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Yiwarra Kuju—One Road:
Re-visioning history through Aboriginal art

David Carter

(Professor of Australian Literature and Cultural History, The University of Queensland)

Looking over recent issues of the
CPAS Newsletter I noted that two of
my predecessors in the role of Visiting
Professor of Australian Studies had
written on museum exhibitions they
had discovered in Tokyo during their
tenure.' Both exhibitions provided the
occasion for reflection on Australia’s
colonial history and new understand-
ings of Indigenous-settler relations as
represented in the collecting and dis-
play practices of contemporary mu-
seums. Discovering these two essays
made it clear to me that I had a won-
derful opportunity, indeed almost a
duty, to write about the extraordinary
One Road exhibition of Aboriginal art
held at the Ichihara Lakeside Museum,
Chiba prefecture, between 1 October
2016 and 9 January 2017." For One
Road was not only a stunning exhibi-
tion of contemporary Aboriginal art, it

represents a significant revisioning of
an important, even emblematic episode
in the history of white settlement in
Australia and the processes of dispos-
session and violence towards Aborig-
inal peoples that such settlement — or
invasion — entailed. At the same time,
as a stunning exhibition of Aboriginal
art, One Road was also testimony to
Aboriginal survival and to Aboriginal
cultures as living, contemporary cul-
tures.

The ‘one road’ to which the title of
the exhibition refers is the Canning
Stock Route in north-western Western
Australia (WA). Established in the ear-
ly twentieth-century, the stock route is
a trail extending from Sturt Creek in
the Kimberly region in north-west WA
to Wiluna in the central west, a dis-
tance of around 1850 kilometres. The
trail linked more than fifty wells or

waterholes through arid, largely desert
country, and was designed to enable the
movement of cattle (‘stock’ ) from the
grazing areas of the east Kimberleys to
the growing gold mining settlements
further south. The scheme thus brought
together the two industries—the pas-
toral and mining industries—that were
largely responsible for the rapid ex-
pansion of white settlement in both
eastern and western Australia from the
middle of the nineteenth century. The
grazing of sheep over large territories
for the export of wool, then the grazing
of cattle for beef, spread pastoralism
across northern Australia from east to
west, while gold mining expanded sig-
nificantly in WA in the 1890s and ear-
ly 1900s. Historians have been struck
by the scale and rapidity of pastoral
expansion in Australia. For David Day,
the pastoralists completed “the physical
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occupation of a continent in the short-
est time the world had ever witnessed”;
for Geoffrey Bolton, the settlers “took
possession of the country with devas-
tating rapidity.” ™

Bolton's focus was mainly on the
environmental effects of such rapid
expansion, but many would now think
first and foremost of the devastating
impact it had on the Aboriginal com-
munities on whose land it occurred.
Aboriginal people had been living in
the north-west for at least 30,000 years
before colonisation, and the Canning
Stock Route itself cut across the coun-
try and custodial sites of several differ-
ent Indigenous communities and had
impacts on many more: “More than 15
language groups can be found within
the broad region crossed by the Can-
ning Stock Route, and though not all of
these groups have territorial rights over
the Country within the stock route cor-
ridor, all are associated in some ways
with its story, through cultural, familial
and historical connections to the route

and its custodians, or to sites along the
major Dreaming tracks or songlines.”™
One of the most powerful exhibits in
the One Road exhibition is a map that
shows the stock route like a long scar
cutting through the Dreaming tracks of
several Aboriginal groups; or, to look
differently, we see multiple Dreaming
tracks crossing over the single line of
the stock route, reasserting an Aborig-
inal map of the land both older and
newer than the white man's map. The
Aboriginal story lines appear to exist
both underneath and on top of the
white man’s drawing.

The emblematic nature of the Can-
ning Stock Route story thus comes
from the way in which it brings togeth-
er complex white-settler and Indige-
nous histories, histories of conflict and
disruption but also of continuity and
adaptation, reclamation and revival,
shared histories as well as disputed
histories. Pastoral expansion finally
met its match in the desert regions of
Australia, meaning the Canning Stock

Aboriginal songlines superimposed on original map of the Can-
ning Stock Route. One Road Exhibition, Ichihara Lakeside Gal-
lery. Courtesy of the National Museum of Australia.

