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ABSTRACT 

The central focus of this research is to subvert dominant narratives of colonisation in 

Australia through three-dimensional, mechanical devices I have constructed to make 

visual utterances that give authority to an Australian Aboriginal experience. Informed 

by my Indigenous heritage that I discovered as a teenager, and my subsequent research 

into my extended family’s experiences, my work scrapes back the layers of colonial 

concealment to expose what exists below the overlays of control. I reveal aspects of the 

histories that exist below this thin, almost mechanical, controlling veneer.  

The materials used in my constructions include those that are embedded with 

connections to place, connections to family, and connections to history and culture that 

are personal to me. I use specific materials to carry and magnify narrative, so that the 

stories are made visible. I was denied so much of my history in childhood and now ‘the 

machine’ becomes a transitional agent for claiming and for telling something of that 

history.  

Appropriating contemporary colonial Western technology, including text, I provide 

alternative narratives of colonisation to resist and counter the negative effects of 

colonisation on Australian Indigenous people. I have learnt to speak the language of the 

post-industrial colonialist era and I use it to understand my own experience. In the 

artworks, I forge links with technology, materials and non-linear, non-written text-based 

processes. I claim value in revealing hidden, forgotten, denied and ever-changing 

histories. 

By taking the power of language and technology that was and is used to control 

Aboriginal people, I take the power of that technology to disarm it. In using so-called 

‘non-Indigenous’ Western technologies, I build, construct, and use the coloniser’s tools 

to undo the coloniser’s work. I work to make visible an Aboriginal experience and to 

assert authority over history, experience and storytelling.  

I do not intend to create hierarchies or further means for oppression but to disrupt the 

ongoing processes and effects of colonisation that marginalise Aboriginal voices. My 

goal is to deflect the violent, debasing and destructive energies of colonialism and to 

create positive expressions of Aboriginality. 
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Introduction 

As a mixed-heritage,1 urban, Indigenous Australian artist, I recognise how Western 

technology is being used to dislocate and displace Indigenous cultures in Australia. In 

response to this, I aim to disrupt dominant narratives of Australian colonisation by 

making visible an Aboriginal experience of colonisation and subsequent and ongoing 

oppressions endured by Indigenous Australians. My artworks become the means for me 

to insert my authority on these matters.  

In the visual works and exegesis that comprise this Doctor of Visual Art (DVA), I talk 

about both oral and written language. I talk about text that is chosen and text that has 

been imposed. I also talk about my long-term fascination with machines and describe 

them in technical terms.  It’s important to note that I struggle with words and their 

usage. My early experiences of shame and embarrassment grew from a fear of not being 

able to express ideas in acceptable forms. I do not understand grammatical structure: 

verbs, nouns, and tenses make me tense. Since childhood, I have been unable to connect 

words with how they are meant to ‘perform’. This has not been through a lack of 

imagination or lack of engagement or delight in things physical and things ethereal. 

Words, particularly written words, have just not been the right tool for me and have 

continued to be problematic for me. I translate some of the tension that I experience in 

attempting to make language perform in conventional ways into the tensile elements of 

the static and kinetic objects and events that I make and enact. 

When I consider an object, I know that it has a physical solidity and form, but the way 

that I experience solidity and form is what I describe as a visceral event. Similarly, if I use 

the word ‘day’, I am not referring only to a chronologically based concept of time, but I 

am primarily responding to my feelings and visceral experiences associated with word, 

object and event within the day. 

What is of consequence to this writing is that these matters are reflected in the ways 

that I use words in my art. In my works, the words that I use are muted, disguised, 

 

1 My ancestry, not unlike that of many Australian residents, can be traced to a mix of cultures. My father 
and his parents were born in Australia and have strong connections to English/Anglo heritage. My mother 
has a diverse mix of heritage, with Aboriginal and Pilipino on her mother’s side and English and Scottish 
on her father’s side. 
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muffled, unclear, partial, transformed, and often open-ended utterances rather than 

definitive statements. In this way, I take words that are significant to me and include 

them as intentional choices and active parts of my performative works. 

In Western-educated cultures, the written text of a language is often viewed as 

empowering: "Control of written genres is very much tied up with the distribution of 

power in all literate cultures" (Martin 1985, 50). However, written language can also be 

experienced as debilitating, inadequate, prescribed, excluding, and bringing too much 

closure on a subject. I use words to be symbolic of processes and actions even when my 

imagination and experiences, particularly in relation to ‘history’, are so often wordless. 

When I approach my family histories, I act to give a voice to what is underneath those 

histories. I do this not through writing about these things but by producing artworks that 

provide an experiential and visceral connection to specific historic and contemporary 

events and times.  

On my last visit to Broome, Western Australia I have deeply embedded memories of 

being with my Aunty Elsa as she indicated and showed me different things as opposed 

to explaining them. This visit led to a shift in how I now ‘research’. Initially, I approached 

Aunty with a proposal to interview her and record our exchange. What eventually 

transpired was an experience that had little to do with words and nothing to do with my 

paper and text: we went fishing. Over the few days of driving, camping, yarning, and 

fishing, I was immersed in the story. We visited places where I felt the significance of 

the story in the place, in the time and within me. For a moment, I stopped and saw what 

I needed to see, not what I set out to extract. It is not as if these are sacred or cultural 

elements of learning. There are just aspects of knowledge that one needs to experience 

and that no words need to be attached to. These elements range from a place to a 

feeling—the feeling of your feet on the ground, for example. They include noises, smells, 

the wind. Whole experiences add up to dialogue that is without voice. Words are 

secondary to such rich and important exchanges. 
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I carry the expression of such dialogues and exchanges into my physical works, where I 

frequently use short expressions or singular words to open conversations about 

histories that require long periods of time to adequately explore. So, ironically, although 

I have difficulty with written words, they have become incorporated and embedded into 

many of my works (figure 1). My aim is not for these words to be immediately accessible 

or for there to be a direct, legible reading of them within the works. However, as the 

kinetic works I create perform over time, words sometimes do become dominant and 

clear. Nevertheless, there is always the possibility or suggestion that further change, 

transformation or even an obliteration of the words might occur. I operate from an 

emotive, visceral and immersive feeling to acknowledge and to stimulate something 

Figure 1. Robert Andrew, Transitional Texts – Buru (2016), aluminium, ochre, chalk, water, electromechanical devices, 
260 x 240 x 40cm, photo by the artist. 
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above and below where we normally interact. The transforming of the imagined, the 

visceral and the experiential into three-dimensional form has been a significant way for 

me to ‘talk’ to and to connect to the world. As will be detailed in this exegesis, I have 

embraced mechanical and digital technology since my early childhood, and I now 

explore the potential of contemporary technology to create new connections through 

my visual language. In this way, I use technology in my art practice to contribute to 

contemporary discourse on Australian Indigenous issues. 

In my work, I particularly focus on the period 1915–1940 in Western Australian history, 

a time when A. O. Neville was Chief Protector of Aborigines2 in Australia, and on my 

family’s specific histories and experiences since 1900.3 

 

2 As Chief Protector of Aborigines in Western Australia, A. O. Neville was responsible for enforcing the 
Aborigines Act 1905, Western Australia (Government 1905). This act served to ‘protect’ Aboriginal people 
by having the power to control their movement within Western Australia, who they lived with, who they 
married, and who employed them.  
3 A. O. Neville viewed the non–pure blood Aboriginal people as caught between cultures, not one nor the 
other. Neville wrote and released his book Australia’s Coloured Minority (1947) after he retired from the 
position of Chief Protector of Aborigines in Western Australia. At this time, he still strongly believed the 
only way to resolve this Aboriginal problem (see Appendices) was to actively breed the Aboriginal out: 
“the more they mix with us the more like us they become, the less the likelihood of reversion to the 
aboriginal type” Neville (1947, 63). 



5 
 

Neville performed much of his role as so-called Protector of Aborigines through the use 

of written documents (figure 2). Many of these documents directly impacted on the lives 

of my ancestors, who were significantly oppressed and controlled through the enforced 

directives that came from colonialist, bureaucratic, written texts.4 Much of the 

technology of written texts that impacted on my family incorporated Eurocentric logic, 

 

4 My application to the Child Welfare Department in Perth yielded 47 pages of government 
documentation on my Aboriginal family. These archival documents came from the Police, Department of 
Aborigines and Fisheries, Native Affairs, and from the Chief Protector of Aborigines. They mostly 
documented my grandmother and great-grandmother’s dealings with these departments from 1907 to 
1947. These documents shown in this paper have been deliberately aged as part of a previous artwork. 

Figure 2. Excerpt from A. O. Neville’s book, Australia’s Coloured Minority (Neville 1947, 57).  
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theoretical premises, and underpinnings that disregarded my family’s long-held cultural 

patterns, practices and understandings.  

In my practice, I create automata that respond to and subvert the abstract 

phenomenological concepts and perceptions arising from Western theoretical and 

bureaucratic logic. In particular, I respond to documents that were based on the theory 

that Aboriginal people were less than fully human (figure 3). Such theories led to 

bureaucratic responses that sanctioned the control, abuse, and even annihilation of my 

family members. I explore technology, cultural identity, imposed bureaucracy, and 

subsequent binary opposites in ways that produce both predictable and unpredictable 

outcomes. 

I ground and locate this work in the continent that is now identified as Australia. This 

country was invaded and ‘colonised’ as a part of the British Empire in the late 1700s. 

This colonisation was largely carried out by English-speaking, so-called ‘settlers’ who 

were, more accurately, invaders. 

Despite there being an estimated number of over 750,000 Aboriginal people inhabiting 

the land at this time, a part of the invasion process was the presumption that the land 

was devoid of intelligent humans and that no-one owned the land. Lieutenant James 

Cook ascribed the name terra nullius5 to the land mass when he landed on Wangal land 

in 1770. Despite Cook’s claims, Captain Tench Watkin writes that in 1788  

 

5 As articulated by the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (2000), “British colonisation policies and 
subsequent land laws were framed in the belief that the colony was being acquired by occupation (or 
settlement) of a terra nullius (land without owners). The colonisers acknowledged the presence of 
Indigenous people but justified their land acquisition policies by saying the Aborigines were too primitive 
to be actual owners and sovereigns and that they had no readily identifiable hierarchy or political order 
which the British Government could recognise or negotiate with.”  

Figure 3. Sourced from the Child Welfare Department in Perth, Western Australia. 
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A survey of the harbour of Port Jackson was now under taken, in order to 
compute the number of canoes, and inhabitants, which it might contain: sixty-
seven canoes, and 147 people were counted. No estimate, however, of even 
tolerable accuracy, can be drawn from so imperfect a datum; though it was 
perhaps the best in our power to acquire. (Watkin 1793, 5) 

Along with the claim that the land was without people came the implied presumption 

that no technological systems or implements were to be found throughout the land.  

However, Bruce Pascoe’s book Dark Emu: Black Seeds (Pascoe 2014) provides written 

and photographic evidence of advanced, complex, and locality-specific Aboriginal 

technological systems Australia wide. Pascoe identifies these technologies as pertaining 

to agriculture, aquaculture, housing, food storage, food preservation, and fire 

management. 
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I embrace and incorporate contemporary technology in my artworks by building new 

machines that I design and construct using both computer-programmed mechanisms 

and natural elements (figure 4). The combination of these seemingly disparate elements 

is meant to achieve both logical and unpredictable results. Chance and the 

unpredictable have historical connections to the experiences of many people in my 

family. For example, it appears to have been by chance that my Aboriginal great-

Figure 4. Robert Andrew, Transitional Text - Buru (2016), photo by the artist. 
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grandmother was finally granted citizenship after multiple applications. That is, she was 

officially given the same full human status of non-Aboriginal Australian people. Not 

having citizenship status for a period of many years had greatly affected her life in both 

physical and non-physical ways. She had been directed by seemingly random, 

bureaucratic writings and decrees about where she was permitted to live, where she 

could travel, and whom she could associate with. In contrast to the lack of choice my 

great-grandmother had over her life for many years, I now choose to set up kinetic works 

and processes that I do not fully control. I embrace aspects of unpredictability and 

chance in my works. I choose to relinquish control of process and outcomes in 

recognition and remembrance of the lack of control experienced by my family. 

To manufacture the mechanical parts of my works, I conduct research through online 

communities on open-source technology. Open-source technologies are non-

proprietary,6 which means that every individual who interacts with a body of 

information can alter and change it for their own purposes. In this way, technology 

evolves with and for the people who are using it. Thus, rather than having to use 

something that is marketed and controlled, such as in colonising methodologies, I am 

able to source information that I can use and adapt as needed to produce the 

mechanisms that speak to the issues and themes of my art; in particular, historical 

denial, misrepresentation, subversion, and dominance. 

