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CONTEMPORARY TALES OF THE GOTHIC ANTIPODES





“The very winds whispered in 
soothing accents

and maternal Nature bade 
me weep no more.....”
Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley
Frankenstein (The Modern 

Prometheus) 1818



KELSEY ASHE GIAMBAZI  
Engaging with Neo Gothic Romanticism for ‘Dark Swan’ 

has allowed a space for narration of my connection with landscape 
 and the constant quest to reach for the boundless sublime. 
I  identify with the sense of heightened feeling and emotion 

the Romanticists accessed to make their great works, by channelling 
intuition and intellect in equal measure, to go beyond perception. 

I am not concerned here with politicking or critiquing the worlds many 
issues.  Rather I seek a seduction of the senses, a transcendence of the 

rational and speculation on the unknown – the tropes of Romanticism 
of centuries ago, re-imagined for a contemporary audience. 

WA has always been an un-homely home to me. Arriving as a young 
adult after living in Tasmania and New Zealand, the sand, wind and 

heat assaulted me, I missed the awe of the mountains, valleys and green 
pastures of home terribly, but there was no going back.  And besides, the 

WA landscape has its own uniqueness; a kind of terrible 
beauty, that is parched and spiky, charcoaled and dusty.  The bush 

here has its own spiritual voice, that you can perceive when you listen.
In this way, I identify with the sensations that the early colonists 

may have experienced.  The immense yearning to be in two 
places at once, missing home, missing family left behind over water. 

My work ‘The Swan Promise’ therefore depicts 
a me and also an-other me or other-person, a lass of the early Swan 

Colony, perhaps a school teacher or maid.  What did she dream of? 
When she travelled through the scrubby bush around Fremantle was it 

fear she felt or a sense of beauty? I imagine her as a free spirit with 
her own thoughts.  Did her heart go out to those poor nameless souls 

in the chain gangs up upon the hill at the Convict Establishment?  As she 
paused to collect the strange wild flowers of this new land, did she stop 

to watch them, hundreds of them, shackled together sledging stone 
for the new asylum?   And that handsome one that stared at her, the 

one with the light still shining fiercely in his eyes... what did he dream of? 
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‘Something is  happening in Austral ian 
Ar t  today.  We are wi tnessing the 
resurgence of  ideas that  took root 
centuries ago – a re turn to passion in 
ar t ;  a re turn to atmosphere and awe. 
His torians cal led i t  Romant icism; a 
disposi t ion for  melanchol ic yearning, 
for  communion wi th nature ,  for 
the subl ime .  Austral ian ar t is ts ,  in 
countless numbers ,  are engaging 
wi th these themes again today….’.

DARK SWAN,  
CONTEMPORARY TALES  

OF THE GOTHIC  
ANTIPODES

In my mind ’s eye I  have travel led the 
journey f rom England via ship,  heading 
to the land Captain James S t i r l ing 1 
declared was a fer t i le  land brimming 
wi th promise for  a new l i fe  in the western 

Ant ipodes .  I  have read and imagined 
the recorded stories of  the ear ly Swan 
Colony f rom 1829 onwards ,  s tudying the 
photos and ar t is t ic  impressions of  those 
years prior  to the gold rush and pearl ing 
era that  bought prosperi t y  and a sense 
of  cohesion to the township of  Fremantle 
in the last  decades of  the 19th centur y. 
My s tudy has taken me to contemplat ing 
the original  topography of  the area, 
imagining a place wi thout bui ldings , 
wi thout bridges ,  a place peaceful ly 
inhabi ted by the Nyoongar people . 

In 1829,  Nyoongar fami l ies had l ived in 
the area for  tens of  thousands of  years , 
a length of  t ime so unfathomably vast 
when compared to the mere 200 years 
of  whi te se tt lement in Western Austral ia . 
The Nyoongar people cal led the area 
Walyalup,  par t  o f  Booyembara,  the 
coastal  l imestone bel t  through which 
the r iver,  Derbal  Yaragan f lows .  I t  was 
a grassy,  scrubby area,  where dense 
swathes of  Rottnest  Cypress gave way 
to sand dunes s t ippled wi th Paperbarks 
and Sheoaks ,  inter l inked by establ ished 
pathways between f reshwater springs 
and signi f icant dwel l ing and meet ing 
places . 

The early years were di f f icul t .  I t  is  a dismal 
and contested his tor y.  The Nyoongar 
people suf fered immeasurably,  their 
lands appropriated ,  and food sources 
s tr ipped ,  the polymorphism of  Western 
Austral ia had begun.  My research tel ls 

Simon Gregg, 2011, ‘The New Romantics, Darkness and 
Light in Australian Art’.

