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The Swanston street series started 6 years ago. I was sitting at

the art table at “Swanston Centre” (Geelong’s Acute Psychiatric

Unit) and couldn’t find any paper. I scrounged around in the bin

and found a used ciggy packet. I flattened it out and started

scribbling on it.

Fogged on antipsychotics and antidepressants, lost for

inspiration, I flicked through a tattoo magazine and started

appropriating images trying to write coded stories with the

motifs; birds for freedom, barbed wire for institutionalisation.

That kind of thing.

The narratives started to speak not only of my emotional state

but of the ongoing struggles I was facing with the problematic

public mental health system. Being discriminated against for my

sexuality. Being attacked by other patients. Being neglected by

overworked staff and a lack of beds. An overwhelmed system

that can’t cater for all those in need.

When I got home these little sketches and paintings were

transferred from cigarette boxes onto lino plates where they

developed into this series after multiple stays in the acute

psychiatric facilities and prevention centres in Geelong and

Broadmeadows.



Advanced Care Plan

2016

Before the “Yes” vote, but even more recently, my partner has

not been recognised by the hospital. I was once told it’s

because we're not legally married, but I’m sure it’s because

we're not hetrosexual. The hospital treated my mother as the

next of kin instead, without my permission.

I was oblivious to all the behind-the-scenes goings on while I

was admitted, but after my release I was disgusted to find out

that my chosen family was excluded from any treatment

decisions or discussions.

This not only happened to me. I know first-hand of other cases.

Homophobia is not only amongst staff, but I've had patients

verbally and physically assault me for my sexuality. On one

occasion when I bought an incident up with staff, I was told the

other patient was very sick. No action was taken.

The “round stone” ring on the index finger was a tattoo worn

by orphans in Russia and represents in this piece a loss of

family because of institutionalisation.





ECT

2016

I’ve had electroconvulsive therapy twice in my life. Once when I

was 16 and once in my twenties.

The second time was the worst.

I had tried to kill myself; I ate a bunch of pills and drank draino.

After getting my stomach pumped and spending a week in the

public hospital on suicide watch there still wasn’t a bed in the

Psych Ward. I thought if I opted for ECT they would have to

admit me, they'd have to find me a bed cos I wasn't getting any

better where I was and I wanted help.

9 sessions later I was a zombie. Just walking around the ward,

not drawing, not talking, not anything.

For the next 6 months I laid on the couch.

I have forgotten my trip to Europe.

I have forgotten how to use the darkroom.

I have forgotten so many fun times with friends and family.

I can't read.

I don’t feel.

What’s the point?





Anton

2016

I gave Anton a cigarette one day and after that he professed

that he’d protect me, if anyone in the hospital gave me shit,

he’d make sure that it would stop.

We had long chats about tattoos, he had one on his hand that

looked like a dagger from one angle, but a bird from the other.

He also had a machine gun the size of his shin that he had done

on himself while he was in jail.

During some of his stories paused mid-way where he lost his

train of thought. Like me he had had ECT and it had destroyed

his memory. He’d get muddled up trying to remember things

that had happened in the past. It really upset him.

I felt really safe when he was around and felt like I wasn't the

only one that had lost chunks of my life due to so called

therapeutic treatment.





Morning Tea

2017

People would still have 3 teaspoons of coffee even though they

knew it was decaf.

Shaky hands heaping spoonfuls  of sugar into their tea to make

up for the lack of caffeine. Energy drinks are also banned

(anything in a can is banned because they are sharp) but

people would often have a sneaky bottle of coke that their

families had innocently bought in for them.

A lot of people are suddenly coming off much harder drugs

when they are admitted to hospital, but everyone has caffeine

withdrawals. It makes people very grumpy, which is not helpful,

especially in the morning.





Reboxetine

2017

There are 2 rooms at the Swanston Center that just have a bed.

The bed is not freestanding, it's an extension of the floor so it

cannot be moved.

I had been brought to the hospital by the police because a

change of medicines had made me quite violent and unwell. I’d

been admitted to one of these rooms for safety reasons. My

neighbour would not stop screaming and bashing on the door.

I felt so angry, I tried to hurt myself, but the room was devoid of

anything except a safety pin I had in my ear. I was scared I’d

never stop feeling angry and I was scared how angry I felt

because it is so unusual for me. I was scared and angry and I

never want to feel like that again, locked up with my own

demons.





You Got Ants in Ya Pants

2016

When I’m really manic I feel like I have bugs crawling all over

my skin.

More than once I have visually hallucinated and thought for

sure the bugs were real. They refer to it as one of my “early

warning signs”.

It’s not just an uncomfortable feeling, it usually results in me

scratching my arms and face.

It’s scary looking back just how real it can feel.

“Maybe we should try you on some lithium”. “Were upping

your dose of Seroquel”. “You're allowed 10mg a day of

diazepam PRN when you're feeling agitated like that”. “That

should help you feel more comfortable.”





Splitting Headache

2016

“Excuse me, I’ve had a really bad headache all day”

“Drink some water, have you drunk enough water today?”

“It’s because I haven't had my regular meds today, I’m not

meant to stop taking them suddenly”

“Well, we don't have your meds chart yet. You can’t have them

until we have your chart.”

“When will you have it?”

“When the doctor is in.”

“When’s that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you have any Panadol or something I can have?”

“Only if it’s on your meds chart.”





96 Tears

2018

I wasn't allowed my phone in the hospital, so I didn't have the

internet and couldn't look up music to listen to.

