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Introduction 
In t h e past , t h e spirituality of the Aust ra l ian Abor ig ines 

has often b e e n charac te r ized as a collection of supers t i t ions and 
pr imi t ive m y t h s that w e r e d e e m e d incapab le of s u p p o r t i n g a 
g e n u i n e rel igious life. For two centur ies observers have b e e n 
looking at Abor ig ina l beliefs an thropologica l ly in o r d e r to 
de tach t h e m from thei r roots in the cu l tu re itself. This has led to 
a s u b s e q u e n t d i m i n u t i o n of the f lame a m o n g Abor ig ines 
themselves . Mess ianic Chris t iani ty in the fo rm of well-
i n t en t ioned miss ionar ies s o u g h t to u n d e r m i n e Abor ig ina l 
spirituality even fur ther in t h e belief that Abor ig ines h a d b e e n 
' l iving in da rknes s ' p r i o r to t h e adven t of J e s u s Chr is t in their 
lives. 

As a resul t , t h e Abor ig ines found themselves t h e victims of 
cul tura l g e n o c i d e . N o t only were they des t royed physically as a 
race, b u t they looked o n with i m p o t e n c e as the i r t rad i t ions , 
the i r way of life a n d their beliefs were swept as ide. W i t h o u t 
treaties to p ro tec t t h e m , w i t h o u t even official a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t 
of the i r h u m a n i t y (as late as t h e 1950s Abor ig ines h a d few civil 
r ights u n d e r t h e law), they were left to live ou t the i r lives o n the 
fringe of E u r o p e a n se t t l ement — a disenfranchised race of 
n o m a d s d o o m e d to ext inct ion. It was a s s u m e d by m a n y that 
they h a d n o will t o live anyway, since they h a d taken to self-
a b u s e by way of a lcohol a n d disease. I n d e e d , t h e twilight of 
their exis tence as a race was seen as a necessary b u t r a the r 
un fo r tuna t e t ransi t ion. W h e n Abor ig ina l poe t , Kath Walker, 
wro te h e r b o o k , 'We A r e Go ing ' , d u r i n g t h e 1960s, it a r o u s e d 
l i tde interest a m o n g admin i s t r a to r s , a n d was assessed f rom a 
literary r a the r t h a n a cul tura l s t andpo in t . 

T h u s a n exquis i t e jewel was a b o u t to b e erased f rom the 
face of the ea r th . T h a t spir i tual a b o d e k n o w n as t h e D r e a m i n g 
was a b o u t to b e p u l l e d d o w n in favour of a new edifice bui l t 
a r o u n d t h e idea of assimilat ion, European-s ty le h o u s i n g 
projects a n d t h e i ncu r s ion of geologists p r e a c h i n g m i n e r a l 
wel lbeing. T h e Abor ig ines , m o r e o v e r , were given little say in 
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their fast d i m i n i s h i n g dest iny. T h e y were asked ins tead to give 
u p the i r o ld ways, cease the i r n o m a d i s m , re l inqu i sh their 
t o t e m s a n d lea rn to adjust to t h e empt ines s of a mater ia l 
ex is tence foisted u p o n t h e m f rom outs ide . 

Yet t h e s t rength of this r emarkab ly resilient race rests in 
the i r refusal to lie d o w n a n d d ie , in their refusal to give u p t h e 
old ways. In t h e early days they resisted the E u r o p e a n invaders 
by force; in m o r e recent times they have b e c o m e poli t icized. 
Today, L a n d Rights is the b a n n e r u n d e r which they wage war 
against indifference 2nd apa thy . T h e y want to survive, if only 
because they still believe in t h e p o w e r of the D r e a m i n g as a way 
of life. T h e mystical t radi t ion so p ro found ly l inked to the events 
of t h e D r e a m i n g is a n i m p o r t a n t bu lwark for t h e m against t h e 
threa t of ext inct ion. 

Th i s b o o k e n d e a v o u r s to focus a t ten t ion o n l i tde-known 
aspects of t h e D r e a m i n g . I have no t a t t e m p t e d to exp lo re in 
great detai l t h e diversity of m y t h s , n o r the variety of ri tual 
p racdces that individual tr ibes m i g h t regard as the i r spiri tual 
her i tage. Th i s is no t the p lace to d o so. Ins tead I have tried to 
highl ight the similarities that exist with o t h e r grea t rel igious 
t radi t ions so tha t the D r e a m i n g can b e seen for w h a t it is: the 
metaphys ica l express ion of p r i m o r d i a l t ru ths tha t t race the 
bi r th of t h e wor ld a n d m a n ' s p lace in it. I have tr ied to show that 
t h e D r e a m i n g is no t a n alien p lace p o p u l a t e d by u n r e c o g n i z a b l e 
spir i t -beings, b u t a p lace of metaphysica l r e p o s e for t h e 
Abor ig ine . 

T h e D r e a m i n g , m o r e o v e r , is a fragile place. It r e m a i n s to b e 
seen w h e t h e r it will o p e n its gates to a world increasingly i nu red 
to the idea of ' e n c h a n t m e n t ' as a p re f igurement of grace. For it 
to weave its spell again , m e n a n d w o m e n of all c reeds a n d beliefs 
will n e e d to t h r o w off the cloak of logic a n d r a d o c i n a d o n , a n d 
accept t h e m y t h o - p o e t r y of t h e D r e a m i n g as a su p e rn a tu r a l 
reality. T h e y will have to r ecogn ize also that the Abor ig ines have 
m a d e t h e 'face of t h e ea r th ' the i r Bhagavad Gita, their Torah , 
their Bible o r Koran . I n d e e d t h e D r e a m i n g is t h e Abor ig ina l Ark 
of t h e C o v e n a n t which they have been carrying a b o u t the 
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Austra l ian con t inen t s ince t h e b e g i n n i n g of t ime . 
D u r i n g t h e cou r se of r e sea rch ing this b o o k I was for tuna te 

e n o u g h to m e e t with a n u m b e r of knowledgeab le Abor ig ines — 
m e n such as Toby Gangale of t h e Mirar r Kuwjai:mi t r ibe , Big 
Bill Neidj ie of t h e Bunidji t r ibe , a n d I d u m d u m of the 
W a r d a m a n t r ibe in N o r t h e r n Austral ia . T h e s e m e n a n d o thers 
spoke to m e in detail a b o u t t h e metaphys ica l aspects of their 
cu l ture . In d o i n g so, they a l lowed m e to en te r in to their wor ld 
and pa r t ake of certain exper iences tha t con t r i bu t ed to a d e e p e r 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o n m y pa r t of Abor ig ina l spirituality. I m u s t 
e m p h a s i z e , however , tha t I d id n o t u n d e r g o any tr ibal ini t iat ion 
c e r e m o n y , n o r d id I feel this was necessary. Ins tead we sha red 
the e x c i t e m e n t of d iscover ing areas of c o m m o n a l i t y der ived 
f rom o u r respect ive t radi t ions a n d beliefs; areas that served to 
b i n d r a t h e r t h a n separa te us as h u m a n be ings . 

