
 

Rover Thomas Joolama 
( Indigenous Austral ian (Kukatja/Wangkajunga),  ca. 1926 – 1998)

Biography 

Rover Thomas Joolama, one of  Austral ia ’s  most acclaimed First  Nat ions 
art ists ,  was responsible for  a major movement in Austral ian art .   
He was born to a Wangkajunga father and a Kukat ja mother around 1926 at  
Kunawarr i t j i  on the canning stock route in north-western Austral ia .   
This  route crosses both the great Sandy and Gibson deserts ,  areas that 
would play an important role in Thomas’s l i fe.  At around the age of  ten 
Rover moved to Bi l l i luna stat ion where he started working soon after  as a 
stockman. He subsequently  worked as a stockman and assistent fencer at  
var ious stat ions in Western Austral ia  and the Northern Terr i tory,  and f inal ly  
sett led permanently  in the north-east  Kimberley region,  moving to Warmun 
(Turkey Creek)  in 1975.  

I t  was in this  former government reserve that,  in a sequence of  dreams,  the 
Gurirr  Gurirr,  a  narrat ive dance cycle,  was revealed to him.  
The catalyst  for  this  revelat ion was a car  accident on a f looded road to 
Warmun in 1974 in which an elder ly  woman – Rover’s  c lass i f icatory mother 
– was ser iously in jured,  later  dying as a result .  After  her death,  her spir i t  
undertook the journey home, dur ing which i t  encountered other spir i ts .   
As i t  t ravel led eastwards,  the old woman’s spir i t  was reminded of  recent 
histor ical  events,  including a massacre,  and witnessed developing events 
(Cyclone Tracy) .  The local  populat ion interpreted the ravaging of  Darwin 
by Cyclone Tracy as an act  of  retr ibut ion by the Rainbow Serpent against  
the decl ine of  cultural  pract ices.   

The Gurirr  Gurirr  fol lows the spir i t ’s  meandering back to country.   
In the decade that fol lowed, this  ceremony was performed at  regular  
intervals  at  Turkey Creek and adjacent communit ies.  The Gurirr  Gurirr,  
whi le assert ing the enduring memory and knowledge of  part icular  s i tes,  
was v i ta l  to the development of  paint ing at  Warmun. Essent ial  to these 
performances were painted boards,  i l lustrat ing the narrat ive,  which were 
carr ied across the shoulders.  Rover thomas,  who did not paint  unt i l  1981/2 
supervised Paddy Jaminj i  in the product ion of  these boards.  The Gurirr  
Gurirr  boards inspired Thomas to experiment with paint ing and other 
themes.  

Nowhere has the merging of  past  and present,  the spir i tual  and the 
physical ,  been more clear ly  real ised than in Thomas’s v is ionary paint ings.  
His  landscapes are corporeal ,  vaci l lat ing between f igurat ion and 
abstract ion to suggest the topography of  the East  Kimberley and the 
presence of  unseen forces within i t .   



Thomas used the typical  palette of  the Kimberley in his  paint ings.   
He mapped out the land and i ts  stor ies in tones of  deep red and brown 
ochre,  which f i l l  subt le organic forms.  The dist inct ive character ist ics in 
Thomas’s paint ings is  two modes of  representat ion that converge in one 
remarkable gestural  sty le:  whi le a planar v iew often depicts roads and 
f lattened country surfaces,  prof i le v iews descr ibe Kimberley landscape 
features.  His  composit ions are uncompromising.  Thomas used a deeply 
personal  v is ion to redef ine the pictor ia l  conventions of  the region.   
Sty l ist ic  spareness in composit ion,  however,  bel ies the complexity  of  
meaning in the picture.  History,  mythological  knowledge and l ived 
experience are s imultaneously present in the narrat ive.  

Rover Thomas pioneered the groundbreaking Warmun School,  a form of 
depict ion that was later  echoed in the work of  many east  Kimberley art ists :  
Queen McKenzie,  Jack Br i t ten,  Hector Jandany,  George Mung Mung, and 
the second wave of  east  Kimberley painters,  Rusty Peters,  Freddie T imms 
and Paddy Bedford.  By the t ime of  his  death in 1998,  the Warmun sty le of  
paint ing had become iconic.  

