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Politics of Display in Australian Art Galleries 

These resources were selected with an aim to understand the continuing and evolving politics of 
display, intrinsically attached to contemporary notions of Aboriginal art in Australia. Attempting 
also to establish where these Indigenous artists, curators and critics situate themselves within the 
industry that struggles with a crisis of identity, as it attempts to divorce itself from its colonial 
history. 

In an attempt to represent at once the diverse voices and perspectives at the heart of this debate 
and the institutions that house them, the selection of articles has been carefully organised to 
follow a logical progression from modernism to Contemporary art. Analysing some of the key 
ideas and pull of powers that operate within this debate. 

As, since the second half of the 20th century, Aboriginal art has moved from the ethnographic 
museum to art gallery, how has this progression into more mainstream ‘fine art’ discussions, 
affected the critical discourse and reception of the work? 

For public institutions, there exist a great variety of expectations to navigate as they strive to 
maintain their public expectation as a place conducive to important debate, and the images and 
narrative espoused by them, trusted to be accurate. However, the pressures of government 
funded public institutions and potentially alternatively motivated media and corporate 
sponsorship, can affect curatorial decisions. 

What these five articles/books/chapters tell us is that there exists a turmoil in these galleries and 
museums when dealing with perspectives that fall outside the comfort zone of non-indigenous 
audiences. As audiences are happy to be silent witness to ‘easy’ things but are unwilling to get 
there hands dirty, continually reinforcing power relations through discursive and representational 
practices. Controlling the prevailing narrative and privileging their own critical perspective and 
voice, dominating and controlling the flow of critical discourse, cultural conversations and 
exchanges.  

The desired outcome of this literature review, is an improved understanding of the critical position 
of Contemporary Aboriginal Art, establishing an empowered perspective informed by the a 
diverse and critical commentary. Not all of these texts are specific to the conditions of Aboriginal 
art in Australia. However, they present an Indigenous perspective that is often overshadowed by 
more mainstream criticism. The object was not to suggest a diametric, black and white distinction, 
the aboriginal vs. the settler perspective. The fact remains these are intelligent and critical 
perspectives that have an active engagement with an art form and art community that manages to 
exist both within and peripheral to the mainstream art world. 

Russell, L. (2001). Images of Power, Colonial Relationships and Museum Representations of 
Aboriginal Australia. 23-38. Savage imaginings: Historical and contemporary constructions of 
Australian Aboriginalities. Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing. 



Taking the visual representation of reconciliation between European and Aboriginal Australian 
cultures at the 2000 Olympic Games as its point of departure, Russell’s book explores this new 
prominence of Aboriginal Australia in stark comparison to the three decades that preceded the 
event. Russel questions whether Australia’s history of dispossession, and the cultural powers that 
perpetuate this perceived ‘otherness’, has caused contemporary indigenous expressions of 
Aboriginality to draw from historical European representations of Aboriginal identity. (Russell, 
2001, p.11). While acknowledging the potentially flippant, neo-colonial perspective of inquiry, her 
proposition draws interesting parallels to the reception of Aboriginal art within the western 
cultural paradigms of Post-Modernism and Contemporary art.  

Chapter three interrogates the prevailing museological, textual and visual representation of 
Aboriginal culture in Australia. Examining both contemporary and historical contexts, Russell 
explores the inherent messages conveyed by the politics of display and the echo of colonial 
practices dictating the representational styles of Aboriginal cultural artefacts in museums. These 
analyses of anthropological and ethnographic practices develop the argument that ‘indigenous 
Australians [come to be] depicted as the quintessential Other’ in the eyes of the white witness. 
(Russell, 2001) 

This text is nearly 20 years old, and shows its age at times, however it represents a period that 
showed important shifts in the position of Aboriginal Art in the broader art world narrative. 
Leading from the 1980’s Aboriginal art and voices were beginning to be heard in the museum 
sector, speaking out against the colonising effects of the museum display and representation of 
the Aboriginal identity. Shifting the classification and realm of display from aboriginal artefacts’ in 
the ethnographic museum, to the display of Aboriginal art in the art museum.  

While Russell’s analysis comes from a predominantly anthropological perspective, her discussions 
of museological practices that force the ‘Other’, the shift from the museum to the gallery and the 
inherent historical structures of the museum, opens an interesting insight into how these structures 
have shifted, rather than been dismantled. The colonising effects of prevailing museum practices 
have moved from overt to covert, with the settler voice remaining the narrative conduit for the 
display of aboriginal identity — offering the safe and moderated consumption of ‘approved’ 
memories and narratives. In an attempt avoid this, these systems placate publics by appointing 
aboriginal staff members to organise displays of certain histories and objects.  

