
politicaiiy but also emotionally a 'citizen of 

0 R I G I N A L A T t h e w o r i d ' s t ~ ~ m e a s b t h a  diffic~tltone 
to achieve and for most pople  a false one. 

I Thure is 1111 inherent equalinn bctwcen love 
of place, love of one's country, and 
aationaiism or its pallid mate jingoism. T H E N A T I 0 N S T A T E , i-Io~iiesick~iess ill the international traveller , or migrant is not the ine1,itablepathway to 
crypto-fascism - althoughone sometimes . . 
gets this impression frornthe way anti- 
nationalist stateme~its aremadeabout the 
rather iniiocuous forms olpatriotism one 
sees in Australia, at least in peace-time. 

Partly mediating thesepersotial feelings of 
attachment to place, alld playing a far 
stronger role in projecting both the nation 
and nationalism, are the so-railed 'myths of 
popular culture'; although it's probably 
impossible now to distinguish the grass- 
roots popular from the advertising 
campaign, or either of them from what the 

P e t e r  S u t t o n  

media subculture has decided on as this 
week's reality (Do many people have any 
grass roots these days?) 

The decline of the pastoral myth of 
a colonial Australia, a welcome development 

to a lot of us, has been partly matched by the 
rise of Aboriginal cultureas a mark of 
national identity. Australia has only three 
distinctive features as seen through the haze 
of international distance: open spaces and 
their natural wonders; unnatural species like 
echidnas, kangaroos and koalas; and 

Altliough tlierr aresonizd~sr~nci~vz bit. ,\hcrlglnai pi'o!)!e Sone of these threecdn 
of Auslrailan ciiics (the O ~ c r a  H~usc .  b: d~trti>ut?i 10 ilic cre?li\e ~mouiscsol ihl 

n Eizglisk zoe use the word 
couizt~y' iiz two main senses: 

to refer to izatioiz stntes, and to 
spenk nbout rurnl lnizds beyond 
tile big cities aizd tlzeir suburbs. 
I t z  Austrnlia tlzere is 
Iz~storicnlly n third zone out 
pnst the country: tlze nozu 
quickly slzriizking Outback. 

Sydney Harbour, Adelaide tapwater) most 
of the images seen as special to Australia 
and able to typify it on a grand scale usually 
come either from the country or - now even 
more frequently - from the Outback. 
National image-mongering on the world 
stage requires the use of a siedgehammer - 
Uluru, the Rock, seems about the right 
weight. 

But personal feelings of attachment to 
place, here as elsewhere, are most focused 
and real at a local and often unspectacular 
level - for most Australians the places where 
one grew up, or spent idyllic childhood 
holidays, or came to grips with adult life, or 
came through the heads on the refugee boat, 
and so on. 

Still, it's often hard to separate these 
localised attachments from something 
wider, especially on an island continent 
where neighboursat the national level have 
no land boundary with us. The slip from 
local attachment to continental attachment, 
and from there to the dangerous platform of 
nationalism, is always a possibility. This is 
not to denigrate local attachments - I 
wouldn't want to be without my own. I'll go 
further: the ideal that one should be not otiiv 

human majority in this country. They are ail 
entities that were here first. The majority's 
urge to identify with them, after a slow start, 
is iioiv apparently in full gallop. Part of this 
galiop is in tandem with the desire of 
Aboriginal artists to place their work and 
tiieir knowledge, and themselves on tile 
natioiiai and ii~ter~lationalcircuits oi esteem, 
fame and money. Australia's nationai and 
commercial.self-promotioiimight be 
interpreted as resting more and more on the 
exploitation of an egalitarian Aboriginal 
culture by the rich and powerful. Aboriginal 
tradition, though, is no stranger to 
iilequaiity. 

