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Paying Respects
Auntie Claire Bates came to visit me at my place in Curlwaa. We walked over the property and she
advised me how to show respect to the spirit of her ancestors. Auntie Claire is from the Malingappa,
Paakantji/Barkantji people (Darling River) of western New South Wales. Our home is in Paarkantji country.
I am grateful for her time, wisdom and understanding. I pay respects to her people both past and
present and will do my best to respect their country while I live here...

7
D James. Student Number 92848293. Masters of Visual Arts.
.

Anabranch – An Unremarkable History

Preface
The dried creek bed or anabranch that forms part of the boundary on our place and me, share similar
vicissitudes of life. The question may arise as to the definition of an Anabranch, and whether the dried creek
is
indeed an Anabranch. People, many years ago have altered the function of the creek by filling its entrance
and exit with soil, leaving the creek bed exposed to the elements, resulting in a large gaping space in the
landscape.
This large gaping space has been rejuvenated with the growth of native trees and shrubs filling the creek
bed over a period of time, which have attracted native birds, as a result the creek bed is an exciting place to
have on the property. Whether it has been cut off from the river by humans or by nature is not relevant, the
fact of becoming an anabranch creates its importance to me.
The metaphorical connection I have with the creek is one of hope. The essence that was me has been
transformed into a miasma. The medication I take helps to control Mr. Parkie1, but it also contributes to the
miasma. (Figure.1.) Maybe with time the mist will clear and I will reinvent myself, as the anabranch has.

Figure.1. My Daily Medications

1

My name for Parkinson’s Disease
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Me and Mr Parkie
“Every journey conceals another journey within its lines: the path not taken and the forgotten angle. These
are journeys I wish to record.
Not the ones I made, but the ones I might have made, or perhaps did make in some other place or time.”
Sexing the Cherry; Jeanette Winterson. p. 9.

When I was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease my father wrote me a letter. This surprised me, as he had
not written to me since I was a young girl at boarding school. The letter was beautifully crafted, describing a
metaphoric journey and that the Parkinson disease would be my travelling companion. He advised I should
not fight the disease but let it reveal the road that I must travel, as by so doing, I would have rich and fulfilling
experiences.
I have endeavoured to take his advice. At times I am comfortable with my travelling companion Mr Parkie,
and let him sit on my shoulder. On other occasions I have become angry, for he takes liberties with my body
and mind, usually when it is least expected. On these occasions I want to scream abuse at his thoughtless
behaviour, but this is pointless: he is an arrogant and selfish companion who only cares for his comfort and
wellbeing. There have been times that he occupies my very being, making it impossible for me to function.
The frustration that this creates reduces me to tears of self pity and the overwhelming desire to evict him from
his tenancy. All the ranting of obscenities is pointless, as Mr. Parkie has a lifetime lease on me. It is as I
arrive at this realisation that my father’s words resound in my head, I relinquish control, and Mr Parkie reveals
the road ahead. This road is unfamiliar and confusing, as the disease is slow and pernicious.
I am not a trusting travelling companion and I require a more comprehensive map than Mr Parkie is
prepared to reveal.
My sense of panic generated by realisation that time for me is limited, is brought into sharp focus when the
despotic Mr Parkie flexes his muscles as a warning that he is with me for the duration of my life.
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I barter with the despot, who reluctantly agrees to some of my suggestions with a lack of graciousness, as
he reminds me that he is always in control. Acknowledging the presence of Mr Parkie has been, a battle of
wit and deception, as I did not want him to gain any kudos from my endeavours.
I did consider extending an invitation to co-narrate this discourse, with the expectation this may satisfy Mr
Parkie’s need for control. Through experience I have come to the conclusion, by allowing Mr Parkie to share
the discourse, he would view the invitation as a licence to dominate the narrative. I cannot stop him from
interfering, but I can manage to argue the points of difference, which gives me a voice!
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Lost Landscapes, Lost Memories
“We have been lost to each other for so long. My name means nothing to you. My memory is dust. This is not
your fault or mine….”
The Red Tent, Anita Diamante, p. 1.

I am not an intrepid traveller as I enjoy the comfort of a home: of bathrooms with hot and cold water on tap,
flushing toilets, kitchens with stoves and refrigerators and electricity.
However, Mr Perkier encouraged me to re-think the possibilities of travelling without leaving home,
suggesting that for a start, I map the dry creek bed that transverses the length of our property. Commencing
with day trips, then, as I gained knowledge and confidence, I tried an overnight camp. “Baby steps” I hear the
Despot whisper. He talks about Xavier De Maistre who, in 1790, invented a new way to travel, which he
called Room Travel2. De Maistre recommended this form of travel to people who are not brave enough to
leave home and to people who can’t afford to travel. I would like to add to that list, people with an illness.
His mode of travel was to put on his pyjamas then go to his sofa and look at it with fresh eyes, taking note of
the small details. He would slowly move around the space, rediscovering his room3. This approach to the
room is what an artist would do, if they were making a perceptual drawing. I will approach the Anabranch in a
similar fashion.
On my short journeys into the creek for the purpose of mapping, I discovered many artefacts. Discarded
both from when the property was previously an orange grove and from before, where the scars in the bark of
ancient trees are all that remains of the First Nation peoples who utilized the bark to make carry baskets and
canoes.
Nothing prepared me for the excitement of seeing the many bird species, especially those on the
endangered list. The dried creek bed had a history that I had not been aware of. The fact that Mr Parkies’
insight and insistence had pushed me to investigate the creek was a delightful discovery.

2

De Botton, Alain. The Art of Travel P 145.
Ibid De Botton, Alain. The Art of Travel P 145
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The drought broke with a vengeance in 2011; we had ten years worth of rain in a number of days; the creek
held the water for weeks; the unsolicited serenade of the mating call of frogs was unrelenting, as was the
black cloud of opportunistic mosquitoes that followed any warm blooded being, waiting for a glimpse of
unprotected exposed flesh for a meal of life giving blood.
An unexpected gift from the torrent of rain and the creation of a small wetland in the creek was the revealing
of the block tip, always an excitement for the hoarder in me. From this came a number of glass bottles that
once contained the essences and medicines, relics from a kitchen and medicine chest from earlier times.
This small group of bottles became my first work in response to the Anabranch. (Figure 2)
I re-contextualised these bottles from their original purpose into relics, wrapping each bottle with rice paper,
tying the paper with fine linen thread, frottaging the detail on some, place the vessels into the glass cube. By
this process I paid homage to the people who lived on the property prior to my family. This work was first
exhibited in The White Cube Gallery4 at 25 Deakin Ave. Mildura.

Figure .2. What the Creek Gave Me (early work 2011)

My emotional response when visiting the creek was one of well being which, enabled me, to use time and
space to reflect about my medical condition. I considered that I might be able to travel further afield, as I felt
revived and confident when in the creek. The catalyst to travel came from a nagging thought in my mind that,
in the future, as Mr Parkie takes more and more liberties with my body, my ability to function would be
severely curtailed, so I should hurriedly make plans.

4

whitecubemildura is an Artist Run Initiative in Mildura, Victoria. Three small spaces located in business windows in the CBD will
showcase innovative work by artists, makers and other creative people who live locally or have a strong connection to the area.
whitecubemildura.blogspot.com/
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Regrets
The old Despot has impinged once more on my psyche. I am required by my rules of engagement to confess
this inner most thought, as the integrity of my journey is at risk.
I am a practiced drawer and painter, but I view myself as an artist, who works with finding the medium to suit
and express the concept of the project. I have made an informed choice to direct my practice into installation
as my fine motor skills have been depleted with the progression of Parkinson’s disease.
Having written that fact on paper, to have it stare back at me from the page, mocking me is very confronting.
In reconsidering this statement I believe that perhaps I may have abandoned painting for the challenging
discipline of installation regardless of Parkinson’s, but not having a choice to return to painting has been a
constant source of disappointment. For me painting was a sensual process, steeped in ritual that connected
me to all other artists, a rich heritage.
As for drawing I can never abandon this activity, for it is my way of recording and expressing my thoughts. If
and when my marks become so obscure (in time to come) it does not matter, as these marks are mine and
mine alone to make and not for public consumption. My mind is so full of ideas it is difficult to sort out the
dross from the gems, so I leave a trail of incomplete projects in my wake. The rejected projects languish in
the two second-hand shipping containers that we have installed on the property. I currently do not have a
studio.
My family and I have lived on Curlwaa5 Island near the junction of the Murray River and Darling River
(figure.3.) for six years. At first I resented the move, but now I have grown to appreciate the small strip of land
that hugs the boundary of our place. This little oasis of bush has that become my studio and retreat. I have
come to realise that living here on Curlwaa Island has enabled me to experience the bush without leaving my
home. My interest embraces the collective stories from the First Nation peoples and my ancestors, convicts

5

Curlwaa is the Parkingi name for quondongs that once grew in abundance on the Island, a bitter red fruit, high in vitamin C that is
seasonal in spring. The early settlers used the fruit to make pies, jam and chutney re- naming the quondongs wild peach. Curlwaa A
History ; C J James and P L Taylor. Published by Curlwaa Fruit Growers Association.
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and soldiers who were part of the colonisation of Australia. These stories are part of the structure that
underpins the Australian identity and by default, my identity.

