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Applied anthropology and contemporary Indigenous art: an ethnography 

of Boomalli’s Aboriginal Artists’ Coop. 

Silvia Lanzetta 

 
―I‘m not black, I‘m not white, I‘m a yellow fella and I‘m going to stay that way‖ 

(Tom E. Luis in Yellow Fella). 

 

Background 

 

The inspiration for this project came after my previous research on the way Aboriginal art throws 

light on phenomenology. Little had been hitherto investigated on the links which are present in 

Aboriginal Art between phenomenology and the conceptualization of space, time, and 

embodiment
1
 (in particular: the phenomenology of French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty: 

see Lanzetta 2011). In order to gain grounded basis for the theoretical aspects exposed in 

Lanzetta (2011) I searched for an art-gallery in Sydney where I could do field-work. Boomalli 

proved revealing with respect to my previous research and yet the inductive nature of the new 

investigation brought about unexpected results, which led me to focus on more applicative 

aspects. Hence the main focus of this paper will be the targeting of the mainstream art-critique in 

order to contribute to a change in the epistemological attitude towards the so-called ‗Aboriginal 

urban‘ art.  

 

Introduction 

 

Boomalli‘s Aboriginal Artists‘ Co-op was founded in Sydney in 1987 by artists Fiona Foley, 

Bronwyn Bancroft, Michael Riley, Fernando Martin, Raymond Meeks, Jeffrey Samuels, 

Euphemia Bostock, Avril Quaill, Brenda L. Croft and Tracey Moffatt. Boomalli‘s historical 

importance lies in the fact that it was the first artistic cooperative entirely founded and self-

managed by Aboriginal people, and solely upon their initiative, in New South Wales. The 

cooperative underwent a management and financial crisis in 2010, and then recovered its 

strength, finally stabilizing itself in a permanent building in March 2011. It is the first time since 

colonization that Aboriginal Australian artists in NSW have access to a permanent building
2
. 

As McCulloch and McCulloch claim (2008: 280-281, 295),  

 
[t]he Boomalli artists are innovative and culturally political; much of their work challenges 

stereotypes and their stated aims include to ‗illustrate the complexity and diversity of black cultural 

life and provide an opportunity for the wider community to participate in contemporary indigenous 

culture‘ [;] the difficulties of urban indigenous artists having their work shown as ‗authentic‘ 

Aboriginal art […] led to the foundation of this artists‘ cooperative in 1987.
3
  

 

The main dimensions of the contemporary debate around Aboriginal art are aesthetics, 

politics, commodification, and the complex – and to an extent disputable – dichotomy of 

                                                           
1
 Few hints can be found in Eikelkamp (2005), whose work on Aboriginal art is though more focused on aspects 

related to psychology and perception with reference to the earliest writings of Merleau-Ponty). 
2
 Source: interview with Bronwyn Bancroft, and http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/opinion/boomalli-bounces-

back-in-the-cultural-renaissance/story-e6frg6zo-1225913614134, downloaded September 20, 2010. 
3
 Surprisingly enough (or not so, if we consider part of its nature being a buyers‘ guide), in that very guide the art-

map inside the cover leaves NSW blank. 

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/opinion/boomalli-bounces-back-in-the-cultural-renaissance/story-e6frg6zo-1225913614134
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/opinion/boomalli-bounces-back-in-the-cultural-renaissance/story-e6frg6zo-1225913614134
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traditional art ‗versus‘ contemporary art. In the following pages I intend to contextualize the 

Boomalli experience within the general debate on Aboriginal art. My considerations will also 

draw on the reflections contained in Dussart (1997) about gender division, kin ties and 

Dreamings in relation to new art-media, Michaels (1987), with reference to his critique to 

definitions of authenticity in Aboriginal art, Morphy (1983,1994) in relation to the value of art as 

an exchange of knowledge in land-rights issues, and the complexities of the definitions of the 

aesthetic value of Aboriginal art both in relation to and independent of ancestral power), and 

Myers (1991) for an exploration of further issues related to definitions of authenticity and 

aesthetic value, also in relation to the art-market scene. I will show how the Boomalli experience 

may only at a superficial level be labelled as ‗contemporary‘ and ‗urban‘: rather, the tradition 

flows into the contemporary, and Boomalli‘s urbanity is fluid and inherently embedded in 

country. I will also give an overview of the political and social stances brought forward by 

Boomalli and in relation to the art market.  

No extensive qualitative research previous to mine has been done on Boomalli within a 

case study comprising of interviews and observation. Mine is a limited part of a more extensive, 

ideal monograph which one day may be done on Boomalli, and it stems from a multi-sited 

approach by looking at both the gallery setting, the links this setting has to the wider 

communities (the art community, the Aboriginal community) and the fluidity, which is embedded 

in Boomalli‘s art, between the urban and the non-urban locations and histories.  

To begin with, I will focus on how some of the Boomalli artists live their art in relation to 

time, embodiment, space and the urban setting. 

 

Part I: Space, time, embodiment and urban setting as deployed by four artists from 

Boomalli 

 

Approaching the informants 

  

In September 2010 I enter Boomalli‘s co-operative gallery for the first time, expecting to find 

people painting. Jeffrey Samuels welcomes me in; he‘s in the hallway, at the desk, answering 

phone-calls and looking at me curiously while I introduce myself. I sense from the start that I 

should not venture in asking for too many self-definitions from my informants, as I am not 

willing to define myself, either, given my is background one which crosscuts philosophy, 

sociology and anthropology. He welcomes me with a smile, and yet immediately asks me to let 

him read the questions that I am going to pose, which I show to him while trying to explain that 

it is just a grid to be expanded and moulded along the interview. I look around in the meantime, 

while he is reading, and a show of acrylics full of light gifts my eyes. We then proceed to the 

backroom, going through the gallery, and Jeffrey shows me a table where he does his painting at 

times. 

The inception of the interviews, with Jeffrey as well as with the three other artists, is a bit 

restrained, and yet, after the first few questions and their re-definition, it is mainly the artists who 

lead what eventually transform into dialogues, in turn soon dominated by their voice: their life, 

their work, their political claims, their passion– the same passion and movement which can be 

found in their works – soon overflow like a cheerful torrent.  

After the interview with Jeffrey, Lynette Riley appears, and she welcomes me with a 

beautiful smile, and an initial, subtle reticence which is probably the projection of my own initial 

clumsiness. Things go in a similar way with Euphemia Bostock, whom I meet in her big, happily 
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chaotic, breezy house covered with her works and works from her daughter Tracey, from 

Bronwyn, Sally Morgan, Carmel Richardson and many others, where she lives with four 

generations of her extended family, including other famous artists such as her daughter Tracey 

and her brother Lester. And finally, at the end of October 2010, I am able to meet Bronwyn, in 

her lively house covered with photographs, painting, and mixed-media works, such as samples 

from her recent exhibition in Newtown‘s Wilson Street Gallery, titled ―Time‖. Her 

autobiography is there too, in those works hanging on the walls.  

One encounter after the other, the artists depict and mould in words those abstractly 

shapeless concepts which I initially present to them. Interviewing them is like giving them some 

rough, shapeless material, to which they give varied and complex forms.  

 

Space 

 

Jeffrey Samuels, who works on different mediums, such as silk-screen printing and acrylic 

painting, with themes which vary from landscape painting to death in custody, presents to me his 

idea of space in relation to his art: he tries to achieve spatiality, when putting it into canvas, in a 

manner that reflects his idea that painting the space is painting about the environment, which can 

be, alternatively, the built environment and the bush environment. Painting each of them requires 

respect to and connection with each of them, and the awareness that each of them has its own 

space and needs to be portrayed differently. As Jeffrey indicates, 

 
space has to do with the bigness of the built environment, and the bigness of the natural 

environment, the sky, and how great the land is, and all the things that live in the land, everything 

that lives in that space, it‘s all related, and has connection to it. The same with the built 

environment. The built environment has its own rules and it‘s governed by the space itself. It has its 

own rules and regulations to follow. The natural environment has the same things. If you learn how 

to behave in that space, like the built environment, you survive; if you know how to behave and 

respect the natural environment you survive. That‘s how space relates to my painting and my art-

work. It has to do with rules and regulation. In the built environment you have to follow rules and 

regulations, and the same with the natural environment, where you have to follow the rules and the 

regulation that you are taught when you are very young; so the tradition keeps going, continuing. 

Both the environments have their own rules and their own space, and I paint both.
 4
 

 

Very much embedded in Aboriginality is indeed the fact that both the urban and the non-urban 

environment are culturally constructed and regulated via the interplay between people and the 

different environments. This entails concepts of mutual respect, deep knowledge of the 

environment, and societal structures which reflect the myriad hidden complexities of both
5
.  

Space has also a connotation relative to belonging: Euphemia Bostock was born in NSW 

on the very north coast, in Tweed Heads, right on the border of NSW and Queensland, but in 

―Aboriginal terms we belong to the Bundjalung people, so in Aboriginal terms we go across the 

border‖, she says; and yet, to her, the urban space of Sydney is where she has most of her 

                                                           
4 The voices of the artists are quoted from the interviews‘ transcripts. The interviews took place between September 

29 and October 30 2010. Within the limits of my fieldwork I had the chance to interview Jeffrey Samuels, Lynette 

Riley, Euphemia Bostock, and Bronwyn Bancroft. 
5
 See Myers (1982) for a thorough analysis of the human being as culture-user: Myers, in dismantling the often too 

simplistic dichotomy made by anthropologists in the past between the Aboriginal Dreaming and the 

material/practical concerns relative to territory, helps us better understand hunter-gatherers highly complex societal 

structures. 
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friends: ―I will say: I am a Bundjalung woman, I was born in Tweed Heads, I live in Sydney. 

