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Introduction

Sarah Scott, Helen McDonald, and Caroline Jordan

DOI: 10.4324/9781003284765-1


This book of original, previously unpublished essays is about visual art that is a tangible effect of collaboration and dialogue between Australian First Nations and non-Indigenous people. The themes are currently at the forefront of public debate in Australia, as they coincide with the newly elected Labor government’s pledge in 2022 to implement the Uluru Statement from the Heart. The First Nations-authored document calls for a First Nations Voice to Parliament in the Australian Constitution and a Makarrata Commission for truth-telling and treaty-making.1 The government has promised a referendum on the Voice in 2023, which will call on all enrolled 17 million Australians to vote to support the changes recommended in the Uluru Statement.

Visual art is playing a substantial role in Australia’s processes of truth-telling and reconciliation. The Uluru Statement itself is a visual artefact, on which the written text is surrounded by collaborative artwork led by Maruku artist, Rene Kulitja, and painted by Mutitjulu artists. It is not surprising that, for today’s First Nations people in Australia, visual art is an important means of expression and communication. Ancient Aboriginal art is everywhere, inscribed into the continent’s vast rocky surface and bearing witness to deep human history. As Yamatji academic Stephen Gilchrist, the curator of the exhibition Everywhen: The Eternal Present in Indigenous Art from Australia (Harvard Art Museums, USA, 2016), explained,


The past is not inaccessible to Indigenous people. It is instead part of a cyclical and circular order. Indigenous conceptions of time rely on active encounters with both the ancestral and natural worlds, and these dynamic relationships find expression in artistic production.2



Despite the violent disruption caused by the British invasion and its ongoing aftermath, First Nations people have continued to make art, often referencing the traditional techniques and motifs of the past within new cosmopolitan circumstances.

The political push for the Voice recognises that societies built on colonialism, such as Australia’s, have a responsibility to acknowledge historical wrongs and failures and to make a space for listening to their First Peoples. When dealing with the creation of Australian visual art that is entangled with the legacies of colonialism, as this book does, an historical perspective is not arbitrary but necessary. While the book does not claim to provide comprehensive coverage, it traverses the period from the British invasion that began in 1788 through nineteenth-century settler colonialism and twentieth-century modernity and modernism to now. In several chapters, words with the prefix ‘re’ activate the past in the present: revision, re-evaluate, reclassify, reinterpret, recontextualise, reclaim, reinvent, restore, repatriate, and, in a curatorial context, rehang. The sometimes fretful, sometimes liberating, back-and-forth movement between the past and the present, which these words infer, conveys the urgency and perhaps the inevitability of having to undo the poisonous legacies of racism and colonialism.

The idea of cross-cultural exchange can imply hierarchical binaries – black/white, Aboriginal/settler-colonial, First Nations/non-Indigenous – empowering the settler-migrant Australian over the native Australian. The term crosscurrents in the title of the book avoids such fixed oppositional binaries. A metaphor belonging to water seems more appropriate to describe the fluid coming together of cultures in visual art: the confluence or mixing, turbulence or effervescence, contamination or purification of ideas, beliefs, and affects between Australian First Nations and non-Indigenous artists and art forms.

Similarly, there are pitfalls in the subject-object hierarchy of the one-who-sees and the one-who-is-seen, an imbalanced power dynamic familiar to feminist art historians in relation to images of women. The European visions of the non-European other, explored by Bernard Smith in his classic European Vision and the South Pacific (1960 and in print ever since), were not always grounded in actual real-life encounters. Crosscurrents avoids the genre of ‘representations of’ in favour of exploring ‘artworks by’ that are the product of in-person cross-cultural exchange. The further back in time an art-making encounter occurred, the harder it can be to find the direct Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voice within it. Yet precious visual objects and images exist that have their own stories to tell. The chapters explore how these encounters implicitly and explicitly affected the processes and production of art. They uncover patterns of influence, new aesthetic formations, hybrid artforms, and productive artist-centric relationships. Some chapters chart modes of collaboration, including the diachronic passing down of customs, rituals, and influences in visual art from one culture or generation to the next, while others offer a syncretic analysis of dialogue, including the distortions, destructions, and reversals that occur when visual cultures clash or collide.

Although Crosscurrents falls short on 50/50 First Nations/non-Indigenous representation in authorship, it plays a part in documenting a broader imperative in the Australian artworld to engage more Indigenous curators and academics and to increase the number of Indigenous-led exhibitions and gallery spaces. On her dramatic resignation from the Art Gallery of New South Wales in 2011, Arrernte/Kalkadoon curator Hetti Perkins called for this need to be addressed as a collaborative process: ‘It’s not about politics. It’s about how we can work together to make the art gallery the institution it should be and could be’.3 In 2014, Stephen Gilchrist argued for a more radical and separatist Indigenous-led approach to curation:


tactics of separatism, fractioning and de-centring are surely more radical options than attempts at integration, where involvement is invariably concessional and ultimately marginalised … an assimilationist strategy within the museum can dilute the politics of colonization and mitigate the register of dispossession that is thematically present in much Aboriginal artwork.4