Figure.3. Location of our place on Curlwaa Island- Hand drawn map D. James

The choice to work in the anabranch was a practical response, as it was a safe way for me to experience the
environment. The anabranch had a secret history and hopefully by research I would be able to reveal the
narrative.
There are many local publications available from the Historical Society at Wentworth, New South Wales.
The information focuses on the ownership of fruit blocks, histories of the paddleboats, shopkeepers, floods
and droughts. However, there is no reference to the obscure geographical phenomenon, the Anabranch. Its
history is a mystery. The artefacts that I have unearthed have been vital to the construction of my narrative,
for example; the thinly cemented gutters that run from the creek onto the block indicate that the creek water
was utilised to irrigate the orange trees. The creek would have been an important asset for economic
livelihood.
During the great flood of 1956, the creek mouth and exit was closed off with a large earth levee bank in an
attempt to save the area from inundation. The creek was not re-instated, as the irrigation system was
upgraded and piped a more efficient way of delivering water to the orange groves.
The remains of the creek bed are the lines and marks in the earth that the long gone rush of water created
as it pushed its way back to the mother river. It is an example of nature’s drawings, in which observant
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people can read the natural history of the creek. To add to this image, tall majestic gums grow on the edge
and younger trees have colonised the creek bed creating a haven for wild life and in turn myself.
My time spent in the dried creek bed (Figure 4.) enriches my imagination. I wonder what stories there could
be, of European settlers who usurped the First Nation peoples, in this small forgotten landmark, with its
secrets.

9. Closed exit
8. Dirt bridge
7. Boundary road
6. Beautiful stand of River
Red Gum
5. Rubbish tip and one of my
art storage containers
4. When we first arrived on
the property this was a large
dam filled with water. The
decision to let the dam dry
out was a responsible action
as it was the seventh year of
a ten-year drought.
3. The banks are high and
E.Camuldensis (River Red
Gum) have colonized the
creek bed
2. The creek travels from the
river into the neighbours
place then crosses the
boundary into our place
1 Entry of the creek
15
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Mr Parkie’s Interruptions
I am so tired of Mr Parrakie’s interruptions. He has accused me of ignorance and being pig headed. He has a
list of complaints of my lack of appreciation of art history and philosophy. If he mentions Salvador Dali and
the time he spent with him I will lose all patience with him again. By the way he constantly references Dali;
any reader would think he was the only artist who contracted Parkinson’s disease6. Give me a break, you
despotic disease! His diatribe continues, stating that Australia is only 200 years old, so how could I imagine
that an Australian National Identity was possible.
He uses a quote from writer Tony Stephens in his article “You’re a legend Mate” to further hammer home his
point:

“The “debate” is ceaseless, to the point where Australians often seem
obsessed with the subject. John Douglas Pringle called Australian Identity
“that aching tooth”. David Malouf said that Australia was “endlessly fussing
and fretting over identity”. Les Murray described Australian Identity as an
obsession “which cripples the spiritual energies”. Donald Horne said there
never would be
“Something called the Australian National Identity”7

6

http://users.dk/~dko12530/diseaselist.htm 6th May 2013
file:///Users/denisejames/Desktop/Mate,%20you're%20a%20legend%20%20smh.com.au_files/Mate,%20you're%20a%20legend%20-%20smh.com.au.html 6th May 2013
7
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What does Mr Parkie know about Australian Identity? He does not belong anywhere. He is like Death, not
being exclusive to any single culture but experienced by all humanity. He is a phenomenon worldwide, being
expressed as each culture sees fit.
I am well aware that we are a young country in terms of the British invasion, but our landscape is ancient. As
expressed by A.D. Hope the Australian poet in his poem “Australia”:
“ They call her a young country, but they lie:
She is the last of lands, the emptiest,
A woman beyond her change of life, a breast
Still tender but within the womb is dry.”8

As for Tony Stephens’ article ‘You’re a Legend Mate,’ the omission of Russel Ward’s discourse was an
oversight, Stephens discusses in his article, Ward and his book ‘The Australian Legend’, first published in
1958, (currently is in its 18th reprint) addresses the interest and obsession that Australians have about
National Identity. Ward defines the National character by collating qualities and definition from myths.
Stephens further states that:
“According to the myth, Ward said,
the “typical Australian” was “a practical man,
rough and ready in his manners and quick to de cry any appearance of
affectation in others. He is a great improviser, ever willing ‘to have a go’ at
anything, but content with a task done in a way that is ‘near enough’.
Though capable of great exertion in an emergency, he normally feels no
impulse to work hard without good cause. He swears hard and consistently,
gambles heavily and often, and drinks deeply on occasion. “He is a ‘hard case’,
sceptical about the value of religion and of intellectual and cultural pursuits
generally. He believes that Jack is not only as good as his master but ... probably
a good deal better ... He is a fiercely independent person who hates officiousness
8

http://www.poetrylibrary.edu.au/poets-a-d/australia-0146006 21/May2013
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and authority
Yet he is very hospitable9.”
Mr Parkie please note: Ward’s explanation of the National Identity has been embraced and accepted by the
majority of the Australian population.
However the omission of the contribution of women in the forming of our National Identity, according to
Ward, was due to the “famine of females”10 that commenced with transportation. Ward describes the
conditions that women had to cope with in the colonies;
“ The rough life of a pioneering community always makes for a population
predominantly masculine in composition and outlook but the fact that the
economy was almost purely pastoral accentuated the tendency”11
Compounding this was the preference for squatters to employ men without ‘encumbrances.’ Wife and
children were seen as mouths to feed, for no financial gain12. Australia was a man’s world! So Mr Parkie,
don’t bother looking for a rebuff for that information, as I will just ignore you.
To ignore the Despot is impossible. I have asked and begged Mr Parkie to let me research and develop a
response to my question. Even as I am gathering information he is interjecting! He states that women
hindered the dreams and hopes of early colonial men! He references the Australian writer Henry Lawson,
whose stories were a regular feature in The Bulletin weekly magazine, first published in Australia in the
1880s.
I asked Mr Parkie why he would reference the Bulletin in his interjection. The Bulletin was known as the”
Bible of the bush”, a misogynist and xenophobic magazine with “the masthead slogan was Australia for the
White Man “ until the 1960s13. The Despot, with a raised voice, declared the Bulletin was instrumental in
consolidating the notion of the Australian Identity by publishing many writers until its closure in 200814. I
shouted back, referencing a passage from ‘Joe Wilsons Mates’ written by Lawson; a series of stories about a
young couple, Mary and Joe Wilson, who decide to head bush to make their home and living. As the
9

file:///Users/denisejames/Desktop/Mate,%20you're%20a%20legend%20%20smh.com.au_files/Mate,%20you're%20a%20legend%20-%20smh.com.au.html 6th May 2013
10
Ward Russel; The Australian Legend.p.99. Oxford University Press. Melbourne. First paperback edition 1966
11
ibid Ward Russel; The Australian Legend.p.95.
12
ibid
13
http://www.theage.com.au/news/national/the-bulletin-shuts-down-after-128-years/2008/01/24/1201157560398.html?page=
14
Ibid
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narrative unfolds, the hardships of living in the Australian bush impacts upon Mary. Her desperation and fear
of the bush life is conveyed in her response to Joe;
“It’s only this,” she said suddenly, “I can’t stand this life here; it will kill me!”15
Joe responds by slamming the tin cup he was drinking from on the table. With frustration and guilt, he is well
aware of the harshness of the bush on women. However, he hides his emotions, repressing his feelings, and
over time hardness develops into a destructive bitterness.
I did not draw breath and continued to shout down Mr Parkie, telling him I felt there was a connection
between Henry Lawson’s characters and Russel Ward’s research into the mythical Australian man.
Mr Parkie shouted back, accusing me of confusing his argument by not allowing him to finish his explanation.
He then stated that the Bulletin was an important historical reference and it was a reflection of how society
functioned in the 1880s and he wasn’t making any reference to feminism.
He raised his voice a few more decibels and declared; Mary in ‘Joe Wilsons Mates’ tricks Joe into marriage
by saying that she wouldn’t kiss a man unless she was going to be his wife16.
Then he disappeared.
There was so much more I wanted to shout at the old despot. I know he will sneak back and read what I have
written and voice his opinion in the most disagreeable manner. Until then I will continue my discourse that
Australia was a man’s place, (sans Mr Parkie.) Kay Schaffer, researcher and lecturer in Women’s Studies, at
the Adelaide University, South Australia states that;
“Lawson and Australia are decidedly masculine concepts…Women are
represented as victims, but they function
as foils for man ’heroic’ actions.”17
Lawson’s story ‘ Water Them Geraniums’ is another example of how women were seen as victims of the
Australian bush. Lawson’s description of Mrs Spicer, the protagonist:
“She is not a big woman. She was gaunt and flat chested; her face was “ burnt to
a brick” as they say out there.
Lawson Henry. The Complete Stories of Henry Laswon. p. 446 Published Lioyd O’Neil.Pty Ltd 1981
ibid
17
Schaffer Kay Henry Lawson – The People’s Poet http://www.austlit.edu.au/common/fulltext-content/pdfs/brn101266 27 May 2013
15
16
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She had brown eyes, nearly red, and a little wild looking at times, and a sharp
face – ground sharp by hardship- the cheeks drawn in, she was not more than
forty”18
With lack of support from her drunken husband, her isolation and poverty results in a desperate situation.
She grows geraniums as these plants will flower and thrive with very little water and care. For Mrs Spicer,
these hardy plants are a metaphor of a life that can only be realised in her dreams, a refined genteel life that
she was unable to obtain within the harshness of the bush. She reminds her children ‘to water the geraniums’
even as she is drawing her last breath. Mrs Spicer’s need, to have some beauty in her life, her choice of the
geranium to represent beauty, resonates with my sensibilities; consequently this hardy plant has become a
metaphor within my work to represent the isolation and determination of colonial women.

