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Art and Artists

Aboriginal acrylic painting is easily viewed on the web. The weblinks listed below include work of artists and art centers mentioned in this book.

Art Centers

Desart, Alice Springs, Central Desert http://www.desart.com.au

Ikuntji, Haasts Bluff, Central Desert http://www.ikuntji.com.au

Jirrawun, Wyndham, Kimberley http://www.jirrawunarts.com

Mangkaja, Fitzroy Crossing, Kimberley http://www.mangkaja.com

Waringarri, Kununurra, Kimberley http://www.waringarriarts.com.au

Warlayirti, Balgo, Western Desert http://www.balgoart.org.au

Warmun, Turkey Creek, Kimberley, http://www.warmunart.com

Warnayaka, Lajamanu, Central Desert http://warnayaka.com

Public Collections

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra http://nga.gov.au

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/

Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au

Museum of Contemporary Art http://www.mca.com.au

Art Gallery of West Australia http://www.artgallery.wa.gov.au/

Art Gallery of South Australia

http://www.artgallery.sa.gov.au/agsa/home/Collection/

Queensland Art Gallery

http://qag.qld.gov.au/collection/indigenous_australian_art

Musée du quai Branly, Paris http://www.quaibranly.fr/en

AAMU, Museum of Contemporary Aboriginal Art, Utrecht http://www.aamu.nl

Artists

Agnes Armstrong http://www.waringarriarts.com.au

Paddy Bedford http://www.jirrawunarts.com;http://cs.nga.gov.au

http://www.moragalleries.com.au/pbedford/

Julie Dowling http://cs.nga.gov.au

http://www.artplace.com.au/CVs/julie_dowling.html

Peggy Griffiths http://www.waringarriarts.com.au

Lily Nungarrayi Hargraves http://warnayaka.com

http://www.stephanieburns.com.au/LilyHargreavesNungarrayi.html

Ricardo Idagi http://cs.nga.gov.au

http://www.vivienandersongallery.com/artists/ricardo_idagi/ricardo_idagi.html

Emily Kame Kngwarreye http://cs.nga.gov.au

http:www.nmagov.au/exhibitions/utopia_the_genius_of_emily_kame_kngwarreye/

Tracey Moffatt http://cs.nga.gov.au

http://www.roslynoxley9.com.au/artists/26/Tracey_Moffatt/

Eubena Nampitjin http://www.balgoart.org.au http://cs.nga.gov.au

Makinty Napanangka http://cs.nga.gov.au http://www.japingka.com.au

Dorothy Napangardi http://cs.nga.gov.au http://www.aboriginalartcoop.com.au/

Judy Mengil http://cs.nga.gov.au http://www.waringarriarts.com.au

Phyllis Ningamara http://www.waringarriarts.com.au

Kathleen Petyarre http://cs.nga.gov.au

http://www.gallerieaustralis.com/aspx/kathleen_petyarre.aspx

Rosie Napurrurla Tasman http://warnayaka.com

Clifford Possum Ttapaltjarri http://cs.nga.gov.au

http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/media/archives_2004/clifford_possum

Judy Watson http://cs.nga.gov.au

http://qag.qag.qld.gov.au/collection/indigenous_australian_art/judy_watson

Yuendumu Doors http://www.aboriginalartonline.com/regions/yuendumu-doors.php
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Warlpiri artists—from left, Rosie Napurrurla Tasman, Myra Nungarrayi Herbert, Lily Nungarrayi Hargraves, and Molly Napurrurla Tasman—pose for publicity shots before a dancing ceremony at the College of Fine Arts, Sydney

Peggy Griffiths, Waringarri Arts
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Writing on Art

No writing on art is ever solely “about” the work it purports to translate, but rather makes of the work an element in its own material. Theory has its own aesthetic, and produces its own crisis. It creates another intelligibility, out of a specific collision of philosophical and artistic materials.

Writing about art does not mean that theory is simply imposed on art, or that artistic ellipsis is merely subjected to critical scrutiny. When theoretical representation attempts to master artistic representation this way, it is most blindly in the grip of its own transferences, and its object typically eludes it.

An example of this is given in this book: the apocalyptic theory of the End of Art that torments philosophical aesthetics. It has been my pleasure to analyze this through the deflating example of Aboriginal acrylic painting and its seeming abstraction.

The figure for theoretical writing is abstraction, rather than mastery. Part of my point in writing about artistic abstraction is to continue writing about how we can understand theoretical writing itself as an abstract genre. (I developed this discussion at some length in Genres of Philosophy). As John Rachjman observes: “To transform the picture of what it is to think abstractly is to transform the picture of the relations abstract thought may have with the arts” (1995:16).

If the figure of theoretical writing is abstraction, the figure of critical writing is responsibility, not mere judgment. One purpose in writing critically about art, especially Indigenous art now, is the possibility of engaging the political, in its moment of emerging as a legible demand.

The example given here is the case study of contemporary Aboriginal art that, in being also law, has produced its political demand as painting. The aesthetic acclaim for this painting has forced recognition of “Real World” rights such as native title to land. The genre of critical writing can uniquely respond to this emerging; it can name it and identify it, it can represent it, in political as well as philosophical senses of the word.

This is not thereby a book “about Aboriginal art,” or not only about it. In deploying the genres of theoretical and critical writing in a discussion of this painting, in its specific time and place, I have sought to illustrate the habit of representations generally—of words and images—to produce real value.

To adapt a slogan: aesthetics precedes ethics. It is the power of images to make a reality that becomes increasingly visible as the contemporary scene becomes more dominated by images (of which artistic images are only a small part). And judgment emerges from the values created, as part of their production. It is toward understanding this ontological conundrum that this writing on art is directed.

 

Four old Warlpiri women artists and their daughter, granddaughter, and great-granddaughter came down to Sydney from Lajamanu on the edge of the Tanami Desert, for a workshop to paint their jukurrpa, their Dreaming.

We set them up in a studio on the top floor of the College of Fine Arts, with a deep balcony and a view to the harbor. They had yards of Belgian linen, liter bottles of acrylic paint, brushes, and bamboo skewers with which to make dots. They were paid by the hour and the resulting paintings they retain as a collection.

This research project invited them to share some women’s business through painting some of their traditional designs for our instruction. The results are part of the material that created this book.

Other research and fieldwork were performed over five years in several outback art centers, in international museums and art fairs in Paris, London, New York, Washington, D.C., and Munich, and using the national collections of Aboriginal acrylic painting in various Australian galleries. I spoke with many Indigenous artists, their gallerists, art center advisers, and anthropologists in that time.

This book looks at what art means now, in the global context. It does so through the remarkable case of Aboriginal Desert acrylic painting. Fine art and Indigenous art, applied arts and artifacts—even museums—are dictated by markets that give them value as objects of exchange. But art in Western cultures which fund these markets is also felt to mean more than mere money. The story of the exchange of cultures implied by the success of Desert painting is the subject of this book, but the moral is broader: no less than the significance of the cultural and psychic investments in images per se.

This book explores the politics of producing art within a global economy that shapes international forces and events. It visits different locations in the “Real World,” from the Tanami Desert to the Musée du quai Branly, from Bon Marché to the Smithsonian, from Dachau to the Sudan. It traverses the experience of desert communities, where making art is the only alternative to living on welfare, to show how we occupy different positions in the “Real World” of global capital. It explores the history of Aboriginal Desert art in its connection to other recent global histories of dispossession and cultural genocide.

This book explores the inspirational quality of Aboriginal acrylic art as it exceeds the markets. And it observes the vivacity of images, those of Western photojournalism no less than those of fine art or indigenous artifact, that take us beyond exchange.

