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Deborah Kelly

Deborah Kelly is from Melbourne, but lives in Sydney. 
Her work is strongly political - she tackles issues 
based on gender, sexuality, race, nationality and 
history. Collage is only one of the many techniques or 
strategies that she uses to convey her ideas. She has 
projected images onto the night sky over Sydney and 
Singapore; she has posted images onto tram stops 
and bus shelters, and published café postcards. She 
also uses ‘tactical media’ – a grass roots movement 
using the internet and digital technology for social 
activism. 

Kelly is a founding member of the art gang ‘boat-
people.org’, which has been making public work 
dealing with race, nations, borders and history since 
2001. Their first act was a daring, unauthorised 
projection of a 15-metre high, tall ship image, 
captioned “Boat People”, on to the Sydney Opera 
House one night, inspired by an Aboriginal woman 
telling Kelly that all non-indigenous Australians were 
effectively “boat people”.  Kelly is clear that boat-people.org are not trying to speak on behalf of 
refugees. Boat-people.org are exploring the origin of hatred of refugees, and trying to break down 
the divisions between existing residents of Australia and people who came here to fleeing from 
war, natural disasters and corrupt political regimes.

Kelly’s works in Cut with the kitchen knife are handmade collages in the tradition of Hannah Hoch. 
Incomplete notes from timespace tourism (2011) uses images from ghostly 1970s Croatian girly 
magazines that Kelly has barnacled with jewels and ocean creatures. Through these works the 
artist analyses and re-shapes the depiction of the female image in the mass media. She creates 

a new world of fantastical females whilst satirising 
current preoccupations with beauty.

Deborah Kelly talks about her work in Cut with the 
kitchen knife:
“I come carrying bling, and pictures of bling, and 
actual relative riches to the impenetrable grey of this 
crumbling city. The ghosts of broken utopias and 
war with the cousins jostle me everywhere, urgently 
talking and gesticulating and tugging my earlobes. I 
can’t understand a thing they say nor interpret their 
anxious gestures. The dense smog of all I do not 
know is in my mouth and in my eyes. In white days 
under zero, I wander aimlessly through flea markets 
so bleak they seem to be selling actual fleas. A 
very old woman flogs socialist-era girly magazines, 
and I can’t put them down, and at once I’m so 
confounded, I can hardly pick them up, either. All I 
can do is perform my own strangeness in relation 
to them, my awkward well-meaning feminist self, a 
time-traveller from the future, bearing inappropriate 
gifts.”
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Creating and Making
•	 Discuss issues that are currently in the news, nationally or perhaps specific to your 

geographical area e.g. the treatment of animals, homophobia or environmental issues. 
Select an issue in contemporary life that you feel strongly about.

•	 Collect images that represent your feelings about that issue. They could be from 
newspapers and magazines talking directly about that issue, or they could be unrelated 
images that express your feelings about your issue.

•	 Make a collage work from your collected images. Try different compositions before you 
decide on the best way to arrange your images.

•	 Think of other ways that you could communicate your message to your audience. Could 
you create fliers or postcards? Could you create a blog? Consider who your audience is, 
and what technique would best communicate to them.

Exploring and Responding
•	 Research political art works from 

different times in history. How do they 
compare to the work of politically 
motivated artists today (like Deborah 
Kelly)? How do their techniques differ?

•	 At the exhibition discuss how Deborah 
Kelly has used colour and tone in her 
work? How does this affect the mood 
and message in the artwork?

VCE Art/Studio Art
•	 Before or after visiting Cut with the 

kitchen knife, research the collage work 
of Kenyan-born artist Wangechi Mutu 
and Hannah Hoch. Select a work by 
each artist and make a comparison 
between the two. Describe the varying 
cultural background of each artist.

•	 At Cut with the kitchen knife discuss the 
differences and similarities with works 
by Mutu and Hoch and with Incomplete 
notes from timespace tourism (1 – 6) 
(2011) by Deborah Kelly.

•	 Research other artists tackling issues 
to do with treatment and attitudes to refugees.

•	 Kelly’s previous work has been focused on issues of feminism and nationalism. Discuss 
how you think that Incomplete notes from timespace tourism (1 – 6) relates to this theme.

•	 Research the activities of the art collective The Guerrilla Girls (www.guerrillagirls.com). 
Compare their techniques and activities to those of Deborah Kelly.

