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5
AN ARTISTIC FAMILY

Marralwanga had a large family and many of his children became painters. The children 
were taught to paint the same array of Djang, but they developed their own personal 
styles. A genealogy of Marralwanga’s wives and children, which includes the artists 
discussed below, is presented in Appendix 1. The family has broadened to grandchildren 
and a growing number of great-grandchildren for whom bark painting continues to be an 
important form of expression.

Part of the intention of this book is to reveal Marralwanga’s personal creativity in respect 
to the broader western Arnhem Land style. This chapter reveals specific aspects of painting 
that are shared – what we might describe as Kardbam clan cultural themes – including 
subject matter and techniques of painting. This is combined with personal innovative 
contributions that give dynamism to the art.

Most of Marralwanga’s children are now deceased. Life expectancy among Kuninjku, and 
all groups at Maningrida, is far lower than mainstream Australian populations. We have 
seen that recent changes in government policies demean the importance of outstation life 
and other key forms of cultural expression. Some of Marralwanga’s children have stated 
their deep frustration at these new circumstances.



PETER MARRALWANGA

106

Bill Birriyabirriya (1945–2014)
Marralwanga’s eldest son, Bill Birriyabirriya, became the senior landowner at Marrkolidjban 
outstation when Marralwanga died. Marrkolidjban itself grew as a community through 
the late 1980s and 1990s and was improved with a large school and new houses made 
of mudbricks produced by the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation’s mudbrick factory. 
Solar power was installed to power lights, fridges and water pumps. The installation of 
telephones and the provision of free calls ensured more reliable communications than the 
original two-way radio. Late in his life, Birriyabirriya educated many researchers, including 
myself, as well as linguists, archaeologists and ecologists about living on Kuninjku lands. 
Birriyabirriya’s children try to maintain the outstation today.

As a young boy in the early 1960s, Birriyabirriya was transferred to East Arm Leprosarium 
near Darwin and stayed there for a few years. When Maningrida developed enough for the 
disease to be treated locally, he returned home. While receiving his treatment at East Arm, 
he was provided a Western education and interacted with contemporaries, including his 
good friend David Milaybuma. On return to Maningrida, his father ensured that he was 
initiated to the full suite of major ceremonies.

Gillespie (1974) records that Birriyabirriya was employed as a tractor driver in Maningrida; 
however, when he moved to the outstation, he produced two bark paintings, which are 
now at the National Museum of Australia (NMA). Birriyabirriya told me that these were 
his first paintings.

Although Birriyabirriya was only an occasional artist, he produced excellent work, 
examples  of which exist in collections at The Australian National University (ANU), 
Art Gallery of South Australia (AGSA), National Gallery of Victoria (NGV) and NMA. 

His painting of the Barramundi Djang at ANU was purchased from the Aboriginal Art 
at the Top exhibition held at the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory 
(MAGNT) in 1982 where it hung alongside important work by his father (Cooke and 
Altman 1982). The work identifies Birriyabirriya as a Marrkolidjban landowner, since 
Barramundi is an important Djang. However, the style of his work is distinct to that of 
his father and Birriyabirriya explained to Peter Cooke (1981) that this was deliberate 
(Taylor 1996, 75–9).

The power of this painting is developed through a series of sharp radiating forms: 
the  spiky backbone, the spines of the dorsal fin and other fins around the body, and 
the strong bands of crosshatching that echo these and other elements in their sharp 
contrasts and directionality. With the regular bands of crosshatching, the work is more 
akin to that of David Milaybuma, who assisted him to paint, than that of his father. 
However, Birriyabirriya also distinguished himself from Milaybuma’s work by using four 
colours in the banding. As a very senior man, Birriyabirriya expressed his sense of relative 
autonomy to develop a personal style.
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John Dalngadalnga (1946–1998)
In the mid-1980s, John Dalngadalnga decided to move from Marrkolidjban and 
re‑establish Mankorlod outstation on his Country. This locale had been vacant since 
Wally Mandarrk had moved away and it was his father’s wish that Kardbam Country 
be protected and knowledge about its features and Djang be retained. Dalngadalnga 
received support to develop an airstrip and new mudbrick houses for several families. Like 
his father, Dalngadalnga possessed a forceful and capable character and he liaised with 
the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation for the outstation to be extensively developed. 
Ultimately, a school and women’s centre were also built.

