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About IACA
The Indigenous Art Centre 
All iance (IACA) is a First Nations-
led, member-guided peak body 
working alongside Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander art 
and cultural centres across Far 
North Queensland. Our members 
are located throughout the 
Torres Strait Islands, the Gulf of 
Carpentaria, Cape York and 
surrounding regions. As a not-
for-profit organisation, IACA is 
shaped by the priorities and 
aspirations of our members. A 
First Nations-led Board guides our 
purpose, and our work is always 
grounded in culture.

IACA Contacts
Email 
manager@iaca.com.au

Phone 
+61 (0)7 4031 2745

Office 
Suite 6 / 345 Sheridan Street (upstairs) 
Cairns North 
QLD 4870

Postal 
PO Box 6587  
Cairns  
Queensland 4870

Facebook 
@IACAQLD

Instagram 
@iacaqld

Website 
www.iaca.com.au

IACA Board

 
Solomon Booth 

Chair 
Moa Arts

Daphne de Jersey 
Deputy Chair 

Wei’Num Arts and 
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Corporation

Melanie Gibson 
Treasurer 
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Jessica Creek 
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Bana Yir ri j i  Art 
Centre 

Brian Tucker 
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Cover image:
Paula Savage with her remarkable weaving Anchor, 2026, at 
Arkai Buthu (front beach, Moa Island). Photo: James Muller, 
courtesy of the artist and Moa Arts.
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Chair’s 
message

We stand with our partners in the national 
peak all iance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Art and Culture Centres. We are 
a power ful collective of more than 130 art 
centres representing some 20,000 artists 
and around 200 language groups. Our 
advocacy focuses on addressing the rising 
cost of l iving in remote areas, strengthening 
infrastructure and building a resil ient, skil led 
workforce. IACA has also contributed to 
‘Revive’, the national arts and cultural policy 
review, ensuring First Nations art centres are 
recognised, respected and well positioned.

This work is driven by people. I thank my  
fellow board members and acknowledge  
the dedication, integrity and passion of the 
entire IACA team. I also thank our funding 
partners – the Australian Government Office 
for the Arts, Creative Australia and Arts 
Queensland – whose support enables our 
communities to continue doing what they so 
well.

IACA will always be member-driven, 
community-led and future-focused. We move 
forward with confidence, grounded in culture, 
guided by community and united in our vision. 
I hope you enjoy this edition of IACA News 
and feel the strength of what we are building 
together.

Eso 

Solomon Booth 
Chair

Welcome to the 2026 edition of IACA News.

Across Far North Queensland and the Torres 
Strait, our art centres are living expressions 
of identity, knowledge and creativity. They 
are not just places of making; they are 
places of belonging, leadership and cultural 
continuity. 

At IACA, our work is grounded in our 
communities’ aspirations. As you’ll see here, 
2025 was a year of momentum and purpose. 
The art centre network has strengthened as 
a community-led force, supporting artists, 
sustaining culture and creating meaningful 
economic and social outcomes across some 
of the most remote parts of Australia. We 
see some power ful opportunities ahead to 
elevate our voices, assert cultural authority 
and ensure our stories are carried forward 
on our own terms.

IACA has secured support through the 
federal Office for the Arts’ Indigenous 
cultural and intellectual property (ICIP) 
initiative to deliver a national conference in 
Brisbane, in November 2026. It wil l bring the 
sector together to focus on the protection 
of cultural knowledge and the strength 
of intellectual property, and on strategic 
leadership as we move towards the 2032 
Olympic and Paralympic Games. We want 
to make sure our cultures are respected and 
protected, leading the way on what will be 
a global stage.

We continue to deliver the artworker 
program through the Indigenous Visual Arts 
Industry Support program. The program 
invests in our people, building confidence, 
skil ls and pathways for the next generation 
of First Nations artworkers to step into 
leadership roles.