18

Lawson Henry. The Complete Stories of Henry Laswon. p. 456 Published Lioyd O’Neil.Pty Ltd 1981
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Researching Australian Painters
The Artist and their Contribution to Identity (without Mr Parkie’s Interruptions’)
The works of the early Australian artists have often been the subject of criticism by present day reviewers, as
the rendering of our landscape, particularly the trees and the light, have not been viewed as accurate visual
representations of the Australian bush. This is evident in the work of Haughton Forrest19 (1826-1925) a
French born artist who came to Australia in 1876.
He painted Mount Wellington, Tasmania from the Cascades c.1885. (Figure 5.) The size of the mountain
has been exaggerated, as have the colours, giving the painting a feeling of the cold stillness of winter.
Forrest has included a small figure walking along the side of the river to contrast with the mountain
embodying the notion of the European sublime.
Forrest’s practise was to make rough sketches in the landscape and return to the studio to construct the
painting referencing his sketches.
W.C. Piguenit (1836-1914) Tasmanian born and self taught, created his painting “The Darling River in
Flood” 1890
(Figure 6.)20 with elements of the romantic but it has an uncanny reality within the work. The image of the flat
landscape inundated with water, reflecting the ominous cloud formation of ‘big sky’ country. Piguenit utilized
photography to record the devastation of the flood, working in the studio to complete the painting over a fiveyear period. These works show two extremes within the Australian landscape; the mountainous-forested
Tasmanian bush and the big sky country of the far southwest New South Wales. These paintings revealed
landscapes that were foreign and unfamiliar to these European-influenced Artists. My choice of these works
was deliberate: for I am familiar with both landscapes. I respond to Piguenit’s work on two levels: the

19
20

hptt;www.nga.gov.au/Exhibition/oceantoOutback/Detailcfm?IRN=82267 1/3/2013
hptt;www.nga.gov.au/Exhibition/oceantoOutback/Detailcfm?IRN=82267 1/3/2013
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painterly quality and the emotional response to a flooded Darling River. I can enter Piguenit’s work, as it has
honesty and clarity that I can relate to, as this is where I live. With Forrest’s painting I struggle to engage with
the work in the same way as it feels closed to me, even, though I am familiar with the landscape from
regularly visiting family members in Hobart and viewing Mt Wellington every day of each visit.

Figure.5. Haughton Forrest Mount Wellington from the

Figure.6. W.C. Piquenit The Darling River in Flood 1890 Oil on Canvas

Cascades c 1885 Oil on canvas

Both artists were influenced by the German Romantics, responding by selecting epic landscapes to paint.
Both returned to the studio to complete the paintings from their reference materials. Forrest’s embellishment
of the landscape has caused a shift in his intention; his sublime landscape has become an image of a fairy
story, complete with a minuscule human. The narrative that now emanates from this work is foreign to me, I
feel excluded from a landscape that I am familiar with.
I often speculate what the paintings from this period of our history reveal: that the artists did not know how to
paint the Australian landscape, particularly the trees; they were more influenced by the methodology of the
Romantics, including the restructuring of the landscape in the studio to create the notion of the sublime. The
German Romantics (Casper David Friedrich (1774-1840) et.al) responded to their environment in a spiritual
manner, utilising myth and landscape to convey a sense of National Identity. Germany at that time a
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collection of Princedoms in the process of being welded into a nation state was endeavouring to gain its own
National Identity21, not unlike Australia at this present time.
Friedrich’s paintings were constructs, always completed in the studio. His work was an embodiment of his
German heritage; it is this deep understanding of the landscape and culture that is not evident in Forrest’s
painting, although he appears to be working to the Romantics’ formula. Piguenit’s work has an element of
being familiar within that landscape, although he also utilises the Romantic methodology to construct his
paintings.
At the same time as Forrest and Piguenit were making their epic landscape paintings, the Heidelberg
School Painters (1883-1897) were working in “Plein air”, with McCubbin claiming he completed the first
painting in Australia outside the studio and in the open air22. The Heidelberg School of artists including Arthur
Streeton, Tom Roberts and Frederick McCubbin, had a lasting impact on the nations’ psyche.
Their subject matter focussed on the shearers, woodcutters, drovers, miners and bushmen who occupied
the interior of Australia. A mythical place that many Australians believe is where the birth of Nationhood
occurred was created. The fact that our cities were much more populated than the interior of Australia was a
fact ignored. The notion, that the city even crowded and dirty was familiar and gave an impression of safety,
was overlooked23. AD Hopes he refers to our state capital cities as:
”And her five cities, like teeming sores,
Each drains her; a vast parasite robber-state
Where second - hand Europeans pullulate
Timidly on the edge of alien shores”24
The mythical representation of Nationhood, described by the authors of the Bulletin and visually referenced
by the Heidelberg School of Artists, was endorsed both by Russell Wards “The Australian Legend” (first
printed in 1958) and the impact of the choice of artists to represent Australian the Venice Biennale of 1958.

21
22

Humphries Lund Casper David Friedrich and the German Romantic Landscape p.43. Hermitage Amsterdam
australia.gov.au/about-australia/Australian-story/Heidelberg-school 6-1-2013

23

Even today where 85% of Australians live within fifty kilometres of the coast, and 68%live in capital cities

24

http://www.poetrylibrary.edu.au/poets-a-d/australia-0146006 21/May2013

; www.abs.gov.au
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The then Prime Minister, Sir Robert Menzies (second term 1949-1958), appointed members of the
Commonwealth Arts Advisory Board to select art works (for purchase, artists to paint official portraits or art
work for exhibition overseas), reserving the power of veto. Menzies was instrumental in the selection of three
Streeton works (all over forty years old) for presentation at the Venice Biennial in 1958 purporting to be
contemporary art in Australia whilst ignoring artists from the Contemporary Art Society.25 As Menzies
considered Arthur Streeton to be the quintessential Australian Artist, he chose Streeton’s work to be
exhibited, the USA exhibited Mark Rothko26.
Menzies choice caused a hiatus in the nation’s confidence to participate in overseas exhibitions. Sarah Scott,
“Imaging a Nation; Australia’s Representation at the Venice Biennale, 1958” states;
… “The influence of Menzies’s artistic preferences and conception of
a national aesthetic had a profound effect upon the construction of nation
within overseas exhibitions of Australian art as well as limiting the
opportunities available for contemporary Australian artists to exhibit abroad”27.
As a result Australia did not exhibit in the Venice Biennale again until 197828. Even today the Tom Roberts
painting ‘Shearing the Rams’ is celebrated every year by a re-enactment of the painting at North Tuppal
Station, southwest New South Wales29 (Figures 7 & 8)

Figure .7. Tom Roberts, Shearing the Rams.

Figure .8. Shearing the Rams at North Tuppal Station

Sarah Scott Imaging a Nation; Australia’s Representation at the Venice Biennale, 1958 ibid http://www.apinetwork.com/main/index.php?apply=scholars&webpage=default&flexedit=&flex_password=&menu_label=&menuID=homely&menubo
x=&scholar=72
26
ibid http://www.apinetwork.com/main/index.php?apply=scholars&webpage=default&flexedit=&flex_password=&menu_label=&menuID=homely&menubo
x=&scholar=72
27
ibid http://www.apinetwork.com/main/index.php?apply=scholars&webpage=default&flexedit=&flex_password=&menu_label=&menuID=homely&menubo
x=&scholar=72
28
ibid
29
www.abc.net.au/rural/content/2010/s2920518htm accessed2-5-1013
25
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In contrast to the images of masculine pursuits by shearers, woodcutters, drovers, miners and bushmen,
paintings of women provide the viewers with narratives that place women as victims of the Australian Bush.
In Jeanette Hoorn’s article “Mothers in Distress: the regulation of maternity in colonial academic painting”;
she states:
“They work hard, or simply relax in front of boiling billies. The dominant
role which nationalist academic painting provides for women in rural context
is that of victim or the individual in distress.”30

Figure.9. John Longstaff, Breaking the News.

John Longstaff’s painting “Breaking the News” (Figure .9.) is a narrative of a mining accident that occurred
in 1880. The coroner’s report of the accident resulted in the Mining Industry reforming many of their work
practices. With this, Longstaff won the Victorian Art School’s first travelling scholarship in 1887 facilitating his
study in painting in Europe.

