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( Indigenous Austral ian (Pit jantjatjara),  1935 - 2017)

Biography 

Tommy Watson Yannima, also known as Tommy Yannima Pikar l i  
Watson,  was a prominent Austral ian Aboriginal  art ist  whose work has 
s ignif icant ly  impacted the contemporary Indigenous art  scene.   
Born around 1935 in the desert  region of  Western Austral ia ,  near a 
place cal led Anamarapit i ,  Watson belonged to the Pit jant jat jara 
people.  His  l i fe and art  were deeply rooted in the tradit ions and 
stor ies of  his  culture,  which he sought to preserve and share through 
his  v ibrant paint ings.  

Watson's ear ly  l i fe was character ized by tradit ional  nomadic 
experiences,  moving across the land with his  family,  l iv ing off  i ts  
resources,  and absorbing the stor ies and knowledge passed down 
through generat ions.  This  int imate connect ion with the land and i ts  
lore profoundly inf luenced his  art ist ic  v is ion.   
Watson's grandfather,  father,  and uncle played pivotal  roles in his  
upbringing,  impart ing essent ial  cultural  knowledge and survival  
sk i l ls .  

Before embarking on his  art ist ic  career,  Watson worked var ious jobs,  
including as a stockman and laborer,  to support  his  family.   
However,  his  l i fe took a s ignif icant turn in the ear ly  2000s when he 
began paint ing,  dr iven by a desire to document and celebrate his  
ancestral  stor ies and her i tage.  Watson was in his  late 60s when he 
started paint ing,  making his  emergence in the art  world both 
remarkable and inspir ing.  

Watson's art  is  character ized by i ts  v ibrant colors and intr icate 
composit ions,  often depict ing the landscapes,  stor ies,  and spir i tual  
connect ions of  his  homeland. His  paint ings are more than mere 
representat ions;  they are v isual  t ranslat ions of  his  cultural  
narrat ives,  embodying the essence of  his  people's  connect ion to the 
land.  The use of  bold,  dott ing techniques and sweeping l ines 
creates a dynamic and rhythmic qual i ty  in his  work,  captur ing the 
v iewer's  imaginat ion and drawing them into the depths of  his  
cultural  expressions.  

In 2002,  Watson co-founded the I r runyt ju Art  Centre in Western 
Austral ia ,  providing a platform for local  art ists  to create and 
showcase their  work.  



This in i t iat ive not only faci l i tated his  own art ist ic  endeavors but also 
empowered many other Indigenous art ists ,  contr ibut ing to the 
broader recognit ion and appreciat ion of  Aboriginal  art .  The 
establ ishment of  the art  center marked a s ignif icant mi lestone in 
Watson's career,  sol idi fy ing his  role as a leader and advocate for  his  
community's  art ist ic  her i tage.  

In 2002,  Watson co-founded the I r runyt ju Art  Centre in Western 
Austral ia ,  providing a platform for local  art ists  to create and 
showcase their  work.  This  in i t iat ive not only faci l i tated his  own 
art ist ic  endeavors but also empowered many other Indigenous 
art ists ,  contr ibut ing to the broader recognit ion and appreciat ion of  
Aboriginal  art .  The establ ishment of  the art  center marked a 
s ignif icant mi lestone in Watson's career,  sol idi fy ing his  role as a 
leader and advocate for  his  community's  art ist ic  her i tage.  

Watson's work quickly  gained nat ional  and internat ional  acclaim.  
His  paint ings were exhibited in prest igious gal ler ies and museums, 
including the Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  the National  Gal lery 
of  Austral ia ,  and the Musée du Quai  Branly in Par is .   
His  art  was celebrated for  i ts  or iginal i ty,  depth,  and cultural  
s ignif icance,  earning him a place among the most inf luent ia l  
contemporary Aboriginal  art ists .  

One of  the notable aspects of  Watson's career was his  abi l i ty  to 
br idge tradit ional  Aboriginal  art  with contemporary aesthet ics.   
His  work resonated with a wide audience,  t ranscending cultural  
boundaries and offer ing a unique insight into the r ich tapestry of  
Indigenous Austral ian culture.  Watson's paint ings not only preserved 
ancient stor ies but also communicated them to new generat ions,  
foster ing a greater understanding and appreciat ion of  Aboriginal  
her i tage.  

Despite his  late start ,  Watson's impact on the art  world was 
profound. He received numerous accolades and recognit ion for  his  
contr ibut ions to Aboriginal  art  and culture.  In 2006,  one of  his  
paint ings,  "Wipu Rockhole," was selected for  the s ignif icant 
"Ngintaka Dreaming" exhibit ion,  further cementing his  status as a 
leading f igure in the art  community.  

Tommy Watson Yannima passed away on November 11,  2017,  leaving 
behind a legacy that cont inues to inspire and inf luence art ists  and 
art  enthusiasts  worldwide.  His  journey from a tradit ional  nomadic 
l i fe to becoming a celebrated art ist  is  a testament to the enduring 
power of  cultural  expression and the importance of  preserving and 
shar ing Indigenous stor ies through art .  Watson's work remains a 
v ibrant and vital  part  of  Austral ia 's  art ist ic  landscape, a last ing 
tr ibute to his  dedicat ion to his  culture and his  extraordinary talent.  