Capacity building is evident in our efforts 
to reflect what our members need most. 
We create spaces for connection, shared 
learning and practical support: from the 
Elevate Indigenous artworker program 
and member conferences to manager 
gatherings and online catch-ups. These 
ensure our art centres remain strong, 
informed and ready for what l ies ahead. 
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Textiles at  
Badu Art Centre

It was a jam-packed three weeks. First the 
Delvene Cockatoo-Collins fashion workshop 
and then a screen-printing workshop with 
Mark Cawood, from Publisher Textiles. With 
him, the artists saw and learnt screen-
printing techniques, which they were able 
to use in fashion textiles. This workshop was 
followed by a two-week textile workshop 
with Catherine Wright, in which participants 
prepared garments for fashion parades and 
wearable arts.

This year we will participate in CIAF Fashion 
2026 and Darwin’s Country to Couture.

Badu Art Centre has been very busy this 
year, working on the art centre building 
refurbishment and on fashion textile 
projects.

Badu hosted Quandamooka artist Delvene 
Cockatoo-Collins, who offered a week 
of fashion tips to the ladies at Badu. The 
artist ladies went out on Country to get 
inspiration and then put their ideas into our 
fashion style. It was great to hear the yarns, 
childhood songs and life experiences of the 
ladies, most of whom were Badu Elders. One 
of our plans has been to have community 
participation in the art centre and to target 
community women artists, so it was good to 
get the ladies involved. Zilla wears a Geiza Stow design on location at Malay town, 

Badu Island. Photo: Sarah Gaidan, courtesy of Badu Art 
Centre.
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Our artists at  
After the Rain 

6

Alair Pambegan, Wik-Mungkan people, behind the scenes for After the Rain. Photo: courtesy of Wik & Kugu Arts Centre.

After the Rain, the 5th National Indigenous 
Art Triennial, opened at the National Gallery 
of Australia, Kamberri/Canberra, on 6 
December 2025, and continued through 
to 27 April 2026. It brought together 10 
commissioned works by established and 
emerging First Nations artists from across 
Australia. 

Each iteration of this key platform for 
contemporary Indigenous art is guided by a 
First Nations curator, ensuring its vision and 
storytell ing are grounded in community, 
culture and lived experience. Tony Albert,  
a prominent voice from the Gir ramay, Yidinji 
and Kuku-Yalanji peoples, curated this 
5th iteration. Under his artistic leadership, 
After the Rain explored themes of renewal, 
resil ience and cultural continuity through 
the work of artists whose practices resonate 
across generations.

Two of the exhibiting artists are represented 
by Far North Queensland art centres: Alair 
Pambegan of Wik & Kugu Arts Centre, in 
Aurukun, and Jimmy John Thaiday of Erub Arts. 
Their works embodied place-based knowledge 
and the enduring cultural traditions.

Alair Pambegan’s installation, Kalben-aw 
Story Place of Wuku and Mukam the Flying Fox 
Brothers, comprised more than 500 suspended 
flying foxes, forming a power ful immersive 
sculptural environment. It honours his father, 
Arthur Koo’eeka Pambegan Jr (1936–2010),  
a revered lawman, Elder and artist whose 
own work was shown in the inaugural National 
Indigenous Art Triennial, Culture Warriors. 
Through his installation, Alair Pambegan 
continues a vital l ineage of storytell ing, 
connecting ancestral knowledge with 
contemporary expression.
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Jimmy John Thaiday, Kuz/Peiudu 
peoples, with his Just Beneath the 
Surface at After the Rain, National 
Gallery of Australia. Photo: © Jimmy 
John Thaiday/Erub Arts.

Jimmy John Thaiday’s installation, Just 
Beneath  the Sur face, combined sculptural 
and moving-image elements. A flock 
of ghost-net waumer (frigate birds) was 
accompanied by two video works: Beyond 
the Lines (2022) and Just Beneath the Sur face 
(2023). The installation was a compelling 
call to action, urging audiences to confront 
environmental degradation and to embrace 
practices of care, sustainability and respect 
for Country.

