medium: print: wood engraving 

Collection: SLV (Image Q/S17/05/88/77) 
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Early Exhibitions 

In accord with its statement of purpose, the first exhibition of the amalgamated societies took place 

in May 1888 at the National Gallery, Melbourne and featured four sections: Oil Colors [sic], Water 

Colors [sic], Architectural Drawings and Sculpture. 

The Autumn Exhibition catalogue listed two separate Councils (pro. tem.), two honorary secretaries 

and two honorary treasurers, with Chester Earles, George Ashton, Robert Gow, Ugo Catani and 

Percival Ball from the VAS and Tom Roberts, Frederick McCubbin, John Mather, John Ford 

Paterson and Arthur Loureiro on the AAAn side of the ledger.68  Although the pro. tem. Council of 

the new VAS listed only male artists, their first exhibition listed Rita C. Adderley, Mrs. Theo 

Anderson, Emma Minnie Boyd, Florence A. Fuller, Elizabeth Parsons, Marion Barrett, Constance 

Roth, Jane Sutherland and Miss L. Williamson. In accordance with the prevailing custom, the 

Society listed them in the Catalogue as Mrs. Theo Anderson, Mrs. Arthur Merric Boyd, Mrs George 

Parsons, Mrs. Pirani, Madame Roth and Miss L. Williamson.   

The two bodies were quick to complete their consolidation however and, in the November 1888 

Spring Exhibition held at Eastern Hill, the catalogue listing of the ‘Members of Council’ showed a 

single honorary Secretary and a single Treasurer. This second exhibition comprised less works than 

the first and was restricted to oil and watercolour paintings only.  Significantly, it featured additional 

female artists with Ellis Rowan and Miss E. V. Tindall. 

The VAS May 1889 Winter Exhibition again was at the 

National Galley and notes to the catalogue invited new 

membership applications, stating that the Society had 

about 500 professional and subscribing members.  The 

exhibition featured 90 oils, 28 watercolours and an 

Architectural and Sculpture section. 

The VAS’s May 1890 catalogue, Winter Exhibition of 

Paintings, Sculpture and Drawings, with a cover 

illustrated by Charles Conder, called for ‘funds for the 

purpose of erecting on the site of the present Gallery, at 

Eastern Hill, a building worthy of Australian Art’.69 [2.4] 

 

2.5: Charles Conder (1868-1909) artist 

Winter Exhibition of Paintings, Sculpture and Drawings 1890 

Collection: State Library of Victoria (VAS Archives) 
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Whilst the new gallery was being constructed, exhibitions took place elsewhere and the catalogue 

for the VAS October-November 1890 Exhibition of Water Color [sic] and Black and White and 

Drawings show it took place at Buxton’s Gallery, the gallery used by the AAAn. 

There were also touring exhibitions visiting Melbourne at this time, both commercial ventures, such 

as the London-based Grosvenor Gallery’s Intercolonial Exhibition in 1887, and exhibitions 

organised by professional bodies, such as the Royal Anglo-Australian Society of Artists, which 

toured four exhibitions between 1885 and 1893.70  The latter series of exhibitions was the result of 

two separate movements, initiated in Melbourne and in Sydney and Adelaide, to provide a guarantee 

fund and make an application to London’s Royal Academy for branch exhibitions in Australia. On 

the advice of the President of the Academy, the two schemes amalgamated, and the funds and 

management of the enterprise were placed in the hands of the Anglo-Australian Society of Artists 

and a warrant of the Crown was received for the assumption of the title of 'Royal'.  

The basis of organisation was enlarged by inviting artists of every school to contribute, whether 

members or not. As is pointed out in the catalogue of the 1890 Exhibition of British Art by the Royal 

Anglo-Australian Society of Artists: Exhibition Building, Melbourne, the organiser’s aim was: 

that the society shall perform the important Anglo Australian function of bringing the 

colonies into close touch with British art, by annually securing for Australasia an 

exhibition of important pictures from the London galleries at the close of each season.71  

The council of selection and invitation secured over 200 works from leading British artists of the 

RA, the Royal Society of Painters in Water Colours, the Royal Institute of Painters in Water 

Colours, the Royal Society of British Artists, the Royal Scottish Academy, the Royal Hibernian 

Academy, and the New English Art Club (NEAC). This included the presidents of some of those 

societies, and several of their full members and associates besides contributors to the Grosvenor 

Gallery, arguably ‘one of the most famous art institutions of the late nineteenth century’.72  Such 

was the status of the Grosvenor Gallery, that the new wing of Public Library was named after it, as 

was Grosvenor Chambers, Melbourne’s first custom-built artist studios developed by the Paterson 

brothers at 9 Collins Street, the year following the Grosvenor Gallery’s Intercolonial Exhibition.73 

The culmination of these was possibly the Centennial International Exhibition, held in 1888-89.  

This was a major coup for Victoria over NSW as the event was commemorating 100 years since 
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British settlement in Sydney.  As it transpired, a fire at the proposed Sydney venue meant the event 

had to be relocated to Melbourne and its grand Exhibition Buildings.  Whilst the event was an 

unofficial ‘international exhibition’ it still featured art collections on loan from Britain, France, 

Germany, Belgium and Austro-Hungary.  ‘The British collection alone numbered more than 500 

items and, although representative of RA taste, included works by Constable, Turner, Millais and 

Holman Hunt.’74  The Centennial International Exhibition facilitated institutions such as the NGV 

to purchase without having to resort to buyers in London selecting on their behalf.  It attracted 

80,000 visitors in its first week and two million people visited the exhibition, admiring exhibits 

from 93 countires.75  The popularity of these exhibitions not only bought about a maturing of the 

public’s taste in fine arts but it impacted on the embryonic VAS whom up till then was the sole 

opportunity for the public to engage with art.76 

The Trustees purchased four works for the collection, comprising two major paintings and two 

sculptures, including St George and the Dragon displayed in the forecourt to the Public Library.  

These major purchases, on the recommendation of the Gallery’s London advisors, received 

opposition and the Argus at the time expressed the following view:  

Sir Charles Eastlake, who at the time was considered one of the best judges of art in 

England, must be held responsible for recommending the purchase of some of the 

least desirable paintings in our public collection.77 

Later they complained that ‘local critics must preserve a deferential silence’, while the 

Trustees ‘condescend to buy pictures with the public money’. 78  Sidney Dickson, Honorary 

Secretary of the VAS, later took this issue up and complained in a letter to the editors:  

Commissions to purchase are given to men in London, who know nothing about the 

gallery, its present possessions, or the aesthetic tastes and needs of the public – busy men, 

too, whose exacting occupations, even though they are working in the profession of art, 

leave them little leisure for that careful examination and selection of pictures which is so 

essential in the formation of a collection which is not for the moment, but for all time’.79 
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Even the conservative Table Talk entered the fray and their columnist had this to say about the 

establishment’s continued deference to English art: 

Friends, brothers, artists and scullions, hand in hand: let us unite to defend our taste against 

foreign contamination.  

No more foreign pictures, no more foreign artists, painters, singers, writers and chefs in 

our midst. Away with the foreign “schools” and the foreign ragoûts.  Let us educate and 

form ourselves by and with ourselves alone so as to avoid that foreign scab against which 

a timorous and liberal Government refuses to protect us.80 

At this time, when the NGAS under Eugène von Guérard had graduated its first painters, 

Melbourne’s young artists were starting to question the tradition of academic studio painting and 

were increasingly attracted to painting the Australian landscape and way of life en plein air.  The 

Heidelberg School was the most notable manifestation of this. 

 

2.6: The Gallery on Eastern Hill 

Source: VAS Archives (circa 1890) 
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The Gallery on Eastern Hill 

It became obvious that the existing bluestone gallery on Albert Street had outgrown the needs of 

the members of the amalgamated body who sought increased exhibition spaces, clubrooms and 

teaching areas. [2.6] In 1890, efforts were made to secure a building in the centre of the city and, in 

1891, the VAS Council resolved to erect a new building on the site of their existing building in 

Eastern Hill.81 A  building committee, established to procure the design and organise the finance 

within their budget of £3,000, issued a call for ‘the design of a new building to meet the needs of 

the Society and promote its aesthetic culture’, offering ‘a premium of 50 guineas for the best design 

sent in’.82   

Twenty architects submitted designs in response to the advertisement, and the Society selected the 

drawings of Mr Robert Speight Jnr of 271 Collins Street to receive the prize.  Speight’s design 

incorporated ‘a library 16ft x 17ft, a clubroom 25ft x 17ft, a secretary’s office and cloakrooms for 

both sexes on the ground floor with a grand 12ft wide central bluestone staircase branching in two 

directions leading to two main galleries upstairs, the front gallery 47ft x 33ft and the rear gallery 

47ft x 30ft.’83  The Society called eight tenders to Speight’s design and accepted the lowest tender 

of Mr William Massey, contractor, for £3,168 18s.84  The work commenced immediately, funded 

partly though fund reserves, and partly through a loan from sixteen guarantors at £100 each.  Each 

guarantor received a lien on the building and other assets of the society.  On completion, the press 

described the newly completed building as ‘ornamental without being pretentious, roomy without 

being too large, admirably designed and situated neither too near nor too far from the heart of the 

city’.85 [2.7, 2.8] 

Following the opening, the Society placed advertisements in the press with illustrations of their new 

purpose-built premises.86 [2.9] 
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2.7: Richard Speight Jnr (1838-1901) architect  

Plans and Elevations of Victorian Artists’ Society new building, 1891 

Collection: Victorian Artists’ Society 

 

2.8: William Taylor Smith Tibbits (1837-1906) landscape painter 

Artist’s Impression of Front Façade 1901 

Collection: Andrew Mackenzie OAM 
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The new galleries opened to the general public on 28 May 1892, preceding which, the VAS 

President, Joseph Panton organised a grand dinner on the eve of the opening.87 Guests at the 

celebration included His Excellency, the Governor, Lord Hopetoun, the admiral in command on the 

Australian naval station, Lord Charles Scott and visiting French author M. Paul Blouet. 

The Victorian Governor, in proposing a toast to 'The Victorian Artists Society’,  ‘hoped before long 

to find their annual dinner taking something of the same place in public estimation as the dinner of 

the Royal Academy did in London.’88   The inaugural President, Joseph Panton, in reply, spoke of 

the talented local artist eventually sending their ‘works to the galleries of the old world’ and 

informed those present ‘that one of Mr Streeton’s pictures had been hung on the line in the Paris 

Salon.’89  

M. Blouet, when called upon to speak, said that ‘being out of his own country he could afford to 

prophesy that the day would come when no European artist could claim to be considered a genius 

until he had exhibited in the Melbourne gallery.’90 

Generally, the hallmark of the opening ceremony was a sense of optimism and achievement 

however there was constant reference to the RA and it was clear that the Society had ambitions to 

emulate the British model in all respects. 

This was a time when either the RA or the Paris Salon were looked upon as legitimising the worth 

of artists from colonial countries.  Jordan correctly attributes this to the fact that: 

There was no viable home grown equivalent available. Artists’ societies, such as the 

Victorian Artists’ Society and its predecessors, were drawn from artistic communities too 

small to exercise exclusionary pressure by screening entries to annual members’ 

exhibitions.91 
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2.9: Victorian Artists’ Society 

Advertisement:  Illustrated Australasian News, 1892 

Collection: State Library of Victoria (VAS Archives) 

The Catalogue for the first exhibition to take place in their new premises at Eastern Hill claimed 

200 professional and subscribing members, down 300 from the number claimed only two years 

prior.92  Despite this, it was the Society’s largest exhibition to date with 229 oils, 90 watercolours, 

33 architectural drawings and 21 pieces of statuary. [2.10] Whilst the catalogue importantly records 

twenty women exhibitors, including Jane Sutherland, Clara Southern and Beatrice Hoile, the daily 

press only recorded ‘Messrs T Douglas, Richardson, J F Paterson, T Roberts, A Streeton, F 

McCubbin, J Waite, W. Withers, J Mather, Louis Grier, Signor Catani, Signor Rolando, and Senor 

Loureiro’ in their article.93  The Colony was very much a male society.  
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The Loan Exhibition 

Between 1883 and 1889, whilst the VAS was restructuring, Victoria was in the throes on an 

unprecedented land boom.94  All this was to change however with the Australian banking crisis of 

1893, and, the Society, in its new building was vulnerable, with making banks crashing and its 

artists vulnerable as local patronage all but dried up. 

The Society met regularly through the early 1890s although times were difficult and most members 

of the Council were similarly guarantors for the society. Accordingly, much of their meetings 

involved organising arrangements with creditors, chasing up debtors, restructuring of the bank 

overdraft and planning for the Art Union and a major Loan Exhibition. 

The Society envisaged both the Art Union and the Loan Exhibition would serve as the panacea for 

the Society’s problems, with the latter a major undertaking and necessitating its own committee. 

The minutes show that the Loan Exhibition Committee approached Lady Clarke for a loan of 

pictures by Chevalier and other important early artists and exhibition organisation delegated to both 

a Catalogue Committee and a Hanging Committee.95  The opening was by invitation only and 

students and officials of the Gallery School afforded free admission.  The Loan Exhibition was a 

success and the Council asked the Trustees of the National Gallery to extend it for one month.96 

A Diverse Program 

From the outset, the VAS organised more than exhibitions and maintained a program of lectures, 

monthly ‘Smoke Nights’, concerts and life drawing for its members and the public, in line with its 

charter.  When Richardson bought it to the attention of Council that the enrolment of ten ladies and 

six gentlemen in the life class was insufficient to meet expenses, Tucker reminded the Council that 

‘the life class was an essential part of the work of the Society’ and Richardson was authorised to 

commence.97  

Exhibitions however were the core raison d’être of the Society and when advertisements were 

placed in both The Argus and The Age of forthcoming exhibitions, they boasted that their galleries 

were ‘illuminated by electric light’ and referred to musical entertainment both at the opening and 

periodically during the duration of the exhibitions.98   
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The monthly male-only ‘Smoke Nights’ were an activity popular at the times, both as a means of 

entertaining members and as yet another way of raising funds.  The famous smoke nights were 

‘enshrined by the men for the bohemian concept of artistic camaraderie in the face of a philistine 

public’.99  The Society had a Musical Committee to oversee musical and performance events and 

many exhibitions featured recitals and musical performances, many of which it extensively 

promoted to the public, via advertisements in the morning and evening papers, including The Age, 

The Argus, The Herald, The Bulletin and Table Talk.  

The VAS Exhibition Program 

 

2.10: Hammond Gallery: VAS Inaugural Exhibition in the new building 1892 (photo) 

Collection: Victorian Artists’ Society 

The Society endeavoured to hold at least one ‘Annual Exhibition’ but generally set out to have two.  

In addition to the annual show, themed exhibitions also took place, individual artists’ were able to 

exhibit and other painting groups similarly hired the space.  The Society also established cordial 

relations with their counterparts in the other Australasian colonies and the ASNSW, the Art Society 

of Tasmania and the South Australia Society of Arts all exchanged works on loan and sent 

catalogues.  So cordial were these relationships that it encouraged Mr Van de Velde of Sydney to 
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address the Council where he put forward his ‘scheme for the Federation of the various Art Societies 

of Australia in connection with holding Exhibitions in each colony and London.’100 

The Catalogue for the VAS April 1893 Exhibition of Paintings, Sculpture and Drawings at their 

new Eastern Hill premises, featured 169 oils, 174 water colours, and 5 pieces of statuary.  Exhibiting 

artists of note, some who had recently joined the Society, included Rupert Bunny, Charles Conder, 

William Delafield Cook, E. Phillips Fox, Tudor St George Tucker, Fred Williams and Walter 

Withers.  There were also twenty women artists. 

In August 1893, the VAS held an Exhibition of Australian Art, Past and Present at the NGV.  The 

exhibition contained only loaned works, including some early water colours by S. T. Gill, two 1851 

works by William Strutt, an 1862 work by Joseph Panton, an 1864 work by Nicholas Chevalier, an 

1866 work by Eugène von Guérard and another by Louis Buvelot. The art critic in The Australasian, 

in reviewing the exhibition, concluded that the old masters like Buvelot were more accomplished 

at landscape whereas the current artists excelled at figure drawing, concluding ‘honours are divided, 

but with something, perhaps, in favour of the modern artist, for the reason that it requires more skill 

to excel in figure than in landscape work’.101  The exhibition contained the works of 21 women, 

many related to male exhibiting artists. 

The exhibition Catalogues promoted the Society’s Art Union in aid of the Building Fund, offering 

subscribers ‘at least 300 works to be selected from’ and ‘each ticket bears with it a Pass to the 

Exhibition or Concert’.102  [2.11] The Art Union Exhibition returned 25% to the Society on any 

sales so it represented an important source of funds for both the Society and the contributing artists. 

 

2.11: Advertisement for Art Union 

Catalogue: Exhibition of Victorian of the Artists’ Society 1894  

Collection: SLV (VAS Archives) 
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In 1895, the VAS reframed their constitution to allow, for the first time, the Council to include three 

non-exhibiting members, notwithstanding that the document remained weighted to vest control 

firmly in the hands of the exhibiting members.103 

Both the Winter and the Annual exhibitions of the VAS in 1895 were well supported with the Annual 

Exhibition in September 1895 featuring 211 oil and watercolour paintings by 82 artists, 37 of them 

women.  The following year’s Annual Exhibition Catalogue of the VAS featured 184 oil and 

watercolour paintings by 86 artists, 37 of them women.  The catalogue also included a number of 

interstate artists, including eleven artists who submitted works through the Sydney Society of 

Artists: Julian Ashton, Albert Hansen, G. W. Hirst, George Lambert, B.E. Minns, Henry Fullwood, 

Sidney Long, S. Newmark, D. H. Souter, Tom Roberts and Emily Weston.  Another two exhibitors, 

Edward Officer and Isa Rae, gave their address as Paris, France.104 

By contrast, the January 1898 Annual Exhibition Catalogue of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

featured works over six mediums by 47 artists and, whilst 20 of these were women, none submitted 

from Sydney or overseas.105 

The November 1898 Catalogue of the Victorian Artists’ Society Exhibition featured 121 oils, 39 

water colours, and 14 B&W works by 60 artists, 27 of whom were women (and yet there were no 

women represented on Council).106 

A Restructure 

The next milestone for the Society was when a deputation met with Minister for Lands and 

convinced him to support the passing of a ‘Bill through Parliament giving the Victorian Artists’ 

Society similar powers to those held by the Ballarat Arts Society’.107  At the August 1894 Council 

meeting, Mr Matthew, Solicitor of the Society, read a draft Memorandum of Association and 

Articles of Association with the intent of registering the Society under the Companies Act 1890. 

Although the Society adjourned consideration of the draft for lack of a quorum, at the next meeting 

that the draft was finally passed with minor amendments.108    
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2.12: Registration as a company 

Date: 27 September 1895 

Collection: State Library of Victoria (VAS Archives) 

The formation of a company limited by guarantee was timely, as the Society had been crippled by 

debt for some time.  In May of the following year, it called a SGM of members and successfully 

put a proposal to the membership that the Society be voluntarily wound up.  At the same meeting, 

members approved the ‘registration of a new Society named “The Victorian Artists’ Society”.109 

[2.11] The meeting accepted both the Memorandum and Articles of Association, previously 

approved by Council together with the transfer of all assets.  

Part of the Society’s problems stemmed from members who failured to meet their subscriptions by 

the due date, a major source of the Society’s problems, exacerbated by the nineties depression. 

When the Council met later that year, after first giving them one month to bring their account up to 

date, they reluctantly jettisoned 181 exhibiting and non-exhibiting members who had fallen in 

arrears for more than six months.110 

Both the Winter and the Annual exhibitions of the VAS in 1895 were well supported with the Annual 

Exhibition in September 1895 featuring 211 oil and watercolour paintings by 82 artists, 37 of them 
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women.  The following year’s Annual Exhibition Catalogue of the VAS featured 184 oil and 

watercolour paintings by 86 artists, 37 of them women.  The catalogue also included a number of 

interstate artists, including eleven artists who submitted works through the Sydney Society of 

Artists: Julian Ashton, Albert Hansen, G. W. Hirst, George Lambert, B.E. Minns, Henry Fullwood, 

Sidney Long, S. Newmark, D. H. Souter, Tom Roberts and Emily Weston.  Another two exhibitors, 

Edward Officer and Isa Rae, gave their address as Paris, France.111 

By contrast, the January 1898 Annual Exhibition Catalogue of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

featured works over six mediums by 47 artists and, whilst 20 of these were women, none submitted 

from Sydney or overseas.112 

The November 1898 Catalogue of the Victorian Artists’ Society Exhibition featured 121 oils, 39 

water colours, and 14 Black and White works by 60 artists, 27 of whom were women (and yet there 

were no women represented on Council).113 

The Melbourne National Gallery  

The National Gallery of Victoria (NGV), recommended by the Commission on the Fine Arts in 

1868, was finally incorporated by Act of Parliament in 1870.114  At this time, the colony's public 

collections of the Museum of Art (1861) and the Picture Gallery (1864) combined to form the 

Melbourne National Gallery.  The Public Library Trustees received £1,000 towards the nucleus of 

a national collection of art and the first purchases, forming the basis of the collection, included casts 

of the Elgin Marbles, seventy antique statues and some sixty odd busts, modelled on the collections 

of Britain’s great imperial museums.  

The Trustees saw a public art collection as a means of bringing the populace together and educating 

the people about art. When the new Picture Gallery opened in 1875, there were approximately 

400,000 visits to the collections in its first year and two years later, the number increased to more 

than 500,000 visits. This popularity of the Gallery extended into the 1880s and 1890s and, a decade 

in, The Argus reported ‘Dense crowds of people might be seen gathering on every hand, all armed 

with catalogues and eagerly discussing the prospects of Australian art’.115 
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In the decade from 1890-1900, the Gallery purchased 29 works by Australian artists against 21 by 

overseas artists.  Most of these were Melbourne artists and included, Davies, Longstaff, Mather, 

McCubbin, Streeton and Withers.116 

The first preference of the early trustees when building a collection was overwhelmingly for 

landscape works as that is where they felt the ‘character’ of Australia lay.  Accordingly, works by 

‘Nicholas Chevalier, Eugène von Guérard and Louis Buvelot were all acquired in the second half 

of the nineteenth century but (locally-painted) figure studies and subject [were] ignored.’117  As can 

be seen in the following pictures, the new gallery fostered social harmony rather than social 

segregation.118  For many colonists, the paintings were a link to home and the mainly British 

paintings served to affirm British cultural values.  [2.12, 2.13] 

 
2.13: Our National Gallery: A new picture and its critics  

Source: Australasian Sketcher, 9 August 1873, p.89  

Medium: Wood engraving.  

Collection: La Trobe Picture Collection. (SLV) 
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2.14: Ludovico Hart (1836-1919) photographer 

French Court, Fine Art Gallery, Great Hall, Exhibition Building, 1880-1881  

Medium: Photograph, monochrome 

Collection: Museums Victoria MM 107834 

The National School of Painting and the Working Men’s College 

The National School of Painting  

The year 1870, also marked the foundation of a National School of Painting under Eugène von 

Guérard and a National School of Design under the direction of Thomas Clark. For Clark, this was 

a similar role to that which he had held within the Design School, established a decade earlier by 

the short-lived Victorian Society of Fine Arts.  Both von Guérard and Clark, not being ‘professed’ 

teachers, based their instruction methods on the art academies of their respective home countries.119  

As Grishin points out, this was to some disadvantage as: 

his actual style and technique of painting showed virtually no change during the three 

decades he spent in Australia; what changed was the surrounding art scene. 120   

Moore draws our attention in particular to the life class established in 1876 by senior students, 

including Roberts and McCubbin, where anybody could attend as long as they provided their own 

models and where established artists mixed freely with amateurs and students.121  The first members 

of this life class included Frederick McCubbin, C. Douglas Richardson and Tom Roberts, and 
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subsequent students included Julian Ashton, Rupert Bunny, Alexander Colquhoun, Charles Conder, 

Emanuel Phillips Fox, Bertram MacKennal, John Mather, Arthur Streeton and Walter Withers.  

Increasingly, the academic practices of von Guérard frustrated the students, particularly his 

insistence on their ‘repeatedly copying the pictures in the Gallery’s collection’.122  This boiled over 

in 1880 when they rebelled against their instruction ‘being limited to the copying pictures’ and 

petitioned the Trustees complaining of ‘the want of earnest and careful teaching of the higher 

practice of painting’ saying that ‘this teaching can be obtained from no other than an accomplished 

and enthusiastic artist.’123 

In 1881, von Guérard resigned as Master in the School of Painting to return to Europe and, in 

January 1882, the Trustees invited qualified persons to apply for the position at a salary of £350 

and fees. Although this attracted sixteen applicants for the position, none were deemed as 

satisfactory and the Trustees then deputised their Chairman to approach Englishman, George 

Frederick Folingsby, and appointed him at a salary of £600 per annum, without fees. Shortly after 

his appointment, the Trustees altered the title of the office to Director of the National Gallery and 

Master of the School of Art. On his appointment, Folingsby asked that proper painting studios 

should be provided for the students, and one of his early acts as Director was to stop the practice of 

copying pictures in the gallery, unless for exceptional reasons.  Folingsby was on the same page as 

his pupils as he considered such a practice in no way beneficial to art students and ‘its effect on the 

public taste pernicious and lowering’.124 [2.14] 

Under the guidance of George Follingsby, the new master of the NGAS, students were encouraged 

‘to paint the dramas of everyday life of the settler in the scale and manner of national history 

painting’.125 The 1880s saw the disparate genres of figure painting, landscape and subject painting, 

combine to produce some of Australia’s most well-known images by Longstaff, McCubbin and 

Roberts.  Overall however, the work of the ‘Heidelberg School’ painters, Conder, McCubbin, 

Streeton and Roberts and their treatment of the Australian bushland around Melbourne is the fact 

that they saw it through Australian eyes by either being Australian-born or educated.  They also 

painted themselves in the landscape such as Tom Roberts, The Artist’s Camp [2.19] as distinct from 
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the works of earlier painters of the Australian landscape, many such as von Guèrard who painted to 

commission. 

Art historian, Leigh Astbury, claims that Follingsby’s ultimate legacy, through his students, was:  

the combination of academically conceived figures against plein-artistse landscape 

backgrounds, such as we find in the arranged and descriptive compositions of McCubbin.  

The development of Australian subject painting in the era lay, not in a rebellion from 

academic values and practice, but in a manipulation of them.126 

As Anderson observes, a special ‘camaraderie developed amongst younger artists’ in Melbourne, 

many who had just completed their training together at the Gallery School and who now shared city 

studios and had outdoor painting excursions.127  [2.15] The plein-air impressionists, referred to as 

the Heidelberg School, mainly sold their work through open ‘studio days’ as well as through the 

VAS annual exhibitions, both of which were promoted generously in the local press. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.15: Samuel Calvert (1828-1913) artist 

Sketches at the School of Design 1887 

Medium: Wood engraving 

Illustrated Australian News 30 Ap 1887 p.68 

Published. David Syme & Co., Melbourne 

Collection: La Trobe Collection SLV 

(Accession No: IAN30/04/87/68) 
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2.16: Students at the Melbourne National Gallery 1887 

Collection: La Trobe Collection (SLV) 

The Working Men’s College 

In 1887, educational philanthropist, Francis Ormond was successful in founding a Working Men’s 

College (WMC) as part of his vision to offer a well-rounded technical education for working men 

incorporating "art, science and technological" classes.128   

From the outset, the college offered an art education with classes modelled on those of the British 

and European art schools, similar to the ‘Gallery School’ directly across La Trobe Street. By the 

turn of the century, around 400 students were taking classes in architectural and freehand drawing, 

painting, sculpture and wood-carving, in greater numbers than those enrolled at the Gallery’s 

Painting and Drawing Schools.129  In addition, the WMC commenced teaching photography as one 

of its foundation disciplines in its 1887 establishment year, making the course the oldest post-

                                                      

128 C. Stuart  Ross, Francis Ormond: Pioneer, Patriot, Philanthropist (London: Melville & Mullen., 1912), p. 73. 

129 Stephen  Murray-Smith & Anthony John Dare, The Tech : A Centenary History of the Royal Melbourne Institute of 

Technology (South Yarra (Vic): Hyland House, 1987), pp. 30,-31, 64, 77. 



[1870-1900] 

 

70 

secondary photography program in the world.130  Melbourne was fortunate to have had some of 

Austtralia’s most accomplished early photographers, including Ludovico Hart, RMIT’s very first 

tutor of photography back in 1887, whose images of early Melbourne and the Victorian Fine Art 

Gallery are held in the State Library.131 [2.13] 

The NGV Travelling Scholarship 

When the NGV instituted the Travelling Scholarship for their students, it was in the belief of foreign 

training for it ‘enabled [the winning student] to extend his knowledge of Art by learning the methods 

of the best schools in Europe’ during a period of up to three years abroad.132 In 1887, there were no 

less than 187 students in drawing and painting in the classes of the National Gallery when the 

students of the two art schools held their fourth annual exhibition at the National Gallery leading to 

the award of the first gold medal carrying the Triennial Travelling Scholarship.133 To be eligible for 

the prize, part funded by the £450 residual invested after the 1869 Exhibition of Works of Art, Art 

Treasures, and Ornamental and Decorative Art, the selected student had to have attended painting 

classes at the National Gallery for at least eighteen months.    

The accompanying scholarship, valued at £150 a year and tenable for three years, came with 

conditions: ‘to present the trustees with copies of two Old Masters and an original work to 

supplement the local collection, the work to be done during his three year tenure abroad’.134  The 

judges for the exhibition and prize were author and art critic on the Argus and Australasian, James 

Smith, artist Thomas Carrington and set painter, George Gordon.135    

Whilst an objective of the Trustees was to acquire original works for the Gallery, painted over the 

three-year scholarship period, their support for the artists’ prowess did not extend to acquisition of 

the winning work and the first winner, John Longstaff, with his locally painted work Breaking the 

News, failing to enter the State’s collection.  [2.16]  The winning work adopted an early nationalistic 
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‘social realist’ genre similar to that adopted by fellow student Frederick McCubbin in his works 

Home Again and the Old King Street Bakery.136   

The Melbourne and Victorian regional press gave the exhibition and prize glowing reviews, and 

report appeared in the Age, Argus, Australasian, Melbourne Punch and Table Talk.137   Historian, 

Jillian Dwyer, has this to say about the Prize:   

The works created for Scholarship competitions absorbed established aesthetic practices 

and so perpetuated accepted standards. Yet, by sending students abroad and exposing 

them to alternative influences, the Scholarship also functioned as a catalyst for change. It 

did not produce any 'great' artists, but it generated works which have enriched the 

Melbourne collection; and it historically documented the shift from fin de siècle styles to 

the emergence of early modernist art.138  

The recognition by the Trustees, that travel abroad would have a positive benefit to Australia’s first 

real generation of local artists, was later to prove pivotal in Australia developing self-confidence in 

its own.   By the time of Longstaff’s departure in 1887, Roberts had already returned to Melbourne  

and, influenced by what he had seen abroad, that summer set up the first ‘artists’ camp’ at Box Hill, 

with fellow past students Lois Abrahams and Frederick McCubbin. Although it is said that Roberts 

contact with the French School was minimal, whilst in London he saw an exhibition, Nocturnes, by 

the British-American artist James McNeill Whistler and Gray suggests that this inspired him to 

encourage his colleagues to paint the 9 by 5 Impressions.139  Their adoption of the en plein air 

painting directly from nature was a break from the studio painting of landscapes, which prevailed 

up to that date.  Whilst it is probable that Roberts may not have immersed himself in the French 

Impressionist movement on his early visit, he was certainly there when the first independent 

exhibitions of the French Impressionists had already taken place and similarly when the Post 

Impressionists, Seurat, Pissaro and van Gogh, were active in the 1880s.   Between 1874 and 1886, 

eight exhibitions took place featuring Monet, Cézanne, Dégas, Pissaro and Sisley and it was at the 

1874 exhibition that a journalist first coined the phrase ‘Impressionist’ to describe the loose style 

of these artists.  It is not surprising that their work was later titled ‘Australian Impressionism.’  
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Joske compares this with the effect that travel had on Longstaff, and quotes the prediction of a 

fellow student that ‘three years in Paris would destroy Longstaff’s individuality and that he would 

be converted to the French School’, a prophesy which did not come to fruition in his case for, despite 

travel, he never deviated from the theories and practices learnt in his years under Follingsby at the 

Gallery School.140 

On the announcement of the first National Gallery Travelling Scholarship, the Governor, Sir Henry 

Loch announced with confidence that the program would ‘raise the reputation of Victoria as the 

mother of meritorious artists’.141 

 

2.17: John Campbell Longstaff (1861-1941) artist 

Breaking the News 1887 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Collection: Art Gallery of Western Australia 
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The Gallery Scene and Art Dealers 

Gerard Vaughan argues that Melbourne collectors in the 1880s, ‘while becoming increasingly 

receptive to foreign art, clung tightly to a well-entrenched, traditional taste for landscape.’  As he 

argues ‘Melbourne’s greatest wealth collectors did not. In fact, reassess their attitudes to the notion 

of “high art”.’142   This was mirrored in the policies of the Melbourne National Gallery. 

Within Melbourne’s Central Business District there 

had developed a number of galleries, dealers, artist 

studios and private collections, most centred on the 

top end of Collins Street.  These first galleries were 

promoted in the Victorian Railways Tourist Guide 

[2.17], the consummate reference for those visiting 

Victoria at the time and included Buxton’s Art 

Gallery on Swanston Street, the art gallery of A. 

Fletcher, Hines’ Gallery of Art and Whitehead’s 

Gallery of Art, plus the studios of artists, J. S. 

Mckennal Jas. Scurry and Antonio Perugia.143 Prior 

to these establishments, the windows of music-

sellers were the usual places for artists to show their 

works in Melbourne.144 

 

2.18: Victorian Railways Tourist Guide 1885 

Collection: State Library of Victoria 

Despite these first galleries, it was still difficult for Melbourne’s first artists to derive a living from 

art and the major exhibitions of the 1870s and the 1880s brought with them mixed blessings.   

The Lure of Europe 

The 1880s in Australia heralded a period when a growing number of young Victorian artists 

travelled abroad to further their art education.  Leaving the colony, they headed to the classic art 

academies of London, Amsterdam and Paris, seeking to view first hand the works of the classical 

masters.   
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At the time, the first Master of Painting at the NGAS, Eugène von Guérard had recently been 

replaced by the conservative Director, George Frederick Follingsby. As Follingsby had only 

exposed his students to inferior copies of the European Masters and the plaster cast busts of classical 

portraits from which they had to work, their urge to travel abroad was irresistible to these young 

artists. 

In the years 1881-1899, a number of significant artists left Melbourne for abroad, encouraged by 

their first Drawing Master, Thomas Clark.  Amongst the first of the art students to depart Melbourne 

were Charles Douglas Richardson and Tom Roberts, who left in 1881, with Roberts assisted by a 

bursary awarded by the VAA.  Sculptor Bertram MacKennal followed in 1882, Rupert Bunny in 

1884, George Coates from 1896, Emanuel Phillips Fox, Tudor St George Tucker, John Longstaff, 

Isobelle (Iso) Rae and Walter Withers all left in 1887, Violet Teague from 1890 to 1893; Dora 

Meeson permanently from 1898 apart from a visit in 1921-2.145  It was not to be a one way flow 

however and the mid-1880s saw a number of academically trained artists arrive from Europe, 

including Ugo Catani, Carl Khaler, Arthur Loureiro, Girolamo Nerli and Charles Rolando. 

Art historian, Sasha Grishin speaks of a combination of push/pull factors, which encouraged artists 

to leave Australia, with the principal push factors being ‘the perceived lack of an understanding 

audience in Australia’ and ‘the ubiquitous Australian cultural cringe’. Grishin attributed this to the 

pull factors being the perception that they needed to go to Europe to complete their education and 

the fact that ‘Europe was seen as possessing the great collections of art which were compulsory 

viewing for any fully formed artist’.146  

As well as the factors identified by Grishin, the depression of the 1890s also prompted many 

Melbourne artists to head abroad to London or Paris. This last group included Charles Conder, 

Violet Teague and Alby Altson in 1890, James Quinn from 1894, Ambrose Patterson from 1898, 

James S. MacDonald, Arthur Streeton in 1898 and Max Meldrum in 1899.   Artists found that, by 

living abroad for a few years, it enhanced their reputation, even if they failed to make it overseas.  

Australian collectors, uncertain of their own artistic standards, were easily convinced that an 

expatriate artist had won fame simply by being away.  A period of study and work overseas became 

de rigueur for an Australian professional artist. 

The Heidelberg School 

The four major figures associated with the Heidelberg School, Charles Conder, Fred McCubbin, 

Arthur Streeton and Tom Roberts, were all relatively young, in their twenties and early thirties, 

when, in 1885, at the age of 29, Tom Roberts returned from Europe bringing new theories and 

                                                      

145 Longstaff was the recipient of the first Gallery School Travelling Scholarship in 1887. 

146 Sasah Grishin, Australian Art: A History, p. 150. 
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techniques.147  Whilst in England, Roberts had studied at the RA and frequented the New England 

Arts Club (NEAC) where he encountered James McNeill Whistler and the French plein-air painter, 

Jules Bastien Lepage. 

The same year, Roberts and McCubbin set up camp at Box Hill, East of Melbourne, where they 

could paint directly from nature, instead of making sketches for later finished compositions that 

they believed would lose the first impression.  [2.19] Streeton joined Roberts and McCubbin in 

1887 and, in 1888, together with Charles Condor, they formed an artists’ colony at Eaglemont, near 

Heidelberg. 

Hoff doubts that the Heidelberg School had any knowledge of the original ‘Impressionists’, Monet, 

Sisley, Pissarro and Renoir, and attributes any influences that Tom Roberts imparted to his three 

colleagues to Roberts' link with Bastien-Lepage whilst he was abroad:  

Lepage, also an accepted success at the Salon, popularised the realist-peasant tradition 

begun by Millet and Corot, and his importance for the Heidelberg School lies in his 

portrayal of rural scenes studied in the open air, in the gentle texture of paint put down 

directly with a square brush, the observation of tonal graduation and of ‘true’ effects of 

light.148 

Working together they taught and learned from each other and, as Clive Turnbull describes: 

‘Roberts opened the door - Streeton strode through it’.149  They worked together from 1886-1890. 

Often described as the first Australian Impressionists, as Ursula Hoff succinctly sums it up:  

Though Roberts and Streeton never used the ‘rainbow palette’ of true Impressionism nor 

resorted to the broken texture of brushwork in the period under discussion, they regarded 

themselves as Impressionists and adopted the high tonal key, the pure colours, the direct 

manner of  painting and the study of momentary effects advocated by the French 

Impressionists.150 

 

                                                      

147 The Royal Academy Student Records show Roberts commencing 6 December 1881. 

148 Ursula Hoff, "Reflections on the Heidelberg School, 1885-90 " Meanjin Volume 10 No. 2 Issue (Winter), 1951 , pp. 

125, 6. 

149 Clive  Turnbull, Art Here (Melbourne: Hawthorn Press, 1947), p. 17. 

150 Ursula Hoff, opere citato, p. 125. 
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2.19: Tom Roberts, (1856-1931), artist 

The Artist’s Camp, 1886 
Medium: Oil on canvas 

Collection: National Gallery of Victoria # 1224-4 

The 9” x 5” Impression Exhibition held at Buxton’s 

Art Gallery [2.20, 2.21] in 1889 was the 

culmination of their movement and comprised 183 

small paintings, mostly en plein air landscapes, 

executed on cigar box lids. Along with Condor, 

Streeton and Roberts, [2.22] McCubbin and 

Charles Douglas Richardson also contributed 

works along with two students.  Not unexpectedly, 

the exhibition drew a scathing review in The Argus 

from James Smith, the colony’s most respected 

critic, who claimed that the exhibition ‘fails to 

justify itself’ and had ‘no adequate raison 

d’être’.151  

2.20: Charles Conder, (1868-1909), artist 

The 9 by 5 Impression Exhibition [Cat] 1889 

Medium: Ofprint on paper 

Collection: La Trobe Collection SLV 

Ac. No. H.93.347 

                                                      

151 James Smith, “An Impressionist Exhibition”, The Argus, Melbourne, 17 August 1889, p. 10. 
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Literary historian, Lurene Suart, attributes Smith’s scathing critique to the fact that he had evolved 

into a reactionary art critic and whilst ‘he had some appreciation of the objectives of what was later 

to be termed (French) impressionist painting,’ he was ‘seemingly unprepared to accept the results 

of the mode’.152   ‘So far as Smith was concerned, the aims of the impressionist paintings defied 

everything that he believed essential to the proper practice of the fine arts’.153 

The exhibition opening was well attended by representatives of the Melbourne press and attracted 

informed buyers keen to embrace the works.  Aside from Smith, The Age, The Daily Telegraph and 

Table Talk all gave mainly positive reviews and Sophie Osmond of Table Talk remarked that 

‘"impressionism" has its champions among men with intellectual gifts of the highest kind’ and in 

her article listed some of the buyers as evidence of this.154   Buyers she referred to included 

Melbourne University Professors, Edward Jenks and Baldwin Spencer, art patrons, Madame Elise 

Pfund, Theo Fink and Mrs. F. S. (Erik) Grimwade, and the prominent politician Dr William 

Maloney. 

2.21: Albert Charles Cooke (1836-1902) artist/engraver 

The Artistic Stationery Company (Buxton’s) new premises 1885 

Medium: print: wood engraving 

Collection: State Library of Victoria Acc. No: A/S21/10/85/173 

 

A number of the reviewers made particular reference to the 

participation of Mr. C. Douglas Richardson, held in high regard 

because of his studies with Roberts at the RA, who submitted 

26 works to the show.  The Table Talk critic, Sophie Osmond, 

singled out Richardson in her review:  

whose sudden cooperation with the leaders of the new 

movement after his eight years of study in England, 

shows very strongly that “impressionism” cannot be 

dismissed with a wave of the hand and a few sneering 

remarks, when an artist of his standing champions it.155 

In reference to the Heidelberg School, Smith claims that these were ‘the first group of artists in 

which the aspirations of Australians to create a new nation became clearly visible.’ 156   ‘The 

Melbourne impressionists were the first generation to train together in Australia’ and a number had 

been born in the colonies, including Rupert Bunny, David Davies, E. Phillips Fox, Frederick 

                                                      

152 Lurline Stuart, James Smith, p. 165. 

153 ibidem, p. 169. 

154 Sophie Osmond, “Art and Artists” Table Talk, Melbourne, 23 August 1889, p. 4. 

155 ibidem. 

156 Bernard Smith, "Art in Its Social Setting," in Constructiung a Culture: A People's History of Australia since 1788, 

Burgmann, V., & Lee, J. (Eds.) (McPhee Gribble/Penguin: Melbourne, 1988 ) p. 230. 
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McCubbin, Clara Southern and Arthur Streeton.157  They were of course joined by emigrants from 

the Great Britain, including Louis Abrahams, Charles Conder (via Sydney), Charles Douglas 

Richardson, Tom Roberts and Jane Sutherland. 

It would be remiss to conclude this section without mention of the work of three significant women 

artists, Jane Sutherland (1853-1928), Clara Southern (1861-1940) and Jane Price (1860-1948), all 

of whom painted with the Heidelberg School.  Although they have been largely overlooked by art 

historians (and critics at the time), each regularly painted with their male artist counterparts and, as 

well documented by Janet Mills, were an active part of the group and the discussions that ensued at 

the camps about painting practices.158  All three occupied studio spaces in Grosvenor Chambers, 

and Southern and Sutherland were members of the Buonarotti Club, suggesting that they were very 

much accepted as part of the ‘Melbourne art scene’ at the time.159 

 

2.22: Tom Roberts, (1856-1931), artist 
Mentone, 1888 

Medium: oil on wood panel 

Exhibited: 9” x 5” Impression Exhibition 1889 

Collection: National Gallery of Victoria 

                                                      

157 Melanie Eagle & John Jones, A Story of Australian Painting, (Sydney: Pan Macmillan Publishers 1994) p. 74. 

158 Janice Mills, “Mia: Missing in Art. Three Australian Women Artists: Their Work and Disappearance from Art History.” 

(Perth: BA (Hons) thesis, Curtin University, Perth 2017). 

159 Victoria Hammond and Juliet Peers, Completing the Picture: Women Artists and the Heidelberg Era (Hawthorn East 

(Vic): Art Moves, 3 March-28 April, 1992), p. 9. 
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The celebrated English arts historian, John Rothenstein, was later to write that the exhibition 

‘proclaimed the acceptance by the younger generation of Australian painters of a movement which 

was refreshing the jaded pictorial vision of the Anglo-Saxon world’.160 

Charterisville 

The 190 acre Eaglemont property Charterisville, with its single-storey mansion, coachhouse, 

cottages, stables and winery, played a part in Melbourne’s early art history and was the also closely 

associated with the Heidelberg School of Australian art. Acquired by John Fergusson and John 

Roberts in 1887, from 1890 to 1894 they let the south wing of the house to the impressionist painter, 

Walter Withers, initiating a 40-year association with the arts. [2.23] 

Withers and his family lived at Charterisville from 1890 to 1894 and sublet rooms to fellow artists 

Hal Waugh, Arthur Bassett, Fred Monteath, Thomas Humphrey and Leon Pole, later followed by 

Harry Recknall, cartoonist Heiner 'Ernest' Egersdorfer (Heinrich Egersdörfer) and Jack Gordon and 

still later by Will Dyson, James Quinn and Max Meldrum.161  

On the expiration of Wither’s lease in 1894, Emanuel Phillips Fox took over and, together with 

Tudor St George Tucker, ran Australia's first recognised summer school of art from 1893 to 1901, 

on Bourke Street.   

2.23: Walter Withers (1865-1915) artist 

Charterisville, near Eaglemont, 1890 

Medium: Oil on wood panel 

Collection: Janet Holmes à Court Collection 

                                                      

160 John Rothenstein, The Life and Death of Conder (London: Dent, 1938), p. 36 

161 Helen Topliss, The Artists' Camps: "Plein Air" Painting in Australia (Alphington (Vic): Hedley Australia Publications, 

1992), pp. 108-123. 
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2.24: John Shirlow (1869-1936) artist 

The Studio Chartersville, 1906 

Medium: pen and ink on paper 

 

Fox had, studied at the Gallery’s School of Design 

with McCubbin, Roberts, Longstaff and Mather and 

later both Fox and Tucker had studied at Académie 

Julian in Paris with both Longstaff and Withers.162 

As a result of their time in France, Fox and Tucker 

taught according to the French academic system and 

their students included Hugh Ramsay along with 

prominent women artists, Violet Teague, Mary 

Meyer and Ina Gregory. [2.25] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.25: Emanuel Phillips Fox, (1865-1915), artist 

Art Students, 1895 

(Melbourne Art School: Bourke Street) 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Collection: AGNSW (Acc. No. 7319) 
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Aside from the school, most of the buildings at Charterisville were occupied by artists of one sort 

or another.  In one cottage, F.S. Delmer, Professor of Music and Lecturer in English at the 

University of Melbourne, and Arthur Streeton “batched” with George Marshall-Hall, Director of 

the Conservatorium.163  In the colonial era homestead itself, some of the women students stayed 

‘but they did not cook for themselves or take care of the house, as a housekeeper, who also acted as 

a chaperone, was emoployed for such tasks.’164 

In the summer of 1897-98, Norman Lindsay, Lionel Lindsay and Ernest Moffitt spent some months 

living in the gardener's cottage. It was here that Lionel introduced Norman to the techniques of 

etching, possibly introduced to German B&W art by Heiner Egersdorfer, who was also staying 

there. 

Friendships made at Charterisville were strong, and 

when Ernest Moffitt died in 1899, his friend, Marshall 

Hall paid for a memorial volume of Moffitt’s work.165  

The resultant book, A Consideration of the Art of Ernest 

Moffitt, featured a woodcut title page by Norman 

Lindsay [2.26], etchings, drawings and woodcuts by 

Moffitt and text by Lionel Lindsay. 166   The book’s 

edition was limited to 200 copies, whereof 30 were 

reserved for sale in Great Britain and 20 in America and 

it is said to be first monograph by an Australian artist.167   

 

2.26: Norman Lindsay (1874-1961) artist 

Frontpiece (p.4) 

Collection: getty Americana 

(Downloaded: htpps: archive.org on 15/02/20) 

After Fox and Tucker left for Europe in 1902, the new tenants included cartoonists Alfred Vincent 

and Alex Sass and etcher John Shirlow, [2.24] watercolourist Alexander McClintock, pastellist Alf 

Fisher, sculptor W. Wallace Anderson, W. S. Wemyss and Frank Crozier.  
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Melbourne’s Bohemian Artist Clubs 

The Yorick Club, founded in 1868 by Marcus Clarke and a collection of literary men, had amongst 

its founders, John Joseph Shillinglaw owner of the Colonial Monthly Magazine and publisher of 

the Historical Records of Port Phillip. Shillinglaw was former secretary of both the VFAS and the 

VSFA.  Its original Rules of the Yorick Club 1868 reflected the great bohemian ideal and focus on 

the arts, the ‘Object of the Club’ as follows: 

The Yorick Club is established for the purpose of bringing together literary men and those 

connected with literature, art or science.168  

To the extent that Bohemianism then was best expressed by the visual artists – painters, cartoonists, 

sculptors and the like – it was in the hands of four small clubs that flourished between 1883 and 

1900: the Buonarotti Club, the Prehistoric Order of Cannibals, the Stray Leaves Club and the 

Ishmael Club.  Men who later were to be prominent within Australia’s art history were heavily 

involved in each of these.  

The first of these, named after Michelangelo, was the Buonarotti Club, founded during the boom 

years by the engraver, draughtsman and artist, Cyrus Mason, as a new Bohemian artistic, literary 

and musical society. Mason was a Yoricker and VAS member and had been one of the first 

illustrators of the Colonial Monthly, edited by his friend and Yorick founder, Marcus Clarke. The 

Buonarotti Club’s first formal meeting, held in May 1883 at Young and Jackson’s hotel, had a 

strong link to the Melbourne art world through one of its owners, the art collector Henry Figsby 

Young. The hotel, by one of those amazing coincidences of history, displayed a selection of Pacific 

Islands’ weaponry on the walls, a later feature of the MSC. 

Chronicler of these clubs, Stephen Mead, says in a La Trobe Journal article:  

The Buonarotti Club should be assessed as a professional artists’ organisation that utilised 

literature and music to build the group into a more comprehensive artistic institution 

distinct from other art and cultural societies of the period.  Although it was divided into 

three sections – artistic, literary and musical – its membership consisted primarily of men 

and women who aspired to be professional painters.169  

These professional painters included Frederick McCubbin, Tom Roberts, John Mather, John 

Longstaff, John Ford Patterson, Walter Withers and Alexander Colquhuon, all of whom were 

prominent in the VAS and later joined the MSC.  

                                                      

168  Rules of the Yorick Club 1968. Also referred to in: Thomas Carrington & David Watterson, "Yorick Club 

Reminiscences," The Yorick Club - Its Origin and Development: May 1868 to December 1910, ed. George  Bell 

(Melbourne: Atlas Press, 1911), p. 18. 

169 Stephen Mead, "The Search for Artistic Professionalism in Melbourne: The Activities of the Buonarotti Club, 1883 -

1887," La Trobe Journal 88, No. December 2011, p. 136. 
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Although their Honorary Secretary, G. Rodney Cherry, was later to proudly claim that ‘the 

Buonarotti Society was the centre of artistic activity in Melbourne’ he qualified this by his 

complaint that it ‘was eventually swamped by the indiscriminate inclusion of a number of young 

women, mostly students at the gallery who were admitted without any qualification owing to the 

misguided chivalry of some of the men.’170  This was an astonishing comment when one considers 

that he was one of these misguided men when, at the meeting on Saturday 20 October 1883, both 

he and John Longstaff moved “that ladies be admitted as honorary members in the Literary and 

Artistic branches of the Club”.171  One of the first women admitted was Jane Sutherland, elected in 

July 1884, shortly followed by others including Clara Southern, May Vale and Elizabeth Parsons.172 

The Buonarotti Club was a unique artistic entity by comparison with the VAS and other art societies 

established at this time, whose sole purpose was the study and exhibition of art.  Common 

membership of the Buonarotti Club may well have been influential in building relationships 

between Withers, Roberts, McCubbin and Abrahams leading to them painting together in plein air 

camps as the Heidelberg School of artists. 

At the meeting on Saturday 11 July 1885, the Rules of the Club stated the Objects of the Society 

shall be: ‘the cultivation and practice of Art, Literature and Music among its members’.173 

At the next meeting on 25 July 1885, after much discussion and some minor amendments, the Club 

adopted the proposed rules. 

The Buonarotti Club was very active and, when its Artistic Committee’ was formed in 1886, 

amongst its five members, three were to go on and become President of the Victorian Artists’ 

Society (viz. McCubbin, Roberts and Mather).  In addition to its fortnightly gatherings, 

‘Conversaziones’, with formally printed programmes, were scheduled three times a year, featuring 

acts by members and a members’ art exhibition.  The last minuted meeting took place on Tuesday, 

23 August 1887, when the artist John Longstaff and his wife were farewelled for England to take 

up the NGAS’s first travelling scholarship in 1887. 

In June 1889, Elizabeth Parsons and several other former Buonarotti members formed a sketching 

group in Melbourne known as the Stray Leaves. Described by the weekly social magazine, Table 

Talk, as ‘a valuable means of both amusement and cultivation’ the group included ‘many of the 
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leading artists and amateurs of Melbourne’.174  Amongst them were Arthur Boyd, C. Douglas 

Richardson, Tom Roberts, Arthur Streeton and Jane Sutherland. 

One of the earliest B&W clubs evolved in the early 1880s from artists working out of studios in the 

St. James Building on the corner of Collins and William Streets.175 Initially called the Butterfly and 

meeting out of Alec Sass’s studio, it became the Prehistoric Order of Cannibals or the Cannibal 

Club, largely comprising B&W artists, musicians and art students but also Max Meldrum and Tom 

Roberts.  It was to survive until 1896, shortly after making Tom Roberts an associate member. Its 

period of existence mirrored the depression following the land boom, when life was cheap for the 

young Bohemian artists but, despite the echo of savagery in its name, it appears to have had few 

other crossovers with the imminent MSC. B&W members of the club included Alek Sass, Hugh 

Dyson, Hugh Macrae (Splash), the Lindsays (Lionel, Percy and Norman), Harry Weston and Ernest 

Moffitt.176 Norman Lindsay’s book, A Curate in Bohemia, is loosely modelled on the Cannibal Club 

and describes the lifestyle of its artist members.177  

The last of the pure artist clubs to emerge around 1899 was the Ishmael Club, initiated by the author 

and journalist, Randolph Bedford, the Lindsay brothers, Lionel, Norman and Percy, and the Dyson 

brothers, Edward and Will. 178 Along with their band of Bohemian journalists, artists and musicians, 

they first started meeting socially upstairs at Fasoli's Cafe in Lonsdale Street each Wednesday 

evening, where they ‘drank copious glasses of red wine, staged satirical plays, sang and read 

poetry’.179  

                                                      

174 Anon, Table Talk, Melbourne, 28 June 1889, p. 3. 

175 William Moore, Studio Sketches: Glimpses of Melbourne Studio Life (Melbourne: W. Moore, 1906 ), p. 76. 

176 Vane Lindesay, Drawing from Life. A History of the Black and White Artists Club, first ed. (Sydney: The State Library 
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177 Norman Lindsay, A Curate in Bohemia, 1981 ed. (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1913). 
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The Ishmael Club, conceived by Bedford as a republican dining and debating society, featured 

printed rules, which vested control of business in a Joss, two vice-Josses and a Medicine Man.  An 

idea of the Club appears in the club's only newsletter, a pamphlet called The Waddy.  [2.27] Within 

the pamphlet, there are Will Dyson sketches and a number 

of references in articles to various VAS artists, many of 

whom were to go on to become a member of the newly-

formed MSC.180 These included Will Dyson, Hal Waugh, 

John Mather, Alexander Colquhoun, Walter Withers, John 

Ford Paterson and Frederick McCubbin.  Its members 

considered themselves bohemian as referred to in a poem 

about the club by Louis Esson: ‘Bohemian hearts they 

thrill and throb / with mateship, music, mirth / Stragglers, 

they've left the driven mob / from ends all of the Earth’.181  

2.27: The Waddy Vol 1. No. 1 

The Waddy (cover) 1906 

Collection: SLV-rl0060-008-0000 
 

The following photo [2.28] shows the ten members of the Ishmael Club, at the centre of which is 

their wooden mascot - a joss, carved from Baltic pine by Norman Lindsay. 182  

The Ishmaels fragmented during 1901 as its members’ careers advanced and the early Twentieth 

Century saw many of the artists travel abroad to Britain and Europe in search of greater 

opportunities.  Others that stayed behind in Melbourne were mostly to join or frequent the Savage 

and Yorick Clubs.  Their legacy was to establish an Upper Bohemian lifestyle and a culture that 

fostered higher levels of creativity within its members that would later lead many of them to achieve 

influential positions within Australian cultural life.183   

                                                      

180  Club Secretary, Minute Book: 1894-1902, Savage Archives, Melbourne. 1895. 

181 Ishmael Club, The Waddy, Vol 1 No. 1, Ishamael Club, Melbourne, 1900. 
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of the country’ and described in: Burt Glinn, “New York’s spreading Upper Bohemia”, Esquire Classic (pp. 46-54), 

Hearst Media Group, New York, 1 July 1957, p. 47. 
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2.28: The Ishmael Club (1899) 

Medium: albumen silver photographic print mounted on cardboard 

Collection: State Library of Victoria Acc. No: H2014.974 

Grosvenor Chambers and Other Studios 

Grosvenor Chambers 

It was not just the inner Melbourne location of the VAS, the art schools and the bohemian artists 

clubs that made Melbourne’s ‘art scene’ so rich but the propensity of arists to locate their studios 

in the CBD.  A striking manifestation of this was the  decision of Scottish-born, painter and 

decorator, Charles Stewart Paterson, to contruct purpose built artist studios at the top end of Collins 

Street.  Paterson was a successful businessman (Paterson Bros.) and a serious art collector, with one 

brother, John Ford Paterson, to become President of the VAS and another, Hugh, to become a 

Chairman of the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board (CAAB). 

Paterson celebrated the opening of Grosvenor Chambers at 9 Collins Street with a ‘Smoke Concert’ 

to which most of Melbourne’s established artists were invited.184 In their reviews of the event, 

Melbourne’s press glowingly described the features of the building at length, with one reviewer 

applauding ‘Mr. Paterson on having erected so handsome a habitation for High Art in Melbourne’ 
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and another predicting that it was ‘destined to become the birthplace of many works of art’. 185  

Early VAS member artists to occupy studios were en plein air artists, Streeton, Roberts, McCubbin, 

Clara Southern and Jane Sutherland, James C. Waite, Percival Ball, George Walton and (briefly), 

Phil May.186  Grosvenor Chambers was to act however as more than merely sudio space with some 

artists creating salons for entertaining patrons, fellow artists and friends and becoming defacto 

venues for ‘smoke concerts’.  Signifcant meetings of early art associations were held there, 

including the VAS, prior to the completion of its building in 1892, the Melbourne Society of 

Women Painters and Sculptors (MSWPS) and much later the CAS, after Georges and Mirka Mora 

took up residence. 

Other Melbourne Artists’ Studios 

By the end of the nineteenth century, most of Melbourne’s professional artists were working from 

city studios, with the 1900 edition of Sands & McDougall’s directory, listing 120 studios of ‘artists 

and portrait painters’, nearly 100 of which were city studios.187  One third of VAS exhibiting artist 

members had their studios in this section of Collins Street alone.188  

There were a number of non-purpose-built city buildings which, over the late 1880s through to the 

mid-1900s, housed studios of multiple artists, including: i) the Austral Building,  (115-119 Collins 

Street), which had Mary Cecil Allen, Archibald and Amelie Colquhoun, Gordon Coutts, Constance 

Jenkins, John Mather, Ada Plante, Louis B. Riggall, Isabel Tweddle and Leslie Wilkie; ii) the St. 

James Building (504 Lt. Collins Street), which had Norman Carter, Hal Gye, Lionel and Norman 

Lindsay, David Low,  Ambrose Patterson, Alek Sass and later, Nutter Buzacott, Noel Counihan, 

Aileen Dent, Roy Dalgano, Jock Frater (briefly), Adrian Lawlor and David Strachan; iii) the 

Stalbridge Chambers (435-443 Lit. Collins Street) hosted Christina Asquith Baker, George Bell, 

George Coates, Janet Cumbrae-Stewart, Norman Mcgeorge and Leslie Wilkie; iv) Temple Court 

(422 Collins Street) which had A.M.E. Bail, Jessie Traill and Dora Wilson; and, finally, v) Oxford 

Chambers (473-481 Bourke Street) who had Walter Withers, M. J. McNally and May Vale. 

                                                      

185 “A Successful Artist. Grosvenor Chambers”, Table Talk, Melbourne, 27 April 1888, p. 12; “The Grosvenor Chambers 

Building in Collins Street”, The Argus, Melbourne, 26 April 1888, p. 8; “A Successful Artist. Mr. C. S. Paterson”, Table 

Talk, Melbourne, 27 April 1988, p. 12; Iris, “Private View at a Melbourne Studio” The Leader, Melbourne, 28 April 1888, 

p. 7. 

186 Alex Taylor, Perils of the Studio: Inside the Artistic Affairs of Bohemian Melbourne (Melbourne: Australian Scholarly 

Publishing, 2007), p. 16. 

187  “Professional and Trades”, Sands & McDougall’s Melbourne and suburban directory, (Melbourne: Sands & 

McDougall, 1900), p. 1305. 

188 Anne Sanders, Less than Six Degrees of Separation, Lecture, 28 May 2011, National Portrait Gallery, Canberra, 2001. 
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Exhibition of Australian Art in London 

In 1898, an Exhibition of Australian Art in London was held 

at the Grafton Gallery, generously sponsored by Sydney 

philanthropist Dame Eadith Campbell Walker and 

organised by the Trustees of the National Art Gallery of 

New South Wales. 189  Although the 63-page catalogue 

makes specific mention of the participation from the 

Trustees of both the National Art Gallery of South Australia 

and the National Art Gallery of New South Wales 

(NAGNSW), together with works from both the ASNSW 

and the SoA (Sydney), it makes no mention of either the  

NGV or the VAS. [2.29] 

 

2.29: Catalogue cover for London Exhibition  

Exhibition of Australian Art in London 1898 

Grafton Galleries (London) 

Notwithstanding, the 371 works listed featured nearly two dozen Victorian artists, albeit that many 

of these were also members of the ASNSW in addition to their membership of the VAS.  The VAS 

artists comprised (Miss) Asquith Baker, Arthur Merric Boyd and his wife Emma Minnie Boyd, 

Bernard Hall, Stewart Handasyde, (Miss) M. Hoile, Tom Humphrey, J. Llewellyn Jones, John 

Longstaff, Arthur Loureiro, John Mather, Frederick McCubbin, (Miss) Letitia Christina Mitchell*, 

John Ford Paterson, Frederick Quinn*,  Ellis Rowan, Tom Roberts*, J. H. Scheltema, Arthur 

Streeton*, Jane Sutherland, (Mrs) Whiting and Walter Withers.190  Nearly a third of the Victorian 

painters exhibiting were women, a proportion reflected in the whole show where 42 women artists 

were represented.  This was significant, not only at the time but subsequently as ‘would never again 

be represented in such numbers in the following major surveys of Australian art in London’.191 

The exhibition, although mostly comprising works of Australian artists executed in Australia, also 

included the works of foreign artists visiting Australia, such as the Heidelberg School artist, Charles 

Conder and Australian artists working abroad, such as Arthur Streeton. Overall, there were 45 works 

by Australian artists, living and working in London. 

                                                      

189 Grafton Gallery & Trustees of the National Art Gallery of New South Wales, Exhibition of Australian Art in London 

(London: Trustees of the National Art Gallery of New South Wales, 2 April-3 September 1898); George Galway, Fifty 

Years of Australian Art by members of the Royal Art Society,, 1879-1929 (Sydney: Royal Art Society Press, 1929). 

190 * James Quinn listed his address as Paris, Tom Roberts listed his address as care of the Society of Artists, Sydney and 

both Tatia Mitchell and Arthur Streeton listed their addresses as London. 

191 Petrit Abizi, “The Exhibition and Reception of Australian Art in London in the Nineteenth Century” (University of 

Melbourne, Master of Art Craftsmanship thesis, 2014), p. 37. 
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Petrit Abazi has undertaken an analysis of reviews in the UK newspapers and journal articles and 

concluded that ‘the exhibition enjoyed sincere, if unanticipated, succès d’estime’.192 One social and 

literary weekly periodical had this to say:  

There is no escape from the admission that the London Art World has had a surprise in 

the strength and finish of the Australian painting. Just when studio visiting was at its 

height, the Royal Academy cellars congested with thousands of canvases, only hundreds 

of which could be accepted, it seemed like treachery to praise the Colonial Exhibition. 

Yet justice demanded praise, even stinted by prejudice and not a little jealousy.193 

The 1898 Exhibition of Australian Art was an important event as it represented the first opportunity 

for many of the participating artists to showcase their work on the world stage and to exhibit the 

diversity of Australia’s art production to a London audience. The exhibition featured 215 oil 

paintings, ninety-five watercolours, fifty-two drawings and nine plaster sculptures by 114 artists, a 

third of whom were women.  

Conclusion 

The last decades of the nineteenth century saw Melbourne’s population increasingly engaged in art 

with fine art exhibitions drawing large crowds.  In addition to its new National Gallery, Victorians 

were the beneficiary of major exhibitions in their new Exhibition Building.  These were both 

National and International and they featured major works from the leading artist societies in Britain 

as well as works from some major commercial galleries such as London’s Grosvenor Gallery. 

This was also a time of building the NGV collection yet the Trustee’s eyes remained firmly fixed 

on London as a source, largely ignoring the emerging graduates from their own art school.  Despite 

offering a travelling scholarship to their brightest to continue their studies in London and Paris, the 

Gallery overlooked the locally painted winning works, preferring to have the winner return from 

overseas with a painted copy of a European Master.  The formation of the VAS was timely as it 

presented a united voice for local artists to lobby government for more support for local talent. 

The artists that did travel to Europe however started to question the rigid teaching structure of the 

local art school’s leadership, firstly under von Guérard, and later Follingsby, whose teaching 

methods, largely imported from Europe, involved copying of plaster casts and Old Masters and 

advocated studio painting.   

It was during this time that the Heidelberg School pioneered en plein air painting of the Australian 

bush and familiar subjects. Other like-minded returning artists such as E. Philips Fox and Tudor St 

George Tucker established the Melbourne School of Art, based on French academic practices; 

                                                      

192 ibidem, p. 40. 

193 Cheltenham Looker-on, Gloucestershire, England, 1898, p. 347.  Cited in: ibidem. 
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which they conducted as an outdoor summer school at Charterisville, Eaglemont.  Other artists 

associated with Charterisville were Will Dyson, Jack Gordon, Heiner 'Ernest' Egersdorfer 

(cartoonist), Lionel Lindsay, Norman Lindsay Max Meldrum, Ernest Moffitt, James Quinn, Harry 

Recknall and Walter Withers. 

There was a close-knitness amongst Melbourne’s small art community at the time and most artists 

chose to set up studios in close proximity within the CBD, often congregating in common buildings, 

such as the purpose-built Grosvenor Chambers. They also socialised together in loose clubs, sharing 

the company of other artists, poets, musicians and dillentante patrons. We also saw a sophisticated 

group of local collectors developing who served as patrons to the emerging artists.  Passionate and 

informed collectors, such as Prof Baldwin Spencer, Theo Fink and Mdme. Pfsud, backed the young 

artists who were breaking away from the rigidness of the Gallery School, notwithstanding the fact 

that the Galley itself still focussed on British art in its collection. 

In the closing decades of the nineteenth century there were an increasing number of female 

graduates emerging from Melbourne’s art schools; women who were serious in their ambition to be 

artists in their own right rather than merely pursuing art as a genteel Victorian hobby.   These women 

constituted a significant proportion of the membership of the VAS and featured strongly in the 

Society’s annual exhibitions. Women such as Jane Sutherland and Clara Southern demanded 

treatment as equals, yet the VAS was consistent with most other colonial organisations and had no 

female representation on its governing Council.  Despite this, the VAS, from its inception, attracted 

the Colony’s leading artists, both professional and amateur, and its annual exhibitions were the 

primary vehicle for sale and promotion of the colony’s local artworks. 

The growing number of NGAS graduates heading to Euope at the end of the nineteenth century to 

further their careers, coupled with the success of the Exhibition of Australian Art in London, had 

the effect back in Australia of ‘a general uplift to Australian art’.194 

                                                      

194 George Galway, Fifty years of Australian art by members of the Royal Art Society, 1879-1929 [Cat], (Sydney: Royal 

Art Society Press, 1929), p. 11. 
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CHAPTER III  EUROPE AND EXPOSURE TO MODERNISM (1900-1930) 

When Melbourne entered the twentieth century, it was as an established world city and ‘the third 

most populous city of the [British] Empire’.1  In the preceding decades, it had played host to major 

national and International expositions, bringing out art collections from England and Europe as well 

as featuring exhibitions from Melbourne’s artists.  Invariably the VAS was instrumental in the 

curation of these exhibitions and, by the end of the nineteenth century, with its handsome galleries 

had established itself as Australia’s foremost exhibiting society.  

By this stage, the first graduates had emerged from the NGAS and the WMC and a number of these 

artists had travelled to Europe to further their studies. Those who returned bought back techniques 

from London and Paris art schools, leading to the privately initiated Melbourne Art School of Tudor 

St George Tucker and Emanuel Phillips Fox, offering aspiring art students, tuition options for the 

first time.  Locally trained artists were beginning to make their mark and a number of gallery and 

art suppliers had established selling both local and European art as well as engravings and etchings 

from such Masters as Dürer, Rembrandt and Zorn.  With its exhibiting galleries, the VAS was in a 

strong position as an institution to be the focus for Melbourne’s art community at a time when 

Melbourne, increasingly engaged with Europe, still regarded England as the the home country for 

many artists. 

The Victorian Artists’ Society  

At a Council meeting in early 1902, a letter was tabled from the Secretary of the British Colonial 

Art Exhibition proposing members should forward pictures.  Although the Society proposed, as a 

body, it should act on the invitation, it simultaneously contacted members and invited them to 

submit directly if they wished to do so.  At the same meeting it was also suggested an ‘art and craft 

section of the Society be formed for the promotion of applied art’.2  Although the Society rejected 

this proposal, it suggested artists interested in ‘applied art’ be encouraged to join the Society and it 

would support them by granting them an exhibition. 

The early VAS showed a preparedness to support the exhibitions of outside bodies such as the 

Australian Federal International Exhibition proposed for the Exhibition Buildings when it resolved 

to time this to coincide with their annual Summer Exhibition. There were also strong links with the 

Gallery School, further strengthened when the 1902 AGM voted their ‘drawing master’, Frederick 

McCubbin, in as President to replace the outgoing President, John Ford Paterson.   

                                                      

1 Asa Briggs, “Melbourne, a Victorian Community Overseas”, Victorian Cities, Chapt. 7, (Berkley, Ca: University of 

California Press, 1993), pp. 277-278. 

2 Minutes of the Council meeting held 13 February 1902, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 13th February, 1902 - 

8th December, 1908, MS 7593, Box 555/4 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne. 1902 



[1900-1930] 

 

92 

By this stage, various other outside bodies such as the Amateur Photographic Association of 

Victoria (APAV) were increasingly making use of the Society’s premises, for exhibitions, musical 

events and play performances.  At the same time, the Society was supporting the exhibitions of 

similar societies in Sydney, Adelaide, Brisbane, Launceston, Ballarat and Hamilton as well as 

‘International Exhibitions’ in Christchurch and Auckland, applying for allocation of space and 

encouraging their members to submit works, plus accepting works from interstate artists for its own 

exhibitions.   As an illustration of the high esteem these other societies held for the VAS, the New 

Zealand International Exhibition offered fifty lineal feet of hanging space to the Society.  In short, 

the VAS could choose what outside activities they would support and could afford the luxury of not 

having to automatically support outside exhibitions that they felt would not benefit their members’ 

interests. When the organiser of the Australian Exhibition to be held in the Exhibition Buildings 

invited the Society to send a ‘celebration of pictures’, the Society declined the offer.3  

The high regard in which the APAV and other exhibiting socities regarded the VAS galleries as an 

exhibiting space is best illustrated by the following articles included on the APAV website: 

The promises of support given by members and friends to make the forthcoming 

Photographic Art Exhibition, to be held in February next, a success, have been accorded 

in a whole-hearted manner. The venue (the galleries of the Victorian Artists Society) is 

specially favorable [sic].4 

The amateur photographic exhibition which will be opened at Melbourne by Sir John 

Madden this afternoon seems to be creating a great deal of attention amongst artists. The 

exhibition, which will be held at the Victorian Artists Galleries, is being conducted under 

the auspices of the Amateur Photographic Association of Victoria. Over 700 exhibits, 

which come from England, Scotland and South Africa, as well as from Australasia, have 

been received and many of them are of a high standard of work.5 

The VAS Council continued to offer a range of activities to its membership and, in 1905, resolved 

to establish a ‘sketch club’ within the Society and to promote the club amongst its membership.   

The erratic attendance at the life classes was an ongoing worry however, and, rather than 

discontinue them for a period, it was decided to promote them to the general public in the press.6  

This publicity had an unintentional outcome however and, at the next meeting, the Society recorded 

a letter from the Women’s Temperance Union asking the Council to ‘use its influence to abolish 

                                                      

3 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 8 August 1906, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 13th February, 1902 - 8th 

December, 1908, MS 7593, Box 555/4 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne. 

4 “Amateur Photographic Association of Victoria”, The Australasian Photographic Review, 21 November 1904, p. 436. 

5 The Ballarat Star, Ballarat (Vic), 20 February 1905, p. 2. 

6 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 31 October 1907, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 13th February, 1902 - 

8th December, 1908, MS 7593, Box 555/4 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne. 
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the use of nude models in painting and sculpture’.  The Society responded by advising the Union 

that ‘the Society would do everything in their power to discourage anything approaching indecency 

in painting or sculpture’, notwithstanding the fact that they did not regard what they were doing as 

constituting indecency.7  Lay Council member, Robert Croll, recounted that one evening at the life 

class, ‘the model sitting in the ‘altogether’ had a well-shaped body but a particularly plain face’, 

prompting Scottish-born Council member, John Ford Patterson, pausing at the back of the student 

and critically regarding first the sitter and then the drawing, fired off in his rich Doric: “No, no! It’ll 

no do! Too dahmed much like the model”.8 

The Society received invitations to exhibit at the annual exhibitions of the West Australian and 

Queensland Art Societies and the AGM in 1914 reported how the Federal Government had invited 

the VAS to select and send a selection of member’s artworks featuring Victorian scenery to San 

Francisco for an international exhibition to celebrate the opening of the Panama Canal.9  The 

undertaking was a success and the VAS received a number of awards for their member’s 

contributions to the Panama-Pacific International Exposition, with the American President 

personally sending a cable of congratulations to Australia’s Governor-General.10 

At around this time, the Society resolved to make space available for the Conservatorium of Music, 

setting in place arrangements that did not interfere with the annual Summer and Winter Exhibitions, 

an objective not always achieved. 

The VAS Exhibition Program in the Early 1900s 

The January 1900 Annual Exhibition catalogue was the first catalogue illustrated by photo 

reproductions.  It featured 96 oils, 33 watercolours and 24 pen and ink works by 60 artists, the 

majority (36) of which were women.  Significantly, for the first time, the Society listed a woman 

member on its Council; Jane Sutherland, an artist who had accompanied the Heidelberg School on 

many of their en plein air excursions to the countryside.11  A second Annual Exhibition was held 

later that year at the Old Court Studio, next to the Melbourne Town Hall and the Catalogue of the 

Annual Exhibition lists 76 works by 39 artists, the majority (22) again of which were women.  

                                                      

7 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 12 December 1907, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 13th February, 1902 

- 8th December, 1908, MS 7593, Box 555/4 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne. 

8 Robert Henderson Croll, I Recall: Collections and Recollections (Melbourne: Robertson & Mullens, 1939), pp. 42-43. 
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Book, 9th February, 1909 - 7th August, 1917, MS 7593, Box 556/1 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne. 

10 Refer July 1915 letter from C.K. Harrison giving list of awards, & “Panama Exhibition Message from President Wilson.” 

The Argus, 15 March 1915, p. 10. 

11 Victorian Artists’ Society, Annual Exhibition [Catalogue], January 1900, VAS File No. 4. 1900, 1901, 1902, 1903 & 
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Surprisingly however, although listed as an exhibitor, Jane Sutherland’s name did not appear again 

as a Councillor.12 

The 13 July 1901 Catalogue of the Annual Exhibition lists Mrs Theo. Anderson, Miss Clare 

Southern and Miss Violet Teague as Councillors. It featured 159 oils, 70 watercolours, 35 etchings 

and pen and ink works plus 16 works in other categories, including a statue by C. Douglas 

Richardson, which the artist priced at £800.  In all, works by 102 artists were featured, including 30 

women, yet there were no artists listed from interstate societies.  Advertisements within the 

catalogue listed private ‘art schools’ run by Society members, Miss Portia Geach, Theo. Brooke-

Hansen, C. Douglas Richardson, Mrs. W. J. [Theo.] Anderson and Miss Margaret Baskerville.  The 

advertisement by the ‘Academy of Art studios’ (Principal, Miss Portia Geach) boasted ‘students 

prepared for Royal Academy School, London’, still the hallmark of a successful painter.13 

The July 1902 Annual Exhibition was large and comprised 320 works in the categories oils, water 

colours, B&W and sculpture.  It also featured advertisements for the Society’s ‘Life Classes’ and 

for numerous private ‘art schools’ run by Society members.  These included, John Mather’s ‘Austral 

Art School’, Theo. Brooke-Hansen’s ‘Victorian School of Art’, C. Douglas Richardson’s ‘Yarra 

Studios’, Norman St. C. Carter and Miss Margaret Baskerville and for the commercial galleries of 

Robertson & Moffat, D. Bernard & Co. and Cole’s Fine Art Galleries.  

The 9 July 1903 Winter Exhibition featured 241 works and, in the listing of the Members of Council, 

it had dropped the prefix ‘Miss’ from the three female Councillors, May Vale, Clara Southern and 

Violet Teague, indicating a refreshing advance for the times.  In the following year, the 4 July 1904 

Winter Exhibition featured 219 works and included good quality photographs and even some poems. 

In the catalogue listing of the Members of Council, it listed four female Councillors, May Vale, 

Clara Southern, E. M. (Jo) Sweatman and Violet Teague.  The election of these women to Council, 

distinguished the VAS from most of the organisations of the time, as it was an era when the majority 

of sporting and other bodies either did not admit women or classified them as associates. 

The 1905 Winter Exhibition at Albert Street featured 286 works, ranging in price from a Guinea. 

