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Dedicated to Sol Bellear (RIP)
and the Uluru Statement from the Heart





Why, why, why
I don’t know why
All I know is here I am at 23, 24 at
26, 36 and 46
If I live that long
I’m wondering, searching, questioning
I don’t know why
Should it matter, I’m one
Of the lucky ones
— From ‘A Suitcase Full of Mould’, April 1989 
© Lisa Bellear (2 May 1961 – 5 July 2006). 
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LISA MARIE BELLEAR (1961–2006) was a Goernpil woman of the 
Noonuccal people of Minjerribah (Stradbroke Island), Queensland. 
She was a member of the Bellear family and the Harding family, as 
well as being the adoptive sister of John Stewart.

She undertook her initial degree, a Bachelor of Social Work, at 
the University of Melbourne, believing herself to be their first female 
Aboriginal graduate. As well as her B.A., Bellear held an M.A. from 
the University of Melbourne (Women’s Studies 1996) and an M.A. 
(Creative Writing) from the University of Queensland (2000). She 
taught in the English Department of the University of Queensland, 
also lecturing at Victoria University for some years while working on 
her PhD at La Trobe part-time.

Bellear met and was taken into the Harding family while at the 
University of Melbourne. She then embarked on the search for her 
Bellear family connections. Alongside this personal search, Lisa 
Bellear served on the Victorian Stolen Generations Taskforce and 
the Victorian Sorry Day Committee. She was a council member of 
Reconciliation Victoria until late 2005.

For 3CR’s Not Another Koori Show, which she was still hosting 
as a volunteer right up till the time of her death, Bellear did things 
like conduct workshops for Indigenous women in prison. She was a 
joint winner of the 2004 Human Rights Radio Award in Australia 
for a six-hour show broadcast from inside the walls of Laverton’s 
Port Phillip Prison and the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre in Deer Park 
(awarded to Radio 3CR – Lisa Bellear, Kutcha Edwards, Juliet Fox, 
Lester Green, Eleisha Jones, Gilla McGuiness, Johnny McGuiness 
and Ross Morgan). The judges called Beyond the Bars: Out and Blak 
‘a standout winner…a unique radio program that presented the 
stories, songs, messages and concerns of Indigenous prisoners’ and 

About the Author
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noted that it was an excellent example of a community telling its 
own story.

From 1991 Bellear began exhibiting her photographs in various 
venues. Her major exhibition at the Melbourne Museum in 2001 was 
entitled Reconciliation – (dash) Bar Humbug! Her photography was 
also shown at the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens, and she had been 
invited to exhibit at the Beijing Olympics. In 2005 she contributed 
to the group exhibition Black on White at the Australian Centre for 
Contemporary Photography. 

Bellear took thousands of photographs of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people around Australia; an important collection now 
held in Melbourne with the Koori Heritage Trust. She was always 
conscious of the anonymity and constraint involved in many historical 
images of Indigenous people and worked extremely hard to make 
those photographed comfortable with the images taken; to provide 
them with copies; and to display photographs only with permission, 
and with identification. Her interest in the uses, circulation and 
control of images of Indigenous people – by others, and by Indigenous 
people – led to her commencing a PhD on this topic at La Trobe 
University in Melbourne in 1999: ‘Contemporary Indigenous issues 
through radio and photographic texts’. Her Doctorate of Philosophy 
was awarded posthumously in 2017.

Lisa Bellear was an accomplished poet, widely published in 
publications such as Southerly, The Age, Meanjin, The Literary Review, 
Poetry Review, Overland, Westerly, Southern Review, Hecate and 
the Atlanta Review, as well as regional magazines like Coppertales 
and Indigenous outlets including Koori Mail. Her work was also 
anthologised in John Kinsella (ed.) Landbridge (FACP, 1999), Dorothy 
Porter (ed.) The Best Australian Poems 2006 (Black Inc., 2006) and 
online in Michael Brennan (Australian ed.) Poetry International Web 
(November 2004). Her first collection, Dreaming in Urban Areas, 
was published by the University of Queensland Press in 1996. She 
also gave readings of her work extensively, and shared her poetry 
in other ways. In 1996 she was the Writer-in-Residence at the 
Australian Catholic University. In April 2001 Bellear performed her 
specially written poetry live as part of Rhapsody in Motion, an artistic 
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collaborative performance responding to the centenary of Australian 
Federation. One of her poems, ‘Native Title Now’, was nominated for 
the 1995 Human Rights Award for Poetry. [Unfortunately, no record 
of this poem could be found for this book – ed.]

