For thousands of years Aborigines -recorded im~rtant
ceremonies, deities and totemic plants and animals by painting
their images in the rock shelters, cliffs and overhangs of the
region. Artistic styles have evolved over time, from naturalistic
forms to the intellectual X-ray style, where the internal anatomy
of the subject is portrayed.

•

Aboriginal Paintings at Ubirr and Nourlangie provides a guide to
the art sites, explaining their significance for Aboriginal people,
both past and present.
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Dynamic Mimi on

awurlandja (Little ourlangie Rock). The upper figure, carrying two
multi-barbed spears in a raised right hand, wears a large headdress and a skirt elevated
to one side. The lower figure below, running with widely outstretched legs, carries a large
boomerang in one hand (beside th e upper figure 's leg) and four multi-barbed spears in
the other. Height of upper figure 40 cm.
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A portion of the art filling the Main Gallery at Ubirr.
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INTRODUCTION

U

BIRR (pronounced oo-beer with the u sounding as in the word
put, formerly known as Obiri Rock) and Nourlangie Rock
(pronounced nure-lan-gee) are two outliers or rock massifs lying to

the west of the Arnhem Land Escarpment in what is now Kakadu National
Park, once part of western Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory of
Australia. Both rocks contain numerous shelters and overhangs where
Aboriginal people have painted aspects of their environment, religious
beliefs, and ceremonial, hunting and food gathering activities.

~

~imt

·ockW<a"'
~ssif

Art from the region was first brought to the attention of the outside
world when Paul Foelsche collected bark paintings from Port Essington in
about 1878 and Captain Carrington collected sheets of painted bark from
disused wet season shelters at Field Island near the mouth of the South
Alligator River in 1884. In 1912 Baldwin Spencer recorded rock paintings
and collected bark paintings at Oenpelli, fourteen kilometres to the northeast from Ubirr.
The paintings at Ubirr became famous following Adelaide anthropologist
Charles Mountford's visit in 1949, when he returned to the area after the 1948

American-Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land. Photographs
from his 1949 visit to Ubirr (Obiri Rock) were published in a 1954 UNESCO
publication, Australia:Aborigi,nal Paintings - Arnhem Land. Some of the colour
plates in that publication were painted over to present a clearer picture of the
paintings.
When planning a visit to the region, it is important to understand that
northern Australia lies in the tropics, where two seasons prevail - the wet
season (from ovember to April) and the dry season (from May to October).
Aborigines divide the year into six seasons, based on subtle weather
patterns and the availability of certain plants and animals as food sources.
The wet season is established by January or February each year, and
the rising floodwaters of the Magela Creek generally cut the road to Ubirr,.
making vehicle access impossible for weeks at a time. As floodwaters
recede, access becomes possible, but remains restricted to high clearance
four-wheel-drive vehicles until the rains cease. In the 1980s, raised roads
and bridges were constructed to provide wet-season access to ourlangie
Rock and other parts of KaRadu N ational Park. However, at the request of
local people, this was not done for the road to Ubirr. earer to Darwin,
seasonal flooding of the Adelaide River Floodplain on the Arnhem
Highway may also occur, blocking the road and preventing access to
Kakadu via this route.

The Magela Creek crossing on the road to Ubirr.
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Living in the Darwin region, 240 kilometres to the west of Ubirr and
Nourlangie, the author has made regular visits to Kakadu since 1979,
the year it was declared a National Park. Its rock art and legends have
been talked over with local people, including past traditional owners of
Ubirr, Big Bill N eidjie and Jacob N ayinggul, and N ipper Gabirrigi, whose
traditional lands were around Deaf Adder Creek to the south.
Aboriginal place names and words connected with Ubirr and
Nourlangie have varying pronunciations betwef n family groups and over
time. They are recorded with different spellings by different people. To
accommodate this, historic and alternative names and spellings are given
in brackets throughout this book. Until recent decades, Aborigines have
not distinguished between the sounds g and k, nor the sounds b and p,
which have become alternatives for the same sound. Thus, for example,
Gagudju = Kakadu and Gabirrigi = Kapirigi.
Visiting art sites in northern Australia is a privilege, giving us insights
into the world of the first Australians, who recorded aspects of their daily
lives, their deities and their dreams as paintings filling the rock shelters. To
protect these art sites from dust and deterioration, it is essential to remain
behind barriers provided by the authorities and to avoid touching the art.
The multitude of paintings at these sites have been laid down over
thousands of years, and include human figures wearing ceremonial
costumes no longer worn, and represen tations of the Tasmanian tiger
(thy lacine), which became extinct on mainland Australia about 3,000 years
ago. Over time, art styles evolved and technological changes occurred. The
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Painting of a thylacine (Tasmanian tiger), identified by its dog-like body shape, horizontal
tail and stripes over the back of its body. Nourlangie Rock.

