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Abstract
This doctoral submission is comprised of two parts: a studio research component in
the form of North of the Border – a book of photographs and interview-based
narratives – and an exegetical dissertation that speaks to the ethical, conceptual,
methodological and practice frameworks informing the studio outcome. Both were
made possible by the collaboration of eight lesbians, currently middle-aged, who lived
in Queensland during the years of Joh Bjelke-Petersen’s government and who were
willing to participate in a project in which they would be named and photographed in
documentary and portrait modes; in which they would share their personal memories
as well as their current feelings; and in which they would share photographs from
their personal collections that refer to their histories and the histories of others. How I
have drawn on and rethought theories of documentary photography, and thus how I
have undertaken my photographic practice during the project, has been informed by a
range of feminist and queer theory. My methodological choices have been reflexively
shaped in response to the intersections between those theoretical terrains. A central
aim of my documentary exploration of these eight situated histories has been to value
and give agency to middle-aged lesbian women.
I began this documentary research project in 2008. First I had to find a number of
lesbian participants willing to go on the visual and narrative record about the
question: “What was it like living in Queensland during the particularly conservative
socio-political era of the mid to late twentieth century and how do you interpret that
experience to have contributed to who you are today?”
The research was envisaged from the outset as a transmedia documentary project,
with a mixed methodological framework in mind (photo elicitation, video interview,
documentary photography) and an ethical approach that quickly moved beyond a
photojournalistic code of practice (NPPA 2012). As the fieldwork progressed, I began
to exhibit the work publicly – first as a series of four short videos in the Prejudice &
Pride exhibition at the Museum of Brisbane (2010), then as a longer-form video at the
Stepping Out: A Selection of Current Practice by Postgraduate Visual Art
Researchers at QCA Griffith University exhibition at POP Gallery (2011). I then
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began to test the still photography in exhibition spaces. In 2012 I tried combining
photo elicitation text with images. In 2013 I had a solo exhibition of images without
text at the Brisbane Powerhouse. This last exhibition and the feedback I received from
the thousands of visitors, helped inform the way in which I would produce the final
submission. I decided on a book, North of The Border: Stories from the A Matter of
Time Project (2014).
These decisions occurred progressively as the work I was producing and the literature
I was reading engaged me in a dialectic that helped me to refine my project. I realised
early in the fieldwork that as an insider, I could not in any sense operate as a
bipartisan, “objective” observer. This recognition materialised in the visual approach I
was developing, out of necessity, in order to remain true to the participants and to
myself in the interchanges that were occurring. In the process of fieldwork and
exhibitions, and through a lengthy literature review, I have developed a feminist
ethical and conceptual framework that addresses both the applied methodologies of
fieldwork and the resulting aesthetic, in its finished form: the book, North of the
Border.
Exploring what Elspeth Probyn (1996) describes as the “interrelation of history, place
and sexuality,” this research posits a new approach to insider documentary practice in
photography through a particular reading of situated lesbian space and its ambiguities.
By documenting each participant’s experience in photographs and through personal
history, and in its accompanying theoretical/exegetical dissertation, the project
advances a repositioning of the experience of being a middle-aged lesbian in the State
of Queensland now. The work argues for a counter-narrative of Queer as an ontology
rather than as an act of subversion.
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Introduction
We are standing in the back section of Ros Prosser and her partner Veronika’s
property in the Adelaide Hills, inspecting the new additions to the forested glen that
Ros has planted over the years: blackwood, river red gum, yellow gum, she-oak…
The trees are Ros’s choice and her doing. A Queenslander in exile, she planted them
to remind her of home, a place she is pulled to but can never reconcile herself to
living in again. Ros asks me if I know how to plant an Australian garden. “You just
get a handful of seeds, and you throw them,” she says, waving her hand towards the
trees. “What grows is what you get.”
Histories, documentary and representations
In the introduction to Hidden from History: Reclaiming the Gay & Lesbian Past, the
editors write, “For a century, research on the history of homosexuality has been
constrained by the intolerance of governments and academics alike” (Duberman,
Vicinus and Chauncey, 1990: 1). Though written in 1990, and pertaining to exclusion
from more Eurocentric histories, this statement still holds in relation to lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer historical research worldwide. Despite a
major effort on the part of queer studies and feminist scholars, and on the part of
community activists, to reclaim this history, and despite the (still unusual) efforts of
mainstream historians to include aspects of queer histories in history more generally,
it remains the case that “the history of homosexuality” is more obvious by its absence
than by its presence. Recognising that the histories of individuals are central to any
reclaiming of the history of any group, I have chosen to concentrate on several
individual histories.
The documentary research that I have undertaken over the past six years is specific to
historical understanding of lesbianism in a particular period in Queensland and
Australia. I documented the stories of eight women who experienced living as
lesbians in Queensland during the mid- to late twentieth century, using video
interviews, audio interviews, photo-elicitation, diarist’s notes, historical and presentday photo documentation and portraiture, as well as inviting participant
8

interpretations of the images I chose and made during this investigation. All of these
supported and enabled a circular hermeneutic approach for me as a participant
researcher. There is no question that my body, my subjective experience, my
commitment to the community I was documenting were strongly implicated in the
research. Thus, there can be no claim made for this research as “objective”. On the
contrary, it makes a strong claim for its subjective engagement.
Two texts create the foundations of the ethical framework that informs this research;
The Ethics of Ambiguity, and The Second Sex (de Beauvoir 1948, 2011). Written over
sixty years ago, Simone de Beauvoir’s works provided the foundation on which much
of modern western feminist theory – in the form of ethics and philosophy – is built.
Critical to this research is Margaret A. Simons’ (1999) argument that de Beauvoir
delineated existentialism from a nihilistic course by forming a system of ethics. In
other words, de Beauvoir defined meaning as being situated, historical and personal.
This work validates and privileges lesbians, lesbian relationships, lesbian culture and
the middle-aged lesbian body. Visually, it is particularly informed by queer theorist
Jan Zita Grover who writes that “much of our current self-representation has been
effected at the expense of our sexuality, or at any rate of its representation” (1996:
350). Grover observes that lesbian sexuality has been the principal signifier of
lesbianism in mainstream art, and some queer art, and that this has contributed to the
creation of a “tautological identity” according to which lesbianism is identified only
via depictions of sexual activity (ibid: 357). To counter such sexualising and
objectification of the lesbian body, many lesbian-made photographic images of
lesbians in the 1970s and 1980s downplayed sexuality and thus, in Grover’s analysis,
did not invite consideration of lesbians as “whole” people (ibid). Grover provides a
powerful argument for a more comprehensive visual account of lesbianism. My work
documents lesbians not only as sexual identities, but also – perhaps more so – as what
Grover situates as “social-essential” identities (ibid: 364).
My strategies of documenting lesbians in the frequently banal activities of day-to-day
life could no doubt prove aesthetically problematic. While the “signs” of lesbianism
may be identifiable to other lesbians, to a proportion of a non-lesbian audience the
works might appear to be little but snapshots. However, I strongly agree with Grover
that “unless we begin to understand the complex constraints on lesbian photographers
9

in the face of both subcultural and mainstream values and practise, we run the risk of
dismissing their work as ‘unadventurous,’ ‘old-fashioned,’ ‘not-on-the-cutting-edge,’
and other art-in-a-vacuum pronouncements” (ibid: 361). I am relying on viewers to
recognise that the everydayness, the social and cultural ordinariness, of many of my
settings and subjects could be precisely what makes them significant. I have also
made my own recognitions about the likely nature of the audience for the studio
outcome of my doctoral research. Martha Rosler writes, “there is no use in trying to
pin down photographic or cultural meaning, outside a context of reception” (2004:
217). I have come to the conclusion that the book North of the Border, produced in
collaboration with the participants, is overtly intended for a lesbian or queeridentified/allied audience: for my participants and their friends, and for other lesbians
and their friends/supporters. That is, it is unlikely that people who are not sympathetic
to the project’s aims will encounter the project’s studio outcome, and if they do, their
responses are of considerably less concern to me, and my collaborators, than the
responses of those for whom it is intended.2
Because this is the first visual documentary research to simultaneously explore the
historical and present-day realities of Queensland lesbians, I feel a strong ethical
motivation to remain as truthful and respectful to the participants and their stories as I
can be. This research is collaborative in its production. Further, I have sought
feedback from all participants and from other members of the LGBTIQ (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, inter-sex and queer) community in testing my own
interpretation of the data (visual, audio) and its publications, including the images and
text in the book. The participants have also been consulted about how they are
represented in the dissertation.
There is a great deal of trust and negotiation involved in documenting these women so
intimately. In doing so it has been important to be at all times mindful; to avoid acting
in what Simone de Beauvoir describes as “bad faith” (1953/2011) by, for example,
letting my ego drive the work to a pre-formed conclusion or one that might shock or

2

I am aware of a range of critical commentary questioning the value and values of documentary
photography, including that from significant writers such as Susan Sontag (1971, 2003), Abigail
Solomon-Godeau (1995) and Martha Rosler (2004). However I believe that the collaborative nature of
the book in itself counters such criticism while it is clear that the project has value for the community it
involves.
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titillate an audience, so gaining attention for myself, not agency for my subjects and
their stories. Similarly, however tempting it can be in the context of Queensland’s
relatively recent past, I have avoided the kinds of cynicism that can too easily inflate
the politics of the work at the expense of the opportunities it provides for historical
insights and present understandings.
The decision to employ the mixed methodologies of documentation used in this
research was made in order to engage the intended audience – especially older
Queensland lesbians, the LGBTIQ community more generally, and their friends – in
an immersive reading of the work. It reflects my desire to represent the subjects as
“whole” people, and to investigate the concept of lesbianism as a “social essential”
(Grover: 364) identity rather than a purely sexual identity. For the same reason,
during the project this research has been exhibited as short video documentary pieces
and as social documentary photography. I have established a Facebook community
page: Queensland Stories: Research Project (2010); a blog, Queensland Stories
(2010), and a website, A Matter of Time (2013), to encourage audience interaction
with the project. I used crowd-funding Pozible (2013) to pay for the mounting of the
solo-exhibition, “A Matter of Time”, at the Brisbane Powerhouse in 2013. In these
ways I am committed to transmedia applications to disseminate my arts-based
research practice. Transmedia – in this case video installations, gallery and online
photo exhibitions, interactive social media, and traditional print publication – give
each mode of media its space (literal or virtual) to engage with an audience, to
encourage the audience to participate as stakeholders in the narrative, and to engender
each mode of media with its own narrative that contributes to an over-arching though
not complete, story. That is, while I am submitting a book of photographs and
narratives, and a dissertation, towards a doctoral candidature, the practice outcomes
from this project contribute to an open text that has been dispersed across a range of
sites, and I also envisage a documentary film as a post-doctoral undertaking. As Jill
Walker proposes, such “distributed narratives … explode the work altogether, sending
fragments and shards across media, through the network and sometimes into the
physical spaces that we live in” (2004: 1). Just as history must be an incomplete text,
subjectivities are always in process, and identities cannot be fixed, so my practice in
addressing gaps in lesbian histories in Queensland positions itself as incomplete,
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partial, but opening itself out to further narratives, further representations, further
understandings.
Conscious of the oeuvres of social documentary photographers like Nan Goldin and
Catherine Opie, I have asked myself, “is my work hard-edged enough?” As suggested
above, I think it is probably pretty radical. In addition to photographs provided by the
women themselves in relation to their personal histories, here are my pictures of these
lesbians, not in sexual performance but in everyday activities, in the lesbian domestic
space. They all defy the mainstream depiction of lesbian sexuality, designed for the
male gaze or presenting a mitigating homonormative tableau. These women are
middle-aged, not engaged in sex play, and not performing for an audience other than
themselves and those with whom they share their space (including me, the friendbecoming-photographer or the photographer-becoming-friend). We do not see images
like this in mainstream media, nor, as will be discussed, in much of LGBTIQ media.
The images may appear banal, but they are not constructed to fulfil heteronormative
or homonormative scripts. How readers (straight or queer) make meaning from these
images and the narratives that accompany them will be based on their lived
experience: as Roland Barthes puts it, “a text's unity lies not in its origin but in its
destination” (1977: 148) and, as Rosler reaffirms in relation to visual images, the
viewer derives the meaning (2004). Nevertheless, it is my hope that those who
encounter these images and stories will find that they come into contact with a certain
richness and insight in and through the experiences they convey.
All of the participants in the research have recalled incidents or periods in their lives
in Queensland in which they experienced physical and/or psychological
“homophobia-related violence” (Ford, 2008: 89) and censure by heterosexuals. My
research takes the position that “homophobia-related violence results from
‘interactions between regimes of sexuality and gender’” (ibid). As Ruth Ford argues,
this is a point that is “often subsumed by sexuality in studies of homophobia”, but we
need to acknowledge that homophobia “cannot be separated from gender and power”
(ibid). For the participants in this research, it is clear that questions of gender and
power are never far removed from questions of sexual preference, sexual identity and
sexual desire – that the interactions between all of these have been and still are in play
in their daily lives.
12

Despite this common experience of homophobic discrimination, which frequently
seems to have been intensified in the conservative political and social climate of
Queensland, each participant remains a Queenslander. This research explores the
ways in which each woman has sought to define her own space and sense of
belonging in the hostile state, and state of identity, of Queensland.
Politics often ride shotgun in queer narratives. There are politics embedded within
some stories, and it would certainly be remiss to suggest that this project has no party
political salience. The project can be read as a critique of the ways in which broader
conservative politics play themselves through into the everyday lives of citizens.
However, and much more importantly, the project can be seen as a product of a
particular politic that acknowledges and gives agency to those who find themselves
outlaws in relation to heteronormative hegemonies, because in the context of these
women’s lives, simply being is a politic.
The intention of this project is, through the “interrelation of history, place and
sexuality” (Probyn, 1996: 20) to give voice to those who experienced living in the
Bjelke-Petersen era of Queensland and who know how that socio-political history
affected and continues to affect them. It is intended to give agency to those who
haven’t yet spoken their stories, that they may find a part of themselves within these
stories. This project affirms that even in particularly adverse climates, in this case,
mid- to late twentieth-century Queensland, it may be possible to find a space in the
world, to belong – although that belonging could be by choice and/or necessity
“outside belonging” (Probyn, 1996).
As already noted, there is a dearth of research specific to Queensland lesbian history,
and to date, no visual research documenting the historical experiences of Queensland
lesbians exists. Unlike other countries, such as America, Canada and England, where
visual and oral histories of queer culture are researched more rigorously, Australian
research has not yet yielded a similar bounty of historical and contemporary research.
The Museum of Brisbane exhibition, “Prejudice & Pride: Recognising the
Contribution of the LGBT Communities to Brisbane” (2010), to which four short
four-and-a-half-minute video installations from this research were contributed, was
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the first exhibition for a major museum in Australia to focus on LGBT history, and
therefore played a significant part in beginning to redress the absences.10This research
is also personal. I am a Canadian-born lesbian who first lived in Queensland in early
1989 while on a working-holiday on the Gold Coast. My initial experiences were
largely negative – I found most Australians I met or saw on TV to be racist, sexist and
homophobic, so I hung out with Japanese surfers and Polish refugees instead. This
pushed me further into the closet and precipitated my own exodus home to
Vancouver, after six months in the “Sunshine State,” in order to find the lesbians and
myself. Ironically, I moved back to Queensland in 2003 with my Australian partner,
and now teach and research on the Gold Coast campus of my university.
In my professional career as a photojournalist, I have published lesbian-related stories
(both photography and writing), including the lesbian history of the Czech Republic
(Girlfriends Magazine, San Francisco, Faulkner, 1999: 22-41) and the queer history
and scene in Prague (Time Out: Prague, Faulkner, 2002: 207-211). I was the first
“out” queer journalist in Canada to write a queer column in a “straight” weekly
publication, Terminal City, Vancouver (1993 – 2000).. The column, entitled “Grrrl
Trouble,” also involved a foray into an autobiographical comic strip (see Appendix
2). I have covered the Little Sister’s bookstore’s landmark legal challenge to Canada
Customs and contributed to the related book, Restricted Entry, Censorship on Trial by
Janine Fuller and Stuart Blackley (1995), with a foreword by Jane Rule, and
contributed to the subsequent documentary, Little Sister’s vs. Big Brother (2002)
written and directed by Aerlyn Weissman. I therefore approach this research project
as an activist and as a personal stakeholder in the stories published from it (stories
gathered for the research mirror my own experience in growing up and discovering
my sexuality in the Bible belt of Southern Alberta and as an activist in Vancouver).
Since migrating to Australia, I have met a number of Queensland lesbians who have
lived extraordinary lives. The women I have spoken to present a view of the
conservative rule of post-World War II Queensland up to the end of the Joh BjelkePetersen era (1987) and also of “the phenomena of Pauline Hanson and her One

