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When light shines on something or someone, a shadow is always cast.  
A person can never desert its shadow and a shadow cannot leave its human 
original. Every shadow has its own presence and absence. And no more so 
in this continent, Australia, full of ghosts and shadows honeycombing the 
historical, social, and physical landscape. Each story is a ghost story loaded 
with shadows – a kind of ‘Scar’ story. Shadowlife addresses these moments 
of intensity through the photo/filmic-based practices of nine Aboriginal 
artists (and one non-Indigenous collaborator).

Frantz Fanon wrote that colonialism and racism are forms of violence 
embedded in every facet of colonial cultural expression, so subtle and 
pervasive as to be invisible. To make his point he described the cruel 
disjunction of a black man (himself) watching the film Tarzan (1932) with  
a black audience in French colonised Martinique, and later watching the 
same film in a white audience in Paris.1

Conservative thinkers would tell us that new technology is supposedly 
race, gender, economically, and politically neutral, yet certain inherent 
features of a technology can shut particular people out from access to it; 
from knowledge of, or a system of power associated with it. We know how 
despite its very ‘newness’, a new technology can reinforce the stereotypes it 
supposedly refutes. Are we making old art with new technology? Art doesn’t 
exist on its own. It has its own responsibility and asks for a response.  
What is a shadow if not ambiguous?

When an atomic bomb exploded over Hiroshima in 1945, a man sitting on 
the steps of Sumitomo Bank was vaporized but his shadow image remained 
‘burnt’ onto the steps and wall of the building. Things cast no shadow at the 
point of change, at mid-day.

Events and characters encountered in one’s past remain in our psyche but it’s 
how we act and react in the present away from this shadow that is important. 
In Oliver Stone’s 1994 film, Natural Born Killers, the character Micky Knox 
(played by Woody Harrelson) pointing to his own shadow on the wall, blames 
his parents, history, and society for his violent ‘shadow’ nature.

In the 1940s there was a comic strip character called The Shade, who could 
manipulate shadow with a magic cane, bringing an area into darkness. 
Aboriginal people in 1980s Arnhem Land, in describing the shadow of a 
spiritual entity use the English word ‘shade’, meaning to cover, to blind and  
to darken, in preference to shadow. Warraw, a Djambarrpuyngu word, refers  
to ‘shade’ as a fork-stick structure with leafy branches as its roof and walls. 

Sacred powerful representations of spirit entities are placed inside and 
revealed to initiates in revelatory performances. Initiates themselves,  
seen as sacred objects, are also laid inside this ‘shade’. To shade is to blind  
or cover, light is its antonym. Wungguli, an Arnhem Land Djambarrpuyngu 
word, means spirit and shadow and came to describe a photographic image. 
In 1960, Aboriginal singer Jimmy Little had a hit song with The Shadow of the 
Boomerang, from the film of the same name. Some painters use shadows to 
make an object or person appear solid or three-dimensional. When painted 
shadows are deployed to enhance physical features, personal characteristics 
come into focus. Since the mid-1980s, Indigenous photographers have 
become empowered through the use of photography for role-playing, self-
representation and affirmation. In Shadowlife, each artist portrays familiar 
figures, whether themselves, family or community members to recast  
and reinstate shadow stories. Each artist is a storyteller who choreographs 
their own narrative.

Vernon Ah Kee worked with photography and text-based art from his art 
school days then moved to portraiture – drawing his forebears and family 
members – and to video. ‘Rap’ came into being as a tool to ensure that 
chanting and non-formal English became a ritual of free form poetry by 
‘other’ people. Whitefella normal, blakfella me (2004), explores language and 
chanting in a short rap song featuring himself. Biting and black, Ah Kee 
aerates concerns and emotions from the streets. As it is, the issues expressed 
aurally are profoundly beautiful, pithy, and poetic. Like an elegiac refrain, 
catchphrases such as ‘poorfella’, ‘happyfella’, ‘couragefella’ are inscribed over 
a self-portrait of Ah Kee. Short and punchy, Ah Kee’s slogans take us into the 
political realm of spoken poetry about social issues and racism.

Bindi Cole’s earlier, Sistagirls (2010) series, glamourized the cross-dressing 
male community of red-light St. Kilda, part of her mother’s world, and the 
boys of the Tiwi Islands near Darwin to the far north. They were cross-
dressers and cross-cultural. The video in this exhibition is more attached 
to her Aboriginal father’s side and family. Seventy Times Seven (2011) 
explores how the personal and societal meet. In a contentious work, filmed 
Aboriginal participants including Cole were willing to say “I forgive you” 
to white Australian society on camera. Filmed at close range, each face fills 
the cinematic frame while uttering words of forgiveness imbues an intense 
emotional range from defiance, reticence to sorrow. For Cole, a personal 
forgiveness for her parent’s shortcomings allowed her to move on – can this 
be applied to society’s wider historical crimes in the Aboriginal context?



6 7

Brenda L. Croft’s Man about town (2003) photographic series is a beautifully 
warm, rich reprint homage to her father and a romantic post-WWII time 
where everyone was a movie star and there was hope for a future. Despite 
the racism of the 1950s, people took on a responsibility to be happy. Croft 
associates the mid-1950s with ‘prosperity. Naivete. Optimism. The spirit 
of Marbuk looms large. the dark ogre of white Australia’s psyche. Shadow 
lands…’2 Croft found a box of slides belonging to her father providing 
a glimpse of his former life. He appears smartly dressed in a deserted 
Australian city street leaning against a parking meter or debonair in a suit 
and satchel on the tarmac before a wire fence, his destination unknown. 
From a bygone era, Croft’s memorial gesture of reprinting her father’s past  
is deeply personal and heartfelt.

Destiny Deacon and Virginia Fraser enact urban domestic stories with 
dolls and everyday objects configured into hilarious yet potent situations. 
Using dolls, fabric backdrops and props, they tell grim soap operas deftly 
uncovering stories of racism and persecution with raucous humour. The 
title, Forced into images (2001), is derived from a quote by African American 
author Alice Walker. Fraser and Deacon unravel how people either live 
up to and/or reject typecasts. Two children, a young girl and equally role 
playing boy, are placed in the spotlight, under the camera’s eye, in a visual 
metaphorical ‘shade’, where they gradually unveil their personalities in 
play, acting out a kind of revealing transactional analysis. The short moving 
image novella illustrates Black Elk’s poetic sermon reminding us to look to 
children for the most profound free lessons.3

From filming shadow scenarios, the cross cultural duo moved to Colour blinded 
(2005): a space of harsh yellow light where no shadows are cast and all colour 
is neutered. Six photographs including three of Deacon’s brother, playwright 
Johnny Harding with a dishevelled doll, were shot on orthochromatic film 
resulting in a subtle alteration of the accustomed balance between blacks and 
whites. Viewers entering the space temporarily become part of the artwork 
as the lights reduce them to monochrome as well. In Paris, Fraser heard one 
viewer asking her friend in French; “Are we alive or dead?”.4 Two perspex 
vitrines packed with polystyrene beads and knitted Gollywog dolls sit within 
the installation. So many white beads, so dense that the dolls are pressed 
suffocating and trapped within the clear walls. We hear Harding’s voice 
challenge us from the video – “What are you looking at?” reminding us that 
staring in this eerie environment is an uncanny experience.

