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ABSTRACT 

 

This doctoral project analyses Eurocentric and anthropocentric ideologies about 

nature, tracing them back to the eighteenth century invasion and colonisation of 

Australia. This research informs my series of unmonumental sculptural objects that 

address environmental issues and concerns in Australia. In these works, I explore the 

power of the visual metaphor offered by salvaged materials (what some might call 

‘rubbish’, a term I unpack), utilising two contrasting techniques. The first involves 

incorporating the qualities of trompe l'oeil, which I use as a form of mimetic critique. 

The second involves drawing upon a junk aesthetic that rejects orderly for disorderly, 

elaborate for informal, whereby I seek to reflect the dynamics of unmonumentality. 

 

As detailed in this exegesis, I have adopted a self-reflexive and interpretative 

approach, mindful of how I belong to a colonising culture. Drawing on decolonising 

methodologies, my work aims to question colonial history and to challenge dominant 

ideologies underpinning white Australian attitudes and practices towards the natural 

terrain. My purpose is to be open to new ways of thinking about the connection to land 

and self, initiated through the theoretical frameworks of ecological thought and 

ecofeminism which highlight different narratives and knowledge systems existing 

within Aboriginal and white Australian culture. I ask how can objects created from 

salvaged materials question colonial history, challenge dominant ideologies, and 

engage with cross-cultural narratives, enabling us to rethink the relationship with 

nature in contemporary Australia? 
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If we are truly concerned to develop an ecology capable of remedying the damage 

we have done, no branch of the sciences and no form of wisdom can be left out 

—Pope Francis1

                                            
1 Andrew Hoffman, "Laudato Si’ and the Role of Religion in Shaping Humanity’s Response to Climate 
Change," Solutions 6, no. 5 (2015): 10–11.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

To the people of 1788,  

whose land care is unmatched, 

and who showed what it is to be Australian 

—Bill Gammage1 

 

I completed a Bachelor of Indigenous Studies (majoring in Aboriginal Health and 

Community Development) in 1997, during which time I developed a very special 

friendship with two Bundjalung women Elders.2 I remember a day, when one of these 

Aunties came to visit me on the property I was living in The Channon, on the Far 

North Coast of New South Wales. As we were quietly wandering through the large 

chicken enclosure, Aunty pointed to a very straight, yet stringy-looking plant no more 

than knee high, with barely any leaves on it. This plant could be found growing 

abundantly throughout the enclosure, but I had always assumed it to be nothing more 

than a useless weed. This was reinforced by the fact that the chickens would not 

touch it. However, what Aunty said next left a profound and lasting impression on me. 

Referring to me as “bub”, she said quietly (but very matter-of-factly) that if I ever got 

diarrhoea I was to eat a couple of the leaves, as they would settle my stomach. This 

was the first time I was able to grasp the full extent of Aunty’s ecological knowledge 

and understanding of the natural terrain around us.  

 

I remained in the area for about ten years, enjoying a reclusive and simple lifestyle. 

It was one that allowed me to connect to the local terrain in such a way that I slowly 

began to attune to the seasonal weather, and the different flora and fauna species 

that lived near, around, or even in my home. The knowledge I gained was one that 

can only be obtained from living in one place for a long period of time, quiet 

observation, and from the position of reverence; moreover, it comes about through 

having respect for all living things. During this time, I could often be found toiling in 

                                            
1 Bill Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia (Crows Nest, N.S.W: 
Allen & Unwin, 2012), 5. 
2 Names have been withheld for cultural reasons. 
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my cottage-inspired (or, as I see now colonial-conditioned) flower, herb and 

vegetable garden beds surrounding the house. However, I would always catch myself 

looking in awe out and beyond my immediate surroundings, to a vista of native flora 

and fauna, aware that it contained a system of knowledge completely foreign and 

unknown to me.  

 

The inspiration for this research emerged from an ABC news report by Bill Brown that 

I read in the early stages of my postgraduate studies in 2016. It featured a group of 

white3 Australian farmers, including Dr Charles Massy, who were working with 

Ngarigo Aboriginal Elder and senior law-man from the Snowy Mountains Uncle Rod 

Mason.4 Here, the farmers were learning “new land management skills from the 

country’s traditional…custodians”.5 What caught my attention was that these farmers 

were recognising “the loss of millennia” of Aboriginal ecological knowledge due to 

colonisation. Additionally, Massy acknowledged the continuing environmental 

devastation caused by European cultivation methods.6  

 

This report demonstrated that farmers such as Massy have begun to realise the 

importance of caring for the terrain through regenerative methods, as they not only 

recover but also maintain the natural environment’s biodiversity.7 Furthermore, these 

farmers acknowledge that solutions are to be found in the land-management 

techniques and practices belonging to Aboriginal culture; a way of life that nurtured a 

natural abundance of flora and fauna for at least 65,0008 years prior to British 

                                            
3 The term ‘white’ has been used in this study to highlight the role of race relations in Australia. As 
suggested by Jane Carey and Claire McLisky, whiteness as a concept, provides a way to 
understand the British claim to privilege, power and land “through racialized constructions of 
rationality, civility, knowledge, authority, sex, labour and violence”, which continue to dominate and 
shape Australia’s nationhood. This includes imperial notions of entitlement, “claims for self-
government, and the assumption of governance over Indigenous peoples”. Furthermore, whiteness 
reveals how racial structures in historical and contemporary Australia continue to have a devastating 
impact upon Aboriginal culture and the natural terrain. Jane Carey and Claire McLisky, "Creating 
White Australia: New Perspectives on Race, Whiteness and History," in Creating White Australia, ed. 
Jane Carey and Claire McLisky (Sydney: University of Sydney Press, 2009), ix–xxiii. 
4 Charles Massy, Call of the Reed Warbler: A New Agriculture a New Earth (St Lucia, Qld: University 
of Queensland Press, 2017), 27–28.  
5 Bill Brown, "Monaro Farmers Use Aboriginal Cool-Burn Fires to Recover Biodiversity, Rejuvenate 
Degraded Farm Land," ABC News, 25 May 2016. http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-24/monaro-
farmers-use-aboriginal-cool-burn-fires-to-recover/7440824, last accessed on 23 December 2017. 
6 Ibid., last accessed on 23 December 2017. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Genelle Weule and Felicity James observe, “New excavations of a rock shelter near Kakadu 
National Park indicate humans reached Australia at least 65,000 years ago – up to 18,000 years 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-24/monaro-farmers-use-aboriginal-cool-burn-fires-to-recover/7440824
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-24/monaro-farmers-use-aboriginal-cool-burn-fires-to-recover/7440824
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invasion and colonisation. Having talked to Uncle Rod, Brown explains that for 

Aboriginal peoples, having the opportunity to teach the farmers land-management 

strategies and techniques not only provides “a rare and welcomed recognition of their 

knowledge, but it also means the re-introduction of aspects of their millennia-old 

traditions”.9 Working with the farmers has further provided Uncle with an opportunity 

to teach white Australians how to live and care for the land in a manner that extends 

beyond Eurocentric and anthropocentric ideologies. Such an exchange breaks down 

prejudices and assumptions entrenched in dominant narratives by bringing Aboriginal 

peoples and white Australians together, allowing them to work alongside each 

other.10 

 

This news report kindled my interest in colonial history, white Australians’ relationship 

to the natural terrain, and cross-cultural narratives. I began to wonder how these 

topics might be explored within an arts practice. It is important to understand that I 

am not seeking to extract knowledge from Aboriginal culture to benefit myself or the 

colonising culture to which I belong. Nor am I suggesting that white Australians need 

to adopt the cultural specificities that make up the social fabric which is rich and 

unique to Aboriginal peoples and their way of life. Rather, the aim of my research is 

to respectfully and sincerely acknowledge Aboriginal culture as belonging to 

autonomous and sovereign peoples, whose ways of knowing have so much to offer 

current forms of ecological discourse through genuine dialogue and meaningful 

exchange. 

 

Thesis Overview 

 

In Chapter 1, I present a literature review analysing anthropogenic scholarly 

discourse emerging from the current ecological crisis. I discuss the dynamics and 

impacts of Eurocentric anthropocentrism, drawing attention to dominant ideologies 

underpinning white Australians’ relationship with the natural terrain. I also define the 

                                            
earlier than archaeologists previously thought”. "Indigenous Rock Shelter in Top End Pushes 
Australia's Human History Back to 65,000 Years," ABC News 20 July 2017, 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/science/2017-07-20/aboriginal-shelter-pushes-human-history-back-to-
65,000-years/8719314, last accessed on 23 February 2018.  
9 Brown, "Monaro Farmers Use Aboriginal Cool-Burn Fires to Recover Biodiversity, Rejuvenate 
Degraded Farm Land." 
10 Ibid. 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/science/2017-07-20/aboriginal-shelter-pushes-human-history-back-to-65,000-years/8719314
http://www.abc.net.au/news/science/2017-07-20/aboriginal-shelter-pushes-human-history-back-to-65,000-years/8719314
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key terms of my study: colonialism, nature, the cross-cultural, ethics, and 

unmonumentality, and outline how these terms are relevant to my investigation. 

 

In Chapter 2, I discuss the theoretical frameworks of ecological thought and 

ecofeminism. Drawing upon the ideas contained within these frameworks (particularly 

the relationship between nature and culture), I highlight how ecological thought and 

ecofeminism provide new ways of rethinking the relationship with nature in 

contemporary Australia. I consider the dynamics of ego- and eco-centric viewpoints 

inherent in Western culture and analyse the different knowledge systems that exist 

within Aboriginal and white Australian culture.  

 

Chapter 3 analyses in depth selected works by three Australian women artists: Julie 

Gough, Fiona Hall, and Joan Ross. I examine the different materiality and methods 

employed by each artist and discuss the influence that their use of decolonising 

methodologies has had on my studio practice. I also highlight how the ideas emerging 

from my study of ecological thought and ecofeminism (such as the relationship 

between nature and culture, history, continuing colonial assumptions, dominant 

ideologies and practices) have enabled me to deconstruct the visual and conceptual 

nuances contained in these artists’ work. 

 

Chapter 4 examines decolonising strategies and practice-led research 

methodologies. I highlight the challenges associated with my study when seeking to 

engage with cross-cultural narratives from a non-Indigenous perspective. I also 

discuss how these approaches offer responses that fall outside traditional modes of 

research practice. Methods of collecting, observation, assembling, disassembling, 

reassembling, experimentation, problem-solving, and improvisation are discussed. 

 

Chapter 5 proceeds through an analysis of rubbish and unmonumentality. I explain 

how these phenomena relate to contemporary culture, by examining the complex 

system of classifications and interchangeable relations inherent in rubbish. I also 

reveal how the transfiguration of discarded objects has the capacity to critique 

ecological issues emerging from cultural, social and political agencies. I draw upon 

the visual metaphors of salvaged materials along with an unmonumental junk 

aesthetic and the mimetic qualities of trompe l'oeil, to discuss my studio research 
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output, which comprises of individual works, exhibitions, artist residencies, and 

conference papers.
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CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW AND KEY TERMS 

 

 

As man proceeds toward his announced goal of the conquest of nature, he has 

written a depressing record of destruction, not only against the earth he inhabits but 

against the life that shares it with him 

—Rachel Carson1 

 

My research addresses environmental issues emerging from the current ecological 

crisis that are widely discussed in academic discourse. In this chapter, I outline the 

literature around the concept of the Anthropocene and the following key terms that 

have helped shape my study: colonialism, nature, the cross-cultural, ethics, and 

unmonumentality. 

  

Barbara Creed notes how dramatic changes in the Earth’s biosphere include 

exponential rates of land destruction, resulting in the rapid decline of flora and fauna 

species across the globe.2 Jan Zalasiewicz, Mark Williams, Will Steffen, and Paul 

Crutzen connect the stark reality of world events with human activity, observing that 

this has reached a point where a new geological epoch has been declared: the age 

of the Anthropocene.3 Yet, the anthropogenic issues and concerns we are now facing 

cannot be blamed upon all of humanity. Claire Colebrook discusses the idea of 

Eurocentric anthropocentrism becoming detached from its own “ecological 

animality”.4 In other words, Colebrook is describing how human beings are failing to 

identify themselves as natural organisms, resulting in destructive patterns of 

                                            
1 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (London: Hamilton, 1962), 85. 
2 Barbara Creed, Stray: Human-Animal Ethics in the Anthropocene (Sydney: Power Publications, 
2017), 103. 
3 The term ‘Anthropocene’ was coined by Paul Crutzen in 2000. The author states, “at a time of 
dawning realisation that human activity was indeed changing the Earth on a scale comparable with 
some of the major events of the ancient past…and quickly began to be used by scientists to denote 
the current interval of time, one dominated by human activity. The term, though, was (and currently 
remains) informal and not precisely defined. However, in 2008, the Stratigraphy Commission of the 
Geological Society of London decided, by a large majority, that there was merit in considering the 
possible formalisation of this term: that is, that it might eventually join the Cambrian, Jurassic, 
Pleistocene, and other such units on the Geological Time Scale”. Jan Zalasiewicz et al., "The New 
World of the Anthropocene," Environmental Science and Technology 44, no. 7 (2010): 2229. 
4 Claire Colebrook, "Not Symbiosis, Not Now: Why Anthropogenic Change Is Not Really Human," The 
Oxford Literary Review 34, no. 2 (2012): 207. 
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behaviour that are negatively impacting all other life forms on Earth. Charles Taylor 

describes such a state of being as an “ontological cleft”.5 Writing from an Indigenous 

perspective, Zoe Todd describes the Anthropocene narrative as being dominated by 

white “intellectual space of the Euro-Western academy”.6 This position is supported 

by Juanita Sundberg, who identifies the way indigenous ontologies are erased from 

anthropogenic and other dominant discourses. She observes that Western “literature 

continuously refers to a foundational ontological split between nature and culture as 

if it is universal”.7 I refer to the Anthropocene narrative to draw attention to the case 

for white Australia’s need to question history and challenge dominant ideologies and 

practices that have resulted in the continuing degradation of the natural terrain in 

Australia. 

 

Within my investigations, ‘colonialism’ is used to describe the imperial agenda, 

reflected in the ideologies and practices of British invasion and settlement in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. With this understanding, I recognise what 

Deborah Bird Rose refers to as white Australians being “situated in damaged 

places”.8 That is, an awareness of a violent and genocidal history of imperial conquest 

and colonial rule over Aboriginal peoples, their culture, and the natural terrain. 

‘Colony’ is commonly used to describe a group of people and subsequent 

descendants who settle in a new country or geographical area to form a community 

while remaining subject to the laws of their parent state. Ania Loomba reveals that 

the failure to recognise other people within this description purposefully avoids issues 

relating to the acknowledgement of prior occupation and land ownership, as well as 

to conflict and domination.9 I use Loomba’s analysis to understand colonialism as the 

continuing subjugation, control and exploitation of Indigenous peoples along with 

their land and resources.10  

                                            
5 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (United States of America: 
Harvard University Press, 1989), 145. 
6 Zoe Todd, "Indigenizing the Anthropocene " in Art in the  Anthropocene: Encounters among 
Aesthetics, Politics, Environments and Epistemologies, ed. Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin 
(London: Open Humanities Press, 2015), 247. 
7 Juanita Sundberg, "Decolonizing Posthumanist Geographies," Cultural Geographies 21, no. 1 
(2014): 35, original italics. 
8 Deborah Bird Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation (Sydney: University of 
New South Wales Press, 2004), 21–22. 
9 Ania Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 2005), 7–8. 
10 Ibid. 
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Val Plumwood identifies the way that the structure of imperialism views the coloniser 

as progressive and civilised, and therefore beyond the realm of the natural world.11 

Consequently, other cultures and the non-human world are viewed as inferior, 

something to be conquered, eradicated or controlled, and ultimately used for man’s 

benefit. S. N. Balagangadhara, Esther Bloch and Jakob De Roover argue that 

colonialism is not just about conquest, occupation and exploitation. Rather, it actively 

denies colonised peoples their own experiences, creates a sense of alienation 

between the colonised and coloniser, and allows only descriptions of colonised 

experiences by the colonisers.12  

 

The understanding of ‘nature’ is also central to my study. Kara Lamb identifies the 

idea of nature as being rooted in imperialism, imbued with a range of value systems 

that make it difficult to define.13 Plumwood reinforces this assertion by suggesting 

that any attempt to define nature is supported by the “interrelated and mutually 

reinforcing” dualistic structure inherent in the English language.14 I define nature then 

as a paradoxical concept that exists within eco- and ego-centric views inherent in 

Western culture, or, as Kate Soper puts it, nature is both “that which we are not and 

that which we are within”.15 Steve Schein introduces the idea of ecocentricism as “an 

explicit belief that human beings are…embedded in the earth’s ecosystems”.16 In 

other words, an ecocentric thinker has a nature-centred worldview that identifies and 

acknowledges the intrinsic interrelatedness and interdependence between the 

human and non-human world.17  

 

By contrast, Plumwood identifies the opposing dominant ego-centric framework of 

humanity’s domination over nature, tracing it back to early Christianity. This way of 

thinking is also incorporated in the scientific traditions of reductionist materialism. 

