JAN JELINEK

* ANTHROPOLOGIE Xvin 1978

OBIRI — A ROCK ART GALLERY IN ARNHEM
LAND, NORTH AUSTRALIA

The Obiri rock is situated on the left bank of
the East Alligator River about one kilometre North
of Cahill’s Crossing. It is composed of several large
rocks, four of which have art galleries with a wealth
of paintings. These stone blocks have a majestic air,
for they are sandstone residuals which rise abruptly
out of extensive alluvial plains surrounding them.
I have numbered these stone blocks I.—IV.

OBIRI I

On rock number 1 there are two main rock art
galleries and a large number of isolated paintings.
The largest of the galleries is on the vertical face of
a stone bench about two metres high and over forty
metres long. It is situated below a huge, deep,
spacious overhang about 10 metres above the al-
luvial plane, from which it is separated by a large
cone of rock debris, in many places with large
boulders, on which there are also many painlings.
Unfortunately a shortage of time prevented me
from carrying out a detailed documentation of all
these paintings which they call for.

[ had to confine myself to the most important,

In the main gallery there are chiefly polychrome
paintings of fish, kangaroos, tortoise — in the de-
veloped X-ray style. The following are examples
of these (see fig 20):

1. An 80 em polychrome X-ray painting of a wal--

laby. It is a decorative example of the final
form of the X-ray style. The spine and the body
division are presented, together with the shad-
ing of individual pieces of muscle, but the
entrails are shown only as stylised wavy lines.

Lo

10.

1L

12.
13.

. A 60 cm painting of a tortoise, head down. The
digestive tract is shown as a wavy line. The neck
is long and the head turned to one side.

A 40 em long painting of a freshwater fish with
spine and with individual strips of meat well
represented.

A 70 cm long painting of a saratoga with char-

acteristic fins. The entrails are also shown in
detail.

- Above the kangaroo painting (No. 1), higher up

the rock face, is a small white figure of a man
with hands at the side, which is supposed to
indicate that he has his hands in his pockets.
This is a character indicating a white man.
Next there is a large painting of a barramundi
in perfect X-ray style. It is painted in dark red
on a white background, which has, however,
already peeled of, so that the natural reddish
colour of the rock stands out in its place.
- Next is the painting of the tortoise (No. 2) and
above it a small white painting of a white man.
Another white painting, of a mamandi evil spirit
head down, with legs turned back.
Higher up the rock is the painting of a saratoga
(No. 4) and still higher above it the remains
(tail) of an X-ray painting of a barramundi,
Further along this gallery is a large painting of
a barramundi. This perfect painting is on a
yvellowish background in dark red.
Between paintings 10 and 9 is a simple, small
red figure of a white man with one hand raised
and the other in his pocket. -
A saratoga fish painted head down. Perfect X-
ray painting.
Above this is a horizontal red painting of a hand
enclosed in a red line (compare Red Lily La-
goon, Jelinek, 1978).
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. A similar left hand diagonally placed on the
verlical rock. It is also enclosed in a red line.

9. An X-ray painting of a tortoise whose fore parts

and head are covered by the following painting.
. A white, decoralively touched-up stencil of a
forearm,
. A large, somewhat faded X-ray painting of a
barramundi.
. Next to it, again on the upper part of the rock,
is a simple white painting ol a characteristic
figure of a white man smoking a pipe with his
hands in the pockets. The double outline on the
body, arms and legs indicates clothes.
A characteristic figure of a white man.
A smaller painting of a kangaroo in perfect X-
ray style.
. A large X-ray painting of a turlle, head down
on the rock face.

22. A smaller X-ray painting of a fish (a bream).

. A larger X-ray painting of a barramundi with
the head broken off.

24. Another large X-ray painting of a barramundi.

On the boulders helow the large gallery there

are many paintings, of which only a few will be
mentioned here. While the paintings in the main
gallery are almost exclusively in the X-ray style
both of animals and people, we find different styles
here (fig. 21).

25.

26.

32.

33.

A red painting on a yellow background, of a
fish (bream? mullet?) in X-ray style.

Next to the latter, on the same vertical face of
a stone bench, is a linear X-ray painting of
a large barramundi.

. Across the painting of a barramundi (No. 26) is

a red painting of a large goana, also in X-ray

style. Details of the entrails are poorly visible, -

but the overall shape of the painting, the claws
on the feet and the forked tongue are clearly
visible., *

. On the same rock face there is a red painting of

a large fish.

]
The internal details are not visible.

. A red painting of two forearms placed sym-

metrically opposite each other. The left arm is
more -simply ornamented, while the right is
heavily decorated (cf. Nangalore, Jelinek
1977, Cannon Hill Jelinek 1978).

A simple yellow silhouette of a large fish, pro-
bably a barramundi. Internal details of the X-
ray style are not visible.

. A red line painting, size 50 cm, unfortunately

badly preserved. Probably supernatural, my-
thological being (cf. Obiri II, No. 3).

A red linear painting of a small four-legged
creature (bandicoot?). Not in the X-ray style.

A red silhouette of a four-legged creature (ban-

dicoot?) ; Paintings No. 32 & 33 probably belong
to the archaic style.

. A red linear painting of a female figure whose

trunk is composed of a series of diamond shapes.
The head, arms and breasts are clearly dis-

cernable, but there are no legs (cf. painting
No. 100, Bala Uru, Jelinek .1978, another
painting from Cadell River, pmnlmg.N?. 1},
Obiri 1V, No. 34, Obiri III, similar painting in
gallery besides Inagurdurwil) (40 cm).

On another houlder below the main gallery (I),

there are:

35.

36.

37.

38.

A red female figure, thin at the waist, and with
the lower parts of the body exaggeratedly wi-
dened. The thighs are striped lengthwise. This
is a comparatively faded red painting belong-
ing to the archaic style (cf. Cannon Hill, Gallery
V, fig. 1, Jelinek 1978). The size is 40 cm
(fig. 19).

Across the trunk of the latter figure is painted
a slim snake-like figure with two legs, trunk and
head. It is not possible to decide whether this
painting is over or under the previous one, i.e.
whether it is older or younger.

Next to these figures is a small, poorly preserved
red painting in the archaic style. It is a simple,
static female [igure. o
Some other badly preserved archaic paintings
can be seen.

On a large boulder below the main gallery but

in a different place there is another group of pair'lt-
ings which again belong to the X-ray style (fig.
1, 2):

39.

41.

42.

43.

44.

45.
46.

47.

The most outstanding painting, painted over the
others, is a 115 cm long rifle striped length-
wise. According to the decoration and the in-
ternal divisions it apparently belongs to the
X-ray style.

Next to the rifle is an X-ray painting of a tor-
toise. Most of the body, the internal details,
and one rear leg are visible. The remainder is
covered by neighbouring, later paintings. The
head and neck are covered with the rifle paint-
ing (No. 39).

Below the tortoise painting (No. 40) is a large
painting of a fish, obviously a barramundi, with
its head broken off. The painting now seems to
be white, but closer inspection reveals the re-
mains of internal details in X-ray style.

Beside the tortoise (No. 40) is a white, length-
wise striped rectangle whose meaning is un-
known. It covers the fish painting (No. 41), and
is therefore later.

Still further to ‘one side is a poorly preserved
X-ray painting of a fish probably a bar-
ramundi. 1t is depicted head down.

To the right of the rifle (No. 39) is another X-
ray style fish (probably a barramundi). The
head has not been preserved. :

A poorly preserved X-ray painting of a barra-
mundi in faded red on a white background.
Near to it is another X-ray painting of a smaller
fish with a forked tail-fin. This painting is com-
paratively clear and well preserved, size 50 cm.
Lower down this wall is a smaller, white, slim
human figure. Both arms are thread-like and
are painted on one side of the body, on whose
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16. OBIRI 111: A group of archaic small dynamic figures. Exceptionally they are painted in white. They are overpainted
by two transversal red lines belonging to a later (late archaic style) red painting.

white background close ‘inspection rcveals in-
ternal design showing that it. is in X-ray style.

48. Next to this is a painting of a European axe in
whité with red lines showing details. This too is
an X-ray style painling. '

49. The remains of an X-ray painting of a fish,
across whose body and head lies the butt of the
rifle (No. 39).

50. The rear part of the body of a goana. An X-ray
painting painted over the rifle. .y

51. Higher up the wall is a poorly preserved X-ray
painting of a fish. :

52. On one side at the same height is an X-ray
painting of a goana, faded, but still quite well
visible. The head is very faded. The length of
the painting is 100 cm. * AR TR OW

53. The highest in this group of paintings is a ho-
rizontally placed- snake about 150 cm long.

A central line preserved in the painting in-
dicates X-ray style. The head of the snake can
unfortunately no longer be discerned. it

To the north of the main gallery there is an
ancient dark-red and vermilion painting on the
vertical rock-face where a stone block has broken
off. It is quite common to find two red colours even
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elsewhere, but it can be clearly seen here that the
dark-red with a carmine shade, at times looking
almost black, is older.” The question is whether
a different sort of colouring matter was used in the
most ancient times, or whether a change has been
brought about in the course: of time by oxidation
(fig. 42). “ 4
3. The:largest, and apparently the oldest painting
is a large kangaroo..The size is 215 em and the
colour dark-red. Other vermilion paintings are
superimposed on it. The body, legs and tail are
filled in with short strikes. The ears are low,
- -pointed and hairy. The head is separated. from
the body by several lines representing the oldest
_-characters of the archaic X-ray style. '
94, 55: Two small animals in the same colour. The
hairy tail may indicate a rock kangaroo or a
native cat. Both paintings are approximately of
the same size, 35 cm (cf. similar paintings, No.
32 and 33, on the boulders below the large
gallery, No. I). ‘
6. An indistinet, small painting of two other ani-
mals in dark-red. K L
57. A simple ‘dark: red -painting - of a bird, and a

larger, worn ‘picture of - another animal: in' the
same colour, - i e



17.

