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PHOTO: Mervyn Bishop took this iconic photograph of Vincent Lingiari and Gough Whitlam in 
1975. (Supplied: Mervyn Bishop) 

 
Mervyn Bishop's iconic 1975 photo of Gough Whitlam pouring red earth 
into Gurindji leader Vincent Lingiari's hand in the aftermath of the Wave 
Hill strike only exists because Bishop insisted on a reshoot. 
 
"The first version didn't look good. It was under what they call a bough shed," he 
explains, referring to an image taken by activist Rob Wesley-Smith. 
 
"Mr Whitlam said his piece and talked to Vincent about the day and we took some 
pictures. 
 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-30/gough-whitlam-vincent-lingiari/8660472
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"A fellow photographer from Women's Weekly, Keith Barlow, said: 'Hey Bisho, it 
doesn't look too good in here, does it?'" 
 
So when the formalities were over, Bishop asked Mr Whitlam if he wouldn't mind 
coming outside. 
 
Under a bright blue sky, he shot five images on his Hasselblad camera, with Lingiari 
holding the deeds in one hand and the prime minister reaching for a handful of bright 
red sand. 
 
But the image is just one of many taken by Australia's first Aboriginal press 
photographer in a long and distinguished career. 
 

PHOTO: Mervyn Bishop began his career in 1963 at the Sydney Morning Herald.  

 
Inspired by his mum's photography 
 
Growing up in Brewarrina in north-west New South Wales in the 1940s, Bishop says 
his mother was his main source of inspiration. "My dear mum was a very keen 
photographer and she always used to take pictures, way before I came along," he says. 
 
He remembers heading out on adventures with his mum's camera in hand from the 
age of 10. 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-30/mervyn-bishop/8660432
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PHOTO: Bishop photographed his cousins, Ralph and Jim, in Brewarrina in 1966. (Supplied: 
Mervyn Bishop) 
 

"Me and my mate used to ride out on the bike to the aerodrome and take a few photos 
of the aeroplanes and helicopters and things like that," he said. 
 
While at Dubbo High School, Bishop received a bursary from the Aboriginal Welfare 
Board. A group of subeditors at the Sydney Morning Herald helped him continue his 
study. In 1963, his career began, with a job as a cadet photographer at the Sydney 
Morning Herald. 
 
"I wasn't there to recreate the world … I was there to record Aboriginal life in 
Australia," he says. 
 
"The aim was to take as many pictures as I could in the time given and to do it with 
respect for the people that are there. 
 
"Sometimes people didn't want me to take pictures. I said: 'Very well, that's OK, [but] 
I'd like you to consider that it might help your situation.'" 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-30/cousins/8660636
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PHOTO: Bishop won accolades for Life and Death Dash, picturing a nun with a child in her 
arms. (Supplied: Mervyn Bishop) 

 
In 1971, Bishop won News Photographer of the Year for his photo Life and Death Dash. 
While it has been interpreted as a photo of a nun taking an Aboriginal child away in 
the time of the Stolen Generations, Bishop says that isn't what was happening. 
 
"The mother had brought in two children who had got into the pills at home ... straight 
into St Margaret's Hospital in Darlinghurst," he recalls. "There she is met by Sister 
Anne Burn. When the child got out of the car he started to cry, she picked him up, and 
I took that picture." 
 

A look back on Bishop's career 
 
An exhibition of Bishop's works are on display until October at the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales. 
 
Curator Shari Lett says the body of work is an important documentation of Aboriginal 
life in Australia at the time. 
 
"You've got images of people in communities like Burnt Bridge, where Merv was 
looking at the living situations of people at that point in time ... giving Australian 
people a sense of the kind of conditions that Aboriginal people were subject to living 
in," she says. 
 
But she says the exhibition finds a balance between images of disadvantage and the 
positive stories Bishop told about on his own community. 
 
 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-30/life-and-death-dash/8660720
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"In Merv's other work you see people who are really empowered, who are leaders in 
the community, doing really positive things," she says. 
 
"You see the beautiful strengths in all people." 

PHOTO: Bishop took this photo of children playing in the river at Mumeka in 1975. (Supplied: 
Mervyn Bishop) 

 
 
 
 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-30/children-playing/8660784

