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Abstract 

This exegesis explores emblems of identity worn by contemporary Australians. 

Emblems are intrinsic to most cultures and have specific histories within Europe, Japan 

and Indigenous Australia. I investigate the historic use of emblems as a visual language 

of identification and their relationship to the manner in which society and its 

communities are structured. Notably, this research focuses on the constructed 

Australian identity as conveyed through the symbols that adorn leisure-wear and 

apparel worn at Australian sporting events. Through globalisation and marketing, 

symbols have been co-opted for “high end” fashion accessories and worldwide 

distribution. This thesis examines the implications of heraldry, Japanese kamon (family 

crests) and Indigenous designs in the popular-culture context. The exegesis also 

analyses the seemingly inextricable connection between alcohol consumption and 

popular team sports in Australia through branded sponsorship of major sporting codes 

(mainly male).  

Post-colonial Australia prides itself on its multiculturalism and my personal background 

of European descent, married to a Japanese man and knowledge through teaching, of 

Aboriginal symbolism, acknowledges this diversity. I investigate clothing and 

accessories worn by individuals and community groups that employ significant 

emblems of ‘Australianness’. I use printmaking for its capacity for multiples and easy 

dissemination, coupled with alcohol-can assemblages to afford an immersive 

experience.  
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Introduction 

As an artist, my interests lie in cultural identity and social history regarding identity. 

My interest in this particular research topic was sparked by comments made by 

students in papers submitted to me for a course I was tutoring in Indigenous Art 

Practice and Protocols (IAPP). Many Euro-Australian students had difficulty answering 

questions about their cultural practices and identity. The majority of ‘Australian’ 

students identified themselves as ‘white, middle-class Australians’, but lacked the 

insight to identify with any cultural practices, other than shopping, listening to music, 

drinking beer, and going to watch ‘footy’ or cricket or attend clubs. Apart from being 

born in Australia, these students could not culturally or visually identify with any 

particular object, symbol or practice that was specifically Australian. By contrast, those 

students who were descended from migrant families, or were international or 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island students, were all able to talk about their culture 

and identify particular symbols, costumes, implements, rituals, or practices intrinsic to 

their respective cultures. After two years of tutoring IAPP, I felt compelled to reflect 

upon my own ‘Australianness’, which prompted me to ask the question, “Are there 

visual symbols or emblems that we wear or use that signify ‘Australianness’?”  As a 

result, my interest began to focus on the visual symbols and emblems on casual 

clothing and accessories that reflect the postcolonial identity of the Australian people. 

Symbols have been used throughout the ages to identify people, places and things, 

long before written language. They are an intrinsic part of most Indigenous cultures 

around the world and are imbued with meaning, culture and lore. Children identify 

symbols and shapes long before they can read or write; simplified symbols (ideograms) 

are used universally throughout the world in public places to give information or 

directions. Symbols were the building blocks of language. In A Taxonomy of Concepts 

of communication, Blake and Haroldsen write: 

Most interaction that takes place in our society is carried out by spoken and visual 
symbols…Non-verbal Communication is the transfer of meaning involving the absence of 
symbolic sound or sound representations [i.e. through symbols or emblems]…popularly called 
the silent language…Non-verbal communication is culture bound…it is not instinctive to human 
nature…it is learned behaviour acquired through...socialisation [varying greatly] from culture to 
culture (Blake and Haroldsen 1975, 43). 
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Meanwhile, as Erin Mussolum notes, “The arts—visual, film, music, design and fashion 

are as much about personal identity as they are about expressions of sights and 

sounds” (Mussolum, 2006, 1). 

In the past, symbols of identity were consciously used to describe heritage, social 

status, occupation and culture, their meaning decipherable through semiotic analysis 

of their elements. They created (and, I will show, contemporary symbols continue to 

create) a statement about the wearer or bearer that can be read by others without the 

need for linguistic communication. In other words, the visual elements, as adornments 

and logos, are pieced together cognitively. According to Blake and Haroldsen: 

The capacity to communicate symbolically makes it possible for man to acquire and…to pass on 
a cultural heritage, which apart from socialisation could not be realised…[infants] enter this 
world…with a capacity to learn through imitation, trial and error, rote exercises and other 
processes…learning to respond to the symbols around them appropriately according to their 
society (Blake and Haroldsen 1975, 67). 

This ideology is supported in more recent studies in Australia undertaken by Melissa 

Harper and Richard White, which I will refer to later. 

My visual research is primarily based on historic and contemporary texts relating to 

European heraldry and the Japanese kamon (family crests), combined with recent 

research on Indigenous Australian designs that have been passed down for tens of 

thousands of years. As I will relate, this peculiar combination is linked to my own 

background—of being a white Australian of European descent, married to a Japanese 

person, and with teaching experience and an interest in Aboriginal art. Heraldry is a 

post-colonial legacy of the European coloniser that has been continued as a form of 

identification through the Australian coat of arms, which is embossed on every 

Australian passport, as well as the official symbols of many national and state 

government departments. Prior to colonisation, Aboriginal Australians used a 

sophisticated system of identity symbols that is a component of the oldest continuing 

art practice in the world. Because of this, my research rightfully acknowledges First 

Peoples by including them as a source of reference, although their contribution alone 

deserves a separate sustained thesis (one written by an Indigenous colleague). This 

research is also informed by my observations of the use of kamon during three years I 
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spent living in Japan. Through this research process, I evaluate Australia’s placement 

within the arts scene of the Western world, as geographically it is placed closer to Asia. 

European Heraldry  

Heraldry in Europe evolved around the tenth century, and was a complex system of 

identification associated with societal status, especially that of the nobility, which 

related to bloodlines, social status, occupation and place. By the early-twelfth century, 

knights’ shields bore simple heraldic “charges” of geometric patterns, such as chevrons 

and bends, with a limited palette of usually two or three dominant colours. The 

Heraldic shield or skutcheon, was considered a sign of protection, honour and duty. 

The principles of division followed strict hierarchical order, value and placement of the 

devices clearly showed the status of the bearer (Frutiger 1998, 59; 264). In the latter 

half of the twelfth century, other symbols associated with the knight’s families, such as 

lions, dragons and eagles became incorporated into the designs. These designs, initially 

used only on their shields, also began appearing on their seals, clothing and other 

personal and military paraphernalia. The coat of arms was an ideal symbol used by the 

aristocracy to identify with others of similar stature and to promote exclusive 

bloodline through marriage (Znamierowski and Slater 2007, 364; Fig. 1). It was also an 

easy way for knights in battle to identify their allies from enemies, as they were heavily 

disguised by their armour (Znamierowski and Slater 2007, 257). Heraldry continues to 

be used throughout much of Europe today, and is still used in Australia, mainly by 

government departments and their officials, councils and institutions, hospitals, 

churches and some universities and schools.  

 

Figure 1: A page from a sixteenth-century Flemish 
pedigree armorial, showing the husband’s coat of 
arms turned towards his wife’s lozenge form. The 
bow above a woman’s lozenge designated 
marriage. Source: Znamierowski and Slater 2007, 
363. 
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Japanese Family Crests 

The Japanese kamon roots lie in the sixth century, when simple geometric shapes, 

spirals and arcs were used as decorative forms for fabric, ceramics, sword holders and 

other household items. In the late-seventh century, the designs evolved to include 

human, animal and plant representations and were employed as a means of 

identifying the aristocracy and Samurai warlords. The designs were used in different 

sizes and formats to distinguish classes, nobility, workers and servants, as well as being 

displayed on flags during battle. Aristocrats’ clothing bore multiple small designs, while 

servants’ clothing bore one large design on the back (Fig. 2), with the same design also 

incorporated on their family flags and funerary items (Huffman 2007, 9). 

Kamon are stylised motifs of considerable variety and design. They are often 

minimalist impressions of natural objects, plants and animals, and usually stylistically 

arranged within a circular or rhomboid format, although squares, pentagons and 

hexagons are also employed to a lesser extent. Designs were originally restricted to 

two colours, occasionally three, which were most commonly indigo and white, black 

and white, or red and white. Later, in the Edo period 1603–1868, after Kabuki theatre 

had been introduced, the designs became more varied, colourful and popularised (Fig. 

3), developing into traditional patterning used not only on clothing, but ceramic and 

lacquer ware, fans, sword hilts and many everyday items. According to Sadao Hibi and 

Motoji Niwa,                            

Some of these patterns were developed and used by only one member of a hereditary Kabuki 
“family” of actors… In other cases, an entire troupe of actors…would outfit themselves in these 
patterns. Many Kabuki patterns are visual-riddle patterns. (Hibi and Niwa 2001, 130)  

 

Both the European and Japanese systems became popular throughout their respective 

feudal eras as a means of identification, a symbol of loyalty, and a way to differentiate 

the nobility from the ordinary or “serving” classes. Both systems had a formal 

registration protocol through which application and acceptance to use these emblems 

for apparel was completed. 
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Indigenous Australians’ Symbols of Identity 

 Throughout Indigenous Australia, complex systems of art, dance, songs and stories are 

used to identify groups’ moieties (blood lines/clans), country, spirituality, law (lore) 

and customs. These systems are incorporated in the designs of Aboriginal art work, 

body markings, ceremonial adornment and sand paintings. They can be used to trace 

family and land connections, as well as storytelling and rituals, and their meanings are 

many layered and multifaceted. According to Howard Morphy, Indigenous designs—

specifically the Yolngnu of East Arnhem Land—are intrinsic to both the individual’s and 

the community’s identity:  

They represent places and the animals and plants that occur in particular kinds of places, but 
they do so through a religious iconography that is integral to the cultural and social ordering of 
the world. (Morphy 1999, 55)  

The principles of Yolngnu art allow the production of symbolically dense images [combined 
with expressive forms that emphasise aesthetic rather than semantic concerns. (Morphy 1999, 
77)  

Each clan have their own specific moiety design that is integrated into their paintings; 

these are combined with animals, people, plants and other objects to tell a story, with 

consideration given to aesthetic arrangement. Body painting uses moiety designs 

particular to each clan and is specialised to the purpose of each ceremony.  

Figure 2: Kamon design indicative 
(traditionally) of a servant or worker. 
Photograph: author 2008.  

Figure 3: Samples of Kabuki theatre family 
kamon, some with riddle patterns. 
Source: Hibi and Niwa 2001, 130. 
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Through the use of these designs, various Indigenous groups were able to identify their 

own moiety group and that of other individuals, as well as establish boundaries, 

compatible moieties, kinship and stories via their respective body markings and 

adornment. Before interacting, social order was recognisable through artwork, rock 

and sand paintings, tree carvings (Fig. 4), dance and song. Harper and White also 

suggest that: 

In time [Indigenous symbols] provided a quarry in which the new Australian nation would mine 
for new symbols. At first the new arrivals ignored the symbolic possibilities of Aboriginal 
culture, perhaps because white nationality was so often built on the dispossession of 
Indigenous people…The arts and craft movement between the wars showed increasing interest 
in Aboriginal motifs, and in the 1950s Aboriginal figures and artefacts provided popular 
ornaments… as well as national decoration for the Commonwealth Jubilee in 1951 and 
souvenirs for the Queen’s visit in 1954. Boomerangs particularly were commonly accepted as a 
symbol of Australia…also providing the logo for the buy Australian campaign launched in 1961 
(Harper and White 2010, 3). 

 

A typical example of this is the inclusion of the boomerang, the stone axe and the club 

as part of the ships’ crest design employed by the Australian Navy for the HMAS 

Cootamundra (Fig. 5), which also incorporates Australia’s national flower the 

Cootamundra wattle (the species of wattle from which the ship’s name and our green 

and gold colours are derived). 

Figure 4: A Wiradjuri dendroglyph (carved 
tree) from central NSW. Source: Cumming 
2011, 8. 
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 My research into heraldry, kamon and Indigenous designs and their uses, reveals that 

these designs have much greater implications beyond being purely decorative. My 

practice makes use of found natural and man-made materials to produce prints and 

embossings that may look like Indigenous art, but they are not actual representations, 

they are created symbols to link the similarities between the three sources of 

traditional designs that I am researching (European, Japanese and Aboriginal). I do not 

copy original Indigenous images out of respect for Aboriginal culture and protocols. 

The designs are as much about the unseen as they are about the seen; they reveal to 

the viewer more than the symbol at face value. As anthropologist Victor Turner argues  

…the coincidence of opposite processes and contrasting notions in a single representation 
characterises the peculiar unity of the liminal: that which is neither this nor that, and yet is 
both. (Turner cited in Stafford 2007, 45) 

There is implied knowledge carried in these symbols that can only be deciphered by 

the initiated or informed. For instance, not only were the symbols and devices of 

heraldry crests, kamon and moiety designs used as a visual language of identification, 

but they also related to the manner in which society and communities were 

structured—and continue to be structured, albeit in a modified and hybridised form. 

Also, cultural identity is a complex construct that changes and varies through 

phenomenological experience and time, as Clare Williamson points out: 

Cultural identity cannot be considered in isolation from other aspects of identity. The mythical 
notion that there is a simple identity discoverable ‘with-in’ a particular individual or group has 
been replaced in recent years by the assertion that identity is fluid, cutting across race, gender, 
sexuality and class (Williamson 1992). 

 
In the following chapters, I order my research and associated practice in a contrapuntal 

fashion. I do this because my studio work informs the avenues I follow in investigating 

visual metaphors of identity in Australian popular culture, and vice versa. Hence, 

Figure 5: The ship crest for HMAS Cootamundra. 

Source: Wikipedia 2008. 
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chapters 1 and 3 will concentrate on theoretical and visual source material and 

chapters 2 and 4 will examine and outline my studio work as it has evolved. My 

primary forms of visual expression are printmaking, assemblages that recycle elements 

of popular culture, and digital imagery. This research, largely through my visual 

practice, investigates the effects of globalisation over the last two decades on 

Australian identity and will consider the use of symbols and emblems from official and 

casual clothing and some commercial influences. It will also address the “clothing 

tribe” connotations, where youths “brand” themselves, and, to some degree, I will 

consider the adoption and hybridisation of symbols and designs from other cultures 

and sources. 