The Pioneer by Frederick McCubbin was listed at £367-10-0 and a work by Blamire Young priced 

at £441-0-0.  The highest priced work of the 47 women artists was £21-0-0 for a work by Florence 

Fuller, a marked disparity from the established male artists.  The catalogue, with the front cover 

artwork by Ruby Lind (sister of Lionel, Percy and Norman Lindsay and wife of Will Dyson), was 

a special edition containing an essay on the development of both the National Gallery and the VAS 

                                                      

12 Victorian Artists’ Society, Victorian Artists’ Society’s Annual Exhibition [Catalogue], November 5 1900, VAS File 
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itself.14  In that year, ex-Gallery School students, Josephine Muntz-Adams, Clara Southern, Jo 

Sweatman and May Vale, were on all Council and half of the exhibiting artists at the were women. 

The NGAS itself welcomed women and the number of women students was often on a par with 

men.15 

These women artists, exhibiting with the VAS, not only represented the first generation of 

Australia’s academically-trained women artists but their increasing representation on the Society 

Council, assured that they were given a voice and very much treated as equals. 

Advertisements within the VSA’s catalogues were consistent with its raison d’être, as even the 

artwork of sponsors was executed by the Society’s more popular B&W artist members.. Some 

examples of these advertisments, (including one in colour), appeared in the July 1904 Victorian 

Artists’ Society Exhibition Catalogueare shown on the following page. [3.2] 

 

 

 

3.1a: Catalogue Advertisements prepared by VAS Artists 

4 July 1904 Victorian Artists’ Society Exhibition Catalogue 

Percy Lindsay, “Rasawette Tea”, p. 2  

John Shirlow, “Van Houten’s Cocoa”, p. 10 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

14  William Moore, “The National Gallery’, Vic. Artists’ Soc. Winter Exhibition [Catalogue], Victorian Artists’ 

Society/Atlas Press Artist Printers, Melbourne, 1905, pp. 4-9. 

15 Janine Burke, "Art and Amnesia: The Gallery School and the Fate of Women Artists," Art150  (19 September 2017. 

Victoria Hammond and Juliet Peers. Completing the Picture: Women artists and the Heidelberg era, Heide Park and Art 
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3.2b: Catalogue Advertisements prepared by VAS Artists 

4 July 1904 Victorian Artists’ Society Exhibition Catalogue 

Blamire Young, “Swallow & Ariell’s”, p. 14  

A. Colquhoun, “Holland’s Hair Restorer”, back cover 

The 1906 Annual Exhibition at Albert Street featured 

319 works, 71 by women artists, whilst the following 

year’s annual exhibition comprised 324 works in the 

categories oils, water colours, black and white and 

sculpture. 16   The profile of the Society’s women 

artists was increasing and the 1908 Annual 

Exhibition featured 427 artworks in the categories of 

oils, watercolours, B&W and sculpture.  It contained 

works by 76 women artists, including accomplished 

artists Portia Geach, Ruby Lindsay, Jo Sweatman, 

Janet Cumbrae Stewart, Clara Southern, Jane 

Sutherland, Violet Teague, Jessie Traill, Isabel 

Tweddle and Dora Wilson.  All exhibitors were from 

Melbourne with many giving the addresses of their 

city studios.17 

3.3: Ruby Lind (1885-1919) artist 

Victorian Artists’ Society Winter Exhibition, 1907 

[Catalogue front cover] 
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The 1909 Winter Exhibition comprised 419 works, 276 by VAS members and a further 43 works 

from the Society’s South Australian counterparts, the Adelaide Society of Arts and the South 

Australian Art Society.  The works from South Australia were displayed apart on the West Wall of 

the South Gallery and included paintings by both Will Ashton and Hans Heyson.18 

Societies were also becoming active in other states and the VAS received invitations from the 

Adelaide Society of Arts, the South Australian Art Society and the Queensland Art Society to 

submit works to their forthcoming exhibitions.19  Whilst the Society supported these interstate 

cultural exchanges, it determined that members should be encouraged to submit individually rather 

than the Society send works as a body. 

At the time, there were a number of Melbourne artists living and working in London and the VAS 

proposed to invite them to contribute works to their annual exhibitions back.20  McCubbin wrote 

informally to Tom Roberts in London and reported that the proposal was well received. The Council 

resolved to obtain estimates for packing and shipping a collection back to Australia.  London-based 

artists invited were George Coates, Emanuel Phillips Fox, George Lambert, John Longstaff, 

Bertram Mackennal, Max Meldrum, Harold Parker, James Quinn, Arthur Streeton and Tom Roberts.  

Through Roberts and Streeton, the Society’s Council invited them to set up a committee in London 

promising they would allocate a wall 50ft by 9ft for displaying the collection.  The next meeting 

resolved to ask the Trustees of the NGV to provide space to display the exhibition.21 

The proposal had its opponents however and the Secretary of the Royal Art Society of New South 

Wales (RASNSW) wrote to the VAS asking for cooperation for a duty on artworks imported into 

Australia.  The requested cooperation was not to prove forthcoming as there were opponents within 

the ranks of the VAS.  At the next AGM, a proposal opposing the Society using its funds to bring 

out pictures from Australian artists abroad for the exhibition was put and lost, despite the proposal 

having been passed at the previous AGM.22 

Federal Recognition 

In January 1911, the Postmaster-General's Department launched a stamp design competition to 

replace the stamps of the individual states used since Federation.  The competition attracted 1051 

                                                      

18  Victorian Artists’ Society, Winter Exhibition 1909 Catalog, 1909. VAS File No. 5. 1905, 1906, 1907, 1908 & 1909. 

19Victorian Artists Society Records, “Minutes of the Council Meetings held 20 April, 13 July and 14 September 1909”, 
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20 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 2 March 1910, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 9th February, 1909 - 7th 

August, 1917, MS 7593, Box 556/1 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne, 1910. 

21 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 8 March 1910, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 9th February, 1909 - 7th 
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22 Minutes of the Annual General Meeting held 31 October 1910, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 9th February, 
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designs by 533 entrants; however, the winning entrant by Victorian artist, Hermann Altmann, did 

not meet the approval of the newly appointed Postmaster-General, Charles Frazer. Frazer rejected 

Altmann’s design, describing it to Parliament as "execrable" and approached the VAS asking it to 

nominate an artist who may be suitable for the design of Commonwealth postage stamps, prompting 

the Society to have a ballot within its membership to identify the artist.  Consequently, the VAS 

commissioned local watercolour artist, Blamire Young, who began working on the design.23  

Frazer embraced Young’s design [3.3], featuring a kangaroo and a map 

of Australia, and publicly hinted to the press:  

If a picturesque stamp can be provided in which an outline of 

Australia is featured, I am certainly favourably inclined towards it.24   

 

3.4: Blamire Young (1862-1935) artist 

Kangaroo and Map stamp design, 1912 

The Commonwealth adopted Young’s design and it remained in use until 1948.25 

The Society was particularly active at this time: in early 1911, it re-established the monthly VAS 

Journal, and, with the outbreak of the First World War, was supportive of the war effort, with 

younger male members enlisting and women members taking a more active role on Council. 26      

The Hanging Committee for the 1915 exhibition included Violet Teague, Dora Sutherland and Jo 

Sweatman and proceeds were to go to the ‘Belgium Relief Fund’.  Minutes show that other activities 

also took place in support of the war effort, including a mixed ‘Smoke Night’ scheduled for May 

15 (a major breakaway from the traditional male event). 

The Melbourne Conservatorium of Music  

In 1900 the VAS resolved to make space available for the Melbourne Conservatorium of Music, 

setting arrangements in place a sharing arrangement designed to not interfere with the Society’s 

annual Sumer and Winter Exhibitions.27 In 1917, cognisant of the Society’s financial position, 

Madame Melba wrote to the VAS and, offered at her expense, to renovate the interior of the building 

and suggested a colour-scheme which she thought would be appropriate.  The Council resolved to 

accept Melba’s offer however to leave the question of the colour scheme to a Committee established 

                                                      

23 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 14 November 1911, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 9th February, 1909 

- 7th August, 1917, MS 7593, Box 556/1 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne, 1911. 

24 Charles Frazer. Cited in: Lynne Buckler Walsh, “the “discredited” 1913 kangaroo stamp” now and then, (Canberra: 

National Library of Australia, 2013), posted April 18, 2013. https://lynnwalsh.wordpress.com/2013/04/18/the-

discredited-1913-kangaroo-stamp/  Accessed 12 August 2020. 

25 Blamire Young, Letter (& account) to the Post Master General of Australia, 11 April 1912. 

26 Moved Robert Croll, Seconded Walter Withers, “Minutes of the Council Meeting held March 1913”, Victorian Artists’ 

Society Minute Book, 9th February, 1909 - 7th August, 1917, MS 7593, Box 556/1 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, 

Melbourne., 1913. 

27 This proved an objective not always achieved. 

https://lynnwalsh.wordpress.com/2013/04/18/the-discredited-1913-kangaroo-stamp/
https://lynnwalsh.wordpress.com/2013/04/18/the-discredited-1913-kangaroo-stamp/
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for that purpose and reporting to a Special Council Meeting.28  The meeting proposed an alternative 

colour scheme, which they conveyed to the Conservatorium together with a proposal for increased 

rental.29  

The Australian Art Association (1912-1933) 

In 1912, following a stormy AGM of the VAS, in a repeat of what had occurred back in 1886, a 

group of high-profile professional artists unhappy with the influence of amateur artists within the 

Society, broke away to form the Australian Art Association (AArtA) and issued the Society an 

invitation to attend their first exhibition.30 

The eight founding members comprised: Edward Officer, Frederick McCubbin, Alexander 

McClintock, John Mather, Ambrose Paterson and Walter Withers, later joined by Clewin Harcourt 

and Max Meldrum.31  The majority of the founders were also Savage Club members and the 

Association boasted a distinguished membership, embracing prominent interstate artists such as 

Julian Ashton, Elioth Gruner, Margaret Preston and Sydney Ure Smith and former VAS Council 

members, Jo Sweatman, Leslie Wilkie and Dora Wilson.  Many of the artists, who exhibited with 

the group were pioneering modernists, including Mary C. Allen, George Bell, William (Jock) Frater, 

Vida Lahey, Thea Proctor and Margaret Preston. 

The AArtA quickly established its own rules based around their prime raison d’être, being the 

holding of exhibitions.  These included the prescription that ‘all oil paintings sent to exhibitions 

must be in gilt frames’ [Rule 8.] and ‘all members are entitled to an equal amount of wall space’ 

[Rule 10.].32  

The Foreword to their last exhibition catalogue however makes more altruistic claims that: 

The main objective of the A.A.A. is not the pushing of the sale of pictures, but the 

production and exhibition of such works as will tend to promote a general interest and 

understanding in matters of art’33 

                                                      

28 Melba, Nellie, Letter mentioned in the Minutes of the Council Meeting held 3 April 1917.  The Committee to determine 

the colour scheme consisted of Messrs. C. D. Richardson, H. B. Harrison, A. E. Newbury, Misses Bale and Sweatman, 

plus the President, Treasurer and ex officio Secretary. 

29 Minutes of the Special Council Meeting held 16 April 1917, A. E. Newbury and Jo Sweatman Victorian Artists’ Society 

Minute Book, 9 February, 1909 - 7 August, 1917, MS 7593, Box 556/1 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne., 

1917. 

30 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 8 April 1913, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book, 9th February, 1909 - 7th 

August, 1917, MS 7593, Box 556/1 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, Melbourne, 1913. 

31 Joyce McGrath, "The Australian Art Association, 1912-1933", Appendix 1, (Advanced Librarianship Special Study, 

RMIT), October 1974. 

32 Rules for the Conduct of the Association. SLV AAA file 1188142. 

33 Australian Art Association, Catalogue with a Forew0rd: November 1933, Athenaeum Gallery, 1933 SLV AAA file 

1188142, 1933.  
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AArtA Exhibitions were first held in the Melbourne Athenæum Hall (1913), and then the Fine Arts 

Galleries, Seddon Galleries and finally back to the Athenæum Gallery (1933).34    

 

3.5:  Mervyn Napier Waller (1891-1932), artist 

AAAn Catalogue Catalogue September 1923 

Source: Archives of the AArtA – SLV AAA file 1188142/2 

The lack of minute books inhibits confirmation of how 

harmonious the Association operated however the 

Foreward to their last exhibition catalogue records the 

‘first lapse from unity was Max Meldrum, whose 

artistic conscious approximated that of the nineteenth 

century’.35 

The Association initially operated without a President 

until electing Edward Officer in 1918, followed by W. 

B. McInnes, George Bell, Norman McGeorge and John 

Longstaff, all members at some stage of the MSC as 

well as the VAS.  Catalogues show that Savage 

members dominated (amongst the male membership). These included George Benson, Penleigh 

Boyd, Alexander Colquhoun, Archibald Colquhoun, Will Dyson, Frederick McCubbin, Louis 

McCubbin, Harold Harrison, Harold B. Herbert, Daryl Lindsay, John Longstaff, J. S. MacDonald, 

John Mather, Norman McGeorge, W. B. McInnes, James McNally, A. E. Newbury, Edward Officer, 

Arthur Streeton, Tom Roberts, Napier Waller, Charles Wheeler, Walter Withers and Blamire 

Young.36 

The secession of such powerful members, many of whom were former presidents and officer bearers 

of VAS, whilst not immediately crippling was to prove a forerunner to later events as it 

demonstrated that artists did not have to be members of the VAS to survive.  It was not without its 

own politics however and when Heysen was expelled from the AArtA during the War on account 

of his German heritage and in 1922 and it was later proposed to invite him to re-join, not all were 

comfortable and Hall wrote a strong letter of protest to the President of the AArtA opposing the 

move.37 

                                                      

34 Exhibition Catalogues [1913-1933]. SLV AAA file 1188142. 

35 Australian Art Association, Catalogue with a Forew0rd: November 1933, Athenaeum Gallery, 1933 SLV AAA file 

1188142, 1933. 

36 Joyce McGrath, "The Australian Art Association, 1912-1933", Appendix II, (Advanced Librarianship Special Study, 

RMIT), October 1974. 

37  Bernard Hall, “Letter to Norman Macgeorge 4 April 1922”, Bernard Hall Papers SLV MS 10549, 1922. 
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The Meldrum School of Painting (1916-1950) 

In 1915, formal tonalist, Max Meldrum, gave his first 

lecture on his own art theory, in which he defined colour 

tone principles by showing chromatic diagrams and 

examples of the work of Velázquez, Rembrandt and 

Corot.38   The following year Meldrum established a 

school of painting at the top end of Collins Street, where 

his students included Clarice Beckett, Colin Colahan, 

John Farmer, Harry Harrison, Justus Jorgensen, Percy 

Leason, A.E. (Albert Ernest) Newbury, Esther Paterson 

and Arnold Shore.   

 

 

3.6: Duncan Max Meldrum (1875-1955) 

by unknown photographer 

Collection: National Archives of Australia A1200:L3633 

A number of these students had formerly studied at the Gallery School however, it was not long 

before his students became highly committed to his techniques, based on his maxim that his object 

was not to teach them to paint but to observe. 

Not long after commencing his school, Meldrum published a book where he set out his views and 

theories on art.  Editor, Colin Colahan, an artist and committed student of Meldrum, had this to say 

in the book’s introduction: 

His influence upon the younger artists and students has been wide-spread: the obvious 

truth of his views and sincerity of his convictions soon had the effect of causing a very 

large percentage of Melbourne art students to forsake the conventions and superficial 

cleverness of the modern schools and to follow in the track of the Masters. Meldrum it 

was who induced them to abandon the shallow pseudo-scientific theories of the so-called 

impressionists, colourists and the technicians in favour of the sane, unvarying doctrines 

of pure art.39 

The Requisitionists 

The minutes show VAS membership continued to grow through the war years, although the divisive 

effect of the formation of the Australian Art Association (AArtA) in 1912 was to endure.   

                                                      

38 Beckett Rozentals, "Clarice Beckett - from Dusk until Dawn," National Gallery of Victoria Magazine, 2018, p. 41. 

39 Max  Meldrum, ed. Max Meldrum, His Art and Views ed. Colin Colahan (Melbourne: Alexander McCubbin [Specialty 

Press], 1917), p. 9. 
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This was best exemlified by the famous Meldrum-Richardson battle for the 1918 presidency, with 

Richardson actively opposing the incumbent Meldrum’s decision to stand for a second term.  The 

September 1917 meeting of Council was to prove particularly controversial with 68 nominations 

for membership received (for 74 persons) mostly nominated by the President Max Meldrum (an 

AArtA member) and Anne McCubbin (the wife of Frederick McCubbin), along with their 

supporters.  Records show that, whilst a number of those nominated were family members, 

nominations received also included Colin Colahan, John Rowell, William Nuttall, David Low and 

the wives of existing VAS members.40 

The above action caused some consternation and was opposed by many Council members as a 

thinly veiled ‘branch stack’ to ensure Meldrum’s re-election.  Things further deteriated when 

Meldrum’s supporters flaunted banners “Douglas Richardson and Peace, or Max Meldrum and Art” 

and “Art before Harmony”.41  At the next Council meeting in October, the Treasurer claimed the 

nomination of these members was ‘for a purpose which is self-evident’ and proposed a motion that 

‘so far as the election of members is concerned, [it] stand adjourned until Tuesday 6 November’ 

after the AGM.42  Backing the motion, Percival Serle drew an analogy to ‘a previous occasion when 

the Australian Artists’ Association captured the Society’. Despite Meldrum, supported by A. E. 

Newbury and Jo Sweatman, speaking passionately against the motion claiming his supporters’ 

motives were only to ‘support the cause of art,’ the motion to adjourn the election of the new 

members passed. 

At a Special Council Meeting, held just prior to the 1917 AGM, Council members debated the 

criteria for qualification as an exhibiting member as defined in Article 4 on the Articles of 

Association: ‘any member exhibiting in any annual exhibition of the Society’. The Society held 

annual exhibitions falling in both Autumn and Spring and it was put by non-exhibiting member, 

Percival Serle, that both of these qualified in addition to the major annual exhibition.  The use of 

the word ‘any’ in the wording of this article was held to be important otherwise the term ‘the’ would 

have been used should it have been intended to only refer to one specific annual exhibition.  The 

majority agreed to reinstate any members disqualified by the previous narrow interpretation of 

Article 5.  When Serle proposed the motion in favour of the Hon Solicitor’s interpretation, President 

Max Meldrum refused to put it to a vote and at the same time tried to put through an election of the 

                                                      

40 Minutes of the Council Meeting: 4 September 1917, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 1917-5 July, 

1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2. 

41 Oscar Mendelsohn, "The Art of Max Meldrum," in The Gallery on Eastern Hill, ed. C. B. Christesen (Melbourne: 

Victorian Artists' Society, 1970), 73. Margaret A. Rose, Victorian Artists: Margaret Baskerville 1861-1930 and C. 

Douglas Richardson 1858-1932 (Nunawadding (Vic): Jones Printing Group., 1988), p. 211. 

42 Minutes of the Council Meeting: 2 October 1917, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 1917-5 July, 

1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1917. 
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nominations deferred until after the AGM.  As this was outside of the nominated business of the 

‘Special Council Meeting’, the Council disallowed Meldrum’s attempt.43 

The Notice of Motion for the AGM went out however stating that any person who had exhibited in 

either the Spring or Autumn exhibitions was eligible to vote.  This incensed Meldrum and he 

attended the AGM with his solicitor present to advise him and read a legal opinion on the 

interpretation of the rules.  The Treasurer, Walter Anderson, in turn read the interpretation of the 

Society’s Hon Solicitor, G. F. Matthews plus the old rules of the Society on which the present rules 

were based.  Matthews maintained that: 

An Exhibiting Member is defined in Article 4 as any member exhibiting at any annual 

exhibition of the Society.  Exhibition at the Spring Exhibition, which is an annual 

exhibition will therefore re-instate a member who has been disqualified under Article 5.44 

Council carried the interpretation of Matthews on a division and, at the subsequent election of 

office-bearers; Meldrum lost the Presidency to C. Douglas Richardson by 76 votes to 55. 

Richardson was to retain the Presidency for the next five years.   

There was obvious discontent however and it manifested itself in the nomination of new potential 

exhibiting members seeking change.  Concerned with this development and fearful that there was 

a push to boost membership immediately prior to the next AGM, Council convened a SGM, the 

main purpose of which was to introduce a new article: 

45A.  A member, in case his election takes place on or after the first day of July in an year, 

shall not be entitled to vote at any meeting, nor be eligible for any office, until six calendar 

months have elapsed from the date of his election.45 

Around 100 members attended the meeting. The President explained to the meeting that the Society 

was taking this step for its own protection to avoid a takeover by outside influence.  He supported 

this by citing an example some years earlier when Mather was in the Chair and the Society had 

invited an outside body to exhibit in the Society, before realising that these new members would 

have the power to outvote the old members.  After Montgomery proposed the motion and 

Macgeorge seconded, Serle explained to the meeting that the Council had last year received the 

nomination of 68 members immediately before the AGM and, when the Council deferred their 

consideration until after the meeting, their names were immediately withdrawn by their proposers 

                                                      

43Minutes of the Special Council Meeting: 26 October 1917, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 1917-

5 July, 1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1917. 

44  Minutes of the Annual General Meeting held 30 October 1917, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 

1917-5 July, 1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1917. 

45 W. Nicholls Anderson, Notice of Meeting of the Victorian Artists’ Society, 9 August 1918. 
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at the next meeting.46  Despite the argument by the Council members, the motion was lost having 

failed to reach the three-fourths majority.47 

The matter did not finish there though, and the 3 December meeting of Council recorded a 

Requisition, signed by twelve exhibiting members, asking Council to convene another 

Extraordinary General Meeting to consider a number of resolutions including: 

That this Society mark its disapproval of the action of the Council in black-balling fifteen 

of sixteen members, amongst whom were possible exhibiting members. 

That the Council be requested, in the best interests of the Society, to reconsider the 

election of these proposed members.48 

The meeting ultimately went ahead and, at the outset, C. Douglas Richardson in the Chair explained 

that the twelve exhibiting member requisitionists had called the meeting and that the Council had 

passed the following motion, proposed by Norman Macgeorge, an exhibiting member: 

That the Council feels that no object can be gained by granting the request of the 

requisitionists.49 

In moving the adoption of the motion, exhibiting artist, Bertha Merfield, claimed that 68 proposed 

members were black-balled in 1917, and asserted that the Council had abused its powers and that 

‘certain manipulations and irregularities had taken place.’50  Meldrum claimed to speak on behalf 

of a number of exhibiting members in his support for the motion. 

In defending Council’s action, Richardson denied that the 68 members were actually blackballed 

and read the official letter which was sent to these members advising them that their names were 

withdrawn on behalf of their nominators on the date that their formal election would have taken 

place.  After much discussion, the motion passed however, the Chairman, then moved that the 

motion was out of order.  Immediately it was moved that ‘the Chairman’s ruling be disagreed with 

and that the Chairman vacate the Chair’.  On the Chairman stating that he would vacate, the motion 

was withdrawn.  At this stage, the meeting got out of hand, the Chairman stated that all business 

was concluded and the meeting closed. 

Amongst the non-exhibiting members elected to Council in 1917 was Professor Sir Baldwin 

Spencer, who took on the task of co-editor of the V.A.S., the Society’s journal with exhibiting 

                                                      

46 Minutes of the Council Meeting: 6 November 1917, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 1917-5 July, 

1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1917. 

47 Minutes of the Special General Meeting held 20 August 1917. 

48 Minutes of the Council Meeting: 3 December 1917, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 1917-5 July, 

1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1917. 

49 ibidem. 

50 Minutes of the Extraordinary General Meeting held 16 December 1918, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 

4 September 1917-5 July, 1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1918. 
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Council member A. M. E. (Alice) Bale.  The journal however had increasingly become an organ of 

dissent and in early 1919, McGeorge moved that:  

as “The VAS” no longer represented the views of the Council, it be discontinued from the 

first of this year, until such time as it can be reorganised under more favourable 

conditions.51 

It was resolved that Miss A.M.E. Bale be thanked for her services and the secretary requested to 

contact all members advising them of the discontinuance of the journal.   

Bale was far from happy, and, as a signatory to the requisition calling for the recent EGM, she 

lobbied Council to investigate alleged irregularities that had occurred at that meeting regarding 

voting eligibility referred to in the February issue of the journal (issued without authority of 

Council).  The Council acceded to her request and invited her to put her case to a Special Council 

meeting where they also heard evidence from the scrutineers.  On hearing all the evidence, Council 

resolved that there was no case of irregularities and that the VAS had been besmirched by the fact 

that not only had the matter been raised without proof at the recent EGM and reported on in The 

Herald but also had received further publicity in the unauthorised edition of The VAS journal.  

Norman McGeorge and W.B. McInnes then put a motion that ‘a vote of confidence be accorded to 

the secretary and that a circular be sent to all members in accordance with his request was carried 

unanimously’.52 

At the following Council meeting, the nominations of the sixteen members proposed at the previous 

Council meeting and allegedly blackballed were all withdrawn, the consent of their nominees not 

having been obtained.53  

Changing Times 

The years 1917-1918 saw the deaths of some of the last of the Society’s older members, particularly 

artists, Frederick McCubbin and Hugh Paterson, and the heralding in of a new younger guard. 

During 1919, the Council responded to the feedback from members that the Articles of Association 

had become obsolete and did not meet the current needs of the Society and resolved to establish a 

Rules Revision Committee to revise them. The Committee comprised Baldwin Spencer, The 

                                                      

51 Minutes of the Special Council Meeting held 4 March 1919, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 1917-

5 July, 1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1919. 

52 Minutes of the VAS Special Council Meeting held 4 March 1919, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 

1917-5 July, 1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1919. 

53 Minutes of the VAS Council Meeting held 1 April 1919. Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 1917-5 
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President, C. Douglas Richardson, the Secretary and Treasurer, Messrs., Percival Serle and James 

Tranthim-Fryer and Misses Bertha Merfield and Jo Sweatman.54 

The Annual Reports of the Society at this time, whilst indicating that it maintained its core activities 

consistent with its raison d’être, namely the annual exhibitions and life drawing classes, featured 

very few other activities of a purely social nature.  As most of the professional (male) artists had by 

this stage joined the MSC, it seemed that this became their venue for letting off steam at the regular 

‘House Dinners’ and ‘Smoke Concerts’. 

During 1920, the Society looked at various options of producing a magazine, and considered (i)  a 

regular issue in partnership with an outside entrepreneur, (ii) an ‘Annual Magazine’ issued by the 

Society and finally (iii) a revived quarterly issue of The VAS in an enlarged format.  It decided on 

the latter and later that year, the Society considered a proposal from publisher, Edward A. Vidler, 

for the formation of an Australian National Institute for the Arts and Literature.55  The Society was 

of the opinion that ‘such an institution was desirable’ and, if the support of other societies was 

forthcoming, promised to ‘send delegates to any executive meeting that might be convened’.  The 

support was forthcoming, leading to its formation the following year, but due to declining 

membership, it eventually disbanded in 1933. 

Although many of the arguments which took place in the VAS Council meetings were about 

hanging the oils separate from the water colours and the aquatints separate from the etchings, the 

Society was nevertheless vocal in their views when the saw an issue as affecting artists’ livelihoods.  

An example of this occurred in 1920, when the Government proposed a 25 percent tariff on artworks 

coming into the country from abroad. The VAS, considering this a matter posing severe 

ramifications for Australian artists, either working abroad or returning at the conclusion of the Great 

War, took up the cudgels on their behalf.  Already, well-respected returning artists, such as John 

Longstaff, were coming out in the press, warning that this would affect artists recently returned 

from Europe such as Tom Roberts and Arthur Streeton and George Lambert who was currently on 

his way out.  Longstaff cautioned that to discourage some of Australia’s most prominent artists 

from bringing works into the country from abroad, would not only deny Australian artists the 

stimulus that they might have here but warned that it could also deprive the war museum of valuable 

works carried out by our war artists.  Longstaff spoke of a body “The Society of Australian Artists 

in Europe” recently formed in London and reminded that there were many of the country’s finest 

artists still to return.56 The Society vigorously opposed the tariff and resolved: 

                                                      

54 Refer Minutes of the VAS Council Meeting held 6 May 1919, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 

1917- 5 July, 1921, SLV Melbourne MS 7593, Box 556/2 MSM 556/2-557/2, 1919. 

55 Letter from E. A. Vidler to the VAS discussed at Council Meeting 1 September 1920. 

56 “Tax on Art. Mr John Longstaff’s Protest”, The Argus, 27 August 1920, p. 6 
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that in the opinion of the Coucil of the Victorian Artists’ Society it is desirable that all 

works of art by Australian born artists, when and wherever executed, should be free of 

duty and that the duty on other works of art should be a flat fee not exceeding £2 each.57 

The Society saw that a combined response was necessary and resolved to meet with the AAAn to 

consider the best way to respond.  The appointed representatives duly met with the Minister for 

Customs on the matter and returned satisfied that ‘the new impost fully protected the Australian 

Artist’.58 

The demand for a Melbourne-based journal continued to persist and the Council asked Harold 

Herbert and Percival Serle to look at the possibility of producing an ‘Annual Magazine’.  On 

receiving their report, the Society finally resolved to issue a quarterly magazine with Serle and 

Herbert, acting as editor and co-editor respectively.59 

In 1920, when Harold Herbert offered to do the cover for the Society’s Spring Exhibition, major 

exhibitions were a serious matter and the Society resolved to invite Lieutenant General Sir John 

Monash or, if he was not available, Professor Sir W. Baldwin Spencer to open the exhibition.60  At 

the same time, a lecture by W. Montgomery on ‘Art and the Crafts’ was planned during the 

exhibition along with musical entertainment and the weekly Life Class was also given permission 

to continue during the exhibition.61 

                                                      

57 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 13 April 1920, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4 September 1917-5 July, 
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The Archibald Prize 

 

3.7:  William Beckworth McInnes (1889-1939) artist 

Desbrowe Annear 1921 

Medium: oil on canvas 

Collection: AGNSW 

In 1921, the Society received a circular from the Trustees of the NGNSW to say that:  

the Archibald Prize of £400 for the best portrait representation of some man or woman 

distinguished in Art, Literature, Science or Politics is open for competition this year. 

Pictures for the competition must be painted by an artist resident in Australia and must be 

submitted to the Trustees in Sydney by 31 December.62 

                                                      

62 Minutes of the VAS Council Meeting held 9 June 1921, Victorian Artists’ Society Minute Book: 4th September 1917-
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The Council decided to notify members of the competition through the press and by mention at the 

annual Smoke Night.  VAS artist, W. B. McInnes subsequently won the first Archibald Prize with 

a portrait of Harold Desbrowe-Annear, the Melbourne architect who had been the first president of 

the T-Square Club (TSC).  McInnes went on to win the prize again for the next three years while, 

in the fifth year he did not enter as he was travelling to Europe, the prize being won that year (1925) 

by fellow VAS artist, John Longstaff.  Longstaff was reputedly Australia’s most financially 

successful artist, painting about 20 commissions a year for some 300 guineas a portrait. 63  

Melbourne artists dominated the early Archibald Prize, winning eleven of the first twelve prizes 

and of these, all were VAS members as well members of the AAAn.  

The VAS as an exhibiting society  

Increasingly, the best artists within the Society were choosing to exhibit alongside their fellow 

professional artists at the AAAn rather than enmeshed with the amateur members and, for many of 

the male artists, their social life gravitated to the male-only Savage Club.  The 1924 catalogue of 

the AAAn shows George Bell as president and, with one exception, the other board members were 

either existing or future members of the Savage Club, including Alexander Colquhoun, Louis 

McCubbin, Harold Harrison, Norman McGeorge, WB McInnes, Napier Waller and Charles 

Wheeler.64 

In 1925, when the Society presented its Twenty-fifth Annual Report since incorporation, it also 

celebrated its fifty-fifth anniversary year since foundation as the VAA.  It did so with its finances 

in good condition, all necessary building repair works undertaken, both the Annual Exhibition and 

the Spring Exhibition a success, and the ladies’ and gentlemen’s life classes well-attended with 38 

members.65 

In 1929, Council resolved to invite either the Lord Mayor, Cr H. D. Luxton or the President of the 

NGV Board of Trustees, Judge Sir Leo Cussen, to open their Annual Exhibition, continuing their 

practice of ensuring the event retained its high profile.66   Notwithstanding this, at the 1929 AGM, 

the President lamented that many of the Society’s leading artists were no longer exhibiting in the 

Annual Exhibition, preferring instead to exhibit with private galleries or through their studios.  
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Council expressed hope that new and younger members would ‘sustain the tradition of the Society 

which has sponsored the creation of high art throughout Australia’.67   

Hope from the younger members was not the answer however and, in an article in The Age, C. T. 

called for a fresh look aside from the old exhibiting societies and for an exhibition of solely younger 

artists (up to 35 or 40) and the educational benefits that might ensue.68  The tenor of the article 

struck a cord and, several weeks later, in a letter to the editor, 30 year old artist, Colin Colahan, 

called for a salon des indépendants for younger progressive artists, based on the annual Parisian 

exhibition of the same name.69 

The Melbourne Athenæum  

The Melbourne Athenæum had long been the alternative venue to the VAS galleries as an exhibition 

space for Melbourne’s artistic community.  It was there that Frederick McCubbin chose to hold the 

one-man show in 1904, where he exhibited his famous triptych, The Pioneer, purchased the 

following year by the NGV out of Felton Bequest funds.70   

When Reginald W. E. Wilmot took over as secretary of the Melbourne Athenæum in 1909, he saw 

the commercial opportunity of utilising the upper hall of their Collins Street premises as an art 

gallery.71  Encouraged in this venture by the assurance of VAS artist, Walter Withers, that he and 

his fellow artists would utilise the space, Wilmot added a ‘lantern’ to the roof of the exhibition 

space to improve the hall’s natural lighting.  The Athenæum Gallery, also known as the Small Hall, 

opened in 1910.  It was destined to develop as a success due to its mid-city location and both amateur 

and professional artists hired it out for two-week shows, with Arthur Streeton, Hans Heyson, Rupert 

Bunny, Max Meldrum and Albert Tucker all choosing to hold their shows at the venue.  Whether 

or not it became ‘the best art gallery in Australia’, as asserted by Wilmot at the time, it most certainly 

was a candidate.72   

The Melbourne Savage Club (estab. 1894) 

On 9 May 1894, a group of persons associated with the Arts met to discuss forming a new club, 

adopting a constitution based on the London Savage Club. Nine days later, on 18 May, the club was 
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formally to adopt the name ‘The Melbourne Savage Club’, elect its first office bearers and ‘chose 

Dr Harvey Astles, a music-loving medico, as the club’s first president’.73  

In Brennan’s Savage Jubilee: A Glimpse of the Nineties, he describes the early members thus: 

Our original Savage was an urbane man, the depression of the early nineties fell like a 

pall on him, but he had the resilience to cast it off.74 

It was not to be until the following year, at the meeting on 11 September 1895, when prominent 

police magistrate and amateur artist, Joseph Alexander Panton CMG, was proposed and seconded 

for membership by fellow police magistrates, Capt. Burrows and J. F. Pennefather, that the new 

club recorded its first artist member.75  Panton was a good amateur artist, connected with the 

foundation of the VAA in 1870 and, later, the VAS, where he served as its first President from 1888 

to 1893.76 Panton was already a member of the Yorick, Melbourne and Athenæum Clubs, the latter 

of which he had been a founding member in 1868, and he was popular amongst the colony’s small 

artistic community.77   

Although, professing to adopt the ideals of its London namesake, requiring members to be involved 

with the fine arts, the newly-founded Club was not to actively encourage this until a SGM in 1896, 

formally resolved to amend Rule 6 to read: 

6. The Entrance Fee shall be one guinea other than for members of the dramatic and 

musical professions who shall not be liable for any entrance fees.78   

3.8:  David Alexander Cecil Low (1891-1963), artist 

Randolph by Low. 

Source: Melbourne Savages p. 134 

At this time, the Bohemian art clubs were drawing to a close 

and author, and Ishmael Club founder, George Randolph 

Bedford, joined the MSC in 1899, testing the Savage’s attitudes 

to Bohemianism.   Bedford was ‘a generously overflowing beer 

tankard of a man’ and fellow Ishmael Club members, the artists 

Will Dyson and Lionel Lindsay, referred to him as ‘Crandolph’ 
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or ‘Randolph the Reckless’, nicknames which captured his expansive bigness and infectious 

exuberance.79  [3.5] 

Not long after that, on 28 February 1900, the Bulletin’s Melbourne cartoonist, Alf Vincent, was to 

join the Club and jointly the two were instrumental in a major change to its ethos.   

As authors and artists, Bedford and Vincent were not content to be treated on a different basis to 

the musicians and actors, and two months after Vincent joined the Club, another SGM resolved to 

again vary Rule 6 ‘to admit ‘landscape or portrait painters and sculptors without entrance fee.’80  

Finally, at another SGM two months later, the rule again changed to admit: 

recognised members of the musical, dramatic and artistic professions and sculptors 

without payment of entrance fee.81   

The latter amendment immediately cleared the way for painters, sculptors and illustrators to join 

the Club and, during the next twelve months, Melbourne’s most well-known painters joined, 

including Alexander Colquhoun, John Longstaff, Fred McCubbin, John Mather, Hugh Paterson, J. 

Ford Paterson, James Quinn, Tom Roberts, Walter Withers and Blamire Young.  With the above 

prominent artists joining, this meant that the Savage Club membership included the first seven 

presidents of the VAS.82 The club had now become ‘the Club of the Arts’.83  

Having a male-only ‘gentlemen’s club’ accept artists was one thing but to admit them free-of-charge 

was something entirely different again and made membership immediately attractive to the colony’s 

leading (male) artists.  Though they did not necessarily forsake the VAS in favour of the Savage, 

they saw the social advantages that membership conveyed.  Although it was not an ‘artists’ club,’ 

in that it did not mount exhibitions, it provided something equally important, namely it afforded the 

artists enhanced access to society and Melbourne’s art patrons.  
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For Melbourne’s artists, the Savage was a 

place to have fun like they used to in the 

bohemian art clubs, offering a bar, a dining 

venue and regular Saturday night ‘smoke 

concerts’.  The VAS artists were at the fore 

and competed with each other, both in 

illustrating the concert programs and in 

performance and increasingly shifting their 

recreational focus from Albert Street. [3.6] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.9: Arthur Ernest Streeton (1867-1943), artist 

Savage 88th Smoke Conert [program cover], 1907 

Collection: MSC 

 

At the VAS, these monthly (male-only) Smoke 

Night were the closest activity the Society could 

conjure up approaching the artist’s image of 

bohemianism, however they began to be 

dominated by non-artist guests trying to emulate 

their artist hosts.  As one correspondent was to 

describe the non-bohemian attendees a decade 

later: ‘they put on what they imagined to be the 

uniform of art, namely wide sash-ties and velvet 

jackets. They hadn’t heard that modern art is a 

plain clothes job’.84 [3.7] 

 

 

3.10: Percival Charles Lindsay (1870-1952) artist 

Smoke Night, Victorian Artists’ Society 190685 

Source: The Gallery on Eastern Hill. p.12 
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The T-Square Club (estab 1900) 

The Savage Club was not the only Melbourne organisation meeting the recreational needs of artists 

who increasingly now only utilised the VAS galleries as a resource to exhibit their paintings. The 

VAS, was mixed and, from the onset of the twentieth century, so was their Council and, whilst the 

male artists were happy to exhibit alongside their fellow women members, many were drawn to 

join or form male-only groups as a component of their social life. 

At a January 1900 meeting of architectural students of the WMC, architect, Harold Desbrowe-

Annear, initiated the T-Square Club of Victoria (TSC), with the proposed Club’s objectives stated 

as: 

the advancement of all matters architectural, including the allied arts and crafts, the 

bringing together of students for mutual help and study, and holding of periodic meetings 

for discussion, papers, illustration, etc.86 

A subsequent meeting the following month, approved aims, constitution and bylaws consistent with 

the said objectives, elected Desbrowe-Annear as the Club’s first president and commenced 

operations on 1 April 1900 in a clubroom offered rent-free by the WMC.87  From the outset, the 

TSC held ‘monthly general meetings where papers were read and talks given on a variety of design 

and craft subjects and … designs were … criticised by selected experts’.88  From the outset, the 

Club was not the exclusive preserve of intellectual architects however and, through associates of 

Annear, recruited artist members, including Will and Edward Dyson, Lionel Lindsay, Blamire 

Young, Vasco Louriero (Louis Vasco), Walter Withers and Alek Sass, a B&W artist with 

Melbourne Punch.  Soon the Club membership base began to overlap other organisations with artist 

members such as the VAS, the Cannibals and the Savage Club, though its active core was dominated 

by Desbrowe-Annear and his successor as President, the Director of the NGV, Bernard Hall.  The 

club held life-drawing classes and monthly competitions, established a library and launched a 

lecture series featuring leading artists such as John Longstaff, and the leaders of Melbourne’s major 

cultural institutions regularly attended the lectures (viz. the VAS, Melbourne University, NGV, 

WMC, and Royal Victorian Institute of Architects).89 

The Melbourne Society of Women Painters and Sculptors (estab 1902) 

It was not only the men who were forming clubs and societies at this time and, in March 1902, a 

group of women students from the National Gallery of Victoria banded together to provide a forum 

for artistic discussion and an opportunity to view and comment on each other's work.   Originally 
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called the Students Art Club, it became the Woomballana Art Club (1904-1926), The Women’s Art 

Club (1918-1948), the Melbourne Society of Women Painters and finally adopted its present title 

in 1954.90 

The new society attracted Melbourne’s leading women artists, and early members included Clara 

Southern, Violet Teague, A.M.E. Bale, Ethel Carrick Fox, Hilda Rix Nicholas, Dora Serle, Janet 

Cumbrae-Stewart, Dora Wilson, Ola Cohn, Sybil Craig, Peggie Crombie, Helen Ogilvie, Amalie 

Colquhoun, Isabel Hunter Tweddle, Ada May Plante, Lina Bryans, Anne Montgomery, Majorie 

Woolcock and Maidie McGowan.91   

In 1900, Jane Sutherland was elected on the VAS Council and in 1902, at their AGM, the 

77 members present voted four women onto its Council; former AAAn committee member, Clara 

Southern along with May Vale, V. Seafue and B. Hansen.   This marked what was to be a permanent 

sea change for the Society and, since then, women have been rarely absent from Council.92  At the 

first meeting of the newly elected Council, May Vale successfully moved that the ladies’ annual 

subscription be increased to £1.1.0, cementing the move to equality.93   

Up until this time, women had not been the recipient of major art prizes; however, from 1908 until 

1932, there was an unbroken line of nine women artists who were recipients of the prestigious NGV 

Travelling Scholarship.94  The conditions of this scholarship demanded that the winning artists send 

back a painting from their overseas travels where it became part of the NGV collection. 

Consequently, the NGV created an excellent cache of women artists and their representative works 

from this period.95 

The Exodus to Europe 

By the end of the nineteenth century, study abroad in the famous art schools of London and Paris 

had become de rigueur for young artists, conferring both social and artistic status, in addition to the 

experience gained in both the Academic style and the latest Modern art movements.   
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During the closing decades of the nineteenth century, and the opening decades of the twentieth 

century, many of Melbourne’s most talented artists departed en masse for Europe.  Geoffrey Serle 

describes this as a ‘disappointing period of delayed development, false starts and unfulfilled 

talents.’96  Serle laments:  

Australian taste in the arts was now utterly conservative and backwards – the product, it 

seemed, of growing isolation and a wider time lag of ideas than in the nineteenth 

century. … If Australian painting was provincial, isolated and backward in world terms 

during the first time of the century, it was largely because the best painters spent so long 

overseas.97 

Amongst the first of the art students to depart Melbourne were Charles Douglas Richardson and 

Tom Roberts, who both left in 1881, with Roberts assisted by a bursary awarded by the VAA.  

Sculptor Bertram MacKennal followed in 1882, Rupert Bunny in 1884, George Coates was away 

from 1896, and Emanuel Phillips Fox, Tudor St George Tucker, John Longstaff, Isobelle (Iso) Rae 

and Walter Withers all left in 1887.  

The onset of the twentieth century saw further departures.  James Quinn was away from 1894 to 

1935, Ambrose Patterson from 1898 to 1910, James S. MacDonald from 1898 to 1916, Arthur 

Streeton from 1898 to 1924, Max Meldrum from 1899 to 1911, Emanuel Phillips Fox from 1901 to 

1915, John Longstaff again from 1901 to 1920; Tom Roberts again from 1903 to 1923 and George 

Bell from 1903 to 1920.98 

Melbourne’s best women artists also gravitated to London and Paris.  Agnes Goodsir was away 

from 1900 to 1921, Margaret Baskerville from 1904 to 1906, Bess Norriss Tait from 1905 to 1910 

(and then permanently from 1911); Jessie Traill from 1906 to 1921, Hilda Rix Nicholas from 1907 

to 1918 and 1924 to 1926, Eveline Syme from 1921 to 1929, and Ethel Spowers from 1921 to 1924, 

and again from 1928 to 1931.  As Jope-Slade suggests: ‘They mastered the grammar of their art in 

the Melbourne schools, came to Paris to learn, and finally to London to sell’.99 

London Clubs: a home away from home 

A century ago, belonging to a club with reciprocal rights in London was a key way for Australian 

artists abroad to ‘get into that chain’.  When Arthur Streeton was interviewed about his experiences 

whilst living in London, he conveyed a picture of ‘a chain of men all in touch with one another, 

going round and round, and until you get into that chain— it's ghastly’.100 Another pathway for 
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artists was by exhibiting with London’s RA or the Paris Salon, the official art exhibition of the 

Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris.  This recognition was particularly the case if one was ‘hung on 

the line’ and had their works displayed at eye-level, a privilege reserved for the best artists. 

Many of the (male) Victorian artists who visited London, including Roberts, Streeton and 

McCubbin, were members of the bohemian MSC and it is not surprising that Bernard Smith, when 

describing the CAC, referred to it as ‘the last and least distinguished camp’ of the Heidelberg School. 

101  These expatriate Savage members were similarly active in the London Savage Club that many 

also joined.  On one occasion, in November 1908, Roberts, with MacKennal in the Chair, attended 

the Australian Artists’ Dinner held at the London Savage Club, an event that attracted twenty-five 

expatriate Australian artists, all residing in London at the time.102   

Another London Club that attracted expatriate Australian artists, was the New English Art Club 

(NEAC), founded in 1886 by young English artists returning from studying art in Paris and strongly 

influenced by the Impressionist style in comparison to the old-school academic art shown at the RA.  

With membership including such significant early Modern artist members as John Singer Sargent, 

Walter Sickert, William Orpen, James McNeill Whistler and Augustus John, the NEAC must have 

had a particular influence on the young Antipodean artists.103 

Streeton, writing to Roberts in 1902, spoke of the Australian artist presence in London, thus: 

They all seem to be here – Mackennal, Longstaff, Mahony, Fullwood, Norman, Minns, 

Fox, Tudor St. George Tucker, Quinn, Coates, Bunny, Alston, K, Sonny Pole, other minor 

lights and your old friend and admirer Smike – within 100 yards of here – there must be 

30 different studios.104 

Of the Melbourne artists who travelled to the UK, a number rarely made it outside London and Tom 

Roberts, on his second trip, was included in that number.  When there, Roberts became active in 

the Australian expatriate artistic community and soon became Vice-President of the Chelsea Arts 

Club (CAC), a bohemian artists’ club frequented by many of his fellow Australians.105  Along with 

Roberts, Victorian artists, George Coates, John Longstaff, James Quinn, Arthur Streeton and Will 

Dyson were all members, together with Sydney artists, Henry Fullwood and George Lambert.106  
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Zubans writes that ‘many Australian artists in London sought to join the Chelsea Arts Club to 

penetrate the network of British artists and to become part of the wider bohemian circle’ and this 

was certainly the case in the early twentieth century.107 

All three Clubs however attracted and served as a meeting place for Australia’s expatriate artists, 

and London-based Australian artists would take visiting colleagues to them as their guests. Two of 

these were the active VAS and MSC members, Alf Vincent, taken to the CAC as a guest of 

Longstaff in 1912, and Frederick McCubbin who visited in 1907, as a guest of Streeton, a member 

since 1903.108  McCubbin was on six months paid sabbatical from his position as drawing master at 

the NGAS and, prior to his pending visit, Streeton wrote to Roberts: 

Prof McCubbin left here a week ago by German [SS] ‘Prinz Heinrich.’ Well, I hope he’ll 

have a good time; he deserves it. You’ll introduce him at the Chelsea Club and I hope 

they make him a Hon. Member, etc.109 

When dining at the CAC, after visiting the RA, McCubbin had this to say, writing home: 

Tonight, I am dining with Australian artists in Soho, and shall be there to greet my old 

friends.  How glad I am!  Longstaff will be there, and Frank Stuart, Roberts, Fullwood, 

Pontin, Coates, Quinn, and Tucker’s brother, and many others from all around.110  

Once in Europe, McCubbin admired the work of Turner in London and then Paris, where he saw 

first-hand the works of Impressionists, Monet, Manet and Sisley. It was McCubbin’s only overseas 

trip and he returned to Melbourne, six months later. 

A number of historians have written how the work of Turner particularly impressed McCubbin and 

cite a letter to his wife Annie on 19 July 1907, following his visit to the Tate Gallery:  

I went yesterday with Fullwood and G. Coates and Tom Roberts for a ramble…to the Tate 

Gallery – a beautiful freestone building facing the river through a portico into the gallery 

where the lately found Turner’s are exhibited – these are not like the greater number of 

pictures in the National Gallery – they represent his different periods, but are mostly in 

his latest style, when he had realised the quality of light.111 

Speaking of the works, he has this further to say in the same letter, in describing the works and their 

effect on him:  
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They are mostly unfinished but they are divine – such dreams of colour – a dozen of them 

are like pearls … mist and cloud and sea and land, drenched in light… They glow with 

tender brilliancy that radiates from these canvases – how he loved the dazzling brilliancy 

of morning or evening – these gems with their opal colour – you feel how he gloried in 

these tender visions of light and air.  He worked from darkness into light.112 

McCaughey was another to observe McCubbin’s brief time in Euope was more productive than that 

of his Heidelberg School contemporaries, Roberts and Streeton, both of whom spent protracted 

stays abroad, in that he had no ambitions to win fame or fortune in London or Paris.  ‘He went to 

look at the old and new masters and put himself at their feet.  He … realised he needed new sources 

of stimulus, but not a new landscape’.113  In particular, McCubbin was influenced by the works of 

Turner and Monet, which he found to be a revelation.  He developed a new appreciation of light, so 

much so, that the works done in his last decade, after his return in 1907, have now been recognised 

as his finest works, and formed the focus of an exhibition and a catalogue, nearly a century later.114   

According to McCaughey: ‘Alone of the Australian Impressionists, McCubbin achieved that rare 

artistic distinction: a late style. ... He became the complete Impressionist painter and the first 

harbinger of Modernity.’115   

Paris and the French Impressionists 

After London, McCubbin went on to Paris, where he stayed with another contemporary of his from 

his student days at the NGAS, the artist Emanuel Phillips Fox and his artist wife Ethel Carrick Fox.  

Whilst there he visited the Musée du Luxembourg, where he viewed the French Impressionists, 

Sisley, Manet and Monet, and quoted in relation to Monet that ‘Light is the chief sitter 

everywhere’.116  When he wrote back home to his wife after viewing Monet, he referred to one work 

as a ‘lovely Monet’ and described it as ‘a great example’.117 

Paris, of course, was where many chose to go to immerse themselves in the work of the 

Impressionists, and artist, Rupert Bunny, in an interview given after his eventual return to 

Melbourne in 1910 from 26 years in Paris, claimed:  
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Paris is the one place in the world to study for the man who wants to do really good work. 

Nowhere else does he get the atmosphere, the sympathy, which is indispensable to the 

serious student of painting. … Mind you, I do not mean that in Paris alone there are good 

masters, or fine examples of art. It is that there only is one in touch with a thousand 

theories and theorists, with all kinds of movements, some profound, some merely 

eccentric, that make up the history of modern art…Nobody can have any idea, unless they 

have lived in Paris, and in Paris art circles, of intense vitality of art there.118 

Whilst in Paris, Bunny was part of a group of expatriate Melbourne artists, including Alby Atson, 

Charles Conder, Agnes Goodsir, Eduard Phillips Fox, John Longstaff, Bertram Mackennal, James 

Quinn, Alison and Isobel Rae, Hugh Ramsay and Tudor St George Tucker.  Bunny, in particular, 

assimilated into the Parisian art world and, not only became the first Australian to receive a mention 

honourable at the Salon de la Société des Artistes (Old Salon), but had the French State acquire ten 

of his paintings.119 

Bernard Hall and the Felton Bequest  

In a frank letter to the Trustees in 1900, NGV Director, Bernard Hall, maintained ‘a National 

Gallery, as a Museum of Art reference, should set only the highest standard to the student, the 

private collector, and the public at large’.  He spoke of ‘the trail of the amateur and irresponsible 

artist is plainly visible throughout our collection’.120 

On January 8, 1904, when Alfred Felton passed away in a simply furnished bedroom in St Kilda's 

Esplanade Hotel, he left a bequest of £383,163 ($59 million in today's money) to art and charity, 

with half of the interest in perpetuity to buy works for the NGV.121  In one grand gesture, Felton 

had transformed the NGV into one of the most lavishly endowed public galleries in the British 

Empire with greater funds at its disposal than London's National Gallery, the Victorian and Albert 

Museums and the Tate Gallery combined.122   Not only was the NGV the first in the British 

Dominions, it was now the best endowed. 

Immediately, Melbourne’s artistic community saw this this generous bequest as an opportunity for 

local artists however, the Trustees held a contrary view and proceeded to embark on a buying 
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program in London.  This was to the chagrin of the VAS, and Council member, Stewart Handasyde, 

gave notice that: 

A request be sent to the Trustees of the Melbourne Public Library that a portion of the 

bequest of the late Mr. G. Felton should be apportioned to the purchase of works by 

Australian artists.123 

The said notice also called ‘their attention at the same time to the fact that the Trustees of the Sydney 

and Adelaide Galleries had already put aside such amounts from bequests left to them’. The request 

was to no avail however and the Trustees were eventually to respond that ‘no special amount could 

be set aside from the Bequest’ for this purpose.124 

Although the focus for these funds remained firmly on European works in the early years, in 1910, 

when NGV Gallery Director and VAS member, Bernard Hall purchased a work by Charles Wheeler 

from the VAS Summer Exhibition, he used this as an opportune time to discuss with the Gallery 

Trustees their policy on purchasing Australian art. He asked them in a memo why it should not be 

on the same footing as purchasing European art?125  Hall was a supporter of local art and cautioned 

the Trustees that other galleries were collecting Australian art, and if the Melbourne Gallery did not 

do so, it would be ‘a depressing distinction’.126  

Hall had long been critical of the acquisition mechanism adopted through the Felton Bequest and 

had issued the Trustees with numerous memorandum to this effect. 127   In an eight-page 

memorandum in late 1911, he described the Felton Bequest as: 

A private fund bequeathed to the above Institution [NGV], but administered by practically 

a lay committee responsible only to the legal executors of the will of the Testator.128 

Hall was not comfortable in the least that an amateur was advising the Felton Committee yet, as 

Director of the Gallery and an ‘expert’, he was not authorised to have the final say in acquisitions 

notwithstanding the Felton Bequest formed a significant proportion of the Gallery’s collection 

budget.  To Hall, the ideal person to advise the Trustees and the Bequest Committee was: 
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one who had the knowledge of an artist, the leisure of an amateur, and the zeal and 

judgement of a collector.129 

Hall concluded his memorandum with a list of recommendations on how the bequest should best 

operate to achieve the best outcome for the collection and promoted a greater role for himself as the 

NGV Director. 

In April 1915, Hall published an article in the daily press criticising the Felton Bequest and claiming 

that the Gallery often purchased artworks, over-priced or of a dubious artistic merit.130  Although 

his criticism did not directly target the Trustees, at their meeting the following week, they 

admonished Hall for his article.  Their direction required Hall in future that ‘no public use of any 

information in regard to the National Gallery should be made by the Director for the time being, 

without the previous sanction of the Trustees or the President’.131  

Hall’s lengthy response to the President of the Trustees tabled at the next Trustees meeting pointed 

out that he had based the article on a lecture given in the Gallery two years prior at which the 

President attended.  Hall reminded the President that, at its conclusion, he had complimented him 

and said that he was ‘sorry the press had not remained to the end to report my remarks’. The main 

substance of the letter however was that Hall’s criticism was not of the Trustees but of the manner 

in which the Felton Bequest was administered and the system which the Trustees had been ‘saddled 

with’.132  

In another memo to the Trustees, in response to an article in The Age of 1 July 1916 relating to the 

Felton Bequest, Hall maintained that the initial instructions issued by the Gallery to the Felton 

Bequest advisors was that ‘only the finest and most characteristic work’ and ‘examples of the best 

works of the artist’ were to be obtained.133  He was critical of both the local expert, Frank Gibson 

(appointed by Felton Bequest Committee, December 1908) and the London agent Sir Stanley 

Colvin (appointed by Felton Committee February 1913). 

Hall was not the only one expousing these views and Melbourne émigré Julian Ashton, now 

principal of the Sydney art school of the same name and a Trustee of the AGNSW, wrote to his 

NGV Trustee counterpart, Baldwin Spencer, in an unpublished letter: 

Let me make my position clear regarding my advocacy of the purchase of Australian 

works of Art.  I hold that our Trustees, your Trustees, and the Trustees of Art Galleries of 
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each of the States are purchasing on wrong lines.  They are all trying to secure 

masterpieces in the Old World & they never have, & never will acquire one against the 

keener purchasers & longer purses of the Old World. If the whole of these Art Galleries 

were burnt down tomorrow there would be no difficulty in refuelling the rooms with as 

good, probably better examples of European painters.  The only irreparable loss would be 

the Australian work.  That could never be replaced. 

No art lover in Europe would travel to Australia to see pictures which have gone the 

rounds of every exhibition in Europe to eventually find a resting place in our Colonial 

Galleries, but travellers from all parts of the globe would look with fresh & vivid interest 

upon the work of those who have tried to depict the varied interest of Australian life. But 

it is the old story – We have always looked over the skyline for what lies at our feet.134 

The concerns of Ashton mirrored those of Spencer and the VAS Council in relation to the focus of 

the State Galleries on British and European art at the expense of local artists.  At least, however, 

the AGNSW had had the vision to have purchased Streeton’s ′Still glides the stream, and shall for 

ever glide′ (1890), back in 1890, when it became the first work from the Heidelberg School artist 

to enter a public gallery. Ironically, the following year, when the Arthur and Minnie Boyd took 

another work by Streeton, Golden Summer, Eaglemont (1891), to Europe, it became the first 

painting by an Australian-born artist to be exhibited and ‘hung-on-the-line’ at the Royal Academy, 

London, and the first to be awarded a Mention honourable at the Salon de la Société des Artistes 

Français (Paris Salon) in 1892.135  

Through a gift of Trustee, R. D. Elliott, the Gallery trialled some guest guide lecturers, featuring 

VAS members, including Max Meldrum and Norman Macgeorge. The experiment proved a success 

and the Government agreed to subsidise its continuation.136  In 1926, a strong article in The Herald, 

Hall criticised the Gallery Trustees in their role and the Felton Bequest committee for the lack of 

expertise on their boards and the failure to give a greater role to Hall. This call was later endorsed 

by other artists including VAS artists, Louis McCubbin, J.S. MacDonald and Charles Wheeler.137  

In the late 1920s, the Gallery Trustees appointed an examining committee, including VAS/MSC 

artists, John Longstaff and Norman Macgeorge, to report on works consigned as part of the Felton 

Bequest.  In turn, the committee co-opted a group of VAS artists, comprising Arthur Streeton, 
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Napier Waller, W. B. McInnes, George Bell, Charles Wheeler, Paul Montford, Harold Herbert and 

VAS journal editor, Alice Bale.  With the exception of Bale, all these artists were members of the 

MSC. 

Early Australian Exposure to Modern Art 

In 1913, the Australian press interviewed John Baillie, well-known New Zealand art connoisseur 

resident in London, when he was enroute to Auckland to install a major exhibition of Post-

Impressionist paintings.  He had this to say about modern art: 

You must study these things carefully. Modern art is no longer merely conventional, as in 

the last decade. It is no longer intended for the delectation of mere esthetic [sic] coteries. 

We live in an age of motor cars and aeroplanes.  Artists today are interested in light, life, 

movement. We have no time for more niggling drawings; art must express something.138  

Baillie also commented on his regret that he could not afford to show the works in Australia, due 

to the then duty imposed on pictures:  

Nothing would please me better than to hold an exhibition here. However, as I can't come 

to them, I hope very much that a large number of people in Australia will be coming to 

the Auckland Exhibition.139  

A long admirer of the work of the Post-Impressionists, as distinguished from the Cubists, Futurists, 

and other modern schools, Baillie was a pioneer in bringing these works to the Southern Hemisphere 

and remarked in his newspaper interview that he believed that he was ‘the first person in England 

to hold a one man exhibition of Post Impressionistic work’.140 

Norman Lindsay was one of the first to launch an attack on Modern art in the first issue of Art in 

Australia, when he submitted an essay A Modern Malady.  He said that he saw Modern art 

movements: ‘as neither important nor significant’ and ‘there is so little accomplishment in their 

production that they can be as dull as child’s scribbling’.141 

A Changing of the Guard 

In 1907, the First Australian Exhibition of Women’s Work opened at the Exhibition Buildings, 

attracting strong representation from VAS women artists in the ‘Fine Arts’ painting section.142  The 

exhibition, in many ways revolutionary, was a celebration of women’s citizenship in an emerging 

nation.  It featured 16,000 exhibits and over 250,000 visitors attended over a 5-week period: 
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The First Australian Exhibition of Women’s Work was a celebration of all that feminists 

of the late nineteenth century had set out to achieve, and of the opportunities they believed 

had now been won.....They sought, as others had done, to justify their citizenship of the 

state by offering their labour as an example of their contribution to the Commonwealth of 

Australia.143  

Melbourne’s women clearly stamped their proficiency in the arts in the exhibition, however, whilst 

generally applauded, at least one attendee was critical of their qualifications to judge outside of the 

domestic cookery and needlework sections, writing to the editor of the local daily: 

In the arts sections, men of the highest standing as experts in each branch would be invited 

to adjudicate, if only because they are peculiarly disinterested outsiders.144 

The following year, Constance Lillian Jenkins won the National Gallery of Victoria’s prestigious 

Travelling Scholarship with her painting, Friendly Critics, and, in doing so, became the first of a 

succession of nine women who, between 1908 and 1932, were to take out the first prize. [3.11] 

Although, under the directorship of Bernard Hall, women had previously entered for the 

scholarship, including Alice Bale, 

Portia Geach, Elsie Hake, Dora 

Meeson and Violet Teague, it was 

not until 1908 that they achieved 

success.145  

3.11: Constance Lillian Jenkins (1883-

1961) artist 

Friendly Critics, 1907 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Collection: NGV 

By 1908 the competition operated 

largely in accordance with the Rules 

and Regulations for the Public 

Library, Museum and National 

Gallery of Victoria as amended in 

1906 146   Entry was restricted to 
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students who had attended the Painting School, or any school subsidised by the government of 

Victoria, for a minimum eighteen months but no longer than four years and students under twenty-

eight years of age, who had been residents of Australia or New Zealand for the previous seven years 

were admitted.   The latter, possibly a reaction to the growing number of students from New Zealand 

who were attending the Gallery School. 

 

Twenty Melbourne Painters (estab. 1918) 

Following the defeat of the VAS President, Max Meldrum, in the Society’s 1918 election, a number 

of his supporters resigned and formed their own exhibiting group, calling themselves ‘The Society 

of Twenty Melbourne Painters’ (TMP). Most of these were past or present students of Meldrum’s 

painting school, teaching tonalist techniques.147  

The group’s membership included two of his greatest supporters in his faction at the Society in 

Council members, Jo Sweatman and Alice Bale, who produced the Society newsletter, the VAS 

Journal, re-established in 1911.148  Other prominent members were William (Jock) Frater, A.E. 

Newbury, Clara Southern and Isobel Tweddle.  The breakaway group held their first exhibition at 

the Athenæum the following year by which time the Society had changed its name to ‘The Twenty 

Melbourne Painters Society’. 

The group’s origin in dissention captured the attention of media and public. Acknowledging a debt 

to Max Meldrum’s school of tonal realism, TMP founding secretary A.M.E. Bale stated: 

We desire nothing but sincerity and a humble study of nature, from which alone all art, 

whether decorative or realistic, draws any enduring life.149 

Meldrum, along with Bunny, was one of the few artists recognised by the NGV in his lifetime and 

in his 1940 retrospective exhibition, the The Herald’s art critic, Basil Burdett, wrote: 

With the exception of Streeton, Meldrum has been the wildest single influence on painting 

in Melbourne … Without implying anything about the relative artistic merits of the two, 

it can be said that Meldrum’s influence has been more profound.150 

In the 1920s, Melbourne was a stronghold of representational painting, with an overwhelming 

emphasis on subject matter that reflected the mythology underpinning Australian nationalism.  

Conservative artist and critics had closed ranks against experimentation and innovation.  In this, 
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Wittman claims that they ‘were motivated by considerations that were grounded in personal 

conviction and financial expediency’.151 

In the TMP 1927 exhibition, William Frater, Arnold Shore and Horace Brandt exhibited as the 

‘West Wall Rebels’ being allocated the least attractive viewing position within the Athenæum 

Gallery by the Secretary, A. M. E. Bale. 152   Rather than criticise their works, The Herald’s 

conservative art critic, J. S. MacDonald, ignored the work of the rebels in his review, focusing on 

the landscapes of George Bell, A. E. Newbury and John Rowell and the portraits of Longstaff and 

William Rowell. 153  On the other hand, The Argus reviewer drew special attention to the works of 

the West Wall rebels describing them as a ‘group of paintings embodying the most extreme 

modernists of the European schools’.154  Similarly, The Age critic chose to dismiss their works en 

masse apart from commenting on ‘a number of works in which the painters evidently seek … to 

express some super-physical colour emotion through the physical media of paint and canvas’.155  

The exception was the work of Brandt, who had exhibited under the nom de plume of M. A. de 

Chimay, his mother’s maiden name; his work gained polite praise from the same reviewer who 

attributed it to ‘obviously the work of a visiting Continental artist’. 156   

The Working Men’s College 

In 1904 the WMC (founded 1887) was 

incorporated under the "Companies Act" as a 

private college and, between the 1900s and 

the 1920s, it soon expanded beyond its 

foundation building and constructed two new 

buildings on nearby Bowen Street, one as a 

purpose-built School of Applied Art.   

 

3.12: Laying the foundation stone for the 

School of Art December 1915 

Collection: RMIT Archives 

During this time, a major role of the College was to train Education Department art teachers and 

the completion of the new building facilitated this objective. 
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Twenty-five Years of Australian Art 

When reviewing the NGNSW exhibition, Twenty-Five Years of Australian Art, Lionel Lindsay 

spoke of the six hundred representative paintings as laying to rest ‘the old picture-making formulas 

of Europe’.  Lindsay saw that the Australian born and trained painters were for the first time 

conveying an Australian ‘virginal vision of his local land’.157 

The exhibited works, which spanned the period from the early 1880s until the then present day, 

featured many Melbourne artists, ranging from early works by Streeton, Roberts and Longstaff 

through to works by Meldrum, McInnes, Quinn, Wheeler and Norman Lindsay.  Lindsay spoke of 

the landscape leaders in Victoria who he singled out as David Davies, Fred McCubbin, John Ford 

Paterson and Walter Withers.  Other Melbourne artists he praised were W.B. McInnes (oils), John 

Mather (watercolours), Blamire Young (decorative), Norman Lindsay (pen and ink work), Will 

Dyson caricatures), W. Wilson Hardy (pencil work), Percy Leason (B&W), and John Shirlow and 

Victor Cobb as exponents of etching.   

Falcke vs. Herald and Weekly Times 

In 1923, self-professed English art expert and dealer, Captain Shirley Falcke, visited Melbourne 

where he visited the NGV and publicly condemned many of the pictures on its walls, including 

some of the recent British purchases by Felton Bequest advisor, Frank Gibson. 158  Whilst in 

Melbourne, Falcke began writing for The Sun before briefly moving to Sydney and writing for The 

Sydney Sun and from there to New Zealand where he toured New Zealand galleries and offered 

advice on their collections as an expert in the Old Masters.159   

The case of Falcke vs. Herald and Weekly Times arose when Falcke held an exhibition in 

Melbourne’s Menzies Hotel in early 1924, featuring eight pictures, four of which he represented as 

being of Old Masters – Rembrandt, Titian, Turner and Van Dyck.  James Stuart MacDonald, art 

critic for Keith Murdoch’s The Herald, wrote critically of the exhibition, questioning whether the 

paintings were really the works of the attributed painters.160 Aggrieved, Falcke took action against 

MacDonald, claiming £5000 for alleged libel and pitting himself against the Australian critic’s 

expertise.161  Successful in his initial libel action, Falcke was awarded £3000, however this verdict 

was later set aside by the High Court on grounds that the damages were excessive.162   
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In retrospect, it is ironic that MacDonald and his then employer, Murdoch, were allies in this case 

as later history records they held quite different views on art, however the said case was also of 

some importance as many of the participants at the trial were shortly to go on and make their mark 

on the Australian art landscape. The trial, and subsequent appeal that went against Falcke, involved 

twelve Savage Club members, the artists among whom were all also members of the VAS or were 

later to join.  Both James MacDonald and Keith Murdoch were active members of the MSC and 

Savage barristers, Leo B. Cussen and Robert G. Menzies, appeared for them, whilst another Savage 

barrister, Stanley R. Lewis, appeared for the appellant.  Witnesses for MacDonald included 

prominent Savage artists, Charles Wheeler, George Bell, Louis McCubbin, Harold Herbert, William 

B. McInnes, Blamire Young and John Longstaff and another Savage member, Mr. Justice Schutt, 

sat on the bench when the subsequent appeal.163   

Whilst the artists in the trial were all also members of the VAS, as were the other expert witnesses 

NGV Director Bernard Hall and art educators Max Meldrum and Mary Cecil Allen, there was no 

overlooking the increasing prominence of the Savage Club wihin Melbourne’s art circles, an area 

the VAS previously held a mortgage. 

Melbourne’s Exhibiting Galleries 

In 1919, Melbourne saw the single owner auction of the collection of Sir Baldwin Spencer, through 

W. H. Gill’s Fine Art Society Galleries. [3.12]  Prof. Baldwin Spencer was one of Melbourne’s 

great early collectors of Australian art, with his collection starting with a painting by Streeton. He 

was an early buyer of works of interstate artists, Heysen and Hilder and Melbourne artists, W. B. 

McInnes, John Ford Paterson, Walter Withers and the pen drawings of Norman Lindsay.  He 

became the largest private collector of Streeton’s works and, by 1917, his collection comprised 

works of over sixty artists, all but eight still living.164 

The auction included works by Arthur Streeton, Norman Lindsay, George Lambert, Hugh Ramsay, 

David Davies, Jesse J. Hilder, John Ford Paterson, Hans Heysen, E.P. Fox, W. Beckwith McInnes, 

E. Gruner, Frederick McCubbin, B.E. Minns, Walter H. Withers, Charles Wheeler, Harley Griffiths, 

Thea Proctor, Florence Rodway and Cumbrae Stewart.165 
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The lavish 32-page catalogue featured cover artwork by 

W. B. McInnes, 21 plates and included the following 

foreward by leading architect, Harold Desbrowe 

Annear: 

The Sale of the Baldwin Spencer Collection may 

be said to mark the end of the first half century 

of true Australian Art, and is of especial value 

because it is the first occasion upon which the 

public can obtain examples that have stood the 

test of careful selection by one whose recognition 

helped to discover the isolated genius of the few 

men whose names will be engraved for all time 

on the Foundations of Art in Australia.166  

3.13: William Beckworth McInnes (1889-1939), artist 

The Baldwin Spencer Collection Catalogue, May 1919 

Collection: Museums Victoria: Item HT 36513 

The 1920s saw Art in Australia’s Melbourne editorial representative, J. S. MacDonald reviewing 

Melbourne’s exhibitions, held at Decoration Gallery [3.13], the Fine Art Society Gallery and the 

Athenæum Galleries, the three principal exhibiting venues outside of the VAS galleries.  In addition, 

MacDonald reviewed the VAS Annual Exhibition of which he gave a forthright review despite being 

a member, and commented on the declining 

standards whilst giving praise to works by W. B. 

McInnes, George Bell and Harold Herbert. 

Exhibiting outside of the VAS at the Athenæum 

were Charles Wheeler and also A. E. Bale and Jo 

Sweatman, both former VAS Council members. 

In relation to exhibiting groups, MacDonald also 

reviewed the AArtA and TMP, neither of which 

he enthused about, yet he was quick to single out 

both Bale and Sweatman for praise in the TMP 

exhibition and McInnes in the AArtA show.  

 

 

3.14: Advertisement for Penleigh Boyd Exhibition 

Published: Art in Australia Vol.1 Issue 2, 1 May 1922 

                                                      

166 Harold Desbrowe-Annear,"Foreword", The Baldwin Spencer Collection of Australian Pictures and Works of Art 

(Melbourne: Arthur Tuckett & Son, May 1919). 
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The War Museum Exhibition  

In his review, of the War Museum Exhibition, [3.14] held 

in Melbourne’s Exhibition Building from Anzac Day 

1922 to 26 January 1923, MacDonald praised portraits by 

Melbourne artists John Longstaff, George Coates and W. 

B. McInnes, and those of James Quinn, George Bell, 

Leslie Wilkie and Charles Wheeler.  John Longstaff and 

James Quinn, were primarily engaged to paint portraits 

and Lieutenant James Quinn painted portraits of John 

Monash and General Birdwood. 167   Melbourne 

landscapists reviewed at the exhibition were Arthur 

Streeton, George Benson and Frank Crozier and 

MacDonald praised Will Dyson’s drawings.168  

3.15: Australian War Museum [Catalogue Cover] 

Collection: Museum Victoria - Item SH 960234 

In addition to sketches, each of the war artists were 

commissioned to paint two or three historic incidents of the 

war on a large 2.4 by 2.0 metre scale.  Besides the official war 

artists, there were younger artists such as George Benson 

(Gallipoli), Frank Crozier (Pozieres) and Napier Waller  

(Bullecourt).169 

In all, 780,000 people visited the displays during this time and 

the public were invited to purchase for 5/- unframed ‘war 

pictures’ by way of high-class art reproductions by Australian 

official war artists on the front line. [3.15] These included 

Captain George Lambert, Lieutenant H. Septimus Power and 

Lieutenant George Bell.170 

 

3.16: War Pictures by official Artists 

Collection: Museum Victoria - Item SH 960234 

                                                      

167 Anne-Marie Condé, "‘War History on Scraps of Paper’: Exhibitions of Documents at the Australian War Memorial, 
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168 J. S. MacDonald, "Melbourne Art Reviews," Art in Australia Third Series No. 1, 1 August, 1922, p. 22. 

169 William Moore, "The Official Australian War Artists," Art in Australia No. 6, 1919, pp. 20-22. 

170 C. W.  Bean and Australian War Museum, Australian War Museum : The Relics and Records of Australia's Effort in 

the Defence of the Empire, 1914-1918 (Melbourne: Australian War Museum, 1922). 

https://doi.org/10.5130/phrj.v14i0.301


[1900-1930] 

 

132 

Conclusion 

The early twentieth century saw many of Melbourne’s professional artists travel to either London 

or Paris to gain exposure to the works of the Old Masters and further their art education at the major 

teaching academies where their teachers at the Gallery School had themselves trained.   In London, 

the male artists mixed, through the CAC and the NEAC, with the leading artists of the day, such as 

James McNeill Whistler and John Singer Sargent. 171   Unlike their female Sydney-trained 

counterparts such as Grace Crowley and Dorrit Black, most Melbourne artists failed to take up the 

opportunity to absorb the new art movements and the theories of Cézanne and Lhote.172   

Notwithstanding, the exposure that these artists gained by studying in London and Paris and 

exhibiting at the RA and the Paris Salon was to stand them in good stead and assured their 

reputations on their return to Melbourne.  In addition, a number of Australian artists, either living 

in London or serving with the AIF, went on to become Australia’s first war artists.   Melbourne’s 

war artists, George Bell, George Benson, Frank Crozier, Will Dyson, John and Will Longstaff, 

Louis McCubbin, James Quinn, Harold Septimus Power and Arthur Streeton, were all members of 

either the VAS or the MSC and often both.  Caricaturist, David Low, an active MSC member who 

had moved to London, also began to distinguish himself as a cartoonist in the popular press at the 

time, and was later to become a household name during the Second World War with his character, 

Colonel Blimp.173 

At this time, back in Melbourne, the VAS remained the organisation that Victorian artists joined 

and their Albert Street Gallery was essentially the only forum for displaying and selling their works.  

The Society was the organisation that Melbourne’s most highly regarded artists automatically 

joined and it was respected both nationally and internationally. Its Council comprised the city’s 

most celebrated artists and prominent laypersons such as the noted anthropologist and art collector, 

Professor Sir Baldwin Spencer.   Meanwhile, the artistic achievments of the first female graduates 

from the Gallery School were slowly being recognised through their position on the VAS Council 

and their unbroken run in winning the Gallery School’s triennial Travelling Scholarship from 1908 

to 1932. 

Whilst the VAS remained a tour de force as the pre-eminent art organisation in Australia, it did not 

have the exclusive loyalty of their artists. The MSC stamped itself as the preferred venue for social 

interaction amongst the professional male artists who ‘followed the money’ to mix with their 

                                                      

171 Bernard Smith, The Antipodean Manifesto: Essays in Art and History (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 

65 (Essay on "The Myth of Isolation"). 

172 Graeme Henry Williams, "Three Australian Women Artists in Paris" (paper presented at A Suitcase of Her Own: 

Women and Travel, Szczyrk, Poland, 22 September 2017). 

173 David Low, Low's Autobiography (London: Michael Joseph, 1956), pp. 266-274. 
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patrons and the Melbourne establishment at the one establishment club that made them welcome. 

Similarly, the female-only Lyceum Club attracted many of Melbourne’s successful women artists.  

Up until the outbreak of the First World War, the VAS, ‘The Vics’, remained the unquestioned 

centre of Melbourne’s art world.  Their premises also played a part in Melbourne’s performing arts 

scene as the home of the Marshall Hall Conservatorium of Music. 174   Renamed the Melba 

Conservatorium, and then the Albert Street Conservatorium, the Conservatorium and ‘The Vics’ 

were to share premises for well into the 1970s. 

Other alternative artist associations formed during this time, comprising smaller elite groupings of 

like-minded practitioners.  These included the TSC (1901-current) formed of artists and architects, 

the AArtA (1913-1933) formed by professional artists and the TMP (1918-current), an exhibiting 

group originally aligned with supporters of tonalist painter Max Meldrum.  Despite the exhibiting 

function of most of these new organisations, their members generally retained their membership of 

the VAS and still submitted works to the Society’s annual exhibition(s).   

