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WARTILP
KALIPUR
NANGHA

A Walkabout Tour of California
and the Southwest Celebrates
30,000 Years of Australian
Paﬁmmmeflrr

BY MORTON MARCLS

HEN I first heard about the Wartilpa Kalipur-
nangka, I was sitting with two other American
poets, Anita Wilking and Joe Stroud, in an
apartment overlooking Sydney harbor on a sul-

try March night in 1989,

It was (ie end of tha Avstrulinn mosmer, the temporanire was T degrees ot
11pen, and the ale wag thiek as horey, Mlta o sl 1 wern chatting with
roots Bllly Marsholl Sloneking and Hlliu'.ﬂ-nhn'-rtﬂ. T haats for a reading four
al the Syilnay arp.

Bilky amil Higel hid bwemne o5 closo ng brathess b us, Billy is & fine prose
writer and pligeeright and one af the most Eopalor peeformanes poets in dns
i Tall and [eose-Limbd, with ma untnmabbs blase af med bair and st
beard, he 12 one of thase extracrdinary poeople whose opthuslasm insplres
st ansil affection in evervena,

From 1670 ta 1504, By had lved ameag the Plalupd Abarigines of the cene
tral docerd e 20 endecred Blmself b them that they conslderesd libn ane of
Lheie own, Since rehamimg te Syvdney, Billy had produced three documentors
filrns mbout Use Pinbigd and st up saveril visis o Pinpl sand patnbers ta
show their work in the white culturn] conters of the coast.

Billy had us dver 4k the urging of Dave Purdy, a sty direcior and muhaat
Eriend who had traveled to Sydnay to pul on several plays and to Jecture on
American dramatirgy. Dave hod ot for England by the lbne we arrived, bt
his Infiluence lingered

Billy was talking about Dave and the Pintepl mow. =You lowes:, this doesn't
have to end here. Dave and [ have drawn up plans fer 2 Wartilpa Ealiporneng
ka, a wallabout o ﬁuhn;:mummm:mmﬁmga
20 M0 year continour of Australisn performames arl ™

Ubserving our prowing intorest, he continued: “Nige and | will bring ower
sormvi of the blackdllas who s Ln e bush (v chant thelr ssngliines and do
commarnal Fand palstings. Well bring ever the fllms as well, and do some por-

Yom Dreawieg: A sond pasntong by Billy Stechkman Tiapelfarei

formance postry, which arisss from the Aboriging chomting, This will shued
eatne light o0 Aborizmal culieen, i6 which many Western arilsfs nnd thinkers
are finding thoeie nolians of art, thedr atliledee fownrd the land, eseen thelr as
sumptions about the nature of selity, chalenzed nnd changed,

"I'want ta highlight how conteraporary Austenllan poctry hag beet allocied
Ly the imaditions and knowksdge of the first Avstallang and show how the
warys of all traditloval peaplos wha weecate al w41 v on the land can by
DNuenic: s whites for the bottar,”

Ex the time Bllly fnished, his oves were sndbind bolind ks round, wive
riraned giasses I eanpht some of Bl exelboment, Bat 1 Wdn'e kasw what ta
say, [ stared at Foe and Aniln, and they stared ol me The silencs was as thick
an s vellesw aic in the roon,

HNipel broke it He is morn Ehan tom yoars oléer Uen BTy, in his 508, and has
been dertnexd "the grand old man of Judmain [ Holght Ashbary of Swiony)
poctry” and iz gne of the fubders ef the Austrnllan peelarmancs poctry move-
ment Although short and chanky, he stevon nul sgeaks with o deliberate <018
peasession and pedse that can anly b fermed continenel. He holped anmnize
ihe first major exhibition of Aboripinal sand polniings—in Sydnoy in 1561,

Vo s, mate,” he sadd, “widtve got somcthing with real vy hese that
ons endless peaalldlities. We bring the Abarlglee et oaly 1o perferm bat o
meel with Mative Americans, and both groups sit down topether and falk
about the wars they do fhings That interaction 14 & Nk, o deeam, mpoetant
far thetn und maybe for s all™”