Fiona Foley reinterprets the history of enforced opium addiction in the 
Queensland Aboriginal community in the 1850s in a poetic video of swaying 
poppies. Foley traces the on-going significance of Australia’s colonial 
histories with uncompromising directness. Two colonial histories have 
remained in the shadows here: the Aboriginal history of Australia and the 
interaction with Asian societies. Macassan and Chinese explorers and traders 
regularly visited Australia hundreds of years before European visitors in the 
1700s. In the case of the Macassans the visits and trading continued up to 
1908. Chinese immigrants came to Australia in great numbers in the 1800s 
and prospered in various professions and businesses, and yet remained 
practically invisible in the socio-political life of Australian society. 

Philosophers often discuss reality and dreamlike states of being, and 
‘unbeing’; awareness and sleeping. Do Australians (and most countries in 
fact) live in a happy dreamlike state ignoring the reality of history to avoid 
the trauma of the past? Luscious and hypnotic, the video Bliss of colorful 
flowers belies the insidious history that Foley has uncovered.

The Oyster Fisherman (2011) moves her history stories from ethereal bliss to 
concrete reality. Early colonists remarked on the especially blue waters of 
Moreton Bay, the reflection of the blue skies in the mud and water. This river 
estuary was a paradise of mud crabs, fish, and shellfish of all kind including 
what are now called Sydney Rock Oysters. Into this paradise entered a beast. 
Shepherds, sealers, whalers, woodsmen, and oyster fishermen worked on the 
lower edges of European society and it is that element that, away from the 
colonial settlement and morality, most often brushed up against Aboriginal 
society in the colonial contact. Early reactions to kidnapping and abuse of 
Aboriginal women in this area led to the first hanging in the Moreton Bay 
colony [now called Brisbane] of Bindahli in 1834 in front of all the tribesmen  
of the area as an example of colonial power. Foley replays this narrative casting 
herself as the female protagonist in the promise and innocence of a vivid blue 
dress set against dramatic characters in colonial attire with props and poses. 

My photography is a way to record the beauty of ordinary men. This beauty 
is not just a matter of youth or maturity. It’s partly about an attitude, a look. 
The men might exude innocence as much as sexuality. Often it’s a kind of 
beauty that they aren’t even aware of – and that attracts me.’ Gary Lee, 2010. 

Gary Lee began life from Filipino, Chinese, German, Japanese, and Larrakia 
Aboriginal stories. Any of these path lines placed him in the shadows of 
Australian society. A trip to India in the early 1980s found him relishing the 
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anonymity of being himself, as a brown skin Asian man among a brown 
skinned people, as against being the obvious outsider in a white Australian 
population. Originally a painter and designer, he moved to critical writing, 
theatre scripts, and curating before focusing on photography. His ongoing 
series, On the verge, captures youthful semi-clad men in various poses, 
suggesting intimacy and familiarity. Set against verdant foliage, these portraits 
of male adolescents who are comfortable in their own skin stare directly at the 
camera. His practice in photography seeks and pays homage to ideas of ‘male 
beauty’ that has antecedents going back to Greek and Roman times.

Filmmaking is the true contemporary art form of Aboriginal south-eastern 
Australian cultural life. Ivan Sen’s Dust (1999) feels its way through the 
contested physical, social, and historical landscape in western New South 
Wales. Here is a landscape colonized in the fullest sense; in economic 
agricultural terms in cotton farming, and the social displacement of the 
original inhabitants. But the land is full of shadows and ghosts that lie just 
below the surface of everyday life. This short film culminates in a dust storm 
that brings the troubled characters together in a tumultuous way.

Michael Riley studied photography before moving into filmmaking, and 
around the early 1980s took to filmmaking more fully. His 1995 They 
Call Me Niggaar sequence comprises an image of Aboriginal curator and 
friend David Prosser dressed in his new Armani suit. Against a bright red 
background, an alphabet of sneer and ridicule unwraps itself in the form of 
collaged derogatory terms. Riley made the statement that for many racists 
it wouldn’t matter how well he dressed or how successful he was, for them, 
David would always remain just a ‘nigger’, a shadow of white society! Prosser 
is in fact from the Gumbaynggirr language group and the irony is that the 
word Niggaar in Gumbayngirr means ‘a man, a person, a human being’.

Christian Thompson’s video Gamu Mambu (Blood Song) (2010) shows a Dutch 
national baroque singer performing a song in Bidjara – the language of his 
heritage, telling traditional tales about the bush and hunting. With English 
subtitles, Thompson harnesses contrasting iconographies from completely 
different times and cultures, blending them into magical hybrids. Thompson 
illustrates how stories of many differing minority cultural groups have 
value and can be expressed, received, and seriously integrated, ultimately 
subverting and conflating cultural histories.

Shadowlife embraces moving image with all its directness, theatricality and 
immediacy by confronting stereotypes and acting out scenarios. Shadows, 
like photographic and moving images, follow us and infiltrate our daily 
lives but are now an expression we control and project. These shadows 
comfortingly hover around us, returning us to our past and pointing to 
our future. Double-edged, they are both protective guardian, and character 
building as they impart the curse of history.

Djon MunDine oAM & nAtAlie King

1.  Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox,  
Grove Press, New York, 2008. (first published 1952)

2.  Brenda L. Croft, Man about town: artist statement,  
2003, unpaginated.

3.  John G. Neihardt, Black Elk Speaks: being the life story  
of a holy man of the Oglala Sioux (as told to G. Neihardt),  
Bison Books, USA, 2004.

4. Email correspondence with Virginia Fraser, January 2012.
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I have long believed that when you have art you have voice, and that when 
you have voice you have freedom and with that freedom comes great 
responsibility.

The history or lack of visible history in Australia has crystallized Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander art into an integral and vital part of the reclamation 
of the truth of our nations past and our contemporary happenings.

I see that when we Aboriginal and Islander people practise our art, 
when we tell our truth through our eyes, we tell the hidden truth of our 
nation’s history, we shine a light on our sometimes horrific contemporary 
happenings and we plant many seeds of hope for our future children. 
As artists we are also charged with the duty and honour of maintaining 
and recording our age old cultural practise and the inexorable task of 
interpreting our contemporary ritual, art and voice. With these artistic 
actions we are not only responsible with our freedom and voice, we are 
courageous in our act of dispelling the myth of the ‘gently colonised’ 
Australia. We use our sounds, images, symbols and interpretations of the 
cultural clash, to shatter the imposed stereotyped image that cages our 
people and issues.

Shadowlife presents photographic, moving image and installation work by 
Vernon Ah Kee, Bindi Cole, Brenda L. Croft, Destiny Deacon/Virginia Fraser, 
Fiona Foley, Gary Lee, Michael Riley, Ivan Sen and Christian Thompson who 
are part of this great artistic voice. Their work calls out for you, the viewer, 
to see beyond your social engineering, they cry out for you to be vigilant for 
the many guises of discrimination and for you to locate the inner racist and 
challenge your own perceptions of race, culture and creed.

When any nation begins the arduous journey of seeing history as a personal 
truth we begin to cease to live with a nursery version of that history. And 
we begin to build a country that welcomes us all home. A key part of that 
journey is to see through the eyes of the artist. I invite you to have the 
courage to go on this journey with these artists, let go of your inhibitions, 
challenge yourself and see the world through the eyes of the caretakers of 
one thousand five hundred generations of storytellers.

