
Color is Life: 
Women’s Work Today

This exhibition is a celebration of First Nations women artists from across Australia. The artists represented 

here have created bold works of art that vibrantly reflect their lived experiences and living cultural practices. 

Artmaking has long been a life force for women and their communities. As the Tiwi artist Jean Baptiste Apuatimi 

said, “Painting makes me alive.”

Many of these women witnessed immense change as the impacts of colonization rapidly encroached upon their 

homelands. Through their art practices, they could share their ways of being, thinking, and seeing. In the south, 

Aṉangu women at Pukatja (Ernabella) began weaving fabrics and rugs in the late 1940s before moving into 

batiks, ceramics, and painting. In the north, Yolŋu women started making their own bark paintings in the 

mid-1960s. In the Central Desert, Walpiri women were the first to paint at Yuendumu in the early 1980s before 

being joined by the men. Some women did not begin working with new artistic mediums until the latter part 

of their lives, but they quickly realized the potential it held—with extraordinary results. Until the early 1990s, 

however, women artists still struggled for recognition.

Then in 1997, First Nations women artists in Australia achieved their most prominent international platform to 

date when Emily Kam Kngwarray (Anmatyerr), Yvonne Koolmatrie (Ngarrindjeri), and Judy Watson (Waanyi) 

represented their country at the prestigious Venice Biennale in Italy. Since that pivotal exhibition, First Nations 

Australian women have continued to assert their place at the vanguard of contemporary art practice. They may 

have been hindered at the outset by longstanding associations of their art with “craft,” but their experimentation 

with both new and traditional mediums has become their greatest strength.

While maintaining the cultural practices that belong to women, such as weaving, the innovative artists in this 

exhibition also sought new modes of cultural expression. Between the late-1990s and today, they created the 

masterful fiberwork, paintings, prints, film, sculpture, and textiles on view. In a field once dominated by men, they 

have become some of Australia’s most renowned artists. 

Each artist has a colorful story to tell. Country is a kaleidoscope of colors, especially if you know where to look.

The artworks in this exhibition are all held in the Kluge-Ruhe collection, except for the film Kala Kunbolk (2023), which is on loan from 

Injalak Arts Centre. Each wall label has a map that pinpoints the location where the artist has lived or worked.



Painting Big Stories

The paintings on view in this gallery are layered with meaning. The artists have 

depicted sites in the Central and Western Deserts of Australia that are personally 

and culturally significant to them. Some of the artists have focused on places where 

they spent time growing up, such as Bugai Whyoulter who painted a significant 

ceremonial site where she first encountered white settlers. These places also hold 

“big” or important stories about powerful beings that create natural features as 

they move across the landscape, like the ancestral snakes and Yarla (Big Yam or 

Bush Potato) in paintings by Pantjiti Lionel and Yulyurlu Lorna Napurrula Fencer. As 

custodians of sacred sites, the artists express their cultural authority in their paintings 

by depicting the stories that have always existed in the land. They can also be granted 

permission to paint the ancestral stories that belong to their husbands or fathers 

because they are deeply connected to the same Country. 

The artists represented here have all used synthetic pigments to evoke the colors that 

arrive with each passing season. Jenni Kemarre Martiniello has achieved the vivid 

orange in her sculpture by laboriously intertwining different colors of glass, while Nola 

Campbell recalls blushes of color seen in her Country by using a striking pink acrylic 

paint. In these bold statements, stories meld with the paint from each brush stroke. 

Painting can be a solitary ritual or a collective endeavor during which the women sing 

and share cherished memories. Even when displaced from their homelands, women 

artists help keep their cultures strong by continuing to paint their Country.

All us women, sittin’, paintin’ together BIG stories. 
– Goody Barrett



Holding Country

Women care for kin and Country in a multitude of ways, from practicing ecological 

stewardship as professional rangers to leading health initiatives as healers. While 

everyone looks after their homelands, women have their own means. When they 

dance their ceremonies, they are holding Country, caring for it as they would a child 

or any member of their family. In this gallery, the marks in paintings by Noŋgirrŋa 

Marawili, Emily Kam Kngwarray, and her niece Kathleen Petyarr connect to the sacred 

designs painted on the body during women’s and men’s ceremonial business. The 

paper tunga (bark baskets) by Jean Baptiste Apuatimi and the mimih sculpture by 

Lena Kuriniya relate to objects used in ceremony. Using natural or synthetic colors, 

these artists have produced innovative works of art that are deeply rooted in tradition.  

