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JULIE GOUGH
Trawlwoolway artist Julie Gough has exhibited widely across Australia and internationally. 

For TRUE LIES (and alibis) she presents a multi-layered installation focusing on 
Tasmanian Aboriginal children taken by colonists in the early 1800s, including her ancestor 

Dalrymple Briggs, who lived with a colonial surgeon and his wife as a child.  

Gough’s installation explores the experience of her ancestor and other 
Aboriginal contemporaries through video, a series of posters originally presented in 

the forest of the Queens Domain, Hobart, and new work developed for this exhibition.

As awareness emerges nationally that history has more than one side, 
that assumed truths are due for re-evaluation, this exhibition discloses historic crimes 

that continue to resonate for First Peoples. 

Wyndham City acknowledges the peoples of the Kulin Nation as the Traditional Owners of the land on 
which Wyndham Art Gallery stands and we pay our respects to their elders, past and emerging.

Wyndham Art Gallery
Great Art. Deep West.

Image (Cover) : Julie Gough - MISSING OR DEAD - 2019 (partial installation view for TRUE LIES (and alibis))
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TRUE LIES
(and alibis)
Curator’s Note by
Dr. Megan Evans

Wednesday the 29th of April, 2020 marked the 250th 

anniversary of Captain James Cook’s landing at 
La Perouse in Botany Bay. TRUE LIES (and alibis) 
is an exhibition that provides a counterpoint to this 
moment which is celebrated by many people. For 
First Nations people across Australia this is 
universally a day of mourning which is symbolic of 
the beginning of the occupation of their lands, the 
decimation of their languages and the deaths of 
hundreds of thousands of people through murder, 
disease and enslavement. It is often said that all 
First Nations art is political, which makes sense, 
when considering that these people, from over 500 

individual nations dwelling in the continent now called Australia, have been using their art for over 200 
years to voice their protest.  

TRUE LIES (and alibis) is yet another voice from the prominent and prolific artist Julie Gough.

Julie Gough is Trawlwoolway, from far north-eastern Tasmania. She has, over a long period of time, 
systematically documented the forgotten history of Tasmania. A history that for Aboriginal people has been 
silenced for over two centuries. The investigation and research of the history of this part of Australia 
presents the concentrations of both colonial and penal policy. Not only were Tasmanian Aboriginal people 
some of the first nations to be colonised in an attempt by the United Kingdom to rid themselves of their 
undesirables by setting up a brutal penal colony, but the infamous ‘Black Line Campaign’ was an attempt to 
rid the island of the brave warriors who were defending their land against the outgrowth of settlers who took 
up land at an alarming rate.

Over a long and prolific career, Julie has created an immense body of artwork and shown in approximately 
130 exhibitions in Australia and across the world. Julie reflects on her practice as a way to try and 
understand what happened to her ancestors and the trauma that has been passed down to current 
populations. Her work also allows for non-Indigenous people to encounter an untold history and learn more 
about the unique cultures of Tasmania.

It is hard to imagine for contemporary Australians, but for Aboriginal communities the accepted history has 
denied their existence, culture, language, food, medicine, land and livelihood. Imagine being erased from 
the history books and your children taught a narrative that wipes them from the face of the earth.

Julie Gough has spent thousands of hours in libraries and archives literally digging up the history that has 
been told anecdotally throughout time by Aboriginal people. Her research reveals a story that is different 
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from the brave frontier stories told by the first 
invaders of how they tamed the wilderness.

Drawing on the story of her ancestor Dalrymple 
Briggs she brings this history to life. Dalrymple 
Briggs was taken from her family at a young age 
and given to Dr Mountgarrett as a servant. This 
was the fate of over 200 Aboriginal children that 
Julie was able to document up until 1830 when 
she stopped this particular search. Her video work 
in this exhibition titled CRIME SCENE (2019) tells 
two contradictory tales of Mountgarrett shooting at 
Dalrymple as witnessed by some passers-by.

