Launch: Water Feature Exhibition

Strathalbyn Stationmaster’s Gallery: Friday 8th January, 2010, 6:30 pm

Liz Yelland and the Freshwater Artists
Who tells our stories?

I pay my respects to the Ngarrindjeri, the traditional owners of the ruwi (country) on which we are standing and I pay my respects to their old people who have passed on and, in particular, I pay my respects to Ngarrindjeri stories.

As many of you know I have worked and published with Ngarrindjeri storytellers and I’d like us to think about Ngarrindjeri story telling as a way into the fine exhibit we are here to help Liz Yelland and the Freshwater Artists launch.  

Liz has offered us her narrative for this exhibition and it begins with the story of thukeri, known in English as bony herring (and bony bream).  It’s lesson is clear: greed is destructive. In the thukeri story, the source of this wisdom is explicit: Ngurunderi, the creative hero who pioneered the land, gave form and shape to the Murray, Lakes, tributaries, Coorong and Murray Mouth, Ngurunderi who laid down the all encompassing law of the land - rites of passage, birth, marriage, kinship, death - all were part of the great founding narrative – and Ngurunderi who also decreed what might be eaten, when and in what number. This complex set of food taboos alerted Ngarrindjeri to the vulnerable times in the life cycle of the fish, birds, plants and cast them as part of an inter-connected, inter-functional world where the health of one was the health of another; where hunters could not eat their own ngatji (totem) because it was their own flesh and blood, their friend and protector.

Access to Ngarrindjeri stories allows the deepest yearnings and imaginings of the settler population to reach back over the millennia and to create a far deeper chronology than were we to begin with Charles Sturt’s journey down the River Murray. Ngarrindjeri stories sustain and structure the Ngarrindjeri social world; explain the mysterious; provide a secure haven in an otherwise hostile world; bring order to and confer significance on relationships amongst the living; hold hope for future generations; and open up communication with those who have passed on. Everything has a story, but not everyone knows every story. Nor does everyone have the right to hear every story, or having heard it, to repeat the words.

So who tells our stories today, here in Strathalbyn, on the banks of a drying Lake Alexandrina, on the hypersaline Coorong, atop the dam regulator at Clayton Bay? The Freshwater Artists are holding up a mirror, literally in Liz Yelland’s piece “What can you do?”, in which we might see ourselves reflected. They are helping us tell a story of who we are and how we relate to this land, this ruwi.

“It’s all connected,” the Ngarrindjeri tell us and in “Living Spirit”, Helen Stacey and Ngarrindjeri elder Ellen Trevorrow reach across worlds as the Coorong landscape is brought to life with Ngarrindjeri weaving and feather flowers.  The weaving relies on fresh water for supple rushes. Ngarrindjeri laws explains how they are to be picked and when. It is an honour to collect rushes in the footsteps of one’s forebears and while so doing to recall lineages of the land. It’s connection. It’s continuity. While the land is healthy so are we, all of us, settler and indigene. This ruwi sustained stable populations for aeons. Ngori, the pelican, a totemic bird of the Coorong, now stressed as the fresh water turns to salt, looks at us from Lindy Downing’s photograph. Martina Frolich’s installation points to the problem of rising salinity. Rob Hylton fishhooks recall the industry of the area. In Gaynor Hartvigsen’s piece I see a spyglass into a possible world – the fragile earth is glimpsed, like through a telescope  - but all around is bleak saltpan. Are we looking at what we have lost or what we might achieve? The “I” of the River of Lindy’s photograph is watching and what does it see? The Coorong is salting up; without fresh water flows the lakes will follow. Briny shrimp have taken over the Southern lagoon. Can we weave it whole again? 