In Chapter 1, I examine and discuss the historic context of traditional heraldry, 

Japanese kamon and traditional Aboriginal designs. Chapter 2 explores the crossover 

between traditional and popular culture symbols and the influence of globalisation. I 

will examine both appropriation and original sources of specific traditional patterns 

and designs that are currently used. In Chapter 3, emblems and related visual 

metaphors of identity and popular culture in Australia are studied for links to the past 

and uses within present society. Chapter 4 examines the semiotic implications of 

contemporary symbols and popular culture items, whether they are chosen 

consciously or intuitively as signifiers of identity and belonging. It also explores overt 

or subliminal suggestions of the desire to identify with and belong to a particular 

group, and whether the designs we choose are worn as acknowledgement of “tribal” 

(and other) allegiances, identifiers of class status, or a combination of both. The 

Conclusion consolidates the employment of and connections between the symbols in 

the emblems and logos of some of the prominent sporting clubs and organisations in 

Australia today. It reveals adopted and adapted signs, connections between their 

original use and their current use, and how it all synthesises into the Australian spirit. 
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Researching the current use of symbolism worldwide reveals that there are complex 

degrees of appropriation and adoption of emblems. In Japan, the European-style coat 

of arms has been appropriated and adapted for contemporary crests (Fig. 6); in 

Europe, elements of Japanese crest designs have also been appropriated and adapted, 

especially by Louis Vuitton. Meanwhile, in Australia, apart from official government 

usage, Heraldry and crest designs have been adopted and stylised as symbols of 

adornment for clothing brands, sporting team logos, alcoholic beverage and car 

manufacturer’s logos. These changes and uses of logos are not just confined to Euro-

Australia; similarly, the adaptation of a non-traditional palette and patterning has 

infiltrated the designs used in contemporary Australian Indigenous art, especially 

within the urban environment. However, the significance and connotations of 

Indigenous tribal designs, used as body adornment, tribal identification, for cultural 

objects and territorial land marking within traditional communities, has, from my 

observations, remained relatively true to its origins and purposes.  

 

Over the past twenty years, globalisation has accelerated the changes in the 

(construction of an) Australian identity, both on a personal and national level. 

Australia’s population now derives from almost every corner of the globe. What effect 

has this “mash-up” of culture had on Australia’s identity? What designs and emblems 

from other cultures has Australia adapted and adopted? What is the speed of change 

and exchange? To what extent do irony/pun/satire or double entendre come into 

emblems and branding labels? What roles do “democratic” clothing, such as jeans and 

Figure 6: A variety of contemporary Japanese crests 

adapted or appropriated from European Coats of 

Arms used for corporate identity. Photograph: author 

2008. 
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the humble T-shirt, play? These are some of the questions driving my visual and 

theoretical research. 

 

Barbara Maria Stafford and Valentin Groëbner have recently researched the 

significance of emblems, investigating what they convey to the viewer, and how they 

are an intrinsic part of human cognition, development and society. Stafford’s books 

Visual Analogy (2001) and Echo Objects (2007) consider cognition, consciousness, 

philosophy and neuroscience, using “imaging or figurative tradition, rather than 

linguistics, for a connective model of rhetoric adequate to our networked, multimedia 

future” (Stafford 2001, xv). Groëbner’s book Who Are You? (2007) delves into images, 

signs, clothes and skin markings that identify people. Recent texts by James Elkins and 

W.J.T. Mitchell also support Stafford and Groëbner’s research into cognition and visual 

literacy. Michael Wintle’s collection of essays titled Image into Identity: Constructing 

and Assigning Identity in a Culture of Modernity (2006) investigates the changing 

nature of the relationship between image, identity and culture, suggesting that 

“nationalism is a comparatively recent ideology” (Wintle 2006, 16). I also reference 

Symbols of Australia (2010), edited by Melissa Harper and Richard White, which offers 

considerable additional material to support my research and my praxis.  
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Chapter 1: European Heraldry, Japanese Kamon and Traditional 

Aboriginal design in the Context of Contemporary Australia 

There is no identity without history and no history without identity. 

(Groëbner 2007, 26) 

 

Australia is a young country in terms of European settlement, but it is a very old 

country in terms of artistic history and the use of familial symbols and designs. 

Indigenous designs have been used to pass on information about moieties, culture, 

land custodianship and lore for more than 40, 000 years. This complex system of 

designs and symbols of identity was in use in Australia thousands of years before 

heraldry was adopted in Europe (and the European settlement here) or the 

sophisticated system of Kamon used by Japan. Such systems are also subject to 

influence and change and their permanence and authenticity may become transient, 

according to Wintle, who suggests: 

In the case of national identity…nationalism is a comparatively recent ideology and that nation 
states efface their novelty by an appeal to ancient and invariant tradition. Where such 
legitimising tradition does not exist, it is often retrospectively invented through the trappings of 
state and tribe. (Wintle 2006, 16) 

One might ask “What relevance do emblems have for Australian identity today?” The 

aim of this research is to establish, or at least explore, what particular emblems and 

symbols Euro-Australians identify with today. What are the current emblems of 

Australian identity and what are the associations, similarities and differences, given 

their historic sources? The European, Japanese and Aboriginal systems of identity have 

been chosen because of their individual histories, their particular ownership and 

registry of designs, and accepted authorisation for use.  

The Commonwealth Coat of Arms (Fig. 7) is the official symbol of Australia, and is used 

for all federal government occasions, all official government documents, including 

Australian passports, and international sporting uniforms. It is a registered trademark 

and it is illegal to reproduce it without formal permission from the Australian 

government (thus I had to seek permission to reproduce it here). 
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In Australia there is currently no heraldic authority, although the Australian Heraldic 

Society has motivated for one. The Society stated in 2008 that: 

Despite the fact that the absence of a heraldic authority is constitutionally inappropriate and 
overlooks the opportunity to assert Australia's independence and sovereignty, the Australian 
Government balks at the creation of such an authority based on cost considerations; there is 
general belief within Government that Australians can adopt their own coats of arms or apply 
to the College of Arms in London. (Australian Heraldic Society 2008) 

Thus, if one wishes to design and register a coat of arms, one must apply to the College 

of Arms in England for approval, which implies that Australia is still under “Imperial 

Rule”.  

In Europe, the coat of arms was used as a symbol of identity from the middle ages 

onwards (Fig. 8), and is still significantly used by business, royalty and the upper 

classes. Indeed, there are organisations that will design and register coats of arms for 

individuals or businesses today. As people trace their heritage back to their ancestors, 

they may discover their coat of arms.  

 

Figure 7: Commonwealth (Australian) coat of arms. Permission to reproduce the Commonwealth 
Coat of Arms granted by the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 14 September 2012. 
Source: Wikipedia.  
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European coats of arms, like the Japanese kamon and Indigenous Australian symbols, 

are inherited and passed down through generations. These symbols are used 

consciously to describe heritage, status and occupation. They create a dialogue about 

the wearer that can be read by others without the need for linguistic communication. 

According to Barbara Stafford, the visual elements are recognised by relevant societies 

and pieced together by the brain. Stafford refers to emblems as 

enigmatic complexes compressing enormous amounts of information… Such inorganic 
compounds appropriate the content-laden forms of other ready-made structures into a larger 
mesh or lattice. The system works by detaching its constituent parts from more diffuse wholes 
and then integrating them into a new crystal-like arrangement (Stafford 2007, 45) 

Stafford recognises that the individual elements of an emblem create a narrative that 

is deciphered by our ability to interpret and relate to them both separately and as a 

whole within the context of society and our culture. 

In Japanese history, kamon date back to the Heian period, which is considerably earlier 

than when heraldry began in Europe. The Japanese were inspired by the existing 

Chinese system, and adopted this (as well as Buddhism and the written Kanji) and 

modified the format for their own symbols. Kamon were used by the Emperor, the 

aristocracy and the Samurai (in feudal times), and are still used throughout Japan 

today by companies and government offices. Many families have their own kamon 

Figure 8: Early examples of European Coats of Arms, 
England, ca. 1340. Source: Wagner 1978, 22. 
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symbols, which are inherited by progeny (Figs. 9 and 10) and they come in a variety of 

basic formats including roundel, lozenge (or rhomboid) tortoise shell and square.  

 

              

 

 

 

Indigenous Australians have their own system of recognition, permission, 

acknowledgement and lore. While in pre-colonial Australia, an Aboriginal system of 

symbols indicating identity was in place (and still is today, in some areas), it is only 

since the late 1930s that the complexity of this system has begun to be documented in 

books and academic repositories, with comprehensive documentation beginning 

around the mid-twentieth century (Morwood 2002, 39, 321). Most Indigenous 

knowledge was passed on orally through songs and stories, visually through sand and 

body paintings, bark painting and carving, as well as kinaesthetically through dance 

and movement (Fig. 11). It was intertwined in a complex system of identification of 

moieties, country, spirituality, law and customs.  

Figure 10: Tomoe (whirlpool), my 
mother-in-law’s family kamon. 
Photograph: author 2008.  

Figure 9: A variety of traditional Japanese 
kamon used for identity and repeat all-over 
patterns. Source: Nakao 1929, n.p.  
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Indigenous Australians have incorporated specific designs in their artistic practices, 

including body markings, ceremonial adornment, tree carving and sand painting, in 

order to pass down knowledge throughout their communities, from generation to 

generation. Traditionally, they used these symbolic methods for storytelling and rituals 

to trace family and land connections and to pass on their lore within an Indigenous 

authorised system of knowledge. In Visions from the Past, Michael Morwood states: 

In Central Australia the major features of the landscape are named...Each site is associated with 
one or more sets of designs. Ownership of specific sites is held by common descent groups, 
[either patrilineal or ambilineal]...The designs associated with key sites...could not be copied by 
men of other estates without permission...The designs on secular and sacred objects helped 
people memorize their location (Morwood 2002, 100–101).  

This system of identification was used extensively throughout mainland Australia, the 

Torres Strait, the Tiwi and other islands surrounding the coast of Australia. Sadly, in 

urban areas, much of this information has been lost due to the influence of 

colonisation and the imposition of European ideology and assimilation policies. 

However, the continuing practice by communities in remote areas, such as North West 

Australia, Central Australia, Arnhem Land and Cape York, is enabling some of the urban 

communities to re-establish the links to their designs through research and 

consultation with community elders. Similarly, the Japanese and European family crest 

Figure 11: Examples of moiety 
designs from Yirrkala, North East 
Arnhem Land. Source: Mountford 
cited in Morwood 2002, 110. 
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or coats of arms are inherited and passed down through the generations (albeit 

authority is given in written form). 

The symbols that people wear today may be more revealing than one would at first 

think; sportswear and the uniforms of school, work and emergency services all indicate 

an identity linked to a particular activity, association, group, company, institute or 

organisation. However, what about those members of the general public who do not 

wear such obvious indexes of identity? Is there some other signifier that Australian 

people wear casually that indicates who they are? I argue that there is indeed; one 

only has to look at the ever-growing racks of brand-name or logo-bearing clothes in 

clothing stores to see how prevalent this is (Figs. 12 and 13), which, in turn, indicates 

people’s desire to be seen as identifying with, belonging to, or supporting, a certain 

group or social stratum.  

 

 

 

In postcolonial Australia, symbols have evolved to incorporate elements that are 

‘intrinsically’ Australian, including elements from the many cultures who have settled 

here, reflecting both multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism. Qantas has adopted the 

“flying Kangaroo”, which is identified throughout the world as Australian, and a 

product such as Vegemite (sandwich spread), which, although it is no longer Australian 

owned, signifies Australianness. The Australian flag includes the Union Jack from the 

UK, while the other significant element is the Southern Cross (Crux Australis), which 

Figure 12: A variety of labels from Jetpilot surf wear, 
the brand name has become an “all-over design”, 
embroidered and screen-printed onto the garments. 
Photograph: author 2010–11. 

Figure 13: Roxy surf wear; the logo has 
become part of the decorative floral pattern. 
Photograph: author 2010–11.             
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some sources suggest was derived from the Eureka flag (Fig. 14), the flag of protest 

(see page 25). Unsurprisingly, many would argue that the Australian flag is not really 

indicative of the multicultural population of contemporary Australia and would 

complain that it does not reflect the national colours of green and gold (as seen in the 

Boxing Kangaroo flag) so often seen at sporting events (Fig. 15). These are well-known 

symbols associated with Australia. However, what I wish to uncover, is a set of 

underlying emblems and symbols that everyday Australians identify with today.  

Harper and White suggest that symbol-making is a ‘national hobby’, which anyone can 

participate in and that, in Australia, the “role of women is particularly noticeable… 

some tasks of nation-making fell as much if not more to women, and the crucial 

though often trivialised role of national-symbol making is one” (Harper and White 

2010, 11). 

       

          

 

 

 

According to Harper and White, women played an important function in creating 

national symbols early on in Australia’s history. The Eureka flag (fig. 15), the wattle 

flower as a symbol of grief, and Australians’ enthusiasm for the “cooee” sound were all 

initiated by women. These writers note that:  

As wattle and gum leaf gatherers, and in their flower painting, crochet designs, poker work and 
even cake decorating, women often incorporated—and perpetuated—national symbols, 
thereby giving the publicly imagined nation a place in the private home. (Harper and White 
2010, 11)  

Figure 15: The Boxing Kangaroo with Southern Cross 
(both national emblems) in Australia’s national 
colours of green and gold. The Boxing Kangaroo first 
appeared around 1891 as a cartoon character and 
later adorned World War II fighter planes of the 
RAAF. Sources: Flag Bazaar website; Harper & White, 
2010, 27. 

Figure 14: The Eureka Flag (1854), 
Australia’s famous flag of rebellion, 
became a common symbol of liberty and 
independence which may have inspired 
the design of the national flag. Sources: 
Wikipedia; Znamierowski and Slater 2007, 
244. 
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The Eureka flag was made by women from remnants of their dresses and petticoats as 

a symbol of protest against the authorities during the gold rush in Ballarat in 1854 

(Harper and White 2010, 15). According to Jane Taylor, the constellation of the 

Southern Cross used on the Eureka flag represents “a symbol of freedom from tyranny 

and loyalty to Australia. Indeed, the Eureka flag was referred to as ‘the Australian 

Ensign’ in the popular press from the time of its first appearance” (Taylor, J. cited in 

Harper and White 2010, 16). According to Slater and Znamerowski it inspired the 

Australian national flag adopted in 1901 (Slater and Znamerowski 2007, 244). One 

could speculate that the white cross (behind the cross of St George on the union Jack) 

and the Southern Cross are derivatives of the Eureka Flag that are extant on the 

Australian flag, but there is a lack of Australian historic reference to this being so. 

However, the Eureka flag is almost inverse to the Australian Federation Flag from 

1830s-1920s (minus the Union Jack). The 1901 Australian flag was modified in 1954 to 

the current flag of today (Slater and Znamerowski 2007, 184). The Builder’s Labourer’s 

Federation Union members still proudly wear and use the Eureka flag as their logo 

today (Fig. 49). 