Building has since begun on First Nations-centred cultural institutions: Tarrkarri: the Centre for First Nations Cultures in Adelaide, the National Aboriginal Art Gallery in Alice Springs and Ngurra, the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Cultural Precinct in Canberra. First Nations curators have gained prominence with the success of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art triennials at the National Gallery of Australia, initially conceived and led by Gurindji/Malngin/Mudburra curator, artist, and academic, Brenda L. Croft. Croft’s Culture Warriors, 2007, was followed by Kalkadoon curator Carly Lane’s Undisclosed 2012, followed by Gulumirrgin (Larrakia)/Wardaman/Karajarri Tina Baum’s and Hetti Perkins’ Ceremony 2022. In 2021, Wiradjuri/Celtic artist Brook Andrew became the first Australian First Nations artist/curator of a Sydney Biennale, with his show Nirin.

In addition, there has been a series of collaborative curatorial exhibitions over the past decade on the theme of cross-cultural exchange. Sovereignty (Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, Melbourne, 2016) focused on the art of First Nations peoples in south-eastern Australia ‘alongside culturally and linguistically diverse narratives of self-determination, identity, sovereignty and resistance’.5 Colony: Frontier Wars (National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, 2018) put a spotlight on the Australian frontier wars, exhibiting Indigenous and colonial art together. Belonging: Stories of Australian Art (National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 2020) featured a rehang of their colonial art collection alongside the gallery’s Indigenous art. Many state galleries have adopted similarly radical curatorial strategies in re-thinking their permanent Australian art collections, breaking up chronology and mixing categories, such as art and craft. In 2022, collectivism, collaboration, and dialogue in mostly non-Euro-based art were the themes of Documenta 15 in Kassel, Germany. Kamilaroi, Kooma, Jiman, and Gurang Gurang artist Richard Bell’s Embassy installation established a central presence in what Terry Smith has described as ‘the most significant of the contemporary mega-exhibitions’.6

Crosscurrents has taken shape amidst this vibrant cross-cultural industry of Australian First Nations art. The chapters are organised around the themes of collaboration and dialogue. Chapter 1 by Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll and Maree Clarke and Chapter 2 by Catherine Speck and Vanessa Russ are collaborations in themselves, structured as conversations between a First Nations person and a non-Indigenous person. Carroll and Clarke speak as both artists and historians about their shared art-making experiences. Hence their art history is, in Carroll’s words, artist-centric. The chapter explores the ways political struggles for cultural recognition have absorbed the historical knowledge about art practices in south-eastern Australia, thus allowing new Aboriginal possum skin cloaks, eel traps, and kopis, or skull caps made for mourning, to be made by Clarke and others. Themes of death and cultural revival are drawn out through examples from the exhibition Maree Clarke: Ancestral Memories (Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia, 2021). Clarke used a nineteenth-century possum skin cloak held in the collection at Museum Victoria to spark the cultural revival of the making of the cloaks through workshops held across Australia. Carroll asked, ‘Is there healing in conversation and collaboration?’ leading Clarke to talk about the kopi-making workshops in which both First Nations and non-Indigenous people feel the weight of grief on their heads through wearing the kopi they have created. Clarke states that collaboration is ‘an amazing thing to do, just to hear different people’s stories and perspectives. Things are things, but it’s about those conversations that take place’.

In a conversation with art historian Speck, Russ, a Ngarinyin/Gija curator and academic from the Kimberley in Western Australia, talks about her experience as associate director of the Berndt Museum of Anthropology. The museum was founded by anthropologists Ronald and Catherine Berndt at the University of Western Australia (UWA) in 1976 and has an outstanding collection of cultural material that the Berndts assembled during their careers. When Russ was appointed in 2016, she was the first Aboriginal person to become head of the collection. She speaks of her commitment to audience engagement and access by Aboriginal communities, as well as the problems she faced. These include storage and display difficulties, which limited access to the collection by communities and impeded the proper museological management of the collection, and a university culture that is resistant to the protocols relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art. Russ and Speck discuss how Indigenous curatorship differs from Euro-American models, the cultural responsibility of such positions, the importance of working with the relevant elders of the community, and how best to navigate the art/anthropology divide. Russ bravely and passionately explores all these issues, despite her position having been terminated in 2019 in a climate of budgetary and organisational change at UWA.

In Chapter 3, Nikita Vanderbyl reflects on her personal role as collaborator, liaising between principal parties in the buying and selling and repatriation of artworks by nineteenth-century Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung leader, William Barak. Vanderbyl worked as both a catalogue writer for the auction house Sotheby’s and an advisor and fundraiser for descendants of Barak’s community, who feared the prospect of their heritage being sold at an international auction for prices beyond their reach. Further exploring the idea of collaboration from an historian’s point of view, Vanderbyl argues that Barak gifted his art to members of the white settler-colonial elite (such as the de Pury family, who originally acquired the artworks put up at auction) as a form of cross-cultural diplomacy. Vanderbyl contrasts the value systems underpinning the prestige art market for Aboriginal art with the value attributed to Barak’s cultural objects by the community, and their arguments for the importance of bringing them home.

