
INTRODUCTION: KING 
HIT BY LIFE-LIKE LIQUID

Let no one say the past is dead. 

The past is all about us and within. 

Haunted by tribal memories, I know 

This little now, this accidental present 

Is not the all of me, whose long making 

Is so much of the past.(1-6)1

Karla Dickens’ site-specific installation 

at Allens’ Sydney office presents an 

alternative view of Australian history 

and contemporary life as seen through 

the eyes of a Wiradjuri woman. Born 

in Sydney in 1967, her work questions 

notions of identity, colonisation, cultural 

dispossession and social diaspora, and 

their opposites: cultural affirmation, 

continuity and the reclamation of history. 

Identity, history and the spaces between 

black and white societies are potent 

themes for many urban indigenous 

artists. As Dickens affirms, she has ‘two 

loves in life: art and family and a passion 

for protest.’ 2Using art as her voice, she 

seeks to ‘raise questions in the hope that 

once a story is told there will be a desire 

for change.’ Her evocative depictions of 

resistance to cultural and environmental 

oppression are juxtaposed with 

reinterpretations of colonialist images, 

which belie benign representations of 

settlement. The dignity of the individual, 

so often negated in history, is repeated 

throughout her images in sepia, black 

and white and colour photography 

1 ‘The Past’ by Oodgeroo Noonuccal
2 In conversation with the artist on 28 
February 2016.

representing the passing of time and 

historical events, recalling her forefathers 

and mothers who have preceded her and 

‘whose presence and guidance continue 

to pervade the present.’3

Viewed through the glass lifts of the 

Norman Foster building and showcased 

as cabinets of curiosities, Dickens’ 

installation moves towards a brash climax 

in its provocative political and social 

commentary. As precursors to museums 

in Renaissance Europe, cabinets of 

curiosities were encyclopaedic collections 

of objects categorised as belonging to 

natural history, geology, ethnography, 

archaeology, religious or historical relics, 

works of art, and antiquities. Formed by 

3 Ibid
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rulers and aristocrats, members of the 

merchant class and early practitioners 

of science, these multi-compartmented 

cabinets and vitrines, which eventually 

grew to become entire rooms, were 

microcosms or theatres of the world 

which symbolically conveyed the 

patron’s control of it through its indoor, 

microscopic reproduction.4 The curios in 

Dickens’ vitrines function in much the 

same way.

From a postmodern perspective, Dickens 

recasts her accoutrements as relics or 

curiosities of the Western imagination 

4 Francesaco Fiorani, reviewing Bredecamp 
1995 in Renaissance Quarterly 51.1 (Spring 
1998:268-270) p 268.

by combining handcrafted objects 

fashioned through weaving and basketry 

and found objects (primarily refuse), 

that would appear to have no intrinsic 

value – baseball masks, whiskey bottles, 

fabric remnants, rusted metals – she 

creates three-dimensional sculptures 

that represent both traditional and 

contemporary aspects of Aboriginality. 

Here time and ritual become displaced 

in the merging and layering of these 

utilitarian artefacts of traditional culture 

with the political and philosophical 

musings of contemporary society. Each of 

the five vitrines in the project space are 

thereby transformed into figments of a 

hybrid universe, one that simultaneously 

pays homage to indigenous art forms 

while nodding to the experimentation 

of Aboriginal artists across media and 

perspectives today.
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The title to Dickens’ installation King Hit by 

Life-like Liquid, takes its name from both 

the colourful historic figure, Bungaree 

(1775 -1830), who was renowned during 

the governorship of Lachlan Macquarie 

in the early nineteenth century, and the 

insidious effects of alcohol abuse found 

in indigenous communities since the 

British colonisation of Australia. King 

Hit is Bungaree, the first person to be 

described in print as being an ‘Australian’ 

and the first Indigenous person to 

circumnavigate Australia, having sailed 

King Hit by Life-like Liquid 2016 (detail) 
King Hit, Level 4, Allens, Sydney 

Initiated 2014 
oil and mixed media on canvas, 76 x 102 cm



with Matthew Flinders and acting as 

a mediator between English colonists 

and Aboriginal people. In his obituary, 

Bungaree was titled ‘his Aboriginal 

Majesty King Boongarie, Supreme Chief 

of the Sydney Tribe’. Bungaree established 

himself as an important identity on his 

own terms and was acknowledged for his 

intelligence, character, sense of humour 

and ostentatiousness. Often dressing and 

sleeping in military and naval uniforms 

given to him, he would affect the walk 

and mannerisms of every governor from 

John Hunter to Sir Thomas Brisbane. 

