
12	 IMPRINT	volume	50	number	4

feature

Balnhdhurr – A Lasting Impression
Denise Salvestro explores twenty years of remote printmaking at Yirrkala Print Space.

Dhalmula Burarrwanga, Milkarri,	2012,	photographic	screenprint,	30	x	21	cm,	edition	of	8.	Courtesy	of	the	artist	and	Yirrkala	Print	Space.
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In	2015	the	Print	Space	at	the	Buku-Larrngay	Mulka	Art	Centre	in	
the	Yolngu	community	of	Yirrkala	in	Northeast	Arnhem	Land,	NT,	is	
celebrating	twenty	years	of	continuous	print	production.	The	Print	Space	
has	established	itself	as	one	of	the	most	successful	Indigenous	owned-
and-run	print	studios	in	a	remote	Indigenous	community	having	produced	
over	800	editions	of	prints	created	by	135	artists,	printed	by	locally	trained	
and	employed	Indigenous	printmakers.	It	has	developed	a	worldwide	
reputation,	exhibiting	regularly,	both	nationally	and	internationally.
	 Yolngu	use	their	art	to	pass	on	knowledge	of	their	history,	culture	
and	law.	The	clan	specific	miny’tji	–	the	intricate	patterns	which	are	
painted	with	natural	ochres	onto	torsos	during	ceremony	and	on	
sacred	artefacts	such	as	the	larrakitj	(burial	pole)	–	relate	the	journeys	
and	activities	of	their	creation	ancestors.	This	link	to	their	ancestors	
establishes	a	form	of	title	to	land	identifying	who	they	are.	From	the	
early	twentieth	century	with	growing	outsider	incursion	into	their	
country	the	Yolngu	increasingly	used	their	art	to	educate	the	strangers	
about	their	culture	and	their	enduring	relationship	with	country.	The	
dynamic	nature	of	their	art	allowed	the	Yolngu	to	adapt	their	painting	
and	to	embrace	introduced	media.	In	1947	they	reproduced	their	stories	
using	crayons	on	paper	for	the	anthropologist	Ronald	Berndt	and	
in	the	1970s	Yirrkala	artists	were	introduced	to	printmaking.	Yolngu	
were	exposed	to	basic	hand-printing	on	fabric	and	paper	at	school	
workshops	and	in	1979	Narritjin	and	Banapana	Maymuru	were	the	first	
Yirrkala	artists	to	be	introduced	to	etching	as	Artists	in	Residence	at	the	
Canberra	School	of	Art.
		 In	the	early	1980s,	Steve	Fox,	the	manager	at	the	recently	established	
Yirrkala	Art	Centre,	encouraged	printmaking	using	a	simple	hand-printed	
woodblock	technique.	In	1994	Fox	applied	for	a	grant	for	a	dedicated	print	
workshop.	Following	his	departure,	it	was	established	in	1995	under	the	
supervision	of	printmaker	Basil	Hall	working	with	the	new	co-ordinators	
Andrew	and	Dianne	Blake,	Will	Stubbs,	and	local	artists	Marrnyula	and	
Rerrkiwanga	Mununggurr.	Since	its	inception	the	Print	Space	has	been	
a	place	that	encourages	members	of	the	community	of	all	ages	to	come	
and	explore	the	medium,	providing	them	with	the	facility	to	experiment	
with	a	variety	of	print	techniques	–	woodblock,	linocut,	screenprint,	
etching,	collagraph,	lithography	and,	more	recently,	digital	technology	
and	combination	techniques.	Participants	learn	new	techniques	at	on-
site	workshops	run	by	visiting	printmakers	or	at	offsite	workshops	and	
residencies	at	major	teaching	institutions.	
	 Traditionally	Yolngu	painting	was	male	dominated.	Women	assisted	
their	husbands	and	fathers	with	their	paintings,	or	painted	their	
own	carved	artefacts	and	woven	fibre	baskets.	The	introduction	of	
printmaking	has	given	women	the	freedom	to	express	individual	
creativity	without	the	constraints	that	traditionally	limited	their	painting.	
In	the	early	days,	the	Print	Space	was	considered	the	women’s	domain	
with	the	men	maintaining	traditional	painting.	However,	the	men	
gradually	became	more	interested	in	exploring	the	print	medium	and	
many	of	the	male	artists	are	now	more	involved	in	printmaking	than	
bark	painting.
	 Initially	there	was	controversy	around	the	idea	of	a	machine	
reproducing	the	coloured	clan-specific	sacred	miny’tji.	The	Artists	
Committee	ruled	that	to	conserve	Yolngu	tradition	and	protect	
intellectual	property,	miny’tji	should	only	be	produced	by	hand	using	
natural	materials,	and	not	by	mechanical	reproduction,	declaring	that	
if	Yolngu	are	‘to	paint	the	land	you	must	use	the	land’.	Art	Centre	co-
ordinator	Will	Stubbs	explains	that	the	artists	circumvented	the	issue	
of	reproduction	of	sacred	design	in	print	primarily	through	the	use	of	
non-traditional	colours	and	by	avoiding	reproducing	the	deeper	layers	
of	miny’tji,	which	contain	the	‘inside’	or	sacred	meaning.	The	Art	Centre	
website	provides	the	following	explanation:

Following	the	discipline	of	miny'tji	(sacred	design)	the	designs	used	
in	making	these	works	on	paper	with	'foreign'	media	are	decorative	
only	and	not	permitted	to	extend	into	ceremonial	patterns.	This	allows	
artists	expressive	freedom	and	the	opportunity	to	use	bright	colours	
and	'play'	with	imagery	without	compromising	their	spiritual	identity.1		

With	increasing	exposure	to	outside	influences	and	with	the	younger	
generation	of	artists	often	having	reduced	access	to	traditional	cultural	
practices,	the	subject	matter	of	much	of	the	work	produced	in	the	
Print	Space	has	tended	to	become	more	secular,	with	themes	based	
on	contemporary	life.	When	clan	designs	are	being	reproduced	senior	
members	of	the	community	are	called	upon	to	sanction	the	final	image	
before	printing.

	

The	Yolngu	have	increasingly	taken	advantage	of	the	accessibility	and	
multiplicity	of	prints	to	keep	strong	their	culture	and	association	with	
country.	Printmaking	has	come	to	play	an	important	role	in	passing	
on	knowledge	to	the	younger	generations	and	in	promoting	social	and	
political	messages.	In	1993	Marrnyula	Munungurr,	who	was	to	become	
the	first	and	longest	serving	local	artist	printmaker	working	at	the	Print	
Space,	was	commissioned	by	the	NT	Department	of	Health	to	produce	a	
‘safe	sex’	poster	to	alert	the	locals	to	the	risk	of	AIDS	and	other	sexually	
transmitted	diseases.	The	poster,	Love	Me	Safely,	was	so	successful	it	
was	reproduced	in	many	forms	and	is	still	used	today.	In	1999,	Gaymala	
Yunupingu	(1935-2005)	highlighted	the	Yolngu	concern	with	the	negative	
impact	of	bauxite	mining	on	their	country	with	her	Nabalco	Suite	–	a	set	
of	four	monoprint	collagraphs	showing	the	mine	impinging	on	sacred	
sites	and	displacing	the	native	flora	and	fauna.

top:  Marrnyula Mununggurr, Love	Me	Safely,	2005,	screenprint,	64.5	x	54	cm,	edition	of	30.		
Courtesy	of	the	artist	and	Yirrkala	Print	Space.	

above:		Yuta	Workshop,	2012.	Left	to	right:	Annie	Studd,	Dhalmula	Burarrwanga,	Mamburra	
Raymond,	Ruby	Djikarra	Alderton,	Bawu	Gurruwiwi.	Courtesy	of	Yirrkala	Print	Space.
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Cross-cultural	collaborative	print	projects	
have	played	an	important	role	in	the	sharing	
of	culture	and	knowledge.	The	Djalkiri	–	We	
Are	Standing	on	Their	Names	project	(2010)	
was	initiated	by	Angus	and	Rose	Cameron	
of	Nomad	Art	in	Darwin	with	the	objective	to	
‘juxtapose	Western	scientific	viewpoints	and	
knowledge	with	[the]	holistic	perspective	of	
Yolngu.’	Anthropologist	Professor	Howard	
Morphy,	printmaker	Basil	Hall,	ethnobotanist	
Glenn	Wightman	and	photographer	Peter	Eve	
facilitated	workshops	in	which	celebrated	
Australian	artists	Judy	Watson,	Fiona	Hall,	
Jörg	Schmeisser	and	John	Wolseley	joined	
Yolngu	artists	Djambawa	Marawili,	Marrirra	
Marawili,	Marrnyula	Mununggurr,	Mulkun	
Wirrpanda	and	Liyawaday	Wirrpanda	in	
their	remote	homeland	of	Yilpara.	This	
encounter,	‘to	promote	understanding	and	
mutual	respect’,	resulted	in	a	suite	of	prints	
that	revealed	an	appreciation	of	country	
from	different	perspectives.	It	led	to	another	
collaborative	initiative	between	Mulkun	
Wirrpanda	and	John	Wolseley.
	 Fearing	that	the	knowledge	and	value	
of	traditional	foods	and	grasses	was	being	
forgotten	by	the	younger	generation,	Mulkun	
featured	many	of	the	endangered	species	in	her	
work.	Wolseley,	much	of	whose	work	focuses	
on	the	environment,	visited	the	garanggali	flood	
plains	with	Mulkun	and	was	profoundly	affected	
by	the	experience:	‘For	me	the	great	miracle	of	
that	morning	rested	in	that	moment	of	time	–	

