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Black women are speaking.
We can hear them, can you?

Experience matriarchal legacies, resistance and nourishment 
through this exciting group exhibition of well known and emerging 
artists in the lead up to International Women’s Day and beyond.

Wyndham Art Gallery
Great Art. Deep West.
Image (Cover) : Serwah Attafuah - Controlled Autonomy, 2018. (Digital render on card)
Image (Right) : Hannah Brontë - UMMA AT THE END OF THE WORLD, 2017 (Digital image) 
  Model: Grace Eather and Hineni Eather 



The nature of our contemporary society is such that 
everything is measured against social constructs, 
whiteness being one of those constructs. As a result, 
we’re wrapped in a binary of white and black which 
negatively impacts black people as always having to 
aspire to whiteness.
 
Although they are both social constructs, in a world 
that favours whiteness, to be black is to be affected 

by the consequence of whiteness. Because of this conundrum white people must make a conscious effort 
to see their position in this dichotomy as their lives generally aren’t impacted in the same way. 

Bla(c)k Femmes, Bla(c)k Visions is an exhibition that will challenge our community to think beyond the lim-
its of whiteness, presented by guest curators Abbey Mag, Aisha Trambas and Adut Wol.
 
Atong Atem is a South Sudanese artist and writer living in Melbourne (Narrm) and describes herself on her 
website as ‘alive and doing ok’. Her bio says it all in a powerful image of herself as a child holding a white 
doll with blonde hair and blue eyes. Atong has exhibited widely and mostly makes self-portraits and images 
of black women reclaiming their identity and their beauty. Her ‘Self Portrait in Black and White Gingham’ 
presents a self-portrait with eyes closed and painted marks that draw attention to the face contrasting the 
organic markings against the squares of gingham.
 
New Change is a Young African Women’s Group whose film ‘Breaking News’, focuses on media misrepre-
sentations of the South Sudanese community in Australia.
New Change is an initiative driven by young South Sudanese women in Melbourne’s western suburbs, who 
aim to empower, motivate and educate young women to achieve self-confidence and embrace their individ-
uality. Images of young women with beautiful face paintings wearing highly patterned costumes alongside 
women in camouflage posing with a direct and unflinching gaze, invites us to question the media hype that 
has impacted the African community in recent times. .

Hannah Bronte and Charlotte Allingham both turn to more overtly activist images with Charlotte represent-
ing alliances with Aboriginal struggles for empowerment and Hannah confronting us with images of dysto-
pian landscapes behind a mother and child. Works by Ruth Nyarout, Serwah Attafuah and Sha Gaze round 
out  an extraordinary exhibition of local and national talent bought together by three emerging curators, 
bringing a fresh perspective to the Gallery program

BLA(C)K FEMMES
BLA(C)K VISIONS
Curator’s Note by
Dr Megan Evans

Image: Nyaruot Ruth Ruach - Anger & Abuk, 2018. (Film Photography)



introduction

We would first like to acknowledge that we, Adut Wol, Abbey Mag and Aisha Trambas, are writing and 
curating as three young Black settlers on Wautharong and Wurundjeri land where sovereignty has never 
been ceded. In this place, Bla(c)k women and non-binary femmes are all too familiar with being continually 
and publicly spectated and objectified.  From the television screen to the surveillance state, Bla(c)k femmes 
experience a distinct type of visibility in mainstream representation, one full of contradiction: we live at the 
meeting point of both hypervisibility and erasure.
 
We are commonly hypervisible:
 insofar as our stories and likenesses can be profitable, shamed, pitied, sexualised, 
 criminalised and stereotyped.
We are typically erased:
 in our full complexity, emotionality, intellect, dissent, autonomy, and desires.
 
If we are seen at all by those who do not share (elements of) our experience, it is often to be seen and 
made into a target / to be seen and not heard / to be seen and to be wilfully misunderstood / to be seen and 
to be caricatured / to be seen only to have replicas made and commodified in our images for either financial 
profit or social capital.
 
