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My work is interested in the transformative and reciprocal nature of desert landscapes, places of
wilderness which inspire in some people a particular type of ‘connection to country’. It is more
than a way of living or a spiritual restorative, it is a deeper type of nourishment, a symbiotic and
intricate relationship to the natural world which offers a sense of personal identify and meaning.
The Maldhari herders of Kachchh, the Rann Desert and Rajasthan regions of far northwest India
are some of the last truly authentic exemplars of this inclusive relationship. My artworks in this
exhibition are informed by bearing witness to their desert migrations and the resulting riches of
cultural creativity that is the legacy of their lives.
The ancient idea of nomadism, of walking the land with animals according to the terrain, the ecology,
and the daily and seasonal rhythms is a very intimate gathering of knowledge, an environmental
‘Ground Truth’. It is also a fundamental human instinct as important as that of story and myth
in the human psyche. Today, however, it is less and less possible for the world’s desert peoples
to move freely across their traditional lands and routes. Many rights of passage have been lost
and living on these lands becoming increasingly complicated and fraught with dangers. Under
intensifying pressures on their way of life in the wake of technology driven global development,
the Maldhari have exhibited a remarkable tenacity that is a testament to the cultural and spiritual
importance of this people-place relationship and the human desire for this intricate connection
to the natural world. The real value of their lives is not only in their inherent understanding of the
land, but also the living link they provide to historic indigenous worlds. They offer a completely
original contradiction to the global corruption and homogenisation of art and culture.
In Australia there is a direct living link to this nomadic cultural heritage and spirit of the Indian
Maldhari that stretches back to 1860 when camels were first brought to the continent for inland
explorations in the great central deserts. The cameleering tradition is a threatened heritage.
But for more than ten years as an Expedition Artist, I have walked into this remote empty inland
country alongside a traditional camel string gathering my knowledge on foot, reaching deep into
the whole context of the land alert to all the details it holds.
I have discovered that the people-place relationship to desert landscapes is very particular. There
is a certain instinct that walking and ‘living lightly’ on these lands inspires. As a fellow desert
traveller, cameleer and artist-explorer, the opportunity to know and work with the Maldhari and
their culture was an invaluable experience. We share a special affinity, a collegiality through our
relationship to desert lands and our instinctive artistic compulsions. The experience has given me
a much more profound understanding of the importance of my own contribution in describing
this elusive ‘primary sense’ that lies in the alliance to the natural world, to living lightly on the land.
It has illuminated the extraordinary value of the cultural material that flows from some of the most
seemingly harsh and inhospitable places on the planet.
The textiles that frame the artworks were sourced from the Maldhari (nomadic herder) communities
throughout Kutchch and Rajasthan. They were procured by the artist during her field trips, living
and working in the desert with the various Maldhari communities of the remote regions in far
North West India. Each vintage piece is handmade, an authentic cultural artefact, which derives
directly from their lives living so intimately with their animals. Each piece was hand shorn, spun,
dyed, woven and embellished by the particular tribal community according to their cultural
traditions and then carefully selected to reverberate with the artwork to unite the artists’ personal
perspective with the deep rooted Indian traditions.
The project was sponsored by the Australian High Commission in India.
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