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~  Artist-Curator’s Essay ~ 
 

PLACE: Beyond an Indigenous critical analysis of fine art 

practice, discourse and culture and the contested nature 

of minority identity in the mainstream – Articulating an 

Indigenous aesthetic 

Dr Randolph Bowers 

 

Abstract 

This essay arises from reflection on a recent exhibition hosted by the Cape Breton University Art 

Gallery in which the author’s paintings as a Canadian Indigenous visual artist were brought 

together with the works of two Australian visual artists, Dwayne Wannamarra Wyndier Kennedy 

and Elder Grace Kennedy. These works came together in “PLACE: Three artists. Two countries. 

One heart – Australian and Canadian Indigenous paintings.” In an essay reflecting on the 

writings of Indigenous curators, artists and scholars this narrative provides another layer of 

analysis to augment and complement the exhibition. The intention of this essay is to offer a 

critical analysis on the wider contexts in which the exhibition of PLACE is constructed, and to 

situate the exhibition in a socio-political and cultural landscape by foregrounding the 

problematic of ‘post-colonial’ practices, discourses and cultures. By critiquing the mono-

linguistic and cultural flatland of mainstream scholarly and arts discourse and practice, the essay 

challenges mainstream spaces to open up to become truly public and generative. The essay then 

moves into a more generative and positive space through articulating an Indigenous aesthetic 

based on a reflective praxis undertaken during the exhibition of PLACE.  
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With no small symbolic significance, I would like to begin this essay by citing Brenda L. Croft 

(2003), a scholar who identifies as Aboriginal Australian, and whose words appear in the 

acclaimed anthology ‘Making a noise! Aboriginal perspectives on art, art history, critical writing 

and community’ published by the Banff International Curatorial Institute.  

Croft (2003, p. 115) engages in a critical socio-cultural analysis of the mainstream response 

toward the late Emily Kam Kngwarrey’s (1910-1996) artistic career, to which she concludes that 

the ‘blanket lack of comprehension regarding Kngwarrey’s work has always existed and extends 

to all Indigenous visual art practice.’ Underlying this ‘lack of comprehension’ are more 

systematic and sustained approaches that have clearly defined the PLACE and LACK OF PLACE 

for Indigenous art within colonial and post-colonial practice, discourse and culture. Suggesting 

that the artist’s cultural adeptness and ability to convey complex synthesis of ‘multi-faceted 

suggestions of locality, regionality, and an astute integration of ancient and contemporary 

cultural meanings,’ Croft (2003, pp. 115-116) cuts to the heart of the matter: 

The discovery of [Kngwarrey’s] biographical details only added to... a 

fascination with existing contradictions/limitations in [the mainstream 

person’s] own points of reference to other artists who were familiar among 

the international arts intelligentsia. Perhaps the freedom provided by a 

naive kind of ignorance (as apposed to a deliberate ignorance) was a good 

thing. 

While the author is actually referring to international critics whose relationship to the Australian 

artist’s works appeared to be based on peripheral aesthetic comprehension, the underlying 

problematic here, and my reason for changing the noun within her quote, is the way in which the 

mainstream international arts community continues to negate Indigenous artist’s ‘culture, 

gender, location, and the wealth of knowledge [they bring] to [their] work through [their] life 

experiences’ (Croft 2003, p. 115, paraphrase is mine). By addressing the ‘international arts 

community’ allow me to speak more specifically, realistically, and critically of locality and PLACE 

only in relation to Europe, North America, Australia, and New Zealand. I clarify location so as not 

to continue in one of the typical problematics of mainstream culture which is to conflate the 

whole universe and all of Planet Earth to consist of ‘our way or the highway’ which, in 

mainstream practice, discourse and culture is framed-in by an Anglo-European-Colonial 

worldview which is in fact quite limited in regards to representation of the intellectual and 

cultural wealth of nations that exists on Planet Earth.  

At the same time, mainstream commentary on Indigenous art suggests continued judgment of 

artistic practice based in largely colonial constructs of ‘authenticity,’ cultural ‘purity,’ and 

mapping ‘non-Aboriginal influences’ on ‘Indigenous art’ as if to suggest that when artists allow 
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their work to be influenced by other cultural and/or technological adaptations that they are no 

longer authentic nor of value to the consumptive (and colonially conditioned) eyes of the 

mainstream public. As Croft suggests (2003, p. 116): 

The history of this impossible desire to PLACE Indigenous artists in an 

absolute permanent position in relation to western art practices is linked to 

the ongoing desire to PLACE Indigenous people into neat little categories. 

They/we should know their/our PLACE and stay put. [The emphasis on PLACE 

is my own.] 

We see here that the geopolitics of PLACE as an exhibition is indeed problematic. What may 

appear on one level to be a show about the cultural beauty and power of Indigenous cultural 

stories, traditions and spirituality is in fact on another level a deeply troubling political challenge 

to the status quo in Indigenous (and global ecological and economic) approaches.  

