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What I Wish I’d Told You, by Claire Bridge and
Chelle Destefano with Deaf community, centres
Deaf voices, identity, language and culture.
Auslan storytellers affirm Deaf experiences and
diverse, complex identities, in an immersive
exhibition of large scale video projections, which
bring visitors into a Deaf world. In this collaboration
of over seventy Deaf and hearing allies, empowered
Deaf storytellers draw on decolonising strategies
of truth-telling, provocation, and self representation,
to challenge audist colonisation of Deaf lives,
bodies, language, and knowledges.
“In Auslan, we pass stories from hand to hand. Our
stories cannot be put on a page, detached from us.
When we tell stories through sign language, our
whole body, mind, emotion, and inner-self is also
expressed. Our signed stories carry culture. They
are a site of resistance and pride.”
— Chelle Destefano
Shared with humour, wit, courage, and care, What I
Wish I’d Told You transforms the gallery into a Deaf
space and Deaf Cultural experience for all.

Executive Message
We’re proud to be presenting our most ambitious exhibition for the year
with the Deaf community. At the heart of this large-scale exhibition across
all three of our galleries is social justice, equity and allyship, which are all
values at the core of Footscray Community Arts.
What I Wish I’d Told You is presented in partnership with West Space and led
by outstanding artists Chelle Destefano and Claire Bridge in collaboration
with over 70 community members. As a show conceptualised during
lockdown, it’s even more poignant that there is an opportunity to gather
now at Footscray Community Arts through this exhibition. But more than
that – this is an exhibition that calls to attention the importance of language
in carrying culture, and that we all have a responsibility to respect, care for
and celebrate the languages of our community.
Daniel Santangeli, Artistic Director and Co-CEO
Robyn Gawenda, Executive Director and Co-CEO

Daniel Santangeli (Artistic Director and Co-CEO) and Robyn Gawenda (Executive
Director and Co-CEO) Photography by Bridgette Le.
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Artists' Statement
Claire Bridge and Chelle Destefano
It began with a sense of urgency, born out of dire tragedies arising from a global
pandemic, where across the world millions of lives were being lost, as candle flames
suddenly struck out. Millions of loved ones separated from each other, unable to
reach each other, unable to see and touch, without opportunity to say what needed
to be said. A sense of isolation. A yearning for connection.
“What I Wish I’d Told You…”
We met as colleagues studying for our Master of Contemporary Art at The Victorian
College of the Arts. Chelle, a Deaf artist, and Claire, a hearing artist and former Auslan
interpreter and GCODA (Grand-Child of Deaf Adults). Serendipity. The opportunity
presented itself, crystallising when we decided to collaborate on this project,
responding to the needs of the moment and the rare and fortuitous circumstances
whereby a Deaf and a hearing Auslan signing colleague found ourselves studying
the same course, at the same time, in the same cohort! Rare, due to histories of
oppression, and the institutional and structural violence which continues to exclude
and place excessively burdensome barriers upon Deaf people, while offering limited
access and equity for those who wish to study at graduate and postgraduate levels.
Rare, in a world and in these colonised, unceded lands called Australia, that has not
yet recognised Auslan as a national language or made it viable for a majority of both
hearing and Deaf citizens to be fluent in our nation’s sign language, where 90% of
Deaf children are born into hearing families.1 Rare, in a country which strategically
enforces Oralist education policies such as mainstreaming,2 English linguistic
imperialism, audist assimilation, that has systematically erased hundreds of First
Nations’ Indigenous signed (and spoken) languages, and sustains a targeted assault
on Deaf culture and sign language.3
“What I Wish I’d Told You…”
We offered this prompt as an open-ended invitation to Deaf community. What is
it that you wish you had said, or could say now? People were invited to respond in
Auslan video, with complete agency; in whichever way and to whoever they wanted.
We reached out and community responded! A flurry of stories arrived in our inbox.
Self-authored and recorded predominantly during pandemic lockdowns, each Deaf
storyteller responded on their own terms. Many more stories were submitted than we
could include in this exhibition. We wish we could include many more. There is much
to be said. Much more to be heard.
These stories witness. Testify. Provoke. These stories invite, lift, illuminate and
challenge. These stories both resist and warmly welcome. Sit with these stories and
let them settle around you like a cloak. Let them shake you from your preconceptions.
Let them touch you. Let them spark your imagination.
