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MEMBERSHIP 

Museum Historians is a Museums Australia     

National Network, and Special Interest Group. 

The cost of membership is $11 and is open to 

all current members of Museums Australia. 

To join Museum Historians please contact the 

Museums Australia national office:  

The Membership Manager 

Museums Australia 

PO Box 266 

Civic Square ACT 2608 

Australia 

Ph: 02 6230 0346 Fax: 02 6230 0360 

Email: ma@museumsaustralia.org.au 

Thank you to the contributors of this edition 

 

CONTRIBUTING TO TIMELINES 

FROM THE EDITOR 

There are two issues of Timelines a year, and 

all contributions are welcome; including arti-

cles, press releases, photos and short up-

dates about exhibitions, programs and 

events.  

Issue One published: April/May.  

Contributions close March 31st.  

Issue Two published: October/November. 

Contributions close September 31st.  

Contributions should be emailed to:  

The Editor at Timelinesjournal@gmail.com 
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In this issue, we look back on the 2018     

Museums Galleries Australia National Con-

ference, held in Melbourne in June.  

The sold-out event focused on “Agents of 

Change” and it was well-attended by our 

group of Museum Historians, from across 

Australia. Some of our members share their 

experiences of the Dark History walking 

tour, organised by the committee, through 

Melbourne’s hidden places and laneways.  

 

Before long it will be the Centenary of the 

WWI Armistice; a sobering event in Novem-

ber which will no doubt mark the end of 

commemorations from 2014-2018.  

Timelines looks back at the commemora-

tive process, and speaks to one of our 

leading Australian historians about how 

and why museums have participated, as 

well as looking at contemporary curation 

and exhibitions of the event.  

 

As always, please share forthcoming 

events and projects at your museum, 

& we give many special thanks to the      

contributors of this issue.  

 

Happy holidays for the coming summer, 

Nina B. 



 

 

Museums Australia Historians National        

Network (MAHNN) will provide funds for mem-

bers to undertake professional development 

activities. This can include, but is not limited 

to: Conference/seminar registration fees, 

travel and  accommodation costs to attend 

professional development activities, and/or 

research costs. 

To be eligible for funding, you must be a 

member of the network and be working or 

studying in the museums/galleries/libraries/ 

archives/heritage sector. 

In 2018, the MAHNN will be offering bursaries of 

total value of $1000, which may be shared 

amongst successful applicants, or awarded to 

an individual recipient. The recipient/s will then 

share a report of their activities with the group, 

via a contribution to Timelines. Members are 

encouraged to apply. Applications will be 

assessed by the MAHNN Committee bi-

annually. Applications can be submitted 

anytime but must be received by 28 Febru-

ary and 31 August in any given year. 

A panel consisting of three members of the 

executive of MAHNN will assess the applica-

tions. 

Applications should be emailed to: 

Snjezana Cosic, Bursary Officer 

Scosic13@gmail.com   

 

Please send your current CV with the           

application. 

MUSEUMS AUSTRALIA HISTORIANS 
NATIONAL NETWORK BURSARY 
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Cover  Image:  Australians rejoice the Armistice 

of WWI, 1914, in Martin Place, Sydney. 

Source: AWM image H11563. 

FROM THE PRESIDENT... 

 

I found myself in a conversation the oth-

er day about iconic objects in museums 

and outside of some famous artworks 

and suggestions of dinosaurs people 

were hard pressed to name any social 

history or technology objects. 

 That conversation has had me thinking 

about how to communicate and advo-

cate for the essential role for history in 

museums in the increasingly instagram-

able, gold-fish attention span world we 

sometimes inhabit.  

I think it’s an ongoing process, and for 

me one that involves sharing that history 

is so much than key dates and some 

‘iconic’ things (whatever those might 

be). In reading through some past edi-

tions of Timelines I was reminded of the 

different ways in which we all use and 

engage with history in our museums and 

sites; and of its value in telling stories and 

context setting and in creating connec-

tions and engagement between the 

past, present and future.  

 

 As you wrap up projects for the calen-

dar year please consider sharing them in 

an upcoming edition of Timelines as you 

never know who they might assist or in-

spire in the future.  

 

Wishing you health and happiness for 

the New Year and inspiring Christmas 

Breaks 

Michelle Stevenson 

 

More Information 

Any further questions should be directed to 

Michelle Stevenson, President, MA Historians 

National Network.  

Phone (03) 8341 7381 or 0438580712 

email: mstevenson@museum.vic.gov.au   



 

 

DARK HISTORY WALKING TOUR OF  
MELBOURNE 
MICHELLE STEVENSON 
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As part of the 2018 MGA National Conference in Melbourne the Museum His-

torians ran a dark history walking tour of Melbourne. 

