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The Malay Prau
Interpretive Resource

Minimini Mamarika (c1904–1972) was
of the Anindilyakwa artists on Groote
Eylandt which is an island located in
far north east Arnhem Land in the
Northern Territory. The Malay Prau,
1948 by Mamarika depicts a prau
complete with its crew of Macassan
fisherman from Sulawesi in Indonesia.
A prau is a multi-hulled wooden boat
powered by wind and aided by sailors
rowing with oars.
For hundreds of years Macassan
and Bugis fisherman sailed each
December (tropical wet season)
from their homes in south east Asia
to the coast of Arnhem Land to fish
for trepang (sea cucumber). The
Macassans also traded items such as
metal axes, cloth and rice in exchange
for exotic goods such as pearl fish,
turtle shell and cypress-pine wood.

After 1901 the newly formed
Australian Government banned this
trade with the purpose of protecting
its borders, with the last prau leaving
Arnhem land in 1907.
In 1948 Charles Mountford, amateur
ethnologist and collector lead a group
of 16 members of the AmericanAustralian Scientific Expedition to
Arnhem Land to observe the life of
Aboriginal people to learn how they
managed their environment and
collect cultural material. Mountford
collected a total of five hundred
paintings on bark and were later
distributed amongst six capital city
galleries. At least five of these works
were by Minimini Mamarika, but The
Malay Prau was not included in this
distribution and was later donated to
the Art Gallery of South Australia.

Although The Malay Prau was painted
in the twentieth century it shows
that the frequent connection with
the Macassans influenced Aboriginal
life, incorporating these stories
into their history and language.
Given Mamarika’s date of birth, it is
likely he witnessed the Macassan’s
fishing on Groote Eylandt and either
depicted this image from memory
or oral tradition, or was inspired by
rock paintings in Arnhem Land of the
Malay prau. Oral culture was rich with
traces of this exchange evident in
storytelling.
Image (below and cover)
Minimini Mamarika, Anindilyakwa people,
Northern Territory, born 1904, Groote Eylandt,
Northern Territory, died 1972, Groote Eylandt,
Northern Territory, The Malay prau, 1948,
Umbakumba, Groote Eylandt, Northern Territory,
natural pigments on eucalyptus bark, 43.7 x
86.0 cm (irreg); Gif of Charles P. Mountord 1960,
Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide,
© estate of the artist, Licensed by Aboriginal
Artist Agency, 2018.

Minimini Mamarika – The Malay Prau, 1948
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Early Years & Primary
Responding

Making

Imagine someone has travelled from
overseas to visit where you live. If they
were to draw what they observed, what
important things in your environment or
the way you live, might they capture?

Photography plays an important role in the
documenting of special events and helps
us to remember these moments. Look
at some photographs you or your family
took during a holiday or event. Recount a
memory you have of this occasion which
wasn’t captured via video or photographs.
Create a visual record of this moment.
What important details did you choose to
document?

As a class, research Arnhem Land. What
is unique about this place? What is the
climate like? What plants and animals
would you find there? What is unique about
the place where you live? Create a class
display of all the unique things in your
environment.
In the Northern Territory, there are 6
seasons, Mirdawarr, Dhaarratharramirri,
Rarranhdharr, Worlmamirri, Baarramirri,
Gurnmul or Waltjarnmirri. Research these
seasons. Why did the Macassan fisherman
travel during Baarramirri?

Image
John Mawurndjul, Australia,
born 1952, Kuninjku
people, Northern Territory,
Namanjwarre, saltwater
crocodile, 1988, Mumeka,
central Arnhem Land,
Northern Territory, earth
pigments on Stringybark
(Eucalyptus tetrodonta),
206.0 x 85.0 cm (irreg);
Maude Vizard-Wholohan
Art Prize Purchase Award
1988, Art Gallery of South
Australia, Adelaide,
© John Mawurndjul/
Copyright Agency.

Find out more about marine life in Arnhem
Land. Create a series of visual responses
(paintings, collage, sculptures) that
celebrate the marine life in Arnhem Land.