 

6 Proprietary hardware and software are generally closed technologies, thus restricting their ability to be 
altered or reproduced without infringing on copyright laws. This also limits the ability for proprietary 
technology to expand and grow beyond its original intent outside the company’s control. By contrast, 
open-source software and hardware technology is generally open for everyone to use, add to, and 
improve on. There are large online communities that discuss, share, and evolve these technologies.  
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My Australian schooling taught inaccuracies about Aboriginal people and omitted 

information about the violent methods that the invading colonisers used to disconnect 

people from their lands and their cultures. As a boy, I came to view Australian Aboriginal 

people as ‘noble savages’ who nomadically lived primitive, uncultured lives in the bush 

or deserts. At the age of thirteen, I learnt through my maternal grandmother Elsie 

Maxted (née Corpus) that she was an Aboriginal Yawuru7 woman, and that I was 

therefore also Aboriginal. For the first time, my grandmother let me see old photographs 

of her mother and her mother’s mother, Mimi (figure 5). At my young age, I could not 

 

7 The Yawuru language and people originate from around Broome area in the West Kimberley region in 
north-western Western Australia (figure 6). 

Figure 5. Mimi, taken from the original photo from my grandmother. 

Figure 6. Language map, north Western Australia, image by the artist. 



11 
 

relate to this heritage. I was disquieted as to how I fitted into the image of Aboriginal 

people that I had been taught through my formal education 

I have come to realise that I was only taught partial truths at school, within the wider 

community, and family and friends, and that under these euphemistic versions of 

history—hidden from those who did not want to see—were other ‘forgotten’ stories, 

another people and another way for me to view Australian history, Indigenous history, 

and myself. I was faced with continuing to live with the ‘forgotten’ or to ‘unforget’ 

through deep research and asking others to deeply remember. 

Through research into my family’s Indigenous history, I have found evidence that clearly 

conflicts with my formative education on Australian Indigenous culture and history. 

With its omittance of basic historical knowledge, the education I received failed to 

acknowledge the larger atrocities, the displacement, and massacring of my people.  
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In 2009, I set out to realign these historical inaccuracies. I began a degree in 

Contemporary Australian Indigenous Art (CAIA) at Queensland College of Art (QCA), 

Griffith University, primarily to research my Aboriginal family and our history (figure 7). 

Through this research, certain contradictions became even more evident. I now more 

fully understand that denial of Aboriginality for survival has been part of my history. My 

art production became a way for me to visually reconfigure these truths and myths. It 

also became a powerful method of describing and sharing the way that I live and 

experience the world. For me, there has been a slow build of realigned identity, 

imagination and experience as I integrate a more accurate knowledge of Australian 

Figure 7. Robert Andrew, Standing Man (2009), found objects and beach sand, 300 x 
40 x 100cm, photo by the artist. 
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colonising history into my work and psyche. These explorations have given me deeper 

insights into how my family members have navigated colonialist dominance. 

Through this research and art practice, I contribute to what I call the ‘unforgetting’ of 

Australian history. I refer to this as history that has been known, that has been lived, and 

that has even been well-documented, but has been seemingly denied, forgotten, and 

submerged by colonising and colonised writers, educators, politicians, and 

communities. In describing how key realities of Australian history have been forgotten, 

moulded and told from a colonialising perspective, Pascoe writes of the need to free 

ourselves from the mental gymnastics we currently perform to rationalise colonialism 

and dispossession (Pascoe 2014, 150).  

In working towards unforgetting, I offer my contemporary visions that are neither 

aggressively reactive nor compliantly meek. Rather, I produce art that works towards 

unforgetting by asserting and inserting the authority of my own history and experiences 

into a dialogue that includes acknowledging outcomes of bias, mixed heritage, control, 

racism, and resistance.  

Visual production became a way for me to make meaningful statements and utterances 

beyond my tentative use of my English language. I was able to use materials such as 

wood, metal, stone, ochres and soil to visually represent what I was unforgetting, 

uncovering, and learning through my Western and non-Western research methods. 

Forming new relationships with Western binary notions of ‘othering’, such as 

Aboriginal/not Aboriginal, pure blood/hybrid, educated/not educated, educatable/not 

educatable has taken me a long time. It has been essential for me to understand the 

complexities of my mixed heritage and to dismantle binary concepts that I was raised 

with.  

While undertaking research in my Honours year of the CAIA degree, I deepened my 

knowledge of concepts of hybridity, identity, and cultural intersections. I immersed 

myself in experiencing a transitional sense of self, with the aspects of identification, 

association, dissociation, acceptance and claiming initially leaving me with a destabilised 

sense of where I sat in the world. Recalling Homi Bhabha, I understand this as a ‘third 
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space’8 or place of being. Such a place, while it is not one thing nor the other, is not 

disconnected from either and is a space or place that describes and says something of 

me. It has been with relief that I am able to translate and describe these experiences in 

my art making.  

I am grateful that I was born and brought up in a seemingly white, middle-class home 

and suburb and what this offered. It is from this position that I have chosen to engage 

with a heritage that has been forgotten, denied, misunderstood, displaced and 

disconnected from myself and other family members. As I have committed to engage 

with the ‘unknown’ and ‘forgotten’ family culture, I have needed to change where and 

how I position myself culturally, socially and politically. This process has not been 

planned, nor has it been wilfully imposed. It is something that is evolving over time. This 

process of fluidity in identity and knowledge base has led me to the ‘third space’ I have 

described. For me, this third space is where I am able to confront the forgotten and the 

denied, and to rearrange my learned cultural hierarchies. My art practice reflects my 

progress in these matters. This third space is sometimes a place to take the best of 

intersecting ‘spaces’ and it is sometimes where I am challenged to know and to confront 

uncomfortable truths. I attempt to locate and identify these different spaces and the 

implications of these. I make works to communicate the complexities inherent in the 

hybridity and intersections of Indigenous and non-Indigenous heritage. I work to show 

a changing experience of being and ‘landscapes’ where multiple positions exist at the 

same time (figure 8).  

 

8 Bhabha writes, “It is an intimacy that questions binary, divisions through which such spheres of social 
experience are often spatially opposed. These spheres of life are linked through an 'in-between' 
temporality that takes the measure of dwelling at home, while producing an image of the world of history. 
This is the moment of aesthetic distance that provides the narrative with a double edge, which like the 
coloured South African subject represents a hybridity, a difference 'within', a subject that inhabits the rim 
of an 'in-between' reality. And the inscription of this borderline existence inhabits a stillness of time and 
a strangeness of framing that creates the discursive 'image' at the crossroads of history and literature, 
bridging the home and the world” (Bhabha 1994, 13). 
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In my work, I take aspects of the coloniser’s ‘bag of tricks’, including technologies, and 

use them to comment on the imposition of the technology of the black-and-white, 

straight line of written text as the authoritative way of describing and influencing the 

social, the personal and the political. I use both reductive and cumulative processes in 

the production of liminal sculptural expressions to act against such colonising 

technologies and to mediate between differing histories, differing senses of self, 

cultures and country. 

The DVA submission is composed of the physical artworks I have made over the course 

of my candidature and this written exegesis. The exegesis is organised into three 

chapters. Chapter 1: Text describes metaphorical and physical explorations of language 

Figure 8. Robert Andrew, Crossing Country (2017), digital image, photo by 
the artist. 
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and written text, and it discusses and names text as a colonising tool. I acknowledge that 

language is an essential tool for anchoring a culture. I also explain the use of words from 

both my Aboriginal Yawuru language and words from English written documents in my 

work. I use words from both cultures as utterances in the physical works as I address 

difficulties and complexities in translating and comprehending Yawuru words in English 

language form. These explanations establish the basis of conceptual underpinnings for 

the physical works that are discussed in later chapters. 

Chapter 2: Machine explains the place of the machine within my practice. Here I discuss 

why I make highly technical and refined machines and how I use these machines in the 

physical artworks. The mechanically directed elements of chance and unpredictability 

are further explored in relation to how this represents experiences of many people in 

my family. This chapter also describes the actual physical forms of the artworks and how 

these relate to the conceptual content of the works. 

Chapter 3: Disrupt addresses ways that the artworks and research call for realignments 

in thinking and actions beyond colonial ethnographic and anthropological assumptions 

and actions. In the physical works, I explore experimental concepts of time, place, and 

space. 
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Chapter 1: Text 

There is an irony in the ways that I have engaged with and deliberated over words as 

core to much of my research and work despite the fact that my major interest and focus 

is on the three-dimensional form. I share this conflict between words and form with 

Louise Bourgeois. While being engrossed by words, language, absence of language, and 

the notion of relating to words as transitional objects, form remains paramount for me: 

“I am suspicious of words … the forms are everything” (Morris and Bernadac 2007, 294).  

Despite my resistance and discomfort with words, I have continued to physically and 

metaphorically explore language and text throughout this project. From a position of 

experiencing language and text as having layers of the personal, the private and the 

political, I draw on the fullness of my mixed-heritage background and family history to 

question and challenge what I describe as the colonising binary technology of English 

text and language. The English language has been imposed on my Yawuru culture and 

the black-and-white print of its documents have literally controlled my family. This was 

the only language to be spoken and used.  

The imposition of written text and attempted impositions and prohibitions in the use of 

traditional languages and ways of communication brings significant and ongoing 

disruption and even severing of connections to culture. I work towards overcoming any 

disconnection within my language group, while knowing that there are elements of 

culture that have been lost. These losses have occurred because there are no English 

words to adequately translate the uniqueness of the Yawuru language and its 

relationship to specific areas, land, sea, and actions that hold thousands of years of 

cultural experience. K. David Harrison describes that within indigenous languages, “We 

find ancient systems of knowledge—in many cases more sophisticated than what 

modern science knows—about the natural world, plants, fish, weather patterns, sea ice, 

and landscapes” (Harrison 2010, 12), and that these elements stand to be lost when a 

language is no longer actively used and grown. 

The English language is a key tool of the coloniser; I think of it as a colonising technology 

and device. My physical works are framed by my intentional manipulation of the binary 

technology of the black-and-white lines of written English language. I do this to expose 
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the way colonisation debased my culture’s language. In this way, I am highlighting the 

historic and ongoing attacks on one of the most important parts of any culture.  

With around 250 language groups within Australia at the time of colonisation, there 

were crossovers of common language between bordering tribes. Now, Harrison writes, 

“Northern Australia comprises the top-ranked language hotspot, ranking very high on 

both the diversity and endangerment scales” (Harrison 2010, 91). Words were taught 

orally in the context of the country in which they originated. Moreover, words were 

learnt within a body of visceral-immersive experiences and were directly related to the 

land inhabited, the culture held, and the time of their use. Thus, language disruption 

creates communication difficulties and disconnections both between original speakers 

and also between original speakers and the disruptors.  

Jakelin Troy’s writing evidences the difficulties arising in relation to words, text, 

language and translation. For example, she notes how there are no words in the English 

language that adequately describe the experiences of my people and how we perceive 

and understand time and space. Troy describes how she has used multiple sources to 

compiled the languages of the Indigenous groups of Sydney (Troy 1994). Within these 

groups and communities, there has been a severing of continuity of language use that 

has led to conceptual losses as well as actual word and language construction losses. 

Among the sources that Troy worked with in collating her language book were the 

notebooks of Lieutenant William Dawes written between 1790 and 1791.9  

Dawes describes befriending a Sydney Aboriginal woman, Patyegarang. He writes how 

she taught him the local language and that he taught her English. Of course, while this 

sounds simple, issues of relationships to land and land ownership, place within family, 

affiliations and obligations to land, concepts of self as an individual or as part of a group, 

gender biases, probable cultural, power and social imbalances and the physical power 

 

9 An Officer of Engineers and Artillery, Dawes was with the first colonising fleets to settle in Sydney in 
1788. Dawes befriended a local Aboriginal woman, Patyegarang, who was the main source of his writing 
on the local Indigenous language. These notebooks were written between 1790 and 1791 during Dawes’s 
short stay (1788–1791) in the colony. Due to his open objections to follow Governor Arthur Phillip’s 
gruesome orders to collect Aboriginal heads (from the living locals), Dawes was not given permission to 
settle in Sydney and was sent back to England in 1791 (Troy 1992). 
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and dominance of the colonial incursion all influenced what Dawes’s language records 

included, excluded or denied. 

For more than a decade, I have read, re-read, and contemplated the documents that 

were written in English that pertain to my Australian Indigenous Yawuru grandmother 

and great-grandmother. These documents are pivotal to my practice. As well as 

documents written by A. O. Neville, many of the documents were sourced from the 

Police Department of Broome, Western Australia; The Colonial Secretary’s Department 

of Aborigines and Fisheries; and the Hospital and Births and Deaths records. All were 

written between 1907 and 1947. 

In content and intent, these documents are both forceful and definitive. These text-

based paper documents were used by colonising agencies to control individual members 

of my family and, indeed, whole Indigenous cultural groups. These documents became 

underpinning agents of setting up and compounding pervasive personal and politically 

controlling binary notions, such as white/not white, permitted/not permitted, 

included/excluded, valued/devalued. 

However, I have learnt from my grandmother’s and great-grandmother’s stories that, as 

with so many attempts at authoritarian control, the controlling documents and methods 

did not always yield the intended outcomes of the writer. Ideas that the written 

document could established defined binary controls were not always understood or 

acted upon by the recipients of these letters.  