But the irnbalatlce of power between the 
powerful clan and themarginal, tlie initiator 
and the novice, tlie sculptor of sacred objects 
and the learning apprentice, in classical 
Aboriginal cultural practice, is now matched 
in a con~piex and disturbing way by another 
imbalance of power: that between the 
Aboriginal artist and the consuming world 
originally beyond Ab&inal society and 
now interpenetratin&~t, to which the artist 
selis (or gives) her or his work. Although 
many works are still created for non-public 
ceremonial events in the bush, most 



'Aboriginal art' is produced for the market. 
The art world, ironically, often prefers the 
obiects that show the least market influence, 
while itself forminga linchpin in the very 
same market system through its validation 
of the objects as 'art'. 

I'm not ignoring the conventional list of . 
positive facts about the sudden entree of 
kboriginal art onto the national and 
international art scenes. This list includes 
vastly increased recoznition and resoect for 

v 

Aboriginal culture and its owners; a cash 
source for many Aborigines who would 
otherwise be largely dependent on the 
welfare dollar or make-work schemes: the 
chance for Aborigines to work in a way that 
uses their knowledge and strengths as they " - 
art, ~ ~ ~ I I I I ~ U I  r<quirmg ~ s , ~ ~ i i ~ l a c ! , ~ : ~  10 30 

in~iusrrial mode o! Ilvlng 13 makc an 
income; and the education oi non- 
Aborigines about the rich history of the 
landscapeof this country, in a way typically 
Aboriginal in its reliance 011 visual 
revelation rather than complex verbal 
exposition. Whether or not these positives 
outnumber the negatives in some imagined 
set of scales, no complete praising or 
damning of the phenomenon is possible. 
Fifty-one percent of votes may decide an 
election but not much else. Most of life 
consists of ambiguities wiiich we cheerfully, 
or grunipily,swallow. My crilicism in this 
paper should not, therefore, be interpreted 
as a veiled way of telling Aborigines to stop 
letting their art go.That's their business. 

On the sombre side: a lot has already been 
said about tlie ethical murk of political and 
economic inequalities in the Aboriginal art 
scene. I'm not going to add very much to 
that particular literature here, but there is 
another dimension to tliis negativity, which 
is both political and something deeper - a 
huge reality gap - on which I will comment. 

The projection of the local, intimate, and 
personally known onto the national and 
international stage through print culture, the 
mass production of images, tlie separation pi 
the object from its makers as it becomes a 
commodity on an open market, the gap in 
knowledge between producer and 
consumer, all of this (and more) is a y~urce 
of disturbance for some people. This is not 
only because of the levels of domination, 
exploitation and other 'bad' things someone 
is doing to someone else in this contex~ 
(usually analysed in ternis of racial or 
cultural groups) but also because of tlie 
symbolic gulf this iiivolves. 

Tlie gap betrveen tl~c intel1cclu;ii o~.igins 
of most Aboriginal 'ait' and the culture that 
bklysn~ld collecls i l  and uses i t  10 pnmiillr 
lhe national image itself is central to this 
problem. Differet~ces of understanding are 

one thing, but universalised false 
consciousness versus local knowledge is 
something else. Especially as a token of 
Australiaas a nationstate on the 
international stage, Aboriginal images have 
become imagined art, in the service of an 
imagined nation. (Here I am borrowing 
some ideas and words from Benedict " 
Anderson's I~nngined connn~niities, London: 
Verso 1983.) 

A nation is a more 'imagined' community 
than a village because it is both bigger and 
lighter, more susceptible to phoney 
definitions, and further eyond ~nttmacy it P . . 
is a large projection madeposstble with the 
paper castles of bureaucracy and reinforced 
by mass commu~cation. 

'Aboriginal art' is imagined in something 
like this way. The art is imagined because it 
is expanded, largely by people other than 
the artists, in new ways: through time, as the 
once inainly ephemeral is placed on Belgia~~ 
linen and often curated or at least looked 
aftec throuzh soace. in the sense that most - .  
paintings and sculptures leave their place of 
origin and go elsewhere; through social and 
cultural space, since they are extended via 
mass reproduction or gallerisation into icons 
or exemplars within urban industrial 
culture, so that their significance is directed 
away from their specificity to their role as a 
token of a class. They are particularly valued 
as far as they refer to, offer a window on, 
and encapsulate, something Aboriginal, 
almost denying the objects themselves as 
things. They are now symbols of symbols. 
domesticating- with somedifficulty - a 
remote world that contains something 
people feel they have lost or wdnt. 

