DG.                      Dr Deanne GILSON

Wadawurrung
Born 1967, on Wurundjeri Country in Sunshine, Victoria
Lives on Wadawurrung Country in Ballarat, Victoria

I have loved my art practice from day one. – Deanne Gilson

Deanne Gilson is a proud Wadawurrung woman living and working on her ancestral home of Ballarat. Her practice revolves around her spiritual connection to Country and her Creation story, drawing inspiration from generational storytelling traditions and strong family connections. Her practice draws on this ancestral knowledge through her matriarchal line.
Our stories are not written down, nor in books; they are spoken to children as stories. They are about caring for Country and all things, including people, and incorporate spiritual aspects that connect intangible knowledge with lived experiences.

Gilson connects to her local area as a source of inspiration and as a place where she gathers ochre and charcoal to use in her art as textural and cultural elements:
The white ochre represents spirit and the connection through ceremony when placed on my body; the pink is from my favourite place Black Hill in Ballarat and connects to our women’s story there; the charcoal is from my mum’s fire and I crush it up then I use it to paint with – it depicts my mum’s story, the fire story and healing through smoking ceremonies.
Gilson’s practice challenges the colonial and patriarchal gaze, through embedding Indigenous birds, plants and trees within her art to honour their cultural significance within her Creation story, and to counter institutional ignorance and exclusion.
She was awarded a doctorate in visual art at Deakin University in 2020 and has exhibited widely over the past 30 years. Her works are held in major public collections across Australia. As both artist and educator, Gilson continues to generously share her story and culture through her practice.
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Deanne GILSON Wadawurrung
(Born 1967) on Wurundjeri Country in Sunshine, Victoria Lives and works on Wadawurrung Country in Ballarat, Victoria
Bundjil Morrgalyu Turt Barram Murrup, Bundjil and the Evening Star Spirits
2024–25
White and pink ochre, silver leaf, charcoal, acrylic on canvas
Commissioned by State Library Victoria

In this painting, Bundjil the Eaglehawk and Creator of Kulin Country depicts the Wadawurrung Creation story from spirit form to life and back again to stars in the night sky.
The first spark of life begins with Koruk Koruk the Corella, keeper of the fire. With the fire spark, a spirit man known as Karringalabil the Creator turns himself into Bundjil the Eaglehawk. He was the headman of the Kulin family groups and could shapeshift between spirit, human and bird forms. While in his Wedge-tailed Eagle form he created the land on which we stand, the people, plants, birds, animals, mountains, forests, waterways, sky Country, including the emu in the Milky Way, cosmos and under Country. He created the birds first, with some assisting him in creation, like Waa the Crow, who helped breathe life into the forms. The Magpies called Parrwang lifted the sky from darkness to light and gave us the first sunrise.
Followed by the first rainbow, after the first rain. Bundjil was inspired by the colours of the birds and created the parrots and the rainbow lorikeets after his son Binbeal the Rainbow showed all the colours in their true light. All that was created became his family, as did the people he created, with the first two men from bark taken from the sacred Manna Gum Tree. The women were created from the water and mud, with the reeds for hair.
After which, Bundjil became tired and decided to take his family and his two wives – Kunuwarra, the black swan sisters – to a place called Lal Lal Falls, which he made from basalt. Here he asked the keeper of the whirlwind Bellin Bellin, the Currawong, to blow them high up into the sky to rest. They became stars in the night sky, while Bundjil’s son Turt, the keeper of the galaxy, all watch over and protect us today.
– Deanne Gilson, 2025
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Deanne GILSON Wadawurrung
(Born 1967) on Wurundjeri Country in Sunshine, Victoria Lives and works on Wadawurrung Country in Ballarat, Victoria
Dhurrung, Karrung, Murrup (Heart, Bark, Tree Spirit) 2025
paperbark, wire, hessian, glue
Courtesy of Deanne Gilson
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Tammy Joy GILSON Wadawurrung
(Born 1969) on Wurundjeri Country in Sunshine, Victoria Lives and works on Wadawurrung Country in Gordon, Victoria
Beenyak Murrun (Living Basket) 2024
Flax
Courtesy of Tammy Gilson