Bla(c)k women and non-binary femmes may be increasingly visible, but more than this we are visionary. 
This exhibition is our attempt to honour this fact. We know what it is to see one another, and to have our 
stories, perception and imaginations affirmed and realised.
 
In the English language, the colonial language of the settler nation we live in, and a shared language 
between us as curators, “vision” has four distinct meanings:

Bla(c)k* Femmes,
Bla(c)k Visions
by:
Abbey Mag
Adut Wol
Aisha Trambas

*A note on the spelling of Bla(c)k:
In 1991 Destiny Deacon coined the term ‘Blak’ in her 
exhibition Blak lik mi. ‘Blak’ is now a term that allows 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander folks to refer to 
themselves specifically and separately from wider settler 
and international Black cultures. Throughout this exhibition, 
we use the term “Bla(c)k” with the bracketed c to speak 
about, but also keep a distinction between, both First 
Nations and Black settler communities. It is impossible for 
us to find a term that quickly encapsulates all of the vast 
and rich range of Blacknesses that exist on this land — First 
Nations, African, Melanesian and Pasifika —, but the term 
Bla(c)k is helpful to us to emphasise the difference between 
sovereign Blak people here, and displaced or settler Black 
folks with roots from elsewhere, as well as pointing towards 
many of our shared experiences.
Image: Atong Atem - Nyirr, 2015. (Digital print)



vision |ˈvɪʒ(ə)n|
noun
1 [ mass noun ] the faculty or state of being able to see
2 [ mass noun ] the ability to think about or plan the future   
 with imagination or wisdom
3 an experience of seeing someone or something in a dream  
 or trance, or as a supernatural apparition
4 a person or sight of unusual beauty
 
Not only do the following artists and artworks stand as a 
testament to vision in all of these forms, but to us, they stand 
as both blueprints of past and current resistance, future 
freedom, and places of solace where we may find ourselves 
free (or at least understood and understanding) momentarily 
in the present.
 
i. seeing and saying

When we speak of the first meaning of vision, of ‘being able 
to see’, we are not simply speaking of physical sight, but 
about the act of discernment. Practising discernment 
requires the ability to assess what is before you with clarity 
of judgement; to name what it is that you see even and 
especially in the face of others who do not share your 
standpoint. From Wakka Wakka and Yaegel artist Hannah 
Bronte’s apocalyptic warnings against impending climate 

Image (Above): Sha Gaze - Nu Ancient Artyfact, 2017. (Ceramic)
Image (Right): UMMA BURNING, 2017 (Digital print)
 Model: Grace Eather



destruction to New Change collective’s 
unwavering wake-up call against racist media sen-
sationalism, Bla(c)k femmes are present here and 
speaking truth with discernment.
 
Turtle Island-based (US) Black feminist 
writer, bell hooks, helps us to understand the im-
portance of honesty in surviving and opposing the 
dominant societies that we operate within. Hooks 
suggests that cultures of domination maintain their 
power, in part, by peddling a “politically neutral 
fantasy world of make-believe” in which real and 
tangible acts of violence — such as dispossession, 
land occupation and theft, forced migration, ecocide 
—  are dismissed as either non-existent, or are 
minimised and deflected in order to make their 
intended consequences invisible. Both those who 
benefit and those disadvantaged by racialised and 
gendered systems of oppression are encouraged to 
participate in a culture of mass denial or 
“dissimulation” which harms us all. If, as Aunty bell 
tells us, “our mental wellbeing is dependent on our 
capacity to face reality”, then speaking up to forces 
of cultural denial is not only an act of resistance 
against untruth, but a means of maintaining our 
sanity and wholeness.

Hannah Brontë’s Umma Burning, delivers a scorching mirage from 
our near future of dystopian environmental destruction. Umma Nature 
personified stares at us from licks of blazing umber and gold. We rec-
ognise the gaze of a Bla(c)k woman who has given you ample warning, 
who foresaw what was coming and told you so. In a political landscape 
where denialists continue to receive airtime and decision-making 
power, where First Nations communities across the continent and our 
Pasifika neighbours are already feeling the 
devastating impact of climate disaster, this prediction is not far-fetched.
 
