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to nowhere
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This chapter is an invitation to journey along a tangle of tracks. The first track
is a brief excursion across some of the analytic terrain. The analysis I present is
founded in a theory and practice of dialogue. There are two main precepts for
structuring ethical dialogue.1 The first is that dialogue begins where one is, and
thus is always situated; the second is that dialogue is open, and thus that the
outcome is not known in advance. Openness produces reflexivity, so that one’s
own ground becomes destabilised. My concern here is with the first precept: to
engage in dialogue as ethical practice one must understand one’s own
situatedness. One practical consequence of this precept is that our gestures
toward others must not exclude analysis of our own histories, geographies, and
cultures. I have been particularly attentive to our cultures of violence because
their effect is to foreclose on dialogue before we even properly begin. The
purpose in analysing violence is to understand where it is located and how it is
embedded in our cultural work, and the end goal is to uncover paths that may
lead toward reparative action in the world.

In a series of essays devoted to analysis of the frontier in Australian society, I
have sought to interrogate violence in many of its contemporary forms.2  I have
argued that the frontier is a matrix of modernity, a time and place where modern
culture simultaneously reveals its capacity for destruction and re-invents its
own myth of creation. The conventional view of the frontier is that it is
sequential: it is an historical moment of encounter that will be overcome by
civilisation. This linear view obscures many things: the violence of civilisation,
the coevalness of the frontier, the formative interactions of destruction and
creation. To put it another way, the sequential theory of the frontier treats a
tension-laden and interactive relationship as if it were a linear progression in
which violence is always about to be overcome. In contrast, I contend that the
frontier is a key site for reflexive critique of contemporary society.

The tension between presence and absence is integral to ‘New World’ frontier
mythology. On the one hand the conquerors imagine themselves in the midst of
savage people and wild places; on the other hand, the savage person and the
wild place are defined by the absence of civilised man (the coloniser), and thus
as living absences: tabula rasa (in respect of the people) and terra nullius (in

1 Fackenheim, To Mend the World, p. 129.
2 Rose, ‘Reports from a Wild Country’; ‘Hard Times’; ‘Dark Times’; and ‘Rupture and the Ethics
of Care’.



respect of the land). Terra nullius is a particularly interesting concept for the
way it combines presence – terra, with absence – nullius. The two are packed
together in this one concept, and thus the one concept actually references
relationship, interaction, and tension.

My purpose here is to examine frontier violence when the conquerors set out
not to destroy but to redeem. As Richard Slotkin says, ‘the fable of redemption
through immersion in the wilderness … lies at the heart of the Myth of the
Frontier.’3 The American myth offers redemption through violence very
explicitly. In contrast, Liz Furniss draws an excellent comparison with the
Canadian frontier, arguing that it is not violence but rather paternalistic
benevolence that is the key to Canadian frontier mythology.4

In the Australian context we can locate a powerful stream of thinking that offers
redemption through the landscape itself.5  Redemption through landscape
suggests that this place – this continent – has a power that can act on people,
provided that civilisation does not interfere. The foundational concept of terra
nullius thus has the potential to say so much more than we might have thought.
Our attention has been on the nullius part of the term, on this absence of
ownership whose unmasking threw the nation into crisis. But we need to think
also about the terra part of the term – this continent, and how settler Australians
have imagined an elemental power of place.

My argument is that the desire for exclusive presence is itself an act of violence.
I will follow one man’s flight to the frontier where I have encountered a site at
which is visible much of what I am discussing: the conqueror’s knowledge of
his own loss, his own experience of absence as emptiness, his own recoil at the
implications of his morally conflicted presence. That is one of the journeys of
the paper, as it tracks the life and work of the artist Ainslie Roberts.

A track of decolonisation
I began by discussing dialogue. The conqueror’s story is not the only story, and
if I were to present the conqueror as if he stood alone I would perpetuate the
violence I am seeking to work against. For that reason, I will begin with a track
that aims toward decolonisation.

