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Inside the eccentric art collections of top lawyers

BY RONALD MIZEN
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THIE MI . PAMELA BELI AMT

Sydney University’s first art curator - a role

she would hold until her retirement many

vears later. Far her son Andrew Bell - at the

time in his late teens and carly 20s -1t was a

pivotal moment. “As a result of her work at the university, |

came to learn of the works of Jetfrey Smart, Donald Friend,

James Gleeson, [loyd Rees and others,” he tells The

n Financial Review Magazine. “That was my
introduction to art.”

Bell, now 57 and chief justice of the NSW Supreme Court,
is reflecung on his love of art from his corner office in
Svdney's Lav urts Building. There is little beauty about
the building that houses NSW’s top judges = a 1970s
brutalist, concrete-clad tower. While it is considered to be
of some archirectural importance, few would describe it as
nice to look at. One architect writing in its defence back in
2012 said 1t could “only be hoped thac if the building

suryives another 50 years then the original design may be
appreciated”, It will need all the nme it can get.

But once inside, beauty abounds. Tn the chief justice’s
office, a low bookcase that runs under the windows s
crammed with sculptures, pictures, pottery and curios.
Mao Zedong in mimature sits in a wicl air, a trinket
picked up on a trip to China. A bright red metal maquette
of a sculpture by anese-Australian artist Ayako Saito sits
next to a maquette of another sculpture by Australian
Linda Bowden. A found objects sculpture by lan Swift sits
next to a colourful torso sculprure called Yes Man by
Stephen Marr.

On a bookcase stacked floor to ceiling with law reports

arc various paintings, including three distorted portraits of

Caprain Cook by Sydney artist Hugh Ramage. “They are

republican in their thrust and fairly satirical about the
monarchy. Hes got a particular wit about him,” Bell says.
“All of these, I see them, they make me smile. Quite a lot of

the paintings | have are whimsical. They have humour.
Sometimes it’s blatant. Sometimes it’s subtle.”

4 Bell’s collection, formed with his wife Joanna Bird, is
We take you inside their eclectic treasure troves. extensive and began in his early years at the NSW Bar when
; he lived near a Surry Hills gallery owned by legendary
STORY 8Y RONALD MIZEN PHOTOGRAPHY BY LOUIE DOUVIS S},dnc.) art dealer Ray Hughes, “He \wam a very colourful
and charming and seductve art dealer.”™ He does not know

how many pieces are in the collection, but it numbers much

more than 100 spread across office and home.,

Y AFRM
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with his collection

Asg
behind the spiritless walls of some very plain buildings in

an art-loving jurist, Bell 1s far from alone. Indeed,

Sydney’s legal district, and beyond the soulless glass facades
of others nearby, lic some of the mosteclectic and interesting
private collections in Australia. The situation is replicated in
the right-knir legal profession around the country, usually in
1 d chambers clustered in or around courts,

I'hree floors below Bell in a slightly smaller office, visitors
to the chambers of Justice Richard Weinstein are hard-
pressed to see the harbour beyond the paintings, sketches,
turniture, texoles, sculprures and bric-a-brac adorning
every surface. “Roddy did it to me,” Weinstein says,
referencing the stare of his office. Roddy is Roderick
Meagher, the late NSW Supreme Court judge. In a 2011
obituary for Meagher, Weinstein wrote that he “was often
and

memorable character to have graced Phillip Street,” where

considered to be the most brilliant, remarkable
the Supreme Court is locared.

“His passion for art was well known,” he wrote, “To
describe his enormous collection as eclectic understates

both its importance and diversity: paintngs, drawings,

prints, sculpture, ancie

tand contemporary ceramics, coins
and items of antiquity; Australian, European, Chinese,

Japanese and Pacific Islander. In his later years, after visiting

e outhack for the first ime, he developed an interest in
Aborigmnal art. It was a revelation to him.”

For Weinstein, who was Meagher’s tipstaff for two years,
the passion for art was infectious both in breadth and zeal.
The pair were close and a portrait of them sits behind
Weinstein's desk. Another sketch of Meagher by Simon
Fieldhouse hangs below. “He's still my judge,” Weinstein
says. “That’s the way it is, forever.”

