
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Fiona Foley 

The Oyster Fisherman I-XVI 2011 

digital print on Hahnemühle paper 

Courtesy of the artist, Andrew Baker Art Dealer,Brisbane and Niagara Galleries, Melbourne 

 

 

 

For bookings and enquiries related to Bendigo Art Gallery programs, please contact  

Helen Attrill, Education Officer  

Tel: 54 346082 

Email: h.attrill@bendigo.vic.gov.au  

W: www.bendigoartgallery.com.au  

Discussing and Debating Art  
& Delicious Brunch 

10am-1pm Saturday 4 May  
Professional Learning for teachers of VCE Art, Studio Arts, English, Sociology 

and Outdoor and Environmental Studies, VELS/AusVELS Art and Humanities 
Levels 5-10      

with Kathryn Hendy-Ekers, visual arts education lecturer and co-writer of Articulate  
 



 
 

 

  
 

 

PROGRAM 
 

 

10.00- 10.45         Arrival and registration at Bendigo Art Gallery  

Tour of Shadowlife exhibition with Helen Attrill, Education Officer  

  

10.45-11.15  Brunch: Sculpture Annexe, Bendigo Art Gallery  

  

11.20-12.50           Discussing and Debating Art workshop with Kathryn Hendy-Ekers 

 

12.50-1.00   Complete evaluation forms; prize draw; conclusion 

 

  



Bendigo Art Gallery – Discussing and Debating Art 

Professional Learning Session – ‘Shadowlife’ 

Saturday May 04 

 
ART STUDY DESIGN UNIT 4 – OVERVIEW 

 

Area of Study 1 – Discussing and Debating Art 

Students develop the following:  

1. Discuss and debate art issues. 

2. Research, analyse and interpret artworks related to their discussion. 

3. Refer to a range of resources and commentaries to examine and debate opinions and 

arguments. 

4. Refer to artists and artworks to support their point of view. 

5. Use relevant aspects of the Analytical Frameworks to provide structure for their analysis. 

6. Make use of a range of commentaries to support and challenge ideas.  

 

Students must study: 

• A minimum of one selected art issue. 

• At least one artist not studied in Unit 3 and a minimum of two artworks by that artist. 

• Range of diverse viewpoints as seen in commentaries relating to artworks and art issues.  

 

Key Knowledge and Skills 

Key Knowledge includes: 

• Ideas, issues and/or arguments expressed in commentaries on art about the meanings and 

messages of artworks. 

• A range of relevant resources to support research. 

• Opinions and viewpoints expressed in commentaries on an idea and issue about art. 

• Art language appropriate to discussion and debate. 

• Relevant aspects of each of the Analytical Frameworks.  

 

Key Skills include: 

• Discuss, debate and compare two or more viewpoints regarding an issue about art.  

• Use a range of resources including commentaries to examine, debate and evaluate diverse 

interpretations of an issue. 

• Develop a personal point of view on issues about art and support with evidence and 

reference to the opinions of others.  

• Refer to a range of artworks and commentaries to support a point of view. 

• Use appropriate art language and vocabulary.  

• Use relevant aspects of the Analytical Framework.  

  



Art Issues - Shadowlife 

 

There are several main themes that could be explored through the works in the Shadowlife 

exhibition. The works of each artist can be used to relate to an overall theme and then additional 

works by each artist can be drawn into the student’s discussion on the issue along with additional 

commentaries.  

 

Identity & Aboriginal culture 

The theme of the exhibition is the concept of ‘Shadows’. The curators mention in the catalogue that 

‘every shadow has a presence and absence’ and this is represented in the history and culture of 

Australia. The works of the artists in this exhibition are linked through the ‘shadows’ that are 

behind their stories. In a sense the works deal with identity and the shadows that are hidden, 

particularly in the identity of Indigenous people.  

 

The ‘shadow’ has conflicting meaning in Indigenous culture. It is often used in Indigenous 

spirituality to ‘cover up’ or ‘blind’ objects or people. The concept of the shadow or ‘spirit’ is 

represented in traditional artworks and is often contrasted with ‘light’. 

