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Abstract

How do Anglo-Australian artists paint themselves into the landscape with relevance and integrity,
in spite of our complicated history? How do we submit to our own ‘small narratives’ and express
an experience of land which considers but is not muted by postcolonial dialogues? How do
individual artists form a visual language respondent to place and instructed by creative chance?
The painting studio is where these questions are raised and where formal problems arise.
Disparate ideas are tested in the search for marks and images to build an ambiguous sensation of
place. Reflection, doubt, and wonder are the forces behind the paintings, but landscape is the
sustaining narrative, and the inquiry is personal, equivocal.
A remote valley on the Ellenborough River forms the back-ground to the current body of work, but
my practice has taken me to desert communities during the past decade. Living and working in
these environments where Indigenous artists paint without inherent effort, immersed in their big
narratives of country, our choice to paint landscape is a continual challenge. Regular field trips to
the valley and visits back to the desert, immersion in the patterns and phenomena of land, issues
of belonging, impermanence and nostalgia have driven this investigation. The almost anachronistic
studio practice results in an exhibition of on-site drawings and painted landscape memoirs.
In the exegesis I examine my work through the prism of paintings by Indigenous artists from
Haasts Bluff and Milikapiti. Non-Indigenous artists who engage with issues of landscape in a
contemporary Australian context are also investigated, with a focus on cross-cultural dialogues,
collaborations and formal painterly responses.
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Prologue

The Ellenborough Valley, 1970- 1988
In the winter of 1970 my parents moved from inner-city to country, having met as painters at
East Sydney Technical College.1 I was a baby, the cold war was a shadow and the suburbs were
banal; subsistence-living was an appealing alternative and their muse, beyond each other, was
an anarchic spirit resonant with the zeitgeist of the times.
The valley which I refer to throughout the exegesis is formed by the Ellenborough River and
lies below the dramatic Ellenborough Falls.2 The river is bordered by indigenous vegetation,
predominantly water gums [tristaniopsis] and she-oaks [casuarinas]. The water is potable and
abundant with eels. The grey basalt boulders and rock-ledge-banks are punctuated by dark
green lomandra longifolium, traditionally used for making eel traps by the local Biripi people.3
Lichen and native orchids create a rich surface patina. Floods, when they come, are
tremendously powerful, turning the water yellow ochre and frothing with white foam; whole
trees rage past like javelins and the roar is pure tempest.
My parents paid for the remote 1200 acre property by farming cucumbers, cutting corkwood
and splitting shingles. Access was, and remains, the greatest challenge to living or farming in
the valley. Poor roads have deteriorated to become virtually impassable today. An old logging
‘snigg-trail’ re-bulldozed several years ago is so steep that only extreme four-wheel drive skills
and dry weather allow an approach.
Seventy five per cent of the property is steep and forested, logged for hardwood, where
possible, throughout the nineteen fifties. Cedar getters in the early twentieth century gave
1

The National Art School in Paddington
The waterfall is in Elands; the valley lies between the Bulgong and Comboyne plateaus in the Great Dividing Range
approximately 400 kilometres north of Sydney and seventy kilometers inland from the ‘mid-north coast’ area.
3
The Biripi or (Birpai) are recognised as the traditional Indigenous owners of the region from the Manning River
north to the Upper Hastings river and to Port Macquarie on the coast. The Ngaku are another local people who may
have territorial overlaps in the region of the valley especially during winter migrations inland. See Norman Tindale’s
Tribes of Aboriginal Australia, published by the South Australian Museum.
http://www.samuseum.australia.sa.com/tindaletribes/birpai.htm accessed July 20, 2009. See also:
http://www.anbg.gov.au/aborig.s.e.aust/lomandra-longifolia.html and
http://www.anbg.gov.au/education/pdfs/ab_bush_plants_2004.pdf accessed 27/11/08 for information on
Aboriginal plant uses.
2

1

way to dairy farmers between the war years, and the only neighbouring (absentee)
landowners continue to run cattle in a rogue fashion. Open flat land skirts the river and slopes
gently to the tree-line permitting a sense of enclosed parkland despite the bladey grass
[imperata cylindrical], cock-spur, blackberry, privet and scotch thistle slowly encroaching. The
local soil is poor and compacted, aside from some rich alluvial river-flats. Land of its kind is
colloquially referred to by farmers as ‘marginal country’ in reference to its singular
unsuitability for the occupation of grazing or agriculture after the raw resource of valuable
timber has been removed.4
The physical isolation of the valley was exacerbated by extreme social separation, further
compounded by lack of electricity, telephone or reliable vehicles. After the first five years the
utopian ideal was exhausted. A period of upheaval was followed by several months in Sydney
before a return to the valley in 1976. New partners arrived for both parents, each resulting in
more children. A sense of community and sociability replaced the solitariness of earlier years,
although that was also temporary.
When we first arrived in the valley, The Hut was the only building; we lived in The Tipi for three
years, while The Barn was being constructed. These buildings are referred to in more detail
throughout the paper.5
During my childhood and into adolescence the valley was a playground. I was oblivious to the
ambivalence that it provoked in grown men and women, enmeshed in their personal
relationships and the challenges of working the land holistically and economically. Both
parents continued to paint, my mother especially. Textas were always available for drawing, a
natural remedy for dispelling childish boredom. Horse-riding, swimming and roaming on foot
were regular activities.

4

For discussion on language of place see Tim Bonyhady and Tom Griffiths, Words for Country. Landscape and
Language in Australia (Sydney: University of NSW Press, 2002).
5
The ‘house’ was built later by my father with his second wife.
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Remote Art Centres 1997-2002, 2005-06
After leaving the mid-north coast region in 1989 I travelled and worked around Northern
Australia before studying for a B.A in painting in Darwin. In 1997 I moved to Central Australia,
spending two years at Haasts Bluff (Ikuntji) and then Balgo in North-west W.A before moving
north to the Tiwi Islands (Melville Island). In each of these three Indigenous communities I
worked in the art centres as art co-ordinator.6
In 2005-06 I spent another year working in the Indigenous arts industry, first in Darwin and
then back in Balgo as acting director of Warlayirti Art Centre. That period confirmed the
difficulties of making art within the art centre environment, despite the inspiration gained
more by osmosis than overt exchange or clear intention. It was in Balgo in the summer of
2005-06 that I proposed Long to Belong. Visits back to the desert in 2007 and 2008 have
further contributed to the exegesis.
The Valley 2002-2009
Going back to the valley in 2002 was a physical and psychological return to the environment of
my earliest memories, with the additional richness of sharing the landscape with my own
young sons. There is nothing rare about homecoming as a catalyst for a particular art genre,
autobiographical work scored from memory and personal narratives. However it is this fallible,
ordinary response, grounded in personal research of a familiar place (for lack of a perceivable
alternative) which mirrors my observations of Aboriginal artists working in their respective
communities, and one that I expressed through a return to regular painting.7

6

Art co-ordinators are also known as arts advisors; more recently art centres have adopted roles for art centre
managers and directors, studio assistants and office staff. Co-ordinators used to perform all necessary duties.
7
Notably Crimson Threads (2003) with Dorothy Galeledba, Michelle Culpitt and Annie Mirron, curated by Rilka
Oakley at VCA Gallery (touring Gosford & Tamworth Regional Galleries) and From The Valley Floor (2005), Watson
Place Gallery Melbourne.
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Introduction

The form of this exegesis is multilayered and rhizome-like in structure. It is a working
document detailing my observations, thought processes and art-making over a three year
period. The poetic voice, experiential methodology and a considered response to a variety of
artists’ works are the primary forces behind the writing and provide a frame through which to
view the studio work.
What makes the document atypical is my analysis of Indigenous artists work as a prism
through which to view and discuss my own work and issues relevant to current Australian
landscape painting. This approach is not taken lightly or without risks, but since the original
conception of the research I have become convinced it is a legitimate approach. In most
instances I cite works of which I have had direct first-hand experience.
There is a tendency to bracket off subjective responses to Indigenous art and rely on overarching theory, either anthropological or visual arts based histories and critiques.8 To
generalize and over-simplify, the former is concerned with the original context and the cultural
function of the ‘artifact’, while the latter re-contextualises the artifact as art object within a
Western art-historical discourse. Each of these schools of enquiry have their own limitations
although there is a trend towards a more collaborative approach, spanning both disciplines.
However each leads inevitably by different tracks to the discourse of post-colonialism and
identity politics, and by extension to Indigenous social, spiritual and political realities,
Australian non-indigenous secularism, and the ethics and assumptions of cross-cultural as well
as cross-disciplinary dialogue and association.

8

Anthropological sources have included Fred R. Myers, Pintupi Country, Pintupi Self: Sentiment, Place and Politics
among Western Desert Aborigines (Berkeley and Los Angeles University of California Press, 1986); Fred R. Myers,
Painting Culture: The Making of an Aboriginal High Art (Durham, London: Duke University Press, 2002). & Howard
Morphy, Becoming Art: Exploring Cross Cultural Categories (Sydney: University of New South Wales, 2008).; Vivien
Johnson, Papunya Painting: Out of the Desert (Canberra: National Museum of Australia Press, 2008).; Marcia
Langton, "Senses of Place," Overland, no. 166 (2002).; Some relevant art historical and theoretical writings include
Bernard Smith, "On Cultural Convergence," in The Death of the Artist as Hero, ed. Bernard Smith (Melbourne:
Oxford University Press, 1985).; Bernard Smith, "Creators and Catalysts: The Modernisation of Australian Indigenous
Art," Antipodean Modern: ACH 25 (2006). & Terry Smith, Transformations in Australian Art: The Twentieth CenturyModernism and Aboriginality, 2 vols., vol. 2 (Sydney: Craftsman House, 2002). Also Ian McLean, White Aborigines:
Identity Politics in Australian Art (Cambridge, 1998).; Ian McLean, "The Necessity of (Un)Australian Art History for
the New World," Artlink 26, no. 1 (2006).; & Judith Ryan, Colour Power: Aboriginal Art Post 1984 (National Gallery
of Victoria, 2004).; Judith Ryan, Kitty Kantilla (Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria, 2007).This is not an
exhaustive list but represents some good examples of recent writing from both fields. See also James Clifford, The
Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature and Art (Cambridge, Mass,: Harvard University
Press, 1988) for further discussion.
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The challenge has been to navigate through these issues, drawing on the artworks and
personal relationships or experiences surrounding their production without allowing anxiety or
guilt to implode on the writing.
My own painting practice has been affected by my five years working as an arts co-ordinator in
remote Aboriginal art centres and in the Aboriginal art industry across northern and central
Australia. It would be negligent not to assess this in some detail, as the initial studio research
was in part a response to experiencing my landscape of origin after having spent several years
on land actively inhabited by Indigenous people.9 Using my personal diaries, reflecting on and
about paintings from Haasts Bluff and Tiwi regions I tease out issues relevant to paintings
within different cultural frameworks in a contemporary Australian context, acknowledging
difference and recognizing parallel enquiries and universal themes.
There is a temptation to over-state the impact of these experiences, and certainly for the
reader, first-hand accounts of Indigenous painting practices and interactions between cultures
are interesting and enlightening. It is not, however, the main concern of this exegesis, which is
an enquiry dedicated to my own practice in light of personal experience (out bush) but not
solely because of it. The populism (and the political), surrounding Indigenous art – not
unwarranted – initially made me tentative about this methodology, but I believe it is a
necessary investigation that attempts to move beyond lip-service to acknowledge what is
essentially all of Australia’s foundation culture.
In addition to eclectic reading from recent Australian art history and theory, exhibition
catalogues, artists’ monologues and reviews, as well as memoirs and oral and social histories
have helped formulate my ideas. In my role as art co-ordinator I was an invited guest due to
my ability to function usefully in the commercial art industry. It was the primary concern of the
artists that I would maintain access to resources and to successfully market their artwork. As
writer and cultural studies academic Stephen Mueke has observed on the issue of researching
indigenous cultural territory,
They [non-Indigenous researchers] are less willing to take up the speaking
position of objectivity implied by the realist ethnographic text. Rather, they
feel that it is more honest to tell the story of their involvement. This

9

Fred Myers elaborates on the sense of being in one’s own country as ‘not having to ask’, i.e being the most
authoritative for that country, commanding a sense of autonomy and that most invaluable aspect of Pintupi
identity, ‘freedom’. See Myers, Pintupi Country, Pintupi Self: Sentiment, Place and Politics among Western Desert
Aborigines, 156.
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involves a subjective rather than an objective view, a response to being
hurt by rejection when ‘they were only trying to help’10
While I am no longer ‘trying to help’, I am using the subjective voice and the objects of
material culture overtly exchanged for cash, which are available for multiple readings and
purposes including observation, reflection and discussion.11 American art critic and poet Susan
Stewart describes the souvenir as the ‘authentic object’ representative of the authentic
experience sought within an exchange economy. An increasingly distanced and mediated
relationship to the phenomenological world gives way to a ‘nostalgic myth of contact and
presence’, reachable by proxy in the possession of the souvenir.12
In the context of my home and studio, the Indigenous painters’ works I have referred to in this
paper do become signifiers of the ‘exotic past’ which Stewart identifies. I acknowledge them as
beautiful objects, as exotic mementoes of ‘the other’, as excellent financial investments and as
artistic inspirations. Ultimately they are loaded with unknowable meanings, and by separation
from their original context, as Stewart would argue, they have been hijacked to represent not
the maker, but the owner/ possessor.13
But Stewart’s is not the last word, published as it was in 1993, the year I began my art-school
training in Darwin. What has emerged over the course of this research is that artworks can be
invested with the power to transcend context and deliver ‘positive, life-enhancing qualities to
humanity,’14 as American ethologist15 Ellen Dissanayake proposes. She argues that art making
is specific to human behavior and identifies the process as ‘making special’. Dissanayake’s
position counters the post-modern detachment that I was so disenchanted with during my
1990s art-school education, the antithesis of which was embodied by the Aboriginal artists
who became my colleagues soon afterwards.

10

Stephen Muecke, Textural Spaces (Perth: API Network Australian Research Institute, 2005), 47.
See Morphy, Becoming Art: Exploring Cross Cultural Categories, 35,177.
12
Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (Durham &
London: Duke University Press, 1993), 133.
13
Ibid., 135.
14
See Ellen Dissanayake, "The Arts after Darwin:
Does Art Have an Origin and Adaptive Function?," in World Art Studies: Exploring Concepts and Approaches, ed. K. &
van Damme Zijlmans, W. (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2008). & Ellen Dissanayake, "Ellen Dissanayake: Homo Aestheticus.
Interviewed by Margot Osbourne," Artlink 28, no. 2 (June 2008): 57. Dissanayake’s proposal is made explicit in Ellen
Dissanayake, Homo Aestheticus: Where Art Comes from and Why. (New York: Free Press, 1992). and also in Ellen
Dissanayake, Art and Intimacy: How the Arts Began (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2000)..
15
Ethologists study animal behavior in its natural habit, proposing evolutionary outcomes. Not to be confused with
ethnologists who make scientific comparisons across cultures.
11
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Dissanayake describes a four-stage naturalistic aesthetics to apply as a measure of
transcendence from ‘proto-aesthetic arousal’ to an ‘experience of fullness.’16 Firstly she
identifies ‘accessibility and strikingness’ which combines striking combinations of pattern,
colours, form or sound to give ‘a pleasurable and interesting cognitive and sensual experience’,
effectively capturing our attention. ‘Tangible relevance’ lends impact to these outstanding
visual features if ‘embedded in a context of relevance to life’ through culture. Dissanayake
acknowledges that a powerful response to proto-aesthetic qualities can exist without cultural
literacy, although ‘some emotional power may be denied’.
The third point is ‘evocative resonance’, essentially a ‘complexity and density of meaning
evoked through metaphor’ (or mysterious content) which ‘evokes intangible aspects of the
human condition’.
If all the previous criteria are present in an artwork, then ‘satisfying fullness’, ‘rightness, and
resolution may follow – an experience rarely invoked; fine workmanship, care and skill are
usually essential to this achievement’.17
As a final point, Dissanayake calls on learned discernment as integral to judging an artwork,
citing the difference between impact and import: ‘if impact is wow, import is wonder.’18

Landscape and phenomenology
In spite of its potential misreading, ‘reflecting imperial and colonial points of view’, or a gaze of
sovereignty,19 I select the use of ‘landscape’ throughout the exegesis as it has positive
associations for me as word that was in regular usage throughout my childhood in relation to
places and paintings. To me the vista implies spaciousness and freedom, rather than a
speculative, dominant agenda.
Without overtly applying the theory of phenomenology, I do draw on its central idea as
methodology in forming the studio work and the paper. It underpins ‘the story’.
16

Dissanayake, "Ellen Dissanayake: Homo Aestheticus. Interviewed by Margot Osbourne," 57.. Theories of
evolutionary or Darwinian aesthetics and neuro-scientific applications to explain human responsiveness to art
abound. See Professor Vilayanur S. Ramachandran’s BBC Radio 4 Reith Lectures, The Emerging Mind (2003), in
particular lecture three: The Artful Brain, where he cites his ten ‘universal laws of art’.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/reith2003/ accessed 30 July 2008
See also papers in Visual Animals: Crossovers Evolution and Aesthetics, ed. Ian North (Adelaide: Contemporary Art
Centre of South Australia inc., 2007). from the 2007 Visual Animals conference in Adelaide, S.A
17
Dissanayake, "Ellen Dissanayake: Homo Aestheticus. Interviewed by Margot Osbourne," 57-58.
18
Ibid.: 58.
19
Jeanette Hoorn, Australian Pastoral: The Making of a White Landscape (Fremantle: Fremantle Press, 2007). See
pages 145-148 for discussion on pastoral landscape terms. In some respect the valley landscape could be
considered ‘post-pastoral’.
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[phenomenology] is our ‘bodily’ intentionality [which] brings the possibility
of meaning into our experience, ensuring that its content, the things
presented in experience, are surrounded with references to the past and
future, to other places and other things, to human possibilities and
situations.20

Retracing ‘lived experience,’ I start chapter one by looking at Ikuntji artists’ use of the tree
motif as referent to place. Through examining the same form in non-Indigenous painters’
practices I draw out some of the possibilities in the tree as subject matter across cultural and
social landscapes and the possibility of the tree as a signifier of Aboriginality since contact. The
chapter concludes with Studio: Part I where I discuss my own work in Portraits of Trees
exhibited at Watt Space Gallery in October 2007.
An exploration of ‘creative research’ motivated by my experiences of visiting the desert and
the valley over the course of the research evolved into chapter two on the artist’s field trip. By
investigating the different ways artists articulate or quantify their experience of places
(country/landscape) both foreign and familiar I make some sense of my own approach. I
examine the group exhibitions Walk and On The Heysen Trail to provide some examples of the
‘field trip as research’, and discuss the role of bush trips in remote Aboriginal communities.
Again I conclude the chapter in Studio Part II with analysis of my on site drawings from the
valley and central Australia.
Chapter three highlights curatorial and individual artist’s work – aesthetic, collaborative and
dialogical – which engage with Indigenous painting, including curator Felicity Fenner’s Talking
About Abstraction and the work of Tim Johnson. I also discuss the role of pattern in the work
of Tiwi artist Kitty Kantilla, and look at my own incorporation of pattern as a pictorial device
through the exhibition Wonder at Place Gallery in May 2009.
Art theorist Lorand Hegyi refers to artists as ‘solitary story-tellers….contextualized in the
immediate reality of a micro-community,’21 re-iterating Lyotard’s rejection of the ‘grandnarrative.’22 Central to the final chapter is the valley as a foundation for multiple narratives. By
being attentive to divergence and overlaps in narratives of Indigenous and white cultures, and
between mainstream or recognized myths or narratives as opposed to ‘small storytelling,’ I
20

Thomas Baldwin, introduction in Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The World of Perception, trans. Oliver Davis, 2004 ed.
(Oxfordshire & New York Routledge, 2004), 10.
21
Lorand Hegyi, The Courage to Be Alone: Re-Inventing of Narratives in Contemporary Art (Milan: Charta, 2004), 14.
22
Jean Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian
Massumi (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984).
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exploit personal narratives in the studio to create sometimes ambiguous imagery to uncover
‘landscape memoirs’ in paint.
Dissanayake’s four-point model discussed earlier comes close to the criteria I used to evaluate
Indigenous artworks in the art centres,23 and I have used her framework in parts of the paper
as a reference point for discussing paintings that have strong appeal for my arts practice; I also
critique my studio work using this standard in Studio Part IV, at the close of the final chapter.
The intention is for the exegesis and studio work to build strong grounds for the continued
practice of landscape painting, despite the challenge posed by broad acceptance of Aboriginal
art as the most appropriate and powerful expression of landscape today. By reflecting the
depth and eclecticism of thinking that underpins the studio processes and production I aim to
shed light on the multiple layers and ideas that underpin all successful artworks.

23

My generalization was visually captivating, beautiful or outstanding aesthetically; The story or narrative, including
the place and traditions of origin; Inherent but inaccessible ceremonial or secret/sacred possibilities; and political
and celebratory documents of identity and presence.
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1. Una Rey Lost kitchen: goldenrod (detail) 2008 oil on canvas
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Chapter One

Portraits of trees: finding a constant (subject) in the
landscape.