OBIRI 111: The archaic dynamic figure
with arm ornaments
and throwing stick.

18. OBIRI I: Dynamic A
figure of a spearman
painted in the
archaic style. In the
raised right hand he
holds a womera.

19. OBIRT I: Archaic female [igure (No. 35). >

\
\
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20. A situation of a group of paintings in the main gallery Obiri I.

58. A 90 cm large bird, either a bush-turkey or
a goose, painted in vermilion over an earlier
kangaroo painting (53).

59. A painting of a thread-like anthropomorphic
figure with arms stretched out on one side of
the body, and with an elongated trunk ending
in lines indicating hairs. Parallel to the trun
are several other lines. .

60. A 95 cm large painting similar to No. 59 but
more clearly visible. The head can be seen
distinctly, together with lines which come out
of it and run parallel to the slim trunk ending
in something like a hairy tail. The arms are also
well preserved. Two pouch-shapes protrude
from the side of the body, with two small
animals in them. Their fore- and hind legs are
of the same length and they have kangaroo-like
heads, and on their spines-there are picked-up
hairs or spines, like those of an echidna. There
is no doubt that the whole painting represents
a supernatural mythological being.

61, 62. Peculiar geometrical shapes with lengthwise
lines. The meaning is as yel unknown (cf. Bala
Uru Gallery, Jelinek 1978).

63. An interesting, small red (vermillion) painting
of a kangaroo, size c¢. 50 em. It is perfectly
executed. The picture is well preserved and re-
veals characters of the primitive X-ray style.

To the south, i. e. on the opposite side of the
large main gallery, on the vertical face of a stone
block, are rather simple paintings of freshwater
cathfish (65, 66) and some sort of animal, probably
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a bandicoot (67), in white silhouette with red out-
line. The head of the animal is mouse-like, the body
eggshaped, with internal red hatching (fig. 8). In the
same direction, but round the other side of the rock
with the main gallery I, there are scattered archaic
red figures (on the south-east side).

The best preserved painting is a running figure
of a man holding a womera in his raised hand (68).
The painting is perfect, with details of the womera,
fingers, head and sexual organs well visible. The
size 1s 50 c¢cm. This shows that this type of archaic
dynamic figure falls within the period when the
womera was already known (fig. 18).

On the north-west side of this large rock (I)
with the main gallery is another rich gallery, but
thq lack of time prevented me from studying it.

\

OBIRI IIL

To the south-east of rock I is rock II with
further paintings on the vertical walls, not far above
the ground. ,

1. An 80 cm large yellow painting of a tortoise
with a snake-like, curved neck is situated ver-
tically on the rock face. The internal details in
the X-ray style — muscles and gullet — are
painted in red (fig. 6).

2. A 12 em large spearman in red. The figure has
a thread-like body and limbs; the wrists and
ankles are indicated by transversal lines and
long growth or ornaments hang from the elbows.
Around the neck is a net dilly-bag, on the head
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10.

11,

are three lines indicating hair. There are large
male sexual organs. The spearman holds a
womera in the right hand and three spears with
a single line of barbs and a fan in the left one.

. A 70 em large red painting of a figure with

a round body and head and thread-like out-
stretched arms and thin legs without feet. The
face is divided by two diagonal lines (cf. No. 31,
below the main gallery of Obiri I). It is con-
siderably less preserved than painting No. 2.

. A red painting of a fish, size 40 c¢cm, with faint

traces of the X-ray style.
Above this are several strongly stylised human
figures holding each-other by hands. They are
painted in red.

7. Two red fish with traces of the X-ray style.
They are, like No. 4, poorly preserved.

A yellow fish with red outline.

The remains of a white, indistinct X-ray paint-
ing, probably a fish. The white colour has
flaked off the rock, and so, though the painting
is badly preserved, it is not necessarily old.

A red painting of a sea calfish with the char-
acters of the X-ray style. Size 50 c¢m, poorly
preserved. : :

On the same'rock, but further to one side, are

three other red paintings.

A 40 em large well designed kangaro, standing

on its hind legs. It is painted in silhouette. Nei-
ther on this nor on the next two paintings are
there any traces of the X-ray style. Their style

13.

can be compared to kangaroo painting No. 54,
55 from Obiri I (fig. 42).

A human figure with raised, three-fingered
hands and simple legs. The head measuring
some 20 cm is crescent-shaped and is in the
horizontal position (fig. 25).

A poorly preserved red painting of an animal
probably of a bandicoot.

OBIRI IIL

To the west is another large rock which I called

Obiri III. On the east side there is a slight rocky
slope with several steps, giving access to the upper
part of the rock. There are several boulders or
mushroom-shaped rocks with quite a lot of archaic
red paintings (fig. 26).

L 4

A 110 em long red figure of a female spirit.
The arms and legs are more like claws, and
a long, branching, tail-like shape protrudes
from the crotch. The head is small, oval. The
breasts show that the figure is a female. Above
the head and along one side are four circles
with three lines coming out of them, like tracks
or small hand prints.

. Near the head of this comparatively clear figure

(No. 1) there is another red, considerably less
clear figure of (probably) a fish. Looking at the
horizontal ceiling surface as a whole, we can see
that the paintings here are of two types, or,
more accuralely, of two chronological layers.
The clearer, beller visible ones are 1, 3, 9, Vs
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8, 9, 10, 11, the older, poorly visible ones are
2, 4, 6, 12. This painting (No. 2) therefore be-
longs to the second group. The tail is forked and
seven fins are attached to the body. The trunk
is striped lengthwise. The length of the picture
is approximately 60 cm.

A 100 cm long clearly visible figure with length-
wise striped trunk, round head and open jaws,
and with short, horizontally bent legs. There is
again a long Dbranching tail from the crotch.
Between the arms and the figure of a fish (2)
there is again a painting of a track with three
lines. The tail of No. 3 is painted across an older
(4) figure, faded, possibly two figures, of which
five bent legs can be seen.

A 70 em long figure with a large fan-shaped
head ornament, with short outgrowths to the

side (cf. No. 11 in this gallery). The body is

21. A situation of a group of paintings
in Obirt I.

spindly, striped lengthwise,
turned slightly to one side.

A poorly visible, older painting of similar spirit
figure. The limbs, bent upwards, and elongated
body with a peculiar unnaturally shaped crown

of the hegd, ornamented with a short fan-shape,
can be discerned.

with bent legs,

7, 8,9, 10. Simple paintings of freshwater catfish,

11

size. 50—57 cm.. The first js clearly painted
across an older, red painting. In the tail areas
of the other three the rock is weathered and
the paint is not preserved. Another red painting
partly covers the last catfish:

This painting has been better preserved. The
arms and legs are bent upwards and two pe-
culiar growths protrude from the side of the
head. The head and trunk are lengthwise striped.
It can be seen that this figure was painted over



22,

12.
13.

14.

A situation of a group of paintings

in Obiri I1.

another, white, unfortunately completely inde-
cipherable picture. The head and trunk measure

50 em.

A poorly visible, long red painting of unknown

significance. : :

A 95 cm anthropomorphic figure. The head
and chest form one oval, striped lengthwise,
with a short fan-shapped ornament of the
crown, or possibly hair. The arms are thread-
like and there are 'small protrusions at the
armpits which probably indicate breasts, The
lower part of the body, completely in red, fi-
nishes in a branching “tail”.

A 120 cm high female figure with arms raised
and legs in an unnatural position. The limbs
are wider at the knees and elbows. The round
head and long trunk are stripped lengthwise.
Hairs are indicated at the crotch. There are

- short thin growths from the side of the head

and on the trunk at the armpits there are
breasts (cf. Inagadurwil gallery or this gallery,
Nos. 11, 5, 13, 1). There are older red paintings
of fish on hoth sides of this figure, with forked
tails (bream? mullet?). The lower part of the
body of No. 14 is painted over one of them. It
is impossible to be sure wheter the fish bears
characters of the X-ray style or not (fig. 11).
On the whole we can say that the paintings

described here give the impression of being vir-
lually mere daubs, and they can be seen to have

-been painted quickly, without great care.

Low down on the rear wall of a mushroom-
shaped rock, just above ground-level, is a group of
red dynamic figures — (15, 16, 17, 18). None of
them has a head, and is quite possible that they
were painted with the heads in a different, less re-
sistant colour, which has not been preserved (cf. Old
Woman’s Dreaming gallery or Cannon Hill, Jeli-
nek 1978). The end of the trunk of painting No.
16 gives some indication of this fact. The arms of
all the figures are painted as two sharply bent pa-
rallel lines. All figures seem to have been the work
of one artist and are of approximately the same age.
The trunk is bent over Lo a greater or lesser degree.
The sexual organs can be seen on the better pre-
served figures. No. 16 is 30 cm in size (fig. 29). -

Another painting worth metioning, higher up
the rock slope, is a series of six red flying foxes
(19). Only the rear part of the body and the legs
are preserved. The front parts and heads are gone.
These flying foxes are striped lengthwise, and the
characteristically bent legs have a span of 23 to

30 cm. Above these legs is a red line on the rock,

with two shorter, parellel lines running from it at”
more or less regular intervals. In two p.laces 65 cm
apart there are beak-shaped objects In dark-red
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23. OBIRI1 11;
A stylized
archaic figure,

paint, the significance of which, like that of the line
itself, is unknown. Although the painting is well
sheltered it is poorly preserved, showing that it is
very old. Mountford (1954) misinterpreted this
painting as “possibly a pubic apron”. Unfortunately
he has recognized only a part of the painting
(fig. 28). : :

On a mushroom-shaped rock on this side
of Obiri III, on the horizontal ceiling surface, is
a small painting of three fish. The largest of them
measures 35 cm. The whole fish was first painted
in white, then half of it was touched-up in red co-
lour, which has blackened somewhat, probably
through oxidation. The Jlargest fish has a white
head. turned somewhat to one side (20). The second
fish (21) is somewhat smaller, but is painted exactly
as the first one. The only difference is that the first
fish’s spine is painted as a simple X-ray character.
The third and smallest fish, completely in red is
No. 22. It can be seen that the artist painted the
fins faithfully and exactly (cl. paintings 2 &I2 in
the first locality of Obiri III). The three fish together
form an intercsling composition and are an Iim-
portant documenlation of the use of while paint in
the archaic stvle. The perfection and the small di-
mensions indicate this style, as does the third, red
fish, and the proximily of a group of dynamic fi-
gures in a similar state of preservation (see below).
The manner of using the two colours and their
superimposition in both these paintings are unique.
“ The rear parts of the body and the tail fins are
striped lengthwise, and have a different red colour
to the body. They are darker (Fig. 9).