Chapter 4 by Darren Jorgensen and Chapter 5 by Martin Edmond examine the way Aboriginal artists in South Australia in the early twentieth century deployed imagery, symbols, styles, and genres in artefacts that were made for the white tourist trade and mission context, respectively. Jorgensen identifies the practice of ‘reverse appropriation’ in the production of coats of arms by carvers of artefacts for tourists. He explains how Aboriginal artists reproduced Australian animals, especially the kangaroo and emu on the Australian coat of arms that was reproduced and disseminated on Australian coins. These are familiar symbols of a shared Australia, standing for the country’s distinct natural environment. Jorgensen demonstrates how this symbolism was revived in a recent curatorial display of carved animals at the Art Gallery of South Australia and in a woven Tjanpi sculpture by Pitantjatjara artist Niningka Lewis.

Edmond studies the production of toa, which are small, painted sculptures of disputed meaning made by Dieri in collaboration with the Europeans who ran the Lutheran mission at Lake Killalpaninna. Several hundred toa were purchased by the South Australian Museum as part of the Reuther Collection in 1907. While possibly based upon traditional models, toa were cross-cultural collaborations made over a period of just a few months. Looking at their genesis from a biographical point of view, Edmond focuses on the roles of Pastor Johann Reuther, superintendent of the Bethesda Mission, and artist and teacher Harry Hillier, as well as on their Indigenous facilitators. Edmond draws analogies between this sudden efflorescence of art making and other Aboriginal and European artistic collaborations that took place at Oenpelli/Gunbalanya in the 1910s, Ntaria/Hermannsburg in the 1930s (including famously between Albert Namatjira and Rex Battarbee), and Papunya in the early 1970s between Geoffrey Bardon and the Papunya Tula artists.

Chapter 6 by Nucoorilma/Biripi woman Fabri Blacklock and Chapter 7 by Sarah Scott analyse cross-cultural encounters that occurred in the applied arts of fashion and design in the early post-war period in Australia. Blacklock outlines the history of the production of Aboriginal textiles and examines how modes of collaboration have developed from arts and crafts taught and sold on missions and early remote art centres to today’s prestigious commercial collaborations in fashion and design. Blacklock’s overview of Indigenous fashion starts in 1948 at Ernabella and continues through the Tiwi Islands and the batik movement generated at Utopia. Recent problems of cultural appropriation are touched on as well as a discussion of successful Aboriginal artists in the fashion and textile industries, including Balarinji and Desert designs, Australian fashion designers collaborating with Aboriginal artists such as Roopa Pemmaraju, Aje, Camilla and Gorman, and international collaborations. Blacklock concludes that ‘Aboriginal people who have embarked on coalescing art, culture and connection in Country in unison with introduced western methods and materials are creating innovative acclaimed cross-cultural art practices in the process’.

Scott’s chapter presents a comparison between the life and designs of Yorta Yorta designer, activist, and entrepreneur Bill Onus with those of his direct contemporary, settler modernist designer Byram Mansell. Onus set up his shop, Aboriginal Enterprises, in the Dandenong Ranges outside Melbourne in the 1950s to produce Aboriginal tourist artefacts or ‘Aboriginalia’. In the context of previous chapters, Onus was part of a tradition in which Indigenous art and design that was adapted for non-Indigenous patrons could simultaneously stand for cultural revival and survival, just as William Barak, the anonymous nineteenth-century carver of the emu in the Art Gallery of South Australia coat of arms, and the creators of the toas had done. The contemporary making of traditional objects, such as possum skin cloaks by Maree Clarke, includes the aim of generating dialogue, collaboration, and greater understanding through workshops. Scott demonstrates that Onus, by contrast, was operating when the assimilation policy was at its height. Mansell was freely able to appropriate aspects of Aboriginal art in order to secure prestigious design commissions, which Scott argues supported assimilationist policies and were closed to the Aboriginal designer Onus. While these two designers created ‘Aboriginalia’, which may superficially look similar, the motivations behind their productions came from politically divergent and deeply unequal economic positions.

Chapter 8 by Catherine De Lorenzo and Chapter 9 by Ian McLean focus on the pivotal 1980s. The decade was remarkable for the establishment of Indigenous art as a major part of Australia’s art scene and the 1988 celebration of the Bicentennial of British settlement, a lightning rod for dialogue and protest about national identity. De Lorenzo examines a range of hitherto overlooked small and innovative exhibitions focused in and around the working-class suburb of Redfern in Sydney, which was a hub for Aboriginal arts as well as Indigenous activism. She argues that the cumulative impact of these little exhibitions exerted a significant influence on the broader art and social worlds, due largely to input from non-Indigenous and ‘blak’ artists working together.7 She also charts the rising authority with which emerging Indigenous artists and curators, such as Djon Mundine and Brenda L. Croft, helped reshape the contemporary art scene and ultimately transformed perceptions of Aboriginal art and culture both within Australia and abroad.