Dust on the Horizon
A distant sand-cloud. Hazy.
They’re all painting flowers and trees.
‘Gardening’, I said
And they laughed. Like a harvest.1

Ikuntji2 (Haasts Bluff) lies 240 kilometres west of Alice Springs and fifty kilometers to the south
of Papunya, which is internationally acknowledged as the 1972 birthplace of the Western
Desert art movement. By 1997 Ikuntji had a floating population of around 200 people. It is
typical of many small remote communities with limited services: a small general store, a
council administration office, primary school, clinic and art centre. At the time Ikuntji Art
Centre (IAC) was known as The Ikuntji Women’s Centre, although men were welcomed and
were encouraged to paint there.3
I arrived in October 1997 from Darwin, exchanging humidity for a dry, relentless heat. There
were eight regular painters at IAC although the official number was higher, based on a target
group of all adults in the community to conform with ATSIC funding guidelines.4
The art centre was ‘traditional concrete and breezeblock,’ the standard but arguably
unsuitable building style mimicked throughout hundreds of remote Indigenous communities.
The staff accommodation was a single-room flat attached to the eastern end of the art centre,
so I was always available to the artists. Such is the role of a community art centre manager,

1

Una Rey, "Ikuntji Diaries," (1997-1999).
In Luritja, a place of two rivers crossing or meeting.
3
The centre was originally established in 1992 as a women’s centre as there was limited funding available for art
centres in the early 1990s. See Marina Strocchi, Ikuntji: Paintings from Haasts Bluff 1992-1994 (Alice Springs: IAD
Press, 1994) for further reading.
4
ATSIC, The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission was disbanded in 2005. The Commonwealth
Department of Communication and the Arts continues to fund many art centres.
2
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although in recent times a more professional, less co-dependent business model has evolved
in many remote art centres.5
The key artists associated with the centre from 1992, still living in 1997, were Long Tom
Tjapanangka, his two wives Marlee and Mitjili Napurrula, Narputta Nangala Jugadai and her
daughter Daisy Napaltjarri Jugadai, Alice Nampitjinpa and Eunice Napanangka Jack. Anmanari
Napanangka Brown, Linda and Coral Napurrula and Katarra Nampitjinpa were occasional
painters, the latter due to advanced illness.6
Each of these artists had developed distinctive styles over the previous five years; most had
been occasional dot-painters, close relatives of well known Papunya Tula artists. The
accessibility of IAC, very much community-initiated, had created a great opportunity which the
artists had seized with alacrity, painting themselves a place in the contemporary Aboriginal art
market.
‘In Country’
It is important to note here that while these artists shared connections to Ikuntji, indeed some
of them were born there and lived there much of their lives, each had associations and
responsibilities to land and significant sites much further afield, particularly to the west, as well
as a physical connection often described as the artist’s ‘borning place’ or ‘father’s country’. In
Aboriginal Australia, ‘in country’ generally means ‘out bush’ in ancestral lands.
Tjukurrpa is a Pintupi-Luritja word roughly equivalent to ‘the dreaming’. Creation mythologies,
governing (ceremonial) law and genealogical rites are all encompassed as are individually
inherited stories. Tjukurrpa is a fundamental key to subject for Aboriginal artists when they
first approach the medium of canvas and paint, as it has been over thousands of years of markmaking in the sand and on rock and skin.
In her 2002 PhD dissertation on Emily Kngwarreyes’ Big Yam painting, artist Sue Lovegrove
reflects on research at Ikuntji Art Centre stating that while the performative nature of

5

Small art centres like IWC were usually auspiced by the Community Council, incorporated bodies set up under the
Indigenous Incorporation Laws. The Northern Territory Office of Local Government under the Town Council Act
administered basic services to the community. An executive committee on council and within the art centre
directed the art centre strategic plans but day to day administration and business or creative goals were discussed
informally between artists and co-ordinator on a daily basis. For an extensive compilation of anecdotal evidence of
Indigenous community art centres See The Art and Craft Centre Story, ed. Felicity Wright (Alice Springs: Desart Inc.,
c.2001) for details
6
Chronic health conditions, especially diabetes, were and remain prevalent in Indigenous communities.
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‘painting up country’7 keeps associations to land strong, it is also true that ‘painting was an
expression of loneliness for country and family, and a way of making money to buy vehicles to
visit country’.8 Each of these assertions are accurate and do not cancel each other out, and I
will return to these issues in chapter two on the artist’s ‘bush trip,’ but here I intend to
highlight the tree as a key subject matter and referent to country, and how an innate
knowledge of local flora inspires a certain genre of paintings.
Mitjili Napurrula’s Watiya Tjuta and Trees at Uwalki
Mitjili Napurrula’s Watiya Tjuta paintings’ generic titles translate awkwardly as
‘sticks/trees/lots – a whole lot of tree, or a ‘whole lot of trees’. The lack of a shared first
language precludes definition of quantity, space and scale. Whether Mitjili intended to signify
the whole of one tree, or the deep roots of many plants seeking underground water or a
sparse sand-hill forest is academic. Misunderstandings in tense and syntax often revealed the
complexity of meanings, and given the arbitrary nature of the title, an expansive, all inclusive
explanation fits, much in the way that Emily Kngwarreye famously and repeatedly summed up
her work: ‘…Whole lot, that’s whole lot,…That’s what I paint: whole lot.’9 By contrast, the title
Trees at Uwalki is a definitive statement of specific ownership of Tjukurrpa at Uwalki10
Mitjili’s half brother, the late Turkey Tolson Tjupurrula, was a seminal painter with Papunya
Tula, most famous for his Straightening Spears at Ilyingaungau 1990. Kulata (spear) was their
father Tupa Tjakamarra’s tjukurrpa, from his country at Uwalki which was passed on to Mitjili
as a sand painting by her mother.11 In paintings from 1992-94 Mitjili experimented with a
range of imagery including flowers and trees, spears and nulla-nullas,12 but the connection to
her father’s tjukurrpa could still be symbolic of the indexical nature of the work – timber for
making spears. This is conjecture, but it is suggestive and evocative of a dynastic visual
language articulated in the desert communities.

7

‘Painting up’ refers to painting the body for ceremony.
Susan Faye Lovegrove, "The Unsolidity of the Ground" (Australian National University, 2002), 129.
9
Jennifer Isaacs et al., Emily Kngwarreye Paintings (Sydney Craftsman House, 1998).
10
Titles are arbitrary too: art centre staff can dash them off as they produce documentation. Names stick.
11
Strocchi, Ikuntji: Paintings from Haasts Bluff 1992-1994, 106.
12
Nulla-nullas are digging sticks, usually made from mulga wood. They have been largely replaced by small
customized steel crow-bars, both essentially women’s tools and weapons.
8

13

2. Mitjil Napurrula Trees at Uwalki 1998 Acrylic on linen 77 x 138cm

While I was responsible for promoting Mitjili’s work it was not by speaking of her work with
her, as we shared so little common language or experience of place. Articulating meaning on
behalf of the artists was something I was perpetually uncomfortable with.
Mitjili Napurrula’s paintings reverberate with expressive silence.
Metaphors are set aside, self-conscious suggestions are not evident and
the paintings carve out a space for themselves by just being. In a country
intent on speaking for, instead of listening to, Indigenous people and their
many and diverse communities, it is ironic, and arrogant, that so many
speculate so long on the essence or intention of the art. I often wonder
what the artist says about her paintings in her own time, in her own
tongue, to her own people.13

In contrast to my attempt at description for a general audience in the quote above (although I
did describe the formal qualities of her work in the catalogue), a rare quote from the artist in
respect to Flowers around Mitukatjirrila c.1992 illustrates the directness that drove her studio
work:
Bloom. I wasn’t sure what to paint, so put some flowers, put different
colours. I did it myself, good colours!14

13

Una Rey in Beyond the Pale: 2000 Adelaide Biennale of Australian Art, ed. Brenda L Croft (Adelaide: Art Gallery of
South Australia, 2000), 54.
14
Strocchi, Ikuntji: Paintings from Haasts Bluff 1992-1994, 106.
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3. Mitjili Napurrula Watiya Tjuta 1999 Acrylic on paper 56 x 76cm

The Watiya Tjuta paintings exemplify the work Mitjili Napurrula was making for the art market
from 1997 onwards. The tree form became more refined and minimalist in appearance as she
became fluent with the motif and gained financial return from it. The image lends itself easily
to repetition and nuance, with graphic possibilities enhanced by the changing colour schema:
pale, barely discernable contrasting colours such as pale mauve and grey-yellow which gave an
overall high keyed shimmer, or deep complimentary colours like mint green and magenta to
maximize the dynamic reverberating visual illusion of pulsing colour where positive /negative
spatial relationships are thrown into confusion.
For Mitjili, making designs that were in demand by the art market while being intrinsically ‘her
own’ promoted pride and financial authority. By 1998 Mitjili had become the primary earner
for herself and husband Long Tom Tjapanangka, and they attended the art centre regularly.15
Paintings were made on the floor onto stretched ‘canvases’ (usually linen for established
artists and always primed in black). Before starting a new work, Mitjili would choose her pair of
colours and paint in the positive tree form completely before filling in the background with the
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Long Tom Tjapanangka was a founding member of the IAC but had ceased painting regularly, making only a
couple of works between 1998-99. He and Mitjili were inseparable, but they continued to offer some financial
support to his first wife Marlee Napurrula.
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secondary colour.16 All works were made with a round bristle brush, the paint mediated with
water to achieve an easy flow which formed a thick wet dotting line on the negative spaces.
There was a sense of industry to Mitjili’s painting as is so often evident in established artists
working in art centres, but getting to that point is something Indigenous artist’s have to work
at too. Ultimately they need to develop a visual language starting with appropriate subject
matter.17
Bush Plants
‘Bush tucker’ paintings are a staple genre for art centres, usually semi-representational images
of a food source such as bush sultana or wild onion decorated with borders and dots sold
primarily to the tourist market. There are numerous layers of meaning and purpose for a bush
tucker painting like this: instructive tool for the younger generation, a proxy for continuity or
abundance ceremonies, a statement of ownership, knowledge of and inter-dependence with
the land where the food source grows.
Bush tucker paintings are considered appropriate for young or emerging artists as there is no
risk of revealing sacred or arcane knowledge. They also convey a subject relevant to women’s
stories as they are the primary gatherers of plant-foods. The conceptual leap from painting of
bush banana to painting of ‘bush banana tjukurrpa’ is invisible to an outsider, but it does occur
and illustrates how multifarious all desert paintings potentially are – a feature common to art
from all cultures.18 It is in this context that the tree as subject matter becomes interesting for
Ikuntji artists. In each case the tree points to somewhere ‘in country’ through a painting style
recognizable to the other artists. So it is essentially linking to place and tjukurrpa but also
owning the painting in a system that falls outside traditional exchange relationships but is
active in the recently adopted exchange economy.19
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This was often left to the coordinator; Marina Strocchi (founding co-ordinator from 1992-1997) had created some
distinctive colour combinations, and I continued the tradition. Viewing the catalogue books it was clear where
Strocchi had departed and I had taken on the job of studio coordinator.
17
There is often discussion and comment amongst the artists regarding ‘permissions’ and ownership of stories and
related iconography.
18
A painting by a young girl of ‘her’ bush tucker has different imagery and inference from a senior women’s
collaborative canvas or body-painting about the ancestral origins of a particular bush food narrative or ceremony.
19
The notion of modernism being a solely Western concept is refuted by Ian McLean and Howard Morphy.
Aboriginal artists adapt and adopt to changes in technology and culture too. See Ian McLean, "Kuninjku Modernism:
New Perspectives on Western Arnhem Land Art " Artlink 25, no. 2 (June 2005).
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Marlee Napurrula’s Honey Grevillea
Mitjili’s skin sister20 Marlee Napurrula employed two tree symbols in her paintings: the young
‘male’ desert oaks21 and kalinypalinypa, (honey grevillea). Marlee painted these flowers as
large comb-like forms to represent honey-laden blossoms using brushed lines and dots applied
with the reverse end of the paintbrush, rubbed flat on a concrete surface. A complex area-map
was defined by dotting large areas of highly irregular grids, in clean primary colours, the more
the better.22 The desert oaks around Kungkayunti23 where the wind in the casuarinas was
acknowledged as ‘kungkas [young girls] crying’ was the country of reference for Marlee’s
jewel-like compositions. Driving past a stretch of flowering grevillea was impossible: everyone
would demand a stop, pile out of the vehicle and run across the sand, licking nectar.

4. Marlee Napurrula Kalinypalinypa at Kungkayunti 1999 acrylic on linen

There was robust competition amongst the artists, naturally enough given the cash resources
that painting brought in, and while both Marlee and Mitjili Napurrula identified strongly with
their paintings of place through trees familiar to the locations of Kungkayunti and Uwalki
20

In the Western desert Region there are eight skin groups that designate social relationships such as marriage and
avoidance relationships (such as mother-in-law/son-in-law). These are often used as a kind of sir-name for the
artists, who usually have private bush names as well as their Christian or given name. The skin-group is determined
by birth; female skin groups begin with N, male with T or J or TJ; for example, Napanangka and Tjapanangka are
brother and sister. Napurrula sisters marry Tjapanangka(s). Polygamist practices are rare now (post-missionaries)
but were widely practiced.
21
Marlee and other Pintupi described the young desert oak as male, a phallic-like sapling which if it survives,
develops into a mature, branching ‘female’ tree.
22
In 2003 in a legal first, Marlee settled out of court with Alice Springs Hospital after suffering nerve damage during
a routine operation. Her painting work was made painfully slow, and her settlement reflected lost earnings
compared with other Ikuntji artists.
23
Also known as Brown’s Bore, an outstation serviced by Papunya Tula field officers in the 1980s.
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respectively, it seemed they each had a strong awareness of the ‘brand’ that their work was
becoming recognized as.
Narputta Nangala
By contrast to Mitjili and Marlee’s graphic paintings, senior artist and local matriarch Narputta
Nangala made bold expressive images and great leaps in subject matter. In much of her work
the central narrative was constructed with a strong figure-ground relationship, with
vegetation, animals and figures stylistically recognized as naïve, neither symbolic nor
disguised.24 Backgrounds were built up using highly decorative devices such as brilliant stripes,
dots or zigzags. She would often work simultaneously on pared back, site-specific paintings
charged with dynamic brush strokes. Linear in vertical or horizontal format, they represented
sand-hills and salt-lake country and tjukurrpa at Karrkurutinytja (Lake Macdonald).
Mangata (quandong) is a small canvas that I have lived with for ten years, and by my measure
it strikes Dissanayake’s ‘import’ as well as ‘impact’. It simply inspires me to paint, and reminds
me of art’s potential to generate optimism and pleasure. Beyond its dynamic visual presence,
the painting’s mood is exuberant: a lyrical celebration of mangata, a rare and highly prized
desert fruit. The three quandong trees with branches arched under the weight of pale golden
balls of fruit form a single colonnade; a watermelon-pink background and wet stippled ochre
over a black ground creates a subtle tonal variation and translucence so the image seems to
emit light.

5. Narputta Nangala Mangata 1998 acrylic on linen 30 x 76cm

24

Narputta’s daughter Daisy Napaltjarri was a keen instigator and painted huge bush desert gardens in a naïve
Western format, taking cues from the Hermannsburg painting school of Namatjira., although her colours were
verdant in keeping with the Ikuntji ‘house style.’
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As previously noted, bush tucker paintings are oppositional to the more exclusive end of the
fine art market which, in collusion with the Modernist aesthetic has shown a preference for
work of a minimalist rather than naïve or cute appearance. This fits with Dissanayake’s
‘tangible relevance’ in explaining attraction to artwork, although it is a case of how one’s
cultural material accidentally mirrors another’s cultural icons. Mangata is a modest bush
tucker painting but it takes the post-hunter-gatherer viewer back to something else: in a case
of conceptual appropriation it becomes an agricultural remnant from a Mediterranean fresco,
or an ancient frieze. But in addition, it has the primary qualities of ‘accessibility and
strikingness’ and ‘evocative resonance.’ As the Swiss art critic Reinhold Hohl says,
The basic impulse for the painting of the [tree] motif arises from the
experience, from the excitement and from the discoveries of and insights
into the meaning of the motif- but in the end it is the work of art which is to
emerge and endure.25

Supporting Hohl and Dissanayake, the German art historian Alois Riegl (1858-1905) in his
analysis of organic and geometric motifs throughout pre-art historical time frames, argued that
the pleasurably decorative quality of the Greeks’ ‘undulating tendril’ paired with the
conceptual or allegorical significance of organic forms set in motion the stylization of organic
motifs to such a degree that they lost their signified conceptual purposes and ‘had the capacity
to give pleasure to other people as well’.26
By ‘conceptual purposes’ he was referring to the early agrarian, and in the case of huntergatherers and cave paintings, the tradition of ensuring nature’s abundance through repetitious
representation of plant and animal food sources, much like Narputta’s Mangata. When the
Yolngu bark painter Gawirrin Gumana says,
Trees are already singing, telling the story of their law; the leaves are
dancing or singing, the grass is talking to us with its flowers, nature is
telling us a story, talking to us,27

he is telling us that the land is redolent with ‘conceptual purpose’, alive with what nonindigenous people would classify as metaphor or recognise as an animistic spiritual belief
system. Trees – like country – are sentient in the indigenous world view, whereas for non25

Reinhold Hohl, "Pictures About Trees," in The Magic of Trees, ed. Verlag Gerd Hatje (Riehen/Basle: Verlag Gerd
Hatje, 1998), 10.
26
Alois Reigl, Historical Grammar of the Visual Arts trans. Jacqueline E Jung (New York: Zone Books, 2004), 135-36.
27
Nicolas Rothwell, Another Country (Melbourne: Black Inc., Shwartz Publishing Pty Ltd, 2007), 17.
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indigenous Australian artists trees have provided a model for belonging or knowing place with
different over-arching concerns, or as a stylistic framing device within the picturesque
traditions of Corot and Claude Lorraine, imported through the work of local artists from the
colonial to the Heidelberg school. This picturesque habit still remains in landscape painting,
infiltrating my own work as well.

Howard Taylor: ‘long absorption in timber forests’ 28
For the artists of Ikuntji the tree or plant as subject matter is deeply entwined with issues of
survival, both physical and cultural. For the Western Australian artist Howard Taylor trees and
forest provided the raw material for his extensive personal discoveries about painting and
sculpture. His overarching concern with visual phenomena and the properties of light were
suited to a reclusive, introspective lifestyle which allowed a concentration and sustained
analysis of an environment both static and dynamic.29
Much of Taylor’s work used the tree as a spring-board, mindful of, but not inhibited by the
political issues of landscape in the Australian context. As a painter his concerns were aligned
with Modernism, preoccupied with the objects of painting or sculpture in space. However his
commitment to place and phenomenological experience belied his formalism, proving
empathy and enthusiasm for landscape as a painting tradition.
Taylor engaged with his isolated bush surroundings, the ‘sweep’ of rural and later more
intimate forest landscapes becoming the paradigm against which all painterly assumptions are
tested. This fidelity to place endorsed an endless technical enquiry into the possibilities of
abstraction without doing away with the primary source. Taylor was insistent on ‘cultivating
the looking thing’, using nature as a template, to ‘refresh [one’s] self,’ and not relying on an
‘abstract’ approach, or one that is overly reliant on earlier works.30
Physical sensation and opposition co-exist in Taylor’s paintings echoing his ‘obsession with the
notion of opposites in nature, and the way an artist can get a lot to happen with a refined and
simple structure.’31 The practice of under painting, partly developed as a technical necessity
during his work with egg tempura, has become embedded in his paintings to the extent where
28

Gary Dufour, Howard Taylor: Phenomena (Perth: Art Gallery of Western Australia, 2003), 31, notes from the
artist’s sketchbook 68A 1968.
29
Taylor was well know for rigorously guarding his privacy, moving further in to the bush when Perth’s suburbs and
the ubiquitous family car encroached on his personal space.
30
Ted Snell, Howard Taylor: Forest Figure (Perth: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1995), 101.
31
Dufour, Howard Taylor: Phenomena, 53
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many works have a transparency and contrasting or layered effect that contributes to the
visual potency of apparently simple images. The stillness inherent in many of the paintings
invokes Dissanayake’s ‘tangible relevance’ for me, but may well be overlooked by Marlee
Napurrula. My interest in Taylor’s work comes from what I recognize as the challenge – and
opportunity – that comes of living in isolated locations and being forced back on one’s own
resources.32 Taylor’s work defies easy categorizing, but through his adherence to the principles
of his own historic discipline, astute perception and experiential engagement with a tract of
forest, he proved extremely resilient as an artist. There is a parallel with the Ikuntji painters in
as much as Taylor drew on his cultural heritage to make material that is deeply responsive to
lived experience but born through constant work and repetition.
While Fred Williams returned to Australia from England in 1957 stating that he was ‘going to
paint the gum tree,’33 he later conceded the ambivalence artists often feel in the struggle
between form and content, admitting ‘I only use the subject matter as an excuse to hang the
picture on.34 ‘Motif as a vehicle for form’ is Patrick McCaughey’s enduring reflection to
underpinning Williams’ work in his extensive monograph on the artist; not unlike Taylor’s
formalism, although for both artists there was a constant corollary with nature as muse.
Another artist worth acknowledging here is the landscape painter William Robinson. Like
Taylor he has made his home in the bush, living within the rainforest regions of South East
Queensland. Lou Klepac distinguishes his painterly standpoint rendering a vertical, orbital
reality in contrast to the previous horizontal planes of Williams, Nolan and Drysdale as
evidence of his unique, and historically important, vision.35 Klepac, however, makes no parallel
with Indigenous painters’ aerial aspect – which for them is not a historical reinvention.
Robinson, who cites the ritual of a daily work routine within his familiar forest environment as
crucial to the development of his paintings, must have some visual experience of Indigenous
artist’s multi-dimensional landscapes. Observation and memory of natural, elemental
sensations such as air, colour, foliage and structure of trees build paintings; trees are stylized
caricatures of species, arching and leading in disparate directions evoking rugged geography
and natural phenomena. Despite the sublime invocation of his largest works, and the sheer
imaginary power of the composition, they are not works that I would cite as inspirational to my
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Erica Izett, "Sitting Down with Indigenous Artists," Artlink 25, no. 2 (2005).
James Mollison, A Singular Vision: The Art of Fred Williams (Canberra: 1989), 35.
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Irena Zdanowicz and Stephen Coppel, Fred Williams: An Australian Vision (London: The British Museum Press,
2003), 99.
35
Lou Klepac, William Robinson Paintings 1987-2000 (Sydney: The Beagle Press, 2001), 22-23.
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practice, although paradoxically, they evoke the valley landscape and its multifarious skylines,
edges and angles.

