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3.5 Invisible Countries

Section 3.5 discusses the walkingcountry in terms of silence, stillness and lostness. 

Four key processes of silence are introduced over the length of the text. In the first 

half a distinction is made between absolute silence and quietness (or low levels of 

ambient noise).  The walkingcountry is quiet but signs of life mean that it is never ab-

solutely silent. In western culture silence is often conflated with lack of communication. 

Or more particularly, because written and spoken communication are esteemed over 

other forms of transmission, quiet places are deemed dumb. “Wilderness” areas are 

silent and methods of expression that are not in written or spoken language are not 

“heard”. The nonhuman sounds of wind and plants and animals are judged incompre-

hensible. This is the first process of silence when agents are oppressed and difference 

is silenced.

A human walking through the bush generates noise and if you wish to see animals you 

will have more success if you stay silent. There are times when one must stop walking. 

When you are still you can be attentive to fainter sounds and your awareness can be 

heightened. This is the second process of silence, the act of listening. A third and less 

common process of silence is a skilled use of silence as a strategy of resistance.

In the second half of this section I discuss one of the most pressing silences of the 

walkingcountry: the history of Indigenous people in that place. There is an invisible 

country that I cannot see. It has been many years since local Aboriginal people regu-

larly came to this country. I do not know the specific history of this invisible country 

in the walkingcountry but I can generalise about Indigenous attachment to country. 

There was violent conquest. The metaphorical and bodily silencing of Aboriginal peo-

ple is clearly an example of the first (colonial) process of silencing. Such silencing 

is also bound up with non-Indigenous or Euro-Austral-

ia’s preoccupation with landscape and belonging. This 

search for a fixed, final and complete belonging is like 

an invisible and impossible country that shadows non-

Indigenous Australians. A more constructive tactic is 

to see belonging as something that takes place and 

that must be acted out in a continuing negotiation. The 

fourth and final process of silence is to move from si-

lence and to take heed – to hear and to act. The sec-

tion concludes by proposing that we move forward on 

an unclear path of speaking with and listening to both 

the human and nonhuman as we negotiate our fluid 

places in the world.

Figure 3.5.2 Deuter stranding, the walkingcountry. Emplaced in July 2005 (pictured 
here) and retrieved February 2006.
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3.5.1 Invisible countries I

3.5.1.1 Notes from my diary

It’s a little bit odd to be walking 

around on your own in pitch darkness 

looking for a yellow Deuter backpack that 

has been hugging a tree for the past six 

months. It is February, at a time after a 

sunset when the temperature is a steady 

28˚C. Mosquitoes froth around the fly net 

and my hands are the only exposed parts 

of my skin. Using a headlamp and a night 

vision scope I am videoing the walk from 

Camp 51 to Deuter Stranding. The walk is 

down the dirt access track, across Wheel-

barrow Creek and about 150 metres to the 

Southwest. With no moon and a cloudy sky 

it is extraordinarily difficult to navigate. The 

air is still and humid. I feel like the prow 

of a ship collecting trails of spider webs 

as I blunder over Spinifex clumps. But 

the reflective patch of the backpack con-

firms my dead reckoning and my patch of 

torchlight wobbles towards it. The camera 

circumnavigates this shape hanging at 

shoulder-height and it winks from black-

ness to synthetic reflectiveness. I keep 

filming. Some unknown large animals are 

disturbed on the hillside nearby. They must 

know which rocks make the best drumming 

noises. Other small insects attracted by the 

headlamp join the mosquitoes. The fly net 

barrier is breached and I inhale a multitude 

of small lives. I decide it is time to go back 

and I realise not for the first time how dif-

ficult it would be if I injured myself -- by fall-

ing or getting bitten by a snake -- during 

my solitary fieldwork. With no filming on the way back I concentrate on listening. I know 

that freshwater crocodiles are active, and maybe water rats as well. In response to hear-

ing an unexpected splash and yelp and with a momentary touch of fear, the unnamed 

Wheelbarrow Creek crossing point is christened Growl In The Dark. It is an unusually 

dark night.1

1 This became the Nightwalk (2006) video installation.

Figure 3.5.3 Deuter stranding, (2005) the 
walkingcountry. Detail of shoulder.

Figure 3.5.4 Image from Walking around  
taking photographs, digital print instal-
lation series, 2006. 



The sixth saunter: invisible countries   212

3.5.1.2 Night works

The video of the walk to Deuter Stranding (titled Nightwalk 1) is projected at life 

size in a blackened room in the gallery space. The audience are given torches to discover 

other objects in the room. The Deuter, as evidence, hangs tightly in a corner. There are 

half a dozen large inkjet prints of night scenes taken using the same night vision scope 

(night vision 1-7). They stand out as circles of green detail against the velvety back-

ground. The scenes are akin to still life: a pair of boots, a portion of a tent, a compass on 

a table, a croc’s eye in a dam, or a spray of leaves. There is a much smaller night vision 

film (Sleepwalker 1) that contains a loop of the artist dressed in a labcoat “sleepwalking” 

back and forth in front of the camera.

The principle reasons why I chose to use the night vision scope in the fieldwork/

fieldwalking project were because

of the aesthetic strangeness of the images, because it allowed me to extend the 
range of senses used in the project (both extending sight and putting me in situ-
ations where other novel sense experiences were encountered);

it allowed me to counterpoint the otherwise transparent use of the camera in the 
project; and 

the particular unit used comes directly from science – it was borrowed from frog 
researchers at the University of Western Australia2. 

2  I also acknowledge the military origin of such technology.

•

•

•

Figures 3.5.5 to 3.5.8 Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, 2006. Deuter stranding (February 2006, above left) and 
freshwater crocodile attempts at nest building in Wheelbarrow Creek (February 
2006).
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The intentions of each of the artworks were more varied. Nightwalk 1 was about 

portraying the experience of nightwalking in the walkingcountry, with its strangeness and 

anxiety. Despite the jerky movement of the camera (which perhaps makes the camera 

person over-evident), my intention was to present the surrounding environment as being 

alive and closing in upon the deep pool of light that is the walker. Sleepwalker 1 is more 

problematic in its positioning of the artist as foolish scientist. Some of the Night vision 

prints show the tools of science and fieldwork. Others are more about the view through 

the lens as fieldwork takes place. All of these night images have a sense of being in a 

pool of stillness surrounded by enveloping blackness. In Appendix A.2 the nature of the 

walkingcountry soundscape is discussed. This section of the Exegesis considers the 

walkingcountry in terms of silence, stillness and loss.