Harper and White also note that most Australians do not tend to take their national 

symbols as seriously as other nations, even entertaining the idea of “commercial 

cynicism”, using the example that “a line of underpants [or a pair of thongs] that are 

printed with the Australian flag scarcely raises an eyebrow”. However, they can be 

fiercely defensive of it when it is publicly debased. In 2005, racial tensions between 

Anglo-Australians and descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants in Sydney reached a 

peak, resulting in the Cronulla riots. One offender, of Lebanese descent, who burnt the 

flag, was pressured into walking the Kokoda trail as penance for his disrespect (Harper 

and White 2010, 11). It is ironic that commercial lampooning of the flag as underwear 

or footwear is quite acceptable, yet individual debasement of the flag is punishable, is 

paradoxical. 

From the historical origins of emblems above, I now turn to examine how Australians 

identify themselves today. My practical explorations are informed by a personal and a 

non-personal perspective. As previously mentioned, my primary forms of creative 

expression are printmaking, assemblage, installation using popular-culture discarded 
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material and some digital media. I use print (including digital media) because of its 

capacity for duplication and for wide dissemination, while I use installation art because 

of its immersive environment, in which the viewer becomes an active participant. As 

my research has developed, two strands or paths have appeared; the one, the journey 

exploring my place as a sixth-generation Euro-Australian, examining how I (as a 

woman, artist, teacher, mother, and wife of a Japanese man) identify as Australian 

through visual symbols; the other, an exploration into the multifaceted relationship 

between male sports and alcohol consumption that our nation manifests (along with 

many others) through the mass media. In this second strand of my practice, the visual 

symbols are dominant markers of our relationship with alcohol and sport. VB, XXXX, 

Jim Beam and Jack Daniels alcoholic drinks along with Red Bull energy drinks are 

among the leading sponsors of the dominating national male codes of sport and 

motorsports as well as a number of international codes of sport.  
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Chapter 2 

Exploring Traditional and Popular Culture Symbols in an Age of 

Globalisation: Implications for My Art Practice  

 

I wonder if the international art market is not suffused with an unanswerable 

optimism concerning the representation of cultures…that is camouflaged by the 

notion that visuality can somehow help communicate things that language 

cannot… It seems to be an article of faith that because the work is visual, it has 

to communicate immediately, without the barriers we associate with linguistic 

and literary translations.  

(Elkins, Valiavicharska & Kim 2010, 33) 

 

My art practice is dichotomous and yet conjoined; this approach allows me to explore 

personal as well as ‘national’ perceptions implied by the media. The first strand 

explores historic and traditional uses of national and international emblems, together 

with my own place in Australia; the second strand explores the Australian “ethos”. This 

ethos encompasses contemporary culture through branded leisure wear for youth, 

which is based on popular team sports and associated pastimes. What emerges in this 

focus is parody, paradox or double entendre; Australians’ penchant for “larrikin” 

behaviour, being informal and having disdain for authority is strongly evident. These 

apparently separate strands are brought together in my studio work through print 

media, assemblage, and recycled popular-culture objects. Other contemporary artists 

who use similar themes or materials, and whom I will discuss here, include Australian 

artists Fiona Hall, Vernon Ah Kee and Reg Mombassa (the pseudonym of Chris 

O’Doherty); New Zealanders Gavin Hipkins and Michael Reed; Americans John 

Hitchcock and Andy Warhol; and Japanese artists Takashi Murakami and Yayoi 

Kusama.  

I selected Hall for her choice of materials and their ubiquitous symbolism, Ah Kee for 

his explorations into contemporary Aboriginal identity, and Mombassa because he 

often portrays the irreverent “larrikin” element of Australianness through his images 

and designs printed on T-shirts, other garments and paraphernalia. 
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The international artists have been selected more for their choice of media and subject 

matter. Hipkins explores national identity (both New Zealander and Australian) 

through photography in his series The Homely (1997–2000), while Reed takes a more 

political stance with his Drapes for Real Men and Collateral series (2011), which 

considers the history of war and colonisation in the Pacific region. Hitchcock’s 

installation Ritual Device (1999–2006) has been inspirational to me for his multimedia 

approach that uses printmaking, installation and video projection. Warhol, of course, is 

seminal for bringing popular culture icons (e.g., Marilyn Monroe et al) and commercial 

items, such as Brillo boxes, into the realm of “high art”. Murakami is included for his 

use of the kitsch Japanese “Superflat” art, which he combines with traditional 

Japanese kamon in his work for Louis Vuitton; and Kusama is mentioned for her use of 

“dots” (derived from the kamon symbols for the sun, moon and stars) that now also 

adorn high-fashion accessories at Louis Vuitton.  

I feel drawn to east and Southeast Asia, partly due to my marriage and partly because 

of Australia’s proximity to the Asia-Pacific region. My first art residency, in which I 

spent three months along with fellow artist Rowena Friemann, at Manila Studios in the 

Philippines in 1997, was followed by two subsequent residencies in 1999 (solo) and 

2000 (together), and culminated in a yearlong touring exhibition of our artworks. The 

experience of these residencies opened up my eyes to Australia’s placement within 

and connection to Southeast Asia especially. It also made me more aware of the 

effects of colonisation and the imposition of Western ideology and aesthetics in Asia. 

The popularity of the Asia Pacific Triennial art exhibition held at Queensland Art 

Gallery every three years seems to validate my personal connection to Asia and the art 

of the region. 

In 2001, I went to Japan to work for three years. This was my first experience of living 

in a culture where English is not the dominant language (unlike the Philippines), yet 

that has nevertheless adopted many elements of Western culture, including visual 

symbols and style of dress. In Japan I worked with a number of English-speaking 

nationals from different countries around the world, but interestingly it was the 

Australians who seemed to be more openly accepted by the locals, for example- my 

Australian colleagues and I were often asked if we were American, when we replied 
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“No, we are Australian” the local Japanese became noticeably more friendly. Also we 

were not overtly patriotic (unlike some of the North Americans I met), we often 

concurred on our views about life and reminisced about home, and seemed to be 

more easy-going and relaxed than our American and British colleagues. We also 

seemed to have the ability to identify Australians pretty easily, due partly perhaps to 

our “laid-back” attitude towards life, our irreverence and our Aussie “drawl”.  

 

I see my art practice as a hybridisation of being an artist, teacher and Australian 

woman. It comprises the studio, the lecture theatre, and for me, “a baby-boomer”, the 

domestic sphere. It focuses on cultural and social identity and that of being a global 

citizen in the age of instant electronic social communication. Through my interactions 

with non-European artists, international students, and Australia’s position within the 

Asia-Pacific region, I recognise Australia’s art scene as being distinct from that of 

Europe and the United States (although it has relied politically, socially and 

economically upon both these spheres). Australia appears to have a voice of its own 

and a unique character. The question is raised, should we not be looking more at how 

we fit in the context of art scenes that emanate from Jakarta, Manila, Bangkok up to 

Tokyo and Shanghai? We are, it can be argued, geographically within Asia and the 

Pacific, so why do we continue to identify so strongly the European and North 

American art world? Certainly the popularity of the Asia Pacific Triennial held every 

three years in Queensland would support this geographical connection. Paradoxically, 

the republicanism issue is not strong, as our bonds with the British monarchy are 

fondly upheld. However, what I perceive as an Australian distinctiveness is borne out 

by acknowledgement of our Indigenous heritage and our diverse migrant population. 

Both have fed into what can be seen as a hybridised identity that is contemporary 

Australia today. It is a complex situation that is explored in my work Multicultural 

Identity series (2011) (Fig. 16 shows number II). 
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In my current art practice I produce printed banners, large prints made from 

collagraphs, frottage, garments and accessories made from recycled alcohol and 

beverage cans and experiments with digital media. In short, I am involved in a 

bricolage aesthetic with stand-alone imagery and installation as an integrated mix. 

Being primarily a print media artist, I am drawn to printmaking in almost any shape or 

form. Accordingly, I am immediately attracted to the colourful graphics on labels of 

beer and drink cans (which are often simulacra of heraldry and traditional emblems) 

for my installation (three-dimensional and assemblage) works. The latter are also 

inspired by a concern with the prevalence of alcohol sponsorship for sports in Australia 

(especially male-dominated sports). The installations have a direct reference to this 

link between sport sponsorship, alcohol consumption and Australian “larrikin” 

attitude. Whereas the first strand of my art practices investigates the traditional 

foundation and practical elements of European heraldry, Japanese kamon and 

Aboriginal moiety designs, the second strand of my inquiry makes use of discarded 

alcohol cans to create artworks that relate to Australia’s obsession with sport and 

alcohol.  

What has become particularly noticeable during my research is the prevalence of 

alcohol brands and logos printed on casual clothing and sportswear in Australia. 

Therefore, a large part of my practice is constructed from, or refers to, alcohol brands 

that prominently sponsor Australia in national and international sport. On television 

Figure 16: Multicultural Identity II 2009–10, 

screen print and multiple collagraphs. 
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news broadcasts (and related websites), an increasing amount of attention is given to 

these spectator sports. As a mother and educator I have concerns stemming from the 

frequent news reports on the detrimental effects alcohol has on youth (especially 

through binge drinking and alcohol-related violence), families (increasing domestic 

violence and child neglect/abuse), and across the wider community (through the 

effects of drink-driving and the prevalence of alcohol-related abuse). In fact, alcohol 

consumption is synonymous with Australia’s identity, and Australia is among the top 

twenty highest beer-consuming countries in the world (Live Science, 2006). 

My exhibition in 2011, Australia Identified: the Green & Gold and the Bold (fig. 17), at 

POP Gallery, Brisbane, consisted of an installation that combined three-dimensional 

works made from alcohol cans, two and three-dimensional prints and wearable 

objects.  

  

The particular alcohol brands were chosen partly because they belonged to the 

sponsoring brands of major sporting events and partly because the colours and/or 

designs simulate, to some degree, those used in crests and heraldry. More 

importantly, the XXXX and VB cans are synonymous with the Australian national 

colours and our sporting teams, utilising green and gold. In particular VB and XXXX 

were chosen because their colours related to the “Baggy Green” and “Yellow Baggy” 

hats worn by our international cricketers. VB is the major sponsor for international 

cricket, whilst XXXX is the major sponsor for the Queensland Bulls. 

The immersive (installation) nature of the 2011 Green & Gold and the Bold exhibition 

was reminiscent of the spectator sport of mediaeval times; the arena or the battlefield 

of that era has now become the sports field. The warriors of mediaeval times have 

been replaced by the warriors of the football field (whichever code), the cricket pitch, 

Figure 17: Invitation for The 
Green & Gold and the Bold 
exhibition, 2011, at POP 
Gallery, Brisbane. 
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or the V8 Supercar track. The winning teams are their supporters’ heroes, and 

sometimes their lives are at stake! 

The Australian colours of green and gold predominates most international sport 

uniforms and have been used in cricket games since 1899, when Australia won its first 

test series against England. According to Gideon Haigh, the Australian team, 

Wearing blazers and caps in sage green and gold also hoisted a flag in those colours above their 
headquarters…Success on this and the next tour, three years later, lent the colours and cap a 
talismanic quality. Cricketers are superstitious; they stick to teams, routines and gear they 
associate with success. (Haigh cited in Harper and White 2010, 208)  

I specifically used the VB and XXXX cans for my Tinny series (that appeared in the 

Green & Gold and the Bold exhibition) because they represent Australia’s national 

colours. VB is also the dominant label on most of international sporting teams’ clothing 

(especially cricket and rugby), as well as a number of state teams on the east coast. A 

semiotic analysis of the VB label finds the word ‘Victoria’ is Latin for victory, ‘Bitter’ 

pertains to the flavour, the bold lettering centralised on red roundel with a green 

background is reminiscent of heraldic design- VB is a beer for the victorious. In the 

case of XXXX Gold, the label has an image of the brewery at the helm (top) presiding 

over a shield-shape bearing the four ‘X’s and word ‘GOLD’; the gold can (and word) 

elevate the status of the product to be highly valuable (and therefore desirable) and 

the four ‘X’s relate to the high ranking of its flavour (according to the back label of a 

XXXX can). At a state level, XXXX is the dominant label for Queensland State of Origin, 

Rugby League and Rugby Union matches. It was also a major sponsor of V8 Supercar 

racing events in Australia between 2008 and 2010, with other major racing teams 

being sponsored by the companies Jack Daniels, Jim Beam and Bundaberg Rum (which 

will be discussed further in Chapter 3).  

For the Green & Gold and the Bold exhibition (a precursor to my examination work), I 

presented images that might be construed as Indigenous in origin, but that were in fact 

made from natural materials that simulated carved wood. While at first glance they 

could be seen to take the form of some Aboriginal designs, they are analogous to 

designs evident in the Japanese Kamon and the European coats of arms. In my process 

work, I also experimented with translating the cross-hatching patterns of Indigenous 

moiety designs into the colours used in European heraldry, which resulted in some 
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very ‘European’ looking patterns. I have integrated resemblances of these designs, into 

the forms of European shields primarily to emphasise cross-cultural engagement, but 

also to recognise that Indigenous Australians have the longest continuing culture and 

history of visual identification designs in the world, and it is a primary consideration to 

acknowledge this. I decline to copy or use the original images out of respect for 

Aboriginal culture and for protocol reasons.  

Throughout history, humankind has shown a need to identify itself through images, 

emblems, and symbols. According to Harper and White:  

We live in a whirl of symbols, and to make sense of the world around us, even as children, we 
need to become experts in attaching appropriate meanings to an immense range of images, 
logos, numbers and signs. Our capacity to use symbols defines our humanity. (Harper and 
White 2010, 3) 

Understanding and connecting to symbolism is an intrinsic part of human behaviour, 

hence I have adopted and adapted information from the three historic sources of 

familial designs to indicate this in my practical analysis. The choice of collagraph as my 

preferred medium was closely related to the materiality of the identity systems of the 

three cultures that I refer to in this exegesis. The Women’s Shields series 2008-2013 

[figure 18], exemplify the relationship between materials, concept and intent. The 

yarn, fabric, laces, ‘woven’ and cut out designs, are materials used to relate principally 

to my European heritage (both tactilely and visually), yet the designs overlap into both 

Aboriginal Moiety designs and Japanese kamon.  

 

Similarly I found that the shields created from bark and found natural materials in the 

earlier work overlapped into Heraldry and kamon designs, likewise the shields 

developed from kamon overlapped into Heraldry and Aboriginal designs. The shapes of 

Figure 18: Women’s 

Shields 2008-2013, 

collagraph plates 

constructed from 

natural and man-

made materials and 

cut out designs 
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the printing plates relate to the shapes used traditionally in these three historic 

sources; the materials they were constructed with became the medium- the printing 

plates had unintentionally become part of the final artwork.  

