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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This Master’s thesis explores the art and life of Christopher Pease. Whilst there are existing areas of 

scholarly research documenting Nyoongar Aboriginal art, the art of Christopher Pease remains 

relatively unexplored. Written in the form of a monograph, I explore Pease's life and a selection of 

his artworks, focusing on his paintings connected to Western Australia’s south coast and his 

Nyoongar heritage. The reader will gain an understanding of the politics of Aboriginal identity within 

an Australian postcolonial context and about Pease’s identity in relation to his Australian upbringing. 

I also provide an analysis of how Pease’s art is linked to Western modes of painting and extends 

existing scholarly research on Nyoongar Nation art and cultural practices. Finally, this provides a 

meaningful contribution towards a curatorial discourse on an accomplished Western Australian 

artist. 
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PREAMBLE 

When I decided to write about the life and art of Christopher Pease, it became clear to me that my focus 

needed to centre on his art and connection to the South of Western Australia, in particular, the Albany 

region located in the Nyoongar Wagyl Kaip region. The Wagyl Kaip region includes the towns of Boyup 

Brook, Bridgetown, Walpole, Denmark, Mt Barker, Cranbrook, Tambellup, Katanning, Nyabing, 

Jerramungup, Ravensthorpe, Hopetoun, Bremer Bay and Albany. I made this decision for two reasons. 

Firstly, Pease is a descendant of the Minang Nation people of the Albany area, which in 1826 became 

the first settlement in Western Australia. Secondly, Pease lives with his wife and two children in the 

Wardandi (sea people) Nation of the South West Boojarah region, otherwise known as the seaside town 

of Dunsborough. For this reason, I chose not to focus on his art of the Whadjuk Nation (Perth area), with 

a few exceptions that I consider are significant works in Pease’s œuvre, as I believe focusing on his art of 

the Whadjuk Nation would be a project on its own. 

 
I have adopted the terms Aboriginal people or peoples and First People/First Australians, Country and 

Nation from Communicating with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Audiences (DPMC, 2016). A 

document produced by the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet that aids communicating 

effectively with First Australians: 

 
Aboriginal people or peoples - ‘Aboriginal’ is an adjective and widely used to describe 

‘Aboriginal people’. ‘Aboriginal peoples’ is a collective name for the original people of 

Australia and their descendants and is preferable. This term emphasises the diversity of 

languages, communities, cultural practices and spiritual beliefs. 

First People(s)/First Australians - ‘First Peoples’ and ‘First Australians’ are collective 

names for the original people of Australia and their descendants and are used to 

emphasise that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples lived on this continent prior 

to European settlement. 

Country - ‘Country’ is a term used to describe a culturally defined area of land associated 

with a particular culturally distinct group of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

Nation - ‘Nation’ refers to a culturally distinct group of people associated with a particular 

culturally defined area of land or country. Each nation has boundaries that cannot be 
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changed, and language is tied to that nation and its country. ‘Nation’ should be used to 

refer to a culturally distinct Aboriginal group and its associated country, noting that the 

boundaries of some nations cross over state borders. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

“You can’t really understand where you’re at as an individual but also as a culture unless 

you look back to your past and understand what actually happened.” (Pease, 2016, p. 

32:23) 
 

Since the late 1990s Australian artist Christopher Pease has been creating art that questions his identity 

as an Anglo-Aboriginal man. He examines his identity through the lens of political, cultural, and 

ideological structures. Through these lens' he researches diverse forms of content that define 

Aboriginal and Settler Australian identity and the systems of power that lay within these realities. This 

thesis chronicles the manner in which Pease frames these social and political narratives and examines 

how he uses images to persuade the viewer of the artworks narrative significance. Through a close 

examination of eighteen artworks by Pease created between 1999 and 2019, I explain a multifaceted 

set of artistic tropes— concentric circles, the rabbit, scientific symbols, and Nyoongar iconography— 

as various layers of personal, Aboriginal and Settler Australian national identity signifiers. Pease’s 

subjects are brushed with humour and irony, and presented in a way that is unparalleled and worthy 

of both formal and conceptual analysis. 

 
Pease is most commonly understood and interpreted as an Aboriginal urban artist (Bullen, 2018, p. 

134; Gray, 2008). It is true that Pease’s interests reside primarily in identity, the complexities of 

contemporary Aboriginal identity, and in giving contemporary meaning to historical imagery, be it 

South West exploration and Nyoongar Dreaming. Pease poses questions through his art of what it is to 

be a contemporary Aboriginal man, using a combination of Western and Nyoongar signifiers. He has a 

significant and ideological interest in popular culture as part of his inquiry into nationalism, often subtly 

teasing out the uncomfortable relationship between the role of Aboriginal culture and colonial 

authority in his practice. Additionally, Pease has undertaken the project of revisiting Australia’s 

exploration and settler-colonial history, encapsulating this historical period and thus presenting a 

unique Aboriginal narrative to contemporary audiences. I articulate how Pease’s artworks ask 

questions about what it means to be Aboriginal in a settler-colonial Australia and a postcolonial world, 

and how Pease is concerned in deconstructing and playing with identity politics and national 

stereotypes. I provide an insight into the Nyoongar art genre while inviting the reader to re-examine 
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the accepted historical narrative of Western Australia’s south coast exploration and colonial beginnings 
 

1 
that buried the history of a Nyoongar Nation 0F                            . As a result, I present this thesis as a product of identity 

politics that examines Pease’s cultural identity as a Nyoongar Aboriginal man within the broader 

context of Australia’s national identity. 

 
Throughout his artistic career, Pease has produced a personal sense of cultural and political 

understanding developed through a need to look both backwards and forwards in his assessment of 

identity, modern cultural and artistic mythmaking. However, one of the most recurring threads in his 

œuvre is the conflicting ideologies that divide Australia’s First Peoples and Settler Australians. In his 

ceremonial appropriations of Australian political and Aboriginal spiritual configurations, Pease links 

underlining themes of absence, historical trauma, border crossings and belonging with a collaboration 

of recurring motifs. Pease’s artworks are powerful due to his ability to unravel established cultural 

systems. He exposes cultural vulnerabilities by displaying their opposites and repackage them as new 

narratives. Exploring these themes of conflicting ideologies throughout my analysis necessitates a 

deconstruction of the structures that govern and regulate Australian culture. Through his visual 

narrative, I reflect on how Pease’s early subject of identity progress’ into landscape paintings that are 

not an artistically neutral platform. 

 
In other cultural practises, the formation of contemporary Nyoongar identity is most notable within 

the novels of Nyoongar author Kim Scott. Scott draws on his own life experiences to create books of 

allegorical fictional imbued with Frist Nations reality. His works explore identity, representing the social 

realities in which Aboriginal lives are embedded. He engages with complex Aboriginal communities, 

their histories and the relationships with Settlers in positive and adverse conditions. His characters 

confront Settler bigotry and crimes of hate directed to Aboriginal people as well as the strengths of 

Aboriginal culture: Kaartdijin (knowledge) of the elders; finding Country; healing and building anew. 

He does not shy away in his writing from the violence, addiction and shame within Aboriginal 

communities and navigates the reader through the importance of Aboriginal language and culture for 

regeneration and healing. Similar to Pease’s œuvre, Scott’s writing reveals 

 
1 For a detailed account of why and how Aboriginal tribes or clans are called ‘Nations, refer to Kevin Blackburn’s (2002) 
"Mapping Aboriginal Nations: The ‘nation’ Concept of Late Nineteenth Century Anthropologists in Australia" and the 
General Information Folio 5: “Appropriate Terminology, Indigenous Australian Peoples” 
https://teaching.unsw.edu.au/indigenous-terminology 
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and asserts contemporary discourses on First Nation sovereignty and the continuation of culture, and 

highlights Nyoongar identities connected to Country at various historical moments. Ursula Frederick 

raises the point that in the visual arts, the acknowledgement of Country has performed a significant 

function in the public discourse of First Australians over several decades. It is a designation that clearly 

illustrates the broad fabric of relationships that connects many First Peoples to their lineage, their 

family, their languages and their land in all its conscious and visionary dimensions. (2011) 

 

This thesis has abandoned the traditional fashioning of the chronological monograph in favour of 

grouping the works with a consideration of concepts and ideas; this will undoubtedly prove more 

fruitful than tracing the ups and downs of a career that spans two decades. Through four thematically 

ordered chapters— “Christopher Pease. Making the Man and Artist”; “Australian Identity”; “Nyoongar 

Kaartdijin”; and “South Coast History”—I examine themes and influences that recur throughout 

Pease’s twenty-year career to-date. 

The first chapter gives the reader a broad insight into Pease’s upbringing, his cultural environment, the 

moments that have shaped his artistic career, and his placement within the canon of prominent 

contemporary Australian artists. The second chapter engages in a comprehensive examination of the 

political and social dimensions of Aboriginal Australia. Through this paradigm, the reader will form an 

understanding of how Pease has shaped his identity through aspects of politics, education, and culture. 

The third chapter examines Nyoongar social and spiritual culture and Pease’s navigation of his 

Aboriginal heritage. The fourth and final chapter surveys the European exploration and early 

settlement of Western Australia’s south coast. Through examining artworks of early exploration, one 

forms a sense of the explorers' interaction with the Minang community and their passing over of 

Aboriginal culture. Pease reinterprets these images with attention to the presence of an ancient 

Nyoongar culture. 
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2F 

3F 

 

Chapter 1: Christopher Pease 2 - Making the Man and the Artist 
 

This chapter explores Christopher Pease life growing up in suburban Perth and his development in 

becoming a career artist. It looks at the events along the way that challenge him and the highlights that 

have driven his career, the life events that transformed him into one of Australia’s most successful 

contemporary living artists. 

 
Pease was born on the 5 July 1969 as a descendant of the Minang/Wardandi/Ballardong/Wilmen 3 

Nyoongar Aboriginal people from Australia’s South West coastal corner (see Fig 1.). He also has British 

and French lineage. Born into a Moot 4 (family) with artistic heritage, Pease is the son of contemporary 

artist Sandra Hill, a Minang/Wardandi/Ballardong/Wilmen Nyoongar woman. Hill creates art across 

various media, representing her journey of coming to terms with being a stolen child of the Stolen 

Generations and government policies of her generation. His sister Tracie Pushman is a psychologist 

and author who is best known for her books on Nyoongar stories during the time of colonial 

settlement. Pease’s brother Ben Pushman is an abstract artist who explores Nyoongar tribal law and 

ritual while assimilating into his practice 

the tribal ritual scarification; 

additionally, he creates art that 

explores the six seasons of the 

Nyoongar calendar. 

 

As a child, Pease highlights a loving 

childhood with a mother who was 

always actively involved in his life, being 

very much a ‘hands-on’ ngangk (mum); 

always energetically participating in 

and encouraging his creativity while 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. John D. Croft. Noongar Groups of the Southwest of Western 
Australia. Uploaded 2007. Source: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/file:noongar1.jpg 

 

 
 

2 This chapter is a summarised account of two personal interviews I recorded with the Christopher Pease in 2017, and 2018. 
3 Four of the 14 Nyoongar boodja (country) dialect groups in the South West. Minang (alternatively spelt Mineng or 
Menang) is a dialectic group of the Nyoongar people of the Albany area on the south coast of Western Australia. I have 
adopted the spelling of Minang as used by Christopher Pease. 
4 Throughout this thesis I will incorporate the use of Nyoongar words with the English translation noted in brackets. 
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Figure 2. Christopher Pease as a boy. Source: Visual 
Diary 1, 1999 

regularly making costumes for school plays (Pease, 

2017a). Pease was a typical Australian kid of the 1970s. 

He enjoyed all the activities most boys of his era 

enjoyed, playing outdoors, bike riding, roleplaying 

Cowboys and Indians, camping, and exploring nature. 

 
Pease was born between two cultures. His father, 

Wilfred Pease, an Englishman from Hartlepool near the 

Scottish border, northeast England, separated from his 

mother when Pease was five years old. Hill eventually 

married the Englishman Ron Pushman, who took on 

the role as father to Pease and his siblings. Pease 

recalls his younger years with fondness when away on 

regular family camping weekends. Pushman would frequently load the family into the car, and they 

would head off to explore the bushlands of the Avon Valley, Karri Forest or the southern coastal town 

of Albany, where there were always new adventures awaiting. Pease acknowledges that it was during 

these adventures that he developed a deep affinity with the land and his connection to nature. 

By the 1980s, Pease had developed into a typical urban teenager. He spent his youth in the northern 

fringe suburb of Girrawheen (Western Australia), surrounded by native bushland before the suburb 

was replaced with the urban sprawl. Pease (Laurie, 2002) recalls his childhood was happy and “very 

mainstream [...] I didn't have any indigenous friends. My dad's British and my mum had been more or 

less removed from our culture. I suppose I was a little bit racist growing up. I thought being Aboriginal 

was a bad thing and it had a stigma attached to it. I just didn't want to acknowledge it.” His days at 

Girrawheen Senior High School were followed by meeting up with his friends on the weekends, while 

absorbed in the urban cultural rap movement that accompanied the rise of this music genre in the 

eighties. Throughout his years at High School Pease demonstrated a keen interest and a natural ability 

in the fine arts. Reflecting on his youth, he reminisced that creating art was always a part of his school 

years, and aptly it was his art classes in which he most excelled scholastically. Adjacent to the process 

of creating artworks during class, Pease recollects the fascination he had with the Australian Heidelberg 

School of artists, American modern art, and in particular he was drawn to the early Pop Artist Jasper 

Johns (b.1930), where his attention and imagination were captivated by the concentric circles that 
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Johns created in his series of Target works (c.1955-1960). Conversely, Pease laments that missing in 

his art education was a comprehensive account of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art. Whereas, 

the small amount of Aboriginal art that was imparted in his high school art education was  directed  

to the Western Desert Art movement as it was becoming extensively publicised through Australia, 

with no education material referring to place or Nyoongar art. 

1.1 Self Portrait-Christmas 1975 
 
 

Figure 3. Christopher Pease. Self Portrait-Christmas 1975, 2001. Oil and Graphite on canvas, Diptych, 152 x 172cm. Source: 
Artist 

 

In an echo of Johns’ sentiment towards the “things the mind already knows” (Tejada-Flores, 2008, pp. 

13:27-32), Pease’s first interpreted Johns’ Target series in an early diptych titled Self Portrait, Christmas 

1975, 2001 (Fig. 3). The Johns representation of concentric circles is a recurring motif in Pease’s practice 

and is represented as a double entendre. Pease (2016, p. 9:44) explains, "when I was growing up, that 

was what concentric circles meant to me was Jasper Johns’ Target [sic]". The similarity to Johns’ targets 

of alternating colours and a bullseye from the 1950s begins and ends in the stylisation. As an Aboriginal 
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artist, Pease’s target motif is instilled with a new set of possibilities related to Aboriginal identity. His 

circles can be understood as a reference to the waterholes and campfires, which are commonly 

associated with the artworks from the Western Desert artists, such as the Papunya Tula artist collective, 

as is noted in his Visual Diary (Fig. 4). In fact, the circle is of central importance in Aboriginal kaartdijin. 

The circle is all connecting, a continuum of time where everything is connected: creation, the spirit, and 

human beings. These circles can similarly be perceived as symbols of the colonial desire for possession 

and the artist’s subjective experience as a target of racism, a target that is insidiously synonymous with 

Aboriginal culture. Looking closely at the painting, Pease has used layers of paint to build up a painterly 

surface that evokes the circles in motion. The image on the right is taken from a photo of Pease, as a 

seven-year-old, on Christmas morning 1975, dressed in a mock-army outfit holding a toy rifle. In this 

painting, Pease takes us back to our youth and the roles that as children we played in the development 

of identity. What makes us accepted in our communities? What gives us our youthful power? What roles 

must we as children and then, as adults perform? What identities are subversively imposed upon 

Aboriginal people because of colonialism? Since first contact Aboriginal people have been battling an 
 

Figure 4. Christopher Pease. Visual Diary Entries of Self Portrait, Christmas 1975, Source: Artist Visual Diary 2, 2000-02 
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outsider view of themselves, where the displacement of identity was imposed to ‘fit in’. However, as 

children, we are ignorant of the complexities of meaning in the symbolism of images, whether it be the 

innocence of a Christmas photo or a picture of a target and bullseye. It is in this painting that Pease 

begins to explore his identity as a Nyoongar man. 

 
This exploration of self-identity is evident also in Gordon Bennett’s (1955-2014), Self Portrait (But I always 

wanted to be one of the good guys) 1990, a large 150 x 260 cm oil on canvas. This painting is a self- 

portrait of Bennett as a four-year-old dressed as a cowboy and positioned within the letter ‘I’ juxtaposed 

next to images of dead First Nation people similarly placed within the letters ‘AM’. The work references 

the horrors of early colonialism and how identity can be forced on people to fit in or be one of the ‘other’ 

who face the bigotry of discrimination. In a like manner, Queensland born, Sydney artist Tony Albert 

(b.1981) has adapted the theme of the target for his art practice. Albert’s recurring trope of Aboriginal 

male portraits with a red target painted on to their bare chest symbolises the constant racial profiling of 

Aboriginal men. 

 
During Pease’s mid-teenager years he began to identify with his Aboriginal heritage. His inward journey 

was encouraged by his ngangk (mother), Hill, while she was rediscovering her family who was displaced, 

taken by force from family as part of the Stolen Generations; however, it was not until some years later 

that Pease’s became actively involved in researching his Nyoongar history. By the age of 17, Pease had 

graduated from high school then moved out of the family home to live with his teenage sweetheart for 

the next few years. It was during this time that Hill and Pushman’s marriage broke down, with Pushman 

moving out of the family home and eventually relocating to Melbourne, losing contact with Pease and 

his siblings. Over the next few years, while Pease was finding his creative path, he found work in 

hospitality and continued to paint, advancing the formal skills learnt in high school while at the same 

time defining his identity as a Nyoongar man through his art. 

 
By 1996 Pease had enrolled in the Diploma in Art and Graphic Design course at Perth Technical College 

(now North Metropolitan TAFE). During this period, Pease had an art history lecturer John Greenwood 

who had a profound and lasting effect on him. Greenwood, Pease recounts, had a theatrical deliverance 

of his classes, creating engagement while capturing and nurturing his imagination. Greenwood’s lectures 

covered the history of Western art from the German Romantics all the way through the artistic periods 

to the American postmodern. The following year, 1997, Pease married Molly, his American sweetheart 
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of three years and gained a daughter. Graduating in 1998 with a Diploma in Art and Graphic Design, 

Pease was quick to secure a Graphic Design cadetship with The Aboriginal Independent Newspaper 5. 

Here for the first time, Pease was in regular contact with the Nyoongar community, outside of his 

immediate family. Pease (Laurie, 2002) in a comment to his mother claims "the thing that's amazed me 

[…] is the culture still exists". Following on from this job he secured employment advertising agency 

Photoplay Advertising, both of which were based in Perth. From here on, Pease experienced expeditious 

development as an accredited artist in the Australian art world. 

 
By the age of 33, in 1999, Pease was working towards establishing himself as a professional artist. It was 

through his art that his journey to discover and reinterpret the visual language of his Nyoongar heritage 

became the overarching theme in Pease’s art practice, allocating his spare time to search through 

photographic archives while delving into his maternal family history. Throughout these investigations 

and continuing to the present day, Pease diligently records his creative research, developing his ideas 

with material and process investigations into his visual diaries. For the most part, each of his diaries 

extends over one-to-two-year periods of research and artwork development. His diaries, as seen as an 

example in Figure 4, are pre-bound and A4 in size sketching journals that contain quality artist paper 

suitable for both wet and dry mediums, where Pease sketches, notes his thoughts and pastes his ideas. 

Pease began his earliest visual diary in 1999 to illustrate his visual and mental pursuit of ways to connect 

the past to the present while examining his endangered Nyoongar culture, a culture that was thought by 

the colonialists would eventually die out. (McGregor, 1997). 
 

Pease's career took an unexpected turn when approached by Julian Goddard from Goddard de Fiddes 

Gallery, Perth5F           

6. Goddard took an immediate interest in Pease’s work and invited him to exhibit in his 

gallery. Pease’s first solo exhibition was at Goddard de Fiddes Gallery in 2000. His artwork was an eclectic 

collection of ideas exploring his identity as a Nyoongar and European man; Pease has maintained this 

trajectory throughout his artistic career. Following on from the success of his first exhibition, he was 

invited to exhibit at the Art Gallery of Western Australia (AGWA) in Indigenous Art, in 2001 AGWA 

purchase Pease’s painting Nyoongar Dreaming (Fig. 5) painted in 1999 and promptly featured the 

purchased artwork in the gallery’s Indigenous Art exhibition catalogue publication. 

 

 
5 The Aboriginal Independent Newspaper Ed. 1 (Jun 25, 1997) - Ed. 50 (May 15, 2002) 
6 Pease was represented by Goddard De Fiddes Gallery, Perth Western Australia until the gallery’s closure in 2011. 
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Figure 5. Christopher Pease. Nyoongar Dreaming, 1999. Oil on canvas, 114 x 147cm. Collection of The Art 
Gallery of Western Australia. Source: Artist 

 

Away from this recently established public success, Pease was researching content for his paintings. His 

visual diary during this period reveals an ongoing frustration at the absence of historical Nyoongar visual 

language archival references, stating (2000-02), “Searching for Nyoongar traditional marks. There are 

hardly any left. Only artefacts… I want to resurrect lost culture”. Later in this diary, on a page dated 

22/7/00, Pease’s notes continue along a similar mental process, “I want to create images derived from a 

fusion between my own self and the ancient Nyoongar visual language!” Continuing on the following 

page “It is an absolute tragedy that Nyoongar artists have to adopt markings from other groups because 

their own visual culture has been lost. I envy those Aboriginal groups that still have their own traditional 

markings from which they can draw from”. By August 2, 2000, Pease begins to look inwards in acceptance 

of loss and a renewed determination of self, "I am wanting to get back to an authentic Nyoongar art. But 

this art can never be authentic. The true Nyoongar art has been lost. Anything I do is a false 

https://mail.google.com/mail/u/1/#m_117135005349337577__ENREF_41
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representation, a cheap imitation. I want the truth from myself”. 

 
The years 2002 and 2003 represented a critical juncture in Pease’s career, and he speaks of this time as 

a catalyst. Firstly, Pease was appointed as a Lecturer for the Associate Degree in Aboriginal Art at Curtin 

University, in Perth, and was responsible for creating and delivering a bridging unit for Aboriginal art as 

well as a mainstream Indigenous art history unit. The research he undertook in preparation for the units 

and through the interactions with the students in the tutorial discussions considerably broadened 

Pease’s knowledge of contemporary Aboriginal art and culture. Pease began his research with a keen 

interest in the Boomalli Aboriginal Artists Cooperative 7 of the 1980s; a collective indigenous artist group 

that “spearheaded a militant identity discourse … [and] galvanized the urban Indigenous art movement” 

(McLean, 2016, pp. 209, 211). He also researched the Western Desert art of Rover Thomas, from remote 

Turkey Creek in Western Australia. 

 
Nyoongar artist Shane Pickett and the Nyoongar child artists of the Carrolup School Settlement 8 from 

the mid-southwest of Western Australia were also an integral part of Pease’s course. He discovered the 

work of the ‘post-pop conceptual postmodern’ artist Gordon Bennett from Queensland—a pioneer for 

a new generation of artists who tore apart former ideological strongholds, launching onto the arts scene 

in the late 1980s (McLean, 2016, pp. 223-224). It was Bennett in particular who had the most profound 

impact on Pease, opening his mind to new ideas and ways of interpreting Aboriginal culture through art. 

Pease talks of how Bennett worked across genres referencing American modern, Pop and postmodern 

artists; he included Indigenous histories and colonial references, and referenced Western art history in 

his art and all at the same time. Pease claims Bennett was “pretty much the catalyst” of his artistic career. 

The knowledge Pease was retaining of Australian art while teaching at Curtin University created an 

explosion of ideas. To channel his creative energies in a positive direction, Pease needed to paint. 