 

From colonialism to the United Nations, from abstract expressionism to photojournalism, I cannot bring together the art and politics of this moment without grasping the dominant Western aesthetic of the Real World.

The Real World is a shopping mall, a conceptual space in which people and objects from different cultures encounter each other in such a way as to respond. But this response does not mean the same thing to each person involved. Different responses have different consequences for the viability of this space.

There are more and varied meanings in the plurality of postcolonial worlds than were previously imagined. Some of these meanings are misunderstood; some are contradictory. Some of them are incompatible with others, sometimes violently conflicting. Culture is now only observed in the plural, is only ever a comparative event.

And yet, at the same time, globalization imagines one world, a world of signs and indicators with universal translation. Many of these are economic.

The empirical sciences entail cultures of “realism” that permit the same interpretation across different worlds. This realism assumes a one-size-fits-all rationality that is most clearly articulated in international law, trade relations, and human rights.

I came to this conundrum through going shopping with Lily and Molly, Myra and Rosie; and more generally, through the case of Australian Aboriginal acrylic art. But it applies to many other kinds of sacred, many varieties of “indigenous,” many different markets.

Through the specific case of Aboriginal painting, this book asks: How does the image today cultivate each of us to fit the Real World?

It matters at this moment in the study of indigenous art to focus on the operations of Western desire, on the “Western eye” that looks on the remarkable difference of this work as proof of its “cultural authenticity.”

To quote Jim Clifford, we need to return to indigenous art objects “their lost status as our own fetishes,” whose resistance to classification “could remind us of our lack of self-possession, of the artifices we employ to gather a world around us” (quoted in Myers, 2002:17).

It is not that the West cannot know the mystery of these works—that is the form of the fantasy itself, of a mystery that must necessarily be unknown. It is, rather, what is known by this art in its Western reception. It is the peculiar suitability of cultural difference for the category of mystery that emerges, strictly analogous with the mystery of nature and wilderness.

These mysteries come from the same place and time—the “Real World” of the twenty-first century, already technologized and rapidly globalizing. This is from where the echoes of other times and places are heard, as precious revenants, or as genuine gifts in an uneven exchange of ontologies.

In this book, I look at diverse figures: batik-making in adult education classes, the genesis of acrylic paints and the physiology of color; the violence of Australian “settler invasion” on the Aboriginal world and the assertion of law in painting; and abstract art and the mocking of the Western tradition in the artistic commodity.

These are all sacred exchanges. The sacred, as “being bearing meaning” (Kristeva and Clement, 2001), is one key to the production of value, as I hope this array will show. Art, through its access to the plasticity of aesthetic ordering, shows us that production in miniature, under laboratory conditions, inside a cordon sanitaire erected around it to protect it from becoming too real.


Art

Utopia

Utopia is a desert community in outback Australia, renowned for a group of remarkable Aboriginal artists. The women from this station are especially known for their acrylic painting and their batik: names like Emily Kngwarreye, Kathleen Petyarre, Gloria Petyarre, Minnie Pwerle. Utopia is 240 kilometers northeast of Alice Springs, accessible only by four-wheel drive.

The name, Utopia, is apt, conveying the engagement of Aboriginal Dreamtime with a legendary aspirational space in European lore. Utopia captures the difference between European and Aboriginal notions of time and place. It renders the irony of Aboriginal life in postcolonial Australia, and the violence of European settlement that through malice and misadventure threatened to destroy Aboriginal cultures.

The story of how the Dreamings were revived and reinvented as icons on the international contemporary art scene is a utopic one in many ways. For some in the European world, it is indeed a utopia in which one becomes an artist in order to make a living. In 1994, as Vivien Johnson describes it:


In a population of seven hundred people, of whom more than half are young children, there are more than a hundred practising artists at Lajamanu, a statistic indicating a degree of artistic ferment that few places outside of New York could boast.

By the end of the 1980s, there was not a general store in any of the dozens of small communities dotted across the vast expanses of the Western Desert that did not stock paints and canvas to supply the local artists. (Johnson 1996: 41)



Every adult member of Western Desert Aboriginal society had a heritage of culture and training in the jukurrpa or Dreaming. This entitled them, as she observes, to embrace the vocation of artist: “and the way things were going, it looked as though they just might” (ibid.).

Dreaming

Kathleen Petyarre paints her Mountain Devil Lizard Dreaming canvases in a fine veil of dotting that resembles aerial photography of her Anankhere country. Christine Nicholls characterizes the presence of the Dreaming in Petyarre’s canvases in this way: “Underneath the screen of Kathleen’s very fine dotting the Dreaming exists as a barely tangible, shadowy palimpsest, overwritten, in effect, by the surface colours and movement” (Nichols and North, 2001:14).

But the English word dreaming is a poor translation of the Aboriginal concept that it attempts to name. Different words in different Aboriginal languages are called this Western state of unconsciousness: the Yolngu word wangarr, the Warlpiri jukurrpa, and the Arrernte (Aranda) altyerrenge. But Dreamings are not unconscious so much as a different kind of consciousness, a metaphysical apperception that permeates the physical world.

Spencer and Gillen first translated the Arrernte word as “Dreamtime” in 1896 (Morphy 1998:67–68). They justified this by noting the word altyerrenge was used of “events associated with ancestral beings in mythic times and to representations of those times.” The word alteyerra was also the word used for “dream,” and the suffix –enge signified possession: so, “Dreamtime” (ibid.).

But it would be wrong to see the word Dreamtime as a literal translation of an equivalent term in all Aboriginal languages. Some Aboriginal people dislike its connotation, since “the Dreaming” is “not a dream but a reality,” as they put it (Morphy 1998:67–68). Unlike altyerrenge, the Yolngu word wangarr, from Arnhem land, cannot be translated literally as Dreamtime, and Yolngu feel the connotation of illusion demeans the place of wangarr in culture.

To speak of Petyarre’s canvases as representing Dreaming stories forecloses questions that Aboriginal philosophies open in suggestive ways. Morphy has argued: “The concept of the Dreaming, a uniquely Aboriginal way of placing people in time and space, forces one to think differently, and in a less linear way, about the relationship between form and creativity in art” (1998:4).

Western understandings separate the subject from its objects, but Aboriginal Dreamings appear not to work like this. I say “appear” because I am acutely aware that, my thought having been given to me via the categories of Western life, I am unlikely ever to inhabit a world in which I am not separated from my objects by my thought. This is a condition of my Western subjectivity, and thereby of my ontology.

Nevertheless, I am familiar with objects that complicate this view, even in the Real World. The leading example would be my body, which (borrowing the sentiment from Valéry) belongs to me a little less than I belong to it. I can imagine the possibility of inhabiting the world differently when I experience the heat of a desert day, for example. Traveling in the outback, “going out to country,” involves a physical immersion that I cannot comprehend merely by viewing a map.

“Country” is a translation of an Aboriginal concept much larger than nature, land, or place. It is enriched with both archetypal and social meanings, and imbued also with the deep sense of belonging that knowledge of the Dreamings conveys. Rosalyn Diprose writes of this Indigenous philosophy in terms of the closest Western analogue, contemporary work in the phenomenological tradition. Emphasizing the aspects of subjective perception that underscore our own knowledge (in this, drawing especially on the thought of Merleau-Ponty), she observes: “Where I see footprints in sand Kathleen Petyarre sees the mountain devil lizard, the mountain devil lizard Dreaming carving up the dirt and creating a world of meaning as it wanders through the land” (2006:33).

