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Exhibiting slavery: Biographical 
approaches

PAUL LONGLEY ARTHUR AND ISABEL SMITH

Within museums, interpretation and curation have increasingly employed personal 
stories and intimate storytelling to present broader narratives about the past. This 
article explores some of the opportunities and challenges of biographical storytelling 
in museums and public sites of memory that engage with the issue of slavery, 
analysing Australian exhibitions alongside international contexts and theories of 
museology, historiography and memory. It will look at representations of historical 
and modern slavery in Australia, as well as global representations of the transatlantic 
slave trade and other traumatic histories such as the Holocaust. The discussion 
explores the potential for personal counter-narratives, the reimagining of silenced 
voices, the capacity for emotional and affective learning, and healing. The essay also 
investigates the challenges of retracing past lives, the potential limits of empathy, 
and the politics of ownership when telling stories about the past.

This research is part of a project exploring the legacies of slavery in Australia and 
developing an online exhibition as one of its outputs, for which this ‘biographical 
turn’ is significant. Much of the project’s research to date has been biographical, 
investigating the lives of individual slavers and colonists—and drawing connections 
between them, their businesses, politics, families and the British Empire—to explore 
colonial and racial frameworks still underpinning contemporary Australia. For the 
exhibition, we are investigating ways of expanding the scope to represent the lives 
and experiences of enslaved individuals.

Exhibitions and ‘slavery memory’
Against the backdrop of a longstanding culture of silence or forgetting, sites of slavery 
memory across the world are multiplying and finding wider audiences. Ana Lucia 
Araújo identifies a shift in the second half of the twentieth century towards this 
broader recognition of slavery pasts. She cites the civil rights movement as well 
as the popularisation of ‘slave narratives’ in the United States, the decolonising of 
African countries, and increasing reflections on the past in Europe following the 
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Second World War and the horrors of the Holocaust.1 Indeed, in the late twentieth 
century, Holocaust studies seeded the nascent field of memory studies; in 2001, 
tracing the histories and impacts of the First World War, prominent historian Jay 
Winter asserted that much of the world was going through a ‘memory boom’.2 
Concurrently, public sites of slavery memory were being fostered. In the 1960s, West 
African countries launched initiatives to preserve slave-trade castles and fortresses, 
and from the 1970s monuments to those who resisted and fought slavery appeared in 
Africa and the Caribbean, including Bussa in Barbados and Carlota in Cuba.3 In the 
1990s and 2000s, exhibitions on slavery proliferated across Europe, the Americas and 
the Caribbean.4 In 1994 the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) launched ‘The Slave Route Project: Resistance, Liberty, 
Heritage’, aimed at better understanding the ongoing global consequences of slavery, 
and outlining guides for sites of slavery memory such as memorials.5 In 2007, amid 
abolition bicentenary commemorations in the United Kingdom, several major 
exhibits opened including the International Slavery Museum in Liverpool, the 
Sugar & Slavery gallery at the Museum of London Docklands and the Breaking the 
Chains exhibit at the British Empire and Commonwealth Museum. In 2015, Bin 
Jelmood House opened in Qatar, the first museum to examine the issue of slavery in 
the Arab world. Its galleries explore the contributions of ‘formerly enslaved people 
to the development of human civilizations’, and how this millennia-old history has 
evolved into modern human exploitation.6

Today, the histories and legacies of slavery are increasingly being contested and 
challenged in multiple contexts worldwide. With the rise of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, dominant discourses and monuments favouring slave-owners and 
colonists have been interrogated and literally dismantled.7 A growing number of 
nations are examining their own involvement and responsibility in the transatlantic 
slave trade, no longer framed solely within the plantation context of the United 
States but extended across the many axes of global trade routes and beneficiaries. 
The Rijksmuseum recently opened Slavery, telling for the first time the story of 
the Netherlands’ extensive involvement in the slave trade. In 2019 an exhibition 
at Bogotá’s Museo del Oro (Gold Museum) examined a French trading ship that 

1  Ana Lucia Araújo, ‘Introduction’, in Politics of Memory: Making Slavery Visible in the Public Space, ed. Araújo 
(New York: Routledge, 2012), 1–11, 2–4.
2  Jay Winter, ‘The Generation of Memory: Reflections on the “Memory Boom” in Contemporary Historical 
Studies’, Canadian Military History 10, no. 3 (2001): 57–66.
3  Araújo, ‘Introduction’, 9.
4  Araújo, ‘Introduction’, 4.
5  UNESCO, ‚‘The Slave Route’, 2020, en.unesco.org.
6  Msheireb Museums, ‘Bin Jelmood House’, 2020, msheirebmuseums.com.
7  Tyler Stiem, ‘Statue Wars: What Should We Do with Troublesome Monuments?’, The Guardian, 26 September 
2018.

http://en.unesco.org
http://msheirebmuseums.com
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was part of the triangular trade. The show recontextualised for audiences the gold 
surrounding them, which was largely mined by enslaved African people in Colombia 
(then Spanish-colonised New Granada) from the sixteenth century.8

While many Aboriginal people, migrants, people of colour and other minorities 
have experienced the realities of slavery for generations, Australia’s slavery heritage 
has been receiving wider attention only recently. The Conversation has run several 
feature series on the Black Lives Matter movement, the process of decolonising and, 
recently, the legacies of slavery in Australia (which includes our research team as 
contributors).9 The issue of Aboriginal workers’ stolen wages has gained increasing 
public exposure since the early 2000s in Queensland and New South Wales. Last 
year in Western Australia, a class action was launched against the state government 
to recoup and compensate for unpaid wages. Positively, this has recently moved 
into mediation.10 However, slavery remains largely excluded from many Australian 
narratives and identities. Amid the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, Prime 
Minister Scott Morrison stated in a radio interview: ‘It was a pretty brutal place, 
but there was no slavery in Australia.’11 Morrison’s comments, though hurtful and 
inaccurate, prompted widespread discussion about the country’s slavery heritage.12

Few major exhibitions have been solely dedicated to the country’s slavery heritage. 
There have been a number of localised social history examinations of ‘coerced’ and 
‘indentured’ labour, particularly into Queensland’s sugar and cotton industries. 
The Australian National Maritime Museum’s 2019 blog post by curator Stephen 
Gapps, ‘Blackbirding: Australia’s Slave Trade?’, investigates the colonial practice 
of kidnapping or coercing people of the South Sea Islands from their homelands 
to work under terrible conditions on Queensland plantations.13 The National 
Museum of Australia’s 2018 online content for Island Labourers, part of its Defining 

