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CONVICTS  AND  QUEENS 

a passionate history of Australia 
 
 
In this exhibition, a re-imagining of three Queer Australian stories, both historical and 
contemporary, and each involving aspects of masculinity, mateship and homosexuality, 
have been juxtaposed. They explore how notions of masculinity in Australia may not be 
innate, enduring or eternal. 
 
The animations are of three ‘queer Australian stories’: Captain Moonlite and his hanging 
(1880); the suicide pact of Marks and Feeney (1872); and the gameplay of the contemporary 
gay football team, the Sydney Convicts.  
 
Ideas and expectations about masculinity, mateship, and homosexuality have an important place in Australian 
history. Each has played a crucial role in the development of aspects of Australian culture, and particularly in 
concepts of ‘maleness’ - although with homosexuality in a very negative way. So these three stories tell very 
different tales about what it is to be ‘a man’ in Australian society over the centuries. 
 
Masculinity was for so long seen as being at the very core of an Australian national identity. Images that 
reinforced the centrality of maleness came from a range of quite diverse sources. Emerging concepts of national 
identity over the late 19th century narrowly defined what was Australian as ‘overtly and unselfconsciously 
masculinist’.i Indeed, it was ‘Australia’s sons’ who were valorised in Advance Australia Fair.  
 
‘Mateship’ has been one of the very basics of Australian male culture; it embodies ideas of equality, friendship, 
and loyalty. Indeed, as many historians have noted, mateship has been a central theme in Australian history, and 
the Anzac legend further cemented the sacred place of mateship in our past. 
 
Given Australia’s convict origins, the imbalance of the sexes, and the knowledge of homosexual activity 
amongst the overwhelmingly male inhabitants of the continent in the early years of colonialism,ii whispers of 
homosexuality have often lurked in the background of mateship. But the idea that mateship might have a 
‘sexual component’ was long and vehemently denied. It was argued that while mateship might have had 'an 
unconscious sublimation of the sex instinct', it was 'a true sublimation, with no physical element'.iii The 19th 
century was a time when intense emotional bonds between men were not uncommon, particularly in ‘frontier’ 
societies; they were acknowledged as ‘manly love’.iv 
 
For the moralistic Victorians, the revelations of the Oscar Wilde trial in 1895 shattered the illusion of purely 
platonic friendships between men, showing an abhorrent underbelly to some male-male relationships. 
 
We now know that while most of these close male-male relationships were simply ‘mateship’, others clearly 
went far beyond mere ‘bromances’. This exhibition highlights two cases where what could be classed as 
mateship clearly had more than just a homoerotic element: it was surely love. 
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These two stories have commonalities – two young men dying from gunshots, and two men hanged. But there 
the similarity ends. 
 
The first animation covers the story of bushranger Captain Moonlite [Andrew George Scott] and his feelings 
for his young friend James Nesbit. For Australians, bushrangers – Ned Kelly, Ben Hall, ‘Mad Dog’ Morgan, 
Frank Gardiner, all anti-heroes - were the very embodiment of masculine rebellion. Three aspects of the 
Moonlite tale – the siege at the farm with the death of Nesbit; Moonlite’s time in Darlinghurst Gaol, where he 
wrote his unequivocal letters; and his subsequent hanging – are highlighted in the animation. 
 
It is more than a conventional ‘bushranger’ story.v At the inevitable shoot-out, where Nesbit was killed by the 
police, Scott “…wept over him like a child, laid his head upon his breast, and kissed him passionately”.vi  
 
In a series of letters to friends, written while awaiting his hanging, Moonlite spelt out very clearly his feelings 
for Nesbit: 'he died in my arms, his death has broken my heart';vii 'when I think of my dearest Jim, I am driven 
nearly mad';viii  'my dearest friend Jim Nesbit was shot and he died in my arms’.ix Most tellingly, he wanted to 
be buried in the same grave with Nesbit.  
 
