FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES

by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milcon Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4R N

and by Routledge O N A RT

711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francs Group, an informa business

© 2018 selection and editarial matter, Jacqueline Millner and Catriona k
Moore; individual chapters, the contributors. Contem po ra ry O Utta es
The right of Jacqueline Millner and Catriona Moore to be identified as

the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for their individual

chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988,

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced
or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means,
now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording,
or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in
writing from the publishers.

Tiademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or B . .
registered trademarks, and are used only for idencification and explanation Ed[ted by jacqudlne M’”ner
without intent to infringe. I

’ e and Catriona Moore

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Libtary of Congress Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

Names: Millner, Jacqueline, editor. | Moore, Catriona, editor.

Title: Feminist perspectives on art: contemporary outtakes / edited by
Jacqueline Millner and Catriona Moore.

Description: New York: Routledge, 2018. | Includes bibliographical
references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017041497 | [ISBN 9781138061781

(hardback: alk. paper) | ISBN 9781138061811 (pbk. : alk. paper) |
ISBN 9781315162072 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Feminism and art. | Are, Modern—21st century—Themes,
motives,

Classification: LCC N72.F45 F455 2018 | DDC 700/ 4522-dc23
LC record available at https://lcen loc.gov/2017041497

ISBN: 978-1-138-06178-1 (hbk)
ISBN:978-1-138-06181-1 (pbk)
[SBN: 978-1-315-16207-2 (ebk)

Typeset in Bembo
by Deanta Global Publishing Services, Chennai, India

E Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

LONDON AND NEW YORK

Y MIX

Py fro . . e i
rasponaisie soureas | Printed in the United Kingdom

F. . i
mencoy  FSC™ C013985 by Henry Ling Limited




WOMEN IN THE CROSS-CULTURAL
STUDIO

Invisible tracks in the Indigenous
artist’s archive

Una Rey

Born of the 1970s, second wave feminism and Australia’s Aboriginal art movement
have both matured gracefully: at tirst glance, we might acknowledge that they both
won their original fight for art world recognition. Yet the question of whether
feminism is welcome at the contemporary art table persists. Two recent exhibitions
of' Aboriginal women’s art offered the opportunity to reflect on the intergenera-
tional shitts of what I will call the post-essentialist, intercultural feminist practices
that lie at the heart of these two “historic’ movements but are rarely acknowledged
in the narratives of Australian contemporary art.

Over the summer of 2016-2017, the National Gallery of Victorias (NGV)
Who's Afraid of Colour? surveyed the work of 118 ‘great contemporary [ndigenous
innovators —transtormers of tradition and precedent — who all happen to be
women’.! Yet, rather than focus on the significance of gender, curator Judith Ryan
was quick to emphasise the title’s reference to both Barnett Newman'’s famous late
modernist series Who's Afraid of Red, White and Blue (1966-70) and American racial
politics (in which colour is a euphemism tor non-white).? At least the NGV set-
tled a debt incurred in 1981 when it showcased 328 male and no female artists in
Aboriginal Australia.”

On a similar crusade, Marking the Infinite: Contemporary Women Artists from
Aboriginal Australia touring the US and Canada in 2016-2019 follows the all-male
No Boundaries: Aboriginal Australian Contemporary Abstract Painting (2015-2016). The
American collectors Debra and Dennis Scholl, whose works featured in both exhi-
bitions, appear keen to demonstrate that Australian Indigenous art is a virile heir to
the formalist adventure of modernism.* But they also celebrate the distinct cultural
identities of the artists, all drawn from remote community art centres across inland
and tropical Australia.’?

Was [ alone in hearing echoes of Edward Albee’s 1962 play on middle-class dys-
tunction Who's Afraid of Virginia Weolf? and whispering the riposte *“Who's afraid of
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feminism?’ Are curators afraid that feminism’s supposedly dated essentialist identity
politics could evoke nostalgia for something that was never so simple, or disrupt the
caretully constructed cultural essentialism of much Indigenous contemporary art?

Curatorial revisionism without penetrating scholarship can't resuscitate femi-
nisny, but an assembly of women'’s work is one way to take the pulse of contempo-
rary practices in an art world where public institutions continue to underrepresent
female artists and commonly disavow the infuence of feminist theories and
practices on contemporary art. However, tweaking the numbers is only a start.
For nearly 40 years, Judith Ryan has orchestrated key exhibitions of all forms of
Indigenous art, with one eye on modernist aesthetics and one on the social, cultural
and political force of the work, including the development of women artists whom
she called "the sleeping giants of the Aboriginal art movement®Yet, in reconstruct-
ing the castle of modernism, Ryan stays tirmly within its walls. She does not take
the opportunity to revisit anthropologist Diane Bell’s critical analysis of 2002 chat
drew the obvious conclusion that "Aboriginal women are indeed rewriting the
patriarchal script and in so doing posing a number of challenges for feminists’.”

We may wonder how feminism can be imagined in the uneven, inequitable
conditions of postcolonial Australia, so amplified in remote communities. Curator
Hetnr Perkins made an attcempt when lamenting Aboriginal women’s invisibility
from the canon: ‘First Fleeters carried to Aboriginal Australia an ethnic lens that
asserted the subordination of women and took this sexist, and by extension racist,
perspective to bear on the Aboriginal societies they met in the colony’® In other
words, colonial histories rendered Indigenous women invisible and the Western art
world doubled down on that blind spot.

