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The containment, control and assumption of possession of Indigenous Australian 
performance by white settlers in the nineteenth century and the performance of 
that possession have been critical elements in the enterprise of colonisation. This 
act of possession has had and continues to have a major impact on Euro-
Australian knowledge of the shared exchanges of performance over much of the 
last 220 years. In accounts of Aboriginal Australian performances from ‘blood 
curdling shrieks’ at the beginning of the nineteenth century to terms such as 
‘sham’ and ‘whitey-black corroborees’ by the end, imposed notions of 
authenticity act as a weapon of whiteness to assist in the colonising process 
through the effective erasure of cultural practices and to deny not only the 
authority of Indigenous people but also their ‘authentic’ physical presence. This 
paper examines the directions taken in the shifting notions of authenticity used 
by white writers and painters to legitimise or dismiss Aboriginal performances 
and cultures across the nineteenth century.  
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper brings together examples of Aboriginal initiated and controlled 
performances from 1800 to 1950 that I have individually documented as 
performance events and events of white reception in other articles (Casey 
2011b, 2011c; Casey & Bradley 2011).1 I bring them together here as examples 
of the typical and consistent frames of white reception that have developed and 

                                       
1 This is an extended and developed version of a paper presented at the Australian 
Critical Race and Whiteness Studies (ACRAWSA) 2011 Conference and published in the 
proceedings, see Casey (2011a). I would like to express my heartfelt thanks for the 
generous feedback and constructive suggestions I received from the blind reviewers and 
the editor, Holly Randell-Moon. 
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been imposed on Aboriginal performers over the last 200 years regardless of the 
differences in performances and their context. The performances are public 
events for entertainment, usually referred to under the all encompassing heading 
of corroborees. The actual performances were produced in different colonial 
moments, places and times by different Aboriginal groupings, yet the reception 
in the white context reflects patterns of imposed notions of authenticity repeated 
across the country. As Ian and Tamsin Donaldson observe, the European view of 
Aboriginal Australians “has never been innocent, nor has it been neutral” (1985: 
15).  
 
I argue that over time, in the nineteenth century, visual images and press 
reportage of these performances acted as a form of public pedagogy to create an 
economy of authenticity for the embodied presence of Aboriginal people, setting 
the conditions of recognition and its corollary and in the process erasing a vast 
range of performances and genres of performance as well as people.2 I would 
argue that this economy continues to influence notions of authenticity in the 
present. As Paige Raibmon has elegantly defined it, authenticity is not a stable 
state but a powerful and shifting set of ideas that create, define and impose 
external expectations of the ‘other’, attributing characteristics to them, and 
locking people into the authentic/inauthentic binary according to how well they 
fulfil historically specific notions of authenticity (2005: 3). This process in effect 
creates or invents the culture that is being authenticated according to these 
notions.  
 
At the same time, authenticity is useful internally for cultural groupings as a 
frame of reference in cross-cultural negotiations. One of the tasks that labels of 
authenticity perform discursively is to provide the basis for terms of cultural 
respect and a language that enables discussion about performing arts from 
different cultures. Understandings of ‘authenticity’, as defined at any point in 
time, have been crucial as the basis for recognition of and respect for cultural 
specificity, either broadening the channels of communication or restricting them 
(Casey 2007: 227). As such, depending on how authenticity is defined, there is 
potential to perpetuate imperial and colonial practices or to act as a site where 
new cross-cultural engagements can lay the foundation for mutually respectful 
exchanges. The imperatives to shift away from imperial and colonial perspectives 
increase rather than decrease in the current context of cultural tourism driven 
economies, where for many minority peoples, notions of authenticity determine 
what is culturally real and unreal in their daily lives.  
 
The issue in this context then becomes not the use of the term ‘authenticity’ but 
the frames of reference used to define the meanings of the term. In the visual 
arts, where the focus is on the artefact, nineteenth century notions of 
authenticity have been successfully challenged and opened up. However, in 
relation to the embodied presence of Aboriginal performers, the negotiations 
continue to be complicated and informed by past notions of authenticity. This is 
illustrated by the conservative journalist Andrew Bolt’s published claims that he 
                                       
2 Boyd Cothran also discusses an economy of authenticity but his usage of the term, 
though overlapping with mine, focuses more on commercial engagement with the 
financial opportunities the performance of authenticity offers. See Cothran (2010). 
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has the knowledge and authority to say who is and is not a real Aboriginal person 
and on what terms (2009a). According to Bolt, for Aboriginal people to be 
authentic, they must be identifiable by “racial differences you” can “detect with a 
naked eye”, they come “from the bush”, practice “real draw-in-the-dirt” art and 
“real Aboriginal techniques or traditions” (2009b). 
 
