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BOOK REVIEW
Rethinking Australia’s Art History: The Challenge of Aboriginal Art, by
Susan Lowish, New York: Routledge, 2018, 204 pages, AUD$252.00,
hardback, $62.09 eBook.

In Rethinking Australia’s Art History, Susan Lowish makes a discursive history of
Aboriginal art out of the writings of explorers, ethnographers and enthusiasts dur-
ing the nineteenth century. The quality of the monograph is to put early writers
on the subject into a coherent story and context. There are some familiar names
here but many of these nascent scholars are little known outside small circles of
Australian specialists. Lowish makes the case that their varying accounts of arte-
fact making and rock art laid the groundwork for the collection and exhibition of
Aboriginal art in the twentieth century. Aboriginal art is a notoriously difficult
concept, one that created more problems than it solved as it defined generations
of artists by their race rather than their work. Lowish’s historiography takes a step
back from both artists and work in order to think about Aboriginal art as a
‘variation on a period style’ but one that is ‘not defined according to style or icon-
ography’ (13). Periodisation has been unfashionable since the New Art History of
the 1970s, its generalisations about sweeping swathes of time all too implicated in
the big man histories that once dominated schools and universities. Here Lowish
wants to rescue the term, but in a careful excavation of writings by men on pith
hatted expeditions and wearing Church collars. These were the men who laid the
foundations for the reception of Aboriginal art by arranging spears and shields
into exhibitions and diagrams of development. The result is an art defined by evo-
lution and speculation, in lives imagined to be close to rudimentary nature.

The writing and collecting of personalities such as George Grey and Baldwin
Spencer play a powerful part here, and yet for all of their impact they were more
interested in other things. Grey was doing a survey of north-west Australia, while
Spencer’s ardent trade for bark paintings, coolamons, shields and everything else
he could parley for has left a largely undocumented collection. He never quite got
around to writing the book he once imagined on Aboriginal art, and in this he is
typical of most of these early writers as they dabbled rather than focused on the
topic. Yet it was this dabbling that set into motion the conversations and discrimi-
nations that constituted Aboriginal art’s coming of age in the twentieth century.
It is a wonder that Aboriginal art gained any traction at all with the Australian
public after some of the oddball analyses Lowish describes here, most notoriously
Grey’s theory that the Wandjina rock art was painted by people from beyond
Australia’s shores. This set into motion a series of misinterpretations of the visual
culture of the north-west, including pastoralist Joseph Bradshaw’s reading of the

162

Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art, 2021, vol. 21, no. 1, 162–164
https://doi.org/10.1080/14434318.2021.1934785

http://www.tandfonline.com


Gwion Gwion rock art, and Grahame Walsh’s insistence well into the twentieth
century that the ‘Bradshaw’s’ had been made by outsiders. Today such figures
read like bit players in the wrong movie, their ideas abandoned on the shores of
decades of Ngarinyin, Worrora and Wunambal voices.

While Lowish’s book focuses on nineteenth century writers, her occasional
lapse into the twentieth century does make the reader yearn for a sequel, a histori-
ography of the colourful characters who came in the wake of Grey, Spencer and
their fellow travellers to argue over whether shield styles had been inspired by
oceanic contact with Asia, or whether carvings and paintings of animals were
really Aboriginal at all. These kinds of speculative debates are currently forgotten
or relegated to the catch-all critique of primitivism, as we live amidst a new gener-
ation of scholarship on the Dreaming and its expansive vision of time and the
country itself. Such debates are however returning slowly as new kinds of aca-
demic research in archaeology, genetics and linguistics pick away at the deep time
of Australian history. Surveys of underwater caves and studies of Pama-Nyungan
cognates are now building a surprisingly consistent interpretation of continental
and transcontinental migration. Art history may well lend itself to these studies,
as concepts of style and form build cases for the transmission of people and ideas
from New Guinea to the south-west.