I n d e e d , m o r e t h a n any th ing , I learnt to respect the 
Aboriginal p e o p l e for their essential human i ty . So often d id I 
e n c o u n t e r t h e unc lu t t e r ed w i s d o m of their t h o u g h t that I b e g a n 
to marve l at the i r ability to der ive so m u c h spir i tual knowledge 
from wha t a p p e a r e d , o n t h e surface, t o b e a n uncri t ical respect 
for t rad i t ion . I s o o n learn t to u n d e r s t a n d that t h e source of their 
i nne r knowledge was n o t a n uncri t ical respect b u t reverence . 
For Abor ig ines , t h e n u m e n is e m b o d i e d in all th ings manifest . 
This in t u r n yields a c o n c e p t of sanctity m o r e c o m p l e x , a n d 
m o r e far - reaching t h a n any tha t we m i g h t find in t h e universal 
religions. 

At t h e s a m e t ime , m y Abor ig ina l friends t augh t m e a great 
deal tha t was i m m e d i a d e y pract ical in t e rms of m y o w n life. 
T h e y t augh t m e h o w to respec t a n d u n d e r s t a n d l andscape . 
T h e y t augh t m e t h e i m p o r t a n c e of ri tual. A n d they t augh t m e to 
value t h e init iatory process as a m e a n s of real iz ing i n n e r 
knowledge . I a m grateful to t h e m for simplifying m y ideals in a 
way that m a d e gnosis poss ib le . 

W h a t I recall m o s t a b o u t m y j o u r n e y s a m o n g these peop le , 
w h e t h e r they were a m o n g t r i b e s m e n of the N o r t h , o r a m o n g 
those I m e t in t h e Nor th -wes t of Austral ia, o r a m o n g t h e fringe-
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dwellers a r o u n d o u t b a c k towns in N e w Sou th Wales, was the i r 
wil l ingness to c o m m u n i c a t e metaphys ica l realit ies. I ga ined the 
i m p r e s s i o n that Abor ig ines a re a u n i q u e race b e c a u s e they are 
ut ter ly possessed by the D r e a m i n g . T h e D r e a m i n g m e a n s m o r e 
to t h e m t h a n political o r social issues b e c a u s e it is t he only 
unsu l l i ed possess ion left to t h e m . Every th ing else has b e e n 
taken f rom t h e m ; t h u s they have b e e n forced to m a k e a choice 
be tween travell ing d o w n two forks in t h e road : that of 
ass imi la t ion a n d cul tura l obl iv ion , o r re-aff irmation of t h e 
D r e a m i n g as a metaphys ica l reality a n d the l o n g r o a d back to 
re -d iscover ing their cul tural identi ty. 

Nights spen t in t h e o p e n u n d e r s tarscapes p r e g n a n t with 
hiero-f igures f rom t h e D r e a m i n g ; days spen t w a n d e r i n g a long 
spir i tual pa th s t h r o u g h t h e l andscape ; h o u r s spen t in caves 
u n d e r t h e watchful gaze of Spiri t-beings — so m a n y 
exper iences have g o n e in to the m a k i n g of this b o o k . It has b e e n 
a gift of t h e Abor ig ina l p e o p l e , b o t h pas t a n d presen t . 
Hopefu l ly a n y n e w insights of m i n e ga ined d u r i n g t h e course of 
m y wande r ings m a y he lp to clarify their wor ld of t h e D r e a m i n g 
for o thers . 

S o m e of these chap te r s have a p p e a r e d in j o u r n a l s such as 
Temenos, Studies in Comparative Religion, Connaissances des Religions, 
Avaloka a n d Parabola. I w o u l d l ike to t h a n k m y fr iend, D r 
Ka th l een R a i n e , for h e r e n c o u r a g e m e n t a n d to all t h o s e 
A b o r i g i n a l f r iends w h o h a v e e n l i g h t e n e d m e ove r t h e years . 
T h e i r wi t a n d h u m a n i t y , t he i r sagacity a n d c o m p l e t e lack of 
b i t t e rness h a v e m a d e it p o s s i b l e for m u t u a l r e spec t a n d 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g to g r o w u p b e t w e e n u s . I on ly h o p e t ha t I h a v e 
b e e n ab l e t o r e n d e r wi th s o m e d e g r e e of veraci ty t h e 
e x t r a o r d i n a r y l u m i n o s i t y of t he i r sp i r i tua l w o r l d for o t h e r s t o 
e n t e r as I h a v e d o n e . 

J.C. 
Sydney, 1988 
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CHAPTER 1 
Spiritual Discipline and Psychic 
Power 
I n any living t rad i t ion t h e r e m u s t always b e cul tura l 

e x e m p l a r s w h o reflect a cond i t i on of p r imord ia l i ty wh ich acts 
as a l ink b e t w e e n t h e na tura l a n d supe rna tu r a l wor lds . Such 
m e n (and occasional ly w o m e n ) possess certain qual i t ies of 
behav iou r a n d , m o r e p rope r ly , a p r e s e n c e tha t o the r s m a y 
recognize as b e i n g d i sdncdvely different. A m o n g i n d i g e n o u s 
cul tures such as Abor ig ines o r A m e r i c a n Ind ians these cul tural 
exemp la r s a re m e n w h o have u n d e r g o n e a r i tual ini t iat ion that 
sets t h e m apa r t f rom o t h e r m e m b e r s of their t r ibe . Yet this 
initiatory activity is sepa ra te f rom those ri tuals no rma l ly 
associated wi th t h e passage f r o m ado lescence in to m a n h o o d . 
I n the con tex t of Abor ig ina l society t h e m a k i n g of a karadji,1 o r 
( lever m a n , is a voca t ion like any o t h e r spiri tual discipl ine; few 
m e n are called to it a n d even fewer survive t h e psychic te r rors 
that a re so often i n h e r e n t in its a t t a inmen t . 

