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Take me in tells the story of two exiles, Bea and Ward. A 
combination of drama, history, direct account, physical 
action and music theatre, Take me in uses the Benevolent Asylum 
exhibition environment in Gallery One as a stage for the 
show. Weaving "ction with stories from local Fremantle 
archives, Bea and Ward narrate how they have come into 
the care of the Benevolent Asylum. Factual descriptions 
of the history and politics of con"nement are read out 
intermittently by the performers, who shift between 
being actors and being themselves. 

The performance features physical action that engages 
with the installation’s raw materials and maritime 
equipment to create a strange combination of labour, 
movement, dance and sculpture. Music, humour and 
the dynamic set weave a narrative around the audience, 
as  Take Me In draws on historic sources that have currency 
in today’s prison system and detention centres. 

Benevolent Asylum features sca!olding, ramps and lighting 
to create the twofold setting of a ship and a stage. Part 
performance environment and part video installation, 
the exhibition in Gallery One is primarily a theatrical 
site for the unfolding of a story of exile, transportation 
and con"nement. This is presented, "rstly, in the gallery 

History and the Eclipse
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via a series of documentary videos and in the printed 
programme, and, secondly, through the performance of 
Take me in over four nights in early June 2011.

Dominating the space is a sca!old structure with several 
tiers. A low, wedged platform sits at the centre of the 
room and an overhead cable and pulley system runs 
from the sca!olding to a mast. Sails, ropes, props and 
a pro"le light are scattered around the space. And a big 
circular screen features a video of an eclipse. Enlarged 
black and white posters of images from archives and 
from the artist’s site research are pasted up on big 
black plywood boards. A series of reclaimed television 
monitors are situated amid the sca!old and on other 
objects throughout the room. These play a collection of 
short documentary-style, subtitled videos that examine 
the history of institutional con"nement in western 
civilisation. 

Made over a three year period, the "lms weave narrative 
and site-based research in order to expose the roots of 
ongoing practices of solitary con"nement in Australia’s 
prisons, detention centres and asylums. Videos range 
from guided tours, site visits and stories from local 
Fremantle archives, including the Prison, Round House 
and former Lunatic Asylum at the Arts Centre itself, plus 
footage of Rottnest Island. Other histories are told, like 
that of Goodna’s lunatic asylum on the upper reaches 
of the Brisbane River, the Benevolent Asylum on 
Queensland’s Stradbroke Island, as well as the former 
Female Factory and Norma Parker Women’s Detention 
Centre at Parramatta. Footage taken of London’s Millbank 
and Pentonville Prison sites and at the prison-hospitals 
of Paris, reveal the parallel history of these institutions. 
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Benevolent Asylum was prompted by the discovery of the 
razed site of The Melbourne Benevolent Asylum, once 
the most prominent building in North Melbourne, 
where I have lived for 11 years. Established in 1851, the 
Asylum was abandoned in 1900 and "nally demolished 
in 1912. 

The current exhibition at Fremantle Arts Centre is the 
result of my encounter with the Melbourne Benevolent 
Asylum, which sparked an examination of asylum 
institutions as an archetype of care and con"nement in 
Australia. Benevolent Asylum has evolved over three years, 
with research across Australia and Europe, to look at 
the origins of institutional con"nement and birth of the 
circumstance in which state care and incarceration are 
inseparable. This work has revealed that originary models 
still profoundly in#uence Australia’s chief institutions of 
con"nement and punitive detention. In Fremantle, for 
instance, convict labour transported to Tasmania from 
London’s Millbank and Pentonville prisons brought 
with it the Solitary System and a penology of relentless 
isolation and labour. Replicated across the colony in the 
mid-19th century, Model Prisons were established at 
Fremantle, Port Arthur, Adelaide Gaol and at Pentridge 
in Melbourne. Inmates in this system spent 12 hours 
labour and 23 hours a day in 2 x 3 metre cells. 

Tourism at former prison sites promotes the idea that 
this is a ‘dark’ history, which our institutions have left 
well behind, and that such harsh treatment borders 
on "ction. This is simply another radical forgetting. 
Con"nement operates in precisely the same way in 
our asylums, prisons and detention centres today. And 
solitary incarceration is the prevailing public secret 
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of Australian punishment: denial of the practice is so 
obvious that everything is done to avoid recognising it. 
Benevolent Asylum scrutinises both the history of institutional 
con"nement and the relationship between historical 
research and creativity. 

History isn’t was. History is. No matter how much 
we wipe our feet at the front door, we track 
history through the house. Leaving its muddy 
footprints all over the carpet.
Phillip Adams, ‘History is now, not later’, The Weekend 
Australian, July 21-22, 2001.

Imagine history as an active and shared practice that 
belongs to the whole community. How can we foster a 
culture committed to this vision? And how, moreover, 
can we deal with tourism and historical forgetting, 
questions of preservation or participation at signi"cant 
sites, and the continuation of covert practices like solitary 
con"nement? There are many ways that art might be 
instrumental in helping Australians to comprehend the 
past. Benevolent Asylum raises these questions in order 
to engender a collective future for how these histories 
might unfold. 

This book includes extracts from Take Me In, a script written 
for the Fremantle Arts Centre performance series, and 
weaves the story of its two protagonists, Bea and Ward, 
into a three-part allegory that plays out the crossing 
of a shadow between the sun and the earth. This solar 
image is a key theme of the exhibition: the eclipse acts 
as a metaphor of Australia’s struggle to reconcile history 
with our contemporary situation. It additionally mirrors 
a psychological schism of self and other, which, on a 
collective scale, is a product of colonisation and the 
ongoing razing of historical memory. 
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Three phases of the Eclipse are related in this 
publication, illustrated by original photographs taken at 
signi"cant historical sites across Australia and in Europe, 
alongside images and documents that I have retrieved 
and copied over a period of three years from local 
museums and major national archives. The "rst phase is 
the premonition of exile and colonisation and the roots 
of Australian penology in 18th-century Europe. 