At the same time, however, Western feminism brought wider recognition to
Aboriginal women’s cultural knowledge and authority and brokered the emer-
gence of women painters in remote Australia. The modernising ot Aboriginal com-
munities had as much impact on traditional gender relations as it did in Western
society. although the rates of change have been shaped by difterent complexities.
What is clear is that the presence of female anthropologists. teachers, linguists, art
coordinators, critics and curators invested in feminism together with the will of
Aboriginal women bore a legacy that was instrumental in the development of wom-
en’s Indigenous contemporary art.’ This was paralleled in the work of Indigenous
women curators such as Perkins, Brenda L. Crott and Margo Neale who were pav-

ing the way for the work’s urban reception.

So far so conventional: a local mirroring of the broader Western social and
political history of the late 20th century, in which the Other (white ladies first)
and ‘the Rest’ fought their way to the tables of cultural production and consump-
tion. The tensions between white and black feminism and across generations of
teminists have been so well scrutinised in academia that they have reached the
point of cliché — as evident in a student FEMSOC poster on a regional university
noticeboard: ‘“We are intersectional, anti-sexist, anti-racist, anti-heteronormative,
anti-capitalist feminists, with an emphasis on DIY and relational activism in

linsert place name].'




40 Una Rey

This self-conscious brand of feminism suggests to me that the generative creative
force of capital F feminism has plateaued, and may have limited traction against the
trauma of colonisation, the variegated ambitions to ‘decolonise’ local art world
institutions, and the complex manifestations of a postcolonial Australian conscious-
ness. And vet, despite what might be read as an overreaction to essentialism among
younger feminists, at least this intersectionality shows no fear of the F word.

Intersectionality — one of the potentially generative theories of post-essentialist
teminism on the aforementioned student poster — was coined in 1989 by African
American lawyer and civil rights campaigner Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in her
influential article, ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black
Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Anciracist
Politics’."" Crenshaw argued that black women were discriminated against by virtue
of their gender and their race, and built cases that formally recogmsed this ‘double
Jjeopardy” of discrimination. In the decades since. intersectional feminism has trav-
elled widely as a “rallying cry’ against ‘single-issue feminist conversation’, especially
in white, middle-class media."” In one of many critiques of intersectionality, Devon
W Carbado defends its capacity to operate across identities as well as across disci-
plines suggesting (after Edward Said’s travelling theory) that ‘rather than domesti-
cating or enervating theories, movement might radicalise and reinvigorate them’."

Crenshaw’s article coincided with a transcultural turn in global contempo-
rary art discourse and curatorial practice first writ large in Jean-Hubert Martin’s
Magicians of the Earth (1989)." In concert with postcolonial theory, post-struc-
tural feminism and postmodern analysis, centre/periphery debates and theories of
hybridity, Crenshaw’s notion of intersectionality ofters a guide to understanding the
productive and provocative zones of cross-cultural contact where women, in spite
of, and because of, their uneven power relations, find themselves face to face on the
ground. In the Australian contex, the art market has been the unlikely catalyst in
this liaison, its multiple networks and willing audiences opening a space for numer-
ous hybrid cultural forms.

Despite Ryan’s claim that Who's Afraid of Colour? is neither an exhibition about
teminism nor a feminist exhibition, there are, as always 1f you go looking, counter
narratives about the politics of women’s lived experience — both black and white.
This is especially the case in remote communities, where feminism may never be
uttered aloud — though women’s rights and issues of domestic violence are critical.
But if we follow Crenshaw, the interdisciplinary intercultural practices occurring
in remote community art centres are rich sites of post-essentialist politics, and they
generate much of the work being exhibited as far afield as Tokyo and New York.

These reconciliatory gestures, however, remain invisible on the gallery walls. The
preliminary curatorial work being performed “out bush’® through black/white
relationships is also largely rendered invisible: doubly so when the mediator is a
woman. These mutable curatorial practices carried ourt in the art centre remain the
most ‘inarticulate’ and under-investigated aspects of these transcultural arc worlds,
in spite of their influence and power. This is largely because the modernist para-
digm and the cultural essentialism governing most exhibitions highlights “genius’
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and Indigenous identities, concealing feminist relational action which was a key

factor in opening a space for Indigenous women artists in the 1990s.

Constant gardeners

The artist who most famously took advantage of this feminist opening was Emuly
Kame Kngwarreye, whose Big Yam Dreaming/ Anwerlarr Anganenty (I9f)5) is rlh.r
indisputable queen of Whe’s Afraid of Colour? Eclipsing the scale of two of AL!.\‘[rk}ll'il:%
most iconic publically owned works, Jackson Pollock’s Biue Poles (1,9,52) and Spirit
Dreaming Through Napperby Country (1980) by Tjapalgjarri brothers Tim ?_curn ;11l1d
Clifford Possum, Kngwarreye’s black and white register symbolises the ch‘rmﬂnl
and intertextual. The painting’s stark gestural glamour captures a protean signature
of place and time, looping through the conceptual language of Anmatyerr womens
ceremony (awely), and the artist’s primary Dreaming, anwerlarr anganenty, thc- pen-
cil yam at Alhalkere north-east of Alice Springs. Like Kngv.\iar_reyf?‘ the pmn-nng
has assumed the status of a national treasure that accords infinite interpretations.
As visual banner, it has rendered services as diverse as Deleuze’s theories and the
Indigenous botanical archive, while also offering a grand feminist challenge to the

heroics of abstract expressionism (Figure 3.1).