Croft (2003, p. 116) continues to emphasize the point by illustrating the arts community in these 

issues. However, my analysis suggests there are much more pervasive and perverted chronic 

sociopathic concerns arising from a truly post-colonial attempt toward honest mainstream 

cultural self-awareness. To this end, please consider replacing Croft`s nouns in the following 

quote with whatever your profession happens to be, i.e., merchants, teachers, professors, cooks, 

journalists, or engineers. 

There is a need on the part of many of the aforementioned critics and arts 

professionals, be they curators or commercial dealers, for the status quo to 

remain safely categorised and to have Indigenous people firmly locked in 

time and PLACE. It is too confusing for them to deal with the possibility of 

exchange of ideas and influences among Aboriginal artists. [Emphasis on 

PLACE is my own] 

To PLACE Indigenous approaches to any field in a prison of the past is to render significant 

contributions to art, culture, scholarship and science insignificant. To delimit the PLACE of 

cultural, linguistic and ecological diversity at a time in history when planetary systems are 

stretched to the limit of endurance is akin to unconsciously fulfilling a macro-social self-imposed 

death wish. By doing so, the arts and sciences of mainstream culture are cutting themselves off 

from what must surely be one of the greatest still existing human and natural resources based in 

Indigenous ways of knowing.  

Politically it goes without saying, but is worth saying nonetheless, by continuing to PLACE 

Indigenous approaches in a rarefied non-status relegated to the past is to police a separate 
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second class non-citizen status for Indigenous people`s contributions. More bluntly, while we 

might have the vote, cultural apartheid is alive and well. This is true even while global Indigenous 

scholarship is raging ahead with great energy, vision and purpose. It only seems to reason that 

the last forms of sanctioned prejudice in many western nations rests mainly but not exclusively 

in race, gender, and sexual difference, and that these forms of backward thinking for many 

mainstream audiences continue to limit people`s cognitive flexibility and cultural adaptability 

leading to the growing issues of populations of society tending toward the extremes of 

fundamentalism, intolerance, violence, and terrorism (Noel 1994; Smith and Gordon 1998).  

It is by no means a coincidence that Indigenous scholars have been calling out for the past three 

decades (in the language of the mainstream) for greater cultural adeptness on the part of 

governments, educational institutions, and social and political organisations because the issues 

we face are indicative of wider social trends which must be addressed (Battiste et al 2006; Side 

and Robbins 2007).  Remembering the words of Lee-Ann Martin (2003, p.106-107): 

A considerable number of Indigenous scholars, artists, curators, and writers 

are grounded both in Indigenous knowledge and in western theories and 

methodologies. Undoubtedly, this combination of approaches will form the 

foundation for Indigenous textual territories... We must write both within 

the context of the mainstream modes of dissemination and within our own 

communities... 

Although I can concede the author`s advice is warranted, it is by far not the ideal for minority nor 

mainstream cultures to impose bicultural awareness on the minority without expecting any 

change in the majority. As a case in illustration, I am reminded of the excitement I felt while 

learning my traditional language. In sharing the language and translations with friends who did 

not know the language, even the most astute and politically aware of my friends commented in 

ways that suggested I tone down my use of non-English. My approach was annoying them! It 

dawned on me how our `whole world` is cozy because of the use of language in a basically 

mono-linguistic culture. Again, the notion of two `official` languages in Canada is still rather 

fictional in everyday culture. In Australia where there is no pretension of bilingualism, the cozy 

nature of the Anglo-cultural space is even more secure. However, in any Anglo-linguistic 

universe the more cozy life becomes the less likelihood that people will think in divergent ways. 

The universe and the cosmology of the culture shrinks, and becomes based in materialism and 

shallow politics that may indeed lead to many of the current forms of social-fundamentalism 

that give rise to simplistic political extremism whether conservative or liberal in intention. 

In staging any minority discourse in mainstream spaces similar issues arise in using alternative 

ways of knowing within a constricted English speaking universe. Humanist rhetoric suggests that 
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empathy and mutual understanding can lead to cultural understanding – which is likely true if we 

were talking about a mutual communication process. But history and contemporary practice 

bears out that the process is not mutual. The process favours mainstream rhetoric, discourse 

and practice. How can we as minority people express ourselves in a context where explaining 

basic cultural concepts is hindered by generations of linguistic myopia? The challenges are 

enormous and the system is set up to exclude and decode, maintaining a cozy linguistic flatland. 