44

A group of dynamic archaic figures op the

same ceiling is important from several points of

view (fig. 10).

Thematically they represent human f;.
gures, separale limbs, two fish and an unknowp
object. The human figures are lhrc'ad-h.ke and ip
various positions. The most interesting 1s a 25 cm
high spearman (23). The position of the trunk,
hands and legs is conventional. The painting is we]|
preserved. Some sort of round bobble hangs from
the inclined head, and there is a peculiar shape op
the back, whose purpose is (liffi(‘u!t to exp.lain. It
is important that this spearman is throwing his
spear with the help of a womera. According to a]
indications (style, superposition, analogy), these
paintings belong to the group of the oldest paintings
in the area. But the womera 1s usuall){ unknown
among the oldest paintings of the interior as
a whole. Two crouching figures enclosed in egg-
shaped lines are also interesting, one Pf them is red
and the other red and white (24, 25). Also of in-
terest is a painting of four isolated limbs (26) and
several small sings (various red dots, double dots,
etc.), some of which at least represent tracks. The
two fish are painted in simple red lines. They are
of the same type, and both are about. 20 cm in
size (27, 28).

The unknown object is made up of two parts,
one of which is finely criss-crossed and the other
irregularly divided (29).

Chronologically thespearman with the
womera is important if only because figures of
this type are most often painted without any kind
of object. It is also unusual for the details preserved.
This is due to the smoothness and sheltered position
of the surface on which these miniatures are painted.
Some of the figures have no head, probably because
they wére painted in a different, less resistant
colour.

The last of this group of paintings on the
Obiri IIT rock slope is a group of yellow and red -
dynamic figures, with a painting of a snake and
a bird (bush turkey) and a vertical row of arched
lines. The snake (30) and the bird (31) are painted
in red without traces of the X-ray style. The human
figures (32) are further examples of yellow paint in
connection with dynamic figures, The individual
lines are interesting — probably spears, and in the
case of the short lines with a round end, stone axes.
The small blobs and triple lines (see previous scene
with dynamic archaic figures) cannot be satisfacto-
rily explained for the time being. The neighbouring
painting of a bush turkey is 28 cm in size. This
allows an estimate to be made of the size in in-
dividual figures. The last painting which is do-
cumented on this slope is 68 cm long, a vertically
placed row of simple red arcs, so placed in relation
to each other that pairs of arcs are next to each
other with the smaller of the two opening upwards
(like stylized raised arms) and the larger down-
wards (like bowed legs) (33). The meaning of this

undoubtedly heavily stylized painting is unknown
(fig. 27).



2. OBIRT 11,

A late archaic figure
of a spearman.

OBIRT ITI:

An archaic painting

of a kangaroo and spirit
figure with characteristic




Continuing up this north-cast rock slope we
reach an extensive mushroom-shaped overhang, the
cel_lln_g and vertical walls of which bear many
paintings, Many of them are unfortunately either
entirely or to a large degree indecipherable. I called
this gallery Obiri I, Mushroom Rock 1.

Let me describe here some of the more im-
portant and more distinet paintings:

Group 1 — on the oblique vertical wall (fig. 31).

34. A red painting of a female figure, simple,
thread-like, with breasts and a tripple zigzag
line on one side of the body (cf. Bala Uru,
No. 11. Obiri IV — upper gallery, No. 34 Obiri

_ I — boulders below the main gallery).

35. Below this is a red painting of a rifle. The butt
is striped lengthwise.

36. A red painting of a white man, A contour-line
alo.ng. the trunk depicts clothes. Both hands are
pointing towards the weapon. The whole figure,
and especially the legs, are very slim,

37. A horizontal painting of a large rifle, painted
in simple red lines.

"Paix.uings 33, 36 and 37 are “European Con-
lact” paintings. They are painted over all the other
pictures, and, similarly as in the other galleries,
they belong to the latest layer of paintings. The
connection with the X-ray style is shown by the
division of the rifles, or even by the striping of the
butts, and in the case of the man the depiction of
dress and the body within the dress. It is interesting
that only red is used for these late paintings.

38. A poorly visible, slim male figure painted over
by one of the rifles (35) and a white man (36).
Both arms are in front of the body holding
a dilly bag. A branching feature protruding
from the head (spine) indicates that this is a su-
pernatural being. This figure apparently forms,
logether with the following female figure, an
erolic scene.

39. A red, poorly visible, lying female figure, wilh
her legs somewhat stretched apart. It is in-

teresting that the woman in this erotic scene is

lying supine. .»
40. An outline painling of a rifle, painted accurately
in red. AR e

41. An unintelligible, long, half-light and half-dark

red object.

It is comparatively well preserved and overlaid

by paintings No. 35, 36 & 37.

42. One of the rifles (37) lies across an older X-ray
painting of a barramundi with its head broken
off.

43. Next to this is another fish painting in the
X-ray style. - .

44. High up the wall is another X-ray painting, of
a freshwater catfish.

45. An X-ray painting of another [ish, with a forke
tail. ;

46

46. Next to this is the head and part of the o
" of an N-ray snake. The spine is indicateqd by
ved dots on a white background.

White is the pl‘(‘(lOl]lill{lnl ('olom'-in .all the
fish paintings (42, 43, 44, 4"’): for the fine interna]
hatching, which is unusual.'T h.e colour was originally
different and has turned white over the years due
lo oxidation. . |

A group of red paintings belonging to the
archaic style. It is unforlu.nal,ely indecipherable
(48). In many places the paint has peeled off the
rock surface. There seem to have been two dark
red figures, and near them some sort of branches
with flowers or leaves indicated by re(! dots. The
painting is strongly reminiscent of the first, second
and third groups of archaic paintings fl‘OlI’]. the
Great Gallery at Upper Cadell River (Jelm.ek
1978). The whole painting is situated on the vertical
wall (fig. 48).

There is a large yellow X-ray fish'painting
partly covering an archaic, small red painting of an
Aboriginal boat with seven slandlqg figures (49),
with an oar painted between the first 'and second
men (fig. 14). The*figures are thread-like, the oar
measures 11.5 em. There is a further, very indistinct,
similar group of paintings (50) painted over by the
vellow body of the fish (cf. Old Woman’s Dreaming,
Jelinek 1978).

Worth mentioning is a 50 em dark-red, archaic,
dynamic figure of a running man, with a boomerang
in one hand (51). On the upper parts of both arms
are bobble-like ornaments. The head carries a high
hairstyle. The male sex is clearly visible. There is
simple wavy line below the painting. Its meaning
is unknown (fig. 17).

In front of this painting is a silhouette of
a bird, probably a bush-turkey, in red (52). The
head is unfortunately not preserved.

There are three yellow, thread-like mamandi
on the ceiling (53, 54, 55) (fig. 32):

53. A female figure (35 cm) with legs bent upwards
along the trunk. A long tongue protrudes from
the mouth,

94. Another female figure with long outstretched

_ tongue and long hair. Both arms are stretched
-out in front of the body, parallel. The legs are
~in a crouching position.

55. The third yellow female figure, painted head

- down, The legs are also bent back along the
- trunk, and a long tongue protrudes from the
mouth. ‘

96. An X-ray painting of a freshwater catfish, per-
fectly executed.

57. This catfish partly covers another X-ray paint-
ing of a fish, perhaps a sea catfish.

7. 38, 59..60. Three simple paintings of white men

with their hands in their pockets; The central
figure is smoking a pipe.

"The're are more paintings on the ceiling, worth
mentioning 1s an archer fish, a red and white static



female figure, a group of small red figures, and
a large fish (fig. 45).

61.

63.

64.

The archer fish is in dark-red and is spitting
water at a small insect. The entire scene
measures 46 cm. The insect has six fore and
six rear legs. It is probable that there are
some X-ray style characters inside the body
of the archer fish. According to the style,
colour, topic and size, there is no doubt that
this is an archaic painting.

2. Further along from this last painting is a 40 cm

high static female figure. It is completely white
(apparently from secondary oxidation) with the
inner parts of the arms, legs and breasts dark
red.. There is spiky hair on her head.

There is an interesting group of small red fi-
gures with round heads. They are 5—14 cm in
size, standing or crouching, some have orna-
ments with round ends dangling from their
heads. There are several unclear daubs sur-

rounding these figures in the same colour — I was

unable to find an explanation for it. "

The last painting I noted was a 70 em X-ray
saratoga, which is interesting because, while the
he'ad has been well preserved in~red and car-
mine, the lower part of the body and the tail
fin have weathered and are completely white,
so that only a faint contour remains. This is

2. OBIRLITI:
A group
of archaic evil
spirit figures.

a good example of weathering and of change
in colour. '

Alongside  the first mushroom-shaped rock

there is. another, on whose ceiling there is again
a wealth of paintings. There are others on the ver-
tical walls as well (fig. 50).

