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INTRODUCTION:
THE ETERNAL
SERPENT OF
ABORIGINAL
DREAMING

Across  the  vast  and
ancient  landscapes  of
Australia,  a  powerful
creator being slumbers
in the earth's  deepest
waterholes  and  winds
through the sky in the
arc of a rainbow. This
i s  t h e  R a i n b o w
Serpent,  one  of  the
most  important  and
widely  recognized
figures  in  Aboriginal

Australian  mythology.
For  tens  of  thousands
of years, the stories of
this  great  ancestral
b e i n g  h a v e  b e e n
passed  down  through
o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,
s o n g l i n e s ,  a n d
ceremonial  art.  The
Dreamtime  Stories
T h e  R a i n b o w
S e r p e n t  a r e  n o t
merely children's tales;
they  a re  complex
p h i l o s o p h i c a l ,
geographical ,  and
moral frameworks that
explain the creation of
the  world,  the  origins
of  life,  and  the  laws
govern ing  human
b e h a v i o r .
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Understanding  these
s t o r i e s  i s  k e y  t o
app rec i a t i ng  the
w o r l d ' s  o l d e s t
cont inuous  l iv ing
c u l t u r e  a n d  i t s
profound connection to
the  land.  This  article
delves  into  the  rich
t a p e s t r y  o f  t h e
Ra inbow  Se rpen t
mythology,  exploring
its  varied  forms,  its
role in creation, and its
enduring  significance
i n  c o n t e m p o r a r y
Aboriginal  l i fe.

THE ESSENCE OF
THE RAINBOW
SERPENT IN
ABORIGINAL
COSMOLOGY

The  Rainbow  Serpent,
known by many names
across  different
language groups—such
as  Nga lyod  i n  the
Kunwinjku language of
Arnhem Land, Wagyl in
Noongar country of the
s o u t h w e s t ,  a n d

Yur lunggur  in  the
Yolngu  region—is  a
multifaceted deity. It is
not a single, monolithic
figure  but  a  being  of
immense  power  and
a m b i g u i t y .  I n
Dreamtime  Stories
T h e  R a i n b o w
Serpent,  it  is  often
depicted as a colossal
snake  that  l ives  in
permanent  waterholes
and  is  responsible  for
carving  out  riverbeds,
mountains, and valleys
as it moved across the
land.  However,  the
Serpent's role goes far
b e y o n d  p h y s i c a l
geography.  I t  i s  a
symbol  of  the  l i fe-
giving  and destructive
power  of  nature:  the
rain that nourishes the
earth,  the  floods  that
reshape it, and the sun
that brings the rainbow
after a storm.
Key  attributes  of  the
Ra inbow  Se rpen t
include:
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Creator and
Destroyer: The
Serpent is both a
creator, shaping
the landscape
and giving birth
to animal and
human life, and a
destroyer,
capable of
unleashing
floods, droughts,
and other natural
disasters upon
those who break
the law.
Guardian of
Water: All water
sources are
considered
sacred and are
inhabited by the
Rainbow
Serpent. Water is
seen as a vital,
spiritual force,
and the Serpent
is its custodian.
Disturbing a
waterhole
without proper
respect is a

serious
transgression.
Rainbow as a
Messenger: The
rainbow itself is
seen as the
Serpent's body
appearing in the
sky, a sign that it
is traveling from
one waterhole to
another. It is a
reminder of the
connection
between the sky
and the earth,
the spiritual and
the physical.
Symbol of
Continuity and
Renewal: The
Serpent's
shedding of skin
represents the
cyclical nature of
life, death, and
rebirth. This ties
directly into the
seasonal
patterns of the
Australian
environment,
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such as the wet
and dry seasons.

MAJOR STORY
VARIATIONS
ACROSS
DIFFERENT
ABORIGINAL
NATIONS

While the core concept
of  a  giant,  rainbow-
colored  serpent  is
widespread, the details
of  the  Dreamtime
Stories The Rainbow
S e r p e n t  v a r y
significantly  across
Australia's 250 or more
dist inct  language
groups.  This  diversity
reflects  the  unique
l a n d s c a p e s  a n d
ecosystems  of  each
region.