Figure 3.5.9 A work from the Night vision series, 2005, the walkingcountry.
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3.5.1.3 Silence

The sounds that we hear in our ears are vibrations of the air. Vibrations can also 

be transferred from the ground to the body. Absolute silence does not exist as long as 

there is a medium of transferral and energy for vibration3. Perceptual silence is a lack of 

sound within our hearing range or methods of audio recording. As noted previously, the 

walkingcountry is never absolutely silent but the ambient noise level is much lower than 

in cities�. I make a distinction in this case between quietness and silence. In the heat of 

the Dry Season I have sat in the shade of a tree with not a breath of wind, not a leaf turn-

ing. What I initially thought of as silence was a quietness – sound at low levels. And when 

you stand still and concentrate on listening, what you thought was silence, nevertheless 

contains life. Ants move. Eventually a leaf falls. A distant bird calls. 

Environmentalist Christopher Manes recounts a similar experience at a palm 

oasis in the Mojave: “Far from being mute, a palm oasis, like all wild places overflows 

with the conversations of creatures going about the business of living” (Manes, 199�, 

p. 191). What I initially thought of as silence was, more significantly, sounds beyond my 

focus of attention. This is made obvious when you replay an electromechanical record-

ing and listen to all the tiny sounds that we remove in a largely unconscious process of 

3  “It was at Harvard not quite forty years ago that I went into an anechoic [totally silent] 
chamber not expecting in that silent room to hear two sounds: one high, my nervous system in op-
eration, one low, my blood in circulation” John Cage interviewed in 1990 (Filreis, 1999). Beyond 
the sense range of the body there are the vibration of atoms and the reverberations of the Big 
Bang around the universe.
4  This is why mechanical sounds of cars, generators and planes can travel for many kilo-
metres.

Figures 3.5.10 to 3.5.13. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, 2006.  Various tracks -- unknown (above left), wallaby, bird 
and dingo (above right), wallaby (lower).



The sixth saunter: invisible countries   215

discrimination5. This discrimination is partly a separation out of what is meaningful or 

useful in some sort of Gibsonian schema6. More notably it is part of each culture’s culture 

of listening. We hear what we learn is important. A number of authors have pointed out 

the influence of technological change on the soundscape (e.g. Schafer, 1993; Sterne, 

2003; E. A. Thompson, 2002) and Manes goes further to connect a changing history of 

silence with patterns of environmental exploitation, generalising that animistic cultures 

listened closely to nature and operated on the assumption “that the nonhuman world 

contains independent, articulate, self-willed subjects who, like humans, communicate 

their purposes and values” (Manes, 199�, p. 192). The gulf between this understanding 

of the world and how scientific culture listens to nature is profound. It would seem that in 

western culture, nature is deemed silent because it does not speak, and more specifi-

cally, because it fails to communicate via written and spoken language�. What I initially 

thought of as silence in the walkingcountry was partly the result of a reduced expectation 

of what communication might be. The meaning of silence is thus broadened from literal 

to more metaphorical interpretations.

According to Wrenford Miller (2000) we are limited by our inability to consider that 

no-sound might be anything other than non-communication. In western culture meta-

phorical silence is collapsed down into being the binary opposite of communication. It 

is the absence of “input” or the omission of “data”. In such an orthodoxy, natural areas 

are metaphorically silent. To make silent is a commonly used figure of speech denot-

ing the control and oppression of others by unequal power relations. Miller extends this 

argument to point out that at the same time dominant cultures look on silence as being 

“undesirable, unconsidered, and even feared” (W. Miller, 1993, p. 3) and he offers silence 

in certain situations as a tactical method of bypassing structures of power8. What (when I 

was in the walkingcountry) I initially thought of as silence, needs to be liberated from the 

framework of a strictly binary model of communications. In the same way that John Cage 

used silence to point out that there is never an empty world, I seek to use the so-called 

silence of natural areas to challenge the world of the urban listener9. In the sound art walk 

To Meander and Back the first half contained ambient recordings of each photopoint 

5  NB: the minidisk whirrs and the microphone adds the electronic noise as it struggles with 
a low level of input.
6  Perceptual theorist J J Gibson’s theory of affordances starts with the assumption that we 
perceive in order to operate in the environment. What we see is oriented towards action or doing. 
What we perceive as possibilities for actions are termed affordances (J. J. Gibson, 1966, 19�9).
� Words from an Internet article about the Kimberley: 

Whether you tour it, four-wheel-drive it, cruise it, or fly over it, the Kimberley will leave you 
lost for words.
In the Kimberley, words run out of puff. Faced with the dimensions of the country, full-fla-
voured adjectives turn pale and limp. How to describe this wild, arid plateau at the northern 
end of Western Australia, a place half the size of NSW with a population of barely 31,000 that 
is crossed by only two roads, where the coastline is almost totally inaccessible except from 
the sea, where the cattle stations are measured by the million hectares, and where the trees 
come from Africa and the climate from the furnace
Remote, intense, desiccated, surreal in its beauty - the reality of the Kimberley leaves words 
panting in its wake (Gebicki, July 31, 2005).

8  Whilst I am on the way to making some “repressed” silences speak and to enlarge the 
category of what voices we hear, I can but acknowledge that things made silent contain in them-
selves the potential for silence as a method of bypassing structures of power. Regrettably I do not 
have space to discuss this further.
9 “Let sounds be themselves” John Cage (attributed). Let the silences be themselves.
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visited with no narrative other than street directions (see also an expanded consideration 

of this piece in Appendix A.2). This was a direct attempt at calming the listener, allowing 

them to enter a more attentive frame of mind and letting places speak for themselves.

