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Imaging Aboriginal Women in Australian Art and Portraiture 
1788-1960 

by Donna Leslie* 
 
The significance and relevance of this article is that it identifies and surveys a 
group of artists who made portraits of Australian Aboriginal women prior to 
1960. While the artists are known to the public individually, their 
acknowledgement as a group who share the same interest in the portraiture of 
Aboriginal women has not been investigated before. This article explores the 
historical imaging of Aboriginal women in Australian art and portraiture from 
1788 to 1960, a period defined by two distinct phases in relation to Aboriginal 
people. The first phase from 1788 to the 1930s is characterised by a simplistic 
interpretation of Aboriginal art and people, which tended to reflect evolutionist 
and ethnographic influences. The second phase from the 1930s to 1960, is 
characterised by increased anthropological emphases. When these phases are 
considered in light of the depiction of Aboriginal women in Australian portraiture, 
interesting characteristics are revealed. Historical change indicates that by the 
1950s more compassionate imaging of Aboriginal women conveys a sense that 
artistic renditions were also reflective of changing attitudes, artistic styles, 
unique creative strengths, and the perceptiveness of the individual artist.  

The article is written by an Aboriginal author. For historical accuracy, 
some outmoded or racist terms which may be considered offensive when 
included in other contexts, are used in this article when relevant. (e.g. “mixed-
race”, “full-blood”, “half-caste”, “race”, “native”, “white”). 
 
No study currently exists on Aboriginal women in Australian art and portraiture 
historically. Indeed, Australian art historiography reveals that there are gaps in 
the art historical canon in regard to portraiture generally. The history of 
Australian portraiture has been addressed mainly through studies of the 
colonial period (Buscombe 1979; Gilmour 2012). There have been some 
attempts to provide historical overviews of Australian portraiture in exhibition 
catalogues (Neville 1992; Sayers 2008; Gray 2010), but a comprehensive 
history of Australian portraiture from 1788 to the present day is still wanting. 
Since its establishment in 1994, publications by the National Portrait Gallery in 
Canberra, have made valuable contributions to the study of Australian 
portraiture mainly in thematic groupings (National Portrait Gallery “History” n.d.) 
(National Portrait Gallery 1994; National Portrait Gallery 2002; National Portrait 
Gallery 2008). There have been numerous books published on photographic 
portraiture (Mountford 1967; Weight 2004; Ogden 2008). There have also been 
numerous monographs published on individual Australian artists who have 
made strong personal commitments to portraiture (Leason 1934; Plomley 1965; 
Dargie 1985; Bryans 1995; Klepac 1998; Hylton 2003; Brack et. al. 2007; Ian 
Potter Museum of Art 2007; Cotter 2015). Art prizes, including the Archibald 
Prize at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, and the Doug Moran Portrait Prize 
also keep portraiture in the public eye, among others nationally (Ross 2013; 
Tweed Shire Council 1988; Moran Prizes 2019; National Portrait Gallery 2018; 
The Lester Prize 2019). Portraiture has clearly never lost its charm. 
 
* Associate Professor Donna Leslie is an art historian at the Queensland College of Art, 
Griffith University, who specialises in Australian art. 
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Setting the scene 
 
In my book, Aboriginal Art: Creativity and Assimilation (2008), I define 
Australian Aboriginal art in three distinct historical periods, which I also parallel 
with the ways Aboriginal people themselves were responded to by the 
colonising peoples. The first phase from the nineteenth century to the 1930s is 
defined by the interpretation of Aboriginal art and people, mainly through an 
evolutionist and ethnographic lens. The second phase from the 1930s to the 
1970s defines Aboriginal art and people mainly through an anthropological lens. 
The third phase from the 1970s to the present day is characterised as a time of 
“renaissance” and transformation in the way Aboriginal art, and indeed, 
Aboriginal people, have been critically interpreted and understood (Leslie 2008: 
19; Oxford Reference 2015).1 This article considers the first two phases with 
specific reference to the identification and depiction of Aboriginal women in 
Australian portraiture. For the purposes of this article I have chosen, however, 
to set the parameters of the second phase to 1960, because in regard to the 
portrayal of Aboriginal women in Australian portraiture, paintings by the 
Australian artist Margaret Olley [1923–2011], signalled a shift in the way 
Aboriginal women were portrayed in the 1960s (fig. 1). With Olley’s emphasis 
on painterly aesthetic rather than race, ethnology or anthropology, an entirely 
new way of seeing Aboriginal women had been born. In the case of mid to late 
twentieth century artists who were Olley’s contemporaries, there is growing 
evidence of the compassionate portrayal of Aboriginal people, and Aboriginal 
women, in visual narratives, history paintings and imagined mythology. These 
shall also be discussed. This article identifies key artists who made portraits of 
Aboriginal women historically, although it does not claim to be exhaustive. It 
represents a preliminary overview of many of the artists whose work is most 
distinctive in regard to the portrayal of Aboriginal women in Australian art, and 
it aims to show, through the artists and art identified in a more or less 
chronological order, the development of the portrayal of Aboriginal women in 
Australian art.2  