 
His creative output went from strength to strength, gaining the interest of public and intuitional 

collectors. This interest was led by the attention his work gained in high profile exhibitions. In 2002, Pease 

was the recipient of the 19th Telstra National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Award (NATSIAA) 9 in 

 

7 Founded in 1987 and based in Sydney, the founding member artists were, Euphemia Bostock, Fiona Foley, Michael Riley, 
Tracey Moffatt, Jeffrey Samuels, Bronwyn Bancroft, Avril Quaill, Fern Martens, Arone Meeks, and Brenda L. Croft. 
(www.boomalli.com.au) 
8 Notable school-aged artists from Carrolup included Parnell Dempster, Ross Jones, Reynolds Hart, Revel Cooper, and Barry 
Loo. 
9 Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, Darwin. NATSIAA is Australia’s preeminent national Aboriginal art 
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General Painting for his painting Wadatji Country – Belief and Disbelief, 2002 (Fig. 19). Following this he 

was again invited to exhibit at the AGWA in South-West Central: Indigenous Art from South Western 

Australia 1833-2002, both solidifying his place as an important artist in Australia’s art market. 

 
Continuing from his time as a lecturer at Curtin University, in 2003 Pease had his second solo exhibition 

at Goddard de Fiddes Gallery, and was appointed as an art teacher at Casuarina Prison for Men. In 2004 

Pease was awarded the most significant state government art commission in history for an artwork at 

the Perth Convention and Exhibition Centre, Western Australia (Fig. 18). He was listed as one of the most 

collectable artists in the Australian Art Collector journal’s ‘50 Most Collectable Artist List For 2004’ and 

was appointed as a Lecturer in Graphic Design at Perth’s Central TAFE (now the North Metropolitan 

TAFE) between the years 2004- 2009. The positive impact these formative years had upon Pease’s artistic 

development was immense and laid the groundwork for his professional career. 

 
During the years 2003 to 2009 Pease’s time was divided between painting and establishing himself as a 

professional artist with regular solo exhibitions at Goddard de Fiddes Gallery and group exhibitions locally 

and nationally, combined with contract commercial graphic design work. This period of exhibiting and 

expanding his exhibition profile began in 2004 when Pease was invited to exhibit at the John Curtin 

Gallery at Curtin University, where his artwork was purchased as part of the Curtin University Art 

Collection. In 2005 Pease had his third solo exhibition at Goddard de Fiddes Gallery, and his final solo 

exhibition with the Gallery in 2008 before the Gallery closed down in 2011. His commercial success in 

Perth solidified his place in the Western Australian art market; from this point, Pease’s sight was set on 

the commercial art market in the east coast. His success from exhibiting in 2004, 2006, and 2008 

Melbourne Art Fairs and the 17th Biennale of Sydney in 2010 attracted interest from east coast 

commercial galleries. 

 
Consequently, he was approached by GallerySmith in Melbourne where he has been exhibiting regularly 

since 2012, and Michael Reid Galleries whom in 2013 took his art to exhibit at Michael Reid Galleries in 

Berlin Germany, following with his first solo exhibition in Sydney at Michael Reid Galleries in Sydney in 

2014 and again in 2015. In 2006 Pease was also invited to exhibit at the National Gallery of Australia as 

part of the Right Here / Right Now exhibition. The thematic approaches to Pease’s east coast exhibitions 

 

 
award, founded in 1984. 
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have been in keeping with his exploration of identity merged from being born between two cultures. 

 
In conclusion, as examined in this chapter, Pease’s upbringing, including his family dynamics, and his 

Nyoongar identity, are central to his journey into manhood and his development as an artist. Growing 

up in a predominately Anglo society and identifying as an Aboriginal Nyoongar in a society where racism 

towards Aboriginal people was institutionally ingrained and where the displacement of Aboriginal 

peoples was so prevalent that it became a part of their identity. Pease worked through these adversities 

in his life by channelling his energy into his art practice and embracing his Nyoongar culture. Being true 

to himself, Pease has developed his art into a vehicle to explore his identity as a contemporary Aboriginal 

Nyoongar and European Australian, an exploration that is evident in his early artwork Self Portrait, 

Christmas 1975. Throughout this process of self- examination, Pease has achieved that in which he was 

seeking: a Nyoongar visual language. 
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Chapter 2: An Australian Identity 
 

This chapter explores the politics that have aided in shaping Christopher Pease’s Australian identity. 

Pease is Aboriginal, and he is Anglo-Australian. Born in the southwest of Western Australia, he 

identifies as a Nyoongar man. His Aboriginal ancestry runs through his maternal lineage with his British 

and French ancestry through his paternal lineage. He grew up during the years of global 

postcolonialism and Aboriginal self-determination in Australia; nonetheless, Pease’s Anglo- Australian 

identity is typical of many children in Australia during the 1970s and 1980s. These decades were an era 

when education in Australia was going through great reflection and transformation to eradicate racism 

in the classrooms and to be inclusive towards Australia’s First People. It was a time of high national and 

international awareness of Aboriginal cultural heritage and visual arts, a catalyst that brought positive 

change in Australia for First Peoples. The arts became a platform for Aboriginal people to tell their story 

of pre-contact, Dreaming and their experiences of colonisation. 

As a consequence of the political climate of Pease’s upbringing, his art explores the hybridity of his 

identity within contemporary urban Australian society. The term hybridity in postcolonial studies 

applies to the mixing of races and cultures to produce new cultures. Postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha 

(1994, pp. 159-162) defines hybridity as the “strategic reversal of the process of domination [colonial 

power] through disavowal”. He expands on this by highlighting that hybridity “is not a third term that 

resolves the tension between two cultures … [hybridity] reverses the effects of the colonial disavowal, 

so that other ‘denied’ knowledges enter upon the dominant discourses and estrange the basis of its 

authority - its rules of recognition,” in what he asserts as the Third Space of representation. Although 

“unrepresentable in itself” the Third Space is the disruption of culture and its semantics, through which 

it identifies that “the same signs can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew”. It is 

“the inbetween space - that carries the burden of the meaning of culture” (Bhabha, 1994, pp. 55-57). 

In Australia, during the 1990s, artists and art curators promoted change in the discourse on Aboriginal 

art by producing and exhibiting hybrid Aboriginal art as an alternative narrative to Western Desert dot 

painting. This postcolonial movement was activism adopted to reframe the perception of Aboriginal 

art and culture. (Russo, 2009) 

 

In the second half of the twentieth century, the global phenomenon of postcolonial independence 
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stimulated “a process” described by Terry Smith in his book Contemporary Art, World Currents (2011, p. 

11) “as decolonisation, the after-effects which are known as postcolonialism”. Australia’s postcolonial 

after-effects are in contemporary society not wholly realised, as the reigning British Monarch retains the 

title as the Head of the Commonwealth with Australia governed by Commonwealth law. Nevertheless, 

the process towards an independent Australia, divorced from British governance, was in part motivated 

by public concern for Aboriginal identity, nationalism, and the human rights that were stripped from 

Australia’s First People through the process of British colonisation. The postcolonial effect on Australia’s 

art world has resulted in a complete transformation of its cultural landscape through the 

acknowledgement of Aboriginal culture and its people. Pease engages with Australia’s postcolonial after- 

effects to include Nyoongar Aboriginal perspectives within the discourse of Western Australia’s southern 

past and contemporary Australia. 

 
Since Captain James Cook set foot on Australian shores nearly 250 years ago, this young nation has been 

constructing and redefining its historical, political, cultural, and social identity. Cook was on a scientific 

expedition to witness the Transit of Venus in the southern oceans. It was by chance that he ‘discovered’ 

Australia’s South-East coastline, landing in Botany Bay and thereupon claiming the territory for Great 

Britain, and declaring the land as terra nullius (nobody’s land). Currently, it is estimated, through 

archaeological and scientific investigation, that the Aboriginal population was approximately 750,000, 

with  an  estimated  700  languages  spoken9F           

10   when  Cook  arrived  on  Australian  shores  in  1770—each 

language represented an independent Nation, occupying every part of the continent (Australian 

Museum, 2011; Hunter & Carmody, 2015, p. 113). The Indigenous people of Australia belong to one of 

the oldest surviving cultures of the world, with archaeological sites showing human habitation, dating 

back some 65,000 years before present time (BP) (Clarkson, Marwick, Wallis, Fullagar, & Jacobs, 2017). 

With over 200-years of post-settler growth and struggle for Aboriginal and Australian identity, the 

Australia of colonial conquest since the mid-twentieth century is adapting to a modern era with an 

ongoing undertaking to achieve equality and reconciliation with Australia’s First People. 

 
January 26 1988 marked the 200th anniversary of the arrival of the First Fleet of British convict ships at 

 
 
 

10 Additional finding suggests Aboriginal people migrated to Australia 50,000 years BP. (Cooper, Alan, Wolfgang Haak, and 
Ray Tobler. 2017. "DNA Reveals Aboriginal People Had a Long and Settled Connection to Country." The Conversation. And, 
Lyons, Martin, and Penny Russell. 1999. Australia's History: Themes and Debates. Sydney, NSW, Australia: University of NSW 
Press) 
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Sydney Harbour. On this national day celebrating Australia’s colonial history and a modern nation, over 

40,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and their supporters came from all over Australia to 

march on the streets of Sydney. Their collective voice protested for land rights, against the injustices 

perpetrated upon Australia’s First People in all aspects of Australian society, and awareness of the 

endangerment of ancient and sacred sites. This march “White Australia has a black history”, highlighted 

the brutality that colonisation had inflicted on Australia’s First Peoples and became one of the largest 

protests ever seen in Australia, drawing national and international media attention to Australia’s 

substandard human rights record. The rally not only asserted the agency of First Australians, it also 

subverted Australia’s Western idea of nationhood. At the same time, it ignited a change in the public 

consciousness, bringing about a reform of the national debate on Australia’s settler-colonial history, and 

marked a turning point in Australian race relations. The shared voice of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people was at long last heard. (Cromb, 2018) 

 

2.1 Postcolonialism and Aboriginal Identity 
 

Australia’s First Peoples appealed resolutely for an end to government policies and social practices that 

work against their fight to maintain ancestral cultural traditions, while concurrently creating strategies 

and goals for surviving within the national culture. Equally consistent were the demands to the 

Government for the establishment of viable economic bases and local political structures of self- 

governance. These demands were viewed as an essential prerequisite for a continuing tradition of 

autonomous cultural representation and development. 

The political shift to Aboriginal self-determination was ignited in 1959 when the incumbent Menzies 

Liberal Government created legislative change (Social Services (Cth) Act, 1959) that stopped welfare 

discrimination against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples by granting access to social security 

benefits. The benefits granted eligibility on the same basis as other members of the community, 

including the old age and invalid pensions, widows’ pensions, unemployment, sickness benefits, 

maternity allowance and child endowment. This act was followed in 1962 with voting rights in federal 

elections (Commonwealth Electoral (Cth) Act, 1962), and in 1967 the Constitution (Constitution (Cth) 

Act, 1967) was further amended to include Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to be counted 

in the census, thus marking a shift in the Government’s responsibilities towards equality. 
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2.1.1 Self-Determination 
 

Subsequent actions were adopted in 1973 by the incumbent Whitlam Labour Government who 

adopted the term ‘self-determination’ as a government policy, henceforth replacing the policy of 

assimilation. The Government’s policy of self-determination was consistent with the principle of ‘self- 

determination of peoples’ that had been declared in the United Nations Charter of 1945, the United 

Nations General Assembly Declaration on the Independence to Colonial Countries of 1960, and the 

United Nations International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights of 1966. Consisting within Australia’s policy of self-determination was the right to equality that 

included maintaining language and traditional customs (ALRC, 1986); this met with the closing down 

or handing over of Government-run native settlements and institutions that housed Aboriginal children 

to Aboriginal-run communities to self-govern (DPC, n.d.). The repatriation of tribal lands followed, 

including the ownership of Uluru returned to the local Pitjantjatjara people in 1985 (Aboriginal Land 

Rights (NT) Act, 1976), and the landmark Mabo High Court of Australia's ruling in 1992 recognising 

Native Title in Australia for the first time (Native Title (Cth) Act, 1993). The Aboriginal Arts Board (Prime 

Minister, 1973) was established, placing control of Aboriginal arts in the hands of First Australians and 

raising the profile of Aboriginal art internationally, promoting the accomplishments of Aboriginal 

culture. Greater investment was made in providing access to education (McMullin, 1991, p. 345), and 

in 1997, although not mandatory, changes were made to the education curriculum to include content 

containing Aboriginal cultural heritage and histories. 

 
In a landmark decision that affects Indigenous people on a global scale, the United Nations Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (AHRC) in September 13 2007, ruled that “self- determination, 

autonomy and self-government in matters relating to their internal and local affairs” is the right of 

Indigenous peoples, and in 2009 the Australian Government publicly avowed its endorsement for the 

Declaration. Through the determination of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and their 

supporters, much progress has been made towards an equal and unified Australia. Unfortunately, 

Australia is by no means close to resolving the discrimination towards Aboriginal identity, and the 

cultural inequality that is perpetuated as a result of the institutional racism constantly confronts 

Australia’s First People. 
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2.1.1.1 Cocktails By The Pool 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. Christopher Pease. Cocktails By The Pool, 2014. Oil on canvas, 70 x 43cm. Source: Artist 
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With subtle irony, Pease’s practice references the political climate towards Australia’s First People 

during the years of self-determination in artworks that produce a cultural space that emerges 

disjunctively in cultural memory and places of political agency. Grounded in this unstable state of 

hybridity and Third Space, it has been said that the repression of First Australians was part of a 

conspiracy in which Government people treated them as they did native wildlife and flora; this is how 

Aboriginal people saw it. Pease addressed this aggregate opinion in a series of paintings created 2014 

titled Flora and Fauna, where he painted First Nation men next to plants and wildlife, as seen in 

Cocktails by the Pool (Fig. 6). 

 
This painting is a tongue-in-cheek humorous take on Australia’s assumed native flora and fauna act 

that has existed in the country’s discourse since the 1970s. According to Marcia Langton (Das 2018), 

the rhetoric surrounding Aboriginal people being classified together with a native flora and fauna act 

was first mentioned at a council meeting in Canberra during the 1970s to metaphorically indicate that 

First Australians were not treated as equals with Settler Australians. In 2017, Aboriginal artist Vernon 

Ah Kee told the ABC (Das 2018) that "[b]lackfellas jokingly say that we weren't considered people so 

we must be part of the flora and fauna act, but that's not even true. The fact is that we didn't exist at 

all". As it happens, there has never been an act of parliament for flora and fauna; however, the myth 

still gains widespread credence. 

 
Cocktails By The Pool mixes signifiers of Pease’s cultural identity, his Aboriginal and colonial history, 

the natural world both native and introduced, and the sophisticated cosmopolitan man. This oil on 

canvas places a physically fit looking Minang Nyoongar man standing effortlessly in contrapposto, 

dressed only in possum-skin shorts and belt as the central subject. Nyoongar ceremonial markings of 

white body paint adorn his face, torso, arms, and thighs. His appearance is both passive and aggressive, 

as if slightly on-edge. Held by his fingers of his left hand is the stem of a cocktail glass with the contents 

that appear to be of a Cosmopolitan cocktail. In his right hand, he holds a boomerang angled down the 

length of his leg; it is positioned in a grip ready to be thrown, angled as though he is alert to his 

surroundings. In place of a weapon, the half-naked male protagonist is holding a cocktail glass and 

asserting his masculinity in a hybridity of primitive and ‘hipster- posh’ gesture. 

 
Pease’s play with hybridity speaks to his agency as a man of Aboriginal descent. In this space he has 

created a cosmopolitan citizen of the world and a colonial ‘savage’ from the evolutionary stage of the 

https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#_ENREF_42
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#_ENREF_42
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#_ENREF_42
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hunter-gatherer shows the impossibility of this identity. He is not situated in a particular setting, but 

standing on a field of mustard colour, neutral to the gaze, as though making a point about his presence 

both as an Aboriginal man and a cosmopolitan one, a hybrid culture that represents the 

unpredictability it presents. In the negative space surrounding him are botanical curiosities of white 

flowering plants, fumaria capreolata, olearia axillaris and clematis linearifolia, unique to Minang 

boodja (Albany country) although similar to the style produced by the Scottish botanical illustrator and 

natural history artist, Sydney Parkinson (c. 1745–1771), who accompanied Cook on the scientific 

expedition; a kangaroo, which is of a similar design to the first representation of a kangaroo painted in 

the eighteenth century by George Stubbs (1724–1806); and, two species of introduced 

undomesticated animals: a rooster and two grey rabbits. 

 
George Stubbs was the pre-eminent animal painter in Britain during the eighteenth century. Joseph 

Banks, a naturalist and botanist onboard Captain James Cook’s voyage of scientific exploration to 

Australia, commissioned him to produce an oil painting from Bank’s sketch, written notes and a dead 

kangaroo stuffed with pelt, upon Bank’s return to London. Stubbs’ painting Kongouro from New 

Holland, 1772 (Fig. 7) was the first representation of a Kangaroo, or any animal, from Australia in 

Western art (RMG, 2016). Upon completing the painting, the artwork was first exhibited at the Society 

of Artists, London 1773 and subsequently published in John Hawkesworth’s (1773) An Account Of The 

Voyages Undertaken By The Order Of His  

Present Majesty For Making Discoveries In The 

Southern Hemisphere. From thereafter, 

Stubbs’ painting of the Kangaroo was quick to 

become associated with Australia (Arts Council 

England, 2012). In 1901 the newly formed 

Commonwealth of Australia adopted the 

kangaroo as a symbol to represent the nation. 

Over a century later, Donald Radford, director 

of the National Gallery of Australia (Maev, 

2013),  declares:  "The  Stubbs   image  of   the 

kangaroo is an Australian icon. It was the basis 

for the kangaroo on Australia's first coat of 

Figure 7. George Stubbs. Kongouro From New Holland, 1772. Oil 
on canvas, 605 x 715 mm. Source: Royal Museum Greenwich 
Http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/573621.html 

http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/573621.html
http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/573621.html
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arms and the source of countless popular engraved images of the kangaroo for over 60 years." 

Nationally and internationally, the kangaroo has become embedded as a ubiquitous construction of 

Australia’s national identity. It is fitting that Pease used a Stubbs style version of the Kangaroo for this 

series of artworks, connecting his work to colonisation and grounding them in the history of colonial 

Australia. 

 
Since the fame of Stubbs’ painting, artists’ have been attempting to create Australia through art. 

Artists’ of Pease’s ilk who bring Australian history to our contemporary memory is seen in the works of 

Ian North (b.1945), a New Zealand born artist who immigrated to Australia 1971. In his series titled 

Seasons created in 1987, North appropriated George Stubbs’ Kongouro and superjacent the image on 

top of photographs he had taken and reworked of the Flinders Rangers. However, North’s series seems 

to be more a nostalgic reference point to Australia’s British history in the contemporary landscape in 

comparison to Pease’s ironic positioning of Australia’s discriminative past. 

 
Of a similar period, Australian artist Imants Tillers (b.1950) was commissioned to produce an artwork 

for the bicentennial exhibition Creating Australia: 200 years of art 1788–1988. This commission 

resulted in what is perhaps Tillers' best-known work Kangaroo Blank 1988, painted on 78 canvas 

boards. The landscape of this artwork is an appropriation of George Stubbs’ landscape in Kongouro. 

Drawing from Japanese artist Shusaka Arakawa’s work, in this painting Tillers removes the kangaroo 

that was the centrepiece of Stubbs’ painting and replaces it with a rectangular ‘blank’ void positioned 

next to a beacon and its geometric rays; the kangaroo is present in essence only. Tillers’ painting, as 

does Pease’s, illuminates to the concept of Australian cultural identity. 

 
In Cocktails by the Pool Pease has created a painting mediated through identifiable symbols of colonial 

and contemporary Australia to express an antiquated identity of Australia’s First People. The neutral 

design of Australian flora and fauna juxtaposed with an Aboriginal man is loaded with paradoxes. With 

the subtleness of irony and humour articulated in his paintings, Pease’s embraces both the inequities 

of colonial power and the agency of a hybrid Aboriginal man in a contemporary Australia discourse. 

 

2.1.2 Aboriginal Education 
 

In contemporary Australia, education plays a vital role in cultural recognition and inclusion. However, 

up into the mid-twentieth century, education in Australia was packaged and taught in line with the 
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British canon of education. Notwithstanding this, since federation, the Australian government has 

implemented into education a framework of nationalism. A national identity forged out of a 

relationship with Britain, connected to Australia’s territory, common myths, historical memories and 

civic culture, linking to a collective identity, such as middle-class Settler Protestant identity, while at 

the most part ignoring the same connections and linkages in Aboriginal society. Over time, Aboriginal 

history and culture course of study in Australian education were developed and taught, although 

positioned as Australia’s prehistory (Clark, 2006, p. 30). This resulted in Aboriginal knowledge being 

imparted as not relevant to the Australian colonial discourse. Therefore, the inclusion of Australia’s 

prehistory in the education syllabus was presented superficially as an exotic and ancient culture. The 

problem here was that Aboriginal culture and knowledge became homogenised, and by doing so 

dismissing and as a result diminishing geographical and cultural differences among Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people. 

 
Stemming from the colonial era, Australia’s ‘white policy’ ethos has manifested negative stereotypes 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. This typecasting was perpetuated through the 

education system with the cursory amount of Aboriginal history taught and the absence of Aboriginal 

voice and perspective. Resultantly the predominately white Anglo educators were inadequately 

trained to interpret the knowledge of the many different Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Nations 

(Butler, 2000, p. 93). The lack of training for educators was highlighted by Professor Barry Down (1994) 

in his article A Different, More Practical Education; he states that “teachers do not have special training 

to teach Aborigines ... a lack of Aboriginal support staff ... inadequate extracurricular activities.“ 

Subsequently, teachers unqualified in Aboriginal studies mislead generations of all school children 

about Australia’s history. The outcome of this not only produced a lack of understanding towards 

cultural recognition, it perpetuated ongoing institutional discrimination and systemic marginalisation 

of Australia’s First People from mainstream society. As a consequence, Dr Sarah Booth criticises that 

most adult Australians have been inadequately educated on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

diverse cultural history and their contribution and knowledge of Australia’s ecology and the 

environment (2014, p. 58). Such discrimination was inherent in Australia’s education system up until 

the late 1990s, when the Australian Government adopted significant changes in order to close the 

educational gap (Clark, 2006, pp. 55-56). 
 

The catalyst for educational reform emerged prior to the 1988 Bicentenary. With rising concerns from 
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the public of the planned Aboriginal protest during the Bicentenary celebrations, the incumbent Hawke 

Labour Government called an urgent meeting with the states, territory, and federal education 

ministers to amend the school curriculum to include Indigenous perspectives (Clark, 2006, p. 27). 

However, it was not until 2013 when the Australian Curriculum was once again revised to mandate the 

inclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s voice and perspectives within the school 

education system, and henceforth was mandated within all Western Australian Universities (Clark, 

2006, pp. 1-3). An unbiased education of Australia’s past can bridge the cultural divide of Australia’s 

First People and Settlers, keep Aboriginal culture relevant and visible and define the future of the 

nation as one of tolerance and acceptance. Through education a greater cultural awareness that is 

inclusive of Aboriginal voices and perspectives, we, as a nation, can make marked moves to erase 

institutional racism and discrimination, and bring about cultural equality. 