These terms of recognition and respect are set within an economy of authenticity 
established in the nineteenth century that located the cultural and embodied 
‘real’ Aboriginal people as savage and absent, something from the past, 
temporally and spatially distant. Logically therefore, Aboriginal people who are 
physically present and engaging cannot be real Aboriginals because they do not 
fit within the economy regardless of cultural heritage and life experience or even 
through signifiers such as skin colour. This economy of authenticity functions 
according to an orderly arrangement of parts that is repeated as truth and 
accepted as common sense. It results in performances and individuals being 
located within or excluded from the economy of authenticity. This economy 
continues to influence dominant thinking about Aboriginal identity and not just 
for people like Andrew Bolt. Research around land rights cases in the mid 1990s 
revealed that within the courts, in order to be received as an authentic Aboriginal 
person and therefore a credible witness, claimants had to be very dark skinned, 
from a remote area, illiterate, with minimal, if any, English skills and 
inexperienced in negotiating in a legal context (Walsh 1995: 98). I would note 
the irony that though the repetitions of references to skin colour in these types 
of notions of authenticity creates the impression that this type of signifier is 
central, it is not even necessarily key within the economy of authenticity as 
developed in the nineteenth century and applied to the embodied performer. 
 

Performance Practice 
 
I will briefly outline the performance practices that set the context for the 
examples of Indigenous performances to be discussed. As I have argued 
previously, historical or traditional Aboriginal performances can be divided into 
three main groupings: ceremony, often secret and sacred; public versions of 
dreaming stories intended primarily for educative purposes; and topical 
performances for entertainment (Casey 2009: 117-9). The latter, styled as 
“ordinary corroborees” by Baldwin Spencer are often only recognised as 
authentic under the heading of oral history (Spencer 1901: 6). These 
performances for entertainment are the focus of this discussion. I am using 
corroboree as a general term. Corroboree in common usage is often applied to all 
types of events and is generally understood to refer to Indigenous performances 
involving dance and song with musical accompaniment. When discussed in 
relation to these performances corroboree is often now understood as referring 
to performances from ceremonies. However it is, and has been used, to denote a 
much wider group of performance types. There are many different words used by 
specific language groupings across the country to denote different genres of 
performances whether public or private. The use of the single word for hundreds 
of different types of performances constitutes an aspect of the imposed economy 
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of authenticity but as the term is part of common usage I will employ it here, 
despite its problems. 
 
As I have documented elsewhere, though they are usually labelled either song or 
dance, historical or traditional Aboriginal performance practices for 
entertainment, like practices for ceremony, include alternating a number of 
elements within the framework of the performance. These elements include story 
telling through narrative, dialogue, poetry, dance, mime, song and visual art 
usually accompanied by percussion and other musical instruments (Casey 
2011d). Operating within a paradigm of practice in many ways like European 
theatre practices, there were performers, musicians, dancers and actors, writers, 
choreographers, people responsible for body design or costume, props and set; 
and a manager responsible for organising the performance.  
 
Topical performances for entertainment were created and owned by individuals 
who taught and directed others in the required elements of the performance, 
song, dance and story. Historically these performances were toured and traded 
between Aboriginal communities. These practices continued long after European 
settlement. There are examples such as those documented by Thomas Petrie, a 
European settler in the mid 1800s in Queensland (1904: 21). In 1902, John 
Walter Gregory, on a scientific expedition around Lake Eyre, South Australia, 
recounted that: 
 

The natives were then celebrating a corroboree of new songs and dances, which 
had been composed by a native genius up in Queensland, and was being passed 
through the country from one tribe to another. A party of Cowarie blacks had 
taught it to some of the Peake natives at a corroboree on the Maoumba. The 
deputation were now performing it to their own tribe, after which they were going 
to teach it to the people of Oodnadatta (6). 

 
Corroborees for social occasions were created around topical themes, events and 
observations. These were performed for intra- and inter-community gatherings 
(Hardley 1975: 6). The narratives centre on social events, celebration of hunting 
prowess, anything that can be turned into a story for entertainment. Amongst 
the Yanyuwa, originally largely from the Sir Edward Pellew Islands in the Gulf of 
Carpentaria, Northern Territory, now settled around the Borroloola region, these 
stories are nguyulnguyul, or in the Yanyuwa Aboriginal English—‘fun’.3  
 