This perspective leads nicely into the role of the public art gallery and, in spite of the genuine 
intentions of certain members of the institutions, the external powers that ultimately dictate 
curatorial content, such as media driven narratives, and the politics of government and private 
sponsors. 

Ryan, L. F. (2017). Australian museums in the ‘age of risk’: a case study. Museum Management 
and Curatorship, 32(4), 372-394. doi:10.1080/09647775.2017.1345647 

Adopting an analysis perspective of risk management, this article examines the conditions of 
museum display in an extremely risk averse society, comparing the constraints and expectations of 
the publicly funded AGNSW (Art Gallery of New South Wales) to those of the privately owned 
MONA (Museum of Old and New Art) in Tasmania. This article utilises a case study comparing the 
opposing curatorial approaches and their handling of culturally sensitive or ‘difficult’ subjects. 
Challenging the publicly funded institution’s ability to effectively act upon its function as forum for 



important social debate, Ryan effectively highlights the contextual factors, both internal and 
external, that dictate curatorial decision making. 

Ryan’s case study reveals a concerning contradiction in the broad perception of museology, in 
both Art and Historical formats. Research suggests that a majority of visitors to art galleries and 
museums believe that these institutions have a crucial role to play in the conversation surrounding 
controversial and challenging issues, prompted by exhibitions that provoke critical reflective 
responses to local and global issues (cameron, 2010). However, these conversations are equally 
shaped by the government that funds the gallery, the influence of the media and corporate 
sponsors. The narrative that we consume outside of the museum space bends the narrative 
consumption of the information inside. In the interest of minimising risk, the presentation of 
difficult subjects become governed by these underlying agendas, highlighting discrepancies 
between rhetoric and actions. (Cameron, 2010) 

In the case of aboriginal art, there is a concern that because of this distance of the critical witness, 
and the agendas of these power structures, the existence of freedom of self expression and 
representation, is fictional. While I feel this could be a needlessly bleak perspective, there is a 
dangerous middle ground that could persist — not entirely wrong but never quite right. As a 
paternalistic narrative placates these ‘alternative’ voices, however through these risk assessments, 
ensures they don’t raise any issues that might embarrass or harm the institution’s reputation.  

By comparing the risk averse constraints of public to private in the case of MONA, the article 
raises some interesting question in regard to the environment that might best suit the 
development of Aboriginal Contemporary art discourse. 

Garneau, D. Can I get a witness? in García-Antón, K., Brissach, L., & Browning, D. (2019). 
Sovereign Words: Indigenous Art, Curation and Criticism: Valiz. 

The first article in the opening chapter of the book, Can I Get a Witness? Indigenous Art Criticism, 
counters prevailing approaches to critical classification of Indigenous art. Analysing the idea of 
‘w(h)itnessing’ and the culture of the ‘settler’ text as the prevailing critical voice representing 
Indigenous art. Beginning with an account of Terrance Houle’s (a First Nations artist from Canada) 
last performance Iisistsikóówa, and non-indigenous writer Alison Cooley’s review of the work, 
Garneau mediates the two perspectives as he meanders through his own experience as ‘critical 
spectator and indigenous subject, between Cooley and Houle (Garneau, 2018). 

Through this introspective and critical analysis, Garneau draws out a complicated process of 
defining first nations artists within the context of ‘Contemporary Art’. Citing Arthur Danto’s 
seminal text (Danto, 1998), as art moved away from the rigid structure of modernism, where 
philosophy or art history was there to contextualise art as a witness, Contemporary art emerged as 
apart from these structures. Art history came to an abrupt halt, now art can be anything and 
everything. Pluralism will reign and there will be ‘no more distinct movements, just individual 
artists and curators doing their own thing…Contemporary art is the art after the end of 
art’ (Garneau, 2018, p.30). With this shift, what lost credibility was any art and criticism that 
positioned themselves as above any other. 



While he acknowledges and praises the intentions and self-awareness of Cooley’s settler 
perspective, Garneau champions the need for indigenous critical voice. While the dominant 
discourse loses faith in its meta-narratives, Indigenous criticism of indigenous art should ensure a 
‘sustained impression on the periphery that is [their] centre’ (Garneau, 2018, p.31). Not as a part 
of some larger art truth, but as one of many that learns from and embodies its own world view. 

Indigenous critical discourse should not come from a perspective of witness as Cooley’s did, the 
ocular-centric western criticism. Indigenous criticism of Indigenous art is creative engagement in a 
dialogue with art; it is co-responsive not meta-discursive (Garneau, 2018). This has interesting 
implications within all aspects of art criticism, whether ‘settler’ text or Indigenous. 