D
S

Group 1:

. A 230 cm red figure of a spirit man (Namarak-

bi.:a) holding four fish (mullet?) with forked
quls on a string in his left hand. The large
figure is red with several transversal lines at

_ the waist. Both thread-like arms are raised. The

66.

67.

68.
69.

70.

71.

fish on the string are simple, with X-ray style
characters. :

Higher up the wall is an incomplete archaic
painling — apparently a kangaroo — in
dark-red. -
This is an interesting dark-red painting. A fish
lail and part of a fish body can be seen.

A yellow X-ray painting of a sea catfish.
Another yellow X-ray painting of a barramundi
with its head broken off.

Near the tail-fin of the fish (No. 69) there is
a 45 em red painting of a gar fish. The inner
part of the body is empty.

Next to this is a red silhouette of a fish 25 cm
in size.
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carly archaic painting of a bird (bush turley?) and a snale.

A weathered painting of several head down hanging flying foxes. Archaic style.

A group of dynamic human [igures with the

. OBIRT I11:

28. OBIRIT I11:
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20. OBIRT TIT: Sia dynamic figures without heads. Most probably they swe

72. Higher up the ceiling is a long painting of
a thick yellow snake. There are rows of eggs
in the rear part of the body. ;

73. About half way down the snake’s body is the
head of a white striped barramundi in X-ray
style; it is painted over the snake. The white
paint has already fallen off to some extent.

74. ‘Next to the barramundi (73) is a pale-yellow
finely hatched painting of an ibis. The painting
measuring 80 cm is very decorative (fig. 51).

75. Between the tail fins of fish (No. 73) and fish
No. 67 there is a smaller fish partly covered
with 73. It is in the same X-ray style as No. 73.

76. Between the snake painting (72) and the bird
(74) is a smaller, pale-red, lengthwise striped
fish. '

77. A painting of a small white snake with red eggs
inside the body. .

78. A 35 cm long fish perfectly painted in X-ray
style but without internal hatching. The tail-fin
1s characteristically [orked.

79. A 100 em long fishing spear with three prongs
and barbs. ,

80. A large spear with a simple point with barbs.
The point is separated from the spear itself by
a bobble-like ornament. '

81. A red line, above which is a row of small fi-
gures leaning forward and appearing to rest
their hands on the ground. This seems to be
some sort of ritual. Their height is about 5 e¢m.
The length of the whole line is 80 em (fig. 47).

82. A red silhouette of a fish.
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re p(linlcd with another, less resistant colour,

83. Next to it is a further, later, white-striped X-
ray fish painting.

_On the vertical rock face it 1s worth mention-
ing a simple 25 em yellow painting of a vulva (84),
bordered with red line and reddened inside (cf.
vulva paintings from Inagurdurwil and from Bala
Uru Jelinek 1978) (fig. 49).

If we walk round this mushroom-shaped rock
a little to the south-west we shall find a 75 em red
four-legged animal (85) with a curved tail on the

‘vertical rock face (cf. E, Brandl, 1974, painting

from Cadell River No. 45). The animal’s head is
unfortunately badly weathered.

On the south-east side we find an extensive
scene of spearmen, published by Mountford
(1964). There are altogether seven of them, and
were apparently painted by the same artist, ap:
proximately at the same period (86, 87, 88, 89, 90,
91,92) (lig. 52). They form a single scene. The paint-
ings are detailed and clearly visible and it is obvious
that they have been repaired or rather touched-up
from earlier, similar figures. The painting of the
spear of the second spearman has been replaced,
as have the hand of the first spearman and the
spear, and the legs and head of the third one. All
figures have womeras of the same type, which
confirms their contemporaneity. They are not hu-
man, but super natural beings, spirits. This is clearly
shown in the painting of their heads. Nor is the
scene a regular one. According to the position of the
figures we can see that they were in groups of



twos or threes. The age of this painting is not great
and  Edwards even published two photographs
(Kdwards, 1973) taken in the same year,.re-
vealing that between the two photographings there
was some louching up of the paimting. The whole
painting and its composition is analogical to si-
milar composition from Inagurdurwil, which is
known to be later than some X-ray paintings, and
later than the first contact of the Aborigines with
Furopean civilization. Both scenes, from Inagurdur-
wil and Obiri 111, are so similar in style, composition
and preservation, that they could have been painted
by one and the same artist. There is a greal sense
of the variability of movements, It is also possible
to follow in detail the shape of the pouches carried
by hunters on their backs, and of the spears. All
the spears in the scene are of the large lype used
for hunting large animals or for fighting.

Across the central part of the painting of the
white spearmen there are two red Namarakain
female spirit figures (93, 94), holding a string
between the hands, by means of which they move
— fly (cf. similar painting in Bala Uru, Jelinek
1978). The fine shading inside their slim bodies and
limbs and the way of painting the heads shows
a clear connection with the X-ray style. These two
figures are laler than the seven spearmen, even
though the time difference need not, according to
the slate of preservation of the two paintings, be
very great. A close inspection of the rock-face re-
veals, however, a series of the other paintings which
are older than the spearmen, painted over them.
Most outstanding is a large, lengthwise striped
white oval object, coloured at both ends — it is on
the right-hand side of the rock-face (95). It is most
probably a Murayian. According to the state of
preservation this painting is not much older than
the spearmen. This is not the case with some of the
other older paintings. On the left-hand side of fhe
scene we can see a yellow painting of a snake (96).
Tts tail, clearly distinguished from the body, is
filled with diamond ornaments, the spine is in-
dicated by a dotted line, and the rear part of the
body is filled with red eggs. It runs beneath three
spearmen and has its head near the breasts of the
first Namarakain figure. Beneath the womera of
the first spearman are the remains of a white fish
painting (97), older than the spearman, but younger
than the snake. Round about the head and arms of
the second spearman we can see two smaller fish
(98, 99) and beneath them the older remains of
a large catfish (100). The square head and the
whiskers can clearly be seen. It seems unlikely that
both these older paintings were in X-ray style.
Beneath the arms and the upper part of the body
of the third spearman are the poorly visible remains
of a large X-ray painting of an echidna (101). Tt is
older than the yellow X-ray fish. Tn conclusion it is
necessary lo mention a perfect X-ray painting of
a turtle (102) which has been completely preserved
next to the seventh spearman, For purposes of com-

parison I would add that the length of the turtle
is 65 em,

On the east side of the same rock formation,
on the ceiling surface there are the following paint-

ings (fig. 16):

103. A thread-like red figure with claw-like hands.
They are placed by the side. The head is like
a kangaroo’s. This painling superimposes
a group of small, white, dynamic figures (104
to 111). Most of them are running or dancing
one female figure is painted crouching with
legs widely spread (104). This position of the
figure and the picture of her vulva indicate
that the painting has some sort of erotic
signilicance. Another figure (105) is a female
shown in a static frontal pose (cf. similar paint-
ing from Inagurdurwil). There are seven of
these figures in all, showing that dynamic fi-
gures may be painted in white as well as in red
and yellow. In rare cases they may also be re-
latively young, contemporary with the de-
veloped X-ray style. This situation is shown
by this painting, where the arms of two of
the figures are painted over the tail of an
X-ray fish.

112. A yellow catfish in simple X-ray style. Over
it. and therefore younger, is a 25cm red
statistic female figure in frontal view (113).
On both sides of the body, running down
from the breasts there are wavy lines (cf. No.

30. OBIRI III:
A stylized
female spirit figure with
tripled zigzag line.
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115.

116.

52

OBIRI 111: R
A group of X-ray \\
and European

contact paintings.

34, Obiri I; No. 11, Obiri IV; and No. 34,
Obiri II1). Still higher up the rock face in the
same colour is a similarly preserved figure
(114). '

A 60 em high simple red figure with out-
stretched arms and indifferent sex. The lelt
hand is touching or holding a large oval object
like a shield, spotted all over. Of course it is
not clear whether the paintings of the figure
and of the object belong to each other. The
painting of the “shield” has a slightly dif-
ferent shade of colour (fig. 13).

An interesting 60 cm high red dynamic figure.
It is relatively faint, but quite clearly visible
figure of a spirit with an oval head inclined
in the manner of other dynamic figures (cf.
Obiri I, 68, Obiri 111, 22). But unlike these the
head of this figure is irregularly hairy and
there are three peculiar growths in the facial

region. Both arms occupy positions similar to

those of other dynamic figures but, unlike
them, they are thickened, especially one, of
them looking rather like a sleeve with fingers
coming out of it. The head is decorated with
a characteristic hair style (cf. No. 68, Obiri I,
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fig. No. 23, Obiri 111). The thickened trunk has
threadlike legs at the bottom and a fantastic
shape in between them, apparently represent-
ing unnatural sex. It is undoubtedly a mytho-
logical being, a spirit. Mountford drew it the
wrong way (1956, fig. 49 H), upside down,
with the legs in the air, and innaccurately.

If we go up to the highest part of Obiri III,
this relatively extensive rock formation we find,
between two large boulders a large flat piece of
stone resting on three other stones, forming a sort
of table, surrounded by several boulders serving as
seats. It has been impossible to find out their pur-
pose and age — in may, of course, be a compa-
ralively recent construction.

On descending to the level of the alluvial plain,
on the south-west side of Obiri 111, we find an ex-
tensive rock face, overhanging in places, suitable as
a dwelling place. There is a great deal of sedimenta-
tion here, and the place would certainly warrant
a full archaeological investigation.

_ On the rock wall are many old, illegible
paintings, with a few which will be properly
described: the most important is a 240 em long



32. OBIRIT 111
A group of X-ray
paintings. Left are three
figures of european men (the
middle one with a pipe).
Upper right are three yellow
mamandi - figures.

60

vellow arch with red outlines (117) — it is a water
snake. and this place is used by the Aborigines to
ensure the increase of water snakes (viz. Moun t-
ford 1965, p. 214).

