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Art on the way to the theatre: Performing arts 

centres and their art collections 
 

Steven Tonkin 

Abstract 

Australia’s major performing arts centres, Arts Centre Melbourne, Adelaide Festival Centre 
and Sydney Opera House, are the custodians of significant art collections. When these venues 
opened in the 1970s and early 1980s, the foyers and public spaces were decorated with site-
specific paintings, sculptures and tapestries by some of Australia’s leading 20th-century 
artists. Over the decades these works of art have for the most part remained in their original, 
now heritage-listed interiors. These venues have therefore been transformed into 
museological environments for the preservation and display of valuable ‘art historical’ 
collections. This paper will examine some of the tensions between the original and current 
contexts by considering issues, such as venue redevelopment and refurbishment, 
conservation and security challenges, and the commissioning of contemporary art to engage 
audiences on the way to the theatre. 
 

Keywords: Australian Art, Performing Arts Centres, Sydney Opera House, Arts Centre 
Melbourne, Adelaide Festival Centre. 
 

Arts Centre Melbourne is one of Australia’s premier performing arts centres, encompassing 

Hamer Hall, the Theatres Building, including the State Theatre, Playhouse and Fairfax Studio, 

as well as the Sidney Myer Music Bowl located in parklands of King’s Domain. Besides being 

principally known as a performing arts venue, Arts Centre Melbourne is also the custodian of 

two very important public collections, the Performing Arts Collection and an Art Collection. 

The Art Collection, which is the focus of this paper, is arguably one of the most significant 

public collections of Australian art outside the major state art galleries.1 Yet the works of art 

often go unnoticed as theatregoers scurry to their seats for a performance, or jostle to get a 

drink and a snack during the interval.   

The foundation of Art Centre Melbourne’s Art Collection dates back to the construction of 

what was then known as the Victorian Arts Centre in the 1970s and early 1980s. The works of 

art from this time are predominantly site-specific and embedded within the architectural 

fabric and interior public spaces. The Art Collection has therefore been a vital part of the 

history and evolution of Arts Centre Melbourne over the last four decades, while a number of 

these works are now recognised in their own right as significant examples of Australian art.  
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The first acquisitions for the Art Collection took place in 1973, under the direction of the 

Victorian Arts Centre Building Committee, with the support of the William Angliss Art Fund. 

The imperative at this time was to acquire major public sculptures for the cultural precinct, 

and this resulted in the commission of two landmark monumental sculptures: Clement 

Meadmore’s Dervish 1973–81, today located on the riverside promenade; and Inge King’s 

Forward Surge 1974–81, which is one of Melbourne’s most prominent and well-loved public 

sculptures, sited on the lawn between Hamer Hall and the Theatres Building. 

Following the initial sculpture commissions for the grounds, attention then turned to the 

interiors of the Melbourne Concert Hall (now Hamer Hall) and the Theatres Building as 

construction neared completion. The interiors were deemed to require a different aesthetic 

to the modernist architecture of the exteriors. The outcome was that Melbourne-born, 

internationally-renowned stage designer, John Truscott, was approached to provide a 

creative vision for the interiors and foyers, which were realised during the final years of 

construction between 1979 and 1984. Truscott worked across theatre, dance, opera, film and 

festivals, and was lured back from abroad to undertake this monumental task. 

Truscott’s design brief encompassed everything from the striated rock finish of the Concert 

Hall to the coffee tables in the foyers. Works of art were integral to Truscott’s conception of 

a secular cathedral to the arts, and he can be credited with instigating the commission and 

acquisition of major works of art from some of Australia’s leading 20th-century artists. It was 

Truscott’s skills in persuasion and his range of personal contacts within the art world that 

helped secure major series of works by Arthur Boyd, Roger Kemp, Donald Laycock, Sidney 

Nolan, John Olsen, and Jeffrey Smart, among others; along with a ground-breaking selection 

of early Western Desert paintings and tapestries. In keeping with Truscott’s original vision, 

many of these works of art remain in their original locations and frames within the heritage 

interiors of Arts Centre Melbourne. 

In retrospect, the process of commission and acquisition was perhaps more spontaneous and 

less bureaucratic than might be the case for a similarly ambitious project today. For example, 

in approaching the abstract painter Donald Laycock, Truscott just sent him a brief one-page 

letter enquiring whether the artist would be ‘interested in painting four works for the new 

Melbourne Concert Hall’.2 The outcome was Laycock’s most significant public commission. In 

another turn of good fortune, during a brief visit to Australia in 1982, Sidney Nolan dropped 
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by the office of George Fairfax, the General Manager of the Victorian Arts Centre, to tell him 

that he had decided to donate his monumental botanical suite, Paradise Garden 1968–70. 