The

Rainbow
Serpent
of
Arnhem
Land:
Ngalyod
In the northern regions
o f  A u s t r a l i a ,
particularly among the
Kunwinjku  people,  the
Serpent  is  known  as
Ngalyod  or  Ngalmudj.
These  stories  often
e m p h a s i z e  t h e
Se rpen t ' s  r o l e  i n
creating  the  physical
features of the land by
digging deep channels
with its body. Ngalyod
is  also  a  central  figure
in many rock art sites,
often  depicted  with
intricate  patterns  and
s o m e t i m e s  w i t h
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additional features like
antlers  or  a  human
f a c e .  I n  t h e s e
Dreamtime  Stories
T h e  R a i n b o w
Serpent  narratives,
Ngalyod  is  a  powerful
ancestral  being  who
can swallow and later
regurgitate  beings,
transforming them into
new forms of life. This
act  symbolizes  the
cyclical  journey of  the
spirit.

The
Wawalag
Sisters
and the
Serpent
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
famous  story  cycles
involving  the  Rainbow
Serpent is the story of
t h e  W a w a l a g  ( o r

Waw i l ak )  S i s te r s
among  the  Yolngu
p e o p l e .  T h e  t w o
sisters, both pregnant,
are  traveling  across
the land. They stop to
cook  a  yam,  and  the
blood  from  childbirth
drips into a waterhole,
attracting  the  great
serpent  Yurlunggur.
The  Serpent  rises  up,
creates  a  storm,  and
swallows  the  sisters
and their children. This
story is deeply tied to
rituals  of  fertility,  the
seasons, and the cycle
of life and death. It is a
powerful  example  of
h o w  D r e a m t i m e
Stories The Rainbow
Serpent  are  used  to
e x p l a i n  c o m p l e x
natural  phenomena
a n d  s o c i a l  l a w s ,
part icular ly  those
related  to  women's
business  and  sacred
knowledge.
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The
Wagyl of
the
South-
West
In  the Noongar nation
o f  sou th -wes te rn
Australia,  the Rainbow
Serpent is called Wagyl
(or Waugal). The Wagyl
is  directly  responsible
for the creation of the
Swan  River,  Canning
River,  and the Darling
Scarp. According to the
Dreamtime  Stories
T h e  R a i n b o w
Serpent in this region,
the Wagyl was a giant
serpent  that  emerged
from  the  ground  and
began  to  slither,  its
immense body carving
out  the  river  valleys.
When  it  rested,  its

coiled body formed the
hills. The Wagyl is still
considered the spiritual
g u a r d i a n  o f  t h e
waterways of the Perth
r e g i o n ,  a n d  i t s
presence  is  deeply
respec ted  by  the
Noongar  people.

THE RAINBOW
SERPENT AS A
MORAL AND
ETHICAL GUIDE

B e y o n d  c r e a t i o n
n a r r a t i v e s ,  t h e
Dreamtime  Stories
T h e  R a i n b o w
Serpent  s e r v e  a
critical  function  as  a
code  of  conduct.  The
Serpent  is  enforcer  of
the  Law—the  timeless
rules laid down during
the  Dreamtime  that
govern  relationships
between  people,  the
land,  and  the  spirits.
These  stories  teach
important  lessons:

Respect for
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Nature: The
Serpent punishes
those who
pollute
waterholes, kill
animals
needlessly, or fail
to follow proper
hunting and
gathering
practices. This
ensures
sustainable use
of natural
resources.
Community
Harmony: The
stories often
involve conflicts
with the Serpent
arising from
selfishness,
greed, or
disrespect for
elders. The
resolution of
these conflicts
reinforces the
importance of
community over
individual
desires.

Sacred
Knowledge:
Certain aspects
of the Rainbow
Serpent stories
are considered
sacred and are
only shared with
initiated
members of the
community. This
tiered knowledge
system
preserves the
sanctity of the
Dreaming.

Thus,  these  narratives
are not just myths from
the  past ;  they  are
living  documents  that
actively  guide  ethical
b e h a v i o r  a n d
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
stewardship today.

