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~ ~ t ~ o d u c t i o n :  From Ethnoaesthetics to Art History 

Elements of white Australia feel sorry for destitute Aboriginal artist Johnny Warangkula 

~ j ~ ~ u r r u l a ,  who discovered this week from his camp near a creek bed that a long-forgotten 

painting he sold for a pittance fetched $206,000 at a Sotheby's auction in Melbourne. 

~ u t  Warangkula, who along with other Australian artists would like to see a percentage of 

the resale royalties of his work, saves his pity for those who don't know or understand their 

heritage.-Marica Ceresa, "Master Painter Will Settle for a Toyota" 

This is a book about the acrylic paintings produced by Western Desert Australian 
Aboriginal people and the processes through which the paintings have entered 
the international art market as a result of the imaginings of diverse people. It is 
not what I first went to Australia to study. The people I went to study are known 
through many forms of representation, but these paintings are probably the most 
enduring medium by which the people I knew have made their presence known. 

I am interested in the circulation of cultural products from a particular group 
of people in Central Australia, those known conventionally as "Pintupi." This was 

not the name of a preexisting tribal group but a name acquired by those Western 
Desert people whose path of movement and kinship ties brought them into con- 
tact with white Australia at Papunya (Myers 1986a, 28-29). Until forty years ago, 

most of the people known as Pintupi- the master painter Wuta Wuta Tjangala 
among them-were foragers. As hunters and gatherers, they pursued their lives 
in Australia's Western Desert without any part in the cash economy. Like many 
other foragers, as documented and explored elsewhere (Myers 1986a), their move- 

ments were dictated not only by the availability of game, vegetable foods, and 
water sources but also by the organizational requirements of a complex regional 
system of social relations. 

Among the last of the uncontacted Aboriginal people in remote Australia, most 

Pintupi came in from the bush in the 1950s and 1960s in the "Pintubi patrolsn- 



Wuta Wuta Tjangala at Yinyilingki, July 1979, painting Kaakurutintjinya. 
Charley Tjaruru Tjungurrayi is to his side. Photo by Fred Myers. 

moves that were highly publicized (Lockwood 1964; Long 1964a, 1964b; Thomson 
1975) and equally controversial (Nathan and Leichleitner 1983; Long 1993). They 
were settled on government reserves, principally at Papunya in the Northern Ter- 
ritory, where approximately one thousand Aboriginal people of different language 
groups had come to live in a project of directed assimilation organized by the gov- 
ernment's Welfare Branch. At Papunya, for reasons I will discuss more fully, they 
became dependent on European goods and services and necessarily involved with 
the cash economy. 

Like most other Aborigines, these Western Desert people had and still have a 
rich ceremonial and ritual life in which songs, myths, and elaborate body decora- 
tions, as well as constructed objects, are combined in performances that reenact 
the somewhat mysterious events that gave the world its physical form and social 
order. Men and women of the Western Desert take great interest in their religious 
knowledge and its dramatic, sensually rich performance. 

It was in 1971 at Papunya that a group of Pintupi, Luritja, Arrernte, Anmatyerre, 
and Warlpiri men began to turn traditional designs involved in ritual and body 
decoration and cave painting into a new and partly commoditized form-acrylic 
paintings on flat surfaces (Bardon i979,iggi; Megaw 1982). Vincent Megaw has 
pointed out that this art cannot really be described as "traditional" (1982, 203), 
since it began with interactions with a cultural outsider, Geoff Bardon (see chap- 
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1, and was initially more realistic than it later became. The works are produced 
ale to outsiders, using acrylic paint on canvas and wood. They are not pro- 

,--d for local use (but see Dussart 1997). Nonetheless the formal elements and 
;piration for most of the paintings, early and late, grew out of an indigenous 
;tern of in visual media. 

aI 
When I first lived with the Pintupi at Yayayi, Northern Territory, from 1973 to 

1975: the production and sale ofpaintings by mature, initiated men was well estab- 
lished, largely through the support of the federally funded Aboriginal Arts Board 
and sales to occasional tourists. Since then, the artist-controlled company Papunya 
Tula Artists has expanded its activities and commercial outlets. Most often, the 
company's (as it is known) arts adviser-housed first in Papunya and later, in the 
early 1980s, in Alice Springs-visited the painters every few weeks in the settle- 
ments or outstations where they lived. On these occasions, he or she usually paid 
them for the paintings they produced and commissioned new ones. Despite the 
new audience and function, Pintupi painters continued to think of their commer- 

cial paintings as related to, and derived from, their ceremonial designs, associated 
with important myths and therefore possessing value other than that established 
in the marketplace. 

