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returning, connecting examines each artist's connection to the land and its centrality to their artistic 

practice. By returning repeatedly to their respective places, they refine their understanding of the 

interconnections between the individual, land and the visual language used to describe these 

relationships. 

For Pungkai and Lennon, painting provides a vital lifeline to their ancestral lands when they are “off 

country”. Pungkai has commented that it allows him to stay in touch with his traditional culture and 

spirituality when he is away travelling and working. Two of his new works, Longa Longa Time, I bin 

Mine My Business, Now Everyone Cummin Mine My Business and El Dorado, “I know it’s here, 

somewhere?” are a radical break from his usual approach. They are observational and emotional 

responses to the impact of mining on country, culture and families. Pungkai felt that he needed to 

use a different visual language to differentiate between his traditional culture and the changes that 

are being imposed by external parties and laws. Both works play out in a fictional landscape, but 

are scenarios he sees happening across Australia. While he acknowledges the inevitability of 

mining and its economic importance, he wishes it was conducted with more regard for the effects 

on families and country. 

Tali Tjuta and Wanampi Tjukurpa Piltadi are traditional stories from South Australia that have 

become defining marks of Pungkai’s identity. Tali Tjuta country is located north-west of Ceduna, 

and Piltadi is east of Nyapari where Tjungu Palya is located, and his brother, Keith Stevens. These 

sites are sacred and traditional ceremonies are still conducted there; Pungkai visits both places 

regularly. These paintings stand as counterpoints to Longa Longa Time and El Dorado. It is 

precisely the ancient knowledge and cultural practices portrayed in Tali Tjuta and Piltadi that 

Pungkai fears is gradually being lost. 

At only 25 years of age, Lennon exhibits what Hetti Perkins describes a “precocious ability”1. He 

makes regular trips to his late grandparents’ countries around Coober Pedy and Ceduna, where he 

spends time observing and documenting the country. He brings this information back to his studio 

and laboriously recreates his ancestral lands. This slow and meditative process allows him to 

develop a deepening knowledge of his country, connect with the memory of his much loved 

grandparents, and reflect on the ancient heritage that is his birth right. 

                                                           
1
 Hetti Perkins, “Beaver Lennon” in Western Australian Indigenous Art Awards 2013, exhib. cat. AGWA, p.24. 
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Lennon’s photorealist technique allows him to travel and recreate his country in minute detail from 

his studio base. This close attention to detail is typical of the old nomadic ways that relied heavily 

on an exact knowledge of landmarks and vegetation for navigation and survival. Travelling across 

country on a daily basis is no longer feasible for the younger generations, so the opportunities to 

connect intimately with country are limited. A faithful, careful reiteration of country then becomes 

Lennon’s method of learning the places and stories of his ancestors, brush stroke by fine 

brushstroke. To the outside observer, his paintings are magnificent depictions of stunning scenery, 

demonstrations of technical virtuosity. But to Lennon and his people, they are evocations of places 

rich in life, custom and belonging. 

Johns is an Adelaide-based independent sculptor whose career spans almost four decades and 

numerous public, corporate and private collections. For the past twenty years, he has been 

conscientiously developing a visual language that is indigenous to Australia. He places great 

importance on a work reflecting its origins as he believes that this is what gives it integrity and 

artistic value. Many of the pieces from his Corridor series were made in response to specific sites. 

Johns’ approach to beginning a work is to “feel out a place, or read that place and sub-read it as 

well”2. His works are emotional and intellectual responses to his environment. 

There is a deep respect for Aboriginal peoples and culture that informs Johns’ work, too. He 

appreciates that their knowledge of this country is profound and valuable, and has been developed 

and tested over millennia: “If we had learnt earlier from Aboriginal culture, we wouldn’t be in the 

[environmental] mess we’re in now”3. Much of his recent work has been inspired by his large scale 

revegetation project on his property at Palmer. He returns to Palmer regularly to connect with the 

rhythm of the land and witness the return of native flora and fauna. It is here that he feels the spirit 

of the earth that wends its way into his sculptures on place. Johns is acutely aware of the impact 

that incoming cultures have had on indigenous people and the environment; the work in this 

exhibition reflects his research and observations on place and our connections to it, and in 

particular, the strength that comes from listening to the wisdom of the elders. 

                                                           
2
 G. Johns 2013, pers. comm., 30 September. 
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