After the Rain not only highlighted the 
dynamism of contemporary Indigenous art 
but also affirmed the vital importance of 
intergenerational knowledge and cultural 
leadership. It was a power ful reminder that 
even after periods of disruption regeneration 
and strength endure. 
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Elevate 2025:  
IACA’s Indigenous 

artworker program

8

The conference was staged across multiple 
venues in Cairns, including NorthSite 
Contemporary Art Space and NorthSite Print 
Studios in North Cairns. It featured more 
than 20 tailored professional-development 
sessions led by more than a dozen industry 
experts and covering key areas of art 
centre management. The conference also 
included hands-on creative workshops, 
including in screen-printing, product design, 
photography, art writing, digital media, 
curatorial skil ls and exhibition installation.

The Canberra field trip was hosted by major 
cultural institution partners: the National 
Museum of Australia, the National Gallery 
of Australia and the Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies.  
It featured 20 workshops and activities 
led by First Nations curators and program 
managers. The activities included guided 
exhibition tours, curator floor talks, collection 
searches, and access and visits to gallery 
and museum shops.

The 2025 program was made possible 
through funding from the Australian 
Government’s Indigenous Visual Art Industry 
Support Program and the Foundation for 
Rural & Regional Renewal.

Left: On the left, facilitators Alex Smee (Multi Story Media) and Samantha Martin (Bush Tukka Woman) teach artworks Sandra Ase and Daphne 
de Jersey how to create social media content using  mobile phones. Photo: Dion Teasdale, © IACA.  

Right: Left to right, Adam Ford (Associate Curator, First Nations Art) gives a guided tour to artworkers Sandra Ase, Romena Edwards, Daphne 
de Jersey and Amber Wilson. Photo: Dion Teasdale, © IACA.

IACA’s Indigenous artworker program is 
now in its seventh year. It aims to develop 
professional skil ls, provide career pathways 
and boost the confidence of First Nations 
artworkers from art centres in Far North 
Queensland and the Torres Strait Islands.

Last year’s program, Elevate 2025, provided 
more than 40 hands-on workshops and 
activities, delivered in partnership with major 
cultural institutions and industry experts  
from across the sector. It also included a 
one-week artworker conference in Cairns, in 
September; a one-week field trip to Canberra, 
in October; and a graduation event at IACA’s 
member conference, in November. The cohort 
comprised six First Nations artworkers from 
five-member art centres. They were:

• Sandra Ase, Wei’Num Arts and Crafts

• Petrina Bassani, Yarrabah Art Centre

• Daphne de Jersey, Wei’Num Arts and 
Crafts

• Gladys Doolah, Erub Arts

• Romena Edwards, Pormpuraaw Art & 
Culture Centre

• Amber Wilson, Mornington Island Art and 
Craft.



9 9

Art with an 
environmental edge

traditional Sea Country. Jimmy used some 
the nets and ropes collected along the local 
coastline for his ghost-net workshops. 

While there, Jimmy also presented to a class 
of year 9 students at Bamaga, at the NPA 
State College. His aim was to educate about 
the dangers of ghost nets and to show the 
students how Erub Arts is raising awareness 
about the perils of these fishing nets in our 
oceans.

Jimmy John Thaiday, Kuz/Peiudu peoples, in his studio. Photo: courtesy of Erub Arts.

In February this year, Jimmy John Thaiday of 
Erub Arts spent two weeks at the Northern 
Peninsula Art Centre, in New Mapoon, where 
he conducted ghost-net workshops. These 
provided for a cultural exchange between 
Jimmy and the local artists and artworkers. 

Jimmy used the workshops to educate 
participants on the dangers to sea life posed 
by discarded and lost fishing nets and ropes.  
You can read more on Jimmy’s recent ghost-
net work on page 6.

In the Northern Peninsula Area of Cape 
York, the Apudthama Rangers look after the 
land and sea, and they remove hundreds 
of tonnes of ghost nets annually from their 
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Ung Jay Dijn Un 
(Weaving) 

Each painting expresses a continuing 
connection to Country, community and 
identity, and together they offer a space for 
reflection and remembrance. The works shift 
between individual expressions and a shared 
narrative, revealing quiet, intergenerational 
conversations. Earth-toned palettes and 
rhythmic compositions encourage viewers to 
slow down, sit with the stories and recognise 
the presence of cultural knowledge 
conveyed through image and gesture.