Roads Cross,  held at  the National  Gal lery of  Austral ia  in 1994,  was the f i rst  
major retrospect ive of  the art ist ’s  work and in 1990 Rover Thomas and 
Trevor Nichol ls  were the f i rst  indigenous Austral ian art ists  to represent 
Austral ia  at  the Venice Biennale.  His  work has been seen in many nat ional  
and internat ional  exhibit ions.  Thomas himself  t ravel led widely and went to 
Venice and New York.  He was awarded an honorary doctorate by the 
Univers i ty  of  Western Austral ia  in 1997 in recognit ion of  his  contr ibut ion to 
the arts .  



Selected Col lect ions 

Dr Peter El l iot  Col lect ion,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Hank Ebes Col lect ion,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
The Luczo Family  Col lect ion,  USA 
Kaplan and Levi  Col lect ion,  Seatt le,  USA 
National  Gal lery of  Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia  
Shepparton Art  Museum, Shepparton,  Austral ia  
Queensland Art  Gal lery,  Br isbane,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  South Austral ia ,  Adelaide,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  Western Austral ia ,  Perth,  Austral ia  
Berndt Museum of Anthropology,  Perth,  Austral ia  
Univers i ty  of  Western Austral ia ,  Perth,  Austral ia  
Holmes à Court  Col lect ion,  Perth,  Austral ia  

The Kelton Foundation,  Santa Monica,  USA 
Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern Terr i tory,  Darwin,  Austral ia  
National  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Aborigène Galer ie,  Par is ,  France 

Selected Exhibit ions 

2023 
    Dreaming with your Eyes Open ,  SmithDavidson Gal lery,   
    Amsterdam, The Netherlands  

2022 
    Origins ,  SmithDavidson Gal lery,  New York,  USA 

2021 
    Aboriginal i t ies ,  Koninkl i jke Musea voor Schone Kunsten,  Brussels ,   
    Belgium 
    Voyage across Aboriginal  Austral ia  – Founders’  Favourites ,   
    Fondation Burkhardt-Felder Arts  et  Culture,  Moit iers ,  Switzer land 

2019 
    T iempo de Sonar ,  Museo Nacional  de las Culturas del  Mundo,  
    Mexico-City,  in cooperat ion with Coo-ee Gal lery,  Sydney,  Austral ia  

2018 
    Ancestral  Modern:  Austral ian Aboriginal  Art  f rom the Kaplan & Levi   
    Col lect ion ,  Blanton Museum at the Univers i ty  of  Texas,  Aust in,  USA 

2016 
    One Road: Aboriginal  Art  f rom Austral ia ’s  Deserts ,  Travel l ing Exhibit ion  
    in  Japan,  curated by National  Museum of Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia   
    Everywhen: The Eternal  Present in Indigenous Art  f rom Austral ia ,  
    Hardvard Art  Museums, Cambridge,  USA 

2013-2014 
    Vivid Memories -  An Aboriginal  Art  History ,  Musée d’Aquitaine,   
    Bordeaux,  France  

2010-2013 
    Yiwarra Kuju:  The Canning Stock Route ,  Touring Exhibit ion by the 
    Nat ional  Museum of Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia  

2010 
    Desert  Country ,  Art  Gal lery of  South Austral ia ,  Adelaide,  Austral ia  

2006 
    Aboriginal  Art ,  Art  Gal lery of  Macquarie Univers i ty,  Sydney,  Austral ia  

2000 
    From Appropriat ion to Appreciat ion:  Indigenous inf luences and images  
    in  Austral ian Visual  Art ,  F l inders Univers i ty  Art  Museum, Adelaide,   
    Austral ia  
    Images of  the Land ,  Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
    Nicholas Hal l ,  Hermitage Museum, St .  Petersburg,  Russia 

1997 
    Imaging the Land ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  

1996 
    Figures in the Land ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
    Abstract ion:  Signs,  Marks ,  Symbols,  Nat ional  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,   
    Melbourne,  Austral ia  
    This is  my Country,  this  is  me ,  Seatt le Art  Museum, Seatt le,  USA 
    Nangara:  The Austral ian Aboriginal  Art  Exhibit ion ,  Ebes Col lect ion  
    S icht ing Sint-Jan,  Brugges,  Belgium 
    Contemporary Austral ian Abstract ion ,  Niagara Gal ler ies,  Melbourne,   
    Austral ia  

1995 
    Northwest and Kimberley Art ists ,  Durack Gal lery,  Kimberley Fine  
    Art ,  Broome, Austral ia   
    Stor ies:  Eine Reise zu den grossen Dingen ,  Touring:  Sprengel  Museum  
    Hannover,  Museum fur  Volkerkunde Leipzig,  Haus der Kulteren der Welt   
    Ber l in,  Ludwig-Forum fur  Internat ionale Kunst Aachen,  Germany 