McLean evokes a global context for the 1980s and the work of two prominent Australian settler-migrant artists, Ian Burn and Imants Tillers. By the late 1980s to early 1990s, the illegitimacy of assuming Aboriginal design was available for anyone to exploit for commercial purposes, as evidenced by Blacklock and Scott, was finally acknowledged and legally enforced.8 At the same time, postmodernist and postcolonialist ideas, combined with the rise of the Western Desert painting movement that began at Papunya in the 1970s, produced conditions for a new genre of appropriation by Australian artists whose outlook was intellectual, avant-garde, collaborative, and international. McLean outlines an historiography of the idea of transculturation, leading to an analysis of the way Tillers’ practice of appropriation grew from his engagement with conceptualism and his teasing collaboration with Gordon Bennett, a painter and contemporary who grappled with what it meant to be of Aboriginal heritage in Australia. McLean shows how Tillers’ association with non-Indigenous artist Tim Johnson introduced him to Papunya artists, particularly Michael Nelson Jagamara. Tillers appropriated Jagamara’s work and then collaborated with him in the multi-panelled Book of Power. McLean notes that while Tillers’ appropriations of Jagamara’s works were only a small part of Tillers’ total body of works, they remain controversial.

The final two chapters return to studies of art and events of the past five years. Wendy Garden, in Chapter 10, and Helen McDonald, in Chapter 11, consider the politics of collaborative image making that engages with environmental and land rights protest. Garden explores how cross-cultural collaborations between non-Indigenous artist Therese Ritchie and Garrwa elder Jack Green brought attention to the damage inflicted by the expansion of the McArthur River mine, southwest of Borroloola in the Northern Territory. Collaborating on two exhibition projects in 2017 and 2020, Ritchie and Green, together with anthropologist Seán Kerins, tracked the history of colonial expansion and the effects of the mine on local residents. Ritchie’s compelling portrait photographs were subsequently shown in a separate exhibition that elicited various degrees of unease, largely focused on her outsider status. Issues of privilege, agency, and ethics and who can and cannot speak about ongoing injustice were fuelled by a deep mistrust of the camera. Countering the fears and criticisms prompted by Ritchie’s cross-cultural collaborations, Garden draws upon Ariella Azoulay’s concept of the civil contract – the active exchange between the photographer, persons photographed, and viewers of photographs – to argue for an expanded understanding of authorship in which portraits are understood as ‘colabouring’. Garden claims this provides an important means of rethinking the photographic moment, which restores agency to people depicted in images and creates a space for the cross-cultural collaborations of artists such as Ritchie.

McDonald demonstrates how three iconoclastic attacks on visual culture in Australia during 2020 were effects of settler colonialism’s ongoing structural violence. The destructive attacks include Tony Albert’s decolonising videoclip, You Wreck Me; the mining company Rio Tinto’s blasting of a sacred Aboriginal site in Juukan Gorge; and the graffitiing of colonial statues during the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests. McDonald uses Bruno Latour’s essay ‘What is iconoclash? Or is there a world beyond the image wars?’ as a lens through which to examine the hesitation of the iconoclasts and the uncertainty of the image defenders. According to La-tour’s typology, all contemporary art, such as You Wreck Me, is the ultimate icono-clash, Rio Tinto is a (not-so-innocent) ‘innocent vandal’, and the BLM graffitists are ‘only against images that their opponents cling to most forcefully’. Rather than dwell on Latour’s speculation that iconoclastic destruction is nihilistic and that critique in contemporary art has become cheap, McDonald takes her cue from the many First Nations artists, curators, and reformers who, since the iconoclastic events of 2020, have seized the opportunity to challenge institutions to do better in acknowledging the rights and cultural integrity of Australian First Nations people.

The editors note that the generic terms ‘white’, ‘European’, and ‘settler’ may be historically accurate in specific contexts but are unreflective of the diversity of the contemporary Australian population. ‘Settler’ is hardly applicable to a recently arrived migrant who is likely to be not British, European, or white. In preference, we use the admittedly imperfect terms ‘non-Indigenous’ and ‘settler-migrant Australians’. Similarly, there is no consensus regarding terms signifying First Nations people, particularly as there are over 250 different First Nations language groups within Australia.9 As Marcia Langton pointed out, a collective pan-Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander identity was only deemed necessary following the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788.10 The Australia Council for the Arts adopts the term ‘First Nations’; however, it also uses the terms ‘Indigenous’ and ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ interchangeably.11 Others consider that ‘First Nations’ is originally Canadian and that the term obliterates the difference between Indigenous nations globally. Some express a preference for ‘Aboriginal’, always as an adjective rather than a noun, as in the widely accepted term ‘Aboriginal art’, although when referring to the whole of Australia, it is correct to broaden the term to ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’.12 There is a recent trend, prevalent on the national broadcaster and in public cultural institutions and popularised by the ritual ‘Welcome to Country’ and the ‘Acknowledgement of Country’ that precede formal events in Australia, to use specific language group names, such as Ngunnawal, Ngambri, Wiradjuri, Yolngu, and alternate placenames, such as Naarm/Melbourne. Where possible, Crosscurrents has opted for this approach, but otherwise, First Nations, Indigenous, and Aboriginal have been used interchangeably, according to each author’s preference. It is also important to state to First Nations readers, a warning that this book incorporates the stories and images of some people who have died.

