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        IAN Abdulla's kids came home one day and told their dad they had been learning dot painting at school.

        

        ``I said, who has been teaching you that? I was really upset,'' he said. ``It's not our tradition. I'm part Afghan and Irish, and Ngarrindjerri is my tribe.'' Abdulla died last Saturday, aged 63, in his Ngarrindjeri homeland, SA's Riverland.

        

        His art is painted in the naive style, in primary colours, and often accompanied by snatches of text about a remembered life along the Murray: the fish his mother had caught that day, or camping on the river before they had to pay fees, or skinning rabbits.

        

        Abdulla was one of the state's leading artists. His works are on show in state and national art galleries and are sold to major collectors worldwide. He is one of only four Australian artists in the British Museum collection.

        

        His tales were of the bricolage, the borders of society that so often go unrecorded as dominant cultures displace the cultures they find.

        

        Abdulla was the grandson of an Afghan camel boundary rider and nephew of the great tracker, Jimmy James. One of 15 children, he was born under a gum tree on the banks of the River Murray in 1947.

        

        Because he was often ill as a child he spent a lot of time in hospital, lived with a white foster family, then on a mission with his birth family before the great flood of 1956 swept it away.

        

        He worked as a labourer in Adelaide, and ended up in Barmera with a family of his own, working for SA Parks and Wildlife.

        

        In 1988 his sister, Agnes, suggested he take a screen printing course.

        

        His earliest art is instantly recognisable as the art he would produce for the rest of his life. The work was noticed at the newly opened Tandanya Institute and Abdulla was soon being taught painting.

        

        Since his first solo exhibition in 1990, just two years after he took up art, the demand for his paintings has exceeded supply. When Hetti Perkins, Art Gallery of NSW's Aboriginal art curator, listed her 11 top indigenous artists in 1993, Abdulla was among them.
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        NOTED South Australian indigenous artist Ian Abdulla died on Saturday, aged 63.

        

        Abdulla's art wove rich stories of growing up along the River Murray. The colourful works, often accompanied by text, are on show in the nation's major galleries.

        

        Abdulla's work first attracted international attention nearly 20 years ago when it made the cover of the World Health Organisation's annual report. His Adelaide dealer, Paul Greenaway, said Abdulla occupied a unique position in Australian art because while acrylic dot painting had saved many traditional stories, his work documented a different indigenous life.

        

        ``Ian documented mission life and I don't know of anyone else who did that,'' he said.

        

        Abdulla never married but had seven children. He had cancer but died peacefully at the Berri Hospital, in his Ngarrindjeri homeland.
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