 

2.1.2.1 Wadatji Country 
 
 

Figure 8. Christopher Pease. Wadatji Country, 2009. Acrylic on canvas. 122 × 168cm. Source: Artist 
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In an example of Pease’s reflection on Western education versus traditional Aboriginal philosophies, 

Pease painted Wadatji Country, 2009 (Fig. 8). The painting is an amalgamation of both his Wadatji 

Country, Belief and Disbelief (see chapter 3.1.2) series of paintings and the story of the Junda, or the 

Charrnock Woman. In Nyoongar Nyitting (Dreaming), the Charrnock Woman is a giant evil spirit woman 

who steals children and feeds them to a male cave-dweller near Wave Rock (Mulka’s Cave) in Hyden, 

Western Australia. This story is about the creation of Western Australia’s southwest and the making of 

the Milky Way Constellation of stars being the spirits of the stolen children. (Reneke, 2015) 
 

The silence of the forest in interrupted by the presence of quizzical children running naked through a 

scatter of abandoned books on the forest floor. The path through the forest from where the children 

are is free from overgrown grass, shrubs and fallen branches; it is a clear path where light is but a 

minimum. The books that are held by the boy and scattered across the ground are of the sciences: 

Hydrology, Geology, Mathematics and others of a similar academic leaning. This, Pease (2019) 

mentions, “is an idea I was playing with at the time where I was obsessed with the relationship 

between science and traditional belief. There are undertones of mystery and possible danger. The 

scene implies potential danger hidden within the darkness of the forest and perhaps from within the 

books.” The painting invokes elements of the Brothers Grimm fantasy and the supernatural combined 

with Aboriginal spiritual beliefs. The danger implied was prevalent with First Nations people who were 

all too familiar with the horror of losing children during the twentieth century; that existent threat of 

children being forcefully taken from their parents by Government officials reveals a barbaric process 

that is now referred to as the Stolen Generations. 

2.1.3 Stolen Generations 
 

The year before Pease painted Nyoongar Dreaming (Fig. 5) he was completing his final year of academic 

studies. Pease’s graduation year at Perth Technical College (now the Central Metropolitan College of 

TAFE) in 1998 was noteworthy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. It was a year of 

substantial progress towards healing past traumas of abuse and neglect inflicted on Australia’s First 

Peoples sanctioned by the Australian Government, and recognition and acknowledgement by the 

Australian Government of these past wrongs committed through Government Legislations. The year 

1998 marked the first anniversary of Australia’s National Sorry Day, launched one year after the 

publication of The National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children  
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from their Families: Bringing Them Home. This Day is held in acknowledgement of the approximately 

one-hundred-thousand Aboriginal children forcibly removed from their families, and the generational 

emotional trauma of dispossession they endured since colonisation (Haskins, n.d.). 
 

In a paper penned by Robert van Krieken (2010) on Australia's Stolen Generations, he highlights the 

horrors of children being forcefully taken from their parents and extended families. “[U]nlike white 

children, great care was taken to ensure that [Aboriginal children] neither said goodbye nor ever saw 

their parents or family again. Frequently, they were given new names, and the isolation of Aboriginal 

settlements made it more difficult for parents and children to trace each other”. Pease, his brother, 

and his sister are the first in four generations, of his mother’s family, not to be forcibly taken from their 

parents. Sandra Hill, Pease’s mother, born in South Perth in 1951, was taken from her family as a child 

of seven, in 1958, and placed into the loveless care of Sister Kate’s Orphanage in Perth, a home for 

‘half-caste’ children, where her brother and two sisters were placed in 1956. From Sister Kate’s, Hill 

was eventually fostered into an Anglo-Australian family. Although it was not until 1985, when Pease 

was in primary school, and after twenty-nine years of searching, that all her family was reunited (S. Hill 

& Stanton, 2000). ``It was inconceivable to me at that time that it would be 29 years before I saw my 

mother again,'' Hill recalls (Laurie, 2002). In an interview in Creative-I (Hylands, 2013) Hill describes her 

experience as a child of the Stolen Generations. 

 
[My] mother was taken in 1933 and she was sent to Moore River Native Settlement and 

later was the first of seven children sent to Sister Kate’s (Home) when it opened in 

Buckland Hill. Then in 1958 myself and my two sisters and brother were taken while dad 

was in the army doing his armed services training. We were living in Point Samson, Dad 

had a job in Wittenoom and mum had a job. They took us from there while dad was 

away. We did not see mum and dad for 27 years after that. 

 
Hill continues: 

 
the policeman came from Port Headland, from Roebourne and piled us in to the car and 

said would you like to go for a ride, and of course what kid wouldn't, so we were driving 

around and we got up the road and us kids were saying okay, we want to go back to 

mum now [...] we did not know what was going on, they just took us. We were taken to 

Roebourne Hospital and I do not know why but we were sedated with ether. Then we 
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were put into the Old Roebourne Jail in a cell road by the policeman. He knew we were 

going home to mum. Then they locked us in a cell, we just had mattresses on the floor 

in the Roebourne Jail. 

These tyrannical removals were a result of the 1905 Aboriginal Act and numerous supporting 

government policies between the years 1910-1970. The primary purpose of these policies was to 

assimilate Australia’s First People into an Anglo-Australian Christian culture and value system, eroding 

a culture from a society of people. This ethnocide was the standard policy for colonising, attempting 

to create equality by erasing cultural differences (F. Murphy, 2011). The children taken under this 

policy have become known as The Stolen Generations. Figure 9 is a letter from the Commissioner of 

Native Affairs denying a family the return of their child from Sister Kate’s government-run housing. 

In 1972 The Western Australian Government legislated The Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority Act. 

This Act (Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority (WA) Act, 1972) made: provision for the establishment 

of an Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority, a Commissioner for Aboriginal Planning and an Aboriginal 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 9. Letter to Mr Irvine From Mr Francis Illingworth Bray The Commissioner of Native Affairs, 1944. Source: 
Christopher Pease Visual Diary 2, 2000-02 



36 

Ainslie Gatt | 22295531 | Master of Curatorial Studies in Fine Art by Research 

 

 

10F 

Affairs Advisory Council for the purpose of providing consultative and other services and for the 

economic, social and cultural advancement of persons of Aboriginal descent in Western Australia, to 

repeal the Native Welfare Act, 1963, and for incidental and other purposes. For a cultural heritage that 

was systematically dismantled through colonisation, it has been the strength of Aboriginal culture and 

the regenerative powers of their Dreaming that has triumphed through the years of colonisation, 

concomitant with Australia’s First Peoples fight for recognition and to reconcile the colonial past. 

2.2 Aboriginal Culture 
 

The promotion of Aboriginal cultural heritage and art saw a marked move towards an inclusive 

Australian society. Since the 1950s social anthropologists working in Australia—including Ronald and 

Catherine Berndt—and forward-thinking art curators 11, argued that Aboriginal artefacts which are 

produced contemporaneously, having significant hidden meanings distinct from their aesthetic value, 

be regarded as works of art. This advocacy for Aboriginal art gained prominence in the public sector, 

resulting in commercial interest from private art collectors (Morphy, 2008, p. 175; Russ, 2013, p. 146). 

By the end of the 1980s, Aboriginal cultural heritage and art were on the way to becoming multi- 

million-dollar Australian industries and vehicles for Aboriginal agency. 

 
The commercialisation of Aboriginal culture became a cross-cultural political tourism strategy used as 

a tool to reconstruct national identity and to differentiate Australian from other nations (DCA, 1994; 

Tatoulis, 2014, p. 48). With this commercialisation, Aboriginal culture, portrayed as Australia's ancient 

and spiritual heart and soul, became a homogenised product marketed to the global audience (Lyons 

& Russell, 1999, p. 129). Two stereotypical images are indicative of this phenomenon. Firstly, images 

of Aboriginal people performing ceremony, barefooted and with painted ceremonial markings, upon 

the red earth of Australia’s centre; and secondly, the acrylic and ochre dot-paintings created by artists 

from the remote communities in Australia’s Western and Central Desert. Unfortunately, these widely 

publicised images re-enforced a stereotype of a ‘primitive’ Aboriginal culture. Nevertheless, the 

Governments marketing of these images was a push towards cultural inclusion and Aboriginal 

reconciliation. The message behind these widely publicised images were enforced with Australia’s 

Qantas Airlines commissioning Aboriginal artists from the remote communities of the North West to 
 

11 Such as Tony Tuckson, Deputy Director of the Art Gallery of New South Wales (AGNSW), who was a strong advocate for 
Aboriginal art and during his tenure as the Curator for Primitive Art at AGNSW. The primitive collection was established in 
1956 and was launched with a gift of Aboriginal art from Arnhem Land. (Russ 2013) 
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create Aboriginal designs on five of their international aeroplanes, between 1995-2018 (Balarinji, 

2018). These symbolic demonstrations of reconciliation, nationalism, and the promotion of Australia’s 

First Peoples was highlighted at the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games, with the Game’s opening and closing 

ceremonies designed around Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander themes and performances. The 

pinnacle event in the Games was the gold medal win in the 400-metre race by Cathy Freeman, as she 

was first Aboriginal Australian to win an individual gold medal in the Olympic Games history. On her 

victory lap, Freeman held both the Australian and the Aboriginal flag 12 as a symbolic act of Aboriginal 

agency. 

 

2.3 Western Desert Art and Beyond 
 

The large gestural acts of cultural inclusion by non-indigenous Australians, more often than not, are 

paralleled by non-Indigenous people’s inept kaartdijin (knowledge) of Aboriginal culture. As Aboriginal 

art was becoming accepted into the Western art canon during the second half of the twentieth century, 

and as an established form of art in the current century, people unfamiliar with Aboriginal culture tend 

to identify Aboriginal art with ‘dot painting’. Added to this ignorance was the misinformed belief that 

any art claimed to be Aboriginal outside this genre was inauthentic (Coleman, 2009). These stereotypes 

emerged from the national and international acclaim for Western Desert artists, such as Kaapa 

Tjampitjinpa, Ronnie Tjampitjinpa, Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri, Tim Leura Tjapaltjarri, Billy Stockman 

Tjapaltjarri, Jack Phillipus Tjakamarra, Uta Tjangala, and Shorty Lungkata Tjungurrayi. Unbeknown to 

many, dot markings as a visual language is used to narrate Dreamings (Gallery, 2019) of the Western 

Desert Nations who are the primary custodians of these markings. These “Songlines”, as Matt Poll 

explains in his article Songlines, Museology and Contemporary Aboriginal Art (2018), “can sometimes 

extend deep underground, or far out to sea, they intersect with weather phenomena or are animated 

through astronomy”. Songlines hold and transfer the kaartdijin, mapping out the journeys of their 

ancestors and enabling Aboriginal peoples to navigate the land while understanding their surroundings 

and tradingroutes. 

 
The so-called ‘dot-painting’ was nothing new to the artists from the Western Desert region of Australia, 

as the dots being illustrations of their cultural stories were regularly scribed in the sands and as body 

 
12 In the 1994 British Columbia Commonwealth Games, after Freeman won the 400 meters, she carried only the Aboriginal 
flag during her victory lap. 
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markings in ceremonies conducted long before Europeans arrived at the Australian continent; but 

rendering dots with acrylic paint was new. It was in the early 1970s that the Aboriginal artists of the 

remote Northern Territory Papunya community made their way into the Australian and global 

conscious for their striking acrylic-paint dot-paintings on board and canvas. By the late 1980s Aboriginal 

art was validated to the full extent by the Australian art world (McLean, 2011). Due to the success of 

the Papunya artists, Aboriginal-run art centres, including Pintupi, Yayayi, Anmatyerre and Warlpiri 

community groups, began emerging through the Western and Central Deserts, providing remote 

Aboriginal communities opportunities to record their Dreaming for future generations as their lives 

were becoming greater enveloped by Western modernisation. It also presented an avenue to produce 

income from their creative output and to provide self- determined choices for their future wellbeing 

(Thorley, 2016). 
 

For the art world professionals and art collectors primarily in Australia and America, the art produced 

by the Western Desert artists held a similar dynamic to the abstract painting genre that gained 

prominence in New York during the twentieth century (Myers, 1991, p. 37). In contrast, abstract art in 

modern Western discourse is grounded in an aesthetic convention of the simplified form, as with the 

cubist work of Picasso, and the non-objective art of Wassily Kandinsky. Moreover, abstract art is 

grounded in the emotional connection to colour, form, texture, dimension, as seen in the abstract 

expressionists’ paintings of Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman. The abstract appearance of the art 

created by the Papunya artists is a practice that out-dates Western modernism by millennia, 

nevertheless their art contains an aesthetic dimension that connects to modern Western art history 

and theory. 

 
The Western Desert is an entirely separate Nation to that of the Nyoongar people, with a separate 

language, lore, and customs. An example of Nyoongar visual language used in ceremony is 

predominantly represented through lines (Hammond, 1980, p. 50) (Fig. 10, 14-15, 23 and 31), and yet, 

dots are rendered, although illustrated differently to the Western Desert clans, being more extensive 

and sparse in its treatment (Pease, 2018d). Fortunately, in contemporary society galleries are full of all 

kinds of Aboriginal art including Western and Aboriginal hybridities created by urban and desert artists, 

broadening the public’s knowledge of the diversity in styles of Aboriginal art. 
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2.4 Nyoongar Art - Carrolup School 
 

As Pease was shaping his early career as an artist, he was producing unique hybrid art, juxtaposing the 

present with the past by drawing on a plethora of diverse influences. These influences formed from 

Western-trained artists, Aboriginal artistic traditions, and his Nyoongar frame of reference, including 

the children artists of Carrolup Native Settlement, a mission in the southwest of Western Australia. 

Importantly, between 1946-1951, the art created by the Nyoongar children at Carrolup Native 

Settlement quickly escalated to prominence and toured the world before the X-ray art of Western 

Arnhem Land and the dot paintings of the Western Desert artists had been discovered. 

With the expansion of Australia’s British colony to Western Australia, the Nyoongar population in the 

southwest region of Western Australia were frequently forced off their traditional lands, land that was 

their source for hunting, water and community, but land that the settlers laid claim to for farming, 

towns, and railways. I In 1915, as a means of controlling and assimilating the Nyoongar population into 

Australia’s British value system, the Western Australian Government opened a native settlement at 

Carrolup, twenty-five kilometres west of the township of Katanning, to house Aboriginal and part- 

Aboriginal children. The children living at the settlement were forcibly taken from their families and 

their parents were refused visitation rights. The removal of children from their families caused 

widespread displacement and a collapse of Aboriginal family structures, the ramifications of which is 

prevalent in contemporary society. 

Within the ‘Native Settlements’ children were harshly treated, put to work for long hours as forced 

labour and went without adequate food, warm clothing, or bedding for the freezing nights. They were 

forbidden to speak their Nyoongar language and were punished for doing so; the shamefulness of 

being an Aboriginal was embedded into their being and those of mixed-race descent (referred to as 

half-castes) were made by the colonisers to feel more shameful. As a consequence of this many 

Nyoongar dialects died out, as did traditional cultural practices. As Alma Toomath (Pushman & Walley, 

2006, p. 17), who spent her childhood at Carrolup Native Settlement, recalls: 
 

We weren’t able to mix with our relatives or know our relatives because most of our 

you know our parents weren’t allowed to visit us…That was very, very sad. So, they 

more or less kept us there so we couldn’t be influenced by our people in any shape or 

form, and also we were forbidden to speak any Aboriginal language. 



40 

Ainslie Gatt | 22295531 | Master of Curatorial Studies in Fine Art by Research 

 

 

The children at the Settlement received a minimal education but were trained in domestic and farm 

work in conditions that were hard to endure. 

Eventually, budget constraints and inhumane conditions forced the closure of the Carrolup Settlement 

in 1922; the Settlement’s doors were closed, and the children were abandoned to find their way home 

or were taken to Moore River Native Settlement 135 kilometres north of Perth, separating the children 

further from their families (B. Murphy, 2011, pp. 326-328). The Department of Native Welfare 

reopened Carrolup Settlement between 1939 and 1951. Once again, its closure in 1951 led to many of 

the children being abandoned or sent up to Moore River Mission, or the Roelands Mission near 

Bunbury. Placed under the new management of the Baptist Church in 1951, Carrolup Settlement was 

rebranded and opened as Marribank Farm School which continued operating until 1989 under the 

management of the Baptist Union of Western Australia. (Croft & Gooding, 2003; Rosser, 2018). 
 

However, between the years 1946-1951, the children at Carrolup Native Settlement were introduced 

to the Western construct of fine art (Stanton, 1992). Despite the hardships that the children endured 

while living at the Settlement, the children, who were now wards of the state, aged between six to 

fourteen years, were creating uniquely beautiful artworks. Art classes were introduced by Carrolup's 

new Headmaster Noel White and his wife Lily to encourage the children to learn, even although the 

White’s were untrained and unfamiliar with the practice of art (Stanton, 1992, p. 8). Abandoning the 

school syllabus, the Whites would take the children on walks around the settlement and urged them 

to remember what they saw. When back in the classroom, the children were given crayons, pastels 

and paper and asked to draw what they remembered of the landscape. Without formal artistic training, 

they created pictorial artworks representational of their boodja, depicting detailed landscapes of flora 

and fauna that incorporated kangaroos, possums, and birdlife. They also animated Nyoongar people 

participating in corroborees and hunting, and painted totemic symbols, roads and fence lines, and the 

stylistic incorporation of atmospheric perspective. 

In a letter from the local School Inspector (Stanton, 1992, p. 8), Charles Crabb comments that Mr White 

“would direct children’s attention to some crudity in the drawing, some shadow neglected, some faulty 

observation and so persuade them to ‘look again’ at the tree or scene…[He] knew nothing of 

watercolour technique… He did not plan ahead”. So stylistically advanced were the artworks produced 

by the children, that when shown to the Commissioner for Native Affairs, who was the legal guardian 
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of all Aboriginal children in Western Australia, he did not believe that the artworks were created by 

the hand of a child, and particularly the hands of Aboriginal children. As such, the officials insisted upon 

viewing the children complete the artworks on their own (Pushman & Walley, 2006, pp. 19-27). 
 

Following the art demonstration to the Commissioner, the artworks were quick to achieve local and 

regional recognition. In 1946 the Carrolup School artists held their first exhibition at the Katanning 

Show, followed in 1947 with an exhibition at the Perth Town Hall, and some months late at Boans 

Department Store in Perth, taking the first steps to launch these young prodigies towards global 

recognition (Stanton, 1992; Stokes, 1951). 
 

Their first step into the international arena began in 1948 with a selection of works sent overseas to 

be exhibited in New Delhi at a UNESCO-sponsored educational seminar. (Stanton, 1992). However, the 

most significant interest in the artworks happened in 1949 when the 71-year old Mrs Florence Rutter, 

an English society woman who was in Perth to visit her two sisters and to establish Soroptomy in 

Australia, read about the young Carrolup artists in a local periodical and thereupon proceeded to the 

Carrolup Settlement in July that same year. 

Quoted in an edition of Little Black Fingers, Florence Rutter (1950) exclaims “I was so thrilled with the 

beauty of the drawings, and with the wonderful skills shown by these natural young artists, that I was 

determined at all costs to visit the Settlement, not only to meet some aboriginal children but to buy 

some of their artwork if available.” Ultimately, impressed by the children’s abilities, Rutter purchased 

a selection of artworks from the children, enabling them to purchase further art supplies. Further on 

in the same publication, Rutter (1950) is quoted: 
 

the joy of looking at my pictures and puzzling over the mystery of how these children 

could design and colour in this remarkable way. Their animals and birds were so alive, 

their designs so unusual, and their colours so vivid – from such cheap crayons. Their 

landscapes, too, showed such atmosphere, that the more I looked at them, the more 

astonished I became! 

As a result of Rutter’s trip to Carrolup, and with the intent to show the world the genius of these artistic 

prodigies, Rutter transported the children’s artworks to Australia’s eastern states and Tasmania for 

exhibition. Following from which she exhibited the artworks in New Zealand, Britain, America, and the 
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Netherlands for exhibition, transfer money made from art sales back to the school. Revel Cooper, 

Parnell Dempster, Reynold Hart (Fig. 10), and Barry Loo are some of the artists who belong to the 

Carrolup School of artists. In a letter from Noel White to Florence Rutter, in March 1950 (Stanton, 

1992, p. 12) enquiring into the authenticity of the artworks, Noel White states, in response to a 

question that had been repeatedly put to him of whether the colour is suggested to the young artists. 

“No, he replies, once the child selected his topic no interference whatever was made with the colour 

blendings.” Questions of this kind were ongoing during the years the children were producing art at 

Carrolup and were continually refuted by the White’s and Rutter, and through artwork 

demonstrations. 

 

Figure 10. Reynold Hart. A Native Corroboree, c.1949. Pastel on paper, 75 x 110cm. Source: The Herbert Mayer Collection 
of Carrolup Artwork, Curtin University Art Collection 

 
In August 1950 the Director of Education, Mr Murray Little, under the direction of the Commissioner 

of Native Welfare Stanley Middleton, wrote to Carrolup's Headmaster Noel White, demanding that he 

cease and desist with all art classes that were outside of the children’s general education, with 

emphasis on the production of art for the children’s commercial gains. Not long after the 
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discontinuation of the art classes, the school was closed, and the children from the Settlement moved 

on to other settlements or working roles (Stanton, 1992). After the closure of the Carrolup some of the 

artists continued to create art intermittently throughout their lives; however, the international 

acclaim that these artists received as children, with the support and nurturing of the Whites and 

Rutter, was never entirely reproduced over their lifetimes. The legacy that Rutter enabled for these 

artistic prodigies was absolute. As a result of their early international recognition affording the 

collection to be exhibited in the United Kingdom in 1956 as the first showing of Aboriginal art overseas. 

It has been suggested that Rutter sold the remaining collection due to financial hardship (Forrest 

(Yiparrka), 2017). The buyer was a New York collector, Herbert Mayer, who purchased the one- 

hundred and nineteen paintings. Some years later Mayer donated his entire Carrolup collection to 

Colgate University, New York. In 2004, Australian anthropologist Howard Morphy came across the 

collection at the Colgate University. Upon this discovery, Morphy made contact with Dr John Stanton, 

the then Director of the Berndt Museum of Anthropology at The University of Western Australia. 

Stanton, in consultation with the Marribank Family Centre and the Nyoongar community of the South 

West, negotiated with Colgate University for the loan of a number of artworks for the 2006 Perth 

International Arts Festival (PIAF). The issue of repatriation of the artwork was not discussed at that 

time. 

 
In 2013, the entire collection was returned to Perth under the custodianship of Curtin University. Upon 

the return of the collection, Curtin University staged a touring exhibition of the collection through 

Western Australia’s Great Southern Region, providing Nyoongar communities with access to the 

artwork. Many more of the Carrolup School artworks remain in private and corporate collections, 

including the Art Gallery of Western Australia, and The University of Western Australia which holds a 

collection of approximately 140 of the artworks (Kraly & Flowers, 2016). 
 

Uniting the past with the present, the works produced by these artists as children are recognised in 

the art world nationally and internationally, as a significant contribution to Nyoongar culture, depicting 

memories of traditional Nyoongar customs that would otherwise be lost to history. With a history of 

art practice that precedes first contact, Hill (2000, p. 5) emphasises, “In the past our canvas was the 

land. When the land was taken away, so too was our canvas and, instead of using the land—its rock 

and earth surfaces—we had to make use of non-Aboriginal material and media.” From this time, new 

generations of Nyoongar artists, including those with a direct lineage to the Carrolup Settlement 
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artists, have emerged with their unique visions of memory and the landscape. 

 
As the X-ray art from Western Arnhem Land in the 1950s and 1960s and the acrylic dot paintings of 

the Papunya artists from the Desert Art movement in the 1970s and 1980s are now ubiquitous to each; 

so too are the Nyoongar landscapes of the South West of the 1940s and 1950s, with their silhouette 

landscapes and atmospheric perspectives. The recognition of these child artists is significant to the 

Nyoongar community as the art is an aide-mémoire of their artistic and cultural heritage, a visual 

reference that would otherwise be lost to history. The conservation and ongoing exhibitions of these 

early images continue to influence and inspire generations of Nyoongar people. 

 

2.4.1 Nyoongar Dreaming  
 

An early work of Pease’s that reference the Carrolup School is Nyoongar Dreaming (Fig. 5). Acquired by 

the Art Gallery of Western Australia (AGWA) in 2001, this painting has become one of the most visible of 

his artworks; it was reproduced as the cover image of Indigenous Art at the AGWA and on other 

numerous exhibition promotional materials. At first glance, this painting could be a seen as a reference 

to  the  renowned  expatriate  Australian  artist  Jeffrey  Smart12F           

13    by  way  of  his  distinguishing  stark 

urban/industrial landscapes with solitary figures, similar to his 1962 Cahill Expressway, and Darren 

Siwes’13F           

14 photography in his Misconception series, with the confronting and alienated figure on the road 

as seen in Give Way, 2001. A road similar to that in Pease’s Nyoongar Dreaming is built on land that is 

timeless in history. One can see reference in the palette of this work reminiscent of the Carrolup School 

artists such as Revel Cooper, Parnell Dempster, Reynold Hart and Barry Loo, with their luminescent sky 

of the South West landscape. 

