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CLAN, PERSONAL NAMES,  
SKIN NAMES

Language and Country
Marralwanga spoke multiple dialects of what Evans (2003), Garde (2008) and the 
Bininj Kunwok Regional Language and Cultural Centre (BKRLCC) have characterised 
as Bininj  Kunwok or ‘people’s language’. This term is the linguistic characterisation 
of a  family of dialects that share aspects of common phonology, grammar and lexicon, 
and are locally understood to use the term ‘bininj’ to refer to ‘people’. This language 
area clusters around inland ‘freshwater’ Country surrounding, and incorporating, the 
Arnhem Land Plateau of broken rocky escarpment and adjacent floodplains (Figure 1.1). 
People  across the area understand that they are related and sometimes say ‘we are all 
company’ as a way of expressing this shared identity. Certainly, there is strong cooperation 
in ceremonial performance across the area and strong intermarriage. There are over 1,000 
speakers of Bininj Kunwok and the numbers are rising. As such, it constitutes a lingua 
franca for the western Arnhem Land region.
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However, this characterisation of the language of the area is situational (Vaughan et al. 
2023). Linguists see broader language family characteristics, and some local groups, for 
example in the larger town of Gunbalanya, insist that people from a wide area share 
the ‘same language’. Yet, among groups living in outstations, language distinctions are 
more localised.

As a feature of their spiritual identity, an individual is connected to certain places that also 
belong to their father. This relationship constitutes their clan membership. The spirits 
of a place are known to speak a particular kundangwok (dialect), ‘mouth language’ or 
clanlect, and strangers must be introduced by someone knowledgeable in that clanlect 
so that the spirits do not harm them (Garde 2008). Clan language is also used in other 
special contexts. Thus, language is understood to belong to distinct tracts of Country. 
The vocabulary differences between clanlects are limited, yet Garde makes the point that 
there is a motivation to mark social distinctions regarded as important in the local context.

Individuals in western Arnhem Land are required to navigate a complex field of subtle 
language variation, develop multilingual abilities and understand the etiquette associated 
with language ownership, which is connected to landownership, as they traverse the 
area. From the local perspective, considerations of language identity are fine grained and 
highly contextual.

Figure 1.1 shows the different dialects of the area, how they are positioned in respect to 
other language groups and how these groups range around the Arnhem Land Plateau. 
Kundjeyhmi, Kunwinjku, Kuninjku, Kune and Kundedjnjenghmi comprise the main 
dialects of Bininj Kunwok.

Figure 1.1 also details the other main languages of the area. Rembarrnga-speaking people 
live to the east on the headwaters of the Blyth River. Dangbon live in the upper Cadell 
River and upper Tomkinson River regions. Kundedjnjenghmi speakers live further west 
and into the rock Country at the headwaters of the Liverpool River. Kunwinjku live to the 
west around the Goomadeer River, Nimbuwa and now Gunbalanya. Kuninjku is spoken 
in the floodplain Country at the convergence of the Liverpool, Mann and Tomkinson 
rivers. Figure 1.2 shows the approximate clan areas.

Marralwanga’s social identity should be understood within this complex and variable 
local field. He was multilingual in the surrounding local languages, as well as the Bininj 
Kunwok dialects, and understood the etiquette of the language of place, adopting 
appropriate language use as he moved. Beyond this, he understood the special language 
terms employed for speaking with certain kin and in ceremonial contexts.

In his early years, Marralwanga lived in the stone Country at the headwaters of the Mann, 
Tomkinson and Cadell rivers. His father’s clan area, Kardbam, is situated here (Figure 1.2). 
The Kardbam have a clanlect identified by the term dedjdjanjbak (Garde 2008, 149). 
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Marralwanga also grew up using the Dangbon language. However, when he moved 
north to the area around Marrkolidjban, he more readily spoke the Kuninjku dialect of 
Bininj Kunwok.

