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archie moore on kith and kin

the phrase ‘kith and kin’ now simply means ‘friends and
family’. however, an earlier old english definition that
dates from the 1300s shows kith originally had the added
meanings of ‘countrymen’ and also ‘one’s native land’,
with kin meaning ‘family members’. many indigenous
australians, especially those who grew up on country,
know the land and other living things as part of their
kinship systems — the land itself can be a mentor,
teacher, parent to a child. this sense of belonging
involves everyone and everything, and for first nations
peoples of australia, like most indigenous cultures, is
deeply rooted in our sacred landscapes from birth until
death. i was interested in the phrase as it aptly
describes the artwork in the pavilion, but i was also
interested in the old english meaning of the words, as it
feels more like a first nations understanding of
attachment to place, people and time.

when i was younger, i had little interest in
discovering my first nations roots and history — there
was a shame and embarrassment in being known as
aboriginal. i once had to attain a certificate of
aboriginality for approval of a loan from a first nations
organisation — they asked for the surnames of my
family and where they were from, and that’s all they
needed to confirm my status. this proof may be required
for employment in indigenous-identified positions,
enrolling in schools, for government loans and
assistance, and for land rights claims, where a
continuous and unbroken connection to country since
colonisation needs to be proven. now, it is with pride i
identify as aboriginal, and i see those feelings of shame
and embarrassment as a product of racism and the
colonialist project.

i became interested in genealogy six years ago and
started looking in the archives for information on my
mother’s kamilaroi and bigambul side, and my father’s
british and scottish side. when my mother had a stroke in
2016, i started to realise how much information would be
lost if she died. she also became more open about
discussing family history, and more lucid too. i have
come across material in archives and museums, on the
national library of australia’s search engine trove, and i
have 3484 people in the family tree on the genealogical
website ancestry.

the family tree in kith and kin is limited by recorded
information — how far back written records go, which is
much sooner on my aboriginal side than my european
side. i referenced the genealogical chart from
anthropologist norman tindale’s visit to boggabilla, when
he interviewed my maternal great-grandmother, jane
clevin, in 1938. what tindale recorded from my great-
grandmother seems accurate and correlates with what
my mother has said, but it reflects a western idea of
how people are interconnected as a family. in indigenous
kinship, there are several people that you call ‘mother’
or ‘father’, and cousins are called ‘brothers’. many
researchers have traced descent as a way to categorise
and document aboriginal people, without necessarily
understanding indigenous family structures.

my artwork also historicises terms now considered
highly derogatory to mark a time in australia when these
terms were more commonly used in the language of
cultural conflict. the words ‘black’, ‘“full blood’, ‘half-
caste’, and ‘quadroon’ were common descriptions on
government records, which seems to reaffirm the racist

myth of a ‘dying race’, as if first nations peoples could
be bred out. ‘gin’ and ‘lubra’ are indigenous words for
woman/wife but have come to be used as pejorative
terms, often in connection with the sexual exploitation of
aboriginal women by colonisers. this shows how language
can become weaponised, and also the european settlers’
need for classification. i found these racist words in
archival documents about my family — often about
members, like my grandparents, who couldn’t read or
write. i don’t believe the inclusion of the words in kith
and Kin reinstates their usage, as indigenous peoples
refuse to occupy and entertain the terms’ denigrated
meanings.

some of the names i’ve used in the family tree have
anglo first and surnames. there are also joke nicknames
from the 19th century, like ‘one eyed jack’ and just a
singular first name that is a shortened version of the
proper name, like ‘bobby’ instead of ‘robert’. if a
surname exists, sometimes it was assigned by the
pastoralists who were putting their surname or the
property’s name on indigenous people. higher up on the
family tree, i use singular traditional aboriginal names.
i've tried to write as many kamilaroi names as i can.

