Alan Muller
Tides: Paintings of Derbarl Yerrigan Swan River
"Rivers are life. These paintings re-imagine the physical, historic and spiritual heart of Perth - Derbarl Yerrigan
Swan River as the river and land of the Whadjuk Nyoongar people, before the foundation of Perth and
English settlement in 1829." Alan Muller 2019

Eastern view to Mooro Katta (Kings Park) and Byerbrup Ridge (site of the City of Perth)
Acrylic on canvas 2019, 50 x 75 cm

The view is based on the 1910 painting of Perth by John Campbell. Yonga (Kangaroo) feed and rest on grass covered slopes
by the river as smoke rises from a Mooro campfire in the distance on Byerbrup Ridge. What is now South Perth is depicted
on the right as a low lying peninsula of grass and trees. This could be an ancient landscape from thousands of years ago or
just two hundred years ago.
Perth is now one of the largest urban expanses in the world that has been built in just 190 years.

Mooro Katta (Kings Park) and Byerbrup Ridge (site of the City of Perth)
Acrylic on canvas 2019, 60 x 101 cm
The work is based on a watercolour by Edmund Henderson from 1862.
On the 1827 Swan River expedition James Stirling wrote:
‘The quantity of black swans, pelicans, ducks, and aquatic birds seen on the river was truly astonishing. Without any
exaggeration, I have seen a number of black swans which could not be estimated at less than 500 rise at once ...’

Southern view to Beeloo and Beeliar Country (South Perth and Applecross) after Garling 1827
Acrylic on canvas 2018, 90 x 150 cm

A southern view of Derbarl Yerrigan Swan River and along Djarlgarro Beelier Canning River. A site on Beeliar country that
today is known as Applecross was the original choice for the location of Perth but was abandoned in favour of Byerbrup
Ridge adjacent to Mooro Katta (Kings Park). The peninsula of land prominent in the work (South Perth) shows a striped
appearance that was created by the land management of the Whadjuk people where open grassland alternated with forest
and bush. The position of the Moon suggests this is an ancient view.

Mooro Katta (Kings Park) after Garling 1827
Acrylic on canvas 2017, 90 x 150 cm

A western view to Mooro Katta (Kings Park) reveals the original profile of this major landmark of the Perth Coastal Plain.
About one third of the front was removed by the English for building stone. The height of Mooro Katta was recognised by
the English as a useful strategic lookout in case the French arrived. This played a pivotal role in changing the 1829
foundation site of Perth from the original choice of location on the south side of the river at Applecross to Byerbrup Ridge
on the northern side.

Stirling Silver Gold Stirling

Acrylic on canvas 2018, 100 x 90 cm
In 1827 James Stirling led an expedition to the Swan River to survey the river and land as a potential English colony. Stirling
knew that he had to attract private funding as the English Government had ruled out putting any money into a new colonial
settlement. Stirling stood to gain a large grant of land and personal prestige. He presented a glowing report of the river,
environment and quality of the soil, strongly advocating for the establishment of a new Swan River Colony.
A major part of the Stirling’s report was the series of small paintings produced on locations along the river by artist
Frederick Garling. These paintings were ultimately used as real estate advertisements in promoting free land grants to
potential English investors and settlers - land already owned and occupied by the Whadjuk people who had inherited it
from thousands of generations of their ancient ancestors.

Eastern Dawn View over Byerbrup Ridge
Acrylic on canvas 2017, 90 x 120 cm

A view over the tree covered ridge that was the foundation site of the City of Perth 190 years ago. For thousands of years
this was an important Mooro camp site next to a line of lakes and adjacent to the river. The lakes provided a plentiful
source of foods such as birds, eggs, tortoises, snakes, goannas, fish, eels and mussels. The banks were rich in yams and had
places that were favoured camp sites.
After the foundation of Perth in 1829 the new town quickly expanded causing the lakes to be drained and built over.

Lagoon – East Perth

Acrylic on canvas 2017, 40 x 170 cm
A view based on the 1828 watercolour by Clause Frederick Rushbrook titled Setting Camp of the Naval Survey Expedition at
Mill Pool.

Mooro Katta (Kings Park) in Cold Times
Acrylic on canvas 2018, 84 x 170 cm

A northern oblique aerial view of Mooro Katta and Mooro country thousands of years ago as the Ice Age began to recede
and the climate warmed. Mooro Katta is depicted as a dominant and powerful landmark of great cultural and spiritual
significance. In 1829 the first town plans of Perth showed main streets drawn through the lakes so draining and building
began soon after English settlement.

Mooro Katta - Kings Park

Acrylic on canvas 2018, 100 x 100 cm
Mooro Katta was an important meeting place for Nyoongar groups for thousands of years. Mooro Katta was used by the English
as a source of timber and building stone causing a third of the frontal section to be removed for the construction of civic
buildings that included the Perth Town Hall and the Supreme Court.

Walyallup (Fremantle) Mouth of the River

Acrylic on canvas 2019, 30 x 90 cm
The work was developed from the historic paintings of Richard Morrell 1832, Robert Dale 1830, Jane Currie 1830 - 32 and Wallace
Bickley 1832.
For millennia the waters of Derbarl Yerrigan Swan River were kept separate from the ocean by a limestone sill and sand bar that was
located across the river mouth. This kept the river tides to a minimum and maintained a fresh water river ecology of great abundance
for the Whadjuk people.
However for European explorers and settlers the rock and sand bar prevented ship and boat access through the river mouth and
became a constant issue. The first was Dutch explorer Vlamingh who named the river Zwaanenrivier (Swan River) in 1697. The 1801
French expedition led by Baudin took three attempts before being able to explore the river. On this expedition Freycinet commented
that because of this rock and sand bar, fresh water from the river further inland would be difficult to access. As a result the French
were discouraged from establishing a colony.
In 1827 James Stirling reported that the bar would be easy to remove but after English settlement in 1829 it was soon realised that
removal was going to be far more difficult and costly than Stirling originally estimated. The English faced a number of logistical
problems establishing the Swan Colony because of this natural physical barrier across the mouth of the river.
Beginning in 1894 C. Y. O’Connor oversaw the blasting and removal of one million cubic feet of rock from the river mouth with most
of it used to build the north and south moles. Fremantle Harbour access was not completed until 1900.

