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Synopsis 

 

This paper is a Doctoral exegesis which discusses, analyses and contextualises 

the artistic quest of contemporary Australian-born artist, Michelle van Eps, to re-

construct her cultural identity in her artwork through investigating her paternal 

Dutch ancestry.  Addressing Australian artists with mixed cultural heritage, the 

paper explores the phenomenon of a foreign ‘missing culture’ created by the 

dismissal of the validity of a past as well as a present, cultural ancestry.   In this 

exegesis, the dilemma of the mixed heritage artist is related to Australian socio-

cultural dynamics and cultural mythologies, describing the possible impact of 

‘missing culture’ upon artistic practice as one of ‘cultural vacuum’.   Michelle van 

Eps retrospectively identifies three developmental stages in her practice from 

2004 to 2009 which allowed her to reach a point of cultural hybridity and place 

her cultural identity into perspective whilst still continuing to practice in Australia.    

The ‘Prejudice’ phase, the ‘Pride’ phase and the ‘Hybridity’ phase are clearly 

demarcated in the artist’s work and form a narrative of an artistic shift in cultural 

perspective which includes a form of migration which is described as ‘virtual 

migration’.  Her experience is compared to that of mixed heritage case studies, 

Lindy Lee, an Australian-Asian artist and Inga Hunter who was born in England 

with Afro-Carribean ancestry but has practiced art predominately in Australia. 

This dissertation frames notions of diaspora, cultural dichotomy, ancestry, self-

esteem, belonging, prejudice, pride and hybridity within the context of an 

evolutionary artistic journey in which the artist seeks to come to terms with mixed 

heritage.  Through self-reflection which exposed the interaction between private 

creation and public exhibition, Michelle appropriated 17th century Dutch painting 

compositions and techniques to developmentally reach a point of conceptual and 

cultural maturity in her work. 
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INTRODUCTION 

My Journey from Framing Pride and Prejudice to Mixed Heritage 

 

This document is an exegesis which discusses, analyses and contextualises my art works 

created for the Doctorate of Visual Art at Queensland College of Art Griffith University 

from 2004 to 2009.  This document accompanies three series’ of oil paintings, composed 

of predominantly self-portraits, which reflect my artistic quest to investigate and 

reconstruct my cultural identity in order to come to terms with my 'mixed heritage'.   

 

Through my artwork, I acknowledge my experience of ‘diaspora’ which Australian art 

critic Melissa Chiu defines as an ‘attempt to explain differences between an original 

culture and the manifestations of that culture elsewhere’ (Genocchio and Chiu, 2001: 15).  

As a contemporary artist with a Dutch migrant father and an Anglo-Australian mother, I 

was born and raised in Australia as a predominantly Anglo-Australian and have come to 

use the term ‘mixed heritage’ to describe my cultural position.  It is significant to point 

out that my cultural experience is atypical as I have never traveled overseas which 

continued to be the case during my Doctoral research. Undoubtedly, unlike children of 

migrants such as myself, direct migrants become culturally re-aligned through the 

physical and psychological journey of leaving one country and settling in another. After 

this journey, it is common to hear them describe their initial feeling as one of 

‘displacement’ or even ‘misplacement’ which implies being put in the ‘wrong’ place.  

During my lifetime, I have not had to flee from my home because of war or danger, nor 

have I felt that another nation would provide more than my Australian home. As an artist 
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with a mixed cultural heritage, I found that the words ‘displaced’ and ‘misplaced’ did not 

appropriately describe my feelings regarding cultural identity.  It seems other artists who 

have mixed-cultural ancestry do have feeling of cultural ‘displacement’ or even 

‘dislocation’.  For myself, the notion of a ‘cultural vacuum’ seems to describe my 

hesitancy to acknowledge my Dutch cultural ancestry and the subsequent void in my 

practice.  I come to refer to Dutch culture as my ‘missing culture’ in this exegesis and use 

this term in a more general sense to reference cultural ancestry that is ‘foreign’ to artists 

with mixed heritage.   

 

Primarily, the second chapter of the exegesis, entitled ‘Perspectives on Cultural Identity 

in Australian Art: a Contextual Study’, places the cultural dilemma of the contemporary 

mixed-heritage artist into the historical and national context of Australia.  The intention 

of this section is both to categorise my cultural position in a broader context and to 

identify the more specific combination of cultural dynamics that affect my individual 

situation and, in turn, my art practice.   This contextual study and literature review does 

not refer to the specifics of the artwork that I have produced during this investigation. 

Rather, it is designed to frame the following three chapters which analyse my practice in 

depth, explaining subsidiary issues of cultural identity in the developmental sequence in 

which they were experienced.  This section seeks to highlight current cultural debate 

regarding multiculturalism that is of particular relevance to contemporary, Australian 

artists faced with cultural dilemmas in regard to mixed-cultural ancestry. Significantly, 

since Whitlam’s Labor government came into power in the 1970s and ignited issues of 

patriotism and equality, debates about Australian nationalism, multiculturalism and 
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cultural identity have been rife. The theorists, art critics and authors whom I quote have 

partaken in this debate from the seventies to the present and include Gertsakis, Mackay, 

Burgmann and Lee, Gunew and Rizvi, Abdel-Fattah and Willis.  I use their arguments to 

present a well-rounded perspective on my own situation by addressing relevant aspects of 

nationalism, patriotism, multiculturalism, the effects of cultural mythology on Australians 

with mixed ancestry and the contemporary relationship between Australian art and 

culture.  This section supports my argument that Australians with mixed-heritage may 

feel compromised in their cultural position and face a unique cultural dilemma in not 

being direct migrants.   

 

Whilst considering myths that have been established in theoretical debate, I propose my 

own tentative addition to contemporary Australian mythology which I call the ‘Myth of 

Neutral Identity’.  This myth questions the feelings and tendencies of people with a 

culturally diverse heritage who have an ambiguous sense of cultural position and loyalties 

and feel somehow neutralized.  Indeed, Australia itself may be perceived to be in the 

midst of its own struggles for national identity.  I raise debate as to why adopting a 

position of cultural neutrality may seem like the right option in the face of dilemmas 

raised by acknowledging and addressing mixed cultural loyalties. I use this to frame my 

journey to seek a cultural perspective that is authentic.  I argue that, through defining my 

cultural perspective, I have actually been able to counteract my sense of confusion and 

neutrality, coming to the understanding that prejudices, which may be defined as pre-

conceived views, are not necessarily negative and inflexible but can be a tool for 

evolution.   
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In retrospect, I identified three developmental stages in my artistic practice marked by 

changes in approach as I struggled to come to terms with the role of my Dutch ancestry in 

both a private and public sense.  These stages are clearly identified in terms of my 

artwork by three series of paintings.  Each set of paintings recognisably deals with a 

separate stylistic approach and develops a particular set of concepts in relation to cultural 

identity. They display the artistic means through which I achieved hybridization of Dutch 

and Australian influences in order to reflect, define and utilise my unique cultural 

perspective.   

 

The first stage of my artistic practice, which I will term the ‘Prejudice’ phase, is 

addressed in Chapter Three 'Challenging Prejudice’ and is represented by five self-

portraits. These expressionistic self-portraits question my sense of cultural identity and 

intentionally introduce Dutch culture into my work through appropriating 17th-century 

Dutch Golden Age titles and compositional elements from genre paintings. Chapter Four 

'Engaging With Pride’ addresses the second developmental stage in my practice which I 

will term the ‘Pride’ phase and is represented by my solo exhibition, Mistress Within Her 

Space (2006). Significantly, this marked my first public exhibition of Dutch identity in 

my artwork. Mistress Within Her Space (2006) included the previous self-portraits 

completed in the ‘Prejudice’ phase but, more significantly, the exhibition emphasised an 

exaggeration of Dutch 'pride' in the self-portrait, Girl With A Spiral Earring (2005) 

(Figure 4.9). In this self-portrait, I performed as the subject of the 'Dutch girl' and overtly 

appropriated the composition and style of Vermeer's original painting Girl With A Pearl 
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Earring (c.1665) (Figure 4.10).  Four portraits of two local, migrant women accompanied 

the self-portraits. These also attempted to replicate 17th-century Dutch technique and 

composition, drawing attention to my exaggerated sense of Dutch pride and introducing 

of cultural 'foreignness' into a familiar Australian context in the form of my Dutch 

identity. The third stage in my artistic practice will be referred to as the ‘Hybridity’ phase 

and is analysed in Chapter Five 'Embracing Hybridity'. This conclusive phase in my 

practice is represented by the exhibition Screens of Glass (2009) which is composed of 

ten oil paintings in which  I utilised aspects of Dutch technique, style and influence in a 

reflexive and hybrid manner. I argue that this has allowed me to work from the authentic 

perspective of 'mixed heritage'.  This exhibition embraces hybridity and postmodernist 

notions, utilises interior space (influenced by 17th-century Dutch genre art), self-

portraiture, illusion and reality, distortion and recontextualisation to give a multi-layered 

interpretation of identity construction.   

 

The connections between the three practical phases highlight the reasons for changing the 

stylistic, technical and compositional approaches and the evolving role of the ‘missing 

culture’ in my sense of identity.  Reference to the experience of private creation as well 

as public exhibition and critical response are identified as being an integral part of the 

process of cultural hybridization and recontextualisation of my cultural perspective.  

Dutch influence is expressed largely through my levels of appropriation of, and 

experimentation with, aspects of 17th-century Golden Age Dutch painting to develop an 

authentic cultural perspective. I argue that through this artistic process, I have come to be 

able to independently, reflexively and selectively utilise aspects of Golden Age Dutch 
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artwork in order to express more universal notions regarding identity and the workings of 

prejudice.    

 
Appropriation became an explicit strategy for artists during the rise for postmodernism in  
 
the 1980s and 1990s.  Although in classical art historical terms, Butler’s anthology of  
 
writings on Australian Art in the 1980s and 1990s What Is Appropriation? seeks to  
 
identify a particular movement in Australian art called appropriation, he simultaneously  
 
argues that art-historical categories are no longer sufficient in defining appropriation.   
 
(Butler, 1996)  In Butler’s introduction, he states that ‘appropriation is not so much a  
 
style or period as a form of philosophy or logic etc.’  (1996: 15).  The term refers to the  
 
use of intertextuality through ‘borrowing’ or copying images by others in order to  
 
incorporate them into one’s own work and as Butler writes, ‘what we see in the  
 
contemporary arguments about appropriation is the recapitulation of a number of very  
 
old- and very new- concerns regarding imitation, mimesis and the relationship of works  
 
of art to their models.’  (1996: 4)  The paradox of representation inherent to appropriation  
 
generates the various logical possibilities ‘the appropriated copy is successively regarded   
 
as different from the original, the same as the original and at once the same as and  
 
different from the original.’  (Butler, 1996: 15)  Appropriation seems to lend itself to 
 
dealing with issues such as authenticity, authorship, dilemmas of identity and ethnicity  
 
and was utilized in this way in the 1980s by such Australian artists as Imants Tillers,  
 
Gordon Bennett and Lindy Lee. 
 
 
The strategy of appropriation became a methodology in my own quest for cultural  
 
authenticity seeking resolution to my dilemma of cultural and artistic identity.  In my  
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‘Prejudice’ phase I began to use appropriation in a semiotic fashion by merely  
 
appropriating signifiers of Dutch style such as title and composition.  ‘Loose’ and limited  
 
in its form, my initial use of appropriation reflected my ‘unfamiliarity’ with Dutch artistic  
 
practice and culture, resulting in only an ambivalent allusion to the source material.   
 
However, my ‘Pride’ phase developed into a pointed appropriation where I quite directly  
 
appropriated a number of 17thCentury artistic signifiers, approaching subject matter,  
 
titles, style and techniques such as chiaroscuro and the ‘alla-prima method in an overtly  
 
and intentionally Dutch fashion.   Most noticeably, my work Girl With A Spiral Earring  
 
(2005) was a cover-version of Girl With A Pearl Earring (1665-6), pointing to Vermeer  
 
and this particular work as recognizable Dutch signifiers, borrowing and stealing their  
 
iconic Dutch connotations. 
 
 
 
It was only through self-analysis and response to criticism that I came to recognize that  
 
this type of appropriation failed to develop and adapt Dutch style but simply used it as a  
 
unit of meaning.  Yet it was only through my journey of appropriation that I had been  
 
able to become intimately familiar with Dutch artwork and Dutch culture.  In order to  
 
express my authentic cultural perspective, the next phase of cultural hybridity displayed  
 
my acceptance of the preferences and aims of Dutch Golden Age artists as my own  
 
heritage to be applied to new circumstances.  It is Hunter’s description of  
 
‘reappropriation’ in her artistic practice in her interview with Voight that aptly describes  
 
my own evolution of method:      
 

I think I feel entitled to appropriate West African imagery and concepts- they are  
 
mine by right of descent.  They were stolen from us.  In a sense it is  
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reappropriation, restitution.  I could and would not do the same with any other  
 
cultural imagery; it would feel wrong. Some African things resonate with me and  
 
some things don’t.  There are no existing Jamaican records of where in Africa  
 
particular slaves originated, so I am currently responding purely by instinct, and  
 
using concepts that appeal to me at a very deep level. (Voight, 1996: 127) 

 
 
In my ‘Hybridity’ phase, I reflexively and intuitively utilized Dutch technique as a ‘tool’  
 
of practice to which I was entitled by right of descent and passage.  Re-interpreting and  
 
re-contextualising my now familiar Dutch culture in my work was accompanied my  
 
reappropriation of one of my own artworks in two other works and reflected a powerful  
 
restitution of my artistic and cultural identity.  It is arguable as to whether reappropriation  
 
is a more complex or more primitive form of appropriation as it is instinctual and  
 
reflexive in approach and yet it seems obvious that reappropriation can only result from a  
 
journey through dilemmas of identity and paradoxes of appropriation.  
 
 

In effect, I also use this cultural experience to analyse subsidiary issues of prejudice, 

patriotism, pride and hybridisation in cultural identity.  Evident in my artwork, I argue 

the relevance of connecting tradition with contemporary in terms of a personal and public 

cultural perspective that includes ancestry, experience and context.  In turn, I believe that 

I am establishing an informed means through which to partake in cultural debate, 

counteracting feelings of inhibition, alienation and neutralization in relation to culture 

caused both by the increasing, cultural complexity and diversity of my immediate 

environment of Australia and the ambiguity of my personal cultural identity.  
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Remaining in Australia was integral to the ways and means that I achieved a cultural shift 

in my practice. There is a continuity in the domestic interior which appears recurrently in 

my paintings because I remained in the same house, which also contained my studio, 

during most of my Doctorate. This is significant in communicating, validating and 

depicting the migratory experience that I undertook in ‘virtual migration’.  Influencing 

my conceptual and technical development of this theme in my work, the representation of 

the domestic interior by artists such as Vermeer is also a defining characteristic in 17th-

century Dutch genre painting. However, the ways in which I manipulate the significance 

and symbolic meaning of my domestic interior evolve in my ‘Hybridity’ phase to reflect 

multi-layered meanings where psychological notions of identity, prejudice and cultural 

hybridity are alluded to through visual metaphor, symbolism, distortion and 

reappropriation.    

 

In support of my artwork, Chapter Three ‘Challenging Prejudice’ aims to reveal the 

personal effects of Australian cultural mythology on my case studies, emphasising its 

potential to confuse and possibly inhibit an artist with mixed heritage from investigating 

‘missing culture’ and consciously incorporating a culturally diverse identity into practice.  

Quotes from my case study artists, Lindy Lee and Inga Hunter, and a comparative 

analysis of the difficulties, questions and risks in investigating ‘missing culture’ in our 

practice are addressed.  The reasons for and signs of 'cultural vacuum' within our artwork 

are hypothesized and the initial, cautious and private steps in confronting authentic 

cultural identity in practice are outlined.  In order to introduce the 'missing culture', the 

artist appears to feel a need to shatter the cultural façade that has suppressed mixed-
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heritage and yet provided a feeling of privilege and security. Through questioning 

common Australian mythologies, including the ‘Museum Process’, the ‘Bush 

Mythology’, and migrant mythologies, such as the ‘Myth of the Shoreline’, I argue that 

the notion of migration and the journeys of ancestors continue to impact upon the 

children that follow.  My case studies and I have acknowledged our own curiosity and 

fantasies about ‘missing culture’ which may be related to the “Myth of the Idealized 

Homeland’. There has been a realization that cultural dichotomy was already affecting 

our artistic practice, even before we investigated our ‘missing culture’.   

 

My self-reflective and expressionistic series of five self-portraits that I analyse in Chapter 

Three emphasise the 'cultural vacuum' in my sense of identity at that time. In five 

realistic, expressionistic self-portraits, I appropriated compositions and titles from Dutch 

Golden Age genre art.  Dutch genre art is recognized as being fuelled by ‘idle curiosity’ 

(Kitson, 1969: 14) and there tends to be a sense of ‘contentment’ in paintings of this type.  

I was tentatively exploring cultural identity - specifically my ‘missing culture’- in the 

pursuit of the compositional structure, technical skill, smooth flow of light and 

contentment that I admired in Dutch Golden Age genre painting, particularly evident in 

the work of Vermeer.  My present contemporary positioning as a young female artist with 

both Australian and Dutch cultural exposure began to venture consciously across 

boundaries of culture and tradition as I wondered, in my artwork, how my identity, 

physique and attitudes had been formed.  For example, in Young Woman Making Her 

Name (2005) which depicts me embroidering my surname, I questioned the symbolism 
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and meaning I attached to my Dutch surname which is the signature that I use to identify 

my paintings. 

  

Chapter Four ‘Engaging With Pride’ may be perceived as what theorist Homi Bhabha 

refers to as the ‘in-between’ point in the hyphenation of cultural identity. My artwork and 

the cultural experience that I describe as a ‘virtual’ form of migration had its own 

implications and place in a broader cultural context. I explore the experience of ‘virtual 

migration’ within the ‘Pride’ phase of my practice. ‘Virtual migration’ represents my 

very first public declaration in exhibition of my connection with Dutch ancestry which 

proved to be rather overt and dramatized but offered the opportunity to recontextualise 

my ‘missing culture’ within the reality of my contemporary working environment. It was 

cultural hyphenation that I struggled to achieve whilst continuing to live, work, research 

and exhibit in Brisbane.    

 

As mentioned earlier, the ‘Pride’ phase in my practice is represented by a series of 

carefully composed portraits of two migrant women alongside a significant self-portrait, 

entitled Girl With a Spiral Earring (2006), which were painted with a stylistic approach 

that was intended to reflect Dutch chiaroscuro and 17th-century Dutch portraiture. 

According to postmodernist theorist Edward Colless, Girl With a Spiral Earring (2006) 

could be perceived as a ‘cover-version’ (Colless, 2004) of Vermeer’s original Girl With a 

Pearl Earring (c.1665). However, rather than pure replication, the ‘cover-version’ played 

an important part in questioning the role of Dutch influence in my artwork. My Dutch 

pride was exaggerated at this point of my journey as I was overwhelmingly inspired by 
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the depth of skill in artists such as Vermeer and Rembrandt and the success this era of 

Dutch art has in continuing to represent a well-formed cultural tradition and identity for 

the Netherlands. I wanted the very same, somewhat ‘clear’, path to an authentic, cultural 

identity. I also perceived direct migrants in Australia as perhaps having a more 

established and considered path to integration and hyphenation of cultural identity within 

Australia than that of an individual with mixed-cultural heritage who had been born and 

raised primarily with cultural experiences, ethics and alliances that were Anglo-

Australian. Girl With A Spiral Earring (2006) may be interpreted as a delusional 

representation of myself as a Dutch migrant, particularly recognisable beside the portraits 

of two direct migrants who were 'foreign' in appearance being from Taiwan and Ghana. 

Exaggerating such artistic tools as 'performance' and 'construction' in order to present a 

facade that I was a Dutch painter, a young Dutch woman and possibly a Dutch migrant, I 

overtly expressed my pride and connection with Dutch culture through the exhibition, 

Mistress Within Her Space (2006).   

 

For me, this exhibition signified a form of cultural migration which I have come to term 

‘virtual migration’. As prejudice became pride and the meaning of ‘belonging’ evolved, I 

had to put myself in the precarious position of again reassessing my cultural identity.  

Through critical response and continued self-reflection, I found that I was able to move to 

the next stage of cultural hybridization and arguably discover the power of cultural 

perspective as an artistic tool of expression. It seems that I have in fact reached the 

conclusive stage in my Doctoral research where I am able to express my own 

interpretations of the workings of prejudice and identity formation through making 
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subjectively selective connections with Dutch and Australian cultural influences.    

 

Chapter Five ‘Embracing Hybridity’ represents the conclusive stage in hybridizing my 

cultural identity in my artwork. It came in response to an evolutionary understanding of 

the way in which mythology and prejudice seem to work - through distortion and 

filtration. Rather than feeling the need to directly appropriate Dutch paintings or perfectly 

replicate Golden Age techniques, I adopted an independent and selective approach to 

17th-century Dutch devices for creating the illusion of interior perspective in paintings, 

ideas of chiaroscuro and ulterior symbolism attached to objects. This was realised in my 

conclusive exhibition, Screens of Glass (2009). Ten paintings form the exhibition. These 

consist of: a narrative triptych of surreal, ‘dual’ self-portraits presented in miniature 

entitled Conciliatory Gestures (2008) (Figure 5.8); two classic self-portraits entitled 

Noticing Possibilities (2008) (Figure 5.2) and Woman Framing Her Own Perspective 

(2008) (Figure 5.1); and, three ‘distorted’ still lives called The Skull (2008) (Figure 5.5), 

The Tulip (2008) (Figure 5.7) and The Milk Jug (2008) (Figure 5.6). The final two 

paintings in the exhibition ventured beyond ‘cover-versions’ and appropriation to the 

concept of ‘re-appropriation’ by appropriating one of my own paintings - Woman 

Framing Her Own Perspective (2008) - in the major work, The Screen Door (2009) 

(Figure 5.9) and, once again, in Closure (2009) (Figure 5.14). However, in both re-

appropriations, the original painting is distorted and framed in a different context and 

given a different role to play.  In this third stage of my developmental process, my 

cultural perspective became an artistic tool and a frame of reference from which to work. 

I experimented with utilizing my domestic interior as a metaphor for an internal space 
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into which I retreated, filtered external input and mediated my individual prejudice 

through my artwork which represents my own distorted interpretations and perceptions of 

reality.  The external world is alluded to with natural light penetrating into the interior 

space and being filtered through a door set with twelve panes of distorted glass.  

Symbolic, abstract and beautiful patterns of light filtered through a door which I depicted 

as closed, but not shut, in all of my works bar The Screen Door (2009) in which the door 

is significantly open.   

 

My third series of paintings is virtually unified by the recurring structured fragmentation 

caused by the glass. It seems that the door itself becomes a symbolic barrier between 

internal and external concepts of self and culture.  I hoped to emphasise that it is what we 

'look through' that alters our sense of perception. This exhibition was designed to 

emphasise reconnection and reunification beyond obstacles and barriers.  As an artist, I 

began addressing the illusions in reality, challenging perception through manipulating 

clarity, ambiguity, distortion, framing and size. In the ‘Hybridity’ phase, the artistic 

methodologies may be seen as particularly post-modernist in approach and include multi-

layering, reinterpretation, recontextualisation, reappropriation, cyclical addition, 

distortion within a cultural framework, transitional connection between works and 

hybridising cultural symbolism.  These methods of utilising cultural perspective as a tool 

of artistic expression arguably display an evolution in my sense of mixed heritage as 

being a state of hybridity.  
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 Alliances between the artist's role, cultural identity and the basis of mythology are 

immediately obvious to me and are revealed in the approach I take to my artwork and in 

my research methods.  In an extremely universal sense, mythology may be seen an ‘art 

form that points beyond history to what is timeless in human existence’ (Armstrong, 

2005: 7).  However, I actually utilise mythology in a more specific sense as it offers 

opportunity to give a description of cultural dynamics in the context of time and place. 

This also contributes to an understanding of such cultural notions as stereotypes, 

prejudice, patriotism and dominant/passive power relations. Mythology and artistry are 

constructed by subjectively including and excluding information which can, in turn, 

reflect the dynamics of the era and environment in which they were created.  Subjectivity 

does not necessarily mean that truth is denied. As Bernard Smith states in his discussion 

on the importance of mythology, if all art told were complete, logical fallacy, ‘it would 

barely be worth discussing’ (1988: 222). The artist's relationship with mythology is 

different to the historian who hunts myth out and destroys it if possible (Smith, 1988: 

217). Myth has not been created only by visual artists but myth can only be ‘penetrated 

and transfigured by art’ (Smith, 1988: 220).  Myth is inherent in artistic practice. 

Therefore, I argue that a contextual and functional comprehension of how identity and 

mythology combine in society has been vital for me as an artist seeking to question 

cultural identity.  It seems that myth is created from imagination but fueled by 

perceptions of reality. Theorists such as Smith and Armstrong argue that mythology does 

not provide answers but asks questions.  In my artwork, I emphasise the ambiguity 

between illusion and reality and, in post-modernist terms, provide an open-ended, multi-

layered meaning in my conclusive exhibition Screens of Glass (2009).  The capacity for 
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mythology to be understood in terms of the human experience on a private, public and 

universal level mirrors the approach that I take in understanding and redefining my own 

identity.  

