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Lisa Waup

oneness 2022

Work in progress at Spacecraft
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SANE’s The Dax Centre is dedicated to hearing the voices 
of those with lived experience of mental health issues 
and psychological trauma. It is through this work that 
we believe we can educate the public and reduce stigma 
around these issues. This often means we hear and are 
privy to very personal stories, ones that are not easy to 
tell, and not always easy to hear.

The stories in Adopted are no exception. Adopted is 
an exhibition that deals with complex personal issues 
and experiences, and I thank and commend the artists 
for their work. 

We are grateful to the City of Melbourne for their 
support of this exhibition through their Arts and Creative 
Investment Partnership program. Their commitment to 
diversity and inclusion is akin to our own.

And now, most importantly, I would like to do what 
The Dax Centre does best, and let those with the lived 
experience speak.

— 

Jonathan Crowther / Curator & Collections Manager, The Dax Centre

FOREWORD / Jonathan Crowther
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Adoption is a heavily loaded and contested practice in contemporary 
Australia. Speaking broadly, adoption is the legal process and legal 
transfer of a child from their birth family (or legal guardian) into the 
care of the adoptive parent(s).1 Language around adoption is, at 
times, clumsy and dated, and is unable to encompass the range of 
emotions and experiences of those affected by adoption. It should 
be no surprise that there is no singular, homogeneous or common 
experience of adoption. This is echoed by the auto-ethnographic 
narratives expressed in the artwork of the four artists in this exhibition: 
Peter Waples-Crowe, Lisa Waup, Ebony Hickey and Weniki Hensch. 

In the work of these artists, a range of complex narratives emerge: 
of marginalisation – at times, a double marginalisation, such as being 
queer and Aboriginal, as seen in the works of respected Indigenous 
queer Elder Peter Waples-Crowe – or of the ongoing challenge in 
piecing together Lost, Stolen and Hidden intergenerational stories 
that have been intentionally and forcibly silenced through the 
processes of colonisation,2 such as in the work of mixed cultural and 
First Peoples multidisciplinary artist, curator and mother Lisa Waup. 
Stories of connecting to culture through investigating mediums and 
ancestral objects within institutional collections are explored in the 
work of Papua New Guinean–born multidisciplinary artist Weniki 
Hensch. Using poetry, performance, drawing and video, Haitian-born 
Australian contemporary artist Ebony Hickey, and her alter ego Koko 
Mass, playfully explores the blatant and subtle racism, the macro and 
micro aggressions that she experiences as a queer, black, intercountry 
adoptee, while celebrating and reclaiming her own DNA. While some 
experiences of adoption are positive and some are negative, adoption 
is inevitably intertwined with deep emotions for all those concerned. 

Adopted as a baby and placed into a white family, Peter Waples-
Crowe’s journey of connection to his Ngarigo ancestors, family and 
culture is one that has been interrupted, delayed and ultimately 
celebrated. He is well known for using his chosen totem of the alpine 
dingo (Ngarigo Country is the Snowy Mountains) and utilising text 
in English and Ngarigu to reclaim and reinscribe homophobic and 
racial slurs. He has been gifted the name Ngurran from his tribe, 
which means the emu – the male of whom, in a display of sacrifice 
(and challenging heteronormative gender roles), incubates the eggs, 
spending weeks without food or drink before doing sole parent duty 
and raising the chicks for the next year and a half.3 In this exhibition 
Waples-Crowe’s work tells the story of his journey to this name.

ADOPTED / Dr Kirsten Lyttle

A
D

O
P

T
E

D

9



Lisa Waup was adopted at birth by her close-knit Australian-Italian 
family, who gave her unconditional love and a strong sense of family. 
When she was a teenager, her adopted mother helped her look for 
information about her birth family. Like many adoptees, much of Lisa 
Waup’s adoption history has been uncovered from within government 
records and paperwork. Following her own history and that of her 
family through government and institutional records, she discovered 
that her birth mother had been put into homes at a very young age 
and that her great-grandmother was part of the Stolen Generations.4 
This legacy of colonialism – of Lost, Stolen and Hidden Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander children and family – is one that continues to 
cause intergenerational trauma for the lives of Indigenous Australians, 
as cultural, spiritual and family ties were forcibly severed. 