10

The exhibition also won the Museum and Gallery Services Queensland (M&GSQ) 2010 Gallery and
Museum Achievement Award (GAMAA).
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Nation Party” (Moore, 2002: x) that straddles the twentieth and twenty-first centuries,
and that has contributed to a different sense of Queensland lesbian experience,
compared to New South Wales or Victoria. Queer historian Clive Moore suggests that
these Queensland experiences are “far more typical of Australia, than Sydney and
New South Wales” (ibid) but declines to venture further into the question of how the
“Joh era” defines the queer experience in Queensland. Lesbian histories in general
have been hidden (Duberman, Vicinus and Chauncy, 1990). That being so, bit by bit,
histories of lesbian Queenslanders, such as that of early twentieth-century medical
practitioner Dr. Lilian Cooper (the first female doctor in Queensland) and her partner
Josephine Bedford, continue to be pieced together from fragments scattered through
State Library, newspaper and service organisation archives by bloggers (The Foto
Fanatic 2010) and academics (Moore 2000) alike. Research on Queensland lesbian
history is led by a handful of women – notably academics Belinda McKay (2007) and
Shirleene Robson (2010).
This is my contribution to redressing the balance.
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Methodologies: a primer
While at the heart of my work is a recognition that there needs to be a coherent
relationship between concepts, theories, methods and practice it has nevertheless
become obvious in the process of structuring this exegesis that I need to elucidate the
main methodological decisions I have made. Other questions of method, along with
questions of technique/practice are dealt with throughout.
The methodologies I draw on for this research are also used by visual researchers in
the social sciences: anthropologists, ethnographers, and sociologists for example. In
my documentary practice I operate as a participant observer and as an insider
researcher.
Participant observation is the research method of observing as a participant in the site
of the research rather than as an outsider – it is a method of visual data collection
widely utilised by sociologists, ethnographers, anthropologists and documentarians.
Anthropologists John Collier Jr. and Malcolm Collier state that, “it is awkward and
sometimes impossible to stand back aloofly while making human records” (1986:
102). In their visual fieldwork Collier and Collier observed that, after a period in
which participants got used to the camera, many spontaneously “began acting out
particularly gratifying or significant elements of their lives” (ibid).
Czech-Canadian documentary photographer, Iva Zimová, describes her often-used
participant observation methodology:
I like to stay with the people of the region I am visiting; live with them,
eat with them, work with them. I just can't jump into their lives, make
photos and leave. I must become comfortable with them - I need to be
accepted by the community or by the family I stay with. Then I can take
the pictures. (2007)
Australian photographer, William Yang, used participant observation for his series
Sadness, which was transformed into a film for the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation by Tony Ayres (1999). Sadness is a two-part documentary performance
piece about Yang’s cultural heritage growing up in North Queensland, and his
experiences coming out and living through the devastating AIDS epidemic that
claimed many of his friends, including his ex-boyfriend, Allan. I attended a panel
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discussion at the University of Queensland Art Museum at which Yang spoke of
Allan’s willingness to be photographed. “He let me photograph him to the end. It
meant that I wasn’t rejecting him.” Yang argued for documentary, especially of
people near death, because “people wanted their stories told”(presentation, 2007). Of
the contribution his work made to the LGBTIQ community, Yang said, “the
photograph is like a mirror – it’s a kind of mirror saying, ‘this is it – can you handle
it?’” (ibid).
Both Yang and Zimová gain access to their subjects not just as participants, but as
insiders. Insider researcher Jodie Taylor writes that through intimate knowledge of
our subjects, we can produce more perceptive accounts of them (2011: 1). Yang
documented his own family and his friends. No doubt his status as insider contributed
to the access he had, especially during the AIDS epidemic, during the beginning of
which mainstream media was very often less than empathetic and therefore
unwelcome in affected communities. Zimová is herself a refugee. She escaped
Czechoslovakia in 1982 and sought asylum in Canada, where she earned a BFA in
photography in Montréal. Her documentary work focuses on the daily lives of
displaced and marginalised people, the very victims of war, civil strife, famine and
disaster that attract mainstream photojournalists hunting for the “money shot” on the
frontlines but seldom venturing behind the scenes. Zimová blends in with her
subjects. On several occasions in Prague I saw her melt into the scene, while I
struggled self-consciously as the outsider.
As an insider researcher, with my cameras I document my subjects during everyday
activities. Collier and Collier write that the value in photographically recording
“social interaction and process” (1986: 91) is that the camera “freezes” the details of
the day-to-day for “later definition of relationships among different elements that
might well escape the unaided observer” (ibid). This is a technical description that
does not acknowledge the affective dimensions involved in the making and reading of
the photographs. My work is about affect.
I use depth of field and elements of composition such as angle of view and camera
viewpoint to communicate the content and contextual elements of the photographs –
little fragments of the world – much in the way a writer frames her world by the use
of carefully selected and positioned words in order to convey meaning. Howard S.
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Becker proposes that “the statement the image makes – not just what it shows you,
but the mood, moral evaluation and causal connections it suggests – is built up from
those details. A proper ‘reading’ of a photograph sees and responds to them
consciously” (1974: 7). It is this reader or viewer ‘response,’ that promotes dialogue.
The purpose of this research is to promote dialogue around the stories of lesbian
Queensland women. As documentary photographer Eugene Richards says, “the whole
idea that we all subscribe to is that you take pictures in order to promote
dialogue…You put material out there in association with writing or positioning in the
world and it prompts dialogue” (cited in Watson 2005: 52).
I use video interviews as a vital element to contextualise the dimensions of the
research. Each participant is interviewed in an area contextual to her story (her home,
a favourite park, etc.). Visual ethnographer Sarah Pink writes that video,“ invites
informants to produce narratives that interweave visual and verbal representation. In
doing so they reference familiar everyday narratives and practices that are in part
visual” (2004: 62). In conducting video interviews with participants, I intended that
viewers would be able to read the visual and emotional content, which would further
contribute to a richer contextual interpretation. Although I have not made video
documentary as an element of my final submission, I did make use of video footage
during the work-in-progress exhibitions and of course made close use of the videos in
my editorial work for the narratives in the book. Anthropologist David MacDougall
writes that filmed interviews convey the spoken information and also “unspoken
information about the contexts in which they occur” (1998: 117). According to
MacDougall, they, “allow the speaker to describe their subjective experiences of past
and present events, while simultaneously we interpret the emotions and constraints of
the moment” (ibid). Each time I returned to the video interviews during my editorial
work, these kinds of interaction with them proved invaluable. For example, in
interviewing participant Mel Jones, it is not just the stories that she recounts, but the
emotions in her voice, the expressions on her face and her body language (how she
holds her hand, strokes her arm while talking, etc.) that further contexualised her story
and emphasised for me the elements of it that she considered particularly significant.
Video interviews are, though, constructions – performances to the camera. Sarah
Pink proposes that “we are usually dealing with performances whether in interview or
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participant observation” (2004: 65). I completely agree with this assessment of
documentary. There are, however, degrees of performance that I observed in the
documentary process, in my use of video and still photography. For example, during
video interviews, participants respond to a set list of questions, sometimes with
deviations, but with a degree of control as to how much information they will
disclose. But, the video interview with Mel Jones is a different Mel from the audio
interview we did in a more casual setting, with nothing but a cup of coffee and a
notebook between us. In the latter situation she was more candid, more “herself.” In
the video interview, however, while certainly not appearing inauthentic, Mel
projected a different, less candid, almost coy version of her self. In the video I
produced for the Prejudice & Pride exhibition at the Museum of Brisbane (2010),
Mel’s tone of voice can be heard to shift in candour according to throughout the
dialogue. This video interview is an authentic recording of Mel Jones’ response to the
interview questions, and also to the presence of the video camera. Lucien Taylor
posits that, “reflecting on one’s life is an integral part of living it.” According to
Taylor, “performances staged for the camera may have affinities with those that
people put out for themselves – and the performers may be no less true to themselves
for it” (cited in MacDougall, 1998: 5).
I have formed the view that, in the course of the documentary process, the degrees of
performance I thought I witnessed from the participants reflect the inside-outside of
how the participants may choose to perform their corporealities in the everyday.
Photo elicitation – literally, participants looking at their own or supplied photographs
for the purpose of eliciting memories – was incorporated in my research methodology
to ‘prompt’ memories from participants, via a familiar activity “similar to viewing a
family album,” allowing the “strangeness of the interview” to be averted (Schwartz,
1989: 151). Donna Schwartz writes that during photo elicitation, photographs “trigger
multiple meanings dependent upon the experiences of the viewers,” and that “what is
considered significant may take the ethnographer by surprise, leading to unexpected
revelations” (ibid: 143). I certainly experienced this effect/affect during my work with
the women using photo elicitation.
I have used these mixed methodologies because they not only contribute to a richer
set of outcomes and thus richer potential reading of the research, but they also
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contribute to my transmedia practice. A transmedia story-telling methodology has
been successful in fiction, for example in science fiction with director Ridley Scott’s
adaptation of the Philip K. Dick novel, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep (2010)
to produce the Blade Runner film (Brooker, 2009: 84). More recently transmedia
practice has been adopted by documentary: the late Tim Hetherington and Sebastian
Junger’s documentation of an American troop in Afghanistan resulted in an Oscarnominated documentary film, Restrepo (2010), a book Infidel (Hetherington, 2010)
and a photographic exhibition of the same name (Sue Steward, 2014: 46). Transmedia
documentary practice benefits from the as yet largely unregulated landscape – at least
in the democratic world – of digital space in that narratives can be published,
unpoliced, in multitudes. The sophistication of interactive software like Isadora, and
the development of digital 3D illustration, mapping and printing, all present new
possibilities for dissemination of information and its engagement.
The objective of this project is to open out histories that have been largely
overshadowed and homogenised. The subtleties that are evident in North of the
Border could only eventuate if the approach to the research was itself subtle enough
to allow that. My mixed methods and multi-layered processes enhanced the potential
for each woman’s experience to emerge in its singularity.
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Queensland Lesbians in Context
The singular lived experiences of each of the eight women who are the focus of this
work need to be contextualised in relation to the historical circumstances that
impacted on their lives – on the opportunities they had, the ways in which they
understood their experiences and the choices they could or could not make. One
aspect of this historical context is the discursive construction and subsequent
treatment of homosexuality, and the subset of lesbianism, in the West – a history that
has been documented in various ways by a range of scholars over the past fifty or so
years such as Lillian Faderman (1992, 1999, 2006) Michel Foucault (2008) and
Hanne Blank (2012). Considerably less well documented is the history of lesbianism
in Australia, while when it comes to that history in Queensland, absence and silence
greatly outweigh accessible historical information. It is also important to acknowledge
that these eight lesbians who identify as Queenslanders share with their Queensland
contemporaries personal and cultural histories marked by the unusually deep and
widespread social and political conservatism that characterised the state for much of
the second half of the twentieth century.
Queensland is not only unique geographically in comparison to other Australian
states, but the historical swings in its politics between radicalism of the left and of the
right have been particularly marked. The birthplace of the Australian Labour Party in
the late nineteenth century, in the first half of the twentieth century Queensland often
supported socialist politics and policies, yet during the Bjelke-Petersen years it was
frequently referred to in the southern states as ‘The Deep North’. The history of those
conservative decades continues to cast a long shadow in terms of politics and cultural
values. I want to investigate the state of Queensland in terms of its geography and
socio-political history, but I also want to explore it as a state of mind, of experience,
of culture. To the extent that this question can be addressed given the limitations of
this study, I want to ask, what is it to be a Queenslander, and in particular, what is it to
be a Queenslander and a lesbian?
In contributing to knowledge of the histories (past and present) of lesbian experiences
of being in Queensland and Australia, I argue for lesbianism as an ontology, rather
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than an act of subversion, an ‘other’ to heterosexual women, or a minority within a
field of sexual otherness.
Homosexuality in History
Because the history of homosexuality has been denied or ignored, omitted
in formal historical instruction and given no place in the family-centered
oral traditions available to other disenfranchised groups, gay people’s
hunger for knowledge of their past is strong. (Duberman et al., 1990: 12)
Researchers of homosexual histories must often look for hidden signs and symbols to
rediscover a history that has been subject to systematic erasure. This erasure is
frequently seen as beginning with the translations and (mis)interpretations of works
by the Greek poet, Sappho (Greer 1995)16 and was still occurring with the first
English translation of de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex by H.M. Parshley (1953), a
translator and editor who was not a philosopher but a botanist. Parshley not only
omitted over 100 pages but often stripped the words of their philosophical intent with
translations such as “woman’s life today” for “l’expérience vécue”, when the more
literal and accurate “lived experience” would be much more appropriate (Borde and
Malvany-Chevallier, 2011: xx). It took until 2011 for a new English edition to be
published. Translated and edited by Constance Borde and Sheila Malvany-Chevallier,
this reinstated the lost pages and reclaimed de Beauvoir as philosopher (ibid: xix).17
Active discrimination continued throughout the second half of the twentieth century,
often in bizarre ways: during the McCarthy era in 1950s America, lesbians were
routed out of military service by strategies such as infiltrating women’s softball
teams, “since lesbians were thought to be attracted to athletics” (Faderman, 1992). In
the contemporary period we see, for example, Russia’s current, ambiguous legislation
inflicting fines on anyone suspected of “propagating” homosexuality, transsexuality
and paedophilia (Alekseev 2011). In Queensland, there has been the cessation of
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While she is said to have written in the 6th century BC, we cannot accurately know what Sappho
wrote or even who she was. The original material is written Aeolian-Lesbic Greek. The papyrus
manuscript, eroded by time, was found in a dump. In any event, the poetry was probably transcribed
from oral tradition some generations after it was composed. How can we claim her as lesbian when we
cannot know whether she existed as a single human being or whether her work was a composite of
many poets? Then there is the issue of meaning shift in language over time. Given all this, our grasp of
Sappho and her poetry is tenuous at best.
17
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde & Shelia Malvany-Chevallier
(London: Vintage Books, 2011).
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AIDS prevention-related education and service funding for the Queensland
Association of Healthy Communities (QHAC); the proposed bill to criminalise
surrogacy arranged by homosexuals, singles and de facto heterosexual couples
together for less than two years; and the repeal in 2012 of state-sanctioned civil
unions by the newly elected Liberal National Party (Calligeros, 2012). Whether
occurring over millennia or legislated in contemporary parliaments, erasure and
discrimination reinforce the dominant, heteronormative historical narrative.
Without a critical historical framework to reference, it is difficult for researchers,
activists and everyday non-heterosexuals to address issues that affect them. While, as
Duberman et al argue, “gay history helps constitute the gay community by giving it a
tradition, helps women and men validate and understand who they are by showing
them who they have been,” it also demonstrates “that personal sexual behavior is
never simply a private matter, but is always shaped by and shapes the wider social
and political milieu” (1990: 12-13).
Homosexual behaviour has existed for as long as recorded history. Its persistence in
Western culture in all kinds of social conditions is underscored by the fact that,
despite the dominant “Puritan” religious mores of colonial America, there are records
of homosexual behaviours among men and women from seventeenth-century New
England court documents (D’Emillio, 1992: 7). Most modern research argues that
Western homosexuality, as an identity, developed sometime in the modern era due, in
great part, to industrialisation and the free-labour system that evolved from it, which
presented opportunities to identify as and form communities around homosexual
behaviour. In more agrarian socio-economic contexts, it was more common for
homosexual people – even those who practised homosexual behaviours – to continue
to live within the confines of heteronormativity, often marrying and having children
in order to keep farms productive and in the family. Mass migration to the cities
consequent upon industrialisation, produced new models of community and increased
opportunities for anonymity – a key ingredient to homosexual identity and lifestyle
(Duberman et al, 1990: 9; Faderman, 1991)
In The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, Foucault gives the categorisation of
homosexuality an exact date – 1870, following Carl Westphal’s famous article on
“contrary sexual sensations”, in which it is described as less a way of sexual relation
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than a “certain quality of sexual sensibility, a certain way of inverting the masculine
and the feminine in oneself” (cited in Foucault, 2008: 43). More recent research
reveals the words “homosexual” and “heterosexual” were used as part of a sexual
taxonomy (along with “monosexuals” to describe those who masturbated and
“heterogenits” to describe those who had sex with animals) posited by journalist and
liberal writer, Karoly Maria Kertbeny in 1869 (Greenberg, 2007: 63). Anti-sodomy
activist and lawyer Karl Heinrich Ulrichs used the term “homosexual” to describe
others like himself, who he also called “Uranians,” to denote a third sex (ibid). In
Straight, the Surprisingly Short History of Heterosexuality (2012) Hanne Blank
positions Kertbeny as the creator of the terms “heterosexual,” and “homosexual”.
Regardless of its multiple possible origins, by the late nineteenth century, the term
“homosexuality” had appeared as a companion to the equally new term
“heterosexuality” as part of a taxonomical method established by liberals who sought
sexual equality. Despite those good intentions, “homosexual” quickly replaced
“sodomite” as a descriptor for an abject form of behaviour. Further, as Foucault
observes, “sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a
species” (2008: 43).
Foucault recognises the extent to which various “species” of sexuality became
familiar:
…the nineteenth century and our own have been rather the age of
multiplication: a dispersion of sexualities, a strengthening of their
disparate forms, a multiple implantation of ‘perversions’. Our epoch has
initiated sexual heterogeneities. (ibid: 37)
In tandem with this taxonomic array of sexualities, heterosexuality became the norm
against which every other expression was measured, classified and ultimately, made
abject.
Western sexologists such as Havelock Ellis labelled lesbians as “inverts” and Ellis’s
1897 book, Sexual Inversion,“was most influential in constructing the stereotype of
the lesbian in Britain” (Jeffreys, 1993: 3). Lesbianism was constructed as an
“inversion” of the “natural” sexual role of women – i.e. adhering to God’s plan of
man and woman coupling in order to procreate. Being thus “unnatural” and “inverts”,
women who loved women were treated as abject, as other, in Kristeva’s sense (1982).
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In Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: a History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth-Century
America, Lillian Faderman proposes that active lesbian life is a social construct. In
order for lesbians to exist as lesbians, outside of the traditional hetero-normative
roles:
…the conception needed to be formulated; urbanization and its relative
anonymity and population abundance were important; it was necessary
that institutions be established where they could meet women with similar
interests; it was helpful that the country enjoyed sufficient population
growth so that pressure to procreate was not overwhelming; it was also
helpful that the issues of sexuality and sexual freedom became
increasingly open; and it was most crucial that women have the
opportunity for economic self-sufficiency that would free them from the
constant surveillance of family. (1992: 40)
Opportunities to live and identify as lesbian, made possible by industrialisation and
urbanisation, became more readily available to lesbians in the United Kingdom and
North America, and to some extent, Australia, by the first half of the twentieth
century. This does not mean that such opportunities were confined to the cities.
Queensland researcher, Belinda McKay, in documenting her own family’s queer
Queensland history, posits a concept of queer on the periphery, stating that
“marginalised same-sex behaviours and relationships on the periphery of the empire
or the nation are implicated in larger patterns of interconnectedness and reciprocity in
the historical formation of modern sexual identities” (2007: 29). Indeed, in this
research participants have described such relationships and communities in remote
Queensland over extended periods of time.
However diverse the social conditions and practices around homosexuality, this
research nevertheless highlights the fact that in a legal sense Queensland didn’t begin
to evolve from the Victorian concept of the “invert” until the decriminalisation of
some (male) homosexual acts, in 1990. Social practices therefore remained, as far as
the general public were concerned, private, secret, hidden in various ways, even when
in some circles acknowledged and hidden in plain sight. This becomes very clear in
the narratives of the participants in this study.
The Australian federal government passed the Sex Discrimination Act in 1984
(Summers, 2002: 36). Until this time women had no recourse when faced with
discrimination against their gender. Single women were frequently faced with
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material deprivation. A 1972 Commission on poverty in Australia by the Federal
Government found that the “vast majority of ‘poor’ are women” (ibid: 163). In her
important study of the construction of women in Australian cultural history, Damned
Whores and God’s Police: Women’s Lives in Australia (2002), feminist Ann
Summers argued that the Commission exposed the Australian social security system
“as a monumental testament to our systematic refusal to grant women economic
independence” (ibid: 163).
Women were regarded as inferiors, discouraged from living independent of a male
partner by systems of oppression that denied independent women rights readily
available to men. Women were overlooked from managerial positions and wage
parity was not guaranteed until the 1984 Act. Similarly, there was no legislated
protection from sexual harassment in the workplace until the 1980s. Participants in
this research recall their own and female relatives experiences of routinely being
denied bank loans for property, and even hire purchase agreements for modern
appliances such as refrigerators, without a male guarantor. Moreover, it was the lack
of recourse available to my participants, firstly as women, and secondly as lesbians,
should they choose to challenge the system, that kept many of them living in fear,
living double-lives, or in some cases, living for a future ideal that they were not yet
able to realise.
As mentioned above in relation to an incongruity in human rights between
heterosexual and homosexual citizens, the research demonstrates that patriarchal
attitudes based in residual Victorian values continue to pervade the current sociopolitical climate, especially but not exclusively, in Queensland. In her book, Lesbian
Images, Canadian intellectual and educator, Jane Rule, writes:
…it would be a distortion of history to suggest that laws clearly made for
men also applied to women. Women have lived not outside the law so
much as beneath it. (1975: 14)
In the stories gathered from the eight participants in this research, it is clear that they
lived not so much as outlaws, as in the interstitial spaces of heteronormative society.
Lesbian histories in Australia and Queensland
Researchers have conducted various recent inquiries into lesbian experiences and
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histories in Australia and Queensland18, however no specifically visual research has
been undertaken to date. One of my aims with this project is to address that gap
through collecting and producing photographs focused particularly on lesbians from
Queensland. Because of the heightened socio-political milieu associated with the
Bjelke-Petersen years, I became especially interested in the self-narratives and life
experiences of lesbians who were young women in Queensland at that time. While I
have lived and worked in Queensland for 11 years, I do not share life histories with
the women represented here: I am of a younger generation, and I grew up in Canada.
This might be seen to give me a degree of distance. However, I am a lesbian, my
partner grew up in Queensland, and I share friendships and connections with several
of the women who volunteered to share their stories here. I am, therefore, much more
of an insider than an outsider in this research (see Methodologies, above). In any case,
I argue that such boundaries are not particularly meaningful, given that in our many
different ways we are all, in Elspeth Probyn’s terms, “outside belonging”, and as she
argues that is not by any means necessarily an unproductive, undesirable or
uncomfortable position to occupy. I hope that my visual and narrative exploration of
these women’s histories opens out to new ways of understanding our experiences as
women, as lesbians, as residents of Queensland, as participants in individual and
shared histories.
In Sunshine and Rainbows: the Development of Gay and Lesbian Culture in
Queensland (2001) Clive Moore remarks:
Along the way I have lamented not being able to find more material on
women, although I have included it whenever I could. The nature of the
sources, largely drawn from court cases that only concern males, have
shaped the final product. I can only suggest that Queensland women
follow in the footsteps of Jill Matthews, Gail Reekie, Ruth Ford, Lucy
Chesser and other women who have begun to write the history of lesbians
in Australia. (2001: 12)
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In recent years, several researchers have written about lesbianism in contemporary and historical
Australia. They include, but are not limited to: Kristin Henry, 2004, Dancing Across Borders: Women
who Became Lesbians in Mid-Life,; Ruth Ford, 2006, “‘Prove First You're a Male’: A Farmhand's
Claim for Wages in 1929 Australia” Labour History, 90, May; Caroline Bree, 2003, Lesbian Mothers:
Queer Families. The Experience of Planned Pregnancy, M.HSc Thesis, Auckland University of
Technology; Lynn Patricia Burnett, 2007, Purple Poppies and Fields of Green: Young Lesbians Speak
Out,PhD Thesis, Queensland University of Technology: Belinda McKay (2007) “‘And They Sleep
Together Like Husband and Wife’: A Queer Queensland Genealogy”, Queensland Review, 14, 2: 2954.
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Moore writes that historically, lesbians were not under threat of criminal persecution
yet observes that they still face a sort of double jeopardy:
…first for being women in a gay culture which is substantially maleoriented, and second for being women in a rampant masculinist capitalist
society which values men above women in so many ways. (ibid: 191)
It is important to the context of this research to note that Joh Bjelke-Petersen’s aunt,
the early twentieth-century Tasmanian novelist Marie Bjelke-Petersen, has achieved
“gay icon status”, having lived in an “intimate relationship” with Sylvia Mill for over
30 years from the time they met in 1898, and about whom, according to Nikki
Henningham, “it is argued” that The Captive Singer was written19.
Feminist cultural theorist, historian and political scientist, Sheila Jeffreys, reminds us
that for a long time (before the taxonomising of homosexuality and thus lesbianism in
the late nineteenth century) it was routine for married or single women to be involved
in “passionate, romantic, often very long-term friendships with each other which
included constant expressions of fulsome love and sleeping in each other’s arms and
on the same pillow even for a lifetime without seeing this as something unusual or
suspicious” (1993: 3). In line with Jeffreys’ observation, the connection between
Marie Bjelke-Petersen and Sylvia Mill was never (publicly) considered as anything
more than a genteel companionship – until queer historians began to reclaim the
histories that hetero-dominant society has conveniently left out.
Women who lived outside the acceptable public role of spinster, however, were less
likely to be overlooked, or allowed to remain invisible. In “Prove First You’re A
Male: A Farmhand’s Claim for Wages in 1929 Australia” (2006) Ruth Ford
researched the story of Queensland farm labourer, William Smith, who was revealed
to be a woman dressing and working as a man by his former NSW employer, from
whom he sought redress of back-wages. Ford notes that “performing masculinity
through rural work was tolerated, almost glorified – although sensationalised – while
performing masculinity through sexual activity was inevitably condemned” (2006: 2).
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Nikki Henningham, "Bjelke-Petersen, Marie Caroline (1874-1969) "
http://www.womenaustralia.info/biogs/AWE2193b.htm. No doubt this is not a connection with his
family’s history to which the notoriously homophobic Sir Joh would have made any public claim.
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Homosexuality was illegal in Queensland for nearly a century until it was finally
decriminalised, as noted earlier, on November 21, 1990, when, prompted by the 1989
recommendations of the Fitzgerald Inquiry, the Queensland parliament amended the
Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 1979-1989, to “decriminalise consensual sex
between adult males in private” (Bull, Pinto and Wilson, 1991). Anti-discrimination
laws followed in 1991, prohibiting discrimination on the basis of “a person’s sex,
marital status, pregnancy, and breastfeeding”, and clearly identifying and defining
sexual harassment as sex discrimination (Clarke, 2008: 203).
Lesbianism was never criminalised in Australia. Robert Reynolds observes that as
homosexual law reforms were debated from the 1960s on, “the nation’s criminal
codes dealt explicitly with male homosexuality” (2002: 26). Lesbians were an
afterthought, whose existence was conflated with male homosexuals (ibid).
Nevertheless, while the rest of Australia began to enact legislation to decriminalise
homosexuality in the mid- to late-1980s, the Bjelke-Petersen government began
specifically to target lesbians. In 1987, Justice Minister Paul Clauson proposed a
series of amendments to the existing sexual offences laws, including the
criminalisation of lesbian acts (Robinson, 2010: 41). Then Queensland Director of
the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Quentin Bryce20 questioned
Clauson’s motivation, stating that it was a “very strange move to start creating crimes
out of things that were never considered illegal” (Robinson, 2010: 41). Clauson did
not gain Cabinet support for the amendment, because policing of the law would be
“close to impossible” (ibid). Living “beneath the law”, indeed.
The absence of laws against lesbian acts did not condone or protect lesbians. Rather,
as documented in video installations in the award-winning “Prejudice & Pride:
Recognising the contribution of the LGBT communities to Brisbane” exhibition at the
Museum of Brisbane (2010)21, some lesbians recalled being subjected to
psychological and psychiatric “treatments”, including electro-shock therapy, in
attempts to “cure” or reverse their “condition”. My research documents physical,