 

As a practical methodology, I have found that photography has provided a consistent 

basis for my paintings. It allows for conceptual development and analysis, differing levels 

of construction and dissection, and space for technical interpretation of images with 

varying painting approaches. The impact of painting directly from a photograph seems to 

infiltrate my approach to such Dutch classical painting techniques as chiaroscuro, in 

which the structure and approach to painting depends on tonality, and also to my 

compositional construction. At this point, I also consider photography as a device of 

connection between the traditional and the contemporary.  Photography is a technology 

of the era in which I am practicing. It offers me opportunities for image manipulation, 

magnification, dissection, selection and cropping to which Vermeer and Rembrandt did 

not have access. Photography has lent itself to my self-reflective approach, allowing me 

to capture, observe and examine photographs of myself framed within my domestic 

environment and has been a tool to implement the advantages of the combination of 

subjectivity and objectivity.  My interpretation of myth as being constructed from 

framing and manipulating parts of reality and, through these means, questioning truth 

perhaps extends to my significant interest in working from photographs to give an 

illusion of realism, even when I manipulate the reality through cropping, framing and 

collage. The camera produces an undoubtedly 'realistic' image which can be manipulated 

before the image is taken by making use of its capacities by capturing a particular 
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perspective through spontaneous chance and/or capturing a deliberately constructed scene 

that was rigorously set up with such visual devices as lighting and posing.  During my 

Doctorate, photography has lent itself to experimenting with concepts, techniques and 

composition 

 

It is in this context that I introduce two female artists practicing in the last twenty-five 

years, raised with predominantly Anglo-Australian values but have mixed-ancestry.  

Lindy Lee, Inga Hunter and I have had similar experiences of undermining our cultural 

ancestry in our practice, yet, at the same time, struggling with our cultural dichotomy. In 

turn, Lee, Hunter and I decided to reconstruct our cultural identity by introducing the 

‘missing culture’ into our practice and, while continuing to practice in Australia, redefine 

our cultural perspective. I will introduce Lee and Hunter in greater depth in the 

contextual survey. However, the cultural journey reflected in their artwork will follow the 

same developmental sequence as my own as described in chapters Three, Four and Five.  

Although focusing upon my own art practice, the marked similarities in the emotional 

and artistic reasoning that led to certain changes in the artistic approaches taken by Lee 

and Hunter are pointed out. More significantly, the unique differences in our art practice 

can be related to culturally individual perspectives. 

 

The concluding phase of my artistic journey culminates in the Screens of Glass (2009) 

exhibition. This questions preconceived notions of viewing artwork and culture in a 

singular fashion guided by set traditions by establishing connections between tradition 

and culture through my own cultural perspective. Through my experience of developing 
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artwork to a point of hybridisation that reflects my sense of individual cultural 

perspective, I confront artistic concerns of conforming to a singular artistic style within a 

cultural context. My artistic intentions focus upon reinterpretation rather than replication. 

Consequently, I am able to reflect on my own artistic journey and finally place into 

perspective my own previous pretenses of ignorance and denial, the role of façade, 

appropriation and highly constructed performance within the reconstruction of my 

hybridized cultural identity. The mechanics of prejudice and identity reconstruction have 

become concepts that I am keen to represent to my audience; the validity of my own 

journey, one that I am keen to communicate to other artists faced with mixed-cultural 

ancestry. I have formulated guidelines in identifying and hybridising further blank spaces 

in my artistic identity and field of knowledge through this experience.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

PERSPECTIVES ON CULTURAL IDENTITY IN AUSTRALIA 

2.1 Surveying the Context of Cultural Debate 

 

Through my own visual arts practice, I have made the decision to  research both ‘past’ 

and ‘foreign’ traditions, experiences and values related Dutch heritage and, in turn, make 

selective, personally-significant connections to my cultural identity. In so doing, I have 

encountered a dual need to incorporate the dichotomy of mixed heritage into my artistic 

practice whilst retaining respect as a patriotic, contemporary Australian artist. For artists 

seeking to reconstruct an inclusive and realistic cultural perspective, an understanding of 

the cultural mythology of the nation in which they practice can provide a means to 

penetrate existing cultural dynamics. Therefore, this literary review and contextual survey 

begins by outlining debates on Australian socio-cultural dynamics. It then addresses 

cultural mythologies that may be perceived as a reflection of and response to these 

dynamics. It concludes with case studies of two contemporary Australian mixed-heritage 

artists whose experiences I consider to be comparable to my own. 

  

The first area of cultural debate to be discussed outlines the current cultural dynamics in 

Australia with respect to the interaction between multiculturalism and the 

dominant/passive power relations in Australia which is evident in a dominant Anglo-

Saxon system and Western values. The arguments of authors and theorists, including 

Hugh Mackay, Burgmann and Lee, Sneja Gunew and Elizabeth Gertsakis, will be 

analysed Following this discussion is a section which debates the structure of cultural 
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mythology in Australia. The cultural mythologies to which I draw attention are a 

combination of narratives, notions and hypotheses that may affect Australian artists with 

mixed heritage who, faced with ambiguous cultural loyalties, seek a sense of cultural 

position and 'belonging'. Specific mythologies discussed will include:  

 

o the ‘Myth of Nationalism - the Museum Process’, as discussed by 

Gertsakis; 

o  ‘A People’s History Since 1788’, by Burgmann and Lee, which offers 

insight into the exclusivity of historical record in Australia; 

o the mythology of ‘National Identity-Sacrifice and Patriotism’ as discussed 

by Anne-Marie Willis; 

o  Hugh Mackay’s version of the ‘Un-Australian’ myth; 

o  the ‘Bush Myth’ outlined by Russell Ward; 

o  the ‘Myth of Isolationism’ as debated by Aland and Darby; 

o  Australia’s ‘Myth of the Shoreline’ as discussed by Payne, McCarthy and 

Brereton; and, 

o  Ien Ang’s ‘Myth of the (Lost or Idealized) Homeland’. 

 

Australian theorists such as Russell Ward argue that legends and mythologies are 

constructed narratives that have some basis in historical fact. I agree that mythology, 

particularly, contributes to notions of collective identity. Nationalism, patriotism, 

prejudice and pride are informed by mythology and influence an individual's sense of the 

'typical' behaviours which may bring the elusive sense of 'belonging' humans seem to 
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seek. In my view, mythology may be compared to 'gossip' as the narratives are 

subjectively modified and retold in different contexts, distorting the truth.  Mythology is 

a colourful description of reality that prompts us to investigate further, seeking the truth.  

I believe that, through its exclusivity, mythology is a powerful reflection of such cultural 

dynamics as Australia's dominant-passive power relations and Anglo-Saxon system of 

nationalism.  However, it is the increasing debate which question Australian mythologies 

that is reflective of Australia's growing cultural diversity.    

 

I have found cultural mythology to be a powerful way to communicate the unique 

dilemmas and expectations that Australian mixed-heritage artists may face in hybridising 

‘missing culture’ into art practice. Mythology provides a theoretical and practical 

methodology through which to question, analyse and approach this artistic journey - a 

transitional reflection of reality. It seems that through framing my case studies in the 

context of mythology, I can also aptly communicate the 'emotional' narrative of our 

collective quest for an individual sense of identity. These mythologies frame my artistic 

journey from 'prejudice' to ‘pride’ and, eventually, to a sense of ‘hybridity’. I also 

tentatively make a theoretical addition to the existing mythologies with my own 

hypothetical notion which I term the ‘Myth of Neutral Identity’. 

 

In the concluding section of this chapter, I discuss ethnicity in terms of historical 

evidence in the Australian visual arts community and introduce my case studies. 
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2.2 Contemporary Cultural Dynamics in Australia 

 

Australian cultural dynamics highlight the dominant/passive power relations that 

continue to exist regarding dominantly Anglo-Saxon values. Despite rapidly diversifying 

cultural demographics, Australia’s sense of nationalism and attitude towards both 

multiculturalism and tradition may be argued to be a ‘museum’ process that follows a 

traditionally European and English sense of nationalism. This is pointed out as placing 

expectations on mixed-heritage artists to be unified in their loyalties towards Australia 

and possibly dismiss the culture which falls into a position of passivity within the 

national cultural context.   When individuals are faced with cultural diversity which 

includes one primary, Anglo-Saxon influence, the challenges of identity are unique.  

 

Well-known contemporary Australian cultural analyst, Hugh Mackay emphasises in his 

most recent book, Advance Australia…Where? (2008), that Australian society is now 

encompassing to a greater degree, individuals with differing mixed heritage, direct 

migrants, Australian-born with differing cultural heritage, Anglo origin and Aboriginal 

situations. Currently, most Australian cultural commentators agree that multiculturalism 

continues to be a contentious issue. Australia has ‘remarkably high rates of intermarriage 

between the offspring of immigrants and members of the host community’ (McKay, 

2007: 149). Hugh Mackay sees this as telling ‘an encouraging story of a society that is 

learning how to become truly multicultural’ (2007:149). However, identity construction 

and positioning in the national scheme for those with mixed heritage needs to be 

considered.   According to McKay, the challenge lies in how Australia reacts to and 
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integrates into its identity, historical and current migration and multiculturalism but also 

the very results of both - Australians with mixed-cultural heritage.   

 

For a number of Australian artists with mixed heritage, these challenging issues beg 

individual responses and encourage an investigation of cultural difference through visual 

arts practice.   Introspectively, the notion of defining cultural identity can prompt self-

reflection for artists facing cultural dichotomy as they experience the confusion of not 

fitting into a single, specified, cultural position. Cultural ambiguity can lead to doubting 

one’s own cultural ‘authenticity’ as an artist and an inability to respond to outside 

criticism regarding cultural content within individual artistic practice. The option of 

investigating aspects of personal, cultural ancestry which are ‘foreign’ to the working 

environment and have been placed to the side by the artist as inconsequential or 

damaging to one’s cultural position arises alongside an artistic need to define a personal, 

cultural perspective from which to work. I discuss these issues in regard to my specific 

journey and outline the initially private process of questioning thought processes, 

emotions and my artwork in relation to cultural identity in the next chapter which 

encompasses the 'Prejudice' phase in my practice. I also point out similarities in the 

impact of cultural ambiguity upon my case studies.   

 

In 1994, Australian art theorist Elizabeth Gerstakis used the phrase ‘coaxing public 

mythologies’ in her essay, ‘An inconstant politics: thinking about traditional and 

contemporary’ (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 35-53). Gertsakis was responding to issues of 

multiculturalism in Australia in the 1990s in terms of a changing cultural demography in 



 24 

Australia, particularly due to post-World-War-II migration. She argued some existing 

Australian mythologies, which influence or define culture in terms of nationalism, 

required consideration and evolution in order to reflect growing cultural diversity in 

ancestry and the contemporary experience of individual Australians.   

 

Gertsakis addressed a world in the midst of cultural evolution, where no society can be 

immune to cultural change, and argued that: 

 

There can be no returns, as there can no longer be imagined in the globe any 

unitary, monocultural, monolingual culture or society.  (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 

36) 

 

It seems she considered the relationship between the traditional and the contemporary to 

be both a private and public interaction in which a sense of individual, cultural identity 

played an important role in contributing to a national identity. A child of post-World-

War-II immigrant parents, Gertsakis’ diverse cultural experience, including her Greek 

ancestry and Australian home, caused her confusion regarding cultural perspective. 

Gertsakis argued that one must attempt to understand life from one’s own position rather 

than becoming ‘caught up in someone else’s efforts to escape.’  Gertsakis emphasised the 

point that taking the role of another was a frighteningly easy path to assume in a world 

overwhelmed with labels, where constant evolution demands constant alteration or 

elimination of terms to prevent offence as the world tries to speak in one voice and from 

a single point of view.   Gertsakis revealed that the major advantage she discovered in 
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speaking as herself is a reduction in constant pressure: ‘The response to this might be one 

of no longer running, just journeying.’ (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 52)  She seemed to 

argue the importance of acknowledging individual cultural perspective in an increasingly 

culturally complex environment whilst simultaneously addressing issues of national and 

global cultural change. 

 

In regard to a general understanding of Australian cultural dynamics, it seems necessary 

to consider the notion that Australia is a relatively ‘young’ nation in relation to European, 

Asian and African nations. However, Australia’s sense of tradition reflects 

dominant/passive power relations with a clearly dominant Anglo-Saxon system and a 

tendency to pursue a ‘museum’ model of traditional nationalism which continues to affect 

its attitudes towards multiculturalism. This, in turn, has an impact upon an artist with 

mixed-heritage in terms of seeking cultural connections and understanding how to 

position ‘foreign’ tradition into a contemporary, cultural dynamic.   

 

With regard to Australia, the process of prejudicial exchange within a singular identity is 

evident in Burgmann and Lee's simple statement:  ‘Australia has inherited old 

inequalities and developed new ones of its own’(Burgmann and Lee, 1988: xiv).  With 

the further description of Australia as both a 'transplanted and hybrid society' (ibid.), the 

very nature of the country's interaction between self-esteem and prejudice is unique, as is 

its effect upon those who live here and artists who practice and exhibit in this cultural 

environment. Burgmann and Lee observe Australia's vastly changing demography 
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revealed in the growing desire for a more complete understanding of Australian history 

that includes the perspective of minority groups and those who have been oppressed: 

 

It is clear that a history which concerns itself with the actions of well-heeled, 

white, Anglo-Saxon males can only tell a small part of the story.  Now, its blank 

spots, its silences, are being punctured by new, insistent voices. (Burgmann and 

Lee: xii) 

 

Arguably, artists with mixed cultural ancestry are confronted on both a personal and 

public level with a necessary decision. They can continue to leave part of their personal, 

cultural identity blank and, in turn, contribute to a selective nationalism; or they can unite 

cultural identity and highlight the perspective of the growing number of Australians who 

identify with more than one culture but continue to strive for belonging and a sense of 

pride as 'Australians'.   

 

In broad terms, national character with a concrete model of typical and acceptable 

behaviour is seen as vital to the ‘fitting-in’ process faced by new citizens while 

simultaneously retaining a sense of belonging and dominance for established citizens. 

Therefore, the entrance of minorities into the ‘national archive’ is a necessary but heavily 

mediated process and one that an artist with a culturally diverse ancestry faces in 

practice. Multiculturalism may take cultural difference into account but ‘particular 

histories are reified, reinforcing the very racist representations that multiculturalism seeks 

to eradicate’ (Gunew, 1994: 8). An exploitative and repressive anthropology, the 
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‘museum model’ of tradition reveals the fear and anxiety that traditional nationalism is 

based upon. 

   

The environmental pressures evident in Australia have ramifications not only for national 

development but also for the development of Australians as individuals. Where Australia 

has fear and anxiety about questioning itself, those who live within Australia may resist 

investigating parts of their own identity such as their cultural background, for fear of 

threatening their own contemporary persona as an ‘Australian’. Significantly, this type of 

cultural repression can impact upon artistic practice in respect to artistic expression and 

regarding notions of culture. Just as the feeling that the ‘new’ – ideas, approaches and 

changes - could threaten established tradition, ways of life and identity, the ‘old’ can also 

smother and resist investigating new concepts that could actually evolve identity. 

Arguably, contemporary visual arts practice is meant to challenge these cultural 

hierarchies and prejudices and confront these notions of facade. In my journey, 

shattering, recognizing and even utilizing cultural façade within my artwork in 

developmental stages led me to a point where I was able to place cultural identity ‘into 

perspective’ within my artwork and utilise my own reconstructed, cultural perspective as 

a powerful tool for my conceptual expression.  In so doing, my work participates in the 

cultural debate regarding the need for cultural identity reconstruction in Australia in order 

to address changing cultural demographies and existing cultural inequalities.       

  

The following statement by Gertsakis refers to the innate tendency of a nation such as 

Australia to foster dominant/passive power relations when it has been structured with a 
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clearly dominant Anglo/European system. Written in 1994, Gertsakis interprets 

contemporary artistic values existing in Australia. She argues that the structure of 

Australian society affects visual arts by rejecting art which references cultural 

background such as migration or mixed heritage, artwork that is hybrid and combines 

more than one cultural element or art representing the cultural journey from one state or 

style to another. Gertsakis writes: 

 

A society structured around a precise history of dominant/passive power relations 

does not really want to know how the past (traditions, heritage) actually 

constructs the present or future (contemporanaity).  It does not really want to 

examine the historical consequences of form and its hybrids. Instead it wishes 

erasure, which it interprets either as nostalgia or innovation. The ‘new’ in such a 

cultural figuration must continually present a sophistry of new beginnings, new 

births, new origins which effectively conceal the truths of its formations and its 

means for arrival into the new. For its means of arrival into innovation are located 

in places that must never be acknowledged. In this critical assessment of 

contemporary artistic values, the migrant form, the hybrid craft, the transitional, 

the ill-informed can never be allowed to be construed as art or as identity. This is 

because the psychic aversion within the dominant culture to its own parlous and 

sorry moment of migration and hybridity still lives with it despite using 

‘contemporaneity’ as a shield, as a form of forgetting and rewriting of the 

consequences of its own ‘traditions’.  (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 48-49) 
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Gunew describes the immediate placement of artists who are culturally different - 

particularly if they have non-Western values - into a position of disadvantage where they 

are constantly required to validate and explain their art. For a mixed-heritage artist in this 

position, cultural prejudice can cloud both artistic expression and audience response. This 

can discourage an artist with mixed-heritage from using cultural references within 

artwork as the effort required to justify its relevance and be accepted as a contemporary 

artist is doubled:     

 

Thus, in this case we are dealing with a framework of Western vales in which 

those who derive from the non-West are placed in a negative relation to the 

prevailing standards. The onus therefore falls on them to ‘prove their aesthetic 

value or their professionalism or the fact that they are dealing with the innovative 

development of traditional artforms.  (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 5) 

 

This provides an example of an additional expectation that an artist with mixed-heritage 

living in Australia faces in making the decision to investigate and use cultural heritage 

within artwork. In my investigation, two case study artists - Lindy Lee and Inga Hunter - 

reconstructed cultural identity within their practice to include cultural ancestry and 

traditions from non-Western cultures and confronted the issue of being raised with the 

predominantly-Western values that fitted in with the Anglo-European values of Australia. 

With Dutch culture based on Western values, my difficulties in identifying cultural 

diaspora within myself and my artwork were related to my own cultural position. I 

debated such issues as whether Dutch culture was ‘different enough’ to impact on my 
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artistic and cultural identity. However, my investigation argues the many advantages of 

uniting cultural identity within artwork for artists with mixed-cultural ancestry and, as 

identified by Australian cultural theorist Sneja Gunew, 'the very indeterminacy of identity 

built into the notion of diasporic identity is a productive state' (1994: 9). Gunew 

references film critic Audrey Yue and Australian media theorist Ien Ang when she states 

that: 

 

Both critics emphasise the need to move beyond fixed notions of ethnicity and of 

cultural authenticity in some predetermined way. It is the in-between provisional 

process, the strategic location and the hybridity of all art which is affirmed here. 

Some have called this postmodernism.  (1994: 9) 

 

2.3 The Structure of Cultural Mythology in Australia  

 

The broad myth of nationalism may be interpreted and labeled a ‘Museum Process’ in 

which  tradition is invested in so as to control changes or threats that contemporary 

times bring such as changing demography. According to Gertsakis, the role of the 

‘museum’ is only to name and collect, never to ‘recognize’ (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 

37) or respond to new problems requiring perception. ‘Tradition’ and ‘contemporary’ 

are oppositional in the nationalist myth and form a clear but impossible-to-maintain 

dichotomy. Existing within institutional culture, the dichotomy of past and present is 

used as ‘either a strategy for inclusion or as the demarcation of exclusion’ (Gunew and 

Rizvi, 1994: 35). However, Gertsakis states this inadequately accounts for ‘the 
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multiplying differences of position across cultural definition’ (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 

35). In fact, she argues that it is the retaining of national purity as part of ‘a greater 

historical process’ that is seen as the centre of patriotism.  It should be noted here that 

museums might nurture preconceived responses to their collections and, in turn, 

reinforce prejudice rather than encourage an open reaction. When artwork and national 

identity are combined in a ‘museum’ setting, the viewer is more likely to fear reacting 

incorrectly, according to the rules of response, and instead follow the influential, 

preconceived response.  

 

Australia seems to continue to pursue the ‘Museum Process’ method of retaining national 

purity.  This is based on the example set by England and European nations which 

Australia sees as having strong and established national identities - also because 

Australia's most noted 'starting point’ is recorded as Anglo discovery. Australia also runs 

with the ‘Museum Process’ mythos for national identity formation without taking into 

full consideration that it is a nation still in the process of identity construction. However, 

Australia may also tend to use this safe approach as it is faced with the complex 

challenge of incorporating multiple cultural identities into a singular national identity.  In 

2007, Mackay stated that ‘these days, we are virtually defined by our diversity’ (2007: 

157)  Australia clings to an already-established and still dominant version of national 

identity seen in the ‘Bush Myth’ and incorporating a trinity of ‘mateship, equalitarianism 

and the ‘fair go’’, described by Hugh Mackay as offering ‘more comfort than 

illumination’ (1996: 157). Multiculturalism remains a concept that is both positive and 
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negative and Australia has struggled to incorporate its increasing tolerance of ethnic 

diversity into a patriotic and lasting term.    

 

In Making a Life: A People's History of Australia since 1788 and Constructing A Culture: 

A People's History Since 1788, both edited by Burgmann and Lee, the influential 

mythology incorporated  into Australia's process of identity construction and national 

evolution is both striking and revealing. This series addresses how many Australian 

mythologies, including those based on ethnicity, gender and wealth, originated. It also 

traces their evolution from 1788, marking the time of English settlement, to 1988, a time 

when multiculturalism was becoming recognised as 'an issue' for the nation. Burgmann 

and Lee's critical compilation of Australian history rejects many myths of national 

progress and unity and challenges the stereotypical understanding of Australian history.  

This draws attention to the role of mythology in personal and national identity 

construction with authors such as Bernard Smith and Rob Watts using mythology to 

question the truth of Australia’s existing version of history and culture.    

 

Arguably, the formation of a significant cultural identity for individual Australian artists 

with mixed-heritage can be a confusing concept in the context of Australia’s own 

struggles to form a national identity. For an artist in my position, questions regarding the 

validity of cultural identity reconstruction, especially without a recognized form of 

migration or cultural experience of war or cultural revolution, may neutralize the very 

notion of addressing this issue. Australian art theorist Anne –Marie Willis writes the 

‘spilling of blood is a privileged ritual in the myths of the formation of nations’ (1998: 



 33 

32). Although Willis questions the reality of this mythology of sacrifice and patriotism, 

she goes on to acknowledge its infiltration into Australia’s struggle for the last century to 

‘find a national identity’. In the introductory pages of her article, ‘The Art of 

Assimilation’, Willis makes reference to Australia’s glorification of the mythic 

significance of Gallipoli in the birth of Australia and its intertwining with the ‘Bush 

Myth’ but also highlights the fact that Australia has in reality experienced   

 

…no revolutions or wars of liberation, no united stand against the colonial oppressor, 
in other words none of those historical events that can be incorporated as ‘glorious 
moments’ in the popular history of nations, those that could be seen as high points in 
the  narrativisation of nations.  (1998: 32) 

 

Perhaps it is partly this ‘lack’ of direct war and defensive bloodshed that Australia is 

fortunate to have so far experienced in its history that contributes to a national sense of 

what could be considered ‘neutrality’. This can be unnerving for national identity and 

patriotism when, ‘traditionally’, dramatic dispute and conflict is seen to particularly 

challenge neutrality and induce a nation or a person to assess their position and ‘take a 

unified stand’.  The paradox that Australia faces is that it is a relatively ‘peaceful’ and 

‘young’ nation which is being confronted by the conflict of changing, cultural 

demographies, not yet ‘mythically’ incorporated into its national identity.   

 

It is within this context of densely-packed connotations of neutrality and neutralisation 

that I refer to the notion of the ‘Myth of Neutral Identity’. This hypothetical mythology 

relates to personal, cultural, national and global identity construction and is of specific 
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interest to the artist with mixed-heritage who may experience feelings of cultural 

neutralization and, in turn, displays signs of cultural vacuum within practice.    

 

Arguably, in order to retain and advertise a pre-existing position of privilege, it would be 

tempting for a mixed-heritage artist to assume a ‘neutral identity’ in regard to culture. 

Specifically, Martin and Mohanty argue that: 

 

…the claim to a lack of identity or positionality is itself based to privilege, on the 

refusal to accept responsibility for one’s implication in actual historical and social 

relations, or a denial that personalities exist or that they matter, the denial of one’s 

own personal history and the claim to a total separation from it.   (Gunew and 

Rizvi, 1994: 64) 

 

Through placing this hypothetical mythology into the context of existing Australian 

mythology pertaining to cultural identity, I seek to argue the need to question the ‘Myth 

of Neutral Identity’ in artistic practice.   

