“Our stories hold all of us together. To create is to tell the stories that live in the land, the
stories that flow through our veins. Our creative spirit may be old, but our voice is current,
it is strong.” —ROBERT FIELDING

Robert Fielding (born 1969) is many things—an artist, a storyteller, and
a keeper of Tjukurpa (ancestral stories and beliefs). He lives and works
in Mimili Community on the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara
(APY) Lands in South Australia. A man of Yankunytjatjara, Western
Arrernte, Pakistani, and Afghan descent, he moved to Mimili in 1988 to
reclaim the language and culture that was taken from his father, who
was a survivor of the Stolen Generations. Fielding has become a central
figure at Mimili Maku Arts, an art center founded and governed by a

group of dedicated Anangu leaders. He describes Mimili Maku as the

heartbeat of the community.

Fielding has spent much of the last decade focusing on his art practice and has produced a commanding body of work that
Is culturally grounded and politically potent. For him, creating is about telling the sacred stories that have always existed

in the land. He developed a way of storytelling on his own terms by incorporating language, whether Yankunytjatjara

or English, into his artworks. While Fielding works across a wide range of mediums—including paint, film, photography,
sculpture, and poetry—printmaking is the connective tissue. The artist’'s enduring preoccupation with print has been
strengthened by his collaboration with Trent Walter at Negative Press in Melbourne. He uses the metaphor of the ink roller
moving back and forth to express how he had to go backwards, to acknowledge the past, before he could move forward. As

Fielding says,
“My artworks are signs to lead the next generations to the right directions.”

This exhibition draws from a major survey of Robert Fielding’s work organized by Maitland Regional Art Gallery in New
South Wales, Australia, in close partnership with the artist and Mimili Maku Arts. Fielding weaves together threads of his
past and present to start a new conversation that is based on truth-telling and reconciliatory calls for unity. Tjukurpa |

Handle It is the artist’s declaration that this culture is strong. It is powerful.

The artworks in the exhibition are on loan from the artist and Mimili Maku Arts.
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This body of work is about Stolen Generations. It's
about connection. It’s about the trauma. It’s about

the sacred. It's about assimilation. It’'s about broken.
It’s about slavery. It's about belief. And do you know
what you can learn from this? You acknowledge it. You
acknowledge but you cannot live through the eyes of
your forefathers. So, one has learned to forgive.

—ROBERT FIELDING

Fielding calls on us to look deep within these works and
to listen. They tell the stories of the Stolen Generations,
the Aboriginal children who were forcibly removed
from their families and taken away from their culture,
language, and Country. As a result of government
policies, such as the protection acts and assimilation
policies, Indigenous Australians were relocated to
missions, pastoral stations, and reserves where they
withstood the trauma of forced labor, servitude, and

stolen wages.

The artist has incorporated ephemera referencing these
policies that he spent years unearthing in institutional
archives. Included in this set is reclaimed imagery

from The United Aborigines’ Messenger (1929-1987), a
periodical published by the United Aborigines Mission.
This organization ran missions and residential institutions
In Australia, including Colebrook Home where Fielding's
father, Bruce Fielding, was forced to live as a child.
Despite these attempts to break kinship ties, the artist
along with many other Indigenous Australians have
fought for cultural continuity, land rights, language
revival, and self-determination. Sacred traditions have
endured and are being revitalized. There is a total of ten
works on found paper in this set, each of which bear a
word—ASSIMILATION, BELIEF, BROKEN, CONTINUATION,
GENERATIONS, KINSHIP, POLICY, SACRED, SLAVERY,
TRAUMATIC. Fielding says they are as much about what
has been lost as what has been found.



The life, the living, the water, the waterways, the
kapi ... it's about don’t ever give up but believe
in belief.

—ROBERT FIELDING

The stacked letters that spell BELIEF form a lattice
through which a pixelated glimpse of Country can be
seen. Fielding explains that the Tjukurpa (ancestral
stories and beliefs) inscribed on that sacred earth are
the iwiri (roots) of Mimili Community. This area holds the
Maku Tjukurpa (Witchetty Grub Tjukurpa), a significant
women's story about digging up enough maku near the
rockhole at Antara to feed everyone. The artist shows

us only what we are allowed to see and nothing more.
For him, belief is about never letting go of the sacred
stories that have been passed down from generation

to generation. Fielding signals the importance of this
repetition by repeating words and images throughout
this body of work. He chose cobalt blue because of
everything that it evokes—Ilife, water, and the flora and
fauna that provide essential food, medicine, utensils, and
weapons. In other words, this work is about reclaiming
the land that is home to his grandchildren. Holding onto
Mimili Community means holding onto the teachings of
its matriarchs and patriarchs.



Using layers to reveal and conceal. How much secrecy
is in my work? ... We are telling our story. We are
telling our daily routine. We are telling our stories
through language.

—ROBERT FIELDING

Paralpi is a vibrant place near Mimili Community. When
it rains, water runs in the rivers and fills the rockholes.
Everyone comes together to share their Tjukurpa
(ancestral stories and beliefs) during Mimili Maku bush
camps. The children learn inma (ceremonial song

and dance) from the Elders and how to mimic the
movements of maku (witchetty grub). Fielding describes
it as “a place of now, eternal respect, and reminiscing.”

He has made two works about Paralpi, a mixed-media
painting and a work on paper. A cobalt-blue image of
the site is reversed to create a mirror image, much like
reflections in the water at Paralpi. In the canvas, the artist
screenprinted a pixelated photograph over three natural
pigments—charcoal, ash, and ochre. Referencing the
visual language of the dot in Western Desert painting, he
applied the mixture with his fingertips and punu (sticks).
This dotted underlayer seeps through the pixelated
landscape, almost rendering it illegible. Dots and pixels,
the stories of the past and present, come together as one.