Finally, we, the editors, each of whom is a non-Indigenous supporter of Australian First Nations rights, express our gratitude to the following people, all of whom have enhanced our own experiences of cross-cultural collaboration and dialogue. For initial help and support, we are grateful to Terry Smith, Nicholas Thomas, Fiona Nicoll, Anne Dunlop, Alison Inglis, Chris Williams-Wynn, Ian McLean, Diane Kirkby, and Kat Ellinghaus. We thank Brenda L. Croft, Carly Lane, and Vanessa Russ for their interest and advice in the process of shaping the book. Katie Lawry and Patty Brown gave advice about indexing, and we thank them and our indexer, Gary Presland, for his patience and professionalism. The index was paid for with a grant from the University of Melbourne to Helen McDonald, for which we are grateful. Special thanks go to Mrs. N. Lewis and the Tjanpi Desert Weavers for the cover image and to the Department of Archaeology and History and the School of Humanities and Social Sciences at La Trobe University for providing the artist fees. We extend our sincere appreciation to our anonymous readers and to the Routledge editors, Lucy McClune, Lucy Batrouney, and Georgia Oman, who made the book possible. Last, but not least, we thank the artists, whose wonderful work is represented in the book, and our authors, for their brilliant scholarship and enduring cooperation.
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The Weight of Grief – Maree Clarke and Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll on Artist-centricity



Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll in conversation with Maree Clarke
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Kopi is to Ree what copy is to me

we mirror these ‘ere

and what you might see

Lingering round an eel trap or scull cap by Ree

are looping reeds and yarns

when time was a daughter

to the now now and again

moving around eely textwater




Introduction to the Artist-centric Method


Khadija: For this book about assembling a historiography of non-Eurocentric Australian art history, the following is a fragment of the conversations I have had over several years in the studio of contemporary Australian artist Maree (Ree) Clarke. Both Maree and I are artists as well as historians. We tell and share memories and their histories through humble listening and through learning methods of making.1 Artist-centric history writing often avoids assumptions about historical distance (including that distance which is assumed to enable objectivity and access to the truth) that are embedded in various rhetorics of historical representation.2 An artist-centric approach allows moments of intimacy and the study of affect.3 As an experiment in such history writing, this essay focuses on Maree Clarke’s work through the context of her recent National Gallery of Victoria Australia solo exhibition Ancestral Memories (2021–2022) and the Koori Possum Skins Cloak project, an ongoing exploration since 1999 that revives a practise in crafting workshops, which we reflect upon in more detail below. From an artist-centric perspective, it redresses gaps and omissions in conventional art history. An example of such an omission can be found, in a currently active register online, where the British Museum’s catalogue has not integrated the research Ree has done around mourning. Describing Wilhelm von Blandowski’s 1862 photograph of a drawing of an Aboriginal burial site along the Murray River,

the catalogue’s unnamed author falsely identifies four kopi (clay skull caps made in mourning rituals) as ‘two halved coconuts’.4

In the first room of Ree’s NGV show, there was an historical kopi skull cap borrowed from the Melbourne Museum collection.

Maree: There are 85 kopi mourning caps in the Melbourne Museum, plus there are skeletal remains that George Murray Black collected at the same time, along with the one he gave to the British Museum. They would have taken the skeletal remains from the graves at the same time. Those that couldn’t be sent back to their Country are buried in the Domain Gardens in Melbourne because they were not identified. The South Australian Museum holds more than I can count, but I’ve photographed every one of them. I have this whole other archive of photos I’ve not done anything with yet.

Khadija: You are remaking objects to weigh grief and cloaks to accompany people from the cradle to the grave. Why do you think you are keeping these images of death?

Maree: I think everyone is fascinated by death. I guess because in my family we don’t have any uncles, my parents died in their early sixties. My brothers died young, between 30 and 45. It’s a way of dealing with my grief, putting that into making work, on a really personal level.

I think about what it took for my mother, Alice Ruth Clarke, to raise eleven of us, after leaving school young. My grandfather taught her to read and write. They lived on the fringes as they worked as drovers, and we lived on the banks of the Murrumbidgee River in the 1960s. My bed was a suitcase when I was two years old.

Here I am now travelling around the world, making all this work.

I used to love daydreaming, lying on my back looking at the clouds. Until mum screamed, ‘Ree – come here and do what you’re supposed to’.