Visitors to Weinstein's chambers can pick from about half
a dozen Eames chairs — part of a much larger 36-piece
d

nerican

collection — or perhaps a design by Jan Utzon. Arrange

above the window arc aboura dozen paintings by

artist Fritz Haeg, from his Wall Oval Suite collection, On
the windowsill are Bronwyn Kemp ceramics, a painting by

20 ATR MAGAZINE FEBRUARY

TLOVETHEM ALL.

[ WOULDN'T PART
WITH ANY OF THEM.
IT'SONLY WHAT
LIKE. IT'SATOTAL
OBSESSION.

NSW Crown prosecutor and artist Mitko Kumar, and a
collage by Dave Hickson - “I've been buying him for years,”
Weinstein says. There are temple decorations from Bhutan,
a sculprure by NSW artist Randall Sinnamon, furniture by

Caroline Cascy, a sculpture by Sydney-based artist John

Nicholson and another from the other side of the country by
West Australian artist Richic Kuhaupt. “There was a time
when Richard [Weinstein’s husband] said to me ‘no more
pamtings, We have no more wall space. It's impossible. No
more paintings!” But he didn’t say sculptures or ceramics,”
Weinstein says, adding that, as a sculptor himself, his

parmer was a “good sport™ about the growing trove.
Weinstein, like Bell, is not entirely sure about the size of
his collection or indeed how it might even be measured, but

it certainly numbers well into the hundreds. “A lot. Many,

many, many, y, any pieces,” he says. “I love them all.
1 wouldn't par
works by Elisabeth Cummings alone. But the one that rakes
pride of place in his chambers — directly across from the
desk —and which Weinstein describes as “probably the most
important”, is a large painting by West Australian Mangala/
Yulparigja artist Danicl Walbidi.

Of his collection Weinstein says there’s no rhyme or reason.
“I's only what 1 like," he says. “It’s a toral obsession.”

with any of them.” There are at least 30

IT WAS ON( I'HE CASE AN AU LALIAN
company to be truly blue chip. it needed an art collection. [f

FOR

you could commuisston the works from a well-known arust,
that was even better. Tn the late 19705, CRA Limited - later
subsumed by Rio Tinto = sent Fred Williams to the Pilbara
on assignment. That trip led to the miner having 13 of his
paintings and 18 gouaches on its walls.

In recenr decades, however, many collections held by
corporate Australia have been sold off; some for financi:

reasons, and some because executives could no longer justify
to sharcholders keeping them on the balance sheet. Among
them is Foster’s collection featuring works by Frederick
McCubbin, which sold for $13.3 million 11 2005. Orica
offloaded its collection in 2002 for $13 million, largely to
Kerry Stokes, which included works by Brett Whiteley and
Arthur Boyd. AXA Asia Pacific, Fairfax Mcdia and BHP
have all also made divestments since the turm of the
millennium, Fred Williams® Pifbara series for Rio Tinto was
given to the National Gallery of Vicroria.

Law firms haven't been immune from the trend. In 2015,
a collection of 56 works owned by law firm MinterEllison
led a major auction at Sotheby’s, Largely comprised of
images by Australian photographers including Max
Dupain, Bill Henson and Tracey Moftatt, the collection was
put together by art consultant Amanda Love from about
2001. Max Dupain’s much-loved Sunbaker image of 1937
was the marquee sale.

Some collections were sold because they no longer
lrprrxrnlnl the tmage the businesses wanted to convey to
the world. In 2021, National Australia Bank sold more than
2500 works valued at about $10 million to support projects
that help communities prepare for natural disasters and
climate change. “It is clearly not core to NAB's role as a
NAB's

operaung officer, Les Matheson, said around the ume of the

bank and supporting customers,” then chief
sale. Though the big four bank was unable to give it all up.
Whiteley’s 1976 oil on plywood S#dl Life with Up Fromt
Quet Back and Cherries stayed on.

Art consultant Mark Hughes says other collections were
just no longer relevant 1o the people working in the
company. “Often they've been put together by this
organisation merging with thar organisation, and vou get
this mishmash of works by dead, white, male artists that
doesn’t sit well. What relevance do those pictures have to
the branding, the weas, the whole sort of ecology of how
this organisation moves forward?