In a context like Eastern Canada, where we have all had more than 500 years to get things right, 

what hope is there when we continue to sustain a mono-linguistic stance? We must indeed 

become multi-lingual in more than rhetoric. In parallel, bridging gaps in arts culture requires 

changes in institutional practices while not further blaming minority individuals for their lack of 

knowledge of certain ways of doing things assumed to be part of the status quo. Supporting 

these reflections Jim Logan (2003, pp. 78-79) suggests that mainstream people need to self 

reflect: 

The concept of `mutual appreciation of the conceptual knowledge` 

[between mainstream and Indigenous cultures] ...still remains an idealistic 

thought... From my experience in talking to arts administrators from various 

arts institutions, there is a cautious, uneasy acceptance, rather than an 

appreciation for the inclusion of Aboriginal knowledge. This circumstance 

may be because since their education lacked any instruction or any cultural 

studies regarding Aboriginal peoples, many may feel inadequate when 

dealing with Aboriginal cultural issues and art practices. 

Expectations for professional standards of practice in cultural awareness have no doubt changed 

over the past few decades. As a counsellor and psychotherapist, my scholarly interests include 

the macro-social-psychological issues relating to the mechanisms of prejudice within human 

relationships, communities, and cultures (Bowers et al, 2005). This body of knowledge suggests 

that the ideals of a multi-cultural stance during the 1980s and subsequent postmodern critique 

during the 1990s is leading to current realisations that the whole field of professional practice in 

western spaces needs to be revamped. Current language suggests culturally infused approaches 

that require people to open up in authentic and genuine ways to learning another language, 

other customs, ways of knowing, and ways of looking at the world. Contemporary professional 

ethics within the helping professions require greater cultural sensitivity and astuteness. It is no 

longer acceptable to use a one size fits all, nor one `multi-cultural` approach meant to serve any 

and all minority cultures. Practitioners are required to gain a practical sense of locality, 

specificity, and adeptness in cultural awareness practice. As ethical and legal codes of conduct 

continue to develop, these practices will continue to increase as practitioners also continue to 

work within culturally diverse contexts. As legal landscapes continue to develop, the challenges 
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toward ethical and professional practice in cultural diversity will only increase pressures across 

the helping professions, and in parallel, within the arts and sciences. The landscape and the very 

notion of western practice will itself be rewritten, reconsidered, and transformed as ‘western’ 

spaces continue to be challenged within a global and more fluid cultural milieu. 

Nowhere is this challenge more relevant than in relation to a public university gallery, whose 

traditional role has been to display art according to a quite distinct linguistic cultural heritage 

within a space very well defined by the narrow dictates of the western canon. Indigenous scholar 

and Polynesian/Pacific Islander artist Jim Vivieaere (2003, p. 159) writes: 

The idea that there are universal and impartial perspectives that speak for 

humanity and define a space of point-of-viewlessness has now been 

thoroughly deconstructed. Instead, those “impartial” spaces have been 

revealed as containing the perspectives of the western white middle class 

mainstream. To outsiders, it has always been obvious that the impartial and 

the universal – this point-of-viewlessness space – is in fact simply one point 

of view. 

The artist further explains that as an Aboriginal artist, scholar, curator and multifaceted 

professional he never really has access to that ‘space’ defined by the western canon. The reason 

rests in how he suggests that minority identity is always politicized – even when Indigenous, 

black, gay or lesbian and other minority voices are ‘allowed’ a limited access to public (white 

middle class mainstream or more rarified class-based spaces) this permission arises within a 

political and social context that renders the undertaking political regardless of the intention of 

the social actors.  

Vivieaere (2003, p. 159) further suggests that minority people are forced to speak from a 

distinctly minority view or a subjective stance. While speaking from the first person may ‘appeal’ 

to the ‘public’ in many ways, the first person voice may also tend to limit and subjectify the 

Indigenous voice in ways that are problematic, and that tend to continue non-authoritative 

readings of Indigenous subject matter. Are Aboriginal people supposed to speak from personal 

narrative only because this is more ‘cozy’ for others to digest within a mono-linguistic universe 

that expects Native people to speak from the first person? These are complex and perspective-

based reflections which may need to sit and be given more time for new insights to emerge in 

future. Which brings me to Jim Vivieaere’s (2003, p. 163) memorable insight that shifts this 

narrative into a new gear: 

The dictionary definition of ‘critical’ is: fault finding and disparaging, very 

important or dangerous, examining and judging analytically without bias. 
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This definition fixes and pins down the function of critical writing. Clearly 

Indigenous art is this, yet can never be this, and is so much more than this. 

And yet the nature of critical analysis frames most current western scholarship, even though this 

very construct is just as limited by a the mono-linguistic cultural stance which created the notion 

of critical writing in the first instance. Let us now explore notions of analysis from the artist’s and 

scholar’s Indigenous perspective.  

 

Beyond the critical: Searching for an Indigenous aesthetic 

While reading the above narratives from the critical writings of Indigenous artists and scholars, 

one can not help but feel confronted to think about what might constitute an Aboriginal Arts 

Speak from a more culturally grounded perspective. What elements of an Indigenous arts, 

humanities and science might we wish to highlight that may contribute valuable insights to this 

discussion? 

