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Artist in the spotlight

His paintings often represent Water Dreaming
and important sacred sites, especially places
linked to rain, waterholes, and plant growth in
the desert. Using traditional Aboriginal symbols,
such as circles, lines, and fields of dots, he
visually tells ancestral stories and maps
connections between people, land, and spiritual
beliefs.

What makes his work stand out is the
combination of symbolic storytelling, natural
imagery, and expressive dotted patterns, which
together create a sense of movement and life
within the landscape. This style became highly
influential within the Western Desert painting
movement and helped bring Indigenous
Australian art to wider international attention.

WHO IS JOHNNY WARANGKULA  AND
WHAT MAKES HIS WORK DISTINCTIVE?
Johnny Warangkula Tjupurrula was a pioneering
Aboriginal Australian artist and one of the founding
figures of the Western Desert or Papunya Tula
painting movement, which brought Indigenous
Australian art to international recognition in the late
20th century. In the early 1970s, he became one of the
original group of Aboriginal men who began painting
with acrylics at Papunya, encouraged by teacher
Geoffrey Bardon. This moment marked the birth of
the contemporary Western Desert art movement. 

His paintings translate traditional Dreaming stories
(Jukurrpa), spiritual narratives connected to land,
ancestors, and creation, into modern visual form. 
Johnny was known for his layered dot painting
technique and strong connection to Aboriginal
Dreaming stories and the desert landscape. 
He developed a unique method known as “over-
dotting,” where multiple layers of tiny dots are
applied to create rich textures and a shimmering,
almost vibrating surface.

Each month, SmithDavidson Gallery highlights
one of its Australian Indigenous artists. 
Gallery owner David Smith answers five

questions that introduce the artist, provide
cultural and artistic context, and offer insight

into their practice and significance within
contemporary Australian Indigenous Art.



WHAT SHOULD VIEWERS LOOK FOR
WHEN EXPERIENCING JOHNNY
WARANGKULA’S WORK?
When viewing Johnny’s work, you should look
for the layers of dots and patterns that create
movement and texture across the painting. His
technique of applying many small dots produces
a shimmering effect that can suggest rain,
vegetation, or the energy of the desert landscape.

Also try to look for the symbols and shapes in
the paintings. Circles, lines, and clusters of dots
often represent waterholes, paths of ancestral
beings, and important sites connected to
Aboriginal Dreaming stories. These symbols act
like a visual map that links the artwork to
specific places and cultural traditions.

Finally, it helps to look at the work as a spiritual
and cultural story about the land, rather than
just an abstract pattern. Many of Warangkula’s
paintings refer to Water Dreaming and the
sacred site Kalipinypa, showing the importance
of rain, water, and life in the desert. By noticing
these elements, viewers can better understand
the deep connection between culture,
storytelling, and landscape in his art.

Johnny Warangkula at work in the Men's Painting Room, Papunya, 1972.

WHAT CULTURAL STORIES OR
TRADITIONS INFLUENCE HIS WORK?
Johnny Warangkula Tjupurrula’s work is strongly
influenced by Aboriginal Dreaming (Jukurrpa) stories,
which are traditional narratives that explain the
creation of the land, the journeys of ancestral beings,
and the laws and beliefs of Aboriginal culture. 
These stories connect people spiritually to specific
places in the landscape and are passed down through
generations.

Many of his paintings focus on the Water Dreaming
story linked to the sacred site Kalipinypa, which tells
of ancestral forces that created storms, rain, and
waterholes in the desert. Water is a powerful symbol
in his work because it represents life and renewal in
the harsh desert environment.

His art also draws on traditional symbols and
ceremonial knowledge, such as patterns used in body
painting, sand drawings, and storytelling. Circles,
lines, and dots represent things like waterholes, travel
paths of ancestors, and natural elements such as seeds
or vegetation. Through these symbols, his paintings
preserve and communicate important cultural
traditions, spiritual beliefs, and connections to land.

Johnny Warangkula Tjupurrula, Water and Tucker (1972). 



WHY IS JOHNNY WARANGKULA
IMPORTANT WITHIN CONTEMPORARY
AUSTRALIAN INDIGENOUS ART?
Johnny Warangkula Tjupurrula is important within
contemporary Australian Indigenous art because he
was one of the founding artists of the Western Desert
(Papunya Tula) painting movement, which brought
Aboriginal art to national and international
recognition in the 1970s.

He pioneered innovative techniques, like layered
“over-dotting,” that transformed traditional
ceremonial designs into a contemporary painting style
while maintaining cultural and spiritual meaning. His
work demonstrated that Indigenous stories and
symbols could be represented visually in ways that
resonated with a global audience without losing their
cultural significance.

Warangkula’s paintings also preserve and
communicate Dreaming stories, especially about the
desert landscape and Water Dreaming, making him a
key figure in connecting art with cultural knowledge,
land, and ancestry. His influence helped establish
Aboriginal art as a major force in the contemporary
art world, inspiring generations of Indigenous artists
across Australia.

WHAT MAKES  JOHNNY
WARANGKULA SPECIAL TO
SMITHDAVIDSON GALLERY? 
After having discovered the Western Desert Art
movement for ourselves in 2006, and learning
about its origins at Papunya and the early board
paintings, the first works I ever saw from these
origins were by Johnny Warangkula Tjupurrula.
They made a huge impression on me, his art
resonated like nothing I had ever seen before.
There was a vitality, a rhythm, and a spiritual
presence in his paintings that drew me in
immediately. 

Exhibiting his work allows us to celebrate not
just its striking visual beauty, but also its
profound cultural significance as an expression of
one of the world’s oldest living artistic traditions.
Each painting is a window into the stories,
ceremonies, and landscapes of the Western
Desert, carrying the spirit of the land and the
journeys of ancestral beings. Sharing these works
with audiences around the world is the main
reason we ever opened our Amsterdam gallery.

Johnny Warangkula Tjupurrula, Bush Tucker After Rain (1971). 

Water and Tucker on the wall. 


