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Parnkupirti Creek, exposed cliff face, 2012. Photo: David Leece.



PARUKU IS A POWERFUL, perplexing, charismatic 

character in the story of the Australian continent.  

It is a unique and globally significant environment.  

It is a desert lake, a World Heritage wetland, a human 

home of great antiquity. Researchers have been 

coming here to make sense of this place for decades. 

Walmajarri people have been making sense in this 

place for a little longer. For them, it is the centre of 

the world.

Paruku – according to the Waljirri (Dreaming) 

narratives of its creation – is where everything began. 

Although anthropologists and archaeologists might 

argue that Walmajarri people were once elsewhere, 

or that aspects of their material culture resulted from 

trade with their coastal neighbours, the Walmajarri 

creation stories brook no such tripe. They tell us 

that all the great and valuable things of the world 

originated at Paruku. According to the nyarlku (bilby) 

Waljirri, pearl-shell was not traded into this part of 

the Country, it came from here and was deposited 

in the sea near Broome. In the jalka (egret) Waljirri, 

barramundi, turtles and other delicacies also 

originated in Mulan, and were deposited – to the 

eternal chagrin of modern-day Mulanites – in other 

people’s Country. Everything, for the Walmajarri 

people, began here. Anything worthwhile that isn’t 

here now, came from here. Everything, and everyone, 

comes back to here.

Recent science suggests that Paruku has held desert 

people in its gravitational orbit for at least 50 000 

years; tending its gardens, harvesting its crops, 

eating its pets. It has been an ecological sanctuary 

and a home for millennia. The same qualities lured 

the first white Australians into this Country: explorers 

and outlaws first, then Canning and his Stock Route, 

then the cattlemen. These people forever tipped the 

ecology of the Lake. When Walmajarri people were 

edged off the Lake into missions and stations, the 

symbiotic balance of the Country was disturbed. 

The ecosystem of the Lake, shaped by aeons of 

climatic and geological factors, was by then a human 

environment. Such was the interdependence of 

people and land that the Walmajarri custodians 

attribute the drying of the Lake in the 1960s to their 

absence. Likewise they believe the Lake filled with the 

political and physical return of its people. As Bessie 
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was an expectation from people at Mulan that these 

bones were human. There was also the suggestion 

from Bessie and Bill Doonday that the bones would 

reveal a murder of an Aboriginal person. Before the 

excavation, Bill Doonday said, ‘I know this story – lotta 

people bin die here (Lake Gregory area) all around.’ 

The bones, brought to light, were an opportunity 

for a truth to be advanced; they served as a focus 

for people’s knowledge of a shadier history of their 

Lake. This informed the way people read the bones. 

In a unique moment of cross-cultural archaeological 

interpretation, half the Community watched as 

the scientists excavated. Before Mike Smith had 

examined any clear piece of bone, the dialogue 

among the people sitting around was that it was 

human. When Mike pulled out a tooth, clearly the 

wrong shape to be human, it changed little in people’s 

minds. Doonday held it in his hands and said ‘puntu’, 

meaning ‘human’. Bessie backed him up.

As the archaeologists (and indeed, all of us whitefellas) 

began to speak over Bill about how it wasn’t likely to 

be human, Julianne Johns said quietly, ‘You’re not 

listening’: by which she meant that the researchers 

were not honouring the authority of the local people’s 

interpretation. It was an interesting example of the 

clash of scientific and social interpretation. The 

archaeologists, who with considerable goodwill were 

trying to clear something up for people, failed to 

understand the set of Aboriginal narratives that was 

being brought to bear on this excavation, and that the 

role they were playing as researchers was not simply 

about revealing the scientific truth of those bones. It 

may have been a horse’s tooth, but it was also a missed 

opportunity to open up a different order of truth.

Doonday recalls:

‘You know this one [the Lake] been dry, 
all this thing was dry now, no water there 
nothing … dry. When the people been get 
this Lake back, finish, water been get full, 
from dry.’