The early prints titled Bloodlines (Fig. 19) are explorations of simulated Indigenous 

designs that were created in response to the similarities I found between traditional 

Indigenous designs (Fig. 8) and those in the Japanese and European crests. The 

collagraph plates were crafted from found natural and man-made materials to 

replicate some of the natural or crafted objects, materials and designs that are used 

for Aboriginal moiety and tribal designs, and blind-embossed them to symbolise lost, 

hidden and secret identity and knowledge, before printing them on paper with ink. I 

have also printed them in similar palette to the traditional ochre colours, as another 

visual connection. 

 

Later, the works in Bloodlines were printed in non traditional colours and combined 

with European heraldry and Japanese designs in the Hidden Identity series (Fig. 19) and 

Multicultural Identity series (Figs. 11, 20 & 21). This refers to the adaption of Aboriginal 

cultural symbols by European colonisers, of which Harper and White so aptly write: 

In time [their symbols] provided a quarry in which the new Australian nation would mine for 
new symbols. At first the new arrivals ignored the symbolic possibilities of Aboriginal culture, 
perhaps because white nationality was so often built on the dispossession of Indigenous 
people…The arts and craft movement between the wars showed increasing interest in 
Aboriginal motifs, and in the 1950s Aboriginal figures and artefacts provided popular 
ornaments… as well as national decoration for the Commonwealth Jubilee in 1951 and 

Figure 19: Early studio explorations, Bloodlines 

2008, collagraphs, blind-embossed, intaglio and 

viscosity printed. 



Student No: S823296: J. Sanzaro-Nishimura – DVA Exegesis submitted 03/2013 –adjusted 08/2013 Page 35 

 

souvenirs for the Queen’s visit in 1954. Boomerangs particularly were commonly accepted as a 
symbol of Australia…also providing the logo for the buy Australian campaign launched in 1961. 
(Harper and White 2010, 3) 

These works were followed by a series of blind embossings titled Hidden Identity I, II 

and III (2009) (see Fig. 20). These works draw on my domestic pursuits especially my 

love of textiles, sewing and fashion and other domestic crafts such as knitting, crochet 

and embroidery. The materials used for these pursuits have become textures to create 

designs to emboss and print with, and the tools associated with these crafts are 

sometimes depicted in the printing plates. However, they have much deeper meaning 

as well. This series includes aspects from each of the three historic emblem sources, as 

well as incorporating elements of my personal ‘domestic’ pursuits. Figure 20 provides a 

detail of Hidden Identity III, the ink is deliberately omitted to provoke thought about 

what is not being told. 

  

The Hidden Identity series symbolise the common response of “I am a white middle-

class Australian” from most of the Euro-Australian students in my IAPP class, when 

asked what their culture was. While this was their answer, few had researched their 

ancestral backgrounds to find out exactly what their cultural lineage was. These works 

question the idea of a single, all-defining identity, signifying the notion that things are 

not always as they seem, there could be hidden family and historical secrets. The 

“white-washing” of Aboriginal culture through the assimilation policies and the 

resultant Stolen Generations enforced from the late-nineteenth century to the mid-

1970s is signified by the lack of ink on the prints. Additionally they refer to the white-

washing of history and the records of the colonisation of Australia, which have 

Figure 20: Hidden Identity III (detail) 
2009, multiple collographs, blind-
embossing.  
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disguised the truth with clever use of words such as ‘dispersal’ to cover up massacres 

(Watson and Chew, 2009, 56).  

For this series of prints, I used blind-embossing as a form of branding—a material link 

to the symbols I have adopted for my images. The works also signify “suffering in 

silence”, which many Indigenous and “pre-liberation” Australian women have borne. 

According to Wintle, “Immigrants are often victimised for the extent to which they 

remind the indigenous population of its own insecure sense of belonging” (Wintle 

2006, 17), but in the colonisation of Australia, the reverse happened; the Indigenous 

inhabitants were victimised by the immigrants. Most of the collagraph plates I 

produced were first printed as blind embossings; the physical texture and lack of ink 

being used to indicate secrets, lost memories, lost and/or hidden identity, social and 

institutional “whitening” and suffering in silence.  

The series of collagraph prints entitled Multicultural Identity I–V (2009–11) (Figs. 21 & 

22 are of III and V) combine designs from each of the historic sources outlined above. 

The kamon and moiety-inspired designs are translated onto a shield form to symbolise 

the adaption and adoption of cultural images from other sources indicated by Figure 6 

(page 16) in the introduction, and by Harper and White (page 13).  

              

 

These works indicate a melding of cultures caused by migration, inter-racial 

relationships and globalisation, and “shared beliefs in deracination as a defining 

Figure 21: Multicultural Identity III 2009–
10, multi-plate collagraph.   

Figure 22: Multicultural Identity V 2011, 
multi-plate collagraph, chine collé. 
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feature of modernity” (Wintle 2006, 16), they are also a reference to the expectation 

that all migrants to Australia should assimilate to ‘the Australian way of life’. In this 

series of prints, some of the plates previously used in the Bloodlines and Hidden 

Identity series are combined with other symbols; a development that arose as I looked 

into my own ethnic history, namely Scottish, English, German, Irish and Swedish, and 

my marriage to a Japanese national. The shield shape is maintained as a dominant 

element of these early works.    

In Figure 21, the three small shields contained in the larger shield signify inter-racial 

mixing and globalisation. The top left shield carries the knot, signifier of marriage, the 

small rhombus designs represent lightning in Japanese and Aboriginal cultures; the 

large lozenge a portcullis (gate in heraldry), signifies femininity; its woven design 

symbolic of the interweaving of culture, life and beliefs. The indigo blue indicates my 

inter-racial marriage and the joining of traditional practices with contemporary life. 

The top right shield is a signifier of my European heritage, the lion rampant and the 

Fleur de Lys, the symbols of my maternal Grandfather’s forebears. The lower shield is 

an amalgam of symbols and designs that are common to all three historic sources to 

signify multicultural Australia. The natural fibres simulate materials used in Aboriginal 

traditions.  

My investigations began with each cultural signification; I use the lozenge to indicate 

femininity and the shield to indicate masculinity on the small individual plates, but, as 

the plates developed, I began to combine them into composites incorporated in larger 

formats and shields. Figure 22 Multicultural Identity V 2011, makes a direct reference 

to my current marriage to a Japanese national, combining the Japanese text on the 

Chine collé paper, the shield with stylised Japanese lettering and the Heraldic Roses, all 

contained within a larger shield. I have twice married into cultures other than my own 

(my first marriage was to an Italian). In terms of the first partnership and my own 

heritage, it is European heraldry that has contributed to my research. Over the years of 

interacting with friends and acquaintances, many of whom are from non-Australian 

backgrounds, some elements of other cultures have been absorbed and combined 

with my own beliefs and practices. These form a cultural amalgam that has become 

“hybridised” in my psyche, and contributes to influence the way I conduct my life and 
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my work as a practising artist and teacher. The Japanese influence is attributed to 

three years working in Japan from 2001–4 and the subsequent nine years of marriage 

to my Japanese partner. 

I created these shields with materials that were traditionally used in women’s 

activities. The symbols include patterns and materials associated with weaving, 

dressmaking and yarn, along with patterns created from the kamon and the heraldic 

shields of my ancestors. I also combined found natural and man-made materials to 

simulate carved surfaces that could be associated with the carvings of Indigenous 

artists. The lozenge shape and format chosen in the Women’s Identity I [Fig 23] and 

Women’s Identity II [series directly reference the representation of the feminine 

 

The amalgamation of designs was partly based on the European practice that came to 

my attention (for instance, when noble families merged their family crests became 

blended through intermarriage), and partly due to my own mixed racial background 

and our ethnically diverse population.  

The lozenge shape resonated with me in a way that neither the shield nor the roundel 

did and that is why that format is used so extensively throughout both exhibitions. The 

early prints, whilst based primarily on female identity, developed into a series 

representing “hybridisation”, in reference to Australia’s less stratified class system and 

multicultural nature (the mixed race heritage of many Australians). The varying 

formats, layering of textures, designs and techniques all imply layers people build up 

from life experience, belief systems, and a variety of knowledge sources based on their 

education and interaction with the community. Printmaking has been the perfect 

Figure  23: Women’s Identity II series 

2009-10. Multi plate collagraphs 
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vehicle for me to express this, as the building of palimpsests or layers of images 

enables me to simulate the complexity of identity (especially that of my own).  

In contemporary art today, I sometimes feel that the actual material crafting of the art 

has been superceded by the conceptual concern—something that I try to avoid in my 

own art practice. Obviously I acknowledge that both are important; for me, the 

crafting (aspiring to a high degree of technical resolution) of the product is as 

paramount as the idea expressed—both are heavily reliant on each other. The stitching 

of the banner prints not only indicates the organising and piecing together of many 

aspects of my personal life, but the journey of discovery and changes I have made as I 

have adapted to situations along the way; they are a private story of identity that 

could belong to many women of my genre. The construction of the tunic, caps and 

bags piece together another story, that of a more public identity; that which is 

promoted by the media and seen nationally and internationally. The stitching on these 

items signifies the close ties between alcohol and the dominating male sporting codes 

of cricket, Rugby league, AFL football and V8 Supercar racing. 

I am inspired by the “hand-made” and almost-obsessive perfection of Fiona Hall’s 

work. It is not only Hall’s meticulous crafting that I am drawn to, but her effective use 

of popular culture and everyday accruals and the visual dialogues she creates with 

these materials. Her use of bank notes, a ubiquitous consumer item, brings to mind 

the endless stream of advertising and consumerism projected at people through the 

mass media. Her lithograph entitled Bloodline (2000) [Fig. 24] is an Australian coat of 

arms made from meat products, which observes the Australian identity on several 

levels; the obvious being the national symbol, understated by our somewhat dubious 

reputation for meat export (especially the live meat trade and the associated cruel 

treatment of animals). 
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For the purposes of this exegesis, however, it is perhaps Hall’s earlier work Medicine 

Bundle for the Non-Born Child (1994), and its Coca-Cola bottles with teats (Fig. 25), that 

is even more significant in its use of materials and associated dialogue. According to 

Julie Ewington, 

This anti-consumerist indictment simultaneously notes the degradation of plant products and 
the ironies of contemporary parenting…Coca-Cola is celebrated as the world’s favourite soft 
drink, the global marker of modernity par excellence. Curiously Coca-Cola is used as a 
spermicide in parts of the developing world. Ewington 2005, 128–9) 

 

The relationship and social dialogue between Hall’s Coca-Cola based artworks and my 

own works crafted from alcohol cans is evident in my Tinny Green and Yellow Tinny 

series, the VB Vest, V8 Supercaps and Winners and Losers (See Figs. 41–44). 

Australian artist Vernon Ah Kee addresses issues of culture, identity and equality in his 

artwork from an Indigenous perspective, a viewpoint that is largely disregarded in 

Figure 24: Fiona Hall Bloodline 2000, lithograph. Source: Ewington 2005, 179. 

Figure 25: Fiona Hall, Medicine Bundle for the Non-
Born Child 1994, Coca-Cola cans and mixed media. 
Source: Ewington 2005, 128. 
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Euro-Australian culture. Ah Kee investigates questions for Indigenous Australians living 

in post-colonial contemporary Australia. His series If I Was White (1999) and 

Austracism (2003) [Fig. 26], scrutinise issues such as racism, identity and inequality in 

Australia. Tina Baum of the National Gallery of Australia explains:  

Austracism is a direct play on the word ‘ostracism’, looking at the commonly expressed and all 
too familiar sentiments surrounding racism in Australia. Each opening line starts with I’m not a 
racist but…a powerful statement in itself that sets the scene for the following conflicting 
personal statements of others. (Baum 2010)  

 

In this work Ah Kee encapsulates the underlying racism in Australia; exploring the 

notion that although most Australians think or say they are not racist, often their 

ardent declarations that they are not racist are followed up by racist comments, clearly 

an indicator that in reality this is not the case. In his Cant Chant installation (2007), Ah 

Kee transposes traditional Indigenous moiety/shield designs along with drawings of 

family members onto surfboards [Fig. 27]. This exhibition was shown at the Institute of 

Modern Art Brisbane, as an investigation of his own identity and observations of racial 

discrimination, whilst his Waru (2009) series, exhibited at the same venue, scrutinised 

Indigenous sporting inequality. This video of the Waru Indigenous cricket team in 

Innisfail explores the on-field and off-field relationships between players, a number of 

whom are relatives of Ah Kee.  

     

 

 

The serious undertones of Ah Kee’s works are a direct contrast with the lighthearted 

content of the Australian surf brand Mambo, which perhaps epitomizes the Australian 

Figure 26: Vernon Ah Kee Austracism 2003, 
digital print on polypropylene board. Source: 
National Gallery of Australia website.  

 

Figure 27: Vernon Ah Kee, Cant Chant 2007 
multimedia installation at IMA, Brisbane. 
Source: IMA website.      
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character more than any other. The range of T-shirts, accessories and surf wear, under 

the artistic guidance of Mambo’s long time artist/designer/musician ‘Reg Mombassa’ 

(Chris O’Doherty), pays homage to the satirical, beer-swilling crassness of the “Aussie 

larrikin”, through their unique irreverent depictions of the world “down under”. 

Mombassa (O’Doherty) says 

I've always dabbled in profanity...or vulgar erotica or whatever, sometimes a lot, sometimes a 
small amount...but I've always been fascinated by it... It's also a childish titillation, an 
amusement at something you’re not supposed to be amused by, that authority figures or 
church people will disapprove of it, and that makes it more comical, more delicious, more 
mischievous. (Cited in Waldren 2009, 229) 

        

 

 

 

 

The Mambo brand typifies Mombassa’s irreverence by incorporating in its logo a 
‘farting dog’ and using other vulgar imagery [Fig. 28]. Writing about Mambo designs 
(especially Mombassa’s), Susie Khamis from the Art Gallery of New South Wales 
(AGNSW) acknowledges that: 

While the Benetton brand orchestrates a conceptually taught (if not rather predictable) 
agenda, the Mambo brand occupies a far more ambiguous position. It is where scatological 
humour meets surrealist transgression, reworking hallowed icons…for both commerce and 
confrontation. (Cited in Waldren 2009, 236) 

Figure 28: Reg Mombassa, the Farting Dog label, an easily identifiable symbol of Mambo, 
surrounded by a selection of Mombassa’s drawings and designs for this iconic brand of Australian 
surf wear, L-R 1999, 1997, 2000. Source: Waldren 2009, 225–300 and Sydney Morning Herald 
website. 



