
AFRGA1 A011

AFR 12-13 March 2022
www.afr.com | The Australian Financial Review

11News

National Museum
to probe $1.2m
donated painting

● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Exclusive
● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Gabriella Coslovich

Michael Blanche with Jabanunga Goorialla (Rainbow Serpent) at the National Museum. PHOTO: ALEX ELLINGHAUSEN

It’s so far out of whack
it’s just bizarre.
Art dealer who requested anonymity

The National Museum of Australia will
investigate the donation of a $1.2 mil-
lion painting by leading East Kimberley
artist Rover Thomas following expert
claims that the painting is overvalued,
that it lacks secure provenance and
should not have been first accepted.

The painting, Jabanunga aka
Goorialla (Rainbow Serpent), created in
1996, two years before Thomas died,
was donated to the museum by Mel-
bourne arts patron and dealer Michael
Blanche through the federal govern-
ment’s Cultural Gifts Program, which
allows a tax benefit that cuts taxable
income by the donation’s value.

Mr Blanche donated the work in
honour of his late wife, gallerist
Lauraine Diggins, who died in 2019,
and whose eponymous gallery he now
directs.

The NMA said that, as required by
the Program, two independent valuers
assessed the painting at $1.2 million
and $1.5 million respectively. But
Thomas expert Dr Suzanne Spunner,
who wrote a doctoral thesis on the art-
ist, told AFR Weekend the value was
‘‘manifestly excessive’’, and the paint-
ing’s provenance ‘‘unsafe’’.

One art dealer, who requested
anonymity, said: ‘‘How anyone could
put a valuation like that ... it’s rubbish ...
it’s so far out of whack it’s just bizarre.’’

The auction record for a work by
Thomas is $778,750, for All that Big
Raining Coming from the Top Side, 1991,
bought by the National Gallery of Aus-
tralia in 2001. Jabanunga aka Goorialla
(Rainbow Serpent) has never been
tested at auction, but in April 2016 it
was offered for sale by art dealer

Adrian Newstead, director of Cooee
Arts, for $450,000, in an exhibition at
Australian Galleries in Sydney. The
painting was then exhibited at
Lauraine Diggins Fine Art Collectors’
Exhibition in August 2016.

Four years later, valuers for the Cul-
tural Gifts Program assigned it record-
breaking prices, as Melbourne gallerist
Vivien Anderson, described the work
as Thomas’ ‘‘magnum opus’’, the pin-
nacle of an artist’s work.

The second valuer, Brenda Colahan,
suggested the painting could be worth
as much as $2 million if based on its
size, 180cm by 270cm, which is far lar-
ger than the NGA’s record-making
Thomas. She settled on $1.5 million.

But anthropologist Kim Akerman,
who was deeply involved with the Kim-
berley artists and recorded Thomas’
ceremonial songs, has a radically dif-
ferent view.

‘‘I do not think it is a particularly
good Rover,’’ Mr Akerman told AFR
Weekend.

‘‘It does not have a spontaneity, it
does not have the textures of his early
and better works and I would like to see
stronger provenance.’’

When it comes to Rover Thomas,
who was a free agent, producing paint-
ings for private dealers and art centres,
provenance is key in determining
authenticity and value. Thomas’
oeuvre is haunted by problematic
provenance, with possibly a third of
works from questionable sources.

Public institutions and auction
houses regard the best provenance for
Thomas’ work to be via his first dealer,
Mary Macha, whose scrupulous
records are publicly available, and the
Waringarri Aboriginal Arts centre. The
donated painting hails from Warmun
Traditional Arts, a private enterprise

that ran as a de facto arts centre.
‘‘We don’t know the conditions

under which the work was painted.
Assuming the painting is by Rover, and
it may not be, was he in any way
coerced, was he painting ‘to order’, was
his judgment impaired?’’ said Dr
Spunner.

‘‘The market can make up its own
mind, however, the gold standard for
Rover Thomas provenance was set by
Mary Macha and Waringarri Abori-
ginal Arts and this work does not meet
that standard. In my opinion only the
best provenanced works should be
accepted into publicly funded collec-
tions.’’

The painting has been mysteriously
out of the public eye since its 1996 cre-
ation.

It has never been exhibited by a
major institution and was not illus-
trated in any publication until 2014,
when it appeared in a photograph in
Adrian Newstead’s book, The Dealer Is

the Devil, which described it as a ‘‘mag-
nificent work ... still held in private
hands’’. That year, the painting was
offered for sale at Fireworks Gallery in
Brisbane. ‘‘This time lag of 18 years
invites questions and needs to be
accounted for in the provenance
record,’’ Dr Spunner said.

Kevin Kelly, the executor of the
Thomas estate, said he had never seen
the work before. ‘‘The painting is huge,
and I struggle to imagine how Rover
could execute such a large work,’’ Mr
Kelly said. ‘‘By 1996, Rover was a
patient at Walumba hostel and was
extremely frail.’’

A Warmun Traditional Arts certific-
ate that included photos of Thomas
standing next to the painting was
presented to the NMA as evidence, and
has been sighted by AFR Weekend and
shown to Mr Kelly.

‘‘Rover is pictured standing with a
walking stick in the document, but at
this time he couldn’t walk with it, he
needed another person or wheelchair
to be mobile,’’ Mr Kelly said.

‘‘It is not uncommon, however, that
senior artists enlist help to complete
large works, but these artists should be
recognised in the provenance.’’

Mr Blanche stood by the work and
said he was ‘‘desperately disappointed’’
the painting he had donated to the
NMA was questioned in this way.

