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her black Brother of the Aranda people,
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who (in 1999) initiated me into the totem of the Black Snake
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Different country.....................................Different culture........................................Different art

With thanks to all those, that through their questions or
objections during workgroups at art centres and adult
education colleges and even more recently during
discussions (after examination via internet) at Probus
clubs, have encouraged me to conduct more detailed
research or have brought me new insights.
With thanks to the following experts in their field,
who, through their constructive and thorough feedback, convinced me of the necessity to add a short
English-language evaluation to the Dutch-language
edition of this book, and eventually a complete
english-language edition.
Drs Annette G. van Ham, the first curator of the
Aboriginal Art Museum, Utrecht:
...your approach to culture as a system is logical; the
view through the eyes of an artist is too restrictive...
...with this agricultural background you reveal connections that art historians have no knowledge about...

Ethnologisches Museum S.M.B. (Berlin); Jutta Billig,
Leiterin der Bibliothek:
Ihr Buch ist sehr spannend und damit eine wertvolle
Ergänzung unserer Australien-Buchbestände.
M.Q.B. Stéphane Martin, (Musée du Quai Branly, Paris)
Le Président:
“Un grand intérêt est porté à cet ouvrage qui a déjà rejoint
les collections de la médiathèque du musée. Il sera mis à la
disposition du public de la médiathèque étude et recherche
dans les meilleurs délais”.
Prof. dr. C.J.J. Buskes official Darwin connoisseur, 2009,
(science of philosophy, Radboud University) writer of the
essential book ‘Evolutionary Thinking’ comments:
... a fascinating culture. I have never been to Australia, but
that may well change after reading your study.
ir H.J. Kijne-Knop Msc W.S.U., (plantgenetics) says: …
This book was an eye-opener for me. The concept of
“firelandmanagement” is an important Wageningen contribution
to a better understanding of the Aborigines and their culture.

Dr Kees G. Eveleens, (biology/ecology), emphasizes
the unique, integral structure of the publication.

Prof. Dr, Joachim Piepke, Direktor Anthropos Institut;
(Ethnologie)
Die Studie bietet einen originellen Einblick in die Welt
der Aborigines in Australien.

Prof. dr Heinz Kimmerle (intercultural philosophy)
writer of “Interkulturelle Philosophie” notes:...This
(fine) book achieves its purpose
– it provides food for thought.

With explicit thanks to my wife Leida Ensink.
In an implicit way she is present on several pages,
in an explicit way on page 40.

The Dutch-language edition of this document was finished in 2009. This totally English version was
produced in 2012. This study, carried out by a freelance field researcher and based, as it is, on a wide
range of disciplines, provides a scientifically sound and authentic picture of the Australian Aborigines.
The following passage makes clear why this publication among an abundance of other publications
has become a significant document for all readers and an eye-opener for many:
• The status of the author as fellow-Aborigine, resulting in the indigenous Australians having the final
say (see below, and see the dedication on the previous page).
• The acknowledgement of the Aboriginal ‘firelandmanagement system’ as a full counterpart to
agricultural systems, all of which (have) evolved from the hunting/gathering period of prehistoric
man.
• The integral approach, resulting in food for thought being provided that typically would not come to
light if a pure academic approach had been adopted.
(The alternation “workgroups-trips to Australia” furthered that approach.)

To be able to accept the Australian Aborigines, outsiders must abandon the following preconceptions:
That of the superiority of their own race
That of the superiority of their own culture
That of the superiority of their own religion and world view
That of the superiority of their own history and prehistory
That of the superiority of their own art
That of the superiority of their own behaviour and relationship towards nature
To be able to respect and appreciate the Australian Aborigines, outsiders must discover:
What the Aborigines, over the centuries, and often in a truly original manner, have achieved
and continue to achieve.
(For outsiders without transcultural experience and without evolutionary interest, this discovery may be
a tough job.)

The best way to really get to know the
Aborigines was demonstrated in the last
century by Theodor George Henry Strehlow.
The Strehlow Research Centre (Alice
Springs) can provide more information.

THEODOR GEORGE HENRY STREHLOW
The young Strehlow among his Aranda* playmates

In 1932, after graduating with honours
in English literature and linguistics from
Adelaide University, he returned to the land
of his birth to study the Aranda language
and culture.
Aided in his research by his childhood
friends, he gained the trust and respect of
Aranda elders and was able to record their
most intimate and secret traditions.

* The “Brother” of Lisa (see dedication on previous page) is also an Aranda. In 1999, after joint
symbolic hunting/gathering in a self-service store, and after a communal meal on the Aboriginal
verandah of Lisa in Parramatta, he introduced the author into his totem.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
This study has been written by a man in his 80s, after undertaking eight field trips during a period of
some ten years in order to become familiar with the Australian Aborigines, their country, their culture,
and their art expressions at the source. In that same period, he gave numerous lectures, and guided
various study groups in the east of the Netherlands around the theme of “the land, culture and art of
the Aborigine”. To enable him to carry out both activities successfully, the following experiences in the
field of education, life and work proved to be most useful:
a) After completing the Dutch Gymnasium ß, he entered the University of Wageningen, the
Netherlands, to study tropical agriculture, with the emphasis on the farming population. Later
(in a post-graduate course) he studied Rural Development in the Tropics at Manchester
University; still later: a curriculum Evolutionary Biology at Wageningen University.
b) More than 10 years work experience in Dutch and European social-cultural Adult Education,
Residential Adult Education. Key issues covered were cultural and social relations, and art.
c) Ten years training peasants in remote areas of Madagascar and Sumba (Indonesia), as
the only European among the indigenous peoples, after first having learned the languages
“Fiteny Malagasy” and “Bahasa Indonesia”. After reaching retirement age, he carried out the
same activities for a short period in an advisory role among the Diolas (Casamance) and the
Papuas.
d) Education and instruction of students at the University of Amsterdam, at the Tropical
Agricultural College in Deventer and at the Stichting Training Kader Ontwikkelingswerk
TKO [Training for Development Work at Management Level]. Themes: rural development,
preparation for acculturation (in other words, finding their way in another culture in the
Developing World).
ABOUT THE CONTENTS
This study is based on relevant yet uncommon disciplines and experiences. As a result, little-known
facts and new insights have been revealed.
As an expert in agriculture with a special emphasis on the population, the author considers it a great
error that the Aboriginal system of basic survival of “gathering food through the systematic roaming
across traditionally defined territories aided by the intelligent use of fire as a means of sustainable
survival” still has not been officially acknowledged, neither in the literature nor in the scientific world.
With one term such as “firelandmanagement” or “fireland care”, this survival system dating back
tens of thousands of years would acquire the same position as the ancient “Agriculture, livestock
management” in European-Western cultures as well as many other cultures around the world. Such
a label/title does not of course remove the confusion that overcomes every European as soon as he
attempts to understand notions such as land, nature, religion, culture, art, etc. in the Aboriginal context,
but it does indicate the common source of all that confusion, namely the basic system of survival of
“firelandmanagement”. By assigning such a label, the Aborigines gain a much clearer position on the
world’s stage of peoples. For those who are experts in “Non-Western Art”, it is immediately clear that
Aboriginal Art differs from the majority of “Non-Western Art”.
Through long experience in the field of acculturation, and empathising with other cultures, and also as
a result of helping students prepare for meetings with other cultures, I adopt a rather reserved attitude
with respect to all notions from Europeans who have never actually lived in foreign countries. Which is
why I favour listening first to the arguments from the other side. This attitude has led to this document
containing a large amount of “elimination of prejudgements”. It has also resulted in chapters IV and V,
in which Aborigines themselves present their own conceptions. The call to start thinking along different
lines in chapter III is also an element in this attitude.
Lengthy experiences in Dutch Adult Education enabled me to drive across the Netherlands to organise
workgroups or introductions – with discussions about the “Australian Aborigines, their culture and
art”. An account of this can be read in chapter II and chapter VII (sections 3b and 3c).The compact
writing style, the ever-changing perspectives of the author, and the large number of quotations may
be experienced as barriers to reading this document fluently, but can still act as catalysts for a better
understanding of the theme “Australian Aborigines, different country, different culture, different art”.
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FOREWORD
Our ancestors, homines sapientes, dating back many millennia, experienced their struggle to survive
in nature in the European part of the world differently to that same homines sapientes in that continent
on the other side of the world, Australia.
European primeval man developed forms of agriculture and animal husbandry through chance and
curiosity, with the help of certain wild plants and animals. Even more frequently, they obtained those
plants (crops) and animals (cattle) from neighbouring Asian peoples. On their giant isolated island, the
Australian counterpart had no access to wild plants or wild animals that could be domesticated (i.e. for
agriculture and cattle breeding). However, the homo sapiens in that region of the world quickly saw –
dozens of millennia before his European colleague – that to survive effectively in his specific natural
habitat he had to make use of fire. Not just any fire, but a fire that recurred every couple of years in
fully controlled form, “crawling fire”.
This firelandmanagement system ultimately provided a solid nutritional basis for survival for nomadic
Aboriginal tribes and peoples that travelled across their own domains. (See the Chapters I and III.)
Both forms of survival, each on its own, lie at the foundation of two major culture complexes, namely
the European-Western megaculture and the Australian Aboriginal megaculture. There is an essential,
unbridgeable difference between the two megacultures: The European exploits the land, the nature,
exploits it with “success”, with increasing “success”, and with exponentially increasing “success” and
distressing consequences worldwide for flora, fauna, water management, the atmosphere; this cannot
continue. The Aborigine tends the land, cares for the land and the nature with fire and, in turn, that land and
nature cares for him. He has a relationship with nature – experiencing it as outside the time dimension.
Art is the expression of a culture. The art of the one megaculture therefore distinguishes itself from the
art of the other megaculture. In the hierarchical European world, man is occupied with exploiting land
and nature, and thus occupied with labour. Art is a peripheral phenomenon, a phenomenon especially
for the upper echelons. In the egalitarian Aboriginal world, in the context of land and nature, “art” is a
direct part of the culture; there is no separate word for it. We are perhaps better off referring to “culture
interpretation”, in which everyone takes part, in principle.
The above description explains the contours of this paper. But now we have to elaborate on it: We are
concerned here with another world, with another culture, with another art form – between which there
is a tight relation – and these three must be understood by readers in the own (European) world, the
own (European) culture and the own (European) art, between which there is another kind of relation.
This was continually borne in mind during the writing of this paper.
However, the perspectives from which the various chapters have been written were determined by the
education and experiences of the writer (see the Table of Contents on page 5).
Between 1993 and the present, this study has undergone a complete transformation. Starting out as a
brochure for readings, via a syllabus for workgroup sessions (in the Netherlands), via a study guide for
the interested, to an irrefutable document in book form and online (for readers all over the world).
This study does justice to the Australian Aborigines by a freelance European researcher in the field
from the perspective of a wide range of disciplines, and in a scientifically responsible manner.
Evolutionary Prehistory in a footnote
1. The cosmic-geological evolution caused a continent, Australia, to arise, situated separate from the
other continents.
2. As a result, the biological evolution in Australia was partly disconnected from the biological evolution
elsewhere; another type of flora and fauna developed, without any candidates for a new start towards
domestication and Agricultura (including shifting cultivation and nomadic animal husbandry).
3. Consequently, the course of the cultural evolution was an extraordinary one. The first Australian
people (Aborigines) were hunter-gatherers, who caused the nature to become poorer through their
“hunting and gathering”. Over the course of many thousands of years, however, they have succeeded
in realising a continent-wide system (of hunting and gathering) in which nature became accessible
and was maintained through intelligent firelandmanagement, and whereby the variety of species was
assured. This so-called firelandmanagement system provided for permanent, adequate and varied
nutrition and became the physical basis for a network of 240 nomadic, strong*, spiritual cultures.
* Over the millennia the Aborigine had “transformed” himself from “exploiter of the land” to “Custodian of the Land”!
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TERMINOLOGY
Study the following concepts and/or refer back to them while reading!
Aborigines, indigenous peoples of Australia. A distant relation to Munda (India), Veddahs (Ceylon),
Ainu (Japan) and Papuas.
Aboriginal, adjective.
Aboriginal culture, this in fact refers to a large complex of Aboriginal cultures.
Agricultura, in this document: includes farming, animal husbandry, cultivation of crops, livestock.
(Agricultura consequently includes domestication of plants and animals.)
Corroboree, ceremonial occasion/gathering of dance, accompanied by singing and clappsticks.
Culture, derived from the Latin words “colere and cultura”. Colere: 1. cultivate. 2. care for, educate,
refine. 3. honour. In terms of etymology, the word refers merely to civilisations such as the European
ones in which farming assures the provision of food (1), and God, gods are honoured. (3)
This document is based on the concept of homo sapiens and therefore requires a wider interpretation
of the notion of culture:
-a. giving form and content to life and living together
-b. all that is transferred to the next generation in a non-genetic manner.
Culture and the prepositions ad and inter.
Acculturation: (existential, requiring time and effort) adaptation process to another culture, whereby
one tries to place oneself totally in the shoes of the other culture.
Inter, between, among
Intercultural: adjective, applicable in all situations for recognised cultures.
Dreaming, (pidgin English), tjukurrpa (warlpiri), altjira, djugur, wangarr, etc. in many other Australian
languages. This notion is a key concept in all Aboriginal religions and myths. The notion refers to
the spiritual, natural and moral structuring of all that exists. At the same time, it refers to the time of
creation and origin, the genesis.
Across the whole continent, people found a network of Dreamings, in which prehistoric beings, while
travelling, portrayed the country, nature and human society.
The major themes in rituals, ceremonies and art have to do with Dreamings.
Kevin Gilbert, the first Aboriginal playwright, wrote: “The Dreaming is the first formation, the beginning
of the creative process of mobile life/spirit upon and within the land”.
European-Western, in this publication, this word emphasises dominant global aspects of the notions
of European and Western.
Firestick agriculture, term used by Rhys Jones and Malcolm Gill. This concerns land management,
land care, through the use of fire, at regular intervals, so that hunting and gathering is assured and
survival is guaranteed for the long term. The term “firelandmanagement” is preferred.
Land, my country,
1. Umwelt, with flora, fauna, water (springs), hills etc.; the living environment.
2. Sovereign roaming area of a people (see map on page 9)
3. The area for which people are responsible and which, while roaming, they maintain through
the use of fire at regular intervals.
Megaculture, used by the author as a useful notion; essential when comparing fundamentally different
culture types, sedentary and nomadic, as in this document.
Nomadic, refers to: roaming without a permanent home and without pack animals or cattle.
Religion, more broader concept than faith; in this document, religion refers to “what unconditionally
concerns a specific person, what is sacred for him”.
Faith, belief in God, faith in God’s word.
Trail, track, songline (through a territory, roaming area). Inherited, route dependent on the seasons,
along which the ancestors first travelled across, singing, giving form to land and nature
Tjukurrpa, religious, nontheistic notion, see Dreaming and also page 21, prof. Charlesworth
Firelandmanagement (sustainable land management through the use of fire across the whole
continent, a term promoted by the author. As Agricultura lies at the foundation of sedentary
civilisations, so does Firelandmanagement lie at the foundation of the Australian mobile/nomadic
civilisations.
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Chapter I
Ia. The Aborigines amongst all the other peoples. Who are the Aborigines?
Aborigines are the oldest inhabitants of Latium prior to the founding of the city of Rome in 753 BC.
This Latin name given to them by the Romans indicates that they were presumed to have been there
‘ab origine’, in other words, from the origin. From the beginning. This same word “Aborigines” is used
by the French and the English colonisers in various continents to refer to “peoples” that stood in the
way of their European expansionism. The words “original Australians”, “Aborigines”, “indigenous
population” and “indigenous peoples” are interchangeable in this document. These terms refer to the
descendants of the people that moved from Asia to Australia from 50000 BC in the periods in which
sea level was much lower than it is today.
The Aborigines do not form a kind of “Fremdkörpervolk”, a small self-sufficient group of people located
at the end of the world. They belong to what today is called “the world of the indigenous peoples”,
totalling more than 250 million people, spread across 144 peoples. Indigenous peoples, according to
Martinez Cobo, a U.N. reporter, are typified by an unbroken descendence from the original inhabitants
of a territory. They consider themselves to be different from the society in which they typically form a
minority. They want to retain and develop their ancestral living environment and transfer their ethnic
identity to future generations.
The Aborigines are not an exception with their nomadic, roaming way of life. A large number of
peoples, currently mini-peoples, have not developed historically in the line of “farming and/or animal
husbandry”, but along less conspicuous paths of “improved, systematised food collection, hunting and
fishing”.
The Aborigines are in no sense primitive peoples, in other words, people in an early stage of
development. All you need to do is to pay a short visit to one of the historical museums, for example
the “South Australian Museum of Adelaide”, to be convinced of this. There are two types of answers to
the question “Who are the Aborigines?”:
a. the traditional type, as derived here from the DTV lexicon, 1980: Aborigines, Australiden, Australiër.
Eine urtümliche Menschenrasse, die Eingeborenen Australiens umfassend; kennzeichnend sind
hoher schlanker Wuchs, dunkle Haut-, Augen- und Haarfarbe, vorspringende Kiefer, tief eingesattelte
Nasenwurzel, fliehende Stirn mit kräftigen Überaugenwülsten.
b. the contemporary answer is no longer based on European-Western man as the yardstick; the
biologist/geneticist Jared Diamond questions this explicitly.
1. He starts out from the concept of “homo sapiens” for all peoples.
2. He says: ”History has taken different routes for different peoples as a result of differences in the
environment, the surroundings of those peoples, and not as a result of biological/genetic differences
between those peoples themselves”.
The Aborigines are homines sapientes, wise men, as science currently classifies all seven billion
inhabitants of the earth in a congenial* manner.
Conclusion: The Aborigines are simply part of the human race, the family of man.
In the pages that follow, namely in sections 1 till 6, the reader will be introduced to their
high-quality culture.