While some grammatical features of the dialects are shared, there are major variations in the 
respective subject matter terms. For example, the word for Rainbow Serpent in Dangbon 
is Bolung, in Kuninjku it is Ngalyod. In his first paintings, Marralwanga used Bolung as 
the identifier; later, he used Ngalyod. This book discusses paintings linked with locations 
across the broad area and in the lands of many clans and dialect groups. However, for ease 
of reference, and to reflect the dialect used by Marralwanga in his adult years, I primarily 
employ the Kuninjku terms here. The BKRLCC (n.d.) maintains a digital dictionary that 
assists in translating these terms across Bininj Kunwok dialects  and provides the Latin 
genus and species identification.

People from the area have a strong understanding of the drainage patterns of the various 
creeks and rivers, the high areas that generally mark the boundaries of clan lands and 
how to navigate within what would otherwise be the maze of the Arnhem Land Plateau. 
Beyond the lands where dialects of Bininj Kunwok are spoken, Marralwanga regularly 
visited Kunbarlang, Gurr-goni and Ndjébbana language groups at the mouth of the 
Liverpool River where Maningrida is now situated; Rembarrnga speakers for ceremony; 
Mawng speakers at Goulburn Island (Warrawi); and Iwaidja speakers at Croker Island 
(Minjdjilang). He did not travel further east to Yolngu lands or south to Jawoyn lands 
except on short visits for trade. In the early days, foot-borne travel throughout this region 
was a fact of life. There were established walking routes throughout the area.1 To cross 
broad waters, travellers gained the attention of people to come and collect them by canoe 
or boat.

Spiritual identity and clans
The original Djang put spirit children in Country that could enter human women and 
cause them to conceive. This religious belief highlights the connection between a person’s 
spirit and their Country. A person embodies part of the world-forming powers of the 
Djang that created their animating life force. This is a central theme of all ceremonies. 
The  designs painted on a dancer’s body reveal this intrinsic connection and, in their 
dances, they personify these beings in their original creative acts. Damage to Djang sites 
is understood to release the forces of the Ancestral realm in a manner that is dangerous 
to humans and such damage could well have intergenerational effects. By contrast, 

1	  For example, in 1845, Leichhardt described discernible paths as he travelled further west near Red Lily Lagoon across 
the network of floodplains feeding into the East Alligator River and northward to the Coburg Peninsula (Leichhardt 1847).
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a respectful attitude to Country and appropriate ceremonial and practical management 
can release the beneficent powers of the Ancestral realm in a way that nurtures all life, 
including human life.

This belief constitutes a way of looking at the world and understanding its realities 
that is fundamentally different from Western-oriented world views. Early development 
proposals at Maningrida neglected this schism between Aboriginal and Western beliefs. 
The Aboriginal view is much closer to that of Western ecologists who argue that humanity 
must be regarded as enmeshed in nature – in multifarious life-sustaining webs – not 
standing beyond nature or controlling it (Rose 2000; Weir 2009, 2012). In recognition 
of this, ecological services, in the form of employment in ranger groups who manage 
these relatively pristine lands, have been promoted as an important form of culturally 
appropriate work in the area. This is not to say that Aboriginal understandings of spiritual 
continuity are the same as Western scientific thinking; rather, it is to point out that there 
are some values that are shared and that these provide a basis for ‘two-way’ research and 
land management tools to be developed.

People in the region are understood to have the same spiritual identity as their father, 
a link that provides the basis for the maintenance of human clans associated with Country. 
Anthropologists describe these as ‘patrilineal clans’. Clan territories form the mosaic 
of religious associations of people with Country and underlie all aspects of social life 
(see Figure 1.2).

Marralwanga’s Kardbam clan lands are centred around the current Mankorlod outstation. 
This Country runs north on a freshwater creek from the stone Country to the Tomkinson 
River floodplain. A crossing of this creek on the current Darwin–Maningrida road, 
at Kumando, marks the northern extent (Figure 1.2).

This Country includes important Djang for Kalawan (Sand Monitor), Mandjabu 
(Conical Fishtrap), Ngalng (Freshwater Shrimp or Yabby), Karrkkanj (Brown Falcon), 
Marlindji (Praying Mantis), Namorrorddo (Shooting Star) and Nakorrkko father and son 
among others.

Other clan countries are similarly associated with multiple Djang and each being also 
provides the opportunity to link with other clans who share the creation story of the 
same Djang. Often Djang may be located where extensive numbers of certain species are 
found, although this is not always the case. Some Djang may be material culture objects, 
environmental phenomena or Ancestral bodily ailments or body parts.