Gradually there developed a questioning of the Society as the authoritive voice for art and the bitter 

division that accompanied the ousting of then VAS President Max Meldrum in 1918, signalled 

change was in the wind. The career trajectory for Melbourne’s artists was about to become less 

rigid. 

Slowly traditional values were questioned and the late 1920s saw modern and traditional works 

hung side by side in the Society’s shows and Melbourne’s first modernist exhibitions. Pressure also 

began to build on institutions such as Melbourne’s ‘National Gallery’, its coffers swelled by the 

Felton Bequest, to buy more works by Australian artists and practising artists were joining these 

institutions and sitting on their boards. 

                                                      

174 G. Hermon Gill,  in The Gallery on Eastern Hill: The Victorian Artists' Society Centenary, p. 17. 
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CHAPTER IV  THE MODERNISTS ASSERT THEMSELVES (1930-1940) 

This chapter examines the conflict between the prevailing nationalist art arising since the 

Heidelberg School and a growing awareness of international art movements and wish to pursue 

them.  Nationalism in the visual arts however remained largely conservative and, by the end of the 

1920s, the pastoral landscapes of the Heidelberg School were taken to define what was 

fundamentally Australian about Australian painting, presenting a ‘settled, distinctly Australian 

countryside, transforming recent colonisation into deep history’.1  The conservative Melbourne-

born NGNSW Director, J. S. MacDonald, was one who held this view and, to him, Streeton’s art 

exemplified the way that life should be lived in Australia ‘with the maximum of flocks and the 

minimum of factories’.2 

As Melbourne entered the 1930s, many of its expatriate artists were returning from Europe with 

enhanced profiles, their profile either boosted by a reputation as war artists, or simply the 

beneficiaries of the perception of their acceptance in London and Paris. For the majority, return 

represented ‘business as usual’, a reunion with their ‘brothers-of-the-brush’ within the VAS and 

MSC, and a return to paint in the styles that they had trained for in Melbourne.   The reality was 

that, apart from George Bell, most of Melbourne’s returning artists had not engaged with 

Modernism. 

With others, who had returned earlier, the NGAS and the WMC School of Applied Art, with their 

syllabi modelled on the British and European art schools, no longer were the only option for aspiring 

artists, with Max Meldrum’s school attracting a loyal core of adherents plus a number of smaller 

schools.  

In Sydney, there was an even stronger Modernist movement emerging with their returning artists 

such as Grace Crowley and Dorrit Black each starting their own schools based on the theories of 

Cézanne and Lhote.3  This influenced Melbourne artists as well as there was considerable exchange 

between the States with artists from both cities regularly accepting opportunities to exhibit in the 

annual exhibitions of both Melbourne’s VAS and Sydney’s SoA, although not all within the Sydney 

and Melbourne art worlds automatically accepted the return to ‘business as usual’ with NGNSW, 
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Director, J. S. MacDonald regularly outspoken with his views on both Modernism and the 

Modernist schools that Dorritt Black and Grace Crowley had established.  

The Sydney Morning Herald critic, Kenneth Wilkinson, the husband of Modernist painter, Jean 

Bellette, responded to these attacks on modernism and published a balanced article wherein he 

cautioned about ‘Australia's lagging behind in the standards of Old World culture’ by not embracing 

modern art. Wilkinson informed readers: ‘Works that are still regarded as intensely "modern" and 

controversial in this country have long since taken their place in the hierarchy of art and artists 

abroad’.4  Wilkinson’s denunciation of J. S. MacDonald, the warrior of the conservative forces, was 

to prove the first salvo of the battle that erupted in the 1930s with the Modernists. 

‘The Vics’ 

In 1930, the VAS Council comprised the President, C. Douglas Richardson, and ‘exhibiting artists’, 

George W. Barton, J. Beaumont, William Montague Brown, Ernest Buckmaster, Victor Ernest 

Cobb, William Delafield Cook, Murray Griffin, Harold Herbert, Louis McCubbin, W. B. McInnes 

and Paul Montford.  It was unusual to not have female representation on the Council at a period 

when women artists had dominated the NGV Travelling Scholarship for the previous two decades. 

When the Society advertised the 1930 Annual Autumn Exhibition, it also drew members’ attention 

to the Archibald Prize (500 Guineas), the Wynne Prize (50 Guineas) and the George Crouch Prize 

for contemporary art (100 Guineas).5   These were large sums in the Great Depression and it was 

astute of the Council to encourage members to enter.  VAS artists, Walter Withers, had won the 

first Wynne Prize for landscape in 1893, John Rowell the first Crouch Prize in 1927, and 

Melbourne’s VAS artists had won nine out of the ten Archibald Prizes awarded for portraiture since 

its introduction in 1921.6 

When C. Douglas Richardson stood down as President due to ill health in 1930, the prominent 

Melbourne sculptor, Paul Montford, took his place.  Dora Wilson also joined the Council.  Despite 

the Depression starting to bite, the Society’s events continued to be popular. The Premier, Sir 

Stanley Argyle, opened the Society’s 1930 Annual Exhibition and there was a string band providing 

entertainment and a successful conversazione held during the exhibition.   

                                                      

4 Kenneth Wilkinson, "Modern Art Need for a Tolerant View," Sydney Morning Herald, 12 September 1932, p. 4 [This 
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The following year, the Lord Mayor of Melbourne, Sir Harold Gengoult Smith, opened the 

Society’s 1931 Annual Exhibition, a choice preferred over the rival newspaper proprietors, 

Theodore Fink or Senator R.D. Elliott.7   

In 1931, the Society proposed an Art Union with 5000 tickets.  All Council members agreed to 

contribute and resolved to contact the following prominent artists: George Bell, Bernard Hall, Harry 

Harrison, Hans Heysen, W. D. Knox, John Longstaff, W. B. McInnes, Arthur Streeton, C. Douglas 

Richardson, William Rowell, John Shirlow, May Vale, Charles Wheeler, Dora Wilson, and Blamire 

Young.8 

Increasingly, the Society was inviting members from outside the Council to enter their Annual 

Exhibitions, including Ellioth Gruner, Harold Herbert, Hans Heysen, Daphne Mayo, Max Meldrum 

and Blamire Young. Whilst not all responded, the Society continued to seek high profile figures to 

open major exhibitions, and resolved to ask either the Anglican Archbishop, Frederick Head, or the 

Chairman of the Felton Bequest, Sir Frank Grenville Clarke, to open their next exhibition.9 

The Society was very proactive in seeking opportunities for their members and approached the 

NGV and the Regional Galleries of Ballarat, Bendigo, Castlemaine and Geelong seeking details on 

prizes that their members may enter.  At the same time, the Society was receiving invitations from 

their interstate counterparts, including the SoA (Sydney) and the South Australian Society of Artists 

in Adelaide.  Various organisations regularly asked to use the gallery spaces, such as the various 

Technical Schools, however the Council resolved that it would be in the best interests of the Society 

to decline the not-for-profit exhibitions to allow exhibitions from the smaller Art Societies who may 

pay a higher fee.10 

By 1931, the Society’s Council questioned the worth of the male-only Smoke Nights.  Increasingly, 

their popularity seemed to be with the non-exhibiting members, and the majority of persons 

attending were not even members of the Society.  As the cost of staging the nights outweighed the 

returns, Council decided to abandon them for the time being.11 

                                                      

7 Minutes of the Council Meeting held 2 March 1931, VAS Files, MS 7593, Box 556/3 MSM 468, State Library of Victoria, 

Melbourne. 
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In early 1932, the Society ambitiously approached J. S. MacDonald, Director of the NGNSW, with 

the objective of ‘securing the pictures from the Archibald Exhibition for showing in Melbourne’.12  

The approach was unsuccessful, even though the winner that year was again a Melbourne-born 

artist, Ernest Buckmaster, a VAS member and regular exhibitor with the Society. 

It was during this time that the Society became worried about declining standards of work in their 

exhibitions and, to counteract this, they routinely sent personal invitations to prominent members 

seeking them to enter and canvassed entries from artists in other states.  At the same time, it invited 

non-exhibiting members to submit works of non-member artists if they owned those works.  In a 

final initiative, in an attempt to lure the best artists into their fold, the Society halved joining fees 

and invited un-financial members to re-join without payment of their back subscriptions.13  To some 

extent, this proved successful and the 1933 VAS Autumn show, listed over 100 artists ranging from 

Ernest Buckmaster, Rupert Bunny, John Longstaff, Louis McCubbin and John Shirlow through to 

the 19yo Albert Tucker entering his first exhibition.14 

The following year, the Society provided strong support for the Centenary Art Exhibition organised 

by the Commenwealth Bank and curated by VAS member, Bob Croll.  The exhibition comprised a 

survey of work from Buvelot through to the current day, all ‘safe nationalistic images…which had 

ossified since the 1890s.  No different view was permitted’ by the art establishment.15 

The Teaching Schools 

For a decade up until the mid-twenties, and again from 1931, Melbourne had the Meldrum School 

offering an alternative in art education to the NGAS and the WMC.  This was in addition to the 

VAS, technical schools and smaller private studios such as that run by Archie Colquohoun offering 

private classes and life-drawing studio and sketching options.16 
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The Working Men’s College / Melbourne Techical College 

By 1931, there were over 100 Education 

Department teachers attending evening classes in 

art at the WMC and a further group of junior 

teachers on Saturday morning.  However, the 

retirement of Ponsonby May Carew-Smyth, the 

supervisor of the courses, enabled a change in 

direction.  Up until then, the focus had been on 

rigorous training in drawing rather than in 

originality. 

4.1: Drawing Class, Working Men’s College 

Unknown Photographer 

Source: The Tech: p. 230  

The primary focus now shifted from the training of art teachers and the Art School saw the 

appointment of established artists as teachers as a priority.  The first two of these were John Rowell 

and Mervyn Napier Waller, both active members of the VAS.  The Art School thrived with a change 

of direction provided by the two practising artists and soon the students were completing 

commissions and other practising artists visited the college to give demonstrations of their 

techniques.17  In 1933, the WMC changed its name to the Melbourne Techical College (MTC). 

The George Bell School (1932-1939) 

In early 1932, George Bell and Arnold Shore opened a school at Salisbury Buildings, on the corner 

of Bourke and Queen Streets, providing for the first time a modernist alternative to the two 

established schools.  It attracted both ‘Colquhoun’s dropouts and the National Gallery School’s 

disenchanted’.18 The first student to emerge as a prominent artist was Eric Thake and their school 

became the focus of ‘conscious modernism’.19  

Minchin and Eagle maintain that ’George Bell's contribution to art in Melbourne has been more 

often recognised than described’.20  Bell and Shore took charge of the school week-about from 1932 

to mid-1934, after which Shore ran it alone until late 1935, while Bell was in Europe. Whilst in 

London, Bell studied drawing at the Grosvenor School of Modern Art, started by Iain Macnab in 

1925, involving himself in the NEAC and in the writings and theories of Clive Bell and Roger Fry.  

This became the foundation of Bell’s own painting and teaching.  When he returned to Melbourne, 
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it was with both an altered approach to the practice and a dedication to promoting modern art.21  

Although initially Bell resumed joint teaching duties, his partnership with Shore dissolved the 

following year, after which, he ran the school alone from 1936 until 1939.22   

There is no doubt that George Bell was the most influential force in the development of modern art 

in Melbourne in the 1930s.  This was notwithstanding his traditional training, initially studied under 

Frederick McCubbin, then under the painting master, Bernard Hall, at the NGAS (1896 - 1903) and 

finally privately with George Coates in his studio above the Melbourne Town Hall around 1895-

96. During these years at the Gallery School, Bell formed friendships with many artists, including 

Hugh Ramsay, Norman Macgeorge and James Quinn.  He also developed what was to be a lifelong 

dislike of Max Meldrum.23  He was the right man at the right time and in the right place, because 

only he had the qualities of leadership necessary to confront the reactionary establishment, to unite 

a diverse group of artists, and to found and to preside over the Contemporary Art Society. 

Some historians regard pioneer abstract painter, Sam Atyeo, as ‘the most articulate proponent of 

modernism in Australia’ in the early 1930s, primarily a result of a series of talks he gave on 

modernism in 1932-3, interpreting it a formal painterly manner.24  Atyeo certainly had influential 

patrons, and supporters included John Reed and Dr H. V. Evatt, however it was to George Bell that 

most historians attribute that title.  It has been said that ‘George Bell made a major contribution to 

Australian art entirely through his teaching’ however Helmer states that ‘his influence as a leader, 

a critical writer and as an artist made him one of the heroes of the Modern movement’.25 

In total, Bell taught more than 1000 students between 1923 and the time of his death in 1966.  From 

his school in Bourke Street came the important painters of the 1940s, Russell Drysdale, Sali Herman 

and Peter Purves Smith and the "untrained" moderns Albert Tucker, Vic O'Connor and Adrian 

Lawlor.26  In referring to Tucker as “untrained” this should be qualified as, between 1933 and 1940, 

he also attended the VAS evening life class three evenings a week, where he learnt to draw from 

the model.27 In and out went Sam Atyeo, Mary Cecil Allen, Lina Bryans, Basil Burdett, Moya 

Dyring, Ian Fairweather, Jock Frater, Ethel Spowers and Isabel Tweddle, and even John and Sunday 

Reed for a while.  
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4.2: George Fredrick Henry Bell (1908-1966) artist 

Self Portrait, 1932 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Collection: Melbourne Savage Club 

 

 

 

 

In the late 1930s, George Bell’s studio became 

headquarters where they prepared strategies 

against the conservative forces of Menzies, 

MacDonald and Meldrum; however, the stylistic 

enemy was Meldrum’s tonal realism. Bell taught 

'form', 'distortion', 'expression', and he stressed 

that art had to arise from imagination.  

An appreciation by (Sir) Russell Drysdale in the catalogue foreword of a Bell retrospective in 1971 

possibly best sums up his contribution as a teacher.  Quoted verbatim:  

Though he has forsaken a successful traditional career, he found himself supported by 

those young men and women who were attempting to break out of the stranglehold of 

academic tradition.  His place and prestige in the art world of the day, his courage and 

convictions, provided them with the leader they were looking for.  George Bell was more 

than a leader.  He was a gifted teacher with a natural ability to impart to students the 

principles he had embraced and give them a solid grounding in their craft.  As well as his 

past students, scholars today recognise Bell for what he accomplished in the fight for 

recognition of the modern movement.  The opening of the first school devoted to teaching 

(what was for Australia) a revolutionary approach to painting, was of enormous 

importance.  While some painters had begun singly to explore modern principles, the 

advent of a school immediately brought together a group of students, artists, and interested 

non-professionals that added greatly to the consolidation of the movement.  The passing 

of time saw other movements and groups arise, some opposed to one another, but the 

lasting effect of his pioneering work and sacrifice of George Bell has served him a unique 

honoured place in the history of Australian art.28 
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The praise from Drysdale at Bell’s retrospective was not underserved as a contemporaneous article 

by Basil Burdett, titled ‘Modern Art in Melbourne’, listed twenty-one of Melbourne’s most 

significant “younger painters” by name, all apart from five of whom were either past students or 

associated with the George Bell School.29  Although artist and critic James Gleeson did not mention 

Bell in his book, Modern Painters 1931-1971, published shortly after Bell’s death, he nevertheless 

remains without doubt the leading Melbourne artist driving the modernist movement and it is no 

surprise that he assumed the forefront when the debate about the Academy emerged in the mid-

1930s.30 

Modernism Re-emerges 

In December 1930, three years after the Melbourne art public were exposed to the ‘West Wall 

Rebels’, at a VAS Annual Exhibition, Melbourne art patrons were again exposed to modernism in 

Adrian Lawlor’s first exhibition, held at Joshua McClelland’s Little Gallery.  Richard Haese 

claimed that this exhibition gave John Reed ‘his first taste of modernism’31 while Lawlor himself 

was to later claim that his exhibition ‘was Melbourne’s first “modern” show’.32  This was an 

ambitious claim, ignoring his friend Arnold Shore’s exhibition the previous year.  No doubt Lawlor 

was encouraged at the time by the review of The Sun’s  art critic, George Bell, headed, “Dares to 

think for himself” where he ‘earns many congratulations on his bravery in doing the unpardonable’ 

and [opens up the viewer to] ‘the exciting possibilities of modernism’.33  A parallel review by The 

Argus’s art critic, Arthur Streeton, however was dismissive and hinted at his opposition to 

modernism when he claimed that Lawlor’s art represented ‘nothing that is new and hardly anything 

that is of beautiful or of artistic interest’34.   

A decade later, Peter Bellew recounted: 

Lawler’s first exhibition burst like a high explosive shell in the midst of Melbourne’s 

slumbering art world.35 

Notwithstanding his comments on the first Lawlor exhibition, the conservative Streeton later 

demonstrated at least an open mind on new art movements and, when he reviewed Lawlor’s next 

exhibition a year later at the Joshua McClelland’s Little Gallery in October 1931, he wrote: 
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One does not mind the casting aside of a mannered and highly academic style, which is 

often so expressionless and boring, if instead there is shown some vivid expression of a 

new path in fine art.36 

The critic from The Age was also not convinced in his review: 

The figure work in this exhibition - head studies, nudes, etc. - however nearly it may 

follow the present day modernist movement, does not impress the normal observer 

favourably, and the impression one carries away of the Tolemic,  Major Domu or Crooked 

Countenance is, to say the least, unpleasing.37 

On 2 September the following year, at the suggestion of The Herald’s managing director, Keith 

Murdoch, the Chairman of The Herald, Theodore Fink, opened an exhibition of over sixty ‘colour 

reproductions of Impressionist, Post-Impressionist and Modern paintings of the French School’  in 

the Assembly Room of the Herald Building.38  At the opening, VAS Council member, Fink, an art 

collector himself, criticised the NGV’s failure to embrace the modern movements, declaring: 

The absence of representative examples in our National Gallery is a misfortune and shows 

sterility of idea and failure to be in touch with a great movement.  The community has 

missed great opportunities.39 

The 1931 exhibition achieved its aim of giving Melbourne artists and art lovers an opportunity of 

seeing a representative collection by the founders and leading men of the Modern movement.  

Largely due to this, the following year, the pro-Modernist ‘Contemporary Group of Melbourne’ 

(CAG) formed with artists George Bell, Arnold Shore, Jock Frater and Adrian Lawlor all 

prominent.40   Art in Australia critic, Basil Burdett praised their ‘modern ideas’ and promoted their 

inaugural exhibition, featuring the afore-mentioned artists along with Daryl Lindsay, Ada Plante, 

Evelyn Syme, Eric Thake and Isabel Tweddle.41 

Through bookshop proprietor, Gino Nibbi, Melbourne’s young artists were able to get access to the 

latest foreign-language art magazines from Europe and his Leonardo Art Shop in Little Collins 

Street served as a seedbed of modernist ideas.42  In the early 1930s, a group of student members of 
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the Gallery School established the New Melbourne Art Club (NMAC) (1933-1941) as yet another 

forum for modernist artists. They held their inaugural exhibition at the Sedon Galleries in September 

1933 and based their raison d’être on the premise ‘that the work of lesser-known artists is too often 

passed over in the larger exhibitions of the older societies’.43   

In an article in Art in Australia, Lawlor had this to say about modern art: 

In its more authentic manifestations, modern art is a direct return to tradition – not an 

atavistic return to this or that painter or school of painters; but a return to the fundamental 

creating principle in art, of which ‘tradition’ is, of course, the unassailable record and 

standard of reference. Creative art is the art of men who are alive and normal in every 

faculty, and whose proponent energy informs these faculties with a power of exuberance 

in expression beyond the power of men who are merely normal.44 

Whilst this clearly suggests that to not understand modern art you could not possibly be normal, 

Lawlor felt obliged to continue on with a thinly-veiled attack on ‘academic art’: 

It has very little in common with academic art, which naively supposes that it is continuing 

the tradition when it is, in fact, only copying the dead shapes of that tradition.  Academic 

art ... is the very antithesis of that imaginative energy ... which creates in its huge 

delectation a form that contains the strange and dilating ecstasy that begats it.  Where 

academic art goes back, creative art goes forth.45 

Lawlor’s reputation in Melbourne as a modernist spokesperson was growing, leading to an 

invitation for him to contribute an article on Australian modernism to Art in New Zealand in which 

he wrote on the works of Bell, Shore and Frater. 46 

In Adrian Lawlor, a Portrait, Fry claims that younger artists Moya Dyring and Sam Atyeo, along 

with Adrian Lawlor, were ‘the most extreme modernists working in Melbourne in the early 1930s. 

Notwithstanding this, they nevertheless were active within the conservative VAS and notably 

assisted Louis McCubbin organise the VAS Ball held in Victoria’s 1934 centenary year.47  

In 1928, 1930, 1932 and 1934, Edwin Murray Fuller bought to Australia collections of modern 

British paintings and etchings.  In 1932, he exhibited it at the VAS before moving the exhibition to 

Sydney.48  The exhibition included works by Mark Gertler, Augustus John, William Orpen and 
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Walter Sickert, some of the leading contemporary English artists at the time. 49   Reviews by 

Melbourne’s press were generally positive and the conservative critic of The Australasian even 

went so far as to say that the works were ‘no better or worse than our own group of modernists 

here’.50 

The Modernists attracted some powerful allies and enlisted former NSW State Labor politician, and 

now High Court Judge, Mr Justice Evatt, as an ally to their cause and, in opening Lawlor’s 1936 

exhibition, he took aim at the conservative forces heading Australia’s major public galleries and 

their opposition to Modernism: 

Australia … lagged far behind the standard of art in England, Europe and America.  This 

was chiefly due to the fact that our national galleries were controlled by men who suffered 

from an intense abhorrence of anything done since 1880.51 

In the same edition, The Herald became somewhat of a forum, interviewing artists of opposing 

viewpoints and publishing their comments.  Along with Lawlor, Arnold Shore and William (Jock) 

Frater representing the modernist viewpoint, conservatives Charles Wheeler, Max Meldrum and 

John Longstaff, were also sought out and interviewed and, in the case of Longstaff, asked to directly 

respond to Evatt’s opening remarks, where he dismissed the modernist works saying: 

… we have been familiarised with modern art for years through fine reproductions and in 

proportion to our population modern ideas are well exploited here.  One would think that 

all art in England and Europe was modern, but this is not so.52 

Wheeler was similarly dismissive of his former NGAS student, stating: 

I note that too many converts to modernism are people who have not succeeded at 

traditional methods.  Are they likely to be more successful in painting what they feel 

instead of painting what they see? And is there any more virtue in copying a modern than 

in copying an old master?53 

Meldrum, another moulder of aspiring artists, also was not a supporter of emerging Modernism and 

similarly held the view that reproductions provided Australians with ‘a perfectly good knowledge 
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of the past’ and ‘as long as  we do not copy other works, but look at nature directly, we shall not 

lag behind’.54 

In 1939, Lawlor spoke at a meeting of the CAS, refuting the contents of a lecture earlier given by 

Max Meldrum at the NGV and a national broadcast on the ABC by Leonard Cerutty, espousing his 

‘Views on Modern Art’.  Originally, Lawlor had planned to broadcast his rebuttal to Cerutty, 

however, when this was not possible, he published a version of a talk to the Society in which he 

used his argument that: 

modern art is neither better nor worse than the art of the past: it is the equal of that art. 

The artists of today are of the same clan as the artists of the past.55  

Two Influential Women: Mary Cecil Allen and Alleyne Zander 

In the 1930s, two socially-connected Melbourne women had the most influence in educating the 

local art scene about trends in Europe and the United States and creating a cultural exchange in 

contemporary works.   

The first to make an impact was Alleyne Zander who, in 1932, brought an Exhibition of British 

Contemporary Art to Melbourne with 184 largely modern works.  Zander astutely selected the 

works and the London Evening Standard claimed that ‘so far as paintings in oils and watercolours 

are concerned, it would not be easy …to give a fairer impression of contemporary English talent’ 

and described the exhibition as ‘the largest and most representative selection of modern British art 

ever shipped from these islands.’56  The London correspondent for The Home was similarly positive, 

describing the selection of works as a ‘pictorial modern cocktail which will buck up art lovers’.57 

The exhibition opened in March 1933 at Newspaper House in Collins Street, Melbourne before 

moving the following month to Farmer’s Blaxland Galleries in Sydney.  It featured works by 

prominent English modern artists, and included painters Augustus John, William Orphen, Lucien 

Pissaro and Richard Sickert along with the modernist sculptor, Jacob Epstein.58  

The exhibition, attracted favourable reviews from the critics and over 5000 people flocked to its 

Melbourne show, most experiencing the works of these prominent English artists for the first time 

and achieving Zander’s objective of exposing Australians to ‘a taste of the best modern art 

                                                      

54 Max Meldrum Quoted in: “The Academy of Art, Mr Menzies to Negoriate”, The Herald, 7 February 1936, p.9; Also 

cited by Fry in: Fry, Adrian Lawlor, A Portrait, (Bulleen Vic: Heide Art Gallery, 1983), p. 24. 

55 Adrian Lawlor, Eliminations (Melbourne: Ruskin Press, 1939), p. 3. 

56 “British Art for Australia”, London Evening Standard, 29 September 1932.  Eileen Chanin, "Pioneering Cultural 

Exchange: Two International Exhibitions 1931-1933, Initiated by Mary Cecil Allen and Alleyne 'Clarice' Zander," in 

Impact of the Modern: Vernacular Modernities in Australia 1870s-1960s, ed. Robert Dixon and Veronica Kelly (Sydney: 

Sydney University Press, 2008). 

57 T. H. Cochran, “This, that and them”, The Home, Sydney Uew Smith, Sydney, 3 January 1933, p. 46. 

58 Basil Burdett, "Mrs Zander's Exhibition of British Contemporary Art," Art in Australia Third Series, No. 49, April 

1933, pp. 6-11, 8. 



[1930-1940] 

 

146 

overseas’.59  Melbourne-based modernist critics, George Bell and Basil Burdett, praised the show 

and the art critic for the Sydney Morning Herald was particularly supportive and wrote an extensive 

and informed defence of the British modernists: 

These pictures which Mrs. Zander has brought to Sydney are by artists whom the great 

body of intelligent people in England has fully accepted, and approved.  To deny merit in 

them is wrong.  Fine, as much Australian painting is, Australia cannot dictate standards 

to the outside world.  It is still Europe, which remains the centre of civilisation, on its 

artistic side.  The work of recognised English painters – representative work – should be 

received with respect.60 

The works selected by Zander were presented 

to the Melbourne public in two selling 

exhibitions, one of paintings and another of 

prints.  She claimed ‘I have been at pains to 

make both shows fully representative of the 

work that is being done in Britain’.61  

4.3: Cyril E. Power (1872-1951) (British) 

The Tube Station, 1932 

Medium: Linocut 

Exhibited: Modern Colour Prints and Wood 

Engravings from the Redfern Gallery 

Collection: (includes NGV) 

Zander’s print exhibition, titled Modern Colour Prints and Wood Engravings from the Redfern 

Gallery, went on show between 7 and 23 December 1932 in both Cynthia Reed’s Gallery in Little 

Collins Street and the Art and Crafts Society gallery at Newspaper House in Collins House. 

The painting show next opened on 8 March 1933 and, in relation to the paintings that she selected, 

Zander further explained that: 

They will cover a period of about 40 years.  After all, most of the really significant artists 

of the nineties are still alive. With the help of the Contemporary Society, I have been able 

to obtain pictures, which are really representative of the modern school.62   

During the show’s three weeks in Melbourne, Zander complemented the exhibition by arranging 

talks on modern art by George Bell, Arnold Shore and Blamire Young.  Allyne Zanders’ 1933 
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Exhibition of English Modern Art was the first exposure of many Melbournians to modern art and 

John Reed bought an Epstein wash drawing which he claimed was his “first purchase in the art 

world”.63 

Whilst the exhibition received acclaim from the growing number of critics who were sympathetic 

to contemporary art, it still attracted detractors.  Zander herself countered these by addressing the 

National Council of Women at the Lyceum Club on "The attitude of the general public towards 

modern art", where she declared that Australia’s lack of a long historical perspective led to a lack 

of appreciation of contemporary achievements in the arts.64  She argued that because Australia had 

a short history of making art, technical perfection was valued more highly than ‘the spirit force 

which expresses the individuality of the artist’. 65  She suggested that ‘painting has accuracy, 

correctness and conventional laws in an effort to live again after a long period of spiritual 

deadness’.66  Looking back on the exhibition in 1940, Paul Haefliger credited it as being ‘the most 

important exhibition of modern art seen in this country ahead of the legendary 1939 Herald 

exhibition’. 67 

Both Zander and the (CAG) were active proponents of modern art and equally trenchant critics of 

‘academic art’. At the time, both the VAS and the RASNSW supported Zander’s exhibition, both 

groups keen to associate themselves with the latest works coming out of Britain.  Unfortunately, 

the venture was not to prove a success for Zander, largely due to Australia’s 10% tariff imposed on 

paintings and watercolours imported from the United Kingdom, a tariff that similarly affected 

expatriate Australian artists returning home. 

During the 1920s, NGAS and Slade School (UK) graduate, Mary Cecil Allen studied with Max 

Meldrum, alongside pioneer modernists, Arnold Shore and Jock Frater. She was a rising star of the 

Melbourne art world.  As a member of the VAS, the AArtA and the TMP, Allen successfully 

participated in numerous group and solo exhibitions, however it was ultimately not as an artist but 

as a communicator about art where Allen’s legacy lies.   In 1925 she became the first female guide-

lecturer at the NGV and the first female art critic with The Sun.  Ironically, when she initially started 

as a critic, Allen was critical of Melbourne’s first forays into modernism and, in one early lecture, 
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asserted that post-impressionists ‘create nothing but monsters –they invent the abnormal’.68  This 

was to prove vastly different from her position in the 1930s. 

In early 1927, Allen spent eight months touring the major art galleries in Europe as a personal guide 

to a visiting American, culminating, at the end of the year, in an invitation by the Carnegie Trust to 

lecture in New York.69  This opportunity led to Allen presenting a series of public lectures and tours 

across the United States in 1928 and 1929 where she spoke at many prestigious university and art 

museums. 70   In 1931, as a result of the lecture series, Allen was invited by the Australian 

Commissioner General to organise the first American exhibition dedicated to Australian art at the 

Nicholas Roerich Museum gallery in New York and then asked to accompany the exhibition on 

tour through a further fourteen American cities.71  The touring exhibition included some of Allen’s 

own works, described by the New York Times critic at the time as ‘arrestingly modern’ 72 

Because of her exposure to contemporary European and American art, Allen made a rapid 

conversion to modern art and her subsequent published lectures articulated the central tenet of 

modernism: that ‘art should convey ideas rather than mimic visual reality’.73   

In July 1935, Mary Cecil Allen arrived back in Melbourne bringing with her 200 lanternslides, a 

gift from the MOMA to the NGV illustrating the development of modern art in the United States.74  

Allen’s public lectures on modern art commenced the following month at the NGV, featuring her 

slides of artwork by Cézanne, Picasso and Van Gogh, and drew large audiences of up to a thousand 

people.75  Whilst here, Allen also held an exhibition at the Fine Art Society’s Gallery of forty 

paintings and drawings that she had completed whilst in New York.  Although she encountered 

opposition to her brand of modernism, her exhibition received largely positive reviews, with Arnold 

Shore describing it as ‘a living demonstration of the courage and diversity of modern practice in 

art’ and Allen as the greatest orator on art and interpreter who had ever been in Australia.76 
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4.4: Mary Cecil Allen (1893- 1962) artist 

Reclining Blue Figure c. 1930s 

Medium: Watercolour over pencil 

Exhibited: Fine Art Society Gallery 

Collection: NGV Ac. No. A9-1972 

 

The Carnegie Grant 

Mary Allen’s relationship with the Carnegie 

Corporation of New York was to have a far-

reaching impact on ending Australia’s isolation, 

not only with what was happening in Europe but 

also in the United States.  In 1936 the Carnegie 

Corporation made available a grant of £10,000 

[$185,000 today] to finance a conference in Melbourne in May for national art galleries and 

museums in Australia.77  Among the important resolutions passed, was one that museums and art 

galleries of the larger centres should evolve plans to give the maximum assistance to smaller 

institutions by loans of exhibits and by technical assistance and a recommendation for the 

interchange of officers of Australian and New Zealand museums. The Carnegie Corporation went 

further than this and offered to underwrite ‘travelling exhibition of Australian pictures to tour the 

Empire and the United States’ and ‘the exchange of art exhibitions between the Empire and the 

United States’.78 

In addition, the Carnegie Corporation gifted Victorian secondary schools two identical 100-volume 

libraries of books on art and appreciation of art, gathered from all parts of the world. Accompanying 

each library was a set of about 900 large mounted photographs and coloured reproductions of works 

of art, embracing paintings, drawings, etchings, sculpture, furniture, and architecture, ranging in 

origin from Japan to Britain and in period through to modern and "futuristic" studies.  The 

collections included a section devoted to specimen prints in etching, aquatint, mezzotint, steel 

engraving, and other similar media.79  The two recipient schools were Presbyterian Ladies College 

and Melbourne High School as both these schools possessed facilities for the display of art. 

Australian Academy of Art (1937-1947) 

The simmering debate of modernism was  bought to the fore in 1932 when the conservative Federal 

Attorney-General, Robert Menzies, decided that Australia should not only have a national gallery 

and national collection but an antipodean version of England’s famed RA.  He first broached his 
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idea over lunch to a small group of conservative artists at the MSC where he regularly dined with 

Robert (Bob) Croll, biographer of Tom Roberts, and artist members of the Club, such as Harold 

Herbert, William McInnes, and John Longstaff, destined to become founding members of the 

Australian Academy of Art (AAA). 80    

In 1935, encouraged by their in-principle support, Menzies and Croll approached nine eminent 

artists, inviting them to form the nucleus of his proposed AAA.   Not all of these artists were 

amenable to this suggestion however, and even the conservative Savage members amongst the 

eminent artists were split on the issue, with McInnes and Longstaff supporting the idea and Streeton 

in opposition.   

Views on the AAA were emerging before Menzies formal announcement and, when the Academy 

was proposed, the modernist artists were supported by writers and critics such as Basil Burdett from 

The Herald and George Bell from The Sun, whilst Harold Herbert from The Argus was strongly in 

support of the Academicians. 

Menzies pressed on, and when, in early 1936, Federal Cabinet formally approved the establishment 

of the Academy and granted him the authority to negotiate in London for the granting of a Royal 

Charter, this further incensed the artists.81  The AAA was starting to generate views and was the 

feature of an editorial later that year in Art in Australia it predicted that ‘ the difficulties will be the 

selection of acadmians and associates’ making the observation ‘in the main, Melbourne is more 

orthodox and less influenced by the art of today’.82  

In January 1937, the Melbourne artist, Miles Evergood, wrote to his journalist friend Gavin Long, 

who had recently moved to Sydney: 

The following confidential news may interest and perhaps amuse you. A Royal Academy 

of Australia is being formed and the charter of the King is being asked for by Menzies, 

the Solicitor General.  The Academicians are roughly Longstaff, Streeton, Gruner, Heysen, 

Ure Smith, Meldrum and one or two others.  Associates are many in number.  The list was 

made some considerable time ago and I am not included in it so far, although I’ve been 

approached recently unofficially… you can realise I’m not in sympathy with the idea at 

all.  At least it is not with the idea of forwarding the interests of any particular school of 

painting.83 
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Controversy flared in the art world about the concept.  Concerned about the function and objects of 

this mooted organisation, the President and Council of the VAS called a meeting of artists for 5 

March 1937 to consider the proposed AAA. The 70 artists who attended the meeting represented 

the VAS, TMP, MSWP, the NMAC and the CAG. The author, Robert H. Croll, Hon Secretary of 

the Provisional Committee of the AAA, addressed the group and explained how Menzies came to 

the view that:  

Australian art  must benefit if  the exponents could join together … in an association which 

would link up all schools, without destroying any, and form a central body, which he 

hoped would gain for Australian art a recognition both here and abroad.84 

Croll, who had joined the VAS in 1908 and was a former lay member of the Council, explained that 

Menzies gained support for his idea when he broached it to a small group of artists over the afore-

mentioned (MSC) lunch. He then went on to outline how provisional committees had been formed 

in Melbourne and Sydney that had agreed on a draft constitution but were yet to resolve the details 

of how the association should come into operation.  The Melbourne (provisional) committee held 

the view that half a dozen well-known artists (Streeton, Longstaff, Bunny, Heysen, Meldrum, 

Gruner) be nominated as Academicians and a few others as Associates representing all States and 

then invite artists to join, whilst Sydney’s provisional committee went one better and actually 

‘elected’ a number of Academicians and Associates.  

Croll explained that, to break the impasse, Melbourne’s provisional committee suggested that an 

independent body chose sufficient officials (Academicians and Associates) to form a Committee 

and to this end it was proposed to ask the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board (CAAB), augmented 

by the Directors of the three principal ‘National Galleries’ (Melbourne, Sydney, Adelaide). Sydney 

objected to this proposal and, as a result, the Government turned to approaching the various 

principal societies and associations representing artists to solicit their support.  These included the 

VAS, the three A’s, TMP, the CAG, the Meldrum Group, the RASNSW, the SoA and the Painter 

Etchers. In concluding his address to the Society, Croll emphasised that the provisional committees 

formed were solely to represent a principle and neither individual societies or states and that it 

would be up to artists themselves to form the organisation in the manner they wished.  He said that 

it: 

will be what the artists make it – wide or narrow, liberal in its views or conservative, ... 

an all-embracive institution, bringing together all the best in Australia and raising the 

standard of taste generally.85 
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The Modernists and their supporters at the meeting were certainly opposed to the AAA, and former 

Savage and TSC member, George Bell, soon took up the cudgels for the anti-academy forces.  The 

influential T-Square Club was a dinner club of Architects and Artists who had been meeting at the 

VAS and Savage since 1901 (and who still regularly meet there).  George Bell was a past president 

of the Club and, at the time that Menzies proposed the AAA, it included the conservative artists, 

J.S. MacDonald and W. B. McInnes, both of whom strongly supported the Academy. In an earlier 

letter to The Herald of 16 May 1936, George Bell had strongly criticised the Menzies proposal for 

a ‘Royal Academy’ in Australia, which he claimed will ‘not do art any good’.86 

After discussion, George Bell moved and William Frater seconded: 

That this Meeting of Artists believes that the formation of a Royal Australian Academy 

[of Art] would hinder the development of Art in this country and therefore we pray that 

the Royal Charter be not granted [and] that this decision [and] that this decision be 

communicated to the Governor General.87 

Alice Bale, Murray Griffin, Miles Evergood, William Rowell, Arnold Shore, Donald McCormack 

and Orlando Dutton all spoke to the motion, which was carried by a large majority. The VAS duly 

wrote to the Governor General. 

In the midst of this, the President of the VAS, James Quinn, on 27 April 1937, invited Menzies to 

open the Society’s annual show whilst at the same time he invited the CAG of Bell to exhibit their 

‘modernist’ works on the West wall.  Unperturbed by the presence of the Contemporary Group at 

the opening, Menzies, after reminding those present that he had been the initiator of the AAA, took 

it upon himself to attack the modernist works in the exhibition.  As reported in The Argus: 

Certain principles must apply to this business of art as to any other business, which affects 

the artistic sense of the community.  Great art speaks a language which every intelligent 

person can understand.  The people who call themselves modernists today talk a different 

language.88  

This did not resonate well with Quinn, who immediately disassociated himself with Menzies’ 

sentiments by ‘repudiating any sympathy that might be construed by the unwary as harbouring for 

these sentiments’.89  This was a bold move by the VAS President on the night, as he was a fellow 

member of the MSC with Menzies and a former MSC General Committee member. As it transpired, 
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Quinn was nevertheless attracted to the prestige element offered by the AAA and ironically went 

on shortly afterwards to become a founding member of the Academy. 90 

Over the following week, other artists continued the debate in the press. Firstly, former MSC 

member Norman Macgeorge, in a strong letter to the editor of The Argus, stated that ‘Mr. 

Menzies ...does not approve of ‘modern art’’ and castigated Menzies view that art should be ‘non-

progressive’ and that ‘we should ever be content with representational painting’.91  This drew a 

prompt response from Menzies who was quoted, two days later, deferring to a list of those artists 

invited to join the AAA , claiming that the list was ‘selected by artists of the highest standing’.92 

Soon, Sir Arthur Streeton entered the fray, with an article in The Argus the following week, claiming 

Menzies was wrong and drawing an analogy with the rebels from the RA in London who formed 

the NEAC. 93   

In all, the debate raged for nearly three months in the Melbourne press, with both artists and lay 

people voicing their opinions, either in support of Menzies and the AAA or in favour of the 

modernists and modern art.  This was comprehensively documented by Adrian Lawlor when, later 

that year, he published his book, Arquebus.  In Arquebus, Lawlor summarises the controversy 

played out in The Argus and The Herald and chronicles the heated debate in the press.  Arguing 

strongly for the modernists, it provides a unique art historical insight into the heated debates over 

the role of the AAA and quotes verbatim virtually all of Menzies’ key pronouncements on modern 

art and his reasons for advocating an official academy.  Continuing, Lawlor contests the assumption 

of Menzies that academic conventions yield timeless clearly verifiable standards in art.  

Menzies pressed on however, and, on 7 July 1937, Robert H. Croll, the secretary of the AAA, 

formed only weeks before, again wrote to artists inviting them to reconsider becoming a foundation 

member.  The First Schedule of the Constitution for the AAA contained a list of members, many of 

whom were prominent in both the VAS and MSC.  In that category were Alexander Colquhoun, A. 

D. Colquhoun, H. B. Harrison, James R. Jackson, John Longstaff [4.6], W. B. McInnes, Arnold 

Shore, Paul Montford, A. E. Newbury, Harold B. Herbert and James Quinn. Ironically, Quinn was 

the VAS President and the same man who had roundly criticised him at the VAS opening.94 

At the 1937 election of the first Academy Council, the five elected representatives for the Southern 

Division were VAS members, McInnes, Longstaff, Herbert, Heysen and William Rowell, all of 
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whom were also members of the MSC except for Heysen, domiciled in South Australia.  From 1937 

until 1941 Sir John Longstaff was president of the AAA, a friend and intimate of Menzies and J.S. 

MacDonald, a man described by Bernard Smith as ‘the hearty and complaisant embodiment of art 

and officialdom in Australia’.95   

 

4.5: Les J Dwyer (1892-1962) photographer 

First Meeting of the AAA, July 1937 

Medium: Photograph 

Collection: Melbourne Savage Club 

Smith’s criticism of Longstaff as reactionary is perhaps unwarranted as, when interviewed on 

contemporary art not long prior to his appointment, he was open-minded and had this to say: 

I think it is a better age in every way. …When I think of the tricked-up and highly finished 

subject pictures of my youth, I cannot help feeling that some of the modern movements, 

at least, have released art from the bugbear of academic finish.  Artists are freer to express 

themselves today. 
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The great drawback in Australia is the lack of intercourse between artists.  We have no 

corporate artistic life, no artistic communion such as in London and Paris. The intelligent 

criticism of fellow-painters is always a stimulus.96 

In addition to Longstaff, as the elected President, Robert Croll was the Honorary Secretary ensuring 

that the identification of the MSC with the AAA was very strong, particularly as the Southern 

Division convened at the Savage when meeting in Melbourne, focussing a lot of attention on the 

club. With Murdoch as editor-in-chief of the Herald Group and R. D. Elliott, director of Western 

Newspapers Group and of Australian United Press, ensuring vigorous debate within the Club walls 

where a number of its artist members were employed as art critics by the various newspapers.97   

4.6: Sir John Campbell Longstaff (1861-1962) artist 

Self-Portrait (c. 1930) 

Medium: oil on canvas 

Collection: MSC 

The first meeting of the Academy in July 1937 [4.5] shows 

Attorney General Robert Menzies along with Harold 

Herbert, W B McInnes, William Rowell, Robert 

Henderson Croll, Sydney Ure Smith, Norman Carter, 

Rayner Hoff, John Eldershaw, Hans Heysen and Daphne 

Mayo, all bar Mayo, either Savage members or associated 

with the Club in other ways.  For the first time, the MSC 

was associated within the Melbourne art community as a 

reactionary bulwark of conservatism, a far cry from its bohemian roots and a possible contributing 

factor to Arthur Streeton ultimately resigning his MSC membership in 1939, preferring the lower 

profile of the Yorick Club. Whilst the Yorick was removed from the controversy, it contained within 

its membership such strong AAA supporters as John Longstaff, Harold Herbert, Lionel Lindsay and 

J. S. MacDonald so it was far from offering a bulwark of modernity. 98 

The modernists also developed some important supporters and when John Reed, launched an 

exhibition of Danila Vasilieff’s work at Riddell’s Galleries, Little Collins Street, he had this to say: 
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The work of Mr Vaslileff brings something new and startling to us, and for this reason 

alone the exhibition is the most important which has taken place for some considerable 

time.99 

Contemporary Art Society (1938-1947, 1954-) 

After the formation of the AAA, former Savage, George Bell [4.2], again emerged as its leading 

critic and a spokesman for ‘modern art’ pursuing a prolonged public argument with Menzies.  In 

June 1938, Bell launched a trenchant attack on the AAA in the Australian Quarterly noting two 

dangers; ‘the Academy would gather power for itself and its members’ and ‘it would enshrine a 

standard of sheer ignorance’.  Bell claimed that instead of enlightenment, the people of Australian 

could expect from it merely ‘the sanctification of banality’ and ‘the strict preservation of 

mediocrity’.100 

In the edition of the VAS newsletter in the same month, he again aggressively attacked the AAA 

and, early the following month, took the lead with a leaflet, To Art Lovers, calling his fellow artists 

to arms.101   At a meeting held at the Society on 13 July 1938, he proposed a counter society of ‘all 

artists and laymen who are in favour of encouraging the growth of living art’.102    

Within a few days, 170 members had joined the Contemporary Art Society (CAS) and installed 

Bell as its founding President, Rupert Bunny as its Artist Vice President, the solicitor, John Reed, 

as its Layman Vice President and Adrian Lawlor as its Treasurer. It was to prove a diverse and 

fragmented grouping from the outset, comprising the Social Realists, the Post-Impressionists whom 

Bell led, and an avant-garde group of painters, patronised by Reed, which included Sidney Nolan, 

Albert Tucker and John Perceval.  Accordingly, it was not long before the intellectual and political 

dimensions of modernism was manifested by splits within the CAS, in what has been called the 

‘The Revolutionary Years’ and ‘The Angry Decade’.103   

The CAS held its inaugural exhibition in June 1939 in the NGV’s McAllen Gallery, a month after 

its nemesis, the AAA,’s second exhibition in April.  The conservative Harold Herbert, an AAA 

foundation member, reviewed both exhibitions for The Argus, with different outcomes.  In relation 

to the AAA exhibition, Herbert described the ‘general standard is high, and the styles and 

expressions of the various schools of artistic thought make the show of considerable interest’.104 In 
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his reference to ‘the various schools of artistic thought’, he was referring largely to the works 

submitted by Sydney members of modernist leaning, such as Margaret Preston, Thea Proctor, Grace 

Cossington-Smith and Roland Wakelin. With respect to the CAS exhibition, he confessed ‘I am lost 

or have never seen the light as far as contemporary art is concerned’.105 

Norman Mcgeorge also retrospectively reviewed the two exhibitions in the Australian Art Annual 

1939.  In his review, he described the Academy show as ‘an undeniably good one … largely due to 

the exhibits from New South Wales, which “made” the show and relieved it from dullness.’106  

Along with the 1938 Archibald Prize winning portrait by Nora Heyson, Mcgeorge was most likely 

referring to the high-profile Sydney ‘Modernists’ members of the Northern Division of the AAA 

invited to show in Melbourne.107 

Supportive were the views of Herbert Vere Evatt, a self-appointed protagonist of Modernism, who 

maintained Australia’s foremost exponents of modern Australian art were prescient.  When opening 

the exhibition on 6 June 1939, he ‘commended the modern school of art’ and condemned the 

Australian Academy for what he deemed ‘its unwarranted assumption of pontifical authority’.108   

The Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art 

Contemporary art had a strong ally in Keith Murdoch, an avid art collector and Editor-in-Chief of 

the Herald Group of companies.  Cognisant that the then Group Chairman, Theodore Fink, a VAS 

member and admirer of the Heidelberg School artists, had conservative tastes, Murdoch told the 

HWT board: ‘Gallipoli has given us one kind of maturity. A great Herald exhibition of 

contemporary French and British art will give us another’.109 Murdoch’s personal taste in art was 

actually traditional in that he generally preferred understandable art but he was still prepared to 

back modern art.  

Murdoch arranged for Basil Burdett, the Melbourne Herald’s art critic and a former gallery owner, 

to curate the 1939 Herald Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art.  It was an inspired 

choice and Burdett assembled the show during a whirlwind five-month visit to Europe in 1938. 

Murdoch instructed him to gather: 
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An educative exhibition of significant painters from impressionist paintings to 

ultra-modern, with emphasis on those whose work Australia does not know in whole or 

in part.110  

The choice of Burdett was a good, one since his overseas contacts were astonishing and he counted 

Pablo Picasso, Fernand Leger, Maurice de Vlaminck, Jean Cocteau, James Joyce and Gertrude Stein 

among his friends. Burdett’s network ensured that he was able to secure loans from curators and 

scholars, artists and dealers.   The British section included loans from Sir Kenneth Clark, the 

Courtauld Institute, and the Tate, and the French section included loans from the Louvre and the 

Musée du Luxembourg.111  As an indication of the high regard in which he was held, both the 

celebrated English artist, August Johns, and the Slade Professor of Fine Arts, Randolph Schwabe, 

wrote to the Trustees recommending him as ‘a gentleman well qualified to act as a buyer for the 

Felton Bequest’, an appointment that regrettably did not come to pass.112   

Burdett selected the 217 paintings and a lesser number of sculptures, negotiated with British and 

European galleries and organised transport of the collection, which arrived in Australia just before 

World War II.  The exhibition featured the works of fifty-nine painters and nine sculptors, many of 

them major figures of late nineteenth century and twentieth century art.  In the foreward to the 

exhibition, Keith Murdoch had this to say: 

This Exhibition is designed to give the Australian people an opportunity—their first 

opportunity —of direct contact with the work of those great masters whose discoveries 

are so profoundly influencing the artistic expressions of our time. The Collection is 

offered in the deeply-felt belief that, through those who will observe and study it, a force 

will go forth in ever-widening circles with useful effect upon Australian life.113 

After first premiering at the South Australian State Gallery in Adelaide in August 1939, the 

exhibition ran for almost a month and next moved to Melbourne where Murdoch anticipated it 

would also show at the state gallery. This was not to prove the case as the Directors of the NGV 

ruled that it could not be held there because organisers wanted to charge a one-shilling entry fee to 

help cover transportation and insurance costs. 
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The exhibition ultimately opened in Melbourne’s Lower Town Hall on 16 October 1939 and, over 

the course of two weeks, over 48,000 attended in Melbourne, an unprecedented number.114 

In a report to the NGV Trustees on 30 October 1939, the Director, J. S. MacDonald, trenchantly 

attacked the exhibition claiming ‘the great majority of works called “modern” are the product of 

degenerates and perverts and that by the press the public has been forcibly fed with it’.115  This 

position of MacDonald, who had taken up the position as Director in 1937 after eight years in the 

position at the NGNSW, prompted a major falling-out with Murdoch, who was also President of 

the Library, Museum and Gallery Trustees. Because of his entrenched opposition to modern art, 

MacDonald’s influence guaranteed the Gallery’s failure to purchase any of the exhibition’s most 

important works, many of which were for sale. With conflict breaking out in Europe, there was the 

opportunity of buying major works by Bonnard, Cézanne, Gauguin, Seurat, Van Gogh, and others, 

yet the NGV, with the vast Felton Bequest resources (providing it with an annual income of £23,000 

in 1939), managed to only acquire a Félix Vallotton river scene, Le point du jour, bords de la Seine, 

a portrait, erroneously attributed to Van Gogh, Head of a Man, and a small André Derain still life, 

Roses au picket bleu.116 

                                                      

114 Hels, "1939 Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art," Art and Architecture, Mainly  (09 May 2010).; John 

Christian, & Richard Phillips, "Pioneering Modernist Exhibition: A Cultural Turning Point for 1930s Australia," World 

Socialist Web site  16 March 2006 accessed 19 November 2018.  

115 Humphrey McQueen, The Black Swan of Trespass: The Emergence of Modernist Painting in Australia to 1944, 

(Sydney: Alternative Publishing Cooperative, 1979), p. 36. 

116 £23,000 in 1939 equates to approximately A$40 million in 2020.  

Source: https://www.measuringworth.com/calculators/australiacompare/relativevalue.php 



[1930-1940] 

 

160 

 

4.7: Félix Vallotton (1865-1925) Swiss/French artist 

Le point du jour, bords de la Seine, 1920s 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Exhibited: Herald Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art 1939 

Collection: NGV 

It was not long before Murdoch edged MacDonald out of his position as NGV Gallery Director to 

replace him in 1941 with (Sir) Daryl Lindsay, whose sympathies towards Modernism more closely 

aligned to his own. Ironically however, the CAS fought Daryl Lindsay as Director of the NGV as 

they did not see him as a modern.  In John Reed’s view: “Whilst he may have admired George Bell 

or Rupert Bunny, he was not going to accept Tucker or Nolan or Boyd”.117 

Later, when the exhibition moved to Sydney, HV Evatt purchased recent European paintings from 

the controversial exhibition.118  Both Evatt and his painter wife, Mary Alice, came to know and 

support the individuals leading the charge for modern art in Melbourne such as John and Sunday 

Reed and the Heide milieu, including artists, Sam Atyeo and Moya Drying.119 
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Melbourne’s Association with the Aboriginal Art Movement 

In the late 1920s, VAS member, Jessie Traill visited Central Australia’s remote indigenous 

communities and was the first European artist known to have painted and exhibited there with a 

show, which included a watercolour of Mt Hermannsburg, dated 1928.  In the same year, two 

commercial artists, Rex Battarbee and John Gardner, left their Melbourne advertising agencies and 

set out on a fifteen-month, seven-thousand-mile painting trip through the outback. When they 

returned to Melbourne in May 1929, they had completed 600 paintings between them, ninety-six of 

which were exhibited at the Athenæum Art Gallery in August 1929, with their show opened by the 

popular writer, C. J. Dennis.120 

Sales from Battarbee and Gardner’s exhibition funded another trip the following year and, in 1930, 

they went to Wilpena Pond where two years earlier Jessie Traill had been painting.121 

Their next trip, in 1932, coincided with the year that Jessie Traill made her second trip to Central 

Australia’s Hermannsburg Mission, with collector and philanthropist friend, Una Teague.  Whilst 

there, with Albert Namatjira as their camel man, they made regular excursions to Palm Valley.  

Jessie and Una were part of a group of financially independent, middle-class women who never 

married, allowing them to devote their lives to art.122 On their return to Melbourne, Una told her 

sister Violet, an established portrait painter, of Hermannsburg, inspiring her also to make a trip 

where she filled a sketchbook with watercolour landscapes and pencil portraits of Aborigines and 

did a number of oil landscapes. 

The difficulties of the local aborigines that they encountered on their trip affected both the Teague 

sisters and, in 1934, Victoria’s Centenary year, they persuaded a number of their fellow 

Melbourne artists to donate works to help fund a water supply for the mission through an 

exhibition and sale of artworks at the Athenæum Gallery.  Fifty artists responded, along with 

private collectors, with over a hundred works donated for the exhibition, including paintings 

by A. M. E. Bale. A. Colquhoun, Rex Battarbee, Arthur Boyd,  Penleigh Boyd, Louis Buvelot, 

Victor Cobb, Alleen Dent, E. Phillips Fox, John Gardner, Murray Griffin, H. B. Harrison, Harold 

Herbert, Hans Heysen, Fred McCubbin, Louis McCubbin, William Rowell, John Shirlow, Arnold 

Shore. Ethel Spowers, J. C. A. Traill, Isabel Tweddle, and Dora Wilson and Walter Withers.123  In 

                                                      

120 “Painter’s Long Tour. Pictures from Three States”, The Argus, 27 August 1929, 15; Martin Edmond, “Double Lives: 

Rex Battarbee & Albert Namatjirra” (Doctorate of Creative Arts The University of Western Sydney, 2013), p. 108. 

121 ibidem., pp. 108-10. 

122 ibidem, p. 115. 

123 “Exhibition of Pictures”, The Argus, 12 February 1934, p. 14; “An Exhibition for Mission. Leading Painters Help”, 

The Herald, 2 February 1934, p. 19. 



[1930-1940] 

 

162 

addition, a number of artists offered to paint portraits for the fund, including Frank Crozier, Dora 

Wilson and Sybil Craig.124   

When Battarbee and Gardner made their fourth big outback painting expedition, they took along 

Bob Croll, visiting Hermannsburg for the second time. Whilst there, Battarbee helped Namatjira 

develop his painting techniques and move from two to three-dimensional images and, in July 1938, 

he wrote to W. H. Gill, the owner of Melbourne’s Fine Art Gallery to propose Namatjira’s first 

exhibition.  

On 5 December 1938, Albert Namatjira’s first solo exhibition opened at Melbourne’s Fine Art 

Gallery, supported by the Bread & Cheese Club, under the auspices of the Victorian 

Anthropological Society.125  The Bread & Cheese Club, founded in June of that year by John 

Kinment Moir, was devoted to ‘Mateship, Art and Letters’.126  The Club had cultural aims and it 

sponsored awards and events in both the visual and literary arts.127  In 1938, they instituted the 

Australian Natural History medallion to recognise services to the description and study of local 

nature and inscribed it with a portrait of an Aboriginal sitting by a campfire at night. Described by 

Arnold as the urban manifestation of the ‘Walkabout’ school of Australian nationalism,’ the club 

had two hundred members by 1943 and, in its twenty years of existence, issued about forty books 

plus its own magazine, Bohemia.128  Moir, a book collector, was Knight Grand Cheese (president) 

and the author, Bob Croll, was Hon. Trencherman (vice-president).   

These initiatives of Melbourne’s art community and the Bread and Cheese Club to assist the 

aboriginal art movement included the publication of Bob Croll and Charles Barrett’s Art of the 

Australian Aboriginal and a sequel, Charles Mountford’s, The Art of Albert Namitjira.129  Vice 

President, Croll and the artist William Rowell had both met Namitjirra at Hermannsburg, and Croll 

helped organise the show and wrote the catalogue introduction. Namatjirra’s forty-one paintings 

sold out in three days.   

In 1938, Namatjira also exhibited as part of a group show of Australian Aboriginal art in the Lower 

Town Hall in Melbourne with his work described as an example of contemporary indigenous art.   
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One biographer, Nadine Amadio, speaks highly of Namatjira’s talent and creative energy and the 

fact that ‘he was capable of being one of the first aboriginal artists to make that tremendous leap 

from traditional art to the art of the individual painter in a totally new medium’.130  Whilst the art 

experts might have been dismissive of Namatjira’s works, the professional artists were not and most 

greatly admired the artistic ability and powers of observation.  Lloyd Rees had this to say: 

I believe he has given us a unique interpretation of the Central Australian landscape.  I 

respond deeply to the Namatjira vision. 

I find in his work a marvellous sense of distance and of space.  His eyes can look so far 

away and seem to know what’s there.131 

Conclusion 

It was inevitable that the contemporary school of Australian painting began in Melbourne in the 

mid-1930s as, at the time, its gallery was the best in Australia as was the technical training offered 

by the NGAS, the VAS and the art school at the MTC.   Modernist painter George Bell had also 

established his art school giving instruction in the modern European movements and Russell 

Drysdale, Sali Herman, Peter Purves Smith, and Alan Sumner, numbered amongst his students. In 

addition, Leonardo bookshop proprietor Gino Nibbi imported quality colour reproductions of 

Braque, Cézanne, Matisse and Picasso and foreign-language art books, allowing Melbourne’s 

aspiring young artists to absorb developments in Europe.  

The decade spanning 1930-40 was eventful seeing new art movements arise and a general maturing 

of the Melbourne art scene.   Melbourne saw the establishment of the AAA in 1937 and, in 1938, 

the CAS in direct opposition. At his time, Arthur Boyd and Vic O’Connor were eighteen, Nolan 

was twenty-one, Noel Counihan was twenty-three and Albert Tucker was twenty-four.  In addition, 

John Perceval was fifteen and both David Boyd and Cliff Pugh were sixteen, each too young to take 

part in discussions but all old enough to be affected nevertheless. 

Despite all this, many of the artists of the various factions and ideologies in Melbourne’s art world 

still joined the VAS and showed side-by-side in the Society’s annual exhibitions.  By the end of the 

decade, the Society listed amongst its exhibiting members, Len Annois, Nutter Buzacott, Sybil 

Craig, William Dargie, Neil Douglas, Murray Griffin, Jessie Mackintosh and Anne Montgomery 

although many of these belonged to loose groupings and also showed in Melbourne’s private 

galleries.132  The VAS also hosted private shows and exhibitions by private individuals, such as 
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132  New Melbourne Art Club, ‘Exhibition by Members of the New Melbourne Art Club, in Athenaeum Gallery, 

(Melbourne: New Melbourne Art Club, August 21 – September 2 1939). 
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when the New Zealand art dealer, Edwin Murray Fuller, bought his exhibitions of contemporary 

British art to Melbourne. 

In 1939, there were nine art societies operating in Melbourne ranging from the VAS and CAS, each 

with 300 members, through to the AAA and smaller exhibiting groups.  The smaller groups included 

TMP (Bale, Frater, Shore and Sweatman), the NMAC (Annois, Buzacott, Craig, Dargie and Griffin) 

and Group 12 (Mcgeorge, Quinn, Serle, Syme and Wilson), all active VAS members or former 

members.133 

Other artists showed exclusively with the CAS and other groupings, such as the TMP and the Social 

Realists, held their own shows at galleries such as the Athenæum.  Whilst the Society remained 

strong, it now faced competition and the more popular artists were seeking out commercial galleries, 

to not only show their works but to represent them to private and institutional collectors.  It was a 

new world. 

                                                      

133 Sydney Ure Smith, ed. Australian Art Annual 1939 (Sydney: Ure Smith Pty Ltd, 1939), pp. 56-70. 
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CHAPTER V  ABSTRACTION VERSUS FIGURATION (1940-1970)  

Melbourne emerged from the 1930s with the major art ideology battles fought and the opposing 

groups in an uncomfortable alliance against the fascist parties in Europe. The Academy was still in 

existence, as was the CAS, although the contemporary artists were still in some turmoil with conflict 

within their ranks, the same conflict that was about to see George Bell and the representational 

MCA secede. 

Bernard Smith, reflecting in 1945 on the events of the previous decade felt that the outcome for art 

had been positive.  He observed that: 

The continuity of a culture, and of the art forms in which an aspect of that culture is 

expressed, has never been completely the concern of groups around a court, nor the 

preserve of informed societies, whether those societies be Royal Academies or 

Contemporary Art Societies. ... A Society like the Contemporary Art Society, by its very 

title, pledges itself to a kind of eternal youth, a sort of constitutional necessity to be always 

arriving. … If (it) is to remain contemporary, it will need to undergo a sort of periodic 

rebirth ... by opening its doors to those art-forms against which it has, in the process of its 

growth, developed the strongest prejudices.1 

Throughout this period, the VAS persisted with its raison d’être of running exhibitions for members 

in their gallery spaces and its Council comprised exhibiting artists drawn from both camps in the 

Academy debate.  Whilst it was still the major organisation representing artists, for the first time, 

emerging artists did not automatically seek to join the Society upon finishing their formal art 

education.    

Artists at War 

During the Second World War, there were thirty-nine official war artists, the majority drawn from 

either Melbourne or Sydney, with most of the Melbourne artists being exhibiting members of the 

VAS.  These embraced both conservative academic artists and modernist and less conventional 

artists, and their profiles suggest that art politics had little impact in their selection.  

From official war artists that were either Melbourne-born, or working out of Melbourne, we saw 

Stella Bowen, Ernest Buckmaster, Charles Bush, Colin Colahan, Sybil Craig, William Dargie, 

Russell Drysdale, Harold Freedman, Murray Griffin, Harold Herbert, Sali Herman, Alan Moore and 

R. Malcolm Warner.2  In addition, three Melbourne artists already serving with the Royal Australian 

Airforce (RAAF), Harold Freedman, Max Newton and Eric Thake, were seconded to the RAAF 

                                                      

1 Bernard Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition : A Study of Australian Art since 1788, (Sydney: Ure Smith, 1945) pp. 269,70. 

2  “Australia’s Official War Artists: Second World War” Australian War Memorial Official Website, 
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War History Section as artists, whilst the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) Historical Records Section 

commissioned two serving members of the RAN as war artists, one of whom was Ballarat-born, 

Melbourne artist, Jeffrey Wilkonson. Finally, there were three Melbourne artists who served in the 

military, but not as war artists were Yosl Bergner, Sidney Nolan and Albert Tucker. Each of these 

artists have left us poignant records of their service in the Australian War Memorial collection and 

that of State galleries.3 

Although overlooked completely in the First World War, the appointment of the three women in 

the Second World War remained token in comparison to the 39 male artists appointed. On top of 

this, it was also considered, at the time, Craig ‘was one of three artists appointed to appease the 

modernist lobby’, with the other two being Sydney artists, Donald Friend and Sali Herman.4   

Ironically, despite this, CAS heavyweight, John Reed, incensed by the AAA’s role in the 

appointment, wrote to Senator Joseph Collings, the Minister for the Interior, objecting to the 

Academy’s influence.5  Although Craig remained based in Melbourne, where she worked from the 

Commonwealth Ordnance Factory at Maribyrnong, she completed 176 paintings and drawings of 

woman and men at work on the home front.6 

To a large degree, the War effectively limited the extent of discord amongst these factions, and with 

their nemesis, the AAA.  In 1942, the same year that the AAA became inactive, the ‘Artists' Unity 

Congress’ was held with strong support from all sections of the art community, with the communist 

artist, Noel Counihan, acting as its secretary and the former AAA artists, Herbert, Quinn and Rowell, 

on the Board.  The Congress also included dual VAS and MSC artists, Dargie, Greenhalgh, Gurney, 

Hodgkinson, Daryl Lindsay, Macgeorge, Shore, Warner and Wheeler.  Significantly, all exhibitors 

in their exhibition were members of the VAS, whatever the group they identified with. 

Another instance where the various factions came together was the Australia at War exhibition that 

took place in February 1944. Although initiated by leftist members of the Artists Advisory Panel 

and the War Art Council, the exhibition showed, not only works by official war artists, most of the 

leading CAS artists and members of other art societies.  The social “cream” of CEMA supported 

the event, many of whom were MSC members, including the Vice Chancellor of Melbourne 

University, Prof. (Sir) J.D.G. Medley, Sir Keith Murdoch, Sir Daryl Lindsay and Louis McCubbin 

OBE.7 
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5.1: Sybil Craig (1901-1989) war artist 
Weighing cordite, Commonwealth explosives facory, Maribrynong,  

May 1945 

Medium: oil on canvas oon wood panel 

Collection: Australian War Memorial 
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The Victorian Artists’ Society Post-war 

On 27 May 1943, a long discussion took place at a meeting of the Board of Trustees of the Public 

Library, Museum and National Gallery on the comparative merits of Australian art where Alfred 

McMickin, the former librarian at Prahran, and a long-standing Trustee, moved that: 

 the gallery committee be urged to give special attention to the purchase of works by 

Australian artists, and to report upon the possibility of setting aside an Australian gallery 

.for the sole exhibition of local works.8 

Both the chairman (Sir Keith Murdoch) and the director (Mr. Daryl Lindsay) did not share the same 

enthusiasm for Australian, with Lindsay stating “that for every good Australian picture there were 

300 good European pictures. At the present moment Australian painters were at a low ebb, and 

painting, generally speaking, was not at all good”.9  In the end, it was decided to refer the matter to 

the Felton Bequest and National Gallery committees. 

At the next meeting of the VAS Council, McMickin again championed the cause of greater 

representation of Australian artists in the National Gallery and the Society the passed the following 

motion in support: 

That the Victorian Artists’ Society strongly supports the principle that the works of all 

representative Australian Artists should be acquired for the National Gallery and that as 

much space as possible should be spared for their exhibition. It is hoped that in the future 

many overseas visitors will come to Australia and it is felt that they should be given every 

opportunity of seeing examples of its art.10 

The AAA also had a voice in the early 1940s and wrote to the VAS supporting Napier Waller and 

Percy Meldrum when new artist members were due to be appointed to the Board of Trustees of the 

Public Library, Museum and National Gallery.11   

The Society was now increasingly defensive and sensitive to outside criticism. At the Council 

meeting of 4 August 1944, William Dargie, Harley Griffiths and Orlando Dutton requested that, ‘in 

future, The Herald art critic, Clive Turnbull, be not invited to criticise the Society’s exhibitions’.12  

Not all Council members were comfortable with this proposed censorship however and it was 

decided to continue the discussion at the following (September) meeting where it was finally 

                                                      

8 Alfred E. McMeekin.  Reported in “Australian Art: Special Gallery Suggested”, The Age, Melbourne, 28 May 1943, p. 

2. 

9 Daryl Lindsay.  Reported in “Australian Art: Special Gallery Suggested”, The Age, Melbourne, 28 May 1943, p. 2. 

10 Minutes of the Council meeting held 5 May 1943, SLV VAS File. MS 7593, Box 557/1 MF 469. 

11 Refer Minutes of the Council meeting held 2 February 1944, SLV VAS File. MS 7593, Box 557/1 MF 469. 

12 Refer Minutes of the Council meeting held 2 August 1944, SLV VAS File. MS 7593, Box 557/1 MF 469. 
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resolved that ‘the usual invitations be issued to him’. 13 The Herald later rewarded this by donating 

a drawing prize of fifteen guineas to the VAS in 1946, a prize that subsequently became annual. 

In October 1944, the Council received requests from both the Council for the Encouragement of 

Music and the Arts [CEMA] and the Federal Government’s Art Advisory Panel [AAP] offering 

them representation.    The Council was concerned about what the aims of this Group were however 

and wrote back requesting details and the names of their current executive.  Debate continued over 

a number of meetings and the Society finally passed the following motion: 

The VAS is thoroughly in sympathy with any movements for the encouragement of the 

Arts. The Council however feels that this is a question for the individual members of the 

Society rather than the Society should affiliate as a whole.14 

The Society was true to its word in their support for CEMA however and, when it later requested 

the Society to select and loan it thirty pictures for a travelling exhibition to country towns, the 

Society was quick to offer their assistance.15 

Keen to retain their relevance and influence within Melbourne’s cultural circles, the Society decided 

to ask the Adelaide based Director of the South Australian Gallery, Louis McCubbin to resign his 

current role as Society Trustee with his replacement to be local politician Sir Harry Lawson and 

newspaper baron, Keith Murdoch.  It was also decided to convey that ‘the VAS be represented on 

the National Gallery Society by the President or his nominee’. 16  In an initiative to promote their 

members, the Society also decided to write to the Trustees of each of the regional galleries, inviting 

them ‘to attend Society exhibitions with a view to purchasing works’.17 

The war saw the end of most oritical art publications, with the cessation of Art in Australia in 1942 

and the end of the Melbourne-based publications, Angry Penguins and Broadsheet, taking place 

shortly after.18 In 1947, the VAS Council again decided to publish a journal, The Australian Artist, 

and ‘distribute it throughout Australia’ through bookseller, Robertson & Mullins.19  This was an 

affirmation of the Society’s relevance in the Australian art world and the resultant publication was 

a serious art journal, extensively illustrated and featuring substantial articles.   The first issues 

contained articles dedicated to specific themes (viz. “Drawing”, “Personality in Art” and “What is 

Art Worth?”) and featured both academic and critical contributors such as Prof Joseph Brown OBE, 

                                                      

13 Refer Minutes of the Council meeting held 6 September 1944, SLV VAS File. MS 7593, Box 557/1 MF 469. 
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15 Proposed James Quinn, Seconded Noel Buzacott: Minutes of the Council meeting held 6 March 1947, SLV VAS File. 

MS 7593, Box 557/1 MF 469, 1947. 
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Dr Ursula Hoff, and Alan McCulloch, and critics, Paul Haefliger and Clive Turnbull. The magazine 

began haemorrhaging however and when the Winter 1948 issue was expected to lose £100, the 

Society convened a Special Council Meeting to discuss the magazine’s future.  President James 

Quinn told Council that he felt it critical that the magazine ‘be retained in its current form for the 

prestige of the Society’. Council agreed and established a new editorial sub-committee to look at 

publication costs, increasing circulation and distribution to other artist societies both here and 

interstate and sought funds from both the Commonwealth Literary Fund and the Carnegie 

Corporation.20 

Despite the efforts of the Council members and the sub-committee, the next issue of The Australian 

Artist returned a loss of £110.  Rather than abandon the venture, the Committee responded by 

recommending allocating more space to advertising and accepting help from two outside 

associations.  This was not enough to save it however and the Council finally capitulated in the face 

of economic reality, agreeing, by nine votes to five, to discontinue the magazine and replace it with 

a quarterly bulletin to members.21  The split decision however caused great controversy and letters 

and articles in the press were critical of the decision claiming that the VAS had acted too early, a 

claim with foundation as the Spring 1948 issue returned a modest profit of £20.  Incensed, the 

Honorary Editor, R. Haughton Jones, prepared an article for the final issue in 1949, criticising the 

Council’s grounds of objection that the magazine was: 

Too radical, too modern, too highbrow, even dangerous; that we have carried too many 

torches, dealt too much with the art of other countries and other periods, given too much 

to work from other States and to the work of artists who are not members of the Society.22  

In short, Haughton James, who was supported in his quest to continue publication of the magazine 

by the president, James Quinn, and exhibiting artists, Len Annois, Victor Greenhalgh and Alan 

Warren, accused the Society of being parochial and taking away the voice of Art in Australia.  His 

proposed article, from which the above quote appeared, was never published, although he was 

permitted to publish a milder statement in the final issue protesting ‘Council’s hasty and 

ill-considered decision to cease publication’.23  

When the VAS held the My Best Picture of the Year exhibition in 1948, both the AAA and the CAS 

had effectively ceased to function, leaving the Society as the largest and most inclusive art-

exhibiting body in the State.  Despite this, did it still represent the best artists?   Adrian Lawlor, 
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speaking on his regular monthly radio segment, did not think so and, when he reviewed the 

exhibition, he was scathing of the standard of the show. He described it as ‘poor’ and, after 

scrutinising the 106 paintings exhibited, ‘marked down 18 as being good enough for a second glance, 

and four of them worth several glances; but only one memorable canvas … in the whole display’.24 

No longer were all artists automatically exhibiting through the Society’s galleries.  In Lawlor’s last 

Art Review for 1948, he remarked how there had been nearly ten thousand works of art on display 

in Melbourne exhibition galleries during that calendar year, however only two shows had sold out; 

Arthur Streeton’s watercolours at the Sedon Gallery and Rupert Bunny’s oil sketches at Georges’ 

Gallery.25 

The Society’s premises were now beginning to age and continually needed funds to ensure the 

building did not fall into disrepair and to keep the galleries maintained.  The earlier decision to ask 

Sir Harry Lawson and Sir Keith Murdoch to act as Trustees was inspired however and both accepted 

the invitation to be Trustees, with Murdoch even offering to guarantee the Society’s overdraft to 

the extent of £500.26 

In addition to the artists immigrating after the War, Melbourne was the beneficiary of a stream of 

returning artists, some of whom had worked and studied in Europe and others who had been war 

artists.  In addition, many Australian artists, who chose to remain in Europe, either sent exhibitions 

home, or returned with an accompanying body of works, the results of their time spent in Europe.  

So that these artists were not penalised, VAS members voted overwhelmingly in favour of the 

removal of the tax on the importation of ‘works of art’.27 

Christopher Heathcote speaks of complacency within the VAS in the early 1950s, with a diverse 

range of artists now showing in their exhibitions, whilst noting the tendency of the Society to 

organise Melbourne’s artists into a hierarchy and position their displayed works within a scale of 

ascending merit.  The watercolours of Annois, Thake, Malcolm Warner and Kenneth Jack were 

displayed in the Central Gallery; the landscapes of Scott Pendelbury, Charles Bush and followers 

of Meldrum, in the South Gallery as ‘paintings which served as a measure of excellence and 

professional achievement’; and, as a final recognition of success, were artists chosen to hang in the 
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North Gallery, ‘in the company of those men of the thirties, Frater, Shore, Dargie and 

Buckmaster.’28 

In 1951, the Society had a major retrospective exhibition, which showcased their most famous 

artists, titled PAST and PRESENT -1870-1951, with the exhibition broken up into periods, 1870-

1900, 1900-1915, 1915-1930 and 1930-1951. Historian, George Hermon Gill, wrote a short history 

of the VAS for the exhibition catalogue.29 

In 1952, art critic, Alan McCulloch, hired the North Gallery for an exhibition sponsored by The 

Herald.  The exhibition ran from 12-26 May.   The same year, VAS President, Malcom Warner, 

supported a proposal by Council members Len Annois and Arnold Shore that the Council circulate 

a precis of its minutes to all members.30  It had realised the importance of communicating with its 

membership and maintaining an active support for activities. 

When Council was making plans for the 1952 Autumn Exhibition, it debated the costs of the usual 

‘Pre-View’ [sic].  The majority agreed that the outlay was justified as these functions introduced 

important people in the ‘Melbourne Art World’ to the Society and the resultant sales generally more 

than offset the expenses of the events.31  To add to the gravitas of the evening, either the Lord Mayor 

or the President of the National Gallery Society, Dr Leonard Cox, were suggested to open the event 

and 420 invitations were issued to influential people plus the Society’s own exhibiting members.  

The Council was continually cognisant of the need to maintain their premises, in particular ‘the 

preservation of the fabric of the building’ and regularly voted funds for the purpose of bringing it 

up the amenities to modern requirements.32  Aware that they must first call on their members for 

these funds, they also identified prominent individuals to sound out for contributions before making 

an approach to the State or the Melbourne City Council. 

Time was running out for their long-term tenant, the Conservatorium of Music. Council finally 

decided to give them notice at the end of the year and the President moved: “That under the terms 

of the licence – it is not a lease – we hereby give the Conservatorium of Music notice to quit”.33  

The motion carried unanimously and the Society’s solicitors subsequently wrote to the 

Conservatorium on these terms.  Notwithstanding, the Conservatorium were not ready to leave and 
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the Society was forced to back down and negotiate with the Conservatorium; in the process 

regaining a front room fronting Albert Street for an extra exhibition space and coming to 

arrangements enabling the two organisations to continue to cohabit.  Notwithstanding agreement 

on terms, the Society’s insistence that it remain a licence instead of a lease proved to be a sticking 

point. 

Later that year, the Society proposed a ‘Member’s Night’ featuring a three-piece band and waiter-

service and with guests welcomed.  Although they circulated invitations to all members, when the 

closing date arrived with only 17 tickets sold, the Council cancelled the evening, facing the 

realisation that it was not a priority on the social calendar of its members. 

