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Creativity in Yolngu art 
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U111u111> lturllln!l t.tuUl;llh nvct tr~J..W. w.J 4"0"111111l!l'"'1t'1 

ti:>·1 8ur"'1\:l U liw1u.:.ci11~u """"" .. ·nl• •Im ·~u,, .. 11 
'" 11;plcs Ul• fl1.>.>.tJ1lu1ns flullt.ul!I ••uall f!IUDlJp..j&, Lit UIU " 
m.11J1.J•• Tht oNk• w.11,. lhll rr~h wbld: It •WMth ·1.11 ttll!l 
1\1di:dltiB ~ i.i.11&1u1~ ~rod ill '>lie<! lht "'"' or 1howder Ir • 
p!accs and tbnes. 

llj~.1'$ pw11.JJ11j,.Buntll'~•I i..~WJL Ute "''111t11J; l<l£eth 
Dlwt:IY cLnl< ';'ht: I.&&& Ul =- u • ., ··•ulu, 111 tl.c pis111un!J "' L 

'l'l>o l.Luuur pcl1Ld111&•""1l' II, b4>h:ri)tll18 to Lil(: 1WILwu!.c> Pt'.41!; 
WI 111't.d.11ll hill lniL! 'lb~ llJUJ 111nd f"'WlT" ITI u .. Mt·b.n 

.. 1 uui ll•v~w1'l1 f!.....,,. IJ 111~ """' '" u... ca11n1iy .€!11i1 rr 
L1ll ""'1J ... ,..Ju11l~tl!•CLllJ(1 UJ<.a11!Wl11.~ t.n" ~\\11.ilm ln u,. 
tlau .. 111t ... _,,,...,,.11t &i1.u1.1Wlll5 nm1a111u 16 •!1cu11:u1nd • ., 

I• o .. )>(*11Lct 1J~1n lurtlotr "'"'-"d lKU1·vcd '" '"'"e su11100 I 
ftvTLIJnll w11)1 U.. tllt1a1 c .,.:Ill!" ilJI J.l••t nah U~\JU;;JI U1n 

u{ lloulnll.,Jl ;ij he: lr••lllll ben••>t!ll lhr inlb1"' •nd ltlt .._ 
11 w1'1•rll •LllU• tiv•rmuull n:tt: •.llJ-rscum• wgdl1tt. 
the swirling $:1ll'A'aLers of Munsurru ~ 

nllt p0U•l1118 dlutt.l'uM$ th< Wkly• In "loll h ii"' JI.• >llicJ.MI' l 

ui.t'MlllntJ ul JW ..um Ii) 1f,1c dl.u Uf\':ttl;lli- drt mull.H 1C~e1 
uu~ tutb1~t\l llt'-Ml.....w:n, J•ll l:!:i!•I 11~. U1!; ilhlt'U Ul l .. I. 

1b •ul""'11 <"11 t... l'l>J.t•<:>J 01 bumt ..,...,,, &1nuk~ ..,..1 l'(W'k 

ctisrJncuve variants of the design beloagucg w dlfferem so 
vw1 1d tl1t .j,cn'• JJL'Cl\llY ,,,..,, a uw1 Urr t..;1wv1•n •"1 

Uul U1 L•Jumh•W•• lllllMLhlll '11\. ""'' ""' ou, g . .iitllfU'IC lwl 
il.Jit"1 Ult u1v'f"" fu1r•' Qf 1..he ll'-"•lhralcl• tCIOW'la ~>,!!ell 
w'1lcl.l Ll1""'""" lJUi &;nWUl•l 11->v.1111!11"'11'-il!.idL 11\c 2ll .. 
t..!1"'1Jl'IS •I.,_<' sa:zilltll (><IW<r ll'ulll UJ.J: lld~Wldtt>. hio r 
pulldn " ' UU! ll<J\11l.111R ui..J <"Y&IJ•<& !Joe ciplo&i\.'C lunv 11 
.~ cr-ocwl unporblll'L II• P1utt1b•'.llll. :U• ll1r n:Ju1101"llliJl!I 
trellh- 1.1¥,Jurr;na, I.ti• wit water ~1~1'.M Miii Uh: :ul 

