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2. Dry season (Yegge) in the stone 
country

The ripples spread across the turquoise waters of a deep, clear rock-lined pool 
as I fill a billy with water. Until I shattered their reflections, the peaceful waters 
mirrored patterns in colour palettes of breathtaking beauty—the green of 
fringing pandanus and umbilik (Allosyncarpia), the unbroken blue of the early 
dry season skies, and the brilliant orange of the rock face on the pool’s opposite 
edge. I look again at the bright rock face, wondering if the wet season flood of the 
creek had here exposed the unweathered face of the Arnhem Land escarpment. 
The top section of the pool consists of shelves of polished, rocky ledges forming 
a small poolside platform like an intimate stage. The stage is backed by the 
orange rock face and faces north-west to a group of weathered creek-side rock 
ledges that rise in ranks like the seats of a Greek theatre. Although the platform 
looks perfect for a small human dance or dramatic performance, its only present 
occupants are a small group of human-sized wattles and young eucalypts.  

On the lowest part of this platform, on opposite sides of the small fall of water 
tumbling melodiously into the pool, sit two water monitors. Well named, these 
large hunting lizards scan the parade of water creatures passing through the 
channel, always on the lookout for a tasty meal. Every so often one of them dives 
and returns shortly to its edge position to munch its living feast. Further down 
the pool, the moist sandy edge spots are covered with delightful crowds of tiny 
delicate bladderworts like eager debutantes, each pale apricot flower modestly 
covering its sexual parts with what looks like a white apron with red spots—
(very occasionally it has white spots upon red, as if the apron were turned inside 
out). But the innocent appearance is a trick, for these elegant, shy beauties 
are in fact carnivorous plants which lure and prey upon the rich insect life of 
this tropical stream. Predation and food seem pretty big in this environment: 
even the plants are doing it. In the south, orchids lure insects through their 
private parts to achieve pollination; here in the north their equivalents, the 
bladderworts, eat the insects they lure beneath their aprons. 

It is hard to imagine anything more innocent and inviting than this superb pool, 
especially after a long walk with a heavy pack through the midday heat of Yegge, 
the early dry season in Binitj country of Australia’s Northern Territory. But is 
the innocence of the pool also a trick? What lurks beneath the overhanging 
banks, in the shadowy caves of roots? I sit for a while, tense and watchful, 
remembering sharply the grasp of vice-like jaws rising from the water. Here, 
I try to reassure myself, I am well up into the stone country, where you could 
encounter at most a freshwater crocodile, the smaller species that rarely inflicts 
serious damage on humans. You would surely never meet here the fearsome 
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Saltwater Crocodile, terror of the floodplain and coastal waterways, probably 
the most dangerous predator for humans on the face of the earth. But doubts 
still intrude. I have been warned that the Salties, not long ago close to extinction 
after the ravages of commercial crocodile hunting, seem to be expanding their 
range in these times of official protection and global warming, moving into the 
habitat of their smaller neighbours, habitat more or less like this. I’m not taking 
a chance on a swim just yet. 

I resist for now the call of the pool, best to sit and gaze for a while into its green 
sandy depths. Soon time and place combine to stimulate (or was it insinuate?) 
some idle speculation about cross-species theatre. What if the natural cycles 
I see around me were the dramatic subject for which the poolside theatre 
was the setting, the reverse of our usual order? Might not the drama to be 
played out there demand both human and non-human actors? Could the plot 
map the characters onto the struggle between mind and matter, or freedom 
and justice versus necessity and chaos? How could we express the tensions 
between perceptions of cruelty and cyclical ways to think about the workings 
of nature, which correspond roughly to the contrast between the desires of the 
animal liberationists and ecological perspectives? Perhaps as a conflict between 
presiding deities, unhappily married—like Jupiter and Juno? Is it inevitable 
that consciousness is unhappily married to embodiment? If the bladderworts 
and lizards enact the dramatic struggles of predation lower down the pool, for 
whom or what might the main upper section of the platform be reserved? What 
was that shadow I thought I saw among the rocks above the platform, about the 
right size and shape for a crocodile? Of course, I have to remind myself, I often 
see these fearsome figures where others see only old stumps, rocks and fallen 
trees. 