20

Later appointed Federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner, 1988-1993; Governor of Queensland,
2003-2008; and Governor General of Australia, 2008-2014.
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"Prejudice & Pride: Recognising the Contribution of the Lgbt Communities to Brisbane," Museum of
Brisbane, http://www.museumofbrisbane.com.au/whats-on/#past-exhibitions.
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psychological and economic abuse and discrimination. All of the participants recalled
very difficult relations with their families and friends after they came out; some, like
Barb, were even plainly asked as adolescents whether they were lesbians. All but one
participant experienced or witnessed physical violence against lesbians. All eight
experienced, and some continue to experience, oppression that limits their freedom of
expression of their “whole being” within heteronormative spaces in Queensland.
“The Deep North”: Queensland’s socio-political climate in the Bjelke-Petersen years
In a 1980 report, “Reform and Recreation in the Deep North: Education and PolicyMaking in Queensland,” (1980) researchers Ann Scott and Roger Scott described
Queensland as peculiar in comparison with other Australian States in that
“Queensland has a population narrowly balanced in favour of the non-metropolitan
inhabitants and a political system dominated by non-metropolitan political leaders”
(ibid: 2). This report is a valuable source of scholarly analysis of the policy climate in
Queensland in the Bjelke-Petersen years. At the time, Queensland’s major industries
were mineral mining and grazing, which is still the case today (Louca, 2009). Scott
and Scott outlined a socio-political culture that was the mirror reverse of other
Australian states. They recounted a post-World War II history of austerity measures
that favoured economic development over investment in education. They reported that
in 1952, there were only 22 high schools in Queensland in which less than 8,000
students were enrolled, employing 276 teachers. By 1977 7,510 teachers were
employed (ibid: 8) – which indicated growth consistent with the growth in population.
The curriculum, however, suggested the same socio-political differences as were
evident in other aspects of the state compared to other Australian states. Scott and
Scott cited a study by Holmes and Sharman (1977) in which the researchers surveyed
students entering Australian universities. Queensland students (circa 1977) “entered
with a much more authoritarian value structure and … their university experience
scarcely shifted this” (cited in Scott and Scott, 1980: 2). Holmes and Sharman (1977)
commented that “an authoritarian stance may be part of the social kit of being a
Queenslander, acquired as part of early socialisation in that state” (ibid). Scott and
Scott therefore argued that the work of Holmes and Sharman demonstrated the sociopolitical parallels between Queensland and the southern United States.
“Queenslanders,” they contended, “often accept the label of the ‘deep north’ in
consequence of this implied comparison and the illiberal attitudes associated (perhaps
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increasingly unfairly) with southern US politics” (ibid).
The Liberal-National coalition came to power in Queensland in 1957. For a short
time, education was made a priority until 1968, when the Bjelke-Petersen government
reasserted an “anti-education” attitude among senior members of the cabinet (ibid: 8).
Scott and Scott report that in 1979, the Cabinet had an average age of 60 and the
majority had no secondary education (ibid: 9). Fundamental Protestant, pro-family,
pro-censorship campaigner Rona Joyner was the advisor to Bjelke-Petersen on
education, women and the family. She aimed to, “protect Queensland’s school
children from the anti-Christian, anti-family, socialist-humanist cells active in the
Education Department” (cited in Clarke, 2008: 107). She successfully campaigned to
abolish a new state-wide social studies program, stating, “children don't go to school
to learn to think” (O’Lincoln, 1993: 138). Participant Mel Jones recalls that she was
schooled to be a lady, to be a grazier’s wife. As a result of Joyner’s influence on the
State’s Education Minister and the Premier, until the early 1990s, basic sex education
was not taught in Queensland schools. Women were openly discouraged from
pursuing education pathways and careers that their male counterparts sought to attain.
Chronicling the early 1960s era in the United States, Betty Friedan (1992: 132-59)
uses the term “sex-directed educators” to describe the system of institutionalised
educational oppression of independent-minded women. In Queensland, the oppressive
system was particularly toxic, with a parochial State government already suspicious
of critical thought for anybody (male or female), women, whose prescribed place was
to be wife, mother and housekeeper, stood very little chance of achieving any sort of
intellectual or financial independence.
In a reaction to the authoritarian nature of the Queensland government, relations
deteriorated between many of the citizens and a state government that only continued
to hold power due to a particularly corrupt gerrymander of the electoral system. By
the mid-1970s the State had become the most radicalised in Australia (O’Lincoln,
1993: 132). Though protest movements were occurring across Australia to support
women’s rights, Aboriginal land claims, industrial unions, the environment, civil
liberties, and against conscription, it was Bjelke-Petersen’s legislation of September
1977 banning marches and demonstrations that galvanised the protesters (ibid). He
told the Courier Mail:
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Nobody including the Communist Party is going to turn the streets of
Brisbane into a forum. Protest groups need not bother applying for
permits to stage marches – because they won’t be granted… You can
shout yourselves hoarse in [King George] Square. Don’t bother applying
for a march permit. You won’t get one. That’s government policy now.
(ibid)
The Right to March demonstrations (and mass arrests) that ensued over the years until
the end of the Bjelke-Petersen government only further radicalised the resistance. Ros
Prosser, participant in this research, was heavily involved in women’s rights and
joined the Right to March demonstrations. She was arrested three times.
Investigations by journalist Chris Masters for the ABC’s Four Corners program, “The
Moonlight State”, and previous investigative reports in the Courier Mail exposed
widespread corruption in the Queensland Police Service. Queensland Council for
Civil Liberties President, Matt Foley22, called for a federal Royal Commission, on the
grounds that “for too long Queenslanders have been asked to trade off their civil
liberties for increased police power to fight organised crime” (Clarke, 2008: 61).
Queens Council Tony Fitzgerald was appointed to head the inquiry. The Fitzgerald
Inquiry (1987-1989) not only uncovered corruption in the Queensland Police Service,
including on the part of the Police Commissioner, but also among the National Party’s
front benchers. The Bjelke-Petersen government came to an end on December 1,
1987, when Bjelke-Petersen was forced to step down as Premier because his party
considered him a liability. The Inquiry continued to sit for another 18 months.
Eventually the Police Commissioner and three former ministers would be jailed.
Bjelke-Petersen escaped perjury charges because of alleged jury tampering (ibid: 63).
The years following the Fitzgerald Inquiry saw a change in government and a steady
realignment of civil liberties with the rest of Australia. As mentioned earlier, under
the Labor government of the late Wayne Goss, homosexuality was decriminalised in
1990 and anti-discrimination legislation was introduced in 1991.

22

Later a Queensland Labor government minister.
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Reframing the Subject/Reframing the Self
Radical desires
The Fitzgerald Inquiry started a lengthy process of unravelling the web of political
corruption and redressing the suppression of civil liberties that had developed during
the 32 year period of Country Party/National Party rule in Queensland, and during Joh
Bjelke-Petersen’s 18 years as Premier. Nevertheless, corrupt and repressive as things
became, to paint all of Queensland of the era as authoritarian and Christianconservative is to ignore the ambiguities that also made Queensland in that era the
most radicalised state in Australia (O’Lincoln, 1993: 130).
It was the citizens who represented these ambiguities of political affiliation, social
status and identity in relation to the nation, the state, class, race, gender and sexuality
– fragmented cast-offs of the status-quo – that as a collective, challenged and
disturbed the apparently natural order of the socio-political strata of the time. Their
relentless questioning and their actions ruptured the established historical narrative
and laid bare the heteronormative, patriarchal, racist values at the core of established
political society.
I have focused on lesbians, a specific group of outsider Queenslanders who have been
largely overlooked in terms of research23, and, indeed, in popular histories and other
representations. To be lesbian in the aforementioned political era was to be rendered
invisible by the hegemonic discourses of those who were socially, culturally and
politically dominant, unless, as mentioned earlier, they turned their attention to
making oppression more transparent.
I have referred to Moore’s observation that lesbians are doubly disadvantaged, firstly
because they are women, and because they are lesbians, when homosexual culture is
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With the few exceptions referred to in the previous chapter – notably the work of Belinda McKay,
who concentrated specifically on Queensland; Clive Moore who also concentrated on Queensland but
was unable to discover much at all about lesbians; and Ruth Ford who has researched lesbians in
Queensland along with the rest of Australia.
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itself male dominated (2001: 191). Women continue to be discursively situated on the
“passive” side of a gendered binary in language and systems of thought (Cixous, 1981
[1975]). Women’s sexuality is still regarded as a passive functionary of the passionate
male – a (misguided) interpretation of Charles Darwin’s observations on natural
selection cited dogmatically by some proponents of patriarchal rule. Yet, as
demonstrated by Elizabeth Grosz (2011) in equal detail to his observations about
natural selection, Darwin also contributed a theory of sexual selection that
differentiated itself from the former. Whereas the theory of natural selection
concentrated on the inherited consequences of means of survival from birth to
procreation to a hopefully natural death, the theory of sexual selection was concerned
with each being’s desire for self-gratification with an occasional resulting
consequence of procreation. Sexual selection operates “as a principle that both is
contained broadly within and also seeps into, complicates and compromises natural
selection. It is a principle of excess in relation to survival” (ibid: 1512). Grosz argues
that the standard sociobiological position that sexual selection is linked to gene
maximisation or self-perpetuation, is problematised by the documentation of
homosexuality (ibid: 1664). She observes that the regularity of homosexual pairing in
the animal world suggests that it is unproblematic in nature, since there are many
kinds of sexual activity that have little to do with procreation. Further, in these
situations and even in many heterosexual couplings “reproduction is in any case never
or rarely the goal of copulation, only its frequent accompaniment” (ibid: 1684).
Sexuality, Grosz posits, is about producing taste, not norms.
Though Grosz draws no conclusions, her work speculates that the drive of sexual
selection assumes natural selection, and not the other way around. Could this be why,
in the face of all kinds of adversities, homosexuals, especially doubly disadvantaged
lesbians, have continued to seek each other out despite the risks to themselves, their
loved ones and their lives? It certainly presents a precedent that supports this
research’s positioning of lesbianism as an ontology, which is reinforced by the
participants’ self-narratives:
I need the touch, I need softness, I need gentleness, I need understanding.
And I didn’t get any of that from my husband. – Val Windsor
In Blush: Faces of Shame, Elspeth Probyn argues that “interest involves a desire for

34

connection. At a basic level, it has to do with our longing for communication, touch,
lines of entanglement, and reciprocity” (2005: x). Probyn cites Silvan Tomkins’
theory that shame only materialises once the feelings of interest and enjoyment have
manifested and been “ripped from you” (ibid: xii). According to Probyn, “at that
moment the sheer disappointment of loss translates into shame that attacks one’s
sense of self: the entrails of who you thought you were are suddenly displayed for all
to judge” (ibid: xii). Through this process the abject assumes a corporeality.
Shame is a common topic of discussion among the project participants. Lyn Fraser
felt it. “I felt ashamed of being a lesbian,” she says, linking that shame to her
discomfort with being “out” until recently:
Coming to Queensland reinforced the shame and embarrassment, because
you hid. I hid my being gay from people. I didn’t want to go to jail. It was
a very scary time.
Carol Low describes the feeling of shame and “…guilt about feeling that way towards
someone of the same sex. I was definitely living with a sense of implied threat and
judgement, particularly with having a child.”
Carol Lloyd remembered the dread she felt when her mother confronted her and
threatened her with banishment to a reform school:
I was found out. I was found out by several irate mothers, playing doctors
and nurses with their daughters. It was no laughing matter at the time. I
remember a time when my mother cornered me in the bathroom. I felt
particularly vulnerable, being naked and in the bathtub. My mother
appeared in the door with a look of thunder on her face and I kind of knew
that it was a local irate mother on the warpath who’d come to visit. She
had sprung us earlier in the day, and was appalled and disgusted and all of
the usual stuff. So I got the big threat. She suggested that I was going to
be sent to reform school. It held a certain amount of dread for me.24

24

Reform schools, or “reformatory schools”, were an Australian imitation of a nineteenth-century
British model of punishing/resocialising wayward young people by confining them, without their
consent, to a state or church run cross between a single-sex boarding school and a penal institution.
They were notoriously cruel and unforgiving places, from which young people emerged scarred in
many ways. If parents told the authorities that their adolescent was “uncontrollable”, reform school was
almost inevitable. These places survived for longer in Queensland than in most of the rest of Australia.
(In the USA ‘reform school’ was a widely understood euphemism for penal institutions for teenage
boys.)
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In participants’ accounts of being (or not being) out and going inward, they were
regulated by the fear of shame which accompanied the fear of exposure, and the fear
of punishment.
Shame, particularly the language of shame, is the instrument, the implement, of the
hegemony. It is the tool by which one is made to feel the shame of exposure. Yet, as
Probyn explains, shame acknowledges the existence of desire, the flame that will not
go out. She explores Tomkins’ idea of the shame-interest polarity, according to which
shame is intimately connected to interest and/or enjoyment and can only be activated
if they are not entirely “reduced” (2005: 15). Even in so-called reparative therapy in
which homosexuals are (apparently) “cured” of their homosexuality, it is really the
actioning of desires that is heavily policed by shame. As a recent study of reparative
or reorientation therapy discusses, “frequently used reorientation interventions had a
strong emphasis on religious practices, often included negative messages about LGB
individuals, and had a greater emphasis on change than on validation techniques”
(Flentje, Heck and Chochran, 2013: 256-7). The action is shamed, but desire/interest
remains.
Barbara Bryce recalls her response to the triggering of a sense of shame:
I remember an experience that I had when I wanted to talk to a
professional, a psychologist, about some issues around my sexuality and
the psychologist behaved very strangely towards me, to the point where
they just left the room and came back again without any explanation. I
took this as a very negative reaction to my outing myself and internalised
that negative feeling about myself. That put me into a very sad space, a
very lonely, self-isolating, self-reflective kind of negative space.
Shame manifested in Barbara through self-destructive behaviours, such as drinking. “I
was quite self-destructive in many ways,” she says, “not being able to handle those
emotions and not knowing who I could talk to safely about my feelings.”
Gai Lemon experienced shame in coming out to her best friend at the age of sixteen:
I remember admitting to this girl, ‘Oh, I think I might be a lesbian.’ And
her response at the time was just amazing. She said, ‘Oh my God, and I
have to share a bedroom with you tonight.’ That just sent me screaming
backwards into the safe house of heterosexuality. That was really sad for
me. I think that was detrimental to my coming out process.
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Long before the quackery of reparative therapies, women’s bodies were policed by
shame. As already mentioned, the term “invert” coined by Havelock Ellis and used by
sexologists in the late nineteenth century, began the practice of “othering” women
who did not fit the prescriptive Victorian role of wife and mother.
Propagating the fear of otherness in twentieth-century Queensland was Dr./Lady
Phyllis Cilento, in weekly articles published by Queensland Newspapers over a span
of 54 years. Mel Jones describes a confrontation with her mother in which she was
made to read a chapter from Cilento’s book, The Cilento Way (1984) entitled,
“Homosexuals are Made, and not Born”.
It referred to deviant behaviour, to which I thought, ‘Ugh’. If someone
called me a deviant I’d retaliate, because I’m me. I’m as normal as can be.
Maybe you could look at deviant behaviour as being something different
from the norm. But what is normal? I feel normal.
But such was the persuasive power of Cilento in Queensland society that Mel
initially recoiled from a descriptor that was being applied to herself and others like
her.
According to Cilento, homosexuals are “… actually conditioned at an early age by the
pleasure principles into this pattern of behaviour” (1984: 153). She goes on to claim
that
…girls are far less prone to lesbian practices than boys are to homosexual
ones. Their opportunities are less, their inhibitions greater. Fortunately
women are more readily changed by the wooing of an insistent lover.
(ibid)
For Mel this encounter with Cilento’s “expert” opinion resulted in her acquiescing to
her mother’s insistence that she see a psychiatrist. However, as Mel explains, “the
psychiatrist said, ‘I’ll see your mother for her own sake, but certainly not for yours.’
So he felt that I was quite comfortable with who I was.”
It is likely that the “inhibitions” to which Cilento refers are the effect of what Kristeva
calls the abject, the fear of the other, which can be so discursively familiar that it is
felt even when one is the other. Kristeva writes, “it is thus not lack of cleanliness or
health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order” (1982: 4).
Lesbians disturb identity, system and order, and this was clearly more the case in
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Queensland in the mid-twentieth century that it is in the present. Cilento cultivated
feelings of abjection against those who threatened the status quo of the time – those
Queensland women (and men) who identified and existed outside of sanctioned
heteronormativity.
Iris Marion Young brings Kristeva’s concept of the “abject” into queer theory,
arguing that “the abject provokes fear and loathing because it exposes the border
between self and others as constituted and fragile, and threatens to dissolve the
subject by dissolving the border” (1990: 144). Young posits that homophobia “is one
of the deepest fears of difference precisely because the order between gay and straight
is constructed as the most permeable; anyone at all can become gay…” and the only
way to defend one’s identity is to, “turn away with irrational disgust”. “Thus”, she
continues, “we can understand why people who have fairly successfully eliminated
the symptoms of racism and sexism nevertheless often exhibit deep homophobia”
(ibid: 146).
Documenting difference
I took what I knew about photography for granted. It was a hard-won skill
I could count on. I knew what a ‘good’ photograph was, and I knew good
work when I saw it. It didn’t occur to me then that a big chunk of my field
work would be an exploration of how to make photographs that
communicated my understanding of what I was studying more fully than
those ‘good' ones could. (Hagaman 1996: 27)
During this research, I have expanded its conceptual base in order to solve a problem
I was encountering in the reading and analysis of the fieldwork I was producing.
In Doing Visual Ethnography, visual sociologist Sarah Pink explains that in the
course of fieldwork, methodologies change and that some “methods developed within
one research context may not be transferable to, or appropriate in others” (2007: 41).
Pink also states that visual research methods shouldn’t be treated as if “off-the-peg”,
rather researchers should “treat them as having biographies that become intertwined
with our research trajectories – we reinvent our methodologies and what they mean
according to the project” (ibid). Early in the course of my fieldwork, I found myself
conflicted by a set of seemingly, “off-the-peg” methodologies that I had applied, and
the unanticipated resulting visual aesthetic.
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At the start of the fieldwork, I was driven by a resolve to remain authentic to my
participants, their histories as they related them and their present-day experiences. I
particularly wanted to avoid the visual generalisations and representational
stereotypes of women and LGBTIQ people projected in the heteronormative
mainstream – images that I have, in the past, been complicit in producing in my
twenty-years as a mainstream photojournalist. Not long into my fieldwork, I realised
that while I was producing “good” photographs, they were not the photographs I
needed to produce. I realised that my methodologies – documentary photography,
audio and video interviews, photo elicitation – would only yield authentic readings if
they were carried out authentically. Like former photojournalist, Dianne Hagaman, I
could no longer make photojournalistically “good” images if I was to remain
authentic to my subjects and, as I discovered, to my self.
After that recognition, the photographs I made did not resemble my own familiar
photojournalistic aesthetic. I instinctively used a more personal, intimate eye to see
and edit what I felt were not just, “good” but genuine – authentic – images that had
both “ethical and aesthetic valence” (Korsmeyer 2011: 188). While I understood the
poststructuralist and feminist problematics of terms like “true”, “real”, “authentic”,
“whole”, I also understood that I had a responsibility to my subjects and myself to
produce photographs that captured something of those feelings for them as well as for
me. The way I achieved this was to ensure that the images I was making
acknowledged my presence and involvement with the participants, a move that sets
this project apart from the “objective observer” or “fly on the wall” approach of
traditional photojournalism and documentary practice. I wanted the women to occupy
each photograph, whether historic or produced in situ of our documentation. In every
photograph I wanted to visualise the “affective memories” (Stockwell, 2010: 73) of
each participant, to “contest symbolic erasure and violations of difference” (Eileraas,
2003: 811)
Furthermore, I was consciously avoiding the use of common visual metaphors that are
so often made in order to interpret lesbian space in a homonormative visual approach.
In a recent example of how this kind of approach can occur, commercial photographer
Braden Summers’ recent portrait project “All Love is Equal” (2014) depicts same-sex
couples posed in romantic embraces in public and private spaces. The project is meant
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to encourage mainstream acceptance of gay and lesbian subjects in romantic imagery.
The subjects depicted in his photography are beautiful in the normative sense – slim,
clear-skinned, styled and poised. Gender non-conformity is visible only in an Annie
Hall sense; there is no blurring of the lines here. They do not address the reality of
living lesbian and gay experience, but rather adhere to a homonormative aesthetic –
an appeasement to the mainstream. This is the documentary act as what Abigail
Solomon-Godeau calls “a double-act of subjugation: first in the social world that has
produced its victims; and second, in the regime of the image produced within and for
the same system that engenders the conditions it then re-presents” (1995: 176).
Solomon-Godeau argues that a “politically instrumental form must work against
passive contemplation or voyeuristic consumption of the images” (ibid: 183). I
decided that Solomon-Godeau’s acerbic criticism of documentary should hold a
talismanic power over my engagement with the participants in my project.
Photojournalists are bound by their code of ethics to remain objective and bipartisan.
Hence, photojournalistic images can only project a generality. This presents a
problem for a project like mine. As an insider, I felt morally and ethically obligated to
be transparent about my identity, connection and place in the process of documenting
the eight participants. This research investigates lesbians in their day-to-day lives, as
“singularities” (Probyn, 1996: 22), focusing on individual stories to gain insight into
the living experience/experience of living. Probyn writes, “the movement from
specificity to singularity can be understood as processes that render the virtual actual
– the ways in which the general becomes realized by individuals as singular” (ibid).
As I discovered the many differences between my participants, I found that my
research addresses lesbian space and how it is negotiated by each participant within
and without a greater gendered or heteronormative space. As Probyn puts it in
“VIEWPOINT Lesbians in Space. Gender, Sex and the Structure of Missing” my
project is an attempt to “rearticulate” that space (2010: 81).
Just as Pink had predicted, my methodologies had reinvented themselves and, coupled
with my intuitive need to remain authentic, I was left fumbling for a way to articulate
meaning. Recorded audio photo elicitation sessions, in which participants and I went
through family photo albums and the participants answered questions and proffered
stories about their photographs yielded anticipated jumping off points that “trigger
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multiple meanings dependent upon the experiences of the viewers,” replete with
“unexpected revelations” (Schwartz, 1989: 143). In other words, photo elicitation
works to trigger other memories (sometimes directly related to and other times a
complete lateral jump from the image) and ascribe meanings to photographs that the
participant may otherwise have not considered or remembered in other forms of
interview methods.
Other methods of photo elicitation, in which considered photographs (historical and
documentary) were printed and handed back to the participants in order to test and
verify my own understanding of the visual, elicited unanticipated, non-formulaic
responses. I used this method to test my own interpretation of the photographs I had
edited (from the participants’ collections and from images I had made with the
participants). I anticipated a literal, reflective response to the images. I often received
very different interpretations of the images, so different that I could not use the
responses in the way that I had intended, to publish them with the images. As I will
discuss further below, there was no conformity in responses, though I had tried to set
conditions by asking the participants to respond in one or two sentences and to
respond to the images with a view to the context of our work together on the project.
This methodology has been employed in relation to photographs by documentary
photographers such as Susan Meiselas’ Molotov Man (Figure 1, below) from her
project, Pictures from a Revolution (1991)25 and Jim Goldberg’s I’m Dave (Figure 2,
below) from Jim Goldberg’s Raised by Wolves (1995).