Pintupi explain that a painting is not important primarily for the quality of its 
execution. Neither are the paintings, as they might appear, abstract. In the com- 
munities of Yayayi, Yinyilingki, Papunya, New Bore, and Warlungurru (Kintore) 
in the Northern Territory and Kiwirrkura in Western Australia, I uniformly heard 
the same account. You must tell people, the artists instructed me, that these paint- 
ings are "from the Dreaming:' that they are "not made up," and that they are "dear." 
From that discursive tradition, these objeas began their long trajectory of circula- 
tion and recognition, arriving eventually in Australia's cultural centers- Sydney, 
Adelaide, Canberra, and Melbourne- as well as in New York, Paris, and London. 
In 1988 this Aboriginal art emphatically became "fine art" with Dreamings: The Art 
of Aboriginal Australia, the highly publicized and popular exhibition at the Asia 
Society Gallery in New York. This trajectory was the reverse, in part, of my own - 
from the cosmopolitan centers of the United States to the Australian hinterlands 
where Aboriginal people continued to live in close connection to their indigenous 
traditions and practices. 

I arrived at Yayayi in July 1973, a Ph.D. student twenty-five years of age, eager to 
learn something of Aboriginal life but as uncertain as any other novice about what 
exactly it would be. That it would involve Aboriginal relationships to place was 
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--- sure, however, given the salience these had acquired in scholarly consideration of 
Aboriginal life (Birdsell 1970; Hiatt 1962; Meggitt 1962; Stanner 1965). My home 
for the next twenty-two months, Yayayi was a soakage in a bend of Ilili Creek, 
twenty-six miles west of Papunya, where about three hundred Pintupi-speaking 
Aboriginal people had come to live in May of that year. Originally a camping place 
on the soakage and subsequently little more than a windmill-driven bore, a few 
plastic water pipes, and some canvas army tents on the side of a dry creek bed, 
the community nonetheless had an Aboriginal history, visible in the contrasting 
pattern of camps established on the east side by the "old Pintupi" and on the west 
by the "new Pintupi." 

In the east, the old Pintupi, who had experienced longer and more directed 
contact with Lutheran missionaries and government officials, had cleared off all 
the ground cover and placed their camps in fairly close proximity to each other. 
The new Pintupi, who had come eastward in response to the much publicized 
"Pintubi patrols" (Lockwood 1964; Long 1964a, 1964b), built their camps in a more 
dispersed fashion and had scarcely cleared off the space between them. None of 
the inhabitants of Yayayi were living on land to which they had traditional rights 
of any magnitude. Pintupi-speaking people had migrated eastward in waves- 
toward Hermannsburg, Haasts Bluff, and Papunya-for some years. Leaving be- 
hind the deeper desert to the west, these "people from the west" had joined with 
an emerging aggregation of Arrernte-, Luritja-, and Warlpiri-speaking people at 
different supply depots. 

By the late 1960s and early ig7os, dissatisfaction with the political situation 
at Papunya led many of the western migrants toward more autonomous com- 
munity forms. The community at Yayayi had formed as a breakaway outstation 
from the larger government-operated settlement of Papunya. Not the first such 
attempt, this move from Papunya occurred under the more favorable auspices of 
policy changes in the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, as the Labor government 
of Prime Minister Gough Whitlam put into practice its emphasis on Aboriginal 
"self-determination." 

It was a hopeful moment, and my generation expected or imagined that "self- 
determination" would provide a powerful answer to the malaise, illness, and de- 
spair of Aboriginal life. Although the Aborigines' aspiration to be themselves 
was strong, the content of self-determination was not established. The forms that 
Aboriginal aspirations for political, social, and cultural autonomy were to take 

emerged over time, and in ways that observers like me have often comprehended 
only in retrospect; they have included riots, assertions of "Black Power," the out- 
station (or homelands) movement, land rights, control over health services, reli- 
gious movements, and demands for sovereignty. 

N~~~ of these formulations of self-determination, however, imagined a return 

to the past, to a way of life without the presence of European goods and services. 
Instead they have been hybrid constructions, engaged with the presence of the 

Australian settler state and partly aware of minority developments elsewhere in 
,heworld. It is within this history that the structures and practices of acrylic paint- 
ing and its circulation can best be understood, as objectifications of local culture 
inlo new and changing contexts of social relationships. Acrylic painting should 
be reckoned on a continuum of Aboriginal productions of culture that we would 
ultimately understand as forms of activism within a multicultural context. 