Panorama of the Swan River Settlement 

Jane Eliza Currie (1794-1876), watercolour, Fremantle, 1830-32. State 
Library of New South Wales.

1 In 1827 James Stirling reported to the British Government that a land ‘As beautiful as anything of the kind I had ever witnessed’ lay waiting to be colonised, a 
land of rich soil, majestic trees and blue mountain summits (Tout-Smith, 1998:9).IM
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me of  the new sett lers ’  pursui ts  in 
vain ,  o f  fa i led crops ,  desperat ion for 
food and basic suppl ies ,  o f  Aboriginal 
t radi t ions mis-understood ,  a clash of 
cul tures that  resul ted in murder,  and 
larceny becoming par t  o f  the fabric of 
that  ear ly socie t y.  I  imagine the sense of 
bewi lderment and desperat ion the ear ly 
colonis ts must have encountered in this 
new land.

I ’ ve read of  mothers nursing their  young, 
landing on a sandy and seemingly 
barren shore ,  where the trees blew 
sideways f rom growing wi th the s teady 
wester ly  winds battering them into 
submission.  S tories of  pianos s tranded 
on the beach at  the mouth of  the r iver, 
I  found par t icular ly  poignant ,  as the 
colonis ts le f t  behind ideals of  se tt ing 
up a new home,  to think instead about 
pi tching tents and f inding f resh water.

Unl ike Eastern Austral ia ,  (whose f i rs t 
whi te ‘c i t izens ’  were convic ts held 
at  gunpoint) ,  the Swan Colony was 
ini t ia l ly  se tt led by f ree immigrants , 
many of  them weal thy or  aspir ing to be, 
some f rom aris tocrat ic backgrounds , 
or  looking to bui ld themselves a new 
empire in the Ant ipodes ,  by receiving 
f ree land f rom the Sur veyor-General . 
But  for  many years ,  the real i t y  was 
that  of  l iv ing under canvas ,  deal ing 
wi th heat ,  f leas ,  mosqui tos and i l lness . 
Ships were i rregular  and of ten arr ived 
wi th the wrong suppl ies or  rotten ones . 
Infamously,  some sank of fshore ,  arr iv ing 
only to become stranded and damaged 

on shal low reefs of f  the coast .  Despi te 
the condi t ions ,  both women and men 
clung to ideologies of  socie tal  rank 
through dress that  de f ined the era ,  going 
to ex traordinar y lengths to communicate 
weal th and status through appearance 
and personal  grooming.  Ear ly ar t is t ic 
impressions and le tters reveal  women 
walk ing the sandy s treets of  the colony 
in their  corsets and crinol ines ,  s i lk 
s tockings and bonnets ,  the men in their 
thick wool len waist  coats and tai led 
jackets . 

The England the colonis ts le f t  behind , 
was replaced wi th an unknown and 
somet imes host i le  landscape,  devoid 
of  comfor t ,  i t  was a surreal  and sharp 
jux taposi t ion.  Colonis ts came f rom the 
ci t ies and f rom rural  areas of  England; 
Governors ,  soldiers ,  archi tec ts ,  maids , 
reverends ,  mid-wives ,  merchants ,  ship 
bui lders ,  seamstresses and school 
teachers;  they al l  made the voyage wi th 
high hopes in their  hear t  and bought 
their  Eurocentr ic world v iew wi th them.

For example ,  prior  to expatr iat ing,  ear ly 
Swan Colony pioneer Henr y Wi l ley 

Reveley,  archi tec t  o f  the Round House 
in Fremantle (bui l t  in 1830) ,  was raised 
for  some t ime in England as a sibl ing of 
Mar y Wol ls tonecraf t  Shel ley,  the author 
of  Frankenstein (1818)  in an environment 
of  the most signi f icant phi losophers , 
poets and intel lec tual  l iberal ism of  the 
Romant ic Period (Oldham, 1967 ) .  Reveley 
was int imate wi th such ex traordinar y 
f igures as Shel ley ’s  father ( the pol i t ical 
phi losopher Wi l l iam Godwin) ,  and 
mother,  (phi losopher and feminis t  Mar y 
Wol ls tonecraf t ) ,  Shel ley ’s  husband Percy 
Bysshe Shel ley and f r iend Lord Byron 
who were two of  the most inf luent ial 
phi losophical  and poet ic f igures of  the 
Romant ic movement .  These surprising 
fac ts remind us of  the ex traordinar y 
inf luences and ideas that  were prevalent 
in Europe at  the t ime and that  were most 
cer tainly circulat ing in the minds of  the 
ear l iest  colonis ts of  Western Austral ia .

