Warlimpirrnga Tjapaltjarri
(Indigenous Australian (Pintupi), born 1958)

Biography

Warlimpirrnga Tjapaltjarri was born around 1958, east of Kiwirkurra in Western
Australia. Until 1984, at an age of approximately 25, Warlimpirrnga and his family
lived a traditional nomadic life, with no contact to or knowledge of the outside world.

In late 1984, the international headlines were filled with the 'discovery’ of this last
group of Australian First Nations who had managed to retain their traditional lifestyle
in complete isolation until the late 20th century. These so-called ‘last of the nomads’
or 'lost tribe’ of nine Pintupi walked in from the bush west of Lake Owen that year
and, for the first time, came into contact with western civilization.

Six of these nine First Nations people became artists: Warlimpirrnga, Thomas, Walala,
Yukultji, Yalti and Tjakaria. From these six, Warlimpirrnga was the first who started
painting after carefully observing other artists from the community at Kiwirkurra paint
for a long time. Consequently, within three years, Warlimpirrnga transformed from a
nomad with a simple traditional lifestyle to one of the leading artists from the
Papunya Tula Artists collective. In 1987, he completed his first painting for Papunya
Tula Artists and in 1988 he held his first exhibition in Melbourne, at Gabrielle Pizzi
Gallery. The entire collection was purchased and donated to the National Gallery of
Victoria.

Warlimpirrnga paints primarily in two styles: he makes extensive use of geometric
shapes to depict the stories of the Tingari or he uses lines made up of carefully
placed dots in his Dreamings that depict holy Lake Mackay, a site of which he is one
of the custodians. He uses the same dot-technique as other Pintupi artists like his
brothers, Walala and Thomas.

In Aboriginal terms, the Tingari are the mythical ancestors of the Pintupi from the
Dreaming who wandered the earth performing rituals, giving life to and physically
shaping the landscape and its inhabitants. Everything on earth obeys the laws that
have been formulated by the Tingari. The meaning of Tingari paintings are multiple,
but the content of these ancient stories remain largely the exclusive knowledge of
the initiated men. Warlimpirrnga’s paintings often depicts tali tjuta (many sandhills)
and kapi (clay pans) of the Maruwa area West of Lake McKay and Kalparti which lies
further south.



In a minimal linear style, the artist depicts a particular site known as Minatapinya, a
large swamp south of Maruwa which is where Tingari men camped as they travelled
east towards Wilkinkarra (Lake McKay) in Western Australia. The area is known for the
Water Snake that travelled through this way in the mythical creation time, the snake
entered the water and now lives under ground. According to the artist, the wavey lines
mark the watery areas that are found around Lake MacKay.

“| tasted the sugar and it tasted so sweet,
like the Kulun Kulun flower.”

Despite the late start of his career, Warlimpirrnga is widely considered one of the
most important contemporary First Nations artist. His work has appeared in several
prominent galleries and museums in Australia and around the world, including the
National Gallery of Victoria, Musée du quai Branly Paris, and Pérez Art Museum Miami
(PAMM). Warlimpirrnga travels back and forth between Alice Springs and his native
land around Kiwirrkurra.
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