I the point in this way to engage from the start with the capacity of Ab- 

original acrylic painting to objectify political aspirations and identity, as well as 

indigenous aesthetic sensibilities. I intend to represent the local sense of "making 
visible" (yurtininpa), the power of such objects to affect those they engage and 
to reciprocal recognition from the settlers and their state. Far from being 
the mere victims that liberal discourse supposed, Aboriginal people-Yarnangu, 
as the Pintupi speak their identity-have engaged the settler state with their own 

tactics and practices. Objectifying one's identity in activities of exchange 
with others lies at the heart of traditional self-production as organized in cere- 
monies (Myers 1986a, 1g88a), in which shared social identities are made visible 
in the project of revelation, or showing esoteric knowledge and images to others. 
Making visible is conceived equally as a giving of ancestral value. Believing in 
the power and intrinsic value of what they give, Aboriginal people throughout 
Australia have usually understood such giving as affecting both the recipient and 
the giver. 

As will be made clear, it is typically through exchanges of what Pintupi circum- 
scribe in the notion of "country" (ngurra) that objectifications of local identities- 
as different, autonomous, or similar, as "we mob"-are produced and realized 
in Aboriginal contexts. The heritage of these practices and understandings is re- 
organized in relation to the new identities and contexts established through the 
intrusion of Euro-Australian settlement. 

Acrylic paintings carry some of these understandings as they articulate in their 
circulation new relationships of power and self-revelation. In the early phase of 
acrylic painting's invention in Papunya and then Yayayi, many painters under- 
stood the paintings as being "given [yungu] to Canberra:' to an entity understood 
somewhat undifferentiatedly as "the government." This giving-at once a decla- 
ration of one's own value and an engagement with the recipient-represented the 
insertion of the paintings into an existing (if problematic) flow of goods, money, 

and services between Aboriginal people and the state. The makers of the paintings 
understood themselves to be "giving" their culture, and they believed that these 
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o~~ec t lhca t~ons  of their culture were in themselves efficacious performances of an 

identity and of rights that the viewerlrecipient should recognize. 

The circulation of acrylic paintings was not (and is not) contained easily within 

a single regime ofvalue. Neither simply commodity nor fully sacred object, paint- 

ing in Yayayi and Papunya was initially inserted into the discourse and practices 

of work. Painting fitted comfortably into the long-prevailing association between 

ritual and business as the activity that makes the world go round: in much of Cen- 

tral Australia, "business" is the English word used to refer to ritual, marking at 

once its importance as a comparative value and its significance as a kind of pro- 

ductive activity. This was a weak articulation of what might be called a revelatory 

regime of value with a different political economy of work. Eventually painting 

became more fitted to other regimes of value organized around the concepts of 

art and commodity, on the one hand, and identity and the politics of indigeneity, 

on the other. These shifts were not accidental, I will argue, but represent chang- 

ing relationships and projects between the Australian state and segments of the 

Aboriginal and Euro-Australian populations. 

Intercultural Space 

The most obvious narrative of this movement-as an intercultural biography of 

things (Kopytoff 1986) -would be one of circulation, from local Aboriginal com- 

munities to the global or cosmopolitan venues in which these paintings now ap- 

pear. That is the story I wish to tell, but the plot is different. It was by no means 

inevitable that acrylic paintings would achieve the success they have. To present 

the story ethnographically and historically, as it has been known by the complex 

network ofparticipants who made it, the plot must be more attuned to the ironies, 

incongruities, and human dramas - the social fields -through which the transfor- 

mation came to pass. 

It seems ironic that Aboriginal people, who were once despised as represent- 

ing the lowest levels of savagery (B. Attwood 1996; Broome 1996) and considered 

to demonstrate such limited cultural achievement, became so important for their 

art. Indeed, Peter Fannin (an early adviser to the Aboriginal painters) imagined 

the art could be "a powerful antidote to the widely held view of a Central Aus- 

tralian aborigine as lazy, slovenly, and without penetrating world view" (Fannin 

1974~). Painting represented a radical reformulation of Aborigines' value in West- 

ern eyes and draws attention to  the shifting processes of what I will call "intercul- 

tural space," the variable space of colonialism, primitivism, and globalization. 

Several analytically distinguishable concerns involving the "intercultural" are 

drawn together in the movement of acrylic paintings, evidencing relationships 

that articulate different modes of cultural production. As a researcher, I began 

. L ; ~  nroiect broadly with the problem of indigenous people's identities in contem- 
LIZ." r- -1 
-,,,rv nation-states. I continue to regard acrylic paintings and their represen- 
PV'"-' - -  
tation as providing a significant instance of this problem, as a medium through 

hrhich Aboriginal people have come to be known to others and through which 

they and their meanings participate in and influence the complex field of relations 

that settler states comprise. This book is an attempt to understand exactly what 

happened and how it happened. HOW did acrylic painting come to be a valued, 

signifying practice? Using the framework of "signifying practice" is 

deliberate, and my answer to these questions should establish that the availability - 

of meaning in the paintings is not an adequate answer. One must show how the 
paintings were made to have a meaning, in practice. 