In 2018,  on the 200th anniversar y of 
Frankenstein (1818) ,  interest  in the 
Romant ic Gothic is  piqued as Bi-

centennial  celebrat ions worldwide draw 
f rom the seminal  novel  o f  grotesque 
and Gothic Romant icism,  focusing 
upon the mul t iple themes that  have 
arisen f rom the work ,  such as l i fe  and 
consciousness ,  appearance,  sacri f ice , 
passion,  secrecy,  fate and f ree wi l l .  Both  
the f ic t ional  and nonf ic t ional  tales that 
surround the Shel ley-Bysshe fami l ies 
are themselves r ich wi th romant ic and 
bizarre tel l ings that  have resul ted in the 
spawning of  many inf luent ial  l i terature 
and popular  cul ture produc t ions , 
including this present exhibi t ion,  Dark 
Swan; Contemporar y Tales of  the Gothic 
Ant ipodes .

One of  the ear l iest  European encounters , 
recorded wi th much fascinat ion was that 
mar velous creature ,  the Black Swan,  the 
graceful  name sake of  this exhibi t ion. 
The t i t le  is  both a re ferent to the Swan 
River Colony and the elegant nature and 
subt le beaut y of  the S tates emblematic 
waterbird .  The dual i t y  of  the t i t le  re-
inforces and hints at  the exhibi t ions 
aims of  exploring not  only the darker 
realms of  the Gothic subconscious and 
the ear ly Vic torian era in which modern 
Western Austral ia emerged ,  but  the 
s t y l ised imaginar y beaut y promulgated 
by a contemporar y high ar t  aesthet ic , 
imagined through the ar t is ts in this 
exhibi t ion. 

The exhibi t ion brings together several 
genres and reminds us that  ar t 
movements are always born,  but  rarely do 
they die .  Romant icism,  wi th i t s  emphasis 

My House and Garden in Western Australia
Henry Reveley (1788-1875), watercolour on parchment, 

Perth, 1833. National Library of Australia

Ground Plan of the Round House
Henry Reveley (1788-1875), 1830. Image courtesy Battye 

Library



² Popular Australian Gothic works include Picnic at Hanging Rock (1967 novel, movie Adaption 1975), For the Term of his Natural Life (Novel 1874,

movie Adaption 1983), Van Diemens Land (2009 movie) In 2011, Tasmanian art collector David Walsh opened the Museum of Old and New Art in

Hobart, the Southern Hemisphere’s largest privately owned museum. A specific genre of Tasmanian Gothic has emerged in Tasmania in response to

the many instances of the Gothic Colonial built by convict labour. The popularity of MONA—with its theme of ‘sex and death’—and the wider

Tasmanian Gothic movement, has led Tasmanian tourism operators to promote the state’s ‘dark, eerie, cold and bracing history and climate’.

Fitzgibbon, Rebecca (29 August 2012). “Time to embrace our dark side”, The Mercury. Retrieved 4 December 2012.

³ Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XVII (1917-1919):

(London: Hogarth, 1919), pp. 217-256 (p.219).

on feel ing and impulse ,  introspec t ion 
and sel f-discover y,  the attrac t ion to 
the mysterious ,  the spir i tual ,  obscure 
and unknown is  a dominant sub-theme 
to many of  the works .  Romant icism 
recognised nature as a dynamic and 
sel f- transforming force where the 
individual  was grossly inadequate in 
the face of  the endless subl ime .  This 
drove the Romant icis ts into ‘Byronic ’ 
s tates of  dramat ic passion and yearning 
for  enl ightenment ( Watson,  2005) .  Wi ld 
nature ,  f lecked wi th human inter vent ion 
could represent for  the Romant icis ts a 
sense of  the anarchic or  benevolent  force 
of  an unknown landscape,  by depic t ing 
that  immensi t y of  myster y and inferr ing 
that  i t s  contemplat ion could ul t imately 
i l luminate one’s own sel f-understanding. 
Gothic Romant icism,  which began as 
a l i terar y sub-genre of  Romant icism, 
draws fur ther into anthropomorphized 
symbols of  nature ,  deeming landscapes 
and gothic archi tec ture wi th seemingly 
human emotional  t rai ts ,  b lurr ing quasi-
rel igious themes ,  Vic toriana,  v iolent 
or  erot ic occurrences and strange and 
unsett l ing discourses ,  whi ls t  never 
qui te losing the sweeping beaut y of 
c lassicism inherent to the Romant icis t 
mode .

