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McCulloch & McCulloch & Salt Contemporary Art present 

Utopia Colour

An exhibition of vibrant Eastern Desert paintings by Minnie Pwerle, Molly Pwerle, Emily Pwerle, Galya Pwerle, Barbara Weir, Gloria Petyarre, Freddy Purla, Lizzie Pwerle and Katie Morgan.

    June 11-30 2010

Opening drinks: Saturday June 12 @ 5.30 pm

For over two decades the Utopia painting school has intrigued and delighted audiences with its bold, unique use of colour. The school’s origins lie in the great colourist Emily Kame Kngwarreye, whose intuitive use of colour in her often monumental paintings drew comparisons to the breakthroughs in colour theory and art made by abstract expressionists Mark Rothko, Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning. Comparisons were also drawn to the subtlety and reflection of nature’s beauty found in the work of Claude Monet. With the passing of Kngwarreye came a new, even bolder colourist – Kngwarreye’s relative, the octogenarian Minnie Pwerle. 

In this exhibition curators Susan McCulloch and Emily McCulloch Childs with Fiona Kelly from Salt Contemporary Art examine Minnie Pwerle and her legacy; her brilliant use of colour within the continuation of her dramatic depictions of Awelye, the women’s ceremony, from her country of Atnwengerrp, laid down in paint by her sisters Emily Pwerle, Molly Pwerle and Galya Pwerle. These elders depict the body paint derived from important women’s ceremonies. Shying away from the more restricted earthy palette of the western desert, they instead reflect their country’s abundance of underwater soakages and bores, which can be observed in the annual proliferation of brightly coloured wildflowers around Utopia. For centuries, women here have crushed these flowers to use in ground designs for Awelye. The freedom afforded by the plethora of colours available in acrylic paint has added to the traditional painting techniques of these Alyawarre and Anmatyerre women. 

Each of the Pwerle sisters depicts Awelye in her own way. Emily Pwerle’s depiction mirrors the breast designs of Minnie Pwerle’s. Yet her work includes a greater looseness and increasing abstraction of design in canvases whose multi-layered gestural expressionism pushes boundaries. Her sublime use of colour runs to some stunning combinations – purples with blues, greens and yellows, and various shades of rusty oranges with deep red violets. White is used to accentuate linear elements. 

Molly Pwerle, contrastingly, is deeply engaged in line work. Her thick lines depicting body paint recreate the slow, careful progress made across the body by the brush (often a stick or finger) used to ‘paint-up’ women before ceremony. Whilst doing so the women meditate upon their spiritual beliefs, engaging with the ancestral creator spirits that made their land. Her work is heavy with this meditation, yet involves a sparser, more deliberate use of colour than her sisters. 

Galya Pwerle’s work is a wonderful continuation of the great ‘dump-dump’ technique invented by Kngwarreye. This involves grinding a paintbrush, often loaded with several shades of paint, into the canvas, producing a swirled effect that recalls viewing wildflowers from above. Her work can use just one colour, such as blue, but within that blue the artist uses differing shades and adding white, or a deep indigo or violet, to create depth and shadow. Alternately, she can make just four colours seem like a burst of fireworks, through clever placement of colour and skilled dot technique. 

Minnie Pwerle’s daughter, Barbara Weir, is also a well-known artist, having held over 100 exhibitions around the world. Her depictions of her mother’s country, with their fine, intricate dot work covering symbolic imagery of sacred sites and human and spiritual elements, are striking for their subtlety and use of a dark and mysterious palette.  

Weir’s contemporary, the important painter Gloria Petyarre, became famous for her Wynne Prize winning depiction of the leaves of the bush medicine plant. Painted in a variety of colours, from reds to greens to yellows, these works, with their increasingly broader brush strokes and gentle patterns, feature heavily in the mind of the conscious Indigenous art collector, providing a sense of calm that counter-balances the frenzy of dots and myriad layers of ancestral cartographical information which occurs in much Indigenous art. 

The power of colour also lies in the lack thereof. For centuries, the use of black and white has intrigued artists. As with Emily Kame Kngwarreye, Minnie Pwerle also chose the drama of black and white in major works such as the stunning Awelye Atnwengerrp  – women’s body design translated directly onto canvas. Younger Utopia artist Lizzie Pwerle has created black and white depictions of the ancestral totem the bush orange, using sweeping line and fine dots that converge and disperse over canvas, creating a powerful map of inherited country. The bush orange is also depicted by Katie Morgan, yet her works instead use sublime oranges and yellows that resonate and intrigue the eye. 

Rounding out the exhibition is the work of Barbara Weir’s son, Freddy Purla. Purla’s depiction of the Scorpion Dreaming is often painted in bold reds, with streaks of yellow, blue, black and white layered within the painting. The reds used hint at the sexuality inherent in the work, for it is depicting the pattern made in the sand by the mating dance of the scorpion. In complete contrast to this, the show features an early subtle work by Purla depicting this place, Utopia, titled by the area’s old pioneering name: The Sandover.

Emily McCulloch Childs will be presenting a walk & talk around Utopia Colour & the exhibition Lloyd Kwilla Jumuwarnti (Many Waterholes) on Sunday, June 20 at 2.30 pm. 
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