At last I take the plunge, swimming at first cautiously, uneasily, then after a while 
relaxing and letting the green-rayed water soothe my spinifex-punctured limbs. 
I am still remembering. Lower down, I crossed the sandy floodplain reaches of 
this very same creek, with some trepidation, on that first journey I made in this 
country in February 1985. That walk that took me along the western side of this 
same massif. I then travelled on by boat towards the East Alligator River, that 
journey which was subsequently so momentous for me, and for others as well, 
culminating in my narrowly surviving a predation attempt on the river by a 
saltwater crocodile. 

My experience then left me with a huge sense of puzzlement, as if I had somehow 
stumbled into a sinister unfamiliar world that was not my own, but perhaps 
the stage-set for a movie like Jurassic Park. Now after years of reflecting on 
those events, and of teaching and writing about the philosophical issues raised 
by predation, I believe I am at last ready to return and recognise that strange 
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terrifying world as my own. This journey, I hope, will help me to understand 
the meaning of what happened there not only for my own life, but for life itself, 
from the perspective of both the eater and the eaten. 

The stone country pool invites—then, once you have surrendered to it, seduces 
and delights. Its freshwater pools of incredible natural beauty and variety offer 
what must be the world’s most irresistible temptations to blissful immersion. But 
one that is perhaps at the same time the most dangerous. A thriving crocodile 
population reminds us of the power of Ngalyod the rainbow serpent, who 
recycles life in this place and performs the integration of land, sky and water. 
Ngalyod’s cycles have made this place a great dialogue between the tropical 
monsoon elements and the stone country, that great sheet of tilted sandstone 
that emerges above the Arnhem Land floodplain. 

The Rainbow Serpent has made water the key to life in this environment. 
Here in the immensity of the stone country, where we are probably the only 
humans for many square miles in a vast and rugged area of protected land, 
we can safely do without the water purifier I have lugged over many miles of 
hot spinifex, rock and rainforest. The water is inviting, clear and caressing, its 
temperature is refreshing, but you can spend luxurious, lazy hours in these 
pools without getting cold. There is a world of difference between the dialogical 
encounter and excitement the endless variety of life forms this pool provides 
and the monological, utilitarian chemical predictability of the suburban pool, 
dedicated to the sole use of an unhealthy subspecies of the human, harried by 
time, driving on a mechanical body for empty exercise. The water cycle here is 
majestic and creative, as the Rainbow Serpent tells, and it is under threat from 
environmental destruction here as everywhere else. 

The Rainbow Serpent’s acolytes, the water monitors, yellow diamonds on brown 
reptile skin, face like an otter, watch me swim by unperturbed, occasionally 
flicking out a forked tongue in my direction when I come too close. I could have 
caught one quite easily when I first arrived, could have had it sizzling on the 
fire for supper. Startled from its watching spot above the falls, it slipped into 
a submerged but easily reached pothole to hide, one fat leg and part of its tail 
protruding, an easy catch. But no, the monitors, and everything else here, are 
stringently protected in the Kakadu World Heritage Area, and anyway, I prefer to 
enjoy the water monitor in other ways. I will stick to my dehydrated vegetarian 
package dinner, of whose healthiness I am much less sure. I can imagine the 
possibility of dining on the juicy water monitor, unlike some modern urban 
intellectuals, but mine is not a hunting life. I do not universally condemn such 
a life, which under some conditions has been able to express the condition of 
the human as a top predator without arrogance and with integrity and honesty. 
The ethics of eating others is complex and contextual, I believe. But it is the 
terrible injuries that modern capitalism’s interpretation of predation inflicts on 
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its category of economic animals that have made me into a vegetarian, rather 
than any ascetic distaste for the flesh. Even if the wildlife regulations did not 
stop me, I have now developed a sensibility of restraint in relation to killing and 
eating animals which I cannot suspend even for water monitors. They are safe, 
at least from me. 