RichARD j FRAnKlAnD  
GUNDITJMARA PEOPLE 
© DECEMBER 2011 

Shadowlife is a significant exhibition that will assist in developing a deeper 
understanding of contemporary Australian art and the multiplicities of 
Indigenous culture in Australia. Curators Natalie King and Djon Mundine 
OAM have brought together an outstanding collection of contemporary 
Indigenous photography, moving image and installation by a selection of 
Australia’s most significant artists.

This exhibition will undoubtedly excite and challenge audiences in Asia 
and Australia. I commend Lesley Alway and Sarah Bond and the team at 
Asialink for their commitment and vision in supporting this important 
project and thank Senior Curator Tansy Curtin for her curatorial input  
and project management.

I take this opportunity to acknowledge the supporters of this exhibition 
who have assisted in the realisation of this project: the Australia Council 
for the Arts, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Gordon Darling 
Foundation and Besen Family Foundation. I also acknowledge the City of 
Greater Bendigo which owns and operates Bendigo Art Gallery and who 
wholeheartedly supports our exhibition program.

Bendigo Art Gallery is delighted to be working in partnership with Asialink 
on the exhibition Shadowlife that will tour Asia in 2012 before its display at 
the Bendigo Art Gallery in 2013.

KARen QuinlAn 
DIRECTOR 
BENDIGO ART GALLERy
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Born InnIsfaIl, Queensland, australIa 1967;  
KuKu YalandjI, WaanjI, YIdInjI and  
GuGu YImIthIrr peoples. 
lIves and WorKs In BrIsBane, australIa.

Vernon Ah Kee wAs born in innisfAil, north 
QueenslAnd in 1967 And he is of the KuKu YAlAndji, 
wAAnji, Yidindji And GuGu Yimithirr peoples. he hAs 
been liVinG in brisbAne for oVer twelVe YeArs. his 
Art is primArilY A critiQue of AustrAliAn populAr 
culture, specificAllY the blAcK/white dichotomY.

Ah Kee completed A bAchelor of VisuAl Arts (hons) At 
the QueenslAnd colleGe of Art, Griffith uniVersitY, 
brisbAne, mAjorinG in drAwinG And screenprintinG 
where he is currentlY completinG his doctorAte 
of VisuAl Arts. he completed A doctorAte of VisuAl 
Arts – fine Art from the QueenslAnd colleGe of 
Art, Griffith uniVersitY in 2006. he is A member of 
proppernow indiGenous Art collectiVe.

Ah Kee represented AustrAliA At the 2009 Venice 
biennAle in the exhibition Once RemOved. other 

recent Group exhibitions include RevOlutiOns: 
FORms that tuRn, biennAle of sYdneY 2008; And 
Putsch, PROPPanOW gROuP, tAndAnYA nAtionAl 
AborGinAl culturAl institute, AdelAide, 2010. recent 
solo exhibitions include talkWalktalk, mAcKenzie 
Art GAllerY, cAnAdA 2009, And cant chant, institute 
of modern Art, brisbAne, 2007 And tOuRing 2009–10. 
in 2009, the institute of modern Art published 
bORninthisskin, the first mAjor publicAtion 
deVoted to Ah Kee’s prActice. his new four chAnnel 
Video instAllAtion, tall man, wAs exhibited At 
experimentAl Art foundAtion, AdelAide.

his worK is included in public collections 
includinG the nAtionAl GAllerY of cAnAdA, 
ottAwA; the nAtionAl GAllerY of AustrAliA, 
cAnberrA; nAtionAl GAllerY of VictoriA, 
melbourne; the Art GAllerY of western AustrAliA, 
perth; the museum of contemporArY Art, sYdneY; 
And the QueenslAnd Art GAllerY, brisbAne.

Vernon Ah Kee is represented by milani Gallery,  
brisbane (Australia).

WhiteFella nORmal, blackFella me  2004

digital video with sound 
00:30 seconds 
courtesy of the artist and milani Gallery, brisbane

if you as a white man, wish to insert yourself into the black 
man’s world, with his history, in his colour, and on the level 
at which you currently perceive him, then know that you will 
never be anything more than mediocre. You will not be able to 
involve yourself in the decision-making processes of this land, 
and you will not have any constructive access to the social and 
political mechanisms of this land. At times this land will shake 
your understanding of the world, and confusion will eat away at 
your sense of humanity, but at least you will feel normal.

WhiteFellanORmal. Vernon Ah Kee, 2004
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Born melBourne, australIa 1975; 
WathaurunG people.

bindi cole wAs born in 1975 in melbourne. she is  
of enGlish, jewish And wAthAurunG descent.  
cole completed A diplomA of Applied photoGrAphY, 
northern melbourne institute of tAfe And A 
bAchelor of VisuAl Art (fine Art), bAllArAt uniVersitY.

cole hAs pArticipAted in numerous Group 
exhibitions includinG inheRitance, AustrAliAn 
centre for photoGrAphY, sYdneY; Just can’t 
get enOugh, linden contemporArY Art centre, 
melbourne; sustainable FusiOn ReactiOns, colour 
fActorY GAllerY, melbourne; a time like this, 
mArGAret lAwrence GAllerY, VictoriA colleGe of 
the Arts, melbourne for which cole collAborAted 
with AboriGinAl sculptor lorrAine connellY-
northeY And writer jirrA lullA hArVeY, 2009; heaRt 
stROng, the Koorie heritAGe trust, melbourne, 2007. 
solo exhibitions include sistagiRls, nellie cAstAn 
GAllerY, melbourne And the AustrAliAn centre for 

photoGrAphY, sYdneY 2010; nOt Really abORiginal, 
centre for contemporArY photoGrAphY,  
As pArt of the 2008 next wAVe festiVAl.

cole wAs AwArded the 2009 VictoriAn indiGenous 
AwArds, deAdlY Art AwArd for aJay, A worK from 
her photoGrAphic series sistagiRls. in 2007 cole wAs 
A finAlist in both the williAm And winifred bowness 
photoGrAphY prize At the monAsh GAllerY of Art 
And the nAtionAl photoGrAphY portrAit prize. cole 
wAs A pArticipAnt in the 2009 indiGelAb residencY 
proGrAm. cole curAted nyah-bunyaR (temPle), 2010 
melbourne internAtionAl Arts festiVAl explorinG 
AboriGinAl spirituAlitY in contemporArY urbAn 
AustrAliA. cole liVes And worKs in melbourne.  
her worK is held in the collection of the Art 
GAllerY of western AustrAliA, perth And the  
Koorie heritAGe trust, melbourne.

bindi cole is represented by nellie castan Gallery,  
melbourne, Australia.