Khadija: Yours was one of the first solo exhibitions of an Aboriginal woman at the National Gallery of Victoria [one of a series curated by Myles Russell-Cook, closely following one of Destiny Deacon’s works in 2020–2021, and including a concurrent show with Clarke’s of Lorraine Connelly-Northey, contrasted with Rosalie Gascoigne in 2021–2022]. The NGV is one of a handful of Australia’s major national museums and that the exhibition did not take place until 2021 shows both how far and how long it took for this discourse about Indigenous art to move from where it was in the nineteenth century, when those graves were robbed of skeletal remains and ceremonial goods like kopi caps. When you spoke at the NGV (3 February 2022), it was like a weight was lifted for all of us (thinking about the weight of various emotions along with grief).

Maree: I was surprised it was so packed, that blew me away when I arrived. I wanted to introduce my whole family to the masses that would be carrying on this legacy that we are creating here. I just got really emotional about the memories of making and creating, the memories of collecting and sharing and research and travelling over 30 years. All these things are involved in the process of making these objects. The photographs of the people coming into the Koorie Heritage Trust and some of the men I painted up on their bodies of whom I had taken photos and put ochre in their hair. Some of the people went away with the ochre in their hair, left the paint on their chests – they just loved the experience. So the NGV show was sadly closing, but I was so happy we were all together for that celebration. Every one of my family was emotional moving into that space – because they were all babies in those images [the exhibition began with Ree’s early photography, black and white documentary portraits at protests]. Indie, my nephew who is now CEO of the Indigenous Youth Council, just turned 30 a few weeks ago. He was four months old at his first NAIDOC march.5

Khadija: We’ve talked about cross-cultural collaborations in Canada and around the world, the kopi workshops you did when we were both in Geneva together in 2018, and ones we hope to do in Vienna this year. We circle back to your future exhibitions, and I learn from listening to you about how ancestral memory is embodied, mourned, and brought back to life in contemporary art. Is there healing in conversation and collaboration?

Maree: My workshops are about opportunity for people to mourn. I find that people don’t have the opportunity to talk about passing. Feeling the weight of your grief is necessary because you can’t see a broken heart. By wearing it on your head, feeling how thick and heavy it is – that’s the weight of your grief. People call me after the workshops and say, ‘this is just life changing’. Day 1 is about people making and creating and sharing their stories. Day 2 is about sharing the stories – though there’s no pressure to do so. The emotions in the room are quite incredible. When we did one in Hackney for the Rising Festival, there were all these First Nation artists from around the world, and the energy in that room, people were just sobbing. It brings up stuff for people – a whole range of things. One woman there was, just one day before, saying all these inappropriate things. When she told her story – you got it. She’d say things, and people were just looking at each other as if to say, ‘really!?’ When she shared her story of abandonment, everyone understood.

Khadija: Do you see it as a form of therapy, then?

Maree: Yes, I see it being like that for different people. When I was doing research, I made one that was three kilos, and just sat out here (in her studio/backyard) for hours feeling it. So I could talk about what happens.

One day I got up and for a few days in a row just made a kopi on my head. Because you know I’d had two brothers pass. I’ve had four brothers pass away, a sister, a cousin, a niece who committed suicide, a nephew who committed suicide – there is just a lot of stuff. Recently my oldest brother passed away when I was in London. I have not made one for him yet. I need to be in the right space and place to do that. I’d like to make one and wear it for 24 hours and see how that feels. Because you would wear it until it either fell off your head or you felt free to move on, and then you would take it off and put it on the grave. Some people who I’ve done workshops with have just sat there with it on their heads and just gotten into another zone.

Khadija: What do people do with the kopi after the workshop?

Maree: In London, a few people put them in the Thames River. That fast-flowing river just took it out of their hands and went. Nicholas’ dad had passed away, and he was going to put his father’s kopi in the canal where his grandfather was from in Islington. But then we told Gaye Sculthorpe [then curator and head of the Oceania section at the British Museum], and she said, ‘We’ll have it for the British Museum’ so it’s in that collection now. It’s photographed and described in a book in a section about kopi.

Khadija: I’m imagining all the places these urn-like objects end up, being a part of the maker’s body.

Maree: People put them at the bottom of a planter pot and grow something from it. [Artist] Megan Evans (see Figure 1.5) brought some kangaroo grass around, made a kopi, and put her mother’s ashes in there. She then put it under a beautiful tree, so it would just break down over time and fall back into the earth. That’s a beautiful thing to do, too.


[image: ]
Figure 1.5  Megan Evans, Parlour, Intervention in the Lindsay Family Parlour, Art Gallery of Ballarat, Victoria, featuring the artist and artist Maree Clarke, 2018.
Digital photograph. Courtesy of the artist.

Khadija: The older ones of the mob wearing them are on the cover of my book. Do you feel you capture something of the process when you photograph them?

Maree: I also photographed people (a bunch of art therapists from all around Australia) after a workshop. I got everyone to put them back on their heads.

