ENGLISH: /IMAGINATIVE LANDSCAPE

‘The personal landscape reflects individual experience.’

The Australian landscape has been perceived in a multitude of ways ever since it was first
inhabited. The very first occupants of this country were the indigenous Australians, and the way in
which they viewed the landscape was vastly different to how it is treated today. The indigenous
Australians were nomadic people, never remaining in a certain area for too long, thus ensuring that
they did not diminish the natural resources of the landscape. This personal landscape that they had
created for themselves, one of harmony with their surroundings and environment, was based on
past experiences, and familiarity with the landscape in which their ancestors had lived for
generations. However this congruence with the landscape became under threat with the arrival of
the British settlers in 1788. The British brought with them their own individual experiences, their way
of life and traditions from Europe, which was a stark contrast to the indigenous Australians customs
and beliefs. The Australian landscape then began to reflect the European conventions and
ideologies, as farms were constructed and areas of the land were exploited for their resources and
economical gain. This sudden alteration to the landscape caused many problems for the indigenous
population as their appreciation and respect for their natural environment became undermined by
the materialistic cultural landscape that the Europeans had created. Many of the problems that this
change in landscape caused can still be seen today, as the personal landscape of many indigenous
Australians has become an ominous and disheartened as they attempt to overcome the many
problems associated with alcohol and drug abuse, alongside with an extremely low literacy and
education rate, all of which can be seen as a reflection of the hardship and pain of their recent past.

The indigenous Australians have inhabited Australia for anywhere between 50,000 to 65,000 years
and have the oldest living cultural history in the world. The land was fundamental to the indigenous
population as it was the core to their spirituality, which explains the appreciative and considerate
approach that they demonstrated towards their land. This is summarised in a statement made by
indigenous Australian Tom Dystra; ‘we cultivated our land, but in a way different from the white man.
We endeavoured to live with the land; they seem to live off it. | was taught to preserve, never to
destroy.” This quote encapsulates the manner in which the indigenous Australians perceived their
natural landscape, and the reasons for which the personal landscape that they had created for
themselves was passed down from generation to generation. Their past experiences in the land had
taught them how to live in harmony with their natural surroundings whilst maintaining spiritual
integrity and respect, all of which came under threat with the arrival of the British.

The introduction of the European way of life to the Indigenous Australian’s landscape produced
many problems, the Europeans did not demonstrate the same respect to the environment as the
aborigines as they had no affiliation or understanding of the spiritual importance that the land
possessed for the indigenous population. Consequently the British imposed their traditions and
customs that they brought from Europe onto the Australian, and indigenous landscape. Here we can
see how the personal and cultural landscapes of the past have been influenced by individual and
communities’ past experiences as the British attempted to replicate the landscape of their previous
home and conventions but did not spare thought for the impact that this may have on the indigenous
people’s lives and landscape. It is unequivocal that a clash in perception of the landscape
developed between the two cultures. The Aborigines and the British had differing perspectives on
how the land should be used and treated and the British insisted on intruding on the Aborigines’
landscape, attempting to recreate the landscape which they were familiar to back in their home
country. This lack of tolerance and respect for indigenous customs and behaviours led to a series of
battles called the ‘Frontier Wars’. Historian Raymond Evans documents these wars in his essays
‘Our country’s other past’ in which he states that 24,000 indigenous Australians were killed in
Queensland alone. Added to these horrible wars was the period of the stolen generation, between
the years 1909 and 1969. During these years half-caste children were taken away from their
biological families and forced to integrate into white communities, dramatically altering the personal
landscape and lives of many families and children. This period of assimilation, added to the intense
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change to the physical landscape can be used to explain the troubled and suffering situations of
many indigenous Australians present in today’s society.

Members of indigenous communities across Australia have been devastated by the introduction of
alcohol and drugs into their lives. These substances have become an escape for the pain and
trauma that many have suffered from the times of the Frontier Wars and the Stolen Generation. It
becomes evident that the past experiences and interactions between the Aborigines and the
Europeans has dramatically affected the psychological and emotional conditions of many
indigenous Australians as we see the individual experiences of these people being the architect for
their personal troubles and difficulties. As the indigenous population turns to alcohol and drugs as
their answer, it becomes apparent that individual experience is also inextricably linked to one’s
personal landscape, as the terrible situation in which these people find themselves almost forces
them to reach for such substances as the resolution. Thus not only does the personal landscape
reflect one’s past experiences, but one’s future experiences and actions will be dramatically
influenced by the landscape in which they find themselves.

Over the past 200 years the Australian landscape has been indefinitely altered, the introduction of
the British meant that they imposed their views and values on the environment, much to the disdain
of the indigenous population. The change in landscape that occurred has created a multitude of
different issues within indigenous culture as the spiritual integrity and harmony which they had
developed with the land over thousands of years has been destroyed. The result of this can be seen
within the many dejected indigenous communities as they battle to overcome the tragic personal
landscape which the past events and interaction with the Europeans have created.
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