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The concept for Queen’s Land Blak Portraiture was 
initiated in response to a body of contemporary world-
wide scholarship that explores and navigates complex 
and diverse narratives around race, identity and place. 

The ability to see ourselves as we want and expect to 
be seen is something that most of us take for granted. 
While the choice of settings, poses and general 

presentation might change according to the fashion 
and social imperatives of the time, we believe that our 
image in any portrait will be true to our likeness and our 
understanding of who we are.

However, this has not been an expectation afforded to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples living in 
Australia. Indeed, portraits by Anglo Saxon artists and 
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photographers have been a complicated construct, 
where images and settings have been selected by 
white ‘others’ in order to support or reinforce social, 
political and economic imperatives convenient at 
various times throughout Australia’s colonising history. 
In short, since the mid 19th century until the late 
1960s, images of Blak Australians have variously been 
appropriated, manipulated, even erased and ignored 
in order to serve the prevailing mores of an empirical 
British colony.

The decision to focus the exhibition on Queensland 
was prompted by a desire not to present a ‘generic’ 
approach to Indigenous portraiture, but rather to 
understand the social and political histories that 
impacted the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples and those of their ancestral families, 
going back to the time of first contact and white 
settlement in the 1820s. For this reason, the exhibition 
publication includes quotations, newspaper reports, 
extracts of Government policies and acts, and first-
hand accounts, together with works of art to provide 
contextual information as a framework to support 
multiple avenues of interpretation. Its aim is to initiate 
new conversations and research into an important area 
of Australian art history and scholarship.

The exhibition was co-curated by Cairns Art Gallery 
Director, Andrea May Churcher and senior curator 
Julietta Park with the assistance of Consultant Curator 
Djon Mundine OAM, curator, critic and writer, curatorial 
advisors, Janina Harding, Artistic Director, Cairns 
Indigenous Art Fair, and Michael Aird, Director, 
Anthropology Museum and Research Fellow, School of 
Social Science, University of Queensland. 

EXHIBITION PUBLICATION

A comprehensive publication supports this exhibition 
and is available on line through the Cairns Art Gallery 
website.

Printed copies will be available for purchase from the 
Gallery shop at the end of July – see Gallery website for 
updates. 

The exhibition publication explores a number of 
narratives, such as identity and connection to country; 
the exotic and the ‘other’; types, stereotypes and 
profiling; narratives of dis/empowerment including 
segregation, protectionism, missions, family, education 
and assimilation; activism and human rights; and who 
we are now and how we want to be seen and heard. 

The publication also explores narratives of youth which 
are represented through Naomi Hobson’s series of 
photographs entitled Adolescent Wonderland that 
captures young adults searching for individuality and 
identity in the artist’s home community of Coen in Cape 
York. 

The Gallery gratefully acknowledges the important 
contribution of the contributing writers for their passion 
and conviction to tell it how it was and is, and for 
exploring many of the exhibition themes in their 
commissioned essays – Michael Aird, Dr Julie Gough, 
Janina Harding, Djon Mundine OAM and Dr Sandra 
Phillips.
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