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It was not until the development of the Roman Empire that the collection of art became popular practice. With the exorbitant influence of Classical Greek culture on Roman society, there was an increasing demand for private commissions and the replication of various forms of Greek art, notably sculpture. Fine art had become fashionable; mass-produced and sold on the market as a commodity, ancient history’s version of popular culture. 

Hoarding is not a new or unusual thing. Since the origins of human civilisation humanity has collected and produced artworks and objects of great value for a multitude of purposes. The point to be emphasised is that the collection of items suites the contextual needs of society and the individual.

This was the predominant message that continued to arise during the first of an ongoing series of discussions to be held at the Meyer Gallery in Sydney. The seminars, each of which are aimed at addressing some of the contemporary issues in Australian photography, are part of an exciting and noble project to solidify and extend the ties of the photographic community in Sydney.

The aim of the evening was to shed some insightful advice on the collection of photography and was presided over by panellists Joyce Evans, Sandy Edwards and Gordon Undy. Following some friendly and informal discussion in the exhibition space, the audience took to their seats for the introduction by co-founder of the Meyer Gallery, Mr Bob Kersey.

An accomplished collector and traditional photographer himself, Kersey bid warm welcome to colleagues and guests. The message of his introduction was simple; validity, in terms of the collection of fine art, is founded on the grounds of individual appreciation.

As one of the latest additions to the ever-expanding definition of ‘fine art’, photography is part of the continually evolving legacy that illustrates the journey of humanity. As a major figure in the history of Australian photography, it seemed highly appropriate that Joyce Evans kicked off the evening’s talks. 

Evans has been heavily involved in the photographic industry since the 1970s. She established Australia’s first photographic gallery in Melbourne, giving her exposure to a large number of practicing photographers and their work, many of whom have found their way into her private collection. As a practicing photographer and evaluator for the Australian Government Cultural Gift Program, there are few in the industry that can rival her voice.

Her presentation was peppered with breathtaking examples from her private collection – most of which are images of history’s greats – illuminating some insightful advice as to the process involved in collecting. From early on in the piece, Evans was quick to point out the aesthetic distinction that exists between the documentary image and the directorial image. It is this distinction that has had an obvious affect on the way that she collects photographs.

To Evans, the documentary image represents the most pure from of photography. The photographs taken in this manner could be described as being, essentially, snap shots. It is not so much the artistic practice of the photographer that formulates a creative response, but rather, it is the reading of the image in the viewer’s eye. These photographs, as Evans explained, retain an extraordinary sense of suggestion. The viewer, or if we may, the collector, is invited to look through the photographic window and to participate in the journey as some kind of absent witness. 

“Through the image, you are touching the incident – time – in someway the photograph is reality,” she professed.

Amongst her favourites; the untimely, macabre images of Frank Hurley’s World War I and adventures to the Antarctic; the iconic Australiana photographs by Max Dupain; awe-inspiring historical shots of Melbourne in development by Charlie Nettleton; and the story telling quality of Louis Buvelot’s Heidelberg School. 

She acknowledged that the field of photography, like all art making processes, is diversifying appropriately to suite the technological advancements – particularly the implications of the digital age – and contextual standing of contemporary times. These adaptations are predominantly linked to the directorial image.

This mode of photography is much like that of any other artistic medium. Like the artist, the photographer is the instigator, creating an environment to encourage the moment of realisation to appear, in a sense, synthetically. Photographs produced in this manner, as Evans described, are the type of works that hit the high value. An exceptional instance being the work of Bill Henson, a photographer that Evans has dealt with from a young age as an aspiring artist.  

As the examples from her collection continued, it was suddenly apparent that these photographs actually represented a part of who Evans is. Thus is the heart of all collectors; like religion or politics, collecting is an extraordinarily personal thing. 

As Evans stated in her notes from the seminar, some works are simply “too exciting and too important not to own.”

The second speaker for this evening’s seminar was Sandy Edwards, co-director of the Stills Gallery in Sydney. Working as a part-time curator and freelance photographer, Edwards has been involved in the practical aspect of the industry since the 1970s. As the creative producer of ARTHERE – an organisation devoted to supporting photographers – Edwards offered an intriguing angle of professionalism on the topic of collecting. 

She expressed the inexhaustible importance of the gallery and the significant role that it plays in building the careers of photographers, both on the national and international stage. 

Providing press and publicity for the artist is a crucial component that can dramatically affect the sale of artworks. By insuring absolute attention to detail – that is, historical readings into artists and their work, appropriate documentation of exhibitions, and a thorough understanding of the particular medium on exhibit – galleries offer a professional stamp of authority that provides confidence to buyers. 

Edwards elaborated on the responsibilities that galleries have towards artists, in insuring quality control of the handling and exhibition of work. She made it explicit that photographers should seek representation from galleries that are contextually suited and right for them.  

The gallery was not her only concern; the advice Edwards gave to collectors, too, was to pay close attention to detail.

Research is crucial when intending to make a purchase, and collectors should make extensive use of the knowledge that galleries possess. Attending floor talks can give a good historical background to the work on display and help outline the artist’s intentions. Artist statements can also provide similar information. It is important, as Edwards described, that intending collectors investigate thoroughly before attending exhibition openings, as this can often lead to misinterpretation. 

Perhaps the most entertaining feature of the evening’s proceedings came with Gordon Undy’s inability to contain his passion for the photographic process, which prompted an engaging participation from the audience. A traditionalist, through and through, Undy is a master of photography and director of the pointlight gallery in Sydney. 

As a collector of traditional monochrome photography, Undy expressed his delightful admiration for Joyce Evans, proclaiming her collection to be a ‘national treasure’. 

Affirming what Evans had expressed earlier, Undy emphasised that a collector is as much of an artist as artists are themselves. He expressed the need for intending collectors to find their voice, explaining that each time you purchase a work of art, you are essentially receiving a piece of whom the artist is. Someone’s collection, therefore, is a reflection of his or her personality. Undy commented: “collecting is an entirely personal thing; you do it any way that you like.”

The issue of purchasing vintage photographs and images that are part of an edition sparked lively debate introducing questions of authenticity, value and rarity. As all three of the panellists affirmed, editions function as a successful marketing tool, which bares little relevance to the value of the collectable. Undy articulated that one should “buy the artefact, not the idea of rarity.”

Sandy Edwards, however, claimed that editions also serve as a means for exposure both for the photographer and for the gallery. It is advisable, as Edwards explained, that photographers produce editions of their work on both a large and smaller scale. In doing so the photographer is making his work more accessible to viewers and intending collectors that may have a strict budget. 

Undy strongly conveyed that the financial gain of a work of art is a distant thought when purchasing a piece. He continued to elaborate on some of the possible motives for collecting photography and, like Edwards, he voiced the need to be aware of the finer details before making a purchase. 
Whatever the motive for collecting, whether it is due to an interest in a particular artist, genre, subject, time period or some kind of ephemeral whim, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Our perceptions and adaptations within contemporary society as to what it is that constitutes beauty are continually changing. We are no different now than what our ancient ancestors were 2000 years ago. 

With the added bonus of an invaluably informative evening for all those who attended, the underlying achievement of this seminar is the profound sense of building a community. Now established as a centre for the advancement of photography, the Meyer Gallery holds promising prospects for future events.

