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The _,ate flowering of
afjesert genius

by Jane Cadzow







Emély Industr

At the age of more than 80, this Australian painter is dazzling
the world. But her Iife has become one of constant work and
pressure, as family and dealers alike lay claim to Emily’s gift.

by Jane Cadzow

Photography by Greg Elms




with brisk, determined jabs and rapidly covers large areas with soft-

WORK IN PROGRESS Kngwarreye's ‘dump-dump’ style breaks all the conventions of central desert art. She works the canvas
edged blotches of colour - ‘Her works just sing’.

colloquially known as “dot-dot™, acrylic
paint is painstakingly applied to a surface

in small, neat spots of colour. The smaller -

and neater the better, is the usual ruje. “If
you can get a painting that looks likc your
computer spat it out, you can be bloody
surce it will sell,™ says Alice Springs art
dealer Rodney Gooch.

Kngwarreye's “dump-dump” style breaks
all the conventions. Working the canvas
with brisk, determined jabs, unconcernedly
plunging the same stubby brush into differ-
ent coloured paint pots, she rapidly covers
large areas with soft-edged blotches. She ig
frail now and cannot move far without assis-
tance, but with a brush in her hand, she is in
command. “I'm sure her painting keeps her
alive,” says Donald Hoit.

The day I mcet her, she chews tobacco
as she works. Wisps of silver hair escape
from ander a woollen hat, knitted in the
colours of the Aboriginal flag. Her hands
arc gnarled, her face weathered from
eight decades spent outdoors, (“The
face!” sighs Dominic Maunsell at the
Barry Stern Gallery. “The face is fabu-
lous. I mean she looks like a genius.”™)

Kngwarreye speaks Anmatyerre and
kriol, an Aboriginal/English dialect. The
Holts understand cnough to conduct rudi-
mentary conversations but an English-
speaking stranger like me can’t do much
more than exchange greetings. Besides,
she does not want to be interrupted. An
extremely prolific artist, she works so
quickly and methodically that she has
been known to complete a canvas in an
hour. As Holt says, “When you sce her
paint, you really feel the magic.”

Every now and again, she breaks her
concentration long enough to glance up
and issuc an instruction. More painl. A
cup of tca. A new brush. Her tone is
good-humourced but imperious, The Holts
jump (o her bidding,

Her style has altered dramatically over
the years. In her carly paintings, fine
tracks, or lines, were visible beneath ficlds
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of quite tidy dots. “Those early canvases
of Emily’s were masterworks and every-
body wanted them,” Adrian Newstead
says. “Today, if you could buy one — well,
you can’t buy them. No-one will sell them
to you.” But Newstead estimates they
would cost up to $70,000.

Each time her pictures change, the mar-
ket reacts with consternation. Holt vividly
recalls the fuss when the under-tracking
that had been regarded as her signature dis-
appcared. Dealers were phoning him in
alarm, saying, “Where are the lines, Don?
We can’t see the lines.” The same thing
happened when the dotting became bigger
and smudgier. “People took a long time to
get used to it,” says Holt, adding that it
took considerable willpower to stick to his
policy of non-interference. “We felt like
saying to her, ‘Would you please do some
smaller dots? Everyone wants small dots,’ *

For a while, Kngwarreye abandoned
colour altogether, producing a series of
black lines on a white background. Lately,
she has been using ochre. “The fascinating
thing about her is that she keeps reinvent-
ing herself,” says Gabrielle Pizzi, “She’s
experimenting and exploring, coming up
with really cxtraordinary work.”

Al the Northern Territory Museum and
Art Gallery, Aboriginal art curator
Margie Wesl suggests that the changes arc
at least partly a result of failing eyesight.
Adrian Newstead attributes them (o mar-
ket pressures. “Imagine you’re 75 or 80
years of age and there's more and more
demand being put on you to churn these
things out faster and faster,” he says.

“People often talk about the evolution
of Emily's painting as having been a quest
for ever more simple imagery, a la Matisse.
They say [her later works] show a bold-
ness, an assuredness, a bravado. | personally
sce them as being easy to execute.”

One of the things discussed sotto
voce in art circles is the variability of
Kngwarreye’s work. She produces

“everything from absolutely woeful, crappy
paintings ... to absolute masterpieces”,
Newstead says. The Chapman Gallery’s
Judith Behan has no doubt that Kng-
warreye is one of the finest living Aus-
tralian artists — “but of course she does
such terrible trash as well”.

The other worry: there are Just so many
Emilys around. Utopia Art’s Christopher
Hodges became so concerned Iast year that
he wrote to major collectors, curators and
gallery directors expressing doubts about
the authenticity of some paintings on the
market. Hodges tells me he was going “to
show aftershow after show [seeing] works
purporting to be Emily Kngwarreyes ... It
would be physically impossible for any-
body to have done it ail,”

The Holts are prelty certain of the exis-
tence of bogus Emilys. “We have heard
stories of one or (wo people who may be
copying Emily’s work,” Don says cautiously.
“We just don’t know what percentage of
works on the market may be frauds.”