 
With a closer examination, this painting reveals a scene of a postcolonial act of cultural resistance, the 

continuity of Nyoongar presence with unfinished business affecting agency on eradicated native land, 

industrialised on colonial claimed urban space. Ken Gelder and Jane Jacobs (2009) refer to a postcolonial 

Australian landscape as the ‘uncanny experience’ where the familiar becomes unfamiliar, “when one's 

home is rendered, somehow and in some sense, unfamiliar; one has the experience […] of being in place 

and 'out of place' simultaneously... the one is becoming the other, the familiar is becoming strange”. 

 
13 Born in Adelaide in 1921, died in his hometown of Arezzo Tuscany in 2013 where he lived since 1964. 
14 Darren Siwes, born in 1968, Adelaide, South Australia, is an Australian artist with Aboriginal and Dutch descent, from the 
Ngalkban People. 
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The strangeness and the uncanny experience in Pease’s composition is a place that has a present, 

represented in the modernisation of the landscape with the development of a freeway, and a past that 

returns to the present that has unfinished business. This past and present combination Pease represents 

in the resolute stance of the solitary Nyoongar male figure who is confronting the viewer with his agency 

in standing for his ancestral rights to the land. 

 

Figure 11. Christopher Pease. Nyoongar Dreaming. Preliminary photos and Sketches in Visual Diary 1, 1999 
 

The artwork depicts the East Perth vehicle artery connecting to the newly built, although unfinished, 

Graham Farmer Freeway, built between 1996-2000 as part of the East Perth Redevelopment Project 

named after the famous Nyoongar footballer. It also depicts a Nyoongar man, well-known to the 

Nyoongar community, standing effortlessly on the newly built road deserted of traffic in the urban 

landscape. This Freeway was a significant development linking Perth’s Central Business District with 

the northern and southern suburbs to encourage urban growth. "The Farmer freeway was a massive 

thing in Perth," comments Clothilde Bullen, former curator of Indigenous Art at AGWA. "Both Pease 
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and Graham Polly Farmer are Nyoongar men and Nyoongar Dreaming is painted at a time when the 

freeway is not finished. It is a metaphor for unfinished business” (Watson, 2009). The ‘unfinished 

business’ stands vis-à-vis to Nyoongar land rights and native title. 

Freshly painted white markings indicating traffic lanes are marked out for overtaking and to guide the 

commuters on their journey beyond, could be perceived as a metaphor to a time before colonisation 

and the urbanisation of Nyoongar land. Prominent in the foreground of the canvas is a large white 

arrow painted on the road indicating the emerging left turn towards the freeway on- ramp, onto the 

Graham Farmer Freeway from East Parade. Is Pease making a statement to indicate turning left 

towards a time of Dreaming? At the Freeway intersection past the large white arrow, the traffic lights 

and street lights are yet to be installed on their erected poles. Beyond the unfinished light poles and 

electrical wires, concrete city towers are visible scattered along the horizon. The presence of an 

unfinished landscape signifies the unfinished business of Aboriginal land rights. There is a haunting air 

to the scene of the landscape; the sky is turbulent in a radioactive green and yellow, filling the top of 

the canvas. This turbulent and lurid sky is reflected on the bitumen road, as although a storm has been 

raging overhead. There is an eeriness of the atmospheric perspective glowing through the sky and 

reflecting in the urban landscape, reminiscent of the landscape colours used by the 1940s Carrolup 

School artists. 

The solitary male figure is a dominant presence in this painting. Pease has painted a portrait of 

Nyoongar artist and friend Peter Farmer 15, dressed in a blue t-shirt, white trousers and flip-flops. Peter 

is the nephew of the freeway’s namesake, Graham ‘Polly’ Farmer 16, a locally born famous Australian 

Rules football player. Peter Farmer in Pease’s painting is positioned standing steadfast in the centre of 

the road, a reminder that the land he stands upon has always been Nyoongar land. He is situated 

alongside the freshly painted arrow road marker and in line with the traffic overtaking markers. These 

traffic markers continue behind him, disappearing over the hill towards the horizon of concrete 

 
15 Peter Farmer was born in Gnowangerup, east of Katanning in 1971. From the age of eight to seventeen, Peter lived with 
his family at Merribank Mission, the former Carrolup Native Settlement. In 1999, the year Pease painted Nyoongar 
Dreaming, Peter enrolled in the Associate Degree in Contemporary Aboriginal Art at Curtin University, completing his 
Bachelor of Art (Visual Arts) degree in 2001. (Fisher, 2009) 
16 Graham ‘Polly’ Farmer (1935-2019) is a Whadjuk Nyoongar man. Farmer began his professional career at the East Perth 
Football Club as a ruckman in 1953. As a multiple award winner at the East Perth Club, he attracted interest from the 
Victorian teams and was recruited to the Victorian Football League (VFL) in 1962 for the Geelong Football Club. Following 
his retirement as a player 1968, Farmer went on to coach Geelong, East Perth, and Western Australia's first state of origin 
team. (Sport Australia Hall of Fame, 2012) 
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buildings. He stands relaxed, looking welcoming while asserting his agency as a symbolic resistance to 

colonialism. Farmer is looking past the gaze of the viewer towards his future and opposite in direction 

to the road markings directing us on behind him. Frederick (2011) points out that “an ‘on the road’ 

point of view is devised by the artist so that the viewer is located in the space of the car and the position 

of the driver. In this sense, the artist and viewer share the same road and the same view of Country”. 

It is with no doubt that this painting was made for a Nyoongar audience as a peaceful protest. 

 

Figure 12. Whadjuk Place Names and Territories as told to Robert Lyon by Yagan in 1832. Source: Green, Neville. Broken 
Spears: Aborigines And Europeans In The Southwest Of Australia. 1984: 50 
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Although this landmark road is a historic moment in time of a modernisation project, it is built on land 

that is timeless in history, and the Graham Farmer Freeway was fraught with contention from its 

inception. Before colonisation brought with it urbanisation, the East Perth region, part of the  

Whadjuk 17 Nation, belonged to the Mooro tribal lands (Fig. 12). During the warmer months the Mooro 

Nation members would camp at Wellington Square (previously part of a lake system connecting to the 

Swan River that was drained circa 1830), and Claise Brook, near the banks of the Derbarl Yerrigan (Swan 

River), as it was a vital food and fresh water source. (Moodjar Consultancy, 2017) Nyoongar Dreaming 

is a postcolonial landscape through which Pease asserts his agency as an Aboriginal man in a subtle 

although defiant protest for Nyoongar Native Title. He has optimised his protest by utilising the 

presence to two well-known and influential Nyoongar men—Polly Farmer and Peter Farmer—placing 

them in conjunction with an unfinished freeway. This unfinished business in Nyoongar Dreaming is a 

layered metaphor that critically engages with a history that predates colonisation. 

2.5 Urban Aboriginal Art and the Postcolonial Artist 
 

During the 1980s and 1990s, Aboriginal activism placed Australia’s colonial history as the central 

narrative in Australia’s sociopolitical discourse. As a result, a dominant force of political activism, in 

opposition to Australia’s British colonial ruling past, emerged from Aboriginal artists who live and work 

in Australian cities and urban neighbourhoods and who were graduating from Australia’s art schools 

since the beginning of the 1980s. Although somewhat contentious, the art genre ignited by these 

Aboriginal artists has come to be recognised in Australia’s art world as Urban Aboriginal Art, 

differentiating the aesthetics of the Western and Central Desert artists associated with ‘dot- painting’ 

(Chapman, 2006). Urban Aboriginal artists have become a visual and vocal presence for activism, 

blending Aboriginal culture with imposed colonial structures. These artists are exhibiting their art 

nationally and internationally; speaking at engagements including conferences, symposiums, and 

public and community events both nationally and globally; and through the publication of substantial 

artists’ monographs. 

 
This genre of art can be seen as a conscious effort of engagement, of ‘reaching out’ to non- Aboriginal 

 
 

17 The Whadjuk or Wadjuk is a Nyoongar dialect region consisting the suburbs of the coastal plain between the north of 
Yanchep to the south of Port Kennedy, including Rottnest, Carnac and Garden islands, Perth, Armadale, Toodyay, 
Wundowie, Bullsbrook, and Chidlow. (http://archives.samuseum.sa.gov.au/tribalmap/) 

http://archives.samuseum.sa.gov.au/tribalmap/)
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people, as well as communicating and confirming the validity of regional artistic and other cultural 

additions. However, the use of the term Urban Aboriginal Art has been criticised as oppositional and is 

fraught with colonial anxieties of ideologies of power. The use of the term can be interpreted to 

insinuate that Aboriginality is only authentic if it is native, with the inference that Aboriginal artists 

living in urban areas have abandoned or lost their cultural connections to Country and Dreaming, and 

insomuch marginalising Aboriginal artists living in urban Australia (Fisher, 2016, pp. 126-129; Myers, 

1991, p. 43). In light of this typecasting, the category of Urban Aboriginal artists is increasingly 

disappearing from academic discourse (Chapman, 2006). In opposition to this negative commentary, 

Aboriginal Artist Richard Bell (2002) writes that: 

 

Consider the classification of "Urban Aboriginal Art". This is the work of people 

descended from the original owners of the heavily populated areas of the continent. 

Through a brutal colonisation process much of the culture has disappeared. However, 

what has survived is important. The Dreamtime is the past, the present and the future. 

The Urban artists are still telling dreamtime stories, albeit, contemporary ones. The 

Dreamings (of the favoured "real Aborigines" from the least settled areas) actually pass 

deep into Urban territories. In short, the Dreamings cannot be complete without 

reciprocity between the supposed real Aboriginals of the North and the supposed 

Unreal or inauthentic Aboriginals of the South. 

These new hybrid artists use Western aesthetic conventions to translate their ancestral Dreaming 

stories in contemporary forms alongside visual narratives as political statements on the dispossession 

of a population of people and accordingly creating a new style of cultural product. The hybridity of the 

Urban Aboriginal artists in an era of postcolonial discourse enables a dialogue that brings buried 

histories of the colonised and coloniser to the conscious of contemporary Australia. 

The era of the postcolonial emerged during the twentieth century in resistance to globalisation 

extending its reach of modernity into non-Western countries. The Western nations that colonised 

countries for financial gain had dominated until post-World War II. These nations occupied regions 

such as Africa, India, South America, and Australia and Canada—now seen as settler-colony countries, 

where indigenous people were struggling to achieve degrees of independence that the colonisers ruled 

against permitting. Primarily, postcolonialism arose out of resistance to colonial rule. Thus, 
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corresponding with the urban Aboriginal art genre, Indigenous artists from postcolonial (or settler- 

colonial) countries predominantly produce art with narratives connecting two opposing ideologies: the 

colonised and the coloniser. For postcolonial artists, art became a vehicle of colonial resistance which 

they used to communicate their indigenous culture, assert their indigenous agency, and express 

historical trauma caused by colonisation. Bhabha states in his seminal text The Location of Culture 

(1994, p. 20), that “forms of popular rebellion and mobilization are often most subversive and 

transgressive when they are created through oppositional cultural practices”. Bhabha’s statement can 

be seen as true in the practice of many urban Aboriginal artists who incorporate their traditional 

iconography and who subvert racial stereotypes. During the last two decades of the twentieth century, 

postcolonial theories, including the influential work of Bhabha, have provided an essential framework 

for postcolonial identity that is articulated in Aboriginal urban art. 

Contemporary Australians, as part of the postcolonial discourse, look back to the country’s colonial past 

with a greater acknowledgement and understanding of its First Peoples, with a slow although decisive 

move towards equality and reconciliation. Through education and greater cultural awareness that is 

inclusive of Aboriginal voices and perspectives, we, as a nation, can make marked moves to erase 

institutional racism and discrimination, and bring about cultural equality. In Australia’s cultural sector, 

art is the pioneering force in helping to close the racial divide and as so has transformed the cultural 

landscape. In line with this cultural transformation and developed within the postcolonial modality of 

the Third Space, Pease’s œuvre is supported by the Australian condition (Second Space) which as a 

‘postcolonialism effect’ informs his Nyoongar identity and vice versa. However, within the matrix that 

is Australia, it is the South Western seaboard that defines his agency as a Nyoongar man (his First 

Space). The isolated cosmopolitan-metropolis of Australia’s South West has an ancient and significant 

Aboriginal culture and its independent colonial history. 

2.5.1 Bling 
 

In resistance to the unitary colonial identity, Pease created Bling (Fig. 13), an unsettling multiplicity of 

identities existing between cultures and presented as one. Bling is an intentionally blurred composite 

of several friends, family members, and rap music artists, including Nyoongar man Peter Farmer, 

Aboriginal artist Richard Bell, and New York Rap star Biggie Smalls. Pease used a pixilation technique 

to create a blurred image of truth, time, and ideas. In this work, he explores how Aboriginal culture fits 
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Figure 13. Christopher Pease. Bling, 2010. Oil on linen, 213 x 152cm. Source: Artist 
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into ‘mainstream’ society, the digital age and the relevance of Aboriginal culture the more digital 

society is becoming. Pease explains that in Australia many people do not see the Aboriginal culture or 

believe it was wiped out with colonisation, particularly for Aboriginal people living in cities and urban 

communities. In this painting Pease (2018c, pp. 46:00-50:00) challenges the viewer, “It is like an eye 

test. What you see is dependent on your cultural background. There are hidden histories”. Pease 

intention is to challenge the viewer’s concepts of perception of dominant cultures versus sub-cultures. 

With this interpretation of the artwork, one could easily surmise that the gold ‘bling’ around the neck 

in the portrait is likely to be an item of jewellery belonging to one of the music genre rappers. The 

interesting thing about perception is that it is easy to connect things with what we are most familiar. 

However, the gold necklace worn in the portrait is a gorget, otherwise known as a ‘king plate’. 18 

 
Traditionally gorgets were made for military use and date back to medieval knights; in modern history, 

British and French colonists’ gifted gorgets to Indian and Native American leaders. Australian gorgets 

were initially worn by marine infantry until approximately 1832, with ‘king plates’ specifically made for 

First Australians dating back to 1815. In likeness to the shape to the marine gorget, Aboriginal ‘king 

plates’ were made of brass and were typically fashioned as crescent plaques inscribed with a kangaroo 

on one edge of the plate, with the wearers' name in the centre and an emu on the opposite edge of 

the plate. These ‘king plates’ were given by the white authorities to those they saw as leaders in their 

clans to be worn around the leaders’ neck. This practice informed the Government of whom was to 

represent their communities and converse with the military officials, in an acknowledgement of 

Aboriginal leadership (Troy, 1993, pp. x-5). 
 

Similarly, The Native's Chest by Danie Mellor (b.1971) and the series of works titled Horror has a Face 

by Fiona Foley (b.1964) refer to ‘king plates’. Mellor’s 2010 mixed media installation with taxidermy 

and neon is a reference to the deceased and past subjugated identities of First Peoples or an inverted 

pun on a colonial ‘cabinet of curiosities’. In an interview with Mellor (Meacham, 2011) about his 

installation, he explains as, “a cabinet of curiosity which summed up one person's experience of 

Australia. The chest essentially displayed dead things, so I put the coffin in. This piece does address 

issues of settlement and colonisation, but it also looks at life, death and transformation”. The 

installation comprises of a Jolly-Roger style skull, and cross-bones encased with black beading, a gold 
 

18 For more information on Aboriginal Gorgets, see: Troy, Jakelin. 1993. King Plates: A History of Aboriginal Gorgets. 
Canberra, ACT: Aboriginal Studies Press 
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emu egg and shattered white crockery on top of a painted white coffin (earlier painted gold) balancing 

on the heads of white skulls. 

 
The installation comprises of a Jolly-Roger style skull and cross-bones encased with black beading, a 

gold emu egg and shattered white crockery on top of a painted white coffin (earlier painted gold) 

balancing on the heads of white skulls. The coffin is surrounded by taxidermied native wildlife: a red- 

tailed black cockatoo, a life-size emu and a kangaroo both wearing a ‘king plate’ around their neck. 

Through the years of colonisation, all of these creatures were seen as exotic curiosities by the settlers 

and an international audience with access to their photographic imagery. 

 
Foley’s reference to ‘king plates’ are prominent in her 2017 exhibition series of photographic works 

titled Horror has a Face that is used as symbols of subjugated Aboriginal identities. She explores the 

semantics of ‘king plates’ and the views of the audience when confronted with historical realities they 

represent. Of the ‘king plates’ (breastplates), Foley (2017) states: 
 

A level of seduction will draw the viewer in only to pack a punch of an underlying 

historical truth […] The colonial gaze is reflected back. This is a device I employ to 

educate the masses. […] Each [breastplate inscription] has come from the many turns 

of phrase I have read and is carefully plucked from the various historical texts to unfurl 

a snapshot of Queensland’s frontier life. 

 
Foley’s ‘Queensland’s frontier life’ can easily be seen in the South West of Western Australia that Pease 

connects to throughout his œuvre and the ‘colonial gaze’ reflecting back identities layered within Bling. 

Pease acknowledges that in the Aboriginal communities these plates have a somewhat contentious 

history. 

For some, it is recognition of their culture, and for others, they see the ‘king plates’ as dog-tags and a 

way to control First Australians (2018c, pp. 46:00-50:00). The ordainments created a new arrangement 

of authority in Aboriginal culture adding to the turmoil in clanships. Pease’s use of the gorget in this 

painting is a metaphor for reclaiming Aboriginal history in popular culture. The year Pease painted Bling 

he entered into the Telstra National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Award in Darwin, for which 

he received a Highly Commended commendation. 

The influence of Australia’s sociopolitical climate on Pease’s identity and art is undeniable. It is through 
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his art that Pease has learnt that numerous aspects of his cultural environment have contributed to 

forming his identity. He has resisted the unitary identity structured by colonial ideologies and has 

fashioned a space of existence between two cultures, a Third Space in which he has created his 

hybridity with his Country and Dreaming as a point of reference in Australia’s contemporary culture. 
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Chapter 3: Nyoongar Kaartdijin 
 

To be Noongar is to belong; it is to have a connection to our boodja (country), our moort 

(family) and to kaartdijin (knowledge). To be Noongar is to be a river person or a coastal 

person or just from the bush. It is to have pride and to survive. We need to celebrate this 

journey. (Kaartdijin Noongar, n.d.-a)    
  

 

This chapter examines Christopher Pease’s cultural understanding of Nyoongar Kaartdijin. Pease (Croft 

& Mashall, 2018, p. 18:35) explains Nyoongar Kaartdijin, “is all about land and spirit.” A person’s spirit, 

as well as the ancestral spirits, are connected to the land; this spirituality connects Nyoongars to their 

culture. 

Pease’s inner journey to identify with his Nyoongar heritage developed vis-à-vis his research into the 

visual iconography of Nyoongar culture. Dating back a recorded 47,000 years BP (Dortch, 2002), 

Nyoongar Nation, like that of other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Nations, developed without a 

lettered form of writing, with the communication of kaartdijin passed down through the generations 

by way of oral traditions with songs and storytelling. These oral traditions communicate everything 

from the esoteric matters such as how time came about to practical matters of survival. Anna Haebich 

(2018, p. 77) in her recent book Dancing in Shadows highlights that, “[c]aring for country was serious 

business with strict protocols for entry and use of others’ lands”. These protocols were maintained 

through the generations by way of storytelling and ceremonies. Nyoongar visual language comprised 

of drawn and painted symbols that were prominently decorated on participants body during 

ceremony, drawn in the sand and painted on rock formations. 

Researchers have uncovered some 45 sites of rock art scattered throughout Nyoongar boodja with the 

most recent finding in the Esperance region on Western Australia’s south coast, the southeast 

bordering region of traditional Nyoongar lands. These sites are significant as they layout Nyoongar 

territorial boundaries and communicate cross-cultural exchanges with neighbouring Nations. The 

Nyoongar rock art predominantly consists of a collection of handprints, line drawings, bird tracks, and 

concentric circles, with red ochres being the primary colour used in all discoveries, followed by cream 

and white, and ranging up to 25 metres in length. (Gunn, Mitchell, & Webb, 2017, pp. 55-56, 58, 68) 
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Noted as being the "largest and most important petroglyph site in south-western Australia” (Gunn, 

Dortch, Ogleby, & Thorn, 2011), the Kybra Bibulmun 19 site lays claim to the Nyoongar Dreaming of the 

Kybra, a giant bird. The site consists of 267 rock artworks referencing engraved motifs of bird and 

macropod tracks, and geometric lines. In Gunn et al. (2011, p. 559) a Bibulmun custodian describes the 

area as: 

The home of Kybra, a bird who at some time in the distant past flew westward out to 

sea where its wings could still be seen on the horizon from time to time. The white sails 

of European sailing ships likely to have been frequently visible on the western horizon 

in the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries, could have been identified as the wings of Kybra, 

signalling his return. 

One other significant rock art site close to the Kybra site is the Kudardup Cave, approximately 6km 

northwest of Augusta, Wardandi country of the Nyoongar Nation. This significant site is made up of 

red ochre handprints dating back some 6000 BP. These two sites amongst others on the coastal plain, 

such as the Orchestra Shell Cave near Wanneroo, Dales Cave near York and the eastern Nyoongar 

boodja assist in quantifying the presence of ancient and connected Nyoongar Nations while offering 

contemporary society a glimpse into their creative and cultural existence (Gunn et al., 2017, pp. 65- 

66). 
 

From ancient iconographic visual records painted in caves and on other landmarks that have survived 

throughout the ages, to nineteenth century where Western photography became a means of capturing 

and preserving Indigenous iconography and rituals. Amateur photographers captured on film 

ceremonies and commonplace customs, as well as photographing cultural material. These 

photographic records are culturally significant in retaining Aboriginal culture and preventing these 

cultures from becoming forever lost to history. Pease’s inner journey to understand his Nyoongar 

heritage led him to the visual archives in a search to understand the significances behind Nyoongar 

symbols and visual language. Many of these archives—artefacts, artworks and photographs—he found 

within the Western Australian Museum and the Alexander Library Building where State records are 

held. A significant archive of imagery and interpretation of Aboriginal culture are recorded in the diaries 

 
19 Bibulmun is located within the Boojarah region (Refer to footnote 32); a coastal Nation bordering the language 
groups of Minang on the south coast and Wardandi on the west coast and the inland language group Kaneang also 
spelt Kaniyang. (Gunn et al., 2011, p. 559) 
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of the amateur ethnographer Daisy Bates. Her photographs captured body paint designs that were 

used in corroborees, taken in the Midland, Middle Swan, and Canning areas of Perth. Pease’s interest 

in Nyoongar iconography inveigled him into photographing contemporary Nyoongar dance troupes 

and comparing the differences in body motifs to historical imagery his investigations came across. 
 
 

 

Figure 14. Leslie Hill (Uncle Les) in Ceremony. Circa 
1900. Image Section Sourced From Louis Tilbrook's 
Nyungar Tradition: Glimpses of Aborigines of South- 
Western Australia, 1829-1914. P.211 

Discovered within the archival imagery was a 

photograph of Pease’s Great Uncle Leslie Hill pictured 

as part of a corroboree in Busselton. He was 

photographed sitting on the ground in front of his 

elders, decorated with ceremonial body paint of 

distinctive circles and headdress (Fig. 14). Pease 

(Laurie, 2002) explains “It's a very significant photo 

because it's the only record of traditional markings 

that we can use as a family.” This photograph was 

taken by Bates in the early 1900s and reproduced in 

Lois Tilbrook’s book Nyungar Tradition: Glimpses of 

Aborigines of South-Western Australia, 1829-1914 

(1983, p. 211). It is interesting to note Tilbrook’s 

comment accompanying the photograph, “These 

people never wore ceremonial dress. However, they 

were requested to 'put on a show' for the Centennial celebrations, and so recalled as best they could 

how Aboriginal people in the Busselton/Bunbury area once dressed”. This image was constructed to 

achieve a unified impression of Aboriginal culture in Australia. Yet, Tilbrook’s statement leaves a 

lingering question of how much of the early photographic history can we take to be an authentic 

representation of early Nyoongar culture. 