1994 
    Ident it ies:  Art  f rom Austral ia ,  Taipei  Fine Arts  Museum, Taiwan 
    Power of  the Land: Masterpieces of  Aboriginal  Art ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of   
    V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
    Solo:  Roads Cross,  The Paint ings of  Rover Thomas ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of   
    Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia  
    Solo:  Rover Thomas ,  Utopia Art  Sydney,  Stanmore,  Austral ia   
    Yir ibana ,  Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,  Austral ia  

1993 
    Images of  Power:  Aboriginal  Art  of  the Kimberley ,  Nat ional   
    Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  

1992 
    Crossroads-Towards a New Real i ty :  Aboriginal  Art  f rom Austral ia ,   
    Nat ional  Museums of  Modern Art ,  Kyoto;  Tokyo,  Japan 

1991 
    Aboriginal  Art  and Spir i tual i ty ,  High Court  of  Austral ia ,  Austral ia   
    Flash Pictures ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of  Austral ia ,  Austral ia      

1990 
    Contemporary Aboriginal  Art  1990:  From Austral ia ,  Third Eye  
    Centre,  Glasgow and United Kingdom 
    Anatjar i  Tjampit j inpa,  Dini  Campbel l  Tjampit j inpa and Rover  
    Thomas ,  John Weber Gal lery,  New York,  USA 
    Venice Biennale:  Austral ian Representat ive,  with Trevor  
    Nickol ls ,  Venice,  I ta ly   
    Adelaide Biennial  of  Austral ian Art ,  Art  Gal lery of  South Austral ia ,   
    Adelaide,  Austral ia  
    Balance 1990:  V iews,  V is ions,  Inf luences ,  Queensland Art  Gal lery,   
    Br isbane,  Austral ia  
    L’ete Austral ian a Montpel l ier ,  Musee Fabre,  Montpel l ier,  France 
    Abstract ion ,  Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,  Austral ia  

1989 
    A Myriad of  Dreaming: Twentieth Century Aboriginal  Art ,  Westpac  
    Gal lery,  Melbourne;  Design Warehouse Sydney,  Austral ia  
    L’ete Austral ien a’  Montpel l ier ,  Musee Fabre,  Montpel l ier,  France   
    A Myriad of  Dreaming: Twentieth Century Aboriginal  Art ,  Westpac  
    Gal lery,  Melbourne;  Design Warehouse Sydney,  Austral ia  
    On the Edge: Five Contemporary Aboriginal  art ists ,  Art  Gal lery of   
    Western Austral ia ,  Perth,  Austral ia  
    Turkey Creek:  Recent Work ,  Deutscher Gertrude Street,  Melbourne,  
    Austral ia  

1988 
    Art f rom the Kimberley ,  Aboriginal  Art ists  Gal lery,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
    Innovat ive Aboriginal  Art  of  Western Austral ia ,  Univers i ty  of  Western  
    Austral ia ,  Perth,  Austral ia  
    Recent Aboriginal  Paint ing ,  Art  Gal lery of  South Austral ia ,  Adelaide,   
    Austral ia  
    Creat ing Austral ia :  200 Years of  Art  1788-1988 ,  Internat ional  Cultural   
    Corporat ion of  Austral ia ,  Austral ia  

1987 
    Crossroads,  Towards a New Real i ty,  Aboriginal  Art  f rom Austral ia ,   
    National  Museum of Modern Art ,  Kyoto and Tokyo,  Japan 
    Recent Aboriginal  Art  f rom Western Austral ia ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of   
    Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia  

1986 
    The Third National  Aboriginal  Art  Award Exhibit ion,  Museum and  
    Art  Gal lery of  the Northern Terr i tory,  Darwin,  Austral ia  
    Contemporary Aboriginal  Art ,  Carpenter Centre for  the Visual  Arts ,   
    Harvard Univers i ty,  Cambridge,  USA 

Selected Awards and Recognit ion 

2011 
    Top 50 Col lectable Art ists ,  Austral ian Art  Col lector Magazine 
 

2003 
    Top 50 Col lectable Art ists ,  Austral ian Art  Col lector Magazine 
 

2001 
    Top 50 Col lectable Art ists ,  Austral ian Art  Col lector Magazine 
 

2000 
    Top 50 Col lectable Art ists ,  Austral ian Art  Col lector Magazine 


