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The art made by Italians and Australians of Italian 
ancestry in internment camps during the Second 
World War provide a genealogical opportunity 
to study the art produced in Australia’s modern 
detention centres. Factors uniting the art of 
the war internees and present-day refugees 
include art as a means for the expression of 
trauma, art as a means for occupying the mind 
during the interminable waiting in detention 
or internment and, by implication, the legal 
paradoxes and contradictions the camps 
UIFNTFMWFT� FNCPEJFE� BOE�FNCPEZ��5IF�XPSLT�

of art of Italians and naturalised British subjects 
such as Cesare Vagarini, Carlo Vanucci and 
Angelo Pulvirenti are analysed according to their 
formal characteristics in the light of trauma and 
the ambiguities of the internment experience. 
The present article examines the similarities 
between the two time periods in the context of 
ambiguities in public law that allow camps to 
appear as normalised regulators of government.

5IF�.FO[JFT� HPWFSONFOU� QBTTFE� BOE� JNQMFN�
ented the National Security Act 1939-40 in 
late 1939 (with amendments in 1940), in 
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e!ect a state of emergency against possible 
threats to the war e!ort within the ‘narrowest 
limits consistent with public safety and public 
sentiment.’1 The Act legitimised the internment 
of naturalised British subjects, a term given to 
Italians now permanently living in Australia, 
as enemy aliens. Italy’s declaration of war on 
England in June 1940 caused Italians to be 
regarded as a threat to the Commonwealth 
CFDBVTF� PG� UIF� BTTFUT� BOE� MPDBM� LOPXMFEHF�
they possessed as long-term residents in 
2VFFOTMBOE�� *U� XBT� UIPVHIU� UIBU� UIFZ� DPVME�
be of possible use to an invading enemy. By 
February 1942, with British-held Singapore on 
UIF� CSJOL� PG� EJTBTUFS� UIF� HPWFSONFOU� NPWFE�
RVJDLMZ� BOE� BSSFTUFE� MBSHF� OVNCFST� PG� *UBMJBOT�
JO�UIF�TVHBS�DBOF�EJTUSJDUT�PG�/PSUI�2VFFOTMBOE��
After the bombing of Darwin in February 1942, 
NFO�XFSF�BSSFTUFE�VOEFS�CVML�PSEFST� JNQPTFE�
CZ� UIF� (FOFSBM� 0óDFS� $PNNBOEJOH� /PSUIFSO�
Command (of the Army). One of them was 
my grandfather, Angelo Pulvirenti, interned 
under National Security regulations 25 and 26 
and promptly moved to a camp in the nation’s 
south without trial. He was interned from 
February 1942 to December 1943. In retrospect, 
the timeframes of his internment appear as 
organised categories. However, in the climate 
of the early days of the war, his family did not 
LOPX�JG�UIF�XBS�XPVME�FOE�BOE�DPOTFRVFOUMZ�JG�
they would ever see him again. For all intents 
and purposes, Angelo had disappeared, and did 
not have access to a court of law to appeal his 
decision.

The major di!erence between the internment 
camp and detention centre is that the term 
‘camp’ implies a structure of a temporary 
OBUVSF� BCMF� UP� CF� UBLFO� EPXO�XIFO� UIF� TUBUF�
of emergency is no longer applicable. ‘Centre’, 
in contrast, implies rigidity, with structures 
composed of more solid materials that are 
meant to hold together for an inde"nite duration. 
The internment camps were disbanded in 1946, 
after the war when the National Security Act 

1 Margaret Bevege, Behind Barbed Wire: Internment in 
Australia During World War Two (Brisbane: University of 
2VFFOTMBOE�1SFTT�����
���

1939-40 was repealed. The detainment of 
the modern-day refugees is another matter 
entirely, for, under the Migration Act 1958 (and 
1994), it is possible to remain in detention 
inde"nitely. Hence the more durable nature of 
the buildings of Villawood detention centre with 
their reinforced concrete and electri"ed fencing. 
5IJT�JT�JO�DPOUSBTU�UP�UIF�øJNTJFS�XPPEFO�IVUT�PG�
Loveday internment camp, whose fences were 
composed of barbed wire on poles pile-driven 
into bare earth.