Speaking English well, he would perfectly 

imitate every conspicuous personality 

in Sydney. However, after a protracted 

illness due to alcoholism, Bungaree died 

on 24 November 1830 and was buried 

at Rose Bay. A portrait of him by Charles 

Rodius hangs in the Public Library of NSW.5 

Bungaree’s life and story spoke to Dickens 

addressing the continuing dilemma of 

5 Bungaree by Keith Vincent Smith, 2011  
http://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/bungaree

living between conflicting world views. 

She reflects:

I am obsessed and warmed by the man 

Bungaree and his playful interaction 

with the new Colonial rulers. Bungaree 

was a man of intelligence and wit. He 

was flamboyant and content to play 

the fool because it paid off handsomely 

at times. He was a solid hinge swinging 

between black and white camps, a role 

possessed by few in his day.6

Life-like liquid is the name given to a three-

channel video Dickens created in 2014, 

which continues Dickens’ exploration 

of the life and times of Bungaree. This 

video was in response to a project that 

coincided with the 200th anniversary 

of Governor Macquarie’s land grant to 

Bungaree at Georges Heights, Sydney. A 

significant historic event, this was the first 

such land grant from colonial authorities 

to an Aboriginal person in Australia.

6 Artist statement dated 1 March 2016.
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The video features the naked torso 

of a tattooed Aboriginal man who 

gingerly balances various decorative 

whiskey bottles fashioned in the shape 

of government officials from first 

settlement. For the Allens’ installation, 

stills were taken from that video and 

were printed onto canvas. What makes 

these photographs effective, aside from 

their overwhelming size, taking up the 

entire frame of the canvas and repetition 

(each image is repeated three times per 

floor), is the relaxed and comfortable 

subject which has been achieved 

through Dicken’s compassion, respect 

and understanding. This reinstates 

Aboriginal pride and dignity even in the 

face of adversity. There is no denying 

that Aboriginal alcohol use changed 

significantly after colonisation. Within 

weeks of the arrival of the First Fleet, the 

first pubs opened and this would shape 

the way Australian society developed over 

the next few decades. Often Aboriginal 

laborers were paid in alcohol or tobacco. 

Media usually indulges in portraying 

unilateral stereotypes of Aboriginal 

alcohol consumption and the associated 

problems but does not reinforce the fact 

that white Australian society shares the 

same problems.

Karla’s Aboriginality and sexuality 

profoundly informs her work, yet 

her insight and breadth of artistic 

practice both embrace the notion of 

identity politics deeply and also work 

with universal human experiences. 

Although Indigenous Australians have 

experienced some social and political 

gains, particularly with regard to the 

movement towards reconciliation, there 

is very little momentum in improving 

indigenous social conditions and official 

recognition of indigenous rights and 

history. Reluctant to accept the status 

quo, Dickens, like other urban Aboriginal 

artists, continues to use every means 

available to give voice to contemporary 

truths through her art, thereby engaging 

in a cross-cultural dialogue. This is 

Dickens’ preoccupation and strength: to 

explore the dichotomy of being a part of 

a living dynamic Australian Aboriginal 

culture and her role as a custodian of 

stories of a tragic and turbulent past. Her 

work symbolises both permanence and 

transformation and the ongoing dialogue 

between the two to promote healing.