3.5.1.4 The still point

In the heat of the Dry Season I have sat in the shade of a tree10 and waited for 

a gust of wind to make its way over a hill. I can hear it approach and it becomes visible 

over the brow as it tosses the leaves on trees along a thirty-metre front. These events 

(that I never managed to film) bring into focus the surrounding stillness. This is a distinc-

tive attribute of the walkingcountry and of non-urban areas in general. But what exactly 

are its characteristics? Just as there is no silence wherever there is wind or life, there is 

always movement no matter how small. Human geographer Patrick McGreevy relates 

how a group of geographers watched the Larry Gottheim film Fog Line. Filmed from a 

static vantage point it shows an image of a tree in a fog filled paddock with a telegraph 

line bisecting the image:

During the first few minutes of the film, it seemed we were looking at a 
photograph. Then many people began to get restless; some started talk-
ing. Eventually several got up, complaining, and left. The rest of us grew 
gradually more quiet and simply stared at the screen – wondering what 
Gottheim could possible have in mind. About half way through the film 
I began to notice slight movement among the leafy limbs of the tree. I 
remembered this was a film, not a photograph. This encouraged me to 
attend more closely, and slowly more and more movement became per-
ceptible. Finally I could see the tree pulsating, breathing like a lung. This film 
made me want to go out and stare at trees, and I must admit, it genuinely 
changed the way I looked at them. I began to see a subtle vitality that I 
had entirely missed (McGreevy, 2001, pp. 249-250).

10  Different tree.

Figure 3.5.14 Reproduction of the scene of Larry Gottheim’s film Fog Line (19�0). 
The camera never moves in this eleven-minute silent film. “Viewers who are not 
outraged may become very attentive to small movements of limbs and leaves in 
the slight breeze” (McGreevy, 2001, p. 250).
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At the limits of patience the watcher discovers tiny movements of the leaves and 

branches. It is clear that stillness is linked to quietness, but stillness is also a building 

up of tension with the addition of expectation. It is the inhalation that precedes the exha-

lation. It is the stillness that precedes recognition, and in a strange way parallels the 

moment at which you are about to be hit by the force of the artwork11. Each field trip to the 

walkingcountry I attempted to film the photopoint Merton from first light to civil twilight. 

On most visits I compressed an entire day, a few seconds at a time, into 6 minutes. Like 

you would expect, subtle movements are emphasised: shadows arc across the creekbed 

and the trees shiver in the occasional breeze. 

3.5.1.5 Roadless

There is only one human made track through the walkingcountry. Moving through 

this country involves pushing one’s way through grass, climbing over Spinifex or up cliffs 

or placing one’s feet in and around stones and rock surfaces. One does not stroll as in the 

city – one bushwalks. Unless you are a skilled hunter, walking generates noise. The wal-

labies tense motionless before fleeing. I have many blurry photographs of animals run-

ning away from me (see Figure 3.5.16). In this case you are a threat within their Umwelt12. 

But if you are not in their Umwelt then you are not visible. They will move on into activity 

again. So if you stand still and if you are quiet you can blend in. The longer you are still, 

the more likely you are to see animals13. 

To be still is to provide an opportunity to be attentive to your surroundings. This 

involves a focusing on the present and being receptive to the nonhuman. “Attentiveness 

entails the transformation of everyday consciousness into an unpossessive almost aes-

thetic mode of contemplation in which we surrender ourselves to that which has won our 

attention and begin to free ourselves from the selfishness of everyday-consciousness” 

(McGreevy, 2001, p. 220)1�. “To listen with attentiveness is to take the first step in witness-

ing” (Rose, 200�, p. 30). In a phenomenological sense, attentiveness is a return to the 

initial moments in the sensing the world (particularly in a Husserlian sense), as well as a 

sensitisation to our connections with the world (following Merleau-Ponty). Suchet (2002, 

pp. 15�-155) mobilises the Irigarayan concept of listening and the gift of silence as the 

basis for a transformative encounter:

11  “that accident which pricks, bruises me” (Barthes, 1981, p. 26).
12  See Uexküll (195�/1928, 1985/1909).
13  The landscape is not teaming with filmic incidents. It is not the same as a nature docu-
mentary narrated by David Attenborough.
14  My understanding on attentiveness is influenced by phenomenological approaches (e.g. 
see Steinbock, 200�) and although there are clear parallels for what I am defining as attentive-
ness in religious beliefs, mine resides in the everyday: in Buddhism sati, or right mindfulness, is 
sometimes translated as attentiveness. For Catholic philosopher Simone Weil “…attentiveness al-
ways comprises a proper interest and thus the joy of knowing the other, it finally leads to an enrich-
ment of both, knowledge and the proper being. Hence, concentrating on something which exists 
outside the proper being is closely linked to fulfilment. This enrichment is achieved by the liberation 
of thinking which means an emptying of the mind and a waiting for the desired cognition to come 
to who pays attentiveness. There is also the need of openness for what is coming. Thus, attentiveness 
requires getting involved in the other and taking the rhythm of the other” (Rehm, 2006, p. 1).
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Listening… not on the basis of what I know, I feel, I already am, nor in terms 
of what the world and language already are, thus in a formalistic manner 
…I am listening to you rather as the revelation of a truth that has yet to 
manifest itself – yours and that of the world revealed through you and by 
you. I give you silence in which your future – and perhaps my own …may 
emerge and lay its foundations …This silence is a space-time offered to 
you with no a priori, on pre-established truth or ritual …It is a silence made 
possible by the fact that neither I or you are everything, that each of us 
is limited, masked by the negative, non-hierarchical different -- (Irigaray 
cited in Lorraine, 1999, p. 106).

Nigel Thrift argues that not all of modern life is directed at getting faster, but 

indeed practices of slowing down remain just as ubiquitous15. In contemplation and medi-

tation, and certain forms of dance and body healing and awareness practices, there is a 

stretching out of the moment by “paying attention to it. They expand, if you like, the ‘size’ 

of consciousness, allowing each moment to be more carefully attended to and invested 

with more of its context” (Thrift, 2001, p. �3). He terms this ambiguous moment of quiet, 

the still point16. 

There are times when halting the walk allows one to experience the world and 

make connections with its flesh apparent. It’s December and at 9 o’clock in the morning, 

it’s over �0˚C in the shade. At times I had to learn to stop walking.

15  He argues that it is not a reenchantment as these contemplative and meditative practices 
never ceased to exist (Thrift, 2001).
16  It is the still point of the dance/not dance: 

At the still point of the turning world.
Neither flesh nor fleshless.
Neither from nor towards.
At the still point, there the dance is.
But neither arrest nor movement.
And do not call it fixity.
Where past and future are gathered.
Neither movement from nor towards.
Neither ascent nor decline.
Except for the point, the still point
There would be no dance,
and there is only the dance

T.S. Eliot Burnt Norton (Four Quartets).