Historically, the interpretation of Aboriginal women as ethnographic and 
anthropological subjects profoundly influenced how they were portrayed in 
Australian art. Aboriginal women were often drawn, painted, or sculpted as 
interesting subjects to be studied and documented. After Charles Darwin 
[1809–1882], published The Origin of Species by Natural Selection: or, The 
preservation of favoured races in the struggle for life (1859) (Darwin 
1859/1968), ideas relating to evolutionism that were proposed by the 
nineteenth-century sociologist and philosopher, Herbert Spencer [1820–1903], 
soon led to a widespread belief in Social Darwinism. While the theory advocated 

                                                            
1 An anthropological focus relates to the “study of humankind” and “the study of human societies 
and their development”. An “ethnographic” focus relates to the “the scientific description of 
peoples and cultures with their customs, habits, and mutual differences”. An “evolutionist” focus 
relates to a belief in “the theories of evolution and natural selection”, which explain the origin of 
species and the idea that people are also subject to Darwinian laws that were applied to animals 
and plants. See definitions for: “anthropology”, “anthropological”, “ethnography”, and 
“evolutionist” (Oxford Reference 2015). 
2 It should be noted that cartoon imagery is not included in this study, because it represents an 
area of image-making for the popular press which has historically been interpreted separately 
to the Fine Arts. Aboriginal women were often imaged in negative and degrading cartoons 
historically (Conor 2016). 
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by Spencer is today “largely discredited,” it assumed that “individuals, groups, 
and peoples are subject to the same Darwinian laws of natural selection as 
plants and animals”. It was imagined that people who were categorised as 
superior would survive, while those considered weaker would naturally 
disappear, to the benefit of humankind. This influential concept was used as 
justification for “imperialism” and “racism” (Oxford Reference 2015; Reynolds 
1972: 100; McGregor 1997). Social Darwinism heavily influenced the 
interpretation of Aboriginal people in the late nineteenth century and early 
twentieth centuries, and it supported the widespread belief that Aboriginal 
people were a dying race. This idea also supported the invasion of Australia by 
the British (Reynolds: 100). Indeed, the “lowest form of humanity” was “sought 
for in Australia”, and this made research on Aboriginal people attractive 
(Latham 1850: 233, 238).  

Such ideas contrasted with the eighteenth-century myth of the “noble 
savage”, which was another powerful concept relating to the “romantic 
glorification of savage life”, whereby an Aboriginal person was imagined as not 
having been corrupted by civilised life (Britannica 2018; Ellingson 2001; Brown 
2012). Imagery relating to the “noble savage” typically featured Aboriginal 
people with idealised, classical proportions. Through this particular 
interpretation, so-called “full-blood” Aboriginal people who had no contact with 
European “civilisation” were considered “pristine and unbroken”, unlike the 
people of mixed racial heritage who were imagined tainted through contact with 
white society (Leslie 43–44). For this article, however, my focus shall mainly be 
upon artists whose depiction of Aboriginal women relates to evolutionist, 
ethnographic, and anthropological interpretations.  

“Female Aborigine of N.S.Wales”, 1889 (fig. 2), a lithograph 
characteristic of eighteenth and nineteenth-century imaginings of the “noble 
savage”, portrays a young Aboriginal woman, nude from the waist up and 
adorned with body scarification. The woman also wears a headband. Colonial 
artists who created illustrations like this were primarily interested in portraying 
Aboriginal women as pure and unblemished subjects encountered on journeys 
of exploration. They were documented alongside flora and fauna of Australia. 
During the first fledgling years of colonisation, European artists were 
undoubtedly fascinated by the new sights and encounters they were 
experiencing, and they sought to record their experiences in drawings, prints, 
and paintings. Early imaginings of the unspoiled “native”, while seemingly 
innocuous, were problematic because they propagated incorrect ideas that 
contributed to the ways that Aboriginal people were categorised racially. 

