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Abstract 
How may cultural wisdom be understood and shared in ways that maintain its 

integrity, as it is lived? Cultural wisdom, as it is understood and defined here, is 

the practical knowledge of how to live, embodied in the way of life of those 

involved. The word cultural, in the context of cultural wisdom, is also the system 

by which this wisdom is passed on. It is my perceived concern that the transfer of 

this cultural wisdom, the subtle transfer of understanding of what is important in 

life, is vulnerable to being lost. This research sought conversations and stories, 

tools and strategies, to understand and support the transfer of these ways of living. 

Wisdom in this context may be said to be culturally alive when it is effectively 

embodied in the ways people live and when it is transferred between generations 

and through changing social conditions. Cultural wisdom may be transferred and 

evolve through traditional and contemporary stories, through maintenance of 

language and cultural practice, through the arts and ritual, through sharing family 

histories and personal connection to country, but, it is proposed, above all, 

through lived example and experience. Knowledge becomes wisdom when it 

becomes personal and embodied, such as through the life experience of an Elder. 

 

This work builds on extensive language and cultural revitalization processes 

undertaken by Wiradjuri Elders and numerous partners over many years. It is the 

life’s work of the Elders involved, and, as such, the documentation of their 

continuing work and our collected discoveries and observations, may be of great 

assistance to other First Nations as they seek to maintain and revitalize their 

cultures and languages.  

 

My specific research investigates how creative professionals, such as myself, a 

term that is used to collectively and broadly include artists, designers and digital 

media workers, may best engage with First Nations communities in collaborative, 

culture-centred, Elder managed projects that support the transfer of cultural 

wisdom. The research aims to develop ways I, as a creative professional, may be 

able to develop cultural responsiveness and foster understanding of First Nations 

perspectives. This is seen through a focus on the Wiradjuri, and an additional 

project with the Ngiyampaa, peoples of Western NSW. 
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This research draws from a range of Indigenous Methodologies, collaborative art 

based investigations and some elements from Critical Participatory Action 

Research. It involves a considered examination and reflection on the author’s own 

non-Aboriginal history and understanding of self. It includes substantial 

investigations through community service art and media projects, with a focus on 

culture and language revitalization, including language learning resources, 

animations, cinematic video, interviews and publishing. The majority of these 

projects take place through one on one collaborative working partnerships with 

Elders. This Elder managed approach flows from traditional ways of learning and 

passing on knowledge. It involves learning by spending time together, following 

instructions, acting and being of service, so that knowledge becomes understood 

and embodied through experience. 

 

This research promotes a way of working that begins from a place of not 

knowing, and is developed through respectful partnerships. It includes iterative 

cycles of listening, service and action, being personally and collectively 

reflective/reflexive, and learning to become culturally responsive. It involves 

“looking to see, listening to hear, and learning to understand.”1 The proposed 

approach questions disciplinary paradigms, questions professional individualistic 

orientations, and suggests instead that creative professionals need to re-centre 

their understanding of the world and themselves. It is proposed that, from the 

foundations, to the roof that covers all, the specific cultural values and practical 

needs of the people concerned, under their direction, need to drive the 

conceptualization, ways of working, and the goals of any creative projects and 

research concerning them. 

 

In this research deep and practical solutions are shown to come from taking time 

to develop respectful relationships in which immersive and transformative 

understandings of the cultural values and perspectives of the people involved 

become embodied in lived experience. The focus is always specific, potentially 

leading to the universal, but always directly related to the dynamics, relationships 

and objectives, the values and priorities, of the people involved. In order to enter 

this space it is necessary to allow one’s sense of self to be transformed, and, when 

                                                        
1  A Wiradjuri concept that will be referred to often 
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the process is complete, let go respectfully, leaving as a gift what one has become, 

and what one has learnt, for the continuing use of the people in the community 

involved. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Yindyamarra 

Respect 

Mambuwarra ngaa-mi-nya-gu 

Looking to see 

Wudhagarbinya wudha-dhuray-gu 

Listening to hear 

Winhangarra gulbali-gu  

Learning to understand 
 

Wiradjuri muyulung-ngin-guliya yindyamarra nga-dhu 

Respecting Wiradjuri Elders, 

Wiradjuri mayiny yindyamarra nga-dhu 

Respecting Wiradjuri people, 

Wiradjuri ngurambang yindyamarra nga-dhu 

Respecting Wiradjuri country, 

Wiradjuri ngiyang yindyamarra nga-dhu 

Respecting Wiradjuri language, 

Wiradjuri buyaa yindyamarra nga-dhu 

Respecting Wiradjuri law, 
 

Wiradjuri mayiny wudhagabinya nga-dhu  

I am listening to Wiradjuri people. 

Burrany winhanga-l-guwaan nga-dhu 

I have heard only a small fragment. 

Guwiiny-guliya yarra nga-nhal 

They are saying to me: 

Murun-wi-gi-nya Yindyamarra murun-murru ngurambang 

wirimbirra 

Living-and-breathing a Yindyamarra way of life cares for country. 

Walu-ma-rra ngiyanhi ngiyawaygunhanha 

We are the custodians, always.2 

 

                                                        
2 Bernard Sullivan, "Yindyamarra Yambuwan," (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2015). 
Opening acknowledgement text of film 
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This research takes as a given that First Nations cultures view the world in 

essentially different ways, from one another, and from common culturally 

dominant “Western” perceptions of the world. Because of these differences, it is 

difficult to communicate the intrinsic knowledge and ways of being that are 

contained within language, culture, lifestyle, identity and relationship to country. 

This is even more the case in academic writing in English within academic 

disciplinary paradigms. The challenge is to faithfully and effectively understand 

and support the respectful sharing of matters of great subtlety, so that they 

continue to be alive within cultures, passed from generation to generation, and, 

where appropriate, shared more broadly, enriching the life of the world.  

 

The research begins from a position of not knowing, not understanding, assuming 

only that there are underground assumptions in my own reality at work that are at 

times undermining my perceptions, my experience, my sense of reality. It 

assumes no right to speak, no right to share other than the invitation to do so given 

to me by the Elders involved. Importantly, there is no right to own, no right to 

keep, but there is an opportunity to become, to heal something within myself, and 

stand in solidarity with a people as they revitalise their language and culture. 

 

I begin with an underlying premise in this research that the present, in a place 

such as Australia, is still colonial, there is no post colonial3 in that the forces 

unleashed by colonialism and European understandings of the world, continue to 

shape research and classify culture as property. It affects all of us, Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal. It distorts our understanding of land, law, art, language, bodies 

and minds. For those of us who have non-Aboriginal settler backgrounds such as 

myself, I believe that without an interrogation of this residual colonial 

perspective, of our own sense of identity, history and world view, both the 

material and the intangible continue to be things to be claimed, captured, 

catalogued and possessed. We place ourselves in a perilous place, not for 

ourselves but for those we seek to work with, no matter what our intention. 

 

I feel there is a collective responsibility to not claim cultural knowledge as our 

own, but to transform ourselves in order to understand. In order to learn to live in 
                                                        
3 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples  (Zed 
books, 2012). Pg 25 
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this country respectfully, we need to learn to belong in it, to belong to it. To do 

this we need strategies that dismantle the aspects of our identities and discourses 

that block and distort the potential for less compromised forms of communication. 

Yet, it is my understanding, each individual, aside from their baggage, potentially 

brings something to this experience that has value, which is personal and positive. 

This is provided that the cultural custodians involved are open to their 

involvement, and that they are in turn open to the culture. It will be demonstrated 

throughout this thesis, that it is possible, through deep reflective and culturally 

responsive cycles of practice, beyond personal ambitions, to act with respect, 

through identifiable processes that enable deliberate and effective work with 

collaborators and communities. Allowing one’s self to change through experience 

is essential, because it is only with this kind of personal engagement that deep 

knowledge becomes tangible, embodied, and, my proposal is, only then does 

knowledge begin to become wisdom in the sense it is used here.  

 

Emerging from discussions with the other collaborators in our research, as will be 

expanded on throughout the thesis, I have come to understand that the embodied 

ways of being, lived by the Elders, passed down from their Elders, is still an 

essential source of cultural wisdom. This is still the case with Nations such as the 

Wiradjuri, who have been severely affected by colonial conflict, dispossession 

and on-going disruption to their customs and way of life. Historical accounts and 

artefacts may give valuable insights, but are limited without the relevant lived 

experience with which to comprehend and form coherent vital understandings of 

the Wiradjuri way of life. Interpretation of historical information by Elders and 

communities, such as happened during the gathering of information for the 

Wiradjuri Dictionary,4 adds layers of meaning that enables a world to spark back 

to life, fuelled to life as cultural remnants and fragments of memory and 

experience come together. I have observed how these fragments come alive when 

they find their way back into the hands of the peoples to which they belong. 

 

                                                        
4 Florence Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: History of Wiradjuri Language," in Wiradjuri Elder 
Interviews, ed. Bernard Sullivan (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2016).,  
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The painful experiences of colonial disruption are also potential new sources of 

wisdom and this emerges in the projects and interviews.5 Each of the collaborators 

are seeking to rebuild the fragile threads of kinship and culture, not only to 

connect with the ancient past, but with a conscious focus on documenting and 

healing what has happened during recent preceding generations. This isn’t about a 

search for secret knowledge, but for guidelines for the everyday experience of 

living. The knowledge and wisdom associated with being Wiradjuri, that escaped 

the colonial records yet is still lived and held within the Wiradjuri, could be called 

subtle knowledge. This subtle knowledge that remains held by First Nations 

peoples such as the Wiradjuri is now, more than ever, most precious. From the 

participants in this research there emerges a perceived need6 for clear culturally 

safe documentation and communication of what they value in their world in order 

to strengthen their culture. They seek this, however, through ways that do not 

disempower them and their community in the process. Passing on subtle 

knowledge from generation to generation within a culture is a challenge because 

the old ways of passing things on are fragile. Yet, I have observed during the 

research, that, where there has been cultural disruption, there will also be 

adaptation and adjustment, reciprocal appropriations, exchanges and partnerships. 

This resilience revitalises and invigorates to keep what is culturally essential alive. 

The task is not one of archaeological documentation, anthropological recordings 

of an untouched culture frozen in time, or of maintaining a kind of cultural purity. 

There is a different kind of living authenticity at stake, one that is defined by the 

Elders and the community themselves. 

 

The primary case studies are creative service projects7 with several Elders from 

the Wiradjuri and Ngiyampaa peoples of Western NSW. Their viewpoints are in 

no way an attempt to represent the views of their entire communities, however, in 

the specific, relevance to the larger picture may be suggested. I feel we could all 

be better informed of the need for, and processes of, cultural revitalisation. This is 

in order to support rather than hinder societies under stress as they seek the 

continuation of their cultural identities and ways of life. In today’s world, with 

                                                        
5 This is documented in the Elder interviews undertaken in this research, for example, Sandy 
Warren, Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Aunty Sandy Warren, Wiradjuri Elder interviews (Wagga 
Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2014). 
6 Conversations with collaborators particularly, Uncle Ray Woods and Aunty Deb Evans 
7 See table at end of chapter one for list of primary service projects.  
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waves of mass migration and widespread dislocation due to war, genocide and 

increasingly, climate change, the need and potential for successful models and 

processes for safeguarding and sharing cultural wisdom, under the management of 

the peoples involved, is vast. 

 

The Elders involved in the project 

The intention to develop collaborative processes in the research over time took the 

form of a series of partnerships, each unique depending on the goals of the Elder 

involved, together with whatever part of my skills and capacity fitted with what 

was needed for each project. This was not a situation in which a predetermined 

methodology was imposed. Even at a philosophical level, we defined the 

processes and conceptual reality together. Gratitude to the other collaborators 

extends, not just to the material they provided, but also in jointly working together 

to develop the approach that was right for their needs and expectations.  

 

It is important to place these acknowledgements prominently here, within the 

body of the work, because these are my primary references. I do this to honour the 

people who have given me permission to write up what we have discussed and 

worked on together. Their voices and identities are not secondary to academic 

written references. Others from within their communities will rely on their names 

more than mine to establish my credibility. By doing so I draw on the convention, 

common in much Indigenous academic writing, that honours the teachers and 

custodians who have shared their knowledge with me. I also draw on the writing 

of Indigenous scholars such as Martin Nakata,8 who feel the lived experiences of 

their communities’ voices are excluded from academic writing. In order to give a 

fuller authority to these Elders, holding more than academic status, who have 

lived according to what is presented in this research, I acknowledge that without 

them there is nothing of relevance that could be written. 

 

At the start of the research a formal Indigenous Reference Group was established 

which consisted of Aunty Florence Grant, Aunty Lorraine Tye, Aunty Debra 

Evans and Professor Jeannie Herbert. Over time everyone, but Professor Herbert, 

who has had a different role, became directly involved as 
                                                        
8 Martin Nakata, Disciplining the Savages : Savaging the Disciplines, (Canberra: Aboriginal 
Studies Press, 2014). 
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participants/collaborators. Other collaborators, who were not officially on the 

reference group, also became people I asked for advice. In this way collaborators 

who were partners in the projects also guided decision making relating to this 

research. In fact their informal supervisory roles shaped the research 

methodology, the writing of the thesis, and how the findings are being distributed. 

I believe this way of working has been a significant factor in the success of the 

research process that warrants further investigation. 

 

Aunty Florence (Flo) Grant 

I have known Aunty Flo Grant for several years now. I have great respect for her 

way of thinking and seeing the world, and her cultural knowledge. Aunty Flo 

Grant has been a senior figure in the Wiradjuri Council of Elders for many years. 

Aunty Flo is the great planner, always thinking ahead. I first interviewed her for a 

Museum of the Riverina interview in 2010. One of the first times I met her she 

said to me, “Have you thought about postgraduate study after you finish your 

animation degree?” Given I was only in first year that seemed premature, but this 

lead in time allowed for the topic of the research to evolve organically in 

discussion, particularly with Aunty Debra Evans. It was then able to align with 

both the Elders’ priorities and my own skills and capacity. These two pieces were 

equally important, what was done in the research needed to be to their 

expectations on subjects of which they approved and at times directed. I needed to 

be able to have the capacity to achieve what we set out to do. Aunty Flo’s 

knowledge of different aspects of Yindyamarra (respect), Wiradjuri history, and at 

times the politics of how to get things done, have been highly influential in this 

work. In addition, smaller service projects were undertaken. This included 

assisting Aunty Flo in the preparation of an exhibition Bumaldhaany Fighter 

Warrior, Remembering our Aboriginal Soldiers 2015,9 held in the Museum of the 

Riverina, about Wiradjuri soldiers, many of whom had personal and family 

connections to Aunty Flo. I also helped set up a blog for her writing on 

contemporary and historical topics of importance to her. These tasks have been 

helpful in learning about other aspects of cultural identity and exploring additional 

potential ways of working together. 

                                                        
9 Florence Grant, Bumaldhaany Fighter Warrior: Remembering Our Aboriginal Soldiers, (Wagga 
Wagga: Museum of the Riverina, 2015), Exhibition. 
http://www.wagga.nsw.gov.au/museum/exhibitions/past-exhibitions 
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Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM 

Dr Uncle Stan Grant is the younger brother of Aunty Flo. There is much cultural 

knowledge that they share, however, it is also as though they were each given 

different parts of the puzzle. Dr Grant is prominent for his work bringing back the 

Wiradjuri Language, including A New Wiradjuri Dictionary10 with Dr John 

Rudder, and many other books and learning resources. My service projects with 

him provided him with the means to consolidate his language work on video and 

in animation. In addition, by sharing his language with me, and the time he spent 

with me, he played an essential role in shaping this research. There are many 

things that I have learnt from him, including, as an educator, his ways of sharing 

knowledge. Some of these things are about Wiradjuri language directly, and much 

is about the nature of Yindyamarra (respect). Personally, one of the most 

influential things that affected the entire course of this research was his statement 

that when people traditionally came onto Wiradjuri Country they would speak 

Wiradjuri Language. When they went onto someone else’s country they would 

speak the language of that Country. Language belongs to Country11. It took a 

while to sink in. My family has lived on Wiradjuri and Gamilaroi country, on all 

four grandparents’ sides, for several generations, but, as far as I know, none of us 

had ever learnt either language. As I started to absorb these things, I became 

aware of the intricate, beautiful and respectful system of hospitality, and way of 

doing things, that still exists amongst the Wiradjuri, a system involving the 

language itself, and the way of life based on Yindyamarra. I also realised that I 

would need to learn Wiradjuri language. Mandaang guwu (thank you), I am very 

grateful for this unexpected gift. 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton, a Ngiyampaa Elder, is a quiet woman with a large story 

to tell. With Nives Zalokar, and with Aunty Lorraine Tye working on her own 

project, we met once a week for eighteen months gathering information for the 

book of her life story, Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, 2016,12 which is one 

                                                        
10 Stan Grant, Sr and John Rudder, A New Wiradjuri Dictionary  (Narrandera: Restoration House, 
2010). 
11 Stan Grant, Sr, "The Importance of Wiradjuri Language and Yindyamarra," in Wiradjuri Elder 
Interviews, ed. Bernard Sullivan (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2013). 
12 Joyce Hampton, Menindee Girl: The Story of My Life  (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 
2016). 
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of the service projects connected to this research. (PDF supplied). The book is 

documented as part of the exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra – sharing 

respect, 2016.13 Aunty Joyce had no ambition to tell her story to the world. She 

simply wishes to record her life and where she has come from for her family. 

Aunty Joyce is well known for her beautiful weaving. Throughout the book her 

unique prints and drawings vividly describe her life journey. Aunty Joyce has 

been an example to us of the qualities of what it is to be a Ngiyampaa Elder. She 

treats us as part of her family, a great honour and responsibility. We are thankful 

for her immediate and extended family’s support. 

 

Aunty Beryl Carmichael, a Ngiyampaa Elder, has vast knowledge of her culture 

and was involved because she was Aunty Joyce’s childhood friend. She helped us 

tell Aunty Joyce’s story and was our host in Menindee when we came to visit. We 

recorded video interviews and conversations with Aunty Beryl, Aunty Joyce and 

her niece Toni- Lee Cooper.14 One of these interviews is included in the 

exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra – sharing respect.15 We were also shown 

great hospitality by the Sloane family and Aunty Beryl’s family while we were in 

Menindee.  

 

Aunty Sandy Warren  

Aunty Sandy Warren, a Wiradjuri Elder, gave a deeply personal interview about 

her past and her current sense of identity. She gave me insight into Yindyamarra 

and what it means to be an Elder. Nives Zalokar and I worked as technical 

assistants with Aunty Sandy, Aunty Lorraine, Aunty Joyce and Jonathan Jones, in 

a parallel project, the Wagga Wagga Airport Weaving Welcome, 201316. The 

airport project, with the influence of Jonathan’s way of working collaboratively 

and empowering Elders, provided a key example and reference point for the way 

this doctoral research has unfolded. 

 

                                                        
13 Bernard Sullivan et al., Burambabirra Yindyamarra - Sharing Respect, 2016. Collaborative 
Graduating Exhibition, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery. 
14 Joyce Hampton and Beryl Carmichael, "Menindee Elder Conversation," in Ngiyampaa Elder 
Interviews, ed. Bernard Sullivan (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2016). 
15 The other assessable part of this doctorate, Sullivan et al., Burambabirra Yindyamarra - Sharing 
Respect. 
16 Joyce Hampton et al., Wagga Wagga Weaving Welcome, 2013. 
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Aunty Lorraine Tye 

Aunty Lorraine Tye grew up with little knowledge of her Wiradjuri heritage. 

Aunty Lorraine also attended the once a week meeting during the early stages of 

the PhD with Aunty Joyce. Much pumpkin soup, many cups of tea, and hours of 

interesting conversation were needed to power this project. I have known Aunty 

Lorraine for several years and have worked with her on a number of projects prior 

to and during the doctorate. Aunty Lorraine’s childhood sense of identity was 

complex as her father did not openly admit his Aboriginal identity. It was further 

complicated by her contraction of polio at a very early age and, as a result, 

spending much of her childhood at Manly in the Far West Home, away from her 

family who remained in Wagga. A creative person, Aunty Lorraine is well known 

throughout the region for her weaving. The main service project for the PhD with 

Aunty Lorraine has been technical support as she gathers the fragments of her 

Wiradjuri ancestry. This has been a great privilege. I have been alongside her as 

she uncovered the twists and turns in her past and I learnt a lot as we witnessed 

the re-emergence of a history that was lost. It has also been great to get to know 

Ron, her patient but sometimes puzzled husband, and her son Brae. Aunty 

Lorraine’s interview is included in the exhibition.17  

 

Aunty Debra Evans 

Aunty Debra Evans, who has a Paakantji (or Barkindjii) - Ngiyampaa 

background, was a research assistant attached to the Wiradjuri language and 

cultural heritage project at Charles Sturt University at the start of the research and 

provided a crucial cultural guide for navigating this overall project. Our 

discussions have shaped the results considerably. The combination of her 

connections to community, including understanding of community protocols, her 

understanding of Indigenous research methodologies such as Nation Building, and 

her consideration of practical ways to apply theory, have provided an essential 

cultural bridge for this research.  

 

Uncle Ray Woods 

Uncle Ray Woods is a Wiradjuri man from Hay who aims to live his culture and 

language deeply. His perspective and wisdom has shaped my thinking on many 
                                                        
17 Lorraine Tye, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Aunty Lorraine Tye," in Wiradjuri Elder interviews, 
ed. Bernard Sullivan (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2014).  
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aspects of the project. Uncle Ray has been involved in the Wiradjuri language 

aspects of the project. He has a good perspective of the revitalisation of 

Aboriginal Languages in NSW generally, through his work on the NSW Centre 

for Aboriginal Language Co-ordination and Development (CALCD) board, his 

active promotion of language in community, and as a Wiradjuri language teacher. 

As a service project, in 2015, Nives and I recorded video and photography for 

Uncle Ray to support his language work with Tirkandi Inaburra,18 a school for 

Aboriginal young men. Uncle Ray has also provided a beautiful video interview19 

that explains his passion for restoring his language and culture. An example 

language class video and the interview are included as part of the Burambabirra 

Yindyamarra exhibition.20 I am grateful that his family shared their hospitality 

with us.  

 

Letetia Harris 

Letetia was involved through her book, Windradyne: the warrior within, 2016,21 

another service project completed as part of this research, and along the way we 

had many discussions about culture and language. Letetia, as someone 

consciously living her culture, emphasises the importance of learning from, and 

following the example of, her Elders. Her enthusiasm for teaching Wiradjuri 

language, and for Yindyamarra, demonstrates to me the importance of language 

and cultural revitalisation to the Wiradjuri in the next generation. Prints and a 

video presentation of the book are included in the exhibition. 

 

Nives Zalokar 

Nives Zalokar gave lots of her time, energy and creative skills such as 

photography and video camera work to support the project. In working with a 

community such as this, she and I were regarded as much as a couple as we were 

as individuals. Nives’ friendships with the Aunts in particular was an important 

part of the web of relationships involved in our collective work together and she 

and I spent much time with Aunty Joyce recording her story and putting it 

                                                        
18 Tirkandi, "Tirkandi Inaburra " Tirkandi Inaburra http://www.tirkandi.org.au.  
19 Ray Woods, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Ray Woods," in Wiradjuri Elder Interviews, ed. 
Bernard Sullivan (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2016). Transcript attached as an 
appendix. 
20 Sullivan et al., Burambabirra Yindyamarra - Sharing Respect. 
21 Letetia Harris, Windradyne: The Warrior Within  (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2016). 
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together in her book Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life. It is hard to describe 

how important this is. In the context of the relationships developed in this project, 

we were regarded together, as a couple. It didn’t matter that I was the one 

undertaking the PhD. I am grateful for Nives’ patience during this long and 

sometimes challenging process. A number of Nives photographs are on display as 

part of the exhibition which she co-curated with me.22 

 

It is important to acknowledge that there were many others who shared their 

knowledge and experience, informally helping to build my understanding of what 

was important, including many Elders, fellow students in the Graduate Certificate 

in Wiradjuri Language, Culture and Heritage class, and many other community 

members. There were other notable early discussions, which suggested paths for 

the research and influenced the outcomes, but due to circumstances described 

below, could not be fully explored.  

 

Tamsin Donaldson 

Shortly before her death, I talked with Tamsin Donaldson, the respected linguist, 

who worked with both Wiradjuri and Ngiyampaa language speakers (see footnote 

for an example of her work23). After hearing of my research goals she said 

something like, “You’re trying to do what I didn’t manage. For my PhD I wrote a 

Ngiyampaa grammar.24 I am not sure if any Ngiyampaa people ever kept their 

language because of it.” It sat on the shelf and was well regarded academically. 

She felt her work didn’t help revitalize language in the community. It was more a 

documentation of its loss. “You on the other hand are using the opportunity of the 

PhD to attempt to return language and culture to the people.” Tamsin was too hard 

on her accomplishments, the Wiradjuri drew on her work with Wiradjuri speakers 

as they revitalised their language, and, as Ngiyampaa people reclaim their 

language, they are also utilising her grammar and recordings and understanding of 

their culture. For example, in the book Yamakarra!: Liza Kennedy and the 

                                                        
22 Sullivan et al., Burambabirra Yindyamarra - Sharing Respect. 
23 Tamsin Donaldson, "From Speaking Ngiyampaa to Speaking English [Online]." Aboriginal 
History Vol. 9, no. 1985 (1985). 
24 Ngiyambaa  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). (The title uses a variation on the 
spelling of Ngiyampaa) 
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Keewong mob, 2013,25 Ngiyampaa have taken her research and framed it their 

way according to what is important for them. Tamsin’s point, however, led me to 

reflect on how research may not necessarily provide the best use or most relevant 

access to its findings for the people who have provided it. She made me aware, as 

a cautionary tale, how knowledge may be taken from its custodians and made 

inaccessible within academic cultural codes, economic, legal, language, and 

geographic barriers. Several strategies emerged in our research to help minimise 

this, including making each part of the research, including interviews and the 

creative service projects, such as the books, animations and films, accessible to 

the source community. The availability of these components and outcomes of the 

research, to the community, in a continuing way, is one of the main benefits of a 

practical art based doctorate that does not rely solely on a thesis. 

 

Uncle Vince Bulger 

Shortly before the formal research process started I had a conversation with a 

Wiradjuri elder, Uncle Vince Bulger, from Brungle/Tumut. I told him I was 

thinking about animating Wiradjuri stories. He nodded and while we talked, he 

called and sang to the birds all around us, sometimes kilometres away. Through 

watching him consciously expanding his awareness like this, I gathered the 

impression that he was sharing an experience, and practice, of becoming one with 

Country. He pointed out things to me in the landscape. He talked about a nearby 

river red gum (Eucalyptus camaldulensis)26, and the history of that tree, and the 

heart of that tree, amongst other things, all the while saying that I should come 

back and see him, and to come for a couple of days at least, as he had a lot of 

things to say. After going home and thinking about what he said, I changed my 

idea about the PhD completely. It wasn’t to be about the potential effectiveness of 

animated cultural stories in language. It was going to be about experiences, 

including the experience of being a part of Country. It took three years to come 

together, but the film Yindyamarra Yambuwan, 201527 owes a lot to Uncle Vince. 

Unfortunately, and it shows the urgency involved in some of this work, Uncle 

Vince passed away before I was granted ethics approval and I was able to 

                                                        
25 Western-Heritage-Group, Yamakarra: Liza Kennedy and the Keewong Mob  (Wilcannia: 
Western Heritage Group, 2013). 
26 CSIRO, "Eucalyptus-Camaldulensis," CSIRO, 
https://www.anbg.gov.au/cpbr/WfHC/Eucalyptus-camaldulensis/. 
27 Sullivan, "Yindyamarra Yambuwan." 



 13 

formally interview him. It also demonstrates the importance of the Elders. It is 

certain that Uncle Vince, as much as he was a generous teacher, had knowledge 

that was not held by anyone else, lived wisdom, that could only have emerged 

through his unique life experience. This impression, of each Elder, in their life 

and example, holding a distinct part of a huge web of cultural wisdom, is 

something that recurred throughout this investigation. 

 

The personal side of the project 

According to the methodology driving my research, orientated towards the 

communities with whom the research is being undertaken, who I am is an 

important part of the introduction to this doctorate, because for the community I 

am involved with in writing this, it is an essential part of how I establish my 

credentials. It has more weight than my academic credentials. I have placed this 

acknowledgement here after the references to the Elders in the project, because 

although who I am is an important factor, the Elders come first.  

 

I was born and grew up on a family farm near Dunedoo in central western New 

South Wales. My family on all sides has been in western NSW for over a century 

and some cases much longer. Over time I have come to perceive how all of us are 

entangled with one another in this place. When I began talking with Uncle Stan he 

quizzed me until he knew my relatives and where I fitted going back fifty years. 

When we had worked out that we knew people in common, had played for the 

same rugby league team, and a friend of his was a friend of my uncle’s, we were 

able to connect. Aunty Joyce was much the same, with rugby league being one of 

the main binding threads. 

 

As I became a teenager I would go up on the hill above the house where there was 

a patch of remnant ironbark bush that my mother insisted shouldn’t be cut for 

railway sleepers. It was one of the only places I know where the iron bark forest 

was so mature that extended grassland spread out many metres between the large 

trees. I had many experiences in this place that are still strong and vivid. It gave 

me a sense of the country before it was mostly cleared farmland, a different 

reality. Elsewhere on the farm I found grinding stones, and a green stone axe 

head. I felt the people who had been living there, little more than a century before. 



 14 

There was no outside to this experience. I had no other identity. I felt a kind of 

nameless anxiety that there was something hidden in our small town community. 

Only now am I able to give these feelings of unease name and reason. The settlers 

brought their presence, but not their history, to a land that still breathed with 

another presence and history and the unvoiced echo of what had been done to 

dispossess them. 

 

The history of the Wiradjuri 

Each aspect of this research resonates with and engages with particular aspects of 

Wiradjuri history. The Wiradjuri people, a confederacy of peoples who live on the 

country from present day Lithgow at the edge of the Blue Mountains, whose 

Nation extends west through Bathurst, Orange, Wellington and Dubbo, south west 

to Condobolin, Griffith and Hay, down as far as Albury on the Victorian border, 

and up into the high country around Tumut. They bore the brunt of rapid early 

settlement expansion, numerous documented and undocumented massacres, and 

two little known but distinct wars. One occurred around Bathurst in 1824 

involving the leader Windradyne,28 the declaration of marshal law, and the 

notorious public statement by prominent settler William Cox:  

The best thing that can be done is to shoot all the blacks and 

manure the ground with their carcasses.29  

There was a lesser known but protracted and highly effective guerrilla war 

between Wagga Wagga and Narrandera that lasted throughout much of the 1830s, 

finally ending with the massacre at what is now known as “Murdering Island.”30 

The Wiradjuri are a proud and resilient people who in recent years have been 

involved in an amazing resurgence of culture and language. They have become an 

example of how it is possible for First Nations to recover what is important for 

their identity and way of life in the contemporary world. 

 

                                                        
28 Marcia Langton, Rachel Perkins and Marcia Langton, eds., First Australians (Carlton: The 
Miegunyah Press, 2010)., pg 35 - 41 
29 Bruce Elder, Blood on the Wattle: Massacres and Maltreatment of Aboriginal Australians since 
1788  (Sydney: New Holland Publishers (Australia), 1998)., pg 58 
30 Bernard Sullivan, "The Wagga Wagga District Community's Relationships with the 
Murrumbidgee River and Wetlands over Time," in Charles Sturt University Riverina Archives 
Summer Scholarship (Wagga: Charles Sturt University Riverina Archives, 2013). 
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The history of the Ngiyampaa 

Ngiyampaa Country is the dry land in north western NSW roughly between Cobar 

and Ivanhoe, and, in some accounts, covering a much larger area. Because of the 

remoteness they came into contact with Europeans much later. In some cases they 

only came in from the bush in the 1920s.31 There were two main dialects amongst 

the Ngiyampaa, unofficially sometimes known as the Keewong mob and the Trida 

mob,32 after two stations that were set up on their country. Many of the 

Ngiyampaa were then moved from Carowra Tank to missions like Menindee or 

Wilcannia. Aunty Joyce, for example, has lived a life that has spanned this 

history, knowing the generation who grew up with tradition and language on 

country, her own generation which grew up in fringe camps and missions33, and 

her children and grandchildren who grew up off country in resettlement towns34. It 

would be a mistake to consider these links back through time to Country were 

broken. Aunty Joyce, in her book, reveals a living network that connects her 

children, through her, back to the world of her grandparents and ancestors. 

 

The continuing influence of history on the people involved in this research 

The service projects undertaken during this research, such as the family histories, 

the interviews, the animations, and the film on Yindyamarra, each reflect aspects 

of both the tragedy and resilience of the Wiradjuri and Ngiyampaa peoples’ 

history, and provide clues to what is regarded as essential within their cultures. As 

each case study is discussed further relevant aspects of this history will be 

provided that that make a clear connection between the echoes of the past on the 

lives of those involved and why the projects chosen are significant to them. 

 

Conclusion of the introduction 

There is a case for Aboriginal speakers, researchers, and artists, being the ones to 

speak on Aboriginal issues. Anita Heiss outlines a range of Aboriginal 

perspectives on this, including diverse opinions on what topics are suitable for 

                                                        
31 Liza Kennedy and Tamsin Donaldson, "Coming up out of the Nhaalya: Reminiscences of the 
Life of Eliza Kennedy " Aboriginal History 1982, no. 6:1 (1982). 
32 Western-Heritage-Group, Yamakarra: Liza Kennedy and the Keewong Mob. 
33 See Glossary 
34 Resettlement towns were the larger regional towns from the 1970s onwards, for example, 
Wagga Wagga and Dubbo, where large numbers of peoples, of different Nations from remote 
areas, moved with the hope of finding good housing, education, health care and jobs. 
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non-Aboriginals to be writing about.35 My understanding, shared with a number 

of the Elders in this research, is that unless we all, non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal, 

learn to understand the issues and the culture of the Aboriginal peoples we live 

amongst, (not secret sacred knowledge, simply how life is lived) we are likely to 

continue to be affected and unconsciously steered by the subterranean patterns of 

the colonial past. We will be unable to respond in a way that respects Aboriginal 

peoples and culture, and continue to be complicit in perpetuating entrenched 

patterns of injustice. 

 

I am writing from the perspective of someone who is not Aboriginal in 

partnership with, and with the encouragement and invitation of, the Elders 

involved in the project. For the Elders I am at their service, this is the role I play, 

supporting the telling of stories that they want to be told, learning to listen and 

better understand and respect Wiradjuri and Ngiyampaa peoples, cultures and 

country. I know that this requires openness to thinking and acting differently, and 

questioning all that I have grown up with as true. It is an incremental journey. Not 

speaking for, but with, not standing in front of, nor behind. This research 

endeavours to act and document a way of working that prioritises the expressed 

concerns of the collaborators involved. It seeks to value and respect their 

knowledge and wisdom, gathering it, with them, in order to strengthen the sinews 

of their culture, and, in a continuing reflective process, renegotiate my own 

history, identity and culture. This journey with the collaborators has been a 

remarkable life changing experience. I have learnt much about respect and 

resilience and I hope to show a small portion of this personal transformation 

through this writing and the projects we have created together.  

 

The broad question in this research “How may cultural wisdom be understood and 

shared?” is concerned with what I see as a collective responsibility, to support 

cultural maintenance and revitalisation. This is in the hands of the First Nations 

people involved, occurring with tremendous momentum. Yet, in order for these 

cultures to flourish fully, I believe there is a need for respectful support that is 

embraced by the whole community. We all need to learn and change or we will 

continue to be part of the problem. The question, for me personally, is how do I 
                                                        
35 Anita Heiss, Dhuuluu-Yala = to Talk Straight : Publishing Indigenous Literature, To Talk 
Straight (Canberra, A.C.T.: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2003)., pg 10  
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do this? What role, if any, may I play in being of service to First Nations 

communities so that the distinct cultural wisdoms of their societies continue to 

flourish in the complex and sometimes hostile world in which we all live? 
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Glossary of terms used 
The glossary is an important source of clarification in this research because it 

draws on several disciplines that use terms differently, and it takes place within a 

specific culture where there is often distinct usage. This research privileges how 

the terms are used by the Wiradjuri and Ngiyampaa communities that I am 

working with. It also reflects how these words have been used amongst the 

collaborators as part of our shared understanding. From the disciplines involved, 

including creative arts, education, health and social sciences, a range of terms 

have been taken and adapted for use in this project. Some terms have been coined 

to suit the specifics of this research situation. 

 

Aboriginal 

There will be the use of the word “Aboriginal” for Australian First Nations 

peoples rather than “Indigenous”. The collaborators in the research regard 

themselves as Aboriginal rather than Indigenous, and this has determined the use 

of the word. However, much more than this, they regard themselves primarily by 

their Nation, for example, Wiradjuri, or Ngiyampaa. The word “Aboriginal” is 

used with some reservation as it diminishes the distinct character and identity of 

each Nation, but, with this qualification, it is used to refer to First Nations Peoples 

of Australia, other than Torres Strait Islanders, who will be referred to as such.  

  

Art/artist 

These terms are used to indicate work undertaken in a range of mediums 

including non-traditional mediums such as digital media. Although there are 

considerable differences, there is no hierarchy here between art and design 

approaches. It may be taken that design is usually included within this term unless 

specifically indicated. This reflects my own background across these fields. 

 

Aunt/Aunty 

A term of respect for an Elder Aboriginal woman. It may also describe an 

acceptance of a relationship with that person as teacher and example. 
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Collaborator 

I understand that in a true collaboration the outcome is shaped collectively by 

those involved. The result is different, not what the individuals would create if 

working alone. The usage here is primarily shaped by how it is used by artists 

working together. The outcome of this investigation is not the same work that 

would be created by any of the participants acting alone. There is a dynamic 

synthesis that takes place. The balance and goal of a true collaboration is that all 

participants actively shape the processes and results, and all contribute and receive 

something of value that is respected as such. In this project, however, the voices 

of the Elders and their goals are privileged over the other collaborators including 

myself. 

 

Colonialism, post colonial, decolonising 

Colonial will often be used to refer to the continuing influence of the historical 

European colonial period in Australia and other countries. Post colonial is not 

used, preferring the word decolonizing, taken from Linda Tuhiwai Smith.36 

 

Creative professionals 

Creative professionals is a broad term used to cover the full range of creative 

work that this research includes. It may have relevance for: visual artists, 

community artists, designers, filmmakers, writers, and digital media practitioners. 

This term may have relevance to other media workers such as TV crews and 

journalists. 

 

Communities 

Generally, “community” is used with an open informal sense of the word, though 

generally to First Nations communities, but not used in a formal specific sense as 

may be the case as may be the case in Northern Australia. It is used cautiously, 

within an understanding that communities are diverse and complex entities with 

many layered connections within and between them. This caution is also to 

counter the perception that one person or small group can necessarily represent or 

speak exclusively for a community. As understood here, a community has many 

diverse voices and perspectives within it. It may contain a number of formal and 

                                                        
36 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. 
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informal governance structures, and these may or may not reflect the views of all.  

I use the word in the way we used it in our discussions throughout this research. 

 

Culture 

The definition of culture here is broad. It is not aiming to describe secret sacred 

knowledge that is not my place to speak about. Culture refers to a way of life that 

has living continuing elements from the past, yet is also dynamic, integrating 

change, and adapting to contemporary life. The word culture, as used in this 

research, also often refers to the ethics, practical values, and lifestyles that enable 

individuals and groups to navigate life and maintain identity and integrity in the 

face of life’s complexities. The word “culture”, in the context of cultural wisdom, 

is also the system by which this wisdom is passed on from generation to 

generation. It may also refer to elements of, or the totality of, Country, 

relationships, language, ritual/story, Law and cultural practice in general. 

 

Cultural wisdom 

Is wisdom (see separate definition) that may be traditional or formed by life in the 

recent past. It is living and dynamic and includes shared values and ways of life, 

and also how it is passed on from generation to generation. 

 

Culturally safe 

Refers to ways of interacting and being with Aboriginal people that creates an 

environment in which they feel welcome, understood and respected. 

 

Culturally responsive 

Refers to the iterative process of becoming better informed of the historical and 

contemporary legacies affecting Aboriginal peoples, engaging and listening 

respectfully to Aboriginal perspectives, learning to act with an understanding of 

cultural differences, and change one’s responses accordingly. 

 

Elder  

A person recognized by their community as having gained lived wisdom, 

including life and cultural wisdom. The word is used with a capital as this is the 

convention within the community and as a mark of respect. In this research, 
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Elders have a privileged place because central to this research is an exploration, 

central to the cultures involved, that Elders are the key holders and sharers of 

cultural wisdom. 

 

Elder managed collaborative partnerships 

This term has been coined to describe the main structures and relationships for the 

projects that have driven this research. Working with Elders in this way honours 

their traditional authority and supports the stories they would like to tell. The aim 

is to support language and cultural revitalization processes in a way that reflects 

their perspective and supports their role in their communities. The phrase aims to 

describe a process of collaboration taking place under the authority of the Elders. 

Although my skills and those of others are an important part of the collaboration, 

they are at the service of the Elders goals and processes, and the collaboration 

takes place within this hierarchy. I recognize that there may be hidden power 

dynamics that may disrupt this, such as an Elder wanting to please me, or a 

cultural imbalance, but this is the conscious intention. Another term “culture 

centred, Elder managed, collaborative partnership” emphasises this further. The 

phrase and variations of it, “collaborative, culture centred, Elder managed and 

community focused” emphasises the social benefits for their community of the 

projects being undertaken. 

 

Fringe camps 

Fringe camps were informal places where mostly Aboriginal people lived on the 

edge of towns in precarious living conditions, such as dirt floor humpies, the 

locations were often connected to patterns of itinerant work. A humpy was a 

simple hut gathered together out of whatever could be found such as bits of tin, 

timber and hessian. 

 

Gamilaroi (Gamilaraay / Gamilaroi / Kamilaroi) 

A large First Nation in North Western NSW  

 

Indigenous 

The collaborators in the research regard themselves as Aboriginal rather than 

Indigenous and this has determined the minimal use of the word. The word 
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Indigenous has been retained for use as a term when referring to International 

First Nations peoples and perspectives, and in the terms “Indigenous 

Methodologies” and “Indigenous Reference Group”, simply because these are the 

commonly used terms. 

 

Indigenous centred 

Indigenous centred, in this case, does not mean the authority to speak from an 

Indigenous centre, on the contrary, listening to and supporting Indigenous voices 

and communities perspectives, and, when invited, reimagining one’s self and 

one’s academic discipline as peripheral to this identity and understanding of the 

world. 

 

Indigenous methodologies 

This term is used to describe a range of academic writings that centre on, or write 

from, an Indigenous person or community’s perspective. Specific methodologies 

are discussed at length in chapter three and inform the entirety of this thesis. 

 

Indigenous reference group 

The Indigenous reference group in this research consisted of a number of Elders 

and Aboriginal university representatives who formed guides for my research. 

Actually, informally, all the Elder collaborators eventually became additional 

members on this reference group, the people I most consulted, and this seems like 

a potential model for future projects. Their role was to support my cultural 

understanding, keep me on track, and help my research be of most benefit to their 

communities. Although my non-Aboriginal supervisors have played an essential 

role, I would place the role of this kind of reference group, with engaged 

community Elders as members, to be at least equally important to the potential 

successful research process and the relevance of the results. I hope the 

significance of this role will be understood and recognised more fully in future 

research of this kind. 

 

Missions 

Missions, as understood by Aboriginal peoples, were sometimes church run, and, 

in other cases, government run, reserves that were common in Western NSW up 
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until the mid twentieth Century. Many communities and families have continuing 

links to these places. 

 

Ngiyampaa 

The Ngiyampaa were a First Nation from remote far western NSW who came into 

contact with Europeans much later than the Wiradjuri.  

 

Participants 

This word varies in usage according to context. When discussed in direct relation 

to Critical Participatory Action Research, it refers to the broad context of 

everyone involved in the research who have active contributing roles and who are 

all valued as researchers. Other than this direct context the word is rarely used. 

The word that is generally used is “collaborators” as defined above. 

 

Paakantji (Barkindjii) 

A First Nation from far western NSW whose main country followed the Darling 

River.  

 

Researcher 

In this investigation it is understood that we are all researching this together. The 

collaborators are all researchers. Because this is doctoral research it has been a 

challenge to navigate the required individual perspective within a framework 

where we are continuously discussing and developing our work together. The 

subject of the research is also myself, as an individual subject of research, 

investigating myself as I learn to work respectfully with others in this cultural 

context. 

 

Resettlement 

This refers to the movement of peoples from across western NSW that occurred 

from the early seventies from remote missions and settlements into government 

housing in larger regional centres such as Wagga Wagga and Dubbo.  This 

movement meant that people had better access to education, health services and 

jobs, but it also meant many people were moved off their Country. Social 

conditions in these resettlement towns have sometimes been troubled. 
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Service Projects 

In this thesis the service projects is a term that refers to the collaborative work 

done in partnership with a number of Elders, that formed one of the primary 

means of engaging with the community and learning about what is important to 

them, with the aim of also leaving things of lasting value to those involved. A 

table of the primary service projects is included immediately after this glossary. 

 

Uncle 

A term of respect for an Elder Aboriginal man. It may also describe an acceptance 

of a relationship with that person as teacher and example. 

 

Wiradjuri 

A large federated First Nation people whose land covers a large area in central 

and southern NSW. 

 

Wisdom 

Wisdom in this context is primarily concerned with how to live well, the art of 

living, including how to manage oneself, one’s country and one’s relationships 

with others. Knowledge becomes wisdom when it is lived and embodied. This 

wisdom is typically something gained through life experience. In the First Nations 

discussed in this project the Elders are highly respected because of the wisdom 

gained from their life experience, including from managing the suffering and 

hardships associated with Aboriginal dispossession and disadvantage. 

 

Yindyamarra 

This word is sometimes translated as respect, however, it also includes qualities of 

self discipline, going slow, being patient, taking responsibility, gaining 

knowledge, not rushing in, acting with care and honouring. However, it is much 

more than a word to be easily translated. Wiradjuri Elders aim to live this quality 

in their lives, and this takes a whole life to embody fully. The meaning of the 

word will continue to unfold throughout the thesis and the associated creative 

projects, and is the subject of the film Yindyamarra Yambuwan. Yindyamarra is 
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the key to understanding the Wiradjuri way of life, and it readily provides 

foundations for how research with Wiradjuri people should be conducted.  

 

About the Service Projects 

The table on the following pages contains a list of what I refer to as service 

projects or in more detail: Collaborative, culture centred, Elder managed, 

community service projects. These projects were the primary site for my learning 

and the context in which the other collaborators and I discussed, explored and 

reflected upon the issues relevant to this investigation. From these experiences we 

identified subjects of importance and then helped them take shape in further 

iterations of the projects, such as the film Yindyamarra Yambuwan, the exhibition 

Burambabirra Yindyamarra, and this thesis. Service projects were significant for 

many reasons, however, the attitude of being of service, acting according to the 

priorities of another, has been found to be profoundly useful for transforming my 

personal perspective and for learning what is important to the others involved. 

Many of the service projects were mentioned with the introductions to the Elders 

involved earlier in this chapter. They are discussed in extensive detail in chapter 

4. There were a number of other smaller service projects, but these were the 

primary formal partnerships. Many other Elders and community members 

contributed important feedback to the projects, particularly for the film 

Yindyamarra Yambuwan.  The Service projects form a significant part of the 

exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra at Wagga Wagga Art Gallery. Where 

included in the exhibition this is indicated in a central column in the table. 

Appendix E, a list of works from the exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra, is 

included at the end of the thesis. This list contains a complete list of contributors, 

along with other information such as format, release date and, where applicable, 

duration. 
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Continued over page 

  

Table of Service Projects  
Projects Elder/community 

partner 
Burambabirra 
Yindyamarra 
Exhibition 

What was created Thesis 
reference 

Wiradjuri 
Language 
learning resources 

Dr Uncle Stan 
Grant 

Samples 
included 

19 short Wiradjuri 
language pronunciation 
videos 2013 

Discussed 
Chapter 4 
pg 96 

 Dr Uncle Stan 
Grant 

Included Videos on:  
The importance of 
Wiradjuri language and 
Yindyamarra 2013 

Discussed 
throughout 

 Dr Uncle Stan 
Grant 

Included Four Wiradjuri language 
animated songs: 
Gulambali wibiyanha 
galingga 2014 
Balang, Gaanha, 
Bungangbu, Burrami 
2014 
Minyang nginha 2014 
Yamandhu marang 2014 

Discussed 
Chapter 4 
pg 100 

 Dr Uncle Stan 
Grant 

Included Three Wiradjuri language 
words and phrases 
animations: 
A meeting in a Café 
In the Kitchen 
A Walk by the River 
2015 

Discussed 
Chapter 4 
pg 105 

 Aunty Flo Grant Included History of Wiradjuri 
language video 2013 

- 

 Letetia Harris Included as 
video and 
posters.  

Wiradjuri children’s 
book: 
Windradyne: the warrior 
within 2016 

Discussed 
Chapter 4 
pg 124 

     
Family histories 
& publishing 

Aunty Joyce 
Hampton 

Included as 
video and 
posters. PDF 
supplied. 

