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Un Coup d’Oeil:                 
Yirawala, Picasso and Bill Geddes 

In One Glance
Bill Geddes   undated

Yirawala undated



Un Coup d’Oeil; Yirawala, Picasso and Bill Geddes in a Glance.   

Whether or not the story is apocryphal, Picasso’s acclaim for the work of Yirawala resulted by way of local homage in the somewhat
cringing sobriquet; “Picasso of Arnhemland”. It is probable that Picasso encountered Yirawalas among barks collected by Karel
Kupka on Croker Island in 1963. Andre Breton acquired one by Paddy Compass. While difficult to verify, the recognition does
however register the international significance and reverberations of the extraordinary revival of bark-painting across Arnhem land
in the 1950’s and 1960’s, and Yirawala’s central and transformative role within it.

A Kuninjku man born in Liverpool River country, he crossed Arnhem-land from West to East and back again, from Oenpelli to
Yirrkala, settling in Minjilang on Croker Island, having absorbed a range of regional influences and creating a dialogue between
them in his work. While using the infrastructure that Missionary and Territory administration provided, he successfully evaded
Methodist supervision and control, extending his kinship links and influence through wives and promised wives. So, like Picasso
unconstrained by the rules of monogamy, Yirawala’s territory covered more than 1000km by road, much the same distance as
between Barcelona and Paris, but certainly crossing many more languages and customary ways between.

Picasso is supposed to have exclaimed “This is what I have been trying to achieve all my life!” If he had been able to encounter the
full range of Yirawala’s work, Picasso would have been enchanted by the figure/ground reversals, the interplay of positive and
negative space and Yirawala’s infallible sense of placing his motif in relation to the shape of the bark support. White figures on red
grounds leap from painting on rock to bark, only for red figures to emerge from the application of white grounds. In the dialogues
between rock and body-painting, the regional variation of rarrk cross-hatching migrates from a ritual context of abstract designs
animated by dance, to their witty translation into figurative depictions on bark. The two small works (Mardayin and Mimi with
Firesticks) from the Geddes Collection are excellent examples, in which bodypainting designs specific to the ceremonial context of
the Mardayin are depicted upon the ghostly white painted bodies of two astomatous dancers. As with the mischievous Mimi figures
decked out in dots, the immediacy of conception and execution is palpable. Despite their modest size, both works exude indisputable
authority and power.



Yirawala Mimi Figures with Firesticks (c.1960) 

Yirawala Maraian Ceremony. (c.1960)  



Another glance cast at a work such as “Mowani the Brutal Giant”
in the NGA, might have convinced Picasso that others had been
there before him, in conceptually dismembering ‘le corps
humain’, reconfiguring and recoding it into multiple readings
including landscape. Its resemblance to Picasso’s own Surrealist
phase of monstrous body inventions is astonishing.

The crosshatching of the rarrk on Mowani turns bodypainting
designs into camouflage or crypsis. This technique of segmenting
a whole into unrecognisable parts, of disrupting an instantaneous
gestalt, or a stable figure upon a ground, was a source of endless
fascination for Picasso who claimed to have witnessed his Cubist
discoveries, turned into camouflaged armour moving to the front
through the streets of Paris in WW1. Though the military
application of these techniques were derived from studies in
animal mimicry they are not surprisingly, frequently encountered
in Aboriginal art.



Picasso   Metamorphosis II 1928



Picasso  Baigneuse au Ballon,  Carnet Dinard 1928



The versatile and
quick-witted
exchange between
abstraction and
figuration in
Yirawala’s work was
fundamental to
Cubism and its debt
to non-western
traditions, including
Melanesian and
Oceanic art. Picasso
would have instantly
recognised it in
Yirawala’s work. If
not within the realm
of coincidence, one
might even find
echoes of his
encounter with rarrk
in the cross-hatched
linocuts he appears to
have done soon after.



In one glance therefore, the original military meaning of the “coup d’oeil”, turns against
surveillance on the colonial frontier, to one of instant artistic recognition and promise of
exchange. It goes without saying that the terms of any such encounter were not
accompanied by an understanding of cultural differences that require time, and a place
for reciprocity. Others like Sandra Le Brun Holmes, or Karel Kupka were the
intermediaries who brought Yirawala to the attention of audiences in Sydney and Paris.

Karel Kupka displaying Aboriginal art, 1957. © National Archives of Australia.



Yet, if true, recognition by one as narcissistic as Picasso, with years of experience in attacking or warding off the
competition by devouring it, also reveals some generosity. Defined by rivalry with Matisse, and believing himself the
heir to the great French tradition, he was bound to accept the gift that Matisse bequeathed him in the form of a
superbly grotesque Nevimbumbao figure from the island of Malekula then in the New Hebrides, now Vanuatu. In the
account of Francoise Gilot, (whose work is here included with a self-portrait), the figure spooked and terrified
Picasso, and unsure of what Matisse intended to signify with the gift, was reluctant to accept it, until the family
bequeathed it upon the death of his great friend and rival.

