
The first time I met Andy Dinan I knew I was in for a great art adventure. A friend had 
recommended me for a job at the soon to launch MARS Gallery and I met Andy on a 
blustery late summer afternoon in 2005, at a park bench near Bay Street, Port Melbourne. 
She was decked out in sharp black apparel with black sunglasses tucked into her black 
windswept hair. She looked very glamorous and very Melbourne. What immediately 
captivated me was Andy’s face lit up like a little girl’s at Christmas time, and her eyes wide 
with excitement. While Andy sure looked the part of demure Melbourne gallerist, she 
wasn’t like anything I had come to expect. I honestly can’t remember anything we talked 
about, except that I knew I wanted to be part of this adventure. 
 
Andy walked me through MARS Gallery that day, still a week from opening. The double-
story warehouse shell on Bay Street was a hive of activity. Workmen were everywhere, 
painting walls, installing lighting, assembling a new counter for the gallery café – a first for a 
commercial gallery in Melbourne. But this was no ordinary commercial gallery – this was 
‘MARS’ (Melbourne Art Rooms), and Andy Dinan was about to turn an industry on its head. 
As we walked and talked, with Andy barely able to stop herself from bouncing off the walls, 
I was struck also by the beauty of the spaces, and how much thought had gone into them. I 
recognised the fingerprints of Maudie Palmer, Andy’s good friend and the inaugural Director 
of Heide Museum of Modern Art, where I myself had worked those past few years. MARS 
had the same attention to detail, and the same immaculate quality. 
 
That day I also met Andy’s husband Mario, who was beaming from ear to ear to see his wife 
so animated. I felt their passion for this new gallery that was not so much a business, but a 
crusade. I also met Tilly, who would become Andy’s first gallery manager. Before I knew it I 
was part of the MARS ‘family’ and over the next year we shared many unforgettable art 
adventures. 
 
The art, of course, was amazing. From the very first show Andy had a star-studded stable of 
artists: Jan Senbergs, Robert Jacks, John Scurry, and Mark Galea, aside many others. But 
what very soon emerged, as soon as Andy really found her feet, was exhibition after 
exhibition of mind-blowing artistic innovation, unlike anything we’d seen in a commercial 
space before. MARS became the launching ground for a generation of new artists who had 
been shunned by the establishment for being too progressive, too clever, or too bold. It 
didn’t matter to Andy if an artist had not yet been recognised by the ‘art world’, for she had 
her very own world called MARS. Here the normal rules didn’t apply, and Andy soon proved 
she had a natural instinct for great art and that ability was more important than a long CV. 
 
As Andy’s first weekend manager I remember well the looks on people’s faces as they came 
into the gallery for the first time, and how their jaws dropped. It was like a mini-NGV, with 
incredible art, great food, and great coffee. Other than a few disagreements over the 
volume of the café music, the gallery/café model worked a treat, and soon drew Port 
Melbourne locals in for morning tea whether or not they were interested in art. The gallery 
was always full of people and you could feel the buzz of excitement in the air. The media felt 
it too, and it could only help that Andy’s previous life had been as a publicist. She whipped 
the Herald-Sun social pages into a frenzy with a series of stunts calculated for maximum 
coverage, and I daresay Andy Dinan was the first Melbourne gallerist to achieve celebrity 
status in her own right. 



 
Long after my adventure with MARS came to an end I continued to watch Andy and her 
gallery family go from strength to strength. The exhibitions just got bigger and more 
ambitious and eventually she outgrew Port Melbourne and moved to Windsor to be closer 
to the action. When I first visited the new gallery it took my breath away. While the first 
gallery had put Andy on the map it had been shrugged off by some as a gimmick, and with 
its loud café and loud art some had struggled to take Andy seriously. The new MARS Gallery 
in James Street showed that when it came to art, Andy Dinan was VERY serious. 
 
The new spaces showed how quickly Andy had matured as a gallerist. No longer relying on 
the mentorship of the art world’s elders she proved her smarts with a building that made 
the art the hero. The huge white walls and light-filled space that met visitors on first entry 
contrasted with the intimacy of the upstairs gallery, and the downstairs vault provided a 
dramatic and immersive environment for single objects or video works. The high-quality 
materials and careful layout recalled, again, the upscale art museum, but whereas the 
museum specialises in stuffing and preserving art for posterity, here at MARS the art was 
still ALIVE! It was an art lover’s playground, with surprises at every turn. While there has 
never been an in-house ‘style’ of art that Andy has specialised in, what has instead unified 
her ever-changing stable of artists has been the electrifying energy that runs through them, 
from the paintings of Stephen Haley, Sophia Hewson, and Tony Lloyd through to the object-
based installation artists such as Tricky Walsh, Cameron Robbins, Daniel Agdag, and Jason 
Sims. Of course, among the boom and roar of the headliners has been the moments of 
quietude as well. Andy understands the fine art of program curation, and for every blow-
your-socks-off exhibition there has been another that invited introspection and reflection. 
 
More than anything what has defined MARS over the years has been Andy Dinan’s 
willingness to take risks. She has thrown herself behind artists on a hunch. She has learned 
to trust her instincts because usually they are right. And if an exhibition doesn’t work out as 
intended, or it doesn’t sell, that doesn’t matter either. It’s all part of the adventure and as 
Andy knows you’ll never know if you never try. And if nothing else (and she is PLENTY else) 
Andy is a doer, and a trier, and a believer. We sure as hell need more people like her and 
our lives would be much duller without her. 
 
Congratulations Andy on 15 incredible years. Long live MARS Gallery! 
 
 