[ shall mention two of the human figures (118,
119) — they are dark-red dynamic figures 20 and
27 em in size. The smaller is leaning forward and
holds a large boomerang. There are lwo larger
figures in light vermilion. The first (120) has had
the lower part of his body rubbed out. On the
linear trunk there are three places with round
ornaments, similar ornaments can be seen at the
elbows. Instead of fingers there are claws, the head
is crescent-shaped and has spiky hairs, The second
figure (121) measures 57 cm and is in running po-
sition. Its trunk is S-shaped with a small arm in
front of it. Its head is like a kangaroo’s and has
spines in the rear.

The painting of a 45 em long lizard has a heart-
shaped head (122). Its body is striped. A yellow
and red painting of a snake (123) measures 220 cm.
There is a central wavy line in the body, a back-
bone and eggs. The upper parl of the snakes body
lies across a red fish, where the remains of X-ray
body details can be seen. Similarly the remains of

white X-ray details can be seen in two smaller, red
fish nearby.

OBIRI IV.

To the north of the rock Obiri I is a smaller
isolated outcrop, Obiri IV. There are rock paintings
on it in three places: the highest one is almost at
the top, beneath a small overhang on the horizontal
ceiling surface and on the sides of boulders im-
mediately below the overhang; the second is in the
central part of the rock, and the lowest one is al-
most on the level of the alluvial plain, or slightly
above it, where the overhanging rock forms a deep
cave, with its ceiling full of paintings.

At the highest location there is a group of red
and yellow paintings on the horizontal ceiling sur-
face. S

1. An outstanding, thread-like red figure of a man,
with his legs stretched apart and a large net
pouch around his neck. There is a yellow line
accross the right arm, which does not seem
to belong to the painting firstly because 1t Is
inexact, but mainly because the colour is dif-
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fergnt. In the middle of the trunk — at the
Waist — there are four transversal lines. The
§cxu_al organ is relatively big. The whole figure
1s 97 em in size (hg. 41).

- A red silhouette (90 cm) of a fish with interest-

ing fins.

Co.vel_‘ing most of the previous fish is a vellow
pamting of a somewhat smaller fish in éimple
X-ray style. It has a characteristic deeply
forked tail.
Near the two previous fish (2 and 3) is a static
red human figure whose legs are superimposed
by the red fish (2). The painting is rather faded
and measures 85 em. The large round head,
!)ordered all around with short hairs is interest-
ing. The two eyes at the centre of the head
are irregularly geomelrical (fig, 38).

No. 4 is painted across two parallel spears with
a single row of barbs.

There are two further thread-like figures here

with slightly outstretched arms also superim-
posed by No. 4.

On the vertical rock face there arc several

other figures:

-
(.

10.

11,

A red figure with the right arm raised and hold-
mng a medium-sized pouch. Another hangs
around its neck. The left arm is bent at the
elbow and painted across the body, holding
some sort of a long, indistinct implement. The
legs are slightly spread. A long ornament hangs
from the second head.

Over the trunk of the previous figure (7) are
painted two thread-like figures, one of them
holding a pair of short sticks in its hand.

A little further on there are two small but per-
fectly painted figures. They both apparently
represent supernatural beings. The upper one
has hands which are almost like a bat’s wings.
The trunk is obliquely striped. It is painted
over a third, static red figure of a man. The
lower figure is somewhat smaller. Both main
figures were either thread-like figures added to
a thicker painting, or arose as a result of touch-
ing up the original painting. '
A thread-like running male figure measuring

35 cm.

A 25 cem high simple dark red figure with no
arms. A horizontal line across the round head
indicates a stick pushed through the nasal
septum. Close to the figure there is an irregular
zigzag line painted without care (cf. Obiri III,
34, Obiri I, 34, Bala Uru 100).

The vertical surface of the rock beneath the

overhangs bears several more paintings (fig. 37):

12.

13.
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A vermillion silhouette (80 cm) of a saratoga.
It is painted over: .

A dark-red painting of a mullet, roughly the
same size. The two fish can be distinguished by
their fins.

4.

16.

18.

19.

Over it is a white silhouetle Of.il l.(?l:lOl‘Se \\.'ith
long, slightly bent ncck‘nnd an l‘nd_ls:m,t Pumt
ing of another fish. 'lllmsc paintings are re

ively ; preserved.
Il'j(l)l\:t‘lr\ d%(\)\?r:l)lhlc roclf ra(‘f‘ is anolllcr] l't‘zd Szf-
ratoga, bul already with ‘\.-ray style ¢ 1a§z;clels
the forked tail fin, the spine). To.on_c side on
the same rock there are Lwo more indistinet red

fish.
Two older,
running thre

15.
I we descend to the central part of the Obiri

1V rock formation we find the follqwing paint-

thread-like static f.igures and one
ad-like figure superimposed by No.

ings: . . )
A i;roup of small red figures (fig. 53):

_The oldest in this group is apparently a dark-

red painting of some sort of oval, wh;’ch per-
haps originally chrescnle(l the body of a fish.
A vermilion painting of a long hum.an figure
painted over the preceding 0\_/al, with rather
short legs and a long trunk Ilke.a s.nake (cf.
Obiri 111, Nos. 13, 16, 17, 18), ending in a head
which has been obliterated. The arms have not
ved.

Rees:ilnf)ill‘:ls'?l% cm lhl'cad.-like figure with long
trunk and both thread-like arms stretched out
in front of the body. An oval h'ead-dres-s hang-
ing from the head. On both sides of it there
are peculiar crescent-shaped hatched Ob]ec_ts of
unknown significance. Further to one §1d€; is an
indistinct, apparently incomplete painting of
a lying female figure.

_ Lower down the rock there is clear painting of

a small, long, four-legged animal (perhaps a na-
tive cat?). .
To the extreme right there is a further slim
thread-like figure with a long trunk, drawn
diagonally. It is interesting to note the large
hanging hairstyle similar to No. 19, which is
also found among the oldest dynamic figures
(see Kolondjorluk gallery IV, VII, Nangalore,
Cadell River, Jelinek 1978).

There is also a group of one female and three

male figures and a large red figure.

23.

A 25 cm thread-like figure with an S-shaped .
body. The sex is not indicated. A peculiar or-
nament like some sort. of ribbon hangs from

the head.

24, 25, 26..Three similar male figures with curved

bodies. Both hands point in all cases to the
opposite side from the male sexual organ, i.e.

behind the body. '

. Slightly below these figures is a large red paint-

ing of a figure with round head, at the centre
of which there are irregularly geometrical eyes
(see No. 4, top of Obiri IV). There are two pe-
culiar ornaments, at the back of the head. In-
stead of arms there are only blunt stumps.
From the right one leads a simple red line. The

trunk is a simple oval running into two slightly
spread legs.



28.
29.

30.

i\\

Further 1o the side is a dark-red. thin dynamic
figure with an oval head (size 25 em).

A 60 em long dark-red figure of a man with his
legs stretched apart and about to throw a spear
with the help of a womera. The head is large in
comparison with the body and runs into a sirik-
ing _beakshaped mouth. Along the left forearm
there is a thin fish a forked tail, It undoubtedly
belongs to the painting of the human figure,
though its significance is not clear. It is nol
a womera, though the size would be appro-
priate, since the womera is in the right hand
and its tooth can clearly be seen. This is the
late archaic painting style from the period
when the womera was already known (fig. 35).
A S0em long dark-red archaic painling of
a water bird with curved heak and long wader’s
legs. It is apparently an ibis. The head and
heak are spotted and the rear part of the body
striped  (fig. 34).

Il we now descend 1o the lowest -gallery, we

find the following paintings on the ceiling of a low
cave.;

31.

~

\
32
33.
34.
35.

An 80 em long vermilion-red lizard with a bird’s
head. The characters of the simple X-ray style
can be seen in the transversal division of the
body (neck, chest, tail), in the central line and
in the painting of entrails, The head is hatched
with the X-ray siyle technique and ends in
a beak. The front legs arc missing. The hind
legs and tail are those of a lizard. This interest-
ing painting of a half-lizard, half-bird is ap-
parently a mythological heing (fig. 39).

- Another interesting painling is a male evil-spirit

figure. Here too, the head ends in a beak-
shape. At the mouth, the crown of the head, at
one elbow, sexual organs and both knees there
are branched “spines”. The hands are claw-like
the trunk is unnaturally bent, and large sexual
organs are attached to it, The whole body and
the forearms are decorated with zigzag lines,
apparently in connection with magic and with
the idea of evil forces. The figure is 75 em in
size, it has been well preserved, and even
though it is in vermilion colour it is apparent
that it is not very old (compared with the state
of preservation of the neighbouring figures) (tig.
15).

A 55 em high female figure in red on a white
background. This fact, together with the way
it is shaded, makes this X-ray style, even though
no entrails are shown. The arms are white and
arched alongside the body; the ends of the
lengthwise striped legs are black.

Next to the preceding painling is a yellow bar-
ramundi with the head broken off. Tt js about
lhg same size as No, 33. Unfortunately the
painling is not well preserved, but nevertheless
we can see Lhat there were X-ray details within
the body.

Painted over this last piclure is a later, smaller,
lengthwise striped freshwater catfish in red on

43. OBIRI I11: Detail of three yellow mamandi [igures.
Compare with misinterpreted picture in Mountford

1956 (Pl. 46, E).

M. OBIRT T11: A Jemale sorcery [igure. Compare swith

misinterpreted  picture in Mountford 1956 (Pl.
46, A).
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\\;]1ito. whose spine and overall style indicate
X-ray. The use of colour and the style are
strongly reminiscent of No. 33, with which
seems to be contemporary,

THE ENVIRONMENT TODAY
AND IN THE PAST

In order to comprehend the Obiri paintings it
Is necessary to outline the characteristics of the geo-
graphical environment and of the sites themselves.