                                       
3 Nguyulnguyul which is glossed in the article as fun also carries more complex meanings 
and resonances, especially in relation to composition and performance that speak to the 
achievements within the creative endeavour. The word denotes the ideals that the 
performer and the composer have achieved in creating something that draws people to 
want to hear and participate in it. The term can be associated with ideals of excellence in 
creative endeavour at all levels. Thus a person who creates performances that are 
nguyulnguyul is also described as being ngirriki, which is glossed as ‘tricky’, but a thicker 
description would carry the weight of a person who transcends normal accomplishments. 
‘Aeroplane Dance’ is described as nguyulnguyul and Frank Karrijiji is often described as 
ngirriki. The source for this information is John Bradley based on 30 years work on the 
Yanyuwa language and a dictionary in progress, see Casey & Bradley (2011).   
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This account of practices is necessarily generalised and there would have been 
and are regional differences. However the documented evidence suggests a high 
level of similarity in practices across the country in the long nineteenth century. 
There are literally hundreds of performances documented by early settlers and 
later bureaucrats, anthropologists, passing artists and tourists well into the 
twentieth century across Australia. Though there seems to have been little 
attempt to understand or engage with the performances, there are numerous 
details recorded such as the costume or body paint in one documented 
performance in New South Wales (NSW) in 1841 where a performer was 
described as having “his legs painted exactly like a Highlandman’s hose, even to 
the garter” (A Bushman 1841: 2). Or description of sets and props, such as in 
one account in 1883, that included a 4.3 metre model of a crocodile described as 
“made of bark and painted so as to resemble one in the minutest degree” 
(Brisbane Courier 1883: 2). 
  

Cross-Cultural Context 
 
Performances drawing on historical Aboriginal practices for entertainment were a 
common and constant form of commercial entertainment for white communities 
within the cross-cultural context in the nineteenth century (Casey 2009). From 
the first settlements, the prevalence of Aboriginal performance was so high that 
there were humorous accounts published such as one in 1924 about a British 
journalist who recounted “in all seriousness … that … the thought had occurred to 
him what a great development had taken place {in Australian cities} since … [it] 
had been the home of the corroborees who had lived undisturbed in their native 
freedom” (Brisbane Courier 1924: 6).  
 
These performances in the cross-cultural context are rarely examined except as 
examples of the lack of cultural power and agency for Aboriginal people. The 
three main positions from which they have been examined are as ‘inauthentic’, 
as hybrid or as cultural tourism. Candice Bruce and Anita Calloway, in their study 
of images of corroborees representing the ‘inauthentic’ position, describe these 
types of performances as a “white spectator sport” (1991: 88). They argue that 
Indigenous historical and traditional performances were controlled through their 
appropriation as “a form of entertainment staged specifically for the benefit and 
entertainment of ‘whites’” (86). The latter two positions, hybrid and cultural 
tourism, overlap because they both rest on the premise that Aboriginal 
performances for entertainment were developed for white audiences and that 
these audiences are the critical point of reference for both form and content 
(Parsons 2002; Haebich & Taylor 2007: 30-1). Though many performances can 
be examined from this position, as a generalisation all three positions overstate 
settler cultural power thereby erasing Aboriginal historical practices and 
reasserting an economy of authenticity developed as part of the colonisation of 
Aboriginal people and their cultures.  
 
Rather than being passive victims of white entrepreneurs and audiences, 
Indigenous people used their own historical practices of performances for 
entertainment to engage with the settler economy and assert their sovereignty. 
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At the same time as white entrepreneurs, such as Archibald Meston, were 
touring troupes of ‘wild’ Aboriginal people, Aboriginal entrepreneurs were also 
creating commercial opportunities drawing on their own traditions of 
entertainment as they negotiated the challenges of dealing with white audiences. 
In 1896 at Coorparoo, a group of Aboriginal people obtained permission to 
enclose a paddock with a wall of saplings and gum tree branches with a single 
entrance. The group, only identified in the article as “King Jacky and his court of 
thirty or forty”, advertised their performances and sold tickets on the site, 
enforcing the rule no ticket no entrance (Queenslander 1896: 299).  
 

Three Performances 
 
To illustrate the economy of authenticity in relation to Aboriginal performances 
and their reception in the cross-cultural context, I would like to offer three 
examples. Two of the examples were not primarily for cross-cultural audiences 
but performances by Aboriginal people for Aboriginal people that some white 
settlers witnessed. Nor is one, I believe, a performance for entertainment but it 
illustrates the types of performances that were part of historical practices for 
informing other groupings about what was happening in others’ country. My 
sources are mainly documents written by non-Indigenous colonists and settlers. 
 
1835 
 
There is a description of a “Grand Corrobory” that was published in The Colonist, 
a Sydney based newspaper, in April 1835 (4). This was a large gathering on the 
Nepean River in NSW of Aboriginal clans from across the region. The anonymous 
white author describes feasting and hours of dancing and singing. Apart from a 
passing reference to a kangaroo dance, the detailed description focuses on one 
series of performances that include imitations of leading figures of the European 
colony at the time. An Aboriginal man, called Yellamundy, is described as playing 
a “native mourner”, “mourning the loss of his hunting grounds and the 
independence of his nation”. Yellamundy made a speech but the only words the 
writer understood were “White fellow sit down all about: black fellow murry 
miserable!”  
 