 
Contradictory to Tilbrook's comment, ceremonial dress for the Nyoongars of the southwest had been 

recorded through the previous 100 years prior to this assessment (Allbrook,  2014).  20  Consequently, 

this photograph, along with many others of Nyoongars dressed in ceremony, was mass-produced as a 

postcard,  printed in Great Britain (NMA,  201), to be bought and subsequently posted to and from  a 
 

20 See image, Camp at Vasse River, Busselton (near Strelly St Bridge) 06/03/1900, Busselton. Busselton Historical Society 
Collection [BA1887]. Archive no. NR-0002760. https://storylines.slwa.wa.gov.au/archive-store/view/6/2869 
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homogenous audience fascinated by the people of this new found land, specifically the British public. 

As a result of the swiftness with which colonisation occurred in the South West, there is little-recorded 

information on the interpretation of Nyoongar ceremonial body paint motifs. However, early 

documentation and accompanying images of corroborees where men are adorned with body paint do 

exist. 

 
The earliest record of this is thought to be made by Isaac Scott Nind, a surgeon stationed at King George 

Sound between 1827 and 1829. Nind (1831, pp. 25-26) writes of the Nyoongar body paint motifs made 

from ochre pigments, “[w]hen they are in mourning they paint a white streak (kaingin) across their 

forehead and down the cheekbones. The women put on the white colour in large blotches”. 21 Nind 

further comments, “Painting the body, with the natives of this part of the country, is not, as in New 

South Wales, a sign of war. It is considered by them merely as an ornament, and is never neglected at 

their dances, or when they visit neighbouring tribes”. Adding to Nind’s visual accounts, Captain Collet 

Barker (1992, p. 286), a Commander of the King George Sound garrison, recorded in his 1830 journal, 

that when the Minang were in mourning “the men cut off their hair & blackened their head. Women, 

children & distant relations or friends’ pipe-clay or whiten their faces…. Broad horizontal white streak 

on the forehead which was brought around outside the eyes & nearly met at the nose.” George Grey 

(1841), the Governor of South Australia, noted in his 1837 expedition journal while at Hanover Bay, at 

King George Sound, “The men were curiously painted for war, red being the predominant colour.” In 

addition to Grey’s account, Bates’ (c.1905, p. p. IX 7. P.3) illustrated that “when about to go to war with 

some hostile tribe:- Red ochre is the predominant colouring in the war dress of the W.A. natives. With 

this they smear their faces and draw various patterns on their bodies“. Unfortunately, these descriptive 

records of body paint motifs are the only significant accounts of any detail. Although supporting these 

descriptions, there are numerous photographs of Nyoongar people taken circa 1900 existing in 

government archives. 

 
WA Aborigines Ready For a Corroboree (Fig. 15), is a photograph taken at the turn of the nineteenth 

century featuring five Nyoongar men with the top of their bodies and arms adorned with distinctly 

Nyoongar ceremonial lined white ochre pigment motifs and headdress. From the waist down they are 

 
 
 

21 A further description of ‘mourning paint’ by Ethel Hassell in 1870. Hassell, Ethel and Davidson, D.S. 1936. Notes on the 
Ethnology of the Wheelman Tribe of Southwestern Australia pp. 679-711 
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dressed in trousers conveying the 

Western concept of modesty, 

displaying an early depiction of 

hybrid Nyoongar and Western 

culture. The middle three men have 

their trousers rolled up their legs to 

display the extension of ceremonial 

motifs down their calves. One 

cannot help but question the 

willingness of these men to be 

photographed, in ceremonial dress 

and on display to participate in this 

 

 

Figure 15. WA Aborigines Ready For A Corroboree, Circa 1900. Group Of Five 
Senior Noongar Men. Left To Right: Joobaitch, Woolber, Monnop, Dool and 
Genbursong. Source: https://ipp.arts.uwa.edu.au/Post-2/ 

Western curiosity of being photographed. Although the adoption of European clothing by First Peoples 

was ubiquitous by the 1900s, the clothing worn by the men in the photograph represents the speed of 

homogenisation by the Settlers. It is a reminder of a culture that was fast being erased with symbols 

of European civilisation. 

 
Although photographs are helpful to identify Nyoongar motifs, the lack of interpretive information in 

the archive of Nyoongar culture gives rise to interpretations that are framed by Western 

epistemological assumptions. The pressures of westernisation and the outright rejection of Nyoongar 

knowledge in favour of the assimilation into the dominant culture of Christianity has caused pressure 

on the Nyoongar people with maintaining ‘authenticity’. The maintaining of culture is why the 

landscape art of the South West (Carrolup School artists) is so important for Nyoongar artists and the 

wider Nyoongar community. Regrettably, within the first 50 years of British occupation, much of the 

Nyoongar traditional life had been eradicated due to illness and a concentrated and accelerated 

ethnocide (Haebich & Tilbrook, 1981, p. 1). 
 

The camera first arrived in Australia in the early 1840s and ignited a colonial interest in photographing 

First Peoples for scientific curiosity and ethnographical categorisation, of what was believed to be a 

race of people that were heading towards extinction (B. Hill, 2002). Inevitably, the camera became a 

device for instituting colonial control over First Nation peoples (Tagg, 1988). Since the 1990s when art 

schooled First Nation people began using the colonial archives in their art production as a postcolonial 
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21F critique, colonial archival photographs became a tool for Aboriginal agency in an ‘archival turn’ 22, 

framing the archives with new meaning. Reimaged by contemporary Aboriginal artists the archival 

image is a ceremonial process connecting the ancestors of the past while giving them a presence in 

contemporary society (Lane, 2017, p. 228). This process is particularly important for members of the 

Stolen Generations where the discovery of ancestral imagery gives families an opportunity to connect 

with lost relatives, culture and country as well as providing a step towards healing of families lost. Artist 

Christian Thompson (b.1978) uses the archival image as a ‘spiritual repatriation’ rather than physical 

repatriation. (2013) As an alternative to appropriating the archival image, Thompson uses objects as 

signifiers of the images in his art. Using his self-portrait as the subject Thompson creates performative 

art, adorning his head with objects that are representational of the archival images he has researched 

of his Bidjara country and people in southwest Queensland. 

 
Reviving the performative role through photographic material is nothing new in Aboriginal art. In an 

article in The Australian by Michaela Boland (2011), she discuss’ an artwork by Clifford Possum 

Tjapaltjarri, Untitled (Kwaty Anganenty Rntwem—Rain Dreaming Dance) 1972, that depicts three 

Aboriginal men dressed for ceremony. She writes that an unnamed observer identified parallels 

between an image in Baldwin Spencer and Francis Gillen’s 1899 anthropological book The Native Tribes 

of Central Australia of a rain dance, photographed 500km away from where Tjapaltjarri spent his early 

life. “Before he began painting, Tjapaltjarri carved wooden figures for the tourist trade, so it's not a 

stretch to imagine him copying the picture from a book to fast-track his output and earnings.”(Boland, 

2011) Boland’s claim is reinforced by Jason Gibson and John Kean, in “’New Possum Found!’ 

Photographic Influences on Anmatyerr Art” (2016). They go further in arguing that the image was likely 

appropriated from the book of Spencer and Gillen by claiming the book was popular reading in Central 

Australia due to the historical images of Aboriginal tribal culture and is likely to have been readily 

available to Tjapaltjarri. Perhaps it was the case that many Aboriginal artists of the twentieth century 

used appropriation as a strategy to win political agency? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

22 For concise information on the ‘archive term’ see Simon, Cheryl. “Introduction: Following the Archival Turn.” Visual 
Resources 18, no. 2 (January 1, 2002): 101–107. 
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3.1 Monop 
 

Similarly, Pease applies this anachronism to his painting Monop (Fig. 16), painted in 1999. William 

Monop (or Mon’nop) born circa 1845 was an ascendant of the Yued people near Victoria Plains east of 

New Norcia, and died in 1913 at Perth Hospital (Reece, 2011). This large oil on canvas is an 

appropriation of a 1907 photograph taken by E.G. Rome at Cannington east of Perth. It is an 

ethnographic portrait where the subject’s head-and-shoulders, full face, is photographed looking 

directly into the camera, typical to nineteenth century colonial photography of Aboriginal people. 

Monop, a Nyoongar elder, is pictured adorned with ceremonial body paint, wearing his dingo totem 

headdress. With arms outstretched, although largely cut off from our vision, and engulfed with streams 

of light, Pease’s Monop gives the viewer a sense he is summoning his ancestral Dreaming spiritual 

world. He is encompassed within the interconnectedness of spirit and country, no longer an 

ethnographical image on display as a representation of exoticised First Australians. Khadija von 

Zinnenburg Carroll in her book Art in Time of the Colony (2014, p. 6) asserts that “[t]he tempo of the 

movement back and forth between past and present is the ‘rhythmic pulse of the method’ that uses 

anachronism as moments in the writing of history”. In this sense, Pease’s appropriation of Monop 

brings to life the pre-colonial ceremony, itself re-enacted for a colonial audience and now 

reinterpreted by Pease in an archival turn as he frames it with new meaning and agency for Nyoongar 

culture. Adding to the ownership of Nyoongar culture, Pease chose a colour palette for this artwork 

that is distinct to the Carrolup School of artists and southwest region of Western Australia. 

 
In a comparable fashion, artist Brook Andrews (b.1970) appropriated an ethnographic photograph of 

an ‘Aboriginal Chief’, a Djabugay man from North Queensland, photographed by Kerry & Co. circa 1905. 

The subject is adorned with body paint and head decorations, displayed in ceremonial dress. This image 

was produced into a postcard to reveal the exoticism of Australia’s First People. Andrew’s 

interpretation of the photograph, titled Sexy and Dangerous, erases the identity of ‘Aboriginal Chief’ 

and positions the figure as a man displaced from his country and without authority. Adding to the 

confusion of identity, Andrew has added the text sexy and dangerous and in Chinese writing female 

cunning across the subject's chest. In both Andrew’s and Pease’s interpretation of the postcard size 
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Figure 16. Christopher Pease. Monop, 1999. Oil on canvas, 210 x 150cm. Acquired by The Art Gallery Of Western 
Australia. Source: Artist 



63 

Ainslie Gatt | 22295531 | Master of Curatorial Studies in Fine Art by Research 

 

 

photographs, the images are transformed from an ethnographic image of a First Australian too large 

and significant figures that dominate a contemporary space. A reminder to the viewer of how rapidly 

homogenised Australia has become. 

3.1.1 Uncle Les 
 
 

Figure 17. Christopher Pease. Uncle Les, 2007. Oil on canvas. 200 x 200cm. Source: Artist 
 

In response to the photograph of Great Uncle Leslie Hill, Pease painted Uncle Les (Fig. 17) in 2007. 

Pease’s representation of his Great Uncle is of a mature, self-assured man, a proud Nyoongar man 
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projecting his agency. He is sitting cross-legged and holding a ceremony stick in each hand, crossed 

across his chest that decorated with white painted ceremonial motifs. His face is reflecting similar 

painted designs and headdress as the appropriated photograph. Whereas the original photograph (Fig. 

14) has clear outlines of the Aboriginal man’s motifs, Pease’s has chosen to obscure these designs as 

it has the effect of obscuring the issue of authenticity and provenance. In contrast with Bates’ 

photograph, where we see Leslie Hill as a young man, positioned sitting crossed legged, with distinct 

motifs though conveying an uncertain expression on his face of one unsure of his agency under colonial 

control. 

 
Pease’s painting of his Uncle Les holds a central position on the canvas in a field of a yellow colour; he 

is positioned to the seated with his shadow reflecting from under his legs. Superimposed over the 

surface of the canvas and the male figure are double sphere concentric circles, rows of eight by eight 

with half circles edging the canvas; all but three red double sphere concentric circles are in black oil 

paint. Concentric circles are a recurring motif in Pease’s practice and are represented as a double- 

entendre that signifies Aboriginal presence in contemporary society and the targets of racism their 

culture has been subjected to since colonisation. Foremost to his art training, the circles are a reference 

to his early fascination with the artist Jasper Johns and his Target series. Pease (Pease, 2016) explains, 

"when I was growing up that was what concentric circles meant to me was Jasper Johns Target [sic]". 

The appropriation of a mid-twentieth-century modernist artist’s motif layered on top of an early 

twentieth century antipodean photograph. Three red double sphere concentric circles are distinct with 

the pattern and are highlighted with two red lines that connect them. Significant to Pease’s Aboriginal 

heritage the circles can be read as signifiers of waterholes and campfires. Moreover, to Pease (Laurie, 

2002) the red circles are “campfires coming alight, signifying my path in finding my past”. This campfire 

motif is reminiscent of Kaapa Tjampitjinpa, Men’s Ceremony for the Kangaroo, Gulgardi, 1971. In an 

article in The West Australian, journalist Ric Spencer (2007) highlights that “it seems for Pease that as 

GPS today helps us to keep track of ourselves, so do family portraits, so do ceremonies, so does 

creatively acting out these connections, whether through painting or other rituals.” Pease’s path to his 

past is painted on top of his interpretation of his Uncle Leslie, a tangible path uncovered in this archival 

reference. 

 
Apart from the image of Great Uncle Leslie and a few historical photographs that picture Nyoongar 

people, Pease found that discovering physical Nyoongar artefacts with symbols and iconography was 
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not an easy feat. An underlying reason he discovered was that retaining visual representations was 

superfluous in traditional Nyoongar culture, as ceremony and Songline was for transferring Kaartdijin. 

Significantly, markings on cultural materials such as kylies’ (boomerangs), miros’ (spear thrower), 

woomeras’ (wooden shield) and kodjas’ (axe), were more likely to be used for identifying ownership of 

the object than for any ceremonial significance (Nannup, 2018). The exception to the absence of 

markings on cultural material was observed on the cort (love stick) message stick (Hassell & Davidson, 

1936, p. 692). 
 

The cort was sent by young men to young women. It was usually four to six inches long and was carved 

with squares, oblongs and circles according to the fancy of the carver. The ends are rounded and 

smeared with [wilgi], the thickness of which indicated the degree of affection of the sender. The 

carving was done with a sharp piece of stone or the front tooth of a kangaroo. The design of the cort 

object symbolises that the Minang were romantic in their courtship. The use of photographs by 

contemporary Nyoongar artists was nothing new. Actor Richard Walley (for Middar Aboriginal 

Theatre), and painter Julie Dowling actively use imagery from both the Battye Library and the Berndt 

Museum to inspire their art; and perhaps mixed-media artist Norma MacDonald used photographs 

more than any other Nyoongar artist, during the 1980s and 1990s. 

3.2 Lore Prescribed by Dreaming 
 

Pease’s inner journey to quantify his identity as a Nyoongar man was directed towards the ancestral 

narratives of Nyoongar lore 23. With a deep attachment to boodja, Nyoongar lore applies to kaartdijin 

of beliefs, rules, or customs with a connection to kinship; it encompasses all aspects of life from birth 

to death and beyond. Lore is passed from the Elders to the emerging generations through storytelling, 

song and rituals that are positioned around totemic ancestors in a place between reality and 

spirituality. For more than 40,000 years BP (Dortch, 2002) Nyoongar lore has determined the survival 

of all that lives, the seasons, the land, food and water supply. 

 
Lore is prescribed by Dreaming: a place where the cosmology and the universe began, where the spirit 

creatures formed the land, the oceans, and the rivers across Australia. Nyoongar people know of 

Dreaming as Nyitting to mean ‘cold times’ or ‘ancestral times’ (Kaartdijin Noongar, n.d.-b). Over 
 

23 Lore in the Nyoongar world relates to complex customs pre-dating European contact, termed ‘law’ by many other 
Aboriginal cultures. 
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23F 

24F 

25F 

generations the Dreaming or Nyitting stories evolve; however, the life and moral lessons taught within 

the context stay the same. Dreaming is the place where stories are born, lessons are learnt, and lore is 

created. 

 
Early in Pease’s inner journey to understand his Aboriginal identity, he was agnostic to the reality and 

truth that lay within the Dreaming stories passed down to him from his Nyoongar Elders. This denial 

caused him an immense amount of inner conflict, as he was in need of a means to align himself with 

his Nyoongar identity. Pease recollects during his school education and attempts made by his teachers 

to educate the children on Aboriginal Dreaming. In particular, the Creation Spirit, ubiquitously referred 

to as the Rainbow Serpent was taught as a single concept. In actuality, the Creation Spirit has numerous 

names and is associated with numerous creation stories among the many Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Nations. For example, in Whadjuk Nyoongar culture, the dialect group from the Perth coastal 

area, the Wagyl 24 is the Creation Spirit serpent that made and protects the Derbarl Yerrigan (Swan 

River) and Djarlgarro Beelier (Canning River), amongst other land formations. 

In contrast, the Minang boodja (country) Creation Serpent is identified as Marchant, the ancestral 

snake spirit of water and land that lives in the Kalgan River, Albany—on the south coast of Western 

Australia. 25 In this instance, the Wagyl is the Minang name for the carpet snake (Arnold, 2012, p. 80). 

This is one example amongst many of this diverse and culturally rich society. Pease (2017a, p. 21:55 to 

23:18) explains that in a literal sense he does not believe that the Wagyl made the Derbarl Yerrigan 

and avowed, “how can I be Nyoongar, how can I be Aboriginal if I don’t believe that these stories 

actually happened”. The internal conflict resulting from his agnosticism of Nyoongar Dreaming stayed 

with him throughout the decade that he was represented by, and exhibiting at, Goddard De Fiddes 

Gallery, while painting new Dreaming stories and establishing his professional career. Pease, granting 

this, goes on to concede that his cultural understanding was mistaken: 

 
I was completely wrong in my thinking that the ideologies are so different, for example, 

the Wandjina 26 figure that is the creator of lightning and storms, and water that brings 

 
24 Other spellings include Waakal, Waugyal, Wawgal, Waugal, Woggal, and Waagal. I have used the spelling preferred by 
Christopher Pease. 
25 Also see Goode, Brad, Colin Irvine, Jacqueline Harris, and Michael Thomas. 2005. Kinjarling - The Place of Rain: The City of 
Albany & Department of Indigenous Affairs Aboriginal Heritage Survey. Dunsborough WA: Brad Goode & Associates. P.192. 
26 The Wandjina is a Dreaming Creation Spirit that represents clouds and rain of the Aboriginal Nations in the Kimberley, 
northwest Western Australia. 
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life, but I believe in meteorology; so where does that put me? But I had it all wrong 

because I was thinking this was completely different, but it is not, it [Dreaming] is exactly 

the same thing, they are just different languages. Which one has more meaning? 

 
Pease describes that it was not until he learnt to define the underlying moral and cultural lessons 

taught in the Dreaming narratives that he began to identify as being a Nyoongar man; even although 

he acknowledges that his inner exploration of Nyoongar identity is ongoing. The apologues that are 

passed down from the Elders to the young generation are of lore, teaching not only social conduct and 

laws enforced within the country, also impart essential knowledge about the land, the ecosystem and 

the larger world. In many ways, Pease sees these didactic narratives as having greater clarity and 

meaning, and, when recounting lore in story format the younger generations make immediate 

connections. 

3.2.1 Waygl 
 

Figure 18. Christopher Pease. Waygl, 2004. Oil on jarrah panels. 200 x 1800cm. Source: Artist 
 

“The story of the Waygl and the formation of the Beelar (rivers) is the most important 

and well-known story from the South West and I wanted to explore the relations” 

(Pease, 2018c) 

 

In 2004 Western Australia State Government awarded Pease what was then the most expensive art 

commission in Western Australia for a single artwork, as site-specific work situated inside the entrance 

to the Perth Convention and Exhibition Centre, on the banks of the Derbarl Yerrigan. Waygl (Fig. 18) a 

two-meter by 18-metre long oil painting that consists of 2000 painted jarrah tiles, forming a giant 

artwork that is assembled similarly to a jigsaw. 

Pease’s vision was to create an artwork that would represent a timeline beginning at ancestral times, 

through colonisation and beyond. He decided early on to use the image of the Wagyl, the Creation 

Spirit associated with the Derbarl Yerrigan. In an interview with journalist Katherine Fleming (2004), 

Pease explains to her his process behind the commission, "I decided to depict the Wagyl but I had no 

environment in which to place it so I researched the work of artists who painted the area around Perth 
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in the early 1800s.” His research leads him to a painting of early exploration of the Derbarl Yerrigan 

(Swan River) by Frederick Garling painted in 1827. The painting is a view from Mt Eliza in Kings Park, 

looking southeast out over the Derbarl Yerrigan to the landscape beyond, to a place yet to be explored 

by Europeans and a promise of its future. 

This painting of Garling’s Pease reproduces as the background to the commission. "An artist named 

Fredrick Garling painted a landscape from the top of Mt Eliza looking south-east in 1827 and I decided 

this would be the perfect backdrop for my Wagyl”, he said (Fleming, 2004). Early European artists in 

Nyoongar boodja illustrated the physical landscapes; however, Pease wanted to include Nyoongar 

Dreaming into the setting. He goes onto explain, "I've used the Wagyl as a symbol in many of my 

works in the same way that Sidney Nolan placed Ned Kelly in his landscapes". He illuminates, "It's       

a recurrent motif in my paintings and it's my interpretation of the Wagyl rather than a true rendition 

of it." (Fleming, 2004). Placing the Wagyl and its Dreaming in an artwork initially produced by an early 

European explorer is Pease’s way of creating a new Dreaming, his Dreaming. Through this painting new 

cultural meaning is formed in what, through a postcolonial discourse, Homi Bhabha (1994) would call 

the ‘third space’. The ‘third space’, Bhabha argues, is ‘in- between’ hybridity that enables a new 

meaning to emerge where “new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration and 

contestation” emerge. As an in-between hybridity Pease is creating his unique Nyoongar visual 

language. 

Scattered throughout Pease’s Visual Diaries are numerous Dreaming stories similar to that of the Wagyl, 

Dreaming that he has documented from Nyoongar friends and family Elders. One in particular that he 

talks of is about ‘Lovers Tree’ outside the town of Collie, a town in the South West region of Western 

Australia. The story unfolds with two big jarrah trees that grew together, intertwining with each other, 

as an allegory of two young lovers. The lovers, however, were forbidden to marry. The Elders told them 

they could not be together because they were not the permitted matrilineal kin groups: manitjmat—a 

manitj (white cockatoo) and wardangma—wardang (crow). In the South West the Nyoongar descent is 

maternal, as Bates (c.1905, pp. V, 1b, i. P. 5) explains, “if the mother is of the Crow phratry, the children 

are also crows, and if she is a White Cockatoo, the children enter the White Cockatoo phratry”. The 

young lovers disobeyed their Elders instruction and eloped. As a consequence of their decision and 

their breaking of the law, the Nyoongar Boylyada maaman (witchdoctor) turned them into the 

entwining trees. 
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For Pease, from a young age, these Nyoongar stories have conflicted with his obsession with science. 

Pease says (Croft & Mashall, 2018, p. 18:40) that during his high school years he “was a nerd, studying 

science, I was very scientifically minded”. Cognisant of and somewhat obsessed with Western science, 

Pease has an evident appreciation of how science and nature connect to entangled trees, with early 

grafting and the forces of nature; again, he puts forward the question of which interpretation holds 

more merit, more cultural context? This Nyoongar story explains the consequence of marrying the 

wrong person. For an age as old as Nyoongar culture, the lore of marriage has prohibited members of 

the same Nation from marrying. This lore is in place to stop interbreeding and to secure lands of the 

alternate moiety for hunting. Going against this lore by marrying into the wrong moiety could be 

punishable by death (Bates, 1985, pp. 74-77). Pease comments that there are many lore stories like 

this, as every living and non-living entity has cultural connotations and an ancestral couburne (totem) 

linked to an intricate cultural system that he describes as poetic. It is perhaps telling of colonial 

hegemony towards Aboriginal cultural significance that these trees were eventually knocked down 

when the road alongside them was widened. 

