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By the time I knew that the 27th National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art 
Award (NATSIAA) held each year in Darwin at the Museum and Gallery of  the 
Northern  Territory  (MAGNT),  were  introducing  a  New Media  category,  I  had 3 
weeks to create a work to their theme “Connections”, before the deadline.

What a crazy 3 weeks that was too. I slept on my couch in 4-5 hour blocks in front 
of my PC, the rest of the time spent in completing the work. 

Just a month prior, I  had had the good fortune to be accepted to attend the 
Australian Centre of Virtual  Art's  ACVA Lab. The Lab was held at the Australian 
Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI) at Federation Square in Melbourne. As a self 
taught artist, being one of 10  artists (and the only Aboriginal participant) was a 
huge validation of what I am attempting to do using digital media, particularly in 
the metaverse that is Second Life (SL).  The Lab, funded by the Inter-arts Office of 
the Australia  Council  for  the Arts,  was  especially  daunting for  me.  There  I  was 
surrounded by highly educated artists. Most of them are supported by academic 
institutions  and  doing  absolutely  amazing  things.  I  was  to  a  certain  extent 
ashamed of my little offerings in comparison. However, I learnt so very much at 
that Lab, especially in regards to others' work in different mediums. It gave me an 
understanding of the  historical context from which work today has it's basis in.

My arts practice is self supported, and whilst I  have always produced art, it has 
only been fairly recent that I had started to feel confident enough to show. This 
was  thanks  to  the  encouragement  of  Casula  Powerhouse/Liverpool  Regional 
Museum in  south  western  Sydney,  NSW,  where  I  was  living  at  the  time.  It  was 
around this time that Kari Aboriginal Resources, gave me a small business grant, 
with which I bought my first printer, digital camera and computer. (This machine 
malfunctioned. The only way I could afford to have a graphics capable machine 
was to gather the components and build it.)  It was also during this time, that I 
started to play first with Adobe Photoshop, and then other programs as I needed 
to use them. Untutored, I   have learnt the hard way,  by trial  and error.  Shortly 
afterwards, I  got introduced to Second Life. As a single mother of three young 
children, this opened my world to what are infinite possibilities. My nights, while my 
children slept, were filled with exploration and immersion in this “virtual world”. 

Soon I realised the artistic possibilities available to me as I learnt how to create 
using the tools inherent to SL. It is a cheap way to produce art in one sense, once 
one has the core digital equipment and access to fast internet. In another sense, 
equipment and internet are expensive to maintain. I kept learning more programs 
to support  the work I  was producing for  some great galleries “in-world”.  Then I 
discovered that work could be interactive, which has been a challenge, and still is 
for  me,  because I  am not  a  coder/scripter.  I  am coming from a purely  visual 
background, so scripting objects for interactivity is another ongoing learning curve.
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Connections2 has been able to be created because the ACVA has graciously 
allowed me to produce it on their sim (a type of virtual island) in SL. The ACVA 
gave me complete control and thankfully left me to work with it. I am indebted to 
their understanding, patience and generousity.

The 27th NATSIAA New Media category's theme “Connections” set me thinking of 
my own connections. So I thought about my father, and where he was born, our 
homelands. I divided the sim in SL into the shape of the neighbouring Weilwan and 
Gamillaroi (Gomeroi) nations of north western NSW and it's rivers. My father was 
born by the Namoi River, which crosses through both nations. Even with changes 
made, the starting point of the work, is located at the near centre point of the two 
nations, close to where my father was born.

The previous work on the sim, was the fabulous  Babelswarm, created by Adam 
Nash, Christopher Dodds and Justin Clemens. (They are the eventual founders of 
the ACVA.) This piece had won the Australia Council's inaugural Second Life Artists 
in Residence award in 2007. It was intimidating at the time, because being quite 
the iconic work, I didn't want to dismantle it! So I started by changing the terrain 
around it with my own drawn and manipulated designs. This  process helped me 
transition from that piece to my own.
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As the following images attest, the work started out being “ground” based. I asked 
a trusted SL artist friend on his thoughts. That conversation made me realise that if 
the work was ground based, I would have to disable the ability to “fly” around the 
sim. One of the great joys of SL is being able to fly, and I didn't want to deny any 
user that experience. As a consequence, I relocated the piece up into the SL “sky” 
which then brought about an even more 3D quality to the piece.