In 1997 I worked as the consulting anthropologist to the Aboriginal Land
Commissioner, Justice Gray, when he went to Central Mt Wedge station,
northwest of Alice Springs, to hear a claim to Aboriginal traditional ownership
of the relinquished pastoral lease. Central Mt Wedge, in Central Australia, is
located between the Aboriginal communities of Yuendemu and Papunya. This

3 Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation, p. 246.
4 Furniss, Burden of History, and this volume.
5 See Haynes, Seeking the Centre.
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is an extremely arid part of Australia, and the Mt Wedge area consists of hills
and plains, with no rivers at all. There are few soakages, and only two rockholes
of substantial size where the water has been regarded as permanent (although
it has been known to fail). The station consists of 3245 square kilometers; it was
taken up in 1947, much later than most of the stations in the Northern Territory.6

Some of the Aboriginal people for this country had fled into the area after the
Coniston massacre in 1928, and had been adopted into the local groups. These
groups moved in and out of neighbouring stations, alternating between life in
the bush and station life. Some of them had been caught up in the brutal regime
of Mt Doreen station where the station owner used them as slaves.

In 1947 Bill Waudby gained the grazing license over Central Mt Wedge. Waudby
was not an experienced pastoralist at the time, and he relied on Aboriginal
workers:

I was a pretty new chum at all this. As I say, I had a good team of
Aboriginals who knew what the game was about, and we managed to
get along quite well, and we got the cattle home.7

Waudby had little difficulty recruiting Aboriginal labour: conditions on a number
of the neighbouring stations were unbelievably bad, and Waudby was a decent
bloke. When he took up the station, and proved to be a fair and reasonable man
to work for, Aborigines who belonged there came to stay. Waudby kept the
station running with Aboriginal labour until the mid-60s when drought and
award wages altered the situation. Many of the Aboriginal workers then cleared
out. Internationally acclaimed artists such as Daisy Jugudai Napaljarri, and
Paddy Carroll Jungarrayi are Central Mt Wedge people who were introduced
to commercial art in Aboriginal communities such as Papunya.

During this period of exile, people became committed to returning to their own
country. In 1984 they started registering sacred sites on the station, and one of
the senior men set up an outstation on the station. In 1987 they incorporated
and were granted a community living area. The Aboriginal Benefits Trust Fund
purchased the station in 1995. In 1997 the claim was heard; in 1998 the Aboriginal
Land Commissioner made the finding that the claimants were traditional owners
within the terms of the Act, and the title was handed over to the Aboriginal
traditional owners in 1999.

In the course of the claim, the traditional owners took us to a particularly
spectacular site called Palka-karrinya, translated as ‘Behold karrinya’. It is a
monolith in a narrow gorge. Several Dreamings are located here, and the site is

6 This and following information is summarised from Vaarzon-Morel & Sackett, Central Mount
Wedge Land Claim, and from Justice Grey, Aboriginal Land Commissioner, Central Mount Wedge
Land Claim No. 154.
7 Vaarzon-Morel & Sackett, p. 27.

The redemptive frontier: a long road to nowhere  51



connected with a number of the Dreaming tracks of major significance in Central
Australia, as well as having its own local significance. Along with these Dreaming
connections, the monolith at Palka-karrinya was identified with the grandfather
of a number of members of the group. Creation and the present moment were
connected through a known human ancestor. On our approach some of the
people communicated to him.

The site is not only a place of past action, but of present action; not only a source
of life but also a repository for life. It is a mutually interactive place where
encounters contribute to the lives of all the parties. Stephen Muecke gets into
the thick of interactive relationships in his discussion of the signs he saw in his
northern travels: these signs announced a ‘site of significance’. Muecke takes a
more subtle and action-oriented view:

Significance is the wrong word, these sites are not full of meanings,
cluttered with signs like a library. Ask the locals: something there they
will say…. You have to ask yourself, what has that site been doing over
the years, getting people to do things, or producing meanings?8

Action toward a site is intended to be nurturant, and to elicit more life from the
site. At Palka-karrinya women sang the bush plum Dreaming. The song is part
of the work people do to keep the country productive or nurturant, and it is a
communicative event as well. It tells the place that the people are here, and that
they are doing the work that keeps the place engaged with everyday life and
time.

