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SPEECH BY THE PREMIER ON THE OCCASION OF THE LAUNCHING OF AN 
APPEAL FOR THE PURCHASE OF A SELF PORTRAIT BY SIR WILLIAM DOBELL. 

1 .10.74 
Mr. Chairman, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen. 

A civilized society is one which values and seeks to understand 
the achievements of its artists, be they its writers or performers, 
painters or sculptors. 

Such a society constantly allows itself to be redefined by its 
artists. Ultimately there is no part that is not touched and 
reworked by them. 

The literate traveller in Queenslands rain forest country has a 
frame of reference in Judith Wright's poetry. Barry Humphries' 
Mrs. Everaqe has delimited and fixed, as it were in timeless 
plastic, one kind of Australian accent and woman. The very fine 
Boer War Memorial on North Terrace expresses the Australian's 
latent heroicism and aggressiveness. We have all seen exhultant 
Streeton landscapes. 

Such a catalogue could be continued, though it becomes a little 
harder with artists like, say, Syd Ball - though I have seen 
airports overseas that are very hard-edged, highly coloured and 
abstract. Artists of his calibre teach us more to understand 
the languages and relationships of colours and shapes, and 
these relate to our lives in equally meaningfull, if somewhat 
more subtle, ways. 

And so to Sir William Dobell. He was an artist who very clearly 
re-worked and redefined his visual world to give it added 
dimensions of meaning. As one of the century's most popular 
Australian artists, he has had a considerable affect on the 
way we see some very ordinary things - for instance, the tea-tree 
scrub of the East Coast of New South Wales and the kinds of 
storm cloud formations they have up there. He has also taught 
us how to see, in his way, human character; noble and eccentric, 
graceful or powerful. Dobell was a man who thought with both 
brush and brain. That is why we are here today. 
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Today we are paying homage to this most gentle and humane artist. 
As a community, we wish to acquire one of his paintings for our 
gallery. We are doing this by public appeal, and the Government 
will provide $10,000 of the $80,000 needed to purchase one of 
his most outstanding works. 

Some of you may wonder why, then, the Government does not pay 
the whole bill. There are, in fact, two reasons why it does 
not wish to do so. The first is this; the total State Government 
disbursement for the arts this year is $24" million, when grants 
to the arts are added to the administrative costs and grants 
made by boards and authorities concerned with the State's creative 
and artistic development. That figure is not bad for a small 
state faced, as all states are, with stringent budgeting problems 
due to Federal Government parsimony. 

The second reason is that the Government believes there should, 
in all the State's creative acrHivity, be ob high a degree of public 
participation and involvement as possible. 

It therefore believes there is a real social advantage in having 
a public appeal to raise funds for this particular Dobell. 

And now a word about this picture. There are some silly ideas 
circulating concerning it. Firstly, we are dealing here with a 
major Dobell painting not, it is true, one of his most well known 
paintings; not one of his largest; but a painting of such 
quality and distinction that is to our collection in South 
Australia what the recently publicised $650,000 picture by 
Willem DeKooning, called 'Woman Five1, could be to the National 
collection. 

To some, the fact that this is an unsigned Dobell painting 
has importance. The truth is that it has never been 
out of his estate. There is a tendency to talk about it as 
an 'unfinished sketch'. In fact, it has. been less worked 
over than many of his earlier, better known portraits - and 
the looser, urgent application is one of its more important 
attributes, not a fault. 
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To call it 'unfinished' does it far less than justice. We could 
ask whether a painting is ever unfinished when it carries such 
a soulfully revealing self examination. 

It is a painting which is certain to attract the attention of 
scholars in the future, when it becomes better known. I believe 
that we are acting responsibly in seeking a work which embodies 
the deeper and richer qualities of art - though these may be 
sometimes disquieting - rather than the more superficial,but 
sometimes more popular qualities of some of his better knpwn 
works. Because of these qualities, the gallery believes this painting to 
be an infinitely superior Dobell to the Portrait of Elaine 
Haxton which was shown in Adelaide during this year's Festival, 
and which was offered to it at $100,000. The Gallery Board 
believes, in fact, that the Elaine Haxton is decorative, sweet, 
rather frilly, and rather overworked. 

In all this, the Gallery has not been pre-occupied with a gap-
filling operation for its collection. It believes that this 
often leads to the acquiring of works chosen to represent an 
artist and often with some compromise of quality. In this instance 
it believes that an opportunity has been offered to acquire a 
work of superior quality and significance which, fortuitously, 
also fills a gap. 

Perhaps"1 the most pertinent words about this picture have been 
written by James Gleeson, a close friend of Dobell and a 
sensitive interpreter of his work. He writes of this picture 
the following: 

"It is tempting to assume that it was painted during 
the last illness or after the death of his sister, Alice, who 
had been his companion and housekeeper for almost a quarter 
of a century. Whether this is so or not, it is the portrait 
of a man who had more than a nodding acquaintance with grief. 

Whatever it is that his mind is fixed upon has stripped 
his features of the usual defences used in presenting a 
public front. 
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We see a Dobell we would never have known in real life 
because we would never have been permitted to look so deeply 
into his soul. Only once, in the privacy of this remarkable 
and most personal portrait, did he lower his guard and paint 
the quiet despair, the acceptance of hopelessness, the anguished 
quietude of his old age. 

Those who knew him would be inclined to say that this 
portrait was not characteristic of the man, that he was; a man 
of good humour, warmth and balance, and these qualities are not 
to be found in the painting. And they would be right- about the 
public Dobell. But the private man, the reully private man, was 
a stranger even to his friends. Only in this unique study do 
we catch a glimpse of the loneliness and bleakness that were so 
well hidden behind the social facade." 

I commend to the people of this State this important picture 
and ask that the Gallery Board be supported in its efforts to 
aquire it. 

Thank you. 
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