
Paddy Nyunkuny Bedford 
( Indigenous Austral ian (Gija) ,  1922 - 2007)

Biography 

Paddy Nyunkuny Bedford was born at  Bedford Downs Stat ion,  a 
large catt le property in the remote East  Kimberley of  Western 
Austral ia .  He belonged to the Gi ja people.  His  family  history was 
marked by several  brutal  events result ing from clashes between 
white colonists  and his  indigenous ancestors.  

He worked as a stockman around Warnum in the East  Kimberley unt i l  
precluded by injury.  As a senior law man of  his  t r ibe,  who 
determined proper customs and tradit ions,  Paddy had engaged in 
tradit ional  paint ing for  ceremonial  purposes,  especial ly  body-
paint ing,  f rom ear ly  manhood. I t  was only much later  in l i fe,  in 1998,  
that he was encouraged to paint  on canvas and later  in gouache on 
paper.  He soon joined the newly formed Jirrawun Arts  group and 
became part  of  the East  Kimberley/Turkey Creek movement led by 
Rover Thomas and Queenie McKenzie.  Solo exhibit ions in 
Melbourne,  Sydney,  Canberra and Darwin soon drew the praise of  art  
cr i t ics  and his  work was recognized as groundbreaking.  

In a short  per iod of  eight years Bedford bui l t  up a r ich oeuvre and 
was to be regarded as one of  the most important indigenous art ists  
of  Austral ia .  His  work has a unique dist inct ive sty le:  very graphical ,  
use of  str ik ing colors,  and sparse but precisely placed l ines,  often 
del ineated by white dots.  His  works depict  the East  Kimberley 
landscape where he l ived and worked his  whole l i fe,  in combinat ion 
with the Dreamtime stor ies of  the emu, turkey and black cockatoo 
associated with his  family.  

Also featured in his  work  are histor ical  events,  such as the Bedford 
Downs Massacre -  the brutal  murder of  a group of  family  members in 
the ear ly  20th century in retal iat ion for  k i l l ing a bul lock.  Yet,  central  
to his  work is  reconci l iat ion,  referred to as “two-way”.  
 
Paddy Bedford was one of  eight Austral ian indigenous art ists  
commissioned to del iver  a  permanent work for  the Musée du Quai  
Branly in Par is ,  for  i ts  opening in 2006.  His  work was honored later  
that year with a  major retrospect ive at  the Museum of Contemporary 
Art  in Sydney that went on a nat ional  tour.  An extraordinary 
achievement for  an octogenarian,  who only began his  career as an 
art ist  less than a decade ear l ier.  



 

S ince his  death in 2007,  his  reputat ion has increased. In 2013 the 
Austral ian Air l ine,  Qantas,  commissioned the external  l ivery of  a new 
Boeing 737-800 to ref lect  his  work Medicine Pocket (2005) .  
Moreover,  his  works are exhibited in Austral ia ’s  major publ ic  
gal ler ies,  as wel l  as in pr ivate col lect ions worldwide.  
 
The subject  matter  of  Bedford’s paint ings is  drawn from two very 
di fferent sources,  the dramatic East  Kimberley landscape and the 
histor ical  events that occurred there.  Central  to both is  the ever 
present Ngarranggarni  or  Aboriginal  Dreaming, the paral lel  t ime 
dimension where the landscape, animals and plants were created 
and in which the laws determining behavior and tradit ion were 
establ ished. 

His  paint ings also present a dichotomy of  imagery.  Powerful  bold 
forms reminiscent of  physical  features of  East  Kimberley are 
surrounded by expansive del icate washes of  muted color.  A contrast  
is  created between powerful  physical i ty  and great sensit iv i ty.  Behind 
their  s imple composit ion l ie complex underly ing stor ies,  such as the 
Emu, Bush Turkey and Cockatoo Dreamings of  his  family.  His  works 
evoke profound tradit ional  authority.  One of  Austral ia ’s  leading art  
cr i t ics ,  John McDonald,  is  often quoted at  the t ime of  Bedford’s 
2007 retrospect ive in Sydney’s  MCA as saying:  “I f  one had to choose 
a s ingle indigenous art ist  to represent the state of  Aboriginal  art ,  i t  
would be hard to go past  Paddy Bedford.” 

