‘Pintupi Way’, Drill Hall Gallery
Canberra, 27 October — 17 December 2023

Review and response by Alec O’Halloran

This stunning display of exceptional paintings by the Pintupi people of the Western Desert is the exhibition of the year for
me. [ had the pleasure of attending the opening on October 26 at Canberra’s Drill Hall Gallery and presented a talk on Mick
Namarari’s art the following day. I spent many hours in the gallery chatting to visitors or just looking, trying to take it all in.
One of the visitors I spoke with offered this reply when I asked what she made of the show: It took my breath away.

Aunty Dr Matilda House gave a gracious and rousing Welcome to open the exhibition. Her wise words included a pat on the
back to the gallery and an invitation to one and all:

1 really like coming here to the Drill Hall because it'’s part and parcel of Australia, this place here... To know these
(paintings) come from the desert, the Western Desert, that's the part that people must know and understand. And... thats
what Aboriginal art does, it invites you in and wants to share with you, just like the Drill Hall is doing.

She looked around the gallery and asked, Has everyone picked a favourite? Slowly, as audience members pondered their
choices, Aunty raised her hand and pointed, Well, I'll tell you what my favourite is.

Christopher Hodges, the director of Utopia Art Sydney, curated Pintupi Way. His gallery has represented Papunya Tula
Artists Pty Ltd (PTA) in Sydney since 1988. Christopher spoke after Aunty Matilda and emphasised that virtually all these
pictures come from private collections, from people’s homes, profusely thanking the lenders and acknowledging their
generosity. For him, the exhibition is an unprecedented gathering of works of this scale and stature. He set the scene:

We are here to celebrate the artists, all the levels from 1971 to the present. The exhibition has been curated as a tribute to
the artists and their company, Papunya Tula Artists, formed in 1972, and now multi-generational. This exhibition is a
celebration of the greatness of Papunya Tula art and the Pintupi artists that are part of that movement. These people are my
friends.

Most of the early 1970s paintings were produced at Papunya and much has been written about those 1,000 or so paintings.
Two magnificent exhibitions showcased them in Australia (Tjukurrtjanu, National Gallery of Victoria, 2011 and
Tjungunutja, Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, 2017). As well, the Art Gallery of NSW celebrated the
Papunya Tula movement’s first three decades with its ‘Papunya Tula Genesis and Genius’ exhibition in 2000. More recently,
the S.H. Ervin Gallery (Sydney) and the Museum of Art and Culture (Lake Macquarie) hosted excellent Papunya Tula
exhibitions to acknowledge the company’s 50 anniversary milestone.

Hodges concluded his address with a question, ‘Who are the Pintupi?” and provided a brief explanation:

Pintupi Country occupies about eight-thousand square kilometres in the heart of Australia. It’s true desert, harsh but
beautiful country, a land that they know intimately, they know its history, they know its geography, they know its ecology.
And all this information is held in stories, in songs and ceremonies, that has allowed them not only to survive but to thrive.
And of course, it’s this knowledge, this in-depth deep relationship with Country, that gives them the substance and meaning
to make these paintings what they are today. This exhibition, with all these paintings together, if you look at them
individually you’ll see that this artist is not the same as that artist, there s a unique quality in each one. However, they all
work together and they move us... Pintupi Way.

o

Desert scene north-west of Kintore
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Ground painting, Icons Desert exhibition, 2009, USA

Contemporary Pintupi art is produced at Papunya Tula’s
studios in Kintore (NT) and Kiwirrkura (WA), while the
art production is resourced, managed and exhibited at
Papunya Tula’s administrative centre and gallery in Alice
Springs. What these artists quite generously do is share
some of their inherited knowledge through the
information they provide about individual paintings or
through extended interviews about their life and art. In
Pintupi Way we better comprehend their convictions
about who they are and where they are from.

Professor Fred Myers, referring back to his 1970s
research when based at Yayayi (west of Papunya), shared
that the Pintupi men he spoke with held definite views
about meaning and value in their paintings (Painting
Culture, 2002:3):

Pintupi explain that a painting is not important primarily
for the quality of its execution. Neither are the paintings,
as they might appear, abstract. In the communities... |
regularly heard the same account. ‘You must tell people’,
the artists instructed me, that these paintings are ‘from
the Dreaming’, that they are ‘not made up’, and that they
are ‘dear’.