Alice Springs dealer Rodney Gooch, long
a friend and confidante of Kngwarreye,
belicves forgerics arc only a small part of
the problem. Far more numcrous, he says,
are paintings attributed to Kngwarreye by
the market but produced with her approval
by the artist's friends and relatives.

Gooch points out that painting is tradi-
lionally a communal activity in Aboriginal
society. From an Aboriginal viewpoint,
there is nothing wrong with Kngwarreye's
authorising others to assist with her
paintings. The best comparison is with a
Renaissance workshop, where the master
supervised the work of apprentices and
maybe - or maybe not - gave pictures the
finishing touch.

“Exactly the same thing is happening
out here,” Gooch says. “The fact is, Emily
is an old woman. She doesn’t want to
paint all the time. And why should she,
when all these kids will paint for her? She
Just gives the final nod.”
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which are sent to the shop. This might
appear to outsiders to be ethically ques-
tionable, says Sydney dealer Adrian
Newstead, but in practice it probably suits
everyone involved. Newstead, for one, is
confident the Holts are fair and reason-
able in their dealings with Kngwarreye
and some 30 lesser-known Utopia artists
they represent.

“The Aboriginal people would not be
selling their work to Don Holt if they
weren’t getting exactly what they want-
ed out of the deal,” he says. “Others see
it as a parasitic relationship but I think
it’s symbiotic.”

And the fact is, Kngwarreye has pro-
duced some of her most impressive work
at Delmore Dawns. Some of the finest
pictures from the Holts® extensive personal
collection were included in an exhibition
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‘One of the
major abstract
painters of the
20th century:
Emily’s works
include Desert
Power 1992
(far left) and
Untitled (left).
Inset, Alice
Springs art
dealer
Rodney
Gooch.
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they mounted in Sydney in June and
expect to stage later in Melbourne and
Brisbane. The Sydney show was a public-
relations triumph for the Holts, convinc-
ing even their critics that they must be
doing something right. As Ace Bourke at
the Hogarth Galleries puts it: “Master-
pieces come under good relationships.
They don’t come under duress.”

Donald Holt says expenses out-
weighed income for his first four years as
a dealer in Kngwarreye’s work. Even
now, “We basically put any profits into
buying other artists,” he says. “It’s quite
a long-term investment.” )

But Holt is in an exuberant mood when
I arrive at Delmore Downs. Talking about
Kngwarreye’s meteoric carcer, he says he
sometimes has to pinch himself to make
sure he is not dreaming. A weck earlier,

Neighbours in
_Utopia: the Holts
= {left) at Delmore

Downs. Emily

(wearing blue)

paints there and
sleeps under the
gum tree {above).

her relatives and her dealers do too, and from
reality is that it is virtually impossible for her to stop.”

one of her paintings sold at auction in
Melbourne for $28,000 — double the
Sotheby’s estimate and four times the
price at which it last changed hands in
1991. The night of my visit, Holt gets a
call from his new Melbourne agent,
William Mora, reporting that he has just
sold 10 major Emilys to a single collector.
It is the biggest deal of Mora’s life; he
intends to celebrate. The Holts, jubilant
too, dig out a bottle of Great Western.

Ironically, the reason Kngwarreye’s
work is so popular is that it is different
from most Aboriginal art. Dominic
Maunsell at Sydney’s Barry Stern Gallery
says even his conservative clients buy
Emilys “because I think they can live with
them rather better than with paintings of
snakes and lizards and things like that”.
At Canberra’s Chapman Gallery, direc-
tor Judith Behan says Kngwarreye defies
pigeon-holing. “Europeans will come in
looking for Australian art and they won’t
recognise her work as Aboriginal,” Behan
says. “What they do recognise is an artist
with enormous power. It could be a work
by [US artist] Frank Stella. It could be a
work by an unknown impressionist. You
can’t quitc put a finger on it ... And I think
that’s one of her main claims to fame.”
Those who know Kngwarreye say she is
a forceful, forthright woman whose indi-
vidualism as a painter is a reflection of her
non-conformist nature. Even her tech-
nique is unorthodox. In central desert art,
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How wonderful that an old lady whose
address is Soakage Bore should so com-
prehensively conquer the art establish-
ment, becoming the distant darling of the
gallery set. After teading a hand-to-mouth
existence in the central Australian desert
for most of her long life, she now provides
so handsomely for her extended family
that she reportedly buys a car a week.
And her place in Australian art history
Seems assured. “We always were taught
that Sid Nolan was our greatest colourist,”
says Maunsell, “and T think Emily is going
to knock him off his pedestal ... Her colour
combinations are rivetingly fabulous.”
Associate Professor Terry Smith, director
of the Power Institute of Fine Arts at the
University of Sydney, suggests it is possible
to see in her paintings “a kind of a magical
reappearance of Matisse. Her sense of
colour is very Matissean.” Fascinated by the
way Kngwarreye bridges the gap between
the primitive and the contemporary, Smith
says: “It’s quite extraordinary. If you just
looked at her as an abstract painter within
the traditions of European modernism,
you'd have to say that she was one of the
major abstract painters of the 2(th century.”
No wonder her pictures are snapped up

Kngwarreye is not the on]
both sides the pressure t

by private collectors and institutions, What
did the Croatian President buy when in
Melbourne recently? An Emily. What does
the former director of the famous Rijks-
museum in Amsterdam hang in his study?
An Emily. What was the backdrop when
Prime Minister Paul Keating launched the
Federal Government’s Creative Nation
policy at the National Gallery of Australia?
A whole walf of Emilys.

