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t’s timely that this exhibition 
falls smack in the middle of an 
election campaign, where the 
policies being trumpeted around 
the electorates of Australia feel 
like the swirling black and white 
vortex of a TV time machine. 
But not in a good way. In 2016 
we find ourselves balancing 
things out, reigning in the 
budget, getting rid of this here, 
trimming things over there.

What follows is neither catalogue 
essay or review of political reform. 
It is, in the most part, a personal 
reflection on getting stuff and then 
losing it. On gaining a little and then 
taking three steps back. It is hard not 
to look over our shoulder and consider 
the extraordinary sweep of reform 
spilling out of Old Parliament House 
in the mid seventies.

In a contracted period of time, the 
Whitlam Government improved the social 
fabric of this country. In the same context, 
it is almost impossible not to consider 
the erosion of this reform over the past 
decade with recent policy developments 
to deregulate the higher education sector, 
strip arts funding from Australian cultural 
institutions and ‘reform’ Medicare. I know 
this is a different time, our impact on the 
land is large, our economy is in transition, 
we need to compromise, seek balance, 

I was born a few years earlier than 
the landmark 1972 visit to Bowman 
Hall, however we felt the ripple of this 
speech run through my family and 
friends. Everybody knew someone 
who’d been there. My father became 
politically engaged, my best friend’s 
mother grabbed us by the hand and 
marched us off to rally for peace. For 
those who were there it marked a 
moment in history as witness. It’s a 
powerful energy that gains momentum 
as the decades slide past. You’d be a 
wowser to see this as nothing more 
than nostalgia because it is moments 
like this, like theatre, that shape identity 
and provide the required zealousness 
to make change. I moved to the Hunter 
to work for a Federal Member of 
Parliament and this brief stint in politics 
revealed a world of shape-shifting 
compromise that gave me insight into 
the complexities of governing. Putting 
that disclaimer of pragmatic idealism 
to one side, surely it’s not that difficult 
to find a leader who can summon a 
conviction of purpose.

The artists contributing to this exhibition 
have embarked on a process of either 
recollection or discovery. Zana Kobayashi 
called out to the region for a man and a 
woman born on the 6th or 7th of August, 
1974. These dates mark two days of 
intense political reform, where both the 
Senate and House of Representatives 
sat together as a single legislative body.

Meet Christopher Carlson and Katrina 
McKelvey. The video work produced 
by Kobayashi unfolds a conversation 
with two people who represent the 
embodiment of the legislative reform 
that took place over those two days. 
This project aimed to investigate the 

tighten our belts, make hard choices. 
But there couched in the rhetoric of 
reform are policies in tension with basic 
principles of equity and access. Why 
would we talk about innovation and the 
creative economy in one breath and take 
it all away in the next? Perhaps we need 
another leader with a poetic turn of phrase 
to make us all feel better. But here, I seem 
to have stepped onto a wooden box in 
the Domain. The last thing you want is 
me teetering over its edge into some 
blubbering ill-informed political lament.

Following Whitlam’s death in 2014, 
there was much written about his legacy. 
It would add nothing for me to linger 
on the intensity and flamboyance of his 
leadership and his passionate change 
agenda. Instead, I will recall and cast 
forward and try, amongst all of this to find 
some tonic or hope in the work produced 
by my colleagues in this exhibition.

When I think about Blacktown Civic 
Centre, I flip between what I know from 
historic records through images of a 
larger than life figure delivering powerful 
oratory, to scenes of adolescent passion 
with the boys from Patrician Brothers 
College. This Hall, with its history of 
speeches, debutante balls and recitals 
is not entirely unique. I imagine if he 
had delivered the 1972 speech in 
Newcastle, Whitlam would have met 
a similar (perhaps not so culturally 
diverse) audience with a shared appetite 
for change. Compared to the City Hall 
in Newcastle, Bowman Hall is basic, 
functional and no-nonsense and I had no 
idea until much later that this site of bad 
teen behavior and high school debates 
had such an important place in the 
collective memory of so many.

Zana Kobayashi 
Children of The Time 2016 
Images sourced by artist from 
project participants Christopher 
Carlson & Katrina McKelvey
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is a projection to an imagined future 
without the reform of the Whitlam era. 
It asks, what if all that never happened? 
For Turner-Carroll is convinced his 
life would be different. Perhaps his 
sexual identity would remain a secret, 
perhaps he would never have had the 
opportunity to become an artist or his 
migrant family would not have had 
the opportunity to settle in regional 
Australia. This work is a mask for this 
imagined conservative future.

