
 

 

Painting Australia 

An exhibition of paintings on canvas from the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) 

Lands and paintings on bark from Buku-Larrnggay Mulka, Arnhem Land. 

Australia is known as a large and geographically diverse country. Less well-known is that its original 

peoples are as equally diverse as the land and this is reflected in their art. 

This exhibition presents a glimpse into Australia from an Aboriginal perspective. Aboriginal peoples 

have been living on the Australian continent continuously for more than 50,000 years. Through the 

numerous generations, they have handed down knowledge, traditions and ceremonies that are still 

practiced today. All of the art in this exhibition draws on this ancient and sacred knowledge. So not 

only does it offer us an insight into Australia; it provides us with a living link to the beginnings of 

humanity.  

However, the paintings are also unquestionably contemporary. They are infused with recent history 

(i.e. from 1788 onwards), politics and personal memories, making the interpretation multilayered 

with striking relevance beyond Australia. 

We’ll explore this rich and wonderful world through art from three of Australia’s leading Aboriginal 

owned and operated art centres: 

Buku-Larrnggay Mulka, located in Yirrkala community, Arnhem Land, Northern Territory 

Ninuku Arts, located in Kalka community, APY Lands, South Australia 

Tjala Arts, located in Amata community, APY Lands, South Australia 
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Great Southern land 

To give you a sense of distance between the communities, Yirrkala to Amata by road is 

approximately 2,300 kilometres and takes around 50 hours if the unsealed roads are not flooded.  

The trip between Amata and Kalka is only around 200 kilometres, but can take around 8 hours due 

to the conditions of the dirt roads.  

These areas are not readily accessible 

to the public, particularly in the APY 

Lands. Non-residents of the APY Lands 

require permits to visit the communities; 

Yirrkala does not require a permit if 

visitors come from nearby mining town 

of Nhulunbuy. 

Amata airstrip, looking towards the Musgrave 

Ranges. Photo: Galerie Zadra. 

These remote communities are Aboriginal territory where the local people are free to practice their 

traditional culture. These days, however, they are connected to high speed internet and telephone 

(with limited mobile reception), and widespread car ownership allows them to travel easily to visit 

family and attend cultural ceremonies. 

Apart from government funding, there is little to no industry in these remote communities. The 

distances from larger regional centres like Alice Springs or cities like Darwin and Adelaide, mean 

that art has become a very important means of generating a local economy. Art has also become 

very important in giving them a voice. Through art, many non-Aboriginal people are beginning to 

appreciate the depths and complexities of the world’s oldest living culture. 

A different way of seeing 

The majority of paintings from central Australia 

are aerial views of country. In one sense they 

are maps which document where significant 

land formations, water and vegetation can be 

found. There is no particular “right way up” to 

hang these works, although to an Aboriginal 

person, they can tell you where North is. 

Sand dunes and water holes after rain, northern SA. 

Photo Galerie Zadra. 

These paintings are also religious and legal 

documents that are linked to sacred ceremonial 

performances. The narratives contained in them 

are not mythological, as many Western writers 
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claim; the narratives are Tjukurpa – a multi-

layered Pitjantjatjara word that encapsulates 

religion, law, kinship and one’s relation to 

country. Each language group has its own 

word for this concept but for the purposes of 

this essay, we’ll use the Pitjantjatjara word. 

A dry river in the Musgrave Ranges, South Australia. 

Photo Galerie Zadra. 

Tjukurpa lives and breathes; it is 

simultaneously past, present and future 

combined – everywhen. For Aboriginal people, 

everything that is to be known in the future is 

already known, because it was given by the 

Ancestor Spirits and this knowledge is in the 

Tjukurpa. What was important 50,000 years 

ago is still important now. 

Aesthetics of desert and sea 

Most artists are able to depict their particular Tjukurpa according to their own artistic style, although 

regional and community similarities are common. In some communities the use of colour is 

governed by religious practices; in others the artists have free reign. 