 

In Shadowlife, each artist portrays figures, whether it is themselves, members of their family or 

community in stories that they have recast or reinvented to represent these ‘shadow stories’ of 

Indigenous identities. The quote below could be used in reference to the theme of identity.  

 

“Dreaming tells us that the shadow is your soul. A person can never desert its shadow and a shadow cannot 

leave its human cast. Aboriginality is only seen and recognised at certain fleeting moments of intense 

emotional, social and spiritual exposure.  Australia is full of ghosts and shadows honeycombing the historical, 

social and physical landscape.  Shadowlife addresses these moments of intensity through the photo/filmic 

practices”. 

(King & Mundine) 

 

“The very personal statement of each artist tells us something about where they were in their own 

lives when they made the work, and it tells you something about their personality.'' (Mundine) 

 

 

Narrative 

The approaches that the artists have in response to telling their story of their culture can be 

discussed as a form of narrative. The artists use photography and media for role playing, self-

representation and affirmation. The representation of this theme in contemporary photography 

and multimedia could be discussed as an issue. The theme of Narrative can also be discussed with 

the above theme of identity.  

 

“Indigenous photographers have become empowered through the use of photography for role-

playing, self-representation and affirmation. In Shadowlife, each artist portrays familiar figures, 

whether themselves, family or community members to recast and reinstate shadow stories. Each 

artist is a storyteller who choreographs their own narrative.” 

(King & Mundine) 

 

 

 



Colonisation 

 

“Aboriginal people have defined by other people for too long.” 

(King & Mundine) 

 

The works by the artists represented in Shadowlife, all symbolise the colonisation of Aboriginal 

people by white Australians and the contrast of conflict and relationship between the two cultures.  

 

 

Use of contemporary art forms to convey ideas, meanings and messages. 

 

“Shadowlife embraces photo/filmic images with all its directness, theatricality and immediacy by 

confronting stereotypes and acting out scenarios. Shadows, like photographic and moving images, 

follow us and infiltrate our daily lives but are now an expression we control and project. These 

shadows comfortingly hover around us, returning us to our past and pointing to our future. Double-

edged, they are both a protective guardian, and character building as they impart the curse of 

history” 

 

This exhibition is built on Aboriginal artists using a contemporary art form to express ideas that 

have been expressed by artists of the same culture since the early 1900s. Students could investigate 

the artists’ use of photography, multimedia and installation works to express these ideas, linked 

with earlier works by other artists who express the same ideas but in more traditional art forms.  

 

The use of photography is particularly relevant as photography has been used through Australia’s 

white history to document ethnographically and archeologically the Indigenous people. Earlier 

documentary photographs could be investigated alongside some of these works.  

 

The curators discuss how photography “addresses these moments of intensity through the 

photo/films based practices of the artists”. 

 

 

Useful websites 

http://www.artlink.com.au/issues/3010/blak-on-blak/ 

Launch of Blak on Blak:Artlink magazine and artists resources 

 

http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/ngvschools/TraditionAndTransformation/ 

NGV Indigenous collection images 

 

Art Gallery of New South Wales 

Art and Soul Exhibition resource 

http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/education/education-materials/education-kits/exhibition-kits/art-soul/ 

 

National Gallery of Australia – Indigenous Triennial Education Kit 

http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/NIAT07/pdf/edukit.pdf 

 

 

 

 



Vernon Ah Kee 

WHITEFELLA NORMAL, BLACKFELLA ME 2004 
 
digital video with sound  
00:30 minutes 
 

This narrative work by Vernon Ah Kee is a departure from his traditional drawings of indigenous 

people. He has represented different Indigenous people with chants that draw on the traditional 

chants of his people and the contemporary world of rap music. This appropriated technique could 

draw on influences of artists such as Barbara Kruger and Jenny Holzer. It is also a style adopted by 

other Indigenous artists such as Rea.  

 

The work is a portrait of the artist that is raw and pithy but at the same time it is poetic as the text 

appearing over the images lends itself to the forms of sonnets.  