Menindee Girl: The story 
of my Life 
PDF supplied 2016 

Discussed 
Chapter 4 
pg 109 

 Aunty Lorraine Tye video and 
posters 
included 

Material for family 
history book including 
video interviews, 
transcripts and 
photography. 2015 

Discussed 
Chapter 4 
pg 116 

 Aunty Flo Grant - Wiradjuri Soldier 
exhibition support 2015 

CH 4 
pg 126  

 Aunty Flo Grant - Blog 2016 Ch 4  
pg127 
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Table of Service Projects Continued  

Projects Elder/community 
partner 

Burambabirra 
Yindyamarra 
Exhibition 

What was created Thesis 
reference 

Video 
Interviews 

Aunty Sandy 
Warren 

- Life story and Wiradjuri 
cultural identity video 
2014 

Discussed in 
Ch 4 pg 130 

 Uncle Ray Woods included Life story and Wiradjuri 
cultural identity video 
2014 

Discussed in 
Ch 4 pg 131 

 Aunty Lorraine Tye included Life story and Wiradjuri 
cultural identity video 
2014 

Discussed in 
Ch 4 pg 116 

 Aunty Joyce 
Hampton  
Aunty Beryl 
Carmichael 

Sample 
included 

Menindee Conversations 
1 and 2 
2014 

Discussed in  
Ch 4 pg 109 

 Dr Uncle Stan 
Grant 

Segments on 
The 
Importance of 
Language and 
Yindyamarra 
included 

Life story and Wiradjuri 
cultural identity videos 
2014 
Importance of Wiradjuri 
Language and 
Yindyamarra 2013 

Discussed 
throughout 
For example 
Ch 4 pg 133 

 Aunty Flo Grant Segments on 
Yindyamarra 
and the history 
of language 
included 

Life story and Wiradjuri 
cultural identity videos 
2014 
History of Wiradjuri 
Language 2013 
Yindyamarra is a lifestyle 
2015 

Discussed 
throughout 
For example 
Ch 4 pg 133 

     
Yindyamarra  
Yambuwan 

Dr Uncle Stan 
Grant 
Aunty Flo Grant 
Uncle Ray Woods 
Aunty Sandy 
Warren 
Aunty Lorraine Tye 
Letetia Harris 

Film central to 
exhibition 

Film: Yindyamarra 
Yambuwan 2015 
Book: Yindyamarra 
Yambuwan (text included 
in body of thesis Chap. 6) 
2016 

Discussed in 
detail in 
chapter 6 with 
numerous 
other 
references 

Cowra 
Corroboree 

 Included Video documentation of a 
large corroboree at 
Cowra 2015 with over a 
hundred and fifty dancers 
from many Nations. 

Mentioned ch 
6 pg 189 
 

Burambabirra 
Yindyamarra 
Exhibition 
2016 

Examples from above 
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Chapter two: Looking at one’s self 
 

As an intrinsic part of this doctoral investigation, I realised, in the words of 

Edward Said37, referring to Gramsci:  

I think the great goal is, in fact, to become someone else, to 

transform itself [oneself] from a unitary identity to an identity 

that includes the Other without suppressing the difference.38 

In order to counteract the all pervasive legacies of colonialism, it is necessary to 

transform one’s sense of self, both in order to understand the “infinity of traces”39 

that history has left within us, and to welcome a deeper empathy and 

understanding of those around us. It is difficult to persuade another through 

argument that this personal transformation is an essential complete paradigm shift, 

though this chapter attempts this. Even for the recognition of this to become 

visible, it may be necessary to conduct extensive systematic work on oneself. It is 

not enough to think one’s way through this intellectually. To see what is hidden, 

there needs to be an openness to rewiring one’s individual and cultural history, 

one’s identity, and one’s modes of relating to others. The premise outlined here is 

that it requires a form of critically engaged practice and process. As part of this 

process I have written many lists in order to try and gain a personal overview of 

this task. Each attempt at a list is never comprehensive yet this one below from 

my notes in early 2016 addresses some of the issues to be considered: 

1. Understand how individual identity is comprehensively 

composed by a range of external forces.  

2. Understand how these forces have shaped settler societies 

and how the legacy of colonialism effects all peoples in these 

societies, Indigenous and non-Indigenous.  

3. Understand how settler and Aboriginal communities are 

deeply interconnected like two sides of a coin. Formed by one 

another. 

4. Be informed of how Aboriginal people in Australia have 

historically faced the extreme brunt of these forces which 

                                                        
37 Edward Said, in the video directed by Sut Jhally, "On Orientalism," (The Media Education 
Foundation, 1998). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVC8EYd_Z_g, at 34 min 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
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excluded them from all aspects of Australian society and which 

has severely damaged their own societies. 

5. Recognise that loss of language and culture meant that there 

has often been no choice other than to imperfectly articulate and 

translate identity and culture through the language of the 

settlers. 

6. Realise, primarily through listening, contact, dialogue and 

working together with Aboriginal peoples, that these forces 

remain ongoing and present in the lives of Aboriginal 

Australians. 

7. Understand that the failure to address the damage done to 

Australian Aboriginal peoples has been maintained by a form of 

unconscious collective forgetting, resistant to change because of 

its subterranean nature. 

8. Realise that many “solutions” are simply cyclic 

manifestations of the problem, despite good intentions, because 

of a failure to understand the deep pervasive unconscious forces 

at play. 

9. Comprehend how the negative narratives of Australian 

society (doomed to die out, nomadic, primitive, social 

darwinism, etc), and systematic omission and destruction of 

their own narratives, language and culture, have left Aboriginal 

peoples vulnerable to being erased from history in their own 

lands and at its most toxic, to forms of self erasure. 

10. Recognise that the struggle for identity and cultural 

revitalisation is essential and yet immensely difficult, needing 

to be reconstructed from fragments, liminal memories and 

traces. 

11. Have strategies for action, in order to deconstruct the 

colonial influences on one’s self and identity, and become 

effective at acting from a reflective and ethical core that 

diminishes colonial legacy thinking and fosters mutual 

understanding and respect for difference. 

12. Support the revitalisation of Aboriginal identity and cultures 

according to the definitions and objectives of Aboriginal 

peoples, not one’s own. 
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13. Develop and utilise strategies to individually, and 

collectively, become a focused and strategic disruptive force, 

capable of challenging and fracturing the subterranean presence 

of the destructive aspects of colonial legacy narratives in 

society, institutions and state. 

This list is not a structural device for this chapter. It is a snapshot from a moment 

in time when I was reflecting on some of the issues at stake in understanding my 

identity and the society in which I live. It is a demonstration of the reflective 

diarising practices undertaken in this research. Throughout the thesis many of the 

points will emerge and re-emerge, forming questions shaped by continuing 

reflection and the experience of community engagement over the three years of 

the doctorate. The first point alone, individual identity is composed by a range of 

external forces, requires extensive exposition. 

 

Individual identity is composed by a range of external forces  

There are any number of sources that could be used to document a picture of self 

that comes from the understanding that despite any self perception of a unified 

individual, identity is fragmentary and multifaceted, permeated with conscious 

and unconscious familial, cultural, environmental and historical influences. 

Without a close interrogation of my own sense of self it would be impossible to 

arrive at a strategic position in this research from which to act effectively, as both 

process and results would be sabotaged. I don’t see myself as an independent 

autonomous operator, nor am I a passive player solely constructed by the 

influences of family, state, society, history, culture and environment. The aim is to 

avoid unconsciously playing out my life in ways that reinforce the patterns of 

history and existing power dynamics. Instead, I aim to work, with others, 

consciously engaged in roles as an individual, and within groups, in active 

dialogue with others, as we, together, strategically intervene to shape the present 

and future identity and actions of ourselves, as individuals and groups, working 

together on common goals. Through individual and collective critical questioning 

we then arrive at different ways of thinking and doing that make us advocates in 

the broader society, demonstrating and communicating by example, affirming the 

need for social change and making steps towards that change. 
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Although there would be any number of potential sources that reference the 

comprehensive permeation of individual identity by external forces, the point may 

be illustrated and discussed in terms of “Lifeworld”, particularly in the way Jürgen 

Habermas utilises it as part of his theory of communicative action: 

When stripped of their ideological veils, the imperatives of 

autonomous subsystems make their way into the lifeworld from 

the outside - like colonial masters coming into a tribal society - 

and force a process of assimilation upon it. The diffused 

perspectives of the local culture cannot be sufficiently 

coordinated to permit the play of the metropolis and the world 

market to be grasped from the periphery.40 

Our autonomy as individuals is permeated by the forces external to us. These 

forces often write the song that we are most likely to sing. The example in the 

quote above is more than “like” colonial masters coming into a tribal society. It is 

the direct invisible continuation of colonial processes for both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal. It may be found in the common understandings and shared values 

in our families and communities, and in the social, economic and political 

structures around us. Pierre Bourdieu describes how this hidden influence acts on 

us through the concept of habitus: 

In practice, it is the habitus, history turned into nature, i.e. 

denied as such, which accomplishes practically the relating of 

these two systems of relations in and through the production of 

practice. The “unconscious” is never anything other than the 

forgetting of history which history itself produces by 

incorporating the objective structures it produces in the second 

natures of the habitus.41 

The concept of habitus describes and unifies both the hidden influences that shape 

us and their invisibility to us. Bourdieu goes on to quote Durkheim: 

In each of us, in varying proportions there is a part of 

yesterday’s man; it is yesterday’s man who inevitably 

                                                        
40 Jürgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action  (Cambridge: Polity in association with 
Basil Blackwell, 1987)., pg 355 
41 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice  (Cambridge 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977)., pg 78 - 79 
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predominates in us, since the present amounts to little compared 

with the long past in the course of which we were formed and 

from which we result. Yet we do not sense this man from the 

past, because he is inveterate in us; he makes up the 

unconscious part of ourselves.42 

Not only am I acting from unconscious and hidden forces, I am also convinced I 

am the self-contained originator of my actions. I then blindly act without being 

aware of my deeper motivations. Individual consciousness, influenced by 

psychology, emotions and desires, without insight to what is unconscious, is 

already in a state of fluidity.  

 

My capacity to act independently is undermined both subjectively and objectively. 

In the essay Passions, Derrida imagines a scholar, who may be an ethnographer 

studying some ritual perhaps, who is both playing a role as a participant and as an 

analyst: 

Between the actor and the analyst, whatever the distance or 

differences may be, the boundary therefore appears uncertain. 

Always permeable. It must be crossed at some point not only 

for there to be an analysis at all but also for behaviour to be 

appropriate and ritualised normally.43 

Is there not an essential difference between, on the one hand, 

the analysis of him or her who, in order to participate properly 

in the ritual, must understand its norms, and an analysis which, 

instead of aligning itself with the ritual, tries to explain it, to 

objectify it, to give an account of its principle and of its 

purpose. A critical difference to be exact?44 

Both subjectivity and objectivity are in question, and are compromised further in 

the process of stepping back from the experience in order to document and 

organise that experience. I am one person immersed as a participant in the world 

being researched. I become someone else in order to translate and explain that 

experience to an academic disciplinary audience. Bourdieu explores a similar 

concept and example. The conventional outsider anthropologist, already once 
                                                        
42 Durkheim in ibid. pg 79 
43 Jacques Derrida, On the Name  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995). in Passions: An 
Oblique Offering pg 3 - 4 
44 Ibid. pg 4 
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removed from the culture and events being observed, adds their interpretation of 

what they see on top of the initial separation from the experience: 

Knowledge does not merely depend, as an elementary 

relativism teaches, on the particular standpoint of the observer 

“situated in time and space” takes up on an object. The 

“knowing subject”, as the idealist tradition rightly calls him, 

inflicts on practice a much more fundamental and pernicious 

alteration which, being a constituent condition of the cognitive 

operation, is bound to pass unnoticed: in taking up a point of 

view on the action, withdrawing from it in order to observe it 

from above and from a distance, he constitutes practical activity 

as an object of observation and analysis, a representation.45 

There is one break, one layer of separation, in attempting personal observation 

without being from within the culture. There is a second break, by turning this 

practical activity, simply through thinking about and articulating that, into an 

interpretation, a representation. Perhaps this leaves most historical models of 

research with Indigenous peoples with questionable legitimacy. Bourdieu 

proposes a theory of practice that reveals the limits of the practice.46 In other 

words, by dissecting the practice of research in this context, which takes a kind of 

self-constituting legitimacy from the observation of Indigenous peoples, it may be 

possible to confront and challenge myself and my practice in order to arrive at a 

different way of practicing, a different concept of what research and researchers 

might become. 

 

According to Derrida, the concept of “Otherness” is not separate from a sense of 

self-identity but an expression of the force at the kernel of it: 

…the rapport of self-identity is itself always a rapport of 

violence with the other, so that the notions of property, 

appropriation, and self-presence, so central to logocentric 

                                                        
45 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice., pg 2 
46 Ibid., pg 4 
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metaphysics, are essentially dependent on an oppositional 

relation with otherness.47  

The traditions of European (Western cultural) understandings of self contain with 

them the seeds of division and imbalance that separates out and defines otherness, 

yet at the same time encloses it. The challenging subterranean currents I must 

swim through gather considerable complexity when claiming an authoritative 

capacity to discuss others, who do not immediately form part of our/my perceived 

social and cultural world. We define as separate, draw a boundary around, and see 

these influences as “Other,” as not us, in order to maintain a coherent self-

identity. Linda Tuhiwai Smith writes, in her extensive analysis of the term in 

relation to Indigenous peoples, that the term Other may be used to simultaneously 

generalise, exclude, and selectively, often distortedly, appropriate and exploit.48 

Australian Aboriginal people, along with other Indigenous and non-Western 

European peoples throughout the world, have often been classified as Other49 and 

such a classification needs to be considered carefully. According to Smith, for 

Indigenous researchers, and First Nations Peoples in general, the risk is that they 

begin to believe this – becoming peripheral rather than central to their own 

stories.50 

We begin to write about ourselves as Indigenous peoples as if 

we were really ‘out there’, ‘the Other’ with all the baggage that 

this entails.51 

Derrida writes that a society is always haunted by its Other.52 The perspective I 

take in this thesis is that there are immense differences at play between peoples, 

languages, cultures, and even similar individuals. Difference is to be respected, 

but the concept of Other needs to be carefully questioned and dismantled. We 

need to minimise our complicity in constructing a binary opposition that 

completes a restrictive self-perpetuating whole.  

 

                                                        
47 Jacques Derrida and Richard Kearney, "Jacques Derrida: Deconstruction and the Other," in 
Debates in Continental Philosophy: Conversations with Contemporary Thinkers, ed. Richard 
Kearney (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004).148-149 
48 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. For example pg 1 - 5 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. pg 37 
51 Ibid. pg 37 
52 Derrida and Kearney, "Jacques Derrida: Deconstruction and the Other." pg 148 
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In another way to define an aspect of the problem, Edward Said writes in 

comments on the phenomenon of Orientalism, which, in this case, may also share 

characteristics with the way Aboriginal peoples were observed and documented 

without being seen or understood, the observations and cultural collection by the 

colonists of the lives of the colonised, revealed a lot about the assumptions and 

attitudes of the colonists but very little actual understanding of the colonised.53 

 

In conducting this research there were many conversations that led to an 

observation that it is the perception of some Aboriginals to still regard themselves 

as being invisible to the broader society. Uncle Ray Woods tells a story of not 

recalling ever being asked a question in school. He remembers putting his hand up 

over and over again, but he was never asked to answer. It was as though he was 

not there. We talked about this problem of invisibility and Ray said to me it could 

be described as like dropping a pebble in a pool. “We put ourselves and our ideas 

forward, it makes a ripple, and then it disappears”.54 Are our worlds so separate? 

In an International context Fanon wrote:  

The white man is sealed in his whiteness. Black man in his 

blackness.55 

Fanon has been criticised “for taking for granted the binary oppositions of western 

thought.”56 The hope in this research is we are not so distant from one another, but 

there is a danger of an impermeable division between “black and white”. That is, 

unless we become conscious of, and learn to respect, appreciate and embrace, 

difference and diversity between and within the cultures. The question is, if, at the 

heart of the Western tradition, in which the legacies of imperialism, colonialism 

and the economic, political, and social structures of Australian society are the 

ocean, and in which we each individually and collectively swim with or against 

the current, how do we even define another way of being, another understanding 

of the world? Particularly in the context of the “science” of academic writing, 

which, as examples below will show, have historically been complicit in the 

evolution and perpetuation of the problem. 

                                                        
53 Edward W Said, Orientalism  (London: Penguin, 2003)., pg 22 
54 Uncle Ray Woods, conversation, 2016 
55 Frantz Fanon and Charles Lam Markmann, Black Skin, White Masks  (London: Paladin, 1970)., 
pg 9 
56 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples., Pg 27 
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The reluctance to accept science based approaches by many Aboriginal peoples 

may not just lie in the horrific history of “bad” science in relation to Aboriginal 

peoples. It is close to historical and cultural understandings of science itself. It 

should be clear, to any reasonable person, that research with Aboriginal 

communities must be at the service of the communities involved and centred on 

their concerns and needs, with their continuing support and management. Yet the 

legacies of the past continue to play out in the shadows of the discourses of 

academic disciplines. Although the excesses of Social Darwinism pervasive in the 

nineteenth century and persisting through the twentieth are more than Charles 

Darwin can be blamed for alone, it is apparent in reading The Descent of Man that 

in Darwin’s view the conflict between Indigenous peoples and Europeans was a 

playing out of the survival of the fittest.  

At some future period, not very distant as measured by 

centuries, the civilised races of man will almost certainly 

exterminate and replace, the savage races throughout the world. 

At the same time the anthropomorphous apes as Professor 

Schaaffhausen has remarked, will no doubt be exterminated. 

The break between man and his nearest allies will then be 

wider, for it will intervene between man in a more civilised 

state, as we may hope, even than the caucasian, and some ape as 

low as a baboon, instead of as now between the negro or 

Australian and the gorilla.” 57  

This struggle for dominance, survival of the fittest in Darwinian terms, is vivid in 

the attitudes and practices associated with Social Darwinism. It is reflected in the 

decimation of Indigenous peoples in the 19th and into the 20th centuries. They are 

documented extensively. See Henry Reynolds58 for examples from Australia. 

 

Science has been used to justify the settler societies belief in themselves as 

superior, and Aboriginal peoples as the most primitive peoples on the 

evolutionary scale, and, although the benefits of a contemporary ethical scientific 
                                                        
57 Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man in The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man, The 
modern Library New York, Pg 521 
58 For example, Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier : Aboriginal Resistance to the 
European Invasion of Australia  (Sydney, N.S.W.: University of New South Wales Press Ltd., 
2006)., pg 123 
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approach that is useful for Aboriginal peoples will be discussed at a later stage, it 

is apparent that science and research since the settlement of Australia have been at 

the core of the colonial endeavour. Indeed, it was present on James Cook’s ship 

Endeavour and given as a primary purpose of his voyage, documented extensively 

by Joseph Banks.59 Indeed, it was present on Charles Darwin’s visit to Australia 

on the Beagle as a young man, and in his later scientific theories.  

 

It may be seen how science could be used to justify policies and actions that 

ranged from massacres to devastating assimilation policies based on the 

presumption of looming extinction. A scientific approach was an integral part of 

the package which resulted in not only the decimation of peoples and their 

cultures but in the claiming, ownership and authorship of the remnants for 

museums and posterity, economic opportunity, and paternalistic control. In 

Western NSW the removal of the dendroglyphs (carved trees) during the 1940s, 

and indiscriminate distribution to a number of interstate museums, with no record 

of their original locations, is an example of such destructive appropriation. Of 

over 7500 documented sites only about 100 (documented) carved trees remain in 

their original locations.60 

 

The social sciences were complicit in a number of ways. The anthropologist 

Claude Levi Strauss speaks of the great erasure that took place at the beginning of 

modern science with Newton and Descartes: 

At that time, with Bacon, Descartes, Newton and others it was 

necessary for science to build itself up against the old 

generations of mythical and mystical thought, and it was 

thought that science could only exist by turning its back on the 

senses, the world we see, smell and taste, and perceive; the 

sensory was a delusive world, where the real world was a world 

of mathematical properties which could only be grasped by the 

intellect and which was at entirely at odds with the false 

                                                        
59Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples., Pg 83 
60 Ronald Briggs, Carved Trees, Aboriginal Cultures of Western Nsw  (Sydney: State Library of 
NSW)., pg 12 
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testimony of the senses. This was probably a necessary move - 

this schism if you like - science was able to constitute itself…61 

In other words, by excluding sensory, mythical and spiritual comprehensions of 

the world science was able to create itself – a kind of virgin birth. And from this 

point, over time, reach back and integrate this excluded knowledge into itself on 

its own terms: 

Contemporary science is tending to overcome this gap, and that 

more and more sense data are being reintegrated into scientific 

explanation as something which has a meaning, which is truth, 

and which can be explained.62 

There has been a divorce - a necessary divorce - between 

scientific thought and what I have called the logic of the 

concrete, that is, the respect for and the use of the data of the 

senses, as opposed to images and symbols and the like. We are 

witnessing the moment when this divorce will perhaps be 

overcome or reversed, because modern science seems to be able 

to make progress not only in its own traditional line - pushing 

forward and forward but still within the same narrow channel - 

but also at the same time to widen the channel and to 

reincorporate a great many problems previously left outside.63 

Levi Strauss describes an erasure of the truth of every experience outside of 

science. Excluding from science all sensory experience and spiritual experience. 

He describes how the origin of science included an erasure of all culture that 

could not be understood, but with a gradual re-appropriation, as science, over 

time. This re-inclusion has at times been invaluable. The collection of health, 

employment, education and housing statistics, for example, have raised awareness 

of inequality faced by Aboriginal peoples and have provided aspects of the 

research methodology that is being utilised in this research. Even this current 

doctorate, may, in a small way, be part of a wave of research that is beginning to 

address this, particularly in parallel with the articulate perspectives of Indigenous 

academics. However, the starting point is an erasure, and a subsequent 

appropriation and then inclusion of knowledge into whatever field is within the 

                                                        
61 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Myth and Meaning  (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978)., pg 6 
62 Ibid., pg 6 
63 Ibid., pg 13 
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priorities and language of science.  Cultural priorities and knowledge, should any 

become accessible to a vocabulary of comparison, dissection and separation, then 

becoming material to be catalogued and stored according to current scientific 

priorities. The subjects of linguistics, sociology and anthropology are then 

claimed through the butterfly net of science, with ownership of traditional 

knowledge transferred to its scientific custodians, such as Levi Strauss. Levi 

Strauss understood meaning as the ability of something to be translated:  

What does ‘to mean’ mean? It seems to me that ‘to mean’ 

means the ability of any kind of data to be translated in a 

different language.64 

If meaning is defined as the ability of something to be translated, Levi Strauss 

effectively excludes what he doesn’t already have within his vocabulary. Perhaps, 

it seems equally valid, that meaning is something that can’t be translated, and 

needs to be lived in cultural context to be fully understood. In the view of the 

world proposed by Levi Strauss though, meaning comes only from what one is 

capable of translating, perhaps inaccurately, at the whim of the translator. If these 

two aspects are combined, according to Levi Strauss, with early science excluding 

sensory and spiritual experience, and, then, only accepting meaning where it is 

able to be translated to its own language, it appears this would result in almost 

complete exclusion of the richness of Indigenous experience, and, in particular, 

Indigenous concepts and words for which there was no translatable meaning in 

European languages. These examples reduce the totality of Indigenous experience 

to a justification for pre-existing world views and the fascinations of the 

researcher, and at the same time completely misunderstands and excludes any 

authentic Indigenous voices, concepts, or language.  

 

Cultural mismatches underpin many European perceptions of Aboriginal identity 

that, on the contrary, reveal deep ignorance of Aboriginal cultures.  This is true, 

for example, of the understandings of nomadism, as in peoples with no permanent 

home, which emerges again and again in European culture, with Australian 

Aborigines often used as the example, and with an uncomfortable relationship 

with the English declaration of Terra Nullius in Australia. However, the 

                                                        
64 Ibid., pg 12 



 40 

relationships to place for Aboriginal peoples were quite the contrary, they did not 

involve non-connection to place, it involved intimate and complex systematically 

complete practical and spiritual interconnection and immersion in place. Their 

entire identity was founded in complex deep relationship to place. Recent 

writings, particularly Bruce Pascoe’s extensive documentation of Aboriginal 

agriculture and ways of life in Dark Emu, systematically dismantle these 

misconceptions: 

If we look at the evidence presented to us by the explorers and 

explain to our children that Aboriginal people did build houses, 

did build dams, did sow, irrigate and till the land, did alter the 

course of rivers, did sew their clothes, and did construct a 

system of pan continental government that generated peace and 

prosperity, then it is likely that we will love our land all the 

more.65 

This is not idealist noble savage66 rhetoric, another example of European 

imposition of world view on others, nor the oppositional Hobbesian67 primitivism. 

A perception of Aboriginal people as nomadic, in the sense of homeless 

wanderers, appears to be based on a complete lack of understanding of Aboriginal 

cultures. There was an inability to see the physical material aspects of Aboriginal 

cultures and, more than this, to understand the complex social organisations of 

their societies, which the anthropologist Stanner describes as having a highly 

complex social organization, the sophistication of which was an achievement far 

greater than material architecture.68 In the clash of civilizations, between 

Aboriginal and settlers, there was one group who in the main believed that their 

meeting was an inevitable predetermined struggle for Darwinian dominance, with 

unshakeable self-belief in their own cultural superiority, with implicit self-

justification for the brutality of the dispossession. But according to Bruce Pascoe, 

Aboriginal cultures may have grown through very different means: 

                                                        
65 Bruce Pascoe, Dark Emu: Black Seeds: Agriculture or Accident?  (Broome: Magabala Books, 
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Some say that the world trajectory is driven by conquest 

followed by innovation and intensification is satisfying to the 

Western mind because of our psychological dependence on our 

imperialist history. But if we give consideration to the idea that 

change can be generated by the spirit and through that to 

political action, then the stability of the Australian Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander culture might be more readily 

explained.69 

In the specific case of the Wiradjuri people of Western NSW, their civilization 

was lived according to a life principle based on mutual respect as the foundation 

to how people lived, amongst themselves, and how they treated those who came 

onto their country. This concept of Yindyamarra is discussed in detail throughout 

the thesis and is the subject of the major creative work, the film Yindyamarra 

Yambuwan, completed during this research. Given this difference, to abandon 

one’s country to take over another’s may have been near unimaginable for the 

Wiradjuri. To do so would be to lose your identity, perhaps, for want of an 

appropriate word, even your “soul”. And for the settlers perhaps, in part, this 

explains a significant contributing factor to the problem. In my own family’s case, 

there was a change of name on leaving Ireland in the 1870s. The name Shannon 

was changed to Sullivan because there was a place on the ship for someone of that 

name. There was no looking back as our ancestors abandoned their past and 

became nomads themselves. 

 

A relational sense of identity 

In European understandings of being there is an understanding at least since 

Hegel, that: 

“Only this self restoring sameness, or the reflection of otherness 

within oneself – not an original or immediate unity as such – is 

the true.”70 

Such a way of experiencing being, sealed within sameness, leaves no direct 

opening into a true experience of the Other. This understanding of being is a 

world away from Indigenous senses of identity as unified, relationship based, and 
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70 G W F Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A V Miller (Oxford University Press, 1977)., pg 
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intricately connected to all. Bourdieu employs the term field as a strategic model 

of how to engage with the social world, “To think in terms of field is to think 

relationally.”71 In this understanding we become players in competitions between 

fields of influence, engaged primarily through our belief in the game we are 

playing.72 The competitive aspect of this does not feel like a particularly useful 

approach for our needs either. Emmanuel Levinas is a proponent of another 

relational approach, not where we play our parts for competing forces, but by 

defining one’s self through the process of coming face to face with the Other.73 

Levinas pushes aside the self contained interiority74 common in Western 

philosophy and prioritises a fragile relational sense of identity. He describes how 

we come to claim the other by understanding and naming them, classifying them 

and possessing them: 

…with regard to beings, understanding carries out an act of 

violence and of negation. A partial negation, which is violence. 

And this partialness can be described by the fact that, without 

disappearing, beings are in my power75 

This could easily be used to describe the way the colonisers with limited 

understanding claimed and took all they could see. However, he proposes another 

way: 

This human inversion of the in-itself and the for itself (of 

“every man for himself”) into an ethical self, into a priority of 

the for-the-other – this replacement of the for-itself of 

ontological persistence by an I henceforth unique certainly, but 

unique because of its chosenness for a responsibility for the 

other man – inescapable and non-transferable, this radical 

turnabout would take place in what I call an encounter with the 

face of the other.76 

Levinas proposes stepping beyond the sameness of self oriented being into a state 

of ethical responsibility and relationship through encountering the face of the 
                                                        
71 Pierre Bourdieu and Loic J D Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology  (Chicago: The 
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72 Ibid., pg 99 
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74 Ibid., pg 14 
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other. I believe, in searching European philosophy for common ground, that this 

particular sense of identity as relational at least bears some resemblance to my 

understanding of Indigenous relational concepts of identity. The Wiradjuri 

concept of Yindyamarra contains within it an aspect of taking responsibility that 

generates a field of mutual respect on which we meet. There is some resonance. 

This comparison is made, not to claim similarity, but as a small part of an attempt 

to demonstrate the chasms in understanding being that exist between the differing 

realities. 

 

Invisibility and self recognition 

For myself and the other collaborators, European philosophy is far from our first 

language. From that particular centre we are on the periphery, yet the task in this 

context is to discover ways to re-centre on Aboriginal and specifically Wiradjuri, 

or Ngiyampaa, concerns, culture and identity. It is about finding relevant ways to 

disrupt narratives that would continue to treat the Wiradjuri and Ngiyampaa as 

peripheral in their own stories. It is a premise in this research that Aboriginal 

peoples through their marginalisation and resistance to assimilation have traces of 

ways of knowing and being that are not included in the language and discourse of 

mainstream Australian culture. They will also reinterpret the dominant discourses 

and archives in ways that reflect their priorities and identity. As their way of life 

was obliterated by colonial settlement, some families kept fragments and secrets, 

understandings and ways of living. For example, Aunty Joyce Hampton, grew up 

hearing her Ngiyampaa language while living beside her Elders on the Menindee 

mission, but not speaking the language because it was forbidden. She still 

remembers the language – she can understand it when she hears the old audio 

recordings. We sat with her for hours while she listened to them in this way, but 

she does not speak. Yet Aunty Joyce herself, in her grace and poise, embodies the 

qualities of, and is respected as, a senior Ngiyampaa Elder. She carries in her 

attitude and way of life the culture she learnt through shared life experience with 

her Elders.  

Practically, Aboriginal culture also took from the colonial culture what was of 

value to them and adapted it to their own ways.77 The experience of being on the 

fringes also led to a range of strategies for survival and resilience that now also 
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form additional layers of identity. For two hundred years, despite terrible costs, 

Aboriginal peoples in Australia have existed in an almost publically invisible 

space of resistance to a dominant culture that did not regard them as equal, and for 

the most part did not regard them at all. Until fifty years ago they weren’t even 

included in the census. Indigenous peoples know what it is to be erased: 

There are numerous oral histories which tell of what it means, 

what it feels like, to be present while your history is erased 

before your eyes, dismissed as irrelevant, ignored, or rendered 

as lunatic ravings of drunken old people. The negation of 

Indigenous views of history was a critical part of asserting 

colonial ideology, partly because such views were regarded as 

clearly "primitive" and "incorrect" and mostly because they 

challenged and resisted the mission of colonisation.78  

In comparison, this raw experience makes the more intellectual and hypothetical 

aspects of being folded back into sameness, as in Hegel, an obscure problem. Yet, 

in the formation of, for want of a better term, might be called “liberal capitalist 

individualist” societies, there are historic and continuing concepts of Self and 

Other that underpin and undermine assumptions of who I am that have profound 

effects on how I perceive the world in which I live. These imbalances help explain 

the differences in perception between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures. 

These differences in relating to one another are difficult to move beyond. 

 

I grew up near Dubbo. Around 2005 I remember crossing the railway tracks and 

visiting the Aboriginal housing commission area in West Dubbo with a group of 

Aboriginal Dancers, about the time of the infamous Dubbo “riots.” I crossed an 

interior barrier. It was something invisible in myself that I don’t think I had ever 

noticed, nor consciously crossed before. I may never have found that part of 

myself without having lived and worked for several years in other countries, other 

cultures. What happened? There was an uncomfortable moment of self-

recognition that happened during a conversation. I was asked a simple question 

that required that I take responsibility and make a moral decision regarding 

someone else’s behaviour. It doesn’t matter what the question was, but it took me 

from being an outsider observer, to someone who was present and engaged. I was 
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suddenly aware I had no clue how to answer. I became aware I didn’t know. 

Crossing the tracks is something that needs to be done consciously and often, 

stepping outside one’s boundaries in order to see oneself in relation to others, and 

through their eyes. The magnitude of social injustice and the legacies of 

settlement continue to play out in Aboriginal communities, and, significantly, the 

richness of Aboriginal life and cultures continues on despite it. Placing myself in 

the picture, feeling the awkwardness of who I am, all my settler history, and 

sitting there with it, starts to make it personal. Henry Reynolds, in the book Why 

weren’t we Told, recalls a moment of realisation for him. He traces his life, from a 

total lack of understanding, to the moment when he visited two young girls 

around twelve or thirteen years old in a dingy prison cell on Palm Island, 

regarding it as the key moment when his consciousness changed.79 Not only does 

Reynolds become aware of his own lack of knowledge, but realises the deep 

unspoken injustices that mark Australian society. Similar reports may be 

portrayed without this recognition, through deficit, seeing something Aboriginal 

people are without, for example, in the sense of “closing the gap” in Aboriginal 

disadvantage. My experience over the last few years leads me to believe that the 

primary deficit is the lack of understanding of non-Aboriginal Australians, both of 

themselves, and of the First Nations peoples who share the same land but different 

world.  

 

Maintaining the sacred 

When Habermas speaks of the sacred being disempowered through a process of 

“linguistification” by religion and communicative action there is a linearity to this 

approach which may also be seen as Eurocentric: 

The disenchantment and disempowering of the domain of the 

sacred takes place by way of a linguisticification of the ritually 

secured, basic normative agreement; going along with this is a 

release of the rationality potential in communicative action.80 

However, in many Eastern and Indigenous cultures, this implied increasing 

distance through language from the sacred is not inevitable, or inversely related to 
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what is rational. On the contrary, the primary task of a lifetime continues to be 

maintaining and deepening one’s identification with the sacred. The relationship 

to the sacred takes place along a circular path, language remains a way to connect 

with the sacred and is held as essential for this, it tells the stories and carries the 

songs and is intimately connected to country. Birth is sacred. Nature, though 

deeply cultured, is not a cultural abstract. It is all encompassing, encountered 

daily and sacred. The stages of life are sacred and ritually enhanced, and life 

concludes, once again embraced by the sacred. According to Bruce Pascoe: 

There is no separation between the sacred and the non sacred as 

all actions are steeped in religious purpose.81 

The intrinsic spiritual connections and relationships of humanity with the 

environment, and with one another, mediated by culture, is not something 

successfully argued for. It is something that must be experienced. And it was this 

dimension of experience that members of traditional cultures lived and trained 

their entire lives for.82 This practical spirituality was judged and demolished by 

outsiders priding themselves on either their superior spiritual culture or scientific 

rational processes, that, as has been demonstrated, could not possibly see or 

interpret what was hidden in these other understandings of the world. For many 

European settlers, self-contained within their individuality, conformity negated 

diversity. They move(d) within an impenetrable and destructive personal/cultural 

bubble. In a parallel universe, when the Wiradjuri describe the experience of 

being on Country, as I have observed in numerous conversations, there is 

openness and expansiveness implied, something that reverses the polarity from 

one of ownership, to one of belonging to. When an Elder describes the complex 

web of relationships amongst those they know and with all living things, this is 

also a sense of identity that begins by sidestepping individual ego and placing 

identity within a completely different understanding of self and what it is to be 

human.  
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Umberto Eco in the book, Kant and the Platypus,83 described the difficulty in 

understanding the colonists had in describing something they had never 

previously experienced. There is difficulty and magic in the moment of genuine 

openness to difference that needs to take place before cultural wisdom can be 

transferred. Ross Gibson's accounts of William Dawes interactions with the Eora 

show a similar fascination with this moment of openness and wonder.84 Writing 

that builds on what we already know and defends a position, risks confining itself 

within its pre-existing boundaries. How do I open myself to experiences of 

wonder and discovery and not enclose them? Think them back into my existing 

view of the world? The place to begin is empty of expectation, empty without a 

question. It is open, listening, curious, with a desire to experience the other 

without possessing it. Maturity is determined by humility, (“if you are humble”) 

which demonstrates a capacity to show openness to learning and being of service 

to others. It begins with respect (Yindyamarra). It begins with an appreciation of 

uniqueness that does not seek to assimilate or claim it. I do not need to claim the 

space, and yet this space, essentially one of attitude, is fragile and precious and in 

need of defence, especially from me. For this reason, I still need, more than ever, 

strategies for being, acting and reaching shared understanding in this space. More 

pragmatic than morality or ethics, it is about creating an attitude that assists me in 

engaging with another in ways that diminish my tendency to claim, own and 

assimilate the other into myself, and which instead leaves me open to respect, 

engagement and dialogue. These thoughts regarding attitude contribute to the 

architecture for the focus on a strategy of always holding the highest thought 

taken from Gregory Cajete,85 which is discussed at length in chapter five. 

 

The lives of the collaborative partners that will be documented in later chapters of 

this research make a clear case that colonial influences continue in Australia in 

subterranean patterns repeating over more than two hundred years of European 

settlement. Without close examination and dismantling of these traits, it will be 

difficult for Australia, or myself, or any non-Aboriginal creative professional 

seeking to work with Aboriginal people, to step beyond the cycles established by 
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the past. For any genuine progress, it is taken as necessary that I start with, and 

continuously, examine, dismantle, and then reconstruct my own identity, and 

interrogate the colonial and other cultural legacies that may be influencing and 

undermining my intentions and actions. Through a process of dialogue, 

collaboration and placing the concerns of the Elders involved foremost at the 

centre of the research, strategies will be employed that foster understanding and 

reflective and reflexive processes. These strategies and the sources for them will 

be outlined in following chapters. 

 
I propose that creative professionals, when invited, may find deeper relationships 

with the land, other people and themselves, through the transformational process 

of supporting First Nations peoples. This is particularly the case in the area where 

they live, in ways that are led by the community concerned, and in ways that 

acknowledge, affirm and stand in partnership with the revitalization of Aboriginal 

Nations, communities and identities. I don’t believe, however, it is possible to 

accomplish this without letting go of a substantial amount of creative, 

professional and personal ego identity. It is a matter of learning to listen 

respectfully, communicate openly, adopt a reflective and culturally responsive 

practice, act with the support of the Elders, and show the humility of not acting at 

all unless all these things are in alignment. These themes will be systematically 

expanded on throughout this thesis. As will the concept that the values of the 

Nation involved should be at the centre of any such an engagement. In the context 

of working with the Wiradjuri, Yindyamarra then becomes the basis for any 

professional engagement with Wiradjuri land and people. The process of learning 

to recentre one’s values in this way requires challenging every part of oneself, 

including the unconscious baggage of European culture and colonial history. In 

the following chapter it will be described how it is no longer acceptable to First 

Nations peoples for those who work with them to act in ways that appropriate, 

claim and possess the landscape (especially with a hungry artist’s eye) or the 

cultural property of First Nations peoples. I believe the solution is to be in one’s 

experience without owning it. I believe it is not appropriate to just absorb First 

Nations’ perspectives into one’s work. Instead, the centre needs to shift, we need 

to be absorbed into First Nations perspectives. We need to change. Aunty Flo 

Grant, recently said to me, speaking of the broader Australian society:  
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We as a people have made enough effort to live in your world. 

It is time now for the non-Aboriginal world to learn how to live 

in ours.86 

I find this an interesting challenge, full of irony, that non-Aboriginal people need 

to make an effort to assimilate. The fruition of these comments would require 

radical realignment in individuals and all sectors of society, and perhaps there will 

come a time for us all to be accommodated within, in Aunty Flo’s case, a 

Wiradjuri world view, and there may be more for us to gain than lose. Joey 

Williams, in his acceptance speech as local citizen of the year in Wagga Wagga 

NSW 2016, which went viral and received much attention said:  

The English weren’t sent here to invade, conquer and wipe out 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander life. It’s taken a while to 

realise, but I believe they were sent here to learn from us, our 

ways and respect of Mother Earth, our caring, sharing and love 

for direct and extended family and our acknowledgement and 

respect of spirit. I think many of us, including myself, have just 

been a little lost in finding out that part.87 

Learning to act from such a different place will perhaps require another hundred 

years, and no less than a complete re-centring of the values of our society. In the 

timescale of Aboriginal settlement in Australia, however, it would be merely the 

blink of an eye. 
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Chapter Three: Steps towards an Indigenous Centred 

Methodology 
 

The primary methodological principle in this research is that the manner in which 

it is to be conducted is itself centred on the cultural values and concerns of the 

people involved, arrived at through collaborative process, with the primary benefit 

for the community concerned. In this context, literature and examples of best 

practice become provisional strategic supports for this principle. The following 

chapter gives examples from a number of disciplines and case studies that 

contribute to a holistic understanding of the issues involved, promote ways of 

communicating and relating together respectfully, and explore processes and ways 

of working with one another that foster this central principle. Through enquiry 

with the Elder collaborators, considered and reflected upon in relation to various 

potential models, a cycle for this developing methodology emerged. This 

eventually led to processes which everyone expressed support for, which matched 

our values with our actions, and, in the case of the Wiradjuri, came to centre on 

Yindyamarra (respecting, honouring, going slow, taking responsibility). 

 

To call for a way of working based on respect and collaboration is not new. 

Margaret Mead wrote in the 1950s that her way of working was based on trust and 

mutual respect88, however, at that time, the academic world view was still steeped 

in colonialism, and the Indigenous perspective was, if present at all, that of the 

exotic Other. This perspective, as discussed in chapter two, even when well 

meaning, may become a means of appropriating, assimilating or excluding 

Indigenous perspectives unless other substantially different strategies are also 

applied. Even the process of “collaboration” needs clarification and rethinking. 

What this research proposes is recentring ways of working so that the design, 

process, product and distribution of projects with Indigenous peoples emerge out 

of the ways of being, knowing and way of life of the communities involved in 

ways that are determined by them. The collaborators in this research have more 

than once called it “black fella way”, not just how they prefer to work themselves, 

but how they want to work with non-Aboriginal people. This chapter will include 
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a number of examples in Australia and internationally where these culture and 

community centred processes are already being undertaken. 

 

In this chapter, the underlying principles presented are considered equally 

applicable for issues directly related to research and for those concerning a broad 

range of creative professionals, however, disciplinary paradigms are secondary to 

this holistic Indigenous centred approach. This research draws on multiple 

disciplines, partly because, as will be discussed, solutions need to be holistic, and 

applicable in multiple dimensions including culture and traditional knowledge, 

health and wellbeing, education, economic opportunity, and creative arts. It is a 

matter of what best fits with the needs of each community and project. Drawing 

on a range of disciplines is also helpful because each discipline has unique 

strategies and ways of working that provide useful tools with applications beyond 

that discipline, whether this is education, health, social sciences, or the arts. 

Health disciplinary literature, for example, as will be discussed, contains a 

number of examples on the centrality of culture to health and wellbeing. Without 

embracing any one discipline entirely, always coming back to the central principle 

of the collaborators needs and perspectives coming first, this thesis reads between 

the disciplines in order to find and trace key features that give an overview of the 

need for better ways of doing things, and indicators of what these new ways may 

be, taking from sources wherever useful strategies have been identified. 

 

Beyond these distinctions, however, a number of Indigenous Methodologies have 

emerged as significant sources of inspiration and frameworks for practice. These 

perspectives which emerge out of Indigenous experience proposed by Indigenous 

communities, documented by Indigenous scholars, place Indigenous ways of 

being, knowing and relating at the centre of their specific cultural and community 

contexts. For those of us who are non-Indigenous, according to this perspective, 

we are then no longer in the centre, we are the B buddy in this movie, just one of 

the planets that orbits the centre. We listen, we follow, we learn, we share, we 

support, we partner, and we change. We help build a bridge, not just of 

reconciliation, but also of a new relationship that places Indigenous experience, 

voices and management at the centre of all academic research and professional 
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creative media generated with the Indigenous peoples concerned, in what I am 

referring to as an Indigenous centred methodology. 

 

The cultural knowledge of Australian Aboriginal peoples, like many other peoples 

around the world, is infinitely more complex because of the legacies of 

colonialism. Not only was much destroyed, the other side is that cultural 

knowledge has continued and dynamically changed to take what is useful from 

the colonizer, and to include narratives of resistance, endurance and survival. As 

Stan Grant Jr eloquently puts it, these things have “become part of our 

dreaming”89: 

Now our stories are of people who came from another land and 

took what was ours. 

I learnt these stories at the feet of my parents. They told me 

other things: how they lived when they were young; what 

happened to their parents and their grandparents. I learned that 

we had survived; that we were still here. The spirits of our 

ancestors were still here.90 

Culture as understood in this research, by myself and the other collaborators, is 

not something hidden in a museum. It is a dynamic ocean of experience, 

continuing to change, consciously shaped and breathed life into by the peoples 

involved, in the case studies to be presented, by the Wiradjuri and Ngiyampaa 

peoples. 

 

The rights of Indigenous peoples and the value of their cultural knowledges are 

specifically and clearly outlined and identified in international agreements and 

declarations such as those of The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples.91 It emphasizes self determination for Indigenous peoples in 

culture including article 31: 

Article 31  

1. Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, 

protect and develop their cultural heritage, traditional 
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knowledge and traditional cultural expressions, as well as the 

manifestations of their sciences, technologies and cultures, 

including human and genetic resources, seeds, medicines, 

knowledge of the properties of fauna and flora, oral traditions, 

literatures, designs, sports and traditional games and visual and 

performing arts. They also have the right to maintain, control, 

protect and develop their intellectual property over such cultural 

heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional cultural 

expressions.92  

This article maintains that the custodians of cultural knowledge should have 

control over their knowledge. This is in keeping with the key principle in this 

research that the Indigenous collaborators have a right to maintain the managing 

role of any cultural property that may be involved. Although Article 31 is focused 

on the rights of Indigenous peoples to their traditional knowledges, other articles 

focus on all aspects of traditional and contemporary life including economic, 

social and political development, land rights and cultural autonomy.93 Language is 

intrinsic to this mix of rights as specified in article 13: 

Article 13 

1. Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalize, use, develop 

and transmit to future generations their histories, languages, 

oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, 

and to designate and retain their own names for communities, 

places and persons.94  

Aside from the intrinsic value of language, language is also fundamental to the 

maintenance of culture and identity, as Dr Uncle Stan Grant Sr says: 

For me to learn my language was telling me who I am and 

where I belong and I want my people to go back and learn that 

and learn to respect themselves and their country, that’s the 

important issue about language - it's who you are. Without a 

language you have nothing.95  
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There are many other aspects of cultural identity that play a role in maintaining 

identity, for example, the examples given in Article 13, dependent on what the 

people involved have remaining of their culture. For the Wiradjuri though, in 

discussions, it emerged that language needed to be central to this research. 

The language doesn’t belong to people, it belongs to the land 

you work on and you live on and you walk on so you are 

everyday walking in your culture, every day. Now if I go to 

someone else’s country and I use my language it's being 

disrespectful to those people and to that country. So if people 

come to my country and they use their language it’s 

disrespectful to our people and to our country.96 

When Uncle Stan said this, it changed my whole attitude to learning Wiradjuri 

language. I began to realize why it was so important to him, and why it needed to 

be important to me too. I realized that, in order to do this work respectfully (my 

family having lived on Wiradjuri country for well over a century) I needed to be 

the first person in my family (that I know of) to learn to speak Wiradjuri 

language. 

 

As also emphasized in Article 13, the intergenerational transfer of knowledge, 

fearing for what is continuing to be lost, is also a significant consideration for the 

Elders involved and ways this could be achieved were often reflected upon. Aunty 

Joyce Hampton’s motivation for telling her story was to share it with her children 

and grandchildren:  

I have written this book for my family and children so that they 

know where they came from.97  

Importantly, this knowledge isn’t frozen traditional knowledge, it is the dynamic 

history of relationships and connections to country that comes out of Aunty 

Joyce’s lived experience.  

Listening to our old people and following them made us the 

better people that we are today.98 

                                                        
96 Ibid. 
97 Hampton, Menindee Girl: The Story of My Life., back cover 
98 Ibid., pg 18 
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Aunty Joyce makes no broad political statements. Her book, in images and simple 

statements, describes her memories of people who were important to her and how 

she learnt from the hard life on the Mission at Menindee. The wisdom that comes 

from this, the resilience of having survived hardships, discrimination, and mission 

life in the mid twentieth century, is now a part of Aboriginal cultural wisdom.  