 

In 2007, Hugh Mackay identified ‘multiculturalism’ as ‘the word that provokes most 

debate about what Australians think about their sense of identity’ (2007: 144). Mackay 

identified this word as having ‘come to be accepted as the shorthand way of capturing all 

that is good and all that is threatening about the complexity and diversity of the 

contemporary Australian society’ (2007: 144).  At present, there is a fine line in 

determining what can be perceived as good and what may be threatening for Australia in 
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regard to national unification and identity. If multiculturalism is the central issue, a word 

such as ‘unAustralian’, which is being used more and more in Australian society, can be 

seen as a prejudicial response which strives to retain the dominant culture and 

preconceived traditions and resist ‘other’ people who are changing Australian culture.  

Arguably, the pending problem is that ‘other’ people are also ‘Australians’ and have 

actively contributed to the development of the Australian nation. The oppositional clarity 

desired by those who recite what is ‘Australian-ness’ reflects insecurity mostly - that 

privilege could be threatened by notions of equality. These are people with privileged 

contemporary personas who feel threatened not only by ‘obvious others’ such as migrants 

or asylum seekers, whom they might perceive to be against 'us', but also by the fact that 

there is an ‘in-between’ in multicultural society which they are at a loss as to how to 

categorise. The ‘in-between’ consists of people and communities of mixed-heritage, as 

well as those who are second- and third-generation migrant Australians. Ironically, some 

Australians who use the term ‘unAustralian’ are most certainly in this category.  They 

themselves probably do not know this and, if they acknowledged their position, would 

not be able to place themselves. For a mixed-heritage artist, patriotism and belonging are 

notions that can influence the approach taken to cultural issues in their artwork and 

determine whether individual cultural difference is openly expressed or inhibited. There 

is a fine and ambiguous line in determining the advantages and disadvantages of 

multiculturalism and also a challenge set down for the Australian nation to ensure that the 

ideals which bind us to a liberal democracy are maintained.  Multiculturalism 

undoubtedly is a subject that needs constant reevaluation and critique within visual arts 



 36 

practice in order to both influence and reflect the shift in cultural perspective that 

Australia is experiencing due to its increasing cultural diversity.    

 

Contingent to my own concerns, the continued significance of a myth such as the ‘Bush 

Myth’ outlined by Russell Ward, suggests that landscape remains Australia’s strongest 

element of identity, and a major setting for stereotyping, in Australian art that perpetuates 

a conservative form of Nationalism.  Russell Ward's the ‘Australian Legend’ or ‘Bush 

Myth’ argues that a national mystique or specifically Australian outlook began in early 

establishment stages of the Australian social system. Although the ‘Bush Myth’ was 

based on workers in the Australian pastoral industry, a small group having a 

disproportionate influence and considerably limited its numerical and economic strength, 

it continues to affect the attitudes of the Australian community. In Burgmann and Lee's 

Constructing a Culture, one of the books in the 1988 investigative series: A People's 

History Since 1788, Keith Willey's chapter, A Hard Dry Humour For A Hard Dry Land, 

refers to the debate surrounding the bush ethos in the late 1980s: 

 

It has become fashionable among some intellectuals today to minimise the part played by 

the bush ethos in moulding 'national character. The attitude is understandable in what has 

become one of the most metropolitan-centred societies on earth.  (Burgmann and Lee: 

157) 

 

Arguing that the bush ethos is still closely associated with Australian national character, 

Dr Bob Brissenden, who was at the time Reader in English of the Australian National 
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University and chairman of the Australian National Literature Board, was asked to tell 

the most representatively Australian joke he knew. He responded with a venerable bush 

yarn reflecting the characteristics that Ward's 'Bush Myth' centered upon. Willey argued 

that the lasting impression of the 'bush joke' indicated that 'bush-bred values still have 

their force even among intellectuals’  (Burgmann and Lee, 1988: 158).   

 

According to Aland and Darby, 'much Australian art of the past and present is about 

cultural identity, nationalism or the need to establish what it means to be Australian' 

(1997: 12). There is no doubt that the development of Australian art, its practices and 

styles have been influenced by artistic traditions from overseas. However, some critics 

have labeled Australian artistic history with the ‘Myth of Isolationism’ using the word 

'isolation' to define Australia's unique identity. Indeed, 'artists who have come to 

Australia from different cultural backgrounds have brought with them patterns of visual 

traditions and beliefs, which have in turn changed and enriched the quality and caliber of 

art made in Australia' (Aland and Darby, 1997: 13). Yet the argument that assimilation 

has been rejected continues to be corroborated by the dominance of the ‘Bush Myth' in 

the history of Australian art.   

 

It seems existing mythology that references and defines the migrant experience for 

Australia may need to be reconsidered, questioned and evolved to begin to encompass the 

growing complexity of cultural experience. The following myth, relevant to the 

Australian setting, is one example of projecting identity onto migrants and in turn onto 

those with mixed-heritage and migrant heritage.  According to Payne, McCarthy and 
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Brereton (1986), as a beach culture, Australia’s ‘Myth of the Shoreline’ was originally 

established by convicts and fulfilled and re-established by post-war migrants. This 

narrative can be interpreted as another example of Australia using an outdoor mythology 

to resist change and oppose diversity.  It tells the story of ‘metamorphosis at the water’s 

edge’ where migrants begin with ‘zero’ in war-ravaged nations and become ‘heroes’ with 

their lives becoming ‘everything’ (Payne, McCarthy and Brereton, 1986). This provided 

reason for coming and remaining in Australia. However, making immigration the binary 

choice of ‘zero’ to ‘hero’ is an attempt at simplifying migrant journeys and assimilating 

possible threats to maintain a ‘clean beach and reputation’ (op. cit., p. 51). This projected 

myth represents the ‘frozen’ immigrant as integral to Aussie narrative. 

  

For those with mixed culture, acknowledgement of derivation from more than one culture 

also threatens the false notions about national purity presented by these myths. These 

kinds of ideas can prompt those with mixed cultural heritage to begin fantasizing about 

the culture that is within them but ‘missing’. They wonder about the country and culture 

they have glimpsed in their own experience. I saw Dutchness in my childhood when I 

was in my Dutch grandparents’ house but could only imagine the depth of the culture. 

Lindy Lee watched Chinese communities around her, knowing that her ancestry was 

Chinese but not understanding the cultural behaviours of people from Asian communities 

who looked like her but were very different. Inga Hunter states she intuitively sensed her 

cultural difference and wondered about it before she even knew of her Afro-Caribbean 

ancestry.   
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With diasporic dynamics at play within an individual's identity, the notion of a 'fantasy' 

culture often forms in one's mind. Cultural fantasy can become an active element of 

interference in artwork with issues of authenticity arising for the artist, alongside an 

inability to interpret and control cultural reference in practice. This signifies a need to 

redefine individual cultural identity which can lead to a reconstructed cultural reality for 

the artist. This allows for a conscious, cultural authenticity that is defined by the self, 

rather than preconceived notions of 'cultural purity'. Ang argues that, 'while conceding 

that because of their inherent trans-nationalism, diasporas have their role to play in 

undermining essentialist and totalitarian notions of national culture' (Gunew and Rizvi, 

1994: 6).          

  

Further, Ang argues that: 

 

It is the myth of the (lost or idealized) homeland, the object of both collective 

memory and of desire and attachment, which is constitutive to diasporas, and 

which ultimately confines and constrains the nomadism of the diasporic subject. 

But what is the status of this ‘homeland’ myth?  (Gunew, 1994: 6) 

 

Where an inherent, genetic link to and strong desire for, the 'missing culture' exists along 

with denial or ignorance of that culture, the ‘lost or idealized homeland’ is often a reality 

for those with mixed cultural heritage living in Australia. In fact, this mythology avidly 

describes the diasporic state of confusion that an artist with mixed heritage is likely to 

feel when considering cultural expression in practice. At the same time, as one is 
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distracted by fantasies of the 'missing culture', the working and primary cultural 

environment, the  'homeland', can become both 'lost and idealized' as the artist can 

becomes constrained within its mythologies and prejudices. The following statement by 

Burgmann and Lee argues the necessity for all Australians to question their notions of the 

Australian community and what, exactly, these notions are based on:         

 

 This history aims to encourage people to think critically about the imagined 

 community of the Australian nation.  (Burgmann and Lee, 1988: xiv)  

 

The concept of reconstructing a realistic cultural perspective becomes a valid concern for 

an artist with mixed heritage who experiences cultural confusion. Beginning an 

investigation into one’s ‘missing culture’ can begin the process of questioning cultural 

reality and, in turn, allow cultural identity to become a tool for artistic expression and 

evolution.  

 

Australian political writer, Abdel-Fattah, an Australian-born Muslim of Palestinian and 

Egyptian heritage, published a newspaper article in which he addressed his own feelings 

on being an Australian with mixed cultural heritage. Abdel-Fattah is a public 

commentator and it seems that acknowledging and redefining his own cultural identity in 

a personal sense allows him to have more perspective upon the national cultural context 

in which he works as a journalist.  He argued that 
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It is an impossible demand of a country founded on immigration to expect a pure 

demarcation between citizenship and heritage. One’s past, whether ancestral or as 

a migrant, necessarily shapes one’s present. The issue is the place of this 

construction of self in Australia’s future. (Jones, 2008: 265)  

 

2.4 Three Mixed Heritage Contemporary Australian Artists 

 

According to Anne-Marie Willis, there is 'elasticity' within the term and category of 

'Australian artist'. Interestingly, the 'cultural perspective' of artists who have achieved 

historical prominence and whose work has been claimed in the name of national culture 

are mainly individuals who were born overseas and arrived in Australia at different stages 

of their artistic development. For instance, Charles Conder was born in England and 

spent only six years in Australia. In the 19th-century, the locally born artist was the 

exception rather than the rule. However, in the 20th-century, alongside the growing 

number of native-born artists, the number of 'foreign' artists who have arrived in 

Australia and either stayed or passed through at differing stages of their artistic careers 

has increased. The variety of cultural origins have widened beyond Anglo-Celtic roots 

and reflect the gradual evolution of Australia's immigration policy, especially post-

World-War-II. Direct-migrant artists do play a large part in the 'history' of Australian art 

and are often recognised for their capacity to establish themselves as artists who have 

faced adversity to become 'Australian artists'. Born elsewhere, artists such as Danila 

Vassilieff (Russia) and Fred Cress (India) became artists after their arrival in Australia 

and are recorded in the 'modern' history of Australian art. Other immigrant artists who 
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arrived in the post-World-War-II wave of migration include Stanislaus Rapotec (Trieste) 

and Judy Cassab (Austria). Practicing, contemporary artists who eventually settled in 

Australia include Juan Davila (Chile) and Rosalie Gascoigne (New Zealand).  So-called 

'expatriate' artists include Jeffrey Smart – artists born in Australia who then left part way 

through their artistic careers to practice elsewhere.   

  

Considering the wave of recent migration since World War II, it seems inevitable that 

contemporary Australian art has to include and contextualise the impact of the 'mixed-

heritage' artist. As well, the effects of cultural inter-marriage and children being born in 

Australia to migrant couples have brought more terms to include in the category of 

'Australian artist', such as first-, second- and third-generation ‘country-of-migrant-

parents/Australian’ artists. This includes Lindy Lee who considers herself a first-

generation Asian-Australian. There are also more artists who have one parent who is of 

Anglo-Celtic or Australian origin with the other being from a culturally diverse origin or 

a direct migrant, like Inga Hunter and I.   

  

It could be argued that immigration policies up until the 1990s revolved around 

assimilation and the retention of Anglo-Australian-based standards for citizenship. This 

fostered prejudice around multiculturalism and has brought with it a generation of artists 

who have a primary and dominant Anglo-Australian cultural base - often instilled in their 

upbringing - but who have glimpsed a more submissive culture of origin. The secondary 

culture may have carried elements of fragmented tradition, either exhibited by relatives or 

in surrounding communities, with more entrenched cultural practices. The artist, though 
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born and bred in Australia, may have to deal with the genetic marks of the secondary 

culture as well as the connotations that come with a 'foreign' sounding surname which 

can easily affect the context in which their artwork is interpreted. This 'visibly evident' 

difference affects mixed-heritage artists and often brings with it a questioning of their 

cultural stance and a demand for evidence of 'Australian patriotism', regardless of 

practical intention. With this cultural difference comes an allusion to foreign cultural 

traditions - the 'past', whether distant or more 'at-hand' in active traditional practices, 

becomes drawn into the present. A need for proof of 'contemporaneity' and 'artistry' has 

arisen. Danger lies with the balance and placement of inherited cultural traditions and 

skills. The mixed-heritage artist is faced with the choice of complete rejection of the less-

dominant culture or the daunting task of hybridising it into their artwork in a way that 

does not draw criticism for practicing in a 'foreign' era that might be construed as 

unpatriotic and given little merit by the Australian art community. 

 

To place my own experience in perspective, I will compare my artistic journey with that 

of two other mixed-heritage artists, Lindy Lee and Inga Hunter, both of whom have 

practiced in Australia in the last 25 years. Lee and Hunter entered an art career with a 

dominantly Anglo-Australian perspective, despite genetic- and 'experience'-based links to 

another culture. I choose to reference female artists simply because cultural diversity and 

its effects on gender equality and resulting self-esteem requires a separate study. For a 

period of time in their art career, these artists ignored or dismissed the ‘foreign’ part of 

their cultural identity that forms their ancestry in the public forum of their art practice. 

This effectively created what I perceive to be a cultural vacuum within their artwork. 
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Subsequently, the artists recognised the influence and impact of the secondary culture 

upon their artistic identity and work, often prompted by questions and criticism relating 

to cultural views within their artwork and life. Just as I did, the two case-study artists 

chose to continue to practice and exhibit artwork in Australia while investigating their 

'missing culture' visually. They overtly stated their cultural heritage before refining its 

presence within their work so as to continue practicing from a fresh cultural perspective. I 

label this journey 'virtual migration'. The process illuminates an evolution from low 

cultural self-esteem, adversely affecting artwork, to a culturally exaggerated 

'performance' pride that is based on the stereotypical adoption of the 'missing' culture. 

The artist then goes beyond this to reach a pride in artistic production that reflects a fresh, 

realistic and authentic cultural perspective. Diversity within cultural heritage is not only 

acknowledged but consciously utilised, placing cultural ancestry within artistic identity 

and artwork into a system of subjective relevance and, therefore, relativity. This fresh 

cultural perspective produces a hybridised and simultaneously unique and unified art 

practice that can actively participate in the Australian art system. The work evolves in a 

way which defines a confident, individual 'difference' that surfaces from the blurry lines 

of cultural prejudice within the Australian public. This is an art practice which moves 

beyond appropriation to 'reappropriation', distortion and controlled hybridisation, where 

the emphasis moves beyond the face-value of the confusion and ambivalence which can 

mythically surround a 'mixed-heritage' artist. Reformed cultural perspective and 

continuity of practice within the primary, national and cultural environment strengthens 

and defines a position, whilst simultaneously retaining the necessary 'elasticity' for the 

'mixed-heritage' artist in the current Australian environment.          
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The term ‘mixed cultural heritage’ simply implies having cultural ancestry that is derived 

from two or more different cultures. In terms of a person with mixed heritage, it cannot 

be said that both or all cultures which a person has inherited or been exposed to play an 

equal, or even active part, in that person’s life. One of my three case-study artists, Lindy 

Lee, came to a realization of the impact of mixed heritage on being an artist and 

commented in an interview that: ‘The primary experience that has formed my life is that 

of difference’ (Lee in Voight, 1996: 151). At the time, this difference was dominated by 

cultural issues.   

 

Lindy Lee was born in Australia in 1954. Her parents were direct Chinese migrants but 

she was brought up with strong European values. She eventually defined her standing 

with Chinese and Australian cultures, following an investigation of her 'missing' Asian 

culture, when she was able to label herself as a first generation Chinese-Australian. In 

turn, she integrated Chinese culture into her art practice to work from her unique, cultural 

perspective.   

 

Cultural dichotomy and the vacuum created by her lack of knowledge regarding her 

'missing culture' confused Lee’s sense of personal and artistic identity, particularly in the 

midst of her artistic career in the 1980s. She decided that she could not deny or avoid her 

Chinese heritage and her art became part of a self-conscious and self-motivated 

investigation into an inherited culture of which she has no memory. Lee established her 

reputation as an artist in the late-1980s/early-1990s. In 1994, after travelling to Europe, 
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China and Hong Kong, she eventually underwent Jukai, formally undertaking Zen 

Buddhist precepts. With Lee’s art reflecting her preoccupation with her own 

individuality, time and the art of painting, each step that this artist took in the narrative of 

her own life becomes evident in her art.  

 

Drawing on Walter Benjamin’s thesis ‘The Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Lindy Lee 

chose to use the photocopy as a primary inspirational tool in her artwork.  She uses this 

medium to comment on personal, hybridized and national distortions of cultural identity. 

For example, she began to utilise colours over grids of photocopied images of European 

portraits in a symbolic fashion that made links with Asian meaning and tradition. Lee 

also had to acknowledge her frame of reference was vastly different to that of Asians 

born in Asia or those who were Australian-born but raised in direct contact with Asian 

culture (Voight: 151). When she chose to investigate her Chinese heritage, the dominant 

culture in her life was Anglo-Australian - Chinese culture was stood in a position of 

minority because of her upbringing. However, she actively thought about her 'missing 

culture and was curious about Asian culture and traditions as she watched other Chinese 

in Australia and fantasised about the culture. Since 1983, the tension of diaspora is 

evident in her methodology of constructed oppositions such as light versus dark, presence 

versus absence, abstract versus figurative. In some of her work there was a sense of 

vacuum and perhaps a lack of intimacy with her own cultural identity. Her artwork often 

analysed and commented on European-based culture and artwork and her concepts 

regarding the death of tradition in painting seemed to revolve around European art. Her 

paintings and images were sometimes ‘untitled’ and acknowledged the lack of intimacy 
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between contemporary society and tradition without addressing her personal cultural 

identity. That Lee’s work was in a confused and unproductive state, where European 

imagery was distorted through photocopies, reflected her lack of control over and 

interaction with her work.  In artistic and symbolic terms, Lee was forced to recognise 

that she was not and could not be the ‘neutral’ grey area in her black and white images.     

 

Mixed-heritage artist, Inga Hunter, also chose to investigate her ‘missing culture’ with 

positive outcomes for her artistic self and work. Born in 1938, Hunter came to Australia 

from England in the 1960s and initially studied anthropology. She used these studies, and 

her fascination with materials that she found on the ground such as bones, sticks and 

leaves, in her art, reinforcing the notion of ‘hunter gatherer’ instincts. Hunter sensed that 

she was not ‘all’ Anglo, noticeable in her unusual genetic traits of white skin and light, 

curly, frizzy hair. Interestingly, she was not aware of her paternal Afro-Caribbean 

ancestry until the late 1980s. Working as in artist in Australia, Hunter was often criticized 

for her attitudes, lifestyle and art. She eventually chose to research her Afro-Caribbean 

ancestry, leading her to a position of greater understanding of her art and life in 

retrospective terms. Investigation of her 'missing culture' was also a revelatory stimulus 

for positive evolution within her artwork and self. Hunter's art could be considered 

'mythological' as she creates hybridized worlds represented by constructed talismans and 

symbols. Although Hunter made the choice to explore her ‘missing' culture relatively late 

in her career, the positive results of her investigations are obvious and inspiring. 
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I approach the investigation of ‘missing culture’ and the experience of cultural identity 

reconstruction in artistic practice from an autobiographical point of view.  I was born in 

Australia in 1979. My father, his siblings and parents migrated to Australia from Holland 

in 1961. My mother is of English descent and I was raised on a nine-acre ‘bush’ property 

in Queensland. It seemed I was raised in two places as my home was in the bush but I 

was often at my Dutch grandparents’ house in the suburbs where I was exposed to Dutch 

ways of life such as traditional Dutch artwork, my grandparents’ speaking Dutch and 

Dutch food. I do not know how to speak Dutch and have never been to Holland but, at the 

age of 13, I began to investigate my Dutch family in a history assignment and was 

fascinated with a lifestyle that I had glimpsed but did not fully understand. I was curious 

at the innate and massive pride I felt merely knowing that the name ‘van Eps’ was Dutch. 

In fact, I discovered that this sort of pride was a typical quality of Dutch people. 

Primarily, I am a painter who has developed a passion for figurative art, portraiture and 

exploring different styles; although, so far in my practice, I have worked with a relatively 

high level of realism. I decided to research the Dutch Golden Age when I began my 

Doctorate in Visual Arts in 2003. Initially I aimed to merge Dutch mythology with 

classic Australian mythology, with the intention of understanding common similarities 

that I have with other migrant artists. The results of my studies are revealed in this 

exegesis and in the evolution of my practical work.           

 

Attachments to more than one culture can frequently develop in a child with mixed 

heritage, especially with exposure to migrant parents, family or, as I experienced very 

powerfully, grandparents who value their cultural home or retain cultural traditions to 
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differing degrees. The imbalance of cultural dichotomy as one tries to develop a singular 

identity within an Australian context can lead to abandonment of the most ‘foreign’ of the 

cultures - the one that the individual understands the least, may have glimpsed first-hand 

or may see as merely a part of their past to be ignored and dismissed. For an artist, this 

can lead to a cultural vacuum within their artistic practice which will be discussed further 

in the first of three developmental stages which my artistic practice took in my journey to 

regain cultural perspective and utilise the impact of my individual, cultural identity 

within my artwork. My journey, and that of Lee’s and Hunter’s, appear to prove that 

cultural roots - even when planted within one’s primary and dominant cultural home - 

retain an unbreakable link to cultural heritage. The next section of the exegesis reviews 

the major issues regarding cultural identity reconstruction within art practice. The process 

is addressed as a developmental one that may be separated into three parts linked by 

respective themes of ‘prejudice’, ‘pride’ and ‘hybridity’ within conceptual and artistic 

development. In my artwork, these three phases construct a subjective narrative which 

may be perceived as the 'mythology' of my response to the cultural dynamics and the 

impact of the cultural mythologies in Australia. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CHALLENGING PREJUDICE 

3.1  The ‘Prejudice’ Phase  

 
Within this exegesis, the 'Prejudice' phase represents what author, Nikos Papastgergiadis 

refers to as the 'shattering of the previous self’ and the ‘process of writing the self into a 

foreign space and, in turn, reinscribing it as ‘familiar’ (Gertsakis, 1994:40. In order to 

somehow slot themselves into the ‘missing culture’, the mixed-heritage artist feels the 

need in this preliminary stage to shatter their previous ’persona’, if only within their 

mind, in order to fully embrace the ‘missing culture’ which represents the ‘foreign 

space’. To familiarize themselves with the ‘missing culture’, individually-appropriate 

actions are taken which place the culture foremost in their personal life and in a reachable 

position. This section of the exegesis analyses the artists’ migrant past or ancestral 

heritage and acknowledges the impact of cultural diaspora upon their work. The chapter 

includes references to the emotional responses of the case-studies, Lee and Hunter, to 

their own cultural dichotomy and retrospective views upon the effects of a lack of 

acknowledgment of the ‘missing culture’ on individual art practice. 

 

I analyse a key series of five self-portraits, completed in 2004-05, which represent the 

first stage in my journey of identity reconstruction and provide initial self-reflection on 

my cultural identity and identification of Dutch culture as the ‘missing’ element within 

my artistic practice. I term this the 'Prejudice' phase because, in introducing Dutch culture 

into my artwork, I was challenging the prejudicial cultural expectations which may cause 

an artist to dismiss their migrant past or ancestral heritage from artistic practice. 
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When one considers the enormity and complexity of representing and describing Chinese 

culture, African-Caribbean culture or Dutch culture in simple terms and in a limited 

amount of time, the imminent difficulties and pitfalls of the task of placing oneself, as a 

person with mixed heritage, somewhere within the history, tradition and evolution of a 

foreign culture are evident. There is an expectation for the individual to emerge not only 

with a revised identity but one that can be clearly recognised as relating to the newfound 

cultural conversion and displaying changes that have been made to fulfill the criteria of 

the ‘missing culture’. In this case, having withdrawn from a nation that is using the 

‘Museum Process’ of identity construction, it is likely that the mixed-heritage individual 

will begin to reconstruct personal, cultural identity with the same approach, starting with 

stereotypical information and established historical points. For instance, I began 

referencing the Golden Age of 17th-century Dutch history and art in my work, just as 

Hunter's initial focus was black slavery in African society. 

