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Lake George, or Weereewa in Ngunnawal language, is most 
commonly encountered by car. The Federal Highway that runs 
north-south along its western edge is a key geographical feature 
of the lake’s shore and is punctuated by lookouts and Victoria 
Cross memorial rest stops. When approached from the north the 
immense flatness of the lakebed and its extension to the horizon 
is hypnotic. During hot summer weather a fata morgana effect 
gives the illusion of a vast body of distant water. 

Like many Australian children, I first experienced the lake 
when passing on pilgrimages to and from the national institu-
tions of Canberra, about 40 kilometres away. The usual anec-
dotes about this mysterious lake were often recited as it appeared 
on the horizon. My earliest memory was from the late 1980s. 
It must have been winter and I remember our 1972 Holden 
Kingswood station wagon was buffeted by icy winds and spray 
from waves breaking on the shore not far from the roadside. I 
photographed a completely different view of the lake in 2015 
(Untitled 1 from my ongoing ‘Weereewa / bad water’ series). The 
choppy lake water had disappeared, and in its place a plane of 
lush green grass, clipped by herds of merino sheep, extends into 
the far distance where 80 metre-high towers of the Capital Wind 
Farm stand like foreign sentinels above this bucolic view. 

The lake is one of the world’s oldest and was formed over 
five million years ago, when a fault line lifted an escarpment 
along what is now the steep western escarpment.1 It is endorheic 

– a closed water system that fills only through direct rainfall and 
as a result is a shallow lake that is a very effective evaporation pan. 
During the 196 years of European settlement the lake has come 
to be considered dangerous, unreliable and constantly shifting. 
The most common interest in the lake is the rapid appearance 
and disappearance of water, and among a number of far-fetched 
ideas in popular mythology to explain the comings and goings of 
the water is a hidden aquifer linked to New Zealand or China.

ACT tourism marketing has coined the term ‘CBR re-
gion’, a psychological ploy extending the territory’s limits. This 
acknowledgment of Canberra’s dependence on the region to sup-
plement the workforce for the capital also points to a demograph-
ic not content to live in its prescribed suburban environment, 
and since its establishment the city has extended its backyard 
into neighbouring towns and geographies. The CBR catchment 
is broad – the size of a small European country perhaps. Isolated 
signs marooned on highway median strips list towns considered 
to be in ‘Capital Country’. Just as Queanbeyan has always been 
in a de facto relationship with the capital, so Lake George has 
been seen as a playground for Canberrans; indeed, the Canberra 
Yacht Club was once housed here before the flooding of Lake 
Burley Griffin in 1964. 

I have joined a long list of artists and academics who 
commute to Canberra from surrounding regions and have been 
stopping regularly at Weereewa Lookout. Positioned near Geary’s 
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Gap on the western escarpment, a former haunt of bushranger 
Ben Hall, the lookout is popular with tourists and paragliders. 
At the lookout we are met with a large brown sign, the type that 
denote sites of natural or cultural value. This one has a particu-
larly powerful auratic symbol – the SLR camera – signifying a 
place of universal photogenic attraction. The charge of the to-
pography of Weereewa has drawn the interest of a number of 
notable Australian artists over the years, including G. W. Bot, 
John Conomos, Rosalie Gascoigne and Debra Phillips. The regu-
lar Weereewa festival held on the lake, as well as the numerous 
lake-themed exhibitions at the nearby Goulburn Regional Art 
Gallery, are testament to the place of Weereewa in the region’s 
cultural consciousness. 

Often on my stops I walk to a stone cairn some distance 
along the escarpment to the south. From this raised perspective, 
the view opens out into an immense expanse of the whole lake-
bed. From this vantage point I have been repeatedly photograph-
ing, across a range of seasons, weather and lighting conditions. 
Angles of light reveal hidden topographies and the surface of the 
lake becomes a palimpsest, its past uncovered in an ongoing pro-
cess of overlaid growth, decay and partial erasure.

Not long into this project I realised that a single image of 
the lake is a deception. In the same way that photographic por-
traiture is a mere slither of a person, the lake cannot be encom-
passed through single images. What was needed was a sustained 

approach reflecting the changeability of the lake’s character over 
many seasons. To capture an intense record of place, I have 
adopted a digital photographic technique of stitching multiple 
exposures to generate panoramic high-resolution prints. The tel-
ephoto optics used to capture my images reveal unexpected de-
tails and information – structures, marks and tones – that would 
not have been apprehended by the unaided eye on-site. Studying 
the details in my mural-sized inkjet prints highlight thousands of 
tracks made by humans in cars, tractors and motorbikes. Animal 
life is also present with kangaroos and crows, sheep and cattle 
scattered across the image surfaces. 