That‘s what my whole family, including my great grand-children, say of themselves: ‗I‘m a 

Bundjalong person‘, they don‘t say they are descendants from Sydney‖. 

Space is also the wide, multi-sited network where contacts and changes are made and occur 

among cultures and within art. With Aboriginal art, influences among different Aboriginal 

nations within Australia were occurring also pre-contact (namely, before Australia was 

colonized). The different Aboriginal societies shared similarities, but were also much more 

different from one another than a superficial and romanticizing viewpoint would stereotype
6
. As 

Lynette Riley indicates, they were and still are influenced by their connection with other people, 

both from Australia and from all over the world, but that does not mean that what Aboriginal 

artists are doing in Boomalli is not recognizable as Aboriginal. 

Particularly, Lynette relates aboriginality to the way the environment is perceived, namely 

as strictly related to one‘s kinship, to one‘s family, to the extent that the distinction between the 

individual and the environment to which an individual belongs proves much artificial. She 

thereby describes her work as being about depicting who she is in terms of her connection to 

family and country. Lynette joined the co-op on a regular basis in March 2010 upon invitation of 

her friend Bronwyn and in order to help the co-op out of its financial crisis with her management 

skills, and she then ventured in doing art-work. She does etching on kangaroo skin, using an 

electric burner to perform an art-technique which is as traditional as rare nowadays. Her art is a 

medium for her to reconnect with her identity and space and to help other Aboriginal people do 

the same:    

 
To create something for any Aboriginal person, which is what I am doing, I have to know who they 

are, what country they are connected to, their Dreaming, how they see themselves, and the 

networking of their families, and when I get that image of them as a person, then I go: ‗ah, ok, so 

that‘s who you are‘, and I create the image on the kangaroo skin to depict them. 

 

In the piece of work she shows me, different spaces are found in the same skin:  her brother was 

a Catholic brother. Then, he got married and thus left the church, yet, still has connections to it. 

He is going to go to Rome at the time of the interview, and Lynette is making him a painted 

kangaroo skin to wear, with twelve clans on each side (equivalent to the twelve apostles), a river, 

a walking track, the sun, the land: all these elements are placed to form a cross and what lies on 

its sides. This multi-spatiality reflects on Lynette‘s philosophy of change: 

 
The biggest mistake is the ethnocentric view that people develop in a particular way and that‘s up 

a ladder of progression, rather than spreading sideways and being influenced and developing in a 

different way. We Aboriginal people were a side-ways people, whereas Europeans just think of 

themselves as going up this ladder, and I don‘t agree with that, I don‘t think it‘s actually correct. 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 See Dodson (2003): ―[r]ecognition of a people‘s fundamental right to self-determination must include the right to 

self-definition‖ (31, my emphasis); hence, aboriginality has the right to re-create itself ―in the context of all 

[Aborigines‘] experiences, including [their] pre-colonial practices, [their] oppression and [their] political struggles‖ 

(40). 
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Time and embodiment 

 

We thus come close to some peculiar approaches to time: change can be seen also in a 

transversal, rather than merely longitudinal dimension, but also in the fluidity through which the 

past is incorporated in the present. This fluidity is explored by Bronwyn Bancroft. I can see on a 

wall some pieces from her solo exhibit ―Time‖, above mentioned: old family photos, that she 

recoloured and recaptured back, of family members, put together in a historical context, in order 

to try and parallel the present with what those people were doing up to one hundred years ago: ―I 

am really interested in the changing world they would have had to exist in, and then in us now 

existing as Aboriginal people‖, she tells me. The exhibit was inspired by the anniversary of her 

great-grandmother‘s death sixty years ago. Her great-grandmother survived the massacre of her 

clan, the Djanbun clan, during colonial settlement. Historical consciousness permeates these 

works, together with the pride for having survived (the same pride that resonates in Jeffrey‘s 

words about the bush-environment and the urban environment mentioned above), and, above all, 

a strong sense of struggle for self-determination: ―Almost everything emanates from family 

experiences, the experience I have experienced as a person, historical factors. I‘ve done paintings 

about treaties, like the fact that we don‘t have a treaty, paintings about people attacking the 

Aboriginal people on Palm Island and getting off with that, the police I mean…‖
7
. 

As well as for Bronwyn, also for Jeffrey (but also for Lynette and Euphemia), time in art 

represents the continuation of Aboriginal culture, how it has developed, from the very beginning 

of time up to now. Time is particularly related to family links and country, and to the 

complexities of adaptation of Aboriginal culture into colonial and (so-called, which may be 

disputable) post-colonial society. Specifically, Bronwyn comes from a matrilineal family, hence 

her whole linkage to the family is through the women; thereby, the ultimate enthusiasm and 

inspiration for her work comes from the strength of these women and what they have had to do 

to achieve in terms of being educated, working as domestic servants, being involved in further 

education, being involved in keeping a family together, trying to exist with cultural differences 

with non-Aboriginal people. Bronwyn in her work also encodes the stories which her ninety-

year-old uncle has been telling her in relation to historical events – stories that span almost two 

centuries. The historical facet in her painting is incredibly important also in its value of 

reaffirming place. 

Time as historical and familial memory is incorporated in Lynette‘s kangaroo skins, as we 

have seen. Lynette‘s uncle, member of the stolen generation, was taken into a juvenile detention 

centre. That was in line with the governmental policy at the time of separating children from the 

influence of their culture, to foster them out, to put them in orphanages. Her uncle eventually got 

back home, but the experience changed him forever: ―He‘s only just now really starting to talk to 

us about his culture‖, says Lynette; ―all the other brothers and sisters have passed away, so 

getting that information from him is like gold, because he was punished when he was a kid by 

being sent away because he was speaking Aboriginal language. What he is experiencing now, is 

thereby a total reversal of what was pushed into his brain when he was a kid by external people‖. 

Lynette‘s parents stopped talking Wiradjuri (her clan‘s language) when Lynette was a small kid, 

as it was forbidden to teach that to children. She has then devoted her life to be involved with 

making changes to the education system for Aboriginal people. In order to be able to do so, she 

needed to move to the big city. Now, with the art, she is getting something back for herself, 

                                                           
7
 Bronwyn is referring to the events related to the death in custody of Cameroon Domadgee. See Hooper‘s non-

fictional novel about the inquest on his death (Hooper 2009). 
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including re-learning the symbols of Wiradjuri language and culture, to be incorporated in her 

skins. Boomalli represents for her the space where she can advertise and validate what she is 

doing, because she is working with other Aboriginal artists who all support one another.  

Given the multifaceted significance of Boomalli, which both includes elements of self-

affirmation (not only of Aboriginality, but also of artists in the national and international market) 

and of reinforcement of traditional links, Boomalli can be described as the vital element in the 

urban setting for aboriginal artists to express themselves both as artists and in their aboriginality, 

which is what they feel that they are, not just in terms of their past, but in terms of the way the 

roots into their past project into the freedom of their future, which is the contemporaneity of the 

way they live now. As I talk to Euphemia, she expresses to me her bafflement towards the 

locution ‗urban artists‘. She chooses to talk in terms of contemporaneity, for ‗urban‘ creates a 

divide between traditional and non-traditional which eventually proves too strong: ―Every 

Aboriginal Australian that is creating work today is a contemporary artist. The old paintings on 

bark, that was traditional art. Today, I don‘t care if they are Aboriginal, Greek, Australian: it‘s 

all contemporary art. That‘s the way I personally feel about it. Curators and government seem to 

try and separate us by saying that traditional art is better than the Southern. It‘s just a thing 

about: ‗dividing we will rule‘‖. Euphemia, who predominantly works on silk, pottery, and 

Japanese rice-paper, shows me something that recalls her cultural Dreaming screen-printed on 

cotton. Reminding me of her grandmother taking her to fish, she shows to me here crabs, there 

snails, and there again little insects that float across the water, and she talks to me about cultural 

memory: despite her pictorial activity not strictly being a portrayal of her Dreaming, it comes out 

naturally from her subconscious, and then she realizes that she is portraying it, together with 

family-links and country, without having planned it: ―So when people say I don‘t have a 

language, I say to them, ‗but I have memory‘‖. 

It is through self-affirmation and political activism in the urban setting as well that 

Bronwyn and her people, the Bundjalung people (the original custodians of the land), were able, 

ten years ago, to reclaim a space in Lionsville, in north New South Wales. On the anniversary, 

they perform a smoking ceremony where they talk about stories and histories: ―Everybody 

comes together as a family and connects back to country and to family. We read out the white 

history, and then we talk about the Aboriginal history and stories that we‘ve got and what people 

are doing, so it‘s a really important connect‖. 

The enthusiasm of memory as projected in the future is also reflected in the way the body 

is celebrated by Boomalli‘s artists
8
: Jeffrey Samuels uses bright colours to transfer the traditional 

body designs onto canvas, and Euphemia transfers the body movement onto her mediums: she 

shows me one of her pieces from 2009, portraying someone dancing in the sunlight, and she 

comments: ―There you see a sea-print, there you see someone dancing, that‘s how I think 

spirituality is everywhere and in everybody. My personal spirituality is in my family, my friends, 

and the people I meet along life‘s path-way. It‘s all a learning space‖. 

 

In the first part of this paper I attempted to show how Boomalli gives identity, culture (economic 

independence as well, to some of them), and pride to its artists. The gallery allows them to 

experiment, and allows them to exhibit. Boomalli‘s artists have always wanted to establish, since 

                                                           
8
 More on the notion of embodiment can be found in my chapter on Aboriginal art and phenomenology (Lanzetta 

 2011, cit.). Also, reference to the undifferentiating element of embodiment between the individual and the 

environment (especially with reference to Albert Namatjira and his influence in Jeffrey Samuels) is contained below 

in this paper. 
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the inception of the co-op, recognition of their Aboriginal identity, but they have also wanted to 

explore a vast array of different media and provide different representations of who they are. 