The second phase is the arrival of the con"nement 
phenomenon to a land beyond the west, where the 
Australian continent initially embodies limitless exile. 
But in the building of its "rst institutions the nation 
gradually replicated the British Solitary System founded 
at Pentonville. In this period it is easy to perceive the 
fabrication of lunatics and criminals as the product 
or even "gment of the institution in which they 
are con"ned. Which resonates with Georges Didi-
Huberman’s assertion, in Invention of Hysteria: Charcot 
and the Photographic Iconography of the Salpetriere, 
1997, that photography was instrumental in conceiving 
the modern idea of insanity. 

1



9

As the practical implementation of places of con"nement 
evolved, in every early Australian settlement rivers 
served as powerful conduits of a colonial penetration 
of the continent. Without exception, the "rst Australian 
asylums were established along riverbanks: on the 
Swan, Brisbane, Yarra, Parramatta and Derwent Rivers, 
and along the River Torrens. The reasons for this are 
paradoxical: to remain on the verge of maritime exile 
and to o!er the remedial bene"ts of the river’s splendour 
and constant #ow, let alone in service of the archaic, 
narrative link between water and madness. 

The third phase of the Eclipse reveals the operation of 
secondary exile on islands like Rottnest and Stradbroke. 
These islands now represent the most compelling form 
of public amnesia in selling traumatic sites as unsullied 
playgrounds. But as major corporate leaseholds expire 
on these two islands, we are about to witness a distinctive 
moment of colonial expiration. At this crucial point in 
time, the past will come out from under its shadow and, 
if we are willing, we will be able to see history as it really 
was today. 

2
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PHASE ONE 
prediction
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Phase One of the Eclipse is the "rst contact of the 
colonial shadow on the periphery of the sun. This 
history begins well before the arrival of Europeans 
on the Australian continent. If we are willing, we will 
see that our situation today has its precursors in the 
invention of large-scale institutional con"nement as 
a solution to the banishment of undesirables in 17th 
century Europe. This is most apparent in Paris in the 
mid-1700s, when, in a peculiar con#ation of psychiatric, 
medicinal and criminal institutional models, the great 
age of con"nement was conceived, an era that Michel 
Foucault has explicated in The History of Madness, "rst 
published in 1961. 

In the following pages we will visit six Parisian sites, four 
of which are hospital-prisons that Foucault describes in 
The History of Madness, including Hôpital Saint-Lazare, 
the Pitié-Salpêtrière and Bicêtre Hôpitals, and Hôpital St 
Anne, as well as the Prisons de la Roquette and La Santé. 
The former is notably mentioned by Foucault in his 
1975 book, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 
while the latter is regarded as an ideal example of the 
principle of carcetory surveillance that he propounded.

In this "rst phase of the Eclipse, the Parisian age of 
con"nement exposes the centrality of European 
concepts of exile and incarceration in the establishment 
of Australian colonial institutions, especially in their 
British iteration with the sentence of Transportation.  
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We begin this story with a historical reversal, upstream 
on the River Thames in 1776, where the British returned 
to the use of the ship as both prison and means of exile, 
an image still resonant in European imagination, harking 
back to the myth of the ship of fools that had proliferated 
in the late 15th century allegory of the Narrenschi! or 
Stultifera Navis.  Meanwhile, in the south of France, up 
until 1873, the galleys or Bagne at Toulon held over 4000 
prisoners. In London, the prison hulk was apparently only a 
temporary solution but soon became the de"nitive space 
of exile for the British Empire for over 150 years. Hulks were 
also moored in the 19th century on the Derwent River at 
Hobart, in Sydney Harbour, at the Port of Melbourne and 
on Adelaide’s River Torrens. 

Although evidence of this system as a continuum in 
Australian history is impossible to substantiate, the 
contemporary attendance of stateless asylum seekers at 
the outer limits of Australian territorial waters, seaboard 
exile is not and never was an allegory.

5
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Take Me In
SCENE ONE 
on the river  
 
 

SIOBHAN: That’s Allan. He’s playing a middle-aged man 
whose time in solitary con"nement has taken a heavy 
toll on his sanity. After years of penal servitude Ward 
is granted his ticket-of-leave but is overcome by the 
prospect of tasting honey, a delusion that exiles him 
for a second time to the Marquis of Anglesey, the hulk 
moored at jetty by McDonald’s on Bathers Beach.

ALLAN: Siobhan plays Bea; a troubled young woman 
with great resilience and high spirits. Bea is born at 
sea, a child of exile. On arrival, her mother is put in 
the Asylum and Bea is taken from her, put to work on 
a foster farm. One day, Bea decides to seek out her 
mother, who has escaped from the Asylum to the 
gold"elds. But the Girl’s Protectorate "nd Bea working 
in a hotel and take her back to the Asylum, where she 
hopes that she will "nd see her mother again. 

Siobhan walks up and down the side of the room as if 
tracing someone’s steps. Allan climbs the sca!olding and 
looms over the audience.

SIOBHAN: Night after night she walked alongside the 
turbulent, dark river. It was always at night. Always 
alone. Her long brown hair loose and light in the gusts 
of icy wind, and her black cloak like a sail, hiding from 
the searchlights. Hidden, that is, until she could not 
scurry because of her condition, when she was picked 
up by the wardens and taken into care by the civil 
refractory at Millbank. 
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WARD: Well, all I did was talk. Like a good lecture, it 
was. I stood one day at the front of Parliament House 
and openly shared my thoughts and for that I also went 
to Millbank, right near your dear mum. They sorted us 
out into the recti"able, those ready to be transported 
to the colonies and the entirely useless. I was feeble 
but considered potentially redeemable so I was sent to 
Pentonville, the Model Prison. 

SIOBHAN: It’s still in operation, just north of central 
London.

ALLAN: I bet you didn’t know that the big prisons we 
have here are replicas of this design. 