A limitation of this article is the fact that he is writing this from a Canadian perspective, and while 
he makes direct comparison to Aboriginal Australian art, and the Indigenous as a term that 
represents a worldwide community, there must be some limitations to his understanding of all 
contemporary institutions and criticism in Australia and their practices.  

McLean, I., & Institute of Modern Art (Brisbane, Qld.). (2011). Aboriginal art and the art world. 
Modernism, Authenticity and Integration, in How aborigines invented the idea of contemporary 
art: Writings on aboriginal art (1st ed.). Sydney, N.S.W: Institute of Modern Art and Power 
Publications. 

This article describes the uncertainty of modernist paradigms in embracing Aboriginal art through 
the latter half of the 20th century. Examining the turn of aboriginal art as art worthy of the status 
of ‘fine art’ and display as such in art museums and galleries. However this adoption was carried 
into the context of western art history, and evaluated Aboriginal art by the formal ideals of 
modernism. Misconstruing and ignoring the meaning, intention and purpose of the artwork.  

While the 1980s heralded a new era of Australian art, settler institutions and critics grappled with 
the difficulty of classifying Aboriginal art within their existing critical structures. At once hailing it 
as tantamount to expressionism yet the inherent irony was that it failed to receive status equal to 
that of its western counterparts. Furthermore, when aboriginal art was compared to modernism, it 
ran the risk of being sterilised by the aesthetic distance of modernism. By presenting aboriginal 
art within this European modernist paradigm it stripped it of its ‘heightened performative and rich 
phenomenological context of ceremony’ and reduced it to aesthetics. (McClean, 2011, p.26) 

If modernism was the sustained trajectory of Aboriginal art, then there were fears of its death as it 
became purely decorative, or westernised as Aboriginal art became celebrated and consumed by 
non-indigenous audiences — too far away from first nations communities. However, with the onset 
of Contemporary art, Aboriginal art was able to divorce itself from this modernist comparison. 

But what does the label ‘contemporary’ mean? Contemporary signifies more than art being made 
today. To be ‘contemporary’ was a ticket to sit on the right side of history. Not long ago, 
modernism was an exclusive western destiny, however today contemporary art not only refers to a 
discourse, but one that crosses boundaries and escapes both the geographical and teleological 
limits of western modernism. (McClean, 2011, p.334) 

Now that the European empire has lost faith in its mission to civilise, Aboriginal art is no longer 
locked into the western genre of ‘traditional' or ‘primitive’. It is contemporary, an expression of 



post colonial practices that does not hesitate to adopt new materials, be inspired by foreign art 
and find a different role in the ‘fine art’ discourse. (McClean, 2011) 

Neale, M. Whose Identity Crisis? Between the Ethnographic and the Art Museum in 
McLean, I. (Ed.). (2014). Double desire : Transculturation and indigenous contemporary art. 
Retrieved from https://ebookcentral-proquest-com.libproxy.murdoch.edu.au 

A curator in major museums around Australia, Neale has written extensively on the subject of 
museological methods of displaying indigenous art. This chapter/article continues this thread of 
Aboriginal art’s move through the 80’s and 90’s from mis-matched Modernism to its current 
Contemporary title. With those ‘outside anthropology to wrest [Aboriginal art] from the 
Anthropologists and the ethnographic museum, and locate it within the art gallery’, yet by 
bringing by doing so ‘falsely framing [it] in terms of western abstract art values’ (Neale, 2014, p. 
289) 
  
Framing this crisis of identity and classification as belonging to the institutions, this essay explores 
how indigenous curators have navigated this rocky terrain that aboriginal art manages to slip over 
like water. This ontological ‘slipperiness’ of Indigenous art has given rise to consistent institutional 
debate that have confused and redefined not only the critical approach to the art itself but also 
the places in which it resides (Neale, 2014). As a result Western cultural institutions have in recent 
years suffered an identity crisis, struggling to come to terms with its own history and embedded 
narratives as it attempts to embrace this important part of the Australian art identity. 

Once free from these constraints, indigenous curators can work within the heterogeneous 
narratives of the work without having to accommodate the normative expectations of the art 
gallery and museum. Because of this history, these aboriginal practitioners have felt free to work 
between and across these institutions and their approaches, often to the benefit of both (Neale, 
2014, p.300). 

Searching for an image of Australian art that is not marginalised by the normative discourse of 
cultural distance, creating a space where these artworks can ‘function simultaneously as cultural 
narratives and works of “abstract” art without becoming objects of anthropological scrutiny or 
being sanitised of cultural content’. (Neale, 2014, p.298) 
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