The Rock Painting Site at Sundron
by Katharina Lommel

The Sundron site lies north of Gibb River farm, at the western most fringe of a range of hills
running on an east-west axis. It is close to Bella Creek, a tributary of the Hann River. The
painting covers parts of the ceiling and rear wall of a west-facing shelter, it shows two crocodiles,
one facing right and the other left. Both reptiles are outlined in yellow ochre and red on a
white ground. Below one sees a number of small crocodiles, together with several human
figures which are presumably destined to be devoured by the reptiles.

Close up view of Crocodile shelter
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Between the two crocodiles is a cockatoo, perched on the back of a snake. Near the bird,
and again on the left side of the picture, are several crude drawings of anthropomorphs,
done in black earth, which were added at a later date. The two large crocodiles are visible from
a distance of up to 80 metres.

Our guides attributed the two crudely drawn black figures to a near-blind old man whom
we had already seen on a previous occasion at Aulen, when he visited the painting site,
quietly ignoring our presence.

Large painting of two crocodiles

230 x 300 cm
The two crocodiles are outlined in yellow ochre and red on a white ground. Below the
main motif are a number of smaller crocodiles and buman figures; the latter are pre-
sumably at risk of being devoured. Between the two large crocodiles one sees a bird,
identifiable as a cockatoo, perching on the back of a snake. Also on the left side of the
picture are several crude drawings of anthropomorphs, done in black earth. These
were said to have been made at a later date by an old leper who occasionally visited
the site.

The site was visited by Crawford in 1963. Grahame L. Walsh tried to find it again in 1989
but was unable to do so because Charlie Numbulmore, who acted as our guide, and also
accompanied Crawford, had died in the meantime.
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A small cave nearby, at the foot of the hill, contains an old and weather-beaten painting of
a Wandjina. This picture is significant in two respects: firstly, the arc-shaped band around
the head is unusually narrow, being no wider than the outlines of the body, and secondly,
the ‘rays’ or ‘hair’ are considerably longer than the norm.

Deteriorated Wandjina painting (pictured left)
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Some distance away, on a steep but relatively low rock face, is a sketch of four human
figures. Drawn in red, the diminutive figures are old and faded, but the casual elegance
of the draughtsmanship is still very striking. This painting is evidently unconnected with
the painting of the crocodiles.

Next to the figures is a childish drawing of a dog. According to local mythology, a group
of crocodiles once journeyed up the Durack River, travelling in a south-westerly direction.
On the way, they became involved in a fight, and one of them was killed and even today
his grave is still marked by an oval-shaped pile of stones about three miles north-west
of the rock painting. Some of the other crocodiles left their ‘shadow’ at the painting site,
while a further group travelled on to the Phillips Range.

Although the Aborigines said little about the painting, it still held a very definite significance
for them, and they were clearly afraid of it. We were told that a stockman driving
cattle near the site had once cracked his whip too loudly. This annoyed the crocodiles
so much that they caused a great flood, completely swamping the area around the
Gibb River.

Visiting the site posed us major problems. The Aborigines stubbornly resisted the idea,
using all manner of subterfuge, and even when we had overcome their objections,
they insisted on taking a whole range of intricate precautions before approaching any
of the paintings.
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