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Abstract	  

	  

This practice-led visual arts research project uses photography to represent medicinal 

plants of Minjerribah (North Stradbroke Island), and provides a visual articulation of the 

actions of decay and regeneration. It draws on natural science and extensive 

consultations and discussions with members of the Quandamooka community of 

Minjerribah. I have a particular interest in medicinal plants that stems from my 

childhood spent growing up in the small town of Janów Lubelski in Southeast Poland. 

My grandmother had a special knowledge of making infusions from local herbs, and 

remedies from twigs and berries. In an effort to find a sense of belonging in Australia, I 

brought this experience of Polish folk medicine into my new locale alongside my 

ecological concerns for maintaining biodiversity and preserving the natural environment.  

 

Focusing on medicinal plants from Minjerribah, this research project is grounded in 

field trips, and the long process of building precious relationships with the local 

Quandamooka Peoples. This research emphasises the importance of the protocols and 

processes involved in working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, 

the respectful treatment of cultural property, and the productive outcomes of sharing 

stories. I have learned much from my regular visits with Minjerribah residents and from 

literature about the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, their knowledge 

systems, traditions, and the significance of their connection to country, particularly in 

relation to plant culture. 

 

My studio practice consists of works on paper and time-lapse video. I make images 

based on the fusion of organic and photographic materials in a process of decomposition 

that I name the biochrome. The images are generated through bacterial micro-organic 

activity encouraged by arranging plant samples on photographic emulsions and 

allowing them to transform during cyclic decay and regeneration. Informed by the 

history of art and of botanical illustration, ethnobotany, medicinal plants databases, and 

basic microbiology, the work centres on the organic action of decomposition as traced 

by photography. 

 

Contemporary artists whose works share similar investigations into generative organic 

processes include Daro Montag, Jennifer Wightman, and Matthew Brandt, and I discuss 
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their work in some detail. The process of developing images through decomposition led 

me to work with time-lapse photography. The time-lapse videos record the blossoming 

and movement of fungi and microbes. This focus also drew my attention to artists who 

work with elements of time in photography, among them the nineteenth-century 

pioneers of the moving image, such as Eadweard Muybridge and Étienne-Jules Marey, 

and contemporary artists who work with time-based decay, such as Sam Taylor-Wood 

and Bill Morrison. 

 

Using the experimental biochrome process, while drawing on Western scientific data 

and Aboriginal knowledge, this visual art research aims to extend appreciation and 

understanding of Australia’s natural history. This project invites audiences to more 

closely consider the history and value of Australian healing plants through a 

reconfiguration of botanical illustration to include images of decomposition that allude 

to cyclic regeneration. This photographic documentation of the metamorphosis of 

decomposition creates a visual metaphor for the transformative action of medicinal 

plants. This aesthetic conversation between the external forms and internal processes of 

decomposing plants aims to increase audience engagement and understanding of the 

value of specific plants, which in turn, works to support and preserve traditional 

knowledge, natural environments and biodiversity. 
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Introduction	  

 

Humans have used plants for their medicinal properties for thousands of years. 

Illustrations of plants can be traced to some of the earliest available historical records, 

even bone carvings from the Paleolithic period. The oldest known illustrated plant-

related manuscript dates from AD512, Dinocrates’s medicinal plants codex (Blunt et al. 

1994; Lack 2001) (figure 1). However, knowledge of plant use is not always retained. In 

Australia, there has been a significant loss of Aboriginal knowledge relating to 

medicinal plant use in most regions due to the impact of colonisation, the introduction 

of modern medicines, limited written records, some secrecy and confidentiality, and 

also a lack of appreciation for local natural resources (Lassak and McCarthy 1997; 

Chevallier 2001; Gurib-Fakim 2006; Clarke 2007; Williams 2010 and 2013; 

Ningthoujam et al. 2012; Tan et al. 2012). As Joanne Packer et al. write: 

 

There has been an alarming rate of loss of traditional languages and knowledge 
of Australian Aboriginal people  . . .  . . .  the diminishing numbers and 
dislocation of peoples from their traditional environments is seeing the 
disappearance of the knowledge holders and practitioners at a faster rate than the 
plants themselves. (2012, 243)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Brumble (Rubus frutucosus) 
c. AD512, manuscript, Codex Aniciae 
Julianae 
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Nevertheless, authors such as Michael Christie argue that Aboriginal knowledge 

systems are “alive and well” (2006, 78) as well as being “responsive, active, and 

constantly renewed and reconfigured” (2006, 79), while Quandamooka Traditional 

Custodian Karen Martin asserts that Aboriginal Peoples of Australia “never 

relinquished, nor lost the essence of, our Ways of Knowing and Ways of Being, and this 

is reflected in our Ways of Doing” (2003, 211). While it is beyond the scope of this 

exegesis to discuss Aboriginal knowledges comprehensively, it focuses on selected 

plants and their medicinal use based on an extensive literature review and detailed 

interviews and dialogues with individuals from the Quandamooka community. In 

particular, this research promotes respectful treatment of cultural property and engages 

in the sharing1 of knowledge and learning from the Quandamooka Peoples of 

Minjerribah (commonly known as North Stradbroke Island).2  

 

My research, which draws on both natural science and consultations with the 

Quandamooka Peoples, informs my visual art practice, which is concerned with plants 

that are significant because of their previous or current medicinal use. Through my 

research, I have expanded my understanding of the scientific and cultural properties of 

these plants. I chose to limit the scope of this project to Minjerribah in order to produce 

a comprehensive record within defined parameters. By building a reference framework 

of both scientific and Aboriginal knowledge for works of art that refer to dynamic 

processes and complex physical properties, I aim to contribute to recording local history 

and advance the contemporary understanding of Australia’s natural history.  

 

The visual art research project “Biochromes: Perceptions of Australian Medicinal Plants 

through Experimental Photography” is an attempt to represent plant specimens using 

experimental ‘biochrome’ photographic processes, which I will expand upon in the 

following chapters. Through using these processes, which position the work in relation 

to photographic discourse, I harness chemical properties to emphasise the aesthetic 

forms inherent in the selected plants, providing visual engagement with the healing 

qualities of flora. The work is intended for exhibition in galleries and other public 

                                                
1 This project was granted ethical approval by the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (GU Ref 
No: QCA/25/12/HREC). 
2 Minjerribah is the Aboriginal name for North Stradbroke Island, and will be used to refer to the island throughout 
the thesis. As will become evident through various interview and reference quotations, the spelling can change 
according to the source. I sought advice from various sources on how to refer to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples referred to and interviewed throughout this exegesis. All efforts have been made to ensure that the 
language used is appropriate and respectful.   
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venues. My system of representation allows for the registration of events in a dynamic 

process—a biological chemical progression of decay and degeneration—which will be 

discussed in detail. As Victoria Garnons-Williams writes about my work, “The physical 

interaction of materials is one of collision and damage, yet in its formal attributes, the 

results provide us with images of beauty—of colour and pattern and space, indeed the 

entire spectrum of aesthetic form” (2010, 10).  

 

Keith Moxey argues that all works of art reveal their materiality, which adds to their 

aesthetic experience. He states artworks “are capable of affecting those who experience 

them”, and that it is the “power of that aesthetic experience” that allows art to touch the 

audience and provoke responses (Moxey 2014, 174). This response to aesthetics, 

described as an “arresting of motion”, is discussed by James Hillman in his contribution 

to Uncontrollable Beauty (Hillman in Beckley and Schapiro 1998, 271). Hillman 

analogises this experience to stopping still when watching wildlife, such as “the playful 

leap of a dolphin in the bow-wave. You draw in your breath and stop still. … [this quick 

gasp of breath] is also the very root of the word aistesis in Greek, meaning ‘sense 

perception’, … [which originates from] ‘I breath in’” (Hillman in Beckley and Schapiro 

1998, 271). Gary Iseminger writes “The function of artworks and practice of art is to 

promote aesthetic communication” (2004, 128). Artists communicate in this way in 

order to attract audiences and refresh their perspectives, increase awareness of various 

issues and make stands for what they believe in, while providing aesthetic experiences. 

As an artist, I consider various aesthetic qualities when creating and selecting my works 

for public exhibition, which will be discussed throughout the paper. 

 

This exegesis maps out the framework of the research project, which includes plants 

and natural processes in visual art, and discusses the experimental aspects of my studio 

research methodology. The project is informed by, and reports upon, the history of 

photography; the field of contemporary art, focusing on artists who engage in 

experimental photographic techniques that rely on decomposition; a brief history of 

botanical illustration; accounts of selected plants’ traditional healing uses; and selected 

scientific literature that considers the medicinal qualities of specific plant species. This 

introduction provides definitions of key terms, a background to and an overview of the 

project, and a summary of each of the chapters that follow. 
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For the purpose of my research, I adopt the definition of healing or medicinal plants 

from Andrew Chevallier as those that contain “active constituents that have an action on 

the body” (2001, 10). Traditionally, medicinal plants are used to “treat symptoms such 

as fever, congestion, headache, skin sores, tired or swollen aching limbs and digestive 

problems” (Clarke 2007, 99).  

 

For the last decade, I have been developing an experimental photographic process that I 

call the biochrome process. According to the Oxford Dictionary, bio means “of or 

relating to life”, and chrome originates from the Greek word khrōma, meaning “colour”. 

My biochrome images (referred to hereafter as biochromes) are the result of 

amalgamating plant matter and analogue photographic materials, subjecting them to 

organic decomposition, scanning, and then presenting them as digital prints or videos. 

These works document traces of chemical and biological reactions and micro-organic 

activities that occur over a period of weeks during a plant’s decay. Thus, my 

biochromes record the activities of microbes that are feasting on, or decomposing, the 

plant material and pigmented gelatinous surface of the C type print. In this way, the 

biochrome process provides an alternative method of visually representing plant 

specimens and natural processes, while revealing additional aesthetic details of the 

plants’ characteristics. The biochrome process has an affinity with the work of other 

artists, particularly Daro Montag’s works that he terms bioglyphs. The convergences 

and differences between our work will be discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

Background 

My experience and interest in natural remedies stem from my early life. I come from a 

small town, Janów Lubelski, in South East Poland, which is surrounded by the Janowski 

Forests and farming fields, where there is a strong connection to the land and its history. 

Like most people who live there, my family had a garden with fruit, vegetables, herbs, 

and flowers; seasonal family activities were to make preserves and store various fruit 

and vegetables for winter, as well as collect fruits of the forest and make medicinal 

remedies. As a child, I was given herbal teas and remedies by my grandmother, who 

had special knowledge of making infusions from local herbs, and remedies from twigs 

and berries. I also accompanied my mother on her regular visits to local herbalists and 

healers. Just as in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, the knowledge of herbs 

and home-made remedies were mainly practiced and passed on by women. Because of 
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my early immersion in nature and its healing qualities, I have actively fostered an 

interest in knowing and making sense of my adopted Australian home, and my 

relationship to this beautiful and, to me, unfamiliar environment. These interests and 

lived experience were further developed through this research and by my recent visits to 

Poland.  

 

Art and experimentation were also encouraged during my childhood. I will never forget 

my first taste of the magic of photography: images mysteriously appearing in our 

makeshift darkroom, brought out by an “exciting liquid”, just as the English 

photographer Henry Fox Talbot described it in the nineteenth century (“A Little Bit of 

Magic Realised” 1999, 7). My fascination with Australian flora began soon after I 

migrated to Australia in 1991. Local flora has featured in my work over many years; in 

my undergraduate research project (2004), I worked within my Brisbane garden, which 

led to a residency at the Brisbane Botanic Gardens, Mt Coot-tha, and in my Honours 

research project (2006), I focused on Australian native plants. My Honours thesis 

“Creation through Destruction: Photography and Microorganisms” (2006) explored the 

“incorporation of biological processes and chance in the development of a photographic 

art practice” and focused on making works by using a paradoxical process of destroying 

photographic material and rejecting established photographic conventions (Buziak 

2006, 22).  

 

This in turn prompted the Afterimage series (2009), which was very challenging, as its 

purpose was to depict places and events from my childhood in an experimental abstract 

process in which chance played a large role. This series of biochrome works was 

published by the Queensland Centre for Photography in Renata Buziak: Afterimage in 

2010. Following this, the Untamed Gardens series (2010) was inspired by, and created 

in, the natural environment of Minjerribah, a very different environment to the confined 

spaces of the gardens I had worked in until then.  

 

In summary, my personal background and fascination with natural processes, and my 

growing understanding of the necessity to preserve biodiversity,3 provided the impetus 

for the current visual art research project. By incorporating dialogues with members of 

the Quandamooka community as well as the science of botanical illustration, micro-
                                                
3 Dan Faith (2015) provides a good definition of biodiversity for his entry in the Stanford Encyclopaedia of 
Philosophy. 
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organic life, and medicinal plant data, this research builds on my previous biochrome 

projects, while innovatively contributing to the representation of Australian medicinal 

plants. My interest in and the need to learn about local medicinal plants have led to my 

meetings with members of the Quandamooka community at Minjerribah. I feel very 

privileged to have had this opportunity, and I gratefully acknowledge their 

custodianship of the knowledge that has developed and been practiced for thousands of 

years in relation to the medicinal plants of their island, which therefore informs my 

project. 

 

Minjerribah, located in Quandamooka country (Moreton Bay), 38 kilometres from the 

Brisbane CBD, provides an ideal location for this investigation (see Appendix A). Its 

diverse habitats contain over five hundred of Queensland’s native plant species and over 

fifty native medicinal and/or food plants, as specified in The Flora of North Stradbroke 

Island (Stephens and Sharp 2009).  

 

From the outset, it was very important for me to contact the Quandamooka Peoples to 

inform them of this research and ensure an appropriate process of consultation and 

participation. Since my first field trip to the island at the end of 2011, I have had 

increasing contact with the Quandamooka Peoples, and I have progressively built 

relationships during formal and informal meetings with individuals and the 

organisations’ representatives, whose welcoming and supportive response I am very 

thankful for. My research has been well received, which has enabled me to share stories 

with the Quandamooka Peoples about the plants and life on the island. These 

relationships and community engagement have been educational and inspiring. This 

research emphasises the importance of the protocols and processes involved in working 

with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, the respectful treatment of 

cultural property, and the sharing of stories.  

 

Chapter 1 of the exegesis considers aspects of science relating to this research that I 

have used to deepen my understanding of the plants and processes that I engage with in 

my studio methodology. Further, this chapter describes Minjerribah itself, the ethical 

clearance processes and protocols involved in this research, and some of the stories 

shared with me by some of the Quandamooka Peoples.  
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This is followed by Chapter 2, which briefly surveys the art and science of botanical 

illustrations, and gives an overview of the history and theory of the photographic 

medium relating to this research. I also describe the work of certain artists who inform 

my work through their investigations into generative organic processes and their 

collaborations with natural processes, time-based work, and bio-art. 

 

In light of this discussion, Chapter 3 describes my studio methodology. My studio 

practice consists of works on paper and time-lapse photography. My methodology 

includes taking field trips to Minjerribah, having dialogues with Quandamooka Peoples, 

gathering an informed collection of plant samples, and growing selected medicinal 

plants for making biochromes. This research methodology encourages intercultural 

exchange, promoting dialogues between an Aboriginal community and a visual artist. 

 

Subsequently, Chapter 4 provides an overview of the major bodies of work created and 

exhibited during the candidature. It discusses the results, and development of the 

exhibitions’ content and installations over the last four years. Where possible, audience 

responses to the works that address the aims of the project of bringing awareness of 

medicinal plants are provided. 

 

Finally,  the conclusion outlines contributions of this visual art research project, which, 

briefly put, include the following: increasing awareness of local Australian medicinal 

plants through the use of experimental photography; contributing to the area of art–

science development through the art of botanical illustrations and bioart; and 

introducing a biocentric way of presenting nature as events rather than static objects. 

This research has also given rise to extensive records and development of the biochrome 

process, especially through time-lapse photography.  

 

To properly undertake this research, I was required to amend the existing informed 

consent for recording dialogues with Quandamooka Peoples based on local protocols, 

which I learned about after consulting with members of the community and the North 

Stradbroke Island Historical Museum (NSIHM) staff in Dunwich. This is one of the 

important contributions of this project. Forging relationships with some of the 

Quandamooka Peoples allowed for social- and community-based contributions, the 
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importance of art and the value in this dialogue between one form of understanding of 

representing the world and another.  

 

Overall, this research aims to produce engaging works of art in order to reach diverse 

audiences, and to extend appreciation and understanding of Australia’s natural history 

by means of visually exploring the medicinal properties of plants specific to 

Minjerribah. Thus, this project expands contemporary understandings of Australian 

medicinal plants. Further, it examines the conceptual and technical possibilities of the 

biochrome process as an unconventional way to document flora that reveals additional 

details and layers of the plants’ characteristics. The artworks present cycles of renewal 

and regeneration in decay; stages otherwise unnoticed are made visible through the 

video work. Through the exegesis, it will become evident that this project can 

substantively contribute to knowledge by integrating bioscience and records of plant use 

through Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ accounts in a visual art practice. 
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Chapter	  1	  –	  Theoretical	  and	  Artistic	  Contexts:	  Science,	  

Minjerribah	  	  

Science Ethnobotany and Medicinal Plants 

This research operates within an environment already defined by the natural sciences 

such as ethnobotany, which is described by Philip Clarke as “the study of the cultural 

use and perception of plants” (2003, 21). Clarke studies Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples and their relations to plants in order to “discover much about a people”, 

as plants are “fundamental parts of the landscape that cultures occupy and transform” 

(Clarke 2007, 6). Ethnobotanical studies of these cultures help to recognise that these 

cultures “had complex relationships with the flora and fauna”, and that “there is a great 

depth in the Aboriginal understanding of ecosystems in which they lived” (Clarke 2007, 

7). Clarke states: 

 

From a contemporary Western European perspective, ‘bush medicine’ in 
Aboriginal English embraces a continuum: from substances that are 
demonstrably effective due to pharmacological properties, to others that work 
solely on a psychological basis. (2007, 99) 

 

In Bush Medicine (1990), Tim Low laments the loss of knowledge and practices of, and 

the significant changes to, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ ways of 

healing since white settlement. He argues this is due to three influences: diseases that 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples had no experience of; the adoption of 

introduced plants as food sources; and the introduction of the billycan that allowed for 

boiling herbs instead of soaking them in water. Pre-settlement medicinal practices, Low 

asserts, “will always remain a mystery” (1990, 5). The medicine man’s practices 

included magic, spirits, and chants, while herbal and other remedies for various 

complaints “were used by all Aborigines, although older women were usually the 

experts” (Low 1990, 25).  

 

Similarly, Clarke notes, “in pre-European times, all adults in the [Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples] community would know about basic medicines” (2007, 97). He 

discusses Aboriginal rituals and beliefs in connection to the use of plants for healing 

(their physical and symbolic properties), as well as rituals performed out of the 

responsibility of looking after the land and “maintaining the fertility of their country” 

(Clarke 2007, 23). He writes that “many Aboriginal groups performed ‘increase’ rituals 
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and held ceremonies that they believed would continue the cycle of renewing the 

species of their country” (Clarke 2007, 96). Today, Aboriginal knowledge of traditional 

medicinal plants has begun to be acknowledged, and “to conserve bio-cultural diversity, 

comprehensive information and active participation of Aboriginal communities [is] 

indispensible” to research studies conducted for the purpose of restoration and 

preservation of habitats in order to protect the diversity and plant species used for 

healing (Gaikwada et al. 2011, 3438). Professor Martin Nakata, Director of Nura Gili at 

the University of New South Wales (UNSW), reminds us that “Aboriginal Knowledge 

now surfaces in academic and scientific circles” (2002, 282) and Christie stresses the 

current use of Aboriginal knowledge in “the ongoing work of caring for country” (2006, 

84).  

 

In The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia (2012), Bill Gammage 

describes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ connection to their country: 

“The people felt intensely for their country. It was alive. It could talk, listen, suffer, be 

refreshed, rejoice. They were on it and others were not because they knew it and it knew 

them” (2012, 142). This view is shared by authors who state that Aborigines “possessed 

a spiritual connection with their natural resources, placing immense significance on this 

relationship” (Tan et al. 2010, 331). Gammage describes the care for the land that was 

part of life: “The Dreaming taught why the world must be maintained; the land taught 

how. One made land care compulsory, the other made it rewarding. One was spiritual 

and universal, the other practical and local” (2012, 139).  

 

In Please Knock before You Enter: Aboriginal Regulations of Outsiders and the 

Implications for Researchers, Martin explains that it is because of “relatedness” that the 

Peoples are so connected to their Country. Whereas the typical dictionary definition of 

relatedness is connectedness, she defines it as:  

 
the sets of conditions, processes and practices that occur amongst and between 
the Creators and Ancestors; the Spirits; the Filter and the Entities. The 
relatedness occurs across contexts and is maintained within conditions that are: 
physical, spiritual, political, geographical, intellectual, emotional, social, 
historical, sensory, instinctive and intuitive. (2008, 69, original emphasis)  

 

Martin quotes Oodgeroo Noonuccal (Kath Walker), a Quandamooka artist, poet, writer, 

and activist, who said: “All living things, be they mammals, birds, reptiles, insects or 
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trees, are our sisters and brothers and therefore we must protect them. We are their 

custodians. We not only share with them, we also guard them” (cited in Martin 2008, 

70). As well as learning much from my regular visits with Minjerribah residents, I have 

gained a valuable amount of knowledge about the history of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples, their knowledge systems, traditions, and significance of their 

connection to country through the sources cited here. They and other writers have 

provided me with the necessary knowledge and understanding of Aboriginal history to 

conduct respectful research, and for use in the studio research and field trips, as will 

become evident.  

 

In recent years, there has been increased interest in testing Australian native plants for 

active compounds potentially beneficial as new remedies and as part of “a chronic 

disease prevention strategy” (Tan et al. 2010, 332). As a result, an increasing number of 

sources of data in the field have been made available (Gurib-Fakim 2006; Tan et al. 

2012). However, validating the potential of herbal medicine has not always resulted in 

its use for healing. Cheryll Williams (2013) states that it is: 

 

unfortunate that analytical developments allowed a ‘new’ drug-based form of 
medicine to replace the old herbal traditions… As a result, the knowledge of 
many remedies from native Aboriginal lore, as well as from traditional European 
sources, faded over time… [we are] lucky that the art of herbal medicinal, 
enshrined in the techniques of traditional practitioners, survived at all. (2013, 
11)  

 

The following is just one example of traditional medicine use published in recent years. 

A 1988 issue of the Aboriginal and Islander Health Worker Journal featured an article 

by Claudette Albert, Aboriginal health worker, who describes the use of medicinal 

plants in the town of Elliot Community in the Northern Territory at the time: 

 

today bush medicines are used for infected sores and scabies… In the olden days 
the grandmothers and mothers would take the young girls to teach and show 
them which trees to use for bush medicines. Today two women in particular, 
Florene Bathern and Lady Dixon, still go and get bush medicine for use in the 
clinic. Young mothers and the older women will take their babies and lunch with 
them, spending the whole day gathering and making bush medicine. (1988, 4)  

 

Later in the article, Bathern explains the use of several plants for healing. 
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It is important to note that in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, different 

communities would use the same plant species for different ailments in distinctive ways. 

Lassak and McCarthy argue that “The method of preparation of the remedy is extremely 

important” (1997, 12), but some early records do not provide precise details in 

describing preparation stages, and the chemical compounds they contain may differ 

within the same species (Lassak and McCarthy 1997; Clarke 2007). In their review of 

medicinal plants databases, Sanjoy Singh Ningthoujam et al. assert that “culturally 

specific plants in one community may not be significant in another” (2012, 22) and 

“plants of the same species collected from different locations are known to possess 

different chemical compositions” (2012, 24). Often, certain plants can have multiple 

functions: these may be medicinal, spiritual, or dietary related.  

 

As well as being found in Minjerribah, some of the plants specific to this research are 

also found in other areas of Queensland and other states. Different sources on the same 

plants may have different information, but the following information on certain plants is 

agreed upon throughout the literature. Sesuvium portulacastrum (figure 2), the common 

name of which is sea purslane, can be used as a treatment for stings from bluebottles 

and stinging insects. This edible plant is a rich source of nutrients and vitamins, and its 

essential oils have antifungal, antibacterial, and antioxidant properties. The hard, red 

seeds of Abrus precatorius (figure 3), rosary pea, are very poisonous. Medicinally, this 

plant was used in some cultures for birth control (Matthew Burns, interview with the 

author, 2013; Stephens and Sharp 2009). In other cultures, it was used to treat trachoma 

(or granular conjunctivitis) and ophthalmia (eye inflammation). The roots of this plant 

were used as a blood dilutant as well as a soothing medicine for catarrh and coughs. The 

seeds are still being used in Australia and East Asia for ornamental purposes, which 

include decorative jewellery and rosaries (Cribb and Cribb 1981; Lassak and McCarthy 

1997). Williams (2012) provides extensive information about Abrus’s toxicity and 

medicinal uses in different countries. The many therapeutic qualities of the eucalyptus 

trees are known worldwide through the use of eucalyptus oil in numerous products, 

including cough syrups and lollies, soaps and other hygiene goods, such as insect 

repellents and room fresheners, to list just a few. The medicinal qualities of the 

eucalyptus trees include antifungal, antibacterial, antiseptic, antimicrobial and antiviral 

properties. Eucalyptus tereticornis (blue gum), a ‘koala tree’, has been shown to possess 

therapeutic, antiseptic and antimicrobial properties. These are just a few examples of 
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some of the medicinal plants from Minjerribah; as part of my research, I compiled an 

extensive table listing many such plants (see Appendix B). The table is composed of a 

thumbnail photograph of the plant; its botanical, common, and Jandai (local 

Quandamooka language) names; and its various uses for healing. To compile the table, I 

used publications such as The Flora of North Stradbroke Island (Stephens and Sharp 

2009), Australian Medicinal Plants (Lassak and McCarthy 1997), Bush Medicine (Low 

1991), Aboriginal People and Their Plants (Clarke 2007), Medicinal Plants in Australia 

(Williams 2010, 2011, 2012, 2014) as well as data of plant properties or active 

compounds from scientific journals, such as Molecular Aspects of Medicine, Journal of 

Ethnopharmacology, and Asia Pacific Journal of Clinical Nutrition. The table became a 

very useful reference tool for me, particularly since I can use it to compare information 

from various sources. I also use it to select plants for my work, as well as a reference for 

image titles and artist statements.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Sesuvium portulacastrum North Stradbroke Island 2012. 
Photographer: Renata Buziak. 

Figure 3. Abrus precatprius North Stradbroke Island 2012. 
Photographer: Renata Buziak. 
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Minjerribah – North Stradbroke Island 
Physical and Historical Features  

 
Quandamooka is the land, waterways, skies, spiritual and law systems of the 
Quandamooka people of Minjerripah4 (North Stradbroke Island), Moorgumpin 
(Moreton Island) Moreton Bay, and part of the mainland. There are three clans 
who have traditional rights to this country: Noonuccal, Koenpul and Ngugi. 
(Martin 2003, 206)  
 

The island is 38 kilometres long and 11 kilometres wide, and is accessible by a short 

passenger water taxi ride or a vehicle ferry from Brisbane. The “largest of the great 

sandy islands… [, it] has a long history of European settlement and consequently the 

natural habitat has been significantly modified, particularly in its northern third, as well 

as around the sand-mining leases” (Davie et al. 2011, 373).  Minjerribah is not only a 

beautiful place and a perfect holiday destination for many, but it is also known for its 

rich history, myths, and diverse natural environment. I remember visiting the island 

prior to undertaking this research project, and feeling that there was much more to it 

than met the eye. I had a feeling of a special awareness, a connection in some way, or a 

need to absorb all I could, which left me wanting to engage on more than a touristic 

level and to familiarise myself with the place, its environment, and its people. This 

place of pristine beaches and lakes and picturesque views is home to almost 3,000 

people. The island’s inhabitants reside mainly in three townships: Dunwich, located 

near the ferry arrival point; Amity Point at the northwest point of the island; and Point 

Lookout on the northeast. There are also residential properties at One Mile, Two Mile, 

and Myora, between Dunwich and Amity. Minjerribah is a perfect location for this 

research project, since it provides realistic parameters and more diversity of flora 

compared to other islands in the Bay. It has all been home to the Quandamooka Peoples 

for over 40,000 years (Davie et al. 2011; Durbidge in Ganter et al. 1992; Ruska in 

Ganter et al. 1992).  

 

Prior to colonisation, villages in Quandamooka were “several miles apart where clans of 

15–20 people lived together in separate spaces. Ti-tree, honey and melaleuca wood was 

good for building very large huts with paper bark roofs, that could withstand storms” 

(Peacock 2001, 20). For thousands of years, Quandamooka Peoples maintained a good 

                                                
4 Please note that different people and publications use different spelling of names and places, and various ways of 
acknowledging Minjerribah. 
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and healthy life on the island with its rich seafood, game, and bush tucker. Seafood in 

particular was one of the main sources of food, nutrients, and medicine for the people.  

 

Extensive records about the history, traditional local foods, and activities of the 

Quandamooka Peoples were collected for an oral history project by the Quandamooka 

Land and Sea Management Agency from 2002 to 2006. These records are available at 

the North Stradbroke Island Historical Museum (NSIHM) in Dunwich. According to 

Minjerribah inhabitants, their traditional diet consisted of foods available through 

hunting and gathering, such as quampies (pear oysters), oysters, a variety of fish, 

dugong, parrots and bandicoots; later, they also introduced beef, chicken, eggs and taro 

(Redland Shire Council North Stradbroke Island Oral History Project 2002). Some of 

the plants, such as grass (Durbidge 1981) and tea-tree bark (Stephens and Sharp 2009), 

were used to keep fish fresh and protected from flies. Studies of local middens, or 

rubbish mounds, formed from shells discarded during feasts, reveal that the main food 

source consisted of shellfish and other fish, like mullet, as well as dugong. Middens are 

good indicators of the marine environment and eating habits of Aboriginal groups, and 

tools that were used; however, they do not preserve information about the use of plants. 

Middens are also indicators of walking trails, which “cannot be considered in isolation, 

but as inter-site and site environment patterns. The relationship of a site to walking 

trails, water sources, land form, vegetation and food resources (both marine and 

terrestrial) has to be considered” (Durbidge in Carter et al. 1994, 18). Unfortunately, 

due to sand mining on Minjerribah, most of the middens are no longer extant: “The 

mineral sand dredgers working the ocean beach cut their way through the middens, 

destroying totally a cultural heritage of significance to both Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal people” (Durbidge in Ganter et al. 1992, 10). 

 

According to the locals in the Quandamooka Oral History Project, the best-known 

medicine on the island is dugong oil, used for various ailments; it was collected after 

dugong hunts and distributed to families on the island. Due to the overfishing of dugong 

by Europeans in the early 1900s, it is illegal for anyone except the Traditional Owners 

to hunt the dugong today. Through conversations with the Quandamooka Traditional 

Custodians, I found that most of them know and use, or once used, dugong oil for 

healing (personal communication with Cockatoo-Collins, Parkin, Burns, and 

anonymous Traditional Custodians 2013). In the Oral History Project, there are also 
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records of bush medicine and home remedies, but information about specific local 

healing plants and their use is provided by the Minjerribah Moorgumpin Elders in 

Council (MMEIC) in publications such as Plants: Bush Tucker Medicine and Other 

Uses of Minjerriba (Iselin and Shipway 1998) and The Flora of North Stradbroke 

Island (Stephens and Sharp 2009). The former publication lists several plants in both 

English and Jandai language, including explanations of how the plants were used and 

prepared. The second publication, which is a guide to all of the Island’s plants, was 

published by the State of Queensland Environmental Protection Agency and includes 

the Minjerribah Elders’ comments on selected plants. When this publication was 

brought to my attention in 2010, it affirmed my desire to become more knowledgeable 

of the Island and to plan a research project there. It was the ‘missing link’ I was looking 

for—a specific publication dedicated to Minjerribah’s flora. This information is 

collected in the table mentioned earlier, and lists medicinal plants specific to this 

doctoral project.  

 

History of Minjerribah 

Prior to colonisation, the Peoples of this region (Goories) lived in small clans of fifteen 

to twenty people. In a book on him, Uncle Bob Anderson states that their healthy diet 

provided them with strength and beauty: “Goorie men of Quandamooka were 

considered extremely tall, lithe and graceful, with the kind of muscularity associated 

with Olympic athletes, and Goorie women superior in personal beauty” (Peacock 2001, 

22). The first sighting of Minjerribah by Captain James Cook was recorded in 1770. 

Yet, it was not until the early 1800s that the contact between Aboriginal and the English 

people was made in a friendly and kind manner by both (Peacock 2001; Durbidge 

1981). Aunty Joan Hendriks, a very active and inspirational Elder, who was one of the 

Senior Australians of the Year 2013 finalists, is involved in education5 and various 

Island events through her position as the chairperson of the Quandamooka Combined 

Aboriginal Organisations Forum (QCAOF).6 In a National Indigenous Television 

(NITV) program Our Footprint: Stories from our Elders, Aunty Joan Ngugi 

Quandamooka Country, Aunty Joan reflects: 

 

                                                
5 Aunty Joan Hendriks is the ‘Elder-in-Residence’ at the Lourdes Hill College. 
6 The Forum was formed after the Shared Responsibility Agreement between the Incorporated Aboriginal 
organisations on North Stradbroke Island, The Australian Government’s Indigenous Coordination Centre, 
Queensland Government and the Redland Shire Council produced the Quandamooka Aboriginal Community Plan 
2007 (https://quandamookacalendar.wordpress.com/about/). 
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every aspect of the City of Brisbane has been started on this island. First sighted 
by Cook, first explorers here, first Catholic mission to Aborigines in Australia, 
first quarantine station, convicts, benevolent asylum, and now the first 
traditional group in Southeast Queensland in current times to gain the respect of 
being the Traditional Owners by the High Court. We could prove after seventy 
years in High Court, that we have maintained our connection to the land. 
(Hendriks in Stewart and Michail 2013)  
 

Many have detailed the consequences of colonisation, which were devastating at the 

time and are still taking their toll today. Dispossession of land and resources, extreme 

violence and victimisation ripped through the country, affecting all Custodians of these 

lands and waters. With the loss of their independence, social and network systems, the 

Goories were made dependant on the new regime, which equated to missions and death 

camps where neglect, abuse, and provision of limited resources were practiced by the 

colonisers (Peacock 2001). At the beginning of white settlement, Minjerribah served as 

an entry point to Brisbane, with ships unloading their cargo to be taken in to Brisbane 

on small boats. Unlike many other clans, where Aborigines were removed from their 

lands to missions in different territories, the people of Minjerribah stayed on the Island, 

on their Country, and “were never fully displaced” (Ganter et al. 1992, 10). However, 

some Goories still “experienced the trauma of being removed”, as Michael Aird recalls 

in his publication Brisbane Blacks (2001, 27). From 1892 to 1942, a Catholic mission 

operated at One Mile: Myora Mission of Stradbroke. Myora is the Jandai name for 

‘mission’; however, the name of the area in traditional language is Moongalba, ‘sitting 

place’, which is the name the people wished it to be called (Peacock 2011; Durbidge in 

Carter et al. 1994; Welsby and Thompson 1967). Both Moorgumpin and Minjerribah 

people were moved to the Myora Mission. The people of three tribes were gathered to 

live together, and were not allowed to practice their traditions nor speak their languages. 

