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FINDING FIBRE IN THE ROCK ART AND
ETHNOGRAPHY OF WESTERN ARNHEM LAND,
NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

Emily Miller

Abstract. This paper discusses the complexities of the place of fibre objects in rock art research
globally and presents a local Indigenous perspective on fibre in rock art from western Arn-
hem Land (Northern Territory, Australia). The case studies use multiple strands of evidence,
including rock art imagery, ethnographic data and museum collections. The findings show
that the rock art contains depictions of fibre objects that have various culturally important
roles and are indicators for ceremonial practices, and that these practices were taking place
long into the past as well as recently. It highlights that depictions of fibre objects are deserving
of a greater focus in rock art research in Australia and other parts of the world.

Introduction

This article argues for the significance of fibre
objects in the deep cultural history of humankind.
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Figure 1. Map showing Kakadu National Park and
Oenpelli (Map by S. K. May).

It provides a short global overview of fibre objects within
archaeology, and ethnography as well as within rock art
research. The article also presents three ethnographic case
studies of fibre objects in rock art from my ongoing PhD
research which is part of a larger rock art project in Kakadu
National Park (henceforth Kakadu), Australia (Fig. 1).

The first part of the article presents a short global over-

view of the significance of fibre objects in archaeology in
general, before discussing their place in rock art research.
This overview highlights the fact that there has been limited
research on fibre objects in archaeology, ethnography and
rock art research, despite their cultural importance. Where
there has been research, it is often only from one perspective,
either through archaeology or ethnography. The exceptions
to this are discussed as part of the overview below.
The second part of this article aims to show how ethnogra-
phy and rock art can be combined to explore the long-term
history as well as the recent significance of the layered
meanings of fibre objects. To do this I present three case
studies of rock art motifs from western Arnhem Land that
are informed by archaeology and ethnography in different
ways. The first case study shows the link between ceremo-
nial objects as depicted in the rock art and described in the
ethnographic texts. The second shows the way that rock art
as an archaeological artefact indicates the changes in fibre
object use over time, with objects depicted that do not have
an ethnographic equivalent. It also shows that fibre object
depictions are part of a wider cultural practice of layered
meanings in art. The third case study looks at the place of
fibre objects in the belief systems of western Arnhem Land,
as documented in both the rock art and the ethnographic
research.
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The significance of fibre objects:
archaeological perspectives

Globeally, fibre objects, such as string, bags, baskets
and other pieces of personal adornment, are rarely a
focus within archaeological research, yet they are often
recognised as vital tools for everyday activity through-
out the past as well in the present (Hardy 2008). For
example, Balme (2013) argues that string would have
been necessary for the arrival of the first peoples in
Australia some 60 to 65 thousand years ago. Without
string, or cordage, how would people have tied things
together? And without bags and baskets to carry other
tools or food, people would have been far less mobile.

While animal products such as skins and sinew are
also used for bags and cordage in some areas, the focus
here is on the significance of plant fibre-based objects.
Such objects are only preserved in rare circumstances,
therefore, studying early examples of fibre objects is
difficult. In European contexts, impressions of string
and matting have been found on clay objects from
Palaeolithic times (Hardy 2008). Soffer et al. (2000), for
instance, argue that the accoutrements on the so-called
“Venus’ figurines are representations of fibre objects.
With improved excavation and analysis, earlier exam-
ples of cord are being found in excavations in Europe.
The most recent find being a piece attached to a stone
flake from the Abri du Maras, dating to between 41 +
2 ka, 46 + 5 ka to 52 + 2 ka, and believed to have been
made by Neanderthals (Hardy et al. 2020).

North American archaeological sites have more
basketry and fibre present in excavations, so much so
that two different instructional books were developed
on how to identify and record the technical aspects of
these artefacts (Adovasio 2016; Wendrich 1991). As
well as the archaeological finds, North America has
also proved to have a long history of collecting fibre
objects, or basketry as Adovasio (2016) calls them,
for museum collections. The first publication of this
dates back to 1904 with O. T. Mason’s book Aboriginal
American basketry. These publications are very focused
on the technical aspects of basket-making, but other
ethnographic research such as Schwarz’s work (1997)
highlight the importance of baskets and other fibre
objects in Navajo beliefs and religious practices.

