Emily McCulloch Childs’s launch speech for New Beginnings: Classic Paintings from the Corrigan Collection of 21st Century Aboriginal Art, at the Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane, Wednesday, November 12, 2008.

Hello and welcome everyone. I thought I would explain a bit about this book and its title, New Beginnings, and where that idea came from, and what the experience of writing this book was like for me.

The title of this book came from Pat Corrigan in December of last year. Two months later, the husband of our very special launch speaker Ms Therese Rein made his historic apology to Australia's indigenous peoples. As is quoted in the book, the Prime Minister of Australia, Kevin Rudd, said: 

We can today resolve together that there be a new beginning for Australia. And it is to such a new beginning that I believe the nation is now calling us.  

Obviously, thoughts of endings and beginnings were occurring in our collective consciousness during this time. 

I believe Pat chose this title because of the ways in which art has been, for many Aboriginal people, a way to begin a happy, healthy and productive life again, after encountering the difficulties and hardships of colonisation. 

Rudd's apology heralded a new era for our nation, a change that I believe occurred greatly through the hard work of many people over the last decades. 

And it cannot be denied that many of the people who have helped to bring about this change have been working within the world of Aboriginal art.  

Through writing this and our other book, McCulloch's Contemporary Aboriginal Art, I’ve found that one of the main reasons given, from literally every Aboriginal artist that was interviewed, when asked why they practice art, is of their wish to educate and share their culture with a non-indigenous audience.    

There can be no doubt that Aboriginal art has played a significant role in the greater acceptance of and respect for this, the world's oldest continuing living culture.   

The title of this book also refers to the fact that many of the artists in this book are over the age of 60, some are as old as 90, and although they have been painting for most of their lives on their bodies, on the ground and on rocks and other surfaces, many of them only began painting on canvas with acrylic paint less than ten years ago. 

Art has led their lives into a new direction.

I don't think we can underestimate how important having an artistic career is for these people. For me as a, I wouldn't say young, but a young-ish, person, the elders in this book have been people that I can learn from. 

They live lives in which they are engaged daily with nature, with matters of the spirit, with philosophy and history. 

They understand the importance of family and community, and above all, they constantly practice acts of creativity, such as song and dance, and engage in art practice everyday.  

For me, writing this book was also a pleasure as it satisfied my curiosity about these remarkable people, many of who live in the driest, harshest places on the planet, and who have survived against all odds, for tens of thousands of years. 

I also was thrilled to be able to write on so many of our most important artists, from the Tjapaltjarri brothers who came out of the desert in 1984 having never closely encountered white people and who paint designs that may be tens of thousands of years old, to the modern Aboriginal op art masters George Tjungurrayi and Ronnie Tjampitjinpa.

To the wonderful Pintupi women artists, who were for so many years overshadowed by their famous male relatives, such as Telstra award winner Makinti Napanangka, Naata Nungurrayi, Walangkura Napanangka and Ningura Napurrula, and the incredible new colourists from the APY lands, such as the genius painter Tommy Watson, the preacher Patju Presley, one of my favourite painters, Jimmy Donegan, and Wingu Tingima, whose stunning work Kura Ala features on the books cover.

To the new generation of Papunya Tula artists such as Patrick Tjungurrayi, winner of the inaugural $50,000 prize, the Western Australian Indigenous Art Award.   

Writing this book also brought home to me the ways in which collections such as these are so important, for it is through these kinds of collections that we can not only experience the enjoyment of looking at such beautiful paintings, but we can also begin to learn about ourselves as Australians through this process of looking. 

And ultimately, we can learn about the resilience of the human spirit, the strength of culture, and the ways in which we all can begin again through the process of art and creativity.  

So it is without further ado I would like to introduce Ms Therese Rein, patron of the Indigenous Literacy Project, to launch the book. 

Thank you.