Writing about Minjerribah, Ellie Durbidge, author and long-time resident, notes:  

 

The Aborigines were progressively deprived of their traditional hunting grounds 
and food. When many turned to killing domestic stock in order to survive, they 
were rounded up and shot. As their tribal groups and way of life disintegrated, 
many drifted into the towns. (Durbidge in Carter et al. 1994, 12)  

 

As a result, many of the ancient traditions were lost, including the use of medicinal 

plants and the language. The name Minjerribah itself, one researcher suggests, appears 

to have been adopted by the whole Island in 1923. It was originally used for parts of 

Southport, including the southern tip of South Stradbroke (Steele in Carter et al. 1994).  



 18 

 

As the Quandamooka Yoolooburrabee Aboriginal Corporation (QYAC) reports, after 

the mission was closed in the 1940s, the Quandamooka Peoples were not allowed to live 

in Dunwich but settled a mile from the township, where they became “a source of free 

labour” (QYAC 2015). Interestingly, when services, such as water, sewage and 

electricity, were provided to the island in the 1950s and 1960s, One Mile properties 

were omitted from this development. Even today, the 128 residents who live there are 

not provided with basic amenities (QYAC 2015).  

 

In the last twenty years, the revival and recording of some of the stories, history and 

traditions (like language, dance and weaving) have been undertaken by the MMEIC, the 

NSIHM, Yulu Burri Ba Song & Dance Group, and other island organisations and 

individuals, some of which I was able to experience during my visits. This keeps the 

traditions alive and teaches the young children and other Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples about their culture. Some of the Yulu Burri Ba Song & Dance Group 

members are descendants of Oodgeroo Noonuccal, mentioned earlier.  

 

Currently, Peoples of three clans reside on the island: Ngugi, originally from 

Moorgumpin (Moreton Island); Nunukul; and Goenpool. Almost half of the population 

comprise newcomers, mainly at Point Lookout. There are a number of Aboriginal 

organisations on the island that look after specific areas, including housing and health, 

whose representatives meet on a monthly basis as the QCAOF. Formed in 2008, its 

purpose is to oversee the social and community needs of the Quandamooka Peoples, 

including health, education, and the arts. 

 

Fifteen years after the first claim was lodged by the Quandamooka Peoples over their 

Country, “on 4 July 2011 the Federal Court of Australia made two native title 

determinations recognising the Quandamooka People’s native title rights and interests 

over land and waters on and surrounding North Stradbroke Island, and some Islands in 

Moreton Bay” (QYAC 2013). Following this, the QYAC was established to look after 

the interests of the local communities under the Native Title Determination. 
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Building Relationships 

From the outset of the project, it was paramount that I contact the Quandamooka 

Peoples to inform them about this research and set up a consultation and participation 

process with them. In the successive field trips made since 2011, I have slowly made 

contact with the Peoples of Minjerribah. This has allowed me to progressively build 

relationships during formal and informal meetings with individuals or organisations’ 

representatives, whose welcoming and supportive approach I am very thankful for.  

 

This research project was granted ethical approval and an informed consent was put in 

place, the details of which are discussed later in this chapter; however, as Smith (1999) 

states: 

 

consent is not so much given for a project or specific set of questions, but 
for a person, for their credibility. Consent indicates trust and the assumption 
is that trust will not only be a reciprocated but constantly negotiated—a 
dynamic relationship rather than a static decision. (Smith, cited in Kelly et 
al. 2001, 5)  
 

Indeed, trust is essential; it takes time to build up a trustworthy reputation through these 

negotiations, formal and informal exchanges, which also allowed for gaining knowledge 

and mutual understanding. Further field trip details and other research activities are 

discussed in Chapter 3. 

 

Dialogues with the Quandamooka Peoples 

This section of the exegesis relates part of my dialogues with the Quandamooka 

Peoples. More detailed transcripts of these discussions are available in Appendix E. 

This sharing of stories became an important part of the research, as it allowed for 

personal contact and recording of stories concerning the present community. These 

stories bring real-life experiences to the foreground and make the research more vivid 

and current. During the conversations, my questions were used as a guide, with the 

resulting dialogues more like a mutual sharing of stories than interviews. Even though 

not all the stories relate to medicinal plants directly, they paint a picture of the Peoples’ 

concerns from an ecological perspective. Some accounts relate directly to specific 

plants I researched for this project, as listed in the enclosed table. In addition, these 

dialogues bring attention to the complexity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

cultures and traditions, specifically to their holistic approach to healing and to the fact 
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that this, or this kind of, research is very limited and can only touch on the significance 

of the medicinal plants researched.  

 

On Minjerribah, as in other parts of Australia and the world, Aboriginal Peoples have a 

strong and significant connection to the land they come from. Martin explains:  

 

Relatedness exists both amongst Entities and between Entities. For example as 
we call ourselves ‘saltwater people’, our relatedness is strongest with saltwater, 
although there is a relatedness with fresh water. … Likewise, the strength of our 
country Quandamoopah is readily seen in the relatedness of the continual motion 
of tides (Waterways) and winds (Climate). In terms of relatedness, this 
movement of air, sand and saltwater is a Filter that is affirming, cleansing and 
healing for us. Relatedness, therefore can achieve a depth where it is difficult 
and unnecessary to separate one Entity from another. So when it is said that 
‘Country makes the Entities as much as the Entities make the Country’, this is 
referring to these depth of relatedness amongst the entities. This is far more than 
metaphor as the depth of this relatedness is so powerful that it guides our lives. 
It is our Law. As a salt water woman, I have vowed never to live more than one 
hour's drive away from the sea because of the depth of my relatedness to 
saltwater. It is my blood. (Martin 2008, 70)  

 

Through this relatedness, the People knew their Country, and used and managed natural 

resources according to their laws for thousands of years. As Aunty Joan Hendriks says 

in the NITV program previously mentioned, “we today get recognised having the oldest 

culture in the world” (Hendriks in Stewart and Michail 2013). Martin (2008) cites P. 

Tripcony who talks about the “major principle of Aboriginal law”, which is “that of 

reciprocity, meaning sharing, or that we cannot take without giving: and the highest 

level of reciprocity is to the land. We must care for the land (or place) because it cares 

for us and provides all of our needs” (Tripcony in Martin 2008, 78). Even though 

Aboriginal people were displaced through colonisation and their rights were taken away 

from them, they are the custodians of the land and their goal is to look after it for future 

generations.  

 

Matthew Burns, a Quandamooka Traditional Owner7 who is part of the Yulu Burri Ba 

Song & Dance Group, delivers entertaining, educational and cultural talks and 

presentations to the community and visitors on Minjerribah (figures 4, 5). I was able to 

attend a number of Matthew’s talks, which included some historical accounts of 

                                                
7 Please note that various ways of acknowledgements used in this paper reflect the requests of individuals, and 
include the following: Quandamooka Traditional Custodian, Quandamooka Elder.  
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Minjerribah and its People, demonstrations of local tools and weapons; didgeridoos 

played to make the sounds of various animals and birds; and fire making. I also joined 

one of Matthew’s bush tucker walks in Dunwich, where he pointed out the edible and 

medicinal plants of the island. In August 2013, I had a conversation with him about the 

island’s plants and my research project. He acknowledged his use of some medicinal 

plants, and, like many Minjerribah residents I talked to, asserted the importance of 

dugong oil. As he states, it is a remedy used for many health problems, including 

“muscle aches, pains, arthritis, skin allergies” (Matthew Burns, interview with the 

author, 2013). A Quandamooka Elder stated: 

 

I suppose when you talk about medicinal, you’re talking about, you know, 
physically [and] spiritually . . . Dugong oil, it’s something that I’ve grown up 
with a very sound knowledge of, . . .  I’ve got it in my fridge at the moment,  . . . 
not particularly for medicinal purposes, . . . but more for spiritual connections . . 
. within our family was used when people have respiratory problems. 
(Quandamooka Elder A, interview with the author, 2014)8 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
8 Some interviewees wished to remain anonymous; however, to identify when the same person has made comments, I 
have used A, B. 

Figures 4 & 5. Matthew Burns Dunwich, Quandamooka 
Festival 2015; Point Lookout Lines in the Sand arts festival 
2014. Photographer: Renata Buziak. 
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Aunty Evelyn Parkin of the Delaney Family, also an Elder, states: 

 

the people use whatever is in their environment; you need to get that sort of 
clear. Because if you get people over in the desert, they are the ones I reckon 
with the bark, all sorts of things, trees and all that, the leaves for medicinal 
purposes, but we live near the ocean, so we use the things near the water—the 
salt water for one, the dugong oil from the animal and even the whale oil in the 
early days . . . There is one lady that is still with us today, when she had 
meningitis when she was a child, and the hospital send her home, they couldn’t 
do anymore for her, and her mother rubbed the dugong oil on her. Never took 
the singlet off, same singlet on saturated with oil. She recovered. (Evelyn 
Parkin, interview with the author, 2013) 

 

The Quandamooka Elder mentioned earlier also told the same story of the dugong oil 

healing the baby: “that person is in their sixties now, you would know her, she lives on 

this island. It is an absolutely amazing story” (Quandamooka Elder A, interview with 

the author, 2014). She continued by commenting on the relationship between the 

environment the people live in and the use of what is available to them:  

 

I suppose that whole thing with medicinal plants depends on the environment 
around them. I mean if you go into the desert area, I’ve heard them talk about 
different plants there that don’t grow here… I know of one person… was taken 
out to the desert area right to the center there, because of particular medicinal 
products that were available. (Quandamooka Elder A, interview with the author, 
2014) 
 

 

In conversation, Matthew acknowledged that medicinal and other knowledge and 

resources used to be shared between the clans; “exchange, sharing of knowledge, a lot 

of exchange of necklaces and shells, things like that we used to trade, medicines . . .  

dugong oil . . . that’s really highly sought after [by] Brisbane groups . . . Certain groups 

still hunt, some families would use it [the dugong oil]” (Matthew Burns, interview with 

the author, 2013). During his cultural talks, Matthew discusses the traditional way of 

hunting dugong, which is still used today.  

 

Matthew informed me that in the past, people would receive advice or treatment from a 

“medicine man”, who would “have good knowledge and wisdom of the plants, 

remedies, mythological things as well, who took care of all the illnesses, sicknesses and 

things like that” (Matthew Burns, interview with the author, 2013).  A Quandamooka 

Traditional Custodian stated that today “a lot of the old ones still hand that knowledge 



 23 

down or use that knowledge themselves . . . I think there is some of the knowledge that 

some families keep to themselves, and there is some general knowledge Elders . . . will 

talk to anyone who ask them, not just in their own clans or their family” (Quandamooka 

Traditional Custodian B, interview with the author, 2013). Some of the Elders hold 

traditional knowledge, and they can be asked for advice because “they have the age and 

experience and they know what they’re talking about” (Quandamooka Traditional 

Custodian B, interview with the author, 2014). Matthew also said that the Elders publish 

some of this knowledge in publicly available bush medicine books.  

 

Matthew recognises that through his cultural talks and workshops, he is “constantly 

learning and teaching” (Matthew Burns, interview with the author, 2013). While “lots of 

stuff now is not used much”, Matthew says that he uses some plants for medicinal 

purposes, including the goat’s foot vine (Ipomea pes-caprae), which he applies to 

“stings or sore muscles, boils . . . to draw the pain out”; he adds, that when he is stung 

by an insect, he uses the soap bush tree or the wattle tree for relief. He relays that to use 

the wattle, one needs to mix the seedpods with water and then “rub the yellowy froth 

[that] comes out . . . on where you got stung, so that’s antivenom in for insects”. He 

explains how to assess when the seedpods are ready to be used: “at the base of that tree 

is . . . a big group of caterpillars, and they hatch out, so basically at the same time they 

are hatching . . . the seeds are the antivenom for that caterpillar, can be used for other 

insects as well” (Matthew Burns, interview with the author, 2013). When asked which 

one of the plants is more effective, Burns said the wattle. Then he recounted a recent 

story:  

 

in one of my groups [, a girl] got bitten by something on her ribs and she had a 
big red mark, and welts and all that there, and I put that on her and within twenty 
minutes, it was all gone. So I put actually both of them on there . . .  you’ve got 
to treat it straight away with that stuff; if you don’t, it numbs a little bit but not 
as effective as straight away. (Matthew Burns, interview with the author, 2013) 

 

As wattle was not mentioned in publications as a medicinal plant, I had not initially 

listed it. However, based on my conversation with Matthew, I added it to my list of 

plants to develop artworks with. Also, the use of two plants at the same time encouraged 
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some development in my studio to select and combine some plants that could have been 

used together for better results both medicinally and artistically (figure 6).9  

 

 

 

 

My interest in the plants of Minjerribah includes questions about the availability or 

scarcity of the plants, which could have an impact on their current use. A number of 

people I held conversations with acknowledged that the plants are scarcer now than they 

were in the past (interviews with Burns 2013, Parkin 2013, Cockatoo-Collins 2013, 

Alley 2014, Borey 2013, Carmichael 2013, Anonymous Quandamooka Traditional 

Custodians 2013). According to the locals, this is due to various reasons: the council’s 

use of poisons when cleaning up the foreshores, which has led to the poisoning of native 

plants; land clearing; the devastation caused by sandmining and damage by mining 

machinery; and selected seed replanting, which results in some species of plants taking 

over and spreading throughout the bush. Selected seed replanting creates areas that are 

unnaturally thick and hard to get through, and makes fire management more difficult. 

                                                
9 This is in accordance with a congress session I attended during the International Horticultural Congress, which 
included sessions on medicinal and aromatic plants. Researches conduct tests combining specific amounts of 
essential oils of two or more healing plants, like tea-tree and eucalyptus, for best therapeutic results.  
 

Figure 6. Renata Buziak, Ipomea pes-caprae and Acacia concurrens 2015, time-lapse still 
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The frequency of fires is related to the scarcity of the plants, which is further hindered 

by unauthorised collection of some plants by the public, resulting in their decline; for 

example, the bush orchid. Matthew recalls a story about the rarity of the bush carrot:  

 

If you look at Brown Lake across the road where the pine trees are—this is a 
story the old people told me—there is actually bush carrot. I found a bush carrot, 
it’s very rare but I found it, and the old people told me it used to be everywhere 
through there. I found it just near the road, but it was all through the area there, 
which was all gum trees; then they wiped the gum trees out and put pine trees in 
there, so that kills everything, because needles fall and create a blanket, and 
stops everything from growing. (Matthew Burns, interview with the author, 
2013) 

 

In Whose Island? The Past and Future of North Stradbroke Island, Donna Ruska, now a 

Quandamooka Elder, states, “most of my elders would prefer to see a tourism industry 

here rather than mining, too many sites and food resources have been destroyed and 

denied to future generations because of haphazard development” (Ruska in Ganter et al. 

1992, 16). Ruska sees the obligation that Aboriginal People have to “protect the 

environment for future generations . . . this cultural heritage” as having been denied to 

them, and she describes the impact as “almost as significant and reminiscent of 

genocide where we can’t go out and hunt and gather in these areas. There are no 

resources we can use any more” (Ruska in Ganter et al. 1992, 16). 

 

Another Quandamooka Traditional Custodian has noticed changes in the bush in recent 

years: 

 

What I do see, it’s that the bush is out of balance, and that . . . there are some 
plants that are too dense in the bush and strangling the other plants; and when 
the fire comes, they make the fire in that part of the bush too hot and the other 
plants get burned, and then they are the only plants that grow back. So there is a 
lot of that dynamic in the bush. The bush is out of balance. And I think, mining 
has had to do a lot with that, you know, by replanting, and the seeds get spread 
by the birds, [for] rehabilitation they plant a lot of one plant because those plants 
quickly stabilise the dunes, . . . and that plant takes over, escapes into the 
bushland and that becomes dominant in the bush . . . I think some plants are less 
abundant, I think a lot of the plants are threatened because of the fire hazards 
and mining too. (Quandamooka Traditional Custodian B, interview with the 
author, 2014)  

 

Durbidge concurs, writing  
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The Aborigines’ impact on Stradbroke was minimal. It is non-Aboriginal man 
who must answer for the changing face of the island. Lack of planning, 
management and an understanding of fragile sand island, coupled with the ever 
hot pursuit of the dollar, have been responsible for the progressive destruction 
and deterioration of a valuable natural resource. (Durbidge in Ganter et al. 1992, 
10)  

 

One of the plants I am interested in is the Hardenbergia violocae, commonly known as 

sarsaparilla; according to MMEIC (in Stephens and Sharp 2009), it was used for blood 

clearing. While Aunty Rose Borey, a Quandamooka Elder, is not aware of the medicinal 

use of this plant, she recalls collecting its flowers:  

 

[It] is the most beautiful thing, I just love it, when we were kids we used to look 
for it, because that’s all we kids did in the spring; we used to go out in the bush 
picking flowers and stuff. We used to take a bunch for our teacher on Monday… 
I’ve always been interested in the bush, you know, we just played in the bush all 
the time, and that was really the happiest days, we were very lucky really, and 
we used to think how poor we were, because that was the thing… it was the 
mind thing, because we were Aboriginal, we were poor, but oh! When I think 
back, we did [have a wonderful childhood]; we had good parents who looked 
after us. (Rose Borey, interview with the author, 2013) 

 

With sadness, she also acknowledges that “lot of places we used to get flowers are not 

there any more” (Rose Borey, interview with the author, 2013). In our interview, 

Delvene Cockatoo-Collins (2013), daughter of Aunty Evelyn Parkin, also tells me of a 

tradition of collecting wild flowers for graves, which is still practiced today. While not 

having a medicinal purpose, this act is a spiritually healing experience for those 

involved. 

 
From another, I learned about other plants that were not on my list, including 

Xanthorrhoea, the sap of which “is good for relieving tension”, and beach spinach, 

which is a source of vitamins and can be used for skin rash. She also told me about two 

plants on my list—the pig face fruit, Carboprotus glaucescens, and goat’s foot vine, 

previously mentioned—which are both good for the relief of headaches (Quandamooka 

Traditional Custodian B, interview with the author, 2014). I was encouraged to hear that 

this person, as well as others whom she knows, still uses the local medicinal plants.  

 

Healing can mean more than addressing physical ailments of the body; for some, 

spiritual healing is just as important. Some of the Quandamooka Peoples I spoke with 

shared their views on the spiritual significance of specific plants, and of nature in 



 27 

general; their connection to the land, plants, and animals. For example, one 

Quandamooka Traditional Custodian notes that the Cyprus pine “is a very significant 

tree spiritually, as are all of the trees and plants and animals, they all got a particular 

relevance to people, . . . all the cultural, natural resources, they are natural resources but 

cultural resources also” (Quandamooka Traditional Custodian B, interview with the 

author, 2014). 

 

Through the same Traditional Custodian, I also learned about burning certain plants, 

such as tea tree, which “is a good disinfectant” and other trees like the pine, the oak, and 

the banksia, “which all have a good smell”. With regards to the burning:  

 

there is no big ritual or big ceremony to it, but it’s a ritual in itself . . . you use 
the grass, dead leaves to start with, the pine, the oak, . . . the banksia, a bit of 
gum there. In doing so, you’ve burned those four or five different plants, and 
released the carbon and that smoke that’s in them, you know, certain plants… 
you’ve heard of smoked water? How they make smoked water and release on 
plants to help the plants’ flowers open up and that kind of thing, or seed 
germinate, people are the same, . . . the American Indians have smoke baths so 
it’s the same thing, it is cleansing, it does something to your skin… that smoke 
wafting over it’s cleansing, that’s right, yes . . . I can’t totally understand it, but I 
know that there is something in it . . . And I think not knowing why it’s part of 
it, you don’t really know why you doing it, you know there is a reason to do it, 
you’re compelled to. I know from growing up what wood is good to burn, what 
wood isn’t, what wood you don’t throw in the fire because it spits or it doesn’t 
smell good. But it does go often to this spiritual realm—who can explain it, you 
know—it’s a part of the inner psyche, you don’t know why you’re doing 
something but you do it, you don’t know why you breathe, you don’t 
consciously breathe, you just breathe. It feels right; it’s just something you do. 
(Quandamooka Traditional Custodian B, interview with the author, 2014) 

 

Craig Tapp, a First Nation Custodian of the tribes Nugi (Moorigumpin) Noonukal 

(Minjerribah), and a local sand artist (figures 7, 8), relates that “gum leaves and special 

barks are used in the smoking ceremony as well, and that’s a pretty important thing. . . . 

we still do the smoking ceremony, it can be used for greetings and basically cleansing 

the body and getting rid of bad spirits. [The cleansing ceremony is] a beautiful 

experience . . . it’s not restricted just to First Nation Peoples . . . it’s a spiritual thing too 

(Craig Tapp, interview with the author, 2013). 
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When I started this project, I did not consider using or researching any weeds that might 

have been introduced to the island. However, after talking with Aunty Evelyn Parkin 

and her daughter Delvene of the Delaney Family (figures 9, 10) about wart weed’s 

medicinal qualities, I reconsidered that if a weed is used medicinally by the Peoples on 

Minjerribah, and this knowledge has been passed on, it is important to be included. This 

Figures 7 & 8. Craig Tapp Cylinder Beach Point Lookout, 
2015; Craig Tapp’s sand art, Quandamooka Festival, 
Dunwich 2015. Photographer: Renata Buziak. 
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plant was not on my list, and we did not know at first what it was, or if it has been tested 

at all. Before the end of our discussion, Delvene had found it in the Flora of North 

Stradbroke Island publication (Stephens and Sharp 2009), listed in the weeds section 

without a photograph. She then found images of it on the Internet. The plant is the 

asthma weed Euphorbia hirta, which “At Moreton Bay . . . was found to provide an 

effective early remedy for respiratory distress . . . The herb tea was also highly valued 

for the treatment of bronchitis and emphysema” (Williams 2010, 37). Aunty Evelyn’s 

mother, who passed this knowledge on, used it in the 1930s and 1940s. It is not known 

when she learned how to use the plant or from whom, or when the plant was introduced 

to the Island. Today, it is not as plentiful as it once was, nor is it easy to find. Aunty 

Evelyn recalls: 

 

my mum always had it around and any time we had warts, and other children 
around—not only her children but other children around the community—she 
would tell them about that wart weed . . . it’s got a milky sap . . . and when you 
break the stalk, the milk comes out and then you dab that on to your wart and 
within days, before you know it, that wart is gone . . . It is amazing. I’ve had an 
adult come to me and tell me about my mum telling him, when he was a little 
boy, about this wart thing, and he had some on his hands and . . . he was just 
amazed . . . the way he was telling me he was so amazed, that his wart 
disappeared. (Aunty Evelyn Parkin, interview with the author, 2013)  
 

 

                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Aunty Evelyn Parkin 2015, Terra 
Bulla Leumeah. Photographer:	  Renata 
Buziak. 

 

Figure 10. Delvene Cockatoo-Collins 2015, Terra 
Bulla Leumeah. Photographer: Renata Buziak. 
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Delvene recalls asking her mother how it would work and that her reply was “it 

suffocates it . . . mum got that information from her mum, my grandma, and then she 

used it on me, and I use it on my kids and then share with my in-laws”, and, as Aunty 

Evelyn added, “with other children in the community” (interviews with Delvene 

Cockatoo-Collins and Aunty Evelyn Parkin, 2013).10  

 

Aunty Evelyn recalls that her sister remembers that their mother “used to boil gum 

leaves when they had a sore throat” and probably drank it as tea, saying that she 

emphasised the importance of connection between the environment that people live in, 

and what they use: 

 

I do know one thing, she [mother] used to use salt water, she’d take a bucket of 
salt water home and warm it up on a wood stove for babies who were teething, 
she used to look after grandchildren as well. And they would be crying all night 
with their teeth when she would bath them with salt water, just wash them with 
salt water, and before she knew it they’d be knocked out sleeping. (Aunty 
Evelyn Parkin, interview with the author, 2013) 

 

Another connection and use of the immediate environment (besides the dugong oil 

referred to earlier) by the Quandamooka ancestors was that they:  

 

would go out and sort of swim and bath themselves in salt water in the ocean 
when they were sick, and they’d go and lie on a rock. And that was healing. 
There is a rock out there called Adder Rock, that’s a healing rock. . . .  it’s the 
sun, well I think it’s the sun, the heat [that was healing] . . .  they would also 
bury themselves up to their neck in the sand when they were sick, and things 
like that still happen today. I know someone who had a motorbike accident and 
he was told that he would never ever be able to walk again, but his cousins  . . .  
used to take him to the beach every day and just lie him, put him in sand. He 
was healed. He still had a wobble but he could walk. . . .  And again that’s the 
environment, there must be something in the minerals or the sun heating that 
sand, I don’t know . . .  that’s very important to know . . . the environment [that] 
is around and how they used it. (Aunty Evelyn Parkin, interview with the author, 
2013) 

 

Aunty Evelyn stated that “[non-Aboriginal] Australians really missed out on knowing 

all this things from our people in those early days, they thought our people didn’t know 

                                                
10 This story reminds me of my childhood and a weed we were shown to use for warts, named Glistnik jaskółcze ziele 
(Chelidonium majus), which has yellow flowers and a yellow sap that would leave dark stains on the skin. It grew in 
lawns around my town, in front of my family home, and in the fields. During a recent visit to Poland, I saw it around 
my auntie’s farmhouse, in my hometown, and at my cousin’s too. I used it and made some biochromes corresponding 
to the Stradbroke wart weed I have learned about. 
 



 31 

much at all, and they’ve missed out on a whole way of life”. Delvene added: “that’s the 

stuff that gets me angry, you know; I don’t get angry much but to just know that we 

should know this stuff, we should have it passed on . . . we should have our language as 

well” (Delvene Cockatoo-Colllins, interview with the author, 2013). Aunty Evelyn 

adds, “this place where we’re sitting here had convicts here, that jetty was made by 

convicts, they lived here, took over” (Aunty Evelyn Parkin, interview with the author, 

2013). 

 

A simple lifestyle, and other plants that were used on Minjerribah for their vitamins, 

such as berries, honey blossoms, and guavas, kept people in good health, as Aunty 

Evelyn says: 

 

We believe that all this was . . . already there; we didn’t have to go anywhere 
else . . .  [We believe] it was provided for us by a higher power, whether we call 
it God or Biami or whatever, and it was according to the seasons . . . these things 
were available, and our people knew exactly, so they moved. When this season 
was finished, they had to let that ground settle and let it replenish, so they moved 
on to the next where the seasonal food was. They just kept moving around. Our 
people moved from Moreton Island right around over to the main land and up 
again, according to the seasons of the times. (Aunty Evelyn Parkin, interview 
with the author, 2013) 

 

This kind of knowledge would have been passed on, and because “the clans were 

smaller and could . . . sit around in a circle and talk about things—that was their way of 

life”; however, these days, life is more purely family based (Aunty Evelyn Parkin, 

interview with the author, 2013). Families could also go to Elders or a specific person 

for advice. Aunty Evelyn’s mother had two Elders, mentors, who were much older than 

her—one whose “wise ways” she respected and so she could ask her questions, the 

other, a family member, was her spiritual aunty.  

 

Like most ancient civilisations, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples used 

plants, weather changes, and heavenly bodies as signs of years and seasons. Alexander 

Waugh states, “In south-eastern Australia, Bigambul tribes have carved up their year 

according to various tree blossoms. The yerra is a tree that blossoms in September and 

lends its name therefore to yerrabinda—the time of the year” (1999, 220). The author 

also mentions other times of the year, such as nigabinda (apple blossom) and wobinda 
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(ironbark tree blossom) time. “Midsummer, when there is no blossom to speak of, is 

called ‘the time when the ground burns the feet’”, Waugh adds (1999, 221).  

 

A previously quoted Quandamooka Elder also talked about times and seasons: 

 

The only thing that created a timeline for Aboriginal people was the 
environment: the moon, the stars, the day, the nights. And on this island, it 
wasn't like now—how can you take seriously that first of December is the 
beginning of summer? And then autumn, and winter, and spring. Look at the 
weather. Here, there is a certain flower on this island; they know that when that 
flower comes out that the mullet are going to come trying to get fed. They know 
that when the westerly winds blow, which is always in the winter or cold 
months, they’re going to go and catch the tailor . . . If you think of this as 
general health, holistic health, you can't separate that spiritual and physical I 
reckon. I feel strongly about that. (Quandamooka Elder A, interview with the 
author, 2014) 

 

Craig Tapp and other locals use the colour of the local flora as an indication of seasons: 

“when certain plants or animals are out, I know what season it is to go hunting or what 

to go and do when, [when] the eugaries are on or quampies are right” (Craig Tapp, 

interview with the author, 2013). He knows of tribal custodians who use plants for 

medicinal purposes. The information passed on by his ancestors about preventing 

asthma reveals that they used to:  

 

Catch the flying foxes, the bats, and boil them up, . . . add some special herbs 
and plants and they gave it to the child when she started to have the first signs of 
asthma; then that would basically stop her from getting it in the future . . . that 
sort of knowledge would have been shared, I’d say, like a lot of people would 
have known . . .  [It would be shared] through the women too; the women are the 
ones that would go and collect all the herbs, they do all the collecting, the men 
in general go just hunting . . . Men knew about bloodwood sap... If they got a cut 
[from] chasing kangaroo or something, they usually go and get a bit of sap from 
bloodwood tree and just crush it up and pour it on; it works as antiseptic and 
numbs the area, and also coagulates the blood straight away. (Craig Tapp, 
interview with the author, 2013) 

 

As this quote indicates, bloodwood tree is an important resource for the Quandamooka 

People. Its bactericidal and antiseptic qualities provide a wound-healing agent. 

Mikaelah Alley, Member of the Extended Walker Family (figure 11), says “we have the 

bloodwood tree, and we use that for purifying our blood, and for boils, and we also use 

it on our dogs if they have cuts . . . It heals them up good, closes the wound” (Mikaelah 

Alley, interview with the author, 2014). She adds:  
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When we find a bloodwood tree, . . . we use something sharp, and just bang the 
sharp object until we reach where we can see the blood sap coming up, and then, 
we just keep hitting it a bit more until it bleeds and weeps. Then we allow that to 
dry, and then we crush that into a powder and we place that into the wound. And 
if we want to purify our blood we just maybe put a bit, we put a couple of 
crystals, place it in our tea, mix it in, and drink that as well. (Mikaelah Alley, 
interview with the author, 2014)  

 

Mikaelah showed me the tree and how to extract some of the sap, which becomes solid 

quite quickly. I was able to use a hint of it in one of my artworks. Raymond Walker, 

Oodgeroo Noonuccal’s grandson, also demonstrated this remedy during one of the 

Lines in the Sand arts festival’s public gatherings at Point Lookout Community Hall in 

July 2015. Mikaelah also mentioned that a little ‘ball’ on the end of a fern frond can be 

used as a relief from insect bites: “you can crush that up, and when you start to feel the 

moisture you can place that onto where you got bitten. I can remember I got bitten as a 

kid by, I think it was, a red ant out at Moongalba, and my brother had just recently 

shown my little niece the plant, and she was so sweet, she ran off and brought to me a 

couple to put . . . on the ant bite” (Mikaelah Alley, interview with the author, 2014).  

 

Craig told me about another remedy that the Quandamooka Peoples use for “school 

sores”, which are 

 

pretty pandemic in our society. One of our brothers out there he gets medicine 
together, bunch of [special] leaves … rolls it up in lard and gets all the 
chemicals, whatever goodness, out of the leaf, cools it down and then rubs it on 
the babies, on the children’s sores and it goes away a lot quicker. (Craig Tapp, 
interview with the author, 2013)  

 

He also emphasised the connection to the land and the need for the people to access it: 
 
 

First Nation people are part of the land, we’ve got to have our land, we’ve got to 
be able to walk our land, and just hunt and gather you know, because that’s 
where we get our medicine and everything, and our connection to the land and 
the oceans as well … To keep your culture you’ve got to keep your land, 
connection to the land and pass it on. (Craig Tapp, interview with the author, 
2013)  

 

Elisa Jane Carmichael (figure 12), an artist and a descendant of the Quandamooka 

Peoples, reflects “I feel really at home here [Minjerribah] and I feel in touch with the 
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land, . . . especially . . . after travelling . . . you have more of a relationship with the land 

when you read about the plants (Elisa Carmichael, interview with the author, 2014). 

Elisa lived in London from 2010 to 2012. While there, she created a series of paintings 

based on a selection of plants in the Plants: Bush Tucker, Medicinal and Other Uses of 

Minjerriba (Iselin and Shipway 1998) booklet, which her parents had sent her because 

she “was craving nature . . . [after] living in the middle of a big city” (Elisa Carmichael, 

interview with the author, 2014). Elisa is planning a new series of works inspired by 

Flora of North Stradbroke Island (Stephens and Sharp 2009), my main source of 

information. She would like to look at a list of plants I work with on the Island, and we 

hope to collaborate in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Quandamooka Elder I was talking with in Dunwich told me about a plant on the 

Island called pennywort, saying: “I can’t tell you what the remedy is but that’s 

medicinal . . . That only came up when conversation was happening in the last ten years 

or so, . . . for them [other Elders] to bring it up, it must have been handed down 

somewhere there along the way; otherwise, you know, it wouldn't be discussed” 

(Quandamooka Elder A, interview with the author, 2014). Eating the leaves of this plant 

is beneficial for relieving symptoms of arthritis, and its juice for healing of variety of 

wounds (Stephens and Sharp 2009; Williams 2013). This Elder added that if I were to 

Figure 11. Mikaelah Alley, 2015, Dunwich. 
Photographer: Renata Buziak. 

Figure 12. Elisa Carmichael, 2014, Dunwich. 
Photographer: Renata Buziak. 
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do this project ten years ago, there would have been Elders to talk to with more 

knowledge.  

 

This chapter has established that this visual art research has enabled the linkage of art, 

sciences, and community involvement, and presents current perspectives with historical 

accounts and data.  It is evident that respectful research, and the relationships with some 

of the Quandamooka Peoples of Minjerribah have made an invaluable contribution to 

this project, and for future engagements of a similar nature. 
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Chapter	  2	  –	  Theoretical	  and	  Artistic	  Contexts:	  Botanical	  

Illustrations,	  Photography	  and	  Other	  Art	  Forms	  

 

Botanical Illustrations 
 

A painter, an engraver and a botanist are all equally necessary to produce a good 
illustration: if one of them goes wrong, the illustration will be wrong in some respect.  

—Carl Linnaeus (cited in Hewson 1999, 3) 
 

Plants have been associated and used for healing since the beginning of human 

existence, and, originally, anyone studying and practicing medicine also studied plants: 

“The study of plants was . . . intimately connected with study of medicine. A sixteenth-

century apothecary, surgeon or doctor had necessarily to be a plantsman” (Pavord 2005, 

16). Different forms of passing on cultural stories, and scientific discoveries have been 

practiced by civilisations all over the world. Australia’s Aboriginal peoples, the oldest 

civilisation in the world, used songs, dance and art to pass on their knowledge, with 

some cave paintings dating back about 40,000 years. Records in China that detail the 

use of medicinal plants date from 5000BC, and the earliest nature print is from 

1228AD. Nature printing, “the name given to the techniques of taking prints from 

natural objects such as leaves, flowers or feathers, without the interposition of an artist 

who, in interpreting the form of the original would often distort it” (Cave 2010, 13), was 

used by early botanists to record numerous plant species found on expeditions. It 

allowed accuracy and practicality, and the low cost of mailing them rather than actual 

specimens allowed them to share findings with other botanists (figure 13) (Cave 2010). 

