Counihan Collection
A Chronology
The Counihan Gallery has acquired significant works by Noel Counihan since opening in 1999. For the first time, the Gallery will present the entire holding of artworks by its namesake in the Counihan Collection. This essay is a chronology of acquisitions from 1999 to today: it is an acknowledgment of Noel Counihan’s legacy and influence, the gallery’s origins and curatorial bearing, and of the growth of the Moreland Art Collection. This essay is also a tribute to the passion and outstanding generosity of our community.
Victor Griss, Counihan Gallery Curator
When Cr Andy Ingham opened the Counihan Gallery In Brunswick to the public for the first time on 14 October 1999, it represented the beginning of a new chapter for arts and culture in the Moreland municipality.
The gallery was named in honour of artist and activist Noel Counihan (1913-1986): while Counihan lived only very briefly in the municipality (in Coburg as a child), he became part of local folklore in Brunswick as a young man. He cut his political teeth in public speaking as a member of the Unemployed Workers Movement during the Great Depression. One famous speech on Sydney Road in 1933 captured the public’s imagination and became emblematic of free speech. 
From inside an iron elevator cage, Counihan protested the plight of the unemployed. He railed against the severe and unjust police crackdowns on the public meetings which aimed to address unemployment. He called for free speech and decried the rise of fascism, Hitler’s aggressive military ambitions and his right-wing sympathisers in Europe and Australia. The cage allowed Counihan to deliver his speech without immediate arrest, but he eventually gave himself over to police. He appeared before the Brunswick Court of Petty Sessions, was fined and spent a night in Coburg’s Pentridge Prison for “offensive behaviour”.
Through his artwork, Counihan would go on to dignify and champion the impoverished, the disempowered, the unemployed, the working class, women and aboriginal people. His art and activism also denounced the Vietnam war, conscription, and capitalism; he charged Christianity with hypocrisy, which he saw as complicit with the former problems. The details of Counihan’s life and practice, however, is not the purpose of this essay. These details are already well captured elsewhere in biographical form by Bernard Smith (Oxford University Press, 1993), Janet McKenzie (Kangaroo Press, 1986) and Max Dimmack (Melbourne University Press, 1974), as well as many catalogues and periodicals.
Importantly for the Counihan Gallery, its namesake has become a touchstone for the kind of artwork visitors can expect to encounter at the gallery – provocative, confronting, political and outspoken. In short, the gallery embraces the position of the artist as activist and, in many ways, this reflects the broader history of Moreland as a progressive and diverse community and cultural landscape. At the time of writing this, Moreland City Council is changing its municipal name to ‘Merri-bek’ out of respect for the land’s Traditional Custodians, the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung people.
It is no surprise then, that Noel Counihan is represented in the municipal art collection. This exhibition aims to capture and chronicle the story of Noel Counihan artworks in the collection to date, and the increase in acquisitions over recent years. Some of these acquisitions have been carefully targeted purchases. However, there is a great deal of local admiration for Counihan’s work and the gallery has received a number of donations from the local community and private collectors. The exhibition also includes some kind loans from longstanding friends and admirers of the artist, supporters of the gallery, and from the Counihan Estate – perennial patrons, all. It took many years of careful work and many acts of kindness to fill the exhibition space.
Tellingly, the first Noel Counihan acquisition was a major one. It has become a cornerstone of the artist’s holdings in the collection. Formally accessioned in 2002, it was a gift to the City of Moreland from Mr Giuseppe and Mrs Teresa De Stazio and family in memory of Cr Ingham, who had sadly passed away after illness the year prior. Tête (1969) is a large and significant oil painting. A bold, stark and graphic work, it depicts a large, rounded head, roughly modelled and presented against a simple split colour background. The face cuts a solitary and sombre figure, with vacant eyes and a grimace. This compelling work follows a period of studies made in Paris of elderly and homeless men. It usually takes pride of place in the gallery foyer.
The next acquisitions came in the form of two modest purchases from Bridget McDonnell Gallery in 2006. A small lithograph, A Metal Pourer (1948) depicts a foundry worker made from studies in Richmond at the time. The work was produced for the cover of a print folio, Lithographs by Counihan. The other, a small ink and wash on paper drawing, Anti War Cartoon (c. 1950) shows three baby-carriage like figures with protruding bayoneted weapons wobbling down a hill.
