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Wiliam Tucker works on display

A new display dedicated to the work of 
British–American sculptor William Tucker 
– whose cloud-like Prometheus (for Franz 
Kafka) sits to the north of the Gallery – has 
been installed in the John Kaldor Family 
galleries. Tucker exhibited in the seminal 
Primary Structures exhibition held at the 
Jewish Museum in 1966 and the Gallery is 

fortunate to have several important 
works, thanks to the 1995 gift from 
Lord Alistair McAlpine. Over the past 
year curator Nicholas Chambers has 
been in touch with the artist to discuss 
conservation treatments on several of 
his works and thanks to those efforts 
some that have not previously been 
displayed at the Gallery are now on 
show. Of particular note is Shuttler A 
1970, which was included in the artist’s 
1972 exhibition in the British Pavilion 
for the Venice Biennale. Two Fred 
Sandback sculptures, including Untitled 
(leaning triangle) c1990, have also been 
reinstalled nearby, as has Sol LeWitt’s 

Rectangle – open 1977 and Larry Bell’s 
Cube #9 (amber) 2005. Also among these 
works are the newly installed Blast furnace 
photographs by Bernd and Hilla Becher.

Art school
Sir John Sulman Prize

What do demonic severed Buddha heads, 
hard-edge Modernist architecture, a deadpan 
classifieds page and an inquisitive deer in a 
library have in common? They’re all subjects of 
winning Sir John Sulman Prize paintings. This 
annual award is perhaps the least understood 
and most unpredictable of the prestigious 
Archibald/Wynne/Sulman prize triumvirate. 
The youngest of the three prizes – endowed in 
1936 by the family of architect Sir John Sulman 
(1849–1934) – is awarded to ‘the best subject 
painting, genre painting or mural project’. 

If recent winners are anything to go by, 
the realism traditionally implied by ‘subject’ 
and ‘genre’ painting no longer applies. ‘Genre 
painting’ is a rather dated term that describes 
paintings of ordinary people and everyday life, 
such as Degas’ washerwomen and Toulouse-
Lautrec’s dancers. Today, the Sulman seems 
to cover any painting that isn’t eligible for the 
Archibald or Wynne prizes. The ‘mural’ element 
seems to have dropped off completely, after a 
number of winning murals between 1939–1955. 
In the last decade, there has been but one 
mural finalist. 

The Sulman Prize is judged by a different 
trustee-appointed artist each year, and in 
2011 Richard Bell (in)famously revealed his 
technique for selecting the winner: a coin toss. 
If the significant backlash is anything to go by, 
it seems many Australians still believe awards 
should be bestowed based on merit. Like much 
of art history, the story of The Sulman Prize is 
predominately male and white, suggesting the 
judging process is more subjective. Given the 
unpredictability of the winning work each year, 
we can safely – and thankfully – say that ‘best’ 
is in the eye of the beholder.

Rebecca Gallo

Above: Sir John Sulman Prize 2016 winner Esther Stewart 
Flatland dreaming. Acrylic on board, 181.5 x 261.5 cm. 
© Esther Stewart.

William Tucker Untitled 1969. Colour screenprint, collage, 
75.7 x 97.6 cm. Art Gallery of New South Wales. Gift of 
Edron Pty Ltd - 1995 through the auspices of Alistair 
McAlpine. © William Tucker.




