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preceding width followed by depth. Descriptive and attributed 
titles are in parenthesis.

All illustrated  works are in the Collection of the Queensland 
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WARNING 
It is customary in many Indigenous communities not to mention 
the name or reproduce photographs of the deceased. All such 
mentions and photographs in this publication are with permission. 
However, care and discretion should be exercised in using this 
book within Indigenous communities.
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DEATH AND LIFE:  
RAkuNY GA wALNGA:  
CONTEMPORARY ARNHEM LAND ART
DIANE MOON

The cycle of death that engenders new life — a 
belief integral to the Aboriginal people of Arnhem 
Land — is the focus of ‘Death and Life: rakuny ga 
walnga’, the Gallery’s first Collection-based exhibition 
of contemporary art from Arnhem Land. Featured 
are bark paintings, memorial poles, sculptures 
and weavings reflecting languages, moieties, clan 
affiliations and connections with country, from 
the saltwater communities around Yirrkala in the 
east, across savanna and swamplands, to the rocky 
escarpment terrain near Maningrida in the west. The 
actions of the great ancestral creator spirits who 
brought light and life to the featureless land are central 
to many of the works.

boDY PaiNtiNg

The patterning and imagery on these barks and 
poles have their origins in body painting. In annual 
ceremonies, elaborate clan designs are painted 
in natural pigments onto boys’ bodies during 
their initiation into manhood. These designs are 
unequivocally tied to their identity throughout life, as 
well as after death, through the embellishment of ritual 
sculptures, coffins and hollow log memorial poles. 
Customary laws determining both land custodianship 
— where people can walk or hunt — and relationships — 
who people are related to and how those relationships 
are lived — are embodied in the designs. However, with 
the development of the commercial art market in the 

Mickey Durrng 
Liyagawumirr people 
NT 1940–2006 
Lorrkon (Burial poles) 2006 
Wood with natural pigments 
210 x 25cm (diam.) (irreg.); 297 x 21cm (diam.) (irreg.) 
Acc. 2006.092–093 
Purchased 2006 
© Mickey Durrng. Licensed by Viscopy, Sydney, 2013

1960s, Aboriginal artists began to apply these designs 
to prepared sheets of bark and to burial poles sold as 
contemporary sculpture. 

In Mickey Durrng’s (1940–2006) bark painting Garriyak 
body painting 2006, stark minimalist designs represent 
djirrididi, important body paintings associated with 
the Djang’kawu ancestors as they travelled from the 
east through the artist’s clan lands south of Galiwin’ku 
(Elcho Island). The bold cross pattern can represent a 
spreading yam vine symbolising the rays of the rising 
sun, the triangles radiating from interconnected circles 
are landmark fresh waterholes, while the bold stripes 
can express many things — the darting azure kingfisher, 
shimmering sunrays, the slanted shadows from a 
setting sun, or the stripes on Djang’kawu bodies.

Similarly, John Bulunbulun’s Body design – wind 2002 
embodies multiple references. A small bark painting 
tied to the scale of a man’s torso, the pattern reflects 
exactly how it would be painted on the chest. Its 
triangular shapes and vertical lines of dots stand for 
lunggurruma, the north-west wind and the clouds 
and weather patterns that signal centuries of contact 
between the Yolngu and Macassan traders from 
Sulawesi in Indonesia. The colours used — galatjal 
(black), gamanungku (white), miku (red) and buthalak 
(yellow) — indicate the artist is of the Yirritja moiety 
and this is his special design.
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John Bulunbulun 
Ganalbingu people 
NT 1946–2010 
Body design – wind 2002 
Natural pigments on bark 
96.5 x 36cm (irreg.) 
Acc. 2003.147 
Purchased 2003. Queensland Art Gallery Foundation
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Mickey Durrng 
Liyagawumirr people 
NT 1940–2006 
Garriyak body painting 2006 
Natural pigments on bark (irreg.) 
138 x 60cm 
Acc. 2006.237 
Purchased 2006. Queensland Art Gallery Foundation 
© Mickey Durrng. Licensed by Viscopy, Sydney, 2013
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Nawurapu Wunungmurra 
Dhalwangu people 
NT b.1952 
Mungurru (Ocean water) Dhalwangu clan 
 memorial poles 2008 
Wood with natural pigments 
323 x 19cm (diam.); 282 x 12cm (diam.); 331 x 14cm 
(diam.); 275 x 14cm (diam.); 286 x 19cm (diam.) 
Acc. 2008.259–263 
Purchased 2008. Queensland Art Gallery Foundation

YiNgaPuNgaPu  
(fuNerarY saND sculPture)

Arnhem Land mortuary ceremonies are held to ensure 
that the cycle of death and life continues unimpeded. 
These rituals include the yingapungapu, a shallow 
stylised canoe form sculpted from sandy soil, which 
is central to final performances. An ephemeral 
yingapungapu installation was created by Yirrkala 
artists especially for the exhibition.1

with its origins in wangarr (ancestral times), 
yingapungapu remain an element of a religious 
view of death and life still relevant in contemporary 
Yolngu society. It is both a canoe-shaped space and 
the feminine form which ushers new life into being. 
It cradles the remains of the deceased, holding 
contamination at bay, while the soul returns to 
the reservoir from which it will identify its next 
set of parents. 