Student No: S823296: J. Sanzaro-Nishimura – DVA Exegesis submitted 03/2013 –adjusted 08/2013 Page 43 

 

Further investigations show that Mambo’s links to surrealism were indicated as early 

as 1993, when Mambo artists were invited to represent modern surrealists at the 

Surrealism: Revolution by Night international exhibition at the AGNSW, taking their 

irreverent style into the realms of high art (Waldren 2009, 236).  

Whilst Mombassa’s work embraces an informal, light-hearted look at aspects of 

Australian culture, other international artists have taken a more serious approach to 

their cultural explorations. American artist John Hitchcock’s investigations into the 

American identity reflect on issues dealing with concerns about the effects on 

Indigenous Americans and the legacies of colonization. Hitchcock’s immersive 

installation Ritual Device (1999–2006), [Fig. 29], in particular, investigates issues that 

“question Native and non-Native American identity, assimilation, border, ritual and 

adaption” (Tala 2009, 56).  

 

 

 

Hitchcock brought together prints, found objects and digital projections that 

enveloped the viewer in three dimensions. Some of the issues he addresses are topics 

that resonate with my DVA research and have arisen in my own investigations, albeit 

from an Australian perspective. Some of the materials we use are similar; however, I 

did not discover Hitchcock’s work until well into this research (2011). 

Figure 29: John Hitchcock Ritual Device 1999–2006, mixed media 

installation. Source: Tala 2009, 56. 
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I have always admired the work of pop art extraordinaire, Andy Warhol. His multiple 

images of everyday consumer products and popular culture idols are an obvious 

influence on my choice of materials and subject matter. His Brillo Soap Pads Box (1964) 

[Fig. 30] and Campbell’s Soup Cans (1968) [Fig. 31], inspired my use of alcohol cans.  

                          

 

 

Furthermore, as in Warhol’s paintings, screen prints and sculptures, repetition in my 

work is used to emphasise the extent of overt consumption within the community. As 

Marshall McLuhan famously said on consumer culture, “the medium is the message” 

(cited in Wark 2011).  

New Zealand artist Gavin Hipkins was chosen as an exemplar because of his 

investigations into national identity and nationhood. His series The Homely [Fig. 32] 

examines notions of national identity in Australia and New Zealand through 

photographs. William McAloon writes,  

Described by Hipkins as ‘a post-colonial gothic novel’, The Homely played with various myths of 
national identity. The notion of New Zealand as a physically and psychologically dark landscape, 
popularised by Sam Neil’s Cinema of Unease, was thus mixed with the ideals of ‘clean, green, 
beautiful New Zealand’ and the ‘New Zealanders at work and play’ of those earlier photo-
essays. (McAloon 2003–4)  

Hipkins’ work asks “Where is the nation? What are its comforting and connective 

mythologies?” (McAloon 2003-4) These are the same questions I ask myself in relation 

to Australia, and investigate via my series of prints and assemblages. 

Fellow New Zealander Michael Reed uses medals as a way of drawing attention to the 

civilian casualties of war, as well as colonisation, and uses screen-printed bandages as 

the ribbons that carry them (the badges). In the exhibition Collateral: Printmaking as 

Figure 20: Andy Warhol Brillo Soap 
Pads Box 1964. Source: Queensland 
Art Gallery 2007, 62.  

   

 

Figure 31: Andy Warhol Campbell’s Soup I 1968. 
Source: Queensland Art Gallery 2007, 164.  
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Social Commentary (2011) at the Gus Fisher Gallery in New Zealand, Reed printed an 

amalgam of Indigenous Pacific and New Zealander imagery, which were intricately 

arranged into all-over patterns or symbols (such as the swastika). Designs made from 

European military items, missiles and bullets were arranged into floral designs and 

presented as drapes, fabric and carpet as a protest at the sale of weapons for profit 

[Fig. 33] (Rankin 2011). 

 

                                    

 

 

 

 

My inclusion of Takashi Murakami and Yayoi Kusama in these arguments consolidates 

the Japanese connection in my work. Murakami became famous in the contemporary 

Japanese art scene (and subsequently world-wide) for his kitsch style “Superflat” art 

(his term for two-dimensional art) and his larger-than-life-size sculptures and paintings 

of Mickey Mouse and other Disney and Manga-inspired characters. These characters, 

considered “low art” in their original forms, were transformed into “high art” by 

Murakami. According to the article “Japanese Contemporary Art: Infantile Capitalism” 

published in the April 2008 edition of The Economist, Murakami is quoted as saying 

“Discriminating between fine art and popular merchandise, or individual genius and 

learned craft, is a Western preoccupation…” The article goes on to state that: 

Figure 32: Gavin Hipkins, The Homely: 
Christchurch 1997–2000. Source: McAloon 
2003–04. 

(Black Hood), 

(2000) 

 

Figure 33: Michael Reed Collateral: 
Drapes 2011. Source: Gus Fisher 
Gallery website.  
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Murakami coined the term “Superflat” from his theory about the similarities between the 
formal, decorative flatness of Japanese painting and the shallow, glossed fantasies of popular 
Japanese cartoons. It also recognises the lack of distinction between high and low in Japanese 
art. To others his art is known as the school of “infantile capitalism” (Anon in The Economist. 
2008).  
 

Murakami’s ability to market these characters as elitist forms of popular culture 

coupled with his pastiche of the Monogram design and “Superflat Kitsch” is 

demonstrated by his association with Louis Vuitton which thus ties him to my research.  

                                                        

 

 

 

In 2003 Murakami was employed to transform and bring new life to the Monogram 

designs of Louis Vuitton handbags and fashion accessories [Fig. 34], which were 

appropriated from Japanese kamon and used as part of the Vuitton Monogram design 

since 1896. Vuitton employed Murakami to transform the traditional two-colour 

Monogram design with his “Superflat” palette [Fig. 35], which, according to Jill 

Gasparina, “transformed the Parisian firm’s symbol into a kawaii (cutesy) fantasy on 

acid” (Gasparina cited in Vuitton 2009, 45) [Fig. 36]. The kitschy colourful, infantile 

“low art” designs transposed onto high-end fashion accessories were transformed 

immediately to the “high art” realm through this association (some of these bags retail 

for more than US$45,000 each).  

Figure 34: Louis Vuitton’s 
traditional Monogram design. 
Source: Vuitton 2009, 73.  

 

Figure 35: Murakami’s “Superflat” palette and 
kawaii influence on Vuitton‘s Monogram design. 
Source: Vuitton 2009, cover design.  
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Yayoi Kusama has had a long and colourful career, and her “polka-dot” Infinity 

paintings [Fig. 37] are based loosely on the Sun, Moon and Stars kamon [Fig. 38]. 

Kusama is said to have influenced Andy Warhol and Claes Oldenburg in the early days 

of pop art. Her autobiography Infinity Net: The Autobiography of Yayoi Kusama tells 

how, after her move to New York in the late 1950s (due to the poor reception of her 

work in Japan), her rise to fame in New York helped her “settle a couple old scores, 

…Claes Oldenburg's wife asked for her forgiveness after he imitated her soft 

sculptures, and that Andy Warhol appropriated her technique of plastering the walls 

and ceiling of the gallery with identical photos” (Deimling 2012). 

  

                               

 

 

 

Figure 36: The Murakami kawaii 
palette used on a Louis Vuitton 
handbag. Source: Vuitton 2009, 97. 

Figure 37: Kusama, 2000. Polka 
–dot Infinity designs. Source: 
QAG website  

 

Figure 38: The Sun, Moon and Stars 
kamon that Kusama’s polka-dot 
designs are loosely based on. 
Source: Nakao 1929, n. p.  
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Kusama’s Infinity paintings were embraced internationally long before she was 

accepted as an artist in her own country. In an explanation of her Infinity paintings 

Kusama states:  

...a polka-dot has the form of the sun, which is a symbol of the energy of the whole world and 
our living life, and also the form of the moon, which is calm. Round, soft, colorful, senseless and 
unknowing. Polka-dots become movement... Polka dots are a way to infinity. (Cited in Hopman 
et al 1978)          

After her return from the New York art scene to Japan in the early 1970s, Kusama’s 

significance in New York faded, but she was finally recognised in her home country as 

an important voice of the avant-garde and one of the most important artists to come 

out of Japan. Kusama designed her own avant-garde range of fashion for The Kusama 

Fashion Company Ltd. [Fig. 37], which was established in 1968 and selling at 

Bloomingdales; in 2011, she asked to join the Louis Vuitton team of designers.  

Louis Vuitton fashion accessories are highly sought after by consumers world-wide, 

and they are a symbol of affluence in Japan and most westernised cultures. Vuitton 

bags are also one of the most appropriated fashion items in the world. This raises the 

phenomenon of “high art” and fashion joining forces with commercial interests, which 

has been witnessed from the late-twenty-first century onwards. Similarly, the Mambo 

experience in Australia has elevated what some would term “explicit”, “crass” or 

politically incorrect imagery of Reg Mombassa (and to a lesser degree the other 

Mambo designers) into a highly desirable range of fashion and accessories, but on a 

reduced scale and catering to a far different clientele—the average Australian, the 

larrikin and the rebel.  

While in its early days, pop art used “low art” elements of popular culture for its 

imagery, the marriage between Vuitton and the pop artists creates here a rarefied 

domain, which engages and benefits both. This phenomenon is perhaps best described 

by Angeline Morrison in her examination of racial identity and fashion: “the complexity 

of identity and its imagery through what eventually became a mere fashion accessory… 

fashion can do more than simply make statements about image, for it can sometimes 

actually create identity”(cited in Wintle 2006, 21). 
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The Lozenge and Repetition in Women’s Identity: 

In European heraldry women are represented on heraldic charts with lozenge 

(diamond) shaped crests (in contrast to the male being represented by a shield shaped 

crest) and the Japanese kamon usually conforms to a rhomboid, roundel or tortoise 

shell (hexagonal) format. In addition, several clans of Aboriginal people along the East 

coast of Australia [see Fig. 4], used concentric diamonds and diamond shaped symbols 

as their tribal designs. The connection to women through the lozenge format is my 

primary purpose for its use in this project and the examples are discussed throughout 

Chapter Two in Women’s Shields series [Fig. 18], Hidden Identity series [Fig. 20], 

Multicultural Identity series [Figs. 21 & 22] and Women’s Identity I and II series [Figs. 

39 & 23]. 

 

 

 

In my first strand of practice, I created identity designs that I connected to women; 

some were similar to Vuitton’s Monogram design, fabricated on lozenge-shaped plates 

minus the “LV” initials.  I used the lozenge shape primarily because of its connections 

through the three cultures (not exclusively but predominantly) to women. In printing 

them, I substituted the bright palette with the indigo that was and still is used so 

profusely in Japanese traditional Shibori (indigo) dyeing. It is also the prominent dye 

Figure 39: Women’s Identity I series [1–6] 2010–11 (foreground); Women’s Identity II series [1–4] 
2010–11 (back right). 
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colour for denim (fashionable in casual clothing such as jeans). From these designs I 

produced a series of lozenge-shaped plates, which are combined with small shields and 

blind embossed in the Hidden Identity series [Fig. 20]. The same designs were screen-

printed, then over printed with large and small collagraph shields in the Multicultural 

Identity series [Figs. 21 & 22], evocative of coats of arms. In the Women’s Identity I and 

II series 2010–11 [Fig. 39 & 23], the plates were relief printed and stitched onto 

banners or intaglio printed in condensed formats; both series arranged into large 

lozenge formations, the banners and large format similar to flags flown in ancient 

European ceremonies and tournaments. 

For this exhibition, the lozenge or diamond shape is also indirectly associated to its 

traditional use for Indigenous clan and moiety markings (it is often used to represent 

the Wiradjuri people and some other nearby clans of Aboriginal people on the East 

Coast of Australia [see Fig. 4]; The repetition in the work symbolises the tedious tasks 

people carry out in the domestic arena; the commoditisation of popular culture items, 

and the recurring patterns seen in Indigenous designs, Japanese kimono fabric and 

Western clothing and accessory designs. The combination of the lozenge shape and 

repetition in much of the first strand of my practice is a consolidation of sources and 

personal information for me. The stitching links together domestic pursuits and the 

role women played in early Australian symbol-making (Harper and White 2010, 11) as 

well as my own love of dress-making.  

In summation, the Hidden Identity series, the Multicultural series and Women’s 

Identity I and II series and the Women’s Shields series, refer to my personal identity 

and interests (many of which are linked to notions of ‘feminine’ pursuits such as my 

passion for textiles, dressmaking, and other domestic pursuits of embroidery, knitting 

and crochet often associated with women of the “baby-boomer” generation). But, 

above all, they tell of my passion for ‘making’, be it prints or textiles. Some collagraphs 

plates are cut with criss-crossed designs to represent fabric weaving, a subtle link to 

the tartan of my Scottish ancestors, the cross-hatching of Indigenous designs, the balls 

of thread and woven patterns represented in the kamon. Others have designs made 

from hessian, string, ribbon and broderie-anglaise (embroidered fabric lace) or cut-out 

designs, mostly based on or adapted from kamon.  
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The mish-mash of designs on the collagraphs sets up a dialogue between the viewer, 

the artwork and the artist. The banner format of Women’s Identity I series [Fig 39], 

allows the viewer to interact in the spaces between and relate to the works on a 

personal level, one side sharp and clear, the other faded and blurred. The designs used 

represent symbols of personal identity and flags of allegiance and protest; they also 

signify flags carried in the sporting arena, flags of culture, statehood and nationhood. 

The motifs symbolise the fabric of life and the complexities of identity; the 

interweaving of the domestic with the artistic, the academic and ancestral genealogy. 

The influence of commercial interests on the Australian identity will be examined in 

the chapters that follow, especially the relationship between branding, sport and 

alcohol. 
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Chapter 3: Metaphors of Identity in an Age of Popular Culture and 

Instant Information 

Human beings have a need for belonging—it’s a very powerful behaviour motivator.  

(Russell-Bennett 2007, 85) 

 

How do Australians visually identify themselves? More specifically, at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century, what symbols are Australians wearing to signify who they 

are? It seems that the casual clothes worn today may tell us more about identity (often 

subliminally) than one would at first think. While sportswear, school, work and 

emergency services uniforms all indicate an identity associated with an activity, 

organization, company or institute, what about members of the general public who 

aren’t affiliated with such groups and who don’t wear obvious indexes of identity? Is 

there some signifier in their leisure wear that indicates who they are? I argue that 

there is; one only has to look in any department store to see the prevalence of 

branding and logo designs on clothing and accessories for sale. Product merchandising 

for the film industry is often just as big a source of income as the movie or animation it 

promotes. The fact that these items are on sale indicates the demand for them. In 

turn, this indicates people’s desire or need, to be seen as identifying with, belonging 

to, or supporting a certain group, culture, celebrity, character or brand.  