When an artist sits down to commence a painting, he or
she begins with a blank board or canvas but not an empty
mind. Each person has received instruction through the
Law (Tjukurrpa) during extended travels across Country
and into ceremony, and in countless hours around
campfires with grandmothers and grandfathers. The range
of imagery they might draw upon is just about endless.
Some of that knowledge is revealed and gained through
the preparation of and participation in ritual activities
associated with ground paintings and ceremonies at
sacred sites. Some knowledge is expressed through body
paint, song and dance, and encoded in detailed narratives
that link ancestral creation figures with contemporary
life. Ultimately, better paintings are made by competent
artists with clear intent. It is not possible to reduce
complex and pervasive Pintupi philosophy into a few
paragraphs, yet we non-Indigenous people strive to gather
some appreciation that we may better understand our
Pintupi neighbours.
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The Drill Hall has a main central gallery with two smaller
wings and a side-room. Entering the main gallery, one
steps into the land of giants — large paintings by senior
men and women. With about 60 artists and some 80
artworks overall, it seems unfair to single a few out.
However, to consider the sum of the whole one must
stand in front of some of the parts. I’m reminded of
questions I often contemplated when analysing
Namarari’s paintings for The master from Marnpi: what 1
am looking at?; what am I looking for?

Many large-sized paintings are supreme examples of the
artists’ signature style: notably Makinti Napanangka,
Ningura Napurrula, Naata Nungurrayi, Mick Namarari
Tjapaltjarri, Turkey Tolson Tjupurrula, Ronnie
Tjampitjinpa and George Tjungurrayi from Kintore;
Yukultji Napangati, Warlimpirrnga Tjapaltjarri, Patrick
Tjungurrayi, Bobby West Tjupurrula, Doreen Reid
Nakamarra and Mantua Nangala from Kiwirrkura.
Among the early 1970s boards are works by Nosepeg
Tjupurrula, Shorty Lungkata Tjungurrayi, Charlie
Tjararu/Watuma Tjungurrayi, Johnny Warangula
Tjupurrula, Old Walter Tjampitjinpa and Mick Namarari
Tjapaltjarri.

Turkey Tolson’s and Mick Namarari’s families were close
countrymen. Their 1980s outstations, at Yuwalki and
Nyunmanu respectively, south-east of Kintore, were just
to the east of the important cave site, Mitukatjirri. Mick
Namarari painted several Mitukatjirri works. Nearby that
site is Illyingaugau, where a group of ancestral men
camped and prepared their spears for a possible
confrontation. As they straightened the spears, they
talked... and through talking resolved not to engage in
battle. The story serves as metaphor: as they ironed out
the kinks in their timber shafts, the men straightened
themselves up too and found a way to avoid conflict. The
dotted lines in Turkey Tolson’s spear-straightening
painting (gallery 1) are spears and may signify sandhills.



A second Tolson painting (gallery 2) shows an impressive
senior man holding his spear and spear-thrower. He
represents Tolson’s father, the custodian/guardian at
Mitukatjirri. Nearby (gallery 1), on the rear wall is a
small painting by Brenda Napaltjarri, the daughter of
another Mitukatjirri custodian, Shorty Lungkata
Tjungurrayi. Looking for all the world like Papunya
Tula’s logo, Brenda’s painting represents people (U-
shapes) gathered at Mitukatjirri (central roundel).
Tjukurrpa and sites, stories and lessons, generation to
generation... this exhibition is a window into the Pintupi
world.