25

“On the day before Somoza would flee Nicaragua forever in July of 1979, Susan photographed the
Sandinista Pablo 'Bareta' Arauz throwing a molotov cocktail at one of the last remaining Somoza
National Guard regiments remaining under the dictator's control. During the months and years that
followed, the image evolved into a symbol of the Nicaraguan revolution. Murals and graffiti of the
"Molotov Man" could be seen all over the country. It appeared in a matchbook commemorating the one
year anniversary of the Sandinista revolution, on t-shirts, brochures and advertisements. Twenty-five
years later, Bareta's likeness was adopted as the "official" symbol of the Sandinista overthrow of the
Somoza dictatorship.” Caption from Meiselas, current website.
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Image has been removed

Figure 1: Susan Meiselas, Molotov Man, 1979

Image has been removed

Figure 2: Jim Goldberg, I’m Dave, 1989.
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Similar to Meiselas and Goldberg, I asked each participant to write one or two
sentences describing how she interpreted the images in the context of our work
together. This worked well for six of the eight participants – I received what I thought
were critical, reflective responses. Two participants – Mel Jones and Gai Lemon,
broke the rules. Mel mixed what I thought were reflective observations with cryptic,
cynical commentary.

Figure 3: Heather Faulkner, Mel watches Prisoner, 2014

Figure 4: Heather Faulkner, Mel’s response to Prisoner photo, 2014
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Figure 5: Heather Faulkner, Mel at Tallebudgera beach, 2014.

Figure 6: Heather Faulkner, Mel’s response to Tallebudgera photo, 2014

Of an image of herself watching the Australian TV series Prisoner: Cell Block H
(1979 – 86) she wrote “Sick of reality TV” (see Figures 3, 4). Conversely, of the
portrait made underwater while we were swimming at Tallebudgera beach together,
she wrote, “Where are all the fish?” (see Figures 5 and 6).
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Figure 7: Gai Lemon, Princess of the Banana Shire CWA Ball, 2014

Figure 8: Gai Lemon, Response to Princess photograph, 2014

Gai’s response consisted of only four paragraphs to four images out of a selection of
36 (see figure 8). She said to me rather sheepishly as she handed over the responses
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and prints of the pictures, “I’m just not an emotional person. I’m pretty cerebral.
Everything happens above the neck.” At first I was frustrated with what I thought
were trite, or overly considered and constructed feedback. I was concerned that I
couldn’t use any of the responses because of the lack of conformity. What had
actually transpired was a gift.
These discordant responses reinforced Pink’s assertion that methodologies don’t come
off the rack, forcing me to reconsider both methods and the meanings they elicited, in
terms of opposition to a normative framework of research. The responses, in the
phrasing and context, spoke from both inside and outside. Intimate and coded. And
they spoke of each participants’ singularities (Probyn 1996: 22).
In the photographs meaning is there, albeit sublingual. The responses – in interviews,
in images, in writing – were authentic and meaningful, but in no way mutually
exclusive. The responses to the considered photographs contributed to my own
interpretation of the images and eventuated in the edit for the book. Fred Ritchin
argues that in this “postphotographic” era, the language of photography needs to be
expanded, that the photograph is no longer a recording device, and so the emphasis on
its meaning must be on the role of “interpretation rather than that of transcription”
(2013: 49). It was the reading and its interlocution of all forms documentation that I
needed in order to advance. I needed to find a way to explain the holistic approach the
research was taking. A dualistic approach or reading would not result in the whole of
the project being understood.
This realisation led to a more rigorous investigation of the aesthetic as it relates to
authenticity and, if I was to derive any sort of meaning at all, ethics.
Ethical practice is what delineates photojournalism from illustration and propaganda.
It is what forms and gives photojournalistic images meaning, in the context of
recording history. As a member of the international NPPA (National Press
Photographers Association), I have made a commitment to conduct myself ethically
in gathering news and documentary images (still and moving). The NPPA Code of
Ethics (2012) is a critical, sixteen-point code specific to visual journalism practice. By
comparison, the Australian MEAA (Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance)
Journalists’ Code of Ethics refers to visual reportage once – on point nine of its
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twelve-point code: “present pictures and sound which are true and accurate. Any
manipulation likely to mislead should be disclosed” (2013).
Though I have complied with the NPPA Code of Ethics in my photojournalistic
practice, in the course of the fieldwork for this research I found two points
challenging:
3. …recognize and work to avoid presenting one's own biases in the
work.
4. Avoid political, civic and business involvements or other employment
that compromise or give the appearance of compromising one's own
journalistic independence. (2012)
These points allude to transparent and objective practice. My project is insider
research, which operates via subjectivity and a transparency of motives. The
motivation for doing this project was to posit a counter-narrative to the dominant
heteronormative construct of historical narrative, one that exists by expunging all
oppositional voices. In undertaking the project, I was exercising a politic.
I needed to formulate an ethical polemic that articulated my documentary approach.
Inside-outside
While documenting my own community (LGBTIQ) as a mainstream photojournalist,
I’ve often been obliged to wear a mask in order to play the objective outsider and tow
the normative line exacted by mainstream heteronormative media codes of practice.
In these experiences, I have felt like a liar, an interloper – and been treated like one
too.
In 2004, as a freelance photographer for The Sunday Mail, I pitched a story about the
Pride march and fair day held in Brisbane’s Musgrave Park in the West End. When I
arrived, cameras slung over my shoulders and my press ID around my neck, I was
accosted by two angry women. “What are you doing here?” they demanded. I was
accused of voyeurism and interrogated on the newspaper’s intended use of the
photographs. I told them I had pitched the story (I had) and been sent out to cover the
event. “Don't even point that camera at me,” one said. I was taken aback. I had
photographed Pride marches and rallies in Europe and North America. Nothing like
this had ever happened to me before, despite this occurring in an era in which digital
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photography was still cost-inhibited and had yet to proliferate across the culture. Press
cameras looked like and were operated like they meant business. Of course, I knew
very little of Queensland’s history. Their reaction to my business makes very good
sense to me now.
The following year at the Wickham Hotel’s Big Gay Day event, this time working for
Brisbane’s The Courier Mail, I was accosted by a group of lesbians who tried to
psyche out the newspaper photographer. First they groped at my press ID badge, and
then my body. I had grown my hair long in the 90s in order to blend in or pass as a
mainstream photojournalist in Eastern Europe and surrounding regions (so I thought –
it worked most of the time in hostile or conservative situations). I had obviously
learned to pass too well. I was seemingly unrecognisable to my own kind. I stood and
didn’t speak as the assault continued. In a few seconds, my girlfriend found me in the
crowd, oblivious to what was occurring, and put her arms around me and kissed me.
The gropers scattered into the crowd. Was it my physical appearance or my
“objective” behaviour or both that had attracted the hostile attention?
This masking, or going inside, isn’t limited to times when we want to obscure our
identities. It is used in times when we seek to visually mitigate or meet halfway in
order to gain some recognition. It’s like saying, “I’m gay, but not that gay.” As part of
my role as mainstream photojournalist, I assumed a mid-way behaviour and
appearance. I attempted to delineate myself from the people I was photographing
instead of identifying with them. This is why I grew my hair long: first to mitigate the
homophobic taunting and abuse I suffered as a teenager with short hair (ironically, I
wasn’t out). I also neutralised the way I dressed, I wore women’s t-shirts and blouses,
but kept wearing thick silver rings on my fingers to discreetly signal that I might not
be straight. What I really wanted, though, was to be invisible.
In December 2010, I was commissioned by Fairfax media (publisher of The Age and
The Sydney Morning Herald) to photograph Bridget and Tammy Clinch in their
Brisbane home, probably because I was gay and this was a special story. The story,
“Sex-Change Soldier Forces Army to Scrap Transgender Policy” (Maris Beck, 2010)
was about Bridget’s recent transition from decorated Australian Army Captain
Matthew Clinch to Bridget. I was greeted coldly and told by Tammy that they didn’t
like doing media things because they were always misrepresented, but that they
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needed to get their story out. The writer had just finished her interview and was
packing up. I was left alone with Bridget and Tammy to make the portrait. I started by
asking what the story would be about, and then asked how they would like to be
represented visually. I also told them I was gay. The tension in the room dissipated.

Figure 9: Heather Faulkner, Bridget and Tammy Clinch, 2010

We made a portrait for the newspaper. In the photograph (see Figure 9, above)
Bridget holds Tammy in an embrace, maintaining an allusion to Bridget’s former
identity as Chris. In touch with this former identity, Bridget exacts the protective
gestures of heteronormative relationships – another form of mitigation. As I was
leaving, they asked me to come back and make real photographs of them as a family,
with their two children. I agreed, and returned later that month to make photographs
for them.
I spoke with Bridget at the International Lesbian Day celebrations in Brisbane in 2013
of the photograph we made for the newspaper. Bridget, who is frequently in the press,
told me she is very aware of, and practised at, constructing photographs that “straight
people” will be able to understand.
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This inside-outside experience is a commonality among the narratives of the
participants in this research. Lyn Fraser recalls,
I felt ashamed of being a lesbian. It hadn’t been until recently that I could
actually be out as such. Sometimes I think it’s all in my own head. People
who know me, they don't give two hoots. They like me as a person, as
Lyn. They don’t care if I’m gay or not. So it’s my own problem. It’s not
their problem. The people I don’t know, and this is going to sound really
weird, people I don’t know, I hide from, if you know what I mean by that.
I hide from people that don’t know I’m gay. For example, I don’t know
the people two houses down the road. So I’m not going to tell them I’m
gay at all. Whereas with you, with friends, it doesn’t matter.
Later, Lyn recounts a homophobic attack that took place when she was walking into
Brisbane’s West End with a friend.
I got attacked on the street in Brisbane once, just crossing the bridge. And
I was far more feminine-looking than what I am now. I was going to a gay
nightclub. I don’t know how these guys knew. This girl and I, we were
just friends… This car pulled up beside us. These young men pushed us
over and called us names, “dyke,” “lesbians.” …I think it’s being called a
“lesbian,” which is not a big deal now, but at that time it was such a big
deal to be called any sort of name like that, a homosexual name. And then
they drove off. We didn’t end up going to the club because I was too
scared. I backed off. I went back into the closet. It pushed me back
emotionally because of the times and the way I was feeling. I just wanted
to hide. So I just hid. I got on with my life like a normal twenty-year-old,
going out to normal clubs. I behaved as a straight person for a long time,
even though my friends were gay as well. We all hid. It doesn’t make you
want to come out even if you were out to yourself.
The storyline of “inside-outside” is similarly repeated throughout the narratives:
Mel’s violent encounter with co-workers after being overheard speaking with her
girlfriend on a party line:
Then there was a loud banging on the door. I opened the door to see what
was going on. There they were, drunk. They came into the lounge room
and one started manhandling my friend…
Carol Lloyd’s experience of being told that her career could have been enhanced had
she been sexually obliging to a record company executive:
‘You know, Lloydie, if you’d have been straight and you had have played
the game and done all that stuff, you would have gone a lot further.’ I
thought, well, praise-be to that. I’m happy to be where I am.
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Ros Prosser’s game playing with work colleagues: “‘where’s your girlfriend today?’
‘I’ve left her at home doing the dishes.’” Val Windsor’s efforts to “do everything in
my power to protect,” her girlfriend from being “outed.” Barbara Bryce’s double life
that led to deep self-loathing and alcohol abuse – “I would have lost my job if I had
been found out as a lesbian.” Gai Lemon’s determination to be “out,” putting herself
on the spot to confront homophobia in university psychology classroom setting: “I
was going through this anger that these people have the potential to harm my people,
my brothers and sisters, my queer family. And then I had this feeling of defeat.” Carol
Low’s acknowledgement of the “mask game” that is still performed to hide, to go
inward:
I was definitely aware that I needed to hide my sexuality. It was like
getting used to putting on different masks at different times. I wasn’t ‘out’
in the Social Work Department of the University of Queensland, but I
dare say the majority of the people knew that I was a lesbian.
Elizabeth Grosz examines the construction of subjectivity as a matter of “insideoutside,” challenging the dualistic, mind-body Cartesian thought. In Volatile Bodies:
Towards a Corporeal Feminism (1994), which became a particularly influential book,
she argued that the body had been a blind spot that feminists (with a few notable
exceptions) had ignored or given only a subordinate position to, remaining
“uninterested in or unconvinced about the relevance of refocusing on bodies in
accounts of subjectivity” (1994: vii). Grosz’s central argument rests on the
recognition that “bodies have all the explanatory power of minds,” and that focusing
on bodies and their “concrete specificities…raises the question of sexual difference in
a way that the mind does not” (ibid). This is significant to the dialectic that is created
between the images and text in North of the Border. Though I have chosen not to
include the written elicitations based on the photographs, they were affirming for me
in the extent to which they point to the situated meaning of each image – as a
“harmonious, unified cohesion of mind and body” (ibid). In a caption, “what is
pictured is spoken about” (Rosler, 2004: 208). I have not captioned my pictures or
those provided by participants. This is to leave the space as open as possible for the
subjects to speak through the text and pictures. I have intervened editorially in the
placement of stories and pictures, but this was done with a view to enabling the
narrative arc of the book to open out to multiple readings. Benjamin wrote: “In the
fields with which we are concerned, knowledge comes only in lighting flashes. The
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text is the long roll of thunder that follows” (2011: 212). He noted that the image “is
that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a
constellation. In other words: image is dialectics at a standstill” (ibid). Such an
understanding of dialectics leaves the image’s interpretation up to the present, “the
relation of what-has-been to the now is dialectical” (ibid). I intended that the
placement of images and text in North of the Border could encourage a dialectic
between themselves, and between the reader and the subject of the image, based on
the reader’s own present subjectivity and experience.
In relation to reading subjectivities, we might recognise that in North of the Border
the women inhabit the bodies in the photographs and/as they inhabit the words in the
narratives. Grosz explores the situatedness of body and mind as somewhere in
between “two distinct substances or two kinds of attributes of a single substance”
(1994: xii). She likens this in between space to the Möbius strip, having the
“advantage of showing the inflection of mind into body and body into mind, the ways
in which, through a kind of twisting or inversion, one side becomes another” (ibid and
209-210).
Living in the repressive state of Queensland during the Bjelke-Petersen era produced
a “crisis in meaning” (Taylor, 2004: 258) for those who did not fit the enforced
heteronormative scripts. Such a crisis in meaning, in Hannah Arendt’s analysis, was
the result of no longer being able to make sense of the world because those “existing
concepts and principles upon which persons had traditionally drawn in order to make
sense of the world was called into question by the ‘terrible newness’ of
totalitarianism” (in Taylor, 2004: 258). Arendt’s writing draws on her experiences
living through World War Two in Europe. The Nazi party is therefore her exemplar of
an oppressive regime. Other European philosophers of the time such as Walter
Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre also used the
experience Nazism to build their philosophical and ethical positions26. As argued
earlier (see “Queensland Lesbians in Context”) the socio-political leadership of the
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During this research my ethical position was informed by Simone de Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity
(1948). It was helpful in order to establish an ethical practice more critical than the traditional
photojournalistic codes of practice published by organisations such as the National Press Photographers
Association.

