
We Don’t Live Here 
 
These works are about space - the way we understand and structure it. Since I dwell 
in Australia, the works are also about the experience of space here.  
 
 
Space here is a highly mediated affair. At one point the British, and ever since, their 
descendants, set up a project to take over this space. This project resulted in a series 
of projections imposed upon the landscape, projections through which we still see 
today.  By and large these structures are totally inappropriate to the actual 
conditions of the space here and yet, these projections underwrite our actions and 
overwrite our understanding of being.  
 
About 10 years ago I spent a year overseas travelling through vast tracts of the Old 
World. When I returned, I was physically shocked at the experience of space here. 
Vast, open - no doubt - but so artificial, so temporary looking. Coming back into 
Melbourne I was reminded of a story I heard overseas of Hitler's visit to Mussolini’s 
Rome. El Duce decided to impress Hitler with Italy's modernity but, regrettably, 
there was little to show, so he lined the train routes that Hitler would take to Milan 
with cardboard facades of modern buildings. These lent against hidden scaffold and 
through the artificial windows, to add a touch of authenticity, he paid people to 
hang out and wave at the passing dictator. The look of Melbourne reminded me 
strongly of that story - as if someone had temporarily popped up some buildings 
along the road to suggest an actual habitation. It looked artificial, recently run up, 
and as if there was no intention of staying in the place - all for show. 
 
All experience is mediated and is mediated through structures that are determined 
culturally - though language, through systems of thought, through projections of 
desired goals. I am not an idealist - we can never have an unmediated experience of 
the world. Nonetheless, in most places, these structures arise from experiences 
rooted in the material world and thus, while not commensurate with the real world, 
they will in some way be appropriate to the materiality of the place from which they 
arise. When a culture is simply transported, however, a huge cultural baggage 
comes with it. Rather than structures of perception and understanding growing out 
of the experience of the new material conditions, the colonists (invaders) attempt to 
erase those aspects of the new space that do not accord with their existing structures. 
This is what happened here and what still happens here. It prevents us seeing what 
is under our noses. It might even explain why I feel like I am currently living in 
Rhodesia circa 1954. 
 
Into this space was brought animals and crops totally incompatible with the 
landscape, despite the presences of animals and other food that already mobbed the 
place in plague proportions. It is why the ‘First Fleet’ almost starved to death despite 
the largess surrounding them. It is still why many of us, if lost in a European forest, 
would be able to survive on the fruits and berries there but would starve, or poison 
ourselves, in our own country. It is why farmers persist in being surprised at the 
droughts or floods or fires which regularly wipe them out every few years. It is why 
we subsidise such ludicrously out of place “industries" to destroy the environment. 
It is why I have a cat as a pet rather of a much cuter possum, perversely regarded as 
intractable pests. (Seriously, if in prehistory our ancestors managed to breed leopards 
and panthers into benign house moggies I do not think it is beyond our ability to 
tame the ferocious brush tail.) It is also what prevents us from recognising the 



extraordinary nature of the country's Aboriginal people - a culture which has lasted 
at least 10 times the length of Western Civilisation. (And that is if you count yourself 
as a direct descendent of the ancient Sumerians.) Um - I know this might sound silly, 
but don't you reckon somebody should, very politely, go and ask the Australian 
Aboriginal people what the trick is? How you get to outlast the Greeks, the Romans, 
the Egyptians - in fact every known civilization and culture in history and 
prehistory? Maybe they know something we don't. 
 
I am not aspiring for some elusive Australian identity, some definitive and final 
summation of Australianess - a project bound to be hideous in its nationalist bigotry 
and frankly, undesirable. I am suggesting that we start looking about the place like 
we live here and might even intend to stay here. To develop structures of 
understanding which grow out of the material conditions present here - rather than 
some imported and imagined relationship to conditions which exist on the other 
side of the world in another time and space. We don't live here. A shame really, 
Australia looks like a nice place - I wouldn't mind living there sometime. 
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