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The first time I visited Australia was nearly 30 years 
ago, before I began painting landscapes. I was a 
student studying the effects of tribal warfare on 
land use as part of my geography degree, and I 

was on my way to Papua New Guinea. It was during this 

time that I learned that the landscape was much more 
than just physically determined: that it had a whole other 
dimension, influenced by the culture and beliefs of the people 
inhabiting it, and that this was essential to understanding 
the geography of a place. 

The second time, in 2000, was mainly a trip east and 
south and then a big trek back through the red centre to 
Alice Springs. This journey gave me an insight into the 
true Australia and its cultural landscape, but it still felt 
physical. In the back of the Rough Guide there was an 
intriguing piece about ‘dreaming’ and ‘songlines’ and a few 
words about Aboriginal art and rock paintings; but it was 
weird not seeing living evidence of this on the landscape. I 
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knew you shouldn’t climb the wrong way 
up Uluru like the ‘average’ tourist, but I 
couldn’t really fathom why. 

So it was with trepidation that I set off in 
2010, not really sure what I was looking for. 
From Perth I headed north. I soon realised 
there were no quaint scenes, farmsteads or 
villages amongst rolling hills; in fact, there 
were no buildings whatsoever, or even fields – 
just vast, open, featureless plains, and sky with 
glaring heat, and a hard, harsh colourway. 

Then, in a gallery in the city of Broome, I 
saw paintings by Emily Kame Kngwarreye 
of the Utopia community. Huge great 
‘abstract’ paintings they were. Yet they 
weren’t so much abstract, but they 
described what I had been trying to paint 
– the pattern, texture and repetition that 
were part of the landscape. The titles were 
all about ‘Dreamtime’, dreaming and the 
connection with spirit, and the landscape 
excited me. 

Then something happened. I found myself 
in Arnhem Land, Northern Territory, an 
Aboriginal reserve the size of Scotland and 
Wales combined and home to around 18,000 
Aboriginal people. I was fortunate enough 
to have met Tom E. Lewis, a Murrungun 
man who is an actor and musician, near 
Beswick, Katherine. Through him I became 
more aware of the close link between the 
landscape and the ritual world of the people 
who belonged to it. With him I was able 
to visit some of his special places. Rock 
outcrops where honey could be collected, 
pools where there was fresh water and good 
fishing, plants bearing fruit and materials 
of medicinal value, places to find food or 
shelter, springs or waterholes, and so on.

I soon realised that these places were not 
just a geography textbook ‘resource’ for 
hunter-gatherer people, but rather places 
of worship, ceremony, fertility; places to 
commune with your ancestral fathers and 
mothers; places where the force of life itself 
should be feared and revered. These were 
places not just to feed and drink and shelter, 
but also to meet and socialise. These places 
all had stories and symbols that ran deep 
in the memories of time and the minds 
of Tom’s tribespeople and his relatives, 
wherever they were. I was back in Papua, 
but this time with a paintbrush.

Tom never mentioned dreamtime or 
songlines and I never asked him why you 
shouldn’t walk the wrong way round Uluru. 
There was a lot of talk about snakes and 
rainbows, but it was the wild energy and 

spirit that brought new meaning to what 
to me had initially been a fairly bland 
wasteland. This land really came to life. 
There were no buildings or shrines, but 
walking through the bush brought a shine 
to Tom’s eyes as the stories flowed. 

Not only had it clicked, but it brought 
it all home to me – and made me feel 
strangely human too. I thought of my home 
in Somerset, that “green and pleasant land” 
mentioned in William Blake’s famous poem. 
The land where I was born and bred, with 
its church spires, prehistoric megaliths and 
Iron Age forts. Somehow even the megaliths 

seemed unnecessary now. The true spirit of 
the landscape lay beyond and beneath the 
existing physical landscape, right back in 
time to before the landscape was marked 
with stones and buildings. I thought of the 
ley lines and energy channels in the ground, 
of the paths and old ways, tunnels in the 
overhanging trees, and the shapes of hills 
bulging with life. These were my songlines.

I now felt the spirit of the landscape, a 
genuine force to be reckoned with and a 
responsibility to observe and not ignore as 
false intuition. 

Australia had unveiled itself to me, not 
in a literal sense but as something real and 
tangible, something that extended beyond 
state boundaries and fence lines. I realised 
that were it not for Tom and his culture 
surviving, I would have only seen the 
physical manifestations of these ley lines 
in my home country. The true feeling of 
this connectedness as a genuine force to be 
reckoned with in the landscape might have 
been lost on me.

I hope for all our sakes Tom can help his 
people keep his songlines alive and inspire 
others like me to keep the land alive.

Luke Piper is the son of the artist Edward 
Piper, and grandson of John Piper. 
www.lukepiper.com
Luke Piper’s recent paintings of a journey 
through England’s spiritual landscape can 
be seen in Bruton, Somerset, throughout 
December. The venue is At the Chapel. 
www.atthechapel.co.uk
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