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watches her granddaughter engaged in what she
thinks is the traditional dance of the Warriedah,
without realising that the girl is actually danc-
ing to hip-hop music and mimicking gangster
rap gestures. This disjuncture is not uncommon
and Dowling has become a recorder of contem-
porary life in the same way that Goya and
Hogarth commented on the everyday activities
of their communities. This is particularly evi-
dent in her series of works based on domestic
violence, an issue Dowling tackles head on,
creating a series of icons to represent the victims.
Using detailed patterning in glitter and bright
colours, now one of Dowling’s stylistic trade-
marks, she both celebrates forbearance and
depicts the people’s sense of dislocation, the
play between pattern and modelled form rein-
forcing this sense of alienation. Sometimes
the pattern reads as a decorative border, some-
times it is embedded in symbols and text, such
as ‘no more hurting’, ‘remember’ or ‘I love
you’, poignant reminders of a continuing
social problem.

Pattern is a key element in Aboriginal art
practice and the ownership of certain visual
forms — dots and circles, particular configura-
tions of shapes and images — is ardently de-
bated. In this climate the design adopted by
Dowling is particularly inventive. Wishing to
embrace the powerful energy of pattern, yet
mindful of the politics, she has opted for a mix

of glitter and decoration that echoes the mean-

ing of Western Desert dot painting, scarifica-
tion patterns and body painting. Sometimes
her patterns act like a jewelled field to en-
hance the icon-like quality of the image; at
other times they imply a carpet of flowers, and
occasionally they read as an alien and isolating
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environment. These are significant paintings
in a corpus of work that has previously
depicted Aboriginal women as forlorn and
hopeless. In our national visual archive there
are few paintings that display such solidarity,
strength and determination. Dowling’s three
Matriarchs: Auntie Dot, Mollie and Auntie Elsie,
all 2002, are heroic figures, role models for
Dowling’s own life and symbolic of the
resilience of all Aboriginal women. In redis-
covering and celebrating her own heroes,
Julie Dowling is also providing role models
for the next generation. Most importantly,
through her paintings of family and friends,
she offers us an unfolding portrait of a com-
munity in which wisdom, strength and
humour are recurring characteristics.

Julie Dowling, ...big womanhead..., Artplace,
Perth, 27 June — 21 July 2002.

SAMANTHA COMTE

The latest in a series of works informed by
‘great’ literary and cinematic texts, ‘It's because

I talk too much that I do nothing’ is Emily
Floyd’s most ambitious and successful project
to date. Exhibited at Anna Schwartz Gallery in
Melbourne, Floyd’s sculptural essay re-presents
fragments from Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s epic nine-
teenth-century novel, Crime and Punishment.
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Since graduating in 1999 from the Royal
Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT),
Emily Floyd has exhibited both nationally and
internationally. Her curious French storybooks
populated by wooden animals, her didactic
representations of ideological texts depicted
through the actions of rabbits, and her monu-
mental sculpted narratives have resulted in
an eccentric, often humorous and insightful
body of work.

Floyd constructs sculptural works using
the methodologies of reading and criticism. In
her latest installation Floyd again returns to a
canonical nineteenth-century text and a heroic
narrative that traces a protagonist’s struggle
between the desire to live rationally and an
awakening realisation of the complexity of life.
This figure is cast as an outsider, the subject of
alienation and angst, who seeks the impossible
hopes of freedom and redemption.

Crime and Punishment is ‘a fluid world, full of
coincidences, chance but fatal meetings and
crucial words accidentally overheard'.* Floyd’s
interpretation of the novel flows across the pol-
ished concrete gallery floor, with key symbolic
moments from the narrative mapped into a
sculptural landscape. Incomplete phrases con-
structed from handcrafted wooden letters trace
the fine cracks in the concrete, grounding the
work within the architectural space. These are
not random fragments but carefully selected
clues to be unravelled and pieced together.






