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Wata: A Gathering for Manikay Performers, Improvising Soloists and Orchestra 
Composed by Paul Grabowsky for a Wägiluk Djuwalpada Manikay shared and performed by  

Daniel Ngukurr Boy Wilfred (voice and bilma) and David Yipininy Wilfred (yidaki)



ABOUT THE MUSIC
BY PAUL GRABOWSKY

Wata is the latest chapter, and in a way a culmination, of a seventeen-year association I have enjoyed with the 
Wilfred clan from Ngukurr, NT.  I was drawn to this collaboration by the exciting possibility of connecting with the 
world’s oldest performative musical tradition, one that continues to blossom and reveals facets of itself in the face 
of our linear-historical thinking about music, past, present and future. The form of the songs you will hear performed 
by these master musicians known as Daniel and David Wilfred is called manikay, cycles of poetic invocations of 
time and place intended for public ceremonial events. The titles of each of the seven parts of Wata carry concepts 
conveyed through the powerful ritual words sung by Daniel, and overseen by David. They are:

Naraka-Wana (Bone Country)
in which the ancestor figure called Djuwalpada walks through the land as he creates, names and embodies it.

Larra (Stone Spear Country)
in which Djuwalpada runs through the land, joyfully.  The land rises up to meet him.

Marayunmara Gara (Spear Dance)
in which Djuwalpada fashions a spear needed for hunting, setting in motion the cycle of birth, death and 
regeneration.

Yarrata (String Line)
in which Djuwalpada makes a spear thrower.  The title refers to the law which joins the manikay in one line from the 
deepest past, through the present, into the future.  All things are bound by this line, this fundamental law.

Madayin (Ancestral Law)
The spear in flight transcends time and place; these generative acts are renewed, relived with each performance.  
Manikay are open-ended musical statements.  Anything which is accepted into an immediate sonic relationship 
to the manikay in effect becomes part of the manikay, as it represents a model of a holistically interconnected 
universe.

Warrara (The Blood of the Setting Sun)
Here the purifying Wata (here meaning ‘smoke’, another manifestation of Djuwalpada) settles his (and therefore our) 
troubled soul, preparing him for a journey away from this place.

Birrk-Birrk (The Lap-Winged Plover Flies on the Wind)
Djuwalpada flies away in his guise as the plover, a totem representing the creator figure in his ever-present state, 
as he wishes us well on our individual journeys.

The soloists on stage with me tonight and the Wilfreds (aka the Young Wagiluk Group) developed this 
collaboration over many years. The improvisations themselves embedded within the manikay run as a skein 
linking  the sections together.  Now, Queensland Symphony Orchestra have been welcomed into this living, 
breathing, organic musical world.

We are all one.

With thanks to Melbourne Symphony Orchestra and Sydney Symphony Orchestra