‘Listen to your elders’ says Trisha Nungayin 
Beeron. ‘It’s important for kids to sit down 
with their elders and listen to what they have 
to say about their stories and where they 
come from, so they always know where they 
belong.’  

Information courtesy of Umbrella Studio 
Contemporary Arts

Marley Binda Beeron paintings, 2026, acrylic on plywood, installation view, Umbrella Arts. 
Photo: Amanda Galea, courtesy of Umbrella Studio Contemporary Arts.

Sisters Trisha Nungayin Beeron, Toni Bullarh 
Beeron and Mar ley Binda Beeron are three 
emerging artists from Gir ringun Aboriginal Art 
Centre. The trio’s art is grounded in the Murray 
Upper region and Jumbun community. Trisha 
lives in Tully and Toni and Mar ley in Jumbun, 
and the practice of all three artists ranges 
across painting, weaving and ceramics, while 
Trisha also incorporates woodworking. 

In March this year, Ung Jay Dijn Un (Weaving), 
the first exhibition of the work of these 
Gir ramay/Jir rbal artists, opened in Umbrella 
Studios, Townsvil le. The exhibited paintings 
are defined by layered sur faces, symbolic 
forms and thoughtful mark-making. The sisters 
carry cultural knowledge that’s passed down 
through family, shaped by the teachings 
of their grandparents, Claude and Theresa 
Beeron, and their artist mother. 
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A creative 
collaboration 

with India
Founded in 1977, Tharangini Studio is one of 
Bengaluru’s last heritage woodblock textile 
studios. Its approach, built on sustainability, 
fair wages, inclusion and community care, 
resonated deeply with the Hopevale team. 
‘We loved our visit to Tharangini’, Gibson 
said, ‘There were so many similarities with 
how we run our art centre back home. 
They were so welcoming – each morning 
we were greeted with jasmine flowers, and 
the dhal was amazing! It was an awesome 
experience. I want to go back.’ The values  
of Tharangini echoed those guiding 
Hopevale: keeping culture strong, passing 
on knowledge, protecting Country and 
empowering community through a creative 
livelihood.

Melanie Gibson, the manager at Hopevale, 
described the visit as ‘an incredible 
exchange of knowledge, culture and 
shared purpose’. Over several days, she and 
colleagues Doreen Hart and Teneille Nuggins 

Australian High Commissioner to India, Philip Green, and Hopevale artist 
Doreen Hart at Tharangini Studio, 2026. Photo: courtesy of Tharangini Studio.

When artists and representatives from 
Hopevale Arts and Culture Centre travelled 
to India ear lier this year, they carried the 
community spirit, stories and creative 
strength of Guugu Yimithir r Country. What 
they discovered at Tharangini Studio in 
Bengaluru, Karnataka state, was a deep 
kinship across cultures – a shared way of 
working, in which people and culture came 
together in creative practice.

In Australia, designer Peter Naughton 
and Jira Models director and designer 
Perina Drummond helped coordinate the 
collaboration. Initially, they explored how First 
Nations storytell ing and Indian print traditions 
could meet on cloth, creating new pathways 
for cultural expression while honouring both 
traditions. ‘These collaborations are about 
respect and reciprocity’, Gibson explained. 
‘We’re sharing knowledge in a way that 
uplifts everyone involved.’
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participated in hands-on textile workshops, 
learning from traditional Indian block printers 
and exploring ancient natural-dye processes, 
working closely with Indian artisans.

The workshops were immersive and tactile.  
Artists learned directly from master crafts-
people about organic dyeing, low-waste 
textile production and the subtleties of 
woodblock printing – an approach that 
combines patience, precision and tradition. 
‘It was amazing. The artists showed me how 
they carve woodblocks, and they used my 
octopus design to demonstrate. They then 
gave me the beautiful woodblock to take 
home’, said Doreen Hart.