 

Despite the comprehensive holistic understanding of the Declaration of the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples appearing indisputable, these basic tenants are well known 

to be far from being fully respected and reflected in the lives of Indigenous 

peoples throughout the world. Despite the Australian Government having 

belatedly agreed to support the Declaration in 2009, amongst Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia there are disturbing statistics, for 

example, in the annual Closing the Gap reports,99 or in the Social Justice and 

Native Title Report 2015.100  

The need for better engagement with Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples has been starkly apparent across a range 

of areas and levels of government during this reporting period.  

The features of a meaningful and effective consultation can 

provide guidance to governments about how to produce more 

positive outcomes over the year ahead.101 

Aside from documenting the state of relations between the State and Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islanders, and recent areas of concern regarding Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples, this report from the Social Justice Commissioner 

Mick Gooda focuses on problems with government “engagement” with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and refers to Articles 18 and 19 of 

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples which 

concern consultation, describing both the lack of respectful engagement with 

communities and a clear outline of a preferred way of working. This report 

includes a list of “Features of a meaningful and effective consultation process” 

                                                        
99 Andrea Booth, "What Indigenous Leaders Say About the 2016 Close the Gap Report," SBS 
News, http://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/article/2016/02/10/what-indigenous-leaders-say-about-2016-
close-gap-report-0. 
100 Mick Gooda, "Social Justice and Native Title Report 2015," (Canberra: Australian Human 
Rights Commission, 2015). 
101 Ibid.Pg 42 
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which is included as Appendix A.102 Each of the points on the list is relevant, but 

the overarching concern brings us back to the first principle of our research, 

professional engagements and relationships, as well as the broader stated 

relationships described on the list that need to be done collaboratively and 

respectfully with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders concerned. When 

those outside the community override consultation and collaboration processes, 

the voices of the community are effectively excluded, feeding into cycles of 

disempowerment and despair. Even a request for collaborative dialogue by an 

outsider researcher may be an unwitting appropriating demand.103 We need to not 

only avoid contributing to this cycle of disempowerment, but to breaking it. This 

may appear obvious, “Isn’t this what happens now?” however, “They don’t 

listen,” is a comment I often hear from other collaborators, and, in speaking and 

writing about these issues, I have come to observe first hand, a feeling like one of 

talking into a strong wind or in the “cone of silence” in the 1960s TV show Get 

Smart, speaking without being understood. Stan Grant Jr laments this in relation 

to the state of journalism in Australia on Indigenous issues: 

I think the first thing they need to do is to stop imposing their 

views, ask us who we are, treat us with respect, learn a bit about 

our history and our culture, and the way we see the world, just 

sit down, ask questions, and shut up and listen, and they don’t, 

they don’t listen.104 

In preparing and considering the scope of this research, I encountered occasions 

where I observed a similar attitude, one of bringing in and imposing a world view, 

of not listening, particularly from community artists, documentary filmmakers and 

academics. I was angry, informed by community members quietly expressing 

their frustrations, but no doubt far less disturbed than the communities 

disempowered and misrepresented, rendered invisible because of outsiders’ 

inability to see, and powerless because of their appropriation of precious 

resources. Further examples will be provided that illustrate how much this “prism 

of whiteness”105 renders much well meaning support worse than useless.  

                                                        
102 Ibid., pg 38 – 39 
103 For example, Jones and Jenkins, "Rethinking Collaboration: Working with the Indigene-
Colonizer Hyphen." 
104 Stan Grant, Jr; Tan, Monica, "Token Podcast: 'The Australian Media Is Incredibly Offensive to 
Indigenous People' – Stan Grant," in Token (Guardian Australia, 2015). 
105 Ibid. 



 57 

You can empower our people by supporting them and listening 

to them, by sitting down with them and talking to them face-to-

face, and that’s not happening.  

Lorna Hudson OAM, Derby WA106 

It is not necessary to listen to Elders’ voices too long before this story is heard 

over and over. Beyond the problems, it goes to the motivation as to why 

Indigenous leaders, communities and researchers in Australia, and internationally, 

have formed comprehensive culture specific frameworks in order to have their 

voices and their world view heard more effectively. Several of these frameworks 

will be presented in detail in this chapter. 

 

The Indigenous run Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Studies (AIATSIS) has created and developed a number of principles for ethical 

research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.107 These principles 

are listed in Appendix B. These principles are straightforward and are closely 

aligned with the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  

AIATSIS considers that these principles are not only a matter of 

ethical research practice but of human rights.  

It is essential that Indigenous people are full participants in 

research projects that concern them, share an understanding of 

the aims and methods of the research, and share the results of 

this work. At every stage, research with and about Indigenous 

peoples must be founded on a process of meaningful 

engagement and reciprocity between the researcher and 

Indigenous people. It should also be recognised that there is no 

sharp distinction between researchers and Indigenous people. 

Indigenous people are also researchers, and all participants must 

be regarded as equal participants in a research engagement.108  

AIATSIS forms a research hub and resource centre for the development of 

Indigenous perspectives and the archival of Indigenous materials. These principles 

are not just a matter of ethics, but human rights. It is necessary to recognise that, 

when Indigenous people contribute their knowledge and experience in a research 
                                                        
106 Culture_Is_Life, "The Elders’ Report into Preventing Indigenous Self-Harm & Youth Suicide," 
(Produced by People Culture Environment in partnership with Our Generation Media, 2014). 
107 AIATSIS, "Guidelines for Ethical Research in Australian Indigenous Studies 2011," (2011).  
108 Ibid. 
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project, they are also researchers. This is just one of many key points mentioned 

above that informs this current research. 

 

Cultural and Social Determinants of Health 

In outlining the need for Indigenous centred ways of doing things, everything is 

connected, and solutions need to be holistic. In order to articulate this, however, it 

is necessary to consider several underlying components of this holistic approach 

one at a time. One of the things that collaborators in this doctoral research believe 

is not being heard is their experience that there is a strong correlation between 

wellbeing and resilience and maintaining cultural identity. This view emerges 

strongly in The Elders’ Report into Preventing Indigenous Self-harm & Youth 

Suicide:	

“Not supporting homelands, not supporting cultural education, 

and not supporting cultural activities is actually a matter of life 

and death for us. It’s not just a nice little thing to support; it’s 

our people’s inner soul”  

Bernard Tipiloura, Melville Island NT,109 

Academic recognition of the significance of culture emerges out of the broader 

understanding of the social determinants of health. The World Health 

Organisation (WHO) Conceptual Framework for the Social Determinants of 

Health 2010110 is a detailed example of a deepening international understanding 

and mapping of the holistic and complex factors in human health and wellbeing. 

The WHO website gives a definition of social determinants of health as: 

The social determinants of health (SDH) are the conditions in 

which people are born, grow, work, live, and age, and the wider 

set of forces and systems shaping the conditions of daily life. 

These forces and systems include economic policies and 

systems, development agendas, social norms, social policies 

and political systems.111 

                                                        
109 Culture_Is_Life, "The Elders’ Report into Preventing Indigenous Self-Harm & Youth Suicide." 
110 Orielle Solar and Alec Irwin, A Conceptual Framework for Action on the Social Determinants 
of Health. Social Determinants of Health Discussion 
Paper 2 (Policy and Practice), (Geneva: World Health Organisation, 2010), 
healthhttp://www.who.int/social_determinants/publications/9789241500852/en/. 
111 World Health Organisation, "Social Determinants of Health," World Health Organisation, 
http://www.who.int/social_determinants/en/. 
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This has been consciously adapted towards more specific understandings of 

Social Determinants of Aboriginal Health and Wellbeing: 

The social and emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people is affected by a range of social 

determinants of health. These determinants include forms of 

State violence and inter-generational trauma, imbalanced power 

relations and limited access to services within the mainstream 

population, and systemised and individualised discrimination 

and racism. These contribute greatly to the perpetuation of 

lower income and standards of living, including poor quality 

and overcrowded housing and community infrastructure, and 

poorer outcomes in health, education, employment and the 

justice system. Indigenous Australians continue to experience 

higher levels of poverty, incarceration and ill health than the 

rest of the Australian population.112  

The complex picture of Aboriginal disadvantage continues to be documented and 

researched, yet this broader inclusive understanding of health offers new insight 

and may also be considered in keeping with traditional holistic Aboriginal 

perspectives of health and wellbeing.113  

 

The National Aboriginal and Islander Health Organisation (NAIHO) (1982) and 

more recently the National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 

Organisation (NACCHO) definition of health is as follows. The definition below 

is still widely used, including in the National Aboriginal Health Strategy, 1989:  

Health does not just mean the physical wellbeing of the 

individual but refers to the social, emotional and cultural 

wellbeing of the whole community. This is a whole of life view 

and includes the cyclical concept of life-death-life.114  

                                                        
112 Ian; Baum Anderson, Fran; Bentley, Michael, Beyond Bandaids: Exploring the Underlying 
Social Determinants of Aboriginal Health. Papers from the Social Determinants of Aboriginal 
Health Workshop, Adelaide, July 2004 (Darwin: CRC for Aboriginal Health, 2007), 
http://www.lowitja.org.au/beyond-bandaids#sthash.CzAllOvk.dpuf. 
113 Ibid., pg IX 
114 Steve Larkin, "The Ascendancy of Indigenous Knowledges: Creating, Leading and Sustaining 
Healing for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples," in 2015 Indigenous Allied Health 
Australia National Conference (Cairns2015). 
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The case for the significance of the social determinants of health is now well 

established,115 indeed, as shown above, Aboriginal health organisations have been 

defining health in this way well before the term social determinants was in 

common use. Although many in Aboriginal communities are convinced of the 

importance of culture, and it is given as a key aspect in the above definition, 

cultural determinants of health are still under investigation in slower moving 

academic research, yet strong results are emerging.116 

 

Professor Steve Larkin in a 2015 Indigenous Allied Health Australia Conference 

keynote described how Healing our Men, a culture based program (co-designed 

with community), initiated by The Healing Foundation, had transformed a whole 

community by working with men and culture.117 According to Larkin, the 

evidence for the effectiveness of culturally centred, co-designed empowerment 

programs as a means of overcoming supposedly intractable problems is now 

substantial. By placing culture at the centre of holistic and comprehensive 

solutions, in their own hands, Indigenous peoples are able to find ground on 

which they can stand and begin to rebuild and revitalize their worlds. This is what 

the collaborators involved in this doctoral research, without exception, have 

stressed right from the beginning. My interactions with community suggest that 

this perspective is widespread at a grass roots community level, particularly 

amongst Elders.  

 

An example of how it all goes wrong.  

It is not something that can be automatically transferred from the communities in 

northern Australia to those in the south, as the situations are diverse with very few 

features in common, yet, Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarle, The Little 

Children are Sacred Report into child abuse in Northern Territory Aboriginal 

communities118, and the response that followed, represent a shattering case study 

of dislocation between solutions proposed by Aboriginal communities and 

                                                        
115 Pat Anderson, "Empowerment - the Missing Determinant," in 2015 Indigenous Allied Health 
Conference (Cairns: IAHA, 2015). 
116 Ibid. 
117 Larkin, "The Ascendancy of Indigenous Knowledges: Creating, Leading and Sustaining 
Healing for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples." 
118 Northern Territory Government, "Report of the Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the 
Protection of Aboriginal Children from Sexual Abuse 
2007," (Darwin: NORTHERN TERRITORY GOVERNMENT, 2007). 
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dysfunctional institutional responses. This Northern Territory Government report 

is well known for triggering what became known as “the Intervention”. The 

response generated criticism for its comprehensive overriding of community 

input, but what is less well known is the content and recommendations of the 

report itself, which identified ongoing actions by government and non-

government organisations as factors disempowering communities to the extent of 

being a major contributor to the problem: 

The Inquiry believes there needs to be a radical change in the 

way government and non-government organisations consult, 

engage with and support Aboriginal people. A different 

approach is urgently needed. 

This view was reached after extensive consultation with a 

variety of Northern Territory Aboriginal communities. It was a 

common theme of discussions that many Aboriginal people felt 

disempowered, confused, overwhelmed, and disillusioned.119 

The report’s approach identified nine principles for how to do things differently: 

1. Improve government service provision to Aboriginal people. 
2. Take language and cultural “world view” seriously. 

3. Effective and ongoing consultation and engagement. 

4. Local focus and recognition of diversity. 

5. Community-based and community-owned initiatives. 

6. Recognition and respect of Aboriginal law and empowerment 

and respect of Aboriginal people. 

7. Balanced gender and family, social or skin group 

representation. 

8. Adequate and ongoing support and resources. 

9. Ongoing monitoring and evaluation.120 

As seen in the list above, a wide holistic understanding of the problems emerged 

that, in terms of services, recommended changes to government responses, health, 

education, housing, the legal system, family and community services, 

employment, cross cultural education, sufficient funding and so on. Problems 

related to child abuse were considered to have emerged out of the break down of 

                                                        
119 Ibid., pg 50 
120 Ibid., pg 50 - 56 
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communities and culture. Alongside this there were a number of central themes 

that emerged from the Aboriginal communities involved: respect for language and 

cultural world views, ongoing collaboration and consultation, local community 

based initiatives, a holistic approach, and respect for diversity. These points were 

not new, they had been also raised in previous reports on which this report 

drew.121 

 

There was systematic gathering of community input into the report, in which 

many of the community members consulted said that it had been the most 

effective consultation process that they had been involved in:  

We never have meetings like this. If we have more meetings 

like this we will have more answers. 

Warlpiri Elder122 

However, the findings of the report and the strategies proposed were lost in the 

scramble to mobilise the army and the large scale government intervention that 

removed communities from ownership of the processes, and reinforced the shame 

and disempowerment that has been an ongoing juggernaut since European 

settlement. According to co author of the report Pat Anderson, speaking in 2011: 

 …the intervention was "based on ignorance and prejudice", 

and ignored the report's central recommendation to consult 

Indigenous people.123  

In the introduction to the publication of papers from the conference on Exploring 

the Underlying Social Determinants of Aboriginal Health the authors’ state: 

…since the publication of the Little Children Are Sacred: 

Report of the Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the 

Protection of Aboriginal Children from Sexual Abuse 2007, 

policy debates in the Australian media have presented 

Aboriginal issues as if they are unsolvable and intransigent and 

caused by ‘deviant’ characteristics inherent in Aboriginal 

communities. The policy light is rarely shone on the people 
                                                        
121 Ibid. pg 50 
122 Ibid., pg 52 
123 Adam Cresswell, "Intervention 'Based on Ignorance': Anderson,"  The Australian(2011), 
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/nation/intervention-based-on-ignorance-anderson/story-
e6frg6nf-1226050762666. 
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with power and resources, as was clearly demonstrated in the 

August 2007 debate around the Federal Government’s new 

legislation in response to this report. This response was strongly 

criticised  for ignoring evidence on the broader determinants of 

health. Such indifference emphasises the need to understand 

current debates about the social and economic determinants of 

health within an historical context. It is not possible, in our 

view, to understand the persistent poor health status of the 

original custodians of Australia since the time of European 

arrival and invasion, without situating this understanding within 

the history of dispossession, colonisation, failed attempts at 

assimilation, racism, and denial of citizenship rights. 124 

This statement reflects the complexity and interconnectedness of the issues 

involved. Aboriginal disadvantage emerges out of a dark history of state and 

settler interventions that have fuelled crisis after crisis, despite all good intentions, 

disempowering Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in compound and 

cumulative ways. Rather than seeing this as an Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander problem this report suggest that a focus needs to be on the structures of 

power that repeatedly fall into patterns that reinforce injustice and disadvantage.  

 

The necessity of holistic thinking and the problem of the missing dimension of 

community control that results in disempowerment has been identified by Pat 

Anderson in a recent lecture: 

I want to argue that – while the social determinants of health are 

now widely accepted in policy-making – one of the critical 

determinants, what we know as ‘the control factor’ – or what I 

will call ‘empowerment’ – is often missing.125 

If this is the case, and it appears indisputable, academics and creative 

professionals, indeed professions and institutions of all descriptions, have to 

consider whether their actions are also contributing to this ongoing 
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disempowerment. We need to be culturally and historically informed, community 

engaged, and critically reflexive in order to proceed, or otherwise unwittingly play 

a part in the ongoing cycles of disempowerment. Pat Anderson has gone as far as 

to say that there was some progress in the sixties, seventies and eighties, however, 

since the Intervention, we have moved backwards from self determination to a 

new phase of “Interventionism”126 which persistently removes autonomy from 

Aboriginal peoples and reinforces feelings of disempowerment. 

 

As I write this, ten years after The Little Children are Sacred Report, a series of 

reports documenting the tragedy of children’s suicide in remote communities 

across northern Australia have been released127. An independent report published 

by People Culture Environment in partnership with Our Generation Media, The 

Elders’ Report into Preventing Indigenous Self-harm & Youth Suicide,128 is 

structured so as to minimize commentary and academic analysis and 

interpretation. The body of the report is a series of first person accounts by Elders 

from communities across the north. These personal and diverse Elders’ voices, 

unified in their approach, juxtaposed with one another from a range of unique 

communities and Nations, tell a story that is remarkably similar to the key 

principles given above. As Mick Gooda writes in the foreword: 

Themes such as community empowerment, the strengthening of 

cultural identity, maintenance of Indigenous languages, 

culturally appropriate employment, bi-cultural education and 

returning to country; these human rights are what our people 

have been advocating for decades and for good reason.129 

This is what is at stake. Aboriginal health and wellbeing, and diminishing the 

multiple statistics of Aboriginal disadvantage, is dependent on and connected to a 

dynamic revitalization which includes culture, language, connection to country, 

and social, political and economic empowerment. Solutions need to be multi-

layered and connected, with individuals, families, communities and Nations 

empowered with sufficient resources to manage their own future. Amidst this 

                                                        
126 "Empowerment - the Missing Determinant." 
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array of sometimes competing needs, it will continue to be argued, is the necessity 

of having, right at the centre, respect for the identity and culture of the 

individuals, communities and Nations directly concerned. 

 

In fields such as health, the number of Indigenous professionals now practicing 

and publishing research is growing, to the point where their collective strengths 

are being focused in Indigenous run organisations that are changing the landscape 

to reflect the priorities of their peoples and changing the paradigm. For example, 

the Indigenous led Lowitja Institute publishes many thought provoking and 

challenging articles.130 The National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 

Organisation (NACCHO)131 also promotes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

perspectives through its role as a body representing a large number of Indigenous 

Health organisations throughout Australia. The Healing Foundation fosters culture 

centred research focused on healing the traumas associated with the past in 

Australia that continue to deeply affect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. 

Another example of such a representative body is Indigenous Allied Health 

Australia (IAHA),132 a peak national body representing the rapidly growing 

number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait allied health workers in Australia. They 

have published a cultural framework, Indigenous Health Cultural Responsiveness 

in Action: An IAHA framework,133 that is applicable for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander health workers, and for all health workers involved with Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. It is the most succinct of models, with potential 

application across a number of fields, not just health, and is exemplary in showing 

how Indigenous perspectives may present a whole new paradigm at both practical 

and theoretical levels. This framework builds on extensive earlier work relating to 

the social and cultural determinants of health and concepts such as cultural safety 

from a number of sources.134 The IAHA Cultural Responsiveness Framework 

places culture right at the centre of a broad holistic and interconnected approach: 
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Figure 1: IAHA Cultural Responsiveness Framework diagram, from IAHA Cultural Responsiveness in 

Action: An IAHA Framework 2015., pg 4 

 

The IAHA approach centres around a focus on what has elsewhere been called the 

cultural determinants of health, as part of a holistic overview that includes respect 

for diversity, leadership and self determination, a rights based culturally 

responsive approach holistic and inclusive understanding of health and wellbeing, 

education, and the unique cultural perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples, what they refer to as cultural responsiveness: 

Cultural responsiveness: 

•	 holds culture as central to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander health and wellbeing 

• involves ongoing reflective practice and life-long learning 

•	is relationship focused 

•	is person and community centred 

•	 appreciates diversity between groups, families and 

communities 

•	 requires access to knowledge about Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander histories, peoples and cultures.135 

Essentially, cultural responsiveness requires: 

                                                        
135 IAHA, "Cultural Responsiveness in Action: An Iaha Framework.", pg 7 
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Irrespective of the term used, qualifications attained, training 

completed or our life experiences, the key concern for the 

person, family or community at the centre of care is how we 

respond to each particular encounter.136  

Cultural responsiveness describes a dynamic ongoing lifelong process of being 

informed, open, engaged and focused on the person or specific group being 

interacted with. This was prepared in the context of Indigenous health, however, I 

argue, it is equally relevant in the context of any kind of professional engagement 

including for creative professionals. It has occasionally been mentioned to me by 

one of the collaborators, perhaps as a warning, that some professionals work well 

with the community at first, and then, over time, when they think they have the 

answers, they stop listening and become part of the problem. This cultural fatigue, 

the opposite of cultural responsiveness, is not just individual, it is systemic, and is 

reflected in such terms as “institutional racism”.137 The question is how to not 

become one of these people. How do we become and continue to be culturally 

responsive? Some potential answers emerge throughout this thesis. It begins by 

being informed by, and attentive to, Indigenous perspectives. 

 

Overview of emerging Indigenous methodologies. 

Given that research has historically been heavily complicit in the colonial and 

nationalist agendas of the European settlers, as demonstrated in examples in the 

previous chapter, it is understandable that many First Nations people would be 

heavily suspicious of research and researchers. This was one of the first 

challenges to be dealt with when undertaking this research. However, rather than 

abandon the field, many Indigenous scholars have taken up research with a 

diverse array of strategies in order to change the way research is done. This has 

been taking place with gathering momentum over the last twenty years, with a 

number of calls for new ways of undertaking research challenging underlying 

research assumptions. For example, Torres Strait Islander Martin Nakata’s book 

Disciplining the Savages, Savaging the Disciplines is clear in its intent to 

introduce new perspectives into academic disciplinary knowledge: 
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The proposition here is not simply another perspective. It is 

foremost a proposition to expand assumptions underpinning 

theory based on a reading of how Islanders have been inscribed 

in Western systems of thought over the last century and more. It 

is a proposition to draw into theory principles that give primacy 

to the Islander lifeworlds as a complex terrain of political and 

social contexts. In this terrain we have developed a reading of 

ourselves at the interface of colliding trajectories: we continue 

to maintain our values as people of tradition; we have actively 

shaped new practices and adapted our own to deal with the 

encroaching elements; we fight against the odds; and we are 

making and remaking ourselves in the everyday. My 

propositions also draws into view the fact that we have some 

agency in history.138  

In other words, Torres Strait Islander agency in their lives and history can’t be 

dismissed as it is central to any deep understanding.  

Building an Islander standpoint into a theoretical framework  

requires then more than the inclusion of Islander perspectives 

and narratives. It requires the recognition of the existence of the 

contested nature of these, the many vantage points through 

which they can be analysed and the theorising of these 

constitutive aspects of Islander experience to understanding the 

complexity of the Islander position.139  

It is not enough to document and include Islander perspectives, it involves coming 

to understand the complexity and diversity of these perspectives. Nakata outlines 

an Indigenous Standpoint Theory that seeks to build on these perspectives to 

structure a theoretical framework that would accommodate them:  

An Indigenous standpoint, therefore, has to be produced. It is 

not a simple reflection of experience and it does not pre-exist in 

the everyday waiting to be brought to light. It is not any sort of 

hidden wisdom that Indigenous people possess. It is a distinct 

form of analysis, and is itself both a discursive construction and 
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an intellectual device to persuade others and elevate what might 

not have been a focus of attention by others. 140 

An Indigenous standpoint, which, through academic rigour, engages strategically 

with disciplinary discourses, seeks to influence and argue the case for Indigenous 

perspectives in those disciplines. For someone with an Indigenous background 

working with their community, built on a history of relationships and trust, who 

has mastered an academic discipline, they bring an authority and voice that means 

that those of us who wish to understand and draw on such views now have a body 

of literature on which to call.  

 

For someone who is Indigenous, an “Indigenous standpoint” may be a place 

where they can stand. I am cautiously introducing the term Indigenous centred as 

a strategic position where someone who is non-Indigenous, such as myself, is able 

to think and act. This does not mean speaking with authority from an Indigenous 

centre, on the contrary. It is a matter of listening to and supporting Indigenous 

voices and communities perspectives, and, when invited, reimagining one’s self 

and one’s academic discipline as peripheral to this identity and understanding of 

the world.  One of the most sustained reflections that took place during my 

research was considering where non-Indigenous collaborators are situated in these 

potential new Indigenous centred relationships. 

 

Lester-Irabinna Rigney outlines the emergence of a concept of Indigenist research 

in Australia in the article Indigenous Research and Aboriginal Australia.141  

The rise of Indigenous research by Indigenous Australian 

scholars has brought new ways of knowing the past and the call 

for protection of such knowledge for the benefit of Indigenous 

peoples themselves.142  

For Rigney, the presence of Indigenous researchers creates new perspectives on 

the past and is integral to the people being researched benefiting and managing 

research that concerns them. In this article he quotes Lionel Quartermaine who 

describes problematic issues in previous research: 
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• Research that is framed by the researcher’s priorities 

and interests rather than the needs of Indigenous 

communities; 

• The reduction of Indigenous ownership of Indigenous 

knowledge and intellectual property; 

• The lack of ongoing consultation, negotiation, and 

involvement of Indigenous communities in the design, 

facilitation and publication of research; 

• Inappropriate research methodologies and ethical 

research processes; 

• The need for effective, appropriate and culturally 

sensitive research in relation to ethics and protocols143 

Each of these dot points is potent but the first point in particular is one to be 

highlighted: if you are planning research based on a ready made research proposal 

that doesn’t arise from the needs of Indigenous communities, as expressed and 

supported by them, it isn’t going to work, so go home. Who represents and how 

Indigenous communities are represented is a site of power, and for peoples who 

have been disenfranchised and disempowered through past models of research, it 

is now an area that needs to be reclaimed. 

What must be emphasized here is that, from an Indigenous 

perspective, my people's interests, experiences, and knowledges 

must be at the center of research methodologies and the 

construction of knowledge about us.144  

Rigney states, and I align fully with this in my approach to research with the 

Wiradjuri, that in the context of research with his people, no matter who is doing 

the research, their priorities and understandings need to be at the centre. 

 

Karen Martin’s article, Ways of Knowing, Being and Doing: A Theoretical 

Framework and Methods for Indigenous and Indigenist Re‐Search, is also seminal 

reading:  
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…until recent times, research conducted in Aboriginal lands 

was done without the permission, consultation, or involvement 

of Aboriginal people. The same is especially true for research 

conducted on or about Aboriginal people generating what I call 

“terra nullius research”. In this research, we are present only as 

objects of curiosity and subjects of research, to be seen but not 

asked, heard or respected. So the research has been undertaken 

in the same way Captain James Cook falsely claimed the 

eastern coast of the land to become known as Australia as terra 

nullius. 145 

Karen Martin presents a case for an indigenous methodology that centres on her 

life experience and, from this point of view, the mainstream perspective is then 

seen as peripheral.  

My belief as an Aboriginal researcher is that I actively use the 

strength of my Aboriginal heritage and do not position myself 

in a reactive stance of resisting or opposing western research 

frameworks and ideologies. Therefore, I research from the 

strength and position of being Aboriginal and viewing anything 

western as 'other', alongside and among western worldviews 

and realities.146  

Martin makes a case that, although other Indigenous Methodologies may seek to 

be in a place of resistance to colonial world views, her perspective, arrived at 

partially from having been personally excluded in a land rights case, is to reverse 

the paradigm, living and writing from the perspective of her experience as a 

Quandamooka woman, positioning western ways of understanding as peripheral 

to it. This acting from the sovereignty of personal experience, as someone living 

her culture and placing it at the centre is a powerful attitude, an attitude that in 

itself begins to generate change. 

 

No longer can someone without an Indigenous background speak about 

Indigenous peoples without the Indigenous peoples concerned having the 

foremost authoritative voice. Engagement and output needs to reflect the 
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perspectives of Indigenous participants/ co-researchers, as well as Indigenous 

scholars working in these areas. In this new paradigm, the role, if any, that a non-

Indigenous researcher plays in Indigenous related research is now in the hands of 

those they seek to work with. According to Anita Heiss, opinion amongst 

Indigenous scholars is varied as to whether Non Indigenous scholars should be 

able to write at all on issues of Aboriginal identity such as culture.147 

Acknowledging the validity of this discussion, the collaborators in this research, 

undertaken at their invitation (and they are often asked if what I am doing is 

okay), as I write this, continue to give permission and encourage the writing up of 

this project, which we undertook in partnership. Many questions remain. If our 

intention is that we do this together, “How do we do this?” “How am I to act in 

this context?” “How do I act with you?” There is even a question for the brave, 

“Who do I need to become?” The Vietnamese poet and filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-

ha, in the 1983 film Assemblage critically engages with the dominant forms of 

anthropology, by filming tribal peoples, yet adds no authoritative voice that claims 

to understand and categorise the lives of the people portrayed. She announces this 

at the beginning of the film with the words: 

I don’t intend to speak about it, just speak nearby.148 

This statement captures something of the stepping back from the centre and 

letting go of the authoritative voice.  

 

Now, in 2016, there are comprehensive collections of literature exploring 

“Indigenous methodologies”, such as Denzin, Lincoln and Smith’s Handbook of 

Critical and Indigenous Methodologies.149 Maori writer Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s 

seminal book, Decolonising Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 

systematically dissects the ongoing influences of the colonial past on research and 

the lives of Indigenous peoples.150 She is often quoted in this context for her 

systematic approach to the challenges in unravelling colonial legacies in research. 

The input of Indigenous scholars isn’t peripheral; it is widely published and 

quoted, innovative, and driving academic and social change.  
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 73 

 

Critical Race Theory and Whiteness studies 

Other theories and methodologies such as Critical Race Theory151 and Whiteness 

studies, emerging from England and the United States,152 have been adapted to the 

local context by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Academics, for example, in 

the writing of Aileen Moreton Robinson.  

In academia it is rarely considered that Indigenous people are 

extremely knowledgeable about whites and whiteness. It is 

white scholars who have long been positioned as the leading 

investigators of the lives, values and abilities of Indigenous 

people. Indigenous scholars are usually cast as native 

informants who provide ‘experience’ as opposed to knowledge 

about being Indigenous or white. The knowledges we have 

developed are often dismissed as being implausible, subjective 

and lacking in epistemological integrity. This is despite the fact 

that colonial experiences have meant Indigenous people have 

been among the nation’s most conscientious students of 

whiteness and racialisation.153  

This is a direct political challenge that turns the gaze from the settler/colonial 

perspective of the Other back on itself. Seeing race as primarily socially 

constructed154 and focusing on narratives of “whiteness”, instead of the 

characteristics of Indigeneity, shifts the frame to reveal structures of power that 

maintain inequalities in society. Whiteness theory questions assumptions about 

the nature of knowledge itself and directly examines the unconscious roots of 

society that were initially discussed in chapter two, emerging from the 

Enlightenment, which led to whiteness assuming “the status of an epistemological 

a priori in the development of knowledge”155 What the focus on whiteness does, 

rather than examine Indigenous disadvantage, is cast a critical eye on how racism 

is institutionalized, unexamined, embedded in modern neo liberal societies, even 
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within “virtues” such as individual freedom and equality, largely unconsciously, 

structuring and forming our societies and attitudes. This echoes the previously 

stated comments, from the collaborators in this research, that non Aboriginal 

Australians often don’t appear to be able to listen, and adds some background as 

to why. It also brings to mind my own experience after returning from several 

years overseas. It was as though I could see my own culture clearly for the first 

time, however, it appeared that many around me, who hadn’t been so lucky to be 

exposed to the experience of living in other cultures, seemed to be barely aware 

that they had a culture of their own. Aboriginal friends, however, were generally 

acutely aware of cultural difference between them and the settler descendants. 

Stan Grant Jr describes this difference in culture from his Wiradjuri perspective. 

There is a chasm here and I am not ready to cross. We occupy 

the same land, but we tell ourselves very different stories. 

They tell themselves this is a great country of good people. 

Here is how we – Indigenous people – see the Australian 

dream: here’s the worst of it. Aborigines rounded up and shot, 

babies buried into the sand and decapitated, women raped, men 

killed as they hid in the forks of trees, waterholes poisoned, 

flour laced with arsenic...156 

This chasm is indeed deep and dark and mostly hidden. The Aboriginal 

community has a lot to offer the rest of us, including, uncomfortably, insights on 

where we have come from, who we are, and how we see ourselves.  

 
Nation Building 

Nation Building, evolving in collaboration with North American First Nations 

peoples in particular, is explored by a number of scholars with a focus on 

economic and political empowerment as a means of revitalising Indigenous 

Nations and maintaining sovereignty over culture and identity. Steve Cornell from 

the University of Arizona has recently published a paper that documents a 

workshopped process comparing experiences from Australia, Canada, New 

Zealand and the US, involving Indigenous scholars from Ngarrindjeri, 

Goondijmara, and Wiradjuri nations, which identifies three common threads in 

First Nations who are affirming self determination and sovereignty over 
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themselves (including governance processes, health and education), their lands 

and waters, culture, environment and economic assets and lives.  

This article argues that this development involves a common set 

of activities on the part of Indigenous peoples: (1) identifying as 

a nation or a people (determining who the appropriate collective 

“self” is in self-determination and self-government); (2) 

organizing as a political body (not just as a corporate holder of 

assets); and (3) acting on behalf of Indigenous goals (asserting 

and exercising practical decision-making power and 

responsibility, even in cases where central governments deny 

recognition). 157 

These three activities may be simplified as identify, organise, and act. Perhaps 

Nation Building is at its most effective when it draws deep on the ways of 

knowing from the past and builds from a solid grounding in culture and identity. 

In the foreword to the book Rebuilding Native Nations, Oren Lyons, Faithkeeper, 

Onondaga Indian Nation, presents the case for deep cultural resonance as the 

foundation for new Indigenous ways of doing things: 

There’s a lot of talk of “nation building” - and for all that the 

phrase correctly captures in acknowledging Indian peoples as 

nations, I don’t like it. What we are really talking about is 

rebuilding. We’ve always been here; we’re not newly built. 

We’re falling back on the instructions and the principles of 

government given to us by the old ones. The forms may change 

to meet new times. We may have to do some things in new 

ways. But we have to keep the principles.158 

This combination of linking back to cultural ways of doing things, different for 

every First Nation, dynamically linked to the package of experiences related to 

colonialism, engaged with and addressing contemporary needs, is of particular 

interest in this research. 
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Ngarrindjeri case study 

Over the last decade, the Ngarrindjeri Nation from the Coorong at the mouth of 

the Murray in South Australia has demonstrated the principles of Nation Building 

and their case illustrates some of the central concerns of this chapter relating to 

the significance of culture, and to community control and governance of all 

aspects of their lives. 

 

In the wake of the Hindmarsh Island Bridge dispute over an Aboriginal sacred site 

on Ngarrindjeri land, the Ngarrindjeri have taken a strong initiative to better 

manage what happens on Ngarrindjeri land including in the area of research and 

cultural knowledge and intellectual property. An innovative collaborative book, 

Kungun Ngarrindjeri Mimimar Yunnan (Listen to Ngarrindjeri Women 

Speaking)159 featuring Ngarrindjeri women, in collaboration with Diane Bell, 

helped provide a public voice on their own terms for the women who were 

disempowered by the legal disputes over the construction of the Hindmarsh Island 

Bridge on Ngarrindjeri Country in South Australia. It provides important 

documentation of the discussions related to the process of renewed determination 

for autonomy and self control in the wake of the legal disputes. This construction 

took place on an important sacred area for Ngarrindjeri women, and degraded the 

land and waters of the Coorong in general.160 The political pressure applied to the 

Ngarrindjeri women during the dispute was immense. The women involved in this 

book are clear in their intent as they state in the prologue to the book: 

Us women writing this prologue are a group of strong-minded 

Ngarrindjeri miminar (women), young and old, who have had 

enough of this system of things. We’re tired of having to 

explain our existence to and to prove our Aboriginality.161 

Eventually, after the bridge was built the women had a moral victory in the High 

Court, but during the initial court cases the women’s identities and beliefs were 

heavily ridiculed and they were called liars.162 The truth of their relationship with 

the land and waters emerged slowly. By taking a whole range of measures 
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including playing a role in establishing the Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority,163 

and sharing cultural knowledge,164 the women made a strong and effective 

declaration to engage with and manage their interactions with mainstream society, 

culturally, politically, and as an act of sovereignty.   

These are our words: our stories. 

The stories of our Elders are a constant reminder of our Law 

and how we are related to the land, our ngatji (totems) and to 

each other. 

The focus of our ruwi (country) is the land and waters of the 

river, Lakes and Coorong and Encounter Bay. 

…we are determined to stay strong as the Ngarrindjeri 

Nation.165 

This identification as Ngarrindjeri and the determination to organise and act to 

maintain their Nation are all key components of the Nation building experience. 

The Ngarrindjeri Nation has many similarities with the Wiradjuri Nation, both 

existing in regions that were heavily affected by early colonial settlement and who 

now live amidst a large settled non-Aboriginal population166 and both are 

undergoing a phenomenal cultural resurgence. It would be a complete mistake, 

however, to consider that communities in the southern states of Australia no 

longer have culture. This kind of ignorance of who they are as cultural beings and 

communities, often of their very existence, is one of the reasons they are speaking 

out: 

In the face of all the intrusions and interventions and attacks on 

our culture, we are here today. We never left our country. We 

are caring for it still.167 

Culture and identity are inextricably linked. The Ngarrindjeri have also 

academically documented the journey of increasingly effective management of 

aspects of their lives that are important to them, including in cultural 

revitalisation, maintaining intellectual property, research processes involving 

them, steps taken to look after the environment, and in creating effective self 
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governance that better manages interactions with South Australian and National 

government authorities. Research with the Ngarrindjeri is built around a 

transformation of research relationships:  

Recognition that research conducted on Ngarrindjeri 

Ruwe/Ruwar (country/body/spirit) has impacts on Ngarrindjeri 

and that Ngarrindjeri have a right and responsibility to care for 

their lands and waters are important platforms for any just or 

ethical research. Ngarrindjeri have linked these rights and 

responsibilities to long term community development focused 

on Ngarrindjeri capacity building and shifts in Ngarrindjeri 

power in programs designed to research and manage 

Ngarrindjeri Ruwe/Ruwar. Research agreements that protect 

Ngarrindjeri interests, including cultural knowledge and 

intellectual property, are crucial elements in these shifts in 

power.168 

For the Ngarrindjeri it is not a matter of doing everything themselves but of 

working with carefully chosen partners, such as Diane Bell and Steve Hemming, 

with a clear understanding of the basis of the relationship and of where the benefit 

will be for the Ngarrindjeri people.  

The fundamental issues of control and power are critical to the 

establishment of ethics and associated principles governing 

research and Indigenous people. Ngarrindjeri must control their 

knowledge and most importantly, possess the resources 

required for full engagement at the local and regional level for 

the issue of control to be addressed.169 

The Ngarrindjeri take control over research done about them and responsibility 

for their own decision making and management of their Country. They provide an 

example of a way of working, a different reality, with their subtle connections to 

country and one another made tangible to the broader society through strategic 

planning and action. Significantly, the Ngarrindjeri are not employing a set of 

generic principles, although applicable and instructive across a number of 

contexts, they are generating a specific way of working that emerges from their 
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culture, place and identity as Ngarrindjeri, informed by their Elders stories and 

also by the confrontations of the past.  

 

As has been shown in a range of examples in this chapter, in specific disciplinary 

discourses, particularly in the social sciences, Indigenous researchers are making 

their presence felt and making Indigenous perspectives paramount. Yet, in 

conversation with a number of the collaborators in this research, I find that they 

still question, as I do, the priorities of these changing disciplines towards research 

in relation to their culture. I feel it is not only necessary to challenge the 

disciplines and to transform them from within and without. It is not enough that 

Indigenous perspectives are absorbed into these disciplines. It is also necessary to 

move the centre, to place it firmly within the world view of the Indigenous 

communities concerned and under their control. Practical ways of working that 

support an Indigenous centred methodology will continue to be described in the 

following chapters. 
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Chapter Four: Building relationships and working together 
 

This chapter will describe how the collaborators in the research worked together 

in a series of partnerships to discover what was important to us and then 

communicate the findings to those around us. It will begin with descriptions of 

ways of working that have been adapted and developed in our situation specific 

needs, including aspects of Critical Participatory Action Research. This chapter 

will also describe how collaborative art based investigations have been employed 

as a means of communicating important community messages. The culture 

centred, Elder managed, community service projects that were undertaken will 

then be described. I will outline a number of examples from throughout Australia 

that informed our ways of working. The implementation of our strategies for 

working in the various projects in this research will be discussed, including in the 

various creative community service projects. The outcomes of the initial research 

processes and creative service projects will be considered for their role in refining 

the investigation and defining the themes in the major project, the film 

Yindyamarra Yambuwan. Many of these projects are also presented as part of the 

exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra, the other assessable component of this 

doctorate, and, as such, the documentation of these projects here is 

complementary to this exhibition. 

 

This research was initiated with an invitation from an Elder, which then triggered 

years of conversations and discussions about how to work. We spent a long time 

sorting through the priorities of what was important for us to create together and 

share. From my perspective at least, it did not begin with any specific project 

other than working out the right ways to work together, which incrementally led 

us to identifying and understanding what was important for the people and 

community involved and, eventually, to making work about what is important to 

communicate to the communities involved, and selectively, the wider society. 

Aunty Debra Evans and I worked and talked together regularly and extensively in 

the preparatory period and much is owed to her thoughts on this, particularly for 

my education in how to work culturally. 
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Cultural education 

The potential of human learning unfolds through our life cycle 

just as our journey toward wholeness evolves in meaning. 

Learning and becoming whole are, at every level of expression, 

intimately intertwined.170 

The educational aspect of this research is deeply entwined with the whole. There 

are a number of dimensions to this. The communication of cultural wisdom is 

inherently a system of education. Traditionally, and in a continuing way, the 

transfer of significant knowledge, which may be at times both practical and or 

spiritual, from one generation to the next, is the primary educational system 

taking place, over a lifetime, in ways that are iterative, experiential and holistic. In 

comparison, Western societies, through the formality of their education systems, 

appear to me to have lost touch with this concept of a whole of life system of 

education. This process of sharing understanding proceeds from relationships that 

develop between Elders and younger generations, often from simply spending 

time and doing things together, and they are embodied in practical experience. As 

Aunty Flo Grant has often told me, we learnt most from spending time living with 

our Elders.171 Aunty Joyce Hampton, as previously quoted, also describes her 

time learning with the Elders at Menindee Mission as making her into who she is. 

As has been mentioned, her reason for writing the book Menindee Girl, The Story 

of my Life172, included as part of the body of work in this PhD, was that her 

family, her children and grandchildren, who grew up off country, would come to 

learn their identity, who they are, through seeing and reading her story; education 

in a very personal sense. 

 

In the case of the Wiradjuri, the way of life based on respect known as 

Yindyamarra describes the underlying personal and social principles through 

which a deep holistic education takes place. Yindyamarra describes the 

foundational attitude of how to be open to experience and to learning (looking to 

see, listening to hear, learning to understand). It also describes the attitude of 
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respect for both teacher and student that creates the potential environment for 

learning to take place. This attitude was observed many times in this research.173 

Uncle Stan says that he “demands respect”174, but, observing him, I notice he 

gains respect primarily through showing it. It is difficult to imagine being able to 

do anything other than to do your best to learn when shown this respect from him. 

Uncle Stan trickle fed me aspects of the language, always offering praise for effort 

and encouragement to keep going in the way he has done for many hundreds of 

others. Very patiently, he subtly would drop in conversation ways to improve 

what I was doing, for example, sometimes waiting for weeks for the right moment 

to add in the correct pronunciation of a particular sound. He also encouraged me 

to find answers to the challenges of making the film, Yindyamarra Yambuwan 

(the doctorate’s central creative project), in ways that emerged from my own 

experience. In other words, he encouraged me to go out on country and find my 

own connection rather than copy down his understanding. This way of working 

together, where ideas are shared and listened too, and difference is appreciated, 

are all expressions of Yindyamarra. According to Uncle Stan, the way he was 

raised, was that whatever their physical or mental capacity, everyone involved 

should have the opportunity to participate and contribute, something he considers 

an important feature of Wiradjuri culture.175 This open generosity was also 

extended to me, a non-Aboriginal man, and for which I will always be grateful. 

 

Critical Participatory Action Research  

Critical Participatory Action Research (CPAR) has provided a number of 

strategies for this research. Emerging in education, it has been utilized in multiple 

contexts including in Indigenous communities.176 It contains ways of “saying, 

doing and relating” that enable groups to communicate more effectively with one 

another, enhance the fabric of how they live, and constructively engage with the 

issues of importance in their lives: 

Action research changes people’s practices, their 

understandings of their practices, and the conditions under 
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which they practice. It changes people’s patterns of ‘saying’, 

‘doing’ and ‘relating’ to form new patterns – new ways of 

life.177 

In the case of our research, the goal is on bringing to light, uncovering. We work 

together to find and clarify what is important, and allow this new understanding to 

change the ways we think and act. This process is integrated into creative projects 

that communicate what is important to share. What appeals in CPAR is how it 

does not impose a readymade solution, instead providing a flexible way of 

working that adapts to the situation, supporting developing shared understandings 

of how to work together, which leads to group participation in the identification of 

common concerns, plans to address those concerns, and in the iterative steps 

towards these objectives. 

…the practice of action research becomes entwined with other 

practices whenever it aims to understand those other practices, 

to change the way they are done or to change the ways people 

relate to each other in them. That is to say: in action research 

into other practices, the sayings, doings and relatings that 

compose the practice of action research become intertwined 

with the sayings, doings and relatings that compose those other 

practices.178 

This approach allows for a kind of hybridity, that does not enclose research or, 

more importantly a community, within the Critical Participatory Action Research 

methodology, but seeks to bring out the issues, processes and outcomes that are of 

concern for the participants, allowing for adaptation to the needs of the situation, 

and most importantly, clarifying, sharing and then integrating their own values 

and ways of working. 

 

This project doesn’t fall neatly into this methodology, but how we arrived at our 

way of working based on open conversations that identified areas of shared 
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concern (and enthusiasm) appears typical of a CPAR process.179 Similarly, the 

ongoing iterative development of the way we worked and developed our projects 

did demonstrate aspects of a traditional action research spiral: 

 

 
Figure 2: Action Research Spiral, from Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner: 

Doing Critical Participatory Action Research pg 19 

 

• Planning a change 

• Acting and observing the processes and consequences of the 

change 

• Reflecting on these processes and consequences and then 

• Replanning 

• Acting and observing 

• Reflecting and so on180 

Earlier historical versions of this process, for example from Lewin, contained an 

assumption of the linearity of plan, act observe, reflect etc.181 Later examples, for 

example, Kemmis, MacTaggart and Nixon in The Action Research Planner, 

emphasize the fluidity of these steps, they don’t necessarily happen in a linear 

order,182 and placing them in a spiral visually indicates a process of continuous 

refinement. This was the case in our project. As we were building relationships 
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dependent on trust and deepening mutual understanding, this way of working was 

very useful. We strengthened our connections through a continuous spiral of 

shared and personal reflection, planning and action. Significantly, and this gave 

this approach additional relevance, it also reflected the aspect of Wiradjuri 

thinking relating to Yindyamarra, of “going slow”, and “gathering knowledge” 

before acting.183 When I showed Uncle Ray Woods the traditional action research 

spiral that starts with “plan”, he said that this was part of a typical problem, 

people come with a plan and impose it. In our shared experience plan doesn’t 

come first, it comes after listening, observing, conversation, as part of an iterative 

collaborative process. 

 

There was no one group that regularly met together in these projects, and there 

was less collective sense of doing things together (we/us) as there may have been 

typically in a CPAR project. The sense of a larger group was present, much of it 

established through existing relationships, for example Uncle Stan and Aunty Flo 

working on Wiradjuri language and cultural renewal for over thirty years, and we 

already had a shared sense of the priorities of these projects. There was a lot of 

checking in with one another, but there were rarely meetings of us all in the one 

room. The Elder partnership projects, working primarily with one Elder, on a 

project that they had ownership of, created its own dynamic. The personal auto 

ethnographic aspect of this doctoral research, and the creative inquiries, added 

additional layers of complexity to the way we did things. I met with the 

individuals involved regularly, checking in every week or two throughout the 

duration of the project. We were all participants in the way this is used in 

CPAR.184 However, I worked through the one on one partnerships with Elders to 

arrive at shared decisions on topics for investigation, processes, what we created 

together, and, now, as I write this, decisions on how the results will be distributed. 

