COMMON GROUND

INDIGENOUS AND NON-INDIGENOUS ART FROM AN ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this essay is to explore the ecology of Australian art from Indigenous and non-indigenous perspectives, two very different ways of perceiving the world. There are many ways of interpreting art, to interpret landscape art from an ecological perspective still creates many avenues of reading. Whether looking at one particular image or a series, the works included show either the processes of an ecosystem or a concern for the state of a ‘micro-ecology’. 

Aboriginal ecology is vastly different from Western ecology, for example, Indigenous people in many cases still collect bush tucker on a regular basis by using any means available including guns, saws and crowbars to obtain their ‘catch’ thereby disrupting the western notions of ecology and preservation of the wilderness. 

This essay is divided into two main sections, plus a conclusion. The first section will deal with Indigenous ecology which closely ties knowledge of the land (through dreamtime mythology) and the art of survival in the most arid continent on the planet. This will be discussed in relation to Aboriginal art created since the arrival of the Europeans, and the ramifications that are entailed by such a catastrophic event for the Aboriginal people. This section is divided in two; ‘Traditional’ and ‘Urban’.

The next section will deal with non-indigenous Australian art that has a strong ecological element in the work, in particular the work of John Olsen and Mandy Martin.

The third section will deal with the issues raised by Indigenous and Non-indigenous relations. An attempt to find a common ground between two different ways of viewing the land.

ABORIGINAL ART – ‘Traditional’

It wasn’t until the 1970’s when Geoffrey Bardon introduced acrylic paint and canvas to Aborigines in the Central desert that a new form of Aboriginal art emerged which was directed at the high end of the art market. Since that time, a contemporary Aboriginal art movement has flourished, consisting of two main variations; ‘traditional’ – found in Aboriginal Communities where strong ties with tribal homelands, totems and dreamtime stories informs and shapes the work produced, and ‘urban’ – produced by Aboriginal people, usually from major cities, often tertiary educated, who are the descendants of people displaced from their traditional homelands.

Aboriginal culture has a strong artistic tradition through cave painting, body painting, bark painting and sand painting. All of which relate to ceremonial practices that were reserved for special occasions. Some of the first Aboriginal art works that Non-indigenous Australians saw were the bark paintings of Arnhem Land, a tradition that continues today. In a landmark exhibition of 1997 at the National Gallery of Australia called ‘The Painters of the Wagilag Sisters 1937-1997’, 23 artists exhibited traditional artworks created for the purpose of confirming ownership of their traditional land (Radok, 1997: 51). 

The reason for showing these works to a Western audience was to reinforce in the mind of the viewer the Yolngu peoples connection to the land in relation to the past, present and future. These works were not shown in chronological order but according to distinctions made by the custodians of the stories who have decided in which order we should see them (Radok, 1997: 52). This could be seen as subverting the western notions of categorisation by denying time as a factor in the development of art. It has been said that Aborigines see time as a circle rather than a line, in which the past exists with the present and future: everywhen (Stanner). The images tell stories that relate to the dreaming of the Yolngu people, but ultimately the stories remain beyond the comprehension of a Western audience.

These stories are often referred to by Western viewers as spiritual, but the Indigenous differs greatly from western spiritual notions that transcend the physical world. Indigenous spirituality is imbedded in the land, the material world of hunting and gathering. Traditional Aborigines of the northern and central regions have a connection to the land that is reinforced by their continued bare-footed connection to the earth. Perhaps the best explanation of these and similar works is provided by contributing artist, Wandjuk Marika…

‘…I am not painting just for my pleasure; there is the meaning, knowledge and power. This is the earthly painting for the creation and for the land story. The land is not empty, the land is full of knowledge, full of story, full of goodness, full of energy, full of power. Earth is our mother, the land is not empty. There is the story I am telling you – special, sacred, important.’ 

Traditional Aboriginal art relaters directly to the land through dreamtime stories, ceremonial practices and the collection of bush tucker. Through these stories and practices runs an ecological theme that ensures the preservation of the biodiversity of the land. This guaranteed a varied diet that could sustain Aboriginal people in Australia’s harsh environment.