The residency concluded with an open studio 
event that brought together makers, cultural 
leaders and visitors from across India. Guests 
witnessed live demonstrations and discussions 
on cultural practice, enterprise and creative 
sustainability. Among those attending 
were Australian High Commissioner Phil ip 
Green and Australian Consul-General Hilary 
McGeachy.

For Gibson and the Hopevale team, the 
impact runs deeper than new artistic skil ls: 
‘This experience will f low back into our 
community. It strengthens our confidence as 
artists and opens new ways for us to share 
our stories with the wor ld.’

Tharangini’s history, from beginning in 
a garden shed to becoming a globally 
respected studio, mir rors Hopevale’s own 
journey as a community-led arts centre built 
on a base of grassroots vision and collective 
care. Both hold deep connections to culture, 
family and land. ‘It’s not just about this 
one visit’, Teneille Nuggins reflected, ‘It’s 
about building relationships, broadening our 
reach and continuing a conversation across 
cultures through art.’ 

Hopevale Arts and Culture Centre now plans 
to develop new textile projects inspired by 
the exchange, weaving together First Nations 
storytell ing, Indian artistry and the enduring 
connections between communities who 
value culture, care and creativity.

Gertie Deeral with her Magpie Geese Building Nests. Photo: Edwina Circuitt, courtesy of Hopevale Arts and Culture Centre.
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Hopevale Arts 
and Culture 
Centre painting 
workshop

Things started off easy, with drawing and 
painting exercises to get everyone warmed 
up. But it didn’t take long before the big 
canvases came out. They looked daunting at 
first – big, blank and expectant. Yet, everyone 
stepped up. Brush by brush, those empty 
spaces came to life, fi l led with bold colour, 
layered backgrounds and strong ideas.  

The weather stayed true to Far North 
Queensland – hot, humid and sweaty most 
days – but it didn’t slow us down. People 
showed up, stayed committed and kept the 
good feeling going right through. By the end 
of the two weeks, the studio was buzzing with 
beautiful, finished paintings and full hearts. 

A big thanks to workshop facil itator Edwina 
Circuitt for sharing her time, knowledge and 
support. It was truly appreciated by everyone 
involved.

Daisy Hamlot paints her Bullocks Stealing Mangoes.  
Photo: Edwina Circuitt, courtesy of Hopevale Arts and Culture Centre.

February brought more than just heat 
to Hopevale Arts and Culture Centre. It 
attracted colour, creativity and a whole  
lot of good energy as we gathered for a 
two-week painting workshop that was full of 
story, culture and connection. Our workshops 
encourage everyone to participate, to try 
something new, to build creative confidence 
and to share knowledge. 

From day one, the studio felt alive. The 
Gamba Gamba artists and staff came ready 
to try out new techniques, play with fresh 
ideas and back each other every step of 
the way. There was no rush, just a steady 
rhythm: hands in paint, stories in the air and 
plenty of laughs echoing through the space. 
With the Cairns Indigenous Art Fair theme of 
‘reclamation and regeneration’ in mind, the 
conversations ran deep. Language, identity 
and connection to Country shaped the works 
in different ways.  
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This year’s IACA  
Art T-shirts!

14

Magpie Geese Building Nests 
by Gertie Deeral (Hopevale 

Arts and Culture Centre)

Piggy Piggy Destroying Country 
by Gertie Deeral (Hopevale 

Arts and Culture Centre)

Bulnja  
by Lila Creek  

(Bana Yir ri j i  Arts)
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Weaving stories at 
Cairns Art Gallery

processing the black palm, and how these 
practices reinforce social relationships and 
bonds, and knowledge transmission in the 
community.

Paula Savage is a Mualgal woman from the 
Serganilgal clan group of Dabu, on Moa 
Island, and the Kaurareg Nation of Muralag 
and Kirir i. She works with Moa Arts in the 
Torres Strait. Her work centres on gath (low 
tide), an important time for food gathering. 
Through her weaving practice, Savage 
reflects on the cultural knowledge, rhythms 
and communal activities associated with 
sea harvesting, emphasising the connections 
between people, place and sustenance.