Ethnographic research from many other parts of the
world shows that fibre objects are highly important in
various cultures. Guss’ (1989) work looks at the place
of baskets in Yekuana culture in Venezuela. He states
that ‘the baskets provided a prism through which the
Yekuana universe was reflected” (Guss 1989: 4). In
Papua New Guinea (PNG) MacKenzie (1991) found
that Bilum (string bags) are still highly important and
feature in stories about spirit beings, as well as mark-
ing male ritual status, and expressing the regional
and tribal identity of the maker. Kuchler’s work also
demonstrates the cultural importance of fibre objects
in the Pacific (1999).

From an Australian perspective, fibre objects are
only preserved in rare circumstances, partly because
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‘archaeobotany remains an underdeveloped field of
research’ (Dilkes-Hall et al. 2020: 309). In northern Aus-
tralia there are only four known find contexts. Pieces of
string that may have been baskets or other fibre objects
have been found at Anbangbang (hereafter referred to
as Burrungkuy) (Clarke 1985) and at Paribari in west-
ern Arnhem Land (Schrire 1982). The pieces of string
from Burrungkuy were found in the upper levels of
the excavation and were dated to the last 200-1000
years (Jones 1985: 298). The fibre pieces from Paribari
were found in the upper level but are undated and are
not a focus of Schrire’s analysis (1982). The other finds
originate from Riwi and Carpenters Gap in the Kim-
berley (Dilkes-Hall et al. 2020; Dilkes-Hall et al. 2019;
Maloney et al. 2018). The Kimberley fibres are up to
7600 BP years old (Dilkes-Hall et al. 2020; Dilkes-Hall
et al. 2019; Maloney et al. 2018). That said, Dilkes-Hall
suggests that macrobotanical finds of Triodia (spear-
grass) in the earliest phase of the Capenter’s Gap site
could be evidence of fibre technology being used as far
back as 51000 — 38000 cal BP (Dilkes-Hall et al. 2019:
41), but these finds are not of actual pieces of string.

As there have been few finds of fibre in the archae-
ological excavations in northern Australia, and the
ones that do exist are of small pieces of string and are
only from the last 7000 years BP, or so, the rock art of
western Arnhem Land is the best source of information
available for discussing the significance of fibre objects
for Indigenous people in the area in the deep past. Veth
et al. (2018) argue for a similar case for rock art in the
Kimberley region of northern Australia.

Fibre objects in international rock art research

So far, these insights from the archaeological and
ethnographic works on the significance of fibre objects
have not really connected with rock art research. A
review of the literature suggests that there are parts of
the world where there are limited depictions of fibre
objects, some of which do not entirely fit the definition
used in this research — such as the possible engraved
capes in Sweden (Goldhahn 2005) or the engraved
‘weaving looms’ at Valcamonica in Italy (Anati 2009).
In other areas it is difficult to identify what the objects
represented in the rock art were originally made of as
ethnographic objects have not been connected to them.
This is the case for bags depicted in the Iberian rock art
(Domingo Sanz et al. 2003, Domingo Sanz 2016), as well
as the tassels, skirts and breast covers depicted in the
rock art of Saudi Arabia (Betts 2001: 795). In southern
African rock art, there are a number of depictions of
‘bags’” and ‘aprons” which have been to be connected
to ‘trance or hunting scenes” (Casimiro Pinto 2014;
Cooke 1961; Garlake 1994, 1987; Hampson et. al. 2002;
Lewis-Williams 1987; Lewis-Williams and Pearce 2012;
McCall 2010; Parkington and Manhire 2003; Summers
1959; Yates et. al. 1985), the physical equivalents of
the objects, however, appear to have been made of
animal skin rather than plant fibre (Schoonraad 1965;
Viestad 2018). Interestingly, fibre objects have not
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been commonly recorded in North American rock
art. The exception being Hays-Gilpin et al. (1992) and
Schaafsma (2016), who discuss the depictions of sandal
treads in Pueblo and Basketmaker rock art. Both studies
suggest that sandals, a type of fibre object, had some
connotation of spiritual power. In a similar vein, depic-
tions of fishing nets in the Lesotho Highlands area are
suggested to have connections to rainmaking (Challis
et al. 2008). Also, in Malaysia, depictions of mats and
baskets are said to be connected to the creation story
for the area (Saidin and Tagon 2011).