MARIA POULOS | MARch 2016
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King-Hit by Life-like Liquid  2016
a site specific installation across five floors, Allens, Deutsche Bank Place 
mixed media, dimensions variable 
© the artist
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WOUNDED WARRIORS

There are many wounds 
some as deep as the cliffs were high 
when the natives were rounded up 
and pushed to their ends 
some as toxic as the poisons to die for 
finely-laced gifts to warm and feed

Scars lingering from the past 
few have healed 
some still-open sores 
weeping when poked 
by another black death in custody 
maybe just ‘that’ look 
black-faced drunks on Australia Day

The wounded still fight 
reaching deep for a voice 
speaking with never-heard tears 
which feed the soil 
limping to the next battle 
supported by a crutch or stick

Standing proud

JACK AND JILL

Hold a thought 
for the woman 
who hid in the long grass 
longing to be invisible 

With no make-up 
to cover the scars 
as rivers of grog flowed 
she spills an ocean of blood 

A workhorse by day 
and endless dark nights 
an animal for the taking 
some called it ‘assimilation’

There was warmth 
on occasion 
glimpses of kindness 
confusion of love for lust

Babies to kiss 
until the eyes turn 
his fists flew 
the bottle was empty

No flowers 
no silk scarves 
sinking into deep grooves of grief 
Houdini would find it hard to escape

One may have a paddle 
occasionally a boat 
yet the water still smells 
up Shit Creek

Staining her heart 
bruising her cheeks 
wounding her

knowing “until death do us part”

LOOK AT YOURSELF

Australian Culture

B.Y.O. 
you royal boozer 
you lush merchant 
having a few at the local 
you elbow bending piss-pot

Aussie pride 
true sportsmen for liquor 
look at the juicer 
he wouldn't shout if a shark bit him 
look at Mr. Boozington 
having a few at the local 
look at the aristocrats 
of the bottle 

Local pastime 
skull-it you mug 
another night out with the boys 
hanging at the water-hole 
knockin' back a couple 
after a hard day's work 
nothin' like a coldie 
dodgin' booze buses

One of the boys 
a good Aussie bloke 
poor bastard having a bad run 
silly old barfly 
boys will be boys 
don't forget the Esky 
flat-out like a lizard drinking 
going off at the RSL 
full as a goog 
with a gut-full

Grab a long-neck for me darl 
pour me another middy 
no worries, make it a schooner 
hitting the piss this arvo mate 
heading out to get rotten 
so baked he lost his stubby-holder 
hitting the turps 
drinking with the flies 
just a larrikin who likes a tinny

Yobbos and bogans 
talk our nation's thoughts 
it doesn't come close 
in spirit or public legacy 
making headlines 
creating a stereotype 
such as ‘drinking Aboriginal’ 
we have our own special labels 
‘top-shelf’ with added adjectives

Australian culture

MASKS OF DUTCH COURAGE

A bottle 
a glass 
we hide behind 
side-stepping ourselves 
escaping painful truths

Hopeless holes 
invincible for a night 
strong as an ox 
sexier then Jagger 
smarter than you

With hearts of hope 
mouths full of wonder 
eyes wide-shut 
on a turn of a coin 
sweet to sour

Bitter jabs fly 
nasty reality hits 
luck falls flat on its face 
the party's over 
punched sober

A new mask is fitted 
the protector 
we hide between 
the sharpest 
of shame

A bottle 
a glass 
embracing the Dutchman 
courage lost 
then found



KING-HIT

A king is born 
no man's king 
southern skies hanging 
anchored to country 
tried to lore 
a slave

Watch your back

A king loves his queens 
flirting with strangers 
dances and sings 
the jolly gamer stumbles 
ancient threads break 
the liquid master yells

Watch your back

No man’s master 
savage funny-man cries 
sways with new laws 
sinking in rum 
drowning in lies 
spirits walk close

The king is hit

ASSIMILATED WARRIORS

Smart as a fox 
quick as a whippet

Wise man 
works like a dog

Dressed to the nines 
tools of the trade

Clean-cut 
armed with words

Frocked-up flesh 
suits of armour

clever man power 
hung dry

Swinging by meat-hooks 
branded like cattle

Social dress 
civilised

Never knowing 
behind doors
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THE WOUNDED – THE SCAR – THE GIFTED

The Fisher King story is that of a king disabled 

by a very painful wound in the hand or thigh 

that causes him and his whole kingdom to 

remain in disarray, barren and confused, never 

achieving full potential. The wound never 

heals until a simple common act of kindness, 

treating him with respect as another human 

being, that releases him from his bind and his 

kingdom flourishes. In an age-old Aboriginal 

dispute-settling ceremony called Makarrata, the 

offending party has to face off the spears of the 

aggrieved party without retaliation, until they are 

hit, or the embittered side are tired of the sport. 

