
 

Copyright 2021 Alec O’Halloran alec@alecohalloran.com      www.alecohalloran.com 
 

Introducing Papunya Tula Art 
and 

Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri 
 

Papunya and Papunya Tula Artists are two well-known names in Australian art history.  
How did this come to be? Let’s begin with the past and move to the present. 

 
In 1910-11 the Commonwealth government in Canberra took administrative control of the Northern 
Territory (NT) from the South Australian government in Adelaide. History shows how the 
Commonwealth’s policies affecting Aboriginal people have played out, beginning early century with 
‘protection and separation’, then ‘assimilation’ mid-century followed by ‘self-determination’ in the 
1970s, along with NT land rights legislation (1976). It was the assimilation policy that stimulated the 
building of places like Papunya (late 1950s), whereas self-determination and land rights policies 
predicated the outstations (or homelands) movement and the founding of Walungurru (Kintore) (early 
1980s). The local impact of those policies is discussed in The master from Marnpi, in relation to one 
Pintupi man, Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri, and a map shows local place names (pages 8-9). 
 
In the 1930-50s a ration depot established at Haasts Bluff by the Lutheran’s Finke River Mission at 
Ntaria (Hermannsburg) morphed into a large semi-settled Aboriginal community. Among the several 
language groups were Pintupi people from the west and Ngalia and Warlpiri from the north, together 
with Aranda and Pitjantjatjara peoples. This inter-cultural hotspot led to the development of a new 
lingua franca, Luritja. The pressure of numbers eventually contributed to a deterioration of the local 
water supply, and the Commonwealth government decided on Papunya (north of Haasts Bluff) as a 
new settlement site. Over 400 people from Haasts Bluff were relocated there in 1959, leading to the 
establishment overnight of a new community, in contrast to the organic development at Haasts Bluff. 
As well, in the 1960s Pintupi people continued to arrive at Papunya from the west and the population 
swelled to about 1,000 people by the end of the decade. Both art-making (watercolours) and artefact-
making had occurred at Hermannsburg and Haasts Bluff, facilitated by the Mission. 
 
In 1971 men at Papunya from different language groups began making paintings for sale, 
enthusiastically supported by numerous individuals, including: Geoff Bardon, Fred Friis, Warren 
Smith, Laurie Owens, Jack Cooke, Mary White, Pat Hogan, Colin Jack-Hinton and others. (For a 
succinct account read Luke Scholes’ essay in the Tjungunutja: from having come together catalogue, 
pages 127-161.) Some artworks were bought by Bardon, some were taken into Alice Springs (‘town’) 
for sale through the Stuart Art Centre, and some were sold locally. This explosion in artistic activity 
continued through 1971 and 1972, when an estimated 1,000 paintings were made by some 30+ men. 
Australia’s public art institutions missed the moment, and through the 1970s little was done to acquire 
these innovative works, with the exception of the Museum in Darwin. 
 
Efforts at Papunya to formalise the marketing and distribution of the men’s paintings led to the 
establishment in late 1972 of ‘Papunya Tula Artists Pty Ltd.’ (PTA), a private company of Aboriginal 
shareholders. Its first official meeting was on 30 October 1972 in Alice Springs. It remains the 
longest-running Aboriginal-owned arts business in Australia. During the 1970s, as people at Papunya 
(especially the Pintupi) began to disperse ‘homewards to the west’, art production occurred at 
Papunya, Haasts Bluff, Browns Bore, Yayayi and Mt Liebig, and on lesser known newly-established 
outstations across that region. Thus, staff employed by Papunya Tula (beginning with Peter Fannin in 
1973) had to travel many miles to supply artists with canvas and paints, then collect the finished 
works to catalogue and prepare for sale, typically back in town. The Aboriginal Arts Board (in 
Canberra) played a pivotal role in supporting Papunya Tula financially and marketing the art 
nationally and internationally. Astute private collectors and tourists also acquired works from Papunya 
(1971-72) and through PTA (1973 onwards). In addition to selling their paintings through Papunya 
Tula, artists could also sell direct to willing buyers in those communities far to the west of Alice 
Springs, and in town itself.  
 
