
Vernacular Patterns in Flux
Mirroring Change in an Aboriginal
Workshop, Tiwi Designs, Northern Australia

D IANA WOOD CONROY

A B S T R A C T
This essay traces vernacular and insular patterns of Tiwi artists emerging into cosmo-
politan consciousness in Australia and beyond through experiment and change. Pattern
shapes the postcolonial world of the Pacific, “spreading like a virus,” becoming a
“logical framework for spreading new ideas” (Graeme Were, Lines that Connect:
Rethinking Pattern and Mind in the Pacific, 2010). A resistance to white settlement com-
bined a critical focus on traditional culture with pleasure in new materials and possi-
bilities. The idiosyncratic patterns of Tiwi language mirrored this synthesis. The voice of
this essay swings between mediating the production of designs within a Catholic Mission
and a diary form documenting revelatory moments in a workshop. The vivid patterns
printed on cloth were like a secret language in the face of implacable change. The
formerly nomadic Tiwi and myself as workshop co-ordinator were both stretched in an
imaginative hybridity.

Introduction
H I S  E S S A Y  R E F L E C T S  A  P E R S O N A L  E X P E R I E N C E  of colonization and
change in the Tiwi Aboriginal community in Bathurst and Melville
Islands, northern Australia. Writing a journal was a central tool for

me as white participant, similar to the importance of “fieldwork notes” by the
anthropologist Michael Taussig.1 By describing the processes and interactions
of the art workshop, I trace the way in which the vernacular and insular pat-
terns of Tiwi artists emerged into a cosmopolitan consciousness in Australia
and beyond through fabric prints. The idea of inversion (positive and negative
spaces, up and down) in contemporary art offers a particular approach to in-

1 Michael Taussig, I Swear I Saw This: Drawings in Fieldwork Notebooks, Namely
My Own (Chicago & London: U  of Chicago P , 2011).
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commensurable aspects of non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal culture. Another
complementary strategy is to examine the differing patterns of English lan-
guage in texts from explorer, ethnologist, missionary, and artist that confirm
the complexity of colonial settlement for the Tiwi. The transformative lan-
guage of Tiwi abstract motifs has been an integral form of expression from
pre-contact to postcolonial times. The voice of this essay alternates between
the larger context of mediating the production of designs at a Catholic
Mission and a diaristic literary form documenting the revelatory moments
experienced at an experimental workshop with up to eight artists and
seamstresses. Patterns printed on cloth or painted on bark, wood, or skin had a
complex geometry and meaning that was interpreted differently by viewers
inside or beyond the island at a time of irrevocable change. Not only were the
formerly nomadic Tiwi changed by contact with the wider Australian society
(literacy in English, domestic houses, money, communications, cars), but I,
too, as workshop coordinator, began to understand another pattern of being.
The consideration of who observes, and who is observed is seminal.

The Voice of the Participant/Observer
I arrived on the island on 10 September 2012 early on a hot and hazy day.
Passing in front of a rainbow serpent and birds in dazzling patterns painted on
the walls of the small airport’s entranceway, I found Sister Anne. She could
have been an academic in her muted floral skirt, sensible sandals, a grey T-
shirt and short haircut. Crowds of Tiwi people hovered under trees nearby,
adding to the darkness of the shade, waiting for arrivals and departures. I got
in the back of the truck with Zac the dog and we drove the short distance to
the old convent, now only for visitors, all the nuns gone. I had a simple room
on the top floor, a crucifix still above the bed, and a tiny icon of the Trans-
figuration forgotten on the wall above the desk. I made a cup of tea in the
kitchen, found sheets and a towel, and unpacked, looking out through louvres
and meshed windows to the turquoise waters of the strait. The intensity of the
brittle light on the red stony beach sprinkled with mangroves pierced me, with
the reminder that it was thirty eight years since Terry had fallen to his death
on those rocks.2

 To write about one’s own part in the colonization and change of an Aus-
tralian Aboriginal community, the first person and the active voice are neces-
sary. To understand the vernacular of an Aboriginal culture, it is necessary to

2 Diana Wood Conroy, unpublished journal (Wollongong: 2012).
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understand your own. I wrote my observations as the viewer of the Tiwi and
prime actor in the coordination of artists in the Tiwi Designs workshop in the
daily journal I kept for ten months in 1974. Yet, to re-think that moment and
find a way to understand and write about that younger self in the wider con-
text of late-colonial history/early postcolonial ideas has been a testing search.
In Australian scholarship, the ‘voice’ in discussing Aboriginal / Indigenous
issues is a crucial area.3 Jill Stubington, writing in 2007 about a parallel ex-
perience to mine, of recording traditional music with Yolngu people in North-
eastern Arnhemland, pointed out that the tendency for white field-workers to
be identified with invasive colonizing powers (between 1960 and 1980) was
very real … any non-Aboriginal person speaking or writing about Aboriginal
people is seen to be complicit in the oppression from which Indigenous
people still suffer. But I have to speak… because non-Indigenous Australians
know so little about Indigenous life and culture that we cannot afford to over-
look any opportunity, however flawed, to help remedy our ignorance.
 Raymattcha Marika, a Yolngu elder and teacher introducing Stubington’s
research into her culture, observed, “the recordings of the old people are rare
and unique. They are especially precious to us, because many of these people
are no longer with us.”4 The influential anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose
emphasized this same issue in a radio interview: “There should be no new re-
search until we have written up older projects: family, each other’s lives.”5