* Until a century ago, the Aborigines were still being studied by British scientists in a non-congenial manner concerning whether
the Aborigines were indeed real people!
Extract from the Guardian Weekly, 13-07-2000: “The Australian prime minister, John Howard, has asked Tony Blair for help in
persuading British museums and universities to repatriate the remains of more than 2,000 Aborigines.”
The current indigenous descendants know exactly who they are.

6

Ib. Some marks of the Aboriginal cultures.
At the time of the invasion and the first wave of immigration in 1788, there were some 240 different
languages/cultures and the total number of indigenous people was approximately one million. Shortly
before the Second World War, that number had fallen to around 50,000. Today, the numbers have
risen to around 500,000. “We have survived”, say the indigenous people, thanks to the light-coloured
majority that feels completely Aboriginal and black. The effect of mass rape had a different effect to
what initially was expected (see appendix page 36). Massacres and epidemics had the same effect as
in North and South America several centuries earlier. Here too there were diseases such as smallpox,
measles, whooping cough and influenza, diseases contracted by the Europeans in their livestock
farming of cattle and pigs, that triggered mass slaughter under the Aborigines until at some point they
also developed some of the resistance that Europeans had developed long before.
In the pages that follow, this Aboriginal Culture – a better name would be common Aboriginal cultures –
is delineated in six sections from the viewpoint of an examining outsider.
§ 1 Fire and land
Through the practice of firelandmanagement at regular intervals, all the Aboriginal kinship groups
have influenced and guided the flora, the plant life, across the whole continent in the desired direction
throughout the course of many thousands of years. The result is a landscape in which a key role is
played by seven hundred different types of fire-resistant eucalyptuses and some nine hundred acacia
sorts*. The method was, and still is, low crawling fire. In other words cool burning (never ever crown
fire), across varied, interlinked restricted areas. Under favourable seasonal and weather conditions,
the fire is lit in the late afternoon in various appropriate places, fire that is always dowsed at night
by the approaching dew. Such a system does not create a build-up of dead undergrowth or dry
humus; raging forest fires that devastate whole areas of land are unknown when such a form of fire
management is carried out.
Over the centuries, a landscape was shaped in which
a. people were able to trek well
b. people had a clear overview
c. people gained more access to all kinds of vegetable food
d. people could engage in hunting
e. animals were attracted by the young sprouts, the young grass that appeared from beneath the
fertile ash.
Fire was of course also important in other ways. And yet, nowhere else in the world has a people ever
managed the treatment of land and nature so systematically, with such care for so many centuries, as
the indigenous peoples of Australia. This is what Yinirrakun, N.T., had to say about this in1994:
“BURN GRASS TIME”
This is the time we burn our country.
It is part of our responsibility
in looking after our country.
If you don’t look after country
country won’t look after you.
(grass refers of course here to all dry and dried out overgrowth)

Jacko Jackamarra, (warlu, crawling fire)1987,
polymer on canvas

* N.B. The nature of Australia has for many thousands of years not been able to go its own way, but
the way of the Aborigines, who call themselves “custodians of the land”. The only places where you
will encounter pure nature is in a number of deep gorges or ravines, where the Aboriginal fire was
unable to penetrate. There, deep down, is the Wollemia-Nobilis tree, the “dinosaur tree”, currently
also being exhibited in various botanical gardens close to the entrance. Australia’s nature can be
considered as Aboriginal heritage; many plants and plant seeds are “fire-resistant”, plant seeds of
specific sorts are even “dependent on fire” for germination.
Australian nature is much more cultural than white people realise!
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World map showing the 144 indigenous peoples

Indigenous peoples are to be found in all continents.
Concentrations of indigenous peoples are found in Mexico, Central America, Central Africa and South- and Southeast Asia.

Of all indigenous peoples, the Boesmans (San) from South Africa are mentioned here, as they
resemble the Australian Aborigines in many respects. In the first half of the previous century, a fair
amount of investigation was carried out; the South African painter Walter Battiss 1906-1982 was even
inspired throughout his life by the art of the “Boesmans/Bosjesmannen”
One of the statements he made is this:
Net soos mens se persoonlijkheid
gesterk, verryk en ontwikkel word deur
sy aanraking, of liewer botsing, met die
persoonlijkheid van ander mense, so ook
kan een kultuur ontsaglijk daarby baat,
wanneer hy in aanraking komt met ‘n
ander, en omgekeerd.
Walter Battiss, 1939

Just as a person’s personality can be
strengthened, enriched and developed by
coming into contact with, or better said,
crashing into the personality of another
individual, so too can a culture benefit
when it comes into contact with another
culture, and vice versa.
Walter Battiss, 1939

Symbols of Life, 1967, Pretoria Art Museum

Ronnie van der Merwe, Medi-Clinic; Hierdie studie gee baie stof tot nadenke’, ‘n indrukwekkende werk. Stellenbosch S.A.

8

The situation in Australia when the British invasion began in 1788 AD.

Encyclopaedia of Aboriginal Australia, 758 pages. ISBN 0-19-550649-9, publ.2000

It is possible to distinguish some 240 ancient, tribal areas, trackareas maintained by means of
firelandmanagement, roaming territories in which just as many language- and culture areas have
gradually been formed over many thousands of years. Note that Australia is as large as
Europe minus Russia!
“Each tribal area is the Sovereign Domain of that tribe born into that tribal area, governing the
social and spiritual system as set down at the beginning, the start of time.”
Kevin Gilbert.

As a result of the nomadic relation with their Land, of which they are the custodians, expansion
through violent means and internal wars were unthinkable. Due to this relationship, nowhere did they
switch to Agricultura, not even in recent centuries.
“For around four hundred years (1500-1900) contact and barter trade was common between the sea
cucumber fishermen from Makassar (Sulawesi/Celebes) and the North Australian Aboriginal peoples.
(with iron axes and rice on the fishermen’s side).
During that long period, Aborigines frequently sailed to Makassar with them, yet this never resulted
in any kind of Agricultura being introduced on their return. The author believes that there is just one
plausible explanation for this, namely that the Aborigines considered their own nomadic food gathering
system (firelandmanagement system), as described in chapters I and III as being meaningful and
complete.”

9

§ 2 Water, sources of water
All springs, billabongs (temporary or dead river tributaries) and land bowls with underground water
were known in every territory throughout Australia and were well maintained and never fouled.
Therefore these places had been declared sacred, left to them by their arch ancestors. Trees with
roots holding much water, and plants with water in leaf sheaths were known by every native in their
own and neighbouring roaming areas. Efficient water management in all physical activities were part of
the natural adaptation to the scarcity of water. In areas where there was very little water, the territories
had to be extensive, occasionally forming areas as large as a medium-sized European country
(see map on page 9). Today, there are three comments to be made concerning springs and water
in general:
1.) The springs have been seriously polluted or have been turned into mud by the invading
whites, especially through herds of sheep. Even today there are still a hundred million sheep
in Australia. The sharp, double-hoofed sheep’s feet had disastrous results on the immediate
surroundings of those springs, which then became silted up. It is worth noting that the nature
of Australia does not have hoofed animals, only aplacental mammals and marsupials, whose
feet press on the earth with a broad-bearing surface.
2.) The water from rivers and the sea have stimulated various Aboriginal tribes to practise
different techniques for catching fish, with or without nets. In the estuary of the River Darling
extensive systems of gullies and trenches for catching fish and eels have been developed.
These were so effective that nomadism was abandoned and instead of huts constructed from
foliage and temporary windshields, they started building huts of stone.
3.) The English and European colonists came (and continue to do so) from areas where much of
the water provided by nature was polluted as a result of overcrowding and a dense population.
So they were used to drinking boiled water, coffee, tea, wine or beer. Alcohol had been part
of their lives for centuries. Matt Ridley notes in Genome (ISBN 1-85702-835-X) page 192:
“Foraging nomadic peoples lived at low densities. Natural water supplies were safe. So
it is little wonder that the natives of Australia and North America were and are especially
vulnerable to alcoholism and that many cannot now “hold their drink”.
You could conclude then that the indigenous Australian’s concern for pure water over the previous
thousands of years has led to their alcohol problem. The Koori Mail, an Aboriginal newspaper,
expresses it clearly: “We indigenous peoples cannot take alcohol; for us, alcohol is fatal”. Half the
population of indigenous females and a third of the indigenous males never drink alcohol.
The spiritual meaning of water is expressed below:
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Living water: In 1989 in Balgo, (central desert) the ‘talk-painting’ mothers Bye Bye Napangarti, Jemma Napanangka, Millie
Nampitjinpa and Kunintji Nampitjinpa told their daughters about their laws and rules of life in the following way, accompanied by
song and dance:
Two women started leaving Mulirayupungu.
They tried to make a shade.
Women tried to make a shade
but it wouldn’t stay up.
They got sick of trying to build that shade
so they started travelling.
They went to another rock.
They stayed there painting their bodies.
These two women were
just dancing round.
Next day they started
travelling again
to another soakwater
and that’s where they
did the same thing, they painted their body
and that’s where they did
the painting and dancing and singing...
The next they went to Wilkinkarra.
Wilkinkarra is a big dry lake
But no trees around
When you stand in the middle
It’s so big

you might think there’s water laying
down
for years
but there’s no water
it’s a salty lake
So they kept on going
they went and camped at Killikipunda
Those two women camped.
They carried Yawulyu stuff too.
So they make themselves
happy when they were travelling
to find the Living Water
so they can settle down there
to find the New Life.
So those two women kept going.
We may be getting closer to
the Living Water they said.
And they gave names
to the country
and they went a bit further down.
They were coming
near the Living Water.
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Two arch-ancestor women
looking for water, living
water that they find at the
end of their life cycle/life’s
journey.

§ 3 Food and land – vegetable foods
Fruits, seeds, tubers, berries, stems and leaves, all of these in a rich variety, depending on the
location, season and rainfall, were – and sometimes still are – collected by groups of women. Here
follow a few notes based on the wide research undertaken in libraries, which all point to a great variety
in foods.
<< So ernährten sich die Bewohner des im tropischen Bereich liegenden Groote Eylandt von
weit über 300 verschiedenen Tieren und Pflanzen, und selbst wüstennahe Stämme wie etwa die
zentralaustralischen Dieri nutzten immerhin noch mehr als 130 eszbare Arten.……, mit einer täglichen
Arbeitszeit von drei bis fünf Stunden auskamen…. .>>
<< The life that was poor in terms of material goods, was far from poor in other ways. The immediate
needs of the group and the family could normally be met, daily, by a few hours of hunting and
gathering. Invariably there was time to spare for games, for songs, for dances, for drama, for
ceremonies sacred and profane, which were in essence the purpose for which life is lived.>>
In other words, a balanced diet, a healthy way of life and a lot of time for cultural activities. One should
note however that fast food and McDonalds are far riskier for Aborigines than for other Australians.
Prof. Kerin O’Dea: “Aboriginal people’s efficient metabolism of hunted and gathered foods – once a
survival mechanism – now promotes overweight and diabetes. Aboriginal people are at very high risk
for type 2 diabetes”.
§ 4 Food and land – animal foods
The hunting of game was done by males in small groups. Typically, use was made of spears and
spearthrowers – a kind of arm extension – providing extra power and the ability to hunt over longer
distances. Fishing was done with traps and fishing nets varying greatly in shape and size. The hunt for
goannas, sand lizards, and insects also deserves a mention. In Central Australia the witchetty larve* –
found in the roots of a number of types of acacia – make a major contribution to the amount of animal
proteins in the diet. Recent research has shown that this ancient indigenous method of collecting
produces several times more animal protein per hectare of land than modern ranching with imported
European cattle. The hunting of honeybees, in chambers deep underground that can be accessed
only through the use of digging sticks, is important in many parts of Australia, or to be more accurate,
was important. In the arts, the hunting of honey from honeybees is seen to be re-emerging.
*Prof. Arnold van Huis, entomologist, Wageningen University, informed the author about the current meaning of Witchetty (grub,
imago) as human food. See internet, entomophagy (insects are the food of the future).