part of the capacity of these intercultural objects to represent, or to say some- 

thing, lies in their engagement not only with the Aboriginal system of meaning 

and social relations but also with available discourses and institutions of the arts in 

the dominant Euro-Australian society. In tracing their movement from the local 

contexts of their making to the distant and cosmopolitan places where they are cir- 

culated, exhibited, and purchased, one must follow their 2aths through the inter- 

twined arenas of cultural production in both the Australian nation-state and the 

specific social worlds of art, each of which has discourses for assessing value in 

cultural form and difference. 
A second concern of this book, then, is with a new anthropology of art that 

treats the category of art in a critical fashion. That is, I understand that to desig- 

nate cultural products as art is itself a signifying practice, not a simple category of 

analysis. This leads me to turn my attention to the institutions and practices that 

make objects into art. 

Finally, my focus on what has become known through Arjun Appadurai's work 

(1986) as "the social life of thingsn-a focus on the intercultural and the circu- 

lating-suggests a serious limit to any stable notions of cultural context within 

which cultural forms can be interpreted. The once-productive conception of an- 

thropology's goal as delineating a "universe of signs" (Geertz 1973) seems dimin- 

ished in this regard (T. Turner 1991, 292). I address my attention, therefore, to 

the making of meaning and to the social relations within which this occurs. At 

the broadest level, my analysis is organized around the institutions and practices 

implied by the more self-conscious concept of "cultural production" and a recog- 

nition of heterogeneous fields of practice and representation. 

The transformations involved in cultural production engage two kinds of theo- 
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rerlcai worli-one involving the changing intercultural situation of indigenous 

people and their cultural practices, and another involving the question of "fine 

art" and what makes an "art object." However distinct the histories of thinking 
about these issues have been, they necessarily come together in this study. Think- 

ing about the movement of Aboriginal art necessitates paying attention to the in- 

stitutions in and through which culture is made (produced), rather than simply 

sifting through abstracted categories. Too many people and institutions are in- 

volved in producing Aboriginal art, making it something more than a "local prod- 

uct" produced entirely within the frameworks of local Aboriginal communities. 

The challenge of this study lies in the interculturality of the art and in the vary- 

ing, multiple sites of this intercultural activity-the institutions through which 

intercultural relations are mediated. 

Working within these conditions is difficult for anthropologists, not least be- 

cause of the strangely altered place of ethnographic knowledge itself, knowledge 

that becomes inescapably part of what it represents. In this sense, the circulation 

of Aboriginal paintings exemplifies the contemporary conditions of anthropologi- 

cal practice delineated so presciently by George Marcus (Marcus and Fischer 1986; 

Marcus 1998). The predicament is a general one for many of us conducting re- 
search now. Increasingly, our knowledge of a society, a place, or a phenomenon 

is not gathered over the single year or two that functionalist anthropology once 

transformed into a picture of a system, but rather involves a bewildering set of 

dislocations. "When everything changes:' as Clifford Geertz has written (1995,2), 

"from the small and immediate to the vast and abstract - the object of study, the 

world immediately around it, the student, the world immediately around him, and 

the wider world around them both - there seems to be no place to stand so as to 

locate just what has altered and how." 

In After the Fact, Geertz found an elegant way to resolve this epistemological 

problem of being here now, looking back at what one knew then. He persuades us 

that his "accounts of change, in my town, my profession, my world, and myself" 

do not call for "plotted narrative, measurement, reminiscence, or structural pro- 

gression" (1995, 3). But such a projection of ethnographic knowledge cannot be 

conducted in anything like the trope of Bronislaw Malinowski's figural and heroic 

ethnographer, set down all alone on the beach of Kiriwina. 

This is a story I cannot tell with ethnography alone, and certainlynot through 

ethnography innocent of its own historical, social, and cultural groundedness. I 

am concerned to articulate what sort of order one can expect in this situation of 

knowing and its effects on the possibilities of narration. My interest in preserv- 

ing the ethnographic immediacies of a time different from my current narrative, 

to preserve myself then (for example) as an item of data and even a alsrlncrlve 
vo,ce, has an additional dimension, vital to plottmg the story. My own blindnesses 

and lacunae inform the reality of that which we know as "Aboriginal art,'' indica- 

tive of a moment in its existence. With what voice can I discuss, for example, my 

or misunderstandings of acrylic painting in 1973 or 1974, from the 

of a current writing? I did not know Aboriginal painting then as what 

1 perceive it to be now-a sign of an emerging Australian national identity not 

quite yet brought into social being. 

