Alma Nungurrayi Granites
AN OUTSIDER’S PERSPECTIVE...
Alma Nungarrayi Granites is the daughter of Bessie Nakamarra Sims and Paddy Japaljarri Sims, two founding members of the Yuendumu art centre. She was
born at 4 miles near Yuendumu. Her parents worked at 4 miles attending the market gardens, the piggery and the fruit trees that were grown for the town.
Alma and her sisters travelled daily by foot to attend the local school located in Yuendumu. There she learnt to read and write in English and Warlpiri; her native
language.
When the piggery and farm closed in the 1970s the family moved permanently to Yuendumu. Whilst at school Alma met her sweetheart Robin Japanangka
Granites and they married as soon as they left school, they had 3 daughters; Sabrina, Valda and Geraldine and now Alma has many grandchildren.
In the early days, Robin became a famous artist travelling the world with his work, whilst Alma was left behind dutifully looking after their children.
While raising her daughters Alma worked as a staff member at the local school, during this time she also attended Bachelor College and studied to become an
accredited teacher assistant for Warlpiri and English. After finishing her studies she worked at the Yuendumu School assisting in the Warlpiri classes.
It was whilst at the school that Alma became aware of the efforts to maintain, disseminate and preserve her culture and traditions; observing the old people and
elders of the community going to the school on a regular basis to instruct and teach the young generation about the Jukurrpa (Dreaming) and the country associated to this Jukurrpa. She became interested in learning more about her heritage and traditions and started attending courses run by the Old Peoples Program
and Adult Education Centre.
The courses not only involved cultural practices but were also a way of bridging the traditional social structure of Warlpiri life to the new enforced white man
way of life. The courses ranged from painting, sewing, batik classes and even driving lessons! Alma’s recollection of that time of study and learning is clear,
she talks about the learning process and how everyone was trying and no-one was making fun of anyone, the learning was a respectful and proud exercise of
improvement of creating a new way of life between two worlds. Alma has been able to continue applying this ethos to her painting career.
Alma’s interest in her background grew as she learned from her aunties, mother and father and other family members about their songs and country where the
Jukurrpa takes place. During country visits organised by the school and the art centre, the elders were able to teach the younger generation by performing the
dances and songs associated to the Jukurrpa as well as by painting and drawing in the ground the kurruwarri (designs) associated to every Jukurrpa.
Alma recalls the importance of the elders during her upbringing and the proud men and women that are the “carriers” of the Jukurrpa - the owners of the land
where the Jukurrpa takes place and the law men and women that were looking after the preservation of the Jukurrpa.
Alma started painting in 1987 when she stopped working as a teacher assistant; Warlukurlangu Artists Aboriginal Corporation had been founded two years
before in 1985, but it really wasn’t until early 2007 that she earnestly took the step to becoming an accomplished artist.
Her main concern was about the Jukurrpa, the design and the stories passed on from her father and mother to her. Alma wanted to learn all the aspects of the
Jukurrpa so that she would be able to maintain and pass it onto the next generation. She wanted to maintain and continue the traditions of her famous father
and mother.
She learned about the meaning of the kuruwarri, the songs and the dances associated to the Jukurrpa and the “right way” of representing them to be faithful
to the cultural and social traditions of the Warlpiri people.
By 2007 Alma was able to depict the Jukurrpa using the traditional techniques and iconography, but this straight forward depiction of the Jukurrpa was not
enough for her.

After observing her and seeing first hand her frustration of a long life of heartache, hard work and little or no recognition I decided to carefully study all her
paintings produced since 1987 to see what was possible and see if we could bring out, what was in my mind, an amazing natural talent.
In early 2007 when she visited the art centre with her latest painting, a small 30x30cm canvas, and after a long conversation with her about what she wanted to
achieve in painting the decision was for me very clear and simple - I was going to help her realise her true potential.
The first step was to bring her confidence up, she was slightly reluctant, maybe even scared of exploring and failing; of people making fun of her. I said “if
somebody makes fun of you it is because they are jealous of you; they envy that you are trying to improve your life through painting.” Her first paintings were
small, sketches almost of what could be, whilst still quite constrained, there was freedom starting to take place.