The collaborative artistic practices embraced by many women arise from the collective 

nature of ceremony. Four artists from Yarrenyty Arltere Artists worked together to 

make the hand-dyed and screenprinted fabric, which speaks to how women care for 

their tightknit communities. Marrnyula Munuŋgurr, whose print is on view along with 

two others, helped establish the Indigenous-run Yirrkala Print Space. There, senior 

artists transferred their knowledge about another cultural practice—forming matjka 

(string figures) with their hands—to emerging artists. All of these women have kept 

their enduring connections to their homelands alive and strong through generations 

of communal care.

The old women are also holding their Country as they dance. 
– Kathleen Petyarr



New Ways All the Time

 The artists represented in this gallery possess a deep understanding of when and 

where to source natural dyes and pigments. As seen in the film, Kala Kunbolk (Colour 

Country), women go out on Country in search of color that is often hidden from 

the naked eye. They collect roots, bark, flowers, leaves, and berries to make vibrant 

plant dyes for fiberwork. They also dig up clays and ochres from sacred locations 

for painting, as with Goody Barrett who has used coarsely ground natural pigments 

that recall the surface of the earth. Through artmaking, they pass down their deep 

knowledge of Country to the next generation. 

Woven baskets can hold not just food and water, but the creative power of the 

women who made them. These artists have channeled that creativity into different 

modes and media. An expert weaver, Lena Yarinkura began making large-scale fiber 

sculptures like the one on view, which were unlike anything her contemporaries were 

producing at the time. Regina Wilson similarly expanded her practice by depicting 

her complex weavings in other mediums, as seen in her print of a circular sun mat. 

While experimenting with new ways of expressing themselves and their relationship 

to Country, these artists have continued to nurture their cultures. As First Nations 

women artists from Australia break down the barriers between art and craft, they have 

found their greatest source of inspiration in their traditions.

I have been teaching myself, I create new ways all the time. 
They are only my ideas . . . I pass my ideas on to my children 

and my grandchildren. It is important that I teach them, 
because one day I will be gone, and they will take my place.  

– Lena Yarinkura



Yolŋu women are alchemists who transform earth, water, 
and fire into color. Here, vibrant colors contrast to create 
a striking visual effect. Natural dyes produced by women, 
like Dolly Dhimburra Biḏiŋal, are not merely decorative. 
They are manifestations of deep ecological knowledge 
and intimate relationships with the land.

Much like the Kunwinjku women in the film, the women 
of Gapuwiyak Culture and Arts in northern Australia 
gather materials for making baskets in waterholes 
and ḏiltjipuy (open forests). Ḏiltji also means “back” or 
“backbone.” Just as the backbone supports the human 
body, open forests sustain the fiber and dye plants 
central to the production of bathi (baskets). Women 
collect pandanus for the body of the basket and harvest 
the inner bark of the kurrajong tree to make the 
string handles.

One of the highly valued dye plants in this region is 
djuṉḏum (“yellow one”), which comes from the roots of a 
small tree. When the soil is soft, these roots are carefully 
uncovered and cut, leaving enough to regenerate 
before the next harvest. The roots are reduced to a paste 
through extensive pounding and boiled with prepared 
pandanus strips to produce hues of yellow to orange. 

DOLLY DHIMBURRA BIḎIŊAL
1945-2022
Yolŋu, Ritharrŋu clan

Bathi     2001 

Pandanus fiber, handspun kurrajong
Gift of Louise Hamby, 2018
2018.0005.022

Art Center: Gapuwiyak Culture and Arts



In Gapuwiyak, contemporary basket production is 
the domain of women like Kathy Walawun Guyula. 
For the body of their baskets, women use pandanus 
harvested from guḻunbuy (waterholes) where the palm-
like trees flourish. Only leaves from female trees are 
selected, reflecting broader associations between basket 
production, women’s bodies, and fertility. 

Each pandanus leaf is split lengthwise in half. The convex 
side is guḻun (the stomach or womb) while the concave 
side is ḏiltji (the back or backbone). When guḻun is 
understood not only as a waterhole but as a womb, the 
production of baskets becomes closely bound to the 
generative capacities of the female body. Each basket has 
a mouth or opening, a body and sides, and a buttock 
or base. 