over 550 first nations people have died in the
state’s care in the years since the royal commission into
aboriginal deaths in custody 1987-1991. the redacted
coroners’ reports and archival material of my family
members hover above a pool of water, facing their
ancestors at the furthest reaches of the family tree —
in and between the stars. with no one held accountable
for any death in custody, and many of the 339
recommendations of the commission yet to be acted
upon, the volume of cold administrative documents
visualises the scale of inaction. the stillness and quiet of
the space serve as a memorial or shrine — a place for
reflection and remembrance of all of those who have
come before us.

the family tree shows a 65,000+ year scope of time.
i wanted to show how long aboriginal cultures have
existed and — in spite of invasion, massacres, and
systemic over-incarceration — continue to exist into the
now. the drawing begins as a representation of
genealogical descendancy and time in a western linear
sense, but as we go back a few hundred years it
resembles more of a first nations notion of kinship and
time, where the present, past and future share the same
space in the here and now. the australian anthropologist
william edward stanner conveyed the idea in his germinal
1956 essay the dreaming, in which he coined the term
‘everywhen’; ‘one cannot “fix” the dreaming in time: it
was, and is, everywhen’,

ellie buttrose on kith and kin

i historiography

first nations peoples of australia are among the oldest
continuous living cultures on earth. archie moore’s kith
and kin is both evidence and reminder of this fact,
tracing the artist’s aboriginal relations from the
kamilaroi and bigambul nations over 65,000+ years up
the walls and across the ceiling of the australia pavilion.
it is a continuation of archie’s ongoing assertion of the
sovereignty (and reflections on the subjectivity) of
indigenous australians in his artistic practice. in school,
archie was taught that australia’s history started with
british colonisation in 1770, founded on the principle of



terra nullius (land belonging to no one), without
reference to indigenous peoples who cared for the
continent for millennia. the artist’s choice of materials
for this celestial map of names — fragile chalk on
blackboard — invokes the transmission of knowledge
and how what is taught within, and what is left out of,
the prevailing education system reverberates into the
future with consequence.

ii kinship

the vast drawing traces the artist’s personal history
from himself, close kin, distant relatives, segueing
through racist slurs, and extending to countless
generations of ancestors. anthropologist norman
tindale’s linear genealogical diagram that professed to
document archie’s aboriginal relations is exceeded by
the greater complexity of first nations kinship systems.
kinship is the organising principle for indigenous

social relations and responsibilities, and incorporates
all living things including plants, animals, land and
waterways. archie’s drawing reaches so far into time
that it captures the common ancestors of all humans, a
timely reminder that every person on the planet has
kinship duties to one another.

iii archives

the words that appear in this linguistic taxonomy are
taken from archives, newspapers and government
documents, and include names, racist slurs, and

gamilaraay (the kamilaroi nation’s language) and bigambul

kinship terms. the inclusion of archie’s ancestors’
languages enacts indigenous language maintenance.
derogatory terms and diminutive names attest to how
language has been used to classify and disempower

first nations peoples. speculative names appear amongst

the ancestors to redress omissions in the written records

on oral indigenous cultures. holes occur throughout the
family tree, these absences signal the severing of
familial ties through colonial invasion, massacres,
diseases, displacement and the deliberate destruction
and suppression of archival records. while archie
represents his lived experience and his family’s history,
these chronicles resonate worldwide.

iv memorialisation

another black void occupies the centre of the pavilion.
this reflective pool is a memorial for the first nations
individuals who have died in police custody since 1991,
indigenous australians are one of the most
incarcerated people globally; they comprise 3.8% of the
australian population yet are 33% of prison inmates.’
above the water hover stacks of coronial inquests that
date back to the royal commission into aboriginal
deaths in custody 1987—1991. appointed by the
australian government, it found that self-determination
and addressing health, schooling, employment, and
housing inequality would contribute to a lower
incarceration rate.? more than 30 years later, many of
its recommendations have yet to be implemented, and
deaths continue unabated. the volume of coronial
inquests makes visible the vast scale of this
preventable horror. by placing this publicly available
information at arm’s length archie articulates the gap
between knowledge and action. names have been
redacted out of respect for the deceased. reports that
are not publicly accessible are represented with a blank
ream of paper, with these white voids expressing

breaches in the record. the administrative reports are
cradled by the reflection of the family tree in the water
below, commemorating that each of the deceased
belongs to this expansive web of relations.

