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Warridah Melburra Ngupi 2004, acrylic & red ochre on canvas, 150x120cm

Translation for this painting’s title is:
Warridah: Wedge Tailed Eagle (a significant creation being for my family)
Melburra: The Badimaya name for my great great-grandmother, Melbin
Ngupi:  The word for water

This painting shows my great great-grandmother, Melbin in a Kangaroo cloak 
(known as a Booka).  She stands on a cold night, navigating by the stars 
to find water for her people.  It is an imagined image of Melbin before white 
contact in a heroic gestural style of Valesques, Ingre and Goya.
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Unfinished Business

By Carol Dowling, twin sister to the artist

‘Warridah Sovereignty’ is a protest exhibition concerning Badimaya/Noongar sovereignty painted by my sister, 

Julie Dowling. The Warridah (Black Wedge-tailed Eagle) is a significant creation being with a story closely

connected to our family in the country around Paynes Find and Yalgoo in the Gascoyne region of Western

Australia. Ironically, Warridah was also the name taken to name a sheep station originally run by the Oliver

family. It was Edward Oliver who took our great great-grandmother from the bush and named her Melbin after 

his favourite town (Melbourne).

The Warridah holds a map of the land and continues to soar over our country protecting it and brings healing.

The National Native Title process did not address our family’s dispossession from our country.  That is why this 

exhibition is a statement about the suppression of our sacred endowments as Indigenous peoples.  We feel that 

we do not have religious and cultural freedom in this country.  Julie is using this exhibition as an assertion of her 

human rights and her own artistic rights as a Badimaya/Noongar woman.

“Dispossession Series: My Sista, Carol”

These pictures document Julie’s understanding of her place in our family and work as a translation for our empowerment. More importantly, they are

statements of our own governance. Julie has also attempted here to resolve or theorise her dilemmas as an Indigenous artist between post-colonialism and 

post-modernism. She claims not to express the truth about either but rather builds a document about the rights of Badimaya/Noongar people.  These are not 

‘special rights’ but rights held by all people worldwide. Often referring to anti-imperial enlightenment, Julie has continued her theme of transformation from 

oppression. This exhibition is about hope and it is about our freedom.

Photographs are important tools for our communities to help understand colonisation. Photographs of our family were used as ethnographic evidence by the 

authorities to determine how assimilated we had become.  This is seen in the work entitled, This Side of the Fence, depicting our grandmother, Molly and 

great-Aunt, Dot, visiting their family from the orphanage.  They pose for an invisible observer, all standing hard against a newly constructed fence, where the 

bush has been cleared and divided just as they themselves had been from their land and its lore. Our elders stand with their children ready to be judged as 

assimilated or passable to the western eye.  Such images reveal truths about our struggle and record our forced journey to a mythical white acceptability.

Our family now use photographs as tools to record reunions and departures. They are used to find long-lost relatives and they reveal their power to us about 

who we are and to celebrate our survival. The tensions in such photographs revealed layers of relationships as seen by The Invincibles where our warriors 

play cricket to gain acceptance and respect in our earliest colonial contacts. These early images are not frozen in time.  They have adapted and changed in 

their meaning just as much as we have as a people. Such adapting is seen in The Gauntlet where our grandparents present the respectability and conformity 

required in the 1950’s with eyes and opinion dictating our family’s conduct.

In our lifetime, Julie and I have experienced these tensions as well as a new set of unspoken restrictions as seen in The Boat People and Learning how to 

be Stupid.  Our own family photographs reveal our positioning as children growing up in this confusing and contradictory reality. Julie has been able to

represent vividly the tension of being pressured to act white but feeling and being Indigenous. Historian Henry Reynolds (1996) best surmised this when

writing about Australia as never being able to become one nation in the foreseeable future.  He said, “We may share a country, a continent and a state, but not 

a nation” (1996:179). Julie believes that such divisions continue to exist so long as there are such tensions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in 

this country.

Julie asks if our dispossession will continue.  With the recent abolishment of ATSIC, she asserts that it is illegitimate for government and the courts to impose 

a definition of Aboriginal sovereignty.  Our self-determination is not an experiment.  It is a matter entirely determined according to our systems of law and we 

cannot be given sovereignty just as we cannot be given self-determination.  We must claim it, define it and exercise it as Indigenous peoples.  If we want to be 

treated as sovereign nations then we must act like sovereign nations. This exhibition is an assertion of that sovereignty and should be recognised as

complementary or of mutual benefit to all Australians. 

By viewing Aborigines and Islanders as either actual or potential nations we can dispense with the concept of race.  In doing so we can avoid those constant 

attempts to relate Aboriginality to racial characteristics, to distinguish between ‘real’ Aborigines and the rest, to talk of people as being ‘half-castes’ or of

‘mixed blood’…It is, after all, politics not pigment that matters if it is nationality we are talking about (Reynolds 1996:180).

Julie seeks broader community recognition of our family’s legitimate efforts to reconstruct elements of our sovereignty, our governance structures and

systems of law that may have been lost.  We wish to remain sovereign peoples.  A treaty is about recognition of the ongoing dimension of that sovereignty and 

we desire to be free to build and expand our scope of sovereignty so that we can determine our own future. The visual arts have become one of only a few 

ways Indigenous people can truly express their voice against oppression.  Such art becomes a political voice of resistance.

Julie paints these pictures to highlight the silence in the Australian Constitution about the presence and rights of Indigenous peoples.  The relationship between 

Aboriginal peoples and the Australian state has not been settled. A treaty may be one way. However, ATSIC, although flawed, was the only representative

body to promote discussion about a treaty concerning its benefits, its difficulties, its form and its content. Will such a discussion now cease?  A treaty would 

affirm and protect our rights as Indigenous peoples where the Australian constitution has not yet done so. This exhibition is about ‘unfinished business’ and 

calls for a more just society where we can truly make decisions for ourselves.  Wudjulas (non-Aboriginal people) have always known – even when they tried 

to actively forget – that in reconciling the place of us as Indigenous peoples, they will establish just terms for their own place in this land.  The opportunity now 

exists for a treaty to be negotiated where the equality of peoples are valued and provides the context for the issues between us to become resolved. Indigenous 

Australians are now saying that sorry is not enough and it is time to say ‘sovereignty’. That is why Julie protects our ways by retelling our survival for future 

generations.
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