Figures 3.5.15 and 3.5.16. Image from Walking around taking photographs, digital 
print installation series, 2006. Tracks in bare scald soil and distant views of 
macropod.
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3.5.2 Invisible countries II

3.5.2.1 Notes from my diary

We are sheltering on the veranda at the Tourist Bureau waiting for the Greyhound 

Bus in Broome. I am filming the lightning and rain. I meet Z----- who has been drinking 

with his friends who have also taken shelter. This man is a philosopher (he says) and 

(through bravado) he works up courage to touch me. He takes something from his belly 

from the left side. He takes it in his hidden hand and presses it into my hand into my palm 

and up my forearm, rubbing his sweat and dirt and leaving grimy marks up and down my 

arm. I am a witchdoctor he says. Listen to the knuckle magic. He is going to be a big law-

man one day a legal aid man a translator. He knows three languages. Z----- tries to teach 

me gu ry rrrrr. This is his tribe. The oldest people in the world. I smell beer. 

He says, I can stop the rain, and it does.

That’s the big rainbow serpent. He scares me but he is gentle. Wants to be a 

philosopher and he studies Bruce Lee. Comes from Looma? He hasn’t been back to 

Fitzroy Crossing. Community service? He can’t be drunk because the police will catch 

him. Are you going back? No, cos’ I want to study at TAFE. When does it start (well into 

semester)? Next week ...

Bruce Lee Tai Chi Muhammad Ali

he looks a little like Tzu

He flexes his muscles for the camera. I’m in my twenties now. I want to do 

something. Angry strawberry pink kisses are healing across his shoulder and down his 

back. My name is Z-----. Black on white flesh. Knuckles clicking, it’s spirit stuff. The air 

temperature goes down in gusts at the edge of tropical storms. My forearm draws back 

with his sweat and dirt on it.

K
o

s
ta

 T
z

u
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3.5.2.2 Welcome to the walkingcountry

On my very first day in the walkingcountry I packed my cameras and equipment 

into my backpack (the original Deuter) and walked down the track to the Diversion Dam. 

I had arranged permission to visit this area from the nearby farming family that owns the 

leases that cover part of the walkingcountry. But otherwise I did not ask any other person 

or authority for permission to be there. No one “welcomed me to country”. In my wander-

ings I have lived with the thought that I might have walked over something that I should 

not have. Although I have picked up some unusual stones, I do not think that they are 

artefacts. Nor have I found any stone arrangements or anything else that to my untrained 

eye looked like an Aboriginal trace1�. One day I saw a small cave. I asked myself, is this 

a sacred place? Should I climb into this cave or should I stay outside? Six months later I 

scaled up to the cave to find that it was empty. Once I stood on the brow of a small ridge 

and looked down below where there was a slight rock overhang and then a rich extent 

of grass fed by a permanent seepage of water. Would this have been an ideal place to 

camp?18 

One of the most pressing silences of the walkingcountry is the history of Indig-

enous people. There is a co-existing country that I cannot see: an invisible country. My 

present understanding of this country is framed by silence – non-communication – but 

Deborah Bird Rose eloquently describes what she terms “nourishing terrains”19:

1� In contrast the damming, quarrying, test pits, fence lines, cattle grazing, and feral plants 
and animals in the walkingcountry can be readily discerned.
18 Despite the lack of easily observable traces, it is very likely that Arthur Gorge would have 
been used as a way across the Saw Ranges, and the remnant rainforest in the gorge and long-
lasting pools of water would have been favoured resources.
19 The Australian continent is criss-crossed with the tracks of the Dreamings: walking, slither-
ing, crawling, flying, chasing, hunting, weeping, dying, giving birth. Performing rituals, distributing the 
plants, making the landforms and water, establishing things in their own places, making the relation-
ships between one place and another. Leaving parts or essences of themselves, looking back in 
sorrow; and still travelling, changing languages, changing songs, changing skins. They were chang-
ing shape from animal to human and back to animal and human again, becoming ancestral to 
particular animals and particular humans. Through their creative actions they demarcated a whole 
world of difference and a whole world of relationships which cross-cut differences” (Rose, 1996, p. 
35).

Figures 3.5.1� and 3.5.18. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital 
print installation series, 2006.  Valley with the cave.



The sixth saunter: invisible countries   221

Country is multi-dimensional – it consists of people, animals, plants, Dream-
ings; underground, earth, soils, minerals and waters, surface water, and air” 
(1996, p. 8). Knowledge – local, detailed, tested through time – is the basis 
for being in country. Aboriginal people take notice of their country, and 
through the attention they give to country, their communication becomes 
two-way. Communication is based on the ability to understand what is 
happening and where it is happening (1996, p. 13).

Never when I was in the walkingcountry did I have a spiritual experience of the 

country talking to me, but I would say that it communicated to me in ways much more 

mundane (a secular/scientific attentiveness). I do believe however that the walkingcoun-

try communicates to Aboriginal people who hold to the country in the way that Rose 

describes20. However it is also not atypical in that as alienated land it is most probably 

never visited for cultural purposes by Aborigines today, and certainly not to my

20  Warman artist Queenie McKenzie talks about painting the country:
I like a do [sic] country. What you know country. And where you go to Sunday road, somewhere 
walkabout, you look hill like that. You take notice. “Ah! I can draw this,” you say. You go back la 
camp. You camp might be that day. That morning you get up, just get your paint and run that hill 
where he sit down. I got to run ‘em that Bow River hill yet. I’m going for that I tell you (Ryan, 1993, 
pp. �3-��).

Figures 3.5.19 to 3.5.22. Image from 
Walking around taking photographs, 
digital print installation series, 2006.   
An ideal place to camp (with an (unfin-
ished) stranded leather work).
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knowledge during my time there in the field21. 

21  The main southern tract of the walkingcountry, the Wheelbarrow Creek valley, is unal-
ienated crown land. The Diversion Dam and Arthur Gorge are on a special lease for irrigation 
purposes. With its constricted geography, reaching the walkingcountry requires you to obtain the 
permission of the farming family to use the access track to the Diversion Dam that is also on their 
lease. The leaseholders firmly control access to their land. Otherwise you must walk over the hills 
to the East or the across the rugged Saw Ranges of the South and West, or trespass through 
fenced paddocks from the North.

