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INTRODUCTION

Peter Marralwanga (c. 1916–1987) was a dynamic influence in the development of painting 
at Maningrida in Arnhem Land from the time that he started bark painting in 1974. 
He interpreted the history of his art and inflected it with his unique style. His paintings 
were not simple reproductions of the impressive rock paintings of the area, nor were they 
ceremonial paintings. Rather, he developed a lively fusion of elements taken from multiple 
contexts of traditional arts. Marralwanga knew how to creatively meld these features to 
reveal the power of the original Ancestral beings, called Djang in the Kuninjku dialect.

This book will situate Marralwanga’s art in terms of his understanding of Country 
developed over a lifetime and explain how his wider recognition as an artist took hold. 
Marralwanga was a major exponent of the figurative art that has featured in western 
Arnhem Land for millennia and he was central in training other artists. Understanding 
his work also helps us to understand the potentialities of the regional style and techniques 
used by multiple other peers. The places that Marralwanga depicted in his barks recur in 
different formats in contemporary paintings, so this book is also of lasting significance 
in understanding the work of a new generation.

Kuninjku speakers distinguish a creation period at the beginning of time, Nayuhyungki, 
the time when Djang made the Country. Djang emerged from the earth and gave the 
land its form as one aspect of their journeying. They placed species in their habitats and 
made the Ancestors of present-day Aboriginal humans, called bininj, and placed them 
in certain clan lands. This Country became their home or kunred. At some locales, the 
Djang re-entered the earth to make waterholes where they now reside with the Rainbow 
Serpent, Ngalyod. These places radiate their continued power. The spirits of the old 
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people, Dabbarrabbolk, Ancestors of present-day people, now congregate with the Djang 
at these waterholes in their lands. We have come to understand such religious belief as 
the ‘Dreaming’ although each Aboriginal language group has their own terms for similar 
deities and the distinctive trajectories of their creative activities.

Marralwanga wanted to protect these places. These are places that people approach with 
great reverence. They call out to the spirits to introduce visitors and ensure they meet no 
harm. These places, the Djang and the spirits feature in all the ceremonies. They are the 
focal points of religious life.

Figures of power
Marralwanga’s Country comprises one of the great art galleries of the world. The first 
paintings in western Arnhem Land have been dated to 27,000 years before the present 
(David et al. 2017). The whole of the escarpment region is extensively painted with a 
progression of styles that reflect cultural change in association with major climate variation 
and landscape transformation. Figurative painting styles have developed over millennia and 
strong iconographies exist for the representation of different species and named mythical 
beings. Research with community participation is revealing ever more of the diversity 
of this corpus. The art represents some of the finest ever in human achievement and, 
at Kakadu National Park, which adjoins Arnhem Land to the west, the rock art is a major 
component of its world heritage status.

Painting on bark is continuous with this broader context. People painted on bark houses 
in similar ways to the paintings on rock. Collections of early barks were made precisely 
to document this broader tradition. Collections by early researchers inspired a collector’s 
market and commercial sales eventually developed (Taylor 1996; Geissler 2017).

Sales of bark paintings were hard won, particularly during the early years through to the 
1970s. There was strong investment in explicating the religious significance and aesthetics 
from anthropologists such as A. P. Elkin, Ronald and Catherine Berndt, and Karel Kupka 
who worked through the 1950s and 1960s to convince gallerists that bark paintings were 
not primitive curios (Taylor 1996; Geissler 2017). Ron Berndt described the paintings 
as ‘contemporary art’ – in the sense that they should not be equated with the European 
palaeolithic in the manner of earlier primitivist writers. He applied principles of cultural 
relativism to liken Aboriginal artists with Western artists in their concern to make works 
of great value (Berndt 1964). However, while the social and cultural setting of Western 
artists was comparatively well understood, Berndt felt that exhibitions of bark paintings 
required additional explanation to contextualise the religious inspiration of Aboriginal 
artists and thereby balance audience understanding. His view was that anthropologists 
could contribute to the work of art historians in developing Aboriginal art appreciation. 
Indeed, anthropologists and linguists have continued to work with art galleries to assist 
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in filling out the stories of this important art. In addition to such activity, the federal 
government entered with marketing support through the creation of Aboriginal Arts and 
Crafts Pty Ltd in 1971, and subsequent support through the Australia Council for the 
Arts. A critical nexus of relations between artists, advisers, researchers and arts personnel 
grew and, by the 1980s, Australian, and world, audiences were responding.

Even in the early 1980s, it was not obvious that Aboriginal art would become a central 
component of the cultural life of the nation. For example, the Australian National Gallery 
(ANG, now National Gallery of Australia [NGA]) originally did not collect Aboriginal 
work since this was considered the province of museums (Morphy 2008, 189; McLean 
2011, 35–6). However, in the absence of the development of a national museum in the 
late 1970s, it began collecting Aboriginal work, including the Yirawala collection, for 
its Department of Primitive Art (Philp 2007). This department was renamed Arts of 
Aboriginal Australia, Oceania, African and Pre-Columbian America immediately prior 
to the opening of its new building in October 1982. The opening exhibit included bark 
paintings. The very first exhibit of Australian art also had a rare inclusion of two bark 
paintings by Djawa adjacent to a work by Margaret Preston (McLean 1998, 121). Preston 
was an artist who had taken important steps to educate herself about Aboriginal art, 
including rock painting and bark painting from Arnhem Land, and to promote it as a 
means of constructing a distinctive Australian modernism. Yet this first hang was replaced 
as it soon became obvious that there was a more complex relationship with colonialism 
that was required to be acknowledged. By 1984, there was a separate Department of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art at the NGA and a greater focus on collecting and 
exhibiting multiple works by individual named Aboriginal artists. Through this means, 
the variation in subject matter painted by individuals and their personal innovations 
became more obvious. 