Fairfax asked whether Nolan would mind putting something in writing, at which point the 

artist grabbed a piece of scrap paper and scribbled: ‘After some years it gives me a lot of 

pleasure to finally see Paradise Garden at the Victorian Arts Centre and I would like to now 

formally give the paintings to the Trust,’ signed ‘Sidney’.3 From circumstantial beginnings 

arose a stunning Art Collection.   

A more conventional commission was undertaken by Arthur Boyd who completed sixteen 

paintings for the State Theatre circle foyer, including The Actor 1984, and Landscape with Dog 

1984, which incorporate a number of recurrent themes evident in the artist’s work from the 

1950s onwards. Boyd then painted fourteen views from his Bundanon property on the banks 

of the Shoalhaven River, New South Wales. In homage to the cyclical rhythms of the 

landscape, the artist captured the shifting light and colours at various times of the day: from 

the crisp clarity of the early morning to the hazy glow of the river bank bathed by the late-

afternoon sun. The Shoalhaven series presents a panoramic vista that spans the entire foyer. 

John Olsen’s series of paintings in the State Theatre stalls foyer is based on operas, and 

includes works titled Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes 1984; Bizet’s Carmen and the Bullring, 

1984; Don Giovanni 1984; and Mozart’s Papageno the Bird Catcher in ‘The Magic Flute’ 1984. 

Olsen noted at the time: “I felt very happy working on the theme of opera. It suits my narrative 

inclinations. Aside from the atmosphere of music, the sequential story themes provide 

exciting motifs for pictures.”4  

Olsen’s series culminated in a pictorial rendition of Giuseppe Verdi’s Aida, completed in 1985. 

It is an eclectic composition combining ritualistic symbols and ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs 

with a stark modernist depiction of the Temple of Vulcan, in which Radamès and Aida are 

buried together in the final scene of the opera. Aida is painted on convex hardboard panels 

moulded to the curvature of the foyer wall, which emphasises the site-specificity of the work 

of art to the interior in which it is located.  

Other major commissions worthy of particular mention, include Hugh Oliveiro’s opulent 

mural, The Four Seasons 1983–84, located at the entrance to the Theatres Building; Mary 

Macqueen’s Pavilion Suite tapestries, woven by the Victorian (now Australian) Tapestry 

Workshop during 1984–86, including one that shows an aerial view of a summer concert at 
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the Sidney Myer Music Bowl; and Jeffrey Smart’s 10-metre long masterpiece, Container Train 

in Landscape 1983–84, in the Fairfax Studio foyer. Many of these ‘foundation’ works of art 

have remained on permanent public display for more than 30 years, so that over the decades, 

Arts Centre Melbourne’s venues have, in effect, been transformed into a museological 

environment for the preservation of a very significant ‘art historical’ collection. 

In another chapter to the Art Collection, over the last decade, Arts Centre Melbourne has 

embarked on the active collecting of contemporary works of art that speak of and to the 

performing arts and the creativity of performance, and which reflect the entwined histories 

of art and performance throughout the twentieth century to the present day.  

The development of this contemporary collection has occurred alongside a cross-disciplinary 

exhibition program, which has incorporated thematic exhibitions exploring various creative 

intersections between the visual arts and performing arts. Recent exhibitions have included 

Sight & Sound: Music & Abstraction in Australian Art (2010); Black Box <> White Cube: Aspects 

of Performance in Contemporary Australian Art (2011); Singing the World: Western desert art 

from the collection of Arts Centre Melbourne (2012); Performative Prints from the Torres Strait 

(2013); and most recently, Show Time: The Art Collection of Arts Centre Melbourne (2014). 

Show Time was scheduled to celebrate the 30th anniversary of the opening of the Theatres 

Building in 1984, and was curated as a self-reflective exhibition exploring the history and 

evolution of the Art Collection since the 1970s. 

One specific collection development initiative has been to acquire contemporary Australian 

photography, in which the works are in some way theatrically framed and staged. This 

‘performativity’ is widely evident throughout contemporary practice, whereby the artist takes 

on the role of a central character, or operates behind the scenes like a movie or theatre 

director. Recent acquisitions have included photographs by Siri Hayes, Polixeni Papapetrou, 

Deborah Paauwe, Darren Siwes and Anne Zahalka. 

Another collection development initiative has been to commission new works of art informed 

by the history of the organisation, or inspired by Arts Centre Melbourne’s nationally-

recognised Performing Arts Collection and its main collecting areas of circus, dance, music, 

opera and theatre. As illustrative of this approach, in 2008, Canberra-based sculptor Anna 

Eggert was invited to visit the Performing Arts Collection, where she was able to study an 

opulent 1890s gown worn by Dame Nellie Melba in the lead role of Violetta in Verdi’s La 
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Traviata. In response, and with an attention to detail reminiscent of a late-19th century 

couturière, the artist created a dazzling life-size ‘figurative’ sculpture using silver and stainless 

steel, which seems inhabited by Melba’s presence. 