It is with this in mind that it is possible to return to the kinds of discussions
taking place in the nineteenth century, and to Lowish’s detailed accounts of
nineteenth-century personalities, to discover that there is more to them than first
meets the eye. For every George Grey there was a John George Knight, who
appears to have been nothing but sympathetic to the artists he collected. One
might say too that for every Spencer, about whom we know so much, there was a
Frank Gillen, who was as much responsible for Spencer’s Central Desert collec-
tions as the English anthropologist. It is in such figures that we reach the limits of
Lowish’s methodology, as she surveys published work rather than the diaries and
letters that have told us so much about Gillen and his contact with Arrernte peo-
ple on the Central Australian frontier. The historiographic method leaves aside
crucial accounts of frontier collecting, that were so ordinary in their day that they
were not deemed to be of interest to the nineteenth-century reader. In this sense,
Lowish’s book reads like a compass pointing in numerous directions for more
research, or a series of PhD proposals that do not quite gain traction, as we tour
the writings of Christians and scientists only to have them disappear into their
time. As Australian historians examine the fine-grained evidence of contact and
invasion, the archives of many of these journeymen must surely offer an oppor-
tunity to co-ordinate surviving collections with archives and the knowledge of
descendant communities.

Admittedly, there may be little more to find on figures like Knight, whose
exhibition of drawings from the Palmerston prison was a part of Melbourne’s cen-
tennial show. ‘The Dawn of Art’ was the first substantial exhibition of Aboriginal
art, and features drawings of animals, fish, boats and men dressed for ceremony.
These drawings remain enigmatic portents for the kind of images that would
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come to dominate practices of Aboriginal art in the twentieth century. These works
also suggest something of the limits of a discursive definition of Aboriginal art, and
return us to more established ideas of style as they express a newly found con-
sciousness of expressing oneself with pencil and paper. They suggest that these
artists were using the new medium to come to know the colonists as much as them-
selves amidst the devastating circumstances of invasion and occupation. The draw-
ings have much in common with Spencer’s collection of barks, and with other early
works from the nineteenth century. Animals in particular were a focus, as were
boats and houses. Lowish quotes the missionary Robert Brough Smyth on the
maker of the Lake Tyrell bark from Victoria in around 1860, who observed that the
artist was ‘under no instruction’ from whites, but instead expressed something that
seemed self-evident in the historical circumstances (106). Aboriginal artists of the
nineteenth century were choosing what to represent and how to represent them-
selves, crafting an Aboriginal consciousness on cultural and historical frontiers. This
was not only a Kulin or Kunwinjku consciousness, but one that emerges out of a
shared sense of contact and cultural change on a continental scale.

As the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth, it became all too easy to
institutionalise this sense of identity, as people were rounded up into missions, sta-
tions and government settlements. Here Aboriginal art would flourish as these places
facilitated access to markets and demand for Aboriginalia grew amongst the people
of a newly minted nation. This whole period is only now coming to an end as
twenty-first-century exhibition practices define artists in relation to their own coun-
tries, whether this be Arnhem Land or the APY Lands, and in relation to non-
Aboriginal artists, whether Australian or international. Curators are shifting the foun-
dations upon which the discursive prison of Aboriginal art was built. Artists, too,
have been abandoning the concept of Aboriginal art, internationalising themselves as
First Nations, Indigenous and simply black/Blak. In this sense, Lowish turns period-
isation into a way of documenting idiosyncrasies rather than greatness, oddball char-
acters rather than the extraordinary achievement of celebrated artists. Documenting
the slow, faltering appearance of Aboriginal art as an idea, Rethinking Australia’s Art
History tells of the fascinating pre-history of an art movement that will emerge victori-
ous from the shadows of racism and conquest. Lowish’s book is a crucial reference
point for anyone interested in making sense of how concepts of Aboriginality came
to dominate the interpretation of art from frontiers of Australian colonisation.
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