This less open group engagement and interaction would perhaps be seen as 

incomplete in CPAR.185 The process of inquiry to uncover the most important 

area of concern, what was to be expressed in the creative projects, and then 

                                                        
183 Florence Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Yindyamarra Is a Lifestyle," in Wiradjuri Elder 
Interviews, ed. Bernard Sullivan (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2016). 
184 Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner: Doing Critical Participatory 
Action Research.  
185 Stephen Kemmis, "Participatory Action Research and the Public Sphere," Educational Action 
Research 14, no. 4 (2006)., Pg 460-1 
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reflection and refinement as the projects progressed and reached completion, did 

benefit from a modified ongoing spiral of steps similar to an action research 

approach. This approach helped lead us to a place of overall shared understanding, 

as will be seen as the art and media explorations we developed together are 

described, that reached clarity of expression in the later projects such as the film 

Yindyamarra Yambuwan. We started with listening, observing and conversation, 

and going slow, as Ray pointed out. In addition, for me personally, I added 

another step to the end of each cycle of the spiral and as the end point of the entire 

project. I added the step I call “letting go”. This aims to counter the human 

tendency to claim everything as mine that has been developed with others. It is 

also a kind of reset button, which, empties the accumulated habits of thinking that 

build up as a project progresses, and, when this “letting go” is consciously and 

practically applied, creates a gift for the community involved. It brings me back to 

a place of not knowing, a place of humility from which listening and learning is 

better able to take place, which is also a gift in its own way. 

 

REAL 

Another variation that I have coined and used for many years in my own projects 

and interactions is what I call REAL: Reflect, Engage, Adjust, Let go. Reflect 

emphasises the need to be personally reflective before beginning and throughout 

the process, Engage is a space in which there is listening, conversation, and 

learning through this engagement, (look, listen, learn). Adjust is the iterative 

tweaking and refining according to reflection and learning through engaged 

experience. Letting go is, as discussed above, the reset button that enables another 

cycle to begin. 

 

Art based investigation and communication 

Graeme Sullivan makes a case for art investigation as a form of research. His 

broad overview of art as research encompasses many of the possibilities and 

advantages surrounding art practice as a way of investigation.186 He touches 

lightly on critical187 and collaborative188 approaches, but without great detail and 

                                                        
186 Graeme Sullivan, Art Practice as Research : Inquiry in the Visual Arts  (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: 
Sage Publications, 2005).  
187 Ibid., pg 62 
188 Ibid., pg 188-189 
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is focused on more conventional contemporary visual arts. However, some 

concepts, for example, his description of understanding practice, indicates ways 

art as an investigative process reveals meaning and supports the development of 

understanding. This fits well as part of our critical collaborative approach for the 

creative projects involved in this research. Sullivan lists four different 

understanding practices which contribute to a framework for conceptualizing art 

as research. The definitions given below are loosely paraphrased and altered for 

emphasis. In his view, visual arts knowledge is189: 

1. Transformative - knowledge is generated/uncovered through 

the ongoing iterative process of making art. 

2. Constructivist - knowledge emerges as a result of integrating 

theory and practice. 

3. Conceptual - knowledge involves individual thinking, 

reflecting, reacting and interacting with the social, cultural, 

political (and spiritual) dimensions of human experience. 

4. Contextual - the art produced becomes part of the broader 

community’s dialogues, understandings and interpretations. 

These four aspects are easily included in critical, socially orientated, collaborative 

approaches. We then learn how to create solutions for our shared areas of concern 

through a process of making art together. This may, or may not be, hands on, with 

roles for directors, digital and hand skills practitioners, advisors, and so on.  

 

It is a common stereotype that all Aboriginal people are artists, yet in our group 

the creative track record of those involved includes weavers and visual artists, 

songwriters and musicians, storytellers without exception, with universal 

enthusiasm and many substantial proposals for creative ways to express culture 

beyond the scope of this initial research from all concerned. Sullivan elsewhere 

indicates another aspect of art making (equally applicable for design) that is also 

useful in approaching the goals of this research, through the process of visual 

metaphor.190 I feel the projects we have created, in particular the film, 

Yindyamarra Yambuwan, show it is possible to utilize creative visual processes 

and media to represent or demonstrate key cultural ideas in ways that make them 

                                                        
189 Ibid., pg 100 
190 Ibid., pg 204 
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visible and communicable. Thinking in visual metaphors is an approach that I 

observed that the other collaborators are quite comfortable with. 

 

There are a number of participatory art methodologies and practices. Pablo 

Helguera in Education for Socially Engaged Art: A Materials and Techniques 

Handbook gives a precise and systematic account of potential tools and methods 

for socially engaged participatory art.191 Grant Kester, in The One and the Many, 

gives an overview that links participatory art with broader philosophical trends 

that are present in contemporary art generally, and he give examples of practical 

projects.192 These texts provided background early in the project when I was 

considering what our project would look like. I was looking for artists who are 

working with respect, more collaboratively, engaging with other participants’ 

lives and experiences in ways that are critical, socially and culturally informed, 

but without the baggage of charity, paternalism or cultural exploitation. I am 

particularly interested in projects that provide acknowledgement and recognition 

and lasting tangible benefits for those involved. Lasting benefit for the 

collaborators and their communities is an overriding consideration in the context 

of this doctorate. Participatory art practice with communities is also of interest for 

its potential to allow the investigation and its findings to be presented in a more 

open way, not as a standalone text, but as collaborative creative works in which 

multiple voices are arguably less mediated, more clearly conveyed and accessible 

to a wider audience than an academic paper.  

 

Artists such as Ai Weiwei,193 who actively utilises social media and mass 

participation with a focus on social justice, also provides a rich source of potential 

ways of working. Ai Weiwei has stated that he believes his most important art to 

be his life and stance.194 His art practice of strategic interventions is carefully 

situated in order to generate impact and ripples socially and politically, 

challenging power structures and injustice. Ai Weiwei’s work is conceptually 
                                                        
191 Pablo Helguera, Education for Socially Engaged Art: A Materials and Techniques Handbook  
(New York: Jorge Pinto Books 2011). 
192 Grant H Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context  
(Durham: Duke Universtiy Press, 2011). 
193 Anna Wallace-Thompson, "Chinese Dissident Artist Ai Weiwei on Responding to the Syrian 
Refugee Crisis and His New Life in Berlin," ARTSY, https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-
ai-weiwei-speaks-about-his-divisive-responses-to-the-syrian-refugee-crisis-lego-and-his-new-life-
in-berlin. 
194 Virginia Trioli, The Life and Art of Ai Weiwei, (Melbourne: ABC, 2016). 
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strong and provocative. Whatever media is involved, including social media, is 

used strategically so that it most effectively supports the message, which is often 

directly political. The art work aligns with and supports social justice issues, for 

example, for refugees, as when he wrapped the columns of the Konzerthaus in 

Berlin with 14000 refugee lifejackets from the Greek Island of Lesbos.195 The 

projects created in my doctoral research, are also art in support of a strategic 

realignment of social values. The stance associated with this research is of 

practical support, years of my life, that stands in solidarity with First Nations 

voices in our society. Yet this requires something more than promotion of social 

causes and peoples. It requires strategies for sharing one’s territory/authority as 

artist, even, depending on the project, withdrawing completely, but the question of 

a non-Aboriginal artist being invisibly present is also a vexed one, potentially as 

patronizing as any other way of working together. These processes require 

fundamental and continuous questioning of what an artist is and an awareness of 

how the results of what is created continue to ripple out into the world. In order to 

achieve the concerns of this research, the Elders/custodians are the artists, they are 

the researchers, but more than any role, they manage the direction, process and 

outcomes of whatever is created, centred in their world view and concerns, yet 

with the contributions of all valued and respected, and with my complete support.  

 

Jonathan Jones as example 
Wiradjuri/Gamilaroi artist Jonathan Jones has been a substantial influence in the 

formation of this project. His work demonstrates many of the traits I was looking 

for. This influence began when Nives Zalokar and I worked with Jonathan as 

technical support for three of the Aunts who were involved in our research, Aunty 

Joyce Hampton, Aunty Sandy Warren and Aunty Lorraine Tye, in the project 

Wagga Wagga Weaving Welcome. As demonstrated in videos made about the 

event,196 which we were also involved in, it is interesting to observe the way 

Jonathan, as a well known artist and curator, is able to use his profile to share the 

space, honour the Aunts, and work in a genuinely collaborative way. The Aunts 

initiated key aspects of the project, such as suggesting sandblasting the glass walls 

                                                        
195 Ai Weiwei, Konzerthaus installation Berlin, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-02-16/ai-
weiwei-uses-14000-life-jackets-to-highlight-refugee-plight/7171100 
196 Bernard Sullivan, "Wagga Airport Weaving Welcome," Sharing and Learning, 
https://sharingandlearning.com.au/2014/03/16/airport-project/. 
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of the airport as well as creating all the traditional elements in their weaving. This 

project also includes a welcome wall in Wiradjuri language, supported by Aunty 

Sandy Warren, Dr Uncle Stan Grant and Jonathan’s own efforts in Wiradjuri 

language.  

 

Jonathan has also been involved in a series of projects that challenge the roles of 

museums and champions the role of Elders as custodians of culture. The delicacy 

of how to represent traditional objects and tradition, as well as strategically and 

conceptually engage in contemporary art galleries, museums and public spaces, in 

ways that are both political and respectful to the traditions of First Nations 

peoples, are all carefully considered in Jonathan Jones’ work. Coinciding with the 

completion of my doctorate, Jonathan Jones’ current project is an installation at 

the site of The Garden Palace in Sydney’s Botanic Gardens.197 This building 

housed many Aboriginal artefacts gathered by the colonisers. It burnt to the 

ground in the 19th century and all the objects within were destroyed. Jonathan 

draws attention to these events and what was lost because of it: 

Thousands of bleached white shields will echo the masses of 

rubble - the only remnants of the building after the fire - raising 

the layered history and bones of the Garden Palace across the 

site. A native kangaroo grassland will form the heart of the 

installation which will be activated and enlivened by 

presentations of Indigenous language, performances, talks, 

special events and workshops each day.  

The project connects directly with many Indigenous 

communities in Sydney and greater south-east Australia, 

collaborating to reframe Australian history. The artwork takes 

its name, barrangal dyara, meaning ‘skin and bones’ from the 

local Sydney Gadigal language, on whose country the project 

will take place, with approval from the community.198 

What is particularly interesting about Jonathan’s work is the way he engages with 

communities to create his work and the balance he strikes between informing the 

                                                        
197 Jonathan Jones, "Project 32 Jonathan Jones," Kaldor Public Art Projects, 
http://kaldorartprojects.org.au/project-32-jonathan-jones. 
198 Ibid. 
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wider community about historical events, mourning what was lost, but also 

respecting and honouring what remains, what is being renewed.  

 

My research utilises what may be understood as art, and has created a substantial 

body of animation, photography, a film and books, yet, as with other elements 

involved in the research, what we created was a result of the combination of 

specific Elder priorities matched up with the creative and technical skills required 

to complete those priorities. The primary benefits of the creative projects, as 

opposed to say co-writing academic articles, included that it enabled the Elders’ 

active engagement and management throughout, demonstrated closer alignment 

with their ways of seeing and describing the world, and the products we created 

already have a track record of reaching their intended audience. Art based 

projects, done effectively, have the potential to be effective ways to communicate 

a range of information, from basic to the most subtle, as will be demonstrated in 

the number of projects to be documented in detail later in this chapter and in the 

related exhibition. The art, physical publishing and digital media created have all 

been dynamically shaped by the shared journey of the investigative processes 

involved, collaboratively, conceptually and technically. This includes the ongoing 

feedback we received in reception to what was created, trialled and distributed. 

Equally, working on creative projects together for the benefit of the Elders and the 

community helped make possible the type of conversations and embodied 

understanding that develops through hands on doing things together, and through 

being of service in this way. 

 

Identifying potential service projects 

For potential service projects a number of preliminary areas of concern were 

considered early in the research. The following thinking emerged in discussions 

early and helped frame the preliminary investigations. These considerations 

included: 

1. To support the empowerment of traditional custodians 

expressing their understanding of life and ways of being in 

ways that are of benefit to their people and all peoples. 

2. To value the life experiences of those who have managed to 

retain their dignity through the recent and colonial past 
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including through times of endurance and courage in the face of 

hardship, stories of reconciliation and healing. (The focus was 

not on “dreamtime” stories). 

3. To gather answers to questions such as: how do you live 

when life is difficult, what makes you resilient, how do you 

heal, how do you support others, and how do you maintain a 

sense of dignity, whatever the situation that arises in life? 

4. To highlight the role of language as a repository for this 

wisdom. 

5. To share aspects of traditional wisdom and ways of being 

that intrinsically enrich the world and are of potential benefit in 

the daily lives of the world’s peoples. 

6. To investigate how collaborative participatory art processes 

may empower and support the sharing of cultural custodians’ 

stories. 

7. To investigate how digital media tools may support the 

sharing of cultural custodians’ stories in ways that empower 

rather than disempower. 

These starting points evolved dynamically according to the concerns of the 

collaborators and were potential trigger areas that over time assumed much less 

prominence. As relationships developed and trust deepened, what was of genuine 

concern for those involved emerged and the more open the process and sharing 

became. It was found that questions, if they were there at all, came in response to 

listening, primarily aiming to clarify, and understand what the collaborators were 

expressing. 

 

Listening, conversations and creative service projects 

The first two years of the project were spent in listening and spending time with 

the Elders involved. This process relied heavily on processes that resemble what 

Italian sociologist Marianella Sclavi calls active listening. Sclavi has said:  

Listening is important. These days nobody is prepared to state 

the contrary and this is a great step forward because in the past 

it was not even an issue. However, putting theory into practice 

is another matter. In fact many of those who say they listen do 

not actually listen at all because theirs is a critical attitude, and 
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their way of listening is to pay attention to what the other is 

saying so they can evaluate him or her. This critical attitude is 

contrary to active listening.199 

Everyone thinks they listen, but this may mean we listen in order to judge. By 

doing so we close ourselves to understanding, shutting down our access to what is 

different in the other’s perception of the world. Sclavi describes seven rules for 

the art of listening: 

1. Never be in a hurry to reach conclusions. Conclusions are the 

most ephemeral part of your research. 

2. What you are seeing depends on your point of view. In order 

to see your point of view, you have to change it. 

3. In order to understand what another person is saying, you 

must assume that he/she is right and ask him/her to help you to 

understand how come it is so. 

4. The emotions are basic tools of knowledge if you understand 

that they speak a language of analogies and relationships. They 

don't tell you what you are looking at, but how you are looking 

at it. 

5. A good listener is an explorer of possible worlds. The signals 

which he or she finds most important are the ones that seem 

both negligible and annoying, both marginal and irritating, 

since they refuse to mesh with previous convictions and 

certainties. 

6. A good listener is happy to accept the self-contradictions that 

come to the fore in personal thoughts and interpersonal 

communications. Misunderstandings are accepted as occasions 

for entering the most exciting field of all: the creative 

management of conflicts. 

7. To become an expert in listening you must follow a 

humorous methodology. But when you have learnt how to 

listen, it is humour that will follow you.200 

In the projects that were undertaken in this research all these strategies for active 

listening were fairly intuitively employed, but it is useful to see these points as a 
                                                        
199 Marianella Sclavi, "A Good Listener Is an Explorer of Possible Worlds," Luxotica, 
http://www.luxottica.com/en/marianella-sclavi-good-listener-explorer-possible-worlds. 
200 "Seven Rules of the Art of Listening," Marianella Sclavi, 
https://sites.google.com/site/marianellasclavi/Home. 
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conscious list of strategies. The first point, conclusions are not as important as 

building relationships, learning to listen and understand, reflects our approach. 

Working together, conclusions gradually emerged as an organic process in an ever 

deepening investigation. The art of listening becomes central and transformative 

to the whole investigation. Point 2, “In order to see your point of view, you have 

to change it”, an attitude that questions familiarity with one’s own world view and 

beliefs, and transforms them, is particularly valuable in decentring the 

investigation from one of self interest, to one where understanding the 

perspectives of the Elders and their culture, and supporting the communication of 

these perspectives is the goal. This may include, for example, a change in thinking 

from considering one’s rights, to being able to act according to one’s 

responsibilities. The personal journey in this research included how much I could 

genuinely transform myself in order to better understand the perspectives of the 

Elders. Relating closely to Point 3, accepting the reality of the Elders as what 

needed to be understood and expressed in the projects has meant continuing to 

document with minimal judgment. My own and others’ emotional responses are a 

very good indicator of another layer of experience, an experience that can give 

clues to how to do things better, or how I am doing things the wrong way. 

Trusting what is unfamiliar as something new to learn is yet another clue. And, as 

for the last point, who could possibly work with the Aboriginal community 

without a shared sense of humour? Without it there would be no way to 

understand what is going on. 

 

A number of initial tasks were completed that were aimed at being of service, 

helping Elders get the things done that they felt needed doing. This resulted in the 

creation of family histories and language learning resources, including books, 

animations and videos. This period helped consolidate the questions that needed 

to be asked, yet the main task was to work on what the Elders identified as needed 

doing. This worked well for a number of reasons: 

1. By working with the Elders in a respectful way trust and 

relationships developed.  

2. An understanding of culture and respect gradually emerged. 

3. When engaged in service the research is not primarily 

focused on what is to be taken from the experience, an attitude 
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of giving helps reverse attitudes relating to inappropriate 

claiming of interactions as property. 

4. There is space and time for learning to occur with less 

presumptive framing of outcomes.  

Reflecting on these points some time after writing them, it seems that everything 

we have done has evolved out of the relationships that have developed over time, 

and with this, deeper understanding and trust. All that we have created is in large 

part a reflection of the relationships that have been established and maintained. 

What is important is demonstrated through our relationships and processes of 

working together. As human beings in focused collaborative relationships, there 

are multiple dimensions involved. It is important to have a sense of how these 

relationships are not just intellectual, or pragmatic and based on reciprocal 

advantage. Marianella Sclavi in her work on consensus building presents four 

spheres in which these dynamics are playing out (bold is Sclavi’s emphasis). 

These four spheres are:   

of interests, of values, of emotions and identities 

 

…centered on a shared trust that a new solution, unknown to all 

the participants, will be found, and that they will all like it.  

This requires a very special ethical and emotional 

commitment to be built from the beginning of the process and 

then kept alive and strengthened.  

The actors who are part of such a process must know and be 

willing to be the agents of an individual and social 

transformation. 201 

In the context of our research the emphasis is not on consensus but on shared 

willingness to understand and fulfil the goals of the Elders. Yet these four spheres, 

values, interests, identities, and emotions, are relevant for indicating the 

complexity of what is occurring. I would add a fifth sphere, relationships, to 

describe the way the other four are held together. 

 

                                                        
201 "The Consensus Building Approach: An Experience in Italy" (paper presented at the European 
Summer School in Local Government: Citizens’ Involvement in Local Policy-making, Turin, 
2007). 
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Language Learning videos 

The Wiradjuri language learning videos were one of the first service projects and 

were undertaken in a partnership with Dr Uncle Stan Grant.202 It involved 

videoing Uncle Stan so that the pronunciation could be accurately captured 

visually and built on the books and audio projects he had previously done. This 

was an interesting experience as we were all still getting to know one another, 

including Uncle Stan and the video crew, and more or less working out how to 

work together. At first Uncle Stan was very sceptical about working with a 

researcher. The camera was an additional complication. I think the main thing that 

proved I was serious was beginning to learn the language (this will be discussed 

in relation to the film Yindyamarra Yambuwan). I didn’t have much experience 

with this kind of video production and we were working with borrowed 

equipment in an unfamiliar studio. Nevertheless we managed to create dozens of 

videos as a useable series that show close ups of Uncle Stan’s mouth movements 

for sound and word pronunciation. Two examples are included in the exhibition 

Burambabirra Yindyamarra203. With hindsight, working in a full television studio 

in a situation where none of us were particularly comfortable or familiar, didn’t 

produce the best results. We did learn a lot about each other through the process 

of a week of filming, and we began to develop an understanding of how to work 

together. I started to absorb the language better, particularly while editing. Editing 

is a great way to learn about any subject, because it involves repeated viewing and 

listening. The utility of these videos is demonstrated by their continuing use in the 

Graduate Certificate in Wiradjuri Language, Culture and Heritage at Charles Sturt 

University, an aid in supporting the language learning for dozens of language 

students already and potentially many more into the future. 

 

Animations 

I documented the recent history of Australian First Nations language animations 

in an undergraduate essay in 2012 which was preparatory for the doctoral 

research. At that stage there had been a number of animations but, with some 

exceptions, not so much in language. The most well known animations were 

                                                        
202 Bernard Sullivan, "Wiradjuri Language Pronounciation Videos Series," in Wiradjuri 
Pronounciation videos, ed. Bernard Sullivan (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2013). 
203 "Learning Wiradjuri Book 1:  Wiradjuri Sounds Explained Chapter 1," in Wiradjuri Language 
Pronunciation videos, ed. Bernard Sullivan (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2013). 
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dreamtime stories made with mixed results. These included the Dust Echoes 

series produced in 2004 and 2007 which is made from audio of stories from 

Arnhem Land204 which were then animated in a number of styles by different 

teams of animators. In a similar vein, but with more cultural checks and balances, 

The Dreaming series took video and oral recordings of Elders telling stories on 

location.205 The protocol developed for engagement with Indigenous communities 

by Aboriginal Nations for The Dreaming project is concise and comprehensive: 

1. That the stories are recognised as a body of knowledge that is 

many thousands of years old. 

2. That the stories are sourced from the communities who own 

them. 

3. That the communities make their own decision on what 

stories they want to have animated. 

4. That the communities approve the story for animation. 

5. That the story represents the community and clan and is 

specifically placed geographically. 

6. Ownership and copyright of the story is always held by the 

nominated community council. 

7. That the content of the animation including artist’s style be 

approved by the community at all key production stages. 

8. That the story provided by the community is not rewritten or 

changed unless approved and endorsed by the community. 

9. That the community be paid industry standard rates and 

receive royalties from revenues. 

10. That Indigenous people design and participate in the 

creation of the animation at all stages of production.206 

This appears to be a solid checklist for a right way approach to making animation 

with Aboriginal communities. When it comes to language animations there are a 

number of additional considerations. For example will the production processes 

and distribution help with the passing on and learning of the language? For this 

reason, the animation Wadu Matyidi, 2010, emerging as a direct initiative from 

the Elders and younger participants of an Adnyamathanha language class in South 

                                                        
204James Calvert et al., "Dust Echoes," in Dust Echoes (ABC, 2004, 2007).  
205 Keith Salvat et al., The Dreaming, (Sydney: Aboriginal Nations Australia, 2004). Video 2 
206 http://www.thedreamingstories.com.au/ 
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Australia seeking to keep their language alive was of particular interest.207 With 

animation produced by Vishus Productions,208 this project created beautiful 

animation and utilized the skills of trained non-Indigenous 3D animators and 

leveraged this with strong community involvement. Three children from the 

community wrote the script, became the voices and, to a certain extent, the 

characters for the animation, with their language closely supervised by an Elder. 

The animation team worked with the typical collaborative process of 

storyboarding and previsualisation which heavily involved the community. In 

other words the usual processes of preparing an animation can work towards a 

shared understanding and be part of collaborative approach. As part of the process 

Vishus employed Indigenous animator Nunya Glazbrook who undertook training 

at the Australian Film Television and Radio School before taking her place as an 

animator in the team.209 It appears that there was considerable sense of 

community confidence and ownership over the end product and was a major event 

in the lives of the children involved.  

 

The Sea Turtle and The Osprey 2011,210 is a 3D animation in language that came 

about as a collaboration between the Yanyuwa elders, anthropologist Assoc. Prof. 

John Bradley, from Monash University, and animator Brent McKee. Since then 

Bradley and McKee have been involved with a number of Nations making 

animations of increasing sophistication based on stories of cultural significance in 

language including Marlukarra Ngarrkadabawurr Karnanganjanyi (Emu Hunters 

of Excellence), 2015 211, Purdiwan (Pretty One) 2014212 based on a song, both 

with the Garrwa people in the NT, and Winjara Wiganhanyin (Why We All Die), 

                                                        
207 Sonja Vivienne and Marjo Stroud, "Wadu Matyidi," (Vimeo2010).making of documentary 
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2015213 and Yagun Gulinj Wiinj (How Man Found Fire), 2016214 with the 

Taungurung people from central Victoria. What is interesting about these 

animations is that they bring together language revitalization, important cultural 

stories and community involvement. They are visualized in 3D, with a degree of 

technical accuracy and increasingly, beauty. According to the credits there 

appears to be increasing community engagement in the producing, cultural and 

performance aspects of these animations, including the voice work. 

 

Other recent animations that promote identity and cultural understanding include a 

series of 2016 animations produced by KidsMatter, working with The Central 

Australian Aboriginal Media Association (CAAMA) that aim to promote the 

social and emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal children.215 There are twelve 

animations on three major themes cultural identity, adults taking care of 

themselves, and resilience.216 Given the aims and sensitivities of the topics of the 

animations, it is understandable that a team at KidsMatter worked closely with a 

group of Aboriginal consultants. There was an emphasis on getting the process 

right, with initial consultations on the stories followed up and refined as the 

project progressed. As cultural consultant Ronnie Briggs expressed it:  

I must admit, at the very beginning it wasn’t easy. Lisa and the 

team have done a great job to listen, they listen and they 

changed it. We were connected to that through the whole 

process of the making of those films and that is the way it 

should have been.217  

The animations involved in this project offer a simple no frills style that mixes 

photographic images, and what look to be digitally painted figures, with simple 

animation. Interestingly this mix of photography and cartoon is similar to the 

styles we trialled for the three Wiradjuri Words and Phrases language animations 

that we created in 2015. 

                                                        
213 "Winjara Wiganhanyin (Why We All Die)," in Monash Country Lines Archive (Melbourne: 
Monash University, 2015). 
214 "Yagun Gulinj Wiinj (How Man Found Fire)," in Monash Country Lines Archive (Melbourne: 
Monash University, 2016). 
215 KidsMatter, "Aboriginal Animations: About the Animations and Themes," KidsMatter, 
https://www.kidsmatter.edu.au/atsi-resources/aboriginal-animations/animations-and-themes. 
216 Ibid. 
217 "Aboriginal Animations: Supporting the Social and Emotional Wellbeing of Aboriginal 
Children," KidsMatter, https://www.kidsmatter.edu.au/atsi-resources/aboriginal-animations. 
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Wiradjuri Language Animations 

The Wiradjuri language animations made during the doctorate, seven completed 

in total, were the result of a strong partnership with Dr Uncle Stan Grant, building 

on his existing audio work. He gave the direction that he wanted the animations to 

be contemporary and fun, appealing to children. He is a great fan of the Spanish 

language learning cartoon, Dora the Explorer.218 We had a very limited budget. 

This led to a direction from me, as producer with experience in animation, to 

include a focus on technical aspects of animation, calling for the stories to be told 

in simple ways, relatively quick to produce, and still be of quality. One hope was 

to uncover ways of working that would be efficient and reproducible for volume 

in later potentially expanded projects. This was a challenge given that animation 

is not that quick at best and, because of this, relatively expensive to produce, for 

example, in relation to simple video. The relationships between Uncle Stan, and 

the other collaborators, including the non-Aboriginal animators, were important, 

and, I believe, resulted in a positive experience for all concerned. Animator Tim 

Amaro completed two of the first round of song animations as community 

projects for the Charles Sturt University animation degree, with myself working 

as producer and liaison with Uncle Stan. Pam Readford was working as a lecturer 

in animation at CSU and we commissioned her, with a small grant from the NSW 

Centre for Aboriginal Language Co-ordination and Development (CALCD) board 

to complete two more. I had worked with both of the animators enough to know 

their skills and temperaments and we had good professional relationships. I 

approached them to be involved one to two years before the animations were 

commenced. My understanding of the language helped a lot. Animation has a 

culture of collaboration and developing ideas together, at least in most 

professional studios, for example, the culture at Pixar studios as documented in 

the book by the president of Pixar Animation, Ed Catmull, Creativity Inc. 

Overcoming the Unseen forces that stand in the way of true Inspiration.219 This 

was also part of the culture in the CSU animation degree. This is a natural fit with 

our approach to working with the Elders. At first there were some difficulties 

                                                        
218 Chris Gifford, Valerie Walsh, and Eric Weiner, "Dora the Explorer," (Nickelodeon, CBS, Nick 
Jr., 2000 - 2015). 
219 Ed Catmull, Creativity Inc. Overcoming the Unseen Forces That Stand in the Way of True 
Inspiration  (Kindle). 
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reading storyboards and animatics, part of the standard process of developing 

shared understanding in animation, but we gradually became better at integrating 

this into our discussions and showing the embryonic ideas better. The two 

animators were formally introduced to the Elders, and everyone else, and became 

an important part of a close team. Pam, who grew up in Dubbo, told me that she 

felt that her attitudes to Wiradjuri people were transformed by being involved in 

this project and was proud that her nieces and nephews were learning Wiradjuri in 

their school with the support of her animations. Tim, who grew up in Griffith, has 

a good understanding of the culture, is easy to get along with, and works hard. 

What this experience showed me was clear evidence of what comes when positive 

relationships are developed in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal partnerships like 

this. The songs were spectacularly successful with publicity for the animations on 

media outlets all over the country. DVDs of the songs are in most schools and 

many preschools in Wiradjuri country, they are played regularly on YouTube220 

and are a favourite resource for Wiradjuri language teachers. The songs were 

shown as part of a workshop at the Australian Animation Festival in 2014 with 

co-presentations from Uncle Ray Woods, Uncle Stan Grant, myself, and the 

animators. The animations, with the presence of the Elders and the Wiradjuri 

understanding of the world, became an important part of the festival, yet another 

ripple of changes in perception and understanding that went well beyond the 

Wiradjuri community. 

 

There are a number of features to these animations that are worth further detailed 

comment. These songs were recorded by Uncle Stan and a group of musicians 

including Dr John Rudder several years earlier. By animating them we added 

something that increased their value and exposure, making them available to a 

new wider audience. As mentioned, the animators and I were conscious of finding 

quick ways of working. Pam’s first animation Minyang Nginha - What’s This, 

2014 221 made use of a lot of frame by frame line drawing, which looks beautiful, 

but is relatively slow to draw.  

                                                        
220 Pam Readford, "Gulambali Wibiyanha Galingga - Pelican Sitting on the Water," (Sharing and 
Learning, 2014).YouTube version https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cX-r7WP-KiM 
221 "Minyang Ningha - What's This?," (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2014). 
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Figure 3: Minyang Nginha - What’s This?, animation frame, Pam Readford, Sharing and Learning, 2014 

 

In her second animation, Gulambali wibiyanha galingga - Pelican sitting on the 

water, 2014222, Pam responded to the need to find ways to animate more quickly. 

She made use of more cut out style, added fill colours and more complex 

backgrounds, and only animated carefully selected movements to show character.  

 

 
Figure 4: Gulambali wibiyanha galingga - Pelican sitting on the water, animation frame, Pam Readford, 

Sharing and Learning, 2014 

 

                                                        
222 "Gulambali Wibiyanha Galingga - Pelican Sitting on the Water." 
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Figure 5: Gulambali wibiyanha galingga - Pelican sitting on the water, animation frame, Pam Readford, 

Sharing and Learning, 2014 

 

While Pam was doing these experiments I also trialled a number of ways of 

working to find ways to animate that would be efficient, but also appealing to a 

range of intended audiences. Simple young children’s animations may call for one 

solution, but some songs, for example a beautiful traditional song which is 

partially animated, Burralgang waganha buguwinydya - Brolga dancing in the 

grass, which will be completed after the doctorate, seems likely to appeal to a 

more general audience, with a traditional hand drawn look that is labour intensive 

to complete, but suits the material. 

 

Tim’s two song animations, Balang, gaanha, bungangbu, burrami – Head 

shoulders knees and toes, 2014223 and Yamandhu Marang – Are you well?, 

2014224 , were completed as part of a requirement to complete community projects 

during the final year of his animation degree.  

                                                        
223 Tim Amaro, "Balang, Gaanha, Bungangbu, Burrami - Head, Shoulders Knees and Toes," 
(2014). 
224 "Yamandhu Marang - Are You Well?," (2014). 
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Figure 6: Balang, Gaanha, Bungangbu, Burrami - Head, Shoulders Knees and Toes, animation frame, Tim 

Amaro, Sharing and Learning, 2014 

 

 
Figure 7: Yamandhu Marang – Are you well?, animation frame, Tim Amaro, Sharing and Learning, 2014 

 

Tim has great skills for funny quirky two dimensional character animation using 

Toon Boom Harmony software. His whole class knew the songs by heart by the 

end of the year. Uncle Stan is “over the moon” with the three child characters that 

Tim developed for these animations. The potential of arts based community 

service learning, though not of this kind of project, working with undergraduate 
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students, has a developing literature.225 We believe this project was mutually 

beneficial and also provides lasting benefit to the community. Aside from the 

ongoing relationships which developed, Tim received widespread media coverage 

for his animations, quality material for his show reel, the experience of a 

professional real world production for a client, and learned to work in a cultural 

context. The Wiradjuri community has gained the lasting value of the animations 

and Uncle Stan has been very happy with the results.  

 

Wiradjuri Language Words and Phrases Animations 

In the songs we had Uncle Stan’s voice at the centre of the project. We were 

encouraged by other collaborators to work with his voice at the centre, as they 

were conscious that he is one of the last fluent speakers to grow up with the 

language. (There are many new Wiradjuri speakers now and the language is 

growing rapidly). In 2015, after completing his degree, Tim worked with me on 

three new animations. In these animations, which Tim and I co-directed in 2015, 

we aimed to work fast and still create something of quality that drew on the 

legacy of Uncle Stan’s work. These animations were based on previously 

recorded audio of Uncle Stan speaking Wiradjuri words and phrases and his wife 

Aunty Betty Grant speaking the English translations. I cut the audio and arranged 

it into three different scenarios, visual stories, that happened in a kind of retro 

1960s world. The two main characters, based on Uncle Stan and Aunty Betty, 

were sketched by me and then refined in Tim’s style. The three animations each 

happen in a different location and are titled, In the Kitchen,2015226 Meeting at a 

Café, 2015227 and A Walk by the River, 2015228 

 

                                                        
225 Brydie-Leigh  Bartleet et al., "Enhancing Indigenous Content in Arts Curricula through Service 
Learning with Indigenous Communities," (Griffith University, Curtin University, University of 
Sydney, University of Western Sydney, 2014). 
226 Bernard Sullivan and Tim Amaro, "In the Kitchen," in Wiradjuri Language: Useful Words and 
Phrases Vol 1 (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2015). 
227 "Meeting at a Cafe," in Wiradjuri Language: Useful Words and Phrases Vol 1 (Wagga Wagga: 
Sharing and Learning, 2015). 
228 "A Walk by the River," in Wiradjuri Language: Useful Words and Phrases Vol 1 (Wagga 
Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2015). 
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Figure 8: In the Kitchen, animation frame, Bernard Sullivan and Tim Amaro, Sharing and Learning, 2015 

 

 
Figure 9: Meeting at a Café, animation frame, Bernard Sullivan and Tim Amaro, Sharing and Learning, 

2015  

 

This again put Uncle Stan, in this cartoon form, at the centre of the resource 

development. The backgrounds are often photographic, and the characters are 2D 

cartoon style with bright colours, with a range of simple animation techniques.  
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Figure 10: A Walk by the River, animation frame, Bernard Sullivan and Tim Amaro, Sharing and Learning, 

2015  

 

Even in this cartoon style there was a need to represent the Elder with respect. We 

left one shot out where the character falls over. It didn’t feel right. In contrast to 

our success with the earlier animations the interest in these three animations has 

been slow, though we remain hopeful. The songs were accessible, catchy, and 

entertaining, no matter what the language level of the viewer. The Wiradjuri 

Words and Phrases animations require a much higher level of language use, aimed 

at a more intermediate conversation level, and the group who can make use of 

them is much smaller, at least for now.  

 

Upon reflection, for potential new projects, I would focus on creating new scripts 

and scenarios, and record new sound, working with Elders such as Uncle Stan and 

language teachers, and develop it with them step by step as a collaborative 

process, with cultural values at the centre. I am convinced that storyboard 

processes and a typical collaborative animation workflow have lots of potential 

for this kind of project. Working with language teachers, including on animations 

that they propose, would provide a number of benefits including that it would be 

more likely to be utilized by them as a tool they directly use and feel ownership 

of. From a language learning scaffolding point of view we would consider 

creating characters that enter into a range of simple scenarios, which gradually 

becoming more complex in language. We would focus on stories with cultural 
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resonance that would be enhanced by being in language and not only focused on 

the technical aspects of learning language. These stories, potentially from Elders, 

could be traditional, or from their own lives. Language learning processes could 

occur as part of the production, for example, training in language for community 

member voice actors and script writers, or community art and animation 

workshops involving language learning. Involvement by community in whatever 

aspects of the production fit their skills and interests is always a priority. Time, 

cost and effort will all usually be an issue with animation. I believe the projects 

that will most benefit from high production values are the ones that are most 

designed to inspire the community. There is also a need for simple visual story 

telling to visually convey the nuts and bolts of learning to speak and understand 

language. Considerations for simple animation, of whatever style, include simple 

movements and reusable components such as characters and walk cycles which 

are in most trained animators’ toolkits.  

 

Elder oriented publishing projects 

The first of the service projects to start were family history book projects. These 

weren’t that efficient at gathering information quickly, but over the duration of the 

project they gathered incredible detail about the lives of those involved that I 

don’t believe could have been gained in any other way. I feel I know the Aunts 

involved almost as well as I know my own family. The premise is that cultural 

knowledge is not simply from ancient history. Two centuries of disruption and 

dispossession, as terrible as they have been, are also potential new sources of 

wisdom, depending on what has been learnt from the experience, and this 

emerged in the projects and interviews. The participants sought to rebuild fragile 

threads of kinship and culture, not only to connect with the ancient past, but with 

a conscious focus on what has happened over the last two hundred years, across 

time and relocation, from place to place, to ensure future generations retained 

their sense of identity. It is a very traditional approach that, when a relationship is 

defined, the social roles/responsibilities are also defined, and Nives and I took our 

place, as family, within this understanding of the world. This is understood in 

northern Australia, where kinship systems are more intact, but it would be a 

mistake to think that aspects of kinship and relationships systems don’t continue 
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to be important in the southern states as well, these things vary from family to 

family, Elder to Elder. 

 

The family history aspects of our project involved working closely with Aunty 

Joyce Hampton, a senior Ngiyampaa elder living in Wagga Wagga, and Aunty 

Lorraine Tye, a Wiradjuri Elder living at Uranquinty. These projects were chosen 

because this is what these Elders wanted to achieve and needed supported. 

Additionally, other collaborators in the research felt that the Aunts involved had 

significant stories to tell which were of wider significance to the community. In 

learning about the lives of these two Aunts in such detail, detail that would never 

be possible in simpler interviews, or over a shorter time frame, we learnt about 

aspects of Aboriginal experiences in NSW that were specific and unique, but 

which were also of importance in how they reflected the broader experience of 

their Nations. At this point, at the end of the doctorate, Aunty Joyce’s book is 

complete and Aunty Lorraine’s is still in progress with much of the material, 

including text compiled from interviews and photographs, ready to be included in 

the book to come. Aunty Lorraine has copies of everything that we have collected 

together and the future of the material is in her hands, yet my responsibility, my 

commitment to her, is to continue with her until her book is complete or she 

chooses to withdraw from the project. There was relatively slow progress on these 

texts partly because they happened in tandem with the other commitments related 

to the research, notably the language work. I also underestimated how they would 

expand in scope. They are remarkable and complex stories.  

 

Aunty Joyce’s story (PDF supplied) 

Aunty Joyce’s story is filled with cultural and historically significant details and 

includes the complex migration from Carowra Tank, to the banks of the Darling 

River at Menindee mission in the north west of NSW, through the more central 

NSW towns such as Murrin Bridge and West Wyalong, to Wagga Wagga in 

southern NSW, with a large extended family spread across the state, many of 

whom we visited. Perhaps it is true of any life that if studied in detail it unfolds 

exponentially, but perhaps not all are as unique and also representative as Aunty 

Joyce’s.  
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Figure 11: Menindee Mission Layout, 1949, from Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, Joyce Hampton, 

2016, pg 16-17 

 

Our journeys with Aunty Joyce included a trip to Menindee and another to Murrin 

Bridge and Euabalong. These trips were essential for understanding her life in a 

deeper way and what was important to her. Observing Aunty Joyce on Country 

was to see someone with their full vitality on display, fully alive. 

 
Figure 12: Aunty Joyce walking at what’s left of Trida Station, photo by Nives Zalokar,  

from Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, Joyce Hampton, 2016. pg 52-53 
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We gathered an extensive amount of material that now forms a photographic 

book229, with historic, family and contemporary photography, and examples of her 

artwork, with Aunty Joyce as the guide describing her journey in her words - part 

of the creative body of work with this doctoral project (PDF provided), and a 

feature in the exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra. 

 
Figure 13: Drawing of Menindee Mission by Aunty Joyce,  

and with Aunty Beryl Carmichael on the bank of the Darling River photo by Bernard Sullivan, 

 from Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, Joyce Hampton, 2016, pg 14-15. 

 

As such, the book is the primary and last word on this. This thesis and the 

exhibition simply seek to draw attention to why this is the case, how we worked 

together, and what we learned from the experience. Aunty Joyce’s life history 

project began modestly, as is Aunty Joyce’s approach. However, over time, piece 

by piece, we put together a story that traces some of the important events that 

shaped the history of Aboriginal peoples in Western NSW in the Twentieth 

century. This includes the story of Carowra Tank, where her parents who were 

married, a remote resettlement camp that included many people with first 

generation contact with settlers in far west NSW between Cobar and Ivanhoe.230  

                                                        
229 Hampton, Menindee Girl: The Story of My Life. 
230 Ibid., pg  
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Figure 14: Photos of Carowra Tank and Aunty Joyce’s parents’ wedding day,  

from Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, Joyce Hampton, 2016. 

 

When the water supply ran dry, according to stories sang dry by three 

Clevermen,231 the people there were moved by truck, some going to Wilcannia 

and some to Menindee Mission. Many families, not realizing what was going on, 

were separated and in some cases did not know their missing relatives were alive 

in the other place for decades.232 Aunty Joyce’s family moved to Menindee 

Mission where Aunty Joyce was born. Aunty Joyce’s mother died when Aunty 

Joyce was a small child, from tuberculosis, as many did during that time at 

Menindee. Some describe Menindee as a terrible place where a lot of people 

died.233 For Aunty Joyce, however, as can be seen in her book234, it was a 

beautiful magical place where she learnt from the Elders and played with her 

friends including Aunty Beryl Carmichael. Aunty Joyce was raised by her 

grandparents with her father working on stations doing stock work as a fencer, 

rabbiter and at times as a manager.235  

                                                        
231 Hampton and Carmichael, "Menindee Elder Conversation." 
232 Ibid. 
233 Eliza Kennedy and Tamsin Donaldson, "Coming up out of the Nhaalya: Reminiscences of the 
Life of Eliza Kennedy," Aboriginal History 6(1982). 
234 Hampton, Menindee Girl: The Story of My Life. 
235 Ibid., pg 46-47 
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Figure 15: Aunty Joyce’s drawings of her father’s working life and  

with a rabbit trap like her Dad would have used, photo by Bernard Sullivan, 

 from Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, Joyce Hampton, 2016., pg 46-47 

 

Aunty Joyce listened attentively to Ngiyampaa as a child and understands it. She 

does not speak it, but it is alive within her, an inner whisper, silent to us, but very 

much part of her. 

 
Figure 16: Murrin Bridge drawing by Joyce Hampton, 

 from Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, Joyce Hampton, 2016., pg 66-67  
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After some time at Menindee, in 1949, most of the people on the mission were 

moved to Murrin Bridge, on the promise of work that never eventuated, and 

Aunty Joyce went with them.  

 

 
Figure 16: Photo of Singleton Bible College taken when Aunty Joyce was there. She thinks she is the one 

standing in the centre eating an apple, from Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, Joyce Hampton, 2016. pg 

68-69 

 

From there she went to Bible College in Singleton, before becoming homesick 

and returning home.236 It wasn’t long before she met her husband Harold 

Hampton at Murrin Bridge and they were married there.237 The family moved 

gradually east for work and with the promise of better housing and opportunities. 

When Harold passed away, the family came back to his parent’s place at 

Euabalong near Murrin Bridge.238  

 

Eventually as the children became teenagers the family moved to a housing 

commission house in West Wyalong239 and then later to Wagga Wagga240 where 

Aunty Joyce has now lived for many years. 

                                                        
236 Ibid., pg 68-69 
237 Ibid., pg 70-71 
238 Ibid., pg 82-93 
239 Ibid., pg 96-99 
240 Ibid., pg 115-117 
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Figure 17: The Lachlan River at Euabalong, Photos by Nives Zalokar and Bernard Sullivan, 

from Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life, Joyce Hampton, 2016. pg 86-87 

 

Aunty Joyce’s life traces the journey of many people from the far west of the state 

including Ngiyampaa and Paakantji, who, within the twentieth century, were 

moved onto camps for the first time, became part of the Aboriginal missions and 

reserves system, and then, with the Resettlement period of the 1970s, moved to 

major inland centres like Dubbo and Wagga Wagga with the promise of jobs, 

better housing and education opportunities for their children. In this time they 

were moved off their Country, language was actively discouraged and significant 

aspects of culture, kinship and identity were lost. Yet Aunty Joyce, in the way she 

carries herself, in the way she describes her story in an understated way, still 

holds much of her culture and history. She represents the continuation of her 

culture, she is strongly connected to Country, she draws strength from it, as can be 

seen when she goes home to Menindee. The large digital print of her walking 

towards the camera at Trida in the exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra 

illustrates this strength.241 Within her is not just who she is in Wagga, it is the 

connection to all the peoples and places of her life’s journey, ultimately stretching 

back through her to her Ngiyampaa ancestors and their country. She provides 

evidence of the continuation of the web of interconnection to family, culture and 

country that for her now stretches all over NSW.  
                                                        
241 Nives Zalokar, Aunty Joyce at Trida, 2014. 2000mm x 1000 mm. Sharing and Learning. 
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I had previously interviewed Aunty Joyce about her life in audio form, but she is 

so quietly spoken it became obvious that there was much more that she herself 

wanted to tell and express. It was a matter of creating the environment to support 

her do this. As Nives and Aunty Joyce are such great friends, typically, on the 

days we worked together they sat together, with Nives transcribing Aunty Joyce’s 

words directly. With images, which included historical photos, photos that we had 

taken for Aunty Joyce, and Aunty Joyce’s drawings. Nives would sit with Aunty 

Joyce in front of the computer and they would arrange the images in Adobe 

InDesign. Nives was learning Adobe InDesign with instruction from me as we 

went along. As the drafts progressed I was more and more involved. Aunty Joyce 

would look through the latest layout and we would add in text at her prompting, 

typically adding to her memories related to each page. The informal placing and 

writing process meant there was quite a lot of readjusting and checking needed 

when it came to producing the print ready work, however, it also meant that 

Aunty Joyce had a high degree of say over the look of the final project. When we 

attended a university function one day, an academic with a history in publishing 

saw a draft on the iPad and said to Nives and I, I think it could all be arranged 

differently, Aunty Joyce, sitting quietly nearby, who had it just the way she 

wanted it, whispered in my ear, said something like, “I don’t think so, I don’t 

think we’ll listen to that.” I am sure that the academic involved had no idea how 

much the book was Aunty Joyce’s work, at times hands on, and at others as the 

overall project director. 

 

Aunty Lorraine’s story 

The process unfolded in an organic way. Prior to the commencement of the 

research Aunty Lorraine had made an Artist’s book of her family history. This 

was a project she had worked on previously and she wanted to take it further. The 

first step was photographing her physical book and making it digital, something 

she could show on her iPad. It became clear that as insightful and creative as her 

first book was it was only a part of the story she wanted to tell. This story evolved 

steadily but slowly, needing to be uncovered and rediscovered, and for an artist 

like Aunty Lorraine, creatively imagined along the way. There is a video 

interview with Aunty Lorraine included as part of the exhibition Burambabirra 
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Yindyamarra.242 The interview emerged after more than a year of weekly 

meetings and conversations, and after earlier interviews, which we, together, 

decided were not so successful. In part during this process, it appeared to me, 

Aunty Lorraine was learning to tell her story on camera. Aunty Lorraine and 

Aunty Joyce would come to our house weekly for nearly two years. Typically 

before and after lunch Aunty Joyce would sit with Nives and Aunty Lorraine 

would sit with me. A younger woman than Aunty Joyce, taking on her public role 

as an Elder, Aunty Lorraine’s story is very much still being lived and discovered. 

Because her Wiradjuri identity was hidden from her throughout her early life, I 

had a sense it was hard for her to articulate. By talking about it together we started 

to find ways to describe her experiences and I was able to ask better questions 

based on my growing understanding. It has been interesting to watch Aunty 

Lorraine gradually find the words and the confidence to tell her story more fully. 

The interview benefited from the many conversations we had before we recorded 

it. I have come to know her life history very well. We both thought of the 

interview as primarily just more source material for the book we will still 

ultimately create. Through it, and other interviews that we have collected, we are 

progressively building the content for the book. We also have a number of 

contemporary and historical photos and location videos that all add to these 

resources. 

 

Aunty Lorraine’s childhood was significantly affected by contracting polio as a 

young child and subsequently spending many years living away from her home at 

the Far West Home in Manly.  