From 1788 to 1960, Joseph Lycett [c.1775–1828], the Port Jackson 
Painter, Benjamin Duterrau [1767–1851], Thomas Bock [1790–1855], Charles 
Rodius [1802–1860], John Skinner Prout [1805–1876], William Fernyhough 
[1809–1849], Benjamin Law [1807–1890], George French Angas [1822–1886], 
Robert Dowling [1827–1886], Tom Roberts [1856–1931], Benjamin Edwin 
Minns [1863–1937], Percy Leason [1889–1959], Russell Drysdale [1912–1981] 
Arthur Boyd [1920–1999], and David Boyd [1924–2011], made strong 
contributions to the portrayal of Aboriginal women in Australian art and 
portraiture. In photographic portraiture, Charles Alfred Woolley [1834–1922], 
John William Lindt [1845–1926], Charles Kerry [1857–1928], Axel Poignant 
[1906–1986], also made significant contributions. With few exceptions, what 
becomes clear, however, is that evolutionist, ethnographic and anthropological 
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influences had a profound impact upon the ways many of these artists and 
photographers portrayed Aboriginal women.  
 
Imaging Aboriginal women 
 
Historically, the imaging of Aboriginal people had mirrored and assisted in 
perpetuating how they were responded to and understood by the colonising 
peoples. The colonial period in Australia was awash with images of Aboriginal 
men hunting and fishing, for example, and occasionally, the imaging of 
Aboriginal women, usually in family contexts. Early colonial representations of 
Aboriginal women consisted mainly of sketches and prints. Drawings, 
watercolours, and paintings by the Port Jackson Painter, a term coined by the 
late art historian, Bernard Smith [1916–2011], to reference unidentified 
paintings of the early colonial period [1788–1790s], often focussed upon 
imagery relating to the early colony, animals and plants. These also included 
depictions of Aboriginal people undertaking daily activities such as occasional 
images of women undertaking familial duties (Smith and Wheeler 1988; 
Anemaat 2014). The First Fleet Collection in the Natural History Museum in 
London includes at least ten works of art by the Port Jackson Painter that depict 
women, including, “Portrait of an Aboriginal woman carrying a child on her 
shoulder”, c.1788–1797 (fig. 3), and “Aboriginal woman healing a child”, 
c.1788–1797 (fig. 4). Both paintings are naïve and simple illustrations, 
unembellished with the skilful attention of the more sophisticated artist, yet they 
convey respectively the way that children were held and carried, and a 
traditional Aboriginal method of healing. They are instructional images that 
convey what the artists encountered during the first years of the colony. 

The English, colonial artist and illustrator, Joseph Lycett [c.1775–1828], 
in paintings such as A Distant View of Sydney and the Harbour, Captain Piper’s 
Naval Villa at Eliza Point on the Left, in the Foreground a Family of Aborigines, 
c.1817 (fig. 5), and (Sydney from the North Shore), 1827 (fig. 6), documents, 
for example, Aboriginal people living peacefully on the periphery of nearby 
colonial settlements. While making his living as an artist in the early colony, 
Lycett painted numerous watercolours depicting Aboriginal people. His 
paintings are differentiated from many other colonial artistic interpretations 
because he portrayed Aboriginal people continuing with their traditional 
activities and he chose not to portray them as marginalised figures in the 
landscape, but rather to foreground them in his compositions, symbolically 
acknowledging their presence (National Library of Australia “Lycett Collection” 
n.d.; Anemaat 2014; Maynard 2014; National Gallery of Victoria 2011; Lycett 
2006; Lycett 1990). Lycett usually included women in family groups, carrying 
their infants and walking with their children.  