From a Mi’kmaq perspective, and following the definitions offered above, being critical may be 

harmful if that stance suggests disrespect for Elders, tradition and family cohesion. While 

questioning is always welcome, and personal autonomy is grounded in fairly liberal child rearing 

methods, the quality and dynamic of inquiry within a different linguistic and cultural space 

immediately conveys more wholistic approaches to analysis. Instead of critical only, we shift 

gears into a more balanced critique that requires offering more comprehensive and multifaceted 

analysis. Whenever we bring a question to an Elder, we expect the answer will not come right 

away. It takes time for our Elder to ponder the question in a wholistic way. We learn patience 

when we wait, and we also ponder the question, and may find many of our own answers in the 

meantime. But when our Elder returns with their story or point of view or insight, we know very 

well that we will have much more than a simple one sided answer. And we will rarely if ever get a 

critical analysis. Indeed, from an Indigenous stance critical analysis as a way of thinking may 

often be considered to be a diminishing of human cultural and spiritual depth, vision and 

comprehension. Critical analysis is just this, critical. There are many other qualities of analysis 

that ought to be encouraged in the academe for the mere fact that teaching and learning theory 

incorporates many approaches to analysis other than the critical.  

Which gives space to pause...  

Moving beyond critical analysis suggests stepping outside of the current western canon of arts-

speak. However, when we speak or write from other perspectives often based in culturally 
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grounded approaches these tend also to be highly criticized, misunderstood, and further 

marginalized.   

Which brings me to ponder the last decade of my scholarly work in issues of minority studies 

focused on understanding the nature of prejudice, trauma and healing among Indigenous people 

and among gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and Two Spirited people (Bowers, 2008; Brown, 

1997). When reflecting on the contested nature of minority identity in the mainstream, it is 

difficult to synthesize over ten years of scholarly and teaching practice in Australia and a longer 

history of prior professional practice in Canada in counselling, therapy, adult and community 

based education. During this time I have also practiced as a professional musician, 

singer/songwriter, journalist and visual artist/painter. The insights arising from staging a formal 

public university gallery exhibition of works largely created while living in Australia, and with 

works by my Australian family and friends, gives rise to quite dynamic growth in awareness. 

Much of this growth in awareness gives rise to understanding mainstream practices. The focus 

over much of the past decade was on reflecting about mainstream and minority contexts to 

assist all people towards greater cultural sensitivity, and to learn how to work in culturally 

grounded ways. Where stories arise from personal experience, I find that they are tailored to 

serve other people and to speak to any particular learning context or communication.  

This being said, feminist, Indigenous, gay and lesbian, and queer theory all suggest that 

scholarship based in a standpoint approach that foregrounds the  identity of the scholar tends 

toward greater authenticity of voice (Bowers 2007). There is no doubt that my status as Two 

Spirited, Indigenous, and male contribute together with my level of education and socialization 

in two different colonial nations of Canada and Australia, forming unique perspectives that arise 

in my work that open up new spaces in the literature on Indigenous, gay and lesbian, and 

minority studies (Atkinson et al 2006; Bowers 2005a). 

But again, foregrounding already politicized minority identities is extremely problematic within 

the mainstream and opens up for hyper-critical analysis the minority person’s writing, 

scholarship and often quite harshly calls into question their personal integrity. This makes sense 

when you consider the stakes. Minority people give voice to already marginalized and contested 

points of view that were at some time in history intentionally weeded out from upper or middle 

class discourse, or other systems of thought and practice within the general population. 

Stemming back as far as the middle ages and beyond, these habits of thought are deeply 

engrained within the ‘Euro-Whomever-Place’ ways of thinking, beliefs and values that 

mainstream societies have transplanted along with their habits of thought (Battiste 2004, 2006). 

It is all too easy for mainstream people to assume their habit of thought represents everyone 

else within the humanist society they have constructed if not also applied to the rest of 
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humanity, but in fact, their perspectives are limited, located, and this is only logical (McConaghy 

2000).  

In contrast, while seeking to reflect on the aesthetics of Aboriginal cultural approaches while 

also being aware of the contested minority status that Aboriginal societies must carry through 

no choice of their own, it is interesting to note that Indigenous scholarship across many fields 

suggests that Aboriginal identity is formed from a basis in locality, place, and ecology (Battiste, 

2004; McConaghy, 2000). However, these notions are understood from deeper interconnected 

consciousness of the traditions, languages, and cultures of the local environment from which the 

People and Nation emerge in each location. Interestingly enough, local notions do translate to 

many global Indigenous insights, ways of knowing, and ways of experiencing and honouring life 

and meaning.  