1 Joseph Lo Bianco, first acknowledged Australian Sign Language, coined Auslan by Trevor Johnston, as the ‘community language’ of the
majority of Deaf in Australia, but Auslan has yet to be recognised as a national language. Lo Bianco, Joseph, National Policy on
Languages, Canberra, Australian Government Publishing Service, 1987, pp 1-10, 14-15, 18, 189-203.
2 Australian Curriculum, www.australiancurriculum.edu.au, https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/languages/
auslan/introduction/, accessed 22 June 2022
3 Jan Branson and Don Miller, “Sign Language, the Deaf and the Epistemic Violence of Mainstreaming,” Language and Education 7, no. 1
(January 1, 1993): 21–41, https://doi.org/10.1080/09500789309541346.
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To honour someone is to let yourself be changed by their presence and by who they are.
Legacies. Oralism, mainstream education and the closure of Deaf schools and Deaf
Clubs around the country have interrupted and denied Deaf people opportunities for
intergenerational sharing and the passing on of language, knowledge, connection,
and culture. Claire’s Deaf grandparents went to Deaf schools, Waratah and Portsea.
At Victoria’s oldest Deaf school, The Victorian College for the Deaf, in Melbourne,
are the old, lined schoolbooks written in careful cursive pencil by Claire’s grandmother, Olive. It was once a common exchange when Claire was a child, part of the
ritual of greeting Deaf to sign, “[SCHOOL, WHERE FROM YOU?]” A way to connect,
to establish relationships, to place each other in community context, to understand
which sign dialect you use and, also, which generationally Deaf family you may be
from. Today, only one Deaf school remains in Australia. What I Wish I’d Told You is a
valuable resistance to audist cultural and psychological erasure, a defiant embodied
presence and a testament to Deaf flourishing, survival and ongoingness. What I Wish
I’d Told You carries Deaf legacies, now and into the future. We thank each and every
Deaf voice, each and every Deaf person who has contributed to this project.
Collaboration is an underlying theme of this exhibition, threaded through the work,
its development, and relationships. Growth and flourishing happen in community.
Not in isolation. We are both a sum of all things and an initiating force for and of
each other, human and the more-than-human, inextricably interconnected and
interdependent. We are co-existent multitudes. These times call for a realisation
and intimate knowing of this relationship we have with each other and our world,
emerging together. Creativity, and transformative justice, arise from emergent
strategies, where multiplicities come together in individuality and complexity.4
With over seventy Deaf and hearing collaborators coming together, What I Wish I’d
Told You offers a model for allyship. In relationship.
A closed fist holds the past, contained in memories.
A finger points to now, today, this moment, here.
A relaxed and open-fingered palm, extends forward, offering the future.
There is a saying, “The future is in your hands.” This is literally true of these Auslan
stories and empowered Deaf speakers, sharing not by ‘word of mouth’ but by ‘sign
of hand’ in What I Wish I’d Told You. The future lies in both what we can imagine and
what we choose to articulate. The signing storytellers of What I Wish I’d Told You,
unfold Deaf futures though our hands and our presences. Open handed, open hearted.
Can you hold a space to listen, witness, and to respond?
Our hands are extended. Open palmed.
Will you take these out-stretched hands as friends, equals and allies, and with us
forge new Deaf futures? We have imagined it. Will you?
4 adrienne maree brown, Emergent Strategy, Shaping Change, Changing Worlds, AK Press, CA, USA, 2017
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Rupturing Distantism
Dr Gabrielle Hodge
Cathy looks frankly to camera and narrates her letter. I wish I knew everything about
you, she says. But I don’t. I don’t know about our culture, or how to speak our native
language. Seated before an unseen career advisor, seventeen-year-old Medina
shyly introduces herself. I don’t know what I want to do when I finish school. An idea
emerges. Maybe I can become an actor on TV? The advisor tests her hearing.
A hairdresser? But it will be hard to communicate. Haley frowns as childhood
memories reappear as one suffocating flinch after another. You drink too loud.
You walk too loud. You laugh too loud. Shh! Mademoiselle Coco preens elegantly to
her estranged mother. I would love to see you again, she purrs. When I see you, I will
say I love you. Night falling, Dion hops in their car and drives the long and winding
road down to Manly. At the end of the road, there is a house. They get out of their
car and knock on the door. An unknown person opens it, shocked. Can I come in?
they ask. Yes of course, come in. They embrace.
Are these old retellings with new endings? Resolutions that were meant to happen,
but never realised? Or longed-for desires, put forth into the world for the first time?
We cannot know. Maybe it’s not important. What we can recognise is the feeling.
Deep concentration. Reticence, or unwilling resignation. Confusion and regret.
