let me tell
you a story
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century. Now, says Katrina Burroughs, collectors are seeing the light. Portrait by Steve Double.

ne of the worlds most ancient

artistic traditions has lately
become the darling of the
contemporary  art  market
Aboriginal art is an engaging

comtradiction: its icomography dates back 50
milbennia, and yet the pairtings

the dham
ng dots of the Western Desert, the

gowerfid ochire colour Belds of Kimberley in

the north of Western Australia - only date
from the second half of the 20th century,
when the indigenous peoples of Australia
flrst put padnt 10 canvas, board and paper
And only in the fiest few years of the 21st
century has the art form made its mark n
al art market. [n London, the
pallerist  Rebeces  Hossack
started mosn w in 1988, but,
Until recently, it was such an

Australian

she adwnits,
uphdll struggle. At times, | thought | was
volceless
was rarely sold outside Australia, and when
the rest of

sexy ethno

At auction, indigenous palnting

it was it would be lumped w
Asstralian art or dumped
graphic sakes. When
dedicated departme
1997,
est, largely patronised by museums and a
fow private collectoes in Australia.

Since

theby’s started a
In Melbourne in

Aborgimal aet was still 4 eache mter

00, however, collectoes around
the warkl have began 1o wake up to the
atractions of Aboriginal art, and values have
ascended accordingly. The climb has been
sudden and steep. A pasntisg by Kissberley
artist Rover Thomas (1926 1998), All That
de (1991), that
£2,100) 10 years
o, ol for AUSTS6.500 (aboue £335,000)
at Sotheby's in 2001 (The successful budder
was the Nationad Callery of Australia.) In
the summer of 2004, Sotheby's held pre
views of a sale of Aboriginal art in New York
and London, and the ensuing surge in
lnterest in the fiedd was, reports Tim
Klingender, Sotheby's direcior of Aborginal
art, “sudden and global”

This powerful, apparently abstract, work
is attracting & very particular type of buyer.
Few Aboxiginal gews end up hargiog beside
Ol Masters or [mgpressionists. No, these

anchent forms tend to appeal to people
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who collect the most graphic forms of
sporary art, Paul Hattori & a
Japanese-born Londoner who used to be
head of Credst Dermvatives at Dresdner

«

Klcimwort Benson and now acts & a litigs
tioe consuleant in the fiekd of compex credit
Jocts. He had been collecting cartoons
since the 1980s and oaly disco
Aboriginad art when he visited Melbourne in
1999, “Because my mother is an artist, | tend
10 go to
went sound the deaders in Sydney
and Melbourne” he explalns. “The art was
st so exciting and vibrant ™ Hatton now has
a constamtly growing collection which
stands at around 20 pieces so far

Hattori's favourite paintings come from
Papumya, a tisy comenunity
in the heart of the Central

ered

palleries wherever | travel, and |

anberra

Wkt e Richand N with

sand and suggested they recreate the
compositions with watercolours, Soon the
men of the community were pating stones
of the Dreasntime (epic creation miyths) on
walls, and finally on masonite boards. Works
from the first theee years of this creative out
pouring by artists such as the celdbrated
Ciifford Fossum Thapaltjarri (c1932-2002)
aze the most sought after. In huly, a small but
particudarly fine Clifford, Emu Corvoborce
Man (1972), was sold by Sotheby's Mel
bowrne loe $411.750 (£177.500).

Many types of Aboriginal artistic expoes
san, sach as the Papunya board paintings,
came about in nesponse to imeraction with
the white populatbon. (Befose first comtact,
the same lnsagery was made in epbemeral o
non-transportable fooms
dearwn i the sand or paintesd

and Western Dvsert and 150 warks by Enly Kase Kgwarreye 0 the body ) The distinctive
mikes north-west of Al e right) bark s of Ambem
Springs where, in 1971,  Napasangka (far right). Asove Land, at the Top End of the
Aboriginal art experienced  Oiffed Pessem Thpaltas Gee~ Nocthern  Terntory, were
an  extraordinary  renals Corvoberee Man (1972). iy made from the 19508
sance. A teacher, Geoffrey  Soirkt Figwves (1960) by Paddy omwards, their  anclent
Bardon, was enthralled by Compass Mamatharra (The Bk imagery committed to
childrens drawings in the  Paintings from Ambes Lasd). peces of eucalypts to




explain indigenous culture to incomers. [n
one famous case in 1966, art was used a8 4

trusted method of commumication with

white settlers when the Yolou people of
northern Arnbern Land sent petitions in the
form of bark pasels 1 Canberra in protest
aginst minisg around theds sacred sites.

