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Incident in Swanston Street

by Paola Balla
Wemba Wemba and Gunditjmara

[bookmark: _GoBack]‘An Incident in Sturt’s Trip Down the River Murray in 1831’, c.1930, by the painter William Rowell (1898-1946) documents an ‘incidence’ of great significance to the acclaimed Captain Sturt, and to unnamed Aboriginal peoples of the Murray River. In ‘exploring’ the Murray and charting it’s path, close to the junction with the Darling River, Sturt and his men encounter a large group of Aboriginal men painted up, ready for battle.

Rowell’s painting has made some journeys of its own. It has graced Melbourne Town Hall, crossed the Murray River to go on display at the National Gallery of Australia in Canberra, and then come back again to Melbourne. Yet for all its travels, Rowell’s painting remains rooted in the European historical narrative tradition and tells only one side of the story.

As a Koorie woman and artist, I was struck by this painting from the moment I first saw it. Having grown up on it on Yorta Yorta country at Echuca I felt connected to the river it depicts but conflicted at the emerging narrative. I asked my seven year old son what his impression was and he replied, ‘Intense’. Indeed, though the painting is dappled in the soft earthy tones typical of when it was painted in the 1930s, the intensity he refers to is evident in spades. Its narrative content is fraught with tension, history and a ‘hidden’ story. 

The painting clearly accepts the claims in Sturt’s journal that he had ‘full control’ of the situation. The pictorial result is that Sturt, after averting imminent disaster for the exploration party armed with rifles, and for the Aboriginal men armed with spears, is depicted extending a gum leaf peace-offering to the intervening Chief of the gathered tribe, who wades out to Sturt’s boat from the bank. Both Sturt’s journal and Rowell’s depiction ignore and deny the presence and actual ‘control’ of the Chief in protecting his land and his people – and most likely also saving the lives of the interloping white ‘explorers’.

In gratitude for his life saving actions, the Chief was offered a tin kettle.

This exhibition, Incident in Swanston Street, encompasses a selection of contemporary artworks and historical artefacts from the City of Melbourne’s Art and Heritage Collection juxtaposed with responses of contemporary Koorie people to Rowell’s painting and the story it contains.

By returning the painting to this place, you are invited to reconsider its meaning and stories. This re-installation repositions the European take on settlement, ‘discovery,’ development and its subsequent cost to Aboriginal peoples of the Murray. It re-appropriates Rowell’s painting and uses it as a historical marker, referencing the seemingly perpetual wait by Aboriginal people for justice, land rights, equality and acknowledgement.

Meanwhile, outside City Gallery, Swanston Street flows past like an urban river, busy with the ebb and flow of everyday life and heavy with the tide of history, truth and story.				
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