‘Self Portrait’
2014
Charcoal
78 x 60 cm (framed)
$3,000

DAMIEN SHEN
ON THE FABRIC OF THE NGARRINDJERI BODY
2ND STATE

The title of this piece, ‘On the fabric of the Ngarrindjeri body’, refers to the first
scientifically based textbooks on human anatomy, written by Andreas Vesalius
and richly illustrated by Titian.
The accurate description of nature was the fundamental goal of science in the
16th century, and the anatomical work of Vesalius received the highest accolades for achievements in this area, as it was the first to be based on observation of human bodies. By stealing bodies from gallows and performing public
autopsies on them, Vesalius helped affect a great change in the way that humans understood themselves. The body came to be seen as an object comprised of flesh, and was divorced from its spirit in the name of science.
Damien Shen posits that a similar process took place with his Ngarrindjeri ancestors, with the theft of their remains from graves and burial sites taking place
throughout the 19th century and into the late 1940s. Aboriginal people believe that the spirits of the dead are unable to rest when their remains are not
with their people and in their country; therefore for Shen, past acts of stealing
Aboriginal remains divorced the Ngarrindjeri spirit from its body, with the body
further objectified through placement in a scientific collection.
Shen uses On the fabric of the Ngarrindjeri body to explore and address these
issues. By placing the head of his uncle and Ngarrindjeri elder Major Moogy
Sumner on to a Vesalius-like body of flesh, Shen restores the spirit of an objectified body in a uniquely Ngarrindjeri way. This gesture of replacement is an act
of kindness that honours the agency of people across cultures and time.
First State Awards & Finalist
2016 Blake Prize Emerging Artist Award - Winner
2015 8th Prospect Portrait Prize – Winner
2016 Wyndham Art Prize - Finalist
2016 Chippendale World Art Prize – Finalist
2015 Telsta Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander award - Finalist

On the Fabric on the Ngarrindjeri Body - 2nd State
2017
Etching
Edition of 20
65 x 39cm (image size)
$1,200 unframed
75 x 49 cm (framed size)
$1,500 framed
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DAMIEN SHEN
ON THE FABRIC OF THE NGARRINDJERI BODY
– VOLUME II
3 - 24 SEPTEMBER 2016

Through a series of studio made photographs in collaboration with Richard Lyons (born 1967), I have simultaneously explored both a genuine documentation
of my Aboriginal identity and the objectification of my culture through studio
‘vintage style’ portraits.
After talking about past times with Ngarrindjeri elder, my Uncle Moogy (Major
Sumner), we photographed a number of the candid ‘behind the scenes’ shots
with him to show the juxtaposition between the ‘Cultural Hero shot’ and the
continued fight to keep our culture alive within a man-made setting. This was
the first time that I personally had been painted up in the Ngarrindjeri way.
What we captured was incredibly special. Not only is it a special moment in
time for myself, it captures a Ngarrindjeri cultural icon of South Australia, Major Sumner, as he shares his time and knowledge with me. I felt empowered
through this process of learning and spending time with my elder.
- DAMIEN SHEN

01. Ventral aspect of two males
59.4 x 42 cm

02. Ventral aspect of a male #1
59.4 x 42 cm

03. Ventral aspect of a male angled to one side #1
59.4 x 42 cm

04. Dorsal aspect of a male angled to one side #1
59.4 x 42 cm

05. Ventral aspect of a male angled to one side #2
59.4 x 42 cm

06. Ventral aspect of a male #2
59.4 x 42 cm

07. Dorsal aspect of a male angled to one side #2
59.4 x 42 cm

08. Ventral aspect of a male #3
59.4 x 42 cm

09. Ventral aspect of a male angled to one side #3
59.4 x 42 cm

10. Dorsal aspect of a male
42 x 59.4 cm

11. Ventral aspect of a male angled to one side #4
42 x 59.4 cm

12. Ventral aspect of a male angled to one side #5
42 x 59.4 cm

DAMIEN SHEN

On the fabric of the Ngarrindjeri Body – Volume II
2014
Series of 12 images (8 heroes and 4 candid)
59.4 x 42 cm each
Printed on 310 gsm German etching paper
Edition of 5 + 2 APs

Edition 2/5
$11,500 unframed

Edition 3/5
$12,500 unframed
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DAMIEN SHEN
ONE POUND JIMMY
ONE POUND TONY