Some depictions of what can be termed practical
or utilitarian fibre objects have also been documented,
such as ‘rope’ in the rock art of Jordan (Alzoubi et. al.
2016), and in the rock art of Chile (Niemeyer Fernandez
and Ballereau 2004; Septilveda 2011; Vilches and Ca-
bello 2011). Fishing net motifs have been documented
in Venezuela (Williams 1985), Italy (Anati 2014), and
Easter Island (Lee 1992). Other examples include
‘hunting enclosures’ in archaic North American rock
art (Sundstrom 1989) and ‘baskets’ in parts of India
(Allchin 1987; Chakraverty 2009; Neumayer 2013: 86,
100; Chakraverty and Banerjee 2015; Nihildas 2014). It
may be that these depictions had more complex mean-
ings to the artists but without ethnographic research
this remains unknown.

Informed and formal methods in rock art research

Archaeological understandings of the significance
of fibre objects are drawn from both anthropological
and ethnographical accounts as well as finds from ex-
cavations. Australian rock art researchers are fortunate
to be able to combine these strands of evidence, and
explore these concepts using both informed methods,
where the research depends on insight from those who
made or used the rock art (Tagon and Chippindale 1998:
6). As well as formal methods where no direct insight
is available, and the information is ‘restricted to that
which is immanent in the images themselves’ (Tacon
and Chippindale 1998: 6-7). Tacon and Chippindale
(1998: 8) state that formal methods can be used even
where there is informed knowledge, which can mean
that the researcher separates the art from its cultural
meaning.

While this discussion has proved useful for many
researchers, recent critique has come from Jones and
Diaz-Guardamino (2017) for the distinct separation of
the two methods, which they state make formal meth-
ods into the “pale underside’ of the two methodologies.
While the discussion is around the problematic nature
of the dichotomies, Jones and Diaz-Guardamino (2017)
focus on the centring of formal methods, with some
additions of ethnographic data, and argue that the
meanings of rock art can be revealed and produced
through making. They also argue that researchers
should not “impose indigenous ontological categories
onbodies of rock art imagery” as it can produce ‘coarse-
grained knowledge of rock art traditions’ (Jones and
Diaz-Guardamino 2017: 12). If a researcher is apply-
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ing ethnographic information from one culture to an
assemblage of rock art of another place, this may be
true, but not when working in an Indigenous context.
For example, Brady and Bradley demonstrate that the
meaning of rock art for Indigenous people, such as
the Yanyuwa, is ‘derived from the intimate and com-
plex relationships involving people, country, spirits
and the Dreaming’ (Brady and Bradley 2016), so the
rock art still has meaning for the community today.
In this context David and McNiven (2017) argue that
ethnographic research is important for revealing the
‘layered and hidden meanings and polyvocality of rock
art’ (2017:10). This echoes Tagon’s (1989a, 1989b) work
on so-called x-ray fish depictions in western Arnhem
Land, which showed that these images are also rep-
resentations of stories connected to ancestral beings.

The division of informed and formal methods has
clearly created debate. In reality, both systematic or
formal and informed methods such as ethnography and
ethnohistory can be used together. Tagon and Chip-
pindale do state that formal methods can be used on
rock art when informed knowledge is available (1998)
but this should be done in a way that works with the
informed knowledge, not separately from it. In this
paper the formal analysis of the rock art highlights
that the depictions in question are not limited to one
time period or style of rock art, and the ethnography
shows the cultural importance of both the rock art
and fibre objects. If only one of the two approaches
was used, the picture of fibre objects as an important
cultural items that have been made and used for along
time period would be incomplete: the formal methods
highlight the prevalence of fibre objects in the rock art,
and the informed methods and perspectives improves the
understanding of both the depictions of fibre objects
as well as the cultural importance of contemporary
fibre objects.

