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Chapter Three 

Reconstructing Aboriginal Memory 

 

3.1 Introduction 

      Australian Aborigines, due to the suppression of the White, are not only 

trapped in an inferior position in the socio-economical system, but also excluded from 

Australian history. The White are convinced that Australian history began when the 

White stepped on this continent in the eighteenth century. This version of history is 

taught in school, recorded in literature and art, commemorated by anniversaries 

(Macintyre 1). Aborigines’ 40,000-year history is not recognized by the White, partly 

because they are the minority in Australian society, and partly because they lack 

written historical documents. Hence, mainstream history does not leave much room 

for the existence of Aborigines, who are considered people with no history.  

      However, Pierre Nora, a French historiographer, elucidates that for those 

minority groups like Australian Aborigines, rejected by mainstream history, memory 

becomes a key possession to reconstruct their history. History not only gives a sense 

of belonging to individuals but also forms a group identity. If an ethnic group 

endeavors to redefine its identity, it must at first revitalize its history (Nora 15). 

Memory can provide “a usable past” to create a coherent identity for individual and 

group (Wertsch 31). By referring back to the “usable past” through memory, the 

minority can rediscover its history and reassert its identity. In addition, Nora’s using 

memory as the source of history subverts the traditional definition of history, which 

relies heavily on written records. And memory enables those minority groups with 

oral tradition to make use of their non-written sources, such as stories, songs and 

narratives, to rewrite their own history. 
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      Even though memory is able to reconstruct the history of the minority group, it 

fades away because of the suppression of mainstream history in the modern age. 

According to Nora, history holds a hostile attitude toward memory and is eager to 

destroy it (Nora 12). In the tug of war between history and memory, Nora brings forth 

the idea of lieux de mémoire or sites of memory where memory can be preserved. 

Hence, this chapter purposes to use Pierre Nora’s idea of memory and lieux de 

mémoire to present the gradual disappearance of Aboriginal memory in their daily life 

and the reconstruction of Aboriginal memory through different lieux de mémoire in 

Jack Davis’s trilogy. On the one hand, Jack Davis delineates the fading away of 

Aboriginal memory in the Europeanized lifestyle of urban Aborigines. But on the 

other hand, he still preserves their precious Aboriginal memory in stories, dances and 

dream visions, creating lieux de mémoire in order to reconstruct these pieces of 

individual memory to make the history of Aborigines.  

3.2 The fading away of Aboriginal memory 

      Pierre Nora in his essay “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de 

Mémoire” emphasizes that history is always in conflict with memory and keen to 

oppress it. According to Nora, memory is related to experience, the real happening of 

an event. While history tries to reconstruct this event in an objective way, it actually 

displays memory from a particular angle (9). “History is perpetually suspicious of 

memory, and its true mission is to suppress and destroy it. […] History’s goal and 

ambition is not to exalt but to annihilate what has in reality taken place” (Nora 9). 

Because of the spontaneity and mutability of memory, history as the authority is often 

suspicious of the authenticity of memory and wishes to destroy memory to maintain 

its own consistence.  

      Likewise, Davis in Barungin manifests that Australian history in the control of 
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the White presents the partial truth of past events. It portrays events which are 

advantageous to the White, but excludes the existence of Aborigines and their 

viewpoints. From the perspective of Aborigines, Australian history is “pommy 

history” (Barungin 20); that is, Englishmen’s history, not including Aboriginals’. 

Mainstream history holds the power to decide which to celebrate and which to 

denigrate, but the past that is constructed is partial under the manipulation of the 

White. In Barungin, Robert’s speech reveals the unknown bloodshed of Aborigines 

which is suppressed in history. After he states how the early settlers killed Aborigines 

unmercifully and transported thousands of Aborigines to Rottonest Island and left 

them die there, Robert says, “ […] Every town—every little one-horse country town 

in Australia—has a war memorial… You have a public holiday to remember your war 

dead. The names of the streets…rivers…and towns celebrate our murderers […]” 

( Barungin 55). The street names for the White are to commemorate the effort of 

settlers to cultivate this land. On the contrary, for Aborigines, these names are people 

who destroyed their homeland and killed their people, but now Aborigines have to 

commemorate and celebrate these murderers like the White. History, standing in the 

position of the White, recognizes these settlers’ contribution to the development of 

Australia, but it annihilates what the White had done to Aborigines. Therefore, under 

the manipulation of the White, Aborigines are unable to find a proper position in 

mainstream history. 

      In Aboriginal communities, memory about the past is also fading away, 

especially among the younger generation. Born in the westernized surroundings, these 

young Aborigines are barely in touch with Aboriginal tradition in their daily life. 

