Background

Education resource

Contemporary Indigenous photography came to

This education resource will assist teachers and

prominence in the mid to late 1980s, when Indigenous

students in exploring the National Gallery of

artists strategically applied the medium to express the

Australia’s travelling exhibition Resolution: new

frustrations many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

Indigenous photomedia. The exhibition suits the Visual

people felt around the time of the 1988 Australian

Arts and English subjects in the Australian Curriculum,

Bicentennial celebrations, after two hundred years of

particularly for Years 9 and 10 and senior students.

European occupation.

The English curriculum focus addresses the analysis of

Over the past three decades, many of these artists
have actively become leading contributors to the
contemporary art world and still produce photomedia
work that engages with history—personal, cultural
and social—in complex and layered ways. We have
also seen the rise of a new generation of artists who
similarly explore the impact and influence photography
has had on Australia’s Indigenous population, often
using or referring to early photographic techniques
and practices to engage with the concerns of today,
and often in unexpected and enlightening ways.

still and moving images and evaluates their impact on
an audience. Students will gain an understanding of
visual material as a language that has the potential
for inclusive and empowering outcomes, mirroring the
premise of Resolution.
The making and responding activities listed in this
resource address the Visual Arts subject and the
cross-curriculum priority for students to engage in
recognition, respect and reconciliation of the world’s
oldest continuous living culture. Using the works in
Resolution, we can posit new photomedia as part of

Resolution: new Indigenous photomedia includes

a contemporary dialogue around the definition and

some of the most thought-provoking and exciting

re-assertion of Indigenous identity from the colonial

contemporary photomedia art, still photography and

era to the present. Students will be able to develop

moving-image works being produced by Indigenous

an understanding of representation and visual

artists in recent years. Drawn from the national

communication in these works of art. These insights

collection, the works by the nineteen artists in the

can provide a platform for student analysis and inform

exhibition are grouped within four themes:

an approach to their art making.

Connection

We hope the discussions, questions and activities

Celestial

included in this resource improve your understanding

Performativity

of and ability to engage in reconciliation, respect and

Materiality

recognition of the world’s oldest continuous living
cultures. Please let us know by sending an email to
education@nga.gov.au.

Australian Curriculum links
Year 9 and 10 Visual Arts:
§

Conceptualise and develop representations

Year 9 and 10 English:
§

of themes, concepts or subject matter to

choices in the representation of still and moving

experiment with their developing personal style,

images (ACELA1572).

reflecting on the styles of artists, including

§

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists
Evaluate how representations communicate

empower or disempower people (ACELA1564).
§

artistic intentions in artworks they make

attention to the effect on audiences

(ACAVAR130).
Analyse a range of visual artworks from

(ACELA1571).
§

contemporary and past times to explore

including those of Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Understand how language use can have
inclusive and exclusive social effects, and can

differing viewpoints and enrich their visual
art-making, starting with Australian artworks,

Refine vocabulary choices to discriminate
between shades of meaning, with deliberate

and view to inform their future art making
§

Understand how language use can have
inclusive and exclusive social effects, and can

(ACAVAM125).
§

Evaluate the impact on audiences of different

empower or disempower people (ACELA1564).
§

Understand that people’s evaluations of
texts are influenced by their value systems,

Islander Peoples, and consider international

the context and the purpose and mode of

artworks (ACAVAR131).

communication (ACELA1565).
Cross-curriculum priorities:
§

Engage in reconciliation, respect and recognition
of the world’s oldest continuous living cultures.

