
China-born, Sydney based photographic artist Qiulin Li brought a series of documentary photographs as his first research survey project about public housing residents in Woolloomooloo, A Young Black Kangaroo, showing at Photo Access Canberra. Woolloomooloo is a place co-existed with two divergent vibes – fancy prime real estate buildings look over the harbour, proximity to the public housing and homeless community. Despite the relatively close distance, it seems like an invisible wall is separating the two communities, in Li’s words.
 
The word Woolloomooloo could be derived from Wallabahmullah, meaning a young black kangaroo. Li used this translation “A Young Black Kangaroo” as the title of the project referring to the colonial history of the place. This project initially started as a documentary series with images of rich and poor families revealing the social inequality issue among the communities. Li firstly filmed with the local residents from the public houses as he got to know many of them from work. However, as he was getting deep into the research, he was fascinated and attracted by the lives of these people living in public houses - their lives were completely different from what he had originally imagined. Therefore, Li changed his perspective and focused on documenting the public housing community.
 
The artist is masterful in creating the narrative of the work. Concisely structured vignettes of each subject with portrait and domestic environment documentation, which lucidly unseal the story of their life. Li’s delightful sketch of the individuals of the group and the emphasis on details, embracing the viewers profoundly like a winter sun, a stream in the forest, tactfully and delicately. Single experiences who seem to be divided and unrelated are connected in a unified atmosphere. The inner tension in the works is greatly embodied under the support of its strong story. It’s up to the viewers how to interpret once the artist has done their part, however, browsing through the photographs of the entire series, it is as if visiting neighbours next door. Li tells stories of memories and time as reading a book to you, emotion has been carried with the whole journey. Richie, the former amorous drag queen sitting in his lounge room surrounded by the objects with great details in that frame ripen into the deepest of one's heart revealed his glory memories in the past; Bruce Lee’s primary school classmate Rayson in his striped shirt groomed with those glasses remind the viewers his teenagerhood in the splendid bygone days; those senses in your normal days from the abandoned trolley and hanging chair on the tree, brought back the sense of deja vu all over again. Layers by layers, individual personal stories make up the sum of the group history about the Woolloomooloo public housing community. 

Li's sensitivity and delicacy gave him the ability to capture all subtle elements. His creative process began with becoming friends with the subject of photography. Especially from the selected notes in the catalogue, there is a wonderful interaction and connection between him and the photographed. He carefully recorded these details that might be overlooked. It enriches the audience's interpretation of the work. By describing some small things and conversations they had, their personalities were revealed to you - They are ordinary like everyone else, but they are so vivid and real. The connection with the protagonist in the work is established in these stories, and a sense of intimacy and trust is generated, which leads to a deeper and more delicate understanding of the work.

The artist gives two interpretations in this series on both visual expression and social research: the former is embodied in the image recording of the essence of things, and the latter shows the humanistic care behind it. The theme of division runs through the entire series, including the different living conditions of the people living in the same area; the seemingly dirty and inferior residents on the outside, contrast the richness and softness of the inner world. The two sides of a coin are constantly mentioned, and this reversal breaks the inherent stereotype. “A Young Black Kangaroo” gives residents who have been misinterpreted for a long time a new understanding and perspective. It integrates bit by bit into daily experience and enriches the image of the protagonist being filmed. Taking the stories of ordinary people as the entrance to the audience rather than interpretation on the aesthetic level. It further shows the inability of society and personal fate, which are cleverly hidden in the images. The documentary of the individual created a pathway to the understanding of the wider community. 

Just as Rozee said, there is something both beautiful and terrible about Woolloomooloo.
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