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Gagosian is pleased to present a special exhibition of contemporary Indigenous Australian painting

from two significant American collections. Spanning three generations, the exhibition includes

works by leading painters from the Central and Western Desert regions.

Indigenous people have lived in the remote Australian deserts for many thousands of years. In the

late ����s, the Australian government moved several communities from the Western Desert region—

primarily Pintupi, Luritja, Warlpiri, and Anmattyerr people—to the Papunya settlement, about ���

miles south of Alice Springs in the Northern Territory. This forced displacement inadvertently
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created a new hub for Indigenous Australian art where members of the community were

encouraged to paint first murals, then works on canvas, using the patterns of sand art and

ceremonial body decoration. This initiative set in motion the visual transposition of ancient stories

and traditions into paint on canvas, giving the Papunya Tula artists an opportunity to reexamine the

imagery and present their culture to outsiders through transcendental visual codes. Informed by a

lifetime of learning, these paintings thus represent an invaluable archive of Indigenous knowledge.

Many of the works in this exhibition, made during the last twenty years, reveal the ways in which

subsequent generations of Indigenous Australian artists have responded to their progenitors, and

attest to the increasingly prominent role of women artists among them. While the first Western

Desert paintings directly depicted signifying symbols and ideograms, the Papunya Tula artists later

sought to obfuscate overt references, dotting and over-dotting as a means of protecting sacred

designs. This strategy of simultaneous exposition and concealment yielded unparalleled visual feats,

as each artist presented a continuum between states of waking and dreaming, ephemerality and

permanence, representation and direct experience.

The dotting technique is exemplified in an untitled painting from ���� by Willy Tjungurrayi, one of

the few remaining artists of the first generation. Small whitish spots create an undulating terrain

over a dark ochre ground, referring to Kaakurutintjinya (Lake Macdonald), a dry salt lake that

features in ancestral stories of young male novices traversing the landscape. In George Tjungurrayi’s

and Warlimpirrnga Tjapaltjarri’s charged rectilinear compositions, tight concentric lines create

mesmerizing effects, like the direct retinal experience of water or contoured earth shimmering in the

sun.

Some paintings refer to sites of sacred or historical significance, acting as maps of real space as well

as the liminal realms of memory and dreams. In an untitled painting from ����, Naata Nungurrayi

depicts Karilywarranya in the Pollock Hills, where she grew up. Clusters of red, orange, and yellow

dots form a sort of aerial view, and winding lines and coils refer to ancestral pythons, local

topography, and vegetation. Yukultji Napangati’s painting, Ancestral Women at Marrapinti (����),

concerns the women who stopped at symbolic sites to make bone jewelry for young women in their

rite of passage.

In her brief but prodigious artistic career, Emily Kame Kngwarreye, an Anmatyerre elder from the

Central Desert area, also focused on women’s activities, from batik making to the harvesting of

seasonal crops. The freedom of her virtuoso stylistic approach ranges from the delicately pixelated

fields of color and structure in Hungry Emus (����) to the wild and urgent brushstrokes of Kame

Yam Awelye (����).

Despite evident resonances with mainstream abstraction, Indigenous Australian art emerges from a

fundamentally different line of inquiry. Rather than reacting to formal and conceptual tendencies

from which they remain largely isolated, the Desert painters condense innumerable layers of history

and lived experience into a dazzling diversity of visual languages, connecting contemporary viewers

to the most ancient surviving culture in the world.

With special thanks to D’Lan Davidson, Melbourne.