While paintings of the Port Jackson Painter and Lycett reflect an interest 
in illustration and documentation, by the 1830s many artists began to respond 
to the idea that Aboriginal people were heading towards extinction. The most 
famous Aboriginal woman in portraiture of the nineteenth century was Truganini 
[c.1812–1876], who was drawn and painted by several notable nineteenth-
century artists, with this belief in mind. The English artist, Benjamin Duterrau 
[1767–1851], in his copperplate etching, Truggernana, a native of southern part 
of V. D. Land, 1835 (fig. 7), portrays Truggernana (also referred to as Truganini) 
as a young woman with a friendly demeanour, clothed in traditional dress which 
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is comprised of animal skins and shell necklaces (Bonyhady and Lehman 
2018). In Duterrau’s oil painting, Portrait of Truganini, daughter of the Chief of 
Bruny Island, Van Diemen's Land, c.1835 (fig. 8), Truganini stands before the 
painter, smiling gently as if before the lens of a camera. Violence on the colonial 
frontier caused the death of members of her family, and it was widely and 
erroneously believed during her lifetime and well into the twentieth century that 
she was the last of her people. Later, it was established that descendants of 
Tasmania’s Aboriginal people had survived on neighbouring islands and that 
genocidal endeavours had not been absolute. Duterrau made portraits of 
Aboriginal people who were relocated to Wybalenna Mission on Flinders Island, 
and Truganini was among them. He recorded for posterity the remaining group 
because they were believed to be the last (Desmond 2009; Aboriginal Heritage 
Tasmania “Aboriginal Historical Places: Wybalenna” n.d.). After Truganini’s 
death and burial, her skeleton was taken from its grave and in the early 
twentieth century placed on public display in the Tasmanian Museum for more 
than four decades. In 1976, when her bones were returned to the Aboriginal 
community and cremated, her ashes were scattered in the sea off Bruny Island, 
her traditional homeland. She became a stark reminder of the brutality of 
colonisation and the tragedy of the British invasion for Aboriginal people. She 
became, also, a courageous icon, “shrouded in myth and legend”, and an 
interesting subject for many artists, during her lifetime and posthumously (Ryan 
and Smith 1976). 

After working as a miniature painter and engraver in London, the English 
artist and engraver, Thomas Bock [1790–1855], arrived in Hobart as a convict 
in 1824. Bock established a reputation as a portrait painter and Jane Franklin 
[1791–1875], wife of the lieutenant-governor of Tasmania, John Franklin [1786–
1847], commissioned him to paint a series of portraits of Aboriginal people 
(Woodward 1966). The pencil drawings, watercolours, prints and oils he 
produced, are considered highlights in colonial portraiture because they were 
thought to “reveal the character of the sitter” and the “likeness” (Bryden 1966). 
The lithograph, Fanny, Native of Port Dalrymple, V. D. Land, 1889 (fig. 9) 
(Gilmour 2012; Queen Victoria Museum & Art Gallery 1991), communicates the 
moving reality of such portraits as a form of memorial. 

In the 1830s and 1840s, the German artist, Charles Rodius [1802–1860], 
made a series of lithographic portraits featuring Aboriginal men and their wives 
in Sydney, including Natives of New South Wales, (Biddy Salmander: Broken-
Bay Tribe, Bulkabra: Chief of Botany, N.S.Wales, Gooseberry, Queen of 
Bungaree), c.1831–1834 (fig. 10). In 1834, the Sydney Gazette and New South 
Wales Advertiser reported that Rodius’s portraits “would prove very acceptable 
present to friends in England” (Sydney Gazette 1834: 2). In 1840, he also made 
a second series of Aboriginal portraits (Gray 1967; Gilmour 2012). His 
lithographs contributed to an acknowledgement of Aboriginal people in the early 
colony, even though they were primarily purposeful as ethnographic imagery 
that was intended to present Aboriginal “types”.  

The English artist, John Skinner Prout [1805–1876], was for the main 
part a self-trained artist, although he received some instruction in lithography. 
In the early 1840s, when he visited Tasmania, Prout gave lectures, made 
sketches, and published his illustrations. When he returned to London in the 
1850s, he exhibited his art and continued to publish his illustrations, becoming 
known for his depictions of Aboriginal people, including Aboriginal women 
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(Hodgman 1967). Prout’s portrait, Native, New South Wales, 1841–1844 (fig. 
11) (Brown 1986), of an Aboriginal woman smoking a pipe and wearing a 
headscarf, indicates the stylistic characteristics common to his illustrations, 
which have a lively quality suggesting they were painted in situ. Indeed, Bessy 
Clark V. D. L., 1845 (fig. 12), was made in early 1845, when Prout made a two-
month long visit to Wybalenna Aboriginal Mission. It seems likely he sketched 
with the women seated before him. A curatorial note on the British Museum 
website records that Prout made a series of twenty-one portraits of Aboriginal 
people on this visit (The British Museum 2019). 

