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Billabongs, Barramundi and Big-Foot

Or

Everywhen at Daly River 

By Fiona Tunnicliff    2004 ©
“The art of Indigenous people of Daly River celebrates the natural world that provides the environment and the bush tucker they love so much. From the reawakening of their Dreamtime stories through their art we can begin to understand their relationship with the world that is based on celebration and preservation, hallmarks of Aboriginal ecology.” 

David Marshall, a LaTrobe University Bendigo graduate, spent six weeks visiting an Aboriginal community at Daly River, NT in 2003. He worked as a volunteer at the Merrepen Arts centre with manager, Meng Hoeschle. David was awarded the Jetset / Telstra Countrywide Studyarts Australia Award, for his Honours Proposal. The award enabled him to travel to a destination of his choice for research purposes. “The theme for my honours year related to a journey-exploration following two vastly different rivers of Australia; the Daly and the Loddon/Murray Rivers.”

“The local watershed where I live, the Jim Crow Creek (Jumcra in Djadjawurrong) running through Franklinford (Larnebarramul), flows into the Loddon and Murray Rivers.      Franklinford was an Aboriginal Protectorate from settlement until the 1860s when the local Aborigines were moved to Coranderrk
. Going to Daly River enabled me to gain an Indigenous perspective of landscape that is relatively unscathed since Western settlement.”

David stayed with the Nauiyu Community that was set up as a Catholic Mission in the fifties up until the nineties, when the land was handed back to the Indigenous people. In the mid-1970s the Catholic Church of the then Aboriginal Mission sponsored Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr to paint the Stations of the Cross, which she proceeded to do in a uniquely Aboriginal way. This inspired other women to express themselves through paint culminating in the formation of Merrepen Arts in 1987.

Merrepen Arts was established as a meeting place for the women of the area, and as a place where they could practice non-traditional and traditional arts, such as making dilly bags. ‘Merrepen’ pays homage to the women elders as it refers to the cabbage tree palm from which they weave the dilly bags.

Merrepen Arts evolved into an arts centre and gallery and new techniques were introduced to the community, such as acrylic painting, screen-printing, batik and etching. The art is very diverse emulating the fact that the Daly River region has from prehistory to the present been a meeting place of different language groups each with their own unique view of the world.

The name Of Miriam-Rose’s language group is Ngangikurungkurr, which means ‘deep water sounds’, reflecting the deep water of the Daly River that runs through her ancestors land. As she states, it is about tapping ‘the deep spring within us’, in her Aboriginal tongue the word dadirri means an ‘inner deep listening, and quiet, still awareness’.
 

I am interested in comparing the Murray, one of the most regulated rivers in the driest continent of the world, to the unregulated Daly River. So far I have traveled from home downstream to Wentworth, where the Darling meets the Murray, documenting the waterways from bridges, locks and weirs, to create a consecutive sequence of photographs showing the regulated flow of the rivers.”

In contrast, the Daly River is the largest river for volume of water in the Northern Territory, in the wet season it rises seventeen metres when it floods. There are many small tourist farms along the river, including mango farms. Massive agricultural development is planned upstream of the region, specifically cotton farming. Most of the locals are worried about that, and how it’s going to affect the flow of the river. Although unregulated and unpolluted now, that could change in the future. As Paul Sinclair in his book ‘The Murray’ states: 

Water in a modern canal, unlike water in a river ecosystem, is simplified and abstracted, rigidly separated from the earth and firmly directed to raise food and make money… All mystery disappears from its depths, all gods depart, all contemplation disappears.

The water in the Daly is presently clean and healthy; it is home to an abundance of life, including fresh-water and salt-water crocodiles, sharks, turtles, sawfish, fresh-water prawns and the famous barramundi. 

Despite access to supermarkets and aspects of modern life, the Indigenous people of Daly River still rely on hunting and gathering. The relationship that the Indigenous people have with the land is represented in their art as a spiritual connection, unlike the Western notion of the spiritual that transcends the physical world. Indigenous spirituality is imbedded in the land, the material world of hunting and gathering.