Because of long term Europeanization, the second and third generations of the 

Aboriginal family in The Dreamers and Barungin are used to the western lifestyle. 
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They favor country music, dance disco dance, and go to hospitals rather than ask for 

traditional medical care. Aborigines’ early hunter-gatherer style of life is replaced by 

the White’s highly industrialized life. With the transformation of lifestyle, lots of 

traditional skills vanish. In Barungin, Granny Doll explains one of traditional hunting 

skills of Aborigines—barungin—to the younger generation. She says, “It [Barungin] 

means ‘to smell the wind,’ coz that wind used to talk to him and tell him where the 

kangaroo and the emus and the ducks were, […]. But now the wind’s got too many 

smells: motor car, grog, smokes, you want meat now, you go to the supermarket” (45). 

Before the arrival of the White, Aborigines were skilled in distinguishing the smell in 

the wind to find their prey. But now, their living environment is greatly changed and 

they are coerced to abandon their traditional life pattern for the western one. There is 

no need to hunt because meat is available in the supermarket. Few Aborigines know 

how to barungin and now the skill becomes the material of Granny Doll’s story and is 

seldom carried into practice in real life. Therefore, in the process of westernization, 

Aboriginal memory of the past becomes blurred.  

Compared with the older generation’s lamentation of the past, the younger 

generation of Aborigines welcomes the new things brought by westernization and 

cares less about their Aboriginal heritage. 

          GRANNY DOLL: […] Dances are gone, laws gone, lingos just about 

gone, everything finished. 

MEENA: Aw, Mum, things change. 

PEEGUN: We got reggae, rock, soul, lots of things. 

GRANNY DOLL: And grog. (Barungin 44) 

The older generation laments for things Aboriginal people have lost, which are 

essential in traditional Aboriginal culture, while the younger generation is satisfied 
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with the products of westernization. Under the prevalence of Europeanized value and 

lifestyle, it cannot be denied that Aboriginal memory, even in their own community, is 

gradually distant from the life of the younger generation. 

      According to Nora, in a time when memory does not occur spontaneously, 

another kind of memory transformed from history is produced by archives. He divides 

memory into two kinds: true memory and memory transformed from history. True 

memory “has taken refuge in gestures and habits, in skills passed down by unspoken 

traditions, in the body’s inherent self-knowledge, in unstudied reflexes and ingrained 

memories,” while memory transformed through history “is voluntary and deliberate, 

experienced as a duty, no longer spontaneous” (Nora 13). That is to say, true memory 

does not rely on exterior regulation, only generated out of inherited tradition, but 

memory transformed through history is formed deliberately and indirectly by means 

of additional practice and media. The latter is often archival. “It relies entirely on the 

materiality of the trace, the immediacy of the recording, the visibility of the image” 

(Nora 13). Nora brings forth that modern people depend much on visible archives to 

form memory since they have less access to true memory.  

What is presented in Davis’s The Dreamers echoes Nora’s idea. In this play, 

young Aborigines, who contact their Aboriginal culture and history through books, 

only gain archival memory, which is deprived of spontaneity and cannot bring them 

much identification with their Aboriginal root. When doing an assignment on 

Aborigines, Meena suddenly exclaims that “ […] forty thousand years (the time 

Aborigines have lived in Australia) plus, three hundred thousand people (the number 

of Aborigines when Captain Cook came), that means that over twelve million 

Aborigines have lived and died in Australia before the white man came” (TD 101, my 
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parentheses).24 Later she explains to Shane that Aborigines in the past did not use 

flour to make dampers. “Aborigines used grass seeds. [Reading from a book] jam 

seeds, wattle seeds, and –” (102). Meena, the third generation of the family, gets in 

touch with Aboriginal memory mainly from books, so-called archival memory by 

Nora. For her, how many Aborigines have lived before white men came becomes a 

math question. It seems that those who died at that time do not share the same blood 

origin with her. She cannot realize the cultural meaning and significance behind these 

figures. Also, everyday Aboriginal memory, like the component of dampers, is distant 

from these children. They can only gain the knowledge from books, not from personal 

experience. As Nora states, “the less memory is experienced from the inside the more 

it exists only through its exterior scaffolding and outward signs” (13). For young 

Aborigines, true Aboriginal memory is disappearing from their daily life and they 

have to rely on archives to retain it. But their memory gained from books cannot bring 

them much identification with their Aboriginality. 

3.3 Reconstructing Aboriginal memory 

      Under the influence of western lifestyle, Aborigines are in danger of losing 

their culture. More and more Aborigines do not bear memory of their traditional life. 