Dalngadalnga was an occasional painter at Marrkolidjban in the early days and was recorded 
by Gillespie (1974) as creating some of the first work purchased at the new Marrkolidjban 
outstation. He rarely painted in ensuing years. However, his activity to revive Mankorlod 
prompted him to paint important Djang near the outstation (Altman 2001). Jon Altman 
holds a work entitled Mankorroboy: Lorrkkon Ceremony Ground (1995) that shows Djang 
from the region, including Ngalng (Freshwater Prawn), a hollow log coffin, the moon and 
a sacred palm tree. This work was included in the Outside In: Research Engagements with 
Arnhem Land exhibition at ANU’s Drill Hall Gallery in 2001. Dalngadalnga used a very 
rich black as the background to the work and rarrk is painted in even, box-like, segments 
in all four colours. The Queensland Art Gallery (QAG), Brisbane, owns another example 
of his painting of the Ngalng Djang from this locale that was painted at this time. 

Kay Lindjuwanga (1957–2024)
Kay Lindjuwanga rose to prominence through assisting her husband, John Mawurndjul, 
to paint, before being recognised in her own right. She lived with Mawurndjul at Mumeka 
until 1992 when they moved to Mawundjul’s new outstation at Milmilngkan.

Apolline Kohen (2004) records that women began bringing small barks of their own into 
the art centre in the early 1990s; however, it was not until the end of that decade that they 
were acknowledged as regular and important artists. Mawurndjul taught Lindjuwanga 
and their daughters, Anna and Semeria, to paint Mardayin-style paintings like his own.

Kohen encouraged Lindjuwanga to develop a more independent profile from the early 
2000s (Figure 5.1). She was included in group exhibitions and prepared a solo exhibition 
at the Aboriginal and Pacific Arts Gallery in Sydney in 2004. She won the Telstra Bark 
Painting Award at the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Awards at 
MAGNT in Darwin in 2004.
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Figure 5.2: Peter Marralwanga with uncompleted painting of Kinga  
he gifted to his son-in-law, John Mawurndjul, at Mumeka, 1980.
Source: Photograph by Jon Altman.

It is worth reiterating that Marralwanga had a role in training his son-in-law Mawurndjul 
(Figure 5.2). Marralwanga used to gift barks with completed silhouettes in white paint 
of figures such as crocodiles and kangaroos so that Mawurndjul could infill these 
paintings  and sell them as his own. This was an established form of exchange among 
Kuninjku and a means for Marralwanga to broaden Mawurndjul’s subject repertoire. 
So, while Marralwanga did not teach Kay directly, he taught Mawurndjul who, in turn, 
worked regularly with Kay. We have seen, above, that Mawurndjul rose to achieve major 
Australian and world fame and Kay often accompanied him on his travels to exhibition 
openings. Occasionally they would exhibit together. For example, her work Mardayin 
Design (2003) was included alongside her husband’s work in Crossing Country at the 
Art Gallery of New South Wales (AGNSW) in 2004 (Perkins 2004, 89). Certainly, Kay 
possessed a strong knowledge of Djang through Marralwanga’s teaching. In later life, she 
was able to travel broadly, visit fine art galleries and develop a strong understanding of 
the market.