52

Liberal-National State Government was authoritarian. Marches and demonstrations
were banned (O’Lincoln, 1993: 130). The education curriculum was policed by rightwing Christian moralists suspicious of critical thinking, under the guidance of Rona
Joyner. Further, the enforcement of strictly gendered binary strata of privilege by
“sex-directed educators” (Friedan, 1992) discouraged women from engaging in
studies other than those that would (eventually) lead to a domestic career as a
housewife, even if that was preceded by a period in one of the “caring professions” –
nursing, teaching, social work; in secretarial support of a man; or in retail.
Legislation commonly referred to by the lesbian and gay community as the “antideviant law” threatened the revoking of liquor license to establishments that
knowingly allowed entry to “‘drug dealers, sexual perverts or deviants or child
molesters’” (Attorney General Queensland 1985). This banning of so-called sexual
perverts and deviants (and child molesters) from drinking establishments described by
the Attorney General as the “resort” of such individuals, and the frequency of raids on
establishments specifically targeting “deviants”, was a strategy of domination
utilising the disciplining of bodies through spatial practices. Ros Prosser describes it
in vivid detail:
I remember being in some of those venues in the Valley and the police
raiding them and they were indiscriminate about whom they hit. They hit
women; they hit men. There was a real sense of fear. Sometimes the
police would come in and walk around and check everyone out. But I also
remember them raiding those clubs and bashing anyone and everyone.
They did see lesbians as targets. I knew quite a few women who were in
the Armed Forces, and they were terrified. I remember being with a group
of women in one of those bars one night. I remember them ducking for
cover at that same point where the police came in. That sense of shame
and hiding, because you were in the Army or the Air Force was pretty
clear at that point.
Leaving at night you were always confronted by police waiting outside.
You were always being counted and checked off. It was bizarre. It was a
terrifying time, because of the intimidation. These venues shouldn’t be
treated in that way and I’m sure it wasn’t happening in other spaces, in
heterosexual spaces.
Where else could you go? It was a place where you felt your identity was
secured. And I think for a lot of those people going to those venues, even
with the threat of being raided or being followed as you walked home, it
actually didn’t matter. You had to get over that. You had to go there to be
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part of who you are. It’s a really important function. Where else could you
go in Brisbane with your girlfriend to dance?
The raiding of bars, and indiscriminate police bashings and arrests of patrons, forced
patrons outside where they could be observed, policed and subjected to power,
rendered “docile bodies” (Foucault, 1991: 138).
Foucault argues that in eighteenth century France the body began to be regarded as a
“political anatomy” and “mechanic of power” (ibid) functioning as “a hold over
others’ bodies, not only so that they may do what one wishes, but so that they may
operate as one wishes, with the techniques, the speed and the efficiency that one
determines” (ibid). In developing techniques of policing and rendering bodies docile,
this mode of enforcing the power of the dominant recognised the potentials of the
subversive body, the political body. As Ros states in her narrative, the bars she
frequented were not publicly known as lesbian or gay sites, and they were not
recognised as politically active sites. Yet they were raided. Regardless of the
identities of the patrons, the state government and police regarded the spaces as
resorts for dissenting politicised bodies. The practice of violent policing extended
itself to the mainstream public sphere. As Barb recounts:
It was very secretive and it was quite scary back then because gay people
I knew were getting bashed – men and women. Gay men I knew were
getting bashed often. A girlfriend of mine got bashed waiting for a bus at
one of the Fortitude Valley bus stops. It was scary times, but it was a
wonderful thing to finally discover my identity.
As Ros and Barb both recount, the threat of violent policing did not dissuade them
from gathering with other lesbians and gays. The bars and clubs, the so-called “resorts
of deviants”, gave them a sense of identity, and spaces in which to practice it.
Looking back: the portraits
The medium format black and white portraiture components of this research are a
product of collaboration, drawing on bell hooks’ essay, “The Oppositional Gaze:
Black Woman Spectators”, in which she writes:
‘Not only will I stare. I want my look to change reality.’ Even in the worst
circumstances of domination, the ability to manipulate one’s gaze in the
face of structures of domination that would contain it, opens up the
possibility of agency. (1992: 116)
54

Though hooks’ experience of the position from which the oppositional gaze operates
is of being a black girl and woman in segregated America, it nevertheless provides
ways of thinking about resistance to any hegemonic power that seeks to subjugate and
control the corporeality of the individual. De Beauvoir wrote, “Woman is an existent
who is asked to make herself object…” (2011 [1948]: 419). The portraits in North of
the Border are statements by subjects of their existence as subjective beings.
As I finished documentation with each participant, a process spanning many months
and in a number of instances, several years, we made a final, medium-format portrait
in black and white. I asked each participant to take me to a favourite outdoor location,
where she felt comfortable, to sit for a portrait. Once there, we discussed hooks’
concept of the “oppositional gaze,” with its theme of agency and talked through how
each woman contexualised those ideas in relation to her living experiences. I asked
each to reflect on the trauma she had experienced and, like hooks, to allow herself to
be empowered by a sense of righteousness, then gaze straight into the eyes of
oppression, as represented by the camera lens.
Karina Eilerass explains Jacques Lacan’s concept of méconnaissance, or
misrecognition, in the context of a “disavowal of socially sanctioned identity, or a
strategic dis-identification” (2003: 811). The gaze that each woman assumes in our
portraits is severe: direct, challenging, aggressive. Ewa Plonowska Ziarek argues that
“for Lacan, aggressivity and alienation are in fact the structural counterparts: what the
subject wants to destroy is the site of its alienation” (1998: 62). I wanted to challenge
the site of alienation – the oppressive “socially sanctioned identity,” via a
“disavowal,” an unfamiliar image that did not contain the usual source of mitigation –
the smile. The final portraits we made represent a redress of years of oppression,
exclusion and erasure. I intended the portraits to confront and oppose the mainstream
observer’s retreat from the encounter, back to their own heteronormative privilege,
which is what a smile or downcast eyes would allow. The portraits had to be
confronting, and had to challenge the viewer to “be called into the picture” (Lacan
2011: 152) and recognise the realness of each woman in her gaze. It is the enigma of
that gaze that, in its disruption, refuses the viewer a retreat to normality. They are
trapped, unable to unsee.
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Lacan examines the gaze with reference to Hans Holbein’s painting, The
Ambassadors (see Figures 10, 11), in which the “split” from the “socially sanctioned
identity,” is the anamorphic skull that one can only observe by viewing the painting
from the top-right corner. The skull is what forms the gaze, “its object to catch in its
trap the observer ”(ibid).

Image has been removed

Figure 10: Hans Holbein, The Ambassadors, 1533
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Figure 11: Thomas Shahan, Holbein Skull, 2011

I made a considered choice to slow down the process of portraiture, to make it more
open to being a meditative experience. As a significant element in achieving this I
used medium format cameras that were popular in professional portraiture in the
period about which the participants were reflecting. On both cameras I used an 80mm
lens, which equates to a 50mm focal length on a 35mm SLR (single lens reflex). This
produces a normal angle of view, reproducing a sense of how the human eye sees,
with no distorting effects due to steepening or flattening of perspective. The cameras
operate with a waist level viewfinder, which enabled the participants to have a greater
sense of autonomy due to the absence of my direct gaze (whereas with an SLR
camera, which uses a through-the-lens viewfinder, the effect on the subject is like a
spotting scope). To achieve medium contrast and smooth tonality, so further
“normalising” the images, I used Ilford HP5+ black and white film.
I learned to make photographs with a Box Brownie camera. The images were square
and the film that my parents could afford for a six-year-old was black and white.
When I reflect on those photographs now, a picture of our beagle Cindy, the choke
cherry tree that I sometimes climbed, a picture of my sister in a toothless grimace, our
first new car… there is an element of nostalgia but also realness in the sometimes
blurry snapshots. Gilles Deleuze wrote that as soon as an image is created, it makes
visible “relationships of time which cannot be seen in the represented object and do
not allow themselves to be reduced to the present” (2011: 208). Are the black and
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white film photographs about indexicality, a term posited by C.S. Peirce to describe
material connection between the photograph and subject? Are they a physical trace,
like a footprint, or death mask (Mary Ann Doane 2007: 2)? I feel so, but they are
more than “real”, which is a concept that is largely contested in postmodern
photography. Nevertheless, just as I feel a connection to my history when I look at my
old black and white film prints, I feel a satisfaction of connection when I view the
black and white portraits of the women. David Levi Strauss writes that to “represent is
to aestheticize: that is, to transform… [Aesthetics] often deals with what is not there,
imagining things into existence” (2003: 10). This is particularly pertinent due to the
reflective process by which the portraits were made and the intentional application of
the direct gaze to form a constitutive statement of identity.
I chose to use black and white film because I like the tonality of it. I like the way it
“moulds the essentials of form without the distraction of colour” (Richmond, 2004:
85). I learned to develop photographs with black and white chemistry and continued
to do so until the late 90s, when the newspaper I worked for in Prague moved to a
colour printing press. I then switched to colour film. But I always understood
photography better in black and white. My other problem doubtless has something to
do with my northern hemisphere background. The true Australian landscape is not
always a complementary blend of tonalities and colours as depicted in twentiethcentury paintings of Russell Drysdale or Grace Cossington Smith. I have a very
difficult time getting myself to accept the intense contrast of blue sky against green
foliage. To me, the landscape is more Dr. Seuss in its form and colour. I find it
distracting from the intended context of a portrait image. I wanted some control over
the reading of the portraits, considering their implied significance. Stripping away
potential distractions of colour was my solution. There are still hints of the landscape
in the background of the images, which places each woman in her chosen
environment. The combination of a shallow depth of field and the rich black and
white tonality elevate the presence of the sitter.27

27

There is one documentary image I made that has been converted to black and white. I chose to
convert the picture of Lyn swimming in the rock pool to black and white because I photographed her
with an underwater film camera, the lenses of which filter out the blue to maintain red and green colour
balance under the blue water. Because the photograph is made above the surface, the blue light is

58

And so in the portrait sessions, each woman closed her eyes, remembering the
discrimination, the pain, the hurtful things she’d experienced as a lesbian, as a
woman, then gazed directly in the face of opposition. As soon as she formed her gaze,
I began to make exposures. From that point the act of making the portrait was entirely
determined by the subject – the gaze operated from a place within her (see Figure 14).
I made no more than 24 exposures of each woman (two rolls of film). Each of the
portrait sessions took about 20 minutes.

Figure 12: Heather Faulkner, Val portrait, 2014.

I had mostly even lighting in making the portraits, but in the portrait of Val Windsor
(see Figure 12), the light was uneven – though it was overcast the light was still harsh.
I have made adjustments to all images to make the tonality and contrast more
cohesive, but they are not as cohesive as, for example the formalist portraiture of

filtered out, resulting in a high-contrast image that resembles an Instagram filtered photograph. Though
I tried to correct the image in colour, I ultimately decided that the image, which I feel is a signature
image in Lyn’s story, reads much better in black and white.
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queer-identified individuals from the ongoing Portraits series by Catherine Opie (see
“Frankie” 1995: Figure 13). Though Opie and I both seek to “elevate” (Reilly, 2001:
90) the status of, and give agency to, the participants in our portraiture through how
we position the gaze, my visual approach is less formal. Opie describes her work as
“August Sander meets Holbein” (ibid) whereas my approach with these portraits is
more redolent of Sander and more reliant on the participants to convey affect via their
choice of location, and especially through the gaze that they determine.

Image has been removed

Figure 13: Catherine Opie, Frankie, 1995.

I set up the operation of affect in the sessions through the discussion of the
oppositional gaze, the invitation to reflection and the invitation to use their own gazes
as oppositional. I also made the choice of black and while film. However, beyond
that, in terms of photographic practice, it was my intention to capture the women’s
portraits as “naturally” as possible. I anticipated that the variations in tone and
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contrast would reflect the place, season and day on which we made them. More
importantly, I wanted the portraits to express immediacy, to feel as real as possible.
Any extension of the sessions or reshoots risked that women might more consciously
undertake a particular performance of themselves in order to please me, of their idea
of what my idea might have entailed. For this reason, I did not reshoot even if I was
not as a happy with the tonal qualities of some shots as I might have been.

Figure 14: Heather Faulkner, Lyn portrait, 2014.

Other photographers have used this method of portraiture for similar purposes.
Richard Avedon’s In the American West portrait series (1985; see Figure 16) and
Annie Leibowitz’s series on Las Vegas showgirls included in the book, Women
(1999; see Figures 17 and 18) are just two examples of photography that has used the
gaze to raise the status of ordinary and/or subaltern Americans to that usually reserved
for powerful people (see Figure 15).
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Figure 15: Richard Avedon, Ronald Reagan, 1976.

Image has been removed

Figure 16: Richard Avedon, Billy Mudd, 1984.
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Figure 17 (left) and 18 (right): Annie Leibovitz, Susan McNamara before and after, 2000.
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Figure 19: Stephen Dupont, Axe Me Biggie, 2006.

In 2006, Australian documentary photographer Stephen Dupont completed a series of
portraits of Afghan men (mostly civilians) on Polaroid entitled, “Axe Me Biggie,”
(see Figure 19). Dupont is a war photographer. Temporarily without a project, he
gave in to the countless requests to “axe”, or shoot a portrait, which we seldom
answer because of the economies of time, film and energy involved in such settings.
Dupont says of the portrait series, “For so many years I have been capturing the
ugliness of war and its effects on the people of Afghanistan. I felt like I was giving
something back to the people, and I don’t just mean a Polaroid either, I felt that I was
giving them all a sense of dignity and pride and hope maybe” (2006). The tense direct
gaze of the sitters and the eager swarm of bystanders allude to the spontaneity of the
event. Dupont produced 100 portraits in one afternoon.
Almost half a century earlier, during the Algerian Revolution, French photographer
Marc Garanger was commissioned by the colonial French government to make
photographs of Algerian women for identity cards, which all Algerians were required
to carry and produce for inspection by occupying French authorities. It was 1960. The
women were to be unveiled, forcibly if necessary. Karina Eileraas observes that these
64

identity cards “formalized the French fantasy of empire, and functioned within a
broader discursive network to deny citizenship rights to colonial Algerians who were
not of French descent” (2003: 812-13). They were, she explains, a last-ditch effort to
assert authority and to compensate for the impending end of French colonial rule in
Algeria.

Image has been removed

Figure 20: Marc Garanger, Femme algérienne, 1960

Eilaraas writes that Garanger was, “repeatedly struck by the violence in Algerian
women’s eyes as they met his camera’s gaze” (ibid: 814).
Garanger’s experiences in composing these cartes d’identité (see Figure 20)
converted him to a “staunch critic of colonial policy and practice” (ibid: 813). He
writes:
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To express myself with my eye, I took up my camera. To shout my
disagreement. For twenty-four months I never stopped, sure that one day I
would be able to testify, to tell stories with these images… All of this I
did with more force than the dominant military ideology of the era that
surrounded me with hatred and violence. My spirit’s revolt was
proportionate to the horrors that I witnessed. (Garanger in Eilaraas, 2003:
814)
Eileraas argues that “photographs are best understood as ‘collective assemblages’ of
photographer, viewer and photographed subject” (ibid: 811). In such circumstances as
Garanger experienced, those collective assemblages can produce a kind of parallax
that results in what Claudia Leeb describes as a misrecognition that defies the
alienation and negation of differences that the colonial gaze attempts (2009: 72). This
can expose colonialist and other hegemonic fictions by means of which “what parades
as a pluralist society where subjects supposedly ‘equally recognize each other in their
diversity’ often ends up in the exclusion of different subjects, such as women, sexual
and racial minorities, and the poor” (ibid: 70).
My method of engaging the participants in the process was not rushed like Dupont,
nor aggressive as in the case of Avedon. Like Leibovitz, I shared an insider status as a
woman. Leibovitz was never a Las Vegas showgirl, but her subjects gave her access
based on the commonality of their experiences as women. I’m also a lesbian with a
short personal history of 20th Century Queensland – as mentioned earlier, a six-month
working holiday in 1989, which sent me further into the closet and packing back to
Vancouver where I planned my coming out. Though I did not have the extensive
Queensland history that the participants had experienced, it was the commonality of
experience as both a woman and a lesbian that created our connection, that made me
an insider. I could not, however, hide or obscure my own subjectivity, particularly my
“positionality” (Gorman-Murray, Johnston and Waitt, 2010: 17) – my societal power,
in terms of social norms (for example, my social status, upbringing, education, gender
expression and age). This is where dialogue with participants is so important: as
Andrew Gorman-Murray argues in his contribution to the essay, “Queering
Communication in Research Ethics”, the dialogue that occurs in interviews and
documentary cannot be controlled because these practices do not occur in a social,
cultural and political vacuum (ibid: 98).
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I think it is because of the transparency of our engagement, acknowledging and
respecting each other’s subjectivity and positionality, that during the portraiture,
participants were calm and in control of the process of returning the gaze to me. In
Figure 21, which was made following our portrait session, Mel wanted to see how her
portrait was composed. As she looked up from the camera, Mel turned the gaze back
to me. To

Figure 21: Heather Faulkner, Mel, 2014.

me, her gaze is complicit with me. It shows trust. It speaks about how our process
worked because she’s relaxed enough to become complicit with me in the
photographic experience. Her gaze is trusting, ironic, sardonic, intelligent. To me, the
photograph is about the balanced equanimity that existed between us – photographer
and subject, as part of that collective assemblage with the photograph to which
Eileraas refers. I have chosen not to include this particular image in the book.
Although it was short-listed for the National Portrait Prize in 2012 and exhibited
across Australia, it would break up the narrative that generates among the other
images in Mel’s story28.

28

Given my concerns expressed earlier about how the non-sexualised, everydayness of my images
might be received, the National Portrait Prize was, however, a litmus test demonstrating that a portrait
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Judith Butler argues that “the failure of identification is itself the point of departure
for a more democratizing affirmation of internal differences” (1993: 219). Garanger’s
photographs of Algerian women, so powerfully representing the Other, can readily
elude the recognition of mainstream viewers (see Figure 22). The eyes are angry,
there is no “mitigating” smile, which often “functions to mute the potentially
disruptive or confrontational role of the other’s gaze” (Eileraas: 817). In this, they
maintain a strong sense of autonomy, of agency, and so function as a form of
resistance to a unity that would erase their identity.
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Figure 22: Marc Garanger, Femme algérienne, 1960

Leeb builds on this understanding to posit a “feminist subject-in-outline” (2009: 70)
that does not seek affirmation from the oppressor through recognition, but
…implies a feminist politics, which encircles the feminist subject –
women – from different angles of contextual perspectives, without ever
fully grasping its meaning. Such a feminist politics outlines a vision for a
just society. However, it is aware that it can never fully capture justice for
all women. (ibid: 74)

of an ordinary middle-aged Queensland lesbian could be chosen to sit among the most important
portraits in Australian photography; that it has a place among Australian history and portraiture.
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Such a “politics of feminist subject-in-outline, means that the feminist subject and its
politics remains permanently open for progressive rectification” (ibid.). This openness
constitutes an ambiguity: something that cannot be pinned down and normalised;
something that in each viewing or reading must be re-encountered, or not. I think that
the documentary and portrait photographs from my project, in their depictions of the
ordinary, the everyday, at times the banal, inhabit that realm of ambiguity. In the
viewing they can neither be erased nor assigned a normative value.
Capturing the everyday
I cannot reproduce the Winter Garden Photograph. It exists only for me.
For you, it would be nothing but an indifferent picture, one of the
thousand manifestations of the “ordinary”; it cannot in any way constitute
the visible object of a science; it cannot establish an objectivity, in the
positive sense of the term; at most it would interest your studium: period,
clothes, photogeny; but in it, for you, no wound. (Barthes, 2010: 73)
The documentary images, those made as I lived with and/or shared spaces with the
participants were, as already observed, troubling at a first cursory, normative glance.
In Camera Lucida, Barthes writes of the power of the aesthetic to distort meaning,
that society, “mistrusts pure meaning: it wants meaning but at the same time it wants
this meaning to be surrounded by a noise … which will make it less acute” (ibid: 36).
Photographing in colour was a deliberate choice for the documentary work I made.
Each black and white portrait represented a statement of its own. The documentary
photographs contributed to a larger narrative that included the participants’ own
photographs. In the beginning of the documentary photography work, I felt repulsed
at the clashing contrast and tones of the brickwork of Mel’s house against the intense
blue sky. I tried it in black and white. It looked better, but then I asked myself, what’s
more true to her situation? If I strip out the colour from the image, will I inadvertently
be removing something that may affect a viewer, someone who may find the colour of
the brick familiar? Does the colour of the brick, the colour of the sky, the colours of
clothing, hair, skin, the sparseness and bright green of the leaves and gum trees tell a
back-story? Surely the colour from the participants’ images contributes to their
photographic reading. This is important to social documentary photography, which
shares methodologies with visual sociology, visual anthropology and visual
ethnography. Though documentary often works to separate the context from the
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content of the frame via a controlled depth of field, the content often tells a backstory. I was also aware that many of the participants’ own images transitioned from
black and white to colour in a loose chronological sequence. Black and white often
represented more distant times, while colour often represented more recent times.
This influenced my decision to continue photographing in colour.
The colour of all of the digital pictures is similar in tone because I used a postproduction preset that created a tonal appearance of one of my favourite colour films,
Kodak Portra. I chose this because of its softer tonalities.29
I found it easier to go about documenting the women using digital 35mm cameras,
with which I could quickly and easily adjust ISO (film speed), and use memory cards
that held hundreds of high-resolution images, rather than stress over changing film
every 36 frames and whenever the intensity of the light changed. It was just easier and
suited the short time frames that I had to make the images. I was less concerned about
indexicality than I was about getting the picture, the representational picture.
Documentary photographer Nancy Andrews argues that in the pursuit of the most
“arresting” images, photographers often “portray gays only in extreme situations, and
such photographs have been used to define gay people because of the lack of
alternative material” (1994: n.p.). In the forward to Family (see Figure 23), Andrews’
book of portraits of gays and lesbians in America, Andrews writes that a colleague
from The Washington Post newspaper saw the photographs and commented, “but
these people don’t look gay” (ibid).