The tour was delivered by Carly Godden and Lee Hooper, the hosts of Melbourne’s 

Dead and Buried podcast (well worth a listen if you haven’t heard it yet). 

Setting out from the State Library we covered a number of different historic Mel-

bourne locations some with obvious dark histories, others with more surprising links 

and some more dirty than dark both literally and figuratively. Our route included: 

Coop's Shot Tower, Old Melbourne Goal, Eight Hour Monument, the Standing By 

Tunnerminnerwait & Maulboyheenner Public Artwork, Melbourne City Baths, Queen 

Victoria Market, a former Post Office, Mitre Tavern, The Bank on Collins, Crazy Horse, 

Manchester Unity Building, Melbourne Town Hall, Max Watt’s (formerly the Century 

Theatre), the Underground Toilets on Russel Street and China Town. 

 

There were stories of ghosts, mob hits, hangings and dispossession...;          

Victoria’s first female public toilet, the CBD’s longest running cinema (which now 

shows pornography, but opened as a newsreel theatre), of discrimination and of 

US soldiers during WWII and the slight moral panic that accompanied them being 

let loose on the streets of Melbourne. 

As a Melbournian one of things I enjoyed most was taking the time to walk around 

my own city, hearing and sharing stories with colleagues. An unexpected highlight 

was the unplanned stop inside the beautiful Italian Renaissance and Baroque in-

spired banking chamber of the former Commonwealth Bank Building. 

Michelle and the group listening to the tour host. Commonwealth Bank Building. Images: M Stevenson  



 

 

MAHNN and DEAD and BURIED 
TOUR of MELBOURNE 

SARAH HAID 
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History nerds and lovers from across the country convened on Monday 4 June 

at the State Library of Victoria for a Dark History tour of Melbourne.  

We braved the brisk southerlies for an even cooler examination of Melbourne’s 

seamy underbelly. Organised by the National Museum Historians’ Network, the tour 

was an ideal way to kick off the MGA 2019 Conference. 

Lee Hooper and Carly Gooden, the hosts of Melbourne’s Dead & Buried podcast, 

walked us through tales of crime, punishment, love, loss and civil disobedience. Fol-

lowing close at their heels, and accompanied by a few Ghosts of Melbourne Past, 

we traipsed down streets, up alleyways and through heritage arcades and buildings.  

We heard about the remains of the Old Melbourne Cemetery which still lie under 

Queen Victoria Market. We learned the origin of the phrase ‘going postal’ at the site 

of the Queen Street massacre. We discussed the final resting place of Ned Kelly and 

visited the tiny Shot Tower Museum. We heard stories that were hilarious (rampant 

towel theft!), heartbreaking (the execution of warriors Tunnerminnerwait and 

Maulboyheenner) and downright bizarre (murder and mayhem at the now-

demolished Eastern Market).  

The cast of characters included performers, fortune tellers, phrenologists, pet-

ty criminals, opium den proprietors, astrologers and streetwalkers. 

There’s nothing like a bit of dark history to bring you closer to your fellow historians-in-

arms! Kudos to the team from the National Museum Historians’ Network for offering 

such a terrific program, and thanks to the hosts of Dead & Buried for making us feel 

very much alive.  

People lying in an opium den smoking pipes in Melbourne, 1896. Image: State Library of Victoria, Argus Collection.  



 

 

Page 6 TIMELINES 

 

PROFESSIONAL PROFILE 
KIRSTIE ROSS 

In September, Kirstie Ross started work as Senior Curator Cultural Heritage 

at the Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery. Here she outlines some of the var-

ied work that she has undertaken as a public historian and curator in New 

Zealand’s GLAM (Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums) and cultural 

heritage sector over the last two decades. 

I never define myself as either an histori-

an or a curator: the two are interde-

pendent and I couldn’t imagine under-

taking one without the other. However, 

each broadly indicates the primary type 

of audience I am engaging with and 

way in which my research will be dissem-

inated. The roles also entail different lev-

els of sociability and collaboration in-

volved in the production of history, with 

curatorial practice usually the more 

‘chatty’ of the two!  

 

However, back in 1999, when I finished 

my MA in history at the University of 

Auckland, it did not occur to me to pur-

sue work in a museum. This is because 

historians in New Zealand at that time 

were in hot demand elsewhere, franti-

cally providing evidence for historical 

claims being heard by the Waitangi Tri-

bunal. The Tribunal had been set up in 

1975 to investigate Crown breaches of 

the Treaty of Waitangi signed in 1840 by 

many but not all representatives of Maori 

tribes (iwi). In 1985, the historical scope of 

claims that could be lodged with Tribu-

nal was extended back to 1840.  

 

I was swept up in the tail end of the 

clamour for historians that this extension 

created, and was employed as an inde-

pendent expert historical witness on two 

claims. The first involved a small iwi in the 

northern part of New Zealand which was 

asserting it rights within a larger pan-

tribal claim; the second was related to 

Crown confiscations of lands from ‘rebel’ 

Maori involved in the New Zealand Wars. 

