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I’d like to begin by acknowledging that we are gathered on Kaurna Country. I 

recognize Kaurna people’s continuing connection to Country and pay my 

respects to Kaurna elders past and present.   

I’m going to talk briefly around 4 themes – knowing, connecting, seeing and 

contemplating. 

 

Knowing 

It is not often that there is community consensus that the present is historically 

significant. As an historian, I’ve spent more time than you might think 

reasonable trying to convince people that today is tomorrow’s history. But 

now, everyone is using language like ‘unprecedented’ and everyone knows 

that this is a time we will be telling stories about for decades to come. We 

know that history is happening all around us, that we are making history. 

Of course these strange days are not quite unprecedented. I had a bit of a head 

start on this because my partner, who is also an historian, spent the last few 

months of last year finishing up a research project on the influenza pandemic 

of 1918-1919. And I might note in passing that it has not always been super-

helpful to have that pandemic of a century ago as an interpretive lens on 

present events. 

But back to now. In common with many cultural institutions around the world, 

the History Trust recognized pretty quickly that we should be collecting objects 

relating to the Covid-19 pandemic, in our case, to add to the State History 

Collection. So, while we were all working from home in March and April we 

initiated the History in the Making project. We’ve been asking South 

Australians to upload stories, images and images of objects to our website, and 

have been actively collecting too – thinking hard about making the way we 

represent this time in some future exhibition as representative as possible. So 

far we have collected hand sanitizer from Kangaroo Island Spirits, a knitted 

beanie in the form of the virus, a testing kit from SA pathology, a kangaroo-

themed social distancing sign , soaps from the ‘cleaning the prison’ campaign, 

home-made masks, a packet of yeast, an over-size can of tomatoes, and more. 



Each object has a story, and it is these stories that are key for a history 

organization. Our hope is that South Australians in the future will be able to 

know something of what it is like to live now, in the present.   

 

Connecting 

I know that making the works in this exhibition has enabled the artists to 

maintain connections, and that those connections have in turn helped inspire 

the works. 

The paradox of isolation and connection is, I think, emblematic of this Covid 

period. Many of you will, like me, have been connecting with friends and 

family around the world, keeping in touch in ways unthinkable in 1919.  We’ve 

been reflecting on our own relative good fortune here in South Australia and 

keeping in touch with those hit harder by the pandemic – in my case, people in 

stage 4 lockdown in Melbourne and relatives in London and New York. While 

digital tools are facilitating connection, physical connection has become 

impossible, or dangerous, or limited. Unsurprisingly, when something is taken 

away, we recalibrate our understanding of its value. I don’t think I’m the only 

one who is craving seeing people dear to me but over borders or oceans in 

three dimensions. 

 

Seeing 

I think Covid-19 has given us new ways of seeing. The pandemic has revealed 

things to us that were already there, but from which we were able to avert our 

gaze. We cannot now unsee the impact of the casualization of work, of the 

concentration of women and young people in tenuous jobs, of the privatization 

and under-regulation of aged care, of the differential treatment of temporary 

migrants. We can see the undervaluing of the arts and the university sector. 

We can see that those briefly recognized as ‘essential workers’ – including 

cleaners, shelf stackers, transport workers and teachers as well as health care 

workers - are not paid as if they are indeed essential.  

And we are seeing our surroundings, our place, differently too, and this is of 

course one of the themes explored in this exhibition. Particularly during the 

first months of the pandemic, we were reminded of the importance of the 

local, and we looked with fresh eyes at the changed world around us. We 



walked around our neighbourhoods, talked more with our neighbours, spied 

bears in windows and commented on the quiet.  

And this brings me to my final theme: 

 

Contemplating 

Art is borne of, and prompts, contemplation. And I think that making time and 

space for contemplation at the moment is both more difficult than BC – before 

Covid - and more necessary. I’ve observed that many of us are struggling with 

an existential burden, an invisible weight that is affecting our capacity, our 

memory and even our dreams. Time has stretched and reformed. The sort of 

contemplation that we can do in a gallery – although perhaps not on opening 

night! – can help us restore something to ourselves.  We can contemplate, 

connect with the art, and perhaps the artist, and understand something new 

about the Strange Days we find ourselves in.  

Congratulations to Sarah Northcott, Katie Harten, Younsoon Jin, Cathy Brooks, 

Peter Lindon and Gus Clutterbuck. 

I’m delighted to declare this exhibition, Strange Days, open. 