Trees on location: the valley
The collective of forest-trees that dominate my valley walls have gained on the open valley
floor. The march of the forest, in Gothic times a term used to describe both forest and forest
edge or boundary,36 has been unchecked. The property has been neglected by both black and
white standards of the past: no burning, no farming, no fencing, no hunting – although it has
value as native habitat and carbon credits by current value systems.
Art theorist Ian Mclean and others before him, most notably Bernard Smith, write of early
colonial artists’ attempts to wrestle a sublime ‘wilderness’ psychology into an organized
picturesque, to portray a historical landscape inhabited and cultivated. In the 19th century
search for utopia and a cure for melancholy through the sublime37, artists seemingly arrived at
an aesthetic of the grotesque,
….[which] both excludes unwanted elements and provides the grounds for a
redemptive ideology which, in accord with the melancholy trope,
dialectically overcomes the horror of the scene.38

Writer Paul Carter also supports the idea of colonists erasing ‘primitive chiaroscuro’ in their
desperate need to raze the ground of all vegetation, banishing doubt by creating a permanent
ring of light or clearing.39 In contrast, Tim Bonyhady explores early environmental and
conservationist concerns in Australia, examining the painter’s delights in the land’s unique
flora beyond the utilitarian protection of resources such as water and timber.40
David Collins, first judge advocate in New South Wales, pre-empts the fall from grace that the
country will endure as the first tree is felled the day the English arrived at Sydney Cove. He
writes of
…the rude sound of the labourer’s axe, and the downfall of its ancient
inhabitants [interrupting] a stillness and tranquility which from that day
36

John Brinckerhoff Jackson, Discovering the Vernacular Landscape (New Haven & London: Yale University Press,
1984), 46.
37
Ian McLean, White Aborigines: Identity Politics in Australian Art (Cambridge, 1998), 22-23.
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Ibid., 25.
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Paul Carter, The Lie of the Land (London: Faber and Faber 1996), 9.
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See Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth (Melbourne: Miegunyah Press, 2000).
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were to give place to the voice of labour, the confusion of camps and
towns.41

With the painful benefit of hindsight we can translate ‘labour’ to ‘horror’ as contemporary
silence and tranquility pierces our consciousness in remote places. Throughout Australia’s art
history a relationship with the tree has been emblematic of a cultural ‘self-portrait’. At first
encounter the trees were maligned with the other, the forest and of the original culture of
place. In early treatments trees are represented in a gothic grotesque form, particularly in the
paintings of John Glover who seems to portray a fearful miasma in the snake-like branches of
Mills Plains c. 1832-4. McLean argues that the closer the Aboriginal figures, the more
exaggerated the twisted reptilian branches become, inferring a primitive, archaic spirit, in line
with the allegorical role trees assumed in paintings of the time.42
This dialogue on the transition of the gum tree as a signifier of Aboriginality, from the colonial
to the nationalistic Heidelberg school, and onwards in the post Federation oeuvres of Hans
Heysen and Albert Namatjira illustrates a story of melancholy and nostalgia as we recognize,
albeit unconsciously, the mowing down of the trees as a potent metaphor for the settlers’
displacement of Aboriginality, symbolically and physically.
Hans Heysen, whose images of gum trees have such conservative, nationalistic overtones,
obviously held deep respect and awe for the unique beauty or spiritual essence of place
embodied in the ancient eucalypts. Living on the land, he too had a deep attachment to
particular trees – favourite trees which, according to art historian Jane Hylton, he
anthropomorphized in his work.43 He has been criticized as championing the ‘heroic’ and all of
its inherent implications, but like Howard Taylor and the Ikuntji artists, he engaged with place
through the motif of indigenous trees, and all they engendered for him, in and of his time,
socially, politically and artistically.
In Seeing the Centre art historian Alison French argues that Namatjira’s trees are much more
than pictorial devices used to lead the eye into a panorama.44 She suggests that the large,
central ghost gums are indicative of special sites, either pointing to locations as ‘markers’ or as
representatives of ancestral creation figures. Contemporary audiences familiar with the depths
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of Indigenous narrative and belief systems, if not the actual content, would agree. Nonindigenous artists are conditioned to expect a nexus between icon or motif and sacred site. But
Namatjira was also dealing with light, pattern and form in a material realm with great fluency
in translucent water colour painting. The phenomena of light reflected in the tempera works of
Howard Taylor is tested against the endless subtle variety of gum trees in landscapes almost
foreign in their diversity. Even Namatjira’s closely cropped images where bark becomes
synonymous with skin can be visualized as part of the same ‘subject spectrum’ as Taylor’s
painted sculptural poles encased in their shells of colour. Each becomes an approximation of
the human figure, the vertical form with limbs and trunks equivalent in corporality.
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Studio Part I

Early in the studio research (August 2006) I was confronted with the challenge of making work
removed from the source of inspiration, in this case the valley. The first works were made on
paper using a handful of Apple Gum (angophora) leaves collected in the valley, at least
providing an indexical trace to work from. These were treated as stencils to create a
positive/negative pattern in direct response to Mitjili Napurrula’s Watiya Tjuta. Some images
had a secondary macro-landscape suggesting a ridge or valley; other works relied on repetition
and optical sensation through subtle localized colour schemes. More importantly they started
the process of making, the meditative state that promotes thinking about rather than worrying
over work – the often quoted power of process, and the most distinct factor in the way Ikuntji
artists worked. Ironically, these works were to be sidelined because of their reliance on
process over meaning: I could not identify with them, despite my enjoyment of pattern and
relief in making something. They remained too removed and too derivative of Mitjili’s imagery
to stand up to critique. Producing these images I was aware of the consequences of making art
simply to comply with the original project, and these early works highlighted the danger of
‘illustrating a proposal’.45
A second series of work, also abandoned, consisted of several ‘storyboard’ images of trees set
against a white back ground recalling children’s drawings, revisiting a theme from 2003.
However the images were too over-stated, too urban and fetishised: dislocated from an
honest response to the valley. Calamitous phenomena (falling rocks, excessive snakes) were
self-conscious attempts at communicating a sense of changing pace, globalization and
environmental detachment.

45

Thanks to my supervisor Patricia Wilson–Adams for clarifying this more than once!
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6. Una Rey Rocks and Leaves 2006 56 x 76cm acrylic on paper

7. Una Rey Falling Rocks 2006 oil on ply 80 x 60cm
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Following these false starts, and during a visit to the valley in October 2006, I produced several
‘walking’ drawings, quick pencil sketches made on foot. These were later translated to 56 x
76cm rag paper, Front Paddock being one of the earliest works. The paper was primed in
cadmium red, referencing Indigenous artists’ use of a coloured ground. Dark forest walls and
frost-burnt grass were laid down in a wet hesitating line forming a kind of directional device. It
is a way of applying paint similar to many desert painters which often represents sand-hills or
travelling lines. When I recall my paintings based on the horizon line, especially the
sea/sky/cloud trilogy that I was exploring in the years at art school and before Ikuntji, there is a
similar quality in the ‘stippled stripe’. There was some influence from the paintings I was
surrounded by,46 but there was also an exploration of media in different viscosity and
extended studio experiments encouraged by painting lecturer Peter Adsett47, a firm advocate
of High Modernism, black-white reconciliation and the physicality of the painting process.

8. Una Rey walking drawing artist’s sketchbook 2006

46

From 1993-1997 I worked at Framed Gallery which had a busy exhibition program of work from Top End, Tiwi,
Kimberley and Desert communities.
47
Painter and part time lecturer at The Northern Territory University from c.1993-1998, Peter Adsett is discussed
further in chapter three.
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9. Una Rey Front Paddock 2006 acrylic and pencil on paper 56 x 76cm

10. Una Rey Hut Paddock 2006 acrylic and pencil on paper 56 x 76 cm
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Portraits of Trees at Watt Space Gallery October 2007

Portraits of Trees came out of the walking drawings during visits to the valley, and presented
an opportunity to view and critique a selection of paintings made in the first year of research.
By exhibiting I was able to gain insights into the progress and scope of the work and to indicate
where to focus my efforts during the remainder of the program.

All life-experiences feed in to ‘the art thing’. I am interested in light and
shade, black and white, water, trees, stories and people in diverse
environments. I am drawn to nature’s ambiguity - those things that ‘might
be something (else)’. Portraits of Trees are paintings from The Valley. The
time is the recent past. Memory is the muse. The works are personal
history paintings, where specific features in the local landscape are the
settings for contemporary narratives.48

11. Watt Space Installation, October 2007

48

Artist statement Portrait of Trees, Watt Space Sept-Oct 2007
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Thirteen works on paper and five canvases made up the show and collectively highlighted
multiple themes of exploration:
•

Narrative as an ‘adhesive’ to place [but that] needs human or figurative content to
actualize the story. Early childhood memories and the habit of drawing the figure, an
obsession with human relationships brought to life through experience and ‘misled’ by
the fairy-tale genre.

•

Landmarks, in particular trees, that had a long and ongoing association with a
memory/narrative and/or special association due to naming, placement or physical
form, conferring a ‘sense of place’.

•

Phenomenological responsiveness to the landscape; micro and macro visual responses
and an elevation of pattern and repetition within the painted surface.

•

Nostalgia and longing, not longing to belong but to return to a memory of a place
rather than its contemporary realism

Despite the title and the inference, Portraits of Trees was notable for its figurative content.
Taking the most literal recollections of narrative in the valley, I found my hand ‘caught in the
act’, drawing naked families and lovers by absent minded doodling or ‘brooding of the hand’.49
As an experiment I cut the figurative tableaux out to ‘repopulate’ the valley with people from
my childhood. Glued to the surface of the painted ‘walking drawings’ in an awkward metaphor
for ‘attachment’, the figures were exaggerated players evoking a time of community, activity
and sexual excess. A pair of canvases, 135 cm square, incorporated the same subjects, with
figures copulating and embracing beside the river.
One common response to the figurative work (evident through conversations in the gallery),
was that the figures spoiled an otherwise beautiful landscape. This reinforced an idea I have
come across often in discussion, that while Aboriginal people have an attitude of ‘belonging to
land’, white people ‘own the land.’ White people represent all that is damaged and degraded,
as well as exemplifying an attitude of possession. Whites are not a naturalized species, not ‘of
the land,’ therefore it is discomfiting to portray them ‘at home’ in the land now that grand
historical or biblical narratives have been displaced. Even so, in my experience of the
Indigenous art market, current preference is for a landscape unpopulated by Aboriginal figures
either, which are amateur at best, kitsch at worst – unless employing a naïve or contemporary
49

Robert Motherwell and David Rosand, Robert Motherwell on Paper: Drawings, Prints, Collages (New York: Miriam
and Ira D. Wallach Art Gallery, Columbia University, 1997), Motherwell quoting Saul Steinberg, p25.
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narrative style.50 Even in expansive desert-scapes, redolent with mythological narrative, little
footsteps spoil the perceived emptiness and aesthetically neutral territory of the painting.
My own attempts at incorporating figurative work brought me to two conclusions: novelty for
its own sake was not productive, as I was unable to defend the work with commitment to its
conceptual suggestion, i.e. that we don’t belong in the landscape. Secondly, the sexually
explicit and literal figuration, as far as it was resolved at that point, was closing doors on
metaphor and ambiguity which are both important elements in my work. Also, I was not trying
for prurience and the erotic content, as prosaic as it was, hi-jacked the work.
Despite the problems outlined above, a set of four papers hanging together as family portraits,
with the barn (homestead) as a feature most closely approximated the sense of narrative and
nostalgia that locates the work in past and present tense. Pattern through dotting and
stippling, circular and linear repetitions incorporated into the natural elements start to add a
secondary layer to the images that suggests an indigenous aesthetic, but only as a subtle
reference, one to be taken up or overlooked at the viewer’s discretion.
Portraits of Trees laid out before me the parallel and discursive nature of the work, and the
challenges inherent in putting together several different bodies of work. Aside from the
obvious formal elements of scale and medium, it gave me a strong sense of ‘landscape’ and an
over-riding concern with mystery and beauty within landscape painting. The threads that
called out for further investigation were the specifics of place and ‘bringing it back’ into the
work, and the collaboration of pattern with image to give a layered reading to the paintings
and to infer or convey a richer engagement with the work. Both of these ideas are explored in
the following chapters.

50

In the work of artists such as Ian Abdullah, Mary McLean and Peggy Napangarti Jones, for example.
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12. Installation, Watt Space Gallery October 2007

13. Una Rey The Barn 2007 acrylic on paper 56 x 76cm
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In highlighting the tree as a motif in different cultural contexts, I have attempted to speculate
on what drives the choice of subject matter. Either through a continued dialogue within the
Western painting tradition in the case of Howard, Williams et al, or through emphasising place,
narratives and identity in the case of Ikuntji painters, the tree, whatever its cultural context, is
physically rooted in place. In the following chapter I investigate how artists approach place in a
search for subject matter which can invest their work with new narratives or fresh metaphors.

14. Una Rey Bough 2007 ink and acrylic on paper 56 x 76cm
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Chapter Two

A massive field: the artist’s field-trip

The artist’s field trip has a long tradition in Australia’s post-contact art history. The scientific
fascinations of early colonial artists wrestling with an unfamiliar botanical landscape
presumably imagined themselves to be explorers and recorders through field-work on a
tremendous scale. By the late 1880s over a hundred years of visual development set against
the psychological landscape of terra nullius reached a pinnacle in the work of the French
inspired but highly nationalistic Heidelberg school, whose artists officially pioneered en pleinairpainting in Australia.1 Mid-twentieth century artists like Russell Drysdale and Sidney Nolan
turned our consciousness inwards away from the coast towards the outback in the spirit of the
heroic mythology and geographical realism focusing their attention on locations such as Hill
End and Central Australia.2 For contemporary artists, the field has become much more
physically accessible while simultaneously being re-enchanted through the prism of Indigenous
artists’ paintings of country and their offering of a parallel vernacular for landscape. Postcolonial debates in a climate of post-modernism impacted on Australian landscape traditions,
reaching a zenith in the 1990s before deferring in part to vital environmental concerns in postapology Australia.3
Contemporary visual arts practice in the academic lexicon is struggling with the forced
embrace of ‘creative research’, a term which writer and artist Paul Carter suggests be
1

Robert Hughes, The Art of Australia (Melbourne: Penguin Books, 1966), 53-73.; Helen Topliss, The Artists' Camps
(Melbourne: Hedley, 1992).

2

Gavin Wilson, The Artists of Hill End (Sydney: Art Gallery of NSW, 1995). More recently artists such as Tim Johnson,
John Olsen, Brett Whiteley and Tim Storrier have painted themselves into the outback landscape.
3

Despite the assertion of post colonialism, it is arguable whether the country, even following Prime Minister Kevin
Rudd’s 2008 apology to Indigenous Australians, is truly ‘post’ colonial. Indigenous Australians continue to suffer
appalling rates of incarceration, sub-standard living conditions and poor health. Painting has attempted some
reconciliatory goals, and has been a place for acknowledging Indigenous issues. Issues of intellectual property rights,
including use of specific iconography and related identities were highlighted in the early 1990s in for instance, the
works of Gordon Bennett and Imants Tillers. See Gordon Bennett, Gordon Bennett (Melbourne: National Gallery of
Victoria, 2007).
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acknowledged as a tautology, rather than the oxymoron it actually is.4 That is, research must
involve creativity or imagination in the search for something new or temporarily forgotten.5
Arguments of terminology aside, the artist’s field trip fits the criteria of research in as much as
it is gathering raw material or data (to borrow a term from the sciences). Artists continue to go
to places with an intention, however vague or explicit, of getting material with a view to
transforming the perceptive experience into well-realised artwork(s). A successful field trip is
equated with ‘work made’, ideally recognized (and potentially measured) through the end
result of an exhibition, publication, documentation or dialogue of some kind. Carter offers the
term ‘material thinking’ for writing about localized artistic enquiries, and Carter’s chapter, ‘a
pattern made of holes’, is descriptive of the experience of field trips under certain conditions
in acknowledging the peripheral and ambiguous threads that come of artistic research.6 My
recent field-trips, especially visits back to Central Australia, have led me to careful
consideration of how an artist as researcher gets material, or why the hunt sometimes fails
and the only thing uncovered is doubt.
For landscape painters the field-trip-artist’s-tour presents an opportunity to refresh the senses
and lend new agency to the mark-making as well as providing a regenerative encounter with
nature uncomplicated by the demands of (urban) life and its attendant duties and
responsibilities. In this respect an artist’s field trip can be considered a break from the prosaic
self, presenting opportunities to indulge in the potentially anachronistic pursuit of art-making
from nature.

Bush Trips: Back to Country
In remote art centres the ‘bush trip’ or ‘return to country’ is a goal shared between artists and
art centre staff alike. While the field trip is a traditional pastime of anthropologists, linguists
and historians, art centres have identified the importance of visiting artists’ traditional country
as it is conceived as the source of the painter’s creative and conceptual force. In my time as co-

4

Paul Carter, Material Thinking (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2004), 7-9

5

In ‘creative research’ as opposed to traditional social science methodology, alternative methods and cross
disciplinary collaborations are encouraged to foster ‘imaginative enquiry’. For the seminal text on research based
practice see Graeme Sullivan, Art Practice as Research: Inquiry in the Visual Arts (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage
Publications Inc., 2005).
6

Carter, Material Thinking, 13-15.
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ordinator at Haasts Bluff I managed to facilitate one short five day trip to Muruntji Rock-hole;7
longer bush trips entail complex logistical planning, including negotiations over who will attend
– who is oldest and might not make a next time and who speaks for country or places along
the way. Other considerations are the provision of full food and board (swags and blankets) for
the artists, extra drivers, vehicles, spare tyres and medical supplies (many artists are heavily
dependent on daily medication), all of which are more difficult to source from within remote
communities.8
Bush trips are recognised as important to the preservation and active maintenance of cultural
heritage, but the business model in art centres means it is often difficult to take time out of
the schedule, in much the same way that urban artists must negotiate precious time away to
focus on art related research. Ironically, while it is increasingly difficult to ‘shut up shop’ and go
bush, these trips result in increased productivity and re-charged expression of narratives of
place.9 Excitement is palpable, and transmits to the painting.

15. Balgo artists hunting near Lake Gregory, 2006 Photo: Piers Hammick

7

The Australia Council provided the funds ; following many extensions, the grant required urgent acquittal. Several
artists painted Muruntji, and it was within 200kms of Ikuntji.
8

Even basic but essential services like mechanical supplies or simple tools, such as tyres and jerry-cans, are often
unavailable in communities.
9

Narputta Nangala produced a huge body of dynamic salt-lake paintings after visiting her country at Lake
MacDonald with Marina Strocchi, one of which won a category award in the 1996 Telstra award. On seeing the work
at Ikuntji I was amazed by the number of energetic re-inventions based on a single iconic strip of geography.

36

The Canning Stockroute Project (CSR) in Western Australia, in development since 2006, is a
back-to-country trip on an unprecedented scale. Artists from nine art centres have taken part
in consecutive bush trips along the Canning Stockroute, where ancestral lands from several
language groups intersect with a traumatic episode in pastoral history. In 1906 Alfred Canning
navigated the route which bears his name, leaving a string of wells across the Great Sandy,
Little Sandy and Gibson Deserts. The ongoing CSR project promotes historic, social, cultural
and economic outcomes, including publications, major exhibitions, ongoing academic research
and professional mentoring. Collaboration is a word used liberally on the project website.10
Joint project co-ordinator, Tim Acker, gives agency to the jargon of ‘value adding’ that the CSR
bush trip exemplifies when he notes:
So, by bringing in those groups and spending time in country with them,
sitting down quietly with oral historians and a film crew and so on,
interviewing them, those stories come out that adds to that history [my
italics]11
Acker sees no irony in the busy performative nature of the artists on location. It is true that
ventures into country/landscape/bush/wilderness can have a strong social aspect and
Aboriginal art centres are dynamic socio-political spaces where shared resources and crosscommunication amongst artists, their colleagues and audiences are common practice. By
contrast, most western artists nominate solitude and privacy as a primary working condition –
the introvert myth of the artist, which I will discuss in more detail later.
Walk: The Great South West Walk Art Project
In the spirit of getting together ‘in country’, the exhibition Walk, curated by Martina Copley in
2007, brought together eight artists12 who spent three weeks traversing the great south-west
walk in Victoria, from the Cobbobonee Forest along the Glenelg River to the ocean at
Discovery Bay. Artist and joint co-ordinator Carmel Wallace acknowledges the role artists’ field
trips to the centre/inland have contributed to our visual culture and our understanding of the
inner workings and marks of the country. By contrast, the land in which most Australians
actually live is rarely afforded the same gravitas as the iconic ‘heart’. The Walk project was a
10

FORM project management, http://www.form.net.au/indigenous-development/canning-stock-route-project
accessed March 2009
11
ABC television’s Landline program, 2006 transcript,
http://www.abc.net.au/landline/content/2006/s2039187.htm accessed March 2009
12
Peter Corbett, Vicki Couzens, Nicky Hepburn, Brian Laurence, Jan Learmonth, Carmel Wallace, Ilka White & John
Wolseley
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response to this pre-occupation with ‘the centre as our spiritual core’ and the ambivalence or
awkwardness that it provokes. 13 It is echoed in Freud’s uncanny, the sense of being out of
place and in place at the same time – in one’s home country, cogent of the mythology but
displaced, foreign, out of one’s depth and far from home.14
In the walk, cross-disciplinary practices of the artists, the extended meditative process of
walking and exchanges with field naturalists, Indigenous representatives, a botanist and a
historian each contributed expertise to the group and gave greater understanding of the land
and its complexity, enriching knowledge which was in turn communicated, through diverse
artworks, to the gallery-attending public.15
Clearly this cross fertilization and collaborative approach is one significant way of producing a
well documented and archived body of work. The catalogue cites Nicolas Bourriaud’s relational
aesthetics, writing itself into the institutionally condoned collaborative research that ‘seem(s)
to play an increasingly important role in defining the purpose and value of the creative arts in
the wider arena of contemporary society’16 – that is, to step beyond a formalist approach to
art making and engage in a socio-political-environmental methodology.17
On the Heysen Trail: art-ventures in country
Another recent example of a walking related artistic tour (to quote the press-release) On the
Heysen Trail was a ten day tour of highlights along the walking tour named for the German
born South Australian painter Hans Heysen. The well supported event (drivers, caterers etc)
throughout the dramatic country of the Flinders Ranges was documented by a film crew for
the ABC and shown as an exhibition at S.H. Ervin Gallery.18 There was an element of voyeurism
13

Martina Copley, Carmel Wallace, and Kit Wise, Walk (Melbourne: National Exhibition Touring Support (NETS),
2007). This idea was first promoted in a historical sense by Russell Ward in Russell Ward, The Australian Legend
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1958).

