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(My Country and Art):
Michelle Pulatuwayu Woody Minnapinni

“I learn from the old people, but I’m making my own designs, my jilamara. Each artist has 
to have their own story, too. For me, I got my own story. Each piece is a story.”
—Michelle Pulatuwayu Woody Minnapinni

My name is Michelle Pulatuwayu Woody Minnapinni and I am a Tiwi woman 
from the islands north of Darwin. I live on Wulirankuwu Murrakupupuni 
(Country) with my family and Tiwi people and work at Jilamara Arts and 
Crafts Association as an artist and arts worker. I started working at Jilamara 
in 2012 doing painting; in 2014 I started as an arts worker working in the art 
center gallery, museum, and studios. From this time, I began a career in 
the art center making artwork but also working with the collection we have 
here at the Muluwurri Museum, the keeping place for historical Tiwi cultural 
material. We are celebrating our culture through art and sharing it with other 
people around Australia and now overseas because they all have different 
cultures, too.  

Ngiya Murrakupupuni (My Country) is Pupatu, on the east coast of Jikalarwu 
on the neighbouring Bathurst Island. Ngiya yimunga (my tribe) is Miyartuwi 
(Pandanus) from my mother’s side and my father’s side is Maratimapila or 
Pungawula (Stone). My yoyi (dance) is Kapala (Sailing Boat) and I dance this 
at ceremony and at funerals, or sorry business.  

It is really important for me to work with old collections from the ancestors 
and to make new work myself to pass it on. As well as being an artist, in the 
last few years I have been working in weaving body ornaments and as a 
curator. I am really interested in photos and videos of ancestors and things 
they made. It is important for us to look back and move forward together, tell 
that story and learn from each other. 

—Michelle Pulatuwayu Woody Minnapinni, Curator 

For Ngiya Murrakupupuni amintiya Jilamara (My Country and Art), Woody selected “old” Tiwi artworks from the Kluge-
Ruhe collection to be shown alongside her new work, some of which she produced especially for this exhibition. She 
refers to the artwork as old not because it dates from the 1950s to the 1990s, but because it was produced by culturally 
knowledgeable ancestors from previous generations. Her curatorial practice of putting old and new work together not 
only demonstrates the continuity of Tiwi culture but the innovation that is central to Tiwi art. For this exhibition, Woody 
explained, “I hope they’ll know about my culture and they’re happy about it. I want them to know where I come from. And 
see my work with the old work. Learn about the old people through my painting. People will see that Tiwi culture is in 
Virginia, too.”

This exhibition is presented in partnership with Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association. It is supported by UVA Arts, the UVA Parents 
Program, and Creative Australia.
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CENTER

MARGARET MANUWI (MUNERY) KERINAUIA
c. 1942–early 2000s
Tiwi

AILEEN HENRY
1956–2001
Tiwi

Mudungkala     1997

Natural pigments and shells on wood 
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1997.0015.001

This ironwood carving is painted with ochres from 

Country and tells that parlingarri ngirramini (creation 

story) of the first Tiwi family—Purukuparli, Wai-ai, 

and Jinani. At the top is Mudungkala, the mother of 

Purukuparli who is depicted in the middle above his son, 

Jinani. They are from the beginning and tell the story of 

the first Pukumani (mourning) ceremony when Jinani 

passed away. Purukuparli did that first yoyi (dance) and 

ceremony at Yimpinari on the beach and danced into 

the ocean with his son’s body. That is why even today we 

hold ceremony on sand from the beach. As he danced 

into the ocean, he was singing Alapunangimi—meaning 

“we must all go,” that all Tiwi people must follow me and 

my son into death. It is the story of mortality, the cycle of 

life and death coming to the earth.



MICHELLE PULATUWAYU WOODY MINNAPINNI
Born 1972
Tiwi

Ngiya Murrakupupuni     2025

Locally sourced ochre on stringybark
Courtesy of the artist and Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association

Purrungbarri (flat stringybark) we still use for jilamara 

(designs). We collect the stringybark from Country 

during the wet season when it comes off the tree easily 

without cracking. The old people used to harvest it 

and burn it on the fire to make it flat. When it is dry, 

they used it to paint jilamara. They would also use 

purrungbarri for covering up in the weather when there 

is lots of rain and to cover parts of the body of dancers at 

ceremony. We carry the knowledge of preparing these 

materials on today through art, culture, and the Jilamara 

art center.