You can see this thing in their eyes, and it’s really, really deep. It’s hard to describe, but that’s how I see it when I photograph people.

Khadija: It’s incredible preparation for a portrait. Usually, photographers just take a picture. You are taking people through a deep process and then taking their portrait. So you are taking a picture of that deep place they get to – it’s not the surface. The relationship between the surface and the portrait in a photograph is often what makes it moving (or not).

When you talk about different amounts of time, I think about performance practices like those of Tehching Hsieh where people do everyday things for a long time and you learn something from that duration. I wonder if one could see these kopi workshops as a kind of durational performance as well?

Maree: Imagine that kopi took months to break down, and this process was documented on Momba Station in about 1870 by Frederic Bonney in a photograph that shows Mary Momba and Wonko Mary wearing kopi skull caps.6

There was a Mummies exhibition here, and, when [Aboriginal artist and cultural leader] Len Tregonning passed, and after a presentation and healing workshop with a group of women I photographed them wearing a kopi too.



8 March 2021 – Zoom between Maree’s Studio in Footscray and Mine in Vienna


It is International Women’s Day, and Maree Clarke and I are discussing the gender of eels, something Sigmund Freud researched before he started on the human mind, but he stopped far short of finding the ancestral memory of either eels or humans. In her solo exhibition at the NGV, Maree suspended two eel traps together (Figure 1.2). One is a three-metre trap ‘I find one to be very feminine in its movement’, she says. The second is lighter, thicker, and ‘more masculine’.


[image: ]
Figure 1.2  
Eel Trap in Installation view of Maree Clarke: Ancestral Memories open from 25 June to 3 October 2021 at The Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia, Melbourne.
Photo: Tom Ross


Fifteen years ago, we first started this conversation together around the Possum Skin Cloaks project. Maree’s practice and career have blossomed; she has just been announced as a jury member for the new NGV Contemporary building. Now it is 2021, and we are reflecting on the collaborations that carry cultural memories once they are alive again. Maree uses the way the eels know where to travel as an example of ancestral memory that is passed down, like the flight paths of mutton birds, I say, thinking of them swirling around my backyard in Cape Woolamai, Millowl.




On Collaboration


Maree: The Possum Skin Cloaks was a pretty incredible project. To be able to split the state of Victoria in four and have us all go out to the community and give them back a practice that they haven’t practiced for hundreds of years and also designs from their own traditional areas.


Khadija: Right, because the practice of possum skin-making had long ended by the late nineteenth century, and today another practice has begun to paint an altogether different image – for instance, that of mourning the dead, as represented by the kopi skull caps that you make, and of gender in your eel traps, and of power in your kangaroo tooth necklaces.

In these cases, cross-cultural issues become part of your objects and the subjects formed in the process of collectively crafting them. My text experiments with open-endedness to sing in polyphony the different stories I learnt in the process of making a film about possum-skin cloaks with your relatives, Ree. The medium of film was a way to detail a range of perspectives on the possum-skin cloak’s history and significance (Figure 1.3).



[image: ]
Figure 1.3  
Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll, Skins Cloak, video still, 2012.
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Figure 1.4  
Maree Clarke (Mutti Mutti/Wamba Wamba/Yorta Yorta/Boonwurrung born 1961), Maree Clarke 2012; printed 2018. Inkjet print (58.0 × 58.0 cm) (image) (70.0 × 70.0 cm) (sheet) Ed 1/10. National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne. Purchased, Victorian Foundation for Living Australian Artists, 2018 © Maree Clarke.



Possum-skin cloaks appear as cross-cultural art in the earliest settler Australian art history. Wilhelm von Blandowski’s Encyclopaedia Australien in 142 Photographischen Abbildungen was one production of cross-cultural vagabondary in the early colony of Victoria that I have explored through contemporary art projects with your family and friends, which use his images as sources. In Blandowski’s drawings, the old people are wearing these cloaks.7

As a bit of context for readers who are unfamiliar with cloaks: stretched between the crossed legs of seated observers, the south-eastern Australian possum-skin cloaks made a drum designed to accompany corroborees. They could also be worn during long walks, slung over the shoulder, with the smoothness of the fur allowing the cloak to slide about the wearer. The fur side worn on the skin gives greater warmth, and the sensation of an animal’s skin weighs on every step. Southeastern Australia was the most heavily colonised region, and thus the old songs and dances were performed in secret or waited for reinterpretation from the archive for over a hundred years.8

The Koorie community has stories passed down through its families about the missionaries forbidding their ancestors to wear animal skins. Presumably this was because a cloak of animal fur was a signifier of primitivity in the colonial Pacific region. As a result, pneumonia broke out in their community when missionary blankets, unlike possum-skin cloaks, proved not to be waterproof. By some strange irony, the skill of making cloaks out of possum skins was viewed as primitive while simultaneously being viewed by the colonial bureaucrats as encouraging the ‘habits of industry’.9 The Board for the Protection of Aborigines records topping up its coffers through sales of Aboriginal crafts. There is evidence from the 1850s and 1860s that many missions, including Lake Tyers and Lake Condah, encouraged the making of possum-skin cloaks for trade, as shown in the painting Aborigines met on the road to the diggings (1854, Geelong Gallery, previously known as The Barter) by Eugene von Guérard, in which possum-skin cloaks are proffered by an Aboriginal family group to two travelling gold-seekers.10