 Michael Taussig described Bronislaw Malinowski, the renowned anthro-
pologist of the Pacific in the Trobriand Islands in the 1920s (not so far from
the Bathurst and Melville Tiwi Islands in fact), keeping his fieldwork note-
books of “standard western subjectivity,” which, he explained,

3 ‘Indigenous’ has become a favoured term over the last ten years, rather than
‘Aboriginal’, which has historical overtones of colonization, while Indigenous has a
global scope. The actual name of the community is the preferred usage – for example,
Tiwi or Warlpiri. ‘Non-Aboriginal’ may be used instead of ‘white’, because the gene-
ral Australian population is multi-cultural, not just Anglo-Celtic.

4 Jill Stubington, Singing the Land: The Power of Performance in Aboriginal Life,
foreword by Raymattja Marika (Strawberry Hills, Sydney: Currency House, 2007):
vii, 23.

5 Deborah Bird Rose, interview, Australian Broadcasting Commission (2005). Her
book Report from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation (Sydney: U  of New
South Wales P , 2004) explores the lasting effects of colonization.
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veered abruptly from a scientifically oriented daily account to an avant-garde
oneiric montage of images and dis-assembled poetic texts combined with
scraps such as newspaper cuttings and straight reportage of things, including
recipes. The whole point of anthropology ̶ rooted in the empiricism of ‘being
there’ is to be cast outside yourself, lose your moorings and equally if not
more important figure out a way – a poetics – of translating this new experi-
ence into terms that the reader can latch on to.6

Mimesis and Alterity was the title of Michael Taussig’s book, which drew out
the constant interlocking between Self and Other, as reviewed by the First
Nations artist and writer Jimmie Durham:

Europe, or the Western World, or Civilization has been going around watch-
ing everyone for some time now […] The bad part is that the western world
has not observed itself observing. It has not seen how active, how trans-
forming, its watching has been for itself. The West has not imagined itself as
defined by its colonial enterprises and engagements. Instead, it has consis-
tently imagined barriers and borders between itself and constantly reinforced
Others. He observed: “we each mimic not only the other, but the other’s
mimicry of us.”7

 In my own case, did the patterns of self, of my “standard western subjec-
tivity,” change through writing the events and feelings of the day in a black
community on the edge of northern Australia? Here I try to answer that ques-
tion. I was not an anthropologist, although I had studied anthropology at the
University of Sydney. Linguistics, the physical anthropology of homo sapiens,
and social anthropology with its charting of the intricate kinship systems of
the Other taught me academic ‘objectivity’. After graduating with an honours
degree in archaeology, I had turned to my first longing, art. The Catholic Mis-
sion and the Australian Council for the Arts employed me, with my husband
Joseph, because of my experience as designer and tapestry-weaver executing
commissions for large woven wall pieces in the burgeoning public buildings
of Sydney. Why did I keep this journal on Bathurst Island? I think it was be-
cause it not only documented the immersion in a remote community but also
gave some order to the tumult of thoughts and feelings that besieged my inner
world. The observation of daily events became a record of happenings that

6 Michael Taussig. What Color Is the Sacred? (Chicago & London: U  of Chicago P ,
2009): 92.

7 Jimmie Durham, “Review of Mimesis and Alterity by Michael Taussig,” Artforum
International (December 1993): 75.
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might be interpreted later. An “oneiric montage of images” did emerge in my
writing, as I struggled with inflexible structures between the Australian Com-
monwealth Government, the Catholic Mission, and the Tiwi, just emerging
into autonomy. Countering that political edginess was the creative release and
excitement of the silk-screen workshop Tiwi Designs itself, where my fervour
for Tiwi patterns encouraged a blossoming of the young designers Bede
Tungatalum and Giovanni Tipungwuti.8 Documenting the interaction between
the artmaking of the older traditional artists on the other side of the strait, on
Melville Island, and the mission-educated younger ones in the Tiwi Designs
workshop was engrossing. The immensity of light and colour, the flickering
forests of eucalypt, palm, and mangrove on the edge of the settlement, the
desultory corrugated-iron huts and temporary buildings, and everywhere the
Tiwi people walking lightly or sitting immobile in groups in the dark shade of
spreading mango trees – all these elements of everyday life challenged innate
assumptions. The country had the same forest patterns (eucalypt, mangrove)
as the coastal bush of Sydney where I had been born, but was animated and
enriched by the ease and grace of people profoundly at home.
 The cultural theorist and critic Mieke Bal has developed another useful ap-
proach to self-reflexivity:

The concept ‘autotopography’ refers to autobiography while also distinguish-
ing itself from the latter. It refers to a spatial, local, and situational ‘writing’
of the self's life in visual art.9