Above all, they have wanted to represent themselves, and not let anybody else saying what the 

appropriate Aboriginal image for them to present should be like. Boomalli is not the work space, 

but it is a space where the artists can work whenever they want to. Few artists still use Boomalli 

if they need space, and many work from home, like Euphemia, who, even if she lives in what 

people regard as a urban setting, also lives under the old rules of extended family: four 

generations live in her house, where she works on her kitchen table (as well as Bronwyn does), 

and she sees herself differently than white people would see her, namely: they would see her as a 

urban artist tout-court. The city environment has nonetheless a major importance for the 

gathering of all these different issues and to put the claims forward as well in front of a bigger 

audience.  

In the second part of this paper I will draw on some aspects of the contemporary debate on 

Australian Aboriginal art which may be linked to the experience of Boomalli‘s Aboriginal 

Artists‘ Co-op in Sydney. The main dimensions of the debate which I will focus upon include 

conceptualizations of aesthetics, political stances related to Aboriginal art, and the complex – 

and to an extent disputable – dichotomy of traditional art ‗versus‘ contemporary art. 

 

Part II: Ritual, performance, or art? Questions of expressive culture. 

As we have seen, on the surface the Boomalli experience could be labelled as ‗contemporary‘ 

and ‗urban‘; on a deeper level, Boomalli proves to be an example, within the contemporary 

debate on Aboriginal art, of how the tradition flows into the contemporary, being Boomalli‘s 

‗urbanity‘ both fluid and inherently embedded in country. 

Recognition 

As Myers points out, the debate on art engenders a social construction of art-objects via the 

interplay between the indigenous accountings, the government cultural policies, the art dealers 

and the art critics (Myers 1991: 30). The views of the artists from Boomalli directly enter the 

debate by trying, in particular, to dismantle the romanticized idea that real Aboriginal art is 

static, pristine and immune from external influences, and by challenging the commodifiable idea 

that aboriginality is authentic only when it represents itself by performing and displaying ritual 

knowledge. Art is seen by the artists not just as a source of income, but also ―as a source of 

cultural respect, [as] a meaningful activity defined by its relationship to indigenous values (in the 

context of ‗self-determination‘), and also [as] an assertion of personal/sociopolitical identity 

expressed in rights to place‖ (Myers 199: 34). According to Boomalli‘s artists, this not only 

applies to Central Desert, Northern Territory and Western Australia art, but also to New South 

Wales and in particular to Boomalli. 

Boomalli‘s artists speak of themselves both as Aboriginal artists and as artists in general. 

The aesthetic value goes without saying with reference to Boomalli: even when the viewer has 

no acquaintance whatsoever of the peculiarities of Aboriginal art, the visual impact of their work 

strikes regardless. This does not exclude that the uniqueness of those works be inherently 

embedded in their aboriginality. Above all, Boomalli is a milestone in New South Wales 

Aboriginal art tradition. Since the very beginning, Boomalli‘s artists have worked in a wide 

range of media, such as video-making, printing, painting, photography. A proper ethnography 

needs to look at Boomalli‘s art from the perspective of the artists. Similarly, Morphy‘s approach 
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to Yolngu art from Arnhem Land (Northern Territory) looks at art from the perspective of the 

artists, and tries to go beyond the one-sided Western perspective, which often ―signifies the lack 

of agency accorded to the indigenous artist‖ (2008: xv). The same can apply to the so-called 

‗urban‘ Aboriginal art: the ritual aspect is not so central and not so evident in the coming-to-be 

of Boomalli‘s art-works as it is, for instance, in Yolngu art, and yet their aesthetic value can be 

deemed to be both independent of and inherent to their aboriginality (independent in the Kantian 

sense of aesthetic judgments being both subjective and, because founded in undetermined 

concepts, universalizable, which is a view akin to Morphy‘s).   

In Central Australia, Western Australia, and Northern Territory artists mainly paint about 

traditional culture; artists in Boomalli, says artist Jeffrey Samuels, ―paint about [contemporary] 

life and tradition. They might paint someone getting into a car, or paint death in custody, and 

things about politics‖. Yet, the main peculiarity of Boomalli is that artists dictate the work that 

they are doing. Thanks to this, there has been an incredibly evolving landscape in relation to the 

art, ranging to multimedia, hybrid arts, and 3D. Whenever an evolution occurs in the artistic 

practice of Boomalli‘s artists, then it is displayed at the cooperative; this way, Boomalli‘s artists 

challenge themselves as Aboriginal artists and as artists. 

As Michaels (1987) indicates, contemporary Aboriginal art should not be judged as 

Aboriginal by strictly measuring its links to tradition, in that its authenticity (a well-contested 

term by Michaels himself) is in fact to be defined as the aboriginality that arises from and is 

expressed through historical and political struggles, whereas the search for pristine tradition is 

often endorsed as a marketing strategy by the artists themselves.  

The concept of ‗cultural memory‘ helps us convey the fluidity of aboriginality as a 

concept, and, subsequently, the fluidity that the discourse on Aboriginal art should have. 

Boomalli artist Euphemia Bostock, while showing me her works on silk (it being her favourite 

medium by virtue of its particular brightness), draws my attention upon a work of hers and the 

Dreaming in it contained which is related to Tweed Heads, her place of origin. Her Bundjalung 

identity comes through her cultural memory. As she reports, during her childhood her 

grandmother used to take her and her siblings to an Island where many Aborigines used to go 

and fish. When, a few decades later, she was walking with her grand-nephews along the water in 

a totally different location, her place and her childhood came back to her memory. She painted a 

textile, and soon realized that, while she was painting it, she was portraying the river of the 

present yet with the symbols of the particular Dreaming associated with Tweed Heads: ―So, 

when people say I don‘t have language, I say to them, ‗but I have cultural memory‘, as my 

brother Lester says‖
9
.  

Myers strongly challenges those art critics ―whose representational practices directly 

thwart the representation of Aboriginal painters‖ (Meyers 1991: 45). Those representational 

practices range from deeming Aboriginal contemporary art as either not able to hold the 

standards of neo-Expressionism, or authentic only insofar as it stays immune from Western 

contamination, or being unable to avoid the corruption embedded in commodity circulation 

(these are, respectively, the views, summed up by Myers, of Smith (1988), Schjeldhal (1988),  

and Fry and Willis (1989)). As Myers puts it (Myers 1991: 45), ―[i]t appears that Aborigines 

                                                           
9
 Lester Bostock lives with Euphemia in Sydney‘s Inner West, together with four generations of their extended 

family; he introduced her to me on the day of the interview, and ―he is considered a founding father of the 

emergence of Indigenous media in Australia. He helped set up Radio Redfern, was involved in the creation of the 

first Indigenous theatre group, and was also the first Aboriginal presenter on SBS Radio‖. Source: 

http://www.abc.net.au/rn/verbatim/stories/2008/2347148.htm, downloaded October 3 2010. 

http://www.abc.net.au/rn/verbatim/stories/2008/2347148.htm
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have to establish themselves within or against [the] defining terms [set by the dominant culture] 

– or do they?‖: artist Bronwyn Bancroft says no, and firmly believes that the biggest problem 

with the Australian society at the moment is a lack of maturity in relation to the aspects of 

colonization that were and still are imposed on Aboriginal people. As Bronwyn indicates, the 

worst part of the current debate relates to questions such as ―‗what‘s your story‘, ‗where are you 

going‘‖, to which she wants to answer: ―‗look, my story is in the painting!‘, look at the painting 

and appreciate it as a piece of artwork‖. Demands on Aboriginal people since the late seventies 

in terms of self-definition through art have been enormous, which has led to the importance of 

the market in relation to their self-determination; however, as Bronwyn indicates, ―of course art 

can make income, but at the end of the day there‘s nothing more amazing than actually 

completing a piece of artwork that you‘re proud of, and have members of your family and the 

wider community appreciating that. So for me [art] is about the natural therapy that comes from 

being able to create‖. Artist Lynette Riley indicates how, when you are talking about recognition 

of Aboriginal people, there are two things that are just as bad as the other: one is the racist 

attitude that denigrates and negates anything Aboriginal, and the other end of the spectrum is 

somebody who totally romanticizes Aboriginal art and says, ‗this the way it should be‘; as 

Lynette puts it, ―both of those are just as bad as the other. It‘s taking the power away from 

Aboriginal people to present their own identity. And that‘s why Boomalli as an Aboriginal 

artists‘ cooperative is so important: because it‘s about Aboriginal artists having the power and 

control to present their own identity‖. 