This is nonetheless a story in which ethnographic knowledge and practice, dis- 

persed and multisited (Marcus 1998). but also challenged in its more authoritative 
voice (Clifford 1988d; Michaels 1988), is central. A straightforward narration of the 

deve]opment of acrylic painting thus proves difficult. The worlds of bush and city 

seemed so separate then, with my white Australian friends as guides to, but hardly 

playen in, the world that (I now perceive) they and I shared with the painters of 

Central Australia. Necessarily, therefore, thls is also a book about a certain disci- 

plinary moment, and about the contemporary vicissitudes of anthropology and 

ethnographic knowledge. 

The Disciplinary Moment: Problems with Representation 

1 began writing this book in late 1988, at a time in which the situation of Aborigi- 

nal people in Australia and the world underwent significant change. The year was 

more or less the midpoint in my own research with, and writing about, Aboriginal 

people, which began in 1973. During this sabbatical from my teaching, I meant to 

turn my attention to the ways that Pintupi people engaged a range of "universal- 

izing" discourses from the West. I was, of course, overtaken by events. It was "The 

Year of Australia:' and the United States was flooded by images and tourist pro- 

motions as Australians marked the two hundredth anniversary of their continent's 

settlement- or domination - by those called "whitefellas" by the indigenous in- 

habitants and known to themselves as "Europeans." 

Aboriginal activists appeared initially to have been cut out of these events of na- 

tional celebration, but as others have pointed out (Beckett 1988; B. Attwood 1996), 

they actually managed to use the intrinsic drama of the circumstances to highlight 

their history of subjugation and struggle. If the Anzac memorial (Kapferer 1988) 

or the Tall Ships (or the Holden car [Taussig 19931 or the America's Cup) repre- 

sented significant internal projections of Australian national identity, these com- 

peted with other, alternative forms-including Aboriginal art -that had greater 

potential to objectify an Australian identity abroad. In a lovely piece of reverse 
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historical staging, for example, the mischievous Koori activist Burnum Burnum 

traveled to England and laid claim to that island, planting the Aboriginal flag. 

While the land rights issue, as the principal arena of Aboriginal identity, declined 

in the face of increasing white backlash and decreasing support from the federal 

government, the surge of publicity about Aboriginal deaths in police custodypro- 

vided a shift in the locus of Aboriginal political activity and changed the primary 

public representation of "the Aboriginal" from that of the tradition-oriented and 

"primitive" innocent, deserving of support to maintain his or her spiritual ties to 

the land, to that of more directly oppressed and dominated young Aboriginal men 

dying in the jails of rural Australian towns. 

Throughout this bicentennial year, and more perhaps than at any other time 

I had known, images of Australia and of Aborigines made their way into Ameri- 

can consciousness. Bruce Chatwin's (1987) Songlines became a best-seller, its 

popularity far outstripping any anthropological treatment of Aboriginal culture 

(though borrowing heavily from anthropology). Paul Hogan's film character in 

Crocodile Dundee, fictive kin to the Aboriginal Kakadu people of the far North, also 

caught America's eye with his unconventional, fearless bravado and premodern 

tie to place (Hamilton 1990; Morris 1988; Morton 1991). 

Everybody here- that is, from where I now speak, in the United States- seemed 

to want to go there. In the world of the arts, however, much from Australia came 

here-especially Aboriginal art, which seemed to be reaching a boom. This was 

more true of the acrylic paintings from Central Australia than of the previously 

popular bark paintings from the North. In New York, there were several different 

shows of Aboriginal art in 1988 and 1989. Indeed, both within and outside of Aus- 

tralia, their "art" - usually along with their spiritual tie to the landscape - came 

to be the representation of Aboriginal culture itself, of Aboriginal identity (Moore 

and Muecke 1984). 

With the growing reliance on tourism for the economy, Aborigines and Aborigi- 

nal culture were clearly becoming critical to Australia's self-representation, part of 

its place as a frontier and a land of natural grandeur. Aboriginal faces, designs, and 

icons appeared - along with kangaroos, Ayers Rock, cockatoos, and koala bears - 

on every souvenir tea towel and plate. In July and August 1988, Aboriginal images 

were everywhere in Alice Springs, for example, appearing on buses, motels, and 

shop signs; Aboriginal artifacts, paintings, and designs were in every sort of retail 

shop. Even Krnart was selling Aboriginal art. The Central Australian Aboriginal 

Media Association had just won the site license for the new satellite downlink to 

the Northern Territory (Ginsburg 1991, i993a, i993b). Aboriginal people were a 

political and cultural presence. 

spurred by political interests on the part of Aboriginal people and economic 
interests on the part of the Australian state, there was a dramatic intensification in 

the of Aboriginal culture and Aboriginal identity. Many people- 

popular art historians, conservationists. critics. activists, and the Austra- 

lian counterculture- had entered the fray. SO common has this become that our 

intellectual attention is now as much engaged by these productions of representa- 

t,,, as it once was by Aboriginal people themselves. The multiplication of media- 

tions constitutes a serious challenge to the conventions of anthropology. As the 

task of representing Aboriginal culture was moved out of its disciplinary harbor, 

and the politics and practices of representation were changing, a significant sector 

of criticism emerged from what was perceived as "the art world." We continue to 

experience these changes within the discipline, as its objects, its audiences, and its 

competitors change. It is what Marcus (1998) means by "instability," a "competi- 

tion" over the representation of Aboriginal culture and the new audiences. 

