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Alair Pambegan, Walkaln-aw (Bonefish Story Place) I 2014, Sydney, New 
South Wales, ochre on canvas, 150.0 x 120.0 cm; Acquisition through 
TARNANTHI | Festival of Contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Art, supported by BHP Billiton 2015, Art Gallery of South 
Australia, Adelaide, Courtesy the artist

TELLING STORIES TOGETHER 

Black, white and red. Powerful colours. Powerful images and 
stories of historical and contemporary Aboriginal knowledge 
and experience. Tony Albert and Alair Pambegan present 
collaborative and individual work which draws on traditional 
culture and contemporary urban life. 

Sydney-based Tony Albert, who was born in Queensland, 
works in multiple art forms, including drawing, painting, 
photography and installation. Albert is a founding member of 
Queensland’s Aboriginal art collective proppaNOW. In 2014 
he won the prestigious Telstra National Aboriginal & Torres 
Strait Islander Art Award, and was included in Dark Heart, 
the Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art. His art is challenging, 
and conceptual and explores the political, historical and cultural 
issues significant to Aboriginal people in Australia today. 

Alair Pambegan is a Wik-Mungkan man who lives in the 
Western Cape community of Aurukun in North Queensland. 
His late father was the highly respected elder and nationally 
renowned artist Arthur Koo’ekka Pambegan Jnr. Pambegan 
Jnr was custodian for Walkaln-aw (Bonefish Story Place)  
and Kalben (Flying Fox Story Place), two significant ancestral 
stories of the Wik-Mungkan people. Alair Pambegan was 
handed down stories and responsibilities from his father, 
traditions he preserves while also creating compelling works 
that tell of the more recent past.

In the collaborative installation Frontier Wars: Bonefish  
Story Place Albert and Pambegan reinterpret the traditional 
story by merging the shape of timber bullets with the shapes 
of large bonefish into a powerful work. 

Here, traditional Wik culture and our recent colonial past 
violently collide, resulting in a work that is undeniably 
contemporary, despite its historical resonance.
Liz Nowell 

TRADITION TODAY 

In Pambegan’s work the strong stripes of red, black and white 
refer to the traditional body-painting designs worn during 
Wik-Mungkan ceremonies. In Walkaln-aw (Bonefish Story 
Place) (2014) natural earth pigments and charcoal are used to 
create the linear and geometric elements of the composition. 

In the 3D piece Mother (2014), found garden rakes decorated 
with bands of natural pigment stand as powerful reminders  
of the inhumane treatment of Aboriginal women forced to 
work as often unpaid domestic servants. This is a personal 
story that resonates across accounts of colonisation. 

In Tony Albert’s photographic series We can be heroes 
(2014), young Aboriginal men wear red targets on their 
chests, marks of their experience of negative stereotypes and 
treatment. In this work Albert: 

. . . seeks to represent the strength and vulnerability of a cast 
of young Aboriginal men, including himself and his studio 
assistant, with red targets inscribed on their chests, a mark  
of their utter visibility and social surveillance. 
Liz Nowell 

The black, white and red of the works of Tony Albert and 
Alair Pambegan speak loudly of the past and the present.  
We can listen and learn.

Tony Albert, We can be heroes 2014, Sydney, New South Wales, pigment 
print on 20 sheets of paper, 124.0 x 115.0 cm (overall); Acquisition 
through TARNANTHI | Festival of Contemporary Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Art 2014, supported by BHP Billiton, Art Gallery of South 
Australia, Adelaide, Courtesy the artist and Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney 



Tony Albert and Alair Pambegan, Frontier wars: Bonefish Story Place 2014, Sydney, New South Wales, ochre, string and acrylic on timber, 11 pieces 
each measuring 176.0 x 15.0 x 15.0 cm, 176.0 x 365.0 cm total (variable), Courtesy the artists and Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney. Photo: Greg Piper

RESPONDING 

Black, red and white are powerful colours. Brainstorm the 
meanings that can be associated with these colours. 

