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Figurín de mierda, she called me. You think you’re someone but 
you ain’t nada. She dug hard, looking for my seams, wanting me 
to tear like always, but I didn’t weaken, I wasn’t going to. It was 
that feeling I had, that my life was waiting for me on the other 
side, that made me fearless. When she threw away my Smiths 
and Sisters of Mercy posters – Aquí yo no quiero maricones –  
I bought replacements.1

Looking back on it now, one might wonder what all the fuss was about. 
Spanglish they called it, a portmanteau that signalled nothing more that 
the homogeneity of  the literati’s social strata, at least in most quarters. 
At the time, I was working in the so-called refined arena of  publishing, a 
middling assistant in a company with the kind of  name that signalled a 
stolid British law firm, and it was plain as day that only so many stories 
were being told about only so many lives lived by so few. And so I can say 
this with some confidence: in the world of  books, variety of  perspective 
is diminished and so it remains. The reasons for this are more historically 
complex than the present torrent of  pithy, check-your-privilege twittering 
might have us believe and especially so if, to get to the heart of  the matter, 
one is impelled to ask corollary questions about power and class that are 
deemed distasteful to even whisper in polite company. This reservation 
aside, I was grateful to have the job, granted on merit so it seemed, follow-
ing years superintending bookshops and working my way through more 
paperbacks than most. My early vocation’s principal perk was certainly 
not the pay, but early insider access to whatever rolled off the printing 
press, laying hands on publishers’ page proofs before they went to market. 
It was via this mode of  arrival that Junot Diaz’s The Brief  Wondrous Life of  
Oscar Wao dramatically descended upon the literary landscape. The year 
was 2007; I was living near the racetrack at Randwick, and the epiphany 
and recognition came at the bus stop on Prince Street: Aquí yo no quiero 
maricones. De-italicised, the copyeditor will notice, i.e. only foreign for 
some; for others, Google Translate if  you must. I mouthed it again: Aquí 
yo no quiero maricones. You had to laugh and hard. 

Junot Diaz and his novel marked a watershed in American literary cul-
ture, one that made waves that were felt elsewhere. Not since Saul Bellow’s 
The Adventures of  Augie March (1953) had a novel absorbed the American 
idiom’s particular state of  flux with such verve. As a means of  reconfig-

uring the American experience from the outside in, Diaz celebrated the 
linguistic patina of  a New Jersey Dominican as Bellow revelled in that 
of  a mid-century, Chicago-born Jew. The Brief  Wondrous Life of  Oscar Wao 
took Bellow’s brash take on the bildungsroman form, defined by Augie’s 
memorable determination to ‘go at things as I have taught myself, free-
style’, into twenty-first century America, by way of  its too often maligned 
colonial cousin, la isla de Hispaniola. Diaz’s metafiction cast a family’s 
five-decade struggle against the fukú – ’generally a curse or a doom of  
some kind; specifically the Curse and the Doom of  the New World’ – in 
bas-relief  upon the desecrated altar of  Rafael Trujillo’s brutal totalitarian 
Dominican Republic and, later, the streets and strip malls of  the family’s 
adopted home of  Patterson, New Jersey. When it dropped, critics’ confes-
sions of  the text’s ‘challenging’ use of  Spanish, as if  it weren’t no thing; 
‘gritty’ b-boy neologisms that yielded no results in the Oxford thesaurus; 
‘transgressive’ interbreeding of  juvenile sci-fi, magical realist and high-
brow, tricksy genres; and ‘politically incorrect’ lusting after all and any te-
tas y culo with a heartbeat, signalled that there was a new kid on the block 
of  the cultural firm.2 As the game is played, this conferred the respect and 
admiration the book had already garnered from all who twigged onto 
the Diaz experience as something like their own, which is to say ordinary 
readers like myself  saw wider cultural purchase in its symbolic import. 