The bark heart, created from a paperbark tree, is a symbol of strength and resilience of all First Peoples and the land itself. The bark used by Bundjil to form the men represents the skin and the body of kin, making us aware of our deep connections to Country and all living things. We are one with the land and when the trees breathe and grow, so do we. Our own hearts are all in sync with the land and just by realising these connections we are able to open our hearts to healing Country, protecting it and caring for each other. The gum leaves are burnt in smoking and healing ceremonies and further deepen the connections to the trees. We are all reflected in the image of the wall and bark heart beating as one.
– Deanne Gilson

Beenyak Murran is a recreation of a Wadawurrung basket design from the 1850s, held in the Ulster Museum, Belfast, Ireland. It portrays the stylisation of basketry from that era and acknowledges Wadawurrung patterning.
Tammy Gilson is a proud Wadawurrung woman, traditional weaver, and Blak designer on Wadawurrung Country at Gordon. Her practice is driven by a deep passion and unwavering commitment to her culture. As a cultural fire practitioner, her fibre art is enriched by knowledge she draws from Country and fire. Traditional knowledge is combined with contemporary expression in works that honour lived experience. Gilson embraces natural dyes and materials, each of which holds its own knowledge and purpose. Growing up on Country has shaped her practice, which draws on a deep understanding of all the resources that Country provides.

1 Laarr papul (grinding stone with ochre)
2 Dirdabil Laarrng (grinding stone)
3 Tarnuk darra-kulk murran (tarnuk with leaf matter)
4 Tarnak coolamon (tarnuk coolamon)
5 Tarnak coolamon (tarnuk – wooden bowl with numerous leaves)
6 Nyern (charcoal) Manal (ash) (charcoal – red gum from
Marlene Gilson’s fire)
7 Biyal (burnt log – red gum from Marlene Gilson’s fire)
8 Bundjil Kurran (wedge-tailed eagle feathers)
9 Korren (shell) ngelitj (resin) (shell with resin inside)
10 Darn-garrabil murrup (chunk of ochre – white)
11 Nyurru-nyurru (chunk of ochre – rusty pink)
12 Mirri (chunk of ochre – yellow)
13 Djirnap Kurran (White feather – cockatoo)
14 Waa Kurran (black crow feathers – Totem Bird)
15 Djirrburnin War warrk (grass necklace made by Tammy Gilson)
16 Laarr (grinding stone)
17 Laarrng Karrkayn (green stone axehead)
18 Biyal Porrongayn (clap stick – red gum from a Scar tree)
19 Garra Porrongayn (clap stick – wattle)
Courtesy of Deanne Gilson

These items comprise stone tool artefacts, ceremonial adornments worn by Deanne Gilson, objects from everyday experiences past and present, feathers from the birds of the Wadawurrung Creation story, alongside ochres and tree saps used by the artist within her paintings.
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John GOULD
(1804–1881)
Elizabeth GOULD (lithographer) (1804–1841)
Dacelo cervina (blue-winged kookaburra) lithograph with hand colouring
The Birds of Australia, and the Adjacent Islands London: The author, 1838
RARES 598.2994.G73
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John Ednie BROWN
(1848–1899)
Eucalyptus viminalis (manna gum) The Forest Flora of South Australia Adelaide: Government Printer, 1882 RARESEF 581.9942 B81F (part 7)

John COTTON
(1802–1849)
1 Peregrine
2 Magpie
3 Kookaburra
4 Swan
5 Parrot
6 Eagle
Sketchbook belonging to John Cotton, with sketches and descriptions of birds of the Port Phillip District of New South Wales
1844–1849
MS 9817

First Peoples’ Creation stories and ancestral knowledge of birds, which precedes these colonial narratives, embodies an intangible knowledge that connects deeply to spirit and the unseen.

Film of Deanne Gilson created by State Library Victoria Video, projection, sound
Duration: 6:10 mins
Filmed on Wadawurrung Country in Ballarat, Victoria; featuring Deanne Gilson, Barry Gilson and Tammy Gilson Director: Yeoseop Yoon