Fielding simultaneously reveals and conceals sacred
knowledge by playing with the opacity of the layers. In
the work on paper, the landscape is laid bare, but the
pixelation still makes it difficult to read. He explains that
behind this veil—within the painting—is manta miil-
miilpa Tjukurpa (ancestral stories of the sacred earth).
The reflection of the trees, rocks, and sky in the water
reflects the origins of Tjukurpa.



Manta miil-miilpa means our land is sacred, and so is
yours. Our land is telling you something, that we are
custodians and carers of this place, this land, this time.

—ROBERT FIELDING

First in Yankunytjatjara and then in English, Fielding
boldly declares that this is manta miil-miilpa (sacred
earth). The shifting color of the words makes them
simultaneously pop and recede into the painting.

The translucent paint reveals what lies beneath. The
seemingly infinite marks in the background, which
again reference the visual language of the dot seen in
many Western Desert paintings, vibrate with the power
and energy of Country. The land, filled with stories, is
speaking. The artist encourages us to listen carefully
while acknowledging the forefathers who taught him
about the importance of maintaining the sacred earth.
As Fielding says, manta miil-miilpa is about “sacred,
stillness, quiet, listening, resolving. It is about respect
towards all countrymen.” This work reflects a deeply
rooted understanding that landscape and language are
intertwined in Aboriginal ways of knowing, each shaping
and sustaining the other.



The flour bucket holds many stories. These objects
speak of their life-cycle—cycles of life, death, and
rebirth. These objects are part of our customs and
rituals, both new and old. They tell stories about our
struggle, our resilience, our hunger, our sustenance,
our survival.

—ROBERT FIELDING

Kultuni is the process of spearing through something.

In these two sculptures, Fielding has speared found

flour buckets with bronze kulata (spears). Reflecting the
culture of his mother, Garieva Fielding, who descended
from Afghan cameleers in Australia, he often cites a
passage from the Quran that says, “From the earth We
created you, and into it We will return you, and from it We
will bring you back again.” He imbues salvaged materials
with new life to assert the continuity of Anangu culture.
The artist first began working with the mutaka katalypa
(wrecked cars) that are littered throughout the Anangu
Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands. He engaged
young men from the community in co-creation and
passed on the tools and techniques that they now use in
their own work.

Fielding then turned to the discarded flour buckets that
are everywhere in Mimili. They once carried rations of
flour, tea, and sugar from missions and reserves, but they
are still used to carry, store, or conceal belongings. He
describes hearing their unfolding storylines and those of
their previous owners. By sandblasting patterns into the
surface, the artist reveals the radiant strength of Anangu
who continue to carry culture and protect Country. The
spear is a memorial to them, especially the renowned
kulata maker Sammy Dodd. Casting a traditional wooden
spear in bronze makes his Elders eternal.



Our people, our spirit, our languages, our song and
dance are all expressions of the sacredness of this
earth. This sacredness radiates through my Elders, in
everything they do, everything they are, everything
they create. ... My work is a reminder of that sacred
interconnectedness, miil-miilpa.

—ROBERT FIELDING

This unigue print is from a set of four that sums up the
ten years that Fielding collaborated with Trent Walter at
Melbourne's Negative Press. The collaboration was about
creating conversations between two cultures, between
what Fielding calls “Black fella and white fella way of
printmaking.” The artist has salvaged imagery from

the periodical The United Aborigines’ Messenger (1929-
1987), which was published by the United Aborigines
Mission. His father Bruce Fielding, a survivor of the Stolen
Generations, was sent to Colebrook Home, one of the
residential institutions for Aboriginal children run by this
mission. Using the metaphor of the ink roller moving
back and forth, Fielding has described the process of
revisiting the past in order to move forward. Telling his
father’s story, the true story, has allowed him to look to
the future with forgiveness and love for all. The continuity
of Anangu culture was not broken. The artist returned to
Mimili Community, the place from which his father was
taken, to rebuild kinship ties and learn from his Elders.
The sacred stories of Tjukurpa have always been in the
land and always will be.



One has learned how to maneuver and to travel
between two worlds and to respect. We are ngapartji-
ngapartji, 50/50. You respect Black. You must respect
white. We may not agree with a lot of things, but we
must acknowledge and respect. Because it's going to
be a continuation. ... Hold on to the importance of the
human race. Hold on to the importance of who we are
as custodians, carers, storytellers.

—ROBERT FIELDING

Fielding refers to this as his DNA, first carved on board
then printed or debossed. The patterns evoke ancestral
designs, fingerprints, and even the blood that contains
his genetic code. In Anangu culture, milkali (blood) is a
sensitive word, but in this context milkali kutju means
“‘one blood.” In an earlier version of this diptych, he
emphasized our shared humanity by inscribing the
phrase “You See Black, | See Red,” which led to Fielding's
use of language in his work. There are no words, however,
In this version on display—only what Fielding describes
as ngapartji-ngapartji (reciprocity or “I give, and you give
In turn”), 50-50, positive and negative. While primarily
black and white, there are also traces from the red and
yellow ochre and emu fat—natural materials used in
ceremonial body painting and rock art. This is a call for
unity, Indigenous and non-Indigenous collaboration,

and cultural exchange. As Fielding says, “the opposites
that always sit together needing each other to form a
complete circle, a picture.” Together, with mutual respect,
we can begin to move forward without blaming one
another for our ancestors’ actions.
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