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Sydney is in the midst of a cultural renaissance, with a booming
contemporary art and festival scene that could rival any
on the global stage. Tony Perrottet explores the creative side
of Australia's iconic city by the sea. Plus, where to stay,
eat, and drink right now.
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S 1S SO OFTEN the case in Sydney, a whiff
of debauchery was in the air. Elinor
Wrobel, an Australian art collector in
her mid-eighties whose silver bouffant
evokes a 21st-century Marie Antoinette,
settled in front of a wall of raunchy
nude paintings and fixed me with a
mischievous look: “Would you fancy
some refreshments?”
“Ice water?” I asked naively.
“No0-0-0-0-0!" She stared at me,
aghast. “I was thinking champagne!”
Elinor’s daughter, Andrea, slipped
off to get the bubbly. “After all, it’s
3 p.m.,” Elinor sang. “Cocktail hour!”
My afternoon was off to a bohemian start. I had stumbled into the
John Passmore Museum of Art, Sydney’s most obscure and charming
institution, which is housed in a majestic former pub in the harborside
neighborhood of Woolloomooloo. Its origins date back some 40 years,
to when Elinor befriended the eccentric Modernist painter John
Passmore, a bearded hermit who lived in a nearby beach shack. He was
a difficult bloke, according to the Australian Dictionary of Biography:
“Secretive, self-doubting, contemptuous of commercial success,
insular, and given to uttering Delphic maxims.” When Passmore died
in 1984, he bequeathed 270 of his paintings to Elinor, who later
converted two floors of her Victorian home into a shrine. More than 40
Passmore works are now on rotating display, offering evocative visions

Below, from left: Elinor Wrobel, who runs the John Passmore Museum of Art;

Welcome to Redfern, a mural in the Redfern neighborhood by local artist Reko
Rennie; The Arrival of Demons, a 2017 mural by Afghan refugee Khadim Aliin

the foyer of the Museum of Contemporary Art Australia.
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of the Sydney waterfront. The museum also has an impressive urn
containing the artist’s remains, as well as personal artifacts from his rustic
studio, including his bunk bed, easel, ragged old clothes, and the wooden
fruit boxes he used as furniture.

But the most memorable experience—if Elinor and Andrea take a shine to
you—is to be invited into the Wrobels’ antiques-filled top-floor residence,
where every inch of wall space is covered “salon-style” with their personal
collection. On my champagne-fueled visit, Elinor regaled me for two hours
with anecdotes about her Aussie artist friends running amok over the
decades. It was a reminder that Sydney has long had a self-contained cultural
life that the rest of the world knows very little about. It was also living proof
that the arts are thriving in the city better known for its hedonistic seductions
of surf, sun, sand, and wine, wine, wine.
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Pub-Crawl Like a Local

You Can Have Some of the Best Asian
Meals of Your Life in Sydney

ACK HOME IN NEW YORK, I've long struggled to convince
friends that an art scene exists at all in my hometown.
Many seem to think of Sydney as a place where the
happy-go-lucky denizens surf all day before tossing
shrimp on the barbie. “If you peel back a layer, Sydney is avery
rich cultural city,” explained Emilya Colliver, founder of Art
Pharmacy, an online gallery for Aussie artists. “You just have to
know where to go.” As she spoke, I realized how quickly things
had changed on the ground in the past couple of years, which
have seen Sydney come into its own as the cultural hub of the
Asia-Pacific region. Every time I go home, there seems to be
something new and extraordinary. Thanks to decent
government funding and a growing sense of confidence, the
city is constantly multiplying its plush galleries, thriving
theaters, and wacky public art projects, as well as expanding its
hectic schedule of art festivals, like the now 10-year-old Vivid
Sydney, a nearly monthlong program of art and light
installations around key sites, including the Opera House. (The
2019 festival runs from May 24 through June 15.) So I set myself
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a heroic mission: I would spend a week
bouncing around Sydney to explore the
scene with fresh eyes, exchanging the
wintry avenues of the East Village for an
art-filled Indian summer down under.
Shaking off jet lag, I began my cultural
crash course with my uncle Brian Turner,
who for decades ran the bookstore in the
Art Gallery of New South Wales (AGNsw),
one of the city’s oldest and most revered
museums. “We’ll start at the beginning,”
he declared, taking me to the new APY Art
Centre Collective, the city’s first wholly
Aboriginal-owned gallery, with
monumental wood carvings and dot
paintings on display in an airy town
house. Sydney is now one of the world’s
great immigrant cities, Brian explained,
but for much of its history, artists have

