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Deanne Gilson
Artist Statement

My nameis Deanne Gilsonandlamaproud
Wadawurrungwomanand award winning
visual artist of thirty-five years experience. |
am currently undertakinga PhD looking at the
objectification of Aboriginal women by the
male colonial gaze and howthis has affected
Aboriginal womenand what was knownas
traditional women’s business. My recent clay
vessels/installations and paintings look at the
colonial disruption of family, culture, language
andtraditionalwomen’s practices and how
this continues to impact Aboriginal women
today. | create contemporaryart thatassists
inhealingthroughareflective process within
my researchandart, whileat the same time
disruptingand challenging the gaze.laimto
highlight and bringback women’s business
throughart practice as researchand link this
totherevived practice of ceremony.

Inthis exhibition | pay homage to the
murnong or yam daisyas itisalso known,
andallthat it has given my women before
andafter colonisation. The murnong daisy
has become asymbolin recent multi-media
artworksand has many deeply sad butalso
happy meanings for me.

Today asacontemporary Aboriginal
womanandartist,|lamstill beingaffected

by the changes that took place because of
colonisation. Through the introduction of
the sheepand cattle by the early colonisers,
the murnong daisy was quickly eaten up to
the point of near extinction. For myancestral
women this meant thatamainfood source
was unavailable for their childrenand family

and thewomen hadtorely on other means
tosurvive. Throughthis period many of

my women died, were placed into missions
and became workers for white settlement
families. This lead to the breakdown of the
traditional Aboriginal family,andanew
fractured family was to become the norm for
my people.

Today,lamadescendant of one of three
surviving Wathaurung people of the Ballarat
areaanditis thisknowledge that lam proud
toshareforthe merefact thatit remembers
our pastand what was takenand lost. By
telling my family story thoughart,my children
have asense of whotheyareandwhere they
camefrom.Oralandvisual storiesare part of
our past and inform the future stories for our
children,sothatthey neverforgettheyare
Aboriginaland thisis Aboriginal Country.

Asacontemporary Aboriginal woman|
continue the Murnong Dreaming story.|
believe this flower has shaped my life and

connected me to the past, present and future.

Childhood memories of a young girl growing
up firstin Sunshine asuburb of Melbourne
andthenreturningatage seven to our
ancestral Country of Gordon near Ballarat.
Itwas here that | began what | believe was
theinternalhealing process. I fellinlove with
the colour yellowfrom the Australian bush.
Yellow wattle,the murnong daisy, the native
silver banksias and the wild daffodil fields that
grewallaround Gordon. It was here that | did
my best thinking sometimes with my friend
Lea, lyinginafield of yellowand dreaming of

what my/our lives would become.
The pull of the past s still tugging
away at Aboriginal family life
todayandinlLubrall,2017,Idepict
myself as the ‘exotic other’still
usedasamuse forwhite men
andstillreflecting the colonial
gaze. Thisself-portrait reclaims

my Aboriginalidentity, standing
proudonmy Countryandyet

the colonial stage permeates the
backdropasastagedand not
reallandscape of Lal Lal Falls,our
sacredsite. The disconnection
fromonesancestral Countryisstill
atplayandlurkinginthe backdrop.
Althoughon Countryand
proudthereisstillanimpending
unknowing of whatis to comeand
lamstandinginapositionready to
defend myselfand my children, for
the gazestillexists today.
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Foreward

Linked by their Wathaurungancestory,the
Koorie Heritage Trustis proud to present

two exhibitions by motherand daughter
artists: What If? by Aunty Marlene Gilsonand
Murnong: Yam Daisies by Deanne Gilson. We
have hadalongassociation with both Marlene
and Deanne,and are pleased to be once again
working with them.