Another man, Jibbinwy, is understood by the observer to be performing the 
character of a warrior. Painted up in red, suggestive of British military redcoats, 
he gave a performance that “strongly reminded” the European witness of a 
European military review. Other performances included Terribalong from Broken 
Bay, who performed a colonial barrister in a costume of legal robes made from 
“bandicoot skins” and a wig crafted from native grasses. The writer was very 
impressed by the sequential impersonation of the whole of the contemporary 
Australian bar. Two others performed two colonial attorneys. There was a 
performance where they re-enacted the “late division of the Bar” with 
Terribalong performing the role of the current Attorney General. Another man, 
named as “Saturday from Bathurst” performed a European “free settler”. The last 
character performance described is that of “Young Bungary from the North 
Shore”, who performed Governor Darling and “sustained the character well”. 
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Darling was the Governor of the colony from 1825-31 who was responsible for a 
major expansion of the white colonisation of NSW and the orders to shoot 
Aboriginal people on sight (Darling 1826: 795-6; Sydney Gazette and New South 
Wales Advertiser 1827: 3).  
 
Large scale inter-community gatherings from across regions were historically 
part of social, economic and political life for Aboriginal people prior to European 
settlement. The Nepean River event, as described by the European witness in 
1835, sounds like this type of large inter-community gathering. Given the 
declared lack of knowledge of Aboriginal languages on the part of the European 
observer, and that he did not seek to find out the meaning of the gathering, the 
intentions of the performance and any associated discussions can only be 
speculative. The witness presents the event as entertainment. 
 
I have argued elsewhere that this performance of colonial figures was not merely 
‘entertainment’ (Casey 2011b). Information exchange was a standard part of 
large intergroup gatherings (Petrie 1904: 21). Though the structure was usually 
a series of oral presentations by elders, the Nepean River corroboree could be a 
different version of this practice. The men performing the colonists at the 
corroboree, especially with the quote from Terribalong about the social dynamics 
for Aboriginal people, suggests that the Nepean River performance in 1835 could 
have been, and likely was, aimed to inform those clans not immediately affected 
or as drastically overwhelmed by colonisation about the European settlers, 
perhaps as a prelude to discussion. It is an example of Aboriginal people noting 
and performing ethnography on the colonists and settlers. This would place this 
event into a different category of performance, not oral history, entertainment or 
to educate children but for immediate information exchange for elders and their 
communities through a performance that acts in a sense like documentary film 
footage. This was an event where Aboriginal elders were performing for other 
Aboriginal elders within their own cultural context to inform them about what 
was happening in their country. 
 
1885 
 
Fifty years later in 1885 an estimated crowd of 25,000 non-Indigenous settlers 
from Adelaide turned out to watch the first night of a ‘Grand Corroboree’, making 
it possibly the largest spectator event of the nineteenth century at the Adelaide 
Oval (South Australian Advertiser 1885: 5; Cresswell 1900: 9). This was an 
exceptionally large crowd; in the previous December the total audience over the 
four days of the first cricket Test at the oval was 19,000 (Whimpress 2000: 7). 
In a context where Indigenous entry to towns was highly restricted, around one 
hundred Aboriginal people from Point Macleay Mission and Yorke Peninsula were 
invited to Adelaide during the week of the Queen’s Birthday celebrations to 
perform a corroboree at the Exhibition Centre with licence to charge admission 
“for their own benefit” (South Australian Register May 1885: 7). The venue was 
changed to the Oval through the intervention of the South Australian Cricket 
Association to accommodate a larger audience in exchange for half the proceeds 
(South Australian Register May 1885: 4).  
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The invitation to the communities was more than likely issued by a member of 
the organising committee of the Queen’s Birthday celebration in Adelaide. 
However it was not organised through official channels. The ‘Grand Corroboree’ 
was not organised by the Point Macleay or Point Pierce Mission authorities. After 
the performances, F. W. Cox, the Chairman of the Aborigines’ Friends Association 
wrote to the newspapers stating that the Aboriginal performers had been 
“entirely without the sanction of the committee” and “unauthorised” by either the 
management of the Point Macleay or Point Pierce Missions (1885: 6). The 
Aboriginal communities at the Missions had previously had contact with John 
Cresswell, the secretary of the Cricket Association, when they played a series of 
football matches (Whimpress 2000: 7). It was probably through these 
connections that the performance was arranged. 
 