§ 5 Knowledge storage and land*
In December 2002, on internet, Nature Neuroscience published a study by Eleanor Maguire of
University College London, which showed “people’s exceptionally good memory” was not so much
linked to above-average intelligence but is especially due to “the capacity to order memories”.
When elements that need to be remembered are linked to spatial objects, things that people encounter
on a route that is walked regularly, a striking efficiency is achieved when ordering those elements in
the memory.
This finding complies exactly, in my opinion, with that which many researchers have observed
among Aborigines, namely, an immense, incredibly large memory capacity related to locations in the
landscape**. The same phenomenon is observed with the songlines – endlessly repetitive singing:
linking knowledge to landmarks. This remarkable quality demonstrated by the Aborigines, not having
elaborated written forms of language, is enhanced even more through their system of initiations, their
preparations for them and their distribution of tasks according to gender, totem, etc. One can view the
Aborigines as intellectuals, walking erudites, even though their knowledge is totally irrelevant to us.
The French anthropologist Claude Lévi Strauss put it this way: With their egalitarian social and political
structure, their extensive trade network and especially their rich spiritual and cultural life, the Australian
Aborigines are to be considered as intellectual aristocrats.

*For a more detailed insight into the Aboriginal cultures, the following is available via internet “Tegenvoeters en medeburgers”
(Farewell lecture 2008, prof. dr Ad Borsboom, Radboud Universiteit)
**Sic! Freek Dam psycologist, Twello N.L.
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§ 6 Mental structure and land
It would be safe to assume that the “virtual” prehistoric man, homo sapiens, that crossed from
Asia to Australia 50,000 years ago, brought with him a kind of religion of nature. During a process
of adaptation to their new continent, land and nature, and of those hundreds of territories that are
outlined on the map, lasting tens of thousands of years, a form of religion that is unique to the
Aborigines has arisen, in which the Dreaming/Tjukurrpa plays a key role. The Tjukurrpa tells each
people, each community and language group about their arch-ancestors, who, singing as they went,
travelled across the land, giving the land and nature their form, leaving behind the network of tracks,
languages, laws, rules, kinship obligations and rules for maintaining land and nature. In rituals,
ceremonies, and in corroboree and other high points and low points of living together, the bond with
the land and with its arch-ancestors is established, experienced and renewed. From what is referred
to today as painting, or dance or whatever art form you wish, one can often read these Tjukurrpa tales
(although much remains hidden from us). We can conclude from what is written in this chapter that
land, nature, religion and art form one great whole.
Finally, words from a Yolngu child introducing herself at school to the class.
I am a Yolngu child
I know I am Yolngu
I know I am a girl
I know my mälk
I have many skills:
weaving
collecting foods
names of plants
digging yams
When I come to school my education has already begun.
I know where my home is.
I know many traditional Dreamtime stories.
I know not only one, but two or three languages.
I know my relationship to many people.
I have learnt to share.
I know many things about what my family has done in the old days.
(Quote from “The native born” Objects and representations from Ramingining, Arnhem Land)
I know where my home is.
Nomadism was – and continues to be – made extremely difficult for the indigenous peoples.
Compulsory school attendance also acts against nomadism.
I know many traditional Dreamtime stories.
This publication contains just one Dreamtime story, on page 10 “Living Water”.
Countless stories, linked to migratory routes and various “locations”, link the Aborigine to land, nature
and the past, throughout his life.
I know not only one, but two or three languages.
“I can speak five Aboriginal languages and I can sing in seven”; says Jack McPhee in
Wanamurraganya (written by Aboriginal author and painter Sally Morgan).
I know my relationship to many people
For thousands of years kinship requirements and kinship rules were directive in the roaming Aboriginal
existence.
I have learnt to share
For thousands of years people survived together, roaming in small groups in wich the concept of
“private possession”did not exist.
I know many things about what my family has done in the old days.
“In our people the family goes on and on, it is as endless as we are”, says Errol West, a far
descendant of the Emeratta tribe, Tasmania.
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Ic. Brief characterisation of Aboriginal Art
Aboriginal Art is a complex art. In their description below, Susan McCulloch and Terry Smith outline,
concisely and in detail, the character traits of Aboriginal Art. The text dates from 1999.
The more the European-Australian culture begins to be imposed and in fact comes to dominate the
whole of Australia, the more the indigenous arts move away from what they describe. However, this
text remains of critical importance.
Characterisation
…it works simultaneously on four levels each with two aspects to it:
as depiction through inherited forms and techniques of stories from the Dreaming,
both as general mythology and as a moment or moral in the particular artist’s Dreaming;
as a cartography of a place owned by the dreamer-painter, including journeys across it, both
by the sacred organisators and the artists as a hunter or wanderer;
as a witness that the duty of representing and singing the Dreaming has been done, thus
constituting a restatement of title or deed to the land indicated;
and finally as an individual interpretation of these duties and practices varying somewhat and
thus keeping alive the obligations and the pleasures of paint.
To many viewers, the story of the work is important, while to others, the visual impact of the painting
predominates. It is this combination of a strong sense of design and finely honed use of colour or
surface texture and spatial relationships – underpinned by an intangible but ever present connection
with the land, its creators, their stories, and the artist’s interaction with this – that gives many paintings
of Aboriginal Australia their unique quality and power.
This characterisation/definition is taken from the European Australians mentioned above, who have
spent much time and effort studying the Aborigines.
Here follows a second characterisation, but this time from an indigenous viewpoint.
This has been taken from The Lonely Planet Travel Guide page 68.
Dr. Irene Watson:
From an indigenous perspective, art is an integral part of our culture, for it is not seen as
being separate. The commercialisation of indigenous art has brought to us another way of
viewing art. However, from an indigenous perspective, art is culture, it is law, it is Dreaming, it
is the land, and it is also who we are. It is part of the whole circle of indigenous being.
Painting fulfilled, and continues to fulfil, the following functions in the existence of the indigenous
peoples:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Activating the common mythology and religion of the clan and language group.
Confirming the hierarchy of status in (otherwise egalitarian) living contexts.
Entertainment and joy of living; ceremonies; stimulating innovation and creativity.
Referring to ancestors, land, flora, fauna, roaming trails; referring to the springs,
to hunting and gathering (for food).
Referring to other clans and peoples; liberation from a state of isolation.
New functions:

6.
7.

The acquisition of money, income, now that “hunting/gathering” has been made impossible.
The works of art become more detailed, more expansive and designed to be hung on walls
(of museums for example).
The acquiring of status in the encounter with the (white) outside world.
Functions 6 and 7 are gaining in significance.
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CHAPTER II
What is preventing us from understanding indigenous art from Australia?
The following points were raised during my lectures (1994-2000)
on “the art and cultural expression of the Aborigines” .
1

A certain xenophobia, unique to humans – prevents us from appreciating Aboriginal culture
(and therefore also their art). This applies in the Netherlands, but even more so in Australia.
For many Anglo-Saxon Australians “being white” is still the natural state of affairs that allows
no relativation. This makes it unnecessary to consider a culture of another colour, just as it
is unnecessary to think about any self-definition. (compare p.23-29)
If people have no perspective of “homo sapiens”, they generally stay at home, mentally
speaking, and do not develop a curiosity about other cultures.

2

Ignorance with regard to the place art has within the Aboriginal existence. The artist has
a high status. The extent and the scale of production of the arts and painting are huge in
relation to the low numbers of Aborigines – less than two percent of the Australian population.
And the variety demonstrated in the arts and painting is astonishing. This undoubtedly has
something to do with the 240 original languages and cultures that have been defined, and
which today, except in Arnhemland and in the Central desert, have been virtually destroyed.

Berndt Museum of Anthropology/University of Perth has a collection of drawings in its possession made by Aboriginal
boarding school children, children that were taken from their Aboriginal mothers as toddlers or younger by government order,
so that they could receive a “decent English, Christian” upbringing.
Drawings by children at such a boarding school – Carrolup – were exhibited more than seventy years ago in both
the Netherlands and England.
The reviews in the press were extremely positive: “remarkably balanced compositions, fantastic representation of
forms and movements, striking colour combinations. A constantly recurring theme was: “children with unusually
artistic talent”.
The author visited this museum on three occasions and can well imagine the conclusion of the time
about “talent”. The fact that thousands and thousands of years of “expression in materials” – as part of
(sacred) ceremonies and rituals – has resulted in certain genetic effects is not unthinkable and may well be
scientifically confirmed in the future.
Many of the 240 languages and cultures, with the corresponding artistic expressions, have vanished and today it is
only possible to distinguish the following local art movements:
- Central and Western Desert: Papunya, Yuendumu, Utopia, Lajamanu, Ernabella, Hermannsburg,
Haasts Bluff.
- The Kimberly: Warmun, Kalumburu, Balgo, Fitzroy-Crossing.
- Arnhem Land: Gunbalanya, Maningrida, Ramingining, Yirrkala, Melville/Bathurst Island, Elcho Island,
Ngukurr.
- Urban and New Forms of Art, urban indigenous art.

Tingari Dreaming at Walawala 1989
Donkeymanlee
Tjupurrula
Girndi, tharloo, marrawarra 1998
Janangoo Butcher Cherel (Three
kinds of food, river in the centre)
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Two water goannas
and fresh waterhole 1983
David Malangi

3

Insufficient awareness that the relation between the various forms of art and the tasks of
the Muses are culture-dependent. Tree bark painting using earth pigments, body painting,
forms of sand mosaics, forms of talk painting, etc., lie at the heart of what is referred to as
“Aboriginal Art”.
The notion of “perspective” as used in European art, has as its starting point that something
is represented as it is perceived from a given standpoint through the eye of the observer.
Although the notion of a “bird’s perspective” has been introduced based on this idea, this
notion must not act as more than a temporary rule of thumb, because the land which people
imagine they are observing is not observed from above, it is not an object of observation
but the subject. The painting is not done while looking at the landscape, the land. The tree
bark, the canvas, lies on the ground, and is connected to the ground, just as the painter is.

4

The nomadic roaming existence and the intense relation that the Aborigines have with
their territory/land are of great significance.
“We are part of the Land and the Land is part of us”. The relation goes further: when the
Aborigine is born into the world, he or she is already mentally impregnated by the (spiritual)
forces of his or her ground, to which he or she returns upon death.
Of course this applies to a decreasing number of indigenous persons, but this system of
thinking is certainly not dead.
ad point 4:
Yves Le Fur (Musée du Quai Branly, Paris) notes, following the exhibition “Les Aborigènes, peintres du temps,
Lyon 2004”:
“En exploitant leurs toiles comme des surfaces de territoire, en les accompagnant dans les temples de l’art
occidental, les Aborigènes redessinent une carte de leur pays au coeur duquel ils ont été exilés.”

See points 3 and 4.
Scheme of the painting
a. centre: Maralinga
b. lower right: skeleton of a sand lizard
c. partly lower right: the land previously
d. top left: the land after infection by the
atom bomb trial in 1953

ROVER THOMAS JOOLAMA
The rainbow snake in Ngamarrin, 1985
Earth dyes, natural binding agent, board
183x92 cm

JONATHAN KUMUNTJARA BROWN

Maralinga 1992
Acryl, sand and lizard skeleton on canvas 167x106cm

From 1953 till 1963, the area of Maralinga in the South Australian desert was used for British atom bomb testing. Many of the roaming
groups of Aborigines that lived there were rounded up and transported to other communities, located far away. The consequences for
the land and for the indigenous people that were so intensely attached to it, and at one with it, were catastrophical.
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5

The relation with nature and the plant and animal world is much more intense than in the
Western world. It is apparent in all prehistoric stories in the shape of totem animals and totem
plants. Between nature (the plant and animal world) and himself, European-Western man has
constructed his own world of culture in agriculture, animal husbandry, horticulture, in towns,
houses, streets, in furnishing, living indoors, in work and leisure time.
The hunter-gatherer Aborigines with no possessions also naturally have a more intense
relationship with sun, moon, stars and firmament (concealed in our world from our eyes as a
result of our way of life, artificial light and air pollution).
See also: Oodgeroo Noonuccal, The Past, page 25
..No walls about me, the stars over me,...

6

Abstraction and symbolism in indigenous painting can also be understood based on the
impact of their natural living environment on their existence. Abstraction in Aboriginal Art is
automatically present and can be regarded as a given. Abstraction in Western art is typically
something that is sought after or pursued, which is evident in the work of many painters.
Aboriginal Art contains no pure, autonomous, image reality; a relation with reality and
with life always predominates.

See points 6 and 5.

Anooralya I, 1995
213 X 120 cm

See point 5.

Milky Way Tjukurrpa 1992
Janet Forrester Nangala acryl on canvas, 133x88 cm

Anooralya
EMILY KAME KNGWARREYE
Emily Kame Kngwarreye was a fully initiated dance and ceremony leader. She was named after the “kame”, small
tubers that were collected by women in the desert around Utopia. In her work, the kame was often visible in the
body painting and dance rituals, as in this painting. For everyone in Utopia in her vicinity, this painting would evoke
associations with the kame, its roots and the cracks in the desert soil. This work is primarily and occasionally
exclusively appreciated in the European-Western world for its compositional qualities. In the latter case, people
experience exclusively the image reality of the painting. The kame – and therefore also an essential aspect of
KAME – in that way remains outside the frame.
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7

In historical terms, religious awareness and religious experience led in Europe to various
forms of worship, leading one or two millennia ago to a monotheistic, Christian religion, laid
down in writing, including prayer, sacrificial offerings and the incitement to convert.
In the egalitarian Aboriginal world in which the Aborigine was connected with nature and the
land, a totally different development took place. Here, forms of religion arose that, in the
Dreamings/tjukurrpas, confirmed the relation with the ancestors and with the earth from
which man descends and to which he returns. Dance, song, body painting and expression
using materials from tree bark to sand mosaic, belonged to the realm of ritual within these
religions. The dominant Christianity showed no tolerance of the Dreamings, tjukurrpas, as
can be read in the verses of a girl housed in a boarding school allied to a missionary post.