William Fernyhough [1809–1849], a silhouette artist and lithographer, 
also produced a series of portraits of Aboriginal people in the 1830s. Like Prout, 
Fernyhough portrayed women in his own distinctive style. He made twelve 
portraits for his employer, J. G. Austin & Co., a printing firm which was active at 
the time. The series, which includes four portraits of Aboriginal women, 
Gooseberry, 1836, Jemmy, 1836, Mary, 1836, and Punch, wife of Cullabaa, 
Broken Bay tribe, 1836, was intended as a set that would characterise Australia 
and portray “faithful likenesses” that would be an attractive gift for “friends in 
England”. They would, not only characterise Australia but “examine the 
portrayed individuals in the light of current phrenological and physiological 
theories” (National Portrait Gallery Punch 1836) (fig. 13). The lithograph titled, 
Punch (fig. 14), provides an example of a portrait of an Aboriginal woman which 
indicates the changing world that Aboriginal people were thrust into as a 
consequence of the invasion of their country. The woman wears European 
clothes, and its simplicity emphasises the power of the image. 

In the mid-1830s, the English sculptor Benjamin Law [1807–1890], 
created portrait sculptures of the surviving Aboriginal people of Tasmania, 
attempting to make a living by making bronze sculptures and selling duplicates 
that were sent throughout the colony and abroad. Trucaninny, wife of 
Woureddy, 1836 (fig. 15), and Bust of Truganini, c.1836 (fig. 16), provide 
examples of cast plaster sculptures painted with dramatic effect. Documenting 
Aboriginal people was considered normal and the hurry to do so corresponded 
with the belief that the race was heading fast towards extinction. Late 
nineteenth-century scientific endeavours to collect the human remains of 
Aboriginal people were known to Truganini, who feared that her remains would 
be dealt with in the way they inevitably were (Florek n.d.). Portraits imbued with 
the powerful belief that Aboriginal people were declining, stand as a memorial 
and testament to this history.  

The English painter, printmaker and illustrator, George French Angas 
[1822–1886], who was also trained as a natural history artist, arrived in 
Adelaide, South Australia, in 1844. Angas made drawings and lithographs of 
Aboriginal people, their material culture, and the natural world (Morgan 1966). 
His interest in ethnology is evident in illustrations he made for South Australia 
Illustrated (1847) (fig. 17), a large book containing sixty lithographs. A hand-
coloured title page image for South Australia Illustrated, in the National Gallery 
of Victoria collection, reflects his interest in Aboriginal people. Angas combines 
his interest in ethnology with images of the natural world and portrays the 
Aboriginal woman as caregiver. One woman carries a child upon her shoulders 
and is depicted in the upper left-hand side of the composition as if looking 
hopefully towards the future, while another, cuddles a dog or dingo pup upon 
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her lap, while seated next to an adolescent child. Such imagery appears to be 
a form of acknowledgement. 

Robert Dowling [1827–1886], painted portraits and scenes depicting 
Aboriginal people, including Tasmanian Aborigines, 1856–1857 (fig. 18), and 
Group of Natives of Tasmania, 1860 (fig. 19), which include Aboriginal women. 
After his arrival in Hobart as a child, Dowling was part of an English culture in 
Tasmania which included painters and other artisans. The culturally diverse 
English colony gave him an opportunity to be surrounded by other portrait 
painters, including Thomas Bock (Radford n.d.). Portraits Dowling made of 
Aboriginal women in the 1850s include Truggernana, of Recherche Bay, Van 
Diemen’s Land, 1853–1854 (or 1854–1856) (fig. 20), and Woman from Maria 
River, 1856 (fig. 21) (Jones 2010), which are haunting history paintings and a 
form of memorialisation. 

In the 1890s, Tom Roberts [1856–1931] interpreted Aboriginal people as 
individuals. Born in England, Roberts emigrated to Australia with his family as 
a teenager. He attended the National Gallery School in Melbourne and became 
interested in landscape painting. While he has been acclaimed for landscapes, 
and paintings of pastoral life, Roberts also established a reputation for portrait 
painting (Cotter 2015; Gray et. al. 2015; Eagle 1997; McQueen 1996). From 
1885 to 1900, most of his paintings were portraits. In 1892, when he travelled 
north to Queensland, he painted Aboriginal people as “individuals rather than 
types” (Topliss 1988; Art Gallery of New South Wales. Tom Roberts 
“Biography” n.d.). In Portrait of an Aboriginal Woman (Maria Yulgilbar), c.1895 
(fig. 22), Roberts captures the inner silence of his model and seems to look 
beyond the attitudes of his day to the character of his subject. 