                                            
11 Val Plumwood, "Decolonising Relationships with Nature," PAN, no. 2 (2002): 9. 
12 S. N. Balagangadhara, Esther Bloch and Jakob De Roover Rethinking Colonialism and Colonial 
Consciousness: The Case of Modern India quoted in Suresh Raval, G.M. Mehta, and Sitanshu 
Yashaschandra, Forms of Knowledge in India:Critical Revaluations (Delhi: Pencraft International, 
2008), 25. 
13 Kara L. Lamb, "The Problem of Defining Nature First: A Philosophical Critique of Environmental 
Ethics," The Social Science Journal 33, no. 4 (1996): 475. 
14 Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (New York; London: Routledge, 1993), 43. 
15 Kate Soper, What Is Nature? (Oxford; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1995), 21, original italics. 
16 Steve Schein, "Ecological Worldviews: A Missing Perspective to Advance Global Sustainability 
Leadership," Journal of Management for Global Sustainability 3, no. 1 (2015): 4. 
17 Ibid. 
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Plumwood explains that while reductionist materialism has been heralded as the 

beginning of modernity, it is an old anthropocentric construct reflected in colonial 

assumptions that continue to shape and influence white Australian culture.18 While 

Bill Gammage does not refer specifically to ego-related terms in The Biggest Estate 

on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia, the colonised landscape he describes is 

saturated with egocentrism. This includes regarding nature as a passive and/or 

hostile setting for conquering and taming. Aboriginal peoples are viewed as primitive 

savages possessing no land or cultivation skills, and therefore showing no 

recognisable signs of property ownership. Furthermore, Enlightenment narratives 

have given Europeans a belief in their own superiority to create knowledge and 

interpretation. Finally, the British invasion and colonisation of Australia has typically 

been viewed as a sign of human progress and civilisation.19 In contemporary culture, 

Schein argues, these ideologies are represented by the belief that humans are 

central to all existence, and are therefore the most important and intelligent species 

on the planet. As such, all phenomena “should be interpreted in terms of human 

values and experiences”,20 including the notion of controlling nature through 

technological advancement and economic development.21  

 

An important concept in my research, the term ‘cross-cultural’ is used to compare 

different narratives and knowledge systems that exist within Aboriginal and white 

Australian culture. My intention is to question why dominant narratives have failed to 

acknowledge and include traditional environmental knowledges belonging to 

Aboriginal culture that were accumulated over tens of thousands of years, especially 

when looking for land-management solutions and strategies to address 

environmental issues and concerns. Martha Johnson defines traditional 

environmental knowledges (TEK) as an adaptive “body of knowledge built up by a 

group of people through generations of living in close contact with nature”.22 This 

                                            
18 Val Plumwood, "Nature in the Active Voice," Australian Humanities Review, no. 46 (2009): 117. 
19 Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia. 
20 Schein, "Ecological Worldviews: A Missing Perspective to Advance Global Sustainability 
Leadership," 3–4. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Martha Johnson, Lore: Capturing Traditional Environmental Knowledge (Ottawa, Canada: Dene 
Cultural Institute and the International Development Research Centre, 1992), 4. 
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includes a comprehensive system of classification, empirical observations of the local 

terrain, and sustainable self-management practices.23  

 

Writing from an Indigenous perspective, Marcia Langton points to ongoing 

assumptions regarding the superiority of Western knowledge. This way of thinking 

repeatedly “fails to recognise the critical relevance” of Aboriginal culture and 

traditional land-management practices to develop sustainable environmental 

management approaches and strategies.24 Bruce Pascoe has found detailed in early 

explorers’ journals different methods and techniques associated with Aboriginal 

agriculture, aquaculture, housing, harvesting and storing, as well as regenerative fire 

practices. He explains how these written journals clearly show that colonial settlers 

were not here to live alongside another culture. Instead, “they were here to replace 

it” and to profit from the land at every opportunity.25 As a result, “few bothered with 

the evidence of the existing economy because they knew it was about to be 

subsumed”.26 Pascoe argues that contemporary Australia continues to suffer as a 

direct result of ignoring Aboriginal land-management methods and techniques.27 

 

The consideration of ‘ethics’ is vital to my research. Tuhiwai Smith articulates that 

ethics “is about establishing, maintaining, and nurturing reciprocal and respectful 

relationships”. This not only includes respecting people as individuals but also as 

members of communities that extend to include other beings, both human and non-

human, as well as the natural terrain.28 Tuhiwai Smith argues that the strength of 

these relationships is founded upon “critical sensitivity and reciprocity of spirt by a 

researcher”.29 Pranee Liamputtong describes ethics as encompassing “a respect 

for…[different]…cultural values and practices”.30 While I acknowledge that cross-

                                            
23 Ibid. 
24 Marcia Langton, Burning Questions: Emerging Environmental Issues for Indigenous Peoples in 
Northern Australia (Darwin: Centre for Indigenous Natural and Cultural Resource Management, 
Northern Territory University, 1998), 9. 
25 Bruce Pascoe, Dark Emu, Black Seeds: Agriculture or Accident? (Broome, Western Australia: 
Magabala Books Aboriginal Corporation, 2014), 13. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., 26. 
28 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, "On Tricky Ground: Researching the Native in the Age of Uncertainty," in 
The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln 
(Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, Inc., 2005), 97. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Pranee Liamputtong, Performing Qualitative Cross-Cultural Research (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), 91. 
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cultural research is “rife with ethical and methodological challenges”31 I have sought 

to remain open to different ways of learning. 

 

In considering how the key terms of colonialism, nature, the cross-cultural, and ethics 

influence my studio practice, I combine an ‘unmonumental’ junk aesthetic with the 

handcrafted and the mimetic qualities of trompe l'oeil. Massimiliano Gioni describes 

unmonumentality as a form of assemblage that defies the traditional and formal 

boundaries of sculpture by its inclusion of the heterogenous and disparate objects of 

modern living.32 In doing so, unmonumentality’s disruption of the commemorative, 

permanent, and elite, challenges the forms of hierarchy, authority, power and 

privilege associated with the monument. By utilising the visual metaphor of salvaged 

materials, the unmonumental becomes an un-celebration of the past, facilitated by “a 

form of borrowing that opens up new forms of sampling in a continuous rewriting and 

questioning of history”.33 Laura Hoptman also explains that rather than focusing on 

tradition and form, unmonumentality is more concerned with content; specifically, it 

engages “with the larger issues of contemporary life”.34 

 

Having outlined the Anthropocene narrative and provided a definition of key terms 

(colonialism, nature, the cross-cultural, ethics, and the unmonumental), I have 

situated the terrain of my study. In the next chapter, I expand on many of these ideas 

within the theoretical frameworks of ecological thought and ecofeminism.

                                            
31 Ibid., 4. 
32 Massimiliano Gioni, "Ask the Dust," in Unmonumental: The Object in the 21st Century, ed. Richard 
Flood (New York; London: Phaidon in association with New Museum, 2007), 65. 
33 Ibid., 74. 
34 Laura Hoptman, "Unmonumental: Going to Pieces in the 21st Century," in Unmonumental: The 
Object in the 21st Century, 137. 
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 CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 

 

We are brothers and sisters of the world. Doesn’t matter if you’re bird, snake, fish, 

kangaroo: One Red Blood 

—Uncle David Gulpilil1 

 

In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical frameworks of ecological thought and 

ecofeminism. My intention is to challenge Eurocentric and anthropocentric ideologies 

by analysing the different knowledge systems that exist within Aboriginal and white 

Australian culture.  

 

Ecological Thought 

 

Michael Hogue defines ecological thought as an embodied experience that refers to 

the ethical and moral implications emerging from an understanding that all of 

humanity participates within nature.2 This implies that because we are biological 

organisms, our actions have a direct impact on the natural world, both human and 

non-human. By contrast, Plumwood identifies the concept of ecological denial, 

derived through imperial systems of colonialism that were founded upon rationality 

and the nature–human dualism embedded in Western culture.3  

 

Plumwood argues that these doctrines are the result of a society that fosters “a 

version of human-self enclosure and human-centredness”.4 This not only leads to an 

illusionary sense of independence and to various forms of extraction and exploitation, 

but also results in an absurd sense of “epistemic separation” where a culture is unable 

to situate itself within nature.5 Plumwood refers to this process as “hyperseparation”,6 

a term used to describe how a human loses the capacity to relate to and empathise 

                                            
1 Films Ronin, "Gulpilil – One Red Blood" (Kanopy, 2002). 
2 Michael S. Hogue, "Aesthethics: The Art of Ecological Responsibility," American Journal of 
Theology & Philosophy 31, no. 2 (2010): 136. 
3 Val Plumwood, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason (New York; London: 
Routledge, 2002), 97. 
4 Ibid., 98. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Plumwood, "Nature in the Active Voice," 114–15. 
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with the non-human world, and creates an extreme false sense of “character and 

location that includes an illusory sense of agency and autonomy”.7 

 

Providing further contextualisation to my study are the different ecological narratives 

that exist within Aboriginal and white Australian culture. For example, Tim Low 

explains the Western concept of nature as a natural wilderness abounding in 

untamed and remote places away from human activity.8 Low argues that while 

wilderness is a term more commonly associated with the American frontier, like 

nature it has been used to incite fear, as well as being romantically idealised by 

European notions of the sublime.9 In white Australian culture, nature-as-wilderness 

was conceived during the nineteenth century with the term ‘wilderness’ being adopted 

by the green movements that emerged during the 1970s.10 Relevant to my 

investigation is how wilderness is used to signify a naturally occurring pristine 

environment not contaminated or inhabited by humans. This concept, Low argues, 

invokes a similar ideology to the term terra nullius.11 Langton concurs, revealing the 

“continuing colonial assumption that this land is not, and has never been, governed 

by human institutions…outside European traditions”.12 Pascoe argues that while the 

strategies of the colonial program predated Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, 

European notions regarding the “ascent from beast to civilised man…gave comfort 

to those who believed it was their right and duty to occupy the ‘empty’ land”.13 

 

Rose reminds us however that there is no place where the natural terrain was not 

skilfully and coherently maintained and kept abundantly productive by the extensive 

land-management practices belonging to Aboriginal culture.14 Rose finds it ironic that 

Aboriginal peoples use the word ‘wilderness’ to describe what happens when the 

natural environment has been “left to run wild”, because it has not been properly 

                                            
7 Ibid. 
8 Tim Low, The New Nature (Camberwell, Vic: Penguin, 2002), 3. 
9 Ibid., 38–45. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Langton, Burning Questions: Emerging Environmental Issues for Indigenous Peoples in Northern 
Australia, 22. 
13 Pascoe, Dark Emu, Black Seeds: Agriculture or Accident?, 13. 
14 Deborah Bird Rose, Nourishing Terrains: Australian Aboriginal Views of Landscape and Wilderness 
(Canberra: Australian Heritage Commission 1996), 18. 
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managed and looked after.15 This is because Aboriginal culture centres around caring 

for country,16 a term that encompasses a complex and open-ended system of 

knowledge that sustains holistic relationships between people, sky, earth, water, 

plants, animals and the ancestral spirit world.17 It is a way of life that promotes and 

preserves nature as opposed to having dominion over it.18 These relationships are 

nurtured through the understanding of connectivity which has ensured an ecological 

legacy based on ethical responsibility, reciprocity, and sustainability. Rose describes 

the relationship between the human and non-human world that exists within 

Aboriginal culture, as “tactile, and…embedded in creation, ethics and 

accountability”.19 According to Soper, this interdependence with nature directly 

opposes imperial assumptions of independence from nature.20  

 

For example, Arnbein Kwaymullina of the Bailgu and Njamal people in Western 

Australia explains that for Aboriginal peoples, “country is loved, needed, and cared 

for, and country loves, needs, and cares for her peoples in turn. Country is family, 

culture, identity. Country is self.”21 In this context, Langton explains the “social 

relationships with land conceived of in a supra-kinship discourse, are held in 

Aboriginal law to be fundamental to the well-being of human society and non-human 

society alike”.22 Langton highlights that this way of knowing can lead to the 

romanticising of Indigenous knowledges within Western culture.23 While I heed this 

point, I also acknowledge Langton’s argument that the cosmology relating to 

                                            
15 Ibid., 45. 
16 In referring to the Australian terrain, Rose explains that Aboriginal peoples prefer to use the term 
country which, “in Aboriginal English is not only a common noun but also a proper noun. People talk 
about country in the same way they would talk about a person: they speak to country, sing to 
country, visit country, worry about country, feel sorry for country, and long for country. People say 
that country knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care, is sorry or happy. Country is not a 
generalised or undifferentiated type of place, such as one might indicate with terms like ‘spending a 
day in the country’ or ‘going up the country’. Rather, country is a living entity with a yesterday, today 
and tomorrow, with a consciousness, and a will toward life. Because of this richness, country is 
home, and peace; nourishment for body, mind, and spirit; heart’s ease.” Ibid., 7. 
17 This analyses is a summary of key concepts taken from ibid. 
18 Ibid., 10–11. 
19 Rose, Wild Dog Dreaming: Love and Extinction (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 
2011), 3. 
20 Soper, What Is Nature?, 49. 
21 Ambelin Kwaymullina, "Seeing the Light : Aboriginal Law, Learning and Sustainable Living in 
Country," Indigenous Law Bulletin 6, no. 11 (2005): 12. 
22 Langton, Burning Questions: Emerging Environmental Issues for Indigenous Peoples in Northern 
Australia, 28. 
23 This concern is taken up by Peter D. Dwyer, "Modern Conservation and Indigenous Peoples: In 
Search of Wisdom," Pacific Conservation Biology 1, no. 2 (1994): 91. 
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“Aboriginal customs and law remain[s] significant” in providing alternative and 

effective land-management strategies of caring for the land and its natural 

biodiversity.24 In contrast, Mulligan and Hill identify white Australian culture as 

predominantly mobile and hegemonised, guided and controlled by egocentric 

motives, including economic interests.25 The result is an ecological footprint reduced 

to “a quantifiable measure of impact”, a reductionist approach which fails to 

understand that all beings, human and non-human, are interconnected.26 In fact, 

Plumwood argues that most Australians are still “trapped inside the enlightenment 

tale of progress”, believing they have control “over a passive and ‘dead’ 

nature…[which]…justifies both colonial conquests and commodity economies”.27  

 

Central to my research is the realisation that the lives of Aboriginal peoples and white 

Australians are irrevocably entwined through the imperial legacies of colonialism. Yet, 

as Rose observes, the “conversations that we most need to have are barely 

happening” in current documents and discussions aimed to address environmental 

issues and concerns.28 For example, while the government-funded Garnaut Climate 

Change Review: Australia in the Global Response to Climate Change was updated 

and re-published in 2011, it contains “limited references to Indigenous peoples”.29 In 

fact, there is only “one submission from Indigenous organisations outlining an 

Indigenous perspective…[which reflects]…lack of engagement with Indigenous 

peoples”.30 More recently, Donald Donaldson explains how traditional owners have 

been completely left out of discussions regarding water management strategies for 

the Murray-Darling Basin.31 This is despite “calls from Aboriginal groups to include 

them in planning”, and the Murray-Darling Basin Royal Commission’s 

                                            
24 Langton, Burning Questions: Emerging Environmental Issues for Indigenous Peoples in Northern 
Australia, 28–29. 
25 Martin Mulligan and Stuart B. Hill, Ecological Pioneers: A Social History of Australian Ecological 
Thought and Action (Oakleigh, Vic; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 9. 
26 Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation, 177. 
27 Val Plumwood, "A Review of Deborah Bird Rose's Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for 
Decolonisation," Australian Humanities Review, no. 42 (2007): 2. 
28 Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation, 177. 
29 As noted by Professor Tom Calma, Aboriginal Elder of the Kungarakan people in the Northern 
Territory. Tom Calma, Essentials for Social Justice: Speeches by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Social Justice Commissioner Tom Calma, (Canberra: Australian Human Rights 
Commission, 2008), 54. 
30 Ibid. 
31 David Donaldson, "Murray-Darling Basin Report: Failure to Consult Indigenous Groups," The 
Mandarin, 1 February 2019, https://www.themandarin.com.au/103567-murray-darling-basin-report-
failure-to-consult-indigenous-groups/, last accessed 6 February 2019. 

https://www.themandarin.com.au/103567-murray-darling-basin-report-failure-to-consult-indigenous-groups/
https://www.themandarin.com.au/103567-murray-darling-basin-report-failure-to-consult-indigenous-groups/
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recommendation that the extensive local knowledge of traditional owners “should be 

employed centrally in the co-operative federal scheme established by the Water Act32 

for…[the river’s]…restoration and management”.33 Furthermore, Langton identifies 

the continued colonising relationship with nature that exists, including the legal fiction 

of terra nullius and wilderness as rendering Aboriginal peoples “invisible in Australian 

landscapes”.34 This denies the ecological agency of Aboriginal peoples. 

