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When we look, what do we see? Is what we see a reflection of ourselves, or of others? How are 

looking, seeing and knowledge connected, and do they inform each other? These are questions 

that have consumed philosophers, artists and theorists for centuries. They are also at the crux of 

how we engage with art and its creators. Steven Pompey, Bob Gibson and Eileen Giles are all 

special needs artists with a unique gift: the ability to capture on canvas and paper the essence of 

their cultural heritage and traditional beliefs. In their own distinct ways, they go straight to the heart 

of the elders’ teachings to bring us works of striking honesty and clarity defined by an audacious 

use of line and colour. 

These three young emerging artists are largely self-taught. Gibson, Giles and Pompey are 

motivated by a desire to express in paint what they are unable to articulate eloquently in words. 

There is a widespread assumption that an intellectual disability precludes one from being able to 

grasp profound or abstract knowledge; however, the artists’ accomplished depictions of traditional 

knowledge and country reveal a determined internal logic defined by a complex connection of 

deliberate symbols. 

All three were born into families steeped in traditional, nomadic practices, which provide the well-

spring for their creative outpourings. Gibson’s mother is Mary Gibson, a well-known Western 

Desert artist. Gibson is a loner in his practice, eschewing the company of others to paint 

undisturbed in a back room of the Tjarlirli art centre. He paints in a fury and never revises nor 

revisits work. Gibson leaves as abruptly as he arrives, only to return when he feels the urge to paint 

again. Painting for him does not come from a need for company. 

Giles is the youngest child of Tjarlirli artist, Nyarapayi Giles, a strong, traditional desert woman. The 

younger Giles has come to painting only recently but has rapidly shown herself to be an artist of a 

singular vision. Her works are ethereal, with great expanses of silent, dark space between her 

unique symbols of the Minyma Tingarri. Giles has developed a visual language that is at once 

familiar but strange, as though originating from a place unknown to the everyday. 

Pompey was the youngest child of the late Mrs T. T. Pompey, also of Kaltjiti Arts. Echoes of his 

mother’s style can be seen in Pompey’s hand and yet his vision is completely his own. Pompey was 

raised by Kunmanara Kankapankatja, who treated him as his own son. Kankapangkatja used to 

take the young Pompey out bush and explain his traditional Law. Pompey’s verbal articulation is 

limited by his Downs Syndrome, so there are no artist statements to accompany his work. 
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Kankapankatja’s widow and daughter, however, recognise the old man’s country in Pompey’s work. 

Indeed, his confident and complex mark making belie his tender years; he is only 24 years old, but 

he paints like a wise, old man who has an intimate knowledge of culture. 

Globally, the art market would classify the work by Gibson, Giles and Pompey as “Outsider art”: 

work by artists operating on the fringes of the mainstream. Outsider artists are broadly defined as 

being self-taught, spontaneous and uninfluenced by received notions of Art, who may or may not 

have disabilities or mental illnesses. Often overlooked by collectors because of their lack of formal 

training and naïve and highly original styles, outsider artists have nonetheless been tremendously 

influential, particularly over the past century. 

Artists like Franz Marc, Paul Klee, Andre Breton, and Jean Debuffet looked to these “outsiders” for 

inspiration and sought to find that same spontaneous, unaffected honesty in their own art. These 

quests to find a new way of seeing gave rise to movements like Art Brut and allowed artists to 

reject established values and artistic constraints. The uninhibited approach of the outsider artists 

permitted mainstream artists – and viewers – to see the world afresh. 

More recently, there has been a growing interest in the art and ideas of these untrained artists. 

International art fairs like the Outsider Art Fair in New York and Paris are rising in prominence. This 

year’s Venice Biennale, The Encyclopedic Palace, curated by Massimiliano Gioni, took its name and 

inspiration from self-taught artist Maurino Auriti, who had devised a scale model of a museum to 

house all of the works of humankind, across all spheres of human endeavour. The openness of 

vision, a disregard for risk, and the absence of appeasing external market expectations are what 

make such works compelling. 

Like their international contemporaries, Pompey, Gibson and Giles similarly permit us a view of the 

extraordinary. To contemplate their work is to be confronted by the limitations of our beliefs, 

including what we think we know; it is to move towards the fantastic possibilities that lie past the 

edges of our understanding. Entering their space through the black spaces between their painted 

symbols – and seeing beyond the shroud of educated reason – we find the spectacular visions of 

their world expanding to greet us. 


