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Overview
Australian stand up comedian Hannah Gadsby is a closet 

art scholar. Armed with a rapier wit and desire to pick 

beneath the paint, she travels across the continent on a 

mission to debunk the myths of the Australian Identity 

as defined by our art canon. If our great works are to be 
believed, the average Aussie is a bloke in a hat who is 
hell bent on conquering our gum-tree infested landscape 
singlehandedly. Why has this mono-vision of Australia 
persisted for so long? 

Surely there is more to us than our most famous artworks 

suggest? From first settlement to Federation to post-mul-
ticulturalism, Hannah will forge an irreverent new image of 
who we think we are through a re-examination of Australian 
art history. By digging a bit deeper and uncovering often-
ignored histories and artists, Hannah will take on these 
painted white/male clichés to show us a more colourful and 

feminine vision of Australia.

Knocking on the studio doors of some of this country’s 
most interesting contemporary artists, Hannah will engage 
with a new generation who are determined to break open 
the ideas of what it means to be Australian. Many of these 

artists’ works speak directly to our historical canon, chal-
lenging its point of view and re-interpreting it to ignite the 
issues still haunting our political and cultural landscapes.

Hannah Gadsby’s Oz is a documentary series of three 

half-hour episodes that looks at how Australian identity has 
been represented in our art. As Hannah says, ‘if you’re not 
a white man in a hat you might struggle to see yourself in 
the Australian art story’.

STUDY 
GUIDE

Closet art-critic and 
stand-up comedian 
Hannah Gadsby 
is on a mission to 
debunk the myths 
of the Australian 
identity perpetuated 
by our national art.
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documentary specials for Artscape, Hannah Gadsby Goes 

Domestic (2010) and The NGV Story (2011).

Gadsby grew up in the small town of Smithton in Tasmania, 
the youngest of five children, and graduated from the 
Australian National University in 2004 with a Bachelor of Art 

History and Curatorship.

She quickly rose to prominence as a stand-up comedian 
after winning the national final of the Raw Comedy 
competition for new comedians in 2006. She has toured 

internationally and appeared on Australian and New 

Zealand television including the ABC’s Spicks and Specks. 

Most recently she has worked on Adam Hills’ television 
program Adam Hills Tonight, contributing her own laconic 
take and observations on the guests and topics discussed. 
Hannah Gadsby’s performances are often described as 
‘self-deprecating’, a rare quality in any performer.

Who’s telling the story?

We rarely recall events from our past in similar ways. How 
your best friend remembers the events on a day a few 

years back when you went out together may well be quite 
unlike your memories. Who’s telling the story, who to and 
why? 

There are many different ways to look at art and despite the 
often repeated ‘I know what I like’ in relation to artworks, it 
does help to know something about the people and society 
(place and time) where the art was created.  Interpreting a 
country’s history through its art including paintings, draw-
ings, sculpture, architecture or photography can be tricky. 

Our perceptions, responses and artistic representations 

inevitably reflect our background, life experiences and 
education.  Most art reflects the place, period and social 
and cultural attitudes where the work was produced.  In 

societies where women and people of races other than the 

dominant one are considered to be of little value and/or 

interest, then they are unlikely to figure large, if at all, in the 
country’s artworks. Sometimes they have a decorative role 
but often they are simply airbrushed from visual and other 

records.

Curriculum Guidelines

Hannah Gadsby’s Oz takes a refreshingly clear-eyed, origi-
nal and humorous look at what Australian art really says 

about Australian identity, challenging many of our precon-
ceptions. The construction of a single national identity is 
complex and probably ultimately pointless because of the 
diversity of our ethnic, religious and cultural makeup. While 
there has never been so much discussion about what it 

means to be Australian, equally there have never been so 

many varied responses to this question. However, many 

people seem to have a view about what is ‘un-Australian’. 

The outback, the bush, the slouch hat, ANZACs, wool, 
wheat and gold are not the only images and historical 
touchstones in the construction of identity although a sur-
vey of Australian art from white settlement to the latter part 

of the 20th century might well suggest this. The chang-
ing subject matter and styles of art in Australia tell a story 
about who had the power and how they thought Australian 
identity should be identified, imaged and understood. Inter-
rogating the validity of these images is important.

The program would be suitable for middle and senior 
secondary students studying Australian History, Culture 
and Society, Visual Arts subjects including Art History and 
most importantly Philosophy where fundamental questions 

about how we construct identity can be explored. Hannah 
Gadsby is an excellent guide and makes artworks acces-
sible and interesting.

Who is Hannah Gadsby?