This provided me with valuable insights, 

as I saw how critical it was bringing to 

light the histories of politically and disem-

powered groups. I worked closely with 

Maori communities and using tribal histo-

ries as well as documentary sources to 

produce evidence that was interrogat-

ed mercilessly by Crown solicitors.  

 

This 18-month stint as a freelancer was 

followed by work in Sir George Grey Spe-

cial Collections in the Auckland City Li-

braries’ heritage department. Premier 

and Governor (twice) of New Zealand as 

well as Governor of the Cape Colony 

and South Australia, Grey was also the 

consummate Victorian polymath collec-

tor who donated vast libraries to the cit-

ies of Auckland and Capetown. A cen-

tury on, these original collections had 

grown in size and scope: I was the 

Ephemera Librarian charged with col-

lecting and cataloguing material which 

ranged from fragile Victorian in memori-

am cards to mass produced-band    

photo-copied posters.  

 

Although I had worked in libraries before, 

this was my first in-depth experience 

curating a collection. On top of this, I 

worked with photography and archival 

collections and took my turn on the ref-

erence desk, responding to local, family 

and other history enquiries.  
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PROFESSIONAL PROFILE (cont’d) 
 

Here again, I witnessed the diverse and 

subjective meanings that history has for its 

communities, especially as I began to 

showcase the collections in a number of 

exhibitions. I was part of the all-hands-to-

the-pump team, curating, writing, design-

ing and installing displays that covered 

topics such as colonial Auckland and 

New Zealand fashion.  

 

These two roles provided me with an ex-

pansive approach to history that was in-

dispensable when I moved to Wellington 

in 2004 to become a history curator at the 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa          

Tongarewa (Te Papa).  

 
Initially, I was employed on con-
tract to help deliver a trouble-
some exhibition, provisionally 
known as ‘Shaping the Land’, 
that had eluded the museum for 
many years because the content 
was considered too difficult to 
distil into a gallery… 

 
It was my MA thesis topic and subject ex-

pertise that landed me the job; ironically 

at the same time, I received funding for a 

book based on my thesis, which was pub-

lished in 2008 as ‘Going Bush: New Zea-

landers and Nature in the Twentieth Cen-

tury’ (Auckland University Press).  

 

The resulting cross-disciplinary environ-

mental history exhibition, ‘Whangai, 

Whenua, Aghi Kaa: Blood Earth Fire. The 

Transformation of Aotearoa New Zealand’ 

opened in 2006. It was the first of three 

long term, big-budget social history        

exhibitions I produced at Te Papa          

between 2004 and 2018. The others were 

‘Slice of Heaven: 20th Century Aotearoa’ 

and ‘Gallipoli: The scale of our war.’  

 

 

The latter, which combined the worlds of 

movies, model-making and museums, was 

undertaken in partnership with Weta 

Workshop under the creative directorship 

of Academy Award winner Sir Richard 

Taylor, knighted for his contributions to the 

New Zealand film industry in 2010.  

 

This exhibition, which features hyper-real, 

larger than life sculptures of eight individu-

als who participated in the 1915 Gallipoli 

campaign, is Te Papa’s most successful to 

date.  

 

One of the two million-plus visi-
tors has described it as ‘exactly 
what a war exhibit should be. In-
sightful, moving, informative, 
emotive’…  
(See the Spring 2015 issue of the Museums 

Australia Magazine.)  

 

The exhibition was Te Papa’s major contri-

bution to the centennial commemorations 

of the First World War. However, my en-

gagement with this topic went beyond 

Gallipoli and the more orthodox narratives 

of the conflict.  
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PROFESSIONAL PROFILE (cont’d) 

 For example, I initiated a solider identifi-

cation project, concentrating on studio 

portraits of soldiers; co-authored a book 

with Kate Hunter about material culture’s 

role in maintaining connections between 

soldiers and civilians (‘Holding on to 

Home: New Zealand Stories and Objects 

of the First World War’, published by Te 

Papa Press); and have tweeted an ex-

tract from a home front diary every day 

since August 2014 for the online, ‘Life 100 

Years Ago’, project. ( https://twitter.com/

life100yearsago ) 

 

Besides the quiet epiphanies of individual 

historical research, it is the creative and 

imaginative potential of history in a muse-

um setting, the multiple forms it might 

take, the various audiences that will un-

cover and reformulate their own mean-

ing from it, that make curatorial practice 

so stimulating and rewarding.  

 

And then there are the practical and in-

tellectual challenges of ‘doing’ social 

and material histories in the museum – 

reconciling collections within narrative 

exhibitions, for example, or using diverse 

media and experimenting with modes of 

delivery, that continue to make the com-

bined role of curator and historian dy-

namic and exciting.  