T eonald bear the banusering In my ehest aa 1 looked aue die windewr, What
was [ feeling? What did Joe and Andta think atoud ol this? The behts from
pessing boats sprinkded the black surfses of the harber, and 1 thowughit, as 1 had
50 oftem in Lhe past hree woeks under thal strange seufhern hembphere sloy,
fhat § congdén’t el the diifference aebwoon (e stars and the llahis en he walir,
Everything was new, strangs, upsids down—everything was possible Hilly
arnll Wip=l o to be waliing for w3 1o sy sencthing

"Creai!™ I beard Anfls, Joe and Iﬂﬂﬂmﬂmﬂmmmmulm
timmed i stare at the spackiings in the harber, “Lot's do L™

&mﬂnagr '
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s bean Iwo woars sinee that

night, two syears of planning, ca-
|_‘-nli.‘ug. selling and organizing—

and several times the project
seemied hopeless. Bul bip infusions
of money and encowragament fromm
Cabrillo Collepe, United Adrlines
and the Ow Famlly businesses of
Santa Cruz have finally made the
ewent o reality,

From Thursday through Sotur-
day, May 24, two tribal Aborigines
mative Australians still living and
practicing age-old rituals en their
ancestral lands)y, ftwo white - Aus-
tralian poets and a Tasmanian writ-
ar of Aboriginal descent will pre-
sent the Wartilps Ealipurnancka in
the Bay Area at De Anxa College
and several locations in San Jose.
The month-long walkabout towr of
the western United States will take
the Australiang from Ban Francisco
to Mewr BMexico and Arizona, where
theyll mest with Pushlo, Mavajo
and Hopd Indians before returning
home. The performances will con-
st of traditioms] chanting amd
dancing and contemporary perfor-
Mance poeiry,

The Wartilpa will mark one of the
few Umes (ribal Aborigines have
set foot in the 17, 5, and the fiest time
they have extensively demonstrat-
ed different aspeets of their culture
in the western states,

T

borimnal cullure is the oldest

continuous, and possibly the

mast mysterious, human cul-

fure on carth, Some scientists
estimate that the Aborigines have
cooupled the Australian continent
for almost S0000 Years,

All Abariginal life is connected (o
the Dreamtime, the basis of Aborig-
inal understanding of the world—
the time of Creation and the sreat
gtories of Beginning from which
came the laws of existence all gener-
ations of Aborigines have followed
to the present.

= ————m=——a =]
“The dreaming does not end.” the
old men say. ‘It is not like the
whitefellas way. What happened
once happens again and aZain.
This is the power ufihe Song.
Through the singing,' they say,
‘we keep everything alwe:
through the Sangs, they say,
‘the spirits keep us alive. "
—"'Power of the Song,”
Billy Marshall-Stoneking

The Dreamtime was the thne of
the Ancestor Beings, half-human
creatures and plants who exploded
from the earth during the Creation
and traveled, hunted and fought on
the harren surface of the planet. As
art historian Geoff Bardon fells if,
"In their jowrneys they created the
heavens, the landscape, the moun-
tains, the birds, the anfimals and all
living things,” incheding the Abo-
riginal people, who are their de
soendants. Finally exhaussted, the

Creatoss returned o the earih,
their bodics or spirits somelimes
turned into trees or hills or rock for-
mabtions, which are sacred places to
the patives of the “bush”™ or “out-
back,” as the Aborigines call the
sill sparsely secilled scrub lands
and desarts of Anstralia's interior,

Belore their depariure, the myth-
ical Ancestor Beings decreed atl the
rituals, ceremonies, dulies and
laws for the Aborigines, “creating a
ficed, unchanging way of e for ail
future gencrations,” who, Bardon
savm, “ra cnatodians of the storing of
the eple journeys have 2 sacred re-
sponsibility for the preservadon
and passing on of each legend. The
stories are an homage to nature,
and resere the Hfepiving qualbties
of water, of bush tucker, and of
wildlife food; the truth of fire, med-
icine, and supernadural sphrits: il
yital to survival”™

In the dances and storytelling
somps and sand paintings, which
are periormed &t sacred sites and
on festive occasions called corro-
baorees, the Aboripine summtons up
the vital powers of the Creation DBe
ings, mvests himself with them and
passes them nto the future. Each
rock, plant, hill, eave and animal is
remembered and eolebrated for its
legendary and sacred powers and
the mythical creature who created
if.