This too long preamble is offered here to underscore the promiscuity of  
artistic influence, delineated only by an individual’s actual and imagined 
cultural purview, and how art does nothing so well as bridge connections 
between artist, subject and audience. To put it more succinctly, let’s just 
come out and ask: is it acceptable, much less appropriate, to compare and 
contrast the artistic impulse and affect of  Junot Diaz, writer of  fiction (b. 
1968, Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic), with that of  Eric Bridge-
man, younger visual artist from the other side of  the world (b. 1986, Red-
cliffe, Queensland)? There’s an answer to this that art historians would 
promptly and dismissively provide in tandem with certain breeds of  
straight jacketed curators: no, we think not. Thankfully, I am neither and 
so instead I counter with the observation that the Comp. Lit. crew know 

Right: Eric Bridgeman, Yal Ton, Willy Bernadoff, D.K. 007, Miro and Sesmo, 
Haus Man, 2012, production still; 3-channel digital video installation, 
colour, sound, tarpaulin, canvas, timber, paint.  
Courtesy the artist and Gallerysmith. 
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In the same year Bridgeman unveiled Wilma Jr. (‘Blacky’) in the 2010 Ba-
sil Sellers Art Prize, an annual acquisitive prize that seeks to promote art 
that is a critical reflection of  sport and sporting culture in Australia. A 
sculptural installation centred upon a fibreglass cast of  the artist’s friend 
Willy James, Wilma Jr. stood as if  a sentinel within the white cube of  

Melbourne’s Ian Potter Museum of  Art, mocking rather than protecting 

the masculine ideal of  sporting glory and its perceived rewards. In its 

twisted take on blackface (and naked black body with exposed gold cock 

at that), Wilma Jr. merges the form and symbolic function of  the ubiq-

uitous plastic, gold sporting trophy with the far less innocent flipside of  
what near limitless adulation of  sporting ‘heroes’ can mask – such as vile 

sexist and racist behaviour for starters. Proving that this is a subject that 

remains doggedly relevant, Bridgeman’s All Stars of  2012, an installation 

created for the exhibition SEXES for Performance Space and staged at 

Sydney’s Carriageworks, presented Tom of  Finland-esque illustrations 

of  toned torsos: some with tattoos, some not; some with Y-fronts pulled 

down, some with none at all; all with raging and enviably large hard-ons. 

Mounted as timber cut-outs upon shipping pallets, the All Stars may or 

may not have resembled real-life leading players, the legal representative 

of  one such player allegedly making his displeasure known to the artist 

via a strongly-worded letter. Bridgeman’s subsequent decision to mask 

the head of  each figure with red cloth only added a delicious layer of  
symbolism to this extraordinary rendition of  facial recognition, as the saying 

goes in our age of  terror and surveillance.

The second central theme of  Bridgeman’s work over this period has been 

a coming to terms with his place and ongoing spiritual and familial navi-

gation within his clan of  the Yuri, especially as an individual, who is also 

an artist first trained in Western methods and means. Working in the me-

dium, in which he was most formally trained at art school, Bridgeman’s 

New Photographs from the Kokwara Trail series of  2010 employed family and 

friends as subjects for portraits, which present challenging collages of  

uncomfortable signs and signifiers within already racially fraught fields 
of  aesthetic and moral interpretation. These images openly evoke the 

ethnographic studies of  Australian photographer Frank Hurley, whose 

famous Papua New Guinea expeditions of  1921-23 garnered over 1,000 

photographs later sold to the Australia Museum, and another kind of  

fame in New York fashion and celebrity photographer Irving Penn’s 1970 

images of  Papuans. Bridgeman’s Kokwara Trail photographs are at once 

oddly vulnerable and absurdly defiant, daring the always easily agitated 
instincts of  political correctness to call them out on their satirical use of  

minstrel archetypes, while at the same time revelling in the uncomfort-

ableness of  the viewing situation – for some. Similarly, his memorable 

video work The Fight (2010) rests upon a razor’s edge with satire and se-

riousness present on either side of  the blade. As the artist explains of  his 

collaboration with a group of  young men and boys (who were relatives 

from the clan) in a video that depicts a clash between them:

I was looking at historical ethnographic films of  New Guinea from 
the early twentieth century and responding to the boys’ idea of  stag-

ing a fight. There was an unusual dynamic premised on the real dif-
ferences between how genuine and mock fight footage was shot back 

a thing or two about how to approach this kind of  paradigmatic paralysis. 