‘The Stolen Generations’ refers to the thousands of Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander children who were forcibly removed from 
their families, communities and Country by the hands of governments, 
churches and welfare bodies to be raised in institutions, fostered out 
or adopted by non-Indigenous families, nationally and internationally.5 
Sometimes, information was intentionally hidden as a strategy for 
survival. ‘The Hidden Generations’6 refers to generations of Indigenous 
Australians who hid their children’s identities as a form of survivalist 
strategy from the colonial processes that forcibly removed Indigenous 
children from their families. According to the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, around 1 in 10, or 11%, of all Indigenous Australians born 
before 1972 reported being removed from their families,7 while the 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 
(AIATSIS) estimates that this number may be as many as 1 in 3.8 
Making art has enabled Waup to trace, unearth, connect and express 
her cultural history and ancestral ties to make pathways through a 
fractured, and at times missing, family history.

Historically, adoption has been viewed as an act of humanitarianism; 
a solution to the social issues of infertility and the so-called ‘shame’ 
of illegitimacy. It has been seen as saving children from poverty and 
need, while simultaneously offering adoptive parents the blessing 
of raising children ‘as their own’. The past practices of forced family 
separation reflected the idea of a ‘clean break’: where a mother and 
her child were separated as early and as completely as possible, in 
a misplaced attempt to mitigate grief. ‘Forced adoption’, or ‘forced 
family separation’, describes the practice where pregnant unwed 
women (and their partners) were subjected to unauthorised or illegal 
separation from their children – whether or not the children were 
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subsequently adopted (many spent considerable time in children’s 
homes or other out-of-home care).9 

Recently, a more complex picture of adoption has emerged – one 
in which past adoption practices and processes are seen as unethical, 
immoral, and often illegal. This change in perspective is largely due 
to the testimonies of those who have experienced the ongoing pain, 
suffering and trauma that many adoptions have caused. In 2013, 
then Prime Minister Julia Gillard gave a national apology to victims 
of forced adoption practices.10 Narratives from unwed mothers 
of pressure, manipulation, coercion, dishonesty, lack of willing or 
informed consent, abuse and administration of drugs against their 
will are among some of the common experiences mentioned. The 
practice of ‘closed adoption’ resulted in many adopted people being 
unaware of their origins, often only finding out as adults, and in 
traumatic circumstances.11 Unfortunately, forced adoptions, or ‘forced 
family separations’, were commonplace in Australia from the late 
1950s to the 1970s. At their peak, in 1971–72, there were around 10,000 
forced adoptions in Australia.12

Today, in Australia the number of adopted children is considerably 
lower. In 2020–21, a total of 264 adoptions were finalised (the lowest 
number on record), and the majority (69%) were ‘known child 
adoption’;13 this is where the child and adoptive parents knew each 
other before adoption. Only 42 of the 264 adoptions finalised were 
intercountry adoptions. Generally, ‘intercountry adoption’ describes 
the adoption of a child/children from countries other than Australia, 
through one of Australia’s official intercountry adoption programs. 
Although the impacts of COVID-19 may have contributed to the low 
number of intercountry adoptions finalised (meaning an adoption 
order had been completed by an Australian court), there have been 
steadily declining numbers of this type of adoption.14 It is important 
to note that Gillard’s National Apology for forced adoptions did not 
include those affected by intercountry adoption.15

Ebony Hickey and Weniki Hensch were both born outside of 
Australia, although only Hickey’s adoption was finalised in Australia 
through the intercountry adoption process. It has been said of 
intercountry adoption that ‘a global child welfare intervention was 
born out of disaster’.16 While advocates argue for a less bureaucratic 
and simpler adoption process, adopting a child from another country 
should be difficult – intercountry adoption faces multiple ethical 
problems. The most obvious is the prevention of the international 
trafficking of children; children should not be smuggled, sold or 
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bought. Adoptive parents should not have saviour complexes. 
Delving deeper, there is a power imbalance embedded in the practice 
of intercountry adoption. As Cuthbert et al. explain: ‘Intercountry 
adoption has always taken place in the shadow of the colonial past 
and of present inequalities of wealth and power. Why do parents 
choose to adopt a child from another country, another culture, another 
race? How do they address the challenges of raising such a child 
and deal with issues of identity that cross national boundaries?’17 
Ebony Hickey’s powerful video artwork Divine Make-up speaks to the 
complexities and of her lived experience as an intercountry adoptee 
– as she attempts to ‘shake loose’ her trauma and abandonment, and 
ultimately reclaim her sense of self through her art. 

Weniki Hensch’s practice draws upon ancestral knowledge found 
through cultural objects, materials and spirituality, while looking 
ahead to future generations. Since the birth of her daughter, she 
felt compelled to delve deeper into her adoption story. Born in Port 
Moresby, Papua New Guinea (PNG), she was adopted by Caucasian 
parents and raised with blonde, Germanic-looking siblings (her 
adoptive father is German, her adoptive mother is English). At the age 
of 19, her search for and later reunion with her birth mother brought 
her back to PNG. A year later, Hensch had her own child. Researching 
and handling cultural objects from the Oro Province, where her birth 
mother is from, has had a profound impact on her practice. Working 
with PNG collections at the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern 
Territory, Melbourne Museum and the National Gallery of Victoria has 
led to an ongoing investigation of mediums, practices and languages 
and a greater understanding of her ancestral bloodlines.

The artworks in this exhibition show the vast and complicated 
multitude of layers, identities and narratives found within the 
experience of adoption. In this essay, I have attempted to unpack 
some of the issues as evidenced in the artwork and lived experiences 
of the artists involved. On a personal note, I have found this essay very 
difficult to write – I, too, am an adoptee – adopted in Sydney, New 
South Wales, in 1972 at The Mater Misericordiae Hospital for Women 
and Children, Royal North Shore Hospital. ‘The Mater’ was run by the 
Sisters of Mercy and was a maternity hospital established to care for 
mothers who were ‘unmarried, and destitute before and after the birth 
of their babies. Babies for adoption were also placed from the Mater.’18 
My birth mother came to Australia alone at the age of 21. Her single-
fare airline ticket had been paid for by my birth father. This anecdotal 
information was handwritten by the social worker on one of the 
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government-issued forms. The phrase ‘Infant for adoption’ is stamped 
repeatedly in upper-case black letters over my birth medical records 
and adoption papers. The language and comments throughout these 
documents are brief, subjective and judgemental. Many of these 
comments reflect the attitudes, practices and language of Australia 
at that time. My birth mother’s ethnic group is written as a fraction. 
Maori is misspelt as ‘Mairi’. A mixed-race child in 1972 in the state of 
New South Wales was considered to be a child with a disability or 
special needs. In the year of my birth, adoptions in New South Wales 
peaked at their highest recorded rate in Australia’s history.19 Since 
that time, adoption rates have consistently fallen. This is in part due 
to the introduction of the Supporting Mother’s Benefit (1973), greater 
availability of the contraceptive pill (from 1972), the decriminalisation 
of abortion (South Australia was the last state to do so in 2019) and 
advancements in women’s rights. While adoption practices in Australia 
have undergone change since the 1970s the impacts of adoptions 
are still deeply felt – psychologically, emotionally, spiritually and 
intergenerationally.

