
Tommy McRae, Sydney tribe, 

New South Wales, 1890s.

From Sketchbook of Aboriginal 

activities. Drawing in pen 

and iron-gall ink. 23.8 x 36 cm. 

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra.

Purchased 1994.
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T
hinking about museums in relation 
to this is obvious to me, as it's where
I'm from. Though as a young curator-
ial assistant at the Queensland Art

Gallery I often wrote papers on Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander art, with age and space, 
I find approaching these practices is fraught
with difficulty. As a white Australian woman,
expatriated for almost sixteen years, I watch
my country's discussions surrounding racism
and reconciliation from a distance.  
My family were early settlers, taking over land
in the south-eastern area of Queensland, the
land of the Bundjalung Nation. This part of his-
tory was never taught, not at school nor at
home. I try and hush the casual racism that
sometimes slips from my mother’s mouth. She
is a woman angry that she didn’t get the farm,
the family property. 

And I am searching for a way to say it wasn’t
hers to have. The cognitive dissonance of white
Australian society is sometimes stunning: bit-
terness for the experiences of grandparents,
great-grandparents, can be held on to – the
noise surrounding ANZAC Day is just one exam-
ple – but is not countered by any widespread
understanding of the continuing damage that
European settlement wrought. 

Thinking about how Australia is today has to come
from reflection on postcolonialism and race relations. 

Fig. 1. Urban Art Projects, Fishtrap, 2010. 

Metalwork, aluminium. 300 x 1200 cm.

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra. 

Acquired through the assistance of the National

Australia Bank, 2010. 



… All about us is noise. All about us is
noise and bramble, thorn and din, each
one of our ancestors on our tongues …
Elizabeth Alexander, 
“Praise Song for the Day”, 2009

Nowhere is our cultural disorientation better captured, 
or the ambiguous transitional moment in which 
we find ourselves more clearly underlined,
than in the complex issue of voice appropriation. 
The issue of who can speak for whom, 
and who can write for whom, is a major contemporary
issue in the social sciences and humanities.
Alan C. Cairns, Citizens Plus: Aboriginal Peoples and the Canadian State  
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I was re-presented with the word when a friend
told me about an article they had written on the
opening displays at the NGA in 1982: a col-
league convinced them not to write about their
disappointment that Aboriginal art was not
right up front in the galleries, the very first thing
visitors saw.1

Visiting the National Gallery of Australia’s (NGA)
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander galleries, it
was the sense of stories that struck me. 
“Redress” is a word heard often in popular, 
political and theoretical discussions of indige-
nous affairs. Redress means to put things right:
in this, it is a very “broad” word, which doesn’t
encompass the actual small steps than any
such “putting right” necessitates.

Fig. 2. Ramingining artists, 

The Aboriginal Memorial, 1987–88.

Installation of 200 hollolog bone

coffins, natural earth pigments 

on wood. H. 327 cm (irregular). 

National Gallery of Australia, 

Canberra. Purchased with the 

assistance of funds from National

Gallery admission charges and

commissioned in 1987.
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For my friend the problem was redressed with
the opening in 2010 of the NGA’s extension, the
1,100 square metres displaying around six hun-
dred pieces from the largest permanent collec-
tion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art
in the world (around seven thousand pieces).
Whereas earlier it was European Impressionists
that visitors first viewed2 it is now Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander art that is given space
to begin to truly tell a story, stories. After five
years, the architectural addition and the muse-
ological approach remain fresh.

Museums are apparatuses of storytelling. They
rely on metaphor and structure, the architec-
ture of perception. And so now the first work
encountered, from inside and out (thanks to a
bank of full-length windows) is the Aboriginal
Memorial (1988) (fig. 2), 200 hollow log coffins,
one for each year of European colonization,
commemorating the lives lost defending their
land. Created by forty-three artists from around
Ramingining in Arnhem Land, central-north
Australia, Bernice Murphy calls it: “One of the
most important of the dedicated permanent
displays within an art museum”.3 Djon Mundine
coordinated the Memorial for the Biennale of
Sydney in 1988, the bicentenary of the begin-
ning of colonization, a politically charged mo-
ment – Aboriginal people had only been
recognized as citizens twenty-one years before
and it would be another six years until the Mabo
ruling. This 1992 High Court decision invali-
dated the legal fiction of terra nullius, the de-
scription in international law of a territory that
no one owns, that no one claims ownership of;
this legal fiction was the basis for England’s
colonization of Australia.4

A 1,100 square metres
new extension 
displaying around 
six hundred pieces
from the largest
permanent collection 
of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
art in the world.

Fig. 3. Each year the National Gallery in association

with Wesfarmers Arts hosts a ten-day Indigenous

Arts Leadership program for young people with a

passion for working in the visual arts. Fellows and

staff at the graduation event of the 2016

Wesfarmers Arts Indigenous Fellowship, National

Gallery of Australia. Reproduced with permission.
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On the first floor, to reach the galleries visitors
have to walk past the work, moving their 
perspective up to read the word. The word is 
a signal for what will be found inside the spaces
– works from disparate places, from people
who have been shifted, forcibly.