Do your own homework and you may come to recognise this as short-

hand for proposing that the unbridled right to disciplinary collaboration 

and unrestricted permeability is a dictum conducive to truth seekers, be 

they artists, novelists or otherwise.3

Finding myself  in a comparative frame of  mind over recent conversations 

with Eric Bridgeman got me thinking. For instance, noting that just as 

Santo Domingo is the oldest continuously inhabited European settlement 

in the Americas, the Redcliffe peninsula north of  Brisbane is the site of  
the first European settlement in Queensland and the naming of  both the 
Antillas Mayores and Bridgeman’s ancestral home of  Nueva Guinea has 

been fashioned by the seafaring Iberian tongue. And on it went as mental 

notes to self  until, weighing the various analogous aspects of  these two 

artists prompted me to write this text. Exploring themes of  racial and 

national identity; questioning assumptions of  masculinity, and resolutely 

addressing forgotten, ignored and contested histories alongside contem-

porary realities of  their often fractious ancestral homes – this comparative 

alliance captures the spirit, in which I offer here a response to the won-

drous art of  Eric Bridgeman, briefly.

Born to a mother of  the Yuri clan, Gumine District, in the Simbu Prov-

ince of  Papua New Guinea’s Highlands, and a father from the central 

Queensland gold mining town of  Cracow, who worked in telecommuni-

cations in PNG in the late 1970s, Eric Bridgeman grew up in Brisbane 

and first visited his ancestral home as a twelve-year-old to bury his grand-

father. Bursting out of  the Queensland College of  Art at the age of  22 

with the cacophonous performances and associated videos and photo-

graphs under the rubric The Sport and Fair Play of  Aussie Rules (2008-09), 

Bridgeman proposed a highly provocative confluence of  sport, sexuality, 
race, labour and ‘low’ culture as the central themes of  his early art prac-

tice. Performed and presented in various iterations at galleries including 

Brisbane’s Institute of  Modern Art, Melbourne’s Gallerysmith and at 

Federation Square as part of  Next Wave’s 2010 festival, Bridgeman’s series 

confronted issues, which were at that time fuelling public debates and 

denunciations sparked by ABC TV’s investigative journalism program 

Four Corners’ shocking exposé of  numerous claims of  sexual abuse against 

women by National Rugby League (NRL) football players.4 Intentional-

ly aesthetically puerile from inception, this body of  work set Bridgeman 

apart from his peers by at least emboldening the young artist with the 

confidence to revel in trash culture. Like many other notable queer artis-
tic mavericks, though admittedly not many from non-white cultural per-

spectives, Bridgeman submerged himself  in what bourgeois society terms 

bad taste, not drowning but waving with glee. 

Like many other notable queer artistic  
mavericks ... Bridgeman submerged himself 

in what bourgeois society terms bad taste, 
not drowning but waving with glee. 
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ple in the show is my Awari (Flying Fox) shield, constructed from a tin 
wheelbarrow. This shield was a dedication to my late cousin and best 
friend Awari Gelua who had passed in PNG in late 2013 – a critical 
event that saw my health spiral. Rather than being just a shield with 
personal significance, it’s a memorial plaque. The traditional war 
shields that we know of  were both practical and functional objects, 
whilst also having deep symbolic meaning engraved into them. The 
warrior was also the designer, and the design was a personal signifier 
for the warrior on the battlefield and in life. As I was creating my own 
personal shield designs with 12 Moon, I decided to create a posthu-
mous shield design for my cousin Awari.

Regrettably, to take my own observations of  Bridgeman’s singular perfor-
mance on opening night, much of  this depth of  feeling and context was 
surely lost on an audience piling into GOMA’s atrium, heading for the 
bar. I mean no condescension in judgement; I too, certainly, expect mer-
lot on arrival, and it’s commendable that QAGOMA extends its openings 
to the public (at least following VIP hour), as any publicly funded institu-
tion should, yet so few of  the big museums do. But one has to question 
the decision to program Bridgeman and his K’lub cohorts into conditions 
highly unfavourable to mutual recognition between artist and audience. 
Perhaps such is the curators’ anxiety and fear of  looking like anything but 
high-wire masters themselves – balancing on the cutting edge of  contem-
porary performance, dance, live art and relational actions, or whatever 
mishmash term encapsulates the latest mutation in fashion – that the very 
idea of  attempting to assemble such gestures in a more directed manner, 
such as designing a space, which might encourage a unidirectional field 
of  attention upon a stage, or simply subtracting booze and DJ from the 
setting, risks accusations of  conservatism in the means and methodologies 
of  the already fraught undertaking of  performance in the museum. 