 

According to Rose, the solution can be found by initiating dialogical bridges between 

knowledge systems belonging to Aboriginal peoples and white Australians.35 For 

example, Samantha Muller refers to the Ganma concept created by the Yolngu 

people, traditional custodians of northeast Arnhem Land. Used as a metaphor, 

Ganma “identifies how to mix knowledges equitably, how to achieve meaningful two-

way collaborations”, without compromising the distinctiveness of each knowledge 

system.36 Muller notes how this two-ways approach also “contests historical 

institutional power relationships and attempts to build on commonalities and mutual 

respect rather than difference”.37 Langton also explains how a “both ways” 

management model also has the capacity to “integrate modern farming techniques 

with traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ land-management”, 

thus uniting “Indigenous and non-indigenous peoples of Australia in ‘good work’, 

utilising a unique set of farming practices which are sensitive to our Australian 

landscape”.38  

 

                                            
32 “The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) was established through Commonwealth legislation 
— the Water Act 2007. The legislation transferred the powers and functions of the Murray–Darling 
Basin Commission to the MDBA…[who]…are now the body responsible for overseeing water 
resource planning in the Basin”. Murray Darling Basin Authority, "The Water Act," Australian 
Government, https://www.mdba.gov.au/about-us/governance/water-act, last accessed 6 February 
2019. 
33 Donaldson, "Murray-Darling Basin Report: Failure to Consult Indigenous Groups." 
34 Langton, Burning Questions: Emerging Environmental Issues for Indigenous Peoples in Northern 
Australia, 9. 
35 Deborah Bird Rose, "The Ecological Humanities," in Manifesto for Living in the Anthropocene, ed. 
Katherine Gibson, Deborah Bird Rose, and Ruth Fincher (Brooklyn, New York: Punctum Books, 
2015), 1. 
36 Samantha Muller, "'Two Ways’: Bringing Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Knowledges Together," 
in Country, Native Title and Ecology, ed. Jessica K. Weir (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2012), 61. 
37 Ibid., 62. 
38 Marcia Langton and Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation, Valuing Cultures: Recognising 
Indigenous Cultures as a Valued Part of Australian Heritage (Canberra: Australian Government 
Publishing Service, 1994), 43. 

http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Series/C2007A00137
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Michael Dodson also describes the “need for integrating the…[different]…views, 

approaches, and experiences of Indigenous peoples into national strategies…a 

partnership…[that would]…provide the basis for sound, sustainable environmental 

management and protection”.39 If the Australian government is serious about 

addressing the current ecological crisis, then white Australians must acknowledge 

the wealth of knowledge and wisdom inherent in Aboriginal culture. Furthermore, we 

must be willing to learn from Aboriginal peoples which requires genuine dialogue and 

meaningful exchange. 

 

Ecofeminism 

 

I have come to see ecofeminism as the antithesis of Eurocentric anthropocentricism. 

Mary Mellor defines ecofeminism as a philosophy that “sees a connection between 

the exploitation and degradation of the natural world and the subordination and 

suppression of women”.40 This is not to suggest that women have a more intimate 

relationship with nature. On the contrary, Ariel Salleh insists that “it is nonsense to 

assume that women are any closer to nature than men”.41 This sentiment is shared 

by Susan Griffin, who writes that all human beings are mere “flesh and blood of this 

earth”.42  

 

Thus, ecofeminism does not set out to exclusively focus on the current patriarchal 

system of power and oppression. Instead, Plumwood calls upon all women and men 

who share ecofeminist views to join together to address the current ecological crisis.43 

Nevertheless, I am attuned to Mellor’s argument, that it is impossible to comprehend 

“the ecological destructive consequences of dominant trends in human development 

without understanding their gendered nature”.44 What she is referring to is the 

inequality of relations that exist between sex, gender, class and race. More 

                                            
39 Michael Dodson, "Indigenous Peoples, Social Justice and Rights to the Environment," in 
Ecopolitics IX: Conference Papers and Resolutions, ed. Ros Sultan et al. (Northern Territory: 
Northern Land Council, 1996), 26. 
40 Mary Mellor, Feminism & Ecology (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997), 1. 
41 Ariel Salleh, "The Ecofeminism/Deep Ecology Debate: A Reply to Patriarchal Reason," 
Environmental Ethics 14, no. 3 (1992): 208. 
42 Susan Griffith, introduction to Leonie Caldecott and Stephanie Leland, Reclaim the Earth: Women 
Speak out for Life on Earth (London: Women's Press, 1983), 1. 
43 Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, 36. 
44 Mellor, Feminism & Ecology, vii–viii. 
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specifically, Mellor refers to the harmful tendencies associated with the disembodied 

and disembedded narratives of white men who occupy positions of power and 

prestige due to “economic and social privilege”.45 She argues that it is the 

underprivileged position of women and other “subordinate groups who bear the 

destructive ecological consequences”.46 

 

Emerging from “the feminist, peace and the ecology movements” of the 1970s and 

1980s, the term ‘ecofeminism’ was coined by Francoise d’Eaubonne in 1974.47 Since 

then, ecofeminism has evolved to become a platform of diverse philosophical 

positions, making it difficult to frame. For example, Noël Sturgeon suggests that 

ecofeminism has become regulated by popular “cultural feminism”, a white feminist 

academic theory resulting in the exclusion of indigenous knowledges and 

perspectives.48 Joseph Palmer also identifies complexities associated with 

ecofeminism’s theoretical diversity. He notes that as a critical theory, ecofeminism 

tracks across philosophy, activism, and social and cultural movements within different 

communities, countries and historical contexts.49 

 

Nevertheless, I am persuaded by Plumwood’s argument regarding ecofeminism’s 

ability to extend beyond feminist theories regarding women’s oppression, and race, 

class and gender analysis, with nature becoming “the missing piece” within the 

feminist theory framework.50 This identifies ecofeminism’s “vital contribution to a more 

complete understanding of domination and colonisation”.51 For example, Plumwood 

uses ecofeminism to highlight the continuing colonising task of making the terrain 

“accommodate…to us rather than we to it, leading to the rejection of communicative 

and negotiated ecological relationships of mutual adaptation in favour of one-way 

relationships of self-imposition”.52 Plumwood argues this is made evident by the 

                                            
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva, Ecofeminism (Halifax, N.S; London; North Melbourne: Spinifex 
Press, 1993), 13. 
48 Noël Sturgeon, Ecofeminist Natures: Race, Gender, Feminist Theory, and Political Action (New 
York: Routledge, 1997), 169–70. 
49 Joseph Palmer, "In Search of an Eco-Feminist Literary Critique: Eco-Feminism and an Eco-
Feminist Literary Critique" (ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2006), 3–4. 
50 Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, 2. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Plumwood, "Decolonising Relationships with Nature," 18. 
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introduction and maintenance of European land cultivation and agricultural models, 

as well as continued urbanisation and industrial development upon Aboriginal 

traditional lands.53 Plumwood speaks of the damage inflicted on the Australian terrain 

that is reflected in continuing soil loss, desertification, salination, acidification, 

deforestation, drought and pollution, causing a large portion of Australia’s native flora 

and fauna species to become threatened, vulnerable, or extinct.54 In fact, Rose 

reveals that Australia has “the highest rate of mammalian extinctions in the 

contemporary world”.55 

 

Equally important, Plumwood argues, is that ecofeminism recognises the inability of 

a colonising culture to acknowledge its ecological identity and intrinsic dependency 

on nature in order to survive.56 According to Mellor, this is because ecofeminism 

begins from the position of human embodiment and embeddedness,57 thus 

recognising “the centrality of nature to human existence”.58 Ecofeminism therefore 

becomes a key to challenging the nature–culture rift inherent in current systems of 

Western hierarchal power structures.59 This split, characterised by Jay Johnson as a 

meta-narrative, is entrenched in the globalisation of Enlightenment ideologies and 

practices.60 Ynestra King exemplifies this position by recognising ecofeminism as a 

way to link the world’s ecological crisis to a dominant white, male Western society 

founded upon rationality and hierarchal dualism. According to King, this dominance 

has resulted in the systematic vilification of not only women and nature but also 

indigenous peoples and animals.61 Karen Warren also argues that the inability to take 

nature–culture relationships into consideration within the ecofeminist philosophical 

debate becomes grossly inadequate, because it is these connections that create the 

liberating force significant to ecofeminism.62  

                                            
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid., 19–20. 
55 Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation, 35. 
56 Plumwood, "Nature in the Active Voice," 116–18. 
57 Mellor, Feminism & Ecology, 68–69. 
58 Ibid., 100. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Jay T. Johnson and Brian Murton, "Re/Placing Native Science: Indigenous Voices in 
Contemporary Constructions of Nature," Geographical Research 45, no. 2 (2007): 121–9. 
61 Ynestra King Healing the Wounds: Feminism, Ecology, and Nature/Culture Dualism quoted in 
Nancy Tuana and Rosemarie Tong, Feminism and Philosophy: Essential Readings in Theory, 
Reinterpretation, and Application (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1995), 353. 
62 Karen Warren, "Taking Empirical Data Seriously," in Ecofeminism: Women, Culture, Nature, ed. 
Karen Warren (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana Publishing Press, 1997), 3. 
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When seeking solutions to the current ecological crisis caused by the continuing 

exploitative ideologies and practices by Western culture upon the natural 

environment, Mellor calls for re-establishing “a universal kinship with nature”.63 

Andrée Collard insists that it “is ultimately the affirmation of our kinship…and common 

life…with nature, which will provide the source of our mutual well-being”.64 

Consequently, when referring to the idea of universal kinship, most ecofeminists find 

themselves turning to the ideologies and practices of the world’s indigenous cultures. 

Plumwood argues that only by revealing the inability of a dominant culture to be able 

to locate itself within nature historically can new perspectives be sought to understand 

the “deeply anti-ecological narrative of reason”.65 It is this, she asserts, “that has 

guided much of the development of western culture, with the ecological crisis as its 

climax”.66 

 

In summary, ecological thought and ecofeminism provide pathways of rethinking the 

relationship with nature in contemporary Australia by exploring the different 

knowledge systems that exist between Aboriginal and white Australian culture. In the 

next chapter, I discuss artworks by Julie Gough, Fiona Hall and Joan Ross and 

explain how their ideas and approaches have brought new insight to my studio 

practice.

                                            
63 Mellor, Feminism & Ecology, 75–76. 
64 A. Collard and J. Contrucci, Rape of the Wild: Man's Violence against Animals and the Earth 
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1988), 137. 
65 Plumwood, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason, 18. 
66 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 3: VISUAL SURVEY 

 

 

Too often the world I belong to absolves itself of guilt and responsibility for its 

actions by washing away the traces of its murky history 

 —Fiona Hall1 

 

In this chapter, I analyse the visual arts practices of three Australian women—Julie 

Gough, Fiona Hall and Joan Ross—and discuss the significance of their work in 

relation to my study. Drawing upon the ideas contained within the theoretical 

frameworks of ecological thought and ecofeminism, I highlight how the artists’ use of 

materiality, methods and decolonising methodologies have come to inform my studio 

practice.  

 

Julie Gough 

 

Julie Gough is a Tasmanian artist who draws upon her maternal Aboriginal heritage,2 

creating sculptural artefacts that revisit and reveal history from a cross-cultural 

viewpoint. Gough seeks to decolonise official versions of Australia’s nationhood by 

redressing “the imbalances in ownership of narratives of the past…[and]…reworking 

them from another perspective”.3 The strength of Gough’s work is facilitated through 

contemporary narratives emerging from her personal life, including memory, 

absence, loss, denial, and identity.4 This has enabled Gough to uncover “concealed 

or disputed pasts”.5  

 

                                            
1 Fiona Hall, interview by Nomad Art Productions, 2010. 
2 “The northeast of Tasmania is part of this artist’s traditional country, Tebrikunna. Her maternal 
affiliation is with the Trawlwoolway people; it is from this region, and from this tradition that so many 
of her rememberings have been drawn”. Pat Hoffie, "How to Make a Response to the Invisible, to the 
Absent?," in The Ranger, ed. Mary Knights (Adelaide, South Australia: South Australian School of 
Art (SASA) Gallery, University of South Australia, 2007), 14. 
3 Julie Gough, "Transforming Histories: The Visual Disclosure of Contentious Pasts" (University of 
Tasmania, 2001), 89. 
4 "Julie Gough: Artist Statement," https://juliegough.net/artist-statement/, last accessed on 12 

November 2017. 
5 "Julie Gough: PhD," https://juliegough.net/phd-download-link/, last accessed on 12 November 
2017. 
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The result is a visual language that is confronting and challenging. For example, The 

Gathering (2015) (figure 1) is an installation that comprises a series of handmade 

wooden crosses displayed on an antique table, with matching chairs that have been 

scattered throughout a darkened room. Each cross is inscribed with the names of 

different non-Aboriginal country estates and weighted down by different sized rocks 

collected from property entrances.6 Blair French, curator at the Museum of 

Contemporary Art Australia, describes this work as a symbolic act of taking back 

stolen land through acknowledging specific places of dispossession and loss.7  

 

 

 

Figure 1 Julie Gough The Gathering (detail, still) 2015, 

Installation view, The National 2017: New Australian Art, 

Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, single-channel film 

projection, HDMI video, H264, 1080P, colour, sound, dining 

table, chairs, enamel on Tasmanian oak, 28 found stones. 

Image courtesy and © the artist. Photographs: Felicity Jenkins 

                                            
6 Emily McDaniel, "The National: New Australian Art," http://the-national.com.au/artists/julie-
gough/the-gathering/, last accessed 29 July 2018. 
7 Blair Flench, "The National: New Australian Art," http://the-national.com.au/artists/julie-gough/the-
gathering/, last accessed on 8 November 2017. 
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Accompanying the installation is a video fluctuating between sound and no sound, 

documenting Gough’s journey across Tasmania’s rural countryside. The semi-barren 

hillscapes with either dead, burning or charred trees that are captured on film are a 

direct reference to a Tasmanian colonial newspaper article urging landowners to 

clear the natural terrain, a tactic to remove Aboriginal peoples from their traditional 

lands.8 Colonial text is also interspersed throughout the video detailing various 

government-sanctioned orders. This includes the Black Line campaign, carried out 

by colonisers to eradicate “the hostile tribes of the Natives” and to secure land, 

symbolised by the estates gazed upon by the artist.9 As Gough explains, the intention 

of The Gathering is to create a continual sense of uncertainty and tension by locating 

“the point of unease—where familiarity engenders discomfort”.10 

 

By questioning history, Gough’s work becomes a “catalyst for awakening memory in 

our present moment”.11 For example, Ebb Tide (The whispering sands) (1998) (figure 

2) addresses the “avoidance and consignment of the past” to a disconnected and 

detached time and place that white Australian culture refers to as history.12 The work 

comprises sixteen life-size, hand-burnt pyrographic portraits on plyboard, 

representing different British men and women whose acts impacted upon the lives of 

Tasmania’s Aboriginal peoples. Secured with a picket, each one was positioned 

among the tidal flats located at Eaglehawk Neck in Southern Tasmania.13 Gough 

describes the group of individuals chosen for this project as collectors who gathered 

material evidence, including human remains and even Aboriginal children, all in the 

name “of science, education, history, anthropology and for the increase of their own 

personal status and power”.14  

 

                                            
8 McDaniel, "The National: New Australian Art," last accessed on 8 November 2017. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Julie Gough, "Rivers Run," (Cairns, Queensland: Cairns Regional Gallery, 2010), 17. 
11 Gough, "Transforming Histories: The Visual Disclosure of Contentious Pasts," 3. 
12 Ibid., 13. 
13 Ibid., 11. 
14 Gough, "Messages Received and Lately Understood," Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art 
2, no. 1 (2001): 157. 
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Figure 2 Julie Gough Ebb Tide (The whispering sands) (detail) 1998, Sixteen 

pyrographically inscribed lifesize ply figures of British men and women who collected 

Tasmanian Aboriginal people and cultural material. The plywood figures are placed in 

tidal flat at Eaglehawk Neck, Southern Tasmania, dimensions variable. Collection of 

the artist. Photographs: The artist 

 

Stripped of their names and identities, these colonial figures’ anonymity becomes a 

direct response to the genocidal tactics of the imperial forces in Tasmania.15 The 

submerging and re-emerging of these nameless figures with the tide therefore acts 

“as a form of mnemonic trigger”, reminding the viewer that their “presence and deeds” 

continue to not only live within the narrative associated with personal and cultural 

memories but also within the natural terrain itself.16  

 

The importance of discarded objects in Gough’s work is of interest to me in my 

practice. I am particularly fascinated by what Bullock describes as the process of 

“collecting and using the scraps and fragments of history against their intended 

purpose”17 to create new classifications and allegories. Thus, I am drawn to the 

metaphoric appropriation and reconfiguration of unwanted and rejected objects used 

                                            
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 160. 
17 Marita Bullock, Memory Fragments: Visualising Difference in Australian History (GB: Intellect, 
Limited, 2012), 154. 
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by Gough,18 to explore Tasmanian colonial narratives “obscured from the historical 

record…[and]…tactically discarded from cultural memory” in white Australian 

culture.19 For example, My Tools Today (1997) (figure 3) features 173 European 

disused kitchen utensils hanging on top of an enlarged black-and-white aerial 

photograph of the grand Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery building. Bullock argues 

that the juxtaposition of these visual components parodies the “Social Darwinist 

classification system” inherent in the ethnographic descriptions of Tasmania’s 

Aboriginal peoples.20 Greg Lehman argues that the Darwinist classification system 

perpetuated by colonial narratives lives on and continues to be supported by 

collections held by institutions such as the Tasmanian Museum.21 Gough also 

challenges the colonial assumptions of European culture as indicative of progress 

and civility, while Aboriginal cultural practices are consigned to Australia’s history as 

eternally primitive.22 

 

 

Figure 3 Julie Gough My Tools Today 1997, 147 kitchen tools on nails through 

eyelets on inkjet print on fabric of Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery c.1974, 

220x360x12cm. Image courtesy and © the artist. Photograph: Unknown 

 

                                            
18 Gough, "Transforming Histories: The Visual Disclosure of Contentious Pasts," 87. 
19 Bullock, Memory Fragments: Visualising Difference in Australian History, 144. 
20 Ibid., 151. 
21 Greg Lehmann, "Tense Past - Narratives of Gaps and Silences," Artlink 21, no. 2 (2001): 88. 
22 Bullock, Memory Fragments: Visualising Difference in Australian History, 152–54. 
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Gough’s employment of European domestic objects to challenge colonial narratives 

has also revealed an innovative approach to exploring the visual possibilities of 

salvaged material that I have utilised within my practice. For example, in 

Manifestation (Bruny Island) (2009-10) (figure 4), Gough uses a burning spear, a 

chair, and the Tasmanian shoreline to explore the point at which Aboriginal and 

European cultures first made contact, a place that Jean Fornasiero describes as a 

“zone for untimely meetings”.23 Bullock suggests that the configuration used by 

Gough deliberately undermines any potential feelings of nostalgia or comfort. 

