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ABSTRACT
The Gunbower Yemurriki Map details important information about Barapa Country and Barapa
people for the purpose of education. The Barapa are the Traditional Owners of the lands north
and south of the Murray River around Cohuna, Australia and are working with natural resource
agencies to identify and map cultural assets on traditional lands, particularly in relation to water
resources. The Gunbower Yemurriki Map has been developed through participatory cultural
mapping processes to demonstrate the community connection to water and the wider
cultural landscape. Yemurriki is the Barapa word for Country. The map developed and
presented in this study will be used to educate the local non-indigenous community about
Barapa cultural values and to act as a teaching aid for younger Barapa people. The map
depicts stories, totems, and places identified within the landscape. All the information
included is what the Barapa consider public and educational.
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1. Introduction

Cultural mapping is an activity conducted for, with, or
by traditional, indigenous, minority and local commu-
nities to identify assets that are not widely included in
mainstream mapping (Black, 2000; Chapin, Lamb, &
Threlkeld, 2005; Herlihy & Knapp, 2003). Cultural
mapping can be used to examine the social values of
communities (Brown & Raymond, 2007; Corbett &
Rambaldi, 2009). It is conducted for a range of reasons
including (but not limited to) the identification of
natural resources, defining traditional boundaries,
religion, and providing cultural learning between
generations (Brennan-Horley, Luckman, Gibson, &
Willoughby-Smith, 2010; Corbett & Rambaldi, 2009).

Cultural mapping is one way for indigenous com-
munities to promote their political goals regarding
land claims and participate in decolonisation through
spatial information (Bryan, 2009; Harley, 2009; Herlihy
& Knapp, 2003). For the purpose of the map developed,
decolonisation is the ability to present information that
has been approved in a way which is culturally appro-
priate for the community (Dudgeon & Walker, 2015).
In this map, decolonisation is supported by the mini-
mal use of non-indigenous spatial data, the consulta-
tive development process, and the approved use of
Indigenous information. Cultural mapping also
facilitates cross-cultural education through sharing
indigenous values, history, and perspectives with the
broader community (Corbett & Rambaldi, 2009).

The Barapa are the Traditional Owners of the lands
north and south of the Murray River around Cohuna,
in south-eastern Australia (Figure 1). For the Barapa,
this map is a way of informing others of their values
and on-going presence. The purpose of creating the
Gunbower Yemurriki map is three-fold: (1) Educate
non-Indigenous people about Barapa cultural values
(and any associated benefits for Barapa people which
will come from that education), (2) represent the values
of Barapa Country on Gunbower Island as well as some
associated but spatially distant locations, and (3) act as
an educational tool for the younger Barapa people,
some of whom have not grown up in the area.

2. The Barapa people and country

Barapa Country straddles the Victorian-New South
Wales border in Australia (Figure 1). In the context of
this paper when discussing the landscape, the use of
‘Country’ has a specific meaning for Indigenous people.
It denotes their land and is framed in terms of place,
and identity. The Barapa people traditionally used the
rich, complex and seasonally changing environment of
Barapa Country to their favour. The Mile or Mirri
(Murray River) was the key focus within the landscape
as the flood and dry seasons governed activities and
movement through Barapa Country (Rhodes, 1996).

There is substantial evidence of on-going Barapa
occupation and resource use in the landscape to this
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day. They built fish traps and larders at the edges of the
lagoons and waterways to make the most of the abun-
dant fish stocks (Pardoe, 2014; Venn & Quiggin, 2007).
Their living areas, like the other river people, were
earth mounds situated in the landscape above the nor-
mal flood height (Rhodes, 1996). Nearby local stone
outcrops have been mined for personal tools and the
local trade network brought in resources from other
communities (Rhodes, 1996).

