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Virginia Ward, IWABWY.
OTSON. NI. Self portrait as a Not
Instrument with bow tie, 2018,
luthiers offcuts and glue, 54 x 36
x13cm. Cruthers Collection of
Women'’s Art, The University of
Western Australia. Copyright
courtesy of the artist.

BLAZE: people made known

Note: this exhibition contains names and images of deceased Aboriginal people.

BLAZE: people made known is an exhibition of portraits
drawn from the Cruthers Collection of Women’s Art. This
exhibition features recent acquisitions to the collection,
with a special focus upon the practice of Susan Cooper
Wyatt, a Wongatha artist. The historical origin of the verb
‘blaze’ refers to the use of sound and fire to announce an
individual's arrival. BLAZE speaks of agency, visibility and
a desire to communicate to a public. In this sense, the
exhibition investigates the power of portraiture to convey
the unique characteristics of a person and acknowledge
remarkable individuals.

Ondisplay are portraits by Susan Cooper Wyatt, Angela
Brennan, Rhonda Sharpe, Virginia Ward, Dorothy Braund,
Virginia Fraser and Elvis Richardson. Rhonda Sharpe’s
soft sculpture installation, My Selfs with Cowboy, 2021,

is a presentation of multiple self portraits alongside her
partner, the colourful and confident figure of ‘Cowboy”:

| like using my sewing to tell stories that | can’t really
tellin other ways. | have so many ideas inside my
head and worries too and sewing helps me settle
down and get these ideas outside my head. The

last soft sculpture is me now. I'm really strong with
my arms up, holding things that make me happy.
My sewing needles and scissors so | can make

my art and my rake and broom so | can keep my
house clean. I like it when everyone sits around
telling stories at my house and asking me about

my sewing, what I'm sewing and telling olden day
stories, and about country, and laughing. Then [ feel
really strong and happy'!

Sharpe’s expressive sculptures allow viewers to weave a
narrative around representations of herself at different
times of her life. The artwork becomes a mnemonic
device which serves as a social and cultural prompt as
Sharpe locates herself in relation to stories of places

and people. In their making, she reactivates memories,
stitching them into the fibre of her fabric selves. By
doing so she reinforces relationships that are foundation
to her - a kind of haptic mapping in which time is both
past and present. These objects continue to stimulate
broader conversations among her community and the
viewing public. While the artist revels in her chosen form
of expression, she is pleased for her aunt, Dulcie Sharpe,
and niece, Nanette Sharpe, to use this work to tell her life
storyin the short animation, Rhonda, 2021.

Virginia Ward focuses upon her face in her multifaceted
sculptural work, (I WILL ALWAYS BE WITH YOU. ON THE
SIGNIFICANCE OF NO THING. NOT INSTRUMENTS)
IWABWY. OTSON. NI. Self Portrait As A Not Instrument
With Bow Tie, 2018. Not Instrument sculptures are
created from the offcuts of wood used in the making of
ukuleles, mandolins and guitars by luthier, Scott Wise.

In her considered reuse of these materials, Ward has
created a highly conceptual and multifaceted self-
portrait that defines herself by what she is not. She
references the history of her materials as musical by-
products in the creation of the central space of the

form. This space acts like an instrument’s sound box to
metaphorically enhance the artist’s distinctively warm
tone and playful voice. Ward has referenced Dada and
Surrealist practices in her use of found and repurposed
materials, building upon the repetition of organic shapes
to create avisual rhythm. Ward states:



Angela Brennan, Self portrait, 1998, oil on linen, 183 x 122cm, Cruthers Collection
of Women’s Art, The University of Western Australia

| use the offcuts and discards from human industry,
to create apparent patterns. | draw around the
shapes then paint them in water colour, delving into
the multi-layered geometry, exploring all the visual
possibilities of language formation through illusion
using space, shape, colour, and the significance of
application and materials.?

Soft edges and an excess of pink define Angela
Brennan's Self portrait, 1998, as she holds her young
sonin-arms. In thiswork there is an emphasis upon the
gaps - perhaps, in this moment, Brennan is consumed
by herrole as mother and caregiver as her glasses lie

on the ground. Both figures stare, unblinking, from

the canvas, seemingly incredulous at the situation in
which they find themselves. The boundaries of colours
and shapes within Brennan’s two-dimensional works
are loose and hard to define, as are those between her
work and life. Self portraitis a frank representation of the
unevenness and vigour of her life and herart -and the
indivisible nature of each. Brennan continues to employ
various visual and intellectual strategies of resistance to
counter straight lines and defy rigid categories; to blur
the limits of low” and ‘high” forms of cultural expression
and the assumptions implicit in their definition. Her
figurative paintings allude to ‘everyday’ experiences
and encourage free association. While drawn to the
materiality and tactility, particularly when standing

in proximity to her artworks, there is the potential for
viewers to be blind-sided by their affect.