“There was this *80s idea of what a corporate art
collection should be = get an Arthur Strecton in the
boardroom to show we're important. But now, the whole
idea of art in the workplace means something else. Inclusion
is important. The people leading organisations are not the
people visually who were leading them years ago, and it’s

not just the face, it’s also the presentation. What you see
when you go into the lobby, what you see when you're in the
boardroom, what you see when you're entertaining.”

There is a more prosaic reason some companics and law
firms disposed of their art collections — a lack of wall space
in the shift to open-plan offices. MinterEllison’s sale, for
L‘X.l”]plt’, was nec L’\\ll.1lt’Ll }‘V Iht‘ move to an llhl\l\ll IJI \K}']t‘
warchouse office in Sydney,

For judges and barristers, however, the individual office is
still alive and well, and with plenty of wall space, art collecting
remains in voguc. Tndeed, as new generations flow into the
profession, new collections are being formed. Hughes recently
oversaw the development of a 14-picce collection for Banco
Chambers as part of its move to a new two-level office at

Sixty Martin Place. “Banco was a very unique situation,” he
says, largely because unlike law firms, barristers operate as
sole traders and would each be purchasing works that suited

their tastes but also worked as a collection,
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Sayvs Banco clerk Jeh Coutinho: “We wanted to do
something where everyone could feel a shared sense of
ownership in what was going to end up on the walls.” The
result was a scheme allowing barristers to purchase works
based on the advice of Hughes. Artists chosen included Guan
Wei, Michael Cook, Peta Minnici, Amber Boardman and
Oliver Watts. Reflecting the make-up of the chambers, about
40 per cent of the artists were women.

Hughes says despite large corporates offloading collections

in recent years, there are still buyers around. Barristers, who
steadfastly maintain the tradition of the office, are regularly
among them, along with judges and law firms with mfluential

partners who have caught the collecting bug,.

A FEW HUNDRED METRES DOWN FROM THE LAW
Courts Building, NSW Supreme Court Justice John Sackar
is located in the 142-year-old Chief Secretary’s Building
while he oversces an inquiry into historical gay hate crimes.
Bll!l( m (}lt‘ \’\\IUILHI |‘!rr Ll:]\\]\:l] JI';I]I[C‘L[IHJI \l\]t‘ .lﬂli
opened in 1881, Sackar’s temporary chambers is a large,
Illgh cel IEL J roomw I‘I] L];HI\ Wt NJ\I }‘ilﬂl’””l;j‘ .ﬂlll acentr ‘I]
marble fireplace - it suits his collecting habits perfectly.

To say his tastes are eclectic 1s an understatement. Like

his fellow judges, the number of pieces in Sackar’s home and

workplace are vast, and when prompted he is unable to give
an answer other than “in the hundreds™. On display in his
temporary headquarters are Chinese porcelain, a Greek
fifth-century skyphos, a Roman second-century putti, two
18th-century Spanish polychrome apostles and a piece by
French painter Raoul Dufy.

Bbur 1t 1s 5&(‘\':!1"5 fascination with ILllUi’d] SCICNCes lll‘il

AFR MAGAZING
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makes the collection particularly unusual. Scattered around
the room arc a stuffed wolf’s head, a sca lion head, a
complete emperor penguin and a falcon. There is also a
sperm whale spinal bone and what Sackar thinks 1s a full
zebra skeleton. “My wife complains that [ buy too much.
Her philosophy s it is best to have one really good thing, but
that doesn’t excite me. If Towned the Mona Lisa, Tcould say
1t’s really nice to have 1t on the wall, but I'd actually like
some Chinese porcelain, Td like a little Greek vase, T
wouldn’t mind a bronze, | wouldnt be satisfied with one

object,” he

ays

In Canberra, Craig Edwards, partner at Mahganis
Edwards Johnson, is a prolific collector of Indigenous art,
which he fell in love with while visiting his parents in Broken
Hill more than three decades ago. In the intervening years,
Edwards™ collection grew so vast that in 2018 he donated
124 pieces wor th $9 million to his alma mater, the
Australian National University.

