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MY NGV

AN UN-RESETTLING

HISTORY

Visual artist James Tylor explores cultural identities and practices through European colonisation in
Australia. His hand-painted photographs capture the artist’s relearning of his Kaurna heritage, and are
inspired by the Indigenous sites in artworks such as Alexander Schramm'’s South Australian Natives
encampment, 1854. For My NGV, Tylor writes about his Un-resettling series, on display in Colony:
Frontier Wars. He also draws attention to the work of early colonial artists George French Angas, S.T.
Gill and Alexander Schramm, and their, perhaps surprisingly, sensitive insights into Kaurna life at the

time of colonisation.
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| grew up in Menindee, on the Darling River in
New South Wales. My friends and | would swim
in the river, ride BMXs, explore the bush, go
yabbying and fishing, hunt for rabbits, make
clubs and spears, and build huts in the bush
after school and on the weekends. It was really
fun as a kid.

Menindee is a rural fishing and farming
town centred around the water supply of the
Menindee Lakes and the Darling River. The town
is famous for a few things: the river, the lakes,
and the European explorers Mitchell, Burke and
Wills. The town of Menindee wasn't discovered
by these European explorers but belongs to the
Barkindji people who have lived on the Darling
River for more than 65,000 years. As kids we
knew the Europeans came and stole the land off
the Barkindji people to make farms on the river.

My mother told me that Mitchell killed
Barkindji people on his expeditions there and on
school trips Barkindji Elders took us to
massacre sites that bear witness to the
Australian Frontier Wars. When the farmers
moved to Menindee, Aboriginal people were
removed from the land and taken to the
Menindee Aboriginal Mission. The mission was
closed when | was a kid, but Barkindji people
still went out there. | was taken there as a kid by
my stepfather Richard King, a Barkindji man.
The place has a horrible history from the
mission days, but he would take us there
camping, hunting and fishing. Here he taught

me how to make clubs, spears and traditional
huts. Those experiences really shaped my
childhood life and my interest of Australian
history and culture.

| am not Barkindiji, but | did grow up with a
strong Aboriginal identity. My Kaurna Aboriginal
heritage comes from the farming area just south
of Balaklava next to the Barossa Valley in South
Australia. | moved to Adelaide when | was 24 to
study photography at the South Australian
School of Art and lived with my grandmother
while | studied. We talked a lot about our family's
history in South Australia. One story she told me
was about a family member who was a Kaurna
domestic servant on our British ancestors’ early
colonial farm in Balaklava. She told me her
mother would get whipped with sticks by
European kids at her school in Balaklava
because she was Aboriginal. Sadly, my
grandmother doesn’t have any stories of our
Kaurna ancestors' traditional life; only the
colonial mistreatment they were subjected to.

My experiences growing up in Menindee
and living with my grandmother in Adelaide
really shaped my interest in the Australian
history that features heavily in my art
photography. | loved photography as a kid
because my father always let me use his
camera and his mother was a photographic
hand-colourist. This is one of the reasons why |
am drawn to the hand-coloured photographs by
Barkindiji artist Nici Cumpston, who has work in
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James Tylor (Possum)

Un-resettling (Fallen tree half dome hut) 2016
from the Un-resettling (Dwellings) series
hand-coloured inkjet print

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased, Victorian Foundation for

Living Australian Artists, 2017 © James Tylor
(Possum), courtesy Vivien Anderson Gallery,
Melbourne
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the NGV. Her photographs of important
historical Barkindiji sites are very beautiful and
as a young Indigenous artist | found her
photography inspiring. Having grown up in
Menindee, her work was relatable and familiar to
me, and greatly influenced my photographic
series Un-resettling.

My Un-resettling series in Colony: Frontier
Wars is about learning my Kaurna heritage
through making Kaurna cultural material and
architecture in the Adelaide area. Kaurna people
lost a lot of knowledge and culture due to the
European colonisation of South Australia.

The Kaurna colonial story is very similar
to the Barkindji peoples’ on the Darling River.
Led by George Fife Angas, the chairperson of
the South Australian Company, the British
officially colonised Adelaide in 1836. As British
and German people took over the land for
western farming, Kaurna people were forced off
their traditional lands. Many were killed on the
frontier in conflicts with soldiers, police and
farmers, or by European disease such as
smallpox that spread west from the Sydney
colony. Any Kaurna people who survived the
violence of the frontier were forced into
missions, such as the Piltawodli, Poonindie,
Raukkan and Point Pearce Missions, or became
domestic servants for European farmers like my
great-great-grandmother.

It was this combination of events that led to
some traditional Kaurna culture being lost. It is
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only since 1967 that Aboriginal people have
been allowed to relearn traditional culture, with
projects such as the Kaurna Warra Language
revival. European documents from the early
days of colonisation have been useful for
linguists and have helped in the revival of
language and culture. The Lutheran-German
missionaries from the Piltawodli Mission in
Adelaide made a Kaurna dictionary that was
helpful in the contemporary revival of the
language. Being a Kaurna artist, | am personally
more drawn to early colonial artworks by
George French Angas, S.T. Gill and Alexander
Schramm in Colony 1770-1861 because they
give us a window into Kaurna life at the time of
British colonisation.

George French Angas, S.T. Gill and
Alexander Schramm are important colonial
artists because they recorded, through their
illustrations of Kaurna people and culture, the
early days of European arrival. They also
recorded important information such as tools,
weapons, clothing, houses, food, ceremonial
practices and language.

| have used watercolour images by
Alexander Schramm to re-construct traditional
houses in my photograph Un-resettling (Fallen
Tree Hut). Traditional Aboriginal huts were
destroyed by Europeans on the frontier. In S.T.
Gill's journal, there is a beautiful watercolour
sketch of a whole Ngarrindjeri village — after Gill
drew the village of huts he burnt it to the ground.

| have also used a drawing by George French
Angas, the son of George Fife Angas, to make
other scenes in my Un-resettling series. The
works and stories of these colonial artists are
important to our understanding of Australian
history.

Australia has a rich and complex history
with negative and positive stories. Colonial
artists such as Angas, Gill and Schramm in
Colony 17701861, give us a window into a
challenging time in our national history. The
artists who created some of our country’s most
beautiful artworks have their own confronting
histories, like Angas and Gill. As a contemporary
indigenous artist, | believe these artworks are
important both for their beauty and their horror. |
am empowered as an indigenous artist by
telling these colonial stories through my artwork.

COLONY: FRONTIER WARS IS ON DISPLAY UNTIL 2 SEPTEMBER
AND COLONY: AUSTRALIA 17701861 IS ON DISPLAY UNTIL

15 JULY AT NGV AUSTRALIA, SUPPORTED BY MAJOR PARTNER
DEAKIN UNIVERSITY.

Alexander Schramm

South Australian Natives encampment 1854
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased, NGV Supporters of Prints and
Drawings and Ruth Margaret Frances
Houghton Bequest, 2016




‘MY UN-RESETTLING SERIES IN
COLONY: FRONTIER WARS IS
ABOUT LEARNING MY KAURNA
HERITAGE THROUGH MAKING
KAURNA CULTURAL MATERIAL
AND ARCHITECTURE IN THE
ADELAIDE AREA.’

JAMES TYLOR
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