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Emily Kame Kngwarreye, Untitled (Awelye) dark horizontal stripe partly webbed, 1994, acrylic

on polyester. Private collection, photo courtesy Utopia Art Sydney

Emily Kame Kngwarreye told us very
little about her work - but then she told

us everything. Her enduring comment
IS emphasised in the catalogue
accompanying the current touring
retrospective, 'Whole lot, that's whole lot...
That's what I paint: whole lot .. .' This
reconsideration of her work examines the

factual weight of this comment and relates it
to the ideas of others, most notably Nishitani
and Bataille. These writers may help us
locate operations within the work which
extend further than its widespread appeal
and in so doing mo bilise the viewer beyond
Eurocentric conventions.

Kngwarreye has already been the subject

of many informative discussions relating to
many aspects of her life, her culture and her

work. The current catalogue extends this
with thoughtful contributions from those
who were, in different ways, close to this
extraordinary Anmatyerre elder. Yet any clear
reception of her work still eludes us and
none of our critical discourses seem

appropriate to discuss the work. Perhaps it is
not so much the terminology that is the
problem (although it contributes) but that to
see Art (big A) we assume an aesthetic
posture. We position ourselves as contextual
decipherers and attempt to locate a
homogenous strategic framework, but this

adopted posture looks nothing less than
foolish in the company of Kngwarreye's work.

To examine another approach, we will
need to revive the subject of perception.
Already a problem has arisen. Perception, or
the way we intercept the material
environment and our own created imagery,

has been fairly much off the critical agenda for
at least a couple of decades. In art today,

critical attention is directed to locating
theoretical contexts associated with the work

rather than actually engaging with the work
itself.

This was the position Ian Bum faced when
addressing ideas about perceiving works of art
from the 60S in his curated exhibition of

1993, Looking at seeing Ii/: reading. Burn
suggested that our current way of seeing is to
read theory onto the image rather than to look

at the work itself; to treat the art object as 'a
rhetorical surface' - a site to locate an

objectified theoretical voice - rather than to
engage with it in a perceptual way.

So highly was Burn critically regarded

that had he not tragically died at the time of

his exhibition it would have been interesting
to see where his discourses on perception
would have taken us. In Burn's words, 'only
the recovery of perception in its critical
capacity realises the visual density of art­
making.' This essay argues for a revision of

perception, because, if there is one thing we
can say about Kngwarreye's works, we
cannot read them as theoretical (rhetorical)

surfaces. But it is a critique which goes
beyond a mere philosophical discussion.

We can say that we learn to 'see'; seeing
is socialised vision. It can be compared to the
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