FIGURE 3.1  Tjigjiti, 2015. Carlene West and Emily Kame Kgnwarreyes Big Yam
Drearning/ Anwerlarr anganenty 1995, Installacion, Who's Afraid of Colour? National Gallery

of Victoria, 2017. Photo: Una Rey
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From the late 1980s until her death in 1996, Kngwarreye was the magnum opus

of the Australian art world, epitomising the ‘remote star’ theory of contemporary
arr’s_mythologising and inadvertently announcing the women’s turn in Aboriginal
art from remote communities. Like an ‘ideal feminist’, the ‘impossible modern-
ist’'* never married, remained childless and was stridently independent in character
while fulfilling all the interdependencies of Anmatyerr social, political and cultural
being. Big Yam Dreaming/Anwerlarr Anganenty marks the apogee of Kngwarreye's
art career, but the origins of her transactional painting practice first surface in the
laborious efforts of craft: the low-cost and profane women’s work well represented
in Who's Afraid of Colour?

As the art/craft debate served second-wave feminist discourses in the 1970s,
white women craft advisors introduced the women of Utopia to the laborious
but socially invigorating batik process. The technique would ultimately be aban-
doned: craft may be reframed as critical practice, but it doesn't pay like painting
does. Nevertheless, the genesis of Kngwarreye’s art owes a debt to her decade-long
apprenticeship in batik painting from 1977. Linguists Jenny Green and Julia Murm;r
W ‘_:cnr,ral to this development: Murray managed the commercial batik enter-
prise tor five years followed by a string of women coordinators, while Green would
continue to work in Central Australia permanently.”

However, it was a man, Rodney Gooch, who acted as a catalyst to move Utopia
women’s work in a transformative new direction.'® Gooch began working for
Utopia artists in 1987 and 1s written into the legend of Kngwarreve. His decision
to introduce the artists to more ambitious art projects was first ev'idcnt in Utopia:
A Summer Project, in which he encouraged the women to add distinctive painterly
borders to their large-scale silks, a hands-on approach that stimulated rather than
obstructed the artists in their discoveries.' It was his maverick approach in pushing
the artists’ work, paired with his eye to contemporary art market desires, that cre-
ated a perfect storm with Kngwarreye riding the headwind.

In his PhDD thesis, Quentin Sprague (an ex-art coordinator) examined a number
of close creative intercultural parmerships against the rolling swell of the market,*
with a focus almost exclusively on male ‘brokers” who have proven to be the mo‘st
visible examples of intercultural arts workers — in part because they easily inhabit
the roles of mavericks and radical innovators, in part because they have proven
better publicists. By contrast, there is an uncomfortably essentialist 'tém.ininc reluc-
tance’ on the part of women coordinators to acknowledge their impact on the art
being made and on the relevance of gender or feminist critiques of their practice.
vaertheless, Sprague’s assessment ‘that creativity will cut its own path regardless
of the ideological barriers that so often surround cross-cultural engagements in
Australia™' applies across the gender divide.

Artistic waves: the patrilineal line

Like the conventional precis of feminism, the contemporary Indigenous art move-

ment has been interpreted as having two historic waves. Both are, in 20th-century

S ——
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fashion, masculine in tenor and heroic in ambition, narratives frequently revised
to reflect contemporary prejudices and aspirations. The first eruption was the
Arrerente artist Albert Namagjira’s mastery of watercolour,a medium introduced by
Rex Battarbee in the mid-1930s. This intimate relational exchange of worldviews
which lasted until Namatjira’s death in 1959 would have sweeping implications for
Australian modernism, but more significantly it planted the seed for a new protes-
sion in Aboriginal Australia: becoming an artist.”

A second revolution occurred at Papunya in 1971 when senior Aboriginal men,
encouraged by schoolteacher Geoftrey Bardon, began painting in acrylics for an
outside audience. This now magnificent history obscures the little-known fact that
the men were also introduced to tie-dye, batik and screen-printing — the ‘lesser’
media associated more with women’s practice which were so significant m the
Utopia story.” Like Battarbee before him, Bardon published his account of those
heady days in books that made passionately subjective arguments for the artists and
the radicalism of their work under the banner of Papunya Tula. In recent scholar-
ship, Vivien Johnson — who since the 19805 has added critical insights into the
Papunya art movement and been its most significant champion after Bardon — has
granted considerably more agency to the artists’ lives before and after Bardon's
18-month tenure. All the same, his ‘foundation story” of the Western Desert painting
movement has been ‘told so intensely’ and ‘retold so often and so widely, that 1t has
almost the force of a Dreaming narrative itself’. Even if ‘the real Papunya 1s surely
not the one of Geoffrey Bardon’s memories,” he is perennially associated with
Papunya Tula artists, just as Battarbee is with the Hermannsburg landscape painters.

The point here is to emphasise the commitment from both black and white
individuals in creating new forms to communicate the richness of Indigenous
knowledge, culture, sovereigney and political will. Both Battarbee and Bardon rep-
resent early examples of what is now a tide of arts workers moving in and out of
the complex cultural field of the remote Indigenous community. While chere are
important differences between then and now — notably in gender and the broader
racial politics of Australia — the continuities are remarkable: white mterlocutors
whose presence is essential but paradoxical within the Indigenous art story.