For example, the document that specifically restricted my great-grandmother from 

being with people of her choice (figure 9) was apparently not strictly adhered to. I 

Figure 9. Police records sourced from the Child Welfare Department in Perth, Western Australia. 
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understand that written restrictions were a significant factor in my great-grandmother 

repeatedly applying to obtain Australian citizenship.10  

The content of the documents written by A. O. Neville and others were conveyed within 

my family through a mixture of reading and oral descriptions. During the time of 

Neville’s ‘protection’, not all of my family could properly read English.  

I recognise the interfaces between the typed, written word of the machine, the oral 

words of the speaker and the lived experience of the listener. Interpretations and 

changes occur at these interfaces of cultural understandings, and are dependent on 

one’s relationship with the initial text forms. Some of my family members’ lives were 

changed in ways far beyond what they would have chosen as a result of receiving 

information through official colonial written texts (figure 10).11  

Another outcome of this official correspondence was that individuals took actions 

contrary to colonial direction, regardless of potential retribution and further control. In 

reference to this resistance, I place issues of denial, presumed control and assumptions 

of autonomy in dialogue with my studio work. I disrupt the imposition of colonising text 

 

10 From the early 1920s to the mid-1940s, my great-grandmother applied on more than three occasions 
for Australian citizenship. If granted, this would give her autonomy of her life and children and lose the 
binding control of Neville. She gained citizenship in 1947. Ironically, my paper trail of her ceases there; 
further fragments of her life are slowly being placed through family stories. 
11 The police document in Figure 12 reads as follows: “1930 Broome Police wired for authority to 
prosecute an … Malay Semen Bin Ahmat, for cohabiting with Ester over a considerable period. Ahmat 
admits being the father of Esther’s youngest two yrs. of age (Esther now has four children): 4.12.30 S.P.A 
wired consent to … action under Sec.43 providing Esther deemed to be an Aboriginal: 11.12.30 Ahmat 
found guilty and fined 25 (pounds) and costs: 12.12.31 Ahmat was deported: 17.11.35 Mrs. Sawdon 
suggested Elsie (Nanna), nearly white and almost 14 yrs. of age, should be placed in employment by Dept 
as her present surroundings are far from good: C.P.A suggested Elsie be sent to Smt. But Esther would not 
agree: …” 

Figure 10. Police records 1930s documenting the fining and deportation of Bin Ahmat, partner of my great-
grandmother and father to one of her children. 
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and language by disrupting the standard use of the text that has corrupted, fragmented, 

and partially severed my Indigenous Yawuru cultural language. Studio outcomes 

incorporate and translate the relationships between oral languages, texts as languages, 

and languages of technology into visual forms. These artworks address the complexity 

of historical events and actions, and they reflect how culture moves and changes 

between languages. I embrace and use mechanisms that have elements of control—

such as computer-programmed, electro-mechanical devices—and I use them in such a 

way that they become mechanisms of unpredictability and therefore are uncontrollable. 

This engagement with unpredictable outcomes features in most of my text works. In the 

process of making these works, words are converted from Yawuru language into English 

text and then translated into G-code.12 This G-code drives a water-spraying machine that 

is derived from a plotting machine. I have made electromechanical erasure machines to 

direct the physical application of the intermittently sprayed water. The water is sprayed 

onto surfaces to ‘write’ English interpretations of Yawuru language words by eroding 

 

12 G-code is a numerical control programming language that is commonly used to drive machines such as 
plotters, printers, and CNC machines. 

Figure 11. Robert Andrew, Moving Out of Muteness (closeup of water erosion process) (2014), aluminium, ochre, chalk, 
water, electromechanical devices, 300 x 240 x 60cm, photo by Fany Saumure. 
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varying depth layers of ochres that have been applied to vertical surfaces13. The ochre 

layers are often hidden below a smooth, white, uninterrupted surface until they are 

exposed through the action of water (figures 11–12).  

These water ‘writings’ are not fully controlled. As the machines perform the water 

‘writing’ of a Yawuru word, the ‘water-written’ text might not be clearly visible or 

obvious. In this way, the viewer is denied the text, which is a reference to some of the 

denials that I have experienced.  

In part, the somewhat disguised and initially muted nature of the text also refers to 

traditional Indigenous practices of speaking carefully chosen, specific forms of language. 

While I choose for text to exist and to have the text as a potent part of the work, I do 

not want to afford the words inappropriate power. The potential of dribbles, bleeds, 

over-sprays and textures that build up are considered, but I have to wait for the results 

to emerge, knowing that I cannot fully control the story of those works.  

The unpredictable language of sprays, bleeds, dribbles and dissolvings that perform on 

the ochre-layered boards and acrylic panels act against regulation and control (figure 

 

13 See the Video Link (1) in appendices 

Figure 12. Robert Andrew, Moving Out of Muteness (2013), photo by Sophie Richards. 
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13). There is a frequently changing visual ‘dance’ that occurs in the work as it performs 

itself. The visual works that incorporate natural materials such as water, ochres, stones 

and soils interact with programmed machines that become mechanisms of 

choreography of these materials. The materials themselves suggest their own 

choreographic language and the eroding surfaces open up notions of new possibilities 

and unchartered and uncontrolled freedoms. 
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Figure 13. Robert Andrew, Transitional Text (2016), detail of residue build up, photo by the artist. 

Within cultures, there are commonly held different understandings and attitudes of the 

physical, cultural and spiritual use of materials such as stone and ochre. As I manipulate 

and alter materials and their inherent language, I create dialogues and ‘dances’. I freely 

move between my understandings of material and symbolic similarities and differences, 

stories old and stories new, and possibilities of the as-yet unknown. 
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In this way, I create what I call reconfigured language spaces. In my work, there are no 

obvious answers about what is creating what. Viewers of my work have asked questions 

such as: “Is the water washing layers away to reveal language that has already been 

written there?” or “Is the machine spraying the colours onto the wall?” or “How is the 

machine making the work bleed?” or “When will it be finished? Or “What will it look like 

when it’s finished?” 

I have also been told by viewers that they need to get up close to investigate the 

operating mechanisms and that in doing so they become aware of both the build-up of 

surfaces as well as their erosion.  

Another frequent response from viewers has been that in coming close to the works, 

they experience the sensation of entering another space. I appreciate this response as I 

work with the idea of there being a new space that is created as words and form come 

together in unprescribed relationships.  

The language that I use in this project is derived from words that are sometimes personal 

and sometimes private to our family. Although the text might not be clearly visible or 

obvious, my desire is for it to exist as a potent part of the work. While choosing not to 

give the words primacy, dominance or inappropriate power, I enact Jacques Derrida’s 

statement that “What cannot be said above all must not be silenced, but written” 

(Derrida 1995, 2). I also choose to enliven the words that I use. I operate from the 

understanding that “the very act of uttering a word summons or directly affects the 

person or thing that the word refers to” (Daly 1987, 182). Given my intense discomfort 

with the written word, my considerations and use of text highlight conflicts for me. 

I experience constant conflicts that arise from living and ‘sitting’ within and between 

cultural groups with different and often conflicting philosophical underpinnings. Linda 

Tuhiwai Smith describes this space as “struggling to make sense of our own world while 

also attempting to transform what counts as important in the world of the powerful” 

(Tuhiwai Smith 2012, 39). I will go so far as to say that I straddle different civilisations 

and different ways of being. Many of my statements and understandings can only be 

verified as expressions of my experiential being.  

In my work, I highlight the significance and importance of the continuation of language 

to cultures from both personal experience and universal perspectives. Suzanne Romaine 
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holds that maintaining a language can be part of a larger strategy of cultural survival in 

that it provides a crucial and indispensable foundation for well-being and resilience 

(Romaine 1995). Rebecca L. Oxford refers to the sociological and psychological 

implications that potentially come with the loss of language, and she speaks of these 

implications in terms of the loss of usage rate, sequence, linguistic components, or skill 

types (Oxford 2011). Contemplating and identifying these aspects of language has 

provided me with some insight as I attempt to deal with the loss of Indigenous 

languages. I am led to pose questions such as: “What is it that is lost?” and “What is it 

that is not even understood in the experience of loss?”  

Acting against the negatives of loss, I aim to work towards the exposure and continuity 

of my Yawuru language. I do this in the work Data Stratification (2017, figure 14), a 

kinetic wall installation in Our Mutable Histories (2017) in the Museum of Brisbane14. 

This work restructures English translations of Yawuru words into non-literal forms. This 

creates spaces for my Yawuru words to have the freedom to move and to be 

unconstrained by the inadequacies of literal, linear, written, English word translations.  

Because of colonial incursions, even when Indigenous languages continue, there is often 

reluctance to identify actual words within many individual language groups. For 

example, within the Yawuru group, there have been difficulties in finding commonalities 

and agreement on language meaning and correct forms of language use due to cultural 

 

14 See the Video Link (2) in appendices 

Figure 14. Robert Andrew, Data Stratification (2017), aluminium, steel, string, rocks, stones, branches and pearl shell, 
500 x 300 x 150cm, photo by Joanne Thies. 



27 
 

fractures and disconnections and also due to wariness about why someone wants the 

information.  

Pronunciation is another example of where fracture has occurred. Because Indigenous 

languages are oral, the pronunciations of specific sounds that are spoken by Indigenous 

people have often been inaccurately translated. There are sounds and sound 

combinations that are used in many Indigenous languages that do not even appear in 

British English oral pronunciation (Troy 1994).  

Troy identifies that there is a further difficulty and tragedy in relation to her 

documenting of Sydney Indigenous language into written text. This is that there is no 

way to know if any of the words are orally, linguistically, or culturally correct. What is 

contemporaneously used and recorded are approximations and guesses at what might 

have been.  

Troy’s work is an example of how many contemporaneously used Australian Indigenous 

languages are in the process of rapid change and transformation. This is occurring as 

attention is being given to the continuity of languages, and as languages are being 

recognised as existing and central to maintaining culture. There is relief and delight that 

many Australian Indigenous languages are increasingly being used and discussed and 

that they are continuing to grow through this attention. My increasing knowledge of my 

Indigenous language and my learning of Indigenous concepts and philosophical 

underpinnings further inform my works.  
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Figure 15. Robert Andrew, Transitional Text (2016), aluminium, ochre, chalk, on board, 120 x 120 x 3cm, detail of 
residue build up, photo by the artist. 

The Yawuru word ‘buru’ appears in most of my work (figure 15). It is a word that applies 

to soil, ground, country, time and space; however, I cannot expect to have a full 

understanding of this word unless I spend a lot of time on the land with the speakers of 

this word. It is a word that grows in meaning each time I return to the Yawuru region of 

Broome, Derby, and the Kimberley in Western Australia. I accept that this is a word that 

will continue to grow and have more meaning until I die. Yawuru concepts of time and 

space are totally related to the space of country. While this can be said of other 

languages, I am moving towards the experiential differences of having different 

understandings of time, space, and place as I understand more of my Indigenous 

experience and context. 
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In learning about buru, I am reminded of Helen Hughes’s comment about my work:  “He 

is compelled not to remember, per se, but to ‘un-forget’—to bring to the surface 

histories (and knowledge) that have been deliberately repressed, or officially forgotten” 

(Lynn and Hughes 2016).  

I am compelled to reappraise concepts of time, space and movement in my work. I hear 

“Broome time”, “Koori time”, and “Black fella time” as examples of phrases and 

descriptions that are commonly applied to Australian Indigenous people. These terms 

usually carry with them an implied negative judgement and even derision, as they are 

often used to describe how Australian Indigenous people are apparently unable to 

‘conform’ to dominating Eurocentric time concepts.  

These words and phrases imply that there is a set and correct way to relate to time. 

However, such descriptions fail to acknowledge and absorb the complex Indigenous 

cultural protocols that prescribe how, within a specific group, one is to gather, when 

one is to gather, who one is permitted to gather with, and even who one is allowed to 

be in the presence of. That is, phrases such as these ignore fundamental descriptors of 

Indigenous ‘being-ness’ that do not comply with Western, Eurocentric thinking, 

ideologies and history. This difference in being-ness is not even understood, let alone 

respected or embraced. The English language might be used to describe a ‘summer 

morning’, but there are middle spaces and experiences that the English language does 

not fully describe except through linear, degree-, minute-, and hour-based thinking.  

Similarly, Cartesian mapping is a Eurocentric concept and mechanism that is used for 

defining a specific position within space. In my mechanical and performative works, I 

choose to use exact axis-based, gridded, mapping techniques. However, by subverting 

the grid-based printing mechanisms, the works produce spaces that are no longer easily 

related to the linearity of “clockocratic” time (Daly 1987) and that are not easily read in 

terms of Eurocentric logic. I re-code machines to create new spaces so that the intended 

purposes of individual mechanisms are shifted, stratified and disrupted. Therefore, I use 

the contemporary tools of the culture that invaded this country to create new spaces 

that act against the conventions for how particular machines are meant to work.  