So, as Bridgeman performed in headdress, feathers and shield with skin 
painted black with white markings, an individual’s corporeal presence 
already made vulnerable by his determined will to communicate these 
ideas was buffeted by punters staring at the screens of  their devices, gaz-
ing over each other’s shoulders and inching along in search of  the next 
curious encounter. Of  course, this is no kind of  argument for unrealis-
tic expectations from inconsiderate audiences (of  which I am sometimes 
part), but nor should it be so easily conceded that performance art’s pur-
pose these days is measured by its popularity on Instagram. This single 
observation is underscored by another: during the height of  the opening 
an unfortunate man standing by my side began fitting (presumably epi-
leptic) and what happened next was a disgrace. While I and a few others 
came to this man’s aid, holding his head so that it wouldn’t hit the pol-

then and how we perceive it now. It was humorous because a lot of  
people were taking it quite seriously; there was a big fight afterwards 
between them, blaming one another for not acting serious enough.5

More recently, Bridgeman was invited by Rosanna Raymond to contrib-
ute to her ongoing project SaVAge K’lub (2010-) for the 8th Asia Pacific Tri-
ennial of  Contemporary Art (APT8) at the Queensland Art Gallery/Gallery 
of  Modern Art (QAGOMA). The APT is perhaps the most significant 
recurring exhibition in Australia, due to its capacity to engender a legacy 
that encompasses the building of  mutually rewarding relationships be-
tween individuals and groups within our region, to the more hard-head-
ed realities of  market transactions in the museum’s enviable amassing of  
commissioned works for its collection. Something of  this binary reality 
– let’s call it artistic goodwill up against the experience economy – was 
on show over the opening night and weekend of  the APT8 in late No-
vember last year, which saw Raymond’s collaborators perform among 
the throng of  gallery-goers. These performances were conceived as an 
extension to the SaVAge K’lub installation, Raymond’s challenge to the 
historical and ongoing objectification of  Indigenous peoples. More spe-
cifically, as a New Zealand artist of  Samoan heritage her challenge to 
the imperialist foundational premise of  the ‘wall-to-wall ooga-booga’ 
interiors of  the nineteenth-century men’s clubs brought to mind recent 
admissions by men in power.6 Indeed, the bizarre fact of  the superannu-
ated survival of  such associations into the present day appear as grossly 
defiant monuments built to honour a colonialist’s counterfactual fantasies 
of  empire in full bloom and natives forever under the thumb of  king 
and country. Bridgeman made use of  this opportunity to contribute print, 
photographic, sculptural and performance pieces that held deep personal 
resonances for him:

When I returned from a trip to Papua New Guinea in the middle 
of  last year, I was in the throes of  preparation for the APT. A friend 
of  mine had recently acquired a shield from Simbu, dating back to 
1950. My performance for the APT8 was the first I had done in 
quite some time. It was basically an act of  presentation. I stood at 
the front entrance of  GOMA for some hours, holding the shield,  
which hadn’t been held for decades. I felt the power of  this relic, not phys-
ically because they are quite light; perhaps spiritually, but maybe more  
mystically. It was neither a welcoming shield nor a curse. But in the 
truest sense and purpose of  these traditional shields, the act was 
meant to dazzle, to throw off approaching enemies and negative ener-
gies. I titled this act The Keeper of  the Toilet, referring to the name we (in 
PNG) give the Willy Wag-tail, who is known to dwell and protect the  
out-house. 

I’d been interested in traditional war shields from my region in PNG 
for some time now, while also playing with contemporary shield de-
signs abstractly based on the originals. These I called my ‘12 Moon’ 
designs. I had many ideas for these designs – works on paper, collage, 
large-scale painting, shields, wallpaper, wearable bags and cloaks. For 
the SaVAge K’lub, I contributed one of  the 12 Moon designs as wallpa-
per that covers one of  the four walls of  the clubroom. Another exam-

“The traditional war shields that we know  
of were both practical and functional 

objects, whilst also having deep symbolic 
meaning engraved into them.“



PEDRO DE ALMEIDA 

BROADSHEET JOURNAL 45.124

– curated by prominent Aboriginal artist Brook Andrew for the Museum 
of  Contemporary Art Australia – Bridgeman confesses: 

I wasn’t sure what the result would be, but I was happy when we 
celebrated the work as something we all made together rather than 
solely a reflection of  myself. Many loved it, some called it rubbish, but 
I didn’t care at that point because its meaning was our secret, it was 
coded and sacred to us – it was none of  their business.