Francoise Gilot. Selfportrait 1957. Shapiro Auctions Portrait of Picasso, Pencil on Paper, 1944



Nevimbumbao Figure from New Hebrides (Malekula, Vanuatu) in Matisse Studio Hotel Regina Nice 1953



The Unwanted “Gift” Nevimbumbao relocated between Matisse and Picasso Studios 1953-56.         Robert Capa Le Masque Japonais 1954



Lucien Clergue Nevimbumbao Figure from Malekula, New 
Hebrides with Picasso and Paloma in his Studio, La Californie, 
Cannes 1956.



Andre Villers.    la Salon de la Villa la Californie a Cannes- 1956



Lucien Clergue. Picasso and Paloma with Nevimbumbao from 
Malekula Island 1956

Yirawala Mowani The Brutal Giant  National Gallery of Art, Canberra



But by subsequently extending this mutual admiration society by a
few thousand km to Croker island to the west, Picasso also helped
others to emerge from the shadows of colonialism on Australia’s
northern frontier. Whether Doc Evatt or another flung it, the
boomerang that swung, then hung in Picasso’s hallway in La
Californie in Cannes, is yet to complete the trajectory of its return.



David Duncan   Interior La Californie 1956.                   

Picasso  Head of a Bull 
1942

Reuben Cooper sitting on a wounded buffalo surrounded by the 
shooting and skinning team, Gumbalanya c. 1914–17. 
Photograph by Edward Frederick Reichenbach (Ted Ryko)

Ted Ryko (Reichenbach) 
Retro Illuminations 
1914-17



Robert Capa Pablo Picasso with Taurus mask in his studio, Paris-1949

Sculpture in the form of bulls horns 
Arnhemland (NMA)



Ted Ryko (Reichenbach) the photographer on a Bicycle, crossing the Alligator River To Gunbalanya 1914-17



Ted Ryko (Reichenbach) Arnhemland Cycling Episode (Overcome by the Myalls)



Instead, we may be considered fortunate to have a Madouro plate from the master of Vallauris.The
Centaur-figure marked and stamped in clay reminds one of ancient bronze-age pots.
Yirawala would have admired the vitality of the incised mark and recognised its resemblance to rock
art, but would have been scandalised by the commercial audacity of the editioning process.



Yirawala learned of the sacred rock sites in his country from his
father Nowaritj, and in 1970 returned to Marugulidban to show the
ancestral cave paintings to his sons and explain their meaning—'so
we don't lose the old law'—and to confirm his people's ownership of
the land at a time when mining companies were increasingly active in
Arnhem Land. While around Gumbalanya (Oenpelli), Yirawala also
witnessed the renewal of painting and reinvestment in rock art sites
by artists such as young Lofty Bardayal Nadjamarrek and his father
Nanjorluk, affirming continuity with millennia of customary practice
wedded to specific sites. By way of bark-shelters the iconographic
quirks of Western Arnhem-land had been transposed to smaller barks,
creating versatile hybrids through the playful intermarriage of local
techniques and conventions which respected the territorial ownership
of designs and stories. With Yirawala’s work we are not simply
witnessing depictions of narrative actions and ancestral events, but a
complex allegorical web for their interpretation. For him, protecting
the integrity of these narrative cycles was paramount.



Kangaroo (probably post-contact) and Mimi 
Older painting before 7,000 BCE Gumbalanya, Arnhemland Yirawala Sacred Black Kangaroo.  (undated)



Bark shelter. 1987 Lofty Bardayal Nadjamarrek , Dick Ngulayngulay

Lofty Bardayal Nadjamarrek on the ancestral rock art site of his father’s estate.



Lofty Bardayal Nadjamerrek
Mimi Spirits Dancing 1981
Mardayin Ceremony  
(with bark shelter below) 1978



Running Figure detail from Rock painting on Injalak Hill, Gumbalanya Picasso  Bull fight. 1959  colour lith. 1961  Lot 90 Shapiro Auctions



The Buffaro pain.ng Injalak Hill photo by SKM

Digital-tracing-of-the-Buffaroo-from-Injalak-Hill-by-IDS.

Close up of the head of the Buffaroo showing red and white pigment use (photo by IDS). 



A buffalo painted in x-ray style, Gagudju people, western Arnhem Land, 1914. Source Paddy Cahill 
CollecDon, Museum Victoria (x20034) (photo by Paul S. C. Taçon).