The ‘Grand Corroboree’ performance was planned to be presented on Friday 30 
May and Saturday 1 June, 1885. Following historical practice, the Indigenous 
performers established a defined performance area, lit by fires, with specific 
places for male and female performers. Metal hurdles surrounded the 
performance area. The planned performance was divided into four parts. The first 
and third sections were two parts of a corroboree focused on hunting kangaroos. 
The second section was a satire about white civilisation teaching the audience 
the values of temperance. The last section was a traditional dance from the 
Yorke Peninsula described as a “saltwater dance” (South Australian Advertiser 
1885: 6; South Australian Advertiser 1885: 5). The content of the performance 
was chosen and controlled by the Indigenous performers.  
 
The performance was attacked in some newspapers as inauthentic because the 
“resistless march of settlement” had destroyed the Indigenous performers’ 
connection to culture and as a result, they were now “tamed” (South Australian 
Register 1885: 4). The outraged contributor to the South Australian Register 
termed the event both “a revival of a barbaric performance” and went on to 
decry that the “whole affair was a gigantic sham” (4). The fear of a revival was 
the subject of a number of other responses to the performance (Cox 1885: 6; 
Taplin 1885: 7). Concerns were expressed that the event would, as Fredric 
Taplin, the superintendent of the Point Macleay Mission Station, argued, give 
licence to “bands of Aborigines trooping through country towns earning money 
by means of a beastly exhibition” (1885: 7). These fears appear to be mollified 
through describing the event as a sham or inauthentic. Another writer insisted 
that: “The affair might be appropriately called a whitey-black corrobboree (sic) 
because of the utilisation of appliances of civilisation” (South Australian Register 
1885: 7). The reference to “whitey-black” was not a reference to performers 
having mixed cultural heritage. It was a rejection of the performance as not 
authentically Aboriginal in cultural terms. The reference to “appliances of 
civilisation” refers to the wearing of European suits and dresses for the 
temperance satire.  
 
A number of the performers were members of the Blue Ribbon Temperance 
movement. The “Blue Ribbon Movement” was an international temperance 
movement of the 1880s. As a symbol of the rejection of alcohol, men would wear 
a blue ribbon. At Aboriginal Missions such as Point McLeay, a condition of 
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membership of the Christian Church was abstinence from alcohol. The 
community had a “Band of Hope” temperance society that included hundreds of 
Ngarindjerri members (Andrews 1887; Blocker et al 2003: 76-78). Bands of 
Hope would give performances of short plays, sketches and recitals as 
temperance entertainments. This was relatively common in the 1880s with 
numerous examples. Michael Parsons points out the Mt Barker Courier’s 
description (18 June 1886) of a commercial corroboree performance in 1886 
being given by “Salvation Army natives” (2002: 20). Parsons argues that these 
performances were drawing on black and white minstrelsy traditions (21). This 
practice had been popular in Australia since the 1840s. However, whether or not 
the performers appropriated elements of minstrelsy, I would argue that the 
performances within the show also follow historical Aboriginal practices for 
educative and entertainment purposes that sets the context for borrowings from 
other forms.  
 
The press responded to the satire as an act of educating the white audience by 
either ignoring that it happened or deriding both the concept and the 
performance (e.g. South Australian Advertiser 1885: 5). The performers claimed 
space to educate the white audience within Aboriginal historical practices and the 
response was indulgent ridicule from one journalist and non-engagement from 
the others while the people themselves were declared inauthentic. The image of 
the performance in Figure 14 that was published at the time includes an inset 
that can be interpreted in a number of ways. The first question is, why draw a 
juxtaposition of the performance of the kangaroo hunt to the gathering of 

Aboriginal people in European dress in 
deference to a white preacher? Such a 
juxtaposition can be seen as a comment 
on the multiple aspects of Aboriginal 
lives. However, in the context of press 
comments such as “the appliances of 
civilisation” and the status of the 
preacher in the inset, I would suggest it 
resonates with assumptions that ‘true’ 
Aboriginal performance and culture is 
only an illusion in the present. The inset 
can be seen as a reassurance that 
clothes and religion tame the ‘savage’ 
body. It also represents contrasting 
relationships in that at the Oval, the 
white audience is receiving a cultural 
performance from the Aboriginal 
performers whereas in the inset, an 
authorial relationship with a white man is 
reasserted. 
 

 

                                       
4 The pictures included here are all out of copyright as far as I have been able to 
ascertain. If any pictures breach copyright please get in touch with the journal’s Editor.  

Figure 1 “The Kangaroo Hunt at 
Adelaide Oval and listening to Sunday 
address”, The Australian Sketcher June 
29, 1885.  
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1940s 
 
A further fifty-five years later, within Aboriginal community practices for 
entertainment, there were a number of corroborees created in northern Australia 
and the Torres Strait Islands during the Second World War about the impact of 
the war and in particular, aeroplanes. The war had a major impact on Indigenous 
communities. Sections of the north including Darwin were bombed, resulting in 
civilian fatalities, and large areas were used for military bases and airstrips. Both 
the mainland and islands were attacked.   
 
