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Dramatis Personae


The Suspect Paintings


Big Blue Lavender Bay


Supposedly created in 1988; 151 centimetres high by 242 centimetres wide. Oil and mixed media on plywood door. Sold to Sydney investment banker and Sydney Swans chairman Andrew Pridham in November 2007 for $2.5 million.


Orange Lavender Bay


Supposedly created in 1988; 121 centimetres high by 215 centimetres wide. Oil and mixed media on plywood door. Sold to Sydney luxury car dealer Steven Nasteski in December 2009 for $1.1 million.


Lavender Bay through the Window, also known as Through the Window Lavender Bay


Supposedly created in 1988; 121 centimetres high by 198 centimetres wide. Oil and mixed media on plywood door. Offered to Sydney art dealer Ralph Hobbs in November 2009 for $950 000. Hobbs declined. Subsequently given to café owner Guy Angwin by Peter Gant as security for a $950 000 debt.


The Authentic Painting


View from the Sitting Room Window, Lavender Bay


Created 1991; 122 centimetres high by 198 centimetres wide. Oil, mixed media and collage on board. Also known as the ‘brown’ painting. Commissioned from Brett Whiteley in 1991 by Sydney accountant Ian Robinson. Bought at a Deutscher-Menzies auction in Sydney by Peter Gant on 13 March 2007 for $1.65 million. Delivered straight to Aman Siddique’s Collingwood studio on 19 April 2007.


The Individuals


Guy Angwin


Former owner of Café Sweethearts in South Melbourne. Peter Gant gave him the suspect painting Lavender Bay through the Window as security for a $950 000 loan.


Anita Archer


Melbourne art consultant. Acted as intermediary for Peter Gant in the sale of the suspect painting Big Blue Lavender Bay to Andrew Pridham for $2.5 million.


Susan Borg


Crown prosecutor in the trial of Peter Gant and Aman Siddique. A great fan of Brett Whiteley, Borg began creating paintings inspired by the artist after the stresses of the trial. Her first creation was titled Not a Whiteley.


Barbara Cain


Melbourne art collector and former friend of Peter Gant.


Magistrate Suzanne Cameron


Presided over the committal hearing of Peter Gant and Aman Siddique in the Melbourne Magistrates’ Court.


Dermot Connors


Defence barrister, represented Peter Gant in the committal hearing.


Andrew Crawford


Sydney art dealer. First raised concerns about the authenticity of Orange Lavender Bay.


Justice Michael Croucher


Presided over the trial of Peter Gant and Aman Siddique.


Elmyr de Hory


The author’s anonymous source, using the pseudonym of one of history’s most infamous forgers.


George Defteros


High profile Melbourne lawyer, known for having represented the city’s underworld figures. Aman Siddique’s solicitor during the committal hearing and trial, until they had a falling out.


Chris Deutscher


Melbourne art auctioneer and co-director of Deutscher and Hackett. Rejected Orange Lavender Bay for auction following concerns about the painting’s provenance.


James Dowsley


Aman Siddique’s new solicitor after he parted ways with George Defteros.


Steven Drake


Melbourne engineer and the so-called fourth victim. Bought Orange Lavender Bay in August 2013 for a ‘bargain’ $122 000, after it had been disparaged in the media as a fake.


Peter Stanley Gant


Melbourne art dealer with a chequered past. The source of the three suspect Whiteley paintings at the centre of the 2016 trial. Maintains he commissioned them directly from the artist in 1988. Found guilty of art fraud in 2016. Acquitted in 2017.


Richard Grabsch


Managing director at M & J Quality Doors. Identified the ‘doors’ or wooden panels on which the suspect Whiteley paintings were created as his company’s product.


Terry Grundy


Peter Gant’s long-time solicitor—until the money ran out.


Daniel Gurvich, QC


Melbourne barrister, appointed by the Office of Public Prosecutions as senior counsel representing the Crown in the appeal of Peter Gant and Aman Siddique.


Tom Gyorffy, QC


Crown prosecutor in the committal hearing of Peter Gant and Aman Siddique.


Justin Hannebery


Melbourne barrister who represented Andrew Pridham in his compensation claim against Peter Gant and Aman Siddique following their conviction.


Robyn Harper


Junior counsel to Crown Prosecutor Susan Borg in the trial of Peter Gant and Aman Siddique.


Peter Hickey


Sydney artist and former gallery owner who negotiated with Brett Whiteley to commission the ‘brown’ painting, View from the Sitting Room Window, Lavender Bay, on behalf of Sydney chartered accountant Ian Robinson in 1991.


Ralph Hobbs


Sydney art dealer. Was offered the suspect Lavender Bay through the Window for $950 000 by Anita Archer, and declined.


Jeremy James


Son of printer Kenneth James and a friend of Peter Gant’s. Testified that he photographed Orange Lavender Bay and Big Blue Lavender Bay in 1989.


Shane Kenna


Instructing solicitor for the Crown.


Vanessa Kowalski


Painting conservator at the University of Melbourne’s Centre for Cultural Materials Conservation. An expert witness in the trial. Conducted an infra-red examination of the two suspect paintings Orange Lavender Bay and Big Blue Lavender Bay.


Robert Le Tet


Peter Gant’s friend and financier. Gant provided false documentation suggesting that Robert Le Tet had commissioned the suspect Big Blue Lavender Bay in 1988 directly from Brett Whiteley.


Brett Lichtenstein


Brett Whiteley’s chief framer for sixteen years, from 1976 until the artist’s death in 1992. Specialised in making Whiteley’s preferred 23-carat gold, water-gilded frames.


Bill Luke


Melbourne illustrator who followed the case through the committal and trial, depicting the courtroom drama with comic panache. Luke’s portrait of Remy van de Wiel, QC, was chosen as a finalist in the 2017 Archibald Prize.


Detective Sergeant James Macdonald


The first policeman on the case. Took an anonymous call from whistleblower Guy Morel in September 2007 warning of an alleged large art fraud in progress.


Rosemary Milburn


A former gallery assistant for Peter Gant. Testified that the three suspect paintings were delivered to Gant’s South Melbourne gallery in June 1988 and that she signed them in.


Simon Moodie


Instructing solicitor on the defence for Peter Gant, from Robert Stary’s legal firm Stary Norton Halphen.


Guy Morel


The whistleblower. Bookbinder and tenant at the Collingwood studio of art restorer Aman Siddique. From 2007 to 2010, secretly photographed the creation of three large paintings in the style of Brett Whiteley.


Stephen Nall


The stepson of artist Robert Dickerson and a relentless campaigner against the trafficking of fakes. Robert Dickerson and fellow artist Charles Blackman sued Peter Gant in 2010 over the sale of fake drawings.


Steven Nasteski


Sydney luxury car dealer who bought the suspect Orange Lavender Bay for $1.1 million in December 2009. Has been dealing in art since the early 2000s.


Barry Pearce


Former head curator of Australian art at the Art Gallery of New South Wales. An expert on Brett Whiteley, he co-curated the artist’s retrospective which opened at the gallery in 1995.


John Playfoot


Melbourne art dealer. An intermediary for Peter Gant in the sale of Orange Lavender Bay to Steven Nasteski for $1.1 million.


Andrew Pridham


Sydney investment banker and Sydney Swans chairman. Bought Big Blue Lavender Bay in November 2007 for $2.5 million.


Stuart Purves


Melbourne art dealer and director of Australian Galleries. Represented Brett Whiteley and was a close friend of the artist. Held many of Whiteley’s major exhibitions, including his Lavender Bay series in 1974.


Christian Quintas


Brett Whiteley’s studio assistant. Deceased. A fellow heroin user, Quintas would source drugs for Whiteley. Was known to sell artworks directly from the artist’s studio.