14

S. Freud, The ‘Uncanny’ in A. Dickson (ed.), The Pelican Freud Library: Art and Literature, pp.342-7 cited in G.
Gelder & J. Jacobs, Uncanny Australia, p. 23-25

15

Cold Front, curated by Meryl Ryan for Lake MacQuarie City Art Gallery (2008) was another example of personal,
scientific, poetic and environmental issues being communicated through art drawn from research in the Arctic and
Antarctic- a profoundly different experience of place.

16

Kit Wise in Copley, Wallace, and Wise, Walk..

17

Relational aesthetics is a theory of ‘form’ over ‘art’, creating forms that last and inspire, or prompt inter-human
relationships. For elaboration see Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza
Woods (France: Les presses du reel, 2002).

18

The artists: Lucy Culliton, Elizabeth Cummings, Neil Frazer, David Keeling, Euan McLeod, Chris O’Doherty aka Reg
th
st
Mombasa, Leo Robba, Adrienne Richards and David Usher. The exhibition showed from 14 November-21
December 2008.
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in watching the artists come to grips with a landscape being experienced for the first time by
most of the artists.19

16. Euan McLeod Flinders Figure at Dusk 2008 oil on canvas 76 x 100cm

20

In theory the practice of en plein-airpainting is simple to emulate and to participate in. To
leave the studio, and often to travel far enough to leave behind not just familiar subject matter
but one’s own life and associated hindrances, is an opportunity to make art without distraction
about the formal and physical elements of a given place. Despite this apparent simplicity,
artists are often too pre-occupied or occasionally too cerebral or distracted, to engage with the
landscape in such a direct way. As painter Euan McLeod says,
I arrived in the Flinders with a lot of baggage – physical (art materials etc)
and expectations of what I was hoping to achieve in a place I’d never even
been.21

19

The documentary is echoed in many current reality TV shows where artists have their processes exposed to the
camera- Face Painting with Bill Leak, Painting Australia, Rolf Harris’ Star Portraits, Art21.
20

Image courtesy Watters Gallery, Sydney. The painting is representative of McLeod’s work in On the Heysen Trail,
from the same location, but exhibited in Mindscapes and the Australian Outback with Rod McRae and Ken Searle,
February 2009. http://www.wattersgallery.com/artists/macleodold.htm accessed 20 July, 2009
21

Artist’s statement, On the Heysen Trail room-brochure, S.H Ervin Gallery 2008
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On the Heysen Trail had the additional motivation of competitiveness between artists resulting
in part jocular rivalry for quantity and part cross-fertilization. Aside from the work of ceramics
artists David Usher and Adrienne Richards, the exhibition was made up of paintings and
drawings primarily from the field. Larger oil paintings were worked up on returning to the
studio, as is the tradition with such excursions. In a marriage of pragmatism and raw
inspiration, time allows for the experiential ambience to settle and ferment, to leave a stain on
memory and let imagery distil to become that ‘other thing’, an image that transcends the local
while referencing its specificity.
A slim room-brochure accompanied the show, presenting a brief statement from all but one
exhibitor. No academic essay endorsed the project, instead artists’ talks provided the public
program with proceeds from sales supporting the gallery and educational programs.
A largely conventional pictorial response to a dramatic landscape is the first impression of On
the Heysen Trail. The sense of being physically present through several perspectives is evident,
and location is reinforced by a dominance of local colour: warm oxides, grey greens, pale
cerulean. In general the artists expressed style over reinvention, physical painterly process
over esoteric or political concerns. Most of the artists are well established, settled within their
own professionalism and creative composure. As Dissanayake would say, high on impact [if not
import]. It was a well orchestrated exercise condoning the raw simplicity of responding to
country without a head full of post-colonial, race related anxieties. I was looking in vain for the
ambiguous, the outer edge, the understated – the doubt. But I was also comforted and
engaged by the direct honest hard work in evidence. It is the kind of painting that makes me
want to paint more, think less. But the artists do think, as Elizabeth Cummings records
[it’s]wonderful to sit in the land and let it seep in... (the drawings are)
responses to meditating on the surrounding country…..would need a
long time to work out what to do!...and that is the challenge – finding a
translation in paint for this landscape with all its subtlety and variety, its
sense of timelessness.22
This quote reads generically, and could speak for countless artists. I could relate very much to
Cummings’ hesitation and performance anxiety, surrounded by professional artists and
television crews. The opportunity to ‘get material’ demands a level of gratitude, even grace, in
respect of the land itself. It is humanizing in an age where we are often beyond our own
22

Elizabeth Cummings artist’s statement, Ibid.,
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humanity. Artists are (generally) sensitive to issues of Indigenous presence, and permanence,
particularly in Australia with the post colonial debates over ownership, the lie of terra nullius
and the social inequities that exist.
Tjukurla June 2007
A visit to a remote Indigenous community is a critical reminder of issues more troubling than
how to render a mountain. A visit to Tjukurla in 2007 made me confront, once again, the gap
between paintings of country and living in country.
Physically distanced from the source but in graceful acknowledgment of her father’s country,
Ikuntji artist Eunice Napanangka Jack painted Tjukurla, close to her birthplace at Lupul in the
Frederick Ranges. I bought Eunice’s painting of Tjukurla and like Narputta Nangala’s buoyant
trilogy of quandong trees, it has ‘informed’ me in the years since leaving the desert. It is a
modest work on paper, divided roughly into thirds, in colours uncharacteristic of Ikuntji artists:
dark olive green, raw umber, cadmium red, white and dusty pink. It is a painting of holes. Rockholes and water-holes. Like delicate scallop shells, alternately stippled and smudged, the rough
circular forms float over different background colours switching between positive and negative
space in an organic, soft-edged and nebulous order. If ever a painting could be described as
‘breathing’ then this one does.
This elusive image reminds me of the artist, but also of all the ‘un-knowable’ aspects of that
time and place. Even the name was evocative. Many Western Desert artists are connected
with sites and country in the Tjukurla region and lots of the stories I had documented as art
advisor at Ikuntji underscored its significance. In an eloquent leap of equivalence, writer
Nicolas Rothwell describes Tjukurla as
…the Ngaanyatjarra equivalent of Chartres or Siena- it is a marker of faith,
and lies hard by the Western desert’s most crucial sacred sites.’23

23

Nicolas Rothwell, Another Country (Melbourne: Black Inc., Shwartz Publishing Pty Ltd, 2007), 148.
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17. Eunice Napanangka Lupul, near Tjukurla 1998 acrylic on paper 56 x 76cm

When I finally got to visit Tjukurla myself, whatever expectations Eunice’s delicate and
mysterious painting had aroused in my imagination it was not the mental image to take to
Tjukurla.
I flew from Sydney to Yulara, the airport which I could not find on the online booking
page. Of course it is known widely as Ayers Rock – that being the reason you go there.
But I am being driven west to Tjukurla to conduct painting workshops with the artists
in their recently formed art centre. Skills development, staff mentoring. These are
interesting developments; there is a new professionalism that barely fits with the grass
roots, organic and chaotic evolution of desert art movements, which are being
discovered under every last puli [rock] in the desert.
The first sound I really heard when we stopped driving was the wind in the desert oaks,
‘all the kungkas [girls] crying’, that’s what they used to say at Kungkayunti, home of
Marlee Napurrula’s honey-grevillea. Silver grass up to the knee. Folding range with
black triangles of mystery and orange scars hatched down the surface.24

24

Una Rey, “Artist’s Journal” June 2007
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As I was visiting the community to work, I was not under any illusions about this being an
opportunity to make art, or even to discuss narrative with the artists in a formal sense
although they are always telling stories of and about their paintings and by extension,
themselves. Nevertheless, having come so far, and being in the midst of ‘research into
narratives of belonging’, I was obliged to make some sense of the disparities between what
imagined ‘source’ Eunice’s painting conjured for me and my own experience of a place, both
romanticized and mysterious.
One of my intentions for the workshop had been to take the artists to anywhere of
their choosing, within range, to look at local colour in their own language and
environment. Something beyond the generic plastics handed out in art centres. Despite
prior arrangements, the perennial problem of limited vehicle access prevented us
going anywhere, so what I saw of Tjukurla was the store with its generic murals and
graffiti – circle and dot, coolamon, digging stick, ‘fuckyouhole’ graffiti.
Confined to the art centre, a breeze-block and concrete slab of dirty pink, I painted up
some colour wheels to write up the colours ‘in [local] language’. It reminded me again
how short changed both sides are when it comes to finding a word that truly has the
same meaning. But at the same time it was engaging, and I was pleasantly surprised
by how much vocabulary (not structure) came back to me when I heard the artists ‘in
language’. Blue is puli partu, [rocks/hills in the far distance] as well as yilkari [sky].25

Re-reading Geoffrey Bardon’s Papunya Tula in the windswept, bereft environment of Tjukurla
as the Howard government enacted its Northern Territory Intervention,26 I was acutely
conscious of the book’s sadness and pathos. I had a renewed empathy for Bardon’s personal
struggle. The story of his facilitating the now world famous Western Desert art movement and
subsequently having a nervous breakdown as a result of being caught between hostile
bureaucracy and perceived promises to Aboriginal people is well documented and is a
powerful narrative in itself.27 The sub-text to his primary documentation of the Papunya Tula
art movement and the Aboriginal originators is a personal memoir of a condensed and intense
period of time for the author.

25

Una Rey, “Artist’s Journal” June 2007
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John Howard’s government decision to over-ride NT legislation and intervene in Indigenous communities
following the release of the 2007 Little Children are Sacred report which highlighted the prevalence of child abuse in
remote communities.
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Geoffrey Bardon, Papunya Tula: Art of the Western Desert (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books Australia, 1991).
Geoffrey Bardon, Mr Patterns (Sydney: Film Australia, 2004).
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You can’t plan around funerals but out here you can usually count on one. There are
two this week, so today the art centre was empty after the ladies left around mail
plane time. I put a baby to sleep while her mummy painted goannas on a small
paper.28

My other readings over the ten days were Kim Mahood’s Craft for a Dry Lake and Raimond
Gaita’s Romulus, My Father. Both books are set against the respective landscapes of the northeast Gibson desert and the degraded rural/pastoral at Baringhup in Victoria. Each of these
books struck me as painterly. Descriptions were emotive, poignant, nostalgic. The sparseness
of the land, each tinged with loss, each a homage to the father, echoed my own emotional
state at Tjukurla. It was the beginning of my thinking of my valley paintings as approximating
something close to memoir, or what I have since come across as a literary sub-genre,
landscape memoir.29
Kim Mahood has solid credentials for writing an autobiography-in-place. Her journey home
through the deeply mythologized country of the centre is overwritten with a contemporary
Indigenous reality which is warmly inclusive and acknowledging of her attachment to country:
belonging is not mutually exclusive, as long as reciprocity is respected.
Paul Carter discusses Central Australian anthropologist and historian Theodore Strehlow’s
biographical work of his father Pastor Carl Strehlow in Journey to Horseshoe Bend
[as] bringing places into being, dissolving the distinction between
autobiography and history …if these new forms of writing must arise out of
a synthesis of indigenous and foreign poetic modes, then to tell one’s life
differently might help to inaugurate a post-colonial polity – and
literature…where the past was not a foreign place but the ground beneath
ones’ feet.30
Carter seems to acknowledge the fluid and subtle shifts involved in consciousness to ‘place
one’s self’. Like Strehlow, Mahood has genealogy in desert places, and she too writes herself

28

Una Rey, “Artist’s Journal” June 2007

29

This will be built on in the final chapter. See Marilla North, "Landscape and Memoir: A Review of Roundabout at
Bangalow: An Intimate Chronicle by Shirley Walker," (2001),
http://www.emsah.uq.edu.au/awsr/recent/132/i.html. and Mark Tredinnick, "Landscape Memoir: A Portrait of the
Writer as a Half-a-Dozen-Places," in In the First Person (Canberra: National Library of Australia, 2008).. See also
Tamsin Kerr, "Conversations with the Bunyip: The Idea of the Wild in Imagining, Planning and Celebrating Place
through Metaphor, Memoir, Mythology and Memory" (Griffiths University, 2006).

30

Paul Carter, The Lie of the Land (London: Faber and Faber 1996), 25.
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into country through ‘afilliation and filiation.’31 A childhood in Aboriginal country, a father who
was respected by the local indigenous population and whose own descendents humour and
warm her, claiming her as their own, permits ‘authenticity.’32 Craft for a Dry Lake gives voice
to the shades of grey that arise in the cultural milieu of black and white Australians contained
together in desert space. Mahood articulates personal and subjective observations with the
authority of long term experience, and her language and insights mirror my own similar
concerns. She recognises the feelings – or perceptions – of disenfranchisement and lack of
right to meaning and belonging through the sacred land experience that is common in white
Australia,33 but she identifies as an artist and throughout her writing reminds us of her goal,
attempting to ‘dredge out of personal mythologies some form or image which will redeem the
individual experience and make it larger.’34
Despite a different landscape of origin and attachment I am also searching for material
metaphors through the observation of places harnessed to reflection and intellectual enquiry.
There’s a bit of desert in everyone. It’s just a matter of letting the
‘inner desert’ show.35
At Tjukurla I was looking for the subtle beauty of the desert and something I could make my
own. I did some small oil paintings from photographs on my return to Newcastle, but I was
‘disenfranchised’ with their content, as I did not bridge a connection with the place or the
people in my short stay and under the circumstances. Photographs alone are insufficient
sources. Desert oak seeds and the dried head of a lungata (blue-tongue lizard) that I found
under an eagle’s nest still await attention as subjects for drawings.
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Ibid.
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Authenticity, or ‘documents of authenticity’, accompany indigenous artworks in remote artcentres as proof of the
artists hand and ‘authority’ for the painting. It suggests to the buyer that they have a ‘real’ cultural product, made
exclusively by said artist.
33

Kim Mahood, Craft for a Dry Lake (Sydney: Anchor, 2000), 252.
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18. Rock-hole near Tjukurla, degraded by camels 2007

American author Dorothy Parker’s comment ‘hate writing, love having written’ exemplifies my
ambivalence towards Indigenous desert communities: ‘hate being there, love having been’ –
on a bad day. Could I make that confession, and is it that simple? I suspect it is a case of what
academics Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs describe as ‘post-colonial racism’, that is an
admission of the lack or inequity/impoverishment facing Aboriginal people paired with
recognition of the excess, in terms of land, sacredness, community.36 Of course, this ‘charisma
and enigma’ is pertinent to artists, especially landscape artists, but the ‘lack or poverty’
signified by the demands of the market driven art centre, the Sorry Business37 and horrific
health realities, empty schools, ruthless shop-keepers, petty politics and the physical
destitution do affect the self-containment required for the kind of art that I practice. A field
trip like this re-asks American art theorist Suzi Gablick’s question, Has Modernism Failed?
Should I try and make art that expands the boundaries and communicates urgency, or should I

36

Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs, Uncanny Australia: Sacredness and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation (Melbourne:
Melbourne University Press, 1998), 17, 65.
37

Sorry Business: funerals, grieving times and related ceremonies
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be more actively seeking collaborations and ‘meaningful’ dialogues that do something
tangible? As the painter Aida Tomescu says, ‘do we really need another painting?’38
How can I say, ‘I am here to make pictures, inspired by your beautiful red landscape and
inflected by the process and materiality of paint, while you are battling kidney failure,
share a house between fourteen people, have buried two children and a husband in the
last three years and have no working refrigerator in your home? Oh by the way, I love
your paintings of country, but I can’t afford to buy one – I’m an artist too – and in fact, I
don’t really love them because they are a bit ‘tight’ for my personal taste. But I respect
that you have countless thousands of years in the legacy of those marks, and that they
establish you as a true custodian while I am an interloper.39
International curator and critic Okwui Enwezor puts a fine point on this creative ambivalence
when although speaking from a curatorial perspective, he reminds us that
….any critical interest displayed towards exhibition systems that takes as its
field of study modern or contemporary art necessarily refers us to the
foundational base of modern art history and its roots in imperial discourse,
on the one hand, and, on the other, the pressures that postcolonial
discourse exerts on its narratives today.40

Balgo July 2008
An opportunity to re-visit the desert community of Balgo in the north-west of Western
Australia arose during my candidature. What was intended as an informal research trip with a
close friend and colleague led to more workshops with emerging artists.41 Unexpected rain cut
our trip short by a couple of days, so as is often the case with a field-trip, time was up before it
felt like we had touched the ground.
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John McDonald and R. Ian Lloyd, Studio: Australian Painters on the Nature of Creativity (Singapore: R. Ian Lloyd
Productions Pte.Ltd, 2007).
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Okwui Enwezor, "The Postcolonial Constellation: Contemporary Art in a State of Permanent Transition," Research
in African Literatures 34, no. 4 (Winter 2003): 59.
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I travelled with Erica Izett, with whom I had worked at Balgo in 1999/2000 and who I had shared countless
discussions and reflections across years in the indigenous arts industry and living ‘out bush’.
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Alice Springs airport. The scent is right, eucalypt, sand, other seeds, bloods, smoke. But
later in the day walking the Todd Mall, the miss-fit is obvious. The skin of tourism,
premised on the consumption of an ancient, dignified, and mysterious landscape and
culture rests tenuously on the other fact: people dispossessed, depressed, unwelcome in
their own streets. Getting around, its fine to be blunt (tongue in cheek): they drink
here, not really their own fault but it’s okay to stare through them because the real
thing is about being in country/with the land/story/song-lines/bush-tucker. This is an
anomaly, try not to notice, step aside, around, buy stuff and eat and drink, but don’t
think too much about it, you can keep moving on.
We’re moving on too, out of town where the people are happier, or at least the art
centre model gives respite and a window to experience. I know those places, how they
operate, what the dollars do, how the artists are the top of the snake, sunny side up,
and we don’t get to experience the underbelly too often or too closely.
The Tanami. The road reaches expansively. Flat, straight, endless. It makes me feel
small, and the colours are less than remembered. It’s another cliché, the brilliance out
here. Ranges and rocks are bold, sunset and storm colours are extreme, but mid-winter
midday and the bleach is another thing. No rain has been through for a long time and
the grass, after a fashion, is white blond and prickly, patchy and uprooted. The Tanami
track/roadside could look like emptiness, but far from ‘pristine wilderness’ it is dense
with human experience, this Aboriginal Highway. Every few metres there are traces of
‘something’. ‘Might be’ flat tyre, burn out, rolled car, esky-lid, drinking party, pee stop,
dead animal, broken wire, car scrap, hunting track, burnt tree, sacred site, graffiti on a
rock, cloth on a branch. And it goes on and on.
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19. Approaching Balgo, July 2008

As we got closer to Balgo the pressures came on. A feeling of airlessness, as if one will
be asked an impossible favour or be caught in the middle of someone else’s accident or
plan in an uncomfortable or irritating way. Anxiety crept in, with the darkness, near
Rabbit Flat.42
When entering a community I feel like I have to bury my own will to endure. Being invisible
and observing with absolute concealment. Mahood also describes the sensation of leaving her
ego behind an ant-hill on the Tanami track before turning into the Balgo road.43 Her
descriptions of inertia and ennui descending on the body and spirit in the first few days, and
the utter exhaustion of cross cultural politeness, coupled with the verbal hammering from
white staff in a permanent state of de-brief is all so familiar. Even so, Mahood admits at least
part of her motivation in returning to the desert communities of Balgo and nearby Mulan is a
search for an ‘authentic voice to tell the story lodged at the centre of her preoccupations as an
artist and writer’,44 and as I pointed out earlier, she is on home ground.
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49

In Postcards from the Tanami, Mahood’s 2006 exhibition at Helen Maxwell Gallery, Canberra,
the installation formed a horizontal thread of water-colour postcard-scale vignettes of the
country around Balgo and near-by Mulan, with camp-dogs, wrecked vehicles and classical
roadside panoramas – ant-hills, camels, smoke rising above spinifex. Text floats across some of
the images, casual anecdotes or grave statements pertaining to massacres and loss as related
by the local people. Others offer acute, often humourous observations by the artist. Each is
handled in the same matter-of-fact way. They are eloquent works, true to Mahood’s own
artistic traditions, not borrowing stylistically or aesthetically in any obvious sense.45 It is only in
the text, and knowledge of the artist’s rites of passage that they become something more than
souvenir postcards.46

20. Kim Mahood, installation Postcards from the Tanami Helen Maxwell Gallery, Canberra 2006

45

An interesting aside: At the 2008 Melbourne art fair, the plein-airAlice Springs based painter Neridah Stockley,
was mistaken for an Aboriginal artist more than once, given the works’ ‘Namatjira’ look. Disappointment sometimes
followed.
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In 2003, in How Fragile at First Draft Gallery in Sydney, I exhibited works on paper from my time at Haasts Bluff.
They were figurative landscapes, artists painting in the art centre, dogs, buildings and escarpments incorporating
‘stories’ with the images. These descriptive contextualizing notes were made as documentary responses to time,
place and people. By working in my own tradition, I was able to express feelings of fragility and encroachment that I
experienced as an artist on the cultural periphery. The Haasts Bluff painters were interested, encouraging and
indifferent, in that order, although the younger kids came often to look at the images and relate the story of
themselves in my pictures to one another, interested in the narrative as it related to them.
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Walking as Research
As the Walk exhibition highlighted, the process of moving through country encourages creative
imagination and discovery:
At Balgo we walked each day. It was the only way to reflect. That which constitutes
research and might be written and recorded in a formal manner is better trailed out in
the wind, turned over and discussed.
I had an ambition for most of the time that we were out there in the summer of 200506 to paint the holes on the edge of the bluff looking over The Pound.47 They are
Lurrnpa’s peck-holes. It’s generic knowledge there, told to visitors along with the story
of the phoenix-like kingfisher rising up out of the mica and taking the drought stricken
Kukatja people to good water near Uluru. It’s not a secret, it’s supposed to be told and
shared. It’s a fact. Better than history with all its ambiguities.
This time the holes eluded me again, although I took photographs and mental
drawings which serve my purpose well enough, so here, now, fresh from The Bluff I can
describe them in detail: some are egg shaped, others rugged circles. The surface rock is
sandstone, ancient orange. Grainy and porous like sponge but sharp to touch. The
tunnel sides that form the deep-set cylinders are burnished and deeper in hue, a hybrid
of orange, purple and black. Depth varies from one foot to several feet. Some holes look
burnt and surely fire has licked their sides over millennia. There are sciences to explain
in other ways, but the sharp beak marks of a giant kingfisher create an image and
narrative suited to the scale of the country.48
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My family and I lived at Balgo from September 2005 to February 2006. I was Acting Director, Warlayirti Artists
while permanent staff were recruited.
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21. Lurrnpa’s peck-holes above The Pound at Balgo 2008

Doubt: Self portrait with holes
I did get an image, a metaphor, during the visit to Balgo: The ‘beak-holes’ that had eluded me
along the edge of the bluff transcended the literal and became porous black clouds, disfiguring
my sense of self. I have discussed this feeling of fragility and doubt with others who return and
visit Indigenous communities without a defined role and I am not alone in feeling exposed or
‘skinless’, as one friend put it.49 It is a tenuous journey returning, ‘circling the centre but never
settling down,’50 but it gives a third perspective. Not of/in/from ‘place,’ nor overwhelmed by
the spectacle of newness, but ambivalent, melancholic and nostalgic. Perhaps the precursors
to sensitive, meaningful engagement?