In the latter case, the ‘accused’ presents their 

thigh to be stabbed with a spear that ends the 

matter.

‘King Hit by Life-like Liquid’ installation over five 

floors is about alcohol, alcohol in Australian 

society and its original Aboriginal inhabitants. It’s 

the triples ‘As’; Aboriginals, alcohol, and Australia 

as a nation. Think of the beauty, the poetry of the 

seduction of alcohol we experience every day, 

and then the brutal metal hook, the restraints, 

the captive nature, and then the crippling and 

emotional scar.

Australians often hear of dysfunctional 

Aboriginal communities; well, what about the 

Australian nation that was born and baptised 

in alcohol? We are awash with it still. Positive, 

persuasive, images tell us to consume alcohol; 

they invade all parts of our lives. The industry’s 

political reach into government is embedded 

deep. The first political upheaval in the colony, 

remember, was the ‘Rum Rebellion’ (1808) where 

the corrupt officers guarding the convicts in the 

colony deposed of Governor Bligh who sought to 

impose the rule of law in the colony and end their 

monopoly over the rum trade.

For 60,000 years, Aboriginal people did not have 

alcohol of any kind. Karla’s image is of the naked 

vulnerable male Aboriginal body holding a finely 

industrialised, commodified emblem of alcohol 

in the shape of ‘special edition’ bottles of Scotch 

in the portrait of Captain Cook. The fragility of the 

balancing act, the stark difference of warm living 

flesh contrasted with cold inanimate polished 

ceramic – think of the possible injuries inflicted 

by sharp fragments of broken ceramic. The British 

empire is a curious set of fortunate accidents, 

and grubby, corrupt ‘smoke and mirrors’ in 

history, given the small population and area of 

their island to that of their empire.

There are the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics 

Anonymous to recover from alcohol addiction, 

and, I’m told, Five Stages of Addiction Recovery: 

one, Awareness and Early Acknowledgement; 

two, Consideration; three, Exploring Recovery; 

four; Early Recovery; and five, Active Recovery 

and Maintenance. ‘King Hit by Life-like Liquid’ 

as an installation is set out by Karla Dickens 

in five chapters, a form of discursive discourse 

concerning her own wounded (gifted) life with 

being an Aboriginal woman and her relationship 

with alcohol. People’s lives are important and 

have meaning but beyond a middle-class fetish 

voyeurism of the lower classes they can be 

inspiring human conversations to engage with.



I was told by theatre producer Annemarie Dalziel 

that American literature is one of stories around 

wounded male heroes but really I thought that 

it was one of traumatised individuals of both 

genders struggling with their moral compromises 

and failures demanded by a dog-eat-dog society. 

All individuals and societies strive to progress a 

structured moral existence and many, if not most, 

include rituals that account for human failings and 

allow absolution of some kind. The images and 

objects are of scattered fragments of a mysterious, 

bare, cold, lonely, surreal dream. The contents and 

memories of a former traumatised mind. In the 

foyer, are three men’s suits and dog muzzles of 

the ‘Assimilated Warriors’ and branded woman – 

how does one rise in society and not be seen as 

a ‘coconut’, a sell-out and scarred in the process? 

One must remember that the members of the 

Aboriginal political parties of the 1920s and 1930s 

held serious jobs, and raised practically all the 

funds for the political campaigns. They strove to be 

decent, clean and well dressed in clothes, manners, 

and speech.

