Session 3 Comments and Questions

Ritsuko Kurita:

Art is a means of reviving the traditional culture, reaffirming indigenous identity, and finding

the connection to history in the past, to the ancestors, and also a means of passing down the
traditional knowledge to the younger generations. And I noticed some Aboriginal art has
political message. I just wonder if her work includes any messages of resistance to mainstream

society by revealing the history of colonization. This is my first question.

And the second question is, so she provides workshops to people in mainstream society as well,
and [ would like to ask how her work is perceived by the audience. I asked this question because,
in Australia, aboriginal art is very popular since it is seen as a part of national identity today.
But it is always so-called traditional aboriginal culture especially traditional aboriginal art from
remote Australia, for example, dot paintings from Central desert. How do people perceive an
aboriginal art by urban Aboriginal artist like Ms. Maree? Also, how does she think her art

contributes to her own community?

Where does the benefit go? I understand Ms. Maree does not necessarily see her art as a
commodity, but it has been indicated in Australian media that in remote communities, although
there are some very prominent aboriginal artists who make massive profit, it’s not the artists
who benefit from their work and their living situations haven’t improved at all. So how does
she think that her work can contribute to Aboriginal communities, and improve the socio-

economic and political status of Aboriginal people in Australia?

Wade Mahoney:

Thank You! Those are great questions. Those are very big questions in some cases. I guess I

want to probably start at the end of your questions around the value of aboriginal art and the
contribution it makes to especially central aboriginal people. There is movement in Australia
now, and has been for some time around I guess, for some protocols around the sale of
aboriginal art as commodity that is central traditional art. In preparation of dot paintings from
central Australia is another quite big issue because dot paintings are traditionally from within a
small part of central Australia. However, the popularity of aboriginal dot paintings, and I guess
the view from the rest of the world that aboriginal art is dot paintings, is actually quite correct.
And unfortunately, the preparation of dot paintings has been used throughout various other parts
of Australia to cash in on the commodities and that fixed how aboriginal art is seen by rest of
the world.
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There are some movements as I said around creating protocols for the sale of aboriginal art and
the management of the sale of aboriginal art. However, I think it’s quite some time away before
we see the time when the aboriginal artists or a cooperative of aboriginal artists can manage the
sale of their own commodity, their art. That is quite some time away. Because of their treatment
of the art as a commodity, Central Australian aboriginal people have been thrown into the
middle of the complexities of that business. A lot of people have become wealthy from
aboriginal art, often not the artists. That is currently happening and it has happened for quite

some time.

To the best of my knowledge, that’s the only answers I would give to your questions. In relation
to Aunty Maree in particular, yes, it is a commodity and she has known it has a commercial
value of course, just like any other artist. However, her art or artefacts that she creates, and I
call them art, are displayed and exhibited in a manner that is passed from, or exposing our
history and our historical practices on us for all the scale. That has always been Aunty Maree’s

focus.

Most of her pieces are held by museums. They don’t often sell to private collectors. It is often
used in a Victoria National Gallery of Australia and etc. and various trusts in Melbourne who
purchases her work for its historical value and displays it for its historical value. Of course,
whether the viewer views it as an art or views it for its historical value, it is entirely up to the

viewer. That’s pretty much the purpose of the art that she creates.

Political statements, yes, it does make political statement not necessarily on purpose. I’ve never
heard or seen Aunty Maree preparing work or talking about work in a way that says, “This work
is to create a political message.” But, of course, it does. Everything that we do as aboriginal
people often creates and portrays a political message because we were colonized people. It’s a
political world in which we live. All our movements and our activities, I guess, raise the

awareness of our situation within our country, our access to land and etc.

Aunty Maree’s work have travelled all over the world for exhibitions. It raises awareness of
cultural ceremonies lost, of cultural practices lost. If they create a political statement and causes
some changes within our country, great, that’s awesome! But I don’t know if that’s her intention.
She wants to share her work with who wants to share her culture and our culture with the whole

world but that’s always difficult. I hope that answers your question.

Kurita:
Thank you, Mr. Mahoney. Now I’d like to comment on Fujito-san’s presentation. Historically,

it has been only Japanese scholars or travel agents who spoke about the Ainu culture in the
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Japanese society until today but not by the Ainu people themselves. Especially since the
establishment of the Act on the Promotion of the Ainu Culture in 1997, the Ainu culture has
been winning the attention all over Japan. But the reality is that we Japanese are familiar with
only such things like Ainu songs and dances. While such a dimension of culture provides a
good opportunity for Japanese people to learn about the Ainu culture, it may at the same time
reinforces a stereotype about the Ainu culture. In that context, I think it has an important
meaning that an Ainu person speaks about the Ainu culture from her own viewpoint and shares

it with so-called Wajin Japanese.

But in reality almost nothing about the Ainu culture is taught in today’s Japanese schools, as
Fujito-san said. So Fujito-san, you consider it’s important in your activities in teaching about
Ainu that people actually see and feel it, I want to ask how do you think about the form of
education which is necessary to teach more widely about the Ainu culture in Japan from now. I
myself have studied about the education of Aboriginal education in Australian schools, and
what often becomes an issue is which Aboriginal culture they teach and who teaches it. So I

would like to ask how you think the education about Ainu people should be for Japanese.

Hiroko Fujito:
I think, people learn almost nothing about the Ainu people at schools. As I have just said, people

learn nothing means even teachers learn nothing for teaching about Ainu. Because teachers do
not learn history of Ainu, their culture and tradition, and how they have been practiced, they do
not have any resource to teach students about Ainu. It has been so, and it may continue to be
so. That’s why I think it is really important that us Ainu ourselves stand and speak in front of

people.

Who teaches about Ainu is really a question. Scholars and researchers may have a plenty of
knowledge. But I don’t think they can talk about when in our daily life we sing our songs, dance
our dances, and tell out stories. Our songs and dances are not to perform for the public. We sing
and dance for the life and our ancestors. So I think anyone who have lived in the Ainu
community have the right to teach about the Ainu culture and tradition. There are many people
who can do so even without education. They are many who can do so not because they are
researchers, but because they are Ainu. So it is not necessary for me to say who can teach about

Ainu. Does it answer your question?
Kurita:

Yes, thank you. I agree that it’s important to learn from the Ainu people themselves about their

culture in order to understand more deeply about their view of life and death.
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