David Rellim


Melbourne artist who became acquainted with Peter Gant. In 2017, while Gant was on bail pending an appeal, Rellim began painting his portrait for entry into that year’s Archibald Prize. The portrait missed out on being chosen as a finalist.


John Ribbands


Melbourne barrister and junior counsel on the defence for Aman Siddique.


Robert Richter, QC


Defence barrister, represented Aman Siddique in the committal hearing.


Antonio Rincon


Melbourne framer, who was taught how to make 23-carat gold, water-gilded frames by Whiteley’s chief framer, Brett Lichtenstein. Aman Siddique ordered three water-gilded frames from him.


Ian Robinson


Sydney chartered accountant, now living in Hong Kong, who commissioned the ‘brown’ painting, View from the Sitting Room Window, Lavender Bay, directly from Brett Whiteley in 1991.


Mohamed Aman Siddique


Melbourne conservator highly regarded for his skill, accused of creating fake paintings in the style of Brett Whiteley with the intention to deceive in a joint criminal enterprise with Peter Gant. Found guilty of art fraud in 2016. Acquitted in 2017.


Richard Simon


Director of Door Impressions. Delivered fourteen doors of odd sizes to Aman Siddique’s Collingwood workshop from 2007 to 2008.


Professor Robyn Sloggett


Director of the University of Melbourne’s Centre for Cultural Materials Conservation. Expert witness in the committal hearing and trial of Peter Gant and Aman Siddique.


Paul Smallwood


Melbourne barrister who represented art dealer John Playfoot in his compensation claim against Peter Gant and Aman Siddique after their conviction.


Geoffrey Smith


Chairman of auction house Sotheby’s Australia. Art dealer John Playfoot alleged in court that when first shown the suspect painting Orange Lavender Bay, Smith thought it ‘fantastic’. Smith’s recollection of the conversation differs. He does not believe the painting is the work of Brett Whiteley.


Robert Stary


Criminal defence lawyer and principal of Stary Norton Halphen, Peter Gant’s legal counsel during the trial.


Detective Senior Constable Justin Stefanec


Victorian police officer who took over the case from Detective Sergeant James Macdonald. His investigation led to the arrest and charging of Peter Gant and Aman Siddique.


David Stein


Sydney private conservator and professional peer of Aman Siddique.


Peter Stephenson


Tasmanian artist, once represented by Peter Gant.


Kathie Sutherland


Melbourne art historian, compiling the catalogue raisonné of Brett Whiteley.


Arthur Thompson


Melbourne businessman whose foray into art collecting came to an abrupt end after an unsatisfactory experience involving Peter Gant and Jeremy James.


Fiona Todd


Melbourne barrister and junior counsel on the defence for Peter Gant.


Remy van de Wiel, QC


Melbourne barrister and Senior Counsel on the defence for Aman Siddique. Van de Wiel’s portrait, painted by Bill Luke, became a finalist in the 2017 Archibald Prize.


Brett Whiteley


Celebrated Australian artist known foremost for his sensuous paintings of Sydney Harbour. Struggled with heroin addiction. Died alone in 1992 in a motel room in Thirroul, New South Wales, aged fifty-three.


Wendy Whiteley


Brett Whiteley’s ex-wife, assistant and muse, was married to the artist for twenty-seven years. The couple divorced in 1989 and were no longer living together in 1988 when the suspect paintings were supposedly created.


Jud Wimhurst


Melbourne artist who worked as a part-time assistant for Aman Siddique from May 2005 to September 2007.


Trevor Wraight, QC


Melbourne barrister and Senior Counsel on the defence for Peter Gant.




Almost any story is almost certainly some kind of lie.


Orson Welles


Apart from drugs, art is the biggest unregulated market in the world.


Robert Hughes


Life is a blank canvas, art is filling it in.


Brett Whiteley







PARTI


Tell the Truth








‘I WAS JUST NEVER sure what I’d seen. I’m not saying I’m sure now.’


To the casual observer it would have seemed the most innocuous of things, a cluster of unfinished paintings, impressions of Sydney Harbour. But what Jud Wimhurst saw and how he made sense of it would shadow a decade of his life, consume the art world, and lead to Australia’s most significant and ultimately controversial examination of art fraud. What he saw was never far from his mind.


‘I wished I hadn’t gone to work that day,’ he said. ‘As soon as I saw it, everything changed.’


I was asking him to tell me again what had happened. We were both trying to understand it, to resolve what we’d heard in court with what we knew, or thought we knew. His voice was earnest and candid, the voice of someone who told stories straight, even when there was nothing straight about them. We were sitting around the corner from the now headline-making studio where it had happened, having coffee at a footpath table, taking in the morning sun and exhaust fumes. Wimhurst was an easygoing, young-looking 42-year-old, with plump skin and black-rimmed glasses, neatly dressed in black—cap, t-shirt, sneakers—and loose-fitting, rolled-up denims with a long silver key chain trailing from a pocket, a look that suggested his skateboarding past. He was an artist and had a musketeer-like goatee. We had spoken several times by phone, but this was the first time we’d met; the only time I’d seen him other than when he stood in the witness box. Trams rattled by as he took me back to that grey winter’s morning ten years earlier in 2007.


As usual, he had been the first to arrive at his work, in the industrial and gentrifying inner-Melbourne suburb of Collingwood. Victorian Art Conservation was housed in a double-storey, red brick warehouse in Easey Street, a street synonymous with the city’s history of crime. Wimhurst had worked there for just on two years. His priority was his art, but art didn’t pay the bills. So three days a week he made frames, stretched canvases, varnished paintings and built plinths for his boss and owner of the business, Aman Siddique. A painting restorer of high regard, Siddique generally left Wimhurst alone to do his work. This suited him and despite Siddique’s sometimes gruff manner and occasionally explosive temper, Wimhurst genuinely liked him.


‘I did like him. I respected him and maybe the liking him was because I respected him. I was there to learn and he was happy to teach me.’


Siddique had also been kind to him when his father was dying of cancer, giving him as much time off as he needed. This happened in the first month of him starting work there and had left him feeling loyal towards his boss. He loved too that at Siddique’s he had the chance to see the work of Australia’s prime artists at close range.


‘That felt like a great privilege, to be honest. It was anyone and everyone, but it was always interesting for me when something of note came in, so when Gleesons came in I liked that, when Arkleys came in, when Whiteleys came in, when Tuckers came in, things like that, your classic Australian artists, it was great for me to be able to see those paintings.’


But the paintings he saw on this particular morning would shatter his faith in the business. Just before 10 a.m. he unlocked the building’s fortress-like red front door and began his daily routine: security system off, lights on, check the answering machine on the second floor. When he reached the top of the metal stairs he saw that something was different. Directly in front of him was Siddique’s desk, to the right, the retouching room, and next to that a smallish storeroom. Wimhurst had never seen the storeroom open and had often wondered what was in there. What was so important that it needed to be locked away? Valuable artworks, some worth millions, were continually passing through the workshop to be cleaned or restored. Paintings were left out overnight. There was no need to lock them up—the security system was first rate. Today the twin sliding doors of the storeroom were wide open. The sight jolted him—had there been a break-in? Unlikely. He had just turned off the security system. He walked towards the storeroom and glanced inside.


‘I didn’t walk all the way in and I didn’t necessarily want to walk all the way in,’ Wimhurst told me. ‘I didn’t even want to see what I’d already seen.’