 

The themes of identity and narrative are addressed in the video. By using himself in the images the 

artist is telling his own story using contemporary rap music combined with his traditional music.  

 

Frameworks:  

The personal framework is addressed in this work as this work is a portrait of the artist which 

relates to the theme of identity. As the artist is commenting on the development of his culture, 

combined with urban culture aspects of the cultural framework are addressed. The artist’s move to 

video can also be interpreted through the contemporary framework. Students could discuss the 

differences between the two unique styles of Ah Kee’s work and how similar themes are explored 

with two very different art forms.  

 

Commentaries 

“Biting and black, Ah Kee aerates concerns and emotions from the streets. These issues are expressed aurally 

with phrases that are profoundly beautiful, pithy and poetic.” 

(Mundine & King) 

 

“If you as a White man, wish to insert yourself into the Black man's world, with his history, in his colour, and 

on the level at which you currently perceive him, then know that you will never be anything more than 

mediocre. You will not be able to involve yourself in the decision-making processes of this land, and you will 

not have any constructive access to the social and political mechanisms of this land.” 

Ah Kee 

 

In this commentary, the artist is addressing his identity in relationship to the work. He may be discussing 

how we address Aboriginal people on face value and that often this has an effect on their self confidence 

and their cultural stance. The quote also references colonial and political power and the relationships that 

Indigenous people have to the land. Is he implying that if we continue to take Aboriginal people on face 

value that we, as white people will not gain an understanding of the land in which we live” 

 

Weblinks 
http://www.artlink.com.au/issues/3010/blak-on-blak/  

http://www.aiatsis.gov.au/asp/docs/Contents%20Sample%20Chaps%20Index/morten-

robinson/MoretonRobinsonSamplechapter.pdf  

National Gallery of Australia – Education Resource – Vernon Ah Kee 

http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/NIAT07/Detail.cfm?IRN=163688&BioArtistIRN=6109&mystartrow=13&realstartrow=13&

MnuID=3&GalID=EDU 



 

 

 
Vernon Ah Kee 
Whitefella normal, blackfella me 2004 
digital video with sound 
00:30 seconds 
Courtesy of the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane 

  



BRENDA CROFT 

A HOSTILE LANDSCAPE 2003 FROM THE SERIES MAN ABOUT TOWN 2003 
MAN ABOUT TOWN 2003 FROM THE SERIES MAN ABOUT TOWN 2003 
INSPECTION DAY 2003 FROM THE SERIES MAN ABOUT TOWN 2003 
COLOUR BAR 2003 FROM THE SERIES MAN ABOUT TOWN 2003 
 
giclee print on rag paper, edition of 10 
Courtesy of the artist and Stills Gallery, Sydney 
 
The images in this series are from earlier slides of the artist’s father. They depict him in a range of 

environments in the 1950s when he was travelling around Australia. The images are romantic and 

positive. They are reminiscent of a film star on set with the pose of her father, his clothing and the 

lighting of the works.  

 

The works are a homage to her father. The choice of materials and format of the works suggest a 

recreation of the past, as if a story is in the process of being told. The cinematic qualities of the images 

also suggest a narrative quality.  

 

The clothing that her father is wearing also is symbolic of his assimilation into white culture. Even his 

pose is relaxed and unlike the more formal ethnographic photographs that were taken of Aboriginal 

people.  

 

The fact that the artist has made prints from slides that she has not taken is a form of appropriation. 

The artist has deliberately chosen this art form to express her ideas. In her choice of this form of 

appropriation, it is as though she is losing her own unique identity as an artist. The works have an eerie 

quality as if there is a hidden identity.  

 

Commentaries 

“These images - reprints of slides she found that had once belonged to her father - question the idea of 

history: how we perceive it and how we can never know all the facts, despite our best research.”  