DREAMTIME-STORIES

Pope John Paul II said the following in Alice Springs,

Church prayers, Christian Religion,

in 1986 about the way of the Aborigines:

But where are the Dreamtime-Stories?
“For thousands of years you have lived in this land and
Priests, nuns and paters

fashioned a culture that endures to this day. And during

Masters and Sunday school

all this, the Spirit of God has been with you. Your Dreaming

But where are the Dreamtime-Stories?

which influences your lives so strongly that, no matter

A little girl talks to God

is your own way of touching the mystery of God’s Spirit

in prayer

in you and in creation”.

what happens, you remain for ever people of your culture,

But where are the Elders and
Where are the Dreamtime-Stories?

Red (Australian) desert sand;
at the top the split rock; in
the centre the blue water
with a drinking people on its
knees. No livestock! Note the
confused, thirsty people at the
bottom and, left, the arranged
people after they have eased
their thirst. To the right the
giant footsteps of Moses,
represented by an Aboriginal
arch ancestor.

Mary of Warmun
George Mung Mung 1983
cut from wood, natural
pigments, 64 cm tall
Image from two religions.
Christianity:
the pregnant Mary.
Aboriginal religions:
the spiritual fertilisation from
the Earth.

JARINYANU DAVID DOWNS 1989
The Book of Numbers 20, (nomadic, non-theistic
version!) Moses belting the Rock in the Desert
Because there was no water, the people went to Moses and Aaron. They blamed Moses. Why did you bring us to
this desert? Just to let us and our livestock perish?....
…. Moses and Aaron left the people alone and went to the entrance of the meeting tent, where they threw
themselves onto the ground. Then the Lord appeared in all his glory and he said to Moses: Take the stick that lies
before the covenant’s chest and together with your brother Aaron call the people together. In their presence you must
order that rock to give water. Water will flow; then people and cattle can quench their thirst. As the Lord had ordered
him to do, Moses took the stick and together with his brother Aaron called the people together. Close to the rock, he
said to them: Watch carefully. Would we be able to get water from this rock for rebels like yourselves? Then Moses
struck the rock twice with the stick. Water flowed out and all the people and all the livestock were able to drink from it.
But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron: You did not believe. In everyone’s presence, you harmed my reputation. That
is why you will not bring the people to the land I promised. That occurred at the spring of Meriba. Etc.
Explanation by Jarinyanu:
…. Lots of people were close to dying. Alright, Moses came up to a big rock and belted it with his stick - broke it
open. Inside was a spring – a living water. All the thirsty people drank and went away with Aaron, Moses’ young
brother.........
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8

9

In Urban Art, the indigenous people are searching for the way leading from their broken
history and history of art – the stolen identity – primarily, but not exclusively, with feelings of
deep indignation and protest.
The qualities of this Urban Art are all the more remarkable when one realises that the
people began with nothing.
- Anyone who thinks of Carrolup Boarding School (ad point 2) can pose the
question: “with absolutely nothing?”
- Anyone who observes the life course of the Urban Art category sees that almost everyone
is looking for his “roots” and his own sources of indigenous culture.
A great number of materials, and increasing numbers of techniques are taken from the
European-Western art world.
This does not happen in a passive way, but through an own selective curiosity,
unique to the artist, that guides the choice, providing it with the required focus.
Similarly, ancient, indigenous octrooi- and patent rules on the one hand, and the lack of
desire to repeat oneself or to copy on the other hand, have contributed to the variation and
vitality in Aboriginal Art. (see below: certificate of authenticity)

see points 5, 6, 9.

Yuelamu detail 1980 honey ant-dreaming
synth.polymer/canvas
Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri

See page 35.

The Keepers, 1994
LILLA WATSON
Here, Lilla Watson burns singe holes in paper using a red hot needle; her ancestors used firesticks.
(firestickagriculture, firelandmanagement).
This painting evokes an image of Aboriginal culture, of ancestors and codes of law.
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10*		Aboriginal Art was – and still is – primarily a “message”, “an assignment of meaning”, often
“assigning meaning at various levels, in different ways”.
It is important to keep in mind that, in the indigenous culture, the written word has not
been developed. Symbols, however, are recognised, and function as picture writing
or pictograms, and can therefore be compared to hieroglyphics or even with Chinese
characters.
in indigenous terms:
Kartya (Whites) can not read our paintings; they only see colours and paint, they don’t see that “our painting”
originates somewhere very deep and far away.

see 5,6,10

Rainbows, 1991
Synthetic polymer paint on canvas

At the first major exhibition of Aboriginal painting in
Europe, ARATJARA (the message bearer).
1993-1994, the artists placed this powerful sign at
the entrance, which was also the exit. It is a
lifesized painting on tree bark in ochres, which was
once used in a ceremony and initiation rite for men.
In this way, artists referred to the sources of their art.
The sign, the symbol, was reproduced on
admission tickets and catalogues.

25 x 45 cms

GLORIA TAMERRE PETYARRE
This small painting was displayed at the Gloria Tamerre
Petyarre exhibition, from 19 June - 29 July, 1998. Art
Gallery, Campbelltown, NSW
The comment by Gloria herself is revelatory:
“ Might be Awelye*, might be little hills, might be little
rainbows”.
* Awelye: the designs that are painted on the body for
ceremonial purposes.

Emily Kame Kngwarreye
“My Country” 1994
Left: the artist herself

* The European artist is, in the first instance, visually inspired.
The Aboriginal artist, primarily, has something to communicate.
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CHAPTER III
The European-Western culture on which our views and judgements are based.
This culture, which is part of everyone’s identity, is the one in which the reader and the author
grew up. The question we have to answer is this: “How do we make clear to an Aborigine and to
ourselves what is typical for that European culture; why did it have such an enormous influence
in the world? But this must be done without resorting to the old-fashioned arguments about
“exceptional intelligence” or “white superiority”.
a. Let us start in prehistoric times, which precedes the history we know through written records.
Between the Mediterranean sea/West Europe on the one hand and China on the other lies – in
the East-West direction – an immense amount of land with a more or less similar climate. This is
where we see a strikingly varied flora and fauna of many sorts of gramineae (family of grasses
and grains) and many sorts of (placental) mammals.
Along the centuries-old road of curiosity and coincidence, between 8000 BC and 4000 BC “people”
– homines sapientes – have been able to domesticate certain plants, particularly the gramineae,
and certain animals, primarily “mammals”. They started something that today we call agriculture and
animal husbandry. They cultivated wheat, rye, barley, oats and they bred sheep, goats, pigs, cows
and horses.
From a strictly thematical perspective, this agriculture-animal husbandry package spread from the
Middle East, in the direction of both China and Europe and the Mediterranean at a speed of one
kilometre a year within that entire climate belt.
Outside Eurasia, something similar happened on all other continents, i.e. the southern part of Asia,
Africa to the south of the Sahara, and both Americas. Rice, maize, sorghum as well as the lama,
the camel, the donkey, the buffalo and the yak are reminders of this.
However, the only continent where this process of development could not take place was Australia.
The reason for this was the almost total absence of rough-grained gramineae in the flora and the
complete absence of placental mammals.
In Australia, homo sapiens therefore continued to be dependent on the hunting/gathering
method for extracting food from nature. However, this elementary means of survival developed
in the course of many thousands of years into such a refined, flexible and sustainable system, that
despite the unstable Australian climate everywhere – right up to the desert-like terrains – a
stable and varied foundation for food was realised, on which a great spiritual culture was able
to rise and flourish. The three main components of this remarkable system* are the following:
- t h e i m m e n s e , mesh-free network of trek routes, whose density is proportional to
the presence of food, across all 240 roaming territories of the entire continent,
- the care taken, from generation to generation, to maintain the transfer of knowledge
and skills acquired during these treks. An older Aborigine therefore had a “baedeker”, a
“vademecum” and a “mental map” in his head.
- the periodic, systematic firelandmanagement which resulted in the network becoming
further refined, hunting/gathering becoming more efficient and the supply of food
being influenced in the desired direction.
*The system demands that each individual adult and not adult, be able to walk. Aboriginal women continued breastfeeding for
years and this resulted in such a spacing of childbirth that it was never necessary for the mothers to carry more than one child on their backs.
Famine as a result of overpopulation was thus also prevented.

Via agriculture and animal husbandry, a massive growth in population was made possible on all
other continents, making distribution of tasks simpler, creating new professions and crafts, towns
and a stratified, sedentary society. The fact that the pioneers in this respect were Europe on the one
hand and Eastern Asia on the other had nothing to do with the genetic gifts of those living there. It
was simply the coincidence of the geographical situation. The opportunities for the development of
a broad and varied Agricultura (see page 4) were more abundant than anywhere else in the world.
Exponents of that wide-ranging variety are especially the wheat, that adapts to a range of soil and
weather types and that can be stored in various ways and processed into food, and the horse, which
can be used as a beast of burden, draft animal, plough horse, and warhorse.
Expressed in an evolutionary way:

“The Aborigines have elevated their hunting/gathering method of survival to Firelandmanagement systems; the Europeans
(and other peoples), based on their method of survival of “ hunting and gathering”, have refined plants and animals in
their (sedentary) Agricultural systems.
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b. Back to the distant past once more.
As a result of Agricultura, the homo sapiens changes from a roaming-nomadic existence to a
sedentary one. His direct dependence on nature reduces, while a direct dependence on complex
human relationships in a stratified society increases. It is inevitable then that the religious
dimension of existence becomes more antropomorphous.
Religion becomes more theistic: polytheism, pantheism, monotheism and also atheism. In
the past 200 years, Christianity has appeared everywhere in Europe as monotheism, with
its source in Asia Minor.
This Christianity means: belief in one almighty God, belief that the Bible is God’s word. This religion
consists of prayer and confession, brings salvation and calls out to give evidence. Both Christianity
and atheism – expanding in response to Christianity – are far removed from the religious forms
of the nomadic prehistoric ancestors of the distant past. Christianity is a religion born out of a
sedentary lifestyle of Agricultura. Adam was gardener in the garden of Eden, Abel was a cattle
farmer and Cain was an arable farmer.
The religion of the Aborigines has of course also developed in those 50,000 years but has not
become theistic.
Aboriginal ethics therefore have no heavenly connection but have their source in the holy relation
with the land and what has been handed down, from generation to generation. In this nomadic
ethic, “reciprocity” plays a key role and personal possessions, or the pursuit of them were not valued.
I have two comments about the indigenous religion. One comes from Professor Max Charlesworth:
“Australian Aboriginal religion is a non-theistic religion, based on the sacred and sacramental
character of the land and it requires a considerable effort of mind and imagination for a European to
come to grips with it”. The other originates from a contemporary Australian history text book:
“In fact we now know that Australian Aboriginal culture was and is of very great
sophistication and richness and that Aboriginal religious systems are comparable with the
other great systems of the world”.
c. Back to the recent past and the present.
In his book “Guns, Germs and Steel”*, prof. Jared Diamond hits the nail on the head: “Asked
to explain the arrears in development of the community of Australian Aborigines, many white
Australians have a simple answer: assumed shortcomings of the Aborigines themselves. How
is it otherwise possible to explain the fact that white English colonists were able to build up a literate,
agrarian industrial democracy within a few decades after colonising a continent whose population
still consisted of illiterate hunter/gatherers after more than 40,000 years? Is this not evidence that
compels one to lead to a racist conclusion?”
The solution to the problem is a simple one. White colonists did not create a literate, food-producing
and industrialised democracy in Australia. Instead, they imported all these elements from outside
Australia: “Cattle, crops, knowledge of metalwork, steam engines, weapons, the alphabet, political
structures and even the germs”. These were all end products of 10,000 years of development in
Eurasia. Europeans have never learned to survive in Australia without their inherited Eurasian
technology. The people that actually built up a community in Australia were the Australian Aborigines.
Of course the community they created was not a literate, food-producing industrialised democracy.
The reasons for this can be found in the characteristics of the Australian environment. The
community that they did actually found, based on the characteristics of the Australian environment,
have been briefly sketched in the first chapter of this document.