I came home, I might stay home six months, I might’ve stayed 

home twelve months and then I’d go back for another couple of 

years at a time. I think the shortest amount of time I was there 

was twelve months and I just went backwards and forwards 

until I was fourteen…243 

                                                        
242 Tye, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Aunty Lorraine Tye." 
243 Ibid. 
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This is a different story to the Stolen Generations stories244 but it did involve 

many years in an institution, isolation from family, and learning to overcome 

personal hardship. 

…we were more or less our own little family even though it 

was a different family way of life. We didn’t have the mums, 

the dads, we had sisters and doctors. They were our sort of 

authority of who told us what to do. I found it very hard when I 

did come home to actually fit into family life.245 

Her story is one of resilience, creativity and a slow awakening of the importance 

of her Wiradjuri identity, which she has tenaciously pursued over many years. 

Lorraine’s father provided an example that she looks back on, with hindsight, 

remembering him as her primary understanding of what it is to be Wiradjuri: 

Dad was a very quiet man, he never said much. I can never 

remember him actually going crook on any of us, he just had to 

look, he had this look and we knew that we’d done wrong. He 

had a presence about him. He was a very proud man. 

Everything had to be, his shoes had to be spotless, his clothes 

had to be spotless. He didn’t have to have a lot of things, he 

used to say to us you don’t have to have a lot of money in your 

pocket, you just have to look like you have. And it was his, the 

way he carried himself, very proud…246 

After her father died, it was wanting to know more about him that led Aunty 

Loraine to her father’s first cousin, Alma Pearsall, who knew him as a boy at Rye 

Park.  

…in a funny way I was very close to my Dad but I didn’t really 

know a great deal about him, he never talked about his 

background, where he came from, who his Mum and Dad were, 

so I decided that I’d really look into that and I actually found a 

first cousin of Dad, Alma Pearsall; she was Alma Russell and 

                                                        
244 Peter Kabaila, Home Girls: Cootamundra Aboriginal Home Girls Tell Their Stories  (Canberra: 
Black Mountain Projects, 2012). 
245 Tye, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Aunty Lorraine Tye." 
246 Ibid. 
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Alma has been fantastic in filling in all the gaps that I didn’t 

have. She knew Dad, she knew Dad as a kid…247 

Through meeting and spending time with her cousin Aunty Lorraine was able to 

piece together other parts of the puzzle. Lorraine’s family was one of very few 

now openly known to be Aboriginal in mid twentieth century Wagga Wagga. Her 

grandfather, his wife and children lived for a time on North Wagga Island in a hut 

with one of the Chinese market gardeners, eventually taking over the gardens.  

…they lived at Tintown on the Wiradjuri reserve and there was 

a market garden at the island at North Wagga and it was run by 

Chinese people and I believe that Dad and Pop worked for them 

to start with and then they eventually took the market garden 

over.  They had that, must’ve had that for quite a few years 

because Dad was shearing, but he was also doing the market 

garden when Mum and Dad got married in 1945. They were 

married and they had the market garden then.248 

Aunty Lorraine’s father, Albert, between shearing contracts, continued market 

gardening for many years. Life as shearers, for her father, his brothers and 

cousins, was typical of many Aboriginal families in Western NSW and the 

Riverina during the twentieth century. The many Aboriginal people who worked 

in ways that formed important parts of the settler society becomes clearer as these 

family histories are told. In every life recorded as part of this research there are 

family members with hard lives as rural workers. These stories need to be visible. 

I recall one historian confidently telling me that there were no Aboriginal 

residents of Wagga prior to the resettlement time in the early seventies (when 

Aunty Joyce arrived in Wagga). Making stories such as these visible reveals the 

underpinnings of identity for Aunty Lorraine, but also challenges the society in 

which she lives to question its perceptions of itself. The work with Aunty 

Lorraine helped me learn several things. For someone who is discovering her 

culture as an adult and putting their story together, it is very much about 

constructing identity out of fragments and creatively assembling the story out of 

these pieces of evidence. Aunty Lorraine’s story demonstrates how this can be 

done. Aunty Lorraine also demonstrates that, as part of a revitalization of culture, 
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identity can be rediscovered and presented back to one’s self and others in ways 

that reaffirms Wiradjuri place and ongoing connection.  

Queen Caroline Chisholm was my great great grandmother, she 

was born to a Bridget, well we think it was Bridget Collins and 

John Chisholm. Queen Caroline had this, well I imagine that 

she had the same sort of presence that my Dad had, the same 

very, how would you put it, regal type. 

 

Q: Dignified maybe? 

 

A: Yeah, dignified that’s the word. Yes, dignified presence; 

that’s how I see her in my mind. 249 

 

Figure 18: Aunty Lorraine’s Great Great Grandmother, Caroline Chisholm.  

Queen Caroline Chisholm, digital print of a photo from Aunty Lorraine’s private collection, Burambabirra 

Yindyamarra exhibition. 

 

Through linking her story back to her Great Great Grandmother the Wiradjuri 

matriarch Caroline Chisholm, and tracing the stories of the intervening 

generations, Aunty Lorraine reveals the missing pieces as she follows the 

transition from traditional people to contemporary Wiradjuri life, continuing 

amidst the settlers. Aunty Lorraine is recreating, including through a kind of 
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 121 

creative imagining and visualization, a sense of identity which includes how to 

carry oneself, how to be Wiradjuri. Aunty Lorraine’s creativity, integral to her 

identity and way of expressing herself, becomes a strong tool for telling her story 

in a way that shows her identity as a strong, resilient and creative Wiradjuri 

woman: 

I’ve always worked in a creative type way, not as a write down 

a book type thing, right from when I was in the Far West craft. 

Working with my hands was always there, because I’d spent so 

much time in bed, I mean sometimes I’d spend twelve months 

in bed, you couldn’t get out so you’d have to do things with 

your hands and I did a lot of craft work there. So when I got 

into the family history side of things I wanted to know the 

culture and the heritage but I didn’t really know how to write 

that down, so to me it had to be a visual type book, not a written 

book and that was how I started…250  

Like Aunty Joyce, Aunty Lorraine is motivated to write for her grandchildren, to 

provide the information to them which provides a kind of evidence of their 

identity: 

…mainly for my grandchildren so that they would know 

exactly where they come. I never wanted them to wonder. My 

great grandfather, where was he from, what was his name, what 

did he do, when he was a kid, where did he live?  Those type 

questions were always important to me and I want them to just 

be able to open something up and find all the information 

there.251  

These family history stories show the evolving interconnections of identity, 

culture and country through the twentieth century. They were helpful for revealing 

key information for the themes of the research regarding cultural wisdom. They 

show incredible perseverance and courage, resilience, tolerance and grace. Lives 

that may have led to bitterness instead reveal lives filled with a kind of beauty and 

human dignity, revealing inspiring examples of strategies for managing in life 

despite its hardships and injustices. For me, given the privilege of working closely 
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with someone in this way, it reveals insights into historical background and 

personal strategies for engaging with life that would be otherwise unavailable. It 

allows me, and potentially all who read the results of our investigations, to 

understand the Elders and their people’s lives, in a much better informed and 

empathetic way. 

 

These projects started very early in the research investigation. I would do things 

differently now. It would be much easier to take one aspect of someone’s life 

story, for example, Aunty Joyce’s childhood in Menindee, and focus on 

completing these smaller stories as single projects with undivided attention for a 

concentrated period of time. Everyone involved would then have the satisfaction 

of seeing tasks completed in a relatively quick way. Aunty Joyce’s book has taken 

three years to put together, and although we do have a very nice book as a result, I 

think we all feel this was too long. From this experience, and investigating ways 

to do things better, it is now clear that there are a number of ways of working 

together to create books, as well publish and distribution models that may have 

been utilized. 

 

The Elders’ Report into Preventing Indigenous Self-harm & Youth Suicide252 

2014 discussed in Chapter three, is actually a beautifully and elegantly presented 

book that conveys the concerns of Elders, in a very direct minimally mediated 

way. It is of great interest to me as a model for future ways of working. There is 

no researcher obviously framing or collating the results of the Elders’ simply 

presented audio transcriptions. There are high quality photos of a number of the 

Elders involved, from various top end communities, telling their version of the 

story of youth suicide in their families and communities. The photographer and 

audio recorder, Peter McConchie, has been involved in a number of book projects 

including the book Elders: Wisdom from Australia's Indigenous Leaders253 and 

Fire and the story of Burning Country254 He has the ability to respectfully present 

the Elders, demonstrating his skills as a photographer and oral historian, without 

imposing himself heavily on the material. The combination of photography 
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University Press, 2003). 
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alongside Elders own words is of particular interest for our current and future 

projects. 

 
Aunty Joyce’s book was influenced by Yamakarra! Liza Kennedy and the 

Keewong mob.255 Aunty Joyce’s book is an example of an individual Elder’s 

story, told by her, in which she has had a hand on every page. Although 

Yamakarra! begins as a way of honouring a senior Elder Aunty Liza Kennedy, 

drawing on historical conversations recorded between her and Tamsin Donaldson 

and her people’s memories of her, it became the story of a large group of people, 

the Keewong mob, who had history as one dialect of the Ngiyampaa people and a 

historic connection to Keewong station. The story has been compiled and funded 

by the community through a group they formed and called the Western Heritage 

Group. The story is told through multiple voices and perspectives, with an eclectic 

collection of photos many from family collections. There has been much praise 

for this book for example: 

It’s the most valuable and significant book of Indigenous 

storytelling that I know, and it’s unique in that it’s a book that 

invites you to sit around the campfire and listen to the stories – 

and it’s enthrallingly written.256 

There are so many things to like about this book. It captures the voices and 

perspectives of people relating their experience of their Elders, their feelings 

about Country, culture and family. There is a feeling of actually being on Country 

with everyone, the whole mob, past and present, that reveals deep multivalent 

individual and collective senses of identity. It reads raw and real. It is a powerful 

example of people telling their own story and managing the whole process 

including the conception, design, writing, funding and distribution. Perhaps most 

impressive is that it is, I believe, a unique example of a collective group approach 

to people telling their own story, together, about the things that matter to them. 

The Western Heritage Group itself provides an interesting model for publishing 

Indigenous stories. In comparison, Aunty Joyce’s story is a focused slice of this 

kind of story telling, telling a story with some overlapping characters, on nearby 
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country, but through one person’s eyes, her words, her way, and her memories, 

with a similar intensity and passion for being on her Country with her people.  

 

Yijarni, True Stories from Gurindji Country,257 published in 2016, edited by Erica 

Charola and Felicity Meakins, is a recent book that provides inspiration in that it 

is a dual language text in Gurindji and English with multiple Elders telling their 

stories of Gurindji Country in their language with English translation. The 

Gurindji people are well known for the Wave Hill walk off in the 1960s. This 

book is powerful as it explains the pre European life, the arrival of the Europeans, 

the massacres, Life on Wave Hill station, and many other aspects of life, from 

first person Elder accounts in their own words in their language. I believe the 

effort to respect the Elders voices demonstrated in such projects as Yamakarra 

and Yijarni marks a whole new chapter in the future of publishing Aboriginal 

stories, with the Elders at the centre. 

  

Windradyne: the warrior within258 - Letetia Harris  

The initial draft of this book, a learning resource for teaching language to 

children, came together quickly. Letetia had the script written and was very clear 

that she wanted it to be a certain size and feature her son playing the character 

Windradyne, a famous Wiradjuri warrior. I recorded the audio of the script with 

Letetia, and with Peter Ingram and Graham Traynor acting as warriors beside her 

son Yindyamarra, we photographed a sequence of images based on the story 

Letetia had recorded. A video version of the book is included as part of the 

exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra. 
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 125 

 A Figure 19: Page from Windradyne: the warrior within, 2016, by Letetia Harris, photo by Nives Zalokar 

 

There was a lot that worked well in this project. The simple script when placed 

beside carefully photographed images and enthusiastic actors really came alive. 

Even the photographs we collectively set up and shared ideas on. The 

combination of elements, and the conveying of a simple but dramatic story that 

inspires cultural identity in young boys, including invoking the positive qualities 

of a warrior, to protect the people, also helps them learn language. Letetia 

describes it as “A young boy discovering the Wiradjuri warrior within.”259 

 
Figure 20: Page from Windradyne: the warrior within, 2016, by Letetia Harris, photo by Bernard Sullivan 

 

After it was shot I laid it out as a book and as a video with the images, text and 

audio. At the time of submission of the thesis it is undergoing revision before 

publication.  
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Figure 21: Page from Windradyne: the warrior within, 2016, by Letetia Harris, photo by Bernard Sullivan 

 
Wiradjuri Soldiers exhibition with Aunty Flo Grant 

With Aunty Flo there were a number of small service projects. One of these was 

to be involved in assisting Aunty Flo in her the preparation of an exhibition 

Bumaldhaany Fighter Warrior, Remembering our Aboriginal Soldiers,260 about 

Wiradjuri soldiers, many of whom had personal and family connections to Aunty 

Flo, which was held in the Museum of the Riverina. The primary insight for me 

was how Aunty Flo saw this exhibition. She looked at everything through the 

prism of relationships that she had with those involved. She felt she could only 

talk about family or others who had asked her to hold their story for them. For 

example some photos had been given to her for safekeeping 20 years earlier. The 

museum initially thought that the exhibition would be more representative of all 

Aboriginal soldiers. It took awhile before Aunty Flo’s perspective and cultural 

responsibilities were fully understood. 

 
Blog with Aunty Flo Grant 

Aunty Flo has been a prolific political letter writer over many years. Many in the 

Wiradjuri community, if they want a letter that will get a response from a 

politician or a letter to the editor, or something said on the radio, will approach 

Aunty Flo to be involved. It occurred to me that if she could have her own 

publishing outlet for her political pieces then it might be very useful for her and 
                                                        
260 Museum of the Riverina, Bumaldhaany Fighter Warrior, Remembering our Aboriginal 
Soldiers, 2015 http://www.wagga.nsw.gov.au/museum/exhibitions/past-exhibitions 



 127 

enable her to have an independent public voice. I made a simple Wordpress blog 

for her and we have published a few articles so far.261 The aim was to enable 

Aunty Flo to publish herself. Unfortunately this hasn’t happened so far, but it is a 

relatively straightforward process for Aunty Flo to write a letter in Word on her 

laptop, on a topic that she is concerned about and then pass it on to me to post for 

her. I believe that this idea, very dependent on the interests on the Elder involved, 

as a way of Elders having their voice heard, is one that could be developed further 

and is worthy of further investigation. 

 

Video interviews 

After the initial series of service projects a series of loosely structured interviews 

were then conducted. These interviews were intended to play three roles: 

 1. Support what the Elder involved needed doing. (For 

example, as transcripts for their projects and to provide a 

platform for them to share what was important with them).  

2. Provide learning resources in themselves for the community 

to draw on the Elders’ wisdom. (The interviews are now being 

used as resources in the Grad Cert in Wiradjuri Language, 

Heritage and Culture). 

3. Provide transcripts to be analysed for the next cycle of the 

research.   

Most of the video interviews took place at a studio space that Nives and I put 

together at our house. We set up pretty good sound (lapel and boom), solid but 

simple lighting, easy access to the bathroom, comfortable chairs, a kitchen, and 

good lunches and cups of tea. We had one big room that we kept empty and was 

ready for use for meetings, eating together, or as a makeshift studio. We aimed to 

create an environment in which everyone felt welcome and at home.  

 

It is important that the creative and research relationships that non community 

members may develop with the Elders reinforce the Elders’ authority in their 

communities and their relationships with younger generations, which may happen 

through helping them share the important things they need to share. However, one 
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of the key criticisms of people like ourselves working this way is that the Elders 

may end up telling their knowledge to outsiders, while the younger generation 

misses out. Whatever way it is addressed, perhaps withdrawing from a situation 

where this is at risk of occurring, which did happen in this research, or offering to 

share skills and equipment with the younger family member, it is a concern to 

take into account.  

 

Sharing Stories262 does cross generational work well. I find myself in agreement 

with the producer photographer, Liz Thompson, who, in a recent seminar when 

asked about her professional influences and teachers, replied that her teachers are 

the Elders with whom she has long standing relationships.263 When working this 

way, the professional skills and influences are lower down the list, it is most 

important to learn how to work culturally, and the way to do this is by listening to 

the Elders with respect as the source of authority. When children are engaged with 

their Elders in this way, in a culture centred approach, there is an opportunity for 

Elders to pass on culture to them. 

Sharing Stories connects two different generations, 

facilitating the creation of cultural archives and the creation of 

new contemporary forms of expression.264  

As Sharing Stories works mostly in the north of Australia, a lot of traditional 

knowledge such as song cycles is intact, though sometimes in fragile ways. They 

are conscious of preserving this knowledge as well as capturing it. In the case of a 

Nation like the Wiradjuri, the knowledge is emerging through the gathering of 

fragments as part of a passionate and widespread cultural revitalization. The 

cross-generational approach Sharing Stories often uses, for books, videos and 

animations, involves Elders and children working together and has advantages 

over our methods focusing primarily on Elders. Our approach reflected the 

dynamics of our project as it unfolded rather than choosing to only work with 

Elders, however, by focusing primarily on Elders, and responding to their needs, I 

feel we had a simpler task which captured a different but effective perspective of 

the Elders telling their story their way, potentially reinforcing their roles in their 
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communities. In one exception to this, recording video in Menindee, Aunty 

Joyce’s adult granddaughter, city girl, Toni-Lee, took on the role of an 

interviewer. This worked quite well, particularly with her being on country for the 

first time and watching her reactions to how her Nan used to live. 

 

Uncle Stan, who has a long history of being a public figure before the camera in 

the media, was tired of doing interviews. In addition, Uncle Stan and I were both 

conscious that if we conducted interviews, particularly with me conducting them, 

the perceptions of the interviewer had the potential to greatly shape the interview, 

to get in the way of the important things that needed to be said. I discovered that 

my questions weren’t that important. This understanding was arrived at after a 

number of weeks where I set up the cameras, organized all the details, only for 

Uncle Stan and I to talk off camera about all the things I wanted to talk to him 

about. We looked for ways to do things differently. Uncle Stan proposed 

conversations between Elders and we tried this with him and Aunty Flo, his sister. 

The conversation didn’t flow so well on that occasion, though I still think it is a 

good idea, but it leaves me with an experience to remember of how the 

interviewer’s perception and questions unconsciously shape recordings, and to 

look for ways around this. Of course it could be added that the camera operator 

also has an impact, simply by what they choose to prioritize and point the camera 

at, similarly with editing and so on. Over time our camera work became simpler 

and simpler. We developed a good understanding between us on how we would 

achieve this simplicity and minimal “creative” camera movement and equipment. 

The interview questions primarily emerged as clarification, in support of the key 

things the Elder involved had decided that they wanted to say, which was 

discussed at length before hand. I tried to think about it as their interview for their 

audience – not mine for my audience and research.  

 

An Elder may have been interviewed and provided the same material dozens of 

times over the years. It was worth looking at what others had done as part of the 

process of preparing to record an interview. There seems little point to recording 

the same story over and over, unless of course this would mean that the Elder 

would now have a copy that was theirs for their family, whereas on other 

occasions they may not have retained the material. A counter weight to this issue 



 130 

was, the better we came to know each other, the deeper the stories could go, every 

outsider might receive the same story on day one, but after two or three years, we 

began to discover completely new dimensions to stories. Aunty Joyce Hampton, 

for example, lets out a trickle of information one short sentence at a time and this 

has gone on for three years, always something new to add. As I write this, a few 

days ago, she told us how she used to drive her father’s horse and buggy and all 

about the personality of his horses. Little details that continue to bring her story to 

life, which we have now added into her book, Menindee Girl, The Story of my 

Life. Dr Uncle Stan Grant might tell a story, so politely that a very difficult life 

situation might be treated lightly, but when you hear it a couple of times it begins 

to take on more weight, kind of burrowing its way in. Aunty Lorraine Tye, still in 

the process of articulating her story, gains more confidence, detail and structure 

with each interview and discussion. Aunty Flo Grant’s stories I know very well, I 

have been around the USA with her on a Greyhound Bus a number of times, but I 

always enjoy the trip and each time I learn something new. At times she will tell 

the same story to make a completely different point, the sign of a master story 

teller, for which the Grant family are well known. To clarify, repetition in 

recording oral histories may be an issue, but, in my experience, it is more 

commonly a friend, particularly in the nuances available to the attentive listener, it 

helps us to understand. 

 

From the interviews it became clear that the Wiradjuri life experiences of these 

Elders were incredibly diverse. Aunty Lorraine Tye and Aunty Sandy Warren 

grew up without knowing their heritage only to rediscover and embrace it as 

adults, yet their life histories were still quite different from one another. Aunty 

Lorraine’s story has been discussed. Aunty Sandy had suffering of a different 

kind. Aunty Sandy was reluctant to tell her story, primarily because of the 

memories it brought up. We waited 5 years before it happened, without any 

pressure, and then she made it clear that she was ready. Aunty Sandy was one of 

the first people to say to me: 

Yindyamarra means everything.265 
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Uncle Ray Woods story 

Uncle Ray Woods, born and growing up in Hay, described his journey to put 

together his Wiradjuri identity from the fragments that were passed down to him. 

The video interview which is part of the exhibition is presented in a way that lets 

Ray tell his story in his own words, my questions in the interview, are there just to 

trigger the things that he had already discussed with me before several times. And 

that is my preferred way for his story to be presented. For the purposes of 

documenting how the project moved from the preliminary stages to the film 

Yindyamarra Yambuwan selected sections from a transcript of his interview are 

included here.  

 

For Uncle Ray’s family, who travelled about as drovers, serious cultural 

disruption had happened in his father and grandmother’s generations: 

My father’s father was from a Scottish-Irish background and his 

mother was Wiradjuri and that’s where we get our 

Aboriginality from, from my father’s mum. She actually passed 

away when my father was born, 15 month old, so he never got 

to see his mum. And his father remarried to another Aboriginal 

woman, so we sort of kept that, those ties with family and with 

Aboriginal Wiradjuri families and stuff like that… …they were 

on the road most of the time. They walked all over the 

countryside so they didn’t sort of have a home, a place to call 

home anyway. It was all on the road.266 

Whereas other members of his family lost aspects of their culture, Ray always 

knew he was Wiradjuri, and felt it was essential to hold on to. He wanted to find 

out more: 

… as I started getting older I started to chase up a bit more of 

our family and wanted to know how they got to that area and 

where they came from. Because it was something to say you 

were Wiradjuri, but I wanted to make sure that that’s who I 

was. I didn’t want to just sort of hear that I was Wiradjuri, I 

wanted to make sure that’s, you know, the lines of where I 
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came from, and that was my goal, was to chase up my identity 

and find out.267 

 

…it sort of gave me a bit of direction on where I came from, 

what I believe, if you know where you come from you can sort 

of work out where you're going to go in life. And it helps me, it 

helped me then to inform my sons and that on who they are and 

show them, let them know, their identity.268 

Wiradjuri identity becomes a source of pride: 

And it gives you so much pride to know that that’s where your 

family were and they lived on this land for thousands of years, 

so we, it lets you sort of, gives you that belonging of country, 

that’s what I believe. I always felt a strong bond to country but 

it just really strengthens that bond, lets you know that this is 

where you belong here, this is your country.269 

 

…then I started wanting to learn more about my culture and 

language, so that’s where you tie all these things in.  And I was 

so keen then after I found out who, made sure that I know that I 

am Wiradjuri, that I wanted to learn about the language and 

wanted to know more, because I'd heard these words when I 

was a kid but never knew how I could learn more and how to 

find out.270 

In this part of the conversation Ray stressed a number of things that were 

recurring in importance in many of the interviews: identity, kinship, country and 

language. Kinship, family connections, was how he found about his identity. His 

identity as Wiradjuri gave him a great sense of direction and pride, helped him 

connect to country, and led him to investigate more about his culture, including 

his language. This eventually led him to learning Wiradjuri language with Dr 

Uncle Stan Grant. Language became central to his understanding of identity: 

…it really confirmed the identity side of it, who we are and our 

connection with and relationship with country and family, that’s 
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what it gives you, all those things. I think it's defining, the 

topping of yourself and your identity, on who you are with 

culture. I've always been a firm believer that they all blend into 

one, culture and language, you can't have one without the other, 

and it gives us the identity of our country and where we 

belong.271 

All these factors, culture, country, kinship, identity and language, then come 

together in the way of life that is Yindyamarra. When it comes time to teach his 

own son Ray draws on Yindyamarra, both in his way of teaching, as well as to 

demonstrate the essence of who he is as Wiradjuri:  

And it's a part of our culture anyway, that Yindyamarra, so 

important that our people live by Yindyamarra, which is the 

essence of us as Wiradjuri people, it's what we live by, and 

that’s why part of that, is the respect, and the courtesy, and to 

learn slow, and go slow. And that’s why I believe that he’ll 

learn when (he’s ready), and that’s how I've been taught myself 

by Elders, they seem to know when you're ready to learn 

something and when you're going to take it in.272 

Aunty Flo Grant and Uncle Stan Grant grew up in the same household, in “a dirt 

floor humpy” in fringe camps, despite all that had been taken, with a substantial 

amount of a cultural way of life remaining. Yet their experience was also different 

from one another, primarily due to their genders. Uncle Stan, from his 

Grandfather and Uncle, received the Wiradjuri language on trips into the bush. 

Aunty Flo, missed out on the language but absorbed cultural attitudes from her 

parents which she kept accumulating as she went through life.  

I was born on a mission in Condobolin on the banks of the 

Galari Bila (Lachlan) River and I grew up, I didn’t always live 

there cause Mum and Dad moved around and before Dad went 

off to the Second World War we lived in town, but my 

Grandparents were on the mission and our families were on the 

mission. So while Dad was overseas we spent a lot of time with 

my grandparents and the old people that were traditional, a 

couple of them were tribal people, even in those days, and we 
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had the language around us. Grandfather used to sing, but he 

knew seven different languages so they interacted with each 

other, right around the different national structure, so they knew 

we were Wiradjuri, there's Kamilaroi, Paakantji different 

nations all around us, and we interrelated like Europe.273  

They both tell similar stories that were very important to them, about learning to 

deal with racism and manage their own anger during experiences at school, when 

their father told them to be proud of who they were, never to be embarrassed 

about being called Aboriginal.274 Aunty Flo stresses stories that emphasize the 

capacity to be resilient and to follow your dreams. Her father told her she could 

do anything, and, as a teenager, the anything she wanted to do was to travel the 

world. This was not a little thing for an Aboriginal girl growing up “in a dirt floor 

humpy on a channel bank with very little formal education”, yet this is what she 

set out to do and this is what she is proud of doing. Additional references from the 

interviews will be included throughout later chapters, particularly chapter six. 

 

The most prominent thing in common that emerged from the video interviews was 

the importance of Yindyamarra as the basis for the identity and way of life of 

everyone involved and the passion with which people expressed this. For example 

from Aunty Flo: 

I grew up with Yindyamarra, it was part of my life, I never 

knew the word, I never knew our language until we started to 

work on recovering our language, but I grew up with people 

who taught me the values of Yindyamarra. They taught me 

through caring and sharing and living with other people.275 

Yindyamarra named the way of life that was demonstrated by the Elders and 

learnt from them. The phrase that came up over and over, on and off camera, was 

“Yindyamarra is everything”. The next stage of the process was to make a film 

based on a synthesis of the feedback from the Elders over the entire project, 

including conversations while in the initial phases, during the service projects and 

whilst recording the interviews.  

                                                        
273 Florence Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Yindyamarra Is a Lifestyle,"ibid. 
274 For example, Stan Grant, Sr, Crossing Cultures:  A Collection of Short Stories  (Narrandera: 
Restoration House, 1999)., pg 20-24 
275 Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Yindyamarra Is a Lifestyle." 
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Cinema 

The central project, which brought all the preliminary projects together, was 

planned to be animation. There are some minutes in the film that are animated but 

the final decision on whether it needed to be completely animated related to the 

quality of the video we managed to capture. Animation according to my 

undergraduate lecturer on the subject is best used in situations where it enables a 

story that could not otherwise be told. When I showed video images to the 

collaborators, originally intending to only use them as an animatic, and felt the 

reaction from the community – the video had the effect of taking people on to 

country – it was clear that no matter how good the animation, it would be difficult 

to create the same effect. I decided, based on this, to use cinematic video that built 

on this experience. 

 

There are many others who utilize video to share Aboriginal culture. One example 

is Victor Steffensen, an innovative filmmaker with Tagalaka heritage from North 

Queensland, who has been involved in a number projects and is a key figure in the 

revival of cultural burning through his work with Elders in Cape York, Traditional 

Revival Knowledge Pathways (TRKP)276 and as director at Mulong.277 

My work is based on a holistic knowledge map which includes 

people, the relationship with the land, and our evolving culture; 

so I find myself undertaking projects in health, culture, 

education, and environment.278  

In the culture centred perspective that Victor is coming from, disciplines such as 

health and education become integrated parts in a holistic world view based on the 

traditional ways of sharing knowledge, from the Elders, that lend themselves to 

filmmaking: 

By working with communities and documenting their 

aspirations via the art of film, I began to see a process of 

empowerment which has the potential to pave a road for 

                                                        
276 Victor Steffensen, "Indigenous Fire Management Program: Healing Community and Country," 
(North Queensland: Mulong, 2010). 
277 "Victor Steffensen, Mulong Director," Mulong, http://www.mulong.com.au/index.php/about-
us-services/. 
278 Ibid. 
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generations to follow. Translating, educating, and recording 

Indigenous and community knowledge is best done through 

visual story telling. I believe film is the closest way that 

technology can match traditional transfer and passing down of 

knowledge.279  

Victor sees an alignment with filmmaking and visual story telling that provides a 

way to match the traditional transfer and passing down of knowledge. Not taking 

away from tradition but as a way to encourage and continue oral teaching 

traditions of Indigenous peoples: 

My dream in portraying these stories is to encourage and 

continue the oral teaching practice of Indigenous peoples which 

sustained healthy cultures worldwide over thousands of 

years.280 

Implied in the way Victor Steffensen works is the belief in how filmmaking as a 

medium is capable of documenting processes and capturing stories, and in doing 

so, provides an opening for the Elders knowledge to come through in a similar 

way to how it was passed on in the past. I am interested in the way the 

revitalisation of firestick farming, that Victor Steffensen plays an important role 

in, includes gathering cultural information from the Elders and creating an 

integrated education program for distributing this knowledge. This includes the 

experience of being on Country and integrating digital media in officially 

recognised training programs. This is now having an influence throughout 

Australia, including in the Wiradjuri community. 

 

Screen Australia Guidelines 
Screen Australia has useful comprehensive guidelines that cover protocols and 

guidelines for a range of situations when making films with Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people, Pathways & Protocols: A Filmmaker’s Guide to Working 

with Indigenous People, Culture and Concepts 281. Once each of the many points 

in this document are considered there remains one question that is particularly 

                                                        
279 Ibid. 
280 Ibid. 
281 Terri Janke, "Pathways & Protocols: A Filmmaker’s Guide to Working with Indigenous People, 
Culture and Concepts," (Sydney: Screen Australia, 2009). 
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relevant for a non Aboriginal filmmaker such as myself, raising what must always 

be raised in this context: 

Am I the best person to tell this story?282 

And for me, with Yindyamarra Yambuwan, it was a difficult question to answer. I 

asked the Elders what they thought. Uncle Stan told me he wouldn’t be working 

with me if he didn’t want me to do this. I know I am not the best person to tell this 

story, neither technically nor culturally. Yet somehow, I have been given a role as 

a supporting partner, who can help this story be told, through my eclectic mix of 

life experiences and skills, by learning Wiradjuri, and being in the right place at 

the right time. 

 

Ten Canoes 

The film Ten Canoes,283 as a feature film, made collaboratively, in Yolngu 

language is a reference to be considered for the way it was made, as well as for its 

subject and execution. The following from Pathways & Protocols: A Filmmaker’s 

Guide to Working with Indigenous People, Culture and Concepts, documents how 

the idea for the film came to be discussed: 

Rolf travelled to the Arafura Swamp, spending time with 

David, and the two discussed the potential of making a film in 

this location with a focus on Yolngu culture. When Rolf was 

leaving, David showed him a black and white photograph taken 

by the anthropologist Donald Thomson in the 1930s which 

depicted ten canoeists embarking on a goose egg hunt. “We 

need ten canoes,” said David. Rolf agreed and the photograph 

became the inspiration for the film.284  

Anne Rutherford has questioned the authenticity of the original photo and, as a 

result, the film. She argues that, for technical reasons, the photos must have been 

dramatically staged.285 This presumes a set up by Thomson without the agency of 

the Yolngu people, which may be without foundation. It then implicitly questions 

                                                        
282 Ibid. 
283 Rolf De Heer and Peter Djigirr, "Ten Canoes," (Vertigo Productions, 2006). 
284Janke, "Pathways & Protocols: A Filmmaker’s Guide to Working with Indigenous People, 
Culture and Concepts." 
285 Anne Rutherford, "Ten Canoes and the Ethnographic Photographs of Donald Thomson: 
‘Animate Thought’ and ‘the Light of the World’," 2011 18, no. 1 (2011). 
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the authenticity of the film that was made. I think this misses the point, the film 

was a collaboration with the community, yet another example of cultural 

revitalization, where it is up to the community to decide what is authentic. It is 

their story to tell and who they choose to work with in order to achieve their 

vision. Thomson wasn’t just the man who took the photos, he was someone they 

had a relationship with and whom they trusted.286 The film, Ten Canoes, a unique 

feature film in Ganalbingu, a Yolngu language, is a remarkable collaboration 

emerging out of an idea expressed in an understated way by David Gulpilil “We 

need ten canoes.” The cultural investment and reinvestment that has emerged 

from Ten Canoes, now includes projects called:  

11 Canoes was a project in 2004/5 that taught older teens from 

Ramingining how to shoot, record and edit video. It enabled 

them to make their own mini-documentaries and to record the 

cultural renewal that was taking place as a consequence of the 

10 Canoes project.287  

 

12 Canoes. With the success of 10 Canoes, director Rolf de 

Heer and digital media practitioner Molly Reynolds worked 

together with the Yolngu people of the Arafura swamp to create 

12 Canoes, a web based multi media project and cinema 

presentation of twelve linked short subjects that together paint a 

visual and audio portrait of the people, history, culture and 

place of the Ramingining Community of North-Central Arnhem 

Land in Australia’s Northern Territory.288  

 

13 Canoes was a gallery exhibition project at the South 

Australian Museum. It was co-curated by Belinda Scott 

(Ramingining’s Bula’bula Aboriginal Arts Corporation) and the 

South Australian Museum.289  

                                                        
286 Rolf De Heer and Molly Reynolds, "Twelve Canoes," (Indigemedia Incorporated, Christensen 
Fund, South Australian Film Corporation and Screen Australia., 2009).Thomsontime  
287 Creative-Spirits, "Ten Canoes," Creative Spirits, 
https://www.creativespirits.info/resources/movies/ten-canoes. 
288 Ibid. 
289 Ibid. 
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And so on. There are projects up to 18 canoes290 all with high levels of cultural 

ownership and reappropriation by the Yolngu people involved, showing amazing 

leverage by a people utilizing what they have created to dynamically continue 

renewing their culture, languages, and lifestyle. The documentary, The Balanda 

and the Bark Canoes,291 which is part of this iterative remaking process, shows 

how the film was made, and the complex and sometimes difficult relationship 

between De Heer and the community.	
 

12 Canoes, both a documentary292 and a website293, draws on some footage from 

Ten Canoes, artwork and documentary video, and is interesting because it speaks 

from a group of Yolngu to the broader society of what they feel is important to 

share about their culture including clear descriptions of Country, in their case 

intimately connected with the Arafura Swamp, language, kinship and law, 

seasons, and ancestors. They share this with everyone now in order to keep their 

culture alive.294 It describes the relationships between all living things and their 

responsibilities.  For example, in the kinship section the narrator describes the 

way children are educated:  

They learn to think toward others more than just thinking 

towards themselves. They learn their responsibilities.295 

The collection of films and documentation clustered around Ten Canoes is also an 

example of how once cultural resources are in the hands of community they may 

find ways to reimagine and utilise them in cultural revitalisation in multiple ways. 

It is my hope that similar things happen to many of the resources that we have 

created. 

 

Other recent documentaries that illustrate aspects of what we aspire for in our 

work, the centrality of the Elders voices and the significance of maintaining 

culture, include the film Putuparri and The Rainmakers,296 directed by Nicole 

                                                        
290 Ibid. 
291 Rolf De Heer, Molly Reynolds, and Tania Nehme, "The Balanda and the Bark Canoes," 
(Fandango Australia, 2006). 
292 De Heer and Reynolds, "Twelve Canoes." 
293 Ibid. http://www.12canoes.com.au 
294 Ibid. 
295 Ibid. 
296 Nicole Ma, "Putuparri and the Rainmakers," (Sensible Films, 2015). 
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Ma, which describes the attempts of Putuparri, Tom Lawford, a 42 year old 

Wangakjunga man, to live up to the responsibilities given to him by his Elders, 

and continue the struggle for their Country in the Great Sandy Desert.297 The film 

is the product of a ten year process where relationships were built between the 

director and the community, particularly Putuparri. Nicole Ma describes what she 

learnt: 

…what I experienced in over ten years' in the region is the 

strength and beauty of the people and their culture. This is a 

living culture with a deep respect for the Old People that recall 

a traditional life in the desert. It is a simple but profound belief 

system - if Country is cared for and respected then it will in turn 

care for and respect its Countrymen.298 

It is a film about cultural revitalisation that takes as its starting point the 

knowledge held by the Elders, and confronts the challenges of passing this 

knowledge on in today’s world. It also documents the transformation process of a 

younger man learning to become a leader and knowledge custodian. 

 

Other effective creative collaborative partnerships between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal filmmakers includes the work by PAW Director Francis Jupurrurla 

Kelly and Rebel Director David Batty, who have a long standing collaboration 

that goes back to working together in the early days of CAAMA. They have made 

many notable films made together.299 They describe their approach: 

Their collaboration reflects the aim of the documentary: to 

forge a better, more equal, and cooperative relationship based 

on deep mutual understanding and respect, between white and 

black Australia.300 

                                                        
297 "Putuparri and the Rainmakers - Crowdfunding Site," Pozible, 
https://pozible.com/project/14717. 
298 Ibid. 
299 Rachel Perkins in Trudy McRobert, "One of the Mob," in Australian Story (Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation, 2016). 
300 Paw-Media, "Coniston - the Documentary," Paw Media, http://coniston.pawmedia.com.au/the-
documentary. 
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In particular, their film Coniston301 about the Coniston Massacre in 1928, is 

powerful and effective. It is effective because not only does it vividly describe a 

shocking event, it tells it through the eyes, and in the words of, the Elders who 

recall the experience of, or first hand accounts, of it. When working with Elders I 

have sometimes asked whether Wiradjuri massacres should be documented, 

perhaps made into a film. Despite my willingness to confront these stories, which 

I feel should be much better known, they have all, without exception, said I 

should focus on the positive stories. Tell the stories of how Wiradjuri and non-

Wiradjuri were able to get along. The film Yindyamarra Yambuwan, is also, in the 

way it was made, an extension of this way of thinking. 

 

Elder managed respectful partnerships 

The collaborators in this project demonstrated a range of strategies for how they 

wanted to work in partnership as diverse as they were as people. Some of these 

were not how I envisaged them. For example, I presumed working with Uncle 

Stan that he would want to be the one speaking language. On the contrary, he is 

most happy when encouraging someone else to speak his language, and so the 

film project Yindyamarra Yambuwan involved me learning to speak Wiradjuri 

and then compose the script in language based on the many conversations I had 

with Wiradjuri people over several years. The lesson has been that when working 

collaboratively in this way it is possible to arrive at a solution that is 

unconventional, but works, primarily because it reflects the priorities of the Elders 

managing the project. 

 

In some cases in the research, depending on the relationships involved, 

particularly where the Elders were not hands on making the work themselves, the 

process of consultation/collaboration became more typical of the way some, not 

all, graphic designers work with a client, with the client remaining the ultimate 

decision maker and owner of what is being created together. At other times the 

Elders preferred to be directors rather than actors, and this appears a valid choice. 

In most cases, I aimed primarily to be a service provider for their vision and their 

projects. (In comparison to the preliminary projects, the way the film 

Yindyamarra Yambuwan came together may have more in common with the role 
                                                        
301 Francis Jupurrurla Kelly, "Coniston," (Australian Broadcasting Corporation Content Sales, 
2013). 
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of a conventional thesis, bringing together and collating the learning and 

experience of the initial research and communicating what we have found). 

 

Every project is specific because it is built from the ground up, however, over 

time practical flexible strategies that work are being generated which become 

building blocks towards developing the unique Elder focused experience of each 

case. Having service projects where real needs and useful products such as 

animations and books were produced, even in the preliminary stages of the 

research, provided a demonstration of capacity that built trust and mutual feelings 

of accomplishment, and led to four points of focus for collaborative engagement 

and practice. Upon reflection, through working on these service projects, I gained 

experience and understanding on how to: 

 

1. Develop an informed, more culturally responsive world view and 

understanding of the people involved (yet developing understanding is an 

always ongoing process, never complete).  

2. Work in informed and respectful partnerships, under the management of 

the Elders, at all stages of a project. 

3. Develop greater empathy and understanding through engagement with 

diverse personalities, their life experiences and knowledge. 

4.  Work in arts based collaborations, including books and video, which a 

practical creative arts based doctorate enables. Collaborators could express 

themselves in familiar ways and be included in the research in a more 

accessible way. We have greater shared understanding of the process and 

outcomes through a mutually understood creative vocabulary and various 

kinds of visual storytelling. 

 

This research seeks to define processes and strategies for communicating cultural 

wisdom relating to ways of being and the practical aspects of living. Many of the 

preliminary projects succeeded in conveying only certain aspects of this, but they 

kept us moving towards our goals. Throughout, we sought to include art and 

digital media processes and to incorporate contemporary and traditional cultural 

ways of sharing this wisdom. This was a multi-layered complex task. In such a 

holistic approach, it is difficult to isolate and evaluate specific tasks in the 
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progressive results. The film Yindyamarra Yambuwan, which will be discussed in 

detail in following chapters, was a way of holding and communicating this 

complexity, the ideas and concerns that emerged out of the preliminary projects. 

However, for the preliminary projects, I considered the essential criteria for 

success to be that if the work produced is accepted by the Elder and the 

communities involved, is utilized by them in an ongoing way, and supports their 

language and cultural revitalization programs, or the passing on of knowledge 

within their families, I would be happy. Most of these projects have contributed to 

these tasks, and, in addition, also have continuing life, an influence within the 

broader community, some aspects of which will be documented in the concluding 

chapter.  
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Chapter 5: Striving to think the highest thought  
 

When the aim is to place the needs and aspirations of the people and culture at the 

centre of the research first, it is necessary to be both holistic, (the world being 

experienced and shared will be complex and expand out beyond any simple 

methodology, or Western paradigm) and specific. Each individual, group and 

culture, will have a different way of seeing and experiencing the world they have 

emerged from and live in. 

Indigenous knowledges are unique to given cultures, localities 

and societies. As pointed out, Indigenous knowledges are those 

acquired by local peoples through daily experience. They deal 

with the experiential reality of the world. They are forms of 

knowledge that reflect the capabilities, priorities and value 

systems of local peoples and communities.302 

Each system of Indigenous knowledge is specific, and has evolved from the 

tangible daily experiences of life, from the characteristics of a particular place and 

circumstances, with its own histories and values, and its own ways of relating to 

one another. Indigenous knowledges cannot be taken off the shelf and used as is, 

they are always already customised, tailor made, sometimes over tens of 

thousands of years. 

An important dimension of Indigenous knowledge relates to 

how traditional forms continue to emerge and coexist in diverse 

situations and settings as part of a local people’s response to 

colonial and imperial intrusions.303 

Alongside the ancient roots of these traditions, are dynamic living relationships 

that are evolving in relation to the complex forces, not just from the legacy of 

colonial interactions, but also with a range of positive initiatives to contemporary 

life. This capacity for taking hold of new knowledge and opportunities 

demonstrates cultures that are vital and authentic, making use of change, while 

                                                        
302 George Jerry Sefa; Hall Dei, Budd L.; Rosenberg, Dorothy Goldin, Indigenous Knowledges in 
Global Contexts: Multiple Readings of Our World  (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010). 
Part 1 Introduction, pg 19 
303 Ibid. 
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continuing the journey towards maintaining or restoring the essence of what is 

important in their traditions.  

 

This chapter will briefly outline a number of international examples, followed by 

examples from Australia, and then introduce a preliminary outline of a cultural 

framework based on Wiradjuri culture, which is specific to this project and those 

collaborating with it, and in no way presents itself as universal or even of 

representative of something that is from all Wiradjuri people, or for even for all 

those who seek to work with the Wiradjuri. These examples cannot simply be 

applied to any context, they emerge from knowledges of specific peoples 

responding to their environment, each with their uniqueness needing to be 

respected. In the broader National and International examples given I am an 

outsider with very limited knowledge of these cultures. My apologies for any 

errors. These examples are given to contextualise the task of understanding the 

specific cultural circumstances of this case study. This chapter continues to 

expand on the principle that an investigation/project is to be conducted together, 

collaboratively. The primary ways of being, thinking, sharing and acting, draws 

on both tradition and contemporary experience of the people at the centre of the 

investigation, under their management. Potential ways this shared understanding 

may be reached, and the nature of such an understanding, will continue to be 

developed throughout this thesis. 

  

Gregory Cajete 

Gregory Cajete, a Native American of the Santa Clara Pueblo peoples from the 

South West United States, in his book Look to the Mountain: An Ecology of 

Indigenous Education,304, draws on a number of Native American tribal traditions. 

Although his writing does not confine itself to one First Nation’s traditions, as is 

an objective in this research, it does provide a number of examples that have deep 

cultural resonance. He emphasizes that his writing is a personal synthesis based 

on his own experience,305 in other words, not claiming to be the representative 

voice for all. Working in the field of education, while at the same time aiming to 

redefine education itself, Cajete looks to contextualise differences in approach to 

                                                        
304 Cajete, Look to the Mountain: An Ecology of Indigenous Education. 
305 Ibid., pg 17  
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education between Native American and non Native American approaches and 

argues for an understanding that goes beyond: 

Objectivist research has contributed a dimension of insight, but 

it has substantial limitations in the multidimensional, holistic, 

and relational reality of the education of Indian people. It is the 

affective elements the subjective experience and observations, 

the communal relationships, the artistic and mythical 

dimensions, the ritual and ceremony, the sacred ecology, the 

psychological and spiritual orientations that have characterized 

and formed Indigenous education since time immemorial.306  

This holistic understanding, that includes dimensions of understanding and 

experience that have largely been excluded from, or are peripheral to, Western 

“Objectivist” understandings since the Enlightenment, are brought to the centre in 

this concept of education and by implication this way of being, experiencing and 

living the world. These inclusive and rich multidimensional understandings are 

ways of transferring how to live and what life means from one generation to the 

next. This process may be understood as one definition of what “culture” is, 

something that transcends the individual and yet is deeply embedded in the 

relationships between people, knowledge transfer and education across 

generations, connection to environment and place, and the expression of story, 

mythology, art and ritual. 

Yet according to Cajete:  

These dimensions and their inherent meanings are not readily 

quantifiable, observable or easily verbalized, and as a result, 

have been given little credence in mainstream approaches to 

education and research. Yet, it is these aspects of Indigenous 

orientation that form a profound context for learning through 

exploring the multidimensional relationships between humans 

and the inner and outer worlds.307  

The very essence of Indigenous cultural richness, according to Cajete, is 

ungraspable, unknowable through mainstream approaches. This doesn’t mean that 

Cajete does not promote the inclusion of contemporary tools and understandings: 
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It advocates developing a contemporary, culturally based, 

educational process founded upon traditional Tribal values, 

orientations, and principles, while simultaneously using the 

most appropriate concepts, technologies, and content of modern 

education.308  

Like the approach being advocated throughout this doctoral research, Cajete 

advocates culture as the foundation. What is appropriate and useful from modern 

concepts, technologies and content is placed within this foundation. In Look to the 

Mountain, Cajete seeks to identify patterns and systematic approaches that draw 

on traditional knowledge systems. He makes use of diagrams, metaphors and 

stories that illustrate these understandings. These creative visual models help 

articulate and clarify the depths of the cultural understandings he aims to 

communicate. They embed creativity, spirituality and the environment as tools for 

communication of Indigenous cultures. For example: 

 
Figure 22: from Look to the Mountain: an Ecology of Indigenous Education pg 163. Cajete diagram of tree 

as a map of spirituality and creativity 

 

                                                        
308 Ibid., pg 17 
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Cajete’s version of the tree of life (a metaphor that has resonance with complex 

variations across many cultures, including for the Wiradjuri, as will be specifically 

discussed in Chapter Six) has the trunk being composed of ceremony, 

environment, art, spirituality, ritual, myth and social identity, before individual 

identity and art emerge as expressions on the outermost leaves, drawing on all 

these elements as source.309 

Each species of tree is a particular tribe originating and rooted in 

the soil of a particular place, living and growing into its own 

particular form and completing itself in the distinct way of its 

species, yet having its own unique expression of life. The 

leaves, fruits, and seeds of each tree are the outward expression 

of its life and its treeness. Each of these is the expression of the art 

and soul of the tree and of Tribal people.310 

Significantly, Cajete does not just envisage one universal tree. He sees each tribe 

as representing a different species of tree with their own unique perspective, yet 

each individual and their creative expression is linked back to their tree of origin, 

place and identity, “an expression of the relationship of Tribal people to life and 

Nature”.311 One consideration of this is how a creative metaphor, art, drawn from 

nature, is able to articulate an aspect of cultural identity in a way that is clear and 

communicable to a wide range of people. This has potential for supporting and 

understanding ways culture may be communicated through art that are being 

shown in the examples given throughout the practical projects undertaken as part 

of the Doctoral research. 