[image: image]


According to her authorised spokesperson, Christine Nicholls, Petyarre makes a direct correlation between her navigation of the landscape with her family through childhood, and her expression of the landscape of the Dreaming in painting [Diprose 2006: 38]. Nicholls suggests that the artistic expression of Petyarre’s spatial knowledge of the landscape is due to an “ability to reconstruct, from memory, detailed and accurate mental maps” of the terrain of her childhood [Nicholls and North 2001:7], so accurate that her canvasses of the landscape bear a remarkable resemblance to aerial photographs of the terrain [Ibid.].



The phenomenological understanding that Diprose details allows for another inflection. She suggests that Petyarre’s expression of the Dreaming is not a mental map, but rather a transformed echo of her bodily orientation toward, and expression of, country. “Through her inheritance of meaning of the Dreaming through dwelling with the elders and through her simultaneous bodily navigation of the land, Petyarre has herself become the mountain devil lizard dreaming.”

 

Through the concept of dreams, of course, I can capture a sense in which the world is experienced differently. Whitefellas dream, too, and some are troubled by their dreaming. Dream states are not commonly regarded as a kind of thought in Western culture. Yet a tradition of valuing the insights of dreams can be found; in The Interpretation of Dreams(1900), Freud goes so far as to map the rhetoric of the dream as a meaningful but encrypted style of thought.

Perhaps the salient aspect of the psychoanalytic understanding of dreaming for appreciation of the Aboriginal Dreaming is the way in which the material world of objects and events is invested with meanings for the dreamer, as expressions of desires and fears. But there is no need to turn to psychology to find the deep intelligence of this reflection, since the artistic genres themselves carry that necessity. Dance and drama, music and architecture all require a different mode of interpretation from a literal text or a realistic image.

“Spencer and Gillen’s photographs of ceremonies in Central Australia show just how transforming the body art of Australia is, and how easy it is to imagine that the dancers are manifestations of the ancestral beings as they were when they emerged from the earth” (Morphy 1998:91). The character of these beings “is almost ineffable, grasped only for the moment. In their most concrete form they can be seen embodied in the form of the landscape and in the birth of a child, but the ancestor moves on and the child grows old and dies. They exist, in essence, as an idea, as a creative force that touches many different things and appears in many different manifestations, but which cannot be reduced to any one of them. It may be for this reason that ancestral beings are often portrayed not so much by figurative representations of objects that occur in the natural world as by more abstract geometric forms” (ibid.).

This seems to describe an aesthetic. The Dreaming emerges as an ordering of sensations and impressions into a scene that “makes sense.” It does so as a living practice.

As Jennifer Biddle points out, “even the most sympathetic accounts of Petyarre’s work, … juxtapose canvasses of Petyarre’s with representations of the ‘real’: cartographic maps, ‘iconic’ translations; photographs of red country and mountain devils” (2006:61). While acknowledging the political salience of these cultural keys, Biddle argues that the effect of the “generic” Dreamings of Petyarre’s later work (and of other Utopia artists such as Emily Kngwarreye) is to insist “on the productivity of painting itself as an autonomous materiality” (ibid.:63).

These works, she writes, “bring the Dreaming into being. Ancestral potency arises within these paintings and is actively produced by them. … This textuality does not point or defer. The energy emanating from these works is inescapably immediate. Viscerally-charged and haptically exuberant, Petyarre’s work is above all else, affective. These paintings incite and excite” (ibid.:64).

The challenge presented by the Dreaming is not one of a mysticism opposed to a social history. Writes Morphy: “The recent history of Aboriginal art has been a dialogue with colonial history” (1998:4).

As Morphy has said of the acrylic art: “The paintings missed out the stage of being primitive art altogether and became almost overnight part of Australian contemporary art” (ibid.:315). “Batik designs were part of Emily Kame Kngwarreye’s heritage as much as the body designs that influenced her later paintings. Western Desert art … is a dialogue between the present and the past in the context of the ever widening world in which people live” (ibid.:316).

Aboriginal graphic displays are “embedded in ritual and ceremonial activities which are in many senses economic exchanges” (Michaels 1987:138). “Designs signify, among other things, rights: to songs; to myths; and to the land and its resources that they depict and celebrate.” Petyarre’s art is formed inside the European art scene, as much a product of it as of the Dreaming. The synthesis of Aboriginal Dreaming practices with European “economic realities” is the genius of Aboriginal acrylic art.

Petyarre is steeped in the law of Anankherre Dreaming, but lives sometimes in suburban Adelaide. Emily Kame Kngwarreye had a similarly traditional education, but became a modernist celebrity in her last years. They demonstrate this synthesis, by picking up the threads of the Dreaming law in the means offered desert communities for economic survival—batik painting, and later, painting with acrylics on canvas.

Kngwarreye’s and Petyarre’s paintings are precisely not “painting traditional Aboriginal designs,” but enact an aesthetic of the impossible collision of Aboriginal and European worlds in the artists’ time and place. These canvases are new Dreamings, sensations of contact with Western orderings that provide a rich artistic provocation in the work.
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Desert painting generally represents the adaptation of Aboriginal culture to meet the Western world view: the transposition of sand and body painting from the ground of ceremony to the picture plane of canvas and acrylic paint. The Western Desert acrylic art became the first Aboriginal art to be recognized alongside other Australian art as a serious, contemporary event of style.

Its acceptance is partly due “to the art’s remarkable similarities to modern Western abstract painting” (Sutton 1988:90). The ontology of signs is expressed in the art—“the Aboriginal artist generally seeks to create reductive signs for the things represented” (ibid.:37, author’s emphasis)—which is thereby “conceptual” rather than “perceptual,” as much writing as painting. In the iconography, the sacred meanings of the world can be both displayed and encrypted. The status of Aboriginal art as “an iconic religious form of landscape art” (ibid.:81) links it to a visual logic that Western eyes have been prepared for.

Questions of belief and truth are also meaningful for modern Western abstract art. But there are some ways in which the Desert paintings—the ontology of the Dreaming that it expresses—maintain a perplexing distance from the postmodern. This is shown, for example, in the deceptively simple exclamation made by Sutton’s Aboriginal friend: “The land is a map!” he says (Sutton 1998:19).

The stories of the Dreamings are as close to law and theology as they are to the poetic; they express a deep epistemic relation to the land that in traditional life created both social structure and legal entitlements. The painted expression of Dreamings does not decorate, but rather mobilizes, a realm of intelligibility that produced the Aboriginal world.

As Eric Michaels has written (specifically of the Yuendumu art), “These paintings make the claim that the landscape does speak and that it speaks directly to the initiated, and explains not only its own occurrence, but the order of the world” (1987:143).

There is something fortuitous in the Desert art “looking like” abstract art, “modern art,” at the same time as it arises under and gains its celebrity in the genre of “indigenous art,” which is precisely not modern, as far as the map of the artwork commodity goes. That fortuity tells us something important about the creation and reception of art, as it does about the creation and reception of political categories like “indigenous.”

It is fortuitous that this interest meets in Desert painting, whose works show the scars of Indigenous contact with European culture, at just that time when these two categories might be said to have unsettled each other. Not that the exchange was ever equal, but there was finally beginning to be an exchange, where there had previously been nothing but the imperious exercise of exclusion (art versus artifact, civilized versus “primitive” where “primitive” belongs to that Eurocentric discussion in which Western artists were measuring themselves, initiated versus uninitiated, art theory versus ethnography).

This fortuity is intensified by Kngwarreye, Petyarre, and others also entering into the category of “woman artist,” since that celebrity itself has unsettled the traditional categories of “the artist” and “artistic genius,” as it has confronted “traditional art” (Battersby 1989). An indigenous woman artist painting very large abstract canvases might be an important incongruity.