It is important to understand that people were not restricted to living on the lands of their 
own patrilineal clan. These days we talk of ‘traditional owners’ in law, and land councils 
have been required to document their religious associations with land using GPS and 
topographic maps. This law emphasises the religious dimension of life, but clan links were 
not deterministic of people’s life courses.
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In the past, travel was necessary to avoid Country that was seasonally flooded, to find secure 
shelters in the rock Country, to hunt and gather different foods as they came into season, 
and to meet up with other groups as a feature of normal sociality, for trade journeys and 
for jointly performing region-wide ceremonies. Such movement was a means of attaining 
knowledge of different lands, forming alliances, learning more about different ceremonial 
matters, gaining wives in this polygamous society and accumulating status. In this period, 
parents could bestow a daughter in a ‘promise marriage’ and expect the new son-in-law 
to live with them for a time and gift food or labour in exchange. As people moved to new 
areas, there were also means of authorising alliances through bestowing wives or by sharing 
Djang in ceremonial contexts. The exchange of ceremonial components was one way that 
the movement of people was accommodated by the owning groups. For example, there 
was considerable exchange of ceremony with Mengerrdji-speaking landowners at Oenpelli 
Mission from the turn of the twentieth century, enabling Bininj Kunwok speakers to move 
west and live there. Landowners were generous in welcoming others, and visitors were 
respectful of their greater knowledge of, and rights to, Country.

Ceremonial specialists such as Marralwanga could sing the songs and remember the power 
words associated with the tracks of key Ancestral beings across the lands of many clans. 
Marralwanga had been deliberately taken aside by other senior people and educated about 
the creation stories of the region. He had been welcomed onto the lands of many clans 
and was shown the sacred Country that features in the songs and dances for each clan. 
For example, the subjects that Marralwanga painted extended to subjects of Dankorlo, 
Barrbinj, Born and Djalama clans because he regularly lived in these lands and had been 
told the creation stories. The corresponding responsibility was to look after these lands, 
to keep the knowledge strong and to pass it on in turn.

In the early round of establishing outstations, Marralwanga selected Marrkolidjban as a 
location where he had lived most of his life. While he was invited to these lands by the 
owners and he knew them intimately, they do not belong to his own clan.

In the contemporary period, with the aid of motor vehicles, much of the movement of 
people is between towns and between outstations and towns. The effect of land rights law 
has seen a new focus on building outstations upon one’s clan lands. The map presented in 
Figure 1.2 reveals a pattern of outstations built near focal sites in clan estates of the owners 
of the outstation.

In this later round of outstation development, Marralwanga’s sons expanded what had 
been a small camp at Mankorlod to become a substantive outstation with an all-weather 
airstrip and mudbrick buildings. By this time, the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation had 
established a mudbrick factory for assistance with housing in the area. Mankorlod is a key 
location in the Kardbam estate. Marralwanga had encouraged his sons in this endeavour 
so that they could protect the Djang mentioned above. Marralwanga’s children and 
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grandchildren now control three outstations at Marrkolidjban, Kumurrulu and Mankorlod 
(Figure 1.2). The locations reflect a mix of the historic movement of people explained in 
more detail in Chapter 5 and a focus on protecting the Djang of Kardbam Country.

In the Kuninjku dialect, it is usual to use the prefix ‘na-’ to identify a male, ‘ngal-’ to 
identify a female and ‘kun-’ for neuter terms. Thus, Nakardbam indicates a male of 
the Kardbam clan and Ngalkardbam a female of the same clan. In mapping Kuninjku 
Country and talking about the clan identifications of artists and subjects, I have omitted 
these prefixes to focus on the distinctive characterisation.

Names
A feature of the spiritual identity of people with land, personal names or ‘bush names’ 
come from important places in clan Country and such names are reused over the 
generations. Personal names are now complicated by the practice of the mission at 
Oenpelli (now called Gunbalanya) to ascribe surnames to individuals. The first cohort of 
people who went to live at the mission were given their father’s bush name as a surname. 
Contemporary artists of the Kardbam clan, who have visited Gunbalanya, now often carry 
the name Namunjdja, Marralwanga’s father’s name. To some extent, this practice also 
reflects Kuninjku patrilineal ideology. In art gallery practice, it is common to use Balanda 
first names and surnames. In this work, I additionally indicate the artist’s personal names 
where they are commonly used in Maningrida.

