TWO, TASMANIAN ARTISTS

m a n

Along broad cross of bonnets—a sea of 900 small christening bonnets—is Installed
in the yamd of the Cascades Female Factory in South Hobart, Tasmania. The bonnets are like
thiose wom by Eurcpean women and infamts in the 19th century. Why are they hers now, in
this place?

From time immemaorial, the Aboriginal people of Tasmania lived on the land where
tall stands of tea trees were a familiar sight. When Europeans arrived in Tasmania in the late
18th and early 19th century, they brought with them, or made from materials at hand,
domestic objects of the homes they'd left behind What does it mean that a bundle of tea
tree sticks stand trapped in a chair frame?

While am artist-in-residence in Tasmania, Australia, in Spring 2008, | found art by
Christina Henrl and Julie Gouwgh confronting history head on.

Christina Hanrf's art installations focus on women convicted of crimes and semt
from Great Britain between the 1820s and 1870s. They were shipped to 3 dumping grownd
for “undesirables, " banished to Tasmania or New South Wales, Australia. Their crimes were
muasthy petty: stealing a silk handkerchief, a shawl, a blanket, a pair of glowes, a loaf of bread.
Caught, they faced the dhoice of being executed or exiled.

Ammiving in Australia, they were mamed "corvict women®in perpetuity, treated as
whaores, labeled as conwvicts, and incarcerated in places known as *female factories." The
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women produced goods on site that contributed to the growth of the
colormy. With good behavior, they could become domestic ssrvants outside
of the institution, but often retumed pregnant fior which further punish-
ment was meted out.

Babies born to these women were taken from their mothers and
often didnt survive. Accomding to Henri, out of nearly 1,200 babies bom
between 182% and 1877 at Cascades Female Factory nursery in South
Hobart, Tasmania, approximately 200 died in infancy. Cther researchers put
the number as high as 1,148 babies known to have died betwesn 182% and
1856.

Records document the maore than 25,000 comeict women sant to
Australia, but throughout most of the 20th century, families kept these
ancestors hidden, their shame @rried down through the generations.
Today the stigma is fading as more and more families, including public fig-
ures fike Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, publidy acknowledge female comvicts
in family lineage.

In 2004, Christina Henri semt out a call for the descendents of con-
vict women ta create plain @lico bonnets in honor of their ancestors. Henri
supplied the descendents with a colonial bonnet pattem. She asked them
to embellish the bonnet with surface design: the name of the relative, some
personal expression of their dhoice, as well as the maker's mame on the
inside ham.

Making a garment that a conwvict mother or her baby would have
lacked in lifie and in death has touched a nerve. Families in England,
Scotland, Ireland, Denmark, Mew Zealand, the United States, Canada, and
across Australia have responded. Almost daily Hendd receives a package
comtaining a carefully created bonnet, sometimes with a poignamt story
attached. Thousands have flocded in, and her goal is to have one for each
of the 25,566 women on record.

When Henrd was searching through death records, she found that
the official impersonal term for recording infant births and deaths was
“Arrivals and Departures.” She chose to reverse the order of the words in
the title of her installation of bonnets, foousing on the cycle of the wamens
Jjourmeys from their homelands, from the familiar to the unkmowen.
Installations of these bonnets, made by descendents or sympathizers, have
been created at comvict sites in Tasmania and in Sydney The inaugural
showing of Deparfures and Amrvals coincided with Intemational Women's
DCiay in 2004 in Yard One at the Female Factory Site, South Hobart. Following
its laundh, this installation has toured extensively in Tasmania. Exhibition
sites include the Ross Female Factony and George Town Female Factory.
Port Arthur Historic Site and Hyde Park Barracks in Sydney.

Henri has also ordhestrated Roses fram the Heart, a Blessing of the
Bonnets Ecumemnical Service at 5t. James Church in Cygnet and ancther
Blessing of the Bonnets ceremony at 5t. David's Cathedral in Hobart. She
comtinues to have these events throughout Australia and displays the bon-
nets in different locations throughout the oowntry.

The history of male prisoners in Tasmania has been recorded and
recognized. Port Arthur is a tourist destination and showcase for male con-
vict history, with acknowledged comvict comtribution to the sodal and cul-
tural shaping of Tasm ania. Very fittle attention, by comparison, has been
given to female comvicts as ancestors nor has there been a critical disous-
sion of their roles, both economic and cuttural, in building Tasmania. Henri's

JULE GOngH Fame Tosmokea A b ganal owiing Bykaq wdil s A baraleal poaphs T TA40
Ireta i an Found chair, burnd d=a iree ks 288:m w8dom k 5m, 2004, Phato: Jack Ban
RAGH T Juce Goven Bao Comt Found chairwith br essrods and Back cow the| 85 Som xddam «
Qem, MOE Pholo lack Beg.