30

Jeanette Hoorn. Strange Women essays in art and gender. Mcpherson’s Printing Group, Melbourne University Press 1994 p107.
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Charged with emotion, the image shows the kitchen of a miner’s cottage. Longstaff uses tone to give the
kitchen an atmosphere of a safe place. The open back door on the right of the work allows light to illuminate
the interior of the room; the mine is visible in the distance, through the open kitchen door with smoke or dust
rising from it, suggesting the mine has imploded; the surviving miners gather at the door as a protective
barrier against the mine and the bad news that the elder miner has to deliver. The elder miner and woman
dominate the picture plane: He holds the woman gently by her shoulders as she firmly cradles her baby in
her arms. The inclusion of the baby within the narrative amplifies the emotion as it portrays the woman at her
most vulnerable. Finally the exchange of the sad news is captured on their faces. The protective home has
been violated. The point of entry, the open back door, (even with the group of miners standing watch) could
not prevent the bad news entering this safe space, thus the narrative is complete!
However, there is so much more in this work. I am interested in the stage that Longstaff has selected for this
tragic narrative and the detail of the room Longstaff has painted so beautifully. The stove is alight, kettle on
the hob, plates have been placed on the side of the stove to warm, and the table covered with a carefully
pressed tablecloth. The milk jug and sugar bowl suggest that the table has been set for a meal. Beneath the
table is a mat; on the wall above the dresser is a picture. These objects imbue the cottage with a safe and
homely ambience. Longstaff’s painting of an early colonial home interior gives the viewer the opportunity to
observe how colonial women placed their creative energy into their home.
It could be argued that this painting holds the key to women’s creativity in early Australia, with these
women’s energies being totally given to homemaking without time left for high art. In the pursuit of
homemaking, many women rose above the mundane by imbuing their surroundings with an aesthetic that
enhanced their everyday tasks. Many had prolific gardens of vegetables for eating and flowers for their
beauty.
When the garden was producing more than the family could consume in one meal, the excess was
preserved. In the preservation process, the produce was arranged within the jars to show the preserves in a
decorative manner. In fact any domestic chore or utilitarian object that could be beautified by embroidery,
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painting or embellishing, helped to lift women from the tedious, repetitive labour of keeping a home. It was
their creative outlet and it is my heritage.

Family History: The house that Sam Built for Sara
The interior of my Great Grandmother’s (Sara) home is a source of intrigue. I have often considered that
John Longstaff’s paintings of colonial home interiors may have had many similarities to my Great
Grandmother’s home.
My Great Grandfather (Sam) was a bushman with many skills. He provided for his large family at
Eaglehawk Neck, Tasmania, by cutting and selling timber from the Tasmanian bush, making fertiliser from
sharks that he caught and making stock whips from wallaby skins. His crowning glory was the house that he
built for his family from the timber he cut from the Tasmanian Bush (Figure10.) in the late 1800s at Eagle
Hawk Neck Tasmania. The house still stands today, being utilised by family as a holiday house.

Figure.10. The House That Sam Built. ( C 1914 ) The original shingles replaced
by corrugated iron roofing. On the left Sara, the right is Sam Photographer Great
Uncle Arthur with his new camera before departing Australia for Gallipoli
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Family lore states that the only manufactured material in the house was the panes of glass in the front
windows, and the bricks for the internal fireplace and kitchen stove that were pilfered from the decommissioned Port Arthur Penal Colony.31.
My Great Grandmother’s (Sara) claim to family fame was her vegetable, herb and flower garden. According
to my Grandmother, the perfume from the flowers could be smelled from the other side of the isthmus, on her
return from school in the first decade of the twentieth century. However when my Great Grandfather’s shark
fertiliser was in full production; then the stench of decaying fish would overpower everything.
The family history has many stories regarding my lateral thinking Great-Grandfather but the few stories that
relate to my Great Grandmother are about her skills as a house keeper: She was a very capable seamstress,
sewing everything by hand; an excellent cook who used the vegetables and herbs from her garden; and
making sure that all her many children attended school and Sunday school. Sadly, there are no stories or
photos of the inside of the family home. I crave a story or an explanation of how she set out her home with
very little space within the limited means of the Tasmanian Bush. The only belongings I have are the
beautifully embroidered table runners that she crafted from bed sheets that were worn and thin. She would
cut the pieces of sheeting that were in good condition and turn them into exquisite objects with her skilful
needlework.
I knew he would be back! Unfortunately Mr Parkie has interjected again, questioning my discourse in
describing my heritage. He wants to know what homemaking has to do with high art. You have missed the
point, Mr Parkie! I will explain again for your benefit. My question is about Australian identity; how Australian
art is influenced by landscape and if landscape still has the same impact on artists today? As you are aware,
Mr Parkie, British / European occupation of Australia has been 200 years; my grandmother lived for 92 years.
I am sure I don’t have to do the sums for you. My Great Grandmother arrived in Tasmania when she was 15
years old, marrying my Great Grandfather, moving to the Tasmanian Bush to set up their home. My Great
Grandparents lived a simple but isolated existence. Now Mr Parkie both my Great Grandmother and my
31

Family Oral History
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Grandmother, two generations of my family have lived through most of the 200 years of Australian European
history.
I have become familiar with this history from a very basic source; my Grandmother’s oral family history. This
and my other readings have been aspects of my interest in landscape and the part it plays in forming identity.
One more point Mr Parkie. Both my Great Grandmother and Grandmother were very creative people but
their energies were diverted into home making. My Grandmother often told me that she would have loved the
time to write stories but was always too busy with household chores. As for my Great Grandmother, her
creative energy went into her garden and into embroidery. I am not writing about High Art in this instance, but
explaining that creativity is the first component to making anything and without creative energy High Art
would not have developed!
Mr Parkie, no more interruptions, you despotic bastard!
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The Tent Lady
“On New Year’s Day, 1949, people gathered to watch Oriel Lamb move her things out to the white tent
beneath the mulberry tree at Cloud Street. They crowded into the second floor rooms overlooking the yard,
and found cracks in the scaly picket fence; they climbed trees in yards all around and perved through pointed
gum leaves at the little woman carrying bedclothes and fruit boxes out through the bewildered half circle of
her family. No one missed the sight of Quick Lamb helping his mother out with the jarrah bed and umps and
bumps they made getting it in.
There wasn’t a noise to be heard otherwise except Fish Lamb slapping away at the piano in the centre of the
house; everyone looked on in wonder, missing nothing. She had a desk, Tilley lamp, chamber pot, books,
mysterious boxes.
People gathered at the fences. When she had it all in shape, Oriel Lamb tied off the door flap and went back
into the house to organize her families’ dinner, and the crowd went away murmuring that surely this was a
day to remember”.
Tim Winton: Cloud Street p.133.
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I did not have an audience when I moved into the Anabranch but I had twice the equipment as Oriel Lamb. I
had two tents, shade tent, a bath, a loo complete with rose covered seat and lid, a fire bucket, various
cooking pots, cutlery, bedding, clothing, torches, every type of drawing media, cameras, food and water.
There was no hierarchy for the factors, which contributed to the rationale for the solo camp. I wanted to be
isolated in the Anabranch over a period of time, to experience the luxury of spending uninterrupted time, with
the view to making art in an environment that I was familiar with. To be able to rediscover and become aware
of every detail that my selected part of the anabranch had to offer as the philosopher Xavier De Maistre32 did
in his bedroom travel.
As a women artist, taking time away from the family by myself is a tactic I have not been able to experience
as I always felt a responsibility for the children. Now that they are adults, I am relieved of that responsibility.
The issue of personal safety has also always been a consideration. I am aware of my vulnerability and
personal safety, and until now have been too nervous to camp by myself even on my own property. I wanted
to experience an emotional response to the Anabranch environment that maybe would have been similar to
that of my Great Grandmother when she went to live in the Tasmanian Bush with my Great Grandfather.
As a fifteen-year-old girl fresh from England I can only imagine the cultural shock at arriving, after marrying
my Great Grandfather at sixteen years old and then going bush to set up a home.
The Tasmanian Bush even today has a dense growth of tall eucalyptus trees with thick undergrowth and the
sky is often obscured by prolific vegetation. Did my great grandmother feel a sense of panic when she first
arrived at the place that was to become her home? The notion of the Australian Gothic, as discussed by Gary
Turcotte (University of Wollongong) is a powerful concept, as the bush is unfamiliar to many Australian
people as most of the population lives in cities. For people immigrating to Australia in the early 19th century;
“Australia posed particularly vexing questions for its European immigrants.
Nature, it seemed to many, was out of kilter. To cite the familiar clichés: its
trees shed their bark, swans were black rather than white, and the seasons
were reversed. And while these features represented a physical perversion,

32

Ibid; De Botton Alain.The Art of Travel p145
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it was widely considered to be metonymic of an attendant spiritual disease” 33
Hilda Rix Nicholas, an Australian artist from the early 20th century who had been living in Europe, had
different feelings. She returned to Australian after the loss of her mother, sister and husband, as she believed
the bush had powers to heal the inner person. The notion that the bush could be a frightening place did not
concern Rix Nicholas at all.
In a letter to Lady Harrowley, Rix Nicholas states:
“During the last five years since the end of the war [WW1] when I returned to
Australia, the sheer beauty of the place [and] its warm sunlight have gradually
rebuilt my fighting spirit and a desire was born within me to use my art to
interpret my own land and to bring my pictures over to show the Old World the
country which had built the men whom they learned to know…It would give me
deep pleasure if my exhibition would give
some of the ‘spirit’ of Australia”34
Rix Nicholas’ desire to heal and make work about her homeland, particularly the Australian landscape (The
Bush) that was held to be the domain of male artists challenged the presumption that women artists were not
capable of this genre. Not only did she travel to remote pastoral locations but painted women in the active
role of rural workers. The women in her paintings were portrayed in an assertive, confident manner in
contrast to the images of the miner’s wife in John Longstaff’s, painting “Breaking the News.”

