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It stands to reason that in the world of Australian art, there should be as 
many different private collections as there are private collectors. But this is 
not exactly the case. Relatively few local collectors have a fully considered 
collecting strategy, and even fewer attempt something different with 
their collection. Many are quite similar, focused on the same small group 
of popular artists. James Mollison, foundation director of the National 
Gallery of Australia, was reported to have said of his experiences visiting 
Australian private collections that he felt like he was seeing the same 
collection repeated time and time again.

From its beginnings in the late 1980s the Grundy Collection has been 
an exception to this rule. It has been shaped firstly by a conscious set of 
aspirations and secondly by the locations in which the works would be 
displayed. And these ideas and aspirations have been regularly debated 
and modified as circumstances and our ideas changed. So the resulting 
collection, from which 90 works appear in this catalogue, is unusual 
within Australian art.

As Reg Grundy explains in his preface, he was a budding artist at St 
Peter’s College in Adelaide in the 1930s. His earliest relief prints and 
etchings show a talented young artist. Moving to Sydney he studied 
briefly at Julian Ashton’s art school. But art was put aside when he began 
a career in radio and later television, areas of popular culture that added 
a contrasting but vital overlay to his ideas about art and collecting. In the 
1970s he and his wife Joy Chambers-Grundy began collecting Parian and 
Minton celadon ceramics, delicate nineteenth century works. In retrospect 
this signalled a taste for beauty and a desire to collect in depth, with a 
focus on excellence.

They made the decision to collect art in the mid 1980s. The idea  
became concrete after seeing the Australian art in my family’s private 
collection in New York. At this time I was working intensely with my 
parents on the collection. Under my mother’s influence we were rapidly 
heading towards women’s art, although the collection also included 
major works by Nolan, Boyd, Fairweather, Passmore, Rees, Whisson, 
Booth and Larter. Inspired by what they saw, Reg and Joy asked me to 
work with them as advisor/curator. This made sense as I was based in 
Sydney where the art was, whereas they spent half their time in Bermuda 
and the remainder travelling.

Collecting began in 1987. Initially Reg and Joy set out to tell the story of 
Australian art. Like many other serious private collectors since the 1960s, 
we were probably influenced by Melbourne art dealer Joseph Brown. 
His expansive private collection charted the history of Australian art 
through major figures and movements, underpinned by Bernard Smith’s 
pioneering history of Australian art. These collections followed museum 
buying and represented orthodox art historical taste.

From the outset our purchasing was an eclectic mix of historical and 
contemporary, major figures and historically significant minor ones. 
As soon as new works were purchased, they were shipped to Grundy 
residences in London, Bermuda and Los Angeles. Living with the artworks 
has always been a central part of the collecting process for Reg and 
Joy. Within the first two years we’d bought works by Cossington Smith, 
Fairweather, Brack, Perceval, Dobell, Balson, Fullbrook, Gascoigne and 
Norrie. But we had also purchased some pretty ordinary works by artists 
whose claim to fame was joining up the dots in a connect-the-dots 
version of Australian art history. 

About 1990 came the collection’s first defining moment, for me as the 
curator anyway. I got a call from Reg. He was concerned that quite a few 
of the works they’d bought did not hold their own overseas. Several times 
they’d had the experience of visiting museums and, on returning home, 
feeling their Australian works could not compete with the artworks they’d 
just seen. We needed to look for works of higher quality by better artists 
that would make sense to international viewers. For Reg and Joy, this was 
as important as telling the story of Australian art.

So we began to consider other options. One evening over dinner with 
the Grundys, the novelist Murray Bail suggested an approach based on 
an inverted pyramid, with the best artists at the top, tapering off fairly 
quickly. He argued we choose say twelve artists whose work represented 
the best Australian art had to offer, and for whom good examples were 
still available, and collect them in some depth. In this way viewers could 
see how the work of some of Australia’s key artists developed over time. 
Single works by other artists could then be added if they were strong 
enough images and complemented the key artists and works.

Intense discussions followed. Nearly all artists working in the 19th century 
were ruled out because quality works were simply not available. This is 
not to say the 19th century would not have a place in the collection. In 
fact, the collection opens with a set of Dufour & Sons wallpapers, c1804, 
to cover the period of Pacific exploration, followed by very fine works 
by Eugene von Guérard  and Conrad Martens. There is also a selection 
of small Heidelberg School works by Roberts, Streeton and Conder, 
and one major late 19th century work, the lyrical and unexpected To 
the Dandenongs 1896, by Jane Sutherland. Reg and Joy have shown a 
consistent interest in the work of women artists.