Around this time, the VAS found itself in a dilemma in relation to the increasing proportion of 

‘modern works’ and the hanging privileges afforded to the Modern Group.  Under the Presidency 

of James Quinn, CAS members had been allocated a ‘wall’ where they had hung together but, due 

to their growing number, this was increasingly difficult and some members felt that by doing this it 

put these works at a disadvantage.  The Council felt that it might ‘lead to monotony if they were 

hung side by side’ but the alternative option of interspersing traditional and modern works by 

hanging the different styles in groups of two or three had the problem of alienating the conservative 

viewer.  Shore, who had been a member of and exhibited with the AAA, the CAS and MCA, 

reminded the Council that: 

it was now recognised by most artists and discerning people that there was no such a thing 

as modern art and that works so described occupied a place in most galleries and in private 

collections of importance.34 

In support of Shore, Murray Griffin reminded his fellow Council members that ‘in our own National 

Gallery, works [by] Rembrandt, Modigliani, Titian, etc. were all hung together and a harmony was 

achieved’.35  For some time now, the Society membership had included representatives from all 

schools of art and their artists were often members of Council.  The advocacy of recognition of this 

was long overdue and what was now proposed was consistent with the policy of the VAS ‘to absorb 

all schools of painting’.  After lengthy discussion, the President, finally put the following: 

that for all future ordinary exhibitions of the Society, greater care be taken in selecting 

works to be exhibited and more consideration be given to the hanging of such exhibits 

and, further, that no group within the Society shall have special treatment as regards 

hanging, but all members shall have equal rights as our constitution intended.36 
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The two dissenters saw the removal of the exclusivity to hang their works as a group on the Eastern 

wall of the Frater Gallery as a move to reduce the profile of the contemporary artists.  It was not 

long before a petition was raised protesting the decision of the Council and for the next six months 

the debate raged, both inside and outside of Council.  In September, it came to a head and exhibiting 

members Victor Greenhalgh and Alan Summer moved: ‘that this Council will not break up the unity 

of any group or groups of paintings at the forthcoming exhibition’.37  Hermon Gill, in trying to hose 

down the opposition countered with the following amendment: 

That the Council wishes to make it clear, the sole motive of the plans it has formulated 

regarding the hanging of paintings at exhibitions has been to produce the best possible 

exhibition, and it was not suggested that it was meant to alternate traditional and modern 

works, but that panels of two or three or more could be interspersed throughout to make 

an harmonious whole.38 

Unhappy with the amended resolution, Greenhalgh and Sumner promptly resigned from Council 

and were followed by Warren (Foulkes also resigned but subsequently withdrew his resignation).39  

This reduced the representation of the contemporary artists on Council as an unintended 

consequence.  Despite the extended deliberations, there remained discontent amongst the 

Council and the general membership and it was obvious that the new policy was not going 

to please everyone, particularly the aspect of grading of pictures.  The ‘Hanging Committee’ 

were ‘caught between the idea of an Academy and VAS policy’.40 

Throughout the 1950s, the Society held four major annual exhibitions a year, in addition to hiring 

out their exhibition spaces for one-man exhibitions and the occasional special exhibition.  Another 

group exhibiting in the Society’s galleries was the Victorian Sculptors Society (VSS), represented 

on the VAS Council by their President, Stanley Hammond. 

If any single exhibition at the NGV had an influence in Melbourne during the 1950s, it was French 

Painting Today, held from 27 May to 8 June 1953.  Presenting 80 French artists, including Braque, 

Chagall, Léger, Matisse, Picasso and Rouault, the exhibition in Melbourne attracted 80,000 visitors 

and sold 10,000 catalogues. The international exhibition received positive reviews from the 

Melbourne press, notwithstanding there was some minor criticism that there were better examples 

of work of the exhibited artists.41  Such was the effect that, within six months, the NGV was 
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exhibiting colour reproductions of many of the artists and had instructed its London agent to keep 

an eye open for reasonably priced originals.   

Seeing the success at the NGV, the Society was also keen to both increase their profile and display 

and sell their own members works.  Suggestions considered included exhibiting works in the RAAF 

Officer’s Mess, in the Hotel Australia and even at the airport point of entry.  The airport suggestion 

was by former TSC President, prominent architect, Best Overend, who had seen similar exhibitions 

at some of the World’s largest airports: ‘small exhibitions of paintings and sculpture, well displayed 

with each exhibit neatly labelled with artist’s name, title and price’.42  

The Herald Outdoor Art Show 

In 1953, The Herald wrote to the VAS outlining their proposal for an ‘outdoor art show’. Initially 

the VAS treated this with reservation, as some members saw a difficulty in the exhibition extending 

over a week, with previous outdoor exhibitions being limited to a day.  Council felt that ‘the artists 

must be protected and The Herald should give this protection to the paintings as they would if it 

was an exhibition of silver plate.’  The advantages of the exhibition were obvious however and 

Gibson reminded them that ‘people that never looked at a painting would attend and if our good 

artists supported this open air exhibition, those people would have the chance of seeing some of 

their works’.43  The Council was in favour and elected to send out an entry form to the exhibition 

with their next official notice to members. 

The inaugural Herald Outdoor Art Show, held in the Treasury Gardens 8-14 December 1953, 

attracted thousands of Melburnians.  Conceived by the Herald Group as a democratic event to 

demystify art and bring it to the people, there were no restrictions on entry and no fees, commissions 

or rents. The show attracted 3,500 entries and featured separate sections for amateur and 

professional exhibitors. The Herald art critic, Alan McCulloch, invited a number of practising 

artists to display their works in the latter category and the 94-page event catalogue details around 

2000 exhibits.  These included the professional artists, George Bell, Charles Blackman, Arthur 

Boyd, Guy Boyd, John Brack, Ola Cohn, Noel Counihan, Sybil Craig, Leonard French, Barry 

Humphries, Roger Kemp, Bruce Petty, Clifton Pugh, various Skippers and Danila Vassilieff.44  The 

following year the standard of art dropped as financial imperatives triumphed over cultural and the 

Herald management elected to phase out the professional artists section. 
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5.2:  Gordon J. Walker (1928-2004) photographer 

Herald Outdoor Art Show, Treasury Gardens, c. 1954 

Collection: East Melbourne Historical Society emdfo168  

At the same time, discussion ensued regarding the process of selecting / rejecting works for the 

Society’s own exhibitions and whether restricting each member to a single work as raised at the 

AGM would encourage mediocrity.  Arnold Shore raised the danger that, if the selection personnel 

were from a particular school then it may lead to bias in relation to the selection process, if only 

some members had knowledge of those schools.  After prolonged discussion, Council agreed to 

extend selection over two days to give more time for consideration.  Further discussion took place 

towards the end of the meeting and Shore said that some members had asked whether, in the 

following year, a special exhibition may be held outside of the annual Autumn and Spring 

exhibitions to allow some members to exhibit more than a single work and ‘guaranteeing the 

hanging of one painting by every member who entered’.45 

In late 1953, a meeting of Directors of the state galleries took place in Melbourne.  The Director of 

the NGNSW, Hal Missingham suggested that ‘Australia be represented on The International 

Association of Plastic Arts, U.N.E.S.C.O.’ and sought the backing of the major art societies.  The 

VAS Council resolved to support the representation and wrote to Missingham accordingly.46  
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By 1954, the Council of the Society was becoming concerned that many successful artists were not 

joining the VAS.  In cognisance, businessman philanthropist and non-exhibiting Council member, 

Aubrey Gibson, donated the non-acquisitive prize of £100 for the best painting at the VAS Annual 

Exhibition with the stipulation that he have first right of refusal to acquire the work at catalogue 

price if he wished.47 This was a substantial prize and the Council felt that it would attract some 

major works.  To add prestige to the Aubrey Gibson Prize, the Director of the NGNSW, Hal 

Missingham, agreed to judge the exhibition and present the winning prize.  The Council members 

agreed to write to leading artists on this matter and, as a result, William Dargie, Ivor Hele and 

Harley Griffiths accepted invitations and agreed to join, whilst John Brack and John Rowell wrote 

back to the Society thanking it and giving their reasons.48  Following on from the success of the 

first Prize, Gibson offered the Prize the following year and Council nominated Napier Waller to be 

the next judge. The selection of VAS member, Waller, upset Gibson, who wished the judge to be 

from interstate and not be a member of the Society. This placed the VAS Council in an awkward 

predicament. Although the monetary value of the Prize meant prestige for the society in terms of 

membership, sales and standard of exhibited work, the costs of bringing a judge from interstate, 

would essentially cancel out any direct financial gain.49  Further discussion on this took place when 

Gibson returned from overseas and could be present, and as a result, he agreed to drop the 

requirement for an interstate judge and award two prizes of £50, one for an artist from the traditional 

school of thought and one for an artist from the modern.  In the advent that both judges settled on 

the same painting, that artist was to receive £100.50  This now settled, Council selected Alan Warner 

and John Rowell as the judges for the next Aubrey Gibson Prize and wrote to all members and 

interested people to advise them of the new conditions. 

The VAS became concerned when they received a critical review on their most recent show and 

President Warner wrote to The Argus expressing concern that a ‘journalist’ had been appointed art 

critic rather than an artist.  Because of the objection, The Argus decided to ask Arnold Shore to 

resume his position on their staff.51  

Promoting the Society 

In 1955, the VAS received a request from the NGV and the University of Melbourne to hire the 

Society Gallery for a fund-raising exhibition to raise monies for an international school.  

Unfortunately, the Society was not able to comply with the request, as its charter did not allow the 
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collection of an entrance fee.  Notwithstanding, the fact it had just commenced to run an art lecture 

series as a way to raise funds, with the first lecture given by Alan McCulloch speaking on the art of 

Arthur Boyd, suggested a certain flexibility in interpretation when their own events were involved.  

The following year, the Society even initiated a film night, featuring a Surrealist Art Film and 

another film on Henry Moore, and the series evolved into a lecture and film night series, including 

talks given on prominent past members such as McCubbin, Withers and Meldrum and Esther 

Paterson speaking about her late uncle, John Ford Paterson. 

The Life classes were also going strong, particularly the evening session run for the Portrait Group, 

and, in mid-year, the Sketch Club reactivated.  Despite the level of activity, the Society was never 

averse to seeking Government assistance and, in 1955, the VAS received a one-off State 

Government grant of £500. 

In early 1956, VAS Secretary Rex Bramleigh resigned to take up appointment as Director of the 

Mildura Art Gallery and immediately wrote to the Society requesting the donation of the works of 

specified artist members to the Mildura Gallery’s collection.52  This conferred the artists with the 

prestige of their inclusion in a regional gallery collection. 

In 1956, G. W. Cato donated a sum of £100 allocated to two painting prizes of £50 each for members, 

one for oils and one for watercolours.53  This prize and the existing Gibson Prize came at a good 

time for the Society as it was when serious private galleries were emerging and they justified the 

raison d’être of many of the professional artists continuing as members. 

The following year, the Society proposed a touring exhibition of selected member’s works to the 

major provincial galleries at Ballarat, Bendigo and Geelong.54  Despite the favourable responses 

from Ballarat and Geelong, the proposal turned out logistically difficult and was finally abandoned 

in its original conception and instead a small group of Council members (Paterson, Thake, Bush, 

Hammond and Mansell) were invited to Geelong to give an illustrated talk augmented by a small 

accompanying exhibition. 

Throughout the fifties, the VAS regularly worked with outside bodies wishing to put on exhibitions, 

including Dunlop, ICI and Camberwell Grammar.  The exhibition at ICI, coinciding with the 

opening of their new skyscraper nearby in Albert Street, was a particular success, reputedly viewed 

by 20,000 people.55  
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In early 1959, the editors of a new magazine, Collectors and Collecting, offered the VAS free 

advertising space in their opening issue. Council saw this as an excellent opportunity to promote 

themselves and accordingly responded by submitting a short article on the history of the Society. 

Dissension in the CAS 

On 6 June 1940, the CAS was to be rent by a triple schism with George Bell and the classical post 

impressionists (Bunny, Frater, Shore) breaking with John Reed and the figurative expressionists, 

influenced by surrealism, expressionism and modernist poetry (Nolan, Perceval, Tucker), and the 

social realists (Bergner, Counihan, O’Connor).56  Bell’s resignation and secession from the CAS 

taking with him the ‘Artist Vice-President’, Rupert Bunny and 83 followers, resulted in the 

formation of the Melbourne Contemporary Artists (MCA). This left the ‘Layman Vice President’, 

John Reed to become the acting President of the CAS.  Speaking later on the CAS, Bell was to 

claim that, after one successful year, it was ‘ruined by the communist element led by the lay 

members of the Council’. 57  Even John Reed, however, was wary of the communist influence, 

preferring to refer to the prominent left-leaning ‘social realists’ as ‘socialist realists’.58   

Despite the visible split amongst the pro-modernists, there were a number of artists, close to Bell, 

who did not hold the same strong views against the AAA proposal.  To Bell’s chagrin, whilst they 

joined and showed with the MCA, they also chose to exhibit with the AAA. These included his 

former partner, Arnold Shore, Sybil Craig and William (Jock) Frater, a leading modernist and a 

member of both the TSC and TMP, destined to later become president of the VAS.  

Even amongst family members there was not to be consensus and Daryl Lindsay’s older brother, 

Lionel Lindsay, was hostile to those artists whom he considered reduced art to sitting room 

decoration, whether anarchist modernists with their pretentious theory, or petit bourgeois 

popularisers, such as William Rowell.  He felt that this should give way to Addled Art ‘high 

seriousness and the recovery of traditional means of expression’.59  For Lionel Lindsay ‘drawing ... 

has been the bête noire of modernism, for drawing demands discipline, patience, finesse of hand 

and eye’.  To him, modern art was ‘a flight from reason, and had, perforce, to attack the foundations 

of tradition’.60 

In what were rather controversial views in the early 1940s, when Australia was fighting against 

fascism in Europe, in Addled Art Lindsay attacked the perceived Jewish domination of the art 
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market.  Lindsay held Jewish dealers, critics, and collectors with vested interests, responsible for 

the popularity of the modernist art which he opposed, whilst simultaneously defending himself 

against allegations of anti-Semitism by declaring admiration for his late Jewish friend, the artist E. 

Phillips Fox.  Lindsay was not alone in exposing the sentiments of White Australia, as it had been 

widespread even before Federation, based, not only on a naive nationalism, equated to a ‘pure, 

British Australia’ unpolluted by the modern art proponents of the continent, but self-interest in the 

need for protectionism. ‘If the Jew-modern-art peddlers were kept out, then the market would be 

free for the homemade product.’61  

In an article titled Angry Gentleman and sent as a circular to the members of the CAS, Lawlor wrote 

a scathing criticism of Addled Art, lampooning ‘the great sub-mental Australian “art-loving” public 

in short, with their expensive Heysens and Powers, their priceless Streetons and their honest-to-

goodness Max Meldrums all cluttering the pillow’.62  Lawlor was not the only one to challenge 

Lindsay on the anti-Semitism exposed in Addled Art and contemporary art critic, Bernard Smith, 

accused him of a ‘hatred of democracy’ by insinuating that ‘democracy cannot produce great art’.  

Smith lampoons Lindsay’s objection to art being included in the school curriculum because art 

cannot be taught, particularly his assertion that, by including art in the curriculum, ‘the democracies 

level and lower all cultures’.63 

The matter also simmered within the walls of the MSC, for not only was it the meeting place of the 

AAA but also it had been the meeting place of the TSC. [5.3] In 1942, the TSC temporarily 

disengaged from this association and left the Savage clubrooms in Bank Place, much to the relief 

of Menzies depicted lamenting their departure in the following caricature by Savage Club artist, 

Alex Gurney. [5.4]  The signed cartoon featured many prominent artists, such as Arnold Shore, Len 

Annois, William (Jock) Frater and Gurney and some of Melbourne’s most influential architects of 

the day including Robin Boyd and John Scarborough. We can assume that this conflict was only 

temporary however as the secretary of the TSC wrote to the MSC in late 1947, donating Norman 

Lindsay’s latest work and received a letter in response from the secretary of the MSC, thanking 

them for the Lindsay donation in memory of MSC member Harold Herbert.64 

Although displaced as Director of the NGV, J. S. MacDonald was not content to constrain his views 

and remained a force in the conservative camp.  As an example, in 1943, he was called as the 

principal witness on behalf of those who brought an action against the award of the Archibald Prize 
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to William Dobell for his portrait of Joshua Smith, which he described as a 'pictorial defamation of 

character'.  Ironically, MacDonald was not supported by Menzies in these trenchant views on the 

portrait, who said ‘I wouldn’t in the least mind being painted by him’.65  

Although MacDonald went on to become art critic for the opposition newspaper, The Age, from 

1943 to 1947, and was an appointee to the CAAB (Chairman 1949-52), it was now clear that, 

together with his staunch supporter Menzies, they had clearly backed the wrong horse in their 

trenchant opposition to modernism.  By contrast, Labor Party heavyweight, H. V. Evatt and his wife 

Alice, were both strong supporters of modernism and the CAS, attending and purchasing works 

from their exhibitions.  The Evatts were great collectors and are reputed to have been the first 

Australians to own a Modigliani.66 

Hal Missingham, former director of the AGNSW, had this to say about them:  

Bert Evatt and Mary Alice his wife, their support of the contemporary arts dates right from 

the beginning. Evatt was probably the most able person in Australia to support the 

contemporary arts in Australia.67 

Although essentially inactive after 1942, the AAA was finally wound up in 1949 and the VAS 

minutes record Council member, John Aisbett, passing a cheque for £167-12-2, the remaining funds 

of the Academy, the amount promptly applied to the credit of the VAS Development Fund.68  

Aisbett was an active member of both the VAS and the MSC, as were AAA secretary Robert Croll 

and board members Herbert, Rowell, McInnes and the AAA President Sir John Longstaff.  It is not 

surprising that he had been able to use these connections to achieve this outcome. 
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5.3: Frederick Charles Ward (1900-1990) artist 

Members of the T-Square Club, ca. 1930-1935 

Medium: pen, ink and wash  

Collection: SLV Ac. No. H96.18 

 

 

5.4:  Alex Gurney (1902-1955) artist 

The T-Square Club depart, 1942 

Medium: pen, ink and wash  

Collection: Melbourne Savage Club 
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Cultural Exchange 

In early 1941, Dr Theodore Sizer, professor on the History of Art at Yale University and director 

of the Yale Gallery of Fine Arts, accompanied by the art critic for the San Francisco Chronicle, 

Alfred Frankenstein, visited Melbourne to assemble a historical collection of Australian art for 

exhibition in the United States. Their objective was to depict as complete a picture as possible of 

life in Australia — of the country, its people and their historical background- rather than merely a 

selection of the best in Australian art. It ranged from examples of Aboriginal and colonial art 

through to examples of modern painting, and contrasted early paintings of Australian cities as they 

were 100 years ago and as they are today. The Australian Government covered the cost of overseas 

transport, but once the collection had landed in America, the Carnegie Corporation and the 

participating American and Canadian museums jointly met all expenses.69  

The show received a good reception in America, with most Americans viewing Australian art for 

the first time.  In his review for the Chronicle, Frankenstein likened it to ‘an historic survey of 

American painting’ stating that: ‘it illustrates the same tendencies, drifts and eddies that go to make 

up the history of art in our own States, and there is practically nothing in it that could not fit into an 

American exhibition with the greatest of ease’.70   Local Melbourne critic, Clive Turnbull, reporting 

on the touring exhibition’s reception, drew attention to Frankenstein’s comparisons of the 

contemporary styles of individual Australian artists with such European and American masters as 

Modigliani, van Gogh, Peggy Bacon and Grant Wood.  Turnbull found the famous American art 

critic held views consistent with his own in relation to ‘the growing appreciation of such men as 

Dobell, Drysdale and Purves Smith’ who he regarded as ‘the three most significant Australian artists 

today’.71 

A plethora of modern movements 

The early 1940s coincided with some radical movements in Australian art, essentially revolving 

around three groups pivotal in the establishment of the CAS.  The first and most significant of these 

was the so-called ‘Angry Penguins’, comprising Arthur Boyd, Joy Hester, Sidney Nolan, John 

Perceval, Albert Tucker and Danila Vassilieff, who all frequented Heide Park at Bulleen, the home 

of their patron, solicitor, John Reed and his wife Sunday.  The artist most closely identified with 

the Heide circle was Sidney Nolan, best known for the Kelly Series, painted on the dining table at 

Heide between 1 March 1946 and 6 April 1948 and left to Sunday Reed as a parting gift.72   Together 
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with Nolan, Tucker, Hester and John Sinclair, Perceval was on the payroll, collecting one pound a 

week from the Reeds.73 

Another grouping of artists, which asserted themselves, were the left leaning ‘Social Realists’, Yosl 

Bergner, Noel Counihan and Victor O’Connor.  They gathered at the Swanston Family Hotel on 

the corner of Swanston and Little Bourke Streets to meet up with their writer friends, Judah Waten 

and Alan Marshall, along with other writers and artists.  Bergner, Counihan and O’Connor, 

comprised a significant grouping and, in their 1944 exhibition catalogue essay, they wrote: 

We three painters believe in a democratic art with its roots in the life and struggles of 

ordinary people devoid of all obscure clichés and mannerisms, an art intelligible and 

popular, expressing the deepest aspirations of the people.74  

Finally, there was a group of painters and sculptors centred around Justus Jorgensen at Montsalvat 

in Eltham, who, when visiting his city studio in Melbourne, chose to congregate at the Mitre Tavern 

in Bank Place, directly opposite the MSC.  William Newnham writes in his 1956 Melbourne, 

Biography of a City, how the Mitre Tavern was ‘generally crowded with artists, writers, lawyers 

and businessmen’.75 

Increasingly, Melbourne’s artists were receptive to change and, in fact actively pursued it.   

The Modernists Post-war 

The CAS in its original form wound up in 1947 and a number of Melbourne painters headed off for 

Europe, including Yosl Bergner (1947), Noel Counihan (1949), Russell Drysdale (via Sydney, 

1950), Sydney Nolan (1951) and Albert Tucker (1947).76  Menzies had not completely abandoned 

his ambitions for academic recognition for Australian art however and a letter was sent to artists on 

12 October 1950 promoting the formation of a ‘Fellowship of Australian Artists’ (FAA), with the 

tentative committee including William Dargie and the suggestion that Menzies, Prime Minister of 

Australia, be the patron.77 

The Modernists were not finished however and, in 1953, Barrett Reid and Charles Blackman called 

upon John Reed to reactivate the CAS. For John Reed, exhibitions were the raison d’être of the 

new CAS and he announced that ‘the CAS is essentially the society of the young creative artist.’78 
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This came at a time when émigré French artist, Mirka Mora, and her husband Georges had recently 

set up residence in Grosvenor Chambers, 9 Collins Street, Melbourne, reviving the Bohemian spirit 

previously associated with the building.  (It had formerly been the studio of Frederick McCubbin, 

Arthur Streeton, Tom Roberts, Phillips Fox, John Longstaff, Jane Sutherland and Ola Cohn.)79  The 

Moras lent their support, allowing the CAS to meet in in Mirka’s basement studio.  Assuming the 

role of de facto patrons, Heide’s John and Sunday Reed took office on the new CAS committee 

along with Danila Vassilieff and joined by Arthur Boyd, Lawrence Daws, Neil Douglas, Joy Hester, 

Clifford Last, John Perceval, Clifford Pugh and others.80   

Mirka’s vivacity was responsible for attracting many of Melbourne’s young bohemian artists and it 

is not surprising that, in August of that year, Charles Blackman chose her studio to have his second 

exhibition of the Schoolgirls Series.   

Georges Mora became President of the CAS and Mirka’s basement studio quickly evolved into the 

rallying point for the modernists, with John and Sunday Reed both frequent visitors and Mirka and 

Georges spending their weekends at Heide. Quickly it was to become de rigueur that Mirka’s studio 

hosted the CAS exhibition opening and closing parties until, after the establishment of Mirka’s Café 

at 183 Exhibition Street in 1954, the CAS meetings transferred to the room above the café.81   

Many of the young artists flocked to Mirka’s Café, including the four highly regarded graduates 

from the NGAS, Lawrence Daws, John Howley, Donald Laycock and Clifton Pugh. The ‘Group of 

Four’ espoused the modern movement and made an impression at their first exhibition, held 

ironically at the VAS.82  Their exhibition was a revelation as their work actually sold, a rare thing 

at those times at the Albert Street galleries.  Prominent artist, William Delafield Cook, who was 

nineteen at the time, later recalled: 

I remember seeing a big show at the Victorian Artists’ Society – Lawrie Daws, Cliff Pugh, 

John Howley, Don Laycock – and being very excited by it.  They had such individual 

visions, each of them.83 

The Group of Four showing at the VAS galleries was a reminder that, although the CAS as an 

exhibiting society was the champion of Melbourne’s contemporary artists, a number of its members 

simultaneously showed with either the VAS (John Howley, Charles Bush) or the MCA (Roger 

Kemp, Michael Shannon). 
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Within months of its reactivation, the CAS confronted a Royal Tour Exhibition, planned in the 

Melbourne Town Hall by the conservative Fellowship of Australian Artists (FAA), itself only 

formed in 1950. The FAA had sent invitations to 150 artists, including the Alice Springs aboriginal 

artist, Albert Namatjira, his tutor, Reg Battarbee, William Dobell, Lionel Lindsay, Norman Lindsay, 

Russell Drysdale, George Bell, William Dargie and Ernest Buckmaster. 84   In describing the 

forthcoming exhibition, the then Victorian Chief Secretary, Thomas Galvin, criticised local 

modernists for presenting a ‘distorted’ image of Australia and assured the public that the exhibition 

would be presenting ‘a more balanced view of Australian art’ whilst Barbara Blackman referred to 

it as ‘parading all the dead wood of the art landscape’.85   

With little time to mobilise, the CAS organised The Contemporary Art Society Anti-Royal Tour 

Exhibition to take place in Mora’s basement flat opening a week prior to the FAA opening, with an 

impressive survey of contemporary trends, intended to fill the modernist gap in the Federation’s 

semi-official display.   The breadth of participating artists was impressive as listed in full:  

Sam Atyeo, Yosl Bergner, Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, Harold Deering, Robert 

Dickerson, Ian Fairweather, Donald Friend, Raymond Glass, Sali Herman, Joy Hester, 

Jacqueline Hick, Lawrence Hope, Julius Kane, Barry Kay, Roger Kemp, Inge King, 

Clifford Last, Francis Lymburner, Erica McGilchrist, Sidney Nolan, John Perceval, 

Norma Redpath, Michael Shannon, Ian Sime, Eric Smith, Gunter Stein, Eric Thake, 

Albert Tucker, Danila Vassilieff, Fred Williams and George Williams.86 

The newspaper reviews of the CAS exhibition from Melbourne’s critics were glowing and, when 

the competing FAA exhibition opened the next week in the Town Hall with works by 100 artists, 

including Meldrumites, Len Annois, Amalie Colquhoun, Daryl Lindsay and Harley Griffiths, the 

same reviewers unanimously analysed it unfavourably.  McCulloch called the exhibition a complete 

failure ‘as a representation of the art of this country’ and, despite having works by Delafield Cook 

James Gleeson, Sali Herman, and Roger Kemp, dismissed the works as ‘stereotyped pieces of 

academic painting’.87  

In 1956, the year of the Melbourne Olympics, the CAS called a special meeting and decided to 

establish an artist-run gallery in the loft of a city warehouse.88  Modelled on New York’s, Museum 

of Modern Art (MOMA), it adopted the name, the Gallery of Contemporary Art (GCA), and the 
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current president of the CAS, John Reed, put himself forward as director.  The leader of the 

Australian Labor Party, Dr H. V. (Doc) Evatt, launched the gallery on 1 June 1956, with the opening 

(gift) exhibition featuring Blackman, Boyd, Brack, Kemp, Perceval, Sime and Tanner, all of whom 

had donated works.  There was trouble in the re-formed Society however and Reed and the Heide 

set were increasingly opposed to the non-objective abstract art of Howley, Johnson, Kane, Kemp, 

Laycock and Sime. 

The splinter group formed by Bell was also still operating however and the Melbourne 

Contemporary Artists (MCA) exhibition, shown at the VAS in October 1956 and featuring works 

by George Bell, Dorothy Braund, Ron Millar and Phyllis Waterhouse, was described as the ‘best 

Contemporary Art show yet‘  by The Age critic, Arnold Shore, himself a member.89 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.5 Albert Lee Tucker (1914-1999) artist 

John and Sunday Reed 1982  

Medium: Synthetic polymer on canvas board  

Private Collection  

(Courtesy of Smith & Singer Fine Art) 

The fortunes of the GCA took a turn in 1957 when MOMA (New York) contacted John Reed in 

relation to a proposed travelling tour of Contemporary U.S. Prints.  The exhibition took place at the 

GCA in February 1958, at which time Reed announced a proposal to turn the GCA into public 

museum of modern art and an art gallery.  The CAS appointed Ruth McNichol, former manager of 

Peter Bray Gallery, as gallery manager and an eleven-member council was established (including 

three CAS members) and four high-profile patrons secured.  John Reed remained a director and he 

and Sunday donated 162 of their own works to form the basis of a permanent collection.  These 

included major pieces by Blackman, Boyd, Hester, Hope, the original Kelly series by Nolan, 

Perceval, Sime, Tucker, Vassilieff and Williams.  The Museum of Modern Art of Australia 

(MoMAA) opened its doors on 12 May 1958 with a solo exhibition by abstractionist, Leonard 

French.90 
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By the late 1950s, the informal meeting place of the CAS, Mirka’s Cafe, had its day as a city hub.  

Mirka and Georges moved to East Melbourne, establishing the Café Balzac in 1958, described by 

Mirka as ‘a défilé of the best, the most talented, the most wicked of Melbourne … a cultured island 

in a city that was still very square [and] conservative’. 91   The Balzac was Melbourne’s first 

restaurant to get a 10.00pm liquor licence and it quickly became a bohemian hub with artist staff 

such as Charles Blackman and John Perceval mixing with the many CAS member artists, dealers 

and patrons. 

The MoMAA gave solo shows to 30 artists in two years between February 1958 and 1960, with 

equal weighting to both figurative and abstract artists. Amongst the Abstract artists were Ian 

Fairweather, Leonard French, John Howley, Donald Laycock, Elwyn Lynn, John Olsen, Ian Sime 

and Peter Upward and the Figurative artists included Henri Bastin, Donald Friend, Lawrence Hope 

(twice), Mary McQueen, Mirka Mora, Margaret Olley, John Perceval (ceramics), Edwin Tanner 

and Danila Vassilieff. 

By 1959, under President Georges Mora, mid-career artists dominated the CAS Council, including 

Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, John Brack, Laurence Hope and John Perceval: it offered little to 

younger emerging artists.  The younger artists, many of whom were Abstractionists, saw changes 

to the exhibition policy as negative and repressive and, to address this perceived imbalance, 

arranged their own exhibition, Young Painters, scheduled for MoMAA 1959.92 

Whilst the figurative artists were concerned, the art historian, John Pringle, writing at the time, 

lamented that ‘just when Australia seemed to be deveoping a national school of painting … abstract 

expressionism settled over the land like a blight’.93  Pringle saw the younger artists as: 

trying to express their innermost emotions in precisely the same blobs and dabs and spots 

of colour as young men in London, Paris, New York and Buenos Aires.  Some of the work 

done in this style by … the younger Melbourne artists is outstandingly good, but it is 

impossible to see in it anything truly characteristic of Australia.94 

Melbourne and Sydney have their Differences 

After the war, Drysdale (1940) and Nolan (1948) were both to leave the Melbourne Group for 

Sydney, leaving Arthur Boyd joined by the younger generation of John Brack, Leonard French and 

Clifton Pugh and other young painters from other parts of Australia, including Charles Blackman 
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(Sydney), Lawrence Daws (Adelaide) and John Howley (Brisbane).  The end of the war also saw 

Albert Tucker and others leave Australia for London. 

By the sixties, there was a discernible difference in the regional art schools of the Melbourne Group 

and its Sydney counterparts, in their depiction of the Australian environment. Many Melbourne 

painters such as the Antipodeans concerned themselves with a form of figurative art that contained 

elements of expressionism and primitivism focussed on the elusive national image, whereas Sydney 

adopted a more cosmopolitan view.  As summarised by James Gleeson and cited by contemporary 

writer, John Pringle:  

Sydney looked outwards and caught the current that stirred the world’s art; Melbourne 

looked inwards towards the stirring heart of the continent.95 

Pringle, in Australian Painting Today, regarded Drysdale as the first product of the modern school 

of Australian painting and ‘the first Australian artist to paint the aborigines as they really are – a 

sad, dark, gentle people, resigned to humiliation yet retaining an inviolable dignity’. 96   This 

resonated with the social realists as they saw him as a fellow painter of the people and their 

sufferings. 

It was in Nolan, however, that Pringle saw ‘the pioneer who blazed the trail for other Australian 

painters’ and ‘the most striking and original of all Australian painters’.97  Nolan, along with Arthur 

Boyd, was intensely concerned with the Australian landscape, but both artists saw it in different 

ways, with Nolan painting the outback deserts and Boyd focussing on coastal ranges and bushland 

near Melbourne.  In each case, their most famous works were built around myths, Nolan with his 

Kelly series and Boyd with his half-caste bride series. 

Graeme Sturgeon is another art critic who saw major change occurring in the 1960s. He decribes 

this period as: 

the decade in which Australia’s creative artists turned their attention away from overseas 

developments and toward their own social environment and to the history from which 

their present had emerged.98 

He attributes this to ‘an awakening to the creative potential in the material immediately to hand’ 

and cites Dutton: 
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In the 1960s the winds of history blew the Union Jack (not to mention the Stars and Stripes) 

just far enough aside for Australians to be able to see their own culture and heritage as 

something to be cherished and not deprecated.99 

Dutton, in surveying ‘Australian culture in the 1960s’, reminded us to not ignore ‘the opening of the 

eyes of Australians to their own environment’.100  Smith and Jones saw the Melbourne-Sydney 

rivalry as ‘homegrown figurative versus imported abstract art’.101  They cite the Melbourne historian, 

Bernard Smith, speaking for the figurative tradition: 

Several of us in Melbourne at the timefelt that if figurative painting was going to survive 

in this country as a creative activity some sort of vigorous counter-attack was necessary, 

otherwise most of the individuality that had developed in Australian painting during the 

preceding twenty years would be swamped by a provincial form of American abstract 

expressionism with a good public relations machine behind it.102 

External Artists raise the Profile of the Society 

There were three exhibitions of outside artists who served to attract a focus to the Society’s galleries, 

breaking from the traditional conservative painters the public associated it with.  Two were groups 

of artists that might have been expected to show with the CAS or MCA. 

Clifton Pugh and Group Four 

In early 1955, Lawrence Daws, John Howley, Don Laycock and Clifton Pugh – held their inaugural 

Group Four exhibition at the VAS. The Group Four, a name coined by Pugh, suggests a greater 

coherence than may have been evident in their work, with an eclectic mix of portraits, Cubist-

derived compositions, bush subjects and expressionistic abstracts. Nevertheless, Melbourne’s arts 

establishment embraced them, with The Argus art critic, Arnold Shore, lauding them as ‘four artists 

of promise’ who were ‘alert to contemporary thought’.103    

Whilst Group Four’s second exhibition, in March 1956, also received a good review, by the end of 

the year the group had effectively disbanded, as each artist pursued his own path.  

The following year, Pugh held his first sell-out one-man show at the VAS gallery in early 1957, 

where he displayed landscapes and portraits.   
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Barry Humphries 

In 1958, actor, Barry Humphries, carefully dressed for the part of the Bohemian, held a one-man 

neo-dada show at the VAS. When asked, Humphries was poker-faced about the new revolutionary 

school he was founding and told one reviewer: "It is time art took account of everyday objects. I 

have used things hitherto ignored by my fellows, and have found a great deal of satisfaction in it”.104 

The Antipodeans 

In early 1959, University of Melbourne art historian, Bernard Smith came out with a provocative 

attack on the Abstractionists in the CAS Broadsheet.  In his article, he introduced a new art group, 

the Antipodeans, and declared that it had formed to ‘defend and champion as well as they can the 

place of the image in art’, concluding with the declaration: ‘Art is a communication, not a guessing 

game’.105  

When the group was ready to show, the only gallery space available and able to accommodate them 

was the VAS and, when the exhibition took place from 4 to 15 August 1959, it drew unprecedented 

crowds to the Society.  The choice of venue however concerned many modernists as they regarded 

the ‘Vic Arts’ as the citadel of conservative attitudes.  To the Antipodeans however, their primary 

battle was not against the old establishment of the traditionalists but the new establishment of the 

Abstractionists. 

The controversial Antipodean Exhibition, child of Bernard Smith, pulled together seven artists, 

Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, David Boyd, John Brack, Robert Dickerson, John Perceval and 

Clifton Pugh.106  Of the group, only Dickerson lived in Sydney, yet all fervently believed in the use 

of myths in paintings, maintaining that ‘in the growth and transformation of its myths, a society 

achieves its own sense of identity’.107   Their manifesto, written by Smith, appeared in the catalogue 

for their controversial inaugural exhibition and generated much discussion amongst the many 

people who flocked to the VAS galleries to see it.108  The Manifesto immediately precipitated a 

battle between the abstract and the figurative streams of modern art when it declared abstract 

painters with their ‘bland and pretentious mysteries’, were not producing an art ‘for living men’, 

symbolising ‘the death of the human spirit’.109  By contrast, Smith claimed the figurative image was 

‘the recognizable shape, the meaningful symbol’ and ‘the basic unit’ of the artists’ language.110 
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Their choice of the premises of the conservative VSA, rather than the gallery of the reformed CAS, 

to which many of them belonged, is evidence that all was not well in the modernist camp.111  In 

many ways, rather than a protest against the Academicians, the artists were making a statement 

against American abstract expressionism.  Bernard Smith describes the distinct work of the 

‘Heidelberg School’ of plein air painting that emerged from the artists’ camps around Melbourne 

in the 1880s and 1890s as the visual truth: 

the peculiar greens of the gum trees, subtle mauves, pinks and greys of the distance, and 

beyond all else the ubiquitous Australian light which turns shadows into pale phantoms 

of sunlight.112 

In his foreword to the catalogue, Smith speaks ‘in defence of the image’ and of the concerns of the 

group, for ‘non-figurative art in the West’ and the ‘socialist realism in the East’.113   The declaration, 

contained in an essay in the catalogue, had this to say: 

The image, the recognisable shape, the meaningful symbol, is the basic unit of 

language …It is born of past experience and refers back to past experience – and it 

communicates.  It communicates because it has the capacity to refer to experiences that 

the artist shares with his audience.114 

Apart from Melbourne’s abstract artists, including Roger Kemp, Don Laycock and Leonard French, 

some artists, in neither camp, took umbrage at Smith’s stance.  Mirka Mora claimed in a ‘letter to 

the Editor’, in Art Now, in which a review of the exhibition featured, that she was ‘disgusted at the 

Antipodeans who betray all the painters of the world’.115  Macgeorge was one contemporary critic 

who was prepared to embrace modernism and, in his book, The Arts in Australia, written to ‘attempt 

to effect a closer relationship between the arts in Australia’, he defended non-realistic art against its 

hostile critics. He maintained that ‘far from suggesting a slackening of discipline, modern art 

demands the same technical competence from its followers as academic training exacts’.116 

In 1965, John Reed resigned as Director of the MoMAA, which, by then, encountered difficulties 

and planned to sell works from its collection to clear its debts.117 
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The Emergence of Commercial Galleries 

In 1955 Melbourne essentially had three functioning art galleries, the purpose-built Athenæum 

Gallery and the VAS Gallery, which were both often let out to artists seeking exhibitions and the 

Peter Bray Gallery which was associated with his furniture store. 118   At the time there were 

estimated to be less than 200 artists who practised fulltime.119 

The continuing growth of modernism gave rise to the growth in commercial galleries and many 

modern art practitioners chose to exhibit there rather than in the conservative VAS spaces. One of 

the first of these was the Stanley Coe Gallery established at 435 Bourke Street in 1950 and taken 

over by Peter Bray the following year. The Peter Bray Gallery, with Helen Ogilvie as its Director, 

showed Australian paintings, sculpture and prints by significant contemporary artists such as Ian 

Armstrong, Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, John Brack, Ian Fairweather, Leonard French, Inge 

King, Helen Maudsley, Sidney Nolan, Clifton Pugh and Michael Shannon. In May 1953, Charles 

Blackman was to unveil his famous Schoolgirl Series there and, in 1956, the gallery sold John 

Brack’s most famous work Collins Street, 5pm to the National Gallery of Victoria.   

Australian Galleries 

In the same week John Reed established the GCA, the Purves family opened Australian Galleries 

in Derby Street, Collingwood with a show by John Perceval.  By the late 1950s contemporary 

Australian art was becoming highly marketable creating a plethora of new commercial galleries, 

however, the most important of these at the time, if not the most important still today was Australian 

Galleries commenced by Tam (Thomas) and Anne Purves, an exhibiting member of the VAS, in 

June 1956.   

In early May 1956, Tam Purves wrote to a number of Melbourne artists, advising he and his wife 

were opening ‘an Art Gallery for the permanent display and sale of the works of leading Australian 

painters and sculptors’ inviting them to exhibit in the opening exhibit of their new gallery and 

describing the space in detail.120  [5.12]  They advised the artists that they had a commercial mailing 

list of 2000 important collectors and they set out the terms of representation. 

Immediately this private gallery began to show the small group of possibly the most culturally 

important post-war Australian artists emerging in Melbourne at the time.  Although many of these 

artists were members of the VAS and the reformed CAS, up until then, they had nowhere to 

seriously show and sell their work and certainly nobody who would represent them to important 
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collectors. From the outset and until today, the Purves have always shown figurative works, 

rejecting the abstractionists and always shown living artists.  Their inaugural exhibition featured 

John Perceval and subsequent exhibitions featured his fellow Antipodeans, Arthur Boyd, John 

Brack, Sidney Nolan and Albert Tucker. 

5.5: Australian Galleries Exhibition Space 

(1956) 

Collection: Australian Galleries  

This was a new professional approach and 

art critic Alan McCulloch was one who 

praised the ‘valuable function’ that the 

Purves in making Australian artists’ works 

more accessible and introducing them to 

‘the many potential buyers who never 

ordinarily visit a gallery’. 121   McCulloch 

appreciated what the Purves’ family was 

doing to promote Australian artists, 

describing Australian Galleries as a ‘public relations office to relate the world of art to that of big 

business.’122  The Purves were part of a new breed of gallerist, well connected to art buyers, savvy 

as to prices, and prepared to represent artists and approach the public galleries on their behalf. 

In October 1962, a solo exhibition of Albert Tucker’s paintings at Australian Galleries recorded 

‘the biggest ever sale ever scored up by a local artist selling in Australia at fixed gallery prices’.123 

Tucker, recently returned from the States, had convinced the sceptical Purves that he felt that ‘prices 

for artworks were not commensurate with their value and the market was a decade behind 

America’.124  The record sales proved a turning point for artists of Tucker’s generation and, as Anne 

Purves was later to recount: 

That was the beginning of the development of a solid art market, in which some serious 

professional artists would be able to make a respectable living without needing a 

supplementary income from teaching or other activity.125 

Other Galleries 

Other important galleries opened in Melbourne at this time. They included:  
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i. Gallery A in South Yarra which was opened in 1959 by Max Hutchinson and managed by 

the sculptor and furniture designer, Clement Meadmore; 

ii. the Argus Gallery in the city opened in 1960 and  managed by Ruth McNichol, an NGV 

graduate who had previously run MoMAA; 

iii. South Yarra Gallery opened in 1961 by the dowager, Violet Dulieu, collector and member      

of the MoMAA women’s council, and  

iv. Leveson Gallery opened by the painters, Charles Bush and Phylis Waterhouse in 1962. 

From the outset, these galleries catered for their own niche markets and Gallery A (and later 

Pinocotheca) focussed on abstract art with exhibitions by Peter Upward, Elwyn Lynn, Clem 

Meadmore, Roger Kemp and the Kings, Grahame and Inge. 

Violet Dulieu at South Yarra Gallery showed a mix of established modernists and emerging artists 

with works by Blackman, Bellette, Brack, Dickerson, Lanceley and Olson and always endeavoured 

to include significant pictures by Boyd, Dobell, Drysdale and Nolan in group shows to maximise 

their exposure. 

Between them, more than any other, the pioneer commercial galleries, Australian Galleries, Gallery 

A and South Yarra Gallery, transformed the art scene and generated a commercial demand for 

original artworks.  They each tapped into the higher echelons of Melbourne’s society and ownership 

of works by Nolan and Drysdale conferred social prestige.  This came to a peak when the American 

millionaire, Harold E. Mertz, decided in 1964 to establish a definitive collection of contemporary 

Australian art.  Immediately it ushered in a new era of local corporate collecting as local companies 

took note of this wealthy American investing his money in a collection of Australian contemporary 

art.  Over eighteen months, Mertz collected 150 paintings by eighty-four artists, including every 

living major Australian artist.  His collection included Boyd, Daws, Drydale, Fairweather, French, 

Kemp, Olsen, Nolan, Pugh, Tucker and Williams.  His collection toured the United States and was 

left to the University of Texas, Austin. 

Other significant galleries to establish in this period include Sweeney Reed's Strines Gallery 

founded in 1966 in Carlton, Powell Street Gallery in South Yarra in 1969 and Bruce Pollard's 

Pinacotheca, first established at 1 Fitzroy Street St Kilda in 1967.  Pinocotheca, which moved to a 

warehouse 10 Waltham Place Richmond in 1970, was one of the more leading-edge galleries of its 

time.  Spanning five decades, Pollard and Pinocotheca introduced Melbournians to a new generation 

of avant-garde artists including Peter Booth and abstractionists, Dale Hickey, Robert Hunter and 

Robert Rooney.  (Its final show in 2002 featured Ti Parks.) 

In contrast, John Reed’s GCA was not acting as an agent for its clients and making no profit due to 

increasing competition from the professionally managed new galleries such as Australian Galleries.  
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In June 1958, the Reeds and their supporters decided to re-open it as the Museum of Modern Art 

and Design of Australia (MoMADA).   The Reed’s personal collection formed the basis of the 

museum’s exhibits with an emphasis on the young Melbourne painters of the 1940s.126 

For a while, Reed’s gallery thrived and it was there where Arthur Boyd first showed his 'Bride' 

series, Blackman first showed the ‘Alice’ series; Nolan the ‘Kelly’ series, the Perceval ‘Lederberg’ 

landscapes, the first Boyd ‘Black Man and his Bride’ and a show by William Dobell.  It was not 

able to compete however with the new way of doing things such as artist representation and it was 

not before long that most of Melbourne’s professional artists had aligned themselves with one of 

the commercial galleries. 

Corporate Sponsorship 

In 1963, the Purves and Australian Galleries, participated in a novel sponsorship of Australia’s 

leading artists. This was not the assembling of a corporate art collection or even the sponsoring of 

a blockbuster exhibition but an advertising campaign for Godfrey Phillips International for their 

premium cigarette brand, Viscount.  Their promotion involved commissioning seven well-

established landscape artists chosen by the Purves to paint an Australian scene.127 

After opening at Australian Galleries, the seven paintings in the Viscount Collection toured the 

Australian states, showing in Myer stores and, at the conclusion, six were donated to each of the 

state galleries with the seventh set aside for the new National Gallery in Canberra. The exhibition, 

The Australian Scene, received immense publicity with Australia’s highest circulation magazine 

(800,000 copies), The Australian Women’s Weekly, featuring a double page spread of one of the 

paintings over seven successive weeks.128 

The Viscount Collection and its attendant publicity was not the first foray into corporate patronage 

of Australian art: the Helena Rubinstein Travelling Art Scholarship (1958-current), the Georges 

Invitation Art Prize (1963-1985) and The Australian Women’s Weekly Art Prize, (1955–1959), then 

the World’s richest art prize.129 
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5.6: Arthur Boyd (1920-1999) artist 

Wimmera landscape (1950-52) 

Medium: Tempura on composition board 

Collection: NGV Accession No. 1824-5 

(Donated as part of the Viscount Collection) 

The Women’s Weekly Art Prize 

The increasing number of prizes on offer to the exhibiting members of the VAS and other exhibiting 

societies was dwarfed when, on 6 April 1955, The Australian Women’s Weekly announced that it 

was establishing ‘the richest art prize in the Commonwealth and one of the biggest portrait prizes 

in the world’.130  Prizes were awarded in two categories: The main prize of £1,500 was given for 

the ‘Best portrait of a woman’, while a secondary prize of ‘Best portrait by a woman’ was also 

awarded, but with only a third of the prize money attached, at £500.131  In The Weekly’s wish to 

integrate their prize into Australia’s visual arts community, it provided for judging by the various 

state gallery directors and that the exhibition of the fifty short-listed finalists would tour the state 

galleries.  Ironically, the state gallery directors at this time were all male and the winners of the 

overall ‘Best Portrait’ prize were all male artists, although, over the four years, the percentage of 

women finalists fluctuated between 26 and 34 per cent.132 
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Although the prize was only to run for four years [1955-1959], its value at the time lay not merely 

in its monetary value but in its penetration into society through The Women’s Weekly’s large 

circulation, reaching one in four Australian households, ‘the biggest circulations per head of 

population of any women’s magazine in the world’.133  The fact that the main prize was ‘of a 

woman’, and the secondary prize was exclusively ‘by a woman’ was breaking down barriers and 

half the four hundred entries received were by women, including some of Australia’s most 

important twentieth-century women artists.  The prize money also was significant, not only in 

monetary terms when compared with the Ballarat Fine Art Gallery’s Crouch Prize of 125 guineas, 

the NGV’s McCaughey Prize of £200, the Helena Rubinstein Portrait Prize of £300 but also the 

coveted Archibald Prize for Portraiture, which was £633 in 1955.134  The Weekly portrait prize’s 

importance lay in the fact that it was Australia’s first major art prize dedicated exclusively to women 

artists, a decade before the establishment in 1965 of the comparable Portia Geach Memorial Award 

for portraiture by contemporary Australian women artists.  Donated by her family, Portia Geach 

was Melbourne-born and educated at the NGAS and ‘became the first Australian to be awarded a 

tuition scholarship to London's Royal Academy Schools.’ 135 

The Australian Commercial Galleries Association 

In April 1976, nine directors from commercial galleries in Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide met to 

discuss a professional association for art dealers.  Melbourne was represented by Guilia Crespi and 

Rua Osborne of Gallery A, Marianne Baillieu of Realities, and Georges Mora of Tolano.  The group 

were unanimous of the need and, two months later, a further meeting took place in Marriane 

Baillieu’s gallery, Realities, in Melbourne.  The second meeting was also attended by Anne and 

Stuart Purves of Australian Galleries, Bruce Pollard of Pinocotheca, Stuart Gerstman of Gerstman 

Gallery, Jenny Heathcote of Powell Street Gallery and Tim Stanfield of Warehouse Gallery. Arts 

journalist, Maria Prendergast, also attended.  The resultant organisation was to be called the 

Australian Commercial Galleries Association (ACGA)136 and the objects were resolved as:  

To promote Australian Artists and Australian Art in this country and overseas, and to 

protect the good name and interests of the Art Trade.  It will make representation to 
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Government Departments and other bodies as may from time to time be felt by members 

to be necessary or desirable.137 

Those present also agreed that membership should be limited to ‘galleries which hold regular 

exhibitions of acceptable standards and represent living Australian artists’.138 

Overseas exposure of Australian artists 

By the 1950s and 1960s, Australia’s conservative Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, had great 

influence on the selection of the artist appointments for the CAAB.   At the time, he was 

concurrently President of the MSC and the Victorian artists on the Board invariably tended to be 

artists with whom he enjoyed a friendship through the Club and held similar views.  Accordingly, 

in 1959, when Sir John Rothenstein, Director of the Tate Gallery in London, wrote to the Robert 

Campbell, Director of the Art Gallery of South Australia (AGSA) and Chairman of the State 

Galleries Directors’ conference he inadvertently was writing to the CAAB. 139   Rothenstein 

suggested ‘an exhibition representative of Australian painting from the earliest times to the present 

day in terms of its finest examples,’ to which Campbell responded, advising the Tate he was sending 

a copy of his letter to the other State Gallery directors and also to the Secretary of the CAAB, of 

which he was a member.140   

By the late fifties-early sixties, the role of the CAAB had expanded and it had been responsible for 

the selection of works for the Australian representation at the Venice Biennale of 1954 and the mural 

commission at London's Australia House of 1959.141  Essentially, it assumed the role of projecting 

the official image of art and nation on the international stage and the touring exhibition proposed 

by the Tate fell within that ambit. The exhibition Australian Painting previewed in 1962, under the 

title Antipodean Vision, at the AGSA (during the Adelaide Festival).  This was advantageous as it 

resulted in the inclusion of more contemporary works before showing at London’s Tate Gallery 

(January 1963) then Vancouver and Ottawa.142 In effect, the Board selected works for exhibition 

only nominally in ‘consultation’ with the Directors of the major State Galleries, who were reliant 

on the Commonwealth for sponsorship.  In reality, the CAAB Chairman, Will Ashton, actively 

excluded the modernist NGV Director, Erik Westbrook, and his AGNSW counterpart, Hal 

Missingham, from the selection process as he feared: 
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the sort of art people would be seeing would be the extreme modernistic type…It seemed 

to me the Commonwealth should be trying to prevent this sort of art leaving Australia and 

should be arranging for a Commonwealth exhibition to go abroad.143 

To this extent, Ashton clearly saw the younger Westbrook as a danger, as his interests ‘ranged 

beyond the fields of the visual arts, into the explosive and  exciting aspects of the contemporary 

scene’, including ‘the advancing fringe of contemporary experimental visual and performing 

arts’.144 To an extent, Ashton got his way and avant-garde artist Mike Brown’s large collaged 

painting, Mary Lou as Miss Universe, was banned from the overseas travelling exhibition because 

of its overt sexual content.145 

The extended time lapse in the initial contact between the Tate and BAAC and the final exhibition 

provided Bryan Robertson, director of London’s Whitechapel Gallery, the opportunity to curate 

another exhibition of recent Australian painting. 146    Robertson mixed widely with Australian 

émigré artists and was an avid supporter.147 Prior to Robertson commencing at Whitechapel in 1952, 

the Redfern Gallery was widely known as ‘the only commercial gallery in London that positively 

discriminates in favour of Australian artists’.148 

Although Robertson’s initial thoughts was to showcase younger artists and abstract works unlikely 

to feature in the official Tate exhibition, he was given an opportunity to visit Australia in early 1960 

where he was able to visit the major State galleries and meet with their directors as well as visiting 

artist studios and meet artists and collectors. Although, in the end, Robertson had to trim his original 

list, Recent Australian Painting ended up with 111 picures by 55 artists, 11 of whom were resident 

in London. In the catalogue, he described it as an ‘independent exhibition for London designed to 

show the most recent trends in Australian art in the broadest way possible, in which the younger 

artists could be adequately represented’.149 

Historian Bernard Smith was one to commend Robertson’s selection, describing the show as ‘an 

excellent exhibition of predominantly figural work in which all the Antipodeans, among others, 
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were represented’.150   Melbourne born, trained or based artists at this exhibition included Charles 

Blackman, Arthur and David Boyd, John Brack, Lawrence Daws, Russell Drysdale, Ian Fairweather, 

Leonard French, John Howley, Donald Laycock, Godfrey Miller, Sidney Nolan, Stanislaw Ostoia-

Kotkowski, John Perceval, Clifton Pugh, Max Robinson, Kenneth Rowell, Loudon Sainthill, Ian 

Sime, Francis Roy Thompson, Albert Tucker and Fred Williams, whilst others, whose first 

exhibition was with the CAS in Melbourne, were Robert Dickerson and James Gleeson.151 

In contrast to the selection mix of abrstract and figurative works in the Whitehall exhibition, the 

initial choices for the Tate show represented ‘the last stand of the conservatives such as CAAB 

Chairman, William Ashton, who continued to support the ideologies of the interwar establishment’ 

and the selection disputes ultimately led to the demise of the CAAB’s monopoly over art for 

export.152 

Equally important, the 1961 Whitechapel exhibition, followed by the Tate exhibition, helped launch 

the international profiles of many Australian artists, including Melbourne abstractionist, Lawrence 

Daws and figurative painters, Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, David Boyd, John Brack, John 

Perceval and Clifton Pugh.  The exhibition came at a time when a number of Melbourne-trained 

artists, including, Arthur Boyd, Russell Drysdale and Sidney Nolan, were residing in London and 

having successful solo exhibitions.153   

Their success in London was in no small part due to the influential support of two powerful British 

figures, both collectors of Australian art.  The first of these, was art patron, Sir Colin Anderson, 

Trustee of the National Gallery, Chairman of Trustees of the Tate Gallery, Chairman of the 

Contemporary Art Society (UK) and Chairman and Provost of the Royal College of Art.154  The 

second was connoisseur and art historian, Sir Kenneth Clark, former Director of the National 

Gallery and consultant to the Felton Bequest, who had collected the works of Drysdale and Nolan 

and admired the works os all three artists.  Clark was a friend of Professor Joseph Burke, who held 

the Herald Chair of Fine Arts at the University of Melbourne and who had promoted them to him.155 

Art History as a Discipline 

Concerned that there was no professional staff when he took over the NGV Directorship in 1943, 

Sir Daryl Lindsay appointed Europe-trained Dr Ursula Hoff as the NGV's Assistant Keeper of Prints 
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and Drawings. She thus became the first woman and first tertiary qualified art historian to work 

within a State gallery in Australia. Discussing the lack of professional staff in Australia’s art 

institutions over dinner with Herald Group proprietor, Keith Murdoch and the Melbourne 

University Vice Chancellor, John Medley, Lindsay lamented that ‘there was no training ground in 

Australia for Gallery or Art Museum personnel’.156  Lindsay suggested that ‘the University should 

set up a Chair of Fine Arts … for the training of art scholars’ and argued to his two dinner 

companions that ‘Melbourne with the vast resources of the Gallery and the Felton Bequest was the 

ideal place for training’.157  Before the evening concluded, Murdoch pledged £40,000 of Herald 

money to endow the University of Melbourne with a Chair of Fine Arts ‘for teaching the 

understanding and appreciation of the Fine Arts and the application of their principles and practice 

to the life of the community’.158  On the recommendation of Lindsay, Professor Joseph Burke 

became the first person to hold the position and, with his appointment of two refugee art historians, 

Franz Phillip and Ursula Hoff, in 1949, followed by Bernard Smith in 1955, he created Australia’s 

first art history department and established art history as a discipline.159 

As advocate of the Herald Chair, Lindsay continued to support Burke and maintained a keen interest 

in the Fine Arts and Art History teaching.  Ultimately the NGV benefited by being the first State 

gallery to employ an officer with locally acquired art history qualifications, namely Gordon 

Thompson. 160  Harley Preston soon followed Thompson, along with other Melbourne-trained 

graduates, who quickly began to make valuable contributions by writing well documented and 

analytically argued articles to Gallery publications.161  With Lindsay’s appointment of Ursula Hoff 

as the NGV’s keeper of prints and drawings in 1949, and with the employment of other trained 

professionals, the NGV purchased works in a new spirit under their informed stewardship.  This led 

to the acquisition in 1959 of the last outstanding private collection of Dürer’s complete graphic 

oeuvre, followed in 1960 with the collection of van Dyck’s Iconography, consisting of 505 portrait 

etchings and engravings by and after the master.162 

                                                      

156 Daryl Lindsay, The Leafy Tree: My Family (Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1965), p. 149. 

157 ibidem, p. 108 

158 Ursula Hoff, "Observations on Art History in Melbourne 1946-1964," Australian Journal of Art No. 3, (Melbourne: 

The Art Association of Australia,1983), p. 5. 

159  Sheridan Palmer, Centre of the Periphery: Three European Art Historians in Melbourne, (North Melbourne: 

Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2008). 

160 Hoff, opera citato. 

161 Harley  Preston, "Two Portraits by Pompei Batoni," Annual Bulletin of the National Gallery of Victoria 1964 VI , 

(Melbourne: National Gallry of Victoria, 1964), pp. 11-19. 

162 Hoff, opera citato, p.  8. 



[1940-1970] 

 

203 

The National Gallery of Victoria 

Stephen and McNamara submit that the late fifties and sixties were important as they heralded ‘the 

beginning of an institutional acceptance of modernist art practices in Australia’s state museums’.163  

Greene however reminds us that ‘many commentators noted that modernism had finally ground to 

a halt in the late 1960s’.164  Developments related to the new NGV was to ensure that this happened. 

In 1959, the Australian component of the NGV collection received a boost when the gallery 

appointed Brian Finemore as a guide lecturer and then as the Curator of Australian Art, the first 

appointment of its kind in Australia.  Finemore promptly made his mark and, in early 1962, he 

presented a Report to the Trustees on the Collection of Australian Art, setting out a comprehensive 

policy in which he approached the collection in historical as well as aesthetic terms.165  Finemore 

set out to give form to the collection and make it more representative, including addressing gaps in 

the collection such as the pioneer moderns of the 1920s and 1930s. 

As the first curator of Australian Art, Finemore’s contribution was both courageous and prodigious 

and he is looked back on now as a man of vision in his appreciation of early modern painting. 

Ground-breaking exhibitions curated by Finemore include Rebels and Precursors, Aspects of 

Figurative Painting in Melbourne 1937-1947 (1962), Australian Landscape Painting (1964), The 

Field (1968), Heroic Landscape, featuring works by Arthur Streeton and Brett Whitely (1970) and 

Object & Idea, featuring new work by six Australian artists (1973).  In total, Finemore was 

responsible for twenty major exhibitions, including four retrospectives of influential Melbourne 

artists (Max Meldrum, Norman Macgeorge, Bernard Hall and Jock Frater).  As art historian, Joseph 

Burke, reminds us, Brian Finemore was a pioneer in the introduction of scholarly catalogues as a 

feature of the exhibitions that he curated.166  

During Finemore’s employ, one of the most important travelling exhibitions ever to arrive in 

Australia, Two Decades of American Painting, featuring post-war New York School paintings, went 

on show at the NGV in 1967. The exhibition was coordinated and curated by the International 

Program of the MOMA and championed in Melbourne by NGV Director Erik Westbrook 

exhibitions officer, John Stringer and young curator, Daniel Thomas.167  It featured 98 paintings by 
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35 artists and gave particular emphasis to such styles as abstract expressionism, pop art and post-

painterly abstraction.168 

Two Decades was the first major international exhibition of contemporary art to visit Melbourne 

since French and British Contemporary Art, which took place in 1939 at the Melbourne Town Hall 

immediately before the War.  Costs of the exhibition were funded by American philanthropist, 

Harold Mertz, through the Mertz Art Fund.  The influence of Two Decades in terms of the public 

appreciation for what was then contemporary art was considerable with The Age critic Patrick 

McCaughey providing an impassioned complimentary review and Henshaw and Millar also giving 

approving reviews of the exhibition.169 

The most significant embodiment of change within the NGV however was the physical 

transformation of its premises and the relocation from its nineteenth-century-style galleries on 

Swanston Street into a modernist new gallery on St Kilda Road.  Surrounded by a moat, the 

expansive palazzo fortress, designed by Melbourne architect Roy Grounds and fitted out by 

furniture-designers Grant and Mary Featherston, was four times bigger than the original.170  The 

gallery director, Eric Westbrook, promised that this would be a people’s gallery: a ‘living museum’, 

designed not for ‘the highbrow elite’, but for ‘the community it has to serve and who will use it’.171 

The Field 

Consistent with this contemporary image, the new Gallery opened with The Field, curated by Brian 

Finemore and exhibitions officer, John Stringer.  This was a seminal exhibition by 40 artists 

featuring 74 abstract sculpture and formalist abstraction paintings otherwise known as Colour Field.   

The exhibition included works by then-unknown Melbourne artists Robert Hunter, Robert Jacks, 

Peter Booth and Janet Dawson — all of whom were inspired by late modernism, rejecting the 

tradition of 'figurative' art in favour of abstraction. 172   In reporting to Westbrook, Stringer 

emphasised that the exhibition was envisaged ‘as only the first in series of documentary exhibitions 

which would attempt, in time, to cover all areas of current activity’ making the point that 

‘directional exhibitions of this type are not rare overseas, but in Australia embarking on such a 
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project may be regarded as pioneering’.173  In mounting the exhibition, Stringer not only featured 

Melbourne’s abstract artists, and those from Sydney and Adelaide, but those Australians working 

abroad in the art capitals of America, England and Europe.174  There were also internation artists 

who were influenced local artists during their residency in Melbourne, such as American James 

Doolin who had been visiting artist at the VCA and the English-born Mel Ramsden, who had trained 

at the National Gallery School some years earlier.175 Of the 40 artists in The Field, three were 

women. 

Not all Melbourne artists embraced The Field and a group of painters and sculptors associated with 

the art school at RMIT, including George Baldessin, Mike Brown, Les Kossatz, Ti Parks, Gareth 

Sansom, Jan Senbergs and Andrew Sibley, felt the show ‘too deriviative and unrepresentative’.176  

A number of these promoted an alternative figurative show called The Paddock, however, just 

before the show was scheduled to open, ‘RMIT withdrew its modest venue at an unexplained 

instruction from above’.177 

The Field became the most discussed show in Melbourne since the 9 x 5 Exhibition at Buxtons some 

eight decades earlier and certainly the most discussed exhibition staged by the NGV.  Immediately 

there were critical reviews of The Field by veteran critics, Alan McCulloch and Ron Millar, to 

which the young art critic with The Age responded by claiming, ‘if the establishment didn’t feel 

threatened then the new movement would have cause to doubt’. 178   Perhaps, the surrealist 

artist/critic, James Gleeson, in his observations of the preceding decade prior to The Field, was the 

most perceptive when he observed how ‘the pendulum had swung away from the subjective, 

emotional, violent, accidental and esoteric forms of abstract expressionism to pop art’ and that ‘in 

the mid-Sixties the pendulum had swung again – this time to the cool, cerebal, refined, controlled 

and esoteric forms which we try to define with such terms as post-painterly, hard-edged, op or 

minimal’.179 
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5.7: Janet Dawson (b. 1935) artist 

Rollascape 2 1968  

Medium: synthetic polymer paint on composition 

board 

Exhibited: The Field (1968);  

Exhibited: The Field Revisited (2018) 

Collection: Art Gallery of Ballarat, Ballarat. 

Courtesy: The artist, Charles Nodrum Gallery and 

Art Gallery of Ballarat 

 

In probably the least biased summation of the significance of the show, and the direction adopted 

by the Gallery, Gleeson concluded: 

what has happened to art is quite logical, necessary, inevitable and good … As a form it is 

just one among dozens that have been thrown up by the ferment of the most rapidly 

changing times in history.  It has a positive and salutary contribution to make.180 

The State Library of Victoria and its Arts Library 

When VAS artist, Joyce McGrath, began her involvement with the SLV in 1950, its “Art Library” 

was unknown to her for the first decade of her employ.  It was only after successfully applying for 

the vacancy to sit in the art library that she first became familiar with this under-utilised resource. 

As recounted to a colleague: ‘The art library had for years been closed.  It wasn’t until after the 

establishment of a Chair of Fine Arts at Melbourne University that people started wanting to use it 

in larger numbers … so the library started to put people in there to sit for a few hours …’181   

In 1962, McGrath became the only full-time arts librarian in Australia.  Her commencement was 

timely as it was just after the American expert in library services, Maurice Tauber, had handed 

down his three-volume Tauber Report, revealing that there were no great research collections in 

Australia and recommending that the major libraries should build on existing strengths in order to 

make the best use of their limited funds.182   

McGrath recognised in the collections of the SLV there lay a treasure trove of rare books and a 

good part of the strength of Australia’s art holdings.  In cognisance of this, in 1968 she applied for 

a Churchill Fellowship ‘to study and observe collections in art libraries and museums as an aid to 

research work in this field’.183 As recipient of the 1968 Churchill Fellowship, McGrath spent ten 

months visiting art collections and library services in Europe, England and the USA, returning to 

Melbourne committed to ‘the establishment of an Australian Art Reference and Research Centre’ 
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that she felt ‘would benefit artists, research workers, students, and collectors’ and ‘raise the standard 

of publications in this field’.184   

Working with the SLV acquisitions librarian, Peggy Anthony, McGrath turned the Art, Music and 

Performing Arts Library (AMPAL) into the largest art collection in an Australian library and a 

facility recognised around the world.  Her 

initiatives included the establishment of the 

AAA (Art and Artists of Australia) 

collection and an ongoing oral history 

program of interviews with Australian 

artists.  By the time of her retirement in 

1990, AMPAL held approximately 60,000 

books and countless items of art 

memorabilia ranging from periodicals, 

exhibition catalogues, artist 

correspondence and the memoirs of many 

of Melbourne’s artists.185 

5.8: Joyce McGrath (b. 1926) artist  

Self-Portrait (1957) 

Collection: SLV Accession No: H2009.159 

 

As well as the establishment of the art library, the SLV also held the nucleus of a significant art 

collection when the NGV moved to St Kilda Road in 1968.  From 1929 onwards, the gallery had 

adopted the practice of using the prefix ‘H’ for local works acquired as an historical record of 

Victoria’s progress.186  Most of these colonial works, and works collected as a record of Victoria, 

stayed in the Swanston Street building and today this ‘historical collection’ has maintained its own 

budget and ‘documents Victoria’s history visually, through artworks, objects and photographs’.  

Known as the La Trobe Collection, the focus of the Library's Pictures Collection is on documenting 

Victoria’s social history through the work of professional and amateur artists and photographers 

and there is a permanent display maintained of the more important works in the Cowen Gallery and 

other exhibition spaces within the Library.187 
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Melbourne Sculptors 

After the Second World War Melbourne sculpture scene received a boost with émigré artists 

arriving in Melbourne, either fleeing Europe beforehand or emigrating immediately afterwards.  

Talented Hungarian sculptor, Ander Mézáros fled Hungary in 1939 just before the outbreak of the 

war, the first of a number of highly talented European sculptors that were to settle in Melbourne 

immediately after.  From England came Clifford Last, from Lithuania, Teisutis Zikaros and Vincent 

Jomantos, from Germany, Inge King and Herman Hohaus, from Austria, Carl Duldig, and, from 

Hungary, Mézáros’s compatriot, Julius Kane.188  At the time, modern sculpture was in its infancy, 

however King and others arrived ‘with first-hand experience of art in Europe and Britain and recent 

developments in New York’. 189   Art historian, Allan McCulloch was one to recognise the 

contribution that these émigré sculptors bought to Melbourne and wrote of: 

... an immense language fertilised from every source and containing, in its interpretation 

of the present, all of the plastic discoveries of the past.190 

It was this ‘post-war wave of émigrés, the migrant artists, who became the innovators who pushed 

contemporary sculpture in new directions’.191 

In 1946, the President of the VAS was sculptor, Orlando Dutton.  Dutton worked towards a more 

prominent role for sculpture within the society, and the first exhibition entirely of sculpture was 

held at the Society’s galleries in 1947.  The catalogue claimed this to be ‘the only representative 

group of sculpture held in Melbourne for fourteen years’.192 

Whilst President, Orlando Dutton encouraged sculptors to join and form a sculpture group within 

the Society. Initially, the VAS provided a special annual sculpture exhibition for a few years until 

the sculptors concerned felt the need for their own society.  Another VAS practising sculptor, 

Stanley Hammond, along with George Allen, Head of the Sculpture School RMIT, prepared a 

constitution for the new society, named the Victorian Sculptors’ Society (VSS), based on that of 

the Royal British Sculptors.193  
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The VSS however, it represented little progress for Melbourne’s sculptors and in 1954, Julius King 

resigned, dissatisfied with the group’s activities, having previously banded together with fellow 

new arrivals, Inge King, Clifford Last and Norma Redpath, as ‘The Group of Four’.194  The group 

held two exhibitions in 1953 and 1955 at the School of Architecture at the University of Melbourne, 

reaffirming an important link that they were developing between sculpture and architecture.  At the 

same time, the group were arranging for studio visits of architectural students from both RMIT and 

Melbourne University to view their respective techniques.  One member wrote a letter to a lecturer 

in architecture that: 

… the aim is to enlarge the students’ knowledge of sculpture and create a deeper 

appreciation of an art so closely associated with architecture.195  

In 1959, Inge King and Norma Redpath successfully persuaded the director of the NGV, Eric 

Westbrook, to mount an exhibition of contemporary Australian sculpture, which became the Six 

Sculptors show.  The show featured works by King, Redpath, Kane, Last, Jomantas and Zikaras 

and marked a new visibility for sculpture in Melbourne.196    

By 1960, Modernism had been accepted by artists, collectors and critics as the sculptural orthodoxy 

and, in 1961, the group had expanded to become the ‘Centre Five Group’ of sculptors with a 

program, drawn up by Kane, intended to raise the standing of contemporary Australian sculptors.197  

Its members were Vincas Jomantas, Julius Kane, Inge King, Clifford Last, Lenton Parr, Norma 

Redpath and Teisutis Zikaras. 

Between 1961 and 1978, the small Victorian town of Mildura, 500 km North-East of Melbourne, 

hosted the Mildura Sculpture Triennial.  At the time, it was Australia’s largest and only serious 

sculpture event and the seven exhibition catalogues show the number of exhibitors rising from 51 

to 125 over its seventeen-year life. As Australia’s first large scale event for contemporary sculpture, 

it became a breeding ground for sculpture’.198  

When the first Mildura Sculpture Prize opened in Regional Victoria in 1961, featuring 122 works 

by 51 sculptors, 24 of whom had trained in Europe, it was an event, it was of great importnace.199  

as it gave sculptors, for the first time, a highly visible and much needed focus for their activities.  

Before the Second World War, Australia lacked a sculptural tradition, however, with the influx of 
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émigré sculptors such as embodied in the Melbourne-based Centre Five Group, this was now 

changing.  

In 1963, the exhibition, Recent British Sculpture, toured Australia, featuring artists such as Roger 

Butler, Barbara Hepworth and Henry Moore.  When the exhibition showed at the NGV [25 July to 

25 August] Centre Five Group sculptors organised a series of film screenings, exhibition talks and 

guide-lectures, targeted at the Gallery Society and the Junior Gallery Society.200 As a group, Centre 

Five were most proactive and saw the importance of promoting their link with architects, publicising 

‘the need in Australia for an art development policy similar to that of other countries, which devote 

a percentage of public building costs to works of art’.201 

In 1964, a Conference of Directors of State Galleries, proposed a touring exhibition of Australian 

sculpture. The exhibition, Recent Australian Sculpture, curated by the NGV and sponsored by the 

CAAB, showed the work of twenty-four contemporary sculptors, including the Centre Five Group 

artists and the Melbourne-born sculptor, Clement Meadmore, who had moved to New York in 1963, 

and been described as ‘the most ascetic stylist of Australian art’.202   At the time, the curator 

acknowledged that ‘the sculptor has learnt much from the painter’ supporting this claim, stating: 

The use of waxes, plaster, cloth, and a wide variety of techniques often brings to the 

surface something approaching a painting.  Meadmore’s surfaces in fact are elegant, 

muted abstract paintings.  Norma Redpath’s alternately polished and pattinated bronze 

adds the quality of a picture to superb plastic forms.  Clifford Last uses colour to bring 

soft growth out of hard polished timber.203 

The exhibition exposed its Melbourne audience to abstraction, and again, the Centre Five artists 

were at the forefront and offered lectures to the public promoting contemporary sculpture.  As a 

group, they were to leave a great legacy and produce some of Melbourne’s most well-known public 

sculptures, such as Inge King’s Forward Surge that dominates the Art Centre lawn between the 

NGV and the Concert Hall.   With the exception of Last, members of the group were all involved 

in art education, with two holding prominent positions: Vincent Jomantas as head of the Sculpture 

School of the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology and Lenton Parr at the NGAS.204  
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It was in Regional Victoria that change was being led, and, when the third Mildura sculpture 

exhibition opened in 1967, it importantly challenged the ‘existing definition of sculpture’, with 

‘new media and materials introduced into the artists vocabulary’.205   

Printmaking in the 1960s 

During the 1950s, the RMIT Art School allowed its printing presses to be available to artists, with 

teachers, including Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, Barbara Brash, Mary McQueen and Fred 

Williams, all experimenting with various techniques. In 1960, the Art School established its own 

printmaking department, the most active and influential centre of print production.  Some of 

RMIT’s artist-printmakers created groups, such as ‘Studio One’ (Tate Adams, Barbara Brash, Janet 

Dawson, Grahame King, Hertha Klute-Pott, Jan Senbergs and Fred Williams) formed in 1961, ‘to 

lift printmaking in Australia to a professional standard and to hold exhibitions, both here and 

overseas’.  Apart from the afore-named, other artists to gain prominence through the 1960s and 

1970s included George Baldessin, Tony Coeling, Roger Kemp, Bruno Leti, Kevin Lincoln, Daniel 

Moynihan and Graeme Peebles. 

This period saw great creative energy and enthusiasm for prints and printmaking throughout 

Australia but particularly in Melbourne, as artists increasingly saw prints as a relevant avenue for 

making contemporary art. Several factors that came together in the early 1960s contributed to this 

revival, including international trends in printmaking practice, an influx of immigrant and expatriate 

artists with experience and enthusiasm for prints, and a growing local appreciation for prints by 

museums and the public.206  

The NGV grew its holdings with active collecting of historical and contemporary prints and 

commercial galleries held exhibitions expanding the print market. One commercial gallery, Gallery 

A in South Yarra, in 1963, even established its own lithographic workshop offering tuition by Janet 

Dawson, who had studied lithography at the Slade School in London and printing at Atelier Patris 

in Paris. Under her direction, the gallery produced many prints, including a commissioned series of 

ten colour lithographs for the NGV by Leonard French, Colin Lanceley, Albert Tucker and Fred 

Williams.207 

The same year, a national touring exhibition of works by Australian printmakers, curated by the 

AGNSW, played a pivotal role in a growing print revival.  The exhibition, titled Australian Print 

Survey 1963-64, included work by still-active artists of the recent past, such as Murray Griffin, 

Margaret Preston and Erik Thake, as well as a survey of current artists.  In 1965, the NGAS, headed 
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by John Brack, also established a printmaking studio, employing artists, Bea Maddock, Allan 

Mitelman and Murray Walker. 208    Arguably, Melbourne was home to Australia’s leading 

printmakers, with figurative works of Baldessin, Senbergs and Kossatz to the abstracted language 

of Kemp, Leti and Mitelman.209 

In 1966, two major initiatives boosted the profile of Melbourne’s printmakers.  Firstly, Dr Ursula 

Hoff, who was then Curator of the Prints and Drawings at the National Gallery of Victoria, together 

with printmakers and educators Grahame King and Udo Sellbach, established the Print Council of 

Australia in Melbourne. [6.5]  Its mission was to encourage the production and appreciation of 

original hand-printed graphics in Australia, to stimulate printmaking activities, and to encourage 

the understanding and appreciation of the original print.210   The other initiative was when RMIT 

senior lecturer in printmaking, Tate Adams, established the Crossley Gallery, the first gallery to 

specialise in works on paper.211  

Photography 

In 1959, a collective of photographers, known as Group M, established in Melbourne and, between 

1959 and 1965, mounted six major exhibitions. The collective advocated the use of ‘straight’ or un-

manipulated photography as a means of expression and in the catalogue to their inaugural exhibition 

they declared, ‘We are certain that the majority of people appreciate philosophical thinking and 

social comment expressed through photography’.212 Initially these exhibitions, all titled Photovision, 

were open to entries from local and international photographers, however, from 1963, entry was 

restricted to Australian photographers and the shows curated thematically, with topics ranging from 

the Aboriginal community at Lake Tyers to contemporary women Urban Women (1963).  The work 

from some of the major photo artists from these years, Athol Shmith (fashion) and Wolfgang 

Sievers (Architecture and Industry), remain as important records of the times.  
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Conclusion 

The decades spanning 1940-1970 were eventful: the AAA and CAS had finished their bitter 

squabbles and quietly withdrew from centre stage without the supporters of either really conceding. 