It looked as though someone had been interrupted in the middle of a job. There were several paintings in progress, brightly coloured in blues and yellows, scenes of Sydney Harbour, which he instantly recognised as in the style of Brett Whiteley. He also noticed a paper cut-out of a vase lying haphazardly on the storeroom floor—a vase of similar shape and size to one he had seen in the foreground of a Whiteley painting that had recently come into the studio; an unusually bleak, predominantly brown painting of Sydney’s Lavender Bay, that had not been locked up and that was always getting in the way. Siddique had asked him to remove that painting’s frame. What was going on? Why were these Whiteley-like paintings being made? He knew that Siddique would occasionally conduct little tests in the style of an artist whose work he needed to conserve, but there were too many unfinished paintings here for it to be simply an experiment.


His boss could turn up at any moment and he didn’t want to be caught looking at this place that had always been off limits. He went quickly back downstairs and got to work. But he could not put those paintings out of his mind. What reason could there be for them? It was hard for him to come up with many legitimate motives. Should he confront Siddique? And say what? It wasn’t a crime to copy an artist’s work, was it? Later that day, after Siddique had turned up, Wimhurst went back upstairs and saw that the storeroom was once again locked. He told no-one what he had seen. But had he been right to say nothing? Should he have given Siddique the chance to explain?


Wimhurst began to suspect other things at Easey Street—the arrival of timber panels of various sizes, some huge, others smaller. A group of these had been stacked up against Siddique’s desk. Siddique had brushed off his questions about why they were there. They belonged to Peter Gant, Siddique had said, referring to the art dealer who was often around. Why, then, had they been delivered to Easey Street? They were doors for Gant’s house, Siddique told him. Was Gant building a house for dwarves? Wimhurst had cheekily asked. Siddique chuckled and said no more. The doors disappeared soon after. Wimhurst was not alone in knowing that Whiteley would sometimes paint on smooth-faced wooden doors.


A few weeks after finding the storeroom unlocked, Wimhurst’s workmate Guy Morel showed him something that added to his disquiet. Morel was a bookbinder and paper conservator who worked upstairs at Siddique’s studio. Born in the Seychelles, Morel was a big-hearted man with a nervous manner; he had the trace of a French accent and would stutter when anxious. He had first met Siddique in the 1980s, when Siddique was working as a painting conservator in the regional Victorian town of Ballarat. In the early 2000s, Siddique invited Morel to set up a workspace at his Easey Street studio. Morel would divide his time between Easey Street and his home studio in Brunswick. The two were always bickering about money.


On this day, Wimhurst was working upstairs when Morel called him over. ‘Have you seen this?’ he asked, holding out a scrap of paper filled with the signature of the Australian painter Fred Williams, as if someone had been practising the name again and again. The sight of these signatures made Wimhurst break his silence.


‘I just said to him, “Have you seen the Whiteleys floating around?” because, you know, if there was nothing to be ashamed of they should have been out at some point. And he hadn’t seen them. So that’s when I told the story.’


Morel decided to look for himself. The storeroom’s 2.5-metre-high walls did not reach to the top of the warehouse ceiling, so Morel placed a chair on the workbench adjoining the locked storeroom. Digital camera in hand, he climbed onto the chair and hung his camera over the edge of the storeroom walls. When he looked at the camera’s screen he saw what had been troubling Wimhurst for weeks.


Whatever was happening at Easey Street, Wimhurst wanted nothing to do with it. His artistic career was on the brink of taking off, and he needed a bigger home studio than he could afford in the city. He reasoned that he could use this excuse to quietly depart without giving his real concerns to Siddique. By the start of spring in 2007, Wimhurst had left Victorian Art Conservation. Morel stayed on and promised to ‘keep an eye on things’. Wimhurst moved to the country with his partner and dedicated himself to his art. But the move did not quarantine him from the activities at 26–28 Easey Street.


‘I wasn’t completely surprised when I got the call,’ Wimhurst explained when we met. ‘I had a feeling something would happen at some time, if what I saw was what I thought it was. And I always hoped it would never surface, and I was wrong.’


The call came in 2014. Siddique phoned Wimhurst telling him that he might soon be hearing ‘bad things’ about him, and that the police might come calling. Wimhurst asked what he should do. Siddique answered: ‘Tell the truth.’


In 2016, Wimhurst told his story in the Supreme Court of Victoria—or at least as much of it as the law would allow. We had both been staggered by the restrictions placed on what witnesses could and could not say; he as a witness and I as an observer wanting to write a book on the case.


‘That was a shock,’ he said. ‘I thought the idea was to get to the bottom of the truth, but that’s not necessarily the case. It’s a lot more complicated than that. I understand now that it was also about Peter and Aman feeling they’d had a fair trial. But I also feel, was it a fair trial if so much was left out? I don’t know.


‘It makes me feel really quite confused, the whole situation. It’s hard. I want to believe the best but I’m not sure I can do that. And I don’t know whether talking to Guy was the right thing to do but I felt that I needed to do something, and I needed another opinion. There was no-one else that worked there except me at that time.’


I asked him to describe once more the paintings he’d seen in the storeroom. He had consistently told me that they were yellow and blue, and yet, the paintings that had ended up in court were orange and blue. Was he sure he’d seen yellow?


‘I really don’t know,’ he said. ‘I remember seeing yellow so maybe I’m remembering it incorrectly, or it was underpainting. I mean they were in early stages. There’s so many reasons why they could have changed. I also remember them as being smaller.’


He couldn’t even say for sure whether the paintings he saw were the same ones that had ended up in court.


‘I know that doesn’t link up, but I think maybe I might have seen some that were test pieces or something like that. Or ones that weren’t good enough. They did seem to be painted on those door panels that had been delivered. They were smaller than full door size, maybe a bit wider, they weren’t as large as the ones in the courtroom, so I don’t know. I know these things don’t match up, I might have seen something different, but I’m just saying what I saw. I wish I had the definitive … but I don’t.’


A week after our meeting, there would be a definitive answer. The Court of Appeal would rule that the jury that had found Aman Siddique and Peter Gant guilty on three counts of art fraud had got it wrong. That it was not possible to find the men guilty ‘beyond reasonable doubt’ on the evidence presented to the court. It was an exceptional ruling in a judicial system that considers the role of the jury utmost. Significantly, the appeal judges made no finding on the authenticity of the paintings. So where was the truth in this story?


[image: image]


At the time of Wimhurst’s unsettling discovery, I was working at The Age, and had been for ten years as an arts reporter. My knowledge of Australia’s art-faking industry was minimal and my curiosity slight. I was interested in living artists, in people who were creating, not copying. My biggest coup in 2007 was tracking down a reclusive professional gambler and self-described nerd from Hobart who would go on to build Australia’s most extraordinary museum—MONA. His name was David Walsh.


The closest I came to writing about forgery that year was covering the National Gallery of Victoria’s shock announcement that its only painting by Vincent van Gogh, Head of a Man, was not a van Gogh at all. The NGV had bought the painting in 1940 believing it to be by the great Dutch post-impressionist, only to find sixty-seven years later that it was by an unknown artist. The Van Gogh Museum and Institute of Dutch Cultural Heritage had investigated the work and found that it had been misattributed—the conclusion, based on stylistic observations, wiped a possible $20 million from the value of the NGV’s collection. The sensational result highlighted the complexity of authenticating art—and showed how even a prestigious state gallery could be fooled by a mystery artist working in the style of van Gogh.


I had no idea about the parallel events that were unfolding at Easey Street in 2007. It would be another three years before the case of three large suspect Whiteleys came to my attention, although one of the men involved, Peter Gant, would become known to me in 2008 for his connection to the sales of other dubious artworks. Like Walsh, he too was a gambler, but his contributions to Australian culture were of a somewhat different sort.