Gwoya Jungarai, or ‘One Pound Jimmy’ as he was known, was an Australian
Anmatyerr man from Central Australia. Jungarai’s relatives were killed in the
Coniston Massacre in the Northern Territory in 1928. In 1950, Jungarai was the
first named Aboriginal person to appear on an Australian stamp and was the
inspiration for the Australian two dollar coin designed by Ainslie Roberts.
In One Pound Jimmy, Shen contributes to the many likenesses of Jungarai,
canonizing him alongside contemporary Aboriginal Australian artist Tony
Albert. The One Pound Jimmy lithograph was inspired by a Tony Albert
installation at the ‘My Country’ Exhibition at GOMA in 2013. The initial sketch
of the three dimensional relief was the first time that Shen had drawn in over 10
years and acted as the starting point for his flourishing artistic practice.

‘One Pound Jimmy’
Lithograph
2015
56 x 38 cm
Edition of 20 + 1AP
$1000 for the diptych of two lithographs (unframed)

‘One Pound Tony’
Lithograph
2015
56 x 38 cm
Edition of 20 + 1AP
$1000 for the diptych of two lithographs (unframed)

DAMIEN SHEN

One Pound Jimmy & One Pound Tony (diptych)
2015
Lithograph
56 x 38cm each
Edition of 20 + 1AP
$1,000 unframed
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#TEAMGWEILO

DAMIEN SHEN
in collaboration with BADIUCAO
@ NEXUS ARTS
8 SEPTEMBER - 11 NOVEMBER 2016

Politicians in Australia range from intelligent to rather idiotic. Having the latter
as representatives of Australian culture is an embarrassment on the world platform. With an Australian election it is risk assessment and management for a
lot of Australians, especially the younger generations and recent migrants who
are not as used to the ins-and-outs of the political arena. For a lot of people it
is really about picking the best of the worst.
The Chinese word ‘Gweilo’ historically was a demeaning term used to describe
westerners. More recently it is known to be used in an affectionate manner.
The language has changed, but there are still people old enough to connect
it with its derogatory meaning and people young enough to use it with affection. Gweilo literally translates to ‘ghost man’ and is sometimes translated into
English as ‘foreign devil’.
The performative aspect to the show is a physical manifestation of the angst
and confusion that the artists feel when trying to navigate the complexities of
the Australian political mindset and intentions. The images feature politicians
who at some point in their careers have said grotesque statements that are
racist, misogynistic, homophobic or have been clumsy in their wording when
navigating sensitive topics. The energy and the action of painting red the term
Gweilo also connects back to Aboriginal perceptions of first contact when it
was a perception that Anglo settlers were ghosts. ‘Ghost men’ from another
place proved to have some strong truths for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. They sometimes fail to consolidate representing the diversity that
makes up Australia culture and at times it is at the most crucial and emotionally
charged moments.

To have a recent Chinese exile, who is now an Australian citizen deface the
painted portraits of his new political leaders, wearing the Don Dale Detention
Centre mask, made out of a Darwin Festival tote bag in communist red paint is
an action as loaded as the cutting of a passport. The Don Dale scandal which
showed youth being strapped to chairs and blindfolded, amongst other unsettling actions, was a recent event that created a discourse amongst many Australians. For Shen to allow his work to be destroyed in such a fashion is also telling of the friendship and respect that has developed for Badiucao. Shen asked
Badiucao to carry out this performative aspect with him, he wanted Badiucao
to have an influence on his work and his views. Through the destruction there
will emerge a new meaning for the works and create a sense of release for the
artists.
From communist China to, racist, sexist Australia the views held by these two
artists tell a sad story that is lined with energy to create change within their
communities. Australia appears to be a lucky country to the rest of the world
but underneath the veneer of opulence and freedom it still can’t consolidate
the damages to their First Nations people with youth suicide rates through
the roof, national publications publishing racist stereotypes, incarceration rates
through the roof, deaths in custody at staggering rates and the forced closure
of remote communities. Australia truly is a wonderful country, one that citizens
should be proud to call home and ones that refugees will sincerely call a lucky
country but Badiucao isn’t an artist because he wants to create aesthetically
pleasing work, and Shen isn’t an artist because it’s a good way to make a dollar.
The cultural exchanges the artists had were primarily positive, the work they
created is about what change they would like to bring about.
- Coby Edgar, Curator, 2016