But Jack Davis still endeavors to preserve Aboriginal memory in his plays by means 

of Aboriginal oral traditions, including stories, dances and dream visions. Davis’s 

strategies correspond to what Nora calls “lieux de mémoire” or sites of memory. As 

Nora contends, “lieux de mémoire originate with the sense that there is no 

spontaneous memory that we must deliberately create archives, maintain anniversaries, 

organize celebrations, pronounce eulogies, and notarize bills because such activities 

no longer occur naturally” (12). Lieux de mémoire can be regarded as the embodiment 

                                                
24 In fact, Meena’s logic of adding these figures together is problematic. Davis does not provide 

a satisfying explanation of why forty thousand pluses three hundred thousand equals to twelve million. 
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of memory, which is constantly under the threat of history and needs to rely on other 

means to remind people of its existence. When people contact these lieux de mémoire, 

particular memory can be recalled. Therefore, the purpose of lieux de mémoire is “to 

stop time, to block the work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to immortalize 

death, to materialize the immaterial—[…]—all of this in order to capture a maximum 

of meaning in the fewest of signs […]” (Nora 19). That is to say, memory, through the 

establishment of lieux de mémoire, can withhold its meaning and significance against 

the destruction of time and history, reconnecting the past with the present. 

      Nora’s idea of lieux de mémoire brings new light to the study of history 

because he acknowledges that other than written records, there are still many sources 

carrying historical significances. Lieux de mémoire, according to Nora, are not 

confined to visible or literary records. They can be “material, symbolic and 

functional” (Nora 19). In other words, lieux de mémoire can be visible buildings, such 

as monuments, museums and they can be symbolic actions, such as rituals and they 

also can be function-oriented, like a manual or dictionary. Traditional history study 

focuses on written evidence, but as a result, it neglects those non-written records 

which are also valuable records of things which happened before. As Robert O’Meally 

and Genevieve Fabre point out, the idea of lieux de mémoire enables people to find 

out more sources for historians (9). “We saw novels, poems, slave narratives, 

autobiographies, and oral testimonies as crucial parts of the historical record. These 

varied repositories of individual memories, taken together, create a collective 

communal memory” (O’Meally and Fabre 9). Hence, Nora’s concept of lieux de 

mémoire expands the traditional definition of historical records from written 

documents to various kinds of evidence, making it possible that minority groups, 

which are used to be powerless in mainstream history, can have their own way to 
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write and present their history. 

      It is significant for indigenous Australians to restore their memory through 

constructing lieux de mémoire so as to find their own place in history, since they are 

losing the memory of their traditional life and culture as well. Davis, feeling the 

urgency to preserve Aboriginal memory, makes his characters hang on to old 

Aboriginal life by maintaining Aboriginal oral tradition in the time when western life 

and value are so prevailing. No matter through stories, dances or dream visions, 

Davis’s lieux de mémoire present not only memory of traditional Aboriginal life and 

value but also history from the Aboriginal perspective that is absent in mainstream 

history. 

A. Stories as lieux de mémoire 

      For ethnic groups with an oral tradition, telling stories functions not only as an 

entertainment in life but also as a crucial method to pass on knowledge. The 

storyteller plays the key role of bringing out messages to the audience. “Through 

gestures, intonations, and elements of theater, the storyteller would captivate an 

audience with a tale that taught its characters lessons in the ways of the world—a 

world not to be treated as inanimate, but as a living, breathing being” (Wheeler 39). A 

simple story can be the epitome of the viewpoint of a particular group to the world, 

which has been formed for generations. By means of story-telling, the cultural and 

historical significance carried in stories are passed on to the next generation. 

Moreover, the storyteller, by using oral skills, is capable of involving his audience 

into stories so as to present a world more lively than what has been written down.  

In Davis’s plays, the older generation plays the central role of telling stories of 

the past and their stories reflect not only Aboriginal views of the world but also their 

own personal experience of White colonization. In The Dreamers and Barungin, there 
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are many stories told by Uncle Worru25 and Granny Doll respectively. Their stories 

can be roughly divided into two categories: stories about traditional Aboriginal beliefs 

and stories about their personal experience. Stories about traditional beliefs preserve 

Aboriginal values and thinking with contemporary perspectives. Stories about 

personal experience record how Aborigines have been oppressed by the White which 

is excluded in mainstream history. 

    Stories about traditional beliefs are often related to Aboriginal mythology. These 

stories not only emphasize Aboriginal values but also are combined with cultural 

meanings in contemporary society.  

In this paradoxical intersection of postmodern and indigenous ways, the 

‘death of the author’ invokes the rebirth of the storyteller, the oral world 

is no longer encapsulated in a false construction of premodern 

primitivism, and the storyteller can recharge mythology through the 

creative or reiterative writing of mythic narrative with contemporary 

significance. (Knudsen 52)  

The retelling of Aboriginal mythology carries the significance of preserving 

Aboriginal memory, and more importantly, it bridges between the past and the present, 

infusing old stories and new meanings from contemporary perspectives.  

