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T
he municipal pool in Alice Springs is a multi-purpose facility incorpo-
rating extensive grassed areas, three swimming pools, trampolines, BBQ 
facilities, shop, and expansive sports grounds. A day at the local swimming 
pool is akin to a day at the beach. The town pool entertains children and 
teenagers from multifarious Aboriginal language groups and traditional 
communities (bush mob)—Yuendumu, Papunya, Kintore (north-west) 
Utopia (north-east), Ernabella, Fregon, Amata (south), for instance. Yir-
ara, the local Aboriginal boarding school whose students are frequent visi-
tors to the pool, houses students from the Pitjantjatjarra lands (south) and 
other surrounding communities, as well as those from Darwin, Top End 
(Arnhem Land), Katherine, and Tennant Creek (north). Local Aborigi-
nal kids (town mob) represent a demographic cross-section that includes 
town camps, housing estates, town flats, and immediate traditional lands 
situated on the outskirts of Alice Springs, such as Jay Creek (west) and 
Amoonguna (east). 

January is the hottest month in summer, and temperatures can range from 
25 degrees overnight to a maximum of 45 degrees in the shade. During 
the summer months, the municipal pool is populated by large numbers of 
Aboriginal kids, and becomes the place where mixed networks of language 
groups are formed between children. In this way a type of inverted accul-
turation takes place, a re-colonisation of space, since the non-Aboriginal 
kids are forced to keep away from the site until the sun is less threatening, 
which is usually around 4.00pm or later. They have the wrong skin type. 
Thus the town pool becomes a site of intra-cultural sociality played out 
amongst a network of related kin and within a casual and causal inhabiting 
of public space. In fact, it was my observation of cultural life at the local 
swimming pool that first prompted my interest in Aboriginal life worlds 
being conducted in the public spaces and public utilities of Alice Springs, 
in contrast to that of traditional community life, as well as my interest in 
performance and the body politic—a theory of ‘presence’ and ‘occupation’. 

In Aboriginal culture, children frequently wander the streets and public 
spaces of Alice Springs as an extension of their own home space. They gen-
erally remain free of parental surveillance. They are trusted to largely care 
for themselves. From a non-Aboriginal perspective, this is often perceived 
as irresponsible and uncaring parenting, and delinquent behaviour on the 
children’s part. However, from a cultural perspective, there is an internal 
hierarchy, dynamics, and logic, wherein older children are responsible for 
younger ones, and the younger ones, in turn, mimic their older kin. They 

perform an internal sociality and sociability—enacting aspects of normal, 
daily, cultural life, within specific skin relations, and within their obliga-
tory responsibilities.  They enact their daily lives within the ethos of Ab-
original kinship.

P o o l

Pool, a suite of 28 photographic images taken from the series Out of Place 
(2001-2002), is a celebration of the vibrancy and agency of Aboriginal life 
worlds in Alice Springs/Central Australia. From a synechdotal perspec-
tive, wherein the whole of a culture is defined through its parts, Pool il-
lustrates the currency and vitality of culture in situ. By using colour and 
rhythm, motion and stasis, pattern and repetition, identity politics are 
explored and performed through the physicality of bodies, shapes, and 
gravity. 

Through the enactment of performance and gesture, bodies are arranged 
and re-arranged, in motion, or caught in stasis, in frame, or beyond the 
frame, and act as signifiers for cultural strength, agility, and resilience—
characteristics that are generally associated with resistance and survival. 
In this series, the body becomes a contemporary palimpsest that re-in-
scribes itself into place—by its prominence, visibility, physicality, and self-
representation. The body, then, becomes the sensual proof of culture, law, 
and sense of place. A tacit narrative of place and people is told within a 
framework of mobility, vibrant colour, and physical presence.

However, what does become interesting in this suite of photographs is 
the disregard the performers have for the camera. In spite of the cam-
era’s presence and physical proximity, the children remain preoccupied by 
their own performances and their intra-cultural sociality; they exist and 
socialise amongst themselves. From a Rouchian (1979) perspective, the 
camera ‘provokes’ the athleticism and virulent activity taking place—par-
ticipants performing for the camera—but there is no engagement between 
the camera (myself) and the performers. There is no opportunity for a 
‘shared anthropology’ (Rouch, 1979), the interaction between both par-
ties, to take place1.  Instead, the performers successfully deflect the photo-
graphic/ ethnographic gaze through their disregard and disinterest in the 
camera itself. They become their own protagonists, through their body 
politic, sociality, and through their mobility and athleticism. 