As women twine pandanus fibers, they are understood 
to “grow” the basket, a process that parallels gestation. 
The starting point of the basket is known as giṉingarr 
(navel or umbilicus), a small circular foundation 
resembling a belly button. As baskets expand and 
fill through production and use, their swelling form 
mirrors pregnancy and the maternal body, reinforcing 
understandings of both baskets and bodies as containers 
of life and creative power.

KATHY WALAWUN GUYULA 
1969-2020
Yolŋu, Djambarrpuyŋu clan

Bulpu’     2009
 
Pandanus fiber, handspun kurrajong
Gift of Louise Hamby, 2018
2018.0005.042

Art Center: Gapuwiyak Culture and Arts



Matjka is the Yolŋu word for string figures made 
by twisting a loop of string. These often require the 
assistance of the maker’s teeth, neck, elbows, knees, or 
toes, and even the hands of a second person. While this is 
a social activity practiced largely by women and children, 
string figures can be enjoyed by anyone.

In 2010, a group of senior Yolŋu artists reconnected with 
a collection of matjka made by Ŋarrawu Munuŋgurr 
in 1948. The women worked with master printmaker 
Basil Hall to reimagine matjka in printed form at the 
Yirrkala Print Space. They pressed their string designs 
into a soft wax ground on metal plates, which were then 
etched with acid. Marrnyula Munuŋgurr, whose print 
is shown here, had been instrumental in founding the 
Yirrkala Print Space in 1995. The print studio developed 
into a dynamic site of artistic expression, especially for 
women. Emerging artists, such as Meyakarraŋgi Marika, 
participated in a second iteration of the project in 2019.

Matjka often depict animals, including the gudurrku 
(brolga/bird), biyay (goanna/lizard), and miyapunu (turtle) 

portrayed in these spirited etchings.

The old ladies loved doing printing and so 
did the young people. It was a good way for 
young people to learn about their designs. 
– Marrnyula Munuŋgurr



MEYAKARRAŊGI MARIKA
Born c. 2003
Yolŋu, RirratjiŊu clan

Miyapunu (Turtle)     2019

Relief rolled etching on Hahnemühle paper
Printer: Basil John Hall
Gift of Basil Hall, 2023
2023.0006.028.011

MARRNYULA MUNUŊGURR
Born 1964
Yolŋu, Gupa-Djapu’ clan

Biyay (Goanna)     2019

Relief rolled etching on Hahnemühle paper
Printer: Basil John Hall
Gift of Basil Hall, 2023
2023.0006.028.015

Art Center: Buku-Larrŋgay Mulka Centre

NYAŊUNGU MARAWILI
1938-2019
Yolŋu, Maḏarrpa clan

Daŋgultji (Brolga)    2013

Relief rolled etching on Hahnemühle paper
Printer: Basil John Hall
Gift of Basil Hall, 2023
2023.0006.028.01



Tunga are folded bark baskets from the Tiwi Islands. They 
are typically painted with jilamara (designs) comprised of 
repeated patterns of lines and dots that are made with a 
pwoja (ironwood comb). Tunga are used in everyday life 
and during the Pukumani (mortuary) ceremony.

Jean Baptiste Apuatimi was an acclaimed Tiwi artist and 
cultural custodian who worked at Tiwi Design. In 2012, 
she collaborated with master printmakers at Northern 
Editions to reimagine tunga in paper. The smaller one 
comes alive with richly colored jilamara that are unique 
to the artist. 

In the larger one, green lines cut diagonally across the 
surface, recalling the patterns of scarification closely 
connected with the Pukumani ceremony. Ritual body 
painting and marking disguise the participants as they 
guide the spirit of the dead to the afterlife. Miyinga (scars) 
serve as enduring physical reminders of the person who 
passed away.

Miyinga     2012

Intaglio and relief on BFK Rives paper
Printer: Glynis Lee
Gift of Charles Darwin University, Darwin, 
Northern Territory, Australia, 2019
2019.0014.015.a-b

The spider woman, Baraka, lived during the 
Creation Time. She made the first tunga for 
the Pukumani ceremony. In the olden days 
we used to give the widows tunga full of 
bush food. 
– Jean Baptiste Apuatimi

JEAN BAPTISTE APUATIMI
1940-2013
Tiwi
Skin: Tapatapunga (March Fly)

Jilamara     2012

Etching and aquatint on BFK Rives paper
Printers: Glynis Lee and Karlissa Kennedy
Gift of Charles Darwin University, Darwin, 
Northern Territory, Australia, 2019
2019.0014.016.a-b

Art Center: Tiwi Design



Yawkyawk (young woman) are female ancestral beings 
that are often compared to mermaids but are inextricably 
tied to the Maningrida region of northern Australia. They 
live in freshwater streams and billabongs (pools), but they 
can transform and wander the land at night. Their body 
parts relate to the contours of Country, with their fish 
tail likened to a bend in a river and head to a billabong. 
Yawkyawk are closely associated with the creation 
ancestor Ngalyod (Rainbow Serpent).

An innovative multidisciplinary artist, Lena Yarinkura 
started out weaving string bags and dilly bags. For this 
woven yawkyawk, the artist harvested pandanus from 
her mother’s country near Bolkdjam. She began by 
weaving the head as she would one of her baskets. When 
she finished, the artist painted designs on the body of 
the yawkyawk that evoke clan designs or fish scales 
seen beneath the surface of the water. Creating near 
life-size fiber sculptures and painting them with natural 
pigments was an innovation that distinguished 
her practice.

Somebody asked, “Who made this 
mermaid?” That’s the girl from Bolkdjam. 
She’s got a lot of mind, always thinking 
not just one thing, but all different way of 
painting carving weaving, all different way.
– Lena Yarinkura

LENA YARINKURA
Born 1961 
Rembarrŋa, Kune; Bununggu clan

Yawkyawk     2006 
  
Pandanus, natural pigments, and PVA 
Gift of Martin and Rae Smolowitz, 2020
2020.0013.001

Art Center: Maningrida Arts & Culture



Jenni Kemarre Martiniello’s work in glass draws from 
traditional woven forms. She is careful not to appropriate 
weaves that belong to a specific family, clan, or Country. 
Instead, she finds inspiration in the artistry of First 
Nations Australian fiberwork.

In this glass fish basket, the artist showcases the 
interaction of light and form in a novel medium. 
Fish baskets are woven, conical structures placed in 
waterways to trap and hold fish. For the artist, they speak 
to the continuity of living cultural practices. She has 
embraced glass, an introduced medium that arrived with 
colonization, as a source of creativity and resistance.

The colors Martiniello achieves are born of tireless 
labor, not dissimilar to the process of harvesting and 
processing materials for fiberwork. In glass, colors do not 
mix or blend. She creates the appearance of woven glass 
through caneworking (the repeated process of twisting, 

stretching, pulling, and cooling glass). 

Indigenous artists, no matter what their 
particular art form, are in the process of 
shattering silence. We are appropriating 
something that belongs to the dominant 
culture or the colonizing culture and turning 
it to our use so it becomes a vehicle of our 
cultural expression.
– Jenni Kemarre Martiniello

JENNI KEMARRE MARTINIELLO
Born 1949 
Arrernte

Yellow Rushes Fish Basket #2     2017

Hot blown and coldworked glass with canes  
Museum purchase with funds provided by 
Maria T. Kluge, 2019
2019.0004.001

Domicile: Canberra



The women of Injalak Arts Centre invited a filmmaker 
to document their highly refined weaving practices on 
their Country. The resulting film follows twelve Kunwinjku 
women through the arduous process of making 
fiberwork, from gathering materials to preparing natural 
dyes, and from dying plant fibers to weaving a basket. 
This process relies on deep ancestral knowledge of their 
homelands, which is passed down from generation 
to generation.

Color is found in the precious resources that sustain 
life. The women collect plants in certain seasons to 
achieve the vivid hues seen in their fiberwork, with the 
length of grasses or specific fruits and flowers signaling 
the optimal time to harvest. Their stewardship of the 
land, through traditional practices such as fire burning, 
ensures that the materials they need regenerate 
each year.

Brightness and vibrancy are highly prized in Kunwinjku 
culture. The vivid colors of the landscape are a reflection 
of the ancestor Ngalyod (Rainbow Serpent). In emulating 
this vibrancy in their fiberwork, women embody the 
power of Ngalyod. In the film, the sights and sounds of 
Country can be experienced through the eyes of 

the artists.