The moodgah trees story told by Uncle Worru in The Dreamers not only 

conveys traditional Aborigines’ attitude toward death but also reflects the yearning of 

urban Aborigines for their Aboriginal root. Uncle Worru, under Peter’s request, tells 

                                                
25 In Jack Davis’s autobiography, he reveals that he gains the inspiration of creating Uncle Worru 

from three old Aborigines he knew when he was in the Moore River Settlement. When Davis was still 
young, he often sat by the campfire, listening to old Aboriginals telling stories of their past. “There was 
a strength and dignity in Skipper’s account of Aboriginal life before the advent of European settlement, 
and through the passing years that impression has never left me” (Chesson 36). These stories influence 
Davis a lot so he believes that Aboriginals, before the European came, were people with dignity and 
honor. Thus, when creating the character Worru, Davis resorts to his deep remembrance when depicting 
the Aboriginal life in the pre-contact time (Chesson 39). 
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the story of moodgah trees, the Nyoongah name of the Christmas tree. The 

Nyoongahs believe that after they die, their souls fly to moodgah trees and stay there 

until summer comes. There are many moodgah trees in Mogumber Settlement and 

moodgah trees are strong enough to kill other trees growing near them (TD 85-86). 

The story of moodgah trees reveals how traditional Aborigines view death.26 In their 

traditional belief, there is neither rewarding nor punishing system after human beings 

die, like heaven and hell in Christianity. For Aborigines, life is a cycle. It starts with 

the spiritual existence and enters the human world through women’s conception and 

then returns to the spiritual world after one dies (Elkin 360). Aboriginal people are 

born as part of nature, so even after they die, they simply return to nature and coexist 

with the surroundings in a harmonious way, just like they are still alive. Moreover, for 

Worru, as an urban Aboriginal, moodgah trees symbolize his Aboriginal heritage and 

homeland which are distant from him now. Living in the suburbs, he can no longer see 

moodgah trees as he could in the Settlement and the only way to return to his 

homeland is through death. Only after he dies, his soul can fly back to his Nyoongah 

land and live again with nature. Hence, the story of moodgah trees demonstrates 

Aboriginal traditional idea of death as well as urban Aborigines’ alienation from their 

tradition.  

      Another story about traditional Aboriginal beliefs is told by Granny Doll in 

Barungin. Her story of “The Magpie and the Crow” not only refreshes memory of the 

totem in the Aboriginal belief, but also provides a symbolic reading of the influence of 

the White colonization on Aborigines from contemporary perspectives. The Magpies 

near Peter’s prison reminds Granny Doll of her husband, whose Nyoongah name 

means “The Magpie.” So she tells the story of “the Magpie and the Crow” or 

                                                
26 For a more detailed discussion of Aboriginal idea of death and its relation to the characters in 

Davis’s plays, please see Chapter Four, pp. 80-82. 



                                                                                65 

Koolbardi and Wahrdung in their language.27 The story goes: the magpie and the 

crow were brothers and both of them had beautiful white feathers. They often fought 

against each other to compete for who had the best looking. One day, they 

concentrated on fighting in the air so intensively that neither of them noticed that they 

were falling into a mud pond. Both of them fell into the mud. The magpie first 

climbed out of the pond and half of his feathers were covered with black mud. After a 

long time, the crow came out with his feathers all covered with mud (Barungin 34-5). 

The magpie story originates from Aboriginal idea of totem.28 They believe that every 

individual is born “into” a certain natural object, such as an animal, plant or natural 

feature. The totem figure connects an Aboriginal with the Dreamtime myth, unifying 

him with nature (Cowan 39). In Davis’s plays, the totemic figure of the magpie recurs, 

reconstructing the link between traditional Aboriginal religion and urban Aborigines’ 

life. 

Besides preserving Aboriginal idea of the totem, Davis gives new meanings to 

this magpie story by indicating the Nyoongahs as the magpie and Billy Kimberley as 

the crow to show that Aborigines are “polluted” by the White in different degrees. 

Before Granny Doll tells the story of “the Magpie and the Crow,” she reminds her 

daughter and grandchildren that their grandfather’s name, Koolbardi, refers to “The 

Magpie” in the Nyoongah language (Barungin 34). Davis here links the Nyoongahs 

with the image of the Magpie. The magpie represents the Nyoongahs, while the crow 

refers to Billy Kimberley, the Aboriginal tracker in No Sugar and The Dreamers. He is 

nicknamed as “black crow” by Aboriginal children (NS 1519; TD 93). In the story, the 

brother relation between the magpie and the crow indicates the shared Aboriginal 

                                                
27 The story of “the Magpie and the Crow” also appears in Davis’s first play, Kullark. The note 

of the text explains that the magpie story is “one of the few surviving legends of the South West,” 
passed on to Davis by his stepfather in the 1930s (Davis, Kullark and The Dreamers 145).  