'Wo .).."'~·· 11?'11' 1J'1';.~l1tr fut tutul t•f\'IMfllO - wrl J 

~:LtlL~c1ur•ii1wig, Ill? ts b1a\'C~ &ullJ• Bw1u11;. 1N.l I 
ceremonial performunce, just as their spiritual Identity is 

\ •l•.......,.lll.I' Wu11w~llUI ro's !l<lll•,,•• llJI! coJlln, L\ll<l/lo•ll'"l 
°""."' 111 ~1.w luu. lo:"IJ.,.,. ~r .... uv ui. l>lwtw•ncu l• 

U'k a:1h&rld u.R-\1.in.'.:.• ut """ 1o\ll~1e U11&: \UU. ot w J'AOll.tt 

Tll<' r.w&llillM '"'"'""'"~ 1U111c ul lbe "11ttlCI ,..wtflj1.ml ~ 
lDrtl.!11':" 11ltc1 '-'•llll1><'"1H.>."" ""11 ~; I.hi: d4n rl""1l:l r•111 
al~ 1mnl'm uull1J'\111ti..Xll< "' U>t ~·~ ul ~muh 
ol\dl '~"I> l>etiln<i 1.h•l•11ll lte wutrr; u1wllh Ill• tlrt?'•I 
lo 'erc:rrw1w.I wtn'*'1~ u..t !S•Jl!Jt:a U'• ~ret ~ thtt 1 



............ 

erosshatclimg has an cxtraordm;<ry capacity to create sub\le gradauon• or colour, :u tn the white· 
on-wlu!AI are.s or p&llllU\gS oy arwis Sllch as Ga:wna Mayinuru in •work like Wa110WU 2002 • 

DJWTibawa MamwtlJ's painting fJIJ.rrut'tji 200'l demonstrat11s lhe way in wluch a Yolngu art!Sl 
cxplolLS Ille po\.CntW or this sySl~ of knowledge and expression to crcale unages or gl"Cl>L power 
o..'ld cotnplexity The dorrun.nt pau.em of lht pn111Ung IS a diamond des.an :issociatcd wilh clans 
or lhe Y1mt1a moiety. The deSJgn draws on an intrlcat.c sys1.e1n of ancestral forces tenlfll'l8 on the 
seasonal elements of Rrc and noodwalers, whlch m different pl•ces COllJLCCL with wana•rr such 
as birrkuda (wtld honey), baru (uocodile) and burrut'LJI (llghuung snake) 

The pa1nli.~g is «ntred on the nv~r mouth at Baral1.13 in Jalma &y, at the height or the wet season 
The region l• domh1nted by a sea:sunaJ cycle m wluch freshwater and Ra!Lwot.cr flow u.cross lhe 
<.....itlte JNXl."1J <011t:U"'1 i.n dlrl•'r•nl I"'-; .. I LJtl(<'<'f'nl l:.t!•d .. 1 \Ill Y•••r In ID. .Ji) •' •"•"" I.ho 
a..u. t..si.e ut Ille w., r 1n<n'CIS 1., ~ ..s U•< a""k bl<>.. 1ry ouL b1 th• "~ .,.....,..., lh• croe Ml 
revers«!. The tnl•nd becomes unmdated. and IM coastal pblns Dood The nven l>Ko1ne rag;ng 

Wrill:ILU Wtslll\ll lhtooulh n•l'l "''"'I.ho Uld k'J·<:I~ ~ ... , pllllltl:~ vf rn llWU!zr "" l\JI II·~~ !hr 
Iv> llll:mll 1JI Uu Ui!lll11W$ •mLe ""''"'' wnl LLm lJ ·!<! '•I Un·"""""" tll Ill<' 1lf:v IUS()ll ll 
., Jt• u:a.. 0 odµ.Lau.- ll'Ul1UllJ snudl I' ••• , r..a U'! Uu· ""'I k4dii0.n ll • .u.ud.lit.u 1J wu.h tJc: md 

tn.Wl1- n irt•il ... ~ C.11 ft•~t' \ln1ft lt. •'•1- 1,1.jl .hU-h .a:MJ.b])tl.¥' 11"""1 ttc "'°'·"" h1'\g.1Jit' ll.c: 
flickering of ~ghlnmg and its voice the roar or thunder. IL Is talking to GnCestral snakes from other 
1>lac .. and umcs 