The pool surface, still when I arrived, is now rippled by water boatmen and 
by a sharp gust of wind. As if inspired by this arrival, the wattles spring into 
instantaneous theatrical action. The big gold-tipped wattle tree flowering next 
to the pandanus waves, rustles and almost sings. The old wattle blossoms she 
has dropped upon the pool’s surface are driven into the far corners of the 
pool to form a golden brown audience facing the platform. Thus acclaimed, 
three sinuous young wattle trees dance gracefully on centre stage. The whole 
performance lasts less than a minute. Action is thought of differently over 
yonder in the sandstone. From my state of watery relaxation, I take in the 
scarred, distant body of the massif, eaten away by a thousand million years 
of hyperactive tropical atmosphere. Here the ancient sandstone plateau is 
weathered to immense, fantastic ruins that bring to mind enigmatic artefacts 
from some titanic civilisation of the past. An inchoate sphinx face and a perfect 
sarcophagus, both the size of battleships, top the towers of the great domed red 
cliffs that rise to the south. 

But tickling and nibbling sensations on my feet and legs bring me quickly back 
to the immediacy of my own scarred body. Tiny fish are now dining off my 
skin, gently nibbling, and small, not so gentle freshwater prawns are tugging 
diligently at the hairs of my big toe. Ow! This tribe of capering crustaceans, or 
waagi as they are called by the Gundjiehmi people who hunt them hereabouts 
with small wooden spears, are now handing out some distinct nips. The waagi 
are quite willing to eat living flesh. Luckily waagi are too small to break the skin 
directly, but they have other methods. I watch fascinated as one of the larger 
ones makes for a sore point on my hand, conveys the pieces of scab delicately 
to its mouth, and then makes a start on the flesh beneath. When I lift my hand 
from the water it is bleeding. The waagi however will only eat you alive if you 
are foolish enough to act dead. Time to get moving again.

Lower down the pool, near the bladderworts, I encountered the kunbak, a small 
water plant whose fine green fronds represent the hair of the Yawk Yawk sisters. 
The Yawk Yawks live in the slowly moving water along the edges of this little 
stream that drains a huge area of the stone country. In the narratives of the 
Kunwinkju people of western Arnhem Land (part of Kakadu), these sisters are 
little spirit mermaids with fish tails instead of legs. They dwell in the holes 
beneath the banks and come out to sing and play where the pandanus grows. 
From underneath the water they watch women swimming, ever on the lookout 
for one ready to become their mother, to birth them as human. 
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Aboriginal people of Arnhem Land use the terms binitj for Aboriginal people 
and balanda for settler people. For a balanda woman like myself, the Yawk Yawk 
offer welcome sisterly and binitj travelling company in the landscape, enticing 
Westerners across the high wall we have tried to build between the human 
and non-human worlds. We journey, of course, not only with our obvious 
and immediate human companions but also with an unseen band of cultural 
company. The Yawk Yawk sisters evoked for me the much loved balanda figure 
of Alice, also a traveller and a shape-changer, who enriched journeys through 
the Sydney sandstone landscapes of my own childhood. I wish to join these 
binitj and balanda sisters in playful company: I too would like to be a shape-
changer. I would like to be a wattle. 

Many binitj namings invoke narratives like those of the Yawk Yawk. These 
striking stories function both to impress their meanings cunningly and 
irresistibly in the memory, and to bind together botanical, experiential, practical 
and philosophical knowledge, community identity and spiritual practice in a 
rich and satisfying integration of what we usually place in opposing groups 
of life and theory. Binitj stories envelope a journey in their land in narrative, 
so that one travels through a speaking land encountered in dialogical mode, as 
a communicative partner. By contrast the main balanda cultural namings you 
encounter around here represent a monological relationship to land. Namings 
like ‘Mount Brockman’ take no notice at all of this extraordinary place, or of its 
power and agency. The puzzling, pointless and Eurocentric naming of this great 
outlier of the escarpment, marked by remarkable and ancient Aboriginal places 
and rock art galleries, commemorates a European ‘discoverer’ and finds the place 
notable only for the accident of its falling in the way of a member of the colonial 
aristocracy. Such monological namings treat the place itself as a vacuum of 
mind and meaning, to be filled through the power plays of those in favour with 
the colonial office or the resource activities of mining companies. This deeply 
colonised naming practice still disfigures too much of the Australian map, and 
neither it nor its underlying narrative of eurocentrism and of colonial power is 
in any way challenged by formal decolonisation exercises like republicanism. 
It is precisely such cultural practices we have to take on if we Australians are 
ever truly to belong culturally to this land and develop a mode of exchange that 
attends to and respects the uniqueness and power of place. 