(Facing)
Figure 5.1: Kay Lindjuwanga painting  
at Milmilngkan, 2005.
Source: Photograph by author.
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Lindjuwanga’s geometric works possess a glow of rich red colour in the rarrk punctuated by 
thin wave forms of white, yellow and black. The waves give a quiet rhythm to the paintings 
and curve or disappear altogether across the overall grid that structures the work. Much 
like her father and her husband, Lindjuwanga seems unconcerned with rigid geometry 
and the works have a more iterative development as the painting is repositioned by the 
artist to complete the rarrk. Lindjuwanga’s painting of Buluwana with rayed hair and 
splayed arms and legs from 2016 (included on the Maningrida Arts & Culture website) is 
an unusual figurative work that recalls the way her father painted this subject. The work 
reveals influences from her husband and her father.

Ivan Louis Namirrkki (1961–)
Unlike some of his older siblings, Marralwanga’s son Ivan Namirrkki developed an 
extensive profile as a bark painter. 

When I was at Marrkolidjban in 1982–83, Ivan Namirrkki was regularly receiving tuition 
in painting from his father. One important work they completed together was the story 
of Mandjabu and Nakorrkko from Kardbam lands (Figure 5.3; this work is discussed in 
detail in Chapter 6). Ivan also contributed a few works to the 1981 and 1983 Mary Màcha 
exhibitions and visited Perth for the openings. This travel had a profound effect on him, 
as it allowed him to not only experience the success of the exhibition but also the support 
of people in Perth.

He subsequently sold work through Maningrida Arts & Culture and, occasionally, to 
Dorothy Bennett, who travelled through Marrkolidjban on her collecting trips. He also 
intermittently visited Gunbalanya, where he was given paper as a base for paintings to sell 
through Injalak Arts.

In the early 1990s, there was a second wave of development of new Kuninjku outstations. 
As mentioned, Ivan Namirrkki moved first to Mankorlod outstation; however, after 
a dispute with his brothers, he established Kumurrulu in Barbinj land, which was walking 
distance from Marrkolidjban. Namirrkki said that he made his father a promise to look 
after the important Barbinj sites of Leech and Maggot Djang and the camping areas, such 
as Kudjaldordo and Wakyoy, which had been so important to the family for a long time. 
Namirrkki brought his children and grandchildren to school at Marrkolidjban. He recalled 
that there was less social pressure living at Kumurrulu than at the larger outstation.

At Kumurrulu, and often now at Maningrida, Namirrkki paints the important Barrbinj 
stories, his own Kardbam clan stories and Djang from Marrkolidjban.

(Facing)
Figure 5.3: Peter Marralwanga and Ivan Namirrkki 
with their jointly painted work depicting Mandjabu 
and Nakorrkko footprints at Marrkolidjban, 1983.

Source: Photograph by author.
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The outlines of his figurative work are very similar to those of his father. For example, he 
paints many images of Ngalyod, or Ngalyod encircling and swallowing another being, 
in the same manner as Marralwanga. However, there are subtle differences in the interior 
treatment of these works. Namirrkki often shows spirit figures with a face that includes 
eyes, nose and mouth, whereas his father represented eyes with the optic nerves crossed 
behind them. This possibly reflects the fact that Namirrkki attended school at Maningrida 
when he was young and became familiar with Western styles of representation. Namirrkki 
also uses more rigorous banding in his crosshatched infill than his father and maintains a 
preference for black as the background of many works.

Namirrkki followed the change among Kuninjku artists, instigated by Mawurndjul, to 
represent more geometric Mardayin-style works in the 1990s. Altman (2001) describes 
how Namirrkki attended an exhibition in Sydney with Mawurndjul that was a critical 
turning point – it was when Namirrkki realised that the market was now more interested 
in Mardayin-related geometric work. Common subjects for these geometric works are 
the Leech and Maggot sites near Kumurrulu. His rarrk in these works makes use of very 
ordered patterns arranged in concentric diamond forms. The works pulse with optical 
illusion. He finishes the centres of these diamond patterns with opposing quarters of black 
and white. Although, in such work, Namirrkki has moved a long way from his father’s 
tutelage, they align with other Kuninjku artists that are exploring the symmetries and 
geometry of more abstract forms.