Dr Kirsten Lyttle / 25 July 2022

—
1.  Denise Cuthbert, Shurlee Swain and Marian Quartly, 2013, The Market in Babies: Stories 

of Australian Adoption, Monash University Publishing, Sydney, accessed 23 July 2022, 

ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 14.

2.  D. Hromek, 2019, The (Re)Indigenisation of Space: Weaving Narratives of Resistance to 

Embed Nura [Country] in Design (Doctoral thesis), University of Technology Sydney, 

accessed 24 July 2022,  https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/handle/10453/137126, p. xiv.

3.  Janet Parker, ‘Emu Chicks Emerging’, ABC Science, published 1 August 2000, accessed 24 

July 2022, https://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2000/08/01/2689167.htm.

4.   Kath Dolan, ‘Lisa Waup: Baluk Arts’, Kath Dolan Interview Series 2021, accessed 24 July 

2022, https://kathdolan.com.au/work/lisa-waup-artist-curator-baluk-arts-programs-

coordinator/.

5.   The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS), ‘The 

Stolen Generations’, para 1, accessed 24 July 2022, https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/stolen-

generations.

6.   Claire G. Coleman, ‘Hidden in Plain Sight’, Meanjin 79, no. 2 (2020): 58–61, https://search.

informit.org/doi/10.3316/informit.228179384654369.

7.   Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, ‘Media Release: New Report Shows Long-

term Disadvantage for Australia’s Stolen Generations’, para 3, published 15 August 2018, 

accessed 24 July 2022, https://www.aihw.gov.au/news-media/media-releases/2018/

august/new-report-shows-long-term-disadvantage-for-austra.

8.   The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS), ‘The 

Stolen Generations’, para 3, accessed 24 July 2022, https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/stolen-

generations.

A
D

O
P

T
E

D

13



9.   Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2022, Daryl Higgins, Pauline Kenny and Sam 

Morley, ‘Forced Adoption National Practice Principles’, ‘Explanation of key terms: Forced 

adoption, Forced family separation’, paras 2 & 3, published April 2016, accessed 23 July 

2022, https://aifs.gov.au/research/research-reports/forced-adoption-national-practice-

principles.

10.   Gillard Office (GO), ‘Speeches: National Apology for Forced Adoptions’, Julia Gillard, 

published 21 March 2013, accessed 23 July 2022, https://www.juliagillard.com.au/

national-apology-for-forced-adoptions/.

11.   For further information about the history and experiences of forced adoption, see: 

Department of Social Services, ‘Forced Adoptions in Australia: History and Experiences 

of Forced Adoption – Fact Sheet’, updated 24 July 2019, accessed 23 July 2022, https://

www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/07_2019/fact-sheet-history-and-

experiences-forced-adoption.pdf.

12.   Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2022, Daryl Higgins, Pauline Kenny and Sam Morley, 

‘Forced Adoption National Practice Principles’, ‘A history of forced adoption’, para 1, 

published April 2016, accessed 23 July 2022, https://aifs.gov.au/research/research-

reports/forced-adoption-national-practice-principles.

13.  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2022, Adoptions: Snapshot, ‘Types of adoption’, 

para 2, published 3 December 2021, accessed 23 July 2022, https://www.aihw.gov.au/

reports/australias-welfare/adoptions.

14.   Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2022, ‘Adoptions Australia 2020–2021: Media 

Release’, published 3 December 2021, accessed 23 July 2022, https://www.aihw.gov.au/

news-media/media-releases/2021-1/december/number-of-adoptions-in-australia-lowest-

since-aihw.

15.   Cuthbert et al., The Market in Babies: Stories of Australian Adoption, p. 81.

16.  Ibid., p. 95.

17.  Ibid., p. 97.

18.   Find & Connect, 2021, ‘Mater Misericordiae Hospital (1906–1982)’, Find & Connect Web 

Resource Project for the Commonwealth of Australia (2011), para 1, first published 2011, 

updated 9 November 2021, accessed 23 July 2022, https://www.findandconnect.gov.au/

guide/nsw/NE00448.