‘‘I am stunned,’’ Mr Blanche said.
‘‘Lauraine knew Rover Thomas very
well. She knew Rover’s work and
where Rover’s work came from. Your
wannabe experts only understand the
name Mary Macha.’’

He also said, ‘‘I didn’t buy the paint-
ing, by the way.’’

NMA director Mathew Trinca said
the museum had followed proper pro-
cess ‘‘to verify the provenance and
authenticity of the work, which
included conducting additional
research, consulting legal, photo-
graphic and archival records, and hold-
ing discussions with those involved in
the painting’s history’’.

‘‘The museum takes its responsibility
to Indigenous artists and communities
very seriously and follows long-
established policies in these matters,’’
Dr Trinca said.

‘‘We are concerned that claims have
surfaced regarding this work and all
evidence relating to these issues will be
investigated and thoroughly
examined,’’ Dr Trinca added.
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Tom McIlroy

National
Portrait Gallery
director Karen
Quinlan with
Charles Buchel’s
1918 portrait of
author
Radclyffe Hall,
which is
included in the
Shakespeare to
Winehouse
exhibition.
PHOTO: MARK
MOHELL

Treasures from London’s National Por-
trait Gallery – including landmark
depictions of Princess Diana, Lucian
Freud and the Beatles – are on a rare
visit to Australia.

Shakespeare to Winehouse, an exhibi-
tion opening on Saturday at Canberra’s
National Portrait Gallery, includes
artworks spanning more than 500
years, on loan during a refurbishment
of the popular British institution.

Director Karen Quinlan and curator
Joanna Gilmour have overseen install-
ation of the portraits, including the
only portrait of William Shakespeare
painted during his lifetime, and a
depiction of the Brontë sisters by their
brother Branwell.

The exhibition breaks from the tradi-
tional chronological display, focusing
instead on themes including fame,
power, love and loss. Ms Quinlan said
the approach demonstrates how defin-
ing characteristics of portraiture have
been reinterpreted and reimagined.

She told AFR Weekend the exhibition
is a unique chance to see the 84 por-
traits in Australia. Paintings, photo-
graphs, holograms and sculptures are
included. ‘‘We’ve never had works of
this age on the wall before,’’ she said.
‘‘It’s just one of those moments where

the portrait galleries of the world are
working together.

‘‘These works are globally signific-
ant. It is about British history, but
they’re very much about our entire his-
tory in lots of ways.’’

Ms Quinlan said one of the most
intriguing works in the exhibition is
Charles Buchel’s arresting portrait of
writer Radclyffe Hall, best known for
her seminal, semi-autobiographical
novel The Well of Loneliness.

The book was banned by censors in
Britain for more than 20 years because
of its depiction of a lesbian relation-
ship. ‘‘She was quite a strong charac-
ter,’’ Ms Quinlan said. ‘‘The painting

really captures that. It is an androgyn-
ous style of dress, and if you look at the
way her hands are painted, they’re just
absolutely beautiful.’’

Ms Gilmour said the Brontë painting
was believed to have been lost forever,
before being rediscovered in a cup-
board in 1914. The painting has not
been restored and shows clear damage
from being folded up.

Amy-Blue, a portrait of Amy
Winehouse by Marlene Dumas, shows
an extreme close up of the late singer
painted from paparazzi snapshots.
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Shakespeare to Winehouse is open until
July 17.

Allens lawyer to head
financial advice inquiry
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Aleks Vickovich

Allens partner and superannuation
law expert Michelle Levy will lead a
review of financial advice industry reg-
ulations after mountainous red tape
pushed consumer fees up by 30 per
cent in two years and sparked an
exodus of more than 10,000 profes-
sional advisers.

On Friday, Treasury appointed Ms
Levy, a leading corporate adviser to
banks and wealth managers, to head
the year-long Quality of Advice Review,
which was recommended by the
Hayne royal commission in 2019.

The review will assess ‘‘opportunit-
ies to streamline and simplify regulat-
ory compliance’’ and any ‘‘unintended
consequences’’ of the raft of rules and
regulations introduced since Labor’s
landmark 2012 Future of Financial
Advice reforms.

‘‘I believe there are many ways we
can improve the regulation of financial
advice, making it easier for Australians
to receive quality advice when they
need it and in a form they want,’’ Ms
Levy said. ‘‘I am optimistic about what
we can achieve.’’

The median costs of financial advice
have rocketed by more than a third in

the past two years, and the number of
registered advisers has slumped 40 per
cent since before the Hayne inquiry.

The latest figures show a diminish-
ing supply of professional advice, and
the number of licensed individuals is
expected to fall to 13,000 by 2023 – 50
per cent fewer than before the royal
commission.

UNSW research published by The
Australian Financial Review on Thurs-
day found the exodus of professional
advisers also triggered a rise in finan-
cial fraud as criminals target the grow-
ing cohort of unadvised Australians.

Commissioner Hayne called for the
corporate regulator to assess whether
ethics and standards in the troubled
industry had improved three years
after his scathing final report.

However, Financial Services Minister
Jane Hume said in April last year that
the government would depart from
Commissioner Hayne’s edict by expand-
ing the scope of the inquiry to include a
commercial focus on the accessibility of
financial advice services.

It also handed the task to Treasury,
rather than the Australian Securities
and Investments Commission.

Ms Levy is a member of the Law
Council of Australia’s superannuation
committee and was previously a part-
ner at King & Wood Mallesons.


