
SIDNEY NOLAN THE ARTIST

The art of Sidney Nolan has become a touchstone that opens 
conversations for the way Australians continue to think about our 
histories, this land, and the possibilities of creative storytelling. 

Nolan was a life-long traveller and experimenter. He made his  
work quickly, but he thought deeply. Always alert to ideas from 
music, poetry, changing technology and the art of children, he 
constantly sought out new perspectives on the mythologies of 
people and place. Sidney Nolan’s work continues  
to speak as an art for our times:

I now realise that there is a time limit for what I want to do. 
There are areas, spiritual as well as technical, which I haven’t 
explored. What an artist really wants, is to say something which, 
one day, out of contemporary contexts, will mean something 
important, will be sure of survival. This is quite different from 
momentary success or fulfilling current demands. It is a deeper 
need, more like the maternal feeling for children. And because 
you don’t know when that might occur, you have to chase  
it incessantly. It is this quest which links all artists together.
 – Sidney Nolan, 1975. 

Sidney Nolan was born to fourth generation Australian parents of 
Irish descent in Melbourne on 22 April, 1917. He was the eldest of 
four children. Shortly after his birth, the family moved to the bayside 
suburb of St Kilda. They lived in various family homes in the suburb 
for the next twenty years, down the road from the bright lights of 
Luna Park, the thrills of the roller coaster and the frivolity of the 
roundabout.   

His father, Sidney Nolan senior, was a tramway employee and keen 
competitive cyclist and his stalwart mother Dora was always warmly 
supportive of her eldest son. Later they became publicans and 
against this backdrop, Nolan grew up to be streetwise and alert  
to seeking opportunity. 

He left school at the age of fourteen and attended Prahran 
Technical College, learning trade skills of design and commercial 
arts. Tall and athletic, he was a competitive swimmer and avid 
cyclist and in the summer of 1936 at the age of eighteen, he cycled 
to Sydney on his own, averaging 200 km a day, camping by the 
side of the road with a light swag. 

(Left) Sidney Nolan in his studio. Photo: Douglas Glass (detail).
(Right) Sidney Nolan, 1987. Heide MoMA Collection. Photo: Michel Lawrence (detail).



In 1933, Nolan began six years working in the art department 
of Fayrefield Hats – a busy local manufacturer in an era when 
everyone wore a hat. His daily routine involved cycling over the 
Yarra to the factory at Abbotsford, designing layouts for graphic 
print advertising and spray-painting large display hoardings,  
whilst absorbing the latest in European and American  
design from fashion magazine subscriptions.  

Evenings were spent voraciously reading at the State Library of 
Victoria, including Blake - the great Romantic, Baudelaire - the 
observer of life in Paris, Rimbaud - the intriguing young poet  
and James Joyce and D.H. Lawrence - the Modernists.

Although he very occasionally attended evening classes at the 
National Gallery School, he did not perceive that going to art school 
was an essential part of his education in becoming an artist.  
Fellow art student and friend John Sinclair observed:

Sidney Nolan arrived at the gallery (school) but not, I am sure, 
with any intention of allowing himself to be taught how to draw 
or paint. Even at this stage he knew where he was going  
clearly enough to reject everything that was irrelevant or 
potentially dangerous to his own identity. Anyway, he did  
not even pretend to study in the approved manner ... and  
his real reason for going there was to meet and talk to artists  
and students and to discover in his own way what art and  
what he himself, was about.
 – John Sinclair 1967

In 1938, at the age of 21, Nolan met his first wife at the  
National Gallery School, Elizabeth Paterson, who was herself  
an accomplished artist. They shared a studio in their home at 
Ocean Grove and experienced grinding poverty. 

1. SIDNEY NOLAN IN CANBERRA COLLECTIONS

In addition to CMAG, there are many other cultural institutions 
in Canberra that hold works by Sidney Nolan in their collections. 
These are listed below. In groups, make a slideshow of one Nolan 
work from each institution and present these findings to the class. 
Provide a caption for each work. A caption should state the artist’s 
name, the title of the work in italics, the year it was made, the 
medium, and the collection that it belongs to. For example:
Sidney NOLAN, Kelly in bush, 1945, enamel on cardboard.  
The Nolan Collection is managed by Canberra Museum  
and Gallery on behalf of the Australian Government.

Drill Hall Gallery
National Gallery of Australia
The National Portrait Gallery
The Australian War Memorial
The National Library of Australia
The Australian National University
Australian Parliament House

2. THE MAN AND THE MYTH

Former Director of the Art Gallery of NSW Edmund Capon has  
said ‘I have long maintained that Nolan is the great Australian 
painter of the 20th century.’ In the documentary Nolan: The man 
and the myth, Capon also states that Sidney Nolan changed the 
course of Australian art. Do you agree with Capon’s statements? 
Give reasons for your answer.