Figure 3.5.23 The “Indigenous” World of the Lake Argyle development project 
(Adapted from Arthur, 2002, p. 196).
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3.5.2.3 The great Australian silence

In Section 3.1.3 I introduced Arthur’s lexographic maps of the Kimberley (2002). 

She also describes the way that Aborigines are represented in the tourist literature of 

the Kimberley as separate from the settlers, sometimes as intermediaries to the non-

human world, and most often as dislocated from their lived existence so that their cul-

tural expressions are naturalised: the rock paintings and stone arrangements are the 

products of “long forgotten” tribes. The country may be filled with culture but it is emptied 

of people22. This emptying of country is part of the “Great Australian Silence” (see Bel-

frage, 199�; Head, 1999). Non-Indigenous people like myself are deaf and blind to this 

22  The process of being assigned to the past was against their wishes (Shaw, 1992; Shaw 
& Sullivan, 19�9).

Figures 3.5.24 and 3.5.25 Griffith Taylor’s depictions of “Empty Australia” (based 
on estimated population density) and of much of the arid zone as “useless” 
for habitation (Taylor, 1946, pp. 390, 391 quoted in Head, 2000, p. 4�).
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invisible country. “White people just came up blind, bumping into everything,” said Anzac 

Munnganyi, a Bilinara man from Pigeon Hole (Rose, 1996, p. 18). Rose writes 

…many Australians have avoided accepting or even attempting to under-
stand, that at the time of their arrival this continent already had been 
discovered. It was already travelled, known, and named; its places were 
inscribed in song, dance and design, its histories were told from generation 
to generation; its physical appearance was the product of specific land 
management practices; its fertility was the product of human labour that 
had been invested in the land (1996, p. 18)23.

In this section of the Exegesis (Section 3.5) I will be discussing four processes 

of silence. I have called them processes to emphasise the way that they take place or 

are performed into existence. In the first process of silence, Aboriginal people of the 

Kimberley were physically removed from their country, and were in many instances 

metaphorically removed as well. The process of metaphorical removal continues today. 

In all these cases, colonialism is a process of making an invisible country by silencing 

23  I note that Rose is implacably for a negative definition of wildness: wild people (non-In-
digenous Australians) make wild country (Rose, 200�) but for the reasons discussed in Section 
3.2.� to 3.2.6 I hold on to a more liberative sense of the wild.

Figures 3.5.26 to 3.5.29. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, 2006. Tracks in the bare scald country after rain.
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through oppression24. “Each landscape contained other stories, other ways of looking at 

land which might or might not be known to me, but which I know existed or had existed, 

probably only a lifetime ago. The knowledge of another understanding of place puts the 

constructed nature of the occupiers’ understanding of Australia for me into clearer focus” 

(Arthur, 2002, p. 205)

Table 3.4 The four processes of silence

1 The process of 
oppression 

The silencing of difference through the structures of 
colonialism, e.g. The Great Australian Silence

2 The process of 
listening

Being attentive through stillness: to have a conversa-
tion with others one must stop filling the world exclu-
sively with our own talk

3 The process of resist-
ance through silence

The skilled use of silence as a form of positive but also 
possibly fluid or elusive defiance

� The process of moving 
from silence

To hear is to take heed – to hear other voices and then 
to act

24  This is for me particularly poignant when you think of the centrality of walking to tradi-
tional Aboriginal life of which so little is written according to Stephen Muecke (199�). Muecke goes 
on to write: 
Once I tried to teach Patience [his partner] how to walk, the Aboriginal way. I said, “Look, you have 
to take your shoes off, because with your shoes on your soles are too far away from your ground. 
Your feet have to skim the surface – no more than a couple of millimetres above the ground. And 
you have to incline your whole frame a little in advance and as it were to fall slightly forward. Let 
your body begin to fall (I hold her, we laugh) and then your first foot swings forward on that falling 
momentum, then the next. So that you are not bringing your feet forward, not lifting them up and 
putting them down again, not tramping, not marching…. with walking your footfalls are light. Your 
arms hang from relaxed shoulders, you let them swing with whatever movement the rest of your 
body induces. You don’t need you’re your arms to walk, you need your legs and the automatic 
rhythm that legs and trunks induce. You might need your arms to carry something whose weight 
becomes part of that rhythm...” (Muecke, 199�, pp. 195-196).

Figures 3.5.30 to 3.5.33. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, 2006. Stranded tent at Photopoint 1 in the bare scald country 
after rain.
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3.5.2.3.1 Deathscapes

East Kimberley artists such as Rover Thomas, Paddy Bedford, Peggy Patrick 

and Queenie McKenzie all made work about massacres including Texas Downs (early 

1900s), Mistake Creek (1915) and Bedford Downs (192�)25. Peggy Patrick lost her moth-

er’s mother and her brothers and sisters, her mother’s 

father and his brothers and sisters, her mother’s older 

brothers’ sisters and baby brother and sister at Mistake 

Creek (Oliver, 2002)26, and the Kija call the time from 

the 1890s to 1920s the Killing Times. There has been 

some disagreement as to exactly how many people 

were killed. Art curator Judith Ryan controversially 

states, “it is estimated that about half of the Aboriginal 

people of the east Kimberley were murdered in the 

first fifty years of colonisation” (Ryan, 1993, p. �0). 

What relevance do these deaths have to the art of the walkingcountry? In South 

of the West: postcolonialism and the narrative construction of Australia Ross Gibson2� 

details the “…recurrent, almost mesmerized, preoccupation with topography on the part 

of Europeans who have attempted, over several centuries, to define a non-Aboriginal 

Australian culture” (R. Gibson, 1992, p. 1) and this is clearly reflected in histories of 

Australian art (see for example Hughes, 19�0; T. Smith, 2002). The preoccupation with 

landscape is underlain by an almost obsessive desire of Euro-Australians to belong. 

25  Other Kimberley massacres: Mowla Bluff (1916) and Forrest River (1926).
26  The same Mistake Creek massacre was the subject of a dispute between Keith Winds-
chuttle and Sir William Dean in 2002 in the (continuing) History Wars.
2� Australian writer, teacher, editor, filmmaker, curator and multimedia producer.

Figure 3.5.34 Peggie Patrick, 
Mistake Creek Massacre 
Boab, 2004, ochre and clay 
on canvas (Sherman Galler-
ies, 2005).