Find out more about the bark painting
in Arnhem Land. Research another bark
painter from Arnhem Land. How does the
work by this artist compare to Mamarika’s
bark painting? What is similar and different
about the location where the works were
made, subject matter and materials used?
Tip Begin by looking at the work of John
Mawurndjul.
The Malay Prau is a visual record of the
interaction between Aboriginal people
and the visiting fisherman. Why are visual
records important? What evidence do we
rely on to tell the story of our history?
How reliable are these objects? What
limitations do oral, written and visual
records have? As a class debate their
reliability.
Interaction between Aboriginal people in
Arnhem Land and fishers from Southeast
Asia influenced aspects of Aboriginal
life. Australia’s multicultural society
continues to embrace shared values and
cultural traditions. Interview someone you
know who is from another place. Learn
something new about them, their home,
traditions and culture. Share these crosscultural interactions with your class.
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Secondary
Responding

Making

Investigate bark painting The Malay Prau
by Minimini Mamarika through a Science,
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics
lens. Consider how and when bark is
collected, flattened, cured, painted,
displayed and conserved.

To date, no Macassan praus have
survived with archaeologists relying on
ethnographic depictions to understand
the prau construction. Research praus
including their origin, materials used in
construction and overall design. Create a
maquette of a prau. Use artist depictions
to help inform your design and annotate
your creation with relevant information you
discovered throughout your research.

Trepang was one of Australia’s first
modern industries. What exports does the
Australian economy rely on today?
The works of art and artefacts that
were collected during the Arnhem Land
Expedition in 1948 were divided between
state cultural institutions. Why was this
approach taken? Divide the class into
three, research the online collections of
the Art Gallery of South Australia, New
South Wales Art Gallery and Queensland
Art Gallery. Locate other works of art that
were collected by Mountford in 1948.
Select one work of art to research in detail.
What does your work of art tell you about
Aboriginal life in Arnhem Land?

Mamarika recognised the importance
of the prau in communicating
historical events. Create a painting that
communicates a significant event that
you have witnessed or an important story
about your family’s history which has been
passed down to you.

Image
John Mawurndjul,
Australia, born 1952,
Kuninjku people, Northern
Territory, Milmilngkan,
2007, Milmilngkan, central
Arnhem Land, Northern
Territory, earth pigments
on Stringybark (Eucalyptus
tetrodonta), 155.0 x 74.0 cm;
Gift of Susan Armitage
through the Art Gallery of
South Australia Foundation
2016. Donated through the
Australian Government’s
Cultural Gifts Program,
Art Gallery of South
Australia, Adelaide.
© John Mawurndjul/
Copyright Agency.

Arnhem Land technologies were
influenced by the Macassans, including
dugout canoes called lipalipa, which were
originally obtained from the Macassans.
These canoes were later remade by
Aboriginal people, allowing them to fish
in deeper water. What technologies today
have been influenced by another culture
and how has this benefited our society?
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Resources
AIATSIS: The Crocodile Islands in the
Northern Territory
https://bit.ly/2PtrHE1
ABC Radio: Macassan History in
Arnhem Land
https://ab.co/2Oo53HG
ABC Education: Archaeology and
Macassan visitors to Australia
https://ab.co/2AK2fky
Anindilyakwa Land Council
https://bit.ly/2QgvLUn
Australian Aboriginal Studies:
Aboriginal – Makassan interactions
https://bit.ly/2D0fBdW
Australian National University:
Macassan History and Heritage
https://bit.ly/2OivUVH
John Mawurndjul: I am the old and the new
https://bit.ly/2OaTkvX
Museum of Victoria: Aboriginal People
and Trade
https://bit.ly/2SD31XH
National Museum of Australia
Brought to Light Australian Art: Charles
Mountford and the ‘Bastard Barks’
https://bit.ly/2OmaKG8
National Museum of Australia: Trade with
the Makasar
https://bit.ly/2AJnJy6
Office of Environment and Heritage:
Diversity in Aboriginal Maritime Heritage
https://bit.ly/2quLAvj

Art Gallery of South Australia
Open daily 10am–5pm
North Terrace
Adelaide SA 5000
agsa.sa.gov.au

The Gallery’s Learning programs are supported by the Department for Education.
Information and hyperlinks correct at time of print. Art Gallery of South Australia staff
Kylie Neagle and Lisa Slade contributed to the development of this resource.
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