Jane Hylton turns to Overlander, George Hamilton, who writes of seeing a lake in the distance. “We were soon tasting the water – it was fresh, and it was not salt; it had a vapid sweet taste but it quenched our thirst.” Jane highlights Hamilton’s text of abundance with words strung out on a line of shells, like the continuous line of ducks flying towards the Lakes. “This line was never broken for one minute during the whole of the day, nor for many days,” Jane transcribes. Elsewhere, in the Beachmark Project, Jane has evoked a different aspect of story telling, ephemeral art, art written in the sand, to be washed away by the fresh water we all so desperately need. Here the words are written on freshwater mussel shells such as we would find in middens that recall peaceful Ngarrindjeri occupation around the lakes. The Ngurunderi story spans those millennia: Hamilton’s words are from 1839. How quickly we have broken the lines of connection.
“Toys in the Bath”: There are many stories to read here. Liz Yelland offers us a rich text. I invite you to explore this work. It’s clever, sombre, tragic, satirical. I’d like it to be hung in a room all by itself.  I shudder at the military might of the three regimented taps. For me they evoke goose-stepping troops in Red Square with their ornate headgear as they dominate the dam wall on which they stand. The story is one of an assault on the environment. It is a story of violence but in the name of what? Look closely at the Leggo characters in the bath. What are they doing? Seeing? What story does each have to tell? Look into the plastic baby’s bath Liz has placed in front of the piece. I am particularly fond of the little diver and the story he/she might tell: a submerged threat? Below the surface where ducks blithely bob up and down, below to where none but those guided by the artist can see, is the dam being eaten away? All those plants will not save it.  The road across the dam is a road to nowhere.

Note the attention to detail, the shadows cast by the taps, the shadows cast by the ducks and the shadows of the human workers tell us the time of day, late morning, of workers just doing their job. We all have to eat. They will tell you their story. Like the taps, they have a function. They are part of the regime that supports the taps. It’s all connected.

In framing the narrative Liz has drawn on “The Dry Salvages” the third of T.S Eliot’s Four Quartets:
I do not know much about gods; but I think that the river

Is a strong brown god—sullen, untamed and intractable,

Patient to some degree, at first recognised as a frontier;

Useful, untrustworthy, as a conveyor of commerce;

Then only a problem confronting the builder of bridges.

The problem once solved, the brown god is almost forgotten

By the dwellers in cities—ever, however, implacable.

Keeping his seasons and rages, destroyer, reminder

Of what men choose to forget. Unhonoured, unpropitiated

By worshippers of the machine, but waiting, watching and waiting.

His rhythm was present in the nursery bedroom,

In the rank ailanthus of the April dooryard,

In the smell of grapes on the autumn table,

And the evening circle in the winter gaslight.
Did T.S. Elliot have us in mind? No, but like the Ngarrindjeri he knew the damage wreaked by progress predicated on control of raging rivers and rampant self-interest. His story resonates. The artists, each in their own way, is telling us we cannot forget. The River is watching. Liz invites us to act. In the last piece she asks: Who can save the Murray? Again explore the colours, textures, shapes and shadows of this map. Note what Liz calls the obscene green of irrigation and add the obscene blue-green of the soon-to-be algal blooms, cyanobacteria, named for the brilliant blue of deadly cyanide not its chemical composition. 

What we are seeing here today in the “Water Feature Exhibit” is a preview of the group exhibition that Liz hopes to get to the Riverland later this year. Freshwater artists, I applaud you on your courage. These stories need to travel up river. Currently there is flooding in the Murray-Darling Basin. Some of that water could get to the Lakes Alexandrina and Albert. It is not the River that is stopping the water. It is man made interventions and it is man made laws that are holding the water back. It’s one river. Ngurunderi knew that. T.S. Eliot knew that. We know that.
So “Water Feature” by the “Freshwater Artists”, what a timely exhibit! Fresh water. But, sigh! I can hear it.  Don’t be political. Can’t we just leave politics at the door? I make two comments. First leaving politics at the door is a political stand. It is a politics of silence and it is silencing. It licences an assault such as that of the taps as they bleed the lake dry and take over a peaceful passage of water. It stands by while bright green shirts dredge and dump and disconnect. Second art is political. The artists in this exhibit have a strong environmental message. They are holding up mirrors in which we can see ourselves reflected. So whom do we see?

The selves we see are a remarkable group. We come from many different walks of life and draw on many experiences. We all have stories. Some of us write, some sing, some sew, some paint, some fish, some sail, some cook, some garden. In all we do we need water but like the Ngarrindjeri fisherman in the thukeri tale we have taken more than is sustainable. Will we learn? Who can save the Murray? Liz acknowledges it is a “corny question” and the mirror is an old troupe but the question remains central.  The wisdom endures: All things are connected.

Diane Bell, Finniss, January 8, 2010
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