30 
 

The spatially complex work Data Stratification is an aural and kinetic work. In this work, 

I have created physical spaces that open up new relationships between and within a pre-

existing and post-installation space. This work uses Yawuru words that have been 

translated into English and takes the act of translation one step further into kinetic 

landscapes of suspended objects. 

This electro-mechanical work employs a mechanically driven Cartesian system that 

outlines, in large text, words that make up sentences from Australian colonising 

documents. One hundred individual strings are threaded and guided from the machine 

in four distinct paths across the walls and up onto the ceiling (figures 16–17). The strings 

are then hung down between the ceiling and the floor and different organic materials 

that are significant to the Yawuru people are attached to them at the midway point. 

While text is used as a stimulus, the movement of the mechanical outlining translates 

into pattern making. The machine moves the array of strings and suspended objects 

Figure 16. Robert Andrew, Data Stratification (2017), detail, photo by Joanne Thies. 
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vertically up and down close to a wall. This converts the linearity of the text into a 

constantly changing ‘landscape’ of wall patterns and shadows.  

The title Data Stratification evolved from ideas about how the various layers of 

information, tools, and technologies of colonisers are used to inhabit the land and 

disrupt the colonised, to fragment people and their cultures, and to establish layers of 

control within strict hierarchies. As indicated, I view imposed text as one layer of these 

colonising technologies.  

Figure 17. Robert Andrew, Data Stratification (2017), detail, photo by Joanne Thies. 
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As an aural and kinetic work, Data Stratification has several interactive components15. 

One component displays different words and phrases on a small video screen. These 

words are English interpretations of my Yawuru language. This language, which is 

currently undergoing a resurgence thanks to the Yawuru people in Broome and the 

Kimberley, provides words that I have permission to use from the Language Centre in 

Broome. I have converted Yawuru words from the English text form into G-code.  

In this work, as in other recent works of mine, I enjoy subverting current technologies 

that have been used to write or print a coloniser’s perspective of history and peoples. I 

aim to disempower the binary logic of these systems and to give the work the freedom 

to tell its own story.  

The G-code is used to direct a multi-stringed machine component that traces each letter 

of the selected word. As it operates and performs, this section of the work has its own 

kinetic visual form. While it moves to trace a letter, no visual representation of the letter 

is apparent unless the movement is carefully observed over a very long period of time. 

This process removes the primacy of the text of the English visual translation. 

From a central mechanism of the work, strings radiate out from each side of a rectilinear 

component. These strings are guided through junctions around corners, across the walls 

and up onto the ceiling. At times, the work resembles a musical instrument; at other 

times, it resembles tracks on a circuit board. The four rows of strings attached to the 

ceiling with objects suspended from them further translate the original text. The up-

and-down, linear movement of the strings is hardly noticeable as the strings navigate to 

new spaces. These new spaces are where the suspended objects transform, via 

movement, into an ever-changing ‘landscape’. These objects are made from pearl shell 

shards that were cut from whole pearl shells originally collected from an Aunty’s 

backyard in Broome, as well as ochre- and soil-dipped branches and deeply etched stone 

fragments that reflect on the time it takes for stone to erode and for tools to be crafted 

from stone (figure 18). The etchings in the stones also reference an aerial view over 

Broome area that is superimposed with an abstracted image of my great-grandmother, 

though the viewer would never know this.  

 

15 See the Video Link (3) in appendices 
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The movement of the hanging objects into ‘landscapes’ is accompanied by the 

mechanical—and almost musical—tones of the stepper motors that drive the machine. 

The changes are intentionally slow. The ‘landscapes’ are abstracted forms with no trace 

of the text that drives its formation. My hope is that viewing the work becomes a visceral 

experience and that the work becomes a place of engagement. The original language 

that is learnt by the Yawuru people on their country and the soil they are connected to 

is mechanically relocated. The traditional learning of Yawuru language is done within 

the context of the country, the seasons, the temperature, the feeling of the soil under 

foot and the smells of the land. While I do not recreate that visceral experience, nor do 

I aim to, I wish to leave a space for the viewer to imagine that experience. 

Figure 18. Robert Andrew, Data Stratification (2017), detail, photo by Joanne Thies. 
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In Data Stratification, there is no easily identifiable or ‘readable’ connection between 

the written word and the movement of the suspended objects. The didactic that 

accompanies the work explains that the mechanism is outlining text. This led to the 

expectation among viewers that the text would be identifiable, readable and obvious. 

That is, that the visual imagery would meet expectations of what written text looks like. 

However, the mechanism produces actions and images that become more experiential 

and less directive. The word is no longer recognisable. The word is not the word. The 

machine’s usual purpose is altered. Thus, I take out a fixed, additive printing process and 

use mechanisms of transference and corruption that create moving ‘landscapes’ that 

are visually disassociated from text yet mechanically linked to text.  

Corrupting and converting text also occur in the work Corrupting the Linear (2016, figure 

19)16. This was intended as a transitional work to explore the idea of the mechanism 

being able to generate a moving pattern or landscape from written text. This work used 

the linear-axes mechanisms from an earlier work, Touching Pindan (2016). These 

mechanisms were re-programmed to respond to text. Exhibited at the Webb Gallery at 

QCA, Griffith University, as a part of The Creativity of Things Conference, this large floor 

and wall installation was constructed from aluminium, string, rocks and 

electromechanical components.  

 

16 See the Video Link (4) in appendices 

Figure 19. Robert Andrew, Corrupting the Linear (2016), aluminium, rocks, string, electromechanical devices, 600 x 
250 x 240cm, photo by the artist. 
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A performative, constantly altering, kinetic, computer-programmed, machine-based 

work, this installation takes the form of mechanically driven undulating strings and 

suspended natural stones. Written text is fed into the machine and re-imaged into 

seemingly random and natural patterns. The concept of the artwork originated from my 

observances of linear and binary motion. I noticed how the linearity of mechanical 

components have the potential to be altered through interactions with language and 

physical elements, and I employed this to refer to the corruption of denied and forgotten 

histories that occurs through the dominant technologies, perspectives and language of 

colonial Australian culture. 

A point of tension that I live with on a day-to-day basis is that I know that my daily use 

of written language is often not precise or specific, while I am comfortable 

communicating in conversation with others. Orally, I can use words in a wandering way. 

In my verbal communication, I find an ability to embrace uncertainty, imprecise 

meanings, and I can flow with the lack of control over interactions.  

Written texts that have been imposed and set in motion by controlling forces tend to 

lead to preconceived and absolute outcomes. The ‘translation process’ is a point where 

understanding can be lost and limiting control can be asserted. In this way, translation 

can create uncertainty that is negatively controlling.  

By acting as master of the written word, the coloniser is able to create confusion and 

exert control over the colonised. As an Indigenous Australian and artist, I too am using 

aspects of confusion and control. I am taking away from the colonising power by 

intentionally creating uncertainty, so as to draw attention to what happens in the spaces 

between translation, where meaning is disturbed. I do this to claim my language and to 

tell stories in my own way. 
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Chapter 2: Machine 

Machines have held a fascination for me ever since I can remember. I have viewed and 

experienced many devices that have appeared to have their own conscience, soul and 

personality, and to be something beyond the static (figure 20). Machines that seem 

almost animate continue to demand my attention. I am interested in not only making 

them operate in the way they were designed to, but also in knowing how they work.  

Over the years, I have taken apart radios, push bikes, motor bikes, cassette players, CD 

players, televisions, computers, car engines, tools, simple mechanisms and complex 

computer-driven devices. Everything that I personally owned (or did not) as a young boy 

became the momentary or ongoing focus of my inquiries into materiality and mechanics. 

Another stage of learning was to find out why things did not work and to attempt to 

repair them. The process of exploration into the ‘mechanics of things’ gave me greater 

insights and knowledge into the mechanics of the world of common machines, and new, 

so-called labour-saving devices and gadgets. 

Figure 20. Robert Andrew, Information Transfer (detail of the mechanicals) (2015), photo by the artist. 
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At the age of six or seven, I dismantled the rear wheel of the bike that my sister and I 

were given for Christmas. I needed to know how the back-pedal brake system worked. 

While this was one of many devices that I pulled apart and did not successfully put back 

together, I have always categorised and stored the many components of such hands-on 

inquiry for future use or reference. I still have one of the first Sony Walkman players that 

I pulled apart when I was in my early teens. I was unable to return it to its operational 

state after a spring flew out and disappeared into a carpeted floor. One day, I might see 

if I can resurrect it. It is categorised and filed. 

At a certain point—after years of my somewhat obsessive dismantling and 

reconstruction processes—my success rate of non-working objects and working objects 

changed for the better. I was able to reassemble devices back to their original state and 

to frequently get them to function better than they had before. Through this process of 

revitalisation of old and broken electronic and mechanical items, I not only furthered 

my insights into the workings of these devices, but I also started to change their 

intended uses. I began to modify devices and combine individual components from 

different machines. 

At the time, I lacked formal knowledge about electronics, mechanics and engineering, 

and I have never pursued formal training in these areas. However, I have learnt the joy 

and creativity that comes from exploring possibilities without the encumbrance of the 

absolutes of what is right and what is wrong, what will work or what will not work. While 

my process might be considered by some as a brute-force method of trying every 

combination to find out how something might be made to work, it was soon obvious to 

me that these explorations gave me a different way of seeing beyond the intended 

outcomes of the predictable and the known. I started to make just to see what would 

happen.  

For example, I strung my dad’s bee framing wires over old microphones and plugged 

them into an old reel-to-reel tape recorder that I had repaired. This was just to make 

sounds that I had not heard before. I then fed these sounds back into the speakers until 

smoke came out. There was a lot of smoke and sparks over time and even one major 

fire while I was learning fundamentals. 



38 
 

Through this learning, I was well supported by my family. My father, who was a Telecom 

technician, was mostly encouraging of my experiments and fabrication, even supplying 

me at an early age with old Telecom phones, receivers, transmitters, and batteries. He 

took me into telephone exchanges to see electromechanical and electronic devices en 

masse. I went on to also become a Telecom technician, and to learn more about 

electronics and how to make set systems work. This was not, however, enough to satisfy 

the lure of making. I was always making in my spare time. 

What drew me to art making began with a move away from a ‘safe’ career in Telecom 

into a backyard business with my older sister Deb in Newcastle, NSW, during the 1990s. 

We repaired, restored and finished old and antique furniture in a timber shed out the 

back of my first residence—a half burnt-down house. Here I started to make again by 

combining old, recycled timbers into new forms. I made functional, static, household 

items such as picture and mirror frames, CD racks, and small items of furniture.  

Once again, I was learning about how things functioned. I learnt how furniture was 

constructed and designed. I also began to see and read the history in the old timbers 

and furniture. I observed and enjoyed the layering of paints as I stripped them back to 

the bare timber. I became immersed in how the patina that was created by the knocks, 

dents, and bruises of age-old stories. The evidence of wear showed how an item had 

been used. The painted layers indicated periods of time through the colour changes that 

had been made (figure 21). Sometimes, the changes were dramatic and sometimes they 

were subtle transitions that had occurred over years of painting and repainting.  

Figure 21. Robert Andrew, Untitled (1995), layers of paints selectively stripped back from old architectural timbers, 
photo by the artist. 
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I was able to use this story of time by selectively removing only partial layers of paint on 

the timbers that I was using for my own making. I felt that I was uncovering and showing 

history by not removing all the dings, the dents, and even the questionable paint colour 

choices.  

On one occasion, I could see there was something hiding under the white gloss paint on 

a length of old, wide, cedar skirting-board, something the thin top coat was trying to 

conceal. I felt I was scraping back the timbers to reveal and to re-tell a new or old story 

and to reclaim a past time or a forgotten piece of history. In hindsight, these items 

became my first palimpsest works. 

It was during this time, working and making with my sister, that I started to gain a greater 

insight into my heritage. This is something that Deb was more aware of than I was, and 

I gained greatly from her knowledge and interest in our family history. The early 1990s 

was also when I ‘discovered’ the Internet. This discovery profoundly excited me and re-

ignited my passion for computers, programming, and electronics. I found that there 

were large, world-wide communities of like-minded people who were experimenting 

with and exploring the same materials. The element of delving deeply and learning of 

the unknown fascinates me.  

Through the Internet, I learnt that it is easy to share outcomes of exploration through 

the fast and efficient electronic communication that the Internet affords. My early 

Internet explorations held a distinct element of playfulness, the accidental and 

happenstance about them. There was no fixed or serious aspect to my, or indeed 

others’, investigations. I have thoroughly enjoyed maintaining an attitude of play and 

accepting the accidental and happenstance in making subsequent works.  

Play has become part of my studio research methodology along with learning about 

different technologies that are sometimes not even highly technical or ‘cutting edge’. I 

also find that sometimes the concept for an artwork grows out of play and at other times 

that the play is informed by a concept. Through open exploration, I have discovered 

many things about how things do or do not work together. Through the process of 

exploring theoretical aspects of technology and investigating specific and available 

materials, I physically combine theoretical and physical fragments. This gives me the 

opportunity to discover and imagine other applications that I may not have seen if I had 
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chosen to have major elements of a work manufactured by others. This process also 

gives me better understandings of how to fix faults that might occur when I put my 

machines into operation.  