To a grea t ex ten t the w o r d s 'c lever m a n ' , ' so rce re r ' o r 
' m e d i c i n e m a n ' a re 19th cen tu ry pejorat ive express ions 
des igned to d e m e a n t h e ro le of t h e karadji wi th in t h e con tex t of 
Aboriginal society. H e was l ooked u p o n by m a n y observers , 
inc lud ing a n u m b e r w h o w e r e os tensibly sympa the t i c to the 
Abor ig ines , as at bes t an eccent r ic f igure capab le of benef icent 
acts of m e d i c i n e ; a n d at wors t , a trickster o r char la tan . This 
o p i n i o n l ingered o n for a l o n g t i m e in to the 20th cen tury , so that 
the karadji h imse l f s o o n f o u n d his pos i t ion wi thin his t r ibe 
u n d e r m i n e d b y t h e c o m m u n i t y ' s e n c o u n t e r wi th m o d e r n 
med ic ine , t h e C h u r c h mis s iona ry system a n d t h e c o r r u p t i n g 
inf luence of its o w n society l iving u n d e r t h e threa t of ext inct ion. 
His i m p o r t a n c e as t h e g u a r d i a n of t radi t ional cu l tu re a n d sacred 
lore was progressively e r o d e d b y contact wi th E u r o p e a n 
civilization to t h e p o i n t w h e r e h e was r ega rded as n o m o r e t h a n 
an i m p o s t e r a n d tr ibal s c a m p . O n e r e p u t a b l e obse rve r even 
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w e n t so far as to suggest tha t t h e doc to r s 'were the greatest 
swindlers a n d conjurers , w h o , b y m e a n s of the i r deceits a n d 
frauds were ab le to keep t h e p e o p l e in d e p e n d a n c e u p o n 
t h e m ' 2 . 

Such a view m a d e it virtually imposs ib le for the g e n u i n e 
karadji to ma in t a in his h o n o u r e d pos i t ion wi th in Abor ig ina l 
society. Following his demi se , t h e way was o p e n for whi te 
au thor i t ies (whether adminis t ra t ive o r in the guise of C h u r c h 
miss ionary zeal) t o u n d e r m i n e the cul tura l a n d religious 
stability of Abor ig ina l society a l together by s u p p l a n t i n g the 
vis ionary impera t ives es tabl ished by t h e karadji with a m o r e 
p rosa ic 'Chr i s t i an ' e thic des igned to e n c o u r a g e Abor ig ina l 
assimilat ion. It was a policy of cul tural g e n o c i d e tha t has in 
c o n s e q u e n c e all b u t wiped o u t t radi t ional Abor ig ina l life in 
Austral ia. 

But w h a t was it a b o u t t h e p e r s o n of the karadji tha t so 
t h r ea t ened the invad ing whi te cul ture? W h y was it so necessary 
to discredi t h i m as a living e m b o d i m e n t of other-Worldy 
exper ience? It is a ques t i on tha t we wish to address in the cou r se 
of d iscover ing h o w these clever m e n received the i r vocat ion, 
a n d f rom the re a t ta ined to t h e highest levels of spiri tual 
knowledge a n d discipl ine to w h i c h they e spoused . For it is only 
in the contex t of this classic confronta t ion be tween Weste rn 
mate r ia l i sm, in all its var ious guises, a n d the t radi t ional karadji in 
his ro le as a cul tura l a n d metaphys ica l exempla r , tha t we beg in 
to perce ive t h e d i l e m m a that faces any t radi t ional society in its 
fight for survival. W h a t h a p p e n e d yesterday a m o n g Abor ig ines 
with t h e des t ruc t ion of the i r spir i tual a n d mythologica l her i tage 
is a n event tha t con t inues to o c c u r in m a n y par ts of t h e wor ld 
even today. 

T h e prefix 'clever ' appe r t a in ing to a karadji m e a n s m u c h 
m o r e t h a n adro i tness , nea t in m o v e m e n t , skillful o r dex t e rous . 
Probably it was t h e neares t equ iva len t English w o r d to e q u a t e 
with that of t h e ind ig inous l anguage , a l t hough it fails to convey 
fully the intellectual qualif ication r equ i r ed in o r d e r to b e c o m e a 
karadji. Perhaps its o t h e r aspect o f ' se iz ing wha t is impercep t ib l e ' 
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migh t c o m e nea r e r to a descr ip t ion of t h e karadji's i nhe ren t 
ability to b r i d g e the gap b e t w e e n wha t is manifes ted a n d the 
spiri t-world of t h e D r e a m i n g . In any event , t he impl ica t ion of 
acute intel l igence c o m b i n e d with a readiness to associate with 
o lde r karadji d u r i n g his y o u t h were wha t d i s t inguished a 
potent ia l pos tu l an t f rom his c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . In s o m e cases this 
difference was r ecogn ized to b e physical as well. B e r n d t 3 

actually suggests that a pos tu l an t is not icably different f rom 
o ther y o u n g boys by ' t he light rad ia t ing from his eyes ' . This 
would accord with t h e idea of a light dwell ing wi thin the ' s q u a r e 
inch ' o r in t h e 'face' as dep ic ted in the Bardo T h o d a l , o r T ibe t an 
Book of t h e D e a d 4 . 

M o r e often t h a n no t a father w o u l d initiate his son in to the 
role of karadji. T h u s t h e concep t of a spiri tual p a t r o n o m y be ing 
h a n d e d o n f rom father to son was a n i m p o r t a n t pa r t of 
acqu i r ing a vocat ion. In s o m e cases a pos tu lan t was actually 
called a walamiradalmai o r ' o n e to w h o m cleverness has b e e n 
h a n d e d o n ' . However , t h e p o w e r associated with b e c o m i n g a 
karadji was no t s o m e t h i n g tha t a father could bes tow u p o n his 
son. Such p o w e r cou ld only b e acqu i red from the great Baiami 
(All-father) himself. In o t h e r w o r d s , while the father o r an o lder 
Karadji m a y have the r ight to e d u c a t e a pos tu lan t to full clever 
m a n status, they cou ld only d o so o n the u n d e r s t a n d i n g that the 
pos tu lan t h a d a l ready b e e n m a d e aware of his vocat ion, often 
t h r o u g h visionary contact with his D r e a m i n g ancestors . On ly 
w h e n the father o r the o lde r Karadji has b e e n advised by Baiami 
in a d r e a m tha t t h e pos tu l an t was ready d id the full process of 
initiation begin . 