Traditionally artists from the desert regions drew directly into sand with their fingers or sticks, or 

created large-scale land drawings using coloured sands, ochre or stones. Body painting uses 

ochres and charcoal, with each colour carrying a symbolic meaning. The most sacred colour is red – 

the colour of blood and of senior men. Today, artists often work with acrylic paints on canvas, which 

gives them an unlimited palette.  

With the older artists in particular, the paintings are often abstract maps of their Country. The 

colours depict variations in the landscape, while the line work might indicate the pathways travelled 

by the Ancestor Spirits, or major geographical formations like creeks, sand dunes or mountain 

ridges. 

Dotting is typical of the central and western desert regions, as this is how the original sand 

paintings were created. Dotting can also be used to obscure sacred symbols that should not be 

seen by the uninitiated. 

The paintings from Arnhem Land are entirely different. Much of the traditional art shares a visual 

similarity in that cross-hatching is widely used; however each tribe has its own particular style and 

rules that govern how the designs are to be depicted and who is allowed to paint them. The styles 

used by each artist are totemic and are often handed down by their father or mother. 

The elders at Yirrkala are very traditional and adhere strictly to the laws about the use of coloured 

ochres, which is collected locally. Each colour – black, white, yellow and red – has a religious 

meaning and to mis-use them is to invite trouble from the Ancestor Spirits. The younger generation 
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of artists, such as Djirrirra, engaged in a long process of negotiation with the elders to allow them to 

mix the ochres to create greys, pinks and soft yellows. This extension of their palette can be seen 

as a real innovation, as can the use of non-traditional supports like found metal, rubber and Perspex 

that is being more often used by the younger artists. 

 

Sand ripples in shallow water, Yirrkala. Photo: Buku-

Larrnggay Mulka. 

 

A detail from a bark painting by Buku-Larrnggay Mulka 

artist, Manini Gumana. Image: Galerie Zadra. 

 

Country and identity 

Aboriginal peoples’ belief in the ever-present Ancestor Spirits and adherence to the Tjukurpa, is the 

foundation of their identity. The Tjukurpa is linked to a specific land area, which Aboriginal people 

call Ngura in Pitjantjatara, or ‘Country’ in English. To speak of Country is to speak of the 

unbreakable bonds between the individual, their family (tribe) and the Tjukurpa that governs their 

life. It is a very different notion to the Western understanding of citizenship, nationhood or personal 

property ownership. The customary law of each Country can only be practiced and performed on 

the Country to which it belongs, by the people who belong there. It is not transferrable.  

Aboriginal people often talk of their Country owning them, whereas Westerners say they own the 

land and country in which they live. Aboriginal people often feel a sense of deep unease and 

dislocation when away from the Country. If an Aboriginal person ends up living on someone else’s 

Country as a result of marriage or government policy, s/he effectively has the status of ‘guest’ and 

therefore has no rights. 

This clash in a custodial versus proprietary approach to land has caused much conflict and 

misunderstanding since the colonisation of Australia in 1788. Through their art, however, Aboriginal 

people around Australia have found a powerful means to explain their culture, which in turn has had 

an impact on Australian politics. In this sense, these paintings are expressions of their ancient 

cultural heritage and contemporary political statements. 
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Mapping Country 

Flying over Australia reveals the way land is mapped in desert paintings. 

 

 
Aerial view of dry river beds and creeks in outback South Australia. 

 
Wawiriya Burton, Ngayuku Ngura – My Country, 2017, acrylic on linen, 122 x 198 cm. 
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TJALA ARTS 

Tjala Arts, located in Amata, is an Aboriginal owned and managed corporation that sells artwork on 

behalf of its members. Described by senior artist Nyurpaya Kaika as the “true heart of Amata 

Community”, the art centre is a professional artmaking studio where culture is celebrated by 

Anangu (Pitjantjatjara: people) of three generations on a daily basis. Artworks by Tjala Arts are held 

in many of State and National art institutions and museums across Australia and the world, as well 

as in high profile private collections in Australia and internationally. (Text supplied by Tjala Arts.) 

 

 

Wawiriya Burton with one of her paintings in the Painting Australia exhibition. Photo: Rhett Hammerton. 