(Andrew Stephens, Brisbane Times) 

 

 “So I carried these images around in my mind for the next seven years, returning to them often, and 

wondering about the city- and country-scapes, the period in which they were set and the anonymous people 

in them, apart from my father.” Croft 

 

“He did not know his family and in his single years travelled extensively along the eastern seaboard, I feel 

that there is no one from that part of my father’s life to ask the questions that I have carried with me, along 

with the images.” Croft 

 

“Events and characters encountered in one's past remain in our psyche but it is how we respond in the 

present, 'away from this shadow', that is important. ''This is Brenda Croft's honouring of her father, especially 

as those slides have been turned into brilliant digital prints,'' Mundine says. ''It is a tribute and memorial to 

him, and it is very tender.''  

(Andrew Stephens, Brisbane Times) 

 

“Croft's photos recalibrate our ideas about the diversity of indigenous experience. The title comes from the 

Aboriginal word wungguli, which means ''spirit and shadow'' and came to describe the quality of a 



photographic image when local people first saw black-and-white images many decades ago. Something 

about photography, it seemed to them, also related to ideas of spirit and shadows.” 

(Andrew Stephens, Brisbane Times) 

These commentaries all discuss the artist’s expression of identity in relation to these images. The artist 

discusses the sense of displacement her father felt because of the emptiness of the images and lack of 

another presence. She also refers to the ‘shadows’ that exist in the images, the ghosts of the past and how 

that all Aboriginal people have that psyche.  

 

Frameworks 

Personal – the artist’s choice of her father as a subject matter. The relationship to her identity. The images 

tell a family history.  

Cultural – the loss of cultural identity. There is a sense of displacement in the images as the artist depicts her 

father travelling around the country. She discusses that her father never knew his family, and this is 

expressed in these images.  

Contemporary – the artist has used existing slides to create her work. She has used a combination of 

cinematic technique and photography to create the images.  

 
Brenda L. Croft 

A Hostile Landscape 2003  
from the series Man About Town 2003 
giclee print on rag paper 
Courtesy of the artist and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

 
  

Man About Town 2003  

from the series Man About Town 2003 

giclee print on rag paper 

Courtesy of the artist and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

Colour Bar 2003  
from the series Man About Town 2003 
giclee print on rag paper 
Courtesy of the artist and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

 



FIONA FOLEY 

BLISS 2006 
digital video with sound 
11:00 minutes 
 
THE OYSTER FISHERMAN I–XVI 2011 
digital print on paper 
 
Both these works by Fiona Foley express ideas about the colonization of Aboriginal people by white man. They 

also refer to settlers and migration to Australia before formal settlement. ‘Bliss’, a video of gently waving opium 

poppies, refers to the development of the Opium trade in North Queensland and the addiction to opium by 

Queensland aboriginals. The Chinese traded opium in the northern part of the country long before white 

settlement. This work refers to the development of other cultures that were not only the dominant white 

settlers. She is directly showing the ‘invisibility’ of these people although they prospered in various professions 

across the country until the late 1800s.  

 

Bliss represents the dreamlike states of the Aboriginal people and their addiction. The quietly moving images 

also suggest the relationship that Aboriginal people have with the land. Foley, who was brought up in Northern 

Queensland, has taken onboard the plight of these people in her moving video. The format and size of the work 

encompasses the viewer so that they too become entranced.  

 

The Oyster Fisherman, moves from ethereal bliss to concrete reality. The work depicts the Oyster farming trade 

that occurred on the shores of Moreton Bay in the 1800s. Here sailors, whalers and oyster fisherman worked on 

the fringes of European society alongside Aboriginal people. The work represents the colonial power of these 

people over the Aboriginals and the fact that many women were kidnapped and abused in the area. The series of 

images recreates one of these stories with Foley casting herself as the main protagonist in this story. She dresses 

in a vivid blue dress against other characters in colonial attire with props and poses.  

 

In both works, Foley has recreated a scene from colonial history, using stories that have personal significance to 

her. In a sense by casting herself in the work, she has addressed her identity and her place in Indigenous history. 

She also references those other cultures which are marginalized in Australian history.  