[image: image]


After Wimhurst’s departure from Victorian Art Conservation, Guy Morel did exactly as he had promised. He kept an eye on things. For three years, from 2007 to 2010, he hung his Nikon compact camera over the wall of Siddique’s locked storeroom to record what was going on below. On one occasion, Siddique left the key in the storeroom door and Morel was able to open the sliding doors and take photographs front on. He documented the successive creation of three large paintings in the style of Brett Whiteley: a big blue painting of a harbour scene in late 2007; an orange harbour painting created in late 2008; and a third painting, of the harbour viewed through a window, produced in mid-2009. Whiteley had died in 1992, but in Siddique’s Collingwood studio, he was being resurrected.


Detective Sergeant James Macdonald took the call that launched the investigation into Australia’s biggest alleged art fraud. It came at 10 a.m. on 4 September 2007, from an anonymous male with a ‘soft French accent’ and a tendency to stutter when excited. The man wanted advice on reporting ‘a large-scale art fraud’. In an email sent several weeks later, the man revealed his name: Guy Morel.


‘Investigation’ is perhaps too strong a word. It implies a thorough, well-organised, concerted effort to crack a case. There is no art fraud squad in Australia, let alone Victoria and, as Macdonald discovered, his superiors weren’t that interested in the activities at Easey Street. Despite the indifference from above, Macdonald pressed on alone.


On 5 October 2007, the detective went undercover and met Morel at the Easey Street workshop. Morel told him to act like a ‘client’ if anyone else turned up. But the two had the place to themselves and Morel gave the detective a tour of the property, showing him the contents of the storeroom. In his witness statement for the later committal hearing, Macdonald described what he saw inside that room: a large unframed Brett Whiteley painting, which he assumed was original, depicting a view of Sydney Harbour through a window with a white vase shape on the base of the window frame; a smaller, similar style of painting with a white vase shape, lying on the floor of the storeroom; and a larger painting in progress, also in the style of Whiteley, with blue water, white buildings, a pier and three palm trees. This last work was balanced on two large cans on the storeroom floor.


After many phone calls with Morel, the detective met him once more, on Thursday 29 July 2010, on the corner of Easey and Smith Streets in Collingwood. Morel handed him a CD labelled ‘Origin of Art’—it contained Morel’s photographs and would become a vital piece of evidence in the subsequent committal hearing.


On 16 May 2013, almost six years after Morel’s first anonymous phone call, Macdonald gave the ‘Origin of Art’ CD to Detective Senior Constable Justin Stefanec, who had started making his own inquiries. ‘I was struggling to get anyone interested in this until Mr Stefanec came along,’ Macdonald would tell the committal hearing.


At 7 a.m. on 5 March 2014, four police officers approached the entrance of Aman Siddique’s large family home in the comfortable Melbourne eastern suburb of Templestowe. Stefanec knocked on the door. Siddique, who had just woken up, answered and was told he was under arrest for his part in a $4.5 million art fraud involving three Brett Whiteley–style paintings. Stefanec read him his rights and asked whether he understood. ‘No, no, no,’ the stunned Siddique replied. Stefanec repeated his spiel. Another officer asked: ‘Do you understand?’ Siddique did not answer. The father of three found his wife and told her that he was under arrest. It would be a long day. His house was searched and at 8.45 a.m., Robyn Sloggett, a University of Melbourne conservation expert, arrived, advising police what to seize. The officers took thirteen paintings in the style of Howard Arkley—ten on paper and three canvases—as well as spray gun equipment and colour mixes and batches from Siddique’s home studio.


After police finished, Siddique was taken to his Easey Street studio. Just after 11 a.m. he opened the building and watched as police searched the property, again seizing objects that might relate to art fraud, including three pieces of frame that appeared to be in the same style as the frames on the allegedly forged Whiteley paintings. Police also took paintings in the style of Charles Blackman. At 1.20 p.m., search over, Siddique locked the studio and was taken to the Prahran Police Station and interviewed for more than an hour. At about 4.30 p.m. he was released from custody.


The next morning, his associate and close friend, art dealer Peter Gant, was arrested at his home in Hamlyn Heights, in the regional Victorian coastal city of Geelong. Gant was about to head to Melbourne with his son when police arrived just after 9 a.m. He was taken to the Geelong Police Station where he was interviewed for more than two hours. His home was searched, but nothing was seized.


That it took seven years from the sale of the first suspect Whiteley painting—bought for $2.5 million by investment banker and Sydney Swans chairman Andrew Pridham—for Gant and Siddique to be arrested was not as surprising as the fact that they had been arrested and charged at all.


It offended Siddique to enter the stuffy, packed room at the Melbourne Magistrates’ Court, joining armed robbers, drug traffickers and heroin addicts. He enjoyed his position in society; his clients included the rich and powerful. At first, he refused to enter. Unlike Gant, he had never been in trouble with the law. It was 18 September 2014, the committal mention, the first in a series of hearings that would eventually lead to their trial. The committal hearing would not occur for another six months. The trial, a year after that. I was beginning to understand just how slowly the legendary wheels of justice turned.


Siddique’s timidity did not impress Magistrate Charlie Rozencwajg, a quick-witted man with a halo of ginger curls uncannily like Whiteley’s.


‘Do police know his hairstyle?’ the magistrate quipped, aware of the amusing similarity. It was as though Gant and Siddique were facing Whiteley himself.


Rozencwajg bluntly told Siddique’s lawyer that no-one was excused from appearing in court unless the magistrate gave permission. And so Gant and Siddique were pushed to the back of the queue. Rozencwajg returned to thefts, money laundering, perjury and aggravated burglaries, while Siddique burrowed away in an interview room.


Dug out by his lawyer, Siddique eventually entered the room and faced the magistrate, his face as ashen as his toupee. Gant wore a jumper of blazing red: the brightest man in the room, like a defiant target.


What sort of policeman persists with a case of alleged art fraud knowing that convictions for the crime are so rare? On 9 March 2015, I met him at the Malvern Police Station, in the heartland of Melbourne’s art collecting scene, no more than 100 metres from where Peter Gant once had a gallery. As police stations go, Malvern was a welcoming building on a tree-lined corner of the well-heeled suburb. The glamour ended at the entrance. Inside, the station was utilitarian, like a veterinarian’s clinic, without the smell. I asked for Stefanec at reception and within seconds he arrived. He was tall and solid, with a friendly face, dark receding hair cut short. He agreed to let me take notes, but no recording—not on the day before the committal was about to start. He’d hate to read about himself in the newspaper tomorrow.


I’m not accustomed to dealing with police officers. Crime and the courts have never been my beat. But Stefanec had a warm, easy manner and he told me as much as he officially could. After almost twenty years in the police force, the case was his first involving art fraud, and his first criminal trial. This made his determination all the more unexpected—or perhaps it explained it. He could not imagine the legal minefields ahead. Nor, for that matter, could I. At this point, he had faith in the evidence he had collected, although he was concerned about whether a lay jury would be able to understand the intricacies of the case—if it ended up going to trial.


‘Usually such cases go down the civil path, very rarely do they come to the police,’ he said.


This much I knew. Who then made it possible for charges to be laid?


‘The victims of this didn’t make a complaint at all. I contacted them,’ he said.


So if the victims hadn’t complained, who had?


Stefanec wasn’t giving the game away. I’d have to wait to find out.


‘This is one out of the box for me,’ he said, wishing he had more time to focus on it. Other cases were demanding his attention. He mentioned an article in the weekend papers about Gant and Siddique which referred to an ‘art fraud task force’.


‘I laughed because I thought, “The task force is me!”’