A third initiative, which recognises a subsidiary ‘corporate’ function of works of art when they 

are displayed within an organisation, is the recording of artistic representations of Arts Centre 

Melbourne’s iconic architecture. These include Michael Shannon’s Original Concept of the 

Victorian Arts Centre 1963, on permanent display in the Hugh Williamson Room, and a recent 

commission offered to Melbourne artist Jan Senbergs, who realised Melbourne Labyrinth – 

Yarra and the Arts Precinct in 2014. This painting locates Arts Centre Melbourne as the 

cultural heart of the ever-expanding metropolis of Melbourne, and is now displayed in the 

entrance to the exclusive President’s Lounge. These current initiatives and strategic 

acquisitions aim to facilitate the re-contextualisation, and therefore re-interpretation, of the 

existing ‘historical’ art collection. 

The Art Collection is undoubtedly one of Melbourne’s cultural jewels, which is freely 

accessible to the public, patrons and visitors, from early in the morning when the Theatres 

Building opens until the curtain falls on the last performance of the night. Despite the 

organisational significance placed on the Collection by Arts Centre Melbourne itself, it is also 

worthwhile to consider this collection in a wider historical and cultural landscape.  

In the international context, and particularly in North America, the second half of the 20th 

century witnessed the founding of the modern performing arts centre. Author Steven A. Wolff 

has identified four stages their evolution. Firstly, beginning in the 1960s, modern performing 

arts centres provided a ‘home’ for traditional and elite ‘high’ art forms - the symphony 

orchestra, opera, ballet, and national theatre companies. Secondly, in the mid- to late-1970s, 

they were promoted as a ‘place’ to visit - a city landmark and tourist destination driving inner 

urban renewal. Thirdly, in the early 1990s, performing arts centres began to carve out a 

broader ‘community’ role by providing education, family and outreach programs, directed 

towards attracting new multicultural and non-traditional audiences. While, looking to the 

future, Wolff envisages the emergence of ‘fourth generation’ contemporary performing arts 

centres that will play an innovative multi-disciplinary leadership role across the ‘creative 

industries’.5 



Steven Tonkin  108 

The establishment of the major state venues in Australia has similarities with the history of 

modern performing arts centres in North America. The 1970s and 1980s witnessed the final 

construction and opening of a number of major Australian performing arts centres. Most 

spectacularly, the Sydney Opera House was officially opened in October 1973, in the same 

year as Adelaide’s Festival Theatre. The opening of the Victorian Arts Centre followed suit in 

the following decade, with the Melbourne Concert Hall (now Hamer Hall) opened in 1982 and 

the Theatres Building in 1984; meanwhile the Queensland Performing Arts Centre was 

completed in 1985 as part of the wider Queensland Cultural Precinct.  

There are also intriguing parallels in the formation of the art collections held by these 

respective performing arts centres. There are similar approaches to the display of public 

sculptures and interior works of art, and the common representation of individual Australian 

artists. There are also similar preservation issues, as well as future redevelopment plans facing 

these organisations which will inevitably impact upon their collections. 

Art and Australia devoted its summer 1974 issue to the new Sydney Opera House, highlighting 

its iconic architecture and the incorporation of works of art. Special attention was given to 

John Coburn’s two theatre curtains, Curtain of the Sun 1971 and Curtain of the Moon 1971, 

and the ‘undoubted success’ of John Olsen’s monumental mural Salute to Five Bells 1973.  

Nevertheless, the initial impression was that the impact of Jørn Utzon’s architectural 

masterpiece overwhelmed the art, reducing it to a subordinate, decorative function – a 

situation that has not altered dramatically today.6 While Olsen’s mural remains in its original 

location – although for conservation reasons usually hidden behind a curtain to protect it 

from sunlight – over the last decades there have been some significant changes, as well as 

some timely additions. For example, the Larrakitj memorial poles were installed in 2002, while 

more recently, Jørn Utzon’s own tapestry design, Homage to Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, was 

unveiled in the Utzon Room in 2004. Yet despite the millions of tourists who make the 

pilgrimage to the Sydney Opera House each year, it is debatable whether many notice the 

works of art that are on public display. 

