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I collect because I can’t help it – 
it’s an addiction.
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The Janet I know is a big girl, an overgrown 
teenager. Awe-inspired and awe-inspiring. 
She loves nothing better than to be a 
contrarian and a rebel. You can take the girl 
out of communism but you can’t take the 
communist out of the girl. She loves her 
heritage and roots, and she reminds us of 
them not with words but through deeds. 
She is the most generous of philanthropists: 
a true philanthropist in that she loves 
helping people and I often find out down 
the track that she has supported this cause 
or project quietly. So generous that I’m afraid 
she may run out of money but if so she’ll 
still be Janet and that’s the amazing thing 
about her: her passion and love. That is her 
driving force.

She loves getting down and dirty with the crowd and she 
doesn’t like pretence. She doesn’t care if the performance she 
is attending is in Carnegie Hall or a shed in remote Western 
Australia. I have two photographs from when we travelled to 
Gnaraloo for the filming of The Reef. One of them is of her on 
the beach, covered in sand, watching us surfing. In awe of what 
she was watching, right there with all of the boys, lots of really 
rough and ready surfers. She just fitted right in. There are few 
people you could take on an adventure without any comforts, 
with risks attached and where you have to carry in all provisions 
to a most remote site. But she said bring it on and then didn’t 
want to leave.

She is really part of the West’s sand and soil. Many people ask, 
given her history, why it is that she lives in Perth and not London 
or Sydney? They haven’t understood her roots.

Janet is a great reader; how rare is that these days? And her 
love affair with music does not rely on that sophisticated 
external skin of location and prestige and majesty but is always 
about the internal skin of recognition of the genuine, and deep 
curiosity and affect. Janet wants to discuss what goes on in 
the music and how it was played, always. She is brilliant at 
stripping bare that external skin and getting to the nub of the 
music in her ears.

There’s a final story I want to tell. I’ve dined out on the story 
about how Janet and Robert owned The Beatles catalogue, 
and then Michael Jackson wanted to buy it from them. I didn’t 
know until recently that Jackson was quite besotted with 
Janet – she was the other Janet in his life. It’s highly unlikely 
that she knew any of his music but he must have seen her as  
a woman without any pretension, probably a rare experience 
in his world.
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Buying at Auction

Once it becomes known that you are 
purchasing art, auction houses start sending 
sales catalogues to you. 

Robert and I would comb through these and mark the works 
that interested us. We often were in Sydney and Melbourne, 
which is where the auctions were held. There were not often 
auctions in Perth.

We’d attend in person, and I can remember once saying to  
Robert when he stopped bidding on something, ‘We’ll never 
have any art at this rate!’ He used to throw that back at me. 
One of the first works we bought at auction was William 
Dobell’s The Charlady and, later, The Beer Drinkers. 

My memory isn’t perfect, but I do have very clear memories 
of some things. I’m pretty sure we started buying at auction 
in 1969. There was a lot going on in our lives: children, 
Robert’s practice which he opened in 1967 ... I think it was 
about 1974 when the partners in the law firm expressed 
disapproval for him being in business and practising law.  
He sold the practice and worked full-time in the business 
from then on.

Frida Kahlo

I was mad about Frida Kahlo. There were  
two of her works in the collection. A wonderful 
painting by Frida came on the market in the 
late 1980s.

Imagine the scene: We’re sitting up in bed in Peppermint 
Grove, it’s about three o’clock in the morning, about three  
in the afternoon in New York, getting ready to bid on a work. 
The estimate was US$200,000, and we’d decided, ‘Yeah that’s 
okay, maybe if it goes up to $250,000 we’ll bid on it’. I was  
on the phone and the auctioneer is saying $250,000 and I’m 
saying to Robert, ‘Shall I bid? Shall I bid?’ He took so long to 
answer I’m having palpitations, and eventually it got to 
$400,000 and I said, ‘Look, this is ridiculous. We said we’d 
go to $250,000, it’s now $400,000. That’s stupid.’ Robert 
turned to me and said, ‘Don’t you want the painting?’ I had  
to say, ‘No, not at that price’. I’m pretty sure I was bidding 
against Madonna, because I believe she has one of the best 
collections of Frida Kahlo’s work. She was probably going to go 
on forever, but I remember so well Robert saying, ‘Well, don’t 
you want the painting?’ It’s an amusing memory, really! 
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The Charlady

I absolutely love this picture. It is painted in an interesting way, 
almost in reverse. The paint is applied and then scratched off. 
I suspect that Dobell has used the other end of the paintbrush 
to scratch it. So, for instance, the hair that’s coming out of the 
bun at the back of her head is simply scratched. The subject 
matter appealed to me. The charlady, poor darling, has red 
rings around her eyes. She is so tired and lined. He captured 
completely, I think, the life that this poor woman has led. 

The charlady is wearing a gold earring, probably the one decent 
possession she has in her life. The lined face is a beautiful face. 
It’s a face with character. In the Art Gallery of NSW there is a 
Dobell roughly the same size – Mrs South Kensington. She has 
as empty a face as The Charlady has a characterful face. I think 
those two paintings should be hung together.

W
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DOBELL, William  
The Charlady, c. 1936 
oil on hardboard, 35.5 × 27.7 cm
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The Jewels of the Collection

I don’t know whether this was an influence in 
our buying habits at all, but in the lead-up to the 
Australian Bicentenary in 1988, the Art Gallery 
of Western Australia had a campaign to fill in 
the gaps in the collection. 

Remember the gallery, for a long time, had been run by the 
librarian, so they had books but not much art, and there was 
a lot of artwork, Impressionists in particular, not represented. 
In the 1980s a campaign was established to raise money to 
buy works to fill in those gaps. Robert and I thought that was a 
silly idea because every dealer in Australia knew that’s what 
the Art Gallery of Western Australia was doing, so they were 
all fossicking around finding works from that period to sell to 
Western Australia at high prices. 

Our thinking was that they could have been purchasing for 
the price of one of those individual paintings a significant 
collection of contemporary Australian art. A sign on the wall 
could have said, ‘We’re very sorry we don’t have a Tom Roberts 
or a this or a that. We missed out. It’s too late to go back’.  
It definitely didn’t influence us in our collecting, but it shows 
how we were thinking – ‘This contemporary Australian art  
is fantastic.’ 

I have to say that’s how we thought about Emily Kame 
Kngwarreye. Robert was not thinking, ‘Emily is an Aboriginal 
artist whose works needs to be collected’. He was thinking, 
‘This is important contemporary art’. When I went to the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York and saw their Jackson 
Pollocks, I couldn’t help thinking how wonderful it would be  
if they had one of the big Emily works next to them.

KNGWARREYE, Emily Kame 
Alhalkere Country, 1990  
synthetic polymer paint on canvas 
five panels 150 × 60 cm
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