SIOBHAN: And they still spend 23 hours a day in 
solitary in high security quarters and detention centres.

WARD: I never did anything to deserve it.

SIOBHAN: Ward, you are such a liar! You know the truth. 
You stole the honey. But while your tummy might turn, 
hunger doesn’t cause madness by itself. Maybe it was 
Pentonville that made you crazy. According to this 
bloke Christopher Hibbert, “for every sixty thousand 
persons imprisoned in Pentonville there were 220 cases 
of insanity, 210 cases of delusion, and forty suicides”. 

WARD: You know if I’d been "tter, Bea, I would’ve gone 
to the colonies straight o!. Anyway, before I got to 
Pentonville I spent a few months at Millbank Prison 
(where the Tate Gallery is now), and my assessment 
was carried out according to the Separate System. 
I was given prison number 14183 and locked up in 
penitentiary number six, ward B, cell 16. I was moved 
to cell 4 in the same ward, I think at the completion of 
six month’s con"nement in a separate cell… but it was 
hard to know how much time had passed in such a 
place.
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ALLAN: He was alone, in the same cell where he would 
work, rest, eat and sleep, without being able to see or 
speak to anyone other than the prison warder. Ward 
worked 12 hours a day, six days a week. Weaving fabric, 
of all things! In solitary con"nement, I laboured alone 
in my cell, even though the door was open, so that 
warders could watch me as they paced the corridors. 
Occasionally we would attend the schoolroom, and 
there was chapel once a week. Once a day we took part 
in a brief communal exercise in the prison yard, but this 
was conducted in total silence. But as for your mother, 
it was fair enough Bea. She was a public nuisance. 

SIOBHAN: Margaret wasn’t a criminal. She just needed 
work. She was happy for some shelter, not to wander 
the streets.

WARD: Actually, I take it back. Margaret’s a decent 
name for a woman of the street.

BEA: Why are you mocking me? She was my mother. 

WARD: Oh, I should have been more civilised myself, 
but I was mad. Or so they told me.

WARD: I knew how to navigate the river. I knew it better 
than anyone, like I was one with its wending, slow 
ways. 

SIOBHAN: Yeah, because madness is at home with 
water. 

ALLAN: Is that why in Australia all the asylums were 
built along the river’s edge?

WARD: I’d been given solitary solitude at least. And I 
learned to sew! Look at these hoods! Nice details, huh? 
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WARD: Back there in Pentonville I wore the hood 
whenever I was taken out, which only happened for an 
hour a day and once a week, on Sunday, on the way to 
chapel. Otherwise, I was in that one-by-three metre cell 
all day, with a little hammock to lie on at night.

15
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WARD: At dawn we would be ferried onto the river 
embankment to work on the Arsenal. 

WARD: Great preparations were going on for the 
China War. Our "rst business was repairing the butts, 
large mounds of earth against which the guns were 
practiced.

SIOBHAN: The doubling is repeated everywhere you 
look, where the military zone is con#ated or exchanged 
for a space of con"nement. Starting with convict 
outposts, American army stations in World War II, and 
Australian Defence Force bases, the history repeats 
itself again and again. 

ALLAN: There are two ways to conceal this past: 
tourism, art or hopeful abandonment. The touristic 
forgetting is obvious at Fremantle Prison and on 
Stradbroke and Rottnest Islands; the reparation of 
trauma through art is happening right here, and, 
oh yes, on Cockatoo Island. Attempts at erasure by 
abandonment are obvious at places like Parramatta, 
Goodna, Larundel, the remnants of Bonegilla migrant 
camp in Latchford Barracks at Wodonga, at the former 
Woomera and Baxter detention centres and nowadays 
out on excised territories such as Christmas Island.
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SIOBHAN: Here’s the end of Rosa Lewis’ tale, called 
How I drifted into the Benevolent Asylum. “Such is my 
story. Too sad to please; but how could it be otherwise, 
seeing that it ends here, where the quali"cations of 
admission are friendlessness and utter destitution? 
In"rm and decrepit though I be in body my mind is still 
healthy enough to be grateful for the tenderness and 
sympathy of my fellow creatures...”

WARD: All that time I was kept at the point of passage, 
in that stinking hulk. My time was coming though.

SIOBHAN: “Does it not make one revere human nature 
to re#ect that here, in this colony, which is little more 
than a market-place where all are buying and selling, 
men have found time to plan and execute a home like 
this for those who have proved unequal to the strife ; 
to remember how they have passed in the midst of the 
battle of life, to shelter tenderly from the storm and the 
tumult, safe from the trampling of rushing feet, those 
who have gone down in the "ght?” 

Bea climbs inside the sca!olding. She pulls some sails over 
the side to conceal herself. 

ALLAN: Embarkation always follows con"nement. (He 
removes the hoarding with the story on it and uses it to 
seal over the space where Bea is con"ned.)

BEA: Get me out of here!

WARD: With bonded labour at the destination.

BEA: On the day of Transportation mum cried, “I’m 
frightened of boats. Where are we going?”
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ALLAN: And the warden growled, “Why, go now 
woman. Get on board. You can’t stay here. You have to 
go! You can’t stay here. Get on the boat.”

SIOBHAN: Many thousands were evacuated before us. 

WARD: I could see the sun going down over that 
horizon, beyond the west, where I too would shortly 
go. 
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A SONG
 
The Girls Of The Shamrock Shore 
These lyrics are interspersed with lines from The SIEVX 
chronology, which is spoken by Allan while the Bea sings 
the lyrics and tune from Girls of the Shamrock Shore. 

ALLAN: (Spoken). On 18 October 2001. 

BEA: (Sung). It being in the Spring, when the small birds 
sing,

ALLAN: (Spoken) A small, unnamed 19.5 x 4 metre 
wooden "shing boat,

BEA: (Sung). And the lambs do sport and play,

ALLAN: (Spoken). Departs Bandar Lampung with 
approximately 421 passengers.