11).lt.ll:IWa\ , ....... &li''"""\r> It...,, .... U...a>tll!lljl t<~U "'rim °'"'"""1'-fS oi Ullt• y~ 
n ·l• IJ l•r>< n... ...., -=··ti ~ " 11'"11ao=a .. lf,e ~""' DI U1t ''""" rJ( Jlllm.> ~ 
nw bn"4I V..llrlll l/1$1>1'> 1L, t....lo!LjJJf1£"" tho! Qfl";alkf ~"11!-in1L<L pw(M, 1yrnbohi.a U1t ll.ilk.:a "' 
w11uol't'v:;.I t!M or+ T( 1Jla,..uvl (:(11.U. 11111 IJ,~ ld!·h•• J llltl'lnUlt l'tJ-."eA!!W. tJ.i f\uuded wa1r11 
u1 UL< 11"1)lJ"f\JI in ·r 1a Lh. """''• n -"" cnl4llr, U..- bubw.i.c. II. .J~ITI'* clot· Tiii' Wt U.11 

~~I oJU11$ "'11<.lt ~ I •tX9'11 llsUt,fi.Atl u.· •..ilom Ir II· •"""' u u.. nshl ... ,,,,, IJ!u;wa:'llU 
clan waters - chains of dlnmondS cont.alnlng elon!JllLed ovals. The swolien figure d1111dlug them 
IS floodwater rrom t\Jr~'1er mland bebeved h> have surged through an undergrowid tuMel before 
U .,... ":In U.,. ..uif-r I0"11""J u Uicy 1....i 1"1aul,Jt U" tl>t f1"1l.il1 TI>c tUli d I UIC bartw. 
o.: bW'nl11Jt •• n. r.,,..J:; lc1.• 1 UM. tnb.nd &:.Ou--~ ~ 1l\li- .to..)..c\ 1..-ait b seen 01urrj,Jf8 v 
tt "141_."S a LI ""'" tr1111;th The Wlllcl"t tun~ lJr..!,dJ1t:.t "'rut~ cul lnt• \AA U,y-, f»uah111« &N.11,. 
the SWlrll11g sal!WOICl'S or MW\8Urru' 

TJ,.. ,_...un; ~Uk• .. ,,.;:. wf-..'I "•"'~IC ''"'"P\l\rlU t.J \1.W-~w an. ~u u :w 

''"l"'hau ul mt .. 1\1118 The <San Ooop ~n: 111ulll·tr<rrtt1l111l Tle 1IW1rmr"1 Jatp con •'41><1 t.a 
u .. IUlhttl•llL tloWwuu•n, "''~""ltal ru • • ti nU11i<• Cit. tlUC<1d~· WO, Ill~ {~Ii• ai. bccl11w, 
u.a ~®.iu:.a~t t•1 flantS 1.::t t~n1t -~ 1111(.•~t ...... ~.s:tn. llUJt.t:J'~ 1~~.u.u-,. Wlfh•r,w.d the 
dc.unwYe v-4nanto or lhe design belongu1& to dllfere1n SOCl3l groups mark !heir country and are 
pull 1rf \.tit ~ Mt..!1"'1:.) ·r"'l, r ~a ll:lln L.1 i• '""n:o ~f ~ 1Jliu~n ~.:u! u~t•\fl tll ''a:n.:\I &n.. 

llflCl '" Oµi111111wn , .. 111LIJl6 WU •lUl • "Iha ~~omellt n.011111 •Utnr 'CJ w .. U•• flD<llluljl vi II•('-"' •!"111)' 

OltL<u I ll .. 1111 ... 'l>C lu"'i< ul 1111' l\..,udll..th 11 11'11Jr\Jl~ti • 1 lll UI' n\"" ""'""' ~ lheoe m:JCM 
v.~a lt.ZU:stu ,11Jt Lcu.D :.hr b-.,~ p1q..~ ~Jt Ult $.t.."'·.r.;u.r Hut"°" ~ ~ W1 llw"""'r'tJ• .Ui.C' 

llV~l .. , ........ i:.olllltll J"'>W!T ln>Jr U··: °'' •IW.,,.,,., ha r ... ·~~1'"'81"'1,CUC' JO'•-·& •iill llu.JauuAl<'I 
p>.lkJI• ur u ... '""' ""lll•lld •'1<1111113 U.. <lfJ,.Wol•\ '""'' ul b~tLllWll!. A.fill beh:nLI Uo• lm•e.•-.y, .md 
.ii \T""w m1J,<>TW1 "Ill [)....,....w .. Ar<> IJ'll l\".laU!ln!l~t'I ll•tWeto'I I.Ill! lfl)l.lf4 ULCIDR:IV<:> -1.htd 
freshwate' ~arri>a. lhe sallW'At.er Madanpa and lite salLwat.er and freshwater Dnalwangu. 

