




	Cl ockwise from above: Uncle Wally Cooper wearing the 
Keramin possum skin cloak at 
the opening ceremony of the 
2006 Commonwealth Games
Photo: Mick Harding

Aunty Carmel Barry, Dja Dje 
Wurrung, Aunty Pat Ockwell, 
Woiwurrung and Aunty Phoebe 
Nicholson, Wadi Wadi
Photo: Drew Ryan

The Latji Latji possum skin cloak
Photo: Michael Carver
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I’m an architect and sort of 
a photographic artist. I’m 
hesitant to say I’m an artist 
because I work in a faculty 
where there are full-time 
artists and I’m certainly not 
one of those.

I’ve been dedicating my creative energy to the great 
southern region since about 1996. It’s an area that has 
been virtually demolished and turned into farms. I grew 
up there and actually sort of helped de-forest it myself as a 
child! What’s left is incredibly biodiverse but it’s a particular 
type of biodiversity that’s really enigmatic. Visually, it’s a 
homogenous and a fairly harsh sort of place. Casual visitors 
drive through the landscape heading straight for the coast. 
(Everything’s become a very scenographic experience...it’s 
all looking out to the ocean, isn’t it?) They drive through 
and have absolutely no understanding of how these people 
who inhabit this land could love it. I decided to see what I 
could do to represent that type of vegetation and get it into 
the public consciousness.

It took about six months to come up with the idea and then 
six months to do it. I hadn’t done a camera obscura before. 
Originally, I was going to buy an old shed on a friend’s 
farm, turn it into this giant pinhole camera and move it 
whole to different locations. But then I got into discussion 

with this lovely man I’ve never met in New York State. He 
goes into primary schools and converts their classrooms 
into cameras and he’s just one of these champs and he was 
very excited and suggested ‘Why don’t you make your own 
transportable building?’ And I realised I could do that. I 
could make it as a sort of flat pack so it just goes on a trailer 
and it doesn’t have to have a floor. And that really was the 
revelation in the project.

Not having the floor was the most powerful thing because 
the actual land where these people had grown up and lived 
their life is right there in the room with them.

They’ve spent 50 years in that landscape and then I put 
them inside the room and suddenly their landscape is 
revealed to them as pure light rather than memory, rather 
than a bodily kind of relationship, rather than the landform 
or how many acres there are. It gets turned into pure light 
and these guys walk in there and after years and years and 
years of being there, they just see this totally immaterial 
version of their landscape. 

And that was really exciting. Like with the two lads, they’re 
standing in their barley crop, the same barley crop that they 
were standing outside a few minutes ago, driving around 
in their harvester and now they’re inside the room and 
they see the barley crop all in the ceiling and around them 
and they were just blown away. It was the same with all the 
people, whether it was at the beach or in the heath or in the 
sheep yards.

It was such a nice thing and that’s what kept me motivated 
to move the shed to all the different locations and that’s 
what kept my assistants willing to donate their time 
because they really loved turning all these landscapes into 
pure light as well.

It would be easy to say that Lightsite is about a sense of 
place but I actually think it’s more about a sense of moment 
because since I took the photographs just over a year ago, 
one man has died and the two guys in the barley paddock 
had to sell their farm because they couldn’t run it without 
their dad. So it’s really about a particular moment and a 
lot of people with an attachment to the land who have 
now passed on or moved on. I was in tears a lot of the 
time because there was so much emotion. A lot of the 
people had to spend up to half a day in the room for me to 
make sure I had the right exposure. Some of them stood 
motionless for like four or five hours without even a drink 
of water. They said, ‘No, we’re fine,’ and they would talk and 
tell me their stories.

I’m just sitting here looking at one picture now. It’s Jack’s 
Bay (the architecturalisation of memory). This is the chap who 
died about three or four months ago...

An old salmon fisherman’s sitting there on his chair inside 
the room and he’s looking out to the beach that he looked 
out at for 40 years and his daughter who used to babysit 
me when I was a kid, she’s 60, she’s out the front with her 
husband. Then her kid, her son and his wife and then their 
kids. There’s four generations in one family and they get 
successively more and more blurred as they get younger in 
that image.