In this context it is important to view fibre objects,
in this case items woven from plant fibre (e.g. pan-
danus, Pandanus spiralis, and banyan tree bark, Ficus
virens) including items such as bags, armbands and
headdresses, in line with recent ethnographic research
on the meaning of art in western Arnhem Land. These
studies have demonstrated that artworks have multiple
layered meanings. This concept is described by Taylor
(1996) as the inside/outside nature of bark paintings
and other art objects in western Arnhem Land. Accord-
ing to Taylor the Kunwinjku people of western Arnhem
Land control the access to knowledge of the ancestral
world through a model where knowledge is referred
to as “inside’ or ‘outside” knowledge (Taylor 1996: 10).
The Kunwinjku term kun-yarlang refers to the outside/
public meaning of things, while mandjamun refers to
restricted/inside meanings, which can also be sacred
or secret. These meanings are encoded in the art, and
the meanings taught to younger artists over time as
part of an apprenticeship system (Taylor 1996: 10-11).

Unlike bark paintings, there has been little dis-
cussion of the cultural complexities of fibre objects
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in western Arnhem land, thus this article is a starting
point to explore the various ways fibre objects were
made meaningful in the past as well as in the present.

Ethnographic research on fibre
objects in western Arnhem Land

The oldest account of Aboriginal fibre objects found
during my research comes from Foelsche, Darwin’s
first police inspector. In 1882, he published photo-
graphs of Aboriginal people and provided some very
basic descriptions of some cultural practices (Foelsche
1882). These descriptions are rather general but do pro-
vide some information on the types of body ornaments
people wore, most of them made from plant fibre,
as well as an early version of the creation story that
features baskets which will be discussed later in this
paper. Other early documents come from the mission-
aries who started the short-lived Kaparlgoo Mission
on the South Alligator River. Lennox and Gathercole
collected objects from the community around the mis-
sion and wrote down the language names for them to
sell in sets to various collectors (Australian Museum
Archives: AMS9; N1901/28; Jones 2005).

The first anthropological account comes from
Baldwin Spencer. In 1914 he published Tribes of the
Northern Territory, a volume that describes Aboriginal
life in Oenpelli (now Gunbalanya), which he visited
in 1912. In his book he discusses a number of fibre ob-
jects, such as bags, baskets and other items of personal
adornment. He created a typology of fibre objects based
on their shape and the materials they were made from
(Spencer 1914: 378-398) but does not discuss them as
objects with an important place in Indigenous culture.
Examples of the objects he discusses were collected
for him by Paddy Cahill and are now part of Museum
Victoria’s collection.

In the 1930s and 1940s, Elkin published and up-
dated several texts on traditional Aboriginal cultures.
He described some ceremonies from western Arnhem
Land in detail and focused on recording Aboriginal
culture ‘before it died out’. Later publications by
Elkin (1972, 1977, 1979) mention some fibre objects
from western Arnhem Land, particularly their use in
ceremonies, but again, he does not delve into a deep
discussion or even full description of the objects or
their cultural significance.

Things started to change in the 1940 and 1950s when
Ronald and Catherine Berndt published a number of
texts on Indigenous culture in Arnhem Land (e.g. Ber-
ndt and Berndt 1951, 1970, 1989). The aim now changed
to developing a more complete understanding of
Indigenous culture and so they recorded creation and
other cultural stories, ceremonies, as well as everyday
life. Some of their work was done separately so they
could work with both male and female informants,
which greatly improved knowledge about female
life-worlds. The Berndts recorded stories that include
fibre objects, describing both everyday uses and more
spiritual aspects of them, revealing that these objects
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were an integral part of life in the area (Berndt and
Berndt 1970). However, the Berndts did not provide
much detailed description of specific objects. Rather
they simply mention that there were fibre objects used
in ceremony.

The most recent phase of ethnographic research in
the region focusing exclusively on fibre-based art prac-
tices comes from Louise Hamby (2005, 2007, 2011). Her
anthology Twined together (Hamby 2005) reveals the
place of baskets and fibre in the life of Indigenous men
and women in western Arnhem Land. The anthology
also looks at the development of some basket-making
techniques that may have been influenced by the
missionaries. One chapter in the book, Some baskets
are special ones (May and Murphy 2005), does mention
some of the cultural importance of the objects, such as
in the story of Yingarna, which will be discussed later
in this article.