The work MISSING OR DEAD, was exhibited 
at Dark Mofo in 2019 as a memorial situated in 
Queens Domain, Hobart. It records, in the style of 
temporary posters of the day, over 180 Aboriginal 
children who were missing or dead during the 
early years of colonisation in Tasmania, including 
their accurate names and information she has 
found about their lives.

STOLEN is a record of the properties of colonists 
as seen by Julie from a distance. The photographs 
are linked by a line of red wool to a place on a 

map of Tasmania, and from many of these points 
hangs a kangaroo skin sling carrying a stone 
from each site. One can imagine the temptation 
to sling that stone in anger at the homes of the 
owners of the land that was stolen.

Due to restrictions put in place because of 
COVID-19, it is unlikely we’ll be able to open our 
doors to visitors for this exhibition. Although our 
audience are not able to slowly and 
purposefully engage with this exhibition in a 
material sense, the added benefit of a digital 
format means that there is much more 
information made available, including links to 
other works by the artist, and the opportunity to 
peruse each work at your own pace. 

Learning about the other side of the frontier is not 
comfortable but by confronting this bleak history 
we are able to understand our country’s true and 
full history, rather than a more limited and 
sanitised version, which allows us to begin the 
journey of maturing as a broader culture and hold 
our heads up, knowing that we have integrity in 
who we are as a nation.



Image: Julie Gough - MISSING OF DEAD - 2019 (partial installation view)

When W.E.H Stanner spoke of Australia’s ‘cult of forgetfulness’ in 1968, he was referring to the 
‘disremembering’ of Aboriginal people and history from the settler colony’s imagination1. It’s not untrue that 
many living descendants of early settler-colonists also don’t know their own genealogy. Growing up in 
lutruwita/Tasmania and now living in Narrm/Melbourne, you come to notice settler family lines are often 
cloaked, hidden by the same permeation of Stanner’s ‘great Australian silence’. It reads as something like 
this: forget the truth of invasion and you’ll tend to forget yourself. 

Now enter genealogy technologies like Ancestry.com, who are clearing Australian colonial amnesia in ways 
that are, safe to assume, pretty unintended. Take for example the use of the website by Trawlwoolway 

Missing or Dead: Say Their Names
‘Inheritance is something we all have in common’ - Julie Gough

‘Your story awaits, go find it’ - Ancestry.com

Neika Lehman, June 2020

Neika Lehman lives and works as a freelance writer and artist in Narrm/Melbourne on the unceded lands 
of the Kulin Nation. They grew up in nipaluna/Hobart and descend from the Trawlwoolway people of 
north-east Tasmania.

1 Stanner, W.E.H., The Dreaming and Other Essays, Black Inc., 2011.
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artist-detective Julie Gough, who in recent years has 
added this website to her list of archival resources. 
Over the past 25 years, Julie’s expansive body of 
work - which seems always concerned with the past 
and how to represent it, how it dwells within us, how it 
guides our lives and visions - has provided her 
audience with access to the words and voices of 
Aboriginal and invader Tasmanians that stay otherwise 
entombed within the red tape of white institutional 
archives or quite impenetrable historic texts. Through 
her work, I have read oral statements and letters 
penned by our shared Trawlwoolway ancestors. I have 
also read the many government statements ordering 
dispossession and murder, construction of blakfella 
beartraps, and the ordering of armed police lines, 
marching north towards our homelands.

This time around, Julie’s gone looking into the 
expanding web of Ancestry.com, a fee-charging 
genealogy portal that also functions as a place for 
social media. The company is organised into two 
access points. Ancestry® offers user generated family 
trees combined with established archival data (like text 
& image based historical records) to produce 
accessible networks of familial relations. The more 
‘in-depth’ AncestryDNA® option converts consumer 

provided DNA samples into machine readable 
biometric data. The data is compared, matched and 
linked with other DNA sets in the company’s user 
base, creating an even greater web of relations. For 
Australian settlers, their genetic traces span all sides 
of the globe before landing here. The technology of 
Ancestry.com is not just a system for understanding 
where you come from in bodily terms, it presents a 
family geo-historical record of who was where when. 
Australian settlers love it, and AncestryDNA® 
customers around the nation have set up official 
‘communities’, including the ‘Tasmanian British 
Settlers’ group.  