You don’t need to be able to read Spanish, let alone the Dominican dia-
lect at that, to understand that love and loss are at the heart of  The Brief  
Wondrous Life of  Oscar Wao. But you do need to give its pages – all of  them 
– the degree of  attention that all complicated and compromised art re-
quires from readers, who must in turn become complicit in its fiction, and 
in so doing reach its truth. To do so is only the first but necessary step in 
prompting recognition and acceptance and, yes, sometimes even wonder 
too, however prolonged or brief  that may be across lives that at once 
entreat distinction of  identity and seek recognition in polyphonic voices. 
Unlike the images of  idols stuck on the wall of  teenagers’ bedrooms and 
museums alike, in living cultures you can’t simply arrange replacements 
for that which is lost or taken away. The trick, as Oscar learns in the end, 
is to be fearless, so that one may live to discover ‘The beauty! The beauty!’
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ished concrete floor and rushing to reception to call for urgent medical 
assistance, more than one person in the jostling crowd looked visibly an-
noyed at being temporarily blocked, whilst another actually stepped over 
the fitting man’s body to reach the bar. 

Not having been a witness myself, I note that journals of  record and col-
leagues more senior than I recall with fondness and respect the way per-
formance was incorporated in earlier editions of  the APT. For instance, 
Michael Mel and Anna Mel’s performance Ples namel, held within QAG’s 
Watermall at the opening of  the APT2 of  1996, was staged within a ded-
icated space, which replicated the village centre of  the Hagen region of  
the Papuan Highlands and included other artists’ works within a larger 
installation. Looking at the photo documentation of  that performance, 
alongside Michael Mel’s own written record, it seems to me that the 
principal artistic, historical, social and ethical concern underpinning the 
rationale to present SaVAge K’lub at APT8 – namely enacting a re-contex-
tualising of  one’s own body, material culture and meaning, thereby reas-
serting one’s right and power to do so – was of  course already a pertinent 
discussion around live work in museums in the mid-1990s, as shall it re-
main into the future. A difference perhaps, if  I may be so presumptuous, 
as to take up a comparative frame of  mind again in reference to a culture 
and experience not my own, is that Mel’s similarly ironic and, it must be 
said, darkly humorous challenge to his audience was only strengthened 
by the more structured presentation of  its confrontation, with the artist 
firmly holding his ground, staring down his assembled audience eye to 
eye, to pronounce: 

Come ladies and gentlemen to the world of  the native. Located here 
for all to see, framed and captured. Now we shall see the native. 
Framed in this way we can watch from a distance and talk about, 
discuss and write with confidence and the security of  home. It is safe. 
Come and see for yourselves, the specimen of  a native. Never seen 
before, now made present before your very eyes. But ladies and gen-
tlemen we should allow the native to sing, dance and perform for us. 
We want to see them play for us. We like that, don’t we?7

Mel’s barbed question is one that Bridgeman has simultaneously played 
up to and refuted in his art practice, testing and taking to task at times 
contradictory sides of  its ethical dilemma as any good artist should. As 
I finalise this text, Bridgeman is en route to Simbu to be joined by doc-
umentary filmmaker Aaron Burton, who will assist in the production of  
video work and the recording of  monologues – by the artist’s fellow clan 
members – on the subject of  the shields and designs from his clan, the 
Yuri. As a young artist living and working between his island homes of  
Australia and New Guinea, Bridgeman is increasingly wise to the traps 
and predicaments that all too often appear between intention and affect. 
Sometimes the most sagacious manoeuvre is to keep it to yourself, while 
at the same time not needlessly disabling the opportunity for engagement 
at some point in the round. Reflecting on his experience of  artistic col-
laboration with family members and friends in the making of  the video 
installation Haus Man, first unveiled in late 2012 in the exhibition TABOO 


