














'Little remains of the homestead at the Ivanh

images” in which figures and landforms emerged ghost-
like through the seemingly abstract surface. In the late
seventies, she briefly dispensed with the brush entire-
ly — hurling black paint at white canvas in Pollock-like
freedom in a series titled Discoverers and Explorers
(which gained some good reviews in a New York show-
ing). Concurrently two other disturbing and unique
series, The Rim, the Rim of our Brittle and Disintegrat-
ing World and Flightless Birds Achieve Lift Off — were
developing. Both show the artist’s deep consternation
at a world shattering, its ecology destroyed, the fabric
of its very structure under threat. From them arose
the gentler, more abstract “morphological works”
whose resolution became the art of Eddie Burrup.

It is no coincidence that a 1976 exhibition was enti-
tled The Two Faces of Elizabeth Durack, for a survey of
her work reveals a far richer develop-
ment than the paintings and illustra-
tions for which she is best known — the
graphic, poignant and to some in the
sophisticated art world cloyingly
sentimental images of Aboriginal life
and children.

Nor was the fuss around Eddie the
first ime Durack had run into ideo-
logical criticism of her portrayal of Abo-
riginal culture. In 1979, the children’s
book Kookanoo & Kangaroo, published
in 1963, written by Mary and illustrat-
ed by Elizabeth, was banned by the US
Maryland county of Howard for
“demeaning the self-image of black
children”. (The ban never got further
than this county.) Potentially more seri-
ous was a threatened cancellation of a
1995 retrospective at the Art Gallery
of Western Australia when several younger Aborigi-
nal people, including an assistant curator at the gallery,
suggested that some fifties works using ochre and
depicting sand paintings and designs on boards could
not be shown. Ironically the entire series, portraying the
story of a celestial myth called “Cord to Alcheringa”
had been bought by the University of Western Aus-
tralia and had been hanging in its Winthrop Hall for 40
years. They were “allowed” to be reshown at the
AGWA and the retrospective went ahead as planned

after a Kimberley Aboriginal man had signed that they
were “free to be seen by everyone — man, woman,
child — everyone”.

What is also known, but perhaps not fully appreci-
ated outside the west, is the Durack family’s lengthy
interrelationship with Aboriginal people — as colonial
pastoralists to be sure, and as such and no matter how
benign, dispossessors of indigenous people. But peo-
ple with a history largely of coexistence, including
many instances of close friendships, respect for the
power of Aboriginal spirituality and culture, and gen-
uine and mutual personal respect. Dame Mary Durack
in her epic biography Kings in Grass Castles, based on
the documents of their grandfather, the first Durack
Kimberley pioneer, Patrick, and the detailed diaries
of their father, Michael, was not shy of enumerating
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instances of meetings, clashes, friendships and issues of
debate between black and white people in the 1800s.
Although carrying it with pride, the weight of such
a heritage, says Durack, at times bears rather heavily.
“There are people who instantly see me as a relic of the
colonial past,” she says. “Just mentioning the name is
generally enough to conjure up in their minds someone
who couldn’t possibly understand.”
Counterbalancing this is Durack’s actual life, the
daily contact with Aboriginal people for years on end

aroperty in the 'Kmllh ley. _B'elﬁyfr: family graves at the Durack museum near the Ord River.

(at one stage in the thirties she and Mary ran the fam-
ily’s Ivanhoe property with only their Aboriginal helpers
to assist them) and the immersion in Aboriginal culture
which ensued.

Today, only a few of Durack’s oldest Aboriginal
friends survive. The most significant, for this story, is
Jeff Chunuma Rainyerri, born at the Duracks’ Ivanhoe
station (although his country is around the former
Argyle homestead). In his 60s, Chunuma, a warmly
generous, spirited man with a sense of humour not
unlike Durack’s own, is a senior and highly respected
member of the Waringarri Aboriginal community at
Kununurra. It was Chunuma who “approved”
Durack’s “Cord to Alcheringa” paintings and who
now, as her classificatory son and as one of the inspi-
rational sources for Eddie, is in the position of both
taking responsibility for her actions and
passing on to her the community
response. “You tell im ’e’s got to come
up here, sit down and talk to us,” was
his first statement about Durack. “It’s
no good what ’e’s doing. That old man
behind her shoulder. She got to stop
doing that.” In the months since the
news of Durack’s “Aboriginal” paint-
ings hit there have been many meetings
and discussions about the issue at
Waringarri and other Kimberley com-
munities. In the absence of her person-
al explanation the only translations of
what she had done were those reported
in the media. (Durack says she will go
to Kununurra soon but as she usually
drives she wants to wait until it gets
slightly cooler.)

People, says Kevin Kelly, Waringarri
Aboriginal Art administrator, may be able to accept
Durack’s actions artistically but are highly critical of her
entering the country’s longest-standing and most pres-
tigious indigenous-only award. “Imagine what would
have happened if she’d won!” he says.

But Chunuma and Durack’s relationship is both
long-standing and deep. Vocally disapproving though
he may be of her present actions, there is no way a
lifetime of shared experience is going to alter his feel-
ings for either his “mum” (he calls both Elizabeth and
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Durack sees ‘Eddie’ as a means of getting across the message of the quiet conciliator. Below: ‘The Coming of Gudea'.