In the context of the hearing women sang before the Judge as part of the evidence
of their ownership. The song had the potential to influence legal proceedings
as well as bush plums. Other demonstrations of ownership were presented in
the form of art and ritual. Over the course of a day women of two groups made
ground paintings, and danced and sang; a select portion of their actions were
witnessed by the Judge and other men of the legal parties.

In sum, the traditional owners of Central Mt Wedge experienced the frontier
under a number of historical positions: they experienced massacres, near slavery,
starvation, chains, and floggings; they experienced the pastoral industry as
valued workers; they removed into Aboriginal settlements such as Papunya,
and gained national and international fame as artists. They launched a successful
claim to land, and have regained a portion of their land under Aboriginal Freehold
Title. Some of the oldest claimants experienced all of this in their own lifetimes.
And in their extraordinary lives they learned and carried the knowledge that
enabled them to engage reflexively in their own country – to act toward sites,
and to be acted upon by sites.

8 Muecke, No Road, p. 35.
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Flight to the frontier
In 1950 an advertising artist and executive named Ainslie Roberts woke up, got
out of bed, and collapsed. He was subsequently diagnosed as being in the midst
of a nervous breakdown, and when he was well enough to get out of bed again,
his wife and his business partner decided the best thing to do would be to buy
him a one-way ticket to Alice Springs. There he recovered almost instantaneously,
and there he made some major decisions: to spend more time on his art, to ease
himself out of the advertising industry, and spend as much time as possible in
Central Australia.9  He was not the first Australian artist to go to the bush for
inspiration; in fact, Sidney Nolan had made his famous trip to the Centre only
two years earlier.10

According to Hulley, Roberts’s biographer, Roberts was born in England in
1911. His parents were theosophists, which was a spiritual movement that aimed
to blend the sacred wisdom of the East with the scientific materialism of the
West. Roberts grew up in a home in which seances, photographs of the
supernatural, and discussions of ectoplasm and other arcane matters were part
of the domestic culture.

The family migrated to Australia in 1922 (when Roberts was eleven), and they
spent the first months with relations on a farm in South Australia where he fell
deeply in love with the bush. Once the family settled in Adelaide and Roberts
was back in school he proved to be a top student and a gifted artist, but was
unable to fulfil his early promise because he had to leave school at age fourteen.
Over the years he put himself through art school, founded his own business,
married and had a family, and achieved success in the world of commercial art.

In 1952, not long after his collapse and recovery, he met Charles Mountford,
and the two of them became good friends. They started making short expeditions
to the bush: Mountford to record rock art; Roberts to draw, paint and
photograph. Mountford was an amateur ethnographer (he subsequently gained
formal qualifications, but never found significant acceptance within the academic
community). He had a great interest in Aboriginal art and culture, and the two
men came to be collaborators in the retelling of Aboriginal myths, and the
creation of works of art inspired by them. The first exhibit was in 1963; the first
book came out in 1965. Both ventures were wildly successful. As Mountford
said, ‘No Australian artist has painted like this; he has followed no school – he
has copied no previous artist’.11

Mountford and Roberts made their first major expedition together in 1956, and
(as you will have anticipated) they went to Central Mt Wedge station. Their host

9 This and subsequent information is summarised from Hulley, Ainslie Roberts.
10 Schaffer, In the Wake, p. 153.
11 Summarised from Hulley, Ainslie Roberts; quote p. 85.
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was Bill Waudby, and their Aboriginal guide was One Pound Jimmy, an
Aboriginal man whose face was the most well known of Aboriginal faces because
it had been reproduced on a 1950 series of Australian postage stamps.12 The
artist came back in 1966, just after his first big successes, and was flooded in for
a month during an uncharacteristic period of rain.