 

An emerging Indigenous aesthetic suggests that education, art and culture need to be 

understood from Indigenous voices able to articulate a post-colonial vision of diversity and 

cultural integrity arising from individual interpretations of otherwise ancient cultural traditions 

(Battiste & McConaghy, 2006; Butler, 2004; Orr, 2000). Sadly, and yet necessarily, these voices 

echo longstanding concerns much like the paintings in this exhibition suggest different ways of 

experiencing and looking at the world. The body of work herein also suggests that mainstream 

colonial systems may still be fairly entrenched in limited constructs, biases, and prejudicial 

approaches. These policies and paradigms continue to operate without regard for alternative 

ways of knowing in spite of post-colonial and humanistic rhetoric, arising from a mixture of good 

intent and unintended malcontent (McConaghy, 2000). To further illustrate, the following is 

lifted from a paper published in the Australian Journal of Indigenous Education, (Bowers, 2008): 

 

Pathways towards an Indigenous aesthetic relate to cultural and spiritual 

ways of knowing that are particular to each tribe and in some ways are 

universal globally (Knudtson & Suzuki, 1992). These life-ways are wholistic, 

involving everything from ecology to science to spirituality. These ways that 

come to us from our ancestors suggest the integrity of Indigenous 

knowledge or epistemology. How we know what we know as Indigenous 

people is grounded in our acknowledgment of creation and Creator. Our 

local environments inform our sensibility, grounding us within a solid 

universe of integrity (Crocker, 2005). These relationships build up a database 

of ecological and spiritual wisdom. These cultural and geological laws are 

part of the land and sea, just as much as they are part of us. My elders tell 

me that even when we forget the laws, they still live in the stones and 
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riverbeds. An Indigenous ontology works from a wholistic paradigm 

(Bowers, 2005a).  

 

A cosmology of identity and PLACE is more than mere material ecology, although many appear 

to reduce human relationships with our environment to what we get out of the forest or the sea. 

When our fundamental attitude is to only extract what we want we lose the most basic human 

quality that engenders sustainability in our relationship to the natural world. We risk our own 

extinction on the physical and material plane of existence.  

 

The current exhibition PLACE asks a central question facing humanity at this juncture. What lies 

beyond the existing material attitude of taking whatever we can without regard for the future of 

our survival or any care for other creatures and habitats on this planet? Yes, we know that these 

attitudes come via generations of industrial, religious, political, colonial, and racial dominion 

over the nature world. We know also that Native Traditions have long warned about these 

attitudes that separate us from our basic ethical and spiritual human identity as one humble part 

of the whole fabric of creation (Cortright, 1997) .  

 

From these universal questions facing humanity arise deeply personal vision quests and 

initiatory experiences that are felt across continents to be similar in scope and importance. 

Whether in Australia or Canada, we Indigenous people feel solidarity in the violations 

perpetrated via generations of colonial abuse, injustice, and ecological approaches akin to 

enacting a death wish upon humanity. The brunt of these attitudes is felt by many Indigenous 

people (Knudtson and Suzuki, 1992). Healing of identity for individuals, and for Aboriginal and 

other minority youth, lies in the journey into the more integral wisdom traditions of the past that 

are found within all cultural traditions around the world. These pathways suggest responsibility, 

integrity, humility, and respect for the Spirit of Creation. These Old Laws, as suggested above, 

arise naturally within the stones and river beds of our planet – we have only to become quiet and 

listen…  

 

No Indigenous Elder will ever tell you that learning the Old Ways is easy or romantic or a 

personal fad that only passes as you grow up. Learning the Ways of the People demands 

profound personal commitment and is often extremely challenging. Like in the exhibition where 

we suggest that PLACE moves through experiences of displacement, growth and change toward 

a PLACE to call home, we are suggesting that Indigenous ways of knowing rely on a 

comprehensive form of learning that demands personal commitment. And no wonder many 

people have abandoned this Way of Life. This Way of Being is not easy, but we suggest through 

our art and our narrative that this Way holds the keys and the secrets to human life and meaning 



PLACE: Artist-Curator’s Essay Page 12 

 

as well as many of the ongoing issues facing humanity at this juncture of history. At a 

fundamental level, the paintings within PLACE exist because the artists underwent their own 

pathwork toward articulating cultural meaning by first allowing their identity to be reshaped by 

Traditional cultural practices.  

 

You may also find that the cultural worldview of the paintings contrasts very much from the 

mainstream contemporary view based in materialism and amnesia. Rather, the paintings 

suggest that a Deep Memory may arise from the quiet acknowledgement of Being. Across two 

different continents a similar although unique sense of a Deep Ecology is remembered by the 

artists as something quite spiritually significant to culture, Law, and social practice.  And in this 

way, we suggest that the power and significance of PLACE arises when we come back to 

ourselves in our identity, attempting to find a way home to the People and Country of our 

origins. And we emphasize that this reconciliation comes after eons of colonial violence and 

trans-generational trauma. When we take this personal journey into healing our bloodlines 

through our own personal narrative, in whatever we are given in this lifetime, only then can we 

arise with images of our Medicine or our Dreaming.  

 

As maps of cosmology suggesting identity, the works of art in PLACE represent a pathway home 

to our potential, to a PLACE where we may find personal fulfillment and purpose, to a PLACE of 

contentment in being. To a TIMELESS PLACE when we know who we are, and why we are here 

on this planet. In these ways and through these works, we have found the way back to a PLACE 

we never actually lost, but that was very near to us all along. 