There is a lovely acknowledgement 
of process in this exhibition. For the 
12 fibre artists involved, it enabled a 
conversation that spanned generations 
of Hunter women. Coordinated by Anne 
Kempton, it provided the opportunity 
to reflect on how the changes of 1974 
affected their lives and for the younger 
women in the group, they heard what 
life was like as a woman before no-
fault divorce and the establishment of 
the Family Court and parental leave. 
For Annette Tubnor, there were mixed 
feelings, “At times I considered his 
legacy and despaired because such a 
lot of his progressive policy has been 
undone. However, the Native Title Act 
remains, single parents can still receive 
some income support and we can 
still support women leaving domestic 
violence as they establish a safe life 
for themselves and their children.” 
Wilma Simmons feels the 1972 speech 
propelled Australia out of its aimless 
adolescence and into adulthood. Again, 
this is an artist who, as a young woman 
of Chinese heritage living in a rural 
town, gained confidence through the 
emphasis at the time on gender and 
cultural equality.

extent of the government’s change 
agenda in a real sense with people 
touched in some way by changes to 
family law, education or the introduction 
of Medicare. It provides a practical 
insight into a progressive Australia.

For Maret Mesk, It’s Timely Too was 
the opportunity to create a trigger for 
memory, a sensorial space where it is 
always 5:30 in the afternoon of 1972. 
So relax, slip on your easy clothes and 
watch the shadows lengthen. Take a 
step back and see what it feels like to 
hear the promise of free education for 
all. And don’t feel too bad about the 
present. We’re still living through some 
of the impacts of education reform in the 
Hunter. In the same year that Whitlam 
abolished University fees, the University 
of Newcastle in the spirit of equity 
and inclusion, embarked on a program 
that widened the opportunity for many 
students to gain a University education.1 
Forty-two years later and those pathway 
programs have successfully graduated 
thousands of students who might not 
have gone to University otherwise. 
When Whitlam spoke about education 
access for all he boomed “This must 
be done, not just because the basic 
resource of this nation is the skills of 
its people, but because education is 
the key to equality of opportunity.”2

Shan Turner-Carroll is another young 
artist who acknowledges the personal 
impact of these social reforms, where 
a global movement for civil rights 
coincided with government policy to 
create ‘equal opportunity for all.’ 
For Shan, the 1972 speech could easily 
be dusted off and delivered again in 
some kind of relevant time-warp. His 
photographic work in this exhibition 

Newcastle Woman’s Fibre Art Group 
Untimely 2016 
10 individual fibre and mixed media works 
Image courtesy of the artists 
Photograph by Jessi England 

Maret Mesk 
An Afternoon With Gough 2016 
Vintage furniture installation 
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For Ray Kelly Snr, the conviction 
of purpose present in the rhetoric of 
Whitlam was matched at the time by a 
groundswell of energy in the community 
and something he is hopeful to see 
again. The transformational language of 
Whitlam was echoed to some extent 
with the rhetoric and flair of Paul Keating 
two decades later and in particular his 
1992 speech in Redfern Park where he 
adopted a collective responsibility for 
two hundred years of wrong:

We took the traditional lands and 
smashed the traditional way of life. 
We brought the diseases. The alcohol. 
We committed the murders. 
We took the children from their mothers.3

Indeed some of the more expansive 
policies of the Keating Government 
such as Creative Nation were 
transformational.4 Two decades later 
and we must be due. Ray Kelly is singing 
for it. His work for It’s Timely Too is 
a reflective performance “I want to 
understand myself as an Indigenous 
person in the Australian landscape at 
that time. There was an upsurge of 
sentiment in the community during that 
time. There has never been anything 
since as powerful as the return of the 
land at Gurindji. The Whitlam reforms 
turned the whole thing on its head.”5

Ray Kelly’s performance is a song for 
a return. Inspired by the Gurindji Blues6 
and the land rights movement that grew 
out of Wattie Creek, Kelly calls for a 
uniting of political purpose. “There was 
an honesty and a sincerity to the land 
rights movement in those times. Our 
communities are now fractured and 
fighting over whose Country it is. 

When Whitlam came in we felt he 
was going to bring in national land rights. 
It was so close. He never got the chance 
to do it and now we are caught up in 
state and territory frameworks being 
played off against each other.”

Poor bugger me, Gurindji 
My name is Vincent Lingiari, came 
from Daruragu, Wattie Creek station. 
Me bin sit down this country 
Long time before the Lord Vestey 
Allabout land belongin’ to we 
Oh poor bugger me, Gurindji.

7

This is a transitional time. It is four 
decades since Whitlam’s 1972 speech. 
Two decades from where we were in 
Redfern park in 1992. Disruption circles 
us in all its flaws and opportunities 
and within this turmoil it might be time 
for another crack at powerful oratory 
coupled and bound by real action. Where 
policy might be given time to breathe 
for long-term benefit. But perhaps it’s 
not Government that will deliver these 
messages of reform. Perhaps it’s poets 
like Kate Tempest8 and commentators 
like Waleed Aly9 and Stan Grant10 who 
will light the fire in some of our political 
representatives. Maybe it’s up to us to 
make the speeches and generate reform 
through the back door. 

Gerry Bobsien
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