Anthropologists have sometimes argued for the superiority of their own knowl- 

edge or against the inaccuracy ofwhat is written by others (Hodge and Mishra 1991; 

Muecke 1996; Trigger 1993)~ and there are certainly grounds for this reaction. At 

first, these representations seemed to many anthropologists simply to be either in 

error or ethnocentric, lacking the kind of knowledge firstjland experience would 

provide. Are there, as Chatwin implies, Aboriginal activists steeped in Heideg- 

ger? Can one separate an Aboriginal philosophy from the everyday politics and 

practices of life, as Muecke (Benterrak, Muecke, and Roe 1984) appears to do? Are 

Aboriginal people the "caring, sharing" minority that some activists have rhetori- 

cally deployed in their image making, or are they, as von Sturmer wrote in 1989 

(see chapter lo), rather more challenging to convenient sympathy? 

Yet the appeal of many representations is not to the court and canons of sci- 

entific judgment and disciplinary discernment. This is a question not merely of 

"the popular" but more of the "populist" suspicions of authority. Even before the 

landmark moment of the High Court's Mabo decision, representations ofAborigi- 

nal culture seemed to have jumped free of disciplinary control (B. Attwood 1996; 

Myers 1988b). This partly reflects a growing struggle with anthropology's own im- 

plications, bemoaned by some and celebrated by others, of itslour own knowl- 

edge as culturally grounded and therefore relativized. Anthropology is, after all, 

a Western discipline, and our writing is an act of representation. 

James Clifford's (1988~) well-known article "On Ethnographic Authorityn- 

emphasizing the rhetorical structure of what he took to be Malinowski's (and an- 

thropology's) concern to secure disciplinary authority over the representation of 

non-western peoples against missionaries and government officials-has made it 
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difhcult to argue that disputes about "facts" might be more than disciplinary turf 
wars. Indeed, at the heart of the problem may be the growing recognition that 
disciplines create their own objects (society, culture, systems) - a recognition of 
disciplinary partialities. Aborigines themselves, at times, have resented anthropo- 

logical constructions of "Aboriginal tradition," seeing these to have worked against 
Aboriginal projects of self-fashioning or inventions of tradition. Attempts at pan- 

Aboriginality, claims of special spirituality, or assertions that "Aboriginality" is "in 

the blood" have been challenging examples (Keeffe 1988; Hollinsworth 1992) in 
which anthropological adjudications of cultural authenticity have faced contem- 

porary constructs, even as some of the images of Aboriginality may themselves 
owe much to anthropology (B. Attwood 1996, xxv; Maddock 1991). In a sense, the 
anthropologist's stance in representing Aboriginal cultures recapitulates the situa- 

tion ofparticipant observation itself- a situation that Clifford (1988d, 93) has also 
called "the ironic stance of being in culture while looking at it"-now on anthro- 
pology's home ground, however. Our representations are part of their world (see 
Myers 1986b; Povinelli 1995; N. Williams 1986). 

In periods of smoother disciplinary sailing, the inherited genres provide satis- 
factory solutions, and anxieties can be allayed with method. This is no  longer the 
case, and probably no more insistently than with indigenous minorities in settler 
states where anthropology has been deeply suspect - a position well known in the 
writings of Vine Deloria for Native North Americans, with common parallels in 

Australia. I am hardly exempt from these changes. Referring to just this moment of 
transition, Eric Michaels's (1987a) review ofmy monograph (1986a) denounced me 
as "the last of the ethnographers" for concerning myself with the totalizing logic 
of traditional Western Desert social life. Of course, the disappearance of the tradi- 

tional object of anthropology has long been announced. Michaels was heralding, 
perhaps, a different change: Who would read a detailed ethnography of the kinship 
relationships involved in Aboriginal painting when we have Chatwin's Songlines? 
Is there still a role for the scholarly book once trade publishing moves into "our" 
territory? 

