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Don’t label the

Dreamtime

Whatever else the bicenten-
nial has achieved, it's certainly
encouraged London’s galleries
to look further east than the Con-
tinent, or should that be further
west than America. There must
have been more Australian art-
ists showing work here this year
than in the previous 199 added
together.

As its title suggests, ‘Paintings
of the Dreaming’ at the Rebecca
Hossack Gallery features con-
temporary Aboriginal artists
and specifically those from
Papunya Tula. Each of the 10
paintings here are by different
artists although, since all
employ the same format and
style, to the untrained eye they
could be the work of the same
hand. Ochres, rust-reds and
generally subdued, earthy col-
ours predominate and presuma-
bly relate back to the ancient
Aboriginal techniques in sand-
painting. Now however, the col-
ours are sprinkled down in dots
of acrylic paint on canvas,
arranged in wavy parallel lines
and more or less regular con-
centric rings, reminiscent of the
patterns in onyx and agates.

That such simple elements
can combine to produce such a
series of uniquely beautiful pic-
tures reveals the acute visual
perception of these artists. But
then these are more than just

pretty designs, each work being
based on specific, traditional
images and stories adapted in a
modern media for a modern
audience.

Whether this makes them
Modern Art is perhaps a matter
for debate, for while they have
entered the commercial art
world (exchanging hands for
modern prices among dealers
and buyers, if not necessarily
the artists) their presentation in
the gallery setting is slightly
uneasy.

Both here and previously at
the ICA, labels accompanying
the paintings provide a title but
also offer some brief explana-
tion on the meaning of the work.
As soon as this is attempted the
impossibility of the task
becomes apparent: symbols
have multiple meanings and
anyway, the artists have no
intention of revealing the full
magic of the sacred ceremonies
and knowledge behind the
images.

The purpose of the labels, to
enhance some mystic exoticism
or confer the dots with some
extra, essential validity is spuri-
ous at best. The abstracts of
Jackson Pollock would not be
improved if we suddenly
learned that contained within all
his drops were descriptions of
the New York subway system.

Eclecticism is the order of the day at Fischer Fine Art’s Bicentennial
Exhibition. As well as work from Aboriginal artists like this Totemic
Kangaroo by Lofty Narbadayal, there are some exquisite flower
paintings by Sidney Nolan and familiar fantasies from the crazy
world of Arthur Boyd. Presaging well for the future is the youngest
of the dozen artists here, Daniel Mafe, who has developed an
intriguing faux-naif style to revitalise the modern interior.

Tingari Men’s Dreaming

Australian Bicetennial Exhibition at Fischer Fine Art, 30 King St SW1
(839 3942) until September 3, Mon-Fri, 10-5.30
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