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For just on 200 years Aboriginal voices were, for the most part silenced; and 
others wrote about Aborigines. The strangers' voices were either romantic 
with various versions of the "Noble Savage': or strident with denigration of 
the Blacks. This book, aptly titled Aboriginal Voices, is a collection of stories 
by Aboriginal people themselves. All of them are involved in the Arts, and 
all tell their own versions of the personal and collective experiences of 
Aborigines over the last 200 years. 

The hallmark of those experiences has been destruction wrought by 
Anglo-Australians upon Aborigines: destruction of the very bodies of the 
people; destruction of their land, their languages, songs and dances; 
destruction of their identity. The Voices contained in these pages tell of 
these experiences, and of their individual efforts to triumph over those 
experiences. 

There are people throughout Australian society who would continue 
the processes of destruction. One such process is the way in which they 
would define "real" Aboriginal culture as that of times past - a static view of 
culture. Unfortunately many of our people internalise this Anglo-Australian 
view. Often then, one hears that "we must go back to traditional culture". 
Some of the Voices in this book sound that call. But culture is about people 
living. It is a dynamic process. 

Aboriginal culture is what Aboriginal people today are, with all our 
collective experiences. All of us of course carry our 40 000+ years of history 
within us. We lay on top of that our present experiences, and the outcomes 
are mixtures of pain, despair, bitterness, humour, optimism, resilience, 
anger, longing, a search for truth, a search for identity, a search for 
understanding - and these outcomes evoke parallel responses of laughter, 
tears or sheer bewilderment. And as our people live these experiences so 
they write, sing and dance. 

All of this is "real" Aboriginal culture. It leaps out of real Aboriginal 
people, as every one of the Voices recorded in these pages tell. These stories, 
these histories, cannot - should not - be told once, put down, and 
forgotten. 

All of these stories are within our lives now and for as long as our people 
shall endure. These histories will be told again and again, and some day 
these histories, captured in the paintings, the writings, the music and the 
dances of today, will become "traditional" Aboriginal culture. 

This book is part of that important process. 

Pat O'Shane A.M., LI~ .M.  
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PANSY NAPANGATI: Artist 
Pansy Nabangati, originally from Haast Blufflzow lives and paints in 
Alice Springs. Slze paints in tlze traditional dot style of tlze region, defiictilzg 
the Dreanzing stories of her mother andgrandfather wlzich zvere told to her 
by her uncle. 

I was born at Haast Bluff and I came to Alice Springs about four years ago. 
I left because my people were fighting too much. I lost my family, they all 
died. I have no family, that's why I live here now. 

It was once good at Haast Bluff, but not now. There are too many 
problems, like grog. It's bad because they drink, fight, have accidents 
when they are driving. It won't get better only worse. Papunya is a big place 
but no people are there now. Some artists have gone to Kintore, or some 
other place. There are a few in Papunya, like Michael Nelson. 

I'm working in Alice Springs now. I help the people who want to 
understand how to vote. I explain the voting paper, how to fill it in and that 
kind of thing. 

When I was a young girl, we always travelled around a lot - we'd go to 
a swimming hole, hunting, get bush tucker, tomatoes in a tree, beans in the 
ground, yellow, big and round. We'd get the seed and grind it with a stone, 
eat it or we'd cook it in the ashes. Mother was taken away a long time ago by 
another man, a half-caste man. My brother was a little baby. 1 was a big girl. 
I don't know where she went. I grew up with my sister, my nanna and my 
uncle. My dad was living with the Yuendumu side. 

Mother's side was Lovtj people. After that I grew up and started 
learning for myself. Me and my friend always walked round to get bush 
tucker. We lived on the settlement mission. We rode the donkey, chased the 
nanny goats and drank their milk in the bush. 

After that I grew up and started working. At Haast Bluff they taught 
me how to cook porridge and everything, and how to give it to the sick 
people. I did housework first and then after that I worked at the hospital. I 
got married but then I left my husband. I like to sit down by myself, there's 
too much trouble with a husband. I leave my little boy with his father. My 
son just came back now, a big boy, grown up. His father says, "You can have 
him now, I had little one, now you can have him." I was happy. He grew up in 
the bush, the old men looked after him - no school, nothing, but he's 
learning now, good school. 

Later on I saw my uncle painting and I asked him, can you tell me my 
Pansy Napangati (right) and her friend Pauline NaWmarm Woods, who 
was the first woman to be awarded the National Aboriginal Art Award. 
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Top: Pansy Napangati painting 'Two men' in her back garden 
in Alice Springs. 