Users have the choice to make their family trees 
private or public, and so this information is hardly 
hidden, but it does feel a little like an open secret to 
blakfellas when the names of original colonial land 
thieves start appearing, along with their living 
benefactors. Audre Lorde might still be right that “the 
master’s tools will never disassemble the master’s 
house”2, but Ancestry.com is making clear who first 
erected those colonial houses and who their living 

 2 Lorde, Audre. The Master’s Tools Will Never Disassemble 
the Master’s House Penguin Modern: 23, Penguin UK, 2018.
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descendents are today. Proud benefactor of heritage-listed colonial homesteads on one side of it, direct 
descendent of dispossessors on the other. And as TRUE LIES (and alibis) points out, in the genocidal 
history of Van Diemen’s Land, land accrual and wetwork3 weren’t always separate work. 

At the price of a membership, genealogy technologies are providing more definition to the crucial points of 
the settler colony’s Frontier architecture. But as Julie is quick to point out, the colonial archive is full of gaps, 
particularly when it comes to Aboriginal peoples’ histories4. Family and individual paths and journeys are 
difficult to trace, and often the recording of a disappearance is as far as the trail leads. This is where Julie’s 
creative practice steps in. In Julie’s making of the poster series MISSING OR DEAD, she highlights and 
‘minds the gap’5 of these peoples’ missing, and honours the ancestors who were lost, trying their best to 
survive an alien invasion.

I first saw the MISSING OR DEAD posters at Dark Mofo Festival in 2019, in the middle of winter at dusk. 
They were exhibited outdoors, on the side of the lightly forested suburban hill of Queens Domain. As the 
sun set behind the crowd, settler children ran between the trees that bore the posters, their bodies 
illuminated in the orange, then eerie blue of sundown. Chasing one another, they tore along the path of 
postered trees, lit up by strands of festival lights, maybe towards a home-cooked dinner, or a treat from the 
festival food vans. Many of the missing people on the posters were children. A few days later, I went back to 

3 Wetwork is an euphemism for organised murder or assassination by gang or government forces

4 Natalie Harkin adds that colonial archives are “in-between places, full of mystery, pain and possibility”, from ‘The 
Poetics of (Re)Mapping Archives: Memory in the Blood’, JASAL: Journal of the Association for the Study of Australian 
Literature, eds. Kerry Kilner & Peter Minter.

5 Julie Gough, Messages received and lately understood, Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art, 2:1, 155-162, 
2001.
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the site earlier in the evening for some quiet. The 
body of one poster had been ripped off, leaving 
only the text of ‘MISSING’ remaining. A double 
missing, more potential clues in the long and 
exhausting case of colonisation.

In the time it took for a few new names to be 
added to one of the settler family trees in the 
1800s, entire Aboriginal families who had lived 
on ancestral lutruwita Country for approximately 
40,000 years were wiped out, in the name of 
English homemaking - a place that was officially 
referred to as ‘Little England’6. I thought it when 
I first saw those posters last winter, and I feel it 
even stronger now, viewing Julie’s work during 
this revived moment in the 2020 Black Lives 
Movement. Each of those posters is a 
#saytheirname activation of history, of police 

6 The official colonial rhetoric concerning the ‘settling’ 
of Van Diemen’s Land was that of a newly established 
‘Little England’, where bushy hills were cleared for 
sheep and Aboriginal territories were re-named to 
Dorset, Devon, Cornwall and Lincoln. For more on 
this read James Boyce’s Van Diemen’s Land, pub-
lished by Black Inc., 2010.