Benjamin Edwin Minns [1863–1937], a watercolourist and printmaker, 
painted portraits of Aboriginal women that share a similar sensitivity. While his 
portraits are nameless, as indicated by their titles, they address Aboriginal 
women as ethnographic “types”. Australian Aboriginal female, Sydney, 1895, 
otherwise titled, Aboriginal woman, Sydney, New South Wales, 1895, provides 
an example. The idea that Aboriginal people were a dying race continued to 
make them interesting subjects to record (fig. 23). Examples include Aboriginal 
girl, 1894, otherwise titled, Aboriginal study, Bermagui, New South Wales, 1894 
(fig. 24), Aboriginal study, 1925 (fig. 25), and South Coast New South Wales 
Aboriginal, c.1932 (fig. 26).  

The Australian artist Percy Leason [1889–1959], born in Victoria, painted 
a series of twenty-eight portraits of Aboriginal people in the 1930s. These were 
part of a group of portraits of Aboriginal men and women which Leason painted 
in the Aboriginal community of Lake Tyers Mission Station in East Gippsland, 
Victoria. Leason, who was also known as an illustrator and cartoonist, began 
his career as a lithographer. In 1934, he accompanied the anthropologist, 
Donald Thomson, on a field trip to Lake Tyers. A number of the portraits he 
made there were of Aboriginal women (National Portrait Gallery “Percy Leason” 
2018; Tasca 2016; Leason 1999; Leason 1934). Leason’s portrait, Mrs Clara 
Hunt (1872–1948), 1934 (National Portrait Gallery “Mrs Clara Hunt” n.d.), in the 
State Library of Victoria’s collection, was the most senior woman Leason 
painted. Clara Hunt was reluctant at first to have her portrait taken, and it has 
been suggested that she was concerned she might be asked to sit for Leason 
unclothed from the waist up. She had allegedly experienced having been 
“stripped to the waist” when she was photographed by Donald Thomson (fig. 
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27) (National Portrait Gallery “Mrs Clara Hunt” n.d.). It is clear by her portrait, 
however, that although she was not asked to take off her blouse, it was 
nonetheless unbuttoned down the front, exposing part of her left breast. 
Leason’s portraits were “conceived as an anthropological record”, yet the late 
Andrew Sayers, the former director of the National Portrait Gallery, wrote that 
his portraits were considered a highlight of twentieth-century portraiture. He 
explains that Leason “believed in the possibility of an objective mode of 
painting” which was a way to find the “truth in the faces of his subjects” (Sayers 
n.d.). Leason is said to have expressed a “deep affection for the Australian 
scene and much concern for the vanishing aborigines” (Blake 1986), yet his 
views reflected the societal attitudes of his time, and imaginings that the only 
outcome for Aboriginal people would be their demise and eventual extinction.  
 
Photographing Aboriginal women 
 
In 1866, the photographer Charles Alfred Woolley [1834–1922], took 
photographic portraits of Truganini while he was working in Hobart, which were 
exhibited in Melbourne’s Intercolonial Exhibition that year. His photographs, 
including Trukanini, 1866 (fig. 28), were of interest to anthropological circles 
and were collectable. They were translated into engravings and prepared for 
publication. In later years, Woolley’s photographs of Truganini were reprinted 
by John Watt Beattie [1859–1930], a photographer and collector (fig. 29).  

Late nineteenth century photographs artificially constructed in studio 
settings also portrayed Aboriginal women for ethnographic purposes. 
Recording women semi-clothed with their breasts exposed was usual. John 
William Lindt [1845–1926] photographed Aboriginal people in various poses in 
studio settings. In a series of studio portraits of Aboriginal people from the 
Clarence River, New South Wales, Lindt constructed what he intended to 
portray as a natural environment. In (Clarence River Aborigines), c.1873 (fig. 
30), a young Aboriginal couple sit before a bark dwelling, semi-clothed in 
Aboriginal and European dress, and the woman is portrayed bare-breasted. 
The male holds a kangaroo tail, indicating successful hunting and the food they 
are about to consume.  