C i rcumstan t ia l a n d oral t e s t imony suggest tha t the w o u l d - b e 
karadji u n d e r w e n t a c o m p l e x fo rm of init iation that involved 
bo th ri tual ' d e a t h ' at t he h a n d s of karadji o r Oruncha (Spirits), 
a c c o m p a n i e d b y p r o l o n g e d bou t s of med i t a t i on in the 
wilderness . T h e ri tual killing as a n act varied in detail t h o u g h o u t 
Australia, a l t h o u g h the pr inc ipa l motifs r e m a i n e d the s ame . 
A m o n g t h e A r u n t a of t h e Cen t ra l Deser t region, t h e officiants 
extract smal l clear crystals f rom their bod ies which they 
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p r o c e e d e d to press slowly a n d strongly a long t h e front of the 
pos tu lan t ' s legs u p to his b r e a s t b o n e . As they d id so, the skin 
was scored at intervals in o r d e r to facilitate ent ry of t h e crystals 
in to t h e pos tu lan t ' s b o d y . T h e pos tu lan t t h e n lay d o w n while 
t h e officiants j e rked their h a n d s towards h i m , all t he while 
h o l d i n g o t h e r crystals. Scor ing was r epea ted a n d m o r e crystals 
r u b b e d in to t h e pos tu lan t ' s scalp. Meanwhi le , a ho le was cut 
u n d e r the first finger of the r ight h a n d a n d a crystal inser ted. 
Finally, t h e pos tu lan t was asked to eat m e a t a n d d r i n k water in to 
which a small a m o u n t of crystals h a d b e e n placed. This rite was 
t hen r epea ted o n the second a n d th i rd days , after which a large 
ho le was cut in his t o n g u e as a sign that t h e p o w e r has en te red 
h i m . Grease was t hen r u b b e d all over his b o d y a n d a sacred 
rep resen ta t ion of the Oruncha pa in t ed o n his chest — s y m b o l of 
the Spi r i t -men (Sky Heroes) w h o have m a d e h i m a karadji. Fur-
str ing a n d g u m nu t s were p laced u p o n his h e a d in ritual 
a d o r n m e n t . H e was t hen told tha t h e m u s t r e m a i n at t h e m e n ' s 
c a m p unt i l his w o u n d s h a d hea led . As well, h e was to obse rve 
certain food t aboos , sleep with a fire be tween himsel f a n d his 
wife as a sign to the Oruncha, a n d ho ld himself aloof from 
everyone . Othe rwise the p o w e r that h a d en te red his b o d y o n 
init iation m a y leave h i m a l toge ther 5 . 

This was only o n e m e t h o d . A n o t h e r way r equ i r ed the 
pos tu lan t to s leep at t h e m o u t h of a cave a n d await t h e visit of a n 
Oruncha at daybreak . T h e spirit t h r ew an invisible spear which 
pierced the pos tu lan t ' s neck f rom b e h i n d a n d passed t h r o u g h 
his t ongue , m a k i n g the r i tual ho le to signify the receipt of the 
power . A second spear passed t h r o u g h the h e a d f rom ear to ear. 
T h e posu l an t fell d o w n d e a d at this po in t a n d is carr ied in to the 
d e p t h s of the cave. H e r e the spirit r e m o v e d the vict im's in ternal 
organs a n d replaced t h e m with a new set, a long with q u a r t z 
crystal o n which his p o w e r ul t imately d e p e n d e d . (The parallels 
he r e with Egyptian m u m m i f i c a t i o n practices a re obv ious in the 
way that the b o d y is p r e p a r e d for its new life after ritual ' dea th ' ) . 
W h e n the m a n eventual ly c a m e to life again h e exper ienced a 
pe r iod of insanity. On ly w h e n h e part ly recovered d id the 
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Oruncha lead h i m back to his o w n p e o p l e w h o t h e n deco ra t ed his 
nose with a b a n d of p o w d e r e d charcoal as a sign of his part ial 
entry in to the O r d e r . 

T h u s e n d s the first p h a s e of the m a k i n g of a karadji. U n d e r 
n o r m a l c i rcumstances , t he pos tu l an t was n o t a l lowed to 
I K r form any karadji funct ions for a full year, o therwise t h e p o w e r 
i hat had en t e r ed h i m t h r o u g h the inser t ion of q u a r t z crystals 
would deser t h i m . It d id no t m e a n however that his e d u c a d o n 
had b e e n c o m p l e t e d , for in m a n y way the m o s t i m p o r t a n t 
per iod of a karadji''s t r ans idon in to the o ther -wor ld ly aspects of 
Iris profession h a d only j u s t b e g u n . Finer details in the ar t of 
l>one-pointing, sorcery, d i agnosdc t echn iques in t h e cu re of 
illness a n d psychic hea l ing w e r e all t augh t to the novice karadji 
l>y his e lders d u r i n g this pe r iod . T h e s e were the m o r e practical 
.ispects of t h e karadji's professional exper t ise a n d unde r l ay t h e 
impor t an t social con t r i bu t i on tha t t h e m a n m a d e to his 
(< >mmunity in t h e ro le of doc to r . Yet they d o no t convey fully the 
spiritual m e t a m o r p h o s i s tha t t h e m a n h a d u n d e r g o n e in his 
pursui t of t h e p o w e r associated with t h e ri tual inser t ion of the 
( |uartz crystals — a n d i ndeed the dea th a n d reb i r th that h e had 
u n d e r g o n e at t h e h a n d s of t h e Oruncha, o r the tr ibal officiants. 

H e r e we m u s t look m o r e closely at t he use of such artifacts as 
stones, b o n e s , austral i tes a n d part icularly q u a r t z crystals as 
power-beare rs of r ich symbol ic significance. To an east coast 
ii ibe these q u a r t z crystals were k n o w n as 'wild s tones ' a n d were 
said to e m b o d y t h e Great Spirit himself 5 . T h e use of q u a r t z 
crystal as an iconic r ep resen ta t ion of Baiami has its parallels in 
(>t her cul tures as well. T h e Taoists, for e x a m p l e , r ega rded j a d e as 
. 1 med ic ine of s imilar i m p o r t . In o n e a lchemical text of t h e 4th 
century A .D . j a d e was r e g a r d e d as ahsien m e d i c i n e a n d ' t he life 