The first visit, in particular, with its interactions with Aborigines and
opportunities to gain an understanding of myth and landscape, was formative
for Roberts. He made two visits to Palka-karrinya, and according to Hulley, ‘of
all the places in the North that Ainslie [Roberts] came to know, this is the one
that would hold the most deeply personal meaning for him’.13

Roberts brought his fascination with this site to fruition in 1983, shortly before
he died. Hulley says that the story Roberts knew and painted was that
Palka-karrinya was sacred to an Owl Dreaming.14  In the course of the land claim
a great deal of evidence concerning Palka-karrinya was presented to the
Aboriginal Land Commissioner, and none of the public evidence made any
mention of an Owl Dreaming. Let us simply hold to the fact that the site made
a huge impression on Ainslie Roberts. According to Hulley, it ‘would haunt his
imagination until he could exorcise it in a major painting twenty-five years
later’.15

This painting is not typical of Roberts’s work, but it does go to the heart of his
endeavour. He depicts a site, and alludes to a Dreaming or story for that site;
the place and its power are refracted through the ‘surrealism’ of Roberts’s
imagination.16  Most of Roberts’s paintings depict a more generic landscape.
Similarly, most of the stories are unsourced; while specific, they are unlocated.
In most of the work, most of the particular knowledge of place and people is
erased and the final product speaks to a far more generalised sense of place and
to a homogeneous mass of ‘brown people’. A number of the books are dedicated
to ‘the brown people who handed down these Dreamtime Myths’.17  Not only
are the storytellers generic, but they are positioned as putative ancestors who
hand down stories – to us, when we read these books.

On the track of the lone artist
Whilst flooded in at Central Mt Wedge in 1966, Roberts painted directly on to
the walls of the homestead. One painting is labeled ‘Lasseter’s Last Ride’, and it

12 ibid., p. 57.
13 ibid., p. 56.
14 ibid., p. 59. It is difficult to source this story properly, but it seems pertinent that a near identical
story is told by Bill Harney, Life Among the Aborigines, p. 212. I have no explanation for why Roberts
understood it differently. Probably there were miscommunications, perhaps it is more complicated.
15 Hulley, Ainslie Roberts, p. 58.
16 ibid., p. 96.
17 Roberts & Mountford, The Dreamtime, and The Dawn of Time.
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can also be imagined as a self-portrait. The wedge-shaped hill is very similar to
Central Mt Wedge.

Lasseter, as is well known, was a dreamer and a con artist who claimed to know
the location of a gold reef in Central Australia, and in 1930 he got backing to
mount an expedition. Although spectacularly unsuccessful, Lasseter’s expedition
added another chapter to the legend of gold in the Centre, and Lasseter himself,
having died in the bush, became a legend in his own right. The story gained
more popularity in 1931 with the publication of Ian Idriss’s book Lasseter’s Last
Ride.18  In Ainslie's painting, the lonesome figure of Lasseter making his solitary
way through the bush in search of a dream gives us a fair portrait of Roberts
himself, as well as linking his project with the prominent ‘motif of modern artist
as nomad’.19

What did Ainslie Roberts think he was doing when he made his paintings of
Aboriginal mythology? His description of his method tells us about his intent.
He says that he studied the long versions of the myths, but that: ‘The paintings
always come first, and the big job is to get rid of me, the things I know, the
conventional ideas I was taught and brought up with, so that the myth can come
through. I become a channel, a communicator, scarcely a painter at all’.20  He
certainly acknowledges his debt to Aboriginal people: ‘I just consider myself as
the agent only, the communicator… I must always keep in mind my debt to the
aborigines who created these myths … If my paintings continue to be accepted
as readily as the first exhibition, I have the opportunity and responsibility of
communicating to my fellow whites that here is a rich culture that deserves to
be noticed, respected, and explored…’ Roberts held the view that Aboriginal
culture was ‘very old’ and ‘very nearly extinct’, and he wanted his paintings
to be ‘speaking for an ancient culture’.21