With the rare exception of Bunjalung curator and artist Djon Mundine who
managed the art centres at Milingimbi from 1979 and Ramingining from ¢1983-
1988, art coordinators are mostly non-Indigenous. This is unsurprising, given the
administrative and financial skills required of an art coordinator and the structural
obstacles that local Indigenous populations have faced in acquiring them, at least
until recently® While state and regional galleries are under increasing moral and
political pressure to employ Indigenous curators to manage Indigenous collec-
tions and programmes, the art coordinator 15 not (vet) an ‘Indigenous identified
position’.”* Mundine’s example remains singular: his influential role as conceptual
producer and cross-cultural mediator of The Aboriginal Memorial (1987-88) has not
established a precedent for Indigenous art coordinators in remote comimunities
despite bringing to the project rich political and cultural symbolism unmatched by

any non-Indigenous coordinator.”
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Mundine’ ability to engage and negotate with the Ramingining community
and the Sydney art establishment was crucial to the realisation of The Abarig}na!
Memorial, but such epic public works have not been the primary object of remote
community art centres or their staff. Implemented by the Aboriginal Arts Board
in 1973, the role of arts and craft advisors was to market, promote and ensure the
production of cultural material that conformed to an “authentic’ Indigenous prod-
uct.” Improved infrastructure and communications along with industry support
has made the coordinator’s role less demanding at a logistical level, but negotiating
across worlds remains central. Coordinators perform a contract of mutual obliga-
tion and need to operate in diverse and demanding fields, from the art world, to the
dislocated and dynamic social realities of remote communities, to the perpetuity
of the Dreaming. These imported workforces are studio assistants, curators, crit-
ics, adminiserators, dealers, strategists and writers who tacitly agree to downplay
their influence and impact on the artists as they perform what is a relatively silenc
pantomime.

There are, of course, some noises from time to time: journalist and long-time
critic of Indigenous art, Nicolas Rothwell, has called attention to the art coordina-
tor’s presence and participation in two-way influence and intimate exchange that is
‘so profound... that it 1s almost a perversion of the record to underplay this hybrid
aspect of the tradition.” Anthropologist Fred Myers, in his analysis of arts coordina-
tors at Papunya Tula, notes that coordinators are often ‘significant theorists in their
own engagement and practices’,” an observation more applicable to the writings
of men than women. An exception is artist and writer Kim Mahood, one of the
most articulate observers of the intercultural field. While not an art coordinator,
she has collaborated with Aboriginal artists and worked closely on several remote
community projects. Her outback pastoralist heritage grants her a rare perspective
— tempered with irony and wit — on the prosaic and sometimes tragic cross-cultural
collisions of remote Australia, and her essays offer sharp insights into the art centre
dynamic that neither appeases nor apologises to the cosmopolican reader.?!

My own experience as an art coordinator bears mention here as background to
my long-term interest in the shifting priorities — aesthetic, ethical, gendered and
political — of remote community art centres. In 1997 as a recent painting graduate
[ was employed as art coordinator at Ikuntji, Haasts Bluff, 220 kilometres west of
Alice Springs. [ was familiar with the artists’ work and the nuances of the market
following five years employment in a commercial gallery in Darwin specialising
in Indigenous art. The capacity to sell the art and to understand painting processes
was critical to my appeintment, and [ would go on o work at Balgo in short-term
contracts and on the Tiwi Islands as art coordinator between 2000-2002.%

In cach case, I was replacing women art coordinators, or working alongside
them. By 2014, women accounted for around 70 percent of remote community arts
workers, although definitive statistics are hard to establish given the average tenure
of art coordinators is between two and three years.” This gender wend is reflected
in curatorial and arts administration roles in metropolitan and regional centres else-
where in Australia and is also reflective of the high percentage of women enrolled
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in tertiary art degrees, though at the time of writing only one state public art insti-
tution has a female director.® It is highly unlikely that men at Papunya would have
inculcated a woman into their painting plan as they did Bardon and subsequent
male coordinators in those early years — even though the painters’ wives would soon
be helping with the laborious dotting of the large paintings. By the same token,
Aboriginal women have been inscrumental in inviting white women to work for
them and with them, and the stream of willing urban women remains constant.
These women may be drawn to ‘the adventure of art advising’,as Myers described
it, but how much of that ‘adventure’ is shaped by gender? More specifically, has
the gender of coordinators had an impact on the art that gets made in remote
communities and how that art is exhibited? In secking some broad answers to
these open-ended questions, [ looked to the writing of women art coordinators
as well as interviewed some long-term practitioners. My selection of subjects aims
to capture some of the changes of the past two decades, reflecting different ages
and professional backgrounds, including painters, arc teachers, linguists, community
arts workers, and arts administrators or museum professionals. Though none of
the women identified as curators prior to their role as art coordinators, some have
become active in this area and most consider ‘curatorial thinking’ one of the most
creative aspects of the job; for some, curating has become part of their post-art

centre practice.

Go West, young woman

The 1990s witnessed steady growth across the Aboriginal art market building on
its incremental rebranding as contempeorary art. Curatorial gestures such as Bernice
Murphy’s Perspecta (1981) and Nick Waterlow’s Biennales of Sydney (1979, 1986,
1988) were instrumental in framing the work as culturally unique and conceptually
avant garde.® A willing market; postcolonial, post-bicentennial (1988) optimism;
and a liberally inclined art world coincided with the rise in university graduates
enriched by second-wave feminist art practices to precipitate a surge in female ares
coordinators. The frontier mythology intrinsic to the Australian psyche was reimag-
ined and feminised, a zeitgeist echoing the 19th-century Indiana journalist’s famous
challenge to dystopian urban youth:'Go West, young man, and grow up with your
country’® The geopolitical landscape of remote Aboriginal Australia now oftered
an invitation to young women to test their mettle in a relatively new hybrid field
of creative practice.