Overall, I am looking forward to 
discovering new stories and col-
lections at TMAG, and discover-
ing the ways in my own and oth-
ers’ research can make an im-
pact and enlighten the lives and 
perspectives of others.  

Dorothy Broad crafted this soldier doll as a reminder of her 

fiancé Wyville Rutherfurd, while he was overseas during 

WWI. Wyville died, probably from influenza, just weeks 

before the Armistice. ‘Woollen Wyville’, and other domes-

tic or personal objects, feature in Holding on to Home. 

Doll, Soldier, 1914-1916. Made by Dorothy Broad. Pur-

chased 2009. © Te Papa. CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. Te Papa 

(GH016389)  

"John Bull (Mr. W. G. Vickers)": 'Armistice Celebrations in Levin, Nov. 13. 1918'.  Photographed by Leslie Adkin. Gift of Adkin 

Family, 1997. Te Papa (O.031591) 

  

https://twitter.com/life100yearsago
https://twitter.com/life100yearsago
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WAR LOAN HONOUR FLAGS 

While familiarising herself with the museum’s collections, TMAG’s cul-
tural heritage curator Kirstie Ross has discovered an example of an 
object associated with Australia’s final efforts to pay for the war and 
celebrations held to mark its end. Given that large numbers of these 
objects were distributed 100 years ago, she wonders whether any are 
held by other museums. 
Over the course of the Great War, Australians raised more than €250 million, through a 

series of loans, to pay for the conflict. During the war’s final months, they were solicited 

again by the Commonwealth Government to lend still more money for the seventh and 

last of these loans.  

This seventh loan was announced in August 1918. Citizens were asked to pledge €40 mil-

lion and were given until the end of October to reach this goal. The loan would be for 

five years, at an interest rate of five per cent per annum free from state income tax. 

States, organised into districts, were allocated certain amounts to raise according to 

population; Tasmanians were asked for £1 million; Victorians, £13.5 million. Historian Joan 

Beaumont notes that eventually one Australian household out for four contributed to this 

loan, which added up to a grand total of £43 million; Tasmania contributed €1,321,518 to 

this.  

A novel feature of the seventh war loan was the distribution of ‘honour flags’ to commu-

nity fundraisers: one poster produced to advertise the loan put it: ‘Pledge your pocket 

to the flag’ (see Art.IWM PST 10650, Imperial War Museum). These small, maroon-trimmed 

flags were awarded to districts that met their prescribed fundraising targets. The flag also 

featured on loan certificates (see ‘Subscriber’s Certificate issued to Lydia Thompson’, HT 

29963, Museums Victoria). As an extra incentive, communities were eligible for up to 

three bars and a star if they exceeded official quotas.  

Honour flags were also promoted as markers of home service that could be flown with 

pride when the peace arrived and the troops returned home. As a number of newspa-

pers put it, in mid-August 1918: ‘When your town is decorated for the great home-

coming, will the honour flag be there! You bet it will!’ The press predicted that: ‘At the 

peace celebrations the honour flag will have a special significance. It will show that  

every town that flies it did its utmost to bring the boys home’. 

 

Tasmanians embraced the honour flag system, with over forty of the state’s fifty fundrais-

ing districts receiving one for pulling their financial weight. Six districts raised amounts 

that were double their quotas, so their flags were decorated with three bars and a star.  

The flags were meaningful for Tasmanian communities as they looked forward to end of 

the fighting. On 2 November 1918, just nine days before the Armistice, an honour flag 

was raised at the Launceston town hall before an enthusiastic crowd. And on 16 Novem-

ber, the one earned by the Municipality of Glenorchy (with an extra bar) took pride of 

place at a children’s peace celebration, held to ‘impress upon their memories the 

world’s deliverance from the common enemy’ (Mercury, 18 November 1918). 

Glenorchy’s honour flag has been in TMAG’s collection since 1990. But given that at 

war’s end, dozens were distributed in Tasmania, and hundreds – if not thousands – were 

given out around Australia, I’m curious to know if any others have survived the century.  

If you come across an honour flag, please email Kirstie: Kirstie.ross@tmag.tas.gov.au 
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QUEENSLAND MUSEUM  
CENTENARY of ARMISTICE  

  

 
 A     

 A book on the daring capture of a German WWI tank by Aus-
tralian  soldiers in France has been released to coincide with the 

100th anniversary of one of the conflict’s most legendary exploits. 
Ranking among Australia’s most precious trophies from the Great 
War, the German  A7V Sturmpanzer still best known by its battle-

field name Mephisto,  

 

 

 

 

It is set to go on permanent display at the Queensland Museum in 

November to coincide with the centenary of the Armistice. 