I knew the article he was referring to. I too had read it and noted the error—easily made. Why wouldn’t you assume that Australia had an art fraud squad? I remembered my own surprise when I discovered that there was none. But then, Australia’s secondary art market (for existing art that has already been sold before) is tiny in comparison to the global market, and small relative to the size of our economy. How often would an art fraud squad be needed to jump into action? The deceptions uncovered by art fraudsters had, until that point, been relatively minor in comparison to the many millions lost in insurance or bank frauds. It was a question of resources that were already stretched. But the case of the three suspect Whiteleys had broken the million-dollar barrier—it was always going to be hard to ignore.


‘This is my introduction to the Australian art industry, so my view is very tainted,’ Stefanec said. ‘My first experience is not a good one. Before this I would have been quite naïve, very impressed by it. But when you speak to some of the people involved, reality kicks in a bit.’


He appreciated why people got immersed in the arts and in collecting, but he also saw it as a world inaccessible to ordinary people.


‘In the high end, you need to have the funds to be involved. It’s not for your Joe Blow. It’s not for people like myself. I might be able to buy a limited edition print,’ he said, sounding like someone who had been doing his homework.


Did he know much about Brett Whiteley before this case?


‘I knew of Brett Whiteley previously, but I didn’t know anything about his work.’


I asked again about who had laid the complaint that led to Gant and Siddique’s arrest, but Stefanec wouldn’t budge. He did, however, tell me there was a third victim, and a fourth. I knew about a third, but a fourth?


The main victim, Andrew Pridham, would not be at the committal, he said.


‘I feel sorry for him,’ Stefanec said. ‘He doesn’t want anything to do with the whole thing. He has been quite hurt by it and every time I speak to him it brings it all back. I think he is quite affected by it. The time, it’s been dragging on. He has written it off as such. He has accepted it as being a forgery. He has been battered around a bit.’


I was surprised that a tough businessman like Pridham would be ‘battered’ by anything.


‘It’s easy for someone to say it’s a drop in the ocean for him,’ Stefanec said. ‘You have to work hard to make that sort of money. It takes time and effort.’


It was hard to believe that Stefanec had been in the force for almost twenty years. He didn’t seem hard-bitten enough. We came from different worlds, but in some ways our worlds overlapped. He too was the child of migrants—his background, though, was Slovenian, mine Italian. I mentioned the town of Bled, and his eyes lit up. He had also visited that blissful lake town at the foot of the Alps. At the end of our meeting, he showed me his police badge and pointed to his surname. ‘For the book, make sure you spell my name right,’ he said, with a big smile.


[image: image]


‘I’d hang this on my wall!’ a court reporter remarked enthusiastically as we stood before one of the exhibits that we had waited all morning to see. It was Thursday 12 March 2015, the third day of the committal hearing. Police lumbered under the painting’s size and weight, hauling it up the steps of the Melbourne Magistrates’ Court on William Street. The media photographers dallying on the footpath snapped into action. It was unprecedented, a painting of this size being carried into an Australian court. Whoever had created it was not kidding. But the painting, which went by various names—Big Blue Lavender Bay among them—was of questionable origins. Peter Gant and Aman Siddique’s lawyers were claiming it was an original Whiteley, created in 1988.


A photographer who had missed the action asked whether the painting’s arrival could be replayed. ‘I want it outside, it’s a great photo outside,’ he said. Upon hearing this, Siddique, who was sitting in court by his son, trembled with anger. His life had been turned into media fodder. His son tried to calm him as Siddique muttered furiously. ‘Dad, Dad, Dad!’ the son said. ‘Dad, stop it!’ Watching father and son I reminded myself that this was more than a ‘story’—that the accused were people with families who were now entangled in this affair.


‘With your trained eye would you be able to pick it?’ the same court reporter asked.


He was holding me in higher regard than I deserved.


‘It seems a little stiff,’ I said.


I was the wrong person to ask. My mind was unfairly made up. I had first written about the suspect Whiteleys five years earlier, long before the case reached the criminal justice system. Even after I left The Age in 2012, I maintained an unhealthy interest in the case. On the day that Gant and Siddique were charged, in August 2014, I read the newspaper reports with envy, feeling a warped sense of proprietorship. And here I was, back in court, despite the difficulties of writing about the alleged art fraud in July 2010, under the constant threat of litigation. Now I was a freelance writer, here of my own volition, without the backing of a media organisation, no-one paying me to see where the story led. I could not let it go. What stubborn impulse was driving me? To watch a mystery unfold? A narrative resolved? To be proved right? Why did it matter? Ego, I suspected, was the reason many of us had ended up here.


While the blue painting did nothing for me—I found the composition anodyne—the audacity of the undertaking astonished me. If it was a forgery, as the Crown claimed—and as I believed, after years of inquiry and listening to stories told to me in confidence—its scale and sale price made the work of previous Australian forgers seem lily-livered. This was the painting sold to Andrew Pridham for $2.5 million. If it was a forgery, it was the most brazen in Australian art history.


Pridham had not even bothered insuring Big Blue Lavender Bay for its trip from Sydney to the Melbourne Magistrates’. That’s how little he rated it now. How could a painting go from being worth $2.5 million to zero in a beholder’s eyes? The image hadn’t changed. But Pridham had thought he was buying into the prestige of a genuine Whiteley—joining a club accessible only to Australia’s richest. The rest of us had to content ourselves with admiring the artist’s work in museums.


In my twenties, when I fantasised about becoming an artist, I had been besotted with Whiteley’s romantic visions, his balletic sweeps of paint on canvas, his wild pronouncements about art, his extreme, quixotic life. I remember standing before one of his Fiji paintings at the Art Gallery of New South Wales and sighing with pleasure at the rain-like trickles that he had allowed to run down a green mountain. I wanted to abandon myself to art, just like him. I didn’t want to be a doctor, as my parents desired, I wanted to paint myself drunk after three bottles of wine as he had. I had watched the 1989 documentary Difficult Pleasure and thought everything was worth sacrificing for art. But I grew out of Whiteley. The next time I watched Difficult Pleasure, in my fifties, I guffawed at Whiteley’s pretentiousness. Had he always been so ridiculously self-absorbed, or had I just grown cynical? And now I was reassessing him, looking again at his work, really looking, and rediscovering his extravagant gift for both the glorious and the gaudy.


Not everyone admired Whiteley. Critics’ assessments ranged from the superlative to the withering. To James Gleeson he shone ‘as no other Australian artist has ever shone’. Christopher Allen called him ‘hopelessly superficial’. John McDonald dubbed his later work ‘slick and wristy, his colours blandly decorative’. Patrick McCaughey pronounced his career a ‘story of squandered genius’. Robert Hughes, who held Whiteley responsible for introducing his first wife, Danne, to heroin, refused to write an obituary for the artist, saying he had ‘wasted his talent’. Sasha Grishin fairly summed it up: ‘A huge and uneven oeuvre.’


But the market had an enduring love affair with Whiteley. In 2007, when Pridham invested in Big Blue Lavender Bay, agreeing to its purchase before seeing the painting in real life, Australia’s art market was burning like an out-of-control bushfire and Whiteley was the artist pouring fuel on the blaze—105 of Whiteley’s works sold at auction that year, for a total $19 452 126. Records were being broken, and six-figure sums regularly paid. Multimillionaire Morry Fraid, co-founder of the Spotlight fabric-and-crafts chain, set the record that year, paying $3.4 million at auction for the 1985 painting The Olgas for Ernest Giles. The market was in a frenzy—and the market wanted Whiteley. Conditions were perfect for would-be forgers: the mood was feverish, dealers were hungry and collectors wanted to believe. Gant himself bid for a Whiteley work at auction that year, paying $1.65 million for a painting called View from the Sitting Room Window, Lavender Bay—Whiteley’s last Lavender Bay painting, created in 1991, the year before he died. That painting was delivered from the Sydney auction house straight to Siddique’s Collingwood studio. This was the ‘brown’ painting that Jud Wimhurst had seen at Easey Street, the painting that was always getting in the way.