Above: 'Water snake story at Pikilli', acrylic on canvas. 
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mother's Dreamings. I want to put them down. He started to tell me how: 
"You can put them like that, this is your mother's, this is your Dreaming, 
two woman and one old man." I started, I was doing a painting. First I was 
painting but with glue and beans. After that I left glue and beans. I asked, 
"Where's my grandfather's country?" They tell me, "Your grandfather's 
Dreaming at the Hillbilly and your mother's one is Bush Mulberry." So I 
paint my grandfather's, and my mother's Dreaming, that's all I'm doing. 

I put the paintings in the art gallery here, at Araluna. The first time he saw 
mv ~aintinas, this bloke, he buys my paintings. But they're taking all the 
Diintinas f;o& here to overseas. white fella ie t s  the money, we only get a 
iittle b: of money. White fella gets greedy, he should get half-and 
Aboriginal people get half, but white people can't think like that. 

I never learnt dancing and stuff. I always go to Church every Sunday. 
I'm thinking to start a story about what's happening now, about when my 
family was living and the mission was going out to the bush picking up the 
people, that's what I'm thinking. 



LIN ONUS: Artist 
Lin Onus left school at thirteen and worhd with his fatherfor several years 
in arts and crafts, which they sold through his father5 shop in ttlze 
Dandenongs in Victoria. During this time he had a lot of contact with 
visitingartists and craftsmen. Lin later worked as a motor mechanic, panel 
beater and spray painter before experimenting with oil paints that he had 
found at his home. Sherbrooke Forest brovided his early visual stimulus. 

Lin had his first show in 1975 at the ~boriginal Advancement League 
in Melbourne and has since exhibited regularly. Currently he is chaiman of 
the Aboriginal Arts Board and very involved with newly emerging 
bztreaucratic structures which deal with new issues such as cofiright, funding 
and curatorial control. Lin currently lives and works from h.is studio/home in 
Upwey, Melbourne, Victoria. 

I was born in Melbourne but lived extensively in other parts of Australia. 
My father used to have a shop near here making artifacts and souvenirs 
and we'd always had artists working for us. I suppose I watched them and 
without realising it at  the time I was probably learning for later. Like most 
children I didn't want to work with my dad so I became a motor mechanic. 
When my dad died I tried to carry on the business, I'm not a businessman, 
so that didn't work. It was sometime later that I started painting. I found 
some student oil paints at home and did a painting of Sherbrooke forest 
which I sold a t  the Arts Society, things went on from that beginning really. 

I often look back at my re-emergence as an artist. I was a landscape 
artist until 1986 and I happened to find myself in Maningrida and met Jack 
Wunuwun, who has since become my father. Jack was very concerned that 
people down in the South had lost their law, language and culture. He felt 
rightfully that there must be some sort of void there and he wanted to help 
fill it. In relation to this Jack was most anxious to educate me and that was 
the start of our three-year-long relationship. I've been back to Maningrida 
twelve times since and Jack has taken on a mentor role. 

You go through an initial naming process when you first become 
involved in the community and after two or three years you might go 
through a second naming process which is what happened to me. This is a 
very specific and personalised name and it bonds you to a particular family 
group. The whole experience has had considerable impact on me and I 
think it's reflected in my work and in my attitude to life which has changed 
considerably since. I tend to be much more laid back about things and have 
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Top: 'Night s k y  a t  Gamerdi', 1988, Art Gallery of Northern Territory. 
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a much deeper sense of belonging to a place, something people in Sydney 
and a lot of people in Victoria feel a deep lack of. In many instances their 
grandparents had moved around the country to avoid the native police who 
were taking the children away a t  that time. My relationship with the 
country is now at a place called Gamerdi outstation in Central Arnhem 
Land and it's like a missing piece has clicked into position and I like that. 

The traditional stimulus from this experience is apparent in my work 
in the use of cross hatching from Central Arnhem Land and the way I mix 
realist imagery with traditional imagery from the top end. Each time I go to 
Gamerdi it's like I've served a bit more apprenticeship and I can then paint 
more things and the longer the relationship goes on the more access I have 
to imagery. I also inherit imagery from John Bulun Bulun who's my other 
father. I think that traditional art will remain the foundation on which 
everything is built but we all draw from a variety of influences. Trevor 
Nickolls also had a great influence on me, he was right out there in the 
vanguard, long before it was even fashionable. It must have been pretty 
hard for him in the early days. 

A visit to Japan had a lot to do with the fish imagery I use. I taught 
there for ten dais  with Ellen Jose and I'd always been fascinated by the 
paradoxes in Japanese society. During the war years they saw themselves 
as very aggressive but would, at the same time, perform a tea ceremony 
that niight last for hours. I found myself watching their television a t  
different times of the day. Japanese children would watch an awful lot of 
horror movies, the sort of stuff we wouldn't allow during children's viewing 
times in Australia. Yet Japanese children don't seem to be particularly 
affected by that. These paradoxes were interesting particularly in relation 
to their environment which is full of smog, chromium and glass and yet 
people are really into tending gardens; they have gardens the size of a 
dinner plate. A garden isn't complete without a pond and much less 
complete without a fish. I did a fish painting whilst I was there and the fish 
images keep coming back to me in various ways. The  next phase was to 
paint the fish to make them traditional in some sort of way, because if I 
didn't do that I'd just be painting a fish. So that was really the start of the 
fish paintings. 