A human figure wearing wrist decoration, elbow pendants, and broad decoration from the
neck, carrying an axe or decorated stick in one hand and a three-pronged multi-barbed
spear set in a broad spearthrower in the other. On rocks near Ubirr.
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spearthrower, absent amongst the oldest paintings, becomes common in
the more recent paintings. Simple hand-held spears, seen in the older art,
are replaced by more elaborate forms with three prongs in the more recent
paintings.
According to Aboriginal belief, two Ancestral Beings, the Rainbow
Serpent and the Cockatoo Lady, left their images at Ubirr as they passed
through the area in the Dreamtime or Creation Period. At Nourlangie Rock,
the Lightning Man and other Ancestral Beings are painted in the shelters.
While an emphasis is often placed on the great age of the paintings,
some of those seen in shelters open to the public have been created by
known artists within the past one hundred years. Paintings of rifles, people
smoking pipes, and a steel axe at Ubirr and Nourlangie Rock are known as
contact q.rt - art made in response to contact with outsiders.
At a site on Mount Borradaile to the north of Ubirr, an Aboriginal artist
who travelled to Darwin and back recorded his visit by painting a picture
of Darwin wharf with its pillars and two sailing ships with auxiliary steam.

Two combined-sail-and-steam ships shown with their masts, funnels, port holes, propellers
and, in the upper ship, the internal engine. These first sailed to Australia in 1852. The
rectangular object represents Darwin wharf with its row of pillars. Contact Period art,
painted on Mount Borradaile north of Ubirr.
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The rock paintings we see today represent only a small fraction of
all art produced over the millennia. People also painted on the insides
of their bark shelters, on trees and exposed flat rocks, on their weapons,
implements, sacred objects and dilly bags (traditional woven carry bags) ,
and on their bodies at times of ceremony.
The pigments used to create rock shelter paintings include red and
yellow ochre (iron oxides occurring as natural deposits and river pebbles) ,
white kaolin (clay, found in soft deposits) and black charcoal (from camp
fires). These are ground and mixed with water to produce paints. Aborigines
distinguish yellow from dark yellow and red from dark red, each of these
bearing a separate name. In the ourlangie area, greyish white clay used in
recent paintings was obtained from the banks of ourlangie Creek.
Red ochres have the finest grains which penetrate and stain the rock
surface, and this is why many old paintings appear red, dark-red or
reddish. The most ancient paintings, exposed to sunlight and moisture for
thousands of years, undergo chemical changes to their red pigments and
become very dark red to blackish in colour.
Following contact and trade with Europeans, blue pigment was also
used in the Kakadu region. This was an ultramarine blue colouring
available in Australia as solid cubes (Reckitt's Blue) or liquid (Bluo) , added
to the final water rinse when washing white sheets and white clothes. The
addition of this blue colouring made whites whiter.
When painting on flexible surfaces such as bark or a person's body,
an additive such as orchid juice helped prevent the paint from cracking.
Today, artists of the region replace this juice with clear glue, mixed with
their traditional ochres and water, and produce adhesive and resilient
paints suitable for barks, paper and canvas.
Broad brushes are made from pieces of fibrous bark, while the finest
brushes are produced from a range of sources including fibrous grass
stalks with their ends chewed and the fibres teased out, fibres from
pandanus leaves, and human hairs tied to a small stick.
Acknowledgement is given to Big Bill Neidjie, Jacob Nayinggul,
Nipper Gabirrigi, and Marcus Dempsey for sharing stories and cultural
knowledge. Also to Judy Opitz for permission to use her 1960 photographs
of Nourlangie paintings, Ann Welch for assisting in field work, Mike Welch
for assistance with the identification of fish species, the ational Parks
and Wildlife Service for additional information on sites, and to George
Chaloupka, Darrell Lewis and Stephen Davis for sharing in past rock art
discussions.
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Dolly Murrumurru, a western Arnhem Land artist, painting fine line-work with a narrow
brush made from the chewed end of a grass stalk. Demonstration at the Australian Rock
Art Research Association conference in Darwin, 1988.

Dick Nguleingulei Murrumurru, a
western Arnhem Land artist, painting
with a broad brush made from bark.
Demonstration at the Australian Rock
Art Research Association conference in
Darwin, 1988.
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A crowd scene of running Sway-back Mimi. Ubirr.
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