'Wr ...,..~" ~uu. t~ ·~fur tMJ~d """"''"'""" -ww in u...,., c~I.,.,,..._ w i:... !w•'"'" ..,. 
Uiun. oM '"'"I IJtt•or•vrd Bor.Ji.a. ikJIT"ll\t ar.J Utt l1wtr&':.!<:1'$1t1:ct~d~ 
cercrno1daJ p;:rrormance, iusL as Lhell' spm1ual ldenuty 1s mnnifesl m Lhu palnUng 

'r.;u........,,1rr:..·ty \lli.a,.ui..:r 1Uzt••'' uu• k\.. u..t&r lV~q16 .:irr-"'\J .:uLl ~ "'wut 
bLun.J'f,,"\:WU~ loLt.oLICS•lJt. J :aUyunllhal• .!t&UCUUrH.ry l\tt:flh .. 111.SG.l.J_ltOV -

tlr1 i:dund Sln:1'J1ca 14 mw •·hc1<1 Uw U.ijl• rot s1111w.,1or IUMt 1.-. xi 11,..1.•1t111l 1ofU1r dfl k:!Aotl 

Tl• l-"11lUAA lll""11~le>. ""'"' r~ ""'•i>c<lu • _,,....u..d >111.h Ui. lok• hl<l~ ""''-'-«l tltoi~"o1J.&..
&0nt4Xa wd 4\J 11 "1r.usu.. 41 ~di w-... <-W"t 1 '.~~ thfl lk,..~"" n-.-i:r Wiilet n ... 
~Cl !'<'.!l:m a•lil.i•t.!<Vnot a' Lt.·~ UC eutna1.J• ote """""""''"'""Ill•• •ht lu'ktl
~11~1 1lr1.ij t....Jw11l 1hmn In Lt..- wour, \h1"Jl('111t d ilt':'J)Ef l"l'l they um W Vlflll!! 1m..UU1U ~ 
i.i ..,..i.r """~ ~m:baudswt.) ~..it111<·cl 1111: ~111 w the .u1ttr.ll•I UJ/'lri'Oluu n ... 1111-111· .o.t W.. 
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bvttom or U"' ho:Jow lug IS &raina, an ancestnsl btl/lll who uuua1.<:d rn~th Yolngu <i?r•morual t~w. 
and tmpUul ht!r~ JS th~ L:OTU1ccllon Le.> the Ma<_!arr~ coumry of 8ar11lt.Jil. where lhe wet Sta.Son 
noodwalt.srs now downslream 

Expn·s:.1un Ut Vo.ingu J>WUlU\8 lS rnouvaU:d by mt::aJ"Uf\8 - oy a concepuon of place comlu.f\U\& 

the >1Jll1tual "'l!' the envtru:uo.ent.a.I and the soc .. J To Yolr.gu. t!1e pal:1ungs are !ughly producuv-. 
11." ••lb<. mearung 1> cmcrc•nl - tl •omea out of Ult l*ll\ung ..s the nwod l\8hlS un •Land u1c eye 
P<'rtt:Vt> tl TIUS 1$ rcfl,-cl<'<l Ill :tie romplex 1mcrplay brl\\.ttn gecmelMC Md f18UtaUve rorm Ul 
Yolngu arl We can see tl'U' dearly m Gnluma Maymuru'< p;imungs Woyuwu 200'l :u1d Nyuyknl 
u.t Wuyawu 2002 Wayawu 10 a river system Lhal flows u1t11 Gruidal Bay, next LO J.un1J Bay 
UuJumn"s focus Js on Utt: river 11.:rcl!. ln Waya.wu.. the ~up half oft.he pru.uLins r<"pre.:,~n~ lhe river 
Oowu1J1 I hrough Galum•'s own Mungr;tlili dai1 country - Man~ah!J country c11dJ Just below a larse 
ruek Lhal cuu across U-.t: tlVN on wtuch a heron COIJ1 oc $\:l;J\ standing tookutg for flsh 10 the watrr 
Tiw nvrr lheJ1 flows tluot;gh U1e COW•lly of Lhe Ohu<!l D;apu clan, the clan u( C1dum.!> ttusband 
O'l\lkal W'.rrµanda 1'1tt changt Is lllgnili<-d by lhe Wlforenl clan acsig.'lS The dts:g/l Ul ll\e to;. 
hall or the palnlLf1& - lht Wlt&r pauem or OPIJOseo wavy lllles - !A!IOnS> 10 tile Mangga!i!J clan 
tu. core inc:arungs ~ucwt~ n. W'lth a waler J.)!31\t._ yoku Tile design reprcst:u~ Lhc conn or lhc 
p!nnL, the long sU!JO:s thnl trntl through the wattr wtlh the leaves visibfc on thl.! .surface 