Later, drawings and text were used to record collections of plant specimens, a 

foundation of the “Herbals of the Middle Ages” (Hewson 1999, 3).11   

 

In Australia: 300 Years of Botanical Illustration, Helen Hewson states:  

 

The beauty of flowers has inspired artists for centuries. For scientists, however, 
the purpose of illustrating flowers is more to capture their fundamental essence 
than to portray their beauty. Over the centuries, these two objectives have 
merged . . . there is no clear distinction between botanical illustration and 
botanical art. (Hewson 1999, 3) 

 

                                                
11	  Herbals	  were	  “books	  devoted	  to	  describing	  herbs”	  (Hewson	  1999,	  1).	  
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In addition, she and other authors confirm that the foundations of sciences such as 

pharmacology and botany developed together with the art of botanical illustration 

(Hewson 1999; Pavord 2005). During European explorations in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, illustrators drew from life to record unfamiliar species in exotic 

lands (Lack 2001). Scientists would also visually record the plants through the art of 

botanical illustration, as Sir Peter Crane states: “Botanical painting is as important as it 

was 300 years ago. It is still the medium of choice for professional botanists wishing to 

illustrate their scientific work . . . [it] also connects to a broader public” (Crane in 

Sherwood and Rix 2008, 12). For use in the sciences, it was essential that the 

illustrations were accurate and reliable. Hewson (1999, 5) states “In the arts, however 

the phenomenon of artistic licence is common. Perhaps botanical illustration is the only 

discipline in science, which may, from time to time, indulge in artistic licence.” This in 

turn may result in illustrations of plants that include various stages of plant development 

not true to the way they occur in nature, or illustrations of a ‘broken’ plant’s stem for 

the sake of fitting it on one piece of paper.  

 

On the field of botanical illustration, W. John Kress and Shirley Sherwood state that it  

 

Figure 13. Olof Celsius (1670–1756), nd, 
Linnean Society Library in London 
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has developed in part to bring these two disciplines together: the artist’s desire to 
capture the essence of nature and the botanist’s preoccupation with naming and 
classifying species. Beginning in the 1700s, the early practitioners in the field of 
botanical illustration, icons, such as Ehret, Redouté and the Bauer brothers, 
combined extreme precision with exquisite technique to define a high standard 
for all future artistic work (Kress and Sherwood 2010, 11)  

 

The biochrome process, which is inspired by botanical illustration and closely related to 

nature printing and photograms, takes the treatment of plant specimens to a different 

level. Through the use of the plant specimen itself and its fusion with photographic 

materials during organic decomposition, plant characteristics and nature’s metamorphic 

power can be observed in the large-scale prints that result, and even more acutely in 

biochrome time-lapse videos.  
 

Brief History of Photography as It Relates to This Research  
 

Photography’s experimental nature has accompanied its nearly two-hundred-year 

development. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, many scientists and scholars 

wanted to preserve images captured through the camera obscura12 (Batchen 1999). This 

led them to new discoveries and the development of techniques that are still being used 

today. Talbot reveals this desire: “how charming it would be if it were possible to cause 

these natural images to imprint themselves durably, and remained fixed upon the paper” 

(cited in Trachtenberg 1980, 29–30). He was determined to experiment and make his 

“philosophical dream” a reality (cited in Trachtenberg 1980, 30). In the early days of 

this “new mysterious art”, people marvelled at the “magic” of retaining images 

(Eastlake in Trachtenberg 1980, 40). Kracauer cites John Ruskin’s impression of 

daguerreotype views of Venice: “as if a magician had reduced the reality to be carried 

away into an enchanted land” (Kracauer in Trachtenberg 1980, 246). John Szarkowski 

writes of photography that, aside from the developments in optics and chemistry, it 

“was the poetic idea that it might be possible to snatch from the very air a picture 

formed by the forces of nature” (Szarkowski in Batchen 1999, 18).  

 

In 1835, Talbot created several so-called photogenic drawings and some paper 

negatives (Gray 2000). In 1839, he produced his first photographic images of plants by 

placing plant samples directly onto light-sensitive materials and exposing them to light 
                                                
12 Camera obscura (from Latin: dark chamber) is a closed box with a lens or a pinhole that lets light in and projects 
an inverted image; for tracing on paper, the image is reversed with an attached mirror (Rexer 2002).  
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(figure 14). Talbot described his experiments, inventions of the photogenic drawings 

techniques, and this “new art” in the Pencil of Nature (Smith 2010, 90). Graham Smith 

states that Talbot was “actively involved in botany, horticulture and agriculture” and 

that his use of plant specimens from his garden, herbarium, or botanic garden is the 

“visual evidence of this intersection between botany and photography” (2010, 92–93). 

Also in 1839, Sir John Herschel, another prominent figure in the development of 

photography, “printed a photograph of leaves on the letter paper itself” in a letter to a 

botanist friend William Harvey (Cave 2010, 60). Interestingly, a caption of one of the 

photogenic drawings by Talbot in Impressions of Nature: A History of Nature Printing 

(Cave 2010, 81) noted “a problem” resulting from a long exposure of a fresh plant 

specimen: “some of the juices squeezed from the stem stained the stem area”. My 

biochrome process embraces this ‘problem’ and the flow of moisture plays an important 

role in creating background for the depicted plants. 

 

 

 

 

 
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

Talbot and Herschel’s contemporary Anna Atkins took this idea further in her 

documentation of botanical specimens of “flowers of the sea” (Atkins et al. 1985, 30), 

where she used a cyanotype photogram technique discovered by Herschel (placing an 

object on paper prepared with cyanotype chemistry and exposing it to light), which 

resulted in cyan colour images (figure 15). For the first time, a botanical book of British 

Figure 15. Anna Atkins Dictyota 
Dichotoma, in the Young State; and in Fruit 
1843–53, cyanotype on paper, 25.5 x 20cm 

 

Figure 14. W.H. Fox Talbot Asplenium Halleri, 
Grande Chartreuse 1821 – Cardamine 
Pratensis 1839, photogenic drawing on paper, 
20 x 17cm 
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algae was photographically illustrated, and Atkins’s images, although created to 

document specimens, are in themselves works of art, found in gallery and museum 

collections today. Since then, advances in science and optics have allowed for precise 

illustrations and photographic documentation of botanical specimens for the purposes of 

art and science. By utilising the processes of decomposition, biochrome photography 

offers another means of representation and documentation of plant species. These works 

can reveal, in visual form, additional details and layers of the plants’ characteristic 

features as well as show decomposition as integral to plant life cycles. As Garnons-

Williams states of my biochrome works: 

 

Intersections and interrelationships with photographic history abound in Renata 
Buziak’s botanical ouvre. Overall, the work is full of subversion, but it is gentle 
and cooperative as well as radical. Even the earliest photographic genres are 
given respect . . . The very first photographs, or photogenic drawings, and 
earliest technical processes were arranged after the well-established style of the 
naturalist; with the use of isolated and partial specimens and negative 
silhouettes, as are many of Buziak’s works. The use of shallow space and 
flattened perspective of early photography is also incorporated into Buziak’s 
work, with specimens in direct contact with photographic surfaces. Here a point 
of departure occurs, when biological processes are set to work, then arrested, 
dried, scanned and enlarged. However, many elements of the final works are 
presented in a manner visually reminiscent of historical methods. Although 
never exclusively, intersections with past styles are consciously formed. (2010, 
6) 

 

The needs of nature printing shifted significantly after 1918 as its techniques were 

“taken up—or more often reinvented—by people working in the fine arts”, such as Max 

Ernst who worked with collage and frottage (rubbings), and printer Morris Cox (Cave 

2010, 158–59).  

 

Contemporary Photographic Artists: Camera-less Photography 

A number of contemporary photographic artists work in collaboration with natural 

processes to create their work, letting chance and process take over to allow nature to 

image itself. Among them are Daro Montag, Matthew Brandt, Eleanor Cunningham, 

Adam Fuss, Ryan Foerster, Harry Nankin, Gary Fabian Miller and Susan Derges. In 

their works, the materials used become the medium and process as well as the subject. 

My work can be situated alongside their practices.  
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In her introduction to Chance: Documents of Contemporary Art, Margaret Iversen 

states, “it is this gap between intention and outcome that seems crucial to the meaning 

of chance in art” (2012, 12). Letting nature take over the creative process and trusting in 

chance allows for a unique collaboration with nature. Alan Kaprow writes that when 

working with nature as a co-creator, “long-term chances, only approximately 

foreseeable, can be brought about by insects, rotting, heat and cold”, which result in an 

unpredictable duration of time to create an image as well as its “physical constitution 

and appearance” (Kaprow in Iversen 2010, 54). Like the artists listed above, I embrace 

chance in creating work, which, as Kaprow writes, allows for ‘discovery or risk’: 

 

Hence, as a point of view and a technique, Chance methodology is not only 
refreshing in the best sense of the word, it is extremely useful in dispersing and 
breaking up knots of ‘knowables’, of groupings, relationships and larger 
structures which have become obsolete and habitual through over-use . . . If old 
values are destroyed, new experiences are revealed. Chance, therefore, is a 
dramatic affair involving both our need for security and our need for discovery 
or risk. (Kaprow in Iversen 2010, 57) 

 

Recent developments in (or the return to) the use of photographic techniques in 

conjunction with physical actions that alter photographic materials, such as “burning, 

scratching, staining, blurring, folding, draping and painting”, are described in What Is a 

Photograph?, a publication for an exhibition of the same title, in which Geoffrey 

Batchen asserts that “accident and chance are allowed to determine the look of the final 

works, which are then harnessed to non-titles or . . . deadpan descriptions of process or 

constituent material” (Batchen in Squiers 2014, 47–48). Referring to artist Alison 

Rossiter’s picture (figure 16), a piece of expired and processed photographic paper, 

Batchen states “photography is freed from its traditional subservient role as a realist 

mode of representation and allowed instead to become a searing index of itself, to 

become an art of the real” (2014, 47). Similarly, my biochrome process embraces my 

interests in experimental and alternative photo-media techniques, where organic and 

photographic materials merge and free photography from ‘its traditional subservient 

role’ that Batchen mentions. 
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Montag, an English artist, collaborates with natural processes and micro-organic 

activities in creating what he terms bioglyphs—traces of nature (Montag 2001). Montag 

makes works with organic matter and photographic materials (figure 17); in his PhD 

thesis, he states: “a bioglyph is the resulting artefact created when the activities of living 

matter have been encouraged to ingest the gelatine emulsion of specially prepared 

films” (2001, 2). In creating his images using natural systems over time, “the images are 

primarily generated by activities of living matter, such as fungi, bacteria and nematode 

worms” (Montag 2001, 2). Montag explains further:  

 

The trace left both on and under the surface of the bioglyph is the result of what 
would generally be classified as ‘natural processes’. This phrase describes a 
series of interlinked activities through which the living organisms carry out their 
existence. Such activities include eating, growing, defecating and breeding. 
Bioglyphs denote the proximity of microorganisms, causing an abrasion on the 
film through direct, physical contact. (2001, 78)  
 
 

Montag uses a variety of colour transparency films and ‘exposes’ them not to light but 

to micro-organisms over a period of time (Montag 2001). Through testing the use of 

both sterilised and unsterilised soil in creating bioglyphs, Montag’s procedures, in 

collaboration with a microbiologist, established that “the colour changes in the film 

were due to biological activities rather than chemical reactions . . . [which] implicated 

living matter in the creation of bioglyphs” (Montag 2001, 4). Bioglyphs, like 

Figure 16. Alison Rossiter Kilborn Acme Kruxo, exact 
expiration date unknown, ca. 1940, processed in 2013. 
2013, unique gelatine silver print, 12.7 x 17.8 cm 
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biochromes, “support and prioritise the ecological view that interprets nature as a series 

of events or processes that unfold through time” (Montag 2001, 80). Through his 

investigation of the index, Montag proposed a new grouping of indexical art “based on 

the primary significance of index rather than secondary significance of proto-

photography”. Montag based his argument on the application of the index in 

photography, creation of bioglyphs, and analysis of other art practices based on natural 

processes and events. Montag states that photographs are “indexical icons” and 

bioglyphs are “radically indexical”, relating them to works by artists such as Stephen 

Turner, Adam Fuss, Garry Fabian Miller, Yves Klein, Andy Goldsworthy and Alan 

Smith (Montag 2001, 97). 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Montag has been involved in many ecological projects and exhibitions. His work and 

methodology parallel my own in regards to fieldwork, collection, connection to science, 

and collaboration with nature. In his publication This Earth, Montag focuses on “the 

symbolic and essential life-sustaining properties of soil” (2007, 8). The artist locates, 

collects, tests, and makes works using soil. He extends his bioglyphs with a project that 

increases awareness of the importance of knowing and looking after our immediate 

environment, presenting work made on photographic film by the microbial activities in 

the collected soil (figure 18).  

Figure 17. Daro Montag K2X, 1997, 5.4 film, kiwi 
fruit, microbes, unique ilfochrome print, 102 x 76cm 

Figure 18. Daro Montag This Earth 2006, film, 
soil, microbes, lightbox 
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Montag asserts the importance “for an ecological artist to develop a deeper knowledge 

of his own or her own habitat, and to use that knowledge to feed their practice” (2007, 

12). Although I do not claim to be an ecological artist,13 I do relate to this statement and 

my work is driven in part by my lack of familiarity with my environment, which I am 

becoming familiar with through my practice. Montag cites Gary Snyder who says that 

“nature isn’t a place to visit, it is home” (Montag 2007, 12), which parallels Montag’s 

“notion of knowing your place”, (Montag 2007, 23). By collaborating with his 

immediate environment, Montag has:  

 

come to understand that place is not a singular entity. It is complex, many 
layered and, for the most part, hidden from our perception. Instead of referring 
to the concept of a fixed location, ‘place’ seems to be more of a nexus where 
events unfold. It is made up of plants, animals, people, buildings, weather 
systems, stories, dreams—and all their never-ending interactions. It is always 
changing, regardless of anything we may do. In trying to understand a place in 
this way, I have become more enmeshed in its multi-dimensionality. (Montag 
2010, 13) 

 

Similarly, my focus on local flora, specifically healing plants, has enriched my 

understanding of the local environment and has played an important part in my learning 

and sense of place. The physical connections to the flora in its natural environment, 

interactions with the community, and working with plants in my studio, can be 

compared to ‘gardening’ in art. Dorothy Howell (1997) points out that people’s 

relationship to place can only be built over a period of time. Citing author Wallace 

Stegner, Howell adds that “personal place ‘is made a place only by slow accrual, like a 

coral reef’” through various activities, as listed above (Howell 1997, 114).  

 

Matthew Brandt, a Los Angeles–based artist, also engages with his local landscapes and 

environments, and uses experimental techniques in his photographic art practice. Brandt 

works with organic elements, submerging his photographic prints of lakes and 

reservoirs in water that he collects from the same body of water. This water, full of 

living algae and micro life, affects the prints in various and unpredictable ways. As 

Catherine Evans asserts, “serendipity, trial and error, and random outcomes are integral 

to Brandt’s system” (2013, 11). Brandt exhibits the prints as unique works, investigating 

the relationship between the materials and objects (Evans 2013). Brandt also examines 
                                                
13 I am investigating the possibility that perhaps my work and intentions fit into this category. 
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photography’s repetitive nature. He prints a number of the same image, and allows each 

to be emerged in the lake water over various durations of time. The result is that each 

photograph is altered in a different way by the destructive action of microelements 

(figures 19, 20).  

 

 

 

Some of Brandt’s works were included in the aforementioned exhibition What Is a 

Photograph? at the International Centre for Photography New York (2014). Curator of 

the exhibition, Carol Squiers states that, “for Brandt, the inquiries to the surface of the 

paper parallel the continuing degradation of the lakes themselves as well as the 

diminishing prospects for analogue photography” (2014, 34). Other materials that 

Brandt experiments with are dead bees, which he blends with photographic solutions 

and uses for coating paper before exposure; dust from demolition sites, which he also 

incorporates in the medium; and bubble gum, which he uses in screen printing (Evans 

2013). Brandt’s work relates to my practice in a number of technical and conceptual 

aspects. His selection of the lakes and the use of water collected from those in the final 

stages of image creation closely relate to biochromes, as is explained in Chapter 3. 

 

British artist Adam Fuss acknowledges his closeness to nature in his early life and 

asserts that these memories “were crucial to his artistic evolution” (Brutvan in Fuss 

2010, 15). He uses natural forms like flora or snakes in his photograms. Fuss is 

interested in making a “universal pattern” by using natural materials in “absolute 

contact with photographic material”, a “universal mark” that anyone can identify with 

(Brutvan in Fuss 2010, 15). Cheryl A. Brutvan maintains that Fuss’s “serene 

Figures 19 & 20. Matthew Brandt Dexter Lake OR 4 and Dexter Lake OR 2 2010, c-prints soaked in Dexter Lake 
Water, 72.6 x 101.6 cm 
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photograms of flowers metaphorically evoke the essence of life and its inevitable 

termination in death” (Brutvan in Fuss 2010, 19, 29). Although Fuss and I share this 

interest in the cycle of life and death, Fuss is not concerned with the methods of creating 

his work, whereas the process of making work is an important part of my practice. Fuss 

(2010, 21) says that “the technical information about how the picture is made is the least 

interesting aspect of the picture”. However, I find it more than interesting that his work 

Love (1993) was intentionally made by placing two dead rabbits connected by their 

intestines on Cibachrome paper, left for a period of time in order to make marks on the 

paper by chemical interactions, then exposed and developed (figure 21). Christopher 

Bucklow, who was with Fuss in his studio during the making of this work, recalls his 

impression of the sight as “a universe of cosmic strings, with heart achingly beautiful 

colours where the gut chemicals have etched away colour layers off the emulsion in 

minute ‘geological’ terraces around the place where the skins of tissues were placed” 

(Bucklow in Fuss 2010, 160). In this work, Fuss further “exploited and pushed his 

materials”; this process allowed him “loss of control resulting in the final, unpredictable 

appearance of the photogram” (Brutvan in Fuss 2010, 33). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21. Adam Fuss Love 1993, unique 
cibachrome photogram 124 x 98.4cm. 
Courtesy Cheim & Read, New York 
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Susan Derges, an English photographic artist, creates large-scale photograms of river 

flow by submerging sheets of photographic paper beneath the surface of water: using a 

flashlight, she captures the movement of the water, and also embraces “systems of 

growth and decay, of flow and interchange” (Chandler in Barnes 2010, np). In her use 

of organic materials and the interaction of these with light, Derges has worked with frog 

spawn, bees, and tadpoles by making photographic images in a transparent container 

into the enlarger. Martin Kemp writes that “a characteristic of Derges’s work is setting 

up of specific situations in order to let the artwork ‘make itself’ . . . [for example,] she 

sends sound vibrations through photographic paper and records the patterns produced” 

(Kemp in Ede 2000, 123). Kemp also states that Derges’s “artistic alchemy involves 

processes of transformation and transmutation” (Kemp in Barnes 2010, np). Alchemy 

“based upon subjecting substances to transformative processes,  . . . the dissolving of 

substances and chemical reactions stood at the centre of the procedures” (Kemp in 

Barnes 2010, np).    

 

Korean artist Seung-Hwan Oh uses water and the microbes present within it to alter 

photographic film. He describes his photographic series Impermanence (2012) as a 

“symbiosis between film matter and organic matter [that creates] an aesthetic of 

entangled creation and destruction that inevitably is ephemeral, and results in complete 

disintegration of the film so that it can only be delicately digitized before it is 

consumed” (Oh 2012, np). Oh is also a microbiologist, and microbes for this series were 

cultivated and applied before film development as “the intended result is what appears 

through disappearance”, leaving the people in the photographs unrecognisable (Grenet 

2012, np). 

 

In recent years, there has been an increase of the number of artists who use 

decomposition and degradation of photographic materials through natural processes. 

Among them are Ryan Foerster (who uses water, wind, dirt, leaves, food scraps), Ajay 

Malghan (who uses compost), Eleanor Cunningham (who uses salt, water, inks), Erno-

Erik Raitanen (who makes bacteriograms). These artists push the boundaries of 

photographic materials and are concerned with issues of transformation caused by 

natural processes and organic materials, which closely relates to my practice. The 

interest in experimental photography, which includes natural processes, is also evident 
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through a couple of recent exhibitions such as the previously mentioned What Is a 

Photograph? and Light, Paper, Process: Reinventing Photography (2015) at the J. Paul 

Getty Museum. 

 

Time-Lapses: Time and the Moving Image in Photography 

Time-lapse photography is based on pioneering advances of the medium by Eadweard 

Muybridge’s instantaneous photography when “the speed of the photograph appeared to 

defeat time itself, thereby giving the fleeting impression over to the leisurely gaze of the 

observer” (Garlick 2009, 22). Time-lapse also references the early chronophotography 

by Étienne-Jules Marey, who revealed details of movement, invisible to the naked eye, 

as opposed to a decisive, frozen moment, and unfolding processes as opposed to objects 

of contemplation (Van Gelder and Westgeest 2011, 65).  

 

Muybridge’s invention of instantaneous photography was one of the technological 

achievements of the late 1800s (Solnit 2003, 5). His experiments led him to develop a 

way to photograph a galloping horse in the sequence of the unfolding event. Muybridge 

“captured motion photographically” (Solnit 2003, 191), at first with twelve and then 

with twenty-four cameras, using an automatic release shutter setup triggered by the 

movement of the subject. The resulting images allowed people to see, for the first time, 

each movement of a horse in a fraction of a second, which revealed that all four of the 

horse’s legs are off the ground for a moment at one point of the gallop.  

 

Until then, photography was used to stop time and present its subjects as still objects. 

However, Muybridge said that “pictures successively replacing one another do create a 

sense of ‘real’ movement” (cited in Gelder and Westfeest 2011, 97), and let nature be 

presented as a sequence of events: “it was a world of process again, for one picture 

showed a horse, but six pictures showed an act, a motion, and event” (Solnit 2003, 194). 

Montag’s bioglyphs and my biochromes (especially the time-lapse ones) closely relate 

to Muybridge’s idea of presenting nature as a sequence of events, rather than static 

objects. Indeed, nature is not static, but is continually moving forward; the world is in 

constant flux. Biochrome images and time-lapses present nature as a series of events; 

the images are results of a long ‘exposure’ to natural elements of decomposition, and 

time-lapses provide a ‘real’ insight into the otherwise unnoticeable events. Waugh 

explores humans’ efforts to harness and understand the concept of time over the 



 49 

millennia and takes this idea of events further by stating that the only way to explain 

time is “as a by-product of events” (1999, 14). Waugh refers to Einstein’s “notion that 

‘things’ are indeed ‘events’ . . . [as they] exist only in one for at a particular place in a 

particular instant in time . . . for all things are changing constantly” (1999, 14). 

Consequently, the idea of things as events is not new; however, visual representation of 

nature as static ‘things’, which can be controlled or disposed of by humans, instead of as 

a sequence of events, coherent and interdependent ecosystems is, I would argue, 

underexplored.  

 

Muybridge’s contemporary Marey developed chronophotography, which “questioned 

and explored the mechanics of perception” (Maziére in St. George 2009, viii). His 

multiple exposures documenting movement were presented in one image. Both Marey 

and Muybridge wanted to make the invisible visible. In Dominique de Font-Réaulx’s 

words: “Having given his life to the study of movement, driven by his relentless want to 

‘see the invisible’, Marey developed his passion for the metamorphosis of the 

intangible; the transformation of the impalpable; and the movement of fluids such as air, 

water, and smoke” (de Font-Réaulx in St. George 2009, 52). As Lyle Rexer states, 

“Marey rendered time visualized, by freezing the continuity of motion through many 

images in a single frame . . . [whereas] Muybridge did precisely the opposite, using stop 

motion to create sequences of discrete images that revealed the mechanics of motion” 

(2009, 52). Use of the photographic medium allowed for slowing down or speeding up 

time, and provided basis for film and cinema (Solnit 2003, 182). Marc Mayer states: 

 
As a tool for mass communication, video belongs to the sequence of innovations 
in mechanical reproduction that begun in 1839, or more precisely two years later 
with the patent for the calotype negative process that allowed for multiple prints. 
As Benjamin well described it, at the very end of the nineteenth century, there 
emerged film, an adaptation of a photographic process that stimulated movement 
and added the dimension of time to photography. (Mayer 1996, 16)  

 

This added dimension and convenience of video works for production, distribution, 

accessibility and reusability seem to associate the medium with the “temporal arts of 

music, dance, theatre, literature, or cinema” rather than to plastic arts (Mayer 1996, 17). 

The amalgamation of temporal and plastic arts is visible through the links between 

allegory and contemporary art in a work by Bill Viola, The Greeting (1995), “as a 

confusion of media, it is theatre, painting, photography, film and video, all at once” 

(Mayer 1996, 72). Because Viola’s work was shot at the extremely high speed of three 
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hundred frames per second (compared to the usual twenty-four frames per second), it 

can be viewed in very slow motion while retaining very high image quality. Viola 

explores techniques that manipulate time; he expands and contracts time using various 

techniques, such as time-lapse photography, speeding up, slowing down, or reversing 

his footage, which results in revealing what cannot be perceived otherwise, engaging 

the audience emotionally, and encouraging contemplations on birth, death, and natural 

cycles. Viola states that his work Catherine’s Room (2001) relates to “the cycles of 

nature, which are eternal because they are cyclical” (Kidel 2007), and, as Townsend 

stresses in The Art of Bill Viola, “temporal cycles—whether daily, annual or whole life 

cycles—are a crucial aspect of Viola’s work” (Townsend 2004, 67).  

Birth of a Flower, created in 1910 by the renowned plant photographer Percy Smith, is 

thought to be the first time-lapse photography in England to present the growth of 

plants. Sam Taylor-Wood’s classic example of a time-lapse digital video of still life, 

Still Life (2001), depicts a bowl of fruit documented for a period of time within which 

the fruit totally decays in the bowl (figures 22, 23). This work, based on the sixteenth- 

and seventeenth-century Dutch still life vanitas paintings, presents the transience of life 

and the mundane reality of time passing through the literal process of rotting. As T. J. 

Demos states: 

Sam Taylor-Wood’s Still Life 2001 shows a Caravaggesque display of fruit, 
which soon transforms before our eyes into a collapsed mass of rotting matter, 
the food of flies. Presented in a loop, the passage projects an endless repetition, 
where death and resurrection acquires endless appeal. Despite the technological 
innovations, the game is an old one. (Demos 2007)  

In this work, a beautifully composed image degrades in front of our eyes, yet the 

inclusion of a contemporary ball-point pen in the frame emphasises the permanence or 

Figure 22 & 23. Sam Taylor-Wood Still Life 2001, time-lapse stills 

The two images have been removed.
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longevity of man-made objects. This use of an inexpensive pen also establishes a 

historical setting of the work and contrasts the vanitas paintings’ use of objects such as 

a watch or a skull, and rich, and precious wares of gold and crystal. Taylor-Wood states 

that the work “eats itself from within”, presenting sped up time of a nine-week process 

to four minutes (Taylor-Wood 2006, 133). This is very similar to the speeding up of 

time in my biochrome time-lapses. The speeding up of time, as Taylor-Wood states, 

“reveals the extant drama in the banality of the everyday . . . the image is magically 

renewed once the video loops back to the beginning, enacting an ‘eternal return’” 

(Taylor-Wood 2006, 61).  

 

I also recognise a connection between my work and the film A Zed and Two Noughts 

(1985) by Peter Greenaway due to his employment of imagery of decay and the 

surrounding discussion of bacterial activities that cause decay. Film and literature 

professor Douglas Keesey notes that the time-lapses of animal decomposition studies 

“speed it [death] up, ironically giving the freeze-frames of flash-photography an 

unnatural life” although at the same time, emphasised by the use of music in the film, 

“the maggots who devour the decaying animals seem choreographed in some wild but 

complexly ordered dance” (2006, 39). These visuals and Greenaway’s comments that 

“decomposition itself appeared structured” prompt Keesey’s observations that “death of 

individual entities is part of the life of the larger ecosystem” and that “decay is itself 

part of the symmetry of creation as a whole” (Keesey 2006, 39). The film’s main 

characters are two zoologists obsessively grieving the deaths of their wives through 

animal decomposition studies; therefore, despite that the idea of the decay, renewal, and 

the cycle of life resonate with biochrome time-lapse works, this film extends beyond the 

scope of this research. Video work by Bill Morrison sits closer to my biochrome time-

lapses than Greenaway’s film. Morrison presents old footage affected and distorted by 

time and decomposition; he collects old films distorted by decay and works with 

musicians, who compose soundtracks for some of the films. The films display the image 

of the breaking down of the film itself, which closely relates to the biochrome time-

lapse, where the breakdown of the photographic materials and the appearing of new 

images can be observed. Morrison’s collected films, even if distorted, still present 

recognisable imagery. By comparison, I collect old, expired photographic materials, 

usually without images, which, due to being affected by time, moisture and heat, present 

me with various unpredictable results. In addition, my video work presents decay and 
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how it reacts with emulsion in a sped-up motion. Light Is Calling (2004), a film shot 

originally in 1926, is a beautiful dreamlike romantic story distorted by nitrate 

deterioration and by Morrison’s manipulation of its timing (figure 24). Morrison states 

“you’re seeing many layers of time; you’re seeing this narrative that was shot in 1926; 

you’re seeing all the different things that have happened to this film since, and how they 

relate to each other . . . and it’s also a conversation with digital media” (Bill Morrison 

Speaks about His Filmmaking 2013). The title of this film comes from the soundtrack 

by Michael Gordon. Another film The Creature’s Education (2010) as part of a larger 

work, includes selections of educational films from a collection in North Carolina that 

was flooded, resulting in the destruction of some of the collection. Morrison acquired 

some films and selected parts where “emulsion stuck to the base and creates these 

beautiful colourful explosions . . . all natural distress to the emulsion” (Bill Morrison 

Speaks about His Filmmaking 2013). Morrison’s films are archival footage affected 

slowly over many years, and showing the results of that, yet films by Sam Taylor-Wood 

or Peter Greenaway show staged and recorded process of decay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As discussed above, Marey’s chronophotography provided the foundations of film and 

cinema and video art such as Taylor-Wood’s time-lapse videos or Greenaway’s 

remarkable films. Working differently, artists like Hiroshi Sugimoto and Michael 

Welsely use photography for their extremely long exposure photographs and, in one 

Figure 24. Bill Morrison Light Is Calling 2004, film still 
 



 53 

frame, record the duration of a film or the progress of a building’s construction over 

months, even years. As commenters observe, “Sugimoto’s photographs make viewers 

aware that a photo camera can create an experience of time that cannot be experienced 

through the human eye” (Gelder and Westfeest 2011, 82). This is similar to my time-

lapse biochromes, which reveal the invisible as well as the methods and duration of the 

creative process. Gelder and Westfeest link Sugimoto’s to Maarten Vanvolsem’s work, 

saying that they both “challenge viewers to think about time as an aspect of the 

production process, especially when the viewer is aware how they produce their 

photographs” (2011, 82). Such “clear traces of duration of time” (Gelder and Westfeest 

2011, 80) can be also observed in biochromes’ long ‘exposures’ to micro-organic 

activities.  

 

Semiotician and film theorist Christian Metz talks about photographs as “objects out of 

another time”, belonging to the past, while “film seems to unfold in the present” in front 

of the audience (Metz in Gelder and Westfeest 2011, 71). My time-lapse videos do 

seem to unfold in the present; they look as if they are displayed in real time. However, 

shot at different times, mostly every fifteen minutes, they are usually displayed at 

twenty-four frames per second. Therefore, the six-week duration of a biochrome 

formation of plant decay can last for as little as two-and-a-half minutes. The illusion of 

time passing in real time disappears when viewers watch the looped time-lapses again 

and again. Time-lapses with the largest number of frames per second and smoothest 

transitions between them appear as if they were recorded with a video camera.  

 

Other Contemporary Artists Working with Natural Processes and Bioart 
 

German artist Mario Reis is another artist who uses nature’s events and processes to 

create his work, collaborating with nature to create his ‘river paintings’. Reis lets the 

currents of various rivers in the world “paint” his canvases with sediment and 

vegetation, resulting in what he calls “nature watercolours”, each providing “an 

expression of nature in its own voice” (cited in Grande 2004, 106). He fittingly relates 

to Talbot’s ‘pencil of nature’ photographic works. Reis has some control of his work, as 

he places the canvases in particular locations tied up or weighted down with rocks, 

letting the river’s sediments take over and make marks over a period of time (figure 25). 

Similarly, Stephen Turner creates his ‘tree rings’ in King’s Wood, Kent, by placing 
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canvases under selected trees for twelve months and allowing ‘nature’ to take its course 

(figure 26). All the natural events are recorded on the surface of the canvas panels, 

including fallen leaves, decay, weather changes, insects and animals and micro 

ecosystems that affect the final result. The canvas panels collected from under the trees 

“provide a physical record of each unique tree’s unique ecology and symbolise the 

cycles of growth, decay and renewal” (Drew 2003, np). Turner fosters “ideas about 

transience, time and change . . . cycle of the seasons . . . a visible record of growth and 

decay” (Turner 2003, np).  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26. Stephen Turner Douglas Fir, (2003) 300 cm, Fir 
needles, cone and twigs. Beech mast and leaves, bird droppings, 
bluebell stems, bracken, mould. © Stephen Turner, 2003 Photo: 
Dylan Woolf. Courtesy the artist. 
 

Figure 25. Mario Reis Canadian River, Texas, 1998, cotton, natural pigments, acrylic-
acetate, constructed out of 9 canvases, 182.88 x 182.88 cm 
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Reading reactions to Reis’s work, I am reminded of viewers’ responses to my work. At 

first, viewers are drawn in by the “colours and patterns” of Reis’s works; then their 

curiosity prompts them to examine the works more closely, and perhaps read the 

inscription or didactics; realising what they are looking at leads them to ask questions 

about the work, its underpinnings, and the process; this increases their appreciation of 

nature and its processes (Grande 2004, 106–7). Grande says that in Reis’s work, “the 

results are infinitely variable, revealing the patterns, colours, texture and residue of each 

site in microcosm. These natural watercolours give a sense of the specific microecology 

of a place” (Grande 2004, 105). Similarly, with my work, each biochrome reveals a 

‘specific microecology’ of each selected plant that flourished on the photographic 

materials over a period of time. As will be described in Chapter 3, my methodology 

then continues to include scanning and enlarging most of my artworks for exhibitions. 

 

Bioart  

Art and science have a very long history of intersections, particularly in certain periods. 

In the nineteenth century, photography and natural science experienced a number of 

concurrent accomplishments. In his paper “Given Time: Biology, Nature and 

Photographic Vision”, Steve Garlick (2009) examines the relationship between early 

photography and nature, with a focus on how “the construction of knowledge about 

life” was influenced by the “coincidence of biology and photographic vision” (2009, 83) 

occurring simultaneously in the early-nineteenth century; the latter providing “a new 

way of seeing” (Garlick 2009, 91). Garlick asserts that: 

 

It is photography that first raises issues of repetition, of time, and of survival 
after death through reproduction, which are crucial to biology, and, in many 
respects, photography remains exemplary for the technological imaging of  
nature. (2009, 83) 
 

Further, from the time of cave paintings through the Renaissance and into modernity, 

artists have been working in the realms of biology, with living materials and systems 

(Bogacs 2011), and, as Simon Marsh states, these interactions “create a cyclical 

knowledge . . . that enters the provenance of a self-sustaining ecosystem of inspired 

output” (2015, 1). In Green Art: Toward an Art of Evolution, George Gessert states that 
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“bio art registers a cultural shift away from dualistic views of the world, in which art 

and nature are separate, towards nondualistic, ecological constructs that merge the two” 

(2010, ix). Gessert adds that materials themselves suggest these possibilities, pulling 

away from anthropocentrism. My collaboration with organic processes in image-making 

aims to bring to the audience’s attention the interconnection of all living organisms 

(including humans), microbes’ significance in the universe, their transformative power 

in the cycle of life; in other words, a biocentric view of habitats.14 I aim to encourage a 

deeper appreciation of and relationships with natural systems without claiming that the 

works represent or explain the science. Siân Ede states “artists don’t ‘do’ prettification, 

product or propaganda for public understanding of science. But they engage with it and 

create images, which suggest alternative ways of seeing” (Ede 2005, 3). One of the aims 

of my research is to increase awareness of the traditional healing properties of plants 

and respect for Traditional cultural knowledge through an ‘alternative way of seeing’.  

 

Microbes, present in all ecosystems, are not only the most diverse organisms but the 

health of our bodies and the lifecycles on Earth also depend on them. John Williams 

states that subsystems that comprise the Earth, including all ecosystems “and the 

complex interactions within and between them, are built on the activity of microbes” 

(Williams in White 2003, xi). Bacteria and fungi are responsible for producing oxygen 

and nitrogen, and breaking down and recycling all organic matter:  

 

If there were no bacteria and archaea, there would be no plants—and 
consequently no animals . . .Without these organisms, Earth would long ago 
become a garbage heap of dead, organic matter. (Krogh 2005, 393) 
 

Photographic materials containing colour dyes, gelatine, and protective layers provide 

the perfect breeding ground for microbes, especially when organic matter is added. My 

biochrome art practice is a camera-less, physical, and biological process, where the 

natural object and the emulsion are in direct contact, allowing nature to ‘imprint’ itself 

through its own decay. A Winogradsky Column (figure 27), a laboratory experiment 

that informs my biochrome process, demonstrates microbial abilities to thrive and 

prosper in artificial settings. This can be adapted to environments such as a 

photographic film or paper for biochrome image making. The column, designed by 
                                                
14  The Green Ethics and Philosophy: An A-to-Z Guide provides the following definition: “Biocentrism is a 
nonconsequentialist and nonanthropocetric ethical perspective concerned with the moral relationship between 
humans and nonhuman beings, animals and plants, and the Earth's natural environment, globally considered” 
(Newman 2011, 54). 
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Russian microbiologist Sergius Winogradsky, uses colour to demonstrate the bacterial 

ability to thrive within a created environment, and presents a multitude of colours and 

textures produced by microbes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This experiment demonstrates bacterial self-sufficient ecosystems, where colour is used 

as an indicator of change. The column’s ecosystem is driven only by energy from light, 

and the biological by-products derived from aerobic (oxygen-rich) and anaerobic 

(oxygen-depleted) environmental processes. It illustrates micro-organic functions and 

how the biological activities of one organism enables another to grow and reproduce, 

while the chemicals produced through metabolism allow the system to be self-

sustaining (Rogan 2005, 349). I refer to the column in my practice as an example of an 

artificial setting for micro activities, or rather a natural setting in an artificial space, 

which can be observed in my work (Buziak 2004). In Bioart and the Vitality of Media, 

Robert Mitchell states that his approach to bioart is “less as an end in itself than a 

means, or medium, for a more general reflection on the nature of ‘media’ . . . [and that 

bioart] links artistic goals and techniques with biological technologies” (Mitchell 2010, 

11). Photographic paper and plant matter provide the mediums for the micro activities 

visible in biochrome works, or illustrate “medium as a condition for transformation” 

(Mitchell 2010, 11). Colour photographic materials contain colour and gelatine layers 

(figure 28), which are favourable breeding grounds for microbes. The addition of plant 

or other organic matter provides an environment, similar to the Winogradsky column, in 

which microbial life can be sustained for extended periods of time. 

Figure 27. Winogradsky column 2004, digital print, 
11.5 x 16cm. Photographer: Renata Buziak. 
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Jennifer Wightman, a Brooklyn-based artist, used mud and water to prompt bacterial 

growth in sealed glass cases or frames for a series of works Winogradsky Rothko: 

Bacterial Ecosystem as Pastoral Landscape (2004). These were installed for three 

months outdoors on a brick wall of Cornell University in Ithaca, New York (figure 29). 

Wightman, a former biologist, states that “de/composition represents beginnings, 

change, contingencies of causes and effect, interconnectedness, possibility” (2008, 310). 

Mark Rothko’s works of art and the Winogradsky Column inspire her living artwork. 

Wightman’s work, unlike biochromes, is a live display of “biological transitions—an 

infinite evolving color-field of living pigments” (Wightman 2008, 312). Wightman says 

that, “the beauty in this ‘living distraction’ is that one organism’s waste product is 

another organism’s food resource” (2008, 316). Through her work, Wightman 

reinforces the significance of bacteria in lifecycles on Earth and presents a visual 

representation of otherwise invisible “exponential growth by a successful community . . 

. by the surplus color” (2008, 317). In 2012, Wightman produced ‘bacteria paint’ from 

the New York City mud and waters. Being enclosed inside steel and glass frames in 

which “the change in pigmentation allows the viewer to witness an evolving landscape 

of a particular place” created by microbes (Wightman 2012). 

 

Philosopher Alan Watts describes the interconnectedness of organisms and systems, 

saying that we: 

Figure 28. Siegfried Manietta Typical Colour Paper - Layer Structure n.d., Lecture Slides. 
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can’t talk just about an organism in isolation—as it’s part of a system, an 
ecosystem and its environment . . . If I describe the behaviour of a living 
organism, I cannot possibly describe that behaviour without simultaneously 
describing the behaviour of its environment; so that I discover that I don't 
describe an organisms in environments I describe a unified field of behaviour 
called an organism environment, it’s an awkward word, but there it is. The 
environment doesn't push the organism around, the organism doesn't push the 
environment around, they are two aspects or poles of the same process. (Watts 
1968) 
 

Another of the life-giving processes is photosynthesis; powered by energy from the sun, 

it “gives life to the Biosphere” that we humans are part of (White 2003, 32). During his 

experiments, Talbot reasoned that light “can exert an action… cause changes in material 

bodies” which could be made visible on paper (Talbot in Trachtenberg 1980, 29). Just 

as photography was founded on the action of light to produce an image, the Earth, or 

Gaia, is “a solar-powered, living entity” and “just about all life depends on 

photosynthesis” (White 2003, 32). White continues: 

 

The energy required for metabolism by all living things, microscopic and 
macroscopic, is supplied by the Sun. One of the most exciting concepts, when 
one first starts to think about it, is the idea that after the 4.6 billion years of 
evolution that has given Earth a Biosphere (of which we are infinitesimal part), 
just about all Life depends on photosynthesis. The evolution of Life-as-we-
know-it would not have been possible without photosynthesis that first created 
and now maintains the oxygenated atmosphere and provided carbon for the 
skeletons that built all living things. (White 2003, 32) 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 29. Jenifer Wightman Winogradsky Rothko: 
Bacterial Ecosystem as Pastoral Landscape Two Weeks 
2004, mud, water, glass, steel, 142.24 x 83.18 x 6.35 cm  

Figure 30. Ackroyd and Harvey Mother and 
Child, negative 1998, grass photograph 
produced by photosynthesis 2000, various 
sizes 
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British multimedia artists Heather Ackroyd and Dan Harvey employ photosynthesis in 

their art practice. Photosynthesis, or “building up or assembling by light . . . can be 

regarded as the basic alchemy of all life” (Ackroyd and Harvey in Kac 2007, 199). The 

artists project a photographic negative onto grass (instead of photographic paper) to 

“create metaphors of human existence, time and memory” (Sibley 2008, 2). Their 

images (e.g., figure 30) are formed through plant photosynthesis and are impermanent, 

thus addressing transience and the passage of time as well as the “process of growth, 

transformation and decay”, which they call “an organic three dimensional photography” 

(Jones 2002, np).  

 

Ackroyd and Harvey’s projects closely relate to my biochrome research in that their art-

and-science endeavour encompasses natural processes, transformation, decay and 

renewal to create work, which is also about time and based in photography. They have 

experimented with different types of grass, ‘searching for stay-greens’, testing how light 

and shadows affect the grass with scientists at the Institute of Grassland and 

Environmental Research in Wales (IGER). The artists state, “our desire to alleviate the 

process of decay has encouraged us to journey into the world of science and genetics” 

and prompted an art-and-science undertaking (Ackroyd and Harvey in Kac 2007, 209). 

Chlorophyll is the green pigment in plants that is crucial in photosynthesis, where 

senescence in this case “describes the process of leaf death and chlorophyll loss in 

plants” (Ackroyd and Harvey in Kac 2007, 199). The artists grow grass in the dark, 

where no chlorophyll is produced, and therefore the grass produces no pigment. Once 

the image from a negative is projected onto this grass’s surface (as in figure 28), the 

light from the projector allows for the production of chlorophyll, which in turn lets the 

projected image be visible due to the changes in the colour of the grass. Just as in a 

black-and-white photograph, a range of visible tones depend on the range of tones of the 

negative used, and the intensity of light projected through that negative. The image 

changes over time if exposed to overall even light. Referring to Talbot, Ackroyd and 

Harvey state that “a ‘pencil of nature’ seems such an apt description of the single living 

blade of grass present by the thousands in our living photography” (2007, 201). 

Through their investigations, the artists are able to produce work that in specific 

conditions can last even years. It is interesting to read what the artists noticed: 
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It has been argued at times that artists gain more from crossing the cultural 
divide between art and science than scientists do, yet Helen Ougham has said 
that some of the new directions for IGER research would never have been 
undertaken without our artistic presence. (Ackroyd and Harvey in Kac 2007, 
207)  
 

 

All the artists discussed in this chapter incorporate natural materials and processes in 

their practices. They share a common thread of utilising objects as subjects and 

mediums, and recording traces created by natural events on various materials. Also, as 

with the biochrome process, Ackroyd and Harvey’s work “is about setting up a situation 

and letting natural processes take over” (Sibley 2008, 2).  

 

Beauty and form are important considerations for science, as asserted by several authors 

(Ede 2000, 2005; Sommerlund 2004; Wilson 2002). According to Wilson (2002), artists 

working with microbiology are interested in the aesthetic forms they find on a micro 

scale, and access to life that is invisible to the naked eye; they are fascinated by 

manipulations and investigations of the micro world. Wilson asserts “some artists 

propose the arts as the place to integrate science and action, and undertake projects in 

which scientific research is part of the art”, others collaborate with scientists to gain a 

greater understanding of the issues and search for solutions and public actions, and still 

others focus on increasing awareness of ecological issues (Wilson 2002, 146). This is 

evident in the examples above, such as Ackroyd and Harvey’s and Wightman’s work. 

 

With its roots in the history of photography, my multidisciplinary project relates to a 

diversity of artists and mediums. In my studio research, I have conducted various tests 

with plant samples, allowing for natural processes in diverse conditions, various 

durations of time, and a number of photographic materials, which can be used as 

references for further work. The decay and metamorphosis of the plant, too slow to 

observe the various stages of change, are captured and linked in time-lapse so as to be 

able to perceive the vibrant actions and development. Details of the biochrome process 

and selected bodies of work developed during the candidature are described in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter	  3	  –	  Studio	  Methodology	  	  	  

 
My regular fieldtrips to Minjerribah since 2011 have allowed me to engage with the 

natural environment and the local people, as detailed in the first chapter. These in turn 

have allowed me to experience having a studio in various Island locations, thus adding a 

different, deeper dimension to the research. The Island proved to be my inspiration, my 

home at some stages, a place of intense work, but also of peace and contemplation. 

 

Field Trips 
As I have noted elsewhere (Buziak 2014), prior to my field trips, I met with Dr Gordon 

Guymer, Queensland Herbarium Director, and Dr Kathy Stephens, contributors to The 

Flora of North Stradbroke Island (2009).15 This publication was produced through a 

collaboration between the Queensland Herbarium and the MMEIC, which provided 

traditional names and information on the uses of some of the plants. Guymer and 

Stephens provided support in the defining stages of this research project; we discussed 

access to permits and the collection of some plants that I selected from the publication. 

They also recommended contacts on the Island, whom I was able to meet during my 

first field trip. Among them were Mr Darren Burns, a Quandamooka Traditional 

Custodian and Chair of the Quandamooka Land Council, and Dr Jan Aldenhoven, a 

scientist and wildlife filmmaker. Both were very positive and supportive in many ways 

throughout the project. Dr Guymer was already familiar with my work as he was the 

guest speaker at the opening of my Botanica artist-in-residence exhibition in 2006, and 

had also attended other exhibitions of my works. 

 

Literature of selected medicinal plants provided me with sources for comparisons 

between scientific findings and traditional knowledge of these plants. Other plants that 

are identified in the Flora of North Stradbroke Island (Stephens and Sharp 2009) as 

sources of food, vitamins, and minerals are not necessarily noted as being medicinal. I 

collected samples using the scientific methods of botanical sample collection, labelling 

and recording available information about the species, their location, and date of 

collection. I remember my first bushwalk in the Island, overloaded with all of my audio-

visual equipment and personal belongings. My diary entry, dated 12 October 2011, 

                                                
15 Guymer provided the foreword to the publication.  
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records my initial doubts about my ability to recognise the plants from the photographs 

in the reference book: 

 
I feel like I stepped into a different world; in fact, getting to the Island gives me this 
kind of feeling too. But this is much stronger. Being surrounded by this beauty, and, at 
the same time, harshness of the bush makes me feel at peace, not just peaceful. I can 
breathe as in trying to take it all in. Smell of the trees and soil, sound of insects, gentle 
breeze and nothing else . . . After walking for some time, I thought to myself that it is 
going to be much harder to find the specific plants than I expected. Massive trees . . . 
thick bush . . . how can I recognise them from these little photos in the book, without 
seeing the plants live ever before, or at least not knowing that that’s what they were? It 
seemed hopeless for a while, but didn’t stop me from embracing this vastness and 
beauty of nature . . . I found three plants on my list on this walk.  

 

During my first field trip in 2011, I visited the Salt Water Murris Quandamooka 

Aboriginal Art Gallery (SWMQ) in Dunwich, which was run by Megan Cope at the 

time. Megan is a Quandamooka woman, renowned artist, and educator. I had met her at 

the Queensland College of Art (QCA) during our university studies, and talked to her 

about my project. She arranged a meeting for me with the MMEIC chairperson, Aunty 

Margaret Iselin.16 Aunty Margaret is well known for her knowledge of local plants, 

which she learned about from two ‘Grannies’, Dung-oo and Alison, at the Myora 

Mission where she grew up (Stephens and Sharp 2009). Aunty Margaret’s and other 

Elders’ stories of the Island and its traditions have been recorded in publications, and 

other media in order to preserve and extend the local knowledge, and to teach young 

people and others about the Island. Aunty Margaret gives talks at the local school to 

educate the children about local history and traditions. Publications by the MMEIC also 

include a dictionary of the local Jandai language. 

 

I also made contacts at the NSIHM where I accessed research resources, and have met 

community members and Elders through meetings, and by attending Island events.17 I 

consulted with local Elders and some of the community members, inviting interested 

persons to participate. After a few initial meetings, it became evident that some local 

residents might be interested in sharing their stories with me for inclusion in the 

                                                
16 Aunty Margaret and other Elders provided material for the Flora of the North Stradbroke Island (Stephens and 
Sharp 2009) publication about medicinal plants and their traditional use on the Island. Through the Elders Council, 
Aunty Margaret facilitates an annual Bush Tucker Festival at Terra Bulla Lumeah (previously the Myora Mission 
area), with a focus on medicinal plants and bush tucker. I attended the event in September 2012. 
17 The events have included Lines in the Sand arts festival, exhibitions by the Salt Water Murris Quandamooka artists 
in Brisbane, the North Stradbroke Historical Museum’s exhibition at the State Library and other events at the 
Museum, NAIDOC Day, a Blessing Ceremony, the National Apology Day Event and the Third Anniversary of 
Native Title Determination at Dunwich, MMEIC 21st Anniversary, Quandamooka Festival. 
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research. My intention was to involve the community; however, at the beginning, I was 

not sure to what extent this would be possible, if there would be any interest, and if the 

project would be positively received, allowing me to continue in this manner. The 

meetings confirmed that there was an interest in the research and for participation, so I 

applied for ethical clearance from Griffith University. Once the approval was granted, I 

had a meeting at the NSIHM, where I learned, and have continued to learn, that the 

local protocols require much more thorough consent than the original form created from 

a Griffith template, including further details of consent and giving the ownership and 

Intellectual Property of the recordings to the participants. Using an example from the 

Museum’s recent oral history recordings, I was able to amend my original form and 

made it available to Elders and QYAC members for final amendments before any 

interviews. Both copies are attached to this paper (Appendix C). The updated version 

was also submitted to Griffith University Human Research Ethics for their records. This 

is an important contribution to the project, which demonstrates respect, awareness of 

current issues and protocols, provides protection of everyone involved, as well as 

provides assistance to future researchers. 

 

In 2013, I held public information sessions at the QYAC office and the University of 

Queensland Moreton Bay Research Station (MBRS), both in Dunwich, about my 

project and invited people to comment and participate if they wished. I was very 

thankful that I received great support in organising and holding the two sessions. 

Invitations to the sessions (Appendix D) were posted and emailed to the QCAOF, 

MMEIC, SWMQ Gallery, QYAC, MBRS, and individuals. Notices at Dunwich and on 

social media sites were also used to advertise the events. The presentations were very 

well received; I was able to meet more people, answer their questions, and receive 

further confirmation of the value and importance of the project. Following this, I was 

able to have some insightful dialogues, some of which were recorded, about the plants 

traditionally used for their medicinal qualities by the Quandamooka Peoples. These 

included discussions about the significance and symbolism and spiritual values of the 

plants, personal experiences, and recounted stories (some of which are referred to in 

Chapter 1).  

 

During subsequent visits, I brought back some of my artworks to show the progress of 

the research to the MMEIC, the NSIHM, the Respite Centre, and individuals. Some of 



 65 

the artworks were exhibited at the Point Lookout Hall and NSIHM during the 2013 

Lines in the Sand arts festival, and the following year in a performance entitled Flux for 

the 2014 Lines in the Sand. On both occasions, I was accepted as one of the artists in 

residence. The festivals gave me the opportunity to share some of my research with the 

community through exhibition, performance, and an artist talk. The Museum personnel 

were pleased to hold a contemporary exhibition of a Stradbroke-related theme, which is 

rare for a historical museum.  

 

In 2012, I was invited to a QCAOF meeting to introduce the project to representatives 

of all the Quandamooka organisations on the Island. This was a very important part of 

the local protocols and allowed for all of the Island’s organisations’ representatives to 

be informed, and also to ask questions and express any concerns or comments they 

might have. I was able to answer questions related to consent and IP ownership of any 

stories collected for the project, show copies of the documents, as well as some images 

and publications of my previous work.  

 

I then attended a QCAOF meeting on 25 June 2014 to give an update on progress to 

date. In the interim, I had held the information sessions and recorded several dialogues 

with Quandamooka People. Because the information I am collecting is part of the 

cultural heritage and specific to the Island, it is important that proper measures are taken 

and that local Elders and interviewees are well informed about the use of this 

information. The above accounts of field trips and relationships with the Quandamooka 

Peoples distinguish this research project from other practices related to camera-less and 

experimental photography discussed in this exegesis. As part of my studio 

methodology, these activities played a large role in this research, especially in the last 

couple of years. It was a challenging but rewarding learning curve to have such a close 

contact with the Quandamooka Peoples—to learn about many traditions, listen to 

stories, and make friends. These enhanced the research in ways that could have not been 

anticipated. Local stories and conversations opened my eyes on historical events that 

affected this community, and many places on the Island, as well as current issues that 

are taking place today. I began the project in the same year as the Native Title 

Determination was declared, and many changes have been implemented since, with 

others still being implemented. 
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This studio research has allowed for the engagement of all my senses, and for becoming 

more attuned to the environment during numerous visits to Minjerribah. Bush and beach 

walks in themselves offer an abundance of sensations. The bush, with its diversity in 

different parts of the Island, allows for contemplation through its visual beauty, its 

scents, and sounds of the foliage in a breeze, birds and other wildlife activities (figures 

31, 32). Collecting plants and studio work allow for the tactile experience and close 

encounter with the environment, affirming Celmara Pocock’s assertion that touch is 

“integral to a sense of place” (Pocock 2008, 77). Most of us can relate to a walk on the 

beach with the rhythmic sounds and sight of the crashing waves, the smell and taste of 

salty, moist air, and the sensation of sand under one’s feet. In addition, this immersion 

in nature and tasting some of the plants used for this project, such as Sesuvium 

poltulacastrum (sea porslane) or Carpobrotus glaucescens (pig face), enhance the 

sensory experience. The salty-sweet fruit of the latter was used for flavour in cooking 

by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. It is a juicy and refreshing fruit, which 

can be enjoyed raw during a walk on the beach. My ability to recognise medicinal and 

edible plants allows my taste buds to be engaged, thus enhancing the holistic experience 

of the place, while referring to my childhood experience in Poland.  

 

 

 

Biochrome Process 
 
I have been collecting unused, expired photographic materials for use in my artworks 

for years—mainly Fuji, Kodak and Agfa paper of various types and sizes. I make test 

prints of the samples by first processing some of the paper to evaluate their condition 

and possibilities. Some materials have been damaged, fogged by partial or total 

exposure to light, by long-term storage, or inappropriate storage (i.e., in a hot, bright or 

Figures 31 & 32. North Stradbroke Island fieldtrip, 2013 
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moist place), making them unusable for printing photographs. However, they can still 

be used for experimental processes, such as biochromes. Occasionally, I expose the 

damaged stock using diverse enlarger filter settings in the darkroom, which results in a 

range of colours; or just expose them to sunlight, producing a black background (figures 

33, 34). Due to its unpredictability, recycled paper cannot be controlled in the same way 

as new paper; therefore, exposure to coloured light results in some degree of 

unpredictable colour range (figure 34). Some works are kept in their original state for 

exhibitions of unique images on photographic analogue papers. 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 33 & 34. Recycling colour photographic papers, darkroom 2013 
 

Figure 35. Recycling colour photographic papers, field trip 2013 
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When collecting plant samples, I place each in a zip-lock plastic bag and affix a label 

onto it. Subsequently, the samples are either soaked for various periods of time or 

steamed to encourage the decay process and to avoid the plant drying out. Then the 

plants are arranged on a piece of photographic paper or film (figure 35). During the 

candidature, the way I arranged the plants has been influenced by a number of factors. 

These include botanical illustrations; location and focus of particular field trips; specific 

bush walks, and growing connection with the place; dialogues with members of the 

community; studio and exhibition outcomes and feedback. Some of these will be 

evident in a later discussion about specific bodies of work. These aesthetic decisions 

that I make prior to the process taking over differentiates my work from artists such as 

Brandt, Turner and Reis, who let chance dictate the overall appearance of the work. I 

embrace chance and serendipity to some extent; however, there are specific steps where 

I implement some influence and control. 

 

The arrangement is placed in a zip-lock bag and stored in a plant press or a plastic 

container. After about three weeks, the samples are viewed (if possible) and either kept 

in the state of decay for a longer period of time (up to about six weeks) or the process is 

stopped. Once dated and photographed, all the works are placed in trays to dry in the 

sun, which also kills the bacteria, and the works are then safe to handle (figures 36–39). 

After several days, the samples are pressed between pieces of paper to keep them flat. 

Following a further couple of weeks, the samples are examined and selected for 

scanning and printing.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 36 & 37. Sesuvium portulacastrum biochrome in progress 2013 
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At this stage, the plants have undergone many visual changes, since they lose a lot of 

their details and colour during the drying stage. This stage and the decomposition 

process are usually not recorded, and are difficult to observe, as every time the fragile 

samples are handled, they are easily destroyed or altered. Trials of placing ‘fresh’ 

samples in plastic or glass containers with lids provide some possibilities for 

observation. Photographic materials containing colour dyes, gelatine, and protective 

layers provide the perfect breeding ground for microbes, especially when some organic 

matter is added. Plant matter and the emulsion are in direct contact, allowing nature to 

‘imprint’ itself through its own decay, reminiscent of Montag’s bioglyphs.  

 

In the studio, I conduct various tests of materials, durations of time, and settings. For 

example, I use the same plants on a variety of recycled photographic materials, 

manufactured by Kodak, Agfa, and Fuji—paper and film, colour and black-and-white, 

and duratrans—and photographs of the selected plants are taken on field trips as 

backgrounds for new biochromes (figures 40–42). Photographing some samples before, 

during, and after the process can be used in further studio research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 38 & 39. Renata Buziak, backyard studio, 2013 

Figures 40 & 41. Renata Buziak, Abrus precatorius (rosary pea), three weeks 2011, on Kodak colour paper 
(left), on Fuji paper (right) 
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I scan and print most of the images as large-scale digital works for exhibitions, with 

small edition numbers. The paper I select for biochromes, Hahnemühle Torchon, is a 

very heavy, textured paper, which enhances the textures in the work. I use both 

analogue and digital technologies, embracing both for their different roles and qualities 

(Garnons-Williams 2010, 10). The analogue materials provide favourable media for 

organic matter to transform over time and imprint an image in the emulsion like a fossil. 

Digital processes provide possibilities of scanning, enlarging, and applying pigment 

prints onto various cotton papers. Scanning and enlarging the results of the few weeks’ 

‘exposure’ to natural processes allows for immersion in the process and the 

microcosmic world created by the process. Reference to botany and the medicinal 

properties of the plants are emphasised in the titles of the works. My naming system 

relates to healing and science, and the history of botanical illustration, which was 

established not so long ago: “it was not until the time of Carl Linnaeus, the Swedish 

father of modern botany who lived in the eighteen century, that a system of naming a 

classifying plants based on scientific methodology was established” (Kress and 

Sherwood 2009, 10). As in botanical illustrations, I use the botanical name of the plant 

featured in the work, and then I add one of its healing qualities to the title. The latter 

gives the viewer a clue as to what they are looking at, and often triggers further 

enquiries as to what plant it is and where it can be located. 

 

Figure 42. Renata Buziak, Alocasia brisbanesis 2013, on Kodak Duratrans   
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As part of my studio research I photographed selected plants in their environment 

during field trips, printed the photographs, and applied samples of those plants to these 

photographs to create biochromes with an image of the corresponding plant as a 

background. Occasionally, I would use the same photograph with various plant 

arrangements, which recalls some of Brandt’s methods of photographing selected lakes 

and then immersing the photographs in the water he collected from the lakes. The 

emulsions of the photograph are distorted during this stage (figures 43, 44). These 

experiments resulted in only glimpses of the original photographs. It was an interesting 

experiment, and perhaps worth further testing; however, these introduced the 

photographed landscape and object back into my work, which my research is not 

focused on. After several tests, I was unsatisfied with the outcomes and the idea, so 

decided to continue with the recycled photographic materials and to let the process 

create the image without introducing the photograph to the process. Instead, when 

possible, I select the fogged or expired pieces of paper for their colour palette relating to 

Minjerribah. Selection of appropriate paper is one of the stages when aesthetic decisions 

are made. In addition, I use ocean water and sand in biochrome development, which 

affects the photographic emulsions in diverse ways. For example, salt crystals form on 

the surface of the image during the drying stage of the process, and both sand and salt 

crystals add texture and intricacy to the work, while also bringing attention to the 

environment they come from (figures 43, 44).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 43 & 44. Renata Buziak, Alocasia brisbanesis 2012, digital photograph and biochrome on a photograph 
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Figures 45 & 46. Renata Buziak Ipomoea pes-caprae… astringent 2015, Archival pigment on paper, 50 x 
66.7cm; and detail 
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Time-lapse 

Central to my studio methodology is making visible the process of decomposition that 

usually goes unnoticed: imaging the progression of decay to reveal its stages. This 

relates closely to pioneers of the moving image, such as Marey and Muybridge, and 

contemporary artists, such as Sam Taylor-Wood, previously discussed. This impetus led 

to several tests and options for documenting the process of decay. The most effective 

procedure was found to be placing a heavy piece of glass over a developing biochrome 

in controlled conditions, and to photograph it at regular time increments over a period of 

several weeks. This resulted in two- to four-minute time-lapse videos of the biochrome 

development, revealing the temporary qualities of organic processes and the penetration 

of the paper layers. Metaphorically, making a biochrome time-lapse links the plant’s 

active healing potentials and absorption of its substances by the surface of the skin.  

 

Time-lapse photography of the biochrome process reveals the transitions of organic 

decomposition, a mundane everyday occurrence, and biochrome image formation over a 

period of time. Biochrome time-lapses draw attention to the infinite progression of 

nature’s rhythms in various frequencies and times by capturing nature’s events. This 

method allows for observation of the transformation of flora by revealing what is 

usually invisible to the eye. What is also invisible is the fact that the plants selected for 

biochrome works have therapeutic properties and were used for thousands of years by 

the Quandamooka Peoples. As the viewer’s attention is arrested by the visual impact of 

the work, further inquiries and increasing awareness about the plants, their history, the 

natural processes often follow. The time-lapses are directly related to Jennifer 

Wightman’s work and the Winogradsky Column experiment of changes of self-

sustained ecosystems in artificial settings. 

 

Moxey states “The present seems to be filled both with the present of the past and 

anticipation of the future” (2013, 46), which fittingly describes what is perceptible in 

the time-lapse works. The fast pace of projected images in biochrome time-lapses, and 

abbreviation of real time, does not leave much room for predictions in this case; 

however, it would be impractical, if not impossible, to watch the changes in real time. 

This is one of the advantages of time-lapse photography: it allows us to witness events 

across forty days within two minutes. A real-time exhibition of forty days would require 

regular visits to the gallery to view the progress of the work. This would be similar to 
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Wightman’s works that were installed outdoors and the audience was able to observe 

the changes of microbial activities by returning each day, or every few days. By 

installing the work for three months, Wightman was interested in three things: 

 

(1) watching the live performance of ecosystem transformation as embodied by 
living pigments; (2) visualizing the exponential function—color as indicator of 
the growth/decay of successive species as they reach their resource limits; and 
(3) creating a piece of public art that could only be ‘possessed’ by serial 
viewing—because this ‘painting’ was always changing. (Wightman 2008, 314) 
  

If the biochrome process was to be exhibited in real time, the very small changes that 

are usually recorded every fifteen minutes in a time-lapse photograph would be very 

difficult to notice, unless the audience made a clear note to themselves of the state of the 

work before returning to it the next day. Significant transformation would be obvious 

within a few days, and then, as the process fluctuates from faster to slower changes, it 

would be difficult to see the progress again in the later stages of decay. Even in a time-

lapse of a significantly sped up process, some changes are very minimal. A live micro 

biochrome ‘performance’ could be a potential future option, if the conditions are 

favourable and the extended duration of exhibition time is possible. 

 

The time-lapse works emphasise the role of time in making biochromes and the 

materiality of their subject and process even more than in the long-exposure 

photographs. The microbial activities and movement of fluids of decaying plants create 

pathways in the photographic emulsion and penetrate colour layers of the emulsion. 

Writing on Boehm’s work, Moxey comments: “images not only refer to something, but 

they can also show themselves. Insight and its refusal, transparency and opacity, belong 

to their constructive properties” (Moxey 2013, 77, original emphases). These comments 

can also be applied to biochromes, as they allow for each colour change and plant 

transformation to be clearly observed. This resonates with Anna Pavord’s reference to 

Pliny’s statement that it is “difficult to represent a plant in a single image when the plant 

itself changed all the time” (Pavord 2005, 76).  

 

In his presentation at the Balanced-Unbalance International Conference in 2013, 

Montag stated: 
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If we conceptualise something as an object, we come to believe the world is 
made up of such objects. We separate the world in discreet things that can be 
understood in separation, such as trees, oceans, clouds and koalas. But this is not 
actually how the world’s existence unfolds. Trees, oceans, clouds and koalas are 
not separate objects remaining fixed in time, they exist in relation to a context, 
indeed, they can only exist within a context and that context is continuing in 
flux, is a process. (author’s notes, 2013) 

 

Montag added that he tries to see the world as events not objects, because events are 

more fundamental then objects. He proposed that the word eventify sums up his 

approach, in contrast to objectify. Montag’s images and videos exhibited in conjunction 

with the conference depicted earthworms’ activities and traces, made in order to 

understand the habitat that he coexists in with all the animals, insects, winds and people 

that are always in flux. Australian poet and writer Judith Wright writes beautifully about 

transformation, time, seasons, transience and cycles of life. Her symbolism 

encompasses all life; writing on Wright’s poetry, Shirley Walker states “through sexual 

love and creativity, the individual participates in a cycle of renewal and regeneration 

which defies time” (Walker 1980, 55). Wright’s poetry often captures vivid imagery of 

the reoccurrence of growth, regeneration, and the inevitability of death to make way for 

new life; i.e., nature’s cyclic patterns. These patterns are in opposition to the linear time 

of Western society. They also refer to the passing of knowledge, and its revival as is 

apparent in some of the current undertakings by some Quandamooka Peoples, including 

the previously mentioned publications facilitated by the Elders, and the songs and 

dances that are being reviewed and transformed in order to teach new generations and to 

share local stories. 

 

Harry Nankin, an Australian photographer whose work is closely related to Derges’s, 

Montag’s, and my own, creates large, life-scale photograms of nature on location. His 

images, called shadowgraphs, are direct imprints of nature: “direct witnesses to the 

material opacity if the objects and events” that present a biocentric envisioning of nature 

(Nankin 2002, 3). Nankin argues that “the camera is a physical barrier between the 

operator and the subject; monocular optics reports nature from a distancing and 

artificial, single point perspective; the small, flat, film or digital frame does not and 

cannot communicate the scale and complexity of the natural world” (2002, 2). Nankin’s 

shadowgraphs, like biochromes, bring to light “an imprint of nature invisible to 

conventional naked eye or camera vision” (2002, 4). 
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Each biochrome is a self-sustaining ecosystem. Each consists of organic and nonorganic 

materials—resources to thrive on and recycle within the system. With time, the plant 

goes through various stages of decay, and an ecosystem begins to develop; organisms 

grow and die, providing food source and energy for other organisms to thrive. This 

becomes evident in changes and movements that are visible while watching the time-

lapse.  

 

Returning to the studio processes, each biochrome time-lapse contains different plant 

material and photographic material base. Depending on where the biochrome is made, 

water might be an additional ingredient. Once the plant is moistened, by either soaking 

or steaming, it is placed on top of photographic paper. The two materials in contact with 

each other are sealed by placing a thick piece of glass on top, and taping it to a piece of 

board. The glass presses the plant down, unless there are some thick branches or seeds 

that the glass might rest on, evident in the Abrus time-lapse (Appendix G). This 

prohibits any movement when the decay takes over, and any moisture that seeps out 

from the plant is contained in the sealed area. Placing a piece of glass on top of the 

arrangement also allows for observation and time-lapse photography.  

 

When I first started experimenting with time-lapses, the setup was quite complicated, 

time consuming, and temporary. Several issues, such as images gradually appearing 

out-of-focus and limited available space, needed to be resolved. Several plants, some 

sliced, were used for the time-lapse tests (figures 47–49).  

Once I addressed the loss of focus by stopping the lens to three stops, the following 

time-lapse I made only featured a piece of one plant, Sesuvium portulacastrum, leaving 

a lot of space, and blank, exposed, and processed, black paper as the background. In 

addition, a very small amount of sand from the beach where Sesuvium grows was 

sprinkled on one side of the paper. This allowed for changes to the photographic paper 

Figures 47–49. Renata Buziak Day 1, Day 10, Day 47 2012, time-lapse digital stills  
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to be observed beyond what was perceptible in the first time-lapse. Providing much 

more negative space allowed moisture to move around within the sealed plate (figures 

50–52).  

 

   

Viewers can experience the expansion of the bacteria and fungi, changes and 

transformation of the plant, bacteria dying and growing, like a satellite image, a shore 

with tides coming in and out. Although while recording the process, the set up was 

horizontal (i.e., flat), when viewing the time-lapse on the screen, there is an illusion of 

liquid dripping, as if it had been set up vertically. As mentioned earlier, the time-lapse 

photographs were shot every fifteen minutes over a forty-day period, then combined 

into a movie at twenty-four frames per second; as a result, the viewers can watch the 

process unfold in a two-minute video. 

  

During the recording of the Sesuvium portulacastrum timelapse, I encountered some 

problems due to a very big storm in Brisbane that caused some flooding and power 

outages. As a result, the time-lapse was halted, and I was unable to access it for a few 

days. This led to a couple of hundred images being lost from the data. When the power 

resumed, more problems ensued which resulted in a further loss of data.  This translated 

to a couple of sudden ‘jumps’ in the video, in places where a large number of images 

was missing. Because the progression of changes in the rest of the video is so gradual, 

these two places stand out. Nevertheless, the time-lapse successfully presented a 

transformation normally invisible to the eye, populations of microbes being replaced by 

other microbes in front of us, and also, in this case, our dependence on electricity—

when no information was recorded at the time. The cycle of life went on, without 

anyone noticing. 

 

Figures 50–52. Renata Buziak Sesuvium portulacastrum Day 1, Day 20, Day 40 2013, time-lapse digital stills 
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This time-lapse was done on Fuji photographic paper; it is clear to observe how 

moisture leaches out of the plant, and how the fungi grow. At first, very slight and 

delicate changes are noticeable on the plant itself. Also, moisture, organisms and 

minerals present in sprinkles of sand affected the emulsion by penetrating its layers. 

Then bacteria and fungi began to spread, and cover parts of the plant and paper that the 

plant was arranged on, as if it was snowing webs of fungi. Blue, red, and yellow lines of 

colour emulsion appear and disappear around the plant very quickly, down to the white 

base of the paper, creating a background for micro activities to take place, leaving traces 

of activities behind. The liquids attracted to each other appear as if the drops are 

creating a wave on a shoreline. Each time another droplet joins this puddle, a slight 

movement creates a wave, which strips the emulsion further into the direction of the 

plant. The rising amount of moisture causes the liquid to mix with itself further, creating 

an array of constantly shifting colours. Analysing time-lapses made with various plants 

and paper allows for a closer examination of the decaying process and how 

photographic materials react over various periods of time.            

 

Prior to making time-lapses, I was not able to observe how the process developed; even 

when the setup was more accessible, or in transparent containers, it was still very 

difficult to watch. The changes between observations were obvious some days; other 

times, it was almost impossible to recognise or remember the previous stage of the 

process. Biochrome time-lapses provide a possibility to observe an unfolding sequence 

of events and to document the decay process and the passage of time. They also show 

how different plants react differently to almost the same set up, environment, and 

materials. By playing the time-lapse in a loop, we are confronted with the reality of 

decay and renewal; we need the ‘decay’ or death for changes to come, for the renewal 

and transformation. As in Taylor-Wood’s and Morrison’s time-based works, everything 

in the biochrome time-lapses is in flux, imbued with fluidity and rhythm. 

 

Other tests and experiments during the candidature included attempting the biochrome 

process on acrylic on canvas (figures 53, 54); viewing microscopic imagery of the 

biochromes during one of my fieldtrips at the University of Queensland MBRS (figures 

55, 56); imaging details of a biochrome through a NeoScope a SEM at Griffith 

University (figure 57, 58); and testing the growth of seeds within the biochrome 

environment (figures 59, 60). Although these explorations informed the project, they are 
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not within the scope of the research focus. Nevertheless, they are worth pursuing in 

future biochrome studio developments. 

 

 

 

Figures 53 & 54. Renata Buziak Biochromes on canvas, 2013 

Figures 55 & 56. Renata Buziak MBRS 

Figures 57 & 58. Renata Buziak Biochrome through a NeoScope- a SEM at Griffith University 



 80 

 

 

This chapter has explained my studio methodology for this research project, which 

includes the biochrome process both on paper and in time-lapse photography, and field 

trips, which encompassed collecting plants and holding meetings and consultations. 

Respectful conduct of research addressing local protocols and ethical clearance 

requirements all presented their own procedures to research and follow. This project 

enabled an important amendment to the Griffith University Informed Consent template 

as it was required by the local Quandamooka protocols. This itself proves the 

importance of an open and honest approach to research in communities; a need to 

inform and to be informed. The openness and communication also includes returning to 

the community and sharing research progress as it was done through meetings and 

exhibitions.  

	   	  

Figures 59 & 60. Renata Buziak Growth of seeds within the biochrome environment 
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Chapter	  4	  –	  Results	  	  

 
This chapter describes the major bodies of work that resulted from the research 

undertaken during the candidature; it includes selected exhibitions and audience 

feedback, which reveal the technical and conceptual developments of my studio 

research. I provide the reasons for specific presentation methods and describe key 

artworks. The feedback included from audiences resonates with the research aims of 

audience engagement and increasing awareness of native medicinal plants. Further, this 

discussion outlines the contribution the research makes to knowledge. 

 

Major bodies of work 
 
Core Energy 2012 

My first series of works for this project, Core Energy (2012), comprises six works on 

the medicinal plants of Minjerribah. This series differs from other works in that I 

arranged the plants in a circular form (figure 61). Writing on the work elsewhere, I have 

noted that this “composition refers to a concept of belonging to a community, a country, 

and an island—to the circle of life, holistic relationships with nature, and Aboriginal 

cultures’ approach to healing. This also visually represents the circular structure of 

interconnected ecosystems with its roots in indigenous histories” (Buziak 2014, 53). As 

mentioned before, the botanical names used in the titles indicate the specific plant used 

to create the artworks, providing a link to science and its worldwide connectedness and 

recognition. The second part of the title indicates one of the healing qualities of the 

particular plant, drawing on the metaphor of visual transformation, which refers to the 

physical effect of the plant’s essence on the body. 
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This series was exhibited in Six by Six, held in April 2012 at the Redcliffe City Art 

Gallery, as part of the Fourth Queensland Festival of Photography. The works Sesuvium 

portulacastrum…  antibacterial… and Sesuvium portulacastrum…  antioxidant… 

(figures 63 and 64) depict the species Sesuvium portulacastrum (sea purslane). As 

described in Chapter 1, the Quandamooka Peoples use this native plant for its healing 

qualities by directly applying the juicy substance onto the skin for relief of marine and 

insect stings (Stephens and Sharp 2009). This coastal plant grows on the sand dunes that 

Figure 61. Renata Buziak Abrus precatorius… aborifician (from the Core Energy series 2012), archival pigment on 
paper, 61.2 x 50cm 
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protect the coastline, and exhibits antibacterial properties among its other attributes. 

Layers of thick leaves overlap and appear three dimensional. The leaves’ surface reveals 

specks of sand and crystallised salts from the beach, as well as some fungi. 

 

 

My use of ocean water and sand in developing some of my biochromes can be 

compared to Brandt’s use of the lake water. The salt and sand crystals visible in the 

biochromes bring attention to the environment that they come from (figure 64). As I 

have noted elsewhere: 

 

The outer part of the work, around the mass of leaves, displays light, pastel 
colours—from almost white in the top left side corner to reds and yellows in the 
bottom right. As the colours transition into the middle of the work, they 
intensify and become more dramatic to the point where strong splashes emerge 
on a black backdrop. The work of art focuses on the plant’s thick, juicy, and 
flexible succulent qualities and form, and presents the plant’s leaves curved into 
a circular composition. This shape references a nest or a protective dome, 
suggesting warmth and nurture, a sense of community.  
 
The centre of the image appears as if you are able to look through and beyond 
the dome into the distant universe. The strong yellow and red colours, and small 
particles of light, suggest an experience of looking at a night sky filled with 
stars, nebulas, and cosmic activity. The work’s aesthetic dimensions allow for 
audience engagement and numerous interpretations, depending on the viewer’s 
experience and interests, and, even though created on one plane, it offers 

Figures 62 & 63. Renata Buziak Sesuvium portulacastrum… antibacterial… (left) Sesuvium portulacastrum… antioxidant 
(right) (from the Core Energy series 2012), archival pigment on paper, printed at 61.2 x 50cm and 120 x 90cm  
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multiple views of the environment through the intricate details of the leaves, 
branches that are covered with bacteria, and fungi. (Buziak 2014, 53) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 64. Renata Buziak Sesuvium portulacastrum… antibacterial… (detail) (from the Core Energy series 2012), 
archival pigment on paper, printed at 61.2 x 50cm and 120 x 90cm.  
 
 
 
Measuring 120 by 90 centimetres, this work was one of three prints exhibited for my 

PhD confirmation exhibition. The large scale of the work allows viewers to closely 

examine its parts. The three-dimensional illusion of the printed work and its textured 

organic appearance makes the leaves seem real, which prompts the viewer to question 

whether they are attached or printed onto the surface of the paper. Printed by inkjet onto 

thick, textured, 100% cotton paper reinforces these effects and suggests a printmaking 

process (or a plant press) by its association with pressing, embossing and morphing of 

the plant with the material. 
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Essence series 2012 

The Essence series (2012) features the following Minjerribah tree species recognised for 

their medicinal qualities: Eucalyptus tereticornis (blue gum) known to possess 

therapeutic, antiseptic and antimicrobial properties; Corymbia gummifera (bloodwood), 

which is a bactericide and has other healing qualities; and Eucalyptus resinifera (red 

mahogany), which is an antiviral. I used a different approach to these works in that the 

leaves extend beyond the rectangular shape into the white borders (figures 66, 67). 

Their composition was informed by my field trips to Minjerribah and bush walking, 

which have been liberating experiences. Unlike previous projects, where I worked with 

man-made gardens, these wild and uncontainable spaces encourage more freedom and 

space in my artworks (Buziak 2014, 55).  

 

 

This body of work was created for the TreeLine: People, Art, Science, Nature exhibition 

at Caloundra Art Gallery in 2012. This Sunshine Coast Council’s Green Art Strategy 

was a region-wide program that involved eleven schools and a large number of 

exhibition venues to engage the community in celebrating trees and their significance. I 

was invited to participate as artist-in-residence at the Caloundra Art Gallery in a 

Figures 66 & 67. Renata Buziak Eucalyptus tereticornis (blue gum) …antimicrobial… (left) archival pigment on 
paper, 134 x 93cm, Eucalyptus resinifera (red mahogany) ...antiviral… (right), archival pigment on paper, 126 x 
97cm 
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collaboration that involved three Sunshine Coast schools,18 artist Judy Barrass, and 

myself. In working towards an exhibition, Judy and I facilitated workshops with 

students and created our own works. The exhibition was held at the gallery from 30 

May to 18 July 2012 as part of TreeLine Biennale. This was an opportunity to work 

closely with the gallery in creating works for a specific space and outcome. For the first 

time, I made a very large diptych (230 x 86.6 cm each), which was exhibited between 

two other works described above (figure 68). 

 

 

 

For the exhibition opening, I arranged that a selection of live native plants were 

available for the audience to take home to plant in their gardens. The plants were 

selected from my medicinal plants list and sourced from the Coolum Community Native 

Nursery. The viewers were interested in taking plants home and finding out more about 

them. Both the students and the public audience learned about various photographic 
                                                
18 The three schools were Ananda Marga River School, Kawana Waters State College and Caloundra City Private 
School. 

Figure 68. Renata Buziak Corymbia gummifera (bloodwood) …bactericide… (from Essence series 2012), 
archival pigment on paper, 230 x 86.6 cm each 
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techniques and the characteristics of the many medicinal plants that are also common to 

the Sunshine Coast. 

 

The TreeLine project provided an opportunity to further develop my research by 

focusing on specific tree species. This allowed for a different approach of making 

artwork by letting the leaves spread beyond the image frame and presenting the three 

species on large scale next to each other. The size of the work emphasises visual 

differences between the leaves of each tree, which can be a challenge to recognise in the 

bush.  I developed and facilitated workshops at schools during the 2012 TreeLine 

Festival and raised awareness of environmental issues while introducing the students to 

the early photographic processes of the photogram and cyanotype, as well as to the 

biochrome process.  

 
Work in Progress exhibition April 2013 

For my PhD confirmation, I held a solo exhibition Work in Progress (2013) at the 

Whitebox Gallery at QCA, Griffith University. This exhibition comprised three works 

on paper on one wall, and one time-lapse video projection on the opposite wall (figure 

69). This was the first time I exhibited a projection of a time-lapse. Whitebox is a 100m2 

gallery space with very high ceilings, which allowed me to show both types of work 

together in the one space, without the spotlights affecting the quality of the projected 

time-lapse.  

 

The works on paper selected for this exhibition were as follows: Sesuvium 

portulacastum… antibacterial… (2012) from the Core Energy series; Eucalyptus 

tereticornis (blue gum)… antimicrobial… (2012) and Corymbia gummifera 

(bloodwood)… bactericide… (2012) from the Essence Series (figures 62, 66, 68); and 

the time-lapse work Sesuvium portulacastum (2013) (figures 50–52). The selection of 

works was carefully planned to communicate my research findings without 

overwhelming the viewer with too many works. 
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The three works were installed on the wall opposite to the gallery entrance, which had 

an inviting effect, creating interest and curiosity from the viewer. The large-scale, 

powerful presence of the works and revealing familiarity of the subject matter attracted 

the audience for a closer look. When visiting the space, most viewers first crossed the 

gallery to view the works on paper. Some examined them attentively and commented on 

being tempted to touch the prints due to their three-dimensional appearance. Some 

viewers asked questions about the technical and aesthetic aspects of the works—how 

were they made, the type of paper they were printed on, the three-dimensional effect, 

and the extremely magnified details. The time-lapse, projected opposite from the works 

on paper, allowed the viewer to focus on one or the other work type as well as enabling 

a dialogue between the works. This also provided enough separation between the works 

so they did not interfere with each other visually, and neither was emphasised more than 

the other, allowing for still images to be in closer dialogue with the moving image. The 

viewers were able to view both without the gallery lights affecting the visibility of the 

time-lapse. The size of the projection was intentionally large to balance the size of the 

three large works. This created an illusion of landscapes that could not be perceived all 

at once; therefore, the viewers immersed themselves in the works by looking into and 

around the images to comprehend what they were looking at, and observing the natural 

events that comprise the image. Most feedback revolved around the works’ beauty and 

three-dimensionality. The audience wanted to touch the huge “real-looking”, “leathery”, 

and “velvety” leaves, and commented that the large scale of the works allowed them to 

be part of the work. Some assumed that I had dropped some paint into the images and 

Figure 69. Renata Buziak Work in Progress exhibition 2013, QCA, South Bank, installation shot 
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observed closely the visible imprints and shadows of the leaves on paper, saying that 

they could not believe the works were photographic prints. 

 

The initial questions raised by the works on paper—regarding process, length of time 

involved, materials used, and how the imprints of plant matter occur in the variety of 

colours and shapes—were, to some extent, answered in the time-lapse video. Viewers 

were able to see the process unfold in front of them, which allowed an opportunity for 

further questions and observation, as seeing a plant’s transformation over forty days in 

two minutes, in combination with photographic paper at a huge scale, looks very 

abstract and could be challenging to grasp. Most audience members watched the time-

lapse over and over again, focussing on various areas of the projection, and noticing 

different details each time. It is not possible to see all the changes at once, as a 

multitude of activities occur in a very short time frame. Each part or section of the video 

is full of action, and multiple events in a fascinating process occur in the video at the 

same time. 

 

The video begins with a fresh plant arranged on a black background. Slowly, slight 

colour changes occur, spreading directly out from the plant. As the moisture leaches 

from the plant, and fungi and bacteria appear, they grow and spread across the image, 

penetrating the emulsion layers of the Kodak colour paper. The top section of the image 

also contains some sand from the beach, bacteria, and minerals that also affect the 

photographic emulsion. As the decay progresses, more liquid accumulates and is 

trapped between the photographic plate and the piece of glass. As the liquids become 

attracted to each other, it seems that they are dripping ‘down’ from plant branches to the 

bottom of the screen. Interestingly, curious pods of yellow liquid gathered in between 

the succulent leaves, as if trapped and waiting for the ‘bubbles’ to burst. Viewers have 

referred to these as ‘egg yokes’ and ‘sunrays pools’. They have also observed how 

unexpected and exciting the experience of watching the time-lapse is, of waiting to see 

what would happen as the bacterial populations are alive and growing, creating little 

movements like waves, the illusion of a shoreline, a landscape in constant 

transformation. Some people who were fascinated by the process felt they have been 

shown a secret of both the creation of the artwork and processes otherwise unseen. They 

have compared the work to imagery of blood vessels and veins, as well as to Google 

Earth imagery of the Earth, both alive and forever in flux. 
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By spending some time in the space every day and analysing the exhibition, I became 

aware of a number of things—mainly the sound, or lack of it. I had a desire to view the 

time-lapse on a larger scale, in greater numbers, in a space dedicated to time-lapses, on 

more than one wall, with less ambient light and with dedicated sound. This type of 

installation would create an environment for one to get lost in, providing a more 

powerful experience. While I tested a few different sounds in the space, they did not 

work effectively with the time-lapse; it required sound that would fluctuate and change 

its tone, tempo, and intensity. Having previously heard the percussionist Vanessa 

Tomlinson, Associate Professor at the Queensland Conservatorium of Music, play, I 

invited her to view the exhibition and asked if she would be interested in creating a 

sound piece for a future exhibition of my time-lapses.  

 

Lines in the Sand Arts Festival 2013 

The annual Lines in the Sand arts festival on Minjerribah aims to focus on issues 

regarding nature, culture, and people, and to involve local and guest artists, and local 

community members and organisations. As mentioned earlier, I presented my work in a 

number of ways during the 2013 festival. I held a solo exhibition at the NSIHM in 

Dunwich, which was very well received by the community. It was an unusual exhibition 

for the Museum to hold, as usually historical material is displayed there. This exhibition 

gave me the opportunity to present some work to date from my research, to answer 

questions, and to give an artist talk. I think this was an important exhibition after having 

spent two years researching and visiting the Island. In addition to this show, I also 

displayed a few works at the Point Lookout Hall, where the opening events, 

performances, markets and workshops took place. This allowed access to the wider 

community and visitors to the Island who would not necessarily have seen the Museum 

exhibition. I had conversations with people about the plants, the environment, my 

artwork, research and process.  

 

Another aspect of my engagement with the festival was an outdoor installation of 

biochrome works on paper. This was a spontaneous response to the environment and 

engagement with other artists, who were mainly working outdoors making ephemeral 

works along the North Stradbroke Gorge Walk. Through our conversations and 

exchanges of ideas, I was encouraged to look at options for an outdoor installation of 
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my work. With that in mind, I went exploring the area and especially noticed some logs 

that were pointing towards the path, as if craving some attention. I decided to cut up 

some spare prints, left over after installing work at the Museum, and to place them on 

the logs. This was a somewhat liberating experience, unplanned and contrary to the use 

of works on paper purposed for a gallery exhibition. This was a way of taking back 

images of plants to the Island, to where they come from (figures 70, 71). I installed ten 

pieces along the Gorge Walk, and left them to the influences of the elements—the 

weather, insects and animals—which added another layer of embracing chance and 

nature’s effects on the images. To my surprise, I found most pieces survived almost 

unchanged when I took them down about two months later, which tested the 

ultrachrome pigment print itself.19  

 

 

 

                                                
19 This also refers to “‘permanence of a print’, which [Hiroshi] Sugimoto emphasized when presenting a series of 
seascapes in an outdoor exhibition, where they changed under the impact of the weather” (Belting 2002, 425). 

Figures 70 & 71. Renata Buziak Gorge Walk installation, 2013 Lines in the Sand arts festival, Point Lookout, NSI 
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The last part of my involvement in the festival was a performance of Enrapt, a 

collaborative piece with eurythmist Jan Baker-Finch and musician Nicholas Ng. The 

piece was initially created in 2011 and first performed at the Queensland 

Conservatorium of Music as part of the Three Corners of the CON event, and later 

performed at a number of venues and galleries. For this piece, I created a projection of 

still images that were created prior to this research. The projection included image 

movements, zooming in and out, and various other transitions to a rhythm to which 

Nicholas played his compositions. Jan performed in response to both visuals and 

sounds, wearing just white silk, acting as the screen for the projection. It was performed 

outdoors at the Mooloomba Reserve Point Lookout during the festival, at night under a 

Super Moon, which provided a spectacular atmosphere and resonance. We made a stage 

of tree branches to create a bush setting, on which the projected images gave a very 

subtle appearance around Jan’s movements. 

 

As a result of my ongoing relationships with some of the Quandamooka Peoples and my 

interest in and respect for the local traditions, I was invited to take part in various local 

events on the Island. Besides providing opportunities for individual and group meetings 

where I was able to talk about and show work in progress reiterating the consultative 

process, my Lines in the Sand arts festival residencies in 2013 and 2014 on the Island 

allowed me to present my artwork and engage with the community on a wider scale, 
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including a solo exhibition at the NSIHM in June 2013. The NSIHM focuses on local 

historical content, displaying them in areas such as ‘Aboriginal Room’, ‘Pioneer 

Room’, and ‘Shipping’ that feature artefacts and photographs of Aboriginal habitation, 

early settlement, and shipwrecks respectively. As such, a contemporary art exhibition is 

unusual in this setting, and the Museum’s willingness to hold my exhibition and host 

the accompanying artist’s talk played a significant role in the acknowledgement of my 

project by members of the local community (both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people). The exhibition and talk were well received, with 115 visitors to the exhibition 

and forty people in attendance at the talk (which was followed by a Q&A session and an 

engaged discussion). In addition, in February 2015, I was invited to present my 

subsequent research at the Museum through a public presentation, allowing for further 

dialogue and feedback, which was also vigorous and engaged. The staff organised 

presentation sessions by several researchers of various disciplines to validate the role of 

the Museum in research.  Responses by members of the community were recorded and 

included as excerpts in appendix E. 
 

FLUX, a collaboration 2014 

Enrapt was so well received by the local community and visitors that, in 2014, the other 

performers and I participated in the residency as a team of four in order to create a new 

night-time performance piece titled Flux, which was advertised as ‘an experience for all 

the senses’. Tomlinson joined Baker-Finch, Ng and me. By this stage, I had created 

several time-lapses of Minjerribah plants, which I used them in Flux. The main focus of 

the residency was this collaboration featuring five parts, including biochrome time-

lapses (figure 72). Main concepts of the performance that refer to my research and 

constant exchange were repetition, cycle of life and of the Island’s life, focusing on the 

creative and experiential potential of the mundane events and objects that we come 

across. Through mutual consultations, Shane Thompsons Architects created the stage 

from found objects and ephemera, which provided an embracing but at the same time 

open space for the performance. Over one hundred people viewed Flux at the 

Mooloomba Reserve and we received an overwhelming number of positive comments 

afterwards from the inspired and uplifted audience.  
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Unfolding Rhythms series 2014 

The Unfolding Rhythms series (2014) consists of six works on paper (a triptych of 50 x 

50cm prints created in 2013, and three new 120 x 90cm prints) and a three-channel 

video projection (figures 73, 74). As planned earlier, this body of work focused more on 

time-lapses than on prints, as the time-lapses have been my main focus of development 

in the studio. I created six new time-lapses by this time, of various plants and 

photographic papers, and durations of time. The three channels consist of sets of two 

and three time-lapses playing in a loop. The first time-lapse (Video One) consists of 

three time-lapses. Videos Two and Three consist of two time-lapses each (all the sets 

are enclosed on a DVD). Playing the videos in their own sequences meant that they 

would repeat and loop at different times; two of the videos played different time-lapses 

made with the same plant species, which, at some stage, would screen together, 

enabling viewing a variation of the arrangement and micro events of the same plant 

transformation. The work was exhibited in The Hold Art Space in West End, which 

presented a very good space to work with. It encompasses three gallery spaces: a large 

space (almost 100m2), and two smaller rooms (approximately 15m2 each). The time-

lapses were set up in the larges space, and the two smaller rooms each displayed three 

works on paper.  

 

 

Figure 72. Flux performance, 2014 Lines in the Sand arts festival, Point Lookout, NSI  
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I had tested the time-lapses at the Whitebox Gallery at QCA prior to this exhibition. 

These tests were based on experiences of my previous shows, analysis, notes and 

feedback. The idea was to create a space in which the audience would be surrounded by 

the projections, on all the walls, creating an immersive environment of plant 

decomposition and growth. I had trialled working with vertical projections, where two 

videos were combined in one and projected next to another two projections, creating a 

row of vertical moving pictures. This did not convey the environment idea, as there 

were large spaces between each image; compositionally, some projections were not 

successful in a vertical position, and combining two videos into one projection 

significantly reduced the video quality. These prompted me to return to a horizontal 

setup and to install four projectors in the space, with videos projected next to each other 

Figures 73 & 74. Renata Buziak Unfolding Rhythms exhibition, 2014, The Hold Art Space, Brisbane 
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along two five-metre walls across from the entrance. Through this, I noticed significant 

differences in the quality of the projectors used and also realised that the desired 

outcome had not been produced. The various lengths of the videos and diverse 

arrangements of plants projected looked rather chaotic at such close proximity to each 

other. As a solution, I combined two and three time-lapses per projection and projected 

them with more space in between each projection, so they had their own dynamics and 

presence. This proved to be the most successful and effective way of presenting the 

work, allowing the viewer to see all the time-lapses at once from a distance, and also to 

direct attention on one projection at a time, without the others in view. 

 

At The Hold, the video work needed some adjusting and testing before the final set up 

was decided upon—three projectors placed in the middle of the room upon three low, 

fifty centimetre plinths, combined into a cube and covered with a black cloth. Each 

projector was facing a different wall, so the viewer entering the space was presented 

with three videos on three separate walls (approximately eight, nine, and eleven metres 

wide respectively): one on the left from the entrance, one straight in from the entrance, 

and one on the right. There was no other light in the room, which made the projections 

much more effective than in the previous Whitebox show described above. The viewer 

was able to view the three projections at once from a distance, and by walking around 

the space, or focusing on one work at a time. The shadows of the viewer were 

sometimes visible in the projection, therefore allowing for immersion in the work and 

observation of one’s movement through the space without having multiple projections 

as was initially intended.  

 

The gallery space was filled with soundscape created by Tomlinson (also on the 

enclosed DVD). I had provided her with several time-lapses made since the previous 

exhibition at Whitebox Gallery in 2013, which assisted her in selecting the soundscape 

for the exhibition; in particular, one that would work with a number of videos at the 

same time. In an interview about our work on Unfolding Rhythms, Tomlinson also 

spoke about the surprise factor, and “the small moments in time, of these uncontrolled 

things, you don’t know where the next drop is going to happen…  [Time-lapses] are 

constantly in a state of transformation, they seem to have no beginning and no end” 

(Marsh 2015). Tomlinson also performed at the opening of the exhibition. She often 

uses discarded materials as percussion instruments collection, and this time she was 
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using found objects and waste materials, which she scattered on the gallery floor in 

front of the Video Three projection. She attached two ropes to a column and played the 

objects with the ropes from across the screen. The ropes were in front of a projector; by 

vigorously moving the ropes, a second ‘screen’ formed between the projector and the 

wall. It appeared as if the image had jumped off the wall, creating a second moving 

image in the form of a holograph. It was a very exciting and sensory experience. The 

second image was moving, changing in size and dynamics, depending on Tomlinson’s 

movements, which produced sounds at the same time. The opening was attended by at 

least 150 people, and the exhibition catalogue included an essay by Professor Ross 

Woodrow. This was my most successful exhibition to date, presenting both time-lapses 

and prints, to a wide audience as part of the Fourth Queensland Festival of Photography, 

and an international photography conference, where I also presented a paper.  

 
ARS POLONIA, Opole Poland 2014 

In 2014, I was invited to exhibit at the 4th Biennale Ars Polonia, at the Opole 

Contemporary Art Gallery, Poland (figure 75). The Biennale is an international 

exhibition showcasing work by Polish diasporic artists. The Biennale, themed All 

Corners of the World Will Come Together, profiled not only artists from all corners of 

the world, but also of numerous disciplines. This exhibition gave me an opportunity to 

present work in my home country, and to meet and engage with high-profile 

international artists, local and guest curators, and arts representatives. It was a very 

inspirational and uplifting event to take part in, and to receive feedback from a different 

audience.  

 

 

Figure 75. 4th Biennale Ars Polonia, 2014, Opole Contemporary Art Gallery, Opole Poland (showing my work 
installed). 
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This visit to Poland also gave me the opportunity to revisit my home town and meet 

with experts of medicinal plants of the area. I was reintroduced to a small park, which I 

had visited in my childhood, as it is located in my aunt’s village, a place of nature’s 

pharmacy where more than a dozen medicinal plants thrive. I collected some plants 

there, some new to me; some I remembered from the past. I made some biochrome 

images and researched the plants. In addition, I was able to reconnect with my 

childhood experiences by spending time with my family, who still use some of the 

plants for healing, and have a good knowledge of the local flora. Leaves of kostnik 

collected in the park were used to make an ointment for aching bones and pains that my 

aunt was experiencing at the time. The ointment gave her relief and was very useful as a 

remedy.  

 

There was an interest in my work on various levels; there was an interest to exhibit my 

work in my home town in the future, but also to work with the local plants on a new 

project in collaboration with the local experts and the community. Other opportunities 

to collaborate with other artists and musicians also presented themselves, which I hope 

to pursue.   

 
International Horticultural Congress, August 2014  

I was also invited to display my work as a feature for the six-day duration of the 

International Horticultural Congress (IHC), held at the Brisbane Convention and 

Exhibition Centre. I was provided with a freestanding booth easily accessible for the 

3,000 congress guests and participants (figure 76). The booth was constructed with 

black walls, and was fitted with three plasma screens for the time-lapses.20 Works on 

paper were installed on the outside of the booth. My work and a statement were also 

featured in the IHC program.  

 

                                                
20 In order to replicate the three-channel video projection at The Hold Art Space earlier that year, which was visited 
by one of the Congress organisers. 
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The Congress was a very interesting event for my work to be included in; it provided an 

opportunity for an art and science exhibition in a very different environment. The 

diverse audience of international delegates came from various industry and academic 

backgrounds related to horticulture. The first three days of the Congress also included 

World Congress on Aromatic and Medicinal Plants, and I attended some of these 

sessions. This event allowed me to discuss my work with people from the science 

community and many left comments in the comment book that I had made available. 

Most people who visited the display were intrigued, not quite knowing what were they 

looking at, and asked questions about the work, the process and techniques used to 

make them, including details of the setup, timing, and plant species. Some delegates 

recognised several plants in the time-lapse videos, either because of their familiarity 

with common plants of the Australian coastline, or because of their involvement in 

medicinal plants research. The intriguing fact for these delegates was the plants’ origin, 

North Stradbroke Island, and its Quandamooka community. Others, realising the 

content of images and North Stradbroke Island’s proximity to Brisbane, were very 

pleased to view a display of local healing plants, learn about their qualities, and about 

the Quandamooka Peoples. Some also reflected on their experiences of using traditional 

medicinal plants in their own countries; for example, Fiji and Columbia.  Having the 

time-lapses in the enclosed space allowed for observation of the process and 

transformation of plants and photographic plates. The audience’s feedback was diverse: 

some said it was ‘impressive’ to look at decay in a different way, as some of the 

respondents are trying to fight it on daily basis. There was an interest in showing my 

Figure 76. IHC exhibition booth 2014, showing my work, Brisbane  



 100 

work in the future in Japan and South America, and some delegates sent me data about 

various plants and information about various plantations I could access for future 

projects. 

 

The biochromes gave the visitors a totally new way of looking at natural process and 

seeing beauty in decomposition. The audience were mesmerised by the time-lapses of 

decaying plants, and growing fungi and bacteria. Other responses, including those in the 

exhibition comments book, frequently revolved around the beauty of the artworks, and 

the uniqueness and inspired use of decay; for example, “How beautiful decay can be”, 

“Beautiful! Well constructed.” Comments were also made in relation to art and science: 

“Lovely to see the interplay of biology and film”, “Fantastic fusion of art and science”, 

“Creation by decomposition amazing creation”, “You are doing excellent job in 

combining art and science, the real life of nature. Keep up and enjoy by giving 

enjoyment to the people with nature”, “Very interesting approach to plants. You are 

showing us something rare—the beauty which is left after the [plant] is gone, 

decomposition is creation too! Keep up breaking rules and show us a hidden world.”  

Other selected activities resulting from research 
 
In July 2015, I was able to assist in coordinating and tutoring a Queensland College of 

Art course ‘Art Infield Project’ to Minjerribah. My knowledge and experience on the 

Island were invaluable in organising, accessing people and places and enriching 

students’ experiences. Activities included a presentation by a local scientist Dr Jan 

Aldenhoven, a visit to NSIHM, and the North Stradbroke Island Aboriginal & Islander 

Housing Co-Operative Society Ltd, where an Elder gave a talk, and a local couple led a 

bush walk. The first Quandamooka Festival began while we were at Dunwich, which 

provided an enriching cultural experience for everyone. As a group, we were also able 

to assist with the set up, which gave the students an opportunity to meet with the local 

people, take photographs of the events and be included in the Festival’s archives. Due to 

our involvement, we are invited to participate in the September closing of the three-

month-long Festival.  

 

My biochrome time-lapses were screened as part of the Gorumba Bibujin (Many 

Dreams) Café Cinema at the Quandamooka Festival. The screenings of short 

Indigenous and environmental films took place at Tillers Café Pantry at Mooloomba 
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(Point Lookout, Minjerribah) and Red Rock Café on Coochiemudlo Island. My time-

lapses will be also screened for the outdoor Quandamooka Cinema Project of the 

festival, Story = First Nations + Ecology (Initiate Adventure Now), on Minjerribah 19–

21 September 2015 at Home Beach, Mooloomba and Dunwich Football Field, Goompie 

(Dunwich).  

