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The Great Barrier Reef

Stretching 2300 kilometres down the coast of Queensland, Australia, the Great Barrier Reef is the 

largest living structure on Earth. It is home to a diverse and unique community of marine life, from

the tiniest of coral polyps to magnificent stingrays and green turtles. The reef forms an ecosystem 

which is vital to the health of the planet’s oceans and it is a place of incredible natural beauty.

The Gimuy Walibara Yidinji people from the Cairns region have lived alongside the reef for 

thousands of years and many of their current traditions originated in ancient times. Legends, stories 

and dances have been passed down from generation to generation and one Yidinji story tells of 

how the Great Barrier Reef came into existence.

The story begins with a fisherman entering the calm waters off the coast of Gimuy (Cairns) to hunt

 for fish. Spear in hand and navigating the waters in his canoe, the fisherman sees something 

glittering under the water and he spears what he thinks is a fish. The fish turns out to be the sacred 

fish, the stingray, and it rises up creating a tumult in the waters, causing the sea to rise. 

Damarri, son of the Creator god, Bullurru, knows the law has been broken but he also knows the 

remedy for the rising sea levels. He tells the people to gather large stones from the mountains which 

he then throws into the waters. This action stops the waters from rising and swallowing the land.

Recent scientific research has uncovered evidence that the Great Barrier Reef was formed due to a 

geologic event around 10000 years ago at about the same time that the Gimuy Walibara Yidinji 

people started telling their creation story. This is an astonishing example of how ancient folk memory

 can align with a scientific event that happened thousands of years ago.

My handbell composition inspired by this creation story is structured into 5 sections: The Calm 

(the calmness of the waters); The Hunt (the spearfishing hunt and the spearing of the sacred fish); 

The Remedy (the throwing of stones to calm the waters); The Reef (the beauty and mystery of the 

newly-created reef); and The Future (the future of the reef, encouraging positive action and 

awareness to preserve the health, future and beauty of the reef).

I acknowledge and thank Yidinji elder, Henrietta Marrie, and Yidinji dancer and artist, Carl 

Fourmile, for granting permission to interpret the traditional Yidinji story through the art of 

handbells. I also thank Carmel Daveson, President of the Handbell Society of Australasia, for her 

ongoing encouragement and passionate advocacy for the development of handbells in Australasia.

Timothy Sherlock

www.timothysherlock.com
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