8  Charlotte Harrison, ‘A French Slave Ship Docks at Bogotá’s Gold Museum, March 20, 2019’, City Paper 
(Bogotá), 20 March 2019.
9  Chelsea Watego, ‘We Just Black Matter: Australia’s Indifference to Aboriginal Lives and Land’, The Conversation, 
16  October 2017, theconversation.com/we-just-black-matter-australias-indifference-to-aboriginal-lives-and-land- 
85168; Jess Auerbach, Christopher Trisos and Madhusudan Katti, ‘Five Shifts to Decolonise Ecological Science—or 
Any Field of Knowledge’, The Conversation, 6 July 2021, theconversation.com/five-shifts-to-decolonise-ecological-
science-or-any-field-of-knowledge-161750; Jane Lydon and Zoë Laidlaw, ‘Friday Essay: Beyond “Statue Shaming”—
Grappling with Australia’s Legacies of Slavery’, The Conversation, 9 July 2021, theconversation.com/friday-essay-
beyond-statue-shaming-grappling-with-australias-legacies-of-slavery-162934. 
10  Joanna Prendergast, Richard Hudson and Belinda Varischetti, ‘Stolen Wages and Living under Wage Control 
Laws Involved Long Hours, Lonely Days, Say Aboriginal Workers’, WA Country Hour, Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation, 20 December 2020, www.abc.net.au/news/rural/2020-12-20/living-under-wage-control-legislation-
in-wa/12946970.
11  Scott Morrison, ‘Interview with Ben Fordham, 2GB’, Transcript, 11 June 2020, Prime Minister of Australia, 
www.pm.gov.au.
12  This even included publications such as Vogue Australia. See Danielle Gay, ‘The Reality of Indigenous Slavery 
and Forced Labour in Australia’, Vogue Australia, 15 June 2020, www.vogue.com.au/culture/features/the-reality-of-
indigenous-slavery-and-forced-labour-in-australia/news-story/1536eebf0d0bb0fa5594b421335757db.
13  Stephen Gapps, ‘Blackbirding: Australia’s Slave Trade?’, Australian National Maritime Museum, 23 August 2019, 
www.sea.museum/2017/08/25/australias-slave-trade.

http://theconversation.com/we-just-black-matter-australias-indifference-to-aboriginal-lives-and-land-85168
http://theconversation.com/we-just-black-matter-australias-indifference-to-aboriginal-lives-and-land-85168
http://theconversation.com/five-shifts-to-decolonise-ecological-science-or-any-field-of-knowledge-161750
http://theconversation.com/five-shifts-to-decolonise-ecological-science-or-any-field-of-knowledge-161750
http://theconversation.com/friday-essay-beyond-statue-shaming-grappling-with-australias-legacies-of-slavery-162934
http://theconversation.com/friday-essay-beyond-statue-shaming-grappling-with-australias-legacies-of-slavery-162934
http://www.abc.net.au/news/rural/2020-12-20/living-under-wage-control-legislation-in-wa/12946970
http://www.abc.net.au/news/rural/2020-12-20/living-under-wage-control-legislation-in-wa/12946970
http://www.pm.gov.au
http://www.vogue.com.au/culture/features/the-reality-of-indigenous-slavery-and-forced-labour-in-australia/news-story/1536eebf0d0bb0fa5594b421335757db
http://www.vogue.com.au/culture/features/the-reality-of-indigenous-slavery-and-forced-labour-in-australia/news-story/1536eebf0d0bb0fa5594b421335757db
http://www.sea.museum/2017/08/25/australias-slave-trade
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Moments timeline, similarly explores this history.14 Like Gapps’s work, which 
punctuates ‘slave trade’ with a question mark and describes ‘a labour practice that 
was in many instances to hold all the hallmarks of slavery’, Island Labourers does 
not generally use the term ‘slavery’, though it does feature the quote of political 
activist Faith Bandler: ‘I maintain that it was a form of slavery’.15 The Western 
Australian Museum’s 2015 exhibition Lustre: Pearling and Australia (the text panels 
for which are now available online) looks at the pearling industry in Australia and 
particularly the north-west, featuring a section titled ‘indenture’ that details the 
terrible conditions for South-East Asian and Indigenous people forced into pearl 
diving.16 Reflecting on the experiences of those forced to work in Queensland, 
including her own grandfather who was coerced onto a ship off the beach of Tannu, 
Vanuatu, at the age of 12, Australian South Sea Islander Emelda Davis explains that 
‘We identify as Sugar Slaves’ and rejects the term ‘indentured labour’. She contends 
this is ‘a weak word that does not express the real truth of the physical and cultural 
theft of human beings’.17

Davis’s remarks raise issues around the changing definitions and use of the term 
‘slavery’ over time and across cultures. Joel Quirk has analysed these shifting 
definitions  within legal frameworks in the ‘West’, paying particular attention to 
the past century. He highlights the work of the League of Nations that in 1926 
described slavery as ‘the status or condition of a person over whom any or all 
of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised’—a definition 
still referred to in international law today.18 Quirk traces the way this has been 
augmented and expanded over the decades. He cites the 1956 United Nations treaty 
that referred to the additional practices of debt-bondage, serfdom, servile marriage 
and child trafficking.19 Though there is no legal definition of modern slavery today 
in Australia, discussions and descriptions of the issue by government bodies and 
anti-slavery groups draw much from these earlier international definitions, while 
continuing to broaden the scope to a number of other trafficking, forced labour and 
‘slavery-like practices’ including the exploitation of children in armed conflict and 
the removal of organs.20 While they go beyond framing slavery purely in economic 

14  National Museum of Australia, ‘Defining Moments: Islander Labourers’, 2018, updated 19 July 2021, www.
nma. gov.au/defining-moments/resources/islander-labourers.
15  National Museum of Australia, ‘Defining Moments: Islander Labourers’.
16  Western Australian Museum, ‘Lustre: Pearling and Australia’, 20 June–25 October 2015, museum.wa.gov.au/
museums/maritime/lustre-pearling-australia.
17  Emelda Davis, ‘Australia’s Hidden History of Slavery: The Government Divides to Conquer’, The Conversation, 
October 31, 2017, theconversation.com/australias-hidden-history-of-slavery-the-government-divides-to-conquer- 
86140.
18  Joel Quirk, ‘Defining Slavery in All Its Forms: Historical Inquiry as Contemporary Instruction’, in The Legal 
Understanding of Slavery: From the Historical to the Contemporary, ed. Jean Allain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012), 278, doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199660469.001.0001.
19  Quirk, ‘Defining Slavery in All Its Forms’, 271.
20  Walk Free Foundation, Global Slavery Index, 2013; Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Hidden in Plain Sight’, 
December 2017.

http://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/islander-labourers
http://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/islander-labourers
http://museum.wa.gov.au/museums/maritime/lustre-pearling-australia
http://museum.wa.gov.au/museums/maritime/lustre-pearling-australia
http://theconversation.com/australias-hidden-history-of-slavery-the-government-divides-to-conquer-86140
http://theconversation.com/australias-hidden-history-of-slavery-the-government-divides-to-conquer-86140
http://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199660469.001.0001
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terms—a  critique that Quirk charges some definitions with—those such as the 
Global Slavery Index’s explanation of modern slavery lack the emphasis on ‘cultural 
theft’ that Davis refers to. This paper takes a broader view of slavery that encompasses 
practices of cultural, social, economic and political exploitation, coercion and theft.