Karen Dayman and Marina Strocchi were emblematic of a generation of art-
ists secking new horizons in the desert. Strocchi, an insider with the Roar group
of Melbourne neo-expressionist painters (her partner Wayne Eager was a tound-
ing member of the informal collective) first travelled to Central Australia and the
Western Desert in 1990 with an enthusiasm for the Papunya Tula painters inspired
by exhibitions at the NGV and Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi.” This fielderip led directly
to women at Haasts Bluff asking her to establish 2 women's art centre. Arriving with
‘a suitcase full of white T-shirts, a roll of fabric and a slab of butcher’s paper™ to run
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screen-printing workshops, Strocchi would become the inaugural art coordinator
at [kuntji and a catalyst in the Papunya Tula women’s painting movement. -

Though Daphne Williams was the first female manager at Papunya Tula, a post
she held for 20 years from 1981, she didn’t encourage women to paint as artists
in their own right.”” This historic moment was instigated by Pintupi women at
Kintore (kin to the leading Papunya Tula painters) when they instructed Strocchi
to run a canvas workshop out bush in 1996. Her role in the Minyma Tjukurrpa
[Women’s Law] painting project was a reciprocal act of relational exchnng.e. as the
Kintore women had ‘opened’ the art centre at Ikungji:‘We danced for you... bring
us big canvas... When are you coming with the really big canvas, no‘r lictle ones,
really big ones?"*

Big canvases were also taking shape further north in the Kimberley in 1996. By
then, Dayman was already six years into her coordinator’s role at Mangkaja Art‘s
Resource Agency in Fitzroy Crossing; she would spend a total of 17 yéars in the
Job. Fitzroy's painting history predates Dayman’s arrival, but the implications of
the 1993 Native Title Act for the Walmajarri, Wangkajunga, Juwaliny and Mangala
brought a different force to the Mangkaja studio — politically and aesthecically.
Many of the forty plus custodians of the Great Sandy Desert who collaborated on
the monumental Neurrara I (1996) and Ngurrara II (1997) were key painters at the
art centre, and more than half were women.*' Dayman — who humorously and self-
deprecatingly referred to herself as ‘paint monitor’ — discerned an inventiveness and
freedom in the Ngurrara canvases, ‘not principally concerned with women’s body
paint iconography or detailed ngarranglearni narratives...’ The fact that they were
painted on country half a day’s drive from the art centre also explains the vitality of
these historic canvases. As all art coordinators soon learn, visiting country is implicic
to better understandings of the artists and their paintings; such ekpcricnces added to
what was for Dayman ‘an incredibly rich field of translations: the Bible, languages,
paint’* Not surprisingly, writing would become a criical part of her practice and
a way of interpreting the cross-cultural idiom of painting.**

Strocchi and Dayman were key chaperones to what curator Margie West called
‘third wave Aboriginal art’* coming out of the desert in the 1990s, that is, wom-
en’s painting. Each can claim a legacy here: Strocchi’s hand in the activation of
Pintupi women painters and Dayman’s role in the landmark Ngurrara canvases.
In Strocchi’s case, being a woman invested in relationships was significant to the
WOInen's pijinting project, whereas in Dayman’s case, the collective language groups
and mix of men and women collaborators suggests gender was not as important. In
their respective art centre studios at Ikuntji and Mangkaja, however, both nurtured
individual artists and encouraged experimentation and long apprenticeships paint-
ing on paper that generated works of exquisite subtlety. These could be framed in
the art historical tradition of women’s work: low cost, small scale works with an
emphasis on dialogical exchange and materialitv. As Dayman observed, ‘it was the
market that led to the use of canvas over paper — pure economics.** While gender
bears some conceptual, aesthetic and material influence in the studio, such as the
women’s drawing and printmaking that flowered under the auspice of coordinators
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Diane Moon and Fiona Salmon at Maningrida in the 1990s, it is also true that art
centres by decree are subservient to the market."

When Myers describes Daphne Williams's management style at Papunya Tula
as pragmatic with an interest to the long-term stability of the business rather than
with an eye to ‘the adventure of art advising’, it is tempung to take his observation
as a gender template and apply it to other female coordinators. While Williams
formed close relationships with the artists, unlike Bardon, she did not write her-
self into the narrative of Papunya Tula, nor have the stream of women who have
worked in her wake, though their influence in subtle ways — mixing paint, selecting
alternatives to large-scale canvases — can be discerned: the invisible tracks in the
archive. As documenter, Strocchi leaves little evidence of her subjective experience
as artist and art coordinator, her writing mostly confined to artists’ oral histories and
the community painting movement.”’ Bue Strocchi is also representative of the art
coordinator/artist who treads a delicate line in maintaining her own artistic prac-
tice, which is often a motivation for working in the field. Ever conscious of the eth-
ics of exchange and the conflicts of interest that surface in the cross-cultural terrain
of Australian painting,® she has been careful to patrol the borders of interpretations
of her own painting given its pictographic style that shares a formal resemblance to
painters at Ikuntji and Papunya Tula.*