33
34

http://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1060&context=artspapers
Jeanette Hoorn. Strange Women essays in art and gender. Mcpherson’s Printing Group, Melbourne University Press 1994p.57.
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Figure.11. Hilda Rix Nicholas the Fair Musterer

The work “The Fair Musterer”, painted in 1935, shows a young woman, dressed in men’s working clothes,
standing comfortably in front of her horse with her dog resting on the ground beside her. In the mid
background sheep feed contentedly and in the far distance soft rolling hills form a backdrop for the sheep.
(Figure 11.) The draughtsmanship within this work demonstrates Rix Nicholas’ ability to challenge the belief
that painting the “outback” was for the male artist. In a letter to Lady Stradbroke Rix Nicholas states:
“ and as I love and understand my country with a deep holy love and
can delineate character I feel I am the man for the job”35
The confidence of Rix Nicholas as an artist, that she was the “man for the job” and her faith in the belief that
the bush would heal her broken spirit proved to be successful. Her response to the spirit of the Australian
landscape and the ability to heal is what I took into the Anabranch with me.

35

Jeanette Hoorn. Strange Women essays in art and gender. Mcpherson’s Printing Group, Melbourne University Press 1994p.53.
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Into the Fox Hole: the camp.
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Figure12. Fox hole in the anabranch.

The campsite needed to be a good distance from the house, as I did not want to see or hear any noises that
may have interrupted my concentration in the Anabranch (Figure 12). I needed to feel isolated and remote for
this to be successful. I also instructed my husband not to come into the camp and not to help me set up, for I
believed that for the integrity of the project I should do it myself, with the exception of my travelling partner Mr
Parkie. I had no choice in this matter and he was as difficult as he could be.

Figure 13 Setting up my space;
The blue tent are the sleeping quarters

Figure 14 fresh water in red bin and bath
in background

The set up was harder than I realised, with the despotic Mr Parkie on my shoulder.
(Figures 13 &14) At the end of the day, lighting the fire to cook an evening meal and getting into bed was all
I could muster (Figure15) Laying in the swag; I listened to the night noises for a while. Then I heard the allpervasive rattle of a truck and the ‘Kthump! Kthump’! as it drove over the Abbottsford bridge, two kilometres
from where I was camp.
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Figure 15 Cooking the evening meal

The Anabranch acted like a sound shell. All night the sound of the trucks invaded my sleep. I made a
mental note and willed the trucks to stop at midnight so I could get some sleep! They didn’t!
The next morning I took my medication, dragged myself from the swag, stoked the fire and made a pot of
tea. I took time to look at my camp and realised I would have to clear all the sticks and leaf litter to make the
space safe for moving around the site especially at night and to prevent any accidents with my cooking fire.
Another day of physical exertion was all I could think about. I started gathering up the sticks, making a
woodpile for the cooking fire. Then I started sweeping up the leaves,
I kept sweeping until late into the evening. (Figure 16)
Suddenly I realised I had swept up all the leaves and exposed the earth! Another day of hard physical work
and Mr Parkie by this stage had taken over my very being.
My campsite had no leaves or little broken sticks on the ground. I had colonised the space. On one side of
my camp was a large pile of sticks, on the other a pile of leaves as high as a Mallee Fowl Nest.
Another night with very little sleep as I kept hearing noises that I could not identify.
I started to be concerned that all my sweeping had disturbed the ancestors of the First Nation people,
remembering that some time ago I had been camping with friends who happened to be First Nation people.
They had been horrified and made me stop cleaning up the earth near a fire, saying I was bringing unwanted
spirits into the camp. Had I, with my manic sweeping of the leaves, crossed an ancient boundary?

Figure16 brooms for sweeping
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Figure 17-breakfast early morning

Figure18 Shade tent

It was daytime. The spirits had gone, the sun warmed the earth and I rekindled the fire and made a pot of
tea. As I was drinking the tea, I recalled the artist John Wolseley describing his method of understanding a
new space. His description was of slowing his mind down, tuning into the space, speaking of the “five day
blues”, “wild schemes”, “boredom” and then “clarity”. 36

“What I find is that after about a week alone I realise that I haven’t thought
Of anything much—say for several hours—
But that my consciousness has been ‘out there’ with a succession of textural,
visual and aural involvements; sensing the shape of rocks, waiting for phrases
of bird song, or like today, following the filaments of spiders’ silk as tall as
sailing ships as they float slowly past on the wind.
It is a state of reverie. And after days of it there comes a time when all
the elements of a place like this, the rhythm of cicada music, the wind in the trees
the undulations of rock strata, seem to take me over.”37
I had not been alone like this before. I found that I was filling the time with busy work so I didn’t have to
think. I had to slow down and use Wolseley’s method of tuning into the space. Or perhaps I was responding
to the notion of isolation and loneliness, even though it was self - imposed.
36
37

www.nla.gov.au/events/donaldfriend/papers/sgrishin.html 6/7/2013
ibid
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In Lucy Frost’s book “No Place for a Nervous Lady”, she researched a selection of journals from women
who established homes in early colonisation. The daily struggle was monotonous and in her journal Louisa
Geoghegan, a governess, stated:
“No one comes & there is no place to go to. I have never been unhappy here, and
though I am sorry to part from Mrs Hines I am not sorry to leave the Bush.
Believe me.”38
Being totally alone I was finding the situation very challenging. I was surprised at my reaction, as I believed
being alone in the bush would have been a wonderful fulfilling experience, not unlike Hilda Rix Nicholas’
expectation of the bush having a healing effect on her wounded spirit after the loss of her sister, mother and
husband39.
As for my sixteen-year-old Great Grandmother, who spent much of her early years of marriage on her own as
my Great Grandfather was often away woodcutting, my admiration for her exceeds all boundaries.
The landscape, the relationship and interaction that people experience within their space have always been
part of my work. I have endeavoured to spend time within the landscape or space, to gain an understanding
of that space. I believe I had a connection to all the places I had made work about; on reflection I have not
always put myself into the spaces on a deep spiritual level. I have observed from the safety of my home, a
voyeur or an outsider who has made observations and judgements. I couldn’t relinquish the control I thought I
had of my emotions and imagination. I felt trapped, frightened and wanted desperately to return to the house.
I stayed in the anabranch for seven days.
The evenings were the most frightening. As darkness fell I became super sensitive to any noise or
movement around the camp. I realised I required some support in the camp at night. I decided to invite my
First Nation friends for an evening meal and camp. On arrival my friends could feel a presence in the camp
that caused a feeling of uneasiness; we decided to return to the house for none were comfortable in the
Anabranch.

38
39

Lucy Frost. No Place for a Nervous Lady Published; Mc Phee Gribble P/L Penguin Books Australia p.197
Jeanette Hoorn. Strange Women essays in art and gender. Mcpherson’s Printing Group, Melbourne University Press 1994p.53.
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My friends contacted Auntie Claire Bates a local Elder, and arranged for her to visit me and advise me on
the protocol as to camping and sweeping the ground. Auntie Claire advised me to remove myself from the
Anabranch, as she could also feel a disapproving presence. I responded to Auntie Claire’s’ suggestions and
moved camp.
Reflecting from the comfort of familiarity within the house, Turcotte’s reference of the uncanny”40 appears to
be an accurate description of my experience within the anabranch. Endeavouring to reconcile my anabranch
experience with my Great Grandmother’s bush life, and considering her isolation implicit on accepting my
Great Grandfather’s offer of marriage, this would have placed her in a heterotopic place, whereas I had a
choice to leave my pseudo heterotopic camp site.

Australia and Heterotopic Space
Jacques Foucault’s six principles of heterotopia describe spaces that “are real physical spaces or act as
other spaces along side existing spaces where norms are suspended”41.
Foucault’s fifth principal of a heterotopic space, states:
“.... always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them

40
41

Ibid:40http://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1060&context=artspapers
http://www.foucault.info/doc/documents/heteropia/foucault.heteropia.en.html
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and makes them penetrable.
In general, the heterotopic site is not freely accessible like a public place. Either
the entry is compulsory, as in the case of entering a barracks or a prison42
The colonisation of Australian in the 18th century embodies, this principle complies; as all people transported
to Australia were convicts or soldiers, their wives and children. The continuing reliance on Britain for the
colony’s survival was exacerbated by distance and the consequent time a supply boat took to sail from
Britain. Transportation of criminals from Britain to Australia started 1788 and continued until 1868.New South
Wales from 1788 until 1823 was officially a penal colony43.
I would argue Foucault’s 5th principle of a heterotopic space has had a lasting effect upon the development
of Australia as a Nation. This has impeded the formation of our National Identity. Governor King (1800-1804)
issued ‘Tickets of Leave’ so convicts could work for themselves and not be reliant on the Government for
support. Upon release, many convicts remained in Australia by default, because geographically Australia was
a prison44.
I would also argue that women living in the bush during colonial times occupied heterotopic space, with the
ritual for entering this space being marriage or assignment to a settler as a domestic servant.
Henry Lawson’s story of ‘The Drover’s Wife’ is an example of Australian heterotopic space. Her husband was
often absent, away droving sheep and her only company was that of her children, passing swagmen and
First Nation people. As a way of breaking the tedium she would walk with her children along a bush track
trying to maintain a sense of normality.
The space that the women in these stories occupy is similar to that of my Great Grandmother by the nature of
isolation and inhabiting a heterotopic space that falls in Foucault’s 5th principal of deviation from the norm.
How could I reach a “state of reverie” as Wolseley does when ‘going bush’ by applying Foucault’s principles
of Heterotopic Space in Australian, when it is similar to a re-occurring decimal infinitum?