The Ka-wayawayama, or ‘Aeroplane Dance’ as it is known in English, from the 
Yanyuwa people from Borroloola in the Northern Territory was a tangential result 
of a search for lost air crew after a crash. Hundreds of Allied planes crashed 
around the Gulf of Carpentaria. On 1 December 1942, a United States bomber 
called Little Eva was returning to base after a bombing raid over New Guinea. 
The plane hit a tropical storm and crashed at Moonlight Creek in the Southeast 
corner of the Gulf of Carpentaria. There was a massive aerial search and the 
Yanyuwa people participated in the ground search for Little Eva and her crew.  
 
The performance text of the Aeroplane Dance is a series of songs, dances and 
mime created by Frank Karrijiji that enact a narrative composed at the time of 
the searches.5 The dance originally extended over a week and was performed 
when people wished. Songs and dances present the plane airborne and finally 
crashing and then describe the Yanyuwa experience and response to the aerial 
search, the ground search and war. Karrijiji’s creation of the performance 
included a number of forms of puppetry such as headdresses representing bi-
planes and objects such as steering wheels to represent pilots in the planes. The 
central feature of the performance mise-en-scene is a life size ‘plane’ on an axis 
of east and west because in the song the plane’s nose faces west and tail east.  
 
As I have argued elsewhere, the Aeroplane Dance is an interesting example of 
the problems caused by categorising corroborees for entertainment as oral 
history (Casey & Bradley 2011). The Aeroplane Dance is not oral history but 
what in Yanyuwa is called walaba, an important genre of performance for 
entertainment. The crash and search marked a moment in time that contributed 
to the inspiration for the composing of the piece. Karrijiji began creating the 
dance when he was part of the ground search. In the verses he talks about 
walking. He talks about travelling, about being in clan country that is associated 
with him. He talks about speaking to one of his near relatives while walking. The 
verses also engage with the bigger picture of the war and why they are walking. 
There are verses about planes travelling at night, planes fighting in the north, 
which is probably the bombing of Darwin. There are verses about planes arriving 
home safely. It is a fictional narrative about planes, the war and its presence in 
the lives of the Yanyuwa. The narrative is not about Little Eva or her crew. The 
Aeroplane Dance is a creative response to a different event, the very large event 
                                       
5 The information about the Dance is drawn from John Bradley’s notes and observations 
over a thirty year period, Ron Rickett Murrundu, personal interview with John Bradley, 
Borroloola, 1988 and Jean Kirton, recorded statement, Doomadgee Mission 1967, John 
Bradley’s personal collection. 
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of the Second World War, which was having an impact on the Yanyuwa and other 
Aboriginal and Islander peoples in the north of Australia at the time.   
 
In the 1990s, the community wished to make a film of this performance and 
secured funding and a non-Indigenous director. Since the work was recognised 
as traditional, and within notions of authenticity in the twentieth century the 
categories of traditional performance have been habitually limited to ceremony 
or oral history, the film maker made a film focused on oral history. The event at 
the time the work was created was the crash of Little Eva. Therefore the focus of 
the film was oral histories of the crash and searches including the American 
survivor’s testimony about the event. Since the performance was a creative work 
for entertainment and not oral history, especially not the oral history the film 
maker engaged with, in the final film, Ka-Wayawayama – Aeroplane Dance 
(1993) there was no place for the performance.   
 
In these three examples, regardless of the content of the performances, the 
responses from white observers follow the pattern set by historically specific 
notions of authenticity from the particular period in which they were performed. 
Initially in the early nineteenth, century performances are entertainment enacted 
for “mere exercise and pastime” (Westgarth 1848: 78). Then the second 
performance, like others in the latter half of the nineteenth century, is described 
as a “sham” and “inauthentic” and the third is received as oral history in the late 
twentieth century. The framing and understanding of these performances does 
not come from their content or form or the individuals involved but rather from 
non-Indigenous preconceived notions of meaning and authenticity. 
 

Images of Corroboree 
 
Concurrent with the repetition of notions of 
authenticity in the reception of Aboriginal 
performance, in the popular press, personal 
journals and diaries and books, there are 
literally thousands of images of corroborees 
from the nineteenth century in the form of 
drawings, illustrated magazines, paintings, 
lithographs and postcards that visually 
reiterate these same notions of authenticity. 
These images were widely reproduced. They can 

be found in books such as Dot and the 
Kangaroo (see Figure 2) and as mass-
produced lithographs such as those 
commissioned by commercial printing 
companies like Calvert and Waddy and 
Shallard Gibbs & Co (see Figures 3, 4 and 5). 
The composition and representation of corroborees in these images are 
practically uniform. 
 