The garments and accessories we wear carry a broad range of emblems and logos 

including alcohol and car company endorsements and product merchandising, surf 

iconography and logos. The subject matter ranges from apparel bearing pictograms, 

political, protest and other slogans to our favourite band, movie and sport team or 

club. Our passion is often evident through our choice of emblemised wear and 

accessories.  

In contemporary Australia, through media and advertising we are frequently 

bombarded with the latest range of clothing or accessories adorned with symbols of 

popular culture. Much of Australian men’s sporting team-wear proudly bears alcohol 

sponsors’ logos, sometimes larger than the team emblems themselves. For example, 

the Australian cricket team and the Wallabies rugby team proudly wear the VB logo, 
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while the Brisbane Broncos’ uniform (although maroon) is emblazoned with XXXX 

(Fourex) across the back. Movies, animated films and music events are marketed in 

such a way that the wearable paraphernalia becomes a must have, to demonstrate 

that one has attended the event, like a rite of passage. 

It seems that almost everywhere, I go people are wearing something that relates to 

alcohol or sport or both. According to Rebekah Russell-Bennett in her  article in 

Consumer Behaviour: Buying, Having, Being, of 2007: 

Human beings have a need for belonging—it’s a very powerful behaviour motivator… Being 
part of our family and friendship groups and our country is important to us and makes us feel 
good. Why do we buy yellow-and-green scarves when the Socceroos play in the World Cup? 
The colours don’t look very nice, but they make us feel part of a group celebration. Of course 
people rarely admit to purchasing something because it makes them feel like they belong- the 
thought process occurs on a subconscious level. (Russell-Bennett 2007, 85) 

 

Russell-Bennett clearly sums up our obsession to be part of a group or team as 

stemming from an emotional desire to belong. Her implications that people 

subliminally choose to belong to a particular group are closely linked with my own 

observations prior to and during this project. I believe our preferences are established 

early on in our formative years and they become ‘second nature’ to people—be it a 

passion for sports, music or a myriad of other pursuits; preferences that also influence 

what people drink, the teams they support, and often even the car they drive. In Signs 

and Symbols: Their Designs and Meanings (1998) Adrian Frutiger suggests that  

In our subconscious, we have grown up with the incision and stamp of primary figures, pictures 
and schemata, which consciously influence our field of vision and our imagination. it may even 
be that certain archetypal forms are inherited and therefore present from the beginning even 
in the mind of an unborn child ( Frutiger 1998, 18.) 

Frutiger also points out that not all scientists agree with his ideas on this matter. 

Although, I would argue that current research into genetic memory would support 

Frutiger’s thinking. 

 

The plethora of brand names, logos and emblems that people wear today would 

suggest that Australians want to identify and become part of a group, whether it is 

their favourite sports team, rock band, motor vehicle or beverage manufacturer. There 

is a comprehensive range of men’s clothing and accessories bearing the Jim Beam 
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brand emblem: socks, underpants, shirts, T-shirts, jackets and watches (not to mention 

the myriad of non-wearable items bearing the brand). Similarly, VB and Jack Daniels 

have ranges of clothing and accessories available (although not to the variety and 

degree of Jim Beam). Furthermore, sponsorships such as those by Red Bull (a popular 

energy drink) for Formula 1 racing and the “Red Bull Air Race” and a growing industry 

of promotional merchandise and memorabilia for rock bands and film and animation 

characters all include clothing and wearable accessories.  

 

Between 2008 and 2010, XXXX Gold was the major V8 Supercar sponsor. For the V8 

Supercar race program, a two-storey custom built bar was fabricated into the body of a 

semi-trailer, and named The XXXX GOLD Retreat. According to the related marketing 

company, “[It] travels to all V8 Supercar rounds and sets up trackside in high traffic 

areas as a destination for V8 Supercar fans to enjoy all the action ‘on track’”. During 

this period of sponsorship, XXXX Gold beer sales increased so significantly that it 

became the second-highest-selling beer in Australia (Octagon 2011). Alcohol 

sponsorship plays a huge part in the car racing scene, with teams sponsored by Jim 

Beam, Jack Daniels and Bundaberg Rum. Supporters and fans arrive at events donning 

their supporting colours, evidence of their desire to identify with these brands. 

People’s propensity to wear, or accessorise with, these brand-based items indicates 

their desire to make a statement about their ‘tribal’ allegiances, social connections or 

class. 

 

Along with alcohol products, car and motorcycle manufacturing logos and brand 

names have become ubiquitous in leisure wear. Even political catch phrases (evident in 

the number of people wearing the “Kevin 07” T-shirt before and after the 2007 federal 

election) and animated characters (such as Homer Simpson, along with a host of other 

popular culture characters) have become popular on T-shirts and other clothing. Rock 

bands such as AC/DC, Metallica, and Guns ’N’ Roses have become iconic ‘labels’ with 

their own brands of fashion apparel. Furthermore, there is ‘surf’ wear, casual wear and 

the unassuming denim jean(s), which have become symbols in not only their style but 

in the graphics and brand name—boldly set across the garment pocket, leg, or shirt 

(both back and front). In my research, I endeavour to identify some common symbols 
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and brands that imply an Australian connection and what they suggest about the 

wearer. This obsession with popular-culture paraphernalia is not exclusive to Australia, 

but, for the purpose of this exegesis, I am only interested in those which indicate an 

“Australian flavour”.  

 

Upon examining such democratic clothing as the humble T-shirt today, one soon 

notices that it can be the bearer of a multitude of brand names, slogans and logos. One 

can barely venture out without encountering someone wearing a shirt making 

reference to alcohol consumption or popular culture products. Whether it is the actual 

brand name, logo, text or pictograms relating to alcohol (such as a satirical one-legged 

man and the word “legless”), we are constantly reminded of these brands, even some 

junior sports team uniforms bear alcohol logos (I saw members of a junior rugby team 

in the local McDonalds clad in team shirts with the XXXX logo on the sleeve) . 

 

Wearing identity symbols is not a new phenomenon; it dates back to early human 

culture. However, what is interesting to me now is the dominance of Heraldic symbols 

in commercial labelling today; the designs embellishing popular apparel and popular 

products are often simulacra derived from the historic emblems used in preceding 

centuries. One finds shields and other heraldic forms, such as lions, eagles and other 

animals, mantles and mottos are incorporated into contemporary logos (see Fig. 40); 

sometimes local flora and fauna are included.  

 

  

Figure 40: A variety of sport club 

logos that incorporate elements of 

heraldry.  Source: Cricket Australia, 

AFL and NRL websites 
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As well as the commonly seen kangaroo and emu, even the red back spider is used to 

promote numerous items of apparel and consumer goods, which range from work 

boots and beer to body-building products (and their associated wearable advertising 

paraphernalia). At first glance, the complex designs resemble Heraldic arms, but on 

closer inspection, they employ those trusted formats combined with new signs and 

elements to appeal to broader audiences with their paraphernalia. 

 

Australia’s most recognised international sporting teams’ carry native animals as 

symbols of our country, the kangaroo for rugby league and soccer teams (along with a 

large VB logo) which is also the symbol of the North Melbourne AFL team; the 

Kookaburra symbolises the men’s hockey team, and the wallaby represents the rugby 

union team (whose outfit also carries the Qantas flying kangaroo and the Bundaberg 

Rum and Toohey’s New beer logos). These animals and product logos are immediately 

recognised as “Australian symbols” by Australians and most non-Australians, the black 

swan and the koala. The wattle, waratah, desert rose and the Sturt pea are all easily 

recognised as uniquely Australian plants that are also often included in Australiana; the 

boomerang and Aboriginal dot pattern are both featured prominently in the fabric 

design of the Qantas uniform; other Indigenous tools, such as the spear, stone axe and 

woomera are found in Australian military crests and official designs. 

 

As I have previously highlighted, the strong affiliation between sport and alcohol 

sponsorship is noticeable—particularly in men’s sport—which has motivated my use of 

alcohol can labels as a medium in the second strand of my art practice. This correlation 

between the alcohol manufacturer sponsoring men’s national sporting teams and 

alcohol consumption (and, to a lesser degree, addictive energy drinks) is perceived as a 

“rite of passage” for the “supporting tribe”. This has emerged strongly in the second 

strand of my practice. Sometimes the reference to alcohol is directly linked to the 

relevant sponsors, or combined with other designs and sporting logos. Often the logo 

is solitary, as in the Jim Beam, Jack Daniels and VB ranges of clothing (which are the 

more prominent brands); others are more indirect, such as slogans and pictograms 

that relate to alcohol.  
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My early practical explorations directly referenced historic emblems of heraldry and 

crests, but, using the alcohol cans almost immediately became part of the work, as I 

kept seeing these labels being associated with team names (examples being the 

Australian cricket and national rugby league (NRL) State of Origin teams for which the 

Brisbane Maroons carry the XXXX logo, and the New South Wales NRL “Blues” a very 

large VB logo [Fig. 41). Interestingly, although Foster’s Lager is recognised 

internationally as Australian beer, the universally popular beer within Australia 

appears to be VB, and there is not a Foster’s logo anywhere to be seen on Australian 

sporting uniforms. 

 

 

  

 

Australia’s current social structure supports this dual identification of sport with 

alcohol (most often beer). Australians are surrounded by alcohol promotion and 

conditioned to accept it; it is seen as a rite of passage to get drunk on one’s eighteenth 

birthday and binge drink every weekend, or for sporting heroes to get drunk after a 

match and ‘lose control’. According to Professor Sandra Jones, “the insidious 

marketing of alcohol needs to be tackled—many young people exposed to alcoholic 

advertising believe alcohol is required to have a good time” (Jones cited in Weaver 

2013). The power of advertising, popular culture and addiction are congruent; each 

one plays on and empowers the other. They have become intertwined and inextricable 

from one another and have become part of the Australian psyche, which is used to 

advantage by big corporations, such as the alcohol, sporting and gambling industries. 

Figure 41: Rugby State of Origin team and supporters clothing, available at many clothing outlets. 
The left two are Queensland Maroons (showing XXXX logos) and the right two are NSW Blues 
(showing VB logos). Source: Rebel Sport catalogue 2011.  
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The incidence of over-consumption, violence and anti-social behaviour is becoming 

more prevalent; according to the Alcohol Education and Rehabilitation Foundation 

(AER), “65,000 Australians will be hospitalized and another 3500 will die from drinking 

too much in Australia this year” (Weaver 2013). In turn, the acceptance of alcohol 

sponsorship for sport seems to send a subliminal message to the general population 

(especially the youth) that it is acceptable to binge drink, misbehave, and get violent. It 

is against this harmful message that a large part of my artistic practice is aimed.  

It seems that the federal government has begun to see the detrimental link between 

alcohol sponsors and sport, for, as of June 2012, they are offering extra funding to 

sporting bodies to disassociate themselves with alcohol-related sponsorship. 

Interestingly, while some sporting organisations have accepted this or reviewed their 

sponsorship (noticeably, the current major sponsor of the Australian cricket team is 

now Vodafone), the two major football codes, rugby and AFL, have thus far refused to 

accept the government’s offer. The link between alcohol and sport will be discussed 

further in Chapter 4, as a number of sporting codes remain predominantly sponsored 

by alcohol companies. 
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Chapter 4 

“Aussie” Sport and Alcohol: An Inextricable Coupling? 

The first white settlers brought with them a culture of heavy destructive 
drinking. It is an historical hangover we cannot shake…how many sports 
headlines last season were about football, and how many about alcohol?  

(Tormey 2009-10, 14) 

 

This chapter will examine the works of art I have made that concern the sports/alcohol 

culture that is prevalent in Australia and often dominates the media. This strand of my 

practical investigations is making direct reference to alcohol consumption and 

sponsorship of some of the most popular codes of Australian (mostly male) sports on a 

national and international level. I have concentrated on male sports primarily because 

it gets the most attention in the media, but also because most popular codes of male 

sporting uniforms bear visual evidence of alcohol manufacturers sponsorship; whereas 

female sports get very little media space and there is minimal evidence of sponsorship 

from alcohol companies on the uniforms of popular codes. My work does not address 

the question of alcohol consumption or other issues in Indigenous communities, as this 

is a sensitive and contentious issue that is best left to others.  

This second strand of my art practice makes use of discarded alcohol cans to create 

artworks that relate to Australia’s obsession with sport and alcohol, mediated through 

a medieval style tunic [Fig. 41] coupled with a contemporary Jetpilot t-shirt 

appropriating the VB logo [Fig. 42]. The two garments are accompanied by a series of 

hats that reference cricket and other locally played sports. They merge the 

contemporary with historical and popular culture with traditional status vestments. 

The tunic is designed in a similar fashion to those worn by knights and the nobility in 

mediaeval times. The front of the tunic is emblazoned with the “Lion Rampant” to 

indicate strength and willingness to protect; the letters VB and the tenets “virtue 

bound and victorious and brave relate to the letters”. The back of the tunic is printed 

with words that signify some negative and positive character traits that alcohol 

consumption can reveal. The words relate to personality types, and all begin with V 
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and B, such as ‘vicious bitch’, ‘very beautiful’, ‘violent basher’, ‘vigilant & brave’; they 

hint at the before and after, or positive and negative, effects of alcohol consumption.                                              

            

 

 

The VB [Fig. 42] labels have become a decorative border, linking to both the suit of 

armour (which would have been worn over the tunic) and the false bravado that young 

men (and, increasingly, young women) often assume after consuming too much 

alcohol. The bricolaging of iconic symbols with popular culture discardments and ironic 

text exploits the past, drawing on accepted and trusted symbols to imbue elements of 

parody, irony and paradox through their juxtaposition. Likewise one could speculate 

that the “Jetpilot” surf T-shirt [Fig. 43] boldly appropriating the colours and design of 

the VB logo with its own initials “JP” is critiquing 21st century Australian culture in 

typical Warhol fashion.      

