














transcend the animate form. The surface of each bark, hollow log or piece of
softwood, of variable proportions and curvature, assumes a life of its own,
determining the scale and structural rhythm of what Mawurndjul will paint on it.

Each painting on bark, hollow log or wood is carefully constructed on an
underlying white silhouette or rungkalno, using an underlayer of red hatching,
internal lines of division, and then red, white. black and yellow striping at
different angles. By painting on larger and larger surfaces. the subdivisions
increase in number, the range of ochre tones within the structure stretches, the
crosshatching itself optically gyrates and the association with sacred body
paintings becomes less literal. The rarrk itself, seen to great effect in Mardayin.
2001, points to hidden. inside, layers of the Mardayin, the first secret ceremony
into which Mawurndjul was initiated as a young man; a ceremony that made
a lasting impression on his development as an artist. Mawurndjul explains that
balanda (non-Aboriginal outsiders) can 'enjoy the appearance of painting. But
buried inside are secret meanings, which others don't need to know. Other
senior men will look at the painting and know what these deeper levels of
meaning are and understand them.' As the pioneer of a revolutionary new style.
'more like painting from the east than the west'," Mawurndjul's conceptual
abstractions demand to be seen in the context of contemporary international art.
As the artist explains: 'We are doing new things now. We have changed the law;
the old-fashioned way of painting has finished. and we are new people doing
new kinds of painting together for non-Aboriginal people as well.'15

In 2004 a large selection of Mawurndjul's paintings, sculptures and hollow log
coffins will be included in 'Crossing Country: The Alchemy of Western Arnhem
Land Art' at the Art Gallery of New South Wales in Sydney (25 September-
12 December), and in 2005 a retrospective of his work will be presented at the
Jean Tinguely Museum in Basel, Switzerland, touring to other European venues
throughout 2005 and 2006. Here it will be possible to map out Mawurndjul's
career chronologically. compare and contrast different versions and
manifestations of major themes. and travel through a cluster of sacred sites,
or djang, in the artist's country.
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John Mawurndjul is represented by Maningrida Arts & Culture, Arnhem Land.
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