So, an indigenous art and a feminist politics, indigenous politics and feminist aesthetics, collide in the placement of this work and its viewers now. Moreover, these spheres collide in the work itself.

It might be held that the lack of figuration in their recent work has nothing to do with the moving beyond figuration that just happens to coincide with it in modern art. To understand this fortuity as more than a superficial—even cynical, albeit profitable—error of appreciation, one needs better to understand what it might mean to experience cross-cultural exchange and what it would be to appreciate a work of art.

Abstraction

The canvases of Abstract Expressionists like Mark Rothko belong at the forefront of what it is to paint “abstractly” in the cultural imagination. Rothko’s milieu is still adjacent to the contemporary: the work does not look “old”—but all the same, it looks like “fine art.”

Further, Rothko’s painting still exercises a fascination over respectable criticism as well as over populist blurb. Rothko attracts the piety of high art appreciation—a seriousness that may be deserved but that is not accorded to every art historical moment. Indeed, Rothko may stand as the epiphany of Western abstraction because of his “imageless images,” fields of color that assert only a “logic of sensation” (Deleuze 2003).

The preoccupation in Western contemporary art with itself grows out of the metaphysical consequences of a loss of meaning. It is hard not to ally this with the narcissism of colonialism, which by the middle of the twentieth century, when Abstract Expressionism became an identifiable movement, was a view of the world coming under increasing pressure.

The Abstract Expressionists were familiar with the “primitive” art available to New York buyers at that time. They, like other European artists such as Picasso, saw aesthetic value in it and admired it by emulating it. But the difference between what they were doing with these motifs and what earlier artists had done, as they saw it, was immense.

Whereas styles and figures were adopted to decorative effect by many artists, the Abstract Expressionists imagined they painted from the same place—that they respected, and moreover shared, the spiritual mission of the indigenous artist. In a manifesto, Gottlieb and Rothko declare, against a formal notion of abstraction, that “the subject is crucial and only that subject matter is valid which is tragic and timeless. That is why we profess spiritual kinship with primitive and archaic art” (Tate Gallery 1987:77–78).

But are the Dreamings “tragic and timeless,” according to this imagined affinity with them? The translation of the Dreamings from the sand and the body to the picture plane has metaphysical consequences—it reveals the potential of these marks to become abstract. Where they may have been lived—imbibed through the treading out of the ground in ceremony, or wedded to the skin—on canvas the design can be visualized and scrutinized. Perhaps an epistemological crisis starts here; the virtual is opened, and with it the prospect of simulacrum; the assertion of title to country is raised simultaneously in its dispossession.

Or are these works, on the contrary, free of the transcendental? Revealed as a painting event that, like ceremonies and other cultural “business,” occurs every time in time and space, as familial, economic, and without irony even in its forced encounter with the picture plane?

Is the Abstract Expressionists’ claim to “spiritual kinship” merely a Western avarice-nostalgia for forms of society that never were, a colonial privilege that came complete with the Jungian warrant to raid a collective unconscious and assume title to every culture?

Aboriginal artists would be unlikely to corroborate the claim to kinship. Their abstraction lays claim to title to country—being able to make the marks shows knowledge of a law whose provenance is given by the ability of the initiated to paint it. Painting is a claim, but its entitlement is an effect of the artist’s embodiment, not of his or her appropriation.

Terry Smith speaks of a transformation of the whole task of the interpreter of the abstract, brought on by Aboriginal artforms, toward “a struggle to grasp what its template was; that is, what it began from as a representation.” He reflects on the resulting thought of painting as “the space [that] came into being in the making of the mark itself” (Smith 2006:36).

But abstraction in twentieth-century art theory develops a grandiloquent narrative about the end of art, which ends in adopting abstraction as the metaphor for intelligibility and the crisis of meaning. These modernist views of abstraction have in turn been challenged in postmodernism; John Rachjman refers us to Deleuze’s “logic of sensation,” in which abstraction emerges as a possibility that must be “rethought along several lines at once.”


The gross exclusive opposition between figurative and abstract loses its centrality, and a good deal of its interest, in favour of kinds of pictorial space, and the kinds of figurability they permit. For images or figures are not created out of nothing to match with external models; they “come into being” from a compositional space which always departs from visual coordinates, creating strange new sensations. Abstraction is thus not in the first instance to be understood as the emptying of illusionist space of figures and stories; it is, rather, a sort of “sensation” of this other larger sort of abstract space which precedes and exceeds it. (Rachjman 1995:21)



This seems to fit the case of Desert painting well. To understand these canvases as abstract in this sense would be to understand them to be initiating the meeting of European and Aboriginal as a kind of painting. The paintings in their different projections of pictorial space can resuscitate the figurable from a crisis in which it could be said to have been unrepresentable, irresolvable. The crisis is, literally, a “conflict of laws”; Aboriginal law in contest with English common law, which has subjugated but not annihilated it.

Rachjman argues that chance is the essence of the abstract. In the fortuity of Desert painting, its coincidental “looking-like” is a coincidence occurring in “irreversible time.” It is chance originating not as probability but as irrevocability. The “chance” effects of individual canvases—effects that are not by any means accidental, nor are they accomplished by chance, in that they require a high degree of technical control to execute—speak directly to the process by which Aboriginal life has been irrevocably altered through the violent encounter with the colonial.

Striking Color

Painting with acrylics on canvas has not only brought abstraction, it has brought with it an “explosion” of color, into Desert art. It defies, as Judith Ryan notes, “mythical preconceptions that the quintessential colors of Aboriginal art are natural ochres” (2004: 98).

Ryan likens it to the impact of Fauvism on the evolution of Modernism in early twentieth-century Europe. And the importance of the color in Desert art takes place in this context, challenging further the distinction between “primitive” and “modern.” The challenge is to elucidate the context.

The contagion of color in Aboriginal art is more than a happy accident. The romantic assumption that the old artists are untouched by modern banalities such as air travel and magazines, and that even if known to them, these visualizations would be alien to “their culture,” is as naïve as it is patronizing. Outback Aboriginal communities are deprived in many ways, but not of the mass media images that enculture us all.

You can watch television in the outback (CAAMA, the Central Australian Aboriginal Media Association, has been making Aboriginal content since the late 1970s); there are weekly scheduled commercial flights into the Western Desert. You can buy a copy of Women’s Weekly and TV Times at roadhouses on the Stuart Highway. The clinic and the church disseminate their own versions of modern life in pamphlets; the school art room has poster paint along with views on what a painting ought to look like.

Traditionally, Aboriginal people produced pigments and tints from plants, seeds, and rocks, which they also traded with other groups. But the use of the full range of the acrylic palette, which is itself the material of an industrial chemistry and history, signs up to the Western history of color, whether artists know it, intend it, or desire it. Which only goes to show that in this respect Aboriginal artists do not differ from other artists who are directed by the manufacturing process, and given many of their possibilities through the modern manner of providing materials, in tubes or bottles from art suppliers.

Color has always carried its material meanings. In the time of the guilds, European artists used “ultramarine” on the robe of the Virgin and the patron where it could signify precedence, since being made from lapis lazuli it was a costly pigment. Diane Young observes that the seasonal colors used in some painting by Mutijulu women signify temporality. Eric Michaels notes the Karrku red, named after Mt. Karrku, where the ochre is found, can carry a reference to this country in Warlpiri work. And Yves Klein famously patented various blues, imbuing them with property, as well as color, values.

The pleasure of color has been cultivated for the contemporary viewer by a rich engagement with it by artists over a century of modern art. Color has its theory from Kandinsky, Mondrian, and Matisse to Klein, Hodgkins, Rothko, and Agnes Martin. I may know nothing of this and yet still succumb to the historical effect when I see on the canvas what was put there for me to find.