ARTISTIC AND
CULTURAL
EXPRESSION OF
THE RAINBOW
SERPENT

The Rainbow Serpent is
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o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
enduring  symbols  in
Aboriginal  art.  From
a n c i e n t  r o c k
engrav ings  in  the
Sydney  Basin  to  bark
paintings  in  Arnhem
L a n d  a n d
contemporary  acrylic
paintings in the desert,
t h e  S e r p e n t  i s  a
recurring and powerful
motif. In visual art, the
Dreamtime  Stories
T h e  R a i n b o w
Serpent  are  depicted
using  specific
iconography.  The
serpent is often shown
with a curved, sinuous
body,  filled  with  cross-
hatching  (rarrk)  that
represents  the  land
and  the  water.  The
colors used—often red,
ye l low,  and  b lack
a g a i n s t  a  w h i t e
background—reflect
the natural pigments of
the earth. The diamond
p a t t e r n s  o n  t h e
Serpent's  back  may

represent scales, water
r i p p l e s ,  o r  t h e
ancestral  tracks.
Add i t i ona l l y ,  the
Serpent  fea tu res
prominently  in  dance
and  song.  Ceremonial
performances  re-enact
the  t rave ls  o f  the
Serpent,  with  dancers
moving  in  serpentine
patterns to the rhythm
of  c l aps t i cks  and
didgeridoo.  These
performances  are  not
mere  entertainment;
they  are  a  form  of
reconnecting  with  the
Dreaming and ensuring
the  continued  flow  of
life  energy  into  the
world.  The  songlines
associated  with  the
Ra inbow  Se rpen t
stretch  across  the
continent, mapping out
routes of travel, water
sources,  and  sacred
sites.

CONTEMPORARY
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RELEVANCE AND
INTERPRETATION

In  modern  Australia,
t h e  D r e a m t i m e
Stories The Rainbow
Serpent  hold  both
cultural  and  political
significance.  For
Aboriginal  people,  the
Serpent remains a vital
part of cultural identity
a n d  a  s o u r c e  o f
spiritual  strength.  The
stories  are  used  in
educational  programs
to teach children about
their  heritage  and
a b o u t  c a r i n g  f o r
C o u n t r y .  N o n -
Indigenous  Australians
and  internat iona l
audiences  have  also
come to appreciate the
Rainbow Serpent  as  a
symbol  of  anc ient
wisdom and a powerful
metapho r  f o r  t he
forces  of  nature.
E n v i r o n m e n t a l
m o v e m e n t s  h a v e
somet imes  drawn

parallels  between  the
Rainbow Serpent's role
as a guardian of water
a n d  t h e  n e e d  f o r
contemporary  water
conservat ion.  The
Serpent's  association
with  floods  and
droughts  resonates
with discussions about
c l i m a t e  c h a n g e .
However, it is crucial to
approach these stories
w i t h  r e s p e c t  a n d
understanding—they
are not mere allegories
but  part  of  a  living,
sacred tradition.  Many
Aboriginal communities
have  protocols  about
who can tell  or depict
certain  aspects  of  the
Rainbow Serpent story.
Misappropriation  or
trivialization  of  these
narratives  is  deeply
offensive.

CONCLUSION: THE
LIVING RAINBOW
OF THE
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DREAMTIME

T h e  D r e a m t i m e
Stories The Rainbow
Serpent  are far more
than  simple  folklore.
T h e y  a r e  a
s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,
interconnected  system
of  knowledge  that
spans  geography,
ecology,  spirituality,
and  law.  The  Serpent
itself  is  a  profound
symbol  of  creation,
destruction, protection,
a n d  r e n e w a l — a
reflection  of  the  harsh
yet beautiful Australian
env i ronment .  For
Aboriginal  peoples,
these  stories  are  not

locked  in  a  distant
past; they are alive in
the waterholes,  in  the
rainbows after a storm,
and  in  the  hearts  of
those  who  carry  the
Dreaming  forward.  By
l i s t e n i n g  t o  a n d
respec t ing  these
ancient  narratives,  we
g a i n  a  d e e p e r
appreciation  for  the
world's  oldest  living
culture and its timeless
wisdom  of  l iving  in
harmony with the land.
The  Rainbow  Serpent
continues  to  slumber,
awaken,  and  inspire,
reminding  us  of  the
enduring  power  of
story.