* This book is a must for all interested in the long term.
Prof. Jared Diamond expresses himself in a friendly manner, but does not mention that the flower gardens around the
houses consist of British flowers such as pink roses and lavender, lawns and Mediterranean shrubs. An extraordinary state
of affairs when one is familiar with the wealth of Australian flowers (Hakea, Banksia, Kunzea spec.) of the botanic gardens.
Neither does he mention the incredible natural manipulation through imported plants and animals and domestic animals.
The white Australian has still to become Australian, his New Land has yet to live in his imagination; up until recently, efforts
were being made to found what the indigenous peoples refer to as “a New-England”. Until recently! Because what I am
touching on here is beginning to shed its taboo character, as is already the case with the water salinification problem (also
known as the white death) as a result of tree clearing, and as is the case with imported plagues and diseases.
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CHAPTER IV
Aborigines speak out.
This chapter contains a number of statements made by Aborigines at the end of the previous century
and the start of the current century. The structure is in line with the theme of this document:
“land,(1-6) culture(7-12), art(13-28)”. Because the common ground of Aborigines and Europeans is often
art, the number of “art quotes” is in the majority. These 28 quotations will undoubtedly serve to clarify
what has been highlighted in previous chapters.
1. We do not possess the land, the land possesses us.
Land is our food, our culture, our source of inspiration and our identity. We do not lay down
borders across the land as farmers do. We have spiritual connections; our ancestors originate
from the Earth. Kanikya, Alkarilda, Pwerte Marnte, arts corporation.
2. Dreaming is the tracks you are responsible for. You have got to do the ceremonies and as
you get older you learn your responsibilities to that area. As you get older still, as you marry into
different families, you take on the responsibility of other people, of other Dreamings.
ABC, indigenous radio, Alice Springs
3. The more Dreamings a person knows or the more tracks he is responsible for, the more
powerful that person becomes. You never stop learning.
4. The land is our sacred temple. Djon Mundine, conservator
5. I listen and hear these words a hundred years away: that is my grandmother’s mother
country; it seeps down through blood and memory and soaks into the ground...
Judy Napangardi
6. The land is not empty, the land is full of knowledge, full of story, full of goodness, full of
energy, full of power. Earth is our mother, the land is not empty. Wandjuk Marika

7. Our spirituality is a feeling of oneness, of belonging, an interconnectedness with all that
lives and breathes, even with all that does not live and breathe. Mudrooroo 1995
8. We only want the world to accept and respect our culture. We only want recognition that
we have a culture. We just want to be recognised as part of the human race, with our
painting tradition, which we maintain, as we always have.
Maurice Luther Jupurrurla, Musée d’art Moderne, Paris, 1983
9. I think it is time that we are all educated about the concealed history of Australia and stop
the Whitewash. Judy Watson
10. My work is a fusion of cultural techniques, design and patterning, emphasising the fact
that all people can maintain their own distinct and separate culture, while living together in
peace, understanding and harmony, in a very shrinking global village. Ellen José
11. I have found a style which is between the two cultures. Treahna Hamm
12. That’s the story I am telling you, special, sacred, important. That’s my country; I paint ‘im.
M.N.Tjapaltjarri
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13. We are painting, as we have always done, to demonstrate our continuing link with our
country and the rights and responsibilities we have to it. We paint to show the rest of
the world that we own this country and the land owns us. Our painting is a political act.
Galarrwuy Yunupingu
14. You must always think about it and always paint landscape, so that the country will be held
strong. Jillian Namatjira (a granddaughter of Albert Namatjira!)
15. I believe that art is a language for interpreting who you are. Aboriginal people have always
had a vast, rich, culture and I am part of this.
16. There are many things which are too numerous to mention about the treatment of
Aborigines, but through my art I have identity and strength. Raymond Meeks
17. The dancing and artwork is your whole life. Without my painting I am a lost soul.
Wandjuk Marika
18. Painting is our foundation; white man calls it art. Galarrwuy Yunupingu
19. When I paint I do not make a sketch first. It just comes from within me and I just keep it
going. I have a picture in my mind, it is the spirit within me. It just guides my hand.
Robert Campbell
20. The permanence of the designs is in our minds. We are for ever renewing and recreating
these traditions in our ceremonies.
21. I paint different types of things like birds (they can be just birds, not ancestors or spirits),
and body painting, leaves, trees, mangrove trees. These are all real things out there, you
can see them; but we sing them too, they can be sacred. Sometimes I sing the story of the
painting while I am painting it. My paintings are my soul, my ‘warro’, they are not just bits of
ochre and bark, even if I paint them for sale. George Milpurrurru
22. Paint ’em up. Woman’s story. Strong one. Narputta Nangala
23. With painted breasts, the old women are dancing. They are holding their country and their
granddaughters are following them. Gloria Petyarre
24. My painting is a marriage of Aboriginal culture and western culture to form a style called
“traditional contemporary”, from Dreamtime to Machinetime. One of the things I like is
ironies. Trevor Nickolls
25. All Aboriginal Art in this country is political whether it is an abstract bark painting explaining
the title deeds to land ownership or a recognisable symbol like the land rights flag in an oil
painting. Fiona Foley
26. Painting, painting, painting. That is my mind. That is in my mind.
Ginger Riley Munduwalawala
27. This is our painting, where is yours? Galarrwuy Yunupingu
28. The land is our backbone, the land is art.

(29) The white people wonder why some really try to understand this strange human, the
Aboriginal man. Steve Barney

23

CHAPTER V
Aboriginal poets
In the Australian context in the course of tens of thousands of years, homo sapiens – roaming
and practising firelandmanagement – has created his own religion, own culture, own art, as
has already been mentioned. This story can be seen in all art, even in the art of poetry (largely
originating from urban indigenous people). The following six poems also express white oppression.

Spiritual song of the Aborigine
I am a child of the Dreamtime People
Part of this Land, like the gnarled gumtree
I am the river, softly singing
Chanting our songs on my way to the sea
My spirit is the dust-devils
Mirages, that dance on the plain
I’m the snow, the wind and the falling rain
I’m part of the rocks and the red desert earth
Red as the blood that flows in my veins
I am eagle, crow and snake that glides
Through the rain-forest that clings to the mountainside
I awakened here when the earth was new
There was emu, wombat, kangaroo
No other man of a different hue
I am this land
And this land is me
I am Australia
Hyllus Maris

(Another spiritual song)
At night as I sit by my camp-fire
the Great Serpent Spirit a’star
I sing songs of love to the Presence within
as it plays with the sparks on my fire.
Inside Black Australia, Kevin Gilbert
(derived fom the Introduction)
see Literature p. 32

The unhappy Race
The Myall speaks
White fellow, you are the unhappy race.
You alone have left nature and made civilized laws.
You have enslaved yourselves
As you enslaved the horse and other wild things
Why, white man?
Your police lock up your tribe in houses with bars,
We see poor women scrubbing floors of richer women.
Why, white man, why?
You laugh at ‘poor blackfellow’, you say we must be like you.
You say we must leave the old freedom and leisure,
We must be civilized and work for you.
Why, white fellow?
Leave us alone, we don’t want your collars and ties,
We don’t need your routines and compulsions.
We want the old freedom and joy that all things have but you,
Poor white man of the unhappy race.
Kath Walker
Oodgeroo Noonuccal
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The Past
Let no one say the past is dead.
The past is all about us and within.
Haunted by tribal memories, I know
This little now, this accidental present
Is not the all of me, whose long making
Is so much of the past.
Tonight here in suburbia as I sit
In easy chair before electric heater,
Warmed by the red glow, I fall into dream:
I am away
At the camp fire in the bush, among
My own people, sitting on the ground,
No walls about me,
The stars over me,
The tall surrounding trees that stir in the wind
Making their own music,
Soft cries of the night coming to us, there
Where we are one with all old Nature’s Lives
Known and unknown
In scenes where we belong but have now forsaken.
Deep chair and electric radiator
Are but since yesterday,
But a thousand thousand camp fires in the forest
Are in my blood
Let none tell me the past is wholly gone.
Now is so small a part of time, so small a part
Of all the race years that have moulded me.
Kath Walker
Oodgeroo Noonuccal

OUR ART
Our art is a mirror
A reflection of injustice
of a people almost buried
under the shadow
of intruders on our shores

We are not
Strangers
In our own country
Just
Strangers
To a European
society
And it is hard
To be one
When
The law
Is the other

of voices stilled
in stolen lands
of a lost child
and a mother found
it nourishes the spirit
heals the past
and dreams the future
Gladys Curunna 1995

Ernie Dingo

(see also: p. 39)

If you read and re-read these poems, you will begin to have some idea of what Aboriginal spirituality
or Aboriginality is. It is the “ab-originality” that also determines the added value of Aboriginal
Painting.

25

CHAPTER VI
Some people discover Aboriginal Art within the context of “land, culture, art”, many others
fail to see the connection. How can we explain this?
This situation involves questions like “environment, education, interests, experiences, but most
importantly too, coincidences”. It doesn’t appear very logical for people to take an interest in an
unknown art form of a virtually extinct culture on the other side of the world.
The question asked here: “How can we explain this?” is impossible to answer, but it is certainly
useful to allow a couple of individuals to have their say on this matter or to quote relevant passages
from their own statements.
a. Rudi Fuchs, art historian, art critic, museum director, internationally respected art expert. The
relevant passages can be found in his life’s work of 830 pages entitled “Between artists – a
romance”. Please take note of the title and read the foreword, included here in its entirety:
“Almost all the texts in this book have been written because they demanded to be written, often
by artists. Long ago, I considered that I should avoid friendships with artists so that as a critic my
objectivity would remain pure. But in the practice of my work in museums, this proved impossible.
Which is why I am not a critic. In the relationship with artists, the quality of their work is a given;
we focus attention on how and in what circumstances, and with what ambition works of art are
created, and especially, what they actually look like. My romance with art takes place in museums,
ateliers, in landscapes and on my travels. These texts are an informal report of all these. When I
started to re-read them, with the intention of writing this book, I discovered that a certain tone had
become embedded in them. This is because my obsessions have always remained the same: all I
want to do is explain, in detail, how works of art actually are”.
Rudi Fuchs April 2002
In his book, Rudi Fuchs succeeds in explaining, in detail, and in an incredibly expert and
conscientious manner by continually comparing one work with another.
This method of explanation and comparison implies that a totally strange and new art
phenomenon will remain outside the scope of what is being compared. When comparing, people
compare that which is comparable and the uncomparable remains unseen.
In such an explanation process, Aboriginal Art never comes into the picture.
In the first instance, there is nothing to explain, because it has its origin in a completely
different culture. In the first instance one is overwhelmed, and this sensation of being
overwhelmed is known as “culture shock”.
In this context then, it is interesting to note the name of Andrew Sayers in his book Australian Art,
in which the European-Australian arts and Aboriginal Australian art is treated in the same book.
He talks from page one about dualism, of the impossibility of treating both art forms at the same time
and interchangeability.
Sayers deliberately and persistently refuses to reserve the concept of “art” for his own (mega)culture.
Unlike Andrew Sayers, Rudi Fuchs does not take this steep path, or perhaps not yet, but it does
lead of course to (some) criticism in this century.

Ad VIa
From ARATJARA, catalogue, page 20, article by Bernhardt Lüthi
“Als Rudi Fuchs 1982 gefragt wurde, weshalb er die “Dritte Welt” nicht zur Documenta desselben Jahres geladen hatte,
antwortete er, dasz die “Dritte Welt” ihre eigene Documenta veranstalten sollte”.
(Vorwort in: Kunst en Museum Journaal, Bd 3 (heft 2) 1991, o.S.)
In the Netherlands, 1999, Amsterdam, Oude Kerk, a retrospective was held of the work of Emily Kame Kngwarreye. This is a
response from Tijs Goldschmidt (NRC 18-06-’99) as a condemnation of Rudi Fuchs’s position: “Will it ever be considered
unacceptable that Baselitz, Förg and Lüperz are exhibited automatically in the Stedelijk Museum, while an important painter like
Emily remains restricted to being displayed as part of the promenading in the Oude Kerk?”
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b. Gabrielle Pizzi, art collector, gallery owner.
In 2002, Gabrielle Pizzi made her grandiose collection of Desert Art available to the museum of
Aboriginal Art* in Utrecht.
Here are a few extracts from a personal statement that can be read in the catalogue to this
exhibition.
(Desert Art, Achille Bonito Oliva Electa, Milan 2002.)
I was born in Sydney into a prominent, influential and turbulent Irish-Australian family.
I grew up in an Australia that had always felt slightly alien to me, so it was not surprising that I left
for Europe in the mid-1960’s, on a grand discovery of other cultures and to search my roots. I lived
for more than a decade in France, Italy and England. I also travelled to Egypt, Lebanon, Morocco
to experience those cultures. ...............
In retrospect I believe that these cultural experiences were the preparatory steps along the road to
my subsequent intense commitment to Aboriginal Art. ....
Key concepts from her further statement are: intense interest for art and culture, never
considering her own viewpoints as absolutes, exploring the a prioris of the own culture, trying to
undergo elementary experiences through travelling and making contacts by expanding her range
of interests through study. Just one passage is worth mentioning:
“Long trips along dusty and occasionally dangerous roads full of holes to distant Aboriginal
communities in the Central desert or to isolated settlements in tropical Arnhemland are an essential
and recurring part of my method of collecting. This collecting has enabled me to maintain good
relations with arts coordinators in the field, to keep up with trends in the arts and also to make
acquaintance with new artists”.
It is therefore not so much through thorough research but more as a result of her intercultural
experiences that Gabrielle Pizzi has been drawn to this Aboriginal art and culture. And to conclude:
“It has also allowed me to gain an important insight into the culture which is the wellspring of the art
and the land which is its inspiration.
Collecting art is my life’s great passion but collecting contemporary Australian Aboriginal art has
offered me a cultural and visual experience quite unlike any other, one which has enthused and
enriched me far beyond anything that I could have ever imagined.”

“Prior lengthy experiences in and with unfamiliar cultures”, “insights gained into Aboriginal cultures”
and “knowledge of and lengthy trips through indigenous Australian land” are three prominent
components that explain Gabrielle Pizzi’s great affection for and affinity with Aboriginal Art.
Conclusion: “Knowledge of and attention for the own European art” seem to be important, but do
not of themselves provide access to Aboriginal Art.
A German artist, referring to Aboriginal Art, told the author:
“ein ganz neues weites Lebensfeld!” Strangely put, but nonetheless relevant!
Relevant because for Aborigines “art and life” are one and the same, because “art” for the Europeans
has the tendency to be “a domain of its own”.

