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Art by Description 

 

Vernon Ah Kee’s cantchant 2009 

Script by Sally Brand 

 

Gooroo burri, hello and welcome, to Art by Description for people 

who are vision impaired. My name is Sally Brand, and this 

description was recorded at the National Gallery of Australia on the 

land of the Ngunnawal and Ngambri peoples. I pay my respects to 

Elders past, present and emerging and welcome all Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people listening today. 

I was born on the lands of the Turrbal and Jagera peoples of 

Brisbane and my family immigrated to Australia from Latvia, 

Scotland and Ireland. 

The work of art from the National Gallery of Australia’s collection 

that I will describe today is a painting by contemporary Australian 

artist Vernon Ah Kee. 
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Ah Kee is a Kuku Yalanji, Yidinji, Waanyi, Gugu Yimithirr, Koko 

Berrin man from far north Queensland and identifies himself as an 

Aboriginal artist. 

Titled Cantchant the painted was created in Brisbane in 2009 and 

purchased for the National Gallery of Australia’s collection in the 

same year.  

This work of art was made on canvas with synthetic polymer paint, 

which is very similar to acrylic paint. The painting is rectangular and 

landscape in orientation with its width just a little longer than the arm 

span of an adult with fingers fully outstretched. 

The painting is composed only of two tones, black and white.  

The background of the painting is entirely black and smooth. 

Evidence of the artist’s hand, the marks made by pushing and 

pulling a brush across the surface of the canvas, cannot be seen. 

On the black ground there are three words painted in white, ‘we 

grew here’. The three words are as slick and smooth as the black 

background. Stacked one on top of the other, the phrase takes up 

almost the entire height of the painting. The font Ah Kee has used is 

called ‘Helvetica’, one of the most widely used in the world today. All 
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the letters are in lower case and he has packed them tightly on the 

canvas, minimising the spacing between them as much as possible 

without them touching. The letters have a strong geometry of even 

curves and straight edges. The painting almost looks machine-

made.  

Although stacked on the canvas, the words are not aligned to the 

left, as you might expect, or to the right, or centre. Instead, the way 

the words are placed suggests a more complex meaning. 

The words, ‘we’ and ‘here’ align and commence on the same vertical 

axis. Sandwiched between ‘we’ and ‘here’, the word ‘grew’ starts 

earlier with its letters ‘g’ and ‘r’ jutting into the left side of the canvas. 

This arrangement unsettles the clarity of this text painting. It brings a 

disorder, as if the words were out of tempo with one another, ‘we’ 

and ‘here’ running at a separate pace to ‘grew’. 

Ah Kee is widely recognised in Australia for his art, which seeks to 

expose racism, both obvious and concealed, in Australian society. 

His practice includes large-scale pencil drawings of members of his 

extended family, ready-made installations of vandalised toilet blocks, 

video, photographic series and text paintings, of which cantchant is 

an example. 
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This painting belongs to a series made by the artist in response to 

the 2005 Cronulla race riots. In the early days of December, as the 

Australian summer was swinging into gear, men of ‘Middle Eastern 

appearance’ were violently harassed on the beaches of Sydney’s 

southern suburb of Cronulla. Over days violent clashes emerged as 

rioters, mobilised by recent advances in text messaging services, 

rallied on the beach chanting phrases such as: “We grew here you 

flew here”. Denounced as a great national shame, the Cronulla riots 

revealed, in full-colour coverage, the tense and, at times, violent 

race relations that exist in Australia. 

In cantchant, Ah Kee appropriates the slogan of the rioters, not to 

take their side but as a countercry to their hypocrisy. Ah Kee 

reminds us that white supremacy is also an import and—from the 

perspective of Aboriginal people, who have lived and grown here for 

thousands of generations—a very recent arrival. 

Today, when we look at Ah Kee’s cantchant, even if the memory of 

that summer in Cronulla has faded, the disharmony of that moment 

remains. The misalignment of the words in Ah Kee’s painting is 

enduring, ‘we’ and ‘here’ both out of step with ‘grew’. 
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For Aboriginal people, ‘we grew here’ can be a statement of pride, 

endurance and survival.For immigrants to Australia, ‘we grew here’ 

can be a statement of ignorance, hate and violence.  

In his black and white arrangement of Helvetica font on a canvas, 

Ah Kee also suggests that ‘we grew here’ can be a statement of 

something more. 

We can’t turn back time. Today, the ‘we here’ in Australia is an 

incredibly diverse multicultural reality. How we may grow here, and 

respect all different points of view, we need to work on together.  

Can we chant that? 

Thank you for listening to this Art by Description recording. We 

would love to hear if and how this description has ignited your 

thinking. If you have feedback or if you would like to request a 

description of your favourite work of art in the National Gallery of 

Australia’s collection, please email access@nga.gov.au. 


