Revel Cooper video transcript

Narrator: The landscape you are looking at is inspired by the artwork of Revel Cooper. 
Revel Cooper was born in 1934 in Katanning, Western Australia. When he was five his mother died and his father left him and his four siblings in the care of his maternal grandparents. As Noongar people, the kids were made wards of the state. In May of 1940, the government relocated Revel and his family to the Carrolup Native Settlement.
Conditions at the Carrolup school were notoriously difficult. The majority of the attending children had been forcibly separated from their families.
‘Fights were numerous among women, men, boys and girls,’ Revel later wrote, ‘there was hardly a day passed without someone fighting.’ 
Famously, a few creative teachers arrived and changed all that.
‘At first we hated him because Mr White, as gentle as he was, he stood for no nonsense. He soon won our confidence and respect, for Mr White was more than a teacher to us.’
Revel also made an impression. ‘He was one of the best natured of those lads,’ wrote one teacher, ‘kind to the smaller children and fond of animals.’
Teachers at Carrolup encouraged students to use poetry, music and art to express themselves. Although they had received no formal training, the kids’ art developed a reputation and, by 1946, was being exhibited locally. Revel’s work stood out.   
Still a teenager, Revel left the school in 1949. He worked as a railway fettler and on farms while continuing to paint.
In 1952, as his work was becoming more widely known, Revel was charged in relation to the death of a man from whom he had tried to buy alcohol. The charge was murder.
Revel’s trial made waves around Australia and became a flashpoint for conversations on the rights of First Nations Australians.
When the jury was unable to return a verdict, Revel was retried and convicted on the lesser charge of manslaughter. He served three years and, even in prison, continued to make art.
The Mirror reported in 1954, ‘Revel Cooper, a twenty-year old native, has occupied himself during a three year sentence in Fremantle Prison by painting more than three dozen original oils and watercolours. His works are one of the chief decorative features of the jail.’
After his release, Revel struggled with his demons and with discrimination from society. ‘My challenges are tough,’ he wrote, ‘particularly when you have practically no education, can’t get a job anywhere…and the cops are continually on your back to get work and get out of town.’
Seeing only one solution, Revel moved to Melbourne to start a new life. In a letter to one of the Carrolup teachers in 1961, Revel wrote that he was involved with Alcoholics Anonymous, that his work was selling, and that he still loved painting.  
Revel said, ‘You once said that none of us boys would ever make a living out of our art. I’m still out to prove you wrong.’ 
Revel died in 1983.