 

As an artist, one of the first obstacles I encountered in relation to cultural identity was 

premised on the notion of self-esteem and its interaction with prejudice. In my 

experience, one's 'own opinion of oneself', defined as 'self-esteem' in this context, is 

developed through the reaction between an individual's preexisting prejudices and one's 

experiences with prejudices active in the present environment. Individual prejudices 

develop from such things as cultural upbringing, exposure to different environments at 

particular times, experiences, socio-economic positions, family values and traditions. In 

broad terms, active environmental prejudice exists within the national setting as historical 
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and cultural evolution, traditions, dominant-passive power relations, demography, 

political situation and global, economic position of the nation. An individual's emotional 

interpretation of what one sees, hears, smells and touches is influenced by this constant 

reactive process. In turn, each person's determination of prejudice as problematic depends 

on the evolutionary nature of such an interaction. In my earlier Doctoral work, the 

expressionistic style and slightly unbalanced nature of my paintings perhaps reveal my 

initial naivety regarding cultural identity and also a sense of some trepidation in my 

endeavours to reconstruct my cultural identity in the rather public forum of my artwork.              

  

Artwork reflects the continuing mediation between private and public prejudices as artists 

are affected by their working environment and are set to encounter response and criticism 

from their audience. Having a sense of self and an awareness of one’s place in society 

regarding cultural identity and beliefs can be a contentious and confronting issue for a 

mixed-heritage artist practicing and exhibiting in an environment with a structure of 

inbuilt and dominant cultural prejudices.  Practicing in Australia, I initially found that 

existing cultural prejudice within myself and my working environment inhibited my 

inclinations and impulses to include my Dutch cultural ancestry, that was most foreign to 

myself and my audience, in my artwork. This suppression was induced by such pressures 

as Australian patriotism, cultural privilege and my understanding of the advantageous 

reasons why my grandparents chose Australia as their new homeland. In public terms, 

existing Australian mythologies and the dominant/passive power relations that continue 

to exist within the national context contributed to the artistic repression of my Dutch 

culture. Subsequently, through acknowledgment of the impact of cultural diaspora within 
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my own identity, I identified a cultural vacuum within my practice and decided to 

investigate the relevance of Dutch culture to my sense of self. Significantly, my 

experiences are supported by two case-study artists who have been through a similar 

questioning process which led to an investigation of their 'missing cultures' and their 

struggles to reconstruct an authentic cultural identity within their artistic practice in 

Australia.   

 

Lindy Lee’s continued use of the photocopy in her work is described as ‘a metaphor for 

diaspora, in particular Lee’s experience of cultural displacement’ (Genocchio and Chiu, 

2001: 16). This led her to comment: ‘I had always felt a fraud - a copy, and a flawed one 

at that…. I was counterfeit white and a counterfeit Chinese’ (Genocchio and Chiu, 2001: 

16). Alternatively, Inga Hunter, being both English/Australian and a descendant from 

Afro-Caribbean ancestry, likened her experience of cultural dichotomy as feeling like she 

will ‘always be an outsider’ (Voight, 1996: 124). Hunter refers to the experience of 

political exiles as applicable to individuals who are ‘half-breed/mixed race/mixed blood 

(there isn’t a concept in English’ (Voight, 1996: 124). Though she began investigating 

her Afro-Caribbean ancestry in the latter part of her art career, it has been through this 

avenue that she strived to conquer the ‘distance’ between herself and cultural identity 

within her art practice and counteract cultural defensiveness and inhibition in her artwork 

 

Cultural vacuum within artwork is a concept that may be seen to be inherent in the 

experience of an artist who faces notions of cultural dichotomy within personal, cultural 

identity. From my experience, and also from my analysis of the artwork and experiences 
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of Lindy Lee and Inga Hunter, avoidance, denial and omission of personal, cultural 

identity can lead to a void in artistic practice that can interfere with artistic expression. 

The artist may take a vacuous approach to cultural content within artistic practice due to 

the absence of a familiarity and comfortable sense of personal, cultural identity. 

Interestingly, an artist in this position quite often alludes to culture within their work and 

yet does this in a detached or indirect fashion which often leads to questions or criticism 

from viewers regarding cultural issues. Cultural vacuum may be reflected in practice by a 

lack of continuous structure or a chaotic element that causes interference in the artwork, 

artistic anonymity within practice, a personal detachment from one’s art practice or an 

approach to artwork that produces inanimate visuals that are expressionless or devoid of a 

personal link to cultural identity.   

 

In my art practice, I recognized a cultural vacuum in my own inadequacy to directly 

address cultural issues in my work. I recognized a lack of structure and a chaotic element 

in my detailed paintings which often represented reflections in shop windows and 

reference to internal and external aspects of cultural identity in daily experience. I lacked 

the important element in artistic practice of a personal link to a cultural frame of 

reference. Without understanding my own cultural point of view, it was extremely 

difficult for me to make statements regarding culture, whether on a personal, domestic, 

public or universal level - yet I was fascinated with ideas of identity and cultural 

experience. As I also dealt with duality in identity in my work through utilizing two 

images of myself or my model, I required a personal understanding of my own cultural 

identity and relationship with the internal and external worlds to which I continuously 
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referenced.  I also needed further comprehension of why I repeatedly depicted the self as 

being formed by several elements and/or split into parts and fragments. At this point in 

my practice, the void within my artwork required further understanding of my cultural 

identity and I took the path of investigating my Dutch heritage in order to reconstruct a 

personal link to culture within my practice. 

 

Similarly for Lindy Lee, her artistic practice in the 1980s was arguably centred on 

emptiness, loss and detachment. Her use of photocopies, often of anonymous European 

portraits, reflected her own detachment to cultural identity and the cultural vacuum that 

she experienced as she had not yet acknowledged and developed an understanding of her 

own cultural identity. In Benjamin Genocchio’s words, ‘Lee seems to take this void, this 

emptiness, this concern with the essence of art as the object of her inquiry’ (2001: 12). 

Genocchio also states that Lee’s work in the 1980s referred to ‘the death of painting’ 

(Chiu, 2001: 19). It was not until the 1990s, when Lee investigated her own cultural 

identity, took on the precepts of Zen-Buddhism and came to see herself as a first-

generation, Chinese-Australian artist, that her artwork evolved to reflect a cultural 

structure and personal cultural link. Through forming a relationship with her Chinese 

ancestry and reconstructing her cultural identity in her work, Lee altered her expression 

of cultural identity to respond to its ‘immutability’ (Genocchio, 2001:19), rather than its 

irrelevance. Spontaneity, expression and direct utilisation of her personal, cultural 

identity as a frame of reference and perspective from which to practice became an artistic 

tool and methodology through which Lee developed her conceptual notions and artistic 

practice.  
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As well, Inga Hunter faced the notion of cultural vacuum in her artistic practice using an 

anthropological approach. Through the creation of cultural notions that lacked reference 

to a human presence within them, she fantasised expressions of cultural belonging and 

showed an inability to place herself in her artwork in regards to cultural identity. This, 

alongside questions from her audience regarding her cultural perspective, led her to 

question the notion of cultural vacuum.  Hunter states that, ‘For a long time all my work 

was completely empty of people, perhaps because they caused me nothing but distress’ 

(Voight, 1996: 124). She also recognized that ‘it is obvious that I needed to invent worlds 

in which I belong.’ (Voight, 1996: 124). 

 

In my artistic practice, I produced a series of paintings that marked the initial stage of the 

investigation into my 'missing culture'. These self-portraits embodied a personal self-

reflection upon my cultural identity. Researching Dutch history, culture and art, and 

viewing 17th-century Dutch genre art in which artists such as Vermeer painted young 

ladies, whether maids or wives, going about their daily duties, inspired me to examine my 

own domestic lifestyle. My paintings were self-portraits of myself performing domestic 

and daily duties in my home and the oil paintings retained my already established, 

relatively expressionistic style of painting. Ultimately, including my current style of 

painting, this series of five works was a reassessment of what was established in my life 

and practice, to date. The paintings each evaluated how my genetics, self-image, artwork, 

daily life, traditions and interests related to my cultural identity. Together, the works 

validated the decision to investigate Dutch culture and led me to conclude that my Dutch  
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   Figure 3.1 
    
    Young Woman Standing Before a Mirror (c.1670) 
    Frans van Mieris 
    Oil on panel, 43 x 31.5cm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

           Figure 3.2 
                  

           Woman At Her Mirror (2005) 
                  Michelle van Eps 
                  Oil on canvas, 76 x 122cm. 
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heritage continued to affect my life.  This series of paintings represented my first step in 

consciously addressing the relationship between culture and tradition and contemporary 

art practice.  

  

If artists follow the path of trying to erase a clearly visible part of themselves in order to 

retain a contemporary persona of newness and freshness, they can deny themselves the 

transitions of identity in artistic expression - the right to a realistic mirror image and the 

advantages of self-reflection in practice. Creation and exhibition of artwork becomes a 

journey of defence as opposed to one of discovery, reassessment and change. Artistic 

self-reflection in regard to cultural identity is a brave decision as it is impossible to adopt 

a neutral position, even in regard to perceptions of ourselves. It was in the painting 

Woman At Her Mirror (2005) (Figure 3.2), that I acknowledged the simple, daily act of 

looking in the mirror as one that could also be utilized as an act of assessing self-esteem 

and questioning identity. The painting depicts me in the privacy of my bedroom looking 

at my face and shoulders with a rather judgmental stare. This glare, as I squint down my 

nose at myself, is a stark comparison to the Dutch painting A Lady Looking Into A Mirror 

(van Mieris, 1662) (Figure 3.1) from which I appropriated the basic scene.  In van Mieris’ 

work, the lady presents a more contented view of herself as she looks in the mirror, 

although her smile is a little ‘uncertain’. Positioning objects in a similar fashion to this 

painting, my work is more chaotic in its representation of my contemporary life with its 

intentions to acknowledge and present this as problematic and question ‘why’ and ‘what I 

could do’ to match the contentment of classic tradition, established cultural identity and 

the Dutch Golden Age of Art. My emotional, expressionistic judgment of the way I  
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perceive myself, and why I see what I do, combines with cultural references to transfer 

into a painting that led me to evaluate what a better understanding of traditions and 

culture could do for my self-esteem, artwork and life in strengthening understanding, 

calmness and a structure or frame of reference from which to perceive my identity and 

sense of self.     

      

The concept of painting oneself has been used by artists to provide an image of their own 

self-perception for critical self-analysis of themselves and their work. Retrospectively, 

images of the self are powerful interpretations of evolutions in identity construction. 

Artists can often choose when to exhibit work and which paintings are exhibited so 

artwork lends itself to self-reflection as a selectively private option. Artists have the 

prerogative at the time of creation to judge when to expose an artistic notion or 

development in approach and in what context this occurs.  Alternatively, there is the 

choice to not exhibit artwork that has been used as a private tool in furthering an artistic 

concept or stylistic development. I chose to exhibit this first series of paintings alongside 

another series of paintings that expressed my links to Dutch culture more overtly and 

were completed at a later and much more developed stage in my process of cultural 

identity reconstruction.  For Inga Hunter, the initial stages of self-reflection upon her 

cultural identity stopped her creative process ‘stone dead’ (Voight, 1996: 125).  When 

she acknowledged her ‘missing culture’ as an inherent aspect of her cultural and artistic 

identity, she researched her ‘missing’ Afro-Caribbean ancestry and had to come to terms 

with her response to lies in European history regarding the monstrous treatment of 

Africans by Europeans and the completely Anglo-centred world-view that still prevails. It 
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was following this intake of information that she began to experiment with African 

tradition in practice and expressed her reactions to such things as African slavery in her 

artwork. She was also able to define some symbolic references already in her practice 

relating to her Afro-Caribbean cultural ancestry, evolving her practice to represent her 

changing cultural perspective.  

    

3.2 Migrant Mythology and its Effects on the Mixed Heritage Artist 

 

The process of cultural self-reflection for an artist with mixed-heritage includes analysing 

one’s feelings towards ancestors, migration and ethnicity. In general terms, Gunew 

argues that migrants have not avoided stereotypical terms and roles that assimilate their 

individual journeys to create a master myth of the migrant experience - providing a 

collective opinion for already-established citizens. Ethnicity has connotations of ‘heathen 

or pagan’, with migrants referred to as ‘the other’ and ‘barbarians at the gate’ (Gunew 

and Rizvi, 1994: 5). In the essay A Struggle for Equality Jayasuriya and Cook examine 

the effects of 'official' multicultural policies upon immigrants. They argue that 

immigrants themselves are blamed for failing to ‘get on’ because of their lack of 

knowledge of their new nation’s language and customs (Burgmann and Lee, 1988: 175).  

Immigrants live in their new nation knowing that if they pursue their traditional lifestyle, 

it could be at the expense of ‘life chances’ defined by Jayasuriya and Cook as ‘access, 

equity and participation’ (Burgmann and Lee, 1988:175). Rather cynically, Gunew 

argues that as part of the migrant myth, contextualized within myths of nationalism, 
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nations may attempt to ‘consign ethnic groups to the margins into a type of enforced 

separatism which will not ‘contaminate’ the mainstream’ (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 5). 

 

Lee, Hunter and I are influenced both directly and indirectly by the idea of ‘the migrant 

experience’.  We have been affected by the migration of our parents or ancestors and we 

work in the multicultural environment of Australia, surrounded by increasing numbers of 

migrants and others who are in a comparable position to ourselves and are confronted 

with mixed-heritage. Lee’s parents both migrated from China (Voight, 1994) and,  

presumably, would have faced stereotypical labels with their Asian appearance, different 

language and Eastern values representing a challenge to be ‘overcome’ as opposed to 

‘integrated’ into their new environment. The idea of having children in Australia would 

have probably have prompted Lee's parents to further debate their cultural stance. 

Pursuing their traditional lifestyle and not the ‘Australian’ one, which would have been 

dominated particularly by British values prior to 1950, could have been considered to be 

at the expense of not only themselves but their family and children. In the case of Lee’s 

parents, embracing ‘life chances’ seems to have resulted in relinquishing their previously 

dominant culture to provide their daughter with possibly ‘better’ opportunities in a nation 

such as Australia by raising Lindy with Anglo-Australian values. For Lee, the ‘missing 

culture’ still existed because she could not deny obvious links to her Asian heritage. Lee 

was Asian in appearance, her parents were Chinese (as was her surname) but this was, as 

Hannah Fink referred to it, ‘an inherited culture of which she has no memory’ (Fink, 

1996: 80).  From a distance, Lee also observed other Asians who lived in Australia and 

had different levels of active links to their Asian cultural background. Lee recalls 
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confusion about her cultural identity beginning in her childhood. It seems the basic 

question that prompted her to seek information on her 'missing' Chinese culture and 

reconstruct her cultural identity in her artwork was:  ‘If I am not exactly this or that, then 

what am I?’ (Lee in Voight, 1996: 151)    

 

Similar to Lee, Inga Hunter revealed in her interview with Voight that she did not know 

who or what she was, having migrated to Australia from England in the 1950s. This 

period in time was difficult for Hunter as Australia was a place where, in Hunter’s words, 

‘everyone was Anglo and I obviously wasn’t’ (Voight, 1996: 124). With immediate 

pressure upon Hunter not to compromise her chances in Australia, she did not delve into 

her own cultural history which was, in part, Afro-Caribbean. Hunter speaks about 

prejudice from Australian society because of her appearance, dress, attitudes and 

personality. However, she was in the difficult position of being unidentifiable as one 

specific race. People could sense 'difference' which could be threatening to Australian 

unity.  Hunter says she continued to live in ignorance of her heritage while 'inside' 

continuing to feel like ‘some sort of Martian’ (Voight, 1996: 124). Voight's interview 

with Hunter addresses her difficulties in challenging poor cultural self-esteem due to 

racial prejudice, which included ignoring her ‘missing culture’ in her life and in her work. 

At the time, acknowledging her heritage may have shattered her English/Australian 

persona and Hunter refers to these years as ‘the years of not knowing who or what I was’ 

(Voight, 1996: 124).  It is interesting that she studied anthropology in her Bachelor of 

Arts degree, graduating from the University of Sydney in 1963. She was always 

‘fascinated by the fragments of culture that we see’ and how humans deduce conclusions 
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about the past from small bits of evidence. Hunter bore evidence in herself of mixed 

cultural background - in her appearance, genetics and in her attitudes. However, self-

analysis to deduce cultural heritage was a risky endeavour in her early art career because 

she had experienced prejudice and criticism about something that she had not yet defined 

for herself. Initially, such prejudice limited Hunter as it reacted negatively with her self-

esteem and pre-existing ignorance and denial of her 'missing' culture. After studying the 

universal human experience of tradition and heritage in Australia, she pursued art during 

the 1970s, producing work about imaginary cultures that seemed to lack direct human 

links. As her career developed, and she became more established as an 'Australian' artist, 

Hunter was able to critique her own work in terms of cultural meaning and realised that 

there was evidence ready to be discovered, assembled and used productively. If she could 

not defend and define her artwork, who could? If she could not defend and define herself, 

how could she fulfill her artistic potential?   

 

My paternal Dutch grandparents migrated to Australia from the Netherland Antilles with 

their three children in 1961.  My father, the eldest of three, was eighteen years old. He 

and his younger brother had been put through an English education as they had attended 

military school in Canada and South America. My father’s parents both spoke and 

understood the English language, though my grandmother spoke with a Dutch accent. My 

aunt only spoke Dutch and Spanish when the family migrated to Australia. My father 

clarified that my grandparents chose to migrate to Australia to provide their family with 

life chances that were not possible if they continued to live in Holland or the Netherland 

Antilles. Australia provided my father and his siblings with access to further education at 
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a university level and better prospects for work that would ensure financial security and 

personal satisfaction beyond that. My father reflects upon the amazing feeling his parents 

and siblings experienced when they moved into a suburban home in Brisbane as it was 

the first home the van Eps family had actually owned. My father states that it is 

experiences such as these that continue to make him loyal to Australia. He directly 

experienced ‘the fair go’ and was given access to a new life that promised a sense of 

‘belonging’ which he had not yet experienced. My grandfather worked in management of 

Chrysler and Volvo. My father completed a degree in medicine becoming a General 

Practitioner which he had aspired to from a young age having had a great-uncle who was 

a doctor. When my father married and had three children, the family bought a house on a 

nine-acre property of bushland close to suburbia. Although my father missed the green 

European setting, he warmed to the idea of the dry Australian bush. For me, he became 

the typical Aussie bloke. Many patriotic concepts revealed in the ‘Bush Myth’ provided 

him, as a male migrant, with guidelines to achieving a greater sense of belonging within a 

country to which he was already grateful. Becoming ‘rough and ready’, a ‘great 

improviser’, not a perfectionist, fiercely independent, inviting and friendly, and in charge 

of his nine acres of Australian bushland allowed him to develop confidence in his 

independent Australian life. He never lost pride in his Dutch roots but, as a young 

migrant man, he required further assurance of his Australian-ness other than his parents, 

who maintained quite a ‘Dutch’ life within their suburban home. As I was often at my 

grandparents house as I grew up, I experienced first-hand original Dutch artwork on the 

walls, was exposed to the Dutch language, values, food and traditions. Set within me was 

a cultural dichotomy.  The internal environment - the one that I associated with people, 
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clutter and darkness - was very Dutch but also foreign as I did not understand the 

language or the development of this introverted environment. The external environment 

was one that for me extended out into the bush and was utterly Australian. My Dad was 

the Aussie man - this environment was more isolated for me but also was one of freedom 

without boundaries - sunshine and the rough life. It was also my ‘home’.  By the time I 

began my art career, my Dutch grandparents had died and I had consequently dismissed 

that part of my cultural exposure and identity as being ‘in the past’ - my glimpses into it - 

leaving it as too confusing and ‘foreign’ to pursue. 

  

At the start, confusion lay in the relevance of acknowledging my Dutch culture at all and 

I questioned my actions. In doing this, was I somehow betraying the Australian persona 

that my father had achieved? I was not even a migrant, so did I have the right to 

compromise my situation and life chances? Was I giving up my independence for a 

dependence on my Dutch heritage which I could have continued to ignore because I did 

not appear different and was very Australian? My Dutch surname was like a genetic link 

to my 'Dutchness' and a remnant of evidence that I could use to reason my decision to 

investigate the Dutch Golden Age. My signature was also the mark that I will always 

leave on my artwork and this link certainly encouraged me to investigate its significance - 

both in tradition, in the sense of my family’s journey which represented how I had come 

to be an Australian artist in the 21st-century and, ultimately, integrated the two words into 

my identity and my work.   

 



 66 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Figure 3.3 
   The Lacemaker (c.1669-70) 
   Johannes Vermeer 
   Oil on canvas, 25 x 21cm 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        Figure 3.4 
        Young Woman Making Her Name (2005) 
        Michelle van Eps 

       Oil on canvas, 76 x 102cm   
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Interestingly, I depicted and summarised these concerns in the symbolic painting Young 

Woman Making Her Name (2004) (Figure 3.4). The painting drew its initial influence 

from a 17th-century Dutch oil painting The Lacemaker (Vermeer, c.1669-70), (Figure 

3.3). The traditional female art of needlework, embroidery and utilising soft material had 

been passed on to me by my mother who enjoyed quilting and weaving. I had come to 

enjoy its calmness, tradition and also it’s potential for creativity. While I was painting 

and researching, I also embroidered my surname many times in embroidery frames 

depicting, in different styles, the many ways in which people misspell and mispronounce 

my surname. One of the photographs that I worked into an oil-painting captured me 

embroidering my surname, sitting on my couch. A self-portrait, I am depicted sitting on 

my couch embroidering my Dutch surname onto a piece of cloth held tight in a circular, 

embroidery frame. In Young Woman Making Her Name, I am assessing my contemporary 

version of the traditional, female art form of embroidery from a slight distance for ‘a 

moment in time’, whilst maintaining a steady hand and keeping my so-far completed 

work closest to my body. Framed in the corner of the living room, my shadow seems to 

have a life of its own, appearing to watch the activity itself, taking the feeling of self-

reflection to a deeper level. At this stage of my investigation, the penetration of cultural 

identity and tradition into my artistic identity and practice is evident at its most private 

level in my poignant act of acknowledging my surname - piercing tradition with a sharp, 

fine embroidery needle. In the translation from photograph to painting, the tension and 

emotion in this calm and absorbing act is exaggerated through the expressionistic 

application of colour and brushstrokes, particularly in my watchful shadow, presented in 

fluorescent aqua. This painting was awarded the painting prize in the Churchie Emerging  
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Art Awards in 2006 with comments made by the judges about the intensity of the 

painting, with particular reference to the shadow and the symbolism and construction of 

the work.   

 

As an artist, my curiosity abounded to discover how I fitted into these two cultures, in 

these two lives that I had lived - witnessed but not fully understood. I was not keen to be 

a landscape painter and was inspired by portraiture, admiring such Australian artists as 

Dobell and Cassab. However, I also enjoyed alluding to the exterior world, both natural 

and urban, through reflection and light.  Eventually, my interest in light and dark and the 

concept that everyday life could be the subject of artwork became a prompt for me to 

investigate Dutch genre art as it was a traditional and classic aspect of European art 

history for which Dutch artists were renowned. As previously reiterated, I was drawn to 

the intimate simplicity of representing a female performing daily acts of living in her 

domestic setting. Often containing two images of a female, often myself, my paintings 

were frequently defined by reflections or internal and external settings set in suburban or 

everyday life. There were definite hints of two aspects within a singular identity and I 

already seemed to enjoy ‘doing things from the inside’. One comment that was 

sometimes made about my paintings was that they were too packed with information and 

sometimes lacked structure which supports the viewer in guiding their focus through a 

painting.  

 

Consistently, my paintings have reflected attention to detail. In the past, this stylistic 

approach supported complex subject matter that was often densely-packed with  
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   Figure 3.5 
    Artist In Her Studio (2005) 
    Michelle van Eps 
    Oil on canvas (76 x 102cm)  
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symbolism, reflection and information. In retrospect, I understand that a viewer may find 

it difficult to approach such works.  Studying such painters as Vermeer and Rembrandt 

has allowed me to understand their philosophies on classic composition and chiaroscuro.  

I have become familiar with tonal construction and offsetting detail - intense colour with 

space and decrease in intensity of colour - whilst being conscious of 'relaxing the tension’ 

for the viewer. I believe that the visual impact of my work has benefited from these 

technical devices.   

 

In the self-portrait Artist In Her Studio (2005) (Figure 3.5), I stand in my stained work 

clothes, brush at canvas and yet I am obviously distracted from my work by something as 

my eye looks away and my mouth sits open. It is interesting to note that all five self-

portraits in this series contain no direct eye contact with the viewer, reflecting a focus 

both upon myself and the notions of the subject being distracted by something which 

proved to be my cultural identity. The canvas, depicted within the painting upside-down, 

is an oil painting representing one hand releasing an elastic band into the other which 

could be perceived as an act of controlled anxiety. My image seems a little detached and 

distracted from the act of painting and, unusually, it is a work which does not have much 

personality and sense of individual identity that appears in my dominantly figurative 

paintings and portraits.  Perhaps this signifies my approach to my paintings and the need 

that I have, as an artist, to connect with my subject matter through subjective links and an 

intimate approach. It is important to me to link my work with an aspect of my identity 

and experience so that I can translate emotion into my paintings. Artist In Her Studio has  
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a distinct absence of emotion representational of the artistic vacuum that I experienced at 

that time. 

