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Worlds: The
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ÒMa!ayinÓ is the term used by the Yol!u people
of the Northern Territory of Australia for that
which is both sacred and beautiful. It is also the
name they have chosen for an extraordinary
exhibition of over one hundred of their paintings
that will tour the United States during the next
few years. While the acrylic-on-canvas works,
made since the 1970s by indigenous artists from
the Central and Western Deserts, are widely
acknowledged as constituting a major movement
within contemporary art, few are aware of the
parallel, and arguably equally significant,
achievement of Aboriginal artists from regions
across the northern coasts of the country who
paint onto eucalyptus bark using natural ochres.1
The sacred content in the exhibition ÒMa"ayin:
Eight Decades of Aboriginal Bark Painting from
Yirrkala, AustraliaÓ is its revelation of the original
world-making actions by the most ancient
ancestors of the Yol!u during what is known as
Òthe Dreaming,Ó the time when indigenous
peoples across the continent believe that the
universe was created by Originary Beings from
whom they are descended. The Yol!u word for
this time and its ongoing recurrence is
ÒWangarr.Ó The beauty emerges in that world-
making and in how it has been depicted by Yol!u
artists, painting onto bark, from the mid-1930s
until now.2 The Yol!u elders see this exhibition as
an opportunity to share their sacred knowledge
and the beauty they have created with the wider
world beyond Australia.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe exhibition will include early paintings
on bark made to share aspects of the Dreaming
stories with missionaries, anthropologists, and
visiting museum curators, but its main focus is
on recent works by indigenous artists fully
committed to the practice of painting. Among
them is Manydjarri Ganambarr, whose
Dreamtime ancestor was Bulmanydiji, also
known as Ma#n$a, who took the form of a shark
active across several Yol!u lands (that of the
Djambarrpuy!u, Dätiwuy, Djapu, Dhudi Djapu,
and Dhäpuy!u clans). The stories of the sharkÕs
world-making actions are shared by the two
Yol!u moieties, or ritual groups, the Dhuwa and
Yirritja. Among the paintings in ÒMa"ayinÓ is
GanambarrÕs Djambarrpuy"u Ma#n$a (1996),
which shows two key moments early in the
sharkÕs journeys at Gurala. In the lower register,
it is speared by the ghostly ancestor Murayana
(who is not depicted). In the upper region of the
image, the spirit of the now dead shark crosses
the coast, shaping rivers and landforms as it
goes, creating the homelands of its Yol!u
descendants, everywhere marked by its
continuing presence. Such vivid depiction of
transformation across multiple registers in
space and time is typical of Yol!u art.3
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Manydjarri Ganambarr, Djambarrpuy"u Ma#n$a, 1996. Natural pigments
on eucalyptus bark, 192.7 x 57.8 cm. Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection
of the University of Virginia Gift of John W. Kluge, 1997. 1996.0035.017 
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The Living Knowledge Project,
Yol"u Geography of North East
Arnhem Land, 2008. See http://1.
http://livingknowledge.anu.edu.au/learningsites/seacountry/06_map.htm..
Ê 

Yirrkala, Northern Territory, 1962Ð63
In the later months of 1962 and the early months
of 1963, elders of Yol!u clans from the area
known by the balanda (Òwhite peopleÓ) as the
Gove Peninsula in North East Arnhem Land came
together to paint what became known as the
Yirrkala Church Panels. Today, the panels and the
stories that they show are revered more than
ever. As a collective statement, they continue to
resonate on multiple levels, from the local
community outwards through several registers
to, I suggest, a worldly scale. The entirely
collective process through which they were
produced Ð and which I will explore in depth in
this article Ð models a collaborative form of
indigenous and non-indigenous participation in
the processes of reparation and reconciliation so
essential to AustraliaÕs national polity. Historical
accuracy, moral accountability, restorative
justice, and social unity were at stake, as they
remain. For both their artistic merit and their
social resonance, the panels deserve greater
recognition in the history of Australian art. They
are, at the same time, a founding document in
the Australian postcolonial national imaginary.
Finally, on the largest, planetary scale, they
inform, and should inspire, the quest for
postnational, coeval coexistence that is so

urgently needed as geopolitical disunity
increasingly fails to deal with the dangers of
global warming.

This Is Their Dreaming
The Yirrkala Church Panels were painted using
natural ochres on two Masonite panels, each
twelve feet high and four feet wide, in the later
months of 1962 and early 1963, when large-scale
mining of bauxite on the peninsula was about to
begin. Yirrkala, where they were painted, was a
mission established in 1935 at the site of a Yol!u
ceremonial ground and near a former Makassan
station where Makassan people processed
trepang with the help of Yol!u people. Thirty
years earlier, in 1905, the newly federated
Commonwealth of Australian had asserted its
sovereign claims on Yirrkala by closing this
important Yol!u trading center. Resistance to a
similar takeover, this time on an existence-
threatening scale due to mining initiatives,
seems to have been on the minds of the clan
leaders as they and Reverend Edgar Wells, the
Methodist minister and superintendent of
Yirrkala at the time, worked together to establish
a viable, difficult-to-move community Ð
including a bulk store, a technical school, and a
mission church at the site. Wells recalls that
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Edgar James Wells, Panels in
Place in Yirrkala Church, 1963.
Photograph. From Anne E. Wells,
This is Their Dreaming: Legends
of the Panels of Aboriginal Art in
the Yirrkala Church (St. Lucia:
University of Queensland Press,
1971), x. 

Narritjin Maymuru, a clan elder, proposed Òa
painting or something,Ó while his wife, Ann Wells,
recalls him inviting the local elders to paint for
the church Òsomething of their own choosing.Ó4

WellsÕs motives are easily discerned. Based on
his experience during the 1950s at the Yol!u
Methodist mission to the west at Milingimbi Ð
where he had developed a deep interest in Yol!u
art and a close alliance with clan leaders Ð Wells
understood that this was a way to give the clans
a feeling of belonging within the church. A
photograph from the period of a service in
session suggests as much.5 As well, he was
outraged that both government and church
officials were deceiving the locals about the
nature and extent of the mining on their land.6
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe clan elders at Yirrkala had parallel
motives. They knew that the mission stations
that had been established throughout central
and northern Australia had only partially
succeeded in diminishing indigenous belief
systems. Their totemic song-cycle (ma!ayin)
remained alive and well across the region,
existing alongside and with Christianity, which
they did not see as a terminal threat. Instead, it
was a recent story that could be incorporated as
a subplot into their own vastly older and more
replete narratives, and at the same time provide

a bridge across which to communicate their law
to this formidable new power called the
Australian government.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊDuring the 1930s, the anthropologist Donald
Thomson encouraged Yol!u clan leaders to paint
their Dreaming stories on barks Ð a practice that
he took from Baldwin Spencer, the first major
anthropologist to work in the Australian colonies.
A few missionaries saw its value as a means to
open communication with the clans. Selling bark
paintings and other artifacts also provided a way
for under-resourced missions to raise funds from
believers and tourists. The bark paintings draw
on parts or wholes of complex song-cycles,
Òepisodic narrativesÓ that trace the arrival of
ancestral beings, their acts of creation, and their
journeys across Yol!u lands.7 To missionaries,
the paintings paralleled illustrations of episodes
in the Old Testament, while to anthropologists
they were archival records of body paintings that
were part of initiation ceremonies. To tourists,
they were portable versions of the images that
were painted onto the surfaces of rocks in
ÒgalleriesÓ throughout the region, especially in
Western Arnhem Land. A widespread art practice
of bark painting for a balanda market continues
to this day.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊIn the Yirrkala church, which opened in
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