Bellear’s public activities were exhaustive. As early as 1982 she 
was involved in protests at the Brisbane Commonwealth Games. 
Each year she was actively involved in International Women’s Day, 
usually MCing an event, as she did when she spoke for the 2005 
Victorian Women’s Trust at their Women of Words event at Melbourne 
Town Hall. She was always involved in Sorry Day activities on the 
campuses where she worked and the cities in which she lived. She was 
a member of the National Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance 
Committee, and was always very active volunteering during NAIDOC 
week; she worked on the National Day of Healing.

Although often disturbed and distressed by the racism she 
encountered, Bellear volunteered to talk to school groups and to 
groups such as Rotary about Indigenous issues, as well as working 
tirelessly within her own community. She was a founding member 
of the Ilbijerri Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Theatre Co-op. 
According to Austlit she was an executive member of the Black 
Women’s Action in Education Foundation (BWAEF) and from 
c. 1995–6 sat on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Literature 
Panel of the Australia Council, as well as the selection committee 
of the Kate Challis (RAKA; Ruth Adeney Koori) Award. The City of 
Yarra lists her as a former Collingwood Councillor. [Bellear wrote: 
‘In 1988 I became the first Koori to be elected to local government 
in Victoria’, in an autobiographical chapter called ‘Keep fighting, 
keep speaking out’ in Breaking through: women work and careers. She 
had also been very active in supporting Camp Sovereignty in Kings 
Domain in the early part of 2006, joining and photographing the 
activists there.

Professor Susan K. Martin 
Associate Pro Vice-Chancellor (Research) 
College of Arts, Social Sciences and Commerce, La Trobe University
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Editor’s Note

I first met the car-free Lisa Bellear when I drove her from her 
Brunswick home to a gig I ran in St Kilda, for Overload Poetry 
Festival, in the winter of 2004. She was generous and funny, and 
sometimes, just sometimes, like a high-beam light in your eye. 
However, as she told fellow black poet and activist Roberta ‘Bobbi’ 
Sykes once, her poetry ‘was not about putting down white society’, but 
rather ‘self-discovery.’ 

And as soon as she walked out there onto the Linden Art Gallery 
floor she had us where she wanted us. Understandable. After all, she’d 
been part of the creative boiler room of Australia’s oldest ongoing 
black theatre company, Ilbijerri. There was something unforgettable 
at work in Lisa Bellear. Beyond her powerful presence, her expressive 
hands, the social worker in her felt deeply, and could summon – with 
street-smart realism – many personas, many stories. Unsparing 
of government policy, a dab hand with irony, she drew murmurs of 
shock, eruptions of laughter. Resounding applause. On the ride home 
we agreed to collaborate on a new poetry book. But there wasn’t going 
to be time. 

Bellear’s passing in her sleep at 45 was a terrible jolt – despite her 
unnerving prediction of it in her autobiographical poem ‘A Suitcase 
Full of Mould’, where she wrote (at 27 years old): ‘at 46 / if I live that 
long’. It’s also uncanny, listening to the Heart to Heart CD, to hear 
her talk at the Reconciliation Poetry event at La Mama Poetica in 
2004, about her own, keenly felt mortality, and how poets’ lives are 
often short. 

In typical form, Bellear stayed busy in her final years. Apart 
from her PhD and her usual mountain of other work, she conceived 
of a walking history of Aboriginal Fitzroy called The Dirty Mile. Her 
original idea was fleshed out by three co-playwrights, Kylie Beling, 
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John Harding and Gary Foley, and performed by Ilbijerri. She sold me 
a ticket to it in person in March 2005, outside the Exhibition Building 
in Carlton Gardens, along with a Dirty Mile button I’ve kept to go 
with the memories of the best piece of street theatre I have ever seen. 
(The Dirty Mile won a Deadly Awards Achievement in Literature the 
following year.)

The coroner could not find a cause for Bellear’s mid-2006 death. 
I approached Fairfax, wanting the artist and her work remembered in 
the wider public realm, and wrote an obituary which ran (in slightly 
different forms) in the Sydney Morning Herald, the Age and the Green 
Left Weekly. After that, working with permissions from her brother and 
literary executor John Stewart, her uncle Sol Bellear and aunt Kaye 
Bellear, I worked to get her poetry published posthumously in the Age, 
Best Australian Poems and elsewhere. Then slowly, from 2010, once 
again with John, Sol and Kaye’s approval, I began piecing together 
Aboriginal Country, a second collection of Lisa Bellear’s poetry. 

For not only her own people, but the many of varied cultural 
backgrounds she engaged with, Lisa Bellear’s memory continues 
to inspire. The straight-talking, sparse yet dramatically alive words 
collected here I hope will continue to challenge Australia to grow, 
through reconciliation and beyond, to the treaty she so believed in. 