The Obiri stone blocks are the outcrop of the
rock plateau. They are situated in the alluvial plain
of the East Alligator River, belonging geologically
to the Arnhem Land rock plateau, whose northern
edge is about 5km south of Obiri. Thus people
living here had their homes on flat plains stretch-
ing as far as the coast, about 100 km north of here.
The Alligator River, which has sufficient water flow
all the year round, is under the influence of the
lides in the riverbed changing the direction of its
flow in regular intervals, This makes it possible
for some sea animals which tolerate fresh water
to come this far, indeed some live permanently in
the local lagoons (sea crocodile, shark, ray, various

fish). In the Pleistocene, of course, when North

Australia was joined to New Guinea, Obiri was well
inland, a long way (some 200 km to the south-east)
from the coast. To the north the land stretched as
far as New Guinea, for the sea level was approxi-
mately 120 m lower than today. The recent local
fauna, similarly as in that period, is richer than that
of the rocky interior. Even though the kangaroo,
and other typical animals of-the interior were not
so numerous here as in the Escarpment, they
did live here in quite large numbers. In addition
- there were inexhaustible resources of fish here, and
of other water animals, not to mention birds. Honey
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s [11: Archaic painting .
45 GBI (dark red) of an ‘archer [ish”
spiting on an insect. In the
[ish body we can see traces of
X-ray style.
also, so sought after by the Aboriginals, was here. in
plen,ty. In the period after contact the Indonesian

buffalo bred here, but the Aboriginals hunt it only |
rarely, since they have plenty of other game. The
climatic regime of alternate dry and rainy seasons
means that the East Alligator River overflows its
banks in the rainy season al.ul floods the surround-
ing plain, which causes the high ground and the rock
formations to stand out like islands. The Aboriginals
and the land animals find refuge there. Some Ab-
originals (a minority) retreat to the edge of the
rocky Escarpment and spend the rainy season there.

The Obiri rocks are 40—50 m high. Particu-
larly in Obiri 1, III and IV they form overhangs,
niches and caves, all of them used for rock paint-
ing. Some of them are almost on the level of the
alluvial plain (e.g.' the bottom cave of Obiri IV),
others are right at the top of these bizarre rock
formations (Obiri III, IV). Paintings were made on
almost any rock surface suitable for the purpose.
They are most often horizontal or on sheltered
vertical surfaces. In an isolated case in Obiri III,
I found, beneath the second mushroom-shaped rock
at the top of the cliff, a painting of a fish on the
roc!c floor, protected by the overhang. Its preser-
vation here on' the floor is, of course, exceptional.
__ Archaeological and ethnological information
indicates that only a few places, the comparatively
low ones, were regularly used by the Aboriginals
as dwelling places. Thus, e.g., Obiri III, on the
south-west wall, where the sediments are deep
enough to make archaeological investigation pos-
sible. Suf‘face finds indicate that the place was in-
habited in the past. Another place is the bottom
cave at Obiri IV, whose ceiling is heavily blackened
by numerous ancient fires,

The remaining places, particularly those on

a higher level,.are suitable for resting, but not for
permanent habitation,



. OBIRI J: .\. group of ])(ylinli,ug.s' mostly in X-ray style.
Outstanding are an ‘\-ra.y pamting of a gun, painted
over the other X-ray painting and above

a painting
of an axe of European type.

2. 0OBIRI I: A photograph of the paintings of fig. 1.

3. OBIRI I: 4 group of archaic red paintings. On the
left side there are two quadrupeds (one in full co-
lour and one in outline) and a greater anthropo-
morph outline painting. In the middle is female
figure with the rhomboid body ornament. Right up
is a simple red womera painting (compare fig. 21).



of a spear-
stylised red

A characteristic red f[emale figure of the

archaic style (compare fig. 19).

A characteristic red spirit figur

man. On the right side there is another

spirit jigure (compare fig. 22).
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10.

OBIRIT 1I: An N-ray figure of a quadruped and of
a fish.

OBIRT 111: Archaic style red human figures and
a fish. The figure in the middle is a spearman using
womera. In this early period the womera was
already known to the aboriginal hunters.

9. OBIRI I111: An early archaic painting of three [ish
painted in red and white. In the largest painting
there are characters of primitive X-ray style.

1., OBIRT T11: A detail of an early archaic red paint-
ing of a spirit figure and of two [ish.
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14.

OBIRT IV: Iighly stylized  human figure with
@ zigzag line which means an ewvil force.

OBIRTI I11: Part of the painting of a small boat
with standing human figures: the second person is
holding an oar.

15.

.

OBIRT I11: A simple red painting of a human fi-
qure and of an oval object. It is not clear if both
;rlirttirzg.v are contemporary and if they belong
lugl'lh('r. / ol ) : ;

OBIR1 IV: An evil spirit flguro ((-wl. mf’,g‘_") “:"h
numerous zigzag lines and with “spines” in wvital
body places.



33 OBIRI IV: Three yellow and
red X-ray style fish
paintings.

34 OBIRI IV: A red archaic ibis
painting with primitive
X-ray style characters.

35. OBIRI 1V: A spirit spearman
holding in the right hand
a womera and in the left hand
a fish like object.




36. OBIRT 1V: Group (dnnre?) >
four man. The shape of the
body reminds the archaie
dynamic style figures
(ef. [ig. 53).

37. OBIRT 1V: A group of paintings
.in different styles. The latest is
an X-ray [ish painting over an
older red fish painting.

38. OBIRI IV: A group of human
and animal figures situated
near the top of the rock.



39. OBIRT IN: Mythological animal, half li-
zard-half bird painted in X-ray style.

40. OBIRI IV: A weathered, red archaic style
painting.

41. OBIRI IV: A late archaic human figure
(male) with a dilly-bag.
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42. OBIRI I: A group of archaic paintings: 53. The oldest, great kangaroo painting in carly archaic style. 54, 55. Two
finely painted quadrupeds. 56. A weathered painting of other two animals. 57. A dark red painting of a bird and
another weathered red painting. 58. A big bird painting (bush turkey or a gose). 59. An anthropomorphic spirit fi-
gure. 60. Another spirit figure with two pouches containing two small animals. 61, 62. Peculiar geometrical shapes. |
63. A small kangaroo painting. |



46. OBIRT ITI:

TECHNIQUE — LOCATION

Most paintings are situated within the arm’s
length. In spite of this fact some of them, though
not many, are in places which are difficult to access
or completely inaccessible. Thus the ceiling of the
second mushroom-shaped overhang at the top of
Obiri IIT is about three metres high and the paint-
ings there could not have been realized without the
help of some sort of construction, In Obiri I too,
there are several archaic-type paintings on the
ceiling of the main gallery some 15 m above the
ground. These paintings must had been difficult to
realize even with the help of a construction. Perhaps
once there stood a tall tree enabling the access to
places where these paintings are situated. In any
case it indicates an attempt to find the most innaces-
sible places for the paintings, many of which are
today unfortunately undecipherable. In some cases,
especially a picture of a saratoga at Obiri Il (No.
64) these paintings are evidence of a change in
colouring brought about by oxidation. The red co-
lour here has clearly changed to white. This fact
is in keeping with the experience from other lo-
calities (Inagurdyrwil, Mt. Brockman, Cadell River).
The only pigments used were the classical ones, 1.e.
various shades of red ochre, orange, vermilion, and

e

»

A dynamic
archaic figure.

carmine, sometimes so dark (in some of the ancient
paintings) that it is almost black. Yellow and white
are also common. black is rare.

STYLE

The main gallery in Obiri I attracts our at-
tention thanks to the fact that we find there almost
exclusively X-ray paintings, belonging to the com-
plex X-ray art, i.e. to the fianal or most developed
stage of the X-ray style. The paintings are situated
on a 40 m long vertical surface of a stone bench
beneath a high and deep overhang. They are mostly
pictures of fish, most of them barramundi. They are
extensively detailed according to the anatomy,
with fine shading, or merely decorated without the
anatomical preciseness. The whole rock surface is so
full of these paintings that if there were any older
paintings here, they have completely disappeared
beneath the coaling of newer, X-ray paintings.

There is another stylistic complex of paintings
on the south-east side of Obiri I1[, where there are
various small ovehangs and cliffs at the top of the
rocks, all with red paintings in the archaic style.
These are sometimes of the oldest .type, but the
womera was already known — which is a typical
feature of the younger period of the archaic dy-

o7 ¢



hamie style, Similar paintings can occasionally be

fOll}'\fl in various places elsewhere in Obiri (e.g. in
Obiri I, near the main gallery, in Obiri 111 on the
flr.sl mushroom, in Gallery 1V in the upper and
middle locations).
ur most important archaie painlings are si-
lllaled al Obiri 1. These are dark red pictures, 74
to 58, of kangaroo and f our-legged creatures similar
lo.kz.mgaron. They are analogous to the oldest
paintings in Kolondjorluk, (Gallery VI, 111, V). The
Stalic archaic style (human figures) can be found
variously in different galleries. In Obiri 1 there are
Nos. 31, 32, 33, 36. 37, 53—64, in Obiri 11 Nos.
3—12, 13, in Obiri 111 Nos, 49, 50, 52, 81, 103, 115,
in Obiri 1V e.g.. 4, 6, 18, 19, 20, 21, 99, 27, 29,
We therefore distinguish a total of three styles

ol archaic paintings. The olde :

' st are those before the
tme of the introduction of the womera (kangaroos
and spearmen. some fish) then comes the dynamic
paintings with womera, :

1gs . and then the static style.
Tho‘dl\'ldmg line between these styles cannot be
precisely defined. There are smooth transitions

between them. We find that the dynamic figures
\vnh_womora were painted in red and occasionally
also in vellow and white. Among the Obiri 1] paint-
ings we find the use of yelow paint in No. 32 (small
dynamic I'igu.rc§); small dots and double short lines
are characteristic here, The same signs can be found
among the dynamic figures on a chiff not far away
(fjg. 10). Some of the archaic figures here are de-
picted in crouching position surrounded by a red
or white oval line. There are also three small red
fish among these paintings (fig. 9). The interesting
thing about them is that they are painted in white
and red. The white is painted on red background,
giving a double chromatic effect; besides pure
white we have white on red background which
looks almost black at places. These examples clearly
indicate the use of white and vellow colours in the
paintings of the archaic dynamic style (with wo-
mera). There are of course also other proofs of the
use of these colours at Obiri. Thus in Obiri III, Nos.
104—111, there is a group of white dynamic figures
which is covered by a red figure in the archaic
static style (fig. 16).