It was the first time I had seen the blue painting in the flesh. I had only known the work in reproduction, through photographs leaked to me when I was working at The Age. Propped up against a wall to the right of the magistrate’s podium, the painting was a shock of blue against the office-like decor, an alien presence amid the white walls, dusky low-pile carpet and blonde wood veneer. The painting had been collected from Sydney that weekend, retrieved by Justin Stefanec from the Mosman home of Andrew Pridham for its court appearance.


Gold framed and measuring 1.51 metres high and 2.42 metres wide, the painting was a scene of Sydney Harbour. The background was bathed in ultramarine blue, the colour prized by Renaissance painters, who would reserve the expensive pigment—then made from lapis lazuli—for the robes of angels and Madonnas. Winsor & Newton’s deep ultramarine was Brett Whiteley’s oil colour of choice; he reserved it for his beloved harbour, and as a conscious reference to the masters who had come before him.


To me, the painting seemed bereft of the ‘life force’ that Whiteley had sought to capture in his works; it lacked the artist’s feeling for space, his sweeping curves and fluid lines. The blue was not quite right—it lacked intensity and texture. But this day in court would not be the last time that someone would remark on the painting’s beauty. It was innocuous, easy on the eye. A long, white central pier jutted into the bay. A shaggy trio of orange palm trees rose in the foreground. There was a hint of the Harbour Bridge in the upper left-hand corner. Yachts were moored near the pier, boats skimmed across the water, birds flew above. Common Whiteley traits.


As I stood inspecting the big blue painting in court, marvelling at its gall, Gant sidled up to me and said: ‘It’s a trophy painting for rich people.’ Did I laugh? I must have. A mini art-appreciation lesson ensued. Gant pointed out a paper fragment stuck onto a yacht. ‘Whiteley used to do collages,’ he said. He helped me locate the ‘Brett Whiteley’ signature that Robyn Sloggett and her team had embarrassingly missed in their first report on the painting. It was barely visible, a minute white signature at the bottom of the central white pier. White on white—it seemed a deliberate joke, a trap set for an unsuspecting forensic art expert.


‘It’s tiny,’ I said.


‘But they shouldn’t have missed it if they were examining it,’ Gant scoffed.


He had a point. Of course he did.


Leaning against another wall in the courtroom, to the left of the magistrate’s bench, was the second suspect Whiteley, Orange Lavender Bay, sold for $1.1 million to Sydney luxury car dealer Steven Nasteski in December 2009, when the market was cooling. It was smaller than its blue companion—1.21 metres high and 2.15 metres wide, but still impudently big. Orange was a less marketable colour. Gant told me that he preferred the ‘orange’ painting to the ‘trophy’ blue. I had to agree it was the better of the two, bolder in its use of space, less crowded, more curvaceous. It too had the hallmarks of Whiteley’s harbour paintings—boats, birds and palm trees, and the use of plaster and collage to create texture. But was the orange slightly off key? It felt too strong to me—tangerine bright, rather than the honey-orange of Whiteley’s harbour sunsets. There was none of Whiteley’s subtle variations in colour and translucency, and the composition’s stillness was unnerving. It seemed too flat. Too considered. What Gant thought of the third suspect painting—known as either Through the Window Lavender Bay or Lavender Bay through the Window—which he had used as collateral on a $950 000 debt, I would not know. The painting was missing—and whoever knew where it was hidden wasn’t telling.


During the 7-day committal hearing, names that had been whispered to me over the years materialised as witnesses. Steven Drake. Antonio Rincon. Guy Angwin. Jeremy James. Scrawled in one of my old notebooks from the days when I was investigating the suspected fraud for The Age were the words: Ro Milburn? Still alive? She most certainly was and I would hear her testimony on Gant’s behalf. I was surprised at how accurate my sources had been, particularly the enigmatic ‘Elmyr de Hory’, who had begun emailing me in 2010, a month after my first stories about the suspect paintings appeared in the paper. ‘Elmyr de Hory’ was a pseudonym plucked from the pages of art history. The real Elmyr was an infamous Hungarian-born forger who had fooled the establishment with works in the style of Picasso, Modigliani and Matisse before committing suicide in 1976. He was the subject of Orson Welles’s 1974 documentary F for Fake. And now I had an anonymous informer using his name. His first email came with the subject heading ‘Whiteley’s’—this ‘de Hory’ was prone to errors of spelling and grammar, but when it came to Gant he seemed well informed and precariously close to the dealer and his friends:


From: elmyr de hory 12/08/2010


To: Gabriella Coslovich


Keep asking … questions … Your making progress.


Cheers,


Elmyr.


It was the start of a long correspondence. But who was this latter-day ‘Elmyr’ and what was his motivation? Why was he emailing me? He did not say and I did not ask, heedful of his anonymity. I asked about Gant—and ‘Elmyr’ happily filled me in, tipping me off when moves were afoot, telling me more than I could safely publish. He seemed at the forefront of the action, watching the story of the three suspect paintings unravel. Sometimes his stories seemed too outlandish to be true. But I would later discover that he had been right. On 11 March 2014, five months before the news of Gant and Siddique’s arrest hit the media, ‘Elmyr’ emailed me to say that Gant had been ‘taken into police custody’ and ‘questioned extensively’ the previous Thursday. I now knew that he had been spot on. In moments of paranoia it would cross my mind that ‘Elmyr’ might be Gant himself—that I was being set up. Gant was a maverick—he liked to play people. Was he messing with me? But the thought would pass. I wondered whether ‘Elmyr’ was here among those who had gathered to watch round one.


Guy Morel was the reason we were all here. The whistleblower. This was the person Stefanec had been alluding to. Without Morel there would be no case. None of the ‘victims’ had pressed for charges to be laid. Not Nasteski, who dropped his police complaint after getting his money back. Not Pridham, who had pursued the matter in the civil courts against art consultant Anita Archer, who had sold him the painting after sourcing it from Gant. Not Guy Angwin, to whom Gant had given the suspect Lavender Bay through the Window as collateral for his $950 000 debt. And certainly not Steven Drake, an engineer from the affluent Melbourne suburb of Toorak who had bought Orange Lavender Bay in August 2013 for $122 000, three years after Nasteski had returned it and the painting had been disparaged in the media as a ‘fake’. Drake claimed that he had believed the painting was genuine, and that it would eventually be proved so, turning his purchase into a bonanza. Was the man for real? He, supposedly, was the fourth ‘victim’. His wife, Ola, a slender, long-haired woman who wore a succession of body-skimming outfits, was in court most days taking notes. She told me that she wanted to know whether the painting that had been seized from her home by police was a fake. In the bathroom one day she asked my opinion. I muttered something about not being sure.


Siddique had hired a prize legal pugilist—Robert Richter, QC—said to cost $20 000 a day, although I had been told that Siddique was getting him at half price because the case interested him. Whatever the cost, Siddique would have figured it a blue-chip investment. If Richter could convince the magistrate that there wasn’t enough evidence to proceed to trial, Siddique’s torment would end. Richter was a boxer of the intellectual kind: he cut an impressive figure, like a lean and hungry Ernest Hemingway, with thick white hair and beard, and owl-like glasses, of the sort preferred by men of a certain age and sophistication. Gant had hired the younger and perhaps less costly Dermot Connors as his defence lawyer. Clean shaven and quietly spoken, he looked a little like a benign version of the American actor Ray Liotta. But it was Richter who stole this show. He sparred mercilessly with the witnesses. Gant and Siddique were counting on a knockout.