Participation, in this instance, occurs within the act of mediation, whereby 
a ‘re-interpretation’ and ‘re-presentation’ of culture is conceptualised with-
in the dynamics of movement and stasis. The photographic/ethnographic 
frame is ruptured by the activities taking place within it. Traditional forms 
of classification, what is included and excluded, are re-contextualised into 
a mass of bodies that won’t stay still—through their interactions, mobil-
ity, and constant re-organising of themselves. In this way an open-ended 
narrative is introduced, one in which there is no starting point, or sense 
of closure. The images are presented as “identities-in-process”—un-se-



quenced and open-ended—they remain in a state of perpetual becoming. 
They emerge out of an itinerant, haphazard, and unfixed territory that at-
tempts to defy categorisation and classification. Hence, the intention be-
hind Pool is to break down preconceived assumptions, conventions, and 
expectations: methodologies and fixed codes of representation that gener-
ally lead to cultural stereotyping and binary power relations. Movement 
is used as a trope to de-stabilise the colonial paradigm. This premise is 
further emphasised by the interjecting and interactive narratives that are 
told through the dramatic network of diagonal shadows—which exagger-
ate further the dynamics and movement captured in the ‘still’ frame.  

T e c H n i c a l  D e T e r m i n a n T s

This suite of photographs was taken with a Nikon SLR analog camera, us-
ing a 50mm standard lens, hand-held, and no tripod. This meant that I 
was less than a meter away from the performers, whilst also having the 
freedom and mobility to move around amongst them. I was virtually on 
the edge of the trampolines, which became the only restriction to my pho-
tographing. The use of a standard lens also meant good depth-of-field; 
that all of the elements in the photographs would be sharp and in focus, 
to enhance the body politic. Shutter speeds were fast, 125th of a second, 
in order to capture the movements of the performers. Blurring, when it 
did occur, was intentional, in order to exaggerate the force of those move-
ments. Sometimes shutter speeds were even faster, 250th of a second, due 
to the extreme weather conditions—hot, flat light that creates dense black 
shadows which, in turn, becomes a sub-narrative to this work. 

I have always preferred to photograph in natural conditions, and, in this 
case, my objective was to capture the extremity of this climate—to record 
the accuracy of this light (and its shadows) and the harshness of the en-
vironment. These were the only premeditated technical determinants I 
had at the time of shooting. Like Rouch (1979), I have always kept my 
photographing to a bare minimum, preferring standard lenses, no flash 
units (to enhance the technical qualities of my work), and a preference to 
photograph outside under natural light conditions. In fact, I have photo-
graphed in this fashion for over 20 years. Hence, the act of shooting in the 
moment, fast, and on the run, and not repeating the event, has created a 
methodology of working with the materiality of what actually happened, 
and what I was able to record2. 

However, to film (shoot) in the moment generally means extremely fast 
photographing—ad hoc, unstructured, indeterminate, and experimen-
tal—as well as a willingness to fail. Consequently, there is no time to make 
adjustments, to check light readings, or to take stock of the situation. The 
chaos of bodies jumping up and down, flying around, reverberating, as 
well as running off in different directions, meant taking risks and knowing 
that there was no other opportunity for re-shooting. The dense sociality 
that was taking place at the town pool during that afternoon was a unique 

event amongst the Aboriginal families, with regard to the sheer numbers 
of people present. Consequently, my chances of failing were extremely 
high. My energy was absorbed into simply trying to capture the perfor-
mances taking place on the trampolines. In that sense, I felt amongst the 
families through my close engagement and interaction with the perform-
ing bodies. In a Prattian sense, I was in a “moving position, already within 
or down in the middle of things” (1986, p.32) in dialogue, and amongst 
this sociality.  Hence my presence was palpable and acknowledged by the 
families’ nearness—their proximity to both the events being performed 
and recorded, and in their relationship to me. However what did become 
interesting and surprising to the above activity, in spite of the chaos of 
the situation, was the precision and formality that was captured on film. 
What I encountered were highly formalised tableaux and the specificity of 
a Cartesian perspective. A habitual, preconceived, and preordained way of 
seeing the world—and the inability to shift an embedded cultural condi-
tioning caught in the act of composition. 

The Aboriginal sociality captured on the trampolines has now completely 
disappeared. Pool effectually recorded a time when children could play 
together in an unregulated and unrestricted manner—and obviously in 
this case, fitting into an Aboriginal collective ethos based on extensive skin 
networks. These mesh trampolines were effectively the original ones in-
stalled at the same time when the pool was first constructed (circa 1970). 
In the following year, these old trampolines were replaced by two black 
rubber versions that complied with the newly imposed strictures of public 
liability. These regulations enforced single occupancy and illustrated the 
individuated behaviour desired by western standards, and one that was 
highly monitored and regulated by pool staff. Consequently, these photo-
graphs have now become a historic record of another time in the history 
of the municipal pool—one that captured an Aboriginal collective and life 
world being played out in a public utility in the township of Alice Springs. 