Connection

Ricky Maynard (Ben Lomond and Cape Portland peoples)
Ambrose, Kerry and Sean, from the series Saddened were the
hearts of many men 2015, silver gelatin prints
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, purchased 2016
© Ricky Maynard. Licensed by Viscopy

Connection

Artist

Sociability has always been part of the photographic

Ricky Maynard is a Ben Lomond and Cape Portland

experience. Photographs can bring people together—a

man whose Country is on Flinders Island in the

family album, a loved one’s portrait or a photograph of

Bass Strait, between Tasmania and the Australian

a place that has a shared meaning for a community.

mainland. He came to prominence with his series

This social experience also extends to the act of taking

The Moonbird people in 1988, which demonstrates his

a photograph, which can be thought of as an exchange

collaborative process of conversation and friendship-

between the photographer and his or her subject.

building, which resists the traditional relationship

The proliferation and digitisation of photography has

between photographer and subject. His work has

democratised this aspect of photographic culture, as

been exhibited nationally and internationally, including

it has become much easier to share experiences and

in the inaugural National Indigenous Art Triennial,

keep connected with family and community, and to

Culture Warriors, at the National Gallery of Australia

express these connections.

in 2007 and The photograph and Australia at the Art

Historically, the Indigenous experience of photography

Gallery of New South Wales in 2015. A retrospective

was very different. Aboriginal and Torres Strait

of his work was also shown in 2007 at the Australian

Islander people were photographed in the nineteenth

Embassy in France and, later, toured to the Museum of

century for anthropological or scientific study, in ways

Contemporary Art in Sydney in 2009.

that stripped them of their identity—nameless and
without cultural context. Indigenous artists today
challenge photography’s historical role in colonisation
and are also drawn to its tremendous capacity to
build and maintain connections between people and
places, particularly through collaborative projects
with communities.
‘Connection’ is expressed in the work of Michael Aird,
Megan Cope, Robert Fielding, Ricky Maynard and
Dannie Mellor.

Work

Activities

These three portraits are from Ricky Maynard’s

§

meaning might be drawn from the images and

recent series of twelve portraits of men from his

how those meanings relate to your relationship

hometown on Flinders Island. ‘It was quite some

with each person. How did you select subjects

time ago’, Maynard has explained, ‘that I began a

and how consultative was your process? Look at

close observation and inquiry into how our men in the

the way Ricky Maynard has titled his series and

community were being affected by their diminishing

create a title for yours.

role in society’, which can be traced back to the
impact of colonisation and more recent political,

Create a series of portraits and consider what

§

Study the work of colonial photographers

social and cultural disenfranchisement. Maynard

Herbert Basedow (1881–1933), Paul Foelsche

sees the portraits forming part of a larger historical

(1831–1914) and JW Lindt (1845–1926). Analyse

record, hoping future generations will ‘look into the

the images and comment on the way in which

eyes of these men and see the essence that is being

these photographers represented Aboriginal

communicated, their sincerity, their searching, their

people in the last decade of the nineteenth

journey, burdened by … a brutal history’, and faced,

century. Look at the way Indigenous artists have

‘with an enduring spirit’.

responded to these types of images in their own
art practice and how photography has, in turn,
empowered them.

Celestial

Daniel Boyd (Kudjla and Gangalu peoples)
A darker shade of dark #1–4 2012, four-channel video installation
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, purchased 2016

Celestial

Artist

Contemporary photomedia offers an ideal and

Daniel Boyd is a leading contemporary Australian

engaging platform for artists to retell, reinterpret

artist whose practice involves painting, sculpture

and renew the many powerful stories of Aboriginal

and new media. He graduated with a Bachelor of

and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Like any mythology

Visual Arts at the Canberra School of Art, Australian

the world over, these stories position us in the world,

National University, with honours in 2005. His work

spiritually, culturally and even intellectually and

gained immediate attention after his first major

physically. They tell us how to navigate by the stars,

representation in a group exhibition at Mori Gallery

read the changes of seasons and find our way from

in Sydney in 2005, and he was shown in the inaugural

place to place by the markers left behind by spiritual

National Indigenous Art Triennial, Culture Warriors,

ancestors and creation beings. They connect us to

at the National Gallery of Australia in 2007. His works

the past, inform our present and give us direction for

remind us that the historical record is partial and

the future.

incomplete, that history is multifaceted, seen through

Knowledge passed on through these stories is

a constantly changing Eurocentric lens, and that

abstracted but no less real or important than

Australia’s Indigenous narratives are as real and as

knowledge gained through science. The cosmic

valid as those written in the accepted history books.

becomes the quantum, and visa versa, transcending
boundaries between us and them, between inner
and outer realms, between culture and science.
New myths, too, new legends and new cultural
heroes, are being identified and poignantly portrayed
through Indigenous photomedia practice today.
‘Celestial’ is expressed in the work of Tony Albert,
Daniel Boyd, Steaphan Paton, Warwick Thornton
and Jason Wing.