The similarities between Arts Centre Melbourne and the Adelaide Festival Centre are perhaps 

more evident to the casual visitor. The Adelaide Festival Centre’s art collection is highly visible 

throughout the public foyers and precinct. There are ongoing performing arts and visual arts 
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exhibitions and displays, while the art collection has continued to grow, albeit more slowly, 

with the support of the Adelaide Festival Centre Foundation.  

Fred Williams’ 1973 suite of thirteen River Murray Scenes at the Adelaide Festival Centre can 

be compared with Boyd’s Shoalhaven series at Arts Centre Melbourne; meanwhile Sidney 

Nolan’s multi-panelled Rainbow Serpent 1973 at the Festival Centre is closely related to 

Paradise Garden 1968–70 in Melbourne’s State Theatre foyer. There are also large paintings 

and tapestries by Sydney Ball, John Coburn and Leonard French, among others, located 

throughout the foyers in Adelaide. In addition, the surrounding plaza is populated by public 

sculpture, such as Bert Flugelman’s stainless steel forms, while the fate of Otto Herbert 

Hajek’s 1973 urban environmental sculpture in front of the Centre remains bound up with the 

anticipated redevelopment of the Adelaide Festival Centre Plaza. 

Just as the composition and presentation of art collections exhibit similarities across the 

respective state performing arts centres, so to do some of the current curatorial and 

collection management issues. At Arts Centre Melbourne, the very fact that in keeping with 

historical authenticity of the interiors, the works of art are still displayed in their original 

locations and 30-year-old heritage frames, poses a number of issues when assessed in relation 

to current museum environmental and security standards. While the works of art have 

generally survived in good condition with an ongoing conservation maintenance program, this 

has not precluded recent consideration of re-framing and glazing as an option to protect the 

works of art into the future, which would, nevertheless, alter their ‘original’ presentation.  

A major challenge facing Arts Centre Melbourne is how to negotiate the museological 

requirements presented by the Art Collection, while functioning primarily as a contemporary 

performing arts venue. This is perhaps anecdotally apparent during performance intervals. 

Arts Centre Melbourne’s increasingly innovative programming and successful attraction of 

new audiences has invariably presented public use and access requirements that would have 

been unforeseen when the Art Collection was conceived and displayed in the early 1980s. 

Yet, most significantly, the inevitable ageing of these performing arts centres since the 1970s 

and 1980s has necessitated varying degrees of refurbishment and redevelopment to bring the 

venues up to present-day theatre standards.  
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As a result, Arts Centre Melbourne’s Hamer Hall was closed for 18 months during 2010–12, 

for a major redevelopment led by Ashton Raggart McDougall Architects, before re-opening 

with great fanfare in July 2012. For the Art Collection, this process of redevelopment required 

a delicate balancing between retaining the historical integrity of the Truscott-designed 

interiors and the role played by the ‘original’ works of art, while facilitating renewal in 

presentation through the inclusion of new contemporary works.  

Major new commissions included John Aslanidis’ dazzling music-inspired painting Sonic 

Network no. 11 2012; and the sculptural-light works Silence 2010–12 in the St Kilda Road 

Entrance foyer, and Falling Light 2010–12 in the Velik Foyer, both created by Robert Owen’s 

production studio in collaboration with Melbourne lighting-design firm Electrolight. These 

new works respect the history of the building and its interiors while at the same time offering 

a contemporary perspective on the vital role that the visual arts can continue to play within 

Australia’s performing arts centres.   

Arts Centre Melbourne’s Art Collection continues to chart a course in exploring the creative 

intersections between art and performance. The ongoing challenges in curating and managing 

the collection are; to balance a reverence for the past without becoming a mausoleum; to 

engage with the present without becoming merely ephemeral; and to embrace future 

opportunities to ensure that the Art Collection continues to engage and inspire visitors and 

patrons on their way to the theatre. 

Notes 

1. For further discussions, see S. Tonkin (2015), ‘Art on the way to the theatre: Arts 
Centre Melbourne’s Art Collection’; S. Tonkin, J. Barrand, et al. (2014), Show Time: 
The Art Collection of Arts Centre Melbourne; V. Fairfax (2002) ‘Nothing short of a 
miracle’, in A Place Across the River: they aspired to create the Victorian Arts Centre; 
R. Lindsay and J. Taylor, eds, (1992) The Art Collections of the Victorian Arts Centre.  

2. John Truscott correspondence with Donald Laycock, dated 29 September 1981; Arts 
Centre Melbourne, Art Collection Archives.  

3.  Sidney Nolan note to George Fairfax, quoted in Fairfax, op. cit., 183.  
4. John Olsen quoted in Lindsay and Taylor, op. cit., 16. 
5. S. A. Wolff (2011), The evolution of the performing arts centre 
6. See D. Thomas (1974), ‘Sydney Opera House: the works of art’.  
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