I've started to work more frequently in three dimensional mediums. 
I'm actually getting a bit sick of painting, or perhaps dissatisfied is a better 
way of putting it. You can't interact with a painting like you can with 
something that has three dimensions. There's a sculptor in me that wants 
to get out. 

As far as the increasing interest in Aboriginal art in general goes, I think 



Lwo things happened sim~iltaneously. Firstly, there's the growing 
realisation of Aboriginal people then~selves that art is a viable career 
option. Up until about ten years ago, if you talked about careers for Koories 
it was along the line of "You too can be a garbage collector" or "I'CTe can teach 
you how to clean white people's houses." Somewhere along the line people 
said, "No, we don't have to do this," and started to go off in different 
direclions. Now there's quite a number of Aboriginal people going off to 
law school, to medical school. I also think that at about the same time when 
our people thought about making a commitment to their art rather than the 
factory floor. At that same time a very small group of white Australians - 
and it's still a relatively small group - became prepared to vote with their 
hip pockets. So it required two things happening: the artist to produce; and 
the people to support the artists. 

I have mixed feelings about the sudden popularisation of Aboriginal 
art. As an artist I'm pleased to see that my peers are surviving as artists. On 
the other side, wearing my hat as chairman of the Aboriginal Arts 
Committee, there is some concern that current practices in remote areas 
do not necessarily serve the long term needs of developing artistic 
movements. In some remote areas the new generation of art dealers 
includes former mechanics, policemen, real estate agents, station owners, 
government administrators and so on. The Committee is worried that the 
presence of a multitude of dealers could ultimately weaken, rather than 
strengthen, the developing process. The Arts Committee is also concerned 
with issues like copyright. We want to have a strong international profile. 
Many people are taking Aboriginal art overseas, not all but some of them 
are the same old bad guys who were showing the mediocre work in 
Australia and asking high prices for it. I think the market in Australia is 
becoming more discerning and they're just moving off shore. I think it's up 
to us to chase after them and try and tidy it up in some way and present a 
better aspect overseas. 

I think the sort of thing that I would like to see, first and foremost, is 
the development of Koorie entrepreneurs, at least a level of Aboriginal 
curatorial control. The direction of Aboriginal art is still being determined 
by non-Aboriginal experts. There's really only the one Aboriginal curator 
in Australia - John Mundine at Ramingining. If we're really going to have 
any sort of degree of self-determination then we have to develop a level of 
expertise and try and get people into those positions so that they can be 
arbiters of fashion or decision-makers. The paradox is that most Koories 
interested in the arts would rather be involved as a producer rather than as 
middleperson or salesperson. So that's a dilemma as well, but at least 
entrepreneurship is starting to appear. 
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guessed she wanted to push this Aboriginality away as well. So it wasn't 
discussed in our family at all. I guess she really wanted to be white middle 
class. She had worked a lot with upper middle-class people as a servant. I 
guess she had these aspirations to be like them, she used to tell me to vote 
Liberal. . . 

I started to read lots of books on psychology. I always felt very different to 
the people around me, I was never interested in the things they were 
interested in. I always felt like an ugly duckling in a way. I went through a 
process of finding out about myself through courses and through 
psychotherapy. Doing personal therapy, I found the energy to get out of 
Telecom. This was quite difficult because by my stage of life you tend to 
think you can't do anything else - but I wasn't looking forward to thirty 
more years of slow death. . . I went to art coll'ege and I really felt like I'd 
come home. I did very well and learnt a lot and I've been a practising artist 
now for a couple of years. 

Not liking what I was, this was my major problem. By going to art 
college I was coming out saying, I am of Aboriginal descent, I am 
Aboriginal. This was a big step, letting people know. You can't really 
believe how hard it was to say just those three words, I am Aboriginal. It 
does affect you, people look at you differently. There's always this kind of 
quietness that descends after you've said them. It was very real. 

So that was part of my coming to understand myself: you can't go 
through life hating a part of yourself. You have to accept it and integrate it 
and become a more whole person. This is what my project is all about - 
not only through my art but in nly coming to understand for myself that I 
am a measure of Australia and of Australian culture, that I was conditioned 
and socialised into this culture in a fairly average way. I feel that by 
deconstructing my false notions about myself and about my Aboriginality 
then, in some way, I am also reflecting how that is being falsely reflected 
within Australian culture. So, there's this connection between my 
deconstructing this image in myself and deconstructing it in Australian 
culture. 