We saw the rebirth of the CAS, new art movements arise and a general maturing of the Melbourne 

art scene with the city now boasting a Chair of Fine Arts at Melbourne University and the first 

serious ‘Art Library’ in Australia set up at the SLV.   

Ironically, in the 1940s, when the major schisms occurred, many of the artists of the various factions 

and ideologies in Melbourne’s art world still joined the VAS and showed side-by-side in the 

Society’s annual exhibitions.  Others showed exclusively with the CAS and other groupings, such 

as the TMP, the Social Realists and the NMAC, each held their own show at galleries such as the 

Athenæum.  Notwithstanding this, the VAS galleries were still the best exhibition space on offer in 

Melbourne and attracted some major outside exhibitions that ironically eclipsed some of their 

regular Annual exhibitions.  These included the Group Four exhibition [Daws, Howley, Laycock 

and Pugh] in 1955 and The Antipodeans [Blackman, A. Boyd, D. Boyd, Brack, Dickerson, Perceval 

and Pugh] in 1959.  Whilst the VAS remained strong, it now faced competition and the more popular 

artists were seeking out commercial galleries, to not only show their works but to represent them to 

private and institutional collectors.   

Compounding this was emerging conflict between the abstractionist and figurative factions of a 

new breed of contemporary artists. Ultimately, the Melbourne public was the beneficiary in 

increased exposure to art, ranging from the Herald Outdoor Art Show to a proliferation of private 

commercial galleries. The NGV itself was coming of age and, under the stewardship of Eric 

Westbrook and Brian Finemore, it was developing a good representative collection of Australian 

and international artworks in parallel with a balanced exhibition program.  Further, it was 

strengthening its relationships with both European and North American institutions and promoting 

Australian art in the process as exhibitions of Australian art toured both continents.  

By the early 1950s, the Director of the NGV, Daryl Lindsay, together with his counterparts at the 

NGNSW and the NGSA, were meeting regularly to discuss matters of mutual interest, such as 

collaborating in international touring exhibitions and ‘the collection management, exhibition 

development and conservation of artworks’.213  Up until this time, the NGV Director had been a 

practising artist and artists represented on the Board of Trustees.  The Conference of State Gallery 

Directors were keen however to reflect international standards of professionalism and the recently 

created Herald Chair of Fine Arts at Melbourne University was now able to supply those 

professionals.  When the NGV relocated to its new premises on St Kilda Road in 1968, 22 new staff 
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were added to its existing contingent of curators, including Dr Ursula Hoff, Brian Finemore and 

recently-appointed John Stringer. 

Finally, the culmination of the immediate post-war decades was the relocation of Melbourne’s 

public gallery from where it had shared a site with the public library and museum for over a century.  

The opening of a world-class gallery on St Kilda Road, premiering with an inaugural avant garde 

exhibition of Australian abstractionists, was to distance itself not only further geographically from 

the VAS but also highlight the contrasting preparedness of the two institutions to embrace and adopt 

to change.   
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CHAPTER VI  THE IMPACT OF THE COMMERCIAL GALLERIES (1970-2000)  

Embarking on the last three decades of the twentieth century, Melbourne had a new contemporary 

gallery building housing the strongest art collection in the Southern hemisphere.  Its teaching 

institutions had produced a large proportion of Australia’s most respected artists and it was now 

producing art historians and administrators through the new Herald Chair of Fine Arts at Melbourne 

University. In the early 1970s, the Preston School of Art and Design was ‘arguably the most radical 

school of art in the country’ with staff including Peter Booth, Betty Churcher, Domenic de Clario, 

Dale Hickey and Charles Mereweather.1 

The rivalry between the Sydney abstractionists and Melbourne figuratives continued, however now 

it was influenced by outside forces, not only in Europe but in the New York art world.  As art 

historian, Christopher Allen observed: 

Australian artists found them selves caught in the provincialism trap, baited with the lure 

of the avant garde.  The seventies became a transitional period in which anxiety about 

Australia’s position co-existed with various radical or conceptual critiques of the 

internation art system and its styles.2 

Melbourne had a strong commercial gallery system that was increasingly representing the best 

artists and pursuing incorporation of their works into public, corporate and private collections.  The 

VAS was celebrating a hundred years as an exhibiting society and other exhibiting groups, such as 

the TMP and the MSWPS were still active, albeit for the large part no longer dominated by the 

professional artists.3  This chapter will examine the Society’s response to the changing environment 

in the visual arts. 

The need for the Society to adapt to the Gallery System 

In early 1972, the VAS initiated the first Special Exhibition, featuring the most accomplished artists 

amongst its membership, with the aim of making it ‘more attractive for them to stay in the Society 

instead of going to commercial galleries’.4  The aim was to stem wastage of their best artists and 

the Society sought to identify and approach their ten best artists to exhibit, with works assessed by 

outside judges.  This was despite the fact that their own membership included artists suitably 

qualified to judge, and members, Eric Thake, Noel Counihan and Louis Kahan, already acting as 

judges for their regular annual exhibitions. 
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The VAS Council was aware that it was no longer of great appeal to the emerging art stars and that 

it would have to reinvent itself.  In late 1973, NGV Director, Eric Westbrook addressed a special 

meeting of Council on initiatives explored by the Society and outlined in their recent document 

Proposed Victorian Artists' Society Additional Activities 1974.5  In his talk, he praised the idea that 

the Society establish a permanent collection of paintings and sculptures and employ a full-time 

director for which he felt that the State Arts Minister would be supportive.  He advised the Society 

that he considered they be regarded as a public art gallery and, as such, a structural grant applied 

for.  He felt that, should the Society establish a good arts library, ‘dealing with technical matters 

and philosophy of art’, it would be invaluable to members. 

Westbrook cautioned against young artists exhibiting too early in their career and getting ‘into the 

hands of dealers’.  He advised the Society that there was a trend away from prizes towards patrons 

being encouraged to ‘buy works at a certain figure rather than give prizes’ and that the Society 

should consider a purchase arrangement along this line to ‘build up a [permanent] collection’. 

On the matter of teaching classes, Westbrook said that the Society would need to satisfy itself that 

‘it was not overlapping and that it was worthwhile’.6 

Westbrook observed that the matter of ‘amateur or semi-amateur exhibitions in the galleries did not 

help the Society or its public image’.  Instead, he suggested ‘special drawing exhibitions, portrait 

exhibitions accompanied by large photographs of details etc, special catalogues with explanations 

etc’.  He suggested that the Society approach the Fine Arts Society of Melbourne University to 

assist with history and display. 

Westbrook drew the VAS’s attention to the division between the recently established Australia 

Council for the Arts in Canberra and the Victoria Ministry for the Arts, with the State body 

responsible for accommodation, galleries etc and the Commonwealth responsible for funding 

individual artists. 

Finally, he drew the Society’s attention to the forthcoming State Festival of Australian Art, 

scheduled for February 1975 and suggested that the Society Galleries be a key venue for the festival 

over the five-week duration. 

The VAS acted on Westbrook’s advice and, in 1975, received a grant of $6,000 from the Federal 

Arts Council, $5,000 being for the setting up of exhibitions and $1,000 to set up a library.  In the 
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same year, largely due to the assistance of Dr Westbrook, the State Government grant increased 

from $2,000 to $3,000.7 

The Lord Mayor’s Acquisitive Art Award 

In 1974, the Melbourne City Council donated $1000 to the VAS for The Lord Mayor’s Acquisitive 

Art Award and it decided to incorporate this in the forthcoming State Festival of Australian Art.8  

The inaugural prize proved popular and, as a result, the following year, Council offered an annual 

$1000 acquisitive art prize for the next five years as a Competition and a Trophy as well as a Prize.9  

The three judges for the prize were the Lord Mayor, the President of the VAS and another 

established artist [e.g. Clifton Pugh].  Although sales arising out of the Prize were relatively low, 

Melbourne Council remained enthusiastic about the Prize and in 1979 voted to increase the 

prizemoney to $1,500, extend it for a further five years and gift the Society an amount of $200 ‘to 

assist with costs of mounting the exhibition’.  Simultaneously, they broadened the prize to all art 

mediums, including small sculptures and requested members to ‘include portraits of historical 

Melbourne identities’.10  In 1984, the City of Melbourne increased The Lord Mayor’s Acquisitive 

Art Award to $2,000, extended it for another five years and provided the amount of $250 per annum 

for the Society’s costs in running the exhibition.11 

In 1975, the Visual Arts Board wrote to the Society requesting ‘names and biographies of suitable 

artists who are significant portrait painters’.12  The Society wrote back suggesting the following 

members: Reshid Bay, Charles Bush, Ron Crawford, Murray Griffin, Edward Hefferman, Paul 

Fitzgerald, Karlis Mednis and Laurence Scott Pendelbury,  Ironically, the Historic Memorials 

Committee, responsible for commissioning portraits of Prime Ministers, did not take up any of these 

suggestions for artists, however it did purchase the Award-winning portrait of former Prime 

Minister, Gough Whitlam, painted by his friend Clifton Pugh, for the 1973 Archibald Prize. 

In late 1975, the Society’s membership was approaching 1000 (975) and the Council debated 

whether to either close membership at this number or raise the entry fee to $25.13  Despite this 
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young artists were still failing to join and one Council member offered ‘to pay the membership of 

a couple of these artists if this could in any way to stir up interest in the Society from those students 

now leaving art school’.14 

In December 1975, the Society had 926 financial members and, by May the following year, 

membership had already climbed to 855 causing the Council to pass a motion restricting 

membership to 950.15  The next seven months’ minutes showed no new nominating members nor 

new members elected, as numbers had reached the cut-off purely through renewing members.  In 

October 1977, Council again considered the membership question and voted to increase the 

membership to 1,000 a figure reached and sustained the following year.16 

In 1976, proceeds from the Art Bargain Sale were approximately $20,000, in 1978, $24,309 

($130,000 in today’s value) and, in 1979, $24,798 ($121,300), this success leading Council to place 

a restriction of two works on each member.17  Despite these healthy figures, the Society still faced 

rising costs and voted to increase commissions on sales by 5% to 20% in exhibitions and 25% in 

the smaller Cato Gallery.18 

The future of Exhibiting Societies 

In late 1976, the question again arose on ‘the formation of an association of art societies’ to 

exchange information and ideas and it was suggested that ‘the VAS convene annual meetings of 

the office-bearers of all art groups in Melbourne’.19 Council adopted the proposal and in August the 

following year, the first Conference of Art Societies successfully took place at the VAS with fifteen 

other Societies sending representatives.  The following year, the second Conference took place at 

Montsalvat with the Australian Guild of Realist Artists (AGRA) acting as host and thereafter 

meetings took place at six-monthly intervals hosted by the Malvern Artists’ Society, the Women 

Painters and Sculptors and the Mitcham Art Society.  Matters discussed at the conferences included 

‘entry conditions for competitions, contracts between artists and clients for public works of art, 

proposed legislation regarding Droite de Suite (right that follows), moral rights and artists’ 
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handbooks’.20  Ultimately, the various societies collaborated to bring out an Artists’ Code of Ethics 

and standardise conditions for the operation of Art Prizes. 

The changing relationship with government 

In 1977, the Australian Financial Review reported that Federal Government had given a grant of 

$5,000 to the ACGA ‘to assist the Association’s programme of exhibitions’.21  This was at a time 

that the VAS received an annual grant of $3,000 from the State Ministry for the Arts.  In 1980 

however, the Ministry introduced more demanding grant application procedures and requested 

information from applicants on how they intended to expend the money.  The VAS looked at its 

position and, although Council member, Kath Ballard, suggested that the grant application be for 

an art director citing precedent existing with the Contemporary Art Society in Adelaide, it was not 

to be so simple.22   At the following meeting, the President explained how all applications needed 

projected balance sheets and cost estimates and were required to be for a specific purpose. 

Compliant categories were: a) maintenance and preservation of the building or b) the cost of 

mounting specific important exhibitions. 23   When the August deadline for grant applications 

became imminent, the then President, Edward Hefferman, reported that he felt that it might not be 

forthcoming and effectively called for the Society to reassess their raison d’ être. 

The Society simply was not being proactive in attempting to adopt to the rising levels of 

bureaucracy associated with art funding and had not sought representation or sent delegates to a 

recent major conference on the funding and administration of the Arts in Australia held earlier that 

year.  The President then tabled a report, he prepared in conjunction with Council member, Robert 

Miller.  In further discussion, Cecil Hooper, stated that ‘it was time the Society looked at “what it 

is” and “where it is going” instead of living off the fat of the previous years’.24  Hooper then 

suggested working groups be formed and both Miller and David Taylor maintained this should 

entail a possible survey of members.  The discussion culminated in the following motion:  

That the examination of the conduct of activities of the Society be, in the first instant 

carried out be [sic] Committees of Enquiry, each appointed to consider the subject matter 

                                                      

20 “Minutes of the Annual General Meeting 31 October 1979”, VAS Minute Book Aug 1971 – Oct 1980, VAS Archives, 

Melbourne, 1979. 

21 Quoted by Karlis Mednis from Australian Financial Review, “Minutes of the Council meeting 3 August 1977”, VAS 

Minute Book Aug 1971 – Oct 1980, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1977. 

22 Kath Ballard, “Minutes of the Council meeting 4 June 1980”, VAS Minute Book Aug 1971 – Oct 1980, VAS Archives, 

Melbourne, 1980. 

23 Stanley Hammond, “Minutes of the Council meeting 2 July 1980”, VAS Minute Book Aug 1971 – Oct 1980, VAS 

Archives, Melbourne, 1980. 

24 Cecil Hooper, “Minutes of the Council meeting 6 August 1980”, VAS Minute Book Aug 1971 – Oct 1980, VAS Archives, 

Melbourne, 1980. 
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allocated to it, and to report in writing to the Council who will determine what action, if 

any, is to be taken.25 

At the next meeting, the Council determined that: there would be four committees formed, 

comprising, Membership, Exhibitions, Finance, and Other Activities.  Two Council members would 

convene each committee and, each committee would be empowered to enlist other Society members 

from the general membership.  Whilst this approach was well-intentioned, there is no evidence that 

the establishment of focussed sub-committees was able to achieve any substantive changes in these 

areas, in part due to the fact that the general membership which they had the mandate to enlist from 

did not have the required skills to contribute. 

The Norma Bull Naturalistic Portraiture Scholarship   

In 1989, the estate of Norma Bull created the Biennial Norma Bill Art Scholarship for ‘painting in 

the natural manner’ and nominated the VAS as executor.   It soon became apparent that it would 

become difficult to sustain continuation of this scholarship due to the many prizes of greater 

monetary value on offer. The Society, cognisant the (current) $5,000 prize was lean in comparison 

to competing prizes, attempted to raise the monies to $10,000, however the move was defeated and 

the prize remained at $5,000. 26   Accordingly, the Society modified the entry eligibility to restrict 

it to ‘students of art of all ages and experience level’.27  The scholarship was open to the VAS or 

other art schools, informal institutions, societies or with a private tutor; however the value of the 

prize lay in its function to increase awareness of the Society as a teaching establishment and 

encourage younger members. 

The Sesquicentenary and Bi-Centenary Celebrations 

In the early 1980s, Victoria was in the throes of preparation for major celebrations.  Firstly, there 

was the upcoming Victorian Sesquicentenary Celebrations, commemorating the founding of 

Melbourne in 1835, followed shortly afterwards, by Australia’s Bi-Centenary in 1988.   

Many Arts bodies were encouraged by the State Government to lodge for a Cultural Development 

Grant and the VAS was one of many Victorian cultural organisations asked to submit a proposal to 

Victoria’s 150th Anniversary Committee, the body co-ordinating the program of events for the 

upcoming 1985 celebrations.28  The VAS, itself 115 years old, proposed a Heritage Exhibition to 

run from 23 May to 12 June 1985, featuring a selection of its most famous artists since foundation. 

                                                      

25 Proposed Cecil Hooper, seconded David Roper, “Minutes of the Council meeting 6 August 1980”, VAS Minute Book 

Aug 1971 – Oct 1980, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1980. 

26 Steven Haas, “Appendix 4: Norma Bull Scholarship”, incorporated in Minutes of the Council Meetings 11 February, 9 

March 2015, VAS Minutes 2015, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2015. 

27 VAS Website: https://victorianartistssociety.com.au/about-vas/norma-bull-scholarship. 

28 Letter from the Victorian Ministry for the Arts, “Minutes of the Council Meeting 7 June 1984”, VAS Minute Book, Feb 

1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1984. 
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[6.1] The Society’s Council, realising that it did not have the human resources to implement the 

marquee event, outsourced its management to John Perry.29  

The exhibition format involved the Cato and Centre 

Galleries used for historic documents, such as the 

original Architectural drawings of the building, and 

the larger Frater and Hammond Galleries used for 

current members’ works and for a historic display of 

the works of eminent past members.  Many of the 

exhibited artworks were loaned for the exhibition 

from private collections and three of Victoria’s 

Regional Galleries participated by loaning 

paintings. 30   Council set aside $5,000 for the 

exhibition and voted a further $5,000 be set aside for 

a booklet, whilst the State Government’s 150th 

Anniversary Committee contributed another 

$2,000.31  

6.1: VAS Heritage Exhibition [Catalogue cover] 

Collection: VAS 

The exhibition featured works of prominent past and present artist members, including George Bell, 

Rupert Bunny, Louis Buvelot, Charles Conder, William Dargie, Jock Frater, Bernard Hall, John 

Longstaff, W.B. McInnes, Max Meldrum, Tom Roberts and Arthur Streeton.32  To commemorate 

the exhibition, the Society produced 2,000 copies of a special catalogue that featured essays on the 

history of the Society: “The History of the Victorian Artists’ Society (Up to 1946)” by Percival 

Serle and “The Victorian Artists’ Society, 1950-1985” by Mary Holyoake.33 

                                                      

29 John R. Perry, V.A.S. Heritage Exhibition [Catalogue]. Edited by Victorian Artists' Society. Melbourne: Victoria 150 / 

Victorian Artists' Society, 23 May-12 June 1985. 

30 “Minutes of the Council Meeting 3 October 1984”, VAS Minute Book Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 

1981. 

31 Refer Special Report to Council [undated]. 

32 John R. Perry, V.A.S. Heritage Exhibition [Catalogue]. Edited by Victorian Artists' Society. Melbourne: Victoria 150 / 

Victorian Artists' Society, 23 May-12 June 1985, pp. 7-21. 

33 Percival Serle, “The History of the Victorian Artists’ Society”, Genre, (Melbourne: Victorian Artists’ Society, 1946); 

Mary Holyoake. “The Victorian Artists’ Society, 1950-1985”, V.A.S. Heritage Exhibition (catalogue), (Melbourne: 

Victorian Artists’ Society, 1985), pp. 4-6. 
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Although there were complaints by some members that ‘too many artists of the 1940s and 1950s 

had been left out’, the exhibition was a success and attracted over 5,000 viewers, increasing the 

profile of the Society.34   

Not all were happy however, and Council member, Margery Fitzgerald-Boyle, questioned the 

organisation of the Heritage Exhibition entrusted to an outside person without appropriate reporting 

procedures in place, effectively given a free reign.  Fitzgerald-Boyle accused her fellow Councillors 

of not being sufficiently concerned about with the image of the VAS and ‘living in the past’, 

seemingly unconcerned about being relevant to younger artist members.35  

Immediately on conclusion of the 1985 exhibition, the VAS’s attention turned to what activities 

that it should develop for the forthcoming Australian Bi-Centennial exhibition.  A paper, titled 

Proposed Preliminary Concepts for V.A.S. Exhibition, incorporated the following three concepts: a 

Heritage type” exhibition [with no living artists], a VAS Bi-Centennial Festival of Arts and Master 

Classes, and VAS Bi-Centenary Art Awards.36 

After looking at these options in detail, the Society Council proceeded with the second option, 

scheduling it for 6 -18 October 1988 and later resolved to produce a Bi-Centennial booklet as a 

limited edition of 1,000 signed copies, personally signed by the president and available at $5 per 

copy.37 

Fortuitously, the Society received a request from The Doug Moran National Portrait Prize to 

consider their Albert Street galleries as the venue for the 1988 Travelling Exhibition. 38  The 

promotional benefit of hosting an exhibition of the finalists of this major national prize coinciding 

with their planned activities during the forthcoming Bi-Centenary year was potentially substantial 

and the Society readily agreed to incorporate it into their program. 39   The Moran exhibition 

subsequently took place in May 1988 and proved a great success with 150 persons a day going 

through and 300 on the second Sunday, generating nearly 300 catalogue sales.40   

                                                      

34 “Minutes of the Council Meeting 5 June 1985”, VAS Minute Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 

1985. 

35 Margery Fitzgerald-Boyle, “Report to Council on the Heritage Exhibition dated 3/7/85”, VAS Minute Book, Feb 1981 

– Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1985. 

36 “Minutes of the Council Meeting 4 December 1985”, VAS Minute Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, 

Melbourne, 1985. 

37 “Minutes of the Council Meetings 5 March 1986, 1 April 1987, 2 December 1987 & 3 February 1988”, VAS Minute 

Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne. 

38 Letter from the The Doug Moran National Portrait Prize dated July 1987.  

39 “Minutes of the Council Meeting 5 August 1987”, VAS Minute Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne. 

40 “Minutes of the Council Meeting 1 June 1988”, VAS Minute Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne. 
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The Permanent Collection 

A comprehensive ‘Permanent Collection’, showcasing the works by its most prominent members, 

had been a perennial aspiration of the Society, notwithstanding the lack of free wall space outside 

of the galleries. When the Bi-Centennial loomed, sculptor, Stanley Hammond again spoke to the 

importance of building the VAS permanent collection with the objective of developing it into a 

major ongoing attraction.41  The Society already held works by early Presidents John Mather (1893-

1901, 1906-1908, 1911) and John Ford Paterson (1902) and by twentieth century Presidents, Paul 

Montford (1931-1932), Orlando Dutton (1946), Arnold Shore (1959-1961), Laurence Scott 

Pendelbury (1962-1964), and William (Jock) Frater (1965-1971).  Later it acquired works by 

subsequent Presidents, Stanley Hammond (1972-1976), Connie Walker (1988-1990), A. W. (Bill) 

Harding (1991-1994) and Kathlyn Ballard (1995-1997) yet it still lacked works of either the 

Heidelberg School or the early colonial painters that it felt that it needed to create the attraction 

intended to make the Society a visitor destination.   

Other important artists contained in the VAS permanent collection include Percy Leason (1889-

1959), Alan Moore (1914-2015) and women artists, Ada Plante (1875-1950) and Esther Paterson 

(1892-1971).  In 1995, it accepted a donated painting by Charles Bush for the permanent collection 

and sought representative paintings by Max Meldrum and Len Annois.42 

The VAS is proud of its heritage and the distinction of its founders.  Despite its lack of storage 

space, or free wall space outside of its galleries kept clear for exhibitions, it has liked to maintain 

works by its most renowned artists and rarely missed an opportunity to strengthen its collection, 

periodically accepting donated works or encouraging its members to donate.   

The Problem of remaining relevant 

The Society, despite maintaining a healthy membership base, increasingly failed to engage its 

members in its activities.  Most members did not see Society events as a priority and, outside of 

exhibitions and art classes, their social lives increasingly occurred away from Albert Street.  Despite 

a healthy membership ranging from 500-1,000, most chose to socialise outside of the Society, even 

forcing the cancellation of the 1984 Members’ Christmas Party for lack of interest leading to 

reimbursement of the live band that they had engaged.43 

By the late 1980s, despite reaching 1,000 members, the Society again debated ways to improve its 

image, anxious to compete with events such as the Camberwell Rotary Art Show and other selling 

                                                      

41  “Minutes of the Council Meeting 3 February 1988”, VAS Minute Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, 

Melbourne. 

42 A. W. Harding, “Minutes of the Annual General Meeting 30 November 1994”, VAS Minute Book November 1994-

October 1995, VAS Archives, Melbourne. 

43 “Minutes of the Council Meeting 7 November 1984”, VAS Minute Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, 

Melbourne, 1984. 
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exhibitions.  It contemplated holding an exhibition at an outside venue to increase its profile and 

explored approaching ANZ or the National Australia Bank in an attempt to gauge their support or 

organising a travelling exhibition to Regional Galleries.44 

The ANZ were receptive and, between 26 May and 12 June 1987, the Society mounted an exhibition 

of forty paintings and sculptures, Melbourne through the Ages, in the ANZ Gothic banking 

chambers in Collins Street.  The bank paid for all promotion and catalogue printing costs as part of 

their ANZ Centenary Celebrations, however insisted the allocation of a proportion of any sales 

commissions to a nominated charity as part of their policy.   The VAS agreed to split their normal 

25% commission equally with the bank, however at the conclusion of the exhibition, only four 

works had sold for a total of $1,440.  Nevertheless, the show received good press publicity for both 

the bank and the Society and over 2000 catalogues were distributed to visitors. 

In another initiative, in 1987, the Society brought the American watercolourist, Betty Lou Schlemm, 

to Australia for a demonstration and workshop, confident that the estimated cost of $3,000-$5,000 

would be ‘easily recouped from fees of those attending’.45  The minutes however are silent on 

whether this was the case or not. 

By the late 1980s, the VAS was cognisant of the need to ‘bring in new blood’ and perceived their 

smaller Cato Gallery as the panacea for their future success, representing ‘an opportunity … to 

direct and push the VAS into the 1990s’.  Being smaller and more intimate, they saw the potential 

of the Cato acting as ‘a gallery with an identity working within but for the Society’.  Presenting 

about 24 shows a year, the Society wished to focus the venue’s activities on professional artists and 

‘promotion of young artists’ by offering the space rent-free in return for 20% commission and 

programming three special ‘Guest Exhibitors’ who would get VAS assistance in promotion and an 

opening.46 

In August 1989, Council member, Walter Magilton moved: 

That all future applicants of the Victorian Artists’ Society be asked to submit a folio of 

work if they wished to be considered for exhibitions and that applicants on the waiting 

list be notified of this change in policy.47 

                                                      

44 Moved Robert Miller, seconded Peter Harrington, “Minutes of the Council Meeting 5 March 1986”, VAS Minute Book, 

Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1986. 

45 Moved Robert Wade, seconded Peter Prussner, “Minutes of the Council Meeting 5 November 1986”, VAS Minute Book, 

Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1986. 

46 Quotations taken from: “Special Paper on the Cato in Minutes of the Council Meeting 3 July 1988”, VAS Minute Book, 

Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1988. 

47 Moved, Walter Magilton, seconded, Harold Weinberg, “Minutes of the Council Meeting 5 July 1989”, VAS Minute 

Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1989. 
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With a decreasing number of professional artists seeking Society membership, the Council correctly 

saw the dangers in this policy and the potential resultant unintended consequences on membership 

numbers and voted to retain the status quo. 

Keen to increase their prestige, in December 1989 the Society awarded Sir William Dargie its 

‘Medal of Honour’ for ‘distinguished services to the visual arts in Australia and overseas, as a war 

artist, teacher, head of the Victorian Gallery School, portrait painter and council member of the 

ANG and NGV’.48  Sir William Dargie was the Society’s most high profile living member and it 

was important to be able to claim him as such. 

Another Review of Activities 

At the Society’s AGM in 1994, the President reported that it had become increasingly difficult over 

the previous two years to sell paintings and hard to keep the galleries fully rented.49   The three 

financially successful exhibitions for that year were solo exhibitions run on a semi-professional 

basis for established professional artists, Stanley Hammond, Ludmilla Meilerts and Alan Moore. 

Although membership stood at a healthy 915-1,000 throughout the early 1990s, the VAS 

encountered difficulties due to declining income from commissions at its exhibitions. The 

proliferation of small commercial galleries and community-based art shows was cutting into its 

market.   

Many of the Society members were concerned as to what was the public perception of it, and what 

was the profile of its current and potential customers. At their first Council meeting in 1995, the 

Society discussed some marketing ideas put forward by non-exhibiting Council member, David 

Dickson, a former director of CUB.  In Dickson’s submission to the Society, he spoke to the need 

to market the VAS to the general public, and even suggested that the Society undertake market 

research to ascertain, inter alia: the current perception and image of the VAS, the level of public 

awareness of the VAS, what potential customers would want of the VAS gallery, and how the VAS 

could communicate with them at reasonable cost?50  

Despite declining membership numbers and the identified need to review its operations and look at 

its working model, the Council meetings for that year reveal they failed to reorc any debate on the 

suggestions of David Dickson as well as doing nothing to implement them. 

                                                      

48 Moved, David Roper, seconded, Hugh Schroeder, “Minutes of the Council Meeting 6 December 1989”, VAS Minute 

Book, Feb 1981 – Dec 1991, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1989. 

49 Minutes of the AGM 30 November 1994, VAS Minute Book November 1994-October 1995, VAS Archives, 1994,  

Minutes of the Council meetings, 7 December 1994 & 1 February 1995, VAS Minute Book November 1994-October 1995, 

VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1994, 1995. 

50 Minutes of the Council meetings, 7 December 1994 & 1 February 1995, VAS Minute Book November 1994-October 

1995, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1994, 1995. 
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In another attempt to increase the Society’s status, Council resolved to reduce the number of VAS 

Fellowship and Signatory awards to ‘limit of thirty living practising artists … to fifteen …by natural 

attrition’.  It proposed to accomplish this by electing only one replacement for each two vacancies 

occurring.  Essentially, these awards were awarded to exhibiting members of the Society ‘for 

outstanding and/or significant achievement or contribution in the practice of art’ and, in addition, it 

was customary to award an Honorary Fellowship to ‘the incumbent President of the Society (if not 

already a Fellow)’.51  In reading between the lines, this recommendation was an acknowledgement 

by Council members, not wishing to devalue the significance of the awards, of the decreasing 

numbers of eminent artists within the Society. 

In mid-1996, the Society revisited a motion, put at the 1989 AGM, to introduce a new class of 

membership, targeted specifically at fulltime art students.  The proposed class of ‘student 

membership’ was to involve no joining fee and a nominal annual subscription.   

After discussion by Council, the Society Treasurer, Geoff Hargreaves, proposed there be a category 

of student membership of the VAS, available to fulltime students currently enrolled in courses at 

universities, vocation education and training institutions and schools and required only the payment 

of $25.00 annual subscription with no joining fee.52  

The Society adopted the proposed category, later amended by its proponent, Geoff Hargreaves, to 

restrict eligibility to students under 25 years.  At the AGM in November that year, the Society 

moved to rescind an earlier motion, passed in 1989, and adopt the new provisions, cognisant it 

would be now incumbent on them develop a suitable membership package to attract and retain 

student members.53 

A Centenary make-over 

In 1997, the VAS received a grant of $40,000 from Heritage Victoria for restoration of the façade 

of its building, now 105 years old. The Heritage Council of Victoria database records its social 

significance as: 

The Victorian Artists Society is socially significant as an academy for painters and 

sculptors. Many of Victoria's prominent artists have been associated with the Society and 

the building over a continuous period of more than 120 years. Prominent members 

included Chevalier, von Guerard, Buvelot, Streeton, Roberts and Conder.54 

                                                      

51 “Report dated 23 March 1995”, VAS Minute Book 30 November 1995-2 October 1996, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 

1995. 

52 Geoff Hargreaves, “Proposal for Student Membership dated 6 June 1996”, VAS Minute Book 30 November 1995-2 

October 1996, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1996.   

53 Proposed Geoff Hargreaves, Seconded David Roper,  “Minutes of the Annual General Meeting 26 November 1996 and 

3 December 1996”, VAS Minute Book 26 November 1996 - 1 October 1997, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1996. 

54 Victorian Heritage Register Database No. VHR H0634. 
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Similarly, the National Trust of Victoria’s citation reads ‘Most of Victoria's prominent artists have 

been associated with the Society and this building.’55  The grant, augmented by contributions from 

The Myer Family Trust of $2,500 and the Danks Trust of $5,000, together with monies held in their 

various building funds, enabled the Society to plan for these works.56 Heritage Victoria grants, came 

with stringent conditions, requiring preparation of both a Conservation Management Plan and a 

Use and Marketing Strategy.   

To fulfil this requirement, the Society called tenders from heritage architectural firms and large 

accounting consultancies, ultimately appointing North Fitzroy heritage architect, Allan Willingham 

and “Big Four” multi-national professional services firm, Ernst & Young (E+Y). 57   Whilst 

Willingham was qualified to undertake a Conservation Management Plan, the State Government’s 

preference for encouraging the use of chartered accountants, such as E+Y, to prepare Use and 

Marketing Strategies over marketing/advertising companies, rarely resulted in fresh and innovative 

strategies and this proved to be the case with the appointment of E+Y.   

Essentially, the Marketing and Use Plan came up with two conservative recommendations. The 

first was ‘Members that have up to 5 years membership, be given the opportunity to exhibit in an 

exhibition Recent Member’s Exhibition and that this should be an annual event’, and the second: 

‘Members receive a $10 reduction on their annual subscription, for introducing a new member to 

the Society’.58 

The VAS adopted these lame recommendations but felt that overall the E+ Y report had weaknesses 

in that it failed to go anywhere near far enough to address slowly declining income and, in fact, was 

less proactive than other initiatives the Society had considered on their own accord.  Council felt 

that they had no option but to seek the advice/services of a professional marketing consultant’ 

cognisant of ‘the probability that the consultancy will cost as much as the E+Y report’.59 

The Opat Group of painters completed the façade restoration in 1999 under the guidance of the 

heritage architect. (Allan Willingham later accepted the appointment of Honorary Architect to the 

Society.) 

                                                      

55 Listed by the National Trust on 18 March 1972; Database No. B3064. 

56 Geoff Hargreaves (Treasurer),  “Minutes of the Annual General Meeting 30 November 1997”, VAS Minute Book 

5 November 1997 - 2 October 1998, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1997. 

57 “Minutes of the Management Meeting 28 February 1998”, VAS Minute Book 26 November 1996 - 1 October 1997, 

VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1998. 

58 Ernst & Young, VAS Marketing and Use Plan, Melbourne, 1998. 

59 “Minutes of the VAS Council in Committee, 19 August 1998”, VAS Minute Book 26 November 1996 - 1 October 1997, 

VAS Archives, Melbourne, 1998. 
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Promotion of the VAS galleries and their model to outside organisations 

Outside organisations regularly approached the Society to mount exhibitions in its galleries. One 

such organisation was the Returned Services League (RSL) who proposed seeking ‘an exhibition 

from the National War Museum for showing at the VAS’.60  This particular exhibition failed to 

proceed and the Australian War Memorial subsequently wrote to the Society ‘regretting that they 

would be unable to arrange a suitable exhibition in the foreseeable future’.61 

Both the Society’s members and outside bodies regularly contacted it regarding ‘unsuitable entry 

conditions’ for various selling exhibitions and art prizes.  The VAS Council, in particular, urged 

members to ‘thoroughly check entry conditions for any exhibitions that they are to act as judge or 

opener’.62  The Society was very aware of their need to remain relevant and periodically diverted 

monies to increase their promotion budget.63 

At the November 1982 meeting, Council discussed ‘the possible embarrassment of Society 

Presidents not being in the Award Exhibition’ and resolved that ‘in future, the current President of 

the Society be invited to exhibit in the Award Exhibition’.64  The VAS annual exhibitions also 

included a number of ‘theme’ exhibitions such as the Bays, Beaches and Boats Exhibition, held in 

1984. 

The Society’s Galleries as an Exhibition Space for other Exhibiting Art Societies 

Outside exhibiting groups, lacking a gallery of their own, however were always a part of the VAS 

operations with some, such as the Watercolour Society of Victoria, actually based at their building.  

Hire to smaller exhibiting groups was implicit in the VAS business model and there was relief in 

the late 1990s when the Society galleries welcomed back a number of exhibiting groups, including; 

TMP, the MSWPS and The Wildlife Art Society of Australasia.65 

As Melbourne expanded, increasingly groups of amateur artists established throughout the suburban 

area as well as in Regional Victoria, with their members choosing to focus on meeting and painting 

close to their homes.   Many of their members also continued to exhibit with the VAS, which had 

remained the premier exhibiting society and often these smaller societies would hire out galleries 

at the VAS for their exhibitions.  Gradually, specialisation developed with artists focussed on 

                                                      

60 Letter from State President of the Returned Services League dated February 1981, “Minutes of the Council meeting 6 
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64 Proposed Stanley Hammond, seconded David Roper, “Minutes of the Council Meeting 3 November 1982”, VAS Minute 
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specific mediums or subject matter and, as a rule, VAS artists played a role in the establishment of 

most of these.     

The Australian Guild of Realist Artists (estab. 1974) 

The Australian Guild of Realist Artists (AGRA) was established in 1974 by a small group of 

professional artists who wanted to promote realist and traditional methods of painting and sculpture, 

to schools and the wider public.  Its founding artist members included Kathlyn Ballard, William 

Dargie, Paul Fitzgerald, Kenneth Jack MBE and Charles McCubbin, and it stated its purpose as 

‘actively promoting and celebrating realist art in Australia’, purposely calling itself a guild, rather 

than a society.66  Realising they had overlapping membership and similar philosophy, the Guild 

approached the Society President, Stanley Hammond, suggesting that they affiliate in some way, 

even to the extent of having a common member on Council of both bodies.  The VAS however 

rejected this proposition before notifying them that they would be prepared to accept an 

advertisement in the Society newsletter.67   

In 1990, the AGRA was instrumental in initiating the publication of a book profiling 70 realist 

artists and in 1992, they acquired premises in Ingelsby Road, Camberwell that they use as their base 

for meetings, demonstrations, their four seasonal exhibitions a year and an annual themed 

exhibition.68   Although the Guild’s premises are much smaller than the Society’s galleries, it 

occasionally lets them to other exhibiting groups such as the ASMA, PSV and the WASA.69 

The Wildlife Art Society of Australasia (estab. 1974) 

The Wildlife Art Society of Australasia (WASV) was established in Melbourne in 1974 to ‘foster 

the study, practice and appreciation of wildlife art in artistic media’.70  It has met in various places 

since its inception and, since its inaugural exhibition at the Hotel Windsor in 1974, for many years 

held its annual exhibition at the VAS galleries. 

The Watercolour Society of Victoria (estab. 1974) 

The Watercolour Society of Victoria (WSV), founded by active VAS member Kath Ballard in 1974 

is another group focussed on a specific medium.  Ballard, was President of WSV from 1986-1989 

and would later to go on and become President of the VAS (1995-1997).  The WSV boasts a large 

                                                      

66 Website of the Australian Guild of Realist Painters https://www.agra.org.au/about. 
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overlap in membership with the VAS and meets and exhibits in the VAS premises, where it is a 

long-time tenant.  Many of its members choose to retain membership and show with both groups.71 

The Pastel Society of Victoria (estab. 1986) 

A group of pastel enthusiasts founded the Pastel Society of Victoria (PSV) holding their first Annual 

General Meeting on 6th November 1986.  They stated their aims ‘to educate the public about pastel 

and its use as a fine art medium and to promote the exchange of information and ideas concerning 

pastel among interested artists’.72  Gradually they have evolved into an exhibiting society showing 

initially at the VAS and subsequently at the smaller galleries within the AGRA premises. They 

retain links to other Art Groups at various locations around Victoria 

The Australian Society of Miniature Art, Victoria (estab. 1992) 

The Australian Society of Miniature Art Victoria (ASMAV), was founded in 1992, and was 

followed by the formation of similar societies in the other Eastern States. Originally focussed on 

portraits, member artists are required to depict subjects at no larger than one-sixth its natural size, 

in a format no larger than 10 x 10 cms.73  

The Changing Face of Sculpture 

In the early 1970s, Mildura’s triennial sculpture event was challenging the Australian public’s 

perception of sculpture and the Mildura Arts Centre collection of Australian sculpture put the rival 

collections of Australia’s state galleries to shame. The fourth Mildura sculpture exhibition in 1970 

saw the scale of the event increase and much of the exhibition moved outside.  There was also an 

almost total swing to non-figurative work.  As art critic, Alan McCulloch, observed: 

At Mildura, technical innovation engaged a large proportion of the sculptors and nearly 

all were concerned with abstraction.  Indeed, it was noticeable that there was not a single 

figurative work in the exhibition.74 

The fifth Mildura Sculpture Exhibition moved outdoors and adopted the alternate title of 

Sculpturescape 73.  It featured 140 artworks by 90 individual sculptors on a twenty-acre site.75  

Art historian, Margaret Plant, was one who applauded the name change to Sculpturescape, 
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75 Mildura Sculpture Triennial (5th : 1973), Sculpturscape '73: An Exhibition in Mildura, Australia. (Mildura, (Vic): 

Mildura Arts Centre, 1973). 

https://www.vicpastel.com.au/
http://miniatureartvic.com/about.html


[1970-2000] 

 

231 

‘recognising the individual current of outdoor environmental installations, moving sculpture out 

from gallery rooms and neat irrigated lawns to sprawl and burrow along the Murray terrain’.76  

Another art historian who saw the impact that the Mildura event had on Melbourne was Anne 

Saunders who claimed: 

The significance of the Mildura Sculpture Triennials’ from 1961 to 1978 lies in their role 

as critical nodal points in an expanding and increasingly complex system of institutions 

and agents that emerge, expand and interact within the Australian art world. These 

triennial events provide a valuable case-study of the developments in sculptural practice 

in Australia and offer a close reading of the genesis of an autonomous field of visual art 

practice; a genesis dependent upon the expansion of the new tertiary education policies 

for universities.77 

Being a progressive curator outside of Melbourne or Sydney had its downside however and, at the 

conclusion of the 1978 Australian Sculpture Triennial, the Mildura Council sacked the Director, 

Tom McCullough and burned the copies of the book he produced on the Sculpturescape.78  

In an endeavour to give the event an international dimension, McCullough, negotiated a concurrent 

exhibition of modern scuplture from France, which was to show in conjunction at the NGV.   The 

NGV exhibition was to comprise 46 pieces of sculpture made in France by sculptors from 18 

countries, including Canada, Denmark, France, Greece, Israel, Peru and the USA.   

The international component never eventuated however as a group of Melbourne sculptors, John 

Davis, Clive Murray-White and Ti Parks, initiated a strong protest against it, sending a telegram 

to the Director of the Arts Centre: 

Because of French nuclear testing in the Pacific we are strongly opposed to exhibiting our 

work with any sculptures sponsored by the French government.  Unless the French 

exhibits are withdrawn we shall not show.79 

Murray-White, followed this up with another telegram to the French Embassy in Canberra, 

objecting to the French participation whilst the French were planning atomic testing for the 

Pacific.80 
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The three Melbourne sculptors were 

supported in their action by other sculptors 

from around Australia giving them a sense 

of solidarity and community of purpose.   

Ron Robertson-Swan followed suit stating 

that: ‘if the French are in, we are out’ and 

even the Governemt was sympathetic to the 

cause with the Victorian Premier Richard 

Hamer, on the opening of Sculpturescape 

73, congratulating the organisers on 

arranging a controversy.81 

 

 

6.2: Clive Murray-White (b. 1946) sculptor 

Telegram to the Director of the Arts Centre  

[Original Diary Note, 28 Jan 1973] 

Courtesy of Clive Murray-White 

In 1974, the travelling exhibition Some Recent American Art, arrived in Melbourne: a survey of 

minimalism, process art and conceptual art assembled by MOMA’s influential and progressive 

curator, Jennifer Licht. This was a particularly challenging exhibition and an ideal follow-up to the 

1967 Two Decades, both exhibitions part of MOMA’s International Program. 82     Obviously 

inspired by this, soon afterwards, the NGV made a few adventurous forays into contemporary 

sculpture, including an important Donald Judd, aluminium and perspex cube, Untitled (1969–71), 

purchased in 1974.  

In 1975, exhibition organisers, Graeme Sturgeon and Peter Crips, invited Melbourne artist, 

Domenic de Clario, to create an installation, Elemental Landscapes, forming part of an exhibition 

Artists’ Artists Sculpture.83  

De Clario, in his proposal, planned to incorporate an electric strip heater and a kerosene drum in 

the ‘fire’ section of his installation and, after negotiating with curators, Brian Finemore and Jennifer 

Phipps, agreed to turn off the heater and ensure the drum was empty.  Notwithstanding the 

agreement reached, NGV Director, Gordon Thompson, intervened ordering the removal of these 

elements, upon which De Clario objected to the undermining of the integrity of his work, leading 
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to the withdrawal of the installation, only days before the scheduled opening.84  This event led to a 

sit-in by aritsts at the Gallery, to protest the removal of his work, where the artists passed resolutions 

including the following: 

6. We demand that the gallery be restructured physically, financially and administratively 

to make it responsive to the needs and interests of artists and the public in an expansively 

democratic way.85 

The exhibition’s curator, Jennifer Phipps, was later removed from the gallery’s staff.86 

Times change however, and, in 1990, the then Director, James Mollison, in what was a paradigm 

shift for the Gallery, invited De Clario to recreate another version of his original work, this time 

with the strip heater turned on.87 

In 1980, sculpture was the subject of great controversy with the installation of the major work, 

commissioned by the Melbourne City Council as the centrepiece for Melbourne’s newly completed 

City Square.  The abstract sculpture, Vault, by Sydney sculptor Ron Robertson-Swann, was 

monumental in scale and painted a bright canary yellow.  Vault immediately became the focus for 

the conservative Melbourne public and the nickname, The Yellow Peril, given to it by Melbourne 

City Councillor, Don Osborne, resonated with the public threatened by abstraction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.3: Ron Robertson-Swann (b. 1941 ) artist 

Vault [Marquette] (Edition of 12) 

Medium: Painted Stainless Steel 
Courtesy: Charles Nodrum Gallery and the artist 
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6.4: Vault at the City Square 

Collection: The Age 

The reactionary Melbourne City Council was quick to respond and the following year the sculpture 

was relocated it to the barren Batman Park, hidden away on the western fringe of town.  

For Melbourne’s enlightened art community, whilst the capitulation was an embarrassment, the 

resultant controversy ensured that contemporary sculpture achieved unprecedented publicity. 

In 1981, Mildura’s sculpture initiate effectively moved to Melbourne when the First Australian 

Sculpture Triennial took place at the Preston Institute of Technology and La Trobe University.  The 

event, curated by Tom McCullough, previously curator of the Mildura contemporary sculpture 

exhibitions, and supported by the Australian Visual Arts Board, the Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council 

of New Zealand and the Canada Council, featured works of over 200 Australian, New Zealand and 

Canadian sculptors.  In the extensive catalogue, the Director of Arts Council of New Zealand 

described the Triennial as ‘one of the most important sculpture events in the South Pacific’.88  

In 1984, the Second Australian Sculpture Triennial, or Australian Sculpture Now, curated by 

Graeme Sturgeon, took place in Melbourne.  The first half of the event (27 October-9 December 

1984) took place at the Heide Park and Art Gallery in Bulleen.  Heide held aspirations of 

establishing itself as an international sculpture park in its 5.8 hectare grounds and the exhibition 
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featured the Centre Five sculptors, with Vincent Jomantas, Inge King, Clifford Last and Lenton 

Parr all directly participating in the selection of their works.89    

The NGV was the venue for the second part of the event (6 November 1984 – 28 January 1985) 

and the transfer to the smaller spaces available at the compelled Sturgeon to adopt a much more 

rigorous selection of works and allowed him to focus on ‘generally younger sculptors, whose 

innovative works pointed to the future.’90  In his catalogue essay, Sturgeon spoke of the ‘the 

continuing changes in contemporary art as preparing us for the future and inherent social change by 

jolting us out of the present and familiar frame of reference’.  He suggested that: 

while these constant shifts and changes in contemporary art propel us forward, they deny 

us the comfort of continuity and the reassurance of the familiar; which is of course why 

we find the genuinely new in art so difficult to accept and why we reject it so 

vehemently.91 

The Third Australian Sculpture Triennial also took place in Melbourne (16 September - 22 October 

1987) with the works of 67 artists split over four venues: Australian Centre for Contemporary Art 

in South Yarra [8], 200 Gertrude Street, Fitzroy [6], the Heide Park and Art Gallery in Bulleen [29] 

and the NGV [26], with each one concentrating on the one theme.92  With the Triennial timed to 

coincide with the Melbourne Spoleto Festival, this not only ensured increased exposure but attracted 

state and federal government sponsorship as well as the sponsorship of major corporations, keen to 

leverage off the international event. 

Like Sturgeon, Saunders was similarly cognisant of the importance of the Mildura triennials as a 

forerunner to the subsequent exhibitions in Melbourne, stating: 

Given that there was virtually no market for modern sculpture in Australia at the 

inauguration of these triennials in the 1960s, the extent of the impact of the pressures and 

expectations of a burgeoning young population upon tertiary education, specifically the 

art schools, art history departments and art teacher training and, the expanding desire for 

cultural fulfilment and rapid developments in the cultural institution sector, is delineated 

at these triennial events. The expansion of the education system and the consequent 

expanded employment opportunities this offered to young sculptors in the late 1960s and 
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throughout the 1970s, posited the first real challenge and alternative economy to the 

existing heterogeneous market economy for artistic works.93 

Put simply, new directions in art force us to rethink our position. 

The Victorian College of the Arts 

With the move of the NGV to St Kilda Road, it became obvious that the next logical step was to 

relocate the NGAS from Swanston Street.  Although prestigious, the Art School had only 55 

students, the same number as in 1868, its founding year, and its then head, John Brack, was keen to 

see it affiliated with the recently established Victoria Institute of Colleges.94   In 1972, Melbourne 

saw the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA) created as an amalgam of the arts, incorporating the 

NGAS, along with Music, Performance, Dance, and Drama.   

The art school was the first to open in 1973 and the inaugural director, practising sculptor Lenton 

Parr, was RMIT-trained, had taught sculpture at both RMIT and Caulfield Technical College and 

was the incumbent director at the NGAS.  Up until that time, most artists, at either the Gallery 

School or RMIT, had been educated and trained in the Academy model – separate streams, with an 

apprenticeship component. Parr saw the future to be different and embarked on an overseas study 

trip and looked at models overseas. His Education Specification, The VCA 1974, or manifesto 

informed his thinking on how the VCA would operate aspirationally and organisationally and 

outlined his approach to the education and training of artists.  It became the basis for the unique 

VCA style of teaching.95 

The critical aspects were: (i) to value artists as teachers; (ii) that the education/training of emerging 

artists was an art form in itself; (iii) that the gifted teacher uses Socratic rather than didactic methods 

and stands behind the students to help reveal their potential and talent; and (iv) that talent-based 

entry was the most valuable form of assessment but that it needed to be backed by desire and 

commitment, otherwise that talent may travel nowhere.96 

Parr introduced his educational concepts, including, mentoring by established artists as guest 

teachers/directors, learning through discovering, and respect for the concept of multiple 

intelligences.  Parr was convinced that ‘the geographic placement of the VCA within Melbourne’s 
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arts precinct – where it continues today –  was key to its success, as part of the rich smorgasbord of 

opportunities for our students and as part of the cycle of renewal of the arts.’97 

In 1992, the VCA Art School merged with the Prahran Faculty of Art (Victoria College), similarly 

dating back to the mid-nineteenth century.   The then Dean, Gareth Sansom, observed, “Prahran 

was a spunky art school in an ethnic area” with a large student base.98   As such, the staff at the 

VCA School of Art were fearful of a takeover as student numbers doubled.  As it transpired however, 

the studio-based practice remained and the one-on-one teaching was not lost.  

The merged schools had a richness of successful drawers, painters, sculptors and printmakers on 

the staff, and the enlarged School of Art could offer specialist departments focussing on these and 

other disciplines such as ceramics and photography.  Visual artists on staff within the various 

departments included Peter Booth, Jock Clutterbuck, Elizabeth Gower, Alun Leach-Jones, Allan 

Mitelman, Paul Partos, Gareth Sansom, John Walker and Murray Walker.  By 2000, the merged 

school had 358 students and offered both art history and post-graduate studies in addition to the 

traditional fine arts.99 

Melbourne Arts Club 

In 1999, Ted May, asked to use the VAS premises for a social function.100  May was making this 

request in his capacity of founding President of the Melbourne Arts Club (MAC), formed five years 

earlier and open to: 

A … person being a practitioner of, a student of, or a person who has provided significant 

support of or made significant contribution to one or other of the … Performing Arts, 

Visual Arts, Writing and Media101 

The categories listed above and described more fully in the Rules, embraced many of Melbourne’s 

most creative persons, including professional artists, gallery directors and supporters of the arts.102  

The concept envisaged by May and his inner circle was supported by both sides of State politics 

and the cross-over into the performing arts, literature and media bought along with it collectors and 

dilettantes who enjoyed socialising with artists.  Essentially, whilst membership mirrored the 

bohemian art scene, akin to the bohemian artist groups of the late nineteenth century, it was broader 

in its base, capturing the heart and soul of Melbourne and many of the major tastemakers.   
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As most artist members of the MAC were represented by galleries, when May approached the VAS 

he was interested in the social aspect of an association with them rather than utilisation of their 

galleries as exhibition spaces and even contemplated a merger of sorts, although cultural differences 

ensured that this was never to progress beyond a thought bubble.103  A later attempt to share 

facilities with the Musicians’ Club in St Kilda, essentially for their licensed bar, similarly 

floundered, notwithstanding, for a time, the Musos’ Club profited by the enhanced bar turnover. 

The MAC felt that their project was timely, given the policies embodied in Arts 21 to position 

Victoria’s arts industry strongly in international as well as domestic markets.  Shortly after its 

inception, the club set about formulation of a Melbourne Arts Club Business Plan to create a home 

and facilities for the Victorian arts utilising the old railway offices at Flinders Street Station.  Plans 

were prepared by Melbourne architect, Norman Day, showing:  i)  an arts community base, ii) 

exhibition/performance spaces, iii) working/studio spaces, iv) short-term accommodation and v) a 

restaurant bar.  Activities envisaged included the establishment and maintenance of ‘a data base 

relating to arts marketing, government assistance programs, events diaries and peer support 

networks’ and a budget prepared by the MAC based on the architectural proposal.104   

Despite the encouraging rhetoric from the State Government embodied in Arts 21 that Victoria was 

the ‘State for the Arts’ and ‘Melbourne was the cultural capital of Australia’, the MAC never 

secured redevelopment funding for its art hub.105  Their ambitious plans had hoped, under the ‘arts 

component provisions’ of the State Government’s major projects policy or the internal fit-out under 

the Arts Facilities Development program, support would be forthcoming. Accordingly, the 

government of the day denied it an opportunity to test it financial assumptions.  Notwithstanding, 

it operated for nearly a decade, during which time its membership swelled from a few dozen to 

nearly 600 members in the various categories.    

The ROAR Group 

In June 1982, ROAR Studios opened in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy with an exhibition of fifty works 

by twenty-six young artists.  The venue was a converted factory space that operated as a collective 

group of studios with an attached exhibition space where this group of emerging artist friends could 

show their works, independent of the existing gallery system. 
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6.5: David Larwill (1956-2011) artist 

Justice, November 1984 

Medium: oil on canvas 

Collection: NGV 

The exhibiting group adopted the 

name ROAR [a pun for raw] and 

adopted a cartoon image of the extinct 

Tasmanian tiger.  Although not 

adherent to any particular defining 

‘ism’, their work was generally 

figurative often juxtaposed with a 

patterned style, characterised by its 

'raw', free expression, intense colour 

and impasto paint. Best known 

among the original ROAR artists 

were Richard Birmingham, Sarah 

Faulkner, Andrew Ferguson, Peter 

Ferguson, Wayne Eager, Pasquali Giardino, Karan Hayman, Mark Howson, David Larwill, Mike 

Nicholls, Jill Noble, Mark Schaller and Judi Singleton. [6.5]  Significantly, a good proportion of 

the ROAR artists were women, a factor that differentiated it from previous art groupings in 

Melbourne, such as the all-male Antipodeans, as was the fact that it maintained a fluidity and 

changing identity as their studio artists came and left. Art historian, Sasha Grishin describes ROAR 

as: 

A hotbed of creativity, an inspirational epicentre from where a number of exceptional 

individuals made the bold and vibrant art that many in the Australian art world were 

anxiously anticipating.106 

Although the original group disbanded in 1983 as some pursued individual careers with established 

galleries, Roar Studios continued to operate as a co-operative under new management as Roar 2 

until 2001, and individual artists have continued promoting their membership of Roar.107   Green 

suggests that the major reason the Roar artists were controversial was because ‘they worked outside 

accepted channels of apprenticeship and patronage’.108  It is significant in that the group was 

comprised of younger artists with a common outlook, none of whom saw any advantage in the long-

established VAS, with their fine galleries but a rigid structure. 
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200 Gertrude Street 

In mid-1985, a new salon for emerging figurative and neo-expressionist painters, was established 

at 200 Gertrude Street Fitzroy, close to Roar Studios.  Its inaugural director, Louise Neri, picked 

emerging studio and exhibiting artists for the gallery from Melbourne’s art schools. Since then, the 

Gertrude Studio Program has been an integral component of the organisation with it functioning as 

a non-university aligned complex of 16 studios, the program offers individual studio spaces for 

artists as well as access to shared workshop facilities, communal social spaces and administrative 

support. During the course of each artists’ two-year residency at Gertrude, they present a new solo 

exhibition at Gertrude Glasshouse, a satellite exhibition space established in Collingwood in 2015, 

and participate in two group exhibitions at Gertrude Contemporary.109   

The program introduces studio artists to visiting Australian and international curators, museum 

directors, gallerists and collectors, and they benefit from regular studio critique sessions.110  The 

studio program continues to focus on providing professional support and enabling creative 

opportunities for leading artists within a collegiate, community focussed and deeply networked 

environment. The gallery and studio complex has long been regarded as ‘the most important venue 

in the city for new … painters’.111 

In mid-2017, Gertrude Contemporary relocated its gallery and studio to High Street in Preston with 

its first exhibition, the 17th instalment of the gallery’s annual Octopus show, which focuses on 

curation. The first show featured guest curator, Georgie Meagher’s Forever Transformed and 

explored resilience, giving voice to five diverse artists, Tony Albert, Sophie Cassar, Liz Linden. 

Rushdi Anwar Tabita Rezaire.112  Today, Gertude has developed into the country’s leading incubator 

of contemporary art, with 85% of artists who have represented Australia at the Venice Biennale or 

have been curated into it, studio and exhibition alumni.  Its program has now been expanded to 

provide two artists a six week residency with a living and workspace during the months of July-

August in the Priory Stonehouse of Chenaud in South-West France.113 

Printmaking in Melbourne at RMIT and the Gallery School 

Melbourne has had a strong tradition of printmaking, influenced greatly by the influx of migrant 

printmakers in the 1940s and 1950s, and the return in the 1960s of Melbourne printmakers who had 

studied abroad in London and Paris.  These printmakers returned to find established printmaking 
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facilities in place at RMIT and other technical colleges, and the existence of private-owned 

printmaking workshops.  

The Print Council of Australia established in Fitzroy in 1966, through the efforts of Dr. Ursula Hoff, 

Curator of Prints and Drawings at the NGV and printmakers and educators Grahame King and Udo 

Sellbach, heralded a new importance of the medium.  Their quarterly journal, Imprint, continues to 

be published 50 years later. [6.5] 

Many of the Melbourne artists, who gained 

prominence as printmakers and educators 

in the 1970s, are still prominent and 

represented today in Australia’s state and 

national galleries as well as overseas 

institutions.  They include Jock 

Clutterbuck, John Dent, Bruno Leti, Kevin 

Lincoln, Neil Malone, Allan Mitelman, 

Danny Moynihan and Murray Walker.114 

In the early 1980s, RMIT sent an Australia 

Council supported exhibition, featuring its 

leading printmakers to tour universities in 

England, Germany and the National 

Gallery in Thailand, before ending the tour 

in Melbourne (1982-84).  The exhibition 

featured works by Tate Adams, George 

Baldessin, John Brack, Jock Clutterbuck, 

Roger Kemp, Grahame King, John 

Robinson, Jan Senbergs and Fred Williams. 

 

6.6: Imprint Volume 1, Number 1, 1966 

[Journal of the Print Council of Australia] 

Image from Print Council website 

The Baldessin Press 

George Baldessin studied painting and printmaking at the Royal Melbourne Technical College 

under Tate Adams before moving to London to study printmaking at the Chelsea School of Art and 

the Accademia di Belle Arti di Brera in Milan.  He established his printing press in St Andrews in 
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1977, shortly after his return to Melbourne, after representing Australia in the 1975 Sao Paulo 

Biennale and working in Paris at the acclaimed Lacourière-Frélaut engraving workshop. Baldessin 

died in 1978 and in 2001, his widow, Tess Edwards, returned to St Andrews to reclaim the studio 

and reconstitute it as The Baldessin Press.   The workshop continues to offer studio access to artists. 

The Australian Print Workshop 

The Australian Print Workshop (APW),  established in inner-Melbourne Fitzroy in 1981, functions 

as an independent, not-for-profit centre for fine art printmaking where some of Melbourne’s top 

printmakers conduct studio classes in etching, lithography, relief printing or monoprinting.  It offers 

an art gallery exhibiting the works of print artists as well as comprehensive printmaking facilities 

facilities available for hire through an Open Access program or their Education Program.  Studio 

classes are also offered for those who have previously attended APW classes where artists can 

further develop their printmaking skills in a supervised studio setting with access to the resources 

of some on Melbourne’s most highly regarded printmakers. 

Artists who have worked, or currently work, at the APW, include Ros Atkins, Rick Amor, Bruce 

Armstrong, Andrew Browne, Noel Counihan, David Frazer, Rew Hanks, Brent Harris, Debra Klein,  

Grahame and Inge King, Martin King, Bruno Leti, Kevin Lincoln, Lewis Miller, Kevin Mortensen, 

Mirka Mora, Nicholas Nedelkopolous, Jan Senbergs, Aida Tomesu, Thornton Walker, John 

Wolseley and Peter Wegner.115 

Lancaster Press 

Peter Lancaster graduated in printmaking from 

Melbourne’s Phillip Institute in the 1980s and completed 

postgraduate at the Tamarind Printer Training Program, 

Tamarind Institute, Albuquerque, USA. 

In 1990, he established Lancaster Press in South 

Melbourne, moving to Brooklyn in 2000 and recently 

establishing a workshop in Fiji in 2018.  As a master 

printer, Peter Lancaster has printed for most of 

Melbourne’s leading artists, including Rick Amor, Jon 

Cattapan, David Frazer, Robert Hague and Jan Senbergs.116 

6.7: Rick Amor (b. 1948) artist 

The Waiter 2012 

Printed by Lancaster Press 

                                                      

115  Website of the Australian Print Workshop, (https://www.australianprintworkshop.com/artist-support/artists-who-

have-worked-apw). Accessed 1 September 2019. 

116 Jim Pavlidis, A Lasting Impression: Inside master lithographer Peter Lancaster’s Brooklyn Studio, Lancaster Press”, 

Sydney Morning Herald, 28 June 2016. 

https://www.australianprintworkshop.com/artist-support/artists-who-have-worked-apw
https://www.australianprintworkshop.com/artist-support/artists-who-have-worked-apw
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Photography in Melbourne and Joyce Evans 

In the 1970s, concurrent with the appointment of a specialist photography curator at the NGV, 

Melbourne saw growth of the photography departments at both Prahran and Preston CAEs.  

Photography was given recognition as an art form and specialist galleries were established by 

prominent Melbourne photographers including Rene Ellis and Robert Ashton with their Brummels 

Gallery of Photography (1972-1980), Paul Cox’s, The Photographer’s Gallery and Workshop 

(1974-2010) and Joyce Evans’ Church Street Photographic Centre (1976-1982).117 

When Melbourne photographer, Joyce Evans, opened the Church Street Photographic Centre as a 

specialist photography gallery and bookshop in Richmond, it was the first commercial photographic 

gallery in Melbourne to showcase Australian and International nineteenth and twentieth century 

photography.  In 1978, Evans was appointed Approved Commonwealth Valuer for Australian and 

International photography from the 19th Century to the present day for the Australian Government's 

Cultural Gifts Program.118   

Described by fellow photographer, Elli Young, as ‘the spirit of Australian photography’, in 1990 – 

1991 Joyce was the inaugural assistant director of the Monash Gallery of Art, the first municipal 

public collection in Melbourne to specialise in photography. Evans, along with Daniel Palmer, 

established a course on the history of photography at Monash University and taught at both RMIT 

and Melbourne Universities, the latter where she was a research fellow between 1997 and 2010.119   

RMIT is the oldest post-secondary photography program in the world, and, in the 1980s and 1990s, 

had an unsurpassed global reputation for commercial professional photography.120 

In 1988, the NGV presented a major exhibition of modernist photography, titled Photographs by 

John Cato, Wolfgang Sievers and Marc Strizic, 1955-1975: Aspects of Victorian Photography 1, 

with the latter two being émigré artists who played a major part in the Melbourne photographic 

scene.121 

The Commercialisation of the NGV and the Public Galleries after The Field 

In 1975, Melbourne saw the first of the modern blockbuster exhibitions, Modern Masters: Manet 

to Matisse, under the auspices of the International Council of The Museum of Modern Art, New 

York.  The exhibition comprised of 113 European paintings drawn from major museums and private 

                                                      

117 Joanna Mendelssohn, Alison Inglis & Catherine De Lorenzo, Catherine Speck, Australian Art Exhibitions: Opening 

Our Eyes (Port Melbourne: Thames & Hudson, 2018), p. 86. 

118 Department of Communication and the Arts, Approved Commonwealth Valuer for Australian and International 

photography, Australian Government Printer, December 2017, p. 39. 

119 Ellie Young, “Vale Joyce Evans Photographer”, View Camera Australia [website], posted 22 April 2019, viewed 

6 June 2019. 

120 Evelyn Tsitas, "Behind the Lens: 130 Years of Photography at RMITt," RMIT University, accessed 31 May 2019. 

121  Isobel Crombie, Photographs by John Cato, Wolfgang Sievers, Mark Strizic, 1955-1975: Aspects of Victorian 

Photography - 1 (Melbourne: NGV, 2 April - 19 June 1988). 
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collections in the USA and mounted at two venues in Australia, the AGNSW and the NGV, drawing 

350,000 visitors.122  It was ‘the most ambitious exhibition of master’s paintings ever sent abroad by 

The Museum of Modern Art’ and ‘only made possible by the Commonwealth of Australia assuming 

the [prohibitive] risks of fine arts insurance, ordinarily covered by private insurance’.123  It was to 

prove the forerunner of many. 

In the same year, to celebrate the first International Women’s Year, Janine Burke curated a touring 

exhibition, titled Australian Women Artists: One Hundred Years.124   The exhibition opened at the 

Ewing and George Paton Galleries at the University of Melbourne and featured 71 works of 39 

woman artists, including the early twentieth century Melbourne artists, Clarice Beckett, Ethel 

Carrick-Fox, Vida Lahey, Constance Stokes and Jane Sutherland. 

The most successful Melbourne artists to continue to pursue abstraction after The Field were Gunter 

Christmann, Robert Hunter, Robert Jacks and Paul Partos.  Others included Peter Booth, Garrey 

Foulkes, Dale Hickey, Ti Parks and Norman Wight, all of whom showed at the avant-garde 

Richmond gallery Pinacotheca (1967-1998) along with Hunter.  Richmond was now developing 

into a centre for serious art and nearby galleries at the time included Christine Abrahams Gallery 

(1983-2008), Charles Nodrum Gallery (estab. 1984), Niagara Gallery (estab. 1978) and Stuart 

Gerstman Galleries (1984-1992). 

One of the most notable artists to emerge from The Field was Peter Booth (b. 1967) who moved 

from abstraction to become one of Australia’s most sought-after figurative painters. Aside from 

Booth, Melbourne boasted many of Australia’s leading established and emerging figurative painters 

in the 1970s, including Howard Arkley, John Brack, Gareth Sansom, Jan Senbergs, Murray Walker 

and Fred Williams, along with non-figurative painters, Yvonne Audette, Asher Bilu, Don Laycock 

and Bruno Leti. 

Other prominent figurative expressionist painters working in Melbourne in the late twentieth 

century, included, Peter Churcher, Julia Ciccarone, Steve Cox, Graeme Drendel, Graham Fransella, 

Kristin Headlam, Philip Hunter, Kevin Lincoln and Lewis Miller, and non-figurative painters, 

Angela Brennan, Paul Boston, William (Bill) Ferguson, Allan Mitelman, Wilma Tabacco and Aida 

Thomescu. 

The 1980s saw the resumption of the blockbuster exhibitions, the first of which was Golden 

Summers: Heidelberg and Beyond, staged by the NGV in 1985, the most profitable art exhibition 

                                                      

122 Museum of Modern Art (New York) Edited by William S. Lieberman, Modern Masters: Manet to Matisse (New York, 

N.Y.: Museum of Modern Art, 1975). 

123 Richard E. Oldenburg, Director of MOMA, ibidem., p. 10. 

124 Janine Burke, Australian Women Artists - One Hundred Years: 1840-1940 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Union, 

1975). 
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ever in Australia.  Although done on a shoestring, the catalogue sold 100,000 copies. The exhibition 

was also important as it heralded the now common practice of exchange of works with other 

galleries, first nationally and then overseas.  The gallery director at the time, Patrick McCaughey, 

wanted to borrow some works for the NGV but the only way he could do that was to use the 

government art indemnity of Art Exhibitions Australia (formerly ICCA) pioneered in the earlier 

1975 Modern Masters: Manet to Matisse bought out by MOMA. 

Arts 21 

As the twentieth Century was ending, the Victorian State Government commissioned the Auditor-

General to conduct a review into Arts Victoria, the Government's statutory body with portfolio-

wide co-ordination and monitoring functions for arts.  Arts 21 formed part of the Victorian 

Government's Agenda 21 strategy for developing the arts industry into the next century. The 

strategy recognised the key role the arts industry played in establishing Melbourne's reputation as 

the ‘cultural capital of Australia’.125 The responsible department, Arts Victoria, had responsibility 

for guiding implementation of its newly released strategy Arts 21 up to and into the 21st century. 

This report addressed the level of early progress made by Arts Victoria in establishing a framework 

for effective implementation of Arts 21 and examined the soundness of the past relationship that 

Arts Victoria had with the former Department of Arts, Sport and Tourism set up in 1992 by Premier 

Jeff Kennet.  In particular, it focussed on the ramifications brought about by Arts 21 on their long-

standing role as a provider of financial assistance to non-government arts organisations.126 

Conclusion 

In the closing decades of the twentieth century, it was becoming increasingly apparent that the 

nature of the art market was changing and most greatly felt in the exhibiting societies.  Least affected 

were those societies with a particular focus, either by medium, such as pastel or watercolour, or by 

genre, such as marine painting or en plein air sketching groups. 

The growing number of very professional commercial galleries attracted the overwhelming 

majority of graduating young artists and garnered the very best of the professionals.  Solely 

exhibiting societies, such as the VAS and the remnant CAS, held little attraction for professional 

artists whose focus was aligning themselves with the major commercial galleries who would 

promote them to serious collectors and collecting institutions such as public galleries, universities 

and the corporate world.  The concept of suffixes appended to their names such as offered by the 

RA in Britain held little status in Australia outside of the conferring organisations themselves.  The 

                                                      

125 Department of Planning and Development, "Extending Melbourne's Arts and Cultural Facilities," in Living Suburbs: 

A Policy for Metropolitan Melbourne into the 21st Century (Melbourne: Government Printer, 1995), Direction 4.2. 

126 Arts Victoria & Auditor-General of Victoria, Arts Victoria and the Arts 21 Strategy: Maintaining the State for the Arts,  

Parliamentary Paper: 1996-98, No. 6; Auditor-General of Victoria,  Special Report: No. 41. (Melbourne: Govt. Printer, 

1996). 
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lure of participating within group exhibitions with an exhibiting society when the audience was 

more overwhelmingly made up of friends and relatives, ensured  little likelihood of resultant sales 

and held little appeal for either established or aspiring artists.  Much better for young artists to 

exhibit with fellow recent graduates in artist-run galleries and enter competitions where the 

audience comprised collectors seeking the undiscovered star or there was a monetary prize and 

status for those shortlisted. 

What emerged however, was the desire within Melbourne’s artistic community for social 

interaction with their peers and those in other disciplines of the arts.  It was a need that neither the 

VAS nor the MSC could fulfil. The attempt at a MAC to bring this to fruition under the model 

developed by May and his cross-disciplinary colleagues however was incumbent on the State 

Government backing their own rhetoric embodied in Arts 21 with their financial support.  

Unsurprisingly, this was never to happen.  

The next chapter looks at the impact of the digital age, unleashing threats to both the operation of 

commercial galleries and the VAS, both of whom had to respond. 
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CHAPTER VII  THE ART SCENE IN THE DIGITAL AGE (2000-2020) 

Melbourne commenced the third millennium with a major commitment to the visual arts.  Not only 

was the NGV Australian poised to open, but also the NGV International was becoming increasingly 

bold in creating blockbuster exhibitions, punching well above its weight for a city of less than five 

million people.  The art schools were also undergoing a metamorphous as the government 

implemented the recommendations of the Federal Government’s Dawkins Reports and the Colleges 

of Advanced Education were converted or merged with universities.1  

It was obvious to the VAS that their model was not catering for the art scene that existed at the 

onset of the twenty-first century nor was it able to accommodate the accelerating rate of change.  

As academic and artist, Charles Green, observed: 

There are … many different art worlds. The art made by conservative landscapists is … a 

different art world, ignored by art critics and fashionable magazines, with its own 

networks of galleries, clubs and magazines. Each art world understands the words 

contemporary art differently.2 

This final chapter looks at some recent developments in the art world and reviews the response of 

the Society as it faced up to these changes. 

The Society’s Strategic Plan 

Early into the twenty-first century, the Society council was becoming concerned at the lack of 

success with their exhibition openings, both in terms of attendances and sales of artworks.3  On the 

other hand, with interest in their teaching classes growing and their life classes becoming popular, 

the education segment of activities had become profitable.  VAS education coordinator, Christine 

Wrest Smith, recommended further classes the following year, including sculpture and the Society 

bought in outside guest teachers/demonstrators, including award-winning portraitist, Peter Wegner, 

who ran a one-day course in portraiture.4   

At the end of 2002, Council decided to establish a Strategic Planning Committee to ‘look at the 

operational structure of the society, its practices and policies’.5   The committee prepared a first 

                                                      

1 John Dawkins, Higher Education: A Policy Discussion Paper [Dawkins Green Paper] (Canberra  Ministry for 

Employment, Education and Training, December 1987 ). and John Dawkins, Higher Education: A Policy Statement 

[Dawkins White Paper] (Canberra  Ministry for Employment, Education and Training, July 1988). 

The Higher Education Funding Act 1988 (HEFA) was the main piece of legislation governing higher education in 

Australia until the introduction of the Higher Education Support (Transitional Provisions and Consequential 

Amendments) Act 2003 (HESA) in 2003. Australian Government funding for higher education providers was 

administered under HESA from the end of 2004. 

2 Green, Peripheral Vision, p.8. 

3 Ron Reynolds, “Exhibitions Report: May Council Meeting”, VAS Minutes, Melbourne, 2000. 

4 Christine Wrest-Smith, “Minutes of Council Meeting 4 December”, VAS Minutes 2002, Melbourne, 2002. 

5 Wayne Lesley, “Minutes of Council Meeting 4 December”, VAS Minutes 2002, Melbourne, 2002. 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Series/C2004A03750
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draft, and sought response from their fellow Council members to their perceived need for a “Mission 

Statement” and an identifying phrase.  They strongly felt that it was important that they conveyed 

what they were doing clearly to their membership and the community in general and then followed 

it through. The two options they put forward as the mission statement were: i) Serving Victoria’s 

Arts Community; and ii) Serving Victoria’s Artists.6  Council did not adopt either of the two mission 

statements proposed. 

Two years later, the optimism dissipated when the acting treasurer presented an Examination of 

VAS Financial Situation, End May 2004.  This predicted a $3,000-$5,000 loss in the forthcoming 

year, the consequence of the previous decade of declining membership numbers and constant 

maintenance issues.  After looking at their various options, Council determined to make ‘an 

immediate call on all members of more than one year’s standing for a minimum donation of $20.00 

through an explanatory letter mailed to each member’.7 

At the March 2004 meeting, the president, John Hunt, expressed concern that too few Council 

members carried the Society’s workload and urged the others to strive harder in promotion of the 

Society’s activities.  Because of lack of support from regular members, staff were required to 

manage the exhibitions, which was not their function.8 

The society resolved to promote itself and developed new initiatives, including having a presence 

in the International Flower and Garden Show, writing articles on the Society for local community 

newspapers and letterboxing city residential developments to tap into the fast-growing inner-city 

apartment population. 

In contrast with membership numbers of around 1000 in the 1970s through to the early 1990s, 

membership numbers progressively declined to 500 during the 1990s and as low as 240 financial 

members in 2005, before rising again and stabilising in the mid-500s.9  During the presidency of 

businessperson, Noel Waite AM, she established a supporter group of Melbourne businesspeople 

called “Friends of the Vics”. 

They were now into the digital age and the VAS’s Council realised the importance of their website 

as a means of communication with their members as well as the public.  Progressively they updated 

their website and member portal, with information as to prizes available, exhibitions, details of 

classes etc.  One of the Society’s major events was VAS Portrait Week called People Painting 

People when high profile people from the Melbourne community sat for groups of members who 

                                                      

6 Strategic Planning Committee, “Minutes of Council Meeting 5 February”, VAS Minutes 2003, Melbourne, 2003. 

7 Moved Geoff Hargeaves. Seconded Andrew Orr, “Minutes of Council Meeting 7 July 2004”, VAS Minutes 2004, 

Melbourne, 2004. 

8 John Hunt (letter to Council), “Minutes of Council Meeting 3 March 2004”, VAS Minutes 2004, Melbourne, 2004. 

9 “Treasurers Report: February 2007”, VAS Minutes 2007, Melbourne, 2007. 