Namirrkki had solo exhibitions at Annandale Galleries, Sydney, in 1999, and the 
Aboriginal and Pacific Arts Gallery, Sydney, in 2002. In 2006, he was a finalist in 
the NGV’s Clemenger Contemporary Art Prize. His art can be found in many collections, 
including AGNSW, NGV and AGSA.

Ivan’s sons Elijah Namunjdja and Obed Namirrkki paint works that feature both Kardbam 
and Barrbinj themes. Obed won the 2024 Wandjuk Marika Memorial 3D Sculpture 
Award at the Telstra National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Awards in Darwin 
for a painted Lorrkkon entitled Kunkurra (Willy-Willy) a subject from Kardbam clan lands 
(Figure 5.4).

(Facing)
Figure 5.4: Obed Namirrkki’s Lorrkkon entitled Kunkurra 
(Willy-Willy), on exhibit at the Telstra National Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Art Awards in Darwin, 2024.
Note: This work won the Wandjuk Marika Memorial 3D Sculpture Award.
Source: Photograph by author.
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Samuel Mayalwanga Namunjdja (1965–2018)
As a young man, Samuel Mayalwanga Namunjdja used to receive tuition from his father 
about painting. He moved to Gunbalanya in the late 1980s and early 1990s and, while 
there, commenced painting works on paper sold through Injalak Arts. As Sally May 
(2008) has documented, the senior artist Thompson Yulidjirri Narrongolki (1930–2009) 
had a strong influence on many younger artists living there. These young men were often 
living far from their families and Yulidjirri felt responsible to assist their development. For 
Samuel Mayalwanga, the relationship became closer when he married Yulidjirri’s daughter 
Deborah Bililya Yulidjirri. Their respective parents, Marralwanga and Yulidjirri, had lived 
together in the 1940s.

At Gunbalanya, Samuel Mayalwanga became adept at figurative representations with x-ray 
detailing. Samuel said that his father Marralwanga also taught him ceremonial painting 
and how to paint his Djang: Kalawan (Sand Monitor) and Kinga (Estuarine Crocodile).

When Samuel Mayalwanga returned with his new family to the Maningrida region, 
he went to live with his elder brother John Dalngadalnga at Mankorlod. His father had 
told him that it was important to keep Kardbam stories alive, so Samuel Mayalwanga 
commenced painting the important Djang: Kunkurra (Willy-Willy), Kalawan and Ngalng 
(Freshwater Yabby). Freshwater Yabby can be found as coloured stones in raw or cooked 
forms near Bilwoyinj in this Country.

Samuel Mayalwanga also learned about Country from his eldest brother, Dalngadalnga, 
and another senior man, Jimmy Kalarriya, who used to visit him and tell stories about 
Marralwanga’s early days in the area. Towards the end of his life, Yulidjirri also came to live 
with Samuel and Deborah and told them about Marralwanga’s younger days.

As other Kuninjku artists moved to Mardayin-style painting, Samuel Mayalwanga developed 
unique formats for representing these beings. Kunkurra could be represented as an assemblage 
of spiral forms representing twisting whirlwinds, and Ngalng as a geometric framework that 
featured their burrows and shells. Kalawan is an extremely important Djang for Kardbam 
people, and Samuel Mayalwanga developed a design around the shapes made in the earth 
as it moved, making a sinuous form as it dragged its tail (Figure 5.5). Samuel Mayalwanga 
would still occasionally paint superb figurative barks in rock art styles.

Samuel Mayalwanga won the Rothmans Award for Best Painting in Traditional Media 
at the National Aboriginal Art Awards at MAGNT in 1993. He won the Telstra Bark 
Painting Award at the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Awards at 
MAGNT in 2006. As a way of emphasising the importance of his Kardbam connections, 
he was included in Kardbam Namurungi – Rarrk Designs from the Kardbam Clan, held 
at the Aboriginal and Pacific Arts Gallery in Sydney in 2002.