49
Euan McLeod described his use of the naked figure as a metaphor for feelings of frailty, vulnerability and stupidity
in trying to come to terms with the dramatic landscape of the West McDonald ranges. Artist talk, The University of
Newcastle gallery, May 13, 2009
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Carter, The Lie of the Land, 26.
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22. Una Rey Self portrait with holes 2008 ink and acrylic on paper 76 x 105cm

From personal experience, living in communities is a fragile performance. Burnout and anxiety
are the companions of adrenaline and wonder. The capacity to make art, to put the selfcentred and time consuming activity ahead of the more pressing needs of the local Indigenous
people feels like an another indication of inequity. The artist must hold fast to their ambitions,
identifying as artists as well as administrators. Ironically in art centres, non-local artists are
regarded with suspicion whereas administrators are valuable assets. I felt I had to develop a
strategy for art-making that was transportable and – here is a paradox – invisible to everyone
around me, at least in the primary stages.
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The desert is embedded with enigma and polarities. Social scientist Tom Griffiths observes in
Words for Country that settler Australia has concocted, through language, a place of ‘hearts
and backs, not heads and fronts’:
the outback, the inland, back country, outside country, back yard, back o’
Bourke, Never-never, Dead Heart, Red Centre 51

Griffiths suggests that it is a place imagined in opposition to the urban seaboard,
‘inconvenient, uncomfortable, insecure, unproximate’.52 Through my lived experience in the
width and breadth of desert I defend its romantic narratives and myths – place of colour,
drama, heroism, eccentricity, spaciousness and spiritual pilgrimage. But I feel the ambivalence,
and admit to the doubt that it arouses.
Kim Mahood also extrapolates on the revelation of language: the Outback, an outward facing
extrovert myth, heroic, conquest-driven, or the inland/introverted myth of spiritual quest and
mysterious source. The former she acknowledges as out of favour in post-colonial theory, the
latter confused with the Aboriginal attachment to land.53
The ‘introverted myth’ that lends itself to solitude and spiritual communion in a wilderness
landscape is compatible with the artist’s sensibility but as a visitor to the desert, filtered
through the art centres and community experience, that country is rich in social and cultural
noise and activity: far from the empty nothingness that ‘desert’ has traditionally signified to
sea-board Australians.
Constructing the setting for his early 1990s arguments of identity politics, Ian McLean gathers
evidence in support of the ancient Greek idea of Ocean as an allegory for separation and
anxiety and a fluid boundary between internal and external space or the introvert/extrovert
myths referred to above. The continent was imagined by geographers and astronomers well
before it was conceptualized in earth and stone, but Australia is literally surrounded and
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contained by Ocean.54 Travelling into the desert, I feel consciousness expanding outwards like
a ripple, similar to the phenomenological or sublime sensation of being ‘at sea’.
When I showed Ikuntji artist Marlee Napurrula photographs of the valley, she lamented
because it was ‘too green’, and here we were, surrounded by pink. It was a kindness on her
part, feeling my homesickness, but I recalled that exchange on my last visit to Balgo when the
artist Jane Gimme shuddered on hearing my descriptions of the valley: ‘desert people, we
don’t like that, we like open spaces.’

23. Una Rey The Pound (grevilleas) 2008 acrylic on paper 76 x 105cm
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Ian McLean, White Aborigines: Identity Politics in Australian Art (Cambridge, 1998), 1-8.

55

Studio Part II
The vertical vessel-like terrain of the valley is at odds with the endless expanse and flat hard
edged horizon lines of desert or ocean, although I am making broad visual generalizations.
Each holds a bit of the other. Unlike Balgo or Ikuntji, the stories of peck-holes and ancestral
figures are lost to me, and a response to the country is solitary. Like the myths of inner and
outer, external and internal, each is dependent on oppositions and is enriched by the disparity
or gaps within. Another opposition closer to home is from the urban/suburban environment of
Newcastle and the deeply introspective and wild country of the valley, which I have visited two
to three times a year over the course of the research.

24. Una Rey, black and yellow sketches, 2008 ink and acrylic on loose leaf A4

25. Una Rey Cicada-Rama 2008 Installation in Landscape, The University of Newcastle Gallery

56

In January 2008 a number of A4 Indian ink and yellow acrylic drawings made looking out from
the studio window were a modest starting point for a series of plein-air drawings around the
valley, as well as being a key to the main body of paintings. When I looked at the drawings
weeks later back in Newcastle all the elements I had been researching were there: location of
sites, now spaces, of memorized narratives or memoir (the old hut/original kitchen), the
pervasive and constant forested mountains and horizon line, introduced weeds (goldenrod
gone feral) and pattern or stylized schema representing landmarks (tree trunks, bush, field
etc).
Drawing in place
A decision to return to the essential elements of black and white mark-making is customarily
employed by modern (post-photography) artists as a way of surviving a crisis of meaning in
their painting or studio work. This simple but fundamental form of visual enquiry, based on the
practice of careful observation, holds the promise of authenticity and the comfort of process.
I began the black and white works on paper as documentary records of memory sites along the
river. In addition to augmenting photographic records, it was about a physical response to
place, which I will elaborate on in the final chapter. The action and the discrepancies of scale
and direction, the complexity of marks and the phenomenological sensations of hot rocks,
cicada drone, the sweet smell of water-gum and the irreverence of the boys making noisy play
around me encapsulates the appeal of working plein-air.
The river defines the valley, and there is a sense of continuity spending time there. Each bend
and pool had a name given by my parents, useful only between us (the eel pond, the duck
pond, the house pool, the back rapids) – the minor vernacular of place. 55 The mound, the long
hillock near the river that had special significance for Aboriginal people, was called the Knob
Flat by the early pastoralists, who had apparently built a hut on top of it.56
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In discussion with both my parents in particular from the story of one old-timer, Tom Greene (see chapter 4), the
mound was a bora-ring; in very dry weather dancing tracks around its perimeter would become obvious. Ploughing
by early farmers, who apparently dumped the paddock rocks on the original rise, eventually destroyed the evidence
of tracks.
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26. Drawing in progress at ‘the paint rock’, 2008

27. Una Rey White Rocks 2009 willow and compressed charcoal on paper 76 x 105cm
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Ana Pollack’s 2007 Dobell Drawing prize winner Mullet Creek exemplifies the integrity and
vitality possible with limited means and pure attention to familiar subject matter – a stretch of
shallow creek near her home on Dangar Island. Pollack’s lightness of touch reflects the
tender/tentative mark-making that Tiwi artist Kitty Kantilla and Ikuntji painter Eunice
Napanangka use to create extremely strong, palpable works, suggests a quiet and sure
confidence in the supreme value of their subjects.

28. Ana Pollack Mullet Creek 2007 graphite on rice paper 100 x 240cm

29. Una Rey The Mound and big fig-tree 2006 artist’s sketchbook c.30 x 42cm
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30. Una Rey The Mound (with fig-tree) 2006 acrylic and ink on paper 76 x 105cm

Summary
Relationships to place and experience of country are bound by cultural responses, as the much
quoted geographer/historian Simon Schama writes in Landscape and Memory:
Before it can ever be a repose for the senses, landscape is the work of the
mind. Its scenery is built up as much from the strata of memory as from
layers of rock.57
One conclusion is that for non-Indigenous artists, memory takes on the place of a collectively
realized tjukurrpa or dreaming. This idea is advanced through landscape memoir in the last
chapter of the paper, but comparing the experience of land actively inhabited by Aboriginal
people with the valley’s quietly sentient landscape, imbued with local narratives and personal
recollections, there is a sense of layering within place. Landscape (or country) is the sustaining
narrative.
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Chapter Three

Patterns of dialogue; dialogues of pattern

Arriving on the heels of the rumoured death of painting, the ascendancy
and impact of Aboriginal art was particularly timely. It threw a lifeline to
young Australian painters seeking to re-invest the medium with a meaning
and significance once championed by the early modernists.1

In 2004 seven years after my arrival at Haasts Bluff, and two years after leaving Melville Island,
Sydney curator Felicity Fenner’s exhibition Talking About Abstraction and the accompanying
essay, Thinking Beyond Abstraction brought together the work of seven Aboriginal and six nonAboriginal artists, the latter each citing the former as key influences or reference points for
their own painting practices.
The curatorial premise was that many emerging painters had become exposed to an
unprecedented range of contemporary Aboriginal paintings through exhibitions and
publications. Fenner identified two sub-themes emerging from the project: firstly that ‘the
new, innovative rather than traditional forms of Aboriginal imagery’2 had been ‘particularly
influential.’3 Her second notation was that Turkey Tolson Tjupurrula and Emily Kame
Kngwarreye had an early impact on the paintings of other Aboriginal artists within their own
communities and beyond.
To identify ‘new, innovative rather than traditional forms of Aboriginal imagery’ as resting
within the canon of Western art theory rather than Indigenous ideas about the genesis of their
iconography,4 Fenner must be alluding to the contemporary materiality of the work and the
expressive, individualistic qualities in the work of artists such as Regina Wilson, Paddy Bedford
and Mitjili Napurrula. Without stating it directly, the inference is that disciplined, culturally
authenticated Aboriginal painting, figurative and descriptive in its motifs, had made way for a
1

Felicity Fenner, Talking About Abstraction (Sydney: Ivan Dougherty Gallery (cat), COFA, University of NSW 2004).
(no page numbers)
2
Haasts Bluff, through the work of Mitjili Napurrula, is singled out for inclusion as a ‘highly innovative’ community.
3
Fenner, Talking About Abstraction.
4
For discussion on Aboriginal responses to modernism see Ian McLean, "Postcolonial Traffic: William Kentridge and
Aboriginal Desert Painters," Third Text 17, no. 3 (2003).
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new kind of painting by individual artists of precocious creative vision and painterly
inventiveness.
Talking About Abstraction was not the first exhibition to showcase the work of Indigenous and
non-Indigenous artists together, although previously the emphasis had been on inclusion and
acceptance of Aboriginal art in a modernist sense – that is, without association to its sociopolitical and cultural context.5 By 1980 Andrew Crocker, arts advisor at Papunya Tula (1980-81)
encouraged a formalist reading suggesting that
the paintings be allowed to exercise their own aesthetic appeal and that
explanations of content and symbolism be best kept to a minimum.6

By 2004 a dramatic shift in acceptance, recognition and reverence for Aboriginal art had
occurred since critic John McDonald noted in 19887 [on the lack of a dedicated Aboriginal art
museum in Australia], that ‘Aboriginal art has little more than a toehold in our public
institutions.’8 Compare McDonald’s observation with Vivien Johnson’s statement in the
forward to Talking About Abstraction, ‘What is at stake for non-Indigenous artists nowadays is
to get some kind of a foothold in this new reality,’9 and one gets a sense of the commentary, in
terms of Australian painting, that Fenner was drawing attention to – although the country is
still shamefully lacking an institution dedicated solely to Aboriginal art.10
While Fenner argues convincingly through the exhibition that the ‘indigenous aesthetic’
prevalent in much contemporary Australian painting should be acknowledged within the nonfigurative, non-Indigenous formalist painting traditions, the exhibition draws short of
commenting on common conceptual or socio-political issues. By avoiding Aboriginal artworks
with an ‘overt visual reference to narrative or the landscape’ and suggesting line be read as
metaphor, Fenner clearly establishes that ‘It is not a relationship of shared concerns, but

5
The trajectory of Aboriginal art from ethnographic to high art is thoroughly documented in an historical political
and curatorial context. See for example Deborah Edwards, "Histories in the Making: Aboriginal Art and Modernism,"
in One Sun One Moon: Aboriginal Art in Australia, ed. Hetti Perkins and Margie West (Sydney: Art Gallery of NSW,
2007). and Vivien Johnson, Papunya Painting: Out of the Desert (Canberra: National Museum of Australia Press,
2008).
6
Johnson, Papunya Painting: Out of the Desert, 39.
7
1988 was a critical year for Aboriginal artists and activism generally, expressing a dissenting voice in debates of
national identity etc.
8
John McDonald, "Issues in Contemporary Australian Art," Art and Australia 26, no. 1 (Spring 1988): 89.
9
Vivien Johnson Surface Tension in Fenner, Talking About Abstraction. (no page numbers)
10
The 1975 Piggott Report called for a gallery of Aboriginal Australia – now reduced to the Gallery of the First
Australians in the National Museum of Australia. Cited in Angela Philp, "Museums and the Public Sphere in
Australia: Between Rhetoric and Practice" (Australian National University, 2006), 82-87.

62

formal and technical intersections.’11 The fact that all the non-Indigenous artists worked within
metropolitan centres may have exaggerated the necessity of that curatorial disclosure.
In Landscape: not just pictures.
While many urban artists were engaging with Indigenous artwork re-contextualised in the
arena of a white cube, effectively taking up Crocker’s invitation that the artworks become selfreferential, others were situated within an intimate and arguably privileged studio-setting
alongside these same Indigenous artists. Because country/land/place is at the core of that
‘shared concern’, much – but not all – contemporary Australian landscape painting
incorporates acknowledgement, reference or response to Indigenous painting. National
attempts at reconciliation and the documentary evidence of land ownership made largely by
the desert painting movement does inculcate the necessity of a relationship with and respect
for landscape and country. Being a part of that environment, living ‘in country’ does engender
a deeper understanding of the complexities and necessity of that ‘shared concern’.
In 2005 artists and art co-ordinator Erica Izett wrote Sitting down with indigenous artists: new
directions in Kardiya12 art about art-school trained artists who, like Fenner’s group, had
engaged Aboriginal artists’s work. Marina Strocchi, Wayne Eager, Jonathan Kimberley and
myself had spent substantial periods of time working within remote Aboriginal art centres,
each choosing to locate ourselves – as artists – central to country and Aboriginal painting
enterprises.
Izett argued that such artists embody art historian Bernard Smith’s prediction of ‘cultural
convergence’. In his 1980 Boyer lecture Smith argued for a meeting of indigenous and nonIndigenous minds to maintain and develop identities and extend and enrich relationships to
communicate to Australian culture on a broader scale – a call largely dismissed at the time.13
To what degree this goal can be articulated through paint is an ongoing debate, and through
this paper I am highlighting some of the issues based on personal observations.14
Artist Sue Lovegrove observed that Aboriginal people engage non-Indigenous outsiders to
support and assist in the development and sale of their artwork in a market that is

11

Fenner, Talking About Abstraction. (no page numbers)
Kardiya: whitefella, white person in Northern Aboriginal languages (also gardiya) Balanda is also common.
13
Erica Izett, "Sitting Down with Indigenous Artists," Artlink 25, no. 2 (2005): 26. See also Bernard Smith, "On
Cultural Convergence," in The Death of the Artist as Hero, ed. Bernard Smith (Melbourne: Oxford University Press,
1985). and Bernard Smith, "Creators and Catalysts: The Modernisation of Australian Indigenous Art," Antipodean
Modern: ACH 25 (2006).
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See further discussion in Una Rey, "Paint: The Language," Art Monthly Australia July, no. 221 (2009).
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simultaneously created by a host of non-Indigenous collectors, investors and curators who
assert their own aesthetic desires and artistic preferences. It becomes a self perpetuating
economy, a ‘symbiotic relationship’ based on needs and desires which can produce ‘quite
different and sometimes conflicting outcomes’.15 Within the complex dynamic of the
Aboriginal art centre art co-ordinators are aware that there is ‘…a constant stream of nonIndigenous workers willing to replace the ‘burnt out’ ones who aspire to writing themselves
into Aboriginal art history.16

In discussion of his work 68 Fletcher, Bondi, 20:20, 8.6.03 (2003) Indigenous artist Jonathan
Jones described his choice of the light bulb as a metaphor for cultural identity. Each individual
light, while illuminated from its own core simultaneously overlaps with other lights to create a
shared cultural space.17 This could be a useful model to illustrate the role of artists as
professional staff in art centres. Nicolas Rothwell, a writer very familiar with the art centre
environment, recently paid due to the highly nuanced role the best arts co-ordinators
embody.18 He quotes Marina Strocchi, who calls the art-advisor ‘the great unmentionable’ [in
the Aboriginal art industry]; this piece of writing, brief as it is, is a welcome acknowledgement
of the subtle but critical stewardship that art co-ordinators perform, and the actual ‘forging of
a bridge between Aboriginal and Western domains.’19
Cross-cultural dialogue: a matter of frames
Fenner is carefully skeptical about the rhetoric of cross-cultural dialogue being a truly two-way
exchange, although not speaking directly about the art centre dynamic, she raises a point that I
can support through my personal experiences within art centres, that Aboriginal artists are
largely indifferent to the imagery of non-Indigenous painters. Self consciously perhaps,
because of the high esteem – even celebrity – that westerners accord top artists, we are more
likely to show images of artists whom we have already passed positive judgment on in terms of
our own cultural frames of reference: Picasso, Fred Williams, Rothko – although not our
figurative and narrative geniuses, Leonardo or Goya – that would be sending a different
message.20 It would perhaps expose the fact that [art advisors’ as market representatives] the
main goal in approaching a ‘cultural dialogue’ is to get artists to express themselves in a way
15
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that suits our current preferred aesthetic model and economy.21 Fenner makes the provocative
point that
While it is commonly accepted that the work of non-Indigenous painters is
likely to be enhanced rather than compromised by its contact with
Aboriginal art, the reverse is not true.22
However recent writing and re-appraisals of the Indigenous art history by the likes of McLean,
Morphy, Rothwell and Smith would refute the simplicity of such a claim.
The Curatorial Frame

In reviewing the catalogue essay Thinking Beyond Abstraction five years on, it is hard to
separate the multiple frames of reference that are present in this interesting and complex area
of discussion. Aboriginal art has been no stranger to constant reappraisals and separations
from its root function, that is as performative, ritual and secret/sacred objects of material
culture. As previously acknowledged, Indigenous artists are astute negotiators and participants
in a market economy.23
However, it is a matter of context, much in the way art is exhibited and written about, that
gives an angle to the commentary. An academic or anthropologist has responsibilities which
are different from those of an artist. As curator Okwui Enwezor says, political correctness
should not curtail these difficult dialogues.24
Speaking at the May 2009 symposium Art and Appropriation, Post-The Apology (AAPTA) at the
University of NSW 25 Fenner gave an overview of the genesis of Talking About Abstraction, and
suggested that her methodology of inviting the non-Indigenous artists to single out their
influences and nominate specific examples of Aboriginal art for inclusion, was slightly disingenious. She added that given the opportunity again, she would definitely work with an
Indigenous curator and investigate the motivations more thoroughly. Indigenous artist and
curator Brenda L. Croft raised the question as to whether Fenner thought artists were
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innocently blinkered to the influence of Aboriginal art on their practice, or if it was more active
denial – to which Fenner responded she did not see it as an active denial.26

This brings me back to the core question here. Just as Fenner suggests it is arrogant to assume
that Aboriginal artists cannot be expected to remain immune from western influences – or
that they be flattered by attention given their work by artists from other cultures – it would be
negligent of me not to acknowledge the impact, or at least investigate the possibilities of
influence, that five years in art centres had on my painting. Even so, as Fenner made mention
of in her symposium paper on Talking About Abstraction, the difference between inspiration
and appropriation is increasingly hard to define. Ultimately it becomes a matter of ethics, and
the exhibition’s function was to acknowledge the reality of cross-over or over-lap that was,
and is, occurring in Australian painting
In his keynote address to the AAPTA symposium, Indigenous Canadian professor in art history
David Garneau addressed the issue of intellectual property and its theft as a curatorial
responsibility. As he makes clear, appropriation occurs when it is used as part of a dialogue,
with permission. What he is critical of is mis-appropriation
Being ethical is not a pre-requisite for being an artist, although it is required
of curators. Curators are censors...and have responsibilities to follow
guidelines, act within a dialogue [etcetera] and give reason to their choices
and discriminations….In their studios, artists should do as they please…but
publications and exhibitions becomes another matter, a social matter.27

