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One of the most enjoyable parts of my working life are the weekly conversations I have with Julienne 
Penny about Aboriginal art. Over the last year, the topic we’ve discussed most has been the 
Indigenous art market and the way it is changing. Her move to a new space and a new way of 
operating is a response to these changes. For my talk today, Julienne asked me to provide some 
background that helps explain the current market, how we got to this point and the options that face 
gallerists and collectors.  
 
It’s often said that the market for Aboriginal art began with Papunya Tula Artists in 1972. But 
Aboriginal art had been made and sold right back to the 19th century – tribal objects, the early 
paintings of William Barak and Tommy McCrae, bark paintings from Arnhem Land and, from about 
1940 the watercolours of the Hermannsburg school. Aboriginal people have been very enterprising in 
the production and sale of art and craft because it represented one of their very few sources of 
income. Most of you will know Richard Bell’s painting that proclaims in large letters: Aboriginal art – 
it’s a white thing. I’ve always thought it should read: Aboriginal art – it’s a money thing. I see nothing 
shameful in this. It’s an honourable transaction that benefits both sides. 
 
The Commonwealth government’s establishment of Aboriginal art shops in capital cities in the late 
1970s-early 80s showed an understanding of the economic importance of Aboriginal art. It’s 
interesting to consider the people chosen to set up and manage these stores – in Sydney Gabriella 
Roy, in Melbourne Vivien Anderson and in Perth Mary Macha. To me, their passionate commitment 
to Aboriginal art gives them a status almost as legendary as some of the early artists. As well as 
promoting and selling the art they trained the first generation of indigenous curators, people like Hetti 
Perkins and Brenda Croft. 
 
Serious museum collecting of Aboriginal art as art began with the commissioning of a group of Tiwi 
pukumani poles by Dr Stuart Scougall and Tony Tuckson for the Art Gallery of NSW in 1959. 
Museum collecting of western desert work began with Dr Colin Jack-Hinton’s acquisition of over 100 
boards from Papunya Tula Artists in 1972-73 for the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern 



Territory. Those who saw the wonderful exhibition Tjungunutja – from having come together, at 
MAGNT, can confirm how visionary this purchase was. 
 
Large scale museum collecting of Central Desert work began when a large sand painting made by 
artists from Yuendumu was shown in the Biennale of Sydney in 1982. Private collectors followed 
museums into the area. Over the next decade art centres were established in many remote 
communities, with their art exhibited in a growing number of galleries showing only Aboriginal art. 
Aboriginal artists were also picked up by mainstream galleries and shown as contemporary artists.  
 
The final chapter was the development of art in the APY Lands from 2001, and spring-boarding from 
that, the start of art production in other remote areas such as Mornington Island, the Pilbara and 
north Queensland. This new work brought Aboriginal art into the mainstream – in fact established it 
as one of the growth areas of contemporary Australian art. The 2000s was a decade of boom for 
Indigenous art, only slightly slowed by the GFC in 2008. Fuelled by superannuation fund money, 
many new collectors entered the market, pushing up demand for work by emerging artist who were 
mostly in their 80s. 
 
Running parallel to this growth on the primary market was the development of a secondary market 
for Indigenous art at auction. In 1995 the international auction house Sotheby’s asked a young 
specialist named Tim Klingender if he’d like to stage an auction of contemporary art in Melbourne, 
which might include some Aboriginal art. The Aboriginal art was a surprise success. Very soon his 
sales were exclusively focused on Aboriginal art, and launched the market for early Papunya boards. 
By previewing in London and New York the sales also developed international interest in Indigenous 
art, which saw a generation of US collectors with very deep pockets enter the market. We’re now 
seeing these collectors gifting works to US museums – or setting up their own - and staging touring 
shows to spread the word about Aboriginal art. Very quickly other local auction houses followed suit, 
setting up Aboriginal art departments staffed with specialists who ran dedicated sales. This intense 
market activity saw Aboriginal art grow to become a significant proportion of total Australian art sales 
annually. 
 
Back on the primary market, new galleries opened catering for the boom and quickly demand 
exceeded supply. Some of the better known art centres like Tjungu Palya, Tjala Arts and the Spinifex 
Arts Project had commercial relationships with up to 10 galleries, each of them wanting an exhibition 
every year. Inevitably larger galleries in bigger cities got the better work and smaller galleries 
struggled. This is the context in which Julienne opened Tunbridge Gallery. I’m not breaking any 
confidences to say that it has been difficult for her to secure enough works of the quality she wants 
from major art centres - which has prompted her bush trips, increasing activity on the secondary 
market and eventually, the shift this new gallery represents. 
 
In the last five years, things have shifted in other ways. Many of the key artists, all elderly, have 
passed away and there are fewer artists to take their place. Several of the most promising new 
artists have not taken up dot painting, working instead in new media or styles. For galleries it is 
becoming increasingly hard to find enough high quality works. 
 
Things have changed at auction as well. Except for the work of key artists and periods, the auction 
market is very uneven. Collectors at auction are often not confident in their eye and ability to know a 
good work when they see one – a situation made worse by the fact that so few Aboriginal artists 
have had retrospectives or publications to help assess their output. As a result many collectors are 
not willing to consign major works. One by one the local auction houses have closed their 
Indigenous art departments until now, in 2018, the only dedicated sale of Aboriginal art is being 
staged by Sotheby’s in London, curated by Tim Klingender.  
 
Ironically the result has been that the best place to buy Indigenous art now is at auction, often 
second level auctions for very, very low prices. You might ask whether the current low prices for 
artists who were market darlings, like Wingu Tingima or Eileen Stevens of Tjungu Palya, indicate that 
their work is simply no good, that it hasn’t stood the test of time. I disagree. Their works are in all 
major local art museums and they are key figures in the development of Indigenous art. It is rather 



the market that is lacking – lacking the appreciation of art and an understanding of the cycles that 
lead to a market like ours.  
 
This situation has also led to the sudden expansion of the non-auction secondary market, that is, 
dealers. A new generation has come forward like D’Lan Davidson and Greer Adams – both former 
auction specialists - and now Julienne, to take artworks on consignment and offer them to serious 
collectors at reasonable prices, and to buy carefully at auction and re-offer them in exhibitions. As in 
all specialist fields, the dealers bring knowledge, experience and a good eye to the selection of 
works, and collectors are willing to pay a premium for their imprimateur. 
 
For the collector, the choices are two. You can educate yourself to buy from an informed position, as 
did the Lavertys, or Geoff Hassall, or Jacqui McPhee. Or you can buy from dealers like Julienne who 
you know have a commitment to quality and charge fair prices. 
 
Getting back to those weekly phone calls between Julienne and I, a lot of the time we discuss 
artworks at obscure auctions. And I can let you know that two sets of eyes have passed over many 
of the artworks Julienne will be offering, hers and mine. It’s been a lot of fun and I wish her great 
success for this second iteration of Tunbridge Gallery. 
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