3. NOLAN AND THE SIGNIFICANT OTHERS

Nolan was supported by four significant female companions 
throughout his lifetime. Filmmaker Catherine Hunter examines 
Nolan’s life in the documentary Mask and Memory:

I think he was very lucky that he had strong women who  
really believed in him as a painter and inspired him. Every 
painter needs someone behind them to keep them going,  
and he had that more than once in his life.
 – Catherine Hunter, 2009

RESPONDINGDuring the early days of his married life to Elizabeth, Nolan began 
a close association with art patrons John and Sunday Reed. After 
the birth of Elizabeth Paterson and Sidney Nolan’s daughter in 
1941, the couple separated and Nolan moved to Heide. The Reeds 
rigorous intellectual engagement with the young artist, combined 
with emotional support and financial patronage over the next eight 
years, secured the climate for the creation of Nolan’s first major 
bodies of work; St Kilda, Wimmera and the Ned Kelly series.  
The Reeds’ home and garden of ‘Heide’, in semi-rural Heidelberg 
on the outskirts of the city, provided both the sanctuary and the 
creative milieu for Sidney Nolan to realise his artistic ambition.

In 1947, Nolan left Melbourne, the Reeds and Heide behind  
and travelled to Queensland and Fraser Island via Sydney  
where he sought out Cynthia, John Reed’s sister. Cynthia lived  
with her daughter from a previous marriage, Jinx. The couple 
married in 1948 and they travelled extensively throughout  
Australia, China, Africa, France, Italy and Spain and Portugal 
between 1948 and 1951.

After Nolan returned to Australia, he undertook a commission  
from the newspaper called Courier-Mail in 1952 to document the 
drought in outback northern NSW and Queensland. In 1953, he 
returned to England where he pursued his international artistic 
career with the assistance of art critic Kenneth Clark. Nolan 
continued to use his extensive travels as source material for his art.

In 1976, Cynthia Nolan committed suicide. Two months after 
Cynthia’s death, Nolan retreated to the home of Arthur Boyd’s 
younger sister Mary in Herefordshire, England. She had known 
Nolan from their time at Heide in the early 1940s. Nolan and  
Mary married in 1978.

Nolan died in London on 28 November 1992 at the age of 75.



The women in Nolan’s life were also talented and creative artists  
in their own right. They are listed below. Research the role that 
these women played. How did their contributions enable Nolan  
to devote time to his art practice and become successful?

• Elizabeth Nolan née Paterson – painter
• Sunday Reed née Baillieu – painter
• Cynthia Nolan née Reed – writer
• Mary Nolan née Boyd – painter, potter, photographer

4. TOOLS, TECHNIQUES AND MEDIUMS

Nolan experimented with a wide range of materials, tools  
and techniques throughout his artistic career. List some of  
the media that he explored.

FAST-PACED PORTRAIT

Nolan painted the Ned Kelly series on the dining room table at 
Heide. He often worked over his canvases and boards from above 
so that the paint would not drip. Create a self-portrait or portrait 
of a friend or family member painting on a large sheet of recycled 
cardboard in the manner of Nolan. You could source large sheets 
of flatpack cardboard from Ikea or furniture warehouses for free. 
Paint the cardboard with a layer of white acrylic first and let 
this dry. This ‘ground’ will seal the cardboard and ensure that 
subsequent colours remain vibrant.

• Practice on large sheets of newsprint first.
• Work rapidly and energetically.
• Use runny, drippy paint.
• Sit, kneel or stand over your painting.
• Work wet-on-wet.
•  Play around with different painting tools, for example, use your 

own hand or a broom for a paintbrush or scrape and push paint 
around with a cardboard squeegee.

• Let go of expectations and just allow the painting to appear.

MAKING RELATED LINKS

Documentary:
Mask and Memory

Articles:
Edmund Capon – five of the best
Masks and muses
The painter and the poet
Elizabeth Paterson
Sunday Reed
Cynthia Nolan
Mary Nolan

YouTube:
Riverbend by Sidney Nolan at Drill Hall Gallery
Eureka Stockade Mural at ANU
Sidney Nolan at the NGV
Sidney Nolan at the NGA
Ned Kelly series at the NGA
Sidney Nolan at AGNSW
Sidney Nolan at the NPG
Sidney Nolan at NLA
Sidney Nolan at AWM
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