Richter wasted no time demolishing the credibility of prosecution witnesses. James Macdonald was made to look like the hapless cop out of his depth in the tricky world of art. A man who wouldn’t know oil paint from acrylic, pencil from charcoal. Who had never heard of Brett Whiteley until this case came up. ‘Some of us knew before,’ Richter snarled. Macdonald acknowledged that he wasn’t an art expert and persevered against Richter’s blows. A tall, white-haired man with a matching white moustache, and a warm Canadian accent, he maintained his dignity in the witness stand.


Morel was rather more shambolic. Grey haired, dark eyed and olive skinned, he must have been a looker in his prime. Time had carved bags under his eyes and grooves on his face, given him a Serge Gainsbourg–like appeal. He sauntered into the courtroom, attempting to look nonchalant. Unlike Macdonald before him, who had stood during cross-examination, Morel sat in the witness stand, hands folded before him. He was a reluctant witness; he had wanted to remain anonymous. But now he was in court testifying against Aman Siddique, as his former colleague glared at him from across the room. What had changed his mind? Richter asked.


‘Well, I thought it’s the right thing to do,’ Morel said.


He had previously had concerns for his safety and welfare: Siddique, he said, had ‘a tendency to be very volatile, very aggressive’. Had Siddique ever struck him physically? Richter asked. No, but he had been verbally abusive.


‘Were you deserving of it?’


‘No, absolutely not,’ Morel said, arms tightly crossed.


‘What was the abuse about?’


‘Some silly comment that I made.’


The ‘silly comment’, it transpired, was that Morel had belittled a work of art in front of one of Siddique’s clients, suggesting that only a certain type of ‘clientele’ would find it attractive.


The court reporters, who had far more experience than me in assessing the credibility of witnesses, thought Morel ‘petulant’, ‘vague’ and ‘unconvincing’. But I enjoyed his stoush with Richter—an exchange that bordered on farce. Morel was rebellious, talked back, cracked inappropriate jokes, swivelled in his chair. Richter called him a ‘sponger’ who had worked at Siddique’s rent-free for years. ‘He was a sponger from me,’ Morel retaliated. Richter described him as ‘spying’ on Siddique. Morel didn’t deny it. Richter accused him of moving one of the paintings from Siddique’s locked storeroom into the retouching room. Morel bristled.


‘Absolute rubbish,’ he spat. ‘That’s a good story but it’s absolute rubbish. I have never moved any of those paintings from the storeroom to put it into the retouching room.’


‘You’re prepared to stake your credibility on that, are you?’ Richter taunted in his low, deep growl.


‘I’ll put my gonads on there if you like.’


‘Okay, let’s have a look at those gonads.’


At which point Magistrate Suzanne Cameron, who was taking no nonsense from the wayward boys in the room, intervened and said she’d prefer not, and that it might be an appropriate time to stop for lunch.


‘You wouldn’t lend your hand to a fraud if you were aware of it?’ Richter asked Morel after lunch. Morel said he would not. Why, then, had the paper conservator ‘authenticated’ a catalogue called A Private Affair for Siddique? It seemed absurd that Morel, who had secretly photographed a large Whiteley-like orange painting in construction in Siddique’s locked storeroom in 2008, would then agree, two years later, to help authenticate a Peter Gant Fine Art catalogue, supposedly from 1989, titled A Private Affair, that included an image of the very same orange painting. And why would he do it after handing over a CD of his secret photographs to the detective James Macdonald?


Morel’s report, dated 21 September 2010, certified that the catalogue of A Private Affair, an exhibition which never went ahead, was created using lithographic offset printing, a traditional method predating digital printing which began in the early 1990s. This was supposed to prove that the catalogue was indeed from 1989. But there was a problem with this logic. Lithographic printing is still available today, leaving open the possibility that the catalogue may well have been created later than 1989. Morel had not gone the next step and tested the catalogue’s paper to confirm if it was indeed from 1989. Not that any of this concerned Richter. He exploited Morel’s half-hearted ‘authentication’ of the catalogue to create the impression of a man who could not be trusted, who behaved in erratic ways, and Morel’s churlish manner in court only added fuel to Richter’s insinuations. He was puncturing Morel’s position as a key witness, and in turn creating doubt about the prosecution’s vital evidence—Morel’s photos of Siddique’s storeroom.


One man, however, seemed to deflect Richter’s sustained attacks with unexpected ease. His name was Richard Simon. His part in the story seemed relatively insignificant, but he had the best lines of all.


In August 2007, Simon delivered doors of odd sizes to Siddique’s studio. The ‘door man’, as I came to think of him, had a broad Australian accent and a no-bullshit attitude. He was what some might call ‘salt of the earth’. Although he looked no older than forty, he had old-fashioned manners and a dislike for strong words such as ‘hate’ or ‘shifty’. He had used the latter in relation to Siddique in his original witness statement, and now asked that it be removed. Simon had neat, freshly cut hair and wore navy work slacks and a navy t-shirt with his company’s insignia on it, ‘Door Impressions’, looking as though he had slipped into court between deliveries. He had the quiet confidence of a tradesman proud of his work and reputation.


Siddique was very pleased with Simon’s first delivery; doors of such quality were hard to find, he had told him. But then ‘things turned a little nasty’, as Simon put it in his witness statement. Siddique phoned him and said he was unhappy with the latest batch of doors, and so, on 5 November 2008, Simon drove the 75 kilometres from his base on the Mornington Peninsula to Collingwood to find out what the problem was. Another man, called Peter Gant, was also at Siddique’s Collingwood studio that day. Simon recalled all of this because he kept a diary—‘for my own personal reasons, never to be read by anyone else’, he told the court.


Siddique was angry because there were joins on the doors—visible seams in the wood. Simon told Siddique that he knew what he was getting—oversized doors—and such large doors inevitably needed joins. In his witness statement, Simon said that Siddique had told him, ‘The artwork to be painted on these doors is worth over a million dollars. I can’t have joins.’


Richter, in cross-examination, put it to Simon that he couldn’t possibly have heard this, as it didn’t make sense.


‘How is someone going to tell you that they’re going to paint a million-dollar painting on these doors? No-one would say that to you, I suggest?’


‘I suggest,’ Simon replied, adopting the barrister’s language, ‘that I was told that million-dollar paintings were going to be painted on these doors, and I said that these doors will eventually break down.’


The more Richter tried to convince Simon that he couldn’t possibly have heard Siddique say that, the more Simon insisted that he had. He wasn’t having any smart-talking barrister put words in his mouth.


‘You didn’t think that they were telling you that they were going to forge million-dollar paintings on this door? Is that what you thought?’ Richter persisted. ‘Did you have any suspicions about what was being said, that there was a million-dollar painting going to go on that door?’


‘Did I have suspicions?’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought it was one of the stranger things that I have heard but if someone wants to paint a million-dollar painting on a door, they can. I have hung doors upside down because people want doors hung upside down. I find that stranger,’ Simon said, deadpan.


Had he ever known people to paint on doors? Richter asked.


No.


Did he know of a ‘gentleman’ called Brett Whiteley who painted on doors and whose paintings were worth a lot of money?


‘I know of Brett Whiteley. I did not have a clue, until three hours ago, that he painted on doors,’ Simon said.


Richter tried to persuade Simon that since he hadn’t known that Brett Whiteley created expensive paintings on doors, he couldn’t possibly have been in the state of mind to hear Siddique tell him that he was going to paint million-dollar paintings on doors.


Simon rejected the suggestion: ‘There could be a $10 billion painting on a door. I think it’s silly but, whatever.’


Richter dug in.