 
28 For a more thorough discussion of the totem, please see Chapter Four, pp. 82-84. 
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blood link between the Nyoongahs and Billy. Both of them used to be proud of their 

own Aboriginal culture; that is, their beautiful feathers in the story. However, their 

feathers are covered with mud. The blackened feathers symbolize Aboriginal culture 

is destroyed by the White, deprived of its original beauty. The Nyoongahs, like the 

magpie with half black feathers, live a hybridized life, striving to maintain their 

culture in their westernized life. However, Billy whose homeland was destroyed by 

the White, chooses to forsake his Aboriginal identity and work for the White. Like the 

crow, Billy is assimilated into White culture and suppressed his original color or 

Aboriginal root. Therefore, Granny Doll’s magpie story not only keeps an old legend 

from disappearing, but also symbolizes that Aborigines, because of the assimilation of 

the White, lose their culture in different degrees. By linking characters in the story and 

Aborigines in Australian society, Davis enriches this magpie story with contemporary 

angles.  

      The other kind of stories told frequently by Uncle Worru in The Dreamers is 

about his personal experience. As Walter Benjamin in his famous essay “The 

Storyteller” states, “the storyteller takes what he tells from experience—his own or 

that reported by others. And he in turn makes it the experience of those who are 

listening to his tale” (87). The storyteller takes advantage of his or others’ experience 

to create stories and his audience unconsciously receives his message in stories, 

transforming them into his own experience. It is how people exchange experience in 

the early time. For those young Aborigines, Aboriginal life is no longer practiced in 

their everyday life and their history is excluded from mainstream historical records. 

Stories told by the elders who experience Aboriginal life and history in person become 

the key for the younger generation to recollect their Aboriginal memory. 

      In The Dreamers, the funny story about two Aborigines taking the train 
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indicates the great cultural shock western technology brought to Aboriginal life. Two 

Aboriginal men took the train for the first time. When the train went faster and faster, 

the fear in their minds also amounted. One of the frightened Aborigines asked the 

other to sit at another corner of the train to balance the train because he was afraid that 

the train might turn over (TD 84-5). Although the story is a joke, it presents 

Aborigines’ fear of the technology brought by the White. The intrusion of the White 

disturbs the slow pace of Aboriginal life, destroying their understanding of the world. 

Like getting on the train, Aborigines cannot help but follow the fast pace of the White, 

but in their minds, they are frightened and reluctant. To the White, the train 

symbolizes the development of technology, but to Aborigines, it brings them fright 

and is at the risk of turning over any time. Of course, to these young Aborigines who 

get used to western technology, this story is ridiculous, but it honestly portrays that 

the first impression of western technology to Aborigines is not amazement, but fear. 

      Worru’s story about Billy Kimberley and other trackers not only reveals the 

cruelty of Aboriginal trackers and the crime of the White in the 1930s but also records 

the experience of Aborigines under the White’s persecution, which is absent in 

mainstream history. The story tells that those trackers, including Billy Kimberley, 

killed and buried the corpses of babies, who were born by Aboriginal women raped by 

White masters, in the pine plantation. At night, there were many widartjies, evil spirits 

with white faces, red eyes and red hair, screaming and shouting in the pine plantation 

(TD 94). The first half of the story, in comparison with the experience of the 

Millimurra family,29 is based on real events, not out of imagination. At that time, 

Aboriginal women were frequently raped by their White masters but the public 

ignored this problem and so did history. Before Worru reveals the sorrowful 

                                                
29 No Sugar is set in the 1930s, and Billy Kimberley is one of the characters. What Worru 

describes in his story corresponds to the experience of the Millimurra family in No Sugar.  
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experience, Dolly, the next generation, is totally unaware that her people have 

suffered such a miserable treatment because mainstream history blocks any 

Aboriginal memory that is harmful to the positive image of the White. Through 

Worru’s mouth, Aboriginal memory can be revealed and the traumatic experience can 

be known by the next generation. 

      Another half of Worru’s story about evil spirits is filled with the atmosphere of 

magic and mysticism, making it less convincible. However, the combination of 

supernatural elements with real historical accounts further highlights that Aborigines 

use their own way to uncover the white’s crime of raping their women. “They [Evil 

spirits] come from that way [North]. They was real bad. Round face, an’ they was 

white, jus’ like Wetjalas, an’ they ‘ad red eyes, an’ red ‘air, an’ them scream, an’ shout, 

sing out in the night time, in the pine plantation, jus’ like koolongahs”30 (TD 94). 