There is frequently an aspect of uncertainty in the manufacture of my machines. This 

parallels uncertainties that I experience when I try to align my knowledge of historic 

mechanisms of control with contemporary controllable machinery. Uncertainty is ever 

present as I address the experiential ambiguities and inherent conflicts that are a part 

of my mixed-heritage background.  

Here I emphasise again that one certainty I have is that written texts and documents 

from my socio-ancestry were intended to exercise precise, colonising control. 

Documents such as A.O. Neville’s correspondence with my great-grandmother have 

informed my work over the last nine years. Such documents represent both the broader 

Aboriginal experience of colonisation and my family’s experiences of colonial 

subjugation and oppression. The documents demonstrate that Neville had the power 

and the intent to “breed out the native” and this “native” relates to me and my ancestors 

(figure 22).  

There was unpredictability and uncertainty in how regulations and legislature would be 

applied, understood, or acted upon by authorities and those subjected to the 

Figure 22. From A. O. Neville’s book, Australia’s Coloured Minority (Neville 1947). 
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regulations. Despite all the mechanisms of control that Neville had over my family and 

others, many family members managed to find ways to overcome that control. 

In my physical works, I am interested in the points of tension that exist between power 

and lack of control. I set up precise mechanisms that can be accurate to within micro-

millimetres, but there are layers of variation with the actual actions of the machines. 

While I have specific intentions for how the machines should operate, I do not know 

what visual outcome will be created once I activate the separate components of the 

machines. The way that I relinquish control of how my work will be interpreted or 

understood recalls Roland Barthes’s ‘Death of the Author’: 

We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single 
‘theological' meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author God) but a multi-
dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, 
blend and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the 
innumerable centres of culture. (Barthes and Heath 1977, 146)  

The reason that I embrace uncertainty in these different ways is because I find it a source 

of comfort. If I saw the same thing each time I walked in the bush, I would not find the 

experience stimulating. In both my work and in my life, I question society’s general 

tendency to control everything. There are those who would control the weather if they 

could. I am acting against reducing the dynamic range of living into a narrowed set of 

predictable, comfortable experiences. The narrowing of the dynamic range reduces the 

possibility of big discoveries and diminishes the opportunity to be fully challenged by 

transitions into the unknown. 

Part of my research process and methodology is to seek and to develop new and specific 

mechanisms to tell my transitional stories. I have made separate series of works that 

have come from specific mechanisms. Pivotal series of works have been the ‘Palimpsest 

Machine’ series, the ‘Rock Machine’ series, and the ‘CNC Machine’ series.17 The 

‘Palimpsest Machine’ series includes Family Landscape Series (2014), Ground Up (2017) 

 

17 “CNC means Computer Numerical Control. This means a computer converts the design produced by 
Computer Aided Design software (CAD), into numbers. The numbers can be considered to be the 
coordinates of a graph and they control the movement of the cutter. In this way the computer controls 
the cutting and shaping of the material” (Ryan 2009). 
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(figure 23), Moving Out of Muteness – Mimi (2013), Nganga – Denied (2013), Nganga 

(2014), Transitional Text (2015–16), and Buru (2016). 

In creating three-dimensional, mechanical devices to make visual utterances that act to 

subvert dominant narratives of colonisation in Australia, I question what has been lost 

and what has been gained through the acts of colonisation. As I have described, the 

devices I make contain refined, highly technical, electronic, processor-based 

components that are combined into kinetic and sometimes aural and performative 

visual works. I also use non-mechanical components such as water, ochres, chalk, rocks, 

soils and stones. One of my methodologies is that once I have conceived ideas about 

how a machine or mechanism might perform as an expression of a concept, I research 

what mechanical components might ‘drive’ the imagined machinery and how these 

might interact with and impact on the non-mechanical elements of the work. 

A great deal of highly specific, computer accessible, online technical information is 

available and has become indispensable in my research. The Internet enables searching 

for sets of terms, either specific and narrow or extremely broad, that can be changed 

and expanded upon within moments. For example, I have been seeking ways to map a 

space that has moving elements, such as people, within it. To begin this process, I enter 

a broad search term such as ‘mapping spaces’ into the computer. Following this, I need 

Figure 23. Robert Andrew, Ground Up (2017), aluminium, ochre, chalk, water, electromechanical devices, 510 x 230 
x 80cm, photo by Joanne Thies. 
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to learn the technical hardware language associated with that search. Once I start the 

inquiry with a somewhat limited, hardware-based language, I encounter new terms and 

language that might apply to the subject. While this process describes a basic 

methodology of research, the knowledge base available on the Internet provides not 

just technical information but also current, active and growing online conversations with 

people across the planet.  

These diverse conversations are fundamental to my learning of specific technical 

possibilities, technical and physical limitations of concepts and components, and the 

practical availability of components that might be used in my work. A critical mass of 

conversations surrounding a component is necessary to provide effective online 

community support. Through this I can access and acquire existing components that are 

financially viable, technologically tested, and are also accessible based on time 

considerations and exhibition deadlines. I require the technological research to be 

supported by multiple possibilities for rapid software support. The speed and 

multiplicity of Internet research provides me with enough ‘crumbs’ to be able to 

physically construct my imaginings and to make them work.  

In bringing together diverse materials, technological functions, computer programming, 

and conceptual research to speak of family histories and experiences, I am inquiring into 

modes of biographical dialogue and writing, including life writing (Leader 2015). This 

generic term encompasses a range of writing about lived experience. I adapt the concept 

of text-based life writing into what I am describing as a visual form of life writing. While 

I have not found this identifier of my process in the literature, I am claiming this as a 

descriptor of my process. Visual life writing enables me to step beyond the 

autobiographical or the biographical while facilitating the inclusion of biographical and 

autobiographical facts and fictions, memoirs, letters, diaries, journals, historical 

documents, oral testimonies, narratives, anecdotes, depositions, historical writings and 

anthropological data. I locate my visual life writing in specific times and places in order 

to link dialogue with processes, archive and memory. While aspects of this are self-

referential, this approach also opens-up possibilities for multiple narratives and voices 

of inquiry. Through this approach, I work towards re-arranging materials and forms 

while disordering signifiers of time and text (Dimitrakaki 1998) and disrupting colonial 

historical narratives. 
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The use of visual life writing has led to a key question that underpins this exegesis: How 

can machines be used to reflect on, represent, uncover, expose and describe the 

complexity of my own and my family’s life experiences? I investigate ways to visually 

represent interfaces of the relational, contextual, spatial and the temporal. These 

investigations have led me to seek to represent some of the binary oppositions that are 

foundational to colonizing concepts (Smith and Watson 2016) and also to visually 

describe the known and tangible along with the unknown and un-knowable.  

My sculptural works combine technologically precise components. I use machines and 

earth-based materials to speak of my physical, psychological and phenomenological 

embrace of complexities that stem from family histories (figure 24). The technological 

precision of my machines is opposed to the imprecision of translated words and my own 

Figure 24. Robert Andrew, Transitional Texts – Buru (2016), one day of the erasure process, photo by Andrew Curtis. 
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struggle with precision with written text. Words have often muffled and blanketed my 

experiences. I will return to this difficulty in Chapter 3.  

A feature of colonisation in Australia has been the tendency to ‘cover over’ what already 

exists. Colonising individuals and institutions perform a layering of control of the land, 

control of the resources, and control of the inhabitants. These layers have included the 

imposition of cultural attitudes and norms that have been in stark contrast to those 

already in existence here in Indigenous cultures. 

My work scrapes back the layers of colonial concealment to expose what exists below 

the overlays of control. I reveal aspects of the histories that exist below this thin, almost 

mechanical, controlling veneer. The materials used in my constructions include those 

that are embedded with connections to place, connections to family, and connections 

to history and culture that are personal to me. I use specific materials to carry and 

magnify narrative so that the stories are made visible. I was denied so much of my 

history in childhood and now ‘the machine’ becomes a transitional agent for claiming 

and for telling something of that history.  

 

 

Figure 25. Robert Andrew, Transitional Text #3 (2015), aluminium, ochre, chalk, water, electromechanical devices, 
240 x 210 x 120cm, image taken at the start of the exhibition, photo by the artist. 



46 
 

The work Transitional Text #3 (2015, figures 25–26), which incorporates ochres, oxides, 

chalk, aluminium and water and electromechanical components, assisted me in 

addressing some of my transitional experiences. It has helped me to consider the effects 

and implications of translated texts on my family. At the same time, it has led me to 

consider the fragility of the land and my people who experience the earth as mother.  

 

Figure 26. Robert Andrew, Transitional Text #3 (2015), image taken at the end of the exhibition, photo by the artist. 
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This work, made for the Drawing International Brisbane conference in October 2015, is 

an electromechanical erasure machine developed from the simple concept of 

mechanically erasing white chalk-written words off a black board. The mechanism 

erodes a fragile, layered, substrate comprising oxides, ochres, and chalks18.  

Technically modelled on a desktop printing machine, the erasure machine subverts and 

reverses the printing process by pulsing fine jets of water in a reductive rather than an 

additive process. This creates a new image through the removal of ochres and chalk as 

it outlines old text. There are layers of substrates that remain after the erasing water 

jets have ceased operating (figure 27).  

The work was later installed for thirty days at the Australian National University Gallery 

in Canberra. I used an erasure machine to again form and reveal the Yawuru word ‘buru’. 

The repeated coming back to and using this word is a way of reiterating that there is no 

accurate translation of this Yawuru word into English and to emphasise the centrality of 

 

18 See the Video Link (5) in appendices 

Figure 27. Robert Andrew, Transitional Text #3 (2015), detail of palimpsest process, photo by the artist. 
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difficulties, conflicts and residues that arise when translating aspects from one culture 

to another. 

The physical residues created by the erasure process develop into their own ‘landscape’ 

and language on the transitional canvas below the text. At the completion of an 

exhibition installation, I scrape back19 some of the eroded surfaces so that the substrates 

of oxides, chalk and ochre can be re-applied and the process can be continued in the 

next exhibition. There is never a complete erasure of the historic underlays. This process 

echoes the repetitive and ongoing nature to the effects of colonisation and this work 

can be installed over and over again to speak to this aspect of my story.  

The works in the ‘Palimpsest Machine’ series have different levels of functioning and 

outcomes. One level of functioning is the initial, performative enactment of the works 

that occurs over set periods of time, which has ranged from one hour to 180 days.20  

One outcome is that once a performance period has ended, panels of eroded substrates 

of the works can become static, wall-mounted works. In other instances, the works are 

ephemeral and do not exist beyond the enactment period. 

 

19 See the Video Link (6) in appendices 
20 The first iteration (2013) of the palimpsest machine was programmed to run for 30 minutes. At the time 
of writing, the same machine, and a different iteration of the work, is in the Ian Potter Centre in Federation 
Square, Melbourne. This work will operate for 180 programmed days. Each day has a different file to run 
unique code for that period. The same word as used in the original work is produced. 
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The kinetic wall and floor installation Ground Up (2017, figure 28) is another work from 

the ‘Palimpsest Machine’ series. It was one of three works in the solo exhibition Our 

Mutable Histories held over a three-month period in the Museum of Brisbane in 2017. 

The performance and revealing of this wall-mounted work commences when the 

machine begins to spray water that erodes a whitewash of chalk. The white chalk covers 

ochre layers that have been built up on a baseboard. The action of the water creates 

erosion in the layers, bleeds that run down the vertical surfaces, and residues that form 

rich textures of landscapes within landscapes on both vertical and horizontal planes. 

During the exhibition of this work, new areas on the wallboards are eroded each day, 

and the Yawuru word ‘buru’ slowly emerges. Figure 28 shows the work at the 

completion of the exhibition. 

 

Figure 28. Robert Andrew, Ground Up (2017), photo by the artist. 
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The common mechanisms in the works comprising the ‘Rock Machine’ series (2014–

2017) are machines that create the action of rocks dragging across different substrates. 

Included in this series are Moving from the Binary (2017/2018 figure 29)21, installed at 

RMIT Gallery Melbourne in 2017 and The Lock Up Gallery, Newcastle in 2018; Touching 

Pindan (2016, figure 30)22, installed at Spiro Grace Gallery, Brisbane; and Residual (2014, 

figures 31–33), first installed at The Hold Gallery, Brisbane. 

 

21 See the Video Link (7) in appendices 
22 See the Video Link (8) in appendices 

Figure 30. Robert Andrew, Moving from the Binary (2017), aluminium, ochre, bluestone tiles, rocks, wire, 
electromechanical devices, 260 x 60 x 45 cm Photo by the artist. 

Figure 29. Robert Andrew, Touching Pindan (2016), aluminium, ochre, bluestone tiles, rocks, wire, electromechanical 
devices, 22 x 90 x 25 cm photo by Louis Lim. 



