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MORE THAN MEETS THE EYE
BY DION TEASDALE

BENEATH the bright colours and 
detailed markings of Gwenneth 
Blitner’s magical bush landscapes lies 

a deep connection to country often tinged 
with longing, fear and loss.

Blither is one of a new generation of 
artists emerging from the strong painting 
tradition at Ngukurr Arts, located on the 
banks of the Roper River in South East 
Arnhem Land.

She uses vibrant colours and bold 
strokes to capture the local landscape, 
especially the hills, flowers, animals 
and billabongs surrounding the small 
community of Ngukurr.

Like Gertie Huddlestone and Maureen 
Thompson, women painters from Ngukurr 
who came before her, Gwenneth’s 
paintings are rich, detailed tapestries of 
luminous acrylic paint on canvas.

Before she starts painting Gwenneth 
closes her eyes, conjures a picture in her 
mind’s eye, then uses soft pinks, vivid 
greens and flashes of gold to depict how 
beautiful and alive her country is.

‘I want to show everyone how special 
this place is, how our people use the land 
to stay strong and healthy using bush 
medicine and eating bush food,’ she says.

But Gwenneth, who only started 
painting in 2012, isn’t just capturing beauty 
and abundance. There is often loss, sorrow 
and danger lurking in the shadows of her 
radiant works.

‘I paint my country because 
it’s a magical place,’ she 
says. ‘It is full of life. You 

can get every type of bush 
food. You can go fishing 

and hunting, and you can 
collect fruit and seeds to 

eat.’

‘Painting my country connects me to the spirit 
of my old people, which is a good thing, but it 
also makes me think of what we have lost, and 
that makes me feel sad too,’ she says.

‘The bush can be a scary place too. There are 
always things hiding in the grass, like snakes, 
and sometimes buffalo chase us, so you have to 
watch out and keep your eyes open.’

One of her recent works, a brilliant riot of 
pretty purples, sunny yellows and hot pinks, is 
titled ‘Ngukurr Cemetery’ and depicts the local 
community graveyard.

‘The cemetery is full of bright plastic flowers. 
It’s one of the most colourful places in Ngukurr,’ 
Gwenneth says. ‘It’s very pretty, but it’s also one 
of the saddest places in our community.’

Born on the old Roper River Mission in 1958 
and educated at the Bush School, Gwenneth 
learned to paint watching her brother’s Glen and 
Donald.

‘I worked in the local Council office for many 
years but I was always thinking I’d like to paint, 
and one day I just came down to the Art Centre 
and started doing it,’ she says.

‘Painting is important to my family because it’s 
about telling stories and I’m doing it now so my 
kids and grandkids can learn from me and so I 
can share my stories.’

LEFT: Gwenneth Blither, photo courtesy Ngukurr Arts
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Gwenneth Blither painting
Photo courtesy Ngukurr Arts
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GWENNETH BLITNER
Untitled
2018. acrylic on canvas
100 x 100 cm
484-19  $2,500 
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GWENNETH BLITNER
Untitled
2019, acrylic on canvas
100 x 100 cm
448-19  $2,500 
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GWENNETH BLITNER 
Marra Country
2019, acrylic on canvas
120 x 120 cm
275-19  $3,500 



9

GWENNETH BLITNER 
Bush Flowers
2019, acrylic on canvas
135 x 115 cm
277-19  $3,500 
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GWENNETH BLITNER 
Untitled
2019, acrylic on canvas
100 x 120 cm
449-19  $2,800 
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GWENNETH BLITNER 
Long Billabong
2019, acrylic on canvas
80 x 30 cm
59-19  $900 
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GWENNETH BLITNER Bush 
Banana and Cemetery 2017, 
acrylic on canvas 60 x 61 cm
295-17

 $1,200 
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GWENNETH BLITNER
Untitled
2019, acrylic on canvas
61 x 61 cm
447-19  $1,200 
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Maureen Marrangulu Thompson was 
born in 1931 on Nutwood Downs 
Station in the Roper River region of 

the Northern Territory. Her father worked 
in the stock camp and her mother was 
cooking for the stockmen. After her Father 
died the family had to leave the station 
spending time living on country from St. 
Vidgeon’s to Limmen Bight, often traveling 
by canoe down the Roper River.

After the big flood of 1940 they settled 
at the Ngukurr Mission where Maureen 
went to school and was taught to speak 
English. By day she worked in the vegetable 
gardens and at night often sewed clothes 
for the other children. Despite the 
missionaries trying to stop the children 
spending time with their parents and 
speaking their own languages Maureen still 
spoke Marra.

Maureen was married at the Ngukurr church 
but her first husband died while she was still a 
young girl. As a widow she moved away from 
the community and lived by the river. Maureen 
remembers the troops training upstream during 
World War 2.  

Maureen’s second husband was a tracker who 
worked for the police in Darwin.

Being a tracker meant that the family was 
forced to move around -  first to Maranboy and 
then to Pine Creek before they returned to 
Darwin where Faith, Maureen’s last daughter, 
was born in 1971. Back in Darwin Maureen did 
9 years of Bible training as well as raising her 
children (12 in total). Maureen moved back to 
Ngukurr in the late 80’s and started painting after 
watching Willie Gudabi and his wife Moima paint. 
Maureen sadly passed away in 2014.

Maureen Marrangulu (Thompson) The Three Sticks (detail) 
page 16
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MAUREEN MARRANGULU (THOMPSON)
Story Time
2011, acrylic on canvas
90 x 60 cm
139-11  $4,000 
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MAUREEN MARRANGULU (THOMPSON)
The Three Sticks
2011, acrylic on canvas
90 x 60 cm
257-11  $4,000 
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MAUREEN MARRANGULU (THOMPSON)
Caterpillars
2011, acrylic on canvas
80 x 30 cm
119-11  $2,000 
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MAUREEN MARRANGULU (THOMPSON)
The Way My Ancestors Lived
2006, acrylic on canvas
61 x 76 cm
241-06  $3,200 
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FAITH THOMPSON
Four Seasons
2019, acrylic on canvas
157 x 120 cm
38-08  $3,500 
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FAITH THOMPSON
My Grandfathers Country
2009, acrylic on canvas
89 x 120 cm
125-09  $2,000 
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FAITH THOMPSON
Untitled
2019, acrylic on canvas
90 x 60 cm
450-19  $1,200 
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ALAN JOSHUA JNR
Roper Sunset
2019, acrylic on canvas
125 x 98 cm
285-19  $2,500



For further information or to see high resolution images
please contact  Paul Johnstone Gallery.

All rights reserved.
Artwork copyright © the photographers and artists. 