Hannah Gadsby’s website describes her as ‘Comedian/
Writer/Art Lady’. Although Hannah is best known for her 
comedy work, she also combines her comedy talents with 

her art qualifications (she has a degree in Art History and 
Curatorship) by presenting comedy art tours in conjunction 
with the National Gallery of Victoria. Since 2009, Gadsby has 

presented tours with themes such as paintings of the Holy 
Virgin, Dadaism, Modernism, Impressionism and the nude in 
art. Gadsby also gives talks on art and opens exhibitions.

Sold out for five years in a row, Hannah’s informatively hilari-
ous National Gallery of Victoria shows have developed a cult 

following. In 2014 she remounted three of her classic NGV 
Art Lectures including Nakedy Nudes and Mary Contrary 

which was run fittingly on Easter Saturday in April, 2014. 
You can watch Hannah’s history of the NGV program 

broadcast on the ABCs Artscape program on the ABC 
website at: 

http://www.abc.net.au/arts/stories/s3225814.

htm

Before making Hannah Gadsby’s Oz 

she has written and presented two 
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Someone from a non-Anglo background is likely to respond 
very differently to Australian art as an account of Austral-
ian identity, particularly to work created in the time after 

white settlement, than someone from a British background. 
Whose history is reflected in colonial paintings from the 
18th and 19th centuries?  Mostly these paintings are land-
scapes or ceremonial portraits of men by males from an 

English background.

How far do the outback scenes of Russell Drysdale with 
their desolate landscapes and sunburnt men and women 

really reflect Australian identity? Is the true Aussie the 
sunburnt surfer or the Anzac? How accurately do any of 
these well-known images reflect the reality of the lives of 
Australians?

Winston Churchill is credited with the observation that 
‘History is written by the victors’. While there is truth in this 
statement in relation to who won and lost wars, it is equally 

true about western colonisers’ destructive impacts on the 
native cultures of the countries and continents they con-
quered. As paintings were generally of the landscape (and 

sometimes of people) seen through the eyes and brushes 
of the colonists, it is inevitable that crimes against the 

Indigenous people have been excluded from most 
official histories, whether written or visual.

In 18th, 19th and 20th  century paintings 
Aboriginal people tend to be either repre-

sented as noble savages in harmony with 
their world or as figures of fun. The odd 

posed group shot has survived from 
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those early years.  At the same time the lives and achieve-
ments of women rarely appear in paintings of the bush and 
the people who lived and worked in Australia during the 
first 150 years of white settlement, whether Indigenous or 
not. The purpose of art was to glorify and celebrate white 
men’s achievements in ‘civilising’ and taming the country 
they had found and claimed as their own. 

Artistic and literary canons are as dependent on what work 

has survived as they are on the cultural mores and views of 

the society at the time.  Survival depends on being valued 
and a bit of luck. Canons are also increasingly dependent 
on who is good at promoting works regarded as important, 
classical, iconic or seminal. Who will figure in a 21st century 
canon of Australian art?

The Director’s statement

My family migrated to Australia from the North of 

England in 1980 when I was 7. I remember cry-

ing when we flew into our new home in Adelaide 
because I felt utterly betrayed by the descriptions 

I’d been given about what the place would be like. 

Where were the blokes in cork hats called Bruce? 

Why was there a city where the desert should be? 

Why were there no koalas and kangaroos hopping 

across the tarmac as our 747 landed?

33 years later I’m still bemused by Australia’s obses-

sion with defining itself outside of these clichés. 
The Australian art canon has done very little to help 

portray Australians as anything more than bush-

dwelling blokes called Bruce. But this series looks 

to irreverently expose these canonical clichés, to 
discover the overlooked stories of artists who have 

created a more inclusive portrait of Australia.

It’s been enlightening to be able to tell a new story 

about the history of Australian art and to investigate 

further the dilemmas around defining one’s national 
identity. Strangely I do feel more Australian (what-

ever that means) as a result of making these films.

Matthew Bate
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relationship with this strange new world. Hannah storms 
the studios of contemporary Aboriginal artist Dan Boyd, 
new media diva Joan Ross, fellow Tasmanians Julie Gough 
and Bea Maddock and also meets our most successful 

living painter Ben Quilty. Hannah wants to know why these 
contemporary artists are so intrigued with reimagining and 
reinterpreting our colonial past and what relevance this has 
to our present.

Colonial Art — 1788 — 1880s

When we look at early paintings done in Australia by white 
artists at this time, some identifiable by the artist and others 
unsigned, there are questions we need to ask about these 
images. They include:

Is this what it was really like then?

Did these events really happen in this way? 