51 
 

Residual (2014, figure 31) is a performative, electromechanical work constructed of 

moulded concrete sections, steel reinforcing mesh, cogs, chains, and a rock23. The rock 

was hand-selected by my father from my Aunty’s property in Broome, Western 

Australia.  

This work evolved from my frustrations about current political systems that repeat the 

oppressive attitudes and actions over Indigenous people of early colonialists, just using 

different materials, machines and justifications. 

This work has been made to look fragile even though the materiality of its construction 

would suggest otherwise. The concrete plinth that the rock sits on and is dragged across 

has the appearance of extreme wear and cracking. In an attempt to produce a fragile-

looking concrete structure, I used pre-existing concrete surfaces. Using silicone, I took 

moulds from old, crumbling concrete surfaces under my neighbour’s dilapidated 

Queenslander-style home. Using these silicone moulds, I then cast the concrete sections 

in boxes. 

 

23 See the Video Link (9) in appendices 

Figure 31. Robert Andrew, Residual (2014), concrete, steel, electro-mechanicals, and a rock, 120 x 80 x 20cm, photo 
by Sam Scoufos. 
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During the exhibition of the work, I was frequently asked where I obtained the old 

concrete structure from, as if it was already a constructed element that I had found and 

re-purposed in my work. When the work was shown in the 2015 Churchie Award 

exhibition, I was taken aside by QCA Gallery staff and asked to explain how the work was 

constructed due to a fear that the concrete would not maintain its integrity and could 

cause damage to people or the building. My intent was that people would observe a 

certain tension in the work and that they might engage with the potential in the work 

for it to collapse and to reconfigure itself into a new form.  

Figure 32. Robert Andrew, Residual (2014), detail, photo by Sam Scoufos. 
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There was also a possibility that the residues that resulted from the mechanical abrasion 

of the rock and concrete might cause the mechanical element to fail (figure 32). I chose 

to expose the tension of these possibilities. The residues fell onto the mechanism and 

then onto the floor, creating a new space within the installed work, and a new layering 

over the floor. Residues on the concrete plinth also created a patination as the residues 

of the rock and the concrete mixed and merged.  

The metal collar that surrounded the rock recalls historical images of Australian 

Indigenous men and women being shackled by their ankles and necks (figure 33). The 

rock is only given a slight freedom of movement within the collar as it is dragged back 

and forth across the concrete. As its position is changed, somewhat startlingly and 

noisily, the rock actually rolls and jumps in unpredictable starts and stops. The 

unpredictability of an irregular, moving rock adds to and speaks to the unpredictability 

that was forced onto my family members’ lives. Like mechanical systems established to 

control Indigenous Australians, so I had to modify my system to constrain the rock in 

order to subdue it in its path and its action. 

Sound was an important part of the work. My initial experiments of dragging the rock 

across different concrete surfaces revealed various sounds. This created a soundtrack 

or a soundscape for the exhibition space: the sound of ochres being mechanically, slowly 

Figure 33. Robert Andrew, Residual (2014), detail, photo by Sam Scoufos. 
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and wearyingly ground. My strategy was for this oppressive sound to represent 

something of the struggle of Indigenous Australians in maintaining ourselves against the 

grinding influences of colonisation and to provide a possibility and a focus for an almost 

uncomfortable engagement for viewers.  

At the first installation of the work, the sound emitted was more the mechanical noise 

of the motor and the gears as opposed to the interaction of rock and concrete. Again, 

this demonstrated difficulties that occur in translation. The questions that arise from 

this are: How does one adequately translate concepts across time and space, across 

different cultural bases? And what is it that gains primacy through this? 

The work was designed so that there were certain degrees of control when the 

mechanism was operating. For example, I had control over the speed of rock. My initial 

intention was to have the rock running at a noticeable speed and that it would traverse 

the concrete plinth in about one minute. At this speed, the work became more comical 

in its action than arresting and engaging. It lost the reference to the idea of extended 

time and lessened the impacts of friction and tension. Thus, I reduced the speed of the 

rock so that when a viewer was taking a slow walk around the work the movement of 

rock over concrete became almost imperceptible. It was only when one stopped at the 

work that the movement became noticeable. In this way, I am using the machine to 

draw attention to our relationships to time and to the grinding nature of control. 
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Attending the 2015 Venice Biennale, I experienced the work RÊVOLUTIONS by Céleste 

Boursier-Mougenot that highlighted slow movement in time (figure 34). In this work, 

there were trees in the pavilion that moved slowly as you walked up to them and passed 

them by. The way they were constructed was interesting, but unless one stopped and 

took the time, it was difficult to notice the trees moving even though they slowly 

wandered around the courtyard.  

I identify strongly with this way of bringing the viewer into the work and holding the 

viewer in and with the work. I insert aspects of slow movement and change into my 

work, not just so that the viewer will spend more time with the work but to provide a 

focus for the viewer so that they perhaps will see what is happening when they take the 

time to stop and look. I am interested in questions and considerations that might 

emerge from slowed or arrested moments and how this returns us to the different 

contemplations of Indigenous experience and the potential for cross-cultural 

expression. 

Figure 34. Céleste Boursier-Mougenot, RÊVOLUTIONS (2015), photo by Robert Andrew. 
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In the work Residual, I aim for the speed of the dragging rock movement and the fall of 

the sand residues to initially appear to be non-aggressive and non-invasive. I hope for it 

to be a work where one can wander by and at a glance not be aware of its movement. I 

liken this to the way that we accept the slow, apparently non-aggressive creep of 

continual colonisation within Australia. Sometimes, in the work there is movement and 

change at a rate such that it is not really easy to notice that there is an increasing and 

invasive build-up of sand. This equates to some colonialist actions for which we need to 

slow down and even to stop to become aware and to fully see the impact of their slow, 

invasive grind. 

Part of the ‘CNC Machine’ series (2016–2018), the work Whitewash over the Burn (2017, 

figure 35) is made up of twenty-one short lengths of hoop pine boards. Each board is 

mounted vertically and placed close together, echoing the picket fence of colonial 

architecture. The boards that I used to create a wide-ratio landscape format were 

salvaged from my worker’s cottage home (built circa 1865) in Brisbane. These timbers 

existed as standing trees on this country before colonisation.  

Figure 35. Robert Andrew, Whitewash over the Burn (2017), ochres and chalk on timber, 360 x 90 x 3 cm, photo by 
Carl Warner. 
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For the work, I deeply burnt the boards to create a thick charred layer. The blackened 

surface was then overlaid with ochres (figure 36)24 and then a final whitewash of chalk 

was applied. This forms a rough, uneven texture onto which the tool of colonising text 

from the twentieth century can be etched. Many layers of built-up ochre and etching 

create an unreadable pattern that eventually reaches back into the unburnt timber.  

The process of burning in Whitewash over the Burn references the burning of 

documented evidence that has occurred in Australian history, the burning of bodies, and 

the burning of entire villages. The whitewash acts to cover over atrocities enacted on 

Indigenous people. 

When making the work, I doused the smouldering timber with a watery mixture of 

ochres and oxides. Another slurry of white chalk followed this layer. I noticed how the 

boards resembled pickets from a suburban front fence. I continued the process and 

etched back into the boards with words that were taken directly from correspondences 

between my great-grandmother and A. O. Neville. Through the use of computer-

controlled machines, I claim and use the same words of control that Neville used to 

supposedly protect my grandmother and great-grandmother. I erode and etch back into 

the timber to reveal and expose the obscuring layers of colonialist history and its effects 

 

24 See the Video Link (10) in appendices 

Figure 36. Robert Andrew, Studio process of creating Whitewash over the Burn 2017, burnt timber and ochre wash, 
photo by the artist. 
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and to create a sense of curiosity about what actions have created what outcomes 

(figure 37). 

This work won the acquisitive 2018 Alice Springs Art Prize, which was judged by Brian 

Ritchie from the Museum of Old and New Art (MONA) in Tasmania. I was pleased that 

Ritchie’s reading of the work was very much in accord with my intentions for the work. 

He commented on the beauty in decay and how he found the work to have an 

immediate impact that continues to reveal itself the more you look at it. He further 

commented that: “There is a scream in this work but it is a suppressed scream. The artist 

has given the viewer freedom to engage with it on their own terms” (Finnane 2018).25  

 

 

25 Ritchie also said that he was initially attracted to the work by its beauty as an object and that he then 
became more and more drawn in by the way it “epitomises the Australian story”. He also said that the 
work is “its own world”, yet able to speak to future generations and beyond our shores, poetically and 
powerfully, in emotionally and intellectually satisfying ways…The story-telling element, the social 
message, the use of unusual materials, the unorthodox mixture of modern and antique media, reflecting 
Australia. A lot of works have addressed things head on, while he [Andrew] has brought threads together 
from oblique angles, resolving them all” (Finnane 2018). In a conversation I had with Ritchie on 27 April 
2018, he also described to me how he viewed the work as “a relic of a performance”. 

Figure 37. Whitewash over the Burn (2017), photo by Joanne Thies. 
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The journalist Kieran Finnane wrote in Alice Springs News Online of his experience of the 

work when in the company of Ritchie:  

In our walkthrough Ritchie had asked me what I thought this work was about 
before looking at it closely, taking in its title or reading its artist’s statement. I 
saw in its boards the suggestion of a fence, in its rusty ochres, Australia, the land 
not the nation – so a work about colonisation. Up closer, the burn of the title is 
apparent. Cut into the timbers you can see the remnants of text which combined 
with the burn suggest a painful, effaced story – the “suppressed scream”. 
(Finnane 2018) 

 

As mentioned, I often watch people looking at my works during exhibitions and I see 

them try to work out how the components all function together. I hear people describing 

to others what stories they read from the works. I observe a freedom in the ways that 

people interpret or read the works. There does not seem to be a great concern for 

“getting it right”. I hear comments such as: “Well, I think it describes… but maybe it’s… 

Whatever it’s meant to be, I can see lots of stories in it.” My work aims to provide visual 

and textual suggestions but not to be overly prescriptive and this appears to be 

successful. I embrace the uncertainty of causation and interpretation. This is also 

pleasing to me. 

When I make a machine to create works and I do not know what it will actually do, I 

speak to complex uncertainties of causation. I produce possibilities for my works to 

create something beyond the physical component parts. I create new relational entities, 

new spaces that are sometimes clear and sometimes not. I have come to sit comfortably 

with these utterances and experiences of uncertainty and unknowing.  
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Chapter 3: Disruption 

I use the word ‘disruption’ for the simple reason that I do not want to support the 

network of lies, denials and dismissive attitudes surrounding Australian Aboriginal 

history. This leads me to be thorough and ambitious in my research so that I can present 

work that disrupts false narratives of Australian history.  

I have also become familiar with disruption as an element in my personal life and in my 

art making. As explained earlier, my sense of self was disrupted when I acknowledged 

and then investigated my Aboriginality. While this was many years ago, I am still learning 

more and more about the reasons why this significant part of my being was obscured 

and how this has impacted on the development of my sense of self.  

Further, when making art, I have frequently been disrupted when my works, including 

my performative machine works, do not perform in ways that I had anticipated. I have 

experienced disruptions when works that I make express ideas, themes or narratives so 

strongly that I am moved to consider if I am being too dramatic. My conditioning leads 

me away from wanting to be confronting or combative, so I am sometimes disrupted by 

having to accept what is stimulated by my work. There are both positive and negative 

aspects to these disruptions and I am coming to accept that such disruptions will 

continue as I continue in my commitment to disrupting false historical narratives. 

In June 2018, I was privileged to be a participating artist in the Myall Creek and Beyond 

exhibition at the New England Regional Gallery that commemorated the 180th 

anniversary of the Myall Creek Massacres that occurred in 1838. This massacre, 

remembered this year over a four-day period, is one of hundreds of clearly identified 

and acknowledged massacres of Aboriginal people in Australia. One of the significant 

facts about the Myall Creek massacre is that it is the only massacre in Australia where 

non-Indigenous people were charged, convicted, and hanged for killing Aboriginal 

people.  

I have been disrupted in learning of this information.  

I have had to take pause. 

I have asked myself: Why have I not known of this information until recently?  
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Figure 38. Robert Andrew, Reveal (2018), aluminium, acrylic, ochre, chalk, water, electromechanical devices, 280 x 
360 x 40cm, photo by the artist. 
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For this exhibition, I chose to construct and install a work titled Reveal (2018, figures 38–

39) that is a further iteration of the palimpsest machine. This work, which has layers of 

ochres and white chalk sprayed onto clear acrylic sheets, bleeds to the floor as water 

erodes the layers. Through the process of erosion, clear spaces in the acrylic sheets are 

exposed so that views through the work are created, inviting questions regarding what 

is obscured and what is revealed. In support of this work, I offered the following words: 

By eroding away many concealing layers I pay respect to the histories of 
generations of all families connected to this one memorial site and I 
acknowledge how this event contributes to opening up, revealing and continuing 
discussions around the multitude of other Aboriginal massacre sites around 
Australia. 