The arrival of Europeans to Barapa Country begun
in the 1830’s with expeditions from Major Thomas
Mitchell, Edward Eyre and Captain Charles Sturt (Ken-
yon, 2015; Rhodes, 1996). Others, eager for land fol-
lowed soon after, and Barapa land was divided up
into parcels and sold at minimal rates to the newco-
mers. Barapa people, like many Indigenous peoples,
refused to submit to the settlement, resulting in conflict
(Weir, 2007). Partly in response to this conflict large
communal properties, known as mission stations,
were allocated by various state governments to ‘pro-
tect’ and ‘civilise’ Indigenous people (Weir, Ross,
Crew, & Crew, 2013).

The rapid European colonisation of the area led to
substantial changes in the local environment (Rhodes,
1996). Intense extractive forestry focused on the River
Red Gum (Eucalyptus cameldulensis) along the Mirri to
supply the railways in South Australia with sleepers
(Marsden, 1990). The alteration of the river flow via
dams and irrigation diversion changed the local
hydrology and clearing for farming (both grazing and
cropping) and occurred not long after the first Euro-
pean arrivals. Ploughing, logging, and the resulting

erosion led to the destruction of physical evidence of
Barapa occupation, the exact amount of which is
unknown (Humphries, 2007; Rhodes, 1996).

Along with the environmental change, there was also
forced removal. Many Barapa people were moved to
places like Moonacullah Mission, (approximately
100 km to the east) and with the death of Charlie
Bradshaw in 1897, incorrectly identified as the ‘last
Aborigine of the district’, the local narrative of the Bar-
apa was limited for many years to an academic and
archaeological interest (Rhodes, 1996). The excavation
of burials at Kow Swamp, an ancient low-lying swamp,
and the discovery of over 300 stone artefacts across the
local farms being examples (Mulvaney, 1991; Rhodes,
1996; Thorne & Macumber, 1972; Whyte, 2016). The
reports of early European settlers writing about Barapa
‘villages’ of earth mounds by the waterways were forgot-
ten, as the ‘Primitive Native’ discourse fostered by a
colonial agenda took over (Berryman & Frankel, 1984).

Today, Barapa people remain involved with their
Country, but they continue to face substantial chal-
lenges. Currently, they do not have a unified represen-
tational organisation, especially after the Barapa
Barapa Nation Aboriginal Corporation (BBNAC) had
an application for registration under the Victorian
Aboriginal Heritage Act turned down in 2011 (Depart-
ment of Premier and Cabinet, 2015). A second appli-
cation is currently under consideration with three
other groups. New South Wales has a different recog-
nition process for Traditional Owners.

The map described in this paper presents the Barapa
traditional knowledge for a small section of Country. It

Figure 1. Barapa Country.
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also aims at making a contribution to the broader rep-
resentation and decolonisation agenda of Barapa
people through the use of Barapa language.

3. Northern Gunbower Island and
environment

North Gunbower Island was chosen as the main focus
of the map area for three reasons. The first reason is
due to the existing cultural mapping activity by the
Barapa in partnership with the North Central Catch-
ment Management Authority (NCCMA) and Mur-
ray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) through the
Water for Country and Living Murray programmes.
These programmes are providing funds and technical
support to engage and employ Barapa people with
the purpose of developing a cultural watering plan
for Gunbower Island. The projects have provided the
participatory spatial data used in the map.

The second reason is due to its importance as
ascribed both from an archaeological and ecological
perspective (Hale & Butcher, 2011; NCCMA, 2015;
Rhodes, 1996; Weir, 2009). Gunbower is recognised
internationally in the Ramsar treaty for migratory
bird species (Hale & Butcher, 2011). Previous archaeo-
logical surveys identified sites such as earth mounds,
shell middens, and scar trees across the local landscape,
the known extent of which is expanding with the cur-
rent work (Rhodes, 1996). An on-going programme is
also targeting pest species such as European Carp
(Cyprinus carpio) as part of improving local waterway
health (Department of Environment and Primary
Industries, 2013).