Instead, the objects evoke the feelings of unease, conflict, and tension that lie at the 

heart of Tasmania’s history.24  

 

 

Figure 4 Julie Gough Manifestation (Bruny Island) 2010, Giclee print on 
Hahnemuhle photo rag paper, ed: 10, 40x60cm. Photograph: The artist 

 

Consequently, Gough’s practice raises questions about our proximity and 

involvement towards what she describes as “unresolved National stories”.25 This not 

only includes issues relating to the impact of colonialism upon Aboriginal culture and 

peoples but also the natural environment. I refer here to the ongoing exploitation of 

land and natural resources, with environmental degradation and the destruction of 

                                            
23 Jean Fornasiero, "Littoral," (Hobart, Tasmania: Carnegie Gallery, 2010), 43. 
24 Marita Bullock, "Melancholy Debris: Black Humour and Colonial Memory in 'Grids' by Julie 
Gough," Southerly 65, no. 1 (2005): 36. 
25 Gough, "Julie Gough: Artist Statement," last accessed on 10 November 2017. 
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native wildlife considered simply as collateral damage. These ideas are foremost in 

Gough’s work Pogography 2000 – The Sub-Dividing Games…Tool For Land 

Reclamation vs Tools For Land Degradation (1997) (figure 5). Gough explicitly 

describes the work as the rendering of “the colonial construct of Australian land and 

spatiality as divisible, nameable thus knowable, manageable and ownable by relative 

newcomers”.26 Placed in a neat grid formation on a wall and wrapped in the British 

flag are eight cushions that depict the states and territories of Australia. Gough 

describes these objects as “packages” or “land parcels”, exposing the practice of 

dividing ancestral land for commodity purposes exploited by mining, pastoralist and 

government agencies. These actions were, and continue to be, justified in terms of 

economic growth for the benefit of the nation.27  

 

 

Figure 5 Julie Gough Pogography 2000 – The Sub-dividing Games (Tools for land 

degradation vs tools for land reclamation) 1997, garden tools, pogo stick, flag, pillows, 

acrylic paints, dimensions variable. Collection of the artist. Photograph: Unknown 

 

                                            
26 Gough, "Transforming Histories: The Visual Disclosure of Contentious Pasts," 30. 
27 Ibid. 
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As Carolyn Webb notes, the cushions reference twelve parcels of land returned to 

Aboriginal ownership under the Aboriginal Lands Act in 1995.28 Gough argues that 

this absurd notion reveals white Australia’s lack of understanding regarding the 

interdependence of natural ecosystems.29 Gough utilises a pogo stick as a tool for 

metaphorically tracking across the natural terrain, creating large ochred coloured 

acrylic dots that cover the cushions, symbolising the attempt to “re-join the lands by 

registering a unifying print across the parcels”.30 Pearl Duncan considers this process 

of dot-making as a physical act that seeks to reconnect with ancestral land.31 I have 

been particularly interested in Gough’s inclusion of European gardening implements 

which also hang alongside the dot–making tool. Used as visual metaphors, these 

tools highlight the way that European practices have continued to cut, twist, puncture, 

extract, and remove the land and its resources for their own personal, or economic 

gain.32  

 

In summary, Gough’s practice provides important strategies for decolonising 

narratives. Her work identifies gaps in the nation’s psyche (including my own) with 

regards to history and continuing colonial assumptions and practices. Gough’s 

artwork has also compelled me to recognise, acknowledge, and own “a past 

otherwise distanced” in white Australian culture.33 Utilising the visual metaphors 

inherent in salvaged materials (i.e., histories of culture and use, histories of gender, 

histories of work and privilege), Gough’s work has informed my practice by allowing 

me to consider the potential for new allegories and meanings that can be derived 

from juxtaposing disparate and fragmented objects. 

 

Fiona Hall 

 

A white Australian woman, Fiona Hall imbues her artwork with a subtle, yet 

unflinching political resonance that stems from the dissonant relationship between 

                                            
28 Carolyn Webb, "Art Unites a Land Divided," The Age June 23, 2004, last accessed on 11th 
November 2017. 
29 Gough cited by ibid.  
30 Gough, "Transforming Histories: The Visual Disclosure of Contentious Pasts," 30. 
31 Pearl Duncan, "The Role of Aboriginal Humour in Cultural Survival and Resistance" (The 
University of Queensland, 2014), 191. 
32 Gough, "Transforming Histories: The Visual Disclosure of Contentious Pasts," 31. 
33 Ibid., 5. 
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nature and culture in Western society. This is apparent in Hall’s Wunderkammer 

styled exhibition Wrong Way Time (2015) (figure 6), shown as part of the 56th Venice 

Biennale. This large and ambitious installation combined several new sculptural 

elements, with a selection of earlier works spanning the artist’s career. Pertinent to 

my investigation is what Jaime Tsai describes as Hall’s ability to dramatise the 

heterogenous collection of manmade and natural objects (inherent in the 

Wunderkammer) to subvert imperial systems of knowledge.34 This is represented in 

Wrong Way Time by Hall’s eclectic display strategies and hybrid objects that also 

draw upon the epistemes of Linnaean taxonomy and the museum to question and 

destabilise the shaping and dissemination of this knowledge. Tsai argues that this 

system of imperial thought underpins the rational and egocentric ideologies of 

modern living, and Hall believes it has contributed directly “to the degradation of the 

earth and the marginalisation of difference”.35 David Hansen therefore considers 

Wrong Way Time as an attempt to “explore all the complexities and contradictions of 

the postmodern world…[while charting]…the chaotic interconnectedness of things’.36  

 

 

Figure 6 Installation view of Fiona Hall, Wrong Way Time (detail) 2015, 56th 

Venice Biennale. Image courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, 

Sydney 

                                            
34 Jaime Tsai, "Equivocal Taxonomies: Fiona Hall and the Logic of Display," Australian and New 
Zealand Journal of Art 16, no. 1 (2016): 56–68. 
35 Ibid. 
36 David Hansen, "Cryptoserendipitous Palimpsestery, or, Seeing the Wood for the Trees," in Fiona 
Hall: Big Game Hunting (Bullen, Victoria: Heide Museum of Modern Art, 2013), 39. 
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Cross-cultural narratives are also included in Wrong Way Time. For example, Kuka 

Irititja (Animals from Another Time) (figure 7) is a work emerging from a collaboration 

between Fiona Hall and eleven women belonging to the Tjanpi Desert Weavers in 

the Northern Territory.37 This series of work features feral, extinct and endangered 

native animals that have been handcrafted using native flora, as well as strips of 

camouflage material provided by Hall. The camouflage material acts as a metaphor 

for continuing colonial conflict upon the natural environment and Aboriginal culture.38 

In this instance, “the loss and displacement suffered by the Aboriginal women” as a 

direct result of colonial powers is the predominant subject matter of the work.39 

Specific reference is made to the military nuclear testing which took place on 

traditional lands at Maralinga during the 1950s.40  

 

 

Figure 7 Installation view of Fiona Hall, Kuka Irititja (Animals from Another Time) 2014, 
made from Tjanpi grasses (wild-harvested grasses including minarri grass), synthetic 
polymer yarn, wool, raffia, wire, camouflage military garment fabric, cotton and linen thread, 
buttons, ininti seeds, bamboo, emu and bush turkey feathers, dimensions variable. Image 
courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney 

 

                                            
37 Linda Michael, "Wrong Way Time," in Fiona Hall: Wrong Way Time, ed. Linda Michael (Sydney: 
Australian Council for the Arts in association with Piper Press, 2015), 49. 
38 Ibid., 30. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Jenna McKenzie, "Dark Lament: Fiona Hall's All the King's Men," Art Monthly Australia, no. 291 
(2016): 32. 
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I too have sought to create a series of sculptural objects that highlight the tensions 

between nature and culture in unforeseen and paradoxical ways. However, it is Hall’s 

methodical approach to drawing upon historical and contemporary narratives, as well 

as the metaphorical and transformative qualities of discarded and found objects, that 

has particularly informed my practice. One work that particularly resonates with me 

for these reasons is Mourning Chorus (2007-08) (figure 8), which resulted from an 

artist residency Hall undertook in New Zealand. Hall’s description of New Zealand as 

“a silent island”41 differs significantly from that of Joseph Banks, who visited the 

country in 1770. He describes being woken by a chorus of birds: “the numbers of 

them were certainly very great…their voices were certainly the most melodious wild 

musick [sic] I have ever heard, almost imitating small bells but with the most tuneable 

silver sound imaginable”.42 

 

 

Figure 8 Fiona Hall Mourning Chorus 2007–08, resin, plastic bottles, lights, vinyl in 

vitrine, 157x217x88cm. Image courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney 

                                            
41 Discussions between Fiona Hall and Isabel Finch, unpublished, 24 March 2008. Museum of 
Contemporary  Art, "Fiona Hall: Force Field - Education Kit," Museum of Contemporary Art, 
https://www.mca.com.au/media/uploads/files/Fiona_Hall_Force_Field_Education_Kit.pdf. 14, last 
accessed on 3 December 2017. 
42 Patrick O'Brian, Joseph Banks: A Life, University of Chicago Press ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1997), 120. 



41 
 

Responding to these narratives, Hall fashioned a series of hybrid objects that refer to 

nine extinct and two critically endangered bird species. They have been created using 

found plastic bottles, which glow from internal lighting, and animated by beaks that 

have been carved and cast in resin.43 The artefacts are encased in a glass vitrine 

that is delicately etched with varying plant foliage native to New Zealand, creating, as 

Gregory O’Brien describes, either an avian coffin or cocoon.44 This highlights the 

European museological practices of collecting specimens for preservation. In other 

words, “species that were once seen…[alive]…in nature are now only seen dead in 

the museum”.45 Conversely, the toxic chemicals that make up the plastic bottles and 

their contents that are now trapped forever inside the vitrine become a metaphor for 

the rapid increase in extinction rates because of human impact upon the Earth. 

 

I am also drawn to the ecological and political complexity found in Hall’s work. This 

was evident in the exhibition Big Game Hunting (2013) (figure 9), a large survey of 

the artist’s practice at the Heide Museum of Modern Art, which akin to Wrong Way 

Time, combined new work with previously commissioned work. Among the works on 

show were Fall Prey (2012) (figure 10) and The Barbarians at the Gate (2010) (figure 

11). Kendrah Morgan suggests that by exploring where nature and culture collide and 

converge rather than deviate, the works demonstrate Hall’s preoccupation and 

concern with environmental destruction initiated by human folly and greed on a global 

scale.46  

 

                                            
43 Museum of Contemporary Museum of Contemporary  Art, "Fiona Hall: Force Field - Education 
Kit," 14, last accessed on 3 December 2017. 
44 Gregory O'Brien, "A Narrow Road, a Green Light," in Fiona Hall: Force Field (Sydney; Wellington: 
Museum of Contemporary Art, City Gallery Wellington, 2007), 45. 
45 Museum of Contemporary Museum of Contemporary  Art, "Fiona Hall: Force Field - Education 
Kit," 14, last accessed on 3 December 2017. 
46 Kendrah Morgan, Fiona Hall: Big Game Hunting (Bulleen, Victoria: Heide Museum of Modern Art, 
2013), 10. 
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Figure 9 Installation view of Fiona Hall Big Game Hunting (detail) 2013, Heide Museum of 

Modern Art, Melbourne. Image courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney 

 

 

Figure 10 Installation view of Fiona Hall Fall Prey (detail) 2012, dOCUMENTA 13, 

Kassel, Germany. Photograph: Nils Klinger 
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Figure 11 Fiona Hall The Barbarians at the Gate 2010, wooden beehives, wood and metal 

architectural models, plastic ‘action’ dolls, paint, wall paper, dimensions variable, Heide 

Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne. Image courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 

Gallery, Sydney 

 

Hansen explains how Shot Through, an exhibition held at Roslyn Oxley in 2011, 

transformed into Fall Prey, a “camouflaged hunting lodge”47 commissioned by 

dOCUMENTA (13) in 2012. Fall Prey features approximately thirteen animal species 

found on the International Union for the Conversation of Nature (IUCN) Red List. 

Each species has been recreated from shredded camouflage military uniforms that 

correspond with the animal’s country of origin.48 Looking like stuffed trophies on a 

wall, these oversized animals are adorned with an array of discarded objects, 

including beer bottle tops, mobile phone, souvenirs, and soft drink cans. This use of 

camouflage is described as “an invention of nature requisitioned by modern 

warfare”49 or, in Hall’s own words “a symbol of our time that transforms the patterns 

of nature into the fabric of conflict and hostility”.50  

 

                                            
47 Hansen, "Cryptoserendipitous Palimpsestery, or, Seeing the Wood for the Trees," 43. 
48 Ibid., 39. 
49 Heide Museum of Modern Heide Museum of Modern Art, "Heidi Education - Fiona Hall: Big Game 
Hunting," https://d2x6fvmwptmao1.cloudfront.net/cdn/farfuture/ivhYbOnEwR-
sAvKROCZ3tiRYt0DwzyNq9gqEPyoWPOI/mtime:1444181197/sites/default/files/HeideEdResource_
Fiona%20Hall_BigGameHunting_Final%20online.pdf. 3, last accessed on 27 December 2017. 
50 Ibid. 
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The visual and conceptual complexity of Hall’s work can be found when taking a 

closer look at her use of materiality and iconography, which is layered with political, 

environmental and social nuances. This is evident in The Barbarians at the Gate, 

created as part of the 2010 Sydney Biennale, which comprises nineteen wooden 

beehives. Each hive has been painted in a camouflage pattern belonging to a specific 

country and crowned with a matching iconic architectural maquette.51 For example, 

the Houses of Parliament for Britain; Hagia Sophia for Turkey; Maori wharenui for 

New Zealand; Jahangir’s Tomb for Pakistan; Lenin’s Tomb for Russa; Minaret of 

Samarra Mosque for Iraq; the Brandenburg Gate for Germany; Nissen Hut for 

Australia; and Dome of the Rock for Israel. Manoj Nair argues that this juxtaposition 

seeks to explore the social structure of European honey bees “that have been 

involuntarily co-opted as models for the colonial concept of nation-state building”.52 

In this instance, the European honey bee has been spread by people into foreign 

habitats, therefore placing native species at risk and forever changing previously 

balanced ecosystems.53 Nair describes The Barbarians at the Gate as being imbued 

with genuine “disquiet” due to the ecological destruction associated with dominant 

historical and contemporary narratives, where the malpractice of Western culture 

continues to impact the human and non-human world.54 

 

As it is for Hall, a mimetic approach to producing sculptural objects is central to my 

investigation. Her work is executed through a meticulous and laborious level of craft. 

Yet, Linda Michael notes that Hall’s imitations deliberately avoid trickery and 

illusion.55 Instead, Hall reveals these artifices by incorporating an element of 

abstraction into the handmade. The result is a series of hybrid objects created 

through rigorous and critical observation and interpretation.56 For example, Tender 

(2003–05) (figure 12) uses shredded American dollar bills to mimic dozens of bird 

nests that symbolise not only the fragility of natural ecosystems and the great skill of 

the bird habitat builders but also the value system of money that threatens to destroy 

their habitat. Julie Ewington argues that the emptiness of the nests is intensified by 

                                            
51 Rachel Kent, "Fiona Hall: Big Game Hunting," ArtAsia Pacific 2013, 138. 
52 Manoj Nair, "Real Imaginations," in Fiona Hall: Big Game Hunting (Bulleen, Victoria: Heide 
Museum of Modern Art, 2013), 63. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Michael, "Wrong Way Time," 28–29. 
56 Ibid. 
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the museum–styled vitrine in which they are enclosed, invoking a deep sense of 

melancholy, loss and sadness.57  

 

 

Figure 12 Fiona Hall Tender 2003–05, US dollars, vitrine dimensions 

220x360x150cm. Image courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney 

 

Of all her work, Hall’s Occupied Territory (1995) (figure 13) seems to resonate most 

poignantly with my research interests. Here, Hall has recreated four Indigenous and 

four introduced plant species using beads and nails, materials that “were traded by 

the British to Aboriginal people during the establishment of the colony”.58 This body 

of work arose from Hall being on site and viewing material held by Sydney’s First 

Government House. As a result, the sculptural objects become testaments “to a 

natural environment forever altered by a new cultural setting”, a direct result of British 

invasion and colonisation.59 By presenting these intricate artefacts in a glass vitrine, 

Occupied Territory seeks to reveal the history of “culturally sanctioned practices” of 

science and anthropology, which have continually sought to advantage the imperial 

powers of the coloniser at the expense of the colonised.60 

                                            
57 Julie Ewington, Fiona Hall (Annandale, NSW: Piper Press, 2005), 169.  
58 Ibid., 146. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid., 147. 
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Figure 13 Fiona Hall, Australia, born 1953, Occupied territory, 1995, Adelaide, glass 

beads, wire, nails, tooth, vitrine (glass and wood), 39.0 x 128.0 x 44.5 cm; Gift of Art 

Gallery of South Australia Foundation 1999, Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide. 

