Pinacotheca, Sol LeW/itt, and the Freedom of the Idea

Founded by Bruce Pollard in St Kilda in 1967, Pinacotheca quickly became one of the
mostimportant sites for contemporary and experimental art in Australia. In 1970 it
relocated to a large former shoe factory in Richmond, where its vast industrial spaces
provided selected artists with opportunities to test new ideas beyond the conventions
of the traditional, painting and sculpture. During the 1970s Pinacotheca emerged as
one of Australia's most important galleries for conceptual, post-object, and systems-
based practices. Artists including Robert Hunter, Simon Klose, Jonas Balsaitis, Dale
Hickey, Rollin Schlicht, William Anderson, Mike Parr, and others, were engaged in
sustained investigations of perception, structure, seriality, process, language, and one
may say, the dematerialisation of the art object.

Pinacotheca: The Concentric Influences of Sol LeWitt

My interest is both scholarly and personal. As an artist, researcher, and academic, |

have spent many years examining how artistic ideas emerge, circulate, and become
embedded within cultural histories. Pinacotheca occupies a significant place within
that investigation because it was one of the most important sites for conceptual and
post-object practice in Australia, especially Melbourne, during the 1970s.

My relationship to this history is somewhat unusual. Between 1973 and 1977 | was
immersed in the daily life of the Pinacotheca community through my relationship with
Robert Hunter, my close association with Bruce and Nani Pollard, and my almost daily
presence within the Richmond gallery. As a young artist developing my own practice, |
occupied a position both within and adjacent to this environment, participating in its
conversations, exhibitions, relationships, and intellectual exchanges.

The proposition | wish to put forward today is not that Pinacotheca was influenced by
Sol LeWitt, nor that Australian conceptual art can be explained through a New York
lineage. Rather, | am interested in a broader international shift that occurred during the
late 1960s and 1970s.

Sol LeWitt became one of the clearest voices articulating the primacy of the idea. What
he offered artists internationally was not a style to imitate but a form of permission. A
permission TO DO, a freedom from the tyranny, or indeed the security, of the traditions
of Art. Looking back at Pinacotheca, | recognise that same atmosphere of possibility. |
remember an environment charged with experimentation, intellectual curiosity, and a
belief that art could be built from ideas as much as objects.

My second proposition concerns history itself. Much of the literature on Pinacotheca
has understandably focused on exhibitions, artists, and institutional narratives. These
histories are essential. Yet less attention has been given to the lived intellectual culture



of the gallery: the conversations, relationships, travels, observations, and exchanges
through which ideas were developed and sustained.

As one of the remaining primary participant-witnesses of this period, | believe these
experiences also form part of the historical record. My interest in convening this
discussion is therefore to examine Pinacotheca as an Australian site within a broader
international conceptual moment, and to explore how ideas travelled, how they were
translated into practice, and how artistic communities functioned.

What follows is not a reconstruction from archives, but a participant-witness account
of that period.

| entered Pinacotheca for the first time in early 1973. | had recently met a young
builder/artist and we were becoming partners. | had come from sixteen years of
classical ballet training, had just turned twenty, and was in first year Art School at
Prahran College of Art. Robert was twenty-six and already had an international career

(not that | knew that when | met him!)

Our first Art visit was to Pinacotheca, a large four-storey brick building in Waltham
Place, Richmond. Bruce Pollard threw the key down from the top floor as we pushed the
buzzer. We entered a very large, slightly dusty space. Inside the main gallery which was
not brightly lit, were almost invisible linear squares and diagonals in grey, floating
across the walls. They were Robert's works, which | had never seen before.

Robert left me in the gallery while he went upstairs to play chess with a man called
Bruce. | loved that, as the space itself had the air of the ballet studio, which |
completely missed.