29

A digital photograph is a bitmap image composed by a combination of binary numbers representing
tonal levels. All RAW digital images need to be processed and assigned a colour palette before we can
see them. Professional RAW converters such as Adobe Lightroom allow for photographers to create
palettes or “presets,” that mimic the tonality of popular film brands.
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Figure 23: Nancy Andrews, Phylis Lyon and Del Martin, 1994.

My intent, similar to Andrews, was to document the participants in their day-to-day
experience of living, which included choosing often to disregard the conventional,
normative “markers” of lesbianism – as Grover puts it, “another woman who reminds
the viewer of the lesbian’s sexual choice”. Like Grover, my aim has been and is to
“propose lesbianism as a social essential identity rather than exclusively as a sexual
one” and my intention in taking the documentary photographs was to capture and to
emphasise “the subjects’ being-in-the-world” (1996, 363-4).
I remember that in 1972 two women came into my social circle and
brought their instamatics. They were feminists and ‘just out’ and brought
their Kodaks to our parties and took snapshots… We were embarrassed.
All of us too shy to say, ‘No. Stop. Don’t take pictures here. Don’t take
pictures of lesbians. Of us. It isn’t allowed.’ Those of us who vividly
remembered photographs being used against lesbians in court, those of us
who had ever heard of a custody battle for our children just stopped
coming to the parties. The rest of us somehow stayed and survived. We
didn’t make them stop taking pictures and for the first time since
childhood I had pictures of myself. Not myself-at-the-fold-passing-forstraight but of myself. I was surprised that the photolabs printed the
pictures. (Seajay, 1980: 18-19)
Trailblazing San Francisco women’s bookstore owner and feminist Carol Seajay
remembers her confusion surrounding the printing of these photographs, because
photo labs were known to refuse to print any images that were pornographic or
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obscene. She was, she recalls,
…so confused about what those words had to do with lesbianism and
myself. I thought the labs would refuse to print pictures of women
dancing together, of two women gazing into each other's eyes. I thought
that the lab would call the police and that they would come and arrest us.
(ibid)
Seajay’s account of her self in images – “for the first time since childhood I had
pictures of myself” – is telling because fear kept many lesbian women from being
photographed in ways in which their lesbian identities could be recognised. But, as
Seajay states, when lesbians are imaged in the ways she describes, the result is
another sort of ambiguity. The photo labs quite probably had no idea what to make of
those pictures, if they made anything much of them at all.
More recently, a body of work from American portrait photographer Sage Sohier
entitled At Home with Themselves: Same-Sex Couples in 1980s America (2014; see
Figure 24) has been published as a book and travelling exhibition. Though Sohier’s
methodology differs from mine (she sets up and re-creates moments, uses flash
photography), the photographs do speak to the private/public divide that has long
dominated and still dominates LGBTIQ people’s lives. The project is not insider
research, but a sort of homage to her father. “After I showed my father the pictures, he
teared up, he looked moved, and seemed grateful… There was a sense of relief. I felt
that I was sort of saying to him that I understood what was going on and that I was
O.K. with it,” said Sohier in an interview about the project with the New York Time’s
Lens Blog (Rena Silverman 2014).
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Figure 24: Sage Sohier, At Home with Themselves: Same-sex Couples in 1980s America, 2014.

There is still the issue of the reading, or meaning of my images, which I earlier
described as sublingual, but is perhaps more aptly described as ambiguous. As Grover
proposes, “…any visual representation is initially addressed through a cultural
medium possessing greater or lesser authority to a particular constituency, for whom
it may possess a greater or lesser degree of authenticity. As it moves beyond this
primary audience, however, it acquires other meanings, other statuses” (1996, 355).
Understanding of the effects of the misrecognition of images when they are
encountered outside the intended audience, resulting in ambiguity, is not a new
phenomenon. In Image, Music, Text, which preceded Camera Lucida by ten years,
Barthes identifies three semiotic levels of “meanings” that he applies to aesthetic
experience (1977). The first two, the informational and symbolic levels, refer to the
literal meaning and the metaphoric meaning. The third, that he calls the “obtuse”
level, is a meaning that is at once “evident, erratic, obstinate” (ibid: 53) – obvious and
unstable in the same movement. He examines how this third meaning gives “the
obvious signified a kind of difficultly prehensible roundness” that causes his reading
to “slip” (ibid: 55). He confesses that, “I am not sure if the reading of this third
meaning is justified – if it can be generalized – but already it seems to me that its
signifier (the traits to which I have tried to give words, if not to describe) possesses a
theoretical individuality” (ibid: 53).
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There is a nexus between Barthes’ obtuse third meaning and Leeb’s politically
charged “feminist subject-in-outline.”
The documentary photographs that I have chosen to appear in North of the Border do
not resonate with the so-called “decisive moment,” that Henri Cartier Bresson used to
describe the height of action in his own work and which I had previously looked for
as a photojournalist. For this project, because of my position as an insider researcher,
I chose to make more documentary-style images, foregoing the aesthetic linkage of
one image to the next – how could I travel back in time to witness key moments in the
participants’ lives? The photographs I have gathered from participants and those I
made as I spent time with them, are really just fragments, almost-snapshots. There is a
visual delineation between the photographs that the women contributed and my own,
and they speak of their own contextualized experiences and my own experiences of
them. My visual approach, or style, is apparent and contributes a second voice to their
narratives. All images in North of the Border are equally considered in their
placement order.
My photographs avoid a highly aestheticised, style-driven approach that is prevalent
in contemporary documentary work. One can, without much difficulty, differentiate a
black and white photograph by Sebastio Salgado from one by James Natchwey.
Though they both rely on an intense chiaroscuro, Natchwey (Figure 25) prefers to let
the subject come before aesthetic considerations30. Salgado (Figure 26) “works in the
realm of collective subjectivities, aspiring to that ‘transcendence of self which calls
for epiphany of the Other’” (Levi Strauss, 2003: 49). Salgado uses the aesthetic to
heighten the drama of the subject, in doing so almost eclipsing it. Both approaches
result in powerful images and both have influenced countless practitioners over the
last thirty years and continue to do so. However, I have avoided much of what is
associated with both styles.

30

“A Hutu man who did not support the genocide had been imprisoned in the concentration camp,
starved and attacked with machetes. He managed to survive after he was freed and was placed in the
care of the Red Cross, Rwanda, 1994.” Natchwey, World Press Photo Caption
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Figure 25: James Nachtwey, Hutu Man, 1994.
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Figure 26: Sebastio Salgado, Chinstrap penguins on an iceberg, 2009.
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Figure 27: Paul Hansen, Gaza Burial, 2012.

The latest trend in photography, which has influenced photojournalism and
documentary, is to enhance the chiaroscuro effect while de-saturating certain tones
and oversaturating others, achieving a cinematic aesthetic. The most recent and
controversial application of this technique in photojournalism is attributed to Danish
photojournalist Paul Hansen, in the “Gaza Burial” photograph that won World Press
Photo of the Year, 2012 (Figure 27). Hansen successfully defended the image from
accusations of photographic manipulation insinuating that he had deliberately
removed information from the content of the image, which he did not.31 But the
aesthetic process remains contentious in a profession that still depends on a sense of
the integrity of the content and context of images in order to maintain a relationship of
trust with the public32. I view these aesthetic practices as potentially mitigating the
context of the image and its statement. In response to major public backlash over the
alleged manipulations (but really post-production adjustments) that Hansen made to
the “Gaza Burial” photograph, World Press Photo recently commissioned a report on

31

In an image overlay analysis, all pixels matched. That is, no content had been manipulated, added or
removed.
32
As described in the preamble to the NPPA Code of Ethics: “Photojournalists operate as trustees of
the public. Our primary role is to report visually on the significant events and on the varied viewpoints
in our common world. Our primary goal is the faithful and comprehensive depiction of the subject at
hand. As photojournalists, we have the responsibility to document society and to preserve its history
through images.”
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current professional practices and standards relating to the manipulation of digital
images by press and documentary photographers (David Campbell 2014). For the
sake of the women whose stories are represented in North of the Border, I wish to
avoid any such scrutiny.
I intended my photographs for North of the Border to be as frank and “real” as
possible, precisely because this was the first documentary project exploring the
singular experiences of lesbian-identified women who had lived in Queensland during
the repressive Bjelke-Petersen era, as well as investigating how these women
understand those experiences to influence them in the present. The aesthetics
developed by Salgado, Nachtwey and Hansen are each based in a recognition that
there is a need to intensify affective elements, and thus the potential interpretations of
the photographic image, for an audience that is already familiar with the subject
matter being interpreted through a “realistic” tradition of documentary and
photojournalism, and also familiar with the emotional impact of cinema.
Conversely, the women I was documenting, members of the LGBTIQ community,
had not conventionally been imaged in a “realistic” way. They had always been
aestheticised in mainstream media representations, either by people seeking out
images of the most outrageous performative bodies (as in the politicised bodies at
Sydney’s Mardi Gras; Figure 28), or by privileging lesbian bodies that most resemble
the familiar heteronormative ideal of the female body relatively passively staged
under the (presumed) male gaze, such as the publicity photo for the second season of
the reality TV show “The Real L Word,” produced for American pay TV channel,
Showtime (Figure 29).
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Figure 28: Heather Faulkner, Sydney Mardi Gras, 2007.
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Figure 29: Showtime, The Real L-Word, 2010-12.

A relatively new term – homonormativity – has been developed to describe the
normalising of the LGBTIQ community through applying the same strategies of
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homogeneity used by heteronormativity. Apparently first used by Lisa Duggan
(2002), who recognised the problematics of homonormative strategies in her response
to the gay mainstream movement. Founded in 1999 by the International Gay Forum,
the agenda of the gay mainstream movement included opposing “‘progressive’ claims
that gays should support radical social change or restructuring of society” (Duggan,
2002: 48). Gavin Brown argues that homonormativity operates from a neoliberal,
metropolitan, middle-class and white politic, overlooking “the lived experience of
many lesbians and gay men outside of the metropolitan milieu”(2012: 1067). It fails
to acknowledge the heterogeneity of LGBTIQ communities. Brown asks, “If the
dense social networks and spaces of metropolitan gay life are increasingly producing
homonormative subjectivities, then how should we understand the more ordinary lives
of lesbians and gay men leading open lives elsewhere?” (ibid). Even within
metropolitan settings, many differences appear, as is clear among the participants in
my project. There are many LGBTIQ people who do not share the values, politics and
public presence of the milieu represented by the “gay people” who are part of the
“creative class” that Richard Florida appropriates to the service of “creative cities”
(2002; 2005). One of Florida’s ways of measuring the likelihood of a city developing
a strong cultural economy is (truly) “The Gay Index” – that is, the proportion of “gay
people” is seen to be in a direct positive correlation to the proportion of creative
people, creative activity and cultural diversity. This is a particularly glaring example
of homonormativity (and stereotyping of “gay communities”). Just as
heteronormativity expects certain performances of heterosexual genders associated
with certain white, middle class assumptions, and excludes those who do not fit, so
homonormativity, whether perpetrated by urban planners or by LGBTIQ
organisations, expects a certain performance of homosexual genders and has been
increasingly in danger of excluding those who do not fit its middle-class, urban,
“hip”, radicalised or at least politicised norms. Among queer studies scholars, and in
analyses of LGBTIQ experiences, in which difference theory is central and difference
is privileged, homonormativity has become an increasingly useful idea that calls into
question exclusionary discourses produced or perpetuated in the same sites as critique
of heteronormative practices and discourses.
There is, perhaps, something else that has driven me to the frank and photographically
old-fashioned approach I have taken to this project. Luce Irigaray writes that women
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have been obliged to stay silent about their experience, that women have been
“enclosed in an order of forms inappropriate to us” (1993: 109). With reference to
how women are imaged, Irigaray writes that the “between-men cultures have deprived
us of the expression of meaning through images, which for the most part constitutes
our female and maternal genius” (ibid: 110). She refers to a “Prehistory” when
women openly participated in all forms of civil society and were, during that time,
imaged as goddesses – not only of fertility (the mother figure), but as autonomous
identities, not dependent on motherhood to fix their meaning. Her point, of course, is
not historical but about representation and narrative: how we are able to be
represented has a major influence on the stories we feel able to tell about ourselves.
This fortified my decision to return to a more traditional, albeit therefore radical,
visual approach. Non-gender conformist, aged, and non-sexualised bodies receive
very little visual agency in mainstream representation. My work addresses that
omission, inviting other women’s interactions with recent images that recognise these
women’s various degrees of agency.
There is, too, a tension between a range of the women’s photographs of themselves
from earlier periods, and how those women emerge in contemporary images. Many of
the photographs from earlier times speak strongly of a lack of agency – agency that is
not only “not visible”, but variously and actively hidden, repressed, oppressed, overwritten, overshadowed, outflanked – as it were – by heteronormative visual
expectations, constructed to invite heteronormative narratives. Placed with the recent
photographs, in which lesbian agency is present, these earlier images become open to
deconstruction – we begin to read the earlier narratives differently in the light of later
narratives. The women’s contributed photographs frequently become seen as older
images that, almost without exception, tell sadder stories.
In 1967 John Szarkowski introduced the works of Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander, and
Gary Winograd (Figure 30) as the “new generation of documentary photographers”
(Szarkowski, 1967: 1) in a photographic exhibition entitled NEW DOCUMENTS to
audiences at the Museum of Modern Art. The trio’s frank photographic approach
delineated their images from those of the more aesthetic documentary approaches of
photographers such as W. Eugene Smith and Gordon Parks, by redirecting

80

… the technique and aesthetic of documentary photography to more
personal ends. Their aim has been not to reform life but to know it, not to
persuade but to understand. The world, in spite of its terrors, is
approached as the ultimate source of wonder and fascination, no less
wonderful for being irrational and incoherent. (ibid)
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Figure 30: Diane Arbus, Identical Twins, Roselle, NJ, 1966

As I began to make the first few documentary photographs for this project, I realised
that, if this work was going to be taken seriously, I needed to forgo the currently
popular aesthetic approaches. Walter Benjamin proposes that photography “makes
aware for the first time the optical unconscious, just as psychoanalysis discloses the
instinctual unconscious” (2011: 191). Benjamin cites the early twentieth-century
photography of Eugène Atget (Figure 30), who avoided the “bourgeois genres and
aesthetic forms” of his day, seeking instead to “‘strip reality of its camouflage’ in
order to generate new modes of perception” (cited in Kuhn and McAllister, 2006: 3).
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Figure 30: Eugene Atget, Paris, date unknown.

Very similar thinking informed my resistance to relying on the dominant aesthetics of
contemporary documentary and post-documentary. Martha Rosler writes that the
latter mutates “into ephemeral aesthetic form and its maker into an artist,” and
abandons “any interest in indexicality and, perhaps just as importantly, in the
privileged viewpoint of ‘witness’ – and therefore any embeddedness in a particular
moment in time and space” (2004, 211). In my documentary work, I did not want to
make photographs that mitigated or obscured the situatedness of the subjects or me. I
wanted to make it clear that I was present as a witness and participant in the lives of
those I was documenting. To achieve this technically and mindful of Robert Capa’s
famous statement, “if your photographs aren’t good enough, you aren’t close enough”
(2014), I used a 24mm lens, which demands close proximity with one’s subject in
order to convey intimacy. The longest focal length I used was a 28mm on my
Nikonos V underwater film camera, still classified as wide-angle, and thus
necessitating a close proximity to the subject to create affect.
The documentary photographs that I have published in North of the Border, both from
the collections of the participants and the products of my own documentation,
represent moments from the participants’ lives. They are not, though, representative
of “decisive moments” that somehow enter into a great chain of cause and effect, or
capture the “exact point” in which the world changed. Rather they are fragments of
the everyday: fragments of the historical past carried into the present and fragments of
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the present that speak to the past, inviting the past to speak into the present. In these
ways, the documentary photographs, mine and those the women brought to the
project, are enactments of Benjamin’s noticing that “History is the subject of a
structure whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time filled by the presence of
the now” (Benjamin, 1968: 261). There are many ways in which past and present,
then and now, enter into relations with each other, however necessarily fragmentary
such relations are. If this becomes a conversation of sorts, it is one that takes on the
character of a kind of leap across time – Benjamin writes of these leaps with reference
to how fashion evokes elements of the past and the present. “Fashion”, he observes,
“has a flair for the topical, no matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it is a
tiger’s leap into the past” (ibid). Photographs from the past can similarly “leap into
the future”, taking up a conversation with a fragment recognised there. Conventional
historical method ascribes “causes” to events in history, retrospectively, or to use in
Benjamin’s word, “posthumously”, and so produce an illusion of continuity. It is
Benjamin’s project, and mine, to escape the false continuities of causes and effects
histories.
Thinking about the different narratives that might open out from women’s images if
they are represented differently, actively works against the linear historical narratives
that are the modus operandi of patriarchy and thus provide the rationale for the
tyrannies, oppressions, and suffering that it have been wrought in its name. I
understand (despite the pronouns) what made Benjamin write:
Historicism contents itself with establishing a causal connection between
various moments in history. But no fact that is a cause is for that very
reason historical. It became historical posthumously, as it were, through
events that may be separated from it by thousands of years. A historian
who takes this as his point of departure stops telling the sequence of
events like the beads of a rosary. Instead, he grasps the constellation
which his own era has formed with a definite earlier one. (ibid: 263)
This enables me to understand particularly clearly, why the especially tumultuous and
tyrannous earlier era of 1970s-80s Queensland, needed to be revisited now. It is for
two reasons. One is that there is no question that for these women who lived through
those times, there are many ways in which that past era forms “a constellation” with
their personal and public lives in this era. The other reason is about fragments of now;
about the fact that just as non-heteronormative Queenslanders at last seemed to be
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breathing freely, we have once again begun hearing echoes of that past era, and this
contributes to the socio-political sense that a constellation forms with it.
In terms of how images enable narratives and what both can contribute to how women
understand themselves in relation to their own society, the presence in the present
project of the snapshots and documentary photographs of these women’s pasts during
the Joh era, enables a constellation to form with my documentary photographs of their
presents/presences, which in turn opens out to conversations, to a dialectic, and a
realisation that these stories can and must be told.
In 1970, Szarkowsky invited Arbus to help him work on the “From the Picture Press”
exhibition, which explored the way in which press photography, “describes to us over
and over again, with subtle but constant variations, the few simple and enduring
human issues with which this medium has learned to cope – ceremonies, winners,
losers, good news, alarums and conundrums, confrontations and disasters” (Arbus,
2003: 62). Szarkowsky also made the important observation that, “as images, the
photographs are shockingly direct, mysteriously elliptical, and fragmentary,
reproducing the texture and flavour of experience without explaining its meaning” (in
ibid).
The editor as interlocutor
The editorial process in a project such as this does not somehow wait until all the
documentation and other materials are in place. There are processes of selection
taking place, choices being made, even from before the first encounters with the
subjects. There was selection involved in several stages in relation to photography and
photographic editorial choices, and a range of selections and choices were made in
relation to the verbal text. These decisions both informed and are informed by my
interpretations and therefore also form a dialectic. In the process, I needed to be open
to unanticipated possibilities and alert to my responsibilities as insider researcher and
friend as I chose material to represent each woman’s experience.
During this research, I have been tasked with the challenging roles of both
interlocutor and translator. When parts of the work have been exhibited (four short
video installations at the Prejudice and Pride exhibition at the Museum of Brisbane; a
work in progress exhibition at the QCA White Box Gallery on the Gold Coast
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Campus of Griffith University; a twenty-minute video installation at the POP Gallery
in Brisbane; the National Portrait Gallery; and in the “A Matter of Time” Exhibition
at the Brisbane Powerhouse in April, 2013), the work has been received both
positively and negatively (see Figure 31). But what has in fact upset me is the
indifference with which certain viewers have received the work.
When I started to form my research idea, I had rather naively thought that through the
power of documentary photojournalism, I could win the straight audience over, that
is, through the power of the images, give them the experience of what it’s like to be a
Queensland-identified lesbian.
After a dinner I was showing a dummy of the book to a small gathering of mixed
friends. One friend, a straight married journalist, paused on the picture of Barb and
her partner fishing off the stern of a houseboat at dusk. “Oh, that’s cute,” she said, and
then after a collective silence, followed with, “I don’t get it, is it supposed to mean
something?” The two other guests, a lesbian couple, looked at her questioningly. “It
means a lot,” said one. “Where else do you see two middle-aged women fishing
alone? We never see ourselves in pictures like this.” I discreetly poured more
Semillon Blanc into glasses and observed as the journalist deftly steered the
conversation back to the safer topic of her children and her husband. This bothered
me greatly.
Why can’t some straight people read lesbian images? After all, lesbians are culturally
capable of reading heterosexual images. Benjamin argues that “…even the concept of
the ‘ideal’ receiver is detrimental in the theoretical consideration of art, since all it
posits is the existence and nature of man as such”. He asks if a “translation” is meant
for those who don’t understand the original (2002: 253). I asked myself, do I want to
translate? The responses – both approving and objecting – to the work I had exhibited
at various public venues each confirmed a reading of the work (see Figure 31). “Oh
Yuk!!” was just as affirmative as the positive response from other visitors, straight
and queer. In terms of affect theory, I had achieved an objective of the project: to
engage emotionally with an audience. Alison Jaggar observes that
…values presuppose emotions to the extent that emotions provide the
experiential basis for values. If we had no emotional responses to the
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world, it is inconceivable that we should ever come to value one state of
affairs more highly than another. (1989: 159)
The photographs and stories in the A Matter of Time exhibition had clearly elicited
emotional responses, and hopefully, provided some reflective experience for the
audience.