Historical survey seems to show no unanimity across cultures on how many, and which, of the colors are primary. Color theories abound, from the four-colored palette of the Greeks to the “color without theory” empiricism of the twentieth century. In John Gage’s engrossing study of color and culture, a history is given of these changes in views on color and how they have been influenced by both the theoretical and practical concerns of artists, scientists, and philosophers.

The development of a chromatic idiom belonging to the West, and indeed to contemporary Western art, attests not to essential color qualities but to a thoroughly contextualized sense of “hue” in any culture. Experimental psychology fails to demonstrate a universal symbolic scheme for colors, but hue and tone, like timbre and tonality, develop, through bodily experience, into systems “like a language” in a structuralist sense.

 

Color evolved metaphysical alliances, commonly contrasted with line, design, or form. This distinction refers back to Aristotle’s between form and matter. Traditionally, the vivacity of colore can obscure the disegno, generating tension between the recognition of color’s capacity to flesh out the artist’s idea or usurp it.

In the West, the feelings of color, like other feelings, have long been given to women: to wear and otherwise to embody as visual signs of desire. So color has commonly been associated with the feminine in art history. The relationship between disegno and colore as one of gendered opposition originates in antiquity.

There is evidence that color is the innovation of Desert women’s art in particular. Whether by its different lineage as tourist art or from the lesser attention initially paid to the women’s painting as fine art, the color of canvases like Eubena Nampitjin, Makinti Napanangka, or Judy Watson slips into an associative train of thought already anticipated in the Western viewer, although it may be unrelated to gender distinction in Aboriginal lore.

In the twentieth century, many Western artists experimented with color as a way of expressing the experience of looking. Merleau-Ponty tells us that “Cézanne abandons two-dimensional perspective for a whole period of his career because he seeks expression through color.” And, following Cézanne, one can think of Delaunay, Rothko, Chagall, and Bacon, to name just a few, for whom color was a characteristic approach to the visual.

Art movements like surrealism, cubism, and modernism challenged the self-evidence of the senses, and color played its part in this.

The limit of color as a compositional element may have been reached with the “color without theory” practitioners, who replace shape and figure in composition with color, as a route to abstraction. More than this, it emerged as abstraction itself, and expressing the same paradox as Clement Greenberg noted for abstraction: “Something given independent of meanings, similars or originals; content is to be dissolved so completely into form that the work of art cannot be reduced to anything not itself” (quoted in Harrison and Wood 2003).

Color as abstraction had self-reference in terms of the autonomy that Greenberg outlines, but also expressed a salutary self-absorption, in creating pure painterly expressivity on a material plane. Color was abstraction’s element, at least as painting; the possibility of both substance and form. As Matisse described it:


That effect of color has real power…. So much power that, in certain lights, it seems to become a substance. Once when I found myself in the chapel, I saw on the ground a red of such materiality that I had the feeling that the color was not the effect of light falling through the window, but that it belonged to some substance. This impression was reinforced by a particular circumstance: on the floor in front of me there was some sand in a little pile that the red color was resting on. That gave me the effect of red powder so magnificent that I have never seen the like in my life. (quoted in Gage 1993:212)



In Albers’s Homage to a Square or Noland’s stripes, the attempt was made to neutralize form in favor of the pure material of color. But Gage argues they were only partly successful, in that the contribution to the color relations on the plane made by the shape of the stripe, square, or chevron was overlooked. “The regular repeats and hard edges of this motif inevitably affect our perception of the colors by simultaneous and successive contrast; and this ultimate coloristic style of painting shows us that, as in the past, color and form are inseparable” (1993:256).

The growth in interest in color as substance also came from the direction of science, as empirical psychology and industrial chemistry. “Color without theory” resisted this proliferating scientific and critical color theory with the attitude that, in painting, color belonged not to the scientist but to the artist. Ironically, this attitude was described as “empiricist.” The intuition was that “painting by eye,” like playing by ear, was properly artistic, and that color application need not be directed by exterior ideology. As Frank Stella declared, “Thinking about color abstractly hasn’t done me any good” (Gage 1993:268).

An ironic reversal in the colore-disegno opposition is seen in the production of works from the Kimberley region in Western Australia, where artists like Paddy Bedford, Freddy Timms, and Rover Thomas use traditional ochres as if they were acrylic paint. In the giant color fields of a Freddy Timms, for example, the abstraction refers to contemporary art while it is the color itself, the ochres of the region, that references country. The colore carries forward an Indigenous past, while disegno cries out to the contemporary Western moment.
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This is a highly complex gesture, politically and aesthetically. It conveys the paradox of a continuing practice of the Dreaming, in which postinvasion events like the Bedford Downs and Ruby Plains massacres enter into ceremony alongside older stories of country. The production of this art as large-scale, museum-quality canvases aimed at the high end of the contemporary art market commands political as well as artistic credibility for the Aboriginal postcolonial experience.

The Real Power of Color

“Blue is that which prompts me to look in a certain way, that which allows my gaze to run over it in a specific manner. It is a certain field or atmosphere presented to the power of my eyes and of my whole body.” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 210)

Although we can measure colors as particular wavelengths of light, this does not completely capture the experience of them, and it cannot tell their whole story (as the long debate on color in philosophy attests). The sensation of blue is not just knowledge of a certain standard or convention. This is because color is an interaction between the body and the world. Seeing colors depends not only on the wave-lengths of light (which follow the spectrum) but also on the absorbing properties of the surface, the light in which something is viewed, and the context of other colored shapes around it. Not only physicists but artists, photographers, and industrial chemists are familiar with the paradoxical effects of color. Merleau-Ponty discusses experiments that suggest colors cause us to respond with muscular action (moving toward red, away from blue) even before we have registered what we are looking at. Some have been tempted to declare fundamental universals in color and its effects, but John Gage, in his survey Color and Meaning, demonstrates the variety of color ideas in history, and hence the significance of context. As his last chapter on synaesthesia research suggests, this contextual sensitivity extends beyond the borders of “ideas” into our bodies as cultural products. “The history of synaesthesia suggests that the very senses themselves, which have generally been thought of as bodily functions, are not exempt from, or are by and large the products of, cultural conditioning” (1999:268).

The astounding directness of Desert art can be attributed partly to its strong color effects. But if color ideas are contextual, then how are they also communicative across cultures, so as to make this art, composed from an esoteric sacred knowledge, delight the Western eye?

Research with aphasics has shown that color has an effect on the nervous system before it is perceived cognitively: “I clenched my teeth, so I know that it is yellow” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:211). At the same time, Gage acknowledges that association, especially word association, also plays a part in the observed effects of color, at least for European subjects.

An example of this from the history of Desert art is striking; the “earth” palette adopted earlier in the movement (probably on the initiative of art advisers of the day) served to signify the art as “primitive” in the 1970s, even if it also referenced the real context of ochres, sand, and charcoal.

Conversely, the exuberant mauves, scarlets, blues, and oranges of the more recent Aboriginal acrylics signify something contemporary, and indeed the pleasurable contradiction of a “modern primitive” art. Part of the excitement generated by this art is this juxtaposition, suggestive of cultural resilience, and even of the renaissance of tribal identity in a world beguiled by this possibility.

The affective movements solicited by color are highly valued in the Real World. Through advertising, commercial art, and couture, we are trained in color affects but usually only subliminally. Without a language for them, we are only affected.

Color can take us back to the precognitive and even the preperceptual, to an archaic layer of sensation readily associated with the oceanic, the prelinguistic and the maternal. By this route, color becomes a vehicle for the spiritual. Without a plausible language of the spirit in the Real World, bodily responses including affects are more mysterious, and indeed come to signal the place of mystery. This materialism is the sacred of the Western modern.