This, in fact, occurs when I return with the photographs in the following summer (2000) 
and meet with the mothers living at Morris Soak, an Arrernte/Luritja town camp on the 
western outskirts of Alice Springs, and seek their permission to exhibit the photographs. 
This protocol was enabled by Erica Franey, who stepped forward that same afternoon, 
and took on the role of ‘mediator’—the person who was going to deal with me. This ges-
ture could be interpreted as giving me a ‘skin name’. It is impossible for anyone to work 
within Aboriginal society without a skin name. What that skin relation should be is gen-
erally interpreted by the community. From Erica’s point of view, her position as mediator 
protected the rights and authority of the families involved in the photographs, so that 
Aboriginal culture and its values would be upheld, as well as making the conditions of 
our engagement palpable; where correct conventions would be observed and delivered. 
In this case, to stay informed with the families and re-negotiate this arrangement as 
things developed or changed. And, in reciprocal terms, Erica became accountable for my 
behaviour and responsibilities to those families whose children I had represented. Hence 
we entered into a mutually satisfying arrangement that honoured both parties. This 
relationship has continued into the present.
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T H e  s P a c e  o f  a P P e a r a n c e

Pool (2001-02) essentially triggered my on-going research interest in 
examining the public and social spaces and utilities of Alice Springs as 
sites of culture, presence, and occupation—providing intra-cultural zones 
of participation, belonging, and communicative possibilities—in spite of 
on-going hegemonic structures and strictures to remove this presence. 
Belonging ‘socially’ equates with emotional, psychological, and physical 
security. These are the aligning tenets of kinship, and, by extension, the 
conditions of Aboriginal sociality—systems of attentive and attenuating 
social organisation that defines every aspect of cultural life and cultural 
maintenance. In Arendtian terms, these public sites could also be seen 
“as spaces of appearance” (Arendt, 1958), those spaces which can be re-
claimed by performativity and by an embodied presence. When bodies 
congregate, lay claim to certain spaces, they actively reconfigure and re-
animate the material environment—their embodiment re-contextualises 
the hegemonic control over public space and renegotiates what is deemed 
potentially exclusive (Butler, 2011). Pool, then, can be posited as an emer-
gent relational space of creative intervention—one that privileges an Ab-
original world-view—and challenges the prevailing hegemony through 
“the space of appearance” and “the right to appear”.

B i o g r a P H y

Chris Barry is an independent artist and scholar living in Melbourne, Aus-
tralia. She was awarded the degree of Doctor of Philosophy (University of 
Melbourne) in May 2009, entitled, “The Encounter of Culture: A Shared 
Space or Out of Place? Dismantling the Self in Central Australia”. For the 
past ten years she has been conducting research amongst specific Aborigi-
nal families living in Alice Springs, particularly Erica Franey (an Arrernte/
Luritja speaker) and her family and extended kin. Her research explores 
the mediation between photography, performance, and auto/biography—
within Aboriginal sociality and sociability—and the colluding space be-
tween culture and cultural production. Chris Barry has been a practising 
artist since 1986. Her work is represented in national and state collections, 
university collections, state libraries, and regional galleries throughout 
Australia. She exhibits both nationally and internationally—mainly in uni-
versity galleries, public museums, and public galleries.  Issues of marginal-
ity, ethnicity, contested homelands, spatial conflicts, and identity politics, 
continue to inform her practice and writing.
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From the Series: Out of Place (2001–02)
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Rouch, following Russian filmmaker Dziga Vertov, broke from cinema realism and 
created a new model which explored the materiality of filmmaking itself—that truth 
actually lies within the structural tenets of the filmmaking process—that these are the 
mediating vicissitudes that form filmic truth which he coined ‘cinema verite’. According 
to Steven Feld (2003), cinema-verite came to mean four things for Rouch: (1) that films 
comprise of first-takes and hence remain non-scripted and non-staged; (2) that films 
comprise of non-actors performing spontaneously and in spontaneous settings; (3) that 
the filmmaker use a lightweight, portable, and handheld synchronous-sound camera; 
and (4) that the filmmaker use an interactive filming and recording technique, through 
the viewfinder, and with no production enhancement. These, of course, are the tenets 
that I incorporate into my own methodology as a photographer.
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