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Painting as Personal  
History: Examining  
Critical Curatorial Practice 
in Marking the Infinite

Outside the Museum of Anthropology at UBC, a tall banner 
advertising Marking the Infinite: Contemporary Women Art-
ists from Aboriginal Australia stands next to the entrance; 
it is a cropped and enlarged detail of Carlene West’s Tjitjiti, 
with stylish red polka dots outlining a rough white brush-
stroke. The banner sparked my imagination, leading me 
to picture sprawling Yayoi Kusama-esque patterns envel-
oping the entire gallery, displaying the work of “contempo-
rary women artists from Aboriginal Australia” and ground-
ing their work in the present. However, the experience of 
the exhibition proved to be quite different from what I was 
imagining. The abstract patterns did not fill the gallery with 
installations and new media as I hoped, but were limited 
to rectangular canvases hung on the blank walls, with the 
exception of some drawings on bark or sheets of paper.   
 Upon entering the gallery, I was first introduced 
to Angelina Pwerle’s Bush Plum (2016), a red painting on 
canvas filled with a myriad of tiny white dots. The rectan-
gular spotlight subtly illuminating the work made it glow, 
and the white dots were asymmetrically scattered to create 
organic, cloud-like forms. The painting depicts “little white 
bush plum flowers,” or arnwekety, a plant native to the 
Ahalpere country whose spirituality has a “powerful pres-
ence in the land.”1 Pwerle states that the bush plum is her 
father’s “Dreaming,” a concept that roughly translates to 
a family-specific visual motif passed on through genera-
tions that represents spirituality, myth, and family.2 Indige-
nous groups throughout Australia have different versions of 

“Dreamings,” or “Dreamtime,” portraying different creation 
narratives which are generally reserved for members of the 
community.3    
 Whether the artists in the exhibition are referring to 
their Dreaming or not, most of them include some form of 
repeated intricate pattern of dots or lines (or a combination 
of both) on canvas, although artists such as Nyapanyapa 
Yunupingu use bark as a base for their paintings. Each 
artist seems to have a different signature mark-making  
technique that they consistently use on many of their 
works. Two pieces that stood out to me were Gulumbu 
Yunupingu’s Ganyu (Stars), 2004, and Garak, 2011, where 
the artist painted intricate motifs onto the surfaces of cut 
trees. Hundreds of X-shaped stars in white scattered with 
ochre and brick red dots envelop the surface of Ganyu, 
while Garak uses the same colour palette and markings 
to create a thinner, less symmetrical pattern. Around two 
metres tall, the trees were propped up at the base as if they 
were growing out of the floor of the gallery. The wall text 
beside the work identifies them as Larrakitj poles, which 
were “used by Yolngu peoples to house the bones of their 
dead.”4 These hollowed eucalyptus trees, decorated with 
detailed designs, were traditionally made after the death 
of a family member to guide them to their spiritual homes. 
The wall text states that “in the 1980s, artists began mak-
ing Larrakitj for the art market, departing from the strict 
conventions of ceremonial design, [becoming] less con-
cerned with symmetry and, in the 2000s, began exploring 
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the surface features of the trunk, utilizing imperfections as 
integral parts of its expressive form.”5 I found this perplex-
ing, as the description completely omits any mention of 
European colonial influence in the creation of commercial 
Larrakitj. This suggests that Yolngu Larrakitj artists decided 
to abandon the “strict conventions of ceremonial design” 
to break out of rigid traditional structures, rather than to 
respond to an economic demand. The description clearly 
ignores how the Larrakitj’s meaning was transformed by 
the art market, instead focusing on the formal qualities of 
the poles themselves. 
 The entire exhibit seems to share this focus on for-
mal qualities as well. All of the artworks in the exhibit are 
undeniably beautiful, and the viewer is encouraged to get 
lost in the visual language. The exhibit does this in several 
ways: first, because the gallery space is divided up into 
sections according to each artist, the viewer will find sever-
al works by one artist placed next to one another, making 
the viewer spend time with one painting style at a time. 
Each wall colour is picked to match and complement the 
imagery in the paintings. This way of presentation is seam-
less and undisruptive to the viewer, letting them indulge in 
the aesthetic qualities without acknowledging the violent 
histories that many of the artists are responding to in their 
work. It is perhaps a good time to point out that this exhibit, 
originally organized and curated by William Fox and Henry 
Skerritt at the Nevada Museum of Art, features artwork en-
tirely from collectors Debra and Dennis Scholl’s private col-
lection in Miami, Florida. The Scholls, both former lawyers 
and real estate developers, are now known as a “power 
couple” of the arts serving on boards at the Tate Modern, 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, and Pérez Art Museum 
Miami.6 The current exhibition at the MOA, organized by 
Dr. Carol E. Mayer, could have been a great opportunity 
to critically intervene in the neocolonial structure of the art 
market, yet her efforts weren’t apparent enough for me to 
pick up on.  
 The centre room of the gallery, which features Re-
gina Pilawuk Wilson’s artwork, best exemplifies this uncrit-
ical compliance with languages of display that the curators 
take up in this exhibit. In this room, a huge floor-to-ceiling 
painting, Sun Mat, 2015, depicts a circular shape that ex-
pands out from the centre like a mandala. It is nicely spot-
lit and contrasts dramatically against a black painted wall. 

Facing the painting are two meditation chairs, encourag-
ing viewers to sit cross-legged and stare at the hypnotic 
painting in front of them. Apparently, based on the modes 
of display and the lack of context in wall text about this 
work, the viewer is encouraged to use the painting to guide 
their meditation. I found this incredibly unsettling, as I had 
a hard time connecting the cross-legged meditation pose 
(generally used in Hindu and Buddhist meditative rituals) 
to the Dreamings in Australian Aboriginal traditions, other 
than by essentializing non-Western “spirituality” into one 
large amalgamation. This is especially disheartening when 
you read Wilson’s interview found in the exhibition pam-
phlet, where she explains: 
 
My grandfather and grandmother used to make big 
fishnet, before Europeans came to Australia. We call it 
syaw. […] I forgot the stitch because the missionaries 
took us in, and my grandparents died. My big sister 
told me to do the story on painting for our children 
and grandchildren, so they can remember what our 
ancestors used to do a long time ago. She drew it on 
the sand, on the dirt, and told me to paint it. I’ve got to 
paint the story on the canvas. It’s like our history.7

What does it mean for museum-goers to engage with the 
artwork in this uncritical lens, to only be able to understand 
Wilson’s act of colonial resistance when they flip to the last 
few pages of the exhibition publication? When the artists 
themselves are working to resist assimilation but are picked 
up by Western art dealers and collected by people like Den-
nis and Debra Scholl—who state that “Aboriginal art stands 
on the same terra firma as Euro-American centric art”—
it is no surprise that the context is lost in the aesthetics.8 

 Given that the Museum of Anthropology seems 
to be taking visible steps towards de-colonizing the mu-
seum, Marking the Infinite felt lacking in critical discourse 
about the origins of how Indigenous artwork has historically 
been collected, and its roots in colonial plundering. While 
my appreciation for the artists themselves deepened, this 
exhibition mostly helped to remind me of the importance 
of ethical curatorial practices. Hopefully, future exhibitions 
can highlight the powerful personal histories embedded 
within these artworks and bring them to the forefront of the 
conversation. 
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