[2000-2020] 

249 

painted their portraits. In the 2009 opening event, Portrait Week, Stuart Purves from Australian 

Galleries made available two of Melbourne’s leading portrait painters, the winners of Australia’s 

premier portrait prizes, Lewis Miller, (1998 Archibald Prize), and Peter Wegner, (2006 Moran 

Prize), who each demonstrated their skills in the Hammond and Frater Galleries.10   The week also 

featured the VAS Portrait Exhibition, and the Nada Hunter Portrait Award, funded through the 

Nada Hunter Bequest.  The Society heavily promoted the week, including placing a notice in the 

NGV Gallery Magazine.  The inaugural Portrait Week and People Painting People was a great 

success and the following year the Society asked Lewis Miller back again, along with another 

leading painter, Tom Alberts from Charles Nodrum Gallery.11  Neither Alberts, Lewis nor Wegner 

were to join the VAS.12 

In 2009, the VAS came to an arrangement with the nearby Australian Catholic University to offer 

an internship for two students of the visual arts.  These students received experience in the curation 

and running of an exhibition, with a Society member acting as mentor, and interns were encouraged 

to review and write articles for the VAS Quarterly member magazine.  The internship culminated 

in the students given the opportunity to curate and run an Exhibition of their own concept and design 

in the smaller Cato Gallery on the ground floor with the Society receiving 25% commission on any 

works sold.13 

Key exhibitions of other exhibiting societies, which had been regular users of the main galleries, 

were now drifting away to other spaces.  These included the TMP, MSWPS, the PSV, the WASV, 

and the RSPCA and the Society started looking at the option of commercial galleries using the 

space, such as the Without Pier Exhibition proposed by the commercial gallery of the same name 

situated in the coastal suburb of Cheltenham. 

By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, the Society had completed a Strategic 

Plan with recommendations across all areas of operation. In 2012, the Society undertook a complete 

review of their marketing initiatives, including a revision of the wording on their membership 

application and exhibition entry forms to make them more welcoming to new members.  As part of 

this process, they engaged consultants, Galaxy Consulting, to work on building the back-end 

administration systems, develop a revised simplified site map and review website content. This 

included revised wording on the Home and Art Classes pages in an attempt to drive more web 

                                                      

10 Noel Waite (President’s Report), “Minutes of Council Meeting 4 March 2009”, VAS Minutes 2009, VAS Archives, 

Melbourne, 2009. 

11 Noel Waite (President’s Report), “Minutes of Annual General Meeting 30 November 2010”, VAS Minutes 2010, VAS 

Archives, Melbourne, 2010. 

12 Personal communication with Alberts, Lewis and Wegner, 28 May 2019. 

13 Noel Waite (President’s Report), “Minutes of Council Meeting 3 June 2009”, VAS Minutes 2009, VAS Archives, 

Melbourne, 2009. 
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searches to these pages for people looking for painting and drawing lessons and other Society 

activities. 

As part of the process, the Society received a Google Analytics report of Google searches of their 

website to try to understand trends over time.14 

 

7.1: VAS Analysis of Website Visitation 

Source: VAS Minutes Feb. 2012 – Feb. 2013 

Whilst the daily analysis showed that website visitors peaked at 80 on the 21 June, the day of a 

major content update, they also revealed a constant pattern of visitation over the survey period, with 

slight differential attributed to school holidays and other factors and visitor numbers peaking around 

the start of each school term. [7.1]  Improvements to the website in early 2013 resulted in increased 

visitation with over 1335 visitors recorded in May and the council voted to bring in Galaxy Design 

to develop the website in order to increase or at least maintain higher levels of visitation.15  

The new VAS website design focussed its digital efforts to improve visitation through Search 

Engine Optimisation and driving potential members, students and art buyers to the correct web 

pages. [7.2]  As a priority, it introduced specialised software such as MASS to optimise the usage 

of their databases and enable a lot of administrative functions to be undertaken online.16 

 

                                                      

14 “Appendix 8 – Communications / IT Report / Marketing”, Minutes of the Council meeting 11 July 2012, VAS Minutes 

2012, VAS Archives, Melbourne. 

15 Michelle Hollis, “Appendix 4: Marketing Report”, incorporated in Minutes of the Council meeting 10 April 2013, VAS 

Minutes 2013, VAS Archives, Melbourne. 

16 MASS is the acronym for ‘Membership Administration Subscription System’. 
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7.2: Increased visitation on new VAS website 

Chart by Google Analytics (Galaxy) 

Source: VAS Council Minutes: 12 February 2014 

The VAS Council also reviewed their core activities, which, while generally satisfactory, showed a 

slight loss in the operation of their life classes.  Life classes had been a core activity of the Society 

since its formation and the Society resolved that to terminate their continuation was non-negotiable.   

 

7.3: VAS Revenue Sources 

Chart by Google Analytics (Galaxy) 

Source: VAS Council Minutes: 12 February 2014 

Overall, the Society was adopting sound practices, within the limitations of the insurance policy, 

which restricted their ability to hire out their gallery spaces for one-off events (e.g. weddings) that 

may be inconsistent with their charter.  Notwithstanding, increasingly, their current model for 

offering their core activities was placing demands on the day to day efforts required of both staff 

and the voluntary Council members whilst non-core activities of venue hire to non-members, 

special events and interest on cash reserves, served to balance the books.   
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Activities such as the plein air excursions, life classes and other painting classes had sustainable 

numbers and the Cato Gallery was well booked.17  Whilst working on increasing membership 

numbers, the problem, as always, appeared to be the need to increase social participation by 

members in the activities offered and to develop strategies to attract younger members such as 

secondary and tertiary art students. 

In early 2012, Council established a Risk Management Committee for the purposes of identifying 

all major potential threats and risks likely to adversely impact on the continued or effective 

operation of the Society’s main objectives.  From this they developed a prioritised list assessed in 

terms of a combination of likelihood and consequence of each major risk with appropriate 

strategies.18 

The main outcome of the review however was a shift in the VAS business model with the focus of 

efforts directed on the VAS school, workshops and studio sessions.19 

In 2014, the VAS auditors insisted that specific KPIs be included in the Society’s audited statements 

and circulated these to Council before finalising the accounts. 

It stipulated that the Society measure its own performance through four specific indicators: 

i) To improve membership numbers to a minimum of 500, in the context of a tough business 

environment and a subscription price increase. 

ii) To increase student numbers on average by 10% through additional and broader range 

of class offerings. 

iii) To increase the number of workshops by 30%. 

iv) To undertake a sample satisfaction survey of members and students with the aim of 

achieving an 80% over all “satisfied” rating.20 

The VAS as a Teaching Institution 

The VAS life classes and other ‘teaching’ sessions remained strong and represented just under a 

third of its total revenue. [7.3]  They also encompassed two of the three key objects of Rule 1 of the 

Society, namely: i) the establishment of Schools for the study of Drawing, Painting, Sculpture and 

                                                      

17 Minutes of the Council meeting 8 August 2012, VAS Minutes 2012, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2012. 

18 Moved Ian Wilson, Seconded Eileen Mackley, “Appendix 2: Finance Report in Minutes of the Council meeting 

12 September 2012”, VAS Minutes 2012, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2012. 

19 “Appendix 2: VAS Honorary Treasurer’s report of 13 March, for February 2013”,  incorporated in Minutes of the 

Council meeting 13 March 2013, VAS Minutes 2013, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2013. 

20 “Auditor’s Recommendations”, incorporated in Minutes of the Council meeting 13 December 2013, VAS Minutes 2013, 

VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2013. 
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Architecture; and ii) The delivery of lectures, and the institution of other means for the advancement 

of Art.21 

Although the VAS did not offer tuition in architecture, it ran teaching studios in the other three 

disciplines.  The Society’s classes operated throughout the week and on school terms, with the 

studio booked for classes each weekday morning, afternoon and evening and of an afternoon on 

weekends.22  During school holidays, the Society also ran a Summer Workshop program and 

sculpture was also undergoing a resurgence with sixteen students enrolled for classes. 

There were eight sculptures entered in the 2016 Autumn Exhibition, including two from current 

sculpture class students and two sculptures by a previous VAS sculpture student. Seeing potential 

in this, the Society, complied a list of VAS sculptors from recent sculpture class lists and exhibition 

catalogues and identified thirty members, of whom four were also members of the Association of 

Sculptors Victoria (ASV).23 

To raise the profile of sculpture within the VAS and increase the number of sculptures exhibited by 

VAS members, the Society reminded all members that they could submit sculptures as well as 

paintings.   In its call for entries for the annual Maritime Exhibition, the VAS specified that members 

could enter up to four paintings per member and up to three sculptures per member.  In addition, 

the Society provided detailed information to its 30 VAS sculptor members about sculpture 

exhibition opportunities, including external opportunities such as the Toolangi Forest Sculpture 

Residency, the Association of Sculptors of Victoria Annual Exhibition and Awards, and a VAS 

exhibition specifically for sculpture. 

The Sculpture Report suggested a further way to increase the number of sculptures exhibited would 

be to open VAS exhibitions to non-member sculptors, cautioning that the proposition was 

potentially a two-edged sword.  On one hand, it would increase VAS’s external profile and expose 

potential new members to the benefits of VAS membership, whilst, on the other hand, some 

sculptors could take the attitude that it is not worth paying for membership if they can exhibit at the 

VAS anyway.  Ultimately, Council decided to open VAS exhibitions to non-member sculptors on 

a limited basis, restricted to VAS sculpture students and to members of the ASV that had historical 

connections with VAS, with Stanley Hammond as former president of both organisations. The VAS 

                                                      

21 Victorian Academy of the Arts, The Victorian Academy of Arts. Rules, p.1. 

22 “Weekly VAS Art Class Schedule for VAS Studio - Term 1, 2013”, incorporated in Minutes of the Council meeting 

13 February 2013, VAS Minutes 2013, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2013. 

23 Michael Ebdon, “Attachment 4: Sculpture Report”, incorporated in Minutes of the Council meeting 13 April 2016, VAS 

Minutes 2016, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2016. 
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saw the potential for a developing relationship between VAS and ASV, both exhibiting 

organisations. 24 

Major Renovation for VAS Sesquicentenary 

With the sesquicentenary approaching, the VAS embarked on a major $2.4 million two-stage 

refurbishment, utilising a database of philanthropic organisations and individuals to target for 

donations to the Restoration Project.25  Ultimately, the major funding came from their own, with 

major donations from the estate of Nada Hunter, a former Council member, former non-exhibiting 

Council member, Gordon Moffatt and the current VAS President and Treasurer, Eileen and Hylton 

Mackley, with all monies dedicated to assist in the restoration of the VAS building for the future 

generation of artists.26 

After completion of a Conservation Management Plan by conservation architect, Fraser Brown of 

Quadratum Architecture, the Society appointed former Council member, Rosa Chiri of Chiri- Hall 

– Architects, to document, obtain authority approvals and call tenders for a two-stage development. 

The first stage, which involved refurbishment of the front balconies, roof replacement, 

refurbishment of the upstairs galleries and a ‘Back to Base’ (Fire Department) smoke detection 

system, was completed in 2016-2017 at a cost of $560K. The second stage, comprising a lift 

installation, creation of additional storage, toilet upgrade, stair refurbishment, and electrical upgrade, 

new carpet and refurbishment for the Cato Gallery, Member’s Room and administration areas and 

restoration of the Albert Street façade, was commenced late 2018 and completed mid-2019. 

The Clubs of Melbourne 

Melbourne has been a city of clubs from the first settlement.  Formed by like-minded individuals, 

each has its own culture, albeit none formed through any direct association with the visual arts as 

their raison d’être.  Nonetheless, in colonial society, successful artists often moved in the same 

circles as their patrons and accordingly often belonged to the same social institutions.  To a much 

lesser extent, the same occurs today although much new money eschews the traditional clubs.  

Nevertheless, in the twenty-first century there has been somewhat of a renaissance in engagement 

of their memberships with the performing and visual arts.  All clubs feature an impressive art 

collection, however none are averse to selling off one of their gems should the club have a need of 

monies to fund a major building program, such as new kitchen or fire services. Appendix IV gives 

an overview of Melbourne’s major clubs and their engagement with the city’s practising artists. 

                                                      

24 Michael Ebdon, “Attachment 4: Sculpture Report”, incorporated in Minutes of the Council meeting 11 May 2016, VAS 

Minutes 2016, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2016. 

25 Hylton Mackley, “Item 7. General Business”, incorporated in Minutes of the Council meeting 8 June 2016, VAS Minutes 

2016, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2016. 

26 Minutes of the Council meeting 10 July 2016, VAS Minutes 2016, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2016. 
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The National Gallery of Victoria 

As Melbourne entered the Third Millennium, the NGV on St Kilda Road, (designed by Melbourne 

architect, Roy Grounds), was in the process of being completely renovated with a $160 million 

major refurbishment and modernisation designed by the Italian architect Mario Bellini, working 

with Melbourne-based architects Métier3.  Although the major proportion of funds were contributed 

by the Victorian Government, art benefactors within Melbourne’s philanthropic community played 

a major part, with the Ian Potter Foundation contributing $15 million, the wealthy Smorgon family, 

$3 million,  the Clemenger Foundation, $2 million and $1 million from the Pratt Foundation.  NSW 

art-loving philanthropist, James Fairfax, also gave $1 million.27 

Across Princess Bridge, directly opposite Melbourne’s busiest station, the NGV concurrently 

constructed a second major gallery to house its collection of Australian Indigenous, colonial and 

contemporary as the major component of Melbourne’s new public space, Federation Square.  The 

NGV’s brief to Donald Bates of LAB Architecture Studio, working with Melbourne-based 

architects Bates Smart, specified gallery spaces able to maximise opportunities to show the more 

than 22,000 paintings, works on paper, photographs, objects, design and fashion and textiles in the 

NGV Australian collections. The resultant building contained twenty-one distinct spaces or 

“galleries” totalling 6,800 metres over three floors and featured the NGV's collection of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait islands work on the ground floor, their historic and modern Australian collections 

on level 1 and contemporary art and galleries for special exhibitions on level 2.28 

In 2002, the new Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia in Federation Square was officially opened and 

the following year, on 4 December 2003 the new St Kilda Road gallery, renamed NGV 

International, was officially re-opened.29  The satellite galleries at Federation Square were an instant 

success and, in 2006, the NGV Australia presented Land Marks, a layered history of indigenous 

Australian art, featuring the works of 130 artists, described as ‘A Landmark Show’ by Susan 

Lowish.30 

The renovation of the NGV International, coupled with the opening of the NGV Australia, was 

immediately successful and, under successive directorships of Gerard Vaughan and Tony Ellwood, 

the gallery embarked on a series of blockbuster exhibitions that led to a record numbers of visitors 

stepping through their doors.  Since the appointment of Tony Ellwood in August 2012, attendance 

at the NGV has tripled and the gallery is now the most visited in Australia.  Ellwood set out with 

                                                      

27 Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Gallery_of_Victoria Source: National Gallery of Victoria, National 

Gallery of Victoria Annual Report 2000-2001 (Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria, 2001). 

28 Zara Stanhope, "Federation Square: The Art of Building a Building for Art," Architecture Australia, Issue March 2003. 

29 Philip  Goad, "Enfilade and Intrafilament, the Ian Potter Centre: Ngv Australia at Federation Square," Art Journal (Art 

Bulletin of Victoria) 42, 2014. 

30 Peter Minter, "Blak Times: Indigenous Australians," Meanjin Vol. 65, No. 1, 2006. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ian_Potter
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Clemenger_Foundation&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pratt_Foundation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federation_Square
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federation_Square
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Gallery_of_Victoria
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‘London, New York and Paris’ as his benchmarks in mounting bold exhibitions that exceeded those 

that ‘you can see in other major world cities’ and achieved his goal in spectacular fashion.31   Under 

Ellwood, the Gallery has adopted a series of three-year strategic plans and has just completed 

implementation of their Strategic Direction 2016–19, presenting Melbourne audiences diverse 

exhibitions, showcasing the richness of the NGV Collection, and presenting dynamic art and design 

from Australia and around the world. Exhibitions such as Andy Warhol | Ai Weiwei (2016-17), Van 

Gogh and the Seasons (1917), the inaugural NGV Triennial (2017-18), MoMA at NGV: 130 Years 

of Modern and Contemporary Art (2018) and Escher X nendo | Between Two Worlds (2018-19) 

have resulted in overall visitor numbers to the NGV outstripping each previous triennial's record. 

For the 2016-2019 triennial, the NGV averaged over three million visitors per year and five million 

website visits, with the NGV 2018-2019 Annual Report showing 3,309,396 gallery visitors and 

5,428,6491 website visits.32  

Since 2004, the NGV has distinguished itself with its landmark exhibitions, especially those 

incorporated within the annual Melbourne Winter Masterpieces series, held between June and 

October each year. Exhibits are sourced from galleries and institutions from around the world, and 

exhibited at Melbourne Museum, the NGV and Australian Centre for the Moving Image. Since its 

inception, the series has attracted over six million visitors, many from interstate and overseas.33  

The 2017 exhibition, Van Gogh and the Seasons, attracted 462,262 visitors over 76 days, including 

90,000 from interstate and 20,000 from overseas.34 

In 2013, Ellwood, presented the major exhibition, Melbourne Now, featuring 170 artists and 

designers, 600 events and mounted over both the Swanston Street and Federation Square 

buildings.35  The show ran for 121 days, attracting 753,000 visitors vindicating his intentions that it 

serve as validation that Melbourne was a vibrant creative hub and described his rationale for the 

show as: 

Melbourne Now … takes as its premise the idea that a city is significantly shaped by the 

artists, designers, architects, choreographers, intellectuals and community groups that live 

and work in its midst.36 

                                                      

31 Tony Ellwood, interview by Gabriella Coslovich, 2019, RoyalAuto, Bryce Prosser, Melbourne. 

32 Council of Trustees of the National Gallery of Victoria, National Gallery of Victoria Annual Report 2016-2017, 

(Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria, 2018), p.8; Council of Trustees of the National Gallery of Victoria, National 

Gallery of Victoria Annual Report 2017-2018, (Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria, 2018), 8; Council of Trustees 

of the National Gallery of Victoria, National Gallery of Victoria Annual Report 2018-2019, (Melbourne, National Gallery 

of Victoria, 2018), p. 9. 

33 Lambert, Catherine, "National Gallery of Victoria reveals Vincent van Gogh exhibition for 2017 Winter Masterpieces". 

Herald Sun, News Corporation, 15 September 2016. 

34 Martin Foley, "Record-Busting Van Gogh Draws over 110,000 Tourists to Victoria".  Ministry for Creative Industries. 

[Media Release] Victorian Government, 29 July 2017. 

35 Max Delany et al., Melbourne Now (Melbourne: NGV, 22 Nov 2013 - 23 Mar 2014). 

36 Tony Ellwood, “Foreword”, Melbourne Now Exhibition Guide, NGV, Melbourne, 2013, p. 4. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melbourne_Museum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Gallery_of_Victoria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australian_Centre_for_the_Moving_Image
http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/victoria/national-gallery-of-victoria-reveals-vincent-van-gogh-exhibition-for-2017-winter-masterpieces/news-story/02ec25aefb5a4357aade5ec2eabeb25c
http://www.premier.vic.gov.au/record-busting-van-gogh-draws-over-110000-tourists-to-victoria/
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In March 2017, London’s Art Newspaper listed NGV International in the top 20 most visited art 

museums in the world and Van Gogh and the Seasons (28 April-12 July 2017), the third most visited 

exhibition. 37   Shortly after the Victorian Government announced an additional $28.7 million 

funding for the gallery over two years to support its blockbuster programs, maintenance and other 

operations.38 

In 2018, the State Government went one stage further in announcing funding for the $208 million 

first stage of an initiative to design and plan a new gallery for contemporary art, with the balance 

financed by Federal Government support and Melbourne’s philanthropic community.  The new 

gallery, to be built behind the arts centre and the NGV International, NGV Contemporary, will form 

the centrepiece of a billion dollar arts precinct and display, local, national and internationally 

significant art and design to cement Melbourne as ‘the cultural capital of Australia’.39   With 

construction of the new contemporary art gallery originally planned to commence in 2020 for 

completion in 2024 it will be the largest of its type in Australia if it comes to fruition.40 It will also 

be home for the Australian Performing Arts Gallery, an expanded Australian Music Vault and 

education and research facilities.41  

 

7.4: NGV Contemporary 

Photo: NGV Website 

So far, the Melbourne Arts Precinct Transformation project has purchased the site at 77 Southbank 

Boulevard and appointed the architects for master planning the whole precinct, design for the public 

realm, and design of the reimagined theatres building at Arts Centre Melbourne.  

                                                      

37 “Arts Most Popular”, Art Newspaper, London, 28 March 2017; Minister for Creative Industries, “National Gallery of 

Victoria Cracks the Global Top 20”,  Media Release: https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/national-gallery-of-victoria-cracks-

the-global-top-20/ 18 April 2017; de Lorenzo et al. 

38 Hannah Francis, “NGV and Museums Victoria post record attendances, while ACMI slips”, Sydney Morning Herald, 

September 21 2017. 

39 Daniel Andrews, Quoted in: Matt  Johnston, "State of the Art," The Sunday Herald Sun, 3 June 2018., p. 6; “State of 

the Art – 1 Billion Arts Centre Bonanza”, NGV e-news, 5 June 2018. 

40 Andrew Abbot, Response letter on timing of NGV Contemporary, Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions, received 

by email 24 April 2020.  The letter suggested that an architect had not yet been appointed for the NGV Contemporary so 

the project is not going to meet the announcd target completion date of 2024. 

41 Joe Hinchliffe “Game-changer: Melbourne to build Australia’s largest contemporary art gallery”, The Age, 3 June 2018. 

https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/category/ministers/minister-for-creative-industries/
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/national-gallery-of-victoria-cracks-the-global-top-20/
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/national-gallery-of-victoria-cracks-the-global-top-20/
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To date, Melbourne-based Hassall and New York-based SO-IL are undertaking the master plan and 

the design of the public realm, whilst Melbourne-based NH Architecture and Oslo and New York 

City-based Snohetta has been appointed for the Arts Centre Melbourne theatres building.  The 

architectural teams for the design of the NGV Contemporary are yet to be appointed.42 

With the new facilities on stream, a growing collection, enhanced through philanthropic gifts, and 

a supportive State Government, The Strategic Direction 2019–22 can only build on the successes 

of the previous plan and ensure Melbourne’s NGV remains Australia’s premier art museum. 

The Australian Centre for Contemporary Art 

The Australian Centre for Contemporary Art (ACCA) is a contemporary art gallery initially 

established in 1983, under the then Labor State Government, in response to Melbourne artists 

request for a contemporary art space.  Its first exhibition, 3 Artists / 3 Rooms, was held in a converted 

dwelling adjoining the Botanic Gardens and featured leading avant garde Melbourne artists, 

Howard Arkley Juan Davila and David Larwill, who were each invited by its first director, John 

Buckley, to ‘paint a room’.  

In 2002, the ACCA relocated to striking new purpose-built premises in the Southbank Melbourne 

Arts Precinct designed by leading Melbourne architects, Wood Marsh, with a large forecourt 

featuring Robertson-Swan’s The Vault.  [7.7]  

 

7.5: Australian Centre for Contemporary Art 

[With The Vault in the LHS background] 

Photo: ACCA Website 

In 2014 ACCA launched their First 30 Years Archive project, collecting, collating and digitising 

the first thirty years of their history into an online archive. This digital resource features interviews 

with former artistic directors, artists, curators and board members, as well as visual records of past 

exhibitions, press clippings, invitations and more. 

                                                      

42 Leanne Seddon, Response letter on timing of NGV Contemporary, Creative Victoria, personal correspondence 27 April 

2020.  The letter confirmed architects appointed for site planning and the theatres building. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contemporary_art
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_gallery


[2000-2020] 

259 

Photography in Melbourne 

Artist Profile: Bill Henson 

Internationally acclaimed, contemporary Melbourne photographer, Bill Henson had his first solo 

exhibition at the NGV back in 1975 at nineteen and represented Australia at the Venice Biennale in 

1995.43  He is very much a Melbourne artist and when the Washington Post art critic, Sebastian 

Smee, asked him why he lives in Melbourne, Henson responded that ‘the city, along with the climate 

and changing light patterns, fascinates me – even moves me – ever more powerfully as I get older.’44  

In 2005, when a major retrospective of his works, Bill Henson: Three Decades of Photography, 

showcased at the AGNSW and the NGV, it was the biggest photography show in the nation’s history 

and attracted record numbers for an exhibition of contemporary art.45   

The Henson Affair 

In 2008, Henson raised the awareness of his discipline as an art form in a controversial episode that 

was arguably Australia’s most high-profile art debate since the Dobell Archibald furore, sixty-five 

years prior.46  The incident involved the seizure of a number of his photographs scheduled for 

exhibition at Sydney’s Rosalind Oxley Gallery and arose from the exhibition invitation that featured 

an image of a naked pubescent girl.47  In an article published in the Sydney Morning Herald on the 

day of the scheduled opening, journalist, Miranda Devine, expressed concern about paedophilia, 

which led to police raiding the gallery and seizing images causing postponement of the exhibition.48 

A number of politicians and journalists were quick to respond, including the leader of the Democrats, 

Lyn Allison, and then Labor Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, who declared the images 'absolutely 

revolting' and without artistic merit. 

The then Prime Minister’s stance lost him the support of many high profile members of the artistic 

community and Henson's defenders, and there were many, successfully argued the images were part 

of the western tradition of the nude, were non-sexual in nature and vehemently opposed their 

censorship.  Ultimately, the NSW Department of Public Prosecutions recommended laying no 

charges against Henson and the Australian Classification Board, after reviewing the images, 

determined: 

                                                      

43 Sebastian Smee, “Art Walks a Tightrope: Bill Henson exhibits recent photographic work at the National Gallery of 

Victoria”, The Monthly, Schwartz Media, Melbourne, April 2017. 

44 Sebastian Smee, "Unsettled: David Marr's the Henson Case " The Monthly, No.. Nov 2008, p. 62. 

45 Refer a 500-page catalogue: Bill Henson, Mnemosyne (Zurich: Scalo in association with Art Gallery of New South 

Wales, 2005). 

46 David Marr, The Henson Case (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2008).;  Grishin, "Australian Art in the Twenty-First 

Century," in Australian Art: A History, p. 503.   

47 Margaret Throsby, "Bill Henson’s Photographic  Works Seized from Gallery by Police," 80 Days [Australian 

Broadcasting Commission], accessed 3 August 2019. 

http://www.abc.net.au/archives/80days/stories/2012/01/19/3415368.htm. 

48 Miranda Devine, "Moral Backlash over Sexing up of Our Children.," The Sydney Morning Herald, 22 May 2008.  
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The content contains an image of breast nudity that … creates a viewing impact that is 

mild and justified by context. The image … is not sexualised to any degree. The content 

therefore warrants a PG classification.49  

Although the controversy erupted in Sydney, its ramifications transferred to Melbourne as the 

Federal Classification Board was a Federal body and effectively sanctioned nudity when artistically 

treated. 

The NGV Festival of Photography 

In early 2017, the NGV staged their inaugural NGV Festival of Photography. It was the largest 

display of photography in the NGV’s history, presented across multiple galleries at both NGV 

International and NGV Australia.   The festival featured 33 artists in total, including five solo 

exhibitions by American, William Eggleston, one of the most important photographic artists of the 

twentieth century, along with Melbourne artists, Bill Henson, Zoë Croggon, Ross Coulter and 

Patrick Pound.50  In the case of Patrick Pound, he displayed thousands of photographs from his own 

collection, in addition to 311 works from the NGV collection, which was a mix of media and from 

historical through to contemporary works. 

The exhibition featured Australia’s leading photographers, including Sydney indigenous artist, 

Tracey Moffatt, who represented Australia at the 2017 Venice Biennale, and Melbourne-born and 

overseas-based Polly Borland. Like Henson, both artists are collected internationally and widely 

recognised in their discipline. 

Alwynne Mackie, Director of the VCA between 1989 and 1995, had this to say about Henson, 

whilst she was a Visiting Research Fellow in the Humanities Research Centre of the ANU in 1981: 

What is important, however, is that photography is being utilised to say things, show 

things, which are normally outside the reach of everyday language: it explores and extends 

our understanding.  This is what we have come to expect of good literature and of the best 

painting and sculpture; and it is surely what we expect of all great art.  We are now coming 

to have that expectation of photography as well.51 

  

                                                      

49 Classification Board Report, 3 June 2008, T08/2335; “No Charges for Henson”, The Age, 6 June 2008.   

50 Will Cox, “The NGV’s Festival of Photography”, Broadsheet, Broadsheet Melbourne, Melbourne, 20 April 2017. 

51 Alwynne Mackey: Henson,  p. 131. 
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The Artist as a Social Commentator 

Melbourne’s visual artists have always spoken out against injustice and society’s failings in 

environmental and social issues, donating their works to charity auctions and exhibitions.  They 

have also been the vehicle for its citizens to express views through their support for the social 

commentary embedded in the artworks.  Perhaps the most well known these days, or at least 

amongst those able to access the younger generation, are Banksy and other high-profile street artists, 

yet the fine art market has similarly responded.  Two mid-career Melbourne artists with the ability 

to convey their message visually and commercially are Dale Cox [7.6] and Robert Hague with his 

Plate Series that melds irony with well-known images of past masters [7.9] and [7.8].   Both artists 

have adapted paintings by the colonial artist, John Glover.  Cox, with his sheep, adapts The River 

Nile, Van Diemen’s Land from Mr Glover’s farm (1837), to make a statement on introduced species 

on the environment.  Simliarly, Hague, utilises Natives on the Ouse River, Van Diemen’s Land 

(1838) and places Robertson-Swann’s Vault in an alien (natural) environment, echoing its 

unceremonious eviction from Melbourne’s City Square in contrast to the situation of the traditional 

owners of Ouse River country - the Braylwunyer people of the Big River nation – who encountered 

dispossession and violence at the hands of the colonists. 

 

7.6: Dale Cox (b. 1969) artist 

Usurper – Glover 2016 

Medium: acrylic and gold enamel on board 

Collection: Art Gallery of Ballarat 

Gift: Graeme H.Williams OAM 
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Pl. 1: Blue Claude (after McCubbin). 2015 Pl. 2: The Golden Fleece (after Namatjira). 2015 

 

 

Pl. 3: Captain Cook's Landing (after Macleod). 2015 Pl. 4: Natives on the River (after Glover). 2016 

  
Pl. 5: Mine - Yours (after Dance). 2016 Pl. 6: King & Queen (after Don Dale). 2016-2018 
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Pl. 7: Colossus (after Goya). 2017 Pl. 8: 100 Years (after Guo Jian). 2018 

 

 

        Pl. 9: Surrender (after Pussy Riot). 2019.                       Pl. 10: Sigatoka (after Mueck). 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

Pl. 11: Telling the Bees (after Troedel). 2020 

7.7: Robert Hague (b. 1960) artist – Part I 

Medium: Hand coloured lithographs on cotton rag paper 

Printed: Lancaster Press 

Images courtesy of the artist 
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Hague was able to carry on this popular series and his sculpture work, The Golden Fleece (after 

Namatjira), adopted from the plate of the same name, was announced the winner of the 2020 $40,000 

Montalto Sculpture Prize.52  

 

7.8: Robert Hague (b. 1960) artist – Part II 

The Golden Fleece (after Namatjira). 2020 

Medium: marine epoxy decoupage on fibreglass resin 

Winner: 2020 Montalto Sculpture Prize 

Art Education 

Melbourne’s art schools in the 1900s, according to Tamara Winikoff, were ‘a thrilling hotbed of 

experimentation, bohemianism and great new anarchic ideas’. 53   With the introduction of the 

Dawkins reforms around the early 1990s, a gradual funding squeeze and changes to the tertiary 

funding models saw the art schools move from the Colleges of Advanced Education to under the 

umbrella of the universities, and attempt to become more business-like by setting ‘performance 

targets’.54 At Monash University, the art school combined with a new course in architecture and 

design in 2008, enabling a larger postgraduate program.  Graduate degrees have now extended the 

time spent in art school to a maximum of eight to ten years from undergraduate to PhD.  The 

following year, Melbourne University's Faculty of Music amalgamated with the Faculty of the 

Victorian College of the Arts and expanded its already substantial footprint, adjacent to the NGV.   

                                                      

52 Refer Facebook announcement by Robert Hague on 23 February 2020. 

53 Tamara Winikoff, “Teaching tomorrow's artists in a changing world: A roundtable” [online]. Art Monthly Australasia, 

No. 297, April 2017, pp. 36-43. Retrieved 22 September 19. 

54 Department of Employment Education and Training, Higher Education : A Policy Statement, by Department of 

Employment Education and Training, Vol. No. 202. (Canberra: Australian Government. Public Service, 1988 ). 
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In 2018, the university renamed it the Faculty of Fine Arts and Music, reflecting its primary 

undergraduate degrees: the Bachelor of Fine Arts and the Bachelor of Music. 

The reforms to the art schools came as a trade-off however and one educator expressed the view 

that: 

many artists welcomed the opportunity to spend more time in institutional facilities while 

they undertook higher degrees, while staff were faced with the prospect of achieving 

funding and research outputs and in general inventing ways that looked suspiciously like 

dancing to the tune of the hand that was now feeding them. In time, some of the arts 

colleges realised that there was a price to be paid for such demands.55 

Since the onset of the third millennium, participation in education in the visual and creative arts has 

grown to record levels and Melbourne and regional Victoria’s nine universities offer strong course 

choices and teaching from leading practising artists such as Jon Cattapan, Patricia Piccinini, Callum 

Morton and Daniel von Sturmer.  The RMIT School of Art is Australia’s leading art school by both 

student numbers and outcomes with nearly eight thousand undergraduate and postgraduate students 

in the creative and visual arts, offering undergraduate majors in thirteen areas.56 Currently it ranks 

as the number one art school in Australia and number eleven internationally, placing it in the top 

echelon of the world's art and photographic educational institutions.57  

RMIT’s achievements are all the more remarkable, given changes enforced on it in 2013 when fee 

assistance was halved and less funding available to provide assistance to students, causing them to 

double their student intake.58  Professor Julian Goddard, Head of the School of Art at RMIT in 

Melbourne mentioned that, when it had to boost enrolments numbers, entry requirements lowered 

temporarily, however, the School’s ranking confirms that the quality of students at the top end is 

increasing. In speaking of the RMIT School of Art, the President of the Australian Council of Deans 

and Directors of Creative Arts and Director of the VCA, acknowledged that it was ‘known for its 

diverse and internationally-renowned creative programs led by accomplished artists, photographers 

and professional staff who strive for excellence in pedagogy, research and innovation’.59 

                                                      

55 Pat Hoffie, Professor, Queensland College of Art, Griffith University, in conversation with Tamara Winikoff, “What's 

happening to Australia's art schools?”, Website of the National Association for the Visual Arts [NAVA], posted February 

26 2016 , Retrieved from: https://visualarts.net.au › whats-happening-australias-art-schools. 

56 “Best Creative Art Schools in Australia”, University Reviews, 7 November 2016, Website of University Rankings, 

Retrieved from: https://universityreviews.com.au/australian-rankings/best-creative-arts.html. 

57 “World University Rankings by Subject: 2020 Art + Design”, Website QS World University Rankings, Accessed 13 

May 2020. 

58 Professor Julian Goddard, Head of the School of Art in conversation with Tamara Winikoff , “What's happening to 

Australia's art schools?”, Website of the National Association for the Visual Arts [NAVA], posted February 26 2016 , 

Retrieved from: https://visualarts.net.au › whats-happening-australias-art-schools. 

59 Su Baker, “The Dawkins reforms – personal view”, Nitro, Issue 15, The Australian Council of Deans and Directors of 

Creative Arts, Melbourne, 11 July 2018. 
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In addition to the nine accredited universities in Melbourne and regional Victoria, there are a 

number of small private art schools operating plus the Council of Adult Education offering part-

time courses.  One of these, LCI Melbourne, offers a Bachelor of Design Arts, one of only two 

undergraduate degrees in Design Arts available in Australia and the only such degree offered in 

Victoria and another, Melbourne Polytechnic, offers a Master Degree in Creative Industries.60 

It is not just about teaching the visual arts however and the Schools of Art at most universities offer 

postgraduate creative practice with an accompanying exegesis and an ever-increasing number of 

graduates now proceed to doctoral studies.  All universities now feature a gallery as a ‘shopfront’ 

exhibiting the works of their students as well as hosting curated outside exhibitions.  These are 

staffed by fulltime curators, adding further to the range of opportunities available to Melbourne’s 

visual art graduates. 

In 2010, Creative Arts Victoria took over the abandoned Collingwood Technical College (1921-

2005), first opened in 1871 as the Collingwood School of Design and School of Art. This sprawling 

array of heritage buildings and outdoor spaces is now morphing into a contemporary arts precinct 

known as Collingwood Yards, which, by the end of 2020, is planned to incorporate over 50 separate 

tenancies, including 17 artist studios, a radio station, a performance space and a large public 

courtyard.  In 2019, the Bank of Melbourne came on board as a Founding Corporate Partner, 

offering a $30,000 annual package to a young artist for a residency in one of the converted 

classrooms.  The winner of the inaugural residency, theatrical and interior designer, Danielle 

Brustman, held her first show, Designworks 04, at Sophie Gannon Gallery 11-20 March 2020 as 

part of Melbourne Design Week 2020, an initiative in collaboration with the NGV.61 

Melbourne’s Creative Spaces Program 

In 2006, the City of Melbourne, in partnership with Arts Victoria (now called Creative Victoria) 

developed a Creative Spaces program. Working with and supporting Melbourne’s broad spectrum 

of creative industries (viz. Art, Craft and Design), Creative Spaces manages over 120 artist studios, 

offices and an exhibition space, housing over 250 artists and arts organisations. These include River 

Studios, The Meat Market Studios, Boyd School Studios, ongoing residency programs at Carlton 

Connect: LAB-14 and Boyd Studio-1, and The Dirty Dozen (Degraves Street Underpass) exhibition 

space. 

Creative Spaces not only brokers space for organisations and individuals but it often subdivides to 

provide smaller tenancies that are affordable and attractive to arts organisations and creative 

practitioners. [7.11]  One such space is Creative Spaces: Guild, a development involving over 1000 

                                                      

60 Retrieved from Website of LCI International and Website of Melbourne Polytechnic. 

61 Steven Royce, ‘“Designworks 04’ is Where Art and Design Meet”, The Design Files, NGV, Melbourne, 12 March 

2020. 
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square metres of vacant retail space at Southbank, which it converted into a collection of arts spaces 

in the Melbourne arts precinct and is now home to the National Institute of Dramatic Arts (NIDA) 

and was, for a while, also home to the Melbourne Fringe, strengthening an already massive centre 

for the visual and performing arts.62   

The City of Melbourne Chair of the Arts, Culture and Heritage Portfolio, Councillor Rohan 

Leppert, said at the launch of Creative Spaces: Guild that the provision of working spaces for artists 

was critical to ensuring they continue to create and work in the city.   He claimed: 

As a leading creative city, Melbourne's identity is intrinsically connected to and defined 

by our creative sector, ... Creative Spaces: Guild is leading the way by transforming this 

vacant retail space into smaller and more affordable work spaces that will suit a diverse 

range of artists and arts organisations. 63 

The City of Melbourne is cognisant of the value of being Australia’s leader in the contemporary 

arts and, in 2014, Council spent more than $14 million on initiatives ‘supporting artists and art 

events in Melbourne to ensure that Melbourne’s distinctive culture of art-making and community 

participation thrives into the future’.64  Melbourne’s dynamic arts sector drives cultural tourism and 

arts events boost economic activity throughout the city, filling the streets with patrons and visitors.  

Their 2014 Arts Strategy claimed that, through their grant programs, ‘more than 14,000 artists are 

employed each year’.65   

In 2017, Melbourne took this one stage further with the engagement of Irish curator, Vaari Claffey, 

as the ‘public art strategist’ for the Southbank precinct and followed this up with an announcement 

of a commission for a $2 million sculpture project for installation in March 2020.66  Although the 

March deadline has now come and gone with no sign nor details of either the sculptor or the 

sculpture, the City of Melbourne maintains that the initiative is still proceeding with a 2021 target.67  

Recently, Council, together with the State Government and related arts organisations, has 

announced further initiatives in the arts and another strategy plan looking even further ahead to 

2028, when it expects tourism numbers visiting Melbourne will have doubled.68 

                                                      

62 “Melbourne’s Creative Spaces Program : Guild – a new approach to arts spaces”, City of Melbourne Website link: 

https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/news-and-media/Pages/creative-spaces-guild.aspx. 

63 Rohan Leppert, City of Melbourne News and Media Release, City of Melbourne, 18 January 2017. 

64 City of Melbourne Arts Strategy 2014-17 A Creative City through The Arts, City of Melbourne, 2014. 

65 ibidem. 

66 Kaye Glamuzina, Manager Arts Melbourne, Southbank Boulevarde Major Public Art Commission Project, City of 

Melbourne Agenda item 6.5 (33 pages), Meeting 27 February 2018; Kieran Rooney, “Sculpture shrouded in secrecy”, 

The Herald Sun, Melbourne, 22 December 2019, p.5; Rosemary Neill, “Silent as a statue over $2M Melbourne art secret”, 

The Australian Weekend Review, Financial Review, 20 December 2019. 

67 Rob Adams (Director of City Design), ‘personal correspondence 10 March 2020’. 

68 Creative Strategy 2018-28, City of Melbourne, 2018. 
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7.9: Creative Pie Chart 

Source: City of Melbourne Creative Strategy, p.6 

Private Galleries and Sculpture Parks 

A feature of the current art scene is the proliferation of private art galleries and sculpture parks 

developed by some of Melbourne’s wealthiest families that are accessible to the public.  Mostly 

established since the turn of the century, under the Australian Government’s philanthropic measures 

announced in March 1999, these collections feature some of Melbourne’s leading contemporary 

artists, replicating, on a much grander scale, the vision of the Reeds so many years ago at Heide 

Gallery and Sculpture Park at Bulleen. 69    

In 2013, the Australian Government released Creative Australia, an updating of the Federal arts 

policy, formulated in the early 1970s.70  By this stage, 2001 changes to Australian taxation law that 

enabled the creation of private ancillary philanthropic funds as an alternative to paying tax, that saw 

many of Melbourne’s well known families, such as Besen, Buxton, Murdoch, Myer and Potter, 

make significant contributions to the city’s cultural infrastructure. 

                                                      

69 Refer Prime Minister's Community-Business Partnership (PMCBP) ... announced by the Australian Prime Minister 

John Howard on 26 March 1999. 

70 Ministry for the Arts, Creative Australia: Multicultural Document, Commonwealth of Australia, (Canberra: Australian 

Government, 2013). 
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The emergence of new private exhibition spaces is continuing and leading private art market analyst, 

Larry’s List, estimates that 72% of private exhibition spaces internationally were established after 

2000.71  Most of the individuals behind these developments have combined their love of art with a 

lifestyle decision, utilising either their Melbourne home or their country estate, more often than not, 

a vineyard.  Fiona Caruthers, quoting Britain’s Financial Times, claims that this is a global trend: 

The era of the “Vine Art Movement” whereby famous vineyards are increasingly turning 

to huge sculpture to enhance their offering and reinvigorate the natural beauty of their 

surrounds.72  

Notwithstanding any financial/tax motivation behind their respective developments, the individuals 

establishing private art museums are all serious art collectors and have been so for an extended 

period.73  They have done much to enrich the Melbourne art scene and support local artists and are 

part of a growing worldwide trend, with over three hundred and twenty private art museums for 

contemporary artwork worldwide now publicly accessible.74  The following comprise the major 

developments: 

Private Galleries: 

Tarrawarra Museum of Art 

In 2003, billionaire Melbourne collectors, Eva and Marc Besen, established the TarraWarra 

Museum of Art (TWMA) as Australia’s first significant, privately funded, public museum. The art 

museum and its restaurant, situated within the Besens’ vineyard in the nearby Yarra Valley, was 

designed by local architect, Allan Powell, the winner of a limited architectural design competition.75   

The TWMA operates as a not-for-profit institution, with a charter to display Australian art from the 

second half of the twentieth century to the present day and features, not only works from the Besens’ 

own extensive private collection of Australian art, built up over the last fifty years, but outside 

curated exhibitions.  Examples of their exhibition program include: Sam Leach: The Ecstasy of 

Infrastructure, featuring selected paintings of Ralph Balson and Edwin Tanner from the TWMA 

collection, (19 November 2011 - 4 March 2012) and The Triumph of Modernism (9 June - 8 July 

                                                      

71  Art Collector Report, Larry’s List, Publisher of Modern Art, Hong Kong,  Website of Larry’s List, 

https://www.larryslist.com/art-collector-report   Accessed 3 August 2019.  

72 Fiona Carruthers, "Sculpture among the Vines at Billionaire Gandel Family's Point Leo Estate," Australian Financial 

Review, 29 September 2017. p. 1, 6-7. 

73 Max Bossier Claire Bouchara, Dr. Christine Howald, Shasha Liu, Christoph Noe, Kaisha Woo, Cuiyun Xu, Yingxue 

Sun & Wen Ren, Private Art Museum Report (Vienna: Larry's List Ltd. and AMMA, 2016), p. 53. Larry’s List, the 

leading art-market knowledge company providing data, research and access to contemporary art collectors, supplies the 

following definition of a Private Art Museum:  i. The museum needs to be owned by a private individual; ii. The individual 

must be defined as a private art collector; iii. The exhibited art collection must be publicly accessible; iv. The art collection 

must focus on contemporary art; v. The private museum must be a physical space; and vi. The private collector / individual 

must be alive. 

74 ibidem, p. 49. 

75 Website of the Tarrawarra Museum of Art, https://www.twma.com.au/history/. 
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2012), curated by the late Edmund Capon AM, OBE.  Important touring exhibitions include the 

2011 Archibald Prize (2-31 July 2011) and the 2012 Archibald Prize (9 June-8 July 2012).  A major 

initiative has been the Tarrawarra Biennial, staged first in 2006 as a platform for identifying new 

contemporary and cutting-edge work, it has become a major forum for artistic expression.  In 2019, 

it was the only Victorian gallery to play host to the 2019 Archibald Prize exhibition. 

The Lyon Housemuseum and Housemuseum Galleries 

When leading Melbourne Architect,  Corbett Lyon, and his wife Yueji,  opened their Kew home as 

a private art museum in 2009, they introduced Melbourne, for the first time, to a combination of 

private residence and private museum where 'museum' and 'living' are brought together in a single 

building.  The following year, the world’s largest database of private collections and museums, 

Larry's List, named the Housemuseum 'one of the world's 10 most exciting buildings of 

private museums'.76  

In its first decade, the Lyon Housemuseum attracted nearly 1500 visitors a year and, in 2019, Lyon 

developed the adjoining block to create the Housemuseum Galleries, offering a series of large, 

flexible exhibition spaces specifically designed for large-scale artworks and installations.  The new 

museum features a 5.5-metre high ceiling, a central gallery space surrounded by four peripheral 

galleries, a public forecourt and an enclosed sculpture court extending the museum beyond its 

walls.77 The collection includes work by Patricia Picinini, Callum Morton and Polly Borland.78 

Justin Art House Museum 

An initiative of contemporary art collectors, architect, Charles Justin and wife Leah, the JAHM 

collection, housed in their home in Prahran, comprises over 250 artworks.  Focussing on abstract, 

digital-produced and video art, Melbourne artists represented in their collection, include the 

emerging artists Penelope Davis, Justin Andrews and Lynda Harper, each of whom practice both 

locally and internationally.79   

Their exhibitions, largely drawn from the Justin Collection, are often curated by an invited expert 

or artist and visitors experience a tour of the exhibition conducted by Charles and Leah, followed 

by an invitation to their apartment for refreshments and a conversation about the exhibition, art 

collecting or aspects of collecting.80 

                                                      

76 Website of the Lyon Housemuseum, http://lyonhousemuseum.com.au/about/. 

77 Gabriella Coslovich, "The Melbourne Couple Building a $15m Art Gallery Next Door," The Sydney Morning Herald, 

1 March 2019  

78 “Lyon Housemuseum”, Everyone’s a Critic (Series 1), ABC & Screen Australia, viewed 24 May 2020. 

79 Robert Nelson, “Justin Art House Museum review: Prahran architect's home an interactive, immersive domestic gallery 

space,” The Age, 5 April 2016. 

80 Website of the Justin Art House Museum. https://www.jahm.com.au/about.  
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Buxton Contemporary Art Museum 

In 2014, Melbourne property developer, Michael Buxton, donated his collection of over 350 works 

by 59 artists to the University of Melbourne.   Housed in a 1920s warehouse within the Victorian 

College of the Arts, between the ACCA, the proposed NGV Contemporary and the NGV 

International, the Buxton Contemporary Art Museum, redesigned for Buxton by leading Melbourne 

architects, Fender Katsalidis further strengthens this growing arts precinct. 

Buxton commenced his contemporary art collection back in 1995, tracking a handful of leading 

Australian contemporary artists, including Melbourne artist, Howard Arkley and acquiring works 

that follow their changing styles and features.  Importantly, Buxton has not only donated works, 

and funded the art museum conversion; he also guaranteed its first two decades of operation with a 

$9 million endowment.81 

Private Sculpture Parks: 

McClelland Sculpture Park+Gallery 

Initially established at Langwarrin on the Mornington Peninsula back in the 1970s through the will 

of Annie May McClelland, the gallery and sculpture park expanded subsequently through the 

support of nearby property-owner and philanthropist, the late Dame Elisabeth Murdoch AC DBE.  

McClelland has now increased in size and features over 100 outdoor sculptures set in its 16 hectares 

of bushland, lake and landscape grounds. With restrictions on commercial activities set in the 

original will, McClelland is supported by both local and state government agencies, together with 

philanthropic and corporate partners, enabling it to employ a first-class curator and offer a strong 

exhibition program.   

Since 2010, McClelland, in partnership with Major Road Projects Victoria and the Netflow 

consortium, has managed a major sculpture competition, McClelland Sculpture Survey & Award, 

to create major sculpture pieces along some of their major highways.  The series alternates every 

two years between sites at Skye Road and Cranbourne Road along Peninsula Link, which will result 

in 14 commissions over a 25-year period to 2037. After four years on public display the 

commissions become part of McClelland’s permanent collection in its 16-hectare sculpture park.  

in 14 commissions over a 25-year period to 2037.  

                                                      

81 Michael Bleby, "Rich Lister Michael Buxton Opens Buxton Contemporary Art Museum," Financial Review, 23 

Febraury 2018  
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 In 2019, the $250,000 Southern 

Way McClelland biennial sculpture 

commission was awarded to artist 

John Meade, in collaboration with 

Emily Karanikolopolous, for their 

sculpture, Love Flower. The 2019 

Western Roads Upgrade public art 

commission was for $425,000 (plus 

GST) included fabrication of the 

work, transportation to the site, 

installation and the artist’s fee and 

is scheduled for installation in mid-

2020.82 [7.12] 

7.10: John Meade (b. 1956) & Emily Karanikolopoulos, artists 
Love Flower 2019 

Winner: Southern Way McClelland biennial sculpture commission 

In early 2020, the McClelland Sculpture Park+Gallery and Southern Way announced the sixth call 

for entries for the 2021 Southern Way McClelland Commission, now valued at $300,000.  The 2021 

commission will replace Michael Riddle’s sculpture Iconoclast located on the Skye Road site, 

which will be relocated to the McClelland Sculpture Park+Gallery.83 

The Montalto Sculpture Prize and Trail 

The annual Montalto Sculpture Prize, established in 2003 by Red Hill vineyard owners, John and 

Wendy Mitchell, has an acquisitive prize currently of $40,000.  The Prize attracts both emerging 

and established artists and a selection panel invites a short list of thirty artists to exhibit their along 

a one kilometre trail through their vineyard and wetlands alongside their permanent collection of 

over thirty works mostly acquired from previous prizes.84 

The prize runs between February and August, during which time the ‘sculpture trail’ comprises over 

sixty works, whilst the remainder of the year, the permanent collection, containing previous winners, 

remains on permanent exhibition.85  During the exhibition period, the shortlisted works are on sale.  

The 2020 Montalto Sculpture Prize was won by Robert Hague with The Golden Fleece (after 

Namatjira). [7.10] 

                                                      

82  Simon Lawrie, “Artists John Meade and Emily Karanikolopolous awarded the $250,000 2018 Southern Way 

McClelland Commission”, Public Galleries Assoviation of Victoria NEWS, PGAS Website, 22 August 2019 

83 “$300,000 McClelland Sculpture Park+Gallery and Southern Way Commission”, Arts Hub, 25 March 2020. 

84 John & Wendy Mitchell, Montalto Sculpture Prize [Cat] (Red Hill South (Vic): Montalto, 2019). 

85 In 2020 the permanent collection is now standing at 34 works. 
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Point Leo Estate 

Another Melbourne billionaire philanthropist to convert his private sculpture collection into a public 

cultural asset is John Gandel.  Gandel’s Mornington Peninsula sculpture park opened in late 2017 

on his 135 hectare Merricks property.  Featuring a fine-dining restaurant designed by Jolson 

Architecture and a 20-hectare vineyard, the sculpture park mostly comprises works of the durable 

mediums, such as bronze and steel.86  Although containing interstate and international works, the 

park is strong in its representation of Melbourne’s most accomplished sculptors, from the late Peter 

Blizzard, Inge King, Clement Meadmore, Lenton Parr and Anthony Pryor, through to their 

contemporaries such as Geoff Bartlett, Gus Dall’Ava and Deborah Halpern.87  The park is curated 

by former Geelong Gallery Director, Geoffrey Edwards, who claims that it is Australia’s ‘first site 

specific sculpture park to be conceived entirely from scratch’.88 

Porcupine Ridge Sculpture Park 

Since 2013, the national director of Australian Galleries (Melbourne and Sydney), Stuart Purves, 

has been developing a sculpture park on his four hectare country property at Hepburn.  Featuring 

over 150 sculptures by over fifty of Melbourne and Australia’s leading artists, it opened to limited 

viewing by the public in Spring 2019.  Melbourne sculptors featured on the property include George 

Baldessin, Peter Blizzard, Jock Clutterbuck, Lenton Parr and Geoffrey Ricardo, and in April 2018, 

the Purves enhanced the park approach by the installation of of a 55-tonne, 12-metre high sculpture 

by US artist Peter Lundberg.89 

Purves has been solely responsible for the conceptual work of his park, working closely with the 

featured sculptors themselves, the majority represented by his commercial gallery. 90  As distinct 

from other sculpture parks, the presentation of the sculpture in a landscape setting is in itself, the 

sole raison d’être of the park and all works are for sale.  For Purves there is ‘no restaurant or 

vineyard as distractions to the works’.91  

  

                                                      

86 Lucy Callander, “New $50 million Point Leo Estate and sculpture park lures Rockpool chef Phil Wood to Merricks”, 
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The Mitchelton Gallery of Aboriginal Art 

In mid-2018, rich-lister, Gerry Ryan, opened the Mitchelton Gallery of Aboriginal Art, curated by 

Aboriginal Art Specialist, Adam Knight.  This commercial gallery, a 90-minute drive from 

Melbourne, features large artworks from some of Australia’s leading Aboriginal artists and is 

reputedly Australia’s largest commercial Aboriginal art gallery.92  [7.13]  As one of the latest 

embellishments to the ‘Vine Art Movement’, Mitchelton Winery Estate also added a 50-room 

boutique hotel, day spa and the Muse Restaurant to become an overnight destination.   

 

7.13: Mitchelton Gallery of Aboriginal Art 

Heide Museum of Modern Art & Sculpture Garden 

The forerunner of today’s private museums and sculpture parks is indubitably Heide, the former 

home of patrons and collectors, John and Sunday Reed. From the moment the Reeds purchased a 

suburban farmhouse and 15-acre property in 1934, it was inevitable that it would morph into 

Melbourne’s first ‘house-museum’ (Heide I).  Mentioned earlier as the hub for the Angry Penguins 

and the early modernists, from the outset the Reeds gathered a circle of artists, writers and 

intellectuals creating, in Heide, a place for discussion, creation and promotion of modern art and 

literature. 

In 1964, the Reeds expanded Heide in 1964 by construction of a modern gallery ‘Heide II’.  

                                                      

92 Gwen Luscombe, Find Australia’s Largest Aboriginal Artwork Collection Inside a Winery”, The Upsider (Website 
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In 1981 the property was sold to the State Government as a public art museum, expanded it to create 

the Sidney Myer Education Centre and ‘Heide III’, a purpose-built museum space.93  Since then, 

the Heide collection has grown to over 7,500 artworks and it has presented over 300 solo, group 

and thematic exhibitions of modern and contemporary art, including works by Sam Atyeo, Arthur 

Boyd, Charles Blackman, Joy Hester, Mirka Mora, Sidney Nolan and Albert Tucker.94  Recent 

exhibitions have included Rick Amor, Susan Norrie and Jenny Watson, and emerging artists, Louise 

Saxton, Paul Yore and Lottie Consalvo. 

Set in extensive landscaped grounds with a restaurant forming part of stage III, Heide is in many 

ways analogous to Basel’s famous ‘Fondation Beyeler’, the most popular art museum in Switzland.  

Melbourne’s Festivals and Art Fairs 

Not surprisingly for a city which hosted international fairs back in the 1880s, Melbourne today hosts 

three major arts festivals, each with a focus on the visual [and performing] arts, as well as arts fairs 

attracting participation from interstate and overseas galleries. 

The arts festivals, each of which commenced in the 1980s under the then Labor Government, carried 

on the impetus of the Hamer Liberal Government and its focus on the arts.  Since then, support for 

the Arts in Victoria and Melbourne has been largely bipartisan.  Strongly supported by the City of 

Melbourne and adjoining inner-Melbourne councils, such as the City of Yarra, these festivals and 

fairs, plus a succession of NGV blockbusters, have firmly cemented Melbourne as the cultural 

capital of Australia with the resultant cultural tourism, of major economic benefit to the city. 

Melbourne Fringe Festival 

In 1982, a collaborative of artists of varying disciplines established the Fringe Art Network, 

bringing together their respective talents.  Their original event, held in March to coincide with 

Melbourne’s week long Moomba Festival, featured 120 artists at some 25 locations across the city.  

Of the three festivals, the art-makers involved with the Fringe Festival are arguably the most diverse, 

ranging from ‘artists at the start of their careers, …  artists launching into the next echelon, … big 

names trying out brand new ideas, [to] … everyday people who have something big to say.95 

In 2002, the Melbourne Fringe adopted today’s ‘Fringe Hub’ model, with events and exhibitions 

programmed across a number of venues offering multi-arts capabilities, situated within easy 

walking distance of one another and a central hub.  In September 2019, the Fringe Hub moved to 

                                                      

93 “The Heide Story”, Website of the Heide Museum of Modern Art, Accessed 26 May 2020. 

94 “Heide Museum of Modern Art”, Everyone’s a Critic (Series 1), ABC & Screen Australia, viewed 24 May 2020. 
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Melbourne’s historic Trades Hall, on the north-east edge of the city offering artists and audiences a 

central place to gather and network: the Fringe Club.96 

The Melbourne Fringe is Melbourne's longest-running and most popular arts festival. Each 

September, it literally takes over inner Melbourne for two and a half weeks with its program of art 

and, since 1982, has supported and presented some 50,000 artists to more than 2,000,000 people at 

hundreds of venues across Melbourne and Victoria.  Today, audiences of half a million enjoy the 

work of over 4,000 artists, presenting over 455 works at over 140 venues and the 2019 Melbourne 

Fringe Festival saw ‘a particular focus on access and diversity saw 100 Aboriginal or Torres Strait 

islander artists, 775 LGBTIQ+ artists and 198 artists identifying as deaf or with disability present 

work as part of the Festival’.97 

Melbourne International Arts Festival / Melbourne Winter Arts Festival 

Melbourne staged the first International Arts Festival in 1986 as Spoleto Melbourne – Festival of 

the Three Worlds, joining Spoleto, Italy, and Charleston, United States as part of the Spoleto 

Festival series. In 1990, it changed its name to the Melbourne International Festival of the Arts and 

later to the Melbourne International Arts Festival. 

A popular visual arts component of the festival, and one that is quintessentially Melbourne, is the 

Melbourne Art Trams project, the result of a creative partnership between the Melbourne 

International Arts Festival, Creative Victoria and Public Transport Victoria, and sponsored by Yarra 

Trams.  The project involves eight creative minds from Victoria who make over a tram each, with 

one given to a recreation of an original Transporting Art work created by local Melbourne artists, 

such as Mirka Mora (1978), Howard Arkley (1980) and Lesley Dumbrell (1986), between 1978 and 

1993.98  [7.14, 7.15] 

The Melbourne International Arts Festival is one of Melbourne’s most successful international 

events in the visual arts and the 2018 festival achieved over $3.5 million in ticket sales.99  From 

                                                      

96 Richard Watts, “New home for independent arts as Melbourne Fringe takes over Trades Hall”, Arts Hub, 13 March 
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2020, the festival will merge with the more recent, and very popular, White Night Melbourne and 

moved back to August.100 

 

7.11: Lesley Dumbrell (b. 1941), artist 

Painted B-class art tram, 1986 

Courtesy: The Artist, Charles Nodrum Gallery and Yarra Trams 

 

7.12: Lesley Dumbrell (b. 1941) artist 

Painted B-class art tram, 2019 

Courtesy: The Artist, Charles Nodrum Gallery and Yarra Trams 

Melbourne Midsumma Festival 

Commencing in St Kilda in 1988, Melbourne’s annual celebration of gay and lesbian culture and 

art, the Midsumma Festival is Australia’s premier LGBTQIA cultural festival. As well as features 
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such as the Gay Pride March, the festival offers a range of activities from performances to art 

exhibitions and draws audiences and participating artists from interstate and internationally.  As 

well as spaces specifically adopted for the festival, Midsumma increasingly has the support of a 

number of inner Melbourne art galleries, some of whom offer up their spaces for curated Midsumma 

events in this otherwise quiet time of the year. 

The festival continues to grow and the 2020 event, held between 19 January and 9 February, 

featured over 194 events, including 44 in the visual arts, involved over 5000 culture-makers, took 

place in over 100 different venues across Melbourne and wider Victoria, and attracted audiences in 

excess of 300,000.101   

Melbourne Art Fair 

The first Melbourne Art Fair took place in 1988 at the Royal Exhibition Buildings, ironically a 

century after the 1888 Centennial International Exhibition at the same venue. The fair then became 

a regular biennial event at the Royal Exhibition Buildings up until 2014, when the Melbourne Art 

Foundation cancelled it for lack of support from gallerists.  In that time, the fair provided for up to 

80 Australian and international commercial galleries the opportunity to showcase the works of their 

artists, generating sales of $8-10 million. 

After a four-year hiatus, the Melbourne Art Fair resumed in 2018, albeit on a smaller scale (showing 

about 40 galleries), in a temporary Southbank venue between the Australian Centre for 

Contemporary Art (ACCA) and the newly-opened Buxton Contemporary. 102   Siting the fair 

between the two adjacent contemporary art museums proved successful, and gave the Melbourne 

Art Foundation the confidence to reschedule biennial events.  In September 2020, the Melbourne 

Art Fair 2020 will preview at the Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre at South Wharf and 

coincide with Melbourne's annual contemporary design fair, DENFAIR.103   The event will be 

slightly larger, and the final 50 galleries selected via an application and selection process, overseen 

by an independent panel overseen by a new artistic director.104   

The newly-imaged Melbourne Art Fair will present a program of attractions to an increasingly 

sophisticated Melbourne art public, familiar with attending the plethora of major international art 

fairs such as Art Basel. These include:  
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i) Adopting two main sections: ‘Galleries’, showcasing major galleries, and ‘Accent’, 

featuring emerging artists and progressive young galleries. 

ii) The Melbourne Art Foundation Commission. This will provide a living artist the 

opportunity to realise a large-scale work for unveiling at Melbourne Art Fair, with the work 

later gifted to a prominent Australian institution, such as a regional gallery.  

iii) Project Rooms. This involves ‘partnering with independent art spaces from across 

Australasia.  The Project Rooms intend to offer a platform for experimentation, enabling 

artists to push the boundaries of art practice with performance and multi-media works.  

iv) Conversations. A Conversations series will create ‘a platform for dialogue and the sharing 

of ideas, bringing together cultural communities and thinkers from across the creative 

spectrum. The aim: to address the future of art and the contemporary world through a series 

of talks and panels featuring artists, gallerists, curators, collectors, architects, critics, and 

cultural luminaries’.  

v) A VIP Program. By developing a regional network of collectors from across the Asia-

Pacific, the Melbourne Art Fair seeks to draw seasoned patrons and tastemakers of the 

artworld. Features of the VIP Program, include an exclusive concierge service, invitation-

only dinners, studio visits, corporate and private collection tours, exhibition openings and 

private events. On request, Melbourne Art Fair will curate programs for individuals and 

groups, tailoring experiences for The Program interstate and international collectors.  

Alignment with DENFAIR.  By collaboration with Melbourne's annual design fair, the 

organisers propose to expand and enrich the visitor experience whilst remaining separate 

events and without compromising the quality curatorial content of Melbourne Art Fair.105 

By adopting these initiatives, Melbourne will only be doing what other major overseas fairs have 

been doing for decades and the organisers hope that the location and facilities at the new venue will 

allow them to elevate the fair to an international (or regional) standing. To achieve this however, it 

may prove necessary to program Melbourne’s other art fairs to adopt an overlapping schedule as 

occurs in overseas cities with their large ‘satellite fairs’ catering for the second-tier of galleries.106 

Notfair / The Other Art Fair / The Affordable Art Fair 

Notfair  

In 2010, artists, Sam Leach and Tony Lloyd, together with art critic Ashley Crawford, established 

Notfair as a satellite art fair to the Melbourne Art Fair.  Their aim was to premiere some of 

Melbourne’s ‘undervalued, undiscovered and emerging artists’ chosen by a selection panel to 
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introduce under-represented artists to art lovers, collectors, critics, curators and commercial gallery 

directors. 

Designed as a hybrid of curated exhibition and commercial art fair, the founders sought to 

‘challenge the established gatekeepers of the art world’ offering new opportunities for artists and 

collectors with all artworks available for purchase and the artists getting 10% of the sale prices 

which they themselves set.’107   

The fair also offers a number of prizes to participating artists, including the $15,000 Arkley Prize, 

established in 2010 in memory of Howard Arkley by his mother, Gwen and her late partner Frank 

Lewis. The prize, awarded by a group of judges, to who they judge to be an outstanding younger 

artist. ‘The aim of the prize is to acknowledge the skills of an emerging artist and reflect Howard 

Arkley’s passion as practitioner and teacher.’ 

In the decade since its launch, Notfair has successfully introduced under-represented artists to 

Melbourne’s art lovers, collectors, critics, curators and commercial gallery directors. 

The Other Art Fair  

In 1999, Will Ramsay launched the first Affordable Art Fair in London.  Since then the concept has 

spread to fifteen other cities across Europe, America, Hong Kong, Sydney and now Melbourne. 108  

Premiering over three days in September at the Melbourne Royal Exhibition Building, the inaugural 

exhibition featured 1000s of contemporary artworks priced between $100 and $12,000, the 

maximum value set by the fair organisers. The audience ranged from aspiring to experienced 

collectors with the artworks created by a plethora of emerging and prominent artists based in 

Australia and abroad, including eight artists from Arts Project Australia, a Melbourne-based 

organisation established to support the artistic aspirations of artists with an intellectual disability. 

Spring 

Following the tradition set in 1994 by New York’s Gramercy International Art Fair, one of the 

USA’s first hotel-based art fairs, Spring 1883 was established in 2014 over four floors of 

Melbourne’s gracious Windsor Hotel by gallery directors, Kate Barber and Vikki McInnes (Sarah 

Scout Presents), and Geoff Newton (Neon Parc) and art advisor, Vasili Kaliman.  

Since then, the fair has alternated annually alternating between Sydney and Melbourne, offering art 

lovers a contrast to the modernist white space of a gallery or the open plan format of the standard 

art fair. With individual galleries taking hotel rooms and suites, Spring 1883 presents their artists 

to collectors in a ‘culturally distinct location’. 109  As co-founder, Kate Barber observes: “The 
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different venues encourage galleries to be quite experimental in their approach to presenting work 

in domestically scaled environments.”  Barber goes on to say: “A hotel is a psychologically loaded 

space, and makes for an intimate and unexpected encounter with contemporary art for audiences at 

Spring 1883”.110 

Artist Profile: Rick Amor 

If there is a single artist who epitomises Melbourne over the last half century, and who has achieved 

national prominence since the 1980s, it has been figurative artist Rick Amor, with over 50 solo 

exhibitions to his credit. Amor has never won an Archibald Prize, yet he is regarded as arguably 

Melbourne’s finest portraitist, nor has he represented Australia at the Venice Biennale, yet he is 

regularly listed amongst Melbourne’s most collectable artist by Art Collector magazine who place 

him ‘firmly in the canon of Australian contemporary art’.111   

In 1968, Rick Amor was the final recipient of the National Gallery of Victoria Travelling 

Scholarship. The scholarship, awarded to the top student in Gallery School’s final year, was to 

allow a student to travel and study art for two years in London or Paris.  Over the years, the value 

had diminished however and the $2,000 prize money no longer covered fares and living expenses. 

Amor instead negotiated to be allowed to work full-time as an artist in his Frankston studio and 

from there complete a major painting in fulfilment of the terms of the scholarship.112  Ironically, the 

painting given by Amor to the NGV under the terms of the scholarship has never been exhibited.113 

[7.16] 
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7.13: Rick Amor (b. 1948) artist 

Blue neon red light 1970-1971 

Medium: oil on canvas 

Collection: NGV (Ac. No. A2-1991) 

After a period as a B&W artist for various left-wing 

publications, including the ALP’s Labor Star and the 

Communist Party’s Tribune, in 1983 Amor was 

picked up by Bill Nuttall and his then co-director 

Peter Gant, then just starting out with Niagara 

Galleries.  The association with Nuttall was to prove 

an instant success, leading to Amor becoming one of 

Melbourne and Australia’s most sought after artists 

and the mainstay of a strong stable of artists 

developed by Niagara which continues to this day.  

Three Australia Council overseas residencies in 

Barcelona (1991), New York (1996) and London (London) have boosted Amor’s profile but he has 

chosen to remain domiciled in Melbourne and today he strongly identified as a ‘Melbourne artist’, 

excelling in not only painting but also sculpture and printmaking.  Amor painted Melbourne but on 

his terms.  As explained by Catalano: 

His Melbourne is largely a pedestrian city.  Vehicles such as cars, vans and trucks can be 

found in his works, but on the whole he tends to avoid depicting streets in favour of lanes, 

arcades and walkways of various kinds.114 

Amor’s Melbourne is a lonely city, described by Grishin as ‘urban surrealism’, with most scenes 

largely imaginary compositions taking selected elements from memory; often inhabited by a 

solitary figure.115  

In 1999, Amor was Australia’s first official war artist to Timor Leste, the inaugural appointment 

since the Vietnam War.  He also excels in other disciplines apart from painting and, in 2007, he 

won the $100,000 McClelland Sculpture Prize and the NGA acquired examples of his complete 

printmaking oeuvre with prints from 270 editions produced over thirty-five years.116  Amor is well 

known for his portraits and the National Portrait Gallery in Canberra has multiple examples of his 

work.117  In 2013, Amor established and sponsors the annual $20,000 non-acquisitive Rick Amor 

Self-Portrait Prize which, in 2019, attracted over 250 entries. 
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Amor also gives back in other areas and sponsors the State Library of Victoria’s The Baldessin 

Press Studio Residency that provides one of the SLV’s Creative Fellowship recipients, working in 

any field, the opportunity to create a body of work, with access to the SLV’s collections and the 

Baldessin Press Studio facilities. 

The Art Auction Houses 

When Leonard Joel’s auction house was engaged in 1967 to auction 404 artworks from the estate 

of the private collector George Page-Cooper, it was possibly the country’s first truly national art 

auction attracting over 500 buyers from throughout Australia.  The auction contained historical 

artworks by S. T. Gill, Buvelot, Conder and Streeton and was described as ‘the most expensive 

auction of Australian art held in Melbourne’. 118   Accompanied by a catalogue regarded as 

innovative at the time, containing biographical information on both Page-Cooper and the major 

artists, the catalogue also featured photographs, some in colour, of the major works.  The auction 

was important, both for the prices achieved for historical Australian art and as affirmation of the 

growing strength of the domestic secondary art market. 

Today, increasingly, the art auction houses dominate the secondary art market with auction figures 

rising by 3% ‘year on year’.119  Internationally, sale prices of art continued to soar and November 

2017 saw a rare Leonardo Da Vinci sell in New York for $591 million, whilst in the same week an 

Emily Kame Kngwarreye sold for $2.1 million in Sydney, breaking the then record for an Australian 

Aboriginal work.  Within the Australian art market, the highest price for an Australian work 

achieved at auction in 2010 was $5.4 million for Sidney Nolan’s, First Class Marksman, (1946) 

offered for sale from the Melbourne-based,  Vizard Foundation. In that year, the highest single-

owner collection auction, also occurred in Melbourne, when the collection of contemporary 

Australian paintings assembled for the American collector, Harold E. Mertz in the 1950s realised 

$16 million at auction.120 

The long-established Melbourne auction house, Joel’s (estab. 1919), had been operating in 

Melbourne for over fifty years when it was overtaken in the late 1960s by the newly-arrived 

international auction house duopoly of Sotheby’s and Christie’s.  Their arrival, firmly focussed in 

the top end of the market, coupled with the formation of Deutscher –Menzies in 1998, eventually 

forced Joel’s to close its art department in November 2001.121 
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At the turn of the century, Melbourne saw the emergence of specialised art auction houses. These 

firms, Menzies, Bonhams, Deutscher and Hackett and Mossgreen (now closed), all have research 

departments and employ art historians to write critiques on the major paintings for their lavish 

catalogues. These competed with, not only Joel’s, but the Australian arms of Sotheby’s and 

Christie’s with the outcome that the three major Australian forms operating out of Melbourne now 

dominate the secondary market and Christie’s, established in Australia in 1969, caused to close its 

doors in 2006 after nearly forty years. Speaking on the closure, the managing director of Christie's 

Australia Roger McIlroy explained:  

It's more to do with the fact that the market is very small in global terms.  The world 

market for... with Christie's alone now is over $3 billion, and we turned over less than $20 

million.  Even if you put your hard hat on, I'm afraid it's still less than 1 per cent of the 

group's turnover.  At $20 million they sell one painting like that in New York every sale, 

virtually, of Impressionist paintings these days.122 

With Christie’s withdrawal from the Australian market, Leonard Joel moved back into the fine art 

market and opened Joel Fine Art in Armadale.  Whilst again in the private treaty and auction market, 

it left the very top end of the paintings market to Sotheby’s and the newcomers.123  Today it operates 

from a former primary school in South Yarra and focusses on the lower to middle of the art market. 

The art auction market remains strong in Melbourne and is popular with collectors.  Some firms, 

such as the recent arrival, Gibsons, operate their auctions solely online, with the mandatory 

catalogue and online internet bidding.  The major firms however still operate with preview viewings 

in both Melbourne and Sydney, featuring lavish auction catalogues with well-researched articles on 

the artists and the provenance of the works. 

In a final rationalisation, international auction house Sotheby’s withdrew from the Australian 

market at the end of 2019 after nearly 50 years.  Immediately prior to that, the local arm had been 

operated by its previous Australian chairman and CEO, Geoffrey Smith and Gary Singer, under a 

10-year license. The end of the licence was timely, coinciding with Sotheby’s privatisation in with 

the sale for A$5.28 billion to French-Israeli telecoms billionaire Patrick Drahi.124   

From the end of December 2019, Smith & Singer commenced operation as a new auction house out 

of the former Sotheby’s premises, bringing to four the number of high end specialist art auction 

houses in the Australian market.125  This was a sensible rationalisation when one considers that in 
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the whole Australian market in 2019, only 12 artworks sold for in excess of A$1 million, in 

comparison to the international market when sales by Sotheby’s and Christies in the same year, 

included ten artworks in excess of US$50 million.126 

The Digital Age  

Although video art, holograms and online catalogues have all existed for some time, the twenty-

first century has resulted in the combination of many techniques taking art possibilities to the next 

level.   

This is not necessarily without its trade-offs and Seb Chan, ACMI Chief Experience Officer, 

speaking at the Victoria's third Creative State Summit, reminds us: ‘digital objects, digitised objects, 

are more fragile than their analogue ‘originals’… [in that they] exist in systems that require power, 

engineering, maintenance, software development’. 127   Without being detail-specific, Chan 

identified the ‘need to support new types of experiences, in new types of institutions; work with 

new processes and find new ways to collaborate, and build new social structures, new 

infrastructure’.128   

Uncharacteristically, the VAS Council unanimously approved the incorporation of digital artworks 

in the Society’s forthcoming 2020 Contemporary Exhibition.129  At the same meeting, Council 

agreed to a summer 2-day workshop on digital media, subsequently run by Richard Impey, early in 

2020.130  

Augmented Reality 

On Saturday 1 June 2019, VAS ARartist, Richard Payne, launched Melbourne’s first augmented 

reality artwork installation, Unity hidden on the lawn between the Arts Centre and Hamer Hall.   It 

was a collaborative project, involving Payne, composer Probir Dutt, who wrote music for the piece, 

and IT expert Andrew Greenwood from Taylors who used satellite calibration to enable a 3-D view 

linked to satellites, into which Payne placed his artwork and Dutt added the music. 131   The 

placement of the building-sized Augmented Reality art installation with free 24/7 access using the 

app was negotiated with the NGV and the Art Centre for a three month period commencing 1 June 

2019 utilising a free App downloaded by viewers onto a  smartphone and then potentially later used 
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to view future installations by the creative team.132  Ironically, the next two augmented reality 

artwork installations by Payne occurred later that year: Painting with Light - From classical realism 

to VR, AR and beyond presented at a MSC Artists’ Lunch on 21 June 2019 and Reality Paradox 

that opened at the Victorian Artists’ Society on 1 November 2019.133 

Theoretically, those installations, geo-positioned by latitude and longitude, not only have an infinite 

lifespan but can coexist with installations prepared by other artists within the same envelope or even 

exist in another envelope constructed on the same site, opening up infinite possibilities. 

The Digital Commercial Gallery 

With gallerists worldwide evaluating the worth of paying rental on gallery space when they only 

utilise the walls, has come the innovation of the online gallery.  This offers a number of unique 

advantages to both the buying and selling public, who might otherwise feel intimidated by the 

present commercial gallery system. The largest of these is possibly Artsy, started in New York in 

2012.  Artsy has developed a system of algorithms that enable it to seamlessly target their worldwide 

database of collectors and potential collectors.  Currently it represents over 100,000 artists with 

over a million artworks and over 5,000 participating galleries. Part of its success lies in the fact that 

it has evolved to a model where the final negotiiations are handed over to the member gallery, who 

that way can still retain their margin.134 

 In 2006, a Melbourne company, Bluethumb, established an online gallery and platform to market 

art directly to the public, promoting on FaceBook, Instagram and other online apps to reach a broad 

market.  The company has grown rapidly to quickly become Australia’s largest online galley, with 

over 80,000 works and representing over 11,000 artists, including a number of Archibald Prize 

finalists and a claimed collector base of 150,000.135 

The Digital Databank 

‘During the 1990s and early 2000s Australia was a pioneer in digital heritage … developing world 

leading projects exploring the opportunities of a networked globe — Australian Museums On Line 

in the 1990s, Collections Australia Network in the early 2000s, and now Trove. 136   In Melbourne, 

Victorian Collections and the former VICNET, that operated out of State Library of Victoria from 

the mid-990s until recently, provided artists and community organisations with their first web 

access and website hosting. 
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Who are the Gatekeepers?  