Strocchi’s agreement to exhibit in Black White & Restive® in 2016 and to be
curated in direct relationship with Papunya Tula painters Narrabri Nakamarra and
Wintjiya Napaltjarri suggests that the transcultural, feminist narrative wichin the
grand schema of Aboriginal art history now meets with the self-assessment of her
work. However, this is a recent turn for Strocchi, who declined to participate in
Roads Cross: Contemporary Directions in Australian Art (2012) at Flinders University
Art Museum. Reads Cross featured a number of female art coordinators and was
co-curated by linguist and one-time art coordinator Fiona Salmon, who cut her
curatorial teeth within the gendered dynamics of Maningrida in Central Arnhem
Land.' Strocchi’s reservations were in response to publicity circulated about
an exhibition in the AAMU Netherlands in which she and Wayne Eager were
wrongly cited as art coordinators who introduced Pintupi painters in the CoBRA
style. A piece of poorly researched publicity, Strocchi perceived it as potentially
damaging to working relationships so prudently nurtured. Influence between black
and white artists is still tightly enmeshed with the wounds of colonisation and art
world aspirations for economic and aesthetic autonomy, and Roads Cross did attract
minor controversy, stimulated in part by the competing interests of a new wave of
women art coordinators whose art centre custodianship was facing different chal-

lenges (Figure 3.2).

Borderland action

By the early 2000s art centres were proliferating across the Anangu Pitjangjatjara
Yankunytjatjara Lands (APY Lands) and Ngaanyagarra Lands, a combined area
of approximately 350,000 square kilometres of sentient desert impervious to the
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FIGURE 3.2 Edwina Circuitt and Peter Lewis working at Warakurna Artists studio,
Western Australia, 2006. Photo: Tim Pearn

South Australia, Western Australia and Northern Territory borders that cut through
t_he country. By the early 21st century most art centres were receiving government
tunding and following best practice models rather than inventing l‘:uh;m through
trial and error. These communities were also inheritors of a booxhning art market
and a critical art world reception of Aboriginal painting, making Anangu artists
especially vulnerable to independent dealers or ‘carpet baggers’ to use the pejora-
tive term.>

A veteran, serial art coordinator, Amanda Dent and her partner Brian Hallet
began their apprenticeship at Wingellina (Irrunytju) in 2000. Here, Anangu women
worked closely with Dent to establish Irrunytju Arts, selling second-hand clothing
to finance infrastructure in the first instance. The quick success of the paintings — a
vlibmm expressionistic dot style with a strong underlying structure — brought ten-
sions, as peripheral community interests wrested financial control from the artists
and their original enterprise. Amidst these conflicts and contests, Dent gained a
rt‘pLZFZl[iOll as an art coordinator whe balanced the competing demands of a pro-
<.:luct1ve studio against the expectations of an increasingly sophisticated audience
t()_r the work: that is, an emerging connoisseurship among collectors and a number
of competitor/art centres, many in relatively close proximity making work in a
related style.™

Trained as a jeweller, Dent established her own exclusive studio practice in Perth
in the 19905 before her desire to work more collaboratively in a community service
role triumphed. Or so she claims: her attention to the form of the paintings along
with her intuitive responsiveness to the developing vision of the artists reveals an
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artist intent on the adventure of art coordinating and the quasi-maternal pleasure
in nurcuring painters and revelling in their painterly achievements — though she 1s
quick to defer to the artist’s agency and authority.”

Reluctant to entertain feminist or gendered readings of her art centre role, Dent
recognises the mainstream art world’s prevailing gender inequities chat are partly
reflected in higher financial returns for men’s paintings along with more institi-
tional opportunities for male artists. That said, women were the high earners at the
art centres she managed, though she has observed that exposure to ‘mission activicy,
or tourist moneymaking ventures' could undernune an artist’s work. A formative
experience for Anangu women in the APY region was Ernabella Arts, established in
1948 and managed for 32 years by Winifred Hilliard. The first women-only art cen-
tre, it produced batik, pottery, pokerwork and gouache drawings tor the tourist mar-
ket. Hence when Dent actively encouraged old men to paint at Wingellina, some
of them would say they couldn’t do it. Their wives agreed, saying ‘they [women]
were the ones who knew how to paint’* a confidence reinforced through their
history of selling art product to outside audiences. While gender power struggles
and distinctly gendered cultural authorities are common in Aboriginal communi-
ties and by extension art centres, they do not align consistently with any singular
approach to painting.

Dent raises concerns familiar to all art coordinators: the perennial issue of artist
versus artisan and the tensions caused when cultural significance of an artist’s story
isit reflected in financial returns. In countless informal studio critique sessions, pri-
marily with younger and muddle-age artists, conversation would return to the idea of
Western visual preferences:”...we talked about ... palette... symmetry, and “breaking
the cross”™, ¥ the ‘Union Jack’ composition that young painters often rely on. Over a
12- to 18-month period, Dent would work closely with artists to identify the habits
and construction of their work on small-scale canvas boards — much like Strocchi
and Dayman’s paper experiments — constantly returning to the idea of a personalised
response to fukurrpa®™ and ways of pushing pictorial habits into new ground.

Another of Dent’s innovations was in keeping buyers away trom the art centre,
which relied on high-end galleries and an exclusive annual exhibition programme
of ‘boutique’ product, Few art centres have the luxury of turning away direct buyers
whose visits grant personal contact with the artist and enhance the culeural tour-
ism and economic agendas of the small business enterprises. However, in Dent’s
experience, bringing the point of sale to the studio created adverse tensions. Today
financial transparency and cross-cultural, bilingual ‘money-stories’ are common in
art centres, and Dent and the artists shared endless informal conversations about
cash, financial planning, strategic career planning and artistic profiles as well as using
culturally relevant analogies to communicate the seemingly abstract logic of art
market preferences to the artists.