Keith Bradley and Bill McCarthy at Canberra law firm
Bradley Allen Love are also keen collectors. Bradley is quick
to note McCarthy’s passion is such he does not even own a
house - just art. BAL sponsors the ANU School of Art and
Design, which Bradley says affords an opportunity to preview

the works of graduating students each year. *'We have often

hat, buying works from emerging artists

taken advantage of

to get first dibs on their product.” McCarthy is quick to note
it 1s not abour investing, but rather supporting emerging
artists. “I haven't sold anything and I haven’t really turned
over my mind how 1t will all finish up.” he says,

South of the Murray, the Victorian Bar Association holds

one of the most extensive portrait collections outside the

THE STORY BEHIND
OBIECTS AND BECAUSE
OF MY FEMINIST ROOTS,

ALOT OF THOSE ARE

WOMEN'S OBIECTS!

Michelle

the Peter O’Cz
QC Gallery, the collection has been housed n the shared

National Portrait Gallery. Knowr llaghan

entrance foyer of Owen Dixon Chambers East and Owen

Dixon Chambers West since the space was given to the Bar
Association in 2017,
chairman KC,

establishing the gallery, designed by Sue Carr, §

arter
(0,000 was

Founding Peter  Jopling, says

raiscd to commission more picces. Portraits in the collection
PI'IIHC minister R( )l\L‘l'l
Menzies painted by Sir Ivor Hele: the first female Supreme
Court chief justice in Australia, Marilyn Warren, painted by
Peter Churcher; former High Court justice Sue Crennan, KC,
painted by Lewis Miller; and former High Court justice
Kenneth Hayne, KC, photographed by Bill Henson.

Back in Sydney, the view from Michelle Painter, SC’s,

nclude former and barrister Sir

chambers at Ninth Floor Selborne Chambers would no
anything to behold even if 1t were visible. For many of
.\vdn:}"\ plc»cmincm barristers located on various floors
of the Wenrworth Selborne building on Phillip Streer, the
view is of a rather bleak central lightwell dotted with

LlULL‘Hb ot ;ur»cundxlluumg unis.
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Painter has opred for frosted glass ro go with an all-
l‘iil\l\ tll.lllll'rl\. \\"H\II contrasts m Hﬁ(t‘ll[l\' \\l(l\ a
passion for Astan-origin headpieces - of which she has
about a dozen. “This collection £01 Its genesis about 15 to
20 ved

education in and love of history sparked her interest.

ago on a tip to Bali,” she says, adding an

“llike to know the story behind objects and because of my

feminist roots, a lot of those are women’s ¢
A few floors above at Eleven Wentworth, about a dozen
Breat Whiteley originals hang on the walls alongside a

rotating collection hired from the Nanda\Hobbs Gall

Clerk Zach Rymer says the Whuteleys have been in
chambers for as long as anyone can recall.
a few floors

Meanwhile, Two Selborne Chambers
below, 1s decorated with large paintings by New York-
based Australian artist Wai Ling Chan, a former lawyer at
Debevoise and Plimpron. Chan's biggest supporter is her
sister Laina Chan, a barrister on the floor. Laina has two
large paintings in her office, one light, one dark - yin and
yang — commissioncd from her sister,

Against the window are about a dozen glass vases
from husband and wifc artistic duo Kayo Yokoyama and
Keith Rowe. At certain times of the year, when the
sun follows the right arc, it hits Chan’s window and the
vases: when that }Llpprn», “the whaole piece feels alive,” she
says, smiling.

Connection between art collecting and family is a
recurring theme. Sackar says his uncle — an archaeologist
who would return from overseas travels with strange

trinkets and artefacts — passed to him a “deep-seated

infection™ that is incurable. “It manifests wself in very
different for

. 1 can be as enamoured with an 18th-
century portraic bust as I can with a piece of Indigenous

artas Ican with Mark Rothko. I blame it on him,” he says.
Weinstein says he remembers being around artworks from

his earliest years because his grandfather was an artist,

and he lived in a home filled with his charcoal drawings. vasthe donath

Along with being the Sydney University's first art
curator, Pamela Bell was also an accomplished artist in her

own right. Tn his chambers, Chicf Justice Bell has several et PNl Icrisis, Its partry

of her works, including a painung of his father. In the ding Witha  discovered their former partne

corridor on the way to his courtroom, there are nine pencil rchased \dria s bad sf

drawings from about a decade ago. “It makes me think of

her. She’s very old and not very well, so it’s a very, very nice
thing for me to have in my life on a regular basis,” he says. e

I'he drawings are the last thing he sees before heading into

his courtroom cach day.

Laina Chan with a wo

her sister, Wai
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