WathauROng mOb  2008 (opposite)

pigment on rag paper 
94 x 130 cm 
courtesy of the artist and  
nellie castan Gallery, melbourne

seventy times seven  2011 (oVer pAGe)

digital video with sound 
10:21 minutes 
edition of 5 
courtesy of the artist and  
nellie castan Gallery, melbourne

forgiveness is a gift you give to yourself. it is a release from 
the burden of anger and pain. when you choose to forgive, 
you choose to live in the present and the future instead of the 
past. it does not mean to forget but it does mean to release 
and go on.

i was a very broken person. when i look around at my 
community, the Aboriginal community, i see a lot of broken 
people. for me to stop being disempowered by the people 
and events in my life, my parents and my ancestors’ lives,  
i had to forgive. forgiveness is the way to reclaim power lost.  
it doesn’t happen on it’s own, you must choose to forgive.

everyone in this film is Aboriginal. we are choosing to forgive. 
mercy is for those who don’t deserve it.

seventy times seven. bindi cole. 2011
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Born perth, australIa 1964; GurIndjI/malGnIn/
mudpurra peoples. 
lIves and WorKs In adelaIde, australIa.

brendA l croft wAs born in perth, western 
AustrAliA in 1964 And she is of the Gurindji/mAlGnin/
mudpurrA peoples. she receiVed A bAchelor of fine 
Arts (photoGrAphY) from the sYdneY colleGe of 
the Arts in 1985, A mAsters of Art AdministrAtion At 
the uniVersitY of sYdneY in 1995 And An honorArY 
doctorAte in VisuAl Arts from the uniVersitY 
of sYdneY (sYdneY colleGe of the Arts) in 2009. 
A foundinG boArd member of the boomAlli 
AboriGinAl Artists co-operAtiVe, croft wAs the 
senior curAtor of AboriGinAl And torres strAit 
islAnder Art At the nAtionAl GAllerY of AustrAliA in 
2002–2009 And is currentlY lecturer, indiGenous Art, 
At the uniVersitY of south AustrAliA.

croft hAs held numerous exhibitions in AustrAliA 
And oVerseAs. Group exhibitions include 
hOmeland (heimat), contemporArY Art centre of 

south AustrAliA, AdelAide, 2009; visual sOveReignty: 
inteRnatiOnal indigenOus PhOtOgRaPhy, cn 
GormAn museum, cAliforniA, usA, 2009; halF light: 
PORtRaits FROm black austRalia, Art GAllerY of 
new south wAles, sYdneY, 2008; bRilliance: a WORld 
OF shimmeR, rArrK And Glitter, AboriGinAl Art 
museum, utrecht, the netherlAnds, 2007; light 
sensitive: cOntemPORaRy austRalian PhOtOgRaPhy 
FROm the lOti smORgOn Fund, nAtionAl GAllerY 
of VictoriA, melbourne, 2006; Witness, museum of 
contemporArY Art, sYdneY, 2004.

croft’s worK is held in mAnY public And priVAte 
collections includinG the AboriGinAl Art 
museum, utrecht, netherlAnds, the Art GAllerY 
of new south wAles, sYdneY, the Art GAllerY of 
western AustrAliA, perth; the nAtionAl GAllerY 
of AustrAliA, cAnberrA; the nAtionAl GAllerY of 
VictoriA, melbourne.

brenda l. croft is represented by niagara Galleries, melbourne 
(Australia) and stills Gallery, sydney (Australia).

man abOut tOWn 2003 FROm the seRies 
man abOut tOWn  2003 (AboVe)

Giclee print on rag paper 
80 x 119 cm 
edition of 10 
courtesy of the artist and stills Gallery, sydney

insPectiOn day 2003 FROm the seRies man 
abOut tOWn  2003 (oVer pAGe)

Giclee print on rag paper 
80 x 119 cm 
edition of 10 
courtesy of the artist and stills Gallery, sydney

these images are drawn from the deep well of my father’s 
life, the part of it unfamiliar to me as his eldest child and only 
daughter. seven years ago i assumed the task of packing up the 
material remains of his life, seventy years or so on this earth.

A small room contained boxes, books and papers tracing 
his life’s journey. Among these things was an old cardboard 
shoebox, and inside this box, lay an old slide box, dating from 
the 1950s. like a set of russian dolls, within the slide box were 
a group of slides, from the same roll of film; a tiny vignette into 
my father’s life, half a century ago.

i grew up with regular slide nights on sundays in my childhood, 
yet as these were unknown to me and without my father to 
answer questions, i could only guess that they had lain hidden 

since that time. not from intent, just that they had been put 
away and perhaps forgotten. Given their content i also surmised 
that they were taken before my father and mother had met, 
which was around 1959, 1960, possibly as early as 1956.

so i carried these images around in my mind for the next seven 
years, returning to them often, and wondering about the city- 
and country-scapes, the period in which they were set and the 
anonymous people in them, apart from my father. he did not 
know his family and in his single years travelled extensively 
along the eastern seaboard, i feel that there is no-one from 
that part of my father’s life to ask the questions that i have 
carried with me, along with the images.

man abOut tOWn 2003. brendA l. croft.
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Born perth, australIa 1964;  
GurIndjI/malGnIn/mudpurra peoples. 
lIves and WorKs In adelaIde, australIa.

destinY deAcon wAs born in mArYborouGh, 
QueenslAnd in 1957 of KuKu (fAr-north QueenslAnd) 
& erub/mer (torres strAit) peoples. deAcon worKs As 
An Artist, photoGrApher, performer, Video-mAKer, 
writer And broAdcAster. deAcon hAs pArticipAted in 
numerous Group exhibitions includinG RevOlutiOns 
that tuRn – FORms that tuRn, biennAle of sYdneY, 
2008; cultuRe WaRRiORs: the natiOnal indigenOus 
aRt tRiennial ‘07, nAtionAl GAllerY of AustrAliA, 
cAnberrA, 2007; high tide: cuRRents in cOntemPORaRy 
austRalian aRt, zAchetA nAtionAl GAllerY of Art, 
wArsAw, polAnd & contemporArY Art centre, 
Vilnius, lithuAniA; POints OF vieW: austRalian 
PhOtOgRaPhy 1985–95, Art GAllerY of new south 
wAles, sYdneY, 2006; Faces in the cROWd, whitechApel, 
london & cAstello di riVoli, turin, 2004; yOkOhama 
tRiennale: mega Wave – tOWaRds a neW synthesis, 
YoKohAmA, 2001; biennale OF sydney 2000, museum 
of contemporArY Art, sYdneY; beyOnd the Pale 
– cOntemPORaRy lndigenOus aRt, 2000 AdelAide 
bienniAl of AustrAliAn Art, Art GAllerY of south 
AustrAliA, AdelAide, 2000; the secOnd asia-PaciFic 
tRiennial, QueenslAnd Art GAllerY, brisbAne, 1996; 
mistaken identities: aFRicus – the 1st JOhannesbuRg 
biennale, museum AfricA, johAnnesburG, south 
AfricA, 1995; tyeRabaRRbOWaRyaOu 2, the 5th hAVAnA 
bienniAl, hAVAnA, cubA; museum of contemporArY 
Art, sYdneY, 1994. 

deAcon’s surVeY exhibition, Walk & dOn’t lOOk 
blak, toured to the museum of contemporArY Art, 
sYdneY; AdAm Art GAllerY, wellinGton, new zeAlAnd; 
tjibAou culturAl centre, new cAledoniA; toKYo 

metropolitAn museum of photoGrAphY, toKYo; And 
the iAn potter museum of Art, melbourne, 2006–4, 
curAted bY nAtAlie KinG.