The Australian photographer Charles Kerry [1857–1928] and his highly 
successful photographic firm, Kerry & Co., made numerous photographs and 
portraits of Aboriginal people, including Aboriginal women in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. In 1885, Kerry prepared a series of Aboriginal 
portraits for the 1886 Colonial and Indian Exhibition, held in London (Burke 
1983). By the early twentieth century, picture postcards were mass-produced 
and often hand-coloured. Kerry’s studio produced a series of postcards of 
Aboriginal women and wildflowers including, Aboriginal Princess, 1901–1907 
(fig. 31), and An Australian wild flower, 1901–1907 (fig. 32). Other such 
postcards including A queen of the soil and a queen’s castle, 1907–1915 (fig. 
33), and Aboriginal Mia Mia, c.1907–1915 (fig. 34), indicate an interest in 
recording Aboriginal women in their home environments (Conor 2006: 197–
218).  

In photographs like “Cairns District Aboriginals”, c.1890–1910, 
photographers sought to document Aboriginal women in their traditional familial 
context, albeit one threatened by change as a consequence of colonisation (fig. 
35). In Aboriginals, N.S.W., c.1890–1903 (fig. 36), a studio setting that portrays 
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an Aboriginal family, an anonymous photographer records the group in a 
context which was intended to be distributed as a postcard. Images of traditional 
life contrasted by European influences were common in photographs of the late 
nineteenth century.  

The English photographer, Axel Poignant [1906–1986], adopted a 
completely different approach as a portrait photographer when he took 
compassionate photos of Aboriginal people in the 1940s. Primarily interested 
in the “photo-essay”, Poignant aimed to explore the humanity of Aboriginal 
people, and he developed relationships with his subjects while travelling 
throughout outback Australia. The “low angles and closely cropped frames 
appear more natural and relaxed than the stark compositions of earlier 
ethnographic photography”. In portraits like Aboriginal woman with new born 
baby, Canning Stock Route, Western Australia, 1942 (fig. 37), and Aboriginal 
stockwoman, on the Canning Stock Route, 1942 (fig. 38), although Poignant 
does not give the women he has photographed names, his portraits 
nevertheless convey a warmth not evident in earlier photographic portraits of 
nameless Aboriginal women.3 
 
Painting history and allegory 
 
The English Australian artist, Russell Drysdale, painted Aboriginal people in a 
new light in the 1950s, painting his subjects through a similar compassionate 
lens. In Shopping day, 1953 (fig. 39), and (Group of Aboriginal people), 
otherwise titled, Group of Aborigines, Cape York, Queensland, 1953 (fig. 40), 
two excellent examples in the collection of the Art Gallery of New South Wales, 
Drysdale captures the human condition through a humanist and sensitive 
approach rather than one of ethnographic documentation. He also employs a 
similar approach in the watercolour, Aboriginal family, c.1956 (fig. 41) 
(Heathcote 2013; Klepac 2009; Smith 1997). Before Drysdale, as previously 
noted, European artists had often depicted Aboriginal people as if to capture 
the prevailing attitude that they were a “dying race”. The Australian art historian, 
Mary Eagle, writes that Drysdale “sought to represent people in their places”, 
many of whom “tended to be Aboriginal”. It was as if he was seeking to establish 
a “national identity”, but his painted characters were clearly about the creation 
or emphasis of “myth” (Eagle 2007) (fig. 42). Paintings of wartime domesticity, 
deserted towns, and people living in the bush became the hallmark of his work. 
In Mangula, 1961 (fig. 43), Drysdale painted a young Aboriginal woman, 
standing nude alongside a group of carved poles, partially covered by a pole 
and shadows cast upon her body. Mangula differs from the treatment of the 
female nude in Western art because Drysdale paints her in a cultural 
“environment”, somewhat reminiscent of the paintings Paul Gaughin [1848–
1903] made of Tahitian women in the late nineteenth century. Mangula appears 

                                                            
3 It is important to acknowledge that the photographic work of the Australian anthropologist 
Norman Tindale includes photographs of Aboriginal women. Tindale’s photographs, however, 
are not included in this study because they were compiled specifically in the anthropological 
context as part of a record of genealogies. While Tindale’s photographic portraits were not 
taken for artistic purposes, today they are an important resource for the Aboriginal communities 
he visited. “Over 50,000 Indigenous people are included in the genealogies. The records also 
include thousands of named photographic portraits.” (AIATSIS Family History Unit 2020). 
Significant records by Tindale are held in the South Australian Museum (South Australian 
Museum 2020). 
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to stare into the distance, beyond the gaze of the artist, and although her image 
has a dreamlike quality, it is also a reminder of Aboriginal presence.  