Re-interpretations of old harms, shielded by the wisdom of lived experience.
Memories summoned with compassion and counsel. Reflections on what it means
to be a deaf or deafblind person, to communicate most naturally through visual or
tactile means, while living in a world with audist, racist, rainbow-phobic hate.
Resistance. Daniel stopped painting for many years. Mum Shirl was my aunt. She told
me please don’t give up. Elvin was pierced by low expectations. Guess what? I am
a dancer now. Ayah felt fractured growing up. Please respect each other’s different
religions and backgrounds. Please be compassionate, patient and kind. Ramas was
awed by a visiting world traveller following the dissolution of the Soviet Union.
It's such a small thing he did, simply sharing sign, but the memory of that never left me.
Joseph bridged the tyranny of time. He is the reason I became an artist, because I felt
a strong family connection with him through painting. Frustration, hunger. Love.
What is this thing that holds us apart? John Lee Clark, DeafBlind poet and guide to
the Protactile realm, has a word. He calls it distantism1. Sometimes we do need a
new word, he explains. It can change the way we see everything. It comes from the
Latin distantia, meaning “a standing apart”. Distantism is what happens when we
assume that sound and sight are primary, that our only ways of being in the world
are predicated on the effortless coordination of just these two senses. Yet it can
intervene in our collective closeness. Are sighted and hearing people wrong to use
their distance senses and let it affect how they live? No. If they wish to be all eyeballs
and flapping ears, they are welcome to such an existence.
There’s nothing wrong with being organised or efficient. But we have problems when
they impose their distantism on us.
1 Clark, John Lee. “Distantism” in Wordgathering. September 2017.
https://wordgathering.syr.edu/past_issues/issue43/essays/clark.html
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Distantism drives the assumption that to live a life without either or one of these
senses -- or perhaps without many other orthodox norms -- is an essential death.
Other possibilities remain hidden, suppressed, violently discouraged.
Deaf and blind? Sorry you are not sighted and not hearing. I see you as incapable
and always needing a helper. Wait, that is far too expensive. Gay and trans? Let me
believe, through my fearful collection of pseudo-feminist prayers, that your existence
is somehow and impossibly a threat to mine. Cantonese, Lebanese, Lithuanian?
We will decide who comes to this country and the circumstances in which you come.
Deaf and Dunghutti, Gadigal, Narungga, Wonnurua, Worimi? All of you not possible
everywhere and always, you can only be one or the other at any given time.
Distantism, once seen cannot be unseen: an ugly array of dangerous ideas, attitudes
and actions keeping us apart. It also operates in all directions, working to keep
everyone apart from us. Preventing you from knowing that my tactile geography is
rich with powerful agency, that my love is honest and sincere, that my history belongs
to the world, and that my world belongs to the continuous, ancestral constellation
of earth, ocean and sky, which belongs to no-one.
How can we find each other? According to Mia Mingus, a queer physically disabled
Korean transracial and transnational adoptee raised in the Caribbean, we must leave
evidence2. Evidence that we were here, that we existed, that we survived and loved
and ached. Proof that there are other ways to live, both for ourselves and everyone
else. Proof that we are the experts of our own lives. She names a particular kind of
intimacy: access intimacy. That elusive, hard to describe feeling when someone else
‘gets’ your access needs. The closeness felt between people who feel safe and at ease
with each other.
You don’t need to be disabled. You don’t need to be deaf. You don’t need to share
exactly the same experience or political sensibility. You just need to notice.
Sometimes it can happen with complete strangers, disabled or not, or sometimes
it can be built over years. It does not look the same for everyone. You don’t need to
know everything before you begin. Experiment a little. John calls it fumbling around.
Sometimes it is someone just sitting and holding your hand while you both stare back
at an inaccessible world. Access intimacy seats us side by side. It can transform
ordinary access into a tool for liberation, instead of merely reinforcing ‘inclusion’ and
‘equality’. Access becomes about relationships, not barriers. It becomes about us all
feeling free. That is why this exhibition matters, why it is happening now3. Cathy said
it. I have met you halfway. I wish you could meet me halfway too. Here is the evidence.
The rest is up to you.
--Dr Gabrielle Hodge is a sighted deaf white settler researcher living on the unceded
lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation.