For the Aboriginal people of Northern Australia, the long yam is a very important food source and culturally significant plant. As a food source it helps balance a diet rich in meat, such as turtle, fish, wallaby and goanna. The Yolngu people call it matha-yal which literally means ‘tongue cooler’, describing a craving for carbohydrates on a meat rich diet (Christie, 199 : 29).

In a quote from an Elcho Island curriculum book, yams ‘are like human beings, they have life, culture, ancestral songs, ceremonies, and they are all related like us Yolngu and the land along with nature’ (in Christie, 199 : 29).  From this quote we are able to discern the holistic nature of the Aboriginal view of the world by tying spirituality and culture with the ecology of the land.

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 that are often geographically separate (Christie, 199 : 29).

The paper-bark also has strong cultural significance to many northern tribes. Babies were, and sometimes still are, carried in paper-bark coolamons. In a traditional funeral ceremony, large sheets of paper-bark are cut from trees overhanging water. As the sheets are cut, the flakes of paper-bark that fall into the river are called the ‘children of the paper-bark women’. These flakes have many names that are handed on to the womenfolk’s daughters’ children. This sharing of names is crucial ceremonially in relating to the songs, lands and ancestral histories. Stories such as these are still referred to in the sacred songs of the Yolngu people (Christie, 199 : 29). These ancestral songs make the children aware of the networks of land and kin, which refer back to the significant plants of the traditional land of the elders. In this way, the cultural, spiritual and ecological frames of reference are instilled in the children from an early age.

The Yolgnu people of East Arnhem Land are divided into two moieties; Dhuwa and Yirritja. These are divided into several clans, each having their own homeland. The Dhuwa moiety utilises cross-hatching within a configuration of parallel lines, either diagonal or perpendicular, whereas the Yirritja moiety utilises a diamond shaped pattern. During initiation ceremonies the inductee’s body is painted with the sacred design of the moiety utilising the relevant form of cross-hatching (Ryan, 1990: 24). Everything is either Dhuwa or Yirritja, and everything Dhuwa exists in relationship to everything Yirritja. There is nothing in the whole universe that does not have a place in one of these two categories.

In 1962, the Yolgnu people at the Yirrkala Mission decided to paint two large bark panels for the mission church to be placed on either side of the altar. Perceiving a threat to their land from mining, this was an effort to explain their relationship to the land; their native title. One panel was painted by the Dhuwa moiety, the other by the Yirritja moiety. Each panel was collaborated between eight different artists, who painted stories relating to local clan knowledge of creatures, plants and Ancestral beings of the region.

Then in 1963, the Yolgnu people were displaced from large tracts of their homeland when the government of the day approved a huge bauxite mine on the Gove Peninsula. This virtually surrounded the Yirrkala Mission and Nhulumbuy was built, becoming the third largest township in the Northern Territory. The Yolgnu people fought against this proposal with the Yirrkala Bark Petition in an attempt to create ‘sacred paintings as title deeds to land’ (Morphy, 1998: 255). This led to a protracted court campaign that the Yolgnu people eventually lost when the Judge enacted the proclamation of terra nullius, effectively dissolving Aboriginal rights to land.

The Yolgnu people felt betrayed by the government and the church, the later removing the Yirrkala Church Panels as an act of suppression. These catastrophic events triggered an out station movement that resulted in clans returning to their homelands. Moreover, the recent events had spawned a bark painting revolution as an act of displaying their land rights.

A very important ritual for the Dhuwa moiety is the Morning Star ceremony, which utilises two beautiful Morning Star poles. The Morning Star is associated with mortuary rituals and ceremonial exchange, based around the seasonal cycles involving growth and regeneration (Morphy, 1998:227).

In the mortuary ritual, the Morning Star represents the place where the spirit travels after death. This ties together the different clans of the Dhuwa moiety. The strings attached to the Morning Star pole represent these clans. 

