Tommy Watson Yannima
(Indigenous Australian (Pitjantjatjara), 1935 - 2017)

Biography

Tommy Watson Yannima, also known as Tommy Yannima Pikarli
Watson, was a prominent Australian Aboriginal artist whose work has
significantly impacted the contemporary Indigenous art scene.

Born around 1935 in the desert region of Western Australia, near a
place called Anamarapiti, Watson belonged to the Pitjantjatjara
people. His life and art were deeply rooted in the traditions and
stories of his culture, which he sought to preserve and share through
his vibrant paintings.

Watson's early life was characterized by traditional nomadic
experiences, moving across the land with his family, living off its
resources, and absorbing the stories and knowledge passed down
through generations. This intimate connection with the land and its
lore profoundly influenced his artistic vision.

Watson's grandfather, father, and uncle played pivotal roles in his
upbringing, imparting essential cultural knowledge and survival
skills.

Before embarking on his artistic career, Watson worked various jobs,
including as a stockman and laborer, to support his family.

However, his life took a significant turn in the early 2000s when he
began painting, driven by a desire to document and celebrate his
ancestral stories and heritage. Watson was in his late 60s when he
started painting, making his emergence in the art world both
remarkable and inspiring.

Watson's art is characterized by its vibrant colors and intricate
compositions, often depicting the landscapes, stories, and spiritual
connections of his homeland. His paintings are more than mere
representations; they are visual translations of his cultural
narratives, embodying the essence of his people's connection to the
land. The use of bold, dotting techniques and sweeping lines
creates a dynamic and rhythmic quality in his work, capturing the
viewer's imagination and drawing them into the depths of his
cultural expressions.

In 2002, Watson co-founded the Irrunytju Art Centre in Western
Australia, providing a platform for local artists to create and
showcase their work.



This initiative not only facilitated his own artistic endeavors but also
empowered many other Indigenous artists, contributing to the
broader recognition and appreciation of Aboriginal art. The
establishment of the art center marked a significant milestone in
Watson's career, solidifying his role as a leader and advocate for his
community's artistic heritage.

In 2002, Watson co-founded the Irrunytju Art Centre in Western
Australia, providing a platform for local artists to create and
showcase their work. This initiative not only facilitated his own
artistic endeavors but also empowered many other Indigenous
artists, contributing to the broader recognition and appreciation of
Aboriginal art. The establishment of the art center marked a
significant milestone in Watson's career, solidifying his role as a
leader and advocate for his community's artistic heritage.

Watson's work quickly gained national and international acclaim.
His paintings were exhibited in prestigious galleries and museums,
including the Art Gallery of New South Wales, the National Gallery
of Australia, and the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris.

His art was celebrated for its originality, depth, and cultural
significance, earning him a place among the most influential
contemporary Aboriginal artists.

One of the notable aspects of Watson's career was his ability to
bridge traditional Aboriginal art with contemporary aesthetics.

His work resonated with a wide audience, transcending cultural
boundaries and offering a unique insight into the rich tapestry of
Indigenous Australian culture. Watson's paintings not only preserved
ancient stories but also communicated them to new generations,
fostering a greater understanding and appreciation of Aboriginal
heritage.

Despite his late start, Watson's impact on the art world was
profound. He received numerous accolades and recognition for his
contributions to Aboriginal art and culture. In 2006, one of his
paintings, "Wipu Rockhole," was selected for the significant
"Ngintaka Dreaming" exhibition, further cementing his status as a
leading figure in the art community.

Tommy Watson Yannima passed away on November 11, 2017, leaving
behind a legacy that continues to inspire and influence artists and
art enthusiasts worldwide. His journey from a traditional nomadic
life to becoming a celebrated artist is a testament to the enduring
power of cultural expression and the importance of preserving and
sharing Indigenous stories through art. Watson's work remains a
vibrant and vital part of Australia's artistic landscape, a lasting
tribute to his dedication to his culture and his extraordinary talent.

Selected Collections

Musée du quai Branly, Paris, France

Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne , Australia
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, Australia

Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth, Australia

Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, Australia
Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, Darwin, Australia
The Collection of Elizabeth and Colin Laverty, Sydney, Australia
Patrick Corrigan Collection, Sydney, Australia

Austcorp Collection, Sydney, Australia

Harold Mitchell Collection, Sydney, Australia

Kerry Stokes Collection, Perth, Australia

Richard Branson Collection

Luciano Benetton Collection, Italy

Adam Knight Collection, Melbourne, Australia

Aranda Art Collection, Melbourne, Australia

Australian National University, Canberra, Australia
Jacquie McPhee Collection, Perth, Australia

Art Gallery of Ballarat, Victoria, Australia

South East Centre for Contemporary Art, Bega, Australia
Bond University, Gold Coast, Australia

Deague Family Collection, Melbourne, Australia
Fitzgerald Collection, Sydney, Australia

Macquarie University Art Gallery, Sydney, Australia
University of Canberra Collection, Canberra, Australia
Walker Corporation Collection, Melbourne, Australia
Walnut Enterprises Collection, Melbourne, Australia
Gerry Ryan Collection, Melbourne, Australia

Henderson Family Collection, Sydney, Australia



Selected Awards & Recognition

2008 - 25th NATSIAA, Darwin - Finalist
2006 - Installation, Musee du Quai Branly, Paris
2005 - Top 50 Collectable Artists, Australian Art Collector Magazine

2003 - Kate Challis RAKA Award: Places that name us,

The Potter Museum of Art, Melbourne - Finalist
2003 - 20th NATSIAA, Darwin - Finalist and Highly Commended
2003 - Desert Mob, Araluen Centre, Alice Springs - Finalist

2002 - 19th NATSIAA, Darwin - Finalist
2002 - Desert Mob, Araluen Centre, Alice Springs - Finalist

Selected Exhibitions

2022
Origins, SmithDavidson Gallery, New York, USA
Connection, Songlines from Australia's First Peoples in a
spectacular immersive experience, National Museum of Australia,
Canberra, Australia

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

2016
Everywhen: The Eternal Present in Indigenous Art from Australia,
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, Australia

2010
Desert Country, Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, Australia

2009
Emerging Elders — honouring senior Indigenous artists,
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, Australia

2008
25th Telstra NATSIAA, Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern
Territory, Darwin, Australia

2007
Permanent Exhibition Musée du quai Branly, Paris, France
One Sun, One Moon, Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney,
Australia

2006
Landmarks, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia
Musée du Quai Branly, Paris, France

2005
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) Gallery,
Melbourne, Australia

2004
Colour Power: Aboriginal Art post 1984, National Gallery of
Victoria, Melbourne, Australia
NATSIAA - Celebrating 20 Years, National Archives of Australia,
Canberra, Australia
Tandanya National Aboriginal Cultural Institute, Adelaide,
Australia

2003
20th Telstra NATSIAA, Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern
Territory, Darwin, Australia
The Desert Mob Show, Araluen Arts Centre, Alice Springs,
Australia

2002
19th Telstra NATSIAA, Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern
Territory, Darwin, Australia
The Desert Mob Show, Araluen Arts Centre, Alice Springs,
Australia

1984
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia



