
DESERT RIVER SEA 
 PORTRAITS OF THE KIMBERLEY

Traditional stories and contemporary experiences 
combine in Desert River Sea. In over 150 diverse 
artworks, the exhibition traces the opening up of 
Western Australia’s Kimberley with approaches that 
are variously original, traditional and experimental.

This landmark exhibition is a contemporary, 
contemporary look at Aboriginal art from the 
Kimberley. Desert River Sea celebrates the 
conclusion of a six-year visual arts research and 
development project between the Art Gallery of 
Western Australia and Aboriginal artists and art 
centres in the Kimberley. In an exciting display of new 
and old art, the show gives voice to the many artists 
living and working across this vast region today. 

Twice the size of Victoria and slightly smaller than 
California, the Kimberley is home to 200 Aboriginal 
communities. Thirty Aboriginal languages continue 
to be spoken alongside Aboriginal English and 
Kriol. Encircled by desert, river and sea, the region 
is iconic for its vast geographical and cultural 
landscape. And the people hold a rich repository of 
stories. The art featured in Desert River Sea  
explores these stories, connecting us with the 
region and its artists. 

At the heart of the exhibition is a group of eight 
commissions. Made by artists from six art centres 
and three independent artists, the commissions 
present as eight installations that are as diverse as 
much as they are alike. Each installation represents 
a different journey toward the same destination 
of individual and collective cultural expression. 
Experimental in both intent and form, the 
installations range from leather cow hides to video 
and animation, to paintings in sand, ochre and 
acrylic, to glass works, drawing and photography, 
as well as small and large-scale geometric designs 
on pearl shell and steel. These works capture the 
creativity, imagination and texture of Kimberley art 
and culture. 

More than 40 artists worked collaboratively to 
realise the eight commissioned works. These 
included independent artists such as Daniel Walbidi 
(Bidyadanga) and brothers Darrell and Garry 
Sibosado (Lombadina), and artists from Kira Kiro 
Art Centre (Kalumburu), Mangkaja Arts Resource 
Agency (Fitzroy Crossing), Mowanjum Aboriginal Art 
and Culture Centre (Derby), Waringarri Aboriginal 
Arts (Kununurra), Warlayirti Artists (Balgo) and 
Warmun Art Centre (Warmun).

The commissions sit beside works of art from the 
WA State Art Collection and private and art centre 
collections. Shown together, the state, private 
and community art collections highlight some 
of the most significant works of art by revered 
Kimberley artists, past and present. The community 
collections, or legacy works, are curated by 
local Kimberley curators – Dora Griffiths, Lynley 
Nargoodah, Maitland Ngerdu, April Nulgit, Marika 
Riley, Garry Sibosado and Stanley Taylor. The 
legacy works are particularly special as their 
meaning extends beyond the usual significance 
given to these works in the fine art world. For these 
Kimberley curators, the works hold greater meaning 
for them and their communities. Each work the 
curators selected represents the person, as well as 
the cultural and familial relationship they share with 
the artist and cultural groups across the region. 

Complex cultural stories equally feature across 
the exhibition; though often as a personalised 
depiction, snippet or reference that renders each 
telling unique. Nonetheless, collectively, the show 
represents some of the familiar narratives specific 
to the Kimberley. Works by artists such as Betty 
Bundamurra, Garry Sibosado, Rusty Peters, Jimmy 
Pike, Shirley Purdie, Leah Umbagai and Weaver 
Jack narrate the events and actions of ancestors 
of the Dreaming, better known as Lalai, Bugarrigara 
or Ngarranggani by some of the peoples of the 
Kimberley. While other artists such as Michael 
Jalaru Torres, Eva and Johnny Nargoodah, Mervyn 
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Street and Jack Wherra explore the changing 
landscape of the Kimberley. In various ways the 
artists trace the opening up of the Kimberley from 
a solely cultural environment to become one of the 
densest pastoral and mining industries in Australia. 
Others, such as Jan Griffiths and her cohort of 
intergenerational artists from Waringarri Aboriginal 
Arts, introduce complex cultural ideas and 
connections created through Wirnan, an exchange 
ceremony that unites the Kimberley. Yet, as one, 
the works in the exhibition serve as a portrait, a 
connection and even a window into what it means 
to be from and belong to the Kimberley.

The documentary, On Sacred Ground, is featured 
as part of the exhibition experience of Desert River 
Sea. Made in 1980, but immediately censored for 
several years afterwards, the film takes us into the 
life and struggle of Kimberley people and their 
attempt to stop mining in the region during the late 
1970s. It explores issues of identity, survival and 

self-determination, themes that also underscore 
the exhibition.

Desert River Sea: Portraits of the Kimberley is 
the third and final phase of a six-year visual arts 
project called Desert River Sea: Kimberley Art 
Then & Now. With support from Rio Tinto, the Art 
Gallery of WA and the Aboriginal artists and art 
centres joined together in developing a new model 
of engagement that brought the Gallery and region 
closer together and enabled self-determination. 
In practice, this meant partnering in the exhibition 
and shaping the face of Kimberley art today. 

Desert River Sea offers inspiration from the old, 
new and future artistic traditions of the Kimberley. 

Carly Lane & Emilia Galatis 
Exhibition curators
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