For 50,000 yvears Aborigines have
colebrated the holimess of life in this
way, yet their identification with
the land has nothing to do with the
kinship an owner feels for his prop-
erty but iz rathor an all-pervasive
reverenee such as that continuous-
Iy experienced by the carctaker of a
sacred place.

IV

he Wartilpa performances will
begin with apgeold ritusls an-
acted by the two tribal Aborig-
inez; Rilly Stockman Tiapalts
jarrl and Maxie Tjampitjinpa, both
membets of the Platapl tribe from
the wvast Western Desart of contral
Australia. The two will chant their
songlines, perform  esremonial
dances and direct commwingl sand



paintings for those who want to
take part in a ceremony that has
been practiced virtually unchanged
from time immemorial.

Maxie, who had never been away
from the desert before this trip, has
won a number of awards, among
them the 1888 Alice Springs land-
scape-painting prize, the second
most prestigious art award in Aus-
tralia.

After thertupE performances,
Terry Whitebeach, a Tasmanian
writer of Aboriginal descent, will
read from her stories and poems
about her children, family and the
psychic dislocation those with Abo-
riginal identity experience in Tas-
mania. Terry's work has appeared
in a number of journals and an-
thologies and was featured in The
Exploding Frangipani and the Pen-

me Ths Hil:a. Tmmdnmn et T
Whitebeach e

guin collections Moments of Desire
and Conlemporary Ausiralian Sto-
ries.

Later this year, her first book of
poems, Bird Dreams, will be pub-
lished by Penguin, Terry's presen-
tation will also include a section of
a visual-verbal performance piece
about Tasmania, “its lies, secrets
and silences,” titled “From This
Flace.” Standing with one foot in
the native world and the other in
the white, Terry represents the
midpoint of the performance.

The next phase of the event will

feature the two contemporary
white writers who are among the
best-kmown performance poets in
Australia. The presentation will
end with more stories and chants
by the Aborigines.
Since thal night in Sydney two
years ago when plans for the Wartil-
— pa were solidified, Billy
& Marshall-Stoneking  has
become something of a
phenomenon in Australian
literature. His Singing the
Snake—Poems From Cen-
fral Australia, 1979-19897 is
one of the fastestselling
books of poetry in the his-
tory of Australian lefters.
For the merformances, Bil-
ly will show two of his doc-
umentaries on Pintupi life,
read his poems and act as
guide through the intrica-
ecles of Pintupi rituals and
beliefs,

He is also the author of
the play Sixteen Words For
Water, which has already
. caused unprecedented ex-
- citement in England, Ire-
¢ aland and Australia, where
- it will be staged simultane-
ously later this year,

The cther white perfor-
mance poet, Nigel Roberts,
has been a prime mover on
the Aussie poetry scene for
the past 25 years, His influ-
ence on voung Australian
poets is legendary. Repre
sented in all major antholo-
gies of contemporary Aus-
tralian verse, he is the au-
thor of two books, and his
third collection, Two Miles
- will be published later this
vear. Critic Robert Gray
has said that Nigel “writes

Contined on page 20
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the nnicst poctry in Australia snd
iz a meticulons craltsman.”

v

esides the porformances, the
Pintupi will conduct several
sand-painting sessions during
their stay in the area. These
seesions will provide a rare oppor-
tunity to take part 1o ageold cere-
manies of a raditional people. Par-
ticipants will sit around a canvas
and palnt a portion of it under the
fatelage of an Aborigine, who will
ging the dreamtime story being
painted and describe the signif-
cance of the fipures and designs.

Originally “drawn” directly on
the sandy soll and on rocks at sa-
cred sties throughout the Western
Desert region, sand-paintings are
now executed on canlboard-backed
canvas with acrylic paints. Known
as the Western Desert Art Move
ment, this new, permanent form of
sand painting has become internsa-
tionally repowned and ls highly
prized by art collectors throughout
the world,