 

Fundamental questions of identity 
 

Atkinson et al (2006) suggest that Indigenous people’s effort to move beyond postcolonial 

trauma relies on trans-generational healing which is also a major theme within PLACE. This 

comes forward in all of the artist’s works in many ways – how we grow from displacement and 

personal identity crisis through many of life’s experiences to a PLACE that unravels our identity, 

and allows us to put our inner Being back together.  

 

Atkinson’s (2002) prior work detailed the trans-generational effects of trauma in the narratives 

of Indigenous Australians, a work that has had a profound and formative impact on my life and 

sense of identity. Her research served to articulate what many of us were feeling who have 

worked for many years in various fields of Indigenous emancipation. By naming trans-

generational trauma and healing, Atkinson did us a great service, because many of the issues we 
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carry through life are deeply connected with our parents, their parents, and past generations to 

whom we owe many debts of gratitude as well as carrying heavy weights of unresolved issues. In 

all the works within PLACE there is a conscious and often gently held unconscious reflection on 

healing of one’s familial bloodlines while engaging with the healing of family, community and 

society. These reflections in art within this exhibition speak to broad ecological, socio-cultural, 

and psycho-spiritual contexts.  

 

Coming from the opposite end of Mother Earth from where Judy Atkinson arises, Marie Battiste 

(1977, 2004, 2006) has also been a long time advocate and Elder within the Indigenous 

educational and social milieu. Her work suggests that postcolonial sites of education require a 

deconstruction of colonial mandates, rules, and unspoken values. Her work is also, from a 

sociological and cultural standpoint, a work in trans-generational healing through critical 

reflection, critique of standpoints, and revisions in practice. 

 

By placing these authors side by side, we wish to suggest a narrative reflection on identity that 

also arises by placing the respective works of art from Australia and Canada side by side. 

Whether the narrative is in written word or visual art, the result may be similar, depending on the 

message as conveyed and as understood. Once any person moves beyond the very immediate 

visual impact and colours of the works displayed in PLACE, impressions may arise that at least 

make one wonder, what does this work mean? And likewise, what does it mean to PLACE these 

works side by side within the confined spaciousness that is given to a feature exhibition site in a 

public university gallery?  

 

Fundamental questions of PLACE (read here: identity) arise in this narrative reflection. The 

artworks within the exhibition suggest that a process of narrative self-creation has played a part 

in the artist’s collective approaches, even while respecting their individual life stories, their 

geographic distances, and their relations to each other and their cultures. But more so, by 

PLACE-ING these works at the intersections of a public gallery space where many cultural, 

linguistic, political, and historical players come to interact and partake of this social exchange, 

we are suggesting that the artwork is but one part of the overall co-creation of meaning that 

surrounds PLACE-as-identity in all of our lives.  

 

We would also like to suggest that this active PRESENCE that PLACE allows arises from a more 

ancient awareness of our origins in Indigenous Country – a living, breathing and sensual 

relationship with the world around us. The act of sharing PLACE allows a transformative 

PRESENCE, such that stories of identity and PLACE can impact our way of being. From older 

traditions, our stories are our MEDICINE (Bowers 2005a).  Stories like images on canvas can 
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move directly through our self-defensive ego and challenge us to the core (Bowers 2005b). Much 

like Ceremony can invoke deep awareness and generative energy that lies beyond our ego 

limitations, so moments of therapeutic encounter with artworks, with acts of creation in art, and 

with interpersonal moments can open up whole new worlds.   

 

For those people who are from minority backgrounds the movement from experiences of social 

isolation, shame and fear to empowerment, reconnection, and community may also arise 

through the practice of the narrative of identity. Through these personal and professional 

practices we may come to understand the mechanisms of social isolation, prejudice, and 

violence (Bowers 2005c, 2005d). We may come to appreciate different perspectives on 

mainstream social life, enabling new contributions to both minority culture and mainstream 

discourse (Bowers 2006a). Likewise, our generative work may move further to articulate 

longstanding issues from postcolonial points of view that challenge and create opportunities for 

transformation of our disciplines (Bowers 2006b, 2008). Across all these examples is suggested a 

macro-social change process parallels a personal therapy that empowers all people to move 

forward together with greater understanding (Bowers 2007b, 2006b, 2007c, 2007d). 

