
In 2024 Bula’bula Arts began an important 18-month 
journey to protect and revitalise the community’s 
archive of cultural history, building on the efforts 
of previous art centre staff to sort and rehouse 
the collection into archival enclosures. A precious 
collection of photos, colour slides, optical discs, audio 
recordings, objects and written histories held and 
cared for by the community were carefully digitised. 
Many items had already suffered damage from mould 
and humidity due to ongoing power outages and 
the historical damage caused by Cyclone Lam in 
2015 which directly hit the community. The seasonal 
cyclones and unpredictable weather patterns which 
continue to affect the region remind us just how 
vulnerable these collections are.

For many artists, seeing old images of family, 
ceremonies, and Country before environmental 
changes was deeply moving; most had never seen 
these materials before. This experience sparked 
pride, creativity, and a strong determination to 
safeguard heritage, inspiring artists to remake and 
reinterpret their families’ artworks, a selection of 
which are on display in Djalkiri – the Bula’bula Arts 
Archiving Project. It was through the leadership of 
the Chair of the Bula’bula board, Andrew Wanamilil 
and artist and community leader Daphne Banyawarra 
that the exhibition was conceived to be an exercise 
in revival and pride. This reflective period spent 

navigating the digitised archive gave the artists 
pause to reflect on the rich legacies they have and 
continue to champion into the future.

The title of the show, Djalkiri (footsteps) was chosen 
by the artists to signify the journey forward while 
honouring those who came before. It is a reflection 
on the triumphs of Ramingining people through the 
past 40 years and a marker in time as we make 
footsteps into the future. 

Archiving, a process

The archiving of the assets took place in 3-4 week 
blocks over 2 years, with over 10,000 individual 
assets digitised. These assets included CDs and 
DVDs, colour slides, photographs, films, posters 
and paperwork. Our approach utilised the Digital 
Preservation Coalition’s RAM (rapid assessment 
model) which benchmarks the level of digital 
preservation and subsequent access the community 
wanted. 

No matter how well-meaning any given individual 
working with First Nations owned collections or 
tech platforms may be, prefacing non-First Nations 
knowledge and skills above that of the communities 
themselves when caring for First Nations materials 
is problematic. To ensure the process remained 
First Nations-led, the digitisation, curatorial and 
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archiving work undertaken as part of this project 
was therefore only to a level nominated by the art 
centre board, and not industry markers commonly 
followed by institutions. For example, the collection 
was not entered into a system of management 
such Vernon or Emu (asset management systems 
used by institutions around the world to catalogue 
their objects). The community was not interested 
in having a system that spoke to institutions. Their 
preference was instead to have a localised, easily 
accessible platform for viewing the archive and 
editing metadata (adding names, place information 
and cultural knowledge to sit alongside the images). 

Everything stays in community and is only accessible 
to community members, and this includes all of the 
hardware and software used to digitise the collection 
so that community members have the capacity to 
add to the archive over time. The provided viewing 
platform is one that has tight copyright protections 
unlike platforms such as Google photos which are 
used to train AI and have loose copyright and privacy 
protections. These decisions were made to safeguard 
the collection from being used by institutions for 
research, tech companies for training their systems 
and to prevent the misuse or appropriation of 
the assets in the collection by those without the 
appropriate cultural knowledge. 

It was not lost on us that this community has 
been subjected to copyright infringements that 
have changed the arts industry. ‘Conservation’ 
as practised by contemporary cultural institutions 
and taught in university conservation degrees is 
inescapably Eurocentric, founded by anthropologists 
whose understanding of ‘culture’, and what it means 
to ‘care for culture’, is fundamentally antithetical to 
that of First Nations communities. Much effort was 
taken to safeguard their ICIP into the future and to 
simultaneously give access to the entire community.  
Special permissions were sought to display a small 
collection of images from the archive in this show 
to accompany a collection of new works that speak 
directly to the selection. 

Highlights from the archive 

Once digitised and preserved, it was found that 
the archive had material relevant to the entire 
community. There were folders of photographs 
of Country, football matches, the opening of the 
art centre, voting days as well as people hunting, 
harvesting materials and trips taken by artists all 
around the world. There were also films, albums of 
local bands and artist archives. In the artist archives, 
we digitised images of exhibitions, artist portraits 
and catalogues of individual artist’s works. These 

rich archives tell a story that goes much farther than 
just the art centre; they are a reflection of the whole 
community.  

The records with Dororthy Djukulul and Linda 
Namiyal Bopirri who were in the first wave of women 
nationally to take to painting from the late 1970s 
were treasures to come across. Both had successful 
careers and were collected into state collections 
across Australia in an era when women’s practice 
was primarily weaving. It’s common for women to 
paint now, but back then it was a practice slowly 
taken up by a select group of women who had 
male teachers from their family to guide their 
interpretations of stories. 

The weavings in the archive are spectacular, 
masterfully woven, tight, even, balanced and 
powerful. The archival collection included images 
of many ceremonial objects that are rarely made 
or seen today by the public. A lot of the objects 
were for ceremonies that would be gifted or traded 
amongst families and neighbouring mob, private 
objects of personal significance to the individual it 
was made for. We were lucky enough to have some 
of these objects recreated here by master weavers 
for public display, some for the first time in decades. 

The multi-year timeline of this project meant 
the community had time to harvest the required 
materials that are seasonal or difficult to find and 
deliver them to Elders to work with. The women who 
have the authority to make these works are not so 
young anymore, with some objects only having a 
singular surviving woman with authority to create 
them, so the creation of these objects became a 
task for the whole community, with materials sourced 
from surprising places. One particular work required 
many feathers from the same species of bird… road 
kill became fine art that week!  

The men in the archives include some of our 
Country’s most revered artists such as the late 
David Malangi Daymirringu, Bobby Bununggurr, 
Philip Gudthaykudthay, George Milpurrurru and 
Djardie Ashley. The Ramingining community have 
been subjected to two pivotal cases of copyright 
infringement; these cases became landmark cases 
and are often studied. The first of the two was 
Malangi’s copyright case when in 1967 The Reserve 
Bank of Australia printed parts of his bark painting, 
Mortuary feast of Gurrmirringu, 1963 on the 
Australian dollar note. Some 20 years later in 1994 
Milpurrurru and Others v. Indofurn was brought to 
the Federal Court in Darwin, commonly referred to as 
the ‘carpets case’ where a Perth based company had 
reproduced carpets woven in Vietnam with Aboriginal 
artists’ designs. Both times the artists won. 
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