 

Commentaries 

“I don’t see myself necessarily as a political artist. I’ve worked with different themes at different times in my 

life – so that at one time I could be working with the opium theme. What I like to do is read and unearth 

aspects of history” Foley 

 

“You start to piece together aspects of how people were treated and dealt with, and in the process you come 

across other stories of brutality that took place here that people don’t know about or don’t want to 

acknowledge. You start to understand that many white Australians really don’t want to own their own 

history” Foley 

 

“What I like to do is work with this material and put it out in the public arena and say, “Look at this. How are 

you engaging with this aspect of our history?” For a lot of people it is a huge eye-opener. I see my role as an 

educator.” Foley 

 

“Foley traces the ongoing significance of Australia’s colonial histories with uncompromising directness. “ 

“Luscious and hypnotic, the video Bliss (2006) of colourful flowers belies the insidious history that Foley has 

uncovered.”  

(BAG Press Release) 

 



Frameworks 
Personal: Foley is telling the stories of her identity and culture. She uses herself in the images as the 
protagonist.  
Cultural: The stories of colonial history, the truths that are uncovered through Foley’s work.  
Contemporary: Foley’s use of digital video to recreate a feeling of being in an opium poppy field in Bliss. 
By using digital video, the experience is recreated and heightened for the viewer. The sound and 
movement of the video impact further on the viewer.  
 
Weblink 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney 
http://www.mca.com.au/collection/artist/foley-fiona/ 
 
Queensland Art Gallery 
http://www.qagoma.qld.gov.au/collection/indigenous_australian_art/fiona_foley 
 
Niagara Galleries, Melbourne 
http://www.niagara-galleries.com.au/artists/artistpages/theartists/fiona_foley/foleyframe.html 
 

 
 
Fiona Foley 
Bliss 2006 
digital video with sound 
11:00 minutes 
Courtesy of the artist, Andrew Baker Art Dealer, Brisbane and Niagara Galleries, Melbourne 
 

 
 
The Oyster Fisherman I-XVI 2011 

digital print on Hahnemühle paper 

Courtesy of the artist, Andrew Baker Art Dealer,Brisbane and Niagara Galleries, Melbourne 

 
  



CHRISTIAN THOMPSON 
 
GAMU MAMBU (BLOOD SONG) 2010 
digital video with sound  
2:30 minutes 
 

This work by Thompson portrays a Dutch singer chanting in Bidjara, the artist’s native language, and telling 

traditional stories. The use of subtitles in the work is an attempt to harness different cultures and periods of the 

time. Thompson has developed this hybrid work combining video with installation. Thompson is expressing that 

stories of minority cultures can be expressed and integrated, and thus conflagrate current histories.  

 

In this work Thompson touches on the theme of identity by having an opera singer chant traditional stories. The 

artist has referred to how opera has influenced the development of his own identity in urban cultures and his 

love of music which now forms part of his work. In a sense, the work itself becomes like an opera performance 

with the pose of the singer and the gestures. He discusses how his work has developed in hybridity through 

video, song and lyrics. In a sense, it is the story of his culture that is being told.  

 

Commentaries 

“Gamu Mambu (Blood Song) is a window into a moment in my life, a time capsule caught in song, like a 

bowerbird I am constantly collecting things to add to my shrine, to build my house.” Thompson 

 

“I see my physical movement in the world as somehow symbolic of my artistic development.” Thompson 

 

“These video and sound installation works are vignettes of emotions, reflections on distance and realisations 

of kinship. They seem to find me rather than the other way around, the melodies come so intuitively and I feel 

I can transmit emotion and sing with ease when it is in Bidjara, it has an innate and infectious lyricism.” 

Thompson 

 

“When you leave home, home will come and find you and each song I wrote came to me in a clear concise 

vision, the same way my photos and videos come to me as well, it's an unconscious process.” 

Thompson 

 

“By integrating stories of many differing, small ethnic groups, Thompson values their individual expression.” 

(BAG Press Release) 

 

Frameworks 

Personal: By telling his own cultural stories, the artist is exposing his personal development and identity of 

an Aboriginal in predominantly white culture.  