By 2005 when Edwina Circuitt was employed as maugural manager at
Warakurna Artists, the professionalisation of the art centre was complete: custom
built studios. broadband access and specialised database systems, a resule of long-
term benchmarking by industry peak bodies. Wich degrees in studio practice and
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arts administration, Circuitt is typical of the current cohort of art coordinators. At
MuscumsVictorin she had worked with an earlier wave of art coordinators includ-
ing Julia Murray, John Kean and Philip Batty, who had stimulated her interest in
the uniquely intercultural aspects of the work. She was mentored into her new role
b}lf seasoned arts workers Tim Acker and Tim Pearn who, along with the artists, had
laid r.nuch of the logistical groundwork and modelling fbrWa;akurua Artists. ‘

. Circuitt recalled the anticipation that attended the art centre’s official open-
ing and the artists” collective and universal existentialist enquiry, “What should we
pumt?’” The hesitation was short-lived, and likely reflected the artists’ self-aware-
ness in terms of a localised market identity: they soon made their mark through
regular exhibitions and continued to find new ways of negotiating the market
after the Global Financial Crisis in 2008. Circuite regularly questioned what the
art centre could be and how it should best be served, and she was alert to the
opportunities and dynamism — risks included — of more collaborative gestures, as
two examples illustrate. One was Warakurna’s invitation to anthropologist Da;rid
Brooks and art historian Darren Jorgensen to collaborate on a book on the late
style “old wobbly” painters at the Wanarn Aged Care Centre,”" in which Circuitt
hoped to encourage a ‘more playful” interpretation of the work beyond the ubig-
uitous ‘selling the Dreaming, selling the Country, where there is little room for the
artist’s voice,” Another opportunity to depart from commercial imperatives was the
Ngaanyatjarra History Painting project, in which middle-aged artists recorded early
contact events such as the death of ill-fated explorer Lasseter in the 1930s, an early
example of cross-cultural narratives.” While these interactional models arguably
owe a debt to feminist practices including socially responsive engagement, they are
better described as intersectional and transcultural gestures: that is, more layered
narrat_ivcs of what makes Indigenous contemporary art so enriching.

With the increasing mobility of global artists both physically and virtu-
ally, “cross-cultural collaboration’ has become a regular feature of contempo-
rary art. In Australia, this is optimistically framed as a ‘relational’ practice (after
Bourriaud)®* and more sceptically as a variant of Hal Foster’s ‘ethnographic turn’
— though for Indigenous artists, collaboration is as old as culeure itself. Curator
Margo Neale and academic Marcia Langton are two Indigenous advocates of
intercultural collaboration as a form of dual agency and intellectual exchange
although for many peripheral observers the risks of exploitation when blnck'
and white artists get together is a given, hence collaboration raises the alarm
l’h(?.t ;}ppropriation did in the 1980s when white artists turned to Aboriginal
paintings in search of new quotations.®

The art centre studio and its creative cultural mixing present more nuanced
conccpttons of what collaboration and collective arc production are, and all the
coordinators | have spoken to are unequivocal in advocating the artists’ agency,
Firstly, they know as Dent states, .

exactly what’s right in terms of tjukurrpa, and won'’t compromise it — on pain

of death... so that charges of appropriating or colonising culture, or of ‘selling
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the secrets’ are redundant. .. and secondly, painting, it’s a different thing [from
ceremonial art|, the canvas tradition. Artists know they are boss for the tjsk-
rrpa, no question. But they think the white fella is boss for the painting, it is

his/her tradition, s/he understands it the best, is the righcful authori jies

Likewise, the artists defer to the art coordinator in decisions of canvas business.
Herein lies the cultural diplomacy at the heart of the art centre: each to their own
business, with a sharp eye on the commen but shifting ground of cross-cultural
communication and creative expression. Men and women may negotiate these
dynamies differenty at times, but to grandstand on gendered differences is ulti-
muately limiting: rather, the intersections between women artists and coordinators
reveal a series of feminised practices largely glossed over in Australian art world nar-
ratives. As an aside, finding photographs to illustrate this essay featuring female art
coordinators on the job was surprisingly difficult — and revealing in itself.

One conclusion to draw from the examples of women art coordinators touched
on here is that while they are engaged in post-essentialist feminist pracuices, they do
not conform to a gendered position. Each is a willing participant in ‘the adventure
of art advising’ and committed to Indigenous agency and cultural expression, and
in their own ways each has made a creative practice responsive and alert to two
overlapping art worlds. Whether subscribing to a feminist critique of their meth-
odology or not, art coordinators (irrespective of gender) are all beholden to the
market and they continue, by and large, to reinforce Western assumptions of artistic

‘greatness.” It is left to curators and art historians to reveal the complex threads of

intercultural feminism.

*...akin to singing or dancing’

American high priestess of post-conceptual art theory Rosalind Krauss insisted 1t
was bad art history to rely on the artist’s biography, but women’s experience is sl
central to feminist practice, even if it has slipped out of vogue in contemporary
discourse. Returning to Who's Afraid of Colour? two artists whose work encodes
contemporary experience are Maryanne Mungatopi and Lorna Napurrurla Fencer,
the latter’s canvases hanging among fervent cultural-expressionist works proclaim-
ing the resilience of women's ceremonial knowledge and the matrilineal abundance
of country. However, Napurrurla’s oeuvre was aesthetically uneven over her two
decades of painting, and for good reason.