BEA: (Sung). I entered as a passenger, to New South 
Wales sailed o’er;

ALLAN: (Spoken). Survivors report that many were 
forced aboard at gunpoint.

BEA: (Sung). And I’ll bid farewell to all that dwell,

ALLAN: (Spoken). The boat goes down in international 
waters.

BEA: (Sung). And we girls of the Shamrock Shore. 
 



34

ALLAN: (Spoken). Inside the Australian aerial border 
protection surveillance zone,

BEA: (Sung). The ship that bore us from the land,

ALLAN: (Spoken). Approximately 146 children, 142 
women and 65 men perish.

BEA: (Sung). The Speedwell was her name,

ALLAN: (Spoken). Although about 120 people initially 
survived the sinking,

BEA : (Sung). For full "ve months and upwards boys,

ALLAN: (Spoken). There are less than half this number 
left alive,

BEA: (Sung). We ploughed the foaming main,

ALLAN: (Spoken). When an Indonesian "shing boat, the 
Indah Jaya Makmur,

BEA: (Sung). Neither land nor harbour could we see,

ALLAN: (Spoken). Skippered by Captain Imam rescues 
the survivors.

BEA: (Sung). Nor we girls of the Shamrock Shore.
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BEA: (Sung). On the "fteenth of September,

ALLAN: (Spoken). Who have spent up to 20 hours in the 
water.

BEA (Sung). We soon did make the land,

ALLAN: (Spoken). Sometime before dawn, a 45th 
survivor is rescued.

BEA (Sung). At four o’clock we went on shore,

ALLAN: (Spoken). Forty-four survivors arrive in Jakarta,

BEA (Sung). All chained hand to hand,

ALLAN: (Spoken). In the late afternoon,

BEA (Sung). My sentence is for fourteen years,

ALLAN: (Spoken). But refuse to leave the vessel,

BEA (Sung). Farewell to the shamrock shore.

ALLAN: (Spoken). Until UN o$cials arrive.

BEA (Sung). Farewell to the shamrock shore.

WARD: (Sung) Farewell to the shamrock shore (Spoken). 
And my home.
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PHASE TWO
totality



44

31



45

Phase Two of the Eclipse embodies the timeless totality 
of utter forgetting, when the shadow of the unwilling 
nation relinquishes all memory.  It is our darkest period 
yet it will end. The turning of the earth brings us with 
it and we have at each revolution another chance to 
contend with what has happened.  

Australians uphold the surveillance myth as the true 
story of the implementation of extreme rigour and 
terror in the physical governance of what is politely 
known as community corrections. But this is a false 
history. The famous Panopticon was never constructed 
in Britain or in Australia. Yet a belief prevails that this 
was fully realised in order to control aberrant inmates 
at prisons like Pentridge, Adelaide, Port Arthur and 
Fremantle. Throughout the so-called period of modern 
progress, a secret history of penology has continued 
to replicate this myth, constructing increasingly scary 
versions of the ‘supermax’ facility. Sophistication aside, 
the intentions are the same. Only the untruth conceals 
a horri"c reality: which has solitary con"nement as 
the apotheosis of punishment. What nobody is willing 
to see enjoys an unregulated life in prison, psychiatric 
institutions and detention centres, now more than ever. 

Tracing back the origins of this penal invention, we 
end up back at Pentonville and its extreme unctions 
of reform through total segregation and social 
deprivation. It’s little known but the Solitary System was 
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exported wholesale with its prisoners, and the design of 
Australian prisons followed suit, replicating the Model 
Prison’s radial wings and tiny separate cells, along with 
the hours spent in them. And cells were made to the 
same awful proportions. A few pages from here you will 
see, moreover, the original British and local versions of 
the ‘silence’ hoods or peaked caps that were worn by 
prisoners at Millbank, Pentonville, Port Arthur, Pentridge 
and Fremantle Prisons. All of these conditions comprise 
the organising principle of solitary con"nement. It has 
been repeatedly proven that prisoner isolation does 
more harm than good, for the ultimatum of such a 
punishment is always loss of human dignity and reason.

What this comparison of Australian and European 
approaches to con"nement additionally shows is 
a con#uence between the category of exile and 
the treatment of asylum inmates as prisoners. This 
is a signi"cant question because our respective 
governmental operations have been seemingly 
transformed to embrace non-punitive approaches. 
Yet con"nement remains at the core of the penal, 
psychiatric and immigration institution, and is a practice 
made even more powerful for its lack of public visibility. 

The continued exercise of the Solitary System is found 
today in the cells of maximum security prisons, detention 
centres, youth detention centres and in psychiatric 
wards. While o$cial accounts fail to document numbers, 
madness and criminality are as inextricable as ever, with 
untreated mental illness being cited in Australian prison 
and detention centres, without admission of course 
to any responsibility for its cause. Hopefully we can 
understand these captives before it is too late.
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Take Me In 
SCENE TWO 
Arrival, beyond the west

BEA: I was born at midnight on the third week at sea. 
Mum held on to me the whole way over, out on the 
deck in the high winds. We weathered great storms, 
and the Speedwell tossed about in the mountainous 
waves. 

WARD: An hour before sunrise, the vessel docks at the 
Harbour. I see that the Port is desolate. Abandoned 
merchant ships and whalers are moored at the rocks 
on the other side. No one to welcome us. Mind you, no 
one said farewell.

SIOBHAN: The port has no prison either.

WARD: The whole place is an asylum.

SIOBHAN: You mean a madhouse!

WARD: We are sick, diseased, infested. 

BEA: They said, “A woman with child cannot be allowed 
to contaminate good society”.

ALLAN: Sick, vermin! Out! Take that woman to the 
prison and remove the child to the foster farm.

SIOBHAN: Oh, take me in!
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ALLAN: This hard tack biscuit was the main ration on 
the hulks. The hungry inmates traded them like gold 
coins.