brutality and murder at the hands of the state that accounts for at 
least half the killings of Aboriginal people during the Frontier Wars.7 

Julie’s video piece CRIME SCENE relays the transcript of a court 
hearing concerning the shooting of our ancestor Dalrymple or “Dolly” 
Briggs when she was a little girl, serving as a child domestic for an 
infamous white drunk. Scott Morrison’s most recent historical 
inaccuracy claiming there was no slavery in Australia haunts me on 
the video re-watch. If First Nations people that were clearly known as 
slaves at the time of their incarceration are officially denied that reality 
in 2020, what room is there for openly discussing what happened to 
the countless Aboriginal children forced into servantry work by the 
colonists?

Bored of squalid Australian leadership again, my mind wanders into 
entrepreneurial fantasy. Could the transgressive use of Ancestry.com 
to ‘out’ frontier dispossessors become a parasitic blak business of its 
own? In the name of sovereign land rights, we identify the 
benefactors of this illegal dispossession and come knocking on their 
door: “Thank you for acknowledging your pivotal role in the Frontier 
history of this Country. Now, if you please, sign the land back to us 
here - we’re happy to keep the homestead”. 

7 Info courtesy of the ‘Colonial Frontier Massacres in Australia.1788-1930’ 
research project,
https://c21ch.newcastle.edu.au/colonialmassacres/introduction.php

Image: Julie Gough, edited by Jemma Rea - The Gathering - 2015 (video still)



Image(left): Pierre Mukeba- Neglected Beauty
Image (Right): Various boxes and gifts of the civic collection

Go 
Deeper: 
A series of experiences 
that offer deeper insight 
into the exhibition

Image: Julie Gough, edited by Angus Ashton - CRIME SCENE - 2019 (video still, detail)

Artist in 
Conversation

In response to restrictions put in place due to COVID-19 the 
Artist in Conversation between Julie Gough 

and our co-curators will be released as a video, 
rather than being held as a live event. 

Julie will discuss the works featured in the show that ruminate 
on the experiences of Tasmanian Aboriginal children in the 

1800s as well as her ongoing creative practice.

This discussion delves deeply into this extensive, 
installation-based exhibition and draws connections 

to broader historical narratives.

This recording will be available on Wyndham City’s website 
and YouTube Channel from 6pm on Thursday, 23 July.

TRUE LIES (and alibis)



Reflections with 
Maree Clarke

To celebrate and reflect on this exhibition as it comes to an end, 
Wyndham Art Gallery is delighted to announce the release of a floor 

talk video featuring powerhouse contemporary artist and former 
Wyndham Art Gallery co-curator Maree Clarke, in conversation with 

current co-curator Dr. Megan Evans.

Maree Clarke is a Yorta Yorta/Wamba Wamba/Mutti Mutti/Boonwurrung 
woman who has been a practicing artist, working and living in 

Melbourne for the last three decades and was co-curator 
at Wyndham Art Gallery from 2015 – 2019.

Maree will reflect on Gough’s exhibition and discuss the work in 
relation to her own practice, which centres on healing and 

reconnection to cultural heritage; as well as her personal connection 
to Tasmania through her ancestral ties to Trawlwoolway.

This recording will also be available on Wyndham City’s website and 
YouTube Channel from 6pm on 3 September.

Sunday Salon
Join artist, Deanne Gilson, a proud 
Wadawurrung woman of Aboriginal and 
Australian/English descent as she talks 
about her connection to Country and 
introduces the shield as a metaphor of 
protection in this live workshop session 
delivered via Zoom.

Workshop participants will be led by 
Deanne to explore their own heritage and 
personal stories through the creation 
of a shield.

The workshop draws inspiration from 
Julie Gough’s work that is embedded in 
history and personal narrative.

Open to ages 15+ years old.

wyndhamarts.eventbrite.com
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