 

In summary, Hall’s practice explores key themes of ecology, colonialism and cross-

cultural narratives through decolonising strategies. By reconfiguring salvaged 

materials with a meticulous sense of craft, I have sought to draw upon the artist’s use 

of materiality, paradox, and mimicry to create hybrid objects that seek to address 

current environmental issues and concerns in contemporary Australia. 

 

Joan Ross 

 

Joan Ross’s61 interdisciplinary practice, which explores the legacies of colonialism 

upon Aboriginal culture and the natural terrain, has inspired me to take a more 

imaginative and experimental approach to my art practice. For example, The 

Claiming of Things (2012) (figure 14) is a digital animation that uses a colonial 

painting by John Glover titled The Bath of Diana, Van Diemen’s Land (1837) as its 

                                            
61Joan Ross was born in Scotland and came to Australia as a baby. "Joan Ross - 2015 Glennfiddich 
Artists in Residence Winner," Byron Arts Magazine, July 5, 2016, 
http://www.byronartsmagazine.com.au/blog/2016/6/28/joan-ross-2015-artists-in-residence-winner. 
 

http://www.byronartsmagazine.com.au/blog/2016/6/28/joan-ross-2015-artists-in-residence-winner
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background. Ross has appropriated this painting to depict “a changing landscape 

inhabited by Aboriginal people who enjoy its natural pleasures, followed by colonial 

figures who fence it off”.62 The quiet and picturesque scenery is further disrupted with 

the colonial woman using spray cans to tag the word ‘BANK$IA’ on a rock face. Here, 

reference is made both to the graffiti artist known as Bansky and to Sir Joseph Banks, 

the colonial botanist for whom the plant was named.63  

 

 

Figure 14 Joan Ross The Claiming of Things (detail, still) 2012, digital video 

animation, 7.36 mins, Animator: Ben Butler, Sound: Josh Raymond, Edition: 

AP (Edition of 10), Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney. Photograph 

courtesy and © the artist 

 

Keith Munro also notes the continued physical presence of Aboriginal peoples within 

the work, and who bear witness to the occupation, alteration, and destruction of their 

traditional lands.64 This is illustrated by Ross, who animates the signs of progress 

and civilisation by the coloniser with the dumping of material objects and consumer 

goods into the river. The result is a large pile of rubbish that threatens to engulf and 

pollute what was previously an abundant and pristine natural environment, the result 

of Aboriginal land-management practices. At the video’s climax, rain falls and a flood 

washes everything away, returning the landscape to its original state prior to invasion 

                                            
62 Museum of Contemporary Art, "Joan Ross: The Claiming of Things (2012),"  
https://www.mca.com.au/collection/work/2015.6/, last accessed on 30 December 2017. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Keith Munro, "Joan Ross," in Museum of Contemporary Art Collection Handbook, ed. Natasha 
Bullock (Sydney: Museum of Contemporary Art, 2016), 302. 
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and colonisation.65 What makes Ross’s animations so compelling is the way they 

imbue colonial narratives with an element of absurdity. Ross achieves this by 

juxtaposing historical and contemporary imagery and iconography that she has 

collaged and choreographed by hand.66 The result is what Munro describes as “ironic 

references and wry puns” that address colonialism, dispossession, environmental 

destruction, consumerism, and capitalism emerging from Western culture.67  

 

Another example of such work is the digital animation titled Colonial Grab (2015) 

(figure 15), which begins with a woman dressed in fanciful colonial dress, standing in 

a casino-styled lounge playing a poker machine. Each time she wins a ‘jackpot’, the 

viewer is transported in and out of different colonial landscape settings and scenarios. 

Simon Cooper describes one scene where a hybrid insect with the body of a 

surveillance camera rises out of the hot, contorting Kata Tjuta landscape.68 Scoping 

the terrain, the creature’s prolonged presence and buzzing sound creates a sense of 

unease and tension (even possible invasion). In another scene, the same woman is 

viewed in a sitting room creating a series of Japanese-inspired Ikebana sculptural 

arrangements. This colonial figure uses native trees that she plucks straight out of 

Glover’s painting Natives on the Ouse River, Van Diemen’s Land (1838) which hangs 

on the wall behind her. Cooper considers Ross’s inclusion of the Ikebana motif as a 

metaphor that reveals “a specific cultural sensibility” of control, manipulation, and 

order,69 characterised in Eurocentric ideologies and practices of anthropocentrism 

and reason. In an interview with Chloé Wolifson, Ross explains that she chose the 

Ikebana because it suggests that “there can be improvements on nature”.70  

 

                                            
65 Ibid.  
66 Museum of Contemporary Art, "Joan Ross: The Claiming of Things (2012)", last accessed on 5 
February 2018. 
67 Munro, "Joan Ross," 302. 
68 Dr Simon Cooper, "Joan Ross: 'Colonial Grab' Video,"  http://joanross.com.au/Dr-Simon-Cooper-
Colonial-Grab-video, last accessed on 31 December 2017. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Chloé  Wolifson, "Artists: What Now - Joan Ross," Art Collector 2015, 81. 
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Figure 15 Joan Ross Colonial Grab (detail, still) 2014, digital video, 7.38 sec, 

Animator and Sound: Josh Raymond, Edition: AP (Edition of 10), Museum of 

Contemporary Art, Sydney. Photograph courtesy and © the artist 

 

I am particularly drawn to the way Ross imbues her work with satire, fusing the 

historical and the contemporary with political potency and unavoidable farce. The 

artist’s aim is to place the past “firmly into the present” revealing the legacies of 

colonialism.71 Cooper argues that as a result, Colonial Grab “not only highlights the 

relations between Indigenous and colonial, country and capital, luck and exploitation” 

but also “makes succinct connections between art history and contemporary 

Australian culture”.72 For example, the final scene in the video takes place in the 

same Glover painting. As the sun comes up, Aboriginal people can be seen inhabiting 

the terrain. Clouds form in the sky, creating a sentence that reads “20-50% off all 

plants and animals”, a reference to the imperial notion of nature as a saleable and 

profitable resource.73 Then, the woman and a colonial gentleman enter the Glover 

painting and place the Ikebana, which contains the trees that were originally taken 

out of the painting to use for sculpture, back into their original position.  

 

However, as the trees begin to grow, the vessels they are contained within shatter 

and break, and everything falls and becomes scattered across the landscape like 

                                            
71 Cooper, "Joan Ross: 'Colonial Grab' Video", last accessed on 31 December 2017. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
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rubble.74 All the while, an ongoing Aboriginal presence bears witness to the 

destruction of their traditional lands. Walking through the devastation, the woman 

then pulls on a curtain cord, and a picture drops to superimpose itself over the whole 

landscape. It is the original Glover painting (Natives on the Ouse River Van Dieman’s 

Land), thus reverting the animation back to a time before the genocide and 

destruction of Aboriginal peoples and the natural environment by European settlers. 

 

As in my own work, Ross’s recognition of living on stolen land is central to her 

practice. This is reinforced in an interview with Owen Craven, where the artist 

declares that her “obsession” with colonialism has resulted in an acute awareness of 

living on Aboriginal traditional lands. Therefore, her interest in “the re-telling of 

history” is about uncovering and exposing the lies, bias and prejudices contained in 

white Australian cultural narratives. This also includes the artist’s exploration of the 

tension between nature and what it means to be ‘civilised’,75 evident in Oh History, 

You Lied to Me (figure 16), a mixed media painting on paper.76 Here, the artist 

continues her interrogation of colonialism by recontextualising Thomas 

Gainsborough’s painting titled Mr and Mrs Andrews (c. 1750). In this instance, Ross 

juxtaposes Mr Andrews with an abstract rendition of the Leverian Museum in London, 

described as “a catacomb of curiosities including those of Captain Cook’s voyages”. 

The artist refers to this colonial figure as the “arrogant butterfly murderer”, symbolic 

of a culture that is completely unconcerned for, or even blind to, the damage done by 

its infinite collecting.77 Oh History, You Lied to Me draws attention to a culture that is 

unable to see outside of its own dominant Enlightenment narrative of collecting 

traditions and methods, revealing bombastic notions of conceit and greed.78 

 

                                            
74 Ibid. 
75 Owen Craven, "Joan Ross," Artist Profile, issue 8 (2009): 40–41. 
76 Oh History, You Lied to Me won the prestigious Art Gallery of New South Wales Sir John Sulman 
Prize in 2017. 
77 Art Gallery of New South Wales, "Winner: Sir John Sulman Prize 2017 - Joan Ross,"  
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/prizes/sulman/2017/29917/, last accessed on 4 January 2017. 
78 Ibid. 
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Figure 16 Joan Ross Oh History, You Lied to Me 2017, mixed media painting 

on paper, 95x122cm. Photograph courtesy and © the artist 

 

Studying Ross’s use of colour in a bold and pop-culture manner revealed a level of 

allegory and ambiguity that I had not previously considered. Oh History, You Lied to 

Me employs the high-visibility (hi-vis) fluorescent yellow used mainly in industrial work 

gear to draw attention to danger or to signal vulnerability. This lurid colour has 

become a signature feature in the artist’s work, which Ross describes as a visual 

metaphor for colonialism and its “ownership and authority over spaces and land”, as 

well as “broader power relationships within Australia”.79 Museums & Galleries of NSW 

further suggest the hi-vis yellow as belonging to an alien culture that is “glaringly out 

of place”.80 In other words, the appropriated colour highlights “an incompatibility 

between the colonisers and the landscapes they occupy”.81  

 

Of all Ross’s works that utilise the hi-vis yellow, the installation titled Enter at Your 

Own Risk (2010) (figure 17) is arguably one of the artist’s more sophisticated—and, 

I think, conceptual—works. The success of this work lies in its ability to represent the 

                                            
79 Joan Ross, Master’s thesis, (UNSW, Sydney, 2012), 10–11. 
80 dLux MediaArts and Museums & Galleries of NSW. Striking Contrasts: Education Resource 
(Sydney: University of Sydney, 2014), 16, https://www.scribd.com/document/215610644/Striking-
Contrasts-Educational-Resource. 
81 Museum of Contemporary Museum of Contemporary Art, "Joan Ross: The Claiming of Things 
(2012)", last accessed on 1 January 2018. 

https://www.scribd.com/document/215610644/Striking-Contrasts-Educational-Resource
https://www.scribd.com/document/215610644/Striking-Contrasts-Educational-Resource
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way colonialism with all its historical distortions has saturated and influenced every 

aspect of modern life in white Australian culture.82 Ross explains that to expose this 

level of pervasiveness, she uses hi-vis yellow to invoke a sense of overwhelming 

nausea and suffocation.83  

 

 

Figure 17 Joan Ross Enter at your own risk (detail) 2011, installation view, Gallery 

Barry Keldoulis, Sydney. Photograph courtesy the artist and Gallery Barry 

Keldoulis 

 

Lisa Armitage describes this installation as a reminder that colonialism is not 

something consigned to the past, found only in history books, and separate from 

contemporary culture. On the contrary, she argues, Ross makes colonialism “re-

visible” by imbuing artefacts with hi-vis yellow. In doing so, she pulls colonial history 

along with its conditionings and dominant narratives out of the hidden recesses of the 

nation’s psyche and places it where it always has been: in the present.84 By also 

working with the “discarded ephemera of domesticity”,85 Enter at Your Own Risk 

deconstructs the historical fragments of Australian cultural memory by transforming 

recycled, salvaged or second-hand objects that once decorated the rooms of homes 

                                            
82 Carrie Miller, "The Invisible Punch," Art Collector 2011, 146–47. 
83 Ross, "Post Colonial Fluorescence," 27. 
84 Lisa Armitage, Enter at Your Own Risk (Sydney: Gallery Barry Keldoulis, 2010). 
85 Miller, "The Invisible Punch," 146. 
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into an absurd “monstrous décor”.86 This includes kitsch objects such as eighteenth-

century figurines adorned with fluorescent vinyl and/or kangaroo fur appendages; 87 

baroque-inspired wallpaper; a life-size dog laying on a rug; a ceramic monkey playing 

a harp and wearing a fluorescent mop-cap;88 and a brick fire place with a mantle shelf 

filled with plastic flower arrangements, photo frames, and more mutated ceramic 

figurines. In the words of Clement, “none of the show is subtle. But then neither is 

invasion”.89 As a result, the “fluoro epidemic” and casual juxtaposition of objects 

creates a visual aesthetic that seeks to “provoke rather than comfort”.90  

 

In summary, Ross’s practice utilises decolonising strategies such as the use of colour 

(hi-vis) to draw attention to history and memory, incorporating the absurd to disrupt 

colonial narratives, and continuing dominant ideologies and practices. This approach 

has encouraged me to look for new ways (conceptually and visually) to explore the 

relationship between nature and culture that differs so greatly between Aboriginal and 

white Australian culture. In the next chapter I discuss the methodologies employed in 

my study.

                                            
86 Armitage, Enter at Your Own Risk. 
87 Tracey Clement, "Joan Ross: Enter at Your Own Risk,"  
https://thepostpost.wordpress.com/2010/10/26/joan-ross-enter-at-your-own-risk/, last accessed on 7 
January 2018. 
88 Armitage, Enter at Your Own Risk. 
89 Clement, "Joan Ross: Enter at Your Own Risk." 
90 Armitage, Enter at Your Own Risk. 
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGIES 

 

 

Not only does knowledge come in different forms, the forms of its creation differ 

—Elliot Eisner1 

 

In this chapter I discuss the methodologies of decolonising strategies and practice-

led research and identify how these approaches have informed each other in my 

research, and in the process influenced and shaped the development of my artworks. 

 

Decolonising Strategies 

 

Cultural studies seemed a useful place to begin shaping my study. Yet, Pertti 

Alasuutari identifies how “getting a grasp on a culture and its worldview or structure 

of meanings does not get us any nearer to understanding another culture, except for 

the fact that we may better realize how different cultures may be”.2 Thus, rather than 

cultural studies providing a framework that seeks to explain various phenomena 

through a singular theory, Alasuutari argues that its importance is to “provide different 

viewpoints to social reality”. This enables a “reflexive perspective”3 that Alasuutari 

suggests is situated “within a larger historical and cultural framework”.4  

 

However, once I began reading Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s work on employing 

decolonising strategies, I realised the potential shortcomings of cultural studies as a 

methodology for my research. Tuhiwai Smith identifies cultural studies as belonging 

to dominant Western paradigms and structures that continue to organise, conduct, 

and disseminate knowledge. She quotes Edward Said who characterises research 

as “a corporate institution” that has and continues to teach about, rule over, and make 

authorising statements and analysis about indigenous peoples.5 Lester-Irabinna 

                                            
1 Elliot Eisner, "Art and Knowledge," in Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research: Perspectives, 
Methodologies, Examples, and Issues, ed. J. Gary Knowles and Ardra L. Cole (Los Angeles: SAGE 
Publications, 2008), 5. 
2 Pertti Alasuutari, "Theorizing in Qualitative Research: A Cultural Studies Perspective," Qualitative 
Inquiry 2, no. 4 (1996): 372. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid., 374. 
5 Tuhiwai Smith, "On Tricky Ground," 88. 
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Rigney also describes the exploitive history of imperial and colonial approaches to 

research. This in turn, he says, has created suspicion, anger, misunderstanding, 

prejudice, and mistrust in indigenous communities that still exists today.6 As a result, 

research is still “one of the dirtiest words in the indigenous world’s vocabulary”.7  

 

Consequently, Tuhiwai Smith argues that dominant forms of research need to be 

decolonised. Used by indigenous researchers as a methodology, the decolonising 

process engages with issues regarding sovereignty and the ongoing “process 

involving the bureaucratic, cultural, linguistic and psychological divesting of colonial 

power”.8 According to Tuhiwai Smith, this approach also requires “a more critical 

understanding of the underlying assumptions, motivations and values which inform 

research practices”.9 For example, decolonising strategies have helped me to clarify 

the intention of my research. That is, I do not want to extract knowledge from 

Aboriginal culture to benefit myself or the colonising culture to which I belong. Nor do 

I want white Australians to feel like they need to adopt the cultural specificities that 

make up the social fabric which is rich and unique to Aboriginal peoples and their 

way of life. Rather, my approach as a researcher has been to come from a position 

of respect and integrity so that I might better understand what Tuhiwai Smith refers 

to as an alternate history, which reveals different narratives, knowledge systems, and 

“alternative ways of doing things”.10 

 

As a research methodology, decolonisation has led me to consider my own position 

within a dominant colonising culture. This recognition has highlighted the problematic 

nature of my inquiry by revealing the cultural blindness inherent within myself. This is 

characterised by Clare Land as a white colonial mindset (regardless of best 

intentions), requiring constant reassessment of inquiry methods, procedures, 

thoughts, attitudes, values and assumptions.11 As a result, Land argues that this 

                                            
6 Lester-Irabinna Rigney, "Internationalization of an Indigenous Anticolonial Cultural Critique of 
Research Methodologies: A Guide to Indigenist Research Methodology and Its Principles," Wicazo 
Sa Review 14, no. 2 (1999): 117. 
7 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: 
Zed Books, 2012), 30. 
8 Ibid., 175. 
9 Ibid., 58. 
10 Ibid., 81. 
11 Clare Land, "Decolonising Activism/Deactivating Colonialism," ALAR: Action Learning and Action 
Research Journal 17, no. 2 (2011): 48. 
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awareness points “to some of the dilemmas, challenges and issues that emerge 

when non-Indigenous researchers attempt to engage in…research methodologies in 

connection with Indigenous peoples”.12 By becoming aware of my inherent cultural 

blindness, I realise the importance of ethical practice required for this type of 

research. Gus Worby and Daryle Rigney argue that ethical practice not only 

highlights the “relationship between givers and receivers of knowledge”, but “is a 

reminder that dealing with Indigenous issues is one of the most sensitive and complex 

tasks facing teachers, learners and researchers”.13 

 

As an Australian woman belonging to a colonising culture, it is important that I 

recognise and understand that decolonisation continues to identify new sites of 

struggle, including addressing and reclaiming the past. For example, Tuhiwai Smith 

explains that by forcing society to “confront its past”, decolonisation has the potential 

to create change at a political and institutional level, challenging dominant worldviews 

that have influenced and formed current systems of power.14 As such, this 

methodology has introduced a level of rigorous self-examination, resulting in an 

ongoing deconstruction of my colonial conditionings that underpin my thoughts, 

attitudes and assumptions. This process has generated new questions and provided 

different ways to navigate the ethical and cultural complexities that have emerged 

from my study and that have continued to inform my studio practice. 