Who is creating a record of these encounters, people and 

places? 

Where, when and with what materials is the picture made?

Who is the individual behind its creation?

Who is the painting for? Was it a commissioned work?

In what ways is it a distinctively Australian picture or is it an 

image made in Australia?

What attitudes (if any) does the picture convey or embody?

EPISODE 1

Synopsis
White Australians have had issues feeling at home since 

they first stepped ashore. Our sense of belonging has a 
complex and troubled past which our art can tell us a lot 

about — Hannah Gadsby

Hannah reveals she is Tasmanian – which doesn’t mean 
she has two heads or a particular love of sheep. It does 

however mean she feels a sense of belonging to the Ap-
ple Isle. This idea of ‘belonging’ in Australia is a complex 
and troubled concept that has played out between the 

brushstrokes of our art. Hannah’s investigation begins with 
colonial art and the first images made by our settlers, and 
uncovers what these images say about White Australia’s 

Featured Artists 
and Thinkers  
in Episode 1:

Dan Boyd, Joan Ross, Julie Gough, Bea Maddock, Ben Quilty
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images? What part in the composition do the Aboriginal 
figures play? Put ‘Joseph Lycett convict artist’ into a 
search engine to see a number of his pictures.

•	 Describe some of the elements in Joan Ross’s multime-
dia animation. How does her work re-contextualise this 
period? How do the dreamlike fluoro blobs and flying 
carpets create a fantasy world that is far from solemn 

and reverential but suggestive of a continuum between 
past, present and future?

•	 How are colonial attitudes about appropriating the land 
reflected in her videos?

 Are these works just about past views and attitudes or 
do they still resonate today?

Bea Maddock

•	 What do maps, their colours and names and graphics, 
suggest about places and land ownership? 

•	 How does Maddock’s Terra Spiritus (Spirit of the Land) 
challenge the widespread notion of Terra Nullius (land 
belonging to no one) in relation to how we might view 
Tasmania?

STUDENT ACTIVITY
•	 When the First Fleet of 11 ships arrived in Botany Bay 

in 1788, were there artists on board the ships? Who 
created the drawings and paintings from this time?

•	 What were some of the things that most interested 
these early colonial artists about the Australian land-
scape and the people and animals that they found? 
How do we know this?

•	 Why are the so-called ‘Port Jackson paintings’ impor-
tant as historical/artistic records?

•	 Hannah suggests that ‘witness testimony comes with a 
lot of subjective baggage’. Whose baggage is repre-
sented in these images of the Port Jackson painter? 

Challenging the subjectivity 
and historical accuracy of 
colonial art

Daniel Boyd

•	 What is Daniel Boyd’s interest in the Port Jackson 
collection of works and artefacts, many of which are 

housed at the Natural History Museum in London as 
part of the First Fleet collection?

•	 How do his ‘Up in Smoke’ images use some of the 
recognisable styles of Indigenous art to re-imagine and 
re-configure the colonial artists’ works to offer an alter-
native perspective?

•	 How do Daniel’s artworks challenge colonial accounts 
of Australian history through his incorporation of the 
original human remains boxes from the museum in his 
work?

•	 Compare and contrast his remix of the Phillips Fox 
painting depicting Captain Cook’s declaration of British 
sovereignty in Australia with the original work. How 
does Boyd’s reworking of the original Phillips Fox paint-
ing comment on the nature of this event in the way he 
reworks the original images?

Joan Ross

I’m just making it up because actually it’s all 
being made up — Joan Ross  

•	 How did convict painter Joseph Lycett 
record his sense of the Australian land-

scape in his paintings?  Who was the 
likely audience for such pastoral 
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•	 In what ways is Glover’s 1834 painting of ‘Mount 
Wellington and Hobart Town from Kangaroo Point’ 
unlike much of his work? What scenes does this work 
include in the narrative? Look at an image of the paint-
ing at http://cs.nga.gov.au/Detail-LRG.cfm?irn=141634 

and see what you think is going on. In what sense could 
it be seen as ‘a memorial piece’?

•	 How does Julie Gough’s 2008 work ‘The Chase’ use 
a piece of colonial-style furniture (a chaise lounge) 
to tell her story of dispossession based on a story 

from the 1830 edition of the Hobart Gazette? Read 
about this piece at: http://artsearch.nga.gov.au/Detail.
cfm?IRN=181952. 

•	 What materials does Gough use to suggest that colonial 
life and art was other than cosy, ordered and comfort-
able for everybody? 

•	 How is Gough’s reworking of colonial art with a range of 
materials that reference past stories while re-configuring 
them, important in keeping truths about the past alive? 