 

Clearly, the challenge was to investigate the internal structure of my life in my 'missing 

culture', moving away from external Australian pressures for a time. I immersed myself  

in Dutch art books, historical and cultural research, my Dutch family history and went to 

see an exhibition of Dutch Golden Age art when it toured Australia. However, in doing 

this, I always understood that I would have to be able to fully justify this artistic, cultural 

and personal journey to retain respect as a contemporary Australian artist with Dutch 

heritage. I approached this investigation on a private level, initially unsure of whether I 

could integrate it into my artwork in a positive fashion. This approach gave me the option 

of going back, changing pursuit and discarding the investigation if it proved to be 

irrelevant or too risky. My first exhibition regarding the newfound concept of ‘missing 

culture’ in my artwork was not until 2006 - approximately one year after painting this 

first series of self-portraits.  At first, researching my heritage was only intended to 

support an exegesis regarding issues of Australian migration but, as I proceeded, I was 

soon confronted with the fact that I was not a migrant and that investigating my cultural 

background was fueling my art, uniting my cultural identity and raising highly relevant 

issues regarding Australians with mixed cultural heritage and their position within 

Australian identity. My self-esteem grew and, as I grew in confidence, I increased the 

cultural reference in my artwork, understanding my own cultural identity through an 

artistic journey to unify my cultural perspective.           
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Gunew reinforces how individual cultural self-esteem, formed by the interplay between 

pre-existing prejudices and national cultural prejudice, can play a major role in inhibiting 

artists with cultural difference from placing culture into a public position in their lives:    

  

...the anxiety that acknowledging cultural difference is a way of 

harnessing other differences such as the 'visible differences’ which 

traditionally pertain to race and relate to racism, religious differences and 

political differences. In other  words, appeals to cultural difference are a 

way of rendering all these differences as both ‘only’ cultural and therefore 

somehow benign in the sense of not having to be taken too seriously.  

(Gunew, 1994:6) 

 

She says that this type of thinking dismisses the arts as an ‘unimportant area of socio-

political struggle and, furthermore, sees them as a way of defusing such socio-political 

struggles’ (Gunew, 1994:6).   

 

The prompts of direct criticism of artwork and questions about artistic intentions in 

relation to culture played a large part in Hunter’s, Lee’s and my own decision to address 

cultural heritage.   The 'missing' reality of cultural origin on a conscious level was already 

apparent in our artwork in semi- or sub-conscious ways that viewers noticed. The artist is 

made visible when the artist’s ignorance to these elements is exposed both privately and 

publicly. 
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Inga Hunter recalls that she ‘suffered constant and often violent criticism in both places 

[England and Australia] for my appearance, dress, attitudes and personality, and to some 

extent, my work’ (Voight, 1996: 124). Hunter speaks about this being such an intense 

constraint that it limited the exploration of her background to define her exact cultural 

heritage. She did not investigate her Jamaican, West-African and Anglo background for 

fifty years. Hunter used mixed-media and found objects, assembled with such things as 

thread, bone, feathers and blood. The Anglo-Australian environment Hunter was working 

in questioned its appropriateness and had little understanding of this sort of art. Hunter 

had completed anthropological studies and could, in some ways, justify her work with 

interests in the ancient past and strange cultures without a specific personal link. Her 

work did not refer to people, yet she was trying to recreate cultures that did not relate to 

herself. Though she sensed it, without awareness of her cultural background, she did not 

realize that she was doing some of these things because of her diasporic state. She could 

not back up the feelings of such things as ‘exile’ and ‘conflict’ displayed in her artwork 

as she was still under the impression of what she knew: ‘I knew (or so I thought) that I 

was English/Australian’ (Voight: 124). Hunter speaks in retrospect of her artwork that 

centres on recreating cultures before and after her decision to investigate her own culture: 

 

I’ve always done that, but now I know I’m doing it, and there is a vast difference. 

I carry my own world within me.  I recreate my own culture.  (Hunter, 1996: 124)        

 

This suggests that Hunter’s initial lack of knowledge of her mixed heritage interfered 

with her practice. It seems that she continued to deny this because of the harsh pressures 
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placed upon her by the Australian environment. She felt safer in maintaining her 

contemporary Anglo-Australian persona. However, Hunter always had ‘hunter-and-

gatherer’ instincts, her art visibly posing questions about her cultural origins, her 'missing 

culture' becoming impossible to ignore in the context of her artwork. She chose to 

investigate her ancestry. It is indicative that this happened in the 1990s as Australia itself 

was forced to acknowledge its multicultural environment as being part of Australian life. 

Although perhaps not yet defined by diversity, the word ‘multiculturalism’ was becoming 

an issue of national identity.   

 

Lee acknowledged her sense of difference and authenticity from a young age as well - 

largely induced by her feelings of not belonging to the framework of most Chinese who 

had been born in China or Hong Kong. Although she knew that she looked Chinese, she 

felt more Anglo-Australian. Lee speaks of her childhood experiences as playing a 

formative role in her art which questions such things as authenticity, anonymity, the 

relationship between the copy and the original, and impermanence. However, much of 

the artwork that she produced before making a conscious effort to investigate her Chinese 

heritage was particularly concentrated on grief, loss and trying to redeem loss. In her 

interview with Voight, Lee mentions, in relation to her painful, shameful, and very acute 

sense of difference, that she ‘was always searching for a system or philosophy that would 

make sense of suffering - not just mine, as my own distress made me sensitive to the 

distress of the world around me’ (Voight, 1996: 151). It seems that investigating her 

Chinese cultural ancestry, particularly Buddhist philosophies, provided her with a 

framework through which to understand, filter and express her emotions and ideas in her 
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work. The impermanence which has continued within her work began with simply using 

the photocopier to control the differing amounts of clarity reproduced from European 

portraits. However, it was open to criticism that Lee could not suitably answer at this 

stage not only due to its singular link with Western portraiture and sense of loss but lack 

of relation to Lindy Lee as a person. For example, Untitled (Portrait of Sir Thomas Le 

Strange (1986) (Figure 3.6) is a black-and-white photocopy of a painting from a 

European background and addresses the ‘death of painting’ - it is art about art but lacks 

personal reference.    

 

With the medium of painting, Lee also appropriated elements from European artists such 

as El Greco and, perhaps, it was here that her use of façade and performance presented 

most powerfully.  For me, appropriation and façade seemed to follow on from my first 

series, as I utilized this artistic device in my first, rather unrealistic, attempts to declare 

my Dutch identity and transpose it with my Anglo-Australian one. Lee retrospectively 

describes her early reason for appropriation, specifically referring to her painting All 

Spirits in the End Become Bodily Visible (1987): 

 

...appropriating other artists' images was a way for me to assume somebody else's 

existence.  There was usually something I envied that I wanted for myself.  In the 

case of El Greco, I envied his belief. (Voight, 1996:152) 

 

 Strangely enough, her art in the 1980s also represented a fear of losing ‘tradition’ in art. 

This may very well have been indicative of Lee's own fears in regard to letting her  
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           Figure 3.6 
           Untitled (Portrait of Sir Thomas Le Strange), (1986) (detail) 
             Lindy Lee 
             Photocopy on Stonehenge paper 22 x 15.5cm 
  
 
           
 
This is an example of Hunter’s first 
artwork which explore African 
diaspora and was exhibited at a 
group exhibition.  I Hunter’s 
words, ‘It is a theme that obsesses 
many artists of the African 
Diaspora, because of its power and 
horror, and I guess I too shall draw 
from it for the rest of my life, in 
one way or another.  (Voight, 1996: 
127)                    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    Figure 3.7 
                                                Slave Drawings (1994) 
                                                Inga Hunter 

Charcoal and pastel on heavyweight Indian handmade paper, scaled               
with acrylic medium and knotted onto canvas, 1 x 1.5m.   
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Chinese tradition slip through her fingers without being, somehow, redeemed. The book 

Growing Up Asian in Australia, (Pung, 2008) contains many anecdotes of Asians who 

have grown up in Australia. It reveals that many Asians, who have differing amounts of 

exposure to Asian culture, go through a time when they reject their Asian culture in order 

to feel ‘Australian’. Then, as they become more comfortable in their identity or 

experience fear that they have made a mistake in not recognising their Asian cultural 

heritage as continuing to impact on their lives, as Lee did, investigation into Asian culture 

follows in order to reclaim and unite their cultural identity. This book underlines how 

relevant the issue of cultural investigation is in the Australian environment, particularly 

in regards to the Australian-Asian community.   

 

Lee’s artwork before and after investigating Chinese culture provides visual evidence of 

her process of cultural redemption and the positive effect it had upon her art. Her earlier 

work, using only black-and-white photocopies, singularly or repetitively of European 

portraits may be interpreted as lacking a trace of Lee, herself, the artist. As black-and-

white anonymity provided by the photocopier with minimal interference from the artist, 

these sorts of works appear to reflect her distance from her art and even from her Western 

values. A critical analysis of this ‘black’ phase of her work might suggest that it lacks 

passion and reflects dullness of feeling and an inability to relate to the sole image. 

According to one art critic, Hannah Fink, the ‘authenticity of the artwork is interfered 

with’ (MacAuliffe and Harvey (Eds.), 2003:80) by the photocopier – but was a basic 

element of her artwork and life. Perhaps this was because she was not yet confident 

enough of her own authenticity and options within her personal identity to do this. With 
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the copy ‘used as a metaphor for diaspora, in particular of cultural displacement’ (Chiu, 

2001: 16), acknowledging the role of difference in her work by addressing her Chinese 

heritage meant investigating what was missing in her life and art and preventing her from 

communicating personal emotion through her artwork. As the artist, she needed to be 

placed within her artwork, not misplaced. Lee's investigation into her 'missing culture' 

evolved positively in her artwork as the dominance of loss and grief was addressed and 

challenged by philosophies that Chinese culture and the Buddhist religion are based on 

and what can be gained in each moment of life, being present and the uniqueness and 

spontaneity of the individual.       

 

3.3 The ‘Missing Culture’ 

 

The concept of ‘belonging’ is, undoubtedly, a factor to be considered when a person with 

mixed heritage is making the decision as to whether to investigate ‘missing’ culture. 

Western values dominate in Australia and this affects the paths that people with culturally 

diverse backgrounds take in order to retain cultural identity and ‘belonging’. In Gerstakis' 

words: 

  

 To ‘belong’ in the history of the West was satisfactory if you were dominant: to 

‘belong’ if you were other than that, immediately cast you into loss, ambivalence, 

defence and resistance. To ‘belong’ was to be an object, a curiosity, victor’s 

plunder, scientist’s data, patron’s charity, sociology’s survey; a situation to be 

refused at all cost and yet, often the only avenue guaranteeing some kind of 
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survival, some visibility. Being compromised in the role of a minority, and 

compromising oneself in return in order to persist, becomes an unwritten contract 

within a greater historical process. (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 36) 

 

For Lee, Hunter and myself, Western values were dominant in our cultural identity before 

our investigation - ignoring the aspect of our culture that would draw attention to our 

difference meant that, at least, we could maintain some sense of belonging. Openly 

acknowledging our cultural difference could mean compromising our somewhat ‘fake’ 

but safe persona, having to compromise and prove ourselves again within Australian 

society. The following statement can be applied to migrants, people with mixed heritage 

and second- or third-generation migrants: Maintaining a persona that only acknowledges 

the acceptable aspects of cultural identity or rejecting cultural heritage altogether so as to 

be perceived as only caring about being Australian is based on wanting to retain 

advantages within the national setting over admission of difference and the effects that it 

has upon the single person and on a national level. Similarly, Martin and Mohanty 

describe this as    

 

…the claim to a lack of identity or positionality is itself based to privilege, on the 

refusal to accept responsibility for one’s implication in actual historical and social 

relations, or a denial that personalities exist or that they matter, the denial of one’s 

own personal history and the claim to a total separation from it.  (Gunew and 

Rizvi, 1994: 64) 
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This may be perceived as irresponsible and deluded behaviour but it is based on the 

environmental pressures placed on minorities, and their cultural differences, by nations 

with clear dominant-passive power relations in regards to culture. The feelings that 

people in the position of the minority feel - loss, ambivalence, defence and resistance - 

also exist within those who have a mixed cultural heritage. They can deny themselves the 

opportunity to investigate their ‘missing’ culture out of fear of losing what they have. We 

are already compromised. 

 

My cultural position was different from that of Lee and Hunter in that my ‘missing’ 

culture was, similar to my primary culture, based on Western values. However, with 

investigation, I ascertained that Dutch culture was very different to Australian culture. An 

issue that particularly affected me was the initial tendency to minimise the effect of 

Dutch culture on my identity because I assumed that European culture may not be 

‘different enough'. Perhaps it is here that I can analyse the painting Woman At Her Toilet 

because it is the most representative of a self-reflective seeking-out of ‘difference’ in my 

genetics and appearance where it was not obvious. The title of this painting directly 

appropriates Dutch artist Jan Steen’s painting Woman At Her Toilet (c.1599-60) (as 

translated in Dutch Masters exhibition, 2005) and it was only though this title 

appropriation that I could transfer cultural identity into my painting. Steen’s work was 

representative of the past and the way in which a young Dutch woman had to approach 

the physical act of relieving herself. In my painting, I depicted myself in the toilet of my 

old-fashioned apartment which, interestingly, had a window of distorted glass that could 

be opened, separating the toilet from the living area. Importantly, this relates directly to  
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                                          Figure 3.8 
                    

 Woman At Her Toilet, Jan Steen, (c.159-60), oil on wood panel, 37 x 27.5cm 
 
    
    
               
     

          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
   
 
 
           Figure 3.9      
 
                             Woman At Her Toilet (2005), Michelle van Eps, oil on canvas, 76 x 102cm 
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the symbolic reference to distorted glass in my later paintings. I used this to reveal my 

own self-reflection upon the female physique and how marks on the body relate to the 

aging process and the passing of time. This extremely personal and private moment in 

reflecting upon my identity is mimicked by the intimate, interior space of the toilet 

represented. It was as if the colour of my skin and shape of my body indicated little about 

the relevance of my cultural difference but the marks on my skin indicated the uniqueness 

of my own experience and genetic descent. 

   

 I certainly argued with myself that investigating 'missing culture' would only mean 

finding out about ‘the past’ and traditions from a country that I had never experienced, 

possibly hindering my attempts to be recognised as a contemporary 'Australian' artist. 

However, as I proceeded to investigate, I recognised Dutch culture as already active 

within me in various subtle ways that were not immediately obvious - making me 

culturally unique. As an artist, how could I express my cultural individuality in a way that 

was relevant to contemporary Australian art and culture? 

 

The fifth self-portrait from this series of works was Woman Picking Fleas off Her Cat 

(2005) and has a similar feeling to the other paintings in its expressionistic but realistic 

colour and style. It is the clutter and confusion which frames the subject that brings an 

interesting dynamic to the work and represents an interesting contrast to the carefully 

arranged, moral codes of Dutch artwork. I seem oblivious to the mess around me as I am 

intently absorbed in a problem on cat’s coat which I allude to in the title as being a flea. It 

is as if I have homed in on the source of interference, irritation and problems and am  
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attempting to eliminate it in a very ‘old-fashioned’ manner. This painting has intensity, a 

little humour in its suggestions, a domestic intimacy and yet an awkwardness which 

suggests the slightly ludicrous nature of the scene presented. There is fantasy and 

performance in this work and its naïve absurdity is reflective of my initial stage of 

investigation. Although I continued to pursue performance in the next stage of my 

cultural and artistic journey, it was quite a serious form of performance that ceased to 

have this sort of light-hearted feeling to it.   

 

It seems that the five self-portraits which formed the “Prejudice’ phase of my cultural 

identity reconstruction were clearly questioning the place of my ‘missing culture’ in my 

artwork through self-reflection and appropriation of certain aspects of Dutch genre 

painting. Therefore, they were challenging the prejudices that may discourage artists with 

mixed heritage from including ‘foreign’ cultural ancestry in their practice. However, the 

‘Prejudice’ phase did not involve an exhibition of these paintings but evolved into the 

next phase of practice which I call the ‘Pride’ phase.  

 

The ‘Pride’ phase, involved restructuring my next series of paintings with compositional 

devices and techniques used by Golden Age Dutch painters, such as Vermeer and 

Rembrandt, to construct portraits and interiors, carefully staging four portraits and one 

self-portrait. This brought a serious tone to my pursuits as a painter and an overtly Dutch 

cultural influence to my practice. Although there may be some absurdity in the self-

portrait Girl With A Spiral Earring (2006), to be discussed as central to the ‘Pride’ phase, 

the tone towards my Dutch ancestry became both formal and sincere in my artistic 
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Figure 3.10                 

Woman Picking Fleas Off Her Cat (2005), Michelle van Eps, oil on canvas, 76 x 102cm 
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approach.  It was in the exhibition Mistress Within Her Space (2006) that I exhibited the 

self-portraits completed in the ‘Prejudice’ phase alongside the works that I pursued as 

central to the ‘Pride’ phase. The exhibition displayed the marked development in the 

position of my ‘missing culture’ in my practice as my appropriation of Dutch Golden Age 

painting became more overt in the ‘Pride’ phase of my work which emphasized and 

exaggerated my sense of Dutch pride.     
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CHAPTER 4 

ENGAGING WITH PRIDE 

4.1 The ‘Pride’ Phase   

This chapter will discuss how prejudice and pride intersected in my solo exhibition 

Mistress Within Her Space (2006). This exhibition marked my first public display of 

Dutch identity and also what I have come to refer to as the 'Pride' phase in my practice. 

Just as pride may be defined as a sense of self-respect which publicly displays 'a proper 

sense of what is fitting for one's position or character' (Hawkins, Oxford, 1981), it can 

also be a tool that humans seem to use to position themselves in a community or society 

and to protect that position. Artists may be seen to utilise pride in a similar fashion when 

creating and presenting artwork, as the feeling of pleasure or satisfaction in one's actions, 

qualities and possessions can be seen in the approach they take to their work. The way 

they express pride through their art can include what the pride is attached to within the 

work and the degree to which pride is displayed, especially in the choice of the works 

which will be exhibited.  Pride can very well relate to societal positioning and the role of 

cultural identity. It can range from humble pleasure in expressing one's personality to 

self-satisfaction or, in some cases, arrogance where feelings of superiority are 

exaggerated.  

 

My own experience of this intersection of pride and prejudice will be outlined and 

contextualised with the experiences of case-study artists, Lee and Hunter. Significantly, 

this stage of my artistic journey marks the ‘in-between’ point in the process of 

challenging the ‘Myth of Neutral Identity’ and reconstructing cultural identity in my 
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artistic practice. In simplified terms, it represents ‘looking out’ and signals my first 

artistic interaction with my working environment and audience where I overtly included 

the ‘missing culture’ within my artistic identity. The experience of creating and 

exhibiting Mistress Within Her Space will be described as representing a significant 

interaction between cultural prejudice and cultural pride and will highlight the role of 

performance as a contextualising methodology in hyphenating cultural identity in my 

work. This chapter will explain why migrants and the notion of migration became a main 

theme in the portraits that formed this exhibition and how the concept of cultural 

belonging was redefined at this point in my journey, particularly through the self-portrait 

Girl With the Spiral Earring (2005) (Figure 4.9). I will identify the experience of ‘virtual 

migration’ as representing the cultural shift in my artistic practice that occurred through 

exhibiting Dutch cultural identity and my interpretations of the individual experience of 

migration, within an Australian setting. Through the interaction between ‘foreign and 

familiar’ in the public forum of exhibition, my attempts at cultural hyphenation were 

placed into the realistic context of my cultural home. 

   

As outlined, this phase in my practice considers migrants in an external context as well as 

in reference to my own experience, emphasising pride and prejudice as part of the 

struggle to merge cultures. The exhibition Mistress Within Her Space (2006) was a visual 

representation of the battle between pride and prejudice within myself as the artist, and 

also within the life of the subject of Woman Making Herself Comfortable (2005) (Figure 

4.8) and Girl By Her Window (2005) (figure 4.7) who was a recent Taiwanese migrant 

living with her sister in Brisbane. Another painting study, centred on an older and more-
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established African migrant who braided hair at the markets, is seen in the portraits 

Woman With Braided Hair (2005) (Figure 4.5) and The Hairworker (2005) (Figure 4.6). I 

felt that an empathetic link existed between myself as the painter and the subjects of the 

paintings, as we all were dealing with cultural hyphenation of familiar and foreign 

cultures.    

  

Between the ‘Prejudice’ phase and the ‘Pride’ phase, I had gathered overwhelming 

amounts of information on Dutch culture, the Golden Age of Dutch Art, investigated my 

Dutch heritage and also reflected on my childhood exposure to Dutch culture. I became 

inspired, driven to publically express my pride in being related to this amazing culture 

with its history of skillful and classically beautiful painting. As an artist, the pride that I 

presented in a second series of paintings, consisting of one self-portrait and four portraits, 

was attached to and consumed by my recently ‘discovered’ Dutch cultural identity. This 

meant that I pursued techniques such as chiaroscuro and thin glazes in my more 

constructed and posed portraits. I also metamorphosed myself into the role of a 17th-

century Dutch girl as I appropriated many aspects of Vermeer’s Girl With a Pearl 

Earring in my self-portrait Girl With A Spiral Earring (2005). This made the connection 

between myself and my Dutch pride recognizable, stereotypical and obvious for the 

viewers of my solo exhibition Mistress Within Her Space. Surrounding this self-portrait 

with portraits of two migrant women that I had approached on the street, I was keen to 

draw alliances with their physical and psychological journey of moving from a familiar 

country into a ‘foreign culture’. Perhaps I wanted to present myself as a young Dutch girl 
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who was seeking a better life in Australia. I was seeking evolution in my artistic practice 

through cultural pride but I had not yet defined my cultural perspective.   

 

Also exhibiting my self-portraits from 2005, I was at least reminded that my journey to 

redefine my cultural identity had emerged from reevaluation of my established cultural 

identity. These paintings depicted the challenging reality of my decision to make a 

cultural shift in my artwork and represented the humble place of self-reflection and 

cultural neutrality from which I had come. It seems my migration could be perceived as 

‘virtual migration’, having remained in the same studio while creating both bodies of 

work and now continuing to exhibit in Australia. I was soon to understand my journey as 

one which was just as necessary and valid as that of a migrant: an Australian 

contemporary artist with Dutch ancestry who was reconstructing cultural identity within 

her artwork in order to incorporate a culture that was largely ‘foreign’ to her audience 

and, until now, ‘foreign’ to herself.     

           

Pride and prejudice are a dramatic and classic combination - my exhibition invited a 

public performance. The pairing is a mythology in itself and their interplay seems set to 

be displayed in the public arena of an art exhibition with the passion of performance and 

dramatic tension inherent in the paradoxical nature of these emotional, cultural notions. 

Pride and prejudice compete with one another for dominance in the spotlight. Prejudice 

threatens pride and the tension in the audience is increased as they wonder how pride will 

respond - will it stand tall or will it be weakened by the challenge? Pride and prejudice 
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battle within a single person as much as between different people which makes the 

interaction one that will never lose its ability to fascinate human beings.   

 

Pride and prejudice induces the admission of mistakes in judgment and the reassessment 

of stance on a public level. It is a confronting prompt for recontextualisation. It is an 

inherent part of being an artist and played the role of prompting me to, once again, 

reassess my perspective on my cultural identity. The battle between pride and prejudice 

can work in a positive way to overcome destructive prejudice, such as racism, sexism and 

religious intolerance, as it acknowledges the public environment as key to contextualising 

cultural identity.  

 

To me, the notion of pride and prejudice is still embedded in the book by Jane Austen. 

The classic text, read by young Anglo women, depicts characters in ornate 18th-century 

dress who present with an arrogance that strikes me as over-dramatised pride - flicking 

their heads up when confronted with prejudice, turning away with an exaggerated sigh of 

pity as they sit on their pedestal, only to end up revealing personal prejudice as they 

struggle to maintain pride. These pretentious characters remain alive and dramatic in 

current television soap operas that enthrall audiences who tune in for the next episode. 

The reason why people have always been addicted to this combination, presented in 

exaggerated performance, is that most people prefer to see it in fantasy than to be 

confronted with the constant, unpredictable, sneaky, sly and ever-present reality of pride 

and prejudice in themselves and in every level of humanity. Similarly, in my exhibition, 

the self-portrait Girl With A Spiral Earring (2005) was a rather exaggerated performance  



 91 

             
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 4.1       Figure 4.2 
 Invitation to Mistress within Her Space  Michelle van Eps beside her painting  
 Exhibition, 2006, College Gallery, Galleria   The Hairworker (2006), as installed at 
 Complex, South Bank, Brisbane.                                  Churchie Emerging Art Awards, Brisbane   
        2006. 
 
 
 
                               
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
       
 
 
 

   Figure 4.4         
       Figure 4.3          Talisman for Difference (1994) 
       No Up, No Down, I Am the 10,000 Things (1995)                   Inga Hunter  
        Lindy Lee                Mixed media, 40 x 57 x 6cm.  
        Installation view, Art Gallery of New South Wales,                 One of a series of talisman pieces from   
        Sydney.             one-person show at Blaxland Gallery 
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in which I presented myself in a costume reminiscent of 17th-century Dutch girls.  