 

Practice-Led Research 

 

As a methodology, practice-led research has the potential to support decolonising 

strategies and ideas. Tom Barone and Elliot Eisner define the qualitative approach 

of practice-led research as one that combines modes of thinking with forms of visual 

representation and expression to interpret, expand, and enhance our understanding 

of the world.15 Understood in this way, arts-based research offers a creative, rigorous, 

                                            
12 Ibid. 
13 Gus Worby and Daryle Rigney, "Approaching Ethical Issues : Institutional Management of 
Indigenous Research," Australian Universities' Review, The 45, no. 1 (2002): 27. 
14 Tuhiwai Smith, "On Tricky Ground," 121. 
15 Tom Barone and Elliot W. Eisner, Arts Based Research (Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE 
Publications, 2012), xi. 
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and contextual response to knowledge-building that greatly differs from traditional 

forms of research practice.  

 

While arts-based research is a relatively recent phenomenon, Patricia Leavy insists 

that “art and science bear intrinsic similarities in their attempts to illuminate aspects 

of the human condition”.16 This is because both artistic and scientific communities 

are “grounded in exploration, revelation, and representation…[which]…work toward 

advancing human understanding”.17 Conversely, Barone and Eisner identify 

differences between the disciplines. Scientific research methods, they say, aim to 

“reduce by degree…the truthfulness of knowledge claims” emerging from hypothesis-

based questions.18 In contrast, the visual tools, strategies and aesthetics employed 

in arts-based research seeks to expand awareness by raising “significant questions 

and engender conversations rather than to proffer final meanings”.19  

 

Shaun McNiff argues that in arts-based research, “lived experience, subjectivity, and 

memory” become agents “in knowledge, construction and strategies…used to reveal 

important insights unable to be recovered by more traditional research methods”.20 

Rolling describes this reflexive approach as a highly idiosyncratic and often an 

improvisatory process “for making meaning and recording knowledge”.21 For 

example, using an interpretative approach, I explore what it means to be a woman 

belonging to a colonising culture in contemporary Australia, and how this position has 

not only shaped my history but also continues to influence my experiences, identity, 

interests, emotions, behaviour, values, beliefs, and attitudes.  

 

Corrine Glesne describes the subjective element of reflexivity as involving a level of 

rigorous self-examination that, like decolonising strategies, shapes new questions 

and generates greater understanding by causing one to continually question their 

                                            
16 Patricia Leavy, Method Meets Art: Arts-Based Research (New York: Guilford Publications, 2014), 
3. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Barone and Eisner, Arts Based Research, 14. 
19 Ibid. 166. 
20 Shaun McNiff, Art-Based Research (London; Philadelphia: Jessica Kingsley, 1998), 61. 
21 James Haywood Rolling, Arts-Based Research Primer (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2013), 
159. 
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own position and viewpoints.22 This position has forced me to analyse my 

experiences and expand my awareness in a bid to better understand the different 

ecological relationships that exist between Aboriginal peoples, white Australians, and 

the natural terrain. James Haywood Rolling describes arts-based research as 

providing the opportunity “to build theories about the natural world and as an avenue 

to address and explore some of the most significant questions of human existence 

within our complex of social worlds”.23 I use this visionary statement to highlight the 

anthropogenic issues and concerns that have prompted this study and have enabled 

me to bring a more political edge to the work emerging from my studio practice. 

 

Barone and Eisner speak about the way that reflexivity is linked to the process of 

discovery, which requires a readiness to be educated and transformed.24 Leavy 

expands on this notion, suggesting that arts-based research “pushes the bounds of 

innovative thinking and doing when practitioners are open to the unknown”.25 In my 

own practice, I have sought to engage in elements of risk-taking by introducing a 

highly intuitive and improvisatory approach to my creative practice, informed by 

different people and places, situations and environments, including embarking on two 

artist residencies. My approach has involved arriving at each residency with minimal 

or no materials, forcing me to find new materials along the way. This meant that I 

diverged from my regular habits and practices of artmaking, compelling me to tune in 

with the immediate environment around me as I searched for new ways to express 

my feelings and ideas. These experiences have resulted in a rapid expansion of self-

learning through the development of new skills and techniques, with my artwork 

becoming more refined and more layered in meaning. The artwork developed in this 

manner resulted in a self-initiated exhibition program of solo and group exhibitions. 

My intention was to push my practice into working with space and light provided by a 

gallery setting and to consider how the artist–gallery relationship could continue to 

develop the environmental, social and political nuances in my work. 

 

                                            
22 Corrine Glesne, Becoming Qualitative Researchers: An Introduction, 5th ed. (Boston: Pearson, 
2016), 148. 
23 Rolling, Arts-Based Research Primer, 7. 
24 Barone and Eisner, Arts Based Research, 134. 
25 Leavy, Method Meets Art: Arts-Based Research, 28. 
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Leavy speaks about the way that arts-based research has the capacity to “evoke 

emotions, promote reflection, and…[to challenge]…the way people think”.26 As she 

says, art “inherently opens up multiple meanings that are determined not only by the 

artist but also the viewer…[as well as]…the immediate circumstance and the larger 

sociohistorical context”.27 This theorisation has motivated me to foster an ethical and 

moral approach to my studio practice, creating objects that nurture a dialogical 

approach to cultivating empathy and understanding with a wider audience.28  

 

In summary, decolonising and practice-led methodologies have given me 

complementary pathways through which to develop new artwork. A reflexive 

approach to my studio practice has also provided a wider scope of artistic invention 

and interpretation. This has included utilising the visual properties and metaphoric 

potential of salvaged materials in unforeseen and innovative ways. In the next 

chapter, I critically discuss my studio practice and research outputs through the 

analysis of the cultural and political potential of rubbish and the unmonumental.

                                            
26 Ibid., 292. 
27 Ibid., 224. 
28 Patricia Leavy, Method Meets Art: Arts-Based Research Practice (New York: Guilford Press, 
2009), 26. 
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CHAPTER 5: STUDIO PRACTICE AND RESEARCH OUTPUT 

 

 

If we are to survive, let alone feel at home, we must begin to understand our 

country. If we succeed, one day we might become Australian 

—Bill Gammage1 

 

In this chapter, I examine the visual metaphors offered by salvaged materials, 

drawing upon literature that presents theories relating to rubbish in contemporary 

culture. I also discuss the concept of the unmonumental in contemporary art. I use 

the concepts of rubbish and unmonumentality as the scaffolding to critically discuss 

my studio research output. 

 

‘Salvaged materials’ are objects that have originally been deemed rubbish,2 but have 

subsequently been collected as usable resources. I have chosen to use salvaged 

materials in my practice because they are items that are already laden with the 

ambiguities of former histories. The act of salvaging rubbish is a deliberate one that 

draws on the ethical processes of recycling and reusing. For me, this act also 

combats my anxiety over the impact of sculptural forms in a world that is already 

overflowing in the endless production of stuff.  

 

The “sociology of consumptions and waste”3 was first conceptualised by Michael 

Thompson in the late 1970s.4 Michael V. Rienti Jr. describes the importance of 

Thompson’s concepts for addressing and determining “how the value of material 

objects is socially constructed and deconstructed”.5 Stephanie Foote and Elizabeth 

Mazzolini argue that the idea of rubbish is notoriously complex, making it difficult to 

                                            
1 Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia, 323. 
2 Rubbish has been chosen as the preferred linguistic term throughout this inquiry to describe what 
other authors may refer to as waste, refuse, trash, detritus, rubble, and garbage. Such terms according 
to Gillian Whitely have their “own specific linguistic origins, cultural and ethnic associations and social 
significations”. Gillian Whiteley, Junk: Art and the Politics of Trash (New York; London: IB Tauris, 
2011), 24. 
3 Carl A. Zimring and William L. Rathje, Encyclopedia of Consumption and Waste: The Social 
Science of Garbage, vol. 1 (University of Arizona: SAGE Publications Inc., 2012), 766. 
4 Michael Thompson, Rubbish Theory: The Creation and Destruction of Value (Oxford; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1979). 
5 Zimring and Rathje, Encyclopedia of Consumption and Waste: The Social Science of Garbage, 1, 
766. 
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identify and hard to critique. This is due to the heterogeneous and innumerable 

objects that make up rubbish, its ubiquitous position within modern culture, the 

assorted human interactions associated with it, and the countless metaphors 

attached to it.6 Because of these reasons, Foote and Mazzolini, suggest that rubbish 

has become one of “the most powerful epistemological ways” of determining how and 

why humans define themselves, how people are defined by others, and where race, 

gender and other forms of classification are created, positioned and socially 

maintained.7  

 

Marita Bullock notes that ideas relating to rubbish have begun to facilitate alternate 

ways to reframing recurring environmental issues across a wide range of 

transdisciplinary fields.8 Foote and Mazzolini argue that rubbish in its various 

capacities has become engrained in the psyche of the modern world, experienced as 

a normal part of everyday life. Consequently, the authors suggest that rubbish—

including its material and symbolic capacity—has a unique role in critiquing ecological 

crises caused by cultural, social and political agencies.9 Hawkins also claims it is 

impossible to study ideas of rubbish “without implicating the self in a process of 

reflexivity, without asking people to implicitly or explicitly think about the way they 

live”.10 Bullock refers to Hawkins’s idea regarding the “generative potentiality” of 

rubbish to breakdown distinctions between the human and the non-human world, 

thus, offering alternate ways of perceiving and living within nature.11 

 

It is this “terrain of ethics”,12 that has initiated the act of salvaging and collecting within 

my studio practice. Yet, my appropriation and transfiguration of these materials is 

also influenced by an understanding that rubbish, as noted by Hawkins, is not a fixed 

category of discarded objects. Rather, rubbish is a product of cultural, social and 

historical human practices. Here, the relationship between consumption and 

exchange creates value, resulting in material objects being continuously circulated 

                                            
6 Stephanie Foote and Elizabeth Mazzolini, Histories of the Dustheap: Waste, Material Cultures, 
Social Justice (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2012), 3. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Bullock, Memory Fragments: Visualising Difference in Australian History, 18. 
9 Foote and Mazzolini, Histories of the Dustheap, 3. 
10 Gay Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 2006), 5. 
11 Bullock, Memory Fragments: Visualising Difference in Australian History, 18. 
12 Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish, 5. 
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and recoded throughout time to satisfy human needs, wants and desires.13 Hawkins 

argues that “value is a product of social processes, not the intrinsic properties” 

inherent in material objects.14  

 

The methods I have used to salvage the materials for my artworks have fluctuated 

between random intentional and unintentional acts of collection. This includes 

inadvertently stumbling upon discarded and disparate objects in my day-to-day 

activities in public spaces and visiting various urban and industrial environments to 

source them. For example, some materials have been retrieved from council curb-

side collection spots, building sites, commercial skip bins, and recycle waste facilities. 

While some materials have been gathered to explore specific ideas, they have mostly 

been amassed based on availability, aesthetics, or personal response.  

 

The concept of unmonumentality applies to sculptural and installation practices that 

refuse to conform to art institution expectations. Richard Flood says that one of 

strongest characteristics of unmonumentality “is the inherent ability to camouflage 

itself from any formal hierarchy”.15 This is because sculpture has customarily 

favoured the monumental attributes of formalism and traditionalism, and used the 

pedestal to denote a position of authority and prestige. Hampton suggests that while 

the monument “connotes massiveness, timelessness and public significance”, the 

unmonumental form “intentionally lacks them”.16 This allows for the juxtaposition of 

unpretentious materials and fragmented objects that are carefully considered for their 

meaning, creating narratives that link to relevant environmental, social and political 

discourse. Gioni explains that themes of memory and remembrance are also 

particularly important to unmonumentality because, rather than celebrating 

immortality, this junk aesthetic emphasises the passing of time.17 This is due to the 

history inherent in discarded objects, which facilitates a form of borrowing that has 

the potential to challenge and question history. Gioni also describes the sculptural 

language of unmonumentality is “not so much a style but rather an attitude” which 

                                            
13 Ibid., 78. 
14 Ibid.  
15 Richard Flood, "Not About Mel Gibson," in Unmonumental: The Object in the 21st Century, ed. 
Richard Flood (New York; London: Phaidon in association with New Museum, 2007), 13. 
16 Laura Hoptman, "Unmonumental: Going to Pieces in the 21st Century," in Unmonumental: The 
Object in the 21st Century, 138. 
17 Massimiliano Gioni, "Ask the Dust," in Unmonumental: The Object in the 21st Century, 72. 
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plays on a “set of strategies and tensions” to better reflect the chaos, fragility, 

impermanence and uncertainty that come to the foreground in contemporary 

culture.18 The disappearance of the pedestal also means that the relationship 

between the object and the viewer is more intimate, with artworks becoming more 

accessible to a wider audience.19 

 

I have used two contrasting techniques to develop and extend my art making practice. 

The first involves the qualities of trompe l'oeil as a form of mimetic critique. Through 

the process of rigorous experimentation, refinement, mimicry and repetition, I have 

sought to create a series of artefacts that imitate natural forms. In this instance, 

salvaged materials are transformed into faux tableaux; specifically, hyperreal life-size 

objects that are created through a meticulous and laborious level of craft. The second 

technique seeks to reflect the dynamics of unmonumentality by drawing upon a junk 

aesthetic that rejects orderly for disorderly, and elaborate for informal. 

 

As the first works began to emerge from my studio, I knew that the success of this 

project, and indeed the whole of my studio research, would depend entirely upon my 

ability to create the right tension between the mimetic and the unmonumental. With 

this understanding, I began to explore how salvaged materials might be used to 

reference and disrupt history to challenge dominant ideologies and continuing 

colonial assumptions underpinning white Australian culture. For example, Bullock 

discusses how sculptural objects made from the heterogenous qualities of discarded 

objects have the capacity to reclaim sites of memory. In doing so, the appropriation 

of memory fragments disrupts “official versions of Australian history and nationhood, 

prompting an open-ended view of Australia’s past and encouraging us to see history 

in new ways”.20 Bullock here refers to the unfinished manuscripts of the Arcades 

Project (1927–1940) written by Walter Benjamin, which identifies the dialectical 

tensions of rubbish as existing between the “binary division of past and present”.21 

Ira Jacknis argues that these tensions are made possible because discarded objects 

                                            
18 Ibid., 65. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Bullock, Memory Fragments: Visualising Difference in Australian History, 9. 
21 Ibid., 13–14. 
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not only reference a point in time, but also inherently contain memories of their 

previous existence.22  

 

Because of this capacity, such objects—products of time-specific locations that have 

been acquired, sorted, forgotten and rejected—come to metaphorically represent 

cultural fragmentation. Joanne Cubbs and Eugene W. Metcalf, Jr. emphasise the 

artist’s ability to extract and exploit the fragmentary associations and histories within 

rubbish to create artefacts imbued with new meanings.23 Susan Stewart also 

describes the process of recontextualising salvaged materials as employing the 

transformative aesthetic of intertextuality.24 Bullock argues that such a constructive 

and receptive approach to rubbish proposes different or alternative meanings that 

avoid the moralistic and didactic narratives of most nostalgic or disenchantment 

environmental discourse.25 For example, in Splendid Gardens (2016–ongoing), I 

experimented with trompe l'oeil for the first time to transform a variety of salvaged 

materials into meticulously handcrafted, life-size, faux tableaux cottage-inspired 

English flowers (figure 18). They were inspired by the story of Georgiana Molloy, a 

young colonial woman who created an English-inspired “splendid garden” as a way 

of dealing with her grief after losing her first child shortly after arriving at Flinders Bay 

in 1830.26 The flowers are also a nod to Molloy’s transformative attitude toward nature 

(and my own) from alienation to one of a deep reverence after years of living in the 

Australian bush and collecting native flora seeds and cuttings. While Molloy used an 

imperial classificatory system, she did not feel the need to tame, exploit, or civilise 

nature like most colonial settlers did.27 I use this story to draw attention to 

colonialism’s failure to recognise and acknowledge the ecological wisdom of 

Aboriginal culture, and the environmental destruction that has since ensued. Mulligan 

                                            
22 Ira Jacknis quoted in Suzanne Seriff, "Folk Art from the Global Scrap Heap: The Place of Irony in 
the Politics of Poverty," in Folk Art from the Global Scrap Heap, ed. Charlene Cerny and Suzanne 
Serrif (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996), 10. 
23 Joanne Cubbs and Eugene W Metcalf Jr, "Sci-Fi Machines and Bottle-Cap Kings: The Recycling 
Strategies of Self-Taught Artists and the Imaginary Practice of Contemporary Consumption," in 
Recycled Re-Seen: Folk Art from the Global Scrap Heap, ed. Charlene Cerny and Suzanne Serrif 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996), 50. 
24 S. Stewart, Nonsense: Aspects of Intertextuality in Folklore and Literature (Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1980), 13–17. 
25 Bullock, Memory Fragments: Visualising Difference in Australian History, 18. 
26 Mulligan and Hill, Ecological Pioneers: A Social History of Australian Ecological Thought and 
Action, 25. 
27 Ibid., 27. 