Artist Biographies

One of the last surviving artists of the first generation, Willy Tjungurrayi (����–����) was born

into a family still living in a traditional way. After his early middle age, he lived in various settled

Pintupi communities and by virtue of this timing and history was deeply embedded in those

communities’ ritual knowledge and the beneficiary of the extensive range of rituals that they knew

and practiced. The painting in the exhibition, Untitled (����), is from a place with which he was

closely identified, the large dry salt lake known in English as Lake MacDonald and in Pintupi as

Kaakurutintjinya. The lake has mythological origins in a story in the ancestral Tingarri cycle, which

tells of the connected travels of groups of young male novices through the country. This particular

story deals with a marsupial cat—Kuninka, an ancestral being—and its punishment of two ceremonial

initiates who had neglected to share the meat from a hunt. Kuninka unleashed a hailstorm on these

young men, killing them and turning the vegetation of the area into a burned-out area—a dry salt



lake. The two initiates turned into water snakes. Many of the Pintupi painters from the Papunya

Tula arts cooperative have painted Kaakurutintjinya; Tjungurrayi’s work is an extraordinary

abstraction of it, and of the story about it. The white dots represent the hailstones that fell on the

lake, depicting them in all their sheer number, magnitude, and expanse. Tjungurrayi’s hand does

not practice the careful, exacting mark making of some of the younger painters but rather shows the

expressiveness with which his generation more typically painted.

The painting by Makinti Napanangka (c. ����–����) represents the story Kungka Kutjarra (Two

women ancestors), which takes place at Lupulnga, in the Sir Frederick Range, her father’s country

and the place where she grew up. Napanangka didn’t start to paint until she was well past middle

age, in the mid-����s. She had a deep interest in women’s rituals, which in her community were

focused on the pair of ancestral women known as Kungka Kutjarra. These women created the

landforms at Lupulnga and their activities are reenacted in a women’s-only ritual typically involving

dancing with woven strands of string spun of human hair (often cut in mourning). The bold and

flowing lines of color in both paintings represent the movement of these fiber strands, which take

the form of women’s nyimparra skirt coverings in the ancestral story but are held as strands in the

hands of dancers in the ritual. The paintings replicate visually the power identified in the hair

strings. Napanangka herself participated vigorously in the ceremonies, reenacting these ancestral

events. She found great pleasure in reproducing this ritual engagement in paint on canvas.

After the death of her first husband in the early ’��s, Naata Nungurrayi (born ����) and her young

sons made their way to Papunya at a time when the last remaining Pintupi who were living an

independent life were migrating out of the desert. At Papunya, she remarried, and one of her sons—

Kenny Williams Tjampitjinpa—became a significant painter before she did. Nungurrayi, like many of

the women artists, really began her life as a painter in the mid-����s, when most of the older

generation of men had passed away. This new generation of women coming to the practice of

painting in acrylic brought a great burst of energy to the art movement: although their paintings

remained concerned with the country, its landscape, and its ancestral stories, they introduced new

imagery and new organizations of paint. Nungurrayi’s painting Untitled (����) represents

Karilywarranya, in the Pollock Hills in Western Australia, where she grew up. The painting

incorporates the story of the ancestral rock pythons (carpet snakes, kuniya) said to have visited this

place. The painting shows the kuniya’s decorative coils along an ascending path at Karilywarra,

surrounded by what Nungurrayi conceives as the verdancy of the local vegetation; after rain, water

collects in gullies and rockpools, and the area comes alive with vegetation, birds, and animals, as

represented in the brightness of color and the rough extravagance of the dotting.

Warlimpirrnga Tjapaltjarri (born c. ����) is significant as a member of what became known as the

“Pintupi Nine,” or the “first contact group,” one of the last Indigenous groups to move into contact

with Australian society, in ����. His work has been shown in such major exhibitions as documenta

��, in Kassel, Germany. Tjapaltjarri started painting in acrylics in ����, after observing his relatives

painting in the remote community of Kiwirrkura, in Western Australia, where the art cooperative

known as Papunya Tula (from its origins at Papunya settlement) had become well established with

the movement of former Papunya-area residents to the west in the ����s. Because of his special

status, his earliest paintings were set aside as a distinct and significant collection, which was

purchased and donated to the National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne. Tjapaltjarri started his career

with the acquisition of ritual knowledge and the making of designs in various media as part of the

activities of his life before leaving the bush.