•	 Should works such as those of Julie Gough, Bea 
Maddock, Joan Ross and Daniel Boyd be displayed 
in the same gallery or museum space as the colonial 
artworks they reference and re-imagine from a number 
of different perspectives?

Ben Quilty

•	 In what ways is artist Ben Quilty interested in issues of 
identity and how art can talk to our history?

•	 How does his Fairy Bower Rorschach painting of a 
famous local beauty spot near where he lives in NSW 
tell a story of this tourist attraction that is more complex 
and disturbing than initial responses to the place might 
suggest?

•	 In what ways can landscapes be haunted by what has 

happened in the past?

•	 Do you think Australians today are aware of many of the 
unpleasant truths about Australia’s colonial past or do 
you think it would be better if we removed the so-called 
‘black armband of history’ and put the past behind us? 
Who would this be better for? What does such a view 
say about history?

•	 In what ways does Gadsby’s history of colonial art 
and contemporary artists’ responses and reworking of 
these images suggest the gulf between the pastoral 
scenes and the reality of many people’s lives? How has 
the truth fallen between the gaps in our historical myth 
making?

•	 In what ways do Maddock’s panels make ‘a profound 
and symbolic statement about co-existence’? Would a 
map with indigenous names identifying topographical 
features make sense to you as a map of this island?

John Glover

Glover came to Australia in 1831 when he was in his sixties 
and already an established landscape painter in England. 
Given a large grant of land in Van Diemen’s Land (now 
Tasmania) he is sometimes described as the grandfather of 
Australian landscape painting.

•	 How are Aboriginal people depicted in Glover’s 1837 
painting ‘The Bath of Diana’?

•	 By 1830, Tasmanian Aboriginal people had been forcibly 
removed from the mainland of Tasmania ‘for their own 
good’ to Flinders Island following a long period of wars 
with white settlers, often over land. These so-called 
Black Wars were taking place all over Australia as 
white settlers fenced and claimed vast tracts of land for 

their own use. How does this historical truth moderate 

the way you might look at a Glover painting depicting 
Aboriginal people as living happily and peacefully on the 
land in an Arcadia, untouched by Western civilisation?

Julie Gough

•	 How does Tasmanian Aboriginal artist Julie Gough 
regard Glover’s paintings and their depiction of 

Aboriginal people at this time? Comment on 
whether we should expect realistic repre-

sentations of what was happening at the 
time or should artists be free to create 

idealised worlds where man and nature 

happily co-exist?
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STUDENT ACTIVITY 

Heidelberg School — mid 
1880s - early 1900s
•	 Who painted the work showing the celebration of the 

Federation of the colonies in 1901? Who are shown 
celebrating this event?

•	 What other subjects were popular with this artist? What 
does his choice of subjects suggest about where power 
and glory resided in Australia?

•	 What do you think is meant by ‘hyper-masculinity’ as a 
worthy subject for the Heidelberg artists?

•	 Why were these artists known as the Heidelberg school 
and what were the characteristics of their paintings of 
figures in landscapes and animals in landscapes that 
set them apart from their colonial forebears?

•	 Why do you think landscape painting was so central 
to the work of artists such as McCubbin, Streeton and 

Roberts and their colonial forebears?

•	 How does Ben Quilty’s painting ‘Golden Soil and Wealth 
for Toil’ undermine the iconic masculine work of Stree-
ton’s ‘Golden Summer, Eaglemont’? What does this 
work imply about the relentless clearing of the land for 
farming and mining?

Women in (or not in) the 
picture?
The invisibility of women in history is a global phenomenon 

— Hannah Gadsby

•	 Are the female painters of the Heidelberg school house-
hold names like the male artists? Have you heard of or 
maybe seen the work of Jane Sutherland, Clara South-
ern, May Vale and Jane Price?

•	 How often do women and children appear in the 

Heidelberg painters’ work and what roles are generally 
assigned to them?

•	 How does contemporary artist Sue Kneebone use a 

variety of materials and images to re-configure some 
of these masculine pioneering narratives? How does 
her work ‘A Cautionary Tale of Overconfidence’ sug-
gest that white settlement has come at a cultural and 
environmental cost?

EPISODE 2

Synopsis

The hyper-masculine Australian National Identity is a 
Frankenstein monster made from the mythical body-parts 
of bushrangers, diggers and pioneer blokes in hats. It’s an 
identity forged in a post-Federation Australia that seems 
to hold water even today. Has our art helped to create and 

maintain this distorted view of ourselves? Hannah rips the 
Gum-Tree Mafia (Heidelberg School) a new one when she 
pulls apart the clichés of this masculine national identity. 