Work

Activities

Daniel Boyd’s work draws on his heritage as a Kudjla/

§

only provides us with a partial view of the past.

Gangalu man with European and Melanesian ancestry.

Select and photocopy a picture of an important

His work is characterised by its engagement with

historical event. Cut out shapes in a black piece

historical depictions of colonial Australia and the

of cardboard and place it over the top of your

Pacific, produced with an array of dots that reference

picture. Display your work. Can anyone guess

Indigenous dot painting, ceremonial mark making, the

what the event is?

‘primitivism’ of European modernism and quantum
physics. For Boyd, our understanding of the universe

Think about Daniel Boyd’s idea that history

§

Were you surprised to discover that Aboriginal

parallels the historical colonial record—more is

and Torres Strait Islander people used the stars

unknown than is known. In quantum theory, which

to navigate? Think about the different ways

looks at the building blocks of the universe, what we

science and culture connect. Consider the role

can observe is only a small part of what makes up

mythology has played in cultures as a way of

the cosmos. Similarly, the written historical record

understanding the world.

captures only a small portion of what has come
before—particularly in relation to indigenous cultures
that value oral traditions of passing on knowledge.

Performativity

Nici Cumpston (Barkindji/Paakintji peoples)
Scar tree, Barkindji Country 2011–14 and Mulyawongk, Whroo—Rushworth
State Forest 2013–15, handcoloured chromogenic photographs
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, purchased 2016

Performativity

Artist

For contemporary Indigenous artists, photography

Nici Cumpston is a photomedia artist who is also

can serve a range of performative functions. It can

well known as a curator and writer. She has worked

document events and culture for the historical record

as a photography lecturer at Tauondi Aboriginal

or for future generations, just as it can be part of

Community College in Port Adelaide and at the

a performative process that seeks to articulate

University of South Australia. She also delivered

indigeneity. The processes of taking, manipulating,

the inaugural Indigenous Art, Culture and Design

printing and finishing a photograph can also be

course at the university of South Australia School

performative, reminding us that a photograph is

of Art before becoming the first Indigenous Curator

partial and subjective. Historically, photography has

at the Art Gallery of South Australia in 2008.

been used by authorities in Australia—governments,

She was the Artistic Director of Tarnanthi: Festival of

anthropologists, scientists and historians—to

Contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

categorise and manage our Indigenous population,

Art at the Art Gallery of South Australia in 2015 and

presenting a pantomime of Indigenous identity rather

was selected for the second National Indigenous

than any accurate lived reality of what is to be an

Art Triennial, unDisclosed, at the National Gallery

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander.

of Australia in 2012.

By taking up the camera themselves, unearthing
family and community histories in the photographic
archive, recording culture and ceremony and enacting
roles of their own devising, Indigenous artists
today are reasserting their Indigenous identity and
correcting the historical record. This formidable
movement toward self-determination through
photography and performativity over the past thirty
years will no doubt empower future generations
to confront the stereotypes and one-dimensional
characterisations seen not just in today’s media but
also in the photographic archives.
‘Performativity’ is expressed in the work of Ali Gumillya
Baker, Nici Cumpston, Damien Shen, Darren Siwes and
Christian Thompson.