struggled to find an identity—perhaps not surprising for a place that
was founded 230 years ago as a dumping ground for British criminals.
We dipped into this history in the AcNsw, which is perched among
gardens of native succulents on the eastern fringes of the Central
Business District (CBD) and has a Neoclassical fagade. Its halls show
the progression in Australian art from 1gth-century colonial
paintings, where English artists grappled with the alien landscape,
through the 1950s and 60s, when Aussie artists saw the need to escape
to London and New York to feel relevant, although they often returned
to their roots. Their works, drawing on the international currents of
Modernism and abstraction, yet distinctly Australian, include iconic
images like Sidney Nolan’s stylized retelling of the bushranger Ned
Kelly—the Aussie equivalent of Jesse James. We ended at The Balcony 2,
alapis blue vision of Sydney Harbour from 1975 by one of Australia’s
most important contemporary painters, Brett Whiteley, that was
created at a moment when artists had begun to embrace the city’s
exotic position at the fringe of the Western world. The charismatic but
troubled Whiteley, whose free brushstrokes and sense of the lush
antipodean light and color are still exhilarating, died of a heroin
overdose in 1992. His studio in Surry Hills remains intact, and

-

Visitors can camp'at
Cockatoo Island, the site
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that is now a UNESE
World Heritage sités
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visiting it is an intimate experience—it’s as if Whiteley had stepped
out minutes before your arrival.

By now, I was realizing that a Sydney art tour is inordinately
pleasant. We stopped for lunch at the spectacular Chiswick at the
Gallery restaurant, whose wraparound glass walls overlook the
wooden “finger” wharf of the Woolloomooloo Harbour, once used to
store wool shipments. But I began to feel sorry for Sydney artists
when I called in at the Museum of Contemporary Art Australia: it has
such ravishing views of the Opera House—which qualifies as a site-
specific sculpture in itself—that the creations inside struggled to
compete. [ immersed myself'in the challenging artworks (a new video
and photo series by Aboriginal artist Tracey Moffatt was particularly
haunting) before a visit to the rooftop café. There, above the waters of
Circular Quay, I savored delicious Sydney rock oysters and a crisp
Hunter Valley Sauvignon Blanc. The café even hosts a monthly after-
hours event named, with bracing directness, Artbar, with
performances and DJs.

I had covered some of the more obvious institutions. To peer
behind the scenes, I contacted the radio host, quiz-show champion,
and novelist Sunil Badami, who suggested we meet at Carriageworks,
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an art center in a cavernous former rail
yard in Redfern. We went on a Saturday,
when the farmers’ market was in full
swing. To get there, I first filed along with
crowds sampling Greek pastries, Thai
soups, and gourmet versions of Aussie
staples like meat pies, while Badami
expounded on the problems Sydney
artists faced with skyrocketing rents and
real estate developments. The city’s
economic boom, he explained, is
threatening to turn it into a sun-dappled
version of SoHo in Manhattan, where
creative types can no longer afford to live.
“Sydney has never been considered the
most ‘cultured’ city,” he added, “but there
are all sorts of private collective spaces
like Carriageworks that encourage a kind
of artistic underground.”

In the cathedral-like industrial space of

. Paramount House.
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headquarters.

Carriageworks, the main exhibits were hypnotic. I was particularly
dazzled by a series of brilliantly colored light panels that evoked high-
tech lava lamps, and a vast labyrinth made from walls of hanging
cotton. They were typical of the ambitious contemporary artworks
that make full creative use of the raw, Victorian-era environment, with
its soaring brick arches, wrought-iron columns, and the scars of former
blacksmith workshops. There were also more quirky offerings. In a
side gallery was a special event: “The Art of Divorce,” actor Russell
Crowe’s auction of his property after the breakup of his marriage.
Exhibits included his genuinely fine Australian art collection, which
has paintings from the 1960s by Sidney Nolan and Arthur Boyd,
alongside Crowe’s own whimsical Hollywood memorabilia, like the
ancient-Roman breastplate from Gladiator. The mix of high art and
irreverence seemed quintessentially Australian.

After our visit to Carriageworks, we set out on foot to explore
Redfern, which, together with the neighborhoods of Paddington,
Kings Cross, and Glebe, forms the heart of the “inner city,” as
Sydneysiders call it. These areas, once gritty, are now leafy and
charming, filled with restored Edwardian terrace houses. I used to

live on Redfern’s fringe as a student, but it has (Continued on page 130)
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(Sydney, continued from page 127)

changed so much that the only
store I could recognize was an
old laundromat.

I asked Sophia de Mestre, the
program director at a specialist art
company called Culture Scouts, to
show me around. De Mestre steered
me to sites like the Commercial, a
former car-repair shop that had been
converted into a gallery filled with
semi-abstract oils. Redfern, de
Mestre explained, which not so long
ago was known as a dead end for its
racial tension, drugs, and the
occasional street riot, is now part of
aglobal art scene. “Sydney artists can
show in Tokyo, New York, or Paris,”
she explained, “but still live and work
around the corner.”