In 2007, another member of the public, Alice B. Glover, kindly donated a lithograph from Counihan’s late career. The print suite from which it came, Images of Opoul, show the vanishing peasant life and an aging population in a small rural village in Southern France. Image 10 [Woman with Stick] (1981) is dominated by the bent figure of an older woman, who leans on her walking stick and looms over two small figures in the background.
In 2010, three more prints were welcomed into the collection, generously donated by Elizabeth Batt – an artist, friend and contemporary of Noel Counihan. The lithographs A Worker Resting (1948), Furnaceman (1948) and The Artist’s Mother (1948) are from Counihan’s first foray into lithography (along with afore mentioned cover piece A Metal Pourer) and show Counihan’s affection for his subjects.
Later in the same year, the gallery made a judicious purchase from the Counihan Estate; Florentine Girl (1958) is a rare and sensitively rendered lithograph from a later period of Counihan’s practice. One of only three print proofs of its kind, it demonstrates the artist’s drafting prowess, interest in expression and aptitude for portraiture. The subject was a shop assistant in an arts supply stockist in Florence, sketched by Counihan two years earlier during a visit to Italy.
2013 marked the centenary of Noel Counihan’s birth and a significant year for growth of the Counihan collection. Three outstanding linocut prints were gifted to the gallery by the Svendsen Family in memory of the late Jack Svendsen, a long-time local resident. Namatjira (1959) is Counihan’s heart-felt contemporaneous response to the premature passing of the Arrernte painter, who attempted to bridge two cultures. We have made available on our website two news articles written by Counihan – one prior to Namatjira’s death, and one following – which expose the full dimension of the tragedy, simultaneously revealing Counihan’s searing insight and deep compassion. Boy (1967) is a comment on conscription and the loss of young lives in the Vietnam War. Mexican Girl (1970), a gentler work and originally commissioned by the Print Council of Australia, harks back to the artist’s journey to Mexico. It reflects his interest in its historic visual culture and revolutionary artists such as Diego Rivera and David Alfaro Siqueiros. 
To commemorate the artist’s birthday centenary, the gallery also purchased two works from the Counihan Estate: a pen and ink drawing on paper, Demonstrators III (1976), and a linocut print Demonstrator (1978). Respectively, they illustrate the development and culmination of an iconic image, a placard-wielding protestor: a fitting celebration of the artist’s defiant spirit and local legacy. The linocut image has subsequently served as a de facto logo for the annual Noel Counihan Commemorative Art Award. Since 2017 the gallery has presented the award at its annual Summer Show to a local artist whose outstanding contemporary artwork deals with social, political, cultural or environmental themes.
Contributing to centenary celebrations was the generous spirit of well-known historian, scholar, and curator Dr Colin Holden. A paper and print enthusiast and collector, he spontaneously gifted the gallery a Counihan drawing study of Wonthaggi miners at work underground, Using Hand Drill in Wet Bord (c.1940s). A benefactor to many public institutions with a deep appreciation for arts, scholarship and education, Dr Holden passed prematurely, just a few years later. 
2013 was capped off by another welcome gift to the collection, this time from Natasha (Anna) Svendsen. The three-coloured lithograph A Girl’s Head (1968) was originally commissioned by the World Record Club as an exclusive offer to its music-loving members and shows some unusual experimentation with colour and composition.

In 2014, the gallery acquired The Barracker (1978) - a small black and white gouache on board work from Lauraine Diggins Fine Art. Counihan was a known lover of Australian Rules Football and was a passionate South Melbourne supporter. Few people could boast that they had ‘shaken hands with Pablo Picasso and Roy Cazaly’ but Counihan was one of them. This expressive work of a highly animated character blends his penchant for faces, caricature, portraiture – and football. 
In the same year the gallery accepted another extraordinary cultural gift from the Svendsen Family, given in memory of Jack Svendsen. The gift was a complete set of nine prints from THE BROADSHEET suite (1967-72), of which Counihan contributed to four prints. These include the first; THE BROADSHEET: 1 Napalm Sunday – Coming next year – Ash Wednesday (1967), THE BROADSHEET: 2 The Great Australian Summer (1967), THE BROADSHEET: 4 Up You, Cazaly (1968), and THE BROADSHEET: 6 A Time For Peace: For The Vietnam Moratorium 8-9-10 May 1970 (1970). These prints – collaborative affairs by like-minded artists – responded to Australian political issues of the times.