The westering sun finally calls me from the pool. Time to prepare for the 
evening meal and the avid attentions of those tax collectors of the ecosystem, 
the mosquitoes. Earlier, when we arrived at this superb pool campsite, it was hot 
and quiet/hushed, as if everything was resting, even the mountains—all except 
the murmuring creek and the monitors. Now, as it begins to cool off, new voices 
come to life. Earth others of this landscape are emerging from cool resting-up 
places, negotiating and announcing their arrangements for the coming evening. 
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A sandstone friar bird, noisy and pugnacious, calls a greeting-challenge, and is 
answered by a second sending back what sounds like a tenfold elaboration on 
the first, a sassy reply with plenty of brass knobs on (to invoke the term children 
use to effect escalating insult). A rainbow bird pair, bundles of rainbow colour 
and ceaseless energy, buzz out the song that accompanies their playful, erotic 
hunting dance. I briefly envy the wholeness of their existence, apparently a 
seamless combination of hunting, dancing, singing, eating, and love, thinking 
of the painful partitions and oppositions we moderns have created in these 
areas. (When will we understand that smarter is not always better, that greater 
sophistication and complexity are not always an improvement?). A grey falcon 
lands in a nearby tree, and the rainbow songs are silenced for the day. Soon 
the great orange stone sarcophagus on the top of the facing cliff is catching 
the setting sun, which rests finally on it alone, dying it deep red, the colour of 
blood.

***

From the poolside camp as our base location, my companion Mark and I set out 
to walk next day up the creek into the arid interior of this great outlier of the 
stone country. We journey through a mighty landscape of silent, solemn ruins; 
the intricate detail of their great wrecked ramparts seems imbued with the 
heightened significance of dreamscape. Before us, forming the northern walls 
of our shallow valley, rise battered towers of stone the size and complexity of 
cathedrals, toppled and leaning at precarious angles, fantastic pieces in some 
game of giants strewn carelessly across the floor of this rocky world. Every turn 
of the creek brings new tilted columns, crazy stacks or shady temples into view, 
new disclosures of the unimaginably infinite variety of the earth narrative that 
is weathered stone. Each formation is a revelation of wonder to be encountered 
on its own terms and in its own time, rather than commanded to fit some pre-
established schema by a supreme, impatient, all-knowing eye. We are truly in 
the presence of the old ones. 

You do not have to stretch yourself too much here to get a sense of the land 
as powerful and intentional, ultimately beyond us, one of the old ones, the 
creator beings. To those of us balanda, who have in our conceptual frameworks 
systematically denied the power of the old ones, experiencing the power of 
ancestral processes can evoke almost the kind of fear we associate with the eerie. 
Some mystics believe spirit photography to have the power to reveal the unseen, 
mysterious shapes and figures that do not appear to the immediate human gaze. 
Among my snapshots of the place is one unexpectedly showing what appears to 
be a giant white alien figure standing, one arm extended, in front of what looks 
like a strange ruined city. Such a sense of power does the background landscape 
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evoke, of being in contact with something much more than you can sense, that 
this mysterious figure (which I would not presume to call a trick of the light) 
does not seem at all out of time or place. 

But the character of revelation such experience evokes is thoroughly 
paradoxical, for it is precisely the revelation of the extraordinary character of 
what the balanda framework makes invisible, treats as an utterly familiar and 
unimportant background—the passage of geological time—that is foregrounded 
and communicated so powerfully in the eroded grey and red rock ranges 
that surround us on every side. They confront us sharply with the difficult 
knowledge of our limitations, for in the complex and intricate narrative that 
explains the emergence of the correspondingly complex and intricate forms 
we see around us, we can as human observers never know the full story that 
matches the intricacy we observe. We can discern only a few of its broader 
outlines: that all this has evolved through the ancestral processes of sea, rain 
and wind that have sculpted it through the tides of 1800 million years. To save 
face, we conveniently dismiss the rest under the rubric of contingency, accident, 
or formless chaos, belittling all complexities we cannot know or control. 

