
It is futile, you would think, to 
continue dismissing the sovereignty 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people. Historical evidence 
exists, documented by explorers 
and ‘discoverers’ writing about their 
encounters and experiences with 
Indigenous people. Such accounts are 
now being reinterpreted by Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
from our perspectives. For example, 
the	Dharawal	people’s	words	on	first	
contact with the British at Botany Bay 
/ Kamay have been mistranslated as 
‘go away’, when in fact they were 
likely warning each other that the 
white sailors were ghosts, literally ‘the 
dead’.1 An excerpt from one of James 
Cook’s journal entries made on 22 
April 1770 from the HMS Endeavour’s 
first	voyage	(1768–1771)	records	that

… we steerd along shore NNE 
having a gentle breeze at SW. 
and were so near the Shore as to 
distinguish several people upon 
the Sea beach they appear’d to be 
of a very dark or black Colour but 
whether this was the real colour 
of their skins or the C[l]othes 
they might have on I know not... 2

That’s	right	Jim,	we	were	here	first.	
And we are black. For anyone who has 
gone through the Australian education 
system, until very recently, the truth 
of our history was hidden. The British 
legal doctrine of terra nullius falsely 
applied in the colonising of Australia 
was only overturned in 1992 with 
the High Court’s Mabo decision. 
Colonial assumptions of an empty land 
belonging to no one always were and 
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The colours of ochre are sacred to 
Aboriginal people. Its application to 
the body, to canvas and to our Country, 
is	significant	through	life,	from	birth	
to death. It is integral to ceremonial 
practices, from sacred men’s and 
women’s business to collective and 
more public celebrations. Motifs, 
designs,	and	symbols	highlight	specific	
and exclusive identities for individuals 
and communities. Adornments tell 
more than a simple story, as colours 
are aligned with certain meanings, 
uses and environments. Kin to the 
land, ochre connects Aboriginal people 
to sovereignty in diverse forms and 
times. The use of ochre locates us, and 
places Aboriginal people solidly within 
the many nations that make up the 
continent of Australia. As Mornington 
Island dancer Grayson Williams says,

In our performance, each body 
painting represents our totem, 
like a certain part of the country 
on the Island. And not only that, 
that is how we identify ourselves, 
the way we communicate to each 
other: we know we are of one 
family. Each family group carries 
one totem and if you see someone 
with the same body painting, 
you know they are part of your 
family. Dreamtime stories, like 
every body painting that we got 
on there, they relate back to the 
Island like a certain story place 
on the Island where that certain 
body painting is: it’s part of 
our country and there is a story 
place there…it’s important to us 
because we have to look after 
that certain story and the totem.3

For over 60,000 years Aboriginal 
people have utilised and embraced 
the colours of red, black, yellow, and 
white. Usage and meanings varying 
from place to place, but there are some 
commonalities. The colour black, 
which is usually derived from coal 
or charcoal, is known to be used for 
men’s business and in some places 
represents the earth. White often 
represents spirits, ancestors and the 
sky, but most importantly is used 
for funerals and related mourning or 
Sorry Business. Yellow is connected 
to women’s business and can also 
represent the earth and land. Red is 
representative	of	fire,	energy,	power,	
protection, and strength, but commonly 
and	most	significantly	linked	to	blood.	
The term for red in some areas is the 
same as the word for blood, and it is 
highly valued and sacred especially 
in relation to men’s law and power.

Colours evoke strong emotions 
and personal responses, but our 
sacred colours were given a particular 
nations-wide resonance with the 
creation	of	the	Aboriginal	flag	by	
artist Harold Thomas in 1971.4 As he 
described his choice of colour, the 
three distinct earthy colours black, 
yellow and red, portray Aboriginal 
people; the sun (giver of life); and 
the earth and it’s use as ochre in 
ceremonies and Aboriginal peoples’ 
spiritual relation to the land. Together, 
these colours are given a purpose, 
they have authority. Bright is the sea 
of sovereignty that black, yellow, 
and red expresses during protests and 
public marches. Pride they exude 
when depicted in art, worn as clothing, 
and woven into a range of crafts. 

always will be contested by Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. For 
us, there is nothing more powerful 
than images sighting representations 
of our sovereignty, our identity 
and importantly our resistance. 