BEA: I am the sun. I set in the west. 

WARD: Oh it’s so bright. It shines like a disc of gold.

36
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WARD: You are the sun. You set in the west.

BEA: I set in the west. 

WARD: You’ve disappeared!

BEA: Am I dead? 

WARD: No, I just can’t see you from where I stand. 

BEA: We have been exiled twice, you know Ward. 

37
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WARD: We all got crammed into the Establishment, the 
warehouse down on The Esplanade. Once place for us 
all; sick, poor, criminal or insane. 

BEA: At seven years of age, I remembered nothing 
about my mother. When I asked about her I was told 
that she’d gone to work on the gold"elds. I decided to 
seek her out.

WARD: Two institutions were needed: the Prison and 
the Asylum.

BEA: I #ed the farm and walked for three days along 
the road. I found the Hotel where I’d been told mum 
worked but she wasn’t there. The publican took me in. 
He told me to wait; that she’d come soon. I waited. I 
was given dry bread and milk. But she never came for 
me. The publican turned up after a week. He told me 
if I wanted to stay that some other men would have to 
visit me. What choice did I have? I couldn’t go back to 
the farm.

SIOBHAN: And that was the birth of the Asylum. I 
wasn’t aware of its existence. But not for long.  
 
WARD: We called it Land of the New Gold Mountain. 
  
BEA: A city of hope. A New Jerusalem. 
 
WARD: Or was I hallucinating?  
 
SIOBHAN: A woman called Ethel Mann recollected that 
her grandmother had come to the Port of Melbourne 
and seen The Melbourne Benevolent Asylum and she 
was “dazzled by the sun shining on the open windows 
of the Benevolent Asylum, and wondered at the 
magni"cent building shimmering before them at their 
long journey’s end”.1

1  Interview with Ethel Mann, 4 August 1995, The Melbourne 
Benevolent Asylum: Hotham’s premier building, Mary Kehoe, Hotham 
History Project, 1998, 19.



53

39

40



54

ALLAN: As the decades progressed the asylums 
penetrated the continent. They established the spaces 
of exclusion on the river. 

SIOBHAN: Yes, I heard you before… It’s the same all 
over the nation.

ALLAN: The river and the asylum are inseparable. 

Fremantle Lunatic Asylum (1865-1905)

Claremont Hospital for the Insane (1903-14)

Point Heathcote Reception Home (1929-1994)

ALLAN: In Behind these walls, Audrey Fowler quotes 
a dialogue from a colonial inquiry that was held 
at the turn of the last century, after two inmates 
died in suspicious circumstances. In the Chairman’s 
interrogation he claims, “Though it is early in May, 
and the sun still a potent factor of discomfort, a large 
proportion are bare-headed. I learn subsequently that 
these are supposed to have no brains to be a!ected, or 
that the contents of their cerebral cavities are already 
so thoroughly ‘baked’ as to be practically all crust.” 
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SIOBHAN: MR TAYLOR replied: “That is perfectly 
correct… in Victoria, if a man will not keep his hat on, 
there is a special cap with a lock. The cap goes around 
his head and is locked on him.”

WARD: The work reminded me of Woolwich arsenal. 
I started to lose my reason, that hot sun boiling my 
brain. It burnt a hole in my fragile mind, like the 
surgeon had warned. I thought I was back there on the 
Thames. I started ranting again.
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SIOBHAN: So he was taken back into the hulk. Soon 
there were more lunatic convicts than sane. And hardly 
any di!erence between them.

ALLAN: It was the Marquis of Anglesey. A merchant 
ship which had broken its moorings in a storm and 
drifted ashore near Arthur Head, where the Round 
House now stands. The Marquis was serving many 
functions, including those of harbour-master’s o$ce, 
post o$ce, a prison and residence for the governor 
when he visited, and then an asylum for Ward, their "rst 
shipboard inmate.2 

WARD: I was trapped there in the hulk with only 
enough room to sit down, or stand up with my head 
bowed. It was below Captain Scott, the Harbour-
master’s o$ce. I heard their voices, while the wild, 
angry sea beat at my open grill, coming right in when 
the waves whipped up enough, "lling the tiny cell with 
icy saltwater. I was hardly dry those six weeks. 

SIOBHAN: O$cially, prisoners and inmates across all 
the systems can only be held in solitary for 24 hours 
these days, but they can be reassigned by a single 
signature for weeks on end.

BEA: The Marquis was moored just by the McDonald’s 
outlet, that used to be down there, at the pier. No trace 
now of course.

2  Based on A.S. Ellis’s Eloquent Testimony: The Story of 
Mental Health Services in Western Australia 1830–1975, University of 
Western Australia Press, 1984, 4.
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SIOBHAN: Apparently you could watch all the prisoners 
at once from the central observation point.

ALLAN: That’s a lie. You can’t see anyone from the tower 
because there isn’t one. 

SIOBHAN: But what about the Panopticon? I thought 
that the architect Jeremy Bentham made a joint where 
you could see all the prisoners from one place; that 
everyone was under surveillance all the time. 

ALLAN: Most people think that our prisons are a 
replica of this idea. But Bentham’s project was never 
commissioned by the British Government. They chose 
instead to build Pentonville, and the Model Prison at 
Millbank, with its Solitary System, and that’s what we 
have inherited.

SIOBHAN: No. Really? 

ALLAN: Yes, in the 19th century it was Port Arthur, 
Fremantle and Pentridge, and now it’s concealed 
within the high security units in the mainstream prison 
system. Bentham’s Panopticon was never built, no 
matter what they tell you. 

SIOBHAN: So… let me get this clear. The Round House 
is not a replica of the Panopticon. 

