
 

Bil l  Whiskey Tjapalt jarr i  
( Indigenous Austral ian (Pit jantjatjara),  1920 - 2008)

Biography 

Bil l  Whiskey Tjapalt jarr i  (c .  1920–2008)  was an esteemed First  
Nat ions art ist  f rom Austral ia ,  renowned for  his  v ibrant and intr icate 
dot paint ings that depict  the r ich spir i tual  and cultural  her i tage of  
his  people.  Born around 1920 in Pirupa Akla,  near Kata Tjuta ( the 
Olgas)  in the Northern Terr i tory,  Tjapalt jarr i  was a member of  the 
Pit jant jat jara people and deeply rooted in their  t radit ions.  

Tjapalt jarr i 's  ear ly  l i fe was marked by a deep connect ion to his  
ancestral  lands and the Dreamtime stor ies that shaped his  cultural  
ident ity.  He worked as a stockman and cameleers in his  youth,  
t ravers ing the vast  landscapes of  Central  Austral ia ,  which would 
later  become a profound inf luence on his  art ist ic  work.  Despite the 
chal lenges and disruptions faced by Indigenous communit ies dur ing 
this  per iod,  Tjapalt jarr i  maintained a strong l ink to his  her i tage and 
tradit ions.  

I t  wasn't  unt i l  h is  later  years,  he was 85,  that  Tjapalt jarr i  began to 
paint .  Encouraged by the thr iv ing First  Nat ions movement and the 
recognit ion of  Indigenous art  on a global  scale,  he picked up 
paint ing in the ear ly  2000s when he was already in his  eight ies.  His  
decis ion to start  paint ing was a natural  extension of  his  role as a 
keeper of  stor ies and knowledge within his  community.  

Tjapalt jarr i 's  art  is  character ized by i ts  v ibrant use of  color and 
intr icate dot patterns,  often depict ing the sacred s i tes and stor ies of  
his  homeland. His  paint ings ref lect  the topography and spir i tual  
s ignif icance of  places l ike Kata Tjuta and Uluru,  captur ing the 
essence of  the Dreamtime narrat ives and the profound connect ion 
between the land and i ts  people.  Each piece is  a testament to his  
deep spir i tual  knowledge and his  mastery of  the dot paint ing 
technique.   

One of  his  most famous works,  "Rockholes and Country Near the 
Olgas," exempli f ies his  unique sty le and profound connect ion to the 
land.  The paint ing,  l ike many of  his  works,  uses a mesmeriz ing array 
of  colors and dots to convey the spir i tual  and physical  landscapes of  
his  ancestors 

Bi l l  Whiskey Tjapalt jarr i 's  art  gained internat ional  acclaim, and his  
works were exhibited in prest igious gal ler ies and col lect ions 
worldwide.  Although Bi l l  Whiskey only started paint ing in the last   



four years of  his  l i fe,  his  contr ibut ions are s ignif icant,  and he quickly  
became one of  the most respected f igures in contemporary First  
Nat ions art .  Whiskey'  paint ings became some of  the most sought-
after  Aboriginal  artwork in Austral ia  and abroad. Despite his  age,  
Whiskey was able to complete a number of  large canvases within a 
body of  work of  no more than 200 works.   

Towards the end of  his  l i fe,  he had a sel l -out exhibit ion in London. 
Six of  his  artworks went for  over a quarter  of  a mi l l ion dol lars  each.  
This  is  for  someone who's had no formal  t ra ining,  no real  knowledge 
of  the art  scene at  a l l .  He didn't  go to London for  that exhibit ion but 
his  artworks were just  snapped up by al l  the gl i t terat i  in London. Al l  
the art  people immediately recognized that Bi l l  was a major talent.  
Whiskey was a two t ime f inal ist  in the Telstra Awards,  his  works have 
been exhibited internat ional ly  in Copenhagen, Singapore and 
London. 

Bi l l  Whiskey Tjapalt jarr i  passed away in 2008,  but his  artworks 
remain a powerful  testament to his  l i fe,  his  culture,  and his  deep 
connect ion to the land.  His  paint ings not only preserve the stor ies of  
his  people but also serve as a br idge between cultures,  foster ing 
greater appreciat ion and understanding of  First  Nat ions art  and 
her i tage.  His  legacy cont inues to inspire new generat ions of  
Indigenous art ists  and art  lovers global ly.  

Selected Col lect ions 

Kerry Stokes Col lect ion,  Perth,  Austral ia  
The Reg Grundy AC OBE, Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  South Austral ia ,  Adelaide,  Austral ia  
National  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia   
Steve Mart in & Anne Str ingf ield Col lect ions,  USA 
Seatt le Art  Museum, Seatt le,  USA 
Glenstone Museum, Maryland,  USA 

Selected Literature 

McGregor,  K. ,  Z immer,  J . ,  Bil l  Whiskey Tjapalt jarr i ,  Macmil lan Art  
Pub.,  Melbourne,  2009 

Selected Exhibit ions 

2024 
    Big Weather,  The Ian Potter  Centre:  NGV Austral ia ,  Federat ion  
    Square,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
    Select ions f rom Austral ia ’s  Western Desert  f rom the Col lect ion of   
    Steve Mart in & Anne Str ingf ield ,  The National  Arts  Club,   
    Gramercy Park,  New York,  USA 

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

2022 
    Origins ,  SmithDavidson Gal lery,  New York,  USA 

2010 -  2016 
    Rockholes and Country Near the Olgas displayed in the residence  
    of  the Austral ian Ambassador to the United States of  America,   
    Washington,  D.C. ,  USA 

2008 
    Masterpieces f rom the Western Desert .  Bi l l  Whiskey Tjapalt jarr i  &  
    Wentja Napalt jarr i  exhibit ion,  curated by POB Contemporary and  
    COSA Gal lery.  London, United Kingdom 
    Desert  Mob ,  Araluen Arts  Centre,  Al ice Springs,  Austral ia  

2007 
    Desert  Mob ,  Araluen Arts  Centre,  Al ice Springs,  Austral ia  

2006    
    Coll iding Worlds,  National  Aboriginal  Cultural  Inst i tute -  Tandaya,   
    Adelaide,  Austral ia  
    Desert  Mob ,  Araluen Arts  Centre,  Al ice Springs,  Austral ia  
    F inal ist ,  23rd National  Aboriginal  and Torres Stait  Is lander Art   
    Award,  Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern Terr i tory,  Darwin,   
    Austral ia   

2005 
    F inal ist ,  22rd National  Aboriginal  and Torres Stait  Is lander Art   
    Award,  Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern Terr i tory,  Darwin,   
    Austral ia  