It gets hotter and hotter as we walk up the creek into the higher parts of the 
stone country. As we leave behind the shady canyons, pools and the creek-
side rainforest groves of Allosyncarpia (umbilik), the heat of Yegge is visibly 
reflected in heat waves rising from a region of much harsher country, great stone 
expanses where most of the vegetation in sight edges the creek or clings to 
the sides of distant ranges. The wattles, previously mainly up in the higher 
and drier parts, have moved down to the creek margins, and sparse spinifex 
increasingly occupies the broken country that stretches away from the creek. 
Much of the mobile life in this landscape depends on the small flow of creek 
water now trickling over and between exposed rocky ledges. The creek itself 
soon disappears underground into deep fissures, and when we pick it up again 
gratefully we stop to wet our shirts and hats to keep cool. We are not the only 
ones here under heat stress. The beautiful grey felty-leaved Gossypium mallow, 
she of the huge deep pink flowers, has to keep her treasures tightly folded during 
the heat of the day and dares to open up shop for reproductive business only in 
the coolness of the late afternoon. It is hard to follow the map, so confusing is 
the detail of the ruined ranges and so vast the scale of this enigmatic country. 
Like the vegetation, we cling precariously to the creek, trying to hold ourselves 
open for the pull of an Aboriginal art site. We have been told there are some 
galleries here we can visit without offence, but have been given little more than 
a vague indication of where they might be.  

There has been some controversy over the intrusion of balanda walkers into this 
landscape, and talk in some quarters of banning balanda bushwalking altogether 
in Kakadu, although traditional owners are by no means all of that view. Already 
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walking is exceptionally tightly controlled, and all routes and camping sites 
have to be vetted by the park service. But some suggest that balanda walkers are 
disrespectful and seek to know what had best remain unknown, perhaps to all 
human eyes to the extent that few binitj now go to these places. 

There are many kinds of walking, of course. There is the monological kind 
of walking that is for exercise only, with no objective of encounter with or 
knowledge of another beyond the self. (For this type, a Walkman radio is often 
attached to the head to counter the inevitable boredom). There is instrumental 
walking, as when you pass rapidly through a place treated as of no interest in 
itself en route to somewhere else which is your real objective, and experience 
the others only as places ‘along the way’, a means of reaching the desired goal. 
There is also the kind of leisure walking which involves what might be thought 
of as visual consumption of the landscape experienced as famous, ‘must-see’ 
scenery, or collected as an addition to some list of endurance tests, hard-to-
reach places you have mastered. (Both of these achievement-oriented types 
tend to instrumentalise, subordinate or screen out places you encounter along 
the way other than the designated goal, and treat these with less than respect. 
Bringing this kind of mind to this kind of place would be very disrespectful. 

At the other extreme, there is the kind of walking Thoreau called ‘going to the 
holy land’, walking as a dialogical and spiritual practice oriented to meeting and 
knowing the sacredness of the earth and valuing whatever the journey itself 
throws up. This can involve a type of journeying (wandering or ‘sauntering’ 
in Thoreau’s terminology) where you encounter each place along the way with 
wonder, as perfect, amazing or instructive in itself. In practice, most walking 
probably involves some more or less conflicting mixture of all of these, and 
Thoreau’s practice of free ‘spiritual walking’ was more bounded by his time 
and place than he recognised. But the intense and open kind of experience he 
describes may have some evolutionary value for the times, not long gone, when 
our human survival depended on the quality of our knowledge of the land. 

We may be programmed by our evolutionary inheritance with the neural 
capacity to register the land by walking through it, for a landscape you have 
travelled through on foot can stay fresh in the memory for an extraordinary 
length of time, and can live in your dreams, sometimes for decades. Thoreau’s 
successors’ idea of sacred wilderness as pure nature and of ‘human interference’ 
as inevitably degrading the land is not very convincing in this country, where 
the presence of great galleries of rock art testifying to human habitation over a 
period of 20,000 years adds immeasurably to its richness, power and fascination. 
Although we may have our doubts about the applicability here of concepts of 
wilderness, the wilderness movement has helped to foster several dialogical 
approaches of great value in an increasingly over-rationalised and monological 
world. One of these is the wandering, crossroad mind, which can accept as its 
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muse the contingency of the journey, valuing the unplanned, the unintended 
as contributions to a dialogical exchange with the world, as sources of wisdom 
and revelation. 