The underlying theory of Roberts’s art is the Jungian view that there are
universal archetypes which manifest in myth, and which are present in the
unconscious of all humans. Like Nolan and other modern Australian artists,
Roberts claims universal significance for his work through its expressivity in
relation to a universal consciousness or universal soul.22 To become a channel,
for Roberts, was to open one’s self to one’s own unconscious, where one will
connect with the universal archetypes which Aboriginal mythology also
expresses. This theory of artistic channeling situates the artist as a medium
through whom the archetypes, and by extension that which is universal in
Aboriginal culture, can flow into the modern world.

18 Carment et al., Northern Territory Dictionary of Biography, pp. 176-7.
19 Schaffer, In the Wake, p. 155.
20 Hulley, Ainslie Roberts, p. 81.
21 ibid., p. 86.
22 Schaffer, In the Wake, pp. 152, 155.
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There is a more historically conscious intention in Roberts’s work as well. The
generic landscapes and homogenous indigenous people he presents in his work
are totally Australian, and his work contributed to the making of Central
Australian landscapes occupied by Aboriginal people as a primary symbolic
Australian landscape.23

Mountford put his views on landscape and nationalism into words:

The spirit of a locality evolves from its history. By virtue of thousands
of years of usage, the history of Australia belongs to the Aboriginal …
The white man, because of his relatively brief tenancy of Australia, lacks
such rich identification. Access to the original spirit of the land can only
be gained through the mind of the Aboriginal. Through his myths, his
art and his ceremonies, we can catch a glimpse of history as old as time
itself’.24

I will set aside the gender issues here. In discussing Aboriginal action toward
the place I have deliberately drawn on women’s action in order to combat the
generically gendered articulation of indigenous belonging.25  Mountford
apparently takes it as given that localities have a power or spirit, and he believes
that the power or spirit of Australian localities can be accessed through
Aboriginal people because of their long history here. The argument is that the
shallowness of settler culture is due to its short chronology, and that it can be
overcome by being grafted onto Aboriginal culture. It is thus a completely
non-provocative theory of history. It rests on a sedimentary view of history and
meaning, suggesting that both accumulate with time. It does not even dream of
suggesting that shallowness might be linked to frontier violence or the concept
of terra nullius.

Mountford’s argument toward nationalism runs on a parallel track to Roberts’s
channeling of universalised archetypes. Whereas Roberts wanted to dip into
what he believed to be a common pool and channel out messages that are both
universal and located (at least at a continental scale), Mountford wanted to bore
into historically grounded spirits of place, and thus to build up a modern history
that connects with ancient powers. The artist and the anthropologist share this
penetrative action in which Aboriginal people and their knowledge are mined
to serve the interests of settlers. Even as Roberts attempted to channel respect
for Aboriginal people, he was erasing their own particularity, their own
representations, their own knowledges. And as he erased theirs he superimposed
his own visions of what he imagined might once have been theirs.

23 See Haynes, Seeking the Centre. My discussion here parallels that of Dorst who writes that the
American West is ‘a primary symbolic landscape through which the nation defines itself and the face
by which it is most readily recognized throughout the rest of the world.’Dorst, Looking West, p. 102.
24 Hulley, Ainslie Roberts, p. 85.
25 Rose, Reports from aWild Country.
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In Mountford’s nationalistic theory of the power of place the relationship of
channeling seems to be reversed. The white man uses Aboriginal culture as a
channel to sacred geography and to history. So, on the one hand, Roberts claims
or hopes to channel myths into modernity. On the other hand, Mountford hoped
Aboriginal culture would channel or bore the white man’s presence into the
landscape. In both forms of encounter we see the tension between desire and
erasure, presence and absence, love and violence. This is nationalism in the
settler society mode. Its own autogenesis is enacted through the dynamic tensions
of love and death. Thomas suggests in his article ‘Home décor and dance’ that
the business of simultaneously exhibiting and exterminating natives is part of
the enduring invasive logic of a settler colonial nation.26  Philip Deloria makes
a similar point concerning the United States: that American (settler) identities
are ‘built not around synthesis and transformation, but around unresolved
dualities themselves’. Those dualities include the simultaneous desire to exalt
and ‘extirpate’ the Indian.27

