“We are bosses ourselves…”*
By Carol Dowling, twin sister to the artist

Julie Dowling’s exhibition entitled “Yes, Boss!” presents an overall comment on power relations between Indigenous Australians and Non-Indigenous Australians since invasion. It is a well-known fact that the voices of the powerless have difficulty being heard even in many advanced nations, such as Australia.  Julie paints her family and community because they often do not have a voice.  She wants people to have a good yarn about what they see and especially what they feel when seeing these lives and stories painted on canvas.  Before a wound can be healed it must be opened and then cleaned.

“Yes, Boss!” is an expression that describes how Indigenous Australians were once treated unequally and is a reminder to Wudjulas (Non-Indigenous Australians) that such inequality still exists.  If a Noongar person uses this phrase against you today, they are letting you know in a sarcastic way that we will no longer serve the dominant culture, we will no longer tolerate a life of oppression and that we are reminding you of a relationship forged in a shared colonial history as Australians.  

There is no doubt that to the thousands of Indigenous Australians today, Australia’s history is a racist history built on assumptions of racial superiority.  Indigenous voices in that history were silenced for many generations and many would like to have that history remain untold. The legacy of this silence can be seen today when looking at how most social indicators for Indigenous health, education, employment, incarceration, and many others remains dramatically unequal to the rest of Australian society.  How can we honestly call ourselves a progressive and modern nation?

There are paintings in this exhibition that reflect the historical placement of Indigenous Australians and there are others that speak about our current lives.  I have selected a few to discuss the messages within them and to highlight their significance.

Stories about our Past:
In Western Australia’s colonial history, Indigenous labour was used extensively to clear land for cereal crops.  This work began in the early 1800’s and continued until the 1940’s.  Men, women and children were used for this hard labour while being paid with rations if at all.  In the South-west of WA, ‘stone picking’ was a term used to describe how the men put the larger boulders and rocks onto carts while women and children filled sacks with smaller rocks to clear a field for harvesting.  Families would be ‘traded’ between farmers.  In the painting, The Stone Pickers, Julie describes how families would clear vast acres of land of stones and rocks by hand.  This painting is about portraying how the relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people was formed in this state. 





The issue of inheritance is brought up in Julie’s painting entitled Bloodlines, which shows a group of Indigenous stockmen facing their ‘boss man’ and his young son.  The father is the Wudjula (White) landholder directing his son to pick his first horse to ride.  The boy is crossing his arms imitating the stance of his older half-brother who is Indigenous.  It is obvious that this young boy will inherit his father’s land and wealth while his older black brother will not.  This represents how Indigenous labour was exploited to perpetuate non-Indigenous wealth and legacy.   

In a comment about the way young women were subjects to exploitation, Julie presents The Paper Dress, which shows a young girl in a dress she has made from white crepe paper.  This practice was taught and encouraged within Mogumber Mission to demonstrate girls sewing expertise.  Julie and I had a great Aunt named Dorothy Nannup who experienced these classes, which were designed to train young girls as domestic servants in the Non-Indigenous community.  This picture is a statement about the appearance of being a part of white society but experiencing a vastly different reality.  These girls were not trained to enter society on an equal basis but were relegated to the servant classes.

Stories about our future:
Another issue that deeply affects the future of Indigenous Australia concerns high incarceration rates.  In the piece entitled At Risk Of Dog Bite, four inmates of a maximum-security prison are shown.  Julie wanted to capture some of the ways our men cope with their experience being inside but still dreaming and feeling for their life outside those walls.  It is about their families, their sense of identity, their hopelessness and their yearning for country.  

The piece entitled Sorry goes to the core of how relationships in Australia still place Indigenous people as unequals.  This painting depicts a mother and her family on hearing the news of her daughter’s death long before the mother can be reunited with her.  The sense of loss is poignant describing how her daughter was stolen from her while still receiving no official acknowledgement of the pain caused by these government policies.  There is no compensation price high enough to pay for such a loss. 

The most triumphant work in this exhibition is entitled Yes, Boss!, which shows a young strong Indigenous man with dreadlocks who symbolises the strength of our men to be themselves and to celebrate their Aboriginality.  He celebrates an international pan-Aboriginal movement where Indigenous nations across the globe offer solidarity with Indigenous Australians. 








Co-existence, self-determination, sovereignty, land rights, a treaty and reconciliation are all but distant dreams for many Indigenous families and their communities.  My sister and I often question, as do many other Indigenous people, if this country really follows the principles of democracy.  Democracy is supposed to be about the majority ruling a country while still considering the rights of its minorities.  For Australia to establish a strong foundation for its nationhood into the future, we must all address the serious inequalities and injustices that exist today between us before we can create a society that we are all truly proud of.  We are hoping that with each painting, Julie is building a case for understanding, peace and a shared humanity.  
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TEXT FOR PAINTINGS:

White with one
This picture uses a contemporary phrase to describe how to make a cup of tea with milk and one teaspoon of sugar.  It shows a domestic servant girl presenting the viewer with a tea tray as a symbol of how the tray comes between this girl and white society.  This young girl was given low expectations and for many like her, she was not paid and was taken from her family and her community.  They were trained to never be equal members of Australian society. They were classed as servants forever.  