4 >l those w h o take hsuan-chen (Mysterious Tru th , a n alias for jade) 
is wi thou t e n d . . . . J a d e p o w d e r , if taken a lone o r with water, 
confers immor ta l i t y . . . . It causes the eater to fly u p to b e a 
hsien in h e a v e n ' 7 . El iade goes so far as to suggest that the q u a r t z 
crystal owes its ex t r ao rd ina ry pres t ige to its celestial origin, as 
originally Baiami ' s t h r o n e was m a d e of crystal. In o t h e r words , 
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these crystals a re s u p p o s e d to have fallen to ea r th f rom heaven 
as 'solidified l igh t ' 8 a b . T h e Sea Dayaks t oo cons ide red q u a r t z 
crystals as ' l ight s tones ' , r ega rd ing this solidified l ight as b e i n g of 
a s u p e r n a t u r a l or igin. H o w e v e r m u c h o n e m i g h t wish to 
exp lo re t h e light s y m b o l i s m of q u a r t z crystals as a scintilla of 
d iv ine a t t r ibutes , it b e c o m e s obv ious tha t the i r inser t ion in to a 
pos tu l an t r epresen t s a significant s tep in t h e process of 
deification of t h e indiv idual c o n c e r n e d . H e dies a n d is ' r e b o r n ' 
o n t h e th i rd d a y as a spir i tual b e i n g capab le of p e r f o r m i n g feats 
of mag ic a n d hea l ing at o n e a n d t h e s a m e t ime . In Mowaldjal i ' s 
t e s t a m e n t 9 o n t h e m a k i n g of a karadji t h e i m p o r t a n c e of q u a r t z 
crystals as sacred objects is explicit . H e says tha t t h e bod ies of 
t he magic ians overflow with mag ic s tones called gedji. Wi th these 
ins ide t h e m they can see vast d is tances a n d in to o t h e r r ea lms . 
In par t icu lar they a re ab le to see in to t h e u n d e r w o r l d a n d 
observe t h e spir i ts-of- the-dead all b u n c h e d toge the r the re . 

A c c o m p a n y i n g this t r ans fo rmat ion , pos tu lan ts were often 
seen to g row feathers o n thei r a r m s which , after a few days, 
deve loped in to wings. Taoists also believe tha t w h e n a m a n 
ob ta ins t he tao feathers beg in to g row o n his b o d y . Plato m a d e 
the s a m e sugges t ion in P h a e d r u s (249e) w h e n h e wro te , 'A m a n 
b e h o l d s t h e beau ty of t h e wor ld , is r e m i n d e d of t ru th a n d 
beauty , a n d his wings beg in to grow' . In t he Pancavimca 
Brahmana. (IV. 1,13) t h e symbol ic exp lana t ion is even m o r e 
explicit w h e n it states tha t ' h e w h o u n d e r s t a n d s has wings ' . T h e 
use of feathers, t hen , as a n express ion of spir i tual t rans­
fo rmat ion is widely d o c u m e n t e d . In t he con tex t of t h e m a k i n g 
of a karadji this pract ice q u i t e obviously signifies an i m p o r t a n t 
m o m e n t in his t rans i t ion from b e i n g an o rd ina ry tr ibal m e m b e r 
to tha t of a ' m a n of h igh deg ree ' . 

Acqu i r ing a n e w n a m e signifying the r eb i r th of t he 
individual c o n c e r n e d exemplif ies this t r ans i t ion 1 0 . A l t h o u g h the 
n e o p h y t e has b e c o m e a m e m b e r of the O r d e r of karadji a n d is 
a l ready capab le of a n u m b e r of magical tricks tha t serve to re­
affirm the p r e s e n c e of t h e q u a r t z crystal-derived p o w e r in his 
pe r son , these a re on ly a smal l pa r t of his professional a r m o r y . 
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T h e i r significance is exoter ic insofar as & karadji m u s t b e seen to 
occupy a socially cont r ibu t ive pos i t ion wi th in his c o m m u n i t y as 
well. If h e is n o t hea l ing sickness, cu r ing m e n t a l d i sorders , 
exorc is ing d e m o n s o r assessing t h e identi ty of m u r d e r e r s in t h e 
con tex t of t h e n o r m a l process of dying, t h e n h e is involved in 
deve lop ing his o w n m e d i u m i s t i c powers t h r o u g h l o n g so journs 
in t h e wi lderness a n d p r o l o n g e d b o u t s of med i t a t i on . 

In this respect a great dea l of e m p h a s i s is p laced u p o n 
b r ea th ing t e chn iques a m o n g karadji, s imilar to t hose used in 
hesychas t i sm 1 1 . O n e repor t s suggests tha t s. karadji u sed to sit o n 
the b o t t o m of a river for days at a t ime , talking with a spirit 
k n o w n as Konikat ine . H e was ab le to ho ld his b r e a t h for t he 
ent i re p e r i o d of his i m m e r s i o n , r e t u r n i n g to t h e surface with 
b l o o d s h o t eyes a n d covered in o o z e 1 2 . This concu r s with an 
expe r i ence re la ted by Pao-P 'u -Tzu w h e n h e spoke of his great 
unc le H s i e n - k u n g w h o , w h e n very d r u n k o n e h o t s u m m e r day, 
'wou ld g o to t h e b o t t o m of a d e e p p o o l a n d stay t he re for a lmos t 
a day, b e c a u s e h e was ab le to keep the ch'i (ethereal essence) a n d 
to b r e a t h e like a n e m b r y o ' . Such claims m a y n o t b e factual in a 
physiological sense (a l though it w o u l d b e a risk to d i scoun t 
t h e m entirely), they d o indica te a p r e -occupa t ion with medi ta -
t ional b r e a t h i n g t e c h n i q u e s a m o n g karadji s imilar to those 
pract ised in o t h e r spir i tual discipl ines. 

In fact o n e is c o n s t a n d y s t ruck by the similarities tha t exist 
be tween t h e Taoist hsien a n d t h e Abor ig ina l karadji. Both have 
subs id iary roles to play as res iden t diagnost ic ians within their 
respect ive c o m m u n i t i e s . Bo th engage in magica l acts such as 
p r o l o n g e d f l ight 1 3 . Both a re said to t u r n l ighter in b o d y co lour 
o n t h e a s s u m p t i o n of the i r pos i t ion of karadji o r hsien. A n d b o t h 
express themse lves in a c o m p l e x symbol ic l anguage a n d ri tual 
act ion tha t is in p a r t animis t ic . Whi le for t he hsien t he re is the 
a lchemical associat ion c u l m i n a t i n g in a des i re to p r o d u c e gold 
o r t h e a t t a i n m e n t of immor ta l i ty , these disciplines find their 
p a r a d i g m in t h e karadji s des i re to deve lop his ' i n n e r eye ' o r 
powers of spir i tual d i s c e r n m e n t to t he po in t w h e r e h e b e c o m e s 
a n ' expe r t ' . 
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1 2 