In N11uy/UJJ al Woyowu •1td WO!illwu, Ualuwu has nu.de this connect1C11 expUul 111.;ome or th" 
polfld• t;y repn::.e:1un11 Lh~ <:<.mt$, leaves and tn11l1111 s~rns (lgtltlltively M Uw nver enwrs the 
llhu!!• l>;a?ll culL"Wy or llhuru1>11LJp1, Lhe clan d.-s1;;11 changes 10 one rcpmenung u d1P.er.,11t wat<r 
pl"'it I.he dltarraJlg;. Lh•L gruw• .tl clumps ;md p:oVklc.> dense •hade where fish u:i h.'<le Tht 
dc:ugn itself conll!ins thtse mearungs, but ui her P•:ntuig Ualur.14 lo»!> U'ICluaed u palin.psest 1h~l 
makes Lh1s cxphc1L A11d lilddtn Ito the de/1:.1! iungle bt'.1wa1h the waters we C11n •ee the barely 
vtslblc rorm or a fish 'f'lils l<'Ctu1lq11c or pa1.11una. 111 wluth the figurative IOl'llt disappears JnlO Of 

barely tnierges from t.h• backgrow1d, was termed 'buwaydk' by Ute RtratJ!ngU ....Wt WaJlyubi 
Martl<a .•. COJIYCrsalJUll Wllh WIL l'lubbs BuW3yllk ~:gt\llles JWUtblliLy or r.unu .• -ss. \Vlule the 

outo0~'-~"""\1t.1.,..,,..b• 
itflifU;&l,JlliU ..... ,.....If ruu'1:M ~ 
~ .__ ......... ~--- ,, ......... ~ ..... 
O:t• .. --

l''.1:1.c- nlu.ui.ci~l~J• l•c&v..or.n 1l1t• ns1L~ .. nd Uo un·~1tJlt ht• t..• ·11t.n;l U 
lttk'lil llit'. UL1\Jl...a..!llwUil~ ar• bat:,J 111.alf:•{·l..Wr')11"'11..a.tll •:( & 

wN<;t rcu~ Alll'IJI liar1A•JUUJ••ii1 .. u~v""'111.t•,...•JCrLlc. '°'l 
Ill" :;.rt'.lt-1 ..... I tOlt u ( f..IX &11-.:. ~ WJU &I•) i..VLtel' I I k:J&Cflli~f 
uJum .-...iJ 1vttt..wl1'riU1A'l•rLu l itJ ~-~UJU.l.!!NLN1-lwt;c.J 
h ,rnu&tl w;'.h u •• aa U•1. bo.n:( ti~ Uu ut. Jurma •1f Uw•~ rkn 

..-JU) ri:-.a r.il 1lu~" ''ilU~lil "' LufUltU :in urrt t:X~'S~:. «lC\N 11-::1,Y I 

Uu.J\if,,11- L•f._.,H .. U !tu ,.il ~uu;. U kf'M.1.t•U•' ycit.:. thrl rt::1.U1Jl'l11iJ 