In the early days I gave her many small canvases to practice on. I wanted her to be comfortable and not feel that painting was a burden, which if not accepted,
was a reflection on her as a person; a personal failure. We learnt “to play” mainly concentrating on techniques, design, composition and colour combination.
In the first few months, frustration was high; there was always one canvas of expression, full of potential, and then a reversion to a painting technique that was
familiar, more traditional. So that became my job, every time one of those traditional canvases came back I would ask “So, what happened here?” She would
smile, look down slightly ashamed and say “next one.” And the next one again would be a canvas full of potential.
Looking back I think that she was testing me to see if I was paying enough attention to her painting career. I realised that to be able to be a confident painter
she needed encouragement and recognition on a daily basis, so I asked her to start painting at the art centre every day. At the beginning she was reluctant but
soon she was happy to do so, she enjoyed the special attention.
When she saw that I was serious about her painting and that I was there to support and give her advice on a regular basis she decided to seriously concentrate
on her painting career as well, by exploring new ways of representation and by learning the story she was able to paint in much more depth.
She questioned her elder father for new clues and a more detailed recollection of the stages and places where the Jukurrpa takes place. Alma looked at unique
ways of representing a traditional Jukurrpa with the use of innovative painting techniques and designs, yet maintaining the same aspects of the traditional iconography, to remain true to her people.
To expand her representation of the Jukurrpa, Alma studied the Seven Sisters Dreaming in depth through her father Paddy Japaljarri Sims and with visits to the
country she has created a stronger connection to the land where the story takes place. Together we have visited the country and we walked through the landscape so familiar to her, so foreign to me. We talked about the dreaming, about the components and detailed parts of the story, and while we talked ideas came
to her, sometimes she used to say; “that could be difficult” and I would reply “nothing is difficult, you just need to find a different way of painting it.”
The large round rocks of Yanjilpirri country are a powerful landscape were the sky and the land can melt at night time, the rocks seem to shimmer during the
night creating an illusion of connection between these two powerful masses of land and sky.
As the night progresses the stars appear to generate from the rocky country below, as her father sings the songs associated to the country and the women
dance by the campfire to the beat of the turruru (clapping sticks). Alma observes the country, the fire, the sky, the light, the colours and the connection and
dislocations of land, sky and stars. With every country visit she is exploring and expanding her repertoire of images and developing a new insight on how the
Jukurrpa can be represented; she is not following the traditional ways of representation although she is drawing from her knowledge of the country and the correct use of the traditional designs.
Her paintings have expanded the view of the Jukurrpa by introducing new pictorial elements in connection to more traditional ones.
Alma’s deeper insight into the Jukurrpa of Napaljarri Warnu story, her study of the night sky and her mastering of her unique painting technique has been able
to put a spin in the representation of a traditional Jukurrpa, her painting technique has developed from the traditional doting used by artist of the central desert
to a more pictorial and free approach; the dots are melting with every brush stroke, splashes of colours are joining with the dots, dots are used under brushstrokes and again splashes are placed on top, mist of colours are carefully placed to create illusion of space, distance and closeness. Every painting is carefully
painted to express the feeling that she wants to achieve of the story.

To explore painting techniques Alma had to completely train her body to do something that she was not familiar with, a brush stroke seems normal but a brush
stroke through a naked large canvas is daunting, even scary. She was afraid of making mistakes, when she tried splashes she was restraining the movement and
thus limiting the quality/effect of the splashes. I told her to loosen up and to just go for it. She said but “what about if I make a mistake?” I said “in paintings
there are no mistakes, in paintings there is only potential, new ways and fortune, it is like a star falling from the sky, you never know when and how it will happen and how it will change the way that you look at the sky again.” She smiled, lifted her hand and a large splash through the canvas was created. We stopped
and look at it and she said “the sisters will go there,” pointing to the end of the splash.