Possessing the ' i n n e r eye ' of cou r se has n u m e r o u s practical 
appl icat ions . In his role as tribal doc tor , t he karadji is often called 
u p o n to u s e his i n n e r eye in d i agnos ing in ternal a i lments . 
Mowaldjal i , in his t e s t imony , gives a clear ou t l ine of the 
funct ional u se of the i n n e r eye. ' T h e d iagnost ic ian ' s eye, tha t is 
t he m a g i c eye, is t h e o n e wh ich h e checks t h e liver, t h e u r ine , 
t h e gal l -b ladder , t he hea r t a n d the intest ines. H e checks these 
comple te ly . " A h yes , " h e says, (ie. t he karadji) " t h e t r o u b l e is in 
t h e back of t h e neck!" H e sees (our italics) perfectly . . . they call 
h i m t h e exper t . H e is t r a ined by t h e rai (spirits/Oruncha). In the 
beg inn ing , h e is u n a b l e t o see very far. H i s sight is still d i m . As 
yet h e d o e s n ' t know (unders tand) . S o t he rai, they send a spirit 
a n i m a l o r insect o u t t o h i m . T h e n his eyes beg in t o o p e n a n d h e 
is a s ton ished . Tha t ' s t he way h e begins to see fur ther a n d 
I n n h e r " D i d y o u s e e f a r ? " h e is asked. " I saw t h e rai" h e 
r e p l i e d . l A h , v e r y good . Y o u a re get t ing be t te r a n d bet ter . You 
a r e b e c o m i n g a n e x p e r t a t seeing these an imals a n d insects, (ie. 
t h e rai)" \ 

We are conf ron ted h e r e with an angelic d isposi t ion . It is said 
that t he rai a re those spirits tha t a re r e spons ib le for teaching 
karadji t he esoter ic aspects of his profession. At t h e s a m e t ime , 
differentiation is m a d e be tween the i n n e r eye a n d t h e use of 
o rd ina ry eyes for n o r m a l pe rcep t ion . "We t h ink h e is looking 
wi th his o r d i n a r y eyes , " Mowaljali suggests. But really the karadji 
is obse rv ing wi th his i n n e r eye, a gift of t he rai. I n this respect o n e 
w o u l d hesi ta te to ask w h e t h e r so-called 'X-ray ' pa in t ings 
p o p u l a r a m o n g N o r t h e r n Terr i tory tr ibes a re a formal iza t ion of 
t he capacity for i n n e r eye observa t ion . Empir ica l knowledge 
w o u l d of cou r se p r o v i d e t h e in fo rmat ion a n d images for these 
pain t ings to b e m a d e . But this does no t expla in w h y t h e pa in ters 
w o u l d wish to dep ic t t he in te rna l o rgans as if they were be ing 
obse rved f rom ou t s ide t he b o d y . Perhaps the karadji s ability to 
see wi th in wi th his i n n e r eye p r o v i d e d t h e initial inspi ra t ion for 
this style of pa in t ing . 

T h e i n n e r eye has o t h e r appl ica t ions which reach b e y o n d 
those of a pu re ly d iagnost ic character . T h r o u g h the use of the 
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i n n e r eye as a medi ta t ive device, t he karadji is ab le to m a k e 
contac t with t h e spir i t - realm a n d its inhab i tan t s , t h e rai. In this 
respect Bernd t ' s free t rans la t ion of a text related to h i m by a 
Yaralde t r i b e s m a n stresses t he i m p o r t a n c e tha t karadji p lace 
u p o n m e d i t a t i o n as a m o d e of contact be tween themselves a n d 
the spir i t -world. 

' W h e n y o u see an o ld m a n sitt ing by h imsel f over t he re in 
t he c a m p , d o n o t d i s tu rb h i m , for if y o u d o h e will " g r o w l " at 
you . D o n o t play nea r h i m , because h e is sitting d o w n by himsel f 
with his t h o u g h t s in o r d e r to see. H e is ga the r ing those t hough t s 
so tha t h e can feel a n d hear . Perhaps h e t h e n lies d o w n , getting 
into a special posture, so tha t h e can see whi le s leeping [ie. 
medi ta t ing] . H e sees indis t inct visions a n d hears ' p e r s o n s ' [rai/ 
Oruncha] talk in t h e m . H e gets u p a n d looks for t hose h e has seen, 
b u t n o t see ing t h e m , h e lies d o w n again in t h e prescr ibed 
m a n n e r , so as to see w h a t h e has seen before. H e pu t s his head o n 
the pi l low as previously so as to see [ie. invoke a vision] as before. 
Get t ing u p , h e tells his fr iends to s t reng then tha t p o w e r [known 
as miwi], a cons t i tuen t of t h e q u a r t z crystals wi th in themselves , 
so tha t w h e n they lie d o w n they will b e able to see a n d feel (or 
b e c o m e aware of) p e o p l e p resen t , a n d in that way they will 
perceive t h e m . ' 

N o t surpris ingly, this miwi o r ' power ' is said to b e p resen t in 
all p e r s o n s , t h o u g h especially deve loped only by a few. It is said 
to b e located in t h e pi t of the s tomach , which m u s t b e 
cons ide red as a genera l i zed symbol ic locat ion s imilar to t he 
base of t h e sp ine as referred to in Kundal in i yoga. Accord ing to 
H i n d u t rad i t ion , kundalini wh ich is a fo rm of shakti, is always 
cons ide red to b e p r e sen t in t h e h u m a n be ing a n d is r ep re sen ted 
by a co i l ed-up snake . Like t h e luz b o n e also, tha t indes t ruc t ib le 
kernel said to con ta in t h o s e e l emen t s necessary for the 
res tora t ion of an ind iv idua l b e i n g u n d e r t h e inf luence of 
'celestial dew ' (one c a n n o t h e l p not ic ing the physical similarity 
h e r e b e t w e e n celestial d e w a n d t h e solidified light of q u a r t z 
crystals as a power -bea re r ) , t h e kundalini snake can b e t aught to 
rise u p t h r o u g h the var ious p lexuses in o r d e r to reach the ' th i rd 
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eye ' . I n o t h e r w o r d s , t h e luz/miwi/kundalini n e x u s , w h e n 
deve loped , can precipi ta te a res tora t ion of t h e p r i m o r d i a l state 
a n d so b r i n g a b o u t m a n ' s recovery of his sense of e te rn i ty 1 4 . 

