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Celebrating Nami: 
Naminapu 

Maymuru-White

By Will Stubbs

ABOVE: Portrait of Naminapu Maymuru-White with her work, Buku Larrŋgay Mulka, Yirrkala, Northern 

Territory, Australia 2021. Image courtesy the artist and Buku Larrŋgay Mulka. Photo: David Wickens

LEFT: Naminapu Maymuru-White, Milŋiyawuy 4 (detail), Bark Painting, 140 x 86 cm. Image courtesy 

the artist and Buku Larrŋgay Mulka. Photo: Aaron Anderson
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Celebrating Nami: Naminapu 
Maymuru-White

Naminapu Maymuru-White’s father Nänyin and his 
brother Narritjin Maymuru were two of the giants of 
Yolŋu art from the golden era—the late fifties through 
to the seventies. It was during this phase that a handful 
of American, European and Australian institutional 
collectors became aware of the unique artistic 
vocabulary and expression of the Yolŋu culture and these 
two were at the forefront of the Yolŋu creative response. 
Commissions and collections ensued, and the family 
were positioned to respond with Narritjin establishing a 
studio and private gallery in a lean-to shed on the beach 
at Yirrkala.

As a child, Naminapu used to sit for hours patiently 
watching her father paint. At about the age of 12, she 
began to learn herself, and was fortunate in being 
taught by her father’s brother, Narritjin Maymuru, as 
well as by her own father, Nänyin Maymuru. Both men 
were extremely able and well-known artists, whose 
works hang in many Australian and overseas museums. 
As one of the first Yolŋu women to be taught to paint 
miny’tji (sacred creation clan designs), she was part of 
the historic adaptations by the Elders of the Yolŋu in the 
last forty years. This includes the revelation of previously 
restricted designs in pursuit of justice in the Land Rights 
struggle (for example The Bark Petition and The Yirrkala 
Church Panels).

Naminapu Maymuru was born a member of the Mangalili 
clan, at the Yirrkala mission station in Northeast Arnhem 
Land in Northern Australia in 1952. After attending 
the mission school, she worked for some time in the 
store and craft shop, and also helped out in the local 
bank. When the Homeland Centre of Gurka’wuy was 
established in 1973, Naminapu went to live there with 
her husband and young family of three children. These 
were the early days of the Homeland Movement, which 
included the establishment by Narritjin of the Mangalili 

homeland of Djarrakpi (extensively documented by Ian 
Dunlop of Film Australia in the twenty-two films of the 
Yirrkala Film Project). During the years she spent there, 
Naminapu worked as a teacher trainee and later, on 
her return to Yirrkala, completed her teacher training. 
When she later married Leon White OAM, a teacher in 
the Northern Territory, Naminapu went to live for several 
years in Melbourne and Darwin. 

She has travelled within Australia quite extensively as 
well as to Japan. In 1985, Naminapu returned with her 
husband and family to live in Yirrkala, now no longer 
a mission station but a locally governed Aboriginal 
community. Following her return, she taught art to the 
children at the local school and then began working at 
the Craft Shop attached to the Buku-Larrnggay Arts 
Centre. In 1990, she was appointed Curator of the 
recently established Art Museum attached to this Centre, 
a position that she held until 1996. 

Naminapu’s works were exhibited very successfully 
with those of Bandak Marika, another Yirrkala woman 
artist, at a dual exhibition held in Warnambool and 
Sydney in 1990. Her works are also frequently included 
in group exhibitions in Australia and overseas and she 
is now herself represented in most major institutional 
collections in the country. In August 1996, at the 13th 
Telstra National Aboriginal and Islander Art Awards, her 
limited-edition lino print triptych Nyapilingu was chosen 
as the ‘Best Work on Paper’. In 1998, she was selected 
as the National Indigenous Heritage Art Award Joint 
Runner-up Normandy Art Award (for her bark Maŋgalili). 
One of her memorial poles with the Milŋiyawuy (or milky 
way design) won the Wandjuk Marika Memorial 3D award 
at the 2005 Telstra National Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Art Awards.

Naminapu Maymuru-White painting her Larrakitj, 

Buku Larrŋgay Mulka, Yirrkala, Northern Territory, 
Australia 2021. Image courtesy the artist and 

Buku Larrŋgay Mulka. Photo: David Wickens
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With numerous solo and important group projects behind her, 
Nami has recently accelerated her rate of innovation. As one of the 
first to adopt printmaking, her work has always been distinguished 
from artists brought up solely in the strict canon of dhuyu (sacred) 
bark painting. It requires different tools, techniques and vision to 
create a lino, screen-print, woodcut or collagraph. Her compositions 
have recently become even more fluid and unrestrained and this 
distinguishes her as unique amongst other Yolŋu artists. During 2019 
and 2020, Naminapu’s works were featured in sell-out solo exhibitions, 
River of Stars at Salon Art Projects, Darwin and Approximately Infinite 
Universe at The Cross Arts Projects, Sydney. 

Her works were recently acquired for the RESONANCES exhibition 
at Fondation Opale, Switzerland in 2020; added to the Kerry Stokes 
Collection of significant larrakitj from 2001-2021; acquired by the 
National Gallery of Victoria (NGV) to be shown in a major survey 
of female bark painters from North East Arnhemland, entitled Bark 
Ladies (forthcoming, 2022); as well as commissioned for acquisition by 
Kluge-Ruhe Collection for inclusion in Madayin-eighty years of bark 
painting from Yirrkala, a major US touring exhibition slated for 2022.

This flurry of recent activity culminates in her new partnership with 
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney, which will see her able to share her recent 
evolutions with a wider audience at a level she has long deserved. 

Exhibition: February 17 - March 12, 2022

+ EMAIL ART@SULLIVANSTRUMPF.COM TO REQUEST A REVIEW BEFORE  

     FEBRUARY 17

LEFT: Naminapu Maymuru-White

Milŋiyawuy 4, 2021
Larrakitj
160 x 21 cm

Image courtesy the artist and Buku Larrŋgay Mulka. 
Photo: David Wickens 

Naminapu Maymuru-White

Milŋiyawuy River of Stars (detail)
Bark Painting
140 x 86 cm

Image courtesy the artist and Buku Larrŋgay Mulka. 
Photo: Aaron Anderson
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