Through Nyoongar Dreaming there exists a totem system that is of matrilineal descent. Each totem has 

a hierarchy, from flying animals to grass at the lowest rank, and numerous levels, for example as a 

simplified account, there will be the Nation, family, and personal totems. Each has a sacred dreaming 

attached to its origin, that carries with it a spirit that is connected to the carrier. (Bates, c.1905; Hassell 

& Davidson, 1936) Pease’s mother matrilineal totem is a Warlit (wedge-tailed eagle). The Warlit is 

Australia’s largest bird-of-prey, that when seen by the matrilineal decedents in the wild, signifies that 

good luck is with them. Pease’s mother, Sandra Hill and her sister believe that his individual totem is 

a Kip (dolphin), which could link to his love and protection of surfing in the South West Boojarah 

region 27 where he lives with his wife and his two-younger school-age children. Through Pease’s 

understanding of lore that is prescribed by Dreaming, he found a way to connect with his culture and 

his identity as a Nyoongar man. 

 
 
 
 

27 “The South West Boojarah region refers to the Wardandi and Bibulmun/Piblemen Noongar language or dialectical groups. 
Towards the east of the South West Boojarah region is the Wagyl Kaip region and northwards is the Gnaala Karla Booja 
region. The South West Boojarah region encompasses the towns of Capel, Margaret River, Witchcliffe, Augusta, Windy 
Harbour, Northcliffe, Pemberton, Manjimup, Bridgetown, and Nannup. The approximate size of the South West Boojarah 
region is 10,085 sq. km” (Noongar Culture, 2018) 
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3.2.2 Wadatji Country, Belief and Disbelief 
 
 

Figure 19. Christopher Pease. Wadatji Country, Belief and Disbelief, 2002. Oil on canvas, 170 x 281cm. Source: Artist 
 

Pease’s captures his Nyoongar Dreaming in the evocative large-scale canvas Wadatji Country, Belief 

and Disbelief (Fig. 19). Painted in cool grey tones, the artwork evokes an enchanted forest. A compelling 

arrangement of a sombre, limited palette brings a menacing and distorted dimension to the artwork. 

The trees, barren of all leaves on their branches, reflect white and golden moonlit shadowy archways, 

directing the viewer deep into the heart of the forest. The branches strangely anthropomorphised 

resemble fingers reaching out to intertwine neighbouring branches. This painting draws forth a sense 

of entrapment as if the forest is aware of the viewer’s presence. It is somewhat disconcerting, allowing 

the viewer to believe it is possible to disappear inside this painting. 

 
Belief and disbelief are themes Pease has been working with since his early research into his Nyoongar 

history and has referenced numerous relationships to it in his visual diaries. On Wadatji27F           

28 Country, 

Pease writes in his Visual Diary (1999): 

 
 
 

28 Other spellings are Woodadji, woodartji, or Woodatchi  
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This painting is a … response to the research of Wadatji and related spiritual beings of 

the SW … Not unlike an illustration in a children’s fictional book. My relationship with 

both science and my indigenous heritage has created a blurry line between what’s fact 

& fiction. My research has more importantly led to the subject of belief. All communities 

work upon a system of belief. Science and mathematics fails to acknowledge many 

beliefs of the indigenous communities within Australia […] For an indigenous person 

raised in an orphan environment there are many instances […] where there is a conflict 

of beliefs. 

In Nyoongar Dreaming, Wadatji are little hairy spirit people who live in the bushlands and caves. 

Wadatjis are reportedly about three feet tall, they run very fast, are twice as strong as humans, and 

they abduct children (Sasquatch Chronicles, 2018). Pease recalls the tales of instances that have been 

documented of Wadatji in the Wandering region of the South West. 

 
Woodadji are little people or little hairy smelly people that come out at night, screech, 

whistle and put you in a trance. “Bulyit – [he’s a] little hairy man about two foot high, 

that means devil, [he will] take the children, must not go out after dark, after 4 p.m. 

[must] gather them all up and bring them home. Bardee borl bardee koorl barmaniny  - 

that is before our time, children going out and breaking up all those black boys to get 

the bardee. They would then gather them all up and take them home. Koorlongka 

dookaniny – children cook the bardees when they get home. After 4 o’clock they must 

not go chasing bardees, they wouldn’t be allowed. They reckon these debil [devil devil] 

will take them away. That is a little bulyit man. As soon as the sun goes down, he starts 

edging them off and taking them away. (Bennell, 1978) 

 
Nyoongar elder Don Collard (Wheatbelt NRM, 2015) claimed of the Wadatji that “if you went out to 

play and if you didn’t get back by sundown, look out, the spirits will get you, you know. You’d be home 

before dark, don’t worry about that. Oh yeah.” Pease’s painting produces a sense that the Wadatji are 

lingering just out of sight, hiding within the shadows behind the trees within the realms of belief and 

disbelief. In essence, Wadatji Country, Belief and Disbelief is of lore told to children to protect and to 

keep them safe and part of an ancient ancestral Dreaming. 

 
Pease’s Wadatji Country forest is suggestive of David Keeling’s (b.1951) Narawatapu National Park 
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landscapes by way of light and shadows playing together upon the vegetation and earth, both 

producing sublime and haunting contemporary settings. 

3.3 Ecological Ethnicity 
 

For Australia’s First People the land is not separate from them; it is inherent to their identity and way 

of life, their Dreaming and their Songlines. Postcolonial theory recognises that indigenous 

communities’ have a deep connection to their ancestral lands, within the postcolonial framework First 

Peoples land management is termed ‘ecological ethnicity’. Ecological ethnicity refers to “indigenous ... 

communit[ies] as [the] purveyor of authentic knowledge of [their region as a result of their] ancestral 

links with the land. It foregrounds human identity as intimately linked to the local landforms, ecology, 

weather and mineral, animal and plant life” (Nayar, 2015). It also resonates as a resistance to the 

uneven expansion of colonial and capitalist land development (Parajuli, 1998). 

 

There is ecological ethnicity inherit in Pease that was instilled in him from early childhood. His early 

childhood experiences connecting to nature enlisted in him a profound understanding of the value and 

usage of land and native plant life of the South West. When Pease explains about the natural landscape, 

he talks about really looking and observing what is going on, a trait he says that we have as children, 

picking up objects, looking at insects and taking in a micro view of our natural surroundings. The 

familiarity Pease has with the native landscape of the South West presented opportunities for him to 

adapt plant life and other materials to his art practice. Through a posteriori knowledge, Pease learnt how 

to extract, manipulate and apply to his canvas’ the resin from the Balga Tree (Grass Tree), a plant 

endemic to the southwest corner of Australia. To excavate ochre from a local ochre pit, manipulate it 

and apply it to his canvases. Pease has learnt to use these traditional mediums in his art practice as a 

linkage to his cultural heritage, combining the use of Western oil-based paints in which he had been 

professionally trained. 

 

3.3.1 Untitled: Balga Painting 
 

Balga Tree resin as an artist medium may seem an unusual medium to use; however, the Nyoongar 

people have been utilising this plant’s property in their daily lives from well before European explorers 

reached Australian shores. As examples, the Balga Tree resin is a product for hafting stone tools, and for 

making knives, spears, and firelighters. Jorgensen (2008) describes Pease's use of resin as "turning it from 
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Figure 20. Christopher Pease. Untitled, 2008. Balga Resin on hessian on canvas, 217 x 303cm. Source: Artist 

 

traditional uses and into a contemporary art that expresses the presence of living country. Pease turns 

here from a looking glass upon colonial worlds to a looking at the materiality of the world itself”. 

Connecting the two worlds, Pease delivers this ancient medium into the space of contemporary art. 

 
Harvested from the base of the Balga Tree, the resin when heated becomes a sticky substance, as 

steadfast as any glue. The resin is the blood of this plant, it is typically a deep reddish-brown colour, 

with the hardened product producing a shellac varnished surface appearance. In preparation for the 

use of the resin as an art medium, Pease reinforces his canvas with a layer of hessian, or cheesecloth, 

for its porous qualities. He then needs to make the resin pliable, heating oil or a similar medium and 

mixing the two achieves this outcome. When heated, the resin is applied on top of the porous material 

enabling it to take hold. In the journal article Painting Country, Sharon Alcock describes Pease’s process 

of working with the resin, “he applied the resin to hessian with a moulding iron. The hessian, which 

was attached to the canvas with an acrylic gel medium, was chosen because it provided something 

fibrous with ‘tooth’ for the resin to go into.” (2013) This preparation is a process Pease has perfected 

over many years. 

Viewed through the gaze of someone academically trained in Western art and theory, as Pease is, his 

work Untitled (Fig. 20), using Balga Tree resin on canvas, can be seen to pay homage to the American 
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abstract expressionist artists of New York, prominent during the 1940s to the 1960s, as a sublime 

rendering of colour and texture. This composition embraces this abstract movement by employing an 

avant-garde medium of the Balga Tree resin, vis-a-vis embodying in the painting an ancient material 

used by First Australians. Through the agency of this work, Pease connects to the colour- field artists’ 

interpretation of the sublime, who drew on a Western philosophy that became popular in literary 

circles during the eighteenth century. Two of the most influential examinations of the Sublime 

appeared in publications by philosophers, Edmund Burke (Britain 1729-1797) and Immanuel Kant 

(Germany 1724-1804). Burke and Kant’s subsequent influence on the art world resulted in an outright 

metamorphosis of its cultural landscape. Both philosophers identified the sublime as encompassing 

that with and without form and attributed it to the landscape and the atmosphere. 

As a consequence, the aesthetic discourse of the sublime in art was first interpreted by the artists of 

the Romantic period 29 through the genre of landscape painting by artists such as English painter 

J. M. W Turner and German painter Caspar David Friedrich. It can be said that it is during this era that 

the interpretation of the sublime was most significantly and clearly developed. One hundred years later 

the sublime and the interpretive theory behind it was brought to our attention once more by the 

abstract expressionist painters, now being appropriated by Pease in this Balga painting, a hybridity or 

Third Space where he interprets his unique Nyoongar Kaartdijin.   

Closer to home, Pease’s sublime work of resin is comparative to the works of Brian Blanchflower 

(b.1939). In particular Nocturne 3 (Whale Rock), 1982, a 178 x 255 cm oil, bitumen, sand, chalk on 

canvas. Nocturne 3 (Whale Rock) “was painted following a disturbing trip in 1979 to the last whaling 

station at Albany, Western Australia. The artist was horrified by the flensing of a whale – where the 

skin is stripped away” (Scheding, 2012). Blanchflower responded to the landscape of the South West 

in a contemporary cultural context. The textural canvas of the composition as a response to the 

menace, threat, and power of the oceans off Albany’s coast, with gesture outlines of trawling nets 

marking the landscape. In a similar fashion Blanchflower, like Pease draws creativity from the natural 

environment and while in this creative process sees himself as part of the landscape. 

 
 

 
29 Originating in Europe the Romantic era existed circa 1770-1850. Landscape painting was appreciated as the preferred 
subject of Romantic painters. Through the design of the romantic landscape, three salient styles emerged: the Sublime, the 
Pastoral, and the Picturesque; these styles tended to converge on a world unaffected by the industrial revolution. 
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3.3.2 Cow with Body Paint 
 

Figure 21. Christopher Pease. Cow With Body Paint, 2007. Balga resin and ochre on hessian on canvas, 180 x 300cm. 
Source: Artist 

 

The other traditional Nyoongar medium Pease uses in his practice is ochre pigments. The Nyoongar 

name for ochre is wilgi. Wilgi is a natural earth pigment or clay, abundant in iron oxides and hematite 

that produce varieties of colours. The colours of the ochre in Nyoongar boodja varied from red and 

brown to yellow and white. A multi-purpose medium, wilgi was traditionally quarried for medicinal 

purposes, for trade, for mark-making on cultural material, and as body paint for ceremonial purposes. 

Animal fat was traditionally used to adhere the ochre to a surface and to create variations of depth in 

the ochre colour. In Pease’s painting Cow with Body Paint (Fig. 21), a mixture of ochre and Balga Tree 

resin is used as the medium for the artwork. This life-size artwork resembles the white-faced Black 

Baldy breed of cattle that is bred for its beef. A mixed breed, this docile cow is produced by mating any 

black breed with any white-faced breed; typically, the Black Baldy cow is a crossbreed of Angus and 

Hereford cattle and is suited to the climate in Western Australia’s South West. Jorgensen (2008) 

describes Pease's cow as a 'monsters of land', "brought here from their place on the margins of 



76 

Ainslie Gatt | 22295531 | Master of Curatorial Studies in Fine Art by Research 

 

 

civilization, and given a more proper scale in Pease's massive canvases". Pease’s life-sized cow 

dominates the canvas, front and centre, in a stark setting that is devoid of the natural environment. 

 
Conceivably, the setting could be at an abattoir, with the cow marked-up and ready to become meat 

cuts. While an abattoir is separated from the end product of consumption, similarly, the gaze of the 

viewer is at an arm’s length. Our view is truncated three-quarters of the way down the cow’s front 

legs, thus creating an otherness vis-à-vis the viewer. Conversely, this Black Baldy cow is adorned with 

motifs of Nyoongar ceremonial body paint. The symbolism produced by the paint marks on Pease’s 

cow can be regarded as representative of the animal being part of a collective knowledge that 

continues beyond the ceremonial. Above all, the cow, in this interpretation, represents a valued 

affiliation to a group of First Nation people. Aligned with this new insight, this Cow with Body Paint is 

akin to a society that is observed and marginalised for their otherness and is here on display for our 

aesthetic experience. The artwork provokes the viewer to examine the impact of perception, of being 

an outsider and presuming an awareness of what is within our gaze. Is this a cow for consumption, or 

is it a sacred deity? It challenges our relationship to belonging and our understanding of cross- cultural 

knowledge. Pease cleverly uses the hybridity of the cow and Nyoongar culture, with the traditional 

substance of Balga Tree resin and ochre pigments, to bring his knowledge of Nyoongar culture subtly 

into a Western cultural context. 

 
Paintings from different periods in Pease’s career can illustrate broader themes. We can see that the 

five selected paintings, created throughout the first decade of the 21st century, illustrate a trajectory 

within Pease’s practice that connects him to kaartdijin of family, Dreaming and boodja. Reproducing 

images of Nyoongar kaartdijin of Dreaming and Country in a contemporary context Pease anchors 

himself in the postcolonial Third Space, where he asserts his Aboriginal agency over a colonial and 

Western narrative in a cross-cultural exchange. Pease does not paint the horrors of colonialism; 

instead, he paints visual representations celebrating his culture and by doing so passing on knowledge 

and spirituality to future generations. Pease has found his connection to country in the deep cultural 

roots of his childhood and the teaching of his elders. He has found his truth and visual language within 

his paintings. 
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Chapter 4: South Coast History 
 

This chapter examines Christopher Pease’s engagement with Western Australia’s south coast 

exploration images, from Captain George Vancouver’s visit in 1791 to Robert Dale's survey of the land 

in 1832. Throughout Pease’s artistic career he has painted a timeline of Western exploration as an 

observer of how relationships were formed and how his culture was eroded by Enlightenment 

practices. As a descendant of the Minang people of the Albany region, Pease draws upon Albany’s 

historical period of early Nyoongar contact with the explorers, connecting with his cultural heritage to 

provide insight into the continuance of the Nyoongar culture. He does this by merging Nyoongar 

themes with natural histories indigent to Australia’s southwest and contemporary motifs informed by 

Western modes of painting. Influenced by the postmodern technique of appropriation and 

postcolonial magical realism, Pease directs the viewer’s attention to the ancient existence of Nyoongar 

culture as a reminder that his ancestral land was not terra nullius and his culture was not erased. 

 
Three early exploration artists stand out for Pease: Louis de Sainson (1801 – 1887), the appointed 

draughtsman on the Astrolabe commanded by Dumont d’Urville; William Westall (1781-1850), the 

nineteen-year-old the appointed landscape painter onboard the HMS Investigator from 1801-1803; 

and Robert Dale (1812-1853), a 21-year-old surveyor, cartographer and topographical draughtsman. 

All three men spent time at King George Sound on the southern coast of Western Australia and created 

detailed drawings of the Minang people and the surrounding country. The artworks of these three 

artists cover three periods over thirty-one years at King George Sound and capture the lives of the 

Minang members from early exploration to early settlement. 

 
Pease’s quest when studying these images was in finding the truth in the stylisation of the paintings. 

This he did through researching the historical and social inaccuracies: what omissions were made to 

produce the required visual effect, and what was added to romanticise the landscape for the benefit 

of the British and French public, used as promotional material for this newly explored country. It was 

these contradictions—reality and history vis-à-vis fantasy and falsehood—that ignited Pease’s interest 

in the artwork of these artists and others during this particular era. These variances in the early 

artworks Pease acknowledges as ‘artistic licence’: artistic freedom allowing the artists to deviate from 

what is true for the sake of the artwork, creating stylistic expressions representative of the era and 

cultural ideologies. These early artworks are significant historical archives depicting Nyoongar land 



78 

Ainslie Gatt | 22295531 | Master of Curatorial Studies in Fine Art by Research 

 

 

29F 

management, food cultivation and cultural identity. 

 
Pease’s exploration of archival references led him to develop an interest in early watercolours and 

several photographs taken of Minang Nyoongar people. The artworks included in Ffarington’s Folio… 

by Lois Tilbrook (1986), are possibly the earliest recorded colonial artworks in existence that illustrate 

the life of Nyoongar peoples, painted by Richard Atherton Ffarington 30 during his time at King George 

Sound between 1843 to 1847. There are no records of Ffarington being formally trained in fine art; 

however, he produced a picturesque folio of pencil sketches and watercolours depicting the cultural 

life—hunting, fishing, and ceremony—of the Minang people at King George Sound—with romantic 

overtones in the British manner. In addition to this artwork, the only known surviving documented 

artwork created by a Nyoongar person during early contact and settlement is by Gyallipert, a King Ya- 

nup man. The term King Ya-nup was used by the Minang for the area of King George Sound, and first 

known to be penned in 1829 by explorer and surgeon Thomas Wilson who spent time in King George 

Figure 22. Gyallipert. Sketch in John Morgan's Letter to Colonial Secretary Hay, 1833. Source: National Archives. Kew. UK 

 
30 Born in 1823, Ffarington initially arrived in Sydney as an army officer in 1841 where he was promoted to 
the rank of Lieutenant. Ffarington sailed to Western Australia and spent time stationed at King George 
Sound between 1843 and 1847. 
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Sound during 1829 (DLI, 2005, p. 113). The artwork (Fig. 22) is a sketch depicting a map of the King Ya- 

nup. In Shaking Hands on the Fringe, Shellam (2009, p. 61) documents Gyallipert’s description of his 

sketch: 

That place (No. 1) womanar, children, pickninny.-That place (No. 7)-married men- that 

place (No. 2) single Men-Some morning sun get up vera early-married go down- call up 

single men,-single men get up when sun get up very early-all go down (to No. 6 a lake) 

catch fish, then go up (to No. 5) catch Kangaroo-bring him down dare-(No. 

3) fire-roast him-all Men set round so-(suiting the action to the word) upon [him]. 
 

This image and subsequent interpretation offer contemporary viewers an insight into an organised 

cultural system that predates European contact. 
 
 

 
Figure 23. Lieutenant Arthur Onslow. Native Woman, 1858. 
Photograph taken at Albany. Source: Mitchell Library MLMSS A 
4335 Item 2 

Possibly the earliest photograph of a Minang 

member is a faded image of a young woman, 

taken in Albany, 1858 (Fig. 23). The woman 

photographed is dressed in traditional clothing 

and is marked with a white ochre line across her 

forehead, extending down her cheekbones and 

under her eyes; this marking reflects Nind’s 

description of the mourning markings. Both 

these images Pease has sketched and noted in 

his visual diary 1 dated June 28th 2000 and the 

page previous to this, undated, as visual 

references. In 1627, the Dutch explorer Pieter 

Nuyts aboard the ship Gulden Zeepaert (The  

Golden Seahorse) sailed past the southwest of New Holland (Australia) while surveying the Southern 

Hemisphere. His expedition is noted as the first to map the section of what was to become King George 

Sound and the seaboard of the south coast of Australia (Garden, 1977). On 28 September 1791, 164 

years after the first mapping, Captain George Vancouver onboard the HMS Sloop Discovery sailed 

into a secluded harbour off the southern coast of Western Australia, becoming the first British ship to 

visit King George Sound (Pearson, 2005, pp. 20-28). Upon anchoring in the harbour, Vancouver and his 

expedition party made camp on the land for two weeks, naming the territory King George the Third’s 
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Sound; land claimed on behalf of the reigning monarch. Vancouver’s two weeks at the Sound were 

spent mapping and naming the interior regions, inlets, and coastlines, collecting botanical samples, 

evaluating natural resources and gathering information on the indigenous population. The maps 

Vancouver produced quickly became the navigational references for future expeditions by the British 

and the French, as well as British, French and American whaling ships (Shellam, 2009, p. 30). 

 

Figure 24. John Landseer. After William Alexander after John Sykes (1798). A Deserted Indian Village in King George III 
Sound, New Holland. Etching, Plate I (In Volume I). Source: British Library 

 

As illustrated in Figure 24, the etching A Deserted Indian Village in King George III Sound, New Holland, 

first published in A Voyage of Discovery to the North Pacific Ocean: April 1791 to October 1795, 

produced from a drawing while the expedition party were at the Sound, depicts a deserted Aboriginal 

campsite. In a journal entry by Vancouver, he describes the construction of the toorloit (huts) as being 

erected from tree branches, bark and grasses; shelters that appeared large enough to sleep two or 

three people. Vancouver (1798, pp. 21-45) recorded his observations of the campsite in his journal: 

The shape of the dwelling was that of half a beehive, or a hive vertically divided into two 
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equal parts, one of which formed the hut, in height about three feet, and in diameter 

about four feet and an half; it was however constructed with some degree of 

uniformity, with flight twigs, of no greater substance than those used for large baker's 

baskets: the horizontal and vertical twigs formed intervals from four to six inches 

square, and the latter flicking a few inches into the earth, were its security and fixed it 

to the ground. This kind of basket hut was covered with the bark of trees, and small 

green boughs; its back was opposed to the n.w.  whence we concluded those to be  

the most prevailing winds; just within its front, which was open the whole of its 

diameter, a fire had been made. 

Interestingly, the empirical detail of the encampment in Vancouver’s journal resembles an observation 

of a beehive for entomology investigation rather than a description with an anthropological interest in 

his encounter. 

Whilst encountering this native encampment close to the coastline at the Sound, the expedition party 

did not come across any of the local inhabitants during their two-week stay. Positioned centrally within 

the foreground of the etching two naval officers are placed conversationally, the only sign of life and 

seeming at ease within this unfamiliar landscape. Their presence contributes to the dimension and 

perspective of the huts. This lithograph points directly to Vancouver’s observation of the encampment, 

a site that he expressed with disappointment as being an isolated land unfit for human habitation 

(Vancouver, 1798, pp. 21-45). 

14.1 Wrong Side Of The Hay  
 

Painted in 2005, Wrong Side of the Hay (Fig. 25), titled as a pun on the idiom ‘wrong side of the law’, 

conveys new meaning to the 1798 Landseer’s etching (Fig. 24). This site is located between the Hay and 

Kent River and became a colonial area where Nyoongars were forbidden to enter; Nyoongars found 

trespassing on this land faced the likelihood of being shot (Slocum, 2016). Pease created this large oil on 

canvas in the style of the British Romantics; it is a picturesque painting connecting the ‘Kantian’ aesthetic 

sublime with elements untouched by industrialisation in nature’s landscape. 
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Figure 25. Christopher Pease. Wrong Side Of The Hay, 2005. Oil on canvas, 122 x 182cm. Source: Artist 

 

Pease has produced a mystic atmospheric effect in this landscape painting. The light from the sun 

illuminates the blue sky, bouncing off the edges of the clouds without penetrating through the dense 

billows of clouds encroaching toward the centre of the canvas; this technique has produced a sense of 

horizontal movement to the painting. A chiaroscuro effect, with sharp contrasts of light and shadow, 

dramatises the rugged shaped trees and foliage surrounding the campsite, creating an impression that 

the trees and foliage are responding to the cloud movement. The shadows join, enclosing the edge of 

the forest in darkness, capturing the two figures unaware of the landscape’s mystical communication 

that is embodied deep with this Nyoongar land. The men in the painting, Curator Clotilde Bullen (2007, 

p. 144) explains, “are unaware of the framework of spiritual inheritance embodied within the land, which 

is the birthright to every Indigenous person depicted by the artist as unbroken curves over the horizon”. 

