FOREWORD

From exhibition catalogue, Patrick Mung Mung & Betty Carrington, 

Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi, Melbourne, October 2007

Betty Carrington and Patrick Mung Mung are often the first people we see each day. ‘Good morning!’ we chorus in raggedy refrain. 

The big table is one of the pair they occupy in the northeastern corner of the garden. Angle-bracket legs, plank top. They are usually here by 7.30am, before the heat of the day kicks in. Their black plastic crates are waiting, filled with the improbable ingredients of alchemy. Plastic takeaway food tubs holding mixed and blended ochres. Brushes soaking in large tins that probably held powdered milk in an earlier life. Small water bottles now containing glue binder. Stray greeting cards of Aboriginal artworks in weathered cello bags. Chunks of ochre waiting to be pounded in the hefty, oversized mortars, with a pestle forged from a towbar welded to a steel rod as long as a man’s forearm. 

Patrick and Betty sit side by side for hours on end, painting in the shade of the old, spreading trees. 

They are the first people many visitors see. Patrick, sturdy in his cowboy hat, always ready with a dry, wry comment followed up by a gigantic grin and mischievous laugh. He’s a teacher, always ready to share the Gija culture, whether it’s with visitors or the kids of Warmun, taking them out, showing them the old ways, sharing the photographs of Gija Day. A group of dancers travelled recently with artist Mick Jawalji from Tirralinji and Derby in the west Kimberley to perform a corroboree from their country for the opening of our new space. Patrick sang the refrain of the joonba, over and over, and humbugged for it to be performed again and again. 

Betty’s white bob and wide laugh are a constant presence. She wears her floral dresses with a careless, model’s nonchalance intensified by her reed-thin limbs. She seems to effortlessly conjure up canvases of ethereal delicacy, with paint layered as deep as the resonance of the stories she tells through her brushes. She grew up near here with her family, near the old green building on its tall concrete pillars.

Outside the art centre garden to the east lie the hills of Patrick’s beloved Texas Downs. West is the triangle of buildings that make up the body of the Warmun Art Centre. 

In the foreground stands the green post office–gallery, now gutted of its paintings in favour of the new, architect-designed gallery space. From being the body of the art centre it’s now become the mind, where books are accounted, dreams put down on paper, stories put down in words that bridge the void between the dusty land of the willy willies and the urban reaches of city galleries.

The shed is the new belly – an Aladdin’s cave where the paintings arrive, grown from a wooden strainer and a piece of canvas, stretched then gessoed at a white-caked table under the old building. Later we photograph and catalogue the paintings here, later still bring them back to pack and ship in brown paper, bubble wrap and handmade boxes. The shrieks of cockatoos and bickerings of camp dogs accompany the rhythmic pounding of ochres and the to and fro of conversation. Billies of nalija (tea) are always on the go; here we hold our weekly meetings, talk over news, chew over issues until somehow a resolution is reached, sometimes later over cards, often over time.

The new building is the centre’s heart. The hopes and dreams and hard work of the artists are embodied in this open space, imagined and drafted over six years. The work glows here, in its rightful setting. Patrick’s and Betty’s paintings are the first that people see when they enter. 

Now a day’s work is done and it’s time for Betty and Patrick’s slow, thonged shuffle to their car.

‘See you!’ we say as they drive off, leaving us to marvel at the boards lying before us to dry.

Roger Taylor & Jacqueline Coyle-Taylor, Managers, Warmun Art

September 2007
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