These evil spirits, having similar features to the White, appear in the pine plantation 

where trackers bury those mixed blood babies. These evil spirits can be viewed as 

Aborigines’ accusation of the White who make Aboriginal women pregnant and then 

desert them. Aborigines, as the minority, have no way to protest against the bully and 

persecution of the White in public, so they make up stories of evil spirits to show that 

even though the White and trackers try to conceal their crime by burying the dead 

babies, the appearance of evil spirits, the result of their immoral conduct, reveals what 

they have done. It is not important to judge the authenticity of Aboriginal memory 

because of the juxtaposition of real events and mystic elements; however, it is more 

important to note that Davis’s mixture of supernatural and real accounts represents 

that Aborigines, combining their traditional beliefs, try to reveal the evilness of the 

White. 

                                                
30 Koolongahs means children in the Nyoongah language.  
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      The last story that Worru tells is about the forced transference of Aboriginal 

families. The transference story records the traumatic experience of Aboriginal 

families who are forced to forsake their homes and property by the White government 

from the Aboriginal perspective. After Worru is very sick and sent to the hospital, he 

gradually cannot distinguish the hallucination from reality, mixing his memory in the 

past with his present life. But under such a situation, he can still recall the details of 

the transference. “[…] All go to Mogumber, big mob, ‘ad to walk. Toodjay, Yarawindi, 

New Norica. Summertime too. Can’t go back to Northam, no Nyoongahs. Kia. I 

runned away with Melba. [Laughing]” (TD 134). Old as Worru is, he still has a fresh 

memory of the transference and he can name those families moving with his. Worru’s 

vivid memory underlines how deep the trauma of the transference is to Aborigines. 

But mainstream history ignores the impact of the forced removal on Aborigines. 

Stories, trivial and fragmented as they seem to be, retain the essence of Aboriginal 

memory and Aboriginal experience of the past, which are crucial records of their 

history. 

B. Dances as lieux de mémoire 

      Stories in Davis’s plays are often shared among family members, but the 

corroboree scene in No Sugar, as lieux de mémoire, reawakens the collective memory 

among Aborigines, even though they belong to different tribes. In No Sugar, Billy 

Kimberley and Bluey are Aboriginal trackers, working for Mr. Neal in the Moore 

River Settlement. Considering that they are in a higher position than other Aborigines, 

they often bully the Nyoongahs in the name of the White. However, Billy and Bluey, 

changing their arrogant attitude, participate in the corroboree, the traditional 

Aboriginal dance, held by the Millimurra family and other Nyoongahs. They come to 
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the clearing and praise the abundance of wilgi31 in this country. Billy even explains 

the pattern on his body to Sam friendly. Bluey plays the didgeridoo to accompany the 

dance. After everything is ready, Billy, the Millimurra family and other Nyoongahs all 

dance happily together (NS 1515-17). The sudden change of Billy’s and Bluey’s 

attitude indicates that even though they belong to different Aboriginal tribes and even 

though they work for the White, the collective memory that is shared among 

Aborigines still connects them with the Nyoongahs. They are in what Iwona 

Irwin-Zarecka calls “a community of memory” (47). According to him, “[…] a 

community of memory is one created by that very memory. For people to feel a sense 

of bonding with others solely because of a shared experience, the experience itself 

would often be of extraordinary if not traumatic quality” (Irwin-Zarecka 47). For Billy, 

Bluey and the Nyoongahs, the particular memory they share is their Aboriginal 

traditions, embodied by the corroboree. As soon as Billy and Bluey paint themselves 

with wilgi, they are no longer trackers but return to their true identity—Aborigines. 

Billy, stopping bullying the Nyoongahs, starts to appreciate strong points of the 

Nyoongahs.  

          BILLY: My word you fellas pr-retty fellas. 

          BLUEY: Wee-ah, plenty wilgi. 

          BILLY: Eh? You know my country, must be walk two, three days for this 

much. Your country got plenty. (NS 1516) 

Billy seldom mentioned “my country” before because of his assimilation into White 

society. However, the corroboree, as lieux de mémoire, reawakens Aboriginal memory 

buried in him. Reminded by the familiar wilgi of the life in his country, Billy now 

starts to revitalize his Aboriginal self which has been suppressed since the White 

                                                
31 Wilgi is the paint that Aboriginals use to paint themselves on their bodies in the corroboree. 
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massacred his people. 

