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Richard Lewer, Australia, born 1970, The history 
of Australia, 2017, Melbourne, oil on steel, copper 
and brass, 141.0 x 720.0 cm (overall); Gift of Helen 
Bowden 2018, Art Gallery of South Australia, 
Adelaide, Courtesy the artist and Hugo Michell 
Gallery, Adelaide, photo: Sam Roberts.

Image (below)  
Richard Lewer with his work The history of 
Australia, Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, 
2018; photo: Saul Steed.

Richard Lewer – The History of Australia, 2018 

Melbourne based artist Richard 
Lewer was born in New Zealand in 
1970. His practice includes a wide 
range of media including painting, 
drawing, animation, sculpture and 
performance. Lewer describes 
himself as a social realist, motivated 
by a desire to tell challenging stories 
about the times in which we live. 
These stories often deal with human 
suffering, pain, desperation and 
bring uncomfortable truths about 
Australian history to the fore. 

The History of Australia, 2018 is a 
nine-panel work of art, painted on 
steel, copper and brass. It explores a 
national narrative. Travelling through 
time this work references moments 
in Australian history including pre-
colonisation, the First Fleet, war, the 
Great Depression, the gold rushes, 
bush rangers, Black Friday bush 
fires, the Stolen Generation, asylum 
seekers and the Cronulla riots. 
While each panel depicts imagery 
suggestive of specific moments that 
have shaped Australia, collectively the 
work explores broader concepts of 
encounters, conflict and unrest. Lewer 
sees this work as an educational tool, 
encouraging viewers to question the 
history of Australia and explore who 
we are as a nation. 

Australian Curriculum 
Connections

This interpretive resource has been 
written through a HASS and History 
lens for all year levels. The History of 
Australia by Richard Lewer is the ideal 
work of art to begin conversations 
with your students about Australia’s 
history that address Australian 
Curriculum descriptors including;

• My personal world 

• Continuity and change

• Place and space

• Communities and environments 

• Sustainable past, present and 
futures  
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Early Years 

Responding 

Identify the environments depicted 
in each panel of Lewer’s painting. 
Describe the environment. 

The History of Australia shows how 
much Australia has changed over 
time. What are some of these changes 
you can identify? Investigate the place 
where you live. How has this place 
changed over time? 

Share with the class a time or place 
that was special to you. What made 
it special? Identify a special place 
in your local community. Why is this 
place important to people in your 
community?

Making 

The History of Australia is painted 
across nine separate panels joined 
together and displayed as one large 
painting. Create a series of three 
paintings that tell your own history. 
What is similar about your story 
compared to other people in your 
class?

 

Primary 

Responding 

Brainstorm what it means to be 
Australian. Make a list of things which 
are iconic to Australia. What features 
in Lewer’s painting are typically 
Australian? 

Label each panel with a different word 
you think best summarises what you 
see. Write your nine words in a single 
line. Share your words with the class. 

Identify the major events in each of 
Lewer’s panels. Research one of these 
significant events. What changes 
occurred during this time? How 
did these changes impact people, 
including Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander people and the natural 
environment? 

‘Australia’ is just over 200 years old 
but scientific evidence tells us that 
Aboriginal people have been here for 
at least 50,000 years. Why do you 
think the majority of events depicted 
in The History of Australia are from the 
last 200 years?

Image  
Richard Lewer, Australia, born 1970, 
Worse luck I am still here, 2013, Perth, 
HD blue ray animation, 4.50 minutes, 
Gift of Jane Ayers, Candy Bennett, 
Edwina Lehmann, and Thelma Taliangis 
through the Art Gallery of South Australia 
Contemporary Collectors 2014, Art 
Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, 
Courtesy the artist and Hugo Michell 
Gallery, Adelaide.

Making 

Create your own visual history of 
Australia. What significant moments 
will you choose to include, which will 
you leave out and why? After hearing 
from other members of your class, 
reconsider your choice.  

Lewer was born in New Zealand but 
migrated to Australia, so he sees 
Australia as a great place for people 
to make a new life. Lewer’s painting 
suggests how diverse Australia is. 
Investigate a person you know who 
is from another place. Create a visual 
story about this person’s life in a 
chronological order.
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Secondary 

Responding 

Lewer acknowledges that each panel 
addresses a specific event but can 
also be interpreted more broadly. In 
pairs select one panel and identify 
the specific event and brainstorm the 
broad themes and ideas also being 
explored. 

Lewer’s painting addresses themes 
of immigration. Part of the process 
for Australian citizenship may 
include a test of your knowledge 
about Australia including its 
people, democratic beliefs, rights, 
government and law. Read the Home 
Affairs ‘Our Common Bond’. How 
much do you know about these areas? 
Do you think this is a fair summary of 
Australia and its community? Could 
you pass the Australian citizenship 
test? Take a test example in the 
resource list to find out. 