The visual sovereignty of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people has always been here and is 
observed in many forms. Our mere 
presence is visual and truth telling, 
but it is also crucial to have imagery 
and	our	identity	reflected	in	the	
landscapes of Australian history. 
Representations of ourselves are 
important to our wellbeing, our 
self-worth, and our place in society. 
Reflections	of	who	we	are	have	
been key in combating a colonial 
narrative that deemed us invisible. 

Art holds a prominent role 
in our visibility, enhancing the 
voice of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander sovereignty, politics, 
culture, and identity. Images 
transcend historical records and 
anthropological	texts	filled	with	
common misunderstandings. Art’s 
function is assertive, its outcome 
powerful. My initial thoughts on the 
concept of ‘visual sovereignty’ were 
flooded	with	images	rich	in	vibrant	
colours. The colours of our art, our 
flag,	our	people	and	our	land.	These	
artistic representations range from the 
enduring use of ochres in rock art and 
bark paintings, to theatre, dance and 
works of contemporary visual art in 
multicoloured depictions of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander sovereignty.

Colour has always been 
associated with our sovereignty. Our 
surroundings are enhanced by colour. 
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Honour they display when chosen 
to lead, campaign and promote our 
people’s ideas, politics, and culture.

The visual sovereignty of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people has been illuminated by use of 
a multitude of colours, for example in 
the acrylic ‘dot’ painting movement. 
Diverse works of contemporary art 
representing our culture and our 
people, and landscapes from the desert 
to the sea, grace the walls of homes 
and institutions worldwide. As my 
Gooreng Gooreng cousin Tom Kirk 
says, ‘It’s a constant reminder, that not 
for any of the hundreds of Aboriginal 
nations across the continent, was 
sovereignty ever ceded.’5

With these thoughts in mind, 
I turn to the work of my father, 
noted Aboriginal artist Ron Hurley 
(1946–2002). A Gooreng Gooreng 
and Mununjali man, he was born in 
Brisbane and grew up in the suburb of 
Holland Park. Ron’s natural talent for 
drawing and painting was recognised 
early by his family and teachers. His 
art career began after he left school 
in 1961 and worked as a signwriter, 
screen-printer, commercial artist 
and teacher. An early memory of my 
mother’s was one of his jobs, painting 
the Queensland government logos 
on top of buildings in Brisbane’s 
CBD, as we sat on the footpath below 
waiting for him to descend for lunch. 
A dedicated student, he gained two 
degrees,	the	first	in	Fine	Arts	at	the	
Queensland College of Art (then Seven 
Hills Art College), where he was the 
first	Aboriginal	person	to	graduate	in	
1976. He later gained his diploma of 
Visual Arts at Kelvin Grove Teachers 

College (later QUT) in 1978, where he 
became an arts and ceramics teacher.

Forever a practicing artist 
following	his	first	solo	show	in	1966,	
Ron’s talent and humour spread 
through everything in his life. I recall 
being the only student at school 
whose textbooks stood out. Contact 
covered with his cartoon caricatures 
of Queensland politicians, they didn’t 
meet school regulations, but they 
made the teachers laugh. His rise 
to professional artist was rapid. He 
was	prolific	across	a	multitude	of	
media including painting, sculpture, 
ceramics, printmaking, jewellery, 
and public art. He travelled far and 
wide, working, teaching, sharing, 
and learning everything he could 
about art. In 1992, Ron was awarded 
the Aboriginal Art Committee of 
the Australia Council’s Paris Studio 
Residency at the Cite Internationale 
des Arts.	This	first	overseas	trip	and	
travel in Europe resulted in hybrid 
works in which he Aboriginalised 
iconic European works such as 
Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, later exhibited 
in From Pormpuraaw to Paris at 
Hogarth Gallery in Sydney. His work 
was widely collected publicly and 
privately to see him recognised as one 
of Australia’s leading contemporary 
Aboriginal artists, often acknowledged 
in	Brisbane	art	circles	as	the	first	
Queensland Aboriginal artist to 
totally consummate the marriage 
between Aboriginal and Western Art.