From the perspective of Djambawa Marawili’s 
Madarrpa clan, the foundations of yingapungapu may 
be found in an ancient narrative of ancestral hunters 
who followed a dugong to the sea of Yathikpa in their 
canoe. The dugong’s food — swaying ribbons of sunlit 
seagrass — manifested into flames, which boiled the 
water at this sacred site and capsized their canoe. The 
hunters’ harpoon transformed into dhakandjali, the 
hollow log coffin that floats on the seas of Yathikpa and 
beyond in Blue Mud Bay, in eastern Arnhem Land, a 
body of water connecting the Mangalili and Dhalwangu 
clans. Its course is still recounted when tracing 
complex ancestral connections between saltwater 
peoples. These events, which initiated the first death 
and mortuary rituals, are sung at Yirritja ceremonies 
and the ‘deep’ names of Yathikpa are intoned by 
Djerrakay (ritual specialists).
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holloW log memorial Poles 

In addition to yingapungapu, painted hollow log 
memorial poles are used to remember culturally 
important people. In eastern Arnhem Land, larrakitj 
is the name for both the hollow log coffin and the 
ceremony, the last in a sequence of mortuary rites 
performed after a person has died. Traditionally, the 
ceremony was conducted over several weeks in the 
secrecy of a men’s camp. In the final stages, the bones 
(buried for around a decade) were cleaned, crushed, 
painted with red ochre and placed inside the pole, 
an activity accompanied by singing and dancing. The 
deceased’s spirit was then at peace, and the burial pole 
and its contents covered and left to decay. Larrakitj are 
formed from a stringybark tree (Eucalyptus tetrodonta), 
which has been hollowed by termites; it is stripped 
of its outer bark, rounded and smoothed and, finally, 
painted with miny’tji (sacred clan designs). 

Philip Gudthaykudthay is a senior custodian of the 
wagilag creation narrative. His totem is burruwara, the 
spotted quoll or native cat, while Gunyunmirringa, a 
small flat eucalyptus forest in central Arnhem Land, is 
his principle totemic site. Badurru in Gunyungmirringa 
landscape no.6 1983 is an abstract painting on bark 
of this site. It features a badurru (hollow log burial 
pole) embedded in the landscape, which the artist has 
painted as a central elongated shape.

Yanggarriny Wunungmurra  
Australia c.1932–2003 
Dhalwangu larrakitj (Dhalwangu clan burial pole) 2002 
Wood (Eucalyptus tetrodonta) with natural pigments 
233 x 18cm (diam.) 
Acc. 2003.164 
Purchased 2003. Queensland Art Gallery Foundation

Memorial poles of great significance in the Gallery’s 
Collection include Dhalwangu larrakitj (Dhalwangu 
clan burial pole) 2002, the final work made by the great 
artist Yanggarriny wunungmurra (c.1932–2003), and 
Lorrkon (Burial pole) 2006 by Mickey Durrng. Durrng 
was working to finish his monumental lorrkon before 
his death from a protracted illness. He is honoured 
in the exhibition by an installation of his poles and 
barks against a wall painted with his distinctive 
striped djirrididi design. 

The five Mungurru (Ocean water) Dhalwangu clan 
memorial poles by Nawurapu wunungmurra describe 
the journey of a deceased person’s spirit, singing 
its way through the north-eastern Arnhem Land 
waterways to the coast, where brackish flood plains 
mingle with salty seawater. From there, the spirit is 
swept out to the deep Yirritja moiety oceanic waters on 
the horizon. with a powerful leap, the spirit transforms 
into a drop of saltwater and becomes vapour, rising 
eventually to its ‘mother’, wangupini (cumulonimbus 
clouds) hovering above the horizon. ‘Pregnant’ with life-
giving freshwater, these maternal clouds, painted with 
brushy strokes on a black ground, move across the land 
and shed water as rain which flows as rivulets off the 
escarpment. 

Death and life — the cycle continues.
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Philip Gudthaykudthay 
Liyagalawumirr/Walkurwalkur people 
NT b.1935 
Badurru in Gunyungmirringa landscape no.6 (detail, left) 1983 
Natural pigments on bark 
98 x 36.5cm (irreg.) 
Acc. 2003.202 
Gift of Geoffrey Brown through the Queensland Art Gallery 
Foundation 2003. Donated through the Australian Government’s 
Cultural Gifts Program 
© Philip Gudthaykudthay, 1983. Licensed by Viscopy, Sydney, 2013
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sPirit beiNgs

Both benign and malevolent, Arnhem Land spirits 
are connected with particular places and events, and 
often with the beginnings of life and with death. Their 
presence is always respected and, at times, they are to 
be feared and placated.