* A year later, in this same museum, Simon Levie, an art historian, and former director of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam,
curated a grandiose exhibition of Aboriginal Art (Het Oog van Simon Levie/The Eye of Simon Levie) from Dutch art collections.
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c. Rik Lugtmeijer, tropical agronomist.
I worked at regular intervals in Developing Countries as a consultant in agricultural issues, and
continued doing so after my retirement. But in the winter of 1992-1993, my wife and I went on
a lengthy holiday trip to Australia. Naturally we developed a keen interest in the position and
wellbeing of the indigenous population there, the Aborigines. For this it did not escape our attention
that the indigenous expressions of art in various art museums, as well as at the Tivis on Melville
Island, could not at all be dismissed as “charming folkloric art”. The works of art we saw had a
tremendous allure and testified to a striking level of creativity.
So it was logical that we also visited the world exhibition of Aboriginal Art, ARATJARA, in
Düsseldorf in the autumn of 1993.
The exhibits of prominent Aboriginal artists, coordinated by their confidant Bernhardt Lüthi, exceeded
all expectations. So of course we bought all the documentation we could get our hands on, and that
was a tremendous amount.
It may well have ended there, had I not received a telephone call – totally out of the blue – from
the Art Centre Deventer at the end of 1993 asking me to talk - complemented by slides - about my
experiences to a small circle of students and a few members of staff.
That means lots of study and thinking hard and that meant – with hindsight – also the start
of an endless series of lectures and workgroups in the east of the Netherlands (primarily
“volksuniversiteiten”, (Adult Education Institutes), but later too for a range of other organisations).
Of course all these lectures had to be supported by field trips to Australia (eight in total). What did
these entail?
- Visits to the major art museums and galleries in Canberra, Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne,
Adelaide, Perth and Darwin. Various national and local (natural) history museums.
- Visits to annual festivals in Perth, the bi-annual festivals in Adelaide featuring Aboriginal
theatre, music, literature, painting, etc.
- Contacts with the indigenous peoples in Aboriginal centres like the Tandanya House in
Adelaide, or contacts during exhibitions and festivals.
- Visits to libraries, visits to university libraries and bookshops.
- Trips across the continent, in particular transcontinental train journeys from East to West
and from North to South.
- Exploring the magnificent botanical gardens of Australia with their extensive information
on the Australian flora.
- Visits to zoos and aquaria.
- Visits to the Prof. Theodor G.H. STREHLOW RESEARCH CENTRE in Alice Springs.
- Desert walks whereby Aborigines explained about hunting/gathering particularly in the
region of Alice Springs; documentation on these topics.
- Visits to AIATSIS, the world’s leading centre for research into Aboriginal Cultures and
lifestyles, past and present, in Canberra.
- Reading two Aboriginal periodicals, Koori Mail and Indigenous Times, at regular
intervals, as well as the daily newspaper “the Australian”, and T.V. At some point during the
course of these eight trips, each stay averaging two months, one no longer feels an outsider
or tourist.
- Friendship with an urban Aboriginal family.
Now, after more than ten years, the first question I ask on arriving in Australia is: “What have the
Aborigines done now since the last time I was here?”. Doesn’t the source of indigenous Australian
creativity ever dry up? No, it never dries up.
Looking back, what was of most importance? What caused me to pass that “point of no return”?
1. ARATJARA*
2. T h e c o m b i n a t i o n o f l e c t u r e s a n d f i e l d t r i p s
3. T h e d u r a t i o n :
Art isn’t something that comes naturally to an agronomist like myself. You need to want
to grow into it, but you will never become such an insider Aborigine, like Strehlow* page 1.
* Ich freue mich, dass eine Ausstellung der Anlass für das Beginn dieses Werk war….
Dr. Alexandra Wessel, Museum der Kulturen, Basel
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CHAPTER VII
Conclusions
The first conclusion is that for the Aborigines, land, culture and art form a seamless whole, a trinity.
(See the Chapters I and III, see Chapter IV)
The second conclusion is that the Aboriginal cultures are on a different plane to our EuropeanWestern cultures. They lie outside our field of comprehension. This needs to be explained in more
detail. At best I can explain this by making use of concepts derived from botany:
1. One can call the Dutch and Flemish cultures different varieties of culture.
2. One can call the Dutch, German, Danish, Swedish, etc. cultures, different culture species.
3. One can also distinguish Anglo-Saxon cultures, Slavic cultures, Romance cultures, as
cultures of different genera.
4. Continuing this line of thought, one can call European-Western cultures, Chinese cultures,
and the extinct cultures of the Incas and of the Aztecs, cultures from different families.
They can be defined as cultures having their origin in Agricultura, Farming and Animal
Husbandry.
5. Continuing even further, perhaps beyond our capacities of imagination, one can distinguish:
the order of hunters/fishermen such as the Eskimos or Inuit.
The order of “Agricultura” peoples that in terms of numbers and power today have power
over everyone and everything, such as the Europeans, the Chinese, etc..
The order of the Firelandmanagers/Aborigines, etc.
The cultures of the Aborigines are of another order. In fact, the concept of “culture” is not
appropriate for them, as it originates from Agricultura-practising civilisations (See terminology).
- The first Europeans from overseas, who were primarily just Europeans and not primarily
human beings, had no understanding whatsoever of nomadism and firelandmanagement.
They did not see the Aborigines as fellow-humans; in fact, they didn’t see them at all or, at the
very most, as pyromanic half-humans, roaming through no man’s land (terra nullius), with no
possessions.
(Nomadic cattle herdsmen such as the African Fulani and Mas’ai, or the Laps in the far north of Scandinavia, were
sometimes able to muster some understanding of the Europeans originating from the Agricultura (terminology p.4).

-

The European Christians who followed, and who were primarily Christians and not
primarily human beings, were only able to convert people, by fair means or foul. They did
not discover the religion – unfamiliar to them – of the indigenous wanderers, they saw only
heathens.
- Today’s European art connoisseur, who is primarily an art fan and not primarily a human
being, does not see the Aboriginal Art. Because their art is from another dimension/order.
That is why “homines sapientes” forms the keyword on the front page. For the same reason, this
document mentions a statement from a great artist, Walter Battiss, who has spent his whole life
studying the art of the “Boesmans/Bosjesmannen” (nomads, hunter/gatherers).
For the third conclusion we have to look in the mirror of our own European past.
a.
Then it will become clear that it is impossible for us - based on our own self-made living
environment - to understand the sacred Aboriginal “bond with land and nature”.
b.
Then we will view Aboriginal forms of religion that vary per relation group and that do not
strive after universal conversion.
c.
Then we will also see that culture and art matter for all the Aborigines and not just for a
minority, as is the case in our non-egalitarian European world.

The points a, b, and c relate to Aboriginal dimensions of culture, in which the European-Western culture lags behind.
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CHAPTER VIII
How will this story continue in the coming decades? The author offers two scenarios to consider.
The future; from travel* to travail*,
Scenario 1
With the exception of some reservations, this century indigenous Australia is faced with the necessity
to win a place for itself in modern Australian society. A few, self-aware and well-educated the
so-called Third Wave – have already succeeded in this and are getting increasing response from
non-Aborigines. They have completed the transition from travel (roaming and hunting/gathering
together) to travail (labour, sedentary existence and earning a living on their own).
In such a sedentary lifestyle, such an existence, will the “land and nature of Australia” still live on
in the imagination of the indigenous people?
This is what Europeans wonder about.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------We do not possess the land, the land possesses us.
Our spirituality is a feeling of oneness, of belonging, an interconnectedness with all that lives and
breathes, even with all that does not live and breathe.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------For Aborigines, land and nature are no objects to be observed, they feel at one with them. This
relationship to nature and environment is a given, and cannot simply be ignored.
“The Third Wave” may have become sedentary and live in houses, they live in the verandas,
on the border of inside and outside.
Will Aboriginal Art still be viable within such an existence?
This question too originates from the Europeans.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Painting is our foundation. Dancing and artwork is our whole life. Our art nourishes the spirit, etc.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------For Aborigines, art is culture-expression, not a secondary phenomenon.
The question that should be asked is: “What will the art look like?”
That art will be less explicitly characterised by “land, nature and indigenous culture”.
The essential, unspoken questions however are directed to the dominant European;
the Aborigines will simply continue to paint!
These questions are:
- Will your disrespectful exploitation of land, water, plants and animals with which we
indigenous people feel bonded, for which we accept responsibility (we are the custodians
of the land) ever develop into long-term management and durable care in the long term?
- Will you ever discover and understand the spiritual message in our art, that is
coming to resemble yours so much?
In this context, I quote a statement by Gordon Bennett (a well-known Aboriginal artist):
“Until Australia comes to terms with itself and its fabricated identity based on the false ethnocentric
notion of terra nullius it will only ever be half a nation. I would like to think that my art can play a
role in its growth.”

* Travel and travail are words that are etymologically linked. For the nomadic man, travel is the counterpart of travail for the
sedentary man.
Couple “travel” to Firelandmanagement and “travail” to Agricultura!
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The future; from travel* to travail*,
Scenario 2
In this scenario too, the transition from travel (roaming and hunting/gathering together,
firelandmanagement) to travail (labour, sedentary existence and earning a living on their own)
is largely completed. The question remains here too: Will land and nature still exist in the
imagination of the indigenous people in this way of life?
Aborigines are a part of the ground, a part of nature. But if this fundamental given is then slowly eroded
away – not in the space of a generation, but certainly in a few generations, to become just a formula,
what will the consequences be? If art is no longer part of the own culture, what then?
The tremendous amount of Aboriginal craft/handicraft products in shops and airport shopping
centres, for example, indicates that gaining employment has often become the main drive for the
makers.
The next step will be to chase after the tourists’ wishes completely. Which will result in kitsch,
products of inauthentic, impersonal experiences.
This need is currently being filled by so-called “Aboriginal” products originating in Asia, but also from
the Netherlands.
Alice Springs is the standard example of a handicrafts market, supplemented with kitsch from
outside Australia.
Resulting from the necessity to survive, Aboriginal Art has outlived with incredible success as
Contemporary Aboriginal Art. This success can – if accompanied by handicraft products at the bottom
end – continue for a long while, as long as the own culture is still evident among the great artists and
as long as that culture is not completely dead at the bottom end, i.e. in the handicraft sector.
- At the top end, there is more disappearing than entering; many artists are old or have died,
to be replaced by others but in not enough numbers to compensate.
- At the bottom end, repetitions and copies are starting to dominate the market.
It is useful to consider both scenarios; but no conclusions can be drawn. Ultimately, what is most
important is how the white Australians will behave in the future. The signs are that this era in which
the indigenous people are despised and shunned in their own country is drawing to an end.
See chapter X, page 34 for more details.

(Scenario 3)
Dear reader, you can also write your own scenario. As a source of inspiration, order the book “Aboriginal
Voices, Contemporary Aboriginal Artists, Writers and Performers, Liz Thompson, J.B. Books Australia, P.O. Box
118, Marleston, S.A. 5033 ISBN 1-876622-04-0, 176 pages. More than thirty contemporary Aboriginal writers,
painters, potters, musicians, dancers, authors and storytellers will provide you with material to think about.
See below one of the illustrations (by the painter Les Griggs) contained in this book*.

Nightime dreaming LES GRIGGS
Nigh means close (close to the heart)

* You can find several passages from this book on page 37, in the appendices, illustrating the spiritual resilience of the
Aborigines.
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CHAPTER IX
Literature, Trips to Australia, the World Wide Web
A.) Literature
This document talks of “a different country, a different culture, a different art”, to be
comprehended starting out from “one’s own country, own culture, own art”. In other words, it
is difficult to compile a literature list that will be appropriate for every reader. Here are some
suggestions:
1. Study the book ARATJARA, 376 pages, containing all the artworks presented at the
ARATJARA World Exhibition 1993-1994, tailored to Europeans.
- Leading Aboriginal artists have their say, and are themselves present via their artwork
at the exhibition and in the book.
- The coordinator, artist/curator, Bernhard Lüthi, is a Swiss, continental-European,
who gives adequate attention to the spiritual power and esprit of the participating
painters/exhibitors.
- The book gives a well-structured overview of the whole of Aboriginal painting. This
approach has one drawback – it becomes less up to date as the years go by; it therefore
needs supplementing for the period from 1993 to the present.
ARATJARA is available in both English and German. ISBN 3-926154-16-0.
2. The above-mentioned supplement can be provided by the following book: Contemporary
Aboriginal Art: A guide to the rebirth of an ancient culture, Susan McCulloch, 240 pages,
2001. ISBN 1-86448-631-7, Allen and Unwin.
3. The following book describes the relationship between European and Aboriginal art:
Australian Art, Oxford History of Art, Andrew Sayers, Oxford University Press, 257 pages,
2001. ISBN 0-19-284241-5. This comprehensive survey uniquely covers both Australian
art and the art of European Australians, providing a revealing examination of the interaction
between the two.
From the vast amount of literature available, the following books may contribute to seeing the
indigenous culture and art in the correct perspective:
- Bush Food, food and medicinal herbs of the Aborigines, Könemann, 256 pages, ISBN
3-8290-2193-3.
- Aboriginal Australia, edited by Colin Bourke, Eleanor Bourke and Bill Edwards. An
Introductory reader in Aboriginal studies, reprinted 1998, 293 pages,
ISBN 0 7022-3051-0. Describes the Aboriginal existence in an environment dominated by
whites.
- Aboriginal Culture today, Anna Rutherford, 306 pages, Dangaroo Press,
ISBN 1-871049 55 5
- The Oxford Companion, Aboriginal Art and Culture. Kleinert and Neale, 758 pages,
extremely concise. 2000. Encyclopaedic structure, project involving more than 200
personnel. ISBN 0 19-550649-9. This book makes clear how incredibly extensive the
indigenous expressions of culture and art are.
- Fire, a brief history, Stephen J. Pyne ISBN 0-7141-2762-0
Inside Black Australia, an anthology of Aboriginal poetry, edited by Kevin Gilbert, 213 pages,
Penguin Books, ISBN 0-14-011126-3
B.) Trips to Australia
1. Study this publication thoroughly, become more acquainted with the Aboriginal culture
through books, visits to museums and internet. Purchase “Aboriginal Australia, guide to
indigenous Australia, 448 pages. Lonely Planet, travel guide. Information by Aborigines,
ISBN 1-86450-114-6”.
2. Undertake the crossing to Australia. The individual who actually succeeds in doing this can
then acknowledge what Gladys Corunna said: OUR ART NOURISHES THE SPIRIT (see
page 25, OUR ART).
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Interlude:
Aboriginal achievement
Is like the dark side of the moon*
For it is there
But so little is known
Ernie Dingo – Aboriginal actor and poet
* The dark side, not the reverse side!
The dark side is only lit up by the earth, and can occasionally be observed with the waxing and waning of the moon.

C.) The World Wide Web
Aboriginal achievement
Is not to be found on the world wide web
It is nevertheless there
Well-focussed curiosity is indispensable to locate the correct websites.

Searching on the internet:
It is important to use the correct keywords, preferably: Australian Aborigines.
Then use the combinations of search terms that typify the content of the publication.
For this website, these are, for example:
family of man, homines sapientes
evolutionary approach/thinking
comprehensive, integral approach
custodians of the land, guardians of the land
firelandmanagement, fireland care
fellow-aborigine, identify
different country different culture different art

Just try out via Google:
*fellow-aborigine firelandmanagemnent integral approach*
Try also:
Strehlow Research Centre Aiatsis Koori Mail
(Three sources of information, mentioned on page 28)
Finally try:
australian aborigines homines sapientes
and
*family of man custodians of the land tjukurrpa*

*Six

Sane

Search terms*
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CHAPTER X
Laus curiositatis, ode to curiosity.
To become familiar with and to appreciate a totally different culture such as that of the Aborigines
demands curiosity, inquisitiveness, an inquiring attitude. This is what is usually missing in Australia,
as has already been outlined.
In history lessons from primary school through to the Aboriginal department of the university,
and in informal education, in libraries and museums, partly also via T.V., radio and the press,
increasing attention is being paid to the indigenous culture.
But the current average Australian is totally absorbed in the economic-technological- organisational
progress of his democratically ordered society and also – more personally – his interest is focused
purely on income, family, home, work, and often sport. Cultural, spiritual, and artistic themes
lie – more than someone living in Europe can imagine – outside the view of the contemporary
Mr. and Mrs. Everyone. Many white Australians literally do not want anything to do with indigenous
peoples, and adopt an approach of pure detachment. This has a double effect:
– This category of white Australians has no idea that the Aborigine today desires to be
acknowledged as a person, as a member of the family of man. This member of the indigenous
peoples also desires that his culture is respected as well as the Land of which he has
traditionally been the Guardian.
– This category pays just as little attention to the “outcast problem” of relatively many indigenous
people who have lost their way in society, alienated from their own culture, rejected from the Whitedominated society (as a brief explanation: “Among indigenous Australians, there is a proportionally
higher incidence of drug addiction, petty theft, passive unemployed ‘hanging around’, more than
ten times higher than is the case with Whites!”)
As to this outcast-problem: “Listen to an insider, Charmaine Papertalk-Green”. Her mother came from the Wadjarli, and her
father from the Bardimaia tribes. Charmaine’s interests include writing poems about her people. See Chapter IX, Inside
Black Australia, ISBN 0-14-011126-3. See internet.