Mulan people say the Lake calls them back. Hanson 

Pye, a senior custodian who has lived elsewhere for 

some years, recently described it as: ‘Mulan calling 

me to come back home. My old people, my spirit, my 

ancestors calling me.’ Others, who leave Mulan to visit 

other communities, to go to town for a break, or to 

observe ritual absences after a death, feel that same 

pull. Veronica Lulu suggests that ‘lotta people move 
away from here when they lose their families, but 
Mulan calls them back’.

This is no surprise to anyone who has been here – 

including those of us kartiya (whitefella) researchers 

and artists involved in this book – for it is deeply 

affecting Country. As you leave your footprints on 

Paruku, Paruku leaves its imprint on you. The Lake 

takes a hold on those who visit its shores.

Scientists have been visiting Paruku for a long 

time, but given its unique value as a site of 

scientific insights, surprisingly few have chosen 

to stay the distance. The reason for this is that it 

is too difficult for most scientists to negotiate the 

rules of engagement with the Traditional Owners. 

For a scientist committed to broad environmental 

concerns, an arid zone wetland like Paruku should 

be listed with the Ramsar Convention as a wetland 

of international significance. For the Walmajarri 

custodians this means a loss of autonomy they are 

not prepared to accept. And the costs and planning 

associated with carrying out scientific investigations 

carry no weight with Aboriginal people – if an 

ancestral being has been irritated by a drilling 

operation the whole enterprise must be aborted, 

regardless of the financial and logistical investment.

The scientists who have successfully negotiated 

these obstacles are a particular breed – predisposed 

to hearing other voices and recognising other 

values, driven by empathetic curiosity and respect. 

To such outsiders the Lake reveals itself, abetted 

by its custodians, who recognise and welcome 

those strangers who come to their homeland with 

appropriate awe and good humour.

Foremost among these is Jim Bowler, whose 30-year 

relationship with Paruku has not only resulted in 

scientific discoveries of great significance, but 

has caused him to question the pre-eminence of 

science as a means of explaining the world. Jim’s 

long relationship with Paruku and its people is 

outlined in Chapter 2 where he illuminates its primary 

significance in the story of his own research, and in 

a bigger story still unfolding. Paruku is a place where 

the threads of climate change, the creation of our 

continent and its habitation are woven together in 

unique ways.

In 2008 two of the most senior archaeologists in 

Australia, Mike Smith and Peter Veth, joined Jim to 

conduct excavations on what would have been an 

ancient shoreline of the lake. Jim believed, from his 

decades of research at Lake Mungo and Paruku, that 

an excavation of that shoreline might offer profound 

insight into the environmental and human story of this 

part of Australia.

Before embarking on this historic dig, the Community 

enlisted the archaeologists to help them interpret 

another kind of history. Before our arrival, some 

unidentified bones had been uncovered by rains. 

This had sparked local theories about their origins, 

and ignited discussion of undocumented human 

conflicts for which they might be evidence. There 

Archaeologist Mike Smith examining 
bones in Parnkupirti Creek, 2008. 
Photo: Wade Freeman.
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But deeper questions of truth were in play that day. 

From this cross-cultural misfire, the archaeologists 

and the Community moved over to the proposed 

excavation site at Parnkupirti Creek, where the team 

hoped to find evidence of extremely early human 

habitation. Jim Bowler explained why he had chosen 

this site, an eroded cliff face on the north side of 

the creek-bed that revealed the layers into which 

the dig team would excavate. Noting the shoreline 

of the ancient lake and a likely location of ancient 

campsites, Jim went on to explain how to read the 

timelines in the strata of clay and stone – the wind-

blown sands of ice ages represented by layers of 

hard red soil devoid of stone or gravel; the turbulent 

floods of the monsoons visible as a strata of fist-sized 

cobble stones.