Connections2 is a work comprised of 5 areas. The first two areas have their basis in 
the previous images. Apart from this work speaking to the theme “Connections”, I 
wanted to bring into SL a sense of the organic, shapes that are familiar to me. This 
continent, “Australia” features shapes and environments which must seem unruly 
to  the  European aesthetic.  Our  trees  are  not  symmetrical,  agriculture  was  not 
shaped  into  rows,  land  areas  not  carved  into  blocks.  Rather,  our  people 
maintained the integrity of the Land and it's plants which we harvested. 

Given the nature of  SL and the building tools  it  employs,  much of  the artwork 
produced in-world is  very linear and “square” in appearance. The colours  can 
seem unnatural  to  me too.  SL  is  not  a  separate  “world”  to  the  “real  life”  we 
engage with it from, it is merely an extension. Why the art of it doesn't reflect that is 
something I couldn't understand. I have realised that many SL users live in places 
much removed from the natural world. They reside in cities with their straight lined 
streets, apartment blocks and tall, unbending city towers. Trees and plants have 
been shaped and utilised to fit in with these places. My work is a reminder that 
other  places  exist  in  what  is  a  space  (SL)  which  represents  mostly  a  northern 
hemispheric aesthetic.
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The river swamp area is now a type of ball, from which the user starts their journey 
around the piece. The designs which “texture” the twisted shapes of this piece 
continue an ongoing interest with line. The meandering line found on artifacts and 
in the traditional art of my people particularly inspire me. I drew these lines using a 
drawing tablet directly into Photoshop, then gave them effects. 

This piece speaks to how we can often find ourselves in a dark place in our lives, 
with  seemingly  no  way  out.  If  we  persist,  we  can  find  ourselves  in  the  light, 
hopefully able to appreciate the beauty of our lives and all that is around it.

The starting area opens into what is a representation of the forest areas some of 
our people come from. Now that I am living on the south coast of NSW, there are 
still areas which remind one of the forests which once existed here. A creek runs 
through the bottom of the property my home is situated on, and further along it 
are  giant  ferns,  their  fronds  larger  then  the  tallest  man.  These  ferns  are  the 
inspiration for this area of the work. 

The ferns of this piece are made of parts which were created using a 3D modelling 
program.  I  wanted  to  keep  a  sense  of  organic  shape,  which  is  impossible  to 
produce using the SL building tools. When I am in bushland, I always look up to the 
canopies. The shapes which appear to cut out portions of the sky and the plays of 
light this makes on the ground at different times of the day enthrall me. It was this 
effect I tried to recreate in this area with the “ground” treatment. They are made 
of stills  capturing the built  fern shapes, cutting them out in Photoshop, bringing 
them back into SL and overlaying them. 

The flowers seen in this area are derived from my photographs of my favourite 
flowers, including the flannel flower which blooms near my birthday. The two larger 
pink-orange “flowers”, one larger than the other, are made of shapes featuring 
petals of a tiny bush flower which is seen as a type of weed. This piece symbolises 
the bond between mother and child. Many believe we don't love and care for our 
children. As a consequence, more children are being taken away through the 
foster care system, than were ever taken during the Stolen Generations. 

4



Many resources are given to the foster families caring for these taken children, 
when resources should be given to families when they are in crisis. Most Aboriginal 
families will  not approach state governmental Community Services departments 
when they need assistance, for precisely this fear of having their children taken 
from them. So situations can escalate until intervention does become necessary. If 
assistance for families were to be available through Aboriginal community trusted 
organisations, many children could grow up and be nurtured where they belong. 
Removal of children from families ruins lives irrevocably and has repercussions on 
the  wider  society.  Often  assistance  in  the  early  stages  is  as  simple  as  a  new 
washing machine, or fixing a stove etc. This practice of taking our children needs 
to stop. It damages all of us.

The next area utilises gumnut shapes created using a 3D modelling program. Their 
textures  were  hand  drawn  directly  into  Photoshop  and  given  effects,  also 
reminiscent of desert colouring. The outer gumnut shapes move when an avatar 
flies into them and play video of more of my SL created work. This video piece is 
derived from video I  took of  clouds  and gave effects  which outline their  core 
shape. These shapes are incredibly similar to recent mappings of the universe, it's 
stars and galaxies etc. I  believe that when science begins to understand these 
seemingly unstructured shapes, further advances might be made in understanding 
natural structures and even perhaps western medicines.