One can only expect a mass reversal in White attitudes in the long run. The fact that the reversal
will take place is unquestionable, because the signs are already evident. Think of the high
percentage of Whites that took part in the Aboriginal protest marches in recent years in Sydney and
Melbourne, as witnessed on T.V. and in the press. Think of “native title rights, Mabo, the end of the
terra nullius axiom, the Stolen Generation reports, the parliamentary “I am sorry” of 2008”.
The white man in Australia is after all also homo “sapiens”, in other words, “not living by the pursuit
of welfare alone”.
It is for this reason that the author refuses to consider the future of the Aborigines (with their
“land culture art”) as being hopeless.
Those half a million indigenous people, black on the outside or only black on the inside, have
something to offer the world that not just an ambassador, art lover or intellectual can be proud of,
but all Australians without exception.
R.L. 2009
POST SCRIPT
This consists of three comments:
1. Read the appendices; they contain complementary information.
2. Read the Evaluation
3. Read the important Chapter XI at the very end of this document

The final word – on page 42 – is reserved for Richard Walley,
story teller and custodian of Aboriginal indigenous culture.
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APPENDICES
A key concept of aboriginal culture is that the Aborigines and the Land
are one:
“I am this land and this land is me; we are the custodians of the land;
we don’t possess the land, the land possesses us”.

This appendix illustrates this concept with seven examples that the reader
can investigate further:
Learn about Mabo Land Rights and Native Title. See for example
http://www.mabonativetitle.com.
Take out an annual subscription to the Koori Mail, the Voice of Indigenous
Australia (www.koorimail.com).
Visit the Aboriginal Memorial, 1987, National Gallery of Australia. 200
decorated hollow log coffins created by 43 artists from Ramingining and
other communities in the Northern Territory.
Take part in an Aboriginal Guided Walk in Australia, or in an Aboriginal
Guided Bush Tucker Walk.
Attend one of the more than 100 Indigenous Festivals that are held every
year across Australia in celebration of aboriginal arts and culture. Karla
Hart, coordinator of the Wardarnji Festival, Fremantle: “We want people to
own Indigenous culture and to feel Australian. We want them to participate
in the healing ceremony and let their troubles go away and dance and
feel the connection to the ground and country”. See for example www.
creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/arts/aboriginal-art-festivals.html.
Get to know aboriginal Australia, cross the continent by train from Perth
to Sydney, and from Adelaide to Darwin. Visit the botanical gardens, the
zoos and the aquaria.
For an unforgettable experience, visit the South Australian Museum in
Adelaide, renowned for its world-class natural history and Australian
Aboriginal Cultures Gallery.

enigma

......................................................................................................
“MAGIC TREE” JIMMY PIKE (WALMAJARRI)
“It’s a tree. like a person. It can walk sometimes.
Sometimes it can talk like a person, or walk. It’s got a
head, mouth, arms. It can frighten people.” Jimmy Pike

This playful screenprint can be seen as an evolutionary-spiritual amalgamation, in other words:
“a climax of Aboriginality”. (see page 25, footnote)

35

This appendix relates the story of what White Australia – almost en bloc – deliberately keeps
quiet about and what White Holland sometimes prefers to ignore.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Fair Skin – Black Soul		
Whitefella, you’re not listening,
I am not like you
we are worlds apart
with little in common.
You look in wonder
at my fair skin
and think, AH he’s one of us.
Wrong again.
You judge me on pigmentation
and not my inner being
For despite my fairness
I am black,
I am a Murri
from the Kunja Nation.
I am proud – spiritual
and I resent the fact you
think I am white.
I didn’t rape the land,
the women.
I didn’t ask
to be left pale of skin.
But now I DEMAND my
cultural respect.
Whitefella, this is your doing,
not mine.
You have the problem,
not me.
You can only think
in one dimensional terms.
You see but don’t feel,
and whitefella you’re wrong.
I am black.
I am a Murri
from the Kunja nation.
And I stand proud.

Guardian Weekly September 14-20-2000
Freeman did the same
after victories at the world
championships in 1997 and
1999, and plans to do it again
if she wins in Sydney. Some
activists, however, have urged
her to make
an even greater stand by
‘boycotting the Games in
protest at the treatment of her
race. “Boycotts don’t work - it
would be giving out negative
signals,” she
responds. “I’d much rather be
seen as a young indigenous
woman making the most of the
opportunities of today. If you
take running away
from me, you’re
taking away
a huge part
of my life.
People
say we
should be

protesting for white people
taking indigenous lives away.
Why turn around and do the
same to one of our own?
Everyone deserves to be free:’
Freeman’s family was among
the victims of the “stolen
generation”. From
1910 until well into the 60s,
the Australian government
removed thousands of
Aboriginal children from their
parents and placed them with
white families to enforce their
assimilation.
“My grandmother was taken
away from her mother
because she had fair skin,”
Freeman
explains. She didn’t know
her birthday, so we didn’t
even know how old she
was when she
died. You have to
understand that when
a government is so
insensitive to issues which
are so close to people’s
hearts, that have affected so
many lives for the
worse, people get really
angry and
emotional.

BURRAGA GUTYA
Golden girl: Cathy Freeman carries a nation’s hopes
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Oodgeroo (Kath Walker) – Noonuccal tribe:
Whites look at me and say:
Look, you’re not a full blood, you’re half white.
And I’ll say: The reason for that is that our great great grandmothers were raped by whites.
We’re not responsible for that white blood, the white man forced it upon us.
And that stops the argument.
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Lin Onus • Mudrooroo Narogin • Les Griggs • Mandawuy Yunupingue • Karen Casey • Banduk Marika • Pansy Napangati
This appendix provides evidence in “extract form” of the spiritual vitality of the current Aboriginal avantgarde. Passages from the book “Aboriginal Voices”, ISBN 1-876622-04-0,
(see page 31, third scenario)
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------– We’ve only had twenty-four years since we were recognised as citizens and given the vote; we
are the first and maybe the second generation of people now who have the knowledge and the
freedom to really express ourselves. Slowly, I think, we will get to the stage where we’re getting less
and less negative and more and more positive. We don’t need sympathy, we need understanding.
– If you show them the positive side of Aboriginal people, then that’s when you change their thinking.
And that’s where schools come in.
If European kids are fascinated by the Aboriginal topics they’re taught at school, then they’ll be
making the Aboriginal kids proud. It makes so much more sense for our schools to use traditional
Aboriginal material – all kids in Australia are familiar with the kangaroo and the emu, so why are they
listening to stories like “Jack and Jill went up the hill” and “Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall”?
– We’re educated to act like robots, to use computers, to drive machines ...and because of that we live
such terrible spiritually defunct and culturally defunct lives and that’s why I say Aboriginal Art has
such a value to give, why it’s a gift to the world. We in Australia still have the Dreamtime-spirit which
pervades the psyche.
– White youth in Australia haven’t anything except surfing, they are very non-culture. It’s very thin
the Australian culture...
You can’t really base life on just a material level, yet it is happening not only to youth but to mature
human beings as well. All they have is work, children, the home, material possessions, nothing else.
– It’s beginning to become less and less a bad thing to be an Aboriginal person. Aboriginal people are
starting to stand up and be counted, and the more that do stand up, the more chance we’ve got of
getting what we’re after: self-determination and economic independence.
– I talk to all children, colour doesn’t mean a damn thing to me ...
Some little children come in and say “But God made the world”. And I say “Yes, according to your
religion, yes, God did; but according to my spiritual beliefs my rainbowserpent made these things”.
So we don’t have any arguments over that either; they understand: religion is their way, spiritualism
is our way. They understand.
– Had they bothered to study the culture that was there they would have discovered that it was a
highly developed and sophisticated culture, that this culture had developed to the highest level
that it could have, given there were no crops, foods or animals available for domesticating for an
agricultural society to develop. Agriculture is the basis for European culture, it implies you’re static
and that you can start collecting information – and keeping it in one spot...
But the Aboriginal people had to carry their information about the land all around with them, so
consequently they had stories and dances to transmit instead...
These notions of Aboriginal culture and other indigenous cultures around the world as primitive are
due to the idea of progress and of modernism. Modernism started in the eighteenth century with the
so called Enlightenment.
– I would like to see, first and foremost, the development of Koorie entrepreneurs, at least a level of
Aboriginal curatorial control. The direction of Aboriginal Art is still being determined by non-Aboriginal
experts. There’s really only the one Aboriginal curator in Australia – John Mundine at Ramingining. If
we’re really going to have any sort of degree of self-determination then we have to develop a level of
expertise and try and get people into these positions, so that they can be arbiters of .......

Thancoupie • Oodgeroo Noonuccal • Andrew Spencer Japaljarri • Jimmy Chi • Dong Abbott • Delphine Geia • Gordon B
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This appendix shows how young indigenous are involved with their country.

This is a letter to the editor of The Australian in
2003 by a number of young indigenous.

We are the custodians of the land

We are students in years 4-7 at Raukkan
Aboriginal School. Raukkan is on the banks
of Lake Alexandrina, near the mouth of the
Murray river. We are Ngarrindjeri people
and this has been our land for thousands of
years…

… We want everyone to look after the Murray
to get it clean again. We want the river to be
clean for our children, like it was for our greatgrandparents.

In all Aboriginal cultures, the territory “my country” is of vital importance, as witnessed both in the above letter and the
works of Emily Karne Kngwarreye on page 19.
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This Appendix is a poem by the Dutch poet Hendrik Marsman, seen here juxtaposed to a poem by the
Aboriginal poet Gladys Corunna (see Chapter V).

The Mediterranean Sea

De Zee

Our Art 					

,, Wie schrijft, schrijv’ in den geest van deze zee
of schrijve niet;

Our art is a mirror				
A reflection of injustice			
of a people almost buried 			
under the shadow				
of intruders on our shores			
					
of voices stilled				
in stolen lands					
of a lost child					
and a mother found				

The Sea

“He who writes, let him write in the spirit of this sea
or not at all. Here lies the moonstone reef that stands
guard as the flood falls over us and civilization like
Atlantis sinks:
here alone the wingbeat of the light skims the horizons
of three continents that give the bright reflection to
our song from gentle ivory, coal black ebony, and in the
draught mingles the scent of roses with ecstacies of the
springing vine. Here lashes the night of the Dionysian
ship that plies from the pillars of Hercules to the Hellespont and from Etna to Damascus; here the fountain
that soared towards the noon and hurled its rainbows
against the coasts of mosques, temple and cross.
Here the heart has caught the noble tones by which
Odysseus found himself enthralled and the words that
Solon spoke at Athens once; and it was amidst the
breakers of these coasts the pride of Babylon and of Rome
went down.
So long as Europe lives and, bleeding, dreams the
reckless dream in which the wooden cross sprouts
branches like a vine, the spring rises here, the creative
spirit’s phosphorescence hovers over this sea”.

it nourishes the spirit				
heals the past
and dreams the future
Gladys Curunna 1995 			

dreams has here 2 connotations:
- Dreaming, tjukurrpa
- I have a dream, Martin Luther King

(Translated into English by Christopher Levenson)

Marsman’s Poem De Zee (1939) is a great,

The poem “Our Art” by Gladys Corunna is
an intense poem, it is universal in its last
couplet, our art nourishes the spirit, heals
the past, dreams the future.

visionary poem dating from the era of
European dominance.

This great poem is now passé, belonging to the past.

This poem can not be passé;
the Dreamtime clock has no hands
(at most imaginary hands: one hand
pointing to NOW, the other to ALWAYS).

This powerful poem will survive time,
it only needs to be discovered.
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Interlude
This drawing is from the sketchbook of my wife Leida Ensink*, painter.

This sketch was made in 1995 in the middle of the collection of Aboriginal art of the historical
department of the South Australian Museum in Adelaide. This same historical department has now
expanded to become an unrivalled information centre on Aboriginal Australia.
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This appendix highlights the important position taken up by the Aboriginal Art in Australia.
Informational brochure for visitors, as issued today in all Australian art museums. This example
originates from the Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth(2001).
Aboriginal Art
Over the last thirty years Aboriginal art and the status of

Desert. In the 1980’s, when canvases became larger and

Aboriginal artists have experienced a dramatic reposition-

numbers of new community artists’ cooperatives started

ing. Formerly isolated and ignored by critics and galleries,

producing their own variations, individual artists such as Emily

Aboriginal art and artists are now firmly located at the centre

Kame Kngwarreye and Abie Jangala achieved wide admiration

of the contemporar y Australian art scene. It has been during

for their highly original treatment of colour and composition.

this important period of change that the holdings of Aboriginal
art within the State Art Collection have been developed. This

The small painted boards of Paddy Tjamitji and the

recognition of Aboriginal art and the growing understanding

canvases of Rover Thomas reflected a similar desire

of its wider cultural significance has not, however, been

on the part of Kimberly Aboriginal artists to extend

achieved without vigorous agitation for social and political

aesthetic boundaries. But these artists remained centrally

change. The change has in no small measure been

concerned to maintain the essence of spirituality and cultural

influenced by Aboriginal artists themselves often taking a

identity inherent in their relationship with landscapes of their

determined and leading role in the process.

countr y. Jimmy Pike also captured

In its diversity, Aboriginal art expresses both the distinc-

the multi-layered flavours of the region with dramatic and

tiveness of the individual voice and the many regional

complex colour compositions in his re-exploration of the

traditions from across the Australian continent, At the same

isolated regions of the Great Sandy Desert.

time there exists a fundamental communality, expressed
through an emphasis on the connection between the land

In the light of the 1960’s Aboriginal Land Rights Movement

and its people and the deep spiritual bond at the core of

and the universal political enfranchisement of all Aboriginal

this relationship.

people finally achieved in 1967, a separate generation of
artists from urban centres and countr y areas emerged to add

The art of Arnhemland, with its unbroken connections to

a further dimension to Aboriginal art. Adelaide artist Trevor

ancient ceremonies and materials, presents one such

Nickolls stands as a central figure of this generation, not only

thread of continuity. Its figurative traditions stretch back in

in his rejection of the fashions of the day taught to him at art

an unbroken line to images many thousands of years old,

school, but in his tenacious search for an expression that

painted onto the faces of rock outcrops and caves.

combined engagement with deeply rooted social issues and

In recent years, successive generations have refined and

a contemporary aesthetic idiom.

handed down these traditions.
By the 1980’s many other Aboriginal artists, mostly educated
The relationship between cultural continuity and change is

in tertiar y art schools, had contributed to many themes,

central to the understanding of the paintings of the Papunya

stylistic concerns and critical theories of contemporar y art

artists, whose earliest works, produced in1971-72, challenged

in Australia. Among these are Lin Onus Sally Morgan, Judy

anthropological interpretations of

Watson, Fiona Foley, Gordon Bennet and Julie Dowling.From

Aboriginal art. These small paintings, with their vivid dotting,

their individual personal journeys, these artists share, with a

enigmatic traditional symbols and narratives linking landscape

growing viewing public, issues central to Australian society

and mythology, were fundamental in launching

and culture. Today, in its totality, Aboriginal art projects an

a shift in the public perception of the work of Aboriginal

exuberant and confident character, vital to the present face of

artists.

