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Heide MuseuM of Modern Art has 
impeccable credentials for a contemporary 
art gallery. With its bohemian heritage 
and links to the birth of modernism in 
art in Australia, the social, cultural and 
architectural history of Heide is dense, multi-
layered and fascinating. This was home 
for more than five decades to John and 
Sunday Reed, who opened their doors to 
artists, writers, poets and friends, and were 
visionary and generous philanthropists.

It’s many years since the Reeds lived at 
Heide, but something of the spirit they 
created, of an artistic haven, still permeates 
the environment. There is the romance 
of the Heart Garden (Sunday’s ‘memorial’ 
to her passionate relationship with artist 
Sidney Nolan), the provincial charm of the 
original farmhouse, the kitchen garden with 
its fragrant herbs, the towering eucalypts, 
the still-strikingly modern Heide II, and the 
sculptural corrugated iron cows grazing 
silently on the land as it slopes gently to the 
river flats. It’s much more than just a gallery.

Both John and Sunday were from well-
to-do establishment families, with the 
money and privileged upbringing to be 
dismissive of middle-class values and adopt 
any lifestyle they chose. They chose an 
unconventional one.

John Reed, a Cambridge-educated 
solicitor, had been brought up in the 
grand environs of one of Tasmania’s most 
prestigious mansions, Mount Pleasant.

Sunday was from Melbourne society – the 
renowned Baillieu family. By the time she 
met John in 1930, she had already been 
married to Leonard Quinn and had lived in 
France. Her first marriage, a disaster, had 
lasted just two years. She and John married 
in 1932, and their great, shared passions – 
art, literature, poetry, gardening and food 
– lasted a lifetime. They bought an old dairy 

farm in still-rural Heidelberg (now Bulleen), 
surrounded by orchards, and moved into 
the run-down farmhouse in 1935.

The Reeds’ diverse interests and vision 
for Heide melded eclectic elements into 
a harmonious whole. They established a 
practical kitchen garden, but commissioned 
artist, gardener and bushman Neil Douglas 
to create a wild garden, a lush, rambling 
landscape. They planted lavender and roses, 
but also eucalypts and other native plants. 
They laboured in their garden all day, but 
discussed art, literature and philosophy over 
French cuisine.

The Reeds had already begun to collect 
art in the early 1930s, with a special focus 
on contemporary work, and their growing 
interest in the modern and avant-garde was 
influenced by artists such as the bohemian 
Russian émigré Danila Vassilieff and Jewish 
artist Yosl Bergner, with his dark, social 
realist approach. For many, the arrival of 
modernism in Melbourne was confirmed 
for good in the Herald Exhibition of French 
and British Contemporary Art held at the 
Melbourne Town Hall in 1939.

John in particular was an active and 
influential proponent of modern art. He was 
involved in the Contemporary Art Society 
(CAS), established in 1938 by George 
Bell, which included Albert Tucker, Yosl 
Bergner, Sidney Nolan, Arthur Boyd and 
Noel Counihan, and he became President 
in 1940, when Bell and dozens of members 
broke away from the group. After further 
internal friction, CAS ceased to function 
but Reed revived it in 1954. In 1956, he 
was instrumental in setting up the Gallery 
of Contemporary Art, which became the 
Museum of Modern Art and Design of 
Australia, running until 1966.

The original Heide circle in the 1930s 
included Sam Atyeo and Myra Dyring 
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(who remained a friend for life), and John’s 
sister Cynthia Reed, but before long Heide 
became known as a meeting place for 
artists, many of whom are now part of the 
Australian pantheon – Sidney Nolan, Albert 
Tucker, Joy Hester, Arthur Boyd and John 
Perceval. John and Sunday also welcomed 
musicians, poets and writers, and those who 
shared their love of gardening and good 
food.

Photos of the weatherboard farmhouse 
at the time show a comfortable retreat, with 
rugs and book-lined walls, comfortable 
sofas, lamps and paintings. Food was 
fresh and plentiful, there was wine, and 
the latest books and magazines. It must 
have proved a stimulating environment 
for artists, particularly those who had little 
money, and the Reeds were supportive 
both financially and in other ways of those 
they believed in. These artists became an 

integral part of the Reeds’ lives, often with a 
mutual dependency, and, in Sunday’s case, 
sometimes more intimate involvement.

One of the best-known of the Heide 
group was Sidney Nolan. Nolan met John 
Reed in 1938, and by 1940 Nolan had 
separated from his first wife Elizabeth; he 
lived on and off at Heide between 1941 and 
1947, becoming Sunday’s lover with John’s 
tacit approval. Whatever the complications 
of the relationship, Nolan’s artwork 
flourished and he was hugely productive. 
He painted 26 of the 27 famous Ned Kelly 
series in the dining room, and gave the 
paintings to Sunday. Conscripted during 
the war, he spent time at Dimboola but his 
letters reveal how intensely involved Sunday 
was in his work.  Many years later, John 
himself wrote to Nolan “your life and ours 
were inextricably interwoven in a pattern of 
complete mutuality and intimacy”.

But in the alternative environment the 
Reeds fostered, relationships could be 
complex and intense and friendships were 
sometimes fraught and often frayed.

In July 1947, Nolan left Heide for 
Queensland. The following year he married 
John Reed’s sister Cynthia, who was already 
estranged from the Reeds, and effectively 
broke with John and Sunday forever. The 
Reeds could never quite believe it, but 
continued to promote his work, even taking 
it to Europe.
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Albert Tucker and his partner, artist 
Joy Hester, were also frequent guests in 
the 1940s. Hester lived at Heide for a 
time, forming a close but often troubled 
friendship with Sunday. Tucker was 
ambivalent about the Reeds, and at times 
argumentative, but that didn’t stop the 
Reeds from supporting him. For more than 
10 years, they paid a regular stipend into 
Tucker’s account, and at times he gave 
them a painting in return.

Tucker left for Europe in 1947, leaving 
his and Joy’s two-year-old son, Sweeney, 
with the Reeds.  Joy was diagnosed with 
Hodgkin’s disease that year, and in 1950 the 
Reeds adopted Sweeney.

John was instrumental in helping fund 
Tucker’s passage home from abroad in 1960 
(after 13 years away) and organised a highly 
successful exhibition that toured Australia. 
Eventually Tucker, too, had a falling out with 
the Reeds.

Poetry and literature were also integral 
to the Heide lifestyle. John befriended 
writer Max Harris and gave up practising 
law to become involved in the innovative 
publishing company Reed & Harris, which 
the Reeds funded from 1943–46. They 
produced the avant-garde Angry Penguins 
magazine, which also published the 
infamous hoax Ern Malley poems in 1944. 
John later edited Ern Malley’s Journal in the 
1950s with Barrett Reid. Reid, a writer, poet, 
editor and distinguished literary figure, 
became one of the Reeds’ closest friends.

By the 1950s, Perceval, Boyd, Nolan 
and others had headed for Europe and a 
new group had joined the circle, including 
Charles Blackman, whose work the Reeds 

collected, and his wife, writer Barbara, 
writer Nadine Amadio, artist Mirka Mora 
and her husband, Georges, an art dealer 
and later restaurateur.

The Reeds’ aesthetic sensibility extended 
to the design of the buildings at Heide. In 
1954, the Reeds renovated and enlarged 
the farmhouse, and the restoration in 
recent years evokes its art-filled history. In 
1963, the Reeds commissioned architect 
David McGlashan to design a new house, 
Heide II, which would one day be a gallery. 
The Reeds’ brief to McGlashan specified 
that Heide be invested with a sense of 
romance and agelessness; to have the 
mysteriousness of a ruin but function as “a 
gallery to be lived in”.

McGlashan’s modernist design has stood 
the test of time well. It sits comfortably 
in the landscape, solid but unobtrusive. 
Inside, its stylish open spaces and angular 
forms create the perfect foil for changing 
exhibitions.

The Reeds lived at Heide II from 1967 
until the late 1970s. By then they had 
sold most of their land and extensive art 
collection to the Victorian Government 
to establish a museum. Their vision was 
realised when Heide Park and Art Gallery 
was opened in 1981.

John died of cancer near the end of the 
same year, and Sunday passed away just 10 
days later.

In 1993, Heide III, designed by Andrew 
Andersons of Peddle Thorp Architects, 
opened. The streamlined building features 
a titanium zinc facade and impressive 
sawtooth roofline, with light filtering into its 
spacious interior through skylights.  One of 
its key purposes was to house the gift from 
Barbara Tucker of more than 200 of Albert 
Tucker’s  works and his extensive archives.

Heide Museum of Modern Art features 
changing scholarly exhibitions, including 
works from the Reeds’ extensive collection 
as well as by emerging artists. There is 
exceptional sculpture, extensive parkland, 
the gardens started by the Reeds flourish 
and there is even a stylish French cafe. 
Heide is a wonderful celebration of art 
and life, a wonderful link to the birth of 
modernism, and a continuation of the 
Reeds’ vision.

Margaret barca is Editor of the National 
Gallery of Victoria magazine, Gallery, and a 
freelance wtiter and editor.
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