 

 

Two women from Tjala Arts collecting Ultukunpa (Honey 

Grevillea), the plant which is depicted in Ruby 

Williamson’s paintings. Photo: Tjala Arts. 

 

Mona Mitakiki (right) and Naomi Kantjuriny working on 

a collaborative painting. Photo: Rhett Hammerton. 
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NINUKU ARTS 

Ninuku Arts, located in Kalka, is the most remote art centre in the APY Lands. It is a wholly-

Aboriginal owned and governed art centre which supports artists from two communities: 

Pipalyatjara and Kalka. Each have populations of around 100-150 Anangu and the majority are 

Pitjantjatjara speakers – Anangu simply means ‘people’ in Pitjantjatjara. Both communities are 

located in the far north-western corner of South Australia, near the tri-state border of South 

Australia, Western Australia and Northern Territory. The two communities, fourteen kilometres apart, 

are surrounded by the rolling, rocky hills of the Tomkinson. Ninuku is one of the smaller art centres 

in the APY Lands, but it is home to several renowned senior artists. (Text supplied by Ninuku Arts.) 

 

 
Samuel Miller with his painting for Painting Australia. Photo: Ninuku Arts. 

 

 

 

Samuel Miller’s painting stick and cleaning rag. Photo: 

Ninuku Arts. 

 

Samuel Miller in the studio at Ninuku. Photo: Ninuku Arts. 
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BUKU-LARRNGGAY MULKA 

Buku-Larrnggay Mulka Centre is the Aboriginal community-controlled art centre of Northeast 

Arnhem Land. It is located in Yirrkala, a small Aboriginal community approximately 700 km east of 

Darwin. The art centre has a primarily Yolngu (Aboriginal) staff to service Yirrkala and the 

surrounding twenty-five homelands within a radius of 200 km. 

In the 1960s, Narritjin Maymuru set up his own beachfront gallery from which he sold art that now 

graces many major museums and private collections. His vision of a Yolngu-owned business has 

now grown into a thriving business that exhibits and sells globally, with many of its artists’ work held 

in public collections internationally. 

The art centre name comprises two parts: Buku-Larrnggay –  “the feeling on your face as it is struck 

by the first rays of the sun” (i.e. facing East); and Mulka – “a sacred but public ceremony”. (Text 

supplied by Buku-Larrnggay Mulka.) 

 

 
Senior artist Nyapanyapa Yunupinu painting her nuwayak (bark painting). Photo: Buku-Larrnggay Mulka. 

 

 
Coast near Yirrkala. Photo: Buku-Larrnggay Mulka. 

 
Stringy bark eucalyptus trees from which bark is cut for 

making canoes and paintings. Photo: Buku-Larrnggay 

Mulka. 
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SPONSORS 

 

Macquarie is a diversified Australian financial group with global operations 

and offices in the world's major financial centres, with a 48-year record of 

unbroken profitability. 

Macquarie’s presence in Luxembourg is through its Macquarie Infrastructure 

and Real Assets division. 

Macquarie is also a high profile and active sponsor of major art events in 

Australia. Over its history, the Macquarie Group has built a significant art 

collection. 

m i ra f un ds . c o m 

 

Makers of special hand-produced Rieslings and Sekts since 1670, von Nell-

Breuning's wines have been enjoyed by the likes of Ludwig van Beethoven, 

Napoleon Bonaparte, the Russian Tsar, Queen Margarethe of Denmark, 

former French president François Mitterand, former German Chancellors 

Helmut Schmidt and Helmut Kohl, and former German federal president 

Richard von Weizsäcker. 

w e in gut -vo n- n e l l . d e  

ART APP PARTNER 

 

The itondo app lets you virtually hang any artworks on your own wall, to scale. 

Preview art live while you’re in front of your wall. Walk around to see the 

artwork from different angles. Or take some wall photos to try art on them 

anywhere, anytime. 

Powered by the best in Augmented Reality technology, itondo is the leading 

iOS AR mobile app for art. 

i t on do . c o m 

 


