
MAKING ART
I create artwork that responds to colonisation, par-
ticularly its lasting impacts on Aboriginal people 
as well as descendants of colonists. Australia’s 
founding story - British invasion - impacts every-
thing. For Aboriginal people, loss of Country and 
exile from our lands and waterways continues, 
alongside separation of ancestors from families, 
to be the most devastating and undeniably geno-
cidal attempt at our annihilation. The story needs 
to be set straight. My art is a form of activism, a 
subtle means to infiltrate social consciousness. I 
hope my work contributes to positive change. I am 
on constant alert for overlooked stories, often frag-
mentary, that provoke an art uptake.  

I utilise any mediums and techniques for my often 
installation-based works. They are determined by 
the story I am trying to tell, and the location for 
their exhibition. I am most drawn to non-traditional 
gallery settings and residency programs that 
provide time to research and develop work on-site. 
Experimentation, self-reflection and learning on 
the run all provide a feedback loop that challenges 
me to continually feel, listen and learn more.

DIFFICULT SPACES
I originally felt uncertain about working with all 
the cells at The Lock-Up. Each possesses its 
own unique energy, even temperature. They hold 
unrecorded and unspoken, irretrievable stories of 
countless incarcerated men and women across its 
120 years of operation. Scratched into or marked 
onto walls are many names and dates inscribed 
by those once held within - women and men from 
many backgrounds, cultures, time periods, life 
stages and experiences. 

In the art world, galleries are mostly white 
rectangles: blank slates, limbo-zones deliberately 
devoid of history. Like airports or waiting rooms 
they are non-space, disconnected from the 
external environment, from Country. The Lock-
Up presents a rare opportunity to be affected by 
and respond to the building’s history. Here the site 
is unavoidably an integral part of my work. Also, 
audiences engage with such spaces differently. 
Here they’re inhabiting works, participating more 
than if they’re negotiating a regular contemporary 
art space.

DISCLOSURE
In order to develop this exhibition I made my first 
visits to Awabakal and Worimi Country. Staying in 
Newcastle I met local people and made mental 
notes about what kept resonating. Newcastle and 
the Hunter Valley are cultural hotspots, bursting 
with overlapping histories: a microcosm of our 
continent. Multiple threads emerged. Back home I 
collated what I had found, and realised there were 
correlations between my own ancestors’ history as 
Trawlwoolway, Tasmanian Aboriginal people and 
what The Lock-Up presented to me; spaces where 
misadventure, conflict, alienation, violence and 
misfortune all collided. 

As the Newcastle police station and holding 
cells from the 1860s to 1980s, The Lock-Up is a 
powerful site to re-present crime and trauma. My 
major ongoing focus is the attempted annihilation 

of Aboriginal people by colonists and their 
descendants. The title of this exhibition, Disclosure, 
is closely tied to this theme: to reveal or share 
aspects of events often erased or subsurface, 
perhaps silenced, in archives, or in historic 
newspapers online.

I determined to present a range of both new and 
existing works. These were chosen or developed 
to spotlight stories of people in struggle; missing, 
forgotten, afflicted, raging against the system. 

All of Disclosure is site specific. Works were aligned 
with specific cells and rooms, to engage with their 
structure and layout, and to harness their energy, 
through modes including suspension, leaning, and 
projection. Shadow work is also key, enacting the 
haunted, spotlighting what remains unspoken. 

One piece directly responds to the substance 
of the padded cell walls - horsehair. Two works 
were inspired by existing marks - names, dates 
and drawings on cell walls. One work, 33 in 100,  
highlights the hugely disproportionate rate of 
incarceration of Aboriginal people. Aboriginal 
people represent 33% of Australia’s prison inmates, 
yet we make up only 3.3% of the population. Another 
work, Homesick, refers to historic and ongoing 
relationships between eastern Australia and Pacifika 
peoples - some have left their monikers here. 