If this is so, t h e n we a re close to identifying the essential 
n a t u r e of t h e miwi p o w e r so closely associated with q u a r t z 
crystals. For snakes figure largely in t he karadji ini t iat ion 
c e r e m o n i e s t h r o u g h o u t Aust ra l ia a n d a re closely associated 
wi th t h e p r e sence of these wild s tones . In o n e case a pos tu l an t is 
taken u p to heaven , e i ther o n a co rd o r a r a i n b o w which serves 
as a r o p e . T h e r e h e is 'ki l led ' a n d i m p r e g n a t e d with q u a r t z 
crystals as well as tiny r a i n b o w snakes . In a n o t h e r c e r e m o n y , a 
pos tu lan t i s s h o w n a t iger-snake which leads h i m in to a ho le full 
of s n a k e s t h a t m a d e h i m clever by r u b b i n g themselves against 
h i m . D a i s y B a t e s c l a i m e d tha t a karadji she o n c e m e t h a d the 
p o w e r to h o l d c o m m u n i o n with a mythica l snake n a m e d 
Kajoora. In each c a s e w e a r e looking at s o m e sor t of spiri tual 
realization a c c o m p a n y i n g t he symbol ic p re sence of snakes in 
c >nc w a y o r a n o t h e r . I t i s i m p o r t a n t to n o t e that even if snakes are 
p h y s i c a l l y p r e s e n t o n occas ions d u r i n g these ce remon ie s , their 
funct ion is largely symbol ic . Like kundalini s e rpen t -power , they 
are capab le of c o m m u n i n g wi th t h e i nne r eye of ^karadji a n d so 
release miwi, o r power . 

Of course , this is n o t w i thou t its dange r s . As in any in tense 
spiri tual discipl ine psychic te r rors a re always lurk ing, ready to 
play havoc wi th the pos tu lan t ' s m e n t a l stability. O u r Yaralde 
t r i b e s m a n vividly r e m i n d s us of t h e psychic risks a pos tu l an t 
r u n s in b e c o m i n g a karadji: ' W h e n y o u sit d o w n to see t he 
p resc r ibed visions, a n d y o u see t h e m , d o n o t b e fr ightened, 
because they will b e ho r r i b l e .They are h a r d to descr ibe , t h o u g h 
they a re in m y m i n d a n d m y miwi, a n d t h o u g h I cou ld project 
the exper i ence in to y o u after y o u have b e e n well t ra ined . 

'Howeve r , s o m e of t h e m are evil spirits. S o m e are like 
snakes, s o m e a re like horses wi th m e n ' s heads [centaurs?] , a n d 
s o m e are spirits of evil m e n w h i c h r e s e m b l e b u r n i n g fires. You 
see y o u r c a m p b u r n i n g a n d t h e floodwaters rising, a n d t h u n d e r , 
l ightning a n d ra in , t h e ea r th rocking, t h e ear th mov ing , t he hills 
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moving , t h e water whir l ing, a n d t h e trees wh ich still s tand, 
swaying a b o u t . D o n o t b e f r ightened. If you get u p y o u will n o t 
see these scenes , b u t w h e n y o u lie d o w n again y o u will see t h e m , 
unless y o u get too fr ightened. If y o u d o you will b r e a k the w e b 
(or thread) o n wh ich t h e scenes a re h u n g . You m a y see d e a d 
persons walking towards you , a n d y o u will hea r the i r b o n e s 
rattle. If y o u h e a r a n d see these th ings w i thou t fear, y o u will 
never b e f r ightened of any th ing . T h e s e d e a d p e o p l e will n o t 
show themselves to you again, b e c a u s e y o u r miwi is n o w s t rong. 
You a re n o w powerful b e c a u s e y o u have seen these d e a d 
peop le . ' 

H e r e we see t h e miwi p o w e r add re s sed as a separa te entity to 
(he intel lectual energy of t h e karadji. It t oo is capab le of be ing 
affected by u n t o w a r d visionary expe r i ence , yet at t he s a m e t ime 
able to deve lop a psychic p o w e r of its own . This w o u l d accord 
with any b o n a fide med i t a t iona l t e c h n i q u e des igned to release 
d o r m a n t psychic o r spiri tual energy so tha t it rises in phases to 
the ' c r o w n of t h e h e a d ' . W h a t this Yaralde t r i b e s m a n is speaking 
of is t h e effective c o n q u e s t of t h e h ighe r states of be ing wi th in 
himself. T h e process of d is in tegra t ion , of ar res t ing manifesta­
tion, is t h e o n e su re way of finding the p r imord i a l , mot ion less 
unity tha t existed before t h e r u p t u r e be tween h imsel f a n d the 
spirit r e a lm of t h e D r e a m i n g . 

M u c h e m p h a s i s is p laced u p o n displays of mag ic a n d 
ex t raord inary events by karadji, such as c l imbing in to t he sky o n 
aerial r o p e s , te lepathy, speak ing in languages , observ ing 
mons te r s , acts of sorcery a n d b o n e - p o i n t i n g in o r d e r to justify 
the title of clever m e n in t h e eyes of e thnologis ts a n d writers o n 
compara t ive rel igion. Unfor tuna te ly , l i tde a t t e m p t has b e e n 
m a d e so far to exp lo re t h e r ich symbol ic a n d metaphys ica l 
significance of these acts in t h e l ight of a viable spiri tual 
discipline. Th i s has lead to a s u b s e q u e n t d i m i n i s h m e n t of t he 
i m p o r t a n c e of t h e karadji's ro le wi th in Abor ig ina l society. To 
e q u a t e his v is ionary expe r i ence with o t h e r s h a m a n i c disciplines 
again ' tehds to r e d u c e t h e significance of his spiri tual en­
deavours in a way tha t identifies t h e m too closely with i n d u c e d 
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ecstatic exper ience . W h a t is miss ing in these s tudies is a 
systematic r ea son ing in to w h y such p e o p l e e m b a r k u p o n these 
s u p e r n a t u r a l o r revelatory j o u r n e y s in t he first place. Is this 
b e c a u s e cu r r en t th ink ing has d i c h o t o m i z e d the re la t ionship 
be tween spir i tual a n d physical wel lbeing? O n e suspects this to 
b e t h e case. As wi th m o s t ind ig inous peop le s , thei r spiri tual life, 
b e c a u s e it is largely oral a n d esoterically based , has long ago 
b e e n ca tegor ized as b e i n g n o m o r e t h a n a reflection of so-called 
'p r imi t ive ' mental i ty . I n d e e d it is o n e of t he pr inc ipa l 
founda t ions of m o d e r n p h i l o s o p h y a n d psychology to suggest 
tha t all rel igious discipl ines evolve s o m e h o w f rom archaic 
m o d e l s . T h u s t he spir i tual life of Abor ig ines has always b e e n 
r ega rded as u n d e v e l o p e d , a n d the p e o p l e themselves as t he 
'o ldes t ' f o rm of h u m a n i t y ! It is a cond i t i on u n d e r which 
Abor ig ines c o n t i n u e to live today, the i r lives still an object of 
an th ropo log ica l interest separa te from any recogni t ion that 
thei r cu l tu re m i g h t b e a substant ia l sou rce of a rcane lore a n d 
w i s d o m from w h i c h all of us m i g h t der ive benefit . Unt i l 
a t t i tudes c h a n g e p r o f o u n d l y this s i tuat ion will r e m a i n as it is — 
a m o r e o r less tacit accep tance tha t Abor ig ines a n d their way of 
life r epresen t s a m o n u m e n t a l cul tura l impas se in the history of 
h u m a n i t y . 