42

ibid
http://wwwaustralia.gov.au/about Australia/Australian-stories/convicts-and-the-british- colonies
44
Ibid
43
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Figure 19. Finishing the days paddling; unloading the canoe. Image G Murray

Stalemate in the Anabranch (dry creek to a wet river)
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After my unsatisfactory experience in the Anabranch I felt I needed another option. The noise of the traffic
on the bridge and with the results of my manic sweeping, which is so ingrained into me that I did the very
thing I did not want to do; I had repeated the same actions as my ancestors. I needed another way to explore
the notion of landscape and the effect on the Australian psyche.
We live five minutes from the Murray River, Australia’s largest river. I have canoed on many occasions with
a friend. We had both been enthralled and fascinated by the slow noiseless process of paddling down the
river, the ability to view wildlife and photograph them. As the river still maintained an element of isolation and
the notion of a journey, it was easy for me to imagine in the context of the early settlers. There were some
days that we did not see another person, furthering the illusion of isolation.

Figure 20 Cliff face after Morgan South Australia. Image G Murray

This decision was a good option, as we could be away for a week at the time, camping on the riverbank;
living rough. Paddling thirty or so river kilometres a day, weather permitting, to be at an arranged destination
at the end of the week for the land party to pick us up. Hopefully, canoeing would take me out of my comfort
zone and I could gain a feeling of struggle and isolation without disturbing ancient boundaries.
The weather was an important factor, as the river could quickly change from a millpond to a tempest and
being mindful of this, there was one occasion that we came close to tragedy;
“The excitement we experienced on the commencement of our third river trip was difficult to contain
as we lowered the vessel into Murray River stowing the food and camping gear into the heart of the canoe,
securing it with ropes. We were pleased that the fast current would assist with paddling the 270 k to our
destination, where the Murray River enters the sea.
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Twenty minutes later we had been swamped by waves created from a high-powered wake boat, leaving us
clinging to the side deck of a moored houseboat. Our canoe, which we were unable to control, had been
sucked into a whirlpool, disappearing under the houseboat.
To maintain our position we clung onto the houseboat’s supporting pontoon as the waves created by the
wake boat crashed relentlessly on our backs. We had been caught in the vortex, my worst fear on the river
had been realised, and the demon wake/ speedboat had caused our predicament.
Four hours later we were safely at home, the salvaged equipment cleaned and drying in the sun. I reflected
on my experience, realising that if I has been a British settler from the 1800 I would not have been so
pampered after my aquatic misadventure;”45
It is interesting to note that this incident was frightening at the time but once I knew we were on the river
bank and that we were safe, I put it out of my mind, whereas the sweeping after dark in Anabranch plays on
my mind constantly.

Figure 21 white caps on the river near Loxton.

Figure 22 white caps and the wake from a speedboat Image G Murray

Image G Murray

45

DeniseJames. Journal of a Canoe Trip down the Murray River 2012
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Landscape; First Nation perspective (from my Western Perspective)
Brian Martin is a First Nation artist and academic. In his paper “Immaterial Land” he proposes that western
culture takes the landscape for granted with their art based on representation causing a separation between
culture and life. For Indigenous Cultures their relationship to country is one of belonging to the land without
separation between culture and the land. Martin explains that‘
“belonging to country is methexis or grounded practice”46
Martin further states:
“The most vital aspect of Indigenous ideology is the fact that all aspects of
culture do not stand alone. For example, art does not exist in isolation from
life and culture as it plays a crucial role in cultural life,
extending its relationship with country”.47
46

Carnal Knowledge; Towards a New Materialism though the Arts Brian Martin Immaterial Land Chapter 13
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Martin concludes his paper with:
“However maybe our collective identity lies before us. In looking
at Indigenous art and ideology, we can re-conceptualise an ontological
l relationship to identity, culture and the real”48.
Martin submitted his thesis and folio for his Doctorate of Philosophy; Visual Arts, titled “Methexical
Countryscape.” in 2013. His exhibition at the William Mora Galleries consisted of 10 large works on paper of
country49. These charcoal drawings are images of eucalyptus gums from four tribal countries: Darug,
Paakintyi, Wiradjuri and Wurundjeri.
The methodology Martin employed in the making of these works was to visit country and spend time in the
space. (Similarly to John Wolseley) Eventually the animals and atmosphere revealed itself to him50. He then
photographs the country. On returning to the studio, he tore each photograph into thirty pieces and then
drew the individual parts of the photograph. Each drawing is then reassembled into the whole image. Martin
used the grid format to construct these drawing as a way to reveal country. In the Gallery his nine works hang
on the wall, the tenth is installed on the floor, giving the viewer a similar experience to Martin who, when
making the drawing - had feelings of being immersed in country51.
David Tacey discusses the notion of belonging to country in his book “Edge of the Sacred.” His discourse
integrates the elusive Australian Identity with being cognisant of place in a similar line of argument to Brian
Martin. Both Martin and Tacey are deeply aware of the difference between the Western based culture of
Australia and Indigenous Australian culture with regards to landscape/country. Tacey writes that western
culture has abused the landscape by exploiting the assets that Nature has provided thus gaining a superficial
sense of belonging to this place Australia. Both suggest that there needs to be a shift in the ethos towards a
spiritual connectedness. Martin explains that culture, art and country in Indigenous culture are inseparable;
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ibid
ibid
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The exhibition was a sell out ; with 2 works purchased by the National Gallery of Victoria
50
www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/brian-martin27s-27methexical-countryscapes27/4524844 18/feb 2013
51
ibid Brian Martin Immaterial Land Chapter 13
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the separation of these elements by white culture to get the essence or truth are in fact throwing the baby out
with the bath water (my words).
I now appreciate that my western cultural concepts were dominant when I first went into the Anabranch. The
need to clear a space to set up my camp and do busy work was detrimental to the entire anabranch
experience.

Palimpsest (MDP)52, Landscape, Memory, Mr Parkie and I
Since 2003 I have made a deliberate shift in the use of materials that represent women’s craft or the
principle of ‘making do’, as my work has been an investigation into women’s lives since early colonial times.
The availability of raw materials for making a house more homely or clothes for family members were not
easy to access thus the creative process commenced with whatever was accessible at the time.
52

Mildura Palimpsest is a biennial visual arts event that invites artists to engage with the cultural and natural
environment of the Mildura and Murray Darling region. Mildura Palimpsest is dedicated to high quality, critically
engaged contemporary art in all forms. We aim to provide opportunities for real dialogue between local, national and
international artists, and across disciplines. Palimpsest, a parchment which has been partly erased and re-inscribed,
evokes the marks made by human settlement on the land, the passage of time, presence and absence, and the web of
inter-dependence connecting the natural and the cultural, the material and the immaterial.

http://www.artsmildura.com.au/palimpsest/
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This is not a historical response to post–settlement women, but rather a conceptual response to a life lived.
My paternal ancestors from Tasmania hold a fascination for me with their resourcefulness. This skill has
currency today as recycling and ‘making do’ has become an important factor for environmental consideration.
The impact of their life experience and history has had a connective process within me, for I have explored
and created work to celebrate their memory.
Recently there has been a shift in the valuing of the use of traditional materials for the creative process, and
artists have embraced the use of “women’s materials and methodologies”53 Evident is the need to see the
hand within work as a juxtaposition to work created with the use of technology.
Julie Ewington, in her catalogue essay “Here and Now” for the recent Exhibition “Contemporary Australian
Women” at the Gallery of Modern Art Brisbane (GOMA) discusses the shift in the use of materials;
…encouraged by revaluations of the domestic arts, artists now raid the repertoires
of media associated for centuries with Women, particularly textiles,”54
Artist Louise Weaver worked with “women’s materials creating crochet anthromorphic animals”55 In her work
”Bird Hide” created for the Contemporary Australian Women’s Exhibition at GOMA, a sculptural birds hide
made by hand rolling Japanese paper to create a large screen, accompanied four sculptures that reference
the way women occupy space. Weaver states:
“I am interested in the relationship the work has to industrial/ interior
design-making your environment (a room of one’s own) The way women inhabit
and occupy their environment and the desire/compulsion to make/remake
deconstruct/repurpose/reuse/reconsider objects/detritus from everyday,
transformation into something new56.
In 2003 the work I made for Murray Darling Palimpsest #5 (MDP)57 “Sacred; to the memory of every
woman” was a homage to all women from colonial times, and their contribution to the formation of National
Identity.
53

Contemporary Australia Women .Exhibition Catalogue; Queensland Art Gallery /Gallery of Modern Art Julie Ewington curatorial
manager 2012 p.16
54
ibid
55
ibid
56
Contemporary Australia Women .Exhibition Catalogue; Queensland Art Gallery /Gallery of Modern Art Ruth McDougall 2012 p.157
57
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The work was an installation of 28 petticoats constructed from paper hand stitched and embellished with
frottages from headstones of young women who had died by accident or in childbirth. Suspension from the
ceiling gave the petticoats a ghostly appearance. On reflection this work was the genesis of my investigation
into Colonial Australian Women.
(Figures 23,24) and their contribution to National identity.