This tension finds a complex articulation in the work of Mountford and Roberts.
Commercially their collaborations were enormously successful. Roberts’s first
exhibit sold out in two days, a subsequent exhibit sold out in two hours; there
was a waiting list of persons wishing to buy paintings. The books sold out and
were reprinted; they remained in print for over 20 years, and thus became an
Australian publishing phenomenon.28  Along with the widespread enthusiasm,
there was also criticism. At the time, many critics spoke of appropriation. Hulley
took those criticisms seriously and sought to answer them by claiming that the
intent was not to replicate Aboriginal art, but to find a new western art. He
wrote, ‘the paintings have nothing to do with the forms of Aboriginal art. They
relocate this timeless material in a Western inner landscape. They do not falsify
it, for in itself it is the product of something universal; but they give it a new
range, and a wider context of immediacy’.29  Hulley’s reclamation of integrity
is arrived at through recourse to this universal and timeless common pool. So
the colonising logic of exhibition and erasure goes round and round.

The appropriative elements of both nationalist and universalising encounters
are the subject of huge amounts of analysis, and, more recently and more
interestingly, of law suits over the copyright of intellectual property. I would
just note that in both nationalist and universalising contexts, the theory of a
universal unconscious quite conveniently displaces indigenous people as the
privileged artists and experts of their own culture. It treats Aboriginal knowledge
as an ore body that could be mined by anyone with the talent for tapping into

26 Thomas, ‘Home décor and dance’, p. 28.
27 Deloria, Playing Indian, p. 185.
28 Hulley, Ainslie Roberts, p. 112.
29 ibid., p. 99.
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the unconscious. This invasion via mysticism replicates the process of colonisation
of land; it discovers, claims, and opens up indigenous culture as another unowned
region, a cultural terra nullius.

Furthermore, while mysticism can be seen to be in contradiction to the pragmatics
of both colonisation and modernity, the Mountford/Roberts project is in its
structure completely modern. It claims access to universals, and it breaks, dissects
and fragments in order to find the meanings of things.30  It breaks into the mother
lode of inspiration, pulling out and disconnecting pieces, and reducing parts to
fragments. It relocates the fragments into new configurations and it markets this
new work with a claim for non-native authenticity. The authenticity or integrity
of the market product is based in part upon the fragments of an indigenous life
world, which are worked into the piece or alluded to by the piece, which claims
to transcend them.

There is a hollowness at the heart of this enterprise that is exactly the hollowness
and emptiness created by more familiar frontier violence. One name for this
hollowness is monologue: it constitutes its own closed circle and declares that
circumscribed arena to be the true basis of all culture. As Said says, it mistakes
‘one idea as the only idea’.31

Hulley tells a story which he believes symbolised the spiritual meaning of the
1956 trip for Roberts: ‘As he walked through a ... [stone arrangement] on the
east side of the hill, he picked up a sacred stone that lay there, broken into two
pieces. Joining the pieces together in his hand, he stood for a long time looking
down at them’.32 There is an amazing amount of information about the modern
artist and about redemption through landscape expressed and exposed in this
little story. The white man fled civilisation and went to the frontier. He went
with a white expert in Aboriginal matters, and with a love of Central Australia
and respect for Aboriginal people. Whilst there, and ostensibly under the
guidance of an Aboriginal man, he went walking around alone and he found
what he took to be the broken remnants of Aboriginal culture. This is to say
that he found confirmed in a stone his own expectations of what Aboriginal
culture could be – ancient and nearly extinct.33 The meanings he attributed to
the stone – that it was sacred, that it was broken (in the sense that it should have
been whole), that it needed to be mended – these meanings, as far as we know,
were solely in his imagination. With his own two hands he tried to make these
broken pieces whole again, and in that act he found a mission. He would heal
himself by restoring or repairing Aboriginal culture.