To the modern Walmajarri this was a revelation, a 

drilling down vertically through the country they were 

in the habit of reading spatially. Julianne Johns and 

her husband Steven Yoomarie were enthralled and 

amazed. Julianne said, ‘We never knew! We just 

look at this and tell our kids it’s the creek-line where 

the water ran.’ The layers resonated with people’s 

understanding of the deep time genealogies of the 

ancestors – it made sense that certain ancestors had 

lived here when this layer was on the surface, and 

before that, back through time, wet times and dry 

times, high lake and dry lake, sand dunes and flood 

gravels, people lived here just as they have lived here 

through the wet times and dry times of living memory.

Bessie Doonday said that all the old people had 

died for this Country, taking much of the ‘story’ 

with them – and that this archaeological story was 

one way Walmajarri could re-narrate their Country, 

taking this collaboration between different forms of 

knowledge and using it to tell their story and teach it 

to young people.

Bessie then insisted on taking the archaeological team 

to the major sites on the Two Dogs Dreaming track. 

The two dogs created this creek-bed where we were 

standing, and she wanted the people digging into this 

story to understand it: to see with their own eyes that 

it could not be understood without the bedrock of the 

Waljirri. The next day Bessie, Bill, Chamia Samuels 

and Daisy Kungah took some of the research team 

to the major sites on the Two Dogs track, giving their 

evidence of this Country’s meaning. Two days later, 

the archaeological team pulled from the earth at 

Parnkupirti a flaked core stone that has subsequently 

established human habitation at the lake to around 

50 000 years ago. It was a significant discovery in the 

scientific narrative of Australia, but it was just another 

day in Mulan. It was no surprise to present-day 

custodians. Of course there was evidence to show they 

belonged to this place, as Bessie had already shown 

us days before at the Two Dogs sites. Science, in this 

instance, was just a way of shoring up a bigger story.

Three years later senior Walmajarri man Hanson Pye 

stood in the creek-bed at Parnkupirti, looking at the 

same strata of rock. He knew Jim Bowler and knew 

about the artefact, but hadn’t been in Mulan at the 

time of the excavation in 2008. We showed him the 

layer in which the stone core had been found, and 

recounted as best we could Jim’s interpretation of 

the cliff. Hanson wanted to know the whereabouts of 

the stone, and when it would be returned. He then 

proceeded to read the cliff back to us, starting with 

the Waljirri that underpinned everything, moving 

upwards through the layers of first habitation to 

the time of his own ancestors and finally to the 

present day.

He then decided to paint that story. Hanson 

sequestered himself in the Art Centre at Mulan for the 

next few days and painted, and talked, and painted, 

and talked, until it was finished. That painting – 

Parnkupirti Layers (page xx) – is remarkable for a 

number of reasons, most important of which are the 

stories he told while painting it. We recorded much 

of that conversation, and it forms the basis not only 

of the designated painting story, but of much of the 

Waljirri content in this book. The painting reveals how 

the 50 000-year-old artefact (and the archaeological 

interpretation that attends it) sits above, and therefore 

after, the layers of the Country laid down by the 

Two Dogs.

‘Like that Jim Bowler, [when] he digging up, 
you see two different colours, layers, one at 
the top one at the bottom. it’s this. When 
you’re looking at the cliffs [at Parnkupirti 
excavation site], you’re looking at different-
different colour … This one [bottom part of 
the painting] is from the Waljirri, this one 
[top part of the painting] is from the kuwarri 
(present day). But they still the same. The 
story was told to me from my father, my 
grandfather, and now i’m taking and telling 
the story. All the stories come from here 
[black layer of the painting].’

The painting process was a deep conceptual 

engagement between the artist and his audience. 

He, like Bessie beforehand, had wanted those of 

us working around the Lake to understand where 

scientific interpretation fitted in to a Walmajarri 

system of meaning and interpretation. So in painting 

that specific site where the Two Dogs passed, and 

where scientific authority had passed more recently, 

the conceptual breadth of the painting expanded to 

cover the broader questions of meaning, knowledge 

and authority. Hanson’s painting expanded poetically 

to cover most of the important Waljirri for the lake. 

The painting shows us, through space and time 

sedimented as Country, that the present day is 

built on the Waljirri; not as a historical past but as a 

semantic precedent. The Waljirri makes the meanings 

of the present, science included, possible for 

Walmajarri people.