Selected Col lect ions 

Musée du quai  Branly,  Par is ,  France 
Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
National  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne   ,  Austral ia  
National  Gal lery of  Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  Western Austral ia ,  Perth,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  South Austral ia ,  Adelaide,  Austral ia  
Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern Terr i tory,  Darwin,  Austral ia  
The Col lect ion of  El izabeth and Col in Laverty,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Patr ick Corr igan Col lect ion,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Austcorp Col lect ion,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Harold Mitchel l  Col lect ion,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Kerry Stokes Col lect ion,  Perth,  Austral ia  
Richard Branson Col lect ion 
Luciano Benetton Col lect ion,  I ta ly  
Adam Knight Col lect ion,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Aranda Art  Col lect ion,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Austral ian National  Univers i ty,  Canberra,  Austral ia  
Jacquie McPhee Col lect ion,  Perth,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  Bal larat ,  V ictor ia,  Austral ia  
South East  Centre for  Contemporary Art ,  Bega,  Austral ia  
Bond Univers i ty,  Gold Coast,  Austral ia  
Deague Family  Col lect ion,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Fitzgerald Col lect ion,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Macquarie Univers i ty  Art  Gal lery,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Univers i ty  of  Canberra Col lect ion,  Canberra,  Austral ia  
Walker Corporat ion Col lect ion,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Walnut Enterpr ises Col lect ion,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Gerry Ryan Col lect ion,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Henderson Family  Col lect ion,  Sydney,  Austral ia  



Selected Awards & Recognit ion 

2008 -  25th NATSIAA, Darwin -  Final ist  

2006 -  Instal lat ion,  Musee du Quai  Branly,  Par is  

2005 -  Top 50 Col lectable Art ists ,  Austral ian Art  Col lector Magazine 

2003 -  Kate Chal l is  RAKA Award:  Places that name us,   
   The Potter  Museum of Art ,  Melbourne -  Final ist  
2003 -  20th NATSIAA, Darwin -  Final ist  and Highly Commended 
2003 -  Desert  Mob, Araluen Centre,  Al ice Springs -  Final ist  

2002 -  19th NATSIAA, Darwin -  Final ist  
2002 -  Desert  Mob, Araluen Centre,  Al ice Springs -  Final ist  

Selected Exhibit ions 

2022 
    Origins ,  SmithDavidson Gal lery,  New York,  USA 
    Connect ion,  Songl ines f rom Austral ia 's  First  Peoples in a  
    spectacular  immersive experience,  National  Museum of Austral ia ,  
    Canberra,  Austral ia  

2021 
    Voyage across Aboriginal  Austral ia ,  Founders Favourites ,   
    Fondation Burkhardt-Felder Arts  et  Culture,  Switzer land 

2016 
    Everywhen: The Eternal  Present in Indigenous Art  f rom Austral ia ,   
    Hardvard Art  Museums, USA 

2015 
    Signs and Traces.  Contemporary Aboriginal  Art ,  Zamek Culture  
    Centre,  Poznan,  Poland 

2014 
    The Watson  -  Hotel  themed on Tommy Watson art ,  Art  Hotel ,   
    Adelaide,  Austral ia  

2010 
    Desert  Country,  Art  Gal lery of  South Austral ia ,  Adelaide,  Austral ia  

2009 
    Emerging Elders – honouring senior Indigenous art ists ,   
    Nat ional  Gal lery of  Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia  

2008 
    25th Telstra NATSIAA, Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern  
    Terr i tory,  Darwin,  Austral ia  

2007  
    Permanent Exhibit ion Musée du quai  Branly,  Par is ,  France  
    One Sun,  One Moon ,  Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,   
    Austral ia  

2006 
    Landmarks ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
    Musée du Quai  Branly,  Par is ,  France 

2005 
    Royal  Melbourne Inst i tute of  Technology (RMIT)  Gal lery,  
    Melbourne,  Austral ia  

2004 
    Colour Power:  Aboriginal  Art  post  1984 ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of   
    V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
    NATSIAA – Celebrat ing 20 Years,  Nat ional  Archives of  Austral ia ,   
    Canberra,  Austral ia  
    Tandanya National  Aboriginal  Cultural  Inst i tute,  Adelaide,   
    Austral ia  

2003 
    20th Telstra NATSIAA, Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern  
    Terr i tory,  Darwin,  Austral ia  
    The Desert  Mob Show, Araluen Arts  Centre,  Al ice Springs,   
    Austral ia  

2002 
    19th Telstra NATSIAA, Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern  
    Terr i tory,  Darwin,  Austral ia  
    The Desert  Mob Show, Araluen Arts  Centre,  Al ice Springs,   
    Austral ia  

1984  
    Nat ional  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  

 