Individual artists began travelling to Canberra to engage directly with the gallery and its 
audiences. For some, this was a totally new aspect of their arts career. By 1987, Director 
James Mollison of the NGA was comparing Maningrida artist Jack Wunuwun’s Barnumbirr, 
the Morning Star with Michelangelo’s Last Supper, not by labelling the bark contemporary 
art, but through an analogy between the two works in terms of the respective scope of form 
and content (Morphy 2008, 189–90). There was strong collaboration between researchers 
at The Australian National University and staff at the NGA that helped the formulation 
of collecting and exhibitions, particularly in respect to bark paintings. Community-based 
researchers and arts advisers added their expertise to these processes.

Changes in the appreciation of Aboriginal art at the NGA in the 1980s were indicative 
of a broader movement. An innovative move by Nick Waterlow, director of European 
Dialogue: The Third Sydney Biennale 1979, in association with Peter Yates, then of 
Ramingining Artists’ Cooperative, saw Aboriginal bark paintings by David Malangi, 
George Milpurrurru and Johnny Bunguwuy included for the first time alongside other 
Australian and international artists in this contemporary arts event (Crowley and 



PETER MARRALWANGA

4

Waterlow 1979; Beier 1979; Yates 1979; Mundine 2004, 35). The artists travelled to the 
event and photographs of them standing on the steps of the Art Gallery of New South 
Wales (AGNSW) by Penny Tweedie accompany the ‘commentary’ publication (Waterlow 
1979). Prior to the opening there was agitation to include equal representation of female 
artists, equal representation of Australian artists, community art representation and 
consideration of the different aesthetics that might be brought to the event by black artists 
among others. The agreed criterion for choosing Australian work was ‘how well it solves 
the problems it sets itself ’ and not the need to relate to some ‘European aesthetic’ (Binns 
et al. 1979, 4). Indeed, the point of having the exhibition in Sydney, as against other world 
cities, was to emphasise a decentred notion of art production (Waterlow 1979, 5).

While there were associated exhibitions and talks by Clive Evatt, Professor Ulli Beier, Geoff 
Bardon and Jenny Isaacs on Aboriginal art included in the full program, the issue of the 
inclusion of Aboriginal artists was largely passed over in the critical reception. However, 
London-based critic Michael Shepherd called the inclusion of Aboriginal artists ‘historic’ 
and ‘respectful’ (Shepherd 1979). Nancy Borlase noted that many of the European artists 
travelled to remote parts of the country and were as impacted by Aboriginal art as by the 
Australian landscape (Borlase 1979). The west German artist Nikolaus Lang wrote that his 
journey to the outback and visit to an Aboriginal mission had moved him deeply (Lang 
1979). The NGA purchased his resulting work sampling the earth colours of the Flinders 
Ranges in South Australia. Lang returned to Australia and collaborated with Aboriginal 
people in subsequent projects. Marina Abramovic and Ulay made a trip to the desert and 
were so intrigued that they returned in 1981 to develop a performance piece Nightsea 
Crossing: Gold Found by the Artists (Gardner and Green 2013). In 1983, they performed 
a related piece Nightsea Crossing (Conjunction) at Amsterdam’s Sonesta Koepelzaal in 
association with Charlie Tararu Tjungurray who had become a close friend. While these 
relationships were being developed with desert artists in the 1980s, a new arts adviser, 
Djon Mundine, was able to build on the relationships developed at this event and project 
the Ramingining bark painters to major prominence; at the same time, Nick Waterlow 
facilitated their involvement in subsequent contemporary art exhibitions.

Bernice Murphy’s choice of three Western desert canvases in the 1981 Australian Perspecta 
exhibition at AGNSW in Sydney was considered provocative. This event generated more 
pointed discussion about the inclusion of remote Aboriginal artists, not through lack 
of interest so much as a lack of resolution in debates about their meeting the criteria of 
‘contemporary’ art in a postmodern sense (McLean 1998, 2011, 39–40). However, the 
breakdown of centre–periphery models of contemporary art eventually cleared the way 
for broader recognition of the power, and diversity, of Aboriginal artistic expressions.

The flux of politics saw engagements with Indigenous peoples become a central issue of the 
Australian Bicentennial in 1988. In the years leading up to this event, major Australian art 
institutions revised their understanding of the place of Aboriginal art in their exhibits and 
renovated their collections (Myers 2002; Morphy 2008; McLean 2011; C. Green 2023). 
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Exhibition collaborations of the kind mentioned above for the NGA enhanced institutional 
practice. There was developing insight regarding the cultural background of innovation 
in Aboriginal art practices and critical review of art historical theories, leading to an 
expanded understanding of Australian art history. In his detailed research among Yolngu 
artists, Morphy (1991) was able to show that clan designs were reiterated across time, 
not as rote imagery, but as a pattern of ideas and intellectual templates that stayed true 
to Ancestral creation stories while facilitating individual creativity. This opened a space 
for consideration of the way that individual artists worked with, and extended, cultural 
tradition. Biographical accounts of individual inspiration joined with anthropological 
insights about the cultural education of artists to reveal the personal dynamics involved 
in the maintenance of cultural themes. The artists directly provoked change among their 
audiences: they saw inequity in the reception of their works and the need to educate 
outsiders about their culture, while their striking artworks produced transformative 
engagements over time (Morphy 1983, 2008).