The third reason is that Gunbower Island is a self-
contained geographic area with minimal disturbance.
The island lies within the bounds of the Murray
River and an anabranch of the river, Gunbower
Creek. The Yemurikki map is focused on the northern
section of the Gunbower Island due to the land claim
from the neighbouring Yorta Yorta people in the
southern section (Department of Premier and Cabinet,
2015). Even with the locational focus, an important
element of the map has been to highlight other places
within Barapa Country of cultural importance. The
map shows some of the important locations Barapa
people travelled to for resources, spiritual links and
meetings. Mt Hope and Pyramid Hill, Kow Swamp
and Edwards and Koltey Rivers are examples (Layton,
1997; Mulvaney, 1991). Important places from the
post-European settlement such as Moonacullah and
Deniliquin are also represented in images (Weir
et al., 2013).

The land tenure of Gunbower Island is a mix of
private, public and government land. It has highly
modified eucalypt woodland dominated by River
Red Gum (Eucalyptus cameldulensis), Grey Box
(E. microcarpa) or Black Box (E. largiflorens). The

species distribution is dependent upon the local soil,
flooding regime and logging history. Close to the
river the landscape once underwent regular seasonal
flooding resulting in the formation of levy deposits,
seasonal swamps and wetlands as well as occasional
course realignment (Cooling, Lloyd, Rudd, & Hogan,
2002; Rhodes, 1996).

There is a complex network of seasonal wetlands,
depressions and floodways which channel water across
the island landscape (Cooling et al., 2002). Prior to
controlled flows of environmental water now allocated,
Gunbower had been dry for many years, threatening
the migratory birds and decreasing the local biodiver-
sity (Cooling et al., 2002; Murray–Darling Basin Auth-
ority, 2011). The other remnant forests along the river,
such as Guttram Swamp, Barmah, and Nyah, face
many of the same challenges as Gunbower with eco-
logical health and cultural protection (Finn & Jackson,
2011; Porter, 2006).

4. Cultural mapping method

The Cultural mapping consists of the collection and
representation of a variety of elements which are
important to a culture (Brennan-Horley et al., 2010).
In practice, cultural mapping utilises a wide range of
tools and techniques. It can be a highly technical pur-
suit utilising remote sensing or done with a simple
sketch map. There is variation in the level of commu-
nity input, though the most effective outcomes have
high levels of community direction and participation
(Leeuw, Cameron, & Greenwood, 2012; Pánek, 2015;
Poole, 2003; UNESCO, 2009). The Barapa community
participated throughout the creation of this map, col-
lecting GPS data, recommending elements of the map
representation and developing the groups for the cul-
tural asset types.

4.1. Community collected GPS data

The data from the community is part of an on-going
Barapa cultural mapping project entitled Water For
Country (NCCMA, 2015). Since 2013 the Barapa com-
munity, with the assistance of North Central Catch-
ment Management Authority (NCCMA) has been
mapping the cultural assets in the northern section of
Gunbower Forest. The NCCMA is a statutory natural
resource body which operates through an Australian
federal government framework supporting landowners
and other parties in sustainable land management pro-
grammes. The Water For Country project has the goal
of reducing the decline in health and integrity of the
constructed and environmental cultural assets.

Over the last three years, the data collection process
has focussed on identifying and assessing the health of,
and threats to, Barapa cultural assets. The identified
assets include important places and physical evidence
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of ancestor’s habitation, personal values, and connec-
tions with Gunbower as well as natural resources
such as the plants and animals which inhabit the forest
(NCCMA, 2015). The majority of the cultural data is
point-based information which has been collected
and recorded in a participatory process using tablet-
based GIS software.