Images above and previous page:
Deborah Kelly, Incomplete notes from timespace tourism (1 – 6), 2011
collage on pigment ink digital reproductions from Magazin 12 August 1971 Jugoslavia
45 x 60 cm
Courtesy the artist and Gallery Barry Keldoulis, Sydney.
Photography by Ivan Kuharić
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Nicholas Mangan

Nicholas Mangan was born in 
Geelong in 1979 and currently 
lives and works in Melbourne. 
He completed fine art studies at 
the Victorian College of the Arts, 
Melbourne, in 1999, followed 
by a two year studio residency 
at Gertrude Contemporary, 
Melbourne. He has exhibited 
widely in Australian and 
internationally.  In 2006 Nicholas 
undertook a New York Studio 
Residency, funded by the Australia 
Council for the Arts. In 2007 he 
was a recipient of the Anne and 
Gordon Samstag International 
Visual Arts Scholarship, resulting in studies at Universität der Künste in Berlin, Germany.

Mangan’s work seeks to blur the boundaries between the natural and the manufactured, 
the organic and the synthetic, and he goes on to extrapolate the political implications of this 
relationship. He studied drawing, and his professional practice began mainly as a sculptural one, 
although he has always made drawings and collages. In 2012 he incorporated a short video into 
an exhibition that looked at the environmental and financial degradation in the Republic of Nauru, 
the world’s smallest island nation famous for its phosphate rock deposits. 

Mangan incorporates forms and images from 
a variety of cultures into his work – some from 
contemporary Western culture, and others 
from various indigenous cultures. He takes 
these forms and applies natural processes 
to them, so highlighting the similarity in the 
way that both natural and cultural systems 
behave. A vivid example of this approach 
can be seen in his 2004 work, Untitled (nest), 
exhibited at Sutton Gallery in Melbourne. 
Here a metal ladder fuses with a wooden 
version of itself, which then morphs into a 
honeycombed, dripping carved form that 
resembles an insect’s nest. A wasp or termite 
colony has reconstituted the ladder as a 
home or source of food.
Mangan expresses ethical and moral 
concerns for the way in which a culture 
is interpreted for tourism. He states, “I’m 
just dealing with notions of Australia, it is 
political, but not an aggressive statement…
once nature enters the economy, it becomes 
political. I look at the way banksias are being 
portrayed in tourist’s shops and it bothers 
me.”
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The geological and archaeological imagery found in Flohetrauling (2008) contain fragments 
from magazines the artist found in Berlin flea markets. With gentle humour, the works recognise 
similarities of form and pattern existing across natural and cultural forms. The images resemble 
strange encyclopedia entries, but layered and partly peeled back they appear both timeless and 
historic, questioning and witty.

Creating and Making
•	 Think about and discuss how different patterns and forms are found repeated in different 

aspects of the natural world, and in human-made forms like architecture or product design.
•	 Select two found images, that are formally similar; one of the natural world, and one of the 

manufactured world, and note down in point form what meanings you can derive from the 
connection between the two.

•	 Collect some more images based on your initial notes and create a series of simple 
collages that explore your theme further.

Exploring and Responding
•	 At the exhibition discuss 

which art elements are most 
important in Flohetrauling 
(2008)?

•	 Which art elements help to 
connect the different images 
that Mangan uses to create 
his collage works?

VCE Art/Studio Art
•	 Nicholas Mangan has 

travelled extensively in his 
career. He has had a studio 
residency in New York, 
studied in Berlin, and visited 
a remote community in the 
Northern Territory. He has also been to Japan and Nauru. Discuss how you think his travel 
experiences have influenced his practice. How would those different geographical places be 
similar and different from each other, physically and culturally?

•	 Select a work from Mangan’s series Flohetrauling (2008). Make a detailed study of the 
techniques used and how these affect the symbolism in the work.

•	 Mangan’s work is mostly monochromatic – look at the monochromatic collage work of Max 
Ernst and compare the technical and formal aspects of the work of both artists.

Images above and previous page:
Nicholas Mangan, Flohetrauling, 2008
collage, shelf
5 panels: 30 x 24 cm, 30 x 21 cm, 24 x 30 cm, 35 x 25 cm, 30 x 40 cm. White gloss shelf: 183 x 5 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Sutton Gallery, Melbourne.
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Stuart Ringholt

Stuart Ringholt was born in 1971 in Perth and 
lives in Melbourne.  Ringholt’s art practice has 
become profoundly intertwined with his personal 
experience, to the extent that he has published 
a revealing book about his experiences of 
recovery from mental illness, which was 
exhibited as part of the exhibition NEW05 at the 
Australian Centre for Contemporary Art.