Those who encountered the work of Marralwanga could see he was painting in an exciting 
way. His focus was on figurative work, and yet these were not simple hunting scenes. 
Waves of crosshatched infill flowed one way and then another. Rhythms of banding in one 
set of colours were contrasted with banding in other colours. The crosshatched patterns 
are called rarrk in the Kuninjku dialect and people also use such patterning in designs for 
the Mardayin ceremony, painted on the bodies of participants and upon sacred objects. 
Contrasting coloured dotting was brought in to create auras of power around the whole 
figure. Marralwanga developed a robust aesthetic, with relatively thick rarrk, not the hair-
thin linework of younger men. Here was an exciting collage of styles. Marralwanga was 
introducing the ceremonial aesthetic into his bark paintings made for sale.

Marralwanga told the arts adviser Peter Cooke (1981), then in the process of arranging 
his first solo exhibition, that the paintings were ‘half secret one, half ordinary one’. This 
is how he described his new fusion. He was not painting sacred Mardayin ceremonial 
paintings for the market so much as taking inspiration from them. Specifically, he was 
varying the colour sequencing and formats of crosshatching to suggest the radiance of 
Djang without imitating ceremonial patterns. He was judging his audience, helping them 
to understand that these images were not just animals, they were beings that were the 
focus of ceremonies. Yet he understood the designs of ceremony to be something separate 
– an ‘inside’ realm at remove from the uninitiated.

From this distance in time, it is fascinating to consider that the solo exhibition of 
Marralwanga’s art organised by Peter Cooke in 1981, with Mary Màcha in Perth, was the 
first by an Aboriginal artist in a commercial gallery since Albert Namatjira. Namatjira had 
commanded attention by addressing the settler’s introduced visual culture. Such irony 
was not lost on Marralwanga. He once laughingly referred to Western styles of painting as 
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‘Namatjira way’. Peter Cooke was prescient in understanding the dilemma. He could see 
what Marralwanga was doing, yet the market and major galleries were only on the cusp 
of similar appreciation.

Cooke’s catalogue for Marralwanga’s exhibition of 1981 was a gestetner publication of 
the Literature Production Centre of the Maningrida School, newly created to support 
bilingual teaching. The catalogue, slim, stapled and handmade, beautifully reproduces 
Marralwanga’s actual left handprint. The handprint frames the title, Marralwanga’s 
nickname, Djakku, or ‘left-handed’. Marralwanga personally signed his picture with 
a cross in each of the 240 copies. It is a work of care and love that speaks to an enthusiastic 
time when committed Balanda (Europeans or white Australians) supported Aboriginal 
independence in language, schooling and culture with whatever limited means of 
production they could muster. Cooke was struggling to educate the market and there 
is a stark contrast between his 1981 catalogue and the lavish, full-colour catalogues that 
introduce Aboriginal artists to the market four decades later.

Peter Cooke’s and Mary Màcha’s support for Marralwanga with a commercial solo 
exhibition is an important example of the way personnel in very remote arts centres can 
work with artists to develop groundbreaking projects. Arts projects deriving from local 
arts centres that introduce otherwise unknown Ancestral subjects, novel artistic forms or 
assemblies of disparate forms organised around cultural themes have had transformative 
effects in wider Australian cultural life and art institutional practices. The relationships of 
Marralwanga to the arts advisers Dan Gillespie and Peter Cooke are brought into focus here 
as successful associations that propelled Marralwanga to prominence. The governmental 
strategy of providing financial support to Maningrida Arts and Crafts, as one of many 
remote Aboriginal arts centres, facilitated growth of the organisation through the 1980s, 
enabling it to become a vital component of the national and international arts scene.

When I went to work with Marralwanga in 1982, I was interested to understand 
something of this dramatic art practice. My research supervisors Howard Morphy and 
Jon Altman had strong knowledge of bark painting and helped to guide me to western 
Arnhem Land. Once established at Marrkolidjban, I learned that Marralwanga had grown 
up in circumstances where painting on the surface of rocks was a familial activity and that 
he learned to paint in this way himself. His childhood involved having the great variety 
of figurative paintings interpreted by his father and other senior people. Some Djang 
made paintings as they merged into rock (Kennedy 2016, 62; Garde 2004, 110). Other 
paintings were made by the succession of relatives who had lived in that place. Learning 
about art was one important way that he learned about Country and its spiritual and 
historical associations. In painting on rock, he inscribed his own identity with these places, 
marking his visitation as he travelled. As a feature of moving to live in multiple locales, 
he also learned how to find sustenance in a variety of ecologies. When he travelled further 
across western Arnhem Land to attend ceremonies, he was taught more about Country, 
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and how the different formats of ceremonial paintings related to important places. He was 
taught about the interaction of Djang across a vast and environmentally diverse area. 
Later, his bark paintings became touchstones of his life course.

More than this, Marralwanga was taught about a vital, hidden realm of Ancestral creativity 
that exists inside Country. To talk of ‘landscape’ in the Western sense is to focus on the 
visible shell of the world and omit all the Ancestral life that exists within it. As Kuninjku put 
it, we only see the ‘outside’. Understanding of the ‘inside’, which is restricted knowledge, 
comes through tuition.

The source of Marralwanga’s creativity was this complex understanding. Marralwanga 
would regularly teach his children to paint, and they adopted techniques much like his 
own. The process progressively revealed the ‘inside’ aspects of the world. For Marralwanga, 
the paintings attest to his knowledge about this religious realm and prove his rights to 
land. By painting Djang, artists have a role in raising a younger generation to have respect 
for original creation by these beings.

Marralwanga also wanted to show Balanda what Djang meant to him. Through watching 
Marralwanga and others paint, I came to understand more of these cultural themes as well 
as the individual aspects of artistic interpretation.