Instead we focused on 20th century art, beginning with the onset of 
modernism. The artists we chose were Grace Cossington Smith, Margaret 
Preston, Ian Fairweather, Russell Drysdale, Sidney Nolan, Arthur Boyd, 
John Brack, Sam Fullbrook, Fred Williams, Rosalie Gascoigne, Susan Norrie 
and Narelle Jubelin. Many selected themselves but some, like Fullbrook, 
Gascoigne, Norrie and Jubelin, were not yet fully established figures,  
even for Australian collectors. But collecting is about backing your 
instincts, and that’s what we did. We aimed for a minimum of four works 
by each key artist, finishing up with seven or eight for some, and not 
reaching four for others. We felt works by these artists would comprise 
about half the collection.



of a guiding role in the collection, and our 1999 purchase of Drysdale’s 
The medical examination signalled the start of a sub-collection of war art 
– one of her passions - including work from Australia and the 
United Kingdom.

Unavoidably, all collections present a picture of both their subject area 
and their collectors. The picture of Australia presented by the Grundy 
Collection is not the standard national narrative of how white perceptions 
of the landscape altered with time as we came to belong here. It is a 
parade of outstanding but diverse images, each of which distils key 
moments of insight and inspiration into a physical manifestation that 
strongly engages an audience. They are highpoints of Australian creativity 
by a selection of the very finest artists we have produced. In terms of 
subject matter and themes the collection doesn’t quite echo Australian art 
either. There are landscapes, but most of them are peopled. And there is 
an equally strong representation of figurative and often urban-based art, 
with a secondary focus on works depicting the sea and maritime  
and beach activity.

And the collectors? Primarily Reg and Joy are revealed as creative people, 
from which they draw their instinctive understanding of how art works 
to convey insight and experience. Images have been the currency of their 
lives and they’re confident judging them and putting them together into 
a personal narrative of Australian art. They’re also intelligent, shrewd, 
bold and decisive. Finally, Reg and Joy are independent thinkers – not 
for them received opinion and local prejudice – and they see this place 
from afar, having spent very limited time here since the late 1970s. It is 
hard not to be impressed by how they have taken up the challenges and 
opportunities that private collecting offers to create an outstanding and 
unique collection.

John Cruthers
Curator, Grundy Collection

Freda Robertshaw, Australian beach scene
The Grundy Collection

Russell Drysdale, The medical examination
The Grundy Collection

For the other half, Reg and Joy quickly expressed a preference for 
“striking images”. They wanted images that grabbed the viewer, were 
arresting or iconic. I’ve always felt this preference came from their 
time in commercial television. Their professional success was built on 
understanding popular taste and working out how to catch the public’s 
eye, to grab them with an image or concept. They wanted their art to 
have the same impact and pulling power.

Once this shape and direction was established, collecting began in 
earnest. We met several times a year, me arriving with piles of books 
and catalogues festooned with post-it notes. I also drew up a timeline of 
the collection, updated annually, that highlighted key artists, with works 
already purchased above the line and those we were targeting below. 
We toured galleries and museums regularly in Sydney, Melbourne and 
Brisbane, stopping regularly at Joy’s request for a pie and sauce. I was 
surprised to see how quickly they picked up Australian art and began 
developing their ideas. It was quite an adventure for all of us.

As collectors the Grundys were blessed with open minds. They were 
happy to consider artists and works outside the mainstream, for example 
Herbert Badham, Charles Meere and Freda Robertshaw, David Strachan, 
Weaver Hawkins, Edwin Tanner and Peter Powditch. This led to a much 
more diverse and unexpected picture of Australian art. They also wanted 
the very best. If we were buying Drysdale, it was West Wyalong or The 
councillor’s house, Williams Sapling forest or You Yangs landscape 1, 
Brack The new house or The breakfast table. And within reason they 
would pay for it. Later I heard the expression “a masterpiece is cheap 
at any price” - in retrospect, this summed up their attitude. As curator, 
buying works of this calibre was thrilling. I remember when Rosalie 
Gascoigne’s early masterpiece Scrub country became available. I almost 
had to pinch myself. “We’re going to be able to buy that?” 

They were also notably decisive. It was never hard knowing where they 
stood. Clarice Beckett’s lyrical bayside scenes were “small and boring”. 
And unlike many less affluent collectors, they listened to advice – 
although not about Clarice Beckett! Fortunately we nearly always shared 
a sense of what constituted quality and value, and fairly often they said 
to me, “John, you bid to what you think it’s worth”. Only when I bought 
Freda Robertshaw’s Australian beach scene in 1998, bidding against the 
National Gallery of Australia and the National Gallery of Victoria, did I 
sense that Reg gulped when I called to report the final price. We paid 
$475,500 for a work we had hoped to buy for under $300,000, against 
estimates of $120 - 150,000. But it remains an Australian icon, and one 
of over 60 works the Grundys have chosen to retain.

In 1995 Reg and Joy sold their television production company and a new 
stage of their lives began. Reg took up wildlife photography – in which 
he has excelled - and Joy developed her successful career writing novels 
exploring military history, which had started in 1989. She also took more 


