
 

Emily Kam Kngwarray 
( Indigenous Austral ian (Anmatyerr) ,  1910 - 1996)

Biography 

Emily Kam Kngwarray   i s  without a doubt the most famous female 
Aboriginal  art ist  to date.  She may be considered one of  the greatest  
contemporary Austral ian art ists  and her inf luence on the world of  
both indigenous and non-indigenous Austral ian art  is  indisputably 
great.  

Emily  was born in Alhalkere,  230 km north-east  of  Al ice Springs on 
the edge of  the Simpson Desert ,  Northern Terr i tory.   
Unusual  for  a woman, she became a camel dr iver  and stockhand at  
Bushy Part  Stat ion and Mt Riddock Stat ion.  This  hard work 
contr ibuted to her physical  strength later  in l i fe.  Encouraged by the 
return of  t radit ional  lands to indigenous Austral ians under the 
Aboriginal  Land Rights Act in 1976,  Emily  returned to Alhalkere and 
was one of  the founders of  the Utopia Women’s Bat ik  Group in 1978.   

Fol lowing i ts  f i rst  exhibit ion in Al ice Springs in 1980,  this  movement 
had l imited commercial  success.  This  led,  however,  to an init iat ive in 
1988 of  the Central  Austral ian Aboriginal  Media Associat ion 
(CAAMA),  cal led “A Summer Project”,  which distr ibuted 100 blank 
canvases and acryl ic  paint  among the Aboriginals  in Utopia.   
The resultant 81 works,  including Emily ’s  f i rst  paint ing,  “Emu 
Woman”, made art  history.  Her work attracted immediate attent ion.   
The experimental ,  yet  determined work spoke of  a rare talent.   
At the same t ime, she became one of  the founders of  indigenous 
women’s art  in the Eastern and Central  Deserts  of  Austral ia .  

Having started at  near ly  eighty years old,  her paint ing career lasted 
a mere seven years.  One of  her most remarkable attr ibutes was her 
capacity to develop new sty les;  even adopting a new sty le a 
fortnight before her death.  Yet her vast  output was a result  of  her 
enormous physical  and mental  energy,  as wel l  as her forceful  
personal i ty  and deep love for  her ancestral  country.   
Most of  her work can be dist inguished by an exceptional ly  wide 
palette of  br ight colors;  of  special  s ignif icance are her more 
minimal ist  abstract  works of  two colors,  inspired by tradit ional  body 
paint ing.  



Character ist ic  in Emily 's  paint ings is  a sty le referred to as her 
'dump-dump' sty le.  This  or iginal ly  involved coarse wide brushstrokes 
and bui ld up layers of  colored dots on a gr id pattern surface to 
represent elements of  landscapes and vegetat ion.  This  was fol lowed 
by an even more di ffuse pattern of  layered dots with magnif icent 
colors dominat ing.   

During the last  two years of  her l i fe,  she broke with her br ight color 
schemes by making minimal ist  “ l ine” paint ings in black,  brown or 
blue on a white background with horizontal  or  vert ical  str ipes 
inspired by women’s ceremonial  body paint ing.  This  led to her "Wild 
Yam Dreamings” ;  layers of  intr icately crossing l ines that represent 
the roots of  the Yam plant,  an edible and spir i tual ly  s ignif icant 
indigenous vegetable.  From this  per iod,  comes her most important 
masterpiece,  Big Yam Dreaming (1995) ,  which was donated to the 
National  Gal lery of  V ictor ia.  

Outside of  Austral ia  her work increasingly receives the recognit ion i t  
deserves.  In 2008,  the National  Art  Center in Tokyo opened the 
exhibit ion 'Utopia:  the Genius of  Emily  Kam Kngwarray'  the largest  
col lect ion of  works by a s ingle Austral ian art ist  ever exhibited 
outside Austral ia ,  with an est imated value of  no less than 
$30,000,000.  

Her masterpiece 'Earth's  Creat ion'  (4  panels,  each 275  x 160  cm) has 
been exhibited at  the Central  Pavi l ion of   the 56th Venice Biennale in 
2015.  In the same year her work was part  of  the Signs&Traces 
exhibit ion in Poznan,  Poland. 



