


Themes | Alternate Bodies
‘Embodied Knowledge: Queensland Contemporary Art’ is 
a showcase of recent and commissioned artworks by 
artists with a close connection to Queensland.

Explore works in the exhibition using the following themes 
and consider the key ideas concerning contemporary 
artists:

• Found objects
• Bodily extensions
• Fluid bodies

Explore more themes in the exhibition with the ‘Bodies of Knowledge’ thematic 
resource.

DISCRETION ADVISED
Visitors are advised that artworks in this exhibition contain strong 
themes.

CULTURAL SENSITIVITY WARNING
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community members are 
respectfully advised that artworks in this exhibition refer to and 
depict people who have passed away, and include sensitive 
content concerning ancestral remains and cultural objects.



BODILY EXTENSIONS
There are many objects — such as masks, shields and headdresses — that not only have an 

intimate physical relationship with the body, but also extend it in new ways.



Bodily extensions
Ethel Murray’s Bumbil Bigin Nguma: Remembering my father’s 
shields 2022 recalls the bigin (shields) of her nguma (father). Bigin
were customarily made by the rainforest peoples of north 
Queensland and used to protect warriors in battle, as well as in 
ceremony.

Taking old drawings by her father as inspiration, Murray has 
created three larger-than-life contemporary bigin by knotting 
brightly coloured rope to a metal shield structure. The viewer can 
easily imagine the exaggerated movement of the coloured ropes 
swinging and swaying if the shields were used in a performance or 
ceremony.



Bodily extensions
Obery Sambo comes from a long line of master mask- and 
headdress-makers from Mer (Murray Island), home to the Meriam 
people of the eastern Torres Strait.

Sambo creates his own unique responses to Meriam spirit 
guardians Sau Lamar and Sumes Borom, and medicine men Arsir
Kirim le and Arsir le Kesi whose masks are used in ceremony. 
These masks are rendered in commercially produced coconut 
husk, twine, synthetic materials and paints, and while they may 
not conform to traditional designs, Sambo uses them as memory 
prompts to keep these oral histories active.



Bodily extensions
The polished and mirrored surfaces of Reflectors and absorbers 
2016 by artistic duo Janet Burchill and Jennifer McCamley
bounce the viewer’s image back on themselves, entangling them 
in the artwork.

The dressing screen and the helmet featured in Burchill and 
McCamley’s work symbolise vulnerability, as each object is closely 
connected with the body: the screen as a modesty shield; and the 
helmet as protection for the head. When walking around the 
screens, the viewer alternately finds their body enveloped within 
the arcs of the artwork or forced to move around its convex 
perimeter.



FOUND OBJECTS
Artists communicate meaning by transforming everyday objects, often taking them beyond their 

normal uses. 



Found objects
Erika Scott’s artworks celebrate the material stuff of life. The 
Reservoir Of Cruel Miracles 2022 comprises 40 fish tanks stacked 
in rings to create a towering cylindrical sculpture.

Each tank overflows with seemingly random objects, from 
aquarium accessories and air vent covers to toys and garden 
equipment. There is no imposed narrative to the arrangement of 
the jumbled, layered items, but their sheer volume speaks to the 
unrelenting production and excessive accumulation of objects that 
marks our consumerist age.



Found objects
Vanghoua Anthony Vue’s ‘Hard-hat Devi(l)-(n)ation’ series 2022 
draws on the artist’s cultural heritage — the Hmong ethnic group of 
South-East Asia and southern China — in reimagining elaborate 
customary headdresses. The found materials and do-it-yourself 
techniques used by the artist refer to how Hmong migrants often 
find work as labourers in the Australian construction industry. 

Objects sourced from hardware stores decorated with sequins, 
pompoms, electrical tape, washers and bolts are interwoven atop 
hardhats to create colourful sculptures. Because Vue’s versions 
play up the sculptural elements of the found objects they are 
composed from, they are far more physically imposing than the 
cultural headwear they are inspired by.



FLUID BODIES
Artists in ‘Embodied Knowledge’ reflect on the idea that bodies can have both fixed and fluid 

locations in space. 