When we make these string containers they 
have stories. They have tradition behind 
them. A lot of stories. They are objects that 
belong and are associated with women.
– Connie Nayinggul



Featuring:

DOREEN DJORLOM 

GWENYTH MANGIRU

JOSIE MARALNGURRA

ANNE GUMURDUL MARRABBIB

LEANNE NABARLAMBARL 

ROBYN NABEGEYO 

KAYLA NAGURRGURRBA

AGNES NALUNJDJUK

EDITH NAMUNDJA

CONNIE NAYINGGUL

CHRISTINE NGALBARNDIDJ NABOBBOB

MERRILL NGALKALKDJAM NAMUNDJA

Kunwinjku
Location: Kunbarlanja (Gunbalanya), Western Arnhem Land, shot on 
Manilakarr and Mandjulngunj clan estates

Kala Kunbolk (Colour Country)     2023 

Single-channel digital video with sound
Narrator: Connie Nayinggul
Director: James Haskard 
Executive Producer & Co-Director: Nina Haigh
Producer: Injalak Arts Centre
On loan from Injalak Arts Centre

Art Center: Injalak Arts Centre



A father had seven sons who were Liru 
(Poisonous Snakes). They spent the night 
at Maḻara. In the morning the father asked 
them if they slept well in this place. They 
answered in turn—yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, 
yes, yes.
– Pantjiti Lionel 

Maḻara is a particularly important site that holds two 
intersecting Tjukurpa (ancestral stories). On their journey, 
the seven Wati Liru (Poisonous Snake Men) crossed paths 
at Maḻara with the Waṉampi (Water Serpent). In the 
Tjukurpa, powerful beings such as these shapeshifting 
ancestral snakes move across the landscape and create 
all of the natural features. The artist depicts the interplay 
between ancestral beings and Country in this painting. 
This is especially visible where the undulating passage of 
blue transforms into a snake among the rockholes 
and trees. 

Pantjiti Lionel was a senior painter and fiber artist based 
at Pukatja (Ernabella) in the Aṉangu Pitjantjatjara 
Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands in South Australia. Lionel 
belongs to the first of four generations of Lionel women 
who have worked at Ernabella Arts, reflecting the art 
center’s history of supporting women artists. Lionel also 
went on to produce innovative fiber sculptures with 
Tjanpi Desert Weavers. 

PANTJITI LIONEL 
c. 1930-2017 
Ngaatjatjara

Maḻara     2012 

Acrylic on canvas 
Gift of Agatha and Stephen Luczo, 2017 
2017.0006.010 

Art Center: Ernabella Arts



In the end it was a beautiful picture that we 
all did together and made us tell stories and 
talk memories about Mrs. T. Inkamala, in a 
good and happy way.
– Marlene Rubuntja  

This collaborative work was made to honor the memory 
of Mrs. T. K. Inkamala, a beloved senior artist from 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists in Mparntwe (Alice Springs). 
After she passed away in 2023, four artists collaborated 
on this hand-dyed and screenprinted textile showcasing 
Mrs. Inkamala’s formidable pink kurrkurra (owl). They 
dyed the linen before screenprinting their designs: 
Sheree Inkamala contributed the small white birds, 
Rhonda Sharpe the yellow and orange bush flowers, Beth 
Ebatarinja the dark green bush flowers, and Marlene 
Rubuntja the landscape element in green. They worked 
together for days as stories of Mrs. Inkamala blended with 
conversations about where to place each design.

Mrs. Inkamala was a life force at the art center. She first 
learned to make the soft sculptures for which Yarrenyty 
Arltere Artists has become known in 2013 after losing her 
husband. Supported in her grief as she sat with family 
members, Mrs. Inkamala discovered a gift for creating 
joyous imagery. The owl sums up her wise yet cheeky 
personality. For Marlene Rubuntja, the pink kurrkurra 
makes “the beautiful picture of Country all come 
together.” This one-of-a-kind textile is not only about 
their love for Mrs. Inkamala, but the power of caring for 
kin and Country.



BETH EBATARINJA  
Born 1968  
Arrernte 
   
SHEREE INKAMALA  
Born 1995  
Luritja/Western Arrernte

T. K. INKAMALA  
1940 - 2023  
Arrernte/Luritja  

MARLENE RUBUNTJA  
Born 1961  
Western Arrernte

RHONDA SHARPE 
Born 1977 
Luritja 

All the Family Working Together     2025 
   
Screenprint on hand-dyed linen
Museum purchase, 2026 
2026.0001.001

Art Center: Yarrenyty Arltere Artists



This Country really belongs to Aboriginal 
people. . . .We all look after the Country, men 
and women together. The women look after 
their country by dancing their ceremonies. 
– Kathleen Petyarr

The shimmering fields of colorful dots that dance across 
this canvas evoke the movements of Arnkerrth (Thorny 
Devil Lizard). In this important Altyerr (ancestral stories), 
the ancestral “old lady” traveled across the desert to a 
large mountain where she danced a ceremony alone. 
When she returned home everyone had left. 