Bullen goes on to remind us that, “Indigenous reality as the orderliness of the European-style landscape 

is interrupted by this Dreaming motif”. A culture of Dreaming that has always been in existence. 

 
This flat landscape is superimposed with white topographical map lines of the exact location (Slocum, 

2016, p. 125), hovering mystically through the trees, which could be interpreted as contemporary 
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Nyoongar Songlines; for Pease, science, logic and his Nyoongar Dreaming coexist in harmony. Scattered 

through the lines are white artefact numbers representing Nyoongar items found in the area, supporting 

evidence of Nyoongar people's history with the land pre-contact. These artefact numbers are only visible 

when viewing the original artwork and are impossible to see in reproductions of the painting. The 

numbers, Pease explains, are in reference to the numbering on artefacts in the Western Australian 

Museum. Pease (K. v. Z. Carroll, 2014, p. 206) comments that in his painting the typographical map 

“references differences in looking at land (defined through the elevations as a physical object rather than 

spiritual)”. Pease poetically overlays Western science on his ancestral boodja prompting the viewer to 

think deeply about interpreting the painting. 

14.2 King George the Third’s Sound 
 

July 1801, Captain Matthew Flinders and his crew onboard the HMS Investigator embarked on an 

expedition to map the coastline of New Holland. On December 8 1801, the HMS Investigator sailed 

into the waters of King George the Third’s Sound and set up camp near the now City of Albany. For 

four weeks, Captain Flinders and his men surveyed the surrounding lands in a quest for specimens and 

information. During their stay, they spent time in the company of the local Minang men. The 

documented accounts of Flinders' time spend interacting with the Minang members are the first 

Minang and European encounter document on record. Flinders describes in his journal the crew’s 

initial encounter with some of the Minang members. "When the Investigator landed in King George's 

Sound there had been some tension between the crew and the Aborigines, with one man brandishing 

a spear, and it took several days for friendly relations to be established between the two groups.” 

(Findlay, 1998, p. 32) After numerous friendly exchanges Flinders (2004) describes a performance he 

had his officers enact for the Minang members: 

 
Our friends the natives continued to visit us [...] I ordered the party of marines on shore 

to be exercised in their presence. The red coats and white crossed belts were greatly 

admired, having some resemblance to their own manner of ornamenting themselves; 

and the drum, but particularly the fife, excited their astonishment; but when they saw 

these beautiful red-and-white men, with their bright muskets, drawn up in a line, they 

absolutely screamed with delight; nor were their wild gestures and vociferation to be 

silenced but by commencing the exercise, to which they paid the most earnest and 
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silent attention. Several of them moved their hands involuntarily, according to the 

motions; and the old man placed himself at the end of the rank, with a short staff in his 

hand, which he shouldered, presented, grounded as did the marines their muskets, 

without, I believe, knowing what he did. Before firing, the Indians were made 

acquainted with what was going to take place; so that the vollies did not excite much 

terror. 

This friendly exchange with the Minang members brought forth a favourable opportunity for the 

explorers to showcase their British imperialism. Whereas, the colour and sound in the ceremony would 

have likely united the two groups with the familiar accord. 

These encounters with the Minang, Flinders and his crew were visually documented by William 

Westall. Westall’s assignment was specific; he was to produce accurate coastal profiles that were to 

accompany the mapping of the remaining coastal line of New Holland. Westall’s drawings were some 

of the first impressions of Australia’s coastal areas and its inhabitants. The artworks Westall created of 

the Sound combine the topographical with the picturesque while capturing the sublimity of nature and 

the vastness of the land. His images were fashioned to impart factual visual information. The principal 

purpose of these artworks was for navigational references for future seafarers (Findlay, 1998, p. 3). 

Additionally, the works were essential for the British Empire, reinforcing the colonial ambition of 

claiming the discovery of new-found uninhabited lands, and as a visual mechanism to repudiate 

Aboriginal ownership, justifying British occupation. Pease has recontextualised several drawings of 

Westall’s account of King George Sound. These artworks retell a history of the southern coastal lands. 

His art transports the neoclassical and Romanticism into contemporary art, drawing attention to the 

juxtaposition of Aboriginal and European ideologies. 

14.2.1 Nyoongar Boodja 
 

In Pease’s painting Nyoongar Boodja - King George Sound (Fig. 26), the viewer is confronted with a 

tension between two worlds. On the left of the canvas is a surface of Balga Tree resin, while on the right 

is the naturalistic landscape that Pease has reproduced from a William Westall watercolour painting. The 

reworking of Westall’s work retains the subjectivity of romanticism, the picturesque of the landscape 

and the informed depiction of topographical art that was the fashion in art at the turn of the eighteenth 
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Figure 26. Christopher Pease. Nyoongar Boodja - King George Sound, 2008-09. Oil and Balga resin on canvas, 102 x 291cm. 
Source: Artist 

 

century. However, Westall's original context of the artwork that subtly reflects the climate of the British 

Empire, is obscured by Pease’s contemporary rendition in which this work has been appropriated. In 

doing so, Pease contextualises a duality of discourses: Aboriginal and Western European. Further, to 

consider the formal and stylistic components of the composition, Pease captures two conflicting 

ideologies. 

 
Nyoongar Boodja - King George Sound is a contemporary painting of the southern West Australian coastal 

landscape. The canvas, one meter high by nearly three meters long is divided down the middle into two 

equal sections. On the right of the canvas, Pease has recontextualised Westall’s Part of King George the 

Third Sound, on the South Coast of New Holland, December 1801. This recontextualised landscape is 

divided up into four similarly equal parts: sky, sea and distant lands, bushland, and clearing. The viewer’s 

gaze is directed to a clearing in the foreground where two subjects, Minang Nyoongars, sit. They are 

illuminated through a gradual circular shift in light that creates a three-dimensional effect; this circular 

shape is repeated throughout this painting from the land to the flora and figures, unifying and softening 

Westall’s composition. 

 
Positioned sitting in this clearing of land, the subjects are cloaked by a wall of surrounding bushlands that 

descends towards the peninsula, separating King George Sound and Princess Royal Harbour. The 

shorelines that stem from the peninsula repeat the circular shapes. The female in the composition is 

shrouded in what appears to be a kangaroo skin, her back is hunched, and her gaze is directed down to 

a vanishing point between the two figures. The viewer’s gaze is further directed downward along the 

armed edge of the pale kangaroo skin to the vanishing points central activity, being a small fire. The man 
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opposite her is mostly unclothed, except for what resembles an animal skin around his waist and a 

headdress of feathers; he is kneeling forward and using sticks to kindle a karl (fire)—again, their posture 

emphasises the circular rhythm of this painting's composition. As a picturesque painting, the figures 

appear as one with nature. In this quiet setting, the two figures are engulfed by the surrounding 

landscape and are the only people in view of the naked eye. 

 
The immediate background of the landscape (the bushland) is heavily wooded, with its depth defined 

through chiaroscuro; by obscuring specific details of the landscape, this dramatic shading evokes a sense 

of mystery to the land. The light hits the top of the foliage on the hill, heightening the transformation 

from where the shadow and light come together to create the bushland. The light continues from the 

centre of the painting to its topmost edge. Softened blue hues produce a haze through the sky, sea, and 

distant lands. The hues work to obscure the clarity of the horizon, effectively creating atmospheric 

perspective; the similar tonal values of the distant land and sea evokes feelings of tranquillity and 

harmony. 

 
In the foreground of this image (the clearing) is a detailed and accurate rendering of the native flora. As 

a topographical artwork, this detail and accuracy would have been necessary and deliberate for Westall. 

Recognisable from right to left is the flowering spike of the Xanthorrhoea (Balga) tree, positioned on  

the far right. In the foreground to the right is the Kingia Australis Tree. This Tree is native only to the 

southwest coastal region of Australia, growing at a rate of approximately a meter every one hundred 

years; hence, the Kingia Tree pictured would be extremely old. In this painting, the Kingia acts as a guide 

to direct the viewer’s gaze from the foreground to a vanishing point in the distant horizon. Positioned to 

the right of the male figure is the Melaleuca, otherwise known as the Paperbark or Tea-tree. Arranged 

behind the two figures is a Banksia Grandis tree, and behind this Banksia to the left is a smaller Kingia 

and a Balga tree. Framing the foreground to the left is an Albany cycad (Macrozamia riedlei), the 

Nyoongar name for this plant is Jeeriji; the cones from the female Jeeriji was part of the Minang staple 

diet. Again, the circular shapes are seen in the tree foliage. All these plants are native to the area and 

insomuch would have been perceived as oddities to those in the United Kingdom who viewed Westall’s 

painting. 

 
Juxtaposed to the left of the canvas, Pease has created a contemporary image using the resin of the 

Balga tree (Xanthorrhoea); this grass tree is native to the southwest of Australia. The warm values of 
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colour in the resin are in contrast to the cool blue and green that dominate the right side of the canvas. 

The contrast of the opposite colours, the red on the left of the canvas, and green on the right—meeting 

in the middle—suggests a tension in the subject matter. The resin surface of the canvas is interrupted by 

horizontal lines. Lines scored into the resin create the impression of a landscape with distant hills that 

continue and merge into the oil painting to the right, acting as a continuous narrative. The indicated lines 

are the only part of the subject matter that works in harmony with both sides of the painting. Pease 

(2016, pp. 2:44-43:39) describes this painting: 
 

The interpretation of land in these early years is very different from that of Nyoongar 

people. The primary focus of the colony was to procure suitable land for agriculture and 

settlement. So the land was surveyed and interpreted by the sciences, mathematics, 

hydrology, geology, and then divided up into individual families. Then, most of the land 

was fenced off and cleared in the South West. This is at complete odds with the traditional 

beliefs of Nyoongar people, who used extensive trade routes through the area of the 

South West. Moved according to the seasons. Private land ownership was a completely 

foreign concept, traditionally to Nyoongar people.  
Pease (2016, pp. 3:44-44:20) continues, “On the left panel … I use, in a sense, the blood of a plant growing 

on the land to create another image, or an alternative perspective to landscape, whereas on the right 

[sic] the artist uses perspective tool to create an image of landscape, I used the blood of a plant to create 

[a similar image].” On the far left is a stack of books: hydrology, genetics, mathematics, and geology. 

Pease (2017b) explains that “the books reference the new ideology. Ironically the Nyoongar people at 

the beginning of colonisation already had a deep understanding of these things, only they were described 

through a different language, of lore, stories and spiritually based myth.” These books signify intellectual 

colonisation; a Western system of language, speech and education have eradicated traditional 

understandings and left its mark like a scar on Nyoongar boodja. 

The rabbit, etched into the Balga resin landscape, is a species that is non-native to Australia and is a 

recurring motif in Pease’s œuvre. Facing the centre of the painting, the rabbit appears as although 

walking away from the stack of books towards the adjoining landscape; placed over the rabbit’s arm is a 

satchel containing a book on science. Pease’s rabbit motif is a reference to the extensive environmental 

destruction the rabbit has caused since their arrival in Australia by European settlers. The rabbit appears 
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in numerous morphologies throughout Pease’s œuvre. 
 

In Nyoongar Boodja - King George Sound, the rabbit is comparable to a learned man with western 

scientific knowledge, walking across Nyoongar country. As the Nyoongar Nation people are historically 

essentially land dwellers, with their activities concentrated around hunting, gathering and fishing, it 

seems befitting for Pease to represent Nyoongar land through the use of the Balga resin as his medium, 

connecting to country. Juxtaposed to this, Westall’s picturesque landscape on the right of the canvas is 

positioned away from the land towards the ocean, from where Westall and his accompanying explorers 

originated. The two sides to the canvas work in opposition to each other, as if the two ways of relating 

to the landscape are irreconcilable. 

14.2.2 Down the Rabbit Hole, II 
 

Figure 27. Christopher Pease. Down The Rabbit Hole II, 2013. Oil on canvas, 65 x 100cm. Source: Artist 
 

In Down the Rabbit Hole II (Fig. 27), Pease recontextualises two works created by Westall during his 

time spent at King George Sound the Third’s Sound: a landscape titled King George's Sound, View From  
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Figure 28. William Westall. King George's Sound, 
A Native, 1801. Pencil, 25.6 x 16.57cm. Source: 
National Library of Australia. 

Peak Head and a pencil study of a Minang man titled A 

Native (Fig. 28). The latter is sketched in the fashion of what 

was then termed a Noble Savage: an occidental, 

preconceived concept of what is considered in postcolonial 

theory as the ‘other’. This Noble Savage is drawn to mimic 

classical Roman imagery of the masculine form, and as an 

icon of this newfound land, thus, Westall marks this location 

with a symbolic meaning: to persuade the viewer Australia 

is a land of natives with civility that reflected the 

contemporary episteme. 

 
This neoclassical Minang man became an allegorical figure 

of an Australian noble savage. Brittany Bos (2016) defines 

that, “the romantic image of the noble savage, […] 

reinforced through art and literature, countered common 

fears of unknown and dangerous colonial subjects. As 

imperial control tightened, the romantic naivety of the 

natives was reinforced in order to justify the push for civilization and colonial dominance.” As a literary 

term, the Noble Savage30F            

31 was first used by John Dryden in 1672 in reference to a newly  created man. 

However, it originated from the New World writings of the French explorer Lescarbot in 1609. The 

idea of  the  “primitive”,  close  to nature  and  uncorrupted by modernity, was established term 

during the nineteenth century that reaches its peak of popularity in Charles Dickens’ article “The Noble 

Savage”. 

 
The Noble Savage lived “usually without property, injustice, or kings, and often without work or war, 

these fortunate people possessed just those virtues so many commentators found lacking in their own 

times”(Berkhofer, 1978, p. 72). The idealised concept of the uncivilised person, untouched by modern 

civilisation, in comparison to a civil or polite European: recognised as civilised and living in a populous 

European civilised society. A civilised society is widely accepted as governed by a set of rules that has 

 
31 For more on the Noble Savage see: Stelio Cro, The Noble Savage: Allegory of Freedom (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier 
University Press, 1990); Ter Ellingson, The Myth of the Noble Savage (Berkeley: University of California, 2001); Hayden 
White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1985). 
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political, cultural, moral, and social structures. It is these qualities that were understood to separate 

men and women from the savages. The savage, therefore, is perceived as one who lives outside or on 

the fringe of these structures, unwilling to assimilate into general society, and is assumed to be lacking 

in civility, uneducated in polite European society. (Graulund, 2009) 
 

This Enlightenment concept of the Noble Savage was expressed in sentiment by Captain James Cook 

(Thomas, Cook, & Hawkesworth, 2016) on his encounter with the Aboriginal peoples of Australia: 
 

They live in a Tranquillity which is not disturb’d by the Inequality of Condition: The Earth 

and sea of their own accord furnishes them with all things necessary for life, they covet 

not Magnificent Houses, Household-stuff, they live in a warm and fine Climate and enjoy 

a very wholesome Air, so that they have very little need of Clothing. 

The thoughts of Captain Cook, Berkhofer and many other of this time illustrate how widespread and 

embedded in eighteenth-century cultural understanding this view of the Noble Savage was held. This 

construct of the Noble Savage, untouched and pure, a man with no social or political status, was used 

by the British to claim Australia as Terra Nullius, land owned by no one and therefore with no need for 

a legal agreement to claim Australia as a British colony. 

Pease used Westall’s pencil study as a reference for his composition of the Minang man in Down the 

Rabbit Hole II. Both artworks were composed in the classical—European academic realism—style, 

that, in the eighteenth century, was the standard for portraiture studies, and typical representation of 

the Noble Savage in neoclassical art education. A bold figure of a man positioned standing motionless 

and looking inland; he stares at the viewer with a glare of alertness and unease in his eyes. Draped 

around his shoulders is a cloak of kangaroo skin. 

The explorer, surveyor and Lieutenant Robert Dale (1834a) writes that in typical fashion of the 

Nyoongar apparel, the cloak is “fastened at the right shoulder by a bone or rush, a head-dress of emu 

feathers, or the brush of the wild dog, and a fur band around the waist, head, and arm”. The cloak bears 

a resemblance to a softer fabric, more so than a thick skin of the kangaroo. Its folds expose narrow 

cast-shadows, producing a sense movement as if it is agitated by a breeze. His portrait emulates the 

appearance of a Roman gladiator, a warrior, representing the figures of antiquity. In contrast, as a 

subject of exploration, this man is passive: his expression is soft, as is the look of his cloak. Westall’s 
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figure is presented as something exotic specimen. 
 

Down the Rabbit Hole II is a direct reference to the well-known White Rabbit illustrations in the Alice in 

Wonderland novels, created by English illustrator Sir John Tenniel (1820–1914) and brought to life by 

author Lewis Carroll (1832-98). 32 Tenniel anthropomorphised his White Rabbit by outfitting it with a 

watch, vest, a coat, and human hands to make it a very British looking rabbit. Carroll confirms this 

anthropomorphism through his narrative description, bestowing the White Rabbit with the personality 

of a nervous older Englishman who is constantly lost in time and space, and always in a hurry to serve 

a higher authority. 

Pease saw parallels between Alice in Wonderland and the experience of Nyoongar people when 

European exploration came ashore. In chapter one 'Down the Rabbit Hole' of Alice's Adventures in 

Wonderland (L. Carroll, 1865), Alice finds herself falling down the rabbit hole, not knowing how she is 

to get out again. The awareness of a significant event taking place and unable to reverse, Pease (2017b) 

explains the process that it “is in parallel to what happened to the Nyoongar people of the South West”. 

Unaware of what is to come and ignorant of the intentions of the strange newcomers to colonise their 

lands. Alice, through her experience, becomes an analogy of the innocence of the Nyoongar people. 

With her curious nature, Alice follows a talking White Rabbit into a metaphoric adult world down the 

rabbit hole; it is a grown-up world where adults live by strange rules and social codes, where things 

are rarely what they appear to be. Not perplexed by her surroundings, Alice grasps her strange 

situation as an opportunity for an adventure and follows the White Rabbit, who directs the narrative 

through challenging circumstances. 

Similarly, the white rabbit is analogous to the people who came from the sea, non-native to this coastal 

land. “People from the land on the other side of the earth”, as is described by Alice (L. Carroll, 1865) 

who, like the White Rabbit and Alice, are answerable to a higher authority, being the British 

Government. Similarly to Alice, the Nyoongar people were curious to learn about these new people 

with their foreign behaviours and customs, and at the same time, not knowing how to go back to a time 

before these new people began to settle on the lands. 

The rabbit is archetypal of British colonialism. Dressed in the fashion of a nineteenth century 
 
 
 

32 Charles Lutwidge wrote under the pseudonym Lewis Carroll. 
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Englishman, the rabbit is outfitted in a shirt and cravat, he dons a yellow waistcoat and a checkered 

jacket, while holding an umbrella under his arm and a pocket-watch in his human-like hand. With his 

gaze fixed upon the pocket-watch in hand, secured by a chain to his waistcoat, the rabbit appears as 

although he is to either walk into or pass behind the male figure. Tenniel’s rabbit represents a typical 

nineteenth century English gentleman. In a disconnection between time and space, the rabbit and the 

man appear unaware of each other’s presence, although equally dominant in this contradictory 

landscape. The White Rabbit’s pocket-watch, chained to his waistcoat, is controlling the rabbit’s reality; 

just as time extends control in Western society. Pease’s space is both imperial and pre-colonial, a 

depiction of time and space which are interconnected, one existing with the other. 

The landscape that dominates the background in this painting is an adaption of Westall’s King George's 

Sound, View From Peak Head. This picturesque landscape untouched by Western civilisation presence 

as an old-world colonial ideal. The extensive cloud coverage competes vertically and horizontally 

allowing for traces of the sun’s golden rays to filter through. This exaggerated and dramatic cloud effect 

was popular with artists in the age of the Romantics, used as allegories of emotions and telling signs of 

something to come. 

However, there is a surreal aspect of this painting. Foremost, it is the presence of Tenniel’s White Rabbit 

appearing in an antipodean coastal scene with an Aboriginal man, portrayed as a Noble Savage. Other 

surreal features include, the foreground figures appearing detached from the landscape. The landscape 

has a slight slant downwards towards the right of the canvas. This unbalanced view produces a scene 

that is slightly dreamlike. By disrupting the realism of the coastal landscape, Pease rejects the traditions 

of Western art practices and modifies the landscape to accommodate his narrative. Given these stylistic 

elements, Down the Rabbit Hole II can be understood as a landscape of magical realism, a postcolonial 

allegory of two opposite worlds coming together used to disconnect with reality emotionally. In this 

instance, the White Rabbit is represented to soften the trauma of British colonisation that was to take 

place for the Nyoongar people. 

The term ‘magical realism’ was first penned in a notebook by the German philosopher Novalis in 1788 

(Maryam Ebadi & Mehmet Fikret, 2017). In 1925 it re-emerged for the second time in the essay Magical 

Realism: Post-Expressionism by German art historian and art critic Franz Roh, who argued that the 

characteristics in the art of post-impressionism were returning to realism, making way for a new genre 
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termed Magical Realism. As an artistic expression, Roh (1925, pp. 18, 20) interpreted magical realism 

as a new reality where “Post-Expressionism sought to reintegrate reality into the heart of visibility… 

[while attempting] to discover a more general and deeper basis [for it]...This [art offers a] calm 

admiration of the magic of being, of the discovery that things already have their own faces.” This new 

artistic reality Roh (1925, p. 17) describes as an art that is double-sided, it captures the familiar with 

the spirit, and is removed from “religious and transcendental themes … Instead of the mother of God, 

the purity of a shepherdess in the fields... Instead of the remote horrors of hell, the inextinguishable 

horrors of our own time.” By the 1960s magical realism developed into a literary genre that gained 

prominence with Latin American writers, and by the 1980s it found its place in the postcolonial theory 

of art and literature. In essence, magical realism is captured in a bond with the unconscious mind. 

In Pease’s composition is the duplication of worldviews, a paradox meeting of opposites; a dissociation 

that oscillates two realities: the known and the unknown (Baker, 1993). It is the containment of realism 

and that of fantasy where the magical is normalised within reality. As a postcolonial literary genre, 

magical realism is explained by Maria Takolander (2016) in Theorizing Irony and Trauma in Magical 

Realism that, “[i]nterpreted through this theoretical lens, magical realism is understood … as the true 

expression of trauma in colonial or other contexts”. The ethnocide that aimed to eradicate First Peoples 

pre-colonial reality has produced historical and intergenerational trauma that cannot be understated 

in Pease’s experience of Western Australia’s colonial history. Trauma experienced by Australia’s First 

People of colonisation exists not only in the reality of colonisation but in the realisation that the extent 

of the trauma is not fully known and believed (Takolander, 2016). In Pease’s Down the Rabbit Hole II, 

he skilfully brought together a historical and contemporary insight into the emotional world of the 

Nyoongar community that after 217 years since Westall put pencil to his sketchbook on the shores of 

King George the Third’s Sound are still living with the historical trauma from colonisation. 

14.3 Voyage of Scientific Discovery 
 

Twenty-five years after Flinders’ expedition of enlightenment to King George the Third’s Sound, 

Commander Dumont d’Urville of the French Navy led a scientific expedition to the lands of the 

Southern Ocean. This voyage of scientific discovery was sanctioned by Emperor Napoléon Bonaparte 

of France and was granted safe passage by the British Government (Findlay, 1998; Garden, 1977, p. 

13). In a detailed letter of instruction from the French Minister for the Navy and Colonies, d’Urville was 
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instructed to direct his expedition on gathering information on the “various branches of science: 

geology, botany, zoology” and the like for the imperial collection. Onboard the corvette Astrolabe, 

d’Urville and his crew arrived at the shores of King George the Third’s Sound on October 8, 1826 

(d’Urville & Rosenman, 1988, p. 5). 
 

