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T H e  A R T  O f  T H e  T I W I

It is not going too far to say that the Tiwi are a separate Indigenous people. Tiwi elders say 
‘We are Tiwi – we are not mainlanders’. They do not want to pretend to be better, or more 
this, or more that, than Aboriginal mainlanders, but they are definitely a different culture.

This group exhibition brings together artists from Jilamara Arts and Crafts and Munupi Arts 
and Crafts, two art centers located roughly sixty miles north of Darwin off the northern coast 
of Australia.  The carved and painted Pukumani poles from the forests of Bathurst and Melville 
Islands - the land of the Tiwi people - have inspired international collectors, curators and 
artists for a century or more. Tiwi culture, history and traditional stories are vividly expressed 
through lines, patterns and colors, in carvings and in their contemporary paintings, prints on 
paper and fabric, and pottery.

The islands are home to this unique and regional Indigenous Australian cultural group, who 
have  fascinating histories, geography, cultural practices and ceremonies. Despite the islands’ 
relative proximity to the mainland, their snaking waterways, hidden waterfalls, and forests of 
Pandanus palms (which hide the slowly decaying Pukumani burial poles of ancestors) are 
pristine. The beaches are breathtaking with their brilliant white sand, ochre cliffs, clear water, 
and abundant sea life. 

for the Tiwi, the art of body painting design, or jilamara, for important ceremonies has 
been practiced for thousands of years. Ochres are collected and used to adorn the body 
for Pukumani (funeral) and Kulama (initiation/yam) ceremonies. Artists on the Tiwi Islands 
predominantly use natural ochres to honor and perpetuate their traditional culture, an intrinsic 
part of Tiwi life.

Historically, designs were applied to the body and face using ochres and traditional combs 
called pwoja, which are made from ironwood.  As the prominent Australian journalist Nicholas 
Rothwell writes: ‘Pwoja marks are central to Tiwi art: they are the straight-line dots one sees 
on old barks or carved poles. Their patterns can be recognized on skin, on canvas, on 
hardwood, on a rough square of stringy-bark. In the Tiwi language, the word ‘pwoja’ 



designates not just a comb cut from ironwood but a piece taken from the body: hence the 
bone and the marks the pwoja makes. like ochre pigment, the comb comes from the living 
landscape, and moves into the frame of man’s created works.’

There is no ‘story’ as such for individual paintings. The main themes of paintings with pwoja 
relate to the Pukumani funeral ceremony, which is still a part of community life and continues 
to inform the current art practice of the Tiwi people.
 
Yet each artist interprets jilamara in a unique and distinctive fashion. Designs can be organized 
and uniform, as evident in the work of Pedro Wonaeamirri and Susan Wanji Wanji; or, in 
striking contrast, they can be free flowing and gestural, as seen in paintings by Timothy 
Cook, Conrad Tipunguwuti and Cornelia Tipungwuti. All are unmistakably Tiwi in their spiritual 
iconography.
 
The community of Milikapiti (Snake Bay) is home of Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association, 
the art center where forty artists work regularly. Jilamara Arts and Crafts was established in 
1989 and soon became widely recognized for distinctive paintings and carved works. Key 
figures in this development were the ‘two old ladies,’ Kitty Kantilla (c.1928 - 2003) and freda 
Warlapinni (c.1928 - 2003), along with carver Paddy freddy Puruntatameri (c.1925 - 2000), 
who were eager to continue the tradition of wood carving. These distinguished elders have 
greatly influenced the current generation of Jilamara artists. In particular, Pedro Wonaeamirri, 
who was under the guidance of Kitty Kantilla, has established himself as an award winning 
artist and one of the region’s dedicated cultural leaders.

like Jilamara, Munupi Arts and Crafts Association at Pirlangimpi (Garden Point) is a multi-
generational art center. It is also a meeting place for all community residents, where stories, 
cultural practice and skills are shared between young and old. loud music spills out from the 
original tin sheds between 9 am and 4 pm, accompanied by an ever-boiling water urn for the 
hundreds of cups of tea shared throughout the day. A small open fire burns in the back by 
the carving shed, to roast fresh mud mussels and other delicacies of the sea. 