For new collectors, the undisputed
queen of Aboriginal art is Emily Kame
Kngwarreye. Born in the castern rogion of
the Central Desert into the community of
Utopia 150 miles nocth-east of Alice
Speings, Kngwarreye (pre ed Ung
warh-ay) paimted ber first work on Gavas
in 1988, when she was in her 70s. (This
late fle

ssual

ering of creativity was pot un

mer stockman Rover Thomas
took up painting in his lae 50s and, i fact,
Emily had always made art but in tradi
tioeal w During the next eight years,
she prox

d perhaps 6,000 canvases of
wis brilliance, A commercial phe
non, Emily was carning ber
commuanity Au$S00,000 (£201000) 4 year
from her art by the tisne she died in 1996,
Her most sought-after warks are now
regarded & true masterpocoes and ane of
her Lage-scale puingiegs has sold peivascly
fior more than AuS1.2m (over £500.00
An early Kngwarreye, one of the fi
Aboriginal works commissioned by influ

ential collectors the Holmes 3 Court
family, forms the basis of Richard Hains's
colbection. Hains (pictured left), a London
based financier, nuns a “very peivate” bedge
fund with two brothers who work froem
their native Melbourne. Despite the fact
that be has saccessfully operated in the
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international equity and focesgn -exchange
markets for 20 years, and confidestly pur

wwed cutside interests such as building a
gold mine in Mongolia and writing a sovel
and screenplay that are presestly with &
New York agent, Hains had concerns about
dipping a toe into the art market. “The art
woeld is peppered with pitfalls,” be says
“There'’s an expeession in poker that if you
doat know who the sucker is around the
table, you're the sucker. | fele 2 bit the same
in the contemporary art environment.”
When be began to take an loterest in
Aboriginal art five years ago, be was book-
ing for something “culturally very stromg

and was inspired by “the earthy colours, the
ochres and the whites and the vivid oranges

the whale room lights up with thew”.

The: big question collecions face s how 10
display these: punchy paintiogs. To combine
them with wallpaper peompes an unseernly
asthetc wrangde, But they fit very well ina
modern apartment or in the austerity of a
high ceilinged Georgian imerior, sach as
Hains’s 18th century house in Gloucester
shire. Most collectors despense with frames,
umwilling to cover the beautiful complex
patterns that extensd around the camvas
edges. And some Aboriginal ant leads a
nomadic existence in its new home, Hains
says: “One of the facinating things about
e art s that its all paleted on the grownd
and doesnt bave a right side

opportunities. Tipped for a precipitous
rise In value is the work of Torres Straits
blander Dennis Nona, whose linocuts are

the mainstream categories of art. Are there
any borms of Aborigina art that are best
left i the desent? Hossack advises ssewrivg

up ~ you could hang these Jnary ha Mg s canvases depect. Aboriginal
painting any which way and  painting Caoyfiengks 19960 paintings are often aerial
youd be coerect. | mxowe my Torres Strakt iskader views of the artist’s land
an froen wall %o wall, ups Doasks Weea's v Ar am. showing contours, water

down and inside our”

Abonginal art covers a vast and under
researched territory, with as varied a
landscape as western are, but much of it
stlll uncharted topic as
European art” Rebeoca Hossack comtends,
“There are pust as many different ‘coun
tries, customs and languages among the
Abomigines as there are in Europe. Think
about comparing & Reynolds with a Van
Cogh. Th
between Papunya Tula paintings, whic
tend to be in 2 soft mwned pakette, and the
Warlaylets artists of the Balgo Hills, whe
use incredibly bright blues, pinks and yel
bows” For this reason - the sheer baffling
variety ol the cutpat < many mew colbecions
concentrate on a handhul of big names o
“school”.

