Thérèse Rein’s speech at the launch of New Beginnings: Classic Paintings from the Corrigan Collection of 21st Century Aboriginal Art, Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane, Queensland, Wednesday 12 November 2008.

It’s a great pleasure to be invited tonight to launch the book New Beginnings: Classic Paintings from the Corrigan Collection of 21st Century Aboriginal Art.

But before turning to the book I would like to say something about Pat Corrigan himself.

Pat is one of Australia’s most passionate art collectors.

True collectors are amazing people; focussed; with a high attention; disciplined; and sometimes almost obsessive.

Certainly dedicated, persistent, ingenious and resourceful.

They are detectives following the trail to the elusive.

They love the thrill of the search, hunt and capture; and they pride in the array of their collections – its deep themes, its order and intrinsic logic, and the ability to lay their hands on any particular object.

They love sorting, acquiring, de-accessing and building it.

He is known for the range of things he collects of has collected: art books, book plates, paintings and photographs.

Pat is also one of Australia’s most significant art benefactors and philanthropists and it is important to acknowledge this tonight.

His generosity has added significantly to a number of important collections.

His donations to the Queensland State Library to date exceed $1.5 million. The Lindsay Collection which covers the art and literary works of Norman, Lionel and Jack Lindsay, is one the  Library’s premier collections. 

Pat also donated to the State Library of NSW his wonderful collection of 20th century Australian art exhibition catalogues, dating back to Federation.

Pat needs to be acknowledged for the wonderful role he plays in encouraging artists and cultural life in Australia through his collecting.

And this is reflected in the book being launched tonight.

Since 2000, Pat has been collecting Indigenous art.

My intitial reaction when I received this book and saw the paintings represented was: beautiful, intriguing, stunning, powerful, vibrant, exquisite, spiritual.

These are all paintings and images of incredible quality.

It is hard not to be impressed by the beauty of this collection: the aesthetic quality of the pieces.

When immediately we look at these images we see modern art.

But then as we gaze a bit longer, the profile of an ancient culture begins to emerge: something that speaks to us through the years – translated into light and colour before our eyes.

Light, colour and shape have captured spirit.

We see dreaming and we see country; and we are privileged to have this shared with us by these remarkable artists.

A number of the names in this collection will be familiar to anyone with an acquaintance with Indigenous art.

Many will not be.

And this is due to the type of collector Pat Corrigan is.

He is thoughtful and discerning.

He is generous and encouraging.

Many of the artists in his collection fall under the category ‘emerging artist’. 

There are no Emilys. No Rover Thomases in this book. Even if their influence can be easily recognised.

Pat’s generosity has been a huge encouragement to these new Indigenous artists.

It has allowed them to flourish and develop – and to encourage others to speak through art.

It allows them to tell their story and to share with us something of their Indigenous being and experience.

It promotes the preservation of Indigenous culture, albeit in a different and vibrant form.

By recognising their talent in this way – with no guarantee of any market success – Pat Corrigan is helping these artists who are able to establish themselves as legitimate practitioners.

And it invests the artist with confidence.

It is enabling.

These are all critical ingredients for ancient cultures seeking to have a voice.

The book is called New Beginnings...why?

Partially because these paintings are so recent.

Partially because it is the next leap forward from the master painters who are so well known.

It is also, as the marvellous Margo Neale points out in her preface, a new beginning for Indigenous Australians.

Starting with the Apology to the Stolen Generation and the great sense of healing. The collective sigh of relief and possibility that went with this.

When ewe moved into The Lodge almost one year ago, for the first time ever, there was a ‘Welcome to Country’ at The Lodge.

I can also proudly report that the dining room in The Lodge has currently hanging some wonderful Indigenous art pieces, including a Rover Thomas ‘Roads Cross’ painting.

I was privileged to view the exhibition of Emily’s paintings that was curated by Margo in Tokyo a few months ago.

The Japanese were clearly touched, intrigued, moved and overwhelmed by the wondrous nature of these paintings. I was pleased to show to the Empress of Japan a beautiful batik waterfall that hung from the ceiling in that exhibition. She described it as ‘a river of gold’. So a new beginning in Japan and a new emergence of Australian Indigenous art onto the serious art world stage.

The publication of this beautiful book is one more of the new beginning.

It is with great pleasure that I declare the book officially launched.

