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WHEN YOU ARE INVITED 
into Karla Dickens’ world – her 
comfy home near Lismore – your 
senses are driven into overload 
as she brings out some of her 
artworks from various bodies of 
work over the years.

This prolific artist works in a 
variety of media and has amassed 
an impressive creative output. 
The diversity, richness and 
attention to detail are entranc-
ing for the viewer, but for Karla 
her works have been a form of 
therapy – a path to healing after a 
turbulent childhood.

A Wiradjuri woman, born in 
1967 in southern Sydney, her 
work has been exhibited in more 
than 20 solo exhibitions, over 
thirty group shows and a large 
number of community-based 
projects. Karla has also gained a 
variety of teaching experience.

She is a successful, esteemed 
artist who works in a spirit of 
humility creating art fed from 
memories and sometimes dark 
places.

GPSpeak visited Karla at 
home to find out about her lat-
est project which is the result 
of her winning the 2010 NSW 
Indigenous Arts Scholarship. Her 
project involves translating the 
cross-cultural language of footy 
by visually exploring the contin-

ued influence the South Sydney 
Rabbitohs’ iconic rabbit logo has 
on the community and the NSW 
landscape.

“I, like most blackfellas in 
NSW live a cross-cultural life 
and share histories deserving of 
being told, showcased as authen-
tic Aboriginal art embracing our 
reality of being the first to be 
invaded, settled and assimilated,” 
Karla explained.

Footy culture
Growing up around Redfern 
in Sydney, it was compulsory 
for Karla to attend Rabbitohs’ 
matches with her family. The 
conversation around the din-
ner table invariably centred on 
Rugby League – the communal 
language.

Now living in northern NSW, 
Karla said there were always 
images of rabbits around which 
reminded her of her time growing 
up in Redfern.

She is well into the project 
which comprises a collection 
of photos and paintings. These 
are going to be part of an art 
installation and Karla has also 
put together a movie with the 
South Sydney rabbit mascot 
starring alongside a statuesque 
Bundjalung drag queen called 

Destiny.
Set at South Sydney oval and 

around Redfern, it’s a quirky, 
fluffy love story set to a haunting 
horn version of the song Little 
Peter Rabbit (Glory, Glory to 
South Sydney). 

Karla explained that sport and 
art are the two primary areas 
where Indigenous people excel 
and achieve high profiles in both 
areas. 

“They can stand up and have 
a voice and be acknowledged for 
their greatness which is also heal-
ing. That’s what this project was 
mainly about, bringing the arts 
and the footy culture together. 

Growing up there was no art, all 
football and sport. 

“All my work over the years has 
been about my personal experi-
ences because that’s what I know 
best.”

Rabbit landscape
It was while driving back home 
from Sydney last year that the 
project came together in her 
mind.

“I was just noticing all the 
Rabbitohs’ memorabilia and signs 
but mainly the logo, mainly the 
rabbit around Redfern and as 
I drove back up the coast, that 
rabbit just seemed to follow me 
everywhere and then I got back 
to Lismore and they were still fol-
lowing me! They were on fellas’ 
jerseys and I was noticing red and 
green everywhere, on socks and 
stickers on cars, so the proposal 
I put in is about the rabbit, the 
Rabbitohs’ logo and how it moves 
around the landscape in NSW.”

Karla’s project will be exhib-
ited this month at the First 
Draft Gallery in – where else? – 

The medicine of creation
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If Karla played football like she made art, 
she’d probably be a winger, dancing and 

sidestepping down the field full of pace and 
quick, stylish moves. Then again, she might 
make a better team doctor. Her art, after 

all, is a vital medicine – for herself and for 
anyone else who cares to reach into its 

depths.
Maurice O’Riordan, Art Monthly Australia, 2011

Karla Dickens draws on her memories to create stunning artworks.

Rabbit mandala