4 the late Dame Mary “mum”) or many other Duracks.
The relationship goes back to Chunuma’s infancy
when Elizabeth, aged 17, returned after schooling in
Perth to the family’s Kimberley homesteads Ivanhoe
and Argyle to live. Based there for long continuous
stretches of the ensuing 20 or so years, she drew what
she saw — the landscape, the people. Chunuma, as a
toddler, was the little boy model in most of the Durack
sisters’ early books on Aboriginal myths and stories
for children. Today he still gets a distinct kick out of see-
ing them and both he and Durack can reminisce for
hours on their early years in the Kimberley, the tales of
stock mustering, the days it took to get to the closest
town, Wyndham, the journeys across country on foot,
of the bough Elizabeth would paint under each day
on the banks of the Ord River.

Neither of the original Argyle and Ivanhoe home-
steads exist any more. Argyle was submerged by the
waters of Lake Argyle as part of the vast Ord River
Scheme in 1974. (A re-creation of the Argyle house
containing Durack memorabilia now stands near the
gateway to the dam.) Old Ivanhoe, set back some 4km
from the banks of the Ord, built by the Duracks’ father
in the 1890s, was burnt down in 1950.

This house, says Durack, had a breezier, more open
atmosphere than that of Argyle, which tended to be
oppressive. A simple square building with verandas
on three sides, its great attraction was not only its near-
by billabong, which provided a constant water sup-
ply, but the steep rocky outcrop behind which formed
an ideal lookout. All that remains is a concrete block
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marking the floor of the meat house, some cattle yards,
several iron Furphy tanks, bits of rusting farm machin-
ery and a rather elegant bush gate.

On a clear day, however, from the hill behind the
original site, looking across the lush grasses towards the
Carr Boyd Ranges, with the broad Ord River in the
background, it is not too hard to
re-create the atmosphere circa
1935. The herd of goats (subject of
one of Durack’s best-loved works,
The Kid) was corralled at the foot
of the hill; stock mustered in the
adjacent yards; and the household
was alive with comings and goings
and the work of keeping its inhab-
itants fed and clothed.

The only time Durack was
absent for any extended time from
the Kimberley over this 20-year
period was between 1939 and the
early forties when, in Sydney, she
married the late journalist Frank
Clancy (father of her two children
Perpetua and Michael).

“It was a mad, exciting time.
We were married only a couple of
months before the War and there
was an amazing feeling — feverish
almost. Just about every thinking
Australian was radical in those
days. Frank was 16 years older

than me and I felt as though from the
quiet of the Kimberley I had been thrust
into a social vortex. It was wonderful but
I also had this great pull to the west and
the north. I kept going back.”

Eventually, Durack left Clancy, but
never divorced him. “It sort of gave me
protection somehow being married,” she
said. “The only problem was that in those
days you couldn’t leave the country with-
out your husband’s permission, so I
couldn’t travel as did many other Aus-
tralian artists in the fifties and sixties. They
went out and I went ‘in’.”

Back at Ivanhoe under her bough shade
on the banks of the river, she was pro-
ducing large, almost encyclopaedic oils.
“I felt as though I was looking at the last of
something,” she said. “Events such as the
walks — the journeys for ritual purposes
— were declining. I suppose I wanted to
record it before it disappeared altogeth-
er. I'd tack large canvases up on boards
or between trees, They'd get dirt and grit
on them if the winds blew and the Abo-
riginal people would always come up and
make comments — tell me what I'd got
wrong about who was wearing what, or
some such.”

One of the major paintings from the
series War and Peace remains with her.
“You can see the ghost of a dog in that
corner. It was in the painting but the dog
died during it and the people asked if it
could be taken out. I painted over it but it
sort of came through.”

To her daughter Perpetua Hobcroft,
Durack is “something of a maverick”.
“Her insight and perception of things has always been
fresh and original,” she says. “Certainly a loner — at one
and the same time both intellectual and intuitive — cre-
ative, imaginative, self-disciplined, energetic. She’s
widely read and has a remarkable memory, cuts
through humbug and is also immensely good fun.”




Hobcroft, who for five years has run a gallery in an
older-style Broome house with wide verandas and
wooden floors, admits it was on her suggestion that
Durack’s “morphological” paintings develop in an
Aboriginal context.

“I first said to Elizabeth,” says Hobcroft, “one — as
it turns out — fateful day in 1994 while looking at a
stack of these arcane ‘Out of Mind’ paintings, “Why are
you doing this mad, wild work when the art cognoscen-
ti will never look at it, let alone make any perceptive or
intelligent comment concerning it?” As I looked into
them I saw something hovering there and went on to
say: ‘If, however, this work had been done by an Abo-
riginal ... then I believe it would be taken seriously ...
but you are so damn straight you would never exhib-
it under another name.” Nothing more was said. Eliz-
abeth did not respond and I'd forgotten about it when
suddenly some hours later when we were walking by the
river and talking of something else entirely she said,
‘I’'m not totally against showing those morphological
paintings under a nom de brush ..." "

“It was then,” says Durack, “that the shadow of
Eddie fell between us. He was just there, hat and all.”