“It’s unique, it’s the only one of it’s kind in the world, but it also speaks 

to the war and the people who were involved in the war,” said Ger-

aldine Mate, Queensland Museum's curator. 

“I don’t think you can put a value on it. It’s a pivotal moment for the 

gallery because Mephisto has spent 98 of its 100 years in Queens-

land.” 

 

Tanks were hailed as game changers toward the end of Great War. 

The story of Mephisto has become legend, but its demise was mun-

dane.Weighing 33-tonnes, the awkward and lumbering Mephisto 

suffered the fate of many tanks on the battlefields of France when it 

became bogged in the mud of Villiers-Bretoneaux in July 2018.    

What happened to the crew remains unknown but once aban-

doned, Queensland soldiers from the 26th Battalion snatched it from 

no man’s land.  
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QUEENSLAND MUSEUM  
CENTENARY of ARMISTICE (Cont’d) 

“Under fire from Germans, who then engaged them in small arms, ma-

chine gun fire, artillery and poison gas, they hooked up the Mephisto to 

two British tanks to tow it back out into friendly territory,” said lieutenant-

colonel Peter Monks, of the Australian Army’s 7th Brigade, to which 26th 

Battalion belonged.“It’s not a story of generals seeking glory, it’s not a 

story of militarism and glory that’s going to resonate through the ages, 

it’s a story of ordinary Australians conducting a remarkable feat and 

action that the members of the brigade draw inspiration from today.”  

Once captured, it became a star on the other side of the trenches and 

trophy photos were the order of the day.  “It was definitely the selfie 

from 100 years ago, that was definitely the story to tell your mates,” said 

lieutenant-colonel Monks. The tank's story and how it ended up in Bris-

bane in 1919 is told in a book just published to coincide with the anni-

versary, titled 'Mephisto: Technology, War and Remembrance'. 

“Mephisto, because it was captured by a Queensland raised battalion, 

it was seen to be a Queensland prize,” said co-author Jeff Hopkins-

Weise. “It was very important for even the morale purposes on the 

home front, that their soldiers from Queensland were involved in the 

capture of this really special armoured vehicle.” 

For decades Mephisto was a Brisbane landmark as it languished in the 

outdoors at the Old Museum before being relocated to the Queens-

land Museum on Southbank in the 1990s. Once again covered in mud 

in the 2011 Brisbane floods, this world famous tank was carefully re-

stored, displayed at the Australian War Memorial but has now come 

home again for good. “In previous decades the Germans would very 

much like it back, of course, a lot of people would love to have it, I’d 

love to have it,” Mr Hopkins-Weise said.  

Considered priceless, the public will be able to once again see this 

unique piece of Australian and German war history from November 

11th,  the Centenary of Armistice of World War  1. 
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CURATOR INTERVIEW 
QUEENSLAND MUSEUM 

Timelines spoke with Senior Curator Cultural 
Heritage, Dr Geraldine Mates, of Queensland 
Museum, about the centrepiece of a new WWI 
gallery and their Centenary of Armistice com-
memorations. 

NB: So I believe the extremely rare and fantastic 

tank ‘Mephisto’ will be returning to Queensland 

Musuem…?  

GM: Yes, that’s right, so Mephisto is the only sur-

viving WWI tank. It is a designated A7V   

Stumpanzer, and it’s a really wonderful example 

of technology of the First World War. When you 

think about the changing role that technology 

played in the war, and the changing way that 

war has been carried out in the 20th and into the 

21st century, it is interesting to see tanks at their 

very beginning. So this is the first tank that Ger-

man military forces put into action.  

NB: That’s amazing. And of course, warfare has 

changed so much, and for Australians, changed 

so much during the period 1917-1918… 

GM: Yes that’s right. 

NB: Will some of that interpretation, be displayed 

alongside the tank as well? 

GM: Yes, well Mephisto will probably be available 

to the public closer than ever before. Although, 

when it was on display in Brisbane (outside the 

Old Queensland Museum- Ed.) people could ac-

tually climb on it! But not anymore. I guess we’ve 

got a hundred-year-old piece of equipment, and 

we want it to be there for many generations to 

come. But it will be much more accessible than 

before, and we’ve got a range of interactives 

that go with the display, to allow people to dive 

deeply into the history of the tank. For example, 

we’ve got a 3D model which people can use to 

explore the different elements of the tank, under-

stand a little bit about what happened to it in 

combat, and the technology associated with it.  

NB: Wow, I think people will love it. And I know 

that the tank has almost got a bit of folklore 

about it; a myth of Aussies stealing the tank away 

from the front-line. Why do you think Queens-

landers love this tank so much? 