Evaluation of art from a local perspective has eroded Western monolithic conceptions 
of art appreciation. Australia has moved away from considering the value of Aboriginal 
art through the lens of old histories of world primitive arts or its influence on white 
Australian art. Australian arts institutions now recognise the need to engage more seriously 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists to develop culturally informed exegeses 
on artists’ motivations, the social relationships between artists, their precursors and 
apprentices, and the cultural ramifications of the subject matter of the work.

Marralwanga is now understood as a central figure in local schemas of art history at 
Maningrida and gallerists understand his important role (Caruana 1989; Perkins 2004; 
National Museum of Australia 2013; Bullock 2018). He was one of the bark painters 
that the NGA chose to collect from the mid-1980s to adequately represent his creative 
personal style.

In developing an understanding of the relatively recent phase of western Arnhem Land 
art, consideration of the interrelations between Yirawala (c. 1897–1976), Marralwanga 
(1917–1987) and John Mawurndjul (1952–2024) are enormously important. These 
three artists from different generations explored the conjunction of figurative form with 
ceremonial patterning in dynamic ways. Their innovations are a core part of the history 
of the art form.
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Yirawala is perhaps the best-known western Arnhem Land artist of the early stage 
of marketing bark paintings. He painted for many collectors and included paintings of 
ceremonial subjects for the anthropologist Karel Kupka in the late 1950s and for Sandra 
Le Brun Holmes in the 1960–70s. Examples of both sets of work are now held at the 
NGA (Kupka 1965, 1972; Holmes 1972, 1992).

Professor of Anthropology A. P. Elkin supported the first solo exhibition of Aboriginal 
bark painting by Yirawala at the University of Sydney in 1971. That year, Yirawala was 
appointed a Member of the Order of the British Empire and was also awarded the Medallion 
of the Committee of International Co-operation in Art, an honour that had previously 
been bestowed on several leading Australian artists. Holmes’s books detail Yirawala’s desire 
to create a ‘Yirawala Museum’ of his ceremonial works and his activism to establish a small 
community on his own lands at Marrkolidjban. In Arnhem Land, Yirawala was a leading 
ceremonial participant, and he tutored Marralwanga in the creation stories of Country 
and of ceremony.

Yirawala’s paintings are relatively small, at the same scale as body paintings on a human 
chest. Small paintings were common among other artists at the time. Some of Yirawala’s 
paintings comprise examples of geometric body paintings worn in the Mardayin 
ceremony and yet, to illustrate the relevant creation stories, he also showed creator beings 
in animal form wearing these designs. Yirawala wanted to distinguish such paintings 
from the more prosaic hunting scenes that were commonly produced in western Arnhem 
Land. The continuity between his geometric paintings and figurative work was a means 
of emphasising the importance of the subject matter, showing his audiences that his 
subjects were the major Ancestral beings. Similarly, he painted complicated scenes with 
decorated human dancers engaged in ceremonial events emulating the original activities 
of the creator beings. When considered as a whole, Yirawala’s life’s work is a tour de force 
expression of the religious life of western Arnhem Land.

Mawurndjul, a senior artist of the current period, was originally trained by his brother 
Jimmy Njiminjuma and by his father-in-law Marralwanga. Mawurndjul took bark 
painting to new heights of recognition with his inclusion in multiple Australian and 
international exhibitions of contemporary art. He won the Clemenger Contemporary Art 
Award at the National Gallery of Victoria in 2003. Two years later, a major retrospective 
of his art, <<rarrk>> John Mawurndjul: Journey through Time in Northern Australia, was 
held at the Tinguely Museum in Basel (Kaufmann 2005). A forum of influential European 
and Australian curators was held in conjunction with the exhibition to discuss the issue 
of cross-cultural art history and appreciation (Volkenandt and Kaufmann 2009). Soon 
after, in 2006, a ceiling mural designed by Mawurndjul, based on his innovative style of 
crosshatching, was incorporated into the building of the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris 
(Taylor 2022). In Australia, a personal retrospective, John Mawurndjul: I Am the Old and 
the New, was held at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, in 2018. This exhibition 
travelled to art galleries across the country. The catalogue, and related permanent website, 
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meticulously documents Mawurndul’s extensive engagement with art world events 
in Australia and overseas and his rise in fame, particularly through the late 1980s into 
the first decade of the twenty-first century (Bullock 2018). Throughout this art world 
acclaim, Mawurndjul acknowledged that previous experiments with ceremonial designs 
in the figurative art of Yirawala and his father-in-law Marralwanga were important to his 
own development (Mawurndjul 2004, 2005).

Mawurndjul became familiar with world art galleries and produced much larger work 
than previous generations. He explored the potential of figurative expression in a variety 
of ways and ultimately moved to geometric compositions. His geometric work resembles 
scaled-up body paintings used in the Mardayin ceremony, although he leaves out important 
elements and moves away from formal symmetry to emphasise the distinctiveness of his 
new compositions. While not conforming to the grids familiar in Mardayin, Mawurndjul 
wields more complex arrangements of varying form to achieve an overall dynamic balance. 
The work is generated out of an underlying understanding of the way that paintings 
are used to convey meaning in ceremony, such as the relationships between important 
Djang, and yet steers away from depicting actual ceremonial designs. Local audiences can 
appreciate this distinction.