Figure 2 “Corroboree”, 
illustration by Frank Mahony in 
Ethel Pedley, Dot and the 
Kangaroo, published by Angus 
and Robertson 1899, p. 32.  
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These images reproduced here range from the 1860s to the 1890s. The similarity 
is not just the result of selection but a dominant style of representation. In each 
image, the visual economy, literally and metaphorically, locates the performers 
in the shadows, and at a distance. There is no engagement with viewer. There is 
no indication that the performers are aware of being viewed and no sense of 
individuals being represented. These elements present Aboriginal people as a 
general group both spatially and temporally removed from the viewer. The 
Aboriginal people are a crowd of objects subject to the viewer’s gaze, unknowing 
and unaware ethnographic images of the savage. Like images of other so called 
primitive peoples, these representational tactics act as “an ‘essentialising 
distortion’ that is part of a tradition of using [images] to mummify a so-called 
vanishing race” (Riley 1998: 63). This in turn acts as an invention of Aboriginal 
culture rather than a record of practice. 
 

 
Colonisation results in embodied encounters and spatial negotiations between 
colonised and coloniser. Sara Ahmed argues that these “Colonial encounters … 
involve a transition from distance to proximity” (2000: 12). Ahmed argues that 
others become strangers through contact or proximity and from this meeting, 
recognition or misrecognition occurs (24). This proximity on the individual level 
according to Emmanuel Levinas affects the individual sense of self and demands 
a relation between the I and the other (1992: 66). As Bettina Bergo suggests “no 
event is as affectively disruptive for a consciousness holding sway in its world 
than the encounter with another person” (2011: 3). If Levinas’ argument holds 
true in the everyday, in the encounter with the strange other in a strange 
environment, this must be even more affectively disruptive for colonists and 
settlers seeking to claim a strange and inhabited land. Thus there is the potential 
for a dislocating intimacy in the colonial encounter on the individual experiential 
level. However, in the colonial Australian context, what is marked is the active 
resistance to acknowledging this Levinasian encounter and its potential 
disruptions through the denial of any hint of proximity and intersubjective 

Figure 4 “A Corroboree of Aboriginal 
Australians”, Samuel Calvert 1867. 
State Library Victoria.  

Figure 3 “Native Corrobberie” (sic), 
Samuel Calvert 1864. State Library of 
Victoria.  
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relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous individuals. The reception 
of Aboriginal performance in the nineteenth century denies the experience of 
proximity between people. 
 

 

 
This process applies equally to Torres Strait Islanders. In 1892, the painter Tom 
Roberts visited the island of Mer (Murray Island) in the Torres Straits. His 
painting, originally known as “Corroboree Murray Island” painted in 1892 (see 
Figure 7) is an interesting example of the denial of proximity. Robert Bruce, a 
resident on Mer, recounts how he “got a big dance up” for Roberts during his 
visit to the island (Bruce 1892). Roberts, in his diaries and in the series of 
articles he published at the time in the Melbourne newspaper Argus, goes into 
detail about the vivid Islander performances he witnessed and an Islander 
wedding (1892: 4). Yet the scene in the painting is in daylight and shows no 
dancers. What is shown are the distant backs of people perhaps watching a 
performance in the shadow of large trees as sunlight spreads out across the 
foreground and most of the painting. Roberts in much of his work set out to 
document his social world, aiming to be specific to time and place (Topliss 1988). 
Helen Topliss suggests that the painting may have been misnamed (1985: 121). 
The painting, currently held in the Queensland Art Gallery, has been renamed as 
an “Indigenous gathering, Far North Queensland”. However, in the context of the 
representations of corroborees as removed from the viewer, Robert’s choice to 
name the painting a corroboree and frame the performance out of sight, making 
the event even further from the viewer than usual and reducing the Islanders to 
backs in the distance, is almost an exaggerated representation of the denial of 
proximity and a strong suggestion of the particular performance practices and 
Aboriginal people disappearing. If Topliss is right and the painting was 
misnamed, then it raises a further set of questions. Bruce mentions in his letters 
that Roberts painted the picture the morning after the performance (Bruce 

Figure 5 “A Corroboree of Australian 
Aborigines”, Shallard Gibbs & Co, 
Lithograph. Published as a supplement 
in the Illustrated Sydney News, 
January, 1873. Vol. 22. State Library of 
Victoria. 
 