 

Figure 39. Robert Andrew, Reveal (2018) in the Myall Creek and Beyond 
exhibition, photo by the artist. 
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During the development of this iteration of the palimpsest machine, during discussions 

with other participating artists and organisers, and during the commemoration days, I 

have experienced many disruptions to my equilibrium. Disruption is essential when 

addressing these histories. 

I have constructed and activated many different utterances and iterations of my 

machine systems over the past four years. The palimpsest-machine system, the rock-

machine system, and the text-to-landscape machine system have all undergone physical 

and conceptual developments. I use the term ‘iteration’ to describe the act of repeating 

a process in order to generate a possibly unbounded sequence of outcomes. Some 

iterations have been computational or mechanical procedures that I have applied to the 

results of previous applications. I deliberately also use the term ‘iteration’ to mean the 

repetition of an utterance. In making different iterations, I have focussed on obtaining 

successively closer approximations to the solution of unresolved dilemmas or problems. 

Often, when I think that I have mechanisms working well, I discover refinements that 

will improve visual and physical outcomes.  

Over time, I have progressed from intense considerations of the physicality of machine 

systems to a greater engagement with the possibilities for conceptual expression that 

can come from each of these systems. I have come to live with the machines as adjuncts 

to my thinking and visual expression. Their technology, actions and ‘writings’ have 

become a part of my language expression.  

While I began by considering the use of technology to disrupt the influences of 

colonising attitudes and actions, I am now directing increased attention and emphasis 

to the inclusion of text and language. This is partly because I now more clearly identify 

text and language as being fundamental to the difficulties and disruptions that arise 

when interpreting different cultures and languages.  

When a dominating language base imposes, overlays, and inserts its language systems, 

cultural descriptions, and word- and text-based ideologies onto and into another 

culture, it causes absurdity, inaccuracy, lack of respect, and a basic lack of knowing and 

understanding. This brings disruptions. John Algeo describes how words and terms are 

often generalised and accepted as markers of aspects of a culture when he writes that 
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“every aspect of the life of a people is reflected in the words that they use to talk about 

themselves and the world around them” (Algeo 1991, 1). 

In my work, I am referring to ways that not just the words but the technology of words 

act in the definition and experience of a culture. As Algeo writes, “like the growth rings 

of a tree, our vocabulary bears witness to our past” (Algeo 1991, 1). The English language 

and other European languages have subject, object, noun, and verb inclusions as basic 

to sentence construction. My limited knowledge of Yawuru language is that this 

language does not contain such sentence construction. It is difficult to speak fully about 

this when trying to apply notions of “translational fidelity and transparency” to language 

translations when the language being translated (in this case, Yawuru to English) comes 

from a wildly different philosophical, social and cultural base. At best, it appears that 

translations of Aboriginal languages to English come under the concept of “adapted 

translation” (Venuti 2007). 

Acknowledging that there are many absences of translational equivalence between the 

Yawuru language and the English language, I live with the difficulty of the lack of 

adequate descriptors of lived experiences and cultural intangibles. I act to disrupt the 

diminishments and dismissals that result from the imposition of the English language. In 

creating visual palimpsests, I am taking action so as to not allow the language that covers 

and conceals my history and experiences to maintain its colonial ‘whitewash’ over me.  

As discussed, I have used a palimpsest process of scraping back and rewriting as a strong 

element in many works that I have completed over the last few years. I apply layers of 

oxide and ochre substrates that are then covered with white chalk. The white chalk is 

used to describe the cover-ups that occur with translational impositions and the ways 

that colonising histories have tried to ‘white-out’, disrupt and deny Australian 

Indigenous languages and histories. The process of scraping back and eroding the 

whitewash reveals the under layers that are never fully washed away. As the palimpsests 

reveal themselves there is never certainty about what the final results will be. What 

does emerge is that the vibrant ochre substrates erode and bleed. The substrates assert 

themselves and all layers intermingle. The images that are created over slow time 

become complex and texturally rich, with the water action that creates the reveal 

speaking to fluidity and a non-fixed position. Viewers of the performative creation of 

the works Moving Out of Muteness (2018, figure 40) are given the opportunity to 
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consider their own position in relation to the complexity of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous histories. I experience my own self as moving between the layers and the 

bleeds during the performative creation of the works. I am challenged by how the works 

create their own disruptions in me. 

Another way that I act to disrupt dominating colonial attitudes is by including sound as 

part of some works. I allow my machines to make noises and to mechanically sing their 

stories. These sounds are sometimes discordant, mechanical, grating or sharp. In using 

the sounds that the moving mechanisms produce, I disrupt mytho-poetic notions of how 

‘Aboriginal music’ might sound. I am claiming the mechanical as a full part of my cultural 

expression. I am acting against the silencing of language and these sounds are becoming 

a part of my growing language of expression.26 

 

26 Despite language extinctions, Indigenous cultural groups still refer to and have, as part of our identities 
and being, aspects of past cultural practices and ways of being that are intrinsically linked to ways of 
thinking and language forms. 

Figure 40. Robert Andrew, Moving Out of Muteness (2018), aluminium, ochre, chalk, water, electromechanical 
devices, 300 x 240 x 120cm, in the Colony Frontier Wars exhibition, photo by the artist. 
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The sounds created sometimes remind me of the act of keeping and containing an 

animal within a cage and then releasing it. This is a situation where there is no way of 

predicting what the physical outcome of the release will be. To my Yawuru narrative, I 

am offering back notions of non-containment and non-conformity with dominating 

paradigms. The soundscapes create another layer of uncertainty that I am pleased to 

have enabled.  

My control in my performative, kinetic works lies in being the writer who writes the 

computer programmes, in being the director, the producer, the set maker, the props 

maker and the installer. However, I am not the actor within the performances. Once a 

mechanism is set up and operating, I relinquish control over the processes and the 

outcomes. There can be guessing, predictions and hope. All I can do is wait for the 

unfolding. At a certain point during the performance of the machines, when I relinquish 

control of what is enacted, the mechanical processes and the materiality of the work 

perform themselves. In this, I am not passively giving up control and moving towards 

muteness, but rather I am surrendering to the outcomes of processes that I have 

programmed and set in motion. I wait for disruptions to occur and for new narratives to 

emerge for my audiences.  

In coming to terms with the outcomes of these visible narrations, I present myself and 

viewers with the challenge of new discussions. As I go about the processes of research 

and making, I frequently need to alter my own ways of seeing and understanding. As I 

learn more of my Indigenous heritage and I layer this knowledge into my works, I 

physically observe the erosions and bleedings. I then frequently experience my own 

emotional and knowledge-based disruptions. I am constantly reminded of how little I 

know and how I must fill in gaps in my understanding across cultures. These gaps are 

often filled when I sit with, travel with, and be with other Indigenous people. With my 

Indigenous countrymen and countrywomen, as we move through our life experiences, 

we are continuing to move and to grow our cultures.27 When with Indigenous friends, I 

 

27 In general terms, one can describe how specific cultural ways and understandings develop even as 
individual families function within an overarching, broader culture. Historical reality is that in Australia 
from 1770 until now, all Australian Indigenous families, cultural groups and languages have been attacked 
by the persistent insertion of Western Eurocentric cultural and language dominance over individual 
Australian Indigenous cultures. It is significant to use the plural form of ‘culture’ with reference to 
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am surprised and delighted to discover and experience that there are ways that we align 

that are often wordless. There are affinities of experience that bond our cultural groups 

that are beyond the logic of words.  

I choreograph and set sequences in technology to highlight the affinities and schisms 

that occur between so-called logical, lived reality and happenchance. I work to disrupt 

ways of ‘seeing’ that might be somewhat blinkered and to bring visual representation 

and significance to things that have previously been uncomfortable peripheral twitches. 

The work Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017, figures 41–48)28 physically and conceptually 

extends aspects of the palimpsest mechanism. This work presents multiple layers and 

expressions of both spoken language and material language translations. Under the 

phrase ‘material language’, I include text as language, object as language, and physical 

process as language. This work refers to both the simplification of my Yawuru language 

and to depths of cultural experiences and knowledge. To fully understand the meaning 

of the word ‘buru’ that I use in this work, it is significant that this is a word that is orally 

understood in the context of the specific country in which one stands. None of the 

simple English translations of ‘ground’, ‘soil’, ‘sand’, ‘country’, ‘time’ and ‘space’ fully 

describe the word. As mentioned before, fully comprehending the word requires an 

openness to the visceral experience of hearing, using and being immersing in the word. 

I am being taught and I am learning that this is not a cerebral experience. To even 

interpret ‘words’, ‘phrases’, or ‘sentences’ from the Yawuru language group, I am 

required to continually look at disruptions and to find soundings, stories or utterances 

and to try to place them within an image and experiential context relating to the land 

that these oral forms spring from. I am learning that sometimes I am required to be still 

for long periods of time for certain narratives and explanations to be revealed. I choose 

to bring this long-time element into my works. 

 

Australian Indigenous cultures because, despite Eurocentric ‘white-washing’ of reality, there are still over 
250 Indigenous cultural and language groups in Australia. 
28 See the Video Link (11) in appendices 
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Disruptive (ill)Logic performs a visual translation of experiential understandings. This 

site-specific installation, in part, responds to a colonial, Queensland Government 

heritage-listed building.29 Ironically, because this building is heritage listed, the building 

carries its own layers of cultural dominance and is afforded specific cultural protection.  

The work that I placed in the building makes visible that different cultures exist in and 

around these buildings. While I refer to the dominating culture that has imposed upon 

Indigenous cultures, the inclusion of mechanism-driven cables piercing through the 

walls indicates that the Indigenous culture is not limited by the built space (figure 42). It 

exists despite the physicality and limitations of solid walls. 

 

29 The building at 109 Edward Street was erected in 1889 as a warehouse for importer and merchant 
George Myers. 

Figure 41. Robert Andrew, Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017), aluminium, acrylic, string, sticks, rocks, ochre, chalk, water, 
electromechanical devices, photo by the artist. 
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In this work, there are several mechanisms that either connect with each other or 

establish conversations between one another. Text is used as a stimulus for the 

computer mechanisms that set the work’s components into motion. It is impossible 

from one position to view how the work is all connected. It is also impossible to visually 

read the translation of the text into movement. However, an image of connectivity is 

built through navigating the spaces. I am content to create positions of ambiguity for 

the audience working through the installation, both physically and conceptually.  

In this work, I further disrupt the accepted use of the built environment by using the 

wall spaces as writing surfaces and by piercing the walls. Unevenly shaped, burnt, 

charred sticks that are attached to cables pierce and mark the walls. Although there is a 

linear, vertical movement of the sticks, this use of the burnt sticks becomes a 

transcription of linearity into form and mark making.  

Figure 42. Robert Andrew, Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017), detail of 25 strings passing through the wall, photo by the artist. 

Figure 43. Robert Andrew, Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017), detail showing charcoal markings, photo by the artist. 
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The marks that are left by the charred sticks are uneven markings that are gradients of 

grey. The uneven markings are computer controlled by the input of text; they came from 

text, but they are not directly relatable to text. This work becomes a navigation of the 

spaces. I am using this to demonstrate the connection between all things. Indigenous 

histories and colonial histories can no longer be considered in reductive terms where 

things are simply separated, categorised or ascribed hierarchies. 

This work helped me clarify some aspects that I have been intellectually and emotionally 

working through. I sought to disrupt my own familiar processes. The palimpsest-

machine section that operated in front of framing and framed windows of the building 

became a completely different iteration to what I had created previously. This work 

removed words rather than revealing words. 

By fully covering and blocking out the windows of the building, I visually removed the 

presence of the square-edged, rectilinear window apertures. These apertures that had 

provided a view out onto other square-edged, rectilinear buildings no longer provided 

the familiar way of viewing the physical, external world. After erosion by water, there 

were amorphic glimpses to the outside but there were no longer rigidly framed views to 

Figure 44. Robert Andrew, Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017), detail showing charcoal markings, photo by the artist. 
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that world. Different ways of seeing emerged through what the palimpsest created. I 

was disrupting Western rectilinear architecture and the framed view. 

The mechanical and almost musical sounds of the stepper motors, the scraping sounds 

of the water injectors, and water hitting the chalk and ochres surfaces provided an 

auditory disruption. Only one window covering was activated at any one time. This 

action along, with the dragging of burnt branches against white walls, seemed random. 

The use of both obvious and subtle sounds and the smells of charcoal from the burnt 

old timbers offered further sensory challenges. 