She emphasizes that what is most characteristic of the artist’s work is its
visual nature. The inherent visual nature of the artist, like the textual nature of
the writer, relates itself to the wider patterns of the visual culture it inhabits. In
2011 I visited Within without, a monumental basalt stupa in the garden of the
National Gallery of Australia by the American sculptor James Turrell, made
in 2010. You sit inside the white painted interior of the dome of the stupa,
looking up at the circular opening, an oculum or eye like that of the Pantheon
in Rome, which reveals the airy distance of the sky, with an occasional bird.
Subtle coloured lights play on the domed white walls around the opening, and
as the colour slowly changes from pale pink to green to blue, the window to

8 Diana Wood Conroy, “Tiwi Designs: An Aboriginal Silk-Screen Workshop,” Art
in Australia (December 1976): 11–15; ‘Tiwi Designs,” Identity 2.3 (January 1975): 18–
22.

9 Mieke Bal, “Autotopography: Louise Bourgeois as Builder,” Biography 25.1
(Winter 2002): 180.
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the sky becomes pale emerald, deep crimson, dark orange as it matches the
surrounding colour through complementary contrast. In actuality, the sky does
not change, but one’s perception of it changes radically according to the
colour context.10 This is what it was like being in an Aboriginal community;
the colour of one’s thought changed the perceptions of what was being looked
at. Fixed ideas about space and time that seem incontrovertible to the Euro-
pean mind – such as ways of living in a house, or taking note of the succes-
sion of hours in clock time, placed a “colour” on Tiwi non-compliance, or
absence of interest in these inherent patterns of settlement. The “autotopogra-
phy” of the artist–adviser in an Aboriginal community was determined by
local patterns, a profoundly rooted vernacular.
 Another remarkable Australian artist, Shaun Gladwell, challenged the in-
tuitive understanding of up and down with his video Pacific Undertow Se-
quence (Bondi), exhibited at the Adelaide Biennial of Art, 2012. The solitary
wet-suited figure, the artist, on a surfboard seems to be afloat on the surface of
the foaming waves, but a closer look reveals that the image is reversed; he is
floating upside down in the churning cerulean sea. The video image has been
inverted: what appears up and ‘normal’ is actually down and underwater.11

This image reminded me forcefully of being ‘out of my depth’ on the Tiwi
Islands, where what I thought was ‘up’ could actually have been ‘down’. The
point I want to make is that my unconscious patterns of being – sleeping in a
bed in a house, planning a day, or a week according to clock-time – were
challenged by living with people whose ontology had been formed by an in-
tricate knowledge of country as hunting and gathering nomads with a diffe-
rent understanding of space and time.

European Arrivals: Patterns of Language12

Even  today  many  Tiwi  still  wonder  why  the  British  came  and  stayed  in  a
place that didn’t belong to them anyway.13

10 James Turrell, Within, Without (2010), http://nga.gov.au/AboutUs/press/pdf
/Skyspace.pdf (accessed 20 November 2012).

11 Shaun Gladwell represented Australia at the 2009 Venice Biennale; http://www
.artgallery.sa.gov.au/agsa/home/Learning/docs/Online_Resources/2012Biennial_Educ
ationResource_.pdf (accessed 20 November 2012).

12 I gave a paper on this issue (“Moments of Arrival: (Un)translatability of lan-
guages and cultures in geopolitics and geopoetics”) at the ACL A L S  Conference, Uni-
versity of Cyprus, June 2010.
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The remorseless sequence of events that changed Indigenous cultures was set
in train by the arrival of British colonizers fired up to bring progress, trade,
and wealth to the vast terrains of northern Australia. In this remote part of the
British Empire, an ancient society of small bands of nomads had lived on two
islands divided by a narrow strait, separated from the mainland of Australia
since the last Ice Age, possibly more than 8,000 years ago. They believed
themselves to be ‘the people’ or ‘Tiwi’ with the only possible way of life. The
Tiwi ‘vernacular’, their idiosyncratic patterns of language and culture, had
hardly known interference or even much influence, except by fishermen from
the island of Macassar in Indonesia who camped by the sea for months at a
time to boil their sea slugs for trade to China.14

Early in colonial settlement the Europeans who approached the Tiwi with
imperial certainty, and without thinking of permission, used varieties and
nuances of language to describe their experiences of arriving on Bathurst and
Melville Islands. These articulate men (women’s voices are not recorded)
were British naval voyagers such as Matthew Flinders and Captain Philip
Arthur King (1801 and 1824); the anthropologist Sir Baldwin Spencer (1911–
12); and the missionary Bishop Gsell (1911). Their ways of using English
varied quite surprisingly both in visual and in abstract terms, according to
their occupation and the particular context in which they were trained. The
explorer, the ethnographer, and the priest each saw the Tiwi through the tinted
lens of his respective education and set of beliefs.