A key mentor for Tolson was Mick Namarari. Namarari
was often observed by Papunya Tula’s field workers
patiently dotting with a technique that bordered on
obsession. His 1997 Mouse Dreaming painting (gallery 1)
reflects his meditative approach, which he described as: /
paint real slow, every time, big ones, little ones, just slow,
every time. Tolson also became the second husband of
Elizabeth Marks Nakamarra’s mother — Elizabeth was
Namarari’s wife. Elizabeth’s own father was a brother of
the famous artist Johnny Warangula Tjupurrula, revered
internationally for his depictions of Kalipinypa, a Storm
Dreaming site north-east of Kintore. In choosing to paint
stories and sites affiliated with her father, Elizabeth
explained her novel design in an interview with me at
Kintore:

[My father is] Johnny Warangula's brother, Kalipinypa
area. That'’s why I do lightning strikes. Water Dreaming,
Kapi Dreaming, all Kalipinypa. He [Johnny Warangula]
is my fathers brother, whitefella call him uncle, but
father for me. Lightning one, and a new one, goes like
this, but still lightning one. That new one, water,
Kalipinypa, water comes from that way. It goes
everywhere, travelling everywhere, making lightning,
lightning, lightning. Travelling story. Today we have
lightning. (It is raining today in Kintore.) If there was no
story there would be no lightning.

Elizabeth’s late-career Lightning Strike painting is readily
identifiable with its dichromatic zigzags zapping the
canvas (gallery 3). Save for Patrick Tjungurrayi’s bold
colourful work in that gallery, it is the women’s room.
Large canvases by Kawayi Nampitjinpa and Naata
Nungurrayi dominate, with a series of equal-sized (each
91 x 91 cm) paintings from Kintore and Kiwirrkura
showing the variety in colour and line that has attracted
so many curators and collectors to Pintupi women’s art.

Another example of a second-generation Papunya Tula
artist is Eileen Napaltjarri, daughter of Charlie
(Tjararu/Watuma) Tjungurrayi, whose Country is
Tjiterulpa (west of Kintore), and Tatali Nangala, whose
Country is around Kaarkuratjintja (Lake Macdonald,
south of Kintore). Eileen lived at Haasts Bluff and
Papunya (like many Pintupi people) before moving home
to Kintore in the early 1980s. She explained to me how
she found her own way to paint (Eileen’s depiction of
sandhills is in gallery 1):
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Doreen id Nakamarra and Patrick Tjungurrayi, PTA Gallery,
Alice Springs, 2008

We been sit down and talking. We been talking about my
father making canvas, that Dreaming, father's one,
Tjiterulpa, past Ningura Napurrula's house (outstation),
you know, going this way to Kiwirrkura (west). Mothers
country is that way (south), Kaarkuratjintja, that way.
Sandhill, we been looking round, wind blowing like this
one, yuwa, that Kaarkuratjintja. Standing and looking at
something, that man gone that way and the women sitting
‘ere, all the man and woman sitting behind, another man
gone that way.

1 been sit down and watching, mothers and fathers,
making canvas like this one, watching this one, looking,
sit down and look, look. They been talking, they gone
away, look around, eh, they come back, come back and
telling, sit down and talking, finish this one, finish this
one first, sit down, watching. You got to make like this
one.

1 been making them myself, not like mother s one.
Tjiterulpa, like this one [father’s], talking about story
Tjiterulpa, talking about another way, different way [not
making circles]. Line like tali (sandhills) one, and me
making that rockhole, rockhole with kapi (water) and tali.
Red, orange, yellow, orange, dark yellow and green,
green yellow, and white last. They making whole lot,
special colour. Sometime they re making another one.
Same colour again, always making same colour, mine
one. Sometime me making red, orange, yellow, this one
here, nice colour.

-

Sandhill country, after the fire, south-east of Kintore



There have been many chapters within the overall
Papunya Tula and Western Desert art story, with yet more
chapters to come. One that stands out is the ‘sandhill
motif” cultivated and refined by women at Kiwirrkura,
beginning in the early 2000s. Leading the innovation
were Lorna Napanangka, Mantua Nangala, Yukultji
Napangati, Doreen Reid Nakamarra, Kim Napurrula,
Yinarupa Nangala and Florrie Watson Napaltjarri.

A small Mantua Nangala work from 2003 (gallery 1)
illustrates the bare bones of the sandhill design: wavy
narrow dark painted stripes carefully infilled with lighter
dotted lines. Kim Napurrula’s mid-size painting from
2005 (one of my favourites, gallery 3) takes those bare
bones to another level, creating an evocative desert
landscape, though she clarified to me that her colours -
red, orange and yellow - represented women’s body paint
at the site Marrapinti, one of many sites along the
‘Kanaputa’ women’s songline from west of Kiwirrkura
all the way east to Wilkinkarra (Lake Mackay). Compare
Kim’s composition to Yinarupa Nangala’s (also in gallery
3): whereas the latter includes roundels in her 2003 work,
Kim eschews them two years later. Mantua’s and
Yukultji’s more recent large-scale sandhill-style
depictions (gallery 1) take the original painted
stripes/dotted lines design to a high level of visual impact
through inventiveness and meticulous execution. ‘Neat’,
is the word Mantua used to describe her technique to me,
repeating ‘neat, neat, neat’. She certainly made her point.