“Breaking in the news, breaking in the news, LIES!, breaking in the 
news, breaking in the news, LIES!”
 
When we speak of discernment, we speak on the ability to see past 
what is being presented at face value, the ability to scratch more than 
just the surface and to be presented with everything underneath. It is 
no secret that the past few years have been nothing but trials and
 tribulations, more so than ever for the South Sudanese community 
here in Melbourne and their battle against media misrepresentation. In 
‘Breaking News’ the collective at New Change - a group of 10 young 
African women, primarily of South Sudanese origin, speak on their 
“battle for truth” and use their words and voices to fight back against 
the negative stereotyping and criminalising of young African 
Australians: “Breaking in the news, the media is full of shh... False 
information, media misrepresentation of a whole community for more 
views.”

Image (Left): Image (Right): New Change - Breaking News (stills), 2016. (Digital video)
Image (Right): Nyaruot Ruth Ruach - Nyaluak, 2018. (Film photography)



ii. planning for the future with wisdom and imagination
 
Imagination is not simply a tool of fancy and fantasy, but a means 
of structuring the world around us. Bla(c)k Femmes 
suggests that respecting our collective visions is an extension 
of respecting the imaginations of those who came before us. 
Through acts of unprecedented vision, nurtured by continuous 
action, foremothers and Elders conjured elements of our present 
reality in which we still exist, have and create opportunities to 
thrive, and continue their resistance against gendered and 
racialised oppressions.
 
If we believe that what we collectively imagine can indeed come 
to pass, then we must recognise the inverse: that what is currently 
happening has been imagined and willed by masses of people. 
Our present realities of institutionalised racism and brutality, 
gendered violence, incarceration, environmental degradation 
have actively been envisioned and brought about by people with 
power, both before and around us. To synthesise the words of 
Claudia Rankine and adrienne marie brown, we understand that 
Ms. Dhu, Wayne Fella Morrison, Liep Gony, and all victims of 
white supremacist murder are only dead because, “in some white 
imagination, they were dangerous.” It is a process of carefully 
controlled collective imagination that has created and maintained 
our political systems, dominant cultural norms and values, 
economic structures and social policies. adrienne marie brown 
Image (Left): Image (Right): New Change - Breaking News (stills), 2016. (Digital video)
Image (Right): Charlotte Allingham - Remember Us, 2018. (Digital illustration) 
 



summarises deftly when she says it is imagination that “gives us borders, 
gives us superiority, gives us race as an indicator of capability.” She 
elaborates, and we resonate:
 “I often feel I am trapped in someone else’s imagination,    
 and I must engage my own imagination in order to break free.” 
 — adrienne maree brown, Emergent Strategy, 2017.
 
Engaging her imagination in the service of liberating possibilities, Wiradjuri 
illustrator Charlotte Allingham creates visions of decolonised and 
rematriated lands and communities. In Welcome to Wiradjuri Country, the 
Blak femme may be found safe and sovereign and needing no saviour. Each 
detail of this illustration has been carefully rendered to exude autonomy and 
self-possession, from the central figure’s socks reading “deadly woman”, the 
grip of a bat poking from her backpack, to her casual cup of “white tears”. A 
sign in the distance — reading, of course, “Welcome to Wiradjuri Country” 
above an Aboriginal flag — gives us pause to ponder: who are we as the 
viewer? Entering the scene mentally, particularly if you are a settler as we 
curators are, may require us to prepare for protocol and permission-seeking 
that current colonial administration does not want, nor teach, us to heed. 
Though the sign reads “welcome”, in this new reality settlers must under-
stand that welcomes are granted before entry, not memorialised on roads 
and streets in retrospect, after invasion.
 