13 Ngirramini Ngini Pirikipuwarri Awuta British Amintiya Tiwi (Nguiu, Bathurst
Island Nguiu Nginingawila Literature Production Centre, 1985)  Quoted  by  Clayton
Fredericksen, “Caring for History: Tiwi and archaeological narratives of Fort Dundas/
Punata, Melville Island, Australia,” World Archaeology 34.2 (October 2002): 288–
302.

14 Other European voyagers had visited. In 1636, Anthony van Dieman, the Dutch
governor-general in Batavia, dispatched two vessels to explore the Melville Island
northern coastline for nine days and named Cape van Dieman. Abel Tasman, in 1644,
sailed along the north coasts of Melville and Bathurst Islands, and in 1705 Maarten van
Delft explored the west coast of Bathurst Island, encountering fourteen or fifteen Tiwi
men. In 1803, Nicolas Baudin’s French expedition circumnavigated Australia at the
same time as Matthew Flinders. Baudin named Capes Fourcroy and Helvetius on
Bathurst Island but did not go ashore. According to John Morris in his book The Tiwi:
From Isolation to Cultural Change: A History of Encounters Between an Island Peo-
ple and Outside Forces (Darwin: Northern Territory U P , 2001): 31–33, the legendary
ferocity of the Tiwi was said to have been the result of Portuguese slave raids.
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 The British Captain Philip Arthur King in 1824 perceived the Tiwi Islands
as a stopping point on a major sea route and a potentially vital trading post
that would rival Singapore. He named the islands Bathurst and Melville. In
1824, the British founded Fort Dundas, or Punata, with the aid of convicts,
near the settlement now known as Palarumpi or Garden Point, without really
any strategies for considering the people of the islands and their possible rela-
tionship to the invaders. King wrote in his journal:

The tide enabled us to track the two heads which form the south entrance of
this Strait – when it turned and ran so swiftly back, that we were prevented
from getting out of the Straits and were obliged very reluctantly to return to
an anchorage within which was not easily favoured as the bottom was
generally rocky and thickly studded with shoals – the anchor was at last
dropped three miles from the entrance upon a small patch of Clay. Our
anchorage was near a cliff on which were two canoes but no signs of their
owners […] The western side of the island […] was named in compliment to
the Right Honourable the Earl Bathurst, the secretary of State for the
Colonies and the Strait separating it from Melville Is. was named Apseley
Strait after the same nobleman.15

The language in King’s text is descriptive of country, documenting measures
of space. It refers to proper names of powerful men, and the government of
the colony is ever in King’s mind. By naming the seemingly unwritten coun-
try, he possesses it. The Indigenous people in these two texts are consistently
elusive, prefiguring the later understanding of the land as terra nullius, ‘a land
of no-one’. Because of the unrelenting hostility of the Tiwi towards the in-
vading British, the settlement of Fort Dundas was abandoned in 1829.
 The next detailed account of arriving in the Tiwi Islands is by the ethno-
grapher and photographer Sir Baldwin Spencer.16 Spencer first stayed at the

15 Facsimile of the journals of Philip Parker King 1824, in the Patakijiyili Museum
or Keeping Place, Bathurst Island. These pages were presented by Admiral Sir Ben-
jamin Bathurst, on occasion of his visit to Bathurst Island in 1993. He was a descen-
dant of the original Lord Bathurst of the Colonial Office, after whom King named the
island.

16 Walter Baldwin Spencer, Wanderings in Wild Australia (vol. 11) (London: Mac-
millan, 1928, reprinted 1967). The remarkable photographs of Tiwi in his book are still
held in high regard by Tiwi elders, according to Nicholas Rothwell. Journeys to the
interior (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2010): 62.
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camp of the only white man living on the islands in 1911, the buffalo hunter
Joe Cooper,17 whose feelings are unrecorded. Spencer wrote:

6 March 1912
I got my things together to start for Melville Island. They comprised photo-
graphic material including a cinematograph, collecting material for zoologi-
cal and botanical purposes, and a certain amount of ‘trade’ for use among the
natives […] My ‘trade’ consisted of 15 bags of flour, 25 lb. of the strongest
twist tobacco available, a gross of pipes, 60 yards of turkey twill, 60 gor-
geous handkerchiefs, each a yard square and richly decorated with represen-
tations of striking scenes and animals, 24 tomahawks for special occasions,
48 knives, 20 lb.  of  assorted  glass  beads, 12 tins  of  treacle  and 28 lbs  of
lollies for picanninnies.18

The text shows his confident preoccupation with typologies of objects. As a
species collector for science, he was aware of social Darwinian rankings in his
unconscious positioning of “natives.” He was conscious of the necessity for
trade and reciprocity, and, while deeply engaged with the material culture of
Empire, he was enthusiastic, active, and adventurous in dire and dangerous
conditions, as were Captains Flinders and King.
 At much the same time, 1911, the Catholic Father Gsell (later Bishop of
Darwin) obtained permission to found the Mission of the Sacred Heart, on a
site on the strait opposite Joe Cooper’s camp.19 Father Gsell wrote in his auto-
biography:

17 Walter Baldwin Spencer, Wanderings in Wild Australia (1928, repr. 1967), de-
scribes the buffalo hunter Joe Cooper, the first white man to live with the Tiwi after the
British left in 1829.