Sensory animation is an important consolation in this embodiment. The preperceptual effects of color become generalized to the whole aesthetic effect. Working from Francis Bacon’s wish that his art should “work directly on the nervous system,” Deleuze elaborates this aesthetic effect as a “logic of sensation” (2003, 36).

The color effects in Desert art work not so much to convey an understanding of the Dreaming as to animate an experience of the sacred. This may be why the art is so successful across cultures: the art is sacred, since it produces an auratic domain. And these effects, felt as sensations, deepen into political conviction. Fred Myers comments, in Painting Culture: The Making of an Aboriginal High Art:

“I understood what the painters said, of course, but I would never have anticipated the effects they had in producing a recognition of their value and power across cultural boundaries. They have contributed to the accomplishment of land tenure security, of establishing a significant identity for those whose Dreamings they are, and they have made a kind of aboriginality knowable to those who view them. In this way, they have evidenced the power they were said to have” (2002:361).

How Painting Began

Before Emily Kngwarreye began painting, she had been introduced, like other desert women, to the craft of batik-printing on fabric. The traditional designs work well on cloth, and the innovation of using wax with a paintbrush, as the Utopia artists did, created a distinctive effect.

This was as part of adult education classes held across Australia in the 1970s. The enthusiasm for batik was not restricted to Indigenous communities, but passed through community centers, holiday camps, nursing homes, and schools like a willy-willy, or desert wind, accompanied by tie-dyeing and candlemaking for all.

It might be thought that this engagement of Central Desert art with batik-painting was an encounter with another “indigenous” craft tradition. Batik was customary to Indonesian groups, who used the technique of dripping wax as a resist onto cloth and then dyeing it. It began as an anthropological curiosity, like other artifacts in the colonial world. But it was not as a cross-cultural exchange of scholarly self-consciousness that batik came to be made in the Australian desert.

Balinese batik came back to Australia as the ubiquitous shirt or sarong in the 1970s, on the back of the developing tourist trade. Like package holidays, the adult education classes that taught batik-making were not about high art, but the commodity of “leisure,” sold in digestible time-slices to an increasingly prosperous middle Australia.

Adult education was not about democratizing anthropology, and batik-making had no designs on producing fine art. The activities of tourism and art classes were aimed at consumers, not producers, as ways to stave off aimlessness and to fill in the time that was not commandeered to productive or reproductive labor, or consumption.

Examples of the batik cloth made by Central Desert women artists are now held in the collection of public galleries and displayed as one moment in the art history of the movement (for example, National Gallery of Victoria 2008). Likewise, Balinese theater and design have also become the subject of ethnographic reflection—for example, in the interest shown in the gamelan orchestra in contemporary cultural studies.

But the claim that “batik emerged as a dynamic new form of Aboriginal art during the 1970s and 1980s” (National Gallery of Victoria 2008) is made with the benefit of hindsight. At the time, the naïveté of adult education was only one of the many historical “accidents” that have been productive in the making of Aboriginal art. In Papunya Painting: Out of the Desert, John Kean, involved in the early days of Papunya Tula, the first painting mob, deals optimistically and not euphemistically (as is the trend in the market) with the ways in which the evolving of a style was not so obviously a destiny at the time. The works “were often painted in confusing circumstances permeated by cultural misunderstanding. None of us who were involved in the painting movement at that time could have known the influence that these paintings would go on to have” (Johnson 2007:15).
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And Vivien Johnson comments on genuinely material effects directing the development of the art, for example, of the available canvas sizes, and gallery protocols for palette and scale. “The idea of trying canvas as an alternative arose from logistical shipping considerations, but its introduction had far-reaching artistic consequences” (Johnson 2007:31).

Aboriginal acrylic painting “began” at Papunya with the Honey Ant Dreaming mural, as a rebel act by Pintupi male elders desperate to protect their country and driven to put aside the secrecy of law to do so.

Geoff Bardon gives an account of the beginning of the painting style, as the whitefella mentor who assisted it, in Papunya: A Place Made after the Story (2004). His engagement with Aboriginal designs started with the children, since he was the art teacher at the settlement school. Using litho paper and powdered poster paint mixed with PVA glue, he tells of encouraging the children to express their own stories. There was an availablitiy of these basic materials at Papunya, strangely enough, considering the absences of other basics of life, such as shelter and cash.

It matters perhaps that the way toward a humane possibility in the space between Aboriginal and European cultures opened through the school. The same was seen later in the painting of Yuendumu Doors at the school in Yuendumu, and from the same impulse—to communicate, to a generation that had never known it in its traditional iteration, the cultural bond of country (Michaels 1987).

From his account, it seems that Bardon first understood himself to be offering the balm of creative expression to a group of men whose self-respect was being damaged by the circumstances of settlement. Bardon provided them with a means to communicate their own estimation of themselves—a radical gesture from the European toward the Aboriginal, yet the stock-in-trade of the art teacher toward his or her students.

The result was incidentally “landscape painting” and “sacred art.” It would be just as legible today as “art therapy” or a community art initiative. Bardon taught the Aboriginal artists as he would no doubt have taught other art students, to work up their own visual language. They responded so remarkably that he must have been highly gratified. He showed them the possibilities of painting on boards and canvases, engaging their visuality with the picture plane.

It was from here that the students taught the teacher—demonstrating how capably they already imagined “in abstract,” in abstraction, having got hold of the surface as the kind of projection they were accustomed to making in other media like ceremony, dance, and song. They produced, as Bardon described it, “aphorisms of space.”

The canvas became a rendering of a hypothesis, an idea or “diagram,” to adopt Deleuze’s terms (2003). But the artists had no need of Deleuze—their metaphysical capacities came from a quite other tradition, from the observation of difference and repetition, and the virtues of translating between genres, from image to story, and between dimensions, from space (design) to time (ceremony).

Bardon supplied the materials for this enterprise—the paints and the surfaces—and in doing so, he provided its terms. They were realistic terms, because they allowed the painters to come together as artists, to form a school and then a movement, predicated on making visible the kinds of Aboriginal expressions that remained vivacious enough to inspire, even despite the earlier history of attempts to subdue them.

But Bardon’s terms made the movement a renaissance of sensibility, not a revival of a “primitive art.” Its “high art” potential developed from its neologism: Western art materials, new visual languages, renderings on and of the picture plane. In particular, the style was uniquely fitted for the new materials of acrylic paints. These plastic, synthetic, ultramodern media were first made available to fine art painters in 1963 in the United Kingdom; Howard Hodgkin and David Hockney were making acrylics acceptable to the fine art market when the Australian Aboriginal painters were introduced to them.

Acrylic was a medium belonging to the commercial art world; to the world of synthetic polymers and industrial chemistry, to the worlds of cheap, durable student art supplies, suitable for mass distribution. This paint had the right kind of genius to parallel the Desert art movement. It could adapt a view of the Australian landscape to hyperreal color, evoking the phenomenology of the desert country and accentuating the non-realist visions of its spare but extraordinary landforms like Uluru, the Macdonnell ranges, the saltpans of Lake Mackay. Its plastic possibilities—quick drying, malleable, water based—could form a painting practice for the Desert painters where conditions made more traditional fine art media, like oils, unsuitable.

Albert Namatjira had painted in watercolor. As a colorist he cannot be faulted, but it is evident that the dominant techniques of washes and sketches did not lend themselves to breaking away from the compulsory realist perspective that dominated Australian landscape art. And oil paint, the currency of Western fine art, dried too slowly for use in a bush camp, where painting is done on the ground among the dust, the kids, and the dogs. The application of oils needs to be elaborate and specialized in order to achieve satisfying results. It is also expensive. In short, oil paint was a material for the cognoscenti.