Route could be projected in the early
twentieth century as an heroic, nation-
building effort to defeat this final chal-
lenge to complete possession of the
land. (The fact that the route remains
popular as a track for 4-wheel drive
adventures suggests it still carries some
of these earlier pioneering connota-
tions.) To understand its significance
today, however, is also to engage with
the multi-layered Aboriginal histories
of this land: the traditional meanings of
‘country’ and of the Dreaming stories
and songlines which hold that mean-
ing; the disruptions and transforma-
tions in Aboriginal lives caused by the
stock route as many were forced or
chose to move out of the desert coun-
try; the ongoing ties to the land and its
stories, maintained despite these dis-
ruptions; and last but not least the emer-
gence of the Kimberley and Western
Desert Aboriginal art movements from
the 1980s that enabled these links to
country to be expressed in contempo-
rary art forms.

These are precisely the complexi-
ties of historical and present meaning
that emerged from the Canning Stock
Route Project, launched in 2006 by a
West Australian art organisation in col-
laboration with Aboriginal art centres
and communities.” The project itself
brought many people back to country,
back to the traditional lands of their
kin, while also creating new collabora-
tions between Aboriginal groups and
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cura-
tors, artists, historians, and other actors.
The National Museum of Australia
(NMA) became involved early on in
the project, and in 2008 it decided to
acquire the major collection of art-
works and other material, including
oral histories, photographs and film,
that had been produced as part of the
project. A major exhibition, Yiwarra
Kuju (One Road): The Canning Stock
Route was held at the NMA from July
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2010 until January 2011, the most
successful exhibition ever held at the
museum in terms of visitor numbers. It
is from the NMA's collection that the
One Road exhibition shown in Japan
was drawn.

The stock route was named after
Alfred Canning, appointed by the WA
government in 1906 to survey a pos-
sible cattle trail from the north. His
team surveyed the route in less than
six months, relying on Aboriginal
guides (some willing, some captured)
to traverse the desert and locate the ab-
solutely essential water sources. Many
of these water sources were crucial to
Aboriginal people, not only for phys-
ical survival but as Dreaming sites, as
places of cultural and spiritual signif-
icance within the landscape. Canning
took neck chains and handcuffs to se-
cure his local Aboriginal guides and
forced them to lead him to water, al-
though it is likely they also directed
the survey party away from important
sacred sites.” His treatment of Abo-
riginal people during the trip — the use
of chains, the pursuit of Aboriginal
women, and the destruction of Abo-
riginal water sources — was later sub-
ject to a Royal Commission, in 1908,
but although the commission made
criticisms, Canning’s party was cleared
of all charges. Canning then super-
vised the construction of the route.
Many wells were built, and in such a
way that they prevented Aboriginal
access to the waters. This action pro-
duced conflict: the first drovers to
bring cattle down the track, in 1910,
were killed by Aborigines at one of
the wells. This led to a punitive expe-
dition in which at least ten Aboriginal
people were killed.

The stock route thus represents an
episode or series of episodes in the na-
tion-wide history of settler-Aboriginal
conflict over land. Ironically perhaps,
the route was barely used again until

the early 1930s. Many of the Euro-
pean-style wells were damaged by
Aboriginal people seeking to regain
access to the water source or import-
ant Dreaming sites. After renovation
of the track in 1931 stock transport
increased, but even so there were less
than forty cattle drives between 1910
and the last in 1959.

For such minimal economic benefit
the cost to Aboriginal people was great.
Some avoided the route, moving away
from traditional country in the process.
Others used the track to move out of
the desert to towns and church missions
or to pastoral stations where many
found work as stockmen and women,
crucial to the north-western cattle in-
dustry. Many families were dispersed
widely across the region and beyond.
In the process the Aboriginal history
of this land was largely forgotten in
Australia — except by the Aboriginal
people themselves. Oral histories and
other storytelling practices, including
sand drawing (drawing stories in the
desert sand), maintained not only the
traditional meanings of the land and
its tracks but also the more recent his-
tory of contact, of meetings, massa-
cres, and the movements of people.

