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Memry Wiru

In Australia when a well-known and accomplished artist passes away, public announcements are usually made and feature articles written. The artist’s name as well as their work is praised. But public acknowledgements are rare if the artist is Pitjantjatjara Anangu Maru from the deserts of central and western Australia. 

This is not to do with any lack of respect for the person or their work, nor is it necessarily to do with gender or age. Rather, centuries of traditional practice demands that names die with the person, at least for a period of time. In the deceased’s family group and community, everyone with the same name must take another. The deceased is then referred to, only when absolutely necessary, in terms of their relationships. Images of the deceased person are removed from view. Within reason, books in which their photographs are featured will be removed from places where close relatives and friends might happen to see them. If the death happens during the publication process, photographs of the deceased are printed with a white globe across their face. In the case of an artist, their major works may also be removed from public exhibition. Nowadays, the artist’s family or those entrusted with this responsibility usually decides which of these matters must be adhered to strictly. They also decide the duration of time for which the removals in question must be observed. Anangu follow these practices so that the deceased can “finish” completely. 

My friend was born six or seven years before me – jingiru - in Wingellina, a place known as “Three Ways”. Back then, babies were recorded as having been born on the day of the year they were registered by the whitefellas patrolling the area. When I first went to work at Ernabella Arts, in the far North-West corner of South Australia, I was intrigued to read that people listed their birthplaces as “near a rockhole at X” or “near the stand of Ili (fig) trees at Y”, or simply “in the Petermann Ranges” (for example). They inherit Tjukurpa or dreaming stories at birth, an instant identification with land. All women have “Mai Wiru (Bush Tucker)” because it is their job to gather seeds, fruit and small game for food, but most acquire more as they mature. Many Tjukurpa are mythic epics, and many Anangu share the same Tjukurpa, but own different parts which they tell, draw, dance and/or paint. For others, their stories are unique. Some have few stories, others many. Some just make designs, decorative abstracts of elements of story.

The women at Ernabella Arts specialised in batik, although many were also accomplished spinners, rug-makers, wood-carvers, painters and printmakers. My friend, who was chairperson of the artists’ organization and Anangu Mayatja (Craftroom Manager) for the four years I worked there, liked making and excelled in all. She was especially proficient in the fine art of “drawing badly” with a tjanting (wax pen) onto silk or cotton “raigy (rags)” and dyed. She also made great damper and porridge in a wok over an open fire – breakfast tucker mai chinese (chinese style food)! In fact, she studied in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, at the Batik Research Centre in 1975. Had it not been for Cyclone Tracy, we may have met then instead of at the end of 1992 at Umuwa when the women and the previous Co-ordinator interviewed me for the job. 

During my first exhibition as an artist in Yogyakarta in November 1974, I was told of the imminent arrival of a group of aboriginal women from Central Australia who were already very good at batik. But my return ticket to Darwin was booked and I didn’t stay. As it happened, I left Darwin a week before the cyclone, but the house I had stayed in was flattened. Fortunately, its occupants had been at a party in another suburb and survived. (“Fuck art, let’s party” really saved the day that time!) The women from Ernabella didn’t even get as far as Darwin. They thought about catching a boat instead, because my friend was terrified of flying, but returned home. Having raised the money for the trip themselves, they were not about to abandon this adventure and travelled to Indonesia the following year. 

Sometimes we compared traveller’s notes about these experiences. Food was an important topic. Being almost vegetarian and a lover of hot and spicy cuisine, I never had difficulty with Indonesian food, but the aboriginal women found it hard at first when compared with bush tucker and station rations. Where was the kuka (meat) and when they did find it, why was it always mukul-mukulpa (little bits, strung on wood) – and why was it so hot and sweet? Staying in a hotel, they expected steak! The vegetables in soup were delicious, but where were the potatoes? Icecream was shaved ice with bright syrup, bits of coconut, fruit and beans – a diabetic’s nightmare. Everyday the women had rice and noodles, but still they didn’t feel full. They combed the markets looking for bread, butter and plum jam, until someone introduced them to the mini supermarket on Malioboro where they found bread, real milk for kapati (cup of tea), butter, cheese and Dutch slee (sweet coconut jam). Satisfied, they admired the batik. Next they discovered fried chicken and Chinese food. Things were getting much better! At the Research Institute, everyone was very friendly. The women enjoyed themselves and learnt a lot, working with good wax, proper tjantings and excellent dye. They returned to Ernabella with their new knowledge. These women and those they taught then showed many Anangu how to do batik well.

It feels right to tell these stories from my time with my friend and the artists of Ernabella because they illustrate the mix between traditional and contemporary worlds constantly navigated. Not long after I arrived, I went to an Aboriginal Printmaking Conference in Darwin with one of the younger artists. Would learning new techniques like etching and lithography appeal to Anangu I wondered? Later we returned with a small party including our chairperson to NTU to work in their printmaking workshop. This was the first of several printmaking trips to Darwin, Alice Springs and Adelaide. Lacking our own Toyota and because of my friend’s fear of flying, we all travelled by bus: like good airconditioning and fume exhausters, the landcruiser arrived in our lives some years later. 

The printmaking building was set in a handsome tropical garden, visited by birds, enormous butterflies and a family of fairly tame water monitors who came and went via the drainage system. Each day we would break for lunch and relax there where the habits of the Top End ngintaka were closely observed. One morning there was a sudden commotion outside. Temptation had overcome our chairperson’s sophisticated city demeanour and her love of artmaking. It was definitely time to party and what better than a feast of roast goanna for lunch! We watched as she darted barefoot around the garden in her fashionable new Indian shop clothes attempting to catch at least one of the monitors. After several narrow escapes, the creature escaped, leaving the artists breathless but laughing all the way to the nearest chicken shop. Apparently the monitors did not return to the garden until some days after our departure.

The next story is about flying by plane or rather, not flying by plane. I am amazed at the number of aviation accidents involving large passenger aircraft which have happened world-wide since my friend passed on. I can’t help thinking they have been saved up specially to confirm her dislike of air travel. I can’t remember when exactly, but some time in the 1960’s or early 1970’s, a TAA domestic aircraft crashed into the side of a mountain at Amata, a small community to the west of Ernabella. No-one survived the crash, which to this day is recorded as the worst aviation disaster in South Australia. Somewhere in the back of my mind I must have remembered this fact, to be reminded of it as I drove into Amata one day with a carload of Anangu. They indicated the site of the disaster, explaining that this was why the Mayatja refused to travel by air. When we were travelling with exhibitions overseas, even back to Indonesia, no amount of cajoling would convince her to change her mind. Only towards the end of my time at Ernabella did she relent. 
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More recently, Nyukana created ceramics, working with Robin Best at the Jam Factory in Adelaide.