With the help of contemporary artists Sue Kneebone, Ben 
Quilty and Heidi Yardley, as well as a host of women paint-
ers who ushered modernism into Australia early last century 

(and were promptly forgotten), Hannah uncovers a more 
feminine vision of Australia.

Featured Artists 
and Thinkers  
in Episode 2:
Sue Kneebone,  

Ben Quilty,  
Heidi Yardley
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•	 What scenes were included on the three panels of Rix 
Nicholas’ triptych, ‘Pro Humanitate’ (for humanity)?

•	 For what reasons did the National War Museum choose 
to only take the central panel for display? How did Rix 
Nicholas respond to this choice?

•	 Professor Catherine Speck suggests that the officials at 
the War Museum ‘found most of her work too personal, 
too much painted from a woman’s point of view’. Has 
the general community view of what constitutes artwork 
worthy of public display changed since this time? In 
what ways?

Grace Cossington Smith
The Sock Knitter (1915) shows the support work women 

were expected to contribute to the war effort. Do you see 
this painting of Cossington Smith’s sister Madge as em-
bodying a kind of defiance to the roles allowed to women 
at this time as Catherine Speck suggests? See the picture 
at: http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/

OA18.1960/

 (Note: Australian women knitted more than a million 

pairs of socks for soldiers during World War 1)

•	 How are women usually portrayed in the literature from 

the period in which Henry Lawson’s tragic story ‘The 
Drover’s Wife’ (1892) and Barbara Baynton’s ‘Bush 
Studies’ (1902) were created? Does their role as child 
bearers, work mates and loyal companions simply 

reflect the social attitudes of the time or is something 
more fundamental being implied?

Describe the narratives presented in McCubbin’s trip-
tych ‘The Pioneer’ and in ‘Bush Burial’. You can see 
other images of his work online and comment on how he 
presents women as part of the pioneering story at: http://

www.artistsfootsteps.com/html/McCubbin_theletter.htm 

(‘Shelling Peas’, ‘Lost’, 1886 and ‘The Letter’ are of particu-
lar interest)

•	 What sense of agency or control do these women have 
over their lives in these representations?

•	 How do Heidi Yardley’s works from her 2010 ‘Gift for 
the Darkness’ exhibition of works suggest a fundamen-
tal anxiety about the landscape’s capacity to swallow 
people up?

•	 Why do you think this is a recurrent theme in many of 
the paintings from this period of our history and remains 
a theme in many stories today?

The Great War 
The farmer became a fighting man in 1914 when Australia 
joined the war effort. It was here that the ANZAC legend 
was born and Australian identity evolved with the digger at 
its heart. So how has war been represented by artists? Of-
ficial War Artists were first appointed to record Australians 
at war during World War 1 and have been appointed during 
all subsequent conflicts where Australians have fought. 
However, there are many ways others who were not ‘official 

war artists’ recorded their experiences of war.

Hilda Rix Nicholas

A Man (1921) was painted by a prominent 

woman artist whose young husband had 
been killed in France after 5 weeks of 

service.
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•	 Why is she sometimes criticized for ‘appropriating im-
ages and styles of indigenous art’ into her paintings? Is 

‘appropriation’ a characteristic of contemporary art and 
what does the term mean?

•	 Give some examples of other artists who have incorpo-
rated images and styles from other cultures, including 
Picasso and Braques, in their work? 

•	 Why is it important to conserve a range of art from 
different periods of our history by a number of different 

artists? 

Modernism
The superficial nature of modern art attracts their light little 
hands — Lionel Lindsay, trustee of the Art Gallery of NSW

•	 In what ways might the horrors of war have ushered in 
new ways of artistic expression — Modernism — which 
swept Europe at the end of the Great War?

•	 How does Hannah explain the reluctance in Australia to 
welcome this diversity of styles and artistic expression?

•	 Who were some of the Australian artists who took to 
painting new subjects in new ways at this time? What 
were their subjects?

•	 Why were these experiments with colour, brushstroke, 
perspective, scale and form resisted and generally not 
valued by the art establishment as ‘real art’?

Margaret Preston and 
Indigenous Culture

•	 How did Margaret Preston’s work come to be 
admired and sought after while she was still 

alive?

•	 How might the time she spent in 
England during World War 1 have 

influenced the development of her 
distinctive style?
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STUDENT ACTIVITY
•	 As a class, create a list of words that express your ideas 

about the typical Australian. Is there any single quality 
that typifies what it means to be Australian?