Nawurapu wunungmurra’s deep understanding of 
traditional law, inherited from his father, has enabled 
him to experiment in the representation of unseen 
spirits. The group of works entitled Mokuy lukthun 
(Spirit gathering) 2008, in the Gallery’s Collection, 
comprises five Dhuwa and Yirritja moiety nanuk that 
have entered the sacred ground at Balambala, a 
meeting place for all the spirits. Each work represents 
the various sounds of the yidaki (didgeridu) belonging 
to each moiety group. Though they have no physical 
form, they are represented here as skeletons to render 
them visible — dancing and singing through the night 
in preparation for their return to Buralku, the island 
of the dead.

An important dreaming for Bob Burruwal, namorroddo 
are connected with the powerful yabbadurruwa 
ceremony in which he regularly participates. Though 

Anniebell Marrngamarrnga  
Kunwinjku people 
NT b.1968 
Yawkyawk (Female water spirit) pregnant with twins 2007 
Wood, pandanus with natural pigments 
266 X 67 X 2cm 
Acc. 2007.253 
Purchased 2007. Queensland Art Gallery Foundation

invisible, Burruwal has sculpted their physical form 
after images painted in rock shelters in the Mann 
and Liverpool Rivers district. Namorroddo can show 
themselves as shooting stars, emanating light as they 
travel across the night sky. They can also swoop from 
the trees under the cover of dark and, using their long, 
sharp fingers, take sickly babies and old people to their 
death. In contrast, Terry Dhurritjini Yumbulul’s totemic 
carving of Nguluwadu depicts a benign ancestor spirit 
that guards the reef on Truant Island, part of the 
artist’s country near wigram Island. This underwater 
site is of great significance as a place that infertile 
women visit to request a child. 

A work also associated with new life is Anniebell 
Marrngamarrnga’s Yawkyawk (Female water spirit) 
(Pregnant with twins) 2007. Yawkyawk are enigmatic 
freshwater mermaid-like beings with flowing seaweed 
tresses, who inhabit streams and rock pools in the 
heart of kunwinjku stone country in western Arnhem 
Land. Marrngamarrnga has woven fine pandanus 
strands into a yawkyawk form in patterns suggesting 
the movement of the figure through water. In reference 
to their origins as human beings, the artist has placed 
unborn twins in the swelling belly of her yawkyawk.
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Nawurapu Wunungmurra 
Dhalwangu people 
NT b.1952 
Mokuy lukthun (Spirit gathering) 2008 
Wood, carved, and with natural pigments 
212cm (h); 246cm (h); 214cm (h); 232cm (h); 212cm (h) 
Acc. 2009.057–061 
Purchased 2009. Queensland Art Gallery Foundation
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Bob Burruwal  
Rembarrnga people 
NT b.1952 
Namorroddo spirits 2005 
Wrapped bark fibre with natural pigments 
212 x 16 x 4cm; 229 x 16 x 5.5cm; 204 x 13 x 3.4cm 
Acc. 2006.101–103 
Purchased 2006. Queensland Art Gallery Foundation
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Gulumbu Yunupingu 
Gumatj people 
NT 1945–2012 
Garak, The Universe 2004 
Natural pigments on bark 
174 x 59cm (irreg.) 
Acc. 2005.008 
Purchased 2005



21

life aND Death

Gulumbu Yunupingu (1945–2012) was from an 
eastern Arnhem Land family distinguished in cultural 
and political life. Her later works were inspired by 
memories of dhawu (stories) told by her father while he 
painted — especially about the seven sisters travelling 
westward in their djulpan (canoe), who changed into 
bright stars associated with the seasons and times of 
plentiful food; they can be seen clearly in the night sky 
beneath the Milky way. 

Her memorial pole, Garak, The Universe (Larrakitj) 
2004 glistens with gan’yu (stars). She has painted a 
myriad of small star forms, which appear suspended in 
space and evoke the enormity and magic of an endless 
universe. They tell of the wonders of the shared night 
sky and the universality of all peoples under one 
great canopy. 

Though death and life remain unknowable mysteries, 
Yunupingu’s vision in her life and her creations, as with 
so many artists from Arnhem Land, was to focus on 
the connections between people, between everything 
that exists, what can be imagined and all that cannot.

Endnote 
 
1 A yingapungapu was installed by leading Yirrkala artist and statesman  
 Djambawa Marawili and his family at the Seattle Art Museum on 30 May  
 2012 to open the exhibition ‘Ancestral Modern: Australian Aboriginal Art from  
 the Kaplan and Levi Collection’; however, a yingapungapu sculpture has not  
 been seen by the public in an Australian art institution to date.

Diane moon is Curator, Indigenous Fibre Art,  
Queensland Art Gallery I Gallery of Modern Art.
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