(Facing)
Figure 5.5: Samuel Mayalwanga painting Kalawan 

(Sand Monitor) Djang at Maningrida, 2008.
Source: Photograph by author.
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He had his first solo exhibition at Niagara Galleries in 2004. He was exhibited in numerous 
group exhibitions in Australia and around the world and travelled to the openings. 
He told me that he travelled to the Kingdom of Bahrain in 2006 where he met the Queen 
of Bahrain, all the while thinking he was going there to meet the Queen of England! 
His work is held in collections at AGNSW, NGV and QAG, as well as the Kluge-Ruhe 
Collection and Kelton Collection in the United States and the Musée des Confluences 
in France.

Sadly, Samuel died relatively young. His son, Kenan Namunjdja, now paints these stories 
and the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney included Kenan’s work in a recent 
Primavera: Young Australian Artists exhibition. Kenan sits as a young artist on the Arts and 
Cultural Subcommittee of Maningrida Arts & Culture.

Glen Namunjdja (1963–)
Another of Marralwanga’s sons, Glen Namunjdja, learned to paint at Marrkolidjban 
with Marralwanga and, later in life, travelled to Gunbalanya to live more permanently. 
Glen became a senior artist painting through Injalak Arts. His work reveals compositions 
of many flowing figures that are surrounded by, and infilled entirely, with rarrk. 
His  painting Likkanaya and Marrayka won the Works on Paper category in the 2009 
National Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander Art Awards at MAGNT. He won the Telstra 
Bark Painting Award at National Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander Art Awards at MAGNT 
in 2010 with a work referencing the Nakorrkko creators, and their wives, in his Kardbam 
Country at Manmoyi (not the outstation of the same name); the image included the 
sacred footprint. These were also subjects painted by Marralwanga.

Don Nakidilinj (1954–)
Don Nakidilinj is a brother of Bob Wanurr Namunjdja. When the rest of his family moved 
south to Beswick, he was adopted by Peter Marralwanga. He painted a work for Dan 
Gillespie which is now part of the collection at the NMA.1 Don was not a strong painter 
in the early 1980s when I visited Marrkolidjban; however, he produced some beautiful 
drawings, which are housed at the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Studies in Canberra. After Marralwanga’s death, Nakidilinj moved to Gunbalanya 
and has since become an important artist working on paper.

1	  Unpublished letters, Dan Gillespie to Robert Edwards, 18 July 1974 and 30 July 1974, in Gillespie (1974).
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Bob Wanurr Namunjdja (1933–2005)
Bob Wanurr Namunjdja was a Kardbam man whose father, Mildjundjun, moved south 
to the Beswick area. Wanurr subsequently spent 30 years in stock work in southern 
Arnhem Land. He returned to Gunbalanya after that time, working there as a police 
aid or ‘tracker’. He said that his father had taught him to paint and that he remembered 
his father working on rock paintings. At Gunbalanya, Lofty Bardayal Nadjamerrek was 
an important influence  on him during Peter Carroll’s time (West 1995, 11). He also 
said to me that Marralwanga, who he called ‘father’, taught him to paint on occasion. 
Marralwanga and Wanurr worked together as important djungkay for Kunabibi ceremonies 
held at Gunbalanya.

Wanurr was an excellent, though occasional, painter, selling through Peter Carroll to 
Aboriginal Arts and Crafts in the 1970s, and his painting of Ngalyod was included in the 
Oenpelli Bark Painting exhibition (AAB 1979). This collection is now held at the NMA. 
Wanurr worked on paper at Injalak Arts later in his life.

Expression of culture in the present
There are some important linking themes in these short biographies. The first is that 
Marralwanga’s children paint the key Djang for sites adjacent to their outstations; their 
residence and the paintings comprise a forceful communication of identity. These stories 
are now moving to Marralwanga’s grandchildren.