 Try to move beyond the advertising and popular jingles 
often used as identifiers such as the song used in the 
Qantas advertisements or the jingle Holden used in the 
1970s and periodically resurrected — ‘We love football, 
meat pies, kangaroos and Holden cars’— to promote 
products through nostalgia for a different time.

How do we know who we are?

How do we celebrate our 
national identity?

Birthdays, parties, beaches 
and flags

•	 When Hannah Gadsby was 10 in 1988 what national 
day was celebrated as having great significance?

•	 What are some of the symbols and identifying images 
used on our currency and on biscuit tins and other sou-
venirs to promote and identify ‘Australianness’?

•	 Why are national flags seen as such important signifiers 
of national pride and identity? Describe several flags 
of countries from where your friends have come? What 
symbols do they incorporate? What is symbolised by 
the Australian flag?

•	 What were the 2005 Cronulla riots in one of Sydney’s 
beachside suburbs about? Have there been other 
clashes between people from different national groups 
in Australia’s history? What are these clashes most 
often about in Australia and in other countries?

EPISODE 3

Synopsis

Hannah is still searching for a more inclusive Australian 
identity in our art, and in this episode she enters the NOW! 
But in post-Cronulla Australia it seems even more difficult 
to define what it is to be Australian. Many of our contem-
porary artists are diving head first into this confused state 
of belonging and using it as a launching point for their 
practice. Hannah meets Jason Wing who is using his art 
to investigate how his Chinese/Aboriginal heritage sees 
him fit into the idea of being an ‘Aussie’. Hannah speaks 
to Rosemary Laing, Liam Benson and Raymond Zada, all 
of whose art re-examines the idea of cultural identity from 
a 21st century perspective. As she contemplates getting a 
Southern Cross tattoo, Hannah ponders whether the very 

idea of a National Identity is even relevant in 2014!

National Identity

Since the end of World War 2 in 1945, people from all over 
the world have migrated to Australia, coming mostly on 
boats, both big and small,  but the belief that Australia is a 
welcoming multi-cultural and tolerant society needs to be 
continually tested.

As Hannah says in her introduction to this episode — ‘Most 

of the rest of the world have a confused idea of what and 

who an Australian is —some kind of farmer, outback man, 

crocodile wrestling sports player surfie type. Friendly but a 
little bit...a lot racist’.

In this episode, the lingering of many of these stereotypes 
is tested as Australians struggle to define national identity.

Featured Artists 
and Thinkers  
in Episode 3:

Rosemary Laing, Liam Benson, Raymond Zada, Jason Wing, 
Leslie Rice
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•	 Describe several of Rosemary Laing’s 2004 works that 
make a visual statement about her response to the way 

we treat refugees, now so often referred to as ’boat 
people’.

•	 Discuss the differences some Australians believe dis-
tinguish post-war migrants to Australia from the people 
now attempting to come here to find a better life. What 
do you think is at the heart of these responses?

•	 How does Jason Wing’s ‘Australia Was Stolen By 
Armed Robbery’ (later renamed ‘Captain James Crook’) 
present a different perspective on how Australia was 

‘discovered’ and set up by the English in the late 18th 
century? What is Jason’s ethnic heritage and how might 
it equip him to offer an alternative response to Austral-
ian identity?  Jason refers to himself as ABC. What 
might this acronym stand for, given his heritage?

•	 Why does he find street art offers him freedom to speak 
his mind? Who is the more likely audience for this form 
of art as distinguished from the work that is displayed 
on gallery walls?

Facebook/Racebook
•	 How has social media ‘given a voice to everybody’? 

- How do some people choose to use this ‘voice’ to 
abuse, attack, hurt other people and give them-
selves a public voice—‘look at me’? 

- Is it necessarily a good thing for everybody to have 
such an open platform on which to air personal 

views?

•	 Which group of people are now seen by many Austral-
ians to represent the biggest threat to what is referred 
to as ‘our way of life’? What does the term ‘a cohesive 
society’ mean and what is the ‘way of life’ being pro-
tected?

How have artists in the 
past 100 years represented 
Australian identity?
•	 How and when did the beach come to take over from 

the bush as the defining site of our national identity? 
Why did this change occur?

•	 Who were some of the artists who have most clearly 
entrenched and celebrated images of beach culture as 
typifying the Australian way of life? 

•	 Describe the style of Charles Meere’s Australian Beach 

Pattern (1940). How does this painting reflect the kind 
of nationalism that has often been a defining feature of 
both pre and post-war culture? Does its style echo the 
way the ordinary people were depicted in other socie-
ties during this period? 

•	 How do Max Dupain’s photos contribute to entrenching 
the national myth of idealised physical perfection?