To represent the Jukurrpa, Alma has been able to manage structure and freedom in one single painting. In her painting traditional elements of the Napaljarri
Warnu Jukurrpa are clearly depicted; in her representation of the Yanjilpirri or Napaljarri Warnu Jukurrpa, Alma is depicting the story of the seven sisters, that
are followed and pursued by Jakamarra, for the sisters the only way to escape from him is to jump into the sky, and thus creating the constellation of the seven
sisters. Jakamarra seeing that the sisters are escaping from him into the night sky also jumps into the sky to continue the chase. The story is about escaping, running away; there is the tension of being caught of running, jumping, of transformation from one form to another, not just a transformation of appearance but
a more profound physical transformation from one being into another. One day I asked her “was he chasing one sister or all seven sisters?” She looked at me
puzzled, replying “I think that he was chasing all but I don’t know! Maybe nobody knows now?”
Alma has been able to create paintings that are able to communicate the tension of the story, in her triptych she has gone a lot further by creating a painting
with a physical separation of the characters, the sisters are depicted in one canvas and Jakamarra is depicted in a completely separate canvas, creating a more
profound division. The tension of the chase and the run is exacerbated by placing a third canvas in between the characters, the canvas can be displayed closely
together creating the illusion that it is only one piece, but they can also be displayed as completely separate pieces making the separation between the elements
greater and thus enhancing the tension between the subjects of the painting.
Her first triptych was a small set of 30x30cm canvases, we talked about how the story could be spread over three paintings, how they could be together and
separated at the same time. She asked me if having the story in 3 separate canvases was going to be a problem, I again encouraged “artistic interpretation of a
dreaming is a personal thing, you can try different ideas and all of them will be valuable because they are your ideas.”
When she saw the result of the first triptych and the response that she received from the public that saw it, she was a lot more comfortable and confident in
trying the same effect in a larger scale, acknowledgement and praise opened Alma up and her confidence grew almost daily as each work she produced was
quickly snapped up by people travelling to the art centre or by galleries looking to exhibit works from Yuendumu. One day a new art magazine arrived. Alma
flicked through the pages and suddenly stopped, she was looking at a triptych by a white artist she said, “look she is painting like me!!”
Alma’s evolution of painting technique is unique within Yuendumu painting tradition. She has been able to master expressive brush strokes and splashes of
colours in combination with precise doting lines and well controlled misting of colours and doting size unlike anyone else that has come through the art centre.
Her largest creation a 3 x 2 metre canvas was an interesting exercise. Once the canvas was prepared and ready to be painted I took her to the shed to see it, I
said “Alma, I want you to paint that canvas next” (pointing to the large canvas), she looked at the sheer scale of the empty canvas and smiled, a nervous and
scared smile. I said “doesn’t have to be today, but when you feel like you can do it.”
I think that she was relieved that I didn’t expect her to start working on that piece the next day! So two weeks passed and I approached the subject again.
“What about starting the large canvas?” She said, “what about if a finish this and then I start!” I said “What about if you start and then finish this?”
Still not really convinced she accepted, maybe she knows me well enough now that when I get something in my head I don’t take no for answer very often!
So the canvas was brought to the gallery space where she paints and we talked about how it was going to be, colours and lines, the sisters and Jakamarra and
although there was no lines, no colours in the canvas, the painting was already born. The first lines, the large brush strokes to cover such a large space, had to
be different from the ones used in the smaller canvases. She again started with smaller brush strokes. I stopped her, lifted the canvas and made her look at the
work from a distance.

She immediately realised that she had to do something very different and for a few minutes I saw her doubting again - she said “what about if I make a mistake?” The old comment was back.
I said “if you make a mistake or you think that the painting is not what it should be, we can cut it up and make lots of really nice little paintings!” She laughed
and she started all over again.
This time a confident artist was managing the technical process in a large work and there was no doubt in her mind that she was able to create an outstanding
piece. As she sat in the gallery painting her masterpiece a few clients came in and fell in love with the work although unfinished.
As the finished work sat on the gallery floor we stepped back and we admired the birth of a star, and she looked at me and I said “That is GOOD,” she smiled
back as if to say “I know.” It is a magnificent creation, bringing Alma’s work to a new stage in what is becoming a, excuse the pun, stellar career!
Alma’s paintings have a strong presence, they are a focal point in any setting, and they exuberate their richness in her pictorial technique and the knowledge of
the Jukurrpa. They have a calm and welcoming presence, like the night sky that they so strongly reflect.
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