Like the other painters in this exhibition, Tjapaltjarri paints his country, very often Lake Mackay

(Wilkinkarra), a huge salt lake, or Marruwa, the more intimate site where his family often lived.

Untitled (����)—probably a painting of Wilkinkarra—is a brilliant example of how he has evolved

from his initial deployment of the motifs of circle and line, drawing on an iconography of body

decoration and sand-drawing most common in the first generation of painters. Currently, his work

involves large canvases of rectilinear forms produced out of lines of dots. These dots have their

origin in local practices of male body decoration, especially in the ceremonial performance of stories

of the Tingarri cycle (in which performers enact ancestral beings), and rock art. In the acrylic work,

though, their use has been elaborated and extended in allover treatments and as the basis of

delineating actual forms. The rectilinear patterns themselves are culturally significant for the many



of the painters in the show: these keylike interlocking forms resonate with incised designs on

wooden shields and spear-throwers, as well as with a variety of ritual objects marked by incising or

carving rather than paint. Dots, it should also be understood, are themselves forms deriving from

the ancestral realm. They have been elaborated in the painting movement, but the word used to

refer to them is restrictive, “men-only,” and like the dots themselves is said to be “dangerous.” As

the painting movement has developed, women have been allowed to use these forms, which are

significant as signs or indices of ancestral power and presence.

In the painting of Wilkinkarra, we can imagine that Tjapaltjarri emphasizes the ancestral power of

the place through the optical effects of the dotted figure-ground relationship. In much of Indigenous

Australia, the effect of “shimmering” brilliance, as Professor Howard Morphy has called it, is

identified with ancestral power. In ritual activity, often at night and by firelight, the movement of

dancing figures bearing body painting and decoration produces a kind of shimmer or flash. The

painting creates this flash with its own resources, but the form of the design resonates with the

designs of sacred objects and emblems that represent the salt lake’s mythological activities. As such,

it is a sign of a sign, and by drawing from the signification of the place, it brings forth Tjapaltjarri’s

own excited experience of the story and its enactment. In this painting the appearance of abstraction

offers the viewer the experience of engaging with the ritual form of the place without revealing the

specifics of the ritual, which are restricted or secret.

The ancestral story of Wilkinkarra is often reenacted in teaching initiates about the travels of the

Tingarri novices, and the overt features of the story are known to most. Briefly, it involves a group

of traveling women who reach a hill where they see two older men. They notice kangaroo meat

there, however, which implies that young men are somewhere nearby; they find the young men,

have intercourse with them, and are happy to have them as partners, but the older men are angered

by this transgression, which interrupts the ritual control of the younger men by the older ones. The

old men light fires to burn out the area, killing all the young men and women. The salt lake is the

ash from the fire. There are many more features to this story, and to hear Tjapaltjarri tell it is to

experience the excitement and intensity packed into his painting—of a mountain exploded and

reduced to a flat plain, the revival of the women from death, and their subsequent travel back to

Northwest Australia. To see the painting is to have this experience conveyed through the flashing

and shimmering form of the mesmerizing rectilinear design, bringing to the viewer the power of

ancestral creativity as well as the artist’s attachment and emotional connection to place.

Ronnie Tjampitjinpa (����–����) was a young man when the first generation of painters invented

“Western Desert acrylic painting,” or “Papunya Tula painting,” as it was initially known and

developed in that specific community. Tjampitjinpa came into his own as an artist in the late ’��s as

part of a “second wave” of aesthetic development. His painting led the way in its focus on very bold

imagery and the accentuation of strobelike figure-ground effects in the design. Rather than

emphasizing an iconography directly expressing the activities of ancestral figures in the landscape,

and relying on color, iconic features, and their arrangements as the principal aesthetic devices,

