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Donna McColm: Anita, you grew up in Melbourne. The NGV holds a special place in the 
Victorian community; indeed, its collections are owned by the community. What is one  
of your earliest memories of visiting the Gallery? 

Anita Angel: My strongest memory of the NGV from when I was a toddler is of the Waterwall: 
it was a tantalising gateway to another world, a flowing curtain of transparent liquid behind 
which awaited a treasure house of art. Instinctively, I’d want to touch it, as a necessary ritual 
of entry. I see children still doing this today, and the delight it awakens is familiar. It’s like a 
form of ephemeral drawing. The Waterwall conjures that primal impulse.

For me, the NGV was also a place of discovery and learning, of solace and, sometimes, 
refuge – from the weather apart from anything else! I regularly return to visit my favourite 
works in the permanent collection and there are always new revelations. I’ve always loved 
John Constable’s Clouds, 1822, and Sassetta’s The burning of a heretic, 1423. Each work 
embodies a spectrum of human feelings: pleasure and pain, joy and terror, engagement and 
indifference. It’s pointless trying to analyse these experiences in a purely intellectual way. 
Words fail: the artists have said it all, really, without uttering a sound.

Managing Editor of Gallery Donna McColm  
interviews arts supporters with a passion for 
Australian Indigenous art David and Anita Angel,  
and discovers that it was art that brought the  
now retired Supreme Court Judge and art historian 
and former lawyer together more than twenty  
years ago. Photography by Olga Bennett.
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DM: David, before joining the Supreme Court in Darwin in 1989, you 
lived in South Australia. What drew your attention to Aboriginal art 
and culture? Did your interest in art begin at an early age?

David Angel: Yes it did, but my interest in contemporary Australian 
Aboriginal art was aroused when I relocated to the Northern Territory 
in 1989. I was based in Darwin and spent extended periods as a 
circuit judge in Alice Springs, accompanied by Anita. We have also 
visited the Tiwi Islands on many occasions, as well as several remote 
Aboriginal communities in Arnhem Land and the Central and  
Western Deserts. 

As a child growing up in Adelaide, I was aware of Aboriginal people, 
culture and objects through my family. My grandfather Frank Milton 
Angel was a close friend of Norman Tindale, then director of the 
South Australian Museum. He made field trips with Tindale and 
others and collected Aboriginal artefacts. My grandfather was an 
avid butterfly collector and published papers on his discoveries. 
Several butterflies are named after him. He set up a ‘museum room’ 
in his home filled with carefully assembled cabinets of lepidoptera 
specimens and Aboriginal artefacts, all of which he eventually 
bequeathed to the South Australian Museum. As a boy, I was 
fascinated by the museum room and spent hours in there. I also read 
Walkabout magazine for the first time at my grandparents’ place. 

In the 1950s my family also visited Point McLeay Mission (later 
renamed Raukkan) at Lake Alexandrina. The mission was founded 
by the Reverend George Taplin, to whom I am related through my 
grandmother. 

DM: David, how did you meet Anita? What was each of you doing  
at the time?

DA: We met in Darwin. I was working at the Supreme Court as a 
judge, and Anita was practising as a lawyer. She eventually saw 
the light and resumed working in the arts – her real love – as an art 
historian, researcher and curator. Running into each other several 
times at the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory at 
lunchtime on workdays, or on weekends, were defining moments.  
I would take short breaks from court and judgment writing to visit 
the museum. Anita was doing the same thing as me: looking closely 
at works of art and drawing enormous pleasure from the experience. 
She had earlier worked at the court, so we were already acquainted. 
A conversation about art began during those encounters, in earnest, 
and has continued for more than twenty years!

DM: You now spend time between Melbourne and Darwin. Tell  
us about what ‘place’ means to you in the context of your work  
and lives.

AA: ‘Place’ means home and belonging; it means work, love, family 
and friendship. It’s where you were born, where you choose to 
reside and are given an opportunity to make a contribution to your 
community, and where you return to. It’s also, for us, somewhere 
that nurtures a creative environment for making art, viewing it and 
enjoying it, and a safe haven to preserve it for future generations.

In Darwin we’ve developed what we call ‘non-biological’ families – 
most of us were not born there and immediate or extended family 
members are usually a few thousand kilometres away. Community 
is very important: lending a hand at unexpected moments, pitching 
in at every level to make a success of things together. The Northern 
Territory is also a meeting place for many cultures: Darwin can be 
as Asian as it is Aboriginal. Living on the edge of the continent, but 
closer to the rest of the world, lends a unique perspective to what  
it means to be ‘Australian’ and how the nation is defined.