The purpose of the data collection was to identify the
state of cultural assets across Gunbower in an effort to
inform future watering plans and to make a case for
an allocation of cultural water (NCCMA, 2015). Cultural
water is the term used to describe Indigenous commu-
nities’ rights to water resources, much like farm and
environmental rights (Bark et al., 2015). Cultural water
is for the economic and environmental benefits of
Indigenous communities and Country (Bark, Garrick,
Robinson, & Jackson, 2012; Mooney, 2014). To date,
the allocation of cultural water has not been widely
implemented in Australia though there are changes to
water policy underway.

The three years of the project have involved over 30
Barapa people and collected 438 spatial features. Field-
work usually occurs over a 2 week period in March and
target locations are chosen based upon information
from Barapa Elders, NCCMA staff, and previous cul-
tural heritage assessments. The main areas of interest
to date have been Reedy Lagoon, Long Lagoon and
Black Swamp (Figure 2). The data includes the location
of culturally important plants, animal sightings, weed
species and archaeological sites. The field data records
information on the perceived health and requirements
for water.

4.2. Participatory GIS and community
defined assets

Venn and Quiggin (2007) compiled a list of different
types of cultural assets which occur within the Murray
region, an area which includes Barapa Country. It is a
reasonably comprehensive list focusing on the cultural
heritage aspects of the landscape. For the Gunbower
Yemurriki map project, however, the Barapa people
built their own classification and list of assets
(Table 1), identifying not only what is important to
their community but also the assets they want to
include on the map.

The asset list was developed over two community
gatherings. The first gathering had 8 Barapa attendees,
while the second had 15 Barapa attendees, with 4 Bar-
apa people attending both events. The second event on
Barapa Country was considered more productive by
the attendees as it was held at Gunbower. The pro-
ductivity difference is due in part to the cognitive
benefits of being in the environment being discussed
(Isaac, Dawoe, & Sieciechowicz, 2009)

The asset group headings chosen by Barapa to map
are People, Sites, Water, Fire, Plants, Animals and
Threats (Table 1). These groups are represented on
the map using different colours. The colour scheme
was debated by Barapa participants and decided
upon through consensus. The colour choices are reflec-
tive of standard perceptions of elements (water = blue,
fire = red etc.) and an understanding that each asset
type had to be distinguishable on the map. The com-
munity also decided that not every asset was

Figure 2. Lagoon and waterways in the northern Gunbower Forest.
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appropriate to appear on the map. Due to concerns
about the secret and sensitive nature of some assets
the Barapa chose not to represent places such as burial
sites. The potential for harm was seen to be too high.

In addition to the field data collection, the participa-
tory mapping process included the opportunity for
Barapa Elders and community to annotate an aerial
photo of Gunbower Island and the local region at a
series of community meetings. Over the course of
this process, approximately 20 Barapa community
members spoke, informing the list of important places,
areas where they would like to do further investigation,
personally important places, valued environmental
information and to be able to relate their personal
attachment to the broader Barapa Country.

4.3. Other information sources

The Yemurikki map also incorporates non-field
sources such as information written by European
explorers like Blandowski (1858), environmental
reports and flora and fauna assessments, e.g. Hale
and Butcher (2011), Bennetts (2014), and Gott
(1999). Cultural heritage information was obtained
from reports such as the Gunbower Island Archaeolo-
gical Survey (Rhodes, 1996), and the Dictionary of
Aboriginal Placenames of Victoria (Clark & Heydon,
2002). Other language elements have been informed
in part by the Wemba-Wemba dictionary developed
by Victorian Council for Aboriginal Languages
(VACL), as Wemba and Barapa are linguistically simi-
lar (Kenyon, 2015; VACL, 2015).

The flow and flooding information of natural and
regulated flows used in the map was obtained from a
number of sources (Cooling et al., 2002; Humphries,
2007; Murray–Darling Basin Authority, 2011). The
watercourse information used is an amalgamation of
two state watercourse datasets. The main waterways
and lagoons have been represented, while modern irri-
gation channels are not included. It is essential to note
that the mapping of the seasonal flood runners is pat-
chy and incomplete. A composite satellite image and

LIDAR image have both been used as the base. The
Lidar image has been manipulated to show an exagger-
ated hill shade in an attempt to clearly show changes in
topography across the landscape.