ALLAN: No, Siobhan. It’s a cover up of our true history, 
and the insidious regime of solitary con"nement. In 
fact, Bentham wrote a proposal called “Panopticon 
versus New South Wales”. He was totally against the 
transportation of convicts to the colonies because he 
wanted to make stacks of money from the design and 



61

50

51



62

commission of state prisons and a matching penology. 
But it was another Brit called Joshua Jebb that had his 
work approved.

SIOBHAN: So were our institutions built on the 
Pentonville Plan?

ALLAN: Look at the drawings. They’re usually a radial 
design, with inmates kept apart in tiny cells along 
long corridors. Pentridge, over there in the west, is a 
good example. Even its name… gives it away, right? 
Pentonville-Pentridge. It’s a system of penitence. 
Punishment pretending to be reform.

SIOBHAN: Oh, I see the resemblance now. In every 
Australian state we have these secret Supermax 
facilities inside major prisons. 

ALLAN: Yep. It’s basically a solitary system hidden 
within the existing system. Special cells have been built 
inside Goulburn Correctional Centre, Risdon Prison, 
Yatala Labour Prison, Alice Springs Correctional Centre, 
and Casuarina Prison, here in Western Australia. 

SIOBHAN: The cell sizes are exactly the same too: 
1 x 3 metres. The prisoners are kept in there for 22 
to 23 hours a day. They sleep, work and eat in their 
cells. According to the Casurina webpage, there are 
a variety of workshops where prisoners can learn: 
metal fabrication, cabinet making, boot and shoe 
manufacturing, printing, baking and making concrete 
products. How strange, it is just like at Millbank, where 
they also learned shoemaking – why would you need 
that trade now? It’s a spectre from the Model Prison…
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ALLAN: Here we go. Fremantle Asylum Patients 
were classi"ed as Quiet and Chronic, Maniacal and 
Dangerous, Melancholic and Suicidal, Idiotic, Paralytic 
and Epileptic. Causes include: domestic worry, leading 
a solitary life, adverse circumstances, sunstroke, 
disappointment in love, excess of opium, or just acting 
as a lunatic.3

BEA: I’d been at the hotel for three years when they 
came looking for me. Someone must have dobbed 
me in. It was a long, long way back to the Asylum but I 
was glad they were taking me back to where I last saw 
mum. Maybe she was still there? I was in the dark.

3  Margaret McPherson, The Art of Lunacy, 2003 lecture 
paper in Fremantle City Library.
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SCENE THREE: Labour and the asylum

WARD: I had trouble walking upright when they 
took me out of the tiny, low cell. We had plenty to 
do, digging out the rock for the railroad. It had to be 
straight mind you, which wasn’t my gig after that 
Round House and its rotary machine.

BEA: I woke up on my "rst morning in the ward. The 
sun was hot and white. It came through the leadlight 
right into my eyes. It took a moment to work out where 
I was. A woman in white came up to my bedside and 
started stroking my cheek. I squinted. In focus she was 
black-toothed and cross-eyed. I’d been restrained with 
some sheets, so I couldn’t move. I closed my eyes and 
hoped the woman might look di!erent with a second 
go. She whispered in my ear. “Shhhhh. Lie there still 
and peaceful my dear. They’ll leave you be if you’re 
quiet enough.” 

WARD: You never learned Bea. I was well behaved, so 
I was taken out of Fremantle Prison. Assigned to work 
for the Sons of Freedom Stockade, on the new Stirling 
Highway.

BEA: Ha! The Sons of Freedom! That’s a joke.

WARD: I was good. I saw the time out. I saw hope, there 
was gold on the horizon. 
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SIOBHAN: See that poster? Trouble was coming. 
Every conman and robber descended when gold was 
discovered. But the gold was just a lure. Hundreds 
poured back into the cities looking for a livelihood. It 
would be trouble for the women too. As the Asylum 
grew overcrowded we were given out to any free man 
who o!ered to take us in. I wasn’t going to wait for 
that!

WARD: All the gold had been mined already. After 
the fever was gone, I had no reason left. I wandered 
aimlessly in the "elds. I was destitute. All that was left 
to do was walk. I was on the wrong side of the west. To 
start with, everything was upside down. I had to learn 
how to read the land from another perspective, except 
I couldn’t "gure it out. I wandered north instead of east, 
then southwest for several days, until I saw the same 
hills on the horizon. The streams and lush crops I had 
envisaged disappeared from my imagination as dry, 
dry grasses slowly thinned out to hard, barren earth 
and a few sinewy, mawkish trees. There was nothing 
to orient to. There was no direction at all. I’d even lost 
sight of the river. It was a mystery. But then I caught the 
waft of such an adorable sweet scent. 

BEA: Oh no, honey again! 
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WARD: Yes… I followed the winds of circumstance, 
and behold a "eld of hives. I gorged and drank the 
liquid amber straight from the honeycomb. I forgot all 
caution, and I was nabbed sticky-handed. The keeper 
locked me in his storeroom with a nest, where I sat 
until the police came for me. None of the bees were 
bothered by my presence, they were on my side, I 
reckon.
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WARD: I’d seen them stripping the ships and I feared 
those yellow hulks out there more than exile itself. But 
that’s where I was sentenced, after breaking the terms 
of my bond labour with the Sons of Freedom. The ships 
had been abandoned by the merchants, after bringing 
goldseekers to these lands. They clustered together on 
the harbour under a cloud of sulphur and vermin. Small 
ski!s brought us ashore to work on the ports and the 
banks. Kept at the point of embarkation, exiled again. 

SIOBHAN: If only Christmas Island were closer.
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SIOBHAN: That’s here, upstairs! Is it a sewing club?

WARD: I thought they were your ghosts. 

SIOBHAN: Women were made productive. It was an 
industry. We did a lot of textile work. 

ALLAN: It was the same in all the prisons and asylums 
right up to the 1990s and maybe even now. The signs 
are still there on the buildings out in Parramatta at the 
Norma Parker Periodic Detention Centre. 