A renowned painter, Kathleen Petyarr belongs to a family 
of significant artists, including her aunt Emily Kam 
Kngwarray whose work is also on view. Like other women 
in her family, Petyarr developed an artistic practice born 
from the body paintings, songs, and dance of awely 
(women’s ceremonies). The multicolored dots on this 
canvas reflect the colors of the artist’s Country in the 
eastern part of the Central Desert. While the marks may 
seem far removed from those of body painting, the artist 
insisted that her paintings were about ceremony. The 
power of the Altyerr manifests in the palpable energy of 
this painting.

KATHLEEN PETYARR 
c. 1940-2018  
Anmatyerr/Alyawarr
   
Altyerr Country of Arnkerrth 
(Thorny Devil Lizard II)     1995 
   
Acrylic on canvas    
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997  
1996.0002.024 

Domicile: Utopia, Northern Territory



In the escarpment Country of Western Arnhem Land in 
northern Australia, slender spirits called mimih can enter 
the realm of humans by slipping through the cracks in 
rocks. Images of them have long existed in bark paintings 
and rock art. Kuninjku artists first began carving mimih 
in the 1960s to accompany their performances in the 
Mamurrng ceremony. This was a new public ceremony 
developed by the celebrated Kuninjku singer and artist 
Crusoe Kuningbal. He carved mimih from thin trunks of 
softwood trees and painted them with natural pigments.

This carved mimih was made by Kuningbal’s widow, Lena 
Kuriniya, a multidisciplinary Kuninjku artist who worked 
across fiberwork, printmaking, and sculpture. In the mid-
1980s, the women at Maningrida Arts & Culture started 
pushing beyond the refined fiberwork for which they 
were known. The artist took up carving and later became 
the top earning Kuninjku sculptor of her day. The two 
sons she shared with Kuningbal continued the family 
tradition while distinguishing themselves as artists.

LENA KURINIYA 
c. 1939-2003
Kuninjku

Mimih     before 1996

Natural pigments on wood
Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997
1996.0036.052

Art Center: Maningrida Arts & Culture



I was just becoming a teenager, still 
travelling around with my mother and 
father. . . .At Wantili we killed a cow, 
they were bringing cattle through from 
Kunawarritji.
– Bugai Whyoulter 

Vibrating ribbons of color cascade down this painting of 
Wantili in Western Australia. Shades of purple flow into 
blues, greens, and yellows, evoking the season when 
the soaks and claypans fill with fresh water. Wantili is an 
important ceremonial site on Bugai Whyoulter’s Ngurra 
(Country) where the sun first shone in the Jukurrpa 
(ancestral times). 

As pujiman (desert dwelling) people, her family often 
traveled there before leaving their homelands in the 
1960s. Wantili was also where the artist first encountered 
white people. Commonly known as Well 25, it is one 
of the water sources connected by the Canning Stock 
Route. The 1100-mile pathway was used to drive cattle 
through the Great Sandy, Little Sandy, and 
Gibson Deserts.

Later in life, Whyoulter started weaving baskets while 
watching other artists work. Two renowned women 
artists then taught her how to paint. She became a 
master colorist, creating atmospheric paintings that 
conjure her deep connection with the Country from 
which she was displaced.

BUGAI WHYOULTER
Kartujarra 
Skin: Purungu
Born c. 1939

Wantili     2014

Acrylic on linen 
Gift of Agatha and Stephen Luczo, 2017
2017.0006.015

Domicile: Kunawarritji, Western Australia



The deep foundations are for the men, and 
this is just the water—my own ideas. I will 
draw flames, but of burned areas where 
the land is smooth and burned. And I will 
paint the water, just the water. It will come 
running up and splash upon the rock. 
– Noŋgirrŋa Marawili 

Noŋgirrŋa Marawili connects her painting practice 
directly to her Country in the far north of Australia by 
using natural pigments on eucalyptus bark. The neutral 
color palate may differ from the bright pinks and reds 
for which the artist has become known, but any color 
she chooses connects to her homelands. Country is all-
encompassing, and includes everything contained within 
the land, sea, and sky.