There have been several exhibits on modern slavery in Australia. Slavery Links 
Australia, a not-for-profit association promoting recognition of slavery and action 
by decision-makers, has curated three shows about modern slavery in 2009, 2013 
and 2015. The 2015 show—Are You Wearing a Slave? An Exhibition for the 
Abolition of Slavery—exposed Australia’s involvement with modern slavery through 
international supply chains as well as domestic slavery. In 2021, Anti-Slavery 
Australia launched their interactive art installation Human Mart, telling the stories 
of enslaved people in contemporary Australia. Outside of larger museums and 
organisations, independent contemporary artists have explored the country’s slavery 
pasts and legacies. The 2017 exhibition of Badimaya First Nation woman and 
painter Julie Dowling, Malga Gurlbarl (Hard Secret), depicts First Nations people 
whose lives were variously and tragically changed by slavery following colonisation.21 
Centred on personal narratives rather than didactic curatorial voices, these latter 
two shows are explored in more detail below.

While a great deal of scholarship has examined slavery memories across nations 
and communities, fewer investigations have exclusively analysed exhibitions and 
monuments. In 1992 American artist Fred Wilson carried out one of the most radical 
examinations of a collection through his intervention at the Maryland Historical 
Society, Mining the Museum. Wilson interrogated and disrupted traditional 
white and middle/upper-class narratives of the space by interspersing them with 
stories and histories they had conveniently relegated, ‘shelved’ or silenced: under 
‘Cabinetmaking 1820–1960’, nineteenth-century armchairs were juxtaposed with 
a whipping post; in ‘Metalwork 1793–1880’, fine silverware sat alongside iron slave 
shackles; a painting by Justus Kuhn, Portrait of Henry Darnell III (c. 1710), was lit to 
illuminate an enslaved child in a dog collar behind Darnell, accompanied by audio of 
a child’s voice asking ‘Am I your brother? Am I your friend? Am I your pet?’22 Wilson’s 
work critically analysed exhibitions not simply through their representations of 
slavery but through their omissions and silences. In 2003, Jamaican historian Verene 
Shepherd surveyed slavery memorials across the Caribbean. She traced monuments 
to anti-slavery heroes, lamenting the dearth of memorials to the ‘unsung rebels’.23 
In the United Kingdom, studies developed in particular around the bicentenary of 

21  Julie Dowling, ‘Malga Gurlbarl (Hard Secret): Slavery of First Nation People in Australia’, 2017, www.julie 
dowling.net/malga-gurlbarl-hard-secret.html.
22  Fred Wilson and Howard Halle, ‘Mining the Museum’, Grand Street, no. 44 (1992): 151–72, doi.org/ 
10.2307/25007622.
23  Verene Shepherd, ‘I Want to Disturb My Neighbour’: Lectures on Slavery, Emancipation, and Postcolonial Jamaica 
(Kingston: Ian Randle, 2007).

http://www.juliedowling.net/malga-gurlbarl-hard-secret.html
http://www.juliedowling.net/malga-gurlbarl-hard-secret.html
http://doi.org/10.2307/25007622
http://doi.org/10.2307/25007622
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the 1807 abolition of slavery. British scholars interrogated the cultural memory being 
produced in a proliferation of public speeches, commemorations, exhibitions and 
memorials. The University of York developed a project titled 1807 Commemorated 
that surveyed and analysed interpretations and responses of British museums and 
audiences to the bicentenary. This produced significant work by project leaders 
Laurajane Smith, Geoffrey Cubitt and Helen Weinstein.24 More recently, the 
University of Hull launched ‘Remembering 1807’, a digital archive mapping out 
over 300 commemorative events that took place in the United Kingdom in 2007, 
as part of The Antislavery Usable Past project with the University of Nottingham.25 
In 2020, Jessica Moody published her examination of slavery memory in Liverpool. 
Using a longue durée approach, Moody situates museum displays within a broader, 
200-year-long history of the city to examine the ways deep-seated narratives around 
slavery, empire and race influence and interact with exhibitions.26

There have been fewer global analyses of slavery exhibitions and sites of memory. 
Araújo has carried out some of the most extensive work, focused particularly on the 
South Atlantic and producing comparative analyses of the Americas, Europe, Africa 
and the Caribbean.27 Araújo is concerned with the memorialisation of slavery—
the process of revisiting and revising the slavery past by bringing its physical and 
intangible traces into the present.28 She examines this process through established 
public sites of memory such as exhibitions, monuments and memorials, but is also 
interested in the sites that emerge through cultural practices such as festivals, sharing 
of stories in oral traditions, social activities in families and communities, and religious 
practices, as well as material objects such as photographs. Araújo emphasises the 
many and conflicting forms of memory being fought out between individuals, 
social groups and societies, and between dominant and marginalised discourses.29 
Her  work is framed by a deep concern for the impacts that memorialisations 
have upon contemporary politics and lived realities. She is particularly interested 
in questions around reparations, and argues that slavery memory is born out of 
ongoing frameworks of race and white supremacy.30

24  See also John Beech, ‘A Step Forwards or a Step Sideways?: Some Personal Reflections of How the 
Presentation of Slavery Has (and Hasn’t) Changed in the Last Few Years’, University of York, 2007, archives.history.
ac.uk/1807commemorated/exhibitions/museums/step.html.
25  Antislavery Usable Past, ‘Remembering 1807’, 2017, antislavery.ac.uk.
26  Jessica Moody, The Persistence of Memory: Remembering Slavery in Liverpool, ‘Slaving Capital of the World’ 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2020).
27  Ana Lúcia Araújo, Public Memory of Slavery: Victims and Perpetrators in the South Atlantic (Amherst: Cambria 
Press, 2010); Araújo, ‘History and Heritage of Slavery and the Atlantic Slave Trade in the South Atlantic’, Luso-
Brazilian Review 50, no. 1 (2013): 1–6, doi.org/10.1353/lbr.2013.0025.
28  Araújo, Public Memory of Slavery, 8.
29  Araújo, Politics of Memory, 2. 
30  Ana Lucia Araújo, Slavery in the Age of Memory (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), 6.

http://archives.history.ac.uk/1807commemorated/exhibitions/museums/step.html
http://archives.history.ac.uk/1807commemorated/exhibitions/museums/step.html
http://antislavery.ac.uk
http://doi.org/10.1353/lbr.2013.0025
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Others have used discussions of slavery memory to question and broaden our 
definitions of the term ‘exhibition’. In Exhibiting Slavery: The Caribbean Postmodern 
Novel as Museum, Vivian Nun Halloran argues that the postmodern historical novel 
in many ways resembles a contemporary museum exhibition.31 Halloran draws 
parallels between both forms’ tendencies to reject imposing narratives and historical 
or narrative closure, their use of fragmented or reworked narratives, as well as their 
anachronistic and sometimes apocryphal sources. She imaginatively sketches out an 
almost three-dimensional form of the postmodern novel in a way that resembles a 
contemporary exhibition: ‘These novels’, Halloran writes, ‘create a “museum effect” 
by exhibiting slavery through the use of quotations or vignettes’; they are ‘museums 
without walls.’32 We employ this broader definition of exhibitions to explore 
traditional physical exhibitions as well as digital spaces and literature.