GM: Well, I think it’s a combination of a few 

things. The 26th Battalion which was the main 

part of the team which retrieved the tank, was 

comprised largely of Queenslanders. So there’s 

definitely a reason why people feel like it’s a 

Queensland war trophy. In fact, after the war, 

when the decision was made for Mephisto to 

come to Brisbane, it was to recognise the fact 

that Queenslanders were involved in its retrieval. 

But also, it has been in Queensland for 98 years, 

of its hundred years of life! So, from 1919 it has 

been sitting at Queensland Museum (It has also 

been on loan to the Australian War Memorial – 

Ed.) It is a long-term, very visible icon for the peo-

ple of Queensland, and many people tell stories 

about it, have photographs of it, and in the early 

days of climbing on the tank, even having date-

night on it! So, they have a real emotional con-

nection with it.  

NB: Absolutely. I feel in current exhibition design, 

emotional connection can be really highlighted, 

often through personal stories, theatrical design, 

or just the interpretation. An affective connection 

can be important, even with a tank… 

GM: Yes, that has been one of the interesting 

things about doing a gallery about WWI, is to 

have some of those personal stories, to give that, 

connection I suppose to the objects. And it’s not 

just to the tank, there are a number of objects in 

the new gallery that tell those stories.  

NB: Right…and I suppose in that way, it is quite 

significant that the gallery is opening on the Cen-

tenary of Armistice, in November this year? 

GM: Yes. The gallery is funded as part of the Cen-

tenary of ANZAC Program, for us, it is the crest to 

be able to have it open by the Centenary of   

Armistice.  

NB: Moving away slightly from the tank itself; As 

we approach Armistice Day, looking back at the 

Centenary of WWI, what sort of lessons have we 

learned? How do we approach our understand-

ing of war now? 

GM: That’s a really interesting question, and it’s 

something that we’ve been grappling with in the 

gallery, because we want the gallery to 

acknowledge the part the Queenslanders 

played in the First World War; some of the horrors 

and hardships of war, but also that people did 

extraordinary things, and it changed their lives. 

But it also changed Queensland. So we’ve tried 

in the gallery to look at the war experiences, but 

also the impact of the war in Queensland, going 

on into the 20th century. So the people’s stories 

coming back from the war, and what their expe-

riences were, and then also the effect of the war 

afterwards, and how we see some of those similar 

things in our community today.  We look at things 

like the peace movement, and political changes 

as a result of the war as well. Anzac day in partic-

ular is one story that we want to tell, as it was a 

Queensland man that was involved in establish-

ing the first Anzac Day, and it largely reflects the 

Anzac Day that we experience today.              

Although, different people have different views 
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about Anzac Day… 

NB: Yes, Anzac Day has become a more contest-

ed space now, hasn’t it? 

GM: Yes, and we want to acknowledge that, ab-

solutely.  

NB: We have an exhibition from the Australian 

War Memorial visiting us down here in Melbourne 

at the moment, “For Country, For Nation”, which 

looks at Indigenous service in the Defence Forces. 

I thought that was a good approach for including 

those stories into the Anzac legend as well… 

GM: Absolutely. And we feature a number of 

those Indigenous stories in our gallery as well. And 

also multiple generations of people who have 

served in war…so people whose grandparents 

served in WWI, and then they went on to serve in 

WWII, and other conflicts. And we have a really 

lovely little story about the Yarrabah RSL in there 

as well, which has current serving members of the 

armed forces coming to it now, which has only 

recently opened.  

NB: I love those local stories, I think sometimes 

when we get into the big myths of Anzac, you 

only have to look at the local sources to see some 

real truths coming through… 

 

GM: Because our exhibition is based on the muse-

um’s collection, the objects and the stories we tell 

are of Queenslanders.  

NB: It’s going to be very well loved, I think.  And 

lastly, are there any myths that you’d like to ‘bust’ 

about WWI, or Queenslanders’ service in WWI? 

 

GM: I don’t know! We haven’t really gone about 

Myth-busting; as you said earlier we’ve really 

gone about trying to connect people and stories, 

and to understand that these were Queens-

landers that fought, or stayed at home supporting 

the war through fundraising, or knitting, or what-

ever it was, just to recognise that there were all 

these people supporting. But also to recognise 

that there were these harder stories as well, peo-

ple who were injured (wounded – Ed.) or interred 

due to their nationality, and so on. So I think that 

the work that has been done across Australia dur-

ing the Centenary of the First World War has been 

so much more nuanced, a complex view of histo-

ry emerging. It’s also important to recognise that it 

wasn’t a level playing field, and that different 

people had really different experiences, whether 

that’s about Indigenous servicemen, or people 

who chose not to enlist and were villainised for 

that.  

NB: Yes, it’s fantastic that more of these complex 

stories are coming out. And it’s one of the great 

things about commemorating the Great War, a 

hundred years later. Thank-you very much Ger-

aldine Mates, and we wish you every success for 

the exhibition.  

