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EnamourEd by a lifE of crEativE ExprEssion, an inspirational artist 
couplE cElEbratE 100 yEars of joint art-making.

Heart Art 
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Since former graphic designer Syd Tunn first clapped 
eyes on former counsellor Ona Henderson during a life 
drawing class in 1979, it seems this heartfelt, creatively 
playful and community spirited duo have become each 

other’s eternal muse. It was purely by chance Ona filled in as a 
fully clothed life model for the art class that night.

Although Syd was responsible for designing the likes of the 
original Skinny Milk logo and worked on Qantas ads, and the 
highly intuitive and psychology trained Ona incorporated art 
therapy with her counselling clients, they realised they shared a 
vision of becoming full-time artists.

“It completely changed everything for both of us,” Ona said 
of their synchronistic meeting. “I had just bought the little cottage 
across the road (from where their art studio now stands), and 
Syd had just bought a block of land at Macclesfield.”

Given Ona already had her little “love shack” at Bend of 
Islands, a designated environmental living zone, it was only 
natural they create their humble, bucolic barn-like Creek 
House Studios amid the bush there. With a creek flowing at 
the property’s edge, these soul companions called on a water 
diviner friend to work out where the best energy was to create 
what they appropriately describe as their Aladdin’s cave. 

Built on a shoestring in 1980, according to Ona, they’ve 
never finished the sizeable and convivial studio with a pot belly 
stove and mezzanine floor. “It took a few years on and off 
because we were both working in town,” she said. “Then I had 
a motorbike accident with a car, so I couldn’t walk properly for 
about two years. That’s why I did all the floors, because I was 
crawling around hammering.”

Incorporating reclaimed timber and various other recycled 
materials, Syd completed all of the ceiling. Then they met in 
the middle, as this dynamic husband and wife seem to do, and 
completed the walls together. “A lot of TLC has gone into it,” 

Ona said. In addition, Ona, who often draws on nature and her 
dreams for artistic inspiration, and Syd, who likes to take humour 
seriously, have now culminated a staggering 100 years of art 
making, namely 48 years for Ona and 52 years for Syd, which 
they celebrate until May 2015.

They founded the Nillumbik Artists’ Open Studios prototype 
32 years ago, although Syd quickly points out that Ona was the 
visionary. “I thought she was mad,” he said.

Inspired by an article in The Age, Ona recalled how the 
European practice of open studios had been pioneered in 
Melbourne by illustrious artists Tom Roberts and Artur Loureiro in 
the 1880s. So, in 1983, Ona and Syd joined with some local artist 
friends. With 2000 people visiting over those first two months, 
Syd said the beauty of the Open Studios was giving power back 
to the artists. 

Although the couple continued to exhibit in galleries, 
including here and overseas, Ona said they relish how the Open 
Studios allow them to meet the people who buy their work. With 
their Open Studios going through many phases, including a 
time when there was a meditation tent, a Kombi, plus a bored 
husbands’ tent with sports magazines, they still love it. In fact, it 
has drawn artists from the Dandenong Ranges, the Yarra Valley, 
Castlemaine, Footscray, Adelaide and even Canada, with many 
of them creating their own versions.

As for their ever-evolving artwork, Ona said it moves. “I like 
to say to people what Picasso used to say: ‘An artist who works 
their whole lifetime goes through an average of a phase of a 
decade’. So we’ve both been through about five decades of art 
making, and we’ve been through at least seven or eight phases 
each already.”

In addition to being printmakers and painters, surprisingly 
they’re both sculptors. But it’s not something they could survive 
on. “I am a very frustrated sculptor who took that 3D love into 
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“But we’ve borrowed 
so much from each 

other too. You get to 
know someone really, 
really well when you 
spend that much time, 
day and night, for 35 

years.”
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woodcuts, linocuts, metal etchings, and then into watercolours,” 
Ona said. “So you take all those media … and all the phases 
we’ve been through; it’s very hard to pinpoint how to describe 
the work. It’s contemporary in some respects, but some of my 
work is quite traditional.” 

Syd added, “The spaces are always simple. Ona’s are 
always floating and mine are always grounded.” 

When it comes to Syd’s somewhat quirkily themed art, 
including his still life and figurative work, he said that it’s all about 
adding character. “And that’s one of the hardest things to do – 
to do humour,” he explained. “It’s like, where do you place it? 
Do you want a quick laugh, or do you want a slow laugh? Or do 
you want something that is a giggle? It’s like it has a whimsical 
signature. Finding that balance is really difficult.”

When the Black Saturday bushfires took seven of their 
friends’ lives, Ona and Syd were so traumatised they couldn’t 
paint for four months. Given Ona’s counselling background, 
distraught friends who had lost family and houses came to their 
studio for art therapy. It also changed Ona and Syd’s painting 
style. 

“That’s when we started doing our CollaborArt duet series,” 
Ona said. “We couldn’t paint our own paintings, so we started 
painting the one painting between the two of us. We were 
painting with our brushes like an inch away from each other.”

As a result, Ona and Syd’s artistic styles became 
“intertwingled” – half intertwined and half intermingled. It 
reinforces what they describe as their mysterious relationship 
with complementary links. “The thing with intertwining our skills, 
I think, is it helped us understand each other,” Ona said. “It’s 

very rarely that we are apart. If you averaged it out over a week, it 
might be an hour a day that we are apart. 

“But we’ve borrowed so much from each other too. You get 
to know someone really, really well when you spend that much 
time, day and night, for 35 years.” 

As well as living and creating together, it’s through their art 
that this community oriented couple continually seek braver 
solutions. Their contributions include being former directors of 
the Dunmoochin Foundation Board, Ona being an honorary 
curator at Montsalvat for six years, and initiating the Victorian 
Archibald Salon des Refuses. 

These days they’re actively involved with the Butterfly 
Studios at Christmas Hills, which was established after the Black 
Saturday bushfires.

What’s more, these self-professed in sync night owls have a 
couple of unofficial teenaged apprentices. “In art school, it’s very 
different from the studio,” Ona said. “They (students) get this 
romanticised idea. A huge number of people look at our lifestyle 
and think, ‘I’d love to live the lifestyle of an artist’. But they don’t 
actually realise what it’s like on the ground.” 

Ona and Syd would like to build a bunker outside the studio, 
which will become an office for training young artists. “That will 
hopefully be our buffer into old age,” Ona said, “or what we call 
flower children going to seed.”
Ona and Syd’s next Open Studios are from 12-5pm on 2, 3, 9 & 
10 May, 2015.
Creek House Studios also opens by appointment. Phone (03) 
9712 0393.
www.artistsopenstudios.com.au 

a lifetime of love and art: syd and ona are 
surrounded by the products of 100 years of joint 
art-making.
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