While Welcome to Wiradjuri Country is quite serene in mood, Allingham is 
fearless in representing both the force and strength required to overcome 
colonisers and their constructs, and also the heavy cost and grief of living 

under a system that has tried, and is still trying, to 
disappear your people. ACAB — doubling as short-
hand for both the abolitionist slogan “All Cops Are 
Bastards” and Charlotte’s subtitle “All Colonisers 
Are Bastards” — shows a fierce femme, spear in 
hand atop a mound of rock and clawing bodies of 
suited, white bureaucrats. The Australian flag burns 
into the borders of the illustration. The staunchness 
of this image is palpable, as is its bravery. Made in 
the same year that local young Gunditjmara and 
Bindal organiser, Tarneen Onus-Williams, was 
targeted, harassed, and defamed by mainstream 
media for suggesting in her Invasion Day Rally 
speech that we metaphorically “burn [Australia] to 
the ground”. There are always consequences when 
Bla(c)k women dissent, and no dissent is more 
abhorred and sensationalised in so-called 
“Australia” than that of a Blak woman. These 
challenges to the status quo are rarely heard in 
their full complexity and depth. White settler 
society will pounce upon a Blak woman who 
suggests burning the construct of Australia to the 
ground, yet her calls for justice and end to violence 
against her people that contextualise such a 
statement will be repeatedly erased and ignored.
 Image (Left) : Sha Gaze - Looking Up, 2015. (Paint on canvas)
Image (Right): Serwah Attafuah - Wrath, 2018.  (Digital render on card)



iii. welcoming dreams and conjuring 
apparition
 
To envision often involves connecting with our 
dreams and summoning apparitions. While for 
artists the process of creating itself can often 
involve meditative elements, as viewers we are 
ourselves encouraged to enter mesmerising 
scenes and states where our imaginations are 
free to roam.
 
Serwah Attafuah’s futuristic digital illustrations 
deconstruct and obscure the femme body in 
dense compositions, toying with and challenging 
the societal tendency to hypersexualise Bla(c)k 
women. Controlled Autonomy is a trance-
inducing tessellation where we find limbs colliding 
with traditional masks, palm fronds, and symbols 
of modern warfare. We might be hypnotised and 
enticed by Controlled Autonomy’s slick, shiny 
textures and sensual forms, but Attafuah gives 
us carefully placed glimpses and reminds us that, 
though faceless and nameless, these femmes 
remain in control: slick brown hands hold guns 
aimed outwards into our space as viewers.  
 

In Wrath, Attafuah blesses us with a forceful vision of 
the end of Commonwealth imperialism that conjures an 
angel of Wrath, braids billowing in the same wind that 
spreads flames through the Union Jack flag in her grip. 
Balaclava-clad with bared chest and flexed quads, the 
rage and resistance of multitudes of colonised Bla(c)k 
femmes are embodied in this haloed figure. Wrath 
embodied stands in the same room as Umma Nature 
herself, making this a space full of summoned 
apparitions of Bla(c)k femme power. Moreover, imagery 
of fire is a motif throughout Bla(c)k Visions to the extent 
that it has almost become a character, or apparition 
of its own. Fire is not simply a destructive force, but 
part of a natural cycle of renewal. Within the embers 
that have been conjured in this space — whether the 
impending reality of climate destruction or the burning 
of old and violent colonial systems — there remains a 
strong focus on the possibilities we have to generate 
new growth and new futures.
 
In the future after empire, after colonial rule, after 
reparations, repatriation, we may return to the Swirling 
Patterns of Saturn and sit alongside ancestors and 
elders in a rightful relationship of co-creation with the 
non-human world as Sha Gaze dreams. Sha Gaze 
harnesses their ability to dream in connection with past 

Image (Left) : Charlotte Allingham - ACAB: All Colonists Are Bastards, 2018. 
(Digital illustration)

