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Baraltja is the residence of Burrut’tji (also known as Mundukul) the lightning serpent. It is an area of flood plains that drain into

northern Blue Mud Bay. It is on country belonging to the Maḏarrpa and denotes an area of special quali#es pertaining to fer#lity and

the mixing of waters.

From Maḏarrpa (and Dhalwaŋu clan) land freshwater spreads onto the Baraltja flood plains with the onset of the Wet. A #dal creek

into the Bay flows with the freshwater flushing the brackish mix into the sea over an ever shi%ing sandbar (the snake manifest). The

deep hole that he lives in is Lorr.

Freshwater enters the #dal mud flats at Baraltja that is residence of the Lightning Snake for the Maḏarrpa. The lightning Snake facing

upstream, upon tas#ng the freshwater coming down stands on his tail and by way of spi&ng lightning into the sky communicates

with the Ṉuŋurrdulpuyŋu and his contemporaries from other associated clans.

The same can be said for the other who faces towards the south towards another Maḏarrpa area called Guminiyawiny, Numbulwar

way, producing storm fronts  and boomerang shaped jet streams with its message.  These events  are sung with the aid of Napunda

the boomerang shaped click s#cks that are represented by the same shapes of the jet-steams that feather the storms front. Songs

associated with Baraltja are normally intoned at the comple#on of men's ceremony for the Maḏarrpa and associate clans.

So as a harpoon travels or does lightning the estates are connected spiritually in a mul# direc#onal way - both to and from, a cyclic

phenomenon which is chronicled in the sacred songs that narrate these Ancestral ac#ons over land, through the sea and ether.

It is worth no#ng that Yolŋu ‘science’ portrays this energy burst as coming up from the land which is now recognised by Western

science as the precursor to downward lightning ‘strikes’.
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The Larrakitj had its tradi#onal use for the Yolŋu of North east Arnhem Land as an ossuary or bone container erected as a memorial

to a dead kinsman up to a decade a%er death. A%er death the body of the deceased was o%en ceremonially placed on a raised

pla+orm and le% to the elements for an appropriate #me. The area would then be abandoned un#l the next stage of the ritual.

This took place once it was determined that the essen#al eternal spirit of the deceased had completed its cyclical journey to the

spring from which it had originated and would in #me return again. This might be several years. Whilst the body was ‘lying in state’

others got wind of the death, perhaps by subliminal message and made prepara#ons to journey to the site of mortuary. Usually

enough #me had elapsed for the bones of the deceased to be naturally cleansed on the pla+orm. The essence of the soul within the

bone was made ready for final rites when other outside par#cipants necessary for its safe journey arrived. Ritual saw the bones of

the deceased placed within the termite hollowed memorial pole for final res#ng. Mortuary ritual would end with the placement of

the Larrakitj containing the bones standing in the bush. Over #me the larrakitj and its contents would return to mother earth.

The Larrakitj has o%en been referred to as the mother’s womb. Once sedentary mission communi#es were established in Arnhem

Land it became imprac#cal to abandon permanent communi#es and outlawed to expose corpses on pla+orms. However the

cosmology of the Yolŋu and the essence of ritual mortuary ceremony remains just as important. Larrakitj con#nue to be produced as

the equivalent of headstones or to contain the personal effects of a deceased (which might be dangerous unless removed from the

living because of the emana#ons imbued by contact with the deceased).

A further role for this cultural form is as a fine art object and an instruc#onal tool for younger genera#ons. Artworks of this nature

have mul#ple layers of metaphor and meaning which give lessons about the connec#ons between an individual and specific pieces of

country (both land and sea), as well as the connec#ons between various clans but also explaining the forces that act upon and within

the environment and the mechanics of a spirit’s path through existence. The knowledge referred to by this imagery deepens in

complexity and secrecy as a person progresses through a life long learning process.