 

 

From PLACE to identity to cosmology to political conscience 

 

An Indigenous aesthetic is a complex process to understand. But moving from the exhibition of 

PLACE to a study of identity brings us to maps of identity. These maps are deeply held 

philosophies within Indigenous cultures, we call these cosmologies. While not always political in 

nature, all Indigenous cosmologies are deeply ethical and based in Traditional Law. As such, 

there is no doubt that the highly and hyper-political nature of Indigenous aesthetics within the 

mainstream colonial environment relates directly to the following equation:  

 

Aboriginal = Claim to Land = Rights to Natural Resources = Threat to Mainstream Colonial 

Culture 

 

However, doing any Indigenous cosmology justice means to clearly show the relationships that 

arise within the Aboriginal cultural context. This equation is more like a circle rather than a 

straight line, and looks like this: 
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Table One 

 
 

Table One shows the evolution and sustainability involved in Indigenous ways of knowing begins 

with “Identity-in-union with PLACE as Sacred Country – Being, Belonging in Natural World – 

Intimate Relations & Empathy.” These notions can not be denied when we honestly assess 

virtually any Aboriginal worldview, we know that these values form the basis of cultural forms of 

meaning. Likewise, with the exhibition PLACE there are many mentions of “Dreaming & 

Medicine Traditions, Initiatory Practice, Teaching & Learning, Cosmology, Philosophy and 

Aesthetics,” and the reasons for this inclusion come from these known beliefs and values – we as 

Indigenous people hold these beliefs and values which underpin our respective independent 

traditions and the cultural practices within. From these approaches arise “Custodianship 

responsibility to care for PLACE, Ethical, legal constraints on Land use, belonging & ethics as 

applied social norms.” These norms directly conflict with colonial invasion of Aboriginal 

territories as well as the fundamental philosophies that underpin colonial cultures and their 

insistence on non-sustainable abuse of Indigenous people, Land and PLACE (Harris 1990).  

Dreaming & Medicine 

Traditions, Initiatory 

Practice, Teaching & 

Learning, Cosmology, 

Philosophy and 

Aesthetics  

 

Custodianship 

responsibility to care for 

PLACE, Ethical, legal 

constraints on Land use,   

belonging & ethics as 

applied social norms 

 

Identity-in-union with 

PLACE as Sacred 

Country – Being, 

Belonging in Natural 

World – Intimate 

Relations & Empathy 
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Echoing these truths, Knudtson (1992) details the wisdom of the Elders of many Indigenous 

nations, providing a rich repository of culturally grounded meanings that speak powerfully to 

modern day ecology and science. The core message in the work seems to be related to how 

Indigenous cosmology relates to political conscience. In other words, how we believe about our 

local, regional and global environments directly relates to how we treat the earth. If we believe 

we have dominion over creation, we act accordingly. The industrial revolution and subsequent 

ecological genocide continuing to this day has embraced the planet with a dark blanket of 

despair.  

 

As artists, mystics and people of heart we feel these violations personally. What we encounter 

on the road of life impacts our own mental and emotional being. If that be dead eagles, we 

might stop and offer a silent prayer, take out a bundle of tobacco and offer that prayer with a 

deeply impacted identity. We might take the body of that eagle to a place under a nearby tree, 

and cover with leaves and brush. We might sit there in silence, wondering how any man could be 

as heartless and careless as not to slow down long enough to allow this majestic Spirit time to fly 

away. What happens to the eagles happens to the people. The connection between the Way we 

believe and the Way we walk must be very clear. We must no longer be confused.  

 

The cosmology suggested in the Aboriginal paintings in this exhibition, regardless what visual 

forms they take, arise from an intensity of feeling about PLACE. The Australian use of abstract 

pointism aligned with layers of realistic and abstract approaches to landscape painting convey 

these messages in symbolic and powerful ways. These Ways arise from a youthful vision of art 

and design that allows the overlapping of many forms of representation. At the same time, the 

Deep-Ecology suggested by the works in PLACE arise from cultural meaning and Indigenous 

identity while growing up into an innate relationship with the Sacred Country and PLACE of our 

origins. The symbolic realism of the Canadian works convey multilayered messages about not 

only how PLACE is within identity but how the Land and Sacred Country holds an integral sense 

of Power and Presence without any human intervention – and yet how the People are part of the 

family of relations that make up PLACE in its entirety.  

 

We also note that in certain ways the Australian and Canadian Indigenous cosmologies 

suggested in these works of art tend to be terrestrial and celestial. For example, the Dreamtime 

stories of Australia often but not exclusively relate to rock and land formations, and how the 

energy of the Dreamtime Serpent moves under the earth in that country known by the artist. 

The Australian concept of space and PLACE within these works relates to the centrality of 

PRESENCE in the NOW. While these insights cannot be translated easily, and are not meant to 

suggest that all people feel or see things in the same way, in the deeper and more philosophical 



PLACE: Artist-Curator’s Essay Page 17 

 

awareness that arise from entering into these cosmologies many pathways open up to new 

discovery. There is a primordial consciousness, and a way of being, that is taught and practiced 

within the Dreaming (Crocker, 2006). There are many stages of learning, from simplistic 

descriptive stories to symbolic and hidden mysteries, the latter are held safe and private, so that 

people may not be harmed by the power that exists within the traditional Laws of the People.  