My interest in the lake was driven initially from a photo-
graphic impulse to try and capture the visual phenomena of the 
lakebed, particularly the anamorphic shadow-and-light play that 
such a flat expanse of land provides. As I ventured down this 
path my investigations turned to history and mythology, mostly 
via keyword searches through the National Library of Australia’s 
Trove database. The newspaper articles that appeared on my first 
foray into this voluminous archive painted a history of the lake 
that was far more tragic and strange than I had ever imagined. 
This was further reinforced by Graeme Barrow’s detailed his-
torical and geological summary of the lake’s history and place 
in popular imagination.2 The lake has at times been considered 
for the most eclectic range of proposals: a course for land speed 
records, a reservoir, a fish farm and an international airport. 

Rowan Conroy, Untitled 2, 2016, from the series ‘Weereewa / bad water’; archival pigment print on cotton rag, 142 x 400cm;  
produced at the ANU School of Art Inkjet Research Facility, Canberra; image courtesy the artist



Joseph Lycett, View of Lake George, New South Wales, from the North East, c. 1820,  
watercolour, 20.7 x 28.6cm; Australian National Library, Canberra, PIC Drawer 762 #R8736
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Charles Coulter, An ideal federal city, Lake George, N.S.W., 1901,  
watercolour, 41 x 63cm; Australian National Library, Canberra, PIC Drawer 2596 #R134
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The Indigenous and pre-settlement ideas of the lake have 
curious analogies. The Ngunnawal mythology describes many of 
the lake’s phenomena that can be witnessed today, such as the 
rapidly rising and falling water levels, the sudden and change-
able weather and the tragic effects this can have on travellers. 
‘Weereewa’ translates as ‘bad water’, perhaps referring to the un-
drinkable salinity of the lake water and an association with bad 
spirits.3 In the neighbouring Wiradjuri language, Weereewa can 
mean danger. The wrathful vengeance of the lake’s spirit Ngad-
yund Burorage perhaps also hints at the meaning of Weereewa.4 

Helping to grasp the dense psychogeography of Weereewa, 
it is worth recapping its recent history. The ‘discovery’ of the lake 
by former convict Joseph Wild in August 1820 was recounted 
via letter to Governor Lachlan Macquarie by settler Charles 
Throsby and is the first time the lake’s true name ‘Wee-ree-waa’ 
was recorded in English. (A few months later, Macquarie named 
the lake after King George IV of England.) In 1825 former 
convict and forger Joseph Lycett published the first European 
depiction of the lake based entirely on descriptions and imagina-
tion, which was distributed through the British colonies. The 
historical narrative that followed was the familiar tale of colonial 
frontier violence.5 

Remarkable to us now is the fact that in 1901 Lake George 
was considered for the site of the new capital of Australia. The 
concept watercolour by Charles Coulter, commissioned by Lake 
George Federal Capital Site League, is a fantastical view from 
the portico of the proposed governor general’s residence looking 
north along the lake’s shore.

Further complicating our understanding of Weereewa is 
the issue of photographic documentation and its problematic 
relationship to ‘landscape’ as a genre in contemporary Australian 
art. As Judy Annear has written: 

Dealing photographically with the land is, at the least, vexed. 
Politically, this can be argued to be true in relation to the 
still unresolved issues concerning ownership of and access 
to country across the Australian continent. Whose country 
are we talking about? And by photographing it, what are we 
claiming to do with it?6

We are left in a conundrum. This land has been wrong-
fully taken, but is still here with all its spectacular light and 
topography. Can there still be a viable place for a kind of self-
reflexive and aware photography of the land? I would argue 
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Rowan Conroy, Untitled 1, 2015–16, from the series ‘Weereewa / bad water’; archival pigment print on cotton rag, 
100 x 230cm; produced at the ANU School of Art Inkjet Research Facility, Canberra; image courtesy the artist

that photographic practices still play a role in the exploration, 
understanding and representation of place. The revelatory effects 
of light on the Weereewa lakebed hint at its immense antiquity. 
In this way the land displays shadows of its former self that can 
be read through the fragmentary evidence left by marks of past 
action. These inscribe it psychologically with individual events – 
the car trails are like children’s drawings crisscrossing its surface; 
the burnouts are long-repeated ellipses, providing no way out. 
Somehow these marks recall the heterogeneous histories and 
tragedies that have taken place here.
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This article has been adapted from a longer essay that will appear in Fu-
sion Journal in December 2016. Works from the ‘Weereewa / bad water’ 
series were exhibited this year at the H. R. Gallop Gallery, Charles Sturt 
University in Wagga Wagga as part of the Land Dialogues Conference, 
13–15 April, and at the Pingyao International Photography Festival, 
19–25 September. 