Tjampitjinpa’s newer work presents optical effects that resonate with the revelation of ancestral

body decorations by flickering firelight. It often involves a field of large concentric circles arranged

against a dotted background, but with no clear indication of the possible significance of these circles

other than their indexical relationship to body decorations. The dots bleed into each other,

becoming only vaguely discernible, to hypnotic effect. Some ritual decoration worn by men

celebrating Tingarri stories takes the form of concentric circles; a work such as Tarkulnga (����)

abstracts the presence and revelation of these treasured designs, in this case in relation to

Tarkulnga, a site in Western Australia. This aesthetic effect performs, rather than narrates, ancestral

power and the experience of men like Tjampitjinpa in relation to the places with which they are

identified. The emphasis is on the forms of the designs themselves, made bigger and more focused;

the dots and the more figurative elements of body and ritual decoration become the subject matter.

Yukultji Napangati (born ����), a close relative of Tjapaltjarri’s, was one of the group who left their

traditional hunting-and-gathering life in ����. Quiet and observant, she is as much an active forager

in the environment as a painter, and her paintings reflect her passion for the country. Napangati

seems to have begun painting at Kiwirrkura in ����, at first with the other women who began

painting there and then with her husband at the time, Charlie Ward Tjakamarra, and she has



developed a style of work involving intense and careful dotting, often luminous, on large canvases.

There are few overt features in her paintings, and when she identifies a particular feature, it is

constituted of a pattern of dots rather than of direct lines. Her subject matter is the mythological

ancestral women whose activities and travels created many places near the community of

Kiwirrkura and in other areas of her country. The paintings Ancestral Women at Marrapinti (����)

and Untitled (����) present two places connected through the travels of these women, locations

where they stopped to make marrapinti, bones used to pierce the nasal septum and worn as

decoration, a custom derived from the ancestral story and practiced as a kind of rite of passage for

young women in historical times. Napangati explains a circular or oblong feature and its extension

toward the corner as a cave in the hill at Marrapinti and the path down from the cave, but also as a

rock thought to be the nose of an ancestral woman who turned to stone. The flowing lines of

meticulous dots that cover the painting, shifting in hue from yellow to orange, mark both the

expanse of sand hills that stretch over the desert country and the marrapinti that numerous ancestral

women made and used. For Napangati, the painting expresses her active dwelling in this familiar

and known environment, rather than a mere depiction of it.

Tjumpo Tjapanangka (����–����) was closely related to most of the Pintupi painters whose

works are in the show, although he lived not in Papunya but in the Western Australian community

of Balgo. Painting developed at Balgo later than at Papunya, hundreds of miles to the south; in fact

it was inspired by the developments there, through visits between relatives inhabiting the two

places, but the Balgo painters used brighter pigments, bolder colors, and, often, rougher execution.

Tjumpo’s painting in the show, interestingly, is of Wilkinkarra, the same place or story as one of

Tjapaltjarri’s large canvases. The two artists shared a relationship to this place. Tjumpo’s painting,

however, predates much of Tjapaltjarri’s work, and combines rectilinear and circular forms.

Tjumpo’s rendering of Wilkinkarra draws attention to two mythological or ancestral snakes said to

have gone into the ground there. The snakes are marked by two circular forms, and three thick

yellow lines appear to indicate pathways connecting to the passage of these ancestral figures. One

might assume that the choice of a white background resonates with the color of the salt lake. The

story of Wilkinkarra connects Indigenous people over a broad area of the Western Desert, and a

number of stories intersect here, so that the activities of the snakes who passed through are adjacent

to the areas of the Wilkinkarra story represented in Tjapaltjarri’s citation of the fire that created the

lake, following a different line of ancestral beings who traveled through the area. Tjumpo’s painting

uses the rectilinear designs associated with some of the men’s ritual activity, as Tjapaltjarri’s does,

but does not sustain the optical effect of figure/ground so much as the effect of light on the salt lake.