The Tinny Green and Yellow Tinny series (Figs. 44 & 45) are a response to the “Baggy 

Green” and the “Yellow Baggy” hats worn by the Australian cricket team, the word 

“Tinny” is an affectionate reference to cans of alcohol. The series of hats fabricated 

from VB and XXXX Gold cans are displayed in sets of six green and four yellow hats to 

represent the cricketing scores of four and six and refer to our team colours of green 

and gold. These works refer to the main sponsorship sources of the Australian national 

(VB) and Queensland state (XXXX) cricket teams, and have a direct reference to the 

sport-tribe relationship and the inextricable intertwining role that alcohol plays. The 

Figure 42: VB Vest 2008, recycled beer 
cans, felt, fabric, ribon, cotton thread, 
screenprint. 

Figure 43: JP T-shirt 2011-12, the 
Jetpilot shirt appropriates the VB label 
design and colours 
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hats are stitched and crocheted together not only as a reference to the WAGs (wives 

and girlfriends); who are often left to hold things together, pick up the pieces and 

tolerate far more than they should; but also as a symbol of the close-knit relationship 

between sport and alcohol. 

               

 

 

At the Green & Gold and the Bold exhibition in 2011 as part of the cricket element 

there was an installation titled Tinny Wicket, consisting of a cricket pitch marked out 

on the floor and wicket made from VB and XXXX cans glued together vertically with 

bales of two horizontal cans a cricket shin pad, a cricket bat and a VB can crushed into 

a near circular shape. Near the end of the opening night after a few drinks, some of the 

attendees started playing cricket with the bat and ‘ball’ which I documented on video 

and presented as component of the Tinny Wicket in my 2012 Beyond Green and Gold 

exhibition. 

At the Beyond Green and Gold exhibition (2011), the V8 Supercar Series installation 

examines the Australian passion for motorsports especially V8 Supercars and the tribal 

culture of the faithful motorsport supporter, often dubbed “petrol heads”. This series 

consisted of two parts, one part; the V8 Super Caps (Fig. 46) comprised a series of 

baseball-style caps made from XXXX, Jim Beam and Jack Daniels cans, hand-stitched 

together. Their design was similar to the team caps worn by V8 Supercar racing teams, 

their pit crews and supporters. The installation V8 Supercaps (2010-11), was mounted 

Figure 44: Yellow Tinny and Tinny Green series, 
2009–11, recycled beer cans, crochet cotton.   

Figure 45: Yellow Tinny and Tinny Green (detail) 
2009–11, recycled beer cans, crochet cotton.  
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on the wall in a V-format with eight Jack Daniels and Jim Beam hats arranged at the 

base in their alternate colours of black and white as a literal translation of title.  

 

 

 

The second part of this series, titled Winners/Losers (Fig. 47), comprises of a shield 

placed between the winning chequered flags and questions the relationship between 

alcohol sponsorship and the motor racing industry. The shield was created to resemble 

a heraldic shield, with a chevron of XXXX Gold labels laid over a chequered background 

of Jim Beam and Jack Daniels labels. The title critiques the paradox brought about by 

the prominence of alcohol sponsorship, the easy availability of alcohol at these events 

and the links between alcohol, dangerous driving and accidents on our roads. Driving 

under the influence of alcohol is a major cause of death and injury on our roads every 

year. 

Are Emblems of Popular Culture Chosen Consciously as Signifiers of 

Identity? 

Looking at media representations of the Australian populace, one could argue that 

sport and popular culture images and emblems are fashionable on casual clothing. This 

would suggest that the majority of the Australian population choose what they wear 

quite carefully and deliberately. From my observations, many Australians demonstrate 

an element of informality or ‘larrikinism’, often displayed through a penchant for 

thumbing their noses at authority and ‘high’ society. This seems to be reflected in their 

choice of clothing and allegiances, predominantly in those under forty years of age, 

Figure 46: V8 Supercaps 2010–11, recycled 
alcohol cans, crochet cotton.    

 

 

 

Figure 47: Winners/Losers 2011, recycled alcohol 
cans, hand-made cotton flags.                                             
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especially those in generations X and Y. However, irrespective of age or gender, I 

would suggest that people buy clothing bearing their favourite fashion label, slogan, 

preferred alcohol, car or motorcycle, because it resonates with them or they (want to) 

identify with it. They bear allegiance to the product or clothing brand, the 

manufacturer; it looks trendy and it strikes a chord with their character. The popularity 

of commercially branded and emblem-bearing clothing in fashion outlets bears 

testament to this.  

Australia is a sporting nation (predominantly men’s, it seems, as that is what 

dominates the media), and Australians are often perceived as “sports-mad”; many 

wear clothing that supports their favourite team or sport. In 2010, one T-shirt available 

before the State of Origin rugby game between NSW and QLD bore the slogan “We 

belong to the Maroon Tribe” on the back, with a XXXX embellishment and an NRL logo 

on the front; figure 41 shows opposing team uniforms for the NRL, both carrying their 

dominant alcohol sponsor’s labels. Likewise, at the AFL Grand Finals in 2010, the 

supporters of each team were very easily identified by their supporter’s apparel 

(obviously chosen consciously to show their allegiance); Collingwood supporters bore 

their black-and-white striped apparel, incorporating a magpie in a crest-like design, 

while Saint Kilda supporters displayed their red, white and black colours, brandishing 

the St Kilda coat of arms. There was an obvious sense of tribalism that arose from 

identifying with their team.   

 

Do the Emblems and Clothing We Wear Overtly or Subliminally Suggest 

Identification within a Particular Group in Contemporary Society? 

Although as a society Australians present a diverse range of individuals and 

communities, there are situations where many need to identify collectively. Some 

employees are required to conform to a work dress code by wearing corporate 

uniforms or formal suits; others are required to wear job specific clothing such as 

fluorescent or protective clothing for safety. Similarly the self employed and business 

franchisees often display their company logo on their clothing to promote their 

business. Often it is compulsory apparel, making the wearer recognisable as belonging 
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to a corporation, team or group of workers, but it also communicates information 

about the wearer, the company and often their profession.  

During the 1960s and 1970s, Australians were often delineated as “white collar” or 

“blue collar” workers, which were descriptions that defined the professional or 

business class and trades or menial workers respectively. While their fashions were 

noticeably different then, today these distinctions have largely broken down due to 

the more relaxed dress standards of the business and academic worlds. The white shirt 

has been replaced by a multitude of colours; the suit by casual clothing, such as 

“chinos” and jeans. Today’s tradesmen also wear a variety of colours, the navy blue 

standard work wear has been replaced by the “Ben Sherman” designed company shirt, 

or the fluorescent “high visibility” shirt that is commonly seen today. Jeans are worn by 

office workers, doctors, and trades people alike, the business/academic workforce has 

become more casual and colorful whilst the trades workforce has become more 

colorful and stylish.  

In the case of leisure wear, the popularity of “team” apparel and racks of emblematic 

clothing is apparent in most fashion outlets. We purchase them because they strike a 

chord within us, they represent a group we want to belong to and show our allegiance 

to. Similar to field sports, displaying allegiance is particularly evident in motorsports, 

especially between Holden and Ford supporters; there is often fierce competition 

between the car manufacturers and their fans proudly wearing the logo of their 

favourite car emblazoned on their clothing and accessories. 

The production of Australia’s ‘own’ motor car, the Holden, was seen as a symbol of our 

progress, independence and coming of age as a nation. According to Robert Crawford, 

“The Holden had a particular impact as a national symbol in identifying these qualities 

[modernity and progress] with Australia itself”. In his essay, Crawford goes on to quote 

Frank Clune in Land of Australia: Roaming in a Holden, (no date) as celebrating this 

modernity by saying “The Holden car is a symbol of Australia’s maturity and ever-

growing self dependance” (Cited in Harper and White 2010, 172). Crawford also 

suggests that some of that early pride in our ‘national car’ had waned by the 2000 

Sydney Olympics, as the Holden was absent from the parade, indicating it was no 

longer “a modern national symbol” (Crawford cited in Harper and White 2010, 174). 
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Nevertheless, I would argue that it is still one of the most popular family cars on the 

road and the ever-increasing popularity around the world for V8 Supercar Racing has 

taken the Holden brand (and its supporters) to international standing. 

Car culture was predominantly a masculine pursuit until the last decade, and perhaps 

nothing describes Australia’s affinity with the Holden better than the acknowledgment 

by artists Brad Brown and Scott Edwards in their industrial artwork Ute of Arms (2008, 

Fig. 48), which pays tribute to the FX Holden utility, the workhorse of the farmer in the 

late 1940s.     

     

  

 

However, in the last two decades, with the rising number of women drivers and the 

rise in popularity of motor sports among supporting wives and girlfriends of the V8 

Supercar teams, a similar range of women’s apparel to men’s is on offer (Fig. 49). I 

personally own and proudly wear a variety of Holden Racing Team or HSV items of 

clothing.  

Figure 48: Brad Brown and Scott Edwards, Ute 
of Arms, 2008, part of an exhibition 
predominantly of Holden Utes at Burrawang 
West Station, New South Wales. Source: Utes 
in the Paddock website.  
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The Holden logo, a lion with its foot on a stone, is apparently based on an ancient 

belief that lions rolling stones inspired the invention of the wheel (Wright 2004, 152). It 

could just as easily relate to aspects of eastern philosophy; in Japan, the entrance to 

most Buddhist temples is guarded by a pair of lions, the female with her foot on the 

cub, the male with his foot on the ball ready to play.  

In almost every team sport in Australia there is strong bond between the players and 

their supporters, who attend the matches wearing their favourite team colours (Fig. 

50), logos and uniforms; they even fly team flags from their cars.  

 

 

 

Figure 49: Left: A range of apparel and collectables available at a General Motors Holden outlet in 
Brisbane. Photograph: author 2010. Right: The familiar Holden and Holden Special Vehicle Logos on 
many Holden supporters clothing and accessories. Source: Holden website.   

Figure 50: Two photographs of the 2012 Grand Final between the Hawks and the Swans showing 
the supporting “tribes” in the background. Source: Herald Sun website.   
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There is something almost tribal about the chants and the camaraderie between 

supporters (often complete strangers to each other), who are brought together by 

their favourite team and sport. Occasionally, there is feuding between opposing team 

supporters; their allegiance for their clubs is so strong that they will fight opposing 

team supporters over it. The growing numbers of violent incidents between club 

supporters are often alcohol-fuelled and involve injury and the police having to be 

called (in fact, security has become very evident at games). There is also a similar 

allegiance between team members and their clubs; they will support each other 

through misbehaviour and scandal, almost to the extent of exoneration. One only has 

to look at the treatment of “bad boys” Ben Cousins and Brendon Favola as examples, 

whose behaviour off-field was deplorable, yet they continued to be promoted and 

supported as heroes by the sport they represented, after numerous offences on and 

off the field. 

Interestingly, I have found that women’s sport is sponsored by vastly different 

companies. The Opals women’s basketball sponsors range from caravan manufacturer 

Jayco, airline Virgin Australia, and Canteen Cancer Foundation along with a variety of 

sports-clothing manufacturers and sporting associations.  

     

 

The Australian netball team, the Diamonds, display a stylised Southern Cross in the 

colours of green, gold and white (a familiar symbol of Australia) (Fig. 51). The Matildas 

women’s soccer team is sponsored by Westfield, and the Hockeyroos, the women’s 

hockey team (Fig. 52), are sponsored by Kukri sports clothing and the National 

Australia Bank (Kukri website.) The Southern Stars Women’s cricket team carries the 

logos of the Commonwealth Bank and the Australian Institute of Sport, its official 

 Figure 51: Netball Australia team 

shirt. Source: Kukri website. 

(www.kukrisports.com/au-kukri-

home: 2010) 

 

Figure 52: Hockeyroo’s team 

shirt. Source: Kukri website.  
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sponsors (Southern Stars website 2012); there is not an alcohol brand in sight. In the 

media women’s sport does not get anywhere near the attention or coverage that 

men’s sport does. One is left to speculate: is this anomaly due to the advertising clout 

that the men’s sports sponsors (predominantly alcohol companies) have? The lack of 

representation of women’s sport in my practical work is a deliberate omission to 

emphasise this.                             

In this second strand of my art practice, I have deliberately chosen materials for the 

apparel and installations that have been inspired by these observations; this includes a 

direct reference to the link between sport sponsored by alcohol, and alcohol 

consumption. Alcohol is connected with acceptance into groups, clubs and 

memberships, and has become a binding element in Australian society. This part of my 

practice is a direct reference to the part that beer and alcoholic drinks play in almost 

every aspect of contemporary Australian life, entwined into social and official 

occasions.  

Outside of sport, alcohol companies come up with novel ways of attracting young 

people to buy and drink their products, such as free giveaways of bottle coolers that 

have fashion appeal; displayed in my artwork The Skyy’s the Limit! 2012 (detail Fig. 53). 

The sparkling bottle coolers are reminiscent of an expensive handbag, their bejewelled 

zipper tags suggestive of the high fashion arena. 

  

The installation The Skyy’s the Limit 2013 [Figure 50], (not fully included in my final 

exhibition), is a play on the party game “Spin the Bottle”. This work critiques the youth 

culture of binge drinking and the links between alcohol and irresponsible behavior. But 

on a deeper level it is also aimed at date rape and the ‘tribe’ mentality of peer group 

Figure 53: The Skyy’s the Limit! (detail) 2012. Skyy Blue bottle 
coolers and bottles. The latest trend in accessories for the 
fashion-conscious youth of today. 
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pressure and the eagerness of the participants to do anything to become part of the 

‘tribe’ (their peer group). In response to the manufactured Skyy Blue coolers, I created 

the “ultimate accessory” for the “Aussie” man, the Man Bag, 2012–13 for my final 

doctoral exhibition in 2013 Aussie Identity: Beyond Green and Gold. 

These bags are designed to hold a six-pack of beer, but may be worn as a shoulder bag 

for men. The Man Bags [Figure 54: VB Man Bag featured] are constructed from 

recycled jeans, felt, and leather and beer-can labels. They are designed to appeal to 

the young, the trendy and the young at heart; they are also aimed at the larrikin, the 

tradesman and the sports mad. 

  

Their target market is the tradesperson, retail or service worker, not the top level 

salary earner (although they may appeal to workers from any field of employment). 

The materials they are constructed from are not only a direct reference to their target 

market and popular culture, but also a mockery of the high-end, high priced Louis 

Vuitton (and other such) range of accessories. 

There is one more element that brings the second strand of this exhibition together 

with the first strand regarding my personal identity. It is a book with a strong 

autobiographical element, collaging digitally printed coats of arms, prints, embossings, 

and frottage in visual and written explorations of my heritage. It investigates 

appropriated identity symbols relating to my forebears and worn identifiers ranging 

from pre-colonisation to the twenty-first century, it also links to the domestic sphere. 