‘Home’ for us will always be where the art is – where it was made, 
where it is best exhibited and appreciated, and where it finds a 
permanent home. We’ve been fortunate to live relatively close to  
the source of various streams of contemporary Australian Indigenous 
art, to meet the artists and their families and visit their homelands. 
That has been a great privilege. 

Yet Melbourne has also been ‘home’ for us in many senses: not 
only through family but also in the strong friendships and working 
relationships that have evolved over the years with Melburnians 
who took a genuine interest in what was happening ‘up north’ in 
the visual arts. Judith Ryan [Senior Curator, Indigenous Art] is the 
prime example. The remarkable evolution of the NGV’s Indigenous 
collections under her curatorship, and her associated exhibitions  
and publications, were major factors in our decision to gift works  
to the Gallery.

DM: Can you speak about how other art forms or artistic practices 
influence you, if they do? 

AA and DA: We both enjoy music – classical music, in particular 
piano, but also opera and jazz. Walter Pater’s maxim that all art 
constantly aspires towards the condition of music still makes sense 
to us. We read extensively – principally art books, philosophy 
(aesthetics), artist monographs, reviews, exhibition catalogues 
and art journals (Apollo is a favourite). We love cinema but have 
never been followers of the performing arts. We often joke between 
ourselves that ‘if it moves, talks or tries to make you do anything 
except look’, then we’re out of the room. 

The visual arts are our principal love and interest: a constant source 
of joy and revelation. We agree with Peter Schjeldahl’s take on 
aesthetic experience that it is about feeling, emotion and attuning 
one’s sensibilities, rather than engaging in a bloodless intellectual 
or cold conceptual exercise. Many of our favourite Australian and 
international artists, past and present, have shown courage and 
incredible skill in putting this into practice in their work. We agree 
with Schjeldahl that it’s time to reinstate the pleasure principle in art, 
and a belief in its ability to transform or transport you in some way. 

DM: How do your tastes in art differ or align?

AA and DA: We don’t like the word taste as a general rule. It’s become 
heavily freighted, thanks to anthropologists and sociologists, with 
notions of social status or class, public rank and elitism: the idea that 
one’s assessment of what is good somehow determines who you are 
and where you fit into society on a notional sliding scale. Something 
may be in ‘bad taste’ but still be good art. 

We believe in quality and the exercise of aesthetic judgement. 
Sometimes you get it right, sometimes wrong. The key is to practise. 
Recognising the factors that make a work ‘great’ takes discipline and 
study. Great art cannot be empirically defined, and any assessment 
combines objective criteria and human subjectivity. Looking at art 
across the board on a regular basis and making comparisons over 
time have been good starting principles for us. In the end, however, 
you never stop learning: categories are never fixed and should 
never be imposed. There’s always something to shock you out of 
complacency, if it ever comes to that. It certainly hasn’t for us and 
don’t expect it ever will.

Saying someone has a ‘good eye’ for identifying ‘great art’ has 
become something of a cliché, but the fact is that if you don’t 
practise looking and asking yourself why you prefer one work over 
another, you don’t get past first base. And it’s not only a retinal 
exercise but also about what you feel and think and know, in your 
head and in your heart and, ultimately, what you believe in.

We have a game we’ve played for years where we enter a public or 
commercial gallery space and immediately separate, look at the art 
as individuals, conferring later on the good, the bad and the ugly. 
We’re fortunate in that we’ve hardly ever disagreed. We suspect 
that’s largely due to the fact that although the experience of art is 
ultimately a personal one, we took this journey together.

DM: Which artists interest you most and why?

AA and DA: We’ve always maintained that you collect art, not artists, 
but nonetheless there are many artists whom we hold in high regard 
for their technical skills, mastery of medium and subject matter and, 
importantly, their ability to innovate while acknowledging earlier or 
alternative artistic traditions. The best way to answer this question 
is to say that these artists include Australian Indigenous and non-
Indigenous artists, as well as British, American, Spanish, German, 
French, Italian and Dutch artists working in predominantly traditional 
media – painting, drawing, printmaking and sculpture. Australian 
non-Indigenous artists we should mention, who are of special 
significance in Northern Australia, include Ian Fairweather, Tony 
Tuckson and Sidney Nolan. 