VirGiniA frAser wAs born in melbourne where she 
continues to liVe And worK As An Artist, curAtor, 
writer And editor. she trAined first As A journAlist 
before receiVinG A bAchelor of mediA Arts with 
A double mAjor in film And photoGrAphY from 
phillip institute of technoloGY And A mAster of 
fine Art bY reseArch from the VictoriAn colleGe of 
the Arts. in collAborAtion with destinY deAcon, 
frAser hAs produced seVerAl worKs shot on super 
8mm film And finished on Video includinG matinee 
(2003) shown At the AdelAide bienniAl of AustrAliAn 
Art, the Art GAllerY of south AustrAliA, AdelAide, 
2004; meetinG point, neuer berliner KunstVerein, 
GermAnY, 2003; fAces in the crowd, whitechApel 
GAllerY, london, And cAstello di riVoli, turin, 
2005; JumP (1999) shown At the melbourne 
internAtionAl bienniAl, melbourne, 1999; FORced 
intO images (2001) shown At documentA 11, KAssel, 
GermAnY, 2002;  Arco, mAdrid, spAin, 2002; YoKohAmA 
triennAle, jApAn, 2001; i thOught i kneW, but i Was 
WROng, AustrAliAn centre for the moVinG imAGe, 
melbourne; ssAmzie spAce, seoul, south KoreA; 
nAnYAnG AcAdemY of fine Arts, sinGApore; jAmjuree 
GAllerY, chulAlonGKom uniVersitY, bAnGKoK; beijinG 
millenium monument, chinA, 2004–6. A number of 
joint worKs were presented in destiny deacOn: 
Walk & dOn’t lOOk blak, museum of contemporArY 
Art, sYdneY; AdAm Art GAllerY, wellinGton, new 
zeAlAnd; tjibAou culturAl centre, new cAledoniA; 
toKYo metropolitAn museum of photoGrAphY, 
toKYo; iAn potter museum of Art, melbourne.

destiny deacon is represented by roslyn oxley9 Gallery, 
sydney, Australia and Galleria raffaella cortese, milan, italy.

cOlOuR blinded  2005

installation, lightjet prints from 
orthochromatic film negative, golliwog dolls, 
polystyrene and perspex cubes, low-pressure 
sodium lamps, video with sound  
dimensions variable 
courtesy of the artists and  
roslyn oxley9 Gallery, sydney

colour blinded exemplifies one of several different ways we 
work together, when we work together. You think your thoughts 
and i think mine. there’s an occasion, a deadline, a reason to 
put our heads together. i can hardly recall a time when we’ve 
talked much about making work together, or discussed ideas 
and methods, except while we’re doing it, and even then it’s 
always brief. A bit of brainstorming then we go our separate 
ways, maybe several times over a project.

in the case of colour blinded you were invited to put a work in 
an exhibition in melbourne. You suggested doing something 
with the sodium lights which i’d used before in other works, 
but not with you. You wanted to take black and white photos 
and i suggested using orthochromatic film because of the way 
it reads and reduces colour. You wanted to use your brother 
johnny as an actor. i offered you two wise looking but old 

fashioned dolls – one of them rather abused – that i’d found 
at a market. i’ve got a lot of small chairs and we used one or 
two of them. the rest of the props and sets for the photos and 
video were just what was available where we did the shoot. You 
took the photos and proposed most of the scenarios for the 
video, which i shot and edited. You had the idea for the snow 
storms and i made it work. that’s the mechanics of it. 

but the other things that go into it are a result of what we’d 
each been separately thinking, doing, reading and so on 
between times – current events, chewing over experiences, 
one’s personal history – in contact with materials and media 
and the occasion or opportunity for making and showing work. 

VirGiniA frAser in conVersAtion with  
destinY deAcon.
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bliss  2006 (AboVe)

digital video with sound 
11:00 minutes

the OysteR FisheRman i-Xvi  2011 (oVer pAGe)

digital print on hahnemühle paper 
set of 16 images 
60 x 80 cm (image) – tbc 
60 x ? cm (paper) 
courtesy of the artist and  
Andrew baker Art dealer, brisbane

Born marYBorouGh, Queensland, australIa 1964; 
Badtjala people. 
lIves and WorKs In BrIsBane, australIa. 

foleY is An influentiAl Artist, curAtor, writer And 
AcAdemic. born in mArYborouGh, QueenslAnd 
in 1964 of the bAdtjAlA people, foleY hAs tAKen 
An ActiVe role in promotinG indiGenous identitY 
And she wAs co-founder of boomAli AboriGinAl 
Artists co-operAtiVe, sYdneY in 1987. foleY hAs 
pArticipAted in numerous Group exhibitions since 
1984 includinG a geneROsity OF sPiRit: Recent 
austRalian WOmen’s aRt, Anne & Gordon sAmstAG 
museum of Art, AdelAide, 2010; kate challis Raka 
aWaRd 2008 Finalists, iAn potter museum of Art, 
melbourne; POWeR and beauty: indigenOus aRt 
nOW, heide museum of modern Art, melbourne, 
2008; nO laughing matteR, hood museum of Art, 
dArtmouth colleGe, new hAmpshire, usA; glObal 
Feminisms, brooKlYn museum, new YorK, usA, 2007; 

prism: AustrAliAn contemporArY Art, bridGestone 
museum of Art, toKYo, 2006; Out theRe, sAinsburY 
centre for VisuAl Arts, norwich, uK, 2006; the 
ameRican eFFect, whitneY museum of AmericAn Art, 
new YorK, 2003.

foleY’s surVeY exhibition, FiOna FOley: FORbidden 
wAs held At the museum of contemporArY Art, 
sYdneY And the uniVersitY of QueenslAnd Art 
museum, brisbAne. solo exhibitions include 
stRange FRuit, october GAllerY, london; Red 
OchRe me, cAsulA powerhouse Arts centre, 
sYdneY, 2006; pir’ri – mAnGroVe, QueenslAnd Art 
GAllerY, brisbAne, 2001. she hAs produced public 
commissions for the stAte librArY of QueenslAnd, 
brisbAne mAGistrAtes court, pArliAment house And 
the museum of sYdneY AmonGst others.

foley is represented by Andrew baker Art dealer, brisbane, 
Australia and niagara Galleries, melbourne, Australia.

i don’t see myself necessarily as a political artist. i’ve worked 
with different themes at different times in my life – so that at 
one time i could be working with the opium theme. what i 
like to do is read and unearth aspects of history, particularly 
Queensland’s colonial history – an area in which the general 
public is not knowledgeable. i am intrigued about the turn of 
the twentieth century and what attitudes white Australian held 
towards Aboriginal people. i read a great deal, and i have a 
huge book collection. when you read widely, you realise that 
other people were also in the mix. for instance, there was a 
strong chinese culture and tradition in Queensland. then i 
start to piece together episodes in history. for example, an Act 
introduced in 1897 – the ‘Aboriginal protection and restriction 
of the sale of opium’ – had a huge effect on Aboriginal 
people in Queensland, and involved them being reigned in 
and quarantined. Archibald meston, who was a key player 

behind the 1897 Act, was responsible for setting up one of 
the first missions in the southern part of Queensland on fraser 
island. it brought people into these isolated confines, and 
this was then replicated across the state. so you start to piece 
together aspects of how people were treated and dealt with, 
and in the process you come across other stories of brutality 
that took place here that people don’t know about or don’t 
want to acknowledge. You start to understand that many white 
Australians really don’t want to own their own history. for me, 
what i like to do is work with this material and put it out in the 
public arena and say, “look at this. how are you engaging with 
this aspect of our history?” for a lot of people it is a huge eye-
opener. i see my role as an educator. 

‘fionA foleY in conVersAtion with Alison Kubler’, 
FiOna FOley: FORbidden, museum of contemporArY 
Art, sYdneY, 2010, p. 16.
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Born darWIn, australIa 1952;  
larraKIa/KarajarrI/Wadaman peoples.  
lIves and WorKs In CanBerra, australIa. 

