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Not just a pretty picture: art as ecological
communication

Catriona Mootre

Abstract

Indigenous art and the western landscape tradition form ongoing
influences on Australian eco-art. A majority of Australians now
acknowledge that reconciliation and environmental sustainability are
related issues. At the same time, western conventions of the sublime and
the picturesque landscape have remained effective campaign materials.
While historical tensions between Indigenous stewardship and a
culturally abject, sublime ‘wildness’ still sporadically reappear in the
economic and political arenas, on the whole, these two powerful visions
of the landscape have jogged along together for thirty or so years of
environmental struggle. This paper traces a brief history of how the
western landscape tradition has been modified by Indigenous concepts
of country. It then opens the discussion to current projects that combine
traditional and inter-disciplinary knowledge within a speculative
framework of ecological aesthetics.

Introduction

In 1963, Yolngu elders petitioned the Menzies government against the
alienation of traditional lands for bauxite mining at Yirrkala in the
Northern Territory. The bi-lingual petition was bordered by a painted
summation of Indigenous law: landscape features and clan designs
specifying ownership and responsibilities for country, one Yirritja and
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the other Dhuwa, on two pieces of stretched stringy-bark.! This now
famous ‘bark petition’ offered non-Indigenous people a rare opportunity
to understand the creation and maintenance of the region, with its
complex relations of Indigenous ownership, custodianship and
obligation. Tragically, we ignored this opportunity to understand a
comprehensive, deep knowledge of the environment that had kept itin a
productive balance for millennia.

A decade later, equally traditional, picturesque views of Lake Pedder in
Tasmania’s south west were reproduced as campaign materials to save
the lake from being flooded for hydro-electricity. They illustrated a
pristine wilderness, by definition a veritable ‘terra nullius’ in danger of
being irretrievably lost through unwanted state development.

These visual ‘petitions’ were politically unsuccessful in the short term,
and differed on questions of ownership, habitation and wilderness.
Nonetheless, Indigenous art and the western landscape tradition form
ongoing influences on Australian eco-art. Indigenous art has helped to
win hearts, minds and a fair share of battles for Native Title and
environmental justice. A majority of Australians now acknowledge that
reconciliation and environmental sustainability are related issues. At the
same time, western conventions of the sublime and the picturesque
landscape have remained effective campaign materials. Hardly an
election goes by without sighting compatisons made between lush,
dripping rainforest and blackened clear-fell> Moreover, the historical
tensions between Indigenous stewardship and western ideas of a
culturally abject, sublime ‘wildness’ still sporadically reappear in
economic and political arenas, as in the 2007 tussle between Cape York
greenies, traditional owners and the local Indigenous cattle industry.> On
the whole, however, these two powerful visions of the landscape have
jogged along together for around thirty years of environmental struggle.

I See Attwood B, Rights for Aborigines, Allen & Unwin, 2003, pp. 215-236; and
Mundine D, ‘Saltwatet’, Saltwater: Yirrkala bark paintings of sea conntry, exhibition
catalogue, Buku-Larrngay Mulka Centre & Jennifer Isaacs Publishing, 1999, pp.
20-27.

2 As commented by Felicity Wade, ‘Who’s going to save me?’, Photofile no. 76,
Summer 2006, p. 62.

3 ‘Australian Story’, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 28 May 2007. See also
Pearson N, “The Ideal Equilibrium’, The Weekend Australian 9—10% June, 2007, p. 21.
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