In this work, I also drew attention to an environment-specific time relationship. This 

became evident due to ways that throughout the day and night, changing and varying 

light conditions showed through the amorphic, water-created apertures. As the layers 

of ochres and chalks eroded at different times during the days, evenings and nights, 

there were changing translucencies and also varying gradients of visual clarity. These 

contributed to challenging ways of how the view through the windows was usually seen 

Figure 45. Robert Andrew, Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017), photo by the artist. 
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and perceived. The shadows that were cast through the apertures and the ways that the 

shadows moved became part of the work. This was a way of extending the palimpsest 

machine from a flat surface to a dimensionality that goes beyond the canvas, offering a 

fluidity of ‘giving and taking’ between interiority and exteriority. Intrigued people 

expressed this when commenting about where the work began and ended. This was a 

pleasing outcome for me as it addressed disrupting hierarchy and dominance of how 

things are framed and viewed through the built environment. I was providing the 

opportunity for the familiar, rectilinear framing of ‘landscape’ to be disrupted. 

Figure 46. Robert Andrew, Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017), detail showing window palimpsest, photo by the artist. 
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Because the palimpsest developed over time, what was seen was an unfolding of views. 

Apertures that began as small and irregular became larger and more complex over time, 

and the reading of the work continued to change. The relationships between the 

elements of the work—the view outside, the canvas, the shadow, the hue within the 

room, the bleed of chalk and ochres, the movement of water, the residue that built up 

at the base of the canvas and the mark making of the suspended objects—were not 

instantly perceivable as a coherent and immediate whole. There were macro and micro 

relationships to time in every component of the work, from sticks dragging, strings 

vibrating and moving, metal mechanisms geometrically changing position, chalks and 

ochres eroding and bleeding and marks appearing on the white walls of the gallery. 

There were different time activations for each of the elements within the work that 

acted to bring attention to the fact that there are perceptions, experiences and markers 

of time beyond the linear. 

I am referencing and describing that there are different ways of perceiving time. I am 

comfortable to converse about events in ways that are often non-linear and non-

chronological. As I work towards creating my own meanings of the past from things that 

can never be fully recovered, I narrate across time and across cultures. I insert materials, 

mechanisms and actions that invite viewers to participate in stepping away from Mary 

Daly’s “clockocratic time”. I engage with ways that the individual perceives and 

Figure 47. Robert Andrew, Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017), detail showing suspended objects, photo by the artist. 
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experiences time in relation to physical, emotional and visceral influences that are 

dependent on where and how one places oneself at a given moment. In a recent 

conversation, new media artist Dr Michelle Barker30, spoke to me about her perceptions 

of time when she is surfing. She described the way that when she pushes herself under 

a wave, her perception of time changes. We have come to agree that this is not a linear 

and logical perception of time, but rather a visceral experience. When developing my 

visual life writing mechanisms, I invite physical hesitations and responses that are 

outside of cerebral and non-linear time connections. I have come to accept 

unpredictable responses to the unpredictable outcomes of my works and am glad to 

think this might make for broader and more complex understandings of time for my 

audience and that the work might encourage or at least refer to this visceral 

apprehension of time.   

Once the mechanisms were activated in Disruptive (ill)logic, the work made itself and 

did so beyond the boundaries of the ‘white box gallery space’ such as the variables of 

time, sun position, moon-rise, smell, internal and external electric lighting and weather. 

Each of these things were integrated into the whole work. The complexity of the 

 

30 This conversation took place at the opening of Experimenta: Make Sense in The Lockup Gallery, 
Newcastle, New South Wales, 2018. In the exhibition Michelle Barker and Anna Munster’s video work pull 
‘play(s) with our sense of temporality, forcing us to rethink our experiences as they relate to time through 
our immersion in the breaking of a wave overhead (Gye 2017). 

Figure 48. Robert Andrew, Disruptive (ill)Logic (2017), install shot, photo by the artist. 



75 
 

relationships between the operating and performing components was a way for me to 

honour some of my understandings and experiences of both time and the word ‘buru’. 

In this work, I used only one word that has come from only one language from over 250 

oral language groups that were within Australia at the time of colonisation. I am giving 

this one word a presence, a time and spaces to unfold itself and to experientially fold 

around the viewer. 

I do this in contrast to the frequently subjective nature of written text. With text such 

as documentation of ‘facts’ or written fictions, written words have frequently been 

given authority and a power over Indigenous oral stories. Written words from a 

dominating language in the form of governmental acts, decrees and orders are used to 

set limits and controls.31 I work to disrupt constricting, linear time and language and to 

bring these forth into sensory, visceral experience.  

 

 

 

  

 

31 An example of this kind of control is the ongoing difficulties that Indigenous language and cultural 
groups have in proving their ongoing connection to country through the Native Title process. In this 
process, peoples who orally carry their lore, their relationships, and their responsibilities to certain land 
areas are asked to prove their ‘rights’ to land against Western notions of land ownership and possession. 
Non-Indigenous legal written records are held as having primacy over oral accounts. Social, cultural and 
philosophically ways of being that are fundamentally different become evident in this flawed process. 
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Conclusion 

As detailed in this exegesis, I make machines that use the actions of scraping back, 

erasure and erosion to uncover the interface of Australian Indigenous and non-

Indigenous histories. In my art practice, I am scraping back surfaces, appearances and 

words and long historical connections to speak of my rich and living culture as an 

Indigenous Australian. My lived experience of my contemporary culture leads me to 

uncover hidden and forgotten Indigenous histories and to speak of the effects of things 

lost and gained since English-led colonisation began in Australia in 1770.  

My works began from my desire to visually peel back and expose the conqueror’s view 

of history as taught, in the English language, in my formative years at school. Since then, 

I have learnt how language is specific to cultural expression and experience, and I have 

chosen to use language to disrupt dominating, colonial narratives. An initial simple 

concept of mechanically erasing white chalk-written words off a black board has 

developed into my use of highly complex technology and machines to disrupt and 

subvert both the coloniser’s versions of history and the coloniser’s tools and technology.  

I design and build complex machines to assume my own power to tell the narrative of 

colonisation from an Indigenous perspective. Using technology as an Indigenous artist 

also makes stereotypes visible. That is, I disrupt persisting notions about Aboriginal 

culture being outside of technology or without technology.  

I use written text from my Yawuru language and I combine natural elements, such as 

stone, rocks, ochres, soil, burnt timber and water, that are activated by my machines. I 

do this to create performative and immersive environments where there are many 

different ways to interact with and to interpret text. At the same time, I act against the 

importance that is placed upon written text. I resist ways that written text has been used 

to negate the oral cultural base of Indigenous Australians. There are words that I cannot 

entirely understand unless I have learnt and experienced the word in the place it is used. 

I am unable to place words and concepts cerebrally within my experience outside of 

their cultural place of origin. I gather my own language and experiences and create 

three-dimensional cultural and linguistic responses. 

The individual materials and components in the works act like sentences within the 

stories of each of the works. Each material or physical component of the works 
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contributes its own history and experience. The complexities of the materials and 

mechanisms contribute to challenges in understanding how the machines work. While 

major components of the works are often clearly visible, the unseen aspects of the 

works act to draw viewers into a longer, slower time of engagement and provide a 

greater likelihood of thinking through socio-political messages held within the works. As 

culture is not fixed and is constantly evolving, I employ my research and I make works 

to demonstrate how language, text and technology can be used to subvert dominant 

colonial narratives. My hope is the tools of the coloniser can be repurposed to describe 

and assert authorship of Australian Aboriginal ways of being, to work towards positive 

change, and to create new spaces for dialogue and experience. 
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Appendices 

Video Links 

1 – The palimpsest machine - erosion process (2014) - YouTube 

2 – NITV Interview – Our Mutable Histories (2017) - YouTube 

3 – Data Stratification (2017) - YouTube 

4 – Corrupting the linear (2016) - YouTube 

5 – Transitional Texts (2015) - YouTube 

6 – Scraping back Transitional Text (2015)- YouTube 

7 – Moving from the Binary (2018) - YouTube 

8 – Touching Pindan (2016) - YouTube 

9 – Residual (2104) - YouTube 

10 – Dousing Whitewash Over the Burn (2017) ochre - YouTube 

11 – Disruptive (ill) Logic (2107) - YouTube 

 

 

  

https://youtu.be/_KUkahYqwWY?t=55s
https://youtu.be/RvgGnR9Ygzs
https://youtu.be/NdIQ5srBhNg
https://youtu.be/veh-Jdt_89M
https://youtu.be/gNpghGVXPKM
https://youtu.be/00GkaHv8v2Q
https://youtu.be/ecbjQ7kCzOk
https://youtu.be/L_ssMzxQsEk
https://youtu.be/Wrc4mji2hT0
https://youtu.be/R9DRjBVFuSY
https://youtu.be/9GMztfRmxGo
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Excerpts from A. O. Neville’s Australia's Coloured Minority: Its Place in the 

Community (1947) - the Aboriginal ‘problem’. 

“The solution to the ‘Halfcaste’ problem, however, lies not with Boards and 

Commissioners, but with ourselves. While we hold the mixed bloods at arm’s length, 

few of them will rise in the social and economic scale; they will be hangers-on and 

parasites.” (Neville 1947, 15) 

“The most interesting feature of the ‘half-caste’ problem is that local public opinion 

lags behind official policy in some parts of Australia – in New South Wales, for 

example. In that State, assimilation has been written into the Aborigines’ Act since 

1939.” (Neville 1947, 16) 

“The ‘half-caste’ problem is a challenge to our sense of fairness and fitness.” (Neville 

1947, 17) 

“Each of these is a separate problem as taken into account at the Canberra 

Conference, but hardly needs quite the same urgent consideration demanded of us as 

towards the utterly dispossessed derelict, unclassed coloured people euphoniously 

termed half-caste or half-blood. Not all of these are in this depressed condition. Some, 

advanced to white status, have already become completely merged into the 

community and are leading its customary life.” (Neville 1947, 30) 

“Although for one hundred and thirty years we have, as separate States, been trifling 

with one of our most difficult problems, the people as a whole have cared little, and a 

large section of the community said, in effect, ‘Let the natives alone; we can use them; 

we can handle them and their problems.’” (Neville 1947, 38) 

“As I see it, what we have to do is to elevate these people to our plane, and if 

intermarriage between them and ourselves becomes more popular, then we shall be 

none the worse for it. That will solve our problem itself.” (Neville 1947, 57) 

“Professor Cleland, of Adelaide University, said: ‘It seems to me that there can be only 

one satisfactory solution of the half-caste problem, and that is the ultimate absorption 

of these persons in the white community’.” (Neville 1947, 57)  

“The fact that the full-blood people are apparently dying out, while the coloured 

people are increasing and all the time slowly approaching us in culture and colour, 

lessens our problem of assimilation.” (Neville 1947, 58) 
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Exhibitions  

2014–2018 

Solo exhibitions 

2017  Disruptive (ill) logic, Metro Arts, Brisbane, Queensland 

Our Mutable Histories, Museum of Brisbane, Brisbane, Queensland 

2016  Scraping Back My Skin, Spiro Grace Art Rooms, Brisbane, Queensland 

2014  Residual Risk, The Hold Gallery, Brisbane, Queensland 

 

Group exhibitions 

2018  Myall Creek and Beyond, New England Regional Art Museum, Armidale, New 

South Wales 

Robert Andrew & Katie Breckon, Fox Galleries, Melbourne, Victoria 

Let's Get Dirt, Stanthorpe Regional Art Gallery, Stanthorpe, Queensland 

Experimenta Make Sense, Plimsoll Gallery, University of Tasmania, Hobart 

Colony: Frontier Wars, The Ian Potter Centre, National Gallery of Victoria, 

Melbourne, Victoria 

Experimenta Make Sense, The Lock-up, Newcastle, New South Wales 

New Dawn, Fox Galleries, Melbourne, Victoria 

2017  Let's Get Dirt, POP Gallery, Brisbane, Queensland 

Experimenta Make Sense, RMIT Gallery, Melbourne, Victoria 

St Andrew’s War Memorial Hospital Art Award 2011–15, Brisbane, Queensland 

Ars Electronica: Artificial Intelligence, Linz, Austria 

Maiwar, Brisbane Laneway Project, Brisbane, Queensland 

2016  Creativity of Things, Webb Gallery, Queensland College of Art, Griffith University, 

Brisbane, Queensland 

St Andrew’s War Memorial Hospital Art Award 2011–15, Brisbane, Queensland 

Tarrawarra Biennia: Endless Circulation, Tarrawarra Museum of Art, Healesville, 

Victoria 

2015  Drawn to Experience v2, POP Gallery, Australian National University Gallery, 

Canberra 
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Drawn to Experience v2, POP Gallery, Queensland College of Art, Griffith 

University, Brisbane, Queensland 

Churchie National Emerging Art Prize, Griffith University Art Gallery, Brisbane, 

Queensland 

Discerning Judgement, Supreme Court Library of Queensland, Brisbane, 

Queensland 

Superlinear, Spiro Grace Art Rooms, Brisbane, Queensland 

Moving Backwards into the Future, Ian Potter Centre, National Gallery of 

Victoria, Melbourne, Victoria 

Human Resources, The Hold Gallery, Brisbane, Queensland 

2014  Offset, Kuril Dhagun, State Library Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland 

St Andrew’s War Memorial Art Prize Exhibition, Brisbane, Queensland 

Solid!, Cairns Regional Gallery, Cairns, Queensland 
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