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In the week after COP26 came to an end, it’s bitter-sweet that one of Australia’s

major banks has announced that it’s selling its $10 million art collection to support

projects that will help communities prepare for natural disasters in the face of

climate change.

In a sign of shifting priorities, the National Australia Bank is divesting itself of its

vast collection of Australian art and will be ploughing the money raised into its

philanthropic arm, the NAB Foundation, which provides grants to communities

confronting the ever-increasing risk of fires, floods and cyclones. Assembled in the

1970s, the collection features leading Australian artists including John Brack, Fred

Williams, John Olsen and Albert Tucker.
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Not since beer maker Foster’s sold its art collection in 2005, generating $13.3

million, has such a large corporate collection gone under the hammer. But while

the Foster’s auction comprised just 70 high-value paintings, National Australia

Bank is selling more 2500 artworks in a series of auctions starting in February next

year.

“While the artwork collection has been appreciated for more than 40 years since it

was accumulated in the 1970s, it is clearly not core to NAB’s role as a bank and

supporting customers,” NAB Group’s Chief Operating Officer, Les Matheson, told

Saleroom via email. “The funds raised from the auctions will help the communities

and customers we serve with disaster readiness at a critical time for the nation’s

economic recovery from COVID-19. Organisations like 1300KOALAZ and Rural

Health Connect are recent examples of NAB Ready Together Community Grants

recipients and the proceeds of the sale will help us support more organisations like

these.”

“We have more than 2,000 works,” Matheson said. “Many of these have been

displayed across more than 100 locations around the country, but a [large] number

have also remained in storage for many, many years, underlining why this is the

right thing to do.”

Chris Deutscher of Deutscher & Hackett with John Brack’s Through the Window, 1972, which will be
auctioned in February as part of the National Australia Bank collection with an estimate of $400,000 to
$600,000.   Eamon Gallagher
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With so much art to sell, two auction houses have been appointed to the job.

Deutscher and Hackett will launch the series, with about 90 highlights from the

NAB Collection, worth a total of more than $5 million, being auctioned on February

22. The following night, Leonard Joel will auction a further 150 important works

worth a total of more than $1 million. The remaining artworks will be sold by

Leonard Joel throughout 2022.

NAB’s move typifies an international trend as corporations, particularly banks, sell

off their art collections as their physical footprint – and wall space – diminishes,

branches go online, and staff spend more time working from home. Increasingly,

social initiatives are taking precedence over art. Matheson emphasised that the

NAB sale was “about the impact we can have for the communities we operate in”,

rather than a sign that the bank’s office space – or staff numbers – may be

shrinking.

NAB $28.910  -1.09%
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“While the appearance of our corporate workplaces have continually transitioned

over a number of years, NAB has this year launched two new commercial office

buildings in Sydney and Melbourne, both of which have factored in new ways of

working, including more open spaces to foster hybrid ways of working as we live

with COVID-19,” he said.

The NAB’s collection began with a specific aim, to collect Australian paintings and

tapestries from the 1970s. Renowned Melbourne gallerist Georges Mora was

brought on as consultant. The core collection is a fascinating insight into a time

when senior artists including Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, Sidney Nolan, John

Perceval and Albert Tucker were still active, and a younger generation was

springing up behind them, including the likes of Howard Arkley, Peter Booth and

Jenny Watson.

The National Gallery of Victoria dedicated an exhibition to the NAB Collection in

1982, titled The Seventies. So it’s fitting that forty years on, the collection will be

auctioned in Melbourne, giving people the chance to review what was considered

the happening art of that time and to rediscover names that may have fallen from

commercial recognition, such as Lesley Dumbrell, whose Op Art painting Chinook,

Chairman of Leonard Joel, John Albrecht, Lesley Dumbrell’s Snakes and Ladders, 1979, being sold as part of
the National Australia Bank collection with an estimate of $15,000 to $20,000.  Arsineh Houspian
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from 1975, made the cover of the NGV’s exhibition catalogue. Several of Dumbrell’s

works will be auctioned including Snakes and Ladders, from 1979, with an estimate

of $15,000 to $20,000 at Leonard Joel’s Part II sale.

A tapestry based on Snakes and Ladders, woven by the Victorian Tapestry

Workshop, will also be sold by Leonard Joel (estimate $12,000 to $18,000) as will

John Coburn’s Arabian Sun, from 1976, woven by Pinton Manufacture de

Tapiesseries d’Aubusson, France (estimate $30,000 to $40,000).
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A highlight of the Deutscher and Hackett sale is John Brack’s disquieting 1972

painting, Through the Window (estimate $400,000 to $600,000). Also in Deutscher

and Hackett’s camp are John Olsen’s Dark Void, 1976, (estimate $150,000 to

From the NAB Collection, John Coburn’s Arabian Sun, 1976, woven by Pinton Manufacture de Tapiesseries
d’Aubusson, France, being sold next year by Leonard Joel with an estimate of $30,000 to $40,000. 
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200,000), Albert Tucker’s The Card Players, 1968-73 (estimate $120,000 to 180,000),

and Fred Williams’ Forest Pond, 1974, (estimate $300,000 to $400,000).

Some works NAB can’t bear to part with, such as Brett Whiteley’s 1976 oil on

plywood Still Life with Up Front Out Back and Cherries.

“We will retain a small number of pieces that have extra significance or hold a

special place in the institution’s history as part of NAB’s heritage collection, which

also includes two Archibald Prize winning portraits of former bank executives,”

Matheson said.
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