Figure 31: Heather Faulkner, A Matter of Time Exhibition Comments, 2013.

On the other hand, perhaps disinterest upset me because disinterest in the work
signifies a disinterest in the topic. I decided that even if I printed wall-sized portraits
and staged a guerilla art campaign in Brisbane or Townsville on the sides of civic
institutions, there would still be a selection of viewers who remained indifferent.
Benjamin also asks, “Will an accurate translator ever be found among the totality of
its readers?” (2002: 254). The successful construction of an absolute truth depends on
an authoritarian control of the contributing meaning. That is, no other variants in the
reading of the text can be made available – the text’s translation must be didactic. I
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did not set out to achieve this but rather to engage in a dialogue. How do I know that
my journalist friend didn't take home the comments made by the lesbian viewers of
the images? I don’t know.
As I stated earlier, the images in the book are fragments, they do not represent the
whole of the participants’ living stories. Though they do, at the start, represent some
linearity in the narratives they suggest, ultimately, as my time with them concluded,
the order of images no longer reflected my linear experience of them, but rather
loosened and became more ambiguous in their ordering. This was intentional.
Some images are copied directly from participants’ photo albums – family albums.
The images I have made over the course of the time I spent with them could in many
cases make easy contributions back to their albums. The images, along with the
stories of the participants, are fragments of the participants’ pasts, carried into their
presents. When we re-engage with them as viewers – the faces, bodies, objects and
ephemera, and stories – they no longer carry the same past that the participants lived
in, but they reveal another past, another ambiguity.
Family albums are in any case ambiguous artifacts of family histories. Like Andrews’
book, Family (1994), the distinctive “aura” in Benjamin’s terms (2011: 259) of such
photographs is given meaning due to the viewer’s affiliation with the images, rather
than through the narrative structuring of the images as it is in traditional
photojournalism. Marianne Hirsch writes that the familial gaze “situates human
subjects in the ideology, the mythology, of the family as institution,” projecting a
“screen of familial myths between camera and subject”. Via this screen the subject
“both recognizes and can attempt to contest her or his embeddedness in familiarity”
(1997: 11). Just as Barthes in Camera Lucida wrote of the dialectic between himself
and the picture featuring his mother’s returned gaze (2010), Hirsch argues that the
familial look is an “engagement in a particular form of relationship, mutually
constitutive, mediated by the familial gaze, but exceeding it through its subjective
contingency” (1997: 11)
Back to my journalist friend: while this effect can provide an explanation for her
indifferent gaze, it may not account for other forms of indifference. This is not to say
that all non-homosexuals cannot adequately read a queered image. Anyone who takes
87

an interest in the semiotics of the Other, has the potential to “get” the meaning of an
image with which they can’t “identify”, but their engagement may be more cognitive
than affective. As Grover proposes, it can also depend on the cultural medium by
which the work is accessed (1996: 363-4).
When it came to my editorial role, selecting images for the book was a process of
looking for images that could create the sort of dialectic discussed in relation to
Benjamin above. The dialectic had first to open up in the relationship between the
images of the subjects and me, then the images I chose were those that I considered
most likely to set into train a dialectic with other viewers. Henri Bergson, arguing
against a mind-body split, argued that of all images, “there is one of them which is
distinct from all the others, in that I do not know it only from without by perceptions,
but from within by affections: it is my body” (2011: 54). As photographer and as
editor I had a responsibility to my subjects to ensure that my selection and
arrangement of images invited viewers to become stakeholders in these images, to
feel a sense of connection with the lives of the subjects in them. However, I also had a
responsibility to avoid positioning my subjects in ways that might invite othering, or a
sense of “being known” that could be read as invasive. Innocuous as some of the
images may seem to be, they already represent a knowing of the participant, through
her stories and through her day-to-day actions as observed by me. And, as my lesbian
friends illustrated, they represent an affection, a recognition.
Jeanette Winterson, whose writing often concerns the singular experiences of outside
belonging wrote,
Truth for anyone is a very complex thing. For a writer, what you leave out
says as much as those things you include. What lies beyond the margin of
the text? The photographer frames the shot; writers frame their world.
(2011: 8)
That is, both select a portion of “their world” for attention. It would, therefore, be
remiss of me to maintain that the stories in the book are somehow the whole stories.
Giorgio Agamben holds that an act of remembrance, “restores possibility to the past,
making what happened incomplete and completing what never was” (1999: 267). By
remembering and recounting their stories, each participant had the opportunity to recontextualise her living experiences, reframing her past by bringing it into the present
as memory, reminiscence, story, reflection. Agamben formalises this through his
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argument that, “Remembrance is neither what happened nor what did not happen but,
rather, their potentialization, their becoming possible once again” (ibid). The stories
that can be found in these photographs and words are what each participant chose to
share. And the stories will bear new meanings on each reading.
Each of the book chapters begins with one of my black and white portraits, which
effectively functions as a visual epigraph to each participant’s story. I think that each
woman’s gaze thus becomes a point of reference for readers. It is as if the directness
of that gaze offers readers a kind of reassuring anchor as they engage with the many
other visual representations and verbal hesitancies that otherwise constitute the subtle
complexities of the narratives. In this way, the opening portraits bring into each story
a sense of agency that informs the interactions between the visual and verbal.
Each written narrative in North of the Border is a digest of several hours of video and
audio interviews, including photo elicitation sessions. The pre-interview sessions with
potential participants took place over coffees and sometimes on the phone. I would
make notes that would inform the interview process if the pre-interview and the
logistics of visual documentation seemed promising. Again, there was a range of
ethical decisions involved throughout the process. I managed to have 12 pre-interview
conversations, from which the eight participants eventuated. The four pre-interview
people who didn’t become participants in the research did not because of privacy
issues – it was simply too difficult to record their stories without “giving away” the
presence of an integral partner who for various reasons did not want to be identified
within the written or visual text. I have anonymously alluded to some of these
situations in the book’s introduction, with permission of the individuals concerned.
The participants and I conducted the video and audio interviews before I began to
make documentary photographs. This served two purposes, firstly, so that we could
get to know each other, and secondly, so that I could gain a knowledge of each
participant and her story.33 In conducting research interviews, I tried to practise
listening with what Theodore Reik calls the “third ear”, that is, to avoid thinking that I
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In accordance with Griffith University’s Human Research ethics requirements, I gave each
participant an information sheet about the research and a list of questions that we would start with
(Appendix 1). I did this days, and in some cases weeks, before we commenced with the interviews, so
they could prepare for the interview and gather photographs for the photo elicitation sessions.
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already knew what the participant was saying, and so avoid to appropriating it to “an
existing schema” (Anderson, 2006: 136). Doing the interviews involved listening in
stereo, as Anderson terms it (ibid: 129). Firstly I was listening to the stories for their
factual content, but I was also listening for the emotional perspectives, for the “innerdialogues” that were occurring as well. Anderson recounted that in her own
experience of doing oral histories, “the meaning we remembered hearing had been
expressed through intense vocal quality and body language, not through words alone”
(ibid: 130). Dana C. Jack proposes that listening for others’ self-reflection, lends an
“awareness of the conflicting social forces and institutions affecting women’s
consciousness”. She argues that reflective language reveals how participants “act
either to restructure or preserve their psychological orientations, their relationships,
and their social contexts” (cited in Anderson, 2006: 136). I listened with my ears and
eyes for the corporeal telling of their stories. I made notes of their subjective
responses as we conducted the interviews. I found that the interview process created a
common ground between each participant and myself as we continued into photo
documentation.
I made two trips to the Atherton Tablelands in Far North Queensland to document
Lyn Fraser and her partner Lou. On the first trip I spent five days with the couple, and
brought by girlfriend Luisa at their behest. It wasn’t uncommon for participants to
invite me and my partner into their lives, and I think that in some ways, this closed the
gap between us as insider researcher and research participant. We became
collaborators. With Lyn, I found that she was nervous in front of the video camera for
a short spell, but then got into the rhythm of her own story. I conducted the interviews
and then, with Lou present, began documenting her at home with the 35 mm camera.
When I returned to Brisbane, I stayed in touch with Lyn and Lou over Facebook and
on the phone. I returned a year later to continue documenting Lyn, mostly because I
wasn’t clear yet about my visual approach. I was still half-photojournalist and halfinsider. I needed to drop my mask. During that return trip, I was walking with Lyn
one day and she recounted again the story about being bashed on a bridge in Brisbane
when she was a young woman. She said to me then that she had initially held back
telling me where she was going – that she had forgotten. That she was going to a gay
bar that day in the Valley, and did I think that was important? I teach a multimedia
storytelling class. In my lectures on interviewing, I stress the importance of the first
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take, because it’s usually the most authentic, less rehearsed, less self-edited
performance by the subject. What I hadn’t considered, and what scholars like Ken
Kobré (2013) don’t mention, is that the first interview also clarifies or enhances
memories and their meanings. It is worthwhile to pursue a second interview. This
event also stressed the importance of my role as an active participant in the interviews
and in the research process as a whole. That afternoon, we sat down in her garden and
I re-shot the video interview.
Early on in the research another important event happened, one afternoon at my
apartment. It was after Val Windsor and I had gone for a bicycle ride. Val is a keen
cyclist as am I, and I thought that cycling together would create a space for us. We
started our ride at my place, which is very close to a cycling track that extends from
central Brisbane all the way to the city of Redcliffe, a place very central to Val’s own
coming out story. It was the place that she and “J” escaped to when they first got
together. They lived in a motel along the water for a few weeks before finding an
apartment in the city. We finished the ride and I made lunch at my place. She took a
tour around the apartment and I showed her my studio – a messy affair of computers,
hard drives, cameras, and books everywhere. I had stuck a few photographs from the
research on my camera cabinet. Val stopped at one picture in particular. It was a
photo from Lyn Fraser’s collection. It showed a deserted, dusty highway with a sign
on the right hand side on which someone had spray-painted, “In Joh we Rust” (Figure
32 below). Lyn had made the photograph sometime in the late 1970s. Val pointed at it
and said, “there’s a ‘t’ missing.” I looked closely at the photograph. “No,” I said
quizzically, “R-U-S-T. Rust.” Val shook her head. “T-R-U-S-T. Trust. He was a great
leader.” Thoughts raced around my mind: Had I just been caught out assuming that
all lesbians in Queensland saw Joh Bjelke-Petersen as the enemy? Yes. But why
shouldn’t they? Don’t all prisoners hate their oppressor, or is Stockholm syndrome a
concern in LGBTIQ world? It seems it is, and it takes the form of homonormativity.
Sexuality and politics do not always make complementary bedfellows. Remember Pim
Fortuyn of Holland, I said to myself, or Alan Jones of Australia.
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Figure 32: Lyn Fraser, In Joh we Rust, 2014.

I called Val the following week and talked with her about her interpretation of the Joh
sign in the photograph. I told her that I was caught off guard by her response to the
photograph, and that I didn’t want to misrepresent her in the research outcomes.
“Could we do another video interview and talk about Joh and your politics,” I asked.
A short time later, we conducted the interview. “My reaction is always to take the side
of Joh. To me, Joh Bjelke-Petersen is someone very much to be admired, not for a
certain part of his outlook. I look at the whole picture. I look at what he’s doing for
the state. I look at what he’s doing for the country, rather than me personally. He was
a very strong leader,” explained Val. I asked her more pointedly about politics, about
her own stance on the gay marriage debate, about violence against women. Her
responses demonstrated that her attitudes in relation to these issues were varied and
not predicated on a particular ideological stance.
I think that in doing this type of project a lot of memories have been stirred from very
deep recesses in the participants’ memories. When I sent post-card sized photographs
out for participants to comment on, I also asked them to tell me what participating in
this research meant for them (see Appendix 3). They have told me that it has been a
cathartic experience, because they’ve never had to think and reflect on their pasts like
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this before. Val Windsor said to me that it helped her put her life in context and has
helped her move forward.
Reflections
As highlighted at the outset, in The Second Sex, de Beauvoir “created an existential
social philosophy in which individual freedom and concrete experience are
privileged” (Simons, 1999: 102). De Beauvoir wrested existential philosophy from
the abstract theories of Hegel, Kant and Sartre, whose ontologies sought to transcend
history, and situated it in the temporal. According to Simons, de Beauvoir’s
substantive philosophical claim was that meaning is always situated and historical
(ibid). Informed by de Beauvoir, I developed a documentary practice that engaged
with the participants’ being in the world and began to advance the interpretation of
what I was doing, refining the work as it progressed. North of the Border has sought
to enact Probyn’s “sociology of the skin,” (1996: 5) and to promote a sense of
belonging that refers to “modes of being in the world” (ibid: 20). It does not set out to
make these women into a group in the present in terms of their similar and dissimilar
historical circumstances and experiences. Rather, it celebrates the different ways in
which each of them has lived and come to be where and who she is now.
This research is situated in the living, embodied experiences of these eight lesbians in
the context of Queensland in the Joh era. As I began to reflect on and contextualise
the documentary work I was making as a text in whole, my conceptual framework
rapidly shifted away from close contact with essentialist and social-constructionist
ideas, which, although utilised by some contemporary feminist scholars, maintain a
reverence towards the misogynistic duality of mind and body (Grosz 1994). As Grosz
argues in Volatile Bodies, feminist essentialists34 focused on “specificities of the
body,” such as hormonal fluxes, menstruation, childbirth, weak musculature, as what
makes women different and what must be overcome in order for them to become in
any way accepted as “equal” with Man (sic). Grosz also observes that feminists who
take a largely social constructionist position believe that “it is not the body per se but
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Such as de Beauvoir, though her work may be re-interpreted as more social-constructionist or even
monist following the more recent and critical reading and translation of The Second Sex (2011).
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the ways in which the social system organizes and gives meaning to biology that is
oppressive to women” (1994: 17).
Despite my critique of social constructionist explanations, de Beauvoir’s argument
that “One is not born, but rather becomes, woman… Only the mediation of another
can constitute an inidividual as an Other,” (2011: 283) is clearly important to the
ontological aims of this research. It is in the act of othering that the lesbian subject is
rendered abject, a position that she can readily take into her own ontology and use,
indeed, as a further means of reducing her own sense of self in the world. If anything
is clear from the stories that emerge from my work, it is that. Abject is what these
women, without exception, but in different ways in their different circumstances,
learnt to be.
Their stories, however, are also about unlearning. Any act of defiance by an abject
subject against a scripted order of behaviour, appearance, language or action is also an
act of corporeal authenticity. This work had to make room for affect, for feelings, for
bodies but could only do so through bringing together various modes of narrative
potential: the women’s old photographs, their memories, my documentations, their
responses, my portraits, their stories.
The research has been about how the participants ascribe meaning to their experience
of living, not about me imposing/creating meaning about them. In avoiding the latter
during processes of selection, composition, production, arrangement and so on, it has,
then, been very useful to utilise the non-deficit values and ideals of feminist thinkers
such as Kristeva and de Beauvoir. In that way I could consider the participants’
experiences of discrimination and their self-reflections while consciously stepping
aside from positioning those experiences in certain ways.
For Gorman-Murray, one of the challenges in doing queer research is “effectively
communicating and achieving understanding across an increasingly wide range of
sexual subjects, each with their own experiences, practices, relationships and
subjectivities” (2010, 99). It could also be observed that one of the joys of the kind of
work he describes lies exactly in encountering those many differences. The aim is to
communicate, but not to homogenise in order to communicate. If a participant’s
reflection is essentialist, social constructionist or monist, it is not my place to critique
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her position, but I can draw on non-deficit feminist values in order to understand her
situation. And if she describes an experience of discrimination, misogyny or
homophobia, again, it is not my place to give her a lesson in deconstruction or about
ideology, but I can use deconstruction to gain further understanding of her
experiences. Just as my subjects live in a society that continues to practise many kinds
of exclusionary behaviours and to perpetrate many kinds of violence, so I need many
kinds of feminist theorists whose approaches can assist me in interpreting patriarchal
and heteronormative hegemonics. While I have reached, I hope, a relatively
comfortable position in relation to current feminist thinking that provides me with the
kinds of insights I find most useful, this does not mean that I can leave behind the full
range of other approaches. This frequently became obvious in thinking about my
research:
I think it’s all in my own head. It’s – people I know, people who know
me, they don’t give two hoots. They like me as a person, as Lyn. They
don’t care if I’m gay or not. So it’s my own problem. It’s not their
problem. The people I don’t know, and this is going to sound really weird,
people I don’t know, I hide from, if you know what I mean by that. I hide
from people that don’t know I’m gay. – Lyn Fraser
Lyn’s statement illustrates why I needed to make the book, and why it needed to be
designed with its subjects as its first and most significant audience. North of the
Border provides a means by which the women’s memories, stories, images,
impressions are affirmed through my documentation, portraits and editorial work,
without any particular scholarly or ideological overlay. Each woman has her own
presence, and each can encounter the singular presences of each other woman. They
all share Joh’s Queensland and being lesbians. Otherwise, they are each a singularity.
Their ontologies thus matter, singularly. It has been important to me to stress that,
because if there is anything difficult about being a lesbian it is that so many people so
often seem to be at a loss to know what to do with you – socially, politically,
legislatively, personally. Given that Western society is tied up in orders of sameness,
in making categories of identity and so on, we just don’t seem to fit. In positioning
her project in Outside Belongings, Probyn writes:
In the face of the fixity of the categorical logic of identity I seek to instil
some of the movement that the wish to belong carries, to consider more
closely the movement of and between categories. … I argue for
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singularity in order to capture some of the ways in which we continually
move inbetween categories of specificity. (1996: 9)
This research is about belongings, about how the participants articulate their
belongings, as lesbians, as women, as Queenslanders, as outsiders to the
heteronormative world that sets them apart. It is about articulating belonging in a nondualistic way, using a blend of visual and written elements, in order to enable agency.
The participants in this research are apart from society (literally outlaws to the letter
of the law, until 1991, and still outlawed in some socio-economic settings) and a part
of the societal fabric of Queensland. Here I once more deploy the concept of the
Möbius strip, so usefully used by Grosz, to recognise, elevate and delineate these
ontologies from binary oppositions and heteronormative categories. I have made the
book in order to lift my work out of theory, to open up a space in which these
historically and culturally situated ontologies can speak.
North of the Border enacts my ethical, aesthetic and theoretical understandings. I have
stressed that in producing the work that underpins it and in making the book itself, I
have at all times tried to avoid what de Beauvoir calls “bad faith.” That is, I have
tried not to deny my own freedom, tried not to act inauthentically, unethically, or
surrender to the influence of another. Rosler makes a more direct criticism of
photojournalists and documentary photographers acting in bad faith in relation to the
power imbalance between the photographer and subject. In particular, she critiques
the tendency to celebrate the “manipulativeness and savvy of the photographer” that
frequently accompanies the “othering” of subcultures, the poor, deviance, etc. “like
the astronauts, entertaining us by showing us the places we never hope to go” (2004:
180). Rosler asks “who is speaking, and from where?” (ibid: 210) and attacks the
elevation of a “poetics of form” above documentary photography as a “force of truth”
(ibid: 211).
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Image has been removed

Figure 33: LaToya Ruby Frazier, The Notion of Family, 2014.