19.   Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2012, Daryl Higgins, ‘Research Snapshot: Past 

and Present Adoptions in Australia: History of Adoption’, para 2, accessed 23 July 2022, 

https://aifs.gov.au/research/research-snapshots/past-and-present-adoptions-australia.

T
H

E
  D

A
X

  C
E

N
T

R
E

14



Lisa Waup 
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Ngurran. A tribal name given to me as an adult. I was adopted. Loved. 
Go easy on me. I worked so hard. Loving. 
Under the bridge. Take away. Binary. Loved it. 
Run, 
Run. Homophobia. Poofter bashers. Stop beating myself up. Resist. Self-love. 
Always on my mind. Annie. Gatekeepers. Grief. Wild dog. Lovers. 
Ngaya Ngarigo. Elders. Whole. Love.

Work in progress, paper 

collage on canvas
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RIGHT: Peter in  

his studio

OPPOSITE: Studio 

iconography

Peter uses found materials to 

create his text-based collages.
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I was given up for adoption at birth, adopted into a family that has 
unconditionally loved me all my life. I would not be where I am today 
if it wasn’t for my mum, dad and brother – especially my mum. My 
parents are Australian-Italian. Italians are extremely family-orientated 
people – everything revolves around the family. I have learnt this 
and carried this all my life – my art practice is pinned around family, 
Country, tracing lost history and identity wrapped in storytelling. My 
art has given me a place to be able to process and to express my life’s 
path – one that was altered at birth. It has been a long road, and it 
will be a lifelong process for me to find Lost, Stolen and Hidden family 
through my Mama (birth mother). I feel that I too am honouring her 
words with the connections I have been given about my family and 
history, and my ability to express this visually. I feel through my birth 
I have broken a past cycle of Lost, Stolen and Hidden children/family 
– I have learnt to hold on a little tighter to my children, to dedicate my 
life to them, for them to realise how special they are – a learnt precious 
tool from my mum. oneness details the many aspects of who I am, 
oneness is centred around identity – where I belong, where I long 
to belong. oneness translates to a state of being unified or whole, 
comprising two or more parts. The series of prints at times appear 
fractured in their appearance. This highlights multiple core feelings an 
adopted child/person can feel through their life. This series of work is 
solely focusing on IDENTITY – something that I grapple with regularly, 
at times not quite belonging in either of my worlds. The process of 
adoption is a lifelong one. I am fortunate that I now have two mothers, 
thankful for the love and energy both have given me over my lifetime. 
It has made me a better mother to my three beautiful children and a 
more compassionate woman, with a hope that in sharing my story, 
others can see and hear it and find strength and solidarity.

oneness

Lisa screenprinting at Spacecraft
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LEFT: Lisa bases her 

screenprints on original 

drawings in ink on paper.

BELOW: Washing off  

the exposed emulsion 
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The beginning of the  

prints for oneness
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Writing this text for this residency has been an interesting rollercoaster 
of emotions. Each time I dive back into my adoption journey, the 
immersion experience is progressively different. My personal evolution 
creates the lens through which I view my adoption journey. It is an 
experience that continues to organically morph and mould new layers 
of understanding, forgiveness and active shedding of the things that 
I cannot change. Transmuting the vulnerable and shining a light on the 
unknown parts of myself. Finding peace and fire in what I can create.

The adoption journey is a continued personal state of mystery 
and investigation. Multilayered. Multifaceted. Personal reflections 
on whether these elements of myself are learned, conditioned or a 
survival response. 

The adoption experience has no handbook. Yes, there are some 
common threads, but the personal lens of experience will always 
lead to an individual journey.

Growing up as a brown child in a Caucasian family through 
intercountry adoption, I was always expected to share my adoption 
background and experience from a very early age, to any given 
stranger at any given time. A standard day-to-day response to 
constantly explain my place within the family unit. 