Figure 3.5.35 Rover Thomas, Texas Downs Massacre, 1985, ochres, vegetable gum 
on canvas (O’Ferrall, 1989, p. 33).



The sixth saunter: invisible countries   22�

For those who desire a fixed and stable sense of belonging, the relationship between 

settler culture and Indigenous Australia appears crucial. Such a  relationship may well 

be crucial but I view the desire for a fixed and stable sense of belonging as the real crux 

of the issue. The reason why much non-Indigenous art in non-urban areas in the last 

20 years is moribund may well be because such a relationship has come to a standstill 

because we desire resolution and finality. In some senses this is a desire for un-live-ness 

(or un-wildness). Contrast this with the painting of massacres by east Kimberley artists. 

These paintings are an overt attempt at bringing these murder stories to the present. The 

consequences of these events are brought alive into the present day in a way that non-

Indigenous artists can learn from. Furthermore the inability of Euro-Australians to deal 

with this invisible country of ghosts, is an inability to deal with any otherness in Australian 

society as a whole.

Both Ross Gibson and Deborah Bird Rose have 

written about how the unresolved violence of the past 

is transferred onto succeeding generations in a more 

and more distorted form. We might be tempted to iden-

tify this, say, with the violence in Aborigine communities, 

which have been targeted in media reports in the first 

six months of 2006, but I believe that it applies equally to my perception of the increas-

ing callousness of Australian society at large28. Using the work of German psycholo-

gists Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich, Gibson’s Seven versions of an Australian 

badland (2002) looks for evidence of parallels between unresolved mourning in post-

war Germany and Australia since Federation. The Mitscherlichs believe that unresolved 

mourning at the individual level can be applied to society at large, and by burying the 

past, the German culture remains infantile and unresolved29. Following through buried 

grief in society as a whole will help create a more mature society

28 Also demonstrated in the recent (2006) calls to close down remote Aboriginal communi-
ties because they are “economically unviable.”
29  …when people get trapped like this in narcissism, they crave a world containing no per-
plexity, no otherness, or uncanniness contradicting a self-affirming world (R. Gibson, 2002, p. 162).
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In Australia, the Badlands are places in the landscape where deviance and oth-

erness can be encysted and contained (R. Gibson, 2002). The wrongs of the past can 

be made resolvable by bundling them up into these spaces where you can either forget 

about them – or more crucially -- acknowledge the “evil” but guarantee that it is some-

where other than where you are standing30. In the short term, quarantining allows the 

same behaviours to continue, but the Badlands keep breaking out in traces – “marks, 

documents, bodies, communities… landscapes” (R. Gibson, 2002, p. 1�9). It is in the 

pursuit of these traces that the reasons for Badlands will disappear and thus, in turn, 

these ghostly spaces will evaporate. 

Gibson proposes that fear and denial can be actively dispersed through knowl-

edge of places -- knowing places more fully in their complexities31. He advocates knowing 

places as country, as a living entity, in the sense that it contains the non-human as well 

as human obligations -- not necessarily in an Aboriginal way but nevertheless learning 

from Indigenous Australia. He goes on, “I’ve tried to see its landmarks better, to know the 

physical environment, to understand its vastness, its climatic outbursts and errant ecolo-

gies” (R. Gibson, 2002, p. 1��). As well as this close analysis of history there are other 

avenues such as emotional realisation and rituals of acceptance.

30  The guilt of the cosmopolitan urbanites (the sympathetic left wing) is actually safe 
(Cowlishaw, 200�).
31 We cannot hope to take instructions from the deaths and ructions in the Australian past 
until we understand why some sectors of the Australian populace have continued to need their 
badlands, their places of disappearance and denial. Which means we need to understand what 
went wrong during the decades after Federation, when the violence subtending the colony was 
fearfully and forcefully ignored to the extent that the habit of denial became a national charac-
teristic (R. Gibson, 2002, p. 150).

Figures 3.5.38 and 3.5.39. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital 
print installation series, 2006. Tracks in the bare scald country after rain.
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Deborah Bird Rose also decries the transferral of violence through generations. 

She terms the amplification of pain through repetition and denial, as “doubling up”. More-

over, because of the expanded holistic notion of country she employs, Rose directly links 

the environmental crisis to the Australia’s landscapes of loss32. This has direct conse-

quences for environmental art in Australia. I draw from Rose’s comprehensive “ethics of 

decolonisation” her concept of resilience (which she has in turn evolved from the new 

ecology33): resilience “acknowledges the force, or desire, of living things to flourish, to 

be in connection, to find their mutually beneficial patterns, and to restore to the world 

the power of life which is always in delicate relationship with death” (Rose, 200�, p. �9). 

In other words, the resilience of Aboriginal communities is that they continue to offer to 

share their knowledge for the mutual good of people and places. The massacre paintings 

of the east Kimberley artists are as much about hope, resilience, survival and storytell-

ing, as invasion, death, hardship, betrayal and cruelty. In the case of my experience at the 

Broome Tourist Bureau (narrated in Section 3.5.2.1) it was Z----- who first approached 

me because he saw me filming. And he insisted on being filmed.

32 As an aside: of all the strandings done in the walkingcountry, only the watch, the green 
velvet ribbon and the Canon lens cap (in the last few hours I was there) really did disappear and 
this is a fair swap for the rest of the strandings being materially present and even appreciated in 
the walkingcountry.
33  Ecological resilience is a measure of the magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed 
before a system changes its structure.

Figure 3.5.40 to 3.4.43.  Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, 2006. Photopoint 1 in the bare scald country after rain.
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In Seven versions of an Australian badland Gibson spends much time sifting 

through complicit acts in the histories that he examines. This is part of the close analysis 

of history he advocates. I hypothesize that what has weakened environmental art in Aus-

tralia3�, is not just that we have made a coherent Badland somewhere else, but also that 

we do not want to move on from searching for a final and complete condition of belong-

ing. “Wholeness hunger is itself a part of modernity. And it slips into longing for a world 

that one can only encounter in dreams” (Rose, 200�, p. 181): an invisible and impossible 

country shadows us. 