T h e karadji, as cul tura l exemp la r , reflected a u n i q u e h u m a n 
type. In a n i n h e r e n d y conservat ive society p e r h a p s too m u c h 
p re -occup ied wi th ancest ra l al legiance a n d t h e past , h e often 
r ep re sen t ed a p o t e n t force for change . Because of his d i rect 
contact wi th t h e D r e a m i n g a n d its p a n t h e o n of spirit-figures, h e 
was o n e of t h e few p e o p l e ab le to create n e w dances , songs a n d 
stories. T h r o u g h h i m a tr ibal c o m m u n i t y cou ld r e m a i n 
cultural ly vital a n d g row accordingly. A l t h o u g h his ro le 
s o m e t i m e s r e q u i r e d h i m to b e spiritually oppress ive in t e rms of 
instilling fear a m o n g t h o s e w h o d id n o t fully u n d e r s t a n d his 
o ther -wor ld ly activities, this is n o t to say that his p resence wi th in 
the t r ibe was of a negat ive character . M u c h of that fear was a 
m i x t u r e of awe a n d respec t anyway. After all, he was different; 
h e h a d subjec ted h imse l f to an e n c o u n t e r with Sky Heroes ; h e 
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had d ied a n d b e e n r e b o r n again as a m a n o f ' h i g h d e g r e e ' with 
the responsibi l i ty to obey b o t h na tu ra l a n d s u p e r n a t u r a l law. 
Such expe r i ence inevitably set h i m apar t f rom o t h e r m e n , 
a l though h e ostensibly lived a n o r m a l life wi th in t h e t r ibe. 

T h e i m p o r t a n c e of t he karadji as res iden t t r ibal sage a n d seer 
( a n n o t b e u n d e r e s t i m a t e d . T h e a r cane in format ion at his 
disposal was a cons tan t source of spir i tual security a m o n g o the r 
tribal m e m b e r s w h o looked to h i m for answers in t imes of 
uncertainty. H e was t he only m a n al lowed to have ( indeed 
capable of) contac t with Baiami , t h e All-Father a n d cul ture-
giver, t h r o u g h t h e m e d i u m of his sp i r i t -messengers , t he 
()runcha. I n t h e t rad i t ion of t h e p r o p h e t o r seer, h e a l o n e h a d the 
power to in te rcede with these Sky H e r o e s o n beha l f of his fellow 
t r ibesmen . O n e story relates h o w a Karadji m a d e contac t with 
Baiami in o r d e r to r eques t his he lp in e n d i n g a d r o u g h t afflicting 
his tr ibal coun t ry . To d o this, t h e karadji h a d to ascend the 
m o u n t a i n O o b i - O o b i , b e y o n d t h e t o p of which lay Baiami 's 
qua r t z crystal t h r o n e . C o m i n g to t he m o u n t a i n , h e d iscovered 
Iootholes cu t in t h e rock in t h e fo rm of a l adder . H e p r o c e e d e d 
to c l imb this l a d d e r for four days unt i l h e h a d r eached the t op . 
He re h e d iscovered a s tone excavat ion, in to wh ich b u b b l e d u p a 
fresh sp r ing of water . Thirs ty after his l ong c l imb t h e karadji 
d r a n k his fill, on ly to real ize h o w invigorated h e n o w felt. His 
fatigue h a d fallen away. N e a r t h e sp r ing h e not iced a n u m b e r of 
circles bui l t f rom pi led u p s tones , o n e of which h e en te red . 
Immedia t e ly h e h e a r d t he s o u n d of a.gayandi (bul lroarer) , t he 
t radi t ional m e d i u m t h r o u g h wh ich t h e voice of Baiami ' s spirit-
messenger c o m m u n i c a t e d wi th m e n . H a v i n g p l e a d e d his case 
for t h e cessat ion of t h e d r o u g h t wi th t h e m , t he karadji was raised 
by s o m e of t h e a t t e n d a n t Oranchi off t he sacred m o u n t a i n of 
O o b i - O o b i in to t h e n u m i n o u s p re sence of Baiami , seated o n 
his crystal t h r o n e . H e r e h e was told to ga the r all t h e flower 
b lossoms h e cou ld carry a n d convey t h e m back to his t r ibe. This 
he d id a n d , wi th t h e aid of t h e Oranchi, was t r anspo r t ed back to 
O o b i - O o b i from w h e r e h e r e t u r n e d to his t r i b e 1 5 . 

This l egend , divested of its narra t ive conno ta t ions , is a 
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perfect e x a m p l e of t he symbol ic m o d e of t h o u g h t associated 
wi th spir i tual t r ans fo rmat ion that we find at work within 
Abor ig ina l cosmology . H e r e we e n c o u n t e r the r e m n a n t s of a 
sacred m a p as well as a m e t h o d of a p p r o a c h to t h e e p i p h a n i c 
state. T h e ' l adde r ' tha t m u s t b e c l i m b e d reflects t he var ious 
stages of spir i tual d e v e l o p m e n t tha t a karadji m u s t u n d e r g o o n 
his spir i tual j o u r n e y . Dr ink ing f rom t h e ' sp r ing ' at t he source is 
inevitably re juvenat ing a n d can only b e d o n e after t he l ong a n d 
difficult c l imb has b e e n c o m p l e t e d . T h e karadji s r ecogni t ion of 
t h e sacred m a n d a l a s a n d his ' en t ry ' in to o n e of t h e m (probab ly 
each o n e , a l t h o u g h it is n o t stated) is a universal imag e of 
c o n t e m p l a t i o n a n d spiri tual renewal . Of course ent ry in to o n e 
of these will prec ip i ta te contac t with t he r ea lm of t h e Spirit 
t h r o u g h the m e d i u m of 'voices ' . At this po in t t h e karadji finds 
h i m s e l f ' r a i s e d ' by t