Then, suspended above the atrium – thus visible
from below, from near the burial poles – between
the new and original building, is Fishtrap (2010)
(fig. 1). Twelve metres long this metal sculpture
rescales a barramundi trap in the collection,
thought to be by eastern Kunwinjku man Anchor
Kalunba. Thus it draws things together, changes
our vantage point, a contemporary translation 
of tradition. The ephemeralness of its shadow
seems part of the work itself.

This war memorial, then, is the foundation of
the galleries. The structured metaphor is
shifted to urban Indigenous art as visitors take
the escalators to the first floor: Fiona Foley’s
Dispersed (2008) (fig. 4) is a more confronting
work, and for those unaware of Australia’s his-
tory, more difficult to parse … like the burial
poles it is a monument to the people driven
from their land, killed, dispersed. The metal,
wood and shell casings embody what the word
in the nineteenth century was: a euphemism
for murder. 

Fig. 4. Fiona Foley, Dispersed,

2008, Charred laminated

wood, polished aluminium,

blank. 303-inch calibre 

bullets, 51 x 25 cm (each)

51 x 500 cm (overall). 

National Gallery of Australia,

Canberra Purchased 2008.

© Fiona Foley.
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Once past these singular works are the galleries – the unparalleled Papunya Tula boards and can-
vases, the beginnings of wider Australia’s engagement with stories from the Western Desert, stories
that had been passed down by words and songs for generations. This curved, dark blue space
opens into more traditional white-walled galleries where works from all over the country are hung in
geographical groupings, except for works on paper, ceramics and textiles. Some of these smaller
galleries incorporate political posters from the 1970s and nineteenth-century drawings, such as the
one pictured here (title pages) by Tommy McRae (1890s): “Stories become mediums for Indigenous
peoples to both analogize colonial violence and resist it in real ways.”5

Fig. 5. Tony Albert, ASH on me, 2008. 

Vintage ashtrays on vinyl lettering. 

150 x 150 cm (installation) 

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra. 

Purchased 2009. 
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There are so many strands to the discussion of
any art movement, and any art market. The
possible threads surrounding Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander art are multitudinous. Col-
lections and displays like the NGA are integral:
integral to education, to being part of an ethical
art market, of being a space for transmission
and development.

That is what drew me to these galleries, for the
story I have started to write about the land of
my grandparents which was the land of others
that they never acknowledged, and for the
recognition that, as former prime minister Paul
Keating has described it: “No country which is
great, and calls itself great, wants to live with
the shame of the dispossession of its original
people.”8 In Canberra, like nowhere else, 
is Australian identity given shape and form –
planned, named, constructed, monumental-
ized, legislated and brought to life in myriad
acts of political speech. Canberra, for better or
worse, is where the official, institutional narra-
tive of who we are is spun. It is our capital and
so it seems only right that it is the testing
ground for new stories. n

Image is its own industry in Australia. Not see-
ing the history that existed when the Europeans
arrived, they had to create a story. Canberra it-
self is part of that, and a national art collection
– in the same precinct as the national library,
national portrait gallery, science museum,
across the lake from the national museum – is
a part of this. The notion of nation was estab-
lished within the framework of colonization,
which was part of the western canon of beliefs
– of science, art, identity, etc. 

The national identity is not “Born of the lean
loins of the country itself”, as one ardent na-
tionalist put it, but is part of the “cultural bag-
gage which Europeans have brought with them
and with which we continue to encumber our-
selves”.7 Indigenous people were initially “noble
savages” but quite quickly they were disap-
peared from popular imagery, except on
tourists’ souvenirs – figures on ashtrays of
people who were supposedly wiped from mem-
ories. Tony Albert, a young
Girramay/Yidinji/Kuku-Yalanji man from
Townsville in north Queensland began collect-
ing these ashtrays from garage sales and thrift
shops. He didn’t know why. The work he made
ASH on me (2008) (fig. 5) hangs in the Urban
gallery, a collage of these images, which were
the only place the artist saw people “like him”
for a long time.

Since Aboriginal art has been displayed in mu-
seums – as art and not as vestiges of a culture
in past tense in anthropological and ethno-
graphic museums, discussions have constantly
revolved around its exhibition, but in her report
on the display of Indigenous art Bernice Murphy
finishes with:  

For sheer diversity of regional, rural and
contemporary Indigenous art’s voices
today, no single Australian museum can
now surpass the historical and stylistic
panorama provided by the suite 
of purpose-built Indigenous galleries 
of the National Gallery of Australia.6

There is a story, a myth of Aboriginal art, and
some of that is seen in the NGA. But
stories are fundamental. Humans use them to
understand themselves and their world, to fill 
in blanks and transfer knowledge. Modern 
Australia is built on a national myth of mateship
and fairness, with the ANZAC spirit at its centre.
When Cook “discovered” people living on lands,
in countries they understood by the stories told
on and about them, the tales didn’t translate 
and the invaders used the already long-dead
Latin to declare the continent and its islands
terra nullius.

And they used that falsehood to destroy the
many countries, stories and languages. Thus
the country is built on a legal fiction, which
stayed in place until the Mabo ruling. 
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