Australian art and culture. It also maintains its living
links with a heritage of great spiritual strength and

The paintings expressed a strong but at the time littleknown

complexity.

Michael O’Ferral

art tradition that had existed in ceremonial form for thousands
of years in the isolated region of the Central

Note: Seven of the eleven artists mentioned by O’Ferral were mentioned in chapters II. IV and VIII.

Robert Campbell 1992:
“As an Aboriginal man it is important for me to pass on my culture to our youth, both black and white.
Our children are our future. I want to tell my stories; so we can have a better future for all Australians.”
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This appendix starts from the Aboriginal History and the European-Western History
in Australia and ends in an aboriginal statement.
The Aborigine himself, originating from the autonomous Aboriginal history.
This grandiose history of the trinity of “land, culture and art” starts many millennia ago with
the first firelandmanagement.
The catastrophe/the abrupt end
The recent European invasion (Cook, 1788 AD) in the above timeframe was followed by the
genocide and whitewash of the entire Aboriginal continent.
Around 1930*, the expectations were that all Aborigines would become extinct, but this did
not happen. In fact, eight decades later, we are witnessing a rebirth of Aboriginal culture. This
is visible for the whole world in what is today called “Contemporary Aboriginal Art”, Aboriginal
expressions of culture of allure in a European-Western presentation.
Documentation, evidence of the qualities of the current indigenous cultures that still exist.
Signs of these great cultures can be found today (2012) in Contemporary Aboriginal Art,
represented in many major art museums over the whole world. But of course these can also be found
in contemporary indigenous statements, comments, in indigenous stories, dance, music, etc. The
author has included a selection of indigenous poems in this document.

The European himself, originating from a totally different history of homo sapiens – the EuropeanWestern history. Its most recent history has been so “filled with successes” achieved in terms of
the numbers of people it has brought forth, material progress, production and consumption, that
this homo consumens who is so obsessed by its monomanic hunt for welfare can hardly imagine
any other culture. (Will the coming “Econoshock” – world economic crisis, rise of the eastern
countries, the end of fossil fuels, I.C.T. backlash, world population growth, environment/climate
problems – give birth to a “European-Western”, curious to know more about other lifestyles and
other cultures?)

This appendix ends in a noteworthy aboriginal statement; see below.

RICHARD WALLEY, RIDDERZAAL, DEN HAAG, 30-01-2006:
“Not such a long time ago, I would have talked to you purely about the social problems of my
people.
Today we are talking about art and culture. Which is why we Aborigines are experiencing an
exciting time.”
Richard Walley, statesman, storyteller and custodian of Aboriginal indigenous culture, at the opening of “Nederland- Australië,
1606-2006”, in the Hague.

*The research accounts of several German ethnologists, made in that critical period, are still worth reading today. (See p.11 §3;
note the remark from Jutta Billig on the front page)
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Evaluation (www.aboriginallandcultuurkunst.nl)
This publication, as book and on-line entitled ‘Australian Aborigines: different country-different
culture-different art’, is unique in three ways:
1. It illustrates that during the course of thousands of years, the Aborigines developed a distinctive
system of food collection. The author calls this (nomadic) ‘firelandmanagement’ in contrast to
what in many other cultures – including that of the European – is called (settled) agriculture.
The book also shows that concepts such as ‘land, culture, art’ and ‘religion, time, possession’
have a completely different meaning in these different life situations (this is described in detail
for the concepts ‘land, culture, art’ included in the title of the book). According to the author,
an agronomist himself, by identifying and describing the ‘firelandmanagement system, the
Aborigines get their own distinct place among the many peoples of the world.
2. In its chapters and appendices, this book presents the indigenous elders, children, contemporary
city dwellers, poets, story-tellers, painters and others, all in their own voice. After reading the text
and commentary, the curious reader can go on to discover for him- or herself this different, great
spiritual, indigenous culture. Eight years ago, the author was acknowledged by Aborigines as a
fellow-Aborigine. Since that time, he has devoted himself to exploring the indigenous way of life
and spirituality to contribute to better understanding of the people and their culture(s).
3. The book is written with a multifaceted, even comprehensive approach. This was achieved as a
result of the many years of experience the agronomist-author had already gained in several African
and Asian countries before he started his studies of the Aborigines at the age of 71.
In addition, during his retirement between 1993 and 2007 the author carried out nine
extensive private study tours to Australia (page 28). Between these study tours the author
lectured to various audiences in the Netherlands, for which he was well qualified as a result
of his long experience in leading and conducting Adult Education courses, and of teaching
at the University of Amsterdam and the Tropical Agriculture College in Deventer. Through
their questions, the participants of the study groups have contributed to further research in
Australia, leading the author to devote attention to frequent prejudices and misunderstandings.
Two concepts, mentioned in Latin, catch the eye: ‘homo sapiens’ and ‘curiositas’. The first knows no
partitions, the second transcends divisions between disciplines. Together they reflect the
integral approach of the document.
Comment from the author

Ad page 3. ‘firelandcare’/firelandmanagement system
Our imaginary ancestors, homines sapientes of many millennia ago achieved in the European part of the world a different
way of survival in nature than the same homines sapientes in the separate part of the world, Australia. Through chance and
curiosity, the European ancestors developed forms of agriculture and animal husbandry based on particular wild plants and
animals. More often, they obtained the plants (crops) and animals (cattle) from Asian neighbouring people. The Australian
ancestors had no plants or wild animals suitable for domestication (hence for agriculture and animal husbandry) on their
enormous, isolated island. However, there homo sapiens - early on and millennia before his European colleague - found
other effective ways to survive in his particular nature and that was through the help of fire.
Not just any fire, but completely controlled crawling fire, returning every few years. This ‘firelandmanagement’ system ultimately
created a solid, healthy food- and survival basis for nomadic tribes of Aborigines with each tribe roaming around in its own
territories.
Ad page 20.
In Australia, therefore, homo sapiens remained dependent on collecting food from nature while roaming the land. However,
this elementary system of survival evolved over the course of millennia into such a clever, flexible and sustainable system
that a stable and varied supply of food was achieved despite the unpredictable Australian climate and even in the desert-like
parts of the country. This approach to survival gave rise to a great spiritual culture.
The three main components of this system are as follows:
- A huge, contiguous network of tracks, their density linked to the supply of food, over the entire 240 roaming territories of
the continent.
- Carefully passing on from each generation to the next the knowledge and skills attained on the roaming tracks; an older
Aborigine always had “a mental road map, a baedeker and a vade-mecum” in his mind.
- The periodic, systematic ‘firelandmanagement’ through which they achieved an ever finer network in which food
gathering and hunting became more effective, and the food supply (i.e. flora and fauna) was affected in the desired
direction.
The system requires that everyone, both small and grown-up, is able to walk. Aboriginal women continue to nurse their
babies for years and the resulting spreading of births implies that never more than one child had to be carried on the back.
Famine due to population growth was also avoided in this way.
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indigenous quotations
“Burn grass time” (page 7)
This is the time we burn our country.
It is part of our responsibility
In looking after our country.
If you don’t look after country
country won’t look after you.
Dr. Irene Watson: (page 13)
From an indigenous perspective, art is an integral part of our culture, for it is not seen as being separate. The
commercialisation of indigenous art has brought to us another way of viewing art. However, from an indigenous
perspective, art is culture, it is law, it is Dreaming, it is land, and it is also who we are. It is part of the whole circle of
indigenous being...
“Aboriginal Voices” (page 37)
Had they bothered to study the culture that was there they would have discovered that it was a highly developed and
sophisticated culture, that this culture had developed to the highest level that it could have, given there were no crops, foods
or animals available for domesticating for an agricultural society to develop. Agriculture is the basis for European culture, it
implies you are static and that you can start collecting information – and keep it in one spot…
But the Aboriginal people had to carry their information about the land all around with them, so consequently they had
stories and dances to transmit instead…
These notations of Aboriginal culture and other indigenous cultures around the world as being primitive are the result of the
idea of progress and of modernism...

*

June 2008

March 2008

tempora mutantur et nos (mutamur) in illis *

**transcultural experience and evolutionary thinking - “helpmates” in regard to author and reader.

Further publications
The reader who has read this book from front to back, reading all quotes, stories, poems, clippings
from newspapers, etc, and looking at the many illustrations of art and maps, realizes that he or she
has been in contact with a strong, autonomous culture.
In 2012 the author has decided to cease his activities, but he will make sure that the book will remain
available on the internet for many more years.
Moreover, times are changing and we with it. This book will not remain an isolated event; in the
decades to come, one can expect more publications like this one.
Ir. Rik Lugtmeijer
T +31 (0)571-849953
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CHAPTER XI
Afterword
Afterword for the English translation, consisting of three observations.
1. Anyone who searches the internet for information on the Australian Aborigines will be able to find
the right keywords in Google to track this manysided document. By using the right keywords one will
find a wealth of information on Australian Aborigines, their country, their culture, their various forms of
art, etc. See Chapter IX for more details.
2a. With regard to the content of this publication:
On page 3 you will read: “From 1993 until the present, this study has undergone a complete
transformation. Starting out as a brochure for readings, via a syllabus for workgroup sessions, via a
study guide for the interested, right through to an irrefutable document as a book and online”.
This book has grown gradually, it has evolved as it were. The author anno 2012 is no longer the
person he was in 1993. On first reading, this might come across as somewhat confusing, and rightly
so. However, after some reflection, the reader can also view it as a logical result of the approach and
way of working of the author, who has not extinguished the tracks of his lengthy quest for truth and
coherence .
On the front cover you can read: “In this study, the author, himself an acknowledged fellow-Aborigine,
attempts to interpret the indigenous Australian with his unique culture for interested readers”.
In Chapter II (written in the 1990s) these readers are Dutch, in the Chapters III, VI and VII Europeans,
and in the more recent Evaluation, interested readers from all over the world. Here too the trails are
visible that were left behind during the development of this work (and of it’s author).
2b. What is the future of this document?
The writer hopes and expects that fellow-researchers and -writers, particularly those originating from
the non-European Western world, and from the world of the indigenous peoples, will supplement this
publication in the future, re-interpret it and even refute parts of it*. In that way, the striking position,
that the Aborigines occupy on the stage of peoples, will become evident and undisputed.
3. What were my motives for continuing this study at such an advanced age (90)?
These have been mentioned in the Evaluation.
These were just as much the contacts and experiences in Aboriginal Australia itself, the direct
experiences with Country-Culture-Art that have struck me most powerfully.
This is why I choose to end this publication with a quote from a conclusion made by Gabrielle Pizzi
(page 27):
……. A cultural and visual experience quite unlike any other, one which has enthused and enriched
me far beyond anything that I could have ever imagined.
Farewell, Rik Lugtmeijer, 2012.

*Paulin Emmanuel Kanfany, ingénieur informaticien I.A.M.,
Dakar Sénégal:
“Ce document important serait encore plus accessible 		
avec une version française”.

This document may be downloaded without any restrictions. R.L.
Select www.aboriginallandcultuurkunst.nl and click on ENGLISH DOCUMENT
Different country.....................................Different culture........................................Different art
different continent, land
distinct flora, fauna
irregular climate
manifold bushfires

firelandmanagement
stable food supply
240 varied nomadic
cultures

circle of indigenous being
dances, songlines
bark painting, didgeridoo
Contemporary Aboriginal Art

Different country.....................................Different culture........................................Different art

DOVER, 26 January 1988
Burnum Burnum raises the Aboriginal flag on the coast.

protest march

BURNUM BURNUM* OF THE WURUNDJERI TRIBE DO
HEREBY TAKE POSSESSION OF ENGLAND ON BEHALF OF
THE ABORIGINAL CROWN OF AUSTRALIA.
(the Burnum Burnum Declaration of 26 January 1988 coincides
with the bicentenary of the arrival of the First Fleet on the banks of
Kurnell, Captain’s Cook’s landing place).
*As an infant he became part of the stolen generation, the group of about
100,000 Aboriginal children forcibly taken from their families between 1910
and the early 1970’s.

PIJAJU/PETER SKIPPER
This old man Winyimpu travelled through this country in Ngarrangkarri
(Dreamtime). He was carrying two snakes dragging them by their heads.
They were two watersnakes and they made the river as they went. They
left an island in the middle where Winyimpu walked. This is how Winyimpu
opened the river.

White man got no dreaming,
Him go nother way,
White man, him go different,
Him go road bilong himself.
(old anonymus indigenous poet)
THIS OUR LAND,
STEWART HARRIS

The Guardian Weekly17.02.12.31

august 2014 august 2014
This (updated) document gets response.
a. Why?
- in Australia
b. To what extent? - elsewhere
ad.a Study this document carefully,
inclusive Chapter IXc
ad.b Surf online;
note all Libraries, Médiathèques,
and all (student) workgroups aware
of this document.
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