In his encyclopaedic book, Australian Art: A History, art historian Sasha Grishin poses the question: 

Who makes art in Australia and who evaluates its worth?137  Grishin compares the situation today 

with the situation that existed up to the 1970s when:  

artists and their peers dominated the art bureaucracy, served as directors of the various 

state galleries, made up the majority of members on the boards of trustees, were the art 

critics, were appointed as art judges, and made up most of the selectors for various state 

sponsored exhibitions.138 

Grishin looks at the growing influence of university-trained professionals and mega-wealthy 

collectors who have now replaced artists in these roles since the turn of the millennium:  

the public art gallery network, the Australia Council, and the various state and territory 

funding organisations were almost exclusively in the hands of non-practitioners who 

headed a complex art bureaucracy in which art practitioners were sometimes ‘represented’ 

but were rarely in a majority.139 

Grishin looks at Melbourne artists represented by the ‘art establishment oligarchy’ and selected by 

the Australia Council to represent Australia internationally at the prestigious Venice Biennale, such 

as Daniel von Sturmer, Shaun Gladwell, Lyndal Jones and John Nixon, and we find each of them 

(not) coincidently are represented by Anna Schwartz Gallery.  He compares this with other 

established Melbourne artists ‘who have the highest standing amongst their peers’ such as Peter 

Booth, Gareth Samson, Jan Senbergs, and John Wolseley, who, whilst successful amongst 

collectors and popular within ‘the art scene,’ are represented by other galleries, outside of the 

‘system’.  Ironically, these galleries, which include Australian Galleries and Niagara Galleries, 

similarly represent other Melbourne artists such as Rick Amor, John Cattapan, Peter Churcher and 

Lewis Miller, all war artists, yet none of whom have been invited by the Australia Council to 

represent Australia on the big stage of the visual arts. 

Melbourne-raised and Ireland-based artist, John Kelly, has been campaigning for over a decade on 

the ideology of the Australia Council, wherein selection panels with real personal linkages, many 

associated with two powerful commercial galleries, Roslyn Oxley9 in Sydney and Anna Schwartz 

in Melbourne, essentially dictate Australia’s representation at the Australia Council-funded 

Australian Pavilion at the Venice Biennale.140  Kelly informs us that, during the past 35 years, 
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Roslyn Oxley9 has provided eleven artists from its stable to represent Australia at the Venice 

Biennale, and seven out of eight between 2003 and 2015, providing a particularly disproportionate 

representation.  In 2019, we saw Angelica Mesiti from Anna Schwartz Gallery as the Australia 

Council selection, following on from other artists from the Melbourne gallery’s stable, Daniel von 

Sturmer, Shaun Gladwell, Bill Henson, Lyndal Jones and John Nixon.  Kelly expresses concern 

that such a small coterie of commercial dealers and collectors act as cultural gatekeepers for our 

taxpayer-funded art institutions’ in a country that features over 500 commercial galleries and 40,000 

practising visual artists.141 

Kelly points out that, whilst these two galleries’ ‘stable of artists may at first appear diverse, … in 

reality [they] share many aesthetic and conceptual relationships simply because the stable is selected 

by a singular identity, the gallery owner’.142 

There is another downside however, to the reliance on Australia Council for the Arts funding for 

high-profile major international events such as the Venice Biennale in that it ‘funds only 

contemporary art’.  As art historian, Alison Inglis, observes, ‘it will no longer fund historical 

exhibitions’ and because of this, and the trend towards major blockbuster shows sourced from major 

overseas museums, Australians are increasingly are deprived of an appreciation of their own 

cultural heritage.143 

Conclusion 

As the VAS embarked on the twenty-first century, it had a Council that now featured members with 

commercial experience and undertook a major review of its operations using outside consultants. 

As a result, its operations and systems became more efficient and relationships with other exhibiting 

societies strengthened.  Notwithstanding the fact that these changes ensured that the Society now 

proceeded on a sound footing, the issue that had been troubling them for some time, namely the 

absence of high profile collectable professional artist members, remained.  The VAS was simply 

not able to claim to be a truly representative organisation of Victoria’s artists whilst its membership 

benefits conferred little advantage for those collectable professional artists included in the stable of 

the leading dealers.  In short, the VAS failed to respond to the chaging environment. 

Notwithstanding, through the major upgrade to its historic premises, the Society has strengthened 

its commitment to its largely amateur membership base, many of who are skilled painters.  Its 

concentration on the annual exhibitions of members’ works and its teaching classes remain however, 

as does the focus on painting of traditional genres of landscape, still life and portraiture and 
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printmaking does not feature in the classes offered.  It is unusual to see abstract work featuring in 

exhibitions, digital was unheard of until just recently however the Society now is illustrating a 

preparedness to reinvent its public profile with a Council more receptive to new mediums. 

Notwithstanding, the recently-completed heritage restoration has provided the Society with a series 

of gallery spaces that should enable it to continue to serve the amateur artists of Melbourne as 

evidenced by other exhibiting societies again availing themselves of the new space.144  

As Melbourne enters the third decade of the twenty-first century, neither its artists nor the city’s art 

lovers need to travel to see works by the old masters or the world’s leading contemporary artists.  

The NGV’s exhibition program brings to Melbourne’s citizens works from the top artists and from 

the most famous museums, such as the Musée d’Orsay in Paris and the MOMA in New York.  

Further, Victoria’s top regional galleries in Geelong, Ballarat and Bendigo are increasingly 

borrowing works from their interstate and overseas counterparts and mounting successful 

exhibitions that draw audiences from Melbourne and interstate as well as from their regions.  In 

addition, these regional and smaller galleries tend to attract popular travelling touring exhibitions 

such as the Archibald Prize.  All this builds public awareness of the wider art world and is an 

invaluable resource available to Melbourne artists and art students, be they amateur or professional.  

Melbourne is becoming a destination city for the visual arts.  Already boasting arguably Australia’s 

leading art gallery in the NGV, the addition of a third campus with the NGV Contemporary will 

further cement this claim.  Add to that, the growing number of private art museums, its renowned 

‘street art’ lining its city alleys and lanes and some of the nations leading commercial galleries and 

we have an offering for the most discerning cultural tourist, albeit operating in a parallel sphere to 

the VAS.  The State Government and City of Melbourne are both aware of the importance of cultural 

tourism and Victoria has seen the spend of international cultural tourists increase from $1.01 billion 

in 2013 to $2.12 billion in 2018, primarily due to a 68% increase in international visitation in this 

time.  They are now embarking on their 2020-2024 Strategyin cognicnce of this trend.145 

Finally, with its art schools ranked amongst the world’s best, Melbourne’s artists have an 

opportunity to keep abreast with their counterparts in Europe, America and South East Asia and 

compete on the world stage, where they are already well ahead of the field in digital art and 

animation.
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CONCLUSION  

The preceding chapters portray the complexity of the underlying entities that combine to make up 

‘the Melbourne art scene’ and the constant of change.  This thesis has studied the Victorian Artists’ 

Society, Australia’s second oldest community organisation representing the visual arts, a key part 

of the visual arts structure of Melbourne since 1870.  In doing so the central argument of this thesis 

has been how and why the Victorian Artists’ Society has survived over the preceding 150 years, 

despite its disentanglement from the ‘Melbourne art scene’.  It has also agued that, despite 

essentially removed from the general art community since the 1950s, it remains a significant 

organisation embedded in the cultural fabric of the city. 

The dissertation deliberately avoided providing a historical commentary on the national and global 

arts, unless critical to a discussion directly related to the central argument. It focussed on, and 

examined, how the Society adapted to the accelerating changes that confronted it, chronologically 

tracing the Society alongside events and cultural developments in Melbourne. 

There are many entities that provide the context for the VAS; the art-teaching organisations, the art 

museums and public galleries and, importantly, the commercial gallery system.  As Melbourne 

progresses through the first half of the twenty-first century, the pace of cultural change constantly 

accelerates and the VAS, embedded in these changes, needs to respond.  

Today, the highest prices achieved for visual artworks are realised though the specialist art auction 

houses and the leading commercial galleries.  Specialising in the primary market, they find that they 

sell more art, and at higher prices, when they participate in national and international art fairs, than 

they did with traditional ‘openings’ or depending on gallery visitation.  Even when galleries do not 

take part in art fairs, they often sell more works through their on-line catalogue than to people who 

walk into their galleries. Finally, the most recent phenomenon to emerge is the online gallery that 

does not feature an exhibition space, where works pass directly from artist to collector, much as the 

sale of books by Amazon without the need of an intermediary such as a bookstore.  As this thesis 

has revealed nearly all these changes have been ignored by the VAS. 

In examining the VAS, this thesis has analysed the history of the visual arts in Melbourne over the 

past 169 years.  

Chapter I reviewed how, during the first 20 years as a colony, Melbourne’s civic leaders exhibited 

a genuine desire, not only to support the fine arts, but to establish cultural institutions in the colony 

and make them accessible to the general populace.  In that time, their aspirations fueled a massive 

program of public works, resulting in the establishment of a university, public library, museum and 

fine arts gallery – a patronage made possible by the incredible riches of gold. 
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Chapter II commenced in 1870 with the formation of the Victorian Academy of Arts, forerunner to 

the Victorian Artists’ Society.  It traced the break-up with the professional artists in 1886, 

subsequent amalgamation in 1888, their exhibtions and their new premises in 1992. It is a period of 

consolidation for Melbourne’s art community with the development of the NGAS and later the 

WMC and the private art school of Phillips Fox and St George Tucker.  It examined how the first 

artists emerging from the art schools, formed en plein air painting groups and informal clubs, were 

exposed to works of artists from other colonies and countries through international exhibitions and 

established studios and salons through the CBD.  It was a period of optimism and camararderie. 

Chapters III, IV and V examined the first 70 years of the twentieth century, during the early part of 

which the Society remained a tour de force and continued to attract Victoria’s leading artists.  

Concurrently, the NGV established itself as the premier art museum in Australia with its enviable 

collection and the Felton Art Bequest providing it with an art-buying budget greater than London’s 

National and Tate galleries combined.1  From the 1950s however, a strong commercial gallery 

network emerged in Melbourne, negatively impacting artists’ perceived value of VAS membership. 

Chapter VI commenced in the 1970s that saw a renewed local, state and Commonwealth 

Government interest in the arts, largely due to the enlightened State Premier, Rupert Hamer.  Hamer 

had formerly been the State Minister for the Arts and exemplified the Victorian Deakinite tradition.2  

In the following decade, Melbourne saw the opening of the Victorian Arts Centre on St Kilda Road, 

the establishment of the Australian Children’s Television Foundation and the Meat Market Craft 

Centre, the acquisition and establishment of the Heide Museum of Modern Art, the creation of Film 

Victoria and the reconstitution of the Victorian College of the Arts.  

This was also a period of significance for the VAS.  It celebrated its centenary in 1970, just as it 

was losing its attraction amongst Melbourne’s professional artists.  A few years prior, Melbourne 

had opened the NGV International on St Kilda Road, featuring a show of avant-garde 

abstractionists, yet the VAS yet failed to attract any of these young exhibitors, any more than it had 

been successful with their figurative counterparts. 

Simultaneously, interest in the visual arts was growing, led by the commercial galleries and a new 

breed of gallery directors, ready to champion the brightest stars in the art world to private collectors 

and the leading art museums.  Legal firms, mining companies, banks, had all become serious 

collectors, vying with wealthy individuals for works of Melbourne’s most talented artists: no longer 

was a visit to the galleries of the VAS de rigueur for these collecting institutions. 

                                                      

1 John Poynter, Mr Felton’s Bequests (2008 edition), The Miegunyah Press, Melbourne, 2003, p. xi. 

2 The former Labor Federal President, Barry Jones, called him "the finest flower in the Victorian Deakinite tradition." 

Quoted in: Darren Gray, Jesse Hogan, “Sir Rupert Hamer dies”, The Age, 24 April 2004, Retrieved 8 April 2020. 
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Chapter VII examined the new millennium, a period that heralded further far-reaching changes.  

Across Victoria, and suburban Melbourne, there has been an increase in publically-supported 

regional and local government galleries, art prizes and city collections. Inner Melbourne now boasts 

a new major gallery focussing on Australian art, and the city is in the advanced planning stages for 

Australia’s largest contemporary art museumy. 3  Additionally, private art museums have been 

established and Melbourne’s art-teaching institutions rank amongst the most highly regarded in the 

world.    

Outside of the local art scene, a plethora of international art fairs have emerged, forcing many of 

Melbourne’s leading private galleries to participate or fall behind their local or Sydney counterparts. 

Mounting whole exhibitions on the internet has further stretched the commercial galleries, as many 

organisations, not having to maintain premises, have undercut established commissions.  Most of 

the leading commercial galleries and art auction houses now maintain sophisticated websites where 

they publish e-catalogues and, whilst they maintain market share, the costs of staying ahead of the 

pack in the digital age comes at a cost in eroded margins. 

The major impact of the digital age and online galleries has been the effect technology has on the 

viability of many of the smaller galleries and the VAS.  Australia’s largest online gallery, 

“Bluethumb”, based in Melbourne, deals primarily with amateur and second-tier artists, however at 

a much lower artist commission.  Through promotion on Facebook, it is user-friendly to novice 

collectors who need not physically view works and ipso facto, no longer need to either visit a gallery 

or the VAS to seek out an artwork.   

Private philanthropy has always existed in Melbourne, and the Commonwealth’s Cultural Gifts 

Program, revised in 2017, offers Melbourne’s wealthiest individuals, and most successful artists, 

generous tax incentives to encourage them to donate cultural items to public art galleries, museums, 

libraries and archives.  Consequently, not only have public galleries benefitted, but also major 

collectors have gifted entire collections or set up private museums, further enriching what is on 

offer. Cognisant of the growing strength of cultural tourism, the Victorian Government confidently 

announced Australia’s largest contemporary art museum, on the assumption that it will receive 

private philanthropic support.4 

Victorian Artists’ Society 

The VAS has existed for 150 of the 169 years since Victoria’s proclamation.  This, in itself, is an 

outstanding achievement.  As such, it constitutes an anomaly, particularly in an era where a number 

of other august cultural organisations are progressively closing their doors and finding themselves 

                                                      

3 ‘The Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia’ and the ‘NGV Contemporary’ both refer. 

4 Daniel Andrews: Johnston, Matt "State of the Art." The Sunday Herald Sun. 3 June 2018, pp. 1, 6-7. 
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of diminishing relevance in the twenty-first century.  Operationally the VAS offers much the same 

activities and benefits to its members as when first formed.  Or does it?   

Certainly, the Society continues to function both as an exhibiting society and as a teaching 

organisation, offering occasional lectures and a variety of art classes for its members.  Regular 

exhibitions of members’ works unquestionably remain the core activity of the VAS and the reason 

that most ‘exhibiting members’ join.  Until the 1960s, the Society boasted the premier purpose-built 

exhibiting galleries in Melbourne and the only option for a professional artist to showcase their 

work.  As such, Victoria’s leading professional artists dominated their exhibitions and, accordingly, 

the buyers for their works, be it the NGV or private collectors, acquired works from the exhibitions. 

 

C.1: Michael Leunig (b. 1945) cartoonist 

(Reproduced with permission of the artist.) 

The VAS is not an organisation that pursues cultural change or seeks to broaden its image by 

embracing new art movements and art forms, a conservatism lampooned by one local cartoonist 

[C.1].  Having said that, the Society premises are the venue that played host to George Bell’s “Call 

to Artists”, the rallying place when the battle in defence of Modernism in art broke out in the late 

1930s and of the controversial Antipodean Exhibition two decades later.  Notwithstanding, when 

its own members submitted modernist works for exhibition, many Council members felt 

uncomfortable that the Society even permitted their acceptance and debated whether to group them 

together on the  one wall, or intersperse them with traditional-style works. 
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It is a feature of the VAS that very little has changed in the 150 years that have elapsed since its 

formation.  The minutes of their meetings today contain agenda items that mirror those of their 

founding years, namely exhibition dates, selection procedures, life studio and teaching class 

numbers, membership numbers and building maintenance. Today, when they call for a 

contemporary theme for an exhibition, the Society’s expectation is in respect to ‘recent’ rather than 

‘cutting edge’ and rarely do you see non-figurative works exhibited.  It is only in 2019 that the 

Society finally agreed to a summer workshop on digital media and to include digital artworks in 

their centenary year’s Contemporary Exhibition.5   Although the workshop proceeded, run by 

Richard Impey, unsurprisingly there were no digital entries in the 2020 exhibition.  

Because the impact of external influences on its operation was gradual, the VAS did not feel the 

need to respond as a matter of urgency.  In particular, when membership numbers soared to 1,000 

from the late 1970s through to the 1990s, it did not notice their changing profile to largely amateur 

status. For this reason, many fundamental changes that were occurring went largely unnoticed.  

There were, of course, other reasons why professional artists were not joining the VAS, the primary 

one being lack of commercial opportunities. 

When the VAS was established, it had three intertwined communities.  It attracted to its membership 

the vast majority of the colonial-era professional artists, along with many of the most active and 

accomplished amateur artists.  It was also de rigueur for the colony’s serious collectors and 

representatives of collecting institutions to attend the VAS annual exhibitions to acquire artworks. 

From the 1950s, this changed, as the Society no longer offered an advantage as a selling gallery for 

members’ artworks. Instead, the major professional artists voted with their feet and moved to the 

commercial galleries that actively marketed them to collectors and art museums.  Although the 

commercial gallery owners demanded remuneration higher than the seller’s commission that the 

Society retained from their exhibitions, they more than offset this both by achieving higher sale 

prices for artworks and offering a wider market.  They achieved this through the development of 

databases of both collectors and awards, prizes and residencies that their artists could enter.  

Additionally, by immersion in the Melbourne art scene and participation in international art fairs, 

professional artists were in regular contact with the latest trends, locally, nationally and globally 

and were part of the intellectual and creative discourses emanating out of the art schools. 

A central question answered by this thesis has been: has the VAS successfully adapted to these 

threats from the commercial operations and other exhibiting societies?  The truth is that it did not. 

When you consider that the population of Melbourne has risen tenfold from 500,000 at the turn of 

the twentieth century to over five million today, the current VAS membership, hovering around 500, 

                                                      

5 Moved Bruce Baldey, Seconded Ron Smith, Minutes of Council Meeting 11 September 2019, “General Business”, VAS 

Minutes 2019, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2019. Catalogue of 2020 Contemporary Exhibition, VAS, March 2020.  
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similar to that in 1900, may count as a failure in engagement of the artistic community.6  Is it then 

that the Society has survived because of its failure to change, or in spite of it?  What has changed is 

the transition from an organisation dominated by successful professional exhibiting artists to a 

membership of largely amateur artists with a few non-exhibiting members.  In short, it has lost the 

two of its three communities that afforded it the prestige that it had enjoyed for nearly a century, 

namely the high profile professional artists and the support of collecting institutions on who it relied 

for commercial and critical success. 

This is not necessarily a fatal metamorphous, as the popular idiom, ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’, 

provided a certain degree of comfort to members resistant to a change to their long-standing modus 

operandi.  Members enjoy the chance to exhibit their works in the Society’s annual and themed 

exhibitions and to compete for modest prizes offered by benefactors.  Most, if not all, members 

today derive their income outside of sales of their art at VAS exhibitions, and are not dependant on 

the Society for their livelihood, in contrast to how a professional artist tied to a commercial gallery 

might be.   Similarly, the Society itself, with its premises fully paid off for over a century, had no 

imperative to have an overly commercial focus. 

Membership levels, whilst the Society would always wish to see an increase, remain sufficient to 

balance the books.  This is not to say that the Society is content to rest on its laurels but it does 

reflect the reality.  For the past 50 years, the VAS Council has been mindful of the need to respond 

to change. Despite this, a succession of internal and external business plans and marketing strategies 

has neither resulted in an operational formula that will achieve substantive growth, or adoption of 

major initiatives to change the overall appeal of the VAS.  Attracting more students to teaching 

classes by increasing session numbers and increasing lesson and membership fees was a typical yet 

uninspiring suggestion put forward by one consultant chartered accountancy firm. 

From the perspective of various iterations of VAS Councils, there have been two key areas of 

ongoing concern.  The first has been the recognition of an aging membership and the need to 

develop strategies to attract younger members. The second is the outsiders’ perception of the 

Society that it is quaint and creatively anachronistic.  For some time, Council has been mindful that 

it is hard to convey the image of the VAS as an artists’ society, when the overwhelming majority 

of Melbourne’s high-profile professional artists choose not to join. 

Today the VAS remains relevant, but to the parallel world of the amateur artist and novice collector.  

It is, as it always has been, the highest profile and successful of Melbourne’s exhibiting societies, 

themselves an anachronism of earlier times.  It fulfils a need of those painters and sculptors who 

                                                      

6  Statistical Register of the State of Victoria for the Year 2010, by Office of the Government Statist (Melbourne: 

Government Printer, 1911). Website of Population Australia http://www.population.net.au/melbourne-population/. 

file:///C:/FEDERATION%20PhD/Alternative%20Proposal/Final%20Thesis/1919%20Version/Statistical%20Register%20of%20the%20State%20of%20Victoria%20for%20the%20Year%202010,%20by%20Office%20of%20the%20Government%20Statist%20(Melbourne:%20Government%20Printer,%201911)
file:///C:/FEDERATION%20PhD/Alternative%20Proposal/Final%20Thesis/1919%20Version/Statistical%20Register%20of%20the%20State%20of%20Victoria%20for%20the%20Year%202010,%20by%20Office%20of%20the%20Government%20Statist%20(Melbourne:%20Government%20Printer,%201911)
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wish to exhibit but do not need to sell their works in order to survive.  As such, it will survive, and, 

if it can engage with the next generation of emerging artists, it may even prosper.  It entered its 

2020 sesquicentenary year, with a newly renovated and restored heritage premises, containing three 

large linked gallery spaces on the first floor, a boutique gallery on the ground floor, a member’s 

room and art library and a long-established teaching studio. 

The art scene in Melbourne remains strong, typified by support from all levels of government: local 

councils have established art collections and sponsored art prizes, the Victorian Government 

recently committed to major infrastructure by way of the NGV Contemporary and the Federal 

Government is encouraging unprecedented philanthropy through generous tax advantages. On their 

part, the NGV and Victoria’s regional galleries, working with other art museums nationally and 

internationally, are curating major ‘blockbuster’ exhibitions to attract record crowds through their 

doors.  In addition, the NGV boasts the nation’s most significant collection, comprising over 75,000 

artworks. With these resources, Melbourne’s art teaching institutions now attract students from 

other states and around the World. 

For their part, the VAS has seen much change over its sesquicentenary. It is an historical enigma: 

as Melbourne’s population has grown and numbers of artists multiplied, the Society retained 

relatively constant membership numbers, albeit that they are now aging and represent a smaller 

proportion of the artist population.  

Arguably, the Society should have floundered, as it has not taken any direct action to change its 

focus during a time when professional artists’ needs for an exhibiting society have evaporated.  It 

has been a beneficiary of Melbourne’s ten-fold increase in population over its life and a 

corresponding rise in the number of amateur painters.   Either lacking the skill levels to qualify for 

enrolment in Melbourne tertiary art teaching establishments, or having taken up art later in life, 

there have been many, otherwise accomplished, painters and sculptors keen to attend the VAS’s 

classes to improve their proficiency and have the chance to exhibit.  On their side, the VAS, keen 

to maintain membership numbers, has been more than willing to take them.  In short, the reason for 

the VAS’s survival has not been by taking major initiatives but by simply doing nothing. 

In relation to the visual arts, Chan urges us to ‘think deeply about whether art is used as a social 

glue, to bring our communities together, or whether it acts, as it sometimes still does, as a social 

solvent, dividing our communities by social and cultural status’.7  In some ways, the VAS does both: 

it acts as a glue for Melbourne and Victoria’s community of amateur artists and exhibiting societies, 

                                                      

7 Seb Chan, “Fire, Fire, Fire — words from Creative State 2019”, Noteworthy [The Official Journal Blog], 30 May 2019.  

Creative Victoria, Program:Creative State Summit, Third ed. (Melbourne: Creative Victoria), p. 10. 
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yet it has become increasingly disengaged with the professional artist community and the major 

collecting organisations and high-end collectors.   

As we enter the third decade of the twenty-first century, a niche remains for the VAS and even 

potential for growth and rejuvenation through the intake of younger members if it broadens its focus.  

It has just concluded a multi-million dollar refurbishment of its heritage building and exhibiting 

galleries and there is a positive feel amongst its membership.   

Whilst it will never regain its halcyon days as an exhibiting society, the VAS fulfils an important 

social role for its membership and remains an integral part of Melbourne’s cultural and architectural 

heritage.  Should the Society continue operating on its traditional model, Melbourne’s burgeoning 

population of amateur artists will ensure that it will continue to do so into the foreseeable future. 
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EPILOGUE 

When the Victoria Governor, the Honourable Linda Dessau AC, opened the Society’s 2020 

Contemporary Exhibition on 10 March 2020, it was attended by members of the Melbourne City 

Council and the Victorian State Government.  It did not feature digital work. 

The following week, the Society temporarily shut its doors for the first time in its 150-year history 

due to the Covid-19 pandemic.1  It had remained open during two World Wars, the Great Depression 

and the most severe pandemic in modern history, the 1918 Spanish Flu.  In mid-March 2020, not 

only did the Melbourne art scene virtually shut down with public and commercial galleries 

following suit and closing their doors, but the global art world changed, possibly permanently.  At 

a local level, exhibition openings, auction previews and forums were universally cancelled, the 

NGV announced its closure to the public from 16 March to 30 June 2020 and the 2020 Melbourne 

Art Fair, was rescheduled from June 2020 until 4-7 February 2021.2 

Worldwide, all the major art fairs have cancelled for 2020, with some desperately launching online 

platforms for their gallery participants and collectors.  One of these, Art Basel Hong Kong, 

scheduled to run from 17-21 March 2020, and one of the most important destinations on the 

international art calendar, cancelled on 6 February and quickly set up an online portal.  The portal 

featured online viewing rooms with 235 galleries from 31 countries and territories and presented 

over 2000 artworks with a total value of $440 million.3  Originally intended only for Art Basel’s 

global network of patrons and newly-registered collectors and buyers, access was soon extended (at 

no charge) to the general public, attracting 250,000 viewers and resulting in reasonable sales, albeit 

sans the networking, a feature of the international events.  Notwithstanding the fact that visitors to 

the website were three times last year’s fair, not all exhibitors were convinced with the digital-only 

edition. Infleuential Swiss art dealer, Dominique Lévy, co-founder of Lévy Gorvy Galleries in New 

York, Hong Kong, London and Zurich, describing it as “an interesting experiment that doesn’t 

work”.  Lévy doubts any art fair will occur in the remainder of 2020 and went as far as to say: 

“Unless there’s a form I don’t know about, I don’t believe that an online Art Basel has a future.”4 

Measures taken by the large auction houses, public galleries and art fairs to exhibit online during 

the Covid-19 crisis, may well transcribe to a permanent change in their modus operandi and will 

certainly diminish the networking aspects of the ‘art scene’, both locally and internationally, as 

                                                      

1 Refer Emergency Meeting of the Victorian Artists’ Society Executive on 17 March 2020. 

2 Government lockdown in 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic, extended to the VAS, NGV, commercial galleries and 

allplanned art events. 

3 “Online Viewing Rooms: ‘Art Basel has paved the way for what’s to come’, says exhibitor”, Art Basel – VIP Relations 

Hong Kong, posted 23 March 2020; Sutton, Benjamin, “Art Market; What Sold at Art Basel in Hong Kong’s Online 

Viewing Rooms” Artsy (online publication), 26 March 2020. 

4 Tanya König, “Art Basel’s Digital-Only Edition fails to impress influential Art Dealer”, CNN Money, Switzerland, 

published online 21 April 2020. 
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artists, gallerists and collectors are less likely to travel to events.  As emphasised in a recent 

cautionary article: “it is well travelled people that are serving as vectors for this virus”.5  As Art 

Basel VIP Relations Hong Kong, posted online 23 March 2020: “the virus permeates the walls of 

glamorous fairs and high-end auction houses, no amount of oysters, champagne and hand sanitiser 

will render the privileged immune”.6 

Whilst the restrictions on international and interstate travel will be eased, it may well not resume to 

the same volume, as many will be wary about social distancing.  This will invariably cause a rethink 

on how the art world operates, not just globally but also locally.  The relative success of online 

portals, combined with the flexibility and potential economic cost benefit offered, will ensure 

change is inevitable.  

Short term relief, when the Australian Government budget stimulus packages increased the instant 

asset write-off (IAWO) threshold from $30,000 to $150,000 and expanded access to include all 

businesses with an aggregated turnover of less than $500m, may well prove a lifeline for the larger 

commercial galleries and auction houses but minimal effect on the VAS or smaller galleries.7   

Domestically this has been augmented by a $49 million survival pack from the State Government, 

however, across the board, previews and openings will no longer remain a de rigueur feature of 

Melbourne’s exhibitions.8   With the Melbourne Art Fair rescheduled from June 2020 to February 

2021, the Melbourne Art Foundation has partnered with Ocula.com to create digital Viewing 

Rooms, with the primary goal to show the new work online that was originally intended for the 

fair’s 2020 edition.9 

The impact on the VAS is potentially fatal should the quarantine be extended, or repeated for any 

reason, as its income is almost wholly derived from teaching classes, membership subscriptions and 

gallery hire, all dependent on unfettered access to its Albert Street premises.  It is not the intent of 

this Epilogue to be predictive, other than to point out the VAS Council needs to look closely at their 

model if they are to survive another 150 years. 

______________________________ 

                                                      

5 Quote by Marc Glimcher (Parc Gallery (NY & London) in: Anna Brady, “Post-pandemic, the art market might return 

to ‘normal’ but do we want it to?”, The Art Newspaper, (online publication), NY, London, 30 March 2020. 

6 Marc Glimcher (Parc Gallery (NY & London): ibidem. 

7 Australian Taxation Office, “Increased Thresholds to Support Your Business”, Small Business Newsroom, Australian 

Government, Canberra, emailed newsletter 15 April 2020. 

8 Richard Watts, “Victorian Government announces $32.3 million more for arts and culture support”, Arts Hub, 13 May 

2020.  This forms part of the State’s cultural sector as part of a $150 million Experience Economy Survival Package. 

9 Gina Fairley, “Isolation is changing the face of arts e-commerce”, Arts Hub [online publication], Melbourne, 5 May 

2020. 
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APPENDIX  I  VICTORIAN ARTISTS’ SOCIETY PRESIDENTS 

                          VICTORIAN ACADEMY OF ART 

Year President Year President 

1870 Oswald Rose Campbell 1879 Chester Earles 

1871 Oswald Rose Campbell 1880 Chester Earles 

1872 Oswald Rose Campbell 1881 Chester Earles 

1873 Oswald Rose Campbell 1882 Chester Earles 

1874 Oswald Rose Campbell 1883 Chester Earles 

1875 Chester Earles 1884 Chester Earles 

1876 Chester Earles 1885 Chester Earles 

1877 Chester Earles 1886 Chester Earles 

1878 Chester Earles 1887 Chester Earles 

                                   VICTORIAN ARTISTS’ SOCIETY 

Year President Year President 

1888 Joseph Alexander Panton 1918 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1889 Joseph Alexander Panton 1919 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1890 Joseph Alexander Panton 1920 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1891 Joseph Alexander Panton 1921 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1892 Joseph Alexander Panton 1923 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1893 John Mather 1922 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1894 John Mather 1924 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1895 John Mather 1925 John Campbell Longstaff 

1896 John Mather 1926 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1897 John Mather 1927 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1898 John Mather 1928 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1899 John Mather 1929 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1900 John Mather 1930 Charles Douglas Richardson 

1901 John Mather 1931 Paul Raphael Montford 

1902 John Ford Paterson 1932 Paul Raphael Montford 

1903 Frederick McCubbin 1933 Louis Frederick McCubbin 

1904 Frederick McCubbin 1934 Louis Frederick McCubbin 

1905 Walter Withers 1935 John Thomas Nightingale Rowell  

1906 John Mather 1936 John Thomas Nightingale Rowell 

1907 John Mather 1937 James Peter Quinn 

1908 John Mather 1938 James Peter Quinn 

1909 Frederick McCubbin 1939 James Peter Quinn 

1910 Frederick Horatio Bruford 1940 James Peter Quinn 

1911 John Mather 1941 James Peter Quinn 

1912 William Montgomery 1942 James Peter Quinn 

1913 William Montgomery 1943 James Peter Quinn 

1914 William Montgomery 1944 James Peter Quinn 

1915 William Montgomery 1945 James Peter Quinn 

1916 William Montgomery 1946 Orlando Henry Dutton 

1917 Duncan Max Meldrum 1947 Orlando Henry Dutton 
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VICTORIAN ARTISTS’ SOCIETY [Cont’d] 

 

Year President Year President 

1948 James Peter Quinn 1984 David Roper 

1949 James Peter Quinn 1985 David Roper 

1950 James Peter Quinn 1986 David Roper 

1951 Ralph Malcolm Warner 1987 David Roper 

1952 Ralph Malcolm Warner 1988 Connie Walker 

1953 Ralph Malcolm Warner 1989 Connie Walker 

1954 Ralph Malcolm Warner 1990 Connie Walker 

1955 Ralph Malcolm Warner 1991 Arthur William (Bill) Harding 

1956 Ralph Malcolm Warner 1992 Arthur William (Bill) Harding 

1957 Ralph Malcolm Warner 1993 Arthur William (Bill) Harding 

1958 Ralph Malcolm Warner 1994 Arthur William (Bill) Harding 

1959 Arnold Joseph Victor Shore  1995 Kathlyn Ballard 

1960 Arnold Joseph Victor Shore 1996 Kathlyn Ballard 

1961 Arnold Joseph Victor Shore 1997 Kathlyn Ballard 

1962 Lawrence Scott Pendelbury 1998 Paul McDonald Smith  

1963 Lawrence Scott Pendelbury 1999 Paul McDonald Smith  

1964 Lawrence Scott Pendelbury 2000 Paul McDonald Smith  

1965 William (Jock) Frater 2001 Paul McDonald Smith  

1966 William (Jock) Frater 2002 Paul McDonald Smith  

1967 William (Jock) Frater 2003 John Hunt 

1968 William (Jock) Frater 2004 John Hunt 

1969 William (Jock) Frater 2005 John Hunt 

1970 William (Jock) Frater 2006 John Hunt 

1971 William (Jock) Frater 2007 Noel Waite AO  

1972 Stanley James Hammond  2008 Noel Waite AO  

1973 Stanley James Hammond  2009 Noel Waite AO  

1974 Stanley James Hammond  2010 Noel Waite AO  

1975 Stanley James Hammond  2011 Gregory R. Smith  

1976 Stanley James Hammond  2012 Gregory R. Smith  

1977 Edward B. Hefferman 2013 Gregory R. Smith  

1978 Edward B. Hefferman 2014 Eileen Mackley  

1979 Edward B. Hefferman 2015 Eileen Mackley  

1980 Dorothy Baker 2016 Eileen Mackley  

1981 Dorothy Baker 2017 Eileen Mackley  

1982 Dorothy Baker 2018 Eileen Mackley  

1982 Dorothy Baker 2019 Eileen Mackley AM 

1983 David Roper 2020 Eileen Mackley AM 
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APPENDIX  II CHRONOLOGY 

Year Event 

1853 Victoria Fine Arts Society (VFAS) formed 

1856 Victorian Society of Fine Arts (VSFA) formed 

Exhibition of Art by Frank Newton 

1857 Victorian Society of Fine Arts Exhibition fails to attract crowds 

1858  

1859 Government votes £2000 for purchase of works of art in England 

1861 First exhibition of purchased works in the Public Library’s new Museum of Art attracts 61,000 

visitors 

Victorian Academy of Fine Arts (VAFA) formed. (Founding President, Charles Summers, Vice-

President, Nicholas Chevalier, Treasurer, Eugene von Guérard) 

1862 The Melbourne Club commissions leading colonial painter, William Strutt, to paint a full-length 

oil painting of the explorer, Robert O’Hara Burke for £50.  

1863 Commission on the Fine Arts appointed 

Government votes further £1000 for purchase of works of art in England 

Commission sets aside £200 for ‘the best picture painted by an artist resident in the Australian 

colonies. 

The Buffalo Ranges by Nicholas Chevalier becomes the first painting by Australian resident artist 

acquired by a public gallery. 

1864 Government votes further £1000 for purchase of works of art in England 

Picture Gallery established at Public Library 

1868 Art dealers, James W. Hines and George Powis establish art galleries in Collins Street 

Yorick Club founded by bohemian literary men such as Marcus Clarke, Adam Lindsay Gordon and 

Henry Kendall. Amateur artist, Joseph Panton, joins as founding member. 

1869 Art Treasures Exhibition opens featuring 2489 works from 687 lenders opens and attracts 64,634 

visitors over three months 

1870 Victorian Academy of Art founded 

Museum of Art and Picture Gallery united to form National Gallery of Victoria 

National Gallery of Victoria incorporated by Act of Parliament 

National School of Painting established under the direction of Eugene von Guérard 

National School of Design established under the direction of Thomas Clark 

1871 Art Gallery of New South Wales established. 

1873 Melbourne Mechanics’ Institution and School of Arts undergoes a name change to the Melbourne 

Athenæum. 

1876 Senior gallery school senior students, Roberts, Richardson and McCubbin establish a life class. 

VAA also establishes a life class 

1880 Melbourne International Exhibition (8th World Fair) held at Melbourne Exhibition Centre, 

attracting 1,459,000 visitors. (1 October 1880-30 April 1881) 

1881 Tom Roberts accepted to study at the Royal Academy of Arts, London. (1881-1884) 

1882 George Folingsby replaces von Guérard as head of the School of Painting 

1883 Buonarotti Club founded by Frederick McCubbin, Tom Roberts, John Mather, John Longstaff, 

John Ford Patterson, Walter Withers and Alexander Colquhoun. 

Amateur Photographic Association of Victoria founded. 

Art Gallery of New South Wales undergoes name change to National Gallery of New South Wales. 

1885 Tom Roberts returns to Melbourne and establishes group practising en plein air painting 

1886 

 

 

Tom Roberts establishes first ‘artists’ camp’ at Box Hill with Frederick McCubbin and Louis 

Abrahams. (The Heidelberg School) 
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Year Event 

1886 

(Cont’d) 

A group of professional artists, George Rossi Ashton, Percival Ball, Ugo Catani, Robert F. Gow, 

Arthur Loureiro, Frederick McCubbin, John Mather, John Ford Paterson and Tom Roberts, 

resigned from the VAA to form the Australian Artists’ Association. (1886-1888) 

1887 Francis Ormond founds the Working Men’s College (now RMIT) and it’s School of Art. 

The Gallery School’s first Triennial Travelling Scholarship awarded to John Longstaff for his 

painting, Breaking the News 

1888 The VAA and AAAn merge to form the Victorian Artists’ Society. 

The first Victorian Artists’ Society exhibition takes place at the National Gallery. 

1889 Centennial International Exhibition attracts 80,000 in its first week 

9 x 5 Exhibition at Buxton’s Gallery 

The Stray Leaves Club, founded by several former Buonarotti Club members. (1889-1892) 

1891 The Working Men’s College establishes classes in photography. 

1892 Victorian Artists’ Society building completed [Eastern Hill] 

John Mather becomes first artist representative on the NGV Trustees 

1893 Emmanuel Phillips Fox and Tudor St George Tucker establish the ‘Melbourne School of Art’ at 

Charterisville. (1983-1901) 

Artists’ club, The Prehistoric Order of Cannibals, founded by George Coates. Members included 

Leon Pole, the Lindsays, Hugh McLean, Max Meldrum, Meyer Altson and Alek Sass. (1893-1897) 

1894 The Melbourne Savage Club founded.  

1894 First artist, Joseph Alexander Panton, joins the Melbourne Savage Club.  

1896 Tom Roberts made an associate member of the The Prehistoric Order of Cannibals. 

1897 VAS artist, Walter Withers, wins the first Wynne Prize for landscape with The Storm. 

1898 Artists’ club, The Ishmael Club, founded by Randolph Bedford and including artist members, the 

Lindsay brothers, Lionel, Norman and Percy, and the Dyson brothers, Edward and Will. (1898-

1901) 

Exhibition of Australian Art in London at the Grafton Gallery, London. 

1899 Australia’s first ‘art book’ produced in Melbourne, A Consideration of the Art of Ernest Moffitt. 

1900 Melbourne Savage Club resolves to admit artists ‘without entrance fee’. Alexander Colquhoun, 

John Longstaff, John Mather, Frederick McCubbin, Hugh Paterson, John Ford Paterson, James 

Quinn, Tom Roberts and Blamire Young all join. 

Formation of the T-Square Club, by architectural students of the Working Men’s College and 

artists, including Will and Edward Dyson, Lionel Lindsay, Vacso Louriero, Alex Sass, Walter 

Withers and Blamire Young. 

Jane Sutherland elected on the VAS Council. 

VAS issues first catalogue for Annual Exhibition featuring photo reproductions. 

Melbourne Conservatorium of Music established in VAS building. 

VAS artist, Walter Withers, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Still Autumn. 

1902 Frederick McCubbin succeeds John Ford Paterson as VAS president.  

The Melbourne Society of Women Painters and Sculptors formed by a group of women students at 

the national Gallery of Victoria.  Members included A.M.E. Bale, Lina Byrans, Ola Cohn, Sybil 

Craig, Ethel Carrick Fox, Anne Montgomery, Ada May Plante, Clara Southern, Violet Teague, 

Isobel Hunter Tweddle and Dora Wilson. (Originally called Students’ Art Club.) 

VAS AGM votes four women onto Council (Clara Southern, May Vale, V. Seafue & B. Hansen). 

1903 VAS artist, Edward officer, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Glenora. 

1904 Alfred Felton leaves a bequest of £383,163, with half to go to buy works for the NGV. ($59 million 

in current dollars). 

1907 Frederick McCubbin visits London and Paris and meets with expatriate Melbourne artists. 

First Exibition of Women’s Work held at the Melbourne Exhibition Building 

 ‘Australian Artists Dinner’, held at the London Savage Club, attracts 25 expatriate artists. 
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Year Event 

1908 Constance Lillian Jenkins becomes the first woman to win the NGV Travelling Scholarship with 

her painting, Friendly Critics.  Women were to win the next eight scholarships, from 1908-1932. 

Annual Exhibition features 76 women artists, including, Portia Geach, Ruby Lindsay, Jo 

Sweatman, Janet Cumbrae Stewart, Clara Southern, Jane Sutherland, Violet Teague, 

Jessie Traill, Isabel Tweddle and Dora Wilson.   

1910 The upper hall of the Melbourne Athenaeum on Collins Street opens as an art gallery known as ‘the 

Small Hall’. 

1911 The VAS re-establishes their monthly VAS Journal.   

1912 Australian Art Association formed by professional artists, including Edward Officer, Frederick 

McCubbin, Alexander McClintock, John Mather, Ambrose Paterson and Walter Withers, (later 

joined by Clewin Harcourt and Max Meldrum). (1912-1933). 

VAS artist, Blamire Young, produces design for first ‘Australian’ postage stamp. (The design, with 

a kangaroo and a map of Australia, remained in use until 1948.) 

1913 First Australian Art Association exhibition held in the Melbourne Athenaeum Hall. 

1914 VAS artist, Penleigh Boyd, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Landscape 

1915 VAS sends a selection of member’s artworks featuring Victorian scenery to the Panama-Pacific 

International Exposition in San Francisco. 

1916 The Working Mens’ College opens its new building for the School of Art. 

First issue of Art in Australia published. 

Formal tonalist, Max Meldrum establishes the Meldrum School of Painting (1916-1950). 

1917 C. Douglas Richardson defeats incumbent President of the VAS, Max Meldrum’s, bid for a second 

term.  Richardson retained the Presidency for five years. 

1918 Australian Arts Club formed by male professional artists (Sydney). 

Twenty Melbourne Painters group formed by supporters of Max Meldrum, including  Alice Bale, 

Alexander Colquhoun, William Frater, A. E. Newbury, Clara Southern, Ruth Sutherland, Jo 

Sweatman and Isobel Tweddle. 

VAS artist, W. B. McInnes, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with The Grey Road 

1919 Twenty Melbourne Painters holds its first exhibition at the Athenaeum Gallery. 

W. H. Gill Fine Art Society Galleries hold single owner auction of the Baldwin Spencer Collection. 

The collection included works by leading Melbourne artists, Streeton, McCubbin, Withers, Phillips 

Fox, J.F. Paterson, Wheeler and Norman Lindsay. 

1921 Formation of Australian National Institute for the Arts and Literature. (1921-1933) 

VAS artist, William Beckworth McInnes, wins first Archibald Prize with a portrait of Melbourne 

architect, Harold Desbrowe Annear. 

1922 Exhibition by Museum Victoria, Australian War Museum : The Relics and Records of Australia's 

Effort in the Defence of the Empire, 1914-1918 at Melbourne Exhibition Building. The exhibition 

featured portraits by Melbourne artists, George Bell, George Coates, John Longstaff, W. B. 

Mcinnes, James Quinn and Charles Wheeler, landscapes by George Benson, Frank Crozier and 

Arthur Streeton and drawings by Will Dyson. 

VAS artist, W. B. McInnes, wins second Archibald Prize with a portrait of Prof Harrison Moore. 

1923 The Student’s Club formed by Crowley and Dangar in Sydney. 

Exhibition of Australian Art at London’s Royal Academy. 

English art dealer, Captain Shirley Falcke, unsuccessfully sues The Herald art critic, J. S. 

MacDonald for libel. (Falcke versus Herald and Weekly Times.) 

VAS artist, W. B. McInnes, wins third Archibald Prize with Portrait of a Lady. 

1924 The Younger Group of Australian Artists shows at Anthony Hoerden’s Gallery, Sydney 

VAS artist, W. B. McInnes wins fourth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Miss Collins. 

Falcke vs Herald & Weekly Times court case involving critic J. S. MacDonald. 

1925 VAS artist, John Longstaff, wins the fifth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Maurice Moscovitch. 
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1926 Modernists, Grace Crowley and Anne Dangar leave Sydney for Europe (17 January) 

Contemporary Group founded (Sydney) 

A Group of Modern Painters exhibition held at the Grosvenor Gallery (Sydney) 

Longstaff elected President of the Australian Artists Association. 

VAS artist, W. B. McInnes, wins the sixth Archibald Prize with Silk and Lace (Miss Esther 

Paterson). 

1928 VAS artist, J. S. MacDonald, appointed Director of the National Art Gallery of NSW. 

VAS artist, John Longstaff, wins the eighth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Dr Alexander Leeper 

1929 Anne Dangar conducts a Summer School based on ‘Modernist’ techniques (Sydney) 

VAS artist, W. B. McInnes, wins the ninth Archibald Prize with a portrait of The Hon W A Holman, 

KC. 

John Longstaff becomes first Australian artist knighted for services to art. 

C. J. Dennis opens Rex Batterbee and John Gardner’s exhibition of Central Australian paintings at 

the Athenaeum Gallery. 

1930 Strife published (Melbourne) with Herbert McClintock, art editor. Volume 1, No. 1 

VAS artist, W. B. McInnes, wins the tenth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Drum-Major Harry 

McClelland. 

Adrian Lawlor has modernist exhibition at Joshua McClelland’s Little Gallery. 

1931 Workers’ Art Club formed in Melbourne by Counihan & others and produces Masses magazine. 

The Working Men’s College employs established artists, John Rowell and Napier Waller to its 

teaching staff, heralding a change in focus on producing teachers. 

The Herald opens an exhibition of colour reproductions of Impressionist, Post-Impressionist and 

Modern paintinggs of the French School. 

Mary Cecil Allen organises the First Contemporary All-Australian Art Exhibition at the Nicholas 

Roerich Museum Gallery in New York. The exhibition later tours fourteen American cities. 

VAS artist, John Longstaff, wins the eleventh Archibald Prize with a portrait of Sir John Sulman. 

1932 

 

Workers’ Art Club holds the first ‘worker-art’ exhibition (Melb) 

The Melbourne Contemporary Group formed by George Bell (Melb.) 

The Workers’ Art Club (Melb) publishes the magazine Masses  

Modern Art Centre founded by Dorrit Black (Sydney) 

The VAS halves entrance fees in an attempt to lure more artists during the Depression 

George Bell and Arnold Shore open a modernist art school. (1932-1939) Important painters 

emerging from his school included Russell Drysdale, Sali Herman, and Peter Purves Smith. 

Murray Fuller organises The Exhibition of Contemporary British Art featuring contemporary 

British artists, including Augustus Johns, William Orpen and Walter Sickert. 

Alleyne Zander brings an exhibition of British art titled Modern Colour Prints and wood 

Engravings from the Redfern Gallery to Melbourne. 

VAS artist, Ernest Buckmaster, wins the twelfth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Sir William 

Irvine. 

1933 

 

 

Workers’ Art Club (Sydney) publishes the magazine Worker’s Art 

Workers’ Art Club produces a folio of linocuts, Saga (Sydney) 

Australian National Institute for the Arts and Literature disbands 

Alleyne Zander follows up with an Exhibition of British Contemporary Art to Melbourne, featuring 

painters, Augustus John, William Orpen, Lucien Pissaro, Richard Sickert and modernist sculptor, 

Jacob Epstein. 

Sir John Longstaff accepts an Honorary Life Membership of the VAS. 

Student members of the Gallery School establish the New Melbourne Art Club (1933-1942). 

VAS artist, Charles Wheeler, wins the thirteenth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Ambrose Pratt. 
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1934 Bernard Hall made administrator for the Felton Bequest. 

Artists, Violet Teague and Jessie Traill, organise an exhibition and sale of artworks at the 

Athenaeum Gallery to raise money for Central Australia’s Hermannsburg Mission.  The 

exhibition was supported by fifty artists, donating over 100 works. 

The Centenary Celebrations Committee of the Commonwealth Bank organises a The Centenary 

Art Exhibition curated by R. H. Croll and overwhelming dominated by safe nationalistic images 

created by VAS members. 

1935 Workers’ Art Guild formed in Perth  

Mary Cecil Allen delivers a series of public lectures on modern art at the NGV drawing up to 1000 

people.  The talks were illustrated by slides donated by the Metropolitan Art Museum in New York 

of artworks by Cézanne, Picasso and Van Gogh. 

Robert Menzies and Robert Croll approach nine eminent artists with their proposal for an 

Australian Academy of Art.  

VAS artist, John Longstaff, wins the fifteenth Archibald Prize with a portrait of AB (Banjo) 

Paterson 

1936 J. S. MacDonald resigns as Director of the National Art Gallery of NSW. 

Federal Cabinet approves Robert Menzies plan for an Australian Academy of Art. 

VAS artist, W. B. McInnes, wins the sixteenth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Dr Julian Smith. 

The Carnegie Corporation grants £10,000 to finance a Melbourne conference for national 

art galleries and museums. 

1937 

 

The Victorian Artists’ Society (VAS) calls a meeting of artists to discuss the proposed Australian 

Academy of Art (AAA). The meeting was attended by representatives of the VAS, Twenty 

Melbourne Painters, The Melbourne Society of Women Painters, the New Melbourne Art Club and 

the Contemporary Group. 

Robert Menzies opens the VAS Annual Exhibition and attacks modernist works. 

First meeting of the AAA held in Canberra (July) with Sir John Longstaff as the first President 

J. S. MacDonald appointed Director of the National Art Gallery of Victoria 

The Degenerate Art Exhibition held in Munich (19 July – 30 November) by the Nazi Party. It 

attracted over 2 million viewers (over 20,000/day) 

The Teachers’ College Art Club founded by Bernard Smith, Rah Fizelle and James Gleeson 

(Sydney) 

Arthur Streeton knighted for services to art. 

1938 The Contemporary Art Society (CAS) founded as a counter to the AAA and to promote modern art.  

George Bell elected as first President and John Reed the Lay Vice President and 170 members. 

Albert Namatjira has his first solo exhibition at Melbourne’s Fine Art Gallery, sponsored by the 

Bread & Cheese Club. 

The Teachers’ Federation Art Society founded by Bernard Smith, Rah Fizelle and James Gleeson 

(Sydney) 

1939 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

Keith Murdoch sponsors the Herald Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art at the 

Melbourne Town Hall, attracting 48,000 attendees over two weeks. 

First exhibition of the Victorian branch of the Contemporary Art Society opened by Dr. H. V. Evatt 

(Melb.), featuring both Melbourne and Sydney artists 

Exhibition of abstract art, Exhibition 1 organised by Eleanore Lange and Frank Hinder. - Opened 

by Dr. H. V. Evatt (Sydney).  The exhibition featured paintings by Ralph Balson, Grace Crowley, 

Rah Fizelle, Frank Hinder and Frank Medworth and sculpture by Margel Hinder, Eleonore Lange 

and Gerald Lewers. 

Sydney branch of the Contemporary Art Society formed by Peter Bellew 

Peter Bellew becomes art critic for Sydney Morning Herald 

VAS artist, Max Meldrum, wins the nineteenth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Hon G J Bell, 

CMG, DSO, VD 
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1940 George Bell resigns and secedes from the CAS taking the ‘Artist Vice President’, Rupert Bunny 

and 83 artists and forms Melbourne Contemporary Artists. (MCA) 

VAS artist, Max Meldrum, wins the twentieth Archibald Prize with a portrait of Dr J Forbes 

McKenzie 

1941 VAS artist, William Dargie, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Mr Joshua Smith. 

1942 Lionel Lindsay published Addled Art with an attack on modern art. 

‘Artists' Unity Congress’ held with strong support from all sections of the art community 

Artists Advisory Panel set up by the Artists Unity Congress 

Anti-Fascist Exhibition 

South Australian branch of the Contemporary Art Society founded 

J. S. MacDonald resigns as Director of the National Art Gallery of Victoria 

VAS artist, William Dargie, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Corporal Jim Gordon, VC 

1943 Mary Evatt becomes first woman Trustee of the AGNSW  

Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA) established in NSW. 

1944 Sir Keith Murdoch funds the Herald Chair of Fine Arts at Melbourne University. 

1945 

 

The Studio of Realist Art (SORA) established in Sydney. The foundation committee included 

James Cant, Roy Dalgarno, Hal Missingham, Bernard Smith, Herbert McClintock and Dora Cant.  

First publications of monthly bulletin, SORA and first SORA exhibition. 

The Sydney Art Group founded by Jean Bellette, Paul Haefliger & Ors. 

Australia at War exhibition takes place featuring war artists and members of most societies.  

VAS artist, William Dargie, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Lt-General The Hon 

Edmund Herring, KBC, DSO, MC, ED. 

Former VAS Councillor (1925-1925), Charles Wheeler, becomes the fist artist President of the 

Melbourne Savage Club (1945-1947). 

1946 Melbourne Social Realists, Counihan, O’Connor and Bergner resign from CAS and join the VAS. 

They exhibit as Three Realist Artists at the Myer Art Gallery, Melbourne. (16–25 July) 

VAS artist, William Dargie, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of L C Robson, MC, MA. 

1947 Grace Crowley joins the CAS (NSW branch). 

The VAS publishes an art journal The Australian Artist, featuring articles by serious contributors 

such as Prof Joseph Brown, Dr Ursula Hoff, Alan McCulloch, Paul Haefliger and Clive Turnball. 

VAS sculptor President, Orlando Dutton, organises the first VAS exhibition entirely of sculpture. 

VAS artist, William Dargie, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Sir Marcus Clark, Kt, KBE  

1948 Victorian Sculptors Society recontituted 

The VAS ceases publication of The Australian Artist. 

1949 

 

11th Annual Exhibition of the CAS. 

The AAA winds up and donates remaining funds to the VAS Development Fund. 

With the effective winding-up of the AAA and CAS, the VAS again becomes the largest and most 

inclusive art-exhibiting body in the State. 

Sir Daryl Lindsay appoints Ursula Hoff as the NGV’s keeper of prints and drawings. 

1950 Fellowship of Australian Artists (FAA) formed. 

VAS artist, William Dargie, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Sir Leslie McConnan 

1952 VAS artist, William Dargie, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Mr Essington Lewis CH. 
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1953 The NGV exhibition, French Painting Today, attracts 80,000 visitors and sells 10,000 catalogues.  

The exhibition includes Braque, Chagall, Léger, Matisse, Picasso and Rouault. 

The first Herald Outdoor Art Show attracts 3,500 entries and includes professional artists,  George 

Bell, Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, Guy Boyd, John Brack, Noel Counihan, Sybil Craig, 

Leonard French, Clifton Pugh and Danila Vaslieff. 

John Reed reactivates the CAS. Committee members included Arthur Boyd, Lawrence Daws, Neil 

Douglas, Joy Hester, Clifford Last, John Perceival and Clifton Pugh.  Georges Mora becomes 

President. 

1954 The FAA organises a Royal Tour Exhibition in the Melbourne Town Hall featuring Howard Ashton, 

Len Annois, George Bell, Ernest Buckmaster, Charles Bush, William Dargie, William Dobell, 

Russell Drysdale, Harley Griffiths, Hans Heyson, Daryl Lindsay, Lionel Lindsay, Norman Lindsay 

and modernists, Arthur Boyd, James Gleeson, Dellafield Cook, James Gleeson, Sali Herman and 

Roger Kemp. 

The CAS organises a competing The Contemporary Artists’ Society Anti-Royal Tour Exhibition in 

Mirka Mora’s basement studio at the Grosvenor Chambers, featuring Sam Atyeo, Yosl Bergner, 

Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, Robert Dickerson, Ian Fairweather, Donald Friend, Sali Herman, 

Joy Hester, Roger Kemp, Inge King, Sidney Nolan, John Perceval, Norma Redpath, Michael 

Shannon, Eric Thake, Albert Tucker, Danila Vasilieff, Fred Williams and ors. 

Melbourne-trained artists, Russel Drysdale and Sydney Nolan, represent Australia at the Venice 

Biennale.  It is Australia’s premiere at the event. 

1955 The Australian Women’s Weekly establishes Australia’s first major art prize dedicated to women 

artists with the first prize going to a ‘portrait of a woman’ and the second prize going to a ‘portrait 

by a women’. (1955-1959) 

The Group of Four exhibition held at the Victorian Artists' Society (Lawrence Daws, John Howley, 

Don Laycock and Clifton Pugh) 

1956 VAS secretary, Rex Bramleigh, appointed Director of the Mildura Art Gallery. 

Federal Labor leader, Doc Evatt launches the Gallery of Contemporary Art (GCA), established by 

the CAS.  John Reed appointed director.  The opening exhibition featured donated works by 

Blackman, Boyd, Brack, Kemp, Perceval, Sime and Tanner. 

Tam and Anne Purves establish ‘Australian Galleries’, a commercial gallery in Collingwood. 

Melbourne Contemporary Artists exhibition at the VAS featuring works by George Bell, Dorothy 

Braund, Ron Millar and Phyllis Waterhouse. 

Clifton Pugh holds sell-out one-man show at the Victorian Artists' Society. 

VAS artist, William Dargie, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Mr Albert Namitjara 

VAS artist, L. Scott Pendelbury, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Constitution Dock, 

Hobart. 

Melbourne artist, Albert Tucker, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

1958 The GCA hosts a travelling exhibition of Contemporary U.S. Prints, loaned by MoMA (New York). 

John Reed converts GCA into the Museum of Modern Art and Design with Ruth McNichol 

appointed Director. (1958-1965) 

Actor, Barry Humphries, holds a one-man neo-dada show at the Victorian Artists' Society. 

VAS artist, L. Scott Pendelbury, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with The Chicory Kiln, Phillip 

Island. 

Melbourne artists, Arthur Boyd and Arthur Streeton, represent Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

National Gallery of New South Wales changes its name back to Art Gallery of New South Wales. 

1959 

 

 

 

 

 

Art historian, Bernard Smith, attacks abstractionists and announces new art group, The 

Antipodeans. 

The Antipodean Exhibition held at the VAS attracts unprecedented crowds.  (Artists, Charles 

Blackman, Arthur Boyd, David Boyd, John Brack, Robert Dickerson, John Perceval and Clifton 

Pugh.) 

Bernard Smith, in catalogue essay, publishes The Antipodean Manifesto. 

Gallery A opened in South Yarra by Max Hutchinson and managed by Clement Meadmore.  
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1959 

(Cont’d) 

The NGV appoints Brian Finemore as the first curator of Australian Art. 

NGV mounts exhibition of contemporary Australian sculpture, Six Sculptors, featuring Vincas 

Jomantas, Julius Kane, Inge King, Clifford Last, Norma Redpath and Teisutis Zikaras. 

Group M, photographer’s collective, formed. (1959-1965) 

Portia Geach endows the Portia Geach Memorial Art Award for a portrait by a woman artist. 

1960 The Argus Gallery opened in the city, managed by Ruth McNichol. 

Modernist sculptor, Julius Kane forms the Centre Five Group, comprising Vincas Jomantas, Julius 

Kane, Inge King, Clifford Last, Lenton Parr, Norma Redpath and Teisutis Zikaras. 

RMIT Art School establishes its own printmaking department.  

Melbourne artist, John Perceval, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Dairy Farm, Victoria 

1961 RMIT artist-printmakers, Tate Adams, Barbara Brash, Janet Dawson, Grahame King, Hertha 

Klute-Pott, Jan Senbergs and Fred Williams, create the group, Studio One. 

South Yarra Gallery opened in 1961 by the dowager, Violet Dulieu. 

The first Mildura Sculpture Prize held in regional Victoria. 

1962 Leveson Gallery opened in North Melbourne by the painters, Charles Bush and Phylis Waterhouse. 

The Public Library employs Joyce McGrath as the first full-time art librarian in Australia. 

The NGV holds the exhibition, Rebels and Precursors, Aspects of Figurative Painting in 

Melbourne 1937-1947. (Touring exhibition curated by Brian Finemore). 

VAS artist, Louis Kahan, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Patrick White 

1963 The exhibition, Recent British Sculpture, featuring artists such as Roger Butler, Barbara Hepworth 

and Henry Moore, shows at the NGV.  

South Yarra’s, Gallery A, establishes a lithographic workshop, headed by Janet Dawson. 

The Dunhill Collection previews at Autralian Galleries before touring the Australian States and the 

seven works donated to the State Galleries and one set aside for the Australian National Gallery. 

1964 The NGV exhibition, Recent Australian Sculpture, features Centre Five Group sculptors plus 

Melbourne-born and New York based, Clement Meadmore. 

1965 The National Gallery School, headed by John Brack, establishes a printmaking studio. 

Melbourne artist, Clifton Pugh, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of RA Henderson Esq 

1966 The Print Council of Australia established by Ursula Hoff, Grahame King and Udo Sellech. 

RMIT senior lecturer in printmaking, Tate Adams, establishes the Crossley Gallery. 

Melbourne artist, Fred Williams, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Upwey Landscape V 

1967 Travelling exhibition curated by MoMA, Two Decades of American Painting, goes on show at the 

NGV. 

Bruce Pollard opens Pinocotheca Gallery, featuring avant-garde artists, Robert Hunter, Dale 

Hickey, Robert Rooney and Peter Booth. 

1968 The NGV opens their new gallery on St Kilda Road with the exhibition, The Field, featuring 74 

abstract sculptures and colour field paintings.  Melbourne artists included Robert Hunter, Robert 

Jacks, Peter Booth and Janet Dawson (Exhibition curated by Brian Finemore and John Stringer). 

VAS artist, L. Scott Pendelbury, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Road to Whistlewood 

1970 Melbourne artist, Eric Smith, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Gruzman - architect 

1971 Melbourne artist, Rick Amor, becomes the final recipient of the National Gallery of Victoria 

Travelling Scholarship.   

Melbourne artist, Clifton Pugh, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Sir John McEwan 

1972 The Victoria College of the Arts (VCA) created, incorporating the National Gallery School. 

The VAS initiates a Special Exhibition, designed to highlight its membership’s most accomplished 

artists. 

Melbourne artist, Clifton Pugh, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of The Hon E. G. Whitlam 

1973 The VCA Art School opens with sculptor, Lenton Parr, as inaugural director. 

NGV Director, Eric Westbrook, addresses the VAS Council on suggested initiatives. 
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1974 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The VAS Council releases a strategy document, Proposed Victorian artists’ Society Additional 

activities 1974, incorporating many of Westbrook’s suggested initiatives. 

Lenton Parr releases his manifesto, Education Specification, The VCA 1974. 

Exhibiting Society, The Australian Guild of Realist Artists, formed in Melbourne. Founding artist 

members included William Dargie, Paul Fitzgerald, Kathlyn Ballard and Kenneth Jack MBE. 

The Melbourne City Council donates $1,000 to the VAS to establish the annual The Lord Mayor’s 

Acquisitive Art Award. (1974-1984) 

The Watercolour Society of Victoria (WSV), founded by VAS member, Kathlyn Ballard. 

The Wildlife Art Society of Australasia established to promote wildlife art. 

Travelling exhibition curated by MoMA, Some Recent American Art, at the NGV. 

Melbourne artist, Eric Smith, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Redfern Landscape 

1976 Australian Commercial Galleries Association (ACGA) formed in Melbourne. 

Melbourne artist, Fred Williams, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Mt Kocsiusko 

1977 VAS membership numbers reach 1,000. 

The VAS hosts the first Conference of Art Societies, with fifteen other Societies sending 

representatives.   

The Federal Governments grants ACGA $5,000 to assist their exhibition program. 

1978 Melbourne artists, John Davis and Ken Unsworth, represent Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

1980 Melbourne City Council commissions Ron Robertson-Swan’s abstract sculpture, The Vault, for its 

new City Square. 

Melbourne artist, William Delafield Cook II, wins the Wynne Prize with A Waterfall – Strath Creek. 

Melbourne artist, Kevin Morteson, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

1981 The First Australian Sculpture Triennial takes place at the Preston Institute of Technology and La 

Trobe University.   

Melbourne artist, Eric Smith, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Rudy Komon 

1982 Artist collaborative, ROAR Studios, opens in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy.  The original ROAR artists 

were Richard Birmingham, Sarah Faulkner, Andrew Ferguson, Peter Ferguson, Wayne Eager, 

Pasquali Giardino, Karan Hayman, Mark Howson, David Larwill, Mike Nicholls, Jill Noble, Mark 

Schaller and Judi Singleton. 

Melbourne artist, Eric Smith, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Peter Sculthorpe. 

Melbourne artist, Peter Booth, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

1983 The Australian Centre for Contemporary Art (ACCA) opens in South Yarra. 

1984 The Second Australian Sculpture Triennial, or Australian Sculpture Now, takes place at the Heide 

Park and Art Gallery in Bulleen and the National Gallery of Victoria. 

1985 The VAS holds a Heritage Exhibition to commemorate the State Government’s sesquicentenary 

celebrations, attracting over 5,000 visitors.  The exhibition featured works of prominent past and 

present artist members, including George Bell, Rupert Bunny, Louis Buvelot, Charles Conder, 

William Dargie, Jock Frater, Bernard Hall, John Longstaff, W.B. McInnes, Max Meldrum, Tom 

Roberts and Arthur Streeton.   

1986 The Pastel Society of Victoria (PSV) formed. 

1987 The VAS mounts an exhibition, Melbourne through the Ages, in the ANZ Gothic banking chambers 

on Collins Street. 

The VAS brings American watercolourist, Betty Lou Schlemm to Australia for a demonstration 

and workshop. 

The Melbourne Savage Club initiates the Savage Biennial Art Prize. (1987-2013) 

1988 

 

 

 

 

The VAS hosts a Bicentennial Festival of Arts and holds Master Classes, and publishes a limited 

edition Bi-Centennial booklet to celebrate Australia’s bi-centenary. 

The VAS hosts the 1988 Travelling Exhibition for the Doug Moran National Portrait Prize.  The 

exhibition attracted over 150 visitors per day and generated 300 catalogue sales.  
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Melbourne artist, Arthur Boyd, represents Australia in the newly-opened Australian Pavilion at the 

Venice Biennale. 

1989 The VAS awards Sir William Dargie its Medal of Honour for ‘distinguished services to the visual 

arts’. 

1990 The VAS awards Murray Griffin its Medal of Honour for ‘outstanding contribution to art’. 

1992 The VCA Art School merges with the Prahran Faculty of Art (Victoria College). Visual artists 

employed included Peter Booth, Jock Clutterbuck, Elizabeth Gower, Alun Leach-Jones, Allan 

Mitelman, Paul Partos, Gareth Sansom, John Walker and Murray Walker.  

The Australian Society of Miniature Art, Victoria, founded. 

1993 Melbourne artist, Jenny Watson, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

1994 Melbourne artist, Ted May, forms the Melbourne Art Club. (MAC) (1994-2001) 

 

 

1995 

 

The Victorian Government releases ‘Arts 21’ as part of their Agenda 21 strategy for developing the 

arts industry into the next century. 

Melbourne photographer, Bill Henson, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

1997 The VAS receives a $40,000 grant from Heritage Victoria for restoration of its façade. 

The VAS employs heritage architect, Allan Willingham, to produce a Conservation Management 

Plan. 

The MAC releases the Melbourne Arts Club Business Plan, with plans to redevelop the railway 

offices at Flinders Street Station as an arts hub. 

1998 Melbourne artist, Lewis Miller, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of fellow Melbourne artist, 

Allan Mitelman.  

1999 Melbourne artist, Ted May, forms the Melbourne Art Club. 

Melbourne artist, Howard Arkley, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

2000 The MSC commences a series of monthly Artist Lunches, featuring prominent guest speakers from 

academia and all sectors of the ‘Art World’. 

 Melbourne artist, Kristin Headlam, wins the Doug Moran National Portrait Prize. 

2001 Melbourne artist, Aida Thomescu, wins the Wynne Prize for landscape with Piatra. 

Melbourne artist, Lyndal Jones, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

2002 ACCA relocates to new purpose-built premises in the Southbank Melbourne Arts Precinct. 

The new Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia opens in Federation Square.  

2003 The RACV Club engages Dr Chris McAuliffe of the Ian Potter Museum of Art at Melbourne 

University to assemble a major contemporary art collection. 

The St Kilda Road gallery officially re-opened after renovations by Italian architect Mario Bellini. 

It is renamed NGV International. 

Melbourne collectors, Eva and Marc Besen, establish the TarraWarra Museum of Art (TWMA). 

The annual Montalto Sculpture Prize established by Red Hill vineyard owners, John and Wendy 

Mitchell. 

Melbourne artist, Patricia Picinini, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

2005 The NGV mounts the biggest single-artist photography show in the nation’s history, Bill Henson: 

Three Decades of Photography. The show attracted record numbers for an exhibition of 

contemporary art. 

Melbourne-trained artist, Ricky Swallow, represents Australia at the Venice Biennale. 

2006 Melbourne artist, Peter Wegner, wins Australia’s richest portrait prize, the Moran Prize. 

Melbourne artist, Marcus Wills, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of The Paul Juraszek 

Monolith (after Marcus Gheeraerts) 

2007 The MSC holds the first annual Arts Dinner and issues a limited edition print prepared by a Club 

artist.   

Melbourne artists, Callum Morton and Daniel von Sturmer, represent Australia at the Venice 

Biennale along with Melbourne-trained Susan Norrie. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melbourne_Arts_Precinct
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federation_Square
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2008 Monash University art school combines with a new course in architecture and design. 

2009 Melbourne University's Faculty of Music amalgamates with the Faculty of the Victorian College 

of the Arts. 

Melbourne Architect, Corbett Lyon, and his wife Yueji, opened the Lyon Housemuseum. 

2010 Melbourne artist, Sam Leach, wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Tim Minchin. 

Melbourne artist, Sam Leach, wins the Wynne Prize with Proposal for Landscaped Cosmos 

2013 The Melbourne Savage Club Biennial Art Prize with the theme, Sopra Mobile (small sculptures), 

is won by club member Dale Cox.  The prize attracted fifteen entries from MSC sculptors. 

The major NGV exhibition, Melbourne Now, featuring 170 artists and designers, 600 events and 

mounted over both the Swanston Street and Federation Square buildings attracts 753,000 visitors. 

Australian Government releases Creative Australia, an updating of the Federal arts policy. 

 Melbourne artist, Louise Hearman wins the Archibald Prize with a portrait of Barry Humphries. 

2017 The NGV stages their inaugural NGV Festival of Photography. It was the largest display of 

photography in the NGV’s history, presented across multiple galleries at both NGV International 

and NGV Australia.  

The NGV exhibition, Van Gogh and the Seasons, attracts 462,262 visitors over 76 days.    

Melbourne architect, Charles Justin and wife Leah, open the Justin Art House Museum (JAHM). 

Melbourne billionaire philanthropist John Gandel converts his private sculpture collection into the 

Point Leo Estate sculpture park on the Mornington Peninsula. 

Melbourne artist, Daniel von Sturmer, wins the Melbourne Prize for Urban Sculpture. 

2018 The Kelvin Club elects practising artist, Prof. Su Baker AM, as president.  Baker is Pro Vice-

Chancellor (Engagement) at the University of Melbourne, Professor in Art at the Victorian College 

of the Arts, Director of the Melbourne Centre for the Visual Arts (MCVA) at the University of 

Melbourne and Editor-in-Chief of Art+Australia . 

The VAS receives a $25,000 grant from Heritage Victoria to produce a Conservation Management 

Plan.  

The Victoria Government announces plans for a new gallery for contemporary art, NGV 

Contemporary. 

Melbourne property developer, Michael Buxton, donates his collection of over 350 works by 59 

artists to the University of Melbourne, housed on Southbank as Buxton Contemporary. 

Gerry Ryan opens Australia’s largest commercial Aborignal Art Gallery, Mitchelton Gallery at the  

Mitchelton Estate Winery,90 minutes from Melbourne. 

2019 The VAS completes a major $2.5 million refurbishment of their heritage premises. 

RMIT School of Art ranked as the number one art school in Australia and number twelve 

internationally. 

Corbett Lyon extends the Lyon HouseMuseum with the Housemuseum Galleries. 

The national director of Australian Galleries, Stuart Purves, opens the Porcupine Ridge Sculpture 

Park at Hepburn. 

VAS ARartist, Richard Payne, launched Melbourne’s first augmented reality artwork installation, 

Unity hidden on the Art Centre lawn. 

2020 The VAS acheives their sesquicentenary on 31 January 2020. 

Victoria’s Governor opens VAS Sesquicentenary and Contemporary Exhibition (10 March). 

VAS closes their doors for the first time due to the Covid-19 pandemic (17 March-17 June). 

Melbourne Art Fair postponed from June 2020 to Febraury 2021 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

VAS Plans for a major Sesquicentenary Exhibition and souvenir catalogue due to the Covid-19 

pandemic. 
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# * Aisbett,  
John Carnegie 
(b. 1896 – d. 1964) 

Artist and architect. Long time Council member and Treasurer of the 

Victorian Artists’ Society (1933-1960).   Council member and secretary 

of the Australian Academy of Art. 

# * Allen, Mary Cecil 
(b. 1893 – d. 1962, 

Massachusetts) 

Artist, writer and lecturer on art. Exhibiting member of the Victorian 

Artists’ Society (1917-1925). Moved to the United States in 1926 where 

she established an art school, returning to Melbourne where she gave 

lectures on art. Art guide at the NGV. Art critic with The Sun. Exhibiting 

member of both AAAn & TMP 

  Amor,  

Rick 
(b. 1948-) 

Figurative painter, sculptor and printmaker. Winner of the NGV Travelling 

Scholarship (1968). Recipient of Australia Council residencies London, 

New York, Barcelona. Official war artist (1999, Timor Leste). Established 

the annual Rick Amor Self Portrait Prize in 2013. Winner of the $100,000   

McCelland Sculpture Prize in 2007. 

# * Annois,  

Leonard Lloyd (Len)  
(b. 1906 – d. 1966) 

Artist. Council member of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1945-1957) and 

involved with production of The Australian Artist. President of National 

Gallery Society of Victoria (1960). Winner of the Wynne Prize (1961 and 

1964).  

 * Argyle, The Hon Sir 

Stanley Seymour  
(b. 1867 – d. 1940) 

Premier of Victoria (1932-1935). President of the Yorick Club (1930). 

  Arkley, Howard 
(b.1951 - d. 1999) 

Artist, famous for his airbrush images of suburbia.  Represented Australia 

at the 1999 Venice Biennale. 

#  Ashton,  
Sir William John 

(Will)  

(b. 1881, Yorkshire, 

England arriv. Aust. 

1889  –  d. 1963) 

Artist and gallery director. Exhibiting member of the Victorian Artists’ 

Society (1905-1935). Director of the AGNSW from 1937-1945. A 

member of the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board from 1918 and 

Chairman from 1953-1962.  Winner of the Wynne Prize for landscape in 

1908, 1930 and 1939. 

  Atyeo, Samuel 

Laurence (Sam)  
(b. 1910 – d. 1990, 

France) 

Artist, designer and diplomat (France).  Prominent in the Australian 

school of abstract painting.  Part of the Heide Circle. 

# * Bale,  
Alice Marian Ellen  

(A M. E.) 

(b. 1875 – d. 1955) 

Artist. Exhibiting member of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1896-1951), 

and Council member in 1917 and 1918. Founding secretary of the Twenty 

Melbourne Painters Society, she also exhibited with the MSWPS and the 

AAAn..  She established the biennial A.M.E. Bale Travelling Scholarship 

and Art Prize through her will to help Australian painters. 

# * Ballard OAM,  
Kathlyn 
(b.1929 - d. 2013) 

Watercolour artist. President of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1995-1998), 

founding member of the Australian Guild or Realist Artists (and former 

vice-president). Awarded Life Membership of the Victorian Artists’ 

Society. (2007) 

# * Baskerville, 

Margaret  Francis 

Ellen 

Sculptor, watercolourist and educator. Foundation committee member of 

the Yarra Sculptors’ Society (1898-1909) and Honorary Secretary. 

                                                      

1 Some artists joined as a member (often for a year) to become eligible to exhibit in a Member’s Exhibition.  
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(b. 1861 – d. 1930) President of the Women’s Art Club and Council member of the Australian 

Institute of the Arts and Literature.  Married to C. D. Richardson. 

#  Battarbee OBE, 

Reginald Ernest 

(Rex)  
( b. 1893 – d. 1973) 

Artist. Taught Albert Namatjira how to paint watercourse and arranged 

Namatjira’s first solo exhibition at the Fine Art Society Gallery in 

Exhibition Street. 

# * Bell OBE,  

George Frederick 

Henry 
(b. 1878 – d. 1966) 

Artist, art critic and teacher. Council member of the Victorian Artists’ 

Society (1921-1925 and 1938-1945). Started the Bell Shore Art School 

with Arnold Shore to teach modernist techniques. Formed the 

Contemporary Group in 1932 and later the Contemporary Art Society of 

which he was first president.  Later formed Melbourne Contemporary 

Artists. Member of the T-Square Club. Winner of 1928 Crouch Prize with 

his painting Sitting Room, Mulberry Hill. 

# * Bellew,  

Peter Richard 
(b. 1912– d. 1986 

Paris) 

Magazine editor and art critic. Art critic for the Sydney Morning Herald 

(1939-1942). Editor of Art in Australia (1939-1943). Founder and 

secretary of the Contemporary Art Society [Sydney] in 1939.   