These cases should be understood not as nostalgia for an anthropology past but 
as evidence of a sea change, the collapse of a previously more stable framework for 
anthropology. Rather than confronting alternative (nonanthropological) repre- 
sentations as limited or erroneous, we can regard all of this cultural production- 

transactions in the Aboriginal image- as itself an empirical condition worthy of 

our study, a condition indeed of Aboriginal social life. Because the construction 
of an identity is one of the pressing problems of contemporary Aboriginal life, 
the activity of representation itself becomes an important object of study. It is an 

M" 
- increasing for Aboriginal people to define themselves in relationship to 

the universalizing discourses of the West, in which they- Aborigines, the Aborigi- 

na l ,  and ~boriginality-are signifiers. In a variety of discourses, they stand for 
and part of the project of this book is to examine how they come to 

be attached to a signified. 
Marcus and Fischer (1986) took the crisis of representation as the appropriate 

moment for experimentation in ethnographic writing, a call for alternative stylis- 

tics and form. I prefer to tease out the anxieties and their source in the context of 

as itself an ethnographic opportunity. The anxieties of being in- 
,ide and outside of the relationships of representation could not be allayed with 

of achieving objectivity for the "truth" of Aboriginal culture or of merg- 
ing our identity with theirs. These methods worked best when "they" and "we" 

\,.\.ere separate, and "they" were presented to the world through us. But anthropo- 
logical accounts of Aboriginal land tenure-reified and removed from the con- 

texts of local practice and from anthropology itself-had already boomeranged 
and been used in court to limit Aboriginal claims to their own land (N. Williams 

1986). Aboriginal culture had new stakes, and it had new translations. 

The Field 

The first Western Desert acrylic paintings I actually saw were in Alice Springs, 
before I arrived in any Aboriginal community. Pat Hogan had been selling (and 
documenting) the work from the painters at Papunya (see Hogan 1985; Maughan 
and Zimmer 1985), and she ran the Stuart Art Centre, a small gallery showing 
Papunya Tula paintings in the Stuart Caravan Park on Larapinta Drive. I was try- 

ing to set up fieldwork with Pintupi people then living at Yayayi, 160 miles to the 
west, and I came to know Hogan as a possible contact with an Aboriginal com- 

munity. I didn't know what strenuous battles were being waged for control over 
the painting project, but innocence can be helpful, too. That Pat Hogan was "very 
fond" of the Pintupi was what I learned and that she hoped someone would "work 
with them." 

The last line of my journal before I left for Papunya had a hopeful note about 
I'at's offer of help in getting permission and a disappointingly cursory mention of 
the paintings-nothing of what they looked like, how many there were, or how 

they were displayed. "Anyway," I wrote, "it looks good at Papunya and Pat sent 
a telegram to Laurie Owens (the superintendent) there, which may set things in 
good stead. The Pintupi have beautiful paintings" (Wednesday, 18 July 1973). 

In the innocuous phrase "beautiful paintings," I can hear only my desperate 
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not want to define myself by an "intercultural" activity, or perhaps I marked these 

objects off as ephemeral and peripheral, all the more so because they were such 

an obvious aesthetic frivolity. But painting was not going to be my research topic. 

I was looking for deeper forms, things less dominated by relations to whites, in 
search of what Malinowski called the "ethnographer's magic," by which he is able 

to evoke the real spirit of the natives, the true picture of tribal life (Malinowski 

[i922] 1984, 6). Like Malinowski's ethnographer, I hoped to put the "white man's 

compound" behind me, out of view. In the end, this was not possible. 

Now, almost before starting, I want to discuss the broad field of social relations 

in which knowledge of Pintupi painting is to be understood. I draw courage in 

doing so from Gillian Cowlishaw (1999), who has written brilliantly on the com- 

plexity of social fields such as race relations and their absence or exclusion from 

texts, as if they were merely a practical obstacle for field-workers. Another per- 

sonal anecdote will perhaps evoke the context in which anthropologists acquire 

(or lose) cultural capital in the field of cultural production. 

A couple of years ago, I learned quite by chance that some people had wondered 

that I did not notice "what was going on," that effectively I had ignored the most 

publicly celebrated component of Aboriginal cultural production of the time. This 

could be a criticism or limitation of my expert status, as the only anthropologist 

who had done extensive research in this community. Such challenges to anthro- 

pologists are, of course, part of the "territoriality" that has always been endemic 

to the field, but the truth is that I did not publish much about painting until 1989. I 
did pay quite a lot of attention to acrylic painting and its producers, as will become 

clear, but the way in which it articulated with the institutions of Australian society 

threatened to undermine my participation in local life, as well as my concern for 

its enduring themes. 

My ambivalences about entering the world of Aboriginal art are central to the 

project of this book. I regarded the representations and understandings of Pintupi 

practices as uninformed and inadequate, even popular. To me, it seemed that what 

was "going on" within the local communities was quite different from the ethno- 

centrically scripted accounts. Moreover, the activities around the production and 

sale of the art were so fraught that I found it convenient to pay little attention. In 

any case, I had no car, no radio, no newspaper, and the "pain of doing without," 

to borrow a phrase, admirably concentrates the mind on what is before one: the 

local situation. 