As part of my PhD research I have been conducting
my own enquiries into change and continuity in fi-
bre-object making with the community in Gunbalanya,
where the art centre is a focal point for artists who still
make fibre objects. It is clear that communities have
worked hard to maintain cultural beliefs and practic-
es in whatever way possible, as well as adapting to
deal with the harsh conditions colonial Australia has
imposed on them. Artists have also developed new
forms of fibre art to continue telling important stories.
This continuation and adaptation of cultural practic-
es through time means that it is still possible to gain
some understanding of the depictions of fibre objects
in rock art, as well as changes that have occurred due
to colonisation.

Rock artin western Arnhem Land, northern Australia

Western Arnhem Land in the north of Australia
has one of the highest concentrations of rock art
in the world. My own research has focused on the
Burrungkuy area within Kakadu. The research area
includes the well-known rock art sites at Nangulu-
wurr and Burrungkuy. Parts of Djok Country were
previously part of the Warramal clan estate. This clan
ceased to exist in the mid to late 1900s so neighbouring
clans including Djok are now in a custodial role for
the area (Chaloupka 1982: 15-16; May et al. 2019: 200;
May et al. 2020).

Early archaeological work in the area was conduct-
ed by Kamminga and Allen (1973) and Jones (1985)
which included the finds of fibre pieces in the upper
levels of the excavation, as discussed earlier. Much of
the rock art research included Djok country (e.g. Lewis
1988; Chaloupka 1978; Edwards 1979; Tagon 1989b),
with a focus on the ‘Main Gallery” at Burrungkuy as
well as Nanguluwurr, both sites which have recent rock
art from the 1960s as well as much older rock art. These
sites have been on the tourist route for a long time, but
their cultural significance is discussed by Chaloupka
(1982) and more recently by May et al. (2019). The ad-
vantage of this intensive rock art research is that there
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Figure 2. Example of a biting bag from the Australian
Museum, Sydney (E010317) with PERAHU scale for
size reference (photograph by EM).

is now a wealth of data for these sites, but there are
also many sites that are only being documented now.
Recent publications have looked in detail at the rock
art depicted in the ‘Main Gallery” (May et al. 2020) as
well as the oral histories for this site (May et al. 2019).

Fibre objects in the rock art
of Kakadu and Djok Country

As indicated, fibre objects have not been the focus
in previous rock art research in western Arnhem Land.
Chaloupka and Giuliani (2005) were the first research-
ers to provide a short summary of the appearance of
baskets in rock art, stating that they were first depicted
in the dynamic figure style, which they suggest to be
20000 years old. They also describe how the depictions
of baskets change with the developing styles of rock
art. Two recent theses have included fibre objects in
their research. Hayward (2016) looked at fibre objects
as part of the material culture set for the rock art of
Mirarr country, while my honours thesis focussed
on depictions of bags and baskets from the same area
(Miller 2016).

Earlier rock art research in Djok Country document-
ed many depictions of fibre objects (i.e. Chaloupka
1979, 1982, 1993; Edwards 1979; Tagon 1989b; May et al.
2019, 2020), but these depictions have not been a direct
focus for analysis, until now. While the survey work in
Djok country will be continued in the future, at present,
I'have identified and classified 308 depictions of fibre
objects in the rock art that has been documented as
part of the ‘Pathways: people, landscape, and rock art
in Djok Country’ project. These include 101 depictions
of bags or baskets, 112 depictions of headdresses and 95
depictions of other fibre objects. Instead of presenting
an overview of this assemblage, and aiming to demon-
strate the benefit of combining formal and informed
perspectives in an attempt to unfold the meaning and
significance of fibre objects in rock art I present three
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Arnhem Land, wearing a power/biting bag. Photo-
graph by Paul Foelsche, provided by NT Archives;
http://hdl.handle.net/10070/821.

case studies.

Case study one: ceremonial objects

This first case study looks at a type of string bag
that is depicted in the rock art and can be identified as
an important ceremonial object from the ethnographic
texts. The example below is one of six depictions iden-
tified in the Djok Country rock art dataset. The bag is
the elongated shape that appears to be below the head
of the anthropomorph on its front. Identifying these
bags relies on understanding the way they are worn
according to the ethnographic record — on the chest.
The shape and size of the bag in the rock art can vary
slightly, they are either small and round, more like the
museum example in Figure 2 and the ethnographic
photo (Fig. 3) or elongated as in the rock art motif
(Fig. 4).

