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Almanac: The Gift of Ann Lewis AO is an exhibition 
that provides a road map of Australian art practice 
over the past fifty years, shaped by the vision of one 
of Australia’s most well regarded collectors and arts 
supporters. Ann Lewis’ pivotal role as a collector, 
philanthropist and, importantly, gallerist, enables us to 
consider a collection of works built at the forefront of 
Australian cultural production.

Almanac draws upon Ann Lewis’ gift to the Museum of 
Contemporary Art in 2009 of over fifty works from her 
private collection as well as a number of pieces already 
given to the MCA. It also includes works from Ann’s 
gifts to Newcastle Region Art Gallery and Moree 
Plains Gallery. 

The private collection as both concept and object is 
a way of collecting and assembling art work that is 
counterpoint to the idea of a public collection. A public 
collection is usually shaped within a defined set of 
parameters by a certain theme, history or combination 
of both. A public collection is fundamentally guided by 
a formal collecting policy. On the other hand a private 
collection is something that is personal, felt as well as 
intellectual. Instead of being solely about objects it may 
equally, and importantly, be about people. It may reflect 
personal networks and support, and is usually instinctive 
rather than methodical. 

In Almanac we find a space where the personal and 
public overlap. The exhibition veers across time and 
location, beginning with the work Constructive No. 24 
(1953) by seminal Australian modernist Ralph Balson.1 
A series of exhibitions of Balson’s work was held at 
Gallery A in Sydney in 1967, 1968 and 1969 when Ann 
Lewis was Gallery A director.2 Constructive No. 24 was 
included in the 1968 exhibition and is an outstanding 
example of Balson’s geometric, formal abstraction. 

Balson is a pivotal figure within the history of 
modernism in Australia and his work resonated, with its 
freshness and vitality, in the 1960s for young Australian 
artists who were searching for a way to abstraction. 
Balson’s painting positions Almanac within a wider 
sense of Australian art history. Richard Dunn’s Two 
squares (sphinx) (1975) and John Firth-Smith’s On the 
way (1973), while different in style to Balson’s formalist 
methodology, are also aligned in their exploration of 
abstraction’s potential and relevance. Recent works 
by Scottish artist Callum Innes and Melbourne-based 
Robert Owen bring a contemporary version of formal, 
abstract painting into dialogue with its recent past. 

Paintings by Aboriginal artists from remote 
communities included in Almanac, also fit within the 
context of modern, or contemporary, abstraction.  
It could be argued that a shift in Australian painting 
began in the 1960s, away from a very Antipodean 
breed of landscape and figuration, anchored within the 
clichéd and time-worn elements of the desert and the 
outback, and hastened through the ascent of abstraction 
as the dominant house style of Australian painting. 
Conceptualism’s re-alignment and debunking of the 
modernist trajectory in the 1970s is another fulcrum 
around which the ground is prepared for Aboriginal art 
and its influence from the mid-1970s onwards. 

Almanac presents a survey of Aboriginal painting 
practices from across the country. The work of Lockhart 
River artist Rosella Namok, Para way, other way 
(2001) gives us a version of traditional stories and 
contemporary life through a systematic method of 
picture making. In Namok’s work one is aware of the 
painting as being process driven, the action of scraping 
through the painting’s skin to reveal patterns and layers. 

1   Ralph Balson’s Constructive No. 24 is part of Ann Lewis’ gift of works to Newcastle Region Art Gallery. Almanac also includes sculptural works by Robert Klippel that are part of this gift 
as well as three works donated by Ann Lewis to Moree Plains Gallery. See the list of works in this catalogue for details.

2   Ann Lewis was director of Gallery A, Sydney from 1964 to 1983. In 2009, the major exhibition Gallery A Sydney 1964–1983, curated by John Murphy, was produced by Campbelltown Arts 
Centre (21 March–3 May 2009) and Newcastle Region Art Gallery (9 May–19 July 2009). It highlighted the pioneering work of the gallery and the exhibition publication included a detailed 
interview between John Murphy and Ann Lewis. See, John Murphy (ed.), Gallery A Sydney 1964–1983, Campbelltown Arts Centre and Newcastle Region Art Gallery, 2009, pp.119–131.
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Consisting of an upturned baby’s chair, a mirror ball, 
and a child’s toy plane, the work invests these humdrum 
materials with a sense of the political, referring as it 
does to the 2008 US political elections. Mikala Dwyer’s 
Wall sculpture (2002) also uses contemporary materials 
in unexpected ways and, like the work of Armanious, 
examines sculptural tradition through its retake on 
sculpture’s usual form—the relationship between figure 
and plinth and to exterior and interior spaces. 