The exhibition reveals and illustrates three of the
transitions in Pintupi art. First, the early boards were
indeed boards, usually sheets of Masonite sawn into
irregular shapes. On odd occasions the men used house
paints to make their designs. Those boards often
displayed bold icons and motifs that referenced ceremony
and ritual, though those in Pintupi Way have not been
deemed ‘secret/sacred’, otherwise they would not be on
show. You can also see paintings (eg, Charlie Tjungurrayi
in gallery 2) where the ‘background’ to the main design is
left blank, rather than being infilled with dotting, which
became the prevalent practice within a year or two.

Charlie Tjapangati, PTA Studio, Kintore, 2010
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Peter Fannin, PTA’s first employee, recalled the period
after Geoff Bardon’s departure from Papunya in mid-
1972: So what happened was, the artists were using
boards, as Geoff had supplied them with big sheets of
Masonite and a saw. I moved to chipboard because it s
easier to handle but for big paintings it was too heavy. So
when we started to send them to Melbourne - they were
taking them on consignment - for transport purposes it
became necessary to use canvas (initially cotton duck).

‘Untitled’, (Mitukatjirri), Brenda Napaltjarri, 2013

The move from small boards that artists could
comfortably rest on their laps to large and extra-large
canvases began in the mid-late 1970s. That transition
presented the artists with a new challenge, quite different
to the demand by some senior Aboriginal men that artists
cease including sacred (and therefore restricted) images
in their work. The new challenge was: how to fill all that
space? Large canvases were often filled through the
repetition of replicable motifs, such as ‘Tingari-style’
circles and patterned infill (Uta Uta Tjangala, gallery 1,
and Freddy West Tjakamarra, gallery 3), squares (Ronnie
Tjampitjinpa, gallery 2) or dots (Mick Namarari, gallery
1). Uta Uta’s momentous masterpiece, Yumari Dreaming,
at the exhibition’s entrance was a collaboration of a
dozen men working together. Generously loaned by the
National Museum of Australia, all that space (367 x 226
cm) enabled Uta Uta to illustrate several related
Dreamings and sites west of Kintore.

A third change over time resulted from the range of
colours available to the artists and the relative ease of
using acrylic paint. Colours can be quickly mixed to vary
the tone, paint may be applied by brush or stick, the
opacity and density of the paint is readily manipulated
with water and layering, and the paint dries quickly. The
adage that ‘Aboriginal artists should only use four
colours — black, white, red and yellow’ — went out the
window (if it was ever true). George Tjungurrayi has
used purples and mauves for decades and Tatali Nangala



applied greys and browns to her late 1990s canvases.
Additionally, Papunya Tula’s provision of high-quality
Belgian linen gave artists the perfect starting point. In
combination with PTA’s committed staff and new art
studios built by the company at Kintore (2007) and
Kiwirrkura (2010), the artists had access to high quality
materials and comfortable facilities.

Of course, it’s not only the artists’ subject matter and the
materials they used, but where they painted — their
studios. Separately, who they painted for, and
provenance, is a related consideration. (I discussed those
topics regarding Mick Namarari’s oeuvre in The master
from Marnpi.) There is quite a range of studio settings,
beginning with the Great Painting Room, humpies and
‘transitional houses’ at Papunya, to wind shelters and
tents at Haasts Bluff and nearby Browns Bore in the
early-mid 1970s. A lot of painting was done at Yayayi to
Papunya’s west in the mid 1970s and further west at
Watiyawanu/Mt Liebig in 1980s. In the early 1980s
people painted on the ground or by their army-issue tents
at Walungurru/Kintore and then Kiwirrkura. Later that
decade as outstations were constructed around Kintore,
they too became studios with their protected (from the
elements) indoor rooms and their open-air covered patio-
type spaces, ideal for a man like Namarari who liked to
paint sitting by a little fire with his dogs stretched out
nearby in the shade. In Kintore they painted in their
newly constructed houses and in the 1990s at PTA’s
materials storage shed, which was demolished in 2007 to
make way for the magnificent new studio. Paul Sweeney
(long-serving PTA manager) recalled ‘a lot of great
pictures were done in that shed’. Some are in Pintupi
Way. At Kiwirrkura people mostly painted in their homes
until a new studio — a renovated old council shed — was
completed by PTA in 2010. And still, some people prefer
to paint at home anyway.