Revealingly, Girl With A Spiral Earring was the image that I chose for my public 

invitations to my Mistress Within Her Space exhibition at Queensland College of Art, 

College Gallery, Southbank (Figure 4.1).  By placing myself into this role, I could 

observe myself in character and in the context of my exhibition which was ruled by this 

key work. Eventually, the ‘performance’ of my Dutch version of Pride and Prejudice 

allowed me to rethink my approach to hybridising my culturally diverse identity within 

my paintings. Pride and prejudice are both innate human traits that never stop playing for 

power as our environment changes and evolves around us.  It is difficult to acknowledge 

their workings within ourselves and often easier to observe and define right or wrong in 

others. Their interplay can be as subtle in real life as it is overt in soap opera. It seems 

Mistress Within Her Space combined private, everyday self-portraits, painted in an 

expressionistic style, with the dramatised, constructed portraits indicative of this stage in 

my artistic development which reveal this contrast in internal and external expressions of 

pride and prejudice. My exhibition allowed me to see some of the subtle nuances of pride 

and prejudice within cultural identity so that I could move to a more realistic level within 

my practice that would express the increasing depth of my understanding of cultural 

identity.   

  

For Lindy Lee, I would identify three art exhibitions which she held in Sydney in 1995 – 

the first at Artspace, the second at the Art Gallery of New South Wales (Figure 4.3) and 

the third at Regent’s Court Hotel in King’s Cross - as being particularly representational 

of this stage in her cultural hybridization where ‘missing’ culture is overtly introduced  
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into the public arena. Through such means as symbolic statement which easily 

communicated Lee’s alliances with Chinese culture, it seems that her monochromatic 

paintings at Artspace was one example of an interaction between her newly developed  

cultural pride and her artwork. Her reference to Chinese philosophy as a personal 

experience was expressed in her work: 

 

A fine example was a bright orange painting featuring black photocopied 

impressions of the artist’s Buddhist robes, a direct reference to her taking Jukai, 

the ceremonial acceptance of the precepts of Zen Buddhism. (Chiu, 2001:19) 

 

Following this exhibition, Chiu reflects on Lee’s public identification of orange with the 

practice of Zen also illustrating  

 

…her construction of an entirely personal idiom through colour, something 

apparent in her exhibition at the Art Gallery of New South Wales of her work 

titled No Up, No Down, I am the 10,000 Things, 1995. This work consisted of a 

series of paintings of photocopied images and abstract works of drips, blobs and 

smudges on paper, arranged on the gallery’s floor, walls and ceiling. Each image 

suggested a process; each sheet of paper a momentary thought or action. (2001: 

19) (Figure 4.3) 

 

In a third exhibition, Lee created a similar environment in a room at the boutique 

Regent’s Court Hotel in Kings Cross. Works on paper were scattered across the floor and 
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attached to the wall. Significantly, this exhibition was different in its approach as Lee 

added ‘a performative element; the artist meditated within the room for the duration of 

the exhibition’ (Chiu, 2001: 19). Lee demonstrated her changing cultural perspective with 

some similarity to my own initial artistic experiences of publicising my pride in my 

cultural ancestry. It seems that these three exhibitions represented the initial stages of 

Lee’s process of contextualising Chinese culture and philosophy both within her artwork 

and her artistic identity. This sort of cultural interaction between the audience and the 

artist allows for a cultural shift to take place within artistic practice.  

 

For Inga Hunter, it seems that the concept of ‘performing’ as an artist, in regard to 

concepts of the public forum and demand and in relation to her cultural identity, is one 

which clearly strikes a nerve. For Hunter, expressing her Afro-Caribbean cultural 

ancestry within her practice seems to display the very core of the paradoxical interaction 

of pride and prejudice within an artist and their work: 

 

I am perfectly aware that syncretism in my work is not terribly ‘accessible’ as art- 

particularly in Australia where the spiritual tends to be embarrassing and where I 

am virtually alone in my background. Here you really have to blend in with the 

crowd. However, I have to be responsible to what drives me, rather than to an 

imaginary clientele. I am an artist, not a performer.  (Voight, 1996: 127) 

 

Hunter exhibits work that not only represents images relating to African slavery but her 

own hybridized and invented religions and traditions which combine both Christian and 
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African philosophies. She speaks about the importance of subjective significance, 

spirituality and the role of artwork as being a cultural ‘experience’, rather than just a 

visual reference. In her statement below, Hunter references her approach to 

reconstructing her cultural identity in her practice: 

 

To hold me for long, I need my work to have a meaning other than just the visual.  

I am drawn increasingly to the spiritual/ritual/magical. (Voight, 1996: 126) 

 

Hunter’s Talismans series (1995), exhibited at Blaxland Gallery in 1995 (Figure 4.4), was 

her first public solo exhibition since her Imperium series. Arguably this was a self-

portrait of her new sense of cultural identity, a focus on her African ancestry:   

 

Perhaps one should call them a magical portrait of me, not quite a self-portrait’. 

(Drury and Voight, 1996: 45).   

 

At this stage of the process in redefining cultural identity, there seems to be a sense of 

performance for Hunter, Lee and myself. Perhaps it is exaggerated because we directly 

place ourselves in the limelight at this point in order to communicate our strong, personal 

sense of cultural migration to the public and simultaneously test the waters in a 

contextualising manner. Although its role may be individually specific, this 

recharacterisation of the artist’s image of self in a public exhibition almost certainly has a 

useful role in the journey of cultural hyphenation. 
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In reflection, I hold my own ‘subjective’ links to mythology based on my experiences 

within a certain cultural context. My Anglo-based culture is, at present, dominant in its 

primary position within my evolving cultural identity in regard to most core beliefs. My 

Dutch ‘façade’ was a little too ornate in its pretence but perhaps that was its very 

intention. As an artist, this performance was a very practical part in my comprehension of 

the challenge of hybridizing a ‘primary’ and a ‘foreign’ culture within my own identity 

and also in my artistic identity. Most of my prejudices are based on my ‘primary’ culture 

but prejudices are not necessarily inflexible and negative. My present and future 

exposure, and willingness to investigate other cultural ideas and concepts, leaves my 

subjectivity open to evolution without erasure of previous opinions and denial of the 

journey itself, which is one of challenges, errors and reassessment.    

 

4.2 ‘Virtual Migration’ 

 

Both the direct-migrant and people with mixed heritage are challenged with maintaining 

and pursuing identity when faced with two or more cultures playing an active role within 

a single life and identity. I became aware of these two very different forms of cultural 

hybridisation through interaction with two migrant women alongside a painting of myself 

that openly expressed my Dutch cultural links. With a mixed-heritage artist, 'virtual 

migration' is experienced through exhibition of the cultural shift in artwork. Although the 

cultural balancing act is comparative for the direct-migrant and the second- or third-

generation migrant with mixed heritage, I interpret it to be a rather different experience. 

The migrant enters a new culture with a primary cultural identity that is ‘foreign’ to the  
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new culture but familiar to themselves. A process of reducing the dominance of the 

primary culture becomes a challenge in establishing a life and home in a 'foreign' culture 

and one's cultural position changes to that of 'migrant'. My primary cultural influence is 

my cultural environment and it is this familiarity which can prevent my acknowledgment 

of a place for the less-dominant ‘foreign’ culture that forms identity through ancestry. 

The challenge that I faced was in having the confidence and finding a means to introduce 

Dutch culture into 'public' displays of my works. Through my exhibition Mistress Within 

Her Space (2006), I was able to contextualise my Dutch identity in my cultural home of 

Australia. Public interaction, investigation and feedback on cultural identity 

reconstruction encouraged the hyphenation process to evolve to hybridization and 

unification in a realistic context. 

 

In 2005, I approached two migrant women in Brisbane who were willing to allow me to 

photograph and talk to them and, finally, paint two portraits from the photographs that I 

had captured. I investigated the individual 'migrant' experience in my direct environment, 

from the point of view of a young Taiwanese student and an African lady who had a stall 

at the markets. The African lady was content and excited to be portrayed ‘at work’ 

braiding the hair of an Asian woman at the Southbank markets in The Hairworker (2006) 

(Figure 4.6). She also smiles proudly in a more traditional ‘head and shoulders’ 

representation of her beautiful facial features and personality in Woman With Braided 

Hair (2006) (Figure 4.5). This woman had been in Australia for a number of years and 

seemed happy to publicly display aspects of African tradition in her ‘braiding’ work, 

while simultaneously adapting tradition to the contemporary and multicultural  
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Figure  4.5                                                                     Figure 4.6 

Woman With Braided Hair, (2006)                                                The Hairworker (2006) 
Michelle van Eps                                                                            Michelle van Eps 
Oil on canvas, 76 x 122cm                                                              Oil on canvas, 76 x 122cm.   
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environment of her new Australian home. This adaptation of tradition to the reality of a 

contemporary and multicultural environment was evident in the poster that advertised her 

stall as providing 'new styles for today's princess' depicted in The Hair Worker (2006). It 

seemed to me that 'the hair worker' shared her pride in her culture of origin with all 

willing clientele, regardless of culture and without prejudice. I painted her placing a braid 

into an Asian female customer’s hair. If her work at the Southbank Markets was indeed 

'performance' to a degree, the African woman enjoyed her role and her natural confidence 

in her cultural identity shone through in her proud, natural and authentic smile. 

 

In Young Woman Making Herself Comfortable (2005) (Figure 4.8) and Girl By Her 

Window (2005) (Figure 4.7), Taiwanese migrant, Sophia, is painted in her apartment. She 

is clutching her red pillow with an Asian design on it and her matching tissue holder 

which also had a similar Asian patterning. Sophia had just migrated to Australia and lived 

with her sister in an apartment at Southbank. I approached her on a bus, asking if I could 

take some photographs of her inside her home and do some oil paintings. The emotions 

expressed in the portraits seem to reflect her inhibitions about moving to Australia to 

make her life here. She became my friend and told me later how honoured she felt in my 

request and that it helped her in her first year in this very ‘foreign’ culture. In one 

painting, Sophia clutches tradition; in the other, she stands in front of a curtain and places  

 

her Asian tradition outside on her deck alongside her mug with ‘dog’ written on it (she 

had a cat) and the Australian barbecue that came with her apartment. While some have 

commented that the red colour of the cushion and tissue box and the comfort and sadness 
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they represent draw symbolic reference to the effects of Communism which Sophia left 

behind when she came to Australia, this was not my intention.  Sophia is employed as a 

child-care worker with a degree in child-care and, having established a life for herself, 

she is much more confident in her cultural identity now. She is more familiar with the 

language but tells me that people still make prejudicial and exclusive remarks such as 

‘You wouldn’t understand - you’re not Australian’. To me, having migrated from Taiwan 

with her sister makes Sophia ‘unique’ and I enjoy being a part of her cultural experience, 

as she has become part of mine. 

 

The direct-migrant can be seen as a role model in many ways and the migrant experience 

is an influential one for a person with mixed heritage. Migrants were also part of my 

‘public’ approach in familiarising myself with the ‘foreign-ness’ in my surrounding 

environment - it was part of my cultural experience, necessary in reconstructing my 

cultural identity and in ‘virtual migration’. At present, the validity of the migrant 

experience is more established than that of a person with mixed heritage. I believe that 

my work has been enriched by observing and familiarising myself with other migrants in 

the Australian environment and has aided my understanding other cultures, the 

experiences of cultural ancestors and migration itself.   

 

 

4.3 Preparing for Performance  

The direct-migrant approaches a different cultural system and must teach their actual 

selves to perform in different ways in order to establish an integrated identity. For me,   
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          Detail of Girl By Her Window                          
 
 

Figure 4.7  

Girl By Her Window (2005)  
Michelle van Eps  
Oil on canvas, 76cm x 122cm. 

 
 

                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 

Detail of Young Woman Making Herself Comfortable             Figure 4.8 
                                                                                                    Young Woman Making Herself Comfortable    

                Oil on canvas (2005) 
                                           76 x 122cm 
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attempting to introduce a ‘foreign’ culture as part of my identity and re-entering the 

public national environment has resulted in performing the role of a person from the 

‘missing culture’. Perhaps I did this to familiarise myself with Dutch culture and also 

gain understanding of how ‘foreign-ness’ is received by my previously ‘familiar’ 

environment. The subsequent experience is an integration of the ‘foreign’ and the 

‘familiar’ in order to unify cultural identity within art practice and exhibition.  

 

The gathering of information on the ‘missing culture’ includes collecting ‘virtual 

information’ - research into reality minus direct experience. However, it also includes 

remembering links to the ‘foreign’ culture that have been part of your experience with 

culture whether this be memories of experiences with family, curiosity about the culture 

or memories of your relationship, or lack thereof, with the ‘foreign’ culture. It is this 

combination which brings immersion in the ‘missing culture’, leads to the cultural 

journey of ‘virtual migration’ and a shift in cultural perspective. 

 

In preparation for ‘virtual migration’, the artist may have looked at photos of people born 

in the country that represents the 'missing' culture and images of  family from that culture 

so that they can mimic the foreign stance, gait and appearance. Perhaps the artist has read 

books in order to at least look at the foreign language or listened to recordings of a 

specific accent, alongside remembering their own exposure to the accent - just as I 

recalled my grandparents conversing in Dutch throughout my childhood. Memories of 

childhood experiences related to the 'missing culture' can be triggered - just as Inga 

Hunter recollected, at the age of nine, stalking 'the bush in Turramurra dressed solely in a 
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hankie, with a shield and spear painted in ochre, burnt sienna, black and cream' (Voight, 

1996:127)  The artist has probably looked wistfully at photographs of the foreign country 

or traveled there - as Lee traveled to China for the first time when she chose to 

investigate her heritage in order to appear comfortable in the constructed set she invented 

within her mind while 'virtually' separated from the reality of the Australian environment.   

 

Realistically, for the three case studies I refer to, a good deal of the resources on the 

‘missing culture’ from which we initially derived our knowledge were second-hand such 

as books, articles, movies and photographs. Gathering a great deal of non-fictional 

information on the history of the well-formed nation that represented our cultural 

ancestry, its traditions, philosophies and religions, convinced us of the 'reality' of our 

fantasy homeland. Legends and narratives which give accounts of what the ‘missing 

culture’s ‘typical’ people are like provide a picture in which to place oneself, the sort of 

character that we could take on, strengthening within our artistic imagination.   

 

Having been immersed in the identity formation of a ‘foreign’ culture and the 

experiences of ancestors, pride through a commitment to one’s inspirational foreign 

ancestry absorbs the artist’s core of patriotism at this time. It is likely that the first 

cultural information gathered is typical, broad and fairly shallow yet simultaneously 

inspirational and defining. It often seems that the first area of interest and attention 

becomes a significant, symbolic and dramatised version of the 'foreign' culture in terms 

of its history. With another culture, there has to be a starting point and for the ‘virtual 

migrant’, this point tends to be one that is obvious and key in identifying traits of the 
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foreign culture - what gives that culture ‘identity’ in our initially, simplistic eyes. For me, 

it was the Golden Age in Holland because it represented revolution in cultural identity 

and artwork. For Lindy Lee, it appears that she began to delve into Buddhist philosophy 

which is vital in Chinese culture. For Inga Hunter, one of her first, key areas of interest 

was African slavery. Pride and prejudice compete within the artist and their work.   

 

The constructed pride within my work perhaps reflected that while I was in awe of my 

Dutch heritage, I was also unsure about how to honour it within my artwork. This 

combination resulted in the unrealistic domination of Dutch history in my paintings. 

However, I believe that it is insecurity and exaggerated pride which led me to recognise 

that I had my own unique experiences as an Australian-Dutch artist. These experiences 

could be displayed with my own authentic pride to extend beyond my perceptions of 

Dutch and Australian stereotypes.    

  

I viewed the exhibition Masters of Dutch Art (2005) in Melbourne prior to ‘virtual 

migration’ and recorded my intentions as I worked on my Mistress Within Her Space 

(2006) exhibition. My response to viewing first-hand the Dutch Golden Age paintings 

within my Australian setting was: 'It is a unique and recognisable style of realistic 

painting which I will apply to Australian interiors while establishing my own values and 

heritage' (van Eps, M.: 2005). My first Doctoral exhibition, Mistress Within Her Space, 

reflected my artistic approach to beginning virtual migration. My stereotype of Dutch 

culture lay in the painting by Johannes Vermeer Girl with a Pearl Earring (ca.1665) 

(Figure 4.10). It was my version of this painting Girl with a Spiral Earring (2005) 
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(Figure 4.9) which obviously appropriated many facets of this work. The painting of 

myself with expression, dress, positioning, lighting and the 'unmissable' earring reference 

closely emulated the subject in Vermeer's painting and Girl with a Spiral Earring was 

intended to rule the exhibition. It certainly gave me a sense of control and ownership of 

‘Dutch-ness’ to characterize myself in the role of both the subject and the artist of a 

renowned and founding Dutch painting. A simple woman was painted with such beauty, 

pride and mystery by a painter who was technically and artistically inspiring and 

memorable in a nation where the role of artist was respected and a profession of 

monetary gain - how could I resist?  I performed the technique of chiaroscuro as well as I 

could understand with its thin layers of paint, darkened with glaze. I also composed my 

portraits carefully, taking into consideration space and foreground objects, as well as light 

and dark, in order to address Vermeer’s compositional treatment of interior environment 

which he used to create the illusion of three-dimensional space. It was a stunning and 

truly memorable appropriation but, in the end, also a revelation that conjured an image of 

myself actually being 'an outsider' within the exhibition. The self-portrait’s planned 

dominance was vital in guiding my intended interpretation at the time of exhibition as 

being that of a recent Dutch migrant, certain of her cultural identity and space, sitting 

amongst two other direct-migrant women from Africa and Taiwan, both of whom 

retained natural pride in their culture of origin while having to exist in the same 

Australian environment. With this belief, I stepped into the public Brisbane space and the 

virtual migratory experience continued:   

 

...the virtual migrant steps into the public arena and is confronted with a stage set 
differently to pre-conceived and unrealistic notions.  The audience and characters 
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           Figure 4.9  

             Girl With a Spiral Earring (2005), Michelle van Eps, oil on canvas,76 x 122cm.  
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     Figure 4.10  
                   Girl With A Pearl Earring (ca.1665-6)    
     Johannes Vermeer 
     Oil on canvas, 44.5 x 39cm 
 

Figure 4.9 
Girl With A Spiral Earring (2005) 
Michelle van Eps 
Oil on canvas, 76 x 122cm 
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mingle freely and all of them present questions, lines and criticism that were 
never in the drama that she prepared for. A spontaneous performance is required- 
ad-lib.  Now the bar is raised.  The virtual migrant has evolved her personal 
identity into a revised persona but her actual position will now be exposed as she 
is soon forced to re-contextualise her sense of self on an extroverted scale… (van 
Eps, 2008)  

 

As a painter, and as the subject in Girl With A Spiral Earring, I converted myself into 

both a Dutch lady and a migrant in one go – and, eventually, simply drew more attention 

to the fact that I was neither one. My underlying comments regarding other migrant 

women within their Australian space, painted by myself - supposedly a ‘Dutch woman’- 

in Vermeer’s and Rembrandt's style, eventually fell to criticism that the work did not 

meet the impossible standards of their work.  I was jolted into reality as I faced updated 

criticism of my ‘performance’. My artwork, conceptual reasoning and presentation in 

terms of my cultural intentions required explanation. Had my core of cultural patriotism 

defiantly changed completely and what questions regarding multiculturalism in Australia 

was I posing through my work? Where was I coming from in terms of cultural 

experience? The exhibition was in no way a failure but, in fact, brought me into a space 

where I could ‘see’ beyond the initial stages of virtual migration and realised that I had to 

recontextualise my actual position as an artist with primary Australian cultural values. 

 

 

The Dutch pride could continue with the same strength but now had to be rechanneled 

into my authentic and liveable cultural identity within my national setting. Clearly, this 

was a turning point in my practice. From this point, addition to my artistic and cultural 

identity came with the process of subtraction. My experience of attempting to replicate 
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'pure' Dutch pride helped me to reach a more authentic pride that became based upon my 

own trials and tribulations.             

  

4.4 The Evolution of Belonging through Pride 

 

It is the sense of belonging that particularly eludes a person with mixed heritage.  In the 

'Prejudice' phase, my case-studies finally acknowledged feelings of confusion regarding 

both personal identity and societal positioning and, in turn, realised that the familiar 

persona displayed until then, along with the accompanying sense of pride, was both 

fraudulent and a denial of aspects of cultural identity. In defence of 'belonging' and 

position as a contemporary, Australian artist, for me, loyalties, pride and artwork were 

initially, a necessary reflection of those established and dominant in the Australian, 

historical process.  Relinquishing 'missing culture' was a compromise in order to 'belong'.   

 

Leading up to the decision to acknowledge ‘missing culture’, cultural facade is the self-

defeating attempt to deceive oneself and the public into solely acknowledging primary 

cultural identity in order to 'belong'. This approach becomes impossible to maintain 

because of the overt nature of the effects of shared cultural ancestry. Interestingly, even 

when insight shatters the initial ‘all Australian’ cultural façade, the artist seems to need to 

utilise cultural façade again in an attempt to introduce the 'foreign' culture into publically 

exhibited artwork. To counteract my ‘all Australian’ cultural façade, I covered my 

primary culture with my secondary culture for a short period in my work and displayed 

an overtly Dutch cultural façade. This highlights the dilemma of the mixed-heritage artist 
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in the temptation to permanently employ cultural façade in one way or another in order to 

achieve ‘belonging’. 

 

It seems that within the artwork exhibited as the artist's first public display of the 'missing 

culture', the artist approaches artwork and exhibition as an actress might approach 

performing in a play - with facade. I characterised myself as a Dutch woman in my work, 

a Dutch painter through my technique and a Dutch migrant in my approach to public 

exhibition. In turn, the exhibition itself becomes the forum through which to see oneself 

and to effect a 'real' cultural shift within artistic identity. It is through exhibition that 

cultural notions are debated, cultural realities are exposed and the two cultures that the 

artist is attempting to hybridise, interact. Audience response gives the artist opportunity 

to re-evaluate the reality of cultural hybridisation.  

   

By undergoing Jukai, the ceremonial acceptance of the precepts of Zen Buddhism, Lee 

translated this Chinese religious tradition into a somewhat first-hand experience for 

herself. She then publically displayed her change in cultural identity in her work such as 

imagery depicting her ceremonial robes and featuring Buddhist philosophy. From the late 

1990s, ritual and meditation have also become ‘an essential part of her painting practice’ 

(MacAuliffe and Harvey, 2004: 80). Use of ‘bold, performative style of calligraphic and 

gestural mark-making’ in her work, which in some cases continued to use European 

portraits and photocopying as a basis and in some cases were simply imperfect marks that 

draw association with Asian calligraphy, are referred to by Fink as  ‘aspirational’ 

(MacAuliffe and Harvey, 2003: 80) – like Lee’s religious practice. Lee continues to 
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recontextualise her position as a first-generation Asian-Australian artist, exposing the 

cultural mindsets of both the East and West to each other, internally through the creative 

process and externally through exhibition. Through cultural identity reconstruction, Lee 

continues to pursue her preoccupations with ‘individuality, time and painting itself’ 

(MacAuliffe and Harvey, 2003: 80).        

 

This argument for identity reconstruction revolves around blurring definite or 

preconceived lines between ethnic groups in order to define ethnic experiences. 

Challenging prejudice regarding the role and definition of tradition allows space for 

evolution and development in cultural ‘belonging’.  Countermodernity asks: ‘what 

concepts for recognizing ‘traditions’ within heterogeneity that speak of adaptation, 

resistance and assimilation without falling into archetypal dichotomies’ (Gertsakis, 

1994:38) exist? The process of 'virtual migration' requires the artist and the audience to 

participate in cultural hyphenation, crossing the boundaries between private and public in 

a multicultural setting. For the artist, objectivity and subjectivity interact to bring into 

perspective the reality of his/her ‘field of knowledge’ (Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 40).   

 

Bhabha refers to this as the ‘in-between space’ (Gunew and Rizvi, 2004: 39).  The notion 

of hyphenation itself is actually a dual concept of both joining and dividing. Through 

‘virtual migration’, the artist seeks to establish boundaries and conjunctions between 

primary and secondary cultures within practice. Regarding the migrant experience, Trinh 

perceives that: 
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The challenge of the hyphenated reality lies in the hyphen itself: the becoming 

Asian-American; the realm in-between, where pre-determined rules cannot fully 

apply. (Gunew, 1994: 6) 

 

In preparing for ‘virtual migration, the artist may establish ‘new’ rules which attempt to 

imitate those adopted by the ‘missing culture’ in establishing identity whilst 

simultaneously having preconceived notions of cultural hyphenation in terms of 

migration. These ‘new ethics’ tend to reflect, to some degree, a stereotypical, 

‘preconceived’ and limited comprehension of the complexity of cultural identity which 

may have resulted from avoidance of cultural issues. The subsequent reality of ‘virtual 

migration’ re-evaluates closeness and distance and defines reality from fantasy.  