The inner gumnut shapes, which initially appear in rows, move when an avatar 
approaches. They are symbolic of the spaces our people often occupy between 
Aboriginal  and  non-Aboriginal  societies.  Most  Aboriginal  people  live  in  urban 
settings,  western  Sydney  being  the  largest  population  of  Aboriginal  people  in 
Australia.  There  is  an  appearance  of  us  being  part  of  what  has  become the 
mainstream, but we are often excluded in subtle ways. 

These four gumnut pieces speak to this exclusion. Gossiping Gumnuts is symbolic of 
us  being  separated  out  in  many  circumstances.  Gathering  Gumnuts is 
representative of  the bullying many of  us  have seen.  Gumnuts  Getting Ahead 
shows that experience of being left behind in rankings and advancements. This is 
often  within  organisations  and  bureaucracies,  watching  others  moving  up  the 
“ladder”.  Gumnut Grand Jury  speaks to those who sit in judgment on us, and to 
the incredibly high representation of Aboriginal incarceration. 
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The  walls  surrounding  these  four  Gumnut  pieces,  are  relieved,  again  with  the 
assistance  of  a  3D  modelling  program.  They  feature  hand  drawn  textures 
specifically created and applied to highlight this.

The area which was created next, is an acknowledgement of the sea peoples. 
Again, the shapes used were created with a 3D modelling program to produce 
more natural shapes. Each of these shapes are textured with photographs I took at 
Wreck Bay community, which is  not too far from where I  currently live. This  has 
enabled the gorgeous blues and greens of the piece. 

The wave type shapes were inspired by the world renowned large tow-in surf wave 
off the coast of Western Australia, known as “Cyclops”. There are glowing “wave 
rocks” dotted throughout this piece which contain different dances, making this a 
fun dancing area for those visiting from within SL. 

This feature is unavailable to the avatar in the gallery space because it is joystick 
controlled, and unable to “click” objects in this space. Similarly, the “teleporters” 
situated  in  each  area  can  only  be  utilised  by  avatars  within  SL  to  transport 
between each area. The joystick  controlled avatar  must therefore fly  between 
each area.
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The final  area pays homage to the black soil  plains my people belong to. The 
moving  grasses  are  textured  with  my  photographs  of  sunsets.  This  area  also 
features two sculptures of symbols which explain our traditional societal structures. 
One of these symbols is intact, the other appears jumbled, symbolic of the pieces 
of our culture still being accessible. These can seem at times inaccessible, or not 
placed as  they always  have been.  This  is  the consequences  of  the deliberate 
attempts to break down our rituals and culture. However, these things still exist, just 
somewhat differently.

When one comes into  this  area,  the walls  go blank  until  a  hand drawn video 
animation  brings  the  space  alive.  This  animation  is  reminiscent  of  the 
Warrumbungles mountain range. They can be seen in the distance when one is 
traveling  by  car  on  the  highway  heading  through  our  country.  The  “stars” 
overhead,  are  a  reference  to  a  line  in  the  song  which  accompanies  this 
animation.  Roger  Knox's  Mother's  Eyes talks  to  caring for  country,  and features 
Gamilaraay language.

A butterfly avatar has been selected for the users navigating the work from the 
gallery. There are a number of reasons for this. I wanted to make the avatar non-
gender specific, to ensure users would feel  comfortable using it.  The avatar, as 
mentioned earlier is navigated with the use of a joystick. This means they often 
have to fly, so it made sense to use an avatar of a creature known to fly. The 
butterfly is  also a great metaphor for transformation. I  am hoping users will  feel 
similarly transformed as they interact with this piece.

The  DeepHouse  music  streaming  in  a  couple  of  the  areas  is  courtesy  of 
dogglounge.com.

Connections2 looks at my own personal  connections,  but also the connections 
between all us Aboriginal people. This is regardless of where we come from around 
this continent and our connections to our varied homelands. It also speaks to some 
of the connections of the experiences which bind us. Now we also have new ways 
to connect, such as the use of the very tools it takes to view this work.

7


