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WHITE ABORIGINES
Identity Politics in Australian Art

White Aborigines is an investigation of how identities have
been constructed in Australian art from 1788 to the
present. Beginning with a discussion of the ways in
which Australia was_imagined by Europeans before
colonisation, Ian McLean traces the representation of

“indigenity—both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal—

through the history of Australian art. In doing so, he
tells the story of the invention of an Australian sub-
jectivity. He argues that the colonising culture invested
far more in indigenous aspects of the country and its
inhabitants than it has been willing to admit. McLean
considers artists and their work within a cultural context
and also provides a contemporary theoretical and
critical context for his claims. He proposes strikingly
original readings of the practices of several Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal artists, concluding with a detailed
discussion of the work of Gordon Bennett.

Ian McLean is a senior lecturer in art history and theory
at the School of Art, University of Tasmania. He is the
author of The Art of Gordon Benmett (with Gordon
Bennett, 1996), and his articles have appeared in
journals including Third Text, Thesis Eleven, Art and
Australia, Agenda and the Australian Journal of Art.




All ruling strata claim to be the
oldest settlers, autochthonous.
Theodor Adorno

Minima Moralia, p. 155

For Sumai

WHITE ABORIGINES

Identity Politics in Australian Art

IAN McLEAN

% CAMBRIDGE

» UNIVERSITY PRESS




ﬁ(‘“\- \SB2SAD

PUBLISHED BY THE PRESS SYNDICATE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE
The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge, United Kingdom

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 2RU, UK http:/ /www.cup.cam.ac.uk
40 West 20th Street, New York, NY 100114211, USA  http://www.cup.org
.J 10 Stamford Road, Oakleigh, Melbourne 3166, Australia C 0 ’I’lt en t §

© Ian McLean 1998
This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.
First published 1998

Printed in Australia by Brown Prior Anderson

Typeset in New Baskerville 10/12 pt

List of Nlustrations vi
National Library of Australia. Cataloguing in Publication data Preface v
McLean, Ian, 1952-. Acknowledgments X
White Aborigines: identity politics in Australian art.
Bibliography. 1 Ocean and the Antipodes 1
Includes index.
ISBN 0 521 58416 7. ul Killings
1. Painting, Australian. 2. Aborigines, Australian, in art. 2l Kﬂhngs 17
3. Aborigines, Australian-Painting, I. Title. X
750,04 3 The Art of Settlement/‘ 1k 34
Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data 4 The Bad Conscience of ImpreSSionism 52
McLean, Ian. 1952—. 5 Aboriginalism and Australian Nationalism
| White Aborigines: identity politics in Australian art/Ian McLean. B . . 4
p. cm 6 The Aboriginal Renai
Includes bibliographical references and index. & chaissance 98
ISBN 0 521 58416 7 (hardcover: alk. paper) N i . —
1. Australian aborigines in art. 2. Painting, Australian. Aboriginality and Contemporary Australian Painting 120
| ) 3. Identity (Psychology) in art. L. Title. S .
| ND1460.A80M36 1998 8 Painting for a New Republic 134
759.994-dc21 - . .
¢ 97-30210 Postscript: The Wandering Islands 149
/ A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library
Notes . 167
Bibliography 187

Index 197




Illustrations

Thomas Mitchell, Tombs of a Tribe, 1893. $

John Glover, Australian Landscape with Cattle, The Artist’s Pro‘i?érty
Patterdale, c. 1835. 1 ;

John Glover, The Last Muster of the Aborigines at Risdon, 1836..

John Glover, Corrobory in Van Diemen’s Land, 1846.

Family photograph, Corruna Downs Station — old Drake
Brockman property, WA, ¢. 1906.

Tom Roberts, The Golden Fleece — Shearing at Newstead, 1894.

Monty Scott, ‘Christmas Here and There’, Boomerang,
22 December 1888.

Livingstone Hopkins, ‘The Gradual Development of Bull’,
Bulletin, 18 March 1909.

Gordon Bennett, Terra nullius (Teaching aid), as far as the eye
can see, 1993.

—

—

37

40

43

62
63

65

P71

- ———— R
—

T = S

Preface

This book discusses how the relationships between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal ‘Australia’ were imagined-in Australian painting over the
previous two hundred years. My aim is to do more than trace a particular
theme in the history of Australian painting; it is to tell a story of the
invention of an Australian subjectivity.

The purpose of my interpretative history is to test an argument, not
provide a comprehensive account of Australian painting. My analysis of
paintings and, at times, other forms of expression, is presented as
evidence that, in Australia, the colonising culture invested far more in
indigenous aspects of the place than they have been willing to admit. The
relevations of Elizabeth Durack’s and Leon Carmen’s Aboriginalised
alter egos are only the most recent examples of the desire by the
colonising culture to be white Aborigines. This desire, sanctioned by the
doctrine of terra nullius, forms a disturbing and even obsessive under-
current in Australian mythologies of identity. It is an unresolved social
issue and shows every sign of remaining so for a long time.

