










background that hint at Tjungurrayi's future direction. which he pursued single­
mindedly through 1996 in search of a new, simpler iconography.

Seeking to find himself in the acrylic medium. Tjungurrayi looked at the
work of other experienced artists. notably Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri. Ronnie
Tjampitjinpa and Charlie Tjapangati. who had already effected a change in the
language of Pintupi painting.6 He saw that to achieve recognition as an artist he
needed to reinvent himself and paint in another way. one that sat comfortably
with his vision of country. law and selF A new pathway. distinct from that of
the aforementioned artists. appeared 'quite suddenly' as Tjungurrayi devised
linear compositional ideas in a succession of small canvases.8 In Tjikarrna,
1996. and three or four similar works. Tjungurrayi carefully applied herringbone
parallel lines in subtle complementary tones and subdivided the designs with
vertical lines.

During this exploratory period the artist's palette lightened and diversified.
perhaps in response to the spirited and vibrant works of Pintupi women artists
who had just begun to paint on canvas for Papunya Tula after the Kintorel
Haasts Bluff Canvas Project of 1994-95. He took delight in mixing unusual
shades of colour and aligned them in alternating sequences. Daphne Williams
recalls that ·George. when mixing the colours. would occasionally seek an
opinion as to whether or not they were "pretty·...s He also experimented with
four-panelled squares and two-panelled rectangles. formulating many schemata.
but kept returning to transverse parallel lines with an elbow or dogleg in square
or portrait formats. Synchronous with Timmy Payungka's black-and-white.
key-pattern compositions of multiple interlocking parts. Tjungurrayi eventually
succeeded in expanding and simplifying the scroll meander so that it is one
element only, undulating and sweeping across a horizontal expanse of canvas.
This he achieved in his first daring minimal work of significant size (1.8 x 1.5 metres).
which focused on the site of Mamultjulku.

Paul Sweeney. a field officer for Papunya Tula during this period. recalled
that Tjungurrayi saw himself as the equal of Mick Namarari Tjapaltjarri. Turkey
Tolson Tjupurrula and Ronnie Tjampitjinpa and kept asking to paint a 1.8 x 2.4
metre canvas. regarded as a definitive scale then reserved for eminent Papunya
Tula artists. This opportunity eventually came in September 1996 when he
produced a masterwork. Tingari dreaming. 1996, now in the collection of the
National Gallery of Victoria. Melbourne. Here Tjungurrayi reached a conceptual
distillation of elements that intersected when he thought of Mamultjulku. a site
that recurs in his oeuvre. The gently brushed pale mauve and plum lines create
tonal reflections and visual sensations. like reverberations in a lake. To achieve
this optical effect in two colours of equal emphasis on a foundation of black or
other dark priming. Tjungurrayi worked in four layers. first laying in each colour
separately. then going over each series of linear arabesques again - one colour
at a time - to ensure that the lines ran exactly parallel and their edges were
immaculate. In building up the layers. different pigment densities were achieved
which gave the work an optical frisson created through the endlessly repeated
quivering lines in two shades of subtle colour. Once crystallised, on a monu­
mental scale. the 1996 composition became a template for a stirring series of
variations in which colour. nuance and rhythmical pulse are often the keynote.
A decade later. in his Claypan site at Mamultjulkunga, 2005. the finest horizontal
striations of sandstone and cream create an ethereal mirage in which heat and
shadow oscillate.

I first glimpsed the artist's seriousness of purpose when he was working on
the underlayers of his Snake dreaming at Nguntalpalungu. 2002, a painting
which began with a freely painted cartoon in colours of purplish red ochre and
yellowish beige. At this stage. prior to the latter layers of both colours. the

design was raw and vigorous whereas the finished work is a polished production
with multiple serpentine lines that gyrate and dazzle the eye. The animated
configuration of a myriad of meanders conjures up the journey of a poisonous
snake from Nyinmi to Wilkinkarra and the many snakes that sprang from its
body and which now inhabit the country around Wilkinkarra. leaving numerous
winding tracks. Its maze-like optical effects - dense rather than sparse - differ
from compositions of single elongated scroll meanders. which issue from the
same vision and painting method. His largest work to date, the equally complex
Untitled (Tingari at Mamultjulkunga). 2005 - an optical dance of diamonds.
triangles and irregular geometry - reveals his assured orchestration of lines
that constantly change direction. This angular. brick-red maze meander retains
Tjungurrayi's ascetic purity of palette and crisp articulation of line.

Once he found himself as an artist in 1996. Tjungurrayi's work became
instantly recognisable for its rigour of conception and execution and its resonant
chords of vibrancy. On the surface, his signature style - devoid of dots and
restricted to rhythms of straight. wavering or angled lines - accords with that of
his peers. Ronnie Tjampitjinpa and Kenny Williams Tjampitjinpa. But his painting
method - built up in four considered layers with carefully mixed nuances of
colour - is matched by no other contemporary Pintupi artist. Tjungurrayi sees
his work as different and is proud of the remarkable achievements that have
stamped him with 'Number One' status in his own mind. His master works­
monumental vistas of sandhill country resonant with inside layers of meaning.
in light and dark tones of mauve. sandstone. brick. cream or orange - do not
come out of a vacuum, but have their place within the trajectory of the Papunya
Tula movement and his own quest to make his mark as an artist of consequence.
His paintings of parallel linear currents in dual tones of one colour. which may
also change direction or fracture into key pattern and maze meanders. are
exceptional.

George Tjungurrayi's work of the past decade is sustained and serious.
and it sits proudly alongside that of the late visionary innovators Mick Namarari
Tjapaltjarri. Rover Thomas and Emily Kame Kngwarreye. artists who were intent
on paring down their vocabulary of forms. images and glyphs. until the viewer
is left with a special form of visual music. Tjungurrayi's conceptual abstractions
condense particular places where he and his ancestors lived and walked not
as literal maps. diagrams or notations but as metaphors infused with depth
of tonality and rich vibrancy through being inside this country in all its minutiae.
His masses of beautifully drawn lines evoke dense rhythms of visual sensations
and are the antithesis of western minimalism.
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ThiS essay would not have been pOSSible Without the generous assistance of Paul Sweeney, Luke
Scholes and Sama OUlnllvan of Papunya Tula Artists. The staff and field officers of this Aborlglnal­
owned company have patiently nurtured and continuously supported George Tiungurrayi's art
production over the past three decades. His serious commitment to the practIce of painting and hiS
stellar career would not have happened Without the magnificent support of Papunya Tula Artists.
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