
I would like to share another short story from my learning journey into the life and art of Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri, a
Pintupi man who became an award-winning Papunya Tula artist. This story, inspired by Namarari’s 1983 painted
boomerang, begins with my ignorance and has a happy ending. 

On my first visit to Papunya Tula’s modest Todd Street Gallery in April 1997 I noticed, but did not give much attention to,
several boomerangs, laid neatly along a low bench by the front window. These were 'craft’, I thought, and I was there to
look at ‘art’ – paintings. I missed an opportunity to examine the handiwork of Pintupi men, exquisitely crafted objects cut
from acacia trees and patiently transformed into objects of beauty for the market.

Many years later, as I sought to comprehend the origins of Namarari’s art practice, it dawned on me that the painting skills
he brought to bear on his early boards at Papunya were developed and honed not only through ritual activity, but through
object-making (weapons and tools): boomerangs (kali), spears and spear-throwers (kulata, mirru) and shields (kutitji).
Curiously, Namarari’s nickname was kalipapu, translating loosely to 'something about a boomerang and running’ (The
master from Marnpi, p.23).

What does making a boomerang have to do with art appreciation?
 

Fig. 1 Namarari’s 1983 boomerang

Namarari was an expert boomerang-maker, using the ‘old ways’ learned ‘in the bush’. His 1983 ‘Number 7 style’
boomerang [Fig. 1] that inspired this story is illustrated and discussed in his biography (The master from Marnpi, p. 48). I
placed a picture of the boomerang at the beginning of the chapter about Namarari’s initiation to symbolise manhood: the
transformation of boy (tjitji) to man (wati). At that life-stage boys are taken to a men’s training camp, run by elders. For
Namarari that occurred at Untantita, west of Ntaria (Hermannsburg), a long way from his traditional country (see Map, The
master from Marnpi, pp. 8-9).

He would have spent considerable time in the men’s training regime, learning about the tjukurrpa, men’s business, and
tool-making: boomerangs, spears, spear-throwers, shields, coolamons, those kinds of things. Those tools are made with
skill and intent, for they each must perform a function, they have to work. A man who can’t make tools to hunt can’t feed
his family.

What do we know? 

Before Namarari joined hundreds of other desert people at Papunya in 1959, he could make tools, hunt successfully and
feed his family. He had participated in ceremonies, which included the adornment of one’s own and others’ bodies - he
could paint. And he was culturally qualified to do so (The master from Marnpi, p. 77). With that rich knowledge and skills
foundation, he applied himself conscientiously to a new endeavour at Papunya – painting for money.
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What did I do?

I learned about Namarari’s personal, family and cultural background through my research and field work. But I had never
thought, ‘what does it take to make a boomerang?’ and decided to give it a try. I was taught the basics by a man who
worked with groups of young Aboriginal men. At the outset I assumed I could make a boomerang. I didn’t predict the
insightful lesson about art appreciation. My teacher advised me of the tools required [Fig. 2]. I searched the bush (near
Haasts Bluff) for a suitably curved Acacia aneura tree branch. There were few. The one found was less curved that I’d
hoped for (Fig. 3]. I used a razor-sharp tomahawk to cut it free and then trim it down - carefully! - to a flattish shape. That
took hours and hours of chipping away at the exceptionally hard wood [Fig. 4]. I then used a rasp to progress the
shape, making it flatter and less rough to the touch. A boomerang was forming.

Left: Fig. 2 The tools: tomahawk, chisel, rasp
Centre: Fig. 3 The first cut
Right: Fig. 4 Chipping away

For days and days I held it steady against my knee, getting into the rhythm of the thing: rasping gently back and forth,
watching closely to avoid slipping or gouging, brushing away the sawdust, sliding my fingertips along its length. And then,
for countless hours over several days, I ran the sharp blades of the tomahawk and chisel along the surface using a
scraping technique my teacher showed me, to make it smoother and smoother and smoother [Fig. 5]. No file, no
sandpaper.

What did I learn?

It’s really hard to make a boomerang! Even though I made a boomerang, I should clarify, it looks and feels like a
boomerang but it doesn’t function as a boomerang. It doesn’t fly, it flops. Boomerang-making requires several skills, a new
awareness for me. If I had made many more and learned through trial and error about branch selection and rasping and
aerodynamics, I might have made a boomerang that worked.

Both rough chipping by tomahawk and controlled stroking by chisel taught me superior hand-eye coordination was
essential. Not only to avoid an accident (fingers!), but to avoid gashing the timber. It is not possible to repair a deep split or
replace a chunk accidentally removed. Watching a boomerang take shape is delightful. The pleasure of seeing the timber’s
fine grain and colours coming into view is sufficient motivation to continue to completion.

Making a boomerang is an intensely physical task. While the eyes watch the progress being made, it is the hands and
fingers that report the detail. I’m guessing now that Namarari’s hands, not his head, held the knowledge at the core of
making his kali munu kulata munu mirru munu kutitji.

What were the benefits?

My experience prompted me to think again about Namarari’s skills as an artist. In the past when studying Namarari’s
paintings I had focused on subject matter, composition, materials and colours without closely attending to his brushwork.
But the experience of smoothing my boomerang alerted me to the fact that, if you had those skills at his level, you would
have excellent hand-eye control when applying a brush to a canvas. Particularly for those long smooth strokes apparent in
his striped designs.
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His Mala Dreaming, 1997, is a good example (The master from Marnpi, p. 192). Only with a close study of the surface can
one see Namarari’s brush strokes, long and smooth, laid down with care. I revisited many paintings, looking more at his
brushwork than the composition. This is the kind of activity a forensic investigator might undertake, maybe to check a
provenance issue, but I had no concerns about provenance, I was admiring the maker’s skill.

One of Geoffrey Bardon’s contentions about the artists at Papunya was the good ones knew ‘when to stop’. For Namarari, I
believe there was a parallel process in making boomerangs and paintings: begin with a blank slate (tree branch or sheet of
Masonite), hold a vision of the finished object, make it with skill and intent, stop when finished. Throughout his career
Namarari produced resolved compositions that pleased the eye. Three art awards confirm his standing.

If I could travel back in time I’d pop in to Papunya Tula’s gallery and check the boomerangs display. I would pick each one
up, run it through my hands, slowly, and then know which one to buy. I should be so lucky. In any event, I now have my
own effort to enjoy [Fig. 6].

Left: Fig. 5 Smoother and smoother
Right:Fig. 6 My boomerang
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