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Karla Dickens and Aris Prabawa are artists who currently live 
in Lismore. Karla (born 1968) is a Wiradjuri Aboriginal 

artist born and bred in South Sydney, who moved to Lismore 
about six years ago to bring up her daughter, Ginger. Aris (born 
1974) is originally from Solo, Java. A founding member of  the 
well-known Yogyakarta-based arts collective Taring Padi, 
established in 1998, Aris relocated to Lismore with his Australian 
partner, Jade, about a decade ago. 

Aris and Karla met for the first time last year. It wasn’t in 
Lismore though but in Sydney’s west when both artists were 
showing solo exhibitions at Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre, 
Liverpool. Aris’s exhibition Hilang Kemanusiaan (‘Humanity Lost’) 
continued his politicised commentary through works depicting 
state brutality, militarism and greed. A product of  the Suharto era, 
Aris paints a less-than-rosy picture of  social and national agendas, 
and is motivated by the power of  art to critique and mobilise. 
Reviewing this show, and moved by Aris’s apparent convictions, 
journalist/blogger Emilia Salgado remarked: ‘Australia, awash with 
apathy and art-for-interiors, has a lot to thank Aris for.’1 

Karla showed Black Madonna at Casula Powerhouse, a 
series of  her characteristic collage-based works which looks to 
Aboriginal, Judeo-Christian and Buddhist traditions and 
imagery to explore notions of  spiritual protection, succour, 
and motherhood.

Both artists undertook a week-long residency at Casula in 
the lead-up to their shows. As it turned out, the timing of  their 
exhibitions coincided with the anniversary of  the Appin Massacre 
which took place 17 April, 1816, in Appin, a small town on the 
outskirts of  south-western Sydney. The Appin Massacre was an 
extreme show of  force by Governor Macquarie’s troops, a fatal 
case of  ‘Humanity Lost’. Soldiers were despatched from Liverpool 
on a so-called reprisal mission against Dharawal people at the then 
newly established mining outpost of  Appin. Official records 
report fourteen deaths, including those of  Dharawal women and 
children who fell to their deaths over a cliff  while fleeing the 
soldiers’ bullets and dogs. Other sources indicate the toll was 
much higher. Dharawal man and local historian Gavin Andrews 
says that after Macquarie’s troops returned to Sydney, civilians 
continued killing his ancestors: ‘They went hunting. They went on 
a black hunt and of  course most of  the blacks out there were the 
women and children.’2

The Appin Massacre is commemorated by a permanent 
stone plaque and annual memorial service at Cataract Dam, and 
Dharawal representatives are currently lobbying the NSW 
government to have the site of  the massacre handed back to their 
community. Karla and Aris chose to commemorate the massacre 
by collaborating on a mural onsite at Casula, completing the task 
in little more than an hour. Karla has worked on numerous public 
mural projects in Sydney and elsewhere, her work essentially driven 
by the struggle for Indigenous rights. Aris’s work has also dealt 
with massacres occurring in more recent times. His painting 
installation Kekejaman di Alas Tlogo: Atrocity of Alas Tlogo (2010), for 
example, directly addresses an incident which took place in 2007 
in the village of  Alas Tlogo, East Java, when Indonesian military 
fired on local villagers who were protesting their forced removal 
from farming land. The crackdown resulted in twelve civilian 
casualties, including four deaths.

1. See Emilia Salgado’s blog entry at: http://artoutwrite.blogspot.
com/2010/07/aris-prabawa-exhibition-hilang.html 
2. See Mark Tobin, ‘Call to return massacre site to Aboriginal people’, 
ABC News (online), 8 November 2010.
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1/ Aris and Karla in front of their ‘Appin Massacre’ mural 
 on the grounds of Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre, Sydney, 2010.  

Image courtesy Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre.  The mural includes text from an account of 
the massacre: ‘The dogs sounded the alarm and the natives fell over cliff; it was moonlight.’
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 (clockwise from top left) 1/  Karla Dickens, Untitled, 2011, digital print;  
showing in the exhibition Home Is Where the Rabbits Live, First Draft Gallery, Sydney. October/November 2011. 

2/ Aris Prabawa, Melayang diatas Pembabatan, 2008, oil on canvas, 150x195cm

3/ Keangkuhan Terbang (Flight of Arrogance), 2009, oil on canvas, 150 x 198cm.

4/ Aris Prabawa, Budaya Kolusi (Culture of collusion), 2009, oil on canvas, 150 x 198cm.

5/ Karla Dickens, installation detail for solo exhibition Home Is Where The Rabbits Live, 

6/ Karla Dickens, still photograph from The Bunny and the Honey, 2011, a short film by Karla Dickens and Nils Crompton, showing in Home Is Where The Rabbits Live. 
Images courtesy the artists.