GArY lee is An Artist, writer, AnthropoloGist And 
curAtor of the lArrAKiA/KArAjArri/wAdAmAn 
peoples. lee is currentlY A phd indiGenous 
reseArch fellow At the AustrAliAn institute of 
AboriGinAl And torres strAit islAnder studies. 
Group exhibitions include gayme, counihAn 
GAllerY, brunswicK, melbourne, 2010; mORe than my 
skin, cAmpbelltown Art centre, sYdneY, nAtionAllY 
tour; hand in hand, boomAlli AboriGinAl Arts 
co-op, sYdneY, 2008; telstRa natiOnal abORiginal 
and tORRes stRait islandeR aRt aWaRd, museum 
And Art GAllerY of nt, dArwin; teRRitORial, 24hr 

Art nt centre for contemporArY Art, dArwin, And 
cAnberrA contemporArY Art spAce, cAnberrA; 
OtheR aPt, rAwspAce GAlleries, brisbAne, 2007; 
toGArt contemporArY Art AwArd (nt), pArliAment 
house, dArwin, 2006; billiamOOk, chArles dArwin 
uniVersitY GAllerY, dArwin 2005; lOve magic: eROtics 
and POlitics in indigenOus aRt, s h erVin GAllerY, 
sYdneY,1999. solo exhibitions include maast maast, 
24hr Art nt centre for contemporArY Art, dArwin, 
2008. his worK is held bY the nAtionAl GAllerY of 
AustrAliA, museum And Art GAllerY of the nt, And 
in priVAte collections.

Gary lee is represented by Alcaston Gallery, melbourne, 
Australia; harrison Gallery, perth, Australia; and sheahan 
Galleries, wollongong, Australia.

there is something about young boys soon to become young 
men who seemingly have the world at their bare feet. this sense 
of imminence is amplified in a sultry seaside environment such 
as bulli, a small town to the south of sydney, where the ocean 
and beach life in summer seem so free, where a whole new 
world awaits – just out of reach, and seemingly without a care.

On the verge was the name i gave to a series of portraits of 
eight ‘boys’ from bulli, all good friends and all 17 years of age, 
except for tomas who was 18 and the only one of the group 
who had finished school. As a group these boys were ‘on the 
verge’ in various ways, mostly as late teenagers on the verge of 
young adulthood, of finishing school, of independence, about 
to leave the nest if not physically at least in outlook.

As a group of mates these boys – callan, michael, daniel, 
declan, luke, paddy, stefan and tomas – were all photographed 
on a glorious summer afternoon, in the bulli backyard of my 
sister-in-law (callan’s mum). my only request was that they 
be photographed in their swimming bathers/board shorts. i 
wanted to capture their youthful bodies against a summery 
green foliage backdrop to heighten their sense of bloom. i shot 
them one by one and i knew that they had very little experience 
of ‘modelling’ but that was also part of their attraction as 
photographic ‘subjects’, part of their budding freshness and 
innocence which in keeping with the ‘on the verge’ theme was 
a kind of ‘semi-innocence’. i believe i was able to capture a 
genuine sense of their attitude, of what their life was all about at 
this very transient time in their individual development.

the initial On the verge series comprised two portraits each 
of the boys, and was exhibited in 2010 at clifton school of Art 
Gallery, which is very close to bulli and which is situated literally 
‘on the verge’ of a steep coastal cliff. On the verge ii, shown in 
brisbane (April, 2010, as part of the 2010 Queensland festival 
of photography), and perth (november, 2010), comprised 
a selection of one portrait of each of these boys alongside 
one portrait each of eight boys from Varanasi, india, which i 
photographed in 2009/2010. by contrast, the Varanasi portraits 
were taken in the depths of winter although the boys were 
of a similar age group to the bulli boys. At the time i was 
photographing in Varanasi, there were a number of hostile 
incidents back home in Australia where a number of young 
indian men in melbourne were the apparent targets of racially-
based hate crimes (in one case leading to a fatality). my initial 
intention in bringing the two series of bulli/Varanasi portraits 
together was as a kind of cultural bridge in the wake of these 
ethnic tensions. both series also represent a continuation of 
my abiding interest in male portraiture however On the verge 
is my first photographic foray with an exclusive focus on male 
youth, often a subject of disdain and dismissal in Australia 
– along with the sobering reality of high rates of (male) 
youth suicide rates – rather than one of open investigation, 
celebration and appreciation as i hope my portraits convey.

On the verge 3 comprises a new and/or re-configured selection  
of bulli/Varanasi portraits (again sixteen portraits in total). 
shadowlife includes the selection of bulli portraits from this series.

On the veRge 3. GArY lee.

callan FROm the seRies On the veRge  2009–10 (AboVe)

digital colour print on hahnemühle paper 
70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
80 x 62.5 cm (paper) 
courtesy of the artist and harvison Gallery, perth and sheahan Galleries, bulli.

daniel FROm the seRies On the veRge  2009–10 (oVer pAGe)

digital colour print on hahnemühle paper 
70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
80 x 62.5 cm (paper) 
courtesy of the artist and harvison Gallery, perth and sheahan Galleries, bulli.
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Born duBBo, neW south Wales, australIa 1960; 
dIed 2004. 
WIradjurI/KamIlaroI peoples.

michAel rileY wAs born in dubbo, QueenslAnd 
in 1960 And he wAs of the wirAdjuri/KAmilAroi 
people. he studied photoGrAphY At tin sheds 
GAllerY At the uniVersitY of sYdneY in 1992. he liVed 
And worKed in sYdneY As A photoGrApher And 
film mAKer And wAs A foundinG member of the 
boomAlli AboriGinAl Artists cooperAtiVe.

rileY held numerous exhibitions And produced 
A number of films And documentAries. Group 
exhibitions include POetic Justice – 8th istanbul 
biennale, istAnbul, turKeY, 2003; meRidian: FOcus 
On cOntemPORaRy austRalian aRt, museum 
of contemporArY Art, sYdneY, 2003; images: 
cOntemPORaRy PhOtOgRaPhs by abORiginal aRtists, 
AboriGinAl Art museum, utrecht, the netherlAnds, 

2004; native title business: cOntemPORaRy indigenOus 
aRt, QueenslAnd museum, brisbAne, And nAtionAl 
tour, 2002; beyOnd the Pale: adelaide biennial OF 
austRalian aRt, Art GAllerY of south AustrAliA, 
AdelAide, 2000; anOtheR cOuntRy, Art GAllerY of nsw, 
1999; Re-take: cOntemPORaRy abORiginal and tORRes 
stRait islandeR PhOtOgRaPhy, nAtionAl GAllerY 
of AustrAliA, cAnberrA, 1998; nadOc ‘86 eXhibitiOn 
OF abORiginal and islandeR PhOtOgRaPheRs, 
AboriGinAl Artists GAllerY, sYdneY, 1986.

rileY’s retrospectiVe, michael Riley: sights unseen 
wAs exhibited At the nAtionAl GAllerY of AustrAliA, 
cAnberrA in 2006. his worK is held in seVerAl 
collections includinG those of the nAtionAl 
GAllerY of AustrAliA, cAnberrA; the Art GAllerY  
of nsw, sYdneY And the QueenslAnd Art GAllerY. 

michael riley died in 2004. he continues to be represented by 
stills Gallery, sydney, Australia and the michael riley foundation.

they call me niigarr is reflecting on childhood school days 
when you used to get called all these names like ‘nigger’, 
‘chocolate’ or ‘sambo’, ‘vegemite’, all these lovely racist names 
not only the students but the teachers would call you as well. 
All grown-ups would pat you on the head and call you sambo, 
so these works humorously look at a lot of those names. they 
call me niigarr is a portrait of a friend of mine, an Aboriginal 
person in a black Armani suit sitting on a lounge, and he is 
positioned to reflect what those words are or were, juxtaposing 
the words and images together.