We are particularly drawn to works by modernist artists worldwide, 
by which we mean artists that have a modernist attitude or set of 
tendencies evident in their work and approach, not necessarily 
artists who are part of a recognised practice or school. We have in 
recent years become increasingly interested in works by Northern 
European artists from the seventeenth century onwards and English 
artists, especially works by late eighteenth and early nineteenth-
century watercolourists and painters who travelled abroad as well  
as worked on home soil.

We have also had a long interest in American Abstract Expressionist 
artists and earlier American modernists, such as John Marin and 
Arthur Dove, and also Winslow Homer. Works on paper have become 
a particular favourite for the medium’s intimacy and ability to reveal 
things that ‘resolved’ paintings often disguise or avoid.

DM: Could you share some of your memorable moments in 
collecting art?

DA: There have been many unforgettable experiences during the 
twenty-five years we’ve lived in the Northern Territory associated 
not only with collecting art but also with meeting artists and art 
centre managers, visiting galleries, rock-art sites and homelands in 
the Top End and Central Desert. These include visiting the Papunya 
Tula Artists gallery in Todd Street on an almost daily basis and seeing 
rolls of paintings unloaded from dusty 4WD vehicles by the field 
officers before being laid out in all their glory on the floor of the old 
shop and, later, the flash new gallery; Daphne Williams and Janice 
Stanton introducing us to the work of Pintupi masters, including 
Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri, Turkey Tolson Tjupurrula and Ronnie 
Tjampitjinpa, and then meeting the artists in person; acquiring the 
large-scale Warlungkura Reid Napurrurla painting we gave to the 
NGV in memory of the late Gabrielle Pizzi; attending the twenty-fifth 
anniversary exhibition of Papunya Tula Artists that David opened in 
1996, where we met Geoffrey Bardon; and Anita opening a Papunya 
Tula Artists exhibition in the mall in Alice Springs in 2007.

Some of our desert trips will never be forgotten, including Anita’s 
trip to Haasts Bluff with the late Gabrielle Pizzi, and our earlier 
trip together there in the mid 1990s where we met several artists, 
including Long Tom Tjapanangka, Mitjili and Marlee Napurrula, 
Gideon Tjupurrula and Eunice Napanangka Jack, Narputta Nangala 
and Daisy Jugadai Napaltjarri.

We’ve made many, often extended, visits in recent years to the  
Tiwi Islands, particularly to Bathurst Island, where we stay at The 
Keeping House, the art centre for Ngaruwanajirri Artists, for whom 
we hold a special affection, admiration and respect. We were also 
fortunate to get to know the late Jean Baptiste Apuatimi and her 
daughter Maria Josette Orsto (represented by Tiwi Design). Jean  
was a remarkable artist and a Tiwi woman of high degree. She 
attended David’s Ceremonial Sittings in Darwin at the Supreme  
Court when he retired. We were honoured to have her present.  
Jean’s creative accomplishments as an artist and her memory as  
a woman of great stature endure in her work. 

DM: You nominated to be photographed in the NGV stores. What  
is it about this kind of space that most appeals to you?

AA and DA: It harks back to what we discussed earlier about 
public galleries as treasure houses and the experience of art being 
essentially personal or private. What you encounter at exhibitions 
drawn from the permanent collections can be enthralling, but there 
is always that residual knowledge that what you are seeing is only 
the tip of the aesthetic iceberg. Sometimes, when you’re focusing 
on what is on display, you get a flickering recollection of another 
work you’ve seen before but is physically absent. It sets the mind 
wondering: is that work on the road or perhaps ‘at rest’ behind the 
scenes, and when might it re-emerge for public viewing? Storage 
facilities have always fascinated us: they’re a bit like an actor’s private 
dressing room behind the theatre stage. The collections collectively 
comprise the beating heart of the institutional beast: they are its 
reason for being and for action, and its driving force. Visiting works 
in storage is another way of going to the source, entering the engine 
room of the mothership; you never know what you might find there 
that sets off another chain of aesthetic experiences.

Join David and Anita Angel for an opening weekend conversation  
on Saturday 4 June at 2pm, as part of the exhibition Artist’s Hand  
and Collectors’ Eye: The Angel Gift, and read about the exhibition  
in Artist’s Hand and Collectors’ Eye: Aboriginal Art from 1990s to  
Now, by David and Anita Angel with Senior Curator of Indigenous 
Art, Judith Ryan. Exhibition runs from 4 June until 9 October 2016  
at NGV Australia. 
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Pages 14–15: David and 
Anita Angel in the NGV’s 
watercolour storage, in front 
of Maryanne Mungatopi’s 
Purrukuparli and Bima 2001 
and Wakartu Cory Surprise’s 
Tapu 1995