Named after his beard or whiskers, Bill Whiskey Tjapaltjarri (c. ����–����) was a Pitjantjatjara

man, living in the small community near Mount Liebig in the Northern Territory. Whiskey was a

renowned ngankari, or healer, and came to painting later in his life. His paintings relate directly, in

fact in an almost unmediated way, to drawings that men of his age once made for anthropological

interlocutors with crayons on butcher paper. In his painting, Rockholes and Country near the Olgas

(����), circles indicate the rock holes and significant hills of the places he remembers, mapping out

“country.” Whiskey’s paintings depict his own country, around the area of Uluru (Ayers Rock) and

Kata Tjuta (Mount Olga). Although he painted long after most of his contemporaries, his paintings

resonate with the work of an earlier generation at Papunya of which he was a part, the generation of

Tjungurrayi, with the multilayered dots unevenly applied, noting the flows of water, vegetation, and

landforms giving form to his sense of being in place.

Emily Kame Kngwarreye (c. ����–����) is the most famous Indigenous Australian artist; her work

has been exhibited in Europe and Asia as well as throughout Australia. Emily, as she was known,

began painting at a late age in the Alyawarra community of Utopia, and is celebrated for her rapid

and systematic exploration of different styles and formal inventions. At Utopia in the late ����s,

Emily and her compatriots adopted the practice of painting with acrylics that had begun at Papunya

and spread to other communities in Central Australia. Emily’s paintings identify themselves with

women’s ritual activities and with the life force of her region’s vegetation. Often, the painted lines

offer the forms of women’s body painting, which is applied to the shoulders, arms, and breasts in

broad strokes—ritual activities identified with the creation of the land. Emily’s early dot paintings,

which drew on her experience with traditional batik fabric-printing, were remarkable for their

differences from the acrylic-painting movement as it was developing elsewhere. Over time, her
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paintings became more and more gestural, reduced in their detail and thus quite abstracted and

liberated in their formal qualities. As far as can be determined, her inspiration was always her

country and its ancestral figures, as it is for the other artists in the exhibition, but her expression of

this concerned evolved into more and more simplified marks. The art historian Terry Smith has

argued for understanding her as a modernist painter, placing her abstraction in relationship to her

life experience of modernity as the dislocation of traditional life. Smith admires her work as making

pictorial space anew.

George Tjungurrayi (born c. ����), from the Pintupi people, has been represented in solo

exhibitions in Australia and included in the Sydney Biennale, where a suite of his paintings was

exhibited both flat on the ground and on the wall. He is invested in the ritual heritage he learned as

a young man and particularly in the stories of the Tingarri cycle, so tied to various places in his

country, but he has chosen to express his relationship to these places without revealing anything of

a secret nature. His paintings, like his own self, are kept tightly controlled and rigorous, and

emanate from some intense introspective space. He has been recognized as the originator of a style

of pared-back linear composition, painted in single lines (not dots) laid down with careful precision,

a style corresponding closely to his way of being. Tjungurrayi’s works are celebrated for their

organizations of meticulous designs in rectilinear complexes. The painting in the exhibition

identified as Untitled—Kirrimalunya (����), shows Kirrimalunya, a site that in the stories was created

through the activity of two boys with strong healing powers (ngankari) who traveled through the

area. At Kirrimalunya they gathered mungilpa seeds, to be ground and roasted in seed cakes. The

place is marked by claypans, shallow depressions where water gathers in the spring and where

mungilpa grows in abundance after rain. Looking at Tjungurrayi’s many renderings of it, one can

recognize that the shimmer of his lines captures something of the surface of these temporary waters.

Like Tjapaltjarri’s paintings, Tjungurrayi’s work forms part of the late, linear wave of the Western

Desert Art Movement, and his use of lines rather than dots, producing interfaces of two colors,

seems to allow him to paint as if investigating the space and limits of the canvas.
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