One sunny afternoon one of the other patients sat down at the

smokers table and was emanating music, “Welcome to the

house of Fun” by Madness.

The phone got passed around the table and we all played a

song.

For about three days I had had “Human Fly” by The Cramps

stuck in my head and was so relieved to finally hear it and it

brought a tear to my eye.

“I got a garbage brain

That's drivin' me insane”





Broadmeadows Sunset

2018

Broadmeadows has the most glorious orange sunsets. Every

night I’d stand on the chair in the courtyard and watch the sun

go down over the huge fence. Then not long after that they’d

close the courtyard. That’s when the smoke would filter its way

through the air conditioning ducts from the toilets where

people couldn't go without a ciggy overnight. The nurses were

too busy writing reports and dishing out night meds to even

notice.

I’d often listen to Fleetwood mac at sunset. You’re not allowed

headphones with a cord, not that you could hang yourself with

a headphone cord, someone probably tried. So, I couldn't listen

to the radio like I do every day at home. I borrowed a pair of

the Bluetooth “therapy” headphones and listened to the very

limited playlist on my old iPod. I usually ended up crying to

Stevie looking at the orange sky.

It was all very dramatic upon reflection.





Haben Sie Feuer

2018

BIPU, short for Broadmeadows Inpatients Unit, is the name of

the Acute Mental Health facility in the North West of

Melbourne. It's even written on the vacuum cleaner. BIPU.

Some patients there aren't allowed to have lighters and time in

the yard is constantly punctuated by, “Have you got a lighter?”.

We found a very old note scrunched up in a ball in the garden

that someone had thrown over from the other yard where

patients aren't allowed to smoke, “throw over a lighter plz then

we’ll throw back.”

Ciggies are like currency. Some people collect all the butts to

make new cigarettes by rerolling the crumbs in Tally-ho’s. The

nurses fill the ashtray (an old decaf coffee tin) with water so

patients can’t recycle the butts.

You really have to protect your lighter in there. Smart people

light other people's cigarettes for them so the lighter never

leaves their hand.





No PDA in the Courtyard

2018

The hospital is a sexless place, which makes sense, emotionally

vulnerable people hooking up in shared bedrooms is not very

WHS. its A HR nightmare. PDA of any kind between patients is

banned.

This general vibe really put a downer on visits with my partner.

A month in the hospital without a proper kiss is more painful

than you would think, especially when you're craving nurturing

and love and all you get is a short hug hello. You just wanna be

swaddled and the only human interaction you get is a nurse

putting a blood pressure cuff around your arm each morning.

The Rose, which has traditionally represented the “feminine”, is

restricted in this composition to illustrate the literal bind the

institution had over my sexuality.





Head Banger

2020

In the semiotics of Russian criminal tattoos the cat or “kot”

represents a native inhabitant of gaol.

In this case it not only serves the purpose of identifying an

inhabitant of an institution but also of stating the acronym for

the medical scan procedure.

I was on suicide watch at the psychiatric inpatients unit, that

means you’re locked in, and the walls were closing in on me.

The strobing lights of the channel 9 news were competing with

patients screaming and smoking. A cacophony of stimulus

slowly wearing down my self control. It's no place for a person

with autism.

And I hit my head, I repeatedly hit my head with my hand so

hard it fractured my nose. 2 swollen black eyes. My nurse didn’t

notice, but I didn’t mind. She had said in her defence “I thought

that’s just what she looked like”. But my partner saw and

insisted on a scan.

The motifs in this piece represent my face and the procedure,

the web surrounding my eye like the C.A.T. machine, revealing

the bones underneath.





Smoke Em if Ya Got Em

2020

I looked in the tissue where I had coughed up something. There

was blood.

I tell a staff member and she’s not too worried. I decide I’ll go

to the GP tomorrow.

After nearly a month in hospital chain smoking for something

to do, my lungs seem to have taken a bit of a beating.

The doctor did an x-ray and discovered it was just bronchitis,

nothing too suspicious. He said, it’s ok it’s not cancer, I said oh

that’s good.





Why Don't You Just Smile

2018

My whole life people have said to me, “You look so worried, are

you ok?”, to which I’d reply, “It’s just my face”. As a person with

Autism understanding facial expressions isn't my strong point.

In the vein of facial expressions, one of the most common

pieces of advice I’ve received over the years (usually from white

middle aged cis men that I barely know) is “why don’t you just

smile”, like that will cure my clinical depression.

Sometimes I’ll ask my partner if I’m smiling (because I’m trying

to) and she will inform me that I’m really not.

It’s really hard.

Just grin and bear it.





God Complex

2021

He was so loud. He insisted he was the rainbow serpent and

god. He was also really struggling with having no leave. “Just let

me go out!”.

I wondered when he had lost his teeth?

I was locked in too but I wasn’t as noisy.

I just chain smoked in the “non-smoking” courtyard. The nurses

had an understanding with patients that we just didn’t talk

about it. There was no caffeine, illegal drugs or alcohol so it was

decided that smoking was one addictive vice that could

continue.

He was always borrowing my lighter. Some people weren’t

allowed to have one because they were likely to damage

property or themselves with it. But I think he just lost his, or

never had one. It was also a good excuse to spark up a

one-sided conversation about how the nurses are ignoring him.

It’s true they were. But they ignored everyone. They had too

much paperwork to do and more paperwork to do if there was

a problem.

He thought he was a Big Man but he was just as ignored as the

rest of us. Stuck inside.

The five dots on the thumb in this print are a traditional

representation of the four walls and the man trapped inside.





2021