      The corroboree not only awakes the shared root among the Nyoongahs and 

trackers, but also eliminates the estrangement among them, making them return to 

their Aboriginal self. Their consolidation reaches the climax when everyone joins the 

group dance. “The Nyoongahs, SAM, JIMMY and JOE, dance with them. BIILY joins 

in. They dance with increasing speed and energy, stamping their feet, whirling in front 

of the fire, their bodies appearing and disappearing as the paint catches the firelight” 

(NS 1516). At this moment, the alienation between different tribes and the hierarchy 

established by the White system all vanish. The corroboree as a site of memory 

releases Billy’s and Bluey’s memory of their Aboriginal identity so that they can 

dance harmoniously with the Nyoongahs. Not only their dancing steps are one, but 

also their minds are combined together because they realize that they share the same 

Aboriginal memory. Like the key to the door in Billy’s mind, the dance enables Billy 

to get rid of the alienation and distrust in him and give total trust to the Nyoongahs. 

He then reveals his own traumatic experience and how the White destroyed his 

country and killed everyone including women and children. When telling the story of 

his people, Billy is not the lackey of the White, but a storyteller, using his Aboriginal 

language and talent of mimesis, to share his memory and experience with the 

Nyoongahs.  

In addition to awake Billy’s suppressed Aboriginal memory, the dance is 

significant to the Nyoongahs who are just removed to the Moore River Settlement 

because they are in need of the connection to associate themselves with their new 

home. Helpless and depressed, the Nyoongahs leave their homeland out of 

government order. And now, facing the unfamiliar surroundings and people, they are 

eager to find something which can make them feel at home; that is, their traditional 
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dance. Performing the corroboree can reaffirm the connection not only among people 

but also between the ancestors and the Nyoongahs to facilitate the Nyoongahs to get 

accustomed to this new place as soon as possible. Therefore, dances, containing 

Aboriginal memory of their tradition, enable the Nyoongahs to believe that they do 

not disconnect with their ancestors in this new home. 

C. Dream visions as lieux de mémoire 

      The presentation of Uncle Worru’s dream visions in The Dreamers is a 

particular device to juxtapose two different periods of time and space on the stage. 

These dream visions often occur at the end of certain scenes. When Worru sleeps, he 

dreams that he returns to his prime and lives in the traditional Aboriginal life with his 

friend Milbart. He yells out certain fragmented sentences in his sleep as if he was 

talking to Milbart. At that moment, the dancer appears and does the movement 

according to Worru’s orders. Compared with stories and dances, which preserve 

Aboriginal memory of tradition and history, memory that is stored in these dream 

visions presents the traditional lifestyle of Aborigines which has been extinguished in 

urban Aborigines’ life. By presenting both the contemporary setting and the traditional 

life in the past at the same time, Davis brings back the significance of traditional way 

of Aboriginal life to urban Aborigines. 

      In The Dreamers, the first appearance of the dancer clearly manifests that 

Aboriginal memory is still filled with vitality and waits to be awakened. The trigger 

for Aboriginal memory is Worru’s drunken tribal dance. Worru, in competition with 

Peter’s disco dance, performs the tribal dance for the amusement of Eli and Roy. 

Because of drunkenness, he falls on the ground. The stage direction states:  

The scene freezes, the light changes, and the radio cuts abruptly to heavy 

rhythmic didjiridoo and clap sticks. An intricately painted DANCER 
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appears on the escarpment against a dramatic red sky, dances down and 

across in front of them, pounding his feet into the stage. (TD 86)  

First, the country music from the radio is replaced by the sound of didjiridoo32 and 

clap sticks, the two main Aboriginal musical instruments. The change of music 

transforms the normal urban Aboriginal setting into a mystic atmosphere with 

Aboriginal vitality. Then, the dramatic appearance of the dancer with paint on him 

takes hold of the entire stage. At this moment, he is the only one on the stage who is 

able to move, signifying the Aboriginal past coming back to life in the present. The 

powerful sounds of didjiridoo and the prominent existence of the dancer, awakened by 

Worru’s half-remembered tribal dance, seem to claim that Aboriginal memory still 

exists in every Aboriginal’s mind. Even though urban Aborigines lead a westernized 

life, memory of their Aboriginal past can still be revived. 

      As the plot unfolds, Worru’s dream visions become more and more clear, 

visualizing the traditional life of Aborigines through the movement of the dancer. 

These dream visions as lieux de mémoire preserve the memory of the survival skills of 

traditional Aborigines and hand down traditional Aboriginal culture to urban 

Aborigines. At the end of Act 1 Scene 6, Worru mumbles in his dream and asks 

Milbart to make a spear for him. At this moment, “The DANCER appears at front of 

stage and in stylized rhythmic steps searches for a straight stick, finds it, straightens it, 

pares and tips it before sprinting up the ramp onto the escarpment […]” (TD 99). 

Similarly, in Act 2 Scene 1, Worru yells in his dream to request Milbart to make a fire 

to keep him warm. The dancer then appears and does what Worru says (TD 119-20). 

