
20/01/2022, 11:17 Bark Ladies: Up close with the daring work of 11 Yolŋu superstars

https://www.afr.com/life-and-luxury/arts-and-culture/bark-ladies-up-close-with-the-daring-work-of-11-yol-u-superstars-20220113-p59nz6 1/7

Life And Luxury Arts And Culture

Bark Ladies: Up close with the daring
work of 11 Yolŋu superstars

Through their bark paintings, memorial poles and weavings, the artists of tiny Yirrkala

have had an outsize presence in the art world and in Australian society.

G

Charis Perkins Life & Leisure editor

Jan 19, 2022 – 5.00am

abrielle “Coco” Chanel. You’ve heard of her, right? Of course, you

have! Unless you’ve been hiding under a rock of late, you probably

also know that the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne is staging a

blockbuster retrospective of her work, hailed to this day for revolutionising

what women wear.

Here’s another name for you: Dhambit Munuŋgurr. Heard of her? How

about Dhuwarrwarr Marika?
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No? Well, unless you have a lively interest in Australian art, that’s not

altogether surprising. Unlike Chanel’s, their initials do not embellish

cosmetics, handbags, jackets and jewellery, and there’s no multibillion-

dollar luxury juggernaut burnishing their legacy so assiduously that you

couldn’t possibly forget who they were even if you wanted to.

All the same, Dhambit Munuŋgurr, Dhuwarrwarr Marika and the nine

other women starring in an exhibition across the ground floor from

Gabrielle Chanel: Fashion Manifesto at the NGV International are

revolutionaries and superstars in their own right, as the gallery’s senior

curator of Indigenous art, Myles Russell-Cook, points out.

Myles Russell-Cook, curator of the Bark Ladies Exhibition, among the larrakitj in the exhibition’s

central, mirrored space.  Getty
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Bark Ladies: Eleven Artists from Yirrkala presents the work of 11 Yolŋu

women from the Buku-Larrŋgay Mulka Centre (Buku), an Indigenous art

centre in Yirrkala in north-east Arnhem Land – home for 40,000 years of

the Yolŋu people, one of the oldest continuing cultures on Earth.

Through their bark paintings, larrakitj (memorial poles) and weavings, the

artists of tiny Yirrkala, founded as a mission in 1935, have had an outsize

presence in the art world and in Australian society, including with the

Yirrkala Bark Petition of 1963, credited as the catalyst for the official

recognition of the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

Artist Dhambit Munuŋgurr at the Buku arts centre in Yirrkala.  Leicolhn McKellar
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Whittling the NGV exhibition down to just 11 women artists – “We could

have included 25 others!” says Russell-Cook – was about representing “the

absolute superstars”, he says.

Artist Noŋgirrŋa Marawili at Buku.  Leicolhn McKellar

Before 1970, he writes in the publication that accompanies Bark Ladies, “no

Yolŋu women painted sacred themes on bark or larrakitj in their own

right. In recent times, however, they have become renowned for daring

and inventive works that challenge Yolŋu tradition and rewrite our

understanding of contemporary bark painting.”

There is the work of the five Yunupiŋu sisters – Nancy Gaymala Yunupiŋu,

the first Yolŋu woman to have a solo exhibition at a commercial gallery;

Gulumbu Yunupiŋu, renowned as the Star Lady; Barrupu Yunupiŋu, the

“Riŋgitjmi gapu”, 2021, by Naminapu Maymuru-White, in the central court of the NGV. Tom Ross
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Fire Lady; Ms N. Yunupiŋu, who passed away in October and whose vast

and hypnotic work Gana (Self), created over nine years, is showing for the

first time; and Eunice Djerrkŋu Yunupiŋu, whose bark painting Me and my

sisters, was a finalist in last year’s Archibald prize.

There is the installation Birth of a nation (2020) by Dhuwarrwarr Marika,

the first Yolŋu woman to paint on bark in her own right; the vivid blue bark

paintings and larrakitj of Dhambit Munuŋgurr, who was given special

permission to use store-bought paint after a car accident in 2005 left her

unable to mix the ochres customarily used by Yolŋu artists; and the pink-

hued work of Noŋgirrŋa Marawili, the first to challenge what it meant to

paint with materials from Country when she started using the ink in

discarded printer cartridges.

There are four of Mulkun Wirrpanda’s last bark paintings, created before

she passed away last year, and five previously unseen works by Malaluba

Gumana. And then there is Naminapu Maymuru-White, whose giant

installation commissioned for the exhibition, Riŋgitjmi gapu (River of

Installation view of Gäna (Self) by Ms N. Yunupiŋu. Tom Ross
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Heaven and Earth), 2021, covers the floor and is reflected in a vast mirror

above the gallery’s central court.

Last week, Buku informed its Instagram followers that Yirrkala had been

identified by the Northern Territory government as a COVID-19 “exclusion

zone” and was closing to visitors until further notice – not for the first time

during the pandemic. On Monday, it went into a 72-hour lockdown.

Between its remote location (about 700 kilometres east of Darwin) and the

lockdowns, it’s not an easy place to get to. Pre-pandemic, says Russell-

Cook, you could get a direct flight from Melbourne to Cairns, and then

Cairns to nearby Nhulunbuy, and you could do it all in one day. But when

COVID-19 happened “a lot of those flights disappeared, and now getting

there and back can take something like 10 days”.

All the same, if you ever get the chance to go, grab it with both hands. I

spent a mere day in Yirrkala last year on a seven-day art and culture tour

with Renaissance Tours and the Art Gallery Society of NSW. We spent the

morning at Buku, and the evening at the home of Will Stubbs, the

coordinator of the centre, and his wife, Merrki Ganambarr-Stubbs, clan

elder and school principal, on the lawn overlooking the Arafura Sea. It was

a frustratingly short visit, but profoundly affecting.

At the opening night of Bark Ladies (in December), I met several people

who have spent long stretches of time in Yirrkala, including Kade

McDonald, arts coordinator at Buku for five years from late 2010. They

talked about the place and its artists with an emotional intensity that was

surprising, coming from strangers in a public gallery.

But I understand how they feel, even if I was there for one measly day.

Once you’ve encountered the artists of Yirrkala, they’ll be with you forever.

NEED TO KNOW 

Bark Ladies: Eleven Artists from Yirrkala is on at the NGV International

until April 25.
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The writer attended the exhibition as a guest of the National Gallery of

Victoria.

Sign up to our Life & Leisure newsletter here.
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Charis Perkins edits The Australian Financial Review's weekly lifestyle liftout, covering the arts,
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