LEFT

MICHELLE PULATUWAYU WOODY MINNAPINNI
Born 1972
Tiwi

Ngiya Murrakupupuni     2025

Locally sourced ochre on tunga (made from stringybark)
Tunga made by Kenny Brown and Pedro Wonaeamirri
Courtesy of the artist and Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association

RIGHT

ANCESTOR
Tiwi

Tunga     before 1972

Natural pigments on bark with cane 
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1993.0004.714

ANCESTOR
Tiwi

Tunga     before 1968

Natural pigments on bark with cane 
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1993.0004.509

Wangatunga, or tunga for short, are folded stringybark 

baskets used by the papaluwi (old people/ancestors) 

for carrying babies, materials, yinkiti (food), and kukuni 

(water). They were useful objects but also used for 

Pukumani (mourning) ceremony as a gift for the 

deceased ancestors to carry things on their journey 

back to Murrakupupuni (Country). We sometimes put 

them upside down on the tutini (Pukumani poles) at 

the ceremony. They are decorated in the same ochre 

designs applied to the carved poles and the dancers’ 

bodies. These designs disguise the family from mapurtiti 

(the spirit of the dead). 



MICHELLE PULATUWAYU WOODY MINNAPINNI
Born 1972
Tiwi

Ngiya Murrakupupuni     2024

Locally sourced ochre on stringybark
Courtesy of the artist and Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association

Yirrinkiripwoja is the word we use to describe the design 

made with an ironwood comb, or kayimwagakimi 

(also referred to as pwoja). It is a painting tool used 

for applying ochres in a line of dots. Back in the old 

days, papaluwi (old people/ancestors) would use it for 

body painting with ochres for Pukumani (mourning) 

and Kulama (coming of age) ceremonies. The ochre 

designs on the body are to disguise the Tiwi person 

from mapurtiti (the spirit of the dead) during Pukumani 

ceremony and sorry business. Today we carry on this 

cultural knowledge through making artwork. I use the 

kayimwagakimi to create paintings that represent 

Country.



TOP

PATRICK FREDDY PURUNTATAMERI
Born 1973
Tiwi

Kayimwagakimi (or Pwoja)     2025

Ironwood
Courtesy of the artist and Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association

BOTTOM

ANCESTOR
Tiwi

Kayimwagakimi (or Pwoja)     c. 1954

Wood
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1990.7006.023



MICHELLE PULATUWAYU WOODY MINNAPINNI
Born 1972
Tiwi

Ngiya Murrakupupuni     2024

Locally sourced ochre on linen
Courtesy of the artist and Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association

Jilamara means painting in Tiwi language and is often 

used to describe ochre designs. These paintings on 

linen are new to our people. We carry on the same 

jilamara (designs) but use this newer medium for 

some art painting. Culture and art are always evolving 

and changing with time. These paintings are of Ngiya 

Murrakupupuni (My Country). I use local earth colors 

collected from the land and the kayimwagakimi 

(ironwood comb) to paint the layers of our island 

home—tidal mud flats, creeks, tingata (sandy beach), 

and winga (sea). All the things that make up our 

saltwater Country.



MICHELLE PULATUWAYU WOODY MINNAPINNI
Born 1972
Tiwi

Ngiya Murrakupupuni     2025

Locally sourced ochre on linen
Courtesy of the artist and Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association



ANCESTOR
Tiwi

Japalingini (Head Dress)     1988

Natural pigments, feathers, resin, and plant fiber
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1989.7003.003.004

ANCESTOR
Tiwi

Pamijini (Woven Armband)     1988

Natural pigments, feathers, resin, and plant fiber
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1989.7003.003.003

ANCESTOR
Tiwi

Pamijini (Woven Armband)     before 1989

Natural pigments, feathers, resin, and plant fibers
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1993.0004.902

ANCESTOR
Tiwi

Marriwiyi (Pandanus Grass Skirt)     before 1968

Pandanus, stringybark, and natural pigments
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1993.0004.240



MICHELLE PULATUWAYU WOODY MINNAPINNI
Born 1972
Tiwi

Pamijini amitiya Marriwiyi     2025

Woven and dyed pandanus, jungle vine/sea hibiscus, white 
cockatoo feathers, magpie goose feathers, and beeswax
Courtesy of the artist and Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association

Ceremonial ornaments are important for Pukumani 

(mourning) and Kulama (coming of age) ceremonies. 

Like ochre body paint designs, the papaluwi (old 

people) would use these ornaments on their bodies to 

disguise themselves from the spirits of their deceased 

ancestors. They were strong-culture people, singers, 

and dancers. We keep this practice alive through the 

Jilamara art center, often getting together to collect, 

strip, weave, and dye the pandanus with natural colors 

from tree roots and ash. Marriwiyi (pandanus grass 

skirt), pamijini (woven pandanus armband) with magpie 

goose feather, and japalingini (pandanus head dress) 

are worn for yoyi (dance) and ceremony. They are used 

for both men and women in our culture.