TO VIEW THE OPENING NIGHT PERFORMANCE CLICK HERE

01. #sameshitdifferentbucket
2016
watercolour & acrylic on paper
100 x 70 cm
$1,000 unframed

02. #biggercuntthanabbott
2016
watercolour & acrylic on paper
100 x 70 cm
$1,000 unframed

03. #bigcompanytaxcuts
2016
watercolour & acrylic on paper
100 x 70 cm
$1,000 unframed

04. #rightfullbigotry
2016
watercolour & acrylic on paper
100 x 70 cm
$1,000 unframed

05. #illiterateandinnumerate
2016
watercolour & acrylic on paper
100 x 70 cm
$1,000 unframed

06. #shithappens
2016
watercolour & acrylic on paper
100 x 70 cm
$1,000 unframed

07. #poordontdrive
2016
watercolour & acrylic on paper
100 x 70 cm
$1,000 unframed

DAMIEN SHEN

#teamguielo
2016
watercolour and acrylic on paper
100 x 70 cm each
$1,000 each unframed
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A MESSAGE FROM GOD TO THE BLACK
FELLOW
1 July - 8 July 2017

A message from God to the Blackfellow, 2017, is a significant body of work by Ngarrindjeri-Chinese artist Damien
Shen. In continuing his engagement with archives and museums, Shen draws on the encounters between Reverend
George Taplin and the Ngarrindjeri people, to establish a thematic framework for this series. These encounters are
drawn from Taplin’s diaries and give great detail on his engagement with Ngarrindjeri. Shen was particularly drawn
to Taplin’s entry about a discussion with a ‘native’ on April the 7th, 1859.
“I then endeavoured to explain to him that I had a message from God to the Blackfellows, and what it was, and
asked him to tell the others about it. He seemed to understand me but was evidently surprised. It is my impression
at present that more will be done by individualising the natives than by teaching them collectively. I shall see how
this idea is confirmed or otherwise bye-and-bye.” 1
Shen’s response to the righteous and paternalistic views of Taplin, which position his ancestors as inferior black
subjects, initially took the form of a series of large portraits, depicting two of his great grand-parents, whom
were both photographed and studied by Norman B Tindale at Raukkan in South Australia. These original studies
depicted figures from his family, rendered in a dark and sombre palette with almost no light hitting their skin.
A stark white background framed their faces, perhaps a visual cue to the anthropological methods utilised in
‘documenting’ Shen’s family. Whiteness didn’t just surround each of his forebears, but pervaded into their very
being. They were submerged underneath a sheath of pale rhythmic dotting, ghosted in the virtues of whiteness
while their selfhood was simultaneously erased by ‘well-meaning’ messengers of God, in state-sanctioned,
publically funded assimilation machines.
In this body of work, which contribute to a growing series, Shen has instead focussed on depicting missionaries,
including Taplin, and a selection of other messengers of God, alongside one image of his Great-grandfather. The
intentional dominance of representation of ‘the missionary’, over a single image of his Ngarrindjeri ancestor, speaks
to the overt imbalance of power that Indigenous people were forced to negotiate whilst under the ‘care’ of the
church and of the state. Furthermore, this pictorial imbalance interrogates an Australian culture committed to the
continued aggrandising of men with ‘good intentions’ in positions of privilege and power, regardless of the great
violence their work, their words, or their choices inflict on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
Glenn Iseger-Pilkington, 2017
Damien Shen is a South Australian man of Ngarringjeri and Chinese bloodlines. His artistic practice is embedded in
histories, revisiting the people, places and stories that shape the world he occupies. From time consuming, labour
intensive drawings to bleeding water colours and velvety smooth oil paintings, Shen is constantly constructing and
deconstructing the world around him through his imagery to better understand his identity and the identity of
those that help to shape the world he lives.
1. Reverend George Taplin, The Journals of the Reverend George Taplin, Missionary to the Ngarrindjeri
People of the Lower Murray, Lakes and the Coorong,1859 – 1879, 7 April 1859, http://www.firstsources.info/
uploads/3/4/5/4/34544232/taplins_diary_1859-79.pdf

‘A message from God to the black fellow- Archer’
2017
acrylic on board
50 x 40 cm
$2,000

‘A message from God to the black fellow- Carl’
2017
acrylic on board
50 x 40 cm
$2,000

‘A message from God to the black fellow- Taplin’
2017
acrylic on board
50 x 40 cm
$2,000