2 Mingus, Mia. “Access Intimacy, Interdependence and Disability Justice” in Leaving Evidence. 12 April 2017. https://leavingevidence.
wordpress.com/2017/04/12/access-intimacy-interdependence-and-disability-justice/
3 Destefano, Chelle & Claire Bridge, What I Wish I'd Told You, Exhibition 2022, multi-channel video projections in Auslan, with English
audio and animated captions, Footscray Community Arts, 13 July - 28 Aug 2022, Hyphen Wodonga, 17 Sept - 4 Dec 2022, Art Space at
Realm, 1 Oct - 20 Nov 2022, Woollahra Redleaf, February 2023, https://footscrayarts.com/event/what-i-wish-id-told-you/

Stories for Change
Professor Kate Douglas
Life storytelling is crucial in our understanding of our own identities and in our
sharing those identities with others. Stories testify to the truths of our experiences.
In settling on a story, in choosing what to disclose, in what language and in what
detail and style, storytellers offer something that is important to them. These
narrations allow the storyteller and the recipient to explore their commonalities
and their differences, their misunderstandings and points of connection.
What I Wish I'd Told You, a collaboration by Chelle Destefano and Claire Bridge, is a
highly potent and engaging set of empowered testimonials seeking to showcase
diverse stories from the Deaf community in Australia.1 The premise is for the
storyteller, through direct-to-camera address, to speak to someone who had an
impact on their life. But this is not necessarily a direct address with the aim of
reaching a particular person, more a means to speak-back to the space that now
exists between them. In their address, the speaker will offer something they wish
they had told that person. The testimonial structure is intentionally broad, offering
narrators the opportunity to speak to past events or people in meaningful or
restorative ways, in whatever tone they choose to.
The result is a significant platform for Deaf storytelling: a diversity of stories that
reflect the autonomy of the storyteller. There’s a desire here, on the part of the
project’s lead artists and curators, to circulate Deaf stories and culture in ways that
will impact on the Deaf community and beyond. Beyond Deaf culture there is the
potential for deepening awareness and the need to acknowledge Deaf peoples and
cultures and their experiences of the world. The project recognises the importance
of story-sharing at this moment in history. COVID lockdowns and periods of isolation
have impacted on communication and connection to wider communities. How might
storytelling be restorative in this space?
The stories selected for the What I Wish I'd Told You project are a brilliant mix of
smart provocation, humour, nostalgia, longing, and self-talk. The storytellers include
Indigenous Australians, people of diverse ages, from numerous locations in Australia
(and living abroad internationally – Dr Robert Adam and Medina Sumovic), diverse
backgrounds, in different jobs and cultural pursuits including artists, teachers,
academics, drag performers and a mime. These are narratives of Deaf identity,
but often at the intersection of other cultural identities, for instance, being
Indigenous, Muslim, first-generation Australian, or gay. These are stories of being
caught between two or more cultural worlds. In What I Wish I'd Told You, every story
represents a highlight, a story that will resonate far beyond its initial addressee. Some
of the stories speak to the issue of social justice, offering confrontations to family
or community members who have failed to act with fairness and understanding.
Such stories are a call for recognition of Deaf cultures and rights. Other stories such
as Haley Martin’s (Worimi and Dunghutti) and Ramas McRae’s ask family members
for acceptance and a recognition of sameness amid difference.
1 Destefano, Chelle & Claire Bridge, What I Wish I’d Told You, Exhibition 2022, multi-channel video projections in Auslan, with English
audio and animated captions, Footscray Community Arts, 13 July - 28 Aug 2022, Hyphen Wodonga, 17 Sept - 4 Dec 2022, Art Space at
Realm, 1 Oct - 20 Nov 2022, Woollahra Redleaf, February 2023, https://footscrayarts.com/event/what-i-wish-id-told-you/
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In these examples, storytelling becomes a means for consciousness-raising and
education on the issues of belonging, knowledge, connection and agency. There are
stories of cultural loss and the importance of regaining lost knowledge of families
and cultures.
Other narratives offer provocations to hearing people. These are sometimes in the
form of confrontations or what hearing people need to change in the assumptions
they make or the ways they stereotype Deaf peoples and cultures. For instance,
these narratives speak to the issue of how to acknowledge deafness and how to
communicate with a Deaf person, or what careers a Deaf person might pursue.
These narratives are a call to witness, to be seen and acknowledged. Walter Kadiki,
a Black man, of African heritage, born in the UK, offers a powerful confrontation on
this issue. It is a call to action requiring a response, “What is important for me is
for you to acknowledge who you are seeing. A deaf man. A deaf man? Yes. But we
aren't so different. We're the same, the same.”
There are narratives of love: biographical sketches centring on wonderfully important
figures from the past including inspirational teachers, important figures from the
Deaf community. What I Wish I’d Told You was the significant impact you had.