being	there,	seeing	the	living	land	and	sensing	
the	"deep	time"	so	intimately	linked	with	the	
life	and	art	of	the	people	who	have	lived	in	it	
for	so	long.’2	Resulting	from	this	collaboration,	
Mulkun	created	the	Midawarr	suite	–	a	series	
of	woodblock	carvings	of	yukuwa	(wild	yam)	
and	räkay	(water	chestnut)	on	Tasmania	Huon	
pine	woodblocks	provided	by	Wolseley	with	
the	aim	of	capturing	the	woodgrain	in	the	
images.	Furthering	the	work’s	connection	with	
country,	the	woodblocks	were	printed	on	paper	
that	Darwin-based	artist	Winsome	Jobling	
handmade	from	stringybark	and	the	native	
grasses.
	 Social	issues	affecting	the	local	youth,	such	
as	low	self-esteem,	substance	abuse	and	
suicide	have	been	addressed	in	collaborations	
between	the	local	school	and	the	Print	Space.	
The	first	project	in	2010	involved	a	group	of	
girls	who	created	a	series	of	collagraphs	that	
were	enthusiastically	received	when	exhibited	
at	that	year’s	Gapan	Gallery.	So	successful	
was	the	project	at	restoring	the	self-esteem	
of	those	involved	that	other	projects	soon	
followed.	The	objective	of	The	Young	Ones,	
Ngarra	(I	or	me)	project,	overseen	by	local	
student	Ruby	Djikarra	Alderton	(daughter	of	
renowned	Yolngu	printmaker	Banduk	Marika)	
and	volunteer	printmaker	Alicia	Scobie,	
was	to	‘re-engage	the	disengaged	youth’	
and	increase	their	self-esteem	and	pride	in	
their	culture.	The	participants	used	modern	
technology	familiar	to	them	–	cameras	on	

their	mobile	phones	–	to	take	self-portraits,	
which	were	then	digitally	enhanced	and	
combined	in	a	linocut.	In	2012	Alderton	and	
Print	Space	advisor	Annie	Studd	instigated	a	
second	project.	For	Yuta	2	it	was	suggested	
that	the	youth	go	around	the	community	
and	photograph	what	was	significant	to	
them	and	reflected	the	Yirrkala	they	knew.	
Printmaker	Sean	Smith	from	The	Ownership	
Project	(TOP)	in	Melbourne	was	invited	to	
run	a	screenprinting	workshop.	The	young	
participants	showed	surprising	aptitude	for	
the	complex	process	involved	in	realising	the	
screenprints,	which	were	composed	of	the	
digitally	manipulated	images	combined	with	
hand	drawn	illustrations.	The	resultant	series	
was	exhibited	to	great	acclaim	at	the	TOP	
gallery	in	Melbourne	and	then	travelled	to	
Harvey	Art	Projects	in	Idaho,	USA.	Revealing	
the	desire	to	keep	connected	to	family	and	
culture,	DJ	Marika	wrote	about	how	he	came	
upon	the	subject	for	his	screenprint	Mari:

This	is	a	print	of	me	and	my	mari	
(grandfather).	The	photo	of	him	is	from	the	
Mulka	archive	and	I	took	a	photo	of	myself	
looking	like	he	does	in	this	old	photo.	In	his	
photo	he	is	holding	raki	(string)	and	in	my	
photo	I	am	listening	to	my	music.	It	looks	
like	he	is	holding	my	music.	I	drew	the	
background	design.	I	chose	the	colours	and	
printed	it	myself.	I	like	how	the	raki	links	my	
mari	and	me	together	even	though	he	lived	
in	the	past	and	I	am	in	the	present.