In the mid to late 1970s the majority of Pintupi people at Papunya voted with their feet and left the 
place that was, after all, not their country. Some lived at Amundurrngu (Mt Liebig), but most in the 
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1980s lived at Walungurru and Kiwirrkura. And so, PTA’s artists were spread across the land – Alice 
Springs to Kiwirrkura is nearly 700 kilometres. The staff were still required to service the shareholder-
artists at Papunya, but Papunya was no longer the site of most art production – it became Walungurru. 
In Papunya itself a new art centre was established, Warumpi Arts (1994-2004), with an outlet in Alice 
Springs, and in 2007 a new centre opened, Papunya Tjupi (still in operation today). PTA’s 
administrative centre and gallery display space was in Alice Springs, where it remains. Today, most of 
PTA’s artists and shareholders live at Walungurru and Kiwirrkura. PTA has built substantial studio 
facilities at those two communities, a testament to its longevity and astute use of capital. It provided 
critical support for the development of remote dialysis services since 2000 and the majority of costs 
for Kintore’s swimming pool in 2005. There are countless other examples of PTA’s local impact. 
 
Over time the art of the region has been referred to as ‘Papunya art’, ‘Papunya Tula art’, and ‘Western 
Desert art’. We can see that Papunya is a place, Papunya Tula is an organisation, and the Western 
Desert is a sprawling geographical region. Importantly, PTA’s art cataloguing method established by 
Peter Fannin has persisted to this day. PTA continues to carefully guard its provenance, one of the 
cornerstones of its success. 
 
From 1973 PTA has employed staff as managers, art coordinators, field workers and administrators. 
These include: Peter Fannin, Janet Holt, Dick Kimber, John Kean, Andrew Crocker, Daphne 
Williams, Jeff Hulcombe, Faye Bell, Paul Walsh, Jenny Taylor, Janice Stanton, Paul Sweeney, Wayne 
Eager, Luke Scholes, Sarita Quinlivan, Matt Frost and numerous others. 
 
The PTA Board is led by a Chairman, elected by the shareholders. Chairmen have been (in 
approximate order from the early 1970s to present day): Kaapa Tjampitjinpa, Clifford Possum 
Tjapaltjarri, Turkey Tolson Tjupurrula, Bobby West Tjupurrula, Ray James Tjangala, Joseph Jurra 
Tjapaltjarri, Matthew Pinta Tjapangati, and Yukultji Napangati. According to PTA’s website there are 
now around 49 shareholders and 120 artists. To more easily put faces to the names of hundreds of 
artists from the 1970s to 2008, read The Lives of Papunya Tula Artists. To delve more deeply into the 
life story and art career of an individual, read The master from Marnpi. 
 
Numerous PTA artists have won awards, which not only offers encouragement and stimulates market 
interest in their own work but lifts PTA’s reputation ever higher. Award-winning artists include: 
Kaapa Tjampitjinpa, Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri, Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri, William Sandy, Long 
Jack Phillipus Tjakamarra, George Ward Tjungurrayi, Kenny Williams Tjampitjinpa, Michael Nelson 
Tjakamarra, Ronnie Tjampitjinpa, Walangkura Napapangka and Yukultji Napangati. For a full list of 
artists 1971-2008 see The Lives of Papunya Tula Artists, pages vi-vii. For a current list along with art 
and news, visit the papunyatula.com.au website. 
 