The complex legal situation of internees and 
refugees has been well charted in the modern 
era by an array of philosophers, linguists, legal 
scholars, geo-political theorists, and architects. 
"� QSPNJOFOU� FYBNQMF� JT� (JPSHJP� "HBNCFO�
a political and legal philosopher who has 
extensively written on the appearance of camps 
JO�UIF�DPOUFNQPSBSZ�FSB��)F�IBT�SFNBSLFE�UIBU�
the camps inhabit lacunae located at a ‘point of 
imbalance between public law and political fact.’2 

The imbalance involves a contradiction since the 
camps are exceptional measures, a response to 
QPMJUJDBM� DSJTJT� PG� SFGVHFFT� øFFJOH� QFSTFDVUJPO�
which in itself is a product of political violence 
and/or crisis.  Consequently the camps must 
be understood on the level of politics and 
not juridico-constitutional grounds. Thus the 
camps are juridical measures that cannot be 
understood in legal terms, the legal form of 
what cannot have legal form. In such a situation 
the camp simultaneously binds and abandons 
the refugee to law. The contradiction the 
camp presents and the refugees inhabit have 
CFFO� WBSJPVTMZ� EFTDSJCFE� BT� B� AUXJMJHIU� [POF��
B� A[POF� PG� JOEJòFSFODF�� BOE� AB� DBFTVSBF� JO� UIF�
biological continuum of the human species.3 

The art of detainees and internees manifests 
ambiguity, alienation and a sense of 

�� (JPSHJP�"HBNCFO�State of Exception (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005), 1.

�� &MJ[BCFUI�0�4IFB�A%FUFOUJPO�*T�B�-FHBM�5XJMJHIU�;POF��
New Matilda, http://newmatilda.com/2011/05/06/
EFUFOUJPO�MFHBM�UXJMJHIU�[POF��(JPSHJP�"HBNCFO�
Homo Sacer : Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998); Claudio Minca, 
A"HBNCFO�T�(FPHSBQIJFT�PG�.PEFSOJUZ��1PMJUJDBM�
(FPHSBQIZ����	����
�
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displacement characteristic of the camp and 
detention centre.

Ambiguity in the art of the camps and detention 
centres occupies a precarious balance between 
observation and invention of form. Most of 
the refugees are untrained artists who come 
UP� BSU� PVU� PG� B� EFTJSF� UP� öMM� JO� PS�NBLF� VTF� PG�
their time in custody. Ambiguity manifests as a 
delicate precariousness, that plays out in highly 
individualised expressions of light and rendition 
PG� TVSGBDF��5IF�XPSL� PG�"MXZ� 'BEIFM�XIP� MJWFT�
in the Villawood detention centre, in Drawing of 
B�(JSM, depicts a portrait of a woman, culled from 
the internet. My friend has produced a number of 
female portraits where there is an unusual focus 
PO� UIF� IBJS�� *U� JT� BT� JG� UIF� WBSJPVT� øPXJOH� BOE�
JOUFSMPDLJOH�TUSBOET�PG�IBJS�BSF�SFNJOEFST�PG�UIF�
complexities of his predicament. This is neither 
B� DPOTDJPVT� QSPDFTT� OPS� B� QSPEVDU� PG� B� MBDL� PG�
understanding of human anatomy. It is an open-
FOEFE� QSPDFTT� CPUI� JO� UFSNT� PG�NBSL�NBLJOH�
and subject matter necessitated by mental 
stress (which often manifests in migraines 
that need to be countered with medication). It 
shuns any pre-planned contrivance in executing 
XPSLT�BOE�JT�TUPQ�TUBSU��IF�XJMM�TUBSU�XPSLJOH�JO�
a casual, almost uninterested way, abandon the 

