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This exhibition is the outcome of a three-month residency at Griffith University. Judy Watson was born in 1959 at 
Mundubbera in the Queensland coastal hinterland, and spent her school years in Brisbane prior to completing tertiary 
and post-graduate art studies in Queensland, Tasmania, and Victoria. Her art work over the past ten years has been 
concerned with social debates over feminism, racial identity, and cultural displacement, alongside personal issues 
of isolation and the bonds of family heritage. 

Judy Watson is a direct descendant of the Wanyi clan of north western Queensland. Her grandmother, who lives 
in Mt Isa, is the daughter of a full-blood Australian Aborigine Mabel Nanunga and a white stockman who worked 
at Riversleigh Station at the tum of the century. 

Along with her mother Joyce Watson and uncle Ken Isaacson, Judy is exploring the restoration of family and cultural 
links which were severed by government assimilation policies and the removal of "half-caste" children from their 
parents. The association with several generations of her maternal extended family, in conjunction with a strongly 
held belief in the opportunities for social change through grass-roots community action have also informed her work 
in establishing artists cooperatives, access facilities for isolated artists, and with Murri (Queensland Aboriginal) arts 
groups. 

The titles of the works in this exhibition and their dominant recurring figure images indicate the artist's 
contextualisation of her own situation within a wider arena of contemporary cultural and political realities. Through 
references to traditional aboriginal culture, its association with the land and with totemic ancestral spirits, the artist 
is examing issues of personal and racial stereotyping. Many of the works are framed in traditional dot patterns which 
often designate sacred objects or ceremonial sites but which also present an ironic stage-lighting of the construction 
of standardised public images. The politics of ethnic exclusion and codification are judged through history, and from 
the standpoint of the individual psyche. A shadowy boomerang, a spear, a stone circle, bound hands, and a noose 
testify to the links between current events and the distant and more recent past. 

Many of the drawings contain a strong element of self-portraiture and family portraiture, while at the same time 
referring to Greek and Byzantine sculpture and imaging of women, to the Romantic notion of the isolated figure in 
the landscape, and to the wandering hero of the classical epic. These allusions link with Australian Aboriginal 
references to totemic beings or culture heroes who metamorphosed to become landscape features such as hills and 
rocks, and who continue to manifest their presence as meteorological or astral phenomena inhabiting hill and desert 
country, caves, rock fissures, and bodies of water. 

These figures are sometimes seen at a distance as transient mirage-like pulsating or whirling forms in a heat haze 
or dust storm. They appear alternately to be moving forwards and to be turning in acknowledgement of the past 
heritage from which they have emerged. Other figures are viewed at close quarters through a silhouetted arch which 
hints at the shape of a doorway , a proscenium, a key-hole, a sarcophagus, or a cave entrance. Such images both 
distance and protect the central figure while adding sexual allusions and elements of performance and to the analysis 
of gender and racial identity. 

Some of the silhouettes stand alone as ancestral figures, guardian spirits, or individual geographic or physical 
features. These too have equivocal associations of the phallus, the gesturing of a closed fist raised in solidarity, the 
weathered rock in an outback landscape, or the collosal proportions of Heroic statuary. Again the references to 
personal heritage.are clear. 

There is a contemplative atmosphere and an intuited spiritual presence in all of Judy Watson's art which relates to 
a sense of place, and to connections between family, culture and land. On a more pragmatic level the work speaks 
to problems of cultural classification and the need for an ongoing analysis of generally accepted stereotypes which 
subsume the individual. 
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