Hailing from a family of significant painters, Marawili 
became one of Australia’s most acclaimed contemporary 
artists. Her work alludes to ancestral knowledge in new 
and innovative ways. Certain elements of her work evoke 
the miny’tji (sacred clan designs) of Maḏarrpa clan 
painting, such as the cascade of elongated diamonds 
seen here. While she had a deep understanding of 
the stories painted by the men in her family, the artist 
repeatedly said that she was just painting her own ideas. 
The artist had great respect for sacred knowledge, so she 
carefully navigated what was possible for her to express 
in her bark paintings.

NOŊGIRRŊA MARAWILI   
1939-2023  
Yolŋu, Maḏarrpa clan
    
Lightning and the Rock     2015   
    
Natural pigments on eucalyptus bark   
Museum Purchase with funds provided by 
Maria Kluge, 2015  
2015.0007.001  

Art Center: Buku-Larrŋgay Mulka Centre



The artist’s name, Kam, refers to the pencil yam’s 
underground seed and seed pods. The pencil yam is a 
vining plant with edible roots that grows along the creek 
banks in the Central Desert. Over their lifespan, the kam 
(pencil yam seed pods) change from white to yellow and 
then into reddish brown as they mature. The striking 
colors in this painting allude to these cycles of life in 
Alhalker Country. 

Kngwarray began painting in the final decade of 
her life and she quickly became one of Australia’s 
most celebrated artists. Around 1993, her paintings 
transformed from dense fields of dots into increasingly 
complex webs of stripes. She painted this canvas the 
year that she died. The bold stripes reference the arlkeny 
(striped body designs) painted onto women’s bodies 
for awely (women’s ceremonies). Her gestural brush 
strokes move around the canvas forming dense layers 
that conjure images of countless women dancing and 
singing together. The artist’s dynamic painting speaks to 
the ancestral power that emanates from the Country she 
reverently looked after.

This is my Country, mine, mine. . . . I have the 
responsibility for it and to look after it for my 
children.
– Emily Kam Kngwarray

Domicile: Utopia, Northern Territory

EMILY KAM KNGWARRAY
c. 1910-1996
Anmatyerr

Kam Altyerr     1996

Acrylic on canvas
Gift of Chris Turner, 2019
2019.0003.001



I sing for those Law women; I can’t dance 
because my leg hurts. Only women can go 
to that Law meeting. . . . Law women, they’re 
really strong all the way.
– Goody Lilwayi Barrett

Goody Lilwayi Barrett used natural pigments to depict 
the contours of her Country in the East Kimberley region 
of Western Australia. She painted the composition with 
roughly ground yellow, red, and green-gray ochres, 
outlined with dots of white clay. The ochres were 
collected from sacred sites; the same ochres women 
paint on their bodies for ceremony and for traditional 
healing. A strong Law woman, the artist possessed an 
intimate knowledge of her homelands.

After she and her family were displaced from their 
Country by the encroaching cattle industry, they lived 
and worked on a nearby cattle station. Later in life she 
moved to the community of Warmun where she worked 
at the first school, called Ngalangangpum (mother 
and child). She learned to paint from renowned artists, 
including Rover Thomas Joolama. He commenced a new 
public ceremony in 1974, the Gurirr Gurirr, that led to the 
emergence of painting in Warmun. Artists then brought 
their paintings to the school to teach the children. In 
her own paintings, Barrett depicts the Ngarrangkarni 
(ancestral stories) held within the hills and waterways of 
her Country. The area was flooded by the damming of the 
Ord River near the Argyle Diamond Mine.

GOODY LILWAYI BARRETT
Born c. 1930
Gija
Skin: Nyawurru

Mother and Child     2000

Natural pigments on canvas
Gift of Richard Klingler and Jane Slatter, 2021
2021.0011.014

Art Center: Warmun Art Centre



I like being able to paint the Country I grew 
up in, was born in, to keep it alive. It also 
makes me think about my mother and 
my family who used to walk this Country 
long before me. The Country I paint is their 
Country, too.
– Nola Yurnangurnu Campbell

Mina Mina is a waterhole surrounded by a claypan that is 
teeming with birds. The site is culturally significant to the 
artist’s family who live in the nearby community of Patjarr 
in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands of Western Australia. Growing 
up, Campbell remembers hunting lizards and sand 
goanna with her family. They would walk many hundreds 
of miles to the water source of Kunawarritji. The site 
became known as Well 33 on the Canning Stock Route, a 
1100-mile track through the desert used for driving cattle. 
Kunawarritji is also the home of Bugai Whyoulter, whose 
work is on view in this gallery.