‘A message from God to the black fellow- Johann’
2017
acrylic on board
50 x 40 cm
$2,000

‘A message from God to the black fellow- Thomas’
2017
acrylic on board
50 x 40 cm
$2,000

DAMIEN SHEN
STILL LIFE AFTER PENN
BALLARAT INTERNATIONAL FOTO BIENNALE
19 AUGUST − 17 SEPTEMBER 2017

‘Still life after Penn’, a body of new work by Adelaide based artist Damien Shen,
is a complex interrogation of many things. It seeks to begin dialogues about
what is right and what is wrong, about the living and the dead, and the spaces
in between, while simultaneously interrogating the practices of museums historically and in the here and now. Equally, Shen is unpacking the role of the
artist who works with collections, including those who hold human remains and
other sacred materials. As suggested by the title, Shen references the work
of American photographer Irving Penn, through both his composition and the
breadth of contrast rendered by his choice of tintype photography, which leave
his subjects, or their remains, in a kind of timeless purgatory.
Shen, who is Ngarrindjeri and Chinese, has staged each of these works with the
particular intention of shedding light on the practices of universities and museums, where these works were created, and whose collections they draw from.
These institutions dehumanise remains, and have histories of disrespecting and
degrading remains, from the Cadaver Society of the School of Medicine at UVA
who would pose for photographs with the corpses of humans, to the destructive sampling of human remains in contemporary museums for academic research.
Shen knows these are not just skulls and femurs, after all, his family and community in South Australia endured the dehumanising and culturally violent
practices of having remains and bodies stolen, dug from the earth or taken
from hospital morgues in the dark of night by anthropologists and physicians.
Although many have made their way home, the remains of Shen’s ancestors
still sit in boxes within the collection stores of museums here in Australia and
abroad, waiting to be returned to their homelands. The Ngarrindjeri believe
that when their people’s remains are not on their country, then their spirit is
wandering. So unless they are coming home, the spirit will never rest.
Written by Glenn Iseger-Pilkington

Still Life After Penn #1
2017
printed aluminium plate
80 x 80 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P
30 x 30 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P

Still Life After Penn #2
2017
printed aluminium plate
80 x 80 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P
30 x 30 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P

Still Life After Penn #3
2017
printed aluminium plate
80 x 80 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P
30 x 30 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P

Still Life After Penn #4
2017
printed aluminium plate
80 x 80 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P
30 x 30 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P

Still Life After Penn #5
2017
printed aluminium plate
80 x 80 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P
30 x 30 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P

Still Life After Penn #6
2017
printed aluminium plate
80 x 80 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P
30 x 30 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P

DAMIEN SHEN
Still Life After Penn # 1 - 6
2017
printed aluminium plate
80 x 80 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P
Edition 1/5
$1,900 each
Edition 2/5
$2,280 each
Edition 3/5
$2,660 each
Edition 4/5
$3,040 each
Edition 5/5
$3,420 each
Still Life After Penn # 1 - 6
2017
printed aluminium plate
30 x 30 cm
edition of 5 + 2 A/P
Edition 1/5
$900 each
Edition 2/5
$1,080 each
Edition 3/5
$1,440 each
Edition 4/5
$1,620 each
Edition 5/5
$1,800 each
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CV
Damien Shen is a South Australian man of Ngarrindjeri and Chinese bloodlines. His
artistic practice is embedded in histories, revisiting the people, places and stories
that shape the world he occupies.
From time consuming, labor intensive drawings to bleeding water colors and velvety
smooth oil paintings, Shen is constantly constructing and deconstructing the world
around him through his imagery to better understand his identity and the identity of
those that help to shape the world he lives.