Figure 54. VB Man Bag, 2012-13.  
(one of six) A six pack holding 
shoulder bag for men. Recycled 
Denim, felt, VB labels and leather. 
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The amalgam of all these complex elements are brought together in straightforward 

easy to read discourse in my 2013 exhibition Aussie Identity: Beyond Green and Gold, 

an exhibition that explores and reveals some of the complexities of Australian identity 

and culture. 
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Conclusion: Printed and Imprinted Imagery that Synthesises the “Aussie” 
Character 

Since the convict days, Australia’s cities have had young men and women whose 
clothes, language and outlook offended their elders. They have had various 

names…‘larrikins’, ‘hoods’…described as ‘flash’, ‘swaggering’, ‘drop-outs’, …‘bodgies’ 
and ‘widgies’… Many people mistook the outward   appearance for the real thing.  

(McQueen 1978, 215–16) 

 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, it appears that Australia has evolved from 

its conservative beginnings under British rule and the White Australia and Assimilation 

Policies. We now live in an ethnically diverse country, which affords more depth to our 

culture and experience. People are no longer penalised or ostracized for their cultural 

and physical differences as they were under those policies or the way they look and 

dress, which in turn has changed the way we interact as a society. Writing on the 

1950s, Humphrey McQueen noted that  

Possibly the most shocking thing of all was that men were even interested in fashion at all. 
Fashions were for women…They caused such a stir because they were the first to break 
through the dull conformity of the depression and war. Twenty years later it was hard to see 
what all the fuss was about, but at the time 'bodgies' and 'widgies' seemed like the end of the 
world (McQueen, H., 1978: pp. 216-17) 
 

Over the last sixty years, from the shock of the conservative majority, when young men 

began donning the “Bodgie” black “stove-pipe” pants and pointed shoes, to our multi-

lingual, multicultural society today, culture and fashion have evolved considerably. The 

Internet has removed many perceived borders allowing for faster change and 

exchange of ideas, information and transformations. Today men (as much as women) 

are not afraid to express their personality and allegiances through their clothing, 

hairstyle or personal style.  

  

Today, judging by the multitude of advertising and retail outlets for men’s fashion and 

cosmetics and how selective my sons, husband and male friends are about what they 

wear, I would speculate that men are fast becoming as fashion or brand conscious as 

women.  Their (perceived) “Aussie” character is frequently identifiable by their style of 

dress. More often than not it is in the casualness of their apparel, but it is also evident 

in the labeling displayed on the clothing they choose to wear and identify with.  
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Aside from sportswear, casual clothing is the preferred mode of dress for most, which 

is in part due to the (predominantly) warm climate, but also to our egalitarian, middle-

class nature. Jeans, T-shirts and surf wear are no longer relegated to the lower-income 

bracket, and they range from budget brands at shopping malls to expensive designer 

labels. Often the older, more torn, and damaged clothes (particularly jeans) appear, 

the more desirable and expensive they are. The ever-important brand name or logo 

not only makes a fashion statement, but often is a physical feature that is printed, 

embroidered onto or woven into the fabric, as in the examples given in figures 12, 13, 

and 28. In addition, branding and symbols are ever increasingly defined through other 

adornments, such as handbags, shoes, and even the tattoos people are (more 

frequently) purchasing. The designer bags of Louis Vuitton [Figs. 34–36] featured in 

Chapter 2 are a highly sought after fashion item and status symbol. These images are 

also projected around the world in the social-media networking images people post, 

thus reflecting their desire to be associated with this brand/image.  

 

As well as the casual, laid-back nature of Australians’ apparel, there is often a touch of 

rebelliousness in what we wear; explicit words or Mambo ‘scatological studies’ are in 

the mix along with branded and conservative attire. Importantly, Australians do not 

necessarily aim to indicate their social status through their apparel as clearly as 

perhaps England, Europe and even Japan does. Nevertheless, people are often 

referred to as “bogans” for having multiple tattoos, wearing checked flannelette shirts 

(“flannies”), track-suit pants and thongs (the footwear) or clothing that is considered 

unsophisticated or “low class”.  

The class distinctions in work wear have, to a large degree, been broken down by the 

changes in workplace dress codes and the demands of comfort to suit the climate. 

However, the rising affluence of the tradesperson due to Australia’s strong economic 

status in the early-twenty-first century has also been a contributing factor. The distinct 

differences in dress styles between the white and blue collar worker have largely been 

erased within high employment areas; it is, however, still strongly evident in the areas 
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where there are high concentrations of unemployed/unskilled workers, who are often 

identifiable by their “flannies”, their beer or bourbon labeled T-shirts, and other 

‘unrefined’ clothing or footwear. 

Similarly, the tattoo has broken the barriers of division between the classes, becoming 

a highly desirable permanent body adornment across all social classes. The stigma of 

low class that was once attached to those with tattoos has shifted with the 

popularization of the tattoo in Hollywood. Within Australia although we have not 

overtly adopted the class systems apparent in the United Kingdom, Europe or America, 

classification exists to some extent, through income level or employment field. With 

the ever increasing popularity of the tattoo it is evident that its appeal extends across 

all income brackets and social mixes through its increasing acceptance.  

                                                                                   

One popular symbol permanently adorning young Australians today is the Southern 

Cross in its regular configuration (Fig. 55) or as seen on the Eureka flag (1854 Fig. 13) or 

the Australian flag, both of which are also popular tattoos. It is also a popular symbol 

that is used on national and international sport logos and incorporated into numerous 

Australian company brands.                            

The Southern Cross as seen on the Eureka flag (flag of rebellion) is a popular symbol 

among generations X and Y, protestors and people who are discontent with 

government or authority, although some sources claim it inspired the design of the 

Australian national flag, there is little evidence to prove the connection. Perhaps the 

similar format to the Australian Federation Flag from 1830s-1920s has caused this 

speculation. The Eureka flag has also been adopted by the Builders Labourer’s 

Figure 55: Southern Cross tattoo on a young 
woman’s pelvis and thigh. Photograph: author 
2010. 



Student No: S823296: J. Sanzaro-Nishimura – DVA Exegesis submitted 03/2013 –adjusted 08/2013 Page 74 

 

Federation (BLF) Union for their logo (Fig. 56), which is used on their publications and 

is often carried as a sign of protest at major protest rallies.  

                

The Southern Cross is one of the earliest and most popular symbols adorning 

Australian international sports uniforms; it is a component of many sporting team 

logos (local, national and international), it adorns the windows of cars and appears in 

many formats, and features in the national flag. It was most recently displayed across 

the back of the track suits and swimsuits worn by the Australian athletes in the 2012 

Olympic Games in London. On those uniforms, the Southern Cross dominated, in 

comparison to the Commonwealth coat of arms and the Kangaroo on the sleeve. 

Interestingly, the least prominent symbol of Australian identity on the uniform was a 

tiny Australian flag. The Southern Cross relates to Australia’s placement in the 

Southern Hemisphere and the landmass Terra Australis (Southern Land) from which 

the country derives its name.  

In my visual practice, I have made a multitude of collagraph plates, screen and digital 

prints and constructions that relate to some of the more obvious symbols used, but 

there are many that are ambiguous. This is a deliberate ploy that refers to the 

multicultural Australian population of today. Many current logos and designs are 

palimpsests of imported origins, coupled with the Southern Cross, the kangaroo or the 

boomerang, such as the Scouts Australia logo (Fig. 57), which combines the 

international symbol for scouting, the Fleur-de-lis (of French origin), with the Southern 

Cross in the Australian colours of green and gold. 

Figure 56: The BLF (founded 1910), considered one of the more 
militant unions in Australia, use the Eureka Flag [Fig. 13] as the 
basis for their logo on their publications and their uniforms. 
Source: Wikipedia 2012.   
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Equally identifiable, the map of Australia is incorporated and stylised into many 

Australian designs and logos. The unique shape of our country is instantly recognizable 

and often accompanied by or overlaid with the Southern Cross, the omnipresent green 

and gold frequently the colours of choice as in figures 51 and 52 reveal (Chapter 4), 

along with two of the examples in figure 58. Australia’s shape is also often prevalent 

and comes in a variety of stylisations to fit the purpose of its use; three very different 

variations are included in Figure 58. 

 

My findings in this research indicate that the overall dominant symbol that appears 

synonymous with Australian identity is the Southern Cross. It was been used in 

connection to the land of the south (Australia), on the maps of early navigators, long 

before colonisation, but it is not a symbol we can claim as exclusively Australian, as it 

can be seen all around the southern hemisphere. According to Jane Taylor, 

It is the oldest of all of Australia’s symbols…it is the great survivor in that it was used to stand 
for Australia well before European settlement and certainly before its invocation at the Eureka 
Stockade in 1854. Yet the Southern Cross is still considered modern enough to be a popular 
fashion in tattoo design and to name Melbourne’s swank new rail terminus in 2005. The 
diversity of uses highlights its neutrality, yet also shows that its identity as a peculiarly 
Australian symbol remains uncontested in the eyes of Australian consumers (cited in Harper 
and White 2010, 13; 19) 

It was seen by the colonials as “unique to Australia – the land of the Southern Cross- 

and they certainly did not hesitate in claiming the national characteristic of its 

‘southness’ as their own” (Taylor cited in Harper & White 2010: p 14).  

Figure 57: The Australian Scouts logo. Source: Advertisement in 
The Courier-Mail 2011. 

 

Figure 58: Various stylisations of the map of 
Australia, used on uniforms and advertising 
material for the three respective organizations. 
Clockwise from left: The Australian Workers’ 
Union, the Australian Manufacturing Workers’ 
Union and the Commonwealth Bank. Sources: 
AWU website, AMWU website, and 
Commonwealth Bank website.   
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The Southern Cross is used on its own or in conjunction with a multitude of other 

symbols, standing vertically or diagonally offset, its five-star format instantly 

recognisable whether stylised or not. 

  

The sports and company logos in Figures 51, 52, 56, 57, 58 and 59 are indicative of how 

frequently the Southern Cross is employed by national sporting teams and other 

Australian organisations, and supports my argument that the constellation (especially 

when combined with green and gold) appears to be one of the most prominent visual 

symbols that indicate Australian identity today. The use of green and gold alcohol cans 

for the Tinny series of cricket hats and green and gold for the VB Vest is also a direct 

reference to our national colours. 

The inclusion of alcohol brand names discussed in Chapter 3, and explored in my 

second strand of practical work, is an index of their acceptance as part of Australian 

team branding, evident across a wide range of sporting pursuits. The prominence of 

the labels over the team logo (especially in male dominated sport) is the reason I have 

concentrated heavily on this topic in my artwork. The brands I have chosen are the 

dominant brands visible on Queensland and national sporting team uniforms (colour 

has also played a major role). The uniforms for State of Origin football, (Fig. 41) show 

the prominence of the VB and XXXX labels and how they have become part of the 

‘team brand’. Australia is a sporting nation and among the 20 highest alcohol-

consuming countries in the world, so it is only logical that I discuss this as part of the 

Australian identity. The relationship between sport and alcohol is a frequently 

Figure 59: A variety of uniform logos 
incorporating the Southern Cross 
constellation. Clockwise from left: 
Cricket Australia, Melbourne AFL Club, 
Australian Football Federation [soccer]; 
Australian Olympic team uniform; Crux 
Australis training company, and 
Kookaburras Hockey team. Sources: 
Cricket Australia website, Melbourne 
Football Club website, Football 
Federation of Australia website, Olympic 
News website, Crux Australis website, 
and Kukri website. 
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discussed topic in the media, and is finally being addressed by our government, with 

measures being introduced to discourage alcohol sponsorship of sports teams. 

The adaptation and integration of designs from other cultures is also becoming 

common. Not so long ago, “Australianness” was perceived as fitting in with the 

dominant Anglo-culture, while Aboriginal Australians, Southern European, Middle 

Eastern, Asian, and other immigrants from non-English speaking backgrounds were 

considered as “New Australians” or “not quite Australian” (Williamson 1992). We have 

been borrowing and appropriating symbols from our First Peoples for some time, but 

today we borrow and adapt from more recent immigrants and use these symbols for 

our own; one only has to compare the recently adopted Translink (Queensland) logo 

(Fig. 60) with the Japanese ‘Tomoe’ kamon to see the link between the two designs. 

Both are based on the “three commas” in circular format, the Translink symbol uses 

three colours, a break away from the traditional Japanese bi-colour palette. They both 

refer to circular movement; in Translink’s case, the spinning of wheels and bus routes, 

whereas the Tomoe refers to eddies or whirlwinds. Interestingly, the Translink logo 

was adopted the same year I photographed the Japanese adaptations of European 

heraldry shown in the Introduction (Fig. 6).  

                                                                                 

This trend of appropriation is likely to increase with the ease of information 

dissemination allowed by the Internet, and one could envisage Australian culture and 

identity being in a constant state of flux in the near future. However, for the present, it 

appears we are still hesitant to accept change quickly, as several attempts to change 

the design of the Australian flag have indicated. 

The translation of this research through my practical work has been a journey of 

discovery, revealing and rewarding yet also at times frustrating and disappointing. The 

use of printmaking or printed materials as the predominant media throughout my 

Figure 60: (Left) The Translink (Qld) 
logo adopted in 2008, an adaptation 
of the Japanese ‘Tomoe’ kamon 
(Right), the signifier for eddy or 
whirlwind. 
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doctoral submission is due principally to my passion for print media but also to the 

ease of dissemination that is associated with the print, especially in relation to political 

and other issues in art. Clare Williamson writes on these qualities:  

Some artists are choosing various art-forms as vehicles through which to assert their own sense 
of identity. Printmaking has emerged as a particularly appropriate medium for such expression 
as its multiplicity ensures that its message reaches a wider audience. It is important to stress 
that some artists of this experience [considered as not quite Australian] are choosing to explore 
issues of cultural identity in their work. There is a danger in somehow expecting that artists of 
this experience should address these issues, that they don’t have the same rights as all other 
artists to explore any concept or subject through their work. (Williamson 1992)  

 

Williamson’s quote reflects on some of my own sentiments and choice of materials for 

this project. Printmaking, assemblage from commercially printed materials and 

installation are the perfect vehicles for this project, the symbiosis between emblems, 

materials used and object, enables me to reach a wide audience and stimulate 

dialogue. In the 21st century, it appears that the printed poster historically used as a 

medium of protest and voicing political agendas is replaced by the T-shirt and 

wearable objects. The connection between consumer, advertising paraphernalia, the 

fashion industry (especially clothing and accessories) and our identity is not static; it is 

transitive as each new ‘craze’ is promoted and adopted, but the advertising and 

fashion industry rely on trusted symbols from ancient traditions that we already 

identify with to promote their products.  
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