However, this review also shows that many of Marralwanga’s children died well before the 
age of their father. The imposition of settlement in Arnhem Land has not provided a clear 
health benefit for this generation. It is a severe loss that John Dalngadalnga and Samuel 
Mayalwanga, who were so important to the revitalisation of Mankorlod outstation, died 
in their 50s. Big Bill Birriyabirriya became the senior landowner at Marrkolidjban and yet 
died at 69. This story of relatively early death is true of other of Marralwanga’s children 
who are not recorded here as painters (see Appendix 1). Their deaths impact the cultural 
knowledge base that is shared with an even younger generation. In Maningrida, mortality 
rates and life expectancy for Aboriginal people are much worse than for non-Aboriginal 
people. These are national issues for Aboriginal people in Australia. The problem stems 
principally from years of under-resourcing, poverty and remoteness; to be clear, it does not 
stem from the regional expression of Aboriginal values.

In policy terms, there has been a shift away from the relative self-determination that 
characterised Marralwanga’s life. The Northern Territory National Emergency Response 
Act 2007, known as the ‘Intervention’, highlighted in Chapter 1, involved a turn to more 
coercive policy measures. Such policies have resulted in the gradual demise of outstations. 
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Many Kuninjku now live in Maningrida, where they endure controls that undercut their 
cultural life and are designed to prepare people for a mainstream economy that is expected 
to materialise in the town.

In a discussion with Jon Altman (personal communication 2021; see also Altman 2018b), 
translated from Kuninjku by the linguist Murray Garde, Ivan Namirrkki summarised his 
feelings for the situation in 2015:

That time you came Jon [in 1979], that was when life was good for us Bininj. 
We had the Maningrida Progress Association [MPA] doing the tucker run. 
We left Maningrida and went back to live in our Country. The Country of 
our father or uncle or great grandparents. We made our own houses, small 
buildings, we had schools, we said ‘let’s leave the Balanda life here but they 
can help us with food and getting money to live’. That’s when you came 
Jon and we were living looking after our land and making art and we loved 
all of that life. That’s our history. We sold our artworks everywhere. We had 
lots of good things and we were living on our Country with our old people 
who wanted us to be like that. When MPA time, we left Maningrida and 
went home to the bush. Then Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation [BAC] 
came and all that time it was good with BAC. We worked with BAC but 
then the government rules changed and BAC started to change too. Then 
the government came and they made the BAC do what the government 
wanted and then they didn’t want to work with us anymore. They got tired 
of us Bininj. They weren’t interested in us anymore. That was after Ian 
Munro time. BAC used to make roads for us and so on, but the government 
policies changed, BAC’s policies changed and they didn’t want to support 
us anymore. BAC used to come out to visit us on our outstation. We used 
to sell our art on the outstation when BAC visited … What I’ve said is that 
we would like to live out bush and look after Country as a job. We need 
people out there. The Country wants people to be there to look after it. 
One family working as a team together.

His son Obed Namirrkki, who was party to the conversation, agreed:

We’d like it to be like Kabulwarnamyo where they seem to have independent funding 
to do what they do.

Ivan continued:

I want to live out bush and maybe come back and forwards to Maningrida. 
My son and all the family need to make up their mind about their Country. 
I  have lived between Marrkolidjban and Kumurrulu. I want to go back 
there but I just need help with food and a job out there and health services.
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Kabulwarnamyo is an outstation in the stone Country of the Mok clan that is partly 
funded through the innovative philanthropy of the Karrkad-Kanjdji Trust. It also provides 
a base for rangers of the Warddeken Indigenous Protected Area (IPA). Establishment of an 
IPA involves negotiation with the federal Department of Climate Change, Energy, the 
Environment and Water, and National Indigenous Australians Agency, for the voluntary 
provision of extensive tracts of Aboriginal lands for conservation purposes in return for 
funding that sees Aboriginal people obtain jobs providing ecological services. Warddeken 
are involved in the West Arnhem Land Fire Abatement (WALFA) agreement, in which 
rangers live on Country and work on controlled burning to abate the greenhouse gases 
that would otherwise be released through wildfires (Whitehead et al. 2009). WALFA 
became the original approved model for savanna burning now used extensively by other 
groups. This project provides funding for multiple ranger units from the liquified gas 
industry based in Darwin to offset emissions. Warddeken and other Arnhem Land groups, 
such as Djelk Rangers (see below), are now partners in a new company, Arnhem Land Fire 
Abatement, that has been created to earn and sell carbon credit units under the Australian 
Government’s Carbon Credits (Carbon Farming Initiative) Act 2011 (Ansell et al. 2020).