Ringholt’s early childhood was happy, but his 
sister died of leukaemia when he was six; he 
had to give up playing football because of an 
injury; and he considered his university degree 
in graphic design useless. Frustrated with life, 
he took a three-month job at a roadhouse in the 
Kimberleys followed by a trip to India, where 
alcohol and drug use sparked a psychotic 
episode. He also became physically ill and 
lost a significant amount of weight. The one 
constant, “the rope in the dark that dragged me 
out”, was, he says, art, which he’d loved doing 
throughout his childhood and youth. His practice 
as an artist has allowed him to experiment with the idea that conceptual art can be useful as a tool 
for personal healing, to explore the nature of consciousness and how it can be improved.

Ringholt’s practice is often performance-based and reliant on audience participation. 
Documentation of these performances and workshops is exhibited in the form of books, sculpture, 
photography and painting and video. Each work is part of an overall experiment to test his theory 
that art can be used to impact personal and social change. His performance works include 
Embarrassment (2004), in which he put himself in compromising situations to make his audiences 
confront their own fear of embarrassment. In one, he spent a day in a coffee shop wearing a 
prosthetic nose. In another he stood at social security booths with phlegm running from his nose. 
He walked about with toilet paper hanging from his trousers, and created fake facial scars with 
red Textas. These works were performed in Basel in Switzerland (where he had a residency), 
Florence, Melbourne and Perth.

Alongside his performance work, Ringholt has continued to create collage works that are simple, 
often singular statements where a circle is cut, and part of an image replaced with another. The 
images are figurative, and the parts that are replaced are those that we associate most strongly 
with individual identity – heads, eyes, mouths. Ringholt refers to these as being about “dissolving 
egoism”. The resulting images are both comic and disturbing.
The collages from Circles Passing (2007) show images of people with the head of another person 
replacing their own. Due to this simple alteration, the reading of the image is disrupted; it is 
impossible to tell who they are or why they are there. His collages command us to stop, ponder 
and laugh at the bizarre qualities of everyday life.

When asked how his art is practical Ringholt answered:
“I don’t know if it is, but I am interested in finding out. I am interested in finding out whether art can 
be super practical beyond the immediate visual and sensory experience. Can art literally improve 
my life on an interpersonal level? Surprisingly I discovered it can.”



14

Creating and Making
•	 After visiting the exhibition research Stuart Ringholt’s Embarrassment performance 

works from 2004. In a sensitive way, discuss the things that you and your classmates find 
embarrassing 

•	 In small groups collaborate to develop these issues into a funny performance work to show 
to your class

•	 Notice how scale is used in the series Circles Passing. Experiment with making a collage 
work that utilises different scale to create an unexpected image. What effect does changing 
the scale make to your work? Is it scary? Or funny? Or something else?

Exploring and Responding
•	   In small groups discuss what you think 
is the purpose of art. Does it have to have 
a practical purpose? Share your ideas with 
your class
•	   How does Ringholt use the element 
of shape in his series of collages Circles 
Passing? Does shape symbolise something 
in his work?

VCE Art/Studio Art
•	   What are the formal elements in Circles 
Passing that create the fundamental humour 
inherent in the series?
•	   Make a formal comparison between 
Circles Passing and Flohetrauling by 
Nicholas Mangan.
•	   In both cases, comment on the how the 
aesthetic qualities of the works affect the 
meanings and messages expressed by the 
artists.

Above:
Stuart Ringholt, Circles Passing (page 43), 2007
collage on paper
33 x 40 cm framed
Courtesy the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane.

Previous page:
Stuart Ringholt, Circles Passing (page 19), 2007
collage on paper
33 x 40 cm framed
Courtesy the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane.
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Joan Ross

Joan Ross was born in Glasgow in 1961 and migrated to Australia in 1962. She lives in New 
South Wales. From an early age she was instinctively aware of fundamental political issues. When 
she was eight years old her whole school went to see the Queen on a royal visit to the western 
suburbs of Sydney. The young Ross refused to go because she “didn’t believe in what the Queen 
stood for”.

Like many of the other artists in Cut with the kitchen knife, Ross has an obsessive, ‘bower-bird’ 
approach to her practice. Her work utilises everyday materials, and includes drawings, sculptures, 
installations and videos. Through her practice she explores issues of colonialism and racism. 
She tackles various ambivalences – the ambivalence felt between the enjoyment of the material 
benefits brought by colonisation, and the price Indigenous Australia has had to pay for such 
comfort – an ambivalence that reflects her own contradictory emotions about the materials she 
uses. In a recent article in Australian Art Collector she states:
 
“I love kangaroo fur, 
but I was an animal 
liberationist...I have a 
love/hate thing going 
on with it. I sort of hate 
myself using it and then 
I absolutely love it and 
need it. I really need to 
use it on a political level, 
because it’s so powerful.
“I love the fluoro colour 
but I hate it as well and I 
always have. I hate the 
influx of it. I hate what I’m 
seeing around me but I 
still love it. That yellow – I 
could bury my head in it right now.” 
 
BBQ this Sunday BYO (2011) is not a traditional collage, but a five minute video work in which 
Ross appropriates imagery from the work of the colonial Australian artist and forger Joseph 
Lycett.  Lycett made beautiful copies of the work of other painters, and made subtle but important 
changes, for instance adding loincloths to the members of the Awabakal tribe from the Newcastle 
area, to preserve their modesty. The painting that Ross uses as a starting point is called View 
of Governors Retreat New Norfolk (Hobart) (1825) – a place that Lycett never visited himself. 
Lycett’s painting was as much about making the Australian landscape familiar and agreeable to a 
European audience as it was about pointing out the differences.

The video begins with a photographic image of the constellation of the Southern Cross in the night 
sky.  This becomes a new version of the Australian flag. Ross says:

“My portrayal of the flag is an attempt to critique the Australian flag as a marker of nationalism and 
patriotism – aspects of a dominant culture, which can lead to racism. The intention of the usage of 
the Australian Flag in these ways, may not be racism, but nationalism can develop into racism. We 
only have to look to 9/11 and the Cronulla race riots still hanging in the national psyche like heavy 
clouds. People blindly follow each other, draping these flags around themselves and alienating 
migrants in the act. In this multicultural Australia, it’s quite often an ignorant act.”
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Ross alters and plays with Lycett’s ‘original’ in the same way that he made changes to the works 
that he copied. She added a waterfall, more trees, less houses, and a foreground to serve as a 
picnic spot, and a BBQ.  A narrative evolves, peppered with symbolism, as various characters 
arrive at the BBQ, and a flotilla of ships floats by, and different animals appear. Finally abstract 
‘Spirograph’ forms fill the sky and become fireworks, and we are transported to New Years Eve or 
Australia Day celebrations. The question is posed: what does it mean to be ‘Australian’? Are the 
sounds fireworks or gunshots?

Creating and Making
•	 Joan Ross appropriates an image of a 19th century painting by Joseph Lycett to express 

particular ideas in her work BBQ this Sunday, BYO. 
•	 Research colonial Australian paintings from the 19th century and select one to work into 

a collage artwork. Develop a collage work by combining it with other more contemporary 
images, perhaps images from popular culture. Consider the meaning and symbolism in 
your artwork. What ideas are you expressing by combining a historical image with other 
more contemporary images?

Exploring and Responding
•	 Before visiting Cut with the 
kitchen knife, research the colonial 
historical character Watkin Tench. 
Who was he? He appears in Joan 
Ross’s animation BBQ this Sunday, 
BYO – what do you think his 
presence represents?
•	 Why do you think that Joan 
Ross has used fluorescent green 
in her works? What does the colour 
represent? Discuss this with your 
class.
•	 Listen carefully to the sound 

track of the video animation BBQ this Sunday, BYO. What are the sounds? How many 
different sounds can you hear? What do they suggest? Listen to the relative volume of the 
different sounds – what ideas is the artist expressing through the sound track?

VCE Art/Studio Art
•	 Joan Ross uses a variety of different images in her animation BBQ this Sunday, BYO. 

Ross has assigned specific meaning to each one. Discuss the signs and symbols used 
throughout the work. Consider:

•	 What different kinds of animals appear in the animation? How are their images used?
•	 What kinds of clothing and textiles appear? How do they contribute to the meaning of the 

work?
•	 How does sound function in the work? 
•	 The floating geometric forms that become fireworks are ‘Spirograph’ forms. What is a 

Spirograph? Why do you think the artist has used these forms?
•	 Research the work of Indigenous artist Gordon Bennett. He also tackles the issue of 

Australia’s colonial history, but from a different cultural and gender perspective. Compare 
his work with that of Joan Ross in terms of techniques, materials and aesthetic qualities, 
comment on their varying backgrounds.

Images above and previous page:
Joan Ross, BBQ this Sunday (Brave New Years), 2011; BBQ this Sunday (end of the world as we know it), 2011
pigment print on premium photo paper
76x45cm (unmounted).
Courtesy the artist and Gallery Barry Keldoulis, Sydney.
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