‘Barumbirr, the Morning Star’ (1987) by Jack Wunuwun shows, in the central panel dancing spirits, birds and butterflies rising with the two Morning Star poles. The strings of the pole are echoed in the two outer panels by the climbing vine of the long yam, and the twine of the fish-trap. The death of the fish in the trap, and the apparent death of the deciduous yam vine reflects the Dhuwa people’s own mortality.

The Morning Star poles are also used during trade, becoming a ceremony of exchange which included trade with other clans or outsiders. The Yolgnu had been trading with the Maccassan’s for over three hundred years until it was banned by the Australian Government in 1906.

The continued suppression by white society has led to a widespread unity of Aboriginal people across Australia.  An example of this is Lin Onus’s sojourns to Arnhem Land in an effort to explore his own Aboriginality. 

ABORIGINAL ART – ‘Urban’

Lin Onus was an urbanised Aboriginal with a combined Scottish heritage who identified with his Aboriginality through the souvenir market of his father’s Aboriginal Enterprises in the Dandenong Ranges. Onus achieved a breakthrough in his art after a visit to Maningrida in Arnhem Land, meeting with traditional owners and artists, Jack Wunuwun and John Bulun-Bulun. 

Wunuwun gave Onus permission to use motifs in his art, such as the rarrk cross-hatching of Arnhem Land. This is illustrated in Onus’s ‘Portrait of Jack Wunuwun’ (1988). Onus has done a painting of Wunuwun who is painting the plants and animals of his world, complete with grinding stone and ochre. Onus combined these motifs with western representational perspective to create a hyper-real juxtaposition of themes. In the top left corner there is a realistic representation of the morning Star, so important to Wunuwun’s heritage.

From this time on, Onus produced poetic works that combined these two forms of representation. Onus saw himself as a bridge between two cultures. Arguably, the best works he produced being the paintings of the Barmah Forest of northern Victoria. In these works he combines his father’s homeland with Aboriginal motifs obtained in Arnhem Land. So not only is Onus’s art a bridge between white and black culture, but it also bridges two Indigenous cultures.

‘Barmah Forest’ (1994) displays ecological and cultural concerns. The flooded redgum forest is now endangered by a lack of water due to environmental mismanagement in the Murray/Darling Basin. This is illustrated by jigsaw puzzle pieces that no longer fit the picture, symbolising the irreversible damage done to the environment and Aboriginal culture. This series of paintings has added poignancy in relation to a recent claim by the Yorta Yorta people of the Barmah Forest region who were denied native title to their traditional homeland by the High Court of Australia. Aboriginal people, by white man’s law, must prove continued historical connection to the land. If white settlers for any length of time displaced them, their right is extinguished. The Badtjala people of Fraser Island have experienced a similar fate.

Fiona Foley documents the plight of her people, the Badtjala, and the history of Fraser Island. The Badtjala were forcibly removed from Fraser Island in part due to Eliza Fraser’s falsified stories of abuse at the hands of the Badtjala people, with whom she survived for many weeks until her subsequent rescue and return to European settlement. These stories were embellished on her return and subsequent tour of England, telling horrific tales of life with the ‘Antipodean savages’ (Oguibe, 199: 56).

With the traditional owners removed from the Island, the delicate balance of the fragile ecology was subjected to a century of exploitation, including logging of unique vegetation and sand mining of the fragile geology and ecology, as well as polluting the islands creeks and lakes (Oguibe, 199:56).

Foley’s use of pastel parallels the fragility of the medium with the fragility of the shifting sands of Fraser Island. Such as in Maratjiri 1 (1989), where the dingoes of the island, once the companion of the Badtjala, now wander the land alone, having previously been witness to the racial cleansing at the beginning of the twentieth century. Today, the dingo has to contend with tourists carving the island with four-wheel drive vehicles and attempted camp-side domestication that has resulted in children being bitten and dingoes being culled (Oguibe, 199:52). 

These works investigate the ecological and cultural damage that has been perpetrated since the displacement of the traditional owners of Fraser Island. It is tragic and ironic that, with the Mabo decision, crown land can only be returned to the traditional owners if they can prove continued uninterrupted connection to the land. 

Part of the process of ecological art is an immersion in the land. This is a process that Judy Watson chooses in her large unstretched canvases. In her work the earth is represented as a living, breathing being to which Watson responds with familiarity, describing it as her “heartland” (Perkins, 1993: 19).

I listen and hear those words a hundred years away

That is my Grandmother’s Mother’s Country

it seeps down through blood and memory and soaks

into the ground




(Watson in Perkins, 2000: 12)

In 1990 Judy Watson, a displaced Aboriginal, returned to her grandmother’s country in northwest Queensland to produce a series of paintings. In these works she placed her unstretched canvases on the ground and by rubbing dry pigment into unprimed canvas, created art that could be seen as a dialogue between her and the land. Metaphorically she absorbed the history and ecology of her ancestral land into her works, empowering herself and the land.

These works, as with much Aboriginal art, are simultaneously political, spiritual and ecological. Political in referencing displacement, genocide and land rights, spiritual in reference to Dreamtime stories and ecological in connection to the land and its preservation. As Galarruy Yunupingu, chairman of the Northern Land Council states, 

‘We are painting as we have always done to demonstrate our continuing link with our country and the rights and responsibilities we have to it. Furthermore, we paint to show the rest of the world that we own this country, and that the land owns us. Our painting is a political act.’ (in Watson, 1996: 26)

Though politically based, Judy Watson’s works are about a cathartic personal response to external experiences. Such as in the work, ‘suture’ (1995) where a blood red canvas, unstretched as if torn from the earth, shows wounds that are sutured in a band aid attempt at healing. Layers of meaning can be interpreted from this, such as initiation scarification, scars inflicted on the landscape or historical scars of a brutally colonised people (Fink, 1996: 32).

NON-INDIGENOUS ART

JOHN OLSEN

In a large number of works, John Olsen painted an ecosystem rather than a conventional landscape. His works, based on notions of colour and mark making, are at once macroscopic and microscopic. Olsen’s understanding of the Australian environment was revolutionised by a visit to Lake Eyre in 1974 when central Australia experienced the largest flood in 500 years (Hart, 1991: 133). The nineteenth century explorer’s dream of an Inland Sea had become a living reality.

‘Lake Eyre’ (1975) shows the lake in full flood seen from an aerial perspective that collapses in on itself down the right hand side of the painting. The vertigo created by the distorted perspective captures Olsen’s stated feeling of ‘standing on the edge of a void’ (Hart, 1991: 133). The ‘void and the ‘edge’ are important components of Olsen’s work, where his calligraphic, busy line work meets vast empty spaces. The influence of Oriental philosophy and art becomes apparent. Olsen’s ‘void’ is more akin to eastern contemplation and meditation than Friedrich Nietzsche’s western notion of the void as an abyss that consumes and obliterates. These notions existed in Olsen’s work before his visit to Lake Eyre but here he found a unique environment with which to express his visual language.

By accompanying natural scientist, Vincent Seventy to Lake Eyre, Olsen learnt to perceive the processes of an ecosystem in minute detail. Seventy’s scientific processes corresponded with Olsen’s creative processes which both involved close investigation and a more distant view of the bigger picture. These investigations involved excursions that traversed the lake by vehicle, boat and plane. At one stage their boat capsized and sunk. This event is mirrored in Olsen’s painting, ‘Lake Eyre’ (1975) where a whirlpool of dark blue at the centre of the lake coincides with a cryptic statement by Olsen that the lake is ‘an unconscious plughole of Australia’ (Hart, 1991: 133). Olsen visited the lake over the next three years as the water disappeared down the proverbial plughole to return to the norm of a simmering desert salt lake.

Many of Olsen’s images are bordering on the bizarre, such as “Arrival at the Void’ (1975). At the base of the image is a stick figure that looks part human, part bird turning to gaze back at the viewer. Perhaps this is Olsen portraying himself in a state of awe in wonder of nature, wanting to become part of it. Behind this figure is an inverted shore and horizon line that draws us up into the image where a radical distortion of perspective and perception occurs with a bird’s eye view appearing in the sky. The lake is reflected in the sky, mandala like, with the frenetic activity of wildlife radiating up and out of the picture plane. This image indirectly relates to a quote by Olsen (in Hart, 1991: 156) where he states… 

‘conventional European compositional devices… would be totally inadequate to this landscape. I am inclined to the Taoist solution, i.e. to infer a world without end, a frame put across an endless flux and give the impression that the artist is part of that.’ 