The early Pintupi art from 1971-72 produced at Papunya
contained cultural information previously invisible to
non-Aboriginal people, with few exceptions. To the
extent that the Pintupi at the time were learning to survive
in a dynamic post-contact world, their artwork has been
perceived as a political affirmation of identity and a
desire to be recognised by the aliens in their midst. Their
artwork revealed and asserted an intricate affiliation with
land (ownership) and a unified cultural knowledge
system embedded in ceremony, under and forever within
an inherited timeless spiritual framework (Tjukurrpa).

In the absence of the Pintupi written word, the painted
image emerged as a controversial means by which (some)
cultural information could be made public and sold as an
object. The legacy of that body of work is now unique, as
contemporary Pintupi artwork does not provide the
detailed complex designs or explicit insights into spiritual
beliefs and cultural or ritual practices. Contemporary art
is not so contentious. Then again, the Pintupi now live on
home country, ngurra walytja, and no longer have to
prove identity and connection to place.
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Pintupi art today is produced primarily as a tradeable
commodity for its aesthetic appeal. It is income-
producing work; artists have extended families to support
and communities to maintain. It’s a business in every
sense of the word, and, judging by the market’s response,
it should continue to prosper in an environment of
increasing competition. Art continues to be a window into
Aboriginal culture, but the frame is no longer so deep and
wide as in those ground-breaking early days.

One day there might be a second iteration of Pintupi Way
as there is more than enough exceptional art to create a
second exhibition. As many of the works on show at the
Drill Hall today were sourced from private collections,
the search would be on once again to find significant
paintings that are otherwise hidden from public view.

Why has it taken so long for an exhibition such as Pintupi
Way to arrive? It’s worth underlining: Pintupi people have
been sharing their art with us for over 50 years, yet the
last major retrospective by a leading public institution
was the turn of the century. Congratulations to the Drill
Hall Gallery for taking the initiative with state and
national institutions occupied elsewhere. Pintupi Way will
appeal to people wanting to advance their self-education
and those attracted to the Western Desert aesthetic. I
wonder, if you are present now in the Drill Hall Gallery
being reached out to by these Pintupi men and women, if
this is your reaction too... it takes my breath away.
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To learn more about Alec's book, The master from
Marnpi, head to his website, or view his recent
illustrated talk on the PMI Victorian History Library’s
Youtube channel: ‘The life and art of Mick Namarari
Tjapaltjarri’.
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Photographs by Alec O’Halloran
‘Namarari close up’ by Paul Sweeney

Artworks: Copyright Aboriginal Artists Agency

Alec’s interviews with PTA artists and staff conducted at
Alice Springs, Kintore and Kiwirrkura.

Publications: Pintupi Way exhibition catalogue and Mick
Namarari Tjapaltjarri’s biography, The master from
Marnpi, are available at the Drill Hall Gallery.

Public events: see the Drill Hall Gallery website. Note
that a rare screening of Benny and the Dreamers is on
Monday 13 November and Professor Fred Myers from
New York is scheduled to speak on December 5.

Aunty Dr Matilda House-Williams is a proud Ngambri
(Kamberri) Wallabalooa (Ngunnawal) and Wiradyuri
Elder. You can learn more about Aunty Matilda on the
NAIDOC website.

Christopher Hodges, Utopia Art Sydney:
https://utopiaartsydney.com.au/

Papunya Tula Artists: https://papunyatula.com.au/

Drill Hall Gallery, Canberra: https://dhg.anu.edu.au/

Alec O’Halloran email: alec(@alecohalloran.com