   

The statement by cultural theorist, Nikos Papastergiadis, regarding the migrant 

experience is just as profound for the ‘virtual migrant’ but, of course, a slightly different 

version applies. The initial statement, referred to by Gertsakis, reads: 

It commences from either the shattering of the previous self, or the process of 

writing the self into a foreign space and in turn re-inscribing it as ‘familiar’. 

(Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 40) 

 

As I see it, the ‘virtual migrant’ version can now be stated as: 

 

It commences from the shattering of the previous persona. One writes oneself  

 into a foreign space in the effort to re-inscribe it as ‘familiar’. One writes 
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 oneself back into the previously familiar space with a foreign persona in order to 

 re-inscribe familiarity. 

 

The concept which lies at the essence of any sort of migration remains similar.  The aim 

is to recognise the importance of past, present and future in order to create comfort and 

familiarity within the cultural home. Mistress Within Her Space (2006) was an exhibition 

which incorporated the place that I had come from in my first series of self-portraits, 

placed the 'foreign' cultural patriotism that I felt into the context of my present and 

immediate environment and encouraged me to re-evaluate an approach to hybridising my 

cultural experience into my own 'unique' perspective in my artwork. For the 'virtual 

migrant artist', it is important not to erase the time spent ‘playing the part’ of a person 

with cultural singularity but, instead, utilise it as part of first-hand cultural experience.  

Papastergiadis states that, 

   

it is not just about remembering the place you left behind but also about what 

emerges from the ‘nostalgia’ for the place called the future.  (Gunew and Rizvi, 

1994: 40) 

      

When the artist makes the transition from the 'Prejudice' phase to the 'Pride' phase, the 

grandiose misconception within their mindset is that they are destroying all parts of 

themselves that are linked to the previously dominant and constricting culture and 

‘becoming’ a person born and bred in their ‘missing culture’. Their belief that they can 

replace one with the other in ‘real’ life is the mythological fantasy of ‘virtual migration’. 
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As Stuart Hall has argued, ethnicity needs to be understood in terms of a politics of 

location, positionality and enunciation - not so much a process of discovery of lost ‘roots’ 

but of construction of a ‘new’ or ‘emergent’ ethnicity, linked to contemporary social 

relations and to relations of power. While marginalised people clearly need to honour 

many of the overt aspects of their traditions and history, Hall (1991, p.15) suggests that 

they also need to: 

 

…understand the languages which they’ve been not taught to speak. They need to 

understand and revalue the traditions and inheritances of cultural expression and 

creativity.  And, in that sense, the past is not only a position from which to speak, 

but it is also a necessary resource in what one has to say… So the relationship of 

the kind of ethnicity I am talking about to the past is not a simple one- it is a 

constructed one. It is constructed in history, and it is constructed politically in 

part. It is part of a narrative. We tell ourselves the stories of the parts of our roots 

in order to come into contact, creatively, with it. (Rizvi, Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 

62) 

 

It seems that my sense of ancestral ethnicity has been strengthened throughout the 

process of ‘virtual migration’. ‘Virtual migration’ is certainly an experience through 

which mixed-heritage artists can achieve these goals and is a narrative that should be 

included in the legends and stories which contribute to Australian mythology and history. 
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It was at this point that my attitude towards Dutch Golden Age art and cultural tradition 

became more selective and flexible. It is interesting to note that freedom and 

independence of spirit were fundamental to Rembrandt's relationship with the classical 

ideal and to other styles and traditions of art. Rembrandt's morality as an artist and 

character qualities - argued to be dedication, humanity, compassion, spiritual and 

psychological insight, courage to ignore fashion, refusal to flatter patrons and unswerving 

devotion to the truth - should not overshadow his artwork. However, one almost cannot 

help but attach symbolic significance in regard to artistic integrity to his name and work. 

I have established a personal connection with this era of Dutch art and culture. Indeed, 

profound pride and prejudice in terms of artistic integrity are encapsulated in one aspect 

of the way that the sentimental cult of Rembrandt has transfigured time. Dutch people 

can be stereotypically known for their sense of independence and, in my own family, my 

grandfather was apparently considered to be independent and rebellious by marrying my 

grandmother as he was a Protestant and she was a Catholic. For me, at this stage in 

establishing a sense of individual identity which reflected diverse cultural influence, the 

attitude I adopted for my unique cultural 'difference' was one of greater independence in 

pursuing tradition and culture in a combination that was personally significant and 

authentic to my own experience and perspective. I believe that this is undeniably evident 

in my transition from the ‘Pride’ phase to the ‘Hybridity’ phase which will be discussed 

in the following chapter.         
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CHAPTER 5 

EMBRACING HYBRIDITY 

5.1  The ‘Hybridity’ Phase 

The third phase in my practice may be appropriately described as the point at which I 

embraced the notion of cultural hybridity and was able to utilise my unique cultural 

perspective as a ‘tool’ of expression in the oil paintings that form my conclusive Doctoral 

exhibition, Screens of Glass (2009). In this section, I argue that the ‘Prejudice’ phase and 

the ‘Pride’ phase allowed me to come to terms with my mixed heritage. I could reposition 

Dutch and Australian culture in my practice, both privately and publically, to reach a 

point of hybridity where cultural reference in my work is reflective of the personal 

significance and relative importance of both cultures to my current perspective. In other 

words, my exhibition Screens of Glass (2009) demonstrates that my connection with my 

cultural identity is becoming stronger and more comfortable in my ‘Hybridity’ phase, 

allowing my central themes of identity and culture to broaden to a more universal level 

whilst maintaining a personal perspective. As previous notions of prejudice and pride 

were addressed in the first two phases of my artistic development, in this series of 

paintings my artistic response and reaction to my Dutch cultural heritage has become 

spontaneous and reflexive. It has culminated in the reflection of cultural hybridity and 

unification within my practice, which I had been seeking throughout my Doctoral 

journey. 

 

The ten paintings that combine to form the Screens of Glass (2009) exhibition challenge 

such notions as preconceived perceptions of reality by placing images of myself, my 



 117 

artwork, symbolic objects and domestic scenery through the rigors of distortion, 

recontextualisation, reinterpretation, resizing and reappropriation, inviting the viewer to 

reassess first impressions and form deeper connections to the subject matter. In this 

exhibition, I focus on the metaphorical ‘window of distorted perspective’ and doorways 

which symbolize ambiguity of space and presence.  The paintings become a visual 

analogy for the ‘in-between’ place in identity where we fragment, filter and reconstruct 

reality. Perhaps, Screens of Glass reflects my visual interpretation of my experience of 

the ‘Pride’ phase. I utilise Dutch Golden Age techniques - creating the illusion of three-

dimensional interior space on a canvas, attaching symbolism to objects, chiaroscuro-

esque light and shade, the domestic scene and the penetration of light into interior space 

which was particularly mastered by Vermeer. However, I no longer directly appropriate 

Dutch composition. Meticulously realistic in style, the oil paintings highlight the 

psychological, mythological and abstract forces of light, colour and shape, fragmented 

and metamorphosed through man-made glass.  In combination, the works combine to 

form a postmodernist exhibition which is transitional, cyclical and multi-layered in its 

meaning. It is designed to challenge visual perception through combining reality and 

illusion. The exhibition questions perceptions of identity and its interactions with cultural 

heritage. 

 

I was inspired to vary the size of the ten paintings that form this exhibition because it 

allowed me to analyse my subject matter on multiple levels.  For example, 

miniaturisation is used in the triptych, Conciliatory Gestures (2008) (Figure 5.8), slight 

magnification is used in the distorted still-life paintings The Skull (2008) (Figure 5.5),  
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         Figure 5.3                                                                                 Figure 5.4 
         Woman With a Lute (c.1664)                The Love Letter (c.1669-70)                                                
           Johannes Vermeer              Johannes Vermeer 
           Oil on canvas, 51 x 64cm                         Oil on canvas, 44 x 39cm  
          An example of Vermeer’s mastery of natural                           An example of Vermeer’s approach to  
               light streaming through a window.                                        interior space and ‘the doorway’.              
 
 
 

 
   Figure 5.1      Figure 5.2 
   Woman Framing Her Own Perspective (2008)   Noticing Possibilities (2008) 
   Michelle van Eps      Michelle van Eps 
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Figure 5.5          Figure 5.6 
 
The Skull (2008)           The Milk Jug (2008) 
Michelle van Eps           Michelle van Eps 
Oil on canvas, 51 x 51cm          Oil on canvas, 51 x 51cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          Figure 5.7 
     
          The Tulip (2008) 
          Michelle van Eps 
          Oil on canvas, 51 x 51cm 
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The Tulip (2008) (Figure 5.7) and The Milk Jug (2008) (Figure 5.6); and the illusion of a 

large, life-size, interior space dominates my major work The Screen Door (2009) (Figure 

5.9) Six of the paintings are presented in rectangular format and four in a square format. 

The square canvases encourage the viewer to interpret the paintings as ‘objects’ of art, 

whereas a rectangular construction gives a stronger illusion of the space presented.     

 

I attached dual symbolic meaning to the tulip, the human skull and the milk jug as they 

hold personal significance in terms of my Dutch ancestry. However, they also represent 

the essence of human existence as a process of life (the tulip), nurturing (the milk jug) 

and death (the skull). These symbols are the sole focus of the expressionistic square 

paintings, The Skull, The Tulip and The Milk Jug. They also appear in the surreal triptych 

Conciliatory Gestures which may be read as a narrative and poetic self-portrait that 

depicts reconciliation between dual aspects of the self. Woman Framing Her Own 

Perspective (2007) (Figure 5.1) and Noticing Possibilities (2007) (Figure 5.2) represent 

the most traditional and simplistic self-portraits within the series but also introduce the 

notions of crossing boundaries between physical reality and psychological and spiritual 

aspects of reality. This is achieved by the physical expression of emotion in the subject 

but is underlined as well by the interaction of natural and unnatural light in the works. 

While Woman Framing Her Own Perspective appears in its original form in the 

exhibition, it became the key image to be appropriated in two other paintings. The Screen 

Door (2009) contextualises Woman Framing Her Own Perspective in the setting of my 

studio and is semi-distorted by the open glass door. Closure (2009) (Figure 5.14) presents  
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a fully distorted representation of Woman Framing Her Own Perspective as perceived 

through the closed door.       

 

In contrast to my other works in which the door was closed but not to the point of being 

completely shut or locked, I specifically and deliberately represented the door as open in 

The Screen Door. A slit of light continually appears at the top of the works in which the 

door is closed.  This is of symbolic importance to me because, in an abstract way, it 

references the space in-between personal and public cultural identity - a measure of the 

degree that distorted views relate to prejudice and signifies the possibilities that altering 

perspective offers. It seems that The Screen Door is a revelatory work with the ‘evolving’ 

perspective reflected by the ‘open’ door becoming a visual metaphor for an ‘open mind’.       

 

5.2 A Window of Perspective 

 

A perspective is ‘a view of a visible scene of facts and events’ (Hawkins, 1981).  The 

notion of perspective is centred on current views and is placed within a specific context. I 

have found that an awareness of my current cultural perspective, alongside an 

understanding of the transitional nature of perspective, has become a unifying element in 

my work that deals with my identity and my own connections with culture between past 

and present. In a physical sense, a person’s perspective is derived from where and when  

they view scenes, events and facts. Therefore, one’s current surrounding environment 

influences perspective. For an individual, personal perspective is linked to an internal 
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thought process of forming opinions about these scenes, events and facts but also issues 

that are provoked in one’s mind. Then, an individual perspective is formed that can be 

described as a mental picture of the relative importance of things. According to 

Burgmann and Lee, 

 

Studying history is like looking through a window. What you see depends on 

which window you decide to look through. (1988: xii) 

 

The authors use this analogy in the introduction of Making a Life: A People's History of 

Australia Since 1788 to help the reader begin to consider the formation and workings of 

prejudice. It seems that a cultural perspective is formed by such things as cultural 

heritage, wealth, time and environment. In turn, one’s frame of reference and the screens 

that both separate and link us to the public domain are influenced by one’s perceptions. 

My interpretation of Burgmann and Lee’s analogy of cultural identity is very relevant to 

my Doctoral research and art practice. In my conclusive exhibition of paintings, the 

‘window’ has become a symbolic representation of a constructed framework within 

cultural identity that admits, filters, interprets and frames the external world through 

cultural screens. In order to express my perspective on cultural identity, I considered the 

artistic and conceptual possibilities of manipulating my domestic interior in such a way 

that it presented a visual analogy of the struggle between internal and external identity, a 

concept central to my view of cultural identity.  
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In architectural terms, a window is an opening in a wall or roof that is designed to admit 

light, and often air, usually filled with glass in a fixed, hinged or sliding frame. Glass is a 

hard, brittle substance and, depending on its nature, can provide varying degrees of 

transparency. In metaphorical terms, I have drawn my own cultural analogy between the 

mechanisms of mythology and glass as a means of distortion, influenced by Barthes’ 

quote regarding the function of mythology: 

 

…myth hides nothing: its function is to distort, not to make disappear. (Payne, 

McCarthy, Brereton, 1986: 139) 

 

In order to emphasise the unique challenge that an artist faces in expressing cultural 

identity, I visually presented myself in my studio area and living room and appropriated 

and contextualised my own artwork within this series of paintings. The room in my 

apartment that had been my studio for the entirety of my Doctoral studies contained my 

front door and windows that let in natural light and led to my living room. The studio-

living room door was set with twelve panes of heavily distorted glass and created patterns 

of filtrated light on the wall as well as distorting what lay behind it. Depending on where 

I was, what time of day it was and what was behind the glass (which included my own 

paintings), the effects of the distortion provided a changing ambiguity that could be a 

visual analogy for notions of cultural perspective and its effects on perception. This 

particular door not only became a symbolic link between the interior and exterior 

workings of my cultural identity but placed 'art' within this context, emphasising its role 

as mediator between private and public for the artist and for viewers of artwork. In visual 
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and metaphorical terms, the breakdown and unification of fragmented forms in this series 

of paintings is utilised to explore different levels of narrative and mythology in an 

intimate, and simultaneously, universal way. 

 

My artwork in this conclusive exhibition can be defined by the notion of ‘looking 

through’ cultural screens. The title of the key and revelatory painting within the 

exhibition is The Screen Door (2009). For me, the literary and visual reference triggers 

my own memories of the thin, metal doors set with screens of mosquito netting, designed 

to keep unwanted insects out while allowing the breeze in, that were built into the 

Queensland house in which I grew up. The notion of a screen door symbolically 

references the filtration of external influence through closure, release, distortion and 

screening. In an analogous way, prejudice may work in a similar fashion. I utilise glass in 

my work to draw reference to the fragility and delicacy of the nuances of cultural identity 

formation. Yet, in the case of the thick distorted glass that I represent, prejudice also has 

the capacity to separate and fragment while providing a visual portal to the next room. In 

my paintings, I represent a duality in the purpose of cultural screens and of glass as being 

reflective of oneself and deflective of aspects of reality - both inclusive and exclusive in 

forming connections between scenes and situations.   

   

Conciliatory Gestures (2008) (Figure 5.8) is a psychological narrative which displays two 

images of myself in each painting - one in front of the door and the other behind the door. 

The triptych questions the persisting duality in my cultural identity, identifying interior 

and exterior aspects within myself.  Interested in the effect of small and intimate size 
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upon the viewer, the scale of the works are influenced by the notion of ‘kabinetstukken’, 

or cabinet paintings, which were collected by middle-class Dutch and Flemish people 

during the 17th-century. The collections were displayed in rooms within the domestic 

environment and were often devoted solely to storing and presenting precious objects. 

The small and highly detailed paintings depict physical gestures between interior and 

exterior identity as an expressive, ‘precious’ and intimate interchange. In the 

compassionate interaction of acknowledgement beyond the barrier of the door, I used 

three symbolic objects that held cultural and personal meaning for myself but could also 

be openly interpreted as part of a universality of human experience. I selected a human 

skull, which I had access to because my father is a general practitioner, a classic and 

simple crockery 'milk jug', and a tulip from the local florist. These formed a short 

mythology that was representative of cultural and psychological identity reconciliation on 

an individual and intimate level.  For myself, the skull is a structure that protects the 

mind, the milk jug is a man-made ornamental container and the tulip, a Dutch flower, is a 

natural and beautiful representation of growth and life.   

 

I posed for an array of photographs where I made gestures behind the closed glass door - 

my figure distorted and yet full of emotion. I also posed for a series of photographs in 

front of this closed door - intuitively yet randomly handling, moving and manipulating 

the skull, milk jug and tulip on a table with a scarf and a vase of water. I viewed the 

collection of photographs and manually pieced together three images, each composed of  

two photographs, and was able to create the surreal illusion of two images of myself 

silently conversing in each painting - one in front of the door in the dark interior and one  
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Painting 1                   (30.4 x 40.5cm)                                 Painting 2                       (30.4 x 40.5cm)                      

     

    

         

    

                                                                                          

Figure 5.8 

Conciliatory Gestures (2008) 
Michelle van Eps 
(tryptich) 
Oil on canvas, 
3 canvases, each 30.4 x 40.5cm   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Painting 3    (30.4 x 40.5cm) 
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behind the door outlined by the source of natural light.  The narrative sequence is 

intended to reflect notions of discovery and acknowledgment between two parts of the 

self. The first painting depicts separation and lack of communication and 

acknowledgment of the other self.   A symbolic incident occurs in which the milk jug is 

knocked over, the skull is turned away and covered by the scarf and the tulip falls from 

its vase of water. Both parts of the self react to the incident and the narrative finishes with 

the interior self making a conciliatory gesture by offering the tulip to the external self. 

The two selves appear to form a link which seems to penetrate through the barrier of the 

door. However, the implied question that is provoked is whether the door will be opened, 

and this uneasiness creates tension in the work. Romanticised and psychological, the 

small scale of the three paintings attracts attention even from a distance. Dramatic 

lighting invites the viewer to come closer and examine the details of the narrative. The 

plot is loosely guided and the tension of the exchange encourages individual 

interpretation from the viewer. However, there is also enough mystery and ambiguity to 

encourage reinterpretation and the high level of detail invites the viewer to 'look again' 

and form further connections with the subject matter. For me, identity, life and prejudice 

is presented as an internal struggle in these works. Arguably, realism, surrealism, 

abstraction and fantasy combine in Conciliatory Gestures (2008) to represent a visual 

interpretation of my struggles towards attaining my personal goal of reconnection and 

unification. 
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5.3 Hybridisation and Cultural Tradition 

It seems that a significant aspect of unifying mixed cultural ancestry within artwork 

involves the notion of ‘hybridity’. For many artists, a personal relationship with more 

than one culture can be placed into perspective for the viewer by the artist’s connection 

of traditions, symbols, artistic techniques and approaches that signify the cultural 

perspective of the artist. For example, Lee’s images became hybridised when she 

combined European paintings with symbolic Asian colour schemes and marks that 

reference Asian calligraphy and utilised elements of Buddhist philosophy in her artistic 

approach. Through combining cultural elements of both East and West in a personally 

relevant manner, Lee unifies her practice through subjective hybridisation. In public 

terms, subjective cultural hybridisation must lead the viewer to examine and question not 

only personal views on the cultures represented in the artwork but also encourage them to 

reinterpret cultural perception through a visual representation of selected cultures 

working in combination with each other. Exhibited in the Australian setting, the 

production of unified and relevant artwork may present encouraging evidence of the 

possibilities of cultural hybridisation as part of reconstructing and unifying national 

identity. 

 

Hunter’s art has a spiritual undercurrent which is culturally hybridised and which she 

describes as ‘Afro-Christian’. Hunter comments on hybridisation in her creation of a 

‘syncretistic religion which combines Christianity with my sort of background - it’s Afro-

Christian’ (Drury and Voigt, 1996: 44). This hybridisation of symbols and traditions, 
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combined to express her reconstructed cultural identity, is particularly evident within her 

Talismans Series (1995) which she describes as ‘an enormous self-portrait made up of 

fragments’ (Drury and Voight, 1996: 44). Although I have mentioned the Talismans 

Series in the ‘Pride’ phase of the process of identity reconstruction, Hunter works for 

quite a length of time on similar ideas.  For example, Africa III depicts one of her many 

versions of personalized, hybridised ‘Minkisi’ works that are inspired by Bakongo 

Minkisi images (Figure 5.9). With this approach, she increases the depth of her 

connections with her subject matter and concepts in a similar fashion to my own 

approach. Hunter describes her artistic process as transitional, describing her creative 

process as being derived from the European mythology of the Labyrinth: 

 

…when you get a feeling of an idea it’s like you grasped the end of that string and 

you are walking into the dark. In the center you may find your minotaur - you will 

always have to fight whatever it is: it’s usually yourself. (Drury and Voight, 1996: 

45)   

 

Hunter continues to develop artwork that expresses her selective and hybrid links with 

African and Anglo-European culture; forging a spiritual relationship with the African 

Minkisi figure and creating her own self with a reconstructed symbolic cross which she 

calls the Congo Cross. She is also establishing personally symbolic connections to ‘the 

boat’ which seems to represent her feeling of floating between cultures and also triggers a 

connection with the tightly packed boats in which African slaves were transported.      
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Undeniably, in my conclusive series of paintings, the most significant work is The Screen 

Door (2009). I recontextualised and reinterpreted my painting Woman Framing Her Own 

Perspective (2008) and, quite deliberately, positioned the door that is used recurrently 

within this series as ‘open’. After my solo exhibition Mistress Within Her Space (2006), I 

decided to undertake the retrospective experience of appropriating, distorting and 

reinterpreting my own work. The outcome for me, as an artist, has been one of 

understanding the impact of time, place, experience and context upon perspective. 

Woman Framing Her Own Perspective was given a different purpose and different role to 

play in the context of my artistic practice as it now interacted, quite directly, with another 

artwork. The fluidity of my own artistic identity became elemental in the process of 

painting The Screen Door and is important in the process of viewing the exhibition. 

Although The Screen Door functions as a work in its own right, its subject matter 

indicates a relationship with another painting. The notion of connection is inherent within 

the work but also extends beyond the work in a more external sense. 

 

Inga Hunter noted the significance of ‘reappropriation’ as a method of cultural restitution 

in the process of cultural hybridization: 

 

I feel entitled to appropriate West African imagery and concepts - they are mine 

by right of descent. They were stolen from us. In a sense it is re-appropriation - 

restitution. I could and would not do the same with any other cultural imagery; it 

would feel wrong.  (Voight, 1996: 127)  
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Figure 5.9 
The Screen Door (2009) 
Michelle van Eps 
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Oil on canvas, 203 
152cm  
 

Figure 4.13      
     Painting  
The Screen Door: 
Fragmentation and     
    unification. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
          Screens of Glass in studio.       Detail of first stages of painting. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       Detail of initial stages of painting the ‘glass’.                           Canvas complete prior to final glazing    
 
    
 
 
 
       Detail of  
       Screens of Glass after final  
       application of thin glazes.   
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For me, reappropriation became a method of reclaiming my own artwork and restoring 

my own sense of hybridized, cultural identity. The inspiration for the original Woman 

Framing Her Own Perspective was derived from my Dutch ancestry and subsequent 

interest in Vermeer. However, the painting was my own, the subject matter myself, and I  

felt entitled to reinterpret and recontextualise the original, free of an expectation of exact 

replication. The meaning of Woman Framing Her Own Perspective evolved as my 

connection with the painting and its subject matter deepened with the process of 

reappropriation.    

 

The photograph that I selected to develop into the 2.03m x 1.5m oil painting depicted the 

completed oil painting Woman Framing Her Own Perspective (2007) on the easel in my 

studio. However, the door to my studio cropped the painting so that half of it was 

ambiguously distorted by the glass in the door and half remained clear. The window that I 

stared longingly through and the glass of water on the sink in Woman Framing Her Own 

Perspective were now distorted into an abstract halo of light and fragmented patterns of 

colour as the image penetrated through the glass. The face from Woman Framing Her 

Own Perspective remained relatively clear in its position and, as I painted the facial 

features on a slightly smaller scale for the second time, I noticed the inevitable alteration 

in the nuances of the expression of emotion that I portrayed a year or so after painting the 

original.  From that point, I understood the concept of  'reappropriation', to which one of 

my case-study artists Inga Hunter refers to in her journey of cultural identity 

reconstruction. The impossibility of perfectly replicating a painting that I had completed 
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at a different time in my life with different intentions became a first-hand artistic and 

cultural experience for myself.  I approached this version of Woman Framing Her Own 

Perspective with an application of paint that suited its size and role in The Screen Door 

and the self-portrait took on a life of its own, reactivated in its meaning. The painting that 

re-emerged within another painting was one that seemed less romanticised than the 

'original' - more raw and lively. The amount of time between producing Woman Framing 

Her Own Perspective and The Screen Door was approximately one year and yet my 

artistic identity had already made its own transitions. My intentions in each painting were 

markedly different but the connections between the works are obvious in their transitional 

links between technique and subject matter. Significantly, it was during and beyond 

painting The Screen Door that I identified my art itself as the mediator between private 

and public cultural identity. Indeed, this can aptly be applied to art exhibitions and 

national collections that explore cultural identity and demarcate cultural history.   