Emilymania, is what it is and
it has an ugly side. Swirling
around the diminutive artist
are rumours that she is being
used. There’s talk of imitation —
the so-called “school of Emily”
- and of outright forgery. “It's a
real tale of intrigue,” says
Adrian Newstead, a long-time
dealer in  Aboriginal art.
“There’s so much unseemly stuff
going on around this Emily business.”

At the National Gallery of Australia,
Aboriginal art curator Wally Caruana
denies that the controversy surrounding
Kngwarreye prompted a recent decision
to postpone an exhibilion of her painting.
“We appreciate that all this stuff is going
around about Emily and her work,”
Caruana says. “But | supposc she's not
the first artist — nor the [irst Aboriginal
artist — to have this happen to her.”

Kngwarreye’s home, Soakage Bore,

is one of 14 outstations on Utopia, a
2,000 sq km Northern Territory cattle
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property. About 250 km north-east of
Alice Springs, Utopia straddies the coun-
try of the Anmatyerre and Alyawarre
people, who have had title to it since a
successful land claim in 1979,

Kngwarreye was born about 1910, sev-
eral years before Europeans arrived in the
area. She has told Anne Brody, curator of
the Holmes a Court Collection, that she
first saw a white person when she was a
young girl. She and a friend were digging
for yams when they saw a man on horse-
back - the first horse they had seen, too ~
and thought it was the devil, come to kill
them. An Aboriginal man wearing an iron
collar and chains was riding a second
horse, tied to the first. Brody, who is writ-
ing a book about the artist, surmises that
the white man was a police officer.

In 1992, some 70 years after that incident
and just four years after she first applied
acrylic to canvas, Kngwarreye travelled to
Canberra to accept a $110,000 Australian
Artists Creative Fellowship. At the presen-
tation, she dropped a bombshell, announe-
ing that she intended to stop painting.

Janet and Donald Hoit, who are major
dealers in her work, tell me she was con-
fused. Perhaps someone jokingly said, now

you won’t have to paint any more!
“And she thought, *In order to get
this money, I've got to stop paint-
ing," " Janet says. “She thought it
was sort of like a pension.”

The Holts insist Kngwarreye was eager to
return to work after a short break. They say
she said to them: “Don’t tell that Keating,”

But Anne Brody says Kngwarrcye told
her as early as 1990 that she wanted to
retire because her art caused her too much
worry. “As she said it, she actually drew
her clenched hands to her chest. That’s
where the worry was,” Brody remembers,

Kngwarreye is not the only person who
profits from the sale of her pictures: her rel-
atives and her dealers do too, and from
both sides the pressure to keep working js
considerable. “The reality is that it is virtu-
ally impossible for her to stop.” Brody says.

The Holts own Delmore Downs, the
cattle station next to Ulopia. Though they
and the artist are neighbours, they come
from different worlds, Kngwarreye may be
making $500,000 a year, accordi ng to some
estimates, but she shows little interest in
material possessions and sleeps in a bough
shelter under the stars, Though everyone
who knows her attests to her sharp intelli-
gence, she has no formal education and lit-
tle knowledge of the wider world.

The Holts are third-generation pastoral-
ists, affluent and well-connected. Their
chiidren board at Geelong Grammar.
Their homestead is large and comfortable,
with a pool and tennis court. Seen below,
as the charter plane from Aljce Springs
approaches the landing strip, Delmore
Downs is an oasis in the red desert.

The Holts like to think they provide a
sanctuary for Kngwarreye, who turny up at
their place for days at a time, painting on a
veranda and camping under a big blood
wood gum. Utopia is in fact far from utopi-
an, Janet says, and Soakage Bore is “a typ-
ical Aboriginal camp. Here, she's away
from the hungry, yappy dogs and the loud
ghetto-blasters and that sort of thing,”

But the Holts’ relationship with

y person who profits from the sale of
0 keep working is considerable. “The

Kngwarreye is viewed with suspicion by
some city art dealers, though most of their
competitors accuse them of nothing worse
than paternalism.

“Their interest has been purely mercan-
tile,” says Kngwarreye's original Sydney
agent, Christopher Hodges, owner of
Utopia Art. Gabriclle Pizzi, formerly the
Holts® Melbourne agent, has had a falling
out with them and Kngwarreye’s work will
no longer be exhibited at her Flinders
Lane gallery. *[ have been concerned
about Emily and her career for quite some
time,” Pizzi said recently on ABC Radio
National's Arts Today.

At Delmore Downs is a shop where
people from the district buy food, blan-
kets, petrol and general supplies. Don
Holt says Kngwarreye and others run up
credit against their pension cheques,
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