I was painting in what was always termed an expressionistic style. On one 
particular painting - one that I found to be a really cathartic experience - 
I used the words "Abo, Boong, Koon, Darkie, Heathen, Nigger" next to a 
figure being hung from the roof: this painting was of course about the 
conditioning process of being categorised by these words. These words 
have a lot of derogatory associations attached to them. Some people say oh 





it's just a word - but it's always more than just a word. I mean, language is 
very important. . . because it's the way we construct our view of the world. 
Without "just words" you wouldn't have culture, you wouldn't be able to 
determine the reality around you or determine your place within it. The 
experience of these particular words, of writing them up there, was very 
cathartic. So much so that I burst into tears as soon as I'd done them 
because they started repeating in my head. Then someone suggested I 
should use more words, so I went from there. I looked at the work of Colin 
McCahon, a New Zealand painter from around the 1950s. I had a real 
feeling for some of his paintings, so I did a couple of paintings relating to 
his The Valley ofDry Bones. There's also this question of belief. I started 
questioning all the beliefs I've had instilled into me through my 
conditioning process - ideas of progress, ideas of mechanisation and 
modernism, the idea of commercial profit and short-term gain and 
generation of wealth. 

I only use the basic units of language, only the first three letters of the 
alphabet: ABC, or, as a coincidence, "Abo, Boong, Coon." I start with these 
three letters which combine with the other basic units of the alphabet to 
create a world view; I use these three letters because I also feel they relate 
to the trinity, which is another basis for Western culture. I guess people 
invent gods, they invent father-figures so that they feel they are being 
looked after. But then this feeling of safety is out of their control, someone 
else is looking after it. I question all these basic fundamental references of 
Western culture: for instance the belief that God did give us the world to be 
used and abused, that he gave us language which constructs the world 
around us, that this is all God-given or natural. It's not natural, none of it is 
natural, none of it is the way things are or the way they should be because 
we always have this ability to construct things and therefore to change 
them. I think we need a more holistic model of life, a more holistic world- 
view rather than this one of linear progression. 

My work at the moment is concerned more with these ideas. Having 
almost come to terms with my Aboriginality, I now feel a bit freer to part 
from that notion of how an Aboriginal person is constructed. That will 
always be part of my work - but now I think more along the Aboriginal 
notion of being a part of nature and looking after the land, the notion that 
by looking after the land we look after ourselves. And now I think that's the 
only kind of God you need. You look after the world you live in and the 
diversity of life with which we share it, and you therefore look after 
yourself. . . that's probably the meaning of divinity to me. 

For instance Hans Heysen romanticised the Australian bushmen and 
farmers and made them into heroic figures - but these same heroic figures 
were marauding around the countryside killing off whole tribes of my 
ancestors and then going to church on Sunday and praying. There's this 
sort of mythology, and people just want to believe it. 

That's what we were seeing during the Bicentenary - you know, the 
idea how fantastic it was that all those pioneers went out there and carved 
all this new country out of nothing. . . how they braved the elements and 
set sail into unknown territory. In fact they came over here and because 
they saw no buildings and no institutions that were part of their culture and 
of how they measured culture and landscape etcetera they just decided 
that right this place is empty! Had they bothered to study the culture that 
was there they would have discovered that it was a highly developed and 
sophisticated culture, that this culture had developed to the highest level 
that it could have, given there were no crops, foods or animals available fur 
domesticating for an agricultural society to develop. Agriculture is the 
basis for European culture, it implies you're static and that you can start 
collecting information and keeping it in one spot. But the Aboriginal 
people had to carry their information about the land all around with them, 
so consequently they had stories and dances to transmit instead. . . 

These notions of Aboriginal culture and of other indigenous cultures 
around the world as primitive are due to the idea of progress and of 
modernism. Modernism started in the eighteenth century with the so- 
called Enlightenment. I think it's time to let go of these old notions of what 
is primitive and what is sophisticated and have a more balanced vision, a 
wider vison of what is progress. . . What I'll be trying to do is to direct my 
work more along these lines. 

Any authentic Australian identity comes from the Aboriginality of its 
first people. I think that is proven time and time again by the appropriation 
of, say, boomerangs for use as an Australian insignia. Continually, 
whenever contemporary Australian culture wants to give itself an 
authentic Australian identity, it appropriates Aboriginality. So what we 
really need to do is broaden our consciousness by including Aboriginal 
studies within schools so that Aboriginality becomes part of the Australian 
mainstream consciousness of seeing the world, of seeing Australia itself 
and of interpreting what we see around us. 

I'm interested in how meaning can be manipulated by using images, 
how mythologies are built around the idea of the bush in Western painting. 




