ENGLISH: ONE NIGHT THE MOON

We can never truly control our surrounding. Why we are powerless, but refuse to believe so.

To be honest it was a surprise. After many hours of crawling and burrowing our way through
complex system of tunnels that lie underneath the harsh Walhalla countryside, we finally arrived at
our destination. Lit up by our head torches and glow sticks, the Abrakurrie cave is truly a site to
behold. Yet it is not the 5 metre long stalactites that grasp our attention or how the light seems to
dance around us following the caves slender contours, rather it is the ancient drawing that line the
walls that held us transfixed. Like dark red and brown moving shadows the drawings describe the
stories of the Bunyalla people, the aboriginals who used to live there countless years ago.
Depending on the eye of the beholder, what these drawings entail may differ completely. Whilst one
may not see beyond the lines and dots that compose the pieces, another may envelop themselves
in the stories and find themselves lost in another time. The landscape that we see is like that.
Depending on your beliefs, values and most of all your past experiences will reflect on how you
perceive your landscape.

The most striking drawing | saw lay not far from the hole from which we had surfaced. It showed 6
men, spears in hand, attacking a raging fire. The flames, 5 times the size of the men, were wild and
full of rage and reared up set to swathe those in their way. The drawings so lifelike, reminded me of
the ruthless bushfires that occurred just weeks ago on Black Saturday. It is clear that from ancient
time, to the modern era, humanity has always been fascinated by the power of the landscape. It
appears that the land seems to constantly remind us that despite our technological advances and
human endeavour, we are still powerless. Nevertheless mankind still refuses to accept how
vulnerable we are. We fail to accept that we do not control the land, rather the land has control over
us.

Though such mentality is evident throughout many cultures, it is most ingrained in Colonial British
heritage. The cultural heritage from which we herald from heavily influences our actions and despite
a change in location, these beliefs that we have been brought up with become extremely difficult to
change. It was this difficulty to adapt to the Australian landscape that drove many white colonists to
change the harsh landscape into an aesthetically British way. They divided the land and chopped
down forests. They put up fences and built strange houses that were in complete contrast with their
surroundings. This kind of behaviour was foreign to the local aboriginals who read the land and saw
it not as an adversary, but rather something that was to be respected and comprehended. They saw
the land as being an aspect of their identity and their way of life was reflective of this. Looking
around the cave, their way of life is evident through the drawings. Their connection with the
landscape was not merely physical but spiritual as well. They believed that every piece of the earth
served a purpose and meaning, and that their ancestors and spirits spoke to them through nature.
For the aboriginal people, they were not powerless to the land because they believed themselves to
be spiritually intertwined with it.

Nevertheless, due to aboriginals more nature-based way of life that contrasted with British culture,
the first settlers and their future generations refused to learn from the aboriginal people. As a
consequence many pioneers failed to recognise the untameable nature of the Australian landscape,
something that was common knowledge to the aboriginal people. This is best illustrated in One
Night the Moon, an Australian film released in 2001 directed by Rachel Perkins. The film tells of the
tragic tale of a white couple, and how their racial prejudice and a lack of understanding of the
Australian landscape lead to death of an innocent young girl. Set in early 20th century Australia, the
film follows the bitter journey of Jim in his quest to find his daughter Emily, who has wondered into
the outback. Nevertheless Jim and his wife Rose refuse to allow a ‘blackfella is to set foot on [his]
land’ believing an aboriginal tracker to be of no use in the search for his daughter. The difficulty of
overcoming these beliefs is seen through the mother’s internal struggle between her desperate
need to find her daughter, and her racial prejudice that prevent her from asking for the black tracker
for help. However by the time that she submits to her maternal instincts and asks the aboriginal for
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help, the young girl is already dead. The death of the daughter symbolises the cost that many
settlers were made to bear as they failed to accept that they could never truly control their
environment.

Is it the difference in attitude to the land, the adventurous spirit of the Europeans settles and the
deeper, reflective connection of the indigenous Australians, that is a recurring thread in Australian
culture. These distinct differences are reflective in their artwork. The indigenous Australian’s artwork
is in perfect symmetry with their culture and beliefs. A painting of a landscape will not simply be a
picture of a moment; rather it will also display the landscapes spiritual characteristics. Aboriginal art
curator Hetti Perkins described aboriginal art as ‘offer[ing] us a glimpse of the world of dreams
where the past, present and the future link’. On the other hand early European paintings of the
Australian landscape provide a unique perspective on how many settlers viewed the land. The
paintings though evidently set in Australia, share a striking resemblance to paintings of the English
countryside. Rather than drawing what they saw, many artists interpreted the landscape in the only
way they knew how, by their artistic view, their British view. Conrad Martin was a commercially
successful artist but often criticised for his approach to his Australian paintings. Rather than
displaying the harsh rugged nature of the land, his paintings were often ‘softened’ by pastoral
landscapes and English style trees. This style of Australian art is reflective of how many white
settlers viewed Australia. They did not see the harsh unforgiving land that lay surrounded them, but
rather through eyes tainted by the landscape from which they had been brought up in.

However, after exiting the cave system from a small hole on the bare hillside, | cannot help but
reflect on how wrong these artists were. This land is a brutal mysterious and haunting place. Her
tempests and fiery outbursts are stuff of legend. Black Saturday taught us this. As | looked around
at my surroundings it was difficult not to notice the ghostly white trees that line the charred hillsides.
| could not help but feel small against my surroundings as | stood still, half in awe, half in sadness
as memories of the bushfires ran through my mind. Whilst many blame man for its inability to control
such events, to me it is simply a reminder that we are but powerless to nature. The aboriginals did
not see it as a weakness, but rather something that was to be accepted. Their ability to read the
landscape and respond to is messages is a lesion that we must all learn. It is certainly true that in
the words of Henry David Thoreau, ‘Our universe is wider than our views of it’
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