30 I am drawing a brief point out of a much more complex argument presented by Everdell, The First
Moderns.
31 Said, ‘The text’, p. 188.
32 Hulley, Ainslie Roberts, p. 66.
33 ibid., 86.
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According to Hulley’s account of this pivotal event, Ainslie Roberts did all of
this as a solitary act. He did not ask One Pound Jimmy (or even Mountford)
about the place, the stones, or the need for healing. Indeed, One Pound Jimmy
does not seem to figure in this vignette at all. The guidance of this Aboriginal
man meant a lot to both Mountford and Roberts, but it seems they wanted him
to navigate and to answer questions as asked. On the basis of available
information, One Pound Jimmy was asked to walk, point, carry, and provide
pieces of information. His circumscribed presence enables us to realise how
deeply Roberts was on a white man’s quest. One Pound Jimmy facilitated the
journey; he travelled with the white men, but he did not journey with them.34

As I read the accounts of the interactions with One Pound Jimmy, it looks to me
like he was treated as a marvelous repository of fragments – an ore body in his
own right. I am not accusing Roberts of using a poor methodology, of failing to
consult, or of being insensitive to Aboriginal people’s knowledge and feelings,
although all of these things might, anachronistically but realistically, be said.
What fascinates me is the solitariness of it all. This is monologue: the self talking
to the self, and the self structuring encounters so that he will hear only reflections
of the self. Violence lurks here: in monologue, where the possibilities for dialogue
are erased. Roberts’s experience with the stone is a solitary act of imaginary
repair. It is emblematic of the larger project, and captures both the longing for
a transcendent presence and the erasure of the real people and knowledge of
the place. These two intertwined acts of imagination – longing for an imaginary
presence / oblivion toward the real presence of others – together configure the
violence of frontier redemption.

Let us recall that ‘of all the places in the North that Ainslie [Roberts] came to
know, … [Palka-karrinya was] … the one that would hold the most deeply
personal meaning for him’.35 This painting is on the wall in the kitchen at the
old Waudby homestead on Central Mount Wedge. It was painted in 1966, just
a few years after Roberts’s first public successes. It is labeled ‘Palka-karrinya’,
but for me it is a stunningly insightful portrait of the frontier.

34 See Mathews for a discussion of the difference between travel and journey.
35 Hulley, Ainslie Roberts, p. 56.
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The painting leaches all the colour from the country, and shrinks the stone to a
peanut. The foreground is an oversized skull, which I take to be an eagle skull,
but it could be any predatory bird. It is not asking too much to see the predatory
skull as both the colonising project and the artist himself. Death dominates here.
The eye socket is a reversed telescope, making everything seem small, distant,
and terribly faded. This frontier gaze kills the country; we see that very clearly.
Through the reversed telescope of the death head the sacred site looks lost and
lifeless. Not just its presence, but its meanings too are absorbed, erased, strained
through the dominating eye socket of death. The artist came for redemption; he
imagined a mission to make whole that which had been broken by frontier
violence, but here he recognises himself as one of the predators.

Dancing for Palka-karrinya
Ainslie Roberts’s death head exposes the open secret at the heart of terra nullius
– that nullius, the erasure, ends up destroying the beloved terra.