These are relational life narratives that show the power of connection and community,
particularly during the formative years of life. Another common focus is self-love,
and more particularly speaking back to a past version of the self, usually the child.
The genre of these narrations is ‘it gets better’, letting the child self know that
their life will become easier as they grow, and not to dwell on the hard times.
These narratives also emphasise the importance of listening generously to the
stories of others.
I offer this exhibition essay, not as a Deaf person but as a hearing ally. In witnessing
and exploring these testimonies, I do so as someone who is keen to facilitate their
dissemination. Sharing stories, within and between communities, is a central way
that to support understanding. Watching the sign language (while listening to the
voiceover or reading the caption) is vital to this communication. Auslan is a distinct
language; it is also an adaptive language that changes over time as a response to
cultural change (for instance, local dialects, Indigenous interventions). As someone
who cannot read sign, following the language, observing its distinct embodied
elements is central to receiving these narratives.
The narratives of What I Wish I’d Told You could be imbued with regret but they are
brimming with sharp focus, conviction and hope. There’s a strong sense of these
stories as activist stories, seeking to shape the ways in which Australians see Deaf
culture. These stories and this exhibition represent a shift to amplify life narratives
and offer stories of agency in their own words.
--Professor Kate Douglas is a first-in-family working-class academic who believes
in the power of storytelling as a tool of social justice. She teaches and researches
English Literature and Life Writing at Flinders University in Adelaide on the
traditional, unceded lands of the Kaurna People of the Adelaide Plains.

Chelle Destefano
CHELLE DESTEFANO is a multi-disciplinary Deaf artist working
with performance art, textiles, sculpture, installation and poetry.
Her work explores Deaf identity from her lived experience of being
a Deaf person in a hearing world, Deaf history and Culture and her
language, Auslan. Her video poetry performances are informed by
experiences of audism and oppression as a Deaf child and adult,
combined with embroidered textile installations.
Destefano was the winner of the inaugural acquisitive Lake Art Prize
2020 for her performance and textile works about ‘Deaf space’.
Her socially engaged practice has also been shortlisted in the 2020
in the Incinerator Art Award and Noel Counihan Commemorative
Award. Destefano graduated with a Master of Contemporary Art
in 2022 from VCA-MCM, University of Melbourne.
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Claire Bridge
CLAIRE BRIDGE is a hearing interdisciplinary artist of AngloIndian-Australian and Deaf heritage, a grandchild of Deaf Adults,
fluent in Auslan and former Auslan interpreter and researcher
at the National Institute for Deaf Studies. Her practice includes
ceramic sculpture, video, sound, textiles, painting, installation with
a deep interest in collaborative frameworks. Bridge’s work engages
with notions of shared story as vessels that contain, sustain,
and have potential to transform collective beliefs, attitudes and
culture. Embedded within her processes, objects, and materials,
are gestures of repair of personal and collective wounds, opening
ruptures of transformational potential and plasticity. For Bridge,
repair is a vital practice of cultural resistance. Her works speak
to a hope towards thriving, ongoing-ness and the restorative
futures of an evolving culture.
In 2022, Claire Bridge graduated with a Master of Contemporary
Art from the VCA-MCM, University of Melbourne. Evidencing
growing institutional appreciation of her work, Bridge has been
curated into: Face Me, at Lismore Regional Gallery, Stages at
Monash Gallery of Art, Erasure at CoVA, Confluence at Counihan
Gallery, Manic, The Big Anxiety Festival at the University of New
South Wales 2019, and Fecund: Fertile Worlds, Artback NT,
which toured nationally.
Bridge was winner of the Living Art Award and People’s Choice
for the Stan and Maureen Duke, Gold Coast Art Prize, awarded
the Silver Medal in the Black Swan Prize, People’s Choice in the
Portia Geach and Shirley Hannan Portrait Awards, and shortlisted
on multiple occasions in the Doug Moran National Portrait Prize.
She was a finalist Sulman Prize, and in the 2021 Mary & Lou
Senini Award in Ceramics and the 2020 McClelland National
Small Sculpture Awards. Bridge’s work is held in public and
private collections including University of Melbourne, Maroondah
Federation Estate Gallery, the Honorary Consulate of Monaco,
collections across Australia, New Zealand, USA, UK and Europe.
Her work is included in the Peregrine Collection and will be sent
to the Moon on a Vulcan Rocket in 2022 for perpetuity.

Claire Bridge, profile image, 2022, photograph courtesy the artist
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