Almanac includes a number of works by Aboriginal 
sculptors from both urban and remote communities. 
Burial poles such as Wukun Gathinikpa Wanabi’s 
Gudultja (from Yirrkala) and Jimmy Ngalakurn’s and 
Timothy Wulanjbirr’s Untitled (both from Maningrida) 
are contemporary examples of an ancient tradition not 
unlike Dwyer’s and Armanious’ invigoration of western 
sculptural practices. Where they differ is through the 
work’s direct links back to community and a familial 
and spiritual tradition. 

Two works by Lola Ryan, Harbour Bridge (c. 2000) and 
Sailing boat (c. 2000), emphasise urban Indigenous artists’ 
abilities to adapt and survive under the cultural weight 
of the colonisers. Coming from the Sydney community 
of La Perouse, Ryan’s artworks are part of a shell-working 
tradition linked to her community’s relationship to 
the sea and coastline of metropolitan Sydney. Taking 
Sydney-centric iconography, Ryan creates patterned 
surfaces of small sea shells gathered from the sands of 
Botany Bay and the New South Wales south coast, 
mixed with popular craft materials like glitter, and gives 
us objects that are full of personality and magic. 

The group of works represented in Almanac by 
photographer Jon Lewis involves the subject in the 
image as a collaborator. In Lewis’ hands the camera, 
which can be invasive, becomes a tool or space, in 
which both object and subject meet. The group includes 
works from projects completed in areas of political and 
personal struggle in the Asia-Pacific region including 

Bougainville and East Timor. Importantly, the group 
includes a number of works that, like Ryan, take on 
iconic Sydney scenes, such as the harbour and Bondi 
Beach, and imbues them with a common humanity.

Rosemary Laing uses photography in a different 
way. Where Lewis’ images maintain a sense of the 
spontaneous—the ‘decisive moment’—Laing’s works 
are carefully considered, constructed and staged.5 
This major difference marks them as two distinctly 
different forms. Laing’s groundspeed (Red Piazza) 
#3 (2001) is an interesting point of comparison. A 
rainforest landscape, dense and verdant, depicts what 
we would think of as ‘nature’—unsullied and wild. 
The artist introduces into this environment a carpet, 
patterned with floral motifs, laid upon the forest floor. 
By inserting such an artificial material into the scene, 
a surprising double take drives the image.

Anne Zahalka’s English Garden, Weston Park, Australian 
Capital Territory (2004) also deals with a similar 
interplay between what seems a very ‘real’ landscape 
but which is actually artificial. It is worth noting the 
garden is also in Canberra which takes the allusion of 
the natural world even further as it is a city planned and 
purpose-built for the Australian national capital. The 
kangaroos peer out at us like two-dimensional cut outs 
dropped into a European version of ‘constructed’ nature. 

This sense of incongruity pervades Almanac. The 
exhibition draws together meanings within an art 
collection when none may have been intended. The 
ideas the exhibition offers are only some of the possible 
outcomes and threads that can be connected in 
exploring this generous gift. It is a group of works with 
meanings that are permeable and shifting, with any 
number of thematic manifestations, centred around a 
collection of depth and currency.

Glenn Barkley 
Curator, Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney

5   The Decisive Moment is the title of a book published in 1952 by photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson and as a term has come to define a whole genre of intuitive-photo journalism or street 
photography which captures everyday events and actions, elevating them to the status of art.