In 2004 PTA moved from its humble Todd Street shopfront housing a modest display space and office 
to a large prominent gallery in the Todd Street Mall. Paul Sweeney became Manager after the 
distinguished reign of Daphne Williams. PTA has mounted annual exhibitions in Alice to cater to its 
loyal local followers. As well, PTA exhibitions toured Australian and international destinations (see 
The Lives of Papunya Tula Artists, pages 384-391). The landmark exhibition Papunya Tula Genesis 
and Genius was held at the Art Gallery of NSW in 2000. PTA’s official local representative, Utopia 
Art Sydney (UAS), has exhibited PTA art annually since the late 1980s. 
 
The 2021 exhibition at the S.H. Ervin Gallery in Sydney, Papunya Tula: 50 years 1971-2021, 
curated by Christopher Hodges (Director of UAS), commemorates and celebrates yet another 
milestone. It reveals a continuous line of art production and illuminates the evolution of imagery from 
the earliest small irregular boards to the expansive mesmerising canvases of recent years.  
 
To the many hundreds of artists who contributed to this movement - they made it happen - we now 
celebrate their vision and offer heartfelt thanks. Who would have thought this possible? From humble 
beginnings in the dust and confusion at Papunya to the world stage. Papunya Tula art is here to stay.  
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Introducing Papunya Tula Women’s Art  
 

 
Much has been written about ‘the painting men’ at Papunya, less about the women. A few women - 
relatives of those founding men - painted occasionally in the 1980s-90s, supported initially by PTA 
staff Daphne Williams and Andrew Crocker in the early 1980s. The first documented painting was by 
Daisy Leura Nakamarra in early 1982. In 1986 two women were selected for inclusion in the 
inaugural ‘Moet & Chandon Art Fellowship and Touring Exhibition’: Fabrianne Petersen Nampitjinpa 
and Petra Turner Nampitjinpa (Mt Liebig residents). In 1986 Sonder Turner Nampitjinpa won the 
Canberra Award and in 1989 Pansy Napangati won the prestigious National Aboriginal Art Award.  
 
Women’s painting at Haasts Bluff and Papunya was taken up at Mt Liebig and Kintore. A substantial 
turning point occurred in the mid 1990s. Marina Strocchi, from Haasts Bluff’s Ikuntji Women’s 
Centre, coordinated a painting initiative, bringing together Haasts Bluff and Kintore women:  
 
The women were up at the crack of dawn stoking fires, boiling billies, cooking, singing, and mixing up 
paint. It was remarkable to watch the canvases develop. There was a combination of tentativeness and 
confidence in the way the women worked. (Strocchi, pages 104-107) 

 
The works from this extended project – ‘Minyma Tjukurrpa: Kintore/Haasts Bluff joint canvas 
project’ - 44 in all, were exhibited at Tandanya (Adelaide) in June 1995. One extra-large collaborative 
canvas was acquired by the National Gallery of Victoria. Subsequently more women painted for 
Papunya Tula and were soon recognised for their endeavours and distinction: 
 
… the works of Pintupi women artists bear little, if any, resemblance to the paintings of their male 
peers and relatives, which makes their sudden emergence all the more striking. (Perkins & Fink, 
pages 183-4) 
 
In late 1996 the first group exhibition of Papunya Tula women’s art outside Alice Springs was held at 
Utopia Art Sydney. Group and solo exhibitions have been held every year since then around Australia. 
The initial group at Kintore comprised the wives and mothers of earlier male artists: Inyuwa 
Nampitjinpa, Kawayi Nampitjinpa, Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa, Pantjiya Nungurrayi, Ningura 
Napurrula, Tatali Nangala, Walangkura and Pirrmangka Napanangka (sisters), Wintjiya and Tjunkiya 
Napaltjarri (sisters), Naata and Nancy Nungurrayi (sisters). From the outset they were noticed: 
 
They are famous for their bold expressive line work and then ‘piling on’ the paint in a dense and often 
vibrantly coloured profusion to create some of the most radiant and richly textured surfaces in the 
history of the painting company. (Johnson, page 197) 
 
Regular group and solo exhibitions, particularly in Sydney (Utopia Art Sydney) and Melbourne 
(Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi), attracted a new wave of interest from public and private collectors and 
enthusiasm from curators and critics. This recognition culminated in a substantial number of women’s 
works in the Art Gallery of NSW’s landmark ‘Genesis and Genius’ 2000 exhibition, curated by Hetti 
Perkins. There were thirty-five women painters with Papunya Tula by 2000. 
 