In contrast, Dorothy Braund’s large-scale modernist
portrait, Barbara Brash, 1967, appears highly structured
and somewhat austere. The painting is a homage to

both the sitterand to the tenets of modernism that both
artists were committed to advancing. Braund renders
Brash in the abstract, flat and defined spatial organisation
that characterises modernist works.?

|
|

Dorothy Braund, Barbara Brash, 1967, oil on Masonite board, 91.5 x122cm, Cruthers Collection of Women's Art, The University of

Western Australia. Copyright courtesy of the artist’s estate

Braund completed many abstract figurative works, and
yetin thiswork she is at pains to describe the particular
characteristics of Brash. Breaking with the conventions
of formal portraiture, whereby the subject is sitting or
standing and in formal attire with eyes gazing outwards,
Brash is coolly self-contained, propped-up on her elbows
and contemplative. The process of representation itself,
is an example of anti-academy political positioning. This
authoritative and insightful portrait is a departure from
the rounded and humorous depictions of the human
form for which Braund is best-known, and is testament to
herregard for Brash.

Braund and Brash were long-standing friends, having
studied together at the National Gallery Art School

and later the George Bell School in Melbourne. In

1950, they travelled to Europe together, and Braund
recalled that Brash was eager to see the work of early
Renaissance artist, Masaccio. Both were inspired by

his particular arrangement of figures in space, and this
painting demonstrates Braund’s application of this in
the formal arrangement of positive and negative spaces.
The subject is defined by a series of triangular incursions
into negative space, with the folds of fabric and paper
flattened on the picture plane. Braund has dedicated a
sizable canvas to her portrait of Brash and the painting
alludes to a symbiotic relationship between these two
women - both were supporting and encouraging the
artistic advances of the other as they developed their
respective modernist practices. As Braund wrote in the
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1989 catalogue for the survey exhibition of the work of
Barbara Brash:

These paintings are the result of an attempt to
discover and understand the aesthetic and abstract
components which symbolise tenderness in art.

The mock magazine covers of FEMMO, produced by
Virginia Fraser and Elvis Richardson, similarly reframe
and repurpose a genre of visual representation - this
time using humour to break open the conventions of
glossy art magazines. The fictitious FEMMO publication
makes plain their desire for an arts industry more able to
promote and support a greater diversity of artists. The
combination of photographic portraiture with incisive
text results in larger-than-life-sized broadsheet covers
that operate as blatant and unapologetic provocations.
FEMMO highlights the gap between their aspirations
and the current reality.

By using the language and content of popular culture,
they critique the mass-produced and mainstream to
reveal the disconnect between what normally appears
on the pages versus the lived reality of women artists.
These are not artists that regularly appear on the cover
of glossy art magazines, and yet they are highly-awarded,
recognised and established practitioners ®

Fraserand Richardson’s imagined FEMMO covers
are insertions and assertions of the right for visibility
in spaces and places where individuals have been
historically denied. So too, Susan Cooper Wyatt's
practice is about painting Aboriginal people into the
public consciousness so that individuals are both
recognised and maintain a presence.

Wyatt paints people she knows and respects. The works
from UWA collections are group portraits of people from
Kalgoorlie and surrounding desert areas that she came

The University of Western Australia. Copyright courtesy of Elvis Richardson

to know while working as a nurse. The easy comradery
between individuals is foregrounded and each painting
is cropped to mimic the photographs that recorded
these moments. Indeed, it is thanks to the documentary
photograph that the artist is able to appear in Sadie,

Sue and Keith, 1988, held in the collection of the Berndt
Museum.

1. Artist’s statement from Yarrenyty Arltere Artists (YAA) certificate of
authenticity, 2023

2. Communication with the artist, May 2023

3. Brash is depicted at the moment when she is gaining recognition as a
remarkable colourist and innovative printmaker.

4 Dorothy Braund, Survey of Barbara Brash, Eastgate Gallery, Armadale,
Victoria, 1989

5. Issue #1 Destiny Deacon; #2 Elvis Richardson; #3 Virginia Fraser; #4 Sarah
Goffman; #5 Salote Tawale; #6 Jenny Fraser



To make known - to proclaim

Wyatt met Doris Pilkington Nugi Garimara at the launch
of her autobiography, Underthe Wintamarra Tree, in
2002, and later sought to paint her portrait. Pilkington

is depicted standing on Country, with visual reference to
the tree on the traditional birthing grounds where Doris’s
own story began, and the rabbit-proof fence that was a
defining feature of the story of Molly, her mother.