 

The political stance and the community 

In order to understand the different ramifications of contemporary Aboriginal art in relation to 

the art market, one needs to go back a few decades. Starting with Papunya Tula in the 

seventies
10

, acrylics and barks have been produced for the art-market while retaining the 

connection to the land and the Dreaming. The adoption of permanent mediums and of public 

display have given rise both to pictorial means for covering the most secret features of the 

paintings and to shifts in the access of women and gender division regarding the subjects of 

painting. On the other hand, the shift in the significance of the paintings (from being ritually 

significant to being sellable) has been redefined in a way which has been less and less in the 

hands of the artists the more their works have moved ―into the wider arena in which they are 

displayed and sold‖ (Myers 1991: 27). Artists became aware of this phenomenon even earlier 

than Papunya. As Morphy (1983) shows, rights in land and rights in painting are two sides of the 

same coin. Native title claims started as early as in the 1940s-1950s
11

, when the Yolngu felt their 

rights threatened. Land ownership was both necessary for cultural survival and for the fulfilment 

of religious obligations towards the Ancestral Creators. Hence, Yolngu painting (but also songs, 

dances and the way some ceremonies are set up) both offered and still offer nowadays a 

topography of land in terms of how the land was made by the creators, and a means to stay 

connected with the land when away. As we observe the paintings from those years, Morphy 

guides us in understanding how the topography is encoded in geometrics which vary from clan to 

clan. Therefore, when aboriginal people gave their paintings to the whites for the first time, they 

actually gave evidence of title deeds, and thus performed political action in the moment they 

exchanged perceptions of value.  
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 Cf. Part III. 
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 And even earlier, as we will see in Part III. 
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Boomalli political importance and present cultural renaissance
12

 lie in Boomalli being a 

meeting place of Aboriginal artists, and in it promoting independence, including economic 

independence: commodification of art has the same complex outcomes, the same downsides as 

well as vital outcomes which be found in the rest of Australia with reference to Aboriginal art. 

This complexity is not a peculiarity of Central Desert art, such as Papunya
13

. When Boomalli has 

exhibitions and openings, they bring family members – extended-family members – together. 

The gallery is a place where Aboriginal people gather and debate the issues about Aboriginal 

contemporary art. The urban setting is thus vital in the context of New South Wales where 

Aboriginal art has been struggling to come to the forth, when compared to Aboriginal art from 

the rest of Australia, due to a weak acknowledgment of Boomalli art as authentically Aboriginal 

(in relation to the fact that New South Wales was the first to be colonized). At the same time, the 

urban setting is of vital importance in order for its artists to be acknowledged as artists per se, 

even without the Aboriginal connotation. Some of them, as Tracy Moffat, deliberately went 

abroad to gain recognition of their art regardless of the artist‘s Aboriginal background. At the 

same time, as Bronwyn Bancroft maintains, the international reception of Aboriginal 

contemporary art, especially in Europe (both in its aboriginality and in its independent value as 

art) is more favourable due to a more solid background in the academy of art-history, which 

make critics more prone to understand that Aboriginal artistic expression is not stagnant, but 

rather always evolving and changing.  

We may then add that even traditional art is not static. Projecting the Western category of 

change as longitudinal onto Aboriginal culture does not pay justice to the fact that even the 

contacts occurring among the different Australian Aboriginal nations were bearer of change, 

influences, cross-cultural definitions and the merging of Dreamings, and they were so according 

to patterns which may be considered transversal but certainly not static. Jeffrey Samuels‘s 

artwork (painting, drawing and silk-screen printing) relates to Aboriginal culture and Aboriginal 

social and political issues, to the urban setting and to the way he experiences the city. His work is 

inextricably linked with the connections he has with the community of the built environment. 

There is a commonality between Central Desert Art Centres and urban-based Boomalli in the 

fact that the links with the community are considered fundamental. The way that Jeffrey lives 

and portrays the urban cannot be separated by the links he has with the traditional social asset of 

Aboriginal culture in terms of values: ―Even if I don‘t live in a traditional environment, as an 

Aboriginal person I respect the social and cultural way to behave as an Indigenous person, with 

respect to the law [of the Ngiyampaa people]‖. More generally, collective self-perception as well 

as self-definition of identity is reflected in Boomalli‘s art. 

The fluidity of tradition 

Jeffrey Samuels was also influenced by Albert Namtjira (1902-1959), who painted in Western 

style, but the way in which he represented the Australian environment was different to the way in 

which Europeans represented the Australian environment because of his connection to country. 

―We, here in Boomalli, are no different‖, says Samuels; ―we are representing our connection to 

country, to people, and representing Australia in a way that other cultures can‘t do‖. Prior to 

Namatjira, people would represent Australia through European eyes, based on their 

understanding of the countryside or the bush in their own countries. When Namatjira did the 

                                                           
12

 Cf. http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/opinion/boomalli-bounces-back-in-the-cultural-renaissance/story-

e6frg6zo-1225913614134, downloaded September 20, 2010. 
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 For an extensive account of these complexities relative to Papunya Tula, see Bardon 2002. 
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trees in the countryside, he really depicted the actual colours and the actual image of the 

Australian bush, which other artists did not do. Namatjira‘s connection to the Australian 

environment was embedded in his kinship connection, and in his total immersion and absorption 

in the Australian environment. As Lynette Riley indicates, ―if you grow up thinking of the 

environment as being part of your family, then you depict it in a different way, whereas if you 

grow up thinking that the environment is something that you change and you manipulate to suit 

your needs, then you would depict it in another way‖
14

. According to Lynette, the main issues 

are the validation of Boomalli‘s artists as artists, and their validation as Aboriginal artists: 

―Boomalli is about saying: ‗this is the foundation of who we are as Aboriginal people‘, and we 

haven‘t lost it. It‘s been hidden, it might have been taken away from us, but it‘s still there, and 

we are about reinvigorating our tradition and also about moving forward. Aboriginal art is not 

stagnant, and we use other mediums to go forward‖. The fluidity of tradition reflects also on the 

changes in the gender dynamics in art. Some of the peculiarities of Boomalli include the lack of 

strict division between genders: ‗women‘s stuff‘ and ‗men‘s stuff‘ are still present in the works, 

but not as much as in Aboriginal art from outside New South Wales‖, says Jeffrey. To briefly 

portray how those changes are shaped, we can draw from Dussart‘s reflections: Dussart (1997), 

with specific reference to Walpiri people, gives an account of the gender-specific techniques 

used to translate traditional themes coming from the Dreaming in the passage from body 

painting, ritual object and ground painting to acrylic paintings: ―Women limit themselves to 

ochres and oil, while men often dot themselves with such additional materials as animal down 

and vegetable fibre. This distinction must be noted because […] acrylic adaptations of the body 

designs combined the techniques of men and women, even though it is only women who actually 

produced acrylic paintings employing body motifs [,whereas men] mainly adapt designs taken 

from ritual object and ground paintings‖ (188). Dussart offers a detailed account of how the 

rights to paint, but also the level of meaning (included in painting) to which people have access 

depends on gender, geospecificity and maternal or paternal kin ties, with some exception: ―[a]n 

extremely skilled painter […] will be granted the right to paint certain Dreamings even if the 

requisite kin ties to associated site are lacking‖ (189). The Walpiri started painting on acrylics in 

1983, initially adapting ―the collaborative nature of traditional ceremonial techniques to the new 

medium‖ and to the non-ritual context, mainly based on maternal or paternal rights (190). As the 

number of painters increased, along with a higher public display of the paintings, new patterns of 

collaboration were required; hence artists relied on spousal and other kin association and 

assistance (190), which brought about changes in both what women were allowed to paint (a 

higher number of themes than before) as well as in the contents of paintings (higher restriction 

relative to the Dreamings, with regards to the most secret levels of meanings for public access). 

Boomalli is not just about urban art. Traditional designs are also transferred into canvas by 

Samuels, including themes from body painting, which is thus not just replicated by women‘s 

acrylics in the case of Boomalli.  

The link to tradition in Boomalli is evident in Lynette Riley‘s work, as we have seen in 

Part I. Lynette has being involved for thirty years in Aboriginal education. Art is a new venture 

for her. Through her art-work she is relearning Wiradjuri art symbols; her traditional nations are 

Wiradjuri and Gamilaroi, and when she was a child it was against the law for Aboriginal people 

in New South Wales to transmit language. Lynette was almost fifty before she started learning 

her traditional language. In her art work, she uses Wiradjuri art symbols, or language symbols, 

                                                           
14

 It would be interesting to observe not only Australian landscape-painting by Aboriginal artists and by European 

artist, but also to try and find out about painting of European landscape done by Australian Aboriginal artists. 
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and puts them together in different configuration, so that they tell different stories. She uses 

goanna tracks, and emu tracks, or symbols for water, and symbols for lands. She says of her 

work: ―Even though it looks nice, it actually means something‖, which is not easily understood 

by non-Aboriginal people. She also uses a combination of Western style art, drawing the 

animals, and then, around the animals, she uses Wiradjuri symbols to represent totemic 

connections. She uses the electric burner to burn the symbols onto the kangaroo skin, on the 

inside – not fur side. She may extend this into using Western style etching processes to create 

posters. What she is doing comes from the traditional art practice of burning into kangaroo or 

possum skins and creating a cloak or clothing. It is not widely done, she says: ―I only know a 

couple of other people who do it‖, so she is actually revitalizing and relearning a traditional art 

form, while using Western-style way of representing animals
15

, as she draws a picture of the 

whole animal, rather than using traditional stylized symbols.  

 

Boomalli: Aboriginality is not dying out 

The positive side of the controversy on Aboriginal art as triggering cultural production, as 

outlined by Myers (the controversy in which ―artists, gallery dealers, museums, collectors, and 

critics […] produce meaning for objects‖ (1991: 46)) lies in that it prompts cross-cultural 

communication. This relates to Michaels‘ reflections (1994) on the access, by the white culture, 

to Walpiri ceremony as an access that should not be seen as mere domination, but as an exchange 

in which, by giving the whites access to the ceremony, Walpiri give them also responsibility for 

what they have now acquired in terms of knowledge. This idea radically clashes with those 

positions of incommensurability which do not allow this exchange to be meaningful and to 

inform the dynamics within both cultures
16

. Projecting Western views of authenticity and 

identity onto an art whose significance for Aborigines, if it needs be made explicit, largely rests 

dynamically upon the concept of ‗country‘ (the relation to which may be multi-sited, as in the 

case of Boomalli, but never of displacement and neglect), is thus artificial. One may get really 

concerned about the locution ‗urban-Aboriginal‘, because, says Bronwyn, most of the Aboriginal 

people that she knows would say, ―yes, we live in Sydney, but that doesn‘t necessarily make us 

urban‖, as their connections are all over New South Wales and all over Australia: ―we always 

talk about ourselves in terms of our traditional links‖, say Bronwyn. Lynette Riley would define 

herself as a Wiradjuri and Gamilaroi person, coming from Dubbo and Moree. She says: ―I just 

happen to be working here in Sydney, but that doesn‘t make me an urban Aborigine. That is an 

issue a lot of non-Indigenous people find difficult to understand. Just because I am working here 

doesn‘t mean that my identity is Sydney, because the identity in Sydney is still the traditional 

owners – the Eora people‖.  