 

In my exhibition, I hope that I leave the viewer questioning reality and looking back at 

the original painting Woman Framing Her Own Perspective with a different perspective 

that reflects my own evolution in perception. My work questions preconceived notions of 

viewing artwork and culture in a singular fashion guided by set traditions. By hybridising 

and developing artwork that reflects my individual cultural perspective and experience, I 

confront artistic concerns of conforming to a singular artistic style within a cultural 

context. With the intention of reinterpretation rather than replication, I was able to reflect 

upon my own artistic journey and to finally understand the pretences of prejudicial 
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ignorance and denial and the facades behind appropriation and highly constructed 

performance within both artwork and cultural identity. 

 

5.4 Cultural Perspective as an Artistic Tool 

Arguably, cultural perspective has become a unifying element in my practice. It  provides 

a unified structure through which to approach such artistic methodologies as distortion, 

multi-layering and interconnections between works. This framework allows me to 

broaden the conceptual impact of my work to address more universal notions of identity 

and culture whilst retaining a sense of self and an intimacy with my artwork. 

 

One of the challenges in completing each painting and in formulating the exhibition 

Screens of Glass was unifying the fragmentation inherent in the subject matter. With my 

new area of interest lying in structured realistic distortion and use of symbolic objects in 

interior space, it seemed that my Dutch and Australian cultural alliances combined to 

form a symbiotic technical and conceptual structure. In the context of the exhibition, all 

of the works included the door which became a symbolic structure for distortion, visually 

and conceptually turning the potential divisiveness of ‘fragments’ into an element of 

unification and connection. My concentration on the ‘in-between’ area of interior space 

lent itself to expressing illusions of depth and dimensions within identity. It also 

highlighted the place of distortion within individual perception. I challenged myself to 

formulate where the boundaries between the artworks would cross and manipulated the 

architectural structures present in the corner of my apartment that became the focus of 

these works.  Space, perspective and the horizontal, vertical and diagonal lines that 
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structured the walls and door framed the subject matter, guided focus and provided foils 

for concentrated detail in the works. It was through my research into and experience of 

replicating Dutch Golden Age genre painting that I had become aware of these devices. I 

seemed to have an intuitive, artistic ‘sense’ of this sort of Dutch painting and it resonated 

with me on a personal level as I continued to manipulate light and compliment areas of 

colour and brightness with dull, dark areas of space and rest for the eye. By merging 

traditions of Dutch art - a classical approach - with contemporary Australian art practice, 

the works had a photographic quality to them with cropped compositions, contemporary 

symbols that referenced electricity and unnatural light, qualities of surreality in reality, 

and multi-dimensional meaning that extended beyond the scene presented.   

 

For Lee, an understanding of personal cultural perspective has resulted in an intimate link 

with Chinese culture which has come to be a unifying element in her visual and 

conceptual communication. In the words of art theorist Melissa Chiu: ‘Lee also employs 

Zen to help reconcile opposing elements in her work’ (2001: 19). This is particularly 

visible in her multicoloured work of the 1990s such as Three Vital Seals (1997) (Figure 

5.11) in which she utilises orange, blue and red acrylic paints over a horizontally 

composed line of five gridded photocopy portraits. The colours hold personal 

significance for Lee in terms of Buddhist philosophy - blue signals ‘introspection’, red 

‘vitality and corporality’ and orange ‘luminosity’. Three Vital Seals presents these three 

symbolic colours with similar luminosity and intensity alongside Lee’s use of black, 

photocopied faces which fade in and out of clarity. Together, this creates powerful 

emotion that seems to increase and decrease in intensity, mimicking human feelings. The  
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Figure 5.10 
Evanescence and Transmission (1995) 
Lindy Lee 
Photocopy and acrylic on Stonehenge paper, 164 x 143cm 
         
 
 

            Figure 5.9 
 Africa III (1995) 
 Mixed media (30 x 34 x 12cm)  
            ‘This is the fifth work in   

               my current body of work.      

               So far all the current work 
Figure 5.11                                                                             Draws inspiration from      

 Three Vital Seals                                                                                       Bakongo  Minkisi images. 
Lindy Lee                                                                                                   Some of my Minkisi express  

Photocopy and acrylic on canvas, 41 x 142.5cm                                       my own Journey; some simply  

                            Come from my sub-conscious. 

               (Hunter in Voight, 1996: 126)                     

                            

 

 

 



 138 

viewer is invited to start at the right hand side of the work and follow the direction of the 

tilted head, beginning with the vitality and intensity of red, moving through a moment of 

sadness, regaining a sense of light again and then fading out perhaps to a moment of rest 

or closure for this emotional experience. It seems that Lee unifies five images to form one 

artwork by utilising her personal and cultural relationship with colour as an artistic 

connection to her cultural identity and expression of the human experience of emotional 

response and sense of self. As the artist, it seems that Lee reconciles with her work, 

thereby translating cultural unification into artistic unification and continuity.    

 

For all three artists, mythology centred upon distortion and the use of a cyclical and 

contextualizing process of addition where multi-layering became part of hybridised art 

practice. Mythology is a mechanism for interacting with and questioning culture in order 

to reassess understanding and perspective. Distortion can become the artistic expression 

of prejudice within perception - in turn encouraging reinterpretation and questioning 

individual and initial interpretations of ambiguity. In my presentation of distorted glass 

alongside symbols, techniques and references to my Dutch-Australian identity, it can 

become a method through which to focus on cultural notions such as prejudice and issues 

of ‘foreign’ identity and tradition. From my experience, distortion within the process of 

creation is an honest and authentic artistic description of a transitional process of 

transfiguration - working with what you have without denying or misrepresenting the 

journey that you have experienced. The artistic process of placing myself, three 

personally significant objects, my studio and one of my paintings through the process of 

distortion allowed me, as the artist, to breakdown, reanalyse and reinterpret my initial  
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perceptions of this subject matter. In so doing, it allowed me to further acknowledge the 

formation and fluidity of my cultural identity. For me, distortion was a form of hands-on  

translation between cultures, traditions, aspects of self and between private and public 

realms. However, successful manipulation of distortion within artwork requires a frame  

of reference and a structured means of distortion in order to retain conceptual, visual and 

technical intentions to guide viewer interpretation. Lindy Lee’s work has always utilised 

distortion, particularly in her manipulations of the photocopy. However, it seems her use 

of distortion evolved during the 1990s to become structured by a personal, cultural 

framework that represented Lee’s reconstructed cultural identity as a Chinese-Australian 

artist. It seems that the potentially alienating effects of distortion are counteracted in 

Lee’s practice by her personalisation of the distorted imagery that she presents.   

 

Lee’s six–panelled painting Struggling in the Ocean of Yes and No (1993) utilises 

photocopies, grids, personally symbolic additions of colour and some use of spontaneous, 

culturally symbolic mark-making. Lee’s distortion conveys ‘negotiation of a struggle 

rather than an act of erasure.’ (Chiu, Genocchio and Chiu, 2001: 16). After she formally 

undertook the precepts of Zen Buddhism in 1994, the approach Lee takes to her artwork 

has provided an even more meaningful, intimate and pliable framework with which to 

manipulate distortion.   

 

Lee’s artwork became less figurative and her connection to the experience of creation and 

her cultural identity brought a structured, subjective spontaneity to her distortion. 

Applying paint ‘in specks, drips and splotches’ (Genocchio and Chiu, 2001: 12), her 
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photocopies can become so distorted and effaced that they almost seemed to disappear. 

However, as Genocchio writes, they reemerge ‘shortly afterwards, somewhat faded and 

aged, like an old friend materializing from the past’ (2001: 12).   

 

 

 

The distortion in Lee’s work is transitory and gradual both within singular artworks and 

between her works - crossing time, traditions and culture. For example, Evanescence and 

Transmission (1995) (Figure 5.12) presents a deep, effervescent blue work composed of 

photocopies. A photocopied European portrait provides the figurative element in this 

work and it is used recurrently in the 10-piece grid, distorted to different degrees. 

Flattened horizontal lines of differing thickness dually separate and link the recognizable 

imagery - like threads within personality. The abstraction in the work is spiritual and 

mysterious as the placement of the figurative elements of the works combine to form a 

concentration in the intensity of emotion that plays on the transitory clarity in reality. In 

Genocchio’s words, Lee’s cultural identity is reconstructed through such means as 

adopting Zen Buddhism and is ’served to expand her previous regard for issues of loss, 

redemption and essence into a codified philosophy of impermanence’ (Genocchio and 

Chiu, 2001: 12). 

        

Hunter also uses distortion in her artwork and, through her own experience of cultural 

identity reconstruction, has come to use her unique cultural perspective to guide 

distortion. Hunter’s Imperium series is composed of artworks in the form of talismans, 
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symbols, robes and other objects of cultural significance that connect to form separate, 

composed cultures. In response to her investigation into her ‘missing culture’ and 

integration of her Afro-Caribbean cultural heritage into her artistic identity, Hunter 

composes a culture based on her Afro-Caribbean ancestry combined with her Christian 

and British background in her Talismans series. In this artistic process, she continues to 

distort found objects in an individually symbolic fashion in order to create artworks. 

Hunter refers to her processes of transfiguration in her own words:  ‘I alter everything; 

any found object will be painted or altered; I am incapable of using it as is’ (Voight, 

1996: 126). In my own work, reconstructing cultural identity to include my Dutch 

ancestry has provided a structure within which to utilise distortion as a means to 

hybridise culture and evolve perception. 

 

To summarise, in Conciliatory Gestures, I chose to distort my own figure, gestures and 

facial expressions by placing one version of myself behind the glass door. I alluded to 

exterior, ambiguous, undefined and distorted aspects of self within this psychological 

narrative. The cultural symbols and forefront image of myself retain clarity in the three 

paintings and yet they were presented in a claustrophobic darkness. With the final act of 

offering the tulip, the interior and exterior selves appear to connect on an emotional and 

spiritual level but the narrative ends with tension as to whether the door will be opened 

and the interior illuminated. In connection with this triptych, three paintings The Skull, 

The Tulip and The Milk Jug distort the symbols behind the structured glass, are presented 

on a larger scale and painted on square canvases which draws attention to the artwork as 

an object rather than an illusionary image.  The role of distortion in these works is to 
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encourage the viewer to focus on the meaning of the objects by encouraging 

reinterpretation, creating ambiguity, altering perception and changing the emotional 

impact of the symbols, previously represented in miniature in Conciliatory Gestures. The 

rigid wooden framework of the door acts as a visual framing device for the subject matter 

and guides the impact of these distorted still lives. In the Screen Door, distortion is used 

in conjunction with perspective and the framework of the door now works within the 

guidelines of angled perspective. In this work, the distortion does not reveal anything that 

is visibly recognisable such as a figure or object.  Instead, the distortion of the glass is 

used to fragment colour and light and dissect and deform shapes. The clarity and light is 

concentrated in the studio area. The light penetrates through the glass to form abstract yet 

structured patterning upon the wall.  A mysterious ambiguity is formed in the painting as 

the intense stare from the girl in the painting penetrates both the abstraction and 

distortion, yet also works in the reality of the setting presented. The distorted glass is 

painted in an extremely detailed, abstract and carefully structured pattern that gives the 

panes of glass a unity in themselves. The effects of the distortion extend to the filtered 

light on the wall. My utilisation of distortion in this work crosses boundaries between the 

real and the surreal, between imagination, fantasy and reality. The unified effect is one of 

real glass as the paint both combines to produce this effect yet it is constructed through 

levels of abstraction in which the viewer can become lost.  Structured within the context 

of a reality, my use of distortion operates within a personal Dutch-Australian approach to 

my artwork. 
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Another key underlying commonality reflected in the work of Lee, Hunter and myself is 

based on a cyclical process of addition and multi-layering as we seek to express cultural 

hybridisation within artistic practice. For instance, the themes in Lee’s practice are 

cyclical in themselves in relation to the human experience from her unique cultural 

perspective. In Anna Voight’s words: 

 

Her twilight images mesmerize, mirroring the ambiguities and confusions in the 

processes of time, memory, vision and reflection in the eternal cycles of loss and 

redemption. (1996: 149) 

 

Lee’s approach to introducing Asian culture to her work has been additive, significantly 

in her introduction of colours which were introduced one by one. Her representations of 

photocopied portraits are often manipulated to become intimate and culturally significant 

with overlays of colours, spontaneous calligraphic expression and wax markings that 

represent Lee’s own cultural perspective as a Chinese-Australian artist. Lee’s 

representation of the mechanisms of identity itself is displayed as cyclical, transitory and 

yet immutable. This seems to express Lee’s own experience of identity reconstruction 

and, in turn, her establishment of an intimate relationship with her cultural identity.  

 

Hunter’s work can also be identified as additive and cyclical in the layering approach that 

she takes to her collages: ‘The very essential and characteristic way I work is to create a 

layer, then regard it as a completely fresh ground on which to work - repeatedly.  I like 
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building up and breaking down’ (Voight, 1996: 126). Addition can also occur through 

subtraction and analytical dissection becoming an artistic approach to evolving 

expression and continually reassessing artistic perspective in relation to working within a 

cultural framework. Hunter appears to build upon the anthropological ‘remains’ of 

culture and overlays context and meaning to form a believable and whole version of a 

created culture. Hunter’s artworks work in a collective and evolutionary sense.    For 

example, in expressing her own cultural identity evolution in her artwork, Hunter 

overlays personal cultural symbols and references to invent traditions that represent her 

mixed-cultural ancestry.  This is evident as she adds and combines African symbols to 

her work, such as a type of writing called Nsibidi, but employs these in a subjective and 

personal manner. 

 

My final series of works uses a cyclical and contextualising process of addition in its 

visual presentation. Working with different-sized canvases and connecting the works 

with the distorted glass, I had the artistic opportunity to add symbols, overlay distortion, 

dissect images, miniaturise the subject matter in Conciliatory Gestures and magnify 

elements in other works such as The Screen Door and The Skull, The Tulip and the Milk 

Jug. Additions of scope and detail depicted through the Screen Door contextualised other 

works in the exhibition and my own position as the artist. The dissection of the distortion 

within the glass is presented on many levels, drawing attention to the role of 

fragmentation in the exhibition. The distorted glass is a visual analogy of the transparent 

barriers that are constructed internally and externally as part of identity construction.  

This exhibition is cyclical in construction, the paintings connecting with each other on 
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many levels.   Through continuous recontextualisation, the viewer is invited to repeatedly 

reexamine initial perceptions of each work and formulate an individually significant 

meaning of the exhibition as a ‘whole’. 

 

 

 

5.5 Final Work: Closure (2009)  

Closure (2009) was the final painting that I completed in the series Screens of Glass. Its 

role in the exhibition seems to embody the interaction that occurs between such artistic 

tools as perspective, distortion, contextualisation, reappropriation, reinterpretation and 

hybridisation. The subject matter is derived from a photograph of the painting Woman 

Framing Her Own Perspective. It is distorted behind the twelve panes of glass in my 

studio/apartment door. Similar to Conciliatory Gestures, the door is closed but not shut 

and a yellow slit of bright light penetrates through a very small opening at the top of the 

door. Closure represents a second reappropriation of Woman Framing Her Own 

Perspective and a contemporary and abstract reinterpretation of the Dutch Golden Age 

notion of presenting a painting within a painting. In this work, the ambiguity of the image 

behind the door is distorted and framed so that, by itself, this painting is open to 

interpretation as to who the woman in the next room is, what she is peering so intently at, 

and whether she is real at all. However, in the context of the exhibited works, Woman 

Framing Her Own Perspective and The Screen Door, it becomes evident that this  
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Figure 4.14 
 
 Closure (2009) 
 Michelle van Eps 
 Oil on canvas, 76 x 76cm 
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painting presents a fully distorted image of Woman Framing Her Own Perspective. In the 

context of the exhibition, and because of the high degree of ambiguity in the central  

subject matter, Closure needs to initially be viewed from a distance in order to identify 

the reality of the image and appreciate the emotion created through the distortion.   

 

In methodological terms, I manually cropped a rectangular photograph to a square format 

which I also used as the canvas shapes of The Tulip, The Skull and The Milk Jug. 

However, I painted Closure on a larger canvas as it plays a more significant role in the 

exhibition.  The ‘square’ has provided a perfectly balanced shape which I used in this  

series to manipulate the architectural framework presented by the door and walls. It has 

become, in itself, both a technical and symbolic guide within individual paintings.  

  

In Closure, the subject matter contains minimal use of clear recognisable symbols. The 

table that sits in the foreground of The Screen Door and Conciliatory Gestures is not 

visible in Closure - no objects nor foreground figure are included in the painting. The 

‘clear symbolism’ is concentrated upon the recognisable solidity of the door with its 

identifiable features of two door knobs and twelve structured panes of glass. The image is 

cropped below the lowest three panes of glass. Once again, the light switch and electricity 

socket appear as symbolic reference to the interaction between natural and unnatural 

light, as reference to the interior and also contextualising the work in a contemporary 

setting. 
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In the work, the door has several purposes. It works to separate the viewer from the 

exterior and from the subject matter in the painting that has been placed beyond reach 

behind the door. The barrier necessitates reinterpretation of perspective and position 

through distance - screening, framing and distortion. The door is seemingly the key to 

defining the mystery and ambiguity of the scene beyond and, arguably, there is tension in 

the notion that it is not locked nor opened.  Significantly, the exhibition displays the 

‘original’ version of the painting in all its clarity and a second interpretation of the 

‘original’, yet semi-distorted and reinterpreted within a different context.  Closure 

presents a unified image of Woman Framing Her Own Perspective completely distorted 

and fragmented. The emotion of the self-portrait intensifies and metamorphoses into an 

expression that is even more indefinable and yet seems to retain the curious hope and 

apprehension of the original painting. Distorted, and with no definition of her facial 

features, the tilt of the woman’s head and the angle of her body and neck work to embody 

the eagerness of a woman peering outside. The ‘original’ image appears to take on new 

facets of emotion and the subject matter increases in meaning, possibility and depth. 

 

As in Conciliatory Gestures (2008), the dark shadow on the wall seems to give the 

figurative image behind the glass presence in the interior room, further questioning 

reality and fantasy, asking whether the woman in the next room is real or merely the 

subject matter of a painting. Fragmented through the glass, the exterior light forms its 

brightest and clearest patterns of shapes upon the wall in the top left-hand corner of the 

work. The light once again crosses between two rooms and seems to connect to the 

emotion in the work as the viewer’s gaze extends from the woman’s gaze to the light on 
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the wall and upwards in an almost spiritual manner. This painting seems to manifest 

closure and release in a singular yet multi-dimensional image, which is quite simplistic 

and abstract in its limited palette but carefully constructed with detailed fragmentation of 

colour, shape, image and light. Within the context of the exhibition, this painting plays a 

key role in guiding the viewer to consider concepts of changing perspective, the role of 

screens in the process of interpretation and the additive cycles of building identity.   

 

The complexities and challenges of blending cultures with differing traditions and beliefs 

emphasises the importance of defining an individual perspective in the context of time 

and environment. Hybridised art deals with combining cultural traditions in ways which 

reflect individual associations with one or more cultures and is an emerging practice. 

Gertsakis comments on the development of strategies for unification and interpretation of 

diverse cultural identity which is surfacing in contemporary Australian art:     

 

The increasing complexity of cultural identity and the importance of creating new 

frameworks for translating and speaking emerge as paramount concerns for 

artists, arts administrators and politicians.  Equally, the multiplicity of strategies 

to give expression to the contradictions and dilemmas involved in cultural 

practice, the need to analyse the mechanisms deployed to judge art and the 

context in which the judgement is made, there becomes a ‘requirement for a 

transcultural/multicultural frame for discussing the elements of artform, colour, 

technique, content, expressivity and quality’ (van Dyke, 1993).  (Gunew and 

Rizvi, 1994: 44) 
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When viewing and critiquing my own work, and that of Lee and Hunter, an 

understanding of the methodological approach to creating unified hybridised art allows 

for greater appreciation of the multi-layered meaning and depth that can result from 

mixed-heritage art practice.    
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CONCLUSION 

 

Beyond the initial introduction of ‘missing culture’ into artwork, reevaluation of cultural 

perspective may be identified as an ongoing investigation that needs to be given a place 

in the future of Australian art and culture. This individual artistic experience should be 

perceived as a subjective journey with personal relevance, carried out within a national 

context. Rather than giving cultural identity reconstruction for individuals with mixed-

heritage definitive guidelines, curiosity about personal feelings towards cultural issues 

should prompt self-questioning regarding notions of cultural prejudice. Re-evaluation of 

cultural perspective with an intention to strengthen cultural identity and wholeness needs 

to be a personally significant experience. The aim in reconstructing hybridised cultural 

identity within an Australian working environment is not to have to ‘prove loyalty to one 

part of my identity at the expense of the other- something that seemed to underpin the 

values debate back home’ (Abdel-Fattah, Jones, 2008: 265). 

 

Through investigating my cultural ancestry and hybridising Australian and Dutch cultures 

within my practice, I have established a cultural perspective from which to practice and 

broaden my understanding of cultural issues. I have come to discover ‘artistic tools’ 

through my journey that allow me to express my experiences with culture and identity - 

and possibly influence the perspective of others upon such issues as prejudice within 

identity. The visual arts act as a cultural legacy and mediator between private and public 

realms. Significantly, in the last twenty-five years, there has been growing realisation in 

the field of arts education that ‘the arts cannot be understood apart from the cultural 
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context in which they are produced’ (Rizvi, Gunew and Rizvi, 1994: 58). This concept 

reinforces the importance of awareness of cultural perspective in relation to artist, viewer 

and context of production and exhibition. Cultural prejudice can be used as a tool for 

artistic conception and reception - the artist formulating methodologies to encourage 

reassessment of perception, reinterpretation of views and connections between cultures. 

This ensures that art is a central aspect - as it should be - of cultural development and 

change which is a constant reflection of human development. In Australia, awareness of 

national versions of cultural screens needs to be taken into consideration by artists 

addressing cultural identity within practice. An openness and tolerance to the effects of 

the variety of cultures in the Australian art scene needs to become an inherent aspect of 

Australian culture itself - this culture being tolerant, democratic and accepting. 

 

Artists with mixed heritage need to attach validity to their unique cultural perspective and 

strive to challenge the prejudices, mythologies and expectations to dismiss the aspects of 

their cultural identity which may be perceived as ‘foreign’ or irrelevant to their current 

context. Reaching a point of hybridity is a psychological journey for the mixed-heritage 

artist that can be achieved through art practice. The subsequent experience for the artist 

should be one which places issues of cultural identity, such as prejudice and pride, into 

the context of cultural dichotomy and diaspora but also addresses the artist’s unique 

cultural perspective. For my two case-study artists and myself, continuing to practice in 

Australia from a reconstructed cultural perspective requires our artwork to be the 

mediation between ‘familiar’ and ‘foreign’ cultures, private and public realms. We have 

all discovered that evolution in cultural identity requires self-reflection, reassessment, 
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recontextualisation and, eventually, confidence in the unity of a cultural perspective that 

is determined by the view that mixed heritage is a state of cultural hybridity - fluid and 

flexible that will evolve with time, experience, further investigation and context.   

       

In a multicultural environment such as Australia, the concept that each individual’s 

cultural perspective can contribute to a hybridised national value system and sense of 

collective cultural identity is vital in bringing a sense of unification and purpose to a 

situation which could be potentially divisive. In my own art practice, and through 

examination of my cultural identity in both private and public terms, I have concluded the 

significance of unifying fragmented elements within a hybridised and personally relevant 

framework. For Lee, Hunter and myself, artistic methodologies such as symbolism, 

distortion, recontextualisation, reappropriation and hybridity are structured by the 

subjective framework of our cultural perspectives. Our artwork becomes multi-

dimensional in meaning and evolutionary in its transitory nature. For the artist, continual 

self-reflection and reassessment of cultural perspective becomes a means through which 

to honour and celebrate the past whilst establishing the need to evolve tradition to retain 

personal and collective meaning in a contemporary setting.  

 

My artistic journey exploring culture, heritage and identity has spanned a five-year 

period, during which I have achieved a sense of authentic cultural identity and confidence 

in expressing my unique cultural perspective in my artwork. I believe that I have 

achieved re-construction of my cultural identity through the medium of painting and have 

come to a resolution to the dilemma of mixed heritage identity in my ‘hybridity’ phase. I 
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have come to understand the importance of reconstructing personally significant 

connections with ancestry, tradition and culture in order to become intimate with mixed 

heritage as a unified state of hybridity and a valid cultural perspective. My artwork has 

benefited from my recontextualisation of Dutch Golden Age techniques and 

compositional devices. I have reached a point where my work displays a synthesis of 

cultural elements which reflects my current perspective and allows me to partake in 

Australian cultural debate.    
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