The ‘biographical turn’: Personal stories as 
counter-narratives
Particularly over the past two decades, contemporary museum interpretation has 
increasingly featured the use of personal stories and intimate storytelling. Through 
the hook of an individual character, curators and artists create symbols of, or 
channels into, broader and more complex narratives and themes. In their 2018 
analysis of Australian social history exhibitions and their integration of women’s 
voices, Lorinda Cramer and Andrea Witcomb referred to ‘the growing recognition of 
the strength of personal stories to illustrate critical aspects of the past’.33 This shift to 
the personal can be understood as part of a wider transition that has been occurring 
beyond museums. In 2002, Tom Wengraf, Prue Chamberlayne and Joanna Bornat 
referred to a ‘biographical turn’ occurring in the social sciences. They described this 
as ‘a “subjective” or “cultural” turn in which personal and social meanings, as bases 
of action, gain greater prominence’.34 Historians and professors in memory studies 
such as Alistair Thomson advocate for the use of oral history, photography, letters 
and other personal source materials to enrich and create more accessible paths into 
larger stories.35

31  Vivian Nun Halloran, Exhibiting Slavery: The Caribbean Postmodern Novel as Museum (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2009).
32  Halloran, Exhibiting Slavery, 17, 124 (original emphasis).
33  Lorinda Cramer and Andrea Witcomb, ‘“Hidden from View”? An Analysis of the Integration of Women’s 
History and Women’s Voices into Australia’s Social History Exhibitions’, International Journal of Heritage Studies 
25, no. 2 (2019): 140, doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2018.1475409.
34  Tom Wengraf, Prue Chamberlayne and Joanna Bornat, ‘A Biographical Turn in the Social Sciences? A British–
European View’, Cultural Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies 2, no. 2 (2002): 245, doi.org/10.1177/153270860200
2002015.
35  A. Thomson, P. Cave, G. Good, J. Pickett and D. Wright, Moving Stories: An Intimate History of Four Women 
across Two Countries (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2011).

http://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2018.1475409
http://doi.org/10.1177/1532708602002002015
http://doi.org/10.1177/1532708602002002015
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The biographical turn in museums has intersected with the growth in exhibitions 
on slavery. The horrors and complexities of the slave trade have been explored 
through names, faces, and lived experiences of the past. The Rijksmuseum’s Slavery 
exhibition uses audio stories and image montages to represent the experiences of 
10  individuals who were subjected to or benefited from slavery. In Australia, the 
work of Julie Dowling is a particularly poignant example of the use of personal 
narratives. Dowling’s exhibition Malga Gurlbarl (Hard Secret) depicts vividly 
coloured portraits of pearl divers, domestic servants, pastoral workers and trackers, 
bringing to life individuals whose experiences speak to greater themes of stolen wages, 
cultural dispossession, violence and racism in past and contemporary Australia.36 
The works were first exhibited in 2017 as a physical show in Germany but are now 
displayed as a digital exhibition on Dowling’s website.

This ‘biographising’ approach moves in tandem with another shift—one away from 
overarching and often singular narratives of histories, and towards plural, fragmented 
and complex stories and experiences.37 These different voices and positions can 
disrupt dominant narratives.38 In the context of the histories and legacies of slavery, 
master narratives can be unsettled through the inclusion of stories of the enslaved. 
In her project ‘Call My Name: African Americans in Clemson University History’, 
Rhondda Robinson Thomas reconceptualises the history of Clemson University by 
inserting the experiences of African American people into a public discourse that 
had previously ignored their experiences and their labour on the plantation and 
for the college—and that had ignored the fact that the university campus was built 
on a plantation site.39 Thomas re-examines primary documents including prison 
records and letters, and also speaks with descendants and members of the public to 
flesh out these biographies.40 Similarly, Matthew R. Cook refers to ‘slavery counter-
narratives’. Analysing historical plantation sites across the United States, he explains 
that most ‘often ignore or annihilate the memory of slavery from plantation history’ 
by displacing these histories in favour of topics such as architecture, site ‘heritage’, 
and biographical information regarding owners of the properties.41 Cook identifies 
sites that use slavery counter-narratives, intentionally employing slave-centric stories 
of the past to disrupt ‘slave-marginalizing narratives’.42

36  Dowling, ‘Malga Gurlbarl’.
37  Vivian Nun Halloran notes this shift in the museum context: ‘Both contemporary museology and postmodernist 
narrative theory reject all-encompassing grand narratives in favor of inclusive (re)presentations of multiple voices from 
different subject positions and experiences’. Halloran, Exhibiting Slavery, 8.
38  Analysing the use of individual women’s stories in Australian history, Cramer and Witcomb explain ‘how these 
voices have changed historical master narratives’. Cramer and Witcomb, ‘Hidden from View’, 128.
39  Rhondda Robinson Thomas, ‘Call My Name: Using Biographical Storytelling to Reconceptualize the History 
of African Americans at Clemson University’, Biography 42, no. 3 (2018): 624–52, doi.org/10.1353/bio.2019.0063.
40  Thomas, ‘Call My Name’, 629. 
41  Matthew R. Cook, ‘Counter-Narratives of Slavery in the Deep South: The Politics of Empathy along and 
beyond River Road’, Journal of Heritage Tourism 11, no. 3 (2016): 290–308, 292, doi.org/10.1080/1743873X. 
2015. 1100624.
42  Cook, ‘Counter-Narratives of Slavery in the Deep South’, 292.

http://doi.org/10.1353/bio.2019.0063
http://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2015.1100624
http://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2015.1100624


Exhibiting slavery

179

Personal stories of agency and resistance have become increasingly common in slavery 
exhibits.43 Of the 10 stories depicted in the Rijksmuseum’s Slavery, seven are about 
enslaved people; the remaining three depict an African servant in the Netherlands, 
a profiteer from the slave trade and a white abolitionist-turned-slaver.44 In Australia, 
Human Mart, superficially and ironically presented as a supermarket, displays 
61 ‘products’ named after real people in the country who have been enslaved (it also 
has an accompanying online exhibition). Visitors can explore offerings including 
‘Unsavoury Treatment’, priced at three dollars: the story of ‘Solanda’, who married 
an Australian man who became physically and verbally abusive, and trafficked 
Solanda and her son to Thailand where they became stranded.45 The exhibit details 
Solanda’s path back to Australia, where she now lives with her son and has filed for 
divorce, through support from a family and the police. Narratives such as these 
centre the lives of enslaved people, highlighting the complexities and diversities of 
their experiences, and ultimately their agency and capacity to make change.

