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X" marks the space:
roads cross, Flinders University Art Museum

MAURICE

[ go to great lengths to tell my inguirers that there &, in
fact, no such thing as Abonginal blood as such - 1 am in
the B* blood group
genetics, but from leamed experience.
{Anma Heiss, 2012%)
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riaels crines, condemypurary directions i Awstralian art, currently
showing at Flinders University Art Museum (FUAM),
Adelaide (until 26 August), 1s & nunelield of an exhibition
— brimming with riches material and aesthetic, and
charged with high-octane conceptual and politcal import.
The exhibition, likes its predecessor at FUAM, From
Appreciation to Appropetation: Indigenows Influences and Images
in Australian Viwal Art (2000, curated by Dr Chrstine
Nicholls), marks an important and tmely juncture in the
debate around cross-cultural practice hetween Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal artists in Australia, Notably,
Margaret Preston (1875-1963) loomed l;lrgr in Nicholls’s
2000 show, as she does again this time round, not in mwds
erawe, hut as part of dacumenta (15), in Kassel, Germany
(until 16 September), along with paintings from Gordon
Bennett’s Home Décor series which, in true postmodern
step, re-appropriates Preston’s appropnations ol
x\lx)rigin.ﬂ art.

roads erow, 100, 1s anchored by the work of a
deceased artist, Rover Thomas (Joolama) (c. 1926.1998),
who is represented by two etchings, and in the exhibition

title’s allusion to the title of one of these prints, Cossormads.”

Both works [orm an actual and symbolic entrée into the
exhibition, their central ‘X" monf m.1rl;ing i spot, or
space, of lertile contact, a meeting point between cultures,
As etchings, produced in collaboration with printmaker
Leon Stamner (at Northern Editions f'rmlmakul{,’
Waorkshop, Charles Darwin University, Darwin), they
further embody this conceptual common ground at the
heart of this exhibition. Alongside Thomas’s work isa
Thomas/Kimberey tnbute painting, Rasstorm over
Kununuera (2003), and related sketch by Franck Gohier,
Northern LEditions” co-founder who also collaborated with
Thomas and was part of a team that travelled with
Thomas in 1995 hack to his place of birth along the
Canning Stock Route, in the Grear Sandy Desert. So far,
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so good, yet in anchoring the show with the work of
Thomas, questions inevitably surface about the inteat and
marketability underlying such collaborasions. Thomas's
later oulpul was, ol course, pul’ll\' embroiled in scandal,
with the spectre of forgery and dubious provenance sl
hanging over his name — not through any crinunality on
his part but on the part of others desperate for a slice of
his earning power. Gohier’s tribute evokes Thomas's
famous painting, A that big rain coming from fopside (1991),
which in 2001 set the record [or Aborginal art 1n auction
(fetching $780,000).

I'm not at all questioning Gohier’s intentions; of the
show’s sixteen non-Aboriginal artists, his involvement
with f\lxuiginul art and artists is merely an extension of
growing up and living in Darwin, a town in which the
‘rouds cross” cultural metaphor is more about Lived and
learned experience than a studied arnistic approach. But
issues of intention, |mrtiru];1r|y from the non. .'\]mriginnl
side, are unavoidable with this exhibition, playing as it
does into a highly politicised and contentious landscape
that is constantly shifting. Being mindful of these shifts is
no sasy task, as the three curators for rads craes (Fiona
Salmon, Vivonne Thwaites and Anita Angel) will no
doulst attest. For example, the exhibition’s ‘-.'eur-]unb'
gestation occurred around the same time as the
formulation of the national Indigenous Art Code, and
with art centres such as Tjala Arts (Amata) also engaged
mn (lelrrmining their own code of conduct for qleu]ing with
‘outsider’ artists

The re,\u]ling exhibition 15 not, however, a
politically correct dilution. While the curators were
obviously careful in their choice of artists, and in framing
an cssentially positive view of their subject, the exhibition
(both t}uuugh the work on show, and its formidable
seventy-six page catalogue) inherently attempts to add to,
rather than close, debate. And, lest it needs reiterating, it
15, above all, an exhibition of art, not an addendum for
any particular dogmatic or ideological position.

While From Appreciation to Appropriation is the
institutional precursor for ruads craw - both exhibitions
affirming FUAM'’s collecting and related rescarch




eths, the more inmediate catalyst was a
curated by Adelaide based Vivonne

= 1 2010, Responacs to warking on

s Lands, which included two artists also
psented in roads cravne: Alison Alder and Gus
buck. It 15, in fact, the very choice of

s, and the particular examples of their
that make this such a worthy exhibition.
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while based at Jilamara Arts
& Cratts on Melville Island),
both artists actually come ofl
looking (or being perceived)
. better.