Figure 23. Sacred; to the memory of every woman.

Figure 24. Detail

For MDP#6, (my first outside work,) I created a facsimile of an early Australian Colonial house hand-stitched
in calico stretched over a metal frame. The door was closed; the windows were open but covered in tulle to
represent flywire gauze, allowing the viewer the opportunity to peer into the interior. On the walls inside the
calico home were embroidered instructions for selecting a home site, taken from the Country Women’s
Handbook. (1963 edition)

Figure.25 the house

Figure 26 the house with the veranda

Figure 27 Detail

In the Country Women Association (CWA) (1963) there is a list of Aims of the Association. Number 4 is of
particular interest to me, as it states:
“To raise the standard of homemaking; to develop agriculture, to promote
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educational, moral, social and economic measures”58
The CWA have acknowledged the importance of homemaking in rural Australia, as it is the support base for
families who live in isolated places. The concept for this work was to celebrate the enduring loyalty women
had to their families. Not in a negative sexist manner but to acknowledge in an assertive positive way those
countrywomen have taken a strong but hidden role in the development of our National Identity.
Vandals destroyed this work, a consequence of not being in an inside space. This experience has not
deterred me to installing artwork outside; I am just more selective about the site.

Trees and Country
The river journey was of value, as it gave me distance from the Anabranch, with time to consider returning to
my work with a fresh approach. As I was collecting wood on one of our overnight camps, I recalled the pile of
wood I had stacked up in the Anabranch and realised that wood was a symbol of survival for colonial people.
A large wood stack in Tasmania is a sign of a competent wood gatherer and is a highly valued skill. When my
Great Grandfather first selected his land it was covered with large trees and thick undergrowth. Some of
these trees became the timber for the home.
58

The C.W.A Cookery Book and House Hold Hints. He Country Womens Association of Western Australia(Incorp.) published by
E.S.Wigg & Son 1936 p.ii Aims of The Association
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Marcus Clarke, the author of “For the Term of His Natural Life” writes about the difference of Australian
Eucalypts (gum) Trees in comparison to British Flora.
“ In the Australian forests no leaves fall. The savage winds’ shout among the rock
clefts, from the melancholy gums strips of white bark hang and rustle.
…….In Australia alone is to be found the Grotesque, the Weird, the strange
scribbling of Nature learning how to write. Some see no beauty in our trees
without shade “59
From a Western perspective, trees are a renewable resource; Late 20th century rural Australians valued
trees, planting them for aesthetics and utility60. They have a utilitarian place in our culture, to provide timber
for buildings, furniture, providing the energy for food preparation, heating the house and the ash to make
soap. The trees in the Anabranch are a mixture of Black Box (Eucalyptus largiflorens) and River Red Gums
(Eucalyptus camaldulensis)61. They shed dead limbs. Over the years the Anabranch bed has become littered
with the fallen timber.
I gathered the fallen sticks to construct a wilderness of a ring barked forest. Within the ring barked forest is
a narrow path that winds its way into a clearing. In the clearing is one single flowering geranium shrub, as a
reference to Henry Lawson’s short story ‘Water them Geraniums’; the path then exits the forest. The
geranium is a metaphor for all isolated women either physically, as my Great Grandmother was in the bush
alone or, as I am isolated within my chronic disease.
David Tacey uses Judith Wright’s poem “Eroded Hills” to explain the dislocation that has occurred between
Western Culture and landscape/country. The regretful loss of the spiritual, the lack of the physicality within
nature, results in not being embraced by Nature;
“These hill my father’s father stripped;
And beggars to the winter wind,
They crouched like shoulders, naked and whippedHumble, abandoned, out of mind
59

http://www.telelib.com/authors/C/ClarkeMarcus/prose/AustalianTales/australianscenery.html 28/2/2013
“Greening a Brown Country” McMillian Melbourne1992 p94
61
www.environment.gov.au 28/2/2013
60
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Of their scant creeks I drank once
And ate sour cherries from old trees
Found in their gullies fruiting by chance.
Neither fruit nor water gave my mind ease”62

Figure.28 Brian Martin

Figure 29 Albert Namatjira

Figure 30 Hans Heysen

The major difference between western and Indigenous cultures and the relationship to trees is their place in
country and their primary value is of a sacred nature. Images of the trees are more than a perceptual recreation for Aboriginal people. Albert Namatjira (Figure 31) painted his country using watercolours and
instructions from Rex Batterbee, a watercolour artist who painted the landscape around Herminsberg
mission. Namatjira’s paintings were much more than a representation of the landscape. The paintings
visually communicated a deep connection to country. There is a familiar, respectful notion of the artist’s place
in the work. Historically the raison d’être for Namatjira’s art practice was that of monetary gain63. However I
propose Namatjira would have taken the opportunity to record his country in paint, as he was an initiated
member of his people and knew the law and country. I often wonder how he felt watching an uninitiated
person paint his country. Brian Martin, (Figure 30) a contemporary Indigenous artist has recent works that
relate to the notion of country. Martin works with charcoal on paper creating large drawings of trees from
different tribal countries, imposing images that portray a sense of place that is unsettling and uncanny.
Albert Namatjira and Brian Martin work with different mediums. Although Namatjiria died in 1958, both
artists in their imagery deliver a powerful visual message of knowing country. In comparison, the work of
62
63

Tacey.J. David; Edge of the Scared; Transformation in Australia. Harper Collins Publishers 1995 p.72
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/namatjira-albert-elea-11217 29/2/2013
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Hans Heysen (Figure 32) is that of an excellent draughtsman, who had well-honed observational skills in
rendering the landscape into a pleasing composition. As a European he views the landscape with a romantic
sensibility. However I feel the work lacks a deep understanding of country on a spiritual level, and this comes
through in his representation of a bucolic treed landscape with cattle grazing.

The Despot is Back
Another altercation with my travelling partner Mr Parkie has left me shaking, physically and mentally
depleted. I feel I have become a ventriloquist doll with Mr Parkie operating the controls. The only way to
combat the despot is by passive resistance and determination to hold on to my identity. I could feel all my
strength and resistance slipping away and for the first time. I began to believe for my sanity sake I should
relinquish control to the despot. I am exhausted with the fight to stay in control.
His vitriolic attack of my discourse on the defining difference between Indigenous Artists and Western Artists
was a very heated argument.
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He shouted that Western farmers would have a similar response to the Indigenous understanding of the
land. He also remarked that Indigenous people who did not live a traditional way of life were no longer
connected to country, continuing to
reinforce his debate by stating that as I was required to write an academic paper based on common sense
and facts, my emotional responses were fantasy and confused the issue. He also stated that landscape was
a purely observational exercise and that is was not a spiritual subject.
Mr Parkie, I totally disagree with your statements!
The debate of relationship to country and identity is a conundrum. However Mr Parkie according to Dr
Marcus Banyan, lecturer in photography at Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT), on his blog
proposed “non- Aboriginal Australians”64 is developing an intimate relationship to “place”. This relationship to
place would include farmers, as Mr Parkie suggested, but Aboriginal response to country is a spiritual one. I
propose the different view of country is underpinned by our cultural use of land. The First Nation People used
the foods and forest with very little interference to the landscape whereas western culture utilises the land by
intense farming practices to produce food.
The song “This Land is Mine” by Kevin Carmody65 a song writer of Aboriginal and Scottish descent describes
this difference:
“This land is mine
All the way to the old fence line
Every break of day
I’m working hard just to make it pay”
(The non- aboriginal response)
“This land is mine
Rock, water, animal, tree
They are my song
My being here where I belong”

64
65

http://artblart.com/
The songs of Kev Carmondy; Cannot buy my Soul Dec 2006
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(aboriginal response to landscape)

Take note, Mr Parkie, Kevin Carmody is an Aboriginal person who does not live a traditional life style but is
connected to country in a deep spiritual manner. This is demonstrated in the lyrics of his song ‘This Land is
mine’.
Please, Mr Perkier, can we agree to disagree?
The Despot did not reply and is giving me the silent treatment. I should be pleased but I am too exhausted to
care.