Selected Col lect ions 

National  Gal lery of  Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia  
Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern Terr i tory,  Austral ia  
Par l iament House Art  Col lect ion,  Canberra,  Austral ia  
Campbel l town City Art  Gal lery,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Benal la Art  Gal lery,  V ictor ia,  Austral ia  
Al len,  Al len & Hemsley,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
BP Austral ia  
Transf ield Col lect ion,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
The Col lect ion of  Col in & El izabeth Laverty,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Fred Torres Col lect ion,  Austral ia  
Ebes Col lect ion,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
National  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  Western Austral ia ,  Perth,  Austral ia  
Queensland Art  Gal lery,  Br isbane,  Austral ia  
Artbank,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Auckland City Art  Gal lery,  New Zealand 
The Kasumi Co. Col lect ion,  Japan 
KLM Royal  Dutch Air l ines,  Amsterdam, The Netherlands  
Thomas Vroom Col lect ion,  The Netherlands  
Fondation Burkhardt-Felder,  Motiers,  Switzer land 
Lowe Art  Museum, Univers i ty  of  Miami,  USA 
The Luczo Family  Col lect ion,  USA 
Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal  Art  Col lect ion of  the Univers i ty  of  V irginia,  
Charlottesvi l le,  USA 
Col lect ion of  Steve Mart in & Anne Str ingf ield,  New York,  USA 
Kelton Foundation,  Cal i fornia,  USA 
The Robert  Holmes à Court  Col lect ion,  USA 
Donald Kahn Col lect ion,  USA 

Selected Literature 

Neale M,  Emily Kame Kngwarreye:  Alhalkere,  
Paint ings f rom Utopia (Macmil lan Publ ishers,  
Melbourne,  1998)  
Neale M (ed) ,  Utopia;  The Genius of  Emily  Kame Kngwarreye 
(National  Museum of Austral ia  and The National  Museum of Art ,  
Osaka,  2007)  



2008 
    Solo: Utopia: The Genius of Emily Kame Kngwarreye, National  
    Museum of Australia, Canberra, Australia; 
    Museum of Modern Art, Osaka; National Art Center, Tokyo, Japan 

1997 
    La Biennale di Venezia, Australian Pavill ion, Italy 

1994 
    National Gallery of Victoria, Australia 

1993/4 
    Aratjara: Art of the First Australians, Kunstammlung Nordrhein  
    Westfalen, Düsseldorf, Germany; Hayward Gallery, London, UK;  
    Louisiana Museum, Humlebaek, Denmark  

1992 
    Crossroads, Towards a New Reality, Aboriginal Art from Australia,  
    National Museum of Modern Art, Kyoto and Tokyo, Japan 

1991 
    Solo: Gallery Savah, Sydney, Australia 

1990 
    Contemporary Aboriginal Art, Carpenter Centre for the Visual Arts,  
    Harvard University, USA 

1989 
    Emily Kame Kngwarreye and Louie Pwerle are the first recipients of  
    the CAAMA/ Utopia Artists-in-Residence Project funded by the  
    Robert Holmes à Court Foundation.

Selected Exhibit ions 

2025 
    Solo Exhibit ion,  Tate Modern,  London, United Kingdom 

2023 
    Solo:  Emily Kam Kngwarray ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of  Austral ian,   
    Canberra,  Austral ia  
    Sharjah Biennial  15,  Thinking histor ical ly  in the Present ,  Paint ing:   
    Mult i  Color Yam acquired via SmithDavidson Gal lery 
        
2022 
    Solo: Emily : Desert painter of Australia, Gagosian, Paris, France 
    Origins, SmithDavidson Gallery, New York, USA 

2021-23 
    A Year in Art: Australia 1992, Tate Modern, London, UK 

2021 
    Voyage across Aboriginal Australia – Founders, Favourites,  
    Fondation Burkhardt- Felder Arts et Culture, Môtiers, Switzerland. 

2020 
    Origins: Australian Aboriginal Art from the SmithDavidson  
    Collection, SmithDavidson Gallery, Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

2019 
    Desert Painters of Australia, Works from the Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal  
    Art Collection of the University of Virginia and the Collection of  
    Steve Martin and Anne Stringfield, Gagosian Gallery, New York &  
    Beverley Hills, USA 

2015 
    Signs and Traces: Contemporary Aboriginal Art, Cultural Institute  
    Zamek, Poznan, Poland 
    La Biennale di Venezia, Central Pavilion, Venice, Italy 

2010 
    Remembering Forward: Australian Aboriginal Painting since 1960,  
    Museum Ludwig, Cologne, Germany 