Over approximately six decades, the change from anthropological support to promotion 
within the contemporary art world tells us much about audience reception of this art form. 
At first it was important for audiences to understand that bark painting was more than 
rote traditionalist expression, but, instead, was a means to speak to the broader world and 
establish the terms of a more respectful engagement around Aboriginal cultural and religious 
diversity. In more recent decades, anthropological techniques have been important to help 
audiences see the experimentation of individual artists and their influence on others within 
local contexts. The experimentation in Mawurndjul’s art has now been readily acknowledged, 
yet the innovation in Yirawala’s and Marralwanga’s art is more subtle, requiring context and 
understanding to be drawn out. As Mawurndjul acknowledged, the experimentation of the 
current generation is prefigured in the older artists’ work. Living a generation before his 
son-in-law, Mawurndjul, Marralwanga shows us how figurative and geometric modes of 
representation can be variously combined in imaginative ways.

Of these three important artists, the experimentation and influence of Marralwanga’s life 
and work is currently the least explored. Marralwanga was steeped in techniques of figurative 
painting that are thousands of years old. His creative elaboration of the inside of his figures 
could be described as relatively recent examples of the ‘x-ray’ techniques that are common 
in western Arnhem Land (Taylor 1996, 2019). Similarly, the creation of figures that 
amalgamate multiple body forms, such as ‘transformational’ representations of the Rainbow 
Serpent, have a very deep history (Taylor 1990, 1996). Seen from the perspective of the 
individual, Marralwanga’s tuition, personal innovation and influence reveal, in microcosm, 
social processes that are also at the heart of the history of bark painting and underlie the 
stylistic consistency, and change, evidenced in so many generations of rock painting.
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These days, Kuninjku artists at Maningrida rarely paint in a figurative manner. 
The influence of the success of Mawurndjul has been such that most artists now paint 
in the geometric format they call ‘Mardayin way’ (Taylor 2008). Entanglements with 
Western understandings of modernism, combined with a developing appreciation of 
Aboriginal ceremonial arts, have fostered a market that favours geometric art. Marralwanga 
and Mawurndjul were inspired in different ways by features of the Mardayin ceremony 
and their creativity took different tracks. However, they painted the same Ancestral places, 
since figurative and geometric representation are alternate cultural means of representing 
the same Djang. This analysis of Marralwanga’s art investigates the figurative tradition; 
however, the stories have wider ramifications for understanding the content of the work 
of contemporary artists of the region.

Return to Country
Painting for the market sustains the artist’s connection with the land in two ways. 
Marralwanga’s reiteration of Djang expressed a religious orientation, and paintings of 
Djang became more pointed in the context of growing political awareness about the 
threats to landowners’ rights. For Marralwanga, and his children, the income made 
from painting also rekindled an engagement with Country through what has become 
known as the outstation movement of the 1970s. Marralwanga established Marrkolidjban 
outstation in 1973 and painted for the market as a means of supporting his family’s relative 
independence from the lifestyle expressed in the town of Maningrida. Marralwanga was 
participating in a movement that was broad-based in Arnhem Land and the story of 
outstation development became entwined with an accelerated engagement with painting 
among many of his peers.

Marralwanga’s involvement in bark painting came late in life, most of which he lived 
beyond the settler frontier. He had close family, such as Yirawala, Bob Balirrbalirr Dirdi, 
Thompson Yulidjirri Narrongolki, Crusoe Kuningbal and Bob Wanurr Namunjdja, who 
had much more experience of settlement life. These men started their painting careers 
earlier, since painting was well established as a way of earning income, particularly at 
missions and, later, at government settlements. Marralwanga had only briefly visited these 
larger communities. He was a teen before he paid a short visit to the mission at Oenpelli, 
now called Gunbalanya (Kunbarlanja in Kunwinjku) (Figure 1.1). Later, he lived there 
with his young family for about a year in 1949–50. As he said, he learned ‘a few Hallelujah 
songs’, worked hard in the vegetable gardens and in stock work. He also used to stay for 
short periods at Goulburn Island Mission, Maranboy tin mine (for trade) and Croker 
Island Mission.
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In 1963–73, he lived at Maningrida, but he did not like it (see Figure 1.2). He was 
encouraged to move there because some of his children needed to stay in town to receive 
medical treatment for leprosy. However, life at Maningrida was very regimented in the 
1960s. The crowding of many language groups that had once lived in a more dispersed 
way led to fighting. Schooling for his children was fraught by bad relations with teachers 
and children from other language groups. Marralwanga first started making art and craft 
at this time to supplement his income, although he did not receive strong encouragement. 
There was little to keep him in the town, and he often left to find fresh bush food for his 
family. He could simply walk back to the rich floodplains near Marrkolidjban at any time.

Assimilation-era policies enacted in places like Oenpelli and Maningrida required 
people to move to the towns for the dispensing of health and education services, and 
the preparation of adults for paid employment. For many groups in Arnhem Land, this 
relocation severely impacted their autonomy and undercut important cultural values. 
The increased population in the towns and shortfall in appropriate servicing meant that 
conditions quickly became unbearable.

A few smaller communities started because missionaries realised that some Aboriginal 
families did not wish to move from their lands. The establishment of airstrips and the 
delivery of supplies by air to these families became an alternative model of development. 
In Arnhem Land, Rev. Harold Shepherdson worked from missions at Milingimbi and 
Elcho Island to service areas in the north-east from the late 1940s (Peterson and Myers 
2016). In 1967–68, Oenpelli Mission Superintendent Alf Wilson used his plane to help 
establish Gumarderr (hereafter Kumadderr) and, later, Table Hill (hereafter Kurrukkurrh) 
(Cole 1975, 86). Marralwanga participated in both these early developments, which 
helped him to move back to lands that he knew well.