Asaplatformand springboard for Victorian
Aboriginal artistic expression, we provide a
spacethatisintendedto fosterand develop
genuine creative pathways. In particular, we
see ourselvesasaspace that facilitates the
showcasingand sharing of Aboriginalart
through supporting our emerging, mid-career
and established Aboriginal artists.

| gratefully acknowledge our key supporters,
the Victorian Government through Creative
Victoria’s Organisations Investment Program,
the Australian Government through the
Indigenous Visual Arts Industry Support
Program,and the City of Melbourne through
its Triennial Arts Grants Program.

lespecially wish to acknowledge and thank the
artists, Aunty Marlene Gilson and Deanne Gilson
fortheirwork onthese exhibitions.|wouldalsolike
toacknowledge and thank the Trust’s curatorial
staff,in particular our Curatorial Manager,
Charlotte Christie, our Assistant Curator, Zenzi
Clark, our Collections Coordinator Jane Walton,
and our Curatorial Officer, Jade Hadfield.

Tom Mosby
CEO The Koorie Heritage Trust
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Remembering,
Reclaiming and Reversing

“llike to collect stories and paint them...
Wadawurrungstories”
Aunty Marlene Gilson, 2013’

Ihad the pleasure to meet talented artists
Aunty Marlene Gilsonand her daughter
Deanneafewyearsagowhen|curated
theirshow Past, Present, Future (Bunjilaka
Aboriginal Cultural Centre,2015).Iwas
instantly connected to Aunty Marlene’s
unique style of paintingand exceptional
detailto the layers of story,humourand
resistance in her work, not naive but a
technique of superb detailand narrative.
Aunty Marlene’s unwavering pride and
continualjourney of her heritage and

her Ancestorsisthe centreto herworks,
thisancestralline to countryand the oral
histories of the creation beings that she
paints is what forms the foundation of
herstory telling.

Aunty Marlene Gilson was bornon
Gunditjmaracountryandisaproud
Wadawurrung Traditional Ownerand
Elder. Aunty Marlene’s art practice began
severalyearsagoasaway of therapyafter
anillnessand herrise to successis not
onlyatestamentto herability asanartist
but her determination to continue the
stories of her Wadawurrung Ancestors.
Aunty Marlene’s works tellastory of
Sovereign First Peoples who knewthe
land, had law and ceremony,who did

not mine for greed or gain but took care

oftheir countryand each other. Her
works tellthe story of (un) settlement
of Melbourne andtales of escaped
convictsand the goldfields of Ballarat,
theyare snapshots of the establishment
ofthe colonyandthe people whose
legacy we have inherited,good and bad.
Importantly, her work places Victorian
First Peoples particularly the histories of
the Kulin Nationto thefore,addressing
the absence of First Peoples history both
inthe representationinbooksandin
colonialart.

The representation of Aboriginal
peopleinearly colonialartbothinthe
establishment of Melbourne (note,
Narrmalready existed, thisis the original
name which was re-namedto Melbourne
uponitsinvasion)andin the goldfieldsis
limited and often depicted through racist
tropes of the time- the drunkard, the
noble savage andthe dying race. Colonial
artists suchas Eugene Von Guérardand
goldfields artist Samuel Thomas Gill
paintedthe settler history, their hardship
ofthegold rush eraandthelandscape
they sawandwanted toimagine, Guérard
like otherearly artists painted romantic
landscapes and depicted First Peoples
(although scarcely) through a fictional
utopianlens. The absence of First
Peoples ortheirimagined portrayal of
life and conciliatory relationships on
thefrontieris part of the colonial effort
inthe distortionand erasure of history,
to promote the grand myth of a passive
colonisation. “The nearabsence of
Indigenous people in mid-nineteenth-

century colonial painting has been one of
the most potentassertions of continued
settler presencein Australia. This
invisibility reinforced the myth of terra
nulliusand renderedfurther colonial
expansionism picturesque. Many colonial
artistswerereluctanttoinsinuatethe
original ownersinto the landscape,
therebyavoiding complicated issues of
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dispossession, resistance and guilt.