#  Bergner,  

Vladimir Yosl 

(also Josi or Josl) 
(b. 1920 Vienna, lived 

Melbourne 1937-1948, 

died 2017 Israel) 

Artist. Exhibited with Counihan and O’Connor in social realist 

exhibitions. Member of the Contemporary Art Society. 

  Besen AO,  

Marc 
(b. 1924) 

Philanthropist and art collector. With his wife Eva, established the 

Tarrawarra Museum of Art in the Yarra Velley in 2003 Australia’s first 

privately endowed museum of art.  The museum showcases their 

collection of modern Australian art. 

  Boyd OAM, David 

Fielding Gough 
 b. 1924 – d. 2011 

Sydney) 

Painter and potter.  Son of artists William Merric and Emma Minnie Boyd. 

Member of the Antipodeans group. 

# * Boyd, Theodore 

Penleigh  
(b. 1890  Wiltshire, 

England  

arriv. Melb. 1894 – d. 

1923) 

Painter. Son of artist Arthur Merric Boyd. Winner of the Wynne Prize for 

landscape in 1914. 

#  Bramleigh,  

Rex 
(b. 1923 – d. 2014) 

Artist, architect and teacher. Member of Twenty Melbourne Painters and 

the T-Square Club.  Secretary of the VAS (1959-1961). Director of the 

Mildura Art Gallery (1956-) 

  Browne,  Andrew 
(b. 1960-) 

Contemporary artist (painting and photography), Represented in most 

major Australian collections. 

# * Bryans OAM, Lina 
(b. 1909 Hamburg, 

Germany arriv. Melb. 

1910 - d.  2000) 

Modernist painter. Part of Jock Frater’s circle and member of the 

Melbourne Society of Women Painters and Sculptors.  Winner of Couch 

Prize for Embedded Rock. (1966) 

#  Bunny,  
Rupert Charles 

Wunsten  
 (b. 1864 – d. 1947) 

Artist. Bunny spent 1884-1933 in London and Paris where he received 

considerable success. Inaugural artist vice-president of the Contemporary 

Art Society (1939). Council member of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

(1941-1945) and awarded Life Membership (1944). Member of the 

Melbourne Contemporary Artists. 
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#  Burdett, Basil  
(b. 1897 Brisbane – d. 

1942) 

Journalist, art dealer and critic. Associate editor of Art in Australia. 

Organiser of the Herald Exhibition of French and British Contemporary 

Art. 

#  Buvelot, Abram Louis 

(b. 1814, Switz., Arriv, 

Melb. 1865, d. 1888) 

Colonial artist. Pioneer of en plein air tonal Imprssionism in Australia. 

Foundation Council of the Victorian Academy of Art (1870-1873). 

  Buxton, Michael 
 (b. 1945) 

Art collector. In 1995, developer, Michael Buxton founded the Michael 

Buxton Collection, which grew to over 350 contemporary artworks.   In 

2014, Buxton donated the collection to the University of Melbourne along 

with funds to build a new museum to house it. 

#  Buzzacott,  

Nutter Taylor 
 (b. 1905 – d. 1976) 

Painter, prinmaker and educator. Exhibited in 1931 as part of The New 

Group. Winner of Crouch Prize (1940). Councillor of the Victorian Artists 

Society (1939-1947). Modernist. 

#  Catani, Ugo 
 (b. 1851 Florence, 

Italy, lived Melb. 1885 

– 1895, d. 1944, Italy) 

Painter. Foundation Councillor of the Victorian Academy of Art (1886) 

Foundation Councillor and exhibiting member of the Victorian Artists 

Society (1888-1892). 

  Cattapan, Jon 
(b.1956) 

Artist. Prof. Jon Cattapan is Director of the VCA. He was war artist in 

Timor Leste where he explored night vision technology. 

#  Chevalier, Nicholas 

(b. 1828, St Petersburg 

Russia, Arriv, Melb. 

1855, d. 1902 (Lond) 

Colonial artist. Acted as cartoonist for Melbourne Punch and Illustrated 

Australian News. His painting, The Buffalo Ranges, was the first 

Australian painting acquired by the National Gallery of Victoria. 

#  Clifton,  

Nancy 
 (b. 1907 – d. 1989) 

Painter and educator. Taught art at Ivanhoe Girls Grammar School (1951-

1972). Councillor of the Victorian Artists Society (1954-1957). 

# * Coates, George 

James 
 (b. 1869 – d. 1930) 

Portrait painter. Official war artist (WW1). Married to Dora Meeson, 

artist. 

# * Colahan,  
Colin 
(b. 1897 – d. 1997) 

Painter, sculptor and author.  Official war artist (WW1). Council of the 

Victorian Artists’ Society (1930). Foundation member of the Australian 

Academy of Art. Author of Max Meldrum: His Art and Views. 

# * Colquhoun, 

Alexander  
(b. 1862 Glasgow, 

Scotland 

arriv. Melb. 1876 – d. 

1941) 

Artist and critic. Member of the Buonarotti Club.  Council of the Victorian 

Artists’ Society (1898-1914). Art critic for the Herald (1914-1922) and 

later The Age (1926-1941). Regular contributor to the V.A.S. and Art in 

Australia. Foundation member of the Twenty Melbourne Painters and the 

Australian Academy of Art.  Trustee of the NGV (1936-1941) 

  Comte, Samantha 

 

Curator and Exhibition Coordinator at The Ian Potter Museum of Art, 

University of Melbourne. Former Curator of the Michael Buxton 

Collection (2006-16) and advisor to the RACV collection. 

#  Cook,  

William Delafield 
 (b. 1861 – d. 1931) 

Painter. Council member of the Victorian Artists Society. (1919-1931)  

#  Counihan, Noel 

Jack  
(b. 1913 – d. 1986) 

Artist. Foundation member of the Contemporary Art Society. Council of 

the Victorian Artists’ Society (1962 and 1963). Exhibited as a Social 

Realist. Winner of the 1956 Crouch Prize. 

 * Cox, Dale  
(b. 1969) 

Painter and sculptor. Twice winner of Melbourne Savage Club Acquisitive 

Art Prize [B&W] (2003) and [small sculpture] (2013)  
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# * Craig,  

Sybil Mary Frances 
(b. 1901  London, 

England – d. 1989) 

Artist. Appointed as an official war artist (WW2) to record the 

contribution of women to the war effort. Member of the New Melbourne 

Art Club, Twenty Melbourne Painters, the VAS and the MSWPS. 

# * Croll, Robert 

Henderson (Bob)  
(b. 1869  – d. 1947) 

Author. Biographer of Tom Roberts.  General secretary of the Australian 

Academy of Art and Councillor of the Victorian Artists’ Society. 

# * Crozier, Frank 

Rossiter 
(b. 1883 - d. 1948) 

Artist. Official war artist (WW1). Helped C. E. W. Bean illustrate the 

Anzac Book. Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1914, 1915 and 

1925). 

# * Dargie CBE,  
Sir William 

Alexander 
(b. 1912 - d. 2003) 

Artist. Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1944-1947 & 1964-

1967). Eight times winner of the Archibald Prize for portraiture between 

1941 and 1956. Painted Australia’s official portrait of Queen Elizabeth II 

in 1955. Head of the Gallery School (1946-1953).  War artist (WW2) 

Served on the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board for twenty years. 

Member of the Australian Academy of Art. 

  Davila, Juan 
(b. 1946, Chile  

arriv Melb. 1974) 

Artist. He was included in the 1982 and 1984 Biennales of Sydney, the 

1998 São Paulo Biennial and the 2007 Documenta 12 in Kasel Germany. 

  Desbrowe-Annear, 
Harold, 
(b. 1865 d. 1933) 

Prominey Architect and lecturer in architecture at the Working Men;s 

College.  Founder of the T-Square Club in 1900.Subject for W.B. McInnes 

portrait in first Archibald Prize in 1921. 

#  Dowling,  

Robert Hawker 
 (b. 1827 Essex arriv. 

Australia 1839 – d. 

1886 London) 

Colonial painter of portraits, landscape and genre. Exhibiting member of 

the Victorian Artists Society (1885-1893). Well known for his portraits of 

Tasmanian Victorian aborigines. Exhibited at the Royal Academy. 

  Drysdale AC, Sir 

George Russell  
(b. 1912 Sussex, 

England, arriv. Melb. 

1923 –  d. 1981) 

Artist. Winner of the 1947 Wynne Prize and represented Australia at the 

1954 Venice Biennale. Studied at the George Bell School (1935-1938). 

Famous for his images of outback Australia. 

  Dumbrell,  

Lesley 
 (b. 1941 –) 

Painter. Pioneer of the women’s art movement in the 1970s and one of 

Australia’s leading exponents of abstraction. Painter of Melbourne Art 

Trams (1986 & 2019). 

#  Dutton, Orlando 
(b. 1994 Straffordshire, 

Eng. Lived and worked 

Melb, 1920 –  1955,  d. 

1962) 

Painter and Sculptor. President of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1946, 

1947). Formed the Sculptors Society of Australia in 1932. Council of the 

Victorian Artists’ Society (1939-145), President (1946) and awarded Life 

Membership (1950). 

#  Dyring, Moya Claire 
( b. 1909 – d. 1967) 

Artist. Credited with being one of the first artists to exhibit cubist painting 

in Melbourne.  Part of the Heide Circle.  Married fellow modernist, Sam 

Atyeo. 

# * Dyson, William 

Henry  
 (b. 1880 – d. 1938) 

Australia’s first war artist (on the Somme and at Ypres). Illustrator and 

political cartoonist with the Melbourne Herald, Punch and Table Talk. 

Married Ruby Lindsay (Lind). 

 * Elliot CMG, Robert 

Charles Dunlop (R.D.) 

(b.1884 - d.1950) 

Country newspaper proprietor and Country Party Senator.  Trustee of the 

Public Library, Museum and National Gallery from 1924-1940 and later 

Trustee of the National Gallery from 1944. 
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  Ellwood AM, Tony 

(b. 1968 - ) 

Director of the NGV since 2012. Formerly Director of the Bendigo Art 

Gallery, Queensland Art Gallery and Queensland Gallery of Modern Art. 

  Evans OBE, Joyce 

Olga 
(b. 1929 - d. 2019) 

Photographer, curator, lecturer. Opened the Church Street Photographic 

Centre (1976-1982) which stocked specialist photography periodicals and 

showed leading photographers, including Max Dupain, Rennie Ellis, 

Fiona Hall, Arnold Newman and Alfred Stiegitz. 

  Evatt QC PC,  

Herbert Vere  

(Doc or Bert) 
( b. 1894 – d. 1965) 

Former High Court Judge. Leader of the ALP from 1951-1960. Patron of 

modern art and supporter of the Contemporary Art Society. 

Married to Mary Alice, painter. 

#  Evergood,  

Miles (formerly 

Myer Blashki) 
(b. 1871 – d. 1939) 

Artist. Member of the Prehistoric Order of Cannibals. Worked as artist in 

New York and London. Opponent of the Australian Academy of Art. 

 

  Fairweather, Ian 
(b. 1891, Stirlingshire, 

Scotland, arriv. Melb. 

1934  – d. 1974) 

Artist. Worked in Melbourne in 1934, mixed with early modernists and 

showed at Cynthia Reed’s gallery.  Represented in the NGA, all State and 

many regional galleries. 

#  Finemore, Brian 
(b. 1925 – d. 1975) 

Curator. First curator of Australian art at the NGV (1959-1975) where he 

was a pioneer of scholarly catalogues. Major exhibitions include Rebels 

and Precursors, Aspects of Figurative Painting in Melbourne 1937-1947 

(1962) and The Field (1968). 

# * Fink, Theodore 
(b. 1855 Guernsey, 

Channel Islands, arriv. 

Melb. 1861 -  d.1942) 

Art collector. Member of the Legislative Assembly 1894-1904, chairman 

of directors of the Herald press group. His eldest daughter married R.D. 

Elliot. Non-exhibting member of the VAS Council.  

  Forthum, Louise 
(b. 1959) 

Melbourne painter.  Known for her reassembled long perspective and 

aerial views of Melbourne  

#  Fox,  

Emmanuel Phillips 
 (b. 1865 – d. 1915) 

Painter and educator. Started the Melbourne Art School in 1890 with 

Tudor St George Tucker. Councillor of the Victorian Artists Society 

(1893-1900). Married artist Ethel Carrick. 

#  Frater OBE,  
William (Jock) 
(1890, Linlithgow, 

Scotland  

arriv. Melb. 1910 – d. 

1974) 

Stained glass artist and modernist painter. Member of Twenty Melbourne 

Painters and the Contemporary Group.  Councillor of the Victorian 

Artists’ Society (1962-1970) and President (1965–1971). Member of the 

T-Square Club. Awarded Medal of Honour and Life Membership of the 

Victorian Artists’ Society. (1973) 

  Fuller, Edwin 

Murray 
(b. 1892, Wellington 

NZ, - d. 1933 

Wellington) 

Art dealer and gallery owner. Council member of the New Zealand 

Academy of Fine Arts (1920-1926). Brought exhibitions of contemporary 

British art to NZ (1928, 1930, 1932 and 1935). Toured the 1932 show to 

Australia. 

  Fullwood, Albert 

Henry 
 (b. 1863, Birmingham 

England, arriv. Sydney 

1883, - d. 1930) 

Artist. War artist. Painted with the Heidelberg School artists before 

moving to Sydney. Co-founder of the Australian Painter-Etchers’ Society 

and committee member of the Australian Water Colour Institute. 

  Gandel AC,  

John (Aaron Jonna) 
(b. 1935) 

Melbourne Philanthropist and Art Collector.  In 2010 donated $7.5 million 

to the National Gallery of Australia.  Owns and developed Point Leo 

Estate and Sculpture Park. 
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  Gardner I I   John 

Lowell 
(b. 1937 

Massachusetts, New 

York  - d. 1898) 

American art collector and philanthropist. 

  Gilbert, George 

Alexander  

(b. 1818, Portsmouth 

England, arriv. Melb. 

1841, d. 1889) 

Artist, librarian and art teacher: Melbourne Mechanics Institution and 

School of Arts, founder of Melbourne’s first art school in 1841. 

#  Gibson, Aubrey 

Hickes Lawson (b.  

1901 – d. 1973) 

Arts Patron & Art Collector. Briefly attended the National Gallery of 

Victoria drawing school, Non-exhibiting Council member of the Victorian 

Artists’ Society in in the 1950s, and Deputy Chairman of the NGV. 

# * Greenhagh,  
Victor Edward 
(b.1900 Ballarat - d. 

1983) 

Sculptor and teacher. Created bust portraits of eight Australian prime 

ministers. Influential as a teacher in the modernist style. Council member 

of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1950s).  Head of art school at RMIT 

(1955-1965) which created the Victor Greenhalgh Scholarship in his 

honour (2004). 

#  Griffin, Vaughan 

Murray 
(b.1903 - d. 1992) 

Official war artist, painter and printmaker, Head of Drawing at the Gallery 

Art School (1946-1953) and Senior Lecturer at RMIT (1954-1968). 

Council member of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1928-1932), exhibiting 

member from 1927-1956 and awarded their Medal of Honour (1990). 

  Grishin AM,  

Alexander (Sasha) 
(b.1950) 

Author, curator, art historian. Emeritus professor of art history, Australian 

National University.  Author of Australian Art: A History and numerous 

publications. 

#  Gritten, Henry C.  

(b. 1818 Eng, arriv, 

Aust. 1853, d. 1873 

Launceston) 

Painter. Founding member of the Victorian Academy of Art. Contrinuted 

views to Troedel’s Melbourne Album and painted many scenes of 

Melbourne, Sydney and Hobart. 

  Haese, Richard 

(b. 1944) 

Art historian and author. Author of Rebels and Precursors: the 

revolutionary years of Australian art. 

#  Hall, Lindsay 

Bernard  
(b. 1859 Liverpool, 

Eng. arriv. Mel. 1892 – 

1934 d. 1935, London) 

Painter and teacher. Director of the National Gallery of Victoria (1892-

1934) and Head of the Gallery School. Awarded a Medal of Honour by 

the Victorian Artists’ Society. (1929) 

#  Hammond MBE,  

Stanley James 
(b. 1913-2000) 

Sculptor and educator (RMIT). Council member of the Victorian Artists’ 

Society (1952-1889), President (1972-1977), awarded Life Membership in 

1971 and the Medal of Honour in 1979. President of the Victorian 

Sculptors’ Society (1953-1956) and of the Association of Sculptors (1972-

1974). 

#  Harding,  

Arthur William 

(Bill) 
 (b. 1930 – d. 2012) 

Painter and educator. Councillor of the Victorian Artists Society (1965-

1973) and President (1991-1994). 

#  Handasyde,  

Stewart 
 (b. 1890 – d. 1920) 

Painter and lithographer. Exhibiting artist with the Victorian Artists 

Society (1893-1916) and Councillor (1898-1901, 1903 & 1904)  

# * Harrison,  Painter, cartoonist and critic. Art critic for the Argus and Australasian. 

Exhibiting member of the Victorian Artists Society (1913-1936) and 
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Harry William 

Bromlow 

(known as H.B) 
 (b. 1878 – d. 1948) 

Councillor (1916-1918). Foundation member of the Australian Art 

Association. 

#  Heathcote,  

Christopher Richard 
(b. 1959) 

Pinter, art historian and art critic. Art reviewer for The Age (1982-1993) 

and author of many books, including A Quiet Revolution: the Rise of 

Australian Art 1946-1968. 

  Henson, Bill 
(b. 1955) 

Photographer. Australia’s representative at the 46th Venice Biennale 

(1995). Twice subject of major solo shows at the NGV: Bill Henson (1975) 

and Bill Henson: Three Decades of Photography (2005). 

# * Herbert,  

Harold Brocklebank  
(b. 1891 Ballarat – d. 

1945) 

Watercolour artist, art teacher and art critic. Member of the 

Commonwealth Art Advisory Board, official war artist (WW2), 

Prominent Savage Club member. Founding committee member of the 

Australian Academy of Art. 

  Herman OBE, 

CMG, Sali  
(b. 1898  Zurich, 

Switzerland  

arriv. Melb. 1937  - d. 

1993) 

Artist. Studied at the George Bell School and vocal opponent of the 

Australian Academy of Art.  Member of the CAS. Four times winner of 

the Wynne Prize. Moved to Sydney in 1938. 

#  Heyson,  

Sir Hans 
(b.1877 Germany, 

arriv Adel. 1883 – 

d.1968) 

Watercolour artist (mostly landscapes). Exhibiting member of the 

Victorian Artists’ Society (1904, 1941, & 1951).  Foundation Council 

member of the Australian Academy of Art. Winner of the Wynne Prize for 

landscape (1904, 1909, 1911, 1920, 1922, 1924, 1926, 1931 & 1932). 

Winner of the Crouch Prize (1931). 

#  Hunter, Nada 
(b.1918 – d.2005) 

Artist. Council member of the Victorian Artists’ Society and member of 

the Melbourne Society of Women and Painters (1982-2005). Created 

annual Nada Hunter Portrait Prize in her will (from 2011). 

# * Howley, Richard 

John 
(b.1931 – d.2020) 

Painter & Musician. Showed at VAS in 1955 with other NGAS graduates 

as ‘Group Four’(Lawrence daws, John Howley, Don Laycock and Clifton 

Pugh). Active member of the MSC since 1993. 

#  Jack AM, Kenneth 
(b. 1924 - d. 2006) 

Watercolour artist. Founding member of the Australian Guild of Realist 

Artists. 

# * Jackson, James 

Ranalph  
(b. 1882 Bunnythorpe, 

New Zealand arriv. 

Sydney 1890 - d.  

1975) 

Sydney artist. Member of the Australian Art Association, Melbourne 

(1916-1933). Founding member of the Australian Academy of Art. 

#  James,  
Richard Haughton 

(Jimmy)  

(b. 1906 Sussex arriv. 

Sydney 1939 and 

moved to Melbourne 

1943, d.  1985) 

Painter, cartoonist and editor. Worked in advertising and then retired to 

paint. Joined the Victorian Artists Society (1946) and became Councillor 

(1947-1949). Founded and edited the VAS journal, The Australian Artist 

(1947-1949).   First President of the Society of Designers for Industry 

(1948-1955) and President of the National Gallery Society (1965-1967). 

#  Jenkins,  
Constance Lillian 

(b. 1883 Melbourne, 

moved to USA in 

1912,   d.  1961 San 

Francisco) 

Figurative painter. Winner of several awards at the First Australian 

Exhibition of Women’s Work held in Melbourne in 1907. First woman to 

win the NGV Travelling Scholarship (1908). Founding member of the San 

Francisco Women Artists’ Society. (1925).  
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  Justin, Charles 
 (b. 1946) 

Architect, art patron and collector. With his wife Leah, established the 

Justin Art House Museum in Caulfield North (2016) to display their art 

collection of over 300 contemporary artworks.   

  Kelly, John 
(b. 1965 London. 

Arriv. Melb. 1965. 

Now lives in Cork, 

Ireland. 

Painter, sculptor, critical writer.  Studied at RMIT and at the Slade School, 

London. Exhibited the Cow up a Tree sculpture on the Champs-Ėlysées in 

1999 [Now on permanent public exhibition at Docklands, Melbourne.] 

 

#  Kemp OBE, AO,  

Francis Roderick 

(known as Roger) 
 (b. 1908 – d. 1987) 

Painter and educator. Leading contemporary abstract artist. Winner of 

Blake Prize for religious art (1968 and 1970). Joined the Victorian Artists 

Society (1951). 

#  Lahey, Frances Vida  
(b. 1882, Queensland – 

d. 1968 Queensland) 

Artist. Studied at the National Gallery School under Bernard Hall and 

Frederick McCubbin.  Exhibited with the Australian Art Association. 

  Larwill, David 
(b.1956 - d. 2011) 

Artist, draughtsman and printmaker.  Founding member of ROAR Studios. 

#  Lawlor, Adrian  
 (b. 1889 London, 

arriv. Melb.  1916 – d. 

1969) 

Painter, writer and critic.  Prominent modernist artist and trenchant critic 

of the Australian Academy of Art, which he attacked in his book Arquebus 

(1937). Active in the Contemporary Art Society and Melbourne 

Contemporary Artists. 

  Leonard,  
Sir Reginald Byron  
(b. 1907 – d. 1986, 

Brisbane) 

Journalist and newspaper editor. Former board member of the Herald & 

Weekly Times. 

# * Lindsay,  

Sir Ernest Daryl  
(b. 1889 – d. 1976) 

Artist and gallery director. Appointed keeper of prints at the NGV (1940) 

and later Director (1942-1956). Member of the Commonwealth Art 

Advisory Board (1953-1973) and later Chairman. (1960-1969). Awarded 

Medal of Honour by the Victorian Artists’ Society (1956) and Life 

Membership. (1957) 

# * Lindsay,  

Sir Lionel Arthur  
(b. 1874 – d. 1961) 

Illustrator and art critic. Member of the Prehistoric Order of Cannibals. 

Staff artist at the Bulletin. Strong critic of modern art, which he attacked 

in his book Addled Art. 

#  Lindsay,  

Percival Charles 

(Percy) 
 (b. 1870 – d. 1952) 

Painter and illustrator. Black and white artist for the (Sydney) Bulletin. 

Councillor of the Victorian Artists Society (1903-1908)  

# * Longstaff Kt,  

Sir John Campbell  
(b. 1861 – d. 1941) 

Portrait painter. Winner of the Gallery School’s First Travelling 

Scholarship in 1987. Winner of the Archibald Prize (1925, 1928, 1929, 

1931 & 1935). First Australian knighted for services to the visual arts 

(1928).  War artist (WW1). President of the Australian Academy of Art 

(1838-1942). President of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1925) and 

awarded a Medal of Honour. (1933). President of the Australian Art 

Association.  Trustee of the NGV from 1927.  President of the Yorick Club 

(1929).  

#  Longstaff, William 

Frederick (Will) 
( b. 1879 – d. 1953) 

 

 

Painter. Official war artist (WW1). Cousin of John Longstaff. Exhibiting 

member of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1911-1913) 
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#  Loureiro,  

Arthur Jose de Souza 
(b. 1853 Portugal –

lived Melb. 1884-

1904, d. 1932 

Portugal) 

Painter. Trained at the Academy of Fine Arts, Orporto, Portugal. 

Foundation member of the Australian Artists Association. Member of the 

Victorian Artists’ Society (1886-1904) and Councillor (1887, 1893 and 

1896).  Taught art in Melbourne. 

  Lyon, Corbett 
 (b. 1955) 

Architect, art patron and collector. With his wife Yueji, established the 

Lyon HouseMuseum in Kew (2009) to display his art collection of over 

350 contemporary artworks.  In 2019 he opened a new public art museum, 

Lyon Housemuseum Galleries on the adjoining block. Lyon is a Trustee 

of the NGV. 

# * MacDonald,  

James Stuart (J.S.) 
 (b. 1878 – 1952) 

Artist, critic and gallery director. Councillor of the Victorian Artists’ 

Society (1912, 1913). Art Critic for the Melbourne Herald (1923-1929) 

and The Age (1943-1947). From 1928 to 1936, he was director of the 

National art Gallery of NSW and from 1936 to 1941 director of the NGV. 

Chairman of the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board (1949-1952). First 

witness against the awarding of the 1943 Archibald Prize to William 

Dobell. Member of the T-Square Club. 

# * Macgeorge, Norman 
 (b. 1872 – 1952) 

Artist, lecturer, occasional critic. Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

(1918-1920 & 1922). President of Australian Art Association (1922). 

Vocal opponent of the Academy. 

  Mackennal KCVO,  

Sir Edgar Bertram 
(b.1863 – d. 1931, 

Devon) 

Sculptor. Active in Australia and Britain.  First Australian artist knighted 

(in the UK). Executed the sculptured reliefs at Parliament House, 

Melbourne (1887).   

  Macnab, Iain 
(b. 1890 IIoilo, 

Philippines  

 - d. 1967, London) 

Wood engraver and painter.  Founded the Grosvenor School of Modern 

Art (London). 

#  Mayo MBE,  
Lilian Daphne  
(b. 1895, Sydney – d. 

1982, Brisbane) 

Prominent Queensland-based sculptor.  Founding committee member of 

the Australian Academy of Art. 

# * McCubbin OBE,  
Frederick 
(b. 1855 – d. 1917) 

Painter and educator. Key member of the Heidelberg School and 

participated with Roberts and Streeton in the 9 x 5 Exhibition of 

Impressions. Founding member of the breakaway Australian Artists’ 

Association in 1886. Drawing master at the gallery School of Design from 

1886 until his death in 1917.  Council member of the Victorian artists’ 

Society from 1888 and President in 1903 and 1904, when awarded Life 

Membership.  Founding member and first President of the Australian Art 

Association (1912).   

# * McCubbin OBE,  
Louis Frederick 
(b. 1890 – d. 1952) 

Painter and gallery director. Son of Frederick McCubbin.  Official war 

artist (WW1). Winner of 1929 Crouch Prize with his painting The Blue 

Dress. Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1930 & 1933-1936) and 

President (1933 & 1934). Director of the Art Gallery of South Australia 

(1936-1950). Member of the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board (1945-

1952). 

#  McCulloch AO,  
Alan McLeod 
(b. 1907 – d. 1992) 

Art critic, author, painter, cartoonist, gallery director. Art critic for the 

Argus (1944–1947), art editor and cartoonist  of the Australasian Post, 

associate editor for Meanjin Quarterly (1951-1963) and art critic for the 

Melbourne Herald (1951–1981).  Published the Encyclopedia of 

Australian Art (1968). Inaugural director of the Mornington Peninsula 

Regional Gallery (1970-1992). 



APPENDIX  III  DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

 

339 

# * Name Biographical Data 

#  McGrath OAM,  

Joyce 
(b. 1925 - ) 

Artist and art librarian.  Awarded a Churchill Fellowship in 1958 to study 

art libraries and museums in Europe and North America. Became the first 

full-time arts librarian in Australia and established the first Art Library at 

the SLV. Member of the Victorian Society of Women Painters and 

Sculptors. Exhibiting member of the Victorian Artists’ Society since 1955, 

Councillor (1990 – 2015) and made Life Member in 2004. 

# * McInnes,  

William Beckworth 
(b. 1889 - d. 1939) 

Portrait Painter.  Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1915-1939). 

Winner of the first Archibald Prize and 7-time winner overall (1921, 1922, 

1923, 1924, 1926, 1930 and 1936) Winner of the Wynne Prize (1918). 

President of the Australian Art Association (1923-1924), Member of the 

T-Square Club. 

  McClelland, Joshua 
(b. ? – d. 1956) 

Gallery proprietor.  Established the Joshua McClelland Print Room (1927-

2018).  Author of columns on art in both The Argus and The Herald during 

the 1930s and 1940s.  

# * Meeson, Dora  
(b. 1869 – d. 1955, 

London) 

First Australian woman artist elected a member of the Royal Institute of 

Oil Painters (London).   Married to fellow Australian artist, George 

Coates. Founder member of the Society for Mural Decorators and 

Painters in Tempura (1901, UK) 

#  Meldrum, Duncan 

Max  
(b. 1875 Edinburgh. 

Scot. 

arriv. Melb. 1889 – d. 

1955) 

Painter. Member of the Prehistoric Order of Cannibals. Winner of the 

Archibald Prize (1939 and 1940). Foundation member of the Australian 

Art Association. Opened the Meldrum Art School teaching his theories on 

tonalist painting. (1916-1926). Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

(1901 and 1912, 1913) and President (1917). Trustee of the National 

Gallery of Victoria 1937-1950). 

 * Menzies KT, AK, CH, 

QC 
The Right Honorable 

Sir Robert Gordon  
(b. 1894 – d. 1978) 

Politician. Prime Minister of Australia (1939-1941 and 1949-1966). 

Founder of the Australian Academy of Art (1937) and opponent of modern 

art.  President of the Melbourne Savage Club (1947-1962). 

  Mertz, Harold E. 
(b. 1903 New York - d. 

1983 Florida) 

Publisher, art collector and philanthropist. In 1964, Mertz established a 

collection of 150 paintings by 83 of Australia’s top artists.  In 2000, the 

Harold E. Mertz Collection sold at auction in Australia for $15.9 million. 

 * Miller, Lewis 
(b.1959) 

Painter. Winner of Archibald Prize (1998), Melbourne Savage Club 

Acquisitive Art Prize [nude] (2011) and official war artist [Iraq] (2003).  

VAS Portrait Week outside guest artist (2009 and 2010). 

# * Montford, Paul 

Raphael 
(b. 1868 London, 

England 

arriv. Melb 1922 – 

d. 1938) 

Sculptor. Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1926-1936) and 

President (1931 & 1932). His statue of Adam Lindsay Gordon (in 

Melbourne’s Spring Street gardens) won the Gold Medal of the Royal 

Society of British Sculptors (1934).  

 * Murdoch,  

Sir Keith Arthur  
( b. 1885 – d. 1952) 

Journalist and newspaper proprietor.  Chairman of the Herald Group. He 

established the Herald Chair of Fine Arts at Melbourne University. 

Chairman of Trustees of the National Gallery of Victoria. 

  Namatjira, Albert 

(Elea)  
( b. 1902 – d. 1959) 

Artist. First Aboriginal artist to work in a Western idiom. Awarded the 

Queen’s Coronation Medal (1953).  His first exhibition was held in 

Melbourne. 

#  Newbury, 

Albert Ernest (A.E)  
(b. 1891 – d. 1941) 

 

Artist. Founding member of the Australian Academy of Art. Council of 

the Victorian Artists’ Society (1917-1919 & 1933-1938). 
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  Nibbi, Gino  
(b. 1896 Ferno, Italy 

arriv. Melb 1928 – 1947 

d. 1969 Italy) 

Author, art critic, bookseller. Established the Leonardo Art Shop in Lt 

Collins St. selling foreign language art books and quality prints. Founding 

member of the Contemporary Art Society (1938). Held exhibition of 

Sidney Nolan and Albert Tucker in Rome in 1952 and wrote on Australia 

and Australian artists in Italian journals. 

#  Nolan,  

Sir Sidney Robert 

(Sid) 
(b. 1917 Melb – d. 1992 

London) 

Painter. In 1938 became a foundation member of the Contemporary 

Art Society.  Famous for his early Kelly Series painted at Heide in 

1946-1947 and his Bourke and Wills paintings. In 1951, he moved 

to London and had a series of successful exhibitions. In 1963 he 

received a CBE, followed by a Knight Batchelor (1981), a Order of 

Merit (1983) and an AC (1988). 

  Norriss,  

Elizabeth May (Bess)  
(b. 1878 – d. 1939) 

Watercolourist and miniaturist. Married to entrepreneur, J. Nevin Tait.   

Achieved acclaim in London and was made a member of the Royal 

Society of Miniature Painters (1907) and the British Water Colour 

Society. She exhibited at both the Royal Academy and Paris Salon. 

# * Nuttall,  

Charles 
 (b. 1872 – d. 1950) 

Black and White artist, etcher and illustrator. Cartoonist for Table Talk, 

Melbourne Punch and Sydney Bulletin.  (1948). Councillor of the 

Victorian Artists Society (1903-1923)  

#  O’Connor,  

Victor George (Vic) 
(b. 1918 - d. 2010) 

Artist. Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1947). Showed with Noel 

Counihan and Yosl Bergner as Three Realist Artists. Active in the 

Contemporary Art Society. 

# * Officer, Edward 

Cairns  
(b. 1871 – d. 1921) 

Artist. Winner of the Wynne Prize (1903).  First President of the Australian 

Art Association in 1912. Appointed Trustee of the National Gallery of 

Victoria in 1916. 

  Parr OAM, Lenton 
(b. 1924 - d. 2003) 

Sculptor and educator.  Assistant to Henry Moore in the UK from 1955-

1957. Head of RMIT sculpture school (1964-1966), head of the NGV art 

school (1969-1972) and founding Director of the Victorian College of the 

Arts (1972). 

# * Panton,  

Joseph Anderson 
 (b. 1831, Scotland, 

arriv. Aust. 1851 – d. 

1913) 

Painter (and military administrator). Commissioner for the first 

Melbourne International Exhibition (1855). First President of the 

Victorian Artists Society (1888-1892) and first artist to join the Melbourne 

Savage Club (1895-1909). 

#  Parsons, Elizabeth 
(b. 1831 England 

 – d. 1897 Vic) 

Watercolour painter. Only woman to be elected to the VAA Council.  

Exhibited with the Australian Artists’ Association (1886-1888) and the 

VAS (1888-1896). Member of the Buonartotti Club and founder of the 

Stray Leaves Club. 

# * Paterson,  
Esther 
(b. 1892 – d. 1971) 

Painter and illustrator. Council member of the VAS (1954-1968) and 

made an Honorary Life Member in 1968. President of the Melbourne 

Society of Women Painters and Sculptors in 1966. 

# * Paterson,  

Hugh 
 (b. 1856 Scotland – d. 

1917) 

Painter. Foundation member of the Australian Artists’ Association (1886) 

and the Victorian Artists’ Society (1888). Councillor of the Victorian 

Artists Society (1893-1901)  

# * Paterson,  
John Ford 
(b. 1851 – d. 1912) 

Painter. Associated with members of the Heidelberg School. Founding 

member of the breakaway Australian Artists’ Association in 1886. 

Councillor of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1888-1892, 1894-1896, 

1901-1903, 1905 and 1907-1911), President in 1902 and in 1904 was 

made an Honorary Life Member. 
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#  Patterson,  
Ambrose McCarthy 
 (b. 1877 – d. 1966, 

Seattle) 

Painter and printmaker. Member of the VAS and then the Australian Art 

Association.  Exhibited in the UK, France and later in America. 

# * Payne, Richard 
(b. 1957) 

Painter and Augmented Reality (AR) artist. In 2019 launched Melbourne’s 

first AR installation, Unity hidden, on the Art Centre lawn. 

# * Pendelbury,  

Laurence Scott 
 (b. 1914 – d. 1986) 

Painter and educator. Taught at Swinburne and was head of the Art School 

from 1963 to 1974. Winner of Wynne Prize (1956, 1957 and 1960). 

Councillor of the Victorian Artists Society (1960-1964) including 

President in 1962 and 1964. 

  Pollard,  Bruce 
(b. 1936) 

Gallerist.  Established Pinocotheca (1967-2002) Melbourne’s only 

genuine avant garde gallery showing over 300 cutting-edge artists, 

including Robert Hunter, Peter Booth, Dale Hickey Robert Rooney and Ti 

Parks. 

  Preston, (nee 

McPherson) 

Margaret Rose  
(b. 1875 – d. 1963) 

Artist and printmaker.  Trained in Melbourne but later settled in Sydney. 

Well known for her modernist woodblock prints. 

  Purves AM, Stuart 
(b. 1946) 

Gallery Director. National director of Melbourne’s oldest continuous 

commercial gallery (1956) since 1966, Stuart has grown Australian 

Galleries to two galleries in Melbourne and a Sydney gallery. Purves is an 

approved valuer under the Commonwealth Government’s Cultural Gifts 

Program, a member of the Melbourne Contemporary Art Fair board for 

ten years and president of the Australian Commercial Galleries 

Association. In 2020, Purves opened the Porcupine Ridge Sculpture Park.  

  Purves Smith,  

Charles Roderick 

(Peter) 
(b. 1912 – d. 1949) 

Artist. Acknowledged by critic, Clive Turnball, as one of ‘the three most 

significant Australian artists’ along with William Dobell and Russell 

Drysdale. 

# * Quinn, James Peter  
(b. 1869 – d. 1951) 

Painter. Winner of the National Gallery Travelling Scholarship (1894). 

Official war artist (WW1). President of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

(1937-1950). Winner of the Crouch Prize (1941). 

#  Rae, Isobel "Iso"  
(b. 1860 – d. 1940)  

Painter. Exhibiting member of VAA (1981-1883) where sho founded life 

classes After training in Melbourne, Rae moved to France in 1887 but 

continued to send and works back to Australia for exhibition. 

#  Ramsay, Hugh 
 (b. 1877 Glasgow, 

England. arriv. Melb. 

1878 – d. 1906) 

Portraitist. Whilst studying in Europe, received acclaim when four of five 

works submitted to the New Salon were hung (1902). Councillor of 

Victorian Artists’ Society (1905). 

#  Recknall,  

Henry J. (Harry) 

  

Painter and educator. Lived abd worked at Charterisville artist’ colony. 

Exhibiting member of the Victorian Artists Society (1888-1902) including 

Councillor in 1895. 

#  Redpath OBE,  

Norma 
 (b. 1928 – d. 2013) 

Sculptor. Founding member of the Group of Four (1953) and Centre Five 

(1961). Joined the Victorian Artists Society (1951). 

  Reed, John Harford  
(b. 1901 – d. 1981) 

Art patron and editor. Major supporter of modern art. Publisher of Angry 

Penguins. Director of the Contemporary Art Society Gallery and the 

Museum of Modern Art and Design. Established the Heide Museum of 

Modern Art in 1981. 
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# * Richardson,  
Charles Douglas (C.D.) 

 (b. 1853 Islington, 

London, arriv. Melb 

1858 - d. 1932) 

Sculptor and painter.  Councillor of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1890-

1896, 1901 and 1915-1936), Replaced Meldrum as President of the 

Victorian Artists’ Society from 1918 to 1924.  Founding member of the 

Yarra Sculptor’s Society. 

 

  Rix Nicholas,  
Emily Hilda  
(b. 1884 – d. 1961) 

Artist. Spent a period overseas and exhibited in France and Australia. 

Active in the Victorian Artists’ Society. A staunch critic of modernism. 

Member of the Melbourne Society of Women Painters and Sculptors. 

# * Roberts,  

Thomas William 

(Tom)  
(b. 1856 Dorset, arriv. 

Melb. 1869 – d. 1931) 

Artist. First major Australian artist to be accepted to study at the Royal 

Academy (London) from 1881-1884. Key member of the Heidelberg 

School and participated with McCubbin and Streeton in the 9 x 5 

Exhibition of Impressions. Founding member of the breakaway Australian 

Artists’ Association in 1886 and founding Councillor of the Victorian 

Artists’ Society (1888-1892). 

# * Rowan, 

Marian Ellis 
 (b. 1848 – d. 1922) 

Artist and botanical artist. Early exhibiting member of the VAS. There is 

an ‘Ellis Rowan Room’ at the Australian Club, which features botanical 

murals. 

#  Rowell,  

John Thomas 

Nightingale 
(b. 1893 – d. 1973) 

Artist and stage designer.  Councillor of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

(1931, 1932, 1935 & 1936), Twice winner of the Crouch Prize (1927, 

1937).  Senior painting master at Melbourne Technical College (1929-

1947).  

# * Rowell,  

William Nicholas  
(b. 1898 – d. 1946) 

Artist and stage designer. Founding committee member of the Australian 

Academy of Art. Councillor of the Victoria Artists’ Society (1931 and 

1933-1943) and the Australian Artists’ Association (1934-1935). 

Founding committee member of the Australian Academy of Art. Twice 

winner of the Crouch Prize (1939, 1942). Drawing master of the Gallery 

School (1942-1946). 

  Šënbergs,  
Prof Jãnis (Jan) 
(b.1939, Latvia. Arriv. 

Melbourne 1950.) 

Artist and printmaker. Winner of the Helena Rubinstein Travelling 

Scholarship (1966). Represented Australia at the São Paulo Art Biennial 

(1973). Member of the Visual Arts Board of the Australia Council (1984-

1987). Trustee of the NGV (1984-1989). Appointed Visiting Professor - 

Chair of Australian Studies at Harvard University (1989) 

#  Shirlow,  
John Alexander 

Thomas 
(b. 1869 – d. 1936) 

Artist and etcher. Artist. Councillor Victorian Artists’ Society (1909-

1914), Co-founded the Australian Painter-Etchers’ Society (1920).   

# * Shore,  

Arnold Joseph 

Victor 
(b. 1897 - d. 1963) 

Artist, educator and critic.  Councillor of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

(1950-1961) and President (1960 and 1961). Awarded the VAS Medal of 

Honour (1961).  Member of Twenty Melbourne Painters. Co-founded the 

Bell-Shore School of Painting (1932) teaching modernist principles. 

Winner of the Crouch Prize (1938).  Founding member of the Australian 

Academy of Art & Contemporary Art Society. Member of the T-Square 

Club. Art critic for The Argus (1949-1957) and The Age (1957-1963). 

  Smith,  
Prof Bernard 

William  
(b. 1916 Sydney – d. 

2011 Melbourne) 

Art historian, art critic and academic.  His books, Place, Taste and 

Tradition (1945) and Australian Painting 1788-1962 (1962) were two of 

the first books on Australian art history.  Author of the Antipodean 

Manifesto, which accompanied the exhibition of the same name in 1959. 

  Smith OBE,  
Sydney George Ure 

See entry under Ure Smith 
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# * Southern, Clara 
(b. 1860 – b. 1940) 

Artist. Member of the Buonarotti Club. Councillor of the Victorian 

Artists’ Society (1901-1906) and first female committee member of the 

Australian Art Association. Souther was also a member of the Melbourne 

Society of Women Painters and Sculptors, a founding member of Twenty 

Melbourne Painters and a member of the Lyceum Club. 

#  Spencer, Professor 

Sir Walter Baldwin 
(b. 1860 [UK] – arriv. 

Melb. 1887 -d. 1929 

[Patagonia]) 

Anthropologist, collector and Museum Director. Apponted Professor of 

Biology (University of Melbourne) in 1887. Editor of the Australasian 

Critic (1890-91). Trustee of the NGV from 1895Director of the 

Melbourne Museum (1899-1929).. Major collector of paintings by the 

Heidelberg School which he auctioned in 1919. VAS Council member 

(1917-1919) and co-editor of The V.A.S.  

# * Spowers, Ethel 

Louise  
(b. 1890 – d. 1947) 

Painter and printmaker. Founding member of George Bell’s 

Contemporary Group (1932-1938). Modernist. 

# * Stokes,  

Constance  
(b. 1906 – d. 1991) 

Painter. Winner of the NGV Travelling Scholarship (1929). Trained at the 

Gallery School, Royal Academy (London) and with André Lohte (Paris). 

Member of the Contemporary Art Society and then Melbourne 

Contemporary Artists. Joined the Victorian Artists Society (1951).  

Featured in a number of important group exhibitions. 

# * Streeton,  

Sir Arthur Ernest  
(b. 1867 – d. 1943) 

Painter. Member of the Heidelberg School of en plein air painters. 

Councillor of the Victorian Artists Society (1891 & 1892).  Official war 

artist (WW1).  Winner of Wynne Prize for landscape (1928).  Art critic 

with The Argus (1929-1935). Knighted for services to the visual arts 

(1937).   

  Sturgeon, Graeme 
(b. 1936 - d. 1990) 

Curator and author. Curated the Second Australian Sculpture Triennial 

(Australian Sculpture Now) in 1984. Author of several books on sculpture. 

# * Sumner MBE,  

Alan Robert 

Melbourne 
 (b. 1911 – d. 1994) 

Painter and educator. Taught at NGV School since 1947 and was head of 

school from 1953 to 1962. Winner of Crouch Prize (1948). Councillor of 

the Victorian Artists Society (1946-1951) and awarded their Medal of 

Honour. (1990) 

# * Sutherland, Jane 
(b. 1853 New York 

USA  

arriv. Melb  1870 – d. 

1928) 

Landscape painter. A member of the Heidelberg School. Member of the 

Buonarotti Club and the first women councillor of the Victorian Artists 

Society (1900).  Sutherland was not included in the 9 x 5 Impression 

Exhibition. Awarded Life Membership by the Victorian Artists’ Society in 

1906.  

#  Sweatman,  
Estelle Mary  

(known as Jo or 

E.M.) 
(b.1872 - d. 1956) 

Painter. Councillor of Victorian Artists Society (1901-1910, 1912-1915 & 

1917-1918). Supporter of Max Meldrum.  Founding member of Twenty 

Melbourne Painters Society.   

# * Syme,  
Eveline Winifred  
(b. 1888 Surrey – d. 

1961) 

Painter and printmaker.  Council of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1924-

1957). Founding member of George Bell’s Contemporary Group (1932-

1938). Advocate for modern art. Member of the Melbourne Society of 

Women Painters and Sculptors. 

# * Teague,  
Violet Helen 

Evangeline 
 (b. 1872 –d. 1951) 

Artist.  Councillor of the Victorian Artists Society (1901-1904, 1907, 1908 

& 1914-1916).  Member of the Melbourne Society of Women Painters and 

Sculptors. 

#  Thake,  
Eric Prentice Anchor 
 (b. 1904 –d. 1982) 

Artist and printmaker. Exhibited with the Contemporary Group (1932-

1938) and with the Contemporary Artists’ Society (from 1938). Council 

member of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1954-1960). Winner of the 

Yorick Club Prize (1956). 
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# * Traill,  

Jessie Constance 

Alicia  
( b. 1881 – d. 1967) 

Neo-Impressionist Watercolourist and Printmaker. Member of the 

Australian Painters and Etchers Society. 

#  Tucker, Albert Lee  
(b. 1814 – d. 1999) 

Artist. Member of the Heide Circle and the Angry Penguins, group of 

modernist artists.  Foundation member of the Contemporary Art Society 

(1938) and President 1943 -1947. Attended VAS classes between 1933 

and 1940. Represented Australia at the Venice Biennale in 1956, Winner 

of the Women’s Weekly Art Prize (1959). 

#  Tucker,  

Tudor St George  
(b. 1862 Middlesex 

England, arriv. Melb. 

1881 - d.1906 

Middlesex)  

Artist. Member of the Buonarotti Club. Established the Melbourne School 

of Art (1893) and its summer school at Charterisville (1894) with Phillips 

Fox. Councillor of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1892-1895) 

# * Tweddle,  
Isabel May (Diana)  
( b. 1875 – d. 1945) 

Painter. Founding member of Twenty Melbourne Painters Society (1917). 

Founding member of George Bell’s Contemporary Group (1932). VAS 

Councillor (1912-1914). Committee member of the Contemporary Art 

Society (1938). President of the Melbourne Society of Women Painters 

and Sculptors (1930-1931) and (1941-1945). Modernist 

  Ure Smith OBE,  
Sydney George (Ure) 

(b. 1887 London, 

England  

arriv. Melb. 1889 – d. 

1949) 

Publisher and artist. Launched the periodical Art in Australia (1916) and 

in 1920 established the publishing house, Art in Australia Ltd. President 

of the Society of Artists (Sydney) (1921-1948), Founding Vice-President 

of the Australian Academy of Art. 

# * Vale,  
May  

(b. 1862 – d. 1945) 

Painter.  Member of the Buonarotti Society and councillor of the Victorian 

Artists Society (1900 & 1903-1906).  Foundation member (1888) and 

councillor of the Melbourne Society of Women Painters and Sculptors 

(1901-1902). 

  Vaughan AM,  
Gerard Ronald 

(b. 1953) 

Art historian, curator and gallery director. Director of the National Gallery 

of Victoria (1999-2012) and NGA (2014-2018) 

# * Vincent,  
Alfred James 

(b. 1874 – d. 1915) 

Cartoonist. Illustrator for The Bulletin and The Lone Hand. Active in the 

Melbourne Savage Club where he produced many program covers. 

#  Von Guérard,  
Johan Joseph Eugen 

(known as Eugène) 

 (b. 1812 Vienna arriv. 

Vic 1852 –d. 1901 

UK) 

Colonial artist. Exhibited with the Victorian Society of Fine Arts (1858). 

Curator and Master of the Gallery Art School (1870-1882). Founding 

Councillor of the Victorian Academy of Art (1870-1873).   

# * Waller OBE CMG,  
Mervyn Napier  

(b. 1893 – d. 1972) 

Artist and stained glass artist. Lost his right arm in WW1. VAS Councillor 

(1919-1922).  Senior art teacher in the applied art school of the Working 

Men’s College. 

# * Warner,  
Ralph Malcolm 
(b. 1902 – d. 1966) 

Watercolourist and etcher. Official war artist (WW2). VAS Councillor 

(1948-1958), including President (1950-1958) and was awarded Life 

Membership (1957) and a Medal of Honour (1959).  

# * Warren,  
Alan Edwin 
(b.1919 - d. 1991) 

Painter, printmaker and critic. Art critic for The Sun (1951-1972). 

Influential as a teacher in the modernist style. Member and exhibited with 

Melbourne Contemporary Artists. Council member of the Victorian 

Artists’ Society (1945-1951, 1958 & 1959).   
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# * Name Biographical Data 

 * Wegner, Peter 

(b.1953) 

Artist. Winner of the Doug Moran National Portrait Prize (2006), 

Melbourne Savage Club Acquisitive Art Prize [for B&W] (2009) and the 

Gallipoli Prize (2013).  VAS Portrait Week outside guest artist (2009). 

 

# * Wheeler DCM 

OBE,  
Charles Arthur  
(b. 1880 Dunedin, 

New Zealand arriv. 

Melb. – d. 1977) 

Artist. Winner of the George Crouch Prize (1932 and 1934) and the 

Archibald Prize (1933). Council member of the Victorian Artists’ Society 

(1924 and 1925).  Artist President of the Melbourne Savage Club. 

Competent painter of portraits, nudes and landscapes. Exhibited with both 

the Victorian Artists’ Society and the Australian Art Association. 

 

 

#  Wilkie,  

Leslie Andrew 

Alexander 
 (b .1878 – d. 1935) 

Artist. Worked as art critic for The Age (1905) the Argus and the 

Australasian. Exhibiting member of the Victorian Artists’ Society (1901-

1934), including Council member (1906-1918). Exhibited and secretary 

of the Australian Art Association (1923-1925).  Wilkie was appointed 

curator and later director of the AGSA (1926). President of the South 

Australia Society of Arts (1932-1934) 

#  Williams OBE,  

Frederick Ronald 

(Fred) 
(b. 1927 – d. 1982) 

Painter and etcher. Winner of the Wynne Prize for landscape (1966 and 

1976). One of the most highly regarded painters of his generation, he 

served on the board of the National Gallery of Australia. Member of the 

Victorian Artists Society (1947-1957)  

# * Wilson, Dora 

Lynnell  
(b. 1883 Newcastle, 

England arriv. Melb. 

1884 - d. 1946) 

Artist. In 1913-1914, exhibited as part of The Twelve Melbourne Painters. 

VAS Councillor (1925-1927). Known for her paintings of Melbourne 

street scenes. Member of the Melbourne Society of Women Painters and 

Sculptors. 

# * Withers,  

Walter Herbert  
(b. 1854 Birmingham, 

England arriv. Melb. 

1883 – d. 1914) 

Artist. Member of the Heidelberg School.  Council member of the 

Victorian Artists’ Society (1890-1913) and President in 1905. Winner of 

the first Wynne Prize for landscape in 1887 with his painting, The Storm 

and again in 1900. Awarded Life Membership by the Victorian Artists’ 

Society. (1906) Ran an art school at Charterisville in the 1890s. 

 * Wrest Smith, 
Christine  

(b. 1963) 

Artist. Former Councillor Victorian Artists’ Society (2000-2002), 

Treasurer and co-ordinator of teaching classes. 

# * Young,  

William Blamire 
(b.1862 Yorkshire, 

England  arriv. Melb. 

1895, d. 1935) 

Watercolourist and art critic.  VAS Councillor (1909). Designer of the first 

Commonwealth of Australia postage stamps (used 1913-1953). Art Critic 

for the Herald (1929-1933). 

 

#  Zander, (nee Peel) 

Alleyne Clarice 
(b.1893, d. 1958) 

Artist, curator and gallery manager.   Manager of Redfern Galleries in 

London. Organised the Exhibition of British Contemporary Art to 

Melbourne in 1933. Managed the New Gallery in Elizabeth Street, 

established by J. S. MacDonald. 
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APPENDIX IV  MELBOURNE CLUBS: AN OVERVIEW 

The Athenæum Club 

Formed in 1868, the all-male Athenæum Club has a long association with both the performing and 

visual arts, not surprising since its name derives from Athena, the Goddess of the Arts.  One of the 

Club’s founding members, James Smith, was instrumental in Melbourne’s earliest art societies and 

arguably the leading proponent for Melbourne’s National Gallery, and another, Joseph Panton, was 

first President of the VAS from 1888 to 1892.1  Another early Athenæum member, painter, Chester 

Earles, was President of the VAA (forerunner of the VAS) from 1875-1887. 

The Club has always focussed on its fine art collection and, in the early nineteenth century, this 

began to take place in earnest with donations of portraits of eminent members such as Sir Edward 

Holyroyd and Sir William Clake, the latter painted by Tom Roberts.2  The Club continued to accept 

donations through the twenties through to the early eighties, including works by emininent VAS 

members such as John Mather, Dora Meeson, William Rowell and Esther Paterson, although, on 

occasions, the Committee deemed works ‘unsuitable’.3   

In 1984, following major renovations, the club established a special Sub-committee to ‘purchase 

appropriate paintings to grace the ‘new look’ club and compliment those on display’ and assume 

the responsibility of reframing, cleaning and conserving works in their existing collection.4  As with 

most city clubs, the Athenæum has an accession and de-accession policy where they periodically 

review the collection and sell off surplus works to refresh their art holdings.  The Club currently 

boasts a solid collection of established art and current contemporary works, funded from one of two 

sources, investment returns generated by their Foundation or from the ongoing generosity of 

member donations.  In addition, the Club has held exhibitions within its clubhouse of artworks from 

member-owned collections or of specific Melbourne artists, such as Wolfgang Sievers (2006), 

Rennie Ellis (2006) and Jon Cattapan (2017). 

Between 2002 and 2017, the Visual Arts Committee ran a series of monthly arts-related lunches 

with guest speakers, which it discontinued in favour of holding ‘a range of events only when a 

suitable speaker or opportunity arises, expanding into twilight and evening events as well as 

lunches’.5   

                                                      

1  John Pacini & Graeme Adamson, Windows in Collins Street. A History of the Athenaeum Club, Melbourne, 2nd. edition, 

(Melbourne: The Athenaeum Club, 2001) pp. i, 19. 

2 ibidem. 

3 ibidem, pp. 29, 61, 69, 78, 248, 309. 

4 ibidem, p. 391. 

5 Michael Masterson, Athenæum Club Secretary, personal correspondence dated 29 November 2019. 
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Although boasting relatively few artists within its current membership, the club is a strong supporter 

of the arts. In 2003, the Club created a non-profit charitable trust for the purpose if promoting the 

arts supporting the education and artistic development of talented young Australian artists, with a 

major initiative being a Bi-annaul Visual Arts Research Award open to VCA Masters’ students. 

Since 2012, the Club has also had an Artist-in-Residence program, alternating between, Music 

Artist-in-Residence, Visual Artist-in-Residence and Literary Artist-in-Residence.  The Visual 

Artist-in-Residence, in particular, has been instrumental in assisting the Visual Arts Committee to 

procure quality speakers for the Club and arranging private showing member visits to major NGV 

exhibitions or other venues such as a 2019 tour to Hobart’s MONA.   

The Australian Club 

The all-male Australian Club is one of Melbourne’s wealthiest clubs and has long had an impressive 

art collection.  Like its counterpart, the Melbourne Club, from time to time, it has had to dispose of 

key works from its art collection to fund capital works required by regulatory authorities.  One 

example is the sale through Sotheby’s in the late 1980s of a set of Gould’s Birds of Australia for 

$350,000, along with Rupert Bunny's, Une nuit de canicule (also known as Four Women) to 

entrepreneur Alan Bond, for $1.05 million in what was then, a record price for an Australian 

painting.6 

The Club’s credentials were strengthened in the last decade when some of Melbourne’s leading 

gallery directors, Bill Nuttall and William Mora, joined their art committee and become involved.  

A major step has been the creation of The Gallery Restaurant as a ‘white cube’ to feature rotating 

exhibitions of works, loaned by or curated by club members.  Connections within the Melbourne 

art world, and within the membership, ensured that, since then, there has been a continuous parade 

of high quality exhibitions.  The first season of exhibitions  comprised:  Masters of the Australian 

Landscape, curated by William Mora, featuring works by Fred Williams and Paddy Bedford, a 

survey show of expatriate Melbourne artist Ken Whisson, curated by Bill Nuttall of Niagara Gallery, 

The works of Bill Henson, curated by Jan Minchin of Tolarno Gallery, Works from the Collection 

of Michael Buxton, curated by Charlotte Day and Samantha Comte and, finally, Roger Kemp Survey 

Show, curated by Rod Eastgate, of Eastgate Holtz.7 

The Kelvin Club 

In early 2012, the Kelvin Club, a mixed gender social club in the Melbourne CBD, wrote to the 

VAS suggesting a social membership arrangement between the two organisations. The Kelvin Club 

                                                      

6 “Record Price $1.05 million paid for Aussie Painting” Associated Press News, 3 November 1988; Paul de Servile, The 

Australian Club, Melbourne 1878-1898, The Australian Club, Melbourne. 1998. p. 244-260.  In 1991, the Bunny was 

later burnt in a warehouse fire in Middlesex, England. 

7 Peter Jopling, The Australian Club Exhibitions, vol. 1 (Melbourne: Sands Print Group for The Australian Club 2010), 

pp. 4-5. 
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had its roots in the Fitzroy and East Melbourne Bowling Club, established in Melbourne in 1865 

and, as such, preceded the Society.  

Obviously, both organisations were trying to increase their membership bases, however there was 

no real synergy between their cultures, and VAS Council member, Dinny Birrell, recommended 

that she was ‘not certain that the VAS would derive any benefit from forming an association’ with 

the licensed club and council recommended against without any real debate.8  Since then, the Kelvin 

Club has elected as president, Prof. Su Baker AM, Pro Vice-Chancellor (Engagement) at the 

University of Melbourne, Professor in Art at the Victorian College of the Arts, Director of the 

Melbourne Centre for the Visual Arts (MCVA) at the University of Melbourne, Trustee of the NGV, 

Editor-in-Chief of Art+Australia and a practicing artist. 

Currently, the Club is in the process of rebuilding their fine art collection, having in the past 

disposed of works to meet capital requirements.  This has included the sale in the 1980s of a 

Nicholas Chevalier, The Bogong Ranges, through Sotheby's Australia.9 

The Lyceum Club 

Similar to the Savage Club, the Melbourne Lyceum Club models itself on its London counterpart 

as, inter alia, the club for women, either interested in or who have distinguished themselves in the 

fine arts.  From the outset, the all-female club membership has contained practising artists, however, 

their connection with the fine arts is not restricted to practising artists and connoisseurs and their 

membership has included many respected academics such as art historian, Professor Margaret 

Manion, former Herald Professor of Fine Arts at the University of Melbourne (1979 to 1995) and 

University of Melbourne, Associate Professor of Art History, Alison Inglis AM.10    

The Lyceum Club’s members have been active in the visual arts and an Art Advisory Committee, 

of which only artists could be members, was established by Eveline Syme and has since been 

convened by Joan Lindsay, Frances Derham, Anne Montgomery, Ruth McNicholl and Helen 

Ogilvie.11  From as early as 1922, it featured a Sketching Circle that has been recently revived and, 

from 2008, the Club offers members Drawing Classes (where a fee is paid to the tutor).12  In 1925, 

an Art Circle was created, where members and guests get together monthly over lunch with a 

speaker drawn from the visual arts. Speakers range from curators and artists to critics and gallery 

                                                      

8 Dinny Birrell reporting on: “June 2012 Letter from Kelvin Club” cited in: Minutes of the Council meeting 11 July 2012, 

VAS Minutes 2012, VAS Archives, Melbourne, 2012. 

9 Terry Ingram, “The Wealth of Bunny Clubs is on their walls”, Financial Review, 2 June 1988. 

10 Patricia Grimshaw, “Manion, Margaret Mary (1935 - )”, The Encyclopedia of Women and Leadership in Twentieth-

Century Australia, the Australian Women's Archives Project, 2014. 

11 Joan Gillison, A History of the Lyceum Club (Melbourne: McKellar Press, 1975), pp. 92-93. 

12 Christine Collingwood, Convenor, Lyceum Art Circle, personal correspondence dated 6 January 2020. 
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directors. In 1987, current artist member, Cheryl Osborne, introduced an Evening Art Circle which 

ran until 1990.13 

The club has a fine collection of 450 fine art works, some gifted by artist members and others gifted 

by the general membership. These include some 360 paintings and works on paper, nearly 80% of 

which were created by artist members, a majority of whom were also members of the VAS.14  Of 

the remaining works by male artists and non-Club members, often these had a relationship with the 

Club (e.g. artist, Emanuel Phillips Fox was married to Lyceum artist, Ethel Carrick Fox).  

Many early Lyceum artist members belonged to the VAS, as do a number of the current artist 

members and some of the current Lyceum members have served on the Society Council.  The Club 

always exhibited works by individual Club artist members and, in the current premises, this occurs 

in their first floor gallery with one or two works hung in the ground floor foyer.  Previously there 

was a change of exhibitions every six weeks but, from the start of 2020, these are now rotated every 

four weeks.  Finally, since 2017, the Lyceum has formally featured an ‘Artist-in-Residence’, 

alternating yearly between women who are distinguished in art music, and literature.  The first 

visual artist in 2018 was Pakistan-born, Nusra Latif Qureshi.15 

The Melbourne Club 

Melbourne’s oldest club (estab. 1838), the all-male Melbourne Club has an impressive art collection, 

ranging from colonial works to contemporary, including works by Tim McGuire and Euan Macleod.  

In 1862, the club commissioned leading colonial painter William Strutt to paint a full-length oil 

painting of the late explorer, Robert O’Hara Burke, for 50 guineas.16  This is one of a number of 

important historical paintings, which include two fine watercolours by the celebrated marine painter, 

Sir Oswald Brierly, gifted to the Club by member Ernest E. D. Clarke, son of Sir William Clarke 

Bart. The Club did not however seriously begin to acquire paintings- portraits or landscapes – until 

the 1880s when members subscribed to a full-length portait of Frederick Armand Powlett, one of 

the Club’s early Presidents.17  In 1890, the Club commissioned VAS artist, James Clarke Waite, to 

paint another full-length portrait of early past-president James Graham, then the only original Club 

committee member still living in Australia.18 Waite was responsible for another portrait entering 

                                                      

13 Janette Margaret Bomford, Circles of Friendship : The Centenary History of the Lyceum Club, Melbourne (North 

Melbourne, [Vic.]: The Lyceum Club Australian Scholarly Publishing Pty. Ltd., 2012), pp. 59, 74, 262; Cheryl Osborne, 

Lyceum Club member, personal communication 6 January 2020. 

14 Sue Simpson, Convenor: Lyceum Club Art Advisory Committee, personal correspondence 5 January 2020. 

15 Sue Blake, Lyceum Club General Manager, personal correspondence dated 18 December 2019. 

16  Ronald McNicholl, Number 36 Collins Street, Melbourne Club 1838-1988, (Sydney: Allen & Unwin/Haynes in 

conjunction with the Melbourne Club, 1988 [reprinted 2008]), p. 81. 

17 Paul de Serville, Melbourne Club: A Social History 1838-1918, Melbourne Club, Melbourne, 2017, p. 261. 

18 Roland McNicholl, Number 36 Collins Street, 16; Ernest Scott, Historical Memoir of the Melbourne Club, (Melbourne: 

The Specialty Press, 1936), pp. 79-80. 
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the collection around this time (1890), that of the novelist, Thomas Alexander Browne, author of 

Robbery under Arms and The Miner’s Right, (who published under the pseudonym, Rolf 

Boldrewood) and was commissioned to paint another five portraits of past presidents and 50-year 

members.19  The last of these was in 1904, when Waite was asked to paint past-president, Joseph A 

Panton, ironically the first VAS President. Panton, a skilled amateur artist, had other ideas and 

convinced the Club committee to allow fellow VAS member, Frederick McCubbin, to paint his 

portrait, Joseph Anderson Panton.20  Apart from commissioning portraits of past presidents, the 

Club was increasingly the beneficiary of donations from members and, in 1891, Sir George Verdon 

presented the Club with Von Guérard’s landscape, The Mitre Rock and Lake (1874).21   

Like many Clubs, the disposal of key works from their art collections has been necessary to fund 

capital works of regulatory authorities.  In the case of the Melbourne Club, this has included the 

sale, in 1986, of a J.A. Turner bushfire scene for $320,000 and, in 1988, Rupert Bunny's, The 

Bathers, for $1.3 million to the Queensland Art Gallery towards funding new fire-precaution 

requirements of the Metropolitan Fire Brigade.22  The sale of the afore-mentioned The Mitre Rock 

and Lake by Von Guérard also took place around this time.23 

The RACV Club 

The mixed-gender RACV Club in Bourke Street is Melbourne’s largest city club with 30,000 

members. In 2003, two years before the club moved into its current multi-storey premises, it 

engaged Dr Chris McAuliffe of the Ian Potter Museum of Art at Melbourne University to assemble 

a contemporary art collection to feature in their new club premises and chain of resorts. The brief 

of McAuliffe was to ‘focus on contemporary art, reflecting the currency of the organisation and 

engagement with today’s experiences’.24 Opening with 250 works, the collection now contains over 

1020 works, all created this century and, in the main, by emerging and mid-career artists.25  The 

Collection is unique in that it represents a snapshot of the Melbourne contemporary art world at the 

time.  Whilst it lacks experimental avant garde works or the works of deceased artists, the collection 

contains possibly the best contemporary artists in Australia today, many from Melbourne.  

Melbourne artists include Andrew Browne, Stephen Bush, Jon Cattapan, Louise Forthum, David 

Keeling and Jan Senbergs.  The club doesn’t run art activities for its members apart from a guided 

                                                      

19 Thomas Alexander Browne, author of Robbery under Arms and The Miner’s Right, published under the pseudonym, 

Rolf Boldrewood.   

20 Paul de Serville, Melbourne Club: A Social History, 2017, p. 379. 

21 Ibidem. 

22 Terry Ingram, “The Wealth of Bunny Clubs is on their walls”, Financial Review, 2 June 1988. 

23 de Serville, Melbourne Club: A Social History, 2017, p. 280. 

24 Chris McAuliffe, RACV Art Collection (Melbourne: Royal Automobile Club of Victoria, 2005), p. 3. 

25 Samantha Comte, curator of RACV Collection, personal communication 6 June 2019. 
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‘Tour of the Club Collection’ hosted by Samantha Comte, Curator/Exhibitions Coordinator at the 

Ian Potter Museum of Art. 

The Melbourne Savage Club 

The all-male Melbourne Savage Club had its roots in its London namesake where membership is 

restricted to specific vocations, mostly in the fine arts.  Similarly, albeit not as restrictive as the 

London Savage Club, the MSC has had a proud and longstanding association with the arts. At the 

turn of the twentieth century, the club boasted most of Victoria’s prominent (male) artists amongst 

its membership, with ninety per cent of the works in its extensive fine art collection executed by 

artist members.26   In the early twentieth century, the club’s artists were prominent in its activities 

and it boasted the Archibald Prize-winning artist, Charles Wheeler, as president, whilst Sir John 

Longstaff, the first Australian knighted for services to the visual arts, was president of the Yorick 

Club with which it merged in 1968 

In 1987, the MSC initiated the Savage Biennial Art Prize.  The prize is acquisitive and judged by 

outside judges. In 2001, under the curatorship of the author, the prize conditions were varied, with 

entries restricted to a theme consistent with the genres in the collection.  The prize, although 

invitational, is open to members and non-members, both emerging and established and, through it, 

the club has broadened its collection by acquiring works by some of Melbourne’s foremost 

contemporary artists, including Noel McKenna (2001), Lewis Miller (2011) and Peter Wegner 

(2009).   

In the 2013, the Savage Biennial Art Prize was themed Sopra il Mobile (‘top of the cabinet’ or small 

sculpture) and won by club member Dale Cox. [A.1] In accord with practice, the entries were judged 

by outside experts in the genre: Robert Lindsay, Director of the McCellend Scupture Park and 

Gallery, Kelly Gellatly, Director of the Ian Potter Museum of Art at the University of Melbourne 

and former Curator of Contemporary Art at the NG, and Warrick Reeder, former Director of Heide 

Museum of Modern Art and Sculpture Park.   Controversy erupted, however when the club president 

objected to the winner, writing to the curator to say that he was ‘underwhelmed by the judges’ 

decision’.27  The winner of the art prize was one of fifteen Club member sculptors, amongst nearly 

fifty practising artists, that joined the MSC this century, generating a demand for more artistic 

activities.   

                                                      

26 Williams, "A Socio-Cultural Reading: The Melbourne Savage Club through Its Collections," p. 38 [Fig. 1 refers]. 

27 Robert Heathcote, email to Graeme Williams, Chairman MSC Art Committee, 23 October 2013. 
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A.1: Dale Cox (b. 1969) artist 

Tuesday Mickey, 2013 

Winner: 2013 Savage Biennial Art Prize (Theme: Sopra il Mobile) 
Medium: Mixed media 

Collection: Melbourne Savage Club 

In the last twenty years, the Art Committee has 

initiated a series of monthly Artist Lunches, featuring 

prominent guest speakers from academia and all 

sectors of the ‘Art World’ such as historian Prof 

Bernard Smith, author/critic John McDonald and war 

artists Rick Amor, Peter Churcher, Bruce Fletcher 

and Prof Jon Cattapan. 

Another innovation was the introduction of an annual 

Arts Dinner that not only featured a prominent 

speaker, such as Prof Sasha Grishin or Prof Chris 

McAuliffe, but featured club artists on each table, 

profiled in the menu, with the cover featuring a 

limited edition print created for the occasion by one 

of the member artists. 

A.2: Peter Walsh (1958-2009) artist 

Menu Cover, 2008 Savage Art Dinner  

Medium: Lithograph (1/45) 

Collection: Graeme H Williams OAM 
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APPENDIX V  WILKINSON RESPONSE ON MODERN ART 

Wilkinson, Kenneth (1912-2004), 'Modern Art Need for a Tolerant View', Sydney Morning Herald, 

12 September1932. 

Need for a Tolerant View. 

(By Kenneth Wilkinson) 

Australian artists returning from abroad have always had far too great a tendency to issue scathing 

denunciations of what they call "modern art." One after another of them, in interviews given to 

newspapers, have conveyed the impression that they went round exhibitions of contemporary work 

in Europe in a perpetual state of horror and despair.  

This is unfortunate. For the average man, who has had no opportunity to go to Europe and see 

present-day art with his own eyes, very naturally places reliance on the words of these artists.  He 

imagines vaguely that Europe since 1900 has been given over to a welter of cubist and expressionistic 

frightfulness. On the one hand, he is told, there are the "sane" painters, holding the fort of beauty 

valiantly against the forces of anarchy; and, on the other hand, these attacking cohorts, made up of 

people who revel in ugliness and distortion. It would seem that "sanity" is exactly congruous with 

painting of the old school, and that, as a reasoned consequence, the salvation of art would be to go 

back to the great days when Poynter and Alma-Tadema were in amongst the inhabitants of Olympus. 

It is perfectly true that a good deal of "frightfulness" obtrudes itself in current 

European exhibitions. Anyone who has been round the picture-dealers’ galleries in Paris, or who has 

visited the great annual exhibition in the Glaspalast in Munich, will grant this as a matter of course. 

But to stress this aspect of things exclusively, in a country as remote as Australia from the Old World 

artistic centres, is exceedingly bad policy. The difficulties of keeping up even a nodding acquaintance 

with contemporary art are great, given a strong will to do it; but where averted sympathies add their 

influence to ignorance, the problem becomes harassing indeed. 

"Keeping abreast of European art" may seem to the man in the street a rather precious and empty 

phrase. But keeping abreast of European art means keeping abreast of European thought. If works of 

art are the expression of mental outlook, so they, in turn, being fashioned, affect mental outlook. The 

extent to which intelligent people in Australia fail to realise this is the measure of Australia's lagging 

behind in the standards of Old World culture. 

Works that are still regarded as intensely "modern" and controversial in this country have long since 

taken their place in the hierarchy of art and artists abroad. Were pictures by Henri Matisse and 

Modigliani, for instance, to be placed on view in Sydney, they would probably create a storm of 

censure and derision. Yet In London-which, after all, is infinitely more conservative in its judgments 
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than Paris-these painters are accepted as distinguished artists. Their work commands large prices. 

Two and three thousand pounds is not out of the way for a good Modigliani. 

Conversely, canvasses by Alma-Tadema, which 30 years ago were selling for £3000, brought last 

year only £42 and £115 when two of them were put up at Christie's. 

SOME DANGERS 

Yet when men of restrained academic outlook begin painstakingly to be liberal in artistic matters 

dangers immediately arise.   

One saw that very clearly in last year’s Royal Academy exhibition in London after wandering about 

through room after room decked out with mild landscapes and portraits of titled people the visitor 

suddenly came upon a corner room in which some extraordinary examples of advanced art had been 

placed on view quite isolated from the rest.  Nothing more detrimental to the more liberal schools of 

painting could possibly have been devised for the people who go to the Royal Academy show include 

large number in among them many overseas visitors) who do not bother much about art exhibitions 

at any other time and these people being confronted with such queer creations labelled modernist will 

be unfavourably influenced in their ideas of the contemporary movement. 

London of course is always having little exhibitions, which keep its inhabitants abreast of what is 

happening not only in their own country but on the Continent.   Pictures by Braque Utrillo and Dufy 

are being placed on view practically every week. Not only the present and the immediate past but the 

great artists of bygone days are often represented.   

Last June for instance an excellent collection of Spanish masters appeared in the Harris Gallery in 

Bruton Street.  As I looked at these splendid canvases by El Greco, Velasquez, Goya, Murillo and 

others I could not help thinking what such an exhibition would mean if it came to Australia.  In 

London it was merely part of the year’s artistic round.  Here it would be a light in a great darkness -

an event worthy to mark an epoch for Sydney has seen nothing but very unassuming examples of the 

European masters. 

It is interesting to compare the National Gallery in Sydney with the Canadian National Gallery in 

Ottawa as against the scrappy collection of European paintings, which cover the walls here the Ottawa 

gallery gives a splendid comprehensive survey of art in the Old World ranging through the Old 

Masters to Van Gogh, Degas and Cezanne.  One recognises of course that the New South Wales 

gallery has always been limited in the moneys it has had to spend but this only reflects a careless 

attitude on the part of the community and especially of its richer members. 

Melbourne has its Felton Bequest, in America, influential people have been amazingly bountiful in 

supporting artistic activity.  During recent months in New York in spite of an adverse financial 

situation private enterprise has opened the admirable Whitney Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco 
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has the palatial Memorial Museum in the Golden Gate Park-a gift of the late Mr de Young, and so 

on. The record of American public spirit in these matters is a familiar one Australians recognise it 

but not do seem to emulate it 

ART IN CANADA 

During my visit to Ottawa last February,  I was specially interested In a large annual exhibition by 

present day Canadian artists for which the National Gallery had made room in its spacious premises 

On the whole the character of the work was very much on a level with the annual exhibitions here by 

members of the Royal Art Society or the Society of Artists In a few cases though one noticed that 

artists had imported the more advanced ideas from Europe and presented them in undiluted form The 

show thus gained a spice of controversial interest.   

Another highly interesting exhibition was the recent annual show by Chicago artists placed on view 

this year in the museum on Michigan Avenue.  The committee of judges had come in for some adverse 

criticism on the part of the local newspapers, for this exhibition by Chicago artists was right up to the 

minute as regards European movements.  I stood amazed at its modernity.  Far from being ugly and 

extreme most of the paintings were immensely attractive to anyone conversant with the contemporary 

European output.  

They had technical finesse and high vitality.  The burden of the criticism was that too little space had 

been given to the academic" painters, but exactly what the critics meant by academic I could not 

discover. To draw a line through the mass of artistic output and then to place some works on one side 

under the heading of academic and all the rest on the other side under the heading of modern seems 

painfully artificial and unreal.  

If the academic painters admit this schism between themselves and the moderns they are practically 

confessing that their practice is old-fashioned and outworn.   Surely it should be possible to look on 

the field of art with a comprehensive eye accepting the many and various schools even though one 

criticises them?1 

In London of course during the early months of this year the great artistic sensation was the French 

exhibition at Burlington House.  I was able to pay two visits to it in January but two visits was enough 

only to scratch the surface of the masses of treasure.  In the first place (it being then only the first 

week of the exhibition) the crush of visitors was so great that one had to worm ones way through the 

galleries and stand on tiptoe to peer over people s shoulders at some of the low-hung canvases.  In 

the second place the collection of pictures covered in brilliant fashion the whole course of French 

painting from mediaeval times to Gauguin and Renoir and who could hope to survey the whole course 

                                                      

1 Wilkinson. 



APPENDIX V  WILKINSON RESPONSE ON MODERN ART 

 

356 

of French painting in a mere two visits? The canvases by Renoir and Gauguin were of astounding 

beauty.  I have visited many public galleries of modern art throughout Europe and have sought out 

pictures by these artists wherever they might be found, but not until I saw these examples drawn from 

private collections (many of them in America) did I realise the true glory of these two artists So it 

would have been with Degas had I not been able earlier to see in Paris a wonderful assemblage of 

this painters work in the Orangerie with the Tuileries gardens, Monet and Manet burst forth in 

remarkable force and scope. (Visitors to Paris are often inclined to overlook the magnificent Monet 

wall-paintings which are also in the Orangerie -a splendid example of the French Governments 

support of art) and so on right back  through the history of French artistic achievement so polished 

so cultured and so definite, into the realm of sculptures and altarpieces from mediaeval cathedrals. 

 