Philomena Yeatman works with Yarrabah 
Art Centre and draws on her Gunggandji 
and Kuku Yalanji heritage. Her woven works 
explore her cultural l inage and express 
her enduring connection to the Yarrabah 
community. She conveys stories of identity, 
memory and belonging, l inking past traditions 
with contemporary Indigenous experience.

15

Intallation view showing the works of  Paula Savage, and Philomena Yeatman, Cairns Art Gallery, July 2025. Photo: courtesy of Cairns Art Gallery.

In the second half of 2025, Cairns Art Gallery 
showcased the work of artists, including 
from some of our member art centres, which 
highlighted the diversity and strength of 
contemporary Indigenous weaving practices. 

Our Stories: Contemporary Indigenous 
Weaving ran from 28 June to 14 September, 
exploring the art of weaving and its cultural 
significance. It brought together the work of 
six women artists, including representatives 
from Yalanji Arts, Moa Arts and Yarrabah Art 
Centre. Responding to the theme ‘my land’, 
the artists reflected deeply on their specific 
communities, cultural identities and lived 
experiences.

Vanessa Cannon, a Kuku Yalanji / Kuku 
Nyungkul artist working with Yalanji Arts, 
employed ceramics innovatively to examine 
the cultural significance of the black palm 
kakan (dil lybag). Her work extends beyond 
visual representation to consider the layered 
meanings of the object. She highlights the 
interconnected roles and responsibil it ies of 
Yalanji men and women in harvesting and 
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IACA members, staff, presenters and attendees at IACA Conference: Framing the Future, May 2025 © IACA

IACA:  
connecting industry 

experts and art centres
As a member-driven peak organisation, 
IACA devises programs guided by member 
aspirations, needs and priorities. Our 
conferences sit at the heart of this work. 
They bring together representatives from our 
13 member art centres to connect, share 
knowledge and participate in targeted, 
practical training, designed by and for our 
members.

In 2024, IACA received funding through 
the Office for the Arts’ Indigenous cultural 
and intellectual property (ICIP) initiative to 
deliver training in this critical area. ICIP has 
now shaped three conferences: Shaping 
the Future (November 2024); Framing the 
Future (May 2025); and Strength to Strength 
(November 2025). These brought together 
leading experts from across Australia to share 
practical insights and tools.

Framing the Future featured keynote 
presentations by Dr Terri Janke and Patricia 
Adjei (Office for the Arts), who shared 
updates on ICIP legislation and frameworks. 
Jo-Anne Driessens (Arts Law) presented on the 
‘Artists in the Blak’ program and managing 
photography in art centres. Conservators 
Samantha Hamilton (AICCM) and Kelly 
Leahey (State Library of Queensland) led 
practical and valuable sessions on packing, 
storage and collection care, underscoring the 
importance of embedding ICIP protocols into 
everyday conservation practice.

Gabrielle Sull ivan (Indigenous Art Code) 
and IACA chair Solomon Booth facil itated 
a vital discussion on cultural and artistic 
appropriation and how the Indigenous art 
code can respond to artist concerns. And 
Chloe Jones, Stephanie Walker, Tar li Dean-
Atkinson and Anita Larkin from Kaiela Arts,  
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Left: Franchesca Cubillo from Creative Australia presenting at IACA Conference: Framing the Future, May 2025 © IACA. 
Right: Stephanie Parkin and Jo-Anne Driessens from Indigenous Art Code presenting at IACA Conference: Strength to 

Strength, November 2025 © IACA.

in Victoria, discussed approaches for 
engaging young people and building 
pathways for emerging artists and cultural 
leaders. In additional sessions, Veronica Pardo 
addressed cultural safety in the workplace, 
Elizabeth Martin led drawing workshops 
and David Throsby and Katya Petetskaya 
presented findings from the National Survey  
of Remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Is lander Artists. 

IACA members also received important 
updates from partner organisations, including 
the Office for the Arts, Arts Queensland, 
Creative Australia, CIAF (Cairns Indigenous 
Art Fair) and NorthSite Contemporary Arts. 
We were delighted to welcome fellow peak 
bodies Ku Arts and ANKA (Arnhem Northern 
and Kimber ley Artists). 