Changes in the legal recognition of
Aboriginal land rights and native title
have more recently enabled some Ab-
original people to move back onto their
traditional lands, while new commu-
nities have been established in areas
that were once missions or pastoral
stations. It was in such areas that the
contemporary art movements were es-
tablished in the 1970s and 1980s.

One of the curators of the NMA
and One Road exhibitions, Professor
John Carty, described the impact of
contemporary Aboriginal art in his
speech at the opening of One Road: the
transformation of sand drawing and
ceremonial art onto the flat plane of
canvas, he suggested, was one of the

great stories of 20™-21" century art. I
would certainly agree. Aboriginal art
is the most innovative and profound
art movement in Australia today and
is now recognised globally (as in the
commissions for Aboriginal artists to
decorate the offices of the Musée du
quai Branly in Paris). The impact of
such art might be suggested by the ti-
tle of a recent scholarly book: How Ab-
origines Invented the Idea of Contempo-
rary Art." For the styles of Aboriginal
painting that emerged on canvas and
other non-traditional materials in the
late-twentieth century, first in central
Australia, then in the west and else-
where, are at once deeply ‘traditional’
and utterly contemporary. Indigenous
art in many countries is in danger of
being filed away in anthropological
categories, as the ancient cultures of
disappearing tribes, or preserved in
merely ‘folkloric’ terms (traditional
dress, music, or customs) with no bear-
ing in either case on the present world.
Australian Aboriginal cultures resist
such treatment.

Once modern materials were intro-
duced to communities, painting Dream-
ing stories in styles that were both tradi-
tional (based on sand drawing or body
painting for example) and modern (us-
ing bright colors, adapting symbolism,
introducing new figurative elements
etc.) grew rapidly and spread widely.
Many paintings have a close connec-
tion still to sacred stories; they function
both as maps of country and ‘state-
ments of identity, of belonging to the
land and having responsibility for it.
Within communities, art serves to keep
such knowledge alive for future gener-
ations. Others are largely decorative in
design or draw on more recent histo-
ries but still reflect traditional patterns
and symbols. Aboriginal art now par-
ticipates in the international art market,
and for some communities represents

the prime source of income. One aim is
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common—to use painting to tell stories
of the land and its histories from an
Aboriginal perspective and thereby to
share that Indigenous knowledge with
outsiders. In the words of artist Clifford
Brooks, “We wanna tell you fellas "bout
things been happening in the past that
hasn't been recorded, what old people
had in their head. No pencil and paper.
The white man history has been told
and it's today in the book. But our his-
tory is not there properly. We've got to
tell'em through our paintings.”""

In 2008, I had the great fortune to
see the large-scale exhibition of cen-
tral desert painter Emily Kame Kng-
warreye held at the National Arts Cen-
ter, Tokyo, a breath-taking collection
of more than one hundred works by an
artist who only began painting in her
seventies but produced around 3000
paintings in a wide range of styles be-
fore her death, all of which related to
her own Dreaming, her own country.
One Road is a fitting follow up. The
largest painting on display at the exhi-
bition is Martumili Ngurra (2009), by
six Martumili artists (Kumpaya Gir-
gaba, Jakayu Biljabu, Ngamaru Bidu,
Thelma Judson, Nola Taylor, and Jane
Girgaba). This must surely be one of
the greatest Australian paintings ever
made, an absolutely stunning represen-
tation of part of the country through
which the Canning Stock Route travels
but with the stock route itself criss-
crossed by a rich, brightly colored pat-
tern of other tracks encircling and over-
laying it. These are Aboriginal tracks,
tracing the songlines, stories, and sa-
cred sites of the Martu people. At One
Road, this very large painting — over
3 metres by 5 metres — was exhibited
lying flat, as it was painted, rather
than being hung on the wall in Euro-
pean gallery style. This enabled its
full impact as a physical and spiritual
map of country to be revealed. In the
words of painter Nola Taylor: “When

you look at this painting, don't read it
like a whitefella map. It's a Martu map:
this is how we see the Country, this is
how we use a painting to tell stories
about our country.”™