65 
 

and Hill argue that for colonisers to completely disregard the knowledge of traditional 

owners was in short, to act out of ecological ignorance.28  

 

   

  

Figure 18 Susan Gourley Splendid Gardens 2016-ongoing, faux tableaux, life-size English 

cottage-inspired garden flowers created from salvaged materials including cardboard, felt, tissue 

paper, wire, plastic bottle tops, golf tees, acrylic paint, and adhesive. Images: the artist 

 

As a title, Splendid Gardens also acknowledges colonial assumptions regarding the 

layout and picturesque scenery of the landscape, which was often compared to 

English gentry parks and private estates.29 Subsequently, the stylish arrangement of 

native flora was considered a naturally occurring phenomena rather than being the 

result of extensive Aboriginal land-management practices spanning over thousands 

of years.30 I chose to make flowers grown in my own cottage-styled gardens as a 

                                            
28 Ibid., 23. 
29 Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia, 5–17. 
30 Ibid. 
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visual metaphor for the ecological implications of colonialism and my own colonial 

conditionings. Their replication was aided by my watching of countless workshop 

tutorials that I discovered on YouTube, and from sourcing images from the internet. 

As I improved my handcrafting skills over six months, so did my confidence in these 

skills. Nevertheless, I was unable to resolve Splendid Gardens in my studio practice. 

This sense of failure was indicative of the early stages of my research, where I was 

unable to find the right tension between the conceptual and sculptural that best 

reflected the theoretical framework and metaphors inherent in salvaged materials 

being investigated in my study. 

 

The turning point in my studio practice came when I was granted a four-week artist 

residency during the middle of 2017 at Watch This Space, an artist-run initiative 

located in Mparntwe (Alice Springs). This was my first visit to Arrernte country. I was 

excited at the prospect of having experiences that would influence my practice in new 

and challenging ways. Nevertheless, I was also apprehensive of working to a 

deadline, with a three-week art exhibition to be held at the end of my residency. 

However, holding this exhibition was a deliberate choice I had made to ensure that I 

avoided being complacent. Riding my bicycle on a footpath into town early on day 

four, I found myself searching for inspiration in any form from the immediate 

environment around me. I was soon forced to come to a stop because of a large 

eucalypt branch lying across the footpath that had snapped off a nearby tree. I felt 

impelled to take the branch back to the studio with me (figure 19), where I sat and 

observed it for over an hour before deciding to replicate it. 

 



67 
 

 

Figure 19 Found eucalypt branch. Images: the artist 

 

Prior to my departure, I had contacted Alice Springs Town Council, to see if they 

would allow me to access the local waste and recycling facility free of charge, to 

which they kindly agreed. Fossicking through the junkyard, I found a small roll of wire, 

which I used to create the entire structure of the eucalypt branch. To achieve this, I 

deconstructed the original, numbering and tagging the branches. This process 

allowed me to copy each branch with greater efficiency through observation, intuition, 

experimentation, problem-solving, and improvisation. I also spent the first week 

tracing and cutting hundreds and hundreds of different-shaped eucalyptus leaves out 

of cardboard. Due to their thinness, I applied wood glue on both sides to make the 

leaves more durable. Fortuitously, the glue also highlighted different qualities 

inherent in the cardboard, adding an unforeseen yet captivating texture. Wanting to 

reveal the artifice of the sculpture, I chose to leave original product information found 

on the cardboard on some of the leaves in tones of green, black, and purple. I also 

employed salvaged brown paper to papier mâché the wire structure of the replica 

eucalypt branch. Due to the leaves being so delicate, it made visual sense to pursue 

a refined aesthetic for the branch to enhance the mimetic quality that I was seeking. 

Michael Taussig describes the mimetic faculty as “the nature that culture uses to 

create second nature”. This facilitates the ability to copy, reproduce and explore 

differences and similarities in order to create an object that assumes an otherness 

while embodying the characteristics of the original.31  

                                            
31 Michael T. Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses (New York: 
Routledge, 1993), xiii. 
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Due to time constraints and the inability to find any other suitable material at the waste 

and recycling facility, I decided to purchase natural twine to wind around the papier 

mâché. This process was incredibly complicated, with every offshoot of branch 

requiring a new ball of twine that had to be incorporated in such a way as to make it 

appear seamless. I also needed to recreate the seed pods found on the original 

eucalypt branch. Adamant to only use what materials I had at hand, I knotted small 

lengths of twine at one end and replicated them into small bunches. Having to apply 

thousands of leaves individually, branch by branch, also meant I had to recreate the 

eucalypt branch from the bottom up, and from back to front, so that I could physically 

see what I was doing. Furthermore, I had to ensure that every leaf was falling in a 

certain way to accentuate the gravity and weight of the branch as I had originally 

found it. The enormity and uncertainty of the project was very stressful. It also meant 

that I was in the studio on an average of six to seven hours per day for twenty-three 

consecutive days 

 

During this time, Watch This Space was also contacting women within the local 

Indigenous community, to see if anyone would be willing to engage in conversation 

or be interested in the possibility of collaborating in an arts project. Even though 

proper ways of introduction were established, my being an outsider, belonging to a 

colonising culture, conducting research, and only being in Mparntwe for a limited time 

reinforced some of the difficulties associated with traversing cross-cultural terrains. 

Thus, searching for dialogue seemed to be an apt title for the work, which then 

became the title of the exhibition. The work was also informed by the fact that no 

white Australian could identify the species of eucalypt branch in my studio, revealing 

a lack of knowledge of the immediate terrain. As a result, I began to consider the 

branch a visual metaphor for the ecological wisdom inherent in Aboriginal culture. 

With no connections able to be made with the local Indigenous community, the 

dialogue missing from my research began to reflect my argument regarding the 

absence of Aboriginal narratives from dominant forms of discourse.  

 

Returning to the waste and recycling facility, I found a discarded white metal spade, 

which I sought to use as a visual metaphor for continuing colonial cultivation methods, 

and the burying of Australia’s violent history. Where the spade and branch meet 

creates a juncture, denoting a conceptual point of difference — the coming together 
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of two different knowledge systems. In addition to time spent at Watch This Space I 

would often sit down by the Todd River, or on the grass in the Todd Mall, reading, 

contemplating, reflecting, observing and listening. During this time, I witnessed daily 

events and situations involving Aboriginal and white Australians (including myself) 

that challenged my own colonial assumptions and conditionings. These experiences 

left me to wonder whether my research was nothing more than a white Australian 

woman’s romantic tale or if it had something valid to add to current ecological 

discourse.  

 

To resolve the work for the exhibition, I contemplated laying the branch–spade hybrid 

object onto a circular bed of burnt orange dune sand, an iconic feature of Central 

Australia. Yet, obtaining the sand was fraught with moral dilemmas that were never 

resolved. For example, I deemed taking any natural resource from nearby locations 

without asking traditional custodians for permission to be problematic. However, 

without the proper connections, I had no-one to ask. Thus, I purchased a small load 

of dune sand from a local nursery. While my choice to include the sand acknowledges 

being on Arrernte country, its inclusion highlights extraction and economic practices 

of white Australians at the expense of Aboriginal peoples and the natural terrain and 

the fact that I had still acquired the dune sand without asking for proper permission 

(figure 20). 
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Figure 20 Susan Gourley searching for dialogue 2017, salvaged wire, 

cardboard, paper, metal garden shovel, natural twine, adhesive, and 

dune sand, approximately 240x240x30cm, Watch This Space, Mparntwe, 

NT. Images: Cindy Richards 

 

Opening night identified one key challenge with the work. Even with an 

accompanying catalogue essay (Appendix 1) and didactic, many guests assumed 

the replica to be real. This resulted in people not engaging with the work. 

Alternatively, those who realised the illusion were mesmerised and astonished by the 

mimetic qualities of the branch. Over the period of the exhibition, the sand also 

recorded the different criss-crossing prints and delicate patterns of tiny crawling 

inquisitive insects attracted to the handcrafted foliage. An artist talk, which led to an 

open discussion with audience members, further revealed people’s inability to 

comprehend the precision of the copy. The talk also facilitated a wide range of 

conversations that raised important questions regarding history, the complexities of 

navigating cross-cultural terrains, and the moral responsibility of what it means to 

belong to a colonising culture and living in contemporary Australia. In summary, my 
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artist residency at Watch This Space provided new experiences that were 

challenging, uncomfortable, confronting, but ultimately life-changing. Overall, it led 

me to take a more rigorous approach to making of sculptural forms; to being more 

willing to take risks; to being able to identify the innovative qualities of salvaged 

materials; and to being able to visualise ideas that better support my theoretical 

framework.  

 

On my return to Brisbane, I was eager to extend upon my experiences and build on 

the skills I had developed, retaining the minimal materials of salvaged cardboard, 

wire, as well as natural twine, and adhesive. I decided to replicate leaves and small 

cuttings belonging to a range of native plants growing in the gully of my rental 

property. While the task of sculpting these natural forms required the same intuitive 

and experimental approach I had developed with the eucalypt branch, my ability to 

replicate leaves belonging to the Moreton Bay Fig, Silky Oak, Paperbark, and Bunya 

Pine with precision was made possible by my intimate feeling of connection to each 

plant. 

 

During this time, I was granted a solo exhibition at QCA’s Project Gallery titled 

searching for dialogue – an artist residency, which was accompanied by a short essay 

written by fellow PhD candidate Sally Molloy (Appendix 2). The purpose was to exhibit 

the work created at Watch This Space and to seek critical feedback that would identify 

strengths, weaknesses, and gaps in my research. Not wanting to bring the dune sand 

back to Brisbane (with the act being culturally inappropriate), I began experimenting 

with different display methods, which included using a fold-out table purchased from 

a local thrift shop. While this did not bring me any closer to resolving the work for 

installation, it did lead to a new work titled An Ecological Guide to Living on Stolen 

Land (2018) (figure 21), also included in the exhibition.  
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Figure 21 Susan Gourley An Ecological Guide to Living on Stolen Land 2018, salvaged 

felt, wire, bucket, cardboard, second-hand table, natural twine, and adhesive, 

145x90x70cm. Image: Faun Photography 

 

Being on Arrernte country made me even more aware that colonialism is alive and 

thriving. Thus, the second-hand dining table represented for me colonial narratives 

associated with obsessive and civilised domestic practices. The positioning of a 

salvaged black bucket under one the table legs became a deliberate act that seeks 

to disrupt the functionality of the table, and therefore the dominant narratives 

associated with it. As the title suggests, the acknowledgement of living on stolen land 

pulls colonial history out of the hidden recesses of the nation’s psyche and places it 

where it has always been: in the present.32 While the discarded orange felt (found 

locally) is marked with stains of its past, I used it to metaphorically replicate the burnt 

orange dune sand of Arrernte country, imbued with new knowledge. 

 

In this work, the natural twine that firmly ties the table and woollen cloth (figure 22) 

symbolises the way histories of Aboriginal and white Australians are bound together 

through the legacies of colonialism. The lack of cross-cultural dialogue (as a major 

theme in my work) is represented by the inclusion of a Bunya Pine leaf cutting replica 

made prior to my artist residency (figure 23). This was only added the day after the 

                                            
32 Armitage, Enter at Your Own Risk. 
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exhibition opened, as I felt the work was incomplete. I chose the Bunya Pine due to 

a sense of place and belonging that it ignited within myself. However, I did not fully 

realise this intuitive understanding until I had conversations with members of the 

public and did further reading that revealed the Bunya Pine as being of great cultural 

significance to Aboriginal peoples in southern Queensland and northern New South 

Wales.33  

 

 

Figure 22 Susan Gourley An Ecological Guide to Living on Stolen Land (detail) 2018. 

Image: Faun Photography 

 

                                            
33 Bunya Mountains Elders Council and Burnett Mary Regional Group, "Bunya Mountains Aboriginal 
Aspirations and Caring for Country Plan," (2010), 14, 
http://www.bmrg.org.au/files/2313/7758/3382/Final-Bonye_Buru_Booburrgan_Ngmmunge-
301010zzz.pdf. 

http://www.bmrg.org.au/files/2313/7758/3382/Final-Bonye_Buru_Booburrgan_Ngmmunge-301010zzz.pdf
http://www.bmrg.org.au/files/2313/7758/3382/Final-Bonye_Buru_Booburrgan_Ngmmunge-301010zzz.pdf
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Figure 23 Susan Gourley An Ecological Guide to Living on Stolen Land (detail) 2018. 

Images: Faun Photography 

 

My inclusion of the Bunya Pine leaf was met with disapproval by some viewers. For 

example, it was suggested that the sophistication of the work was in the stitching, 

which was now reduced to a mere decorative element. Alternatively, other feedback 

suggested that the reference to the Bunya Pine provided a strong sense of locality 

and coloniality within the work, making it less visually obscure. Like the eucalypt 

branch, the use of the Bunya Pine leaf seeks to represent a system of ecological 

knowledge belonging to Aboriginal culture absent from dominant forms of ecological 

discourse. Being in a suspended position of either unfolding and revealing or 

collapsing and concealing, the extendable table evokes the tensions that exist in 

questioning colonial history and urging forms of cross-cultural dialogue. An 

improvisatory approach in the adjoining gallery room resulted in lighting being used 

to encircle the eucalypt branch. I also abstracted a series of digital images 

documenting my studio practice in Mparntwe to further contextualise the work (figure 

24). 
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Figure 24 Susan Gourley searching for dialogue – an artist residency (detail) 2018. 

First image: Faun Photography, second to twelfth images, the artist 

 

Plough and Toil Till There’s No More Soil (2018) (figure 25) embodies similar 

references. With each discarded gardening implement, I sought to explore the visual 

metaphor of the introduction of European cultivation practices that continue to 

contribute significantly toward an increase in environmental degradation and 

destruction in Australia.34 The hybridity of these sculptural forms aims to gesture 

toward dialogue, and meaningful, reciprocal and respectful relationships between 

Aboriginal peoples and white Australians to address environmental issues and 

concerns. 

 

                                            
34 Massy, Call of the Reed Warbler: A New Agriculture a New Earth, 3–6. 
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Figure 25 Susan Gourley Plough and Toil Till There’s No More 

Soil 2018, salvaged garden implements, cardboard, wire, natural 

twine, and adhesive, approximately 120x100x25cm. Image: Faun 

Photography 

 

Wishing to maintain the rigour and momentum of my studio practice, I applied and 

was granted a six-week artist residency in early 2018, at Bilpin international ground 

for Creative initiates (BigCi), located in the Blue Mountains. This was my first time 

being on Darug, Gundugurra and Waridjuri country. A Colonised Landscape (2018) 

(figure 26) emerged as an initial response to a pile of discarded recycled concrete 

blocks that I found in the garden at BigCi. These objects immediately conjured up 

metaphors associated with man-made environments that exist where flora and fauna 

once flourished and thrived, highlighting the nature–culture rift inherent in Eurocentric 

and anthropocentric ideologies. This inspired me to replicate a eucalypt branch that 
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I had found on the first day of my residency. Requiring the strength of three men to 

lift them, the concrete blocks were relocated into the studio and reassembled to how 

they were originally found. I sought to incorporate the meanings and metaphors 

associated with the orange of previous works by experimenting heavily with different 

natural clay pigments found on site, chalk pastel, and left-over cement pigments 

belonging to BigCi Artistic Director Rae Bolotin. However, nothing worked because 

materials were either the wrong colour or the wrong texture. It was then that I found 

a bag of whiting (calcium carbonate used for etching and cleaning metals) left over 

by a previous resident that no one was using. I applied the whiting to the surface of 

the concrete slabs using a sieve, with the colour and texture creating a striking 

contrast. By drawing upon the colour of the whiting and concrete slabs as visual 

metaphors, I hoped to emphasise the invasive and destructive forces of colonialism 

upon the natural terrain. By incorporating the replica branch, I also sought to reinforce 

the ongoing theme of the ecological wisdom inherent in Aboriginal culture that is 

absent from dominant forms of ecological discourse. 

 

 

Figure 26 Susan Gourley A Colonised Landscape (2018), 

salvaged concrete, whiting, cardboard, wire, natural twine, 

and adhesive, 100x200x40cm. Image: the artist 
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The reoccurring theme of absence appears again in What was a banksia before it 

was a banksia? (2018) (figure 27). In this instance, the title challenges colonial 

naming practices, that Plumwood argues, deliberately refuses to acknowledge prior 

names, therefore denying Aboriginal peoples occupation on their own lands.35 The 

outcome Plumwood says, “is a reduction and impoverishment of white Australian land 

culture which parallels the extinction and impoverishment of its biodiversity”.36 

Plumwood also suggests that “[White]…Australians have a long way to go in 

achieving ownership and belonging…[while]…Aboriginal narrative patterns of 

naming can help to show us possibilities for a richer dialogical relationship”.37 With 

this in mind, I sought to copy a large unidentified banksia cone borrowed from the 

studio at BigCi, using chicken wire found on the property and materials left over from 

my previous project. The challenge I encountered with this work was the recreation 

of burst seed pods which took hours of experimentation to configure the right shape, 

size, and textural qualities.  