Some placenames and personal names are now fixed in history in older orthographic 
representations, and it would be confusing to change them in this publication. Some 
artists prefer to use such spellings. However, where a more correct spelling has also been 
published, I will include it in parentheses.

Skin names
In this area of Arnhem Land, the world is divided into two complementary moieties, 
Yirridjdja and Duwa. For humans, this is the basic social division, and clans are also 
divided among moieties. Country gains moiety affiliation as well. People may speak of 
‘kunbolk Duwa’ for Duwa Country, and ‘kunbolk Yirridjdja’ for Yirridjdja Country. 
Formal alliances among clans of the same moiety, that may adjoin, are described as 
‘company’ clans. Kardbam people are linked with the Yirridjdja moiety Burlarlhdja, 
and Wurrbbarn clans, and are known collectively through the ritual term Bakkarda. 
Marralwanga could paint Ngurrurdu, or Emu, since this group jointly owned the story 
for this being (Garde 2017).
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Humans are further organised within moieties into sets of kin known as ‘skin’ groups 
or subsections. There are eight skin groups divided among the two moieties and such 
groupings structure an individual’s relationship to other kin, including the identification 
of appropriate marriageable partners. These arrangements are found throughout Arnhem 
Land and people can project appropriate social relations between certain categories 
of family onto more distant people by means of their skin grouping.

Peter Marralwanga was Kodjok skin and his sons are Bulanj. His father was Bulanj. 
Kardbam Country is identified as Yirridjdja and associated with the Kodjok/Bulanj, 
father/son pair.

Contemporary ceremonies are similarly organised by means of reciprocal responsibilities 
between moieties and the appropriate roles between respective pairs of skin groups 
(see Taylor 1996). So Marralwanga and his sons could participate in distant ceremonies 
on the basis of the role assigned to their skin and moiety.

Marralwanga’s mother’s Country is Kurulk, a Duwa moiety clan adjacent to Kardbam 
lands. In western Arnhem Land, there is a very strong responsibility to care for lands of the 
opposite patrimoiety, in one’s mother’s Country, as djungkay or manager. The Ancestral 
powers that emanate from Djang sites are considered highly dangerous for their owners 
because they are so intimately connected with them. The djunkgay, having a more distant 
relationship, are able to deflect these dangers. Importantly, djungkay are in the opposite 
patrimoiety to owners. In ritual observance, this involves ensuring the correct performance 
of ceremony on behalf of the owning clan; Yirridjdja people manage Duwa ceremonies 
and vice versa. In this managing role, Marralwanga would paint Kurulk people with the 
appropriate body designs and oversee access to important sites, such as the delek or white 
paint site at Kudjarnngal that is dangerous to the owners during the wet season. Similarly, 
Marralwanga could paint Kurulk subjects, such as the woman Buluwana from Ngandarrayo 
in his bark paintings, as he managed these stories. More broadly, in western Arnhem Land, 
there are djungkay who oversee entire ceremonial performances as senior representatives 
of the managing patrimoiety. These individuals can only establish their authority based on 
their deep knowledge of the broader, region-wide significance of the performance.

Marralwanga had this authority by his middle age. Alliances with other families resulted 
in six promised wives. He was ‘invited’ to live in many places in Kuninjku Country 
and ultimately to ‘look after’ important sites (Figure 2.1). These alliances drew him 
northward, away from his own Kardbam clan land. While Kardbam Country was still 
in the orbit of his movements, he was, by his senior years, considered a knowledgeable 
landowner and manager of lands further north. He also became a senior ritual leader 
for region-wide ceremonial performances held near Maningrida. The subject matter 
of Marralwanga’s paintings reveals this broad knowledge. In many respects, the paintings 
are a public testament and reaffirmation of this authority as well as a way of ‘looking after’ 
the knowledge and passing it on.



Figure 2.1: Peter Marralwanga at Yelelban, 1983.
Source: Photograph by author.
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