image, and move on to a new one. He will not 
XPSL� GPS� B� MJUUMF�XIJMF� BOE� UIFO�XJMM� HP� UP� UIF�
drawing and lightly and casually depict a space 
XJUI� TPGU� NBSLT� BOE� TUSJBUJPOT� UIBU� HSBEVBMMZ�
build up con"dent and clear form. This is evident 
in %SBXJOH� PG� B� (JSM� XIFSF� UIF� MJHIU� NBSLT�
CVJME�VQ� UIF�FZFT� UP�B� SFTVMU� UIBU� UIBU� MPPLT�BT�
if they are sewn on. The slight bulge in the 
GBDF�T� SJHIU� KBX�NBLFT�IFS� MPPL�VODPNGPSUBCMF�
emphasised in the ambiguous rendering of the 
lips. Alwy’s other drawings, Untitled Portrait 4 
and Watch Out, are reminiscent of Surrealist 
artists such as Roberto Matta and Symbolists 
such as Olidon Redon. It is especially evident 
JO� UIF� QSFTFODF� PG� FZFT�� A-JLF� NVTJD�� 3FEPO�
declared, ‘my drawings transport us to the 
ambiguous world of the indeterminate.’4 

Alwy may rub pencil into the paper to create a 
form without preconception or planning. The 
form may be modelled further to strengthen 
XIBU� JT� BMSFBEZ� UIFSF�� 8IJMF� *� XBT� XPSLJOH�
XJUI�BOPUIFS�SFGVHFF�"MXZ�XPVME�OPU�XPSL�GPS�
the whole afternoon. The other refugee was 

�� .JDIBFM�(JCTPO�Symbolism (Koln: Taschen, 2006), 59.

Alwy Fadhel, %SBXJOH�PG�B�(JSM�
pencil on paper, 29x41cm

Alwy Fadhel, Untitled 4, 
pencil on paper, 21x29cm
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very shy, and I was casually trying out di!erent 
drawing styles, in an e!ort to help him get the 
drawing started. At one point, I tipped the cup of 
pencil shavings onto the paper and ground it into 
the surface with my hand. This signi"ed a ‘don’t 
DBSF��BOE�GSFF�BUUJUVEF��"MXZ�JNNFEJBUFMZ�QJDLFE�
VQ�IJT�QFODJM�BOE�CFHBO�XPSLJOH��6OTVSQSJTJOHMZ�
he is deeply suspicious of order, resolution and 
categorisation. 

5IF�XPSL�PG�UIF�*UBMJBO�JOUFSOFFT�EFBMT�XJUI�UIF�
same themes of alienation, but in completely 
EJòFSFOU� XBZT� BOE� BU� EJòFSFOU� TLJMM� MFWFMT��
Vanucci, interned at Cowra Internment Camp 
after being captured by the Allies and sent to 
Australia after internment in India, was a trained 
artist who painted portraits, "gures, landscapes 
and religious scenes. A self-portrait, exhibits an 
VOTVSF�TFOTF�PG�TFMG��5IF�EBSL�CBDLHSPVOE�CFIJOE�
his head suggests a deeply psychological space 
XIJDI�JT�PòTFU�CZ�UIF�CSJHIU�øFTIZ�UPOBM�SBOHFT�
of the face. It has an e!ect of amplifying the 
artist’s personal sense of alienation. The play of 
DPOUSBTUT�CFUXFFO�GPSFHSPVOE�BOE�CBDLHSPVOE�JT�
echoed also in a painting of Mary and Joseph in 
UIF�"VTUSBMJBO�MBOETDBQF�IJT�NBKPS�XPSL�EVSJOH�

his internment painted with another fellow 
internee Piero Pieraccini. The contrast between 
the close-up gritty and eroded foreground of 
UIF�DBNQ�QMBZT�Pò�BHBJOTU�UIF�øPBUJOH�DMPBLFE�
"gures standing above. Situated very close 
to the picture plane, the "gures dominate the 
composition. A sense of deep space is created 
CZ�UIF�øPXJOH�IJMMT�PG�$PXSB�JO�UIF�CBDLHSPVOE��
5IF�EBSL� DMPVEZ�BOE�PNJOPVT�TLZ�BDDFOUVBUFT�
UIF� FUIFSFBM� OBUVSF�PG� UIF�XPSL��"OPUIFS�XPSL�
on an etched mirror by an unidenti"ed internee 
similarly displaces the surface of the mirror 
with a portrait of the camp commandant. The 
simpli"ed spatial relations and contrasts of 
TDBMF�CFUXFFO�öHVSF�BOE�CBDLHSPVOE�CSJOH� UP�
NJOE�BUUSJCVUFT�PG�#Z[BOUJOF�QBJOUJOH�TVDI�BT�JUT�
QBSFE�CBDL�USFBUNFOU�PG�GPSN��5IJT�JT�FDIPFE�JO�
a jewellery box carved by my grandfather during 
his internment. One-point perspective and 
minimal execution of form predominate with the 
perspective lines emanating from a heat with 
my grandmother’s initials carved into it. Upon 
viewing this box, one feels the alienation and 
longing that my grandfather must have felt for 
his absent family.

Alwy Fadhel, Watch Out, 
pencil on paper, 21x29cm

Piero Pieraccini, Self Portrait, approximately 40 cm wide, 
Private Collection, 1942
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Another artist in Villawood has also executed 
a number of landscapes that exhibit a curious 
approach, one which stands out because he is 
LFFO�OPU� UP�XBTUF� UJNF�XIJMF� JO�EFUFOUJPO�BOE�
XPSLT�WFSZ�BTTJEVPVTMZ��)F� JT�BMXBZT�BTLJOH�NF�
GPS�BEWJDF�BCPVU�IPX�UP� JNQSPWF�IJT�XPSL��5IF�
"rst drawing he had made was of a landscape 
of a sailing boat entitled Boat Journey��)F�XPSLT�
obsessively as if channelling the present onto 
the surface of the paper. I was encouraging him 
UP� TFF� JOUP� UIF� NBSLT� IF� XBT� NBLJOH� PO� UIF�
QBQFS�� 8F� XPSLFE� PO� UIF� QJDUVSF� UPHFUIFS� UP�
CFHJO�XJUI��*�XBT�IFMQJOH�IJN�UP�LFFQ�HPJOH�UP�
DPOUJOVF�UP�NBLF�NBSLT�XJUIJO�UIF�NBSLT�IF�IBE�
BMSFBEZ�NBEF��8PSLJOH� JO� TVDI� B� XBZ� TFFNFE�
to help him deepen and extend the drawing 
process as well as to come to terms with the 
experiences of the boat trip to Australia. It is not 
one of never-ending change but one of a never-
ending con"rmation of the already achieved. A 
SFKVWFOBUJPO� PG� WJTJPO� SFTVMUT� GSPN� XPSLJOH� JO�
TVDI�B�XBZ��5IF�MBOETDBQF�JT�BMXBZT�BU�EVTL�UIF�
QPJOU�CFUXFFO�MJHIU�BOE�EBSL�XIFSF�JU�JT�OFJUIFS�
DPNQMFUFMZ� MJHIU� OPS� EBSL��)F�IBT� EFWFMPQFE� B�
UFDIOJRVF� PG� EBSLFOJOH� UIF� FEHFT� PG� GPSNT� UP�
produce a timeless and sculptural sense of form. 
Sculptural form cannot be pinned to a particular 
rendering of objects as they would really appear. 
This is his world; the way he sees, a unique way 
PG�NBLJOH�UIBU� JT�IJT�BMPOF�� *U� JT�B�QSJWBUF�TQBDF�
JO� XIJDI� UIF� MJHIU� BOE� EBSL� QBTTBHFT� BMXBZT�
tip toward a state of being inside which it is 
neither day nor night. This can also be seen in a 

ESBXJOH�PG�UIF�CBTLFUCBMM�DPVSUT�JO�UIF�7JMMBXPPE�
detention centre, rendered in pencil. No matter 
what he does, the same way of rendering always 
appears, for it is always within him. 