 

Conversely, having become more familiar with the materials and having developed a 

higher level of craft, I was able to find solutions more quickly than before; for example, 

I decided to use paper to stuff the wire structure so that the burst seed pods had 

something to adhere to once they were inserted into the chicken wire gaps, and to 

use papier mâché and tiny balls of twine to cover the rest of the structure. On 

completion, I decided to juxtapose the replica with a disused bag of concrete that had 

hardened due to it being left out in the rain by a previous resident. By using the 

concrete as a plinth, the conceptual strength of this sculptural form became apparent. 

Namely, my ability to create artefacts out of salvaged materials to reveal the 

reoccurring visual metaphors in my research through the visual aesthetics of trompe 

l'oeil and the unmonumental. 

                                            
35 Plumwood, "Decolonising Relationships with Nature," 28. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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Figure 27 Susan Gourley What was a banksia before it was a banksia? 2018, salvaged wire, 

cardboard, paper, concrete, natural twine, and adhesive, 50x35x40cm. Image: the artist 

 

Made shortly after my return to Brisbane, What a Waste (2018) (figure 28) includes 

similar visual aesthetics to What was a banksia before it was a banksia? This work 

juxtaposes a discarded orange metallic office bin (the colour symbolising the 

knowledge that was revealed being on Arrernte country), which is used as a plinth, 

with a Silky Oak leaf that I made from salvaged materials before leaving for BigCi. 

The work refers to the wasteful practices of colonial settlers. In her writing, Rose 

describes how colonists “laid waste to land as they worked it…[taking]…with them 

their disregard for life-support systems”.38 This included indiscriminate tree clearing 

and overstocking and overgrazing sheep and cattle, which continues today.39 And 

yet, as Rose explains “the relationship between Indigenous people and country 

persists. It is not a contract but a covenant, and no matter what the damage, people 

care”.40 Thus, the Silky Oak leaf refers to a body of knowledge that offers an alternate 

approach to addressing ecological–human relationships, one that “requires a shift in 

thinking for many” white Australians.41 

                                            
38 Rose, Nourishing Terrains: Australian Aboriginal Views of Landscape and Wilderness, 77. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid., 81. 
41 Ibid., 85. 
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Figure 28 Susan Gourley What a Waste 2018, 
salvaged metallic office bin, cardboard, wire, natural 
twine, and adhesive, 39x28x28cm. Image: Faun 
Photography 

 

Another important extension arose came when I was given the opportunity to present 

a twenty-minute paper (Appendix 3) at the Narratives of Climate Change Symposium, 

held at NeW Space, University of Newcastle in July 2018. The conference attracted 

scientists, scholars, and a variety of researchers from different disciplines and from 

around the globe. By combining written text with visual imagery (including searching 

for dialogue and An Ecological Guide to Living on Stolen Land), I was able to discuss 

the importance of arts-based research and raise significant questions regarding 

ecological issues emerging from colonial history and dominant ideologies and 

practices. This included the significance of enabling cross-cultural narratives in 

rethinking our relationship with nature in contemporary Australia, as one of the many 

approaches to address climate change. 
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During the year, I developed some rewarding relationships with staff and students at 

QCA’s Contemporary Australian Indigenous Art (CAIA) department. This resulted in 

a group exhibition titled She Sees, She Feels, She Makes, curated by Carol 

McGregor (Wathaurung), featuring three Indigenous and three non-Indigenous 

women, Glennys Briggs (Taungurung, Yorta Yorta), Debbie Taylor-Worley 

(Gamilaraay), Kim Ah Sam (Kuku Yulanji, Kalkadoon), Carolyn Stubbin, Paula 

Payne, and myself. We approached this exhibition as a collective response to “the 

regenerative powers of the feminine aspect of humanity”,42 expressed through 

painting, printmaking, sculpture, and photography. By celebrating cultural diversity, 

we sought to facilitate “a greater understanding and responsibility of connecting to 

land and to ourselves as human beings, as well as meaningful relationships to 

country as Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal women in Australia”.43 The significance of 

this exhibition lies in its willingness to navigate cross-cultural terrains and create 

dialogue, achieved by challenging continuing colonial assumptions, and reinforcing 

theoretical ideas emerging from ecofeminism and ecological thought.  

 

Regeneration Through Collaboration was a solo exhibition representing the final body 

of work to emerge from my studio. Working minimally, I included only two works, both 

of which highlight my understanding of the metaphoric potential of salvaged 

materials, the unmonumental, and the handcrafted. Using similar methods employed 

in previous works, these works represent a shift in focus from questioning history and 

challenging continuing colonial assumptions to exploring the regenerative potential 

of collaboration between Aboriginal and white Australians. For example, 

Regeneration Through Collaboration I (2018) (figure 29) is made up of wooden bar 

stool that acts as a pedestal, disrupting the dynamics of the monument; namely, the 

elite global power structures associated with white male privilege. A tattered and 

faded Australian flag, from which the Union Jack (a symbol of imperial conquest and 

rule) has been cut out, drapes passively over the stool, suggesting an end to the 

imperial monologue and an opportunity to begin a dialogue. Atop the flag is a 

replicated native coastal banksia (the original specimen picked up in my travels along 

                                            
42 Kim Ah Sam, Glennys Briggs, Susan Gourley, Paula Payne, Carolyn Stubbin, and Debbie Taylor 
Worley, "She Sees, She Feels, She Makes," QCA Galleries exhibition proposal (unpublished), 2018. 
Author’s personal collection. 
43 Kim Ah Sam et al., "She Sees, She Feels, She Makes", artists’ statement. See Appendix 4. 
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the coast road near Byron Bay, Awabakal country). Drawing upon the idea of a 

dialogical bridge between different knowledge systems, the work suggests the need 

for a shift within the current power structure in contemporary Australia. It emphasises 

a need for change within current ecological discourse, one that enables cross-cultural 

narratives, and recognises the empirical knowledge belonging to Aboriginal culture 

as being central to land-management solutions, techniques and strategies. 

 

 

  

Figure 29 Susan Gourley Regeneration Through Collaboration I 2018, salvaged materials 
including wooden stool, Australian flag, wire, paper, cardboard, natural twine, and adhesive, 
100x60x60cm. Image: the artist 

 

Continuing with a similar narrative contained within the banksia, as well as methods 

used in previous works, Regeneration Through Collaboration II (2018) (figure 30) 

represents the coming together of the two different knowledge systems that exist 

between Aboriginal and white Australians. For example, the discarded gardening 

implement symbolises damage done to the natural terrain by agricultural methods 

introduced by colonialism. The native banksia (the original specimen brought home 

from my artist residency at BigCi in Bilpin) looks for a language or a way to represent 

the ecological wisdom inherent in Aboriginal culture, which we know has ensured a 

legacy of abundancy and sustainability for at least 65,000 years. Combined, these 
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two elements create a hybrid object in which I suggest the possibility of collaboration 

and dialogue to address environmental concerns in contemporary Australia. 

 

 

Figure 30 Susan Gourley Regeneration 
Through Collaboration II 2018, salvaged 
materials including discarded gardening fork 
handle, wire, cardboard, natural twine, and 
adhesive, 70x30x35cm. Image: the artist 

 

For my final assessment exhibition Where to from here? (2019) (figure 31), I decided 

to feature the last eight works to emerge from my studio: searching for dialogue; An 

Ecological Guide to Living on Stolen Land; Plough and Toil Till There’s No More Soil; 

What was a banksia before it was a banksia?; What a Waste; Regeneration Through 

Collaboration I, and; Regeneration Through Collaboration II. Utilising the natural light 

of the front gallery combined with the black painted walls and spot lighting of the back 

gallery provided the opportunity to create a strong dramatic effect despite the scale 

of the objects. The aim was to create a sense of space and quiet reflection between 

the viewer and individual artworks. Yet, while the works were generously separated 

from each other, they were not in isolation. Rather, they were placed in a particular 

location to inform each other, therefore reinforcing a point of consolidation and 

resolution to the questions and ideas emerging from my theoretical framework and 

studio practice.  
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Figure 31 Susan Gourley Where to from here? (detail) 2019, 
POP Gallery, Fortitude Valley, Queensland. Images: Thomas 
Oliver 



88 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, my research is motivated by a response to the current ecological crisis 

referred to as the Anthropocene. I have used this narrative to address environmental 

issues that exist in contemporary Australia. My investigations have focused on 

Eurocentric and anthropocentric ideologies towards nature, tracing them back to the 

British invasion and colonisation of Australia, revealing their impact on the natural 

terrain and first peoples of this country. Through practice-led research, I have created 

a series of works that question history and challenge continuing colonial 

assumptions, including dominant ideologies and practices. By engaging with cross-

cultural narratives, I have aimed to question why dominant narratives have failed to 

acknowledge and include traditional environmental knowledges belonging to 

Aboriginal culture that offer strategies and techniques for developing and maintaining 

practical and sustainable land-management solutions. 

 

As a white woman, I have adopted a self-reflexive and interpretative response 

towards belonging to a colonising culture. With this approach, I have employed the 

power of the visual metaphor by using salvaged materials that have been given a 

new presence through the qualities of trompe l'oeil as a form of mimetic critique, and 

the junk aesthetic of the unmonumental. I have been able to draw on scholarly 

discourse to discuss key concepts of colonialism, nature, the cross-cultural, and 

ethics, which have shaped my study. This in turn has led to theoretical considerations 

emerging from ecological thought. Here, I refer to the ethical and moral implications 

arising from the awareness that all human beings participate in life within nature. Only 

through my investigations have I been able to fathom the immense differences in the 

ecological relationships existing within the knowledge systems belonging to 

Aboriginal and white Australian culture. The imperial systems of colonialism founded 

upon rationality and nature–human dualism, reductionist materialism, and 

Enlightenment philosophy of progress and financial prosperity are a stark contrast to 

empirical and embodied experiences of nature that promote sustainability through 

reciprocity, responsibility, and accountability in the everyday lives of Aboriginal 

peoples. This includes caring for country, and complex kinship systems between the 

human and non-human world, dating back at least 65,000 years.  
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Likewise, ecofeminism has informed my practice by being viewed as an 

environmental philosophy that identifies the domination and destruction of the natural 

world with the oppression of women, indigenous peoples, and animals worldwide. 

Within this framework, the writings of Val Plumwood have played a vital part in my 

investigations. For example, Plumwood reveals Eurocentric anthropocentricism as 

central to imperial agendas and continuing colonial assumptions and practices, 

including treating Indigenous culture and the non-human world as inferior and 

passive, dominating, controlling and using them for personal and economic gain. The 

result to the natural terrain is continuing soil loss, desertification, salination, 

acidification, deforestation, drought and pollution; the result to the first nations of 

Australia is the ultimate loss of sovereignty. 

 

Alternate perspectives emerging from cross-cultural narratives have been central to 

my research. This has resulted in a greater understanding of history beginning from 

British invasion and colonisation, and the impact of imperial conquest and colonial 

rule upon Aboriginal peoples, their culture, and the natural terrain. I also have a 

deeper level of appreciation for the ecological wisdom inherent in Aboriginal culture 

built up over thousands of years that challenges Eurocentric and anthropocentric 

ideologies underpinning white Australian culture, including notions of wilderness and 

terra nullius. From this, I have learned that if we are serious about finding solutions 

to the current ecological crisis, then white Australia needs to radically rethink its 

relationship with nature. This includes a need to resolve the nature–culture rift and a 

willingness to learn from the country’s first peoples. This approach requires dialogue, 

achieved by engaging in respectful and reciprocal conversations that equally benefit 

Aboriginal and white Australian culture.  

 

Yet, navigating cross-cultural terrains within my study has been incredibly 

challenging, requiring constant self-examination that has highlighted my own colonial 

conditionings. This awareness has provided me with new insights, raising significant 

questions regarding the validity of my research as a white Australian woman. This in 

turn has influenced new directions in my studio practice, as I have been forced to 

continually interrogate my position and viewpoints. Overall, I have come to 

understand the problematic nature of my inquiry by revealing the cultural blindness 

in white Australian culture, including my own. Since realising this cultural blindness, 
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I have sought to foster an ethical approach to my research, which has required a 

considerable sensitivity when dealing with different cultural narratives, values, and 

practices. Using this approach, I have been able to establish and maintain some 

wonderful friendships. However, this has not always been the case. For example, 

during my artist residency at Watch This Space in Mparntwe, I was unable to connect 

with women belonging to the local Indigenous community. As previously mentioned, 

even with proper ways of introduction, the fact that I was not local, that I belonged to 

a colonising culture, that I was in Mparntwe for a short time, and that there was a 

strong sense mistrust surrounding the nature of research generally, reinforced some 

of the ongoing challenges associated with navigating cross-cultural terrains. 

 

Yet, it is precisely this type of experience that provided the breakthrough in my 

investigations; that is, allowing my research to be informed by different peoples, 

places, situations, and environments regardless of my desired or preferred outcomes. 

For example, the increased awareness of simply being on Arrernte country in Central 

Australia and Gundungurra, Darug, and Wiradjuri country in the Blue Mountains for 

the first time provided me with a thoughtful space for my practice. Working to a 

deadline was also a new experience for me, causing a great deal of anxiety and 

stress, yet forcing me to become more inventive by taking greater risks when 

developing and executing ideas. Combined, these experiences have resulted in a 

rapid expansion of self-learning as an artist, taking me well beyond the scope of my 

existing practice. These first-hand experiences have also provided me with a deeper 

awareness regarding the legacies of colonialism upon Aboriginal culture and the 

natural terrain, due to continuing colonial assumptions, ideologies and practices. 

 

Throughout my doctoral candidature, I have created a series of sculptural forms that 

have become imbued with greater complexity and meaning, through layers of 

metaphoric, personal, historical, cultural, and social significance. For example, 

Splendid Gardens is still an unresolved body of work that sought to use English 

cottage-inspired flowers made from salvaged materials to critique the ontological split 

between nature and culture inherent in colonial Eurocentric and anthropocentric 

ideologies which underpin white Australian attitudes and practices toward the natural 

terrain. Alternatively, An Ecological Guide to Living on Stolen Land is a finished body 

of work that utilises the metaphoric potential of discarded materials to acknowledge 
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historical events by exploring continuing colonial assumptions that have resulted in 

Aboriginal cultural practices being consigned to history as eternally primitive. I also 

utilised a highly conceptual and abstract approach through the juxtaposition of 

materials and objects to create a tension that acknowledges the difficulties in 

navigating cross-cultural terrains to address environmental issues and concerns. This 

includes the need for dialogue and collaboration between Aboriginal and white 

Australian culture. 

 

The development of my work has been enhanced by exploring the interpretative 

possibilities associated with concepts of rubbish and the aesthetics of 

unmonumentality, which I have combined with the handcrafted and mimetic qualities 

of trompe l'oeil. This has been achieved by developing work through experimentation, 

observation, problem-solving, improvisation, and critical reflection. While achieving 

the mimetic quality of my work has been slow and laborious, through commitment 

and perseverance I have discovered new and innovative ways to recontextualise the 

heterogenous and disparate fragments of rubbish, often by juxtaposing seemingly 

unrelated objects in ways that I had not previously contemplated. The result has been 

a more imaginative and bold approach to challenging the nature of materiality when 

looking at the metaphoric and regenerative potential of salvaged materials. 

 

In considering the decolonising methodologies, materials and methods employed by 

Julie Gough, Fiona Hall and Joan Ross, I have been able to expand and refine the 

visual and conceptual possibilities of my studio practice. For example, through her 

appropriation and reconfiguration of discarded objects, Gough has helped me to 

better identify the power of the metaphor inherent in salvaged materials to enable the 

questioning and challenging of history and dominant narratives. This has been 

achieved by looking deeply for different allegories and meanings associated with the 

juxtaposition of disparate and fragmented objects. Hall’s use of materiality and her 

ability to imbue her work with a meticulous sense of craft, paradox and mimicry have 

informed my studio practice with different visual strategies that explore the 

relationship between nature and culture. It is the unflinching political and ecological 

resonance of Hall’s work that has encouraged me to look for a greater level of 

sophistication and complexity in my own work. Ross has inspired me to be far more 

experimental and imaginative in the way I approach environmental issues emerging 
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from history and the legacies of colonialism in contemporary Australia. Ross’s ability 

to embody her work with elements of the absurd (whether it be using hi-vis or the way 

she recontextualises and juxtaposes historical and contemporary imagery and 

iconography) has given me the confidence to experiment with different decolonising 

strategies. 

 

The knowledge I have gained from these artists, the theoretical frameworks and 

decolonising and arts-based research methodologies employed to explore my study, 

and the theories associated with rubbish and unmonumentality have meant that the 

sculptural forms emerging from my studio practice have become aesthetically refined 

and more politically charged over time. Loaded with visual metaphors, these objects 

beckon attention, encourage contemplation, and foster reflection, creating a space 

that invites conversation within a wider audience to stimulate discussion of some of 

the most important anthropogenic concerns of our time. 
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