From 1957 to 1959, Drysdale’s colleague, Arthur Boyd [1920–1999] 
painted Aboriginal people in his “Love, marriage and death of a half-caste” 
series, commonly known as “The Bride” series, comprised of thirty-one 
paintings which explore an ill-fated romance between an Aboriginal trooper 
and his mixed-race bride. Boyd painted an intense allegory of catastrophe and 
heartbreak, and when in 1958 he exhibited the paintings in Melbourne, they 
highlighted the exclusion of Aboriginal people from mainstream society. The 
series is a moral story, which has been interpreted as a “yearning for spiritual 
fulfilment”, and yet it has all the passion and raw emotion of the 
Expressionists. Inspired in part by the dreamlike bride imagery of Marc 
Chagall [1887–1985], Boyd’s first work of the series was received with 
disinterest, but his later compositions which are ambitious and confronting, 
enthralled his audience. They communicate “not only the problems of the 
Aboriginal situation but of human relationships” in imagery reminiscent of a 
theatrical set. They convey a strength of feeling connected to Boyd’s travels 
to Central Australia in 1953 when he witnessed for the first time the dire 
poverty and alienation of Aboriginal people, segregated from white society and 
subjected to Government controls (Bonhams “Arthur Boyd” n.d.; McKenzie 
2000; Pearce 1993; Boyd et. al. 2014; Bungey 2007; Art Gallery of New South 
Wales “Arthur Boyd” n.d.). Shearers playing for a bride, 1957 (fig. 44), features, 
for example, the intensely imagined narrative that captivates all who enter its 
drama and mystery. In Bridegroom and gargoyle, 1958 (fig. 45), another 
painting of the series, the allegory presents a kind of ominous tone, with 
gargoyles sitting upon an old Australian homestead that casts shadows upon 
the ground on which the protagonist struggles with his bride. The image calls 
out to be decoded, and its mystery remains unsettling. 

Around the same period that Arthur Boyd was painting his “Bride” series, 
his younger brother David Boyd [1924–2011], also an artist, explored the 
Aboriginal story through history painting. While working on his “Truganini” 
series, David Boyd made earthenware sculptures including, The offering: 
Truganini, 1960 (fig. 46), and a powerful series of paintings and prints about 
Truganini, including the oil painting, Truganini – a dream of childhood, (also 
titled, Truganini’s dream of childhood), 1958–1959 (fig. 47), in the National 
Gallery of Australia collection. The expressionist nature of these works of art 
takes the viewer into the journey of the historical matriarch in a way that no 
other previous imagery was able to do, except for the Charles Woolley portraits 
of 1866, and the portrait sculptures of Benjamin Law in the 1830s. 
 
Final thoughts 
 
A changing response to Aboriginal people is immediately evident in the work of 
painters like Drysdale and the Boyd’s, who differ from their predecessors 
because they approach the Aboriginal portrait and the imaging of Aboriginal 
women differently. They communicate the Aboriginal situation with feeling, 
compassion and sensitivity. This was not merely reflective of changing stylistic 
developments in Australian art, but rather, a shifting focus in the relationship 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. Until the 1950s, the 
depiction of Aboriginal women was largely ethnographic and anthropological, 
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but by the mid-twentieth century figurative painters who were interested in 
rendering a more personal relationship with Aboriginal people emerged. While 
this might not have necessarily meant direct contact with Aboriginal people as 
in Drysdale’s case, for example, it did indicate that artists were thinking about 
and feeling deeply about the treatment of Aboriginal people historically, and the 
need to express empathy and an underlying desire for positive change. They 
responded to a growing awareness that Aboriginal people could be understood, 
not merely objectively through study, but in relationship to the artist and the 
Australian society that had until this time treated them as outcasts. The art and 
artists identified in this article indicate a developing relationship towards a 
“feeling” response to Aboriginal people, and indeed to Aboriginal women as 
fellow human beings, rather than as ethnographic subjects to be studied. It is 
the emotionally laden personal response of Drysdale and the Boyd’s in 
particular, that also signifies, the establishment of a new relationship with 
Aboriginal people, one which reflects increased acknowledgement of the need 
for equality. 
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