5. Map design

In addition to traditional cartographic considerations,
cultural maps often present design issues which are
not usually faced with other maps. The issues identified
with the Yemurriki map fit into three categories; the
map purpose, the map content, and the cartographic
design. We have sought to overcome the issues through
a range of different techniques including a highly
participatory process of map development.

5.1. Map purpose

The purpose of the cultural map had to be considered
during development. What is it for? Who would use it
and see it? As a cultural map, it should also provide
benefit to the community (Chapin et al., 2005). The
answer to these questions dictated the information
included and how information is presented. First and
foremost, this map has to be considered a public docu-
ment, one designed for communicating outwardly Bar-
apa presence and cultural information; rather than one
intended for a private or exploratory use by Barapa
(MacEachren, 2004). The external focus has led to
the Barapa Elders reviewing the sensitive cultural assets
and deciding what was inappropriate public infor-
mation. Gender and age-specific sites and locations at
risk of destruction are two examples of non-public
information. That guidance from Barapa Elders and
community has been essential in the development pro-
cess. Identifying what to show and what to remove is an
essential part of cultural mapping and collaboration
(Chapin et al., 2005; Gibson, Brennan-Horley, & War-
ren, 2010; Watson et al., 2013).

5.2. Map content

The second consideration is the map content. The
available environmental and cultural heritage data for
Gunbower Island and surrounds is limited and both
spatially and temporally patchy (Cooling et al., 2002;
Rhodes, 1996). The Barapa field collection of data is
focused on targeted areas within Gunbower such as
around the larger lagoons and waterways. Therefore
the collected data does not reflect the full distribution
of the assets in the landscape. Important areas have
been delineated by circular features and images of
specific assets with informative text have been
included.

Representing the water is an important part of the
map. Uncle Neville Whyman, Barapa Elder, states
that for Barapa ‘water is culture’. Therefore showing

Table 1: List of Barapa asset groups, map colours used and
examples
Asset group Map colour Example of asset

People None Personal history
Not included on the map

Water Blue Flow regulator
Not included on the map

Fire Red Potential burn area
Not included on the map

Plants Green Old man weed
(Centipeda cunninghamii)

Important Sites/Places Orange Mt Hope (a source of stone)
Threats Purple Carp

(Cyprinus carpio)
Not included on the map

Animals Yellow Brolga (Australian crane)
(Grus rubicunda),

JOURNAL OF MAPS 17



the historical and the current seasonal flow regime is
an important part of the Gunbower story. The water
flow data displayed on the map was informed by the
report ‘Environmental water requirements and man-
agement options in Gunbower Forest, Victoria’ by
Cooling et al. (2002) and the Murray Darling Basin
Authority (2011). It shows the changes in flow rates
prior to the commencement of the local environmental
watering programme in 2013. Visualising the complex
seasonal variability in water coverage in a map space
proved to be difficult. Instead of a cartographic
representation, the seasonal variation in the current,
controlled water flow and the estimated pre-European
volumes are shown in an information box (Cooling
et al., 2002). The variation in water is shown using
segments of a tortoise shell (Figure 3). Each month is
represented by one of the outer segments of the shell
and the corresponding flow volumes are colour
coded. The use of the tortoise was proposed at the
Barapa community meeting. The three species of
tortoise are important animals spiritually and as a
traditional food resource.

The reinstatement of Indigenous languages is seen
as an important element in the decolonisation process
(Harley, 2009). Where possible Barapa language is
used on the map as this is important in both the
educational and decolonisation perspectives (Harley,
2009; Weir et al., 2013). The names of many local
townships, parishes and property places are Barapa
in origin and have been included along with any
known translations. The work by Clark and Heydon
(2002) was the source for many of the toponyms
used on the map. As an unwritten language, there
has been confusion around the appropriate spelling
of some words. The spelling by Clark and Heydon
(2002) has been used.