    - Julie Harvey, founding Director of Harvey Art Projects USA



PEDRO WONAEAMIRRI, 
Pwoja-Pukumani Body 

Paint Design, 2005, 
ochres on canvas. Image 

courtesy Ji lamara Arts 
and Crafts and Harvey Art 

Projects USA. 



DELORES ORSTO, Jilamara Design, 2013, ochres on canvas. 
Image courtesy Munupi Arts and Crafts and Harvey Art Projects USA. 



SANDRA PURUNTATAMERI, 
Ji lamara Design, 2013, 
ochres on l inen. Image 

courtesy Munupi Arts and 
Crafts and Harvey Art 

Projects USA. 



PEDRO WONAEAMIRRI, 
Ji lamara Design, 2010, 
ochres on canvas. Image 
courtesy Ji lamara Arts 
and Crafts and Harvey Art 
Projects USA. 



TIMOTHY COOK, Kulama Ceremony, 2010, ochres on l inen. 
Image courtesy Ji lamara Arts and Crafts and Harvey Art Projects USA.





SUSAN WANJI WANJI, 
Kulama Design, 2012, 
ochres on l inen. 
Image courtesy Munupi 
Arts and Crafts and Harvey 
Art Projects USA.



A B O U T  O U R  PA R T N E R S

HarveyartProjects.com

HARVEY ART PROJECTS USA

Based in Sun Valley, Idaho, Harvey Art Projects USA is a gallery dedicated to 
developing cultural awareness, understanding and appreciation of the finest 
Aboriginal Art in America. Founder Julie Harvey is an arts professional with over 
twenty years of experience in Australia and the United States. As a specialist 
in Aboriginal art, Harvey is also the Head Curator of the San Francisco based 
Stephen J. Luczo Collection of Contemporary Aboriginal Art.

t 208.309.8676 
info@harveyartprojects.com

JILAMARA ARTS AND CRAFTS ASSOCIATION

Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association is an indigenous owned art center 
located on Melville Island. Established in 1989, Jilamara Arts participates 
in an ongoing exhibition program at public and private galleries, while 
also undertaking projects across community development, capacity 
building and cultural maintenance. The center also houses the Mulluwurri 
Museum, a collection of carvings, Tiwi artifacts, prints and early 
photographs of the region taken by Baldwin Spencer. 

t +61 (0)8 8978 3901 

MUNUPI ARTS AND CRAFTS ASSOCIATION

Munupi Arts and Crafts Association is located along Melville Island’s north-
western coastline. It was formed in 1990 when the Yikikini Women’s 
Centre and Pirlangimpi Pottery were incorporated under the same name. 
Munupi artists exhibit and undertake workshops both within Australia 
and internationally. The center is highly regarded for its diversity of 
media, which includes painting, pottery, carving, weaving, screen prints, 
etchings, linocut prints, lithographs and screen printed textiles.

t +61 8 8978 3975
munupi@bigpond.com



Cover:
TIMOTHY COOK, Kulama Ceremony, 2012, ochres on l inen. Image courtesy Ji lamara Arts and Crafts and Harvey Art Projects USA.

Below:
CONRAD TIPUNGWUTI, Kulama Ceremony, 2012, ochres on l inen. Image courtesy Ji lamara Arts and Crafts and Harvey Art Projects USA. 
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KLUGE-RUHE ABORIGINAL ART COLLECTION
OF THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA
400 Worrell Drive
Charlottesville, VA 22911

t  434.244.0234
f  434.244.0235

kluge-ruhe@virginia.edu
www.kluge-ruhe.org

Tuesday - Saturday, 10 am - 4 pm
Sunday, 1 pm - 5 pm
Free guided tour every Saturday at 10:30 am
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