It was in 1971 that a voung, ideal-
istic Geoff Bardon came to the re
mote Western Desert  Aboriginal
welfare station at Papunya as a prel-
mary-school art teacher, His goal
was to Inspire the Aboriginal chil-
dren to paint their fribal designs
and patterns, hoping thersby to see
an indipenous, noen-Europesn-in-
fuenced art emorge. But the chil-
dren were too shy, and Barden be-
came jncreasingly fustated wokid
he hit on the idea of having them
paint a traditional mural on the
drab coment walls of the school
Again the children balked, but
three male adult caretakers of the
school volunteered to do the mural
“in the Aborlginal way," One of the
thres was Billy Stockman Tjapalt-
jarti, and the brightly colored mu
ral he and the other two painted,
“Hopey Ant Dreaming,” was the be
ginming of the Western Desert Art
Movement

5000, Inod large cormupated-4in
storame shed nicknamed “The Town
Hall," Bapdon had the three and

dozens of others producing teadi-
tional sand paintings on canvas
with acrylic paints, which 5o aold
for the Aborigines in -Alice
Springs. o 1% months, more than
B0 seminal paintings werd pro-
dueed o which styles and meth-
ods weepe dovised and perfected,
and the Pinf . = and the twe other
tribes living af Papomsa hd o way
to mueke a living, oxpress their
iribal culture so it was appraciat-
e by the white world and at the
same tne feel 8 renewed pride in
who they were a3 & people.

VI

arly this year, Joe, Anita and [

get ro meet Terry Whitebeach,

She has arrived a month earli-

er than the rest because she
received separate funding from
the Arts Advisory Board of Tasma-
nia, where she lives, fo doa project
in America that must be complet
ed before the towr bepins,

Politically part of Australia,
Tasmania is a large hilly island ly-
Ing several hundred miles off the
southeast popst of the Australign
continent, rouphly parallel to Meal-
bourne, and as far from Europesn
civilization as ore can get, since it
iz the last foothold of human habi-
tation before Antarctea Now
with a population of 500,000, Tas-
mania, like Australia, was desig-
pated as a prison colony by Euro-
pean Invaders, That was in 1803, 15
wvears . after  the British  prison
ships first broasted inte Botany
Bay, and supposedly Tasmania re-
ceived the more incorrigible crim-
inals. Just T3 vears later, in 1876,
the last survivar of the three Abo
riginal groups who had lived in
Tasmania for tens of thousands of
years died, wiping out the native
population.

"Buf that's the great lie!™ Terry
tells me, She is brown-halred with
brilliantly clear chesmut-colored
eves, set off all the more strikingly
by a white, at times feverishly
Nushed, complexion, thus show-
ing her fuonily’s Irish backeround
in her features and coloring tather
than her Aboriginal side.

"We're the skeletons in the clos-

ob,"” she zays, "There are five thow-
sand of us of Aboriginal descent,
bt Tasmania psychically denics
we exisl, even in the history books,
e haunt the island and the white
ropulation and ourselves because
the whitee of BEuropean descent
refuse to mecopnlze wo ame thers
For that reason I'm put in a position
of great uncertainty, not Knowling
who [ am, having no 'official’ docu-
mentation of my racial roots.”

For Terry, beoing Aboriginal in
Tasmania is almost a matter of
choice. "It is identiflcation and fieel-
ing rather than the degres of Abo-
riginal blood one has, .., My partic-
ular burden is the retrieval of the
loat lanpuage of my Aboriginal fore-
bears, 50 it can be heard and resd
again today, lor lanpuage reveals
the spiritual and social temper of a
culiure,”

But it would be a mistake of the
worst kind o assign the signifi-
cance of Terry's writlng to her eth-
nicity. She is first and foremost her
OWn person, 8 unigue individuaal
who writes about subjects of unl
wviersal concern and  appeal—her
children, her friends and family,
and the landscape in which she
lives, All are looloed at with an un-
flinching directness which is the
touchstone of her style and person-
ality.

When I halfokingly comiment on
her astonishing verbal ability by
saying that she has honed her
speoch o a clarity of expression
that allows her to chop through the
Jungle of contradictions she must
face each day, she replies, "It is
much simpler than that: [ am in
love with lanpuage, the sound and
feel and taste of it It is the abiding
passion of my life”

VII

1 seems a long time ago that Jos,

Anita and T sat in the apartment

overlooking Sydney harbor, He-

canily Pve detected a restlossness
iry Jowr and Anifa, and Dave has been
callig from Sonora at the oddest
hours, I'm uneasy too snd keep
clancing out the window,

I think oall of us are ready for the
Wartilip to bopln. =y