Fluid bodies
Rendered in shades of grey, James Barth’s painterly figures bear 
an eerie likeness to the artist, caught somewhere between self-
portrait and self-projection. Barth deconstructs and remodels her 
reality through a multilayered method of photo-painting that begins 
with creating avatars and virtual worlds in open-source software.

In Gleaming, I’m shown 2021, the bodily forms of the two lounging 
characters appear otherworldly. The legless figure sitting in the 
background is paper-thin, while the arms belonging to the reclining 
person appear to be made of plasticine. The underlying feeling of 
the uncanny — of bodies defying nature — is what makes Barth’s 
paintings so engaging.



Fluid bodies
In The Vertigoats 2021 by Justene Williams, an array of 
mannequins pose across a large gallery wall. While shop 
mannequins once served to represent the ideal body, here 
Williams stretches and distorts their limbs so extensively that they 
almost lose their relationship to the human figure. The artist also 
references screen culture and the cultivation of digital selves in 
this work. 

Some mannequins in The Vertigoats wear virtual-reality headsets, 
hold mobile phones or clasp digital tablets flashing with poetic 
phrases. A few figures appear so completely consumed in their 
online worlds that they are unaware of their surroundings and 
audience: a reflection on the breakdown of connections and 
relationships in the digital age.



CAPTIONS

Ethel Murray / Girramay/Jirrbal peoples / Australia b.1964 / Bumbil Bigin Nguma: Remembering my father's shields (install view) 2022 / Synthetic rope on steel / 3 sculptures: 142.7 x 84.4cm / 
Proposed for the QAGOMA Collection / © Ethel Murray / Photograph: Chloë Callistemon, QAGOMA

Obery Sambo / Meriams of Mer / Australia b.1970 / Sumes Borom (Bush Boar) 2019 / Coconut husk, synthetic polymer paint, straw, shells, feathers, seeds / 30 x 34 x 46cm / Commissioned 
for ‘Embodied Knowledge’ by QAGOMA / © Obery Sambo / Image courtesy: Obery Sambo

Janet Burchill / Australia b.1955 / Jennifer McCamley / Australia b.1957 / Reflectors and absorbers 2016 / Aluminium, stainless steel, steel, polycarbonate, dyed cotton scrim, rubber / 190 x 
260 x 120cm / © Janet Burchill and Jennifer McCamley / Image courtesy: Janet Burchill and Jennifer McCamley and Neon Parc, Melbourne

Erika Scott / Australia b.1987 / The Reservoir of Cruel Miracles (installation view) 2022 / Mixed media installation / 350 x 397 x 397cm (approx.) (40 fish tanks: 120 x 60 x 60cm each) / 
Commissioned for ‘Embodied Knowledge’ by QAGOMA / Courtesy: Erika Scott / © Erika Scott / Photograph: Natasha Harth, QAGOMA

Vanghoua Anthony Vue / Hmong people / Australia b.1989 / The Pez, The Bobby, The Manny (from the ‘Hard-hat Devi(l)-(n)ation’ series) (installation view) 2022 / Mixed media / 
Commissioned for ‘Embodied Knowledge’ by QAGOMA / © Vanghoua Anthony Vue / Photograph: QAGOMA, Natasha Harth | The Manny (from the ‘Hard-hat Devi(l)-(n)ation’ series) (detail) 
2022 / Mixed media / 145 x 120 x 85cm / Commissioned for ‘Embodied Knowledge’ by QAGOMA / Image courtesy and © Vanghoua Anthony Vue

James Barth / Australia b.1993 / Gleaming, I’m shown 2021 / Oil screenprinted and brushed on aluminium composite sheet / 86 x 69cm / Private collection / © James Barth

Justene Williams / Australian b.1970 / The Vertigoats (detail) 2021 / Mixed media / Dimensions variable / Purchased 2021 with funds from Contemporary Patrons through the QAGOMA 
Foundation / Collection: QAGOMA / © Justene Williams



This resource was developed by QAGOMA Learning in association with ‘Embodied Knowledge: Queensland 
Contemporary Art’ held at QAG from 13 August 2022 to 22 January 2023.
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