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As one of my favourite characters from popular 
cinema laments, ‘It’s not that easy being 

green’. Kermit the Frog knew it and now, so it 
seems, does the modest but impressive gallery 
known as Outstation, run by its owner Matt Ward.

Outstation is one of the younger galleries in 
Darwin, situated in the buzzing retail centre of 
Parap and making its name by exhibiting work 
by Aboriginal artists who are working exclusively 
with Aboriginal community-based art centres. 
And this is usually how Outstation’s exhibition 
calendar plays out: exhibitions rotated by way of 
location and region. So too is mostly what you’ll 
find in comparable commercial galleries around 
town, with each exhibition focusing on a particular 
region, distilling a region’s so-called ‘style’. This 
approach makes it easy for the gallery owner, 
working with one art centre or group of artists 
at a time, and easy for the uninitiated viewer 
and buyer – not too many regions, styles, and 
cultures to digest at any one time. And for the 
more astute buyer, you know what to expect. 

Outstation’s recent themed exhibition, 
Green, is a break from this trend. In the world 
of the commercial Aboriginal art market, 
themes don’t sell, and green is not in.

2010 was the wettest year on record across 
the Northern Territory, providing consistently high 
rainfall throughout the year, as was the case in 
other parts of the country. As a consequence, 
what most imagine can only ever be dry, red, 
impermeable rock, has now been transformed 
into a sea of a thousand greens. And once dry, 
dormant rock beds have been replenished by 
abundant reservoirs of water. I have witnessed this 
myself, on trips from Alice Springs to the Barkly 
desert last year – an awe-inspiring metamorphosis.

As a more personal way of keeping in touch 
with the art centres Outstation represents, Ward 
regularly travels through these remote desert 
areas of the Northern Territory, Western Australia 
and South Australia, to spend time with the artists 
and art centre managers where they live and 
work. In this particular case, with a progressive 

group of art centres spearheaded by Ninuku Arts, 
Tjala Arts and Tjungu Palya, in north-western 
South Australia, as well as Ernabella Arts, 
Mangkaja Arts, Martumili Artists, and the Yulparija 
artists of Bidyadanga, in Western Australia.

It was on one of these road trips, as Ward 
travelled through newly greened desert country, 
combined with the knowledge that some of the 
artists he had previously exhibited were already 
working with green in their palette, and the 
openness and enthusiasm of the artists and art 
centre managers in response to the idea, that 
the exhibition Green was conceived. It’s not 
until you enter the gallery space that you realise 
how disarming and refreshing this concept is. 

What we discover is a room of paintings 
from artists that previously would not have been 
hung together. Younger, early-career artists 
such as Tjungkara Ken, from Tjala Arts in Amata 
– whose green on green painting Ngayuku 
ngura – My Country, is one of the exhibitions 
most extraordinary – hung alongside more 
established artists, such as Maringka Baker from 
Kanpi, South Australia; her magnificent Amangu, 
a painting predominately in red, depicting a 
Dingo Dreaming story. But given the context of 
the show, it’s her use of green that grabs your 
attention, provides the counterbalance, and offers 
another way in: artists from different country 
coming together in response to a singular notion. 
Some of the works were created specifically 
for this exhibition. Some were already created 
in response to the greening of their lands, 
and were waiting for such an opportunity.

I was particularly struck by Lydia Balbal 
Gjinabalyi/Wugubalyi’s Winpa and My 
Country: Martakulu, less detailed than her 
counterparts, using wide, rough brushstrokes 
of young, fresh greens alongside ’50s teal 
and pinks, with faintly visible bright-red 
undercoat. The story behind the work Winpa, 
in particular, is a pertinent and sobering one. 

Winpa can be translated as ‘living water’, 
water ‘living’ near the Percival Lakes in the 
Great Sandy Desert of Western Australia. It 
is an important gathering place and was used 
as a site for rain making ceremonies. Lydia 
and her family walked around this country until 
the early ’70s, when severe drought led to her 
people walking out from their traditional lands 
to the La Grange Mission (now Bidyadanga 
Community) on the coast south of Broome. It 
is only recently that Lydia has returned to her 
country. This work tells of movement and renewal.

Not all the works hit the mark. But what can 
easily be forgotten in the hunt for art ‘bounty’ is 
that artists living and working in remote areas are 
often responding to an ever-changing environment, 
and to ever-changing weather events. They are 
responding to country as it is, not as it should be. 
And this may well warrant experimentation with a 
more expansive palette, or a conscious change in 
direction of their palette. It makes perfect sense for 
artists to be given the freedom to experiment, and 
for art centres to allow that kind of authenticity.

In this possibly cheeky move from its curator 
to test the waters, Green could have been seen 
at first glance as a whimsy, afforded only by 
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the good fortune of a still buoyant Aboriginal art 
market. Or conversely, it could be viewed as 
a small, yet insightful step that may very well 
indicate a shift from current thinking towards a 
larger discussion for artists, art managers and the 
market as a whole. Whatever the case, Green 
has been greeted with ‘overwhelming interest’, 
as Ward puts it, and contrary to current market 
practice, proved to be a hit with the buying 
public. I recall a phrase from my art school days: 
‘The colours in nature never clash.’ Green, I 
suggest, is not so difficult a colour after all.

Green was shown at Outstation Gallery: Aboriginal Art 
from Art Centres, Darwin, 4 to 28 March 2011. Artists 
represented included Lydia Balbal and Jan Billycan 
(Bidyadanga), Wakartu Cory Surprise and Dolly Snell 
(Mangkaja Arts), Bugai Whyoulter, Nora Wompi and 
Dada Samson (Martumili Artists), Carol Golding 
(Warakurna Artists), Maringka Baker, Tiger Palpatja, 
Ginger Wikilyiri and Iyawi Wikilyiri (Tjungu Palya), 
Tjungkara Ken and Sylvia Kanytjupai Ken (Tjala Arts), 
and Harry Tjutjuna (Ninuku Arts).

Skye Raabe is an artist, writer and filmmaker based in 
Darwin.
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P42: Lydia Balba, Winpa, acrylic on linen, 120 x 90cm, 2011. Image 
courtesy the artist at Short St Gallery, Broome.

THIS PAGE: 1/ Tjungkara Ken, Ngayuku Ngura (My Country), acrylic on linen, 
152.5 x 101.5cm, 2010. Image courtesy the artist and Tjala Arts. 

2/ Maringka Baker, Amangu, acrylic on canvas, 148 x 105cm, 
2010. Image courtesy the artist and Tjungu Palya.

3/ Installation view (detail) of Green exhibition, Outstation Gallery, Darwin.
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