Feminist Aboriginal academic Aileen Moreton-Robinson throws up the chal-

lenge of accepting Aborigines’ claims of ontological uniqueness in their relationship with 

country: 

Our ontological relationship to land, the ways that country is constitutive 
to us, and therefore the inalienable nature of our relation to land, marks 
a radical, indeed incommensurable, difference between us and the non-
Indigenous. This ontological relation to land constitutes a subject position 
that we do not share, and which cannot be shared, with the postcolonial 
subject whose sense of belonging in this place is tied to migrancy (More-
ton-Robinson, 2003, p. 31) 

But there are problems with this ontological position. In this schema, acceptance 

of ontological difference situates Aboriginal belonging as an exemplar that non-Indig-

enous Australians can never attain (L. Miller, 2003). Not only does this confine non-Indig-

enous Australians to a position of permanent dis-placement (“migrancy”), but it may also 

confine Indigenous people within a hierarchy of blood, and in a historical “stasis”35. Native 

title legislation, for example, depends upon demonstrating the continuity of traditional 

practices and proving of local blood descent. In some cases this is helpful, in other cases 

mobilisation of similar arguments of white belonging have thwarted native title claims36. It 

is likely that Moreton-Robinson is reacting against the appropriation of indigenousness, 

for example in the environmental movement that is sometimes redolent of noble savage 

primitivism. Rose states (200�, p. 185), “In general it is neither possible nor desirable to 

try to mimic their [indigenous] ways of being in Australian environments – both because 

of the quantitative and qualitative social and environmental changes that are taking place, 

and because mimicry will fail to get at the deeper meanings”. In what ways can we move 

on from a position of lack or mimicry?

34  For a recipe for bad environmental art see Appendix A.6.
35  There is a danger in essentialism. I could also be accused of being essentialist about 
some of the phenomenological claims I have made (e.g. place as performed into existence), What 
does seem to be ontologically understood is a fundamental vibrating vigorous world made up of 
forces and encounters (Thrift, 1999).
36  Human geographer Heidi Ellemor argues that in the Yorta Yorta claim, non-Aborigines 
adopted the language of Aboriginal belonging to the point where the distinctiveness of Aboriginal 
claims were normalized. Romanticisation occurred as the mainstream non-Indigenous co-opted/
mimicked the marginalised and then claimed a position of marginalisation (Ellemor, 2003).
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3.5.2.4 Tracks

Australian cultural studies academic Fiona Pro-

byn (2005) examines representations of trackers in Austral-

ian films, in particular the central character in Rolf de Heer’s 

film The Tracker (2002). She builds a relationship between 

Muecke’s fictocritical text, No Road (Muecke, 199�) and The 

Tracker. Muecke’s book is a series of fragments built around 

travelling to and in the Kimberley. The main characters in de 

Heer’s film are “The Fanatic,” “The Veteran,” “The Follower,” 

and “The Tracker.” The Tracker sees an invisible country. The 

Tracker is a recurrent motif in Australian film3�. Recently film writers Felicity Collins and 

Therese Davies have used the tracker as a sign of a unstabilising of national identity 

post Mabo (200�). He has privileged knowledge through his ability to see small traces in 

country. The Tracker has power because he knows something that the non-Indigenous 

does not, and because he knows country better than a settler ever can. 

At first glance this confirms the ontological position of Moreton-Robinson: The 

Tracker’s ontological relationship cannot be shared, but must be acknowledged by the 

character of The Follower. But on the other hand, settlers consequently have an “onto-

logical connection to the land through their lack of knowledge and consequently their/our 

capacity to and desire to accumulate the knowledge of the Other” (F. Probyn, 2005, p. 6) 

If taken at this level of sophistication, then the relationship between the settler and the 

Indigenous (through The Tracker) can be easily restabilised by clinging onto this lack, 

argues Probyn. The gulf between the Settler and the Indigenised is romanticised. Building 

from Muecke, Probyn calls “bituminisation” the strategy of “mobilisation of colonial myths 

to ‘explain’” the Tracker (F. Probyn, 2005, p. �). For example, some critics determined 

David Gulpili’s acting to be “natural,” and other critics implied that the Tracker’s eventual 

escape was heroic (F. Probyn, 2005). The logical (striated) space of roads, straight lines 

and possession are reinscribed and The Tracker is returned to nature. 

3�  The tracker is variously read as a trickster, someone powerless, a complicit companion, 
a triumphant, enigmatic, mysterious or strategic player; or a transgressive element (F. Probyn, 
2005). This reminds me of the dingo (Section 3.1.5.3) and the coyote (Section 3.2.3.5).

Figure 3.5.46 The tracker (2002) 
directed by Rolf de Heer.

Figures 3.5.44 to 3.5.45. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, 2006. 
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However Probyn’s analysis also suggests other ways in which the film avoids 

romanticisation by being a “No Road” film38. It has the same structure as a Road Movie 

but the bitumen has been eroded to a track. The Tracker replaces the white male hero as 

the central character. Instead of speeding through space39, we are slowed down to the 

38  Note the use of contemporary paintings by Peter Coade to stand in for the massacres: 
representations within a representational medium making a more real and impactful statement 
about the violence than any realist or filmic depiction.
39  Like down Highway One.

Figures 3.5.4� to 3.5.53. Images from 
Walking around taking photographs, 
digital print installation series, 2006. 
Tracks in the bare scald country after 
rain. 
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pace of walking. de Heer’s film evokes an indefinite space and time “off the road” (F. Pro-

byn, 2005, p. 11). Reflecting the projects of Gibson and Rose, Probyn also asserts that 

The Tracker brings the past back up to the surface. As a subgenre of the Road Movie, 

the No Road film both resembles and menaces�0 the legitimacy of the genre itself. Rather 

than capturing the essence of Aboriginal difference, it “exposes the fact that such a thing 

is impossible” (F. Probyn, 2005, p. 9). 

My assessment is that the film is most successful when it points to the limits of 

the white settler at the same time as it makes clear that The Follower is on a journey 

where he cannot see the endpoint or the limits of what is going on, but who must continue 

on with this journey. Belonging is a condition of connecting a person to a place, but it 

should be seen as something based upon narrative and lived experience, that includes 

culture but is not fixed. It is a process that takes place�1. 

Part of what it is to belong is to understand ourselves as embodied sub-
jects whose personhood entails a narrative unity, the structure of which 
can support an inherent dialectic between emplacement and displace-
ment (L. Miller, 2003, p. 414, my italics).