There are three types of X-ray paintings at
Obiri. The first type has simple X-ray characters,
such as the picturing of-the body cavity, central
line or joints. Very 'simple X-ray characters can

sometimes be found even among the static urclmic
figures, or indeed, very "ﬂl'(‘l:", among the dynamic
ones (with womera). Sometimes they even oceur
with the oldest figures, l)cforo. the womera was
known. This is shm\.'an)y ‘lhc pictures ol: fish “f“h
a spine (Nos. 20, 115, 70, 61, Obiri I11). The carliest
stages of the X-ray style are )\'ell lllush:n.led by Nos.
30 & 33 from Obiri IV or 65 from Obiri I1I.

There are plenty of examples p[ the (lc_:vc;lol)ed
X-ray style with cmn.plelo anatomical detail in the
main gallery of Obiri L. .

There is also a good example here of the third,
geometrically decorated style, already without‘at-
tention to exact detail in the internal anatomical
structure (fig. 20/1 a kangaroo).

Within the X-ray style also, of course, the
three Lypes are without exact boundaries. Here too
there are exceptions and the transitions are gradual.

CHRONOLOGY

In this locality we find — as in many others —
hollowed cups in the stone in some galleries. Mapy
of them clearly show great age by the weathering
and the surface patina. Sometimes even an old
crack in the rock running across these holes shows
that they are even older than it. )

The oldest paintings (I have already mentioned
the kangaroo piclures in the section on style) are
comparatively rare at Obiri. If, of course, archae;o-
logical finds (W hite, 1968), show that the in-
habitation of these places dates back further than
20,000 years, ‘it can be supposed that a fur%her
study of the paintings of the archaic sgyle 'mlgl'lt
more accurately distinguish them: the situation in
the Cadell River localities showed these to be con-
nected to the “piri” culture. For example the chrg-
nological order of fish paintings within the archaic
styleis for the time being extremely difficult, though
not impossible.

According the hitherto finds it scems that the
greatest painting activity was- at the end of the
dynamic archaic style, afler the introduction of the
womera, and than at the peak of the X-ray style,
even though we find many paintings of other sty-
listic periods. The large scene (Nos. 86—102, Obiri
I11) is important for chronology and the clarifica-
tion of the order of succession of individual styles.
The youngest of the figures here are two Namara-

47. OBIRT IIT: A row of st
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ylized human figures in a corroborree. Archaic style.
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‘(\ 48. OBIRI III: Remains of an
X early archaic painting.
\’_, ; Compare with paintings 49. OBIRTI III:
7 1, 2, 3 from the Great A simple vulva

kain spirits, painted over the spearmen. It is
a question of experience and of a more extensive
knowledge of the paintings to understand the re-
lation of these spearmen to the X-ray style. Paint-
ings of thread-like spearmen continue among rock
paintings right through to the developed X-ray
style, and many of them are not at all old, though
they preserve the archaic way ol painting, often
completely lacking X-ray characters. The spearmen
are painted here over an older, poorly preserved,
X-ray picture of a snake (No. 96) and over ancient
paintings of fish (Nos. 98, 99, 100), which do not
belong to the X-ray style.

Paintings of Europeans and rifles date post
quem. These are pictures from the period after con-
tact with European civilization. There are altogether
15 here, and none of them is painted over by
a younger picture. This itself shows that this is no
chance coincidence and that this theme is un-
doubtedly the final stage of Aboriginal rock art. On
the contrary paintings with European topic usually
superimpose all other X-ray paintings.

THEMES

A clear majority of the archaic paintings are
anthropomorphic. Of 142 archaic paintings, 85 were
anthropomorphic and 57 pictured animals or other
objects. Out of 96 X-ray slyle paintings we find
26 with an anthropomorphic and 70 with another,

Gallery on Upper Cadell
River (Jelinel 1978).

painting in yellow
with red outline.

usually animal topic. These figures, of course, give
us some sort of information, but let us not forget
that there are more X-ray style paintings in the
main gallery I was unable to make a note of, and
that on the other side of the Obiri I block there
was a whole gallery, with X-ray paintings prevail-
ing, and this gallery has not been recorded at all.
On the whole X-ray paintings prevail over the ar-
chaic ones. The X-ray paintings have greater visual
effect. They are mostly large and colourful, while
the archaic ones are mostly small and monochrome.
But we can clearly see the poroportion of topics
within these wide stylistic groups.

There are many small figures among the ar-
chaic paintings where sex is not shown at all.
Where it is shown, it is mostly male. It is not
exaggeratedly large, as it often happens in various
sorts of X-ray pictures. The dynamic human fi-
gures with an S-shaped body, which are to be
found here on the lower reaches. of the East Alli-
gator River (cf. Inagurdurwil, Old Woman’s Dream-
ing) are already contemporary with the womera.
This is shown by the paintings No. 68. Obiri I and
No. 23. Obiri III. The womera is not known in Tas-
mania, which we know to have been separated from
the Australian mainland some 12.000 years ago.
The Aborigines who went there at that time did
not know the womera (in South Australia). Thus
evidence of a lack of knowledge of the womera in.
North Australia most probably gives a date older

59



relative chronology is the superposition of

50. OBIRI I11: A group of paintings on the rock ceiling. Important for the
Jour fish.

several paintings. Interesting is t

than 12.000 years, and therefore the paintings in
the archaic style with womera are younger than
this. Some of these dynamic human figures have no
heads (Obiri 111, Nos. 15, 16, 17, 18). These wete
cither painted in a different colour which has
weathered away, or they were of different malerial,
which has not been preserved (c.g. wax), or they
had not been painted for some mythological or
other reason.

Human figures of the archaic dynamic style
are often in groups, less frequently isolated. This
is perhaps also the result of the tendency to form
scenes, which, however, does not achieve the degree
of perfection here which we find at Red Lily La-
goon (Jelinek 1978).

The composition of the paintings in Obiri 111,
Nos. 20—29, includes among the human figures
four individual arms painted in [ine lines (in mi-
niature). It is also worth taking note of two figures
painted in a crouching position and surrounded by
elliptical lines. Together with further figures, one of
which is a perfectly drawn spearman, they form

_some sort of scene, whose significance, of course,
remains a mystery to us. We can find similar

6 0 ' L

he painting of a big spirit figure with

groups of several dynamic figures in.Obiri 111, Nos.

32, 37, 63. The paintings 49 and 50 in Obiri I1I
show small native boats occupied by several stand-
ing figures (cf. Cahill's Crossing, Old Woman’s
Dreaming).. On the more clearly visible painting
(both superimposed by a yellow X-ray fish) one of
the figures is holding an oar. In Obiri IV, Nos. 24,
25, 26, there are four S-shaped figures standing
next to each other, three males and one without
sex. The last has some sort of hanging ornament on
the head. All of them have the arms stretched out
.behin(’l the body in a striking manner. Perhaps this
is a picture of a dance. The S-shaped bodies seem
to point to the dynamic archaic-style tradition. At
the Qbiri III gallery, Nos. 104—111, we find, ex-
Peptlonally, white dynamic figures. Their great age
is shown (besides the style and size) by the fact
that they are superimposed by the red static figure
No. 103. In spite of this it is not certain whether
they are contemporary with the other dynamic fi-
gures. For we know isolated examplés of the dy-
namic style (in white) to be of even recent date, i.e.
contemporary with X-ray (cf. Djerlandjal Rock).
Very interesting among these figures are No.



104 (a crouching female figure) and No. 105 (a sta-
tic female figure) — both may indicate 10 a later
date, since similar figures are for the time being
unknown among the typical archaic figures. As far
as isolated dynamic figures are concerned 1 would
like to mention No. 68, Obiri I, and No. 51, Obiri
111, a big figure of a running man holding a boo-
merang. Interesting details are the hairstyle and
ornaments on the arms. Perhaps it would be in-
teresting to mention that where these figures are
in groups they are usually smaller, sometimes quite
miniature. On the other hand individual figures can
he up to 50 em.

[t is not impossible that the paintings of
strange spirits in Obiri 111 (Nos. 1—14) belong chro-
nologically lo the groups of dynamic figures, These
are several figures with legs bent back unnaturally
(reminiscent of the later mamandi) sometimes with
a peculiar tail-like growth (sex. tail) and with pe-
culiar ornaments or growths on the head. They are
associated with four paintings of freshwater catfish.
These paintings give the impression of having been
painted in a hurry. Here even fear may have played
a role, since the artist undoubtedly wished to paint
very evil and dangerous spirits.

Painting 17—22 at Obiri IV are interesting for
their hairstyles; these are thread-like static figures.
Such hairstyles are known in Kolondjorluk, at Deaf
Adder Creek and at Nangalore among the oldest
dynamic figures.