Cloaks are remade a lot now, though it involves importing possum skins from New Zealand because possums are now a protected native species in Australia, and curing the skins properly still hasn’t been achieved, as you tell me after testing some from Tasmania. Their remaking in your workshops originally involved the copying and comparison of those few historic nineteenth-century cloaks that remain in the Ethnological Museum of Berlin, the Smithsonian in Washington, DC, and Museum Victoria in Melbourne. In the NGV exhibition in 2021, the cloak from Museum Victoria is laid out as the ground before which Ree hangs her newest cloak – a blackened map of country (see Figure 1.1). Visual analysis of the iconography was used to locate the origin of the ‘original’ cloaks. The women both copy directly those designs that belong to their people and freely interpret with new incisions. Political struggles enable new cloaks to be made even as the practice of making the cloaks in the old ways has ended. Cross-cultural issues become the subject of the new cloaks and part of the objects themselves, both in the material and with your settler ancestors in the 2021 cloak (see Figure 1.1).


[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Maree Clarke, Possum Skin Cloak, 2021, in Installation View of Maree Clarke: Ancestral Memories open from 25 June to 3 February 2022 at The Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia, Melbourne.
Photo: Tom Ross.


Which communities are in that green-black cloak on the wall?


Maree: I used a green ochre that is from communities I’m connected to in Dun-stable (United Kingdom) and Tipperary (Ireland), where great grandmother was from. My grandfather George Briggs, five times back, was from Tipperary, he was a seaman settler.

I wanted all the countries I’m connected to, which would have been 60 pelts. That’s a square, and I don’t work well with squares, so I added a few to make a rectangle.

The scale was epic, we had to go make it in Vivien Anderson’s gallery. Then I had milk crates in my backyard, with the little trestle tables to bring it all up to the height of my worktable. Lights were hanging off the Hills Hoist clothes lines. My friend from Montreal is making a documentary film about it. She has hundreds of hours of film of the different components of that cloak.

Khadija: Cloaks are one of many examples of how material culture from the early nineteenth century and prior to colonisation has been received and refashioned. In thinking about how an artist-centric art history can expand a vocabulary for a practice such as this, we pick up on the longer art history of understanding the process of picturing Country. This helps us to articulate the power of repeating forms like possum-skin cloak designs, kopis, and eel traps, over many decades. We also seek to find resonances with other artistic practises to strengthen our sense of what cultural revival means to Indigenous people collectively around the world and through time.

Maree: Because years ago, in the 1990s, when they first started digitising the collection, when the museum was based at the State Library of Victoria. That’s how long ago I’d been in there, with the Koorie Heritage Trust downstairs. In this other section, Melanie set me up on this little computer where I was able to look at like 10,000 objects in a day just by clicking through and looking at specific areas. I printed out all of the different artifacts from the different areas, so by the time 2006 came along, we were able to give people back designs from their own areas. People said things like, ‘oh my God my artwork makes sense to me now because we’re already doing those designs in my work’, and that to me is some type of ancestral memory, you know, like the eels who travel up the river to spawn, and then when the young eels mature, they make the whole journey back alone. And all those little birds that come from Siberia even do that exchange.

They are finding the journey a bit hard because, all along the China coast, these major buildings have taken away their rest spots. They have to rethink how they do things and try and include the animals too.

Khadija: The problem of landing places being dispossessed by making ancestral flight paths could be a metaphor for the postcolonial condition. Your house, backyard, and studio, is also a landing spot for many.11 It strikes me that often the grand claims to decolonise the museum might look to spaces like your backyard, Maree, where community gathers and lives culture together – this seems a simple but true turning from a white master narrative to a space of support for Indigenous knowledge.

I always felt you were particularly skilled at cross-cultural collaboration and mediating between different people and communities. I am thinking of what happens in your backyard studio where so many people come together. What the Indonesian collective Ruangrupa calls their Ruru Haus at Documenta for example, to emphasise the necessity of a space to be in together collectively.12 Your work feeds and accompanies so many different people and places. I was sitting in the Frankston hospital last year, waiting to give birth to my son Piju, and what do I find around me on the walls? – Maree’s possum-skin cloaks – from the cradle to the grave, those soft, fluffy skins accompany us!

Maree: Collaboration is just an amazing thing to do, just to hear different people’s stories and perspectives. Things are things, but it’s about the conversations that take place.

So in each of the different areas that we worked in during our Possum Skin Cloak project, because, you know, there are 38 language groups in Victoria, I think we ended up working with 35.
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