GM: Thank-you very much.    

Mephisto in a giant plastic bubble following conservation at Workshops Rail Museum, Ipswich. Source: ABC News2018. 
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HISTORIAN INTERVIEW 
Dr JOY DAMOUSSI  

At the Centenary of Armistice, we 
asked leading Australian historian 
Professor Joy Damoussi, to reflect on 
how Australia commemorates war, 
and how it has been represented in 
museums. Nina Buchan shares her 
findings.  

  

NB: Greetings Professor Damoussi. As the 

Centenary of Armistice approaches, we 

wonder, do you have any overall impres-

sions on how we have commemorated 

the Great War? Have we made any pro-

gress in regard to how we view and un-

derstand war?  

 

JD: Some of the Centenary events and 

occasions did lend themselves to reflec-

tion, especially of the ‘Anzackery’ as it’s 

been called (A nationalistic, celebratory 

approach to Anzac – Ed.) and overdoing 

this Anzac legend. I think various forums 

did critique that, and I’m actually quite 

optimistic that over the last few years we 

have had an interrogation of that, in a 

way that does force people to think 

about what is an appropriate commem-

oration, and how Australia can engage 

with that, perhaps in a more mature way 

than it has.  

So, I guess I feel now, that people are 

pretty critical of a blind nationalism that 

is associated with those icons and icono-

graphy. My overall sense is that we have 

moved on, the debate has entered new 

directions. Historians keep arguing that 

WWI is more complex, and it can’t just be 

presented in that one-dimensional way…

I’m quite optimistic actually, in terms of 

how the community is now engaging 

with this.  

One of the ways we can see this, is that 

the history of the First World War is taking 

new directions. So that other battles, and 

other experiences are being recorded. 

There was such an obsession, and focus, 

on Anzac. To some extent there still is, but 

I think also this appreciation that there is 

more than just Anzac.  

 

 NB: So, from some of your own important 

research, particularly books published in 

the 1990s, do you think that some of the 

traditionally marginalised groups, have 

now been better included in our com-

memoration of war, in our understanding 

of what war really means?  

 

JD: Yes, I think there is more of an appre-

ciation of say, women’s role; although 

that has been commercialised, too, in 

the sense that a lot of the popular televi-

sion series or popular documentaries that 

have come out in recent years have 

highlighted women and women’s role. In 

the 90s we were arguing that this had 

not been the case; that the elevation of 

the Anzac legend to a god-like charac-

ter had written out other narratives. So I 

think that the nurses, and other roles that 

women play, have at least had some at-

tention.  

I think, though, one of the issues which 

remains topical, and has been sub-

sumed, has been the issue of rape in war. 

And so, the big campaigns of the 80s 

and 90s, around recognising rape in war, 

is something that has gone from the 

agenda. It’s not so vocalised…and that 

may come again. I think violence, and 

particularly sexual violence, that whole 

thread of inquiry had its peak in the 90s. 

So there are some issues that haven’t 

been confronted, and maybe still will be 

recognised.  

 

NB: Which touches on the long-term im-

pacts of war… 

 

JD: Yes, it’s certainly not a closed story. 

More research on the long-term impacts 
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of war, and particularly disability, will be 

done, and needs to be done.  

 

NB: I’m thinking now of some key re-

searchers looking into facial wounding 

and reconstruction, and although there 

was great progress in some medical 

technology, of the very long-term suffer-

ing of those men and of their families. Do 

you find that some of those private voic-

es, get lost in the public commemoration 

of war?   

 

JD: Yes; I think they always do. Every-

one’s looking for the big global picture, 

but in-fact, the big global picture is 

made up of individual experiences. In-

cluding the example you used then, of 

new insights into medical history, and 

how far that has come after war. Areas 

such as bodily reconstructions, hospital 

records, and recovery…there’s a lot of 

research to be done there.  

 

NB: I know that when I’m trawling 

through the archives, looking at records, 

there’s a lot of volume. But eventually 

you do find really important, primary in-

formation. Can I ask, in your process as 

an historian, when you are working with 

primary evidence, do you still get occa-

sionally surprised by ‘little gems’ that you 

find? 

 

JD: Oh I always get surprised by my little 

gems! There’s always something to find!  

 
When you’re doing archival research, 
the story’s never exhausted, and you 
always come with fresh eyes to the 
material you know. So, it’s an ongo-
ing journey, and a very exciting one.  

 

NB: It is exciting! I think people feel ar-

chives are a little bit dull, but really 

they’re really exciting! 

JD: They’re great! You mentioned the de-

bates of the 90s, and we can see how 

things have changed in the last decade 

or so. So there are always new things to 

say, to reflect on known material.  

NB: Are you ever frustrated by your 

sources? When you are on the tip of 

something, or when you know something 

exists, but it’s hard to find?  