A lot of photos didn’t turn out. There were just so many 
contingencies but you know where there’s risk, there’s the 
likelihood of something unpredictable happening. And that 
is generally good. And that’s the last thing I’ll say.

Ian Weir 
artist



Above: 

Jack’s Bay (the architecturalisation of memory)
Photo: Ian Weir

Right: 

The Light of Gairdner #2
Photo: Ian Weir
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I’ve got an image of me 
holding a camera, a polaroid 
type of thing when I was 
about three and basically 
I’ve been doing photography 
off and on for more than 20 
years. But I was born with 

spina bifida and this restricts my mobility 
and the images I can find. I’m not able to get 
access to Cradle Mountain and all the beautiful 
wilderness areas here in Tasmania, for example.

I have travelled a lot around the world with my mother, 
though. I’ve been to Africa, been to Alaska, Canada, Europe. 
I’ve been alongside elephants in the wild and I’ve stood 
on top of glaciers and so I’ve had a lot of experiences, lots 
of wonderful, exciting places. But I walk with crutches so 
balance is a big thing and I can’t carry stuff. And because 
I’ve got curvature as well, my lungs are a bit worn out so I’ve 
had to find ways around it.

I tried to think outside the square with my photography and 
when I saw this particular style while I was at TAFE called 
photograms I thought, ‘Yeah, I can do that!’ Photograms 
are basically where you put your subject matter onto your 
paper, directly onto your paper, and exposure to the light 
leaves a silhouetted image similar to an x-ray. Man Ray is 
famous for his rayograms: he put his name to the process 

and I just kind of put my name to my process as well. I call 
them Rodergrams!

My disability probably makes me more observant of little 
things. Because I’m on crutches I’m more aware of things 
at my feet. (If I don’t watch where I put my stick I could fall 
down a hole.) So I work with small and intricate patterns, 
things I can manipulate alone in my dark room. I can’t hold 
a heavy camera but I can explore the intricate seed patterns 
and designs that you find within the most common items, 
fruits and vegetables, in your kitchen or garden.

Tomatoes are amazing. And grapes. When you slice a grape 
in half, you find the veins and the seeds and it looks like a 
big, wonderful light globe. It’s these perfect things in nature 
that people often don’t notice that are the inspirations for 
my work.

I’m quite short. I’m only about four foot high. I wasn’t able 
to reach all the equipment in the dark room at TAFE, for 
example. They had to make a little table for the enlarger 
for me. Once I grasped the style of photograms I kind of 
knew that that was going to be my thing. I worked on it for 
a year and a half while at TAFE, changing the style and the 
subjects as I went along. And I invested in creating my own 
dark room in my house. Everything’s at my level there.

A friend adapted the enlarger so I could reach all the 
knobs and dials that were too high. He’s an engineer so he 
made some levers and different things so that I can crank 
it up and down. These things gave me the freedom to be 

doing what I want to do, when I want to do it. And I can 
do it at home. I’ve just been given a microscope which will 
extend the range of images I produce even further. I’ll be 
able to do water droplets and other minute things. I like 
experimenting.

I had only been out of TAFE three or four months when I 
was a feature artist in Living Artists Week. It’s a big festival 
here in Tasmania every second year. I was part of Living 
Connections which promotes amateur or up and coming 
artists. Every large town in Tasmania had a gallery 
exhibiting people’s work.

I was very surprised at the response. It brought me a lot of 
media attention and a lot of interest. Nationally and on TV, 
radio and print. I like the media. I like promoting myself. 
Most artists I meet are very reclusive. They like to do their 
own thing and they don’t really like to talk about it. Maybe 
because of my disability, I want to meet people. I want to 
have feedback and people around me.

I have invested in my website and products to sell and 
my brand. It’s trial and error. I’ve produced postcards and 
calendars and sometimes you produce things and they 
don’t work and sometimes you get feedback you don’t want. 
But that just spurs you on to work even harder. I’m getting 
people to see what I see.

I’ve just been down to Hobart. I visited a gallery in 
Salamanca and they said, ‘Oh we can’t sell photography.’ 
And I said, ‘Well you don’t have to sell mine. It sells itself!’

If you are passionate enough, nothing stands in your way.

Left to right: 

Burning Skies 
Emergence 
Burst of Nature
Photos: Rod Westbrook

Rod Westbrook 
photographer