the work was made by cutting out text from a magazine and 
organising it like a ransom note. that what that was all about, 
just a humorous look at those words, names that you used to 
get called. it’s like trashiest whites in the street would put you 
down because you were black and so you were the lowest 
of the lowest, you know, these people were actually trash 
themselves and they think they had the right to do that.

michAel rileY interViewed bY hetti perKins At the 
Art GAllerY of new south wAles 2003.

chOcOlate FROm the seRies they call 
me niigaRR  1995 (AboVe)

pigment print  
31 x 39.5 cm 
courtesy of the michael riley foundation and 
stills Gallery, sydney

niigaRR FROm the seRies they call me 
niigaRR  1995 (oVer pAGe)

pigment print  
31 x 39.5 cm 
courtesy of the michael riley foundation  
and stills Gallery, sydney
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Born namBer, Queensland, australIa 1972; 
GamIlaroI people. 
lIves and WorKs In sYdneY.

iVAn sen wAs born in nAmbour, QueenslAnd in 
1971 And he is of the GAmilAroi people. sen studied 
photoGrAphY At Griffith uniVersitY, brisbAne 
And enrolled in A series of short film clAsses. 
his films hAVe won numerous AwArds includinG 
three AustrAliA film institute AwArds. his first 
feAture lenGth film, beneath clOuds (2002), won 
GlobAl AcclAim, screeninG At the 2003 sundAnce 
film festiVAl And winninG the premiere first 

moVie AwArd At the 2002 berlin film festiVAl And 
the 2002 best director AwArd At the AustrAliAn 
film institute AwArds. in 2009, the messAGe sticKs 
indiGenous film festiVAl held At the sYdneY operA 
house sAw the world premiere of sen’s FiRe talkeR, 
A documentArY biopic About politicAl ActiVist 
And AboriGinAl footbAller, chArlie perKins. it 
premiered At the 10th AnniVersArY of the messAGe 
sticKs indiGenous film festiVAl held At the sYdneY 
operA house in mAY 2009. sen’s second feAture-
lenGth film, dReamland, screened At the 2010 
melbourne internAtionAl film festiVAl. 

placing indigenous stories on screen is something that makes 
me up as a person, and my history and my family’s history. 
my first creative outlet was photography, and the first thing i 
did was take photos of my Aboriginal family and the mission 
where we all came from. in that way it’s a personal reflection of 
my being. so as i moved into film it’s just changed art forms. 
but while i want to tell stories about my family and indigenous 
experience, i’ve also got stories where i just want to inspire the 
imagination on a universal level.1

dust (1999) is set deep within the cotton country way out west. 
A convoy of cars throws a dust trail into the dark sky. leroy, 

angry with the world for hating his black skin, drives his mother 
and best mate to weed the back-breaking rows of the cotton 
fields. they are joined by two white teenagers with their own 
troubles. tensions between the two groups emerge as the heat 
of the day grows. A huge dust storm will bring them together 
in a way none could have imagined.

iVAn sen

1. Quoted from ivan sen interviewed by dan edwards,  
http://afcarchive.screenaustralia.gov.au/newsandevents/afcnews/
converse/sen/newspage_284.aspx, accessed january 2012.

dust  1999

digital video with sound 
25:00 minutes 
courtesy national film and sound Archive, Australia.
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Born GaWler, south australIa, 1978;  
BIdjara people. 
lIves and WorKs In oxford, the unIted KInGdom. 

christiAn thompson wAs born in GAwler, south 
AustrAliA in 1978. A bidjArA mAn of the KunjA 
nAtion from centrAl western QueenslAnd, 
thompson worKs As A contemporArY Artist, 
freelAnce curAtor And writer. he studied At the 
uniVersitY of southern QueenslAnd, the roYAl 
melbourne institute of technoloGY And dAsArts, 
AmsterdAm school of Arts. in 2010, he won the 
inAuGurAl chArlie perKins scholArship And is the 
first AboriGinAl AustrAliAn to be Accepted into 
oxford uniVersitY, where he is undertAKinG A 
doctorAte of philosophY in fine Art.

thompson hAs held numerous solo And Group 
exhibitions in AustrAliA And internAtionAllY. 
Group exhibitions include tell me tell me, museum 

of contemporArY Art, sYdneY, 2011; sOlO, mOdeRn 
aRt OXFORd, oxford, uK, 2011; clOse encOunteRs, 
pluGin centre for contemporArY Art, cAnAdA, 
2011; the beauty OF distance – sOngs OF suRvival in 
a PRecaRiOus age, the 17th internAtionAl biennAle 
of sYdneY, sYdneY, 2010; andy and OZ: PaRallel 
visiOns, the AndY wArhol museum, pittsburGh, 
usA; cultuRe WaRRiORs, nAtionAl indiGenous 
Art trienniAl, nAtionAl GAllerY of AustrAliA, 
cAnberrA; Raised by WOlves, Art GAllerY of 
western AustrAliA, perth, All 2007; teRRa incOgnita, 
Gertrude street contemporArY Art spAces, 
melbourne, 2006, sPiRit and visiOn, Kunst der 
GeGenwArt sAmmlunG essl, ViennA, AustriA, 2004; 
And cOntemPORaRy abORiginal aRt, AboriGinAl Art 
museum utrecht, netherlAnds, 2004.

christian thompson is represented by Gabrielle pizzi Gallery, 
melbourne and chalkhorse, sydney.

i had been imagining ‘gamu mambu (blood song)’ for a long 
time, sitting in the recesses of my mind, it took over a year to 
come to fruition. when i lived in the netherlands i produced 
a significant back catalogue of songs i had written in bidjara. 
i asked my father once “do you we have many songs left?” 
my father replied with a simple “no”. i thought to myself “i’m 
not having this!” and so i began writing songs and creating 
melodies. often on my way home in Amsterdam i would go to 
the opera as it was next to my apartment, i would get the cheap 
student seats and curl up in the dark and lose myself in the 
most extravagant productions, is was like what everybody said 
the opera would be, a moving, visual, emotive, otherworldly 
spectacular feast…people really where crying and it was hard 
to not lose yourself in the characters and to feel their love, 
longing and pain, i kept thinking that they were like birds that 
everything was sung and there were no place for words here…i 
guess ‘gamu mambu (blood song)’ is a window into a moment 
in my life, a time capsule caught in song, like a bower bird i am 
constantly collecting things to add to my shrine, to build my 
house. i see my physical movement in the world as somehow 
symbolic of my artistic development. these video and sound 

installation works are vignettes of emotions, reflections on 
distance and realisations of kinship. they seem to find me 
rather than the other way around, the melodies come so 
intuitively and i feel i can transmit emotion and sing with ease 
when it is in bidjara, it has an innate and infectious lyricism. 
when you leave home, home will come and find you and each 
song i wrote came to me in a clear concise vision, the same way 
my photos and videos come to me as well, it’s an unconscious 
process…i think of this work as a self-portrait in some ways 
even though i am not in it and it is this kind of manifestation of 
culture within culture that interests me, things that sit beneath 
the surface of popular culture. the work was first presented 
at the 17th sydney international biennale beauty of distance: 
songs of survival in a precarious Age. it was displayed in a 
bombed out house on cockatoo island, as i walked around the 
island watching patrons traipse from one pavilion to the next i 
would here people humming the melody to my song, i thought 
to myself, it’s alive, it forever and it is now.