Record your response to the Bonefish Story Place paintings 
by Alair Pambegan. If you could interview the artist what 
questions would you ask about the meanings in the work? 

The work of Tony Albert and Alair Pambegan conveys strong 
messages for contemporary Australia. What work has had 
a strong impact on you as a viewer? What have you learnt 
through the experience of viewing this work? 

MAKING 

In Bonefish Story Place Alair Pambegan used three powerful 
colours from his culture. What three colours would you 
select to represent your own cultural background? Create 
an abstract work to represent aspects of your own personal 
history. 

What important knowledge or story have you learnt from 
a senior member of your family? Make a drawing or write a 
prose piece to show your understanding of this knowledge.

GLOSSARY 

3D: works of art with depth, as well as height and width,  
such as sculpture and installation 

collaboration: in the visual arts collaboration refers to 
working with another or others on a joint project 

composition: the placement or arrangement of elements  
or parts in a work of art 

design: elements include line, colour, shape, texture, space 
and form found in a work of art 

installation: mixed-media constructions or assemblages 
usually designed for a specific place and for a temporary 
period of time (Tate online-resources glossary) 

RELATED WORKS IN THE COLLECTION

Jack BELL, Australia, 1951, Ghost man and ghost woman, 
2006, Aurukun, Cape York, Queensland, synthetic polymer 
paint and natural ochres on milkwood. http://bit.ly/1LKGfB0 

Mervyn BISHOP, Australia, 1945, Wailwan people, New 
South Wales, Is there an Aboriginal photography? Self-
portrait, 1989, Sydney, printed c.1991, Sydney, gelatin-silver 
photograph. http://bit.ly/1NbW3jO
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detail: Alair Pambegan, Mother 2014, Sydney, New South Wales, 
ochre and acrylic on found rakes, 165.0 x 450.0 x 40.0 cm (variable); 
Acquisition through TARNANTHI | Festival of Contemporary Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Art 2015, supported by BHP Billiton, Art Gallery  
of South Australia, Adelaide, Courtesy the artist. Photo: Greg Piper

Cover image: detail: Alair Pambegan, born 1968, Aurukun, Queensland 
Wik-Mungkan people, Queensland, Walkaln-aw (Bonefish Story Place) I  
2014, Sydney, New South Wales, ochre on canvas, 150.0 x 120.0 cm; 
Acquisition through TARNANTHI | Festival of Contemporary Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Art 2015, supported by BHP Billiton, Art 
Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, Courtesy the artist 

RESOURCES 

Cumpston, Nici 2015, TARNANTHI exhibition catalogue,  
Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide. http://bit.ly/1iKlcrd 

Art & Australia (ed.) 2015, Tony Albert, Dott Publishing, NSW. 
http://bit.ly/1KRvuPY 

Sullivan + Strumpf, ‘Tony Albert’ (artist profile).  
http://bit.ly/1WD0kBh 

Art Gallery of New South Wales, ‘Tony Albert’ (artist profile). 
http://bit.ly/1YWRhNB 

Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, Arthur 
Koo’ekka Pambegan Jnr, Bonefish Story Place 1994, Reworked 
2003 (education resource). http://bit.ly/1FNYb0Y 

Information and quotes have been derived from the accompanying 
TARNANTHI exhibition catalogue. Information and hyperlinks correct  
at time of print.  
Writer: Lindy Neilson  
Editor: Penelope Curtin  
Design: Sandra Elms Design  
Art Gallery of South Australia staff Mimi Crowe, Nici Cumpston,  
Tracey Dall, Elle Freak, Laura Masters, Ryan Sims and Lisa Slade, and 
DECD Education Manager Mark Fischer, assisted in the development  
of this resource. 

Warning: Members of Aboriginal communities are respectfully 
advised that some of the people mentioned in writing or depicted in 
photographs within this resource have passed away. All such mentions 
and photographs in this resource are with permission. 

Note to the reader: Unless otherwise noted, all Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander words mentioned in this resource are spelled as advised 
by the relevant cultural authority. Approval for use of ‘Tarnanthi’ has 
been granted by Kaurna Warra Pintyanthi. 
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