Playing Dead
As Indigenous people, it is widely accepted within our communities that there is huge diversity within our population.  This can be diversity of culture, language, and appearance.  In this picture, we see a fella from the bush (in the cowboy hat) who has come down from the north.  He seeks solidarity or wants to just yarn with blackfellas from the city.  ‘Playing dead’ is an expression that people from remote communities say about these city mob who appear afraid or in awe of people from the bush.  What this painting is trying to do is speak about the ways the city makes blackfellas conform to wudjula expectations.  The distances between us as Indigenous people are now not just economic but also cultural.  The city assimilates powerfully and to some extent so does the bush.  This picture is about the desire to unite while still being pressured to conform to white values.  Who is boss to us today?

Stone Pickers
When WA was first building its economy in the South West of the state, Noongar labour was used to clear land for agriculture.  Men, women and children were all used to pick out stones and boulders to clear fields. This economic exploitation saw these families demoralised, dispossessed from their land, and their minds and bodies broken through hard labour.  They were in every sense powerless because they had no claim to land according to the colonialists.  It puts a face to the many Indigenous people in this country who were forced to work unpaid and unacknowledged to build the nation’s economy but never benefiting from their labour.  Instead, their story was not written in history books and today we are stereotyped as bludgers and drains on the economy we helped to build.

Bloodlines
Depicts a landholder and his young son meeting a group of stockmen who work for them.  The landholder’s son is about to pick his first horse to ride.  The boy has his arms crossed just like his older black half-brother standing in front of him.  A tension exists between them because it is obvious that the younger son will inherit their father’s wealth. The landholder’s young son represents the transitional nature of the relationship white men had with Indigenous workers.  The Indigenous son represents the injustice and defiance of his positioning between these two worlds and presents the reality they lived through.  It is obvious how much work and care these stockmen put into training these horses because the horses come into the homestead area without bridles – a sign of utmost trust of their trainers.  There is also a faint hope that these power relations will change in the next generation symbolised by the farmer’s young son who mirrors his black brother.

Into The Machine
The recording of language and culture is also addressed in the work, which depicts two elders having their language recorded by a young Noongar anthropologist.  It raises the issues of how these languages will be lost if white society does not acknowledge it as being of value.  It is about how these elders perceive their voices being put into a machine to be taken away into an institutional system.  This painting is a statement on how fragile our languages are and how there is little support to preserve their function in our communities today.

At Risk Of Dog Bite
Julie has taught art in all forms of prisons and detention centres in her career.  The term used to title this work comes from an expression made by inmates serving life terms sentences to describe how long they have been away from home.  Many believed that if they returned home their own camps dogs would bite them because they have been away for a long time.  The boss in this picture is the Non-Indigenous justice system that incarcerates high numbers of our men and women through the use of mandatory sentencing and the avoidance of customary law.  This is also a statement about Aboriginal Deaths in Custody.

Sorry
This work is dedicated to those writers of Quadrant journal who say that genocide is too strong a word to describe the stolen generations.  It depicts a mother and her family who has received a letter telling her that the daughter she has been trying to find died of heart failure before she could be reunited with her.  This situation was not of their making however, without official acknowledgement that such policies and their impact, their suffering will continue. 

“Yes, Boss!”
This work shows a young, healthy and proud Indigenous man who celebrates his Aboriginality.  These young men are their own bosses and they fight hard to never bow their heads to oppression.  He wears the Aboriginal beads representing the blood of his people, the black of his people and the yellow sun meaning the healing power and the giver of life hoping for a new day.  The expression, “Yes, Boss!” is often said sarcastically to white people who aim to patronise or discriminate against blackfellas.









The Last Dance at the Coolbaroo Club
The Coolbaroo club was created by the original Aboriginal Rights League in Perth Western Australia in the 1940’s by Wudjula (White) and Noongar ex-servicemen of World War 2.  The club enabled Noongars to socialize in secret just outside of the Perth City curfew restrictions that existed for Aboriginal people.  The club was closed down in the1950’s because it was believed by officials that the communist party was influencing Aboriginal people.  The Coolbaroo club is still talked about in my community because it was a rare expression of freedom and it attracted famous Afro-American performers Charlie Parker and Nat King Cole.  It also once had performances from Aboriginal opera singer, Harold Blair.

The Navigator
This work deals with a modern situation within some Native Title claimant groups where negotiations with mining companies has meant that members of the Aboriginal claim group are employed with the mine that uses their land.  However, many of these mines do not give high paid jobs such as Navigator to Aboriginal people from the claim group.  I wanted to show a modern fictitious figure.  He is holding a walkie-talkie.  There are burnt trees from his country on his reflective safety coat and the spirits of jardi (goanna) surrounds him.  Within the bodies of these jardi are dead landscapes.  They all encircle the Navigator as he walks through a tunnel.  This means that he must not only navigate the white economic world but also his beliefs of honouring the land.  A navigator usually tells where to drill and where to lay dynamite for drilling.

The Paper Dress
This picture is about the young girls who were educated in missions and homes to sew by using white crepe paper.  They would make amazingly elaborate creations to demonstrate their skills.  Such skills were taught to them so that they could be placed into homes as domestic servants.  This picture shows how this young girl yearns for pretty things like dresses that she could not buy and a lifestyle that she is not groomed for - an equal member of Australian society.

Self Portrait