•	 What was the historical genesis of the Southern Cross 
flag? In what ways has this image been used as an ex-
pression of national pride and sometimes an aggressive 
form of nationalism? When and why did this symbol 
become popular as a tattoo?

•	 Racial pride; national pride; nationalistic; jingoistic; pa-

triotic; racist? Where do we draw the lines in proclaim-
ing national identity through visual symbols such as 
variants of the Southern Cross?  What do visible signs 
such as flags and tattoos say about who we think we 
are?

•	 What does it mean to ‘subvert’ an image in the way that 
Lindsay McDougall has done with his Southern Cross 
tattoo? Is it something more than being playful and 
creative?

Migrants and Refugees
•	  In what ways have Australians represented the 

migrant/refugee experiences in this country? Are 
citizens likely to present the experience and the 

process differently to people who have more re-
cently made the journey or attempted to come 

to another country?

•	 Describe the style of the woodcut made 
by Hirschfeld Mack. Compare this work 

with the photographs of Rosemary 
Laing of detention centres of more 

recent years.
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- Is published verbal abuse which can be found all 
over the internet, not just on social media sites such 
as Twitter and Facebook, but also on the blogs that 
are set up daily, any different to one-on-one racial 
abuse such as that we still see at sports games, 
in pubs, schools, workplaces and on the streets? 
What is the difference?

•	 What does artist Raymond Zada think about the role 
of social media as an outlet for the free expression of 
attitudes? (Zada created the Racebook artwork shown 

in the interview with Hannah that uses actual text from 
Facebook to show what people feel is OK to publish 
online). Is it a good idea to air these posts to raise aware-
ness of attitudes in some parts of the community?

Liam Benson

Liam is an artist based in Parramatta, a western suburb 
of Sydney that includes more than 90 cultures. He uses 

photography, creating and manipulating both still and mov-
ing images to present diverse and sometimes subverted 
images of identity, gender and race.

•	 In what ways does Liam Benson use the ‘selfie’ to chal-
lenge and subvert existing definitions of gender? Does 
the kind of video work that Liam makes open up the 
discussion of gender identity? How do some of the ti-
tles of his photographs and videos suggest the range of 
his identity interests? Identity refers to more than simply 
gender. It may also play on words such as ‘ocker’ or 
‘Ocha’ as Liam has titled one of his paintings.

- Mrs Boss Slays the Malevolent Scoundrel

- The Bowerbird Queen

- Coat of Arms

- I Believe in You

- Ocha Envy

•	 Which of his artworks did you respond to most immedi-
ately?

 Which ones made you laugh?

 Did any of them encourage you to see things from a 
different perspective? 

Production Notes
Read this edited version of Rebecca Summer-

ton’s Production Notes about the making of 
Hannah Gadsby’s Oz before responding 

to the final set of questions and sug-
gested activities.

The filming of Hannah Gadsby’s Oz took us on a whirl-
wind two-week journey around Australia where we met 
and interviewed a diverse group of contemporary artists. 
Dressed like Dr Who, Hannah braved the January heat 
incongruously mixing with the crowds on Bondi Beach, 
picnicking on Mount Macedon and even climbing the 
Harbour Bridge. This stand-up comic-cum-art historian 
was hell bent on redefining summer sartorial boundaries 
while investigating what makes the Australian Art identity 
such a one-dimensional beast.

First stop Sydney. As a thunderstorm approached the 
Harbour, Hannah legged it up the Bridge in record time. 
Her mission was to talk turkey about the lost birds of 

Australian art – the ladies who ushered modernism into 
Australia. As the thunder and lightning cracked around 
her, Gadsby’s ability to perform one take wonders came 
into its own. Fearing death by lightning she scarpered to 
safety below as the bridge became the target of a vicious 
electrical storm.

Overcome with a twisted sense of national pride while 

visiting Les Rice’s tattoo studio, Hannah threatened to 
get inked with her version of an ‘Aussie Swazi’ (Southern 
Cross). But after a visit from Lindsay ‘The Doctor’ 
McDougal, who sports an inverted Southern Cross 
pentagram that bleeds pus - Hannah knew there was 
nowhere left to go with re-subverting this symbol.

Visiting Ben Quilty in Robertson proved to be a meeting 
of minds. His art is fantastic and thought provoking and 
Hannah’s visit to the Fairy Bower site was one of the 
most beautiful and disturbing of the whole journey. This 
lovely tourist waterfall was the place of a terrible mas-
sacre of Indigenous people last century (not that there 
are any markers showing or memorializing this tragedy). 
Quilty’s Rorschach painting of the site is a clever way of 
reminding us that these places (and maybe the Australian 
psyche) are still haunted by the distorted reflections of a 
violent colonial history.