In recent years documentary photographers35 such as LaToya Ruby Frazier (2014
Figure 33), have definitively recuperated the status of documentary from the
criticisms of Rosler (2004), Sontag (2002, 2003) and Solomon-Godeau (1995).
Frazier’s recently published book, The Notion of Family (2014), stems from her
experience of growing up in the declining industrial city of Braddock, Pennsylvania,
providing an insider account of the legacy of racism and poverty that engulfed the city
in its decline. It is about a “sociology of the skin”, a situated account of how Frazier
fits in, with her family (she documents her relation to her grandmother and mother),
her culture, her city. Frazier’s work demonstrates “that the history of a place is
frequently written on the body as well as the landscape” (Aperture, 2014).
My research is for lesbian-identified women, for feminists, for women, for people
who are interested in the subjectivity of being lesbian. It seeks to value what both
heteronormative society and more recent homonormativity have obscured, and it aims
to value and give agency to middle-aged lesbian women. When I started the research
in 2008, I agreed to photograph “around” partners, friends and acquaintances of
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I should refer to documentarians as practitioners instead of photographers, for our practice is no
longer limited to a two-dimensional, chemical photographic print output but includes transmedia
storytelling tools such as video, audio, digital publishing as well as interactive software such as
Isadora, which is used by photo media performance artist and former documentary portrait
photographer Jamie Griffiths. I am now working on tactile photographic experiences using a compact
digital rangefinder camera and 3D photogrammetry software. LaToya Ruby Frazier works in video,
performance and still photography. The book, The Notion of Family, is part of a larger body of work
she produced comprising video, performance and still photography.
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participants who were not comfortable with being visually identified in the research.
This proved very challenging, but in the end, I realise, it has added a politic to the
research that refutes normative discourses regarding how egalitarian Australia is.
Even in public, where I have the legal right to document anyone without permission, I
acknowledged and respected the wishes of those who wanted to remain anonymous
within the context of the visual research. That is, I exercised my freedom by choosing
not to comply with the freedom to photograph that the law gave me. In various
photographs in North of the Border, a black bar obscures some of the faces. There are
two reasons for this. Firstly, it honours the requests of people who agreed to be
photographed but not to be identified. Secondly, in the case of “historical” images
from the women’s collections, rather than pixellating or editing additional people out,
I chose to have the continuing presence of others to contextualise the stories, but to
prevent specific identification at the request of participants. By putting a bar across
faces, I allow the nameless bodies to operate as signs, each of which represents a
personal history we do not know. Taken together, though, they gain an anonymous
presence, taking on something of the character of a chorus in Greek drama, except
that they comment or commiserate silently, suggesting aspects of the narrative
moments in which they once participated.
In September of 2012 I exhibited the work in progress to the Gay and Lesbian History
Action Group at the Queensland Healthy Communities Centre (QAHC) in a
multimedia presentation entitled, “Envisioning the Invisible: Documenting the
histories of Queensland lesbians in video and still photography”. Shortly after, on
October 6, I presented the work at the International Lesbian Day celebrations at the
Wickham Hotel in Brisbane. At both events, I made a point of discussing my use of
the black bar to obscure non-participants’ faces. The response was, “of course, you
have to do it”. Not one person objected. I had a somewhat different response when
straight colleagues saw the works. They all objected to the use of the bar. Their views
were probably influenced by the fact that the black bar is still occasionally used by
Australian tabloids to protect the identities of adults and children, but more often, it is
used to hide the identity of a person accused of a crime even though pixellation may
be used for other purposes. For these viewers, then, the bar is associated with shame –
partly because of this link with criminality, but perhaps also because when confronted
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with such a bar there is often a voyeuristic urge: we want the reveal. Thus we can feel
a sense of shame about that desire, and maybe our need to judge. When the bar is used
in the context of this project, if individuals have asked not to be identified and if the
larger LGBTIQ community understands it, I wonder how shame is really operating in
the exchange? Is there a tacit recognition that there are still reparations not made,
apologies not received, respect not felt, responsibilities not enacted?
There is a photograph I made twenty-two years ago of two friends, lovers briefly
reuniting after breaking up the night before. The kiss is intimate, their eyes are closed,
one bites the other’s lip. I exhibited it once at Prague’s Goethe Institut in May 1997
during Apriles, the first ever lesbian festival in the Czech Republic. The photograph
was the centre-point of television and newspaper coverage. Time has passed. My
friends no longer speak to each other. One has a high-ranking international position
with a human rights organisation in a continent where in some countries, lesbians are
“cured” by rape or murder. She has received death threats for her humanitarian work
and is elusive in interviews that query her sexuality. She has retreated inside. I can
never exhibit this image in public or publish it again, until I know that she will not be
punished for being identified. Whose shame is this? This is when homonormativity is
so dangerous in its mitigating attempts to come to an arrangement with the status quo.
It is critical that the black bar stays. It may be uncomfortable viewing for some wellmeaning people confronted by a black bar on a photograph of someone who, by
association with a homosexual, may be judged to be homosexual. The bar still
represents an identity that cannot be revealed because of social taboo.
Until 1991, homosexual bodies were policed and terrorised by Queensland law.
Recommendations following a 2012 Federal Senate inquiry that all Australian states
and territories expunge the criminal records of those who were convicted of
consensual homosexual acts has begun to be addressed by New South Wales and
Victoria. Queensland Attorney-General Jerrod Bleijie has only recently acquiesced to
a meeting with LGBTIQ rights activists to begin discussions on the issue (Amy
Remeikis, 2014). The stain will exist until it is expunged. Who should really feel
ashamed?
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Conclusion
For those who call for a new militant documentary practice cognizant of
both the representation of politics and the politics of representation, a
thorough awareness of what traditional documentary modes put in place is
a prerequisite to any practice that attempts to go beyond it. (SolomonGodeau, 1995: 171)
I have chosen a traditional approach to documentary in contrast to today’s
aesthetically led forms, in order to explore the experience of living in Queensland as a
lesbian during the Bjelke-Petersen era, and to capture the effects of extremes of social
and political conservatism resonating in the singular experiences of eight women. The
choice of approach was partly made for ethical reasons, but it also acknowledges
histories in the present and the ways in which the present becomes history. The topic
is new, unexplored and in need of history-making before it becomes subject to close
analysis through deconstruction, and before it becomes open to the kind of
exploration which theorised aestheticisation might bring.
I do think that my documentary project demonstrates, in its methodologies and
concepts, awareness of both “the representation of politics and the politics of
representation”. I also maintain that the methodologies and techniques practised
throughout the project, and the ethics that inform it, have addressed criticisms of
documentary (by, for example, Sontag, Rosler and Solomon-Godeau) that it is too
often an unwitting collaborator with power structures, thus having the effect of fixing
the subject in a subordinate position, as Other. This constitutes a further recognition
as to why a more traditional visual approach was an appropriate choice for my
photographs: it mitigates the risk that the aesthetic could potentially distort the
available readings, thereby exposing the work to these very hegemonics (hetero- and
homonormative).
I mentioned earlier Pink’s argument that each project necessitates a refashioning of
methodological (and thus ethical) frameworks, each therefore building and rebuilding
its own biography through its reflexive processes (2013). I have followed such a
process, in relation to method and ethics, reconsidering the value of established
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frameworks and approaches as well as working with more recent understandings. It
became clear that, in dealing with the impacts of mainstream hegemonics, I needed to
draw on elements of second wave feminism such as Kristeva’s work on the abject and
an insistence on avoiding deficit models. And of course, contemporary feminist
understandings, especially as represented by Butler, Probyn, Grover and Grosz, have
informed this work strongly in many different ways.
But this project isn’t only about establishing a feminist ethical, methodological and
conceptual framework within which I am comfortable to operate as a documentary
photographer and researcher. These considerations have been completely
interimplicated with a desire to explore lesbianism as an ontology – as a way of being
– in a social and political setting that still rarely values, engenders or encourages
sexual difference, and certainly didn’t in the Queensland of the Bjelke-Petersen years.
This necessitated sharing, exploring and capturing something of the singular living
experiences of each of these women: how they chose to navigate spaces that
welcomed or sought to expunge them; how they defined themselves within and
without those spaces; how they understand those experiences now, in middle age; and
how they feel, experience and express themselves in the present. In short, the project
as a whole is about the situatedness of identities and the capacity to experience a
sense of belonging, and it is also about how a mixed documentary practice can
provide insights in ways that enrich the potentials of research to intersect with
ontology.
The time I spent with these women almost always involved a sense of quiet reflection,
a peaceful sharing of thoughts, observations and memories. However, in addition to
this effect – captured by Wordsworth’s ‘emotion recollected in tranquility’ – our time
together also involved a great deal of playfulness, humour and lightness, as well, of
course, as moments of great sadness.
In his unfinished Arcades Project, Benjamin’s purpose was to uncover suppressed
histories that were subsumed and subjected to erasure by the dominant ideology and
dominant scholarly practice. Arcades are full of ephemera: a discordant clutter of
‘stuff’; a mash-up of historical, cultural and societal artefacts, living and inanimate. In
this project, I have played the part of a discriminating flaneuse, carefully and
mindfully noticing and collecting fragments representative of each participant’s
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experience. Borrowing Benjamin’s analogy, the project represents a small explosion
of fragments, in words and pictures. Separately and together they contribute to a
counter-narrative, a writing back to the dominant ‘natural history’ given by the
mainstream.
This research converges on focal points of singularities and specificities, and does not
seek to generalise from those examples (Agamben, 1993). It is not in any way a final
word on the Queensland lesbian experience. It does, however, open a dialogue about
experiences of sexuality in Bjelke-Petersen’s Queensland. It is a conversation that has
been muted until now precisely because the lives of these women in their younger
years were largely invisible – just as Katter positioned them.
I regret that no participant identified as Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander or South Sea
Islander. The absence of women who identify as Aboriginal is not due to my
inattentiveness; there were people who were interested in the project but did not
contribute for their own reasons. This triply marginalised voice is in dire need of
expression, for representation in projects such as this. It is an absence that speaks of a
need for further research.
In terms of future practice research, much of what I am likely to undertake will
probably have its beginnings in what I hoped to do for this project but, ultimately,
could not undertake while still doing justice to the participants in the kind of depth
they deserved. Initially, I envisaged research output in the form of a larger,
transmedia production, encompassing documentary video (with animation), a graphic
novel, a book, and an exhibition. However, realising the benefits of doing one thing
and doing it well, I pulled back from that. Nevertheless, my video installations at the
Prejudice and Pride exhibition in 2010, my longer form video installation at the
Stepping Up exhibition in 2011, and my solo documentary photography exhibition at
the Brisbane Powerhouse in 2013, all informed how I would eventually put the book
together. I still considered including QR codes at the end of each participant’s chapter
linking to short online video excerpts from the interviews (similar to the videos I
produced for the Prejudice and Pride exhibition) but in the end, I didn’t do that,
either. I would rather, in the words of Jill Waler, “explode the work altogether” and
produce a documentary film with animation as a post-doctoral research project. A
graphic novel will possibly prove more difficult, though I have some interest from
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artists in Tokyo. In any case, transmedia practice depends to a large extent on the
ephemeral qualities of time and meaning in order to make and reconstitute them, and
that did not sit comfortably within the strictures of the doctoral pathway.
There are many more stories to be told, and how and when they may be told will
depend on the current and future climate of Queensland politics, sexual politics and
culture.
As I finish this research, new narratives of being and belonging are being expressed in
the documentary world. There ought to be more. One exceptional recent project is
Latoya Ruby Frazier’s A Notion of Family (2014) referred to above. Her book is part
of a transmedia practice that includes video installation and performance. British
filmmaker Fiona Cunningham-Reid produced ‘Croc-a-dyke-Dundee’ the legend of
Dawn O’Donnel (2014), a documentary biography of the late Sydney nightclub
proprietor. Parallel to this project, there is filmmaker Chelsea McMullan’s biography
My Prairie Home (2013) tracking genderqueer indie singer Rae Spoon’s attempts to
reconcile with her Southern Alberta upbringing in Calgary (ultimately, she cannot).
This last example is most closely related to my research project. “People always ask
me…why do I come back to the prairies so much. It can be really awkward for me but
there is a shared history that’s just as mine as anyone else’s,” Spoon says in the film.
Ros Prosser reflects on the same phenomena, “The way I’ve handled it over many
years is to go back a lot, stay here a lot, go live there a lot, come back.” I will soon be
making my own journey back to Calgary and the prairies. I will, as always, bring my
camera.
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The socio-political evolution of lesbian reality in Queensland into the 21st
Century
A photo documentary project collecting and publishing the stories of lesbianidentified-women who experienced living in Queensland in the pre-feminist era
through to present day, and how they perceive the era to have defined their
reality in the 21st century.
Research conducted by Heather Faulkner Email: h.faulkner@griffith.edu.au
ph 0404 637 367
This photo documentary research project aims to collect and publish the stories of
lesbian-identified women who share the common experience of living in Queensland
during the conservative socio-political eras of post-WW2 Queensland up to the
present day.
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I am a practicing documentary photojournalist and writer as well as university lecturer
in Photojournalism at QCA, Griffith University. I am also a lesbian and have
researched, written and photographed several lesbian-related stories such as the
lesbian history of the Czech Republic (Girlfriends Magazine, San Francisco) and the
queer history and scene in Prague (Time Out: Prague). I was the first “out” queer
journalist in Canada to write a queer column in a “straight” weekly publication
(Terminal City, Vancouver), and continued to do so for over decade. The column,
entitled, “Grrrl Trouble,” also involved a foray into an autobiographical comic strip. I
have covered the landmark Little Sisters bookstore’s legal challenge to Canada
Customs and contributed to the book, Restricted Entry, Censorship on Trial, by
Janine Fuller and Stuart Blackley, with a foreword by Jane Rule. This documentary
research will contribute towards my Doctor of Visual Arts candidacy which I may
apply to upgrade to a PhD in Photo Documentary Practice.
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The proposed method of story collection is a combination of video interview, archival
footage and present-day, photographic documentation. During the interview process,
you do not have to answer every question – your reply to questioning is voluntary.
Your stories will be edited and arranged by myself and may include my own
comments. All the information you give to me will be available for publication. It is
hoped that by telling your story, this social documentary research will engage the
Australian public in dialogue, establish a research foundation of recorded experiences
from which further discovery can take place. By understanding the marginality
experienced by lesbians during this era, the public, heterosexual, homosexual or other,
will gain important insight into the politics that drive the gay rights movement in the
21st century. The research will also serve as a comparative marker in the history of the
gay rights movement in Australia, as over 100 federal and state laws are, as I write
this information, being challenged by the GLBT community in the fight for full legal
recognition, rights and protection by the Australian federal government.
The stories you tell will be made into an exhibition and may be shown in galleries
throughout Australia and may be available online. The exhibitions will be accepted as
the work of myself. If you tick all the boxes above your image and name may be
published in the exhibition.
As part of the University’s policy the following paragraph must be included
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access an/or use of your
identified personal information. As outlined elsewhere in this information sheet, your
identified personal information may be included in exhibitions. Other than this
disclosure, 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
www.griffith.edfu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3735 5585.
If you have any questions, please feel free to ask. If you have any more questions
later, I will be happy to answer them. You can contact me by mobile phone: 0404
637 367, or call my office at Griffith University QCA 55527780. I am also available
by e-mail: h.faulkner@griffith.edu.au. My principal supervisor for the DVA
candidacy is Dr. Debra Porch, available via e-mail: d.porch@griffith.edu.au.
Potential Questions for Participants:
•

•
•
•

In your opinion/experience, were Qld. Lesbians more disadvantaged
than their counterparts in NSW and other more progressive Australian
states? If so, how? Are they still now?
Can you tell me about your experiences growing up and developing a
sexual-identity? Did you date other girls/women? Were you married?
Were you afraid of your feelings for other women or of being “found
out?”
Did you know the term, “lesbian,” when you were younger? What did
you think of it?
117

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

When did you “come out?” What did your family make of it? What did
your friends make of it?
What socio-political values or norms of the times made you feel more or
less excluded from society?
Have you ever felt persecuted or punished for acknowledging your
sexuality?
Was there a defined culture/community of lesbians? Were they rolebased or more fluid? Were you part of it? What did you think of it?
Were there safe or secret places for women to meet?
Was there a slang (eg. Friend of Dorothy)?
In present-day Qld. What is it to be a lesbian-identified woman who has
experienced the political era of JBP? Do you feel socially apart from
younger (under 30) lesbians? How have things changed socially for you?
How have things changed politically for you?
Did you ever consider leaving Queensland for other Australian states or
cities that you perceived to be more tolerant?
Do you think your experiences, living in Queensland over the past
decades, have contributed to your sense of politics in terms of gender
equality and GLBT rights?
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The socio-political evolution of lesbian reality in Queensland into the
21st Century
A photo documentary project collecting and publishing the stories of lesbian-identifiedwomen who experienced living in Queensland in the pre-feminist era through to present
day, and how they perceive the era to have defined their reality in the 21st century.
Research conducted by Heather Faulkner
Email: h.faulkner@griffith.edu.au
ph 0404 637 367

CONSENT FORM
I, ….……………………………………………………………………………... (name)
…………………………………………………………………………………...............
…………………………………………………………………… (address or contact)
give my permission for Heather Faulkner to:
(tick the box next to those activities you will participate in)

!

interview me

!

photograph me

!

record our conversations and copy the recordings into text

!

use the photographs and words in future exhibitions

!

use the photographs and words in publication form

!

use my name whenever the work is shown

I understand that
!

I do not have to participate in this project if I do not want to

!

If I agree to participate I can change my decision and withdraw from the project at
any time. I do not have to give a reason for withdrawing from the project and that
there will be no penalty for doing so

!

there is no payment for my involvement in this project
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!

the information I give to Heather Faulkner may be published at some time in the
future

!

if I have any concerns about the conduct of the people involved in the project I can
contact the Manager of Research Ethics at Griffith University.

……………………………………………………
………………………
(signature)

(date)

Some additional information:
The intention of this project is to tell your stories about your life to the broader Australian Community.
Your stories will be edited and arranged by the author and may include their comments. All the
information you give to Heather Faulkner will be available for publication. It is hoped that by telling
your story, this social documentary research will engage the Australian public in dialogue, establish a
research foundation of recorded experiences from which further discovery can take place. By
understanding the marginality experienced by lesbians during this era, the public, both heterosexual
and homosexual, will gain important insight into the politics that drive the gay rights movement in the
21st century. The research will also serve as a comparative marker in the history of the gay rights
movement in Australia, as over 50 federal and state laws are currently being challenged by the GLBT
in the fight for full legal recognition.
The stories you tell will be made into an exhibition and may be shown in galleries throughout
Australia. The exhibitions will be accepted as the work of Faulkner. If you tick all the boxes above
your image and name may be published in the exhibition.
As part of the University’s policy the following paragraph must be included
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access an/or use of your identified personal
information. As outlined elsewhere in this information sheet, your identified personal information may
be included in exhibitions. Other than this disclosure, 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 www.griffith.edfu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3735 5585.
The paragraph safeguards your privacy. It means that I will only use your information in the ways we
have agreed upon. The only exception to this is when we are required by law to do so or if we contact
you and get your permission.
If you have any questions, please feel free to ask. If you have any more questions later, I will be happy
to answer them. You can contact me on the phone number above or call Griffith University (number
above) and ask for myself. Or if you have any concerns with the way the project has been carried out
you can contact Gary Allen, Manager Research Ethics at Griffith University on 07 38755585.
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Appendix 2: Grrrl Trouble Comic
Heather Faulkner, 1995: Grrrl Trouble Comic Strip, San Francisco Series, 1
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Grrrl Trouble Comic Strip, San Francisco Series, 2
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Grrrl Trouble Comic Strip, San Francisco Series, 3
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Appendix 3: Participant Reflections on Project
Mel Jones

Val Windsor
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From: "Val Windsor"
Subject: RE: Hello, stranger
Date: 16 December 2012 6:11:00 PM AEST
To: "'Heather Faulkner'"
Hi there
Sorry I'm a day late but for some reason I have been wrestling with this
question................don't know why.
Why did I agree to become involved? I could be altruistic and say all for
the good of research, but I don't think so.
Maybe it was a chance to talk about everything one last time and to
hopefully then finally let it go.
I am interested in what you are doing so it was actually good to be involved
and I hope I was helpful.
If you need more and this isn't enough please let me know.
Thank you for dinner on Wednesday and my pressie (I haven't opened it yet;
I am saving it).
I hope you both have a lovely Christmas and a very happy and successful new
year.
Ciao
Val
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Carol Low

Gai Lemon

126

127

Ros Prosser
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Ros Prosser continued
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Carol Lloyd
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Carol Lloyd continued
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Barbara Bryce
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Lyn Fraser

133

Lyn Fraser continued (including some commentary on her photo selection)
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