Bruce Pollard was handsome, assured, curious, and very much like a father figure to
Robert, who was in fact recovering from a serious motorcycle accident.

| soon moved in with him to Queens Lane in Melbourne. We lived with Simon Klose. Our
closest friends were Dale and Rosemary Hickey, and Jonas Balsaitis and his then
partner Magda Matwiejew (or Booth now), whom we visited constantly. Robert, Simon,
Dale and Jon were all central figures within Pinacotheca's exhibiting community at that
time.

There are many stories not to be told here. Though Simon, do you remember pushing a
very drunk Carl Andre onto your top bunk bed at Robert's party for the visiting
Americans from the Recent American Art exhibition?

Around that time Robert received the invitation from Jennifer Licht, to participate in
Eight Contemporary Artists at the Museum of Modern Artin New York.

We planned the trip. My only instruction from Robert was that | was not to talk to
anyone, which | did try to follow diligently.



Our first stop was James Doolin in Los Angeles, where we stayed for nearly three weeks.
James painted both Robert's portrait and mine. | was wearing a green tie-dyed tee shirt.

We then moved across to New York City and into Carl Andre's studio at Westbeth, the
enormous artists' housing complex. Walking into Carl's space was remarkable. The
entire floor was covered with piles of books arranged in a grid formation. It was a floor
work of gatherings, of knowledge, which we could inhabit for over three months.

Soon we were at MoMA where Robert had been allocated his exhibition space. The
process of his wall works was fascinating and, as always, | was a keen observer and
listener. We discussed artists and aspects of the installation, as well as visiting artist’s
studios — | was smitten with Robert Ryman’s three-story complex.

The opening arrived. Robert had gone to find drinks. | was sitting alone on a window
ledge when a man came up and started talking to me. After some time, he introduced
himself.

It was Sol LeWitt.

| remained friends with Sol for more than thirty years until his death in 2007 and remain
close to his dear family today. It is through the extraordinary generosity of the LeWitt
Family and Estate that we have Sol LeWitt's Wall Drawing #123A here in this exhibition.

Again, there are too many stories to tell of that trip. Max's Kansas City, Carl Andre,
Artists, galleries, dinners, conversations - history.

From New York we travelled to London and stayed with Nicholas Logsdail at the
fledgling Lisson Gallery, then travelled to Edinburgh and on to Konrad Fischerin
Dusseldorf. | could see where artists from Australia were intersecting with ideas from
the USA, London and Europe - there was a circuit, which most of the well-known artists
exhibited within, and at that point only Robert had entered, through Carl Andre.

We were away for more than nine months, returning in early 1975. Robert and | moved
into Waltham Place, not into Pinacotheca Gallery itself, but a couple of doors down.
From that point, Pinacotheca, Bruce and Nani, together with many of the artists,
became part of our daily lives for the next three years until | left Waltham Place in 1977.

At this point I would like to introduce what | think of as the “non-concentric influences
of Sol LeWitt at Pinacotheca”.

Sol LeWitt and Lucy Lippard were very close friends. During the 1960s they both worked
at MoMA. Lucy Lippard wrote the ground-breaking Six Years: The Dematerialization of
the Art Object, 1966-1972, published in 1973. Seth Siegelaub published the Xerox Book.
(the second edition is here, over in the Archive) LeWitt and Lippard later spearheaded
the establishment of Printed Matter in New York; Artists Publications.

In this exhibition there is a Printed Matter rubber stamp, which appears to be an early
version of the organisation's logo. | found it in 2019 during my residency at Sol's Chester



studio, where | had the privilege to be the first artist, apart from family, to make work
within his studio.

In the Hester Street desk in the Chester studio, which | had first seenin 1974, as | had
visited Sol, | also found The Eva Hesse rubber stamp. | subsequently made many works
from it, one of which is included in this exhibition. This is a great mystery as to why Sol
had this stamp.

Again, there are many stories.

Before her lecture at the George Paton Gallery in July 1975, Lucy Lippard visited
Pinacotheca and asked to see works by women artists.

Bruce had none.
There was a heated exchange and Lucy left.