Permanent and impermanent brilliancy 

Morphy, in his essay on the aesthetics of spiritual power (1994), shows that, although the 

primary purpose for the Yolngu making art is not aesthetic, ―the Yolngu clearly are concerned to 

produce effects on the senses by which the success of their work can be judged and which 
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 See Dussart (1997: 194-195) for a discussion about how the figurative modified traditional iconography not only 

as a consequence of commodification, but also of cross-cultural exchange, and experimentation in ritual design both 

via traditional and new media. 
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Europeans would interpret as aesthetic effect‖ (182); however, what Europeans would regard as 

aesthetic effect, for the Yolngu is ―a manifestation of ancestral power from the ancestral past‖ 

(183). People owning a specific status, relative to specific sacred knowledge, and according to 

specific clan and kin lineage are those entitled to produce painting. However, it is both true that 

high-status people will not see their status diminished (in that their status will be reflected in 

their ability to transmit knowledge either verbally either still ritually through singing or dancing) 

if they are not able to paint, and that, among people of similar status, those who are more 

talented will be allowed to paint (see also Morphy 1978). Creativity is not central in Yolngu 

perception of their art: when the ability to convey ancestral power through painting is missing, 

they will rather talk of a technical lack, but what we call creativity is for them emanation from 

ancestral power (Morphy 1994:183). Another important aspect is the creation of brilliance in 

Yolngu art. As Morphy (1994) indicates (184-186), there is no rigid distinction between cultural 

(such as on body) and natural designs: the same Dreaming, for example, the same ancestral 

power lies at the origin of the design of the back of a turtle and the same design painted on a 

body. Painting is a ceremony, and, as other forms of rituals, it provides ―a means of becoming 

directly involved with the ancestral past‖ (186): the creative actions of the ancestral beings is re-

enacted through rituals, which reproduce the events of the past including the creation of the 

sacred law. Hence, the designs, which originally appeared on the body of the ancestral beings, 

are part of the sacred law, relative to a specific group inhabiting a specific land: ownership of 

land is thus linked to the maintenance of the rituals associated to it. Impermanence features 

Yolngu painting, whose view is mostly restricted to initiated men: after the ceremony ends, the 

painting is either washed out or smeared. With reference to the Walpiri people, Dussart indicates 

that ―[w]hen the ceremonies are over, the Walpiri efface the design so that these powers do not 

remain. It is important to stress that the body painting derives its potency from this ritual context, 

and that an essential aspect of its execution is its temporary nature‖ (1997: 189). There are 

exceptions to this, such as the Pukunami poles on the Tiwi Islands, or the paintings on rocks. 

Morphy (1994) wants to emphasize that impermanence has its own aesthetic value: ―[a]s far as 

the body-paintings are concerned, the aesthetic value of the art may be enhanced by the limited 

extent to which it is seen in its pristine state [.] Long, contemplative viewing is not the only way 

to appreciate a painting. The brief glimpse from the corner of the eye may, indeed, produce an 

aesthetic effect in harmony with the way Yolngu art is intended to be experienced and 

understood‖ (187). Important features of the painting process are both the drawing and the 

painting stages. The design has to be accurate and equivalent to the one transmitted by the 

ancestors. However, this is a necessary yet not sufficient condition for ancestral power to come 

back: subsequent cross-hatching and the brilliance created by it is what ultimately brings 

ancestral power back. Ancestral power associated with painting can also be dangerous, and still 

today some people do not have access to some of the paintings in case they may fall sick or die 

due to pre-existent weakness or belonging to a specific status (or gender, in the case of the 

Yolngu) (and in some catalogues a few paintings may be missing upon the artist‘s request for 

that reason). Morphy portrays the brilliance of Yolngu paintings as engendering that emotional 

effect on the viewer which to a Western viewer appears ‗confined‘ to an aesthetic effect and yet, 

according to Morphy, that brilliancy actually transcends cultural contexts, as it can be 

experienced independently of knowing anything at all about Yolngu art. Still, it remains true 

that, because ritual, semantic and formal components are inextricably linked to Yolngu art, the 

aesthetics of Yolngu art, dance, singing as it appears to the Yolngu ―cannot be apprehended 

directly by an outsider, but must be subject to the same process of translation that characterizes 



14 
 

the work of anthropologists in general‖ (202). However there is an aesthetic value at the level of 

―form and structure‖ which can be incorporated in Western aesthetic system, ―regardless of time 

and space‖ (202). Access to aesthetic values of other cultures, says Morphy, ―requires learning 

about them‖(202), but different rituals, beliefs, laws, life-experience do not coincide as per a 

mathematical equation to aesthetic merit, even within our own culture: drawing on Munn‘s 

terminology (Munn 1986), Morphy tells us that, in the Yolngu case, ―it seems that lightness as a 

qualisign is associated with ancestral power‖, a ‗qualisign‘ being a quality which can be applied 

cross-contextually and, in the case of brilliancy, have a strong impact cross-culturally. And yet 

there is a market of Aboriginal art which itself shapes the debate and, while shaping this debate, 

also creates new cultural products. With Boomalli, there is an independent aesthetic value, 

creativity is central, and at the same time art is deemed by artists as intrinsically Aboriginal and 

political. Lynette Riley became a teacher because, besides loving teaching, she thought that in 

order to make changes and make them the way Aboriginal people wanted, they needed to get an 

education and become part of the system to create the changes. Shimmering luminosity strikes 

the viewer when he or she looks at Euphemia Bostock‘s textiles or Bronwyn‘s masterpieces, 

only to mention two. There is something ineffable in their works. Permanence and 

impermanence are both valuable in the case of Aboriginal art, depending on the context, and yet, 

as Bronwyn puts it, ―they are not categories which can decide about Aboriginality‖. 

In the second part of this paper I have tried to show how the often genuine concerns of both the 

romantic nostalgia and postmodernist critique in the deracination of Aboriginal art prove 

misplaced, as Myers points out (1991: 52), if one realizes that the ―cosmopolitanism of the 

painters‖ (51) thrives in its links to locality (see Appadurai 1990). The Koori People, or 

Aboriginal people from New South Wales, are still perceived by people who are in control of the 

art scene as deserving less attention to Aboriginal art that is from central Australia and the 

Northern Territory, and there is still a preconceived idea that that is the only true Aboriginal art. 

Boomalli‘s historical importance lies in the fact that this quarter-of-a-century old cooperative is 

controlled by Aboriginal people, whereas the vast majority of the other Aboriginal art galleries 

are controlled by non-Indigenous people and the direct profit goes to non-Indigenous people, not 

to Indigenous people. As Bronwyn says, ―we try not to commodify any Aboriginal art. We are 

all Aboriginal people, we just live in different places and we all emanate from language groups 

so we do have country, we do have family. People should stop commodifying people with their 

classification which differentiates the rural from the urban, and start to realize that we are all 

Aboriginal people, and when we exist in this space, and when we produce art, we produce art as 

Aboriginal people‖. 

However, in the art marketplace, one would encounter a highly complex world in which 

singularizations ―are a constant accompaniment of commoditization‖ (Kopytoff 1986: 83). In 

Part III I am going to argue that the ambivalence of singularity as both defined within and 

against the world of commerce especially applies with regards to Australian Aboriginal art 

market. This tenet is sustainable on the basis that, while it is true that the commodity sphere and 

the ―closed sphere of singular art‖ cannot often be kept separate – as ―museums and art dealers 

will name prices, be accused of the sin of transforming art into a commodity, and, in response, 

defend themselves by blaming each other for creating and maintaining a commodity market‖ 

(Kopytoff 1986: 83) – it is also true that the debate amongst critics has a priceless value in 

contributing to the self-definition and self-determination of Aboriginal artists. 
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Part III: Resisting commodification: the Aboriginal art market controversy. 

According to Bourdieu (1984) aesthetic taste is moulded by the dominant class, so that those 

who possess economic and cultural capital also determine what appropriate taste is. The 

dominant class is thus able to promote its own habitus and to naturalize it. However, does this 

entirely apply to art, and, in particular, to Aboriginal art? Aboriginal art has an elitist sphere 

which may appear incomprehensible to the lay man who does not have the economic resources 

to learn its embedded meaning; however there are political stances often entrenched even in high 

Aboriginal art, so that Bourdieu‘s theory may not entirely apply: very often, Aboriginal art is a 

grassroots movement, which reflects in high art as well. 

The role of art centres 

According to Johnson (2010), contemporary art scholarship needs to understand that it is not 

entirely appropriate to talk about Aboriginal art by using the same language that one would use 

to talk about other contemporary art; this applies, in particular, if the artists find what is said 

about their art incomprehensible, and if most of the audience does so too, and if there is no 

relationship to the people who are creating art in the description of their art. Johnson deems this 

to be something that needs to be problematized at the level of art in general, but first and 

foremost at the level of Aboriginal art. As Johnson claimed during a panel discussion held in the 

Belvoir Theatre (NSW) at end of October 2010 on the state-of-the art of Aboriginal art market 

and art centres, ―this only to a certain extent is equivalent to similar problem in art in general. 