Also in that year (2000), Papunya Tula’s artists contributed four major collaborative canvases to the 
fundraising auction at the Art Gallery of NSW for the Western Desert Dialysis Project at Kintore. The 
paintings demonstrated the women’s commitment to improving essential services in their community. 
(See pages 158-159 of the Genesis and Genius catalogue for these artworks and the list of painters.) 
 
Some stars shone brightly – see the Awards and Solo exhibitions list. Ningura Napurrula was selected 
as one of eight artists representing Australia whose works were incorporated into the new Musee du 
Quai Branly in Paris, 2006. Doreen Reid Nakamarra was selected by the National Gallery of Australia 
for its 2007 National Indigenous Art Triennial ‘Cultural Warriors’ exhibition. Yukultji Napangati was 
included in the Museum of Contemporary Art’s ‘Primavera 05 Exhibition by Young Australian 
Artists’. This recognition – and Yukultji’s trip to Sydney with sister Yalti - had a visible impact, 
observed at PTA’s Kiwirrkura studio by Sarita Quinlivan: 
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Ambitious and strong-minded, the women devoted themselves to painting, striving to emulate 
[Yukultji’s] success. Artists requested smaller brushes to achieve their fine intricate drawings. Gossip 
revolved around who was the most productive and talented painter. 
 
The innovative and somewhat competitive group at Kiwirrkura included Lorna Napanangka, Yukultji 
Napangati, Doreen Reid Nakamarra, Kim Napurrula, Mantua Nangala, Yakari Napaltjarri and 
Yinarupa Napangati. Yukultji went on to win the Wynne Prize for landscape painting (2018) and had 
a solo exhibition in New York (2019). 
 
The women’s art exudes confidence and intent. Revealed in their work is a variety of styles with a 
shared focus: women’s ceremonies, sites, and family. Individuals have marked out their own aesthetic 
territory through their technique, use of colour and design preferences. Forty women were represented 
in this S.H. Ervin Gallery’s 2021 Papunya Tula Art exhibition. They joyfully offer you their vision, 
stories and insights into their body of knowledge. As you stand before their paintings, feel the 
women’s presence and know they are proudly sharing their journey with you. 
 
Awards: Papunya Tula women artists 
 
Walangkura Napanangka (Uta Uta’s widow) Redlands Westpac Art Prize, 2005 
Yukultji Napangati  Highly commended, The Wynne Prize, Art Gallery of NSW, 2011, 2013 
Yukultji Napangati  Winner, The Alice Prize, Alice Springs, 2012 
Yukultji Napangati  Winner, The Wynne Prize, Art Gallery of NSW, 2018 (Exhibited S.H. Ervin 
Gallery) 
 