Yet Moonlite might not have seen his impending hanging as an end to a life: as he saw it, his death would be 
the gateway to meet up with his ‘dearest Jim’ again. As he explained,  'when he died my heart was crushed ... 
my fondest hope is to be with him in Eternity'.x And again: 'my dearest friend has gone before me, I am to 
follow, I hope to be with him through Eternity'.xi 
 
The case of Charles Marks and Edward Feeney illustrates what was another case of a very special ‘special 
friendship’ in late 19th century Australia. 
 
It was fairly clear from the evidence that, according to a pre-arranged plan, the men were to commit suicide 
together in Melbourne’s Treasury Gardens. As the prison governor who eventually oversaw Feeney’s 
incarceration reported,  
 

After plentifully partaking of Colonial wine they went into the Park armed with horse pistols which were intended 

for use one against the other, not out of animosity but in brotherly love, trusting their shades would fly to the same 

sphere & there be united.xii 
 
But it didn’t happen, because – apparently - Marks’s gun didn’t fire. So the outcome was that Feeney lived, and 
was charged with Marks’s murder. At his trial, many details of their intimate relationship were aired. The court 
heard Feeney and Marks exchanged letters about their passionate love for each other, and a bar owner testified 
that they regularly cuddled in his premises, sometimes laying their heads on each other’s laps. This was clearly 
a homosexual relationship, and the tragic outcome was that Feeney was convicted of Marks’s murder and 
hanged. 
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The video artwork 1872 focuses on the playing out of the suicide pact in the park; with pink guns drawn, they 
face each other. Throughout the sequence, they gradually discard items of clothing, a metaphor for their 
ongoing intimacy with each other.  At the end, they both fall to the ground – a symbolic end to their 
relationship. Here, the artist Todd Fuller creates a complex paradigm typical of marginalised gay relations of 
Australia's past. The pair oscillate at a place between love and denial, bliss and fear, lust and discretion - and 
even life and death. 
 
Playing the part of one of the characters is Ian Roberts, best known as the first high-profile Australian sports 
person - and first rugby footballer in the world - to ‘come out’ to the public as gay. The artist uses Roberts not 
simply as an actor, but a symbol himself. 
 
Football, of course, is a great Australian obsession, and nothing is more the embodiment of masculinity than the 
footballer. Rugby Union is a game that can be seen as having the very essence of Australian ‘gentlemanly’ 
masculinity. Football also brings us to the final animation sequence in the exhibition – the Sydney Convicts 
football team. 
 
The Convicts were formed in 2004, and are now an icon in the gay world. They compete in the Sydney 
Suburban Rugby Union championships, and also in the worldwide gay rugby tournament, the prestigious 
Bingham Cup, and have won it several times. 
 
The Convicts bring together those three elements – masculinity, mateship, and homosexuality – but in a vastly 
different way to that observed in the two previous stories. In this exhibition we have already considered the 
legend of the ‘Great Australian bushranger’; now we are asked to revise what we know of the ‘Great Australian 
sportsman’. 
 
The Convicts players would certainly regard themselves as ‘best mates’, with the club being highly regarded for 
its sense of community and collegiality. They are also quite unequivocal about their sexuality: ‘gay’ is the word 
that is on their webpage, as is their war cry, “once a convict, always a fucking convict”. Here, through 
referencing footage from the 2015 documentary Scrum, Fuller depicts manly action; fierce tries, tackles and 
marks, as well as intimate hugs. There is a compounding of imagery, fierce and vulnerable, exaggerated by 
surfaces ranging from jarring fluorescent pink bases to soft rose pinks….. 
 
The ways in which this latter example differs from those two 19th century examples tells us much about how 
society – and its attitudes and expectations about masculinity, mateship and homosexuality – has changed over 
the centuries. 
 
But perhaps “once a convict, always a fucking convict”. And a Queen…? 
 
 
 
Garry Wotherspoon 
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