We are talking about something peculiar to Aboriginal art, in relation to the way the art-centres 

work, which is intensely meaningful to a whole community‖
17

. As Morphy claims, art centres are 

vital because the ―remote location of many communities means that a coordinated marketing 

strategy is required — there needs to be someone to manage the sale and distribution of art on a 

community basis [and] the art itself is in many cases embedded in a system of rights and 

restrictions that extends across the community; the production of paintings for sale involves the 

exercise of rights in communal property‖ (Morphy 2009: 124). Moreover, writes Morphy, ―[f]or 

art to be a successful Indigenous business, issues of local governance have to be taken into 

account, yet at the same time what is produced must enter into global markets [.] Government 

funding, if mediated through institutions that have strong connections with local trajectories, is 

likely to be more effective than if it is allocated according to a top-down model‖ (Morphy 2009: 

124-125). 

According to Johnson (2010) the way artists work joyfully together, their singing, their 

dancing, the carrying on of culture, but also the fun and laughter, the way that people tell stories 

to one another, are all factors that make an art centre‘s importance in generating art. Johnson 

invites us to directly experience an Aboriginal art centre in order to understand that, regardless of 

the debate on Aboriginal art being exploited by the market, art centres do more than just market 

artists‘ work: they nurture the next generation of artists, and they look after the artists if they are 

old, or sick, or no longer fashionable, and continue to support them in making their art, and 
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passing it onto the next generation. Art centre thus belongs to and engages with the community 

(Johnson 2010).  

The complex interplay between Aboriginal art and its market started in Papunya, in the 

early seventies, when Geoffrey Bardon subverted a policy of educational assimilation by 

encouraging the reproduction of Aboriginal art as associated with the Dreaming onto boards. 

Bardon envisaged that paintings sold at a respectable price ―could earn the painters a degree of 

independence from the welfare system‖, and contribute to the self-empowerment of Aboriginal 

communities‖ (Bardon and Bardon 2002: xiv). Furthermore, ―[t]he act of transforming a sacred 

geography into permanent paintings‖ led artists to transfer the traditional negotiation on the 

ownership of the story from sand and body-painting into permanent mediums, so that ―restricted 

imagery had to be identified and avoided; and in their place an alternative telling and patterning 

had to be devised‖ (Bardon and Bardon 2002: xv). In introducing the notion that a painting could 

be finished, Bardon acknowledged the artificiality of this condition: ―[a] design created for a 

ceremony was part of a performance. Its value was tied to the duration of an event. Its meaning 

was unfinished so long as the song and the dance lasted. When the ceremony ended, the designs 

[…] were rubbed out. Now, however, finish was […] the prerequisite of acquiring value in the 

marketplace‖ (Bardon and Bardon 2002: xvi), also thanks to the secrets encoded in the painting. 

Therefore, Bardon, going against the widespread tendency to sell Aboriginal artefacts as exotic 

items with no attribution to the artist, insisted for the story‘s custodian to be identifiable in 

catalogues together with the painting. This was certainly also a strategic choice, because the 

market value was inextricably linked to the story contained in the painting. 

“Dividing we will rule!” 

Outside the desert art centres the diversity within Aboriginal art offers us examples of artists 

(such as Tracey Moffat, from Boomalli, and Richard Bell) who are internationally recognized for 

their styles, independent of their aboriginality. Aboriginal art has been too often turned into a 

product, if solely upon consideration that, although art centres are often owned by Aborigines, 

most of their managers are white, and they are the middlemen between the artists and the 

galleries, who can ultimately be considered the (visible) producers. Galleries and shops often sell 

paintings to tourists with the brand ‗authentic desert art‘, like merchandise. The people who 

actually fabricated it are often neglected. As artist Richard Bell writes in the Koori History 

Website, ―the NAMED white expert is far better known than the mostly unnamed Aboriginal 

artists from the famous Papunya School of painters [author’s emphases]‖ (Bell 2002). During a 

talk in the course of a temporary exhibit he held in NSW Art Gallery early October 2010, he 

spoke of the fusion of art and politics, and pointed out how institutions, collectors, and dealers at 

the moment are the stars, rather than individuals and audience; how the majority of buyers are 

not blacks, and how reactions to his art are more favourable in the United States than in 

Australia, and more able to both contextualize it and perceive its humanity.  According to Bell, 

Aboriginal Art has become in all effect a commodity and the result of a marketing strategy 

whose key players are not Aboriginal, but ―White people whose areas of expertise are in the 

fields of Anthropology and ‗Western Art‘‖, to the extent that ―attaching Spirituality during a sale 

of Aboriginal Art helps greatly in closing a deal. However, important matters haven't been given 

due consideration […] such as: [t]he number of artists holding the knowledge is declining rapidly 

and the younger people are reluctant to take up the ‗Old Ways‘‖ (Bell 2002). Bell is also 

reluctant to accept the classification offered by anthropologists of ‗Urban art‘, the latter being, as 

Bell writes (2002),  
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the work of people [who] descended from the original owners. Through a brutal colonization 

process much of the culture has disappeared. However, what has survived is important. The 

Dreamtime is the past, the present and the future. The Urban artists are still telling dreamtime 

stories, albeit, contemporary ones. The Dreamings (of the favoured ‗real Aborigines‘ from the 

least settled areas) actually pass deep into Urban territories. In short, the Dreamings cannot be 

complete [my emphasis] without reciprocity between the supposed real Aboriginals of the North 

and the supposed Unreal or inauthentic Aboriginals of the South [.] Many Urban artists have 

rejected the ethno-classification of Aboriginal Art to the extent they don't participate in 

Aboriginal shows. They see themselves as artists - not as Aboriginal artists [author’s emphasis]. 

 

Boomalli artists share the same feeling, with regards to the reinforcement of barriers between so-

called traditional and non-traditional artists, or the constructed dichotomy rural-urban; ―it‘s like 

saying: dividing we will rule‖, as we have seen with Euphemia Bostock. 

According to Bell, this division is the fruit of postcolonial attempt to divide and rule in 

the name of racial purity (Bell 2002), to the extent that even the Native Title Act conforms to the 

same artificial criteria. Bell believes that there is a strong relationship between Aboriginal art as 

a white thing and the NTA: both are seen by Bell as exploitative, for they similarly require a 

proof of racial purity in terms of ―[t]he relationship to the land - with the song, the dance, the 

painting‖, so that ―the legal industry and the ‗industry‘ that caters for Aboriginal Art trot out 

from within their respective ranks ‘experts’ who are interchangeable between them [author’s 

emphasis]‖ (Bell 2002). 

A (voluntary) Code of conduct 

 

An Indigenous Australian Art Commercial Code of Conduct  opened for voluntary expressions 

of interest in March 2010
18

. The code specifies a ―set of minimum standards for dealers, agents 

and artists, and defines terms of trade, rights and responsibilities for the sale and management of 

artworks [.] Any persons or entities operating in the Indigenous art industry (such as dealers, 

agents, art galleries, auction houses and art centres, wholesalers and retailers) may apply to 

become a signatory to the Code‖ (Code). So far, though, the Code has failed to include public 

galleries, museums and collecting institutions, who decided to establish their own set of 

principles in The Charter of Principles for Publicly Funded Collecting Institutions, approved by 

Cultural Ministers in October 2009. Abiding by the code involves a commitment to respect 

Indigenous cultural practices by correctly identifying artworks and artists; artworks are only to 

be displayed with proper consent of the artist, and the images sold also in tourist shops should 

not be counterfeit and should always be attributed to an artist. The code may become mandatory 

in the future if it is deemed necessary after two years of experimenting with its voluntary form. 

The code was the main topic of the Belvoir Theatre panel discussion above mentioned, 

together with the role of the art centres. Among its aims, it was found to be able to provide a 

sustainable income and wide-reaching support not just to artists, but also to their families, their 
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 http://www.aboriginalartonline.com/resources/code.php, downloaded November 15, 2010. I will refer to it as the 

―Code‖. 

 

http://www.indigenousartcode.org/
http://www.indigenousartcode.org/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/90218/charter-of-principles.pdf
http://www.aboriginalartonline.com/resources/code.php
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whole community, and their homeland, in relation to art centres being strongly involved with 

community development. 

Lydia Miller and Jon Oster, during the panel discussion, explained how, because 

Aboriginal visual art is a three-million dollar industry, there are different interests at play and not 

all of them are ethical or legal. Even if a Trade Practices Act already exists against deceptive 

conduct, only few cases have been successful, because it is very difficult to sustain a body of 

evidence long enough to come to a court case. This is why the code of conduct was deemed by 

the panellists to be important: each signatory would have a certificate to testify their subscription 

to the Code. It would soon become a well-known feature to be displayed to buyers: ―You need 

that symbol. [Take] organic food: you as a consumer don‘t know the depth of fair trade [behind 

it], but at least you have the possibility to instantly recognise it when you do your purchase, 

being your decision based on that vision. So of course there is a market, but you have to conduct 

yourself with fair and ethical dealing with artist. Now the artworks that move through the market 

will be accompanied by a code-certificate‖, said Lydia Miller. It becomes apparent that the 

market is inescapable, but an ethical market is still better than counterfeiting. As Bronwyn 

explained during the panel discussion, in some tourist and souvenir shops in Sydney it is possible 

to find a plethora of Aboriginal-designed items stolen from, for instance, Yrrakala or Papunya 

and produced in China without any marking or trade-marking. Obviously, no money goes back 

to any Aboriginal person when their work is counterfeited.  