Aunty Marlene’sinclusion of First Peoples
alongside that of the colonial settler

past of Ballarat and the Kulin Nation
addresses the history of ‘invisibility’and
acknowledges our existence tore-
enforce First Peoples Sovereignty.

This exhibitionistitled ‘What If'and
Aunty Marlene’s what ifs reflect on what
herlife might be like if she hadn’t started
painting, if she had the opportunity to
continue hereducationasachild or
hadgone toartschooland one of the
key works for this exhibition plays with
the concept of reversingthe roleand
history of invasion; what if Aboriginal
people had invaded England? | often
wonder whatif | had turnedleft instead
of right that day, how would my world
be different,whatif | never left my home
town of Shepparton, what if my nan
was stillaround to tell me her stories.
These reflections provide us with the
ability to understand where we are at
now and make sense of the learnings and
experiences our path has taken but, we
can never really know how the sliding
doormay have changed ourjourney.

Inthe tongue-in-cheek work ‘What If’
(2017) we see Aboriginal people sailing
into England, gleefulscenes of everyday
simple English livesare portrayed,
farmerstendingtotheir cropsand
games being played, but this quaint
lifeis suddenly disrupted by intruders
anchoringtheirshipsand penetratingthe
carefullymanicuredgroundwithaflag,a
symbolofanotherlandandanother law.
Theyaretradingandaskingquestions
abouttheirnewfoundland whoarethese
strange white creatures? Thisfanciful
workaimstoinvertthe colonial history
and raisesimportant questions,what if
someone cameandtookyour house,
yourfarmandrefused your Sovereignty?
Whatiftheybegantosystematicallykill
yourfamilyand removed you onto your
neighbour’sland whoyou never really
talkedtoand made you speakadifferent
language,howwould youfeel?

What Ifand its re-imagined humorous
colonial beginningis reminiscent of 1986
short film Babakiueria. Babakiueria was
createdtwo years before the bicentenary
of Australiaanditcommented onthe
blackandwhite relationsand the racism
thatwasso prevalentin Australiainthe
80’s,it reversed the roles with white
people beingthe minority ‘Babakiuarians’
and Aboriginal people being the settlers.
Thefirst scenes we see the white ‘natives’
havinga BBQ, the Aboriginal settlersland
ashore and speak to the group; “What
doyou callthis place?.’Babakiueria’they
reply.“They callthis Babakiueria..nice
native name, colourful, likeit”.> Themes

of police brutality, racism, unjust court
systems, negative stereotypesand
paternalistic government structuresare
critiqued andthe late Yidinjdjiand Murray
Island actorand activist Bob Maza plays
the ‘Minister for White Affairs’.

Sadly, thirty one years later Babakiueria
is stillas relevant to First Peoples of this
countrytodayas it was in1986,nothing it
seems has changedand Iwonder, what if
Australialearnt fromits past?

What If contributes to the discourse of
colonial critique and addresses the gap
thatis presentin early Australian colonial
artvisually positioning First Peoplesinto
the history that we areintrinsicallya part
of.Significantly,herworkis nowpart of the
collectionat the National Gallery of Victoria
and herworkwillsitalongside other great
artistssuchas Eugene von Guérard giving us
voiceinthese early historieswhere it has
been lackingforsolong

Aunty Marlene’sworkisas mucharecord of
historyandamaintenance of culturalstory
asitisanactof resistanceand Sovereignty,
herstories have been handed down by her
Ancestorsandthe histories she paintsare
onethat many Koorie people share.

|don'tlike to wonder what if we
didn’thave herartthat continues the
Waddawurrungstoryline because her
worksare tooimportant toimagine a
reality thatis not that of the present. |
am grateful that her pathtook herto
becomingtheartistand Elder sheis.

“Ilike to research and paint the stories
of my Ancestors to keep the stories and
forfuture generations back onto my
grandchildren”.

Kimberley Moulton, Yorta Yorta
Senior Curator, Southeastern Aboriginal
Collections, Museum Victoria
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