_ hW'll.lJ.:.J, luc IUtil wlli.b \JC.lW.-1 1 l.Jij a.J,.f t11:rulJ1, m.o&1c •' I h J 

tempbte or Lh ar...cstral p.>SL 

An,.~.al J· ·h~." .. ,..vc.;tl.:\J Pl II.I Yi lj 111lJ1.e C..""1.:fUJl.'..Uf\r_; ... ~ll ... 
f nilil,y 111 Ow i,.oJal a1MJ anU11 1•·:-..11 W Oi·.at.:IW!lf •t t •A l11 

lirn' 1n..hWl,.U tu U111 p.r.U!'lll'*2 "''hh·h t),...,•"SA tlo. i&ruly pf \fie t:hu 
(ld°t!IO.Jl\11 tr II\ 11 .. 1.trliip-~ .... ri:-a•UI} .. t.lttf u.n u.Ui111.1o ll.I Uu J·t"C 

:.u.. .,u.,.t .....c-t .. r.J ... , ... ""6~"'· , U1t1 .L11t·6Uul ~Miu'" L't•.~J 
culD1 I-.•'\ .,., u-... t~pt'lt.o..,,J on tJ. ""~' i6..'""C 01411.le' JDU& hf Utt. 

f"Ut~Hi_ .. U1 u,~ vi.urt..l Ju::.l Q.1 rt.r: µi'l'f't~ "••l bnni: .,;,gut Um lfV. 
6lCt .Ut al J •th II l.UilJ, la fflUI: oJ ~ • ...-~t.:n') f;I \b:.,:ii£ 
~U•1't •m.1 ,..~ut.al.&J.11 &inniJ• tJ: .. c;tJ• 'DlW"' f)'mill~ C 

power to conunuJlly explore new forms or cxprtsslon 

lrur .... , lf!l&iir.I Wltl•h'f •• l11tll•U. ~ J 1•(. ".'"jlVt I• 1Qt.u..U•A 
111u .. 1t.u -...t .. ..w,1.-..1ttJ11• 1\l!IYI• ~Tn ift.1ta"n.Ul11~ 
CJl.l al.W •tlfiAM I.MA• ua.uJt 1' .-.ctrol C...,...i:.all) Ad Wid Ult 

A~~(l~J),\'' 1Q1TA111.n11.'N jr.M).'WIMJ.1M6ii .ab•• 

Vuc.ul Ar.U1r¥rof"YV ( 1!191') 



i.eclWque or buwayak has readied a !ugh l<!•el or de-elop!1'enl U\ co~te.·npgrary .. urk• by .... .asts 

from Biue Mud Bay, ll ls pr.sef\L 111 niany earUer Yot.~gu works • 

I nr • ,,.t..n;....10 ,.( w:..;,o1 eh ,,, '" Ir'"' IUwna Maymuru's clan and her husb&nd's clan u1 
Uu ~' 1 ~ nt1;11l1 ~$i&111.!'1&:1.int 1\i V1~u. I in&...., rc..1• Jl';..'iGl.dUfn;tn..,,11"'!;1n.I J..-·,J~1 Tf1 
Manggallll •nd Dhul!l OJapu clans are in• rclauonstup ol yuU1u·)'\n<h, v1UuJ.lw11..,u .... 1 Fv1 
gcn•rnUons Mnnggalill women h.wc rruur1ed Ohut,!l Djapu m~n and ral:i<!<l chJJdrcn ror that clan. 
To Yo\ngu, tlus comes from the rtlntlon;hlp bcLwecn lhc lands, and can b~ seen in Lhe 11\WJig of 
.,..11.e:3 ~ L'\l? Monggallll .... :uer~ from Wayawu JOI.rt with lhe Dhuq1 Lljapu waters aL Dhuru11utJpl. 

IL Is tlus ancestral P-'tern bnked to lhc logic or the 11iill•.1111h.f t'-""• ""' u.1Jlt.n.. nd ......, • 

ll••l deiennines tile pauern of ll'.c present day. 

Tl• rm:t ,,. ll'u;,u• •• 2vl.! .. ..,1.,... 1.-111)' • """"'' •l:NllR"' u · ).Ull~ dm u ... 1...,. ·n.., iw 

Cit\ t• Olllt .. If'!! la ,,. val;u rt.i•l o.llU'" u.., - "'""an u .. 1a~c.I u,., )'• ' " ... ..,,...,,.., u 
11cbt1t ll»l CINl ... dio .. n ttcn<><l•od m'ft o•:! u 1" '"" ~ ""~"'· Ut• l<SllP• .<':00 '""'-'"" u.., 
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