18 Walter Baldwin Spencer, Wanderings in Wild Australia (1928, repr. 1967): 653.
19 Francis Xavier Gsell (1872–1960), a missionary and bishop, was born on 30 Oc-

tober 1872 at Benfeld, Alsace–Lorraine, Germany. The Australian Dictionary of Bio-
graphy states: “He studied the intricate laws and customs of the local Aboriginals and
carefully chose for his central  site an area which none of them claimed. In 1912 the
island was proclaimed an Aboriginal reserve, and Gsell lived and worked here, apart
from a visit to Europe in 1920, until 1938. He understood Aboriginal life, spiritual
values and rituals and sought the people's advancement; at this time even some anthro-
pologists believed that they would become extinct. He worked patiently: during fifteen
years the mission performed only 113 baptisms; after thirty years he did not claim a
single adult convert”; http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gsell-francis-xavier-6502 (ac-
cessed 29 January 2014.
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Let the natives be joined little by little in carefully supervised stages by white
men who quietly and gently will raise herds and plant fields. The natives
could become shepherds until they learnt to raise their own herds […] The
aim of the missionary is obedience to a divine command, he must bring the
heathen to the true faith […] no-one I think would dare to deny that the true
faith is the generating force of civilization. The heathen are men as we are
men and as such they have the same right that we have to the benefits of
Christianity. The Christian has a double duty of charity, in communicating
his faith to his less fortunate brothers, of justice, in making what restitution
can be made.20

The language here has the large time-frame of the centuries of Western cul-
ture and is inflected with abstract nouns – “civilization,” “Christianity,”
“charity,” “faith,” “generating force,” and “justice.” The idea of continuous
human progress emerging from barbarity to ever-increasing prosperity in set-
tled agrarian communities is central.
 Into this palimpsest of texts comes another arrival at Bathurst Island, at the
last moment of colonialism in 1974. (The Tiwi achieved land rights and a
governing council in 1976.) The Australian Council for the Arts employed
Joseph Conroy and me as “field officers,” but we were accommodated by and
responsible to the Catholic Mission at Bathurst Island. I wrote about the day
of our arrival:

23 February 1974
Flying from Darwin in a little 8 seater plane was enthralling but terrifying
too – I was in the co-pilot’s seat. The islands looked beautiful from the air,
flat and without roads or habitation, but densely green with mangrove
swamps and winding creeks bordered by the strangely opaque turquoise sea.
Suddenly the plane was on the dirt runway surrounded by people who glit-
tered startlingly black in the sun, smiling and reaching up to us. Raphael
Apuatimi was the first to greet us. Arts Council representative, he held out
his hand, stalwart and confident, ‘Welcome to Bathurst Island!’ We were im-
mersed in a crowd such as I  had never seen before and for the first  time I
realised forcefully that we were the strangers and these people were com-
pletely at home, bare feet lovingly engaging with the ground, the staccato
ripple of Tiwi language all around.

20 Francis Xavier Gsell, The Bishop With 150 Wives: Fifty Years as a Missionary,
epilogue by Andre Dupeyrat (London & Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1955): 38–39.
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This text shows a woman describing events visually but it is also permeated
with an individual emotional response, using value-laden words – “beautiful,”
“confident,” “lovingly.” It mentions an actual Tiwi person. Colour is empha-
sized: “densely green,” “turquoise,” “glittered black,” from the eyes of a dyer
and weaver. The subjectivity of the artist highlights feeling and communi-
cation.

The Workshop: Inverted Patterns
A studio workshop, no matter how rough, can be like a laboratory and also a
place where quite daring interactions and experiments can take place safely
and discreetly – a space to try and to fail. The Tiwi Designs workshop was set
up underneath the old Presbytery, built on stilts in 1931 by the devoted lay
missionary Peter de Hayr.21 Perhaps because it was a kind of transitional
space, between outside and inside, it worked well even with the rudimentary
facilities. A studio workshop can be a refuge, a set-up where all the different
work stations are in place – drawing, writing, printing, sewing, as well as
packing items for exhibition and sale. By the end of our stay there were four
men designing and printing and four women sewing and finishing off cloths.
The Tiwi designers were articulate and literate in English, though Tiwi was
the language of the workshop. We worked together without much discussion,
each one a vital part of the whole mosaic of the process of printing a variety
of products in specific fabrics. Laughter, gesture, and music (sometimes three
tape recorders going simultaneously with different Johnny Cash albums, as
well as tapes of ceremony) provided the background to intensive printing
work. A few children played under the tables; little Brenda, Giovanni’s niece,
would stick up her mouth and eyes with masking tape.
 When I began as coordinator of Tiwi Designs, my great desire was to en-
courage all-over patterns, printed on cloth through the transparent mesh of the
silkscreen. Tiwi art was abstract, with many vivid permutations of spots,
circles, crosshatching, and diagonals in the four main colours, red, yellow,
white, and black. Single animal figures in one colour had been the mainstay
of the design repertoire at Tiwi Designs, not unlike Eskimo woodcuts that had
caused a stir in the 1960s. Although these were charming, I longed to see the
force and sweep of geometric and brushy motifs of Tiwi bark paintings and