Frontier redemption is here displayed as a violent commingling of desire and
death. The violence is omnipresent because what settlers desire they cannot
achieve without killing everything in the long run. Desire produces death. Death
produces a hollowness that fills with desire. Desire produces more death. Ainslie
Roberts showed us this when his desire to paint outback Australia took him to
Palka-karrinya. His long-term action toward the site was to imagine it on paper
and on canvas. On the kitchen wall in the Central Mount Wedge homestead it
may be that he painted the devastating knowledge that he had nothing to give
that could enhance the life of the place.
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When we were at Central Mt Wedge for the land claim, we camped in the old
Waudby homestead. We lived with these paintings and I, for one, couldn’t eat
in the kitchen. I worried about our own gaze – it seemed to flatten everything
before us. We dredged the mother lode for evidence, and roamed voraciously
across landscapes, lives, sites, and ritual actions. I told myself that we were there
to listen, and that from this courtroom drama could come legal standing with
respect to the land that would make a genuine difference in the life of the place
and the people. This was true, and I am not aiming to denigrate a piece of
legislation that was benevolent in its inception and that is radically altering
power relations in the Northern Territory. Nor would I wish to denigrate the
evident pride and pleasure with which the traditional owners displayed their
knowledge. Legal practice, however, ensured our right to know a great deal,
and I slipped back and forth between an appreciation of the positive aspects of
this drama, and an awareness of the predatory quality of our high beam gaze as
it worked across other people’s lives in search of the bits and pieces that it labels
evidence.

In the interests of natural justice, evidence in a land claim has to be accessible.
People’s words are recorded, translated if necessary, transcribed, and printed
out for all to consult, except in the case of ‘restricted’ evidence that is not freely
available to all but is fully available, as appropriate, within the context of the
judicial process. Legal practice, formulated to protect the interests of all parties,
fragments knowledge before it even encounters it because it asserts that some,
and only some, forms of information count as evidence. The best lawyers cast a
narratival net over the fragments and pull them into a drama of proof.
Cross-examining lawyers seek to undo the drama – to hammer, probe, disconnect,
and thus further to disintegrate the bits and pieces that were, in any case,
fragments to begin with.

At Central Mt Wedge, as on many other land claims, Aboriginal people
interrupted legal practice. At Palka-karrinya and other sites they sang. These
were beautiful moments: people’s faces lit up, their voices rose and worked in
the gorges, resonating to the place, and filling the area with invocative
communication. Back at camp, people made paintings on the ground and on
their bodies. They sang the country as they painted it, and they sang it as they
danced it. Their performatives were for the country, and at the same time they
captured legal practice and brought it into their own law. People melded the
power of place with their own performative power to convince everyone present
that they were the owners of the place in their own terms as well as in the terms
of the Land Rights Act. Their action folded legal practice, its flattening gaze and
its fragmenting search for evidence, into reparative and regenerative ritual.
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My analysis has landed me back in the binary stated so succinctly by Stephen
Muecke: Aborigines are providing the eros to our thanatos.36  He has a good
point, and even as we reject binaries in favour of the more complicated and
entangled journeys of life in the time of rapidly shifting powers, it is proper, I
believe, to honour eros wherever it may be found. With that in mind, I wish to
note that Roberts’s work appeared at a time when relations between Aboriginal
people and settler-descended people were on the cusp of major change. He hoped
that his work would foster respect among white people for Aboriginal people,
and his immensely popular work helped bring about the social changes that led
to citizenship, land rights, and the Mabo decision. In spite of what now appears
as an overwhelming presence of thanatos, Roberts gave eros a worm hole into
settler consciousness.

Mountford spent a large portion of his life studying Aboriginal cultural
fragments, and his views about the spirit of place were percipient in their
insistence on the locality of it all. But while the work carried out by traditional
owners may indeed have its roots in millennia of history (as Mountford
contended), the power of place continues in the world not out of some passivity
of endurance or timeless universalism. The power of place is interactive, reflexive,
mutual. The Aboriginal owners of this place do the work that keeps the place
vital, active in the world, and reflexively engaged with living time. The

36 Muecke, No Road, p. 15.
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astonishing thing about frontier violence is that death does not always have the
final word.
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