Similarly in the works of remote area artists such 
as Dorothy Napangardi’s Sandhills (2004), Gloria 
Petyarre’s Leaves in the wind (1999) and Turkey Tolson 
Tjupurrula’s Untitled (spear straightening) (c.1990), an 
emphasis on the process of painting is paramount. 
The simple persistent acts of dotting or, in the case 
of Petyarre, stroking the canvas, could be seen as 
something akin to a performance. It is possible to 
compare in this instance these works with Neil Roberts’ 
systematic 92 bounces 30.11.95 (1995) where a ball, 
covered in boot polish, is bounced against paper. 

Further consideration of Australian painting in the 
wake of the rise of Aboriginal art, from the late 1970s 
onwards, for non-Indigenous practitioners, can only 
mean moving forward with a solid understanding and 
grasp of the potentiality that Aboriginal art offers. 
Paintings by non-Indigenous artists in Almanac 
produced over the past ten or so years suggest an 
interplay between the works of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous practitioners. 

The work of Ildiko Kovacs demonstrates this shifting 
clearly and when Kovac’s works—thick, ropey and 
gestural—are brought together with Emily Kame 
Kngwarreye’s equally gestural five panel painting, 
a dialogue begins between a Western, and very 
Australian form based on observation of the natural 
world, as opposed to imagery deeply imbued with 
a sense of the spiritual and anchored from being 
within the landscape. The shifting back and forth 
from these alternative view points lies at the heart of 
contemporary painting in Australia.3

The strictly formal aspects of linking objects across time 
and geography is at play within the exhibition. In many 
instances this would be as simple as putting like with 
like and then seeing what ideas are generated through 

the power of placement and context. For instance, the 
diversity of materials and approaches is reflected within 
the media and methods employed by the artists. The 
suite of teetering metal sculptures by Robert Klippel 
brings disparate forms into a playful completeness. 
Klippel, like Balson, is Gallery A ‘alumnus’. Lines, 
negative spaces, density and lightness of touch are some 
of the hallmarks that defined his sculptural practice. 
Figurative in their approach, in this instance it is 
Klippel’s use of found objects which makes them even 
more relevant: the re-articulation of found materials  
is a constant within this exhibition. 

With Rosalie Gascoigne the action of finding, 
arranging, and re-interpreting, draws out the material’s 
deeper meanings and attests to their previous life, 
whilst celebrating the landscape—the dry plains of 
the Monaro from which they spring and from which 
they are inseparable.4 Gascoigne shared an aesthetic 
with Canberra-based contemporary artist Neil Roberts. 
Roberts was particularly interested in the masculine 
world and his three sculptural works utilise found 
objects that have lived a previous life and now exist at 
the point of invisibility. Discarded springs from some 
great machine and abandoned to the vagaries of time 
are now elevated to the status of artworks. 

Hany Armanious’ Untitled Snake Oil (1998) is also 
about the transformation of materials from one state 
to another. The title conjures up ideas of a sleight of 
hand or backyard mysticism. The work consists of two 
components; a variety of common household glasses 
from which a cast is made of the interior using hotmelt 
(synthetic polymer). This cast is then placed onto the 
up-ended glass from which it took its shape. 

Similarly Ian Burns’ Showtime (2008) incorporates 
common materials from the domestic context. 

3   See, Djon Mundine ‘Save Your Pity: Master Works of the Western Desert’ in Murphy, ibid., pp.167-172. Importantly, in the context of this discussion, Mundine points out the links between 
Aboriginal painting in the early 1980s and its relationship to abstract artists such as Michael Johnson and John Firth-Smith, and its similarities to non-Aboriginal abstract painting. See, Felicity 
Fenner ‘Thinking Beyond Abstraction’ in Talking about Abstraction, Ivan Dougherty Gallery, College of Fine Arts, The University of New South Wales, 2004, and Nick Waterlow, ‘The Contemporary 
and Aboriginal Art’ in Beyond sacred: Recent Painting from Australia’s remote Aboriginal communities, the Collection of Colin and Elizabeth Laverty, Hardie Grant Books, Prahan, Victoria, 2008, pp.26–29.

4   See, Hannah Fink ‘The Life of Things: Rosalie Gascoigne at Gallery A Sydney’ in Murphy, op. cit., pp.147-163. Gascoigne’s work was first exhibited in Sydney at Gallery A in the 
exhibition Artists’ choice, 1975. Gascoigne’s work was chosen by Michael Taylor.