Among the static archaic figures T would draw
attention to the spearmen (Obiri IV, fig. 35) with
unusually large head and beak-like mouth, show-
ing that this is a spirit and not a normal person.
In one hand it holds a womera and a spear ready
for throwing. In the other there is a thin fish (mean-

ing unknown). Fig. 19 from Obiri I, showing ;1 ‘l;c-
male figure with an exceptional narrowing 0 'llb
waist and a wide lower part of the lrun.k. has zllg
analogy in similar figure from Cannon ?llll. ‘No. ,.i
in Obiri 1l represents a spirit with a llza.r(!s hea('
and raised three-fingered hands. The alm_rlglnes say
of this type of lizard that it “makes milk for wo-
men”, Nos. 103 and 121 have a human body and
kangaroo head. A large (230 cm) figure of a male
spirit holding four fish threaded on -a string 'hz}s
a parallel in a bark painting from Oenpelli. This is
of course a different spirit but the way it 1s carry-
ing fish which have been caught and threaded on
a string is the same, . o
From the composition of archaic paintings
from Obiri I, Nos. 54—64, the paintings of spirits
60 & 61 are of special interest. 61 is better pre-
served and although I have not yet found _mmnlgr
pictures elsewhere, there are still some points in
common with the paintings of large grouchmg fi-
gures from Mt. Brockman. The painting of some

sort of tail at the end of the body is reminiscent of

similar large painting from Mt. Brockman, and }he
associated two animals remind us again .Of snml_lar
painting from Mt. Brockman, where we find flying
foxes. This is undoubtedly another spirit, but the
psychological motivation of the painting, or rather
of the symbols, is similar.

Thus it can be seen that on the whole the
archaic style in all its phases of development is
very rich in mythological beings of different sorts,
showing the complicated tradition and the broad
fantasy of the Aboriginal artists.

Among the animal themes belonging to the
archaic style, it is worth noting Nos. 27, 28 and
Nos. 20, 21, 22 in Obiri III, fish paintings which
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5l. OBIRT III: A yellow decorative bird painting.
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53.

I
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Chronologicaly

OBIRTI 1V:

: - . y iliin fiwivas (i e middle).
Important painting of seven spearmen, overpainted by two Namarakain [igures (in tl )

A group of archaic paintings.




Older underlaying paintings are swell seen.

certainly belong to the thin dynamic figures (with
womera). No. 20 especially is important because
the spine is shown, indicating that the beginnings
of the X-ray style are very old. The same goes for
fig. 34 in Obiri IV, showing a water bird, apparently
an ibis. The head and beak are spotted, the neck
has crosswise siripes and the rear part of the body
is also- striped. ‘With the painting of the spitling
archer fish (fig. 45, Obiri III) we also find the first
sings of internal body structure, Otherwise it is
typical of the majority of animal paintings in.the
archaic style that they are either coloured all over
or striped lengthwise (e.g. Nos. 30, 31, 22, 19, 7, 8,
9, 10, Obiri I11). :

The most common animal topic of the archaic
style are fish (18 picture). The barramundi, which
is so typical of the X-ray style, occurs here only
once, as does the saratoga. I found a total of 10
unidentifiable four-legged animals, 5 birds (bush-
turkey, ibis ete.), 3 kangaroos, 5 catfish (fresh wa-
ter), 1 snake, 1 turtle and 1 archer fish.

Kangaroos occur comparatively rarely in Obiri

in both the archaic and the X-ray styles,- certainly
less than in localities in the interior (El Sherano,
Bala Uru, Cadell River, Goomadeer, etc.). This is
who'lly in keeping with the zoogeographical si-
luation.

If we turn our attention to the X-ray paint-
ings, we may first consider the simplest of them
(some have already “been mentioned, since they
belong to the dynamic archaic style. To these can

be added No.: 120 from Obiri III, with joints
rounded and the body divided. This figure is also
very ‘close to the archaic style).

The spearman in fig. 24, Obiri 1l is the type of
linear figure which survives in archaic execution
well into the developed X-ray style. Without doubt
No. 33 from Obiri 1V is a good example. Of ad-
ditional interest here is the use of three colours,
red, white-and black.

According to analogies from Bala Uru, Mt.
Brockman and Inagurdurwil we know that figures
with zigzag lines belong to the X-ray style (Obiri I,
No. 34, Obiri 111, Nos. 34, 113, Obiri 1V, fig. 12).
These zigzag lines here indicate. evil forces. It.is
difficult Lo say where this association of evil with
zigzag lines - originated. Perhaps the snake or
lightning played some psychological role. This
symbolism is widespread among primitive peoples
in different parts of the world. It is not exclusive
to the Australian Aboriginals.

I would like to draw more attention to a group
of three yellow mamandis undoubtedly connected
with the complex X-ray style, though they bear
none of its characters. Mountford (1964) mistakenly
asserls that the third of the group is incomplete.
He did not notice that this figure is head down.
These three figures form one composition and were
certainly painted at the same time. Female ge-
nitalia and a large, outstretched. spear-like tongues
are common lo all three.
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54 OBIRI I11: Red painting of
a lizard with char-
acteristic head.

) The figm:es of white men total 9, belong to the
.-\-ray. style in the presentation of clothing. The
same 1s true of the female figure No. 62 in Obiri IIL.
Two of the white men also have pipes.

Two pictures of spirits in Obiri IV (31 & 32)
are exceptional. The first is a lizard with a bird’s
head and without front legs. The second is an evil
male spirit with “spines” on its head, sexual organs,
knees and on one elbow, and with the body filled
with zigzag lines. This figure is complementary to
the evil spirits with zigzag line which have already
been described (fig. 15).

The paintings of arms form an interesting
group. It is inleresting that I did not find at Obiri
the ancient red stencils which were, e.g. at Ko-
londjorluk, even covered by the oldest pictures of

kangaroos and spearmen without womera. They

were therefore — some of them at least — the
oldest paintings of all. These are completely absent
at Obiri. We find at Obiri I red paintings of hands
surrounded by an elliptical line (Nos. 13, 14). These
belong to the X-ray style, as do the decoratively
painted arms, two placed opposite each other, at
Obiri I (fig. 21). We can compare such paintings in
Inagurdurwil, Nangalore and Injaluk Cave.

Beneath the second mushroom at Obiri IIT is
a red and yellow symbol of a vulva. It is the only
one at Obiri, but there are many- parallels at Bala
Uru, Inagurdurwill or Injaluk Cave,

Most common animal paintings represent fish,
mostly barramundi. 14 barramundi were noted
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55, OBIRT IV: Mountford's picture of 4 [igures. Com-
NN 5 e
pare with our Jig. 36.

e

(there were more of them in gallery I, but I did not
make a note of all of them, 10 catfish {fresh water
and sea), b saratogas, 1 gar fish and 18 unidentified
fish. Thus there is a total of 48 fish paintings. All
other animal figures are in a minority. There were
7 tortoises, 6 snakes, 3 kangaroos, 3 goanas,
1 echidna, 1 bandicoot, 1 ibis and 1 lizard. This
selection clearly shows that most of the themes are
of the water prey type (fish, tortoise, snakes). The
paintings of Europeans form a special group (9) as
do rifles (5) and axes (1). There are more of them
here than in the localities further in the interior.
There was undoubtedly more frequent contact with
Europeans here during the final phase of rock
painting.

A

THE MEANING OF THE PAINTINGS
AT OBIRI

The painting of a yellow snake (No. 117) in
Obiri III, at the level of the flood plain, was in-
ténded to insure the increase of snakes. The social
meaning is, therefore, according to ethnographical
information (cf. Mountford, 1964) a totemic ce-
remoqial one. In front of the rock face on which
the picture is painted there is an extensive open
space, a.large ceremonial ground. Typical magic
sorcery.fl.gures (with isolated limbs) are rare among
the Obiri paintings. Only the painting of an cvil
spirit in Obiri 1V (No. 32) and Obiri I (fig. 44)

could have a mythological or evil magic mean-



. or both. Erotic paintings are nol so common
u"r.'C as is usual in other localities. Only the above-
hti,{[iolled painting of an evil spirit (Obiri 1V, No.
1'13)() has an unusually large sexual organ, and in
I}I:( gallery Of_ Obiri III we find one erotic scene
INos. 38 & ,_39) and one yulva symbol. One of
the small white dynamic flgur?s (No._ 104, Obiri
) is depicted in a wide squaling position, which
ovidently has an erouic meaning. Finally, there is
Lol the slig]]le§t‘dou])t that many othc.er figures,
(\,«pct‘ia"." of spirits an'd supernalural beings, have
; m_\vlhOlogical _meaning. W\ heth?r some of the
‘[igul‘es were painted only lo satisfy the creative
iendencies of the artist and for his personal satis-
faction, and if so which ones, is very difficult to
Jecide without }h_e authentic information of an en-
lightened Aborigine, and would be only a spe-
culative exercise.

[ found neither burials nor stone tool works-
hops in the localities dgs‘cribed. Traces of dwelling
qtes were found at Obiri IIT, IV, II and I. T have
;ui(] something of the dwelling sites of Obiri III

& IV in the geographical description. The sites werei
mostly shelters below small overhangs on the leve
of the alluvial plain.

REFERENCES

EDWARDS, R., 1974: The Art of the Alligator Rivers Re-
gion. Cannbera, o

JELINEK, J., 1977: Nangalore: A Gallery of Rock Paintings
i3n Western Arnhem Land. Anthropologie, XV/1, pp.

—26.

JELINEK, J., 1978 (in print): Velké uméni starych Austra-
lani (Great Art of the Old Australians, Arnhem Land
Rock Art, Study). O

MOUNTFORD, CH., 1954: Australia: Aboriginal Paintings —
Arnhem Land. New York, N.Y., Graphic Society,
UNESCO World Art Series. .

MOUNTFORD, CH., 1956: Art, Myth and Symbolism. In:
American Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land. Re-
cords.*Vol. 1. '

Dr. Jan Jelinek
Anthropos Institute
Moravian Museum

602 00 Brno

65