At Maningrida, Superintendent John Hunter was fully appreciative of the worsening 
conditions in the town. He facilitated smaller, family-based, or language-based, 
communities, the first being a garden community for Gun-nartpa and Burarra people on 
the Cadell River in 1968 (Haynes 2020, 51). Soon after, Kuninjku speakers purchased 
their own vehicles with cash from training allowances and welfare payments (which, from 
1969, were paid to individuals rather than town administrators) and returned to Mumeka 
on the Mann River in 1971 (Altman and Hinkson 2007b, 186). By 1973, Marralwanga 
had moved from outstations serviced by Oenpelli Mission to Marrkolidjban, which was 
serviced through Maningrida. The activity of Dan Gillespie and Peter Cooke supporting 
art and craft through Maningrida, as opposed to the relative lack of support by the mission 
at this time, was a key factor in his later success. The outstation also provided his large 
family with more autonomy, was rich in natural resources and enabled him to protect 
important Djang and ceremonial locales.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Outstations are small settlements, often comprising only a few houses, that have been made 
at some distance from service centres based in the more populous Arnhem Land towns. 
The term is borrowed from the Australian cattle industry, in which, to facilitate working on 
country that is distant from the main homestead, camps – or outstations – are established. 
Aboriginal outstations rarely comprise more than 40 people and are often situated in very 
remote locales to which the families have a strong connection. In the early 1970s, this 
movement became a flood back to traditional lands in Arnhem Land and elsewhere in the 
Northern Territory (Blanchard 1987; Peterson and Myers 2016). The federal government 
eventually assisted with small grants to build limited infrastructure, such as bores and 
windmills, purchase vehicles, secure radios for communications and buy tin for housing. 
Over the years, some communities developed schooling facilities, ablution blocks, solar 
power and more permanent housing. The initial movement was a practical expression 
of Aboriginal understandings of land rights even before such a law had been formulated 
in Australian legal terms.

At Maningrida, motivated Balanda living in the town established an outstation resource 
centre and arranged mobile servicing to help these decentralised communities thrive. From 
1979, this centre became the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation (Bond-Sharp 2013; 
Gillespie and Cooke 2019). Beyond welfare payments, the outstation communities had 
little financial means and life involved hunting and gathering for fresh food. Staples, such 
as flour, tea and sugar, were purchased (Meehan and Jones 1980; Altman 1987). Although 
outstation infrastructure was relatively permanent, families often decamped to even more 
remote locales as food supplies came into season or to join with other groups for ceremony. 
The resource centre was required to be constantly connected with these communities 
and two-way radio communication was the standard of the time. The outstation resource 
centre also coordinated with health and education departments to develop matching 
decentralised services.

In this context, painting for the market became vitally important for earning discretionary 
income. Unlike other kinds of employment, bark painting was cultural work that 
supported, and fitted around, other cultural activities and could be conducted at 
outstations. Art centre activity naturally folded in with outstation resource centre activity 
(Altman 2004a).

It was also a time of incursions by mining companies at the Gove Peninsula near Yirrkala 
in the east and at Nabarlek and Jabiru to the west. In 1971, the Gove land rights case 
failed to recognise Aboriginal rights over land in Australian law and to stop bauxite 
mining on Yolngu lands. This greatly concerned Aboriginal groups and other Australians 
nationwide. Soon after, in early 1972, Prime Minister William McMahon announced the 
demise of assimilation; however, he failed to address the issue of land rights. As a result, 
the Aboriginal Tent Embassy was set up outside Parliament House in Canberra to draw 
attention to this issue among many others. The Whitlam Labor government, elected later 
that year, was cognisant of the political import of Aboriginal land rights and brought in 
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policies of self-determination for Aboriginal people. Justice Woodward was charged with 
conducting an enquiry into land rights to recommend appropriate legislation and began 
gathering evidence. He held meetings at Maningrida in 1973 and discussed interests 
in Country. These meetings helped to galvanise the return to Country already in train 
(Meehan and Jones 1980). The prime minister and other ministers visited Maningrida to 
understand local priorities for development. Maningrida outstations gained support as an 
example of self-determination.

Marralwanga worked to establish a few outstations with other families, although he 
eventually established Marrkolidjban outstation and settled more permanently there  in 
lands he had traversed constantly in earlier years. Marrkolidjban was situated on the track 
that had been forged between Oenpelli and Maningrida and on a tributary of the Liverpool 
River close to Yirawala’s clan lands. When Marralwanga was young, Yirawala had toured it 
with him and revealed its Djang. As a senior ritual custodian, he had six wives and a large 
family and the relatively sedentary life at the outstation required him to work hard to 
support their multiple needs (see Appendix 1).

Marralwanga was revered by Kuninjku as a ceremonial leader and, when I lived with 
him in 1982 and 1983, he was constantly involved in negotiations to attend and deliver 
ceremonial performances. He was a knowledgeable singer and painter who understood the 
Djang associations of many lands (Figure 1.3). As a Yirridjdja moiety man, he was a senior 
djungkay, or ceremonial manager, in regional performances of the Duwa moiety Kunabibi. 
He was a key member of the owning group, or kidjdjarn, who dance the Yirridjdja moiety 
ceremony Yabburdurrwa. He was also one of very few who could stage a Lorrkkon, which 
involves both Duwa and Yirridjdja dancers. He was involved in the inside negotiations for 
the inheritance of important ceremonial items, such as Mardayin objects during mortuary 
ceremonies even though major performances of this ceremony had ceased, and he took 
a lead role in funerals and associated purification ceremonies. He would call the power 
words of multiple regional clans at crucial stages in these ceremonies. As a singer, he had 
a wonderful sonorous voice and considerable range. He often brought joy to the whole 
camp by breaking into song. On occasion, I saw him carve message sticks to be conveyed 
to distant groups to call them to the ceremony. He was a middleman in the trade of 
important items, such as paired boomerangs, used as clapsticks in ceremony, and bamboo 
spears from the Barunga area to the south. He also had to negotiate the movements of his 
large family so that they could assist him in these tasks.