Mike and Sally Turabull, respectively a

I's as big

© iy just as much differe

stick to a geograptucally specd

banker and an exsolicitor, caught the
Aborigmal bug carly on, in 1993, stasting a
collection that now threatens 1o swamp
their Chelsea home. Sally explains: “We
have & terrible weakness for them, Every
time there s a show we end up buying
another pasting” The Turnbulls’ collection
o unwusually wide rangieg, taking in bark
paintings troen Asahem Land, o peinted tree

trunk fromn Wandawuy and various wood
carvings. as well as works by Emily Kame
Kngwarreye and Papurrya artists Darothy
Napangasds and Magpee Napargardi. High
lights imchude a fanmy Pke (1940-2002), an
artist from Western Australia’s Great Saady
Desert, who started paisting while serving
sentence b Fremantle prisoa

The Tursbwills’ Rneny Pike is appasently a
rendering of a fertdity rite, although 1 the
westerner & is frankly impossible to decode

like the majority of Abociginal art. Few
owners, however enthusiastic, can wll
precisely what theie exubecantly pasterned
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sources, animal and plant
ke, and they may be scattered with symbols
and motifs tefling the stories of the spirit
ancesions,
pirsal paintings can often appear as
gharious abstracts” Hossack explains, “and
yet to the artise they rosent something
between an Ordnance Survey Map, the
Book of Genesis and the Good Food Guide
Although prices are by
the fleld Is sull

“To wesiern eyes, Contemporary

ag north-

wards, rite  with

ST ATV TV, WIROT SIARALRS 4IT

currently on show at the Rebecca Hossack
Gallery. Nona's delicate depictions of
wyths associated with the Torres Strait
Islands (mocth of Queensland) are still
sfling for £300-£800, bat - if Hossack's
previous protéges, who include Emily,
Cliffoed Possum and [immry Pike, are any
thing 10 go by - they might be worth
five times as much (s five years' tme. At

suction, you can still acquire stellar exam
ples of works by the grests for under
£20,000 ~ which can't be sasd of many of

T T I UUSOTLT TROSSOOK SIVISES SICCTWI
clear of a new wave of oddly restrained
compesitions produced with an eye to the
art market. “Somw artists have
been encouraged to produce incredibly
oool, clinical abstracts, but these are &
debased, diduted form of the art. When the
art s really good it is so culturally stroeg
that you can feed it pamping off the wall, It
sn't understatod and intelectial *

lim Klingender of Sctheby's agrees:
“There are a lot of terrible examples out
theve. Lows than one per cent is great, and
these palntings have an exteaordinary, un
mistakable, magical quality. Five per cemt s
very good, five per cent good, rght down the
scale to the touristy deoss. Just as in any ficdld,
the great stuff will soar in value and the
majoeity of works will soon be krgotten” +

western

Christle's Molbourne, 006139620 4311
WAWLCIFEDRS.COTL Neat Abong ndl sale, August
2006; for Catalogues call 020 7389 2820,
Marnitoss Gallery, 13 Caros Mace, Losdon Wi
(020-7999 S493; www harmitonsgaliery com)
“Patigs by Papunya UG aTEIS", semmer 2006
Nevcer Art Gallery, Swan Road, Hamogate, West
Vorkuhwre (00423 556158, www e ogate. goviuk)
museumsl. “Songlines: A Celsbraion of
Contermporary Australien Aborighnal At sntid
Jaruary 15 2006, Rabecca Hossack Gallery,

35 Wndhml Soreet, Lonon W1 (020-1436 4899
v s-h-goouk). “Prints by Denaks Nona of the
Terres Soravts mhands”, untll Movernber 30, RNG has
two Aborgnal “Sosglines™ shows & year, n My
and June, and will be exhibiting a speciad prosect by
Spinliex peogle al T Londos Ac| Far  the
Business Desg Conire, Losgon NI (wwwion-
100 Fak D80, Lanuany 1622 2006 Sothaby's
Melbourne, 001 - 9509 2900, www.sothebys,
com. Aborginal and Oceanic Act s tion,
November 15 10th aneual Aborigingl sake, Aty 21
2006, previesng 0 London and New work i Mre
2006 for catalogees call 020-7293 5000
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