Image (Above): Sha Gaze - Swirling Patterns of Saturn, 2015. 
(Collage and painted frame)



and future apparitions, showing us visions of people 
as part of and caretakers of land, not separated from 
it. Moreover, Sha is adamant in reminding us of our 
need to imagine beyond what we have been taught 
and conditioned, empowering ourselves to dream 
and seek, and to be in a state of connection to the 
world around us. Looking Up is a manifestation of 
this. Gaze describes that “the sky holds many 
visions, answers, messages and dreams. Looking up 
and focusing on what I see/feel from up there gives 
me strength, guidance and knowledge.” The 
images, knowledge and stories that come to us in 
states of deep relaxation or focus are sustenance for 
our imaginations, sense of wellbeing and 
connectivity to nature and ancestors.
 
iv. embodying beauty
 
Every Bla(c)k femme living in places where we are 
marginalised knows the joy of mutual appreciation 
and understanding that comes with fully seeing one 
of our own in our complexity and grace. It’s a delight 
that can be brought on by a simple passing smile or 
comment shared between strangers. No matter how 
small the moment, the message is (oftentimes 
literally), “I see you!” That is how the works in this 
Image (Left): Nyaruot Ruth Ruach - Adut, 2018. (Film photography) 
Image (Right): New Change - Breaking News (stills), 2016. (Digital video) 



recent work ‘The Many Faces: Deconstructed 
Album’, Nyaruot Ruth Ruach uses photography 
to speak on decolonising the way we see and 
represent ourselves, and explores the 
deconstruction of existing dialogues by allowing 
our eyes, skin and bodies to curate the bigger 
picture.
 
Ruach’s images intimately show South 
Sudanese women in their traditional attire and 
homes in Australia. These photographs show 
more than just beautiful woman in colour, but 
their silent resistance to pressures of total 
assimilation in colonial Australia. The resistance 
to still wearing their traditional gowns at home 
and still using traditional cooking pots.

Both Atong Atem and Nyaruot Ruth Ruach have 
not only shown us the beauty of their people 
but the significance of their gaze towards their 
community. These images are a gaze through 
the artist’s eyes and a refusal to have the truth 
of their beauty and strength distorted by the 
gaze of others.  

exhibition make us feel, and in particular the 
visions of radiance, quiet celebration and 
resistance given by Atong Atem and Nyaruot 
Ruth Ruach.
 
Atong Atem’s postcolonialist inspired studio 
photography is an embodiment of herself. 
Through her exploration of self-love and culture 
she depicts images of Black women 
surrounded by floral West African fabrics. Her 
artwork Nyirr shows two Black women in a 
bright floral environment, one woman is shown 
with her head rested on the knees, while the 
other woman has her hands gently placed on 
the other’s shoulder. A depiction of Black love, 
Black love as Atem sees it, not one shown to 
her by someone else or described to her. It is 
her own vision and interpretation on how she 
sees herself.
 
At times, it is hard to really see something 
for what it is. Assimilation teaches us what to 
think and what our responses and perception 
‘should’ be, and it’s through a process of 
awareness and unlearning, that we develop the 
ability to judge well and think critically. In her 

Image (Left) : Atong Atem - Self Portrait in Black and White Gingham, 2018. (Digital print)
Image (Right):Serwah Attafuah - Controlled Autonomy, 2018. (Digital render on card)



Artist In 
Conversation

 Join us and local emerging guest curators Abbey Mag, 
Adut Wol, and Aisha Trambas at Wyndham Art Gallery for a 

‘Go Deeper’ experience.

Hear featured artists Charlotte Allingham and Atong Atem 
in conversation with Bla(c)k Femmes, Bla(c)k Visions 

co-curator Adut Wol where they will reflect on their work, 
lineages of influences and inspiration, and discuss 

individual and collective visions of the past and future.

THU 07 MAR
Doors open at 5:30pm for a 6:00pm start

BLA(C)K FEMMES, BLA(C)K VISIONS

Go 
Deeper: 
A series of experiences 
that offer a deeper 
insight into the works 
and the creative 
practices of the 
exhibiting artists 
featured. For this 
exhibition we will be 
offering:

Image: Charlotte Allingham - Welcome to Wiradjuri Country, 2018. (Digital illustration)



#deepwest
wyndham.vic.gov.au/arts