The great majority of the paintings
in the One Road exhibition can stand
any interrogation we might make of
them as works of art — they cannot be
reduced to anthropological evidence.
At the same time, they are about much
more than art alone; they embody and
express the world from which that art
emerges and the politics of the history
of place. The great achievement of the
One Road exhibition is that the art forc-
es us to re-examine the multiple his-
tories of the land and to begin to see it
in new ways. This process of engaging
with the history in turn forces us back
to the art with a new vision. We can un-
derstand the paintings in at least three
dimensions at once: firstly, in terms of
the traditional attachments to country
of the Aboriginal people in the regions
traversed by the stock route and the
ongoing significance of these attach-
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ment; secondly, in terms of the history
of settlement and invasion of Aborigi-
nal lands, but also the shared histories
of Aborigines and settlers living and
working in the land; and thirdly, in
terms of the contemporary stories that
Aboriginal cultures are telling about
themselves as vibrant, living cultures,
making demands not just on our sense
of the past but also on our sense of the
present and the future.

i Anna Johnston, “Banks' Florilegium: Art, Sci-
ence, and Colonialism,” CPAS Newsletter, Vol.
15, no. 2, March 2015; Maria Nugent, “Thinking
about things: The University of Tokyo's Inter-
mediatheque and the British Museum's Indig-
enous Australia exhibition,” CPAS Newsletter,
Vol. 17, no. 1, September 2016.

it One Road was produced by the National Mu-
seum of Australia and supported by the Austra-
lia-Japan Foundation, the Australian Embassy
in Tokyo, the Ministry for the Arts" Catalyst—
Australian Arts and Culture Fund, and the De-
partment of Foreign Affairs and Trade, and by
Cathay Pacific. Before opening at the Ichihara
Lakeside Museum the exhibition was shown at
the National Museum of Ethnology in Osaka
and the Kagawa Museum, and it next travels to
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Exhibition brochure, courtesy of Ichihara Lakeside Museum
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the Kushiro City Museum of Art, Hokkaido, 7
April to 7 May 2017. The Japanese catalogue for
the One Road exhibition is Sachiko Kubota ed.,
One Road: Gendai Aborigine Art no Sekai,
Gendai Kikaku Shitsu, Tokyo, 2016.

ii David Day, Claiming a Continent: A History
of Australia, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1996,
p. 159; Geoffrey Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers:
Australians make their Environment 1788-
1980, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1981, p. 21.

¥ Monique La Fontaine, “Listening to Coun-
try: The inseparable links between family and
Dreaming on the ‘Canning Stock Route,”
Yiwarra Kuju: The Canning Stock Route, Na-
tional Museum of Australia, Canberra, 2010,
p. 14. For a review of the NMA exhibition see

Sarah Scott, “Yiwarra Kuju: The Canning Stock
Route,” Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 42,
no. 2, pp. 2889-94. See also: http://www.nma.
gov.au/exhibitions/yiwarra_kuju/home

v In 2006, the independent WA cultural associ-
ation FORM partnered with Aboriginal art cen-
tres and communities to explore the history of
the stock route from an Aboriginal perspective.
In 2007, a major road trip along the route with
Aboriginal curators and around 80 artists, plus
follow-up trips and workshops, created a major
collection of paintings and other artefacts and
documentary materials, acquired by the National
Museum of Australia in 2008. Carly Davenport,
“The Story behind the Canning Stock Route Pro-
ject,” Yiwarra Kuju: The Canning Stock Route,

pp. 3-11. See also Carly Davenport Acker, “Con-
vergence: The Making of the Canning Stock
Route Project and Yiwarra Kuju Exhibition,”
Cultural Studies Review, Vol. 21, no. 1, March
2015, pp. 177-205.

¥i “Of mining and meat: The story of the Can-
ning Stock Route,” Yiwarra Kuju: The Canning
Stock Route, p. 34.

vi How Aborigines Invented the Idea of Con-
temporary Art: Writings on Aboriginal Con-
temporary Art, ed. lan McLean, Power Publica-
tions, Sydney, 2011.

viit Yiwarra Kuju: The Canning Stock Route, p. iii.
 Yiwarra Kuju: The Canning Stock Route, p.
179. The painting is reproduced and discussed
on pp. 178-79.
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