The Lock-Up’s central gallery features a simple end-
wall projection, Country Waits, a two-shot video and  
transition. The video focusses on the Kentucky Fried 
Chicken (KFC) store on Hunter Street, Newcastle, 
and is the largest in the southern hemisphere. This 
KFC is obscene in scale, obscuring and smothering 
the original beautiful Country of this region. In 
this work the KFC footage transitions to depict 
a forest near Newcastle, what the KFC site likely 
once resembled; what lies beneath. This work is a 
lament and reminder of what once was here, and 
the promise that Country Waits, and can return, 
if nurtured. This film enacts my main method, to 
peel back layers, disclose truths, and, if possible, 
re-establish connections with what once was, that 
persists in other dimensions.

Several works reference archival research. LC347 
documents through video my self-recorded action 
of transcription of the record set LC347: colonial 
documents of Van Diemen’s Land held in the state 
archives in Nipaluna/Hobart. The film perpetually 
reveals my very first moment of witnessing these 
accounts of violent encounter between Aboriginal 
people and colonists across my island, exposing 
firsthand the enormity of crimes committed. 

Crime Scene is a video work presenting the 
testimony of Dalrymple Briggs - one of my ances-
tors, then aged twelve - and several witnesses, 
following Briggs being shot by her ‘Master’ in the 
1820s, filmed at the location of this little-known 
event in northern Lutruwita/Tasmania. 

DISRUPTION AND ESCAPE
Other works in Disclosure reflect upon the 
disruptions and disorder that characterised colonial 
Australia. The Lock-Up was constructed in this 
region with the aim of managing regional chaos.

THE PROCESS OF DISCLOSURE
Escape follows the recorded life of Black John 
Goff (not a known relation). Goff incited uprisings 
and gained notoriety for multiple prison escapes 
in the early 1800s from eastern (subsequent) 
Australia, and Norfolk Island, where he led the first 
convict rebellion in 1826. Goff survived being shot 
in the mouth, though lost his teeth. Installed in tiny 
holding Cell A, Escape recalls a life of resistance; 
lived large, and cut short.

Missing, in Cell G provides an interactive work. An 
overhead projector and a pile of transparencies 
of newspaper and government gazettes list 
missing people sought between the 1830s and 
1940s. Until the late 1800s, family members in 
the UK were actively trying to reconnect with their 
convicted relatives, sometimes many decades 
post-sentence, often listing the ship by which 
they were transported. By the late 1800s these 
notices instead mention a career, or place last 
known: traces of criminality are avoided. Whilst 
transportation and the convict scourge was being 
overwritten, it is clear that Britain was still regarded 
as the ‘real’ and available homeland for most Anglo 
‘Australians’ until at least the mid 1900s by when 
an ‘Australian identity’ was being aggressively 
constructed.  In the ongoing wake of this national 
identity crisis, mainstream society persists in 
repudiating responsibility for what Aboriginal 
people continue to endure directly resulting from 
British invasion and colonisation.

THE FUTURE
During my visits to Newcastle, I became aware 
of the reach and significance of the Australian 
Agricultural Company (AAC) to this region, and 
particularly to Aboriginal people and Country. The 
AAC’s influence cannot be overstated. Formed in 
1824, one million acres were ‘taken up’ primarily in 
NSW by 400 British investors for the ‘cultivation and 
improvement of waste lands in the colony of New 
South Wales and other purposes, amongst which 
was the production of fine merino wool for export to 
Great Britain.’ Today the AAC holds 17 million acres 
in Queensland and the Northern Territory, 1% of 
this continent’s land mass. The AAC resonates for 
me partly because the very similar Van Diemen’s 
Land (VDL) Company was also formed under Royal 
Charter a year later. The VDL took 250,000 acres, 
was also expected to provision wool to Britain, and 
continues its operations to this day. Significantly, 
both companies were issued with a convict 
labour force, and the VDL openly engaged in the 
attempted eradication of Tasmanian Aboriginal 
people. Understanding the operations of the AAC, 
and alignments and differences with the VDL is now 
an ongoing project resulting from my residencies 
at The Lock-Up, and the conversations with local 
people it has brought about.

JULIE GOUGH: FROM A CONVERSATION WITH WARWICK HEYWOOD AT  
THE LOCK-UP ON 14 OCTOBER 2023

The Lock-Up is proudly supported by:

IMAGE: Julie Gough, Country Waits (detail), 2023. Still from single-channel video 
installation. Edited by Michael Gissing.
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