Hannah went on a Picnic at Hanging Rock (Mount 
Macedon) with contemporary artist Heidi Yardley, whose 

works reference the famous Australian film. Stay tuned 
for panpipes, lost girls in forests and Vaseline lens FX in 
the final product.

Back in the home base of Adelaide to shoot a few days 

of green screen which would allow us to play with mo-
tion graphics, create animations and composite Hannah 
within canonical artworks.  This shoot was a lot of laughs 
as we poked fun at the Heidelberg school with Han-
nah tickling rams testicles in Roberts’ famous painting, 
adorned hi-viz for a visit into Streeton’s iconic ‘Fire’s On’ 
and generally treading all over the revered works of Aus-
tralian art. We were also visited by contemporary artist 
Joan Ross who we invited to have high tea inside a Lyc-
ett painting. Joan turned up in a huge, almost medieval 
court dress made entirely from Kangaroo pelts.
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Possible areas for investigation might include:

a. Food and cooking — from great grandma to My 

Kitchen Rules

b. Housing — from tents and slab huts to beyond the 
quarter-acre block and high-rise towers

c. Sports —from shooting birds to kicking balls around 
in teams

d. Clothes and fashion —from hats and gloves to any-
thing goes

....or any other important part of our lives that speaks to our 

identity.

5. Using photography or video, create a portrait of what 
being Australian means to you.

6. Identify no more than six images or objects that you 
believe most clearly express the nature of Australian 
identity. Explain your choices and their relevance

References and Resources
Educational materials from the art gallery of New South 
Wales about Australian identity as it is reflected in the gal-
lery’s collection

http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/education/education-ma-
terials/education-kits/australian-art/australian-identity/

Watch Hannah Gadsby’s History of the National Gallery of 

Victoria on the ABCs website

http://www.abc.net.au/arts/stories/s3225814.htm

Information about Closer Productions and the people who 

worked on this series

http://www.closerproductions.com.au/info

Lyrics and video of the ‘We Love meat pies...’ advertise-
ment from the 1970s

http://www.lancescoular.com/We-love-football-meat-pies-
kangaroos-and-Holden-cars.html

Australian Geographic’s 100 Australian icons from 2011

http://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/history-
culture/2010/11/australian-geographics-100-aussie-icons/

Marguerite O’Hara

9th June, 2014

STUDENT ACTIVITY

Conclusions and Reflections—
final inclusive visions of 
Hannah Gadsby’s Oz

Australia Day 2013

Invasion Day, 2013

Fireworks

I’ve discovered a complicated nation with a confused 

identity. It’s a mixture of pride and myth, guilt and anger, 

arrogance and absence.

I am heartened though by the approach of our contempo-

rary artists. They’re dealing with the slippery nature of our 

history, and offering a far more inclusive vision of ourselves 

like we’ve never seen before — Hannah Gadsby

The title of this series— Hannah Gadsby’s Oz — acknowl-
edges that this is a personal, maybe even idiosyncratic and 
not entirely reverential, overview of attempts made by dif-
ferent generations of artists since colonial times until today 
to say something about Australia’s changing identity over 
time. Is ‘who are we?’ a question with an answer we could 
all agree about (or nearly agree)?

Select two of the following suggested activities to develop 
your ideas about Australian Identity. Discuss, plan, write 
and/or create. 

1. Why do many Australians want to loudly proclaim their 
particular identity as ‘real Aussies’? What and/or who 
do you think is likely to be described as ‘un-Australian’?

2. Why do many contemporary artists create humorous 
and ironic representations of Australian identity as it has 

been presented in the past through our art?

3. Hannah Gadsby is a comedian and an art historian, 

both by training and experience. However, her take 
on the often seriously hushed world of art, culture and 

society, injects a lot of humour into this topic. How im-
portant do you think it is to be able to present history in 

a way that makes us laugh as well as think and learn?

 Australian History is often regarded by students and 
teachers as ‘boring...nothing happens’ so how does 

Hannah Gadsby present it in a more lively and 

individual way?

4. If you were to pitch a program for 
broadcast about Australian identity, what other 

cultural pursuits and/or topics might you 
choose as a way of creating a picture of 

Australian Identity that in a sense re-wrote 
or at least, re-considered why we are as 

we are, in all the diversity that is sug-
gested in this program?



15

S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N

  ©
 A

T
O

M
 2

0
1
4

This study guide was produced by ATOM. (© ATOM 2014)  
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or to download other study guides for assessment,  
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