 

Another common cross cultural metaphor for the communication of cultural 

knowledge is that of a life journey.312 Cajete draws on traditional Native 

American understandings which see education as a whole of life process: 
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Figure 23: from Look to the Mountain: an Ecology of Indigenous Education pg 71. Copy from Cajete’s 

diagram showing how Native Americans see education as a whole of life process pg 71 

 

In this diagram life education begins with asking, moving clockwise around the 

circle, as the child grows into maturity, learns, gathers wisdom and then becomes 

a teacher and example themselves. This understanding of education as a whole of 

life process has also been expressed by Wiradjuri Elders,313 though there may be a 

different emphasis at key points of the process, for example, there may be an 

emphasis on listening as a first step to learning. The role and responsibilities of 

Elders, and of youth to their Elders, becomes an important factor in such a 

worldview, because it is the Elders who hold the knowledge and capacity to share 

that knowledge with others. They are the essential link that maintains the integrity 

of the cultural transfer between generations. The core knowledge that the Elders 

hold becomes of primary importance and one reason this research has engaged 

with them. Without the Elders holding the authority, respect and opportunity to 

pass on their lived wisdom, such a system as that described in Cajete’s model 

comes under threat. Elders are the carriers that connect all other members of a 

community to the essence of ongoing cultural experience.  

 

Leilani Holmes, from Hawaii, expresses this connection in relation to the Elders 

(kupuna) she has interviewed: 
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As I listened to the Kupuna, it seemed as if through them, 

knowledge lodged in the heart of the listener, memory flowed 

through blood lines, and the land was given voice and 

agency.314 

Holmes also describes this relationship to the Elders as an ancestry of 

experience315 on which she can draw, stretching back through the generations. She 

expresses reservations towards the complexity of modern academic life for 

Indigenous researchers, because it does not necessarily accord the customary 

respect for the voices of the Elders.316 In seeking to support the revitalisation of 

culture, including the ways in which it is passed on through the generations, this 

doctoral research proposes that Elders, even in an academic context, need to be 

central, managing the process, in order to sustain the link to the ancestry of 

experience. Wiradjuri also place great emphasis on respect for Elders. They 

always eat first, everything is done to make sure they are comfortable and have 

what they need, and traditionally, what they said was beyond argument.317 Aunty 

Debra Evans, a Ngiyampaa Paakantji collaborator, when asked why the Elders 

were important to the project, said that because this is the way it has always been 

in our family, it is the way we do things.318 As time went on, in the service 

projects that developed, it became clear that this way of working, putting the 

Elders at the centre, showing respect, gave them the confidence to say what 

needed to be said and gave us an enhanced ability to listen. 

 

The success of a system, such as in Cajete’s model, is reliant on respect for the 

holders of knowledge, for these Elders, and the personal undertaking to go on a 

journey that, according to Cajete’s model, begins with “asking”, incrementally 

moves through stages of experiencing, then “sharing”, becoming one who passes 

on knowledge, and ends with “being”. Life is presented as a spiritual journey, not 

just of an individual, though the individual comes to embody that knowledge in a 

deeply experiential way, but also as a member of a community who shares 
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responsibility for the ongoing maintenance and growth of the whole community. 

Community members eventually become an Elder themselves as part of this cycle 

for passing on knowledge that emerges through their life experience. In such a 

system, knowledge is passed on by being embedded in this life experience. 

Perhaps mainstream societies are missing this understanding of education in this 

broad and complex multivalent sense. For many Indigenous Peoples, however, the 

process of cultural revitalisation, including renewing education systems that 

educate the whole person over a lifetime, and take the whole community forward, 

together, is seen as essential. 

 

Cultural healing and concepts drawn from tradition 

It has been established in earlier chapters that Indigenous communities throughout 

the world continue to face issues regarding the legacies of colonialism including 

poor health outcomes and educational and economic disadvantage. Indigenous 

leaders are increasingly turning to models for restoring social and cultural 

wellbeing that draw on traditional concepts. Prof Mason Durie from Aotearoa 

(New Zealand) has utilised language and cultural understandings to describe 

positive futures for Maori peoples. For example, in relation to dimensions of 

holistic health: 

Whare Tapa Wha 

Te Taha Hinengaro (psychological health), 

Te Taha Wairua (spiritual health), 

Te Taha Tinana (physical health), 

Te Taha Whanau (family health).319 

These four dimensions in Maori culture, Hinengaro, Wairua, Tinana, Whanau 

have specific cultural and spiritual dimensions to be seen holistically. For 

example, the physical body (Tinana) is regarded as sacred (Tapu)320 and family 

(Whanau) is far more complex and layered than typical European 

understandings.321 Mason Durie includes these concepts as part of a concept of 

Mauri Ora:  

                                                        
319 Mason Durie, "Whare Tapa Wha," RANGATAHI TŪ RANGATIRA, 
http://www.r2r.org.nz/maori-health/whare-tapa-wha.html. 
320 Ibid. 
321 Joan Metge, New Growth from Old: The Whanau in the Modern World  (Victoria University 
Press, 2014). 
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Mauri is about vitality, spirituality, personality and energy – 

sometimes referred to as a ’life force’  

The mauri is a whole-of- person reflection – spirit, mind, body, 

relationships  

Two ‘levels’ of mauri are: Mauri noho & Mauri ora 

Mauri Ora is about flourishing and Mauri Noho is about 

languishing  

 Mason Durie describes eight goals for creating Mauri Ora (flourishing): 

1. Aspirational Families  

2. Relationships that are positive  

3. Academic achievement & lifelong learning  

4. Revitalised spirit, mind, body  

5. Unpolluted waters and land  

6. Occupational opportunities  

7. Material needs  

8. Indigenous cultures, languages, rights  

Mason Durie fits the complex contemporary needs of the Maori, defining these 

needs in terms of positive goals, within a framework that has deep cultural roots 

and understandings. The goal isn’t to assimilate cultural concepts into existing 

Western paradigms of health management, it is to redefine paradigms of health 

from a holistic cultural centre. 

 

Kaupapa Māori framework 

Also from Aotearoa, Kaupapa Māori Theory, provides a practical framework for 

acting in a range of situations. According to Graeme Hingangaroa Smith: 

In a Kaupapa Māori framework, to be Māori is taken for 

granted; one’s identity is not being subtly undermined by a 

hidden curriculum. Māori language, knowledge, culture and 

values are validated and legitimated. Māori cultural aspirations, 

particularly in a wider societal context of the struggle for 

language and cultural survival, is more assured322  

                                                        
322 Graham Hingangaroa Smith, "The Development of Kaupapa Maori : Theory and Praxis" (The 
University of Auckland, 1997)., pg 467 Cited from http://www.kaupapamaori.com/theory/6/ 
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Cultural identity is central and the dimensions of this identity, including language, 

knowledge, culture and values, are a given. Smith originally identified six 

principles of Kaupapa Māori. Over time with contributions from a number of 

scholars323, some of the key principles are: 

Tino Rangatiratanga - The Principle of Self-determination  

Taonga Tuku Iho - The Principle of Cultural Aspiration  

Ako Māori - The Principle of Culturally Preferred Pedagogy  

Kia piki ake i ngā raruraru o te kainga - The Principle of 

Socio-Economic Mediation 

Whānau - The Principle of Extended Family Structure  

Kaupapa - The Principle of Collective Philosophy 

Te Tiriti o Waitangi - The Principle of the Treaty of Waitangi  

Ata - The Principle of Growing Respectful Relationships324 

 

It may be seen that the Kaupapa Māori framework contains similarities and 

differences from other frameworks previously discussed. The importance of self 

determination, culture, cultural ways of teaching, socio economic concerns, 

kinship and respect emerge through the scholarship of a number of individuals 

working with community, and it draws its strength from understanding of the 

specific community involved, claiming as non negotiable the centrality of 

language, knowledge, culture and values. It emerges out of specific and unique 

Māori experience.  

 

Placing these principles in language is particularly important. It must be 

understood that the translations used above do not contain anywhere near the 

complete meaning of words such as Whānau. Many deep concepts can’t be 

translated fully, if at all. It is as though subtler understanding of culture is often 

embedded in language. In the case of Wiradjuri, when members of the community 

connect with their language, it is as though recovering a missing piece of the 

puzzle, which they place alongside their memories of their Elders, and their 

experience of kinship and country. Language brings all the elements together in a 

way that is specific to their language. Even similar concepts from neighbouring 

                                                        
323 Rangahau, "Principles of Kaupapa Māori," Rangahau, http://www.rangahau.co.nz/research-
idea/27/. 
324 Ibid. 
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Nations may be very different, because these key words emerge from thousands of 

years of connection to country and ways of being and doing for specific and 

unique peoples who have both shaped and been shaped by their language and 

country. By placing key concepts in language and expressing them in this form, 

words that have cultural resonance add additional layers of strength and depth. 

Insisting on the use of language is a political act, particularly with languages that 

were actively suppressed. It declares that we are different. We are unique. We 

have not been assimilated into the mainstream culture. We are still here and we 

have knowledge that you do not. 

 

Indigenous knowledges are inclusive of spiritual experience 

Indigenous knowledges are typically inclusive of much of what was excised in the 

Western consciousness during the Enlightenment and continue to be eroded by 

individualism and the materialist focus of much modern life: 

As a guiding concept, "seeking life and becoming complete" 

pervades the expressions of Native American spirituality to 

such an extent that it is seldom discussed or questioned. 

Historically, this was the world view that guided thought and 

behavior. The extent to which this guiding concept was 

internalized compares with the pervasive internalization of 

capitalism and the consumer mind set of modern Americans. 

Capitalism and consumerism are so ingrained in the American 

"real world" that they are seldom questioned as foundations of 

human life. Materialism and an objective sense of physical 

reality predominate the mindset of most modern people.325  

Cajete contrasts materialist worldviews with Indigenous understandings: 

For American Indians and other Indigenous people, Spirit and 

Nature were the real world, the ground of existence upon which 

they formed a theology of Nature that has evolved and matured 

over the last forty thousand years. 

                                                        
325 Cajete, Look to the Mountain: An Ecology of Indigenous Education., pg 46 
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The theology of Nature based on "seeking life and becoming 

complete" forms the boundaries of this exploration of the 

spiritual ecology of Indigenous education.326  

This understanding that true knowledge includes a spiritual dimension, that 

knowledge emerges from spiritual experience, is common across many 

Indigenous cultures. What this spiritual experience is will be affected by the 

culture and place from which it comes. Manulani Aluli Meyer claims that this 

specificity of spiritual experience leads to universal understanding. Meyer goes on 

to write in relation to interviews about spirituality in the context of Hawaiian 

culture, that spirituality and religion are completely different ideas.  

What was discovered in the thoughts of others and within my 

own reflections was the intentionality of process, the value and 

purpose of meaning, and the practice of mindfulness. These 

ideas accessed via a deep and enduring respect for our kupuna, 

our lands, our oceans, rituals, and families, became the 

foundation of a Hawaiian essence. These are spiritual 

principles that if played out as epistemology, help us enter 

spaces of wonderment, discernment, right viewing, and mature 

discourse.327  

In Hawaiian culture Meyer sees spirituality at the centre of culture, a culture that 

radiates out through a deliberate process of coming into conscious awareness that 

is accessed through the Elders, the land and oceans, ritual, and family. 

 

Thinking the highest thought 

In a similar way Cajete describes a deliberate process by which the idea of 

seeking life and becoming complete can be achieved. Underlying it is a clarity of 

thought, a continuous and systematic affirmation of a way of life, that make the 

experience of this life and acting according to its principles possible. This concept 

is around always “thinking the highest thought”:  

In striving to think the highest thought and reach that place the 

"People" talk about, each adult becomes a teacher and a student. 

                                                        
326 Ibid., pg 46 
327 Manulani Aluli  Meyer, "Indigenous and Authentic: Hawaiian Epistemology and the 
Triangulation of Meaning," in Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, ed. Norman K 
Denzin, Yvonna S Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Los Angeles: Sage, 2008)., pg 218 
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Because learning to think the highest thought and reconnect 

with that special "place" of mythic times is a step-by-step 

process that begins at birth; each individual, from the youngest 

to oldest, has a role to play.328  

This highest thought is not a simple one dimensional repetition but involves 

undertaking differing roles that systematically develop throughout one’s life and 

interact with the roles others are playing within the community: 

There are types of thinking and knowing that are developmental 

and form the essential steps to thinking the highest thought. 

Each step must be learned and honored in order to reach that 

special place of ecological understanding and relationship. 

Learning about each step is life-long and one overlaps the other 

through time and levels of knowing. Each contains the others 

and shares concentric rings of relationship. Yet, each has its 

unique lessons.329 

This focus held for the duration of a complex whole of life process is potent. 

Perhaps many Indigenous Nations had or have something like this, a word or 

phrase, unique to their language, culture and country, an experience, emerging 

over thousands of years, that holds everything together, that sets the goal for the 

life of an individual and the community. For the Wiradjuri, as I understand it, the 

word that holds the world together is “Yindyamarra”. There are words which play 

similar roles in other Australian Aboriginal Nations, each unique to their language 

and country. One that is well known is “Dadirri”. 

 

Dadirri 

Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann from the Ngangikurungkurr people on the 

Daly River has been involved in promoting the concept of Dadirri.330 She 

describes the word Ngangikurungkurr as meaning: 

'Deep Water Sounds'. Ngangikurungkurr is the name of my 

tribe. The word can be broken up into three parts: Ngangi 

                                                        
328 Cajete, Look to the Mountain: An Ecology of Indigenous Education., pg 47 
329 Ibid., pg 47 
330 Miriam - Rose Ungunmerr- Baumann, "Dadirri - a Reflection," (2002), 
http://nextwave.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Dadirri-Inner-Deep-Listening-M-R-Ungunmerr-
Bauman-Refl.pdf. 
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means word or sound, Kuri means water, and kurr means deep. 

So the name of my people means 'the Deep Water Sounds' or 

'Sounds of the Deep'. This talk is about tapping into that deep 

spring that is within us.331 

The Ngangikurungkurr are river people. Their whole identity is connected to the 

river. Dadirri is centred within this: 

In our language this quality is called dadirri. It is inner, deep 

listening and quiet, still awareness. 

Dadirri recognises the deep spring that is inside us. We call on 

it and it calls to us.332 

There are several aspects to Dadirri. One aspect is listening deeply: 

When I experience dadirri, I am made whole again. I can sit on 

the riverbank or walk through the trees; even if someone close 

to me has passed away, I can find my peace in this silent 

awareness. There is no need of words. A big part of dadirri is 

listening.333  

This reflective listening process is also present amongst the Wiradjuri, it is an 

aspect of what it means to be “on country”. Miriam-Rose reflects on the centrality 

of this listening to her culture:  

We could not live good and useful lives unless we listened. This 

was the normal way for us to learn - not by asking questions. 

We learnt by watching and listening, waiting and then acting. 

Our people have passed on this way of listening for over 40,000 

years.334  

Listening is an important part of Wiradjuri culture too as reflected in the phrase: 

Mambuwarra ngaa-mi-nya-gu 

Looking to see 

Wudhagarbinya wudha-dhuray-gu 

Listening to hear 

Winhangarra gulbali-gu  

                                                        
331 Ibid. 
332 Ibid. 
333 Ibid. 
334 Ibid. 
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Learning to understand335 

Listening is hard. According to Gemma Corradi Fiumara336, from the time of the 

Greeks, Western culture has not prioritised it. There is a need to listen outwardly, 

but perhaps even more importantly, I need to listen inwardly. I need to know who 

is this person (this me) who is listening, and question it, before I can trust what I 

hear.  

 

Miriam Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann goes on to explain the quiet stillness and the 

waiting aspect of Dadirri: 

And now I would like to talk about the other part of dadirri 

which is the quiet stillness and the waiting.  

Our Aboriginal culture has taught us to be still and to wait. We 

do not try to hurry things up. We let them follow their natural 

course - like the seasons. We watch the moon in each of its 

phases. We wait for the rain to fill our rivers and water the 

thirsty earth. When twilight comes, we prepare for the night. At 

dawn we rise with the sun.337 

This patience, “going slow” aspect of Dadirri is similar to one of the multiple 

meanings of the word Yindyamarra in Wiradjuri. According to Aunty Flo Grant: 

Yindyamarra is respect, Yindyamarra is to be courteous, it’s 

“give honour”, it’s “to go slow” which when we were analysing 

what the go slow meant, our people never acted impulsively, it 

was “get knowledge” because knowledge gives you 

understanding and then you've got wisdom to discern that 

understanding and use that understanding to discern the 

knowledge.338  

Both Dadirri and Yindyamarra have this meditative reflective quality. There are 

also significant differences of emphasis. It is as though Dadirri emerges from 

Ngangikurungkurr land, rivers, people and language and Yindyamarra emerges 

from Wiradjuri land, rivers, people and language.  

 
                                                        
335 Sullivan, "Yindyamarra Yambuwan." 
336 Gemma Corradi Fiumara, The Other Side of Language : A Philosophy of Listening. 
337 Ungunmerr- Baumann, "Dadirri - a Reflection". 
338 Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Yindyamarra Is a Lifestyle." 
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As a lifelong practitioner of meditation, I consider that the meditative mindfulness 

aspects of these concepts resemble some aspects of Eastern spiritual traditions, a 

form of expanded awareness, of being one with one’s environment and one’s self. 

Though a quote from a text is not the same as years of meditation practice, take 

this example from chapter 2 in the Bhagavad Gita: 
 

Vihaaya Kaaman yah sarvaan pumaamshcharati nihsprihah; 

Nirmano nirahankaarah sa shantim adhigacchati 

The man attains peace, who, abandoning all desires, moves without 

longing, without the sense of mine, and without egoism339 

 

Yet, as Yoga and Buddhist traditions have come to the West, they have often been 

teased out from their spiritual, social and cultural dimensions to become a path 

and experience for an individual, and, at least in some interpretations, somewhat 

ironically, appear to enhance ego rather than diminish it. The role of such Eastern 

concepts and practices in maintaining and enhancing collective functioning 

cultures and societies has been conveniently discarded in the cultural crossing, 

losing multiple dimensions of meaning. This is mentioned, as my life experience, 

observing the attenuated surface appropriation of Eastern philosophies and 

practices, has increased my awareness of the fragility of communicating cultural 

knowledge in general, and has informed my focus in the context of this thesis. 

This is not to say the concepts are identical to Aboriginal concepts being 

discussed, far from it. It is to indicate that the loss of connection with the earth 

from which they come is one of the potential hazards as the concepts such as 

Dadirri and Yindyamarra become increasingly well known.  

 

Some of the collaborators have told me that in their experience and conversations 

with other people from other First Nations they also have discussed similar 

concepts to Yindyamarra. Although there is undoubtedly an underlying unity, it is 

important to acknowledge the uniqueness and specificity of each example. These 

differences have the potential to inspire as much as the similarities. Dadirri, deep 

listening, brings you to respect. Yindyamarra, respect, brings you to a place of 

deep listening. The destination may be similar but the process by which it is 

reached is embedded in the cultural differences between the two Nations and is 
                                                        
339 Sivananda Saraswati, Bhagavad Gita  (Shivanandanagar: Divine Life Society, 2000). 
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reflected in the identity of their peoples. The pride and respect of a Wiradjuri 

Elder is very specific, emerging from Yindyamarra, as is the poise and dignity of 

a Ngiyampaa Elder such as Aunty Joyce, emerging from her culture and 

experience growing up with her Elders, as it is different for the Elders of every 

Nation. It is essential not to reduce this tapestry of beautiful unique concepts, but 

to celebrate their diversity. It is necessary to resist their appropriation as tokens in 

eclectic collections of ideas that omit grounding in a specific landscape, a 

language belonging to Country, the lives of countless generations of unique 

peoples, and the wisdom of as many generations of Elders. 

 

Dynamic cultural revitalisation drawing on traditional concepts 

The Yolngu concept of Ganma, emerging in an education context, is an example 

of how culture centred thinking is able to generate not just respect for tradition 

and maintain tradition, but to generate creative new ideas and ways of doing 

things that are grounded in cultural experience. A problem was identified that 

many of the children were struggling with a curriculum and learning resources 

that didn’t reflect Yolngu values and ways of learning. Dr Yunupingu proposed a 

way of working that: 

We start with Yolngu knowledge and work out what comes 

from Yolngu minds as of central importance, not the other way 

round [Starting from Western ideas about research and 

schooling] 340 

The answer for this community and situation was culturally centred, with a 

deliberate strategy of then forming a bridge to enable better understanding of 

Western knowledges. Kemmis, McTaggart and Nixon describe a key moment in 

the process of this project. It demonstrates the adaptability of the processes of 

Critical Participatory Action Research discussed earlier. An Elder, with special 

cultural responsibilities, was asked to be involved with a group of teachers, 

including the principal, Dr Yunupingu: 

After listening patiently to the teachers for perhaps an hour, the 

old man addressed the action group. He drew on “inside” 

(sacred) knowledge to lay out for the first time, in terms of 
                                                        
340 Cited in Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner: Doing Critical 
Participatory Action Research., pg 137 
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Yolngu cosmology and culture, a powerful way of 

understanding the relationship between Yolngu education and 

people and Balanda education and people. This was the moment 

when the concept of ganma - and the word itself - was brought 

from ‘inside’ knowledge to ‘outside’ knowledge that allowed it 

to be used by uninitiated people…341 

Drawing on a story of how water from two rivers came together and then came to 

mix with the sea that had previously, on one level, referred to the two moieties of 

the Yolngu, the Elder then described the school as a place where Yolngu and 

Balanda (Westerners) come together, where fresh water and salt water meet: 

… as a place of commingling like Ganma, where Yolngu and 

Balanda can each be at their most intense, and each have its 

greatest fullness and integrity as itself, because it is in the 

presence of the other.342 

This added vitality, not dilution, not assimilation, that comes from recognition, 

inclusion and respect for Yolngu identity, respecting difference, is a culture 

centred way of describing how cultural identity may be maintained and enriched, 

meeting the world from a place of cultural strength, while also absorbing what is 

useful from “Balanda” knowledge. 

 

Ngurra-Kurlu and Milpirri 

Wantarri Jampijinpa Patrick, inspired by Ganma, and directly motivated by the 

crisis of youth suicide in the Warlpiri community in Lajamanu, has utilised 

innovative uses of Warlpiri language and tradition to create a range of creative 

models to maintain and explain cultural concepts. He has also formed a range of 

partnerships with academics and creative professionals, notably Tracks Dance 

Company.343  

 

One of these models is Ngurra-kurlu. The following diagram shows five fields of 

knowledge which are important for Warlpiri identity: 

 

                                                        
341 Ibid., pg 138 
342 Ibid., pg 138 
343 Tracks Dance Company, "Milpirri - Kurdiji  2016," Tracks, http://tracksdance.com.au/milpirri-
kurdiji. 
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Figure 24: Diagram copied from a drawing in sand, from the film Milpirri 2014 directed by Wantarri 

Jampijinpa Patrick and Stewart Carter344 

Together as Ngurra-kurlu, these five fields of knowledge enable 

yapa ‘people’ to read the land as an ever-growing living entity, 

and to remain receptive to the sentient ancestral entities that 

reside eternally within it. They teach attentiveness to our human 

abilities to sense and deduce the patterns in nature that tell us 

how it functions and how to live in balance with it. 

“Wangkayarla nguruku, kapungku nguruju pina wangkami-jarla 

‘Speak to the land, and the land will speak back’” is a Warlpiri 

proverb that Patrick regularly shares to emphasize this point.345 

The idea of speaking to the land and the land will speak back appears similar to 

the Wiradjuri understanding of looking to see, listen to hear, learn to understand 

particularly as it relates to being on country. Ngurra Kurlu describes a dynamic 

                                                        
344 Wantarri Jampijinpa Patrick and Stewart Carter, "Milpirri," (2014). 
345 Aaron Japangardi  Corn and Wantarri Jampijinpa  Patrick, "Pulyaranyi: New Educational 
Contexts for Transferring Warlpiri Knowledge," UNESCO Observatory Multi-Disciplinary 
Journal in the Arts 4, no. 2 (2015)., pg 7 
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relationship with country and the pillars of individual and social identity, 

translated in a simple way as language, kinship system, ceremony and law bound 

together by country. Wantarri sees that keeping things strong is applicable not 

only to his people but to all people (yapa) living in Australia: 

All these things govern yapa lives. This is Ngurra-kurlu. 

Everyone in their own way in Australia, in this land, has this, 

everybody.346 

The significance of this being something for sharing with all people is important. 

It is why it is available to us to learn from. Similarly, Dadirri is openly available, 

and, Yindyamarra, through the work with Dr Uncle Stan Grant on this project, is 

consciously been made available. According to Uncle Stan he feels it is time to 

share this concept with the community, because: 

… it will help the wider society understand Wiradjuri people 

better, it demonstrates that Wiradjuri and Non-Aboriginal can 

work together, and it is something that is of potentially great 

value for Australian society and humanity.347  

These are all concepts to be shared respectfully, including the acknowledgement 

of their origin and their Nations’ continuing cultural and intellectual property. 

Warlpiri knowledge is to be taught because it can hold intrinsic 

value for all as a framework of understanding and living in 

Australia that has enabled humans to survive and thrive in our 

country for scores of millennia.348 

There is a need for healing in the world, and, in particular, in Aboriginal 

communities. With this in mind Wantarri and his father arrived at the concept of 

Milpirri, which became the basis of the Milpirri festival in Lajamanu: 

There was a suicide at Lajamanu, maybe two years earlier 

before the … [first] Milpirri event. For that loss for that young 

fella [‘fellow’], it was like having the guts taken out of the 

Warlpiri nation. How do we find a way to teach ourselves 

                                                        
346 Ibid. 
347 Dr Uncle Stan Grant, personal communication, Narrandera, 2015 
348 Corn and Patrick, "Pulyaranyi: New Educational Contexts for Transferring Warlpiri 
Knowledge." 
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again, and to remind ourselves that each one of us is 

precious?349 

The Milpirri festival is held as a cycle of different culturally themed events taking 

place every two years, engaging the whole community. Supported by Tracks 

Dance Company, it is designed to bridge the disconnect between traditional 

culture and ceremonies and the lives of contemporary young Warlpiri, who are 

struggling between the two worlds. The concept of Milpirri is related to the rain 

clouds which break a cycle, rain falling like tears, from which new growth 

begins.350 It is designed to create cultural revitalisation and make the people 

strong. Cultural renewal generates self respect and identity. The film Milpirri 

demonstrates how this process works.351 

 

Language, Law, Land 

Dr Uncle Stan Grant and Aunty Flo Grant have said that according to their 

Grandfather the three most important things to hold onto are “Language, Law and 

Land”352.   

 

Language has been discussed previously been discussed as central, but to 

reiterate, language holds culture and words have unique, often untranslatable, 

meanings that give insights into different understandings of the world. Language 

names country, relationships and values in its own distinctive way.  

 

Land, the connection to Country and the strength that comes from Country is 

obviously important for the Wiradjuri. There is a political aspect to it, however, as 

I have often been told by the Elders involved in this project, “nobody has taken 

away my land, it is still mine”353, it is much more than property. It is a key source 

of identity and the relationships with everything in the landscape, looping back 

into and maintaining this sense of identity. It carries the Wiradjuri people through 

their lives within it. It is fantastic to see the confident strength that comes when 

people are consciously “on Country”. 

 
                                                        
349 Ibid. 
350 Patrick and Carter, "Milpirri." 
351 Ibid. 
352 Aunty Flo Grant and Dr Uncle Stan Grant, personal communication, 2014 
353 Stan Grant, Sr, 2016. 
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Law, in this case, for the contemporary Wiradjuri, as Aunty Flo Grant has 

explained to me is:  

Law, what is law when you really look at it? Law is a structure 

of behaviour, law is knowledge of how to behave in a social 

system. I'm an individual and a very strong individual but I'm 

also a part of a holistic community which I have to fit into 

under that social system and it's the law that holds the social 

system together.354 

Aunty Flo relates to the Wiradjuri way of life, built from an immersive code of 

living that is Yindyamarra, which shapes interactions with oneself, others, and 

nature. This is seen as a whole of life process: 

…the little bubbies, they have to grow up with it, they have to 

grow up with who they are, (knowing) what are the values. 

Yindyamarra gives you self-respect as much as it gives you 

respect for everything else, and once you’ve got that respect 

you can look out at the world and you honour and respect the 

world…355 

Uncle Stan embeds deep values based on Yindyamarra within language learning 

resources, demonstrating the connection between language and understanding 

cultural concepts. He demonstrates this in the following section from his book 

Wiradjuri Language Useful Words and Phrases part 2356. The word Yindyamarra 

takes on different suffixes when used in the future tense: 

 

Yindyamalgirridyu guyunganmadilin 

I will respect myself  

Yindyamalgirridyu mayinyguwal 

I will respect other people  

Yindyamalgirridyu wayaranggu mayinyguwal 

I will respect other people's property  

Yindyamlgirrdyu ngadhi gnuhibu ngadhi baabiinbu 

I will respect my mother and my father  

                                                        
354 Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Yindyamarra Is a Lifestyle." 
355 Ibid. 
356 Stan Grant, Sr, Wiradjuri Language: Some Useful Words and Phrases Vol 2  (Narrandera: 
Uncle Stan Grant Sr, 2013). 
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Yindyamlgirrdyu mingaangalan-dhi-bu gaagang galan-dhi-bu 

I will respect my Sisters and my Brothers  

Dyiramadilinya badhu Wiradjuridya Dhaagundha 

I am proud to be on Wiradjuri Land  

Dyiramadilinya badhu Wiradjuri 

I am proud to be Wiradjuri  

Yindyamalidyu ngadhi mudyigang 

I respect my elders  

Dhirrangal nganhalgu mudyigandhi 

Elders are important to me  

Nginha ngurambang marunbunmilgirridyu 

I love this country  

Bilingalgirridyu ngadhigu madhugu 

I will care for my enemy  

Wudhagarbigirridyu ngadhigu mudyigandhigu 

I will listen to my elders357 

There are many potential creative ways of thinking that could visually represent 

key cultural elements such as language, country, and law, in clear easy to grasp 

ways.  This was demonstrated in the somewhat similar concept in Wantarri’s 

diagram showing the Warlpari concept of Ngurra Kurlu. 

 

Yindyamarra 

We searched for a culture centred framework in which this research with the 

Wiradjuri could take place. It emerged through discussion, in the practical 

projects and the interviews, that Yindyamarra could be the basis of such a 

framework. The research principles and process itself evolved, so that, eventually, 

each part of the project conducted with the Wiradjuri people emerged out of 

principles and ways of acting based on Yindyamarra. This word is sometimes 

translated as respect, however, it includes qualities of self discipline, going slow, 

gaining knowledge, being patient, taking responsibility, not rushing in, acting 

with care, as well as respect.  

                                                        
357 Ibid. 
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Yindyamarra is respect, honour, knowledge, understanding, 

wisdom and it all works together, it pulls the whole social 

structure together.358 

This was part of an organic process of deepening awareness as I gradually realised 

that Yindyamarra is much more than a word to be easily translated. Throughout 

the research my understanding has continued to deepen. I have had the privilege 

of glimpsing the depth of meaning in Yindyamarra through having observed 

Wiradjuri Elders aiming to live this quality in their lives, and have learnt from 

them how this has taken them their whole lives to embody.359 As Aunty Flo often 

says: 

Yindyamarra is a lifestyle, a holistic lifestyle 360.  

Each Elder involved at some stage of the research independently has said to me: 

 Yindyamarra is everything. 

Perhaps Yindyamarra is impossible to fully translate as it encompasses a whole 

way of living, yet, despite this, it readily provides guidelines for a culture centred 

way of engaging with Wirajduri people.  

 

Taking these ideas and the simple concept of the hand in Wiradjuri it is possible 

to rapidly create a prototype a spatial memory relationship, a visual metaphor, to a 

number of key concepts. This is an example of a thought or group exercise. By 

placing cultural values in a holding shape or metaphor that defines how to act 

according to the key values. It does not refer to any specific outcome of the 

exercise, for any person or group. It would end in very creative different visual 

metaphors and key concepts depending on the people involved. It is a 

demonstration of a way of thinking that combines culture, language and 

contemporary priorities with a simple shape/scaffold that holds key ideas:  

 

Five ways of respectful acting in the shape of the hand (marra) 

The hand is Yindyamarra. 

The fingers are: 

                                                        
358 Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Yindyamarra Is a Lifestyle." 
359 Florence Grant and Stan Grant, Sr, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Conversation between Aunty 
Flo Grant and Uncle Stan Grant Sr,"ibid. (2015). 
360 Florence Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Yindyamarra Is a Lifestyle,"ibid. (2016). 
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1. Ngumbaay 

Wirimbirra ngurambang (caring for Country), thumb, because this is what you 

hold on with, strength to match the four fingers. 

 

2. Bula 

Yindyamarra muyulung-ngin-guliya (respecting Elders), index finger, because 

the Elders show the way. 

 

3. Bula Ngumbaay 

Yindyamarra Wiradjuri mayiny, (respecting Wiradjuri people), middle finger, 

respect for them, because they are central to all these five concepts. 

 

4. Bula Bula 

Winhangagigilanha (care for each other), ring finger, trust and respectful 

relationships with the people you know and work with. 

 

5. Marra  

Ngiyang (Wiradjuri Language), little finger. 

 

Respect for language provides a way to understanding, not by assimilating into an 

existing vocabulary and way of seeing, but by expanding one’s vocabulary to 

concepts that may not exist in one’s own world view, transforming one’s 

experience of the world.  “Marra” is listed as number five, yet it is both the word 

for five and also the word for hand. In other words, language is inseparable and 

integral to all the other aspects. This quick example of how this way of thinking 

may be utilised draws in part on Western concepts (such as the pointer finger and 

ring finger), which may be seen as a weakness, but it is also to be noted that these 

concepts are all familiar to contemporary Wiradjuri people as part of their lived 

experience. It is a simple exercise that demonstrates a creative way of working 

and interpretation, taking something familiar, a hand, in language, which 

immediately adds a number of layers of meaning because “hand” is also “five” 

and it is also the word for “making” and “doing”. It is also the equivalent of “ing” 

as a present tense suffix for verbs - for example Yindyamarra. Yindyamarra may 



 169 

then be seen as a way of doing, of making, in the continuing present. A hand is 

easily visualized and the fingers are able to hold five key aspects with a spatial 

physical connection that enables easy recollection. This way of thinking, 

connecting ideas to parts of country, to stars, to animals and plants, to stories, 

dance and rituals structures and embeds meaning in the tangible world at one’s 

fingertips. Everything one touches becomes a reminder of the things that are 

important, another reminder to always think the highest thought. 

 

The film Yindyamarra Yambuwan (respecting everything), the central creative 

project of the doctorate, is discussed in detail in the following chapter. In a similar 

way to this exercise, the film explores complex layers and aspects of 

Yindyamarra. Drawn directly from discussions, interviews and the preliminary 

projects with Wiradjuri Elders, it expresses these concepts as a visual metaphor 

around the experience of being on Country.  

 

I propose that great benefits to all concerned will come from learning to 

understand underlying cultural ways of being and working in any project, guided 

by the host communities and their Elders, whatever the field of research or 

creative professional project. With another First Nation, the central concepts 

underpinning the project would be different and specific, always in the host 

community’s hands, emerging from and drawing on the cultural values of their 

community as the primary way of working. Their values would shape the project. 

If language has been lost it may be found in some other aspect of living, for 

example, how people relate to one another, ethics, values, art, attitudes, stories, 

even archival photos or museum items. Whatever such a project draws upon, it 

will primarily be found in open discussions with the community, particularly the 

Elders, and then acting according to their priorities and needs.  

 

I propose that those who seek to work in this field have, as a first priority, to 

consider what they need to undertake to become culturally informed by the culture 

that they seek to work with, because there is no short cut. Each Nation, 

community, family, and person will be different. Understanding the diversity in 

cultural ways of thinking and acting, as mentioned in the IAHA Cultural 
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Responsiveness Framework in chapter three361, is one step towards establishing 

culturally responsive practices. In this way of working proposed in our research, 

the goal is to be continuously open to learning how to act, and eventually to 

embody cultural values in ways that will enable respectful participation. The aim 

is not to define a plan or announce a project or even to state in advance what is 

important. The aim is to understand enough, and remain humble enough, to 

support projects that emerge from the culture and values of the host community, 

which they manage, and which are of importance and lasting value to them.  

  

                                                        
361 IAHA, "Cultural Responsiveness in Action: An Iaha Framework.", pg 7 
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Chapter Six: Yindyamarra Yambuwan: Respecting everything 
 

The film Yindyamarra Yambuwan initiated a new cycle for the research process. 

This film documents what I learnt over the preceding cycles of investigation, 

through the service projects, interviews, and the processes of working together 

with the Wiradjuri. The film is a personal reflection and expression of the 

transformative process that occurred during the research. It is a gesture of 

acknowledgement and respect offered back to the Wiradjuri people in their 

language. I believe it may be the first film of this length in Wiradjuri language. It 

addresses and brings together the themes and concerns that have emerged in 

earlier chapters regarding the significance of Language, Land, and Law (based on 

Yindyamarra). It is another step in the continuous cycle of investigation, 

reflection and learning. It is a starting place from which to act, an attempt to name 

and hold the highest thought. 

 

Why would a non-Aboriginal man feel comfortable making a film in Wiradjuri 

language with images essential to Wiradjuri country about a key cultural 

understanding of the Wiradjuri people? The answer is simple. It is with the 

support of the Wiradjuri community and with a shared understanding, particularly 

with Dr Uncle Stan Grant, that, through this process, the value of Yindyamarra 

may become more accessible to a wider audience, both Wiradjuri and non-

Wiradjuri. As a descendant of settlers, my effort to make the film is a statement 

that I also believe that Yindyamarra is central to the way we may learn to live in 

harmony with Wiradjuri people and Country. It is about standing in solidarity 

with the Wiradjuri, reflecting back what they have taught me, and honouring the 

beauty of their culture. For the Wiradjuri collaborators, the film remains theirs, an 

expression of their reinvigorated culture. Dr Uncle Stan Grant and myself 

consciously conceived the process of making the film as a gesture of reciprocal 

respect. It is not just what it is about, but how it is made. Without his guidance 

and support it would not have been possible. Uncle Stan and a number of other 

Elders, including Aunty Flo Grant, Aunty Sandy Warren, Aunty Lorraine Tye, 

Uncle Ray Woods and other younger Wiradjuri such as Letetia Harris were all 

formally involved in the underpinning research for this film. They have 

contributed their knowledge of language and culture so that the wider society can 
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learn to understand the Wiradjuri people and may benefit from the beautiful 

concept of Yindyamarra. Many other Wiradjuri were informally involved sharing 

different aspects of their culture. Yindyamarra is often translated as respect, 

however there is much more to it. This film explores over twenty two aspects of 

Yindyamarra and only touches the surface, because Yindyamarra is much more 

than a word, as Aunty Flo often says, “it is a lifestyle, a holistic lifestyle,” and, as 

such, it needs to be lived in order to be understood. 

 

Writing and speaking in a language almost eliminated through deliberate colonial 

repression, especially as audio rather than written text, about a philosophical 

concept that is not European, is a strategic decision to give recognition to the 

language and philosophy, and contribute my voice towards addressing the historic 

injustice. By doing this I support the revitalised identity of the Wiradjuri in a 

practical way. I recognise their language and culture by making it part of my 

reality. The accompanying video imagery of Country helps return language to the 

country to which it belongs. It is a political strategy, however, it is also about 

being human and recognising the humanity of others. By learning the language 

and adopting these cultural attributes of Yindyamarra, I make myself part of this 

world. Redefining my relationship with this country also includes the effort to 

understand what is important to the Wiradjuri, and then act out of this knowledge. 

By doing so I strengthen and support their voice, sovereignty, and custodianship. I 

am no longer just the descendent of the dispossessors, but, hopefully, a welcome 

guest. Provided shared respect and understanding is developed, and this exchange 

and understanding takes place with the good wishes of the Wiradjuri, a 

relationship is then created and nurtured to the point where, for the first time, I am 

truly at home. 
 

The cinematic video images in the film, selected from the diversity of nature on 

Wiradjuri Country, reflect and amplify the spoken word Wiradjuri monologue that 

expresses concepts about Yindyamarra. It is both a record of key values of 

importance to Wiradjuri people, yet is also a personal artist’s journey. Uncle Stan 

suggested that I go onto Country, see it through my eyes, and speak about it in my 

own words, in Wiradjuri. In other words, show my relationship with Wiradjuri 

language, land and culture, aiming to be true to the experience that the Wiradjuri 
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people have shared with me, and to myself. The film isn’t an expression of the 

voice of the Wiradjuri people. It has evolved out of one man’s attempt to listen to 

the Elders and honour them by demonstrating respect for what he has seen and 

heard. It is up to the Wiradjuri Elders how much they choose to identify with and 

claim ownership of it. It has been shown to the Wiradjuri Council of Elders and 

Wiradjuri and non-Wiradjuri communities across Wiradjuri country. It 

consciously doesn’t mimic traditional forms of song or art. The film is limited by 

my perspective, yet it is also a record of transformational change and growth, both 

in my self understanding, and also in the concepts being shared as part of the 

cultural revitalisation of the Wiradjuri people involved.  

 

This film project builds on three years acting in support of projects considered of 

importance to the Wiradjuri people by the Elders involved. This was the primary 

criteria for those earlier projects, what was important for this group of Elders 

directly related to each of their priorities and responsibilities. As discussed, 

primarily in Chapter Four, and shown in the table of service projects at the end of 

Chapter One, these earlier projects have included, reference video of Uncle Stan 

speaking language, digital and physical books, animations and interviews. The 

service projects were undertaken with a certain attitude. It is the approach of a 

traditional relationship (in many cultures) between a teacher and a humble student 

who wishes to learn, in return offering to be of service. After a considerable 

period of time working in this way, when trust had been established, we 

undertook a number of interviews with Elders, talking about their lives and the 

things that are important to them. It was only through the process of the service 

projects, and the conversations and cups of tea that happened as part of them, was 

it possible to understand what questions needed to be asked for the interviews. It 

was then possible to distil the form and content of the film from combined 

reflections on the service projects and interviews. 

 

The Wiradjuri people, despite the cultural disruption of the last two hundred 

years, have managed to hold in place a beautiful philosophy of life, Yindyamarra. 

It is what their whole society is built on, and upon which significant cultural 

renewal is now taking place. The film is in twenty two interconnected sections 

that flow from one to another. Each section contains one or more aspects of 
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Yindyamarra. This is described in Wiradjuri language and is placed in the setting 

of various places on Wiradjuri country. It was filmed over several months during 

2015. The following is a close commentary of the Wiradjuri Language monologue 

of the film, often directly reflecting the source inspiration. The format reveals a 

section of the text in Wiradjuri (in bold), followed, when not clear, by a word for 

translation in a smaller font size. The third line (in italics) is a looser more 

flowing translation into english.	

 

Introduction: Look to see, listen to hear, learn to understand. 

 
Figure 25: Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Opening scene: Single kangaroo standing, 

engaging with the camera. 
 

Mambuwarra ngaa-mi-nya-gu 

Looking to see 

Wudhagarbinya wudha-dhuray-gu 

Listening to hear 

Winhangarra gulbali-gu  

Learning to understand 

 

This phrase, “look to see, listen to hear, learn to understand” was something that 

Uncle Stan Grant said to me on a visit one day, telling me, “you should be writing 

these things down”. He recalled the phrase after talking with his sister Aunty Flo 

Grant. It was something his grandfather had told him. It is a primary aspect of 

Yindyamarra. If you are open to an experience, then it is possible to engage in that 

experience. If not, you won’t even recognise it as happening and won’t be ready 

to learn. This reflects the traditional way Elders decided how the young were 

ready for initiation or other forms of learning: 
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…until you learned all about life around the camp and the 

respect you had to show for others and for your land, you would 

not be ready for the Burbang, for this is all part of you 

becoming a man.362 

 The Burbang was a Wiradjuri initiation ceremony that is no longer performed.363 

Being open to seeing and listening generates awareness that enables learning 

about country and culture to take place. It is perhaps similar to, though not 

necessarily the same as, Eastern philosophical concepts, such as living in the 

moment and mindfulness.364 It opens the possibility to an expanded and 

interconnected sense of being alive. It is also related to the concept of Dadirri, as 

discussed in Chapter Five.  

 

The aim and challenge is to be open and focussed on listening, rather than 

interpreting and assimilating the experiences and concepts presented in the film 

back to an existing world view (and language). It is about becoming open to the 

world and other understandings beyond our own habitual thought processes. 

Working with iterative reflective processes, such as those employed by Critical 

Participatory Action Research, contributes in a systematic way to building these 

skills. These first lines are asking the viewer and listener to be aware, open your 

senses, open your mind. This is a prerequisite for understanding what is to come. 

 

Sequence 1: Acknowledgement of the Wiradjuri. 

The following section is an acknowledgement of Country and of the Wiradjuri 

custodians, in language, and an acknowledgement of my own limited 

understanding. As was previously discussed, speaking in the language of the 

country was a sign of respect for the people of that Nation and their country. It 

also acknowledges that what follows is from the culture of the Wiradjuri people 

and to show my gratitude for this. 
 

Wiradjuri muyulung-ngin-guliya yindyamarra nga-dhu 
Wiradjuri elders respecting I 

Respecting Wiradjuri Elders, 

                                                        
362 Stan Grant, Sr, Stories Told by My Grandfather and Other Old Men  (Narrandera: Restoration 
House, 1999)., pg 26 
363 Ibid., pg 26 
364 For example: Living-Well, "Mindfulness Exercises," Living Well, 
https://www.livingwell.org.au/mindfulness-exercises-3/. 
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Wiradjuri mayiny yindyamarra nga-dhu 
Wiradjuri people respecting I  

Respecting Wiradjuri people, 
 

Wiradjuri ngurambang yindyamarra nga-dhu 
Wiradjuri country respecting I  

Respecting Wiradjuri country, 
 

Wiradjuri ngiyang yindyamarra nga-dhu 
Wiradjuri language respecting I  

Respecting Wiradjuri language, 
 

Wiradjuri buyaa yindyamarra nga-dhu 
Wiradjuri law respecting I  

Respecting Wiradjuri law, 
 

Wiradjuri mayiny wudhagabinya nga-dhu  
Wiradjuri people listening to I 

I am listening to Wiradjuri people. 
 

Burrany winhanga-l-guwaan nga-dhu 
A small piece have heard I 

I have heard only a small fragment. 
 

Guwiiny-guliya yarra nga-nhal 
They say to me 

They are saying to me: 
 

Murun-wi-gi-nya Yindyamarra murun-murru ngurambang 

wirimbirra 
Murun-wi-gi-nya (Living-and-breathing) Yindyamarra murun-murru life path (way of 

life) ngurambang wirimbirra (country cares for) 

Living a Yindyamarra way of life cares for country 
 

Walu-ma-rra ngiyanhi ngiyawaygunhanha 
Walu-ma-rra (custodians) ngiyanhi (we) ngiyawaygunhanha (be-always)  

We are the custodians, always. 
 

The different lines above declare specific aspects of the acknowledgement: for 

Wiradjuri Elders, Wiradjuri people in general, Country, Language and Law, all 

who have helped me learn, and how little I still know. Elders come first because 

this is, as discussed previously, the way it is done, they are the living link to the 

tradition, they embody cultural knowledge and the wisdom of life experience. All 
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Wiradjuri people are respected because of their role as custodians and out of 

respect for their culture. Acknowledging the Wiradjuri is inescapable. All those 

involved in this collaborative project still feel that recognition and healing needs 

to take place between the Wiradjuri, other Aboriginal, and non-Aboriginal peoples 

now living on Wiradjuri country. In my experience, acknowledging the Wiradjuri 

people’s special connection with this country, recognising Wiradjuri sovereignty, 

somehow opens up an aspect of this connection to Country to myself as well. I 

believe it is impossible to be fully alive in this place without this recognition.  

 

 
Figure 26: Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Single kangaroo hopping away. 

 

One key to the relationship between Wiradjuri and non-Wiradjuri, Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal, living on Wiradjuri Country, once the acknowledgement of 

Wiradjuri custodianship has taken place, is Yindyamarra. Yindyamarra provides 

guidelines for the how the custodians should treat newcomers on their land and it 

provides the code for how everyone should behave when on this land.  
 