Olsen’s work with Seventy in observing the ecology of the land as a collaboration between artist and scientist is echoed in the work of Mandy Martin who often collaborates with people outside the field of art to gain a holistic perspective of the environment and human intervention.

Mandy Martin’s work has often included ecological and environmental concerns. She lectures at the National Institute of the Arts (ANU) where she is involved with the Environment Studio that addresses such concerns. Martin’s recent publication ‘Land$cape: Gold and Water’ documents the impact of the Cadia Hill Gold Mine on the Lachlan River watershed, part of the Murray/Darling Basin. The project is about the ‘short term benefits of mining against the long-term benefits of protecting bio-diversity and natural habitat and valuing landscape for its aesthetic qualities’ (Martin, 2003: 4).

In her Gold Series exhibition, Mandy Martin displayed a series of one hundred small canvases ‘half painted in a gold palette, the other half in a copper palette of the mine’ (Martin, 2003: 11). From that series, ‘Not in arCadia ego’ (2002) confronts the reality of living next to a huge open cut mine that functions day and night. The aesthetic of landscape is disrupted by noise and light pollution as well as the physical degradation imposed by mining. This painting in a ‘copper palette’ utilises tailings, sulphide slurry and mica to create a startling image that alters an apparent sunset into a demonic, ever consuming monster firing the night sky.

The ‘Land$cape: Gold and Water’ project involved lecturers and students from the Australian National University, local writers, artists, scientists and representatives of the local Wiradjiri people. An astonishing contribution came from Sarah Ryan of Sustainable Ecosystems CSIRO, who produced a ‘gold footprint’ analysing the hidden costs to the environment to produce one gold ring. As Sarah Ryan states (in Martin, 2003: 41), one gold ring comes from:

‘ten tonnes of rock removed, five tonnes of rock ground into a fine powder, 120 buckets of fresh water used, nine hundred kilojoules of energy burnt, enough green house gases produced to fill a large living room, destruction of the vegetation, living organisms and visual landscape of a newspaper sized piece of land… On the plus side we have $18 of economic benefit, forty minutes of employment and some measure of pleasure and satisfaction in owning and wearing the ring.’

ABORIGINAL AND NON-INDIGENOUS RELATIONS: Finding Common Ground.

A connection between Indigenous and Non-indigenous relations can be found in the notions of ecology and place. Contemporary notions of place relate to ‘human experience, feeling and thought… personal and cultural identity is bound up with place’ (Tilley, 1994: 15). Contrary to the proclamation of terra nullius that stripped the land of meaning therefore justifying open cut mining of important sacred sites. The concept of environmental sustainability is an attempt to preserve or restore land that in turn sustains us. Aborigines have always understood that survival in the driest continent on earth involves an understanding of place informing land management practices.

In recent history, as illustrated by the Gove Land Rights Case, Aboriginal people have been exposed to exploitation from International Corporations who have no vested interest in conservation. A new approach is needed to Indigenous relations, environment, sustainability, economic growth and individual consumption to relieve pressures being placed on Australia’s ecosystems.

Art is an area where Aboriginal and Non-indigenous relations are being explored. One of the first major exhibitions to do this in Australia was ‘SPIRIT + PLACE’ (1996-7) at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney. It is now common in Australia to view Indigenous alongside Non-indigenous art. The 2003 Clemenger Award for Contempory Art, at the Ian Potter Centre, was won for the first time by an Aboriginal artist. The bark paintings of Western Arnhem Land artist Mawurndjul were chosen for their ‘physical presence and the immediate and lasting impact’ (Judges comment).

Astonishingly, even though bark paintings have been created for Western viewers for over fifty years, new works in this medium still continue to fascinate art critics and novices alike. Gerry Gill stated in a recent lecture that Aboriginal art shows us something that we are lacking; a strong cultural and spiritual connection to the land. He went on to state that Aborigines through their art are attempting to teach us to be different from the way we are. Therefore much Aboriginal art is a dialogue aimed at addressing ‘settled’ Australians in an attempt to be understood.

In the book, ‘Saltwater: Yirrkala Bark Paintings of Sea Country’ (1999), Djambawa Marawili states, ‘rituals and ceremonies… define our spiritual affiliations to the land, it helps to understand the land to gain insight. Just like this book for the non-Aborigine’ Aborigines understand the power of expressing and teaching through images as they have always used symbolic imagery to tell stories. Now they are directing their stories at us as well, to learn their indisputable connection to the land. Their knowledge of country transcends the Western concept of place. As Stephanie Radok editorialises in a 2002 issue of Artlink devoted to place, ‘local understanding of climate, vernacular and geography, the beauty and depth of the intricate knowledge of place is something that Aboriginal art expresses effortlessly’

Contemporary theorists, as a way of explaining the ability to ‘read’ the land, have brought a new term of landliteracy into the vernacular. Ray Norman states that landliteracy ‘calls into question interdisciplinary demarcations, understanding of home, perceptions of land and how we might experience place’ (2001: 10).

Therefore, cross-pollination between disciplines such as science, art, history, anthropology, sociology and Indigenous knowledge in relation to place could see a unique vision develop for Australia’s future. As Germaine Greer wrote recently, ‘Australia will be truly self-governing and independent only when it has recognised its inherent and ineradicable Aboriginality’ (2003: 72).

Australia would benefit greatly from creating land management practices that would ensure no further loss of biodiversity and the preservation of ecosystems. Aborigines have developed a belief system where land rights are ‘accompanied by clear responsibilities for conservation or resource management’ (Mulligan & Hill, 2001: 237).

These practices illustrate the Aboriginal term ‘Caring for Country’ that is still practiced in Arnhem Land where clan groups maintain close connection with the land. The non-Indigenous counterpart, ‘Landcare’ seems to reference the Aboriginal term, but is a somewhat band-aid attempt at restoring damaged ecosystems. A fundamental difference is that ‘Aboriginal systems of land tenure start with a concept of belonging rather that ownership’ (Mulligan & Hill, 2001: 237).

The concepts of ecology and ecosystems could enable settler Australians to develop similar understanding of the land that Aborigines maintain. As ecologist Paul Ehrlich states, ‘Familiarity with basic ecology will permanently change your worldview. You will never again regard plants, microorganisms and animals (including people) as isolated entities’ (1986: 13).

Australian ecologist, Jamie Kirkpatrick (1999: 35) has stated that ‘Aboriginal knowledge is vital in properly managing biological diversity’. Therefore scientists are seeking to learn from Indigenous people about maintaining the Indigenous flora and fauna. If the majority of Australian’s had a similar view, there would be a greater sensitivity in dealing with the fragile environment and a greater interest in growing native gardens rather than the ubiquitous rose garden.

There appears to be a growing trend towards an Australian greenness shown by the increasing popularity of the Green Party and environmental attitudes. Kirkpatrick (1999: 35) reflects that this may be due to an ‘Aboriginal feeling of oneness with the land that has permeated into the general consciousness’.

Settler Australians may have appropriated Aboriginal closeness with the land but until a treaty is signed, we cannot pretend that reconciliation has been achieved. Even though the proclamation of terra nullius has been overturned by the High Court, many land claims have been left unresolved in the eyes of displaced Aboriginal people wanting to reconnect with their homeland.

Aborigines continue painting to show the rest of Australia their connection to the land and the interconnectedness of all things. In the case of coastal and islander people, land rights do not include sea rights. In response, ‘Saltwater: Yirrkala Bark Paintings of Sea Country’ shows works in the tradition of the Yirrkala Chuch Panels that state Aboriginal people’s political and environmental rights. The struggle continues… 
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