The NGV wall text amplifies only one part of the story:“For Napurrurla, paint-
ing was a performative process, akin to singing or dancing’ However, her biography
reveals more compelling forces at work on her life and art. She began painting in
what constituted an Indigenous feminist groundswell ac Lajamanu in 1986, when
Walpiri women initiated a series of paintings for use as teaching aides at the school,
launched in Paint Up Big: Walpiri Women’s Art of Lajamanu at the NGV curated by
Judich Ryan. Alchough never an art coordinator per se, linguist Christine Nicholls
played a key part in organising Paint Up Big, and following her decade at Lajamanu,
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she ]1_35 made a significant contribution to the intercultural archive in her writing
curating and teaching. In her comprehensive essay for Napurrurla’s retrospective in'
Adclfzide‘ Nicholls portrays her subject as a solitary figure living within frenetic com-
munities, an independent and mercurial woman whose polyamorous approach to the
At n_mrkccf there was no consistent art centre in Lajamanu in her lifetime — was both
111:,:p1ring for its anarchy and sobering in its necessity. Napurrurla was determined to
paint, with the help of whoever she could muster, and for whatever price was going.
Her compulsive mark-making and prodigious outpur indicates her strength of char-
acter ;Jl’l.d her cultural authority, but as Nicholls writes, painting was also a form of
expunging grief, or losing herself: here was a woman who outlived eight of her ten
children. Ever her champion, Nicholls even claims ‘she should be remembered as an
artist rather than a “woman artist” or an “Aboriginal artist.”"* Should we say the same
of Mungatopi, whose archetypal portraits of the leading players of Tiwi L"osmollogy
ec-:bo contemporary conflicts between men and women, gravely mirrored in her own
biography?*” In disregarding their gendered experience and by ;::ctension the strength
and inventiveness of their creative triumphs, are we selling the artists short?

Who’s Afraid of Colour? never promised us a room of our own, no matter how much
Ms Woolf howled for us. Local institutional politics aside (the NGV's Indigenous
galleries are a labyrinthine squeeze tucked away on the third floor), the exhibition
begs the question: is there an institutional disinterest in the cosmopolitan textures of
Zisr—cn?nrury feminism? Marking the Infinite tries harder in this respect, with Perkins’s
r:omnrjssioncd essay and curator Henry E Skerritc paying tribute to women'’s agency
and history: ‘One of the great lessons of Aboriginal women’ art... is that feminist
responses take their own culturally specific forms’, negotiating the constraints of local
patriarchies and finding expressive opportunities within the market place.”

‘Thc exhibitions discussed here are just two indicators that women are paragons
of the contemporary Aboriginal art movement as it approaches its haif—cemuq‘-‘
Nevertheless, they are generated within the modernist paradigm of the artist’s indi—-
v?d.ual genius and established discourses of cultural identity. Put differently, such exhi-
blFlUnS resist the intersectional narratives that would situate them as femj’nisr projects
within their political relations of cross-cultural production and consumption. For
cach i?terpmtadve claim for Indigenous contemporary art there is a dialectical coun-
ter clim, as real-world inequities across race, gender and class in postcolonial Australia
are never far away. Feminism may be besieged by its many hybrid identities, but it
remains a powerful force, however concealed, in bringing black and white women
together in creative, generative exchanges. Who's afraid of that?

The author would like to acknowledge the art coordinators cited in this essay and the many
others (both male and female) who toek time to engage with these ideas and histories,
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Introduction: Lynette Riley’s Pearl Gibbs ‘Gambanyi’
Kangaroo Cloak

In this chapter, Wiradjuri and Gamilaroi artist, writer and educator Lynette Riley
explains how the importanc art form of kangaroo and possum skin cloaks 1s being
revived through Australia’s south-eastern regions. These cloaks were traditionally
made and worn by the Wiradjuri people for warmth and protection, and were highly
valued as ceremonial, trade and gift items, and as peace offerings during conflict.'
In Victoria, Gunditjmara Keerray Woorroong artist Vicki Couzens notes how pos-
sum skin cloaks, worn at the Opening Ceremony of the Commonwealth Games in
2006, sparked a major cultural phenomenon, a renaissance of an almost lost cultural
practice.> The Games brought together the largest gathering of Aboriginal people
in ceremonial cloaks in over 150 years, representing families, clans and communities
in unity. This healing journey has fostered kinship, transference of knowledge and
strengthening of identity, leading to the growth of cloak-making in other south-
eastern groups in Canberra, New South Wales and South Australia.

Lynette Riley is a pioneer cloak maker in New South Wales, and her embrace of
the materiality of this art form has helped her to re-learn Wiradjuri language (her
father’s Nation) and symbols, and those of her mother’s (Gamilaroi) Nation. She
designs the cloaks as history books for specific individuals, ‘as an extension of that
person’ by incising the underside of the pelt ‘with various designs to indicate the
person’s Moiety and Totemic connection as well as their journey through life and
that person’s status within the web of Nations and across Clan groups.”

Riley made the Pearl Gibbs ‘Gambanyi” Kangaroo Cloak as part of a broader pro-
ject, the Future Feminist Archive (FFA, curator Jo Holder), which crossed metropolitan
and regional New South Wales archives and communities over a two-year period.
Riley was one of nine FFA artists to engage with local histories to (re)value women's