JD: Oh absolutely. And at times, you 

have to extrapolate. And piece togeth-

er, and join the dots…in a way that’s not 

quite there in the archive, but you know 

it is there… 

NB: Sometimes in the gaps and the si-

lences…Perhaps of people holding in 

their experiences, particularly around 

grief and mourning...illness and wound-

ing… 

 

JD: Exactly. That’s right.  

 
There’s a lot written in ‘invisible ink’. 
It’s about holding it up to the light, 
and trying to find it.  

 

When you’re looking at the whole area 

of emotions, and the history of emotions, 

sometimes you get some fantastic mate-

rial, but sometimes it’s not so explicit. You 

have to read the signs of grief, or trauma, 

and contextualise them, of course. I think 

the whole realm of emotions has opened 

up a new possibilities, particularly in war 

history.  

 

NB: I’ve worked a lot with diaries, and 

families’ war letters, and in some cases I 

expected to find more evidence of dam-

age, to the senses, and in general. We 

know those things occurred, but some-

times it is hard to find the exact descrip-

tion. Is it difficult working in the area of 

the senses and emotion?  
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JD: Yes, you have to be creative about 

how you think about your sources, and 

where you go for that, first of all.  

Secondly, how you read your sources af-

ter that. But also putting some meaning 

to that – people may be affected by 

these things, but how does it affect their 

lives? The cultural effect, and what can 

we say more generally about a society 

that is affected by the senses, and vio-

lence to them.  

 
So that’s the challenge, and to write 
something new about a story that 
people think they have heard before… 

 

It’s never going to be like a Parliamen-

tary report, with everything recorded in 

detail! 

 

NB: Speaking of politics, there’s often a 

political aspect to our public and official 

commemoration of war, and we’ve seen 

some changing examples of that 

through the 80s, 90s and 2000s.  

Have you ever felt put in a difficult posi-

tion, or even censored in your work on 

this topic?  

 

JD: I don’t think I’ve felt that myself, in 

fact, I think it is the role of public histori-

ans to be very open about the political 

shaping of this narrative, whatever the 

theme or party of the day is, I think it is up 

to historians to call it out, so to speak. 

Keating, Hawke and Howard, all three in 

the past have had really strong feelings 

on the issue of Australians at war, and 

shaped a particular narrative.  

But I haven’t felt censored; albeit being 

aware that governments shape the story. 

There is nothing natural, or given, about 

the story and it’s not the only one. There 

are multiple views.  

 

 
 
People often see war and history in 
one dimension, and I think that it’s up 
to historians to challenge that, and 
bring out other aspects of it. 
  

NB: That is so encouraging, for all the his-

torians out there! I think certain public 

performances and exhibitions are taking 

up that challenge, and beginning to 

challenge the narrative more and more. 

I’m thinking of “Love and Sorrow” at Mel-

bourne Museum, and “For Country, For 

Nation” by the Australian War Memorial, 

albeit more towards the end of the Cen-

tenary years. Are there any public works 

that stand out to you…? 

 

JD: The War Memorial, in particular, is 

evolving, and responding, slowly, to agi-

tation on Indigenous history. There is 

clear evidence on the Frontier Wars as 

well as defence under the Australian 

Government. I think some state govern-

ments are better than others in pursuing 

this theme… 

 

NB: Regional and local museums seem to 

be better at times, from a grass-roots lev-

el… 

 

 

JD: Exactly. And in the Love and Sorrow 

exhibition there was an effort to take a 

different perspective on it, so I think there 

are more vocalised institutions, groups 

and exhibitions, but at a government lev-

el we’re a little bit away from that…but I 

think not too far… 
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NB: I’m glad you’re a bit optimistic about 

that! About all these threads coming to-

gether… 

 

JD: Yes, I think you’ll see all these threads 

coming together as we think about more 

appropriate ways to commemorate 

events, into the 21st century.  

 

NB: Commemoration is such an interest-

ing process; a sort of looking back, and 

looking forward all at the same time. 

Sometimes it can be high-jacked for po-

litical rhetoric, but sometimes quite 

meaningfully done… 

 

JD: That’s right. There are multiple ways 

of doing it, and that’s what needs to be 

commemorated.  

 

NB: Professor Damoussi, thank-you very 

much.  

 

JD: Thankyou, thankyou for the questions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Joy Damoussi will speak at a 

forthcoming conference on Armistice 

Day on recent DNA testing of soldier’s re-

mains, touching on issues of authenticity, 

ethics, and visceral violence in war.  

Official Centenary of Armistice poster from the  Australian Government’s Centenary program. Although a more 
complex narrative is being told at the end of the centenary years, more research needs to be done, and the voices of 
marginalised groups still needs inclusion. Source: Department of Veterans’ Affairs, Australian Government. 