A leader, mentor and passionate 
advocate for First Nations arts and 
artists, his achievements included 
being	the	first	Aboriginal	member	
of the Board of Trustees of the 

Queensland Art Gallery (1996–97). 
He was Chairman of the Visual Arts 
Committee, Australia Council for 
the Arts (1993–96), and co-designer 
of the Sydney Olympics 2000 logo 
with graphic designer Michael 
Bryce. Between 2000–02 as Chair 
of the Queensland Government’s 
Queensland Indigenous Art Marketing 
and Export Agency (QIAMEA), 
Department of Trade, he helped 
raise	the	profile	of	Queensland’s	
Indigenous art and artists nationally 
and internationally. Ron immortalised 
Aboriginal people through his work 
capturing the stories of many key 
figures	including	Albert	Namatjira,	
Vincent Lingiari, Neville Bonner, 
Pastor Don Brady, Pemulwuy and his 
Gooreng Gooreng Elders and family. 

One of the most captivating 
elements of a painting is its colour. It 
can shift thought and reaction, deeply 
effecting the way the viewer perceives 
it. The colours of sovereignty, black, 
yellow, and red were prominent in 
Ron’s artwork. In addition, his artistic 
mind and creativity led him to explore 
the sovereignty of other colours, 
adopting them to redirect focus 
onto the circumstance of Aboriginal 
people. Expressions of his views on 
life, Ron’s art also spoke to his strong 
beliefs about mortality and religion.

The inclusion of gold in Ron’s 
work was purposeful. Gold is 
widely celebrated as the colour and 
embodiment of power, wealth, and 
prestige. It’s symbolically related to 
royalty and in religion to represent 
Godliness, saintliness, holiness, and 
purity. From the golden glaze on 
his ceramics to the gold leaf in his 

Opposite:
Ron Hurley
George Johnson, 1989
oil & gold leaf on canvas
Courtesy of the Bundaberg 
Regional Galleries 
Collection
© The Hurley Estate/
Copyright Agency, 2021
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paintings, Ron’s use and interpretation 
of	this	colour	was	significant,	applied	
in his ceramics it seals in totemic, 
ancestral and spiritual stories. He used 
the embossing technique to create 
golden images of his Gooreng Gooreng 
totem, Gnyala the owl. Gold halos the 
heads and surrounding backgrounds 
of Aboriginal people in his portraiture 
and paintings, which celebrates and 
elevates them to the status of icons 
as represented in European religious 
painting traditions. Ron gave regal 
standing to the portrayal of his 
people in recognition of their great 
character, knowledge, and leadership. 
This	is	exemplified	in	the	portrait	of	
his Elder, George Everett Johnson 
now in the Bundaberg Art Gallery. 
As Ron explained, his uncle was ‘a 
human encyclopaedia in terms of the 
intimate knowledge he possesses of 
the Goreng Goreng people’s history.’6 

Ron’s Bradman bowled Gilbert, 
(1989) in the QAGOMA collection, 
is one of his best known and most 
referenced works. It is a metaphorical 
salute to one of Ron’s favourite 

sportsmen. It tells the famous story 
of a cricket match in 1931 in which 
Aboriginal cricketer Eddie Gilbert 
(1905–1978) bowled Sir Donald 
Bradman for a duck. Not surprisingly, 
and sadly, Gilbert’s story is one 
of traumatisation by the colonial 
process of assimilation while being 
crucified	by	Australian	society	for	
his skills and talent, not unlike 
the treatment of Albert Namatjira 
(1902–1959). Ron’s painting was not 
only a renaissance but a resistance. 

In my portraits, I have Eddie 
bowling and Bradman batting. 
I’m making a parallel about 
people who have equal talents 
and how they end up. I met 
Eddie when I was a kid, only 
once. There was a general lack 
of black heroes when I was at 
school. It was something that 
stuck in the back of my mind.7

Ron displays a coronation of gold 
upon Gilbert in acknowledgement 
of the accolades he should have 

received during his life, by removing 
the crown from Bradman and placing 
it on the head of his cricketing hero 
Gilbert—who	Ron	met	briefly	when	he	
was a boy. Through Bradman bowled 
Gilbert, 1989, Ron creates a black 
sovereign of power and distinction. 
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accessed 12 October 2021__4	AIATSIS,	“The	Aboriginal	flag”,	
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