On the first floor, coupled with these are those aids 

for the physically handicapped, alluding to those 

more broadly challenged emotionally and mentally 

but who battle on and make contributions. On the 

second floor, a desperate, pathetic drama is played 

out of common drunken destruction of people’s 

families – of the pointless arguments, waste of 

time and monies, and misdirected emotional 

accusations titles: ‘Jack Abusing Jill up Shit Creek’, 

a large Union Jack flag hanging on a spear with 

woman’s hair and ‘shit creek’ boat paddles and 

prints. Aboriginal painter Gorden Hookey related 

the way in which at art school the first action he 

was instructed to complete was to be brave and 

honest and look in the mirror and paint whatever 

he saw no matter how difficult – to obtain an 

honest image of himself.

The third floor is titled ‘Look at Yourself’ where 

prints, a beer-labelled large mirror along with 

small mirrors, and grog bottles embody this title 

and moral. ‘Masks of Dutch Courage’ is set out 

on the fourth floor. ‘Dutch courage’ comes from 

an observation of English soldiers that their 

allies in the Thirty Years War (1648), the Dutch 

soldiers, became much braver after drinking gin. 

The awkward-looking uncomfortable masks were 

made in a workshop Karla ran for the homeless 

of the Lismore area at the Winesome Hotel. Many 

were homeless through substance abuse and 

emotionally challenged or both. Prints, metal 

masks, ropes, tropes of fear, hiding, furtive deceit, 

but also protective devices, used for actions such 

as subduing and restraining. Alcohol itself is a drug 

of masking, of allusions and lies but the mask can 

also protect.

I was researching the well-known Broken 

Bay Aboriginal man Bungaree, with the aim 

of making works for the 2012–15 travelling 

exhibition Bungaree: The First Australian. The 

exhibition initially opened at Mosman Art Gallery 

and later travelled to Lake Macquarie City Art 

Gallery and The Glasshouse in Port Macquarie.

Part of Bungaree’s story is that he was introduced 

to alcohol by colonial settlers and, thereafter, was 

often paid in alcohol for services rendered. This 

was not unusual in early Sydney, with rum often 

being used as an unofficial currency in the new 

colony.

Karla Dickens

The series of digital photos comprising ‘Life Like-

liquid’ are stills from a short film Karla created 

from a pair of workshops around ‘Bungaree’s Farm’ 

art project at Mosman Art Gallery.
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On the fifth floor are prints, Karla’s painting of 

Bungaree; ‘No Man’s Master No Man’s King’, tins 

and sculptures on the floor. Most probably the 

most recognized portrait of Bungaree was of him 

and his wife Cora with grog bottles in a basket at 

their feet (London engravings 1830 from Augustus 

Earle’s 1826 portrait). One should remember that 

practically everyone drank in the colony in those 

times.

As a celebrity, and to some degree an entertainer 

(due to his ability to mimic the early Colonial 

Governors and other notables), Bungaree 

was often invited to official and non-official 

functions where drinking rum was the norm. He 

was possibly the first Aboriginal man accepted 

into such circumstances and probably one of 

the first of his race to succumb to the perils of 

drunkenness. …

From first contact until the present day, 

introduced drugs such as tobacco, alcohol and 

other illicit substances have had a devastating 

effect on Australia’s Indigenous people. Alcohol 

is widely seen as a harmless social lubricant 

by the Australian community and for this 

reason a dangerous drug has been normalised. 

What might start as a sociable, pleasant and 

acceptable activity can easily snowball into 

a messy ending with those addicted being 

shunned.

Karla Dickens

All of your experiences in life, for good and bad, in 

passing should be seen positively – they teach you 

to see the world in another way, to live with people 

differently and to remember; ‘what does not kill 

you, makes you stronger’. Artist friend Fiona Foley 

pointed me to this poem:

Out of the huts of history’s shame 

I rise 

Up from a past that’s rooted in pain 

I rise 

I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide, 

Welling and swelling I bear in the tide. 

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 

I rise 

Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 

I rise 

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 

I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 

I rise 

I rise 

I rise.

Maya Angelou, 1978.
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