gamu mambu (blOOd sOng)  2011. 
christiAn thompson.

gamu mambu (blOOd sOng)  2010

digital video with sound 
2:30 minutes 
courtesy of the artist and  
Gallery Gabrielle pizzi, melbourne
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Natalie King is a curator, writer and the inaugural Director of Utopia @ 
Asialink – a roving visual arts project for the Asia Pacific region. She has 
completed a Master of Arts from Monash University, Melbourne. She has 
curated exhibitions for numerous museums including the Singapore Art 
Museum, National Museum of Art, Osaka, Monash University Museum 
of Art, Melbourne and Melbourne Festival. She curated Destiny Deacon’s 
survey exhibition Walk & don’t look blak for the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Sydney; Adam Art Gallery, Wellington; Tjibaou Cultural Centre, New 
Caledonia; Tokyo Metropolitan Museum of Photography; and the Ian Potter 
Museum of Art, University of Melbourne. She is a correspondent for Flash 
Art International and has written for ARTit (Japan), Art and Australia, The 
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VERNON Ah KEE 
Born Innisfail, Queensland, 
Australia 1967; Kuku Yalandji, 
Waanji, Yidinji and Gugu 
Yimithirr peoples. 
Lives and works in Brisbane, 
Australia.

Whitefella normal, 
blackfella me  2004 
Digital video with sound 
00:30 seconds 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Milani Gallery, Brisbane

BINDI COLE 
Born Melbourne, Australia 
1975; Wathaurung people.

Warre beal Yallock  
2008 
Pigment print on rag paper 
130 x 94 cm 
Edition of 5 
Courtesy of the artist and Nellie 
Castan Gallery, Melbourne

Wathaurong mob 2008 
Pigment on rag paper 
94 x 130 cm  
Courtesy of the artist and Nellie 
Castan Gallery, Melbourne

SeventY timeS Seven  
2011 
Digital video with sound 
10:21 minutes 
Edition of 5 
Courtesy of the artist and Nellie 
Castan Gallery, Melbourne

BRENDA L. CROFt 
Born Perth, Australia 1964; 
Gurindji/Malgnin/Mudpurra 
peoples. 
Lives and works in Adelaide, 
Australia. 

a hoStile landScape 
2003 from the SerieS 
man about toWn  2003 
Giclee print on rag paper 
80 x 119 cm 
Edition of 10 
Courtesy of the artist and Stills 
Gallery, Sydney

man about toWn 2003 
from the SerieS man 
about toWn  2003 
Giclee print on rag paper 
80 x 119 cm 
Edition of 10 
Courtesy of the artist and Stills 
Gallery, Sydney

inSpection daY 2003 
from the SerieS man 
about toWn  2003 
Giclee print on rag paper 
80 x 119 cm 
Edition of 10 
Courtesy of the artist and Stills 
Gallery, Sydney

colour bar 2003 from 
the SerieS man about 
toWn  2003 
Giclee print on rag paper 
80 x 119 cm 
Edition of 10 
Courtesy of the artist and Stills 
Gallery, Sydney

DEStINY DEACON/
VIRGINIA FRASER  
Born Maryborough, 
Queensland, Australia 1957; 
KuKu and Erub/Mer peoples. 
Lives and works in Melbourne, 
Australia 
Born Melbourne, Australia: 
lives and works in Melbourne, 
Australia.

colour blinded  2005 
Installation, lightjet prints from 
orthochromatic film negative, 
golliwog dolls, polystyrene and 
Perspex cubes, low-pressure 
sodium lamps, video with 
sound 
Dimensions variable 
Courtesy of the artists and 
Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney
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Born Maryborough, 
Queensland, Australia 1964; 
Badtjala people.  
Lives and works in Brisbane, 
Australia. 

bliSS  2006 
Digital video with sound 
11:00 minutes 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Andrew Baker Art Dealer, 
Brisbane
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i-Xvi  2011 
Digital print on hahnemühle 
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Set of 16 images 
60 x 80 cm (image) – tbc 
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Courtesy of the artist and 
Andrew Baker Art Dealer, 
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Born Darwin, Australia 1952; 
Larrakia/Karajarri/Wadaman 
peoples.  
Lives and works in Canberra, 
Australia.
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70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
80 x 62.5 cm (paper) 
Courtesy of the artist and 
harvison Gallery, Perth and 
Sheahan Galleries, Bulli.

daniel from the SerieS 
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Digital colour print on 
hahnemühle paper 
70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
80 x 62.5 cm (paper) 
Courtesy of the artist and 
harvison Gallery, Perth and 
Sheahan Galleries, Bulli.
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Digital colour print on 
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70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
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Courtesy of the artist and 
harvison Gallery, Perth and 
Sheahan Galleries, Bulli.
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the verge  2009–10 
Digital colour print on 
hahnemühle paper 
70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
80 x 62.5 cm (paper) 
Courtesy of the artist and 
harvison Gallery, Perth and 
Sheahan Galleries, Bulli.

michael from the 
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2009–10 
Digital colour print on 
hahnemühle paper 
70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
80 x 62.5 cm (paper) 
Courtesy of the artist and 
harvison Gallery, Perth and 
Sheahan Galleries, Bulli.

paddY from the SerieS 
on the verge  2009–10 
Digital colour print on 
hahnemühle paper 
70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
80 x 62.5 cm (paper) 
Courtesy of the artist and 
harvison Gallery, Perth and 
Sheahan Galleries, Bulli.
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Courtesy of the artist and 
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Sheahan Galleries, Bulli.

tomaS from the SerieS 
on the verge  2009–10 
Digital colour print on 
hahnemühle paper 
70 x 52.5 cm (image) 
80 x 62.5 cm (paper) 
Courtesy of the artist and 
harvison Gallery, Perth and 
Sheahan Galleries, Bulli.
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1995 
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Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

duStY from the SerieS 
theY call me niigarr  
1995 
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31 x 39.5 cm 
Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

golliWog from the 
SerieS theY call me 
niigarr  1995 
Pigment print  
31 x 39.5 cm 
Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

licorice from the 
SerieS theY call me 
niigarr  1995 
Pigment print  
31 x 39.5 cm 
Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

marbuck  from the 
SerieS theY call me 
niigarr  1995 
Pigment print  
31 x 39.5 cm 
Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

nigger from the SerieS 
theY call me niigarr  
1995 
Pigment print  
31 x 110.8 cm 
Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

niigarr from the SerieS 
theY call me niigarr  
1995 
Pigment print  
31 x 39.5 cm 
Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

Sambo from the SerieS 
theY call me niigarr  
1995 
Pigment print  
31 x 39.5 cm 
Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

vegemite from the 
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niigarr  1995 
Pigment print  
31 x 39.5 cm 
Courtesy of the Michael Riley 
Foundation and Stills Gallery, 
Sydney

IVAN SEN 
Born Namber, Queensland, 
Australia 1972; Gamilaroi 
people. 
Lives and works in Sydney.

duSt  1999 
Digital video with sound 
25:00 minutes  
Courtesy National Film and 
Sound Archive, Australia.

ChRIStIAN thOMPSON 
Born Gawler, South Australia, 
1978; Bidjara people. 
Lives and works in Oxford, the 
United Kingdom. 

gamu mambu (blood 
Song)  2010 
Digital video with sound 
2:30 minutes  
Courtesy of the artist and 
Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi, 
Melbourne
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