But through time and peace, moving forward, depending on the day 
and situation, I now keep it as a discreet part of my journey. Thankfully 
reclaiming my boundaries and respect for my own story. I focus on 
the re-parenting of myself and how I can actively instigate change and 
healing through creating a hybrid of connecting to my own Country, 
my own Culture and Self. For myself and my future lineage. 

My art practice continues to be an intuitive and cathartic journey, 
an investigation of mediums and how they have been able to translate 
and transmute the layers of where I have wanted to immerse in the 
unpeeling of myself and my story. 

Weniki forming her clay work 

at The Wheelhouse Studio
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ABOVE: Weniki at 

The Wheelhouse Studio

CENTRE: A selection of 

Weniki’s materials and 

sources of inspiration
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BELOW: Work in progress, 

laser-cut moulded perspex
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shake loose my trauma,
Stillborn goddess!
Love is still bound by the naked womb,
drowned by the bloodless soul
Come and grasp I,
middle identity the grace has vanished
Let me fly into myself,
shower out my belongings,
for I am no greater than I myself
perceive my eye,
ancient beating drum,
holding forth one question!
For I am an abandoned adopted child soul
map out the hidden sense of soul,
direction to the sensation,
waiting to find the pin drop,
Guide my enslaved DNA
D – divine make-up from my ancestors’ drum
N –  Niggers, Negroes, Blacks, who built countries while enslaved, 
there was a slave trade here in the land down under
A –  I am here despite world history and self-struggle!
Not here to teach, Here to strive,
limitations are there and can be broken, the path is starting to be paved, and 
foundations built!
Why is there so much same, same everywhere I look
Do you see someone that looks like you – same hair, skin colour? Does it give you the 
power to speak, do people understand your point of view?
look at yourselves, to your left, to your right and behind you.
What’s diversity?
angry and hungry at the same time
Powerful I am and ready to show my flex, to the untouchable full strength.
Looking for no stop sign, no longer feeding off the pain and trauma vow to  
un-baptise self, do not react to self-triggers or dumb conformative shit
never seen a human with the same blood running through me running through them
Black commodification is a billion-dollar industry and I am a product of that money,
Changing hands for adoption. taken from my homeland of Haiti to be here and now
I’m about to tailor this game.
My art is the connection to my DNA
I don’t know my blood mother, father or grandparents,
I don’t know what my mother looks like,
I don’t know my mother’s name.
my mouth has never felt the pronunciation of what it is like to say her name!

My right as an infant did not 
matter. I became a product 
of the rich and white.
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Ebony Hickey

BELOW LEFT: Studio  

and sketchbook detail

BELOW RIGHT: Ebony uses  

text as an element in her work.

Ebony working with  

paint pens on perspex
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In Ebony’s studio
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The Dax Centre would like to thank all those who made this exhibition 
and public programming possible. The generous funding from the City 
of Melbourne, through their Arts and Creative Investment Partnership 
program, gave us a stable foundation from which to build this complex 
and compelling exhibition. We thank the amazing artists, who have 
courageously confronted and found their way through personal subject 
matter to deliver important and powerful artworks. 

The introductory essay by Dr Kirsten Lyttle, in which she shares 
her own lived experience of adoption, gives us insight into why 
adoption is such a difficult topic to address. We thank her for her  
words and elucidation of each artist’s practice.

Finally, we would like to thank photographer Peter Tarasiuk, 
catalogue designer Liz Cox, and copyeditor Clare Williamson, as well 
as the hardworking team of staff members and volunteers here at 
The Dax Centre.

The Dax Centre provides artists with lived experience of mental 
health issues opportunities for creative expression while fostering 
social change by expanding the public’s awareness of mental illness 
and breaking down stigma through art. www.daxcentre.org 

SANE is the leading national mental health organisation for people 
with complex mental health issues in Australia and for the families 
and friends that support them. www.sane.org
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