IACA’s November 2025 conference, 
Strength to Strength, focused on network 
strengthening, governance and engagement. 
It opened with the graduation of participants 

from the Elevate Indigenous artworker 
program. Pacific arts specialist Ruth Choulai 
introduced opportunities for future exchange 
programs and Ar lette Martin (Copyright 
Agency) provided guidance on risk 
management when working with the fashion 
industry and strategies for turning creative 
opportunities into sustainable outcomes. 

A highlight was hearing our art centre 
member’s reflections on the diverse cultural 
and creative projects they delivered 
during 2025, showcasing the strength and 
innovation across our network. In addition, 
T im Acker (Tracker Development) and Dion 
Teasdale (IACA) presented on artwork 
pricing strategies, Jane Paice (Engaged 
Space) on human resources in art centres 
and Elizabeth Martin on exhibition installation 
and merchandising. At this conference, 
IACA’s members meeting, the annual general 
meeting and the first meeting of our newly 
elected board also took place.
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Archer River Country:  
the paintings of 

Janet Koongotema

Her solo exhibition, Archer River Country, 
presented by D Lan Galleries at the 2026 
Melbourne Art Fair, highlighted this wor ld 
for new audiences in the south.  Each band 
of colour represents a place Koongotema 
has walked, fished and sung across eight 
decades of custodianship: the cold of Aak 
Chaim (Archer River), where Burdekin ducks 
gather among li l ies, and the tidal boundary 
of Moun.aw, where spiritual protectors guard 
sacred water. She maps Country with the 
authority of someone who belongs to it.

Janet Koongotema painting on Country. Photo: Gus Davidson, courtesy of Wik & Kugu Arts Centre and D Lan Galleries.

The Archer River and the Aurukun community, 
on the western Cape York Peninsula, are 
intrinsically l inked. Flanked by mangrove 
forests and vast wetlands teeming with birds, 
fish and wildlife, the river flows into the Gulf of 
Carpentaria. It is, as Wik-Mungkan Elder Janet 
Koongotema describes it, ‘a very colour ful 
place’. She reveals this not only in the vibrant 
character of her work but also in its layers, 
in which animals, plants, stories and totemic 
figures are embedded across flattened, 
parallel zones. The canvas offers Country as 
structure, territories of colour laid down like 
the rows of a woven bag.
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The urge to divide the wor ld into horizontal 
layers has a long history, with fifth-century 
Roman mapmakers stacking parallel zones 
to show what was known, l iveable or beyond 
reach. Koongotema’s paintings convey a 
different understanding: not an imaginary 
land but Country she has travelled, fished 
and sung about. Her layers don’t mark 
distance from a centre but represent levels of 
ecological, spiritual and ancestral presence, 
built up over a lifetime of caring for Country.

The structural key to her paintings l ies in the 
skil l of Wik weaving. Koongotema belongs 
to the Winchanam clan through her father, 
an inheritance that provides her deep 
connection to the string bag or dil lybag. She 
is one of only a few living practitioners of 
traditional Wik-Mungkan weaving techniques 
in Aurukun. The woven bag – waangk – is built 
without tools, constructed upside down as 

Archer River Country installation at Melbourne Art Fair, 2026. Photo: Gus Davidson, courtesy of Wik & Kugu Arts Centre and D Lan Galleries.

each horizontal register of loops or knots is 
added to the last. When Koongotema began 
painting in 2010 that same lateral logic 
migrated to the canvas: the brush moves as 
the fibre does, building from the bottom up, 
band upon band.

The result encodes Country as both territory 
and textile: cartographic in its layering 
of knowledge, woven in its method of 
construction. ‘We send these paintings away 
so people can see my Country’, Koongotema 
has said. ‘This Country belongs to Wik-
Mungkan people like me. We are from the 
Winchanam Clan.’ In her hands, the canvas 
becomes a bridge: an invitation to see as she 
sees, through the patient accumulation of 
looking.

