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The Cellars 
 

My introduction to The Cellars Gallery was through Michael O'Sullivan, a friend I had 
recently met in Brisbane in the mid-70’s. Through Michael I met Gil Secombe who 
was a friend of his, and also involved in The Cellars. 

 

With a passion and exuberance in all that he did, Michael single-handedly 

talked the owners of Naldham House, a beautiful Indian architectural-style 

building with colonnades located at 197 Mary St Brisbane, and persuaded 

them into letting him rent the whole of the lower level of the building, which 

wasn’t being used at the time, as an art establishment for $10 a week. Even in 

the 70’s that was a bargain! (Naldham House has survived, it has been 

renovated in the last few years.) 

 

The Cellars went on to be an artist-run space, a place that was truly unique, 
welcoming and special for its time. We had a noticeboard for photo-copied 
ephemera of the Cellar’s program which included art exhibitions, art 
workshops, performance and music nights, both acoustic and electric. A young 



acting troupe rehearsed and performed there and people would drop in just to 
hang out. A couple of young women offered to cook and sell food at our 
events. The Cellars also put on free film nights. We would hire 35mm art films 
that came in those big, archival metal containers and had to be threaded 
through a movie projector with care. 

 

Growing up in Brisbane in the 60’s and 70’s had been so tediously dull for me that 
when I finished my 2-year QIT photography course at age 19, I gave myself two 
choices; go to Holland with my Dutch friends or go to Perth with a girlfriend on her 
350cc Honda motorbike. I wanted to get as far away from Brisbane (in Australia or 
the world) as I could. I went to Perth. After traveling about 4000 kms without a hitch, 
on the first day in Perth we hit an oil slick on the causeway, came off the bike and 
almost ended up under the semi-trailer in front of us. But all was well and after a 
while I came back to Brisbane and unbelievably, Joh Bjelke-Petersen, the longest 
serving Premier in Queensland’s history was... STILL IN POWER! 

 

Joh was wreaking havoc - AND stirring up Brisbane’s young people. There were 
many protests, street marches. We had plenty to protest about then - Vietnam, 
fighting for Women’s Lib, Aboriginal land rights and lesbian/gay rights - and 
against Joh Bjelke-Petersen. Young people in particular weren’t happy with their 
government. Dirty deals were struck and corruption abounded. Historic old 
buildings like the Bellevue Hotel in George Street were being demolished in the 
dead of night amid large groups of protesters. 
 
Daniel Hurst wrote in the Brisbane Times; “There was a cordon of police. They had 
thrown up a barbed… mesh wire fence. And then (demolishers) the Deen Bros 
arrived, rolling through like an armoured division, straight through the crowd. People 
were knocked sideways. Police were dragging people out of the way. Parking meters 
were knocked over. Traffic signs were bent and twisted on the road. It looked like 
Stalingrad”. 

 

I also heard that a shipment of yellowcake (a type of uranium concentrate powder) 
was being secretly transported through the city that night by train. I remember 
thinking at the time that you could always tell who were the unscrupulous ones, 
because they all had ‘Sir’ in front of their name. 

 

Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen, Sir Rus Hinze, Sir Terry Lewis (the State Police 
Commissioner who ended up serving over ten years in jail for various nefarious 
crimes). Years later, when Sir Joh was .. STILL IN POWER .. I, like many like many 
others, defected from Queensland to the south. 

 

But although times were tricky then, in many ways it was fantastic and the difficult 
times created a very fertile and creative culture on the fringes and in the local art 
world. Difficult times can do that. 

 

Art loves a problem to solve, ideas to unpack and to make sense of, having 
something to discuss and disseminate, and issues to work on, together. Brisbane 
in the 70’s was rife with issues, so there was a lot to work on. Creativity and 
passion was the name of the game. 

 



The Cellars was a terrific space. Big open areas, seagrass matting throughout (very 
70’s) beautiful sandstone walls and magnificent, massive dark timber pillars 
throughout the three large rooms. There was another smaller enclosed room at the 
end that had once been used to store armaments during WWII. 

 

Someone donated a life size horse sculpture that lived in the first room to the right. 
To enter the Cellars, you went around the back of the building, through very large 
double wooden gates into the sprawling wharf area on the Brisbane River. It was a 
magic space and people who came there loved the feel and look of the building and 
being by the wharf. At night when the moon was out it was incredibly beautiful. 

 

At one-point Michael went to Sydney to do a mime workshop with visiting mime 

artist Marcel Marceau. Michael fell in love with Sydney and had decided to move 

there permanently. He asked me if I would take over the coordinating role. 

 

Artist Mirka Mora came up from Melbourne to do her doll making workshops as a 
Festival of Brisbane 1976 event at the gallery. Mirka was gorgeous and would walk 
from her hotel to The Cellars in her flowing gypsie skirts and black boots, carrying 
her dolls in a little cane basket. I had an art book she was in. She was very sweet 
and in it she drew a picture of an angel on the front page. She signed it and wrote 
that I was her guardian angel, because I was looking after her while she was in 
Brisbane. She later told me that The Cellars had been the first art workshop she 
had given. I wish I still had that book. Unfortunately, it got lost along the way many 
years later. 

 

I remember we also had a fantastic exhibition of prints by Jean-Pierre Paolasso and 
his daughter. They were from the Pacific (Tahiti) both very talented and incredibly 
good looking. There was a very island feel to the show and being young, broke and 
industrious, a couple of the Cellars artists made a trip to a pineapple farm just out of 
Brisbane to help out with the exhibition opening. In the dead of night on a warm 
October evening they brought back some delicious pineapples which I hope the 
farmer didn’t miss. 

 

In some ways The Cellars was a victim of its own success. And in other ways, the 
pressures of the state were too much, young people simply left the state. We had a 
lot of people coming along, particularly to the live music nights where bands would 
play. The owners had asked us not to let people walk along the wharf by the river, 
but this became increasingly harder to control. Security guards noticed and 
eventually The Cellars’ days were numbered. But it was such a great time and 
place, and I consider myself very lucky to have been a part of it. 
 
Jude Morrell 
Dubbo, October 2022 
 
Photo Above:  
Artists Mirka Mora with a basket of dolls and Gil Secombe with artists’ ephemera at The Cellars, a community-based 

artist-run space located at Naldham House, May 1976, Brisbane Meeanjin/SEQ. Photo by Jude Morrell.  






