21 For a full account of the mission buildings on Bathurst Island, see John Pye MSC.
The Tiwi Islands, foreword by Hyacinth Tungutalum (Canberra: Australian Institute of
Aboriginal Studies, 1978).
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carved poles translated on to cloth in dense webs of all-over pattern.22 Unlike
other Aboriginal societies in northern Australia, the Tiwi motifs were not
sacred and hidden, or limited only to men. A strange irony was that Joseph
and I re-introduced the young artists, as well as the older Paru artists across
the strait, to the variety and richness of their heritage through photocopied re-
productions of bark paintings in Charles Mountford’s Tiwi Art and Culture
(1958). To return to the freshness and intuitive force of ‘tribal’ art, we used
books. The culture was all around in language and dance but the Mission and
Government processes had made a break in transmission between the older
non-literate artists and the young ones educated at the Mission school, Saint
Xavier’s.
 An oral culture learns through memory, through silent observation and par-
ticipation in the choreography and process of ceremony. As Graeme Were,
talking about pattern in the Pacific, explained:

pattern is not just something that appears in and on media but also is in some
sense itself a medium, perhaps a meta-medium that transcends any specific
material incarnation, even if it must always appear in some expressive form.

He discussed a notion of pattern that does not involve separating the thinking
about a design from the process of its production.23 Because of their under-
standing of lengthy processes across different media – painting, sculpture,
bark baskets, fibre work, dance – that were needed to plan and organize a
large funeral ceremony, the Tiwi were able to transfer that knowledge to the
rhythm of the printing and sewing workshop Tiwi Designs.24

 I’d learnt repeat pattern techniques as a freelance designer in Italy, making
designs in gouache on paper for silk-scarf manufacturers in the Lake Como

22 For a discussion of the wider meaning of Tiwi pattern, see Diana Wood Conroy,
“Between colonial and postcolonial: Tiwi Design: an Aboriginal silk-screen workshop
on Bathurst Island, Northern Territory,” in Creativity and Postcoloniality: Re-Invent-
ing Textiles, vol 3, ed. Paul Sharrad & Anne Collett (Winchester UK: Telos, 2004):
141–56; and Fabrics of Change: Trading Identities, ed. Diana Wood Conroy (Wollon-
gong: University of Wollongong, 2004).

23 Graeme Were. Lines that Connect: Rethinking Pattern and Mind in the Pacific
(Honolulu: U  of Hawai‘i P, 2010): 1–3.

24 The anthropologist Jane Goodale discussed the creative organization involved in
funerary ceremonies in “The Cultural Context of Creativity Among the Tiwi,” in
Essays on the Verbal and Visual Arts,  ed.  June  Helm (Seattle  & London:  American
Ethnological Society, U  of Washington P, 1973): 175–91.
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district. Developing the all-over Tiwi repeat pattern became a sign for me of
allowing the extraordinary qualities of the local patterns to break through onto
European cloth. I wanted to communicate this vitality and allow it to flow be-
yond the island. An anxious hope is evident in my first diary entries:

27 February 1974
Later in the afternoon I made an experimental paper screen with Bede, over-
printing the cloth with many of the animal screens, turtle, possum, bird to
make a repeating pattern. Bede is skilled at printing on the long blanket
covered tables, quickly flicking the squeegee through the paint. The rows of
paint tins sit on sagging shelves against the cross wall of the workshop, while
the tables are near the frosted louvre windows that look on to the garden. The
ceiling is so low it is only an inch above our heads. I talked to him about the
animals and although we are still shy together he seemed responsive,
glancing at me sideways, thoughtfully. […] A lovely development would be
to print calico with straight Tiwi patterns of stripes and dots, with no animal
representations […] But I don’t know what he thinks. Sometimes he seems to
hesitate over flat pattern; animals have been the main focus. I felt anxious
about him; how I was relating to him – I didn’t want to force things but
didn’t want him to be bored either.

 Three months later, the patterns were flowing from all the artists and we
could not produce enough to satisfy demand. The process of silkscreen at that
time was all done by hand, not through photographic techniques. Painting the
taut polyester silk of the screen was like painting the skin of a ceremonial
dancer slowly and carefully until the person was transformed beyond recog-
nition.
 Already in the silkscreen process there is an inversion of ‘positive’ and
‘negative’ – the positive or dark lines of the pattern are left unpainted, so that
the dye can flow through the mesh as the colour is swept across the screen
with a squeegee. Although the silk looks opaque, for the purposes of printing
it is transparent, allowing the dye to penetrate all the areas not blocked out.
The screen is placed at intervals along the length of cloth on the long printing
table, at that time about three metres of cloth at a time. By turning the screen
in different alignments, pattern repeats can be changed, mirrored or contrasted
as the two printers move up and down the printing table. Different screens
painted with other elements allow contrast. It’s like a dance; each printer on
opposite  sides  of  the  table  held  the  screen  steady and swept  the  dye  with  a
rubber squeegee across the mesh in turn, with great precision. The process
itself is repetitive, but also surprising – there is never absolute certainty about
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the printed result. Great steadiness of hand was required to lower the screen in
exactly the right place – I would mark the edge of the frame to align with par-
ticular places in the repeat. Later there would be a registration system.
 The artists and seamstresses were paid a ‘training allowance’ in early 1974,
with award wages planned by the Federal Government in July. My job be-
came increasingly administrative, talking with government departments and
the Mission for ongoing support.