‘My grandfather taught me how to make all the 

Dreamtime stories in the painting. This painting 

is just like a book to me. It’s like reading …  

not reading: I’m writing my own story, not my 

story but my grandfather’s story, who been 

pass it on to me.’

Hanson’s ‘book’ reveals Walmajarri people writing 

their own story of the Lake. With considerable grace 

and economy, he summarises the themes, challenges 

and politics of this present book. In Parnkupirti 

Layers, science and Waljirri coexist as stories of deep 

time, of the historical creation of landscapes and the 

contemporary creation of meaning around them. It is 

a desert Rosetta Stone for this project. It is a work of 

art that harmonises the babble of voices, ancient and 

modern, into a single, and singular, story of Country.

The Parnkupirti cliff face speaks across cultures and 

through time, in a language immediately coherent 

to the Walmajarri, for whom the effect of natural 

phenomena on landforms is the grammar that shaped 

their consciousness. And the discovery and scientific 

dating of the stone core confirmed the details of what 

they already knew, that humans, like everything else, 

came from here.

What we kartiya can glimpse, if we have the wit to 

see it, are those Two Dogs running through time into 

living memory, to remind us that all the great and 

valuable things of the world originated at Paruku. That 

everything, and everyone, comes back to here: that 

this is the place where stories begin.



Hanson Pye, Parnkupirti layers, 
2011, acrylic, linen, 76 x 56 cm.
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Parnkupirti layers

What I’m painting, that layer from last year’s rain. 

That like a first flood been come, eating up cliffs, 

making land green, only the layer part. Every first 

rain. But the part when I been start painting, the 

black part, that’s where my ancestors been sitting just 

here, making tools, spearheads, camping, they been 

singing corroboree. Some old people used to went out 

hunting. Same as old women, gathering bush tuckers. 

This area here.

Like that Jim Bowler, when he digging up, you see 

two different colours, layers, one at the top one at the 

bottom. It’s this. When you’re looking at the cliffs at 

Parnkupirti excavation site, you’re looking at different-

different colours. At this green part here you’ll get 

some witchetty grubs. The green stands for trees, like 

leaves. The darkest ones are the oldest trees, the light 

green ones are the youngest trees.

And this like I’m painting now, the brown part, not the 

black one, the black ones are old – the flood came 

bringing those stones and sands, building it up on 

my old ancestors’ ground. The oldest part, they left 

it behind and the wind came along, blew the sand 

over the top of it and put it underneath. The black 

part is oldest layer – tools, axe, sandstone for making 

weapons smooth, women used to have grindstones 

for grinding. That’s the whole area where we’re living 

now: this area. The young and old!

I’m telling you the story of my ancestors. The white 

dingo came from Sturt Creek, and the black dingo 

came behind Jalyuwarn. So the white dingo caught 

his own emu, where Parnkupirti is now, and the black 

dingo got his own at Jalyuwarn Creek. So the dingo 

met up together, they met up together, they ate it raw, 

the emu, and then went up the Creek here. They went 

through here [the bottom black part of the painting].

This was the first Parnkupirti and then flood came 

and brought the red sand and mud and things. They 

stopped chasing the emu, had a feed and they was 

full, and they still running up this road, following it 

up, not what I’m painting now, the black one, the 

layer. They went up, following this, up to dingo hole, 

they turned into the twin hills. The young and the 

oldest. The oldest is the black one, the youngest is the 

white one.

Got that? This one [bottom part of the painting] is from 

the Waljirri, this one [top part of the painting] is from 

the kuwarri (present day). But they still the same. The 

story was told to me from my father, my grandfather, 

and now I’m telling the story. All the stories come from 

here [black layer of the painting].

My grandfather taught me how to make all the 

Dreamtime stories in the painting. This painting is just 

like a book to me. It’s like I’m writing my own story, 

not my story but my grandfather’s story, who been 

pass it on to me.

Hanson Pye


