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Aubrey Tigan Riji 2009
carved pearl shell and red ochre  National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

Aboriginal people associate the iridescent lustre of pearl shells with the shimmering qualities of water, rain 
and lightning. Highly prized as ornaments and ceremonial objects, pearl shells were exchanged along a vast 
system of inland trade routes that stretched from the Kimberley region in north Western Australia to central and 
southern Australia.

Aboriginal men from the Kimberley region wore decorated pearl shells, known as riji or jakuli in the Bardi 
language, during ceremonies. Large shells were attached to hair belts worn around the waist, while smaller 
shells were worn around the neck.

Pearl shell comes from pearl oysters, gathered at low tides or from off-shore reefs or sourced from cultured pearl 
farms. After a lengthy process of cleaning, chipping and grinding the outer shell, the shiny inner face is ready 
for engraving. Contemporary Aboriginal artists continue to maintain cultural customs by engraving traditional 
geometric or figurative designs. The designs are highlighted with a mixture of ochre or charcoal and resin or fat, 
which is rubbed into the grooves.

Aubrey Tigan lives on the Dampier Peninsula north of Broome, Western Australia, and is a respected traditional 
elder and lawman from the Bardi and Djawi people. He is a trained jeweller and a renowned carver, pearl shell 
being his preferred medium. He engraves on pearl shell to maintain traditional culture. He uses old and new 
designs, which he often sees in his dreams and which draw on his deep knowledge of the coastal environment.

Activities

•  Close your eyes and turn the riji over in your hands. What does it feel 
like? Hold it up to the light and see how the surface changes and 
shimmers. Describe what you see.

• Draw an outline of a pearl shell on shiny paper. Design a pattern that 
relates to water in your environment and draw it on your pearl-shell 
shape.

•  Can you think of an object used during a special event in your life? 
Perhaps it is kept in a particular place and only brought out for 
important occasions. Does it have any special qualities?
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Lena Yarinkura Bush mice 2002
aluminium and wood  National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

Aboriginal art is well known for painted and carved representations of totemic animals and ancestral figures 
that are created for particular ceremonies. However, images of animals, including birds and fish, and everyday 
domestic objects form much of the subject matter for carvings and fibre sculptures created by Aboriginal artists 
working across Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory.

An essential part of everyday life in places like Maningrida, Northern Territory, is the gathering of bush tucker.  
On these excursions, people often see small animals such as djirrkkinj (bush mice) busily searching for  
food. Native mice and rats are found in many habitats across Australia, including mangroves, deserts  
and alpine regions.

Bush mice is made from aluminium by a sand-casting process. The artist used plasticine to make a model for 
the cast. Many artists are attracted to the natural silvery white colour of aluminium and appreciate its long-lasting 
properties. These are the first of only 25 sculptures made from their particular casts. This is known as a limited 
edition—a restricted number of sculptures is produced and then the cast is destroyed.

Lena Yarinkura (Rembarrnga/Kune people) is one of the most innovative Aboriginal fibre artists in the country 
and often works collaboratively with her husband, the artist Bob Burruwal. Her subject matter includes 
Yawkyawk spirits, camp dogs and various animal species, including northern quoll, bandicoot and bush mouse. 
She now also creates contemporary metal sculpture, working with a foundry in Brisbane.

Activities

•  Compare the two bush mice. What do you think the marks on the bodies 
of the mice represent? Discuss how the artist has created slightly different 
personalities for each mouse.

•  Research native animals in your area. Choose a favourite and draw it in 
its natural environment. Think about the marks you could use to show the 
texture of the fur or skin.

•  Turn the mice over in your hand. Do you feel the rough texture created  
by the sand-casting process? Research and discuss sand-casting and 
how it is used.
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