DJ Marika, Mari,	2012,	screenprint,	21	x	30	cm,	edition	of	8.	Courtesy	of	the	artist	and	Yirrkala	Print	Space.
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These	projects	were	successful	in	getting	many	
young	people	back	to	school,	entering	into	
apprenticeships	or	seeking	employment,	with	
some	asking	if	they	could	stay	on	at	the	Print	
Space.	The	Art	Centre	was	able	to	employ	four	
of	these	young	people,	who	continue	to	expand	
their	printing	skills	and	create	their	own	art	under	
the	guidance	of	Annie	Studd	and	the	more	senior	
Yolngu	printmakers.	They	are	seen	as	role	models	
and	mentors	for	other	young	members	of	the	
community.
	 Since	2003	artists	have	had	the	opportunity	
to	showcase	their	work	at	the	outdoor	Gapan	
Gallery	held	at	the	Garma	Festival	in	August	
each	year.	The	theme	of	the	festival	inspires	the	
subject	matter	for	that	year	and	provides	the	
opportunity	to	experiment	with	new	techniques	
learnt	at	workshops	run	by	visiting	printmakers:	
Japanese	woodblock	with	Jacqueline	Gribbin	
in	2007;	soft	ground	etching	with	Basil	Hall	and	
Merran	Sierakowski	in	2008;	and	innovative	
etching	techniques	with	Canadian	printmaker	
Paul	Machnik	in	2013.
	 Many	of	the	artists	have	won	prestigious	
awards:	Naminapu	Maymuru	White	won	the	
inaugural	Works	on	Paper	Award	at	the	1996	
Telstra	Awards	with	Nyapilingu	Wapitja,	a	
colour	reduction	linocut	triptych	produced	in	
collaboration	with	printmakers	Theo	Tremblay	
and	Basil	Hall.	Naminapu	has	passed	on	
knowledge	to	her	niece	Naminapu	Araluen	
Maymuru,	who	trained	as	a	printmaker	and	acted	
as	Print	Space	manager	for	several	years.	The	
signature	images	of	garak	(sky)	and	gan’yu	(stars)	
that	feature	in	the	work	of	multi-award	winning	
Gulumbu	Yunupingu	(1945-2012)	inspired	two	
of	her	nieces	to	produce	a	screenprint	which	
won	a	poster	competition	to	commemorate	the	
Centenary	of	International	Women’s	Day	in	2011.	
The	sisters	Bulmirri	and	Dhapanbal	Yunupingu	
sought	permission	from	their	aunt	to	digitally	
incorporate	an	image	of	her	against	a	background	
of	her	garak	and	gan’yu’	design.
	 The	older	generation	continues	to	provide	the	
knowledge	and	guidance	that	inspires	the	younger	
generation	of	artists,	who	in	turn	are	revealing	
in	their	artwork	awareness	of	their	inherited	
responsibilities	to	reveal	to	the	world	their	
spiritual	association	with	country,	the	importance	
of	caring	for	country,	and	keeping	their	people	
and	culture	alive	and	strong.		
	 A	retrospective	exhibition	Balnhdhurr	–	A	
Lasting	Impression	opened	on	7	October	2015	at	
the	Tarnanthi	Festival	of	Contemporary	Aboriginal	
and	Torres	Strait	Islander	Art	in	Adelaide.	
Comprising	a	selection	of	ninety-six	prints	from	
the	first	woodblock	to	the	most	recent	etchings,	
it	celebrates	twenty	years	of	print	production	
and	commemorates	all	who	have	contributed	
over	the	years.	In	one	of	Australia’s	most	remote	
areas	a	space	has	been	created	that	has	allowed	
for	creativity	to	flourish	and	printmaking	of	a	
high	standard	to	be	consistently	produced.	This	
exhibition	is	testimony	to	that	and	provides	an	
opportunity	to	share	these	achievements	with	a	
wider	Australian	audience.	•

1.	 Yirrkala	Art	Centre	Website,	2012:	www.yirrkala.com
2.	 John	Wolseley	Heartlands	and	Headlands	exhibition,	NGV,	

Melbourne,	April-September,2015:	http://www.ngv.vic.gov.
au/wpcontent/uploads/2014/08/JohnWolseley_LABELS.pdf,	
Artwork	labels	document,	From	the	Edge	of	the	Great	Flood	
Plains	of	Garrangari	and	Garrangali,	NT,	p.18.

top
Nyapanyapa Yunupingu, Hunting	Dhawu,	2001,	

screenprint,	47	x	39	cm,	edition	of	21.		
Courtesy	of	the	artist	and	Yirrkala	Print	Space.

Dhuwarrwarr Marika, Daymirri,	1996,		
linocut,	37	x	26	cm,	edition	of	50.		

Courtesy	of	the	artist	and	Yirrkala	Print	Space.


