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“It's from a place and then you've got it on your wall. It's not just a reminder, it's actually taking something for yourself from that place.”  
-Leanora Olmi


A “glory box” is a quintessentially Australian thing. The term’s heritage, like much of Australia’s heritage, is British, and describes a place for storing odds and ends, and more traditionally, where women stored saved items for their future married life. 

In Leanora’s Glory Box we find assorted collected items from her photographic practice, a practice that combines research, conversation and mapping the landscape with those who dwell there. Through these images, we get a glimpse of the individual everyday archives and collections of those who live in two small rural Australian towns. 

Glory Boxes, also known as “hope chests” once symbolised the hope of a happy married life. But they also signified a loss of independence. Traditionally a Glory Box was built up as a store of items that would be later needed for family life – a woman would collect a bank of household necessities such as linens, crockery and other items that she would not be able to afford after being expected to leave her work and independent income after marriage.   

This dual symbolism of hope and loss can also be read in this Glory Box: each one of these images, whether created or borrowed by Leanora, tells a story. Stories of loss, forgetting and struggle in an often all too hostile place. Small rural towns such as these are often the victims of extreme climate conditions, a decline in the agricultural industry that supports them and the overwhelming absence of the indigenous culture that once thrived there. 
Yet these places are also often calming and joy-filled places. Small communities such as these are intimate and thrive on the connections between the people who dwell there and the new memories they create together. 

Glory Box explores these places and their people through a practice that asks: Why do people collect things? What do they save their assorted items for? What hopes and dreams for the future turn into memories of the past? And what do we, as urban outsiders have in common with the people who dwell in these rural Australian places?

***

Leanora’s work was conceived in the towns of Rainbow and Cowwarr where she has been visiting since 2014, places where she has found long-lasting personal connections of her own. In curating this exhibition with Leanora, we wanted to present her experience of place rather than her documentation of it.  I met Leanora in 2012 in Edinburgh, Scotland, while we were both living there. After discussing her work, at that time focused on exploring the Highlands of both Scotland and Victoria, Australia, a friendship began and endured despite the distance that now divides us. In researching for this exhibition I found intriguing connections between the place where we met (in Scotland), the place I, and now Leanora, call home (Australia) and the place I live now (in Germany). 

The town of Rainbow was established by predominantly German settlers in 1893 and derived its name from a local natural feature known as the ‘Rainbow Rise’ - colourful wildflowers that grew on a crescent shaped ridge that was located west of the current township. The Wotjobaluk people were the original inhabitants of the local area however suffered severe and extensive dispossession, degradation and devastation as a consequence of the establishment of British sovereignty over their lands and waters during the 19th century. Native title to the land was won by the Wotjobaluk people in 2005 and parts of the Mallee, the wider area that Rainbow sits within, are now co-managed by indigenous and non-indigenous Australians together. The area surrounding Rainbow is well known for its wheat growing industry. 

In Cowwarr, the Gunaikurnai people are the traditional owners. Settlement of the region occurred in the 1840s by the Scottish who were survivors of the Highland clearances of the previous century, when outsiders had taken their ancestral homes to graze sheep. Most Gunaikurnai died at the hands of the settlers, however not without fierce resistance. Native title was also granted to the indigenous people here too and parts of Gippsland, Cowwarr’s wider area, are now too co-managed by indigenous and non-indigenous Australians together. 

These often violent histories are part of a rich and complex layering of memories. In rural Australia, the site of genocide can be the site of community barbeques. Leanora’s earlier series The Clearance Projects and Empty Land investigated how place becomes a palimpsest of collected experiences through portraits of the land in both Scotland and Australia. In Glory Box, Leanora’s work becomes more autobiographical and expands the notion of landscape to include the natural, the interior of homes and that of the publicly shared.  

Leanora has spent the past two years visiting these places. Her work captures the landscape, the people, and the things that tell the stories of these places. She uses an approach that is investigative and sensorial, a process that she refers to as being “in-place”. It begins with the long car journey northwest from her Melbourne home and continues with, 

“…embedding myself into the community and researching or exploring their experience of place through photography, investigating their archived materials, through talking to people and listening.”

Being “in-place” allows the artist as researcher to succumb to the guidance of her subjects, to transmit their stories rather than impose a narrative from elsewhere. 

“….just walking around with a camera people are quite keen to tell me what to photograph, people have their own ideas about where they think I should go, whether it might be that something would make a nice photo or they think I might be interested in the history of the place, but sometimes someone will say, you should go to...”


In Glory Box we see the intermingling of their memories with Leanora’s own experience of place in fragmented imagery of fleeting moments. We learn about the members of these communities that Leanora has met through their collecting habits or how their objects are stored or displayed. We hope visitors to Glory Box will find their own readings of and connections to these places too. 

Artist Biography
Leanora Olmi is an artist-researcher and film curator based in Melbourne. She is currently doing her PhD at the Faculty of the Victorian College of the Arts at the University of Melbourne. Her research explores a community’s experience of their environment through personal archives and storytelling, touching on notions of memory, social imaginings and change. The project examines communities in regional areas and the stories of inhabitants through a series of community archive events and through Olmi’s own photographic practice.  
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