Murun-wi-gi-nya Yindyamarra murun-murru 
Murun-wi-gi-nya (Living-and-breathing) Yindyamarra murun-murru life path (way of 

life) 

Living a Yindyamarra way of life 
 

The idea of living and breathing Yindyamarra as a way of life contains two of the 

film’s recurring underlying motifs. Yindyamarra needs to be embodied in one’s 

life to the point that it is like living or breathing, and, secondly, it is something 

that must be developed over a lifetime through a process of conscious continuous 

application. This is what it means to always be thinking the highest thought. 
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Hospitality includes the duty to provide hospitality by the custodian, and the 

responsibilities of a guest, someone coming onto country to act according to the 

law and customs of the land, in this case Yindyamarra. This formal 

acknowledgement of country, its people and their ways of doing things, is also an 

act of Yindyamarra, honouring and respect. Likewise a “Welcome to Country” by 

an Elder is also an expression of this mutual obligation and respect. It is not a 

small thing, as it might appear being present without understanding, because, in 

the case of the Wiradjuri, as an example, it has the full weight of Yindyamarra 

and the associated mutual responsibilities contained within it. A welcome to 

country based around the principles of Yindyamarra stresses the mutual respect 

and responsibilities of both custodian and guest. This relationship may also be 

considered in the context of the historic clash of cultures that must have occurred 

at the time of colonisation. The Wiradjuri were obliged to show respect when the 

colonists came, it was deeply engrained in their culture, and the explorers must 

have initially received generous hospitality as guests on Wiradjuri country, yet, it 

may be imagined, for the most part, the settlers had no idea of the depth of the 

social customs associated with Wiradjuri hospitality, and, because of this, they 

must have appeared barbaric beyond comprehension. 

 

Sequence 2: Wiradjuri Hospitality, the gift of Yindyamarra. 

 
Figure 27: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Mob of kangaroos 

 

The following section expands on the idea that Yindyamarra is a gift from the 

Wiradjuri culture. One of the characteristics of Yindyamarra is that it is generous 

and open. It is about sharing. Yindyamarra is shown, as part of hospitality and 

welcome, with the hope that Yindyamarra will be returned.  
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Yindyamarra ngun-nha 
Yindyamarra giving  

Yindyamarra is generous 
 

Bungany maram-bang-bilang bala Yindyamarra  
bungany maram-bang-bilang (gift great) bala (be)Yindyamarra 

Yindyamarra is a great gift  
 

Wiradjuri murun-wi-gi-nya, Wiradjuri ngurambang-bu, Wiradjuri 

ngiyang-bu Wiradjuri mayiny-bu nginha-guliya-li 
Wiradjuri murun-wi-gi-nya (living breathing), Wiradjuri ngurambang-bu (country) 

Wiradjuri ngiyang-bu (language), Wiradjuri mayiny-bu (people) nginha-guliya-li (from 

these) 

from the Wiradjuri way of life, land, language and people 
 

Yindyamarra bungany ngu-ng-gilanhi 

Yindyamarra, a gift, given to another, 
 

bunba-y-marra-nha yindyamarra dumba-l-girri ngulung-ga-girri 
Bunba-y-marra-nha (longing for) yindyamarra dumba-l-girri (show-will) ngulung-ga-

girri (return–will) 

longing for yindyamarra to be shown in return. 
 

With openness and mutual respect all flows smoothly. This section is a statement 

of the immense value of Yindyamarra not just to the Wiradjuri, but to all peoples, 

and that it is something to be grateful to the Wiradjuri people for sharing with us. 

Uncle Stan Grant informs me that language belongs to country and traditionally 

the language spoken was the language of that country. If you went to another 

nation’s country you would speak their language, when they were on your country 

they would speak yours.365 By my writing and speaking this poem in Wiradjuri I 

am also seeking to return this gift of Yindyamarra, to show respect for Wiradjuri 

people and culture, by speaking the language of the country, possibly the first in 

my family despite being on Wiradjuri country for several generations. If the 

settlers had come with respect, learning language, learning culture, the 

relationships may have developed differently. Indeed, in some cases where 

language was learnt and spoken there are accounts in the historic records of 

positive relationships developing. This included the relationships between the 

Suttor family and Windradyne near Bathurst366, and the local Wiradjuri 

                                                        
365 Grant, "The Importance of Wiradjuri Language and Yindyamarra." 
366 Perkins and Langton, First Australians., pg 35 
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community and the Best family367 and Dame Mary Gilmore’s family in Wagga368. 

The legacy of these relationships includes that these were also the situations 

where the language was often written down and now provide some of the sources 

for its recovery.369  

 

Sequence 3: Yindyamarra in the stories of the night sky. Kengal - The Rock, 

at night.  

 
Figure 28: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Mob of kangaroos 

 

The night sky is a mirror of the earth, the place where stories reside, a holder of 

the cultural record. Yindyamarra is a key aspect of these cultural stories, some 

remembered some forgotten, that remain shining in the sky. The stories are in 

essence describing aspects of Yindyamarra and so Yindyamarra, in the shape of 

the stars, forms a canopy over all. In the film, Kengal, also known as the Rock, a 

rock formation south of Wagga, stands out against the plain beneath the stars of 

the night sky. Kengal is the place where Baiame the Creator/Sky God, left his 

dingoes and returned to the sky.370 Even though there are sometimes only 

fragments of the stories remaining, one way Yindyamarra was and continues to be 

learnt is through listening to stories. 

                                                        
367 Brad Montgomery, "A Study on the Relationship between Wiradjuri People and the Nin-
Indigenous Colonisers of Wagga Wagga 1830 - 1900," in Charles Sturt University Archives 
Summer Scholarship (Wagga Wagga: Charles Sturt University, 2010-11)., pg12 
368 Sullivan, "The Wagga Wagga District Community's Relationships with the Murrumbidgee 
River and Wetlands over Time." 
369 "Interview with John Rudder, Preliminary Discussion on History of Recovering the Wiradjuri 
Language," (Wagga Wagga: Sharing and Learning, 2014)., part of the exhibition Burambabirra 
Yindyamarra at Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016 
370 Jimmy Ingram, 2013. 
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Yindyamarra ngalan-guranha giilang giralang-ga 
Yindyamarra ngalan-guranha (brightly lights) giilang (the story) giralang(-ga) (in the 

stars) 

Yindyamarra lights the stories in the stars. 
 

Mulaa yirung-dhi gurrugambirra Wiradjuri ngurambang-ga 

In the night sky over Wiradjuri country 

 

Sequence 4: Wind in the trees/clouds. 

 
Figure 29: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Wind through the trees with galahs. 

 

In the next sequence the metaphor is that Yindyamarra and the Wiradjuri people 

are connected to country like the wind through Wiradjuri country. Wind is also 

felt to be a sign of the old people being about, often a warning. One day while 

filming it became impossible it was so windy. Everything felt wrong. I later found 

out that I was trying to film a massacre site. It isn’t part of the film. Listening and 

feeling the wind is a way to read country, to hear the ancestors, and, if there is 

openness to it, the wind will help show how to act according to Yindyamarra. 
 

Yindyamarra bala bunyi-ng-ganha mayiny-dya-bu 
Yindyamarra bala (be) bunyi-ng-ganha (breathing) mayiny-dya-bu (in the people) 

Yindyamarra is the breath in the people 
 

Yawilawilawil Wiradjuri dhaagun-dha-bu 
Yawilawilawil (breeze) Wiradjuri dhaagun-dha-bu (Wiradjuri country through) 

Yindyamarra is the breath in the people and the breeze through 

Wiradjuri country. 
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Sequence 5: Carved tree. 

 
Figure 30: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Scar tree on Wiradjuri Country. 

 

Some of my strongest childhood memories are of finding stone artefacts and 

carved trees, particularly on our farm. For me ever since childhood, tangible 

objects in the landscape are like portals that link the ancient Wiradjuri past with 

the present, collapsing time, inspiring respect and a kind of reverence. These 

marks on the country are a kind of evidence of the connection between the land 

and the Wiradjuri people. Some trees I knew as a child have hardly changed over 

my lifetime, creating a different concept of time in which the trees are both time 

travellers and time machines. They speak through time to us, from a time before 

the land was remade for European style agriculture when Wiradjuri culture 

flourished. 
 

Yindyamarra bala walam-wunga-dha-bu, murru madhan-dha-bu, 

bunma-yu-marradhal gurrugambirra Wiradjuri ngurambang-ga 
Yindyamarra bala (is) walam-wunga-dha-bu (in the grinding stones and) murru (tracks, 

marks, carvings on trees) madhan-dha-bu (in the trees and), bunma-yu-marradhal (made 

long ago) gurrugambirra (cover over) Wiradjuri ngurambang-ga (Wiradjuri country). 

Yindyamarra is in the grinding stones, and it is carved in the trees, 

made long ago, all over Wiradjuri country. 
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Sequence 6: Yindyamarra reveals what is hidden. Mist rising from the river 

in the early morning. 

 
Figure 31: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Mist rising from the river. 

 

This refers back to the idea of “looking to see” with the metaphor of country 

revealing itself through the mist, and “listening to hear” through of the sounds of 

casuarinas and running water. An attitude of respect makes it possible to see and 

hear what is hidden, in the landscape, nature, wildlife, and also creates a potential 

for intuition and understanding with others. 
 

Mayiny-gu ngaa-mi-nya Yindyamarra 
Mayiny-gu (people-to) ngaa-mi-nya (be able to see) Yindyamarra 

To the people who can see Yindyamarra 
 

Yindyamarra girra-maa guwang ngurrunggal-a bila-dhi  
Yindyamarra girra-maa (lifts) guwang (mist or fog)  

ngurrunggal-a (early morning) bila-dhi (river from)  

Yindyamarra lifts the mist rising from the river in the early morning. 
 

Yindyamarra bala gudhi-dya bilawi-dya bila-dha 
Yindyamarra bala (is) gudhi-dya (in the song) bilawi-dya (in the casuarinas) bila-dha 

(by the river) 

Yindyamarra is in the song in the casuarinas by the river.  
 

Yindyamarra bala mugumnawa yanggu 
Yindyamarra bala (is) mugumnawa (inside) yanggu (song of running water) 

Yindyamarra is inside the song of running water. 
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Yindyamarra bala bila-dha birra-bina-birra wuurrawin Wiradjuri 

ngurambang-ga 
Yindyamarra bala (be) bila-dha (in the rivers) birra-bina-birra (moving quietly) 

wuurrawin (through) Wiradjuri ngurambang-ga (Country) 

Yindyamarra is in the rivers moving quietly through Wiradjuri country 
 

The Wiradjuri are river people. They sometimes describe themselves as the 

“people of the three rivers”371. Different clans lived along the rivers crossing 

Wiradjuri country including the Wambool, (Macquarie), the Calare (Lachlan) and 

the Murrumbidya (Murrumbidgee) rivers.372 The rivers form an important part of 

their sense of identity.373 In the past they would have been highways, sources of 

food, and places of refuge in droughts. Ceremonies were conducted seasonally at 

key places along the rivers. Respect for these rivers is something Wiradjuri people 

take very seriously and have acted and lobbied for generations for their protection. 

For example, Aunty Flo Grant was on the first board of the Murrumbidgee 

Catchment Management Authority. Perhaps one of the most heart breaking 

environmental challenges in the region is the way the rivers have been degraded 

through dams, agriculture, and introduced species such as European Carp.374 The 

rivers are crying out for respect, for Yindyamarra. 

 

 
Figure 32: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Murrumbidgee River. 

 

                                                        
371 Stan Grant, Sr, 2016. 
372 Grant and Rudder, A New Wiradjuri Dictionary. 
373 Dick Green, "Wiradjuri Heritage Study: For the Wagga Wagga Local Government Area of 
New South Wales," (Wagga Wagga: Wagga Wagga City Council, 2002)., pg 26 
374 Sullivan, "The Wagga Wagga District Community's Relationships with the Murrumbidgee 
River and Wetlands over Time." 
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Sequence 7: Respect for the seasons. Yindyamarra will return when the time 

is right. 

 
Figure 33: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Storm, rain on the river 

 

The metaphor in this verse is that Yindyamarra is in respect for the seasons, 

floods and droughts and in the cycles that bring new life.  
 

Yindyamarra gany nguru-murr guma-gu  

Yindyamarra is like the storm clouds  
 

barramarra yurung-bu guwunggan-bu  

carrying rains and floods  
 

Yindyamarra bala mugumnawa murun dhalang-girr buwanha 

Yindyamarra is inside the new life that grows. 
 

Yindyamarra gaambuwananha Wiradjuri murun murru 
Yindyamarra gaambuwananha (bringing back) the Wiradjuri murun murru (way of life / 

life path) 

Yindyamarra is bringing back the Wiradjuri way of life 
 

Yindyamarra itself is like the rain bringing new life in that it brings back identity 

and culture. It is also reflective of a different sense of time. The linear sense of 

time and progress of contemporary “Western” culture is something to be called 

into question, as it is loaded historically with colonial perceptions of social 

evolution, progress, and the destruction of Aboriginal peoples.  The different 

sense of time in Aboriginal cultures have been commonly reflected on375. In 

comparison the idea that time is linear, progressive (and destructive) may appear 

superficial, and without a deep sense of Yindyamarra. Destruction that occurred 

                                                        
375 Stanner, White Man Got No Dreaming: Essays 1938 - 1973., pg 34 



 186 

with colonisation is perhaps only a small part of a longer cycle, in which 

Yindyamarra comes like rain to restore and revitalise. Evidence that cultural 

renaissance is occurring amongst the Wiradjuri is its own justification for 

restoring this concept - not based on nostalgic return, but on a dynamic flow that 

embraces and re-presents the past as a part of a living culture.	

 

Sequence 8: Yindyamarra lights everything, like the sun. It heals, and brings 

people together, like fire. Sun in sky, campfire. 

 
Figure 34: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Sun shining through tree 

 

Yindyamarra is like sunlight because it permeates all things and gives vitality to 

culture and country.  
 

Yindyamarra gany yiray ngalgarra yambuwan-dha 
Yindyamarra gany (like) yiray (sun) ngalgarra (light, verb) yambuwan-dha 

Yindyamarra like the sun shining on all.  
 

Yindyamarra bala bagaray-bang bimbarra waganha  

wuurrawin buguwindya ngurambang-ga 

Yindyamarra be healing fire that dances through the grass in the 

country. 
 

Firestick farming is making a comeback in Wiradjuri country with a number of 

men now trained in its use and engaged in scientific studies of how it may again 

form a part of the management of the country.376 In accounts such as The Biggest 

                                                        
376  Charles Sturt University, "Charles Sturt University Indigenous Education Statement," 
(Bathurst: Charles Sturt University 2014)., pg 48-49 
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Estate on Earth by Bill Gammage377 describe the important role that systematic 

use of fire played in keeping the landscape in balance.  

 

 
Figure 35: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Camp fire. 

 

Fire is healing in the sense that, used in the right way, burning at the right 

temperature and time of year, it becomes a way of restoring the country. 

Metaphorically, as there is this need for healing in the landscape, so it is within 

each individual. Yindyamarra heals and rebalances. Fire and smoke are symbols 

of this. It is a responsibility that comes with Yindyamarra to bring oneself and the 

country into balance. 
 

Yindyamarra. Wiiny girramba-nha-nha ngurang. 

Yindyamarra. The fire that warms the camp.  
 

The camp fire was central to traditional life, and still is for many Wiradjuri 

people, who share meals, such as jonnie cakes and fish, and life by the river. This 

whole communal experience, which I often shared during this research, with the 

sharing and bonding around it, and the connection to one another and to country 

through this, is also a reflection of the qualities of Yindyamarra. 
 

nugagnirra giiny Wiradjuri murun. 

beating heart of Wiradjuri Culture/life 
 

buwurr gurrugambirra bangal-ngarra-ngarra 

possum skin cloak that shelters all  
 

                                                        
377 Bill Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth : How Aborigines Made Australia  (St Leonards: 
Allen & Unwin, 2013). 
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Possum skin cloaks were traditional in Wiradjuri country and are now being made 

again378, one of many aspects of tradition that have returned to life. Like the fire 

in the centre of the camp, Yindyamarra is the heart of the way of life, and, like the 

possum skin cloak, it provides protection for all. 	

 

Sequence 9: weaving. 

 
Figure 36: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Weaving by Nives Zalokar. 

 

Weaving is playing a key part in the cultural revitalisation of the Wiradjuri 

Nation. Three of the Elders involved in the research have a strong presence as 

weavers in the region.379  
 

Yindyamarra bala mugumnawa waybarra 

Yindyamarra be in weaving 
 

Waybarra winhangarra  

weaving learning, 
 

Waybarra marramarra 

weaving making, 
 

Waybarra gulbanha 

weaving knowing, 
 

Waybarra-bu ngiyambalgarra-bu 

weaving and yarning together. 
 

                                                        
378 For example, The-Daily-Advertiser, "Cultural Practice Reborn through Hands of Locals," The 
Daily Advertiser 2015.  
379 Sullivan, "Wagga Airport Weaving Welcome". 
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Yindyamarra burambabirra wayba-yi  

Sharing what has been woven. 
 

Mununbul waybarra mawam-bul bala Yindyamarra 

Everything weaving together is Yindyamarra 
 

Yindyamarra bala narrbang-bu mulunma narrbang-bu 

Yindyamarra is the dillybag and inside the dillybag. 
 

Particularly for women, though men are involved as well, weaving forms a 

cultural social connection with meditative and healing qualities. The ways of 

being together, sharing and learning, create an environment in which Yindyamarra 

may be experienced. There are many aspects about weaving that relate directly to 

Yindyamarra. It requires patience, the go slow aspect, and it requires openness to 

learning, and in a group of weavers, working in harmony, there is mutual respect 

and communal understanding. It is as though weaving itself creates a rhythm and 

way of doing things that reflects the qualities of Yindyamarra. Weaving is a 

process that generates an environment conducive to Yindyamarra. Yindyamarra is 

inside and outside the dillybag because it unifies and harmonises how one feels 

inside with the people and world around, as, at its best, does a weaving circle. 

 

Sequence 10: Dancer dancing on earth. 

Dancing is also part of the Wiradjuri cultural revival.380 Many of the original 

dances and songs have been lost. Many dances, however, have been exchanged 

and shared, new songs in Wiradjuri have been written, and new dances are 

evolving. This is demonstrated in the film Cowra Corroboree381 showcasing this 

revival, which is on display as part of the exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra. 

  

                                                        
380 For example, "Cowra Corroboree," (Burambabirra Exhibition,  Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 
2016: Sharing and Learning, 2016). 
381 Ibid. 
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Figure 37: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Dancers.  

 

One of the most striking things about watching a corroboree is observing how the 

dancers draw energy up from the earth through the soles of their feet. Dances are 

also about showing respect, Yindyamarra, for country and for law and culture. 
 

Yindyamarra bala mugumnawa waga-dhaany nganhudarnguwur 

bumirra dhaagun 
Yindyamarra is inside the dancer’s foot-sole hitting the earth 

Yindyamarra is inside the sole of the dancer’s foot hitting the earth 
 

burrawarra, wuurramarra  

stirring up dust from the feet, taking from underneath  
 

Bagurany Wiradjuri dhaagun-dhi 

strength from Wiradjuri country. 
 

This drawing strength from Country is something that can be observed in the 

Elders when out on Country. Elders out in the bush seem to grow in stature, their 

voices stronger, feeling and drawing up the Country beneath them. Yindyamarra 

is an essential part of the intensity of connection to Country. It appears that an 

attitude of Yindyamarra towards country generates the connection to country in 

equal measure to the way connection to country generates Yindyamarra.  
 

Bula madhan milbarra  

Two clap sticks beating time. 
 

Yindyamarra bala gudhi-dya 

Yindyamarra is in the song. 
 

Nginha gudhi bala gudhi-maradhal-bu gudhi-giyira-bu 
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Nginha gudhi bala song be gudhi maradhal (past), gudhi giyira (future or womb) 

This song is the song of the past, and the song of the future 
 

Yindyamarra milbarra nginhagu, Wiradjuri-ngurambang-gu 

Yindyamarra is the beat belonging to this, Wiradjuri country  
 

Yindyamarra and Country lived together over thousands of years. It is impossible 

to say where one begins and one ends. Living according to Yindyamarra is to live 

in rhythm with Country in a way that resonates through time. 

 

Sequence 11: Sharing,	Quandong tree, bogong moth, mountains.	

 
Figure 38: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Quandongs 

 

Yindyamarra bala buram-ba-birra 

Yindyamarra is sharing together 
 

buram-ba-bi-rra mawang guwandang-bu dyiibang-bu 
buram-ba-bi-rra sharing together mawang all guwandang-bu quandongs and geebungs  

dyiibang-bu geebungs and 

together all sharing quandongs and geebungs.  
 

buram-ba-birra mawang wambuwuny 

All sharing kangaroo together.  
 

People would gather at the time of the fruit seasons. Sharing bush tucker is a 

powerful way of connecting with one another and with country. Geebungs and 

Quandongs are bush fruit. Some may consider that lots of this bush foods 

knowledge and practice has been lost in Western NSW, perhaps it would be more 

accurate to say the knowledge has been kept quiet, another aspect to emerge as 

people begin to relearn and enjoy their culture. Informal rituals of sharing food are 
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still ways of connecting with one another. Sharing food in this way builds 

Yindyamarra. 

Yindyamarra muga-girri birrang-ga buugang-gu dhirraan-dha  
Yindyamarra muga-girri (will be found) birrang-ga (journey-in) buugang-gu (for the 

bogong moths) dhirraan-dha (in the mountains). 

Yindyamarra will be found in the journey for the bogong moths in the 

mountains.  
 

Yindyamarra Wiradjuri murun-wi-gi-nya   

dumbarra widyungga maldhan-bu murun-bu mayiny-dhiyala   

Yindyamarra, Wiradjuri life way, 

shows how to work and live with people. 
 

Wiradjuri people traditionally seasonally travelled along the Murrumbidgee river 

up into the Snowy mountains for the summer Bogong Moth season.382  

 
Figure 39: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Animation of Bogong Moth 

 

The Yuin of the South Coast of NSW came up the Bundian way,383 I understand 

other Nations travelled their own routes to these mountain places. The complexity 

of inter-Nation relationships, with shared ceremonies and rituals, such as 

initiations and marriages, was an integral part of a complex social life and the 

Wiradjuri codes of relating to these other nations were based on Yindyamarra, 

ways that ensured strong sustainable relationships between Nations. Relationships 

and the behaviour associated with them were clearly defined.384 Even newcomers, 

from outside a group, were given a relationship such as brother or daughter so it 

would it be clear how to act with one another. Some believe that this system is 

                                                        
382 James Ingram, 2014. 
383 Ozzie Cruse, 2013. 
384 Ingram. 
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completely broken in the South East of Australia. My sisters, brothers, mothers 

and fathers, aunts and uncles involved in this project will tell you that this isn’t so 

and it continues on in a simplified form. As the culture is being restored the 

articulate orators and political capacity and leadership of the Wiradjuri people are 

beginning to be understood. It may be felt that this is a result of assimilation with 

mainstream culture. In my opinion it is more a continuation of the political and 

relationship building skills that have existed for thousands of years and the sooner 

we learn to understand and welcome this the richer Australian political and social 

life will be. 

 

Sequence 12: Yindyamarra lights the path, it is the path. Dirt track through 

the bush 

Yindyamarra, as a way of life, is a potential path that provides direction for the 

right way to do things and is a strong potential guide through life, a way out of 

residual and cumulative intergenerational despair, ongoing from the legacies of 

the past. 
 

Yindyamarra binyal-bi-rra murruway-gu 
Yindyamarra binyal-bi-rra (make a light) murruway-gu (path for) 

Yindyamarra makes light for the path 
 

marramarra dhulu-murruway wuurrawin dambu-l-bang 

creating a straight path through the night. 

 

 
Figure 40: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Dirt track 
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Sequence 13: Patience, going slow, acting with perspective and timing. Kite 

hovering, kestrel sitting in a dead tree, white faced heron fishing. 

 
Figure 41: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Kite hovering 

 

The Black-shouldered Kite (Elanus axillaris Accipitridae),385 is a bird that is able 

to hover for extended period of time, patiently waiting in the air, while it prepares 

to strike small prey. It is a common to see it hovering by the roadsides throughout 

Wiradjuri country. The metaphor here brings out a number of characteristics of 

Yindyamarra. First, patience, being able to hold one’s tongue and listen, rather 

than leap in and speak without thinking. Being in the air implies looking at things 

from a distance, with perspective, and this is another aspect.  
 

Yindyamarra bala-yindyang 

Yindyamarra is patient, slow and soft 
 

Yindyamarra bala mugumnawa barrang ngarruriyan wawinha 

mabinya wir-a  
Yindyamarra bala (be) mugumnawa (in) barrang (white) ngarruriyan (small bird of 

prey) wawinha (flying) mabinya (stopped) wir-a (in the sky)  

Yindyamarra is in the white kite hovering in the sky,  
 

Niniwarra manhang gulawin warraga 
Niniwarra (search minutely) manhang (ground) gulawin (far) warraga (below) 

Searching the ground far below 
 

When patience and timing, preparation, learning to see clearly, and knowing 

where to find what is hidden are mastered, it is possible to strike precisely and 

accurately to achieve the desired result. 
 

                                                        
385 Bird_Life_Australia, "Black-Shouldered Kite - Elanus Axillaris Accipitridae,"  
http://www.birdlife.org.au/bird-profile/black-shouldered-kite. 
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Yindyamarra bala mugumnawa barramaldhaany murrugarra 

dhaagun-dha  
Yindyamarra bala (be) mugumnawa (in) barramaldhaany (hunter) murrugarra (read) 

dhaagun-dha (in the earth).  

Yindyamarra is in a hunter who reads the marks in the earth.  
 

Yindyamarra bala mugumnawa widyungga yina wangarra 

dhaagun-dha baabaa yirany-gu 
Yindyamarra be in how a woman digs in the earth deep for yams. 

Yindyamarra is in how a woman digs in the earth for yams. 
 

Yindyamarra bala mugumnawa gibir guya-gu-bu wingaawaanha 

galin-dya mabinya-bu yadilinya-bu buma-li 
Yindyamarra bala (Yindyamarra be) mugumnawa gibir (in the man) guya-gu-bu (goes 

for fish and) wingaawaanha (sits watching) galin-dya, (water-by) 

mabinya-bu (waiting and) yadilinya-bu (ready to go and) buma-li (to strike) 

Yindyamarra is in the fisherman who sits and waits, watching the 

water, ready to strike. 

 

Figure 42: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. White faced Heron fishing 

 

Sequence 14: Learning, remembering, experiencing, renewing. 

Yindyamarra is a way of life with many parts. It is a way of learning and 

awareness that draws on memory and experience and intuition and the traces of 

what remains hidden to support a renewed sense of Wiradjuri identity. 

Winhangarra bunma-bunma-rra Yindyamarra 

Learning makes a part of Yindyamarra 
 

Winhanga-nha bunma-bunma-rra Yindyamarra 

Remembering makes a part of Yindyamarra 
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Marra marra bunma-bunma-rra Yindyamarra 

Experiencing makes a part of Yindyamarra 
 

Balmang baliran-dha mamandha-l-guwaan 

In the empty silence of the night, what was not known, or forgotten, 
 

Gulur ngulagambila-girri, bunma-bunma-rra Yindyamarra  

but will return home, makes a part of Yindyamarra. 
 

 A number of collaborators speak with certainty that much of what was lost is not 

gone forever, and, when the time is right, it will return. By remaining open and 

gathering the threads and traces from the past it is believed a revitalised culture 

will emerge. Yindyamarra is in this attitude of openness. Rather than being 

dismissed as nostalgia, an assessment of the evidence of this project is that 

cultural revitalisation is occurring. The recovery occurs through an openness that 

appears to draw on memories from family experience and stories from the Elders, 

through the experience of reinvigorated cultural practice, from learning about 

whatever is accessible from historical archives and museums, from being on 

country, and through the experience of trying to live, explore, share and adapt 

these traces together. One of the things that has been interesting to watch over the 

last few years has been watching different families sit down together and share 

their knowledge. Each family may have held part of the puzzle. Brought together 

they become a collection of knowledges that are forming a new whole.  

 

Sequence 15: Silence. Pelican on the water.  

 
Figure 43: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Pelican on lagoon 
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Yindyamarra is in the quality of silence. There is the silence of moving quietly in 

order to travel through and experience the natural world, but there is also inner 

silence. The effect is to create an opening to experience so that it opens up before 

us.  

Yindyamarra dyilmang ngurung-galangal ngurunggal 

Yindyamarra is in the silence of the early morning 
 

Guwiiny muriin gaang-a-dhaanyl ngiyanhinya birra-bina-birra 

baalmanha bila-dha 

It is the canoe carrying us, moving quietly, floating, on the river. 
 

Guwiiny yabun-dha wiray yarra 

It is in a word not spoken. 
 

It is also the capacity to hold one’s tongue. 
 

Guwiiny Baayi-dya maradhal mayiny 

It is in the footsteps of the old people 
 

Guwiiny bali-dya yuranhawinha yilawara-dha gunhi-dya 

It is in the new baby sleeping in the pleasant camp by its mother. 
 

Through this openness to the landscape and internal/external silence it is possible 

to begin to read country, to see where the best camps would have been, the 

atmosphere of places where children would have played and slept, and to 

recognise ancient paths and ways of navigating country. 

 
Figure 44: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Sheltered grassy area 

 

Perhaps it may be argued that this is from imagination, and undoubtedly 

imagination is engaged, but experiences of these kinds of hidden bush places were 



 198 

a special part of recording the video for the film. Through openness to these traces 

in the landscape, the experience becomes tangible. 

 

Sequence 16: Going Slow, Images of country. 

 
Figure 45: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Box trees 

 

Yindyamarra bala mulunma nguwanda-dha  

winhangaygunhanha-gu 
Yindyamarra bala (be) mulunma (inside) nguwanda-dha (time-in) winhangaygunhanha-

gu (remember / recall-to) 

Yindyamarra is within the time it takes to remember 
 

minyang wanga-nhi winhangaygunhanha-girri 
minyang (what) wanga-nhi  (lost-was) winhangaygunhanha-girri (remembered will)  

What was lost will be remembered.  
 

Yindyamarra Wiradjuri murun murru 
Yindyamarra Wiradjuri murun murru (way of life / life path) 

Yindyamarra is the Wiradjuri way to live 

 

This sequence above is about the quality of going slow, based on the idea that 

taking time to reflect on the past will create a path for the positive from the past to 

reappear. The Wiradjuri way of life, based on Yindyamarra is what will re-emerge 

through this reflection. 

 

Sequence 17: Yindyamarra is a river red gum that holds everything together. 

In many cultures the tree is an important symbol. In places where Indigenous 

culture remains unbroken trees often play a sacred role. In Wiradjuri and 
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Gamillaroi country in particular, carved trees, ceremonial and burial trees were an 

important part of the culture.386  

 

 
Figure 46: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. River red gum trunk 

 

Internationally, variations on the metaphor of the tree of life are found throughout 

Asia and in North America as cited in the earlier Gregory Cajete reference in 

chapter five. The tree is a way of containing the unity of life with its roots in the 

ground, leaves in the sky and as a home to many birds and animals, and a resource 

for human use providing firewood, wood for tools and weapons, bark for canoes 

and coolamons, and large hollow trees, such as river red gums, were sometimes 

used as birthing places.  

 

 
Figure 47: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. River red gum branches 

 

                                                        
386 RH Mathews, "Australian Ground and Tree Drawings," American Anthropologist, 9, no. 2 
(1896). 
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The river red gum (Eucalyptus camaldulensis)387, characteristic along the rivers of 

mid western and southern NSW throughout Wiradjuri country, like its roots in the 

river soil, is essential to Wiradjuri identity.  
 

Yindyamarra biyal-guliya 
Yindyamarra biyal-guliya (river red gum like) 

Yindyamarra is like a river red gum 
 

Guwiiny madhan-dha   

It is in the tree.  
 

Guwiiny yarngun-dha ngunhadar-guwur budhang-bila-dhargan-

dha  
Guwiiny yarngun-dha (in the roots) ngunhadar-guwur (underneath the earth) budhang-

bila-dhargan-dha in the black river soil 

It is in the roots underneath the earth in the black river soil. 
 

Bula ngumbaay yarngun bala Wiradjuri-ngiyang-bu, buyaa-bu, 

ngurambang-bu 

The three roots are language, law and land. 
 

Guwiiny giiny-madhan-dha 

It is in the heart-wood 
 

giiny-madhang bala muyulung murun-wi-gi-nya gulba-ngi-dyili-

nya-bu 

the heart wood is the elders living-breathing self understanding. 
 

Guwiiny garril-a 

It is in the branches.  
 

Bula ngumbaay garril bala mambuwarra-bu wudhagarbinya-bu 

winhangarra-bu 
Bula ngumbaay (three) garril (branches) bala (be) mambuwarra-bu (look-and) 

wudhagarbinya-bu (listen-and) winhangarra-bu (learn-and) 

The three branches are look, listen and learn. 
 

Guwiiny giraang-ga-bu gurawiny-dya-bu 
Guwiiny (It) giraang-ga-bu (leaves-in-and) gurawiny-dya-bu (flowers-in-and) 

It is in the leaves and flowers. 
 

                                                        
387 CSIRO, "Eucalyptus-Camaldulensis". https://www.anbg.gov.au/cpbr/WfHC/Eucalyptus-
camaldulensis/ 
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Giraang-bu gurawiny-bu bala mayiny-bu balugan-bu murun-wi-gi-

nya Wiradjuri-ngurambang-ga 
Giraang-bu gurawiny-bu (leaves and flowers) bala (be) mayiny-bu (people and) balagan 

bu (animals and) murun-wi-gi-nya (living-and-breathing) Wiradjuri-Ngurambang-ga 

(on Wiradjuri Country) 

The leaves and flowers are the people and animals living-and-breathing 

on Wiradjuri Country. 
 

Wiilba bala gandha nginha-guliya-gu 
Wiilba (Twigs) bala (be) gandha (sinews)  

nginha-guliya-gu (this-like-belongs / or belonging to these all) 

The twigs are the sinews between them. 
 

Yindyamarra dhurang-ga marru-wa-nha gulaman 
Yindyamarra dhurang-ga (in the bark) marru-wa-nha (makes or forms)  

gulaman (dish of wood or bark) 

Yindyamarra is in the bark that forms a coolamon.  
 

Yindyamarra biyal-gu guwabinya ngala 
Yindyamarra biyal-gu (tree-in) guwabinya ngala (shade to shelter under) 

Yindyamarra is in the river gum’s shade to shelter under. 

 

 
Figure 48: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. River red gum shade. 

 

Guwiiny murru mununbul mayiny murun-wi-gi-nya Wiradjuri 

dhaagun-dha ngurang-ga-girri 
Guwiiny (It) murru (path) mununbul (all) mayiny (people) murun-wi-gi-nya (living and 

breathing) Wiradjuri dhaagun-dha (earth on) ngurang-ga-girri (home be will) 

It is the way all people living on Wiradjuri country will be at home. 
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Figure 49: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. River red gum. 

 

In this sequence there is a drawing on many of the ideas that have been previously 

discussed with a focus on Yindyamarra as being like the tree that holds the unity 

of life, a container for the different elements that make up its many qualities, such 

as language, law and land, respect for the Elders, and look listen and learn. As a 

unifying idea it also binds together in relationships the Wiradjuri people and all 

living and non-living things in Wiradjuri country. It is also the culture that draws 

on the tree for practical use and comfort. Yindyamarra, like the tree for the 

creatures living in it, is a home that provides shelter for all. 

  

Uncle Stan tells a number of variations of this tree story as a memory of a 

conversation with his Grandfather: 

“Boy do you see that tree?”  

“Yes” 

“What do you see? ” 

“A tree”  

“And what else, what does that tree do? ” 

“Provides shade I guess” 

“Anything else? ” 

“Fire wood” 

“Bark - Coolamon” 

“Good what else, what about the leaves? ” 

“The leaves take the stale air and give out oxygen” 
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“Ahh, now you are getting somewhere. What else?...”388 

Uncle Vince Bulger told me something similar.389 In his version he talked about 

the uses of the tree, the history of the tree, inside the tree, what was happening a 

hundred years ago, and the birds living in the tree. He whistled and called to the 

birds all around us as he talked. Sharing the world through his eyes, the tree 

transformed, no longer a part of a linear understanding of time but an experience 

of interconnected continuous simultaneity. If country is visited as a child and 

returned to as an old man, the trees are often what change least. Buildings and 

people come and go, the grasses and the soil itself, shift and alter, but a river red 

gum, living for hundreds of years, despite the floods and droughts, may barely 

change, holding memory, holding culture. Uncle Vince, in one short conversation, 

changed my way of seeing, and the subject of this PhD. Aunty Joyce Hampton, 

Ngiyampaa Elder, found what most remained the same from her childhood, 

seventy years earlier, was a river red gum, precariously hanging on the bank of the 

Darling River where she used to go yabbying.390 

Some time later Ray Woods told me how he talks about the trees to young men to 

explain their culture to them.391 Other stories keep emerging. I feel that there is 

ample evidence that the tree was, and still is, important to the Wiradjuri as a way 

of explaining the unity and interconnectedness of all life. 

 

Sequence 18: Responsibility 

 
Figure 50: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Cockatoos preparing nest 

 
                                                        
388 Stan Grant, Sr, 2016. 
389 Vince Bulger, 2012. 
390 Hampton, Menindee Girl: The Story of My Life., pg 20-21, included in the exhibition 
Burambabirra Yindyamarra as Yabby Tree, digital print, 2016 
391 Ray Woods, 2016. 
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One of the lesser known qualities of Yindyamarra is responsibility. It emerged in 

conversations during the project that taking responsibility is a key component that 

strongly relates how the Elders see Yindyamarra.392 
 

Yindyamarra bunmarra ngiyawaygunhanha winha-nga-girri  
Yindyamarra bunmarra (making) ngiyawaygunhanha (be always) winha-nga-girri 

(thinking of the future) 

Yindyamarra is being responsible, acting in a way that is always 

thinking of the future. 
 

Yindyamarra is being responsible, acting in a way that is thoughtful and with 

consideration of the implications of what is done now on the future. 
 

Yindyamarra giilang ngiyawaygunhanha giilang giilangyaldhaany 

murun-wi-gi-nya 
Yindyamarra story be always the story the storyteller lives-and-breathes. 

Yindyamarra is always the story that the storyteller lives and breathes. 
 

It is one thing to tell stories of culture, it is another to live culture. Yindyamarra 

only emerges when it is lived. There is a need to walk the talk. 

 

Sequence 19: Respecting Others, respecting yourself 

 
Figure 51: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Cockatoos roosting 

 

The following verses draw heavily on a section from Uncle Stan’s book Wiradjuri 

Words and Phrases Part 2,393 which are documented in the previous chapter. It is 

about the qualities of respecting oneself, others and country. Uncle Stan says this 

often, particularly in relation to advice to young men. I have rewritten this in my 

                                                        
392 Florence Grant and Stan Grant, Sr, 2015. 
393 Grant, Wiradjuri Language: Some Useful Words and Phrases Vol 2. 
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words, for my voice and according to my experience, because this is part of the 

process of embodying my understanding of these concepts. 
 

guyunganmadilin Yindyamarra 
Yindyamarra guyunganmadilin (myself)  

Respecting myself  
 

gnubibu baabiinbu Yindyamarra 
Yindyamarra gnubibu baabiinbu (mother and father) 

Respecting mother and father 
 

muyulung-bu, galin-gabangbur-bu, mayiny-guwal-bu Yindyamarra 
Yindyamarra muyulung-bu (elder), galin-gabangbur-bu (and children), mayiny-guwal-

bu (and other people)  

Respecting elders, children, and other people 
 

Wiradjuri mayiny Yindyamarra 
Yindyamarra Wiradjuri mayiny (Wiradjuri people) 

Respecting Wiradjuri people  
 

Yindyamarra is way of maintaining strong relationships with all those around you. 
 

Wiradjuri Ngurambang Yindyamarra 
Yindyamarra Wiradjuri ngurambang Wiradjuri country 

Respecting Wiradjuri country 
 

Yindyamarra wirimbirra maradhal-gu-bu, wirimbirra yandhul-gu-

bu, wirimbirra giyira-gu-bu 
yindyamarra wirimbirra (caring for now) maradhal-gu-bu (for the past and), wirimbirra 

(caring for now) yandhul-gu-bu (and for the present), wirimbirra (caring for now) 

giyira-gu-bu (and for the future “womb”). 

Yindyamarra is taking responsibility now for the past, the present and 

the future. 
 

Yindyamarra involves an expanded awareness of time, considering how actions 

taken now will echo across time affecting future generations, and at a personal 

level how one’s actions today affect one’s ability to manage life in the future. 

Deeper still, it relates to the concept, sometimes referred to as “the Dreaming”, 

where current experience is deeply connected in ways that permeate and echo 

through time in ways that challenge popular Western conceptions of time. 
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Murun-wi-gi-nya Yindyamarra bala murun-wi-gi-nya giiri 
Murun-wi-gi-nya (Living and breathing) Yindyamarra nganha bala (be) murun-wi-gi-

nya (life) giiri (true)  

Living and breathing Yindyamarra is a life that is true. 
 

At a certain point, through living it fully, like breathing it, one’s life becomes 

Yindyamarra. 

 

Sequence 20: Honour. Yindyamarra lifts the people. 

 
Figure 52: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Cockatoos flying, taking off, coming 

in to roost 

 

Another aspect of Yindyamarra is honour. The white cockatoos are spiritual birds, 

sometimes referred to as “Old People”. By showing Yindyamarra in the form of 

respect and honour to others, it creates a cycle in which we support one another. 

Yindyamarra has the capacity to build better communities. Social and governance 

structures built on Yindyamarra, however this emerges in the future as the 

Wiradjuri people revitalise their culture and nation, would be a foundation for a 

society of great beauty, grace and potential. 
 

Yindyamarra girra-maa mayiny 
Yindyamarra girra-maa (lifts up) mayiny (people) 

Yindyamarra lifts up the people  
 

Mayiny girramaa ngiyanhinya 
Mayiny (people) girra-maa (lifts up) ngiyanhinya (us) 

People lift us. 
 

Yindyamarra marramarra winhangagigilanha mayiny  
Yindyamarra marramarra (creates) winhangagigilanha (care for each other) mayiny 

(people) 
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Yindyamarra creates people who care for each other. 
 

Mayiny nga-ngaa-nha ngiyanhinya 
Mayiny (people) nga-ngaa-girri (care for will) ngiyanhinya (us) 

People who will care for us. 
 

Yandu ngiyanhi murun-wi-gi-nya Yindyamarra 
Yandu (if/when) ngiyanhi (we) murun-wi-gi-nya (live and breathe) Yindyamarra 

When we live and breathe Yindyamarra 
 

Yindyamarra marramarra ngiyanhinya 
Yindyamarra marramarra (makes/creates) ngiyanhinya (us) 

Yindyamarra shapes us.  
 

Yindyamarra girra-maa Wiradjuri ngurambang gany Wiradjuri 

ngurambang girra-maa ngiyanhinya 
Yindyamarra girra-maa (lifts up) Wiradjuri ngurambang (Country) gany (like) 

Wiradjuri ngurambang (Country) girra-maa (lifts up) ngiyanhinya (us) 

Yindyamarra lifts up the country like the country lifts us. 
 

Ngiyanhi mayiny murun-wi-gi-nya nginha ngurambang-ga 

We, all people living-breathing in this country,  
 

Ngiyanhi Ngumbaay-dyil nginha ngulagambilanha yindyama-li 
Ngiyanhi (We all) Ngumbaay-dyil (all together) nginha (here) ngulagambilanha 

(returning home) yindyamarra (to) 

All together here returning home to yindyamarra. 
 

Honouring country in this way creates a virtuous circle whereby the country 

comes into balance and we living on it benefit from this. This applies not only to 

Wiradjuri, but to all people living on Wiradjuri country, together. Working with 

Yindyamarra is still the way to live and flourish on this country, now and in the 

future, as it was for thousands of years in the past. 
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Sequence 21: Discernment.  

 
Figure 53: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Sunset on lagoon 

 

Discernment is implied as an aspect of Yindyamarra. Knowing how to act the 

right way, understanding what isn’t right, and then having the inner strength to act 

accordingly, is a continuation of the qualities of respect for oneself and others, 

and thinking before acting. Aunty Flo Grant considers discernment very 

important394 and is linked to the “go slow” aspect of Yindyamarra. 
 

Yindyamarra wudhagarbinya gulangandara yarra 

Yindyamarra listens before speaking.  
 

Yindyamarra mambuwarra gulangandara bambinya 

Yindyamarra looks before swimming. 
 

Yindyamarra gulbarra dhagu gulangandara barru-wu-ma-l-girri 

Yindyamarra understands “where to?” Before it will run. 
 

Yindyamarra gulbarra yandu bulabula 

Yindyamarra understands when similar. 
 

Yindyamarra gulbarra yandu muriguwal 

Yindyamarra understands when different.  
 

The discernment aspect of Yindyamarra also recognises and respects difference 

and enjoys patterns of similarity. There is discernment but not judgement. Elders 

when you meet them will quiz you about who you are and where you are from, 

who’s your family, and are delighted to know that you share a common friend or 

love of a certain place, things that make a connection. Uncle Stan also talks about 

                                                        
394 Florence Grant, 2015. 
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how Wiradjuri people were always inclusive, it didn’t matter who you were, 

everyone was welcome to join in. I have found this quality abundant. Leaving me 

even more puzzled as to why there is often such distance between Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal people. A striking experience happened while speaking to Aunty 

Flo Grant about this discernment aspect of Yindyamarra. We were sitting in a car 

talking outside her house near Oura. While we were talking, an eagle came within 

several metres above us and did three broad circles around us, like a kind of 

whirlwind, and then went on his way.395 

 

Sequence 22: Yindyamarra is everything, the eagle, maliyan, leading us 

home. 

 
Figure 54: Still from Yindyamarra Yambuwan 2015, Bernard Sullivan. Eagle 

 

Yindyamarra budyaan yalmambirra, Yindyamarra  balugan 

bungany  

Birds yindyamarra teaching, animals yindyamarra giving, 
 

Yindyamarra Dyirri-dyirri waganha durany-ga-rra 

willy wagtail dancing a message 
 

Yindyamarra maliyan ginhiimarra ngiyanhinya ngurang-gu  

Eagle leading us home 
 

Nginha-guliya-laa yindyamarra wurrugan  
Nginha-guliya-laa (All these that we have spoken about) Yindyamarra wurrugan 

(connects ) 

Yindyamarra connects all these that we have spoken about  
 

                                                        
395 Ibid. 
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Yindyamarra murru murun-gu  

a path for living  
 

Mayiny murun-wi-gi-nya yindyamarra wilurany gula-dha-l-girri 
Mayiny (People) murun-wi-gi-nya (living-breathing) yindyamarra wilurany (honey) 

gula-dha-l-girri (will taste). 

People living-breathing Yindyamarra will taste its honey  
 

Yindyamarra bala yambuwan 

Yindyamarra is everything 
 

For the Wiradjuri, birds are messengers and they had quite close relationships 

with them. Dame Mary Gilmore describes birds being sung too and coming to rest 

in the hands of Wiradjuri children, and of Wiradjuri singing based on bird song.396 

Uncle Vince Bulger would sing to the birds all around, constantly. Uncle Stan 

recognised this practice when I described it to him. Birds such as magpies, white 

cockatoos and kookaburras are totems for many Wiradjuri people. When I was 

filming and driving about over Wiradjuri country I often saw eagles and other 

birds of prey. I became fascinated with them, as I have been with birds of prey 

since childhood really. I felt that they were leading me, and I let myself be led by 

them. Yindyamarra, with all its facets, has the potential to be a guide, leading you 

home. It is a complete philosophy and way of life, and a means of always thinking 

the highest thought. 

 

Post film completion reflections and processes 

I expected that the film would be a culmination of all the stages of what had been 

undertaken before, including the family history books, animations, language 

work, interviews and conversations, as well as moments of revelation that 

occurred along the way. To an extent this was true. It was a way of documenting 

and containing many of the things that I had learnt in a single artwork, particularly 

the cultural knowledge, and was a means of making these ideas and experiences 

accessible and understood by both general and Wiradjuri audiences. It was also a 

means of showing I had been listening to what so many generous people had been 

showing me. However, this wasn’t the final cycle. It marked a stage that showed I 

had contextualised Yindyamarra sufficiently to make it part of my experience. 

Having been through this process I hope to better understand and act effectively, 

                                                        
396 Mary Gilmore, More Recollections  (Sydney, Australia: Angus & Robertson, 1935). 
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culturally responsively, to the needs of Wiradjuri people. It is as though, as I 

finish the Doctorate, I am now ready to begin. 
 

As part of our collaborative processes together we always envisaged that the 

Doctoral research would result in products of some kind, books, films, something 

to give back to the community. First, as learning resources to support the 

revitalization of culture in the relevant communities. Second, where appropriate, 

as a means of communicating this culture to a wider audience. Third, as a source 

of financial support for ongoing cultural development. The film Yindyamarra 

Yambuwan, in this way, aims to be a gift back to the Wiradjuri people across these 

three areas. 