When Richard Lewer took the 
Australian citizenship test he was 
asked ‘How was Australia formed? 
A) through bloodshed B) through 
negotiation. Lewer answered A, which 
was incorrect. Discuss with your class 
how Australia was formed. Which of 
these two options would you have 
answered? Does the correct answer 
on the test need to be changed?

Consider what you have learnt in your 
lifetime about Australia’s history. Look 
at the  Colonial Frontier Massacres 
map collated by the University of 
Newcastle. Select an event and 
write a newspaper article about this 
incident. 

Imagine you met someone who had 
never heard of Australia. How would 
you describe the environment and its 
people? Which five defining moments 
in Australia’s history would you use to 
explain Australia’s past. What would 
they be and why?  

A common thread in each panel of 
The History of Australia is the idea of 
encounters. Find another work of art 
on display which explores the idea of 
encounters. Compare the works and 
share your selection with the class. 

Lewer identifies as a social realist, 
and like social realists of 1930s and 
1940s his art is motivated by social 
commentary and concern with 
injustice. Research a social realist 
artist. How do the concerns raised by 
these artists compare to Lewer? What 
things have changed since the 1940s? 
Tip Yosl Bergner, Noel Counihan and 
Vic O’Connor 

Investigate one of the following 
events that Lewer has addressed in 
his painting, The Stolen Generation, 
the Cronulla Riots, the Children 
Overboard affair. Write a case study 
about this event. What impact did 
this have on the rights and freedoms 
of people? What changes were made 
to government policies and laws? 
How have these changes made a 
difference?  

Making 

As a social realist, Lewer believes 
in actively engaging with the world 
in which he lives, which includes 
having an understanding of current 
events and asking questions. Lewer 
has researched, listened to oral 
histories and immersed himself in 
Australian culture which has informed 
his work. Select a current news item 
which highlights a social injustice in 
Australia. What questions do you have 
about the issues raised in this article? 
Investigate this injustice and create 
a work of art in response to your 
concerns.  

While Lewer has considered 
Australia’s history, politics, culture 
and people, Australia’s story is 
ongoing. Create a tenth panel to 
The History of Australia. What event 
would you include next that you think 
has shaped Australia? Informed by a 
specific event, what broad issues will 
you represent?

Lewer sometimes uses lesser known 
stories to inform his work. Find a story 
about Australia or about an Australian 
that isn’t widely known. Create a work 
of art that tells this story. 
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Art Gallery of South Australia 
Open daily 10am–5pm  
North Terrace 
Adelaide SA 5000
agsa.sa.gov.au

The Gallery’s Learning programs are supported by the Department for Education.

Information and hyperlinks correct at time of print. Art Gallery of South Australia staff  
Kylie Neagle and Lisa Slade contributed to the development of this resource. 

Resources 
Art Guide Richard Lewer 
https://bit.ly/2FWQeNd 

Art Collector – Interview with  
Richard Lewer 
https://bit.ly/2Eh5ymc 

The Australian: Brave new world exhibition 
explores 1930s Australian art 
https://bit.ly/2RBQRgS 

Australian Citizenship Practice Questions  
https://bit.ly/2Qcxn5v 

Australia Council for the Arts 
https://bit.ly/2DZ1lmq 

Australian Government: Citizenship 
interview and test 
https://bit.ly/2FXoeJG 

The Conversation: When did Aboriginal 
people first arrive in Australia 
https://bit.ly/2KWvKTD  

Deakin University Can you answer these 
questions from past Australian citizenship 
tests? 
https://bit.ly/2Etnt5u 

The Guardian – Colonial Frontier 
Massacres 
http://bit.ly/2BRTMwm 

Hugo Michell Gallery- Richard Lewer 
https://bit.ly/2BQpfPA 

The National – Richard Lewer
http://bit.ly/2Ul7oaE

NGV: A human democratic art:  
three realist artists
https://bit.ly/2Plkf99 

Richard Lewer 
https://bit.ly/2H9LMvh

Shepparton Art Museum – Richard Lewer 
https://bit.ly/2PkzVcO 

Vault – Richard Lewer You wouldn’t make this 
stuff up
https://bit.ly/2BPTbLw

Videos

Art Gallery of New South Wales – Richard Lewer
https://bit.ly/2f8YZW3

Forrest Fire Management Victoria – Black Friday 
Fires 
https://bit.ly/2mUxJ2J 

Books 

Robb. L , Small acts, Sappers and Shrapnel 
Catalogue, Art Gallery of South Australia, 2016
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