FTER AWEEK I thought I’d

seen it all, aesthetically

speaking. I'd tracked down

street art in the neighborhood
of Newtown by guerrilla painters
with names like Captain Earwax and
Ox King. I'd attended a convivial art
reception at Gallerie Pompom in
Chippendale, on the southern edge of
the CBD, where the flamboyant
cofounder Ron Adams served craft
beer to half of Sydney’s bohemia—a
party that spilled into the back alley
until midnight. And I'd hopped a
ferry to Cockatoo Island, a former
convict quarry and shipyard that had
been taken over by monumental
sculptures for the Sydney Biennale,
which started in 1973 and has

developed into the largest
contemporary art fair in the country.
Every stop was combined with
Sydney’s gourmet offerings, from
superb cappuccinos in waterfront
cafés to delicious ramen on rooftops.
But the most memorable
combination of food and art came on
my last night, when I watched it snow
on Sydney Harbour. For a month
every year, the Handa Opera on
Sydney Harbour, a part of the
excellent Australian Opera Company
performs on a floating open-air stage
at Mrs. Macquaries Point, just
offshore from the Royal Botanic
Garden. It is a site with some of
Sydney’s best views. This time
around, Puccini’s La Bohéme was
playing, and the stage set re-created
an icebound Paris in the depths of
winter—even though it was 8o
degrees and the surrounding
eucalyptus trees teemed with birds.
The night was nothing if not
cosmopolitan. I started with a three-
course French meal at the venue’s
pop-up restaurant by the lapping
waves. Soon I was being lulled by an
Italian love aria sung by a Korean-
born tenor while yachts drifted back
and forth in the darkness. Suddenly,
flakes of snow began to waft from the
stage, created by hidden snow
machines. Even the fruit bats seemed
to be enchanted, circling happily in
the stage lights. As I put out my
tongue to taste a speck of'ice,
fireworks exploded above the stage,
to gasps of wonder from the crowd.
Once upon a time, Sydneysiders
may have pined for the revered
cultural centers of Europe and the
U.S., dying to escape to foreign shores.
But I would lay good money that not a
single member of the audience that
night wished they were anywhere else.

Tony Perrottet is a frequent T+L
contributor. His sixth book, Cuba
Libre!, is out in January.
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ANART LOVER’S GUIDE TO SYDNEY

Sydney is most famous for its sun and sand—but its cultural
offerings are no less spectacular. The contemporary art scene is
flourishing, and visitors can see it up close in the galleries of emerging
neighborhoods such as Redfern and Chippendale.

Getting There

There are many direct
flights to Sydney from
the western U.S.; due to
the distance, travelers
from other parts of the
country will have to
connect through Los
Angeles, San Francisco,
or Houston.

Galleries

In addition to a robust
permanent collection of
Asian-Pacific Islander
and Western art, future
exhibitions at the Art
Gallery of New South
Wales (artgallery.nsw.
gov.au) willinclude a
Marcel Duchamp
retrospective (April
27-August 11)and a
show from Australia's
Balgo Hills school (July
27-November 17). The
Museum of
Contemporary Art
Australia (mca.com.
au), just a short walk
away on the harbor,
focuses on the work of
living Australian artists,
with a special emphasis
on Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
traditions. But the city is
also brimming with
more indie operations.
See the oeuvre of one of
New South Wales's
most noted native sons
at the John Passmore
Museum of Art (fb.
com/johnpassmore

_|_

museum), a quirky
tavern turned gallery
founded by Elinor
Wrobel, a friend of
Passmore's, to whom
he bequeathed
hundreds of his pieces.
The Aboriginal-owned
gallery of the APY

Art Centre Collective
(apygallery.com)
showcases the work
of artist collaboratives
in the Anangu
Pitjantjatjara
Yankunytjatjara Lands,
an Aboriginal areain
the remote corner of
South Australia. This
includes fresh faces

in fields from
traditional punu wood
carving to audiovisual
pieces and new media.
Many of the best
underground art
spaces in the city are
located inland, where
they're hard to find. In
Chippendale, there's
Galerie Pompom
(galeriepompom.com),
a long-running
commercial gallery
representing artists
from Sydney and
Melbourne. The
Commercial (the
commercialgallery.
com), a former body
shop in Redfern, and
Carriageworks
(carriageworks.com.
au), amultiuse space
in an old railroad depot
in nearby Eveleigh,

are alsoworth
checking out.

Events

Music lovers should
follow the schedule

at Handa Opera on
Sydney Harbour
(opera.org.au), the
seasonal outdoor venue
of the Australian Opera
Company. Its next
production, a special
run of Leonard
Bernstein's West Side
Story, takes place
March 22 to April 19.
From May 24 to June
15, the annual Vivid
Sydney festival (vivid
sydney.com) will fill the
city with interactive
street art, public talks,
and large-scale light
displays on landmarks
like the Opera House.
And in 2020, the
Biennale of Sydney
(biennaleofsydney.art)
will present its 22nd
season, this time under
the direction of Aussie
artist Brook Andrew.

Tours

The art-savvy guides
at Culture Scouts
(culturescouts.com.au)
lead walking tours in
various districts around
Sydney, including an
exploration of the
graffiti and street art
scene in the Newtown
neighborhood and a
food tour of Redfern.
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