




















As Stephen Gilchrist, curator of this year's defining ‘Land Marks’ show at the
NGV, says of Bedford's work: ‘With all their graphic simplicity, conceptual rigour
and disquieting thematic concerns, the works compel the viewer to reflect.’

Many other artists from the Jirrawun members* original community of
Warmun have chosen to remain in their community rather than join Jirrawun
Arts. Megan Buckley — who, with her partner Eamonn Scott, is the community
art coordinator at Warmun — says that although Warmun has social problems, it
is nevertheless a place where ‘great things happen’. One artist who has returned
to Warmun is Hector Jandany. Jandany tried living with the Jirrawun group, but
missed his community, particularly being able to watch young artists emerging.
He also missed having his land close by.

The idea for Jirrawun emerged from a ‘two-way" encounter in 1996 between
Freddie Timms, a disciple of Rover Thomas, and Tony Oliver, a former Melbourne
gallerist. Timms knew that the cheap suit and envelope containing $300 he
received after completing a month’s worth of painting for a commercial gallery
in Melbourne was not a true reflection of its value. He demanded to know of
Oliver how the situation could be better. They began showing Timms's work at
established commercial galleries — in particular, Watters Gallery in Sydney — to
have it better appreciated. But more was needed. After nights of discussion, and
the pro-bono work of law firm Arnold Bloch Leibler, a constitution was written for
what became Jirrawun Arts Limited. With Timms as Chairman and Oliver as Chief
Executive Officer (now Artistic Director), Jirrawun Arts would provide financial
security and peace of mind to artists so that they could simply live to paint.

Bow River Station, a community property where many of the Jirrawun artists
first lived when they formed the company, is close to land that carries both
mythic and personal histories. However, for a number of reasons, the artists
moved their base to Kununurra. With linguist and archivist Frances Kofod
resident there (later joined by former AGNSW curator Ken Watson, who is to
develop exhibitions), it ensured painting could happen whenever an artist felt so
inclined. Management of the organisation is the responsibility of Oliver, with a
strong board of Sydney- and Melbourne-based lawyers, financiers and lobbyists —
headed by Helene Teichman and including lan Smith, Brendan Hammond and
Marcia Langton — to oversee activities. The board was influential enough to
organise an exhibition of the Jirrawun artists’ work at Parliament House in
Canberra in 2005, which was opened by two Federal Government ministers —
senators Rod Kemp and Amanda Vanstone. In many ways, Jirrawun Arts is
everything the government would want in an Aboriginal organisation. There's
no government money in the venture anywhere, not even in the offshoot
organisation, Jirrawun Health, which raises philanthropic funds as well as being
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invested in by the artists themselves. There is no sense in Jirrawun Arts having
a $2 million annual turnover if its artists have limited access to a doctor.
Healthcare is inadequate in remote Aboriginal Australia, even in a relatively rich
town like Kununurra. In addition, many Aboriginal people in remote Australia
have critical eyesight problems, for which the Jirrawun community is obviously
keen to have medical care.

As a form of medical insurance, Jirrawun also makes a proportion of each
artist's output available to the market at a time. The rest goes into an archive to
safeguard the artist in retirement or ill-health, and to form an estate. Jirrawun is
also developing a print workshop as another source of future income.

This year Jirrawun Arts moved from Kununurra to Wyndham, an old town
that's part of Jirrawun artists’ history — with its abattoir where they drove cattle,
its hospital where all too many relatives died, and its jail. It is now housed in an
architect-designed cultural complex, the metamorphic shape of which bears
some resemblance to a local landform identified as a sleeping crocodile.
International artists will be invited to undertake residencies at the centre, based
on the radical notion that Jirrawun's painters are not just Aboriginal artists, but
universal creators who can contribute to and benefit from a broad canvas.

‘Our model is a response to a specific group of people’, explains Oliver. ‘Part of
my management responsibility is to get the mood right for painting. Then [the
artists] can all go in different directions at their own pace.’

It's a model that others are trying to emulate. Emily Rohr runs Broome's
Short Street Gallery, and also works with the nine Bidyadanga artists of the
Yulparija Art Group. Together, they are on the edge of progressing to something
like Jirrawun's Bow River Stage at Wyndham. Look out for the group when
they too can bring the same confidence to canvas as the Jirrawun mob.
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1 See Peter Naumann, ‘Aboriginal art in faraway places: The Musée du Quai Branly and new
thinking about Aboriginal art in Europe’, Art & Australia, vol. 43, no. 4, June 2006.
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