The Austral ian Gothic is  a wel l-
establ ished genre in l i terar y and ar t is t ic 
imaginat ion,  perhaps because Austral ia , 
as a convic t  prison for  Bri tain ,  was seen 
in the European mind as qui te l i teral ly 
‘gothic par excel lence,  the dungeon of 
the world ’  ( Turcotte ,  1998) .  The colonies 

were a ghast ly  ‘Frankenstein’  made up 
of  degenerate par ts that  could only 
possibly make a terr ible monster  once 
whole .  Western Austral ia ,  wi th i t s  brutal 
his tor y of  convic t  era penal  colony ( f rom 
the 1850s onwards) and pioneering era 
of  sur vival  against  al l  odds ,  has i t s  own 
unique set  o f  Gothic/Romant ic tales , 
bizarre charac ters and ghost  s tories 
to unear th .  Indeed ,  i t  is  here that  the 
ancient  saying that  presumed black 
swans did not  ex is t ,  was proof  for  al l 
at  home that  Terra Nul l ius was indeed a 
place of  darkest  terror  and foreboding. 
The fac t  that  colonisat ion in Austral ia 
began in the 18th and 19th Centuries 
at  the height of  the sensat ional is t  and 
inf luent ial  form of  the gothic sensibi l i t y 
in Europe also contr ibuted to i t s  ear ly 
populari t y  as a genre on Austral ian soi l . 2 

I  have asked each ar t is t  to speak about 
their  work in turn ,  to al low the audience 
of  Dark Swan to perceive the nuances 
of  approach through a personal  ar t is t ic 
s tatement .  The fami l iar  t ransposed into 
unfamil iar  space is  a common theme 

of  explorat ion by ar t is ts in Dark Swan. 
Any k ind of  migrat ion is  a dis- locat ion 
of  sor ts that  produces a condi t ion of 
uncer taint y and dis-orientat ion.  The 
colonial  experience was charac terised 
by this sense of  what Freud ident i f ied 
as the uncanny3;  where the home 
is  unhomely — where the heimlich 
becomes unheimlich — and yet  remains 
suf f ic ient ly  fami l iar  to disorient  and 
dis empower.  O ther themes explored 
include the Austral ian subl ime,  the 
sense of  spir i tual  awe and myster y that 
emanates f rom this ancient  land mass , 
not ions of  the grotesque,  o f  the Void , 
o f  disquie t  and darkness captured in 
dramatic moods of  dark and l ight .

Many of  the Dark Swan ar t is ts have 
responded to the theme through 

considerat ion of  the Colonial  Gothic 
archi tec ture bui l t  by convic t  hand in 
Fremantle ,  in par t icular  the Fremantle 
Lunat ic Asylum (now the Fremantle Ar ts 
Centre)  bui l t  in the 1860s and the Convic t 
Establ ishment (now the Fremantle 
Prison) bui l t  in the 1850s .  During the 
1840s al though some condi t ions had 
improved ,  and a prison had been bui l t 
( the Fremantle Roundhouse) ,  the 
colony was s t i l l  p lagued wi th malaise , 
drunkenness and despair,  fur ther 
exacerbated by a nat ionwide depression. 
Immigrat ion had almost ceased ,  many 
were s tar ving. 

In 1849 the general  despondency of  the 
socie t y had the colonies ’  Governors 
arranging for  convic ts to be sent f rom 
Bri tain when the rest  o f  Austral ia had 
moral ly  put  an end to the barbaric 
pursui t .  6 ,198 convic ts ,  both male and 
female came to Western Austral ia .  There 
is  l i tt le  to no pic torial  evidence of  their 
l ives ,  only numbers on a page and of 
course their  legacy,  the magni f icent 
bui ldings that  remain sent inel  s tanding 
facing t ime in si lent  wi tness to al l  that 
has been wi thin those wal ls .

Moon over Indian Ocean 
Kelsey Ashe Giambazi, Mixed Media, 2018. Image courtesy 

of the Artist.

Moondyne’s Wife (The Locket) Detail 
Kelsey Ashe Giambazi, Mixed Media, 2018. Image courtesy 

of the Artist.



Dark Swan; Contemporar y Tales of  the Gothic Ant ipodes i l lustrates the ongoing 
fascinat ion we hold for  the founding years of  our socie t y and in many ways 
acknowledges the hardships ,  torment and resi l ience of  those that  came before us .   
Whether considered as Neo-Romant icism,  as Austral ian Gothic ,  Austral ian Subl ime 
or simply Austral ian Ar t ,  I  bel ieve the contemporar y ar t is ts in this exhibi t ion 
provoke a sense of  re f lec t iv i t y  on local ised tales of  Western Austral ia through these 
considered works .

KELSE Y ASHE GIAMBA ZI

MA (Ar t )  PhD (Ar t )  Cur t in Universi t y
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