These bags are known ethnographically as biting/
power bags (Spencer 1914; Thomson 1961; Elkin 1972),
are of different shapes and sizes and are worn by men
on the head or chest and held in the mouth during
ceremony or when fighting. The first description of
these bags comes from Baldwin Spencer where he
describes them as small, spherical, knitted bags with a
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string long enough for the bag to be held in the mouth
called a“Ballduck’ (Spencer 1914: 389, Fig. 2). According
to Spencer: ‘during fights and ceremonies when the
men get excited one of the first things they do is to put
the bag between their teeth and bite it hard” (1914: 389).
The contents of these bags varies. Spencer states that
they contain ‘little odds and ends, perhaps a cutting
flake or piece of resin’ (1914: 389). Thomson (1961: 101)
describes the stone from a biting bag being used in a
magic practice, so the objects contained in the bag, as
well as the bag itself are powerful.

Both Elkin and the Berndts documented the use of
biting bags in ceremonies. In his descriptions of cere-
monies from 1972 Elkin mentions that three to four men
involved in the Maraian ceremony wear power bags
or baskets (Elkin 1972: 263-267). Elkin also describes
the power baskets as ‘closely woven grass baskets
about 12 inches long from which feather-decorated
hair strings hang and in which the relics of past leaders
are kept’ (Elkin 1972: 265). Elkin’s description of the
power bag differs from the ones provided by Spencer
and Thomson, which suggests different types of biting/
power bags for different uses, long tightly woven ones
for ceremony (Elkin 1972) and small round ones for
personal wear (Spencer 1914) and magic (Thomson
1961). The Berndts also mention that there are types
of bags for ‘clenching between the teeth in fighting, or
holding sacred material; some are decorated with ochre
or feathers’ (Berndt and Berndt 1970: 39, illustration
facing page 102). The use of baskets to hold special
objects for ceremony is also mentioned (Berndt and
Berndt 1970: 137). Hamby (2011) describes these biting/
power bags and discusses museum collection examples
that came from Millingimbi in eastern Arnhem Land,
showing that variations of the objects were found
across Arnhem Land.

The descriptions state that one of the identifying fac-
tors for these bags is that they are worn on the front of
the body. This location is important for identifying the
biting bags in the rock art, as we cannot tell what type of
plant fibre they are made from, or what is inside them.
Depictions of these can be found in the rock art of Djok
country, such as Figure 4. The bag is worn on the chest
and is close to the head, unlike larger baskets that are
often depicted as worn on the back, and are larger and
lower down on the figure. Thus, ethnography is used
to inform us that the reason for bags being depicted
on the front of a figure, or on its head, is because it is
a specific type of bag. The shape of the bag in Figure 4
suggests that it is more like Elkin’s (1972) description
of a power basket.

Case study two: different depictions

The second case study examines the different depic-
tions of fibre objects that have occurred through time
and why these variations may occur. This case study
focuses on the single depiction of a ‘fish-shaped” bag
with a zigzag handle that has been identified in the rock
art of Djok country (Fig. 5). While this type of bag is
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Figure 4. Anthropomorph wearing power bag and
holding spearthrower. (A) Original photograph, (B)
same photograph with D-stretch YBK enhancement
and cropped (photograph from 'Pathways: people,
landscape, and rock art in Djok Country’ project), (C)
tracing by EM.

rare, four other examples were documented in Mirarr
Country rock art by Miller (2016).

Mountford (1956: 183) and Lewis (1988) describe
similar-shaped bags depicted in the rock art as ““sacred
bags’ that only men could use” (Lewis 1988: 62). The
zigzag handle shape is particularly interesting as it is
unclear how it would appear in real life. No examples
of this type of handle have been found in museum
collections or noted in the ethnographic texts from the
past by others working in the region, such as Spencer,
Elkin or the Berndts. It is possible, then, that people
stopped making this bag before researchers began
documenting and collecting artefacts. Given the infor-
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Figure 5. Anthropomorph with a ‘fish-shaped bag with zigzag handle’. (A) Original photograph, (B) same Pathways:
people, landscape, and rock art in Djok Country with D-stretch YBK enhancement (Photo: Pathways: people, landscape,
and rock art in Djok Country Project), (C) tracing by EM.

mation provided by Mountford and Lewis, as well as
the practices of encoding layers of information in art
as documented by Taylor (1996), there is a possibility
that the depiction of the bag is an indicator of some
kind of ceremonial practice.