Cultural: The bringing together and merging of Cultures by the artist.  

Contemporary: The artist has used a form of ‘hybrid’ art that combines traditional singing but in a 

contemporary format.  

 

Weblinks 

National Gallery of Australia – Education Resource – Christian Thompson 

http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/NIAT07/Detail.cfm?IRN=165182&BioArtistIRN=6549&mystartrow=13&realstart

row=13&MnuID=3&GalID=EDU 

 

Artist’s website 

http://www.christianthompson.net 

 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 
Christian Thompson (b 1978) 
GAMU MAMBU (BLOOD SONG) 2010 
digital video with sound  
2:30 minutes  
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Gabrielle  
Pizzi, Melbourne 

 

  



MICHAEL RILEY 

THEY CALL ME NIGARR, 1985 
Pigment prints 
 
With titles like ‘Sambo’, ‘Dusky’, ‘Chocolate’ and ‘Licorice’, these prints are confrontational works, unlike the 

gentle and ethereal subjects of clouds and feathers that normally depict Riley’s photographs. Riley’s 

photographs often take on a ‘ghost like’ quality with suspended figures in landscapes, floating feathers or 

animals.  

 

In early photographs, Riley has depicted his friend and curator David Prosser in his Armani suit, against a 

glowing red background. Derogatory words are collaged onto the image. Riley stated that he created the 

work because no matter how Aboriginal people appeared, they would be still considered Aboriginal and not 

equal in white society.  

 

The formal qualities of the work; the harsh red and the torn and hastily collaged words also contribute to the 

sentiments of the image. Riley depicted the figure as dark as though he is a ‘shadow of society’. It is as 

though society is attempting to cover up the shame of the past. Riley has also stated that the word ‘Grr’ in 

Prosser’s Gumbayani language means ‘person’ or ‘human being’. Therefore the artist’s culture is awarding 

the subject the dignity that he deserves. The proud stance of Prosser could be compared to the colonial 

images of the ‘Noble Savage’. 

 

Commentaries 

“The work was made by cutting out text from a magazine and organising it like a ransom note. That what 

that was all about, just a humorous look at those words, names that you used to get called. It’s like trashiest 

whites in the street would put you down because you were black and so you were the lowest of the lowest, 

you know, these people were actually trash themselves and they think they had the right to do that.” Riley 

 

“Analysing the processes and long-reaching effects of colonisation, paralleled with enduring cultural 

traditions, was central to practice of the late Wiradjuri/Kamilaroi photographer Michael Riley.” 

(Johnathon Jones, Curator of Indigenous Art, Art Gallery of NSW) 

 

Frameworks 

Personal: Use of a subject that is a family member in a portrait. The artist has referred to his personal culture 

in the use of the words of the artist’s language.  

Cultural: Inequality of Aboriginal people in white society. References to cultural traditions in the work.  

Contemporary: use of collaged words and photography. References to popular culture in the collaging of 

words.  

 

Weblinks 

National Gallery of Australia – Education Resource – Michael Riley 

http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/RILEY/Default.cfm?MnuID=6 

 

Artist’s website 

http://www.michaelriley.com.au 

  



 

 

 

 

 

  



Michael Riley 

Bomba  

from the series They call me niigarr 1995 

pigment print 

Courtesy of the Michael Riley Foundation and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

 

Chocolate  

from the series They call me niigarr 1995 

pigment print 

Courtesy of the Michael Riley Foundation and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

 

Licorice  

from the series They call me niigarr 1995 

pigment print 

Courtesy of the Michael Riley Foundation and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

 

Marbuck  

from the series They call me niigarr 1995 

pigment print 

Courtesy of the Michael Riley Foundation and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

 

Niigarr  

from the series They call me niigarr 1995 

pigment print 

Courtesy of the Michael Riley Foundation and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

 

Sambo  

from the series They call me niigarr 1995 

pigment print 

Courtesy of the Michael Riley Foundation and Stills Gallery, Sydney 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes produced by Kathryn Hendy-Ekers, visual arts education lecturer and co-writer of Articulate 

 