Sarface Design Joormal Seang2003




art is changing that. Her installations of 25,556
bonnets will travel to Eurape and Morth America
in 2010-20711.

In 1229 Tasmanian historian Henry
Reynolds wrote a book which gives this article its
title: Why Werent We Told? The memoir i5"a personal
search for the truth® about Australian history, a his-
tory that for generations sanitized or ignored the
violence that was part and parcel of the relation-
ship between European settlers and the indigenous
people. Curng the time that comict women were
being shipped to Tasmania, Aboriginals in Tasmania
were defending their homeland against the
encroachment of ever increasing numkbers of
Buropeans. As recemtly as the mid-20th century,
Tasmanians attending school leamed nothing of
the 15th century battles, only that there were no
Abworiginals on their island. To this day, descendents.
of Aboriginals are grappling with this assertion and
proving it wrong.
Julie Gough's artwork derives from the
experience of her Aboriginal ancestors, people
removed from Tasmania in the early 18005 The
waork foouses on the omitted indigenous story.
Gough encourages viewers to gquestion the historic
record, to acknowledge the experience of the
marginalzed and oppressed within colonial settler
society. In her exhibition, Fugitive History, at the Bett
Gallery in Hobart, Spring 2008, Gough explored her
family's story. Head Coernt (2008) is constructed from
found dhairs, birass rods, and crow shells making an
abaous. For Gough, the shells represemnt families
forcibly dislocated from the coast. Abariginal hoss is
counted—attention must be paid to these missing
people, to this lost time.

In Some words (o change 2008, tea tree
sticks pierce through tom pages of inaccurate his-
tary, from the book Black War, published in 1948 by
Clive Turnbull.

Gough reads hills and roadways, mapped
and charted paths, as much as library texts and
archives. She researches magistrate reports, mews-
paper accounts, government documents, and bap-
tism records of Tasmanian Aboriginal children
property) living with non-Aboriginal people from
the eady to mid 1800s. In Same Tosmanion
Aborigingl children fving with non-Aboriginagl people
before 1840 (2008), the confining sheletal structure
iof @ fiound dhair is filled with a bundle of burnt tea
tree sticks. Gough's writes abouwt this work:

®...l have a list of 209 children, induding
one of my ancestors...compiled owver the past
decade.| am now trying to piece together their
lives, their loations, their longevity... This arbwork

cansists of unfinished tea-tree spears’ held within
the framework of an old chair, whose legs are
bumnt...These spears each have a section pesled
away to reveal the bare wood into each of which |
have burmt the name of one of these lost chil-
dren...The dhair holds the children captive, but
together, united. The chair might represent home
fior somie, bt is here performing an unnatural act,
almost lisn-taming in its desperate rendition of
domestication, of control.®

Incident reports (2008) is based on carefully
researched inddents against Aboriginal pecple up
to 1831.A Tasmanian cak bookshelfis filled with
reference books, but they are solid, bumt,
Tasmanian oak and will not open. Book titles make
reference to site names or to mames, such as *Ben
Lamand,” fior Aboriginal children wihio were bap-
tized amd recorded in chunch records.

The chase 2008 is a found leatherette chaise
lewnge, representing the comfortable upper class
life of white settlers in Tasmania. Its surface is
pierced by tens of thousands of steel pins, the
heads spelling out wonds. The textis a report in the
Hobart Town Couier, Movemnber 27,1830, of the
attempted escape of two Aboriginals. It ends with
these words:"The blacks made every effort to
escape. Several persons at work in the bush fled at
the sight of them. Mothing an tame them.”

The history of Tasmania is an elusive, con-
cealed story. Gowgh's personal jourmey as an artist is
one of facing this history, unraveling it slovwly com-
prehending colonial contact and its meaning.
Through her work, viewesrs may realize their cwn
proedmity to-or complidty in this complicated past.

The works of Christina Henri and Julie
Gough raise questions, locating stories within the
dooumented version of a forgotten past, giving
voice to these who have been silenced. The chal-
lenging waork of these two Tasmanian artists, sepa-

rately yet together, cries out: Why Weren't We Told?

| am indebted to both of thess artist s for our comersations
and communication and to Julie Gough for written
statements abowt her own artwork snd to Christina
Henri for the lomn of her MPA thesis, Redoaming
Momnonias A Wsual Imestigation into the Lives of Comvct
Wownan, University of Tasrmania, Hobart, August 2007,

— At Hickrman Is @ studio artist iving and working in
New Yok, presiden tof the Tedile Sockety of Amerioa. An
Programn took her to the University of
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