Selected Col lect ions 

Art  Gal lery of  Western Austral ia ,  Perth,  Austral ia  
Museum and Art  Gal lery of  the Northern Terr i tory,  Darwin,  Austral ia  
National  Gal lery of  Austral ia ,  Canberra,  Austral ia  
National  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  
Art  Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
Lam Col lect ion,  Univers i ty  of  San Antonio,  Texas,  USA 
The Araluen Art  Col lect ion,  Al ice Springs,  Austral ia  
Museum of Contemporary Art  (MCA),  Sydney,  Austral ia   
Br i t ish Museum, London, United Kingdom 
Metropol i tan Museum of Art  (MoMA),  New York,  USA 
Pr ivate col lect ions in Austral ia  and internat ional ly  

Selected Exhibit ions 

2024 
    Art  & This  Place Tours,  Queensland Art  Gal lery |  Gal lery of  
    Modern Art  Foundation,  Queensland, Austral ia  

2023 
    Dreaming with your Eyes Open ,  SmithDavidson Gal lery,   
    Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

2021 
    The Kimberley ,  SmithDavidson Gal lery,  Amsterdam,  
    The Netherlands 

2018 
    Ancestral  Modern:  Austral ian Aboriginal  Art  f rom the Kaplan &  
    Levi  col lect ion ,  Blanton Museum of Art  at  the Univers i ty  of  Texas,   
    Aust in,  USA 

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



2015 
    No Boundaries:  Aboriginal  Austral ian Contemporary Abstract   
    Paint ing ,  Perez Art  Museum, Miami,  USA 
    Signs and Traces.  Contemporary Aboriginal  Art ,  Zamek Culture  
    Centre,  Poznan,  Poland 
    Global  Art  Exhibit ion ,  SmithDavidson Gal lery,  Amsterdam,  
    The Netherlands  

2013 
    Vivid Memories -  An Aboriginal  Art  History ,  Musée d’Aquitaine,   
    Bordeaux,  France 

2010  
    Contemporary Aboriginal  Paint ing from Austral ia ,  Metropol i tan  
    Museum of Art ,  New York City,  USA 
    Remembering Forward.  Austral ian Aboriginal  Paint ing s ince 1960 .  
    Museum Ludwig,  Cologne, Germany 

2009 
    Solo:  Paddy Bedford:  Crossing Front iers ,  Aboriginal  Art  Museum  
    Utrecht (AAMU),  Utrecht,  The Netherlands 

2008 
    The Other Thing -  A Survey Show ,  Char les Darwin Univers i ty  Art   
    Col lect ion,  Darwin,  Austral ia  
    Ngurra Yurru Kul int jaku -  Always Remembering Country ,  Cross  
    Cultural  Art  Exchange (CCAE) at  Harr iet  Place,  Darwin,  Austral ia  
    Marrangku Yara Polyant jaku Ngurrangka -  Making Strong Paint ings  
    at  Home ,  Papunya Tula Art ists ,  Al ice Springs,  Austral ia  

2006 -  2008 
    Solo:  Paddy Bedford ,  Museum of Contemporary Art  (MCA),   
    Sydney;  Art  Gal lery of  Western Austral ia ,  Perth;  Bendigo Art   
    Gal lery,  Bendigo;  Univers i ty  of  Queensland Art  Museum,  
    Queensland, Austral ia  

2006 
    Land Marks ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,  Melbourne,  Austral ia  

2005 
    Jirrawun in the House:  A Contemporary Vis ion from the East   
    Kimberley ,  Par l iament House,  Canberra,  Austral ia  

2004 
    Talking about Abstract ion ,  Univers i ty  of  New South Wales Col lege  
    of  Fine Arts ,  Sydney,  Austral ia  
    Spir i t  and Vis ion – Aboriginal  Art ,  Sammlung Essl ,   
    Klosterneuburg,  Austr ia 
    Austral ian Culture Now ,  Nat ional  Gal lery of  V ictor ia,   
    Melbourne,  Austral ia  

2003 
    Journey to Now: John Kaldor art  projects and col lect ion ,  Art   
    Gal lery of  New South Wales,  Sydney,  Austral ia   
    Solo:  Walking on the Line ,  GRANTPIRRIE,  Sydney,  Austral ia  

2002-2003 
    Blood on the Spini fex ,  Ian Potter  Museum of Art ,  Melbourne,   
    Austral ia  

2002    
    Solo:  Signif icant Paint ings ,  GRANTPIRRIE,  Sydney,  Austral ia  

2001 
    Solo:  Paddy Bedford ,  Raft  Artspace,  Darwin,  Austral ia  

2000 
    Land Mark:  Mirror  Mark:  Pr ints  by Aboriginal  art ists  f rom the  
    col lect ion of  the Northern Terr i tory ,  Austral ian National   
    Univers i ty,  Canberra,  Austral ia ;  Columbia State Univers i ty,  Cl i f ton,   
    USA; Kluge-Ruhe Col lect ion of  Aboriginal  Art  Univers i ty  of  
    V irginia,  Charlottesvi l le,  USA 

1999-2000  
    Mapping Our Countr ies ,  Djamu Gal lery,  Austral ian Museum,  
    Sydney,  Austral ia