Acrylic could cue “art education,” but it might also cue “contemporary art.” The special resonances of this new material collaborated with the new artists in a rich and surprising way, making possible a new genre.

To code Desert art as “authentic culturally” is a fetishizing of what is nevertheless a unique self-assertion of cultural sensibility. The dreary earth palette of “authenticity” might obscure the violence of colonization, cover over the way this art movement sprang from a time when these tribal people were forced into camps likened to penal or concentration camps, for the stated purpose of cutting off their traditional ways of life.

And while the terms of this self-assertion involved the commodification of the art market, and the adoption of Western art practices of visualization and materials, it was all the same a production of value, and not a simulation of it.

Papunya: A Place Made after the Story conjures the conditions of the Papunya camps in the early 1970s as violent and terrible, places of de facto imprisonment and subjugation.


There were vicious fights among the various tribal groups, and the enforced stay and attendant idleness at the camps and absence of game nearby were only the beginnings of the terrible enemy of all the people: drunkenness … which could rage through the camps like a fire day and night, and seemed to incite many men and women to a particularly terrifying violence. …Packs of dogs, both owned and unattached, roamed the dusty tracks and there were appalling diseases such as hepatitis and meningitis from which many children died; from your flat at night you would sometimes hear the screams and lamentations of the old or young, dying or being mourned, among the myriad star-like fires of Papunya glade, and I must say it was a strange and often terrible world. The people of the Welfare Branch said to me so often that I beheld a living museum, and an overarching thought among the teachers and administration was that not only Aboriginal culture but the Aboriginals themselves were set in a death-mould and that nothing in this world would save them…. As the red dust blew along the tracks of this death’s mask of a settlement, death was always in your waking dreams. (Bardon 2004:8)



Those who deny that cultural genocide was taking place in the “assimilationist” policies and practices of the 1950s–1970s need to consider the similarities between Papunya and the work camps of Nazi Germany or the Stalinist gulags. There was a clear intent, in the policy that rounded up these people on the basis of ethnicity, and left them far from home in hostile country without meaningful employment, income, community, or assistance, to make their cultural survival highly unlikely.
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What Bardon’s story also emphasizes is the tremendous stirring that coming together to paint the Honey Ant mural became for the Pintupi. For them—but also for himself—it had the proportions of a renaissance.

His poetic narrative highlights the way in which the revivification of the designs was a rediscovery of culture, and of cultural pride, too. There is no doubting the critical importance this had for desert people, who were little better than interns at Papunya at the time.

Bardon paints his own picture, of racial hatred in the camps, in the disturbing accounts of the behavior of administrators toward their charges. Yet Papunya Tula remains today, in its durability, a touchstone for Aboriginal communities. “The term ‘title deed’ perfectly sums up mid-to late 1970s painting” (Johnson 2007:32) and many Aboriginal groups have followed, being able to reference their ownership of country through the knowledge of these designs. Stories of Papunya’s enduring emphasize the speculation of its venture throughout the 1980s, by no means the accomplished fact it now in hindsight appears. All of this makes the way it finished up for Bardon sadder—by 1972, he left Papunya a broken man, under the pressure of white obstruction and black mistrust. His departure left behind the question, could anything have been done in that corrupted space that was not tainted with the racism, colonialism, contempt, and avarice that dominated the European action in relation to Aborigines? Could there have been an altruistic gesture by a white man? Or was Bardon’s assistance in the production of Desert art the next step in colonizing, taking the culture, too?

 

It has been remarked that the resistance to the revealing of traditional law, by other groups like the Warlpiri language group (one of the largest in the desert area), allowed Papunya Tula a fifteen years’ start on the others to win market share (National Gallery of Victoria 2006).

[image: image]

This strange crossover of sacred law, political necessity, and marketing opportunity continues in the art center movement today.

In a report undertaken by Desart, the association of Aboriginal art centers, the lack of interest within many art centers in developing markets, meeting existing demand and quality control, and generally treating the art as product, are put down to the difficult social setting in which they work. It seems not to be a value for the stakeholders who the report addresses that the art center would be run solely for the cultural expression of the communities.

This is because the government money has been granted to art centers as part of policies for economic development. Australian governments have not historically funded cultural resilience. There are also many signs in the Australian setting that governments do not fund Aboriginal strength, but only weakness. Your culture can survive as long as it will fit on a teatowel.

Yet treating art centers as businesses cuts close to the bone, as does expecting Western business practice in the outback in the wake of dispossession and conquer. It is not that the Australian taxpayer does not “have a right” to see funds acquitted properly—it is just that the taxpayer has not taken the board out of its own eye. The enormity of the debt in the other ledger, the one that would calculate the value of traditional ownership of the land, just makes such petty bookkeeping grotesque.

The “community” in community art centers also sets up the dissonance with European practice; the “art” is a collective property, much more like what the European regards as “science,” yet the marketability of it creates the irony that in some desert communities the best source of employment is to become an artist.

What happens when Tommy Watson becomes so famous that the art center needs him, more than he needs it, to be an artist? Given that Central Desert art, although it “deserves to be regarded as a movement” (Landmarks), lapses into a political cause just as readily, then Tommy Watson becomes obligated in a way Mark Rothko was not, to the community that bred him. His celebrity and his social responsibilities flow from his Aboriginality, differently from Rothko’s émigré past, because painting the jukurrpa was first and foremost a collective strategy for cultural survival and spiritual integrity, in country turned hostile.

In Bad Aboriginal Art, Eric Michaels remarks on the absence of criteria for judging Aboriginal art that would make it possible to build a credible place as “fine art” for the work, in art history or in the art market (Michaels 1994). Since the essay was written in 1988, there has been a development in the critical appreciation of work at the “gallery” end of the market. (See, for example, Bardon 2004; Nicholls and North 2001; Myers 2002).

What are the emerging criteria for judging of this genre? Can one say, for example, of “carpetbagging” canvases produced in bulk in the Motel Nancy in Alice Springs, or on private properties around the area, that they are not “good” paintings? A lack of luster can be seen in some of this work, a repetitive cursory feel, and laziness of technique. In galleries throughout Australia’s cities there are canvases authenticated as Petyarre or Kngwarreye that are far from the luminescence of their museum-quality canvases. But can one yet enumerate the qualities that make this judgment more than just a matter of personal taste?

Michaels does not attempt this aesthetic or art historical task; he raises a few challenges for it, however, that are instructive. A critical perspective that gave this art its due would need to be able to meet these challenges, in order to judge the art on its own terms.

The different place of the artist in Indigenous culture, and the valuing of the perpetuation of tradition, means that authorization, rather than authenticity, is the issue for Indigenous people. As Michaels puts it, plagiarism is not possible for the Warlpiri, and theft is the greatest threat.

This flies in the face, as he argues, of the entrenched European value of the signature which accords a canvas a place in a series based on the individual artist whose style it exhibits, thus interpolating it into the currency of the tradition and thereby of the market.

Because cultural knowledge is owned differently in Indigenous contexts, the “hand of the artist” is differently valued. It is usual, for example, in Indigenous art production for relatives to be involved in undertaking much of the work, such as the in-fill of dotting, making the owner of the Dreaming more akin to an art director than a painter in European parlance.

This analogy is not coincidental, since the design tradition of Indigenous Australia took place alongside ceremonial activities—what we might identify as the involvement of painting in theater, opera, or dance production. But of course this is counterposed to fine art—“museum art”—in the Western version of the art world. While Diaghilev is acclaimed as a genius, it is Picasso who is the currency of it.