Wilderness tends to be understood, however, as something that is separate from 
land that is used, land that supports us. There is a sundering, a splitting in this 
outlook that differs from an Indigenous understanding of unity of place. For 
the people who live here wilderness (wildness) was not a special place set apart 
as sacred in contrast to the profane earth. For them all the earth was sacred and 
there was no necessary split between use and respect.  

Another aspect of this outlook is the understanding of the importance of 
embodiment. The intense, intimate and physical bond of knowledge with 
the earth to be gained by walking opens up a form of conversation with the 
earth’s great body which can only be entered into through the answering effort 
of our own human bodies. Wilderness travellers must carry survival on their 
backs and measure themselves as limited and only half-hardy animals. Through 
such a journey you come to encounter nature in many forms and in the active 
rather than the passive voice, and to know the land in the mode of a lover, as a 
wonderfully elaborated, beloved and communicating body. 

In the dualistically gendered Western story of spirituality in which the male is 
identified with an interior and ascetic ‘perennial’ spirituality that turns away 
from the body and the material world, and the female with the ‘immanent’, 
material, and mundane concerns opposed to spirituality so interpreted, many 
things that may be important for our survival cannot be expressed. Among 
these is the possibility of a materialist spirituality that explores and rejoices 
in the body of the world, knowing it as thoroughly and physically as you can 
know the body of a lover. In this direction may lie the possibility of a spirituality 
that is not etherealised or other-worldly, that fully celebrates the nourishing 
capacities of the earth and knows the sacredness of the everyday, the here and 
now, of the mundane or quotidian. 

If walking provides an opportunity to encounter the power that is in the land, 
to experience it in terms of a dialogical rather than monological relationship, 
it can also provide a spiritual encounter at various levels with the narratives 
of time written in the land. The work culture of late capitalism casts time as 
the enemy of profit, its elixir of eternal life. This distorted framework has 
deprived us of much. In it time plays a largely instrumental role as the medium 
in which certain goals are to be achieved or projects completed. Time is an 
enemy, an oppressor, a hard and painful taskmaster who will destroy us in the 
end. An intense and intimate foot journey through the stone country generates 
a powerful and different experience of time—as geological time actively shaping 
the extraordinary sandstone ruins, as evolutionary time creating the animal life 
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around us, as the human time evinced in the rock art galleries, and as personal 
‘time out of time’, time to draw with a finger in the sand, time to envy the 
rainbow birds, time to reflect on and integrate experience. Here in this place, 
under these conditions, time becomes a teacher and travelling companion, a 
friend who will carry us away. Time is not the medium, time is also the message. 

The day progresses, getting hotter. Almost as we are ready to turn back, we 
reach a point where from the creek bed we see a long low line of collapsed 
rock that suggests the outline of a cave. The etiquette is to call to make contact, 
establish our presence, ask permission to approach. My own ringing cooee call 
is well practised, since I spent much of the previous summer walking in grizzly 
bear country in the northern Rockies, where you must call constantly to warn 
the grizzlies of your presence and avoid disconcerting and dangerous surprises. 
(‘That silly Cooee call again! Another loud-mouthed, tasteless Australian, dear,’ 
one can imagine them yawning). 

‘Cooee!’ I call out loudly. Back from the rock face comes the cooee call, just as loud 
and astonishingly clear. ‘It’s Val and Mark, can we come up?’ ‘Come up!’—comes 
the response, strong and unhesitating. Binitj perform this calling ceremony to 
let the ancestors know they are present and to seek their permission to enter. 
What could be the point of such a practice of seeking permission for balanda? I 
answer: to acknowledge power in the land, to respect and acknowledge the place 
as agent and as presence or presences, whatever these may be; and to express a 
dialogical understanding of relationship to the earth as communicative partner. 
Also to register respect for Aboriginal culture, its creations and customs, and 
for any artefacts that might be present. And to be open to and respectful of 
Aboriginal narratives of landscape. 

The cave is cool and dim, and the magnificent art gallery on the cave walls well-
guarded by ranks of great stone blocks fallen from the roof. Upon the walls of the 
ochre-whitened passages running beneath the shattered roof we recognise figures 
associated with several prominent themes in Binitj culture—the double rainbow 
serpent entwines itself, recycling turtles and fish, kangaroos and humans, rain 
and creek water. We admire the powerful realisation, close observation of the 
paintings, wondering at their meaning. Then, round the corner, we gasp and 
clutch each other. Upon the wall, outlined clearly in red ochre, is the almost 
life-sized profile of an animal that has been extinct upon mainland Australia 
for perhaps 5,000 years, the Thylacine or marsupial wolf. There is no possible 
doubt about the subject of the painting: the stripes depicted across the rear of 
the body are diagnostic along with the body shape and bearing. 