Figure 6 “Corroboree of Victorian 
natives”, undated c. 1896. Image 
pasted onto album page. In 
collection: Album of photographs of 
the Le Souef family. State Library of 
Victoria.  
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1892). The choice to paint a group in shadows after witnessing a spectacular 
performance in itself engages in the erasure of the proximity that he had in fact 
experienced.6 
 
One of the powerful aspects of this invention of an authentic Aboriginal culture 
within the imposed economy is the lack of engagement with what is being 
performed. No matter what sort of performance is depicted, the image has the 
same title, ‘corroboree’. The representation gives no clue to time, meaning or 
context. This lack of specificity effectively gives even more power to the settlers’ 
resistance to learning local words as they spread out across the country. The 
word corroboree is derived from the Dharuk language or dialect from the Sydney 
area that was then carried by the settlers all over Australia (Urry 1985: 63). 
Though the word, popularised by the European settlers, was accepted and used 
by Aboriginal people in the nineteenth century as part of the language of 
communication with settlers, it continues to carry that initial erasure of different 
Indigenous practices of performance. 
  

The visual aspects are articulated 
and reinforced in hundreds of 
newspaper accounts of 
‘corroborees’. The reportage 
includes repetition of the same 
elements. Despite performances 
by Aboriginal people being part of 
most civic events during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries as well as local and 
touring shows initiated by both 
white and Aboriginal people, 
articles continually claim that 

Aboriginal people are elsewhere, 
they do not perform corroborees 
anymore and they have not been 
seen for decades. For example in 
1856 a discussion about a 

performance by some Aboriginal performers in yet another ‘Grand Corroboree’ 
ends by saying it was: “a novel spectacle. Nowadays when one can live in 
Melbourne without knowing more of the original inhabitants than if we were in an 
English town …” (Age 1856: 2). Over the sixty years between 1850 and 1910, 
dozens of times in every year in every urban centre, when a corroboree was 
advertised it is accompanied by the same claim: “it is seldom that opportunity is 
offered … to witness these ancient dances of the blacks” (Sydney Morning Herald 
1877: 5) and “you have to travel many weary miles to see one” (Advertiser 
1900: 5). Words such as ‘unique’ and ‘novel’ recur in accounts of Aboriginal 

                                       
6 Roberts did paint another painting now known as “Night Dance” (1892) which 
reproduces the same iconography as the dominant corroboree images: dark figures 
dancing around a fire and framed by dark shadows. 

Figure 7 “Indigenous Gathering Far North 
Queensland” Tom Roberts 1892. Reproduced 
by permission from the Collection of the 
Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane. 
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performance on a near constant basis (see Camperdown Chronicle 1884: 3; 
Morning Bulletin 1892: 1; Advertiser 1898: 6). 
 
This same information is repeated and repeated, the overt and overstated 
implication is to locate ‘real’ Aboriginal people elsewhere, like the images, they 
are spatially and temporally removed. Equally in the press accounts there is 
rarely any engagement with the content or form of the performances. Spencer 
and Gillen’s reports of their 1901 expedition to Central Australia was more 
explicit in the assumption that the ‘true’ corroboree and ‘authentic’ Aboriginal 
people could be only be found in the north (see also Parsons 2002). This goes 
beyond representation to create an economy of authenticity. Representations 
work to reproduce a particular stereotype so that individuals within the grouping 
are expected to be like that. These repeated elements work differently to create 
an economy of markers that define who is and who cannot be Aboriginal. Within 
this economy, authentic Aboriginal people are spatially distant, savage and 
strange.  
 

Conclusion 
 
The containment of Indigenous performance by settlers in the nineteenth century 
within an economy of authenticity, that changes as the land is claimed, is one of 
the critical elements in the enterprise of colonisation and continues to have a 
major impact on Euro-Australian knowledge of the shared exchanges of 
performance over much of the last 220 years. From accounts of Aboriginal 
performance as a ‘mere pastime’ at the beginning of the nineteenth century to 
terms such as ‘sham’ and ‘whitey-black corroborees’ by the end, notions of 
authenticity act to assist in the colonising process through the effective erasure 
of Indigenous cultural practices and to deny not only the authority of Indigenous 
people but also their ‘authentic’ physical presence. The economy of authenticity 
developed over the nineteenth century in relation to the ‘corroboree’ is part of an 
ongoing process that presents and represents Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians not as meeting through physical proximity and co-existing but rather 
as creating and maintaining distance between their embodied presences. The 
corroborees and therefore the Aboriginal people performing them effectively do 
not exist within the same spatial area as the viewer, who therefore cannot 
engage in any social or ethical encounter. The performances are rendered 
uncommon or novel and there is no communication between performer and 
viewer. The performers are located elsewhere and undifferentiated. This has the 
further effect of separating Aboriginal people who live in proximity to white 
people from the economy of authenticity.  
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