3 June 1974
I felt everyone in Tiwi Designs was very good today ̶ the only thing stopping
them competing on a level with ‘white culture’ is the lack of understanding
of how the whole system works. If only I could train a Tiwi person to take
over the managemen […] Extremely busy getting a load of stuff off to
Darwin for exhibitions. Everything sells as soon as it arrives. Giovanni’s new
circle design was very good, printing it, and Bede’s new flower – this was
very exciting, what I’m here for. But much packing and ironing …

I felt very warm towards Vivien and Danny, so young and vulnerable,
eager yet shy. Vivien’s voice is breaking and awkward. They both did a lot
with Bede and Giovanni who helped them generously; Bede showing Vivien
how to make a screen. Both did some lively geometric designs, and ob-
viously have good realistic talent too.

We would take Bede Tungatalum or Danny Munkara across the strait as trans-
lators when visiting the Paru artists. The young men would help spray fungi-
cide on the barks to discourage mildew, and distribute carving tools or ochre
to the fragile older artists who were unable to collect materials themselves.
When funds had come from the Aboriginal Arts Board we were able to pay
the artists and then pack bark paintings, sculptures, and bark baskets for trans-
port to museums and galleries to the south. The young artists observed the
intricate precision of the geometric patterns, the interlocking motifs of rayed
circles, hatched triangles, stripes, and rows of dots and half circles as mean-
ingful as any written sign system. They noted the fact that the work had value
and interest to the white people. The central narratives of the culture were at-
tached to  the  patterns  but  not  in  a  literal  or  direct  sense.  The  patterns  were
“mindful” in a way that, Were suggests, has been forgotten by scholars, and
he quotes Owen Jones attributing “evidence of mind” to Pacific designs in
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Jones’s 1852 Grammar of Ornament.25 The “mindfulness” of pattern, central
to the vernacular Tiwi thinking, was apparent when we helped with docu-
menting or packing painted sculptures or barks. Older men and women hand-
ling the pieces would suddenly start telling us about some aspect of the central
Purukupali story, as though it were the lens through which they understood
everyday life.

27 February 1974
Josie Tipungwuti, while crouched over painting a three-metre pole, told us
the story of the original ancestors Purukupali and his wife Wai-ay. Wai-ay
left her baby under a bush while she went with Tjappara in the bushes and
the baby died through being in the sun. Purukupali was very angry, he found
Tjappara and had a duel – Tjappara speared him with his forked stick. This is
the fighting stick on top of the pukumani or carved grave poles. Purukupali
then sinks into sea holding his dead son, declaring death would now come to
all. Tjappara floats into the sky as the moon.26

Mythos, explained the classical ethnographer Jane Harrison, was anything de-
livered by word of mouth, with the implication of action or ritual. The Greek
word mythos has the same root as ‘mouth’, stoma.27 Myth informed the
patterned artefacts, songs, and dances. In other words, the ritual action insti-
gated by myth formed a pattern that could also lead to storytelling, dance or
chant as well as sculpture or painting.

Conclusion: Colonization and Change
The role of the white art adviser was not neutral, but was conditioned by his
or her character and drive. We were the avant-garde, the front line in changing
Australian perceptions of Aboriginal communities, and yet we were often torn
by conflicting loyalties in helping individual artists within the official limits
of the job. To be there at all seemed to be a tacit connivance with the implac-
able ‘progress’ driving the West. I wrote, a year later, for Art and Australia:

25 Owen Jones, Grammar of Ornament (London: Day and Son, 1856, repr. 1987;
Mineola N Y : Dover, 2001): 16, cited by Graeme Were Lines That Connect: Rethink-
ing Pattern and Mind in the Pacific (Honolulu: U  of Hawai‘i P , 2010): 4.

26 Jennifer Hoff, “Tiwi Graveposts” in The Oxford Companion to Aboriginal Art
and Culture, ed. Sylvia Kleinert & Margo Neale (Canberra: Australian National Uni-
versity, Oxford UP , 2000): 174–79.

27 Jane Ellen Harrison, Themis: A Study of the Social Origins of Greek Religion
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP , 1912).