 

Likewise, in the Mi’kmaq cosmology found in the works within this exhibition, there tends to be 

a celestial albeit strongly terrestrial narrative, following on the long held tradition of the People 

to define their identity through navigation of the stars. This expansive view of the universe is 

enhanced by the notion of ‘Six Worlds’ held in a kind of parallel suspension in time and space, 

overlapping and contemporary, where the stories of the People play out on parallel planes of 

existence.  

 

The choice is yours how deeply you wish to go in either of these Indigenous traditions. There is 

an obvious surface description, details that can be discerned, and teachings arising. But there is 

also a rich practiced form of initiatory experience and knowledge, systems of learning and 

teaching, and ways of tracking the cosmology that relate to each local tradition. These spiritual 

and cultural forms of practice can lead to a depth of awareness leading toward Elder wisdom, 

and high degrees of accomplishment within the cosmology.  

 

For example, the Mi’kmaq cosmology may also be seen as a simple descriptive analysis of how a 

People view and continue to see their World, so this map of the universe suggests that certain 

individuals might decide to take up the Medicine Walk and enter into the deeper mysteries of 

the Tradition. Depending on where you journey will result in the meanings that you can convey 

in your stories or analysis. The same is true for Australian men and women who are taken into 

the inner mysteries of Men’s Business and Women’s Business. Across these two quite different 

cultural worldviews we sense a common respect for ecology, life, and spiritual practice. From 

these experiences arise political consciousness, because when we know our Dreaming or our 

Medicine, we also know where we stand on many issues when being confronted by foreign 

cultures who have invaded our Land and our Way of Being. Our lives come into alignment with a 

system of belief that holds social and ecological justice to be the heart and soul of reason. 
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Conclusion 

 

The three artists featured in ‘PLACE: Three Artists. Two Countries. One Heart.’ suggest different 

but complementary maps of identity and PLACE. Dr Bowers work suggests a cosmology of 

different facets of identity that arise in different PLACES found within the Medicine Tradition of 

his People. His work arises from contemplative and intentional approaches to self-discovery and 

therapeutic process. Dwayne Wannamarra Kennedy’s work suggests a terrestrial PRESENCE 

and grounded awareness of self beyond human ego concerns, to where a PLACE arises because 

it was always there and was always that way. His message is that we align ourselves to what the 

Law of Country has for us, and this learning process is not easy but is quite rewarding. His efforts 

also suggest an intentional healing and reaching out to assist animals and landscapes hurting 

from abuse and neglect. Elder Grace Kennedy’s work suggests a person who has lived through 

all of the life phases seen in the other artist’s efforts, and her message is loud and clear – be 

yourself and be true to what you know in your life today.  

 

These works propose that the place of PLACE rests in our inner and shared identity. This sense 

of PLACE becomes our reality. If that vision of reality is coloured by trauma, despair, fear or 

resentment the resulting reality that we create will reflect our inner world. We will come to share 

more of those difficult experiences and draw that energy into our lives. If we take our Medicine 

Walk and reconnect with our Dreaming, we have a form of practice that can heal the negative 

hang-over from the past. This is how we walk now in post-colonial times.  

 

We can engage in our creative process now, which is creating our lives.  

 

The message the artworks relay arises from ancient and contemporary teachings about human 

identity, growth, and fulfillment. These realities that we have within our own hands suggest that 

PLACE is everywhere, and we only need to open our minds and hearts and live from a deeper 

awareness of our own inner power to engage in the Dreaming and in the Medicine. These 

teachings come through the Landscape, are seen in the Six Worlds of our Ancestors, are heard in 

the Wigwam of the People, and are seen in the Dreamtime Rock Face, the Desert Landscapes, in 

the Cockatoos resting together, in the Dreamtime Serpent creating and sustaining the Land, as 

well as in the faces of old friends here and gone.  

 

Thus while searching for an Indigenous aesthetic I have come home to a part of myself that 

always was there, waiting silently for me to wake up, to awaken, to arise in my own skin. The 

PLACE that I am talking about is the location of personal identity situated within the praxis of 

artistic creation involved in the curatorial process. This learning involves first allowing the works 
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of art to arise in creative expression, followed by years of reflection on the meaning of those 

works, followed by curatorial challenges, inquiries and difficult decisions around the placement 

and meaning of the works individually and in relation to each other and the curatorial space of 

the public institution, followed by both critical and generative analysis. This stepwise process of 

learning and discovery is deeply enriching. The manifestations of this learning process are in part 

conveyed within this essay, and are offered back to the Aboriginal communities of Australia and 

Canada through our ongoing committed relationships within our communities.  
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Dedication 

 

This paper and by extension this exhibition of PLACE is warmly dedicated to the memory and 

Spirit of John Kennedy and to his People, the Kamilaroi Nation of Northwestern New South 

Wales, as one Elder suggested, the Land of the Wedgetail Eagle. Under the care and spiritual 

protection of the Great Eagle Spirit of Australia we engender your Spirit, dear brother and 

father, on your Great Journey. With love, we all miss you dearly and bless you forever. 

 

 

 

 