Nexus of Place: Tim Johnson in the desert
As discussed in the previous chapter, romantic projection onto the desert as a site of
mythology by white Australians has been enhanced by its ‘celebrity artists’. They have now
graduated to sites of creative excellence too – or to borrow the title of Hetti Perkins’
celebrated survey of Papunya Tula artists, Genesis and Genius. Papunya is now a site for
artistic pilgrimage, attracting visitors, often artists, in the hope of gleaning something of the
spirit of the desert painting movement. Sydney artist Tim Johnson first visited Papunya in
1980, and has since incorporated that experience and the surrounding mythology into his
practice in the subsequent decades. Although Johnson did not live in the community, he made

26
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repeat visits to the desert and maintained relationships with some of the artists in the spirit of
friendship and collaboration.
In his essay Inner Landscapes, art historian Roger Benjamin outlines Johnson’s sense that he
was ‘expected by the artists’ probably because of the speed with which he was accorded a skin
name.28 As he had been introduced by the art-co-ordinator Andrew Crocker and probably
‘talked up’ as a potential client and interested spokesperson and promoter of the work, the
giving of a skin name is a sign of ‘colonising’ the white person – providing an opportunity to
exchange resources and relational obligations.
As the Pintupi explained to Fred Myers, giving should not be ‘only one side’. It should be
‘level,’ ‘square and square’.29 Any individual living in close quarters with Indigenous people is
constantly reminded of this reciprocity, and presumably Johnson was entering into a contract
with his new friends, one that endorsed his use of dots in an Aboriginal manner, and
accommodating active collaboration – a practice perfectly congruent within the desert cultures
whose guest he was. Collecting the paintings on the scale that Tim and his then wife Vivien
Johnson did, and promoting the art movement within moneyed Sydney circles, was most likely
considered a form of reciprocity by the artists.30
Obviously, these works expressed their presence through Johnson’s own work as well as giving
Johnson access to a formula which continues to define his work: the shimmering field of
dotting that characterizes classical western desert painting. Unsurprisingly, some members of
the

Sydney

art-establishment

were

derisive,

accusing

Johnson

of

‘neo-colonial

31

appropriation.’ In hindsight it is easy to speculate that Johnson needed the artists far more
than they needed him, in terms of acquiring a critically engaged practice, or at least a
consistently recognised ‘style.’ It is possible that his inclusion of Buddhist motifs and Chinese
pictorial devices has been a smokescreen for the cultural borrowing closer to home. As a
recent criticism, John McDonald called the pastiches a ‘religious theme-park’,32 and it is true to
say that the actual (later) paintings have deteriorated in ‘care’ in the way that many artists’
work can – Aboriginal too – when market share becomes a key driving factor.
28
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I recall the art theory lecturer in Darwin, Dr Mary-Alice Lee, ridiculing Johnson’s ‘pseudospiritual visions, sitting down with the artists’ as anything but rigorous or appropriate.33 As a
second year student I was amused by the commentary, and cautioned by the antagonism
between ‘white spiritualism’ and the steadfastly academic analysis of artistic practices and
theories. Academics Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs write about the paradoxical relationship
between ‘modern’ and ‘sacred’ in postcolonial Australia of which Johnson’s work could be
considered an illustration.
Irony is refreshingly absent in contemporary Aboriginal artists’ work where alluring surfaces
are redolent with affection and meaning. The repetition that builds the surfaces implicates
intention beyond superficial care, more than skin deep. Johnson apparently ‘loved the way in
which the surface of a painting might symbolize art and life as a unified, connected, energy.’34
Jan Verwoet, writing in the Tate Triennial catalogue [2006] claims appropriation now has a
different function than in the 1980s, responding as it was then to a frozen moment, or
suspension, in historical time with the death of Modernism.35 If we look at Tim Johnson going
into that dramatic desert landscape, a physically real place, and of experiencing first-hand the
actual airiness of places ‘in country’ as opposed to the formal spatial concerns of an urbanbased-conceptual-post-object-landscape-painter, the latter work looks as though it has
petrified under the obligations of collaboration. What is lacking in the analysis of Johnson’s
practice is the role that real place has in feeding his work. It lacks a phenomenological realm,
despite the spiritual content it references. Dissanayake’s ‘strikingness, impact and
metaphorical richness’ are present, but over prolonged repetition Johnson’s work becomes
superficial. Johnson’s earliest works, made from photographs of the artists posing with or in
the act of painting, have a freshness and integrity that acknowledges the feelings of
‘otherness’ in that environment.

33

Tim Johnson visited the Northern Territory University in 1994 as an artist in residence.
Donna Leslie in Johnson, Painting Ideas, 54.
35
Jan Verwoert, "Apropos Appropriation: Why Stealing Images Today Feels Different," in Tate Triennial 2006: New
British Art, ed. Beatrix Ruf and Clarrie Wallis (London: Tate Publishing, 2006), 15. Identity politics and cultural
appropriation were big issues in Australian indigenous painting, and also in dialogues between painters, notably
Imants Tillers and Gordon Bennett.
34

68

31. Tim Johnson Eden burns (detail) 1991 acrylic on linen 152 x 214cm

From the edge to the centre
Another artist drawn to the milieu, Marina Strocchi arrived in the desert from Melbourne in
the early 1990s with her partner Wayne Eager; for five years they worked closely with Ikuntji
artists to establish the art centre.36 Strocchi had a background in design and Eager was one of
the Roar Artists group of figurative/urban expressionist painters in the 1980s. Strocchi in
particular has since made a commercially successful career as a painter based on an aesthetic
style that is visually similar to the work of Mitjili Napurrula and other Western desert painters
on the one hand, while being assertively tied to her Italian folk art heritage and of course
Western modernism on the other. Her own mastery of design – clear, strong colours, simple
graphics – had an impact on Mitjili’s development and in turn Strocchi incorporates distinctive
Central Australian landscape iconography generally restricted to two colours. Like Mitjili’s
paintings, Strocchi retains a positive/negative schema in her work, drawing in paint followed
by in-filling of background colour. There is a flattening out of the picture plane and a reliance
on pattern and repetition as a pictorial device, but it is also of the desert landscape, densely
overlaid with recurrent natural forms also incorporating industrial and pastoral icons and relics

36

The artists originally employed Strocchi to run the women’s centre, and to teach cooking, sewing and printing on
T-shirts and tea-towels. The art centre was known as Ikuntji Women’s Centre until 2000 when it achieved separate
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of the same landscape: windmills, roads, vehicles and train-tracks, as well as introduced
species that signal another cultural lineage.37

32. Marina Strocchi Road to Kings Creek 2007 acrylic on linen 121.5 x 137cm

Collaborations and Dialogues
Strocchi and Mitjili were close friends, and obviously their work fed off each other’s. Strocchi
often made the remark that ‘no artist works in a vacuum, and Aboriginal artists are no
exception.’38 Strocchi was responsible for the nuance in Mitjili’s palette, passing on to me the
recipes to which I added my own variations in discussion with Mitjili – not so much a dialogue
as a pragmatic act, nevertheless part of the process.
Dallas Gold, director of Raft Artspace in Darwin, says a partial catalyst for establishing the
gallery was the articulate dialogue in paint, Two Laws, One Big Spirit (2000) by New Zealand
born pakeha artist Peter Adsett and Gija artist Rusty Peters.39 Each artist was concerned with
respecting difference (two laws) while acknowledging common ground (one big spirit) and
maintaining integrity to their governing traditions.

37

Although many indigenous artists use similar subject matter; these are some of overlaps that blur the boundaries
of representation.
38
In discussion with Marina Strocchi during ‘handover’ in October 1997 (Rey diaries)
39
See Mary Alice Lee, "Two Laws...One Big Spirit: A Series of Paintings by Rusty Peters and Peter Adsett," Art &
Australia 38, no. 3 (2001).

70

Despite some suspicion from various stakeholders and onlookers of the time40, Two Laws was
shown at the NT’s contemporary art space 24 Hour Art where it achieved recognition as an
important step in the dynamic of cross cultural investigation between Gija law and the codes
inherent in Modernism.41 The works were made in 2000 on Adsett’s rural property near
Darwin, when Jirrawun artists from Crocodile Hole (near Bow River) were working with the
independent arts manager, Tony Oliver42in a deeply ritualized manner, each artist spending
hours in reflection and responsive deliberation to one another’s work before responding
through the materials:
I never saw what we did as collaboration. Rusty wasn’t working on my
canvas; nor was I working on his. There were two separate laws, in fact, so
we never collaborated. It was more about two artists sitting down and having
a dialogue in paint.43

As Stephen Grant seems to be getting at in the Two Laws catalogue introduction, ‘shared
space’ is more abstract than ‘shared place’. The assumption, or presumption, that place can be
shared still sits at the heart of this kind of exchange:
Like most explorers they were surprised to find what they did – an inland
sea of sediment with a common idea; a middle-ground in paint. You see,
both Adsett and Peters negotiate a common plane; space.44
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Paint- the language
Paint: the Language (Raft Artspace, Darwin 2008) was another exhibition following the
premise of ‘dialogue’ across cultures wedded to the object and process of painting, a view of
contemporary practice focusing on the physical traces of mark-making and gesture that build
metaphors and place from different sources. Ildiko Kovacs, Eubena Nampitjin, Aida Tomescu
and Makinti Napanangka are all mature painters and Paint gave a sense of a striking visual
orchestration that comes of filling a room with the seductive and anarchic materiality of
paint.45 As Nicolas Rothwell writes in the catalogue, beauty [not cross-cultural engagement] is
the true subject of the exhibition.
Of the artists in Talking About Abstraction, Ildiko Kovacs has taken the most publically active
role in visiting indigenous artists in their own environment in order to experience the state of
production first hand rather than relying solely on a formal relationship to the paintings. She
spent several months in Broome and the Kimberleys in 1996 and in 2003 was able to observe
artists including Paddy Bedford in the process of art-making.
A 2008 residency with Mangkaja Art Centre in the Kimberley community of Fitzroy Crossing
shows a continued engagement with painters from the region. It takes a careful combination
of bravura – and humility – to situate one’s self within the art centre environment as an artist,
as I have been discussing. It can be a debilitating or liberating experience, to witness a way of
working where arcane knowledge informs direct imagery. The paradoxical simplicity and depth
of iconography is highly compelling, and inimitable. For an artist of Kovacs’ maturity of
practice, these opportunities have thrown up a challenge and informed the dynamic force of
her paintings. Her process of building and collapsing referential imagery becomes an enquiry
to locate her own visual idiom. That said, her paintings signal Paddy Bedford’s iconography in
the way her 2005 roadwork series nods to Tony Tuckson. The ghost of under painting and
decisive gestural overlay suggests eye sockets, landforms and caves but unlike Bedford’s forms
which are specific, Kovacs is reaching for a universal through the freedom that process permits
in the Western frame.

45

See Rey, "Paint: The Language."
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33. Paint: the language installation, Raft Artspace 2008 Eubena Nampitjin from Balgo, (left) and Ildiko Kovaks

Interestingly, a couple of years ago the notion of white artists accessing a residency at a
community art centre, where the visiting artist could walk away with ‘material’ from the
exchange, would have been unlikely. Post-colonial politics, post-modern practices were largely
defining the access politics. Kovacs’ profile, and the promotional possibilities for the art centre
through her presence is one aspect, but politically there has been a relaxation of the ‘gatekeeper role’ of the art centre staff – although not in all cases. Collaborations, on the other
hand, are more problematic.
For example, Jonathan Kimberley travelled to remote art centres from the late 1990s,
establishing Warmun art centre with Anna Funder in 1998.46 His post-art centre painting
practice has incorporated collaborations with indigenous artists including Daisy Andrews
(2003) Patrick Mung Mung (2004), Indigenous writer Jim Everett (puralia meenamatta) in 2006
and a series of group-painting collaborations with Kayili artists exhibited as Kuluntjarra World
Map at Jan Manton Gallery in Brisbane in 2009.
As well as these ‘discussions’, to use Kimberley’s preferred term, he has continued with an
individual painting practice that bears strong landscape connections, although he uses
unlandscape as a theoretical term to underscore his practice. Kimberley maintains a strong

46

At Turkey Creek, W.A
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relationship to remote areas, living a recognizably peripatetic lifestyle, currently based in
Tasmania – not for the first time.
Without being a participant or first-hand witness to the events, it is difficult to make an
informed judgment about the ethics or motives involved in such collaborations. Knowing the
conditions of reciprocity that are required in all exchanges of knowledge in the Aboriginal
context, some kind of deal or contract has presumably been negotiated.47

34. Jonathan Kimberley and Ngipi Ward Kuluntjarra: Tjanpi (Spinifex) 2009
acrylic and charcoal on linen 120 x 135cm

Analysing the collaborations against Dissanayake’s criteria, it is clear how often beauty is
enlisted in the first instance to capture and sustain interest. Certainly it is a potent factor in
most Indigenous art when it comes to the initial impact factor. These paintings are less visually
restrained than Johnson’s, whose underlying minimalism opposes Kimberley’s lyricism, so
pictorial tension leads to confusion when reading for tangible relevance in the work. Evocative
resonance depends largely on the audience, and presumably the commercial gallery showing
the work is aiming at an art-collecting public.

47
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Pumpuni Jilamara: ‘good design’
As the antithesis to the Kimberley/Kayili artist’s collaborations, the paintings of Tiwi artist Kitty
Kantilla [Kutuwulumi Purawarrumpatu] exemplify those qualities, often managing to achieve
that highest order of supreme satisfaction or ‘import’. While open to comparisons with
Western abstract and minimalist painting styles, the ‘grid’ underpinning Kantilla’s delicate but
intentionally structured designs is informed by the song and dance of ceremony.
Kantilla’s work always had a special following amongst Western artists.48 She was very much a
‘painter’s painter’ as well as being an icon of Tiwi pride and reaching a broad critical audience.
My observation was that she achieved that rare ability to work within strict parameters,
creating objects of exquisite beauty, each one a re-invention. Kantilla proved that if the
practice is sustained, a self imposed set of limitations (palette, materials, subject) can generate
a profound development in the work. Aboriginal art has been exposed to recurrent arguments
regarding ‘authenticity’, an issue that Kantilla evaded.49 Authority is another positive
determining factor, and she certainly commanded it. But the paintings in themselves were
reminders to me of what all artists, irrespective of culture search out through painting, and
that is integrity. In many ways the lack of a shared first language, despite its many
compromises, allows an opportunity to engage with the ‘sensational’ aesthetic and surrender
to mystery (and a lack of control). Howard Morphy, fluent in the language of his Yolgnu
teachers, reminds us that:
There is a greater overlap between indigenous and Western discourse over
art than most theorists allow for50

After the desert, arriving on Melville Island to work with the Tiwi was an extreme shift in
perspective. I was familiar with the artwork, but unprepared for the extreme difference in
conceptual underpinning of the work. I had preconceptions about country being fundamental
to all indigenous paintings, as a core to the work’s subject. As Tiwi artist Pedro Wonaeamirri
says ‘the paintings are not really about country or stories.’51 The ‘grand narrative’ of the
pukumani ceremony and its creation figures condones an individualistic, creative inventiveness
through geometric pattern. What Wonaeamirri was trying to stress in his statement about ‘no
story’ was rather that the narrative was not ‘representational’, and that pattern and
48
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decoration or ‘style’ as formal elements were valued and encouraged in individual artists,
although there is still a strong lineage or heritage. As Kantilla often stated:
The jilamara that I do, that’s my father’s design. I watched him as a young
girl and I’ve still got the design in my head.52

35. Kitty Kantilla Pumpuni jilamara 2002 natural ochres on linen 72 x 114cm

While land is equally valued by the Tiwi, their iconography draws on unique ceremonial and
ritual practices related to the funeral ceremonies of pukumani, closely tied to carving and
body-painting traditions. Jilamara, pattern in natural ochre, is used as a disguise during the
funeral ceremony, literally protecting the mourners from the spirit of the deceased, and also to
honour the dead by decorating carved grave-posts (tutini).
Judith Ryan, curator of Indigenous Art at the National Gallery of Victoria, highlights the
significance of ceremonial song and dance but also points to the ‘pared down forms’ that
‘resonated with western Minimalism’ in describing Kantilla’s appeal.53 For me, Kantilla’s work is
equally about place:

52
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Kitty Kantilla in conversation with Pedro Wonaeamirri, Milikapiti 2001.Cited in Ryan, Kitty Kantilla, 75.
See Ibid., 77.
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An open palm and eucalypt forest with negative space of pale sky and
reflective seas could be imagined, dust and smoke could be conjured….by
these exquisite ‘petitions/statements/invocations.’54

36. Pukumani ground cemetery , near Milikapiti, Melville Island 1997

Patterns of Place
Even images cannot capture one crucial thing….in the landscape: its
interwoven, interconnected quality: a musical aspect – a repetition, a
variation….the way shape and pattern are multiplied at different levels, so
that the branching arms of a river delta seem like the veins of a leaf…These
patterns are in nature – but also in art, because they are in ourselves.55

Flying over and driving into desert landscapes or hunting in mangrove swamps, the regulated
pattern and repetition is a striking feature of the land. Far from appearing monotonous, the
recurrence creates a unique skin, spots of spinifex or rock, blotches of burnt grasses, or vast
stretches of wind marked sand paradoxically evoking the water’s surface. This decorative,
dazzling visual spectacle can be intoxicating on such a large scale.

54
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The valley country is disorganized and random by comparison with the desert, although under
scrutiny it reveals its own unique patterns: lichen stains and summer clouds, yellow river-gum
blossoms and diamond python scales, embers from grass fires.
I approached art school as a landscape painter. I was always motivated by a physical
experience of landscape, and had travelled and worked at sea in North Queensland and in
remote parts of the Kimberley region of W.A. in the years leading up to art school. While I had
seen Fred Williams’ work as a regular visitor to the AGNSW, it was in the Kimberley that his
paintings literally came alive. I recognised the slight calligraphic dots of vegetation and hardluck trees, the lyrical hillsides with horizontal plants and waterfalls slicing the picture plane.
The land was pre-conceived as a Fred Williams painting, echoing my own cultural roots and
visual synapses, and it was engagement with the Kimberley landscape in what I can now
[ironically] identify as a ‘western gaze’ that led to my enrolment at Northern Territory
University. I had limited contact with Aboriginal people when living in Kununurra; I identified
with Rusty Peters comment that ‘today we are all together. It was like that long ago and still
today black and white feel shy and afraid of each other.’56

Segregation, while not a formal political condition in Australia is very much a social reality in
many parts of the country. Without having the opportunity for relationships of the kind that
the art industry has permitted, I suspect that far fewer artists would be approaching the type
of painting sensitivity that is now possible.
Now, several years after the event, it seems that political concerns with ‘what to paint’ and
‘how to paint’ in country were less central than I imagined them to be. I was in the grip of
culture shock and ambivalence, as this diary entry dated 14th October 1998 suggests:

...we’re losing a lot of people and it’s well beyond sad, although it’s that, of
course. It’s real. It’s true. Fact. So what am I here for? In the ‘middle’? Here
to be worked by the Aboriginal people, and they’ve always been here.
That’s what I’m here for.57
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The natural step was, as Pedro Wonaeamirri succinctly put it to me on leaving Melville Island, a
matter of ‘going back to my outstation.’

37. Una Rey Falls 2008 Oil on canvas 61 x 61cm
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Studio Part III

Material and Form
Although the black and white drawings and ‘story-board’ series that I began with in 2006 were
made on the conventional rectangular off the shelf paper sizes, the landscape paintings that
have developed are all square and range across three sizes: 61, 91 and 135cm square
respectively. The attraction to the square is in its subversion of the landscape or portrait
tradition. While none of the paintings rely on an aerial perspective, and each has a definite top
and bottom, during the act of painting I move them around the easel to create alternative
directional marks and emphasize patterns, embellishing and decorating the square, disguising
its format. The painter Agnes Martin describes a similar strategy, albeit without a conscious
intention:
My formats are square, but the grids never are absolutely square; they
are rectangles, a little bit off the square, making a sort of contradiction,
a dissonance….When I cover the square surface with rectangles, it
lightens the weight of the square, destroys its power.58

In all the latter stage paintings on canvas, the gestural mark-making and patterned organicallyinspired surfaces set within a strong figure/ground composition (rock edge, horizon, tree-line)
also act to soften and entreat the eye. Dots and dry scumbling lines form repetitive chevrons,
triangles and circles to create diffuse fields in a ‘competitive collaboration’ between the
organic and the geometric.
Scale and format have an important place in my painting. As the preparatory moves of making
a body of work create an ambience of ‘readiness’, creative instinct suggests the form of the
ground, teasing with an imaginary image of the finished work and physically defining the
relationship between the body and the painting-in-progress. I also try to get each work
resolved in a relatively short time and move on to the next image, building relationships
between the works. The implication that I have an extensive supply of translatable images and
ideas is a fiction: paintings are hard to alight on and often difficult to cultivate.
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Wonder Place Gallery, Melbourne 2009
Wonder was made up of thirteen paintings and as with Portraits of Trees (2007) it was an
opportunity to trial the works in a formal exhibition space and gain some perspective from
beyond the studio. Below is an excerpt from my exhibition essay:
The Wonder paintings continue with the same [valley] landscape-muse, but now
my eyes are drawn up, skyward. Looking up feels instinctive in a valley –
although looking down simultaneously is good, one eye on the clouds, one on the
snakes. Edges and opposites that fed the paintings From the Valley Floor (2005)
are now splashed with ragged lace-like borders of sky. The country is complex,
tangled, moist or scorched, always a chaotic garden of rise and fall, like a
breathing animal. I look for patterns and repetition to simplify and decorate in
the same strokes. Like a fiction writer, I can make it all up, adding colours from
childhood; at other times the whole place looks sepia.

38. Installation, Wonder , Place Gallery 2009

But I do draw wonder, both in awe and mystery, at the phenomenal visual
surprises and ambiguous layers in the valley, or any place rich in translucence.
Translating it to canvas is a balancing act between marvel and anxiety, trying to
pin down that elusive butterfly: the shaky but essential structure that pulls an
image into focus and form. To wonder infers a more intimate sublime, domestic
in scale. The artist Shirazeh Houshiary59 claims doubt and uncertainly as the
tools of creative imagination, and I recognise it in regard to painting. Wondering
and musing are key to the practice.