'Aboriginal art', as something in Venice, 
Paris or New York that 'Australia can be 
proud of' is a projection - both in the sense 
of an illusion, and in the sense of an 
enlargement. The miniaturised plates in a 
book on Aborieinai art are also blow-uos: " 
they enlarge the number of people who can 
see 'the painting', they enlarge the fatne 
(and dollar value) of the painting; tliey 
enlarge the name of the artist, thecollecting 
institution, the collector, the curator. 

This, in turn, is only possible through 
reduction. The object is reproduced in micro, 
flattened into two dimensions, turned into 
public not private property, made available 
at t l i ~  book-owner's decision not that of the 
painter or the painting's owner, revealed 
when the reader, an audience of one, wishes 
lo open to a particular page, not when tlre 
maker's rrouo decides that revelation to the " .  
novice or visitor is now in order. Less is  not 
dlways inlorv. 

I'euple often look at art books in a 
random kind of way - for example, starting 

at the back, because it is easier to 
mechanically Wp all the pages this way. At 
an exhibition the visitor can look at the 
works in any order -unless the artists are 
there to take one around. This is not merel!. 
a form of domination of the book's contents 
by the reader, or the exhibition's indir'idual 
pieces by the viewer, but also an approach to 
the works themselves that is essentially 
foreign to the culture and social relations 
that produced the original works if tliey 
come from the Aboriginal classical tradition 
and its continuing descendants. 

Why has it been easier for people to 
project, imagine (reimagine), popolarise, 
colonise and appropriate Aboriginal visual 
arts than it has been for then1 to do the saine 
to song, language or ceremony? (Aboriginal 
sacred narratives have undergone these 
processes, especially in the bowdlerised, 
infantilised versions published as children's 
literature in Et~glisli - tliis happetled 
Iristorlcally earlier than tlie other iorms of 
aooreciation too.) One reason is that tlie . , 
painted or sculpted irnagc can be held, lheid 
in sight, lieid in the inlagination, for cji~ite a 
urhile, and therefore, together with the 
observer-driven starting point for 
perception, co~~frulled in ways that songs and 
dances cannot. And Aboriginal songs are so - - 
complex and hard to follorv, and especially 
hard lo rcilrodocc, for members 01 thc 
n~etropolitan culti~res. Songs refir like 
paintings do, oiten to tlie snlnr subjecls, but, 
togethcr with tlicir Iangilage, the? call be 
fairly onintelligible to the neophyte. A dot 
or a note is a dot or a note in any perception 
language, but what can a non-Arrcinte 
speaker make of tlie Arrernte word jaiter~.? 
And where does this observation leave the 
experienceof intelligibility and 
trat~slatability we miglit liave ii'lien looking 
at Aboriginal dots? 

The use of Aboriginal art in presenting 
Australia both to Auslralians and otl;ers 
represents the final dotnestication oi the 
Outback. The Outback is disappearing. 
There air iwiv oificially iio iiitraclablcs - ina 
intractable spaces, and no populatiotis 
beyond the alleged healing powers oi policy, 
training programmes, drop-in ccntrcs. 
detoxification farms and sewerage. The 
passenger trains that opened up Australia's 
commuter suburbs and rural reticats (thr 
goeslI!ouscs in tlioscii;~ys 1vcrL. oftr~i j i i l  ,i 

walk from thestation in tlieliills) have been 
supplcmetited by carsand buses, and lately 
by k,l~r-whcrl <lrivcs, ;ri1 incrv.~singiy 
popular choice ior city pcopie. Sales oi 
Pajeros liave bee11 soaritig. Trlecoin 
l\llslr,~Ii,~ is I l ~ ~ I ~ ~ i l i ~  I,ILI. ' 1 ' 1 1 ~  ~~r~~<Iic,ilicm 01 . ~. 
the bush CIS the 'back of bcyonii' is also being 
made final by the in&ention of 
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