Commentators on British slavery memory and museum culture have underscored 
the ways that representations of enslaved people challenge master narratives of white 
abolitionism. Until recent decades, exhibitions have typically presented abolition 
largely (or entirely) as the product of white abolitionists and authorities. This 
plays into a broader tension in which powerful commemorative discourses have 
subsumed the history of slavery under the history of abolition—what John Oldfield 
terms a ‘culture of abolition’.46 During the 2007 bicentenary commemorations of 
abolition, this reached such a height that commentators—in reference to obsessions 
with ‘abolitionist’ William Wilberforce—derisively termed the event a ‘Wilberfest’ 
and ‘Wilberfarce’.47 More recently, exhibitions have increasingly used stories 
of resistance and individual agency to counter these dominant narratives. In his 
analysis of 1807 bicentenary exhibitions, in contrast to claims of the ‘Wilberfarce’, 
Geoffrey Cubitt argued that ‘a bridge between the themes of abolitionism and of 
African agency’ was being built through:

the attention paid in most bicentenary exhibitions to the role of black abolitionists—
Ottobah Cugoano, Ignatius Sancho, but above all Olaudah Equiano, whose ubiquity 
in the bicentenary year rivaled that of Wilberforce and Clarkson.48

43  In Britain, the 1983 redevelopment of the Wilberforce House Museum’s content emphasised black resistance, 
as did Transatlantic Slavery: Against Human Dignity at the Merseyside Maritime Museum’s Transatlantic Slavery 
Gallery (predecessor to the International Slavery Museum) in 1994. See Moody, Persistence of Memory, 157–58.
44  Rijksmuseum, ‘Slavery’, 18 May–29 August 2021, accessed 23 July 2021,www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/stories/slavery.
45  Anti-Slavery Australia, ‘Human Mart’, 10 May–9 June 2021, humanmart.com.au/.
46  John Oldfield, ‘Chords of Freedom’: Commemoration, Ritual and British Transatlantic Slavery (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2007).
47  Moody, Persistence of Memory, 4.
48  Geoffrey Cubitt, ‘Museums and Slavery in Britain: The Bicentenary of 1807’, in Politics of Memory: Making 
Slavery Visible in the Public Space, ed. Ana Lucia Araújo (New York: Routledge, 2012), 159–77, 168.
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Cubitt also noted the statement from Liverpool’s International Slavery Museum 
(ISM) that ‘Africans, despite their oppression, were the main agents in their own 
liberation’.49 ISM head Richard Benjamin commented:

ISM makes Africa and Africans the central agents of the whole museum narrative. 
This approach is developed by starting with areas of achievement, often born out of 
resistance. This starting point for the narrative of transatlantic slavery and its legacies 
is a way for some audiences to begin their journey of dialogue with the subject.50

Within our project, researchers have been interrogating the lives of those who 
profited from the slave trade—slavers and colonists rather than the enslaved—
most of whom have until recently been venerated as pioneers and founders of 
(white) Australia. These biographies also offer opportunities for counter-narratives. 
By re-examining and re-reading the archives, critical accounts of the lives of these 
people can be developed—exploring their relationships, ambitions and systems of 
belief. Catherine Hall stresses the significance in interrogating slavers’ and colonists’ 
creation of narratives around empire and ‘race’, and frameworks of racial thinking 
and racial logics that construct ‘otherness’, to explore racisms and cultures that are 
still operating today.51 Hall suggests that these methods may offer a way towards 
‘reparatory history’, in which past injustices are brought to bear, trauma and loss are 
recognised, and communities can begin to hope for repair and reconciliation. These 
ambitions feel deeply relevant in Australia. The writing of ‘revisionist biographies’ 
may challenge one-sided master narratives that glorify the founding of Australian 
colonies and downplay or protect ongoing structural racisms, and acknowledge the 
trauma and hurt brought about by colonisation.

However, our project is faced with a question over whether these interrogations 
alone suffice for the exhibition, or whether we must expand the scope to the lives 
of the enslaved. Significantly, last year the Centre for the Study of the Legacies of 
British Slavery announced it was no longer operating under its previous name, the 
Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slave-ownership, citing a change 
in direction:52

The slave-owners were one very important means by which the fruits of slavery were 
transmitted to metropolitan Britain. We believe that research and analysis of this 
group are key to understanding the extent and the limits of slavery’s role in shaping 
British history and leaving lasting legacies that reach into the present. We are now 
moving in the direction of more focused research on the lives of enslaved people 

49  Text from ‘We Are One’, an additional panel celebrating the first year of the ISM’s opening; cited in Cubitt, 
‘Museums and Slavery in Britain’, 169.
50  Richard Benjamin, ‘Museums and Sensitive Histories: The International Slavery Museum’, in Politics of Memory: 
Making Slavery Visible in the Public Space, ed. Ana Lucia Araújo (New York: Routledge, 2012), 178–96, 190.
51  Catherine Hall, ‘Doing Reparatory History: Bringing “Race” and Slavery Home’, Race & Class 60, no. 1 (2018): 
3–21, doi.org/10.1177/0306396818769791.
52  Emphasis added.
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in the Caribbean. This is a natural development from our work on slave-owners 
and estates and an exciting demonstration of our commitment to the study of 
the multiple legacies of slavery in the British imperial world. With growth comes 
necessary change.53

Whose voices must be represented when looking at the legacies of slavery in 
Australia? We pick up on some of the complexities of this question through the 
remainder of the article.

Reimagining past lives: Art and truth
While more stories of those who experienced and resisted slavery are being located 
and represented in public spaces, these representations still struggle for space among 
more dominant historical narratives. In her analysis of slavery memorials across the 
Caribbean in 2007, Verene Shepherd pointed out that while there were monuments 
to black leaders such as Samuel Sharpe and Bussa, no monuments acknowledged the 
masses of enslaved people who fought in the Emancipation Wars:

Where are our war dead? What were their names? Where are the explicit sites of 
memory to them? There are statues to commemorate the revolutionary heroes all 
over the region. But where are the unsung rebels?54

Shepherd argues that despite the evolution in war memorials across the world, 
shifting their emphasis from the military elite to the rank and file—‘The Glorious 
Dead’—not a single monument in the Caribbean was devoted to the ‘unsung 
heroes and heroines’.55 The author underscores here the inherent politics of history, 
memory and archives. Despite the movement in academia and beyond since the 
1960s of ‘history from below’, looking to the experiences and agency of ordinary 
people, Shepherd’s observations suggest that black histories have not always been on 
this same trajectory.56

