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IN REVIEW

DESERT RIVER SEA IS A VIBRANT,
COMPELLING TOUR OF THE KIMBERLEY

By Ted Snell

or the past century, the curator has been the

deciding factor in what is shown by museums
and galleries, reassuring audiences of the impor-
tance of what they are seeing. While acknowledg-
ing other commercial and audience drivers, the
centrality of curatorial decision-making has been
sacrosanct.

But when the curatorial team from the Art Gallery
of Western Australia embarked on an epic quest
to document the art of the Kimberley region

in the state’s north west, they abandoned this
idea of a single authorial voice in favor of a new
model of partnership and exchange. Artists and
art centers in the Kimberley were invited to help
shape the Desert River Sea project.

Garry Sibosado, Aalingoon (Rainbow Serpent), 2018, ochre pigment
on engraved pearl shell, detail. Courtesy the artist.
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https://desertriversea.com.au/

This is, after all, an area with a 50,000-year
history of continuous cultural engagement, made
up of over 200 communities and 30 language
groups. Since the 1980s, it has been an important
hub for contemporary art.

Through centres such as Mangkaja Arts Resource

Agency at Fitzroy Crossing, (which opened in
1981), the Goolarabooloo Aboriginal Arts & Crafts
Centre, Broome (which opened in 1985) and

the East Kimberley Waringarri Aboriginal Arts
Centre, founded in Kununurra in 1988, a world-
wide audience had been created for the region’s
art.

These centres have nurtured and showcased
artists such as Rover Thomas, Paddy Bedford,
Janangoo Butcher Cherel, Queenie Garagarag
Mckenzie, Jimmy Pike and Freddy Timms. Many

have acquired art star status, acknowledged
nationally and internationally.

So what has the Desert River Sea project achieved
and how does it differ from other survey exhibi-
tions of Aboriginal art that have populated galler-
ies in Australia, North America, and Europe?

After six years of travel, conversations and
exchange, curators Carly Lane and Emelia Galatis
have overseen a massive project that culminated
with eight major commissions.

Some communities used the commissioning
funds to revive ceremonies and teach younger
members the correct protocols for “painting up”
before rituals. Garry and Darrell Sibosado from
Lombadina, created a stunning Rainbow Serpent
(Aalingoon) from carved and incised pearl shell.

Ngarralja Tommy May with his art work Untitled, synthetic polymer and paint pen on sheep
hide, 2018. Courtesy Mangkaja Arts Resource Agency.

OPEN RIVERS : ISSUE FOURTEEN : SUMMER 2019 / IN REVIEW

133


http://www.mangkaja.com/
http://www.mangkaja.com/
https://www.waringarriarts.com.au/
https://www.waringarriarts.com.au/

Shirley Purdie, Goorralg-Goorralg: Storm Bird and Willy Wagtail,
natural ochre and pigment on canvas, 2018. Courtesy Warnum Art Centre.
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At the Kira Kiro Art Centre in Kalumburu, the
focus was on showcasing the works of Betty
Bundamurra and the late Mrs. Taylor. These two
elders document their country with an expressive
armoury of lively dots and brush marks in a rich,
ochre palette.

The final celebration of what has been achieved
by the 40 artists within the parameters of these
commissions, is presented in a compelling and
vibrant exhibition, on show as part of the Perth
Festival. It is a highly condensed tour through the
vast landscape of the northwest, literally from the
sea, through the rivers and into the desert.

Each commission has its own area in the expan-
sive gallery. But through multiple lines of sight,
many enchanting connections are made and some
surprising juxtapositions are encountered.

From Eva Nargoodah’s bush clothes fabricated
from Dingo Flour bags, past Mrs. Taylor’s array
of scintillating dots and shapes evoking fruitful
abundance and onto Mervyn Street’s extraordi-
nary carved and painted cow hides, it is an exhil-
arating journey that encapsulates the diversity of
approaches to recording life in the Kimberley.

Mrs Taylor, Aru, ochre pigments on paper, 2018.
Courtesy the artist’'s family and Kira Koro Art Centre.
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The hides that Street carefully shaves and then
paints to describe the heifers and bulls he knows
so well from years of mustering and branding
are a stand out example of the synthesis between
people and place this show encapsulates.

“I have been around a lot of places, and these
memories are all in my head,” he explains. “I use
art to tell my history ... I have to keep it in my
mind and share it for young generations”.

Several of the communities have created film-
based works that both describe the landscape
and chronicle important cultural protocols.
These videos are documents of empowerment
that speak eloguently about a deep connection to
country and the need to maintain cultural prac-
tices as communities seek to regain sovereignty
over their land.

Mervyn Street, Droving cattle in the summertime, 2018 (detail) shaved and etched cow hide
195.5 x 217.5 cm. Courtesy Mangkaja Arts Resource Agency.
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Daniel Walbidi from Bidyadanga has created an
installation depicting Wirnpa, a creation being.
Constructed within the gallery, it echoes a similar
work he made on the shoreline of a salt lake that
was slowly swallowed up by the advancing wa-
ters. The large scale video work chronicling that
process is screened on the back wall, completing
the loop that links his country with this city
environment.

One of the most arresting series of works are the
sumptuous glass panels made by the Warlayirti
Artists from Balgo. These nine artists have

documented the abundance of bush tucker found
on country using beads, rods and sheets of co-
loured glass. Fused together, they form luminous
panels and glow magically in the gallery.

The vibrancy of the works on show and the
integrity of the outcome has only been possible
because of the courageous decision to rethink the
curatorial parameters of this project, allowing
multiple voices to shape the outcome. Both

the Gallery and its partner Rio Tinto are to be
congratulated on this initiative.

Joey Tjungurrayi Wangkartu, Wangkartu, Helicopter, kiln fired glass, 2017.
Courtesy Warlayirti Artists.
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Desert River Sea: Portraits of the Kimberley, was at the Art Gallery of Western Australia, until 27
May, 2019.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the
original article.
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