David joined a group of women and children in a hunt for bush tucker. “We went to a billabong to collect water lily seed pods. You can eat them raw or throw them on the coals.” He was an observer rather than a participant in this activity. “They got in the water but I didn’t, I was worried about crocodiles.” Another bush tucker expedition involved digging for long yams. “They used to go out with their special sticks, nowadays they use crowbars. You have to dig down in rocky clay, about two feet, to get to the long yam roots.”

The cultural significance of plants is strongly related to family ties, as children of both sexes accompany women in their collection of bush tucker. Plants have mothers, sisters, daughters and grandmothers that are related by their proximity to each other within the ecosystem, rather than the western notion of plant families, genus and species that relate to scientific types and are often geographically separate.

As an artist, David is interested in landscape, topography and what is called ‘Aboriginal Ecology’, meaning, “The way the people relate to plants and animals and the environment.” He observed, “they utilise the environment but they still look after it.”

The Western view of the landscape often focuses on the ‘big picture’. David found that Indigenous artists have a different approach. “Aboriginal art is a spiritual map of the land compared to the Western notion of cartography which involves (re)naming the land, identifying and exploiting resources, and subduing nature.” He watched a woman elder drag a stick across a canvas, telling the old stories in paint. “She paints the almost forgotten traditions, the things that don’t happen anymore.”

David also admired the way that small things such as bush tucker, creatures and plants are represented. “Literally getting right down and looking at the smaller animals and plants that make up the ecosystem. I want to look at all those small things in the environment that make up the big picture.”

As if to reinforce this idea, David came across a little girl and boy playing one day. All of a sudden the boy turns around and says, “Hello, what’s your name?”  “Dave, what’s yours?” He tells his Aboriginal name and then he says, giggling, ”It means Big Foot.” He was the tiniest little kid you could imagine.

David documented his trip with notes, photographs and sketches. “During my time at Daly River, I produced a journal of watercolours that started as a conventional narrative of daily experiences, but over the weeks changed into something else. I first noticed my watercolours starting to change when the colour started to intensify. Working at the art centre and witnessing the creation of Indigenous art had a profound affect on my own artwork in an unexpected way. The manner in which Indigenous artists use modern pigments seems to be a metaphysical representation; something not physically visible.” 

“After my initial figurative journal entries, a more abstracted view of the environment takes over, although the occasional plant or animal will appear on a page only to disappear into a sea of watercolour on the next. I found the ephemeral quality of watercolour combined with a spontaneous approach conducive to an exploration of imagery and experiences. During the five weeks in Daly River, I filled a small journal with forty images and took six rolls of film of the landscape.  In hindsight, the watercolours have much more meaning than the more detached, superficial photographs. Thereby reinforcing my belief in the artists’ journal as an essential and meaningful record of visual documentation, creativity and lived experiences.” 

“Gerry Gill, an Arts lecturer at LaTrobe University, Bendigo, in a subject called ‘Landscape and Lifeworld’, stated that Aboriginal art shows us something that we as non-Indigenous Australians are lacking; a close spiritual and cultural connection to the land. Furthermore, that Aboriginal art is partly an attempt to teach us to be different from the way we are.”

“In my research, I discovered the work of W E H Stanner, the famous anthropologist who spent time at Daly River in 1939. He uncovered from local Aborigines a cryptic word that translates as the ‘everywhen’. This term better describes the Indigenous notion of time than the more commonly used ‘timeless’. The everywhen challenges the Western idea of linear time, as notions of prehistory, history and the present merge. Rather than standing still, time moves through cycles allowing understanding and explanation of environmental patterns.”

Reflecting on his close hand experience with the Indigenous people at Daly River, David states, “the Aboriginal people have a really close connection with the earth, and there is an opportunity for non-Indigenous Australians to learn to be different from the way we are.”
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