One of the challenges in trying to reconstruct the lives of those from the past—
especially the ‘ordinary’ and the everyday, but even more so the dispossessed and 
marginalised—is that few traces remain.57 Digital modes can offer creative new 
opportunities to recover these lost lives. As Cramer and Witcomb explain, there 
has been a move away from authoritative ‘curatorial voices to a recognition of the 
power of intimate stories, enhanced by technologies that allow for a much more 

53  ‘Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery’, Legacies of British Slavery—UCL Department of 
History, 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/. 
54  Shepherd, ‘I Want to Disturb My Neighbour’, 298.
55  Shepherd, ‘I Want to Disturb My Neighbour’, 298.
56  E. P. Thompson, ‘History from Below’, Times Literary Supplement, 7 April 1966, 279–80.
57  In the case of the Emancipation Wars, Shepherd argues that citing a lack of archival records is not an acceptable 
reason for a lack of accounts of those who fought against slavery. Shepherd, ‘I Want to Disturb My Neighbour’, 298.
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sophisticated use of voices’.58 Multisensory and immersive formats, along with 
video and audio, can literally give voice to those previously silenced. In 2019 the 
US not-for-profit organisation Historic Hudson Valley released their interactive 
documentary, People Not Property: Stories of Slavery in the Colonial North. In response 
to the dominance of narratives set in southern plantations, this online documentary 
explores the overlooked experiences of enslaved people in the North. In addition 
to the use of historical documents, illustrations, photographs, and contemporary 
artworks and poetry, the documentary features high-quality short films with actors 
depicting the experiences of enslaved people.59 The 2015 app ‘Slavery at Monticello: 
Life and Work on Mulberry Row’ tells the stories of those who worked at Thomas 
Jefferson’s 5,000-acre plantation in Charlottesville, Virginia. These stories are 
deliberate interventions in the dominant narrative of Jefferson’s life and home. In 
the promotional material for the app, the viewer sees an image of Jefferson and 
reads: ‘History is typically told through the eyes of well-known historical figures. 
But that is only one perspective.’60 The app augments documents and photographs 
of enslaved people with interviews of their descendants, and using geolocation 
technology activates information and audio stories as visitors move around the 
Monticello site, creating dynamic experiences that help visitors visualise and imagine 
the lives of those enslaved. Importantly, these stories highlight the dignity, strength, 
capacity for happiness, creativity and pride of the people, with slavery as the frame 
but not the defining principle of their lives. Victimhood can be less prominent in 
these decentred and multidimensional multimedia approaches.

More than this, these modes offer examples of the unique potential for art to enter 
into the gaps in histories, where the archives cannot, aiming to reinstate those from 
the past who have been left out of dominant narratives.61 Reflecting on her 1987 
novel, Beloved, Toni Morrison argued that we must reinhabit those who have been 
disremembered by history. She coined the term ‘rememory’ to describe a process of 
recollecting pasts previously unknown, but rediscovered.62 In her novel Morrison 
tells the story of Sethe, an enslaved woman who killed her own daughter, Beloved, 
and is now plagued by her ghost. The work is inspired by the real story of enslaved 
woman Margaret Garner, who took her own child’s life out of a desperate fear 
that she would be raised as a slave. Beloved is not a ‘factual’ account of Garner’s 

58  Cramer and Witcomb, ‘Hidden from View’, 140.
59  Historic Hudson Valley, People Not Property: Stories of Slavery in the Colonial North, 2019, peoplenotproperty.
hudsonvalley.org/.
60  Monticello, ‘Slavery at Monticello’, 2015, www.monticello.org/slavery/?ref=homeblock.
61  More museum curators are employing contemporary art to tell the stories of slavery. The work of Jean Francois 
Manicom, artist and curator at the International Slavery Museum, typifies this approach. His 2017 show, Ink and 
Blood: Stories of Abolition, explores the lives of those affected by abolition through contemporary artists’ responses 
to historical documents and artefacts. National Museums Liverpool, ‘Ink and Blood: Stories of Abolition Opens’, 
2017, www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk.
62  Toni Morrison, ‘‘I Wanted to Carve Out a World Both Culture Specific and Race-Free’: An Essay by Toni 
Morrison’, The Guardian, 8 August 2019, www.theguardian.com/books/2019/aug/08/toni-morrison-rememory-essay.
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life—a virtually impossible task given the limited records devoted to enslaved 
people; however, Morrison draws an important distinction between fact and truth. 
She contends that ‘facts can exist without human intelligence, but truth cannot’.63 
Morrison asserts the role of the writer and the artist in interpreting our worlds, even 
when some of the facts may be missing, to unearth and represent deeper truths. 
Julie Dowling’s work operates in this same space, imbuing unknown pasts with 
imaginative knowings. Commenting on her painting titled Unknown: Woman in 
Green, Dowling writes:

I wanted to paint these First Nation people because they are ‘unknown’ individuals 
whose spirit lives on only in the drawers of museums and antique collectors. I am 
claiming these images and re-interpreting or translating them for my family and 
myself as Indigenous people today.64

Dowling’s figures, often surrounded by symbols of rivers, trees and spirits as 
protection, artistically reimagine those whose lives are not done justice by archival 
records and museum collections.

Biography, affect and empathy
These artistic interventions can provoke different levels of engagement from 
audiences. More museums are stressing the potential and importance of emotional 
responses and learnings to enhance intellectual understandings. Vivian Nun 
Halloran explores the emergence of ‘trauma museums’ where intensely emotive 
displays are often followed by quiet and dimly lit spaces for reflection.65 Andrea 
Witcomb outlines a ‘pedagogy of feeling’ in exhibitions.66 Based on Tony Bennett’s 
‘pedagogy of walking’, which refers to guiding the exhibition visitor through a linear 
narrative based on visual and cerebral signposts, this concept refers more to guiding 
audiences through sensorial, bodily and emotive experiences:

much more open to nonrational forms of knowledge, ones based on other bodily 
sensations and on emotional forms of intelligence. In this sense, a pedagogy of feeling 
sits firmly within the realm of affect and is designed to alter one’s perceptions of 
existing knowledge.67

63  Toni Morrison, ‘The Site of Memory’, in Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir, 2nd edition, ed. 
William Zinsser (Boston; New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1995), 93.
64  Dowling, ‘Malga Gurlbarl’.
65  Halloran, Exhibiting Slavery, 10.
66  Andrea Witcomb, ‘Look, Listen and Feel: The First Peoples Exhibition at the Bunjilaka Gallery, Melbourne 
Museum’, Thema La revue des Musées de la civilisation 1 (2014): 49–62.
67  Witcomb, ‘Look, Listen and Feel’, 58.
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This shift towards emotion and affect, which might be referred to as an ‘emotional 
turn’, goes particularly hand in hand with intimate, first-person storytelling. In their 
analysis of the 2014 Melbourne Museum exhibition WWI: Love & Sorrow, Cramer 
and Witcomb reference the interweaving of personal stories and emotions in curator 
Deborah Tout-Smith’s work. Tout-Smith reflects:

I wanted people to feel, that was incredibly important, and being able to put yourself 
in their shoes to empathise has always been a really big part of what I do.68

The potential for empathy in exhibitions representing traumatic histories is contested. 
Alison Landsberg argues that sites of memory such as the United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum offer visitors experiential and bodily engagements with the 
past that can ‘become part of one’s personal archive of experience’.69 Landsberg 
in fact posits that individuals can experience ‘prosthetic memory’, in which they 
take on memories of events that they did not experience firsthand. She is especially 
interested in the potential for digital and mass media to convey these prosthetic 
memories, as their images allow such sensorial consumption.70 Others have argued 
that empathy for such extreme and traumatic histories is impossible. Elie Wiesel 
describes the Holocaust as ‘the ultimate event, the ultimate mystery, never to be 
comprehended or transmitted’.71 In Cook’s analysis of plantation sites in the United 
States, he builds on the work of Holocaust scholars and critical race theorists to argue 
that ‘historical empathy is impossible or does not go far enough toward building 
solidarity’.72 Referring to Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, Cook contends that 
by focusing on empathy, sites of memory may ‘miss opportunities to engage their 
visitors in more important intellectual and political responses such as solidarity with 
oppressed groups or questioning positionalities like white privilege’.73

Witcomb, though, argues that exhibitions that elicit affective and empathetic 
responses from audiences can also facilitate greater critical engagement.74 Examining 
displays dealing with contact histories and histories of migration in Australia, she 
argues that affective and sensorial displays can unsettle the viewer, and challenge 

68  Andrea Witcomb, ‘Beyond Sentimentality and Glorification: Using a History of Emotions to Deal with the 
Horror of War’, in Memory, Place and Identity: Commemoration and Remembrance of War and Conflict, ed. Danielle 
Drozdzewski, Sarah De Nardi and Emma Waterton (Oxon: Routledge, 2016), 203–16, as cited in Cramer and 
Witcomb, ‘Hidden from View’, 136.
69  Alison Landsberg, ‘America, the Holocaust, and the Mass Culture of Memory: Toward a Radical Politics of 
Empathy’, New German Critique, no. 71 (Spring–Summer 1997): 63–86, 66.
70  Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of Mass Culture 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2004).
71  Elie Wiesel, ‘Trivializing the Holocaust: Semi-Fact and Semi-Fiction, New York Times, 16 April 1978.
72  Cook, ‘Counter-Narratives of Slavery in the Deep South’, 296.
73  Cook, ‘Counter-Narratives of Slavery in the Deep South’, 296.
74  Andrea Witcomb, ‘Understanding the Role of Affect in Producing a Critical Pedagogy for History Museums’, 
Museum Management and Curatorship 28, no. 3 (2013), 255–71, doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2013.807998.
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them to bridge a gap between the experiences of those depicted and their own lives 
through a combined emotional and intellectual labour. This results, she suggests, 
in a genuinely empathetic and mobilised response:

For those who engage with them, they also achieve a movement toward an ethical 
relationship between ourselves and others in the narratives we tell. The movement 
is possible because there is a space for us to engage not only with the first person 
narratives of what occurred from the point of view of the victim but also to relate this 
to our own narratives of what happened.75

Here Witcomb underscores the socially and politically connective and productive 
potential of empathy. She points especially to the role of art installations in 
facilitating this, as ‘They leave space for imagination and in fact require its use’.76 She 
draws on Walter Benjamin’s conceptions of Ehrfahrung and Erlebnis—the former 
referring to deep experience based on unconscious understanding and the latter 
conscious intellectual information—which Benjamin connects with Marcel Proust’s 
involuntary and voluntary memory respectively. Witcomb argues that art, like 
poetry for Benjamin, not only communicates intellectual information but also can 
trigger a deeper experiential knowing and recognition that brings the past radically 
and suddenly into the present moment.

Telling other people’s stories
Although personal and artistic storytelling holds potential for empathy, connection 
and reflection, representing these intimate, emotive and traumatic histories is an 
incredibly complex task, especially for those who were not there. As Holocaust 
scholars have suggested, curators and narrators of the events at the extremes of 
history reckon with the limits of representation. Reflecting on representations of the 
Holocaust in Art Spielgeman’s graphic novel Maus, Erin McGlothin refers to the 
‘profound incompatibility’ between the author’s lived contemporary experience and 
the incomprehensibly tragic and traumatic experiences of his characters.77 When 
trying to exhibit the experiences of the transatlantic slave trade—often termed the 
‘African Holocaust’—how is it possible to represent the unthinkable? As Alice and 
A. Roy Eckardt put it, ‘How is the unspeakable to be spoken about? We ought to 
speak about it all right, but how can we ever do so?’78 How can we balance the 
need to tell stories with the ethical dilemma inherent in displaying other people’s 
suffering? In her final published book, Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag 

75  Witcomb, ‘Understanding the Role of Affect’, 267.
76  Witcomb, ‘Understanding the Role of Affect’, 269.
77  Erin McGlothlin, ‘No Time Like the Present: Narrative and Trauma in Art Spiegelman’s Maus’, Narrative 11, 
no. 2 (2003): 177–98, 191, doi.org/10.1353/nar.2003.0007.
78  Alice L. Eckardt and A. Roy Eckardt, Long Night’s Journey into Day: A Revised Retrospective on the Holocaust 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1988), 439.
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examines visual representations of war to raise questions around the mass production 
and consumption of violent images and exploitation, and ask how—or whether—
encounters with these images can change us, or the circumstances that lead to such 
suffering.79 Sontag ultimately prompts us to ask the question: what is the purpose of 
showing such atrocities?80

More urgent concerns also exist around custodianship. As white curators and 
researchers on this project, and hence direct or indirect beneficiaries of slavery in 
Australia, expanding the scope to the lives of the enslaved raises serious questions 
about ownership and agency. As Stuart Hall asks: ‘Who should control the power 
to represent?’, ‘Who has the authority to represent the culture of others?’81 Who are 
the custodians of the stories of slavery in Australia, and who is authorised to present 
them? Is it appropriate for a white curator to present, frame and potentially edit the 
words and stories of an enslaved person, their descendants, or people of colour whose 
communities are still feeling the devastating impacts of slavery? In his analysis of the 
United Kingdom’s 1807 commemorations, Cubitt refers to interviews conducted by 
researcher Ross Wilson with museum staff and explains that many white curators 
struggled to engage ‘with a painful history in which others had not just a fierce 
emotional investment, but a claim of ownership’.82