Doris Pilkington’s daughter, Maria Pilkington, recalls
how her mother began to document the experience of
generations of her family who were part of the Stolen
Generations:

One day all the women were sitting around a fire
having a yarn, as we always do when we go back to
Jigalong, when Nanna Daisy said to Molly: ‘Tell Doris
about the time we walked home from Moore River.’
We were stunned; we’'d never heard the story. When
Doris got back to Perth she looked into the native
welfare records and found it was all there. She wrote
Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence in longhand, and |
typed it out. Helping Mum with her manuscript was
the most traumatic experience of my life because

I didn’t know the story. But it was also a part of the
healing process, especially for Mum.®

Ken Colbung, a proud Aboriginal man and cultural
leader, is depicted with shirt open to reveal the jibaree
(ceremonial scars) on his chest and his distinctive red
yugardee (head band) framing his face and relaxed and
confident gaze.” The artist has paid particular attention
to Colbung’s tattoos, the one on his right forearm
representing his Australian Army service number and
insignia relating to his service in Japan and the Korean
War. On returning to civilian life and facing ongoing
racial discrimination, he advocated for the rights of
Aboriginal people. During the 60s and 70s, a time of

Susan Cooper Wyatt, Sadie, Sue and Keith, 1988, acrylic paint on canvas, 96.1x
118.7cm, Berndt Museum 1997/0041. Copyright and courtesy of the artist.

growing activism, Colbung became recognised as a
respected Noongar elder and, in 1969, he took over
management of the Aboriginal Centre on Beaufort
Street, Mount Lawley, from activist and writer, Jack
Davis. Colbung had heard that Wyatt (then Cooper)
had completed art studies at Perth Tech and so he
invited her to exhibit her paintings in an exhibition that
included art produced by children at the Carrolup
Native Mission.® For many decades, Wyatt and Colbung
continued to cross paths - Colbung continued to work
several jobs while also taking on key leadership positions
in various Aboriginal organisations, including, in 1984,
when he was elected as the first Indigenous Chairperson
of the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres

Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS). Colbung may be best
remembered for his part in the long battle with British
authorities for the return of warrior Yagan’s head.”

Wyatt recognises the cultural power of Colbung in this
work, and the portrait is her acknowledgement of his
strong leadership and generosity. It isa homage to him
and all that he achieved for Aboriginal people in his
lifetime.

More recently, Wyatt has painted her son, the actor,
writer and producer, Meyne Wyatt. In the script for his
award-winning play City of Gold, Meyne Wyatt uses the
main character’s voice to articulate his own sense of
purpose:

| have a responsibility. 'm doing this for the
community too. Use my platform. Make change. So
you can see something positive. Not for them. For
us. So our kids can see hope."®

Susan Cooper Wyatt and Meyne Wyatt use their
respective art forms to affect positive change.

During COVID lock-down, Meyne Wyatt decided to
return to his art practice, buying an easel and paints to
complete a self-portrait. Cooper Wyatt encouraged
her son to enter the resulting painting in the 2020
Archibald Prize and it won the Packing Room Prize.

As a proud Wongatha Yamatji man, this marked the
first time a prize had been awarded to an Indigenous
artist in the Archibald’s 99-year history. Perhaps more
remarkable is that his mother’s painting, Doris Pilkington
(Nugi Garimara)was selected for the 2003 Archibald
Prize, and so their inclusion represents an important
artistic and family lineage. Mother and son instigate a
re-telling by offering tangible traces of stories that exist
past, present and returning. They recognise the risks
and responsibilities of visibility as they forge space for

a greaterrange of important stories, knowledge and
experience to be told.

Susan Cooper Wyatt, Doris Pilkington (Nugi Garimara), 2003, water-based oil
and acrylic, 192 x135cm. Collection of the artist. Copyright and courtesy of the
artist.



Susan Cooper Wyatt, Ken Colbung, 2005, acrylic on canvas, 192 x 135cm.
Collection of the artist. Copyright and courtesy of the artist.

image opposite:
Susan Cooper Wyatt, The Meyne Event (detail), 2014, acrylic on canvas, 185 x
120cm. Collection of the artist. Copyright and courtesy of the artist.

The artists in BLAZE: people made known disrupt or
reframe conventions of representation to open-up
the potential for new forms of expression. They create
the space for their sitters to be seen, to be recognised
and for their works to ignite a spark of curiosity within
viewers. Audiences then fan the spark to enable the
legacy of those who have been recorded to blaze now
and into the future.

6. Quoted in Mark Naglazas, “Rabbit-Proof Fence at 20: ‘It was such a tough
gig for three young blackfellas”™, The Guardian, Sat, 3 September, 2022,
accessed 24 July 2023.

7. Thanks to Susan Cooper Wyatt for conferring with Wongatha community
members regarding use of Wongatha language.

8 The Western Australian Department of Native Affairs reopened the
settlement in 1939 to house Aboriginal children (later known as the Stolen
Generations). Artwork produced by the children become internationally
recognised in the 1940s.

9. See ABC's Stuff the British Stole The Return’, Series 1, Episode 6.

10.  Asspoken by the character Breythe, in Meyne Wyatt's script, City of Gold,
Act 1, Scene 11, 2019.
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