The versatility within the work speaks of a keen intelligence and
responsiveness to his fellow artists, including those like Mawurndjul who
later followed and returned the compliment of his master by visiting a
Picasso exhibition in Germany. Yet, the extent to which the millennial
antiquity of Kuninjku ancestral tradition was affirmed and renewed by
extemporising upon motifs with such improvisational brilliance remains
underappreciated. Without the written word, culture is not bound by the
rigidity of “tradition” in our understanding of the word, but open to
playful renegotiation with outsiders, while the serious stuff is kept out of
sight for insiders. There are dangers here. Yirawala may have figured out
the protocols a bit late in the day, and expressed regrets, but even without
the benefits of modernity, he was a “modernist” in every sense that
Picasso was. Only the heritage of colonialism thwarted that recognition
and Picasso was one of the few artists to identify, understand and protest
its consequences. His steadfast internationalism may have been
compromised by Stalin in the 1950’s, but in the post-war context of the
cold-war the acts of anti-colonial solidarity ultimately supported the
emergence and recognition of artists from Africa, the Caribbean, and yes,
even Australia. By contrast, Yirawala later protested the sale of his
paintings overseas, revealing that the political agenda which accompanied
his pictorial disclosure of the sacred cycles of his country, was entirely
domestic.



At the same moment as Picasso presumably cast his glance at Yirawala,
others were busy in Sydney and metropolitan Australia, debating whether to
grant citizenship to Aborigines and otherwise attempting to advance or
frustrate the Aboriginal cause. One of these was Bill Geddes a New
Zealander, Professor of Anthropology at Sydney University, and involved
with various ventures beyond his extensive fieldwork in the Pacific,
including ethnographic documentary films. He was shamed by the
University’s indifference towards its indigenous neighbours in Darlington
and Redfern, and sufficiently concerned to step into the breach by joining
with Ted Noffs and Charles Perkins to establish the Foundation for
Aboriginal Affairs which he chaired for many years during and after the
Citizenship Referendum Campaign. A flavour of the times is that both
Charles & Eileen Perkins with Bill & Ngaere Geddes were featured in an
article on mixed-race marriages for “People” in 1966. Such exotic
exemptions from the legacy of White Australia were then still considered
newsworthy. Though intended to sell a universal right to citizenship, one
sadly suspects such stories also masked the tragic policies of the Stolen
Generations. Both Perkins, a student at the University, and Geddes were
involved in the activities of the Foundation for Aboriginal Affairs, which Bill
chaired from 1964-70, with Charles as manager from 1965-1969. The
foundation also marketed Aboriginal Art from its premises in George St.

Following the historic Yirawala exhibition at the University of Sydney in
1971, attended by the artist, the two paintings from the Geddes collection in
this auction were acquired from Hogarth Gallery, when Doc Evatt’s nephew
Clive, turned to Aboriginal Art with an exhibition of barks from Oenpelli in
1976, the year Yirawala died. Hogarth really turned the tide in a town like
Sydney. More concerned with others’ perceptions of its own provincial status
and with eyes nervously focussed on N.Y. or London, Sydney gradually
assisted Aboriginal artists to claim centre-stage. Amidst the acclaim, the
consequent resentment still lingers.



It was left to anthropologists who followed Bill Geddes to create a context for
the reception and appreciation of Aboriginal art, to coax description of cultural
particularity and difference out of the crushing category of the “Primitive” and
engage with it seriously on its own terms. While the texts affixed to the rear of
the two Yirrawala barks are indicative of an “ethnographic” turn by Sandra Le
Brun Holmes, today it is easier to turn the mirror. After all, though one may
have lived in Paris and the other in Arnhemland, there is nothing more
ethnographic about one artist or milieu, than another. They equally shared the
same historical moment of modernity if not its rewards. Only the narcissism of
the Western gaze, which Picasso flouted, stacked humanity with one against
the other. That still has to change.

There is in conclusion, little to directly link Bill to Yirawala and Picasso, other
than the title for an essay in this catalogue. But for the fame of one, they were
remotely aware of each other’s existence and circumstances, but connected by
way of transactions that now include an auction at Shapiro’s. Yet, it is not
difficult to imagine a single moment in which all were united and held captive
by a gaze revealed in a painting by Yirawala, a gaze of admiration and
recognition of a power that may not be ours to instantly understand. That is
the immediate and international power of art, but also so as Yirawala would
have understood it, the “Ancestral Power” of design.

© Michiel Dolk.   April 25  2021 (for Nescha, Ngaere and Bill)



Campanian Fish plate (Campanian red-figure ware)
350 BCE-340 BCE Italy attributed to The Three-Stripe Painter 
NGV Melbourne

Picasso, Russet ground fish (plate), 1952

Yirawala. Barramundi ca 1960



Pablo Picasso. painting fish plate Yirawala photo: James A. Davidson