Recognising My Western Sensibilities
I am embracing my Western sensibilities by constructing the installation of dead fallen tree limbs, paying
homage to the ancestors who utilised trees to construct their homes. I am aware that often the past
destruction of forests was seen as progress, taming the wilderness rather than damage to the environment.
This was particularly so in Tasmania where trees can take hundreds of years to grow. Therefore to show
respect to the traditional owners of this country I will not cut trees down for this project. My longing to be
isolated in the bush to gain healing is a wishful dream based on a fantasy. The truth of the matter is I will
have to reconcile that culturally I am removed from the healing mantle of landscape/country by the actions of
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my ancestors. I cannot deny my Western Culture, but I can develop an understanding and empathy towards
the First Nations People’s connection to country. It will be my responsibility to understand and appreciate the
connection to country of the First Nation People. I am fortunate to live on a property with majestic gum trees,
a small patch of bush and close friends whose country, Paakantji, includes our property. In fact it was these
friends who first made me aware of the level of my disconnection from landscape/ country.
In May 2012 I had a progress exhibition titled ‘Water them Geraniums’ at the Latrobe University Visual Arts
Research Studio (VARS), Mildura. Originally I was to install the branches in the Anabranch, close to the
camping site, as this would be more in keeping with my concept.
The challenging space of the ‘white cube’ was an exercise in lateral thinking, as VARS is a house, converted
into a Gallery.
The interior of the gallery is a domestic space, as it has not been altered greatly. To evoke a notion of a
landscape ‘space’
I decided to install the work from the street entrance of the driveway, down the drive onto the front porch,
then into the first room, the second room and finally the third room of the house. The approach and journey
into the work was directed by the style of the ‘hang’ where a seamless progression from the exterior into the
interior of the house was sought.
In installing the work I planted the empty front garden bed surrounding the large tree at the driveway
entrance with geraniums.
Recycled cans planted with geraniums were placed along the driveway edge and onto the front porch,
creating a pathway restricting and directing the viewers along the path to the open front door of the first room.
The pathway inside the house was then defined by hundreds of fallen branches suspended from the ceiling
These tree limbs were placed closely together, causing their branches to tangle, resulting in a narrow path
that was oppressive and intimidating: serpentines its way into the second room, where two stacks of cut
firewood directed the viewer into the last room, where a single red geranium planted in a recycled tin can
resided.
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The floor was covered in fire ash; as the viewers walked through the work, their feet and footmarks helped
define the pathway.

Figure 30. Interior of the installation at VARS image D Hobbs

Julie Gough and Louise Weaver were my visual influences for “Water them Geraniums”. Gough is from the
Palawa Nation, Tasmania. Her connection to country manifests itself in the choice of materials she uses
when creating her installation/ sculpture works. Gough’s installations ‘Chase’ consists of long sticks
suspended from the ceiling, forming a dense construction that restricts the ability to have a view through the
sticks. As the viewer moves around the installation, small pieces of red cloth catch the eye, referencing the
thirty-year guerrilla war of the Palawa Nation from Tasmania against the English invasion.
The bush in Tasmania is very thick and impenetrable in many places. The Palawa constructed paths through
the bush by continuing to walk these secret places, keeping them open, providing hiding / escape routes from
the British Invaders. The nature of Gough’s construction presents a safe protective space that has been
assembled in a cube, giving a notion of a fortress that could be both a prison and a screen to hide behind.
Louise Weaver‘s screen titled “Hide” has a similar visual effect, by obscuring the line of sight behind the veil
by the construction of a series of interlocking loops made from rolled Japanese paper. Weaver also refers to
the space behind the screen as a ‘ Women’s Space’
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When ‘Water them Geraniums’ is re installed in the open paddock, the visual reading of the work should be
similar to that of Weaver and Gough’s work. The dead branch forest and the clearing within the interior will
represent both a safe and a restricting space.

Figure.31 Julie Gough

Figure 32 Louise Weaver,

Figure 33 Denise James

In researching artists, authors, academics and utilising my own personal experience as well as my family
stories, I have been able to come to an understanding and appreciation of the Australian landscape and its
impact on the Australian psyche. In early colonisation the response to the Australian environment by the first
British people was one of homesickness and a knowledge that they would most likely never return to Britain.
The need to make Australia more like home saw the planting of British vegetation and the introduction of
foxes, rabbits, sparrows to name a few, instead of embracing the difference. With authors such as Marcus
Clarke referring to “ Australia alone is to be found the Grotesque, the Weird”66 it is not surprising that British
people would have longed for a familiar environment.
The reaction to the Australian environment was heightened by the difference and hostility of the climate, the
fauna and the First Nation People who were defending their people and country from invasion by the British.
.
The First Nation People and their connection to country have a spiritual context: European Australians do not
appear to have this spiritual context but over the 200 years have developed a connection to place.
There are a number of considerations for artists and their approach to landscape, which depends on their
cultural background, their views on the environment, their chosen locale and their age.

66

www.poetrylibrary.edu.au › Poems ›
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The art component of the Festival of Ideas at Melbourne University (2011) titled Australian Identity:
“Australian bio-diversity and the Landscape of Imagination” had two panels of artists to discuss their practice
and their relationship to landscape. The morning panel Jan Senberg, Katherine Hattam and John Wolseley,
who are older and well established artists whose works reference a sense of place within rural, urban and
interior scapes. The afternoon session panel members were younger emerging artists Siri Hayes, Darren
Siwes (both photographers of figures within landscape) and Tom Nicholson an installation environmental
artist. It was interesting to note that the older artists worked with traditional materials of paint while the
younger artists were pushing the boundaries of traditional media and concepts.
The Australia National Identity is still underpinned by landscape, but there has been a shift in way artists view
landscape from the traditional narrative of John Longstaff, the Heidleberg School; to the more conceptual
post structural work of Tom Nicholson.
My personal response to the Australian National Identity and my place within the 200 years of colonisation
as a woman artist is Landscape, Environment or Country still has currency today. The presentation and the
messages that the artist presents within the work is now more likely to embrace new technology or mixed
media or a performance with an environmental concept underpinning the work.
The traditional narrative of suffering women and bushman within the landscape are now a part of art history.
I have found my place within the landscape, together with the realisation that I don’t need to have a spiritual
connection to landscape to qualify in making work about it. However I do need to have a sense of place!
As for the despotic Mr Parkie he is with me on my shoulder.
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Gift of the Rt. Hon Sir Charles Booth 1913, Art Gallery of South Australia

Hans Heysen
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Interior of the installation at VARS

Danielle Hobbs
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Figure

P77

Figure.32 Julie Gough, (detail),

Julie Gough
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Figure

P77
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Figure34

Louise Weaver
Bird hide
Louise Weaver | Australia b.1966 | Bird hide (detail) 2011 | Installation: (hanging
screen) Plastic hand covered in Japanese paper, wooden beads, mono filament, linen
thread, glitter, archival acrylic emulsion

P77

Water Them Geraniums

D James
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APPENDIX I
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APPENDIX II
I have taken Sifrol since 2008 as it was the new wonder drug for Parkinsons. I had been told that the side effects were unlikely to
affect me. The Doctors were wrong. I stopped taking Sifrol in May 2013.
These wonder drugs were not wonderful for me. There is 25 listed side effects I have experienced 17 of the listed side effects. I
have taken Sifrol for five years and as one of the side effects of this drug is paranoia. I did not realise the drugs were so very bad
for me.

Side effects http://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/bhcv2/bhcmed.nsf/pages/bycsifro//$file/bycsifro.pdf
Tell your doctor or pharmacist as soon as possible if you do not feel well while you are taking Sifrol.
Sifrol helps most people with Parkinson's disease or RLS, but it may have unwanted side effects in a
few people. All medicines can have side effects. Sometimes they are serious, most of the time they are not.
You may need medical treatment if you get some of the side effects. Do not be alarmed by these lists of possible side effects. You
may not experience any of them.
Ask your doctor or pharmacist to answer any questions you may have. Tell your doctor if you notice any of the following and they
worry you:
• feeling sick (nausea)
• vomiting
Constipation
• diarrhoea
• dry mouth
• drowsiness
• tiredness
• confusion or hallucinations
(seeing, feeling or hearing things
that are not there)
• restlessness
• dizziness
• headache
• light-headedness on standing up,
especially when getting up from a
sitting or lying position
(hypotension)
• blurred vision
• swelling of hands, ankles or feet
(peripheral oedema)
• uncontrollable twitching, jerking
or writhing movements
(dyskinesia)
• difficulty sleeping or unusual
dreams
• weight gain or loss
• loss or gain of sexual drive
Some of these side effects are more common at the start of treatment and lessen or disappear with time.
Tell your doctor immediately if you or your family notice any of the following side effects:
• loss of memory (amnesia)
• fainting
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• signs of allergy such as rash or
hives on the skin; swelling of the
face, lips, tongue or other parts of
the body; wheezing or difficulty
breathing
• excessive sleepiness or sudden
onset of sleep during normal daily
activities
• compulsive behaviour such as
gambling, hypersexuality,
shopping, eating, medication use
and repetitive purposeless
activities
• mental illness causing severe
suspiciousness (paranoia
• shortness of breath or tightness in
the chest (dyspnoea)
• shortness of breath, swelling of
the feet or legs due to fluid buildup (heart failure)
Tell your doctor if you notice anything else that is making you feel unwell.
Other side effects not listed above may also occur in some people
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APPENDIX III
Documentation of Installation at VARS and working in the anabranch

The front garden
Photographer R Hills

Image of Installation at VARS
Geraniums Installed on the patio
Photographer D Hobbs
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Entrance to the interior of installation Image D. Hobbs
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Detail of interior Image D Hobbs
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Detail of wood stacks Image D Hobbs
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Veiw of wood stacks from the doorway Image D Hobbs
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Viewer walking through the sticks Image D Hobbs
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Evening view from the street Image D Hobbs
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Making the brooms image Denise Jame
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Ash path created by viewers
Photographer J Matthews
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Plan for Installation of sticks
Image Dense James
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