Smoke coming from the harbour’s shore alerted the crew of the Astrolabe to the presence of human 

inhabitants. Upon disembarking, the crew were met by a Minang man, who, with an outgoing 

disposition, and cloaked in a Kangaroo skin, was quick to establish confidence in the newcomers and 

joined them for the night onboard the ship. The following morning the crew returned their guest to 

shore with his arms full of gifts, although uneasy of his overnight exile from his companions (d’Urville 

& Rosenman, 1988, pp. 27-29). Over the course of 17 days, d’Urville and his crew had a pleasant stay 

at King George the Third’s Sound, in which their engagement with the Minang members they met was 

an enjoyable and enriching experience (d’Urville & Rosenman, 1988, pp. 29-50). 

14.3.1 Law of Refraction 
 

Louis Auguste de Sainson, the French artist on-board the Astrolabe produced numerous drawings of 

the Minang members he and the expedition party came into contact with at King George the Third’s 

Sound. 33 Antoine Maurin’s (1793-1860) lithograph of de Sainson’s drawing, titled: Port du Roi Georges, 

(Nouvelle Hollande). Un naturel montre a ses Compagnons les Cadeaux qu’il a recus a bord de 

l’Astrolabe (A natural shows his Companions the Gifts he has received aboard the Astrolabe) is 

reinterpreted by Pease in his large oil painting Law of Refraction (Fig. 29); the title pays homage to the 

scientific theory of refraction. This artwork portrays de Sainson, who had drawn himself into the 

artwork, in the company of the Astrolabe’s two sailmakers, observing a Minang man exchanges with 

his companions the gifts that he had been presented with while he was on-board the Astrolabe. 

 
In an account that de Sainson (d’Urville & Rosenman, 1988, p. 39) penned in his diary upon returning 

to shore the next morning with their overnight guest: 

About a dozen men and two boys were standing around a fire; but when they 

recognized their comrade clothed, and decked out in necklaces and mirrors and the 

 
 

33 Upon returning to France at the end of the expedition de Sainson’s drawings were engraved into lithographs by Antoine 
Maurin and published in Voyage de la corvette l'Astrolabe. Atlas Historique, 1833 
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Figure 29. Christopher Pease. Law of Refraction, 2008-09. Oil on canvas, 123 x 214cm. Source: Artist 

 

various trinkets that had been given to him, their delight knew no bounds. They all 

started to shout and sing at the same time, it was a very strange sight to see… our [new 

friend] was fêted, caressed and examined by his friends, and each time some new 

wonder struck their eyes, the transport of delight would recommence even […] livelier. 

The group of Minang men appear astonished by their reflection in the mirror. The mirror was a new 

science to these men, nevertheless, the image reflections through reflective surfaces, such as water 

was not. One can believe that looking in a mirror for the first time would have been a strange 

experience; however, the expressions of the Minang men in this artwork is likely to have been 

exaggerated for artistic effect. In Europe, by the eighteenth century, mirrors had become crucial to 

scientific development and were used in instruments such as the sextant for celestial navigation and 

the telescope, allowing ships to travel greater distances than ever before (Bacon, 2016). Superimposed 

on the painting is a backdrop, similar to wallpaper, with faded impressions of concentric circles, the 

same motif Pease has used in Self Portrait, Christmas 1975 (Fig. 3) and Uncle Les (Fig. 17), These 

signifiers are juxtaposed with a scientific illustration portraying the physics of light as it is represented 

in Western culture. The ‘law of refraction’ is the term used in science for explaining reflective light. The 

most common reflective surfaces for this science are still water and mirrors. Like a collision of cultures, 
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the artwork asks questions about what happens when two cultures meet. The giving and receiving of 

gifts as seen represented in Law of Refraction is a significant event signifying the beginnings of new 

exchanges and ideas. 

14.3.2 New Water Dreaming 
 
 

Figure 30. Christopher Pease. New Water Dreaming, 2005. Oil on canvas, 100 x 180cm. Source: Artist 
 

In New Water Dreaming (Fig. 30), Pease has reinterpreted the lithograph produced in 1833 by Louis 

Leborne (1796-1863), taken from the de Sainson drawing Aiguade de l'Astrolabe au Port du Roi (Nelle 

Hollande). [Taking on Water - The Astrolabe - King George's Sound. New Holland] and attached to it a 

deeper meaning, by connecting de Sainson’s image to scientific investigation. The crew from the 

Astrolabe and members from the Minang community are collecting a supply of freshwater to take back 

to the Astrolabe. The men of both cultures are working together pouring water from the buckets into 

a canvas funnel that is connected to a hose that feeds the water into barrels on the rowboat anchored 

off the shore. This scene is a friendly and positive interaction between the French and Minang people. 

The diagram Pease has added to the middle of the painting, hovering in the sky above the figures is 

used in hydrology. It shows the bed configurations and planforms that are the basics of river formations. 

Pease (2016, p. 06:47) comments: 
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This painting gets to the heart of differences in belief and it also is a reference to the 

Nyoongar belief of the way the rivers were created, and that was through the Waygl 

moving through the land. There was a great flood and the furrows that his [the Waygl’s] 

body created were filled up by the great flood and that created the rivers. Science looks 

at hydrology ... through sediment movements and water movement through the land 

that creates rivers. This painting addresses this critical time where there were different 

ideologies coming together, and at this point, it was very much a harmonious exchange 

of ideas. 

 
This new science, combined with new ways of thinking lingers over a scene of cordial exchange and 

peaceful coexistence. It suggests the way European settlers imposed their ideas of order and structure 

onto an ancient culture and land. The painting evokes the tensions that came to exist between the new 

settlers and the Indigenous people. 

14.4 King George Sound 
 

December 25, 1826, 35 years after Vancouver claimed King George the Third’s Sound 34 on behalf of 

the reigning monarch, and almost two months after Commander Dumont d’Urville and his crew spent 

two weeks in the harbour, Major Edmund Lockyer sailed into Princess Royal Harbour at the Sound on- 

board the passenger ship Amity. In compliance with orders by Governor Darling, Lockyer took 

possession of the region of what would become the first European settlement in Western Australia 

(Green, 1981, p. 76). Over the next three months at the Sound, Lockyer administered the 

establishment of a British military garrison and a temporary out-station of New South Wales, in a race 

against the French laying claim to the territory. 

 
It is unfortunate for history that there is a notable absence of documented encounters interpreted by 

any Minang members at the time of first contact and their experiences during early settlement. 

However, records of such encounters have been documented in detail by numerous explorers and 

settlers detailing mostly amicable interactions and cross-cultural exchanges that had become a regular 

trade practice between the Minang and the newcomers during the early years of settlement. Trade 

exchanges common during this time would include weapons (made by the Minang members 

 
 

34 Geographically renamed to Albany in 1931 when control of the settlement was transferred to the Swan River Colony. 
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specifically for trade), tools, possum skins, and further cultural objects, in exchange for biscuits, bread, 

sugar, tea, clothing and other material objects (Arnold, 2012, p. 135; Shellam, 2009, pp. 124-125). 
 

On March 7, 1831, the settlement of King George Sound was transferred over to the Swan River Colony, 

and from January 1832 Albany officially became the title of the region, named after Prince Frederick, 

Duke of York (Garden, 1977, pp. 36, 39). By the 1840s goodwill and harmony that was established from 

the founding of this military garrison was beginning to erode (Bolton, 2008, p. 19). The Minang camping 

grounds were continuously being encroached upon by the arrival of migrants when the region was 

opened up to free settlement in 1831, pushing the Minang members further inland. As the migrant 

population grew, strengthening the position of the colonists, pressure was applied to the Minang 

community to abandon traditional custom to appease the new British laws. Indigenous food sources 

were being decimated causing starvation through the Minang population. Adding to this gradual 

ethnocide, without resistance to European infections, the first contact brought with it the devastating 

effects of influenza, measles, scarlet fever, tuberculosis, venereal disease and whooping cough into 

the Minang community (Arnold, 2012, pp. 150-251). Measles twice swept through the Minang 

community, the first in 1860 followed by a second outbreak in 1883, virtually decimating the 

population: 

 
In 1791, the Menang population of King George Sound was estimated at 60-70 people 

of all ages. By 1827, there were around 50-60 people, by 1837 about 50, and by 1850 

around 20-30 remained (Le Souef, 1993). The measles epidemic of the 1880’s caused a 

significant decline in the southwest Aboriginal population (Cresswell, 1989). 

 
The Minang members who survived disease and hardship were forced to move further inland from 

their traditional lands inland into the Wagyl Kaip3 4F           

35  and Southern Nyoongar region and towards the 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
35 “Wagyl Kaip and Southern Noongar region refers to the Noongar dialectal groups, Ganeang, Goreng and Minang from the 
Great Southern area. The Wagyl Kaip and Southern Noongar region include the towns of Boyup Brook, Bridgetown, 
Walpole, Denmark, Mt Barker, Cranbrook, Tambellup, Katanning, Nyabing, Jerramungup, Ravensthorpe, Hopetoun, Bremer 
Bay and Albany. Wagyl Kaip and Southern Noongar lays east of the South West Boojarah region and south of the Gnaala 
Karla Booja region … 52,246 sq. kms.” (www.noongarculture.org.au/wagyl-kaip-timeline) 

http://www.noongarculture.org.au/wagyl-kaip-timeline)
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35F South West Boojarah region 36 making way for the 

developing areas that had become populated with the new 

migrants. Joining other Nyoongar Nations, these remaining 

Minang community members upheld their cultural 

traditions and tribal lives, creating a hybrid culture with 

their blended communities. Unfortunately, Minang 

members who were of mixed race with the Settler colonists 

could not live a tribal life and were not accepted into the 

colonial community (Arnold, 2012, p. 357). Written 

descriptions of Minang tribal life and ceremonial 

gatherings during these early years exist, although they are 

limited. However, a few surviving artworks representing 

vibrant South West Nyoongar corroborees exist to 

complement written illustrations of these ceremonies. One 

of   the   earliest   surviving   artworks36F           

37   is   a   watercolour 

painted by Richard Ffarington during his time at King 

George Sound (1843-1847) (Tilbrook, 1986, p. 30). 

 

 

Figure 31. Richard Ffarington. Not Titled 
(Corroboree), c.1843. Watercolour and Pencil, 
26.6 x 17.1cm. Source: State Art Collection, Art 
Gallery Of Western Australia 

 

This artwork titled Corroboree or Native Dance (Tilbrook, 1986, p. 31) (Fig. 31) reveals a night-time 

corroboree taking place at the water’s edge, illuminated by the moon and karla (campfires). Ffarington 

renders a line of men, approximately ten in number, all holding spears in a non- aggressive manner 

participating in the ceremony. All of the men in the ceremony are depicted with painted horizontal 

markings from neck to toe, and a single vertical white line along the spine from the neck to the tailbone. 

The leader of the men, his marking illuminated by the campfire in the foreground, is adorned in a 

headset of white feathers. To the right of this man, at the right corner of the painting, are three 

Nyoongar men; the closest two in the foreground appear to be sitting on a large log, with the third 

stand next to them alongside a large fern tree. All three men have cloaks draped over their shoulders, 

 

 
36 “The South West Boojarah region encompasses the towns of Capel, Margaret River, Witchcliffe, Augusta, Windy Harbour, 
Northcliffe, Pemberton, Manjimup, Bridgetown and Nannup … 10,085 sq. kms.” (www.noongarculture.org.au/south-west- 
boojarah) 
37 Also see the watercolour by Reverend John Ramsden Wollaston. Aboriginal Corroboree, circa 1840, from the Reverend 
John Ramsden Wollaston papers, 1840-1856, A1328 volume 4 between pp. 8-9. Source: State Library of New South Wales. 

http://www.noongarculture.org.au/south-west-boojarah)
http://www.noongarculture.org.au/south-west-boojarah)
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and all appear to have red markings in their hair. Illuminated by the campfires and behind the 

corroboree are seated a large group of people. Such a large group gathered together would indicate a 

meeting of neighbouring tribes. As Nind (1831) describes of his time at King George Sound, “an 

encampment rarely consists of more than seven or eight huts; for, except during the fishing and 

burning seasons, at which times large parties assemble, their numbers are generally small, and two or 

three huts suffice. The number of individuals, however, seldom exceed fifty.” These large groups would 

gather at the Sound in the warmer seasons when the temperate conditions became suitable for 

ceremony. 

4.4.1 Robert Dale - View From Mount Clarence 
 

In January 1832 Robert Dale, a former Lieutenant to the British navy, was stationed for several months 

at King George Sound to survey the region for sites of fertile soils for crops and potential pastoral lands 

(Dale, 1832). Recently back from surveying the Avon Valley, Dale was sent to Albany by Governor James 

Stirling and embarked on a seven-day excursion to Koi-kyeun-u-ruff (Stirling Range) 38, accompanied 

by three soldiers, assistant surveyor Raphael Clint, and a Minang by the name of Nakinna. Dale made  

a detailed account of the surroundings in his journal of this expedition. Accompanying his report on 

the area, Dale produced eight detailed topographical sketches of an elevated view from the summit of 

Mount Clarence, overlooking King George Sound; from which, when the sketches were combined, they 

formed a panorama. In 1834 when Dale had returned to England, he commissioned Robert Havell to 

produce a nine-foot-long hand-coloured aquatint of the sketches, titled The Panoramic View of King 

George's Sound, Part of the Colony of Swan River. This work was published to promote investment and 

settlement in the colony (Magee, 2014). The artwork maps out numerous geographical and physical 

features around Albany, including Oyster Bay, King George Sound, Princess Royal Harbour, the 

Porongurup Range and the Stirling Range. 

 
In this work, Dale accurately presence marked topographical picturesque landscape information, as 

well as indicators of human relationships. In Dale’s (1834b) report of the Sound, he describes the view 

in his artwork: 

 
 
 
 

38 Recorded by the Sound’s surgeon, Alexander Collie in 1831. Shoobert (ed.), Western Australian Explorations, p245. 
Named Stirling Range in 1835 by surveyor John Septimus Roe (DEE, 2006). 
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Figure 32. Lieut. Robert Dale, 1832; Engraved by Robert Havell, London. Panoramic View of King George's Sound, Part of the 
Colony of Swan River, 1834. Aquatint. Section 1 of 5. 18 x 274cm. Source: Wikimedia Commons 

 

The country between the coast and the Porongurup Range (in the panoramic view 

bounding the horizon, upon the extreme right,) consists of a succession of low hills, 

covered with dense forests of mahoganies, banksias, and other trees peculiar to 

Australian scenery; it is intersected by two small rivers, the Napier and King, and is well 

watered by springs and rivulets. Between these mountains, and those immediately 

beyond, a broad, wild valley, called the Vale of Kalgan, intervenes; through this runs the 

channel of a river. 

The group of soldiers and natives make up a party returning from a kangaroo hunt [...] 

Nakinna - the native standing amongst the party returning from the kangaroo hunt was 

chief of the King George tribe, and had been so far reclaimed from his former mode of 

life, as to live almost entirely at the settlement [...] The group of natives in the 

foreground, represent a fishing party returning with their sport from the coast [...] The 

small town on the shores of the inner harbour has been named Albany, and contains 

about one hundred inhabitants; the houses are low, and built of brick, mud, and wood, 

and thatched with rushes. 
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Figure 33. Lieut. Robert Dale, 1832; Engraved by Robert Havell, London. Panoramic View of King George's Sound, Part of the 
Colony of Swan River, 1834. Aquatint. Section 1 of 5. 18 x 274cm. Source: Wikimedia Commons 

 

Dale continues onto the subject of the plant life he has represented in his panorama: 
 

The Nuytsia - This tree is represented on the extreme right of the view - when covered, in 

summer; with its profusion of rich orange~coloured flowers, is by far the most ornamental 

tree in the Australian forests [known locally as the Christmas tree]. The Banksia is another 

of the trees which are peculiar to Australia. The natives gather the flowers, from which 

they extract a sweet juice from sembling honey. The Kingia-The tallest of the tufted trees 

in the foreground is only found on this part of the continent. The small~tufted tree, with 

the spear springing from the centre, represents the Xanthorrhea, or grass tree. A resinous 

substance exudes from its bark, which is used by the natives in fastening the barbs of their 

spears-in fixing the sharp quartz blades into the wooden hafts of their knives and in 

cementing the stone heads of their hammers: the stem is a good substitute for coal, and 

makes a cheerful fire. The Melaleuca, or, as it is termed in the colony, the tea tree, 

(fronting Albany in the foreground) is a low tree, generally growing on the borders of 

swamps, although it is sometimes found on the high land. The bark is lamellated, and the 

inner folds may be familiarly described as resembling tissue paper. It is used by the natives 
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as a covering for their wigwams. The Mahogany, (a species of Eucalyptus) although at 

present little known in England, is likely soon to become valuable as an article of export. 

As discussed, there are several noteworthy observations in Dale’s landscape panorama, nonetheless the 

most prominent would have to be how this artwork projects a physical understanding of the land rather 

than a historical and spiritual understanding of it, an understanding of which Minang members have 

been custodians of for millennia. 

4.4.2 Reaper 
 
 

Figure 34. Christopher Pease. Reaper, 2015. Oil on 42 art boards, 168 x 294cm. Source: Artist 
 

Throughout the past few years, Pease has been working on a series of artworks based on Robert Dale’s 

The Panoramic View of King George's Sound, Part of the Colony of Swan River that Dale created in the 

summer of early 1832. Through these paintings, Pease challenges contemporary Western thought to re- 

examine the foundations of their sense of identity. One of the earliest works in this series is Reaper (Fig. 

33). Comprising of 42 artboards, this large oil painting depicts the far-left section of Dale’s panorama. 

As appropriated from Dale’s image, on the far left of the canvas, as seen in Figure 32, section 1, is a 

campfire and a Minang member sitting in front of two huts that is dwarfed by two very tall Kingia Trees. 

In the centre of the painting smoke from a fire is billowing over the landscape; this would not be an 
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uncommon sight at King George Sound in 1832 as it was practice for the Minang to burn off the foliage 

frequently (Hallam, 2014, p. Ch. 5). This practice of burning at the Sound would typically happen in the 

summer months before the colder months came and the Minang members retreated inland. 

 
Hovering over the top of the landscape is the contour lines of a topographic map, or it could be viewed 

as Minang Songlines and trading routes. To the right of the painting, Pease has added an image of the 

Grim Reaper from a French tarot card deck. The card represents death: la more in French and number 

XIII in the deck. According to the book The Lost Tarot of Nostradamus (Kinghan & Matthews, 2017), the 

Death card does not typically refer to physical death but the death of a way of being. Through the centre 

of the artwork, beginning on the right-hand side is a transparent red blocked strip that dominated three- 

quarters of the painting, foretelling of the bloodshed to come and adding to the eerie effect that the 

Reaper produces. This Reaper is a foretelling of future events. 

4.4.3 Bidi Karta Werda (Path Across) 
 

Bidi Karta Werda (Path Across) (Fig. 34) is one of his most recent works based on the Robert Dale series 

(Fig. 32, Sect. 5). This painting portrays a section of Dale’s panorama focused on the activity of the 

Minang members in the foreground who are returning inland from a fishing trip, followed by a toort 

(dingo). Their catch is being carried by the most central figure, on each side of the horizontal maungull 

(spear). The artwork has the viewer looking in a southerly direction, out over the inner harbour's small 

settlement of Albany and Princess Royal Harbour in the central plain. Pease’s contemporary 

interpretation of Dale’s artwork brings the past into the present conscious, highlighting Minang 

presence at King George Sound and the encroaching British settlement. 

 
Pease challenges contemporary Western thinking to re-examine the foundations of their sense of 

identity. Bidi Karta Werda (Path Across) is a painting of layers. From our Western perspective, we see 

a landscape that contemporary motifs are positioned on top of the landscape. In this painting, Pease 

explained that he wanted to push the image back to something different and in doing so has painted  

a landscape over a landscape (2018c). Unpacking the layers of this image, the ocean has become the 

land fertile with ochre. The yellow and lime-green colours refer back to his 1999 painting Nyoongar 

Dreaming and the influence of colours used by the Carrolup School children. The lines are Nyoongar 

Songlines and trading routes; the blotches of Balga Tree resin are scars on the earth; and the lighter 

dots are ochre mines, ochre that Pease has extracted from an ochre pit well known to his family. 
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There is a backstory to Dale’s artwork and one that recurs in Pease’s œuvre. Briefly told, the story is 

about a Whadjuk warrior and resistance fighter named Yagan (c.1795-1833). The story of colonisation 

in Whadjuk boodja (the Swan River Colony) is a violent one, and the death of Yagan is no exception. 

Yagan played an instrumental role in Whadjuk Nyoongar resistance to British colonisation. Yagan was 

accused of a series of thefts and murders of British settlers in the colony, and the police offered a 

bounty of 30 pounds to anyone who could apprehend him, alive or dead. Consequently, he was shot 

and then decapitated. 

 

Figure 35. Christopher Pease. Bidi Karta Werda (Path Across), 2018. Oil and Balga resin on cheese cloth, on canvas, 170 x 
290cm. Source: Artist 

 

The death of Yagan has since been embedded in Nyoongar folklore; a heroic figure remembered as 

one of defiance towards the prejudice and barbarous treatment inflicted by the Swan River settlers on 

Nyoongar people (Haebich, 2018). In 1834, when Robert Dale returned to London, he took Yagan’s 

head with him. To promote the sales of his panoramic artwork of King George Sound Dale exhibited 

Yagan’s skull alongside his artwork, accompanying the work as an antipodean anthropological curiosity 

(Fforde, 2003, p. 233). After being held in museum storage for over a century Yagan’s head was buried 

in an unmarked grave. In a long campaign by the Nyoongar people, Yagan’s head was exhumed and 

returned to Western Australia in 1997 and buried alongside his body (AusGeo, 2010). 
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Pease’s (2018a) describes his painting Bidi Karta Werda (Path Across) 
 

The title Path Across refers to the repatriation of Yagan’s head in 1997 and the journey 

home from Liverpool back to Perth. For more than a decade, Wudjuk Elders had been 

lobbying for the repatriation of Yagan’s remains until finally a delegation including Ken 

Colbung, Robert Bropho, Richard Wilkes and Mingle Wanjurri-Nungala had success. 

 
In 2010 Yagan’s head was buried in a purpose-built memorial park in Perth, close to where his body 

was initially laid to rest. Pease (2018b) comments, “I was lucky enough to be present during the reburial 

ceremony on the 10th July 2010.” Yagan’s final burial was a private and intimate ceremony attended 

by a select few with his actual resting place kept secret from the general public. In 1984, the Nyoongar 

community commission Perth sculptor Robert Hitchcock to create a sculpture of Yagan after a vigorous 

public fundraising campaign. The sculpture of Yagan was erected at Heirisson Island on the Swan River 

in East Perth to commemorate the warrior and his return to Whadjuk boodja. (Gilchrist, 2018) 
 

Minang Nation Peoples contact with Europeans that have been recorded from 1627 to 1832 was 

established mainly in friendly encounters and driven predominately by scientific investigation. The 

Minang were responsive to exchanging cultures and welcoming into their world new ideas while 

adapting to the hybridity that challenged identities. Hence, the collision of cultures at King George 

Sound was by no means as disruptive as it was at the Swan River Colony or other parts of Australia, 

where commercial expansion was a rapid development. British colonisation in the South West was so 

concentrated and accelerated that within 50 years, much of the traditional Nyoongar way of living had 

perished. 

 
The Western Australian landscape was alien to the European explorers. Not faltered by its harsh and 

unforgiving nature, artists such as de Sainson often painted it to look more familiar and welcoming (i.e.: 

more European), as a desirable place to settle. As these nineteenth century artworks by de Sainson, 

Westall, and Dale are not widely recognised, the act of appropriation is an innovative way of 

reintroducing them to contemporary audiences while highlighting an Aboriginal perspective. Flickering 

between past and present narratives, this series is firmly entrenched in the history and lived experience 

of the Nyoongar Aboriginal, offering a rich depository of cultural and historical information. Pease’s 

appropriation of the Southern landscape of Western Australia subverts the European account by 

representing the landscape from an Aboriginal perspective while presenting a gateway to an aspect of 
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Australia’s past that has been obscured from public consciousness. From early cooperation between 

cultures to the bloodshed and historical trauma that followed for the Nyoongar people, Pease has 

found a unique way to interpret history, while making it relevant to audiences in contemporary society. 
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