Like her contemporaries, Campbell first made purnu 
(wood carvings) and tjanpi (grass weavings) before 
moving on to painting. Her husband Coiley Campbell, 
among others, taught her how to paint. She depicts her 
Tjukurrpa (ancestral stories) as well as those belonging 
to her husband. They look after the same Country, so 
painting his Tjukurrpa is another way of keeping it alive 
and strong. For this canvas, she chose a striking pink 
like the ones she sees all around her, whether in desert 
blooms or the birds that visit Mina Mina.

NOLA YURNANGURNU CAMPBELL
Born c. 1948
Manyjilyjarra, Ngaanyatjarra
Skin: Napaltjarri

Mina Mina     2015

Acrylic on canvas
Gift of Richard Klingler and Jane Slatter, 2021
2021.0011.008

Art Center: Warakurna Artists



In the old days, me, my older sisters, and my 
mother used to sit and weave together. All 
the women at Daly used to weave. And some 
men. Our grandfather used to make really 
big fishnets. When the missionaries arrived, 
they told the Aboriginal people not to make 
them anymore. So we lost that stitch.
– Regina Pilawuk Wilson

Concentric circles and radial lines emanate from the 
center of this luminous print. Regina Wilson’s sinuous 
linework is drawn from her weavings. The artist has 
depicted a large circular weaving called a wupun (sun 
mat). Ngan’gikurrungurr women from the Daly River 
region in northern Australia make them with yerrgi 
(pandanus) and merrepen (sand palm). While early mats 
were woven with undyed natural fibers, women breathed 
new life into the tradition by using brilliant colors derived 
from roots, tubers, berries, and flowers.

The artist learned traditional weaving techniques from 
her mother and grandmother. She became known for 
her sun mats before translating her intricate weavings 
into new mediums. Always experimenting and 
presenting her work in contemporary ways, she began 
painting in 2000 after visiting the Pacific Festival of the 
Arts in New Caledonia. Wilson is now one of Australia’s 
most acclaimed artists. Through artmaking, she passes 
down her knowledge to future generations. She wants 
the young people in Peppimenarti—the community she 
founded with her late husband Harold Wilson in 1973—
to be proud of their ancestors and empowered to make 
new work in response to contemporary life.

REGINA PILAWUK WILSON
Born 1948
Ngan’gikurrungurr

Wupun (Sun Mat)     2020

Etching and relief on three plates with 
silkscreened color on Hahnemühle paper
Courtesy of Basil Hall, 2025
2025.EL.0003.001

Art Center: Durrmu Arts



It’s a big story that Yarla, Bush Potato. It’s 
main tucker in my Country.
– Yulyurlu Lorna Napurrula Fencer

The story of the Yarla (Big Yam or Bush Potato) is part of a 
major Jukurrpa (ancestral stories) that belongs to Warlpiri 
people in the northern part of the Central Desert. The 
narrative centers on the conflict between two brothers 
who take on both yam and human form. In the painting, 
an underground root system with tuberous yarla fans 
out from the main plant. This roundel is also understood 
to be the Jukurrpa’s epicentre, the underground water 
source in the cave at Yumurrpa.

A senior Law woman, Yulyurlu Lorna Napurrula Fencer 
inherited this Jukurrpa from her father. She began 
painting her stories on canvas in 1986 while in her sixties. 
Despite being forcibly relocated from Yuendumu by 
the Australian government, the artist’s work remained 
deeply rooted in ancestral knowledge of her Country. She 
would often paint alone, singing and even drumming 
a clapstick. An innovative and entrepreneurial artist, 
she became known for her vibrant color palette and 
expressive brushwork that pulsates with the energy of 
ancestral beings.

YULYURLU LORNA NAPURRULA FENCER
c. 1920-2006
Warlpiri

Yarla Jukurrpa     2002

Acrylic on canvas
Gift of Richard Klingler and Jane Slatter, 2021
2021.0011.004

Domicile: Lajamanu, Northern Territory


