
THE NOLAN 
COLLECTION AT CMAG

In 1974, Sidney Nolan began negotiations with the Federal Government to make a gift to  
the people of Australia of 24 of his most important early works painted between 1945 and 
1953. As an Australian, who by that time had lived outside of his country for over twenty years, 
Nolan had begun to consider a legacy for the paintings that he had chosen to hold as part of 
his own collection. Over the years he had also actively bought back key works from private 
collectors with the aim of making a strong representative group that followed his creative 
process through the most intense and formative period of his life. 

With the changing political landscape of the early 1970s, and the Whitlam Government’s 
interest in the arts, like many creative expatriates at the time, Nolan felt it was now the time 
to give. He received advice that the Federal Government was considering the purchase of the 
historic pastoral estate of Lanyon, located on the outskirts of Canberra and dating from the 
1830s, the time of earliest European settlement in the district. When Gough Whitlam opened 
Nolan’s exhibition at the Art Gallery of South Australia in March 1974, the artist had a brief 
opportunity to personally suggest to the Prime Minister that Lanyon would be an ideal setting 
for his proposed gift. 

Sited on the Murrumbidgee River and flanked by open plains and bush covered ridges, 
Lanyon’s clear bright landscape and the simple white painted stone buildings charmed Nolan. 
The site stirred memories of Heide on the outskirts of Melbourne, where Nolan had created 
many of the works that he proposed to give. Importantly it was within the boundary of the  
ACT and this matched Nolan’s ambition that the works be a gift to the nation. 

The gift was formally accepted, and the Nolan Gallery at Lanyon opened in 1975. The works 
were initially displayed in the homestead, and then, from 1980, in a new small gallery in the 
grounds of Lanyon. Nolan continued to visit, donate and loan works to supplement the original 
1974 gift until his death in 1992.  

Serious bushfires threatened the property in 2003, giving rise to concerns for the safety of the 
collection. In order to ensure high standards of care and security for the works, provide greater 
accessibility to the collection, and meet growing demands for learning and public programs, 
in 2007 the collection was moved to Canberra Museum and Gallery (CMAG) in the city centre. 
Displaying the collection in a dedicated gallery at CMAG in the city, together with a regular 
program of temporary exhibitions and events that complement the Foundation Collection, 
ensures that the collection is accessible to as many people as possible.

In 2013 the Australian Government funded a project to create a new online portal to The Nolan 
Collection. CMAG worked closely with local firm Icelab and the University of Canberra’s Centre 
for Creative and Cultural Research to realise this digitisation project and increase access to an 
enduringly significant collection of Australian art. CMAG proudly recognises and celebrates  
the continuing legacy of Sidney Nolan’s gift to the people of Australia.

Canberra Museum and Gallery, 2021.
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RESPONDING

1. ARTISTIC LEGACY

What does the term ‘artistic legacy’ mean? To ensure that an 
artistic legacy endures, an artist will often donate their work to 
a public collection. Research museums and galleries across 
Australia and the world that hold works by Sidney Nolan in 
their collections. Make a note of those that were given  
by the artist.

2. THE WHITLAM YEARS

Many changes to Australian arts policy were implemented 
during the Whitlam Government years between 1972 and 
1975. Outline some of those initiatives and their importance  
for Australia’s creative and cultural sector.

3. FROM LANYON TO CMAG

In 2007, the Australian Government decided to move  
The Nolan Collection from Lanyon to CMAG. List the  
reasons for this decision. 

4. IN REAL LIFE

Explore works in The Nolan Collection on the CMAG website. 
Do you have a favourite? Visit CMAG and look at the work IRL. 
Compare it to the digital version. Explain what is lost in the 
reproduction and what you learn about the work first-hand  
that you cannot learn from a screen.

MAKING

Nolan originally intended for his paintings to be displayed at 
Lanyon because he felt that the unique landscape to the south  
of Canberra featuring the Murrumbidgee river, the Brindabella hills 
and Australian bush, suited the mood of the paintings. Create a 
landscape painting on a stretched canvas, board, watercolour 
paper or some other form of support. Capture a part of Canberra 
that is special to you. Try to evoke a distinctly Australian mood  
in your work.
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