If the code-certificate were to be signed by the vast majority of dealers, eventually buyers 

would become more and more aware of its existence and request for it to be shown. Tourists 

cannot be expected to have this kind of awareness, so, as Bronwyn said, ―we need to get the 

message to them that ‗if you go and buy something, the authenticity and the fact that those 

royalties are going back to the artists needs to be established‘; it is an educational thing that 

could be flopped on Qantas Airlines: ‗when you are coming to Australia, respect Aboriginal 

people, try and find out if the money is going back to the Aboriginal community‘. People have to 

question, and ask the question that could make deceptive people uncomfortable. It‘s a grassroots 

movement, it‘s never been top-down, ultimately we are responsible for it to work‖. 

 While the positives of the adoption of the Code appears quite plain, the Resale Royalty 

Right for Visual Artists Act 2009, which commenced on 9 June 2010, and enables artists who 

derive their income from the initial sales ―to share in the commercialization of their work on the 

secondary art market‖
19

, is more controversial. Its value was not disputed during the panel 

discussion, although there is division concerning its effectiveness. Now artists are entitled to a 

resale royalty when on second sale their work is valued over AUD$1,000. The right is 

inalienable, as it cannot be assigned or licensed and the royalty will be received by artists even 

when the copyright is? transferred. Furthermore, ―the right will endure for the life of the artist 

plus 70 years […], [t]he entitlement passes to the artist's estate when the artist dies, [and] artists 

will be permitted to divide their rights in resale royalties to a number of successors‖ (ibid.).  

As Lewis explains, ―[t]he droit de suite is consistent with a civil law notion of property. 

Such a notion sees the artist joining his or her individual will to the work, and as a result the 

work comes to embody the owner‘s personality [.] The relationship between the artist and the 
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http://www.claytonutz.com/publications/news/201003/11/resale_royalty_right_for_visual_artists_act_about_to_co

mmence.page, downloaded November 15 2010. 

 

http://www.claytonutz.com/publications/news/201003/11/resale_royalty_right_for_visual_artists_act_about_to_commence.page
http://www.claytonutz.com/publications/news/201003/11/resale_royalty_right_for_visual_artists_act_about_to_commence.page
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work is ongoing and inseparable‖ (Lewis 2003: 10), unlike common law systems such as 

Australia, where an artist‘s work has been treated as a commodity and generally ―no continuing 

connection between the artist and their work subsist[ed]‖, if we consider that the ―purchaser of 

an artwork who pays the market price […] and who […] assumes the considerable risk that the 

work may decline in value [would] receive absolute unfettered ownership‖ (Lewis 2003: 10). 

What Lewis writes in 2003, applies at least until the endorsement of the Resale Royalty Right by 

the country in 2010. However, Lewis decries the resale royalty on the grounds that if galleries 

are forced to pay artists a percentage of the resale value of the work, the gallery may demand a 

lower price when purchasing the painting from the artist in the first place. A resale royalty could 

therefore have the effect of discouraging investment and consequently depressing the art market, 

while benefiting only successful artists who attract large prices and resell frequently. According 

to Lewis, this scheme may hence have elitist effects and thus should only be employed if it 

benefits the majority of artists, or at the very least, benefits the struggling and emerging artists, 

who are most in need of financial encouragement. A negative impact of the scheme on less 

expensive works may also be related, according to Lewis, to the fact that the cost of 

administering a resale royalty system is subtracted from the royalty itself.  

However, one has to take into account that commercial bodies are not able to hold the 

right, and that artists are able to pass on the resale royalty rights to an organization that works for 

the benefit of the community, which particularly applies in the case of Aboriginal art, as 

presumably that organization may be the art centre or the art-cooperative, as in the case of 

Boomalli. During the panel discussion, Bronwyn Bancroft pointed out how resale royalties are 

valuable, because the money is no longer going entirely in the hands of non-indigenous sellers.  

Lewis suggested, in 2003, that, in order to support the visual arts community, especially 

emerging artists, higher funds from the federal government would be of more help than resale 

royalties. During the panel discussion, Oster explained that, because there are art centres which 

often operate with just one staff member, there is an important government initiative at the 

moment, which supports and funds Aboriginal art-workers, as opposed to artists: the funds are 

helping Aboriginal people to build skills around arts-management.  

 

The art reconciliation 

From the above, we understand how the debate around Aboriginal art and its market may trigger 

both the search for common intents as well as divisions within the Aboriginal community itself. 

For what regards the positive effects of the struggle to include the diversity of Aboriginal artists 

within an overall unifying framework centred on grassroots expressions, Morphy (2009) outlines 

how the political and the personal element are inextricably linked as well as overarching 

Aboriginal art altogether. Morphy does so by comparing the Yolngu experience in the remote 

community of Yirrkala, and the one of Boomalli art co-op in Sydney. He claims that, while in 

Yirrkala the main focus is on expanding the connections of the local community with the 

national and global communities, in Boomalli ―there is a stronger focus on individual careers. 

Both, however, are evolving grassroots organizations that provide a focal point for community 

action‖ (126). While I agree with this claim in regards to the grassroots movement of both 

communities, I suggest that further relevance may be given to the ongoing action taken by 

Boomalli in expanding the connections of the local community with Australia as a whole and the 

international community as well. Let me leave this point for a moment, and let me focus on the 

comparison that Morphy establishes between the two realities, as it has several strong points and 

insights. Morphy explains how ―Yolngu people have used art to mediate the impact of European 
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colonization since the 1930s‖ (117), and how Boomalli has a key role in the development of a 

networked community of artists in South-Eastern Australia: ―Yolngu might appear to be more 

like a community [in the sense] of people who live together […] and Boomalli might appear to 

be a community [in the sense of] a dispersed set of people who share interests in common, but 

there are overlaps [in the fact that in] both cases art plays an important role in helping to make 

and remake the communities [and] enabling them to act as the world changes around them‖ 

(117). Since the establishment of white settlement in Arnhem Land in the 1920s and 1930s, 

Yolngu started to understand that they had to present themselves as a whole to the outside world 

in order to re-establish their rights to land and culture. As we have seen in Part II, rights in land 

and rights in painting are two sides of the same coin (Morphy 1983). In the 1950s Yolngu living 

at Yirrkala started working with anthropologists and curators: ―Tuckson and Scougall‘s visits in 

1959 and 1960 laid the foundations for the Art Gallery of New South Wales‘ Yirrkala collections 

and art became a means whereby Yolngu communicated the value of their culture to the outside 

world‖ (Morphy 2009: 118), and the Yolngu eventually started producing paintings for the 

outside market. Emblematic in the metamorphosis from ceremony to market are the Yirrkala 

Church Panels produced in 1962, but whose groundwork had been prepared by ―earlier visits 

from anthropologists and collectors [and] developed a form of episodic narrative paintings that 

traced the journeys of ancestral beings across Yolngu land. […] Yolngu artists decided how they 

would use their art [to present] their sacred law could […] in public contexts‖ (118-119). As 

Morphy indicates, ―The Church Panels were part of a process for dealing with outsiders that 

could be traced back to well before European colonization and included encounters with the 

Macassarese. The panels were, however, a significant intervention in Australian politics and […] 

became the stimulus for the Yirrkala Bark Petition‖(119-120): Yolngu ―took the Commonwealth 

Government and the mining company NABALCO to court in 1971 over the granting of a mining 

lease over their land. Although they lost that case, it was the catalyst for the Woodward 

Commission into Aboriginal Land Rights, which eventually resulted in the Aboriginal Land 

Rights Act (Northern Territory) 1976‖ (120). More recently, as Morphy indicates, ―Yolngu 

artists and clan leaders decided to produce a series of paintings that represented different clan 

countries along the coast, asserting their historic rights over the land and sea. On this occasion, 

rather than remaining on display in Yirrkala, the paintings became a travelling exhibition, 

accompanied by a detailed catalogue documenting the meanings and localities represented. The 

paintings were eventually acquired by the Australian National Maritime Museum as part of its 

permanent collection‖ (120): it is the Saltwater Collection, which resulted in the Yolngu bringing 

a case before the Federal Court under the Native Title Act 1993 and the Aboriginal Land Rights 

(Northern Territory) Act 1976. The collection was put forward as a demonstration of native title 

rights under Australian law: ―examples of the Saltwater paintings were used as evidence and 

incorporated in witness statements. The legal action on this occasion was successful and the 

claim over the waters of the intertidal zone was finally recognized by a decision of the High 

Court in July 2008‖ (121).  

Boomalli artists come not just from Sydney, but also from regional New South Wales and 

Queensland, for instance, and they have developed different styles and worked on a vast range of 

media. Despite the individual diversities, as Morphy indicates, ―they found themselves in a 

similar position in the art world, struggling with issues of authenticity and identity, sharing a 

history of exclusion and attuned to many of the same themes in their lives and the lives of their 

families‖ (126). Currently, as Morphy indicates, ―while Yolngu art is highly innovative, the 

governing board emphasises working in traditional media such as bark and the use of Indigenous 
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pigments. Yolngu artists work to maintain the relative autonomy of their society and to 

communicate their values to outsiders. Boomalli‘s objectives are different and yet overlapping. 

Its original purpose was to support […] urban Indigenous artists finding it difficult to have their 

own work shown as authentic Aboriginal art in the mainstream […]‖ (127). 