The person who executed this painting was familiar with the thylacine. The 
animal in this painting bears its extraordinary tail aloft not as an afterthought or 
optional extra, like a dog, but as a powerful and crucial continuation of its body. 
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Then we see something else. Directly underneath the painting lie a set of large, 
white doglike droppings looking only a week or two old. Perhaps these are 
those of the thylacine’s canine rival, the dingo, or perhaps, as I am not unwilling 
to think, they have been left by a spirit Thylacine itself. We are again in the 
presence of the old ones, the ancestors. 

***

Leaving at last and reluctantly the cave and its coolness, its encounter with time, 
we enter another remarkable and richly symbolic realm of old ones beyond it, 
a whole Valley of Balanced Rocks. These figures of eroded stone, representing 
the oldest and most resistant pieces of the sandstone sheet still somehow against 
all odds bravely carrying their form into the present, often take a visual form 
that eerily recalls a shrouded animal or human head. Above the cave gallery 
they are planted on the skyline on each side of the valley. Always we are in the 
presence of the old ones, but nowhere more clearly than among such highly 
weathered rocks. Weathered rocks are among the oldest children of the earth 
and its surrounding aura of atmosphere. They are, according to the earliest 
accounts, the product of the marriage struggle between mother earth and father 
sky. The balanced rock represents the maximum in resistance to the processes of 
destruction, the original sandstone sheet distilled down to the smallest possible 
unit of survival, and one not likely to survive for very much longer, one already 
struggling in the river of time. 

This form of the balanced rock has great personal meaning for me. It was a form 
I attached great significance to in my youth in the Sydney sandstone. Although 
this is a much younger and less exposed body of stone, the balanced rock is a 
form created with some regularity by the weathering of sandstone. Balanced 
rocks were for me symbols of presence, symbols of balance, but also symbols 
of life’s danger, of vulnerability that cut close to the bone: we can fall, we are 
balanced, our lives are kept open precariously. It is curious that these old wise 
rocks should so often take a form that recalls a shrouded animal or human head, 
This form is the sandstone’s warning to all embodied individual life: It says, I am 
about to decompose and crumble, losing my individuality and organisation, but 
in the process creating others. In the same cause you, you living ones, must die, 
and since life is defined by its attempt to resist the inevitable decomposition, 
loss of form, you will finally have to surrender to something you do not want, 
that which of all things you do not want, to death. 

It is curious on another count that these oldest, most tested rocks should so 
often take a form that recalls a shrouded human or animal head, for that would 
seem to place them alternatively as symbols of consciousness or meaning—
which some identify—too narrowly I think—with humanity. In Cartesian and 
neo-Cartesian ideology this would be a paradoxical symbolism, since across 
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the great Cartesian divide the non-conscious have nothing in common with 
the conscious and could not represent them. The balanced rock is therefore 
a counter-Cartesian symbol, representing the world’s resistance to hierarchical 
Cartesian orderings. It represents also certain aspects that are common in our 
animal condition, questions of vulnerability and security of life tenure that 
really mark the difference between the realms we call nature and those we call 
culture. Animal liberationists tend to assume a domestic and tenured life. The 
balanced rock is for me a symbol of predation, of the cyclical aspects of nature. 

But the balanced rock has meaning of this kind for another reason also, for it 
was the symbol I saw also on that fateful day, just before my encounter with the 
crocodile, that caused me to turn and come back when I did, just in time to meet 
what was waiting for me. 

***

We returned to the coolness of the pool for the evening, to rest and to prepare 
for our departure the following morning. Finally, as we are about to leave we 
are granted a further layer of revelation. I discover the paintings of the rainbow 
serpent on the orange cliff behind the platform on the pool. I see at last why the 
cliff glows so brilliantly.

The old one shines with power and presence that encompasses and nullifies the 
binaries with which I have been wrestling. 