Figure 1.3: David Milaybuma and Peter Marralwanga with 
Jimmy Birriyula, sitting behind with didjeridu, and children 
painted for dancing when filming for the 1982 launch of the 
Australian 27c stamp featuring David Milaybuma’s bark 
painting of Mimih singers, Marrkolidjban.
Source: Photograph by author.



PETER MARRALWANGA

16

Marralwanga commanded respect and could be very hard-edged if he needed to be. 
Indeed, this is the social role of ceremonial managers: to maintain order. They can be 
seen carrying a spearthrower and are sometimes called djamun or ‘policemen’ as a mark 
of their status in managing the dangerous, mandjamun powers wielded in ceremony. 
He was tall and strong and had a reputation as a skilled fighter and hunter. Many of 
his children developed a similarly firm manner. Respect came from other people who 
knew Marralwanga’s ceremonial status and were obliged to him in the complex webs of 
reciprocity that ceremonies entail. He was also admired in the 1970s and 1980s for the 
way he had stayed living on Country, and caring for it, while many of his contemporaries 
had moved to settle in the surrounding towns. This was a reversal of the social positioning 
apparent during the assimilation era.

In his later life, Marralwanga tried to be inclusive and benign in ensuring even social 
relations at ceremony and in public contexts. He banned alcohol at Marrkolidjban and 
any vehicles that transported it along the road were told to keep going away from the 
camp. He often made public speeches in his own language, never English, about the need 
for families and communities to work together. He joined with some of his children in 
Christian Fellowship singing at night. With more than 30 children, there were disputes 
about equal access to resources and he was required to exercise a generosity of spirit in 
negotiating their many needs.

All the while, the infrastructural necessities of the outstation of Marrkolidjban had to 
be met. Art was required to be sold, welfare cheques cashed, food purchased, water 
reticulated, trucks had to be kept running and the two-way Codan radio needed a 
charged battery to make calls to the town. The intense work of painting sometimes gave 
Marralwanga splitting headaches; if he could not source any Panadol, he would resort 
to binding his head tightly with bush string. Balanda concerns that his children should 
attend the centralised school and engage with the curriculum of the Australian state were 
difficult to manage, although Marralwanga asked for a school to be built at Marrkolidjban 
(Maningrida Mirage, 2 August 1974). The Balanda involved worked hard so that these 
activities might flourish. One innovation saw designated outstation teachers, such as 
Jan Cooke, staying through the week with his family at the outstation. Marralwanga 
encouraged his wife Peggy Mayurlmar, the youngest of his six wives, to take on the role 
of teacher’s aide. Service delivery from Maningrida to outstations required complicated 
logistics that included multi-party coordination, arduous packing of food and supplies 
(and art on the return journey), driving miles of serpentine dirt tracks with tricky river 
crossings, flights to runways of uncertain quality, or sea and river navigations complete 
with stinging jellyfish, sharks and massive crocodiles. Eventually, a ‘two-way’ lifestyle 
developed in Arnhem Land based on reciprocal empathy between the parties involved. 
Respect and trust across cultures were essential to the success of all these ventures.
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1. INTRODUCTION

New lives, new pressures
We need to understand this engagement with Country and ceremony and its flow into 
the outstation movement to explain Marralwanga’s art. Part of the purpose of this book 
is to show how Marralwanga’s creativity is intimately linked with a history of a life spent 
on Country, and that Marralwanga’s broad repertoire of Djang subjects relate to cultural 
knowledge developed beyond the frontier of the settlements. This knowledge gave him 
an important status, and his paintings were an extension of this identity. However, 
Marralwanga’s success as a bark painter also required strong, culturally informed assistance 
from Maningrida and the support of major Australian arts institutions. He rose to achieve 
notoriety very late in his life and this success passed on to succeeding generations influenced 
by him. Chapter 5 details how some of his children established new outstations on their 
Country and became painters themselves.

In 1996, I was able to describe the circumstances of a thriving generational transfer of 
cultural knowledge among Kuninjku because of government policies that were supportive 
of remote Aboriginal circumstance (Taylor 1996). Australian Government policy 
was relatively benign in the period up until 2007. At this point the situation changed 
(Taylor 2012).

Marralwanga’s children and grandchildren now struggle to maintain his patrimony. 
In a major turnaround, the Northern Territory National Emergency Response Act 2007, 
also known as the Northern Territory Intervention, and subsequent national and state 
legislation, positions outstation life in remote Australia as a problem, and some cultural 
traits as a barrier to Aboriginal development. Such legislation involves the re-establishment 
of a more sedentary existence at Maningrida and a proliferation of associated neo-
assimilationist policies and programs.