The tracking of the representation of indigenity in Australian painting
involves more than investigating those paintings which include images of
Aborigines — particularly since the relations between Aborigines and
non-Aborigines have been, and still are, primarily governed by issues
of land ownership. Further, the psychology of representation and its
stagings in allegory and other symbolic forms, along with an under-
standing of the concepts which inform Western thinking about identity,
are important to my discussion. Implicit in my argument is the persist-
ence of age-old Western meta-narratives of identity which continue to
stage our politics of identity, and which are constituted as much by the
constructions of forgetting as by memory.

The first three chapters discuss and place in historical context the
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ideas and ideologies which staged the initial imagining, exploration,
invasion and settlement of Australia by Europeans — ideologies which
galvanised around concepts of the Antipodes, utopia, melancholy and
redemption. The remaining chapters, which are loosely linked in chron-
ological order to suggest an historical narrative, trace the picturings of
identities in Australian painting during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, and conclude with a discussion of the contemporary urban
Aboriginal artist, Gordon Bennett. Finally, I have written a postscript that
directly engages with the theoretical concerns that drive my argument.

My argument, owes a considerable debt to the large number of excel-
lent and insightful studies of colonial cultures, and in particular, of
Australian culture, that have been published in the last decade. However,
Bernard Smith’s European Vision and the South Pacific, published nearly
thirty years ago, remains the starting point of any study of Australian
culture from the perspective of cultural interactions between indigenous
and colonising peoples. Of the many recent studies, Robert Dixon’s The
Course of Empire and Neo-Classical Culture in New South Wales, 1788—1860 is
a much-valued book which I often returned to for guidance. Ian Burn’s
and Paul Carter’s writings, as different as they are from each other,
have always been an inspiration,.especially in their attention to the
aesthetic dimensions of pictures and texts. Ross Gibson was another early
inspiration, and it was probably his film, Camera Natura, which first set me
thinking seriously about notions of Australian identity.

I have been particularly fortunate to have received the considerable
input of Bernard Smith, who supervised the PhD thesis from which this
book is drawn. I wish to especially thank him for the generosity of his
time and ideas, and for his continued support.

I also must thank Sneja Gunew and Terry Smith who, in their reports
on my thesis, provided invaluable suggestions for its working into a book;
Paul Carter, Nikos Papastergiadis and Kay Schaffer, for their intelligent
comments on various aspects of my argument; Gordon and Leanne
Bennett for patiently and thoroughly answering my many questions
during the research for chapter 8; and to the many colleagues who
responded to my published essays and conferences and seminar papers
— many of which were the starting points of the chapters in this book.
Finally, this book would not have been as elegant without the patient
editors at Cambridge University Press — Phillipa McGuinness and Jane
Farago, the readings of Sue Rowley, and the excellent editorial work of
Lee White.

No matter how fine one’s sources and colleagues, in the end the writer
must claim responsibility for what is written, especially since all histories,
and especially interpretative histories such as this, are highly selective
accounts. At this point, as I write the last words before returning the
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edited manuscript to the publisher, I realise that I can do nothing more
about the many omissions and generalisations which my overly
ideological reading of paintings and texts produced, and, with some
relief, leave it for others to judge me on these counts.

IaN MCLEAN
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CHAPTER 1

Ocean and the Antipodes

Like other settler colonies, Australia has a cultural ethos and national
mythology which appears indifferent to its indigenous inhabitants,
because their origins seem elsewhere and fantastic, even fabulous. How-
ever, non-Aboriginal Australian culture also brushes up against the
fabulous. Living on the ‘other’ side of the world during a Eurocentric
age, all Australians contain the trace of what ancient Aegean geo-
graphers called ‘Ocean’ (Okeanos), ‘the vast “river” thought to surround
the landmass formed by Europe, Africa and Asia’.!

James Romm described Ocean as ‘a vivid symbol of the gateway or
barrier between inner and outer worlds’.2 On the inner side, Ocean is
the threshold of all that is solid and everyday; on the other outer side, it
melts into the primal airy chaos (apeiron) of the beyond. While stories of
limitless waters west of the Pillars of Heracles (Gibraltar) provided an
actual basis for the ancient Greek idea of Ocean, its function was to
conceptually secure an identity, a sense of self and place. For this reason
some ancient writers, such as the much travelled and world-wise
Herodotus, doubted its actual existence. However, the idea remained
integral to classical geography, for it provided the symbolic means of
imagining identity by making place an emblem of the self. It is, for
example, evident in Ptolemy’s maps, which depict the known world
surrounded by ocean. If, after Plato,® Ptolemy imagined a large land
mass on the other side of Ocean, it was an emblem of the unknown, of
the non-identical. Thus Ptolemy named it terra incognita, a theoretical
land which, at least since late Roman times, has also been called the
Antipodes.

According to Yuri Lotman, ‘every culture’ divides ‘the world into “its
own” internal space and “their” external space’ —it is ‘one of the human
cultural universals’. Lotman’s boundaries are for crossing, they are
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