The importance that the larger, predoniinantly white Australian society has as- 

cribed to Aboriginal painting far outstrips its significance within the communities 

of the painters. Not only did painting have a somewhat precarious existence for 

many years, Dut in contrast to tne cenrrality Ir naa in puollc represen~auulla UI 

Aboriginal people in the southern Australian media, it was rarely-if ever - the 

driving force of community attention as Aboriginal people saw it. Moreover, in 

its the phenomenon of Aboriginal art seemed to be owned by whites, 
a kind of "whitefella business" (Tonkinson 1982) that I believed it necessary to 

avoid. I also did not understand how to approach this rather complex field of what 

I now see as intercultural production, a field of which my knowledge and desires - 

for what Aboriginal people "really" thought - were themselves a part. 

Since 1988 I have embarked on a study of the multilocale circulation and trans- 

formation of Western Desert acrylic painting, using a variety ofmaterials- ethno- 

graphic, interview, archival documents, journalistic accounts, and so on. Using 

materials and my own field notes, I am also "returning" to situations that 

engaged me previously, but with different questions. I am attempting to make a 

different sort of contribution than those that have dominated consideration of 

the art- an anthropological contribution based on many years of fieldwork and 

association with the painters, as well as limited ethnography of the exhibition 

scenes. As 1 have gone back over my notebooks and archival documents to see 

!+.hat that world looked like at different times and from particular locations, my 

notes, memories, and earlier practices have been subjected to a different "1"- 

one that considers the processes and practices of knowing Pintupi painting as an 

example of the "traffic in culture" (Marcus and Myers 1995). 

This story, then, connects two odysseys. The project of "following" the circula- 

tion of acrylic paintings produced by Western Desert Aboriginal people from the 

Papunya area has meant for me also following one thread of my own life as an an- 

thropologist engaged with the life-worlds and circumstances of some Aboriginal 

people in Central Australia. The point of the story, however, is not to articulate the 

change in me or in anthropology but to say something about the broader move- 

ment in the world - of shifted boundaries and junctures - in which Aboriginal 

people now live and throughout which their objects and representations circu- 

late. In these movements, the once-conventional notions of "us" and "them" - 

whitefella and blackfella, European and Aboriginal, Australian and Aboriginal, 

Western and Other -have been reshuffled, the absolute sense of difference desta- 

bilized. 

SO as I write about myself now, engaged in a new research project on Aboriginal 

art, looking back at myself then, such a task is an epistemological necessity, not a 

revelation. The goal is to gain some purchase on the locations - the contexts - in 

~ h i c h  kno~vledge and understanding are sought and, to continue the commodity 

metaphor, "produced." 
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I believe that understanding these intercultural objects requires both method- 

ological and theoretical revisions in the anthropology of art in the direction of 

a greater self-consciousness about the heterogeneity of meanings, audiences, and 

privileged locations of understanding (Marcus and Myers 1995). The project also 

makes significant demands on the usual narrative strategies of the monograph, 

whose author must navigate a range of historical, geographic, and social loca- 

tions- not, finally, in the service of a magisterial complete knowledge, but rather 

with the goal of sustaining a sense of the varied, competing sorts of knowledge 

that have existed in "knowing" Pintupi painting. It is this partiality, competition, 

and incompleteness that I attempt to gloss with the phrase "traffic in culture." 

There is, to be sure, a theoretical position to guide such a study, even if it 
is one that has been discovered along with the study itself, and if the complex 

ethnographic phenomena I describe cannot be reduced entirely to its terms. As 

an anthropologist, the position 1 am trying to develop is one that examines the 

discourses of art-the deployments of the category "art" and its meanings, in a 

variety of institutional settings - as a signifying practice. I am concerned with how 

the discourse(s) about art and art making circulate broadly, within the art world 

(or art worlds) proper, as well as within the other institutions-primary schools, 

universities, government funding programs- that might be considered their aux- 
iliaries. This may appear to be an unusual framework within which to engage non- 

Western art, but my position is necessitated by the consideration of the intercul- 

tural flow-circulation- of Aboriginal acrylic paintings and their movement into 
the category of objects we know as "fine art." 

Such a project is more than a reflection on effete categories of the sublime. It is, 

rather, intimately engaged with some of the most fundamental political and so- 

cial transformations taking place in the world. The production, circulation, and 

consumption of these objects constitutes an important dimension not only of self- 

production but also of the processes of "representing culture" that are so signifi- 

cant in what Appadurai and Breckenridge have described as the "global cultural 

ecumene" of the contemporary world (1988, 1). This global ecumene, however, 

has a shape that local art histories- be they Aboriginal, Native American, or even 

Euro-Australian-need to chart (Burn et al. 1988). 
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