The exhibition's
arying nuances ol
engagement range from the

waly have the curators gone tor a diverse

of two- and three dimensional media. In
sing the past [ilteen years of practice (since
s 199697 editioned prints), t]:c_\' have sought Lo
‘new laces’ into the fold, as a retlection of the

t (and shifting) landscape and the need 1o present
“space’ with relative freshness and nuance. More
shlished artists such as Nalda Searles, Hossein
smanesh, or Therese Ritchic may not be so ‘new' to
exhibition's underlving premise or its audience, but

& are certainly part of its ‘new’ context overall which
Sudes some lesser-known names, such as Una Rey,
Qucotin Sprague, Tobias Richardson, and Jonarhan
berley. \pngur s work, two rather formalist-

i list paintings and a quirky, molecular-looking
slpture, initially seems an odd choice but in light of las
Sseceptual connections with the work of Tiwi artist
Tmothy Cook, in particular (with whom Sprague worked

work of artists such as
Angela Brennan and Lauren
Berkowitz whaose actual involvement with Aboriginal
artists is quite lunited but who nonetheless draw on
Aboriginal art for inspiration (broadly, and through the
work of particular artists) as they do with other aesthenic
and conceptual sources. Valamanesh, too, would seem to
be in this camp; he was part of an arustic group touring
Western Desert Aboriginal communities in the early 705
soon alter arviving in Australia as an inmigrant [rom Iran,
Although this was a one-oft experience, it came at an
important time ol his life and arustic practice: ‘it opened
my cves and influenced my decision to stay here
pcrvnmwnll}"." Naldi Searles, l)_\' contrast, has maintained
a twenty-year collaborative relationship with senior
Ngaanyatjarra artist Dr Pangin Magy McLean, anudst
other cross-cultural projects and networks. This fact does
lend more credence and uudcl‘:lmldhlg to her meuw
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Ngaaayalparnt series ol works which incorporate

Ngaanyatjarra words,

The length or type of engagement ix, of course, no
real indicator of aesthetic or artistic worth, except perhaps
ins the case ol artists such as Therese Ritchie or Alison
Alder whose work, by its very politicised nature,
presupposes & position of being informed through a direct
and sustained involvement with grassroots Aboriginal
people and activism. Perhaps the most radical take on the
exhibition’s theme is evident 1o Tobias Richardson's work,
particularly his series of mixed media panels made dunng
his time as a teacher at Utopia in the late 90=. The
installation of these and subsequent works (made during
his time \\-uangﬂi\-ung at .\laningridu) marks an acsthetic
high-point in the exhibition, but it is Richardson’s actual
ENCOTPOraLIon of discarded louvres (supporting local
graflits and desert iconography) from Utopaa within his
own artworks that pushes the "appropriation’ debare into
new terrain. Clearly, through hix bricolage, Richardson
has physically appropriated this work which, though
chanced upon as building refuse rather than “art’, makes
his final work appear almaost like a “Utopia louvres' riposte
to the famous Yuendumu Doors.

Though a very good-looking exhibition, raeds erina
is shightly impaired by the limitations of FUAM's single-
room gallery, a space which s well-located within
Adelaide’s North Terrace cultural precinet but not
purpose-built for displaying art. In addition to the show's
sixteen non-Abonginal artists are live Aboriginal artists
represented by collaborative works. Sigaibicantly, with the
exception of Thomas's prints, these scemed (o be the most
problematic, or aesthetically weakest works in the show.
Pairing Robin Best's relined porcelain vessels with the
bold walka designs by Ernabella’s Nyukana Baker might
seem like a good idea but the residual artistic convergence
appears quite cosmetic, not guite the ‘deep grammar’ of
"l\'ol)s&';"" \\thh -‘1;['("8 lq\nm(“l C’\ﬂmpiulls in hf"
cssay for the exhibition’s catalogue. The large scale
collaborative painting by Jonathan Kimberley and
Palawa (Tasmanian) artist pura-ha meenamatta (Jun
Evecett) seems similarly overwrought although
appreciably showing at least one cultural reference point

within the exhibition not so bound up with the fate and
(artistic) fortunes of “remote’ Aboriginal Australia,
Jointly produced by Flinders University and
Charles Darwin University, the cultural gaze in mads o
is understandably more fixed on Aboniginal art and artists
emanating from the Top End and Central/Western deserts
ol the Northern Tervitory, South Australia and Western
Australia. This becomes a kind of clarion call in Anita
Angel’s rather long but impassioncd and scholarky
catalogue essay which pulls no punches in critiquing the

castern seaboard bias of similarly themed precedents such
as Felicty Fenner's Talbowy Aboat Abstraction exhibition
(2004), or the postmodern inflected arguments of fellow
catalogue essayist Tan MeLean, Cross-cultural polities
aside, rads o also comes at a tme when universaty art
hiunt_\' programs and related art collection ¢ ulaloﬂ}\ip
and research are under threat, us recently evidenced with
the proposed withdrawal of art history studies at
Melbourne’s La Trobe University, and the proposed axing
of Edith Cowan Uaiversity's art collection curator
position. aveds cane unequivoeslly athirms the vitality and
focus of our university-based galleries. The exhibition also
serves as a fitting tmibute to participating artist Pamela
Lofts (1949.2012) who passed away soon after the
exhibition opened.
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rvacks crisas, eontempurary divections in Awstralion art, curated by
Fiona Salmon, Vivonae Thwaites and Anita Angel, is
showing ar Flinders University Art Muscum, Adelaide, 29
June o 26 August 2012, The exhibition will also show at
Charles Darwin University Art Gallery, Darwin, 22
November 2012 10 23 February 2013, www.linders.edu.an/
museswn



