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Joanne Kinniburgh is an Indigenous woman and Shannon Foster 
is a D’harawal Saltwater Knowledge Keeper based in Sydney

shannon foster, jo kinniburgh & Wann Country
FROM: ‘NO PLACE LIKE (WITHOUT) COUNTRY’, 2019:3
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They argue that the hubris of this assumption overlooks the 
stories and knowledge embedded in Country. All space is 
active. All space already has stories. 

People don’t need to create new stories of a place, but listen to 
what Country is saying. 

Through their teaching and 
work, Foster and Kinniburgh 

raise questions about who 
is being marginalised and 

silenced, and how stories of 
First Nations are subjected to 

continued practices of erasure. 

In their UTS design studio, their 
students learn to design through 
songlines, directly connecting, 
engaging and listening to the 
stories given by Country. 

While often celebrated 
for it’s ways of activating 

space through community 
engagement and 

celebration of local stories, 
Foster and Kinniburgh 

argue that ‘placemaking’ 
continues a modernist 

tradition which assumes 
that space is empty until the 
architect creates something. 

As an alternative to placemaking, Foster 
and Kinniburgh engage practices of 
“making place” or “making space” in 
their UTS studio allowing openings to 
explore overlooked spatial (hi)stories as 
an act of reclamation.

In their studio, they are guided by County 
as they teach and design along the Miluni 

songline. This allows an interaction with 
site that is pedagogical, rich, ecological 

custodial and celebratory of First Nations 
knowledge.
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zena cumpston
CONVERSATION ON CAMMERAYGAL 

AND WURUNDJERI COUNTRY , 05.03.20

ZENA CUMPSTON is 
a Barkindji woman

From her experience collaborating on a project with 
‘placemaking’, Zena spoke of her frustration at the 
commodification of First Peoples’ stories and culture to 
give projects a social edge. 

Instead of listening and allowing themselves to be 
led by First People, her non-Indigenous collaborators 

walked heavy-footed: not listening to cultural cautions 
and continued practices demonstrating their sense of 

entitlement to other Peoples’ and cultures’ stories. 

Zena expressed her frustration at this sense of entitlement, asking 
questions like:

Who is entitled to tell stories? 
Where is the space for people to tell their own stories? 
How are these stories, which are so significant and rich to one group, 
used flippantly as decoration by another? 

Her experience demonstrated how rich and alive the stories of Country 
are. They are not historical, or mythic, as so many stories in Western 
culture are - but are alive, powerful and deserving of respect.
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MICHAEL MOSSMAN is of  Kuku 
Yalanji and Warangu descent

michael mossman
CONVERSATION ON 

GADIGAL COUNTRY, 02.03.20

Dillion Kombumerri
CONVERSATION ON GADIGAL AND 

BURRAMATTA COUNTRY , 10.03.20

In one of my final conversations in Sydney, we 
spoke about the role of walking and language 

in knowing Country. Country gives names to 
places that tells us about the character of the 

place. 

Naming and language can begin building a more expansive 
way of understanding sites, listening to Country, and making 

space for First Nations culture. 

Michael ended our conversation 
with a laugh, saying,

“Stay in touch, and let me know 
what you learn about us!”

^

Of course I have learnt a lot about 
“us”. 

‘Us’ as finding a way for all us to 
co-exist. 

‘Us’ as a way of seeing what our 
systems do. The way they silence. Or 

split us apart. Or limit our ability to 
talk, human to human. 

‘Us’ as a new way of listening and 
telling stories about our shared place. 

Who’s stories are we telling? 

And, how can co-design let others tell 
their own stories amongst your stories?

How often do you spend on site listening? And what are you 
listening to? 

What aren’t you listening to? 

How can you listen? How can you walk the site in a way that 
allows you to hear?

How can you be connecting and 
building relationships with First 

Nations Elders and communities? 

How can you prioritise listening?

Dillion Kombumerri is a Yugembir person