59

Iranian born artist (who defies boundaries and identity). See the podcast Without Boundary: Home and Away:
Homi Bhabha, Shahzia Sikander, Shirazeh Houshiary, MoMA Think Modern Lecture series, May 2006
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39. Installation, Wonder, Place Gallery 2009

Some Australians are awkward about arcane or spiritual collaborations with or
within nature/country/landscape, but as Albert Einstein suggests, it is only a
matter of keeping our eyes open:
The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is
the source of all true art and science. He to whom this emotion is a
stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe,
is as good as dead: his eyes are closed.60

On reflection some points of consideration that came out of the Wonder exhibition were that
the narrative or idea driving the image beyond the original inspiration is elusive, something
implied by discussing the work with viewers. Ambiguities within the images and the doubt that
contributes so much to the making process are crucial keys to the paintings, but assessing the
responses to the work, without interpretation, made me wonder further: are they hard to see?
Are the paintings too indefinite and obscure to sit with representational landscape but too
pictorial to cross over into purely formal concerns? The sense of mystery that might invite

60

Albert Einstein (1930) 'What I Believe' cited in S.M. Ulam, Adventures of a Mathematician (Charles Scribner's
Sons, New York, 1976) p 289 in Washington, Hayden A Sense of Wonder, First Published by Ecosolution Consulting:
Nullo Books, Rylstone NSW (2002) p. 81. Cited in Una Rey, Wonder exhibition catalogue, Place Gallery, Melbourne,
May 20-June 12 , 2009
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possibilities also confronts people, faced with a lack of information, unfamiliar with the
territory.
The elements of pattern that I see as subtle references to Indigenous ‘presence’ in landscape
are not commented on, or discussed in that context. Perhaps

Some of the works attract rather than emanate light, leaning towards the melancholic and
nostalgic. Nostalgia has in part driven the research, present as an emotional legacy of the
valley. In the case of the Wonder works however, it has also been a legitimate response to
changes in season and nature’s process of decay and re-invention. Ever changing, and
constantly surprising, the valley continues to be a dynamic muse. Overall, the gallery space
was redolent with a sense of place, and was well received as a painted investigation into
‘patterns in place.’

40. Una Rey Where the hut was 2008 Oil on canvas 61 x 61cm
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Chapter Four

Long to Belong: Contemporary narratives of place from a
non-indigenous perspective

Why non-indigenous narratives of place?
Because Aboriginal painting is today accepted as the most authentic visual
representation of the Australian land, non-indigenous claims to connection
with country can be a contentious proposition in Australian art….Aboriginal
art is conceived and marketed on its status as evidence of an historic,
cultural connection to place, to the point that a non-indigenous assertion of
an equally felt connection appears comparatively peripheral, even
superficial or, at worst, staged.1
Those who lament a lost connection with the land have been described as a
colourful amalgam of spiritual ecologists, modern day Luddites, antirationalists, geomancers, nature lovers and New Age mystics’, leaving as
survivors only the mysteriously respected belief-structures of indigenous
peoples of the world.2

These two typical quotes create a background dialogue that can leave artists practicing
‘landscape’ between a rock and a hard place. 3
The first statement is from Felicity Fenner’s Home Ground (2006), an exhibition which brought
together four artists: two from overseas, one black and one white Australian.4 Each had a
strong sense of home ‘place’ informing their work. In Talking About Abstraction issues directly
relating to landscape were marginal, (as discussed in the previous chapter) but Home Ground
hints at the trouble that Fenner, imbedded within a key institution at the heart of an urban artestablishment, has with the notion of meaningful non-indigenous landscape painting. The
origins of Fenner’s statement would appear to grow out of post-colonial guilt and an
overwhelming ‘dryness’ in the Australian character, above and beyond the fascination with
1

Introduction in Felicity Fenner, Home Ground (Sydney: Ivan Dougherty Gallery (cat), COFA, University of NSW
2006). (no page numbers)
2
Peter Read, Haunted Earth (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press Ltd, 2003), 35.
3
A more politically correct and inclusive ‘land-based practice’ has come into regular use in arts writing, but
landscape is a word I claim with due respect to indigenous pre-occupation, not stumbling on post-colonial rhetoric
of ‘the gaze of ownership etc’.
4
st
21 April – 3 June Ivan Dougherty Gallery: Jenny Bell, Juan Manuel Echavarria, Yukultji Napangati, & Ahlam Shibli
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Indigenous cultural material and its evolution into contemporary art. It also echoes the old
dichotomy of city/bush, with each side skeptical and envious of the other’s possibilities, each
holding ‘derogatory assumptions about the other’,5 and from the urban viewpoint, ‘a
romanticism, a sentimentality in relation to the landscape and Aborigines.’6
In the second quote, social historian Peter Read identifies an Anglo-secular awkwardness in
the Australian psyche, almost embarrassed by land relationships.7 Finding a space between the
two standards is what motivates my research, and that of other artists who have, through
lineage and chance, been thrown back on their own resources in response to landscape. As
Indigenous academic Denise Groves says,
Too often non-Aboriginal people have been excused from doing their own
work in relation to the histories of this country.8

Read has turned his attention to the issues of ‘place attachment’ as manifested across the
diverse contemporary Australian population through his trilogy Returning to Nothing (1996),
Belonging: Australians, Place and Aboriginal Ownership (2000) and Haunted Places (2003).
Through extensive interviews and research he has gathered evidence in support of the
complex but empathetic relationships between people, places and each other’s cultures which
are ‘works in progress’ based on the fact of shared, and often disputed histories and values.
Love and attachment for and to places – not confined to rural or wilderness environments –
are compiled but not measured. As South African Nobel laureate Nadine Gordimer articulates,
I speak for people like myself, who think almost too much about the whole
business and hope to arrive at an honest answer, without self-pity for the
whites or sentiment about the blacks.9

5

See Kim Mahood, Craft for a Dry Lake (Sydney: Anchor, 2000), 36.
Ibid., 37.
7
Read, Haunted Earth, 41.
8
Daniel Palmer, "Between Place and Non-Place: The Poetics of Empty Space " photofile 62, no. April (2001): 36.
9
Cited in Peter Read, Belonging: Australians, Place and Aboriginal Ownership (Cambridge, 2000), 20. Reynolds
elaborates on the old ideas of patria, inheritance, knowing through lineage – cohesive with an Aboriginal
understanding too.
6
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Valley Memories

All my earliest memories are set against the valley landscape, so my own sense of belonging in
the valley is definitive. As historian Henry Reynolds says, I am one of the lucky ones to have
that early foundation and – even rarer – continuity of place.10 Intellectually I know it is a
complex political issue in contemporary Australia, but that is not my lived experience. Using a
phenomenologist approach by going back to ‘things themselves’, I have to drill down to the
core of what the valley contributes to my choices as a painter.

41. Una Rey Lost kitchen (goldenrod) 2008 oil on canvas 91 x 91cm

10

Ibid., 187-89.
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When we arrived in the valley there was a single building standing. Built as a cream shed, the
hut was old when we arrived, made of corrugated iron with a rough concrete slab floor. One
end had a large pitched fireplace with tin chimney for cooking, but there were no windows.
We had a kerosene fridge at the other end, so it was effectively the kitchen for those first
years while other dwellings were being built. It was a dark rectangle of space set in sharp
white light, which took sunblind eyes several seconds to adjust to.
My mother remembers ‘the soft dark of the interior before windows, the light coming from
the door and the chimney shaft.’ And I have my own memories:
She was painting the corn-box. She smelled of coconut oil and soap, but the air
was potent with enamel fumes. Her back was to me, hair wide like a pair of
blinkers as I watched, spellbound. She only half-turned, eyes down, dipped her
brush, went back to the corn-silk, the brush coaxing delicate trails of hair. A row
of corn, chocolate earth, heavy cumulous clouds, deep forest: she painted the
agriculture and the wild bush together, like sewing up a garment, ignoring me
for once. I was compelled, consumed by the lustre and redness of the tin of gloss
paint. I dipped my hand in to the wrist making a glove of blood. It was worth her
fury, every bit, as I ran to wipe it on the wet grass, leaving a trail of
pomegranate drips across the hut-floor. I never forget that.11
Painting the corn box was the beginning of returning to painting
with the toy box following, then It's This Heat and Those Infernal
Drums brought the city pop scene [painted on the fridge, a
Lichtenstein-style pair of lips, with speech bubble. The heat, hot
summers and the ‘infernal drums’ referred to cicada drone] Joy
Boy was a return to formal painting, being on board.12

11

Una Rey “Artist’s Journal” January 2009
Email from my mother, Jenny Hooper, June 2009. She adds: Remembered how I entered [Joy Boy] in the local art
competition in Taree where Ron Robertson-Swann awarded it half first-prize ($25) with the little old lady regular
who always won, so you can see the cultural climate wasn’t very encouraging.
12
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42. Jenny Hooper Joy Boy c.1974 enamel on masonite 84 x 105cm

The corn box, toy-box13 and the fridge were all functional domestic objects. As Gaston
Bachelard argues in The Poetics of Space,14 an interior phenomenology is at work in the
primary experiences of architecture, although possibly less applicable in a non-European
climate or in rural Australia where the dwelling was never more than a nocturnal pit-stop. In
the hut, which nevertheless shared some equivalence with Bachelard’s attic due to its
‘powerless’ darkness, my mother’s return to painting during my early childhood was a seminal
event.15
My mother’s Joy Boy was my first experience of narrative painting, and naturally I took it for
granted; it incorporates comic-strip time lapse, text, hard-edged colour field slabs and graphic
trees, river, rocks and rural fencing; a patch of finely rendered grass floats in space,
microscopic in detail. My mother’s painting practice, sporadically managed around life on the
land, proved the constancy of painting. For me Joy Boy represents an exact physical location,

13

The toy-box showed me, naked child, sitting on a river rock at a specific bend in the river near ‘the mound’, with
an over sized blue-tongue lizard for a companion/pet (I was an only child then). The front and side panels were
decorated with a ‘circus-aesthetic,’ leopard-skin, circles and stars in primary colours. A large caterpillar in the spirit
of Alice in Wonderland crawled out one side and in ‘film sequence’, disappearing back into the box.
14
Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994).
15
My grandfather had been a sign-writer, ticket-writer and painter and my mother had a well received exhibition at
Kennigo Street Gallery in Brisbane, c.1966. She had been a serious art student at art school and throughout my later
childhood and adolescence we attended galleries whenever we visited Sydney.
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with a locally specific visual vernacular. The casuarinas along the river-flats, the isolated rocks
casting shadow on the flat ground, and the ubiquitous barbed wire fence. A horse under
saddle was also symbolic of speed and power I was yet to experience (and I had my share of
medieval fairy-tales). My mother recalls:
…always thought about painting. Initially the subsistence living conditions,
the day taken up with survival, gardening/cropping (cucumbers) fires,
wood, etc. prevented working at painting….also no studio space
whatsoever or electricity at night. Did a bit of drawing. But it was good to
be free in another sense of the city art scene focus and being so absorbed
in the new landscape felt like ‘living the art’ in a total sense.16

Uphill from the hut, the tipi was handmade by my parents in heavy white canvas. She sewed,
he collected the pine poles from scrap timber through his job with the local forestry.17 Living in
a cone of translucent light, a stone-ringed fireplace in the centre and an earth floor sealed
with canvas and rugs was as close to the ground and as luxurious a space as I have
experienced. At night the guy-ropes creaked like a boat at sea, although at that stage I could
not make that association. Retrospective memory joins the dots. We slept in the tipi for three
to four years by which time the barn was completed, close to the hut above the river.
My parent’s second architectural collaboration, the barn is the only building that remains from
the early 1970s.18 Using tallow-wood poles, recycled iron and flooring, doors and windows
from demolition sites, it sits close to where the original hut was. As outlined in chapter two,
the main function of the barn now is as an occasional studio space. It is a site of nostalgia,
loaded with the personal.

16

Email from Jenny Hooper June 2009
Bush poles and timber remnants remain important to my father’s sculptural works.
18
The house that my father built for his second family remains, and my husband and I have added to it, living there
in 2002-05 and returning for regular visits.
17
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43. Paintings in the Barn studio, looking towards the site of the old hut 2008

Back to the Land

Naturally my parents were swept up in the counter-culture of their day, but they had a singular
rather than collective idealism. My mother also felt a strong necessity for what she described
as a land-based culture rather than emulating the exodus mentality of travelling to European
countries in a search for cultural or creative answers and stimulation. Interestingly, her first
experiences of the valley find a similar freedom in interpretation, echoing what
geographer/historian Simon Schama identifies as a kind of cultural palimpsest.19
….my impetus for moving there was the landscape, in particular the waterfall.
Everything else just filled out the picture. [The valley was] unique, an
evocative ‘magical’ landscape. Seemed to be a combination of ‘other’
landscapes: Medieval England, Asia, American ‘cowboy’ landscapes and of
course, Australian bush.20

19
20

Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (Fontana Press, 1996).
Email conversation with Jenny Hooper June 2009
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My father was equally enthralled, touched by the beauty, despite his sceptical nature:
There was a rainbow coming out of the field the place was beautiful the
paddock fenced and covered in clover perfect for what we were looking for
a place on the river with land to grow organic veg., live off the land and
survive the holocaust. Pretty naïve but that was the mood of the time. It
was beautiful and magical in the way the valley is, it must have been early
spring. Magic was important in those days….21

Loneliness and isolation, paired with hard work had an impact. Sustainability is more than
meeting physical needs. Internal resilience is required, and community and shared narratives
ultimately do matter. As other inhabitants of similar terrain have noted, despite the powerful
physical beauty and sense of independence:
But beware. The drift of the valley is introspective; in time personalities
slow and turn inward. The valley grows progressively harder to leave.22

Relative narratives
The ‘grand narratives’ refuted so convincingly by the postmodern theorists had little reach
into the valley; 23 we did not possess a bible or a faith in the traditional sense of the word,
having turned away from the previous generation in an unprecedented way – although this
was a grand narrative in itself, the Age of Aquarius etc. The schism between the suburban
post-war years of my parents’ childhood and my own was extreme. My grandparent’s
attitudes seemed even to me to be bound up in anxiety and houses. Novelist Drusilla Modjeska
reflecting on the attitudes of the early 1970s, writes
Religion or spirituality within communities seemed irrelevant to the
secularism that we thought was synonymous with modernity. It wasn’t, of
course.24
The first book I remember was the size of a woman’s palm and bound in Prussian blue leather.
Six Fairy Tales from the Brothers Grimm with original etchings by David Hockney. I ruined it
with silver ink and pen, ambitious to add to the drama. There were other fairy tales too, with
copperplate illustrations, and my mother’s fragile and precious rapidograph pens entranced

21

Email from my father, Rick Reynolds, June 2009
Artist Bill Insch, who spent years in a valley of similar geography, in Read, Belonging: Australians, Place and
Aboriginal Ownership, 103.
23
Especially by Jean Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition:A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington
and Brian Massumi (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984).
24
Drusilla Modjeska, "A Husk of Meaning: What Happened to Community?," The Monthly, no. 26 (August 2007): 46.
22
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me with their deep black ink-spots and exquisite fine lines. Line so often becomes a symbol for
the horizon, that tell-tale marker of a western cultural background. Aboriginal people do not
relate to that world view, and I have heard artists say they simply don’t see the horizon –
conceptually of course.
The fairy-tale was a dominant narrative throughout my childhood, no doubt with some
repercussions, but I was captivated by the illustrations (in the way of children). Other books
were eclectic in character, coming from a variety of sources.

44. Grimm’s fairy tales, childhood book illustrated with etchings by David Hockney

Treetops, towers, cliffs, mountains: in whatever form it is manifested,
height has always been a source of fascination for mankind. With
great height…are strong associations of great power, and great
mystery also, and great beauty and great awe and – for some, great
dread.25
The passage above is descriptive of the ‘string of pearls’ narrative, made up of first person
narratives in a third-person framework. It is also a metaphor for a bird’s eye view, an inversion
of the valley-as-vessel metaphor, and reflective of an Aboriginal point of view in relation to
paintings of place. Linked as it is to ‘the camp-fire narratives of the earliest storytellers’, this
method is almost as primitive as the emotions it evokes, going beyond a basic story to ‘work
the rich vein of universality, producing a total impression stronger than the sum of its
25

Wallace Hildick, Thirteen Types of Narrative (London, Melbourne, Toronto: Macmillan, 1968), 108.
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individual parts.’26 This description could serve equally as a framework for reading my
paintings with their multiple layers – memories, images, and stories which form a ‘synthesis’27
of place.
Black and white share an infinitely greater period of time ‘around the campfire’ than the
binary opposites that we invoke repeatedly in contemporary cultures indicates. Huntergathering Homo erectus are identified from 1.8 million years ago, and hominids from
approximately 4 million years.28 Mainstream discourse often neglects this common ground,
bound as it is to hunting for novelty through difference and variation in conceptual world
views – and narratives within the paradigms.
In 1999 I painted Still life with Long-Tom, showing Tjapanangka’s work hanging above a bunch
of roses and a bowl of lemons in my kitchen at Haasts Bluff. His painting was done over an
impasto Muruntji Rock-hole painting by Narputta Nangala, the palimpsest of circles making it a
difficult work to sell, but an interesting addition to the story for anyone familiar with both
artists and their ongoing competitiveness. Eventually I purchased the work myself,
appreciating the dynamics as well as the irony of ‘quality control’ and studio management: if I
had been present Long Tom Tjapanangka would have had a new canvas to work on.

26

Ibid., 109.
Ibid. Hildick cautions that ‘as with all synthesis, a lack of careful fusion can cause the ‘seeming looseness’ to
degenerate into ‘actual’ looseness or diffusion – but sees it as a danger rather than a disadvantage. For art, like
prose, the same applies.
28
See footnote in Ellen Dissanayake, "Ellen Dissanayake: Homo Aestheticus. Interviewed by Margot Osbourne,"
Artlink 28, no. 2 (June 2008): 58. and Ellen Dissanayake, "The Arts after Darwin:
Does Art Have an Origin and Adaptive Function?," in World Art Studies: Exploring Concepts and Approaches, ed. K. &
van Damme Zijlmans, W. (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2008).
27
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45. Long Tom Tjapanangka Winparrku 1998 acrylic on linen 95 x 135cm

When we drove west to take some artist’s on a bush-trip they all laughed as
I recognised the landmark from Long Tom’s ‘sexy’ painting (Winparrku).
Such a dramatic mountain, so important to its people, destined to end up
on a private wall and be so important, so cherished, by its keeper.29

The ‘story’ of Winparrku was loosely conveyed as ‘one Tjupurrula, two Napanangkas – one
man, two wives. But anyone reading very far into Aboriginal art scholarship soon comes across
the ‘layers of an onion’ metaphor. All stories have multiple meanings and readings dependent
on the level of knowledge of the viewer. This applies equally to painting in all cultures, and is
what Dissanayake refers to as tangible (contextual) relevance and ‘evocative resonance’ –
touching the intangible, metaphoric elements of humanity. Long Tom was droll with a laconic
wit, similar to Kitty Kantilla: amused and slightly bemused by the endless request for further
information about the paintings. They answered with pithy humour, disregarding any
accessible secret content.
In this [aboriginal] culture the landscape is not seen, it is narrated; it is not
static but endlessly mobile.30

29
30

Una Rey, "Ikuntji Diaries," (1997-1999). and wall text for How Fragile First Draft Gallery, Sydney 2003
Paul Carter, The Lie of the Land (London: Faber and Faber 1996), 352.
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The potency of Winparrku is in its multiplicity: striking anthropomorphism, a map/marker of
place through a bold graphic quality that implies an extended and probably sexually explicit
narrative. The mountain integrates the dreamtime ancestors but it also represents a
phallic/figure iconography (rather than symbol) and a pair of breasts/pair of figures. So
although it is ‘narrated’ as suggested above, it is overtly about ‘seeing’ or ‘showing’ as well. It
is not ambiguous and it has a horizon, although the mountain floats within the frame,
disconnected from its base and therefore breaking with standard assumptions about
Aboriginal paintings.31
Writer and cultural studies academic Stephen Mueke makes an interesting observation about
Aboriginal narratives having no requirement for a ‘specular vision of the landscape’.32 There is
no need for a descriptive setting of the narrative, presumably because the [Aboriginal]
audience is inseparable from the setting. Mueke concludes that the pre-occupation with visual
depiction is a condition of the ‘newly arrived, for who the landscape was other, feminine,
negative, empty.’ 33

46. Una Rey Horizon (brush) 2008 oil on canvas 91 x 91cm

31

Aerial perspective, all-over grounded-ness.
Stephen Muecke, Textural Spaces (Perth: API Network Australian Research Institute, 2005), 146.
33
Ibid.
32
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In the valley from 2002-2005 Winparrku hung above the fire-place, site of home and hearth,
origin of narrative. Out the adjacent window the view is dominated by Jimmy’s Mountain,
named after an early pastoralist who used to cut through the valley following the old stockroute. It must have had many better names, but in the tradition of the colloquial vernacular, it
needs a name for practical purposes in much the same way as a skin-name gets conferred to
visitors in Aboriginal communities: it signifies exactly where something or someone sits.
Oral Traditions
There are countless references to Aboriginality as an oral culture, performative and
ceremonial in its mnemonics. But for many early settler Australians, the written word has
been suspect too. The stereotype of country people is traditionally of a poorly educated hardworking people with a unique oral ‘signature’ or storytelling capacity – the yarn.
In 1979 and 1981 Elands local Helen Hannah compiled ‘Folk Histories’ of the Bulga and
Comboyne plateau respectively.34 Starting with some early explorers’ records she builds a
typical narrative of post-contact Australia, with John Oxley admiring the resource-rich cedar
brush, clean fresh water and fine grass resembling ‘young wheat.’