Warner (1958: 262), Welch (1997) and Hayward
(2016) all discuss the depiction of an anthropomorph
holding a spearthrower from the ‘wrong end’ as the
artist indicating ceremony. Welch (1997) uses the ex-
ample of spearthrowers being used in public dance to
represent digging sticks and being held ‘in an unusual
way’ to show that spearthrowers do not always indicate
combat. Hayward (2016: 248) also argues that a rock
art scene with spearthrowers being held at the ‘wrong
end’ is an indicator of ceremony, particularly in con-
junction with the bags with zigzag handles. The ‘wrong
end’ of the spearthrower in this case is the hooked end
where one would normally attach the spear to launch
it. Hayward also points out that art, including rock art,
can be made to ‘allow for a range of interpretations’
(2016: 248). This fits with Taylor’s (1996) argument
that there is an inside and outside interpretation of a
bark painting and it is possible that this kind of rock
art depiction has another set of meanings that are sig-
nalled by the zigzag bag handle, and the unusual way
of holding the spearthrower.

In terms of the actual bag there could be many
reasons for the changes in types of fibre objects being
made in western Arnhem Land. In recent history the
missions that were established in the western Arnhem
Land area were recorded as discouraging ceremonial
practices (Hamby 2005: 61), this may have impacted
the creation of objects such as this ‘fish-shaped’ bag.
This could also be a reason for the lack of ethnographic
information available, if the making or use of these bags
was discouraged early on. It is also possible that these

bags have not been made since before colonisation and
other factors influenced the change in bag types, or the
depiction in the rock art is more about using the bag as
an indicator of another layer of meaning.

Case study three: creation story

This case study looks at the place of fibre objects in
one of the creation stories of western Arnhem Land,
and how it can be depicted in the rock art. The motif
(Fig. 6) in this case study comes from Injalak Hill which
is located on the outskirts of the town of Gunbalanya
in western Arnhem Land. The depiction shows an
anthropomorph depicted in red, yellow and white
ochre with 15 striped bags attached to it. This figure
has been identified as Yingarna by the artists in the
community and documented by rock art researchers
such as Chaloupka (1993; Chaloupka and Giuliani
2005) and May (May and Murphy 2005). Versions of
this figure appear in artworks painted by artists at the
arts centre in Gunbalanya even today.

The story of Yingarna, a creation figure for the west-
ern Arnhem Land area, has been recorded by many
anthropologists, starting with Paul Foelsche in 1882,
where she is named ‘Warahmoorungee’ and is said to
have arrived at Port Essington, heavily pregnant and
then travelled south and left people in each place she
stopped (Foelsche 1882:17). Spencer (1914) recorded a
similar story of the woman ‘Imberombera’ also arriving
at Port Essington while pregnant and wearing a bam-
boo ring on her head which had bags hanging from it.
She travelled to different areas and left children and
yams at each spot and told the children what language
to speak (Spencer 1914: 276-277). For a short amount
of time she travelled with a male called Wuraka who
eventually sat down and became Tor Rock, alandmark
visible from Injalak Hill. The Berndts also discuss a
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creation mother, Waramurungundji (Ber-
ndt and Berndt 1970), whose name is more
similar to that recorded by Foelsche. Wara-
murungundji also travelled for a while with
amale called Wuragag who again is said to
have turned at least part of himself into Tor
Rock (Berndt and Berndt 1970).

In May and Murphy (2005), T. Yulidjirri
and Jill Nganmirra, two elders from Gun-
balanya, both talk about the creation figure
who carried the first Bininj (Aboriginal
people of the area) in her baskets. Yulidjirri
calls this woman Yingarna, and Jill calls her
Minyalawuy. These many different versions
show the continuing importance of the
idea of a female creation figure travelling
from the north coast carrying bags and
designating land and language to people.
Whichever name is used, this figure still
shows that baskets are part of the culture
from the concept of creation onwards. The
depiction of Yingarna on Injalak Hill shows
her with the baskets hanging from her head. The di-
rect connection between the story and the depiction
of fibre objects clearly shows that they have a place in
the oral histories and religious beliefs of people in the
area. This also informs that bags depicted in the rock
art can be directly connected to these creation and
Ancestral stories.