54 D IA N A WO O D CO NR O Y ���

The overwhelming influence of twentieth century technology and material-
istic culture was the most pervasive disintegrating force on a nomadic people
whose material possessions had always been inconsequential.28

It’s important to remember, however, that many Tiwi welcomed the changes
brought by settlement and all its complex technologies and possibilities of
travel. Hyacinth Tungutalum, Bede’s brother, wrote an Introduction to the
Catholic Missionary Brother Pye’s book The Tiwi Islands (1977, repr. 1998):

It will be interesting for our children to read and remember the things that
have  gone  before.  The  book  will  tell  the  Tiwi  children  that  life  was  very
much harder for their parents, that food was hard to get and that we had no
electricity, a poor water supply and no cars.29

This statement recalls Baldwin Spencer’s catalogue of persuasive objects,
even more than the spiritual abstractions of the Sacred Heart Mission. The in-
version operates here – the precious quality of patterns developed through
millennia of nomadic thought became consumer items, in order to allow some
compromise between the two seemingly incommensurable systems, capital-
ism conjoined with a hunting-and-gathering ethos. Middle-class Australia
longs for the unimaginable life in forests of mangrove, palm, and eucalypt,
even for what seems an obscure and fading ancient vernacular. The produc-
tion of cloths and barks that stream from remote communities assuages this
longing in the subtle tactility and wonder of the handmade artefacts. I was a
channel in this process.
 Being a conduit between disparate ways of thinking is precarious and can
be dangerous. Uncertainty about his place between the Mission, government
institutions, and the Tiwi disturbed our friend and colleague the potter Terry
Golvin. Sent to the island by Ivan MacMeekin, an important ceramicist at the
University of New South Wales in Sydney, he was tasked with building a large
wood-fired kiln with Tiwi potters, a kiln developed by MacMeekin from Afri-
can models.30 As a young graduate in Industrial Design, Terry found the
Catholic Mission anachronistic and incomprehensible, but at the same time
the Tiwi he worked with were tightly enmeshed in kinship ties, and did not

28 Diana Wood Conroy, “Tiwi Designs: An Aboriginal Silk-Screen Workshop,” Art
and Australia (December 1976): 278.

29 Hyacinth Tungutalum, “Foreword,” in John Pye, MSC , The Tiwi Islands (Can-
berra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1978): 1.

30 See Ivan MacMeekin in Jennifer Isaacs, Tiwi: Art /History /Culture (Melbourne:
Megunyah Press, University of Melbourne Publishing, 2012): 196–97.
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understand his time-frame and scientific processes. His main associate, the
potter and printer Eddie Purantatameri, was banned from the island after a
brawl. Terry became edgy and nervous. His consolation was to roar up and
down on his motorbike late at night on the dirt airstrip that fell away sharply
to the stony beach. On 10 September 1974 he failed to brake in time to avoid
the edge and fell five metres to his death. A fierce uproar, a wave of sorrow
and remorse, engulfed the tiny settlement. Father Simms and the painted war-
rior Bob One Apuatimi both presided at his burial on a glaringly hot day. We
left a month later.
 Arriving again on Bathurst Island after thirty-eight years was difficult, yet
a homecoming in many ways because of the piercing experiences on the
island all those years ago. Of the eight young people in Tiwi Designs in 1974
only three were still alive in 2012: Danny Munkara, for years a leader in the
Tiwi Land Council; Antoinette Orsto, still working as a seamstress; Bede
Tungutalum, now a famous artist, a sculptor and painter whose work is hung
in the National Gallery of Australia. He said to me on the last day of my visit,
“I am thinking of a new painting about the universe.”31 The small workshop,
Tiwi Designs, had been replaced by ‘Tiwi Design’, a combination of all the
arts, in a purpose-built studio and shop complex.32 White managers, who are
outside kinship obligations, remain in control although employed by the Tiwi
Council. I found the features of those I had known so well in their descen-
dants; Giovanni’s daughter Praxi and Vivien’s son, also Vivien, were working
in Tiwi Design. Vivien still printed his father’s designs on cloth. Terry’s kiln
remained as an unused relic: pots are now fired in electric earthenware kilns.
Sister Anne Gardiner was the last remaining nun, the guardian of the Pata-
kijiyili Museum that exhibits the intersecting histories of whites and Tiwi.
 All the old people I knew at Paru were gone, yet I could almost hear those
distinctive voices that used to echo from the bush. White people with all their
busyness only gradually realize the intrinsic knowledge of those people with
the lilting walk. When I read the overflowing narrative of my Tiwi journal I
realize that I was jolted by ways of being that were not primarily centred on
the individual and the accumulation of material things. The crucial pivot of

31 See Maija Anita Vanags, “Tiwi Artist Bede Tungutalum,” Journal of Northern
Territory History 6 (1995): 53–60.

32 Kathy Barnes, Kiripapurajuwi: Skills of Our Hands: Good Craftsmen and Tiwi
Art, foreword by Margie West (Darwin, Northern Territory: Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Commission, 1999).
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Aboriginal understanding is that people do not look at and control country as
Europeans assume. On the contrary, country looks at people, conditioning and
forming them irreversibly. This is the main inversion of them all, still hidden,
a gift to the colonizers.
 On my return, I felt that the country observed me again as I walked by the
strait.
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