Kabulwarnamyo is enabled to maintain an independent bilingual and bicultural school, 
the Nawarddeken Academy, where Aboriginal knowledge about Country is melded with 
mainstream education. Such outstation life has also been shown to have objective health 
benefits (Burgess et al. 2005). Through self-determined streams of funding, Kabulwarnamyo 
has developed as a strong alternate model to the Australian and Northern Territory 
governments policy and program articulations forcing settlement in remote area towns.

Ivan’s son, Obed, has been a ranger for the Djelk IPA established in the Maningrida 
region in 2009 (National Indigenous Australians Agency 2024; Taylor 2012). However, 
the numbers that find jobs through this arrangement are very limited and the areas of land 
set aside for conservation are massive.

Painting for the market, stimulated by outstation residence, is important precisely because 
of the large numbers of people that benefit compared to the small number of mainstream 
jobs that can otherwise be created.

Altman also interviewed Samuel Mayalwanga Namunjdja.

Altman: So which is better, before, the old days or today?

Samuel Mayalwanga Namunjdja: Before. When we talk to each other, we say that 
we want to teach the young people about the Country out bush, but there’s too 
many crocodiles to take them. And then they say there’s no food or the kids get sick. 
But when we lived out there with the old people, we were fine. We want to explain 
the Country to the young people. All the children need to learn about those places 
otherwise there’s a disconnection. There are so many places and you can’t do it by 
taking them to one place on a day trip. We didn’t seem to have these issues when we 
lived out there before. We get stuck here in Maningrida now.
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Samuel’s point is that sharing knowledge about the complexity of Country is an in‑depth 
process – picnics during day trips do not provide the occasion for proper learning. 
He worried about the current level of disconnection. If Country is left unoccupied and 
unmanaged it can become more dangerous to live there (see also Ligtermoet et al. 2023). 
As we have seen in respect to Marralwanga’s life, the gradual release of knowledge about 
Country is a means of social control among Kuninjku. The changes at Maningrida and 
other communities are sweeping away these controls and attempting to replace them with 
an alternative form of social structuring. Altman (2018a) has made the broader point that 
these policies, which have bipartisan support, are steadily extinguishing the possibility of 
living on traditional lands and practising distinct values. He argues that governments have 
a conflict of interest in Aboriginal development proposals, since mining on emptied lands 
factors in the aspirations of state governments, which stand to receive mining royalties, 
and the federal government, which receives company taxes through mining on Aboriginal 
lands. One claim by these governments is that such projects will bring advantages, 
including jobs, for Aboriginal peoples. However, for Aboriginal people in Arnhem Land, 
who have experience of mining, the cultural costs often outweigh what has ultimately 
proved to be of only modest benefit.

Marralwanga’s lifetime of engagement with Country instilled an important ethic among 
his children that appears now to be frustrated. Marralwanga was aware of the impact 
of the town-oriented lifestyle and the mining and forestry proposals of the 1960s–80s. 
He opted for living on Country and painting for market. His art was a touchstone of the 
mutual sustenance provided through this presence. To understand his motivation, we are 
required to explicate the cultural meaning of his work.



This text is taken from Peter Marralwanga: Painter of the Djang of western Arnhem 
Land, by Luke Taylor with Ivan Namirrkki, published 2026 by ANU Press, 

The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.
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