EDUCATION
2007 Graduate Certificate in Management Australian Institute of Business
2000 Bachelor of Visual Communications (Illustration) University of South Australia.
EXHIBITIONS
2017 ‘TELL’, Ballarat International Foto Biennale (VIC)
2017 ‘BLAK MIRROR’, (Gallery Lane Cove, Lane Cove, NSW)
2017 ‘NAIDOC Week 2017 @ MARS’, (MARS Gallery, VIC)
2017 ‘On the fabric of the Ngarrindjeri body Volume II’, (CS Gallery, Melton, VIC)
2017 ‘On the fabric of the Ngarrindjeri body Volume II’, (Monash Civic Centre, VIC)
2017 ‘Resolutions’ NGA Tour, (Araluen Art Centre, Alice Springs, NT)
2017 ‘Looking at You Through Me’, (Campbelltown Arts Centre, NSW)
2017 ‘SALA Expo’, Dashun Gallery, Jinan, (Shandong, China)
2017 ‘Wonderwalls Festival’ (Hart’s Mill, Port Adelaide, SA)
2017 ‘Kaurna Room group show (Tandanya)
2017 ‘The 64th Blake Prize Tour’, (Delmar Gallery, NSW)
2017 ‘Resolutions’ NGA Tour (Perc Tucker Gallery, Townsville, QLD)
2017 ‘Wyndham Art Prize’ (Wyndham Art Gallery, Melbourne)
2017 ‘The 64th Blake Prize Tour’, (Wangaratta Art Gallery, VIC)
2016 ‘Resolutions’, (Tweed River Art Gallery, NSW)
2016 ‘On the Fabric of the Ngarrindjeri Body’, (Kluge-Ruhe, Virginia, USA)
2016 ‘Divine Interventions’, (Nexus Arts, Adelaide)
2016 ‘On the Fabric of the Ngarrindjeri Body’, (MARS Gallery, Melbourne)
2016 ‘We walk into the fire’, (Alaska Projects, Sydney)
2016 ‘The People who belong to this land’ (Adelaide Town Hall)
2016 ‘Chippendale Art New World Prize’ (Sydney)
2016 ‘Body of Evidence’ (Adelaide Convention Centre, Adelaide)
2016 ‘Wyndham Art Prize’ (Wyndham Art Gallery, Melbourne)
2016 ‘The 64th Blake Prize’ (Casula Powerhouse, Sydney)
2016 ‘New Journeys’ (Kapunda Community Gallery)
2016 ‘Fire Monkey Studio’ (Hawke Centre, Adelaide)
2015 ‘2015 Prospect Portraiture Prize’ (Prospect Gallery)
2015 ‘New Journeys’ (Port Pirie)
2015 ‘Reconciliation Room’ Adelaide Town Hall
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CV (continued)
2015 ‘Tarnanthi ATSI Art Festival’ (SA Migration Museum)
2015 ‘Our Mob’ 2015 (Adelaide Festival Centre)
2015 ‘Whyalla Art Prize’ (Whyalla)
2015 Telstra Art Award (Museum and Art Gallery of NT, Darwin)
2015 SALA Week (Adelaide Airport)
2015 SALA Week (Advertiser Building, Adelaide)
2015 ‘New Journeys’ (Signal Point Gallery, Goolwa)
2015 ‘Ngarrindjeri Expressions’ (Murray Bridge Regional Gallery)
2015 ‘New Journeys’ (Walkway Gallery, Bordertown)
2015 ‘New Journeys’ (Port Augusta Cultural Centre)
2014 ‘Our Mob 2014’ (Adelaide Festival Centre)
2014 ‘Convergence’ (Adelaide Airport)
2014 ‘DNA – Deadly Nui Art (Blak Dot Gallery, Melbourne)
2014 ‘Displacement placement replacement’ (Nexus Gallery)
2014 ‘Convergence’ (Tandanya)
2014 ‘Urban indigenous Stories’ (Prospect Gallery)
2014 ‘Drawing on the heroes who shape us’ (Artspace Gallery)
2013 ‘Our Mob’ (Artspace Gallery)
AWARDS
2017 3rd Biennial RSASA Portrait Prize (Finalist)
2017 Wyndham Art Prize (Finalist)
2016 Chippendale Art New World Prize (Finalist)
2016 Wyndham Art Prize (Finalist)
2016 The 64th Blake Prize (Winner - Emerging Artist Category)
2015 Prospect Portraiture Prize (Winner)
2015 Whyalla Art Prize (Finalist)
2015 32nd Telstra National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Award (Finalist)
2014 South Australian NAIDOC Award – Artist of the Year (Winner)
RESIDENCIES
2017 SALA Artist delegation to Jinan (Shandong, China)
2016 Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection (Virginia, USA)
COLLECTIONS
National Gallery of Australia (ACT)
Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection (Virginia, USA)
Monash Gallery of Art (VIC)
Art Gallery of Ballarat (VIC)
Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre (NSW)
Adelaide Festival Centre (SA)
Tandanya National Aboriginal Cultural Institute (SA)
City of Prospect - Prospect Art Gallery (SA)
Murray Bridge Regional Gallery (SA)
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