The colonisation of Australia broke the landscape
up into small land parcels. The Yemurikki map
attempts to re-image a pre-colonial landscape as part
of a visual decolonisation process. The map does not
show tenure boundaries which are often included on
conventional maps, such as property, state or council
areas for that reason. These types of boundaries are,
in terms of understanding Barapa values and cultural
mapping, irrelevant and distracting content. The
choice was made not to use them because freehold
land is not void of cultural value for Barapa people,
even if the physical assets have been removed or
destroyed. Other Indigenous group boundaries have
also been left off the map. Defining traditional
boundaries can result in contentious decisions, some
of which have legal and statutory implications (Corbett
& Rambaldi, 2009; Department of Premier and
Cabinet, 2015). Respecting the complicated and
contentious nature is the reason for not including the
modern defined boundaries of other traditional
owner organisations on this map.

5.3. Cartographic design

Many of the design dilemmas identified are related to
the complexity of information, such as the inclusion of
intangible knowledge, temporal variations, and scale.
The solutions used in the Gunbower Yemurriki map
have been developed in partnership. The representation
of the changes in water flow is one example of the col-
laborative process, developing a culturally relevant dis-
play that conveys complex information (Figure 3).

As with any map, the colour and shape of symbols
play an important role in information presentation
(MacEachren, 2004). When making choices about the
map symbology it has been important to consider
how to identify important areas without revealing
exact on-ground locations of sites. The Barapa commu-
nity discussed a range of alternative symbols during the
initial map planning session. The visual representation
of semi-transparent circular features covering impor-
tant areas was favoured where there were multiple
data points. The area symbols also reduce the impact
of variable data quality for the individual points.

The use of images to show particular important assets
was also suggested at the community meetings. The out-
line colour of each image acts as a key for the type of

Figure 3. ‘Water is Culture’ map insert.

18 F. MCCONACHIE ET AL.



asset (Table 1). The associated explanatory text was
developed as part of the consultation processes.

The choice made to show the remote locations was
one of the initial guiding elements for this map. The
limitation of scale has been addressed in the map by
inserting images of the spatially distant locations in a
direction similar to their cardinal direction from Gun-
bower, rather than fitting everything into a single
small-scale map. The dilemma was that full extent of
Barapa Country made Gunbower Island too small to
be useful and there is on-going contention around cul-
tural boundaries. Inserting the photos and aerial
images of other places were identified by Barapa Elders
as a useful and informative way to get around the scale
dilemma. The purpose of the map is to identify specific
places of cultural value where the direction is valuable
but representing distance is not.

6. Conclusion

The Gunbower Yemurriki map discussed in this paper
has been developed through a collaborative process
with the Barapa people. The collaboration has
influenced the design and types of assets which appear
on the map. The result is a map that contains the
locally important Barapa cultural assets, which include
stories, animals and places.

The Barapa Community participated in the develop-
ment of this map because they saw it as an important
educational source for non-Barrapa people and also
younger Barapa people about their Country. It shows
to those people the important values of an area of Bar-
apa Country. This map also gives the viewer an oppor-
tunity to see other important Barapa cultural locations
and assets such as the plants and animals, important
cultural locations. Not including property, local gov-
ernment or state boundaries highlights the pre-existing
and continuous nature of Barapa Country. The map is
centred on Gunbower Island and highlights the cul-
tural values of water. It shows a range of cultural assets
which are linked to the seasonably variable landscape
in an effort to highlight the impact of changing water
regimes in Barapa Country.

Without the collaboration, this map would not be as
impactful to external groups or as valuable to the Bar-
apa Community.

Software

Software used for compiling and designing this map
includes Adobe Photoshop, Adobe Illustrator, and
Esri ArcGIS v10.3.
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