 

When the film was first completed there were interesting reactions. It was not 

uncommon for Elders to be in tears when it was shown to them. A few non-

Aboriginal people didn’t resonate with the language, the country, or the ideas, 

and, in particular, didn’t understand my role. I believe the issue was in thinking 

that the film is some kind of inappropriate appropriation. I didn’t know how to 

describe my role either, but now it may be expressed with clarity. Although the 

film is written, narrated, and filmed by me, it is still a collaborative project. It is 

made with the intention of demonstrating respect and recognition through deep 

engagement, reflecting back ideas that have described to me by Wiradjuri Elders 

and community members throughout our earlier projects. By speaking the 

language of the country, Wiradjuri, my intention is to honour and show respect. 

By acknowledging, describing, and aiming to act according to Yindyamarra, I am 

showing respect. By showing images of Wiradjuri country, I am also 

acknowledging and showing respect. I am allowing myself to be transformed into 

someone who works according to the values of Wiradjuri country. Although I am 

not Wiradjuri, and I have no intention of trying to be, I am somehow reassured of 

my own identity through this experience. This immersion is different from a two 

culture approach, two ways of doing things side by side. In essence, it is saying 

that the way of life here, for all us, will blossom when it radiates out from the 

heart of this place, from thousands of years of Wiradjuri tradition, language, and 

connection to Country. This is the essence of what I understand as a collaborative 
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culture centred approach and I believe that the more of us who take this journey, 

the better it will be for all of us, Wiradjuri and non-Wiradjuri.  

 

The film appears to have the most impact for viewers when it is screened 

cinematically, large scale, darkened room, good sound system, as it is in the 

exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra, which gives greater opportunity to be 

more engaged with the sound and images. This allows for the meditative aspect of 

the film to be prominent and the experience more immersive. This also 

contributes to a feeling of being on Country, which is an important aspect of the 

film. After a screening for the Wiradjuri Council of Elders at a meeting in 

Bathurst at the end of 2015 I received much positive feedback. Each Elder present 

received a DVD copy of the film to take away from the screening. The film was 

introduced as a gesture of respect to the Wiradjuri, not something that was 

representative of all Wiradjuri country and peoples. The Wiradjuri Elders, 

embodying a wide range of diverse opinions, clans and communities across 

Wiradjuri country, possibly one of the oldest continuing “federations” in the 

world, appeared to understand this difference. At this same meeting Bathurst 

Elders discussed how they had locally taken on the symbol of the lyrebird, one 

bird with many different voices. 

 

The first public screening took place on an outdoor screen at Murray Art Museum 

Albury. The concept was to return the language to the street. This outdoor 

screening was considered in large part in response to a story that Uncle Stan Grant 

had told me about an event that occurred with his Grandfather in Griffith. His 

Grandfather called out to him in Wiradjuri in the street. This was overheard by a 

policeman. He arrested his Grandfather who then spent a night in the cells. The 

following day, after he was let out of the cells, his Grandfather told Uncle Stan 

that he would never again speak language in town, he would only speak Wiradjuri 

with him in the bush, and this is where Uncle Stan and his brother continued to 

learn the language.397 It was illegal to speak Wiradjuri. For example, it was a 

condition for receiving an exemption certificate, and it was enforced through the 

threat of children being taken away.398 Aunty Flo expresses this repression of 

                                                        
397 Stan Grant, Sr, 2016. 
398 For an example of the fear that this threat of being taken away generated see this example from 
Uncle Stan’s childhood: Crossing Cultures:  A Collection of Short Stories., pg 19-20 
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language in the following way, stressing that although the language was absent for 

her personally, the codes and lifestyle of Yindyamarra were still present: 

And I think that’s where it's all at because when we were 

growing up we grew up with a lifestyle even though we didn’t 

at the time know the language because of colonial government 

structuring and trying to get rid of languages, denied the right of 

our people to teach us, but we did grow up with enough culture 

and language around us that we picked up bits and pieces 

without realising it.399  

There were a lot of lessons learnt through this initial public screening at Albury. 

One, the low volume and location meant that the sound could only be heard quite 

close, on a public walkway. Though many people walked past the screen it wasn’t 

a situation where they could easily stop and engage fully in the way the film 

requires. It was also difficult to explain the concept to the gallery staff. 

Established relationships are needed for a project such as this to come together in 

a way that fully demonstrates Yindyamarra. 

 

At the time of writing, the screening of the film, from September to November 

2016, is central to the exhibition Burambabirra Yindyamarra at Wagga Wagga 

Art Gallery. The exhibition includes explanatory videos on Wiradjuri language 

and Yindyamarra from Uncle Stan Grant and Aunty Flo Grant, as well as 

honouring other aspects of the language and cultural recovery program. It places 

the film in a context that shows respect for those who have supported it culturally 

and the place from which it has come.  

 

A number of Elders from throughout Wiradjuri country have begun using the film 

as part of their cultural presentations. It is a great honour to me that the film is 

useful as a resource for the Elders. This is the preferred way for it to be seen. A 

number of schools now have copies of the film and there have been numerous 

requests for its use in university courses. 

 

Sales and distribution have been considered at length. Because the film contains 

extensive use of cultural knowledge, I feel that the sales and distribution of the 

                                                        
399 Grant, "Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Yindyamarra Is a Lifestyle." 
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film can’t take place in a conventional way. A limited number of DVDs have been 

sold while we considered our options. There were no suitable organizational 

structures in place when we finished the film that could take responsibility for 

managing the use and distribution of the film or allocating any profits should that 

ever occur. I feel that the most important thing is that the film is widely seen, but, 

collectively, it is also felt to be important that it is appropriately valued. We hope 

for a solution that will both keep the film accessible and assist the Wiradjuri 

develop further language and cultural resources, potentially in self sustaining 

ways. A book to accompany the film will together form the basis of a developing 

learning resource kit that supports Wiradjuri language and culture, and fosters 

deeper understanding of Yindyamarra.  
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Chapter 7 Conclusions 
 
In exploring the question, “How may cultural wisdom be understood and shared?” 

this thesis and the creative projects associated with it, demonstrate and recognise 

the significance of the role Elders have to play in this process. The tasks 

associated with this doctorate take place in the context of what has often been the 

life’s work of several of the Elders involved. The Elders, by becoming the 

embodiment of cultural wisdom, also become key examples for how it is passed 

on. Cultural wisdom, as it is understood here, is the practical knowledge of how to 

live, embodied in the way of life of those involved. The word “culture”, in the 

context of cultural wisdom, is also the system by which this wisdom is passed on. 

The way this research has sought to foster this has been by supporting Elders 

articulate what is important to them and convey this in a number of creative 

projects. These projects have included family histories, language learning 

resources, interviews, the film Yindyamarra Yambuwan, and the exhibition 

Burambabirra Yindyamarra. However, beyond this, through this journey, the 

most important discovery is that these processes of transferring wisdom are not 

linear or intellectual, they involve learning to embody a way of life and attitudes 

to it, to experience what is important, not just describe it. This does not just apply 

to Elders, but to myself as I seek to understand. In looking at the role of what has 

been described as creative professionals in these processes, there are two 

important dynamics to the relationship with Elders. One, the Elders are the 

managers, and their culture is the centre, determining the values at every stage of 

the process. And, two, the way to support the sharing of cultural wisdom is to 

become transformed by it, and, through that experience, be able to describe and 

assist the Elder custodians in a tangible way. 
 
What happens to what we have created? 

One of the first concerns raised with me by a number of the collaborators early in 

the research was their fear of what happens once the research is complete. What 

will be left incomplete? What will be taken away? What continuing benefit will 

our people receive from this research? Will all our material be returned? A 

paramount consideration when a project is focused on the concept of respect is 

that what happens afterwards continues to show respect and honour to those who 

have assisted with the research. As mentioned in the opening chapter, in the 
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example given to me by Tamsin Donaldson, although the doctoral process is 

geared towards contributing to knowledge, I feel it is also geared, particularly 

with Indigenous knowledge, to gathering and taking away information from its 

source community and placing it within the Academic world. Martin Nakata 

describes the journey away from the custodians, through re-contextualisation of 

knowledge, in this way: 

It is also important to understand what happens when 

Indigenous Knowledge is documented in ways that disembody 

it from the people who are the agents, when the ‘knowers’ of 

the knowledge are separated out from what comes to be ‘the 

known’, in ways that dislocate it from its locale, and separate it 

from the social institutions that uphold and reinforce its 

efficacy, and cleave it from the practices that constantly renew 

its meanings in the here and now. And it is important to 

consider what disintegrations and transformations occur when it 

is redistributed across Western categories of classification, 

when it is managed in databases via technologies that have been 

developed in ways that suit the hierarchies, linearity, abstraction 

and objectification of Western knowledge – all of which are the 

antithesis of Indigenous Knowledge traditions and 

technologies.400 

I am conscious of resisting this pull away from the community who have created 

this body of research and creative work with me. How do we keep turning things 

around so that recognition is shared? How do we ensure that the other 

collaborators’ contributions and what we have created together continue to remain 

theirs? 
 
As we have moved through this process, right from the beginning of the research, 

a number of strategies have been utilised to foster continuing ownership by the 

Elders. We have sought to ensure that what we have created and the cultural 

knowledge associated with it, stays in the hands of the community concerned. 

1. Leave copyright of what we create in the hands of the Elders. 

2. My right to use what we have created is clearly defined, and 

any variation on this usage will need to be renegotiated. 
                                                        
400 Nakata, Disciplining the Savages : Savaging the Disciplines., pg 210 
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3. Everything created should be of ongoing use to the 

community concerned. 

4. Fund, produce and distribute what we have created. 

5. Give copies of resources to Elders and encourage them to use 

them to support their cultural work. 

6. Share the stage at public events with the Elders. 

7. Form a body to manage the resulting resources in the future. 

8. Set up a low cost short run publishing venture. 

9. Have a collaborative exhibition that honours the Elders and 

others involved. 

10. Copies of the thesis draft are distributed to the Elders. 

11. Each Elder will receive a finished copy of the thesis as well 

as the creative projects that they have contributed to creating. 

12. Storage and archiving of multiple copies, multiple formats, 

in multiple locations (including with families). 

13. Provide access to what we have created. 

14. Maintain the working relationships we have developed. 

The first strategy was to leave copyright of what we create in the hands of the 

Elders. In the case of one-on-one partnerships this was relatively straightforward. 

Aunty Joyce’s book belongs to her, Uncle Stan’s animations belong to him. In the 

case of the interviews, the right to use them is clearly defined, and any variation 

on this usage will need to be renegotiated. For example, the Elders in many of the 

interviews simultaneously gave their permission for their interview to be utilized 

in the Graduate Certificate in Wiradjuri Language, Heritage and Culture as well as 

in the Doctoral research. This was also part of the third strategy that everything 

created should be of ongoing use to the community concerned. The aim of each 

project was to create something of lasting value for the community. Not just for 

the Elder and their family though this was a primary goal. For example, the 

language resources are an aid for learning Wiradjuri. This is done in a way that is 

managed by the Elder concerned. For example, the Wiradjuri language resources 

are available according to Uncle Stan’s guidelines. 

 

We created a small business, Sharing and Learning, to fund, produce and 

distribute what we have created. Many of the resources bear this logo. DVDs of 

the Wiradjuri Songs, the Wiradjuri Language Words and Phrases animations, and 
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the film Yindyamarra Yambuwan, have been for sale in a limited way. The market 

includes language learners and schools across Wiradjuri country. 

 

Another strategy has been to give copies of resources to Elders and encourage 

them to use them to support their cultural presentations. The DVD of the film 

Yindyamarra Yambuwan has been distributed to many Wiradjuri Elders, including 

the collaborating Elders, the Wiradjuri Council of Elders, and many others, as 

something that continues to belong to them. They have been encouraged, when 

they wish, to utilize the resource when they make public presentations on their 

culture. The preferred way for the film to be seen is when accompanying a 

presentation from an Elder. Videos from the Elders, such as the videos on 

Yindyamarra from Uncle Stan Grant and Aunty Flo Grant, also support this 

approach that recognizes the cultural source of this information. 

 

It has been a strategy to share the stage at public events with the Elders. When the 

film and animations have been presented in public talks, including academic 

forums, and media events, the aim is for the Elders to be co-presenters, aiming to 

avoid myself being the authoritative voice on this material. The exhibition 

opening was carried out in a similar way. 

 

Form a body to manage the resulting resources in the future. It is proposed that 

most of the created resources, for example, the film Yindyamarra Yambuwan, will 

be transferred to a newly formed Association, with Elders and community 

members managing the ongoing use of this material, under the eye of the Elder 

creators. The Association will also distribute profits, should they occur, from the 

sale or licensing of the material. These profits will go towards creating new 

culture and language revitalization resources. The exact structure of this is being 

considered. This association may also be able to act as a body that accepts 

additional funding to support this work and act in partnership with other groups to 

achieve its aims.  

 

Another strategy has been to set up a low cost short run publishing venture, 

potentially becoming part of the new association, that is designed to fit the needs 

of the communities involved. It has been observed that with language work, and 
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community histories, the number of copies of books required is sometimes 

initially quite low. So there is a need for economical ways to do this. At the time 

of writing, three books are being prepared for printing. This includes Aunty 

Joyce’s book Menindee Girl: The Story of My Life, (supplied as a PDF file), a 

book of the poem Yindyamarra Yambuwan, an educational resource to accompany 

the film, and Letetia Harris’s Wiradjuri Language book Windradyne: the warrior 

within. This publishing project will make additional aspects of the research 

available to the community. These trial publications are hoped to open the way for 

a wave of community published books. 

 

A collaborative exhibition that honours the Elders and others involved in the 

research process and projects is the subject of an exhibition, Burambabirra 

Yindyamarra – Sharing Respect, at Wagga Wagga Art Gallery from September to 

November 2016. It presents the findings of the research and aspects of the 

research process, highlighting the words of the Elders, for example, through the 

interviews that are part of the exhibition. This honouring and public 

acknowledgement is a way of thanking and valuing the contributions of all the 

people involved. It redirects the recognition for the research, from the focus on the 

doctoral candidate that happens as a kind of cultural default, back to the 

contributing community. It also brings the findings of the research into a public 

community space. It is hoped that this exhibition will be able to tour throughout 

Wiradjuri country. 

 

Copies of the thesis draft have been distributed to the Elders with relevant 

sections that refer to them highlighted, allowing time for additional comments and 

corrections to be added. This process has added an additional layer of feedback to 

the research. The thesis has been written with this in mind. This is another step to 

acknowledging the contributors as co-creators of this document. Each will receive 

a finished copy of the thesis as well as the creative projects that they have 

contributed to creating. 

 

Given that there are so many resources generated our strategy for keeping them 

secure and accessible has been: store and archive of multiple copies, multiple 

formats, in multiple locations, including: 
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• Copies distributed and spread widely throughout the community.  

• Held by the new Association.  

• Stored at AIATSIS, if agreed with by the Elders concerned. 

• Families of the Elders involved. 

• Providing Charles Sturt University with copies of a selection material with 

guidelines on use. 

• We would like to have copies of key creative items in libraries and 

galleries throughout Wiradjuri country, and/or Ngiyampaa country for 

those aspects of the project. 

 

We have been looking into online access and storage solutions. Some material 

may be available on YouTube or Vimeo, however, there are the thousands of 

photos, numerous videos and other elements that have been generated during the 

research. The Mukurtu401 project from the Centre for Digital Scholarship and 

Curation, has been investigated and looks promising for its ability to store large 

amounts of community information sensitively, including giving a range of access 

permissions/restrictions to material that may not be appropriate to be in the public 

domain. A decision on this has yet to be made. This will happen in discussions 

with each Elder and the new association. 

 

These are the plans for some of the objects we have created but perhaps more 

important is maintaining the working relationships we have developed. Some of 

the senior Elders are looking to retirement, but no doubt will still keep us in line. 

From my conversations it appears that the rest of us, along with a number of new 

collaborators, are looking to continue our work together, particularly focused on 

community based culture and language revitalization projects. 

 

An overview of what I have learnt through this journey. 

One of the most important things for me has been the experience of learning how 

to reach a shared understanding of what is important. The processes by which we 

journeyed and arrived at this were not linear. There were many discussions, 

different ways of working together on the projects, and simply spending time 

together. It has evolved into a way of thinking and acting that is both systematic 

                                                        
401 Center-for-Digital-Scholarship-and-Curation, "Mukurtu," Mukurtu, http://mukurtu.org. 
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as well as dynamic and flexible. It involves thinking and reflecting, working 

together creatively, open discussion, and learning from one another. For me, it 

also involved personal transformation, along with developing an understanding 

that learning only becomes real when I come to embody what I have learned. 

 

I have learnt a lot about myself and how colonial history is a continuing 

subterranean influence in the culture in which I grew up. I have learnt a lot about 

Aboriginal culture, and I have learnt how much I don’t know. I have learnt that 

much cultural knowledge lives within the First Nations communities of the 

southern States of Australia. This knowledge is central to how to live in this 

country, for me in particular, the country where I was born, Wiradjuri country. I 

have learnt Aboriginal peoples have been saying important things to us about who 

they are, their country and what they need, and what we need, for many 

generations, but the rest of us have been slow to understand. Among these things 

is that the centrality of culture is essential to Aboriginal aspirations for a better 

life and healing the scars of the past. It is central to a holistic solution that 

addresses issues of identity, social justice and opportunity, health and wellbeing, 

education and employment.  

 

Culture and language revitalization is a real and vibrant movement that will make 

a lasting change to local First Nations cultures but also Australian identity in 

general. I have learnt a language, Wiradjuri, and realized what it means to let a 

language open up within oneself, particularly the language of the country where I 

grew up, because it also opens one up to Country and creates a kind of expanded 

experience of identity. 

 

As demonstrated throughout the thesis, particularly chapters four to six, a number 

of key cultural themes recur, in infinite variations that reflect the diversity of 

country and peoples. I cannot say if these things are universal, or, even if it is 

entirely true in the world I have come in contact with. I can only say this is what I 

have come to understand from my limited perspective. These comprehensive 

maps of being have affected me deeply. They provide not just understandings of 

the individual, as many philosophies provide, but of what it is to live with respect 

for others within a society, culture and environment, and also with other cultures 
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and peoples who are different to oneself. I am wary of presenting these patterns as 

some kind of definitive finding that override the processes of focussed 

engagement in a specific cultural situation that will always begin from listening 

and respond to unique circumstance. Any project needs to begin, not with these 

patterns, but in dialogue with the Elders and their community of the people 

involved. Nevertheless, I have listed some recurring concepts below. A simple 

reflection on my experience at this point in time, distilled from the collaborative 

processes of this Doctoral research and the literature explored in this thesis.  

 

Country reflects the nature of the people who live on it, as they in turn have come 

to be who they are because of where they live. What makes Country, whether it is 

the rivers, or the mountains, or the sea, will be inseparable from the nature of the 

people who have lived there for thousands of years. 

 

Language is tied to country, and relationships, and all the living things in that 

place. It gives the voice to ritual and story. All are connected by language. It 

describes and names a place and the people who live there. 

 

Law describes the relationships of all things to one another and the responsibilities 

of people to one another and their country. Law is also spiritual. Law is what 

holds up the world. Law can be held in language, in a word, that holds the highest 

thought, such as Yindyamarra. It is held in stories and art, it is held by the way the 

Elders live and provide an example. Law describes the right way to maintain 

relationships. 

 

Relationships. In First Nations societies, such as the Yolngu, that have retained 

their kinship systems, and with it the complex identity that is held in place by 

relationships to all other people, in language, and all living things within one’s 

country, it is more obvious. In First Nations undergoing a process of revitalization 

the exact details of these relationships may have been lost, but the principle 

remains – people’s identity and wellbeing depends on a relationship with, and 

connection to, all living things on country. I have observed, amongst my 

Wiradjuri friends, how cultural identity re-emerges by recalling the names that 

were lost in the language of the country, and being open to experience, 
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particularly the experience of being on Country, listening to one’s Elders, and 

spending time with one’s community. 

 

Ritual and Story. For First Nations who maintain their traditions complete there 

remains an array of rituals, songs, dances, and stories that mark life’s changes and 

the truths of their world. For First Nations undergoing cultural revitalization this 

is no less the case, but, I observe, every trace, every fragment, singing a song in 

language, dancing, or hearing stories from an Elder, becomes precious beyond 

words. There is a dual process of remembering and creating. In the hands of these 

communities, whatever was lost is remembered and renewed. New stories, new 

rituals and ceremonies that connect Country, Language, Law, and Relationships 

continue to be formed, and new reasons for being are nourished by the old.  

 

Cultural Practice. The experiences that create connection/ immersion in tradition, 

community and country. These cultural practices may be quite diverse and could 

include the experience of hunting, or weaving, or sitting around a fire on Country 

and sharing a meal.  

 

The Sacred. All of these elements both create, maintain and reflect life’s 

inseparably integrated spiritual dimensions. 

 

Creativity. Along with the themes listed above, I would add creativity. The 

writing of Gregory Cajete as discussed in chapter five is very useful in 

understanding this. The example of Wantarri Jampijinpa Patrick from the Warlpiri 

is also inspiring. When culture is being brought back together from multiple 

fragments, creativity is essential in order to reimagine and create a dynamic living 

experience, and as a means for healing, making whole. Creativity is involved in 

finding new ways to tell the old stories. Creativity is a means of holding and 

communicating the essence of what is important in forms that resonate with 

contemporary life and peoples. This is not a European sense of creativity and art. 

This is observable and central to the past and continuing culture of the Wiradjuri 

and Ngiyampaa. As Uncle Ray Woods told me recently, when it is a matter of 

survival you adapt. You become creative.402 Creativity is a contributing factor in 

                                                        
402 Ray Woods, 2016. 
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the resilience and adaptability of Australian First Nations Peoples that is clearly 

demonstrated in what we have created together in this research. 

 

I have been on a personal journey, transforming a broken place in myself that was 

a kind of shadow relationship with my own culture and where I grew up. It has led 

to a kind of healing for me. I believe similar journeys, which this thesis may 

inspire, may have potential for healing others. I have discovered Yindyamarra as 

an important addition to the world’s philosophies, a way of living that promotes 

harmony and respect with oneself, one’s family, one’s neighbour, one’s 

community, and for one’s country. It contains within it the seeds for a tree, a 

society that holds all life as of value and worthy of respect, which is not centred 

on my individual wants, but on fulfilling responsibilities and working for the 

benefit of all.  

 

Directions for future research 

The future of this research is in the hands of the Elders. It is hoped we, and others, 

continue to develop strategies and systematic approaches for developing culture 

centred, Elder managed, community focused ways of working that we have begun 

over the last few years. If the solutions provided for culture and language 

revitalisation in this case study reflect the needs of First Nations communities 

around the world, what we have learnt from this experience will be of value to 

many. I hope the principles and examples provided in this doctorate are useful, 

and in solidarity with First Nations peoples, as they strive to maintain their lives 

and worlds. Undoubtedly, in keeping with the aim to be open, culturally 

responsive in a continuing way, there is much that remains to be learnt. By 

necessity, this work would need to be continuously reinvented in response to the 

diverse and specific situations of each Nation. Exploring the processes and 

principles proposed by this research across a number of cultures will further 

strengthen and refine its potential. 

 

This work builds on an extensive language and cultural revitalization process that 

the Wiradjuri Elders have undertaken with numerous partners. It is the life’s work 

of the Elders involved, and, as such, the documentation of their work and our 

collected discoveries and observations may be of great assistance to other First 



 225 

Nations as they seek to maintain and revitalize their cultures and languages. It 

includes ways of thinking and working, systems and strategies, for gathering and 

sharing cultural knowledge. These may be suitable to tailor to the needs of other 

cultural revitalization projects, wherever they happen to be. The case study 

projects may contain useful examples for creating culture and language 

revitalization resources. 

 

The results of this research may be applied to the development of strategies that 

foster ways academic and creative professionals may be of service to First 

Nations communities. Those of us prepared to take up the challenge may be of 

best service if we come to learn to recognize, value, and respect the unique 

knowledges within these communities. First Nations communities and Elders 

have a lot to teach us all and our personal transformation through engagement 

could be the most substantial contribution we bring about. With an interrogation 

of, and reflection on, our own histories and ways of appropriating knowledge, we 

may come to adopt culturally responsive and community centred approaches. 

Rather than contribute to a history of disempowerment and disruption, we may 

instead learn to act in solidarity in ways primarily defined and managed by First 

Nations communities. In this research, numerous strategies are documented for 

how this might take place through culture and language revitalization in Elder 

managed community focused projects. This may be a starting point for use in any 

number of contexts. 

 

The research findings may promote an understanding that culture, language, 

country and people are all interconnected, for Indigenous peoples certainly, but 

for the rest of us as well, we had just temporarily forgotten and lost our way. 

From the Wiradjuri people, their heritage of Yindyamarra, lived through the 

example of their Elders, becomes something that may be applied by all of us, 

living a way of life based on mutual respect. It is a way of holding the highest 

thought, of being the best we can be, individually and together. Part of this 

discovery is to realize that other First Nations have similar concepts, expressed in 

words which are completely unknown to me. In Australia, for example, there is 

undoubtedly a tapestry of such ways of life, in numerous languages, cloaking the 

different Nations across the whole continent. If only we become patient enough to 
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listen and humble enough to understand, we may hope the First Nations 

custodians share them with us. However, why should First Nations Peoples share 

more when we have already taken so much? There is a great need to understand, 

as learning to live and embody these concepts, these ways of life that belong here, 

are a means for us all to more deeply belong .  

 

My hope is to continue to support cultural and language revitalization, and the 

communication of cultural wisdom between generations, in First Nations and 

other cultures who are facing the challenge of maintaining their identity and 

distinctive ways of living. I hope this project forms a support for others to 

understand First Nations peoples more fully, further develop Indigenous centred 

methodologies, and learn to centring their ways of working on the values of the 

culture involved. By honouring what is important to First Nations, we stand in 

solidarity with them, for the dignity of humanity and the wellbeing of the world. 

 

There are undoubtedly many ways that cultural wisdom may be understood and 

shared and each culture has its understanding of what wisdom is. In the context of 

the Wiradjuri, it is clear that it is the way of living that emerges when we meet 

together on the field of mutual respect, with Yindyamarra. Although this has been 

a deeply personal journey, as perhaps all journeys towards understanding wisdom 

are, I believe it is relevant to others, particularly for uncovering more respectful 

ways of working with First Nations peoples. This doctoral research demonstrates 

that cultural wisdom may be understood by acting according to the values that 

underpin a culture, for example, by holding a highest thought, as has been 

demonstrated in this case with Yindyamarra. By integrating these values into 

one’s identity and lifestyle, and through practical experience, it is possible to 

gradually come to embody them. Elders, when they live and embody their 

culture’s wisdom, according to their life experience, and from what they have 

learnt from their ancestors, become the primary custodians, sharers and teachers. 

They ensure transfer of wisdom between generations. Those who wish to support 

this, when invited, may have the opportunity to do so by being of service to the 

Elders, and allow themselves to learn and change through the experience. This 

transformation includes becoming culturally responsive, deeply reflective 

regarding one’s own history, and by re-centring one’s focus and actions on the 
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priorities and values of the First Nations community involved. By learning to let 

First Nations peoples’ values shape how we think and act when we work with 

them, our transformation may better support the sharing of cultural wisdom and 

foster greater understanding in the wider community. 
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Appendix A - Features of a meaningful and effective consultation process 

1. The objective of consultations should be to obtain the 

consent or agreement of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples affected by a proposed measure.  

2. Consultation processes should be products of consensus.  

3. Consultations should be in the nature of negotiations.  

4. Consultations need to begin early and should, where 

necessary, be ongoing.  

5. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples must have 

access to financial, technical and other assistance.  

6. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples must not be 

pressured into making a decision.  

7. Adequate timeframes should be built into consultation 

processes.  

8. Consultation processes should be coordinated across 

government departments.  

9. Consultation processes need to reach the affected 

communities.  

10. Consultation processes need to respect representative and 

decision making structures.  

11. Governments must provide all relevant information and do 

so in an accessible way. 403 

  

                                                        
403 Gooda, "Social Justice and Native Title Report 2015." pg 38 – 39 
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Appendix B - AIATSIS Principles 

Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 

(AIATSIS) principles for ethical research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples.404 

Principle 1: Recognition of the diversity and uniqueness of 

peoples, as well as of individuals, is essential.  

Principle 2: The rights of Indigenous peoples to self-

determination must be recognised.  

Principle 3: The rights of Indigenous peoples to their intangible 

heritage must be recognised.  

Principle 4: Rights in the traditional knowledge and traditional 

cultural expressions of Indigenous peoples must be respected, 

protected and maintained.  

Principle 5: Indigenous knowledge, practices and innovations 

must be respected, protected and maintained.  

Principle 6: Consultation, negotiation and free, prior and 

informed consent are the foundations for research with or about 

Indigenous peoples.  

Principle 7: Responsibility for consultation and negotiation is 

ongoing.  

Principle 8: Consultation and negotiation should achieve mutual 

understanding about the proposed research.  

Principle 9: Negotiation should result in a formal agreement for 

the conduct of a research project.  

Principle 10: Indigenous people have the right to full 

participation appropriate to their skills and experiences in 

research projects and processes.  

Principle 11: Indigenous people involved in research, or who 

may be affected by research, should benefit from, and not be 

disadvantaged by, the research project.  

Principle 12: Research outcomes should include specific results 

that respond to the needs and interests of Indigenous people.  

Principle 13: Plans should be agreed for managing use of, and 

access to, research results.  

                                                        
404 AIATSIS, "Guidelines for Ethical Research in Australian Indigenous Studies 2011". 
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Principle 14: Research projects should include appropriate 

mechanisms and procedures for reporting on ethical aspects of 

the research and complying with these guidelines.  
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Appendix C - Notes on Technology 

Perhaps it shouldn’t need to be said, but in this research it is assumed that 

“technology” in itself does not solve fundamental human matters of identity, 

meaning and relationships. Appropriate technology as a tool may capture and 

communicate stories that would otherwise be difficult to convey. Enthusiasm for 

technology as a self contained solution was often spoken about at the early stages 

of the research, and perhaps it has become common amongst First Nations 

peoples, where Elders in fragile health often hold precious cultural information 

which are is in desperate need of recording. There are many examples of 

communities turning to the records collected in the past, such as archival film and 

photography, for example, the ethnographic photographs of the anthropologist 

Donald Thomson showing Ganalbingu and Djinba men using bark canoes in the 

Arafura Swamp, central Arnhem Land 405, which was extensively utilized in the 

film Ten Canoes,406 This drawing on and redrawing of the records of the past, in 

our context of Elder managed cultural revitalization, is undoubtedly valuable. Ten 

Canoes is discussed in the section on cinema in Chapter 4. A Wiradjuri language 

Dictionary app has been very useful for the sharing of the language.407 On the 

other hand, it has also been observed inappropriate use of technology becomes a 

money pit which may create barriers to the main goal helping communities 

maintain and hold on to culture. Examples that are not effective may be the 

purchase of expensive equipment without anyone trained to use it, or maintain it 

or train others in its use. Another example is technologies that create 

objects/products that are not accessible to the community from which they came. 

This premise regarding technology has emerged experientially throughout this 

research. In the beginning I felt some of the collaborators were keen for me to be 

involved because I was apparently “good at technology”. This is a major 

misunderstanding. There were a few initial mistakes made in this research, money 

spent on technological tools that were not utilized to their full capacity, in two 

directions either by spending too much on unneeded capacity or quality, or not 

enough, investing in inferior quality that didn’t do the job. In the beginning I too 

was often thinking if I just get the right gear then we can do it. After years of 

                                                        
405 Rutherford, "Ten Canoes and the Ethnographic Photographs of Donald Thomson: ‘Animate 
Thought’ and ‘the Light of the World’." 
406 De Heer and Djigirr, "Ten Canoes." 
407 Cheyne Halloran, Wiradjuri Dictionary App, https://itunes.apple.com/au/app/wiradjuri-
dictionary/id1009140355?mt=8 
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exploring and reflecting on this, I now feel that, beyond a certain level of 

functionality, it usually isn’t about the gear. It’s about staying focused on the 

people and the story to be told. It’s about having access to a team with the creative 

skills, particularly in the fundamental principles, to know how to achieve simple 

quality. Rather than specific technologies or techniques, the ways to get things 

done effectively comes from experience and training with the specifics varying 

from medium to medium. I believe it is a matter of finding people who are skilled 

enough able to be to apply tools and technologies to meet the needs of the 

situation at hand, which, as has been stressed all along, are arrived at through 

collaborative processes with the host community and Elders. In response to the 

enthusiasm for technology I kept encountering I composed a list which is included 

as an appendix to show my current thinking on how to evaluate the needs for 

technology in a project such as this. 

 

Some of the collaborators learnt some technology skills. I ran audio recording 

workshops, for example, yet the transfer of these digital media skills to the 

community hasn’t happened as much as I would have liked. This is partly because 

we were working primarily with Elders, who were clear that we were working for 

them, and for the most part they weren’t that interested in learning this aspect of 

things. However, Aunty Joyce learnt to use an Ipad. Uncle Ray Woods, Aunty 

Deb Evans and Aunty Lorraine Tye, and others outside the main group in the 

projects, did develop audio recording skills that they use from time to time. When 

there is a combination of Elders and younger generations involved it makes sense 

that the younger ones be given the training and skills in order to undertake this 

kind of work. It becomes a way of being together and hearing the Elders as they 

tell their stories. On the other hand, technology skills aren’t necessarily the most 

important thing to be passed on. Working with a skilled creative professional may 

enable the fulfilment of a dream project for an Elder who may have no interest in 

learning technical skills, if they can find someone to operate the technology 

according to their vision and needs. Technology, like everything else in our 

proposed way of working, needs to be managed within a culture centred Elder 

managed framework. 
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A recurring conversation that was had during the research, particularly in regard 

to the use of creative digital media, is the idea that the technology does the work. 

Artists and media professionals, as they always have been, may be masters of 

certain aspects of technology, but it is the creative skills associated, such as 

graphic or motion design, animation, story telling, cinematography, photography 

and so on, depending on the medium, that enable quality work to be made. 

Nobody would define a medical doctor by the tools they use rather than the 

training, skills and judgment that they bring to using those tools. On the flip side 

of this, because more people are becoming visually literate through the use of 

devices such as mobile phones, if they are educated in the principles of creating 

quality visual stories, then these are the skills that are most essential to pass on, 

because everyone has the basic technology and basic visual language. These 

observations regarding technology and creative skills are tangential outcomes of 

the research process and the many discussions and events that occurred along the 

way, but the ideas would benefit from further investigation. 
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Appendix D - Technology checklist 

In response to the enthusiasm for technology I kept encountering I composed this 

list to show my current thinking on how to evaluate the needs for technology in a 

project such as this. 

Affordability:  

If the whole budget is going on tech it needs to be questioned. 

One of the questions is whether the money would be better 

spent on people, for example, paying Elders for their 

contributions. The technology costs associated with working 

digitally were a substantial cost for this current research, yet a 

small amount compared to the creative resources we have 

generated. Investment in technology didn’t create our results – 

at times though it made them easier/quicker and of better 

quality. 

 

Quality:  

In a budget conscious world, I would still emphasize the 

importance of quality, for example, in creative design, sound, 

camera, editing and lighting, because results may be impeded 

by low quality. Low quality may mean that the results are 

unwatchable/listenable and never seen. High quality appeals, 

inspire and give a sense of pride, and this is important in these 

projects. It is easier to do high quality work that is simple, 

rather than add layers of unnecessary complexity. Our current 

work is much simpler than three years ago. I can’t believe we 

made our lives so complicated. Creative understanding of 

factors such as story telling, cinematography, and how to work 

simply, are more important for creating quality than the 

technology used. 

 

Future proofing: 

With technology it is necessary to consider whether the material 

will be accessible in 5 years, 10 years, and so on. Our solution 

is systematic file naming, multiple copies, multiple formats, 

multiple locations. Avoid working in obsolete formats. For 
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example, shooting video in 4:3 when the universal format is 

16:9 

 

Ease of use: 

What is the skill level required to operate? 

Will it be easy to transfer proficient user skills to the 

community? 

Will steep learning curves mean more time in preparation and 

less time doing what needs to be done? 

 

Save time 

Will the investment in technology save time, or add time? 

There are some situations where investment in technology will 

save time. For example, rendering large amounts of video and 

animation, may be very slow or even impossible without a 

reasonably fast computer. 

 

Invisibility 

Is the main feature the technology itself? Or does it support a 

way to communicate cultural information that is close to the old 

ways, including, for example, providing access to the Elders 

and their knowledge. 

 

End purpose: 

Where will it end up? 

Will it play on a phone or the cinema? 

How accessible to the community will the end result be? 
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Apppendix E - Burambabirra Yindyamarra (sharing respect) 2016  

Wagga Wagga Art Gallery Exhibition 

list of works 

 
Yindyamarra Yambuwan 

2015 

digital video 

15 min 

Collaborators: 

Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM 

Aunty Flo Grant 

Aunty Sandy Warren 

Aunty Lorraine Tye 

Uncle Ray Woods 

Aunty Deb Evans 

Letetia Harris 

Script and direction: Bernard Sullivan 

Camera and sound: Bernard Sullivan 

Voice: Bernard Sullivan 

Dancers: Yindyamarra Johnson, Graham Traynor, Peter Ingram 

Weaver: Nives Zalokar 

 

 

Yindyamarra is a Lifestyle 

2015 

digital video 

6 min 24 sec 

Interview with Aunty Flo Grant 

Interviewer: Bernard Sullivan 

Camera and sound: Bernard Sullivan 
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Importance of Wiradjuri language and Yindyamarra:  

Interview with Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM 

2013 

digital video 

10 min 

Interview with Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM 

Interviewers: Miriam Jorgensen and Deb Evans 

Camera: Bernard Sullivan 

Sound: Stuart Carnegie 

 

 

Yamandhu marang – Are you well? 

2014 

digital video 

1 min 33 sec 

Music from traditional melody 

Lyrics: Dr Uncle Stan Grant and Dr John Rudder 

Performed by: 

Vocals: Dr Uncle Stan Grant 

Harmony: Elaine Lomas 

Accompaniment: Elaine Lomas, Bob Marshall, Bill von Drehnen and John Rudder 

Direction and animation: Tim Amaro 

Backgrounds: Alice Markham 

Producer: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Balang, gaanha, bungangbu, burrami – Head Shoulders Knees and Toes 

2013 

digital video 

1 min 38 sec 

Traditional folk tune with lyrics by Dr Uncle Stan Grant and John Rudder 

Performed by: 

Vocals: Dr Uncle Stan Grant 

Harmony: Elaine Lomas 

Accompaniment: Elaine Lomas, Bob Marshall, Bill von Drehnen and John Rudder 

Direction and animation: Tim Amaro 

Producer: Bernard Sullivan 
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Gulambali wibiyanha galingga – Pelican sitting on the Water 

2014 

digital video 

1 min 33 sec 

Music from traditional melody 

Lyrics: Dr Uncle Stan Grant and Dr John Rudder 

Performed by 

Vocals: Dr Uncle Stan Grant 

Harmony: Elaine Lomas 

Accompaniment: Elaine Lomas, Bob Marshall, Bill von Drehnen and John Rudder 

Animation: Pam Readford 

Producer: Bernard Sullivan 

 

Minyang Nginha - What’s this? 

2014 

digital video 

1 min 38 sec 

Song composed by Dr Uncle Stan Grant and John Rudder 

Performed by 

Vocals: Dr Uncle Stan Grant 

Harmony: Elaine Lomas 

Accompaniment: Elaine Lomas, Bob Marshall, Bill von Drehnen and John Rudder 

Animation: Pam Readford 

Producer: Bernard Sullivan 

 

Wiradjuri Words and Phrases Part 1:  

In the Kitchen 

2015 

digital video 

2 min 54 sec 

Words by Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM based on a section from the book: Wiradjuri 

Language, Some Useful Words and Phrases Vol 1 

Voices by Uncle Stan Grant and Aunty Betty Grant 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan and Tim Amaro 

Producer: Bernard Sullivan 

Character Animation: Tim Amaro  
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Wiradjuri Words and Phrases Part 1:  

A walk by the River  

2015 

digital video 

6 min 11 sec 

Words by Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM based on a section from the book: Wiradjuri 

Language, Some Useful Words and Phrases Vol 1 

Voices by Uncle Stan Grant and Aunty Betty Grant 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan and Tim Amaro 

Producer: Bernard Sullivan 

Character Animation: Tim Amaro 

 

 

Wiradjuri Words and Phrases Part 1:  

Meeting at a Café 

2015 

digital video 

3 min 

Words by Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM based on a section from the book: Wiradjuri 

Language, Some Useful Words and Phrases Vol 1 

Voices by Uncle Stan Grant and Aunty Betty Grant 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan and Tim Amaro 

Producer: Bernard Sullivan 

Character Animation: Tim Amaro 

 

 

History of Wiradjuri language:  

Interview with Dr John Rudder 

2014 

digital video 

9 min 4 sec 

Preliminary discussion on the history of recovering the Wiradjuri Language 

Interviewers: Bernard Sullivan and Deb Evans 

Camera: Bernard Sullivan and Nives Zalokar 

Sound: Stuart Carnegie 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan 
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History of Wiradjuri language with Aunty Flo Grant 

2013 

digital video 

8 min 40 sec 

Aunty Flo Grant talking about the role of the Gunther  

source material in recovering the Wiradjuri Language 

Camera: Bernard Sullivan, Nives Zalokar, Emma Eather 

Sound: Stuart Carnegie 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Learning Wiradjuri Book 1:  

Wiradjuri Sounds Explained Chapter 6 

2013 

digital video 

6 min 38 sec 

Conversation between Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM and Shane Atkinson 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan 

Camera: Bernard Sullivan, Stuart Carnegie, Emma Eather 

Sound: Stuart Carnegie 

 

 

Learning Wiradjuri Book 1:  

Wiradjuri Sounds Explained chapter 1 

2013 

digital video 

11 min 

Conversation between Dr Uncle Stan Grant AM and Shane Atkinson 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan 

Camera: Bernard Sullivan, Stuart Carnegie, Emma Eather 

Sound: Stuart Carnegie 
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Wiradjuri Elder Interviews: Uncle Ray Woods 

2014 

digital video 

33 min 

Interviewer: Bernard Sullivan 

Camera: Bernard Sullivan and Nives Zalokar 

Sound: Bernard Sullivan 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Trkandi Inaburra Wiradjuri Language Class 

2014 

digital video 

26 min 

Dr Uncle Stan Grant and Uncle Ray Woods  

with young men from Trkandi Inaburra school 

Camera and sound: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Windradyne the Warrior Within: Image 1, 2  

2016  

digital print 

Photo by: Bernard Sullivan 

From book: Windradyne the Warrior Within by Letetia Harris 

Actors: Yindyamarra Johnson, Peter Ingram, Graham Traynor 

 

 

Windradyne the Warrior Within 

2016 

digital video version of book 

3 min 45 sec 

Written by Letetia Harris 

Photography: Bernard Sullivan and Nives Zalokar  

Graphic Design: Bernard Sullivan 

Actors: Yindyamarra Johnson, Peter Ingram, Graham Traynor 
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Wiradjuri Elder interview 2: Aunty Lorraine Tye 

2015 

digital video 

Interview with Aunty Lorraine Tye 

Director/interviewer: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Aunty Lorraine Tye with Aunty Alma Pearsall 

2014 

digital print 

Photo: Nives Zalokar 

 

 

Aunty Lorraine Tye’s father 

digital print of a photo from Aunty Lorraine’s private collection 

 

 

Queen Caroline Chisholm 

digital print of a photo from Aunty Lorraine’s private collection 

 

 

Telling my story 

2014 

digital print 

Photo: Nives Zalokar 

 

 

My Grandfather Jack King 

digital print of a photo from Aunty Joyce’s private collection 

Jack King, my grandfather, was a clever man. 

 

 

My Grandfather, Nan and Aunty  

digital print of a photo from Aunty Joyce’s private collection 
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Menindee conversation 1 

2014 

digital video 

1 hour 2 min 

Interview with Aunty Joyce Hampton,  

Aunty Beryl Carmichael, and Toni-Lee Cooper 

Direction: Bernard Sullivan 

Camera: Bernard Sullivan, Nives Zalokar 

Crew: Deb Evans 

 

 

Yabby tree 

2014 

digital print 

Photo: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton 

Cray Fish 

2012 

digital reproduction 

 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton and Aunty Beryl Carmichael 

2014 

digital print 

Photo: Nives Zalokar 

 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton 

Menindee Mission 

2012 

digital reproduction 
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Aunty Joyce Hampton 

Sand Storm 

2014 

digital reproduction 

 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton 

Totem Mallie Hen 

2012 

digital print  

Mallee fowl are shy, wary, solitary birds that usually fly only to escape danger or reach a 

tree to roost in. Although very active, they are seldom seen as they freeze if disturbed, 

relying on their intricately patterned plumage to render them invisible, or else fade 

silently and rapidly into the undergrowth (flying away only if surprised or chased). They 

have many tactics to run away from predators. 

 

 

My brother Allan 

digital print of a photo from Aunty Joyce’s private collection 

Allan was the eldest. He was born out at Trida country, in the bush, near a gate 

somewhere when Mum and Dad were out travelling or working. 

Allan used to break in horses. He did it with our dad and uncles. 

 

 

Aunty Joyce at Trida 

2014 

digital print 

Photo: Nives Zalokar 

 

 

My sister Dulcie at Trida 

2014 

digital print containing a photo by Aunty Joyce from her private collection 

Photo: Aunty Joyce Hampton, Nives Zalokar 

Dulcie was the youngest. She was 21 when she died. 

The photo was taken at Trida. I might have been the one 

who took the photo. She was a happy, lucky girl. 
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Menindee Girl: The Story of my Life 

2014 

digital video 

8 min 

Writer: Aunty Joyce Hampton 

Design: Aunty Joyce Hampton, Nives Zalokar, Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton with Rabbit Trap 

2014 

digital print 

Photo: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

My father and uncles fencing 

digital print of a photo from Aunty Joyce’s private collection 

My father used to go out to Ivanhoe and around Trida, around stations, building fences, 

rabbiting, looking after stations, with his brothers. Dad had a good reputation as a 

worker. Well respected by his bosses. Sometimes he and his brothers managed stations 

when the bosses were away. 

 

 

Silver and Nugget 

digital print of a photo from Aunty Joyce’s private collection 

 

 

My father in Murrin Bridge 

digital print of a photo from Aunty Joyce’s private collection 

 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton 

Fencing Camp at Trida 

2012 

digital reproduction 
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Aunty Joyce Hampton 

Rabbiting Camp 

2012 

digital reproduction 

 

 

My children 

digital print of a photo from Aunty Joyce’s private collection 

 

 

Euabalong School 

2014 

digital print 

Photo: Nives Zalokar 

 

Page from Menindee Girl – The Story of My Life by Aunty Joyce Hampton 

digital print containing photos from Aunty Joyce’s private collection 

 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton 

Pushing Baby in Pram 

2012 

digital reproduction 

 

 

Aunty Joyce Hampton 

A.P Walking in Park 

2010 

digital reproduction 

When Ann was a baby I used to push her around  

Euabalong in the big bouncy can pram. 
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Cowra Corroboree: Men’s Dances 

2015 

digital video 

1 hr 4 min 

Courtesy of Gunni Thakun Cultural Association Inc.  

Multiple dance groups from throughout Australia 

Director: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Cowra Corroboree: Women’s Dances 

2015 

digital video 

4 min 

Courtesy of Gunni Thakun Cultural Association Inc.  

Multiple dance groups from throughout Australia 

Director: Bernard Sullivan 

 

 

Cowra Corroboree  

2015 

digital print 

Courtesy of Gunni Thakun Cultural Association Inc.  

Photo: Nives Zalokar 
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Aunty Joyce Hampton with Nives Zalokar 

Plan of Menindee Mission 

2014 

digital print 

This is what Menindee Mission looked like in 1949. 

Our house has got the circle around it. 

The row near the river from left to right: 

James & Maggie Whyman, Harry Whyman, Archie King,  

Fred & Nancy Briggs, May Hudson, Robin Murray, Smith,  

John Kelly, Charles Kirby, Rose Williams, Podams,  

Fred (Linor) Johnson, Martin & Ada Webster 

The second row: 

Clariss King, Granny Johnson, vacant,  

Mannie Johnson, Harry (Lochie) Mitchell 

Third row: 

Elsie Ferguson, Ethel Whyman, Charlie Parks,  

Mamie King, Cormier, Albert Johnson 

Fourth row, at the bottom of the image: 

Kemp Smith, Garthie, Charles & Johnny Johnson 

Jack King (our house), Arthur Taylor, Fanny Francis 

Sarah & Lance Johnson 

The school, the teacher’s residence and the Aboriginal Inland Mission (AIM) are the 

three bigger buildings on the left. 

The three trees in the middle are where the hawkers came selling ice cream, groceries 

and clothes. 

The veggie garden, fruit trees, the Catholic church, manager’s residence, medical rooms 

and meat room are on the right.  
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Yindyamarra giilang ngiyawaygunhanha giilang giilangyaldhaany 

murun-wi-gi-nya 

Yindyamarra is always the story that the storyteller lives and breathes. 
 

Mandaang Guwu  