In some museum spaces, communities are collaborating with curators. In the 
Rijksmuseum’s Slavery exhibition, all narratives about enslaved individuals are 
voiced by staff and community members whose ancestors worked on the same 
plantations as those whose stories they are sharing.83 This is typical of an increasingly 
popular approach in museums, in which objects and stories are interpreted through 
the first-person voices of black curators, artists or communities—rather than the 
third-person, often objectively and authoritatively framed white curatorial voice. 
The roles of white curators are shifting from creators and custodians of content 
to facilitators and mediators of others’ stories. In her 2015 work, Museums, 
Heritage, and Indigenous Voice: Decolonising Engagement, Bryony Onciul explores 
the growing practice of ‘community engagement’ in museums through four case 
studies of heritage projects involving First Nations Blackfoot communities in 
southern Alberta, Canada.84 Through a combination of academic theory and ‘real 

79  Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003).
80  Particularly in the context of public exhibitions, there are also questions around the consumption of traumatic 
pasts. Analysing British slavery heritage, Marcus Wood has argued that representations of the enslaved may 
aestheticise and exploit the suffering of others. See Marcus Wood, Slavery Empathy and Pornography (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002).
81  Stuart Hall, ‘Whose Heritage? Un-settling “The Heritage”, Re-imagining the Post-Nation’, The Politics of 
Heritage: The Legacies of ‘Race’, ed. Jo Littler and Roshi Naidoo (London: Routledge, 2005), 28.
82  Cubitt, ‘Museums and Slavery in Britain’, 166.
83  Rijksmuseum, ‘Slavery’.
84  Bryony Onciul, Museums, Heritage, and Indigenous Voice: Decolonizing Engagement (New York: Routledge, 
2015), 2.
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world’ experience, Onciul emphasises the need in community engagement to 
recognise community participants’ perspectives on engagement and to facilitate 
intercommunity collaboration.

Yet processes of community engagement are complicated and precarious. Onciul 
also points out that community inclusion has generally been presented as a solution 
to the colonial woes of museums, rather than being treated as an area for learning, 
development and building of new relationships. She warns and demonstrates 
through her case studies that community engagement involves significant risks and 
costs for communities and, if done poorly, can in fact be disempowering.85 In his 
summary of Ross Wilson’s interviews with 1807 commemoration museum staff in 
the United Kingdom, Cubitt explains that many curators had no experience working 
with members of black communities, and many consultations, ‘often improvised at 
short notice, frequently failed to meet the expectations of active empowerment and 
genuine dialogue that they aroused in those consulted’.86 Further, there are great 
risks around working with trauma and reopening wounds. How can curators safely 
collaborate with traumatised individuals and communities, particularly when their 
experiences are so disparate?

Storytelling and healing
Some researchers and communities are finding ways of recording and honouring 
personal narratives to work through traumatic pasts. In their analysis of storytelling 
projects in Northern Ireland, Benjamin Maiangwa and Sean Byrne explore the 
potential of sharing stories to ‘heal past hurts’. They argue that these projects provide 
safe spaces for the telling of and listening to painful memories and experiences of 
the Troubles, ultimately offering capacity for emotional justice, rehumanisation and 
reconciliation.87 Restorative truth-telling practices in Northern Ireland and South 
Africa have demonstrated the opportunity for participants to bear witness and for 
individuals to ground their personal narratives and experiences in broader collective 
understandings. In Australia, truth-telling is being practised and called upon more 
widely. Movements and projects including the Bringing Them Home Inquiry and 
the Uluru Statement from the Heart have laid bare the atrocities of the past and the 
ongoing wounds of colonisation.

However, personal stories and truths are shared in charged social and political 
spaces. Storytellers not only contend with painful pasts and intergenerational 
trauma but also ongoing embedded racisms and unequal power dynamics. The roles 

85  Onciul, Museums, Heritage, and Indigenous Voice, 2.
86  Cubitt, ‘Museums and Slavery in Britain’, 166.
87  B. Maiangwa and S. Byrne, ‘Peacebuilding and Reconciliation through Storytelling in Northern Ireland and the 
Border Counties of the Republic of Ireland’, Storytelling, Self, Society 11, no. 1 (2015): 85–100, doi.org/10.13110/
storselfsoci.11.1.0085.
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of researchers and curators in mediating and facilitating other people’s stories can 
be loaded, imposing, and not always welcome. There are also significant tensions 
with wider audiences. Reflecting on storytelling in Northern Ireland, Claire Hackett 
and Bill Rolston emphasise the complicating factor of ‘reception’, pointing out that 
in some cases storytellers do not find a receptive audience, and hence do not find 
a sense of healing or justice.88 The Australian Government’s general rejection of the 
Uluru Statement from the Heart demonstrates this disconnect and the deep cultural 
prejudices faced by First Nations people in Australia.89

Personal narratives of Australia’s history must negotiate the many, complex and 
conflicting experiences and subjectivities of those in the past as well as those in the 
present. As preparation for our exhibition on the legacies of slavery continues, we 
are facing questions around how to navigate and present the plural and traumatic 
stories and voices of our slavery pasts. Though the current project has grown out of 
research into the lives of slavers, we see a need to balance and counter these stories 
with the experiences of those people who were enslaved. This is complicated by 
the conflicting experiences, desires and fears of past and present descendants. With 
these tensions in mind, we are developing a set of working interpretive principles. 
First, the inclusion and prominence of First Nations people’s voices, as well as 
the voices of migrants and those from diverse social and economic backgrounds. 
As white researchers and curators, this raises difficult questions around power and 
custodianship of stories and histories, which need grappling with rather than being 
avoided. This leads to a second principle, of practising diverse forms of community 
collaboration and engagement. We anticipate that this will necessarily be a long-term 
process of trial and error. At the heart of this are the hopes to build relationships, 
and to be community-led by avoiding predetermined themes or narratives, and 
carefully thinking through when to speak, when to act as a conduit, and at what 
point to step aside. Third, we are looking to balance historical documents and 
artefacts with a strong focus on contemporary artworks. This is with the hopes of 
reimagining the lives of those written out of colonial archives, showcasing diverse 
artists, drawing direct parallels and connections between the past and present—in 
particular ongoing structures and logics of race and racism—and eliciting affective 
responses and critical engagement from audiences. While the sharing of personal 
narratives of slavery and its legacies in Australia may open routes through painful 
pasts, these must be handled and listened to carefully.

88  Claire Hackett and Bill Rolston, ‘The Burden of Memory: Victims, Storytelling, and Resistance in Northern 
Ireland’, Memory Studies 2, no. 3 (2009): 355–76, doi.org/10.1177/1750698008337560.
89  As many commentators have pointed out, this not only represented an opportunity for First Nations people 
to be heard but also for meaningful structural reform. See, for example, Shireen Morris, ‘Turnbull’s Rejection of an 
Indigenous Voice to Parliament Is Immoral and Foolish’, Guardian Australia, 30 October 2017; Gabrielle Appleby, 
‘The Uluru Statement Is Not a Vague Idea of “Being Heard” but Deliberate Structural Reform’, The Conversation, 
24 July 2020, theconversation.com/the-uluru-statement-is-not-a-vague-idea-of-being-heard-but-deliberate-structural-
reform-142820.
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