What interests me now is not simply the disagreement itself, but what it revealed about
the difference between Sol LeWitt and his great support for female artists, and
Pinacotheca.

I was present during many of the conversations before and after her visit. | listened
carefully, as | usually did. The tone of many of these discussions was scoffing and
defensive. The proposition that women artists should occupy a significant place within
Pinacotheca was largely foreign to the culture of the time there.

| became increasingly aware that | occupied a curious position. | was deeply embedded
within the intellectual life of Pinacotheca and valued it enormously, yet | was also living
within an intensely male environment. It was a world | loved, but one in which women
artists, and myself as a fledgeling artist, occupied a marginal position.

Robert drove me to hear Lucy speak. | later heard that Jonas had attempted to attend
but could not gain entry.

Not long after Lucy Lippard’s visit, Bruce said to me that | could have an exhibition if |
wanted to.

At the time | was studying at Phillip Institute of Technology. My lecturers included Dale
Hickey, Peter Booth, Guy Stuart and Dom de Clario. | had no female lecturers and
Pinacotheca continued to exhibit only male artists.

In 1977 | was a postgraduate student at the VCA Arts when Sol invited me to work on his
wall drawing at the National Gallery of Victoria.

This wall drawing here (Sol LeWitt WD #123A) is the first LeWitt wall drawing specifically
developed in Melbourne since that time, apart from the Guggenheim Collection wall
drawing installed at the NGV some twenty years ago. At that point, in 1977 | was in the



process of moving out of Waltham Place, as | knew it would be impossible to have a full
practice and be partner to Robert Hunter.

In 1978, | had what could only be described as an epiphany, and was sternly advised to
not go in that direction! | wrote to Sol explaining that | was being pressured to work in a
particular way, not expecting a reply.

Sol wrote back to me.

Among other things he told me to trust my instincts, trust my ideas, ignore those who
wished to direct my practice elsewhere and to tell them where to go!

I did. And | have done so for more than fifty years.

That same year | had, as far as | know, one of the first solo exhibitions by a female artist
at Pinacotheca Richmond - Bruce did show female artists in the 60’s at his St Kilda
space, though. In the seventies, Christine Simons, Magda Matweijew and | all exhibited
at Pinacotheca.

In late 1982, | returned from Paris, on a VCA Keith and Elizabeth Murdoch Travelling
Fellowship, | worked for Bruce at the front desk of Pinacotheca for several years, once
again becoming part of that somewhat strange family. Especially since Bruce hated my
show in 79! — not enough time to go into that here.

Pinacotheca, especially Robert and Bruce, taught me that art could be built from ideas.
Sol LeWitt taught me to trust those ideas.

Sol consistently supported and encouraged women artists, as he did throughout my
own relationship with him. His non-hierarchical philosophy, and the democratic nature
of his work, as we see in Wall Drawing #123A, encompassed all artists.

In the landmark exhibition The Field, at the National Gallery of Victoria in 1968, forty
artists were represented, of whom only three were women.

Nearly six decades later, this exhibition, which celebrates Sol LeWitt and his enduring
legacy, presents eighteen artists including Sol LeWitt himself. Among them are four
artists associated with Pinacotheca—Robert Hunter, Jonas Balsaitis, Simon Klose and
myself, and a collaborative work by Wilma Tabacco and David Thomas. Significantly, all
remaining invited artists in the exhibition are women.

This shift is not simply a matter of representation. It reflects the continuing expansion
of the conceptual freedoms that artists such as Sol LeWitt helped articulate. What
LeWitt offered artists internationally—and what resonated with Bruce Pollard and the
artists of Pinacotheca—was not a style to imitate, but a permission to think differently.
Artists could begin with an idea, a proposition, a structure, a system, or a set of
conditions, and follow that proposition wherever it led. The artwork no longer depended



upon inherited hierarchies of medium, technique, or authorship. It depended upon the
rigour of the idea itself: and the freedom of the idea.
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