  As Boomalli developed, however, as Morphy accurately points out, the categorization 

between urban and non-urban art was unsustainable: ―Aratjara, the major international 

exhibition that toured Europe, was not premised on the basis of a dualistic division between 

traditional and urban art [.] The result was that organizations such as Boomalli, rather than being 

opposed to ones such as [Yirrkala], became complementary‖ (127). This is in line with what 

Bronwyn Bancroft told me during our interview, but with reference to regional exhibits: ―I think 

the regional galleries are doing a better job than the city galleries in terms of exposing regional 

and local artists and accepting the fact that Aboriginal artists do different works and it‘s not all 

dots, and it‘s not all Papunya, and it‘s not all Utopia or Yirrkala: it‘s actually people coming 

from Campsie, Byron Bay, Nimbin, Coffs Harbour...‖. However, can we really claim that we 

―can identify a trajectory in which Indigenous agency has had a considerable impact‖, as Morphy 

claims (2009: 123)? Boomalli certainly bears even more than ―a family resemblance with 

Indigenous art centres‖ (123) and yet, as Bronwyn Bancroft and Jeffrey Samuels have pointed 

out during the interviews, there are not many galleries which are totally self-managed by 

Aboriginal people, although they are owned by them. Boomalli is the first case in NSW. In the 

rest of Australia, when will the time come for art in all remote communities to be entirely or 

predominantly self-managed by Aboriginal people? It is the same kind of question implied by 

Bell (2002) and partially responded to by Orston in the panel discussion, as we have seen from 

his indication on the recent governmental initiative to fund courses for Aboriginal people solely 

devoted to art-management skills. Furthermore, Boomalli‘s peculiarities cannot be spotted by 

solely comparing it to the very peculiar reality of Yirrkala. In many art-centres, including 

Papunya, a vast majority of work are directed to the market, also the tourist market, the dot 

painting being the most popular amongst foreigners. While it is undeniable that many artists 

from Boomalli have developed a career and become internationally acclaimed, it is also true that 

the profit coming from the sales of artists who belong to the co-op goes directly to the co-op with 

no mediation, and if commodification is a form of hegemony, Boomalli goes against this 

hegemony by fostering the highest possible level of diversity. The connection that Boomalli has 

with the wider community does not just rest in the fact that the co-op has artists coming from 

very far, but also in the welcoming of different expressions: to mention only one instance, a 

substantial voluntary effort has been put in by Bronwyn for an exhibition of regional art (opened 

on December 4, 2010), called ―The Show of Strength‖, where twenty-five Aboriginal men and 

twenty-five Aboriginal women from NSW (from the least famous to the most famous) brought in 

their works together, and their families as well. The show aimed at giving to fifty artists and their 

communities a big boost to their regional impetus, so that they could take their vision and their 

artistic practice to a wider audience.  

 It is thanks to the historical importance of Boomalli that the co-op now has a permanent 

home. As Bronwyn said before the building was granted, ―when we succeed in getting the 

building, it‘ll be the first time since colonization that NSW people have ever had a permanent 

home. That‘s an incredibly significant moment for the strength of Aboriginal people in this State. 

Having Boomalli a longevity of almost 25 years – is something absolutely worth fighting for, 

and the fact that it‘s Aboriginal run cooperative is another essential moment, as well as 

mentoring younger Aboriginal artists… and historically so many artists [from Boomalli] have 
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become internationally renowned, like Tracy Moffat, Fiona Foley, Michael Riley, Euphemia 

Bostock, Fernando Martin, Avril Quail, Jeffrey Samuels, Arone Meeks, myself, Adam Hill, and 

to cast a net that wide, as an Aboriginal cooperative, I think it‘s really incredible, and I think the 

historical ramification of a cooperative like Boomalli will never be able to be gauged,  because 

it‘s not a matter of sort of mere equations and of just being able to commodify: it‘s a matter of 

the impact that it had historically, probably will never be seen again, unless  there is a great 

renaissance… which we are working on, but yeah, that may take a couple of years to take off the 

ground‖. 

When I ask Bronwyn what she thinks about the perception of Aboriginal art in general, 

she tells me that she has exhibited in France and in America, and she believes that on a global 

level there is a greater academic thirst and quest for knowledge in terms of the shows which are 

developed overseas as compared to Australia: ―Australia is a bit immature in the way it‘s dealing 

with Aboriginal art‖, says Bronwyn: ―you only have to look at a catalogue, maybe called ‗urban 

focus‘ or maybe ‗contemporary Aboriginal art‘, and they‘ll have the traditional artists first, then 

people working in community groups, then regional artists, then the urban fellows at the back. So 

if that‘s not the grossest of commodification via academics and senior curators, then I think it 

leads a way for people to think that way. Even to put the people at the end of a book to me sends 

a signal‖. In order for Aboriginal art to be properly understood, and not just categorized, not 

merely the buyers need to be educated, but people in general. As Bronwyn says, in Australia this 

has proved more difficult than overseas for two reasons: ―because there‘s been such a diverse 

academic researching of artists, particularly in Europe, in France: they know a lot about their 

artists‖, so they are more open to the diversity and the fluidity which is present also in Aboriginal 

art; and, says Bronwyn, ―because Aboriginal art to most people was classified as an 

ethnographic, museology moment pre-1970s, so that people had to get out of the mind-shift of 

actually classifying it as a museum object‖.  

 

Conclusion 

The different Aboriginal nations used to influence one-another in their cultural expressions as 

they do nowadays, and as they do also by interacting with Western art. The age of mechanical 

reproduction, as Isenberg and Benjamin (2001) portray it, witnesses the victory of products 

which all look alike, but this in turn allows the masses to have access to art (especially through 

cinema and photography), and potentially to overturn the order established by the dominant 

views. Benjamin, in particular, opposes the idea of history as a linear path along a constant and 

growing development and progress, thus refuting Hegelian historicism according to which the 

progress of rationality is immanent to reality. How can art reach the masses in order to overturn 

stereotypes? According to Bronwyn Bancroft, this process includes how art can reach children; 

in order to appreciate culture, and not just to commodify it, education must start at the very 

beginning. Bronwyn says: ―I do a lot of book illustration for children; I have illustrated over 

twenty books, so to think that little non-Aboriginal kids are learning about Aboriginal culture 

through those books means that they do remember it, it starts getting embedded in their 

psychological framework and now they actually think about Aboriginal people‖.  

One may see an antinomy in the occurrence, within the Aboriginal art movement, of both 

the necessity to overcome the market (and the prejudices from people who control the art scene) 

and the necessity to enter the market; one can also see an antinomy in the willingness to be 

acknowledged as artists both in relation to and independent of Aboriginality. These antinomies 
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probably do not need to be fixed at all, as forcing them towards a solution would mean, again, to 

encapsulate the diversity within the Aboriginal art movements into one category.  

Aboriginal art may be valued because of its brilliancy as a qualisign that can be appreciated 

transculturally and independently of its embeddedness in what for Aboriginal people is the 

emanation of ancestral power through painting (see Morphy 1994), or in terms of the secrets it 

may encode, or because of being, on the other end of the spectrum, full of instances of what 

Western art categorizes as neo-expressionism; or, again, for its political stances, and for many 

other reasons, but ultimately one has to agree with the fact, as Myers (1991) puts it, that ―the 

disjunction between these arenas [local and global] in which meanings are produced and 

circulate is more complex than commodification‖, and relates to the ―disjoined relationship 

between the discourses of the art world and those of Aboriginal painters‖ (1991: 30). He adds to 

this that ―[m]ost painters continue to think of their commercial paintings as related to and 

derived from their ceremonial designs and rock paintings, associated‖ to the Dreaming, ―and 

therefore possessing value other than that merely established in the market place‖ (Myers 1991: 

34). As Myers argues, even in the making of high art, the acrylics, in the eyes of the painters, do 

not just have monetary value, but also represent an act of autonomy and self-determination. This 

ambivalence is reflected in the work of art-critics.: ―[a]rt critics produce their stories and 

sensibilities as part of larger, ideological concerns about art and the world – chiefly, it would 

appear, against the threat of ‗mass culture‘, ‗kitsch‘, ‗the market‘, and ‗commodification‘. Yet 

the work of critics is deeply embedded in a capitalist marketplace, fuelled by novelty and 

‗difference‘ to offer buyers. In this sense, and this is the chief irony with which many artists 

contend, the art world (despite its claims to the opposite) may itself reflect – rather than 

transcend – the placelessness of late capitalism‖ (Myers 1991: 47); ―[t]hus, within the art world, 

artists and critics struggle with the recognition that new differences – the regional, the local – are 

too easily drawn within the common, ‗international culture‘ that subverts the initial differences‖ 

(1991: 47) to be found in the local and regional domains. However, as Myers continues, ―[w]hat 

acrylics represent to their makers resist […] commodification [because] all places are not the 

same‖ (Myers 1991: 50): what art is for Aboriginal artists ultimately thus resists the 

placelessness of commodification, and this applies to Boomalli as well. 

My fieldwork faced the limitations of rigid timeframes and total lack of funding, yet its 

results may pave the way to a more thorough case study of Boomalli‘s Aboriginal Artists‘ Co-op. 

Further issues to consider are the in-depth exploration of the artists‘ work (including all the other 

internationally famous artists and video-makers whom I have just mentioned). Further research 

should also look, beyond others, at Johnson (1990) for the contextualization of ‗urban‘ art in the 

Australian context, and at Tamisari (2007) for the contemporary challenges of Indigenous 

Australian art. No one has done a proper monograph on Boomalli yet, and it is desirable that this 

may be implemented in the near future, in line with the fact that ―Aboriginal people increasingly 

have the opportunity to deploy their meanings directly‖ (Myers 1991: 33), in line with the fact 

that oral life stories often allow an intensity to develop that makes the informants open up and 

express themselves in a way that, undeniably, can and must integrate the analysis of secondary 

data or theory, and in line with the subsequent need to explore Boomalli‘s art in its self-

presentation more in depth. 
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