Solo exhibitions: Papunya Tula women artists 
 
Inyuwa Nampitjinpa  Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi, Melbourne, 1999 
Pirrmangka Napanangka  Utopia Art Sydney, 2000 
Ningura Napurrula  William Mora Galleries, Melbourne, 2000 
Josephine Napurrula  Utopia Art Sydney, 2001 
Makinti Napanangka  Utopia Art Sydney, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2010 
Makinti Napanangka  Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi, Melbourne, 2002 
Tatali Nangala   Utopia Art Sydney, 2003 
Lorna Napanangka Utopia Art Sydney, 2004 
Walangkura Napanangka  Utopia Art Sydney, 2004 
Makinti Napanangka  John Gordon Gallery, Coffs Harbour, 2005 
Eileen Napaltjarri Utopia Art Sydney, 2005, 2010 
Makinti Napanangka  Papunya Tula Artists, Alice Springs, 2007 
Lorna Brown Napanangka Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi, Melbourne, 2003, 2004, 2005 
Tjunkiya Napaltjarri  William Mora Galleries, Melbourne, 2000 
Tjunkiya Napaltjarri  Utopia Art Sydney, 2004, 2008 
Kutungka Napanangka  Suzanne O’Connell Gallery, Brisbane, 2009 
Ningura Napurrula  Utopia Art Sydney, 2009 
Yukultji Napangati  Utopia Art Sydney, 2014, 2020 
Yukultji Napangati  Salon 94 Bowery, New York, 2019 
Katarra Butler Napaltjarri & Bobby West Tjupurrula ReDot Fine Art, Singapore, 2014 
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Introducing Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri 

and his authorised biography 
The master from Marnpi 

 
 

1990  National Aboriginal Art Award, Darwin. 
1994  The Alice Prize (co-winner), Alice Springs. 

1994 The Red Ochre Award, Canberra. 
 
 
Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri (c1923-1998) was a Pintupi man who became an award-winning Papunya 
Tula artist. His authorised biography by Alec O’Halloran, The master from Marnpi, reveals his life 
story and illuminates his extraordinary art career. Namarari is a worthy biographical subject - the only 
artist to receive all those three awards. He was ‘one of the pillars of contemporary art practice’ (Hetti 
Perkins, Art Gallery NSW).  
 
Namarari’s story provides insights into the colonisation of Central Australia and the tenacity of the 
Pintupi people. The master from Marnpi follows Namarari as a child, survivor, stockman, traveller, 
artist, family leader, cultural advocate and community member, through the life stages of boy, adult 
and old man. This historically detailed and culturally sensitive narration of his fascinating life in 
Australia’s remote desert settlements is illuminating for metropolitan readers, yielding insights into 
Aboriginal lives in contemporary art-producing communities and their links to the marketplace.  
 
The early chapters cover Namarari’s childhood in the desert and his move to the Hermannsburg and 
its outposts, and cattle stations (1920s-1930s). The middle chapters cover his adult life in the cross-
cultural zone west of Alice Springs around Haasts Bluff and Papunya (1940s-1960s). The final 
chapters cover the 1970s to 1990s as he moves from Papunya, Haasts Bluff and Mt Liebig to Kintore 
and his outstation, Nyunmanu. The book reveals his mostly hidden roles of educator and local leader, 
and his art career, lavishly illustrated, through to his passing in 1998.  
 
A reserved man, Namarari is remembered as a generous companion and a caring husband and father. 
Beyond his artwork he made numerous contributions as a patient teacher to Papunya Tula’s staff. 
Against the odds Namarari became an award-winning artist and left a profound legacy of over 700 
paintings that illustrate his personal inventiveness and the cultural richness of his heritage.  
 
This ground-breaking account is the first published biography of any Pintupi individual and is set 
within the colonial and market encounters in the Western Desert and Central Australia in the twentieth 
century. The challenge this project circled from beginning to end was this: how are we to understand 
Namarari and what can we learn from him?  
 
The book offers a reasoned portrait of Namarari within a wider drama, utilising Namarari’s rare 
interviews meshed with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal oral histories. Official records, 
anthropological studies and historical research round out the context. Namarari’s art practice and 
career are integrated into a chronological narrative alongside original art analysis and catalogue 
raisonné data.  
 
The master from Marnpi. Available online at https://alecohalloran.com/ 
Hardcover with dustjacket, 244 pp, over 230 illustrations including 75+ artworks, index, glossary, 
bibliography, maps, tables, notes.  
 

“The master from Marnpi is worth owning for the images alone. Its compilation 
was clearly a labour of love, out of which Alec O’Halloran has made a beautiful 

book about a wonderful man.”  
               Dr Martin Edmond, Sydney Review of Books. 
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