35

Aboriginal sovereignty

was ignored, in the most common standard of the day:
I am not aware that any person on the river [Manning] has a legal
title to any land here…., excepting the Australian Agricultural
Company and myself....36

In the valley early pastoralists acted out horrific events mirrored elsewhere in Australia, many
unrecorded:
My uncle went into the Ellenborough Valley and he didn’t come
back. My father and some others went to find him. They found his
body. He had been killed by the Aborigines. They rode out and got
some men to return to the valley. There was a meeting of Aborigines
there, a lot of them. They rode down and shot them all.37

34

Helen Hannah, The Mountain Speaks: A Folk History of the Bulga Plateau (Elands: Helen Hannah, 1979). and Helen
Hannah, Together in This Jungle Scrub (Elands: Helen Hannah, 1981).
35
John Oxley, diary entry 29 Sept. 1818 in Hannah, The Mountain Speaks: A Folk History of the Bulga Plateau, 3. The
Ellenborough river was ‘re-named’ by Oxley after the Chief Justice of England.
36
Wynter to Colonial secretary, 28 August 1834 in Ibid., 1.
37
Names with-held in this oral account in Hannah, Together in This Jungle Scrub, 1.
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The Biripi, Worimi, Ngarabal and Katang are the original peoples who would have overlapped
in their occupation of the valley, mostly during winter months. Their stories are echoed in
countless contact histories between settler and indigenous populations, and it seems
appropriate that their descendents, possibly through collaboration, fill gaps in knowledge
where possible.38 Acknowledgment of such events is of course something we must all carry
around as Australians, in some form – whether overtly or unconsciously.
Hannah’s books were compiled and self-published relying on the tradition of oral histories,
and they tell great stories of life in the hills. They were urgently conceived ‘inspired by a sense
of loss,’ 39 as Hannah recognised a place-specific way of life and a set of values ending with the
aging generation. It was insightful, given the very different ideals that Hannah and her
community represented.40
In her 2006 doctorate Tamsin Kerr asserts that the ‘amateur’ and ‘subaltern’ voices’ build ‘land
stories’ from oral histories, personal anecdotes, disparate memories and collective local
mythologies.41 Much of Kerr’s research aims for ritualized community engagement within the
arts, however she does raise some interesting points which coincide with my own research
and thoughts on landscape and narrative, and she too arrives at the term landscape memoir.
In 1971 the only other valley inhabitant was Tom Greene, or ‘Caddy’. He was seventy-plus, an
outcast of the area’s pioneer history, hiding out after having deserted from the army. His
father shot the outlaw Jimmy Govenor at nearby Bobin in 1900.42 Caddy was our only regular
visitor; he lived across the river in a dilapidated mill-hut, and would arrive on his ancient

38

For example, Fabri Blacklock’s research paper: Beyond Fabrication of Australia’s History: A Documentation and
Multi-Method Critical Analysis of Ngarabal and Biripi Elders’ Perspectives and Experiences of Australian History.
Centre Centre for Research, University of Western Sydney 2008
(http://ocs.sfu.ca/aare/index.php/AARE_2008/AARE/paper/viewFile/741/181) accessed 26 May 2009

39

Tamsin Kerr, "Who Speaks Land Stories? Inexpert Voicings of Place," Limina 12 (2006): 45.
The first ‘alternative’ farm was run by Gladney Oakley, an American with utopian goals for his property and his
extended guests. He purchased land in c.1968. His hospitality was my parent’s first introduction to Elands, but they
opted for a more autonomous life-style. Others followed mainly from Sydney through the 1970s and ‘80s.
41
Chakrabarty’s (and other South East Asian scholars) theory of a history made up of the voices of the oppressed
and ordinary masses, as opposed to the official, dominant institutional versions of history.
Tamsin Kerr has based her research on the Sunshine Coast area of Queensland. See Tamsin Kerr, "Conversations
with the Bunyip: The Idea of the Wild in Imagining, Planning and Celebrating Place through Metaphor, Memoir,
Mythology and Memory" (Griffiths University, 2006), 76-88.
42
Thomas Keneally’s fictionalized account, The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith is based on Jimmy Govenor. Caddy’s
father did in fact make up the posse that shot the Aboriginal bush-ranger.
40
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tractor trailing a pack of at least a dozen dogs and talk for hours, teaching my father bush and
farming skills as he went. 43
The other occasional presence was Sarah Latimore, an absent landlord who ran cattle on the
adjacent river flats. Her visits to the valley were irregular, and always by horseback, which
made her legendary to my child’s-eye view. Disagreements over fencing and cattle destruction
of our farming enterprises were common as she clearly maintained a sense of authority over
the property, an almost moral right to the land:
They were hard times but they were good times. You worked hard, took
pride in it and there was a bond, no matter what, it was a part of you. I
worked hard, and I had it hard, but it was worth it. I’m proud, I achieved
things.44
It is hard to ask someone of eighty-two to separate themselves from a place and to isolate
their sense of feeling for that place, but Sarah said more than once that she ‘loves the valley,
just loves it – you see, I was a girl there’. Peter Read identifies an attachment through labour
as common to many of his interviewees, reflecting Sarah’s attitude:
Attachment is being born out of labour; the harder the labour, the greater
is the implied right of attachment.45

This notion of ‘working the land’ as laying legitimate claim to it is the basis of Australia’s
settlement, an implication in Western thinking that only by changing the land through labour
was ownership ‘earned.’46 But poetry and painting are hard work too; poet Les Murray
(relatively local to the valley region) writes of Latimore’s generation, that secondary wave of
people who had such a dramatic hand in shaping the way the land is now.47 The contemporary
landscape poetry of Murray is often described as a ‘poetics of place’ and Murray’s appeal is
through landscape idioms of lost and changing landscapes, appreciation enhanced through
recognition of his motifs:

43

There was even a saw-mill in the Ellenborough valley for a period c.1930s, important as mills were to the local
economy (see Hannah, 1979 p.16-23).Caddy’s hut was my first vision of deep squalor. Garbage, filth and dogs were
piled high. You never went inside.
44
th
Sarah Latimore in conversation with the author, July 10 2006 at Ducks Ridge Road, Comboyne. Her daughter,
Maureen Hollis, was also present.
45
Read, Belonging: Australians, Place and Aboriginal Ownership, 118.
46
This is, of course, at the root of terra nullius and attempts at annihilating claims to Indigenous sovereignty: unworked land was an oxymoron to settler Australians.
47
I have been drawn to his writing by location, as he is nearly local to the valley, having grown up in Taree. While
poet Judith Wright is often mentioned in tandem with Murray, I have deliberately curtailed my investigation of
poetry, using it as a descriptive only and not digressing into deeper analysis of the genre.
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Abandoned fruit trees, moss-tufted, spotted with dim
lichen paints; the fruit trees of the Grandmothers,
they stand along the creek banks, in the old home
paddocks, where the houses were…48

His prose also captures a sense of the familiar:
....trees were fewer and larger, and distributed in a way that would only be
re-established with enormous labour. Regular burning by [Aboriginal
people] kept the valley bottoms and lower hills open, for ease of hunting,
and thicker forest clung to hilltops and the moister shady sides of hills,
where rainforest swelled out of steep gullies in its perpetual seesaw
struggle with open gum forest….Kurrajong and rough-barked apple trees
(Angophoras) grew there, typical trees of open country.49

Ross Gibson writes of Murray’s voice that through ‘immersion in place’ [he] overcomes an
‘acquisative, conquistadorial survey’ of landscape, ‘an optimistic teleology for the third
century of colonial Australia.’50 Written in 1992, Ross is slightly dated, but echoes the
disenfranchised voice omnipotent in academic writing about the landscape – however the
tone in these commentaries leans longingly toward a post-colonial vision. Culturally we can
become habitual in our narratives, but beneath every problem or dilemma is a longing or
internal desire.51

48

Les Murray, ‘The Bulladelah-Taree Holiday song Cycle in Les Murray Selected Poems 1986 cited in Read,
Belonging: Australians, Place and Aboriginal Ownership, 117.
49
Les Murray, A Working Forest (Sydney: Duffy & Snellgrove, 1997), 59.
50
Ross Gibson, South of the West: Postcolonialism and the Narrative Construction of Australia (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1992).Cited in Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs, Uncanny Australia: Sacredness
and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1998), 28.
51
This last idea was recently discussed by the children’s author Moris Gleizmann in relation to stories, and the
search for a solution to the crisis or tension in narratives. Life Matters, ABC Radio National 16 June 2009
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Painting Landscape Memoir
Throughout this paper I have touched on the different origins of landscape memoir as an apt
description for my paintings of the valley. It is emerging in Australia as a literary genre in the
model of the non-fiction ‘nature writing’ of H.D. Thoreau.52 Author and poet Mark Tredinnick’s
The Blue Plateau: A Landscape Memoir53 and Shirley Walker’s Landscape and Memoir:
roundabout at Bangalow, an intimate chronicle54 are two recent examples of poetic
place/memory/prose that fall close to my hybrid imagery: part landscape, part memoir, rooted
to place and floating in space. Haiku and poetic reflections are the most applicable ‘statement’
on the painting’s origins, and again the landscape is the sustaining narrative, voices whistling in
the dark with ambiguous titles of belonging.

47. Una Rey To the Crossing 2008 oil on canvas 91 x 91cm

52

Claire Scobie, "Just the Place for Poetic Prose," The Sydney Morning Herald, July 4-5 2009.
Mark Tredinnick, The Blue Plateau: A Landscape Memoir (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press,
2009).
54
Shirley Walker, Landscape and Memoir: Roundabout at Bangalow. An Intimate Chronicle (St. Lucia, Queensland:
University of Queensland Press, 2003).
53
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Studio Part IV

The artist as a seven year old in front of the hut. Violet surface, bone- white
grasses long lasting winter ending only sunlight arcs across the crescent valley.
A floating figure, all dress, headless, legless - but not disembodied. Elbows
pointing to the ground, defiant. In the original black and white photograph in
the large gloss of 1970s home dark-room prints, long ragged hair against
strong white backlight/sky, hands held up to the face, bunch of grapes, posing.
There is no hidden coda. Nothing bad happened, I just stopped there, memento
mori/ all that jazz. Or bad stuff did, but it’s not informative and the paintings
are not a confessional, just lucid, if fragmented, landscape memoirs.

48. Una Rey Tutu and forest 2008 oil on canvas 91 x 91cm

The forest encroaches behind, but this is fearless because it’s distant and the
light is sharp, the figure flat, a fairy-waif-punk-princess, Patti Smith just
launched Horses and music, anarchy got into the hills and into my little head.55

55

Una Rey, “Artist’s Journal”, June 2009
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The Colour Purple – chance and irreverence in research.
In practice, there are priorities higher than stylistic consistency. I am more
interested in the unforeseen, which is more compatible with exploration or
experimentation.56

During summer, some valley fields are dappled with Scotch thistle, a familiar sight in postpastoral paddocks. I was attracted to the flowers recently by their exquisite violet-mauve
featheriness. On close inspection, several bees, both European and native species, were
sharing the blooms, heads down, mining pollen. It was far too obvious (and sugary) a
metaphor of shared physical heritage to take seriously, but the thought flickered for an
instant. I photographed the bees, testing the macro capacity of my new digital camera, and
later filled in an hour painting the weeds, another incomplete story.57 It was also a new colour
for my palette, and suddenly it seemed to be everywhere.
In early 2008 Scottish painter Callum Innes show From Memory at Sydney’s Museum of
Contemporary Art (MCA) was to have an impact on my work, although in merely looking at my
imagery the link would not be automatic. By chance I walked in on the hour of the artist in
conversation with director Elizabeth Ann McGregor, having viewed the work. Innes admitted,
despite the apparently formal, abstract paintings, that he always started with an image or a
title to initiate the work, but that he did not feel obliged to publish a title and therefore
preclude alternative readings. One small ‘life’ drawing of a cucumber leaf on a piece of
corrugated cardboard had been a key work in the artist’s process, and it was discussed at some
length. I had been attracted to the drawing, not for the breakthrough of process that was the
epiphany for Innes, but for its connection to my own cucumber leaves from memory. This
literalizing is counter-theoretical, and may imply that I was ‘missing the point’, but it is what I
would call raw visual research, mentally appropriating images for an end that fits the individual
studio narrative. Perhaps as Innes suggests, the prosaic should be kept private so the
experience of the paintings can be personalized through looking – after all, how many people
feel attachment to cucumbers?
I like the invention that people bring to the work. It takes the viewer back
to the ambiguity that is in the work, to the way it’s made and the way it can
be read.58
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John Peart, John Peart: Paintings 1964-2004 (Campbelltown Arts Centre, 2004), 19.
I have several references to the weeds that have impacted on the valley; it will remain an area of artistic research.
58
Callum Innes, From Memory (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2006), 77.
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The MCA installation of a series of Innes’ monumental Exposed Paintings in dioxazine violet,
veronese green, grey, black and white, with turpentine washing the brilliant hues back into an
ethereal candescence, evoked a powerful emotional quality. In spite of the overriding tartanlike grid, I breathed in the space and texture of a high, moist landscape. For Innes, although
the word landscape was not mentioned in discussion that day, the vertical/figure and
horizontal/landscape referents are intentional, but organic in evolution, acquired through an
act of erosion.59 The narrative within the works is within the physical performance and the
traces of process over a heroic, descriptive logic.
As with Howard Taylor’s oblique forest paintings, there are no obvious parallels between
Innes’ and my own work but as a viewer I was moved, perhaps achieving something close to
Dissanayake’s ‘import’. The elemental and experiential wonder does not inspire emulation but
motivates, through pleasure, to ‘make special’ in whatever creative language (artform) the
individual is fluent in.
The move to under-painting in dioxaline violet, viridian green and cerulean blue was an
attempt to break the habit of red and black surfaces and start on a ground ‘rare’ or
unexpected. As any painter will acknowledge, these are personal choices, emotional cues to
move the work into a particular realm, one often difficult to define. Long Tom Tjapanangka
and Kitty Kantilla may agree with American philosopher Donald Davidson that ‘a picture is not
worth a thousand words, or any other number. Words are the wrong currency to exchange for
a picture.’60 It also supports Innes’ reluctance to give away too much, and it is at the core of
the challenge in writing up paintings and being defined by the problematic artist’s statement.
In an attempt to measure my own studio work using Dissanayake’s four-point scale, I have
made the following summary:
Firstly, accessability and strikingness in the work is achieved most effectively when colour and
pattern leads the eye around and across the macro-landscape composition. In Tutu and forest
a dazzling sensation is conveyed through fine dotting and deep back-ground shadow. East
View and several other images exploit dots in high-keyed colour and dramatic contrast, along
with an ambiguous positive and negative space which attracts attention. A combination of
gesture, fluency and restraint in the mark-making should build an image of visual stimulation.
59

Ibid., 72.
Donald Davidson “What Metaphors Mean” Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation (Oxford, 1984), p. 262 cited in
Robert Morris, Robert Morris Blind Time Drawings 1973-2000 (Prato: Steidl Publishers, 2005), 206.
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The landscape with sensations of spaciousness and the promise of nature is deeply embedded
in our culture, so in that respect there is a ‘ready-made’ tangible relevance within the
landscape genre (although for a certain audience there is a conservative and nostalgic
association too); nonetheless, it is loaded with environmental and political issues, so in this
facility the viewer has the potential to accept or reject the imagery as communicating an idea
of relevance (or not).
Through layers of disparate imagery, loose translucent painting and at times ambiguous
composition, evocative resonance or metaphorical richness is offered but not dictated. The
painting acts as a platform where my personal vision – often an image glimpsed in reality, and
extended through imagination – is offered by leaving space for the viewer to incorporate
his/her own relevant metaphors and emotional responses. The most effective works are those
where the gaps are well balanced: neither too obvious nor too oblique. Mysterious wonder is
a compelling quality, but difficult to achieve consciously, and by nature, non-formulaic.
Lastly, Dissanayake’s final quality of satisfying fullness or completeness is the ultimate
bestowal of a highly successful, or great, perhaps ‘beautiful’ work of art. It is to be conferred to
the artwork by experiences other than that of the artist, who may experience that potency
during the creative process; if the preceding measures are achieved, and there is willingness in
the viewer, then art can deliver, even if always selectively.
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49. Una Rey Deep-water 2008 oil on canvas 135 x 135cm

The flood is dying down, the river made its high-water mark days ago,
yellow mud and trees hurtling, banks sweet smell of mud and drowned
eels, other worlds washing past leaving birds-nest wrack. Now it has
settled, ginger-beer colour, skin prickling. We can swim again but colder
than before and still throbbing below the surface, tugging. Dirty white
freckles of foam like clouds but flat and porous, floating with current not
wind. Above, following the stream there’s a roadway, she-oak branches
framing a sky-way just as water reflects the blue/white/rain-drop.
Next time the water is black, still. You know it’s green as dark as green
gets, but it mirrors black at you. Yellow petals and golden leaves like
manna from somewhere float so slowly downstream it’s a day-dream. An
eel shadow, king-fisher. 61
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Una Rey, “Artist’s Journal” June 2009
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50. Una Rey Acacia fan 2008 oil on canvas 91 x 91cm

106

Conclusion

Throughout this paper I have canvassed a range of ideas and positions relevant to current
landscape painting in Australia, specifically non-indigenous practices that reference Indigenous
painters’ work in some way. In some instances, even if not directly articulated by the artists
themselves, it seemed relevant to discuss their works in this context (Howard Taylor and
William Robinson, for instance).
The motivation behind this research was my personal sense, generally fuelled through my
readings of local art criticism, that white representations of the land were tangled up in issues
of ownership and belonging which contend for ‘appropriateness.’ My original title, Long to
Belong, was not so much an ache to belong as an acknowledgment that it is not a simple,
independent ‘wishfulness’.
By looking in some detail at subject matter in chapter one, and extending the metaphor of the
tree to speak for land and country, I have considered the importance of knowledge and
attachment to the physical, natural object as a painter’s muse. The connection that is
engendered through familiarity, strong feelings for and knowledge of the subject give the work
the capacity to communicate to a wide audience through integrity. Whatever the starting point
– dirt, water, rock or tree – integrity and commitment allows a subject to transcend its
specificity, to resonate across cultures, all the while pertaining to respect for, and
acknowledgement of, land, nature or country.
Regarding the role of place and attachment, journeys to the valley and the desert crystalised
the importance of reflection on who artists become in different environments, and the bearing
that has on the work we can make. Judgment is a highly personal thing, and one artist’s carte
blanche approach is another’s ‘anxiety of correctness.’ Ultimately by being forced back on
one’s own resources, mining the seam of personal and emotional responses, authentic work is
generated. Shifting ground, literally, can be an important catalyst for a painter’s creative
process. By examining the work of contemporary artists and uncovering a range of approaches
in negotiating a sense of belonging to place, what has become clear is that belonging is a
complex unfixed notion in non-Indigenous populations. Even so, land remains a critical signifier
of belonging, underpinning diverse micro-narratives of being ‘at home.’
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Being seduced by an aesthetic that infers Indigenous authorship is something Australian art
audiences, and artists, are familiar with. Overlaps and homages, authorized borrowing,
collaboration and formal dialogues all tease out issues of identity, cross-cultural interactions
and relationships to land or place. The over-arching history of humanity, the grand narrative of
human population, points to the shared biology and its dependence on a profound attraction
and stimulation by pattern and beauty, qualities common to many of the paintings I have
discussed.
The studio work is paramount in filtering these multifarious ideas of genus loci, cultural and
intellectual property, convergent aesthetics, divergent narratives in and of landscape or
country, and paintings as signifier of belonging.
Ultimately the resulting artworks become visual documents of place and personal history:
painted landscape memoirs. At best these works may transcend the local and specific to infer
broader philosophical and ecological issues contingent on the continuity of country. Personal
narratives, brought to life through memory and chance, original material culture and
explorations through painting and drawing, form another surface layer, a palimpsest upon the
primary human narratives of the continent: the fantastic and arcane, dynamic and timeless
Indigenous culture and its knowledge and narratives, not obscured but joined by current
responses.
While my aspirations are to achieve paintings that engage on all levels, this is conferred
through time, not anticipated through a single act of completion.
It is always possible to deepen and broaden the experience of art. Personal
discoveries count for a lot whether they are original or not.62
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John Peart in discussion with Sumana Viravong in Peart, John Peart: Paintings 1964-2004, 17.
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51. Una Rey Memory 2009 oil on canvas 91 x 91cm
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Paintings
Title
1.Hut (kitchen) garden 2008
2.Cucumber patch 2008
3.Acacia fan 2008
4.Tutu and forest 2008
5.Memory 2009
6.Tutu, river crossing 2009
7.Water-gum 2007
8.Deep-water 2008
9.Summer 2008
10.Studio (The Barn) 2009
11.Horizon (brush) 2008
12.The Falls 2009
13.Lost kitchen (goldenrod) 2008
14.To the crossing 2008
15. Self-portrait with holes 2008
16.The Paint-rock 2008
17.Self-portrait on the edge 2008
18.River shade 2009
19.Eel pond 2009
20.White rocks 2009
21.Family trees2008
22.Whose sky are you under? 2009
23.She-oaks 2008
24.Where the hut was 2008
25.The Mound (with fig tree) 2007
26.The Pound (grevilleas) 2008
27.The Mound (bladey grass) 2009

Medium

Size

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

135 x 135cm

Oil on canvas

135 x 135cm

Oil on canvas

135 x 135cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

135 x 135cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Chinese ink, acrylic

76 x 105cm

Chinese ink, charcoal

76 x 105cm

Chinese ink, Tanami
sand
Chinese ink, charcoal

76 x 105cm
76 x 105cm

Charcoal

76 x 105cm

Charcoal

76 x 106cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

90 x 90cm

Oil on canvas

135 x 135cm

Chinese ink, acrylic

76 x 105cm

Ink , acrylic

76 x 105cm

Ink , acrylic

76 x 105cm

Chinese ink, acrylic

76 x 105cm

Price
$690
$690
$690
$690
$690
$690
$990
$990
$990
$690
$690
$990
$690
$690
$320
$320
$320
$320
$320
$320
$690
$690
$990
$320
$320
$320
$320

All works on paper are cotton rag paper
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