v carceral legacies

australia’s history is inextricably linked with the carceral
system. british colonisation was established with penal
colonies from 1788. archie’s genealogy is illustrative of
this, with his british and scottish great-great-
grandfather arriving as a convict in 1820; while his
kamilaroi and bigambul great uncle was imprisoned in
the notorious boggo road gaol after accidentally killing
his father during a fight over their paltry wages.

within the sea of coronial inquests, archie incorporates
archival records referencing his kin that evidence how
punitive laws and government policies have long

been imposed upon first nations peoples. these include
reports by the protector of aboriginals denying

his grandparents exemption from the queensland
government’s aboriginal protection and restriction

of the sale of opium act 1897, and subsequent
amendments that would have enabled them to access
rights that non-indigenous citizens enjoyed — such as
freedom of movement, the ability to control their money
and the right to marry without approval. archie uses
his family history to make the systemic issues imposed
upon first nations peoples uncomfortably tangible.

Vi time

kith and kin is an extensive account of history — a vast
abyss of time — yet it is a statement told from one
point of view. the fragility of archie’s perspective is
reflected in the impermanence of chalk that could
seemingly be wiped away without a trace. while his
voice is singular, the vertiginous volume of names is
confirmation that archie’s position draws upon the
knowledge of hundreds of thousands of his forebears.
in kamilaroi astronomy the ancestors reside in

the sky, including the dark patches between stars,

and archie’s white drawing on a black background
resembles an astronomical chart. the artwork reaches
into the deep time of space and simultaneously into the
future through the suggestion of endlessly reproduced
kinship connections. in the kamilaroi understanding of
time, the past, present and future co-present

(a view shared by other first nations in australia).

by placing 65,000+ years of family on a single
continuum, kith and kin immerses audiences in the
co-presence of ancestors and the co-existence of time,
and by doing so archie enfolds each of us into the
everywhen.
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archie moore

kith and kin

australia pavilion

at venice biennale 2024

from 20 april to 24 november 2024
commissioned by creative australia
curated by ellie buttrose

readers are advised this room sheet
contains names of deceased persons.
language that is offensive to

today’s standards is presented within
its historical context.

i acknowledgement
of country

i, archie moore, would like to
acknowledge the people of the lagoon
of venice. like me, they are ‘others’.
outsiders — like most artists

— speak another language. my
project was conceived on other small
islands; those of the quandamooka
people, in another inter-tidal zone on
the other side of the world. for my
aboriginal people, the inter-tidal
zones where saltwater meets
freshwater are sites of the creation
of life in the world encountered.
creation, imagination, memory, family
and fraternity-sorority, in the minds
of kith and kin.

ii artwork

kith and kin 2024

ink on polyester, water, composite
board, paint, aluminium, steel,
pigment and clay crayon, methyl
acetate

499.8 x 1588 x 1498cm

artwork courtesy of the artist

and the commercial

iii archie moore

kamilaroi/bigambul artist archie
moore works across media in
conceptual, research-based
portrayals of self and national
histories. his ongoing interests
include key signifiers of identity (skin,
language, smell, home, genealogy,
flags), the borders of intercultural
understanding and misunderstanding,
and the wider concerns of racism.
archie moore is represented by the
commercial

iv ellie buttrose

how aesthetic debates inform the
political imaginary is the subject of
ellie buttrose’s curatorial projects
and critical writing. ellie is a curator
at the queensland art gallery | gallery

of modern art, brisbane, australia.
she has curated projects and served
on curatoriums for: the asia pacific
triennial of contemporary art,
brisbane; brisbane international film
festival; centre pompidou, paris; and
university of new south wales
galleries, sydney.

v creative australia

creative australia is the australian
government’s principal arts
investment, development, funding,
and advisory body.
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