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MEMORY 
Artist Karla Dickens explores feminism and  

First Nations sorrow with wry humour. 
F E AT U R E b y  L OU ISE M A R T I N- CH E W

28 29



In the studio adjacent to Karla Dickens’ 
home in regional New South Wales, there 
are so many found objects stacked around 
the space – from bird cages to aluminium 
bin lids, dolls, fabrics and leather – that 
the finished artworks, those in progress, 
and materials just arrived from ‘car boot’ 
(the local second-hand marketplace) 
become a crowded cornucopia more like an 
installation than a working space. However, 
when you see discrete works by Dickens 
presented in a white-walled gallery, like 
the three monumental crucifixes that 
line the wall at her current Artspace show 
Just Not Australian, her richly resonant 
constructions take on a completely other 
power. This work is titled Never Forget 
(2019) and connects a series of large-scale 
crosses with a wandering painted line on 
the wall. Each crucifix is distinct: the central 
one sports chains and the vagina-shaped 
Workhorse made from the yoke of a saddle; 
another has metal underpants pierced with 
items you would rather stay well away from 
the tender parts of your body; and the 
third is covered with imagery about visiting 
royals that incorporates Australian colonial 
iconography. The violence and emotional 
abuse that has characterised the treatment 
of Aboriginal women in Australia’s history  
is the undercurrent that joins the destructive 
potential of these materials to their highly 
crafted construction. And they pack a punch.

Artspace’s Just Not Australian followed 
an extraordinarily busy year for the 
artist. Dickens was the solo artist for 
Andrew Baker Art Dealer at the 2018 
Melbourne Art Fair, and produced two 
other commercial exhibitions for his 
Brisbane gallery in 2018. For Melbourne, 
Warrior Woman underpants – made with 
aluminium and variously decorated – were 
accompanied by a series of Workhorses. 
Shaped like receptacles, these are crammed 
full of various objects including rusty tins, 
wire, ancient pencils and pens with sharp 
ink nibs, goats’ and bulls’ horns, and a 
dark brown doll’s head. They emerge from 
intensely painful subject matter. Dickens’ 
great-grandmother was a domestic servant 
who was repeatedly raped working on 
a rural property. She became, literally, 
a “workhorse”. Andrew Baker relates: 
“During their creation, these works took 
a psychological toll on Karla. She thought 
they might be too tough for an art fair; 
however I couldn’t be prouder to present 
them to a Melbourne audience.” 

The aluminium underpants are lighter-
hearted but defiant. These, Dickens tells 
me, are “about resilience. Some of us may 
have a history of abuse but you just put 
on your big girl undies and get on with 
it.” Warrior Woman III is decorated with 
black bows tied in ribbons, emu feathers, 
and a black flower that sits at the front of 
the pants. Warrior Woman II is encrusted 
with rusty wire that hooks through them 
to dangle below. Three bells also hang from 
them, the largest of which reads “Please 
ring for service”. Dickens’ black humour 
becomes the wry rider to the work’s edgy 
and dangerous aesthetic. 

01    KARLA DICKENS 
Warrior woman II, 2017 
mixed media 
30 x 18 x 10 cm

02    KARLA DICKENS 
Workhorse (No map  
of Tassie) IV, 2018 
mixed media 
90 x 61 x 20 cm

03    KARLA DICKENS 
Warrior woman XI, 2017 
mixed media 
30 x 18 x 10 cm

04    KARLA DICKENS 
Warrior woman XIII, 2017 
mixed media 
30 x 18 x 10 cm

05    KARLA DICKENS 
Workhorse III, 2018 
mixed media 
130 x 58 x 28 cm

06    KARLA DICKENS 
Workhorse II,  2015 
mixed media 
86 x 60 x 38 cm
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Warrior woman III, 2017 
mixed media 
30 x 18 x 10 cm

         Courtesy the artist  
and Andrew Baker Art  
Dealer, Brisbane
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Using humour to defuse some of the 
intensity inherent in the work, Dickens 
does not resile from the urgency of 
change in “the climate of women, and 
recent tragedies. I feel as though the work 
connects with the ongoing violence; it is 
not just in the past. It is an Indigenous 
story but I like my work to be as accessible 
to as many people as possible. There is real 
energy for all women at the moment –  
we are supporting one another and having  
a voice about such things.”

Dickens, now 52, has only begun to 
make a name for herself as an artist in 
recent years. She does not shy from the life 
experience that is fuel for these objects.  
Art gave her a voice, at times literally.  
She went to art school aged 24, “straight 
out of rehab. I left school early and did all 
sorts of tragic things. I had lost my voice 
in a psychotic episode, but loved art from 
the beginning. It’s my discipline, and the 
way I say what I want to say.” She is open 
about her early years of “addiction, being 
Aboriginal, gay, and alcoholic”. She finds 
in her work a therapeutic balm, and its 
“obsessive-compulsive” habit “keeps  
me sane. I need a lot of time to myself.  
My work is a time-consuming and solitary 
practice. I need time for that, and time  
to digest life. I’ve always been a loner and 
enjoyed isolation.” 

Yet this is not an art practice that has 
come from nowhere. Dickens graduated 
from art school in 1993 and has held 20 
solo exhibitions since 1994. The birth of 
her daughter in 2005 meant a refocus.  
She had never really sought attention, 
but after she became a mother she was 
doubly aware that it would “be good if it 
could work”. A show at Lismore Regional 
Gallery in 2007 proved a turning point:  
“I sold a lot of that work and got funding.” 
Then, in 2013, she won the New South 
Wales Parliament Art Prize ($40,000) for 

an Australian flag she found at the tip and 
embroidered with little crosses,  
titled Day of Mourning. She said,  
“The majority of Australia celebrates  
26 January by wrapping themselves 
in the red, white and blue flag, having 
barbecues and feeling proud to be young 
and free. I went about hand-sewing my 
grief, with one cross after another. It’s 
a small gesture to reflect the true loss.” 
By then she had been making work for 
over 20 years without significant external 
interest and with little financial reward.

Since then a run of significant 
exhibitions and a surge of interest in her 
work has been driven by “the right people 
at the right time”. Notable among them  
is her dealer Andrew Baker, to whom  
she was introduced by Fiona Foley. “I was 
always at the tip for my materials as I 
couldn’t afford canvases. That’s how  
I came to use recycled materials – maybe 
people liked that. It hit a chord with 
people.” A stellar five years has seen her 
inclusion in the National Gallery of 
Australia’s Defying Empire: 3rd Indigenous 
Art Triennial (2017), the VIVID Live 
Festival when her work was projected 
on the sails of the Sydney Opera House 
(2016), the TarraWarra Biennial Whisper 
in My Mask (2014), and Bungaree:  
The First Australian (2012–2015).

Earlier this year, Dickens worked  
on a film with Bruce Pascoe (author  
of Dark Emu, Magabala Books, 2015)  
to be premiered at Cementa Contemporary 
Art Festival in Kandos in 2019. The major  
project that will occupy her for the 
remainder of this year remains under 
wraps. What she will say is that it breaks 
with the grief of the recent work. “I have 
a real sense of beginning something new, 
giving the abuse of women a break,  
and finding some lighter subjects.”

Baker holds Dickens in the highest 
regard – for the quality of her work, 
the depth of her commitment and her 
work habit. He says, “She is an artist 
who goes deep within herself to wrestle 
a body of work.” At the heart of this is 
her Aboriginal heritage as a Wiradjuri 
woman. Baker describes this as “the 
driving force behind her overwhelming 
need to communicate – as are her 
sexuality and life experiences as a 
single mother on welfare. A slow 
developer, Dickens has hit a rare 
vein of productivity over the past few 
years, producing works of poignancy, 
abounding beauty and brutal honesty.” 
He also notes her ambition: “to 
participate in yet to be determined social 
dialogues”. There seems no doubt that 
her voice and aesthetic will continue 
its rise to prominence. As her Warrior 
Woman catalogue asserts, “we are the 
storytellers.” 

Karla Dickens appears in the group show Just Not 
Australian at Artspace, Sydney until April 28, 2019. 
Karla Dickens is represented by Andrew Baker Art  
Dealer, Brisbane
andrew-baker.com
karladickens.com.au

“THE MAJORITY OF AUSTRALIA 
CELEBRATES 26 JANUARY BY WRAPPING 
THEMSELVES IN THE RED, WHITE AND BLUE 
FLAG, HAVING BARBECUES AND FEELING 
PROUD TO BE YOUNG AND FREE. I WENT 
ABOUT HAND-SEWING MY GRIEF, WITH 
ONE CROSS AFTER ANOTHER. IT’S A SMALL 
GESTURE TO REFLECT THE TRUE LOSS.”

Top to bottom  
Portrait of Karla Dickens 
Photo: Mick Richards

Installation views 
Just Not Australian, 2019 
Artspace, Sydney

Opposite  
KARLA DICKENS 
January 26, Day of 
Mourning, 2013 
mixed media 
280 x 124 cm

Courtesy the artist  
and Andrew Baker Art 
Dealer, Brisbane
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