Of course there are models in the Western art tradition of the collaborative style of production, too: from the studios of the old masters to Andy Warhol’s factory, in the practice of artists such as Jeff Koons and Patricia Piccinini, and the traditional collaboration of master printers with printmakers in etching and lithography (for example, in the work of Helen Frankenthaler).

The “myth” of cultural purity and the valuing of Aboriginal art primarily as “art of the other” (in the style of the Musée du quai Branly) seriously occludes its aesthetic qualities. These arise from its neologism, borne of the meeting of traditional designs and contemporary materials, of Aboriginal and European cultural production specifications.

But the central difficulty Michaels identifies for a critical practice emanates from the “mise en discours” through which Aboriginal paintings are positioned for sale in contemporary markets. The work is represented as authentic in its sacred tradition, and true to its “enabling” Dreaming story. This peculiarity confounds an aesthetic valuation of the work as fine art. The anchoring of the painting in its cultural context restricts its generalization as the Kantian universal prized as “art for art’s sake.” These values may be clichéd, and may be even incoherent, but they still underwrite the prestige of fine art in Western culture.

Many paintings in the European tradition, too, require an understanding of mythology for their appreciation. And speaking of cliché, nothing could be more romantic than the story of genius in da Vinci or of suffering in Van Gogh. But it is an enabling fiction of modernism, at least, that the image can stand alone—and of postmodernism, that it must, like the text without a guarantee of an author.

To “stand alone” like this, an artwork must be carefully balanced on the cultural prejudices of the time. To be Untitled, as opposed to merely obscure, a canvas must be precisely positioned within its milieu. We can see the developing of this positioning in the twenty years since Bad Aboriginal Art.

The use of a narrative to legitimate an image marked the passage of the art from ceremony to canvas. At the beginning of Aboriginal art’s crossing from the anthropological to the art historical, these stories were seen as necessary to establish the art as worthy of collection. Yet now, as the genre is becoming established in auction houses and public collections, nationally and internationally, we see admiration focusing on those paintings that no longer burden us with their reference but simply represent the enigmatic surface of a venerable culture.

The first paintings came from the need of the Aboriginal elders to convince the Europeans of their entitlement to their land, while persuading their own children to keep faith with the traditions. “The situation I worked in at Yuendumu demonstrated unequivocally that the Warlpiri painting I saw, even if it accepts the label ‘traditional’ as a marketing strategy, in fact arises out of conditions of historical struggle and expresses the contradictions of its production. This is really where its value and interest as ‘serious’ fine art lies; furthermore, it may also be the source of its social legitimacy” (Michaels 146).

The claim that the genre would be judged increasingly on “the contradictions of its production” seems borne out by subsequent events. The popularity of the work, as seen through the demand for group and solo exhibitions of the genre, emphasizes the contrasts between new materials and techniques (“Abstract Expressionism” ubiquitously cited) and “the oldest continuing tradition in the world.”

The catalog for the 2006 exhibition “Dreaming Their Way” at the National Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington, D.C. puts the contradiction this way: “Most public museums have struggled to understand how contemporary Aboriginal art fits in to the story of world art. For museums with an emphasis on social and cultural history, Indigenous Australian art can be considered to be aesthetically based and market focused. Conversely, art museums often categorize the work as ethnographic and anthropological” (Price and Nicholson 2006:16).

It flies in the face of traditional contexts, but for the purposes of contemporary Indigenous acrylic art, display and dissemination are the point. Sale of the canvases is the desired end, publishing the image as a claim to title over land. Economic survival, title to land—these are the dominating conditions of Aboriginal Australia.

The image is no less a property claim in Indigenous as in European law. But today, while customary law may be acknowledged, it is not observed. Anyone anywhere can “own” a Dreaming image, although they may never seek or be given the knowledge it represents. Indeed, it may not be representable as proposition at all. The designs prompt a marking of awareness, by bringing to awareness a bodily familiarity with desert experiences through a shorthand of signs. The Dreaming stories, in their appearing partly as mnemonics for carrying cultural formations, are fetishized when constructed as “narrative” by the anthropologist or critic.

Fred Myers contributes to an understanding of how the movement came to be so successful, by describing the different “producers” of meaning in the art—the painters, the art advisers, the purchasers. This approach works, because the meanings are and have been quite different for the different groups, and yet in a kind of relay action have stimulated the “making of an Aboriginal high art” (Myers 2002).

Myers’s stories about being in the field are more interesting, and telling, than his attempts to think the place of ethnography in postmodern global culture. Perhaps his proselytizing is provoked by Eric Michaels’s attack on him in “‘If all anthropologists are liars …’” (Michaels 1994). The critique Michaels offered there, of Myers’s earlier work on the Pintupi, was that, for all his focus on the forming of subjectivity and the meaning of events in the subjective lives of his subjects, Myers does not find a way to reflect on his own subject formation in this process. And, as such, although it has a postcolonial veneer, Michaels finds his work still prey to the problems that beset anthropology as a privileged “view from nowhere.”

This disturbing question about the subjectivity of the “white Aboriginal studies scholar” is more than evident, and ongoing, across the field, not only in scholarly papers on culture offered by anthropologists. Testimony is offered beyond academic audiences to the land councils and courts, establishing real-time economic benefits to the Indigenous. Anthropology has been the great white gatekeeper in Australian Indigenous politics, whose role has been intensified as the missions faded and the legal-bureaucratic apparatus developed to apportion indigeneity.

The traditional Aboriginal groups maintaining active cultural links to country, almost by virtue of this link, do not speak, let alone write, English well enough to negotiate this apparatus alone. Anthropologists speak for them, and make a considerable personal investment in these groups to do so.

Myers, for example, attests to this when he reveals the day-to-day snippets from his “fieldwork” living with the Pintupi people. By his own admission, the recording of the Dreaming stories behind the paintings was a job he took up in order to “make himself useful.” In effect, it gave him a position in the group from where he could receive cultural knowledge.

The “interpreter” of paintings that apparently required interpretation for sale, would have a strong entry point into cultural matters that were otherwise closed to outsiders. Myers is able to relate the way circumstantial matters affected the way he did this job of “translating” and the slips and errors along the way.

A persisting subtext in Myers’s narrations is the tendentiousness of the Aboriginal engagement with him about this knowledge. The Pintupi know it means something, to him and to them. They are aware that he needs exclusive knowledge to be thought an expert on them, and they need “their” expert to narrate their stories of entitlement. Myers’s idea of a fine-grained account of the different producers of meaning in the field of Aboriginal cultural observation is a promising perspective, especially including scrutiny of the most authoritative of those producers, the ethnographer.

Examples of cultural research with explicit subject projections for the ethnographer include Eric Michaels on observing the beginnings of Warlpiri painting on the Yuendumu Doors (1987) and Jennifer Deger’s involvement in the media projects of Yolngu in Shimmering Screens (2006).

But one aspect of the art that Michaels’s assessment of its fine art potential does not take into account is its “pictorial logic,” a consistency within the projection of the images themselves that solicit admiration for the rendering of something as painterly. The emerging “giants” of the genre have captivated this painting space through techniques that belong to the visual alone, whatever their reference and “back-story.” In art criticism of Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri, for example, or Emily Kngwarreye, this work is finding its way into capitalized Art on the strength of its visual and haptic projections.

This may have been inevitable, given the difficulty of interpreting this work from an informed cultural perspective; very few art critics are also versed in Aboriginal lore. But the effects of the paintings themselves, their creating of exciting “pictorial facts” (Deleuze 2003:160), allows this genre to slip the noose of the anthropological and ethnographic and produce new terms for its judgment.
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