The punitive mechanisms used to assure engagement with these programs have had tragic 
impacts on social life and outstation residency. Community-controlled organisations 
have been disempowered, funding has been withdrawn from outstation housing and 
infrastructure, and income management is used to control personal spending and tie 
people to town-based stores. Although some welfare payments are now associated with 
compulsory training programs, there are few permanent jobs available at Maningrida. 
There is a renewed focus on English language schooling in the Maningrida school, with 
reward systems for attendance and financial penalties for non-attendance. Heightened 
policing to ensure compliance with Western law can result in incarceration for relatively 
minor infringements. Surveillance by child welfare agencies identifies children ‘failing 
to thrive’ and involves removals from family to foster homes outside the community. 
The world-famous Kuninjku artist John Mawurndjul ceased painting from 2011 to 2015 
partly because of the impact of these policies, which, as detailed in Chapter 5, have also 
perplexed Marralwanga’s children (Altman 2016, 2018c).
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The new agenda holds out fictional prospects for Aboriginal people in the mainstream 
economy and is blind to Aboriginal connections with Country; it is also blind to the 
history of failed development proposals of the assimilation era for remote Australia (Rowse 
1998; Folds 2001; Altman and Hinkson 2007a; Taylor 2012; Morphy and Morphy 2013). 
Problems in towns like Maningrida primarily stem from decades of under-resourcing 
and misaligned governmental policies rather than the supposed harms of local cultural 
proclivity. While the new measures are at odds with fundamental Aboriginal values, 
there is a question as to whether governments deliberately intend these new measures to 
erode local cultural frameworks. By weighing the evidence provided by politicians and 
government agencies in justifying the Intervention and subsequent legislation, Altman 
has argued that such policies meet Raphael Lemkin’s definition of ‘cultural genocide’ 
(Altman 2018a).

While some of these policies have been slightly ameliorated over time, heavy-handed social 
engineering fails to discern important accomplishments achieved in previous decades. 
One might have thought that the advent of well-serviced outstation life and the associated 
invigoration of the arts industry were success stories in Indigenous affairs, yet current 
government policy is ambivalent on this point.

The Australian Government’s Office for the Arts still funds Indigenous arts centres based 
in towns on the understanding that a relatively small subsidy to employ a community 
arts adviser in a regional hub is multiplied through the employment of hundreds of 
artists in the surrounding area. The Aboriginal Arts Board funds innovative project work 
knowing it brings vivacity to the national arts scene, enhances visitation experiences at 
institutions and builds tourism. In addition, the Department of Climate Change, Energy, 
the Environment and Water, and the National Indigenous Australians Agency recognise 
that ecological services provide an innovative economic model for very remote Aboriginal 
areas, and therefore support ranger programs established on Aboriginal lands volunteered 
by communities for conservation.

These arts and ecological servicing activities emphasise the value of distinct Aboriginal 
attachments to land and support productive futures in very remote areas where there 
are patent structural impediments to normal employment growth. However, these 
measures are undercut by a lack of support for living on Country and by mainstream 
town development, health, education and training programs that attack distinctive 
Aboriginal concerns.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Country and arts excellence
Our appreciation of Aboriginal art cannot neglect the fact that the artist’s connection to 
Country is the ultimate wellspring of creativity. Thus, this book about Marralwanga’s art 
is also an important case study about the way that connection to Country interweaves 
with excellence in the arts. Marralwanga and many other artists of his generation were 
invigorated by the return to Country. New and exciting work was stimulated by the stories 
for Djang and through understanding that the energies of Djang persist within the 
pulsating rhythms of the natural world. Outstations were sited near these Djang sources 
of power and life to protect them. The stories were shared with the succeeding generation 
who would take responsibility for looking after these places. In turn, major exhibitions 
featuring this work travelled the world revealing the importance of a distinctive ‘Australian’ 
cultural production. Through this means, the creative energy flowing from these remote 
locales contributed to a broader national exuberance.

To facilitate this understanding, marketing should involve the provision of a ‘story’ for 
the work. Yet, without sufficient care and respect for the contextualisation, the story can 
become a very flat representation of the texture of the artist’s concerns. The art market 
has been known to readily accept a new aesthetic while downplaying the religion and 
politics that lie behind the work. What do we really understand of the Ancestral creation 
of Aboriginal lands, how this is honoured in ceremony and the motivations to bring 
these beings alive in art? The stories for paintings can present as a curious cultural fiction 
if we do not also elaborate and respect the wider ramifications of the artist’s religious 
orientation to life.

This book will map the broader context of Peter Marralwanga’s life in respect to his 
perceptions of a religious geography. Interpretations of the paintings must be woven into 
this broader skein, as the aesthetic of his paintings is entwined with his understanding 
of the power of Country. The works help to produce this understanding in others and 
pass it through the generations. This history and reconstruction of cultural context was 
developed through discussions with Marralwanga, his sons and others who knew him well. 

Chapter 2 introduces key cultural concepts and Marralwanga’s social identity. Chapter 3 
comprises an explanation of Marralwanga’s life provided by his son Ivan Louis Namirrkki, 
who is also a painter of renown. Chapter 4 is a detailed account of Marralwanga’s life 
and his attachment to people and places that I have assembled from fieldwork and from 
multiple historical sources. Marralwanga’s influence as an artist extended through his 
children and Chapter 5 identifies those who became painters and the subject matter of 
their work. Chapter 6 comprises a detailed analysis of Marralwanga’s art, focusing on his 
breadth of subject matter and creative techniques.



PETER MARRALWANGA

20

Understanding the relationship between Marralwanga and the places he painted, as well 
as the broader picture of his family relationships and personal interactions with other 
senior people, provides insight into the whole context of his painting – his cultural form of 
activism and his striving to illuminate a religious orientation. Similarly, an investigation of 
his repertoire of subject matter reveals the religious dimension of a broad region of western 
Arnhem Land, the important creation stories that he learned during his life journey that 
are still painted by others.

Marralwanga is now considered one of Australia’s ‘Old Masters’ (National Museum 
of Australia 2013). Even today, audiences may find this appellation hard to conceive. 
This book provides an interpretation of how Marralwanga’s mastery was achieved.
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