Ian and Marjorie Fitzgerald approached the gallery in 2015 with a charming drawing, which they gifted to the collection. In Portrait of Ian Fitzgerald (c.1948), Counihan captured Ian in his youth. Such sketches were often made by the artist at events to raise funds for political causes or to supplement his income. This welcome gift also bears testament to the way in which Counihan connected to people, and the fondness with which he is remembered by those he encountered, if only briefly.
2018 proved to be an auspicious year for the collection, with three significant Counihan donations. The first of these was from well-known Melbourne art dealer Lauraine Diggins, then in failing health, who offered a major cultural gift to the Counihan Gallery. A large and arresting oil painting, Woman and Man (1984), depicts a young, vivacious, and outstretched female nude, behind whom sits an elderly, averted, and hunched male figure, contrasting youthful vitality and aged decline. Lauraine was awarded an OAM in 2019 for her outstanding services to the museums and galleries sector, sadly passing away just a few months later. The Counihan Gallery is grateful to be amongst the cultural institutions that attracted her generosity. 
The second donation also represented a remarkable acquisition for the municipality, another major painting, this time from collector Anthony (Peter) Cox. The maniacal Laughing Christ 6 (1970) is a bold, bloody and nightmarish work from a series based on the Christ image produced in the context of the Vietnam War, both symbolising and heaping scorn upon a corroded Western culture and the religion that underpinned it. A flagship painting for the collection it is presented in this exhibition alongside two loaned linocut iterations which make interesting comparison between mediums in the exploration and development of the Laughing Christ motif and the artist’s preoccupation with it.  
The final donation of 2018 came from an artist, Samuel Condon who (with Hannah Cross) had once received the lithograph – Standing Figure (1968) – themselves as a gift from Joan Annie Anderson.  They felt the work belonged in a public collection and honoured Joan in their dedication, extending the spirit of largesse. A nude with a noticeable Picasso influence, it was also commissioned by the World Record Club for exclusive sale to its members. 
2019 marked the 20th Anniversary of the gallery. To recognise that milestone, an acquisition was made from the Counihan Estate. Boy in Helmet (1968) added to the works relating to the Vietnam War and conscription, a subject which had very real implications for Counihan as his sons, Mick and Terry, were both of age to be potential conscripts. Mick was in fact conscripted but later discharged after an extensive debate with authorities.
In 2020 a modest purchase was made from Douglas Stewart Fine Books when the opportunity arose for a booklet – Peace Is Our Answer (1950) – in good condition. Published in London by Collets Holdings, it is a collection of poems by Jack Lindsay responding to a dozen accompanying linocut reproductions by Noel Counihan. It also includes poems by J.G Crowther, Pablo Neruda, Paul Eluard and Louise Aragon. The book followed the First World Congress of Peace in Paris 1949, which Counihan attended as an Australian delegate. Here, he met the poets who he would later collaborate with.
The original prints prompting that publication in 1950 were reproduced again almost three decades later. In 2021, the gallery acquired them from the Estate, a monograph and print folio from Gryphon Books – War or Peace (1979) signed by Counihan and Lindsay.  At the same time the gallery also sourced a rare final state print, which was never editioned. The Laughing Woman (1959) is a subject and composition that Counihan would later return to in his 1984 oil painting Woman and Man, previously mentioned.  
The most recent acquisition for the collection came through some good fortune. The gallery was given first option on a purchase of a Counihan work probably not exhibited since its first commercial appearance. The owner’s preference was for it to be acquired by a public collection so it would be seen by the community. It was an opportunity not to be missed by the Counihan Gallery. Study for ‘On the Front Bench’ (1956) comes from a small but rich vein of Counihan’s oeuvre, which focusses on parliamentarians and the legislature. It combines satirical wit with a scathing political comment; it is prophetic, if not timeless. 
Biographer Bernard Smith wrote: ‘It is to be regretted that he did not paint more, for no other Australian painter has seriously attempted a political genre. Neither the modernists nor the academicians were interested in the political scene as a subject for art.’ Other works from this series are held by the National Gallery of Victoria, Geelong Art Gallery and the Art Gallery of Ballarat.
The Counihan Gallery is proud to present this complete holding of works by Noel Counihan from the municipal collection for the first time. It is an important acknowledgment of the artist’s legacy and influence, the gallery’s origins and curatorial bearing, the significant growth of the collection and a tribute to the passion and outstanding generosity of the community. 

This exhibition is dedicated to all who played a role in it coming to fruition, from the genesis of the gallery, and, over two decades, to the launch of the Counihan Collection.
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