‘The fact is, if you’d been told something like, “I’m going to paint a million-dollar painting on these doors”, you would have made a note of that, wouldn’t you, in your diary? Because it’s a very odd thing to say, isn’t it?’


‘I’m in the world of odd right now,’ Simon replied.


‘Most insightful, Mr Simon,’ Magistrate Cameron chipped in.


Simon was an outsider. A plain-speaking tradesman caught in the rip of two colliding worlds of odd—the law and the arts. He stuck to his story despite Richter’s repeated attempts to strike it down. After an afternoon in the stand, Simon was released from the world of odd. I felt like cheering as he left.


Rosemary Milburn, now a yoga teacher, had worked part-time for Gant as a gallery assistant in 1988 and 1989. In her late forties or early fifties, she had long, wavy brown hair and wore a striped t-shirt, black jacket and trousers. I recognised her as the ex-partner of a former colleague from The Age. Melbourne is a small town. Before Milburn took the stand, she waited outside the courtroom, sitting next to Wendy Whiteley, the artist’s ex-wife. It was the third day of the committal. The two were chatting amicably and I thought that perhaps they were together. I was wrong. Milburn’s testimony would contradict Wendy’s, and, as far as Richter was concerned, would provide ‘incontrovertible’ evidence that the paintings in question had existed in 1988.


In the witness box, Milburn was handed a Peter Gant Fine Art consignment book and asked to look at consignment note twenty-three, dated 28 June 1988—this was the note listing the three suspect Whiteley paintings. Milburn identified her handwriting and signature on the consignment note and said that she remembered the three works arriving at Gant’s gallery in 1988 and signing them in.


‘When these works arrived, were they some of the biggest works that you ever saw or received?’ Richter asked.


‘Well, they were—I just remember them because they were all crated up, okay, they came out of a truck, Grace Fine Art, so they were large, yeah,’ Milburn replied.


She couldn’t remember where the measurements listed on the consignment note came from.


‘But the measures that are given are consistent in terms of size with the magnitude of the pictures that you saw?’ Richter asked.


‘I guess so.’


‘You did see the pictures, did you not?’


‘Yes, I did.’


‘Whilst they were unpacked?’


‘Yeah.’


‘They were pretty striking to you, were they not?’


‘Yeah, I remember them coming via Grace Fine Art, okay, and they were three big pieces that came and I just signed them in. It was not, you know, an unusual thing just to sign them in, it was not my job to do anything else, really.’


I felt a hesitance in Milburn’s voice, as though she wasn’t entirely comfortable with the situation. Richter seemed to be prompting her towards a more definite point of view.


‘These were the paintings you believed were delivered on that day, were they not?’ he asked, indicating the paintings in court.


‘Well, they certainly could have been. I couldn’t be sure.’


‘You couldn’t be sure not because they look different but because it’s so long ago?’


‘Absolutely, it’s twenty-five plus years.’


‘When you say “could have been”, there’s nothing about them as far as you can see that says that’s not them?’


‘No.’


Re-examined by Crown Prosecutor Tom Gyorffy, QC, a large, jovial man with a subtle technique devoid of the drama of Richter, Milburn was asked about the inconsistencies between consignment note number twenty-three and other consignment notes in the book. The measurements of artworks were generally not included in the other notes, and yet they had been in number twenty-three. The numbering system on note twenty-three was also anomalous.


On the same day as the three Whiteley paintings had supposedly arrived at Gant’s, Milburn had written and signed another consignment note, number twenty-one, listing twenty-one paintings that were ‘sent out’ to ‘DC-ART’, a gallery in Woollahra—including a Whiteley. What did ‘sent out’ mean? Gyorffy asked. Had the works come in or out?


‘According to this it says “sent out”,’ Milburn said vaguely.


What about consignment note twenty-two, Gyorffy asked: ‘Is that coming in or going out?’


‘It says here it’s going out,’ Milburn said.


‘Why do you say it’s going out?’ Gyorffy asked.


‘Because it says “sent”,’ Milburn said.


‘And that’s the same date, 28/6/88?’ Gyorffy asked, building his case.


‘M’mm.’


‘Why were so many paintings being sent out on 28 June?’ Gyorffy asked.


Richter jumped up and objected.


Gyorffy tried another tack. He pressed her again about consignment note twenty-one. ‘When I asked you the question about whether the pictures in consignment twenty-one were coming in or going out you gave an answer, didn’t you? They were going out?’


‘Yes, according to this, it says “sent out”.’


The consignment note listing the three suspect Whiteleys, which supposedly had arrived from ‘Chris Quintas’, Whiteley’s studio assistant, also said ‘sent out’. So why was Milburn saying they had come into the gallery on 28 June 1988? After further questioning, Milburn seemed to change her mind about consignment note twenty-one.


‘That little note at the bottom to me looks like a note saying that I’ve sent out the consignment piece of paper, okay, confirming to DC-ART that we’ve got their works.’


‘Are you sure about that?’ Gyorffy asked.


‘Sorry?’


‘Are you sure about that?’


‘Yep, that makes sense to me.’


But Milburn wasn’t making sense to the magistrate, it seemed. She had some questions of her own.


‘As you look at that book, what’s an “in” and what’s an “out”?’, the magistrate asked.


‘This is an “in”,’ Milburn said, referring to consignment note twenty-three.


‘And you know that how? Sorry, because it says “sent out”?’


‘No, no, no, the “sent out” is that I have sent out to Chris Quintas acknowledging that we’ve got the works, okay? That’s all that is,’ Milburn explained.


‘So what on that document says that that’s a receipt of work?’


‘The fact that it’s in the book,’ Milburn answered.


‘You’ve just said the book has ins and outs,’ the magistrate reminded her.


‘No, no, look really, this is an in, this is an in book.’


‘The whole book is an in book?’


‘Looks to me to be the case but I haven’t gone through everything so …’


During a break after Milburn’s time in the stand, I heard Gant’s high-pitched voice saying, ‘He gave her such a hard time. She was great.’


Siddique’s solicitor George Defteros replied, ‘It’s all an illusion.’ But whose story was the illusion?


With her reputation for bohemian glamour, Wendy Whiteley, the artist’s ex-wife, didn’t disappoint when she arrived at the committal in full regalia: billowing black coat, greying hair wrapped in a towering pile of printed black-and-white cloth, and a clutter of bangles, one of them emblazoned with the word ‘reality’. Pity she couldn’t be filmed in court, turning to look at Orange Lavender Bay with an expression of pure disdain.


Her views on the two paintings in court were categorical: fake, both of them. Dead. Stiff. Wrong. That afternoon, Richter had another tough one on his hands. Wendy opposed him with explosive conviction. His 2-hour interrogation did not intimidate her. She would not budge, batting off the expected questions about her dissolute, drug-ridden life with Brett.


As she wrestled with the tenacious defence barrister, she described Orange Lavender Bay as so bad that ‘you’d have to be blind not to have recognised it as a fake’. Of Big Blue Lavender Bay she said: ‘It’s dead. And I’m sorry that the faker is so bad at it.’


Richter suggested that she could not possibly know everything Brett Whiteley painted in 1988, a time when the couple had separated and lived apart, when Brett was using heroin, selling paintings surreptitiously for cash to buy drugs, and also attempting to hide paintings to keep Wendy from claiming them as part of the divorce settlement.


In her strong, throaty voice Wendy stared Richter down and replied: ‘I do not know everything he did paint because I wasn’t there but I do know what he didn’t paint. And in my view he didn’t paint these.’


Richter put it to her that she must be wrong if there were evidence that these paintings existed in 1988—and there was, a catalogue called A Private Affair, which included an image of Orange Lavender Bay, prepared for an exhibition that didn’t go ahead.
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