Even in terms of wonder (i.e., Sections 3.2 and 3.3) “we find ourselves already in 

the world and in no need of finding some way of relating to it, to come into coordination 

with it, to make contact with it” (Malpas, 2005, p. 3, my emphasis).

40  Via a reading of Homi Bhabha’s concept of colonial mimicry, hybridity and ambivalence 
(F. Probyn, 2005).
41  See Roni Horn’s artworks, To place, in Appendix A.8.

Figure 3.5.54 Image from Walking around taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, 2006. Found text.
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3.5.3 Living Countries

As we have seen in the earlier Section 3.5.2.3, the first process of silence is 

oppression: the silencing of difference through the structures of colonialism. The Great 

Australian Silence functioned to make colonisation acceptable by silencing Aboriginal 

voices (Belfrage, 199�; Head, 1999). I do not want to deny the seriousness of the vio-

lence but I hope I have also demonstrated counter-strategies of speaking out in the 

form of the resilience of Aboriginal people. The second process of silence is the act of 

listening. The example I have given is being attentive through stillness. This attentiveness 

allows us to communicate in transformative ways. The third and less common process of 

silence is a skilled use of silence as a strategy of resistance (W. Miller, 1993). And finally, 

the move from silence is to take heed — to hear others and to act, and one example 

of this movement is a mourning that takes us past fear and nostalgia. The “emptiness” 

of Euro-Australian belonging can be evaded by reframing belonging as something that 

takes place and that must be acted out in a continuing negotiation.

We have also seen that the path to the future country is not paved and, for me, 

I can see ahead a variable landscape of transformation. And this is all that I can see. 

Acceptance of this unclear path, this “No Road”, is challenging. My encounter with  

Z----- was not easy, with my prejudices — and conflicting emotions of openness, concern, 

fear and displeasure — leaving it unresolved. Anthropologist Gillian Cowlishaw contends 

that hiding such emotions in piousness closes down choices “…unadmitted disapproval, 

bafflement or fear can be a powerful barrier to understanding, let alone enjoying differ-

ence” (Cowlishaw, 200�, p. 158). If we understand non-Indigenous belonging as merely 

lack then just having a “correct opinion” might be acceptable. My strongest impression 

from the encounter was Z-----‘s yearning to be filmed, his ebullience and desire to engage 

with a stranger like me. Moving beyond a model of lack is part of actually acknowledging 

the difficulties involved and the “space of fear and silence” (Cowlishaw, 200�, p. 15�). 

Some more complicated tactics might be needed: to “perform place multiply [sic] … [to] 

flow from the dynamics of lived experience…. [and to use] methodological practices of 

co-construction and inclusion” (Instone, 200�, p. 13�). That the path ahead is unclear 

and winding means that the kinds of adventures needed must be flexible and evolving. 

It involves both hearing and acting, speaking with and listening to, both the human and 

nonhuman as we negotiate our fluid places in the world.

Figure 3.5.55 Image from Walking around taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, 2006. 
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3.5.4 Conclusion

The conclusion I have reached is that the metaphors of silence and invisibility in 

this section (3.5) of the Exegesis that I have seen applied to the Kimberley and the walk-

ingcountry are more complicated than simple deficiency�2. They have ended up pointing 

to opportunities to act and not just to spaces of loss. For geographer John Wylie (2002), 

to say that the histories of place are laid upon the landscape and not emergent and 

resonant with the embodied experience of the place, is to rely upon a Cartesian sense 

of separating experience of a place and its representation. There is deeper potential in 

“making visible the absent and erased actors in the making of Australian lands – both 

human and non-human – [that] allows us to think the hitherto unthinkable possibilities 

of different geographies that celebrate inclusion, difference, multiplicity, dissonance and 

change” (Instone, 200�, p. 13�). Moving forward involves reconsidering the past in the 

present moment in a way that motivates us to renew country.

If the world is an “entanglement of living things” (Anderson, 2005) then the nature 

of the conversations we have are central. “The concept of living world depends on com-

munication: It requires that one listen as well as speak; it requires an attitude of attentive-

ness and a degree of respect (Rose, 1996, p. 85). My hope is to extend the limits of how 

42  Roni Horn states, “there is always the experience that what you cannot see deeply ef-
fects what you can see. Like the fact that these pieces, for example, in Pair Field are solid… those 
little objects have a certain and very specific presence... They are not images. So I have a certain 
way of working that is concerned – not with the invisible, but with the nonvisible; meaning it’s there 
and you can sense it. The nonvisible is confluent with the visible, it’s the bigger part of the sensible” 
(Horn, 199�). She makes the distinction between the invisible and the non-visible (see Figures 
3.5.56 and 3.5.5�).

Figures 3.5.56 and 3.5.5�. Roni Horn, Pair Field (1990-1991). Solid copper, solid steel, 
two groupings of unique forms of equal volume installed in two separate rooms, 
each group of 18 objects comprising 1 of the paired objects, various dimensions 
-- ø 25.5 to 38 x 10 - 25.5 cm (Horn, 2000b, p. 129)
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to communicate into a conversational framework. My plan is to accept the limits of an 

orthodox model of communication and allow it instead to unfold. Ultimately a mindfulness 

and clarity about how things are and how the world opens out will develop. Whilst it may 

not be directly visible in my current artworks, I hope to use as a tool my thoughts in this 

Exegesis to undertake this journey and clarify this passage for others.

Standing on a hill in the walkingcountry I can see Sugarloaf Hill, which is probably 

called Dalmarraba, and I can see the Dunham River or Nganjuwarrm winding its way to 

the northeast. In the distance there somewhere is Flying Fox Community. Between the 

Dunham and the walkingcountry the white netting of the aquaculture area is visible and 

the farm homestead is visible behind the mango and rain trees. The savanna stretches 

outwards in the foreground and towards the horizon. In the mid-ground the irrigated fields 

are obscured. On the horizon are the Carr Boyd Ranges. Controlling access onto their 

lease land is something that the resident farming family strongly uphold and so condi-

tions in the walkingcountry will most likely stay as they are. But this landscape unfolding 

outwards from my hill contains all those more complex elements of Australian society at 

large. The walkingcountry is connected to out there. “In a mutually constituted world we 

are always implicated, never innocent and never apart. There is no outside” (Instone, 

200�, p. 135).

Figure 3.5.58 View above Arthur Gorge looking east to the Carr Boyd Ranges, from 
the walkingcountry.