From then on Eddie became not
just a presence “waiting in the wings”
but a fully fledged person. His bio-
graphy soon followed and the paint-
ings based on his experience and that
of his people flowed. Durack placed
Eddie in the Pilbara, rather than in the
Kimberley, although his experiences
and spirituality are drawn mostly, but
not exclusively, from those of the Kim-
berley men — Chunuma and the late
Argyle Boxer (Durack’s father’s long-
time friend, and an elder of consider-
able authority).

“I’ve often wondered why it was

that I learnt so much from the Abo-
_riginal men,” she says. “That’s largely why Eddie is a
man — the men would tell me things, invite me to watch
ceremony. I’ve never really understood why — except
that I think to them because I wasn’t an Aboriginal
woman I was sexless — outside the bounds of what
women perhaps should know.”

According to his biography, Eddie Burrup was born
in the Pilbara and raised as a stockman. When in the
Broome convent school his drawing skills were encour-
aged. During the sixties he worked with an iron ore
company as an adviser. It is all an extremely plausible,
not to mention fascinating story.

Burrup’s paintings themselves are similar but more
refined than those of the “morphological” works.
Colouration has been reduced to varying tones of the
same basic hue — burgundy, blue or grey — and images
of animals or figures swim to the surface as though
from primordial depths. There is something very
poignant, very moving about these works, made more
so by their dual titles ‘In the beginning ... (Genesis 1 1)’,
‘Well you can see — all them ol’fella now — comin’ out now
from underneat ...’

In creating Burrup Durack felt, insofar as it was a
conscious decision — and there is something definitely
more intuitive than intellectual or “conscious” at work
here — that he became a conduit for her huge and
somewhat eclectic reservoir of knowledge about the
Aboriginal world. Pivotal is the notion of the two great
song and dance cycles — Mulunga and Djanba — she
believes operate throughout the whole of Australia.

Durack would like
to see Eddie’s art
and story on the

Internet. ‘T will
continue to paint
for Eddie as long

as I’'m able.

“Djanba and Mulunga are two mythic figures who
presented themselves through elaborate song cycles
and dramatic enactments,” she says. “Mystery and
uncertainty surround them. However, as regards their
nature and character there is no doubt or inconsisten-
cy. Djanba is the spirit of cooperation and reconcilia-
tion — pragmatic and didactic, ameliorating and pacifist.
Mulunga is the spirit of vengeance and retribution —
militant and arrogant, polarising and pugnacious.”

By the turn of the last century she says both cults
were circulating widely, but the spirit of Mulunga (the
destroyer) she sees as holding sway these days. Djan-
ba, she says, lives on, making varied and odd appear-
ances from time to time, but “as a shadow of his/
her former self and remembered for the most part
only by old Aboriginal men such as Albert Barunga,
Darby Narngarin, Argyle Boxer and Chunuma in the
Kimberley, and Eddie Burrup in the Pilbara.”

Are the paintings and words of “Eddie”, then, her

most powerful means of getting the message of Djan- |

ba, the quiet conciliator, across? “Yes, I see it as work-
ing within the spirit of reconciliation — as gissa gissa —
arm in arm, within mutual respect, within progression
together, within unity. This is why I
was so very shocked at the misun-
derstanding of the works and my
reasons for doing them. And it is
why I will continue to paint for
Eddie as long as I'm able.”

Next she says she would like to
see Eddie — his art and story — on
the Internet. A rather surprising
statement until one considers that
in many ways Eddie is the perfect
Internet proposal. For nothing has
allowed us greater freedom of per-
sonal and artistic invention than the
Net. We can re-invent ourselves —
change genders, ages, appearances,
give ourselves new histories and character traits — and
create as many fictional characters as we want. Artis-
tically, Eddie would become only one of a growing
number of such “virtual reality” personas.

On a less fanciful level, there is also something par-
ticularly apposite about Eddie’s emergence at such a
pivotal time in the reconciliation debate. And unlike the
authors of Ern Malley’s poetry who deliberately set
out to prove a point about what they saw as the absur-
dity of abstract poetry, and Helen Darville who adopt-
ed the whole character of her alter ego, Helen
Demidenko, Durack had no intent to lampoon or
deceive. Her motivation derives entirely from the desire
of an artist to reflect a genuine experience through
art. There are those, such as the Art Gallery of NSW
director Edmund Capon, who support this view entire-
ly, maintaining that it is a perfectly legitimate form of
artistic practice. Others will continue to be outraged by
Durack, seeing her actions as both high-handed and
another example of cultural appropriation. Yet others
will say it is a great tribute to the power of Aboriginality
that a non-Aboriginal will be thus affected.

But one thing is sure — for those who have lived,
black and white intertwined, for so long — such issues
can never be so clear-cut nor so simply assessed. And
for the rest of us, her actions and the reactions they pro-
voked may lead us to contemplate the implications of
imposing a rigid ideology on artistic expression — the
free practice of which one would hope remains the
inalienable right of every artist. O
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