These two dream visions portray traditional Aboriginal survival skills which are 

                                                
32 Didjiridoo or didgeridoo refers to the same Aboriginal musical instrument. “It is an unstopped 

hollow piece of bamboo or wood, usually the latter, about four or five feet long, and two inches or even 
more in internal diameter, with a mouth-piece made of wax or hardened gum. The player blows into the 
instrument in trumpet fashion” (Elkin 287-8). 
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alienated from urban Aborigines. Like barungin in Granny Doll’s story, making a 

spear to hunt animals and making a fire were essential survival skills for Aborigines in 

the past. But the skills are gradually forgotten because a large number of Aboriginal 

people move to cities and lead a westernized life. However, the cultural significance 

behind these traditional skills cannot be easily forsaken. These skills contain 

Aboriginal ancestors’ wisdom and efforts of overcoming the severe environment for 

survival. Davis, by representing Aboriginal life in the past, endeavors to withhold 

Aboriginal memory of their traditional life for urban Aborigines who cannot 

experience it in person. 

      The presentation of the dancer as a featherfoot not only integrates Aboriginal 

elements into a western dramatic form but also preserves the memory of how 

traditional Aborigines explain the cause of death. “Featherfoots” refer to sorcerers in 

traditional Aboriginal culture because they wear feathers or human hair on their feet 

so that they leave no traces. Featherfoots are fearful to Aborigines because they use 

sorcery to curse people for revenge (Clarke 150). This sinister figure appears at the 

end of The Dreamers. As Worru claims he sees featherfoots, the dancer appears as a 

featherfoot on the stage. At this moment, Worru still believes that he can outwit 

featherfoots to avoid the threat of death (TD 129-30). However, in the next scene, 

while adults are playing cards, Shane cries out that Worru falls from the bed. At that 

time, “the light changes, didgeridoo crashes in a wild threatening drone: The 

DANCER, again as featherfoot, appears and moves slowly across in front of them 

removing the decorating leaves and leaving them strewn on the front of the stage” 

(TD 133). Here, Davis uses the featherfoot in traditional Aboriginal culture to replace 

the image of the Death in western drama. The threatening sound of didgeridoo and the 

dancer’s final act foreshadows the death of Worru. The dancer’s removing the 
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decoration of the featherfoot further implies that the sorcerer’s curse on Worru, 

causing his sickness and the final death, has been completed. Davis’s artistic 

presentation of the featherfoot as the harbinger of Worru’s death successfully adds 

Aboriginal mythic element to the western dramatic form. Moreover, Davis’s 

incorporation of the featherfoot, a supernatural element in Aboriginal culture, into his 

plays stores Aboriginal mythic explanation of death. Urban Aborigines, influenced by 

the western medical science, no longer believe in featherfoots or sorcery. That is why 

Dolly dismisses Worru’s seeing featherfoots as hallucinations and insists on bringing 

him to the hospital. However, Davis’s implication of the featherfoot causing Worru’s 

death is to remind urban Aborigines of how their ancestors make sense of sickness 

and death. Supernatural and mythic as Aboriginal explanation of death is, these 

concepts are also part of Aboriginal culture. By presenting featherfoot in Worru’s 

dream visions, Davis reconstructs Aboriginal memory of the mythic explanation of 

death. 

3.4 Conclusion  

      In The First Born trilogy, Davis, on the one hand, portrays the vanishment of 

Aboriginal memory in urban Aboriginal life. But on the other hand, he strives to 

create lieux de mémoire to store the remaining Aboriginal memory through his 

characters’ storytelling, dances and dream visions in his plays. When it comes to 

storytelling, the storyteller not only passes down traditional beliefs of Aborigines, 

such as the idea of death and totem, but also gives new meanings to old stories. These 

stories can be read in contemporary perspectives, revealing the impact of Western 

culture on Aborigines. In addition, some stories are based on the storyteller’s real 

experience, revealing the Aboriginal memory of past events, which is not recorded in 

mainstream history. Dances are also one of the means to awaken Aboriginal memory. 
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Revitalizing the shared Aboriginal traditions, dances enable Aborigines from different 

tribes to get rid of the hierarchy imposed upon them by the White and take them back 

to their Aboriginal self. As for Worru’s dream visions, they bring back the traditional 

lifestyle of Aborigines. Through the movement of the dancer, Aboriginal survival 

skills, such as making a spear and fire, and Aboriginal sorcery, can be visualized. 

Therefore, Davis, by establishing lieux de mémoire through stories, dances and dream 

visions, preserves the fading Aboriginal memory and these memories, which record 

Aboriginal traditions, history, life style, must be passed down to the younger 

generation of urban Aborigines so that Aborigines can reconstruct the identity with 

their own culture.