Vanessa Merlino 
Curator and writer at D Lan Galleries
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Pormpuraaw: a place 
of connection, meeting 

and community

Pormpuraaw dancers, Laura, 2023. Photo: courtesy of Pormpuraaw Art & Culture Centre.

Pormpuraaw, meaning ‘the entranceway to a 
house’ in Kuuk Thaayorre language, is a place 
of welcome. It is where knowledge is shared, 
stories are told and culture is kept strong. 
It is a l iving space in which tradition and 
community come together. Defined by this 
concept, Pormpuraaw Art & Culture Centre 
is a place for preserving and strengthening 
culture, within the community and beyond it.

Dance is one of the community’s most vital 
practices. It is more than just per formance; 
it is connection. Dance links people to their 
totems, their songlines and their ancestors. 
It is woven into the fabric of community l ife, 
and it is a power ful way for Elders to pass on 
knowledge, stories and identity to younger 
generations.
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Marlene Norman, Dancing Girl, etching. Photo: courtesy of Pormpuraaw Art & Culture Centre.

Pormpuraaw dancers are a vibrant presence 
at community events. They can be found at 
the rodeo, the youth summit and New Year’s 
Eve celebrations, among other events. The 
dancers have also represented Pormpuraaw 
and its culture at dance festivals across 
Queensland and more widely.

In recent years, artists from Pormpuraaw have 
explored new ways to express traditional 
dance. Translating movement into visual 
art, they record stories that would otherwise 
exist only in the more ephemeral practice 
of per formance. These artworks offer a 
fresh perspective, with motion, memory and 
meaning held within each piece. 

The artists have worked across a range of 
media, including painting, printing and 
ghost-net sculpture, to bring stories to l ife. 
Their artworks wil l be showcased at the 
Cairns Indigenous Art Fair in June, the Darwin 
Aboriginal Art Fair in August and through the 
art centre’s online store.

Forward-looking, the artists have a strong 
sense of excitement and purpose. While 
grounded in tradition, they continue to 
innovate to find new and meaningful ways to 
share and celebrate Pormpuraaw culture with 
the wor ld.



22 Mylene Holroyd holding Lo’orrom Story, etching, 2023. 
Photo: courtesy of Pormpuraaw Art & Culture Centre.
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The Grass 
Tides: Paula 
Savage at 
Onespace 
Gallery

Congratulations to Moa Arts artist Paula Savage,  
who recently had a new solo exhibition titled 
The Grass T ides at Onespace Gallery, in South 
Brisbane. Savage’s second exhibition at 
Onespace (the first held in 2022) and presented 
in the main gallery, brought together a power ful 
selection of woven pieces and works on paper 
(monotype screenprints). 

Growing up on Moa Island, Savage spent her 
ear ly years working on lugger boats with her 
father and brothers. Having little time to sit 
with the old akas (aunties), she taught herself 
the ‘one twist’ weaving method through close 
observation rather than direct instruction. 
This technique remains central her weaving 
practice today. These lived experiences are the 
foundation of her distinctive creative voice.

The Grass T ides highlights Savage’s evolution 
as a senior artist at Moa Arts and affirms her 
standing as a leading creative force in the 
Torres Strait. IACA is proud to celebrate her 
achievements, as well as the strength of Moa 
Arts’ cultural and artistic leadership.

Paula Savage with her Anchor, 2026, on 
location at Arkai Buthu (front beach, Moa 
Island). Photo: James Muller, courtesy of the 
artist and Moa Arts. 
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DONATE
IACA works with First Nations member art 
centres to deliver meaningful programs. Your 
donation directly supports artists, strengthens 
art centres and benefits communities.

As a not-for-profit with DGR status, every 
contribution makes a lasting difference. 
Donate here today

Excellent merchandise available from Yalanji Arts.  

Kurranji (Cassowary) by Karen Shuan

Karrangkal (Corals, Great Barrier Reef)  
by Margaret Rocky 

Photos: Courtesy Yalanji Arts

https://iaca.com.au/donations
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