SIOBHAN: Women made clothes and the men made 
the roads.
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SIOBHAN: Julia Gillard, July 06, 2010: I have no truck 
with constraining debate on the big questions. I am 
for frank, open, honest national conversations, so let’s 
have a frank, open, honest national conversation on 
the issues of border protection and asylum seekers.

WARD: I’ll give you frank! I heard that you were part of 
the most formidable outbreak that ever occurred in the 
country.

SIOBHAN: That was at the Female Factory in 
Parramatta.

WARD: Well, I heard that the periodical close-cropping 
of the women’s hair was the prime cause of the 
outbreak. From Samson downwards it has been a 
dangerous trick to play on a man or woman.

BEA: Yeah, that was one day the wardens will never 
forget. We, the Amazonian women inmates, staged 
an uprising in our new quarters. We were headed by 
a ferocious giantess, known as a regular she-Ajax. 
We rose upon the guards and turnkeys, and made a 
desperate attempt at escape by burning the building. 

BEA: The o$cer commanding the troops then 
occupying the stockade, sent a hundred men, half of 
them armed only with sticks, and an e!ort was made 
to drive the fair insurgents within one of the yards, in 
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order to secure them. This manoeuvre, however, failed. 
They laughed at the cane-carrying soldiers, refuting 
their attempts at a regime by a furious charge upon 
the gates in which one man was knocked over by a 
brickbat from Mrs Ajax. The military were reinforced; 
the magistrate made them load with ball-cartridge, 
and the desperadas were eventually subdued.4 

SIOBHAN: Can you stop that Allan? 

BEA: But I was in trouble! They didn’t know what to do 
with the Ajax and I. Except she, being an island woman, 
and I, being of mixed origins, were chained by hand 
and foot to each other and transferred to the Round 
House.

WARD: I didn’t think they held women there. 

4  Godfrey Charles Mundy, Our Antipodes: or, Residence and 
rambles in the Australasian, Volume 1, 137-8.
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SIOBHAN: Oh yeah, there was a cell above the Round 
House entry especially for female prisoners. But 
womenfolk were too scarce a resource to be kept inside 
for long.

WARD: I bet they didn’t know what to do with you and 
the Ajax. But hey, I’m thinking now, was your mum 
Chinese? 

SIOBHAN: Of course. That’s why she ran to the 
gold"elds. But, for all that I hoped to see her again, 
there was no other recourse. I was chained to the Ajax, 
so I too was taken for the short boat ride across from 
the Round House to the hulk. Then again, nothing 
could have doused our high spirits as she and I rode 
the rough waves over there. We sang our favourite old 
song, Damned Twice, by Lorraine Milne. Do you know 
it? 

WARD: Yes! That’s right. I remember hearing the women 
singing it from the shore. 
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SIOBHAN: No use for these. They don’t arrive by the 
water anymore. 

ALLAN: There’s no memory of the hulks now. It’s all 
been forgotten. 

SIOBHAN: But we are still out at sea; even in this safe 
place they call the Asylum. And I’d done no more harm 
than to search for my lost mother.

WARD: And I for a bit of honey.
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PHASE THREE
recollection
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An Australian republic can only be argued for convincingly at 
the level of feeling – on what we feel towards the place and 
for one another … a true republic … is founded not on the 
loyalty of its citizens to their head of state, but on their loyalty 
to one another: on bonds, which already exist and which we 
already recognise, of reciprocal concern and care and a!ection.  
 
David Malouf, 2000, Preface to This Country, A reconciled republic? 

Mark McKenna, Sydney: UNSW Press, 2004.
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Phase Three of the Eclipse is the last contact of the 
penumbra of the passing shadow over the sun. In this 
time a small aperture of hope bursts out from behind 
its black mask, revealing a light so powerful that to look 
straight at it is blinding. But what we are seeing is history 
being revealed as it is today, which can be painful after 
centuries of repression.

Australia is an island nation with many futile and 
concomitant fears about borders and invasion yet 
many of its islands are diminutives of its precedent, the 
borderless prison concept. From day one of the British 
penal colony on Van Diemen’s Land, to the continuous 
use of Palm Island as a space of incarceration, Australian 
islands have been used as the extreme outstation of 
exile and all of its allied horrors. With mindless repetition 
making tighter circles every day, it’s almost conceivable 
that Norfolk Island might be occasioned as the next 
asylum seeker detention centre.

Meanwhile, a di!erent kind of amnesia proliferates as 
the escalating evidence of a crisis of government policy 
is ignored and state care in this country today becomes 
a paradox. While broadcasters stream in live footage 
of ships breaking up on the rocks of excised Australian 
territories and we hear of violent protests in remote 
detention centres on and o!shore, the question of the 
conjunction of exile and con"nement in Australia might 
seem like a distant, o!shore concern. Yet at a time in 
which this nation continues to place border protection 
at the crux of national debate, the politics of asylum is 
used as an uncompromising axis for questions of national 
identity, Australian government and, more profoundly, 
to ruin the prospect of an Australian republic. 
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It’s no coincidence that tourism is very popular on islands 
with terrible histories. In the two examples that we are 
about to consider, unpleasant pasts were deliberately 
whitewashed by government propaganda. Immediately 
following the closure of the North Stradbroke Island 
Benevolent Asylum, which ran from 1866 to 1947, in 
Moreton Bay, Queensland, the military swept through 
and in four days removed most of the major buildings 
and facilities. Its 768 inmates were moved to an old 
RAAF base at Sandgate called Eventide. Airforce and 
Navy craft were deployed to make this operation swift 
and terribly e!ective: only a few footings and one 
or two of the dozens of Asylum wards are left today, 
accommodation where many thousands of unwanted, 
diseased and destitute men and women were taken 
in and yet exiled from their family and homes. Many 
of these people su!ered from mental illnesses, and a 
diagnosis of moral insanity was conferred upon a fair 
proportion unmarried women and ‘wayward’ girls. 

Care coincided with punishment, as Asylum patients 
were tainted by mere association with the place. Tent 
cities were set up for consumptives and refractory wards 
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used to admonish the unruly, inebriates and the insane. 
After a brief occupation of the Island by American 
Armed Forces during the Second World War, Stradbroke 
was opened up to both visitors and to large scale sand 
mining. While the latter extracted all the silica it wanted 
from the beaches and dunes, Stradbroke Island was 
o!ered up as the kind of paradise where the debauchery 
of the young and reckless would go unchecked and 
where the wealthy could fantasise that its pure waters 
might wash their mainland cares away. 

On Rottnest Island the story is even sadder. After several 
decades of incarcerating Aboriginal people in with the 
colonial and imperial prisoners at the Round House on 
Fremantle’s foreshore, Rottnest Island was established 
as a separate prison for indigenous men only. Again, in 
mutual ambiguity, the Island was imagined by white 
people as a place where the prisoners would be kept 
in conditions better suited to their habits, with the 
notion that the island itself would constitute the prison 
and that no cells would be required. This, of course, 
was a convenient deception. Today there’s happy hotel 
accommodation at the Rottnest Lodge, the octagonal 
building where hundreds of aboriginal men were 
incarcerated in tiny cells without proper air, sanitation 
or water. Called The Quod, the design of the prison cells 
follows the same pattern as the Solitary System, however 
in The Quod the inmates were not alone: in each 1.7 by 3 
metre cell six men spent every night crammed together 
without any space to turn or to stretch out their legs. 
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Over 300 aboriginal prisoners died on Rottnest between 
1838 and 1931, and many are buried in a "eld of 
unmarked graves on a site adjacent to The Quod. This 
unreconciled past haunts the Island while a few signs 
begin to go up promoting its rich indigenous history, 
making injury out of the ongoing lack of reparation. 
The blithe attitude of tourists is of course a contributing 
factor, but like Stradbroke Island, an incisive campaign 
to recast the site as a blissful holiday destination has for 
the last few decades resulted in a bizarre combination 
of familial bliss and loutish, drunken behaviour; 
trauma arguably rearing its head, exacerbating social 
dysfunction in places where memory and accountability 
is nobody’s responsibility. 
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Replacing bad memories with a spectacle is a common 
approach all over the world. It is not always tasteless 
either.  There’s big di!erence for instance between the 
kind of experience you’ll have at Alcatraz Island and 
the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial in Washington, D.C., 
the latter being widely recognised for its lack of cliché 
or sensationalism, its austerity provoking intense 
public criticism in its preliminary stages. A few of the 
prison-hospitals in Paris have dealt with the public 
memorialisation of unheroic past events in remarkable 
ways. In this spread you will see two images of children’s 
playgrounds. These photographs document a strategy: 
youth and innocence as a means of healing trauma. 
The play equipment is often fantastic, in keeping with 
youthful imagination, but there is a deep sadness in 
the contrast of massive human su!ering and the sound 
of joyous children. This is not an unwitting design: 
#owerbeds are surely the easier option. Two sites are 
documented here, including St Lazare, the infamous 
prison and hospital for lepers, and Parc de la Roquette, 
which is the location of two prisons – one for men and 
the other for women and children – where it says on a 
sign at the entrance that more than 1000 women and 
children were massacred at the end of the second 
French Revolution in 1848. Both sites feature local 
childcare centres and terri"c play equipment.
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It is not a stretch to compare the French implementation 
of play as a recuperative method to Australian prison 
and asylum sites and surmise that the ritual abandon 
of tourists is the result of a lack of any predetermined 
reparative strategy. Tourism often takes place in 
compressed social circumstances and the need to race 
through and over the narrative is a primary barrier to 
thoughtful engagement. The prevailing behaviour, 
nonetheless, is the making of a spectacle out of the 
story. Ghost tours operate at almost every historically 
‘dark’ location, even at Port Arthur, where, perversely 
and astonishingly, questions about the 1996 massacre 
are not generally welcomed. The ‘playground’ might 
therefore be instrumental to both remembrance and to 
forgetting. 

While many Australian historical sites are being 
reinvented as tourist destinations, others have been 
razed or abandoned. Across the nation, former prison 
and asylum sites are either interpreted theatrically or left 
to rot, and tourism is unlikely to come to their assistance. 
But when we visit such places we can do something 
proactive: we can explore, we can ask questions and 
we can deploy curiosity to recuperate the past. Hope 
exists in consciously respecting and recounting these 
histories, for the river sometimes turns back the tide.
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SCENE FOUR: Secondary exile, to the island

ALLAN: You can’t even get close now. You’ll be taken 
out to the island well before you reach the shore.

SIOBHAN: Out there they worked even harder, scraping 
up salt all day for the settlers’ tables.

ALLAN: Nice place for a holiday. You can rent a house 
for the weekend, ride a bike, go snorkelling. People get 
drunk. It’s great fun.
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BEA: I only wanted to go where I could forget about it. 
Ever since then I’ve had to turn my back away from the 
ocean at night to avoid its beams. 

BEA: I gave up. The sun had reached its zenith. My head 
ached. Everything turned white. Last of all, I heard the 
sweet song that Margaret used to sing on the transport 
ship.

ALLAN: Su$ce to say, she didn’t have any hope left. 
They took her to the edge of the sea and threw her into 
the water.

BEA: Look up! Can you see the eclipse?

WARD: No, I can see the lighthouse turning.

SIOBHAN: They call it Wadjemup.

ALLAN: On his tour of Rottnest Island, Noongar elder 
Noel Nannup said that Aboriginal women on the 
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mainland lit "res on the far shore for prisoners to see 
across the water and would “talk to the whales, asking 
them to bring their men home”.

BEA: But the ocean is vast and frightening. We have to 
protect ourselves from it.

WARD: So tell me, is this a refuge or a prison? 

BEA: I don’t know. Maybe the best we can hope for is a 
benevolent asylum.
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