Work

Activities

Caring for her people’s traditional lands, particularly

§

how much it has changed since European

in consideration of the lack and misuse of water

occupation. Think about the effects of

resources in the region, is an enduring preoccupation

globalisation and global warming. What do

in Nici Cumpston’s work. She has begun in the last

you consider to be the biggest impact. Take

few years to focus directly on traces of Indigenous

photographs of your surroundings as you

occupation and land use around Nookamka, or Lake

explore, then pick one and draw or paint over it

Bonney, which receives and feeds water into the

what you envisage the landscape might once

Murray-Darling river system. Cumpston, a Barkindji

have looked like.

woman, is culturally connected to this river system and
has explained, ‘I can feel the presence of our ancestors,

Explore the area in which you live and consider

§

Study the ‘Aboriginal Language Map’ of

and I listen to my feelings as I spend time in these

Australia <abc.net.au/indigenous/map>

sites’. The performativity, materiality and temporality

Can you find Barkindji country? What is the

of her analogue processes—walking the land, capturing

language group in your area called? Consider

it on black-and-white film and handcolouring the

the relationship that Aboriginal people had to

final prints—result in photographs encoded with her

their custodial lands.

spiritual and physical experience of place.

§

Write a short creative monologue from the
perspective of the tree in Nici Cumpston’s
photograph Scar tree, Barkindji Country 2011–14.

Materiality

Brenda L Croft (Gurindji, Malngin and Mudpurra peoples)
full/blood, Native, octaroon and quarter-caste, from the series
blood/type 2016, pigment inkjet prints
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, purchased 2016
© Brenda L Croft. Licensed by Viscopy

Materiality

Artist

The adoption by photomedia artists of techniques

Brenda L Croft was born in Perth in 1964 and is of

and interventions that focus our attention on the

the Gurindji, Malngin and Mudpurra peoples. She was

objectness of the photograph is a major trend

among the founding members of Boomali, the first

in contemporary practice. While this speaks to a

Aboriginal artist co-operative, in Sydney in the early

nostalgia for materiality, for the handmade, in an

1980s and has since established herself as one of

increasingly digital and virtual world, it also reflects a

Australia’s leading Indigenous photographers, as

concern with keeping alive the history of photography.

well as curator, writer and lecturer. For over three

Its use mitigates photography’s inherent technical

decades, Croft has continued making and exhibiting

sameness, personalising the photographic print and

photographic works that examine contemporary

imbuing it with an intimacy, warmth and fallibility

Australia and the experience of Aboriginal Australians.

not often associated with traditional photographic

Her works explore many pertinent issues facing

printing processes.

Indigenous Australians, and she works closely with

The attendant use of early photographic processes

the friends, family and community members that

by Indigenous photographers, with its referent points

she photographs to present a realistic portrayal of

back to a time when photography was often used as

contemporary Aboriginal life.

a colonising and controlling tool, is also particularly
resonant with meaning. Photographs that forge a
direct connection between the experiences of the
photographer and the viewer, in this way, result in
a relationship that is palpable, engaging us both
intellectually and emotionally.
Materiality is expressed in the work of Brook Andrew,
Brenda L Croft, Nicole Foreshew and James Tylor.

Work

Activities

Brenda L Croft’s recent series blood/type is a series of

§

nineteenth century and involved applying

self-portraits based on small photographs originally

collodion to glass or tin to fix a photographic

made on wet collodion plates. Over these self-

image. Research this technique and scan or

portraits, Croft has superimposed descriptors used

photograph a portrait made on a collodion

for her father, a member of the Stolen Generations,

plate that appeals to you. Try to recreate the

and others in her immediate and extended family.

portrait by taking a picture of yourself in an

Descriptors such as ‘full-blood’, ‘half-blood’, ‘quarter-

approximate but contemporary way. Display the

caste’, ‘quadroon’ and ‘octaroon’ form part of a racist

photographs side by side.

taxonomy of terms used historically (and, although
less formally, still today) to categorise and define

Collodion prints were common in the mid

§

One definition of the verb ‘embody’ is to

Indigenous people according to the colour of their skin,

‘express or exemplify (ideas etc) in a concrete

using a sliding scale of indigeneity that moves from

form’. Select a range of works from Resolution

black to near-white. Croft’s image, self-defined and

and consider the ways each artist you’ve

resistant, challenges the racist logic of the terms while

chosen embodies their ideas and experiences in

highlighting that there is no single Indigenous way

their work.

of being.