Anton Pulvirenti completed a Bachelor of Visual 
Arts and his Honours degree at the Australian 
National University in 2001. He is presently 
completing a PhD on Australian Internment 
Camps during WWII at the Sydney College 
of the Arts at the University of Sydney. He is a 
practising visual artist who has exhibited both 
domestically and internationally. Additionally, 
IF�IBT�CFFO�DPOEVDUJOH�XFFLMZ�BSU�DMBTTFT�XJUI�
refugees inside the Villawood detention centre.

J, Boat Journey, pencil on paper, 21x29cm

Angelo Pulvirenti, Jewellery Box, 11 x 8 x 9 cm, 
mallee wood, Private Collection, 1942-3
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K, The Weeping Tree, pencil on paper, 29x41cm
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K, Imprisoned Tree, pencil on paper, 29x41cm
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K, Detention, pencil on paper, 29x41cm
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J, Window, pencil on paper, 29x41cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Untitled, pencil on paper, 21x29cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Woman in Veil, co!ee on paper, 29x41cm



66   Literature & Aesthetics

Syed Ruhollah Musavi,  Harvest, oil on canvas, 60x85cm
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Syed Ruhollah Musavi, Religious Elegy, oil on canvas, 60x85cm
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Syed Ruhollah Musavi, Afghan Refugee 1, pencil on paper, 29x21cm
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Syed Ruhollah Musavi, Afghan Refugee 2, pencil on paper, 29x21cm
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Syed Ruhollah Musavi, Boy in Detention, oil on canvas, 60x69cm
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O, Weavers, oil on canvas board, 42x30cm

W, Dead Child, acrylic on canvas, 40x51cm
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Saad Tlaa, Roger Dreams of Peace, pencil on paper, 26x37cm
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Alwy Fadhel, The Journey, acrylic on canvas, 100x76cm
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F, 5IF�4SJ�-BOLBO�8BS��, acrylic on canvas, 100x76cm

F, 5IF�4SJ�-BOLBO�8BS��, acrylic on canvas, 42x29cm
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W, 5IF�4SJ�-BOLBO�"SNZ�#PNCJOH�UIF�5BNJMT, acrylic on canvas, 69x50cm
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F, Boat at Christmas Island, acrylic on canvas, 41x29cm
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K, Christmas Island Boat Disaster, oil on canvas, 69x50cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Bound, co!ee on paper, 29x38cm
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Alwy Fadhel, The Pool, co!ee on paper, 24x35cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Fence, co!ee on paper, 39x27cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Crying Wolf, co!ee on paper, 39x27cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Deeply Sad, co!ee on paper, 38x29cm
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M, Electric Massage Machine, found objects, 100cm
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M, Hammer, found objects, 21cm
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M, Brush and Pallette Knife, plastic cutlery, aluminium foil and cat hair, 16cm
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M, Flower, plastic plate, instant noodles, cheese and acrylic paint, 22x22cm
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M, Abstract, acrylic on canvas, 30x30cm
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H, Tableu, found objects and mixed media, 48x35cm
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H, Bringing Service to Life, found objects and mixed media, 48x35cm
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Saad Tlaa, Inside Villawood 1, pen and watercolour on paper, 29x21cm
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Saad Tlaa, Inside Villawood 2, pen and colour pencil on paper, 29x21cm
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Saad Tlaa, Running for Freedom, watercolour on paper, 28x38cm
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Saad Tlaa,Touching the Dream, watercolour on paper, 38x28cm
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Saad Tlaa,Jump Towards a New World, watercolour on paper, 38x28cm
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Saad Tlaa,Tribute to Josefa, watercolour on paper, 29x41cm
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Z, Villawood Fences 1

Z, Villawood Fences 2