Discussion and conclusion

Fibre objects have been an important part of human
history. This is underlined by ethnographic research
from around the world that shows that fibre objects are
highly culturally important for different groups (e.g.
Guss 1989; Kuchler 1999; MacKenzie 1991; Schwarz
1997). Similar insights are yet to be realised within rock
art research. These other areas where the cultural im-
portance of fibre objects has been documented do not
have a published rock art record that shows depictions
of these objects, and archaeological evidence for fibre
objects is generally scant. This highlights that this re-
search, which uses rock art as archaeological evidence
and combines it with ethnography, is important.

As discussed earlier in this paper, there has been
criticism of the division of formal and informed meth-
ods of rock art research. With claims that rock art
research that uses formal methods is somehow lesser
than research that uses informed methods (Jones and
Diaz-Guardamino 2017). However, it is important
to note that working with Indigenous communities
requires a focus on incorporating Indigenous view-
points (i.e. Buhrich 2017; David and McNiven 2017;
May and Domingo Sanz 2010; May et al. 2019). It is
also important to note the contemporary importance
of rock art sites for Indigenous communities, including
the fact that rock art is important for Indigenous peo-
ple’s wellbeing (Brady and Bradley 2016; Tagon 2019).

An aim of this article has been to present three case
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Figure 6. Depiction of Yingarna on Injalak Hill (photograph by SKM).

studies from my PhD research in western Arnhem
Land. The goal was to explore how ethnographic and
ethnohistorical information can inform the under-
standing of the cultural importance of fibre objects
generally, and, in particular, how this is reflected in
the depictions of these objects in the rock art of west-
ern Arnhem Land. In this paper the formal process of
identifying and counting motifs is intertwined with the
information available through both the historical and
more current ethnographic research. The ethnographic
research informs on types of fibre objects in the rock
art, such as the power/biting bags which may not have
been identified as specific types without it, as well as
the meaning of some motifs, like the image of Yingarna
on Injalak Hill.

The first case study shows that there are links
between rock art and ceremonial practices, with the
type of fibre object depicted in the rock art, the biting
bag, an indicator of this. Without the ethnography
that states that these smaller bags worn on the chest
were used in ceremony, we may assume that it is just
a figure wearing a bag for secular use. The second case
study shows that there has been change through time.
There are no photographs or museum objects that
match the bag depicted in the rock art. However, there
are signals that this image is connected to ceremonial
practice or religious belief with the inclusion of the
spearthrower being held at the ‘wrong end’” (Warner
1958), and the similarity to the bags described as sacred
bags by Mountford (1956) and Lewis (1988). This case
study demonstrated that an image that includes fibre
objects can have layers of meaning. At Injalak arts, the
art centre in Gunbalanya, the paintings of ancestral
stories made by artists today often still feature bags,
and these are included as important factors in the
stories attached to the artworks. As Taylor (1996) has
shown, these layers of meaning are an important part
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of bark painting in western Arnhem Land. In a similar
way that Tagon (1989a, 1989b) argues for depictions of
fishiin the rock art, it is clear that fibre objects also have
this function, both in the rock art and in current bark
paintings. This is also evident in the fibre sculptures
that the artists make today. These objects are sold to
tourists but they are also the creations that represent the
artists’ Dreaming, and as such these objects continue
to be more than they appear.

The third case study looks at the depiction of the
female creation figure, of various names, who is said
to have carried the first people in her baskets. Clearly
the inclusion of baskets in this story shows that they
are integral to every part of life and belief. Previous
research has shown that oral histories can be traced
back thousands of years, therefore the presence of fibre
objects in stories, as well as the rock art, shows that they
have been part of life and culture for Indigenous people
in western Arnhem Land for a long time.

This article has argued that fibre objects, particu-
larly baskets, are interwoven in all aspects of life. The
rock art, as well as stories such as the creation story,
highlight the time depth and significance of these
relationships. While fibre objects have rarely been a
focus within rock art research in Australia and inter-
nationally, this research demonstrates that such objects
contain many layers of meaning, and that ethnographic
research has a key role to play in better understanding
their history and role in society.
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