 

In recognition of this research, the Redland Art Gallery in Cleveland has accepted my 

proposal to exhibit my final exhibition in April 2016. Located on Quandamooka 

Country, the gallery is in proximity to Minjerribah, and thus is a fitting location to 

exhibit my work in. Moreover, it will provide a great opportunity for the Elders and 

Island’s community to view the results of the research and comment on the work. In 

addition, I have been invited to contribute a book chapter to a historical publication 

entitled Brisbane Diseased: Contagions, Cures and Controversies, because of the 

importance of Moreton Bay Island in terms of both Brisbane's Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal history. Other research activities undertaken during this candidacy are listed 

in a table (Appendix F), and include conferences, publication of my paper and essays 

about my work by other people, residencies and workshops and related displays.  
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Conclusion	  
 

This research project was motivated by my previous interest in plants, particularly 

medical plants, that deepened as I became more familiar with the rich knowledge and 

history available at Minjerribah. At the IHC, the responses to my biochrome time-lapses 

from representatives of various scientific fields oscillated from statements such as “this 

is fascinating, beautiful and amazing” to “it is disgusting and disturbing”. These are the 

kinds of responses that I hope to evoke from viewers of my artworks. My aim is not 

only that the audience knows what it is they are looking at and how the work is made, 

but also that the work inspires their curiosity and interest, forcing them to lean in for 

further examination. As Elaine Scarry and Keith Moxey assert, art can arrest an 

audience’s attention, affecting viewers and evoking responses (Scarry 1999; Moxey 

2013). Some of the conference delegates’ work focuses on fighting decay in 

horticulture; as one of the delegates said of working with plant tissue culture, if decay 

occurs, it is disappointing but beautiful.  
 

The use of local medicinal plants was one of the highlights for most international 

delegates, as they were finding out about the plants’ healing properties. Some local 

delegates who recognised several of the plants commented on the additional value and 

power of the artwork and a way of representing plant species that they had not seen 

before. They enjoyed learning about the plants and commented on the importance of 

sharing the work and informing the audience about Minjerribah, its people and its 

history, especially through an intriguing process such as the biochrome. The comment 

book features statements such as “Wonderful—I loved seeing our local botanicals in 

someone’s art” and “it’s amazing”.   

 

As this exegesis has established, my biochrome works are informed by aspects of art 

history, including the history of botanical art, photographic processes and process art, 

which in turn inform the formal aesthetic choices that I make in creating them. These 

include choices regarding scale (significantly, enlarging the images for exhibitions); 

colours (colour backgrounds resulting from expired photographic materials or exposures 

with selected colour filters, and from biochrome process applied to diverse types of 

photographic materials); the timing and duration of each biochrome image or time-lapse 

development; and composition (influenced by field trips, dialogues, and botanical 



 103 

illustrations). Thus they make a contribution to contemporary art while maintaining a 

connection to the history of the multiple disciplines involved in making the works. One 

of the contributions of this research is the transition from the unknown and diverse, 

abstract realm of the aesthetics of experimental photography to our understanding of 

flora, more specifically medicinal plants, in connection with the Traditional Owners of 

Minjerribah. This has never been done in Australia in this way before. This 

understanding includes the flora’s transitions during natural processes, identifying the 

beauty in its decay, its healing properties, and significance to Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples.  

 

While chance is significant to the development of the biochromes, more aesthetic 

judgements are calculated when compared to the work of artists such as Daro Montag. 

Artists that Montag identifies as the indexical art group 

 

accept, and even encourage, unpredictable events to play a large part in the 
aesthetic . . . [Theirs] is an art where the aesthetic results cannot be fully 
anticipated and possible outcomes only predicted. This acceptance of natural 
phenomena that are beyond the direct control of the artist emphasises that we do 
not live in a fully deterministic universe. (2001, 96)  
 

These metaphors in art echo the shifts in scientific understanding. Artists to whom 

Montag refers exhibit objects transformed by natural process, but, in most cases, I scan 

original objects, and thus preserve ephemeral states, magnified through enlarging the 

images. In his essay “Aesthetic Essence of the Biochrome”, Woodrow says of my work: 

  

the aesthetic [of a biochrome print] was summative of the multiple decisions and 
selections made during the process not unlike the incremental aesthetic in an 
Ansel Adams print where the decision making ran in sequence beginning with 
selection of camera to lens, filter, film, paper and darkroom or lab techniques 
(2014, 2)  

 

My choices of scanning and editing, and my appreciation of the painterly aesthetic, 

present a departure from the origins of process art or work that is generated in response 

to chance. In my case, I invite chance to play a part by encouraging microbial activities 

over time in developing my images. It fascinates me that in working with this abject 

material—the rotted, which normally would be discarded—a beautiful work of art that 

attracts attention is made.  
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Art can bring the frightening concepts of death and decay into the realm of beauty, an 

interesting tension that, through the processes of the unpleasant, can symbolise renewal. 

In its decaying stages, a plant takes on a different life again. Through my artwork, I 

introduce that which does not typically belong to the realm of beauty. In a sense, by 

elevating this usually ignored, if not actively avoided, material, the strategy I use draws 

audiences closer to this transformation of the ugly, of the decomposing. I ask my 

audiences to engage in the works; at a number of exhibitions, people called the images 

paintings of an otherwise ostracised, degraded idea of decomposition.  

 

I inform audiences about the medicinal, cultural, and social issues and ideas embedded 

in the artwork through exhibitions, accompanying publications, and artist talks. The 

work attracts the audience to the subject of rotted material in order to direct attention to 

the core matter of the work; that is, to increase awareness of local medicinal plants, their 

significance, and history. Experimental art photography contributes to broadening the 

audience’s understanding of the world by bringing scientific processes and natural 

materials to their consideration.   

 

During the course of this research, it became apparent that showing video work and 

works on paper together increases awareness of the natural processes and medicinal 

plants by revealing what is happening over time. Through the use of multiple elements, 

my work is growing into installation form. Therefore, the final exhibition, Medicinal 

Plant Cycles, will include selections of the recorded dialogues with the Quandamooka 

Peoples, time-lapse videos, works on paper, which titles include botanical names and 

healing properties of the plants, and text on the wall that describes the healing qualities 

of the plants used to create the presented images (figure 77). 

 

The new elements of the installation—namely, the sound recordings and additional 

vinyl lettering on the walls, both excerpts from the recorded dialogues—are included to 

supplement the visual information. These elements direct viewers’ attention to the 

source of this information, and strengthen the established connection of the project to 

Quandamooka by acknowledging the participation of Minjerriba’s inhabitants, and 

providing a deeper connection with local history and an understanding of the selected 

medicinal plants. The cycles in the title refer to a number of aspects addressed through 

the research, including plant cycles, cycles of decay and renewal, the cycle of passing 



 105 

on knowledge, knowledge cycles created through art, the cycle of time, seasons, and the 

constant flux of natural processes. This combination of approaches to my subject will 

allow the audience’s engagement in several ways and provide literal and metaphoric 

material in a distinct sensory experience. The viewer will be able to access various 

layers of information available in each of the works, and, although she or he can choose 

their level of engagement, the elements presented will communicate the awareness 

accumulated during the research. 

 

Through this project, I have learned that providing some sort of recognisable form of 

my subject—just enough for people to comprehend that it is flora that is depicted—

creates a hook that pulls people into the work. The titles then stimulate further inquiry. 

The looped time-lapses’ presentation takes the audience from recognisable images of 

plants to micro activities and the unknown micro realm, transforming materials in front 

of their eyes. This encourages engagement with the subject of decay and renewal, 

setting up an opportunity for discourse on decomposition and the ubiquitous and 

metamorphic powers of nature. In the works on paper, some of the plant material is still 

present. However, the duration of the breakdown process of the plant material is visible 

and can be read in time; for example, what happened two weeks ago, what is visible 

now. The lapse of this period of time can be read visually in the artworks once the 

audience is given the clue that it is microbial activity that is revealed through the long 

‘exposure’ under the scrutiny of the video camera, comparable to long exposures in 

photography. The biochrome process metaphorically relates to the skin and the 

application and penetration of the plant remedies in order to produce a healing effect on 

the body. Healing takes time, as does the biochrome process, by penetrating the 

emulsion, layer by layer. 

 

The extensive studio exploration of the materials and processes during this research 

project has provided comprehensive records and a contribution to knowledge of the 

biochrome experimental photographic process. My numerous accounts of results 

stemming from the thorough examination of procedures in creating works on paper and 

time-lapses, in the discussion of my methodology and appendices, can be accessed and 

potentially used by future researchers. More importantly, this exploration of the 

processes applied to a very specific field of medicinal plants, coupled with some 

Quandamooka history and consultations, makes a contribution to community, not just to 
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Australian society, through forging relationships with the Quandamooka Peoples, but 

also by arguing the importance of art and the value of this dialogue. 

 

Familiarising myself with the Island’s leaders and community members has enriched 

my understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ connection to their 

land and community, and has consequently benefited and enriched this project. This 

engagement has confirmed the value of this project, the importance of educational and 

cultural opportunities that engage and educate current and future generations on topics 

regarding medicinal plants and their history. In addition, it is important for the viability 

and strength of this project that the Island’s community is informed of, and, where 

possible, engaged in this research. Through the course of this research, I have formed 

strong and precious friendships that I could not have imagined at the outset of this 

project. This applies to locals from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities, 

who also assisted in either locating plants or providing me with accommodation on 

occasions. I have joined individuals and a local bushwalking group to learn more about 

the Island and its natural treasures, and I have received overwhelming support, for 

which I am grateful.  

 

A number of the Quandamooka community members have acknowledged the 

contribution of this research project towards increasing awareness of Australian native 

medicinal plants. One of the Quandamooka women stated “It’s educating people as well 

about what plants can do and where these plants come from, which tribes use them and 

where we come from, so it’s all knowledge, knowledge and education and that’s a 

positive thing, so I think it’s all great” (Mikaelah Alley, interview with the author, 

2015). The reiterative consultative process, including feedback from some of the 

Quandamooka Peoples during formal and informal dialogues, is an important part of my 

research. I consult with Quandamooka Peoples, I make artworks based on the plants, 

and then I bring the artworks back to the Island, where I gain more feedback. This 

additional cycle reiterates the process again and again, resulting in deepening my 

understanding of the plants and enhancing my ability to talk and present them 

authoritatively, aided by the wisdom of the Elders’ words. 

 

It was very encouraging to hear from Delvene Cockatoo-Collins that my project and our 

conversations have had an impact on her: “I want to go out and buy myself a book [on 
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local plants] now and start becoming familiar with it . . . talking about it makes me want 

to [know]” (Delvene Cockatoo-Collins, interview with the author, 2013). Commenting 

on my work, she said “I think it’ll be nice once you have your photographs and a story 

underneath so the people can see you know there is meaning to this, there is history… in 

its current state and decomposed state, the artwork and the photo” (Delvene Cockatoo-

Collins, interview with the author, 2013). Another Traditional Custodian said “I’m an 

artist myself and I can understand what you’re doing, and I think it’s a unique way of 

doing your artwork, showing it to the world, and by using medicinal plants… it’s 

education… it’s beautiful, that’s what it’s all about; it’s about sharing that knowledge 

and letting people know more about that knowledge” (Craig Tapp, interview with the 

author, 2013). Another Quandamooka Elder also emphasised “the importance of art and 

education” (Quandamooka Elder A, interview with the author, 2014), while 

Quandamooka artist Elisa Jane Carmichael suggested that we collaborate on a project 

on medicinal plants (Elisa Jane Carmichael, interview with the author, 2013).  

 

As already mentioned, another valuable contribution of this research project is the new, 

significantly more comprehensive Informed Consent Form that was developed 

according to local protocols and submitted to Griffith Ethics for their records. This 

demonstrates awareness of current issues and protocols, the significance of working 

together with the community, and of respecting their procedures and rights. Properly 

developed consent provides protection for everyone involved and can be accessed by 

future researchers. 

 

In addition, my work is part of a growing dialogue and reconnection between art and 

science (perhaps best exemplified through my participation in the IHC conference). 

Through art, I can bring aspects of both art and science to people’s attention, including 

the idea of the image of action, image capturing, and representing nature as events as 

opposed to static objects. The idea of transition or transformation is an important way of 

thinking about the world, because everything is in a state of exchange. As Simon Marsh 

writes, the “[biochrome art/science endeavour is] bringing us a little closer to the 

realisation of a universal truth, encompassing the ideas of a fluctuating rhythmic and 

dynamic state of constant change. We are invited to visually partake in the liminal 

spaces afforded by the biochemical reorganisation of ‘being’ on a multi cellular level” 
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(2015, 2). Thus, my connection with plant material and science is helping to reframe a 

focus on the importance of nature and natural order in the realm of art. 

 

In conclusion, this exegesis has demonstrated how this research project provides several 

contributions to knowledge through rigorous studio research exploration that extends 

historical and contemporary understandings of medicinal plants and through its 

positioning within photographic discourse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  

	  

	  

Figure 77. Medicinal Plant Cycles exhibition 2015, POP Gallery Woolloongabba 
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Epilogue:	  

 

The Medicinal Plant Cycles exhibition (figures 78, 79) was held from 8 to 17 October 

2015 at Postgraduate and Other Projects (POP) Gallery in Woolloongabba. An 

important part of the exhibition opening was a great introductory speech by Dr Robert 

(Uncle Bob) Anderson, a Quandamooka Elder who kindly performed a Welcome to 

Country, and an opening speech by Ms Angela Goddard, Director of Griffith Artworks. 

The exhibition opening was attended by over one hundred people, and two hundred 

thirty visitors during the exhibition period, including some visitors form Minjerribah, 

interviewees, and their family members; for example, Delvene Cockatoo-Collins and 

Freja Carmichael. Comments in the visitors’ book included: “Mesmerising unique 

work—a dynamic choreography of decomposing & composing. Enlightening interplay 

of Indigenous natural medicine and science of photography, fused by an amazing vision 

& intellect. Congratulations! One of the more enjoyable exhibitions this year for me”; 

“Beautiful work, deep connection with Minjerribah”, “Such a beautiful exhibition—

Moreton Bay/Quandamooka is my spirit home & this captures the essence of that love.” 

 

 

 

  

Figures 78 & 79. Medicinal Plant Cycles exhibition 2015, POP Gallery Woolloongabba 
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APPENDIX A 
 

• Minjerribah / North Stradbroke Island Map 
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Getting Here | Straddie Camping. 2015. http://www.straddiecamping.com.au/gettinghere. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

• Medicinal Plant Data Table 
• Photographs: Renata Buziak 
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APPENDIX C  
 

• Original Information Sheet and Consent Form 

• Amended Information Sheet and Consent Form due to consultations  

• Variation to the Consent Form in order to include photographs of the individuals 

• Questions: A guide 
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Australian medicinal plants represented in experimental photography 

INFORMATION SHEET 
 
Chief Investigators 
Assoc Prof Marian Drew  
Photography, Queensland College of Art, 
Griffith University, PO Box 3370, South 
Brisbane QLD 4101; Ph: 373 56140; 
m.drew@griffith.edu.au 
 
Dr Rosemary Hawker 
Art Theory, Queensland College of Art, Griffith 
University, PO Box 3370, South Brisbane QLD 
4101; Ph: 37353182; E: 
r.hawker@griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 
Renata Buziak 
Queensland College of Art, Photography, 
Griffith University, PO Box 3370, South 
Brisbane QLD 4101; Ph: 37012700 / 
0401664400; Renata.buziak@griffithuni.edu.au 
 

 
Why is the research being conducted? 
This research is being conducted as part of a doctoral degree at the Queensland College of Art, 
Griffith University. This project is driven by the desire to produce cultural material in response to 
selected Australian flora traditionally used by indigenous cultures for healing, through the 
language of visual art and an experimental photographic image making process.  
For thousands of years plants have been used for their medicinal properties throughout the 
world. As in many parts of the world, in Australia there is a loss of awareness of medicinal 
plants and their traditional use. 
 
This research will stimulate dialogue about the presence of specific medicinal plants and their 
significance, highlight the history of human relationships to plants as well as promote values of 
biodiversity of North Stradbroke Island’s flora. It will also be a process-based research 
combining 3 disciplines together in an innovative way: visual art, bioscience and Indigenous 
culture. 
 
What you will be asked to do 
You will be invited to describe your understanding of traditional medicinal plants from your own 
experience or as told by friends or family members.  This will allow for a better understanding of 
the relationship of Indigenous people to specific local flora as well as allowing for documenting 
and recording important accounts from Indigenous people that might not have been previously 
recorded.  
 
Your participation will be kept anonymous. You will be provided with draft copies of your input 
before completion of the paper and you may then choose to be identified in the final paper or 
not. 
 
The basis by which participants will be selected  
The local Indigenous community of North Stradbroke Island will be invited to participate; locals 
who have had some experience with medicinal plants or who have heard stories of these plants 
from relations, friends, parents or grandparents, are the focus of this aspect of the research.  
 
The expected benefits of the research 
This project will investigate how the biochrome process can be used to represent specific 
medicinal plants; how producing and exhibiting these images can lead to stimulated dialogue 
and increased awareness of plant existence and significance, as well as promote values of 
biodiversity of North Stradbroke Island’s flora. It is my intention to experiment with new research 
methodologies that are intercultural and bridge together the fields of visual art, bioscience and 
Indigenous culture.  
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Voluntary indigenous participant involvement will allow for a better understanding of the 
relationship of Indigenous people to the land and specific local flora as well as enable 
documentation and recording of accounts thus preserving information of cultural and historical 
value.  
 
Risks to you 
Collected information will be used in a table form (without reference to the identities of the 
participants). Participants might be quoted in the research paper however this will also be 
anonymous (for example participant A, participant B…); the research may also involve other 
reporting: academic publications, public exhibitions, web presence, and conferences.  
Collected data will be made available to participants to confirm accuracy. The table with all 
collected information from all participants will also be presented to you to retain as a record of 
the interviews. 
 
Your confidentiality 
Your personal information will be collected for the records of this research, however all 
participants will be coded to avoid identification and you will not be identified in any of the 
published materials. 
Data will be archived and stored at the researchers’ premises and not passed on to anybody. 
You will be able to confirm accuracy of the information communicated once all data is collected 
and recorded in a table. 
 
Your participation is voluntary 
Participation in this project is voluntary and there are no direct benefits for the participants.  
You can withdraw your consent at any time without having to explain your reasons.  Please note 
however that if you withdraw your consent after I have prepared the work arising from this 
research (I am anticipating at around 30/08/2013) your contribution will still appear in the 
work.  Please let me know if you want me to explain what this means in practice. 
 
Questions / further information 
Renata Buziak 
Photography, Queensland College of Art, South Bank Campus, Griffith University  
PO Box 3370, South Brisbane QLD 4101 
Ph: 37012700 / 0401664400 
Renata.buziak@griffithuni.edu.au 
 
The ethical conduct of this research 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct 
in Human Research.  If you have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the 
research project please contact the Senior Manager, Research Ethics and Integrity on 3735 5585 or 
research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 
 
Feedback to you 
You will be able to confirm accuracy of information you provide. A meeting will be arranged after 
all data is collected and recorded and you will be invited to view results of the research. In 
addition, in June 2013 I am intending to participate as one of the artists in the Lines in the Sand 
Art Festival on the Island where I will present my research to date including an artist talk and 
exhibition. 
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third 
parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority 
requirements.  A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes.  
However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.  For further information consult the 
University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 
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Australian medicinal plants represented in experimental photography 

CONSENT FORM 
Research Team 
  

Chief Investigators 
 
Assoc Prof Marian Drew  
Photography, Queensland College of Art, 
Griffith University, PO Box 3370, South 
Brisbane QLD 4101; Ph: 373 56140; 
m.drew@griffith.edu.au 
 
Dr Rosemary Hawker  
Art Theory, Queensland College of Art, 
Griffith University, PO Box 3370, South 
Brisbane QLD 4101; Ph: 37353182; E: 
r.hawker@griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 
 
Renata Buziak 
Photography, Queensland College of Art, 
Griffith University, PO Box 3370, South 
Brisbane QLD 4101; Ph: 37012700 / 
0401664400; 
Renata.buziak@griffithuni.edu.au 
 

 

 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information 
package and in particular have noted that: 
 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will be an interview; 
 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 
 

• I understand the risks involved; 
 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in 
this research; 

 

• I understand that my participation and contribution to this research is 
voluntary; 
 
I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the 
research team; 

 
• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or 

penalty; however if I withdraw my consent after the work arising from this research 
is prepared (around 30/08/2013) my contribution will still appear in the work.   

 

• I understand that I can contact the Senior Manager, Research Ethics and 
Integrity, at Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 
5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the 
ethical conduct of the project; and 

 

• I agree to participate in the project. 
 

 

 

Name  
 

Signature  
 

Date  
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Australian	  medicinal	  plants	  represented	  in	  experimental	  photography	  
INFORMED	  CONSENT	  FORM	  

	  
Chief	  Investigators	  
Assoc	  Prof	  Marian	  Drew,	  QCA	  Photography	  
Ph:	  373	  56140;	  m.drew@griffith.edu.au 
 
Dr	  Rosemary	  Hawker,	  QCA	  Art	  Theory	  
Ph:	  37353182;	  E:	  r.hawker@griffith.edu.au	  

Primary	  contact:	  
Student	  Investigator	  
Renata	  Buziak,	  Postgraduate	  	  
Ph:	  37012700	  /	  0401664400;	  
Renata.buziak@griffithuni.edu.au	  

Queensland	  College	  of	  Art,	  Griffith	  University,	  PO	  Box	  3370,	  South	  Brisbane	  QLD	  4101	  
	  
DETAILS	  OF	  CONSENT:	  
I	  would	  like	  to	  interview	  you	  about	  the	  native	  medicinal	  plants	  on	  North	  Stradbroke	  Island	  for	  
a	  visual	  art	  project.	  You	  will	  be	  invited	  to	  share	  your	  own	  experience	  of	  use	  of	  some	  of	  these	  
plants	  or	  as	  told	  by	  friends	  or	  family	  members.	  	  
	  
This	  will	  be	  used	  as	  part	  of	  my	  doctoral	  degree	  research,	  (a	  process-‐based	  studio	  research),	  
which	  aims	  to	  represent	  specific	  medicinal	  plants	  in	  an	  experimental	  photography	  process;	  to	  
stimulate	  discussion	  about	  the	  plants’	  significance,	  their	  transformative	  qualities	  and	  human	  
relationships	  to	  plants;	  as	  well	  as	  promote	  values	  of	  biodiversity	  of	  the	  Island’s	  flora.	  	  
	  
The	  interviews	  aim	  to	  provide	  a	  better	  understanding	  of	  the	  relationship	  of	  Quandamooka	  
People	  to	  the	  land	  and	  specific	  local	  flora	  as	  well	  as	  enable	  documentation	  and	  recording	  of	  
accounts	  thus	  preserving	  information	  of	  cultural	  and	  historical	  value.	  	  
	  
Your	  participation	  is	  voluntary	  and	  can	  be	  kept	  anonymous	  if	  you	  like.	  	  
	  
I	  would	  like	  to	  request	  your	  permission	  to	  record	  these	  interviews	  on	  an	  audio	  recorder.	  A	  
copy	  of	  the	  recording	  will	  be	  given	  to	  you	  after	  completion	  of	  the	  research	  project.	  You	  will	  be	  
able	  to	  have	  a	  final	  check	  and	  make	  sure	  that	  you	  are	  completely	  happy	  with	  your	  entire	  
interview.	  Also	  a	  meeting	  will	  be	  arranged	  after	  all	  data	  is	  collected	  and	  recorded	  and	  you	  will	  
be	  invited	  to	  view	  results	  of	  the	  research.	  It	  is	  intended	  that	  the	  audio	  recordings	  provide	  a	  
research	  base	  for	  my	  work.	  All	  copyright	  of	  the	  recorded	  material	  would	  remain	  with	  the	  
person	  interviewed.	  
	  
The	  ethical	  conduct	  of	  this	  research	  
Griffith	  University	  conducts	  research	  in	  accordance	  with	  the	  National	  Statement	  on	  Ethical	  Conduct	  
in	   Human	   Research.	   	   If	   you	   have	   any	   concerns	   or	   complaints	   about	   the	   ethical	   conduct	   of	   the	  
research	  project	  please	  contact	  the	  Senior	  Manager,	  Research	  Ethics	  and	  Integrity	  on	  3735	  5585	  or	  
research-‐ethics@griffith.edu.au.	  
	  
Privacy	  Statement	  
The	  conduct	  of	  this	  research	  involves	  the	  collection,	  access	  and/or	  use	  of	  your	  identified	  
personal	  information.	  The	  information	  collected	  is	  confidential	  and	  will	  not	  be	  disclosed	  to	  
third	  parties	  without	  your	  consent,	  except	  to	  meet	  government,	  legal	  or	  other	  regulatory	  
authority	  requirements.	  However,	  your	  anonymity	  will	  at	  all	  times	  be	  safeguarded.	  	  For	  further	  
information	  consult	  the	  University’s	  Privacy	  Plan	  at	  http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-‐plan	  or	  
telephone	  (07)	  3735	  5585.	  
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Copyright	  
	  

• I	  understand	  that	  the	  Copyright	  will	  exist	  in	  the	  Interview	  Material	  listed	  as	  follows:	  	  
(A)	   Audio	  Recording	  
(B)	   Transcript	  Text	  created	  as	  a	  written	  record	  of	  the	  interview	  
(C)	   Other	  materials	  if	  provided	  
	  

• I	   understand	   the	   Copyright	   of	   all	   Interview	   Material	   belongs	   to	   the	   person	   being	  
interviewed	  (interviewee).	  	  	  

	  	  	  
	  	  	  Should	  the	  interviewee	  pass	  away,	  copyright	  is	  assigned	  to:	  	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	   	   	   	   	  

Moral	  Right	  
	   	  	  

• The	  research	  is	  anonymous.	  I	  understand	  that	  my	  name	  will	  not	  be	  associated	  directly	  with	  
any	  information	  I	  provide	  unless	  I	  state	  otherwise.	  	   	   	   	   	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  

• Do	  you	  wish	  to	  be	  acknowledged	  as	  the	  source	  of	  the	  information	  provided?	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  

• If	  you	  wish	  to	  be	  acknowledged,	  how	  would	  you	  like	  to	  be	  acknowledged?	  
	  
	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	  

• The	  aims	  of	  the	  study	  have	  been	  clearly	  explained	  to	  me:	  	  	  

	   Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  

• This	  research	  is	  voluntary	  and	  that	  there	  is	  no	  direct	  benefit	  to	  participants.	  I	  understand	  
that	  I	  can	  withdraw	  at	  any	  time	  without	  penalty,	  however	  if	  I	  withdraw	  my	  consent	  after	  
the	  work	  arising	  from	  this	  research	  is	  prepared	  (around	  30/09/2014)	  my	  contribution	  will	  
still	  appear	  in	  the	  work:	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  

• I	   understand	   that	   the	  project	  was	  approved	  by	   the	  Griffith	  University	   Ethics	  Committee	  
and	  I	  can	  contact	  the	  Senior	  Manager,	  Research	  Ethics	  and	  Integrity,	  at	  Griffith	  University	  
Human	  Research	  Ethics	  Committee	  on	  3735	  5585	  (or	  research-‐ethics@griffith.edu.au)	  if	  I	  
have	  any	  concerns	  about	  the	  ethical	  conduct	  of	  the	  project:	  

	   Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  

• I	  understand	  that	  all	  information	  gathered	  in	  this	  research	  is	  confidential	  and	  will	  be	  kept	  
in	  the	  custody	  of	  the	  researcher	  for	  5	  years	  after	  completion:	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  

• I	   understand	   that	   there	   will	   be	   no	   direct	   benefit	   to	   me	   from	   my	   participation	   in	   this	  
research:	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
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• I	  understand	  that	  if	  I	  have	  any	  additional	  questions	  I	  can	  contact	  the	  research	  team:	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  
	  
	  

ACCESS	  
	   	  	  
	  
I	  am	  happy	  for	  my	  interview,	  or	  part	  of	  the	  interview,	  to	  be	  used	  for	  a	  Griffith	  University	  PhD	  paper,	  
publications,	  public	  exhibitions,	  presentations,	  internet	  and	  conferences:	  
	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  
	  
Would	  you	  like	  for	  a	  copy	  of	  your	  interview	  to	  be	  archived	  at	  the	  North	  Stradbroke	  Island	  Historical	  
Museum	  Association?	  
	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
INTERVIEWEE	  
	  
	  
Name:	  (printed)	  	  	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	  
Signature:	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   Date:	   	   	  
	  
	  
WITNESSED	  BY	  RESEARCHER	  OBTAINING	  CONSENT	  
	  
	  
Name:	  (printed)	  	  	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	  
Signature:	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
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Australian	  medicinal	  plants	  represented	  in	  experimental	  photography	  

INFORMED	  CONSENT	  FORM	  
	  
Chief	  Investigators	  
Assoc	  Prof	  Marian	  Drew,	  QCA	  Photography	  
Ph:	  373	  56140;	  m.drew@griffith.edu.au 
 
Dr	  Rosemary	  Hawker,	  QCA	  Art	  Theory	  
Ph:	  37353182;	  E:	  r.hawker@griffith.edu.au	  

Primary	  contact:	  
Student	  Investigator	  
Renata	  Buziak,	  Postgraduate	  	  
Ph:	  37012700	  /	  0401664400;	  
Renata.buziak@griffithuni.edu.au	  

Queensland	  College	  of	  Art,	  Griffith	  University,	  PO	  Box	  3370,	  South	  Brisbane	  QLD	  4101	  
	  
Variation	  to	  previously	  signed	  interview	  consent	  form	  (the	  same	  conditions	  apply):	  
	  
I	   agree	   to	   be	   photographed	   and	   I	   am	   happy	   for	   these	   photographs	   to	   be	   used	   for	   a	   Griffith	  
University	  PhD	  paper,	  publications,	  public	  exhibitions,	  presentations,	  internet	  and	  conferences:	  
	  

Yes	   	  No	   	  
	  
INTERVIEWEE	  
	  
	  
Name:	  (printed)	  	  	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	   	  
	  
Signature:	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   Date:	   	   	  
	  
	  
WITNESSED	  BY	  RESEARCHER	  OBTAINING	  CONSENT	  
	  
Name:	  (printed)	  	  	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	  
Signature:	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	  
	  
The	  ethical	  conduct	  of	  this	  research	  
Griffith	  University	  conducts	  research	  in	  accordance	  with	  the	  National	  Statement	  on	  Ethical	  Conduct	  in	  Human	  
Research.	  	  If	  you	  have	  any	  concerns	  or	  complaints	  about	  the	  ethical	  conduct	  of	  the	  research	  project	  please	  
contact	   the	   Senior	   Manager,	   Research	   Ethics	   and	   Integrity	   on	   373	   54375	   or	   research-‐
ethics@griffith.edu.au.	  
	  
Privacy	  Statement	  
The	  conduct	  of	  this	  research	  involves	  the	  collection,	  access	  and	  /	  or	  use	  of	  your	  identified	  personal	  
information.	  As	  outlined	  elsewhere	  in	  this	  information	  sheet,	  your	  identified	  personal	  information	  may	  
appear	  in	  the	  publications/reports	  arising	  from	  this	  research.	  This	  is	  occurring	  with	  your	  consent.	  Any	  
additional	  personal	  information	  collected	  is	  confidential	  and	  will	  not	  be	  disclosed	  to	  third	  parties	  
without	  your	  consent,	  except	  to	  meet	  government,	  legal	  or	  other	  regulatory	  authority	  requirements.	  A	  
de-‐identified	  copy	  of	  this	  data	  may	  be	  used	  for	  other	  research	  purposes.	  However,	  your	  anonymity	  will	  
at	  all	  times	  be	  safeguarded,	  except	  where	  you	  have	  consented	  otherwise.	  For	  further	  information	  
consult	  the	  University’s	  Privacy	  Plan	  at	  http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-‐griffith/plans-‐
publications/griffith-‐university-‐privacy-‐plan	  or	  telephone	  (07)	  3735	  4375.	  	  	  
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Questions: a guide 
 
1. Participant’s details  
Name:_________________________________________________________________ 
Address: 
Age: ______  Gender:  M  F 
Duration lived on the Island: 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Island clans/or family groups: 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Current use 
Do you know if any Quandamooka Peoples or Island residents that have used/ or 
continue to use any of the plants from Stradbroke Island as medicinal remedies 
(including Yourself)? 
 
If so, what can you tell me about those plants? For example: 
Name, part used 
How can they be used 
Where can they be found 
How can one prepare them 
Is a specific season important 
Other…  
 
3. Practice 
Are there specific person/persons (names not necessary) that people seek out to get 
advice about the plants and their use?  
Is this knowledge shared freely with younger members of the clan or with other clans? 
Is there a relationship between clans and different use of medicinal plants?   
 
Do these plants have any symbolic or spiritual value that you might know of? Are there 
other reasons people use the plants? 
 
4. History 
When was the last time you heard of somebody using a medicinal plant from the island? 
Would you like to share a specific example of someone using medicinal plants on the 
Island or relate a story of a family member or friend?  
 
(for example: what was the illness symptoms or reason for use , what plant was used 
and how, what was the result). 
 
5. Future 
Do you think these plants are accessible now or are they scarce, threatened or plentiful? 
And how does this impact on the use of these plants? 
Do you think there is a local interest in the use of medicinal plants? 

 
Some plants have been tested by various labs for their healing properties, how do you 
feel about this and about the use of plants in mainstream medicine? 
6. Artwork  
Any comments 
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APPENDIX D 
 

• Information Sessions Flyers 
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You	  are	  invited	  to	  a	  presentation:	  
Australian	  medicinal	  plants	  in	  experimental	  photography	  

by	  Renata	  Buziak	  
	  

Date:	  Thursday	  7	  March	  2013	  	   Venue:	  QYAC	   
Time:	  10:30	  –	  11:30	  am	  	   Quandamooka	  Yoolooburrabee	  Aboriginal	  Corporation	  	  
	   7	  Stradbroke	  Place,	  Dunwich	  
	  
Renata	   Buziak	   is	   a	   Polish	   born	   photographic	   artist	   living	   in	   Brisbane	   since	   2001.	  Her	  
multi-‐award	  winning	  artwork	  has	  been	  exhibited	  in	  Australia	  and	  overseas	  and	  is	  held	  
in	  public	  and	  private	  collections.	  In	  2010	  she	  published	  a	  selection	  of	  her	  work	  in	  the	  
book	  Afterimage.	  
	  
During	   the	   presentation	   on	   7th	  March	   Renata	  will	   show	   her	   artwork,	   talk	   about	   her	  
techniques	  and	  her	  current	  project	  with	  North	  Stradbroke	  Island	  flora.	  She	  is	  working	  
with	   plants	   that	   are	   traditionally	   used	   for	   medicinal	   purposes.	   She	   will	   discuss	   her	  
plans	  and	  protocols	   for	   the	  coming	  months	  whereby	  she	  will	  be	   inviting	  members	  of	  
the	   Quandamooka	   community	   to	   share	   their	   stories	   about	   the	   plants	   specifically	  
identified	  by	  the	  Quandamooka	  People.	  
	  
The	  project	   aims	   to	   represent	   specific	  medicinal	  plants	   in	  experimental	  photography	  
and	   increase	  awareness	  about	  each	  plant's	   significance.	  This	  work	   is	  part	  of	  Renata’s	  
PhD	  studies	  at	  the	  Queensland	  College	  of	  Art,	  Griffith	  University.	  
	  
Light	  refreshments	  will	  be	  served*	  	  
Hope	  to	  see	  you	  there!	  
	  
*Please	  RSVP	  by	  Tuesday	  5	  March	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
CONTACT	  Renata:	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Image:	  Renata	  Buziak	  
Mob:	  	  0401	  664400	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Corymbia	  gummifera	  (Red	  Bloodwood)…	  2012	  
Email:	  renata@renata-‐buziak.com	  	   	   	  
Website:	  	  	  www.renata-‐buziak.com	  
	  
	  
	  
Consultations	  regarding	  this	  research	  project	  have	  been	  held	  with	  Quandamooka	  Combined	  Aboriginal	  
Organisations	   Forum,	   Quandamooka	   Elders,	   the	   NSI	   Museum	   and	   Quandamooka	   Yoolooburrabee	  
Aboriginal	   Corporation	   (QYAC)	   representatives.	   The	   project	   has	   been	  granted	   Ethical	   Clearance	   by	  
Griffith	  University.	   	  



 144 

You	  are	  invited	  to	  a	  
presentation:	  

Australian	  medicinal	  plants	  in	  
experimental	  photography	  

by	  Renata	  Buziak	  
	  
	  
	  

Date:	  Saturday	  23	  March	  2013	  	  
Time:	  10:30	  –	  11:30	  am	  	  

	  
Venue:	  Moreton	  Bay	  Research	  Station	  

	  
Upstairs	  Lecture	  Theatre	  

Corner	  of	  Flinders	  Ave	  and	  Fraser	  St,	  
Dunwich	  

Hope	  to	  see	  you	  there!	  
*Please	  RSVP	  by	  Thursday	  21	  March	  

	  
Image:	   Renata	   Buziak,	   Eucalyptus	   tereticornis	  	  	  
(blue	  gum)	  2012	  
	  

Renata	   Buziak	   is	   a	   Polish	   born	   photographic	   artist	   living	   in	   Brisbane	   since	   2001.	  Her	  
multi-‐award	  winning	  artwork	  has	  been	  exhibited	  in	  Australia	  and	  overseas	  and	  is	  held	  
in	  public	  and	  private	  collections.	  In	  2010	  she	  published	  a	  selection	  of	  her	  work	  in	  the	  
book	  Afterimage.	  
	  
During	   the	  presentation	  on	  23rd	  March	  Renata	  will	   show	  her	  artwork,	   talk	  about	  her	  
techniques	  and	  her	  current	  project	  with	  North	  Stradbroke	  Island	  flora.	  She	  is	  working	  
with	   plants	   that	   are	   traditionally	   used	   for	   medicinal	   purposes.	   She	   will	   discuss	   her	  
plans	  and	  protocols	   for	   the	  coming	  months	  whereby	  she	  will	  be	   inviting	  members	  of	  
the	   Quandamooka	   community	   to	   share	   their	   stories	   about	   the	   plants	   specifically	  
identified	  by	  the	  Quandamooka	  People.	  
	  
The	  project	   aims	   to	   represent	   specific	  medicinal	  plants	   in	  experimental	  photography	  
and	   increase	  awareness	  about	  each	  plant's	   significance.	  This	  work	   is	  part	  of	  Renata’s	  
PhD	  studies	  at	  the	  Queensland	  College	  of	  Art,	  Griffith	  University.	  
	  
CONTACT	  Renata:	  
Mob:	  	  0401	  664400	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Email:	  renata@renata-‐buziak.com	  	   	   	  
Website:	  	  	  www.renata-‐buziak.com	  	   	  
	  

Consultations	  regarding	  this	  research	  project	  have	  been	  held	  with	  Quandamooka	  Combined	  Aboriginal	  
Organisations	   Forum,	   Minjerribah	   Moorgumpin	   Elders-‐in-‐Council	   (MMEIC),	   Quandamooka	   Elders,	  
Quandamooka	   Land	   Council	   (QLC),	   the	   NSI	   Historical	   Museum,	   Quandamooka	   Yoolooburrabee	  
Aboriginal	   Corporation	   (QYAC)	   and	   Queensland	   Herbarium	   representatives.	   The	   project	   has	  
been	  granted	  Ethical	  Clearance	  by	  Griffith	  University.	  
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APPENDIX E 
 

• Transcripts of dialogues with the Quandamooka Peoples of Minjerribah 
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1. Aunty Evelyn Parkin & Delvene Cockatoo-Collins 

	  
18	  April	  2013	  
Aunty	  Evelyn	  Parkin	  (mother)	  
Family	  groups:	  –	  Junobin,	  Liza	  Jungerboi,	  Nellie	  /	  Lilly	  Kidgeree	  
Acknowledgement:	  Evelyn	  Parkin	  of	  the	  Delany	  Family	  

	   Photographs	  –	  ✓	  
	  
Delvene	  Cockatoo-‐Collins	  (daughter)	  
Family	  groups:	  Jungerboi,	  Junobin,	  Nellie	  Lilly	  Kidgeree	  
Acknowledgement:	  Delvene	  Cockatoo-‐Collins	  of	  the	  Delany	  Family	  

	   Photographs	  –	  ✓	  
	  
EP: There is one specific, a weed, an ordinary weed that grows anywhere and 

everywhere, and we call it the wart weed. My mum always had it around, and any time 

we had warts, and other children around, not only her children but other children around 

the community, she would tell them about that wart weed. And it’s got a milky sap that 

when you break this, there is a tiny little stalk, and when you break the stalk, the milk 

comes out and then you dab that on to your wart and within days, before you know it, 

that wart is gone… It is amazing. I’ve had an adult come to me and tell me about my 

mum telling him when he was a little boy about this wart thing, and he had some on his 

hands and that and she told him and he was just amazed… it would been handed down 

to her, the knowledge of it. 

DCC: It was around in the 1930s and ʼ40s and she was using it then… I actually 

remember asking how would it work and you said something about it suffocates it, … 

you cover the whole lot, just don't get it on your skin. Because I had them on my elbows 

and mum did that for me [I said] how is it going to work? You said it suffocates it.  

EP: You just dab it on top, you don’t put it around it or anything, just on top. And I 

think you have to careful with it with if it takes away the wart you’d have to be careful 

it doesn't get into your eyes or anything like that, not we’ve ever done it. But if 

somebody had little warts around their face I don’t know if I’d advise them to use it on 

that.  

DCC: Mum’s got that information from her mum, my grandma, and then she used is on 

me, and I use it on my kids and then share with my in-laws.  

EP: And with other children in the community. 

EP: [My sister] told me about mum used to boil gum leaves when they had a sore throat 

or something, and she couldn’t think very much either of plants as healing. What you 
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really need to look at is the environment that people live, the Indigenous people live, 

and they use things around them so I’ve been thinking really, really hard, I don’t 

remember mum using leaves or bark or anything like that, they might have. But what I 

do know one thing; she used to use salt water—she’d take a bucket of salt water home 

and warm it up on a wood stove for babies who were teething, she used to look after 

grandchildren as well. And they would be crying all night with their teeth when she 

would bath them with salt water, just wash them with salt water, and before she knew it, 

they’d be knocked out sleeping… It was soothing… [Soap tree] It’s beautiful, we used 

to do use it all the time, kids were amazed when they saw it… Another healing thing, 

which is not bark or whatever you’re looking for is the dugong oil… the people use 

whatever is in their environment, you need to get that sort of clear. Because if you get 

people over in the desert they are the ones I reckon with the bark, all sorts things, trees 

and all that, the leaves and all that for medicinal purposes, but we live near the ocean, so 

we use the things near the water the salt water for one, the dugong oil from the animal 

and even the whale oil in the early days.  

EP: [Knowledge is] probably family based now more so, because the clans were smaller 

and could, you know sit around in a circle and talk about things, that was their way of 

life. But our clans are now big, families are big, so it would be a family-based thing I 

reckon, just passing it down from one to another. 

[In the past] they knew exactly what to look for and where to find it. All the men went 

their way hunting, and the women were the ones with all the leaves and roots of things, 

they knew it all.  

In our traditional way, there would be the Elders [to give advice], sometimes there 

could even be one specific person with the knowledge of healing… when I was growing 

up, my mum always had an Elder, two, she had two Elders in her life, in my mum’s life. 

And I remember her talking to these Elders all the time… [one was] this old lady who 

was just up the road… mum used to talk to her about, or ask her questions. And then 

this other aunty she had was like a spiritual aunty, directive in my mum’s [life] I think, 

yeah, very spiritual and knowledgeable… she was my mum’s aunty… [Mum] had a 

couple of mentors and they were elderly, a lot older then her… when I was growing up 

all these people were there, a lot of Elders were there, Uncles and Aunties, grannies and 

grandfathers, and they weren’t our blood grannies and grandfathers, but we’d call them 

that, and you respected them and their words of wisdom, mum taught me all that. 
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When someone goes out for the dugong that has to be shared amongst the families. And 

nearly every house, you could say nearly every house on Dunwich has a jar of dugong 

oil. We keep it, and when you’re getting low sometimes, you can mix it with Vicks or 

olive oil to make it go longer and you rub it on a sick body. Well, it’s very powerful. 

There is one lady that is still with us today, when she had meningitis when she was a 

child, and the hospital sent her home, they couldn’t do anymore for her, and her mother 

rubbed the dugong oil on her. Never took the singlet off, same singlet on saturated with 

oil. She recovered. Because the dugong oil penetrates, it goes into your body, and you 

know it uses to penetrating glass, you’d have it in glass bottle and all the bottle would 

be all oily. So if it can do it to glass, what can it do to your body? Sometimes I take a 

tiny little bit orally. And if we didn't have dugong oil, mum would buy hypol, which is 

fish oil, that was a horrible oil, and castor oil, but these are things that were introduced 

of course. But they were all in the home too. 

Now another thing I’ll tell you is about the salt and our ancestors. We don’t do it so 

much today but our ancestors would go out and sort of swim and bath themselves in salt 

water in the ocean when they’re sick, and they’d go and lie on a rock. And that was 

healing. There is a rock out there called Adder Rock that’s a healing rock… You see 

again it’s the environment, they wash themselves, in the salt water and they would go 

and lie on this rock, it’s the sun, well I think it’s the sun, the heat… they would also 

bury themselves up to their neck in the sand when they were sick, and things like that 

still happen today. I know someone… who had a motorbike accident and he was told 

that he would never ever be able to walk again, but his cousins and that used to take him 

to the beach every day and you just lay him, put him in sand up to here. He was healed. 

He still had a wobble but he could walk. 

[Non-Aboriginal] Australians really missed out on knowing all this things from our 

people in those early days, they thought our people didn’t know much at all, and they’ve 

missed out on a whole way of life… 

DCC: That’s the stuff that gets me angry, you know, I don’t get angry much but to just 

know that we should know this stuff, we should have it passed on…  

EP: And we should have our language as well. This place where we’re sitting here had 

convicts here—that jetty was made by convicts, they lived here, took over. You know. 

DCC: I suppose knowing from mum, you know, going to collect those flowers every 

September, it was always her thing to go out collect flowers and take them down to the 

graves, mum’s mum and most of our family in one little area. That would be kind of a 
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whole day thing. …the beautiful little pink boronias, and there is other white one called 

heather, picking up those two around September, going out near Brown Lake or out 

towards the Point, so there was a few main areas we’d go to at that time of the year, and 

if there was any funerals on that time too we’d have them collected for them… just a 

way of remembering people I think. 

EP: That was very sacred because mum would do it with me and my older brother and 

sisters, and I have photos of mum and dad together with flowers. She taught us how to 

go and pick them and continue to walk on, out to the cemetery, which is about what 3 

miles from here. I remember just raking the leaves up with my hands, fingers. To us it 

was sacred and mum never really put them in our home, just for the graves, because that 

was a special tradition. And we still do that today. Every time the season’s on in 

September.  

DCC: So there is photo of nan and pop before they were married, before 1920. And then 

again later, there is a photo I really love, [which] is me when I was about 6, and 

grandma had us out in the bush, in the swamp collecting, so you can just see my head 

over the top. And then again later as teenagers, and just recently I make sure my boys 

go out too. Not for medicinal but spiritual healing.  

EP: I think there is less around, less plants and probably less knowledge… We used to 

eat a lot of berries. I used to always think, I reckon they would have helped us maybe in 

Vitamin C. There’s little berries we used to eat, there’s nudgee gum and blue berries, 

and tiddy bottles, we’d suck the honey blossoms of the tea-trees, the sweet, the honey, 

the nectar. And I remember I never really had colds and that, like really heavy colds, but 

as soon as I went over there [pointing to mainland] it hit me. So whatever we were 

doing here, eating these berries and living very simple lives was very good for us. 

Guavas, and things like that, cherries, cherry guavas, Brazilian cherries. So I think all 

these was part of what kept us going too as kids.  

DCC: [Because of talking about this] I want to go out and buy myself a book now and 

start becoming familiar with it… I think it’ll be nice once you have your photographs, 

and then you’ve a got a story underneath, so the people can say, you know, there is 

meaning to this, there is history.  

EP: And I think one thing from our Delaney Family, you could say, that we believe that 

all this was all provided for our people by a higher power, it was already there, we 

didn’t have to go anywhere else. It was seasonal foods but it was provided for us by a 

higher power. Whether we call it god or biami or whatever, and it was according to the 
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seasons these things were available, and our people knew exactly, so they moved when 

this season was finished they had to let that ground settle and let it replenish, so they 

moved on to the next where the seasonal food was. They just kept moving around. Our 

people moved from Moreton Island right around over to the main land and up again, 

according to the seasons of the times and in that seasons you’ll find all sorts of different 

kinds of foods. 

	  
2. Craig Tapp – from the Nugi and Noonukal tribes 

	  
3	  May	  2013	  
Acknowledgement:	  	  
First	  Nation	  Custodian	  of	  Quandamookah	  of	  the	  tribes	  Nugi	  (Moorigumpin)	  
Noonukal	  (Minjerribah)	  

	   Photographs	  –	  ✓	  
	  

…my brothers, skin brothers, use bush medicine, they’re the ones who taught me. I 

picked up a couple of things from other Elders but not much… you’ve got to ask for it, 

be in the right spot at the right time to be taught.  

I know plants as in for fishing and stuff like that, oysters; when certain plants or animals 

are out, I know what season it is to go hunting or what to go and do, when eugarries are 

on or quampies are right even when mud crabs are out, even when the mullet and Taylor 

are running, you can tell by the colour, colour of the bush [flowers] basically, generally 

white plants, really nice ones, certain flowers blossom and tell you the mud crabs are 

out or whatever. 

With our mob, you would, in the old days, you’ll probably go to ‘kurdaitcha man’, 

which is, you know, the medicine man, and he would have potions, and he’d be able to 

see what’s wrong with the infant, you know. Like asthma, what we used to do with 

asthma, we used to catch the flying foxes, the bats, and boil them up, and they would 

add some special herbs and plants and stuff, and you gave it to the child when she 

started to have the first signs of asthma, then that would basically stop her from getting 

it in the future… apparently that’s still used not that long ago, 40–50 years ago, so I 

heard, I didn't learn the recipe, I wish I did… One of the females might hold that 

knowledge, one of the men might hold it too… That sort of knowledge would have been 

shared, I’d say, like, a lot of people would have known… through the women too. The 

women are the ones that would go and collect all the herbs, they do all the collecting; 

the men in general go just hunting. But you know, men knew about blood wood sap, sap 
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of the blood wood. If they got a cut chasing kangaroo or something, they usually go and 

get a bit of sap from bloodwood tree and just crush it up and pour it on it, and works as 

antiseptic and also coagulates the blood as well straight away. Works like a Band-Aid, 

just seals it, like glue, dries up and heals, antiseptic. 

When there was corrobories going on there was always the sharing of knowledge and 

… barter. You might have medicine there that you would trade with another tribe... 

When you get constipated, we had the quampie, in the quampie shell there is a little, 

what we call a wick, a green little wick, what we used to do we used to collect these, 

warm them up in water and give them to the children when they’re constipated, because 

it would make them get the runs.  

Gum leaves are used in the smoking ceremony as well and that’s a pretty important 

thing. … yes, we still do the smoking ceremony, yes, it can be used for greetings and 

basically cleansing the body and getting rid of bad spirits. You can also do it inside 

houses these days because people have entities in their house and they want to get rid of 

them, so we come in there and we smoke them out. … If it’s a ceremony, everyone 

would get smoked, if you’re sick, you know, you get smoked as well, part of that 

cleansing ceremony. It’s a beautiful experience… it’s not restricted just to First Nation 

people. … It’s got to be done by the right people, …the fire has to be lit by those 

xanthia plant. We make fire by rubbing of the sticks. One of the brothers did it with 

lighter one time and that’s cheating. The ceremony did not work, the cleansing did not 

work, and the right people have to do it. 

First Nation people have lawyers, have doctors, policeman, all that sort of stuff. So we 

have like specific people to do specific tasks in out tribal clan, you know. [people who 

do the ceremony now] don’t have to be Elder… they have to be taught properly you 

know, and be able to start a fire, it’s a spiritual thing too, you know, because you’re 

connecting with spirits you’re warding away spirits. I don’t like getting in that realm 

because it’s yeah, can be dark sometimes, but it’s pretty good. 

We’ve got here things like school sores, pretty pandemic in our society. One of our 

brothers out there, he gets medicine together, bunch of leaves, special leaves, rolls it up 

in lard and gets all the chemical, whatever, goodness out of the leaf, cools it down and 

then rubs it on the babies, on the children’s sores, and it goes away a lot quicker. … we 

get the sap of the bloodwood too, it’s the natural antiseptic, a lot of people don’t really 

know that, and we don’t really want too many people know, o well I suppose we can let 

people know but don’t go chopping threes down for it, don’t abuse it.  
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That’s why a lot of our people won’t talk because they feel like it’s going to be abused. 

Because… like, European people, have only abused our knowledge and worked it 

against us. We haven’t been recognised for half the things we should be recognised for. 

Because our people got knowledge, we’ve got knowledge from way back. And it goes 

back to spiritual connection, back to land. It’s the same with your body, what you put in 

your mouth, what you eat.  

We’ve had lot of our land taken away from us, so we can’t hunt and gather a lot 

anymore… not only the knowledge [is getting lost], the people are dying off, because 

they‘re not used to the European way of living, they’re being forced to eat meat pies and 

crap like that, it’s like McDonald’s, and stuff like that. So they can’t, their bodies are 

not used to it, that’s all. … for instance, alcohol; the alcohol has been in European 

bloodline for 5,000 years, it actually mutates your genes, scientists know that it mutates 

your genes. And that’s the reason why the European people can actually handle the 

alcohol a lot better. First Nation people have alcohol, and we can’t handle it. It’s like 

back in the day when Europeans couldn’t handle it…We only have one generation 

basically, 200 years … that we’ve been exposed to these things.  

[Because of the abuse] and the twisting, the twisting of knowledge, and abuse of land… 

because we can’t go on travelling on land, we can’t go and teach the young people, you 

know, we can’t pass that knowledge on, because a lot of the people passed knowledge 

on by actually walking through the bush… we can’t walk our land, and not only that, 

it’s been knocked down anyway … especially with the mining… all the plants are gone, 

they only plant back 20–50 different species, they knock down thousands of species of 

plants, but they only put back 20–50, but that’s apparently the best eco thing the mining 

people have ever done, you know… you can actually see the old way, when they did 

only used to put back only 2 or 3 species, you can see those areas. Actually going 

through those same mine areas now, you actually go through the old mine track, so 

they’re knocking down all those other ones and putting those 20 in…  scientists reckon 

it’s going to take another 2000 years to get back to what it was… the thing is with 

mother nature, you can abuse it for so long, there is a point where she’s going to bite 

back…  

There is only a few spots now that you can go and get certain plants, and luckily they’ve 

left some of the swamps alone, which is great…  

There always has been [interest in medicinal plants], that’s how European medicine 

came about, they used plants. 
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When the first botanist that came out here, he came out and mapped all the creeks and 

rivers, that’s what his job was, before the English came up. He wrote diaries down, and 

they were hidden for 150 years in his armchair, his rocking chair, and his grandson 

found them only about 20 years ago. And he wrote about this area here… 

Quandamooka People—he described them being like average 6 to 7 foot tall… they 

were built like Greek gods, so they were huge men…  

There is a lot of knowledge there that really has to be let out, it’s not being taught at 

school, they’re scared of it, because it’s too horrific. But for us to be going through the 

healing process, that knowledge has to be led out, no matter how bad it is… it’s 

Australian history, this is the true Australian history… 

First Nation people are part of the land, we’ve got to have our land, we’ve got to be able 

to walk our land, and just hunt and gather you know, because that’s where we get our 

medicine and everything, and our connection to the land, and to the oceans as well…  

To keep your culture, you’ve got to keep your land, connection to the land, and pass it 

on. 

The majority of Australian people are ignorant to that fact, they recognise it, they do not 

believe that it even happened… there is more and more people knowing about it… like 

the prime minister saying sorry, that was OK, but I don’t think he really understood 

what he was saying sorry for. And it’s not about saying sorry, it’s about letting 

information out. Because we’ve got to heal, and people’ve got to know what people 

went through, and are still going through today, that’s the thing they’re still going 

through this crap today… But we are still being controlled, we are still being 

assimilated. Assimilation, that’s such a strange word for me. I feel I became assimilated 

in my youth. I know the best of both worlds, but, if you ask me which world I want to 

see come back or to live in, I reckon it would be the First Nation world and law. If I was 

to grow up knowing that as a young kid, being taught, that’s the thing—you’re taught 

by your Elders, you’re taught be different family groups. Because in First Nation tribes, 

you don’t have just one dad, you might have 15, or 20-odd fathers, and same as your 

mothers. So you get brought up by the whole tribe… that’s how you learn your 

business, that’s how you learn your culture—being taught by everyone.  

All the way growing up when I was a young fellow, we had certain sayings, and certain 

ways or behaviours that [have] basically been with my people…. And we’d do it 

unconsciously, where a lot of the people are First Nation without even knowing, or how 

they treat people, how beautiful they are, you know, you can see… it’s been passed on 
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genetically, we’ve all got that, to hold on to, and let other mob know too, because there 

is a lot of stolen generation out there, and they don’t know where they come from. That 

must be so hard, not knowing your land, not knowing that, you know. I really can feel 

for these people, but saying that there is an opportunity for them to come and be 

adopted into other family, other tribes. There is always that. If you want to go 

somewhere… you don’t know where you’re from, you’ve got dark skin, you know 

you’re a First Nation person, they adopt you in. then you have rights. That’s how we go 

about things, do things, we share…  

I’m an artist myself, and I can understand what you’re doing. And I think it’s a unique 

way of doing your artwork, showing it to the world, and specially and by using 

medicinal plants that’s education. And that’s in whatever form it comes out, you know, 

comes out of whatever education, whether it would art or paintings or medicine or 

whatever, it’s beautiful. That’s what it’s all about; it’s about sharing that knowledge, 

and letting people know more about that knowledge… Mate, all good for you I reckon, 

you’re doing well I reckon; I love your work. 

	  
3. Matthew Burns – from the Nunukul Clan  

	   	  
13	  August	  2013	  
Acknowledgement:	  Matthew	  Burns	  
Photographs	  	  ✓	  

	  
Every group or Aboriginal group would have their (what you would call a) medicine 

man that have good knowledge and wisdom of the plants, remedies, mythological things 

as well so you would have that fellow who took care of all the illnesses, sicknesses and 

things like that. 

…depending on the area, so where the plants that grow here may not grow in the city 

area so you know different methods like that so we might have plants here that grow on 

the beach that can be used for food and medicine, whereas you wouldn't find them say 

in Brisbane  

Exchange, sharing of knowledge, a lot of exchange of necklaces and shells things like 

that we used to trade, medicines… dugong oil… that’s really highly sought after 

through Brisbane groups from mainland… [Researcher asks if dugong oil is still used] 

Yes, but not by everybody, only by certain groups, certain people still hunt, still hunt 

the dugong, still active hunters, mostly their families would use it… 
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There is lots of [of plants] you could talk about, maybe goat’s foot vine used for stings 

from the water, from the sea, stings or sore muscles, boils and things; infections, you 

heat it up an place direct on where you were stung to draw the pain out. Fruit ones like 

the pig face, also is eatable food, and leaves can also be used for insect bites.  

Lots of stuff now is not used much now to my knowledge, medicine and foods are not 

eaten as much either nowadays. 

I still use them now and then, if I’m out and about and I get stung by an insect, I’d use 

them plants if I don't have anything around and if they are available, so like the soap 

bush tree, wattle tree also does similar thing, for like a insect bite. 

…mix it with water and then rub it … yellowy froth comes out and then that’s used to 

rub on where you’ve been stung, so that’s anti-venom for insects. …the wattle tree is 

the seedpods, and leaves on soap tree …white underneath and leathery dark green 

back... it’s all over the place. 

… at the base of [wattle] tree is a caterpillar, a big group of caterpillars, and they hatch 

out, so basically at the same time they are hatching it's the same time the seeds [are out], 

so the seeds are the anti-venom for that caterpillar, can be used for other insects as well.  

…The wattle [is more effective]. I did have a girl in one of my groups, she … got bitten 

by something on her ribs and she had a big red mark, and welts and all that there, and I 

put that on her and, within 20 minutes, it was all gone. So I put actually both of them on 

there. Got to treat it straight away with that stuff; if you don’t, it numbs a little bit but 

not as effective as straight away. 

If I’m on the beach, one of my favourites is passionfruit, stinking passion fruit, it’s not 

actually native…  pig face also it’s a really nice fruit, any berries that I see you know, I 

still eat the berries, when I’m walking around. 

There is poisonous berries that you have to know, like gege beads, they are red and 

black, that were used for abortions. Some cycad palms around, they’ve got poisonous 

fruit on them; they’re edible but have to be cooked for about a week. 

[Discussing plants] They’re getting scarce, getting a lot scarce, because a lot of council 

and that clean up foreshores and things, so they spray poisons on native plants as well, 

so a lot of native stuff gets killed off.  

Obviously [there’s] land clearing as well. If you look at Brown Lake across the road 

where the pine trees are—this is a story the old people told me—there is actually bush 

carrot, I found a bush carrot, it’s very rare but I found it, and, the old people have told 

me it used to be everywhere through there. I found it just near the road, but it was all 
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through the bush area there, which was all gum trees; then they wiped the gum trees out 

and put pine trees in there, so that just kills everything, because needles fall and create a 

blanket and stops everything from growing. ...It is also known as parsnip as well, as 

bush parsnip, but tastes more like a carrot, it’s white colour. … 

Sometimes in funerals, some of the old people go out and collect, you know, flowers for 

the hall for funerals, mostly only for funerals. Whereas years ago, they all used to go 

out, we were still doing it when I was a kid with mother and that, women would always 

go and attend the graves, the old people would collected flowers, bush flowers, would 

get kids out collecting first, so it was … more of a girl’s thing, and it sort of kept the 

community, community of girls together, … it sort of died now, seat around and hear 

the old stories but it’s sort of dead now, it doesn’t happen anymore, it’s sad. 

A good thing about me teaching it is that I keep learning; I’m constantly learning and 

teaching. … It’s more kept in families’ knowledge, there are books as well that the 

Elders put out, bush medicine books. … [I feel] proud I suppose, the knowledge and 

that of the area, gives you pride and stuff, especially when you hold certain keys to 

certain materials like the dugong oil, … very rare oil… 

…bungle fern, that was like staple food for Stradbroke Island people. Mainly Amity 

was one of main [swamp] areas that they collected, Myora springs, because there is a lot 

of springs through, right through from Amity to Dunwich. So there is freshwater creeks 

all the way up there. 

[On the researcher’s artwork] It’s a good idea because it’s such a different art, you 

never see anything, I’ve never seen anything like it. 

	  
4. Elisa Carmichael from the Ngugi Clan 

	  
14	  August	  2014	  
Acknowledgement:	  A	  descendant	  of	  the	  Quandamooka	  People	  	  

	   Photographs	  ✓	  
	  
I know some of the women over here still use the plants to do some weaving, which is 

the ungarie plant… because they were the plants they used for, that’s the reed they used 

for Lines in the Sand [festival] when they did they weaving… . They got it from down 

at Dunwich; you know where high school used to be? They got it out of the swamps 

there … there is a board walk at Dunwich… I think there are some really big snakes in 

there though, there are some tiger snakes in the water. … a lot of the weaving from 

Island here has been lost, the traditional style, so it’s nice to try and find it again. 
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I feel like it [medicinal plant knowledge] might have been more family-oriented 

knowledge. … I think it might just be that it’s not practised as much anymore. 

I know that, when I just did that residency with UQ, a lot of it was about how global 

warming and humans have changed a lot of the plant life at the moment. And these 

plants that Aboriginal people used to use for medicine use and foods and what not, they 

are, like a lot of the plants have died away and have been affected, and they are not as 

strong anymore. But I am not sure if that’s the same about the Island here… I don’t 

know, I could be wrong. 

I feel like it’s more like a personal interest. It just depends, like everyone has different 

interests, people kind of come over here to do different things and read different things, 

but I feel like if people are personally interested in nature and hear about medicinal 

plants, they are more inclined to research it and find out more about it. 

I think it would be important for more people to be aware of the uses, just as natural 

remedies. 

I guess I feel really at home here, and I feel in touch with the land, and especially like 

after travelling and that kind of thing, coming back here, I felt, yeah, I felt really at 

home. You have more of a relationship with the land when you read about these plants. 

… It’s funny because over in Europe, the flora over there is really maintained and tidy 

and clean, and then coming home to Australia it’s wild! [laughs]… I think [being away] 

I was craving nature as well, because I was living in the middle of a big city. Mum and 

dad posted [the booklet on medicinal plants] to me [to make artwork of the plants]. … 

I’m going to start a whole new series. I got the big book, the Flora of North Stradbroke 

Island, that’s going to be my next project.  

[On the researcher’s artwork] I think it’s great, and I love the way you’ve got the little 

videos, the time-lapses, so people can see how the plant naturally decays, I think you’re 

doing a great thing, top job.… It would be good to … sometime, if you send me a list of 

the plants you are working on, and I could make a body of work about those plants, and 

we could exhibit it together, your take and my take of the plant.  

	  
5. Aunty Rose Borey – from the Gurumpul Clan 

	   	  

23	  August	  2013	  
Acknowledgement:	  Aunty	  Rosie	  or	  Quandamooka	  Elder	  
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Grandfather McKenzie… he knew so much about plants and things…  He used to come 

here all the time, and he was really the only person really interested in Aboriginal staff, 

because (this was after Paul Tripcony), but people, well, all they were concerned was 

trying to survive and look after their children and work, and they had to forget all about 

that sort of thing, and it’s only because our father took us kids into to the bush that we 

sort of knew a bit more about it, you know. 

He was the only one [McKenzie], he used to make little boomerangs for the kids 

because he was full blood, and he was very strong,… it’s a pity we never looked after 

them, now that he’s gone, because nobody else worried about that sort of thing then… 

What about people who passed in the last few years, my older sisters and people like 

that would have been able to tell you a few things, but never mind… 

See, you’ve got to spend time in the bush looking and seeing all these things…  it’ll 

come out in the spring, we’ve always called it sarsaparilla [Hardenbergia]. It is the 

most beautiful thing, I just love it, when we were kids we used to look for it you know, 

because that’s all we kids did in the spring we used to go out in the bush picking 

flowers and stuff. We used to take a bunch for out teacher on Monday.  

Everything is so overgrown, we used to see it everywhere. And, you know, when there 

is bushfires, they burn a lot of stuff down, and when they do, the bush goes so thick and 

wild… I’ll see if it’s still there, but it used to be everywhere, it used to, you know, up 

the grass trees, I think it was growing amongst the … I should have [a] photo of it 

somewhere, but I used to love it... since we were kids, we used to go for that one… 

[Researcher asks its use for blood clearing] No, see by the time we came along… no, 

they really never passed anything on, like the old people, even my dad you’d think he 

would’ve because he was always in the bush, but now I can’t remember anybody saying 

anything about that but we used to call it sarsaparilla…  

I’ve always been interested in the bush, you know, we just played in the bush all the 

time, and that was really the happiest days, we were very lucky really, you know, and 

we used to think how poor we were, because that was the thing that Aboriginal, it was 

the mind thing, because we were Aboriginal we were poor. But oh, when I think back…  

we did [have a beautiful childhood], we had good parents that looked after us, there 

were 10 in our family and I was youngest of 7 girls and there were 3 boys, I had a 

younger brother, and my sister used to say, they used to take us out for flowers and 

stuff, the only time we were in houses its when we were in bed… Everybody walked 

everywhere… 
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I think that’s why people go, when they used to come before, come into the island, they 

used to go bezerk you know… because they think it is was an island… you can just 

drive everywhere and fast, that sort of thing, out in the bush, but that’s different now, 

they’ve got to protect it, … I always keep saying to the girls, my daughters work at the 

camping thing, they should put out leaflets about the land, tell them, they just can’t 

come and leave their rubbish. People used to just come and dump their trucks, and strip 

them, just leave them there, rubbish and stuff, you know. So it might be more, 

controlled a bit more now, but that used to annoy me. See, that’s what happens when 

people don’t know the bush and don’t grow up in it. All the people, you know, that have 

been in the bush, they just have the best respect for it, and you meet many people like 

that. 

And taking the things away off the island, and stuff like that. So many plants and ferns 

that people just can’t leave along [take away from the island], I don’t think there is too 

much left. [Orchids]… were really abundant, just as you go out to 1 Mile, where the 

little houses are, on the left hand side. See the fires must’ve wrecked them. We could 

get them anywhere along there, and down in that swamp. I think because the fires they 

get overgrown, they might handle one fire but not many, they just can’t, you don't see 

them as you used to, was a shame, but anyway there must be a couple there. 

When we were teenagers there was no work here for young people, so a lot of them, 

especially those from out in a mission, as soon as they turned 14, they had to go work at 

the stations and work you know, like jackaroos. And the girls used to have to go to learn 

to cook and all that sort of stuff, whatever they wanted them to do. And some went as 

domestics to Brisbane, find a family. If they found a good family, they just used to treat 

them like their own family, you know. And I never really heard anything really bad 

about people like that. Because they would be like solicitors, and maybe doctors, things 

like that, you know. So, yeah, they all managed to work to look after themselves, and 

work, you had to work. They’d visit, come home and go back. 

I’m Gurumple [clan]. I don’t know, everybody spells these things… Have you seen the 

maps of all the tribes? The Nunukcal and Ngugi they’re the two big ones. But we are 

part of mainland and half of Stradbroke. I think it goes up to the Brisbane River.  

You mostly hear about those two big, you never hear… Have you been to the library at 

Cleveland? Oh, it’s beautiful. …Craig did the painting of the two snakes, and it’s on the 

glass, go and have a look, it’s beautiful. But I said there should be three snakes…  
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Megan [Cope] is sort of related to me… her mother was telling me about it [her painting 

at GoMA], I have to go and see it. Gloria was telling me about it. She’s done really 

well, Megan. She had a little showing we went to up in the middle of the City. Oh, look 

the paintings she did, she must’ve sold a lot, you’d be interested in them… My daughter 

had to go and buy one, didn’t she. That was really unique. …Her mother is my niece. 

Gloria’s mother and I were sisters. We see a lot of each other.  

… you’ve got to look at it all on paper to understand it all. You have to find some 

family trees… It’s the only way, I tell everybody when they ask, you know, you really 

need to look at the family trees, and put them together, and it’s easier then. Because 

they get confused when you try to tell them. It’s all right for us, because we’ve lived 

here all the time, we know each other… We know the basic ones, but all the young ones 

have moved away, have other families… so if they want to find out, it’s up to their 

parents to tell them. I keep telling them do your family tree, you know. 

I doubt it, I doubt it [that people still use plants for medicine] (…) See when there was 

no doctors and things like that, I can remember my mother used to get this weed. There 

was a big cow yard here, they had a dairy, and she had boils and that, and she used to 

get us to go and to pull this staff. I used to have it in my yard but I never see it, because 

it was very close to where the dairy was. And she used to do something with that, and 

that’s the last I’ve ever heard… I only know by looking at it … it must have come from 

somewhere else, … [used] to put on boils… we used to eat lots of mangoes, I used to 

have a … on my leg… they used to put soap and sugar on it to draw the thing out, but 

that’s the only thing we ever used. I can’t remember any other thing…  I’d remember if 

I saw it. I don’t know if it’s still around, because people use weed killers and all that 

stuff, it was a bit of a nuisance if you had it in your yard… will let you know if I see it, 

I’ll pull it out or you can come and look at it. See everything has been changed and 

bulldozed…  I’ve never seen anybody else do anything with it, but that was what she 

did. That’s the only thing. In the ʼ40s, it was more of a general knowledge throughout 

the people, you know, it would have been part of growing up; everybody would have 

known about it… it would be shared…  

…they used to use … strips of bark to sort of make bandages I think, strip it down... 

[paper bark] I think so because they take all that airy bit out, when you get to that part, 

it’s really thin and almost like a bandage you could wrap around, … there must be 

something in that, there is so much, and it’s a shame that they didn’t talk about it but, 

like I said, everybody had to work and the families were concerned about getting on 
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surviving more or less, keeping up with whatever, with so much change, you know.… 

[Plants] are scarce, because so much machinery is gone into the bush even where the 

wild flowers used to grow, it’s just all ruined really you know. And when machinery 

goes into the bush… they spread the seeds and, its amazing, like in the normal wallum, 

what you call wallum, the bush, you could walk through it, and you could ride horse 

through it, but when I look at the bush today, it’s only because of the machinery, they 

just spread those seeds and it’s just so thick [you can’t walk through it]… yeah, 

everywhere is the same, really you look along side the road next time you go out and 

see how thick those trees are, that’s not natural. 

And then when the fires burn it, they seem to grow thicker than ever, especially the 

lower bushes and stuff, you know. I think I’d blame the machinery for it all, because we 

used to look for a certain little, we used to call it coral fern, and there were only certain 

places you could get it, but now it’s sort of everywhere. I see it along the road, and it’s 

just, you know, and that’s just like a little wild plants and stuff, but everybody used to 

go, you could go out in the swamp it’d grow that high, and lovely and green, you’d get 

it mixed with the flowers and things like that, but no, not the same. There were plenty of 

swamp and places that people never touched really you know, people walked or you 

rode the horse, and they were like that for a long time. Lot of places we used to get 

flowers aren’t there any more, that’s the sort of thing that happens I suppose. 

I can remember seeing once, when these old people lived on the mission, these flowers 

used to grow quite close, and they used to pick them and make bunches, and when the 

steamer Otter used to come twice a week they’d bunch them up and go down the boat 

just get a couple more extra shillings I think, you know, because some of them didn’t 

work, the older ones. They used to make baskets out of the reeds, my granny used to do 

it, and sell them for whatever, then they all went away, they closed the mission down, 

some of the people died, some went away to Brisbane. And my cousin and I went out 

there once—well! I was so sorry I never had a camera because it was just like a 

beautiful garden, and I can still see it in my mind today. It was so lovely! Then after a 

while, it got wild, they’ve got to be grown in the clear, they have to you know, they 

won’t grow when it’s a thick bush, the natural environment, they like that, sort of part 

sun, part shade … so after a while, sad to say, it just became overgrown. But people 

didn’t like them picking the flowers, but I tell you what, they just branched out, made 

them so beautiful. These beautiful dark pink boronia. Anyway, we were just lucky to be 

there to enjoy it. You know, the kids today they haven’t got that here, that’s probably 
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what’s wrong with them... Everybody did it, took the kids out. We used to love it; we 

used to just walk everywhere—on Sundays mostly. 

You keep going you’ll find out a bit more [about the plants]… [share stories] because 

you like the bush and that sort of thing. 

You don’t realise when you’re little and you’re running around wild and that, but it just 

grows on you. When you grow up, you realise you know, how lucky we were. … 

We used to have these other little berries called mijam berries, … but it was more like a 

play thing. They come out around Easter, they get the fruit. They just really grow 

profusely in this place. So, that was a fun thing for us kids to do. Some of them grew 

close, then others, Amity was a place [where] the real big ones used to grow down there 

for some reason or other, the fruit was just so big, you know. [Researcher asks about the 

colour of the berries] They’re funny motley little, pinky little, they’re only little, they 

have a real sort of a… spicy taste about it. There were a couple of other ones we used to 

get. That’s all we were interested in the little fruits and flowers, and what you could eat. 

[On current interest in medicinal plants] I don’t think they know about it, anybody that 

knows anything would’ve read it out from a book, that’s all, if there is anything there. I 

don’t know whether they’d go in for that that, you know. Even the rangers, I don’t know 

whether they, because they’re all young, they wouldn't [have] grown up with it. 

[On medicinal plants] All the better, it’s important, isn’t it, that’s if they can find 

anything. 

See there was all sorts of vines and things too. And Bern, my daughter, used to work at 

Queensland uni [University of Queensland] at the Anthropology Museum, and she used 

to work for this Dr Lao. And he was interested in trying to find out. We learn so much 

from this archaeologist and from people like that. Because she was there, we often went, 

and when they came here we’d go with them, how lucky can you be! Sometimes my 

husband, when he was alive, well we’d go on our own thing and go down there with 

them, oh, which I loved of course!… But he was trying to find out this vine that 

Aborigines used for catching dugong in the old days before the ropes and that came 

along. And there was a vine, I don’t know whether he ever found out or not, but there 

probably was, he just needed the right person, you know. My father, they probably 

would have known about it. All those men, they were such great bushmen, you know. 

So he was always trying to find out what they used in those days, because you were 

weren’t allowed to spear the dugong or shoot it. They used to just let it drawn or 
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whatever. So, and then of course the dugong oil, you know about that, how important 

that was. 

[On Stradbroke] Oh well it’s always, you just love it you know. The older you get, the 

worse you get with it [knowledge], you just love being there, because we can’t wait for 

Christmas when everybody is off, on holidays, we can’t wait to go out, we have a sort 

of camp spot out there.  

So all this stuff would have been just incidental, if you found out about it you found out 

about it, if somebody happen to mention. It was the same with the history and that, you 

know it was so hard, because they didn’t talk, unless some by accident and you’d hear 

stuff, I learned a lot like that, from this old Aunties and that, they didn’t seem to want to 

talk, well it was sad time in a way, you know, people were taken away and really 

upsetting. The more important thing was to look after your home and your children, so, 

but we had enjoyed ourselves, we used to swim all the time. We just practically run 

wild here, us kids, but you could get oysters, and fish and stuff like, you could go 

fishing, and mud crabs, and stuff like that, you know, so they never had much money…  

[On the researcher’s artwork] It’s a good idea, and it would be good if you could have a 

little showing or something… make sure you advertise it, so people, you know, find out 

about it through the Respite and those sort of places… organisations and things like 

that, where Margaret [Iselin] is. 

It’s just a shame that, that sort of thing was really just incidental in our lives, and it was 

just by luck that you might find out something you know, but like I said, we were more 

interested in flowers and the little fruits and things… 

I think we just inherited it from our parents. Being Aboriginal, see we’ve got like 

Portuguese and my other, I think English grandfather was half-cast came from Noumea, 

and see we had that, I think between the two it just made the difference to you. And you 

know, full-blood Aboriginals, they just know so much, they just instinctively know 

about the bush and stuff, you know. You look at people in the Territory, how they live 

up North, they can just live, they know all that sort of stuff, they know what to do. 

There was a TV program when this chap was in the Army, and he spent a lot of time up 

there, I can’t think of his name. And he used to go with these Aboriginals and he 

practically lived with them, and they just told him so much. I don’t know if there ever 

was a book about it, but just looking at it on TV, and he became friendly with them, and 

they trusted him and everything like that.  
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And this, Bernie’s boss, he was up in the Solomons for a couple of years living up there 

with the people, and got to know them, was interested in that, and he was really into it 

and that, you know, and people and even like Catholic priests that used to live with 

those people … anybody who lived with Indigenous people they just had the most 

respect for them… 

I went to Alice Springs when the pope was here in 1986, and there was this group of 

people who came down from up the Bathurst Island up that way, you should hear the 

priest talking in their language! Honestly, and they used to follow him and be with him 

all the time, so it was, you form close relationships. And I think you have to live with 

people and spend time with them to do things, find out things… See Tom Welsby, I 

don’t know if you know about him, he spent a lot of time here… he was interested in 

finishing, and it was only through him that people, we’ve learned a bit about out there. 

So Myora [Mission], and things like that, and they trusted him and he was good to them. 
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Well, I know there is that herb that grows ([it] is like more as a weed more than a herb) 

is the Penny royal [corrected to pennywort] that grows here, that people have talked 

about that, that’s been used for medicinal purposes. And I just know that but I can’t, 

that’s come up over more recent years, but in what context I really can’t give an 

answer… it’s been shown to me at 1 Mile… I can’t tell you what the remedy is, but 

that’s medicinal… That only came up when conversation was happening in the last 10 

years or so, … for them to bring it up, it must have been handed down somewhere there 

along the way, otherwise, you know, it wouldn't have been discussed. 

The thing is, what happened, the ones that lived this culture, that lived, older ones that 

are around today, but in a sense probably lived in a different cultural community to a lot 

of them that stayed in the bush…  

Unfortunately, if you were to do this 10 years ago, you would have Elders that would 

have more knowledge than I suppose some of them that are around, you know. 

There’s a couple I think of know now, they were the ones that would have understood. 

Aunty Rosie—she’s one I would consider… I have a lot of respect for her knowledge… 
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If we didn’t have our own history, that’s written by non-Indigenous people; for 

example, Welsby’s diary… we wouldn’t have that history. And it’s used extensively, 

…even within our Native Title stuff …and yet people say well that’s written from that 

person’s perspective, and you know, history is always recorded through the eyes of the 

[writer]… first thing is delivering the message…  

…when you come to medicinal, when you look at the knowledge shared freely, I do 

think that perhaps there, generally speaking, the knowledge isn’t here what you are 

doing it about. Where there is knowledge of other things, not so much medicinal. One 

other thing I suppose, they talked about a red berry that is on a vine here, that’s a berry 

that has something to do with being a [form of] birth control. 

In terms of relationships between plants and different use of medicinal plants, well, I 

suppose that whole thing with medicinal plants depends on the environment around 

them. I mean if you go into the desert area, I’ve heard them talk about different plants 

there that don’t grow here, for whatever reasons. I know there is one person [who] was 

taken, who lived not here but lived in Brisbane region, who’s passed away since. And 

she was taken out to the desert area right to the centre there, because of particular 

medicinal products that were available to be able to positively use.  

Dugong oil, it’s something that I’ve grown up with a very sound knowledge of. I’ve got 

it in my fridge at the moment, for more than one… not particularly for medicinal 

purposes, but I know within my family it was used, but more for spiritual connections. 

I’d like to just parallel something here, anyone who is of Christian faith knows how 

they use oils for particular ceremonies and baptism, in sacramental ceremonies, in the 

church I belong to when death happens, you know, final blessing that’s used in, other 

sacraments of the church. And, likewise, here it’s used. I know within our family was 

used when people have respiratory problems, rubbing on the chest and so forth.  

But I can give an example of a story, and I have permission without quoting the person, 

and this story has been used a couple of times. There was a baby here on this island 

many years ago, who was diagnosed by the doctor with meningitis, meningococcal, and 

the doctor at the time said (I’m talking about a long time back), said that that child had 

this terrible, terrible problem and they could do nothing for the child, also there wasn't 

the research that we've got now, and said to mum the child is going to die…and the 

grandmother went home with the mother, and the mother [and] day after day, after day, 

they rubbed that child down with dugong oil, that person is in their ʼ60s now, you 

would know her; she lives on this island. It is an amazing story, an absolutely amazing 
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story, I suppose when you talk about medicinal, you’re talking about you know areas 

physically, spiritually. And I think it’s a fair statement to say that the dugong and 

particularly the mullet were the health food of this nation…  

While it’s not distinctively a plant out there, we can’t put aside, the medicinal side of 

our food here, you know. And no doubt about it, the dugong, and I would like to think 

that you’ve considered the healthy wellbeing that came out of eating the mullet. I 

suppose you’re talking in general about medicinal plants, but you know, do you think of 

that, do we think of that as just physical or do we think of that as spiritual connections 

of it too? 

What about these days, months, years, watches, about this time measure that we have in 

Western society? The only thing that created a timeline for Aboriginal people was the 

environment: the moon, the stars, the days, the nights. And on this island it wasn't like 

now, how can you take seriously that 1st of December is the beginning of summer? And 

then autumn, and winter, and spring. Look at the weather. Here there is a certain flower 

on this island; they know that when that flower comes out that the mullet are going to 

come, trying to get fed. 

They know that when the westerly winds blow, which is always in the winter or cold 

months, they know where they’re going to go and catch the Taylor [fish]. Where the 

mullet shelter, the mullet glut would be. So you know if you think of this as general 

health, holistic health, you can't separate that spiritual and physical, I reckon; I feel 

strongly about that. 

The people never ever deplenished the land; we were named as nomadic, but why? 

Because we always moved around with the signs of nature to see—this is where you’ve 

got to go and get this and this where … and always you only took what you needed for a 

meal not like now, look what it’s done to the bay, of people taking stuff and destroying 

it for their own selfish greediness. 

Well, I think let’s be real, what accessibility you’ve got to the biggest part of the island 

at the moment… 

There is a local interest happening here, I suppose, if you want to think medicinal 

plants, there is a lady here is desperately trying to… the eucalypt, there is lot of 

emphasis on that, on the eucalyptus and the tee tree. I mean the eucalyptus, you know, 

these are the things—why do they put eucalyptus into respiratory, cough lollies and 

stuff like that? How do we know how important that was? And the tea-tree, well, that’s 

used for bites… There is somebody here that is keen, there is a conversation in the 



 167 

community, in terms of capacity building in community, this is an area that has been 

talked about, but I don’t think there has been a direct move made yet. There is a vision 

there, but not a practical movement. I think a lot of it is at the moment that we are at 

these crosswords with QYAC and Cultural Heritage, and trying to sort out… To be 

honest, the ILUA, Indigenous Land Usage Agreement, has not been honoured in 

accordance with Native Title handover, so there is a lot of issues there. And if the 

mining, which has been predicted by this current government now, is allowed to stay 

open, that is going to destroy more and more and more to access to the areas where 

these are going. 

I’d love to know more about [medicinal plants].  

This place, given the background of the community here, dealing with the current crisis, 

here now, we need to preserve what we’ve got here. These things you're searching for, 

they can be resurrected, if we can get, in some ways, even if we need to go back and 

research other communities and come back and find out what we’ve got here. 

I love the island… I just think that we’ve got so much potential here, and it’s a matter of 

our building capacity in the community with the physical resources to help push this 

staff, you know. 

I think [the researcher’s art] is good; what I would suggest is maybe the possibility, 

when you have the actual plant, like the pig face, like you know Elisa’s done on the pig 

face… I suppose I’d be inclined to combine Western and...  to emphasise the 

importance of art and education, it is really important. 
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I do know of people on the island that use traditional plants for medicine, and I use 

some myself. There is the Xanthorrhoea, the black boy tree, its sap is good for relieving 

tension. The pig face from the beach it’s a good antiseptic, good for sores, but the fruit 

is good for relieving tension in your head also. The soap tree, you know, the tea tree 

good antiseptic. You know, the beach spinach good vitamins, good for skin rush also.  

[You can get advice from] some of the Elders, yeah, definitely, they’re old, they’ve got 

the age and experience and they know what they’re talking about, some of them. … a 

lot of the old ones still hand that knowledge down or use that knowledge themselves.  
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I think there is some of the knowledge that some families keep to themselves and there 

is some general knowledge some Elders that they will talk to anyone who goes and asks 

them not just in their own clans, yeah, or their family. 

As a community, you know, all of that information would have been shared, once upon 

a time for the good of the community. But these days, with a lot of the families 

separated or divided, you know, along the lines, obviously people wouldn't be sharing 

information with other people… Some may not share information because knowledge is 

power; if they hold that knowledge that power is to them, that’s how some people think. 

The pine tree, the cypress pine, the white cypress … that’s a very significant tree 

spiritually, as are all of the trees and plants and animals, they all got a particular 

relevance to people. How the relevance is qualified it’s up to each and every individual, 

it’s like the carpet snake, everyone has a thing with the carpet snake because it’s a 

legendary, you know, story and belief attached to the carpet snake, but the fish are same 

thing, the mullet, or the parrots. It just it goes across the whole spectrum, of all the 

cultural, natural resources; they are natural resources but cultural resources also. 

[On burning /cleansing] It’s a ritual and ceremony kind of thing. There is no big ritual 

or big ceremony to it, but it’s a ritual in itself, you know, when you're making a fire, 

you’re building a fire, you know, you might use the grass, dead leaves to start with, the 

pine, the oak, if there is banksia there you burn the banksia, and there is a bit of gum 

there. And in doing so, you’ve burned those four or five different plants, and released 

the carbon, and that smoke that’s in them; you know certain plants, you’ve heard of 

smoked water? How they make smoked water and release on plants to help the plants 

flowers open up, and that kind of thing, or seed germinate, people are the same, the 

Indians, the American Indians have smoke baths so it’s the same thing, because it is 

cleansing it does something to your skin… that smoke wafting over, there is stuff in that 

smoke, it’s cleansing that’s right yes… I can’t totally understand it but I know that there 

is something in it… 

And I think not knowing why is part of it, you don’t really know why you doing it, you 

know there is a reason to do it, you’re compelled to. I know from growing up what 

wood is good to burn, what wood isn’t, what wood you don’t throw in the fire because it 

spits or it doesn’t smell good. But it does go often to this spiritual realm, you know, 

which, who can explain it, you know it’s a part of the inner psyche, you don’t know 

why you’re doing something but you do it, you don’t know why [you] breathe, you 
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don’t consciously breathe, you just breathe. It feels right, you do it because it feels right; 

it’s just something you do. 

What I do see it’s that the bush is out of balance, and that the populations of plants in 

the bush, there are some plants that are too dense in the bush, and strangling the other 

plants, and when the fire comes, they make the fire in that part of the bush too hot and 

the other plants get burned, and then they are the only plants that grow back, so there is 

a lot of that dynamic in the bush. The bush is out of balance. 

And I think mining has had to do a lot with that, you know by the replanting and seeds 

get spread by the birds, … because the rehabilitation they plant a lot of one plant 

because those plants quickly stabilise the dunes or stabilise the sand and that, and that 

plant takes over, escapes into the bushland, and that becomes dominant in the bush. 

I think some plants are less abundant, and I think a lot of the plants are threatened 

because of the fire hazards and mining too. 

[On using and testing plants for medicine] Definitely, yeah, obviously that whole 

process has to be very strictly managed, but definitely, because if there is medicines 

there that can help people, we should know about them, we should be able to share 

them, you know. 

Well, if there is knowledge that our people don’t want to share, then obviously they 

won’t tell you. So I think for instance the stuff that I told you I don't have a problem 

with you sharing that knowledge because it’s harmless. Not unless you know, it could 

be dangerous, you know, you could tell somebody and they could tell somebody and go 

on and on and on and next thing everybody coming here is grabbing a bit of that plant, 

and that is dangerous. And I’d have to consider that. But I think that what I told you it’s 

pretty much, there is nothing too secret. I don't think anyone is going to start tearing into 

the black boy trees to get to the sap because its the benefit you know, like, just go and 

take an aspirin you know, like there is no super drug there. Yeah, that’s what I think 

about it, yeah. 

	  
8. Mikaelah Alley from the Nunukul Walker Family 

	  
17	  February	  2014	  
Acknowledgement:	  Mikaelah,	  Extended	  Member	  of	  Walker	  Family	  

	   Photographs	  ✓	  
	  
I know of local people that still use the plants; they still have knowledge of medicinal 

plants on the island. Like out there, we have the bloodwood tree, and we use that for 
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purifying our blood and for boils, and we also use it on our dogs if they have cuts, or 

they’ve been fighting with each other, or they have a run in with the kangaroos they 

chase. It heals them up good, closes the wound up and yeah heals it nice and well. 

When we find a bloodwood tree, and with something sharp or heavy, we’ll use 

something sharp, and just bang the sharp object until we reach where we can see the 

blood sap coming up, and then, we just keep hitting it a bit more until it bleeds and 

weeps. Then we allow that to dry, and then we crush that into a powder and we place 

that into the wound. And if we want to purify our blood, we just maybe put a bit, we put 

a couple of crystals, place it in our tea, mix it in and drink that as well.  

In the day, there would be [a person to seek advice from] but at the moment we’re all 

sort of feeding off each other, and getting … answers off the Elders. Like we’d go see 

Aunty Margaret Iselin or ask one of the other older ones, yeah, there is also Joshua, and 

a few others, people that’ve got knowledge about the land and the plants, so its always 

accessible, the things you want to find out. Yeah. 

There is a little ball on the end [of a bracken fern frond]—you can crush that up and 

when you start to feel the moisture, you can place that onto where you got bitten. I can 

remember I got bitten as a kid by, I think it was, a red ant, out at Moongalba, and my 

brother had just recently shown my little niece the plant, and she was so sweet, she run 

off and brought to me a couple to put… on the ant bite, so yeah, she was cute.  

More people wanting to know more about the island and its culture, and everything I’d 

say. There is more people want[ing] more knowledge. Which is good you know, the 

more people get educated it’s harder for it to die out I suppose. 

I think that… anything that keeps the culture alive, I think it’s positive. I guess that’s 

the main thing is to keep the culture alive… 

Because it’s [the researcher’s artwork] is educating people as well about what plants can 

do and where these plants come from, which tribes use them, and where we’re from so 

it’s all knowledge. Knowledge and education, and that’s a positive thing so I think it’s 

all great. 
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APPENDIX F 
 
 

• Research-Related Activities 
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Date Activity Type Title / Venue / or Other 

Information 
Involvement 

19 April–26 
May 2012 

Group Exhibition; 
Queensland 
Festival of 
Photography 
Event 

Six By Six  
Redcliffe City Art Gallery 

Core Energy 
series, 2012 

March–May 
2012 

Artist-in-
Residence  
Schools Program 
& Exhibition  

TreeLine: People, Art, Science, 
Nature, Sunshine Coast 
 

Art and 
Environment 
Workshops 
facilitator with 
Primary and High 
Schools 

30 May–8 July 
2012 

Artists and 
Students’ 
Exhibition 

TreeLine, Caloundra Regional 
Gallery, Qld. 

Exhibition: 
Essence Series 
2012 

Aug 2012 National Science 
Week Display 

Environment and Nature, 
Innovation and Technology 
The Ecosciences Precinct (ESP), 
Dutton Park Qld 

Biochromes and 
video Display 

Aug–Oct 2012 Art Awards 
Exhibition 

Sunshine Coast Art Prize, 
Caloundra Regional Art Gallery, 
Qld 

Finalist 
Sesuvium 
portulacastum… 
antifungal... from 
the Core Energy 
Series 2012 

Sept 2012 2012 ACTS 
Sustainability 
Photography 
Competition 

12 International ACTS 
Conference, Brisbane Convention 
and Exhibition Centre 
 

3rd Prize 
Eucalyptus 
resinifera… 
antiviral… (red 
mahogany) from 
Essence Series 
2012 
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29 Oct 2012 Conference Postgraduate Mini Conference, 
QCA Griffith University, South 
Bank, Qld. 
 

Paper 
Presentation: 
Drawing On A 
Biochrome 
Process, 
Indigenous And 
Scientific 
Accounts Of 
Australian Native 
Medicinal Plants 
To Produce Visual 
Art 

2 Nov 2012  Symposium Cultural Research Postgraduate 
Symposium, Griffith University, 
Gold Coast, Qld 

Paper 
Presentation:  
Drawing On A 
Biochrome 
Process, 
Indigenous And 
Scientific 
Accounts Of 
Australian Native 
Medicinal Plants 
To Produce Visual 
Art   

21–23 
November 2012 

Conference Positive Feedback Loop: 	  
Conference for Creative 
Collaborations, Queensland 
College of Art (QCA), Griffith 
University  

Paper 
Presentation: 
Biochrome: Decay 
and Australian 
Native Medicinal 
Plants in a Visual 
Art Practice 

 Exhibition Positive Feedback Loop, 
Browning Street Studios 

Exhibition: 
Lilly time-lapse 
2012, Enrapt 
2011, projection  

March 2013 Symposium Waterwheel World Water Day 
Symposium, Project Gallery, 
QCA, GU, South Bank 
 

Artwork Display 

March 2013 Presentations Research Information Sessions on 
North Stradbroke Island, QYAC, 
& Moreton Bay Research Station, 
Dunwich 

Presentations:  
Australian 
medicinal plants 
in experimental 
photography 
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31 May–2 June 
2013 

Conference Balance-Unbalance: Art + 
Sciences x Technology = 
Environment/Responsibility, 
Noosa Qld 

Delegate 

May 2013 Virtual Exhibits International Women's Exhibit 
2013 

Participant 

10–14 April 
2013 

Exhibition  Work in Progress, White Box, 
QCA, Griffith University, South 
Bank, Qld. 
 
 

Solo PhD 
Confirmation 
Exhibition 

8–19 May 2013 Exhibition Afterimage, ANCA Gallery, 
Canberra, ACT 

Solo Exhibition 

23 May 2013 Display and 
Presentation 

Art of Diversity, Sustainable 
Minerals Institute Diversity Week, 
University Of Queensland 

Presentation of 
current research  

15–25 June 
2013 

Art Festival 
Artist-in-
Residence 

Nature First, Lines in the Sand 
Arts Festival, Point Lookout NSI, 
Qld. 
 

Solo Exhibition & 
Artist talk at the 
NSI Historical 
Musem, Outdoor 
Installation & 
Collaborative 
Performance;  

12–16 August 
2013 

National Science 
Week Display 

Environment and Nature, The 
Ecosciences Precinct (ESP), 
Dutton Park Qld 

Works from the 
Core Energy and 
Essence series, 
and biochrome 
time-lapses 

2014 Artist in 
Residence 

100 Futures Now, grade 8 Art & 
Design Excellence, Kelvin Grove 
State College 

Workshops 
Facilitator, 
Exhibition 
Assistant 

21–25 April 
2014 

Conference Photography & Fictions 
Queensland Festival of 
Photography (QFP) International 
Conference, Brisbane Qld 

Paper 
Presentation: 
Time-Lapse as 
Metaphor in 
Biochrome 
Photography 

22 April–10 
May 2014 

Solo Exhibition Unfolding Rhythms, QFP, The 
Hold Artspace, West End Qld 

Unfolding 
Rhythms Series 
2014 

19 June 2014 Café Scientifique 
Display 

Draw me a Discovery, Art and 
Science Collaborations, UQ 
Science Communications studies 
event, Bleeding Heart Café, 
Brisbane City 

Medicinal plants 
biochrome prints 
and time-lapses 

22–29 June 
2014 

Art Festival Artist 
in Residence 

Hot Island, Lines in the Sand Arts 
Festival, Point Lookout NSI Qld 

Collaborative 
performance Flux, 
Mooloomba 
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Other Research Outcomes: 

 

Lectures / Workshops/ Artist talks: 

QCA, Griffith University; Queensland University of Technology;  

The Gap State High School, Amanda Marga River School Maleny; Kawana Waters 

State College, Kelvin Grove State College; Logan Art Gallery;  

Reserve. Art 
workshops. 

17–22 August 
2014 

International 
Congress Display 

Art and Science, The 29th 
International Horticultural 
Congress , The Brisbane 
Convention & Exhibition Centre, 
South Bank, Qld 
 

Biochrome prints 
and time-lapses, 
including the 
Unfolding 
Rhythms Series 
2014 

12 Sept – 19 Oct International 4th 
Biennale Ars 
Polonia 

All Corners of the World Will 
Come Together, The Opole 
Contemporary Art Gallery, Opole, 
Poland 

Exhibition of 
selected works 
from current 
research; 
performance with 
Miho Iwata; artist 
talk. 

31 Oct–21 Dec 
2014 

Solo Exhibition Ogrod, Hayward Fine Art, 
Algester Qld 

Selected works 

19–23 Nov 2014 Group Exhibition  Photo Compendium Launch and 
Exhibition, Spot81, Sydney NSW 

Exhibition and 
publication of the 
Core Energy 
series 2012 

Jan 2015 Photographic 
competition  

Blue Flask. Pictorial Value of 
Photography 1914/2014, The 
National Museum in Wroclaw, 
Poland 
 

Corymbia 
gummifera 
(bloodwood)… 
bactericide… 
2012 

June–July 2015 Collaborative 
Exhibition  

Habitat: Artworks & Stories of 
Pine Rivers Gardens, Pine Rivers 
Art Gallery, Strathpine 
 

Project 
coordinator, 
exhibitor  

August 2015 Group Exhibition Cast by the Sun, Brisbane – 
Philadelphia exchange exhibition, 
The Hold Artspace, West End / 
tbc in Philadelphia Sept 2015  

Exhibition of new 
work  

 July–August 
2015 

Teaching QCA Art Infield Project with 
students on North Stradbroke 
Island / & Exhibition 

Tutor 

Sem 1: 2013 – 
2015 

Teaching QCA Experimental Photographic 
Techniques 

Tutor 

6–20 August 
2015 

Teaching QCA Gold Coast Introduction to 
Photo Media 

Visiting Lecturer 
and Tutor 

Sem 2, 2015 Teaching QCA Darkroom Project 
QCA Photo Technologies: Process 

Tutor 
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Redcliffe City Art Gallery; Caloundra Regional Gallery; The Consulate General of the 

Republic of Poland, Sydney; Quandamooka Yoolooburrabee Aboriginal Corporation 

and Moreton Bay Research Station, North Stradbroke Island (NSI); ANCA Gallery 

Canberra ACT; The Hold Art Space, West End Qld; The Opole Contemporary Art 

Gallery, Poland; NSI Historical Museum, Dunwich; Pine Rivers Art Gallery, Strathpine. 

 

Publications / media:  

Barrass, Judy. 2012. TreeLine at The River School. Sunshine Coast: Back Studio.  

Buziak, Renata. 2014. “Biochromes and Healing Plants: Transdisciplinary Studio Research.” 

Studio Research Journal issue 2 (July): 44–55. 

———. 2014. “Unfolding Rhythms.” Common Ground issue 2 (December): 6–16. 

http://www.commongroundjournal.com/issue02/. 

Hobson, Stephen. 2015. “Presence and Boundaries in the Garden.” Habitat Exhibition 

Catalogue. Brisbane: Rough Paper Press. 

Kersey, Bob, and Mary Meyer. 2014. Photo Compendium Australia II. Northgate Qld.: 

Black Mountain.  

Marsh, Simon. 2015. “The Absolute Authority of Authenticity.” Panoptic Press, January. 

http://panopticpress.org.au/?page_id=2341. 

Martin-Chew, Louise. 2014. “Ogród (The Garden).” Ogród Exhibition Catalogue. Brisbane: 

Hayward Fine Art. 

Positive Feedback Loop Exhibition Catalogue. Brisbane: Browning Street Studios. 

“Preserving the Beauty in Decay.” 2014. Plant Curator. October. 

http://plantcurator.com/preserving-the-beauty-in-decay/. 

Renata Buziak: Unfolding Rhythms. 2015. YouTube video, 15:38, uploaded by Panoptic 

Press, 14 January. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=avfAUQUTtb4&feature=youtu.be. 

Sunshine Coast Art Prize 2012 Exhibition Catalogue. 2012. Sunshine Coast: Sunshine Coast 

Council. 

Woodrow, Ross. 2014. “Aesthetic Essence of the Biochromes.” Unfolding Rhythms 

Exhibition Catalogue. Brisbane: The Hold Art Space. 
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Appendix	  G	  

Reproductions of works of art submitted for the degree 
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Core Energy series 2012 

1. Abrus precatorius… poisonous, an abortifacient… 61.2 x 50cm 

2. Parsonsia straminea… medicinal… 61.2 x 50cm 

3. Sesuvium portulacastrum… antibacterial… 61.2 x 50cm 

4. Sesuvium portulacastrum… antifungal… 61.2 x 50cm 

5. Sesuvium portulacastrum… antioxidant… 61.2 x 50cm 

6. Hardenbergia violacea… (native sarsaparilla) 61.2 x 50cm 

 

Essence series 2012 

7. Eucalyptus tereticornis (blue gum)… antimicrobial… 134 x 93cm 

8. Corymbia gummifera (bloodwood)… bactericide… diptych 86.6 x 230cm each 

9. Eucalyptus resinifera (red mahogany)... antiviral… 126 x 97cm 

10. Eucalyptus tereticornis… stimulant… 56 x 34cm 

11. Eucalyptus tereticornis... expectorant… 56 x 34cm 

12. Eucalyptus tereticornis… repelant… 56 x 34cm 

13. Eucalyptus tereticornis… antiseptic… 56 x 34cm 

14. Eucalyptus tereticornis… therapeutic… 56 x 34cm 

 

Unfolding Rhythms 2014 

15. Carpobrotus glaucescens… anaesthetic… 120 x 90cm 

16. Leptospermum semibaccatum... insect repellent… 120 x 90cm 

17. Sesuvium portulacastrum… antibacterial…  II 120 x 90cm 

18. Carpobrotus glaucescens … anaesthetic…  II 120 x 90cm 

19. Melaleuca quinquenervia... antiseptic… I  50 x 50cm 

20. Melaleuca quinquenervia... antiseptic… II  50 x 50cm 

21. Melaleuca quinquenervia... antiseptic… III  50 x 50cm 

 

Time-lapses 

22. Ipomoea pes-caprae / Carpobrotus glaucescens / Ipomoea pes-caprae 2014, 

10:22 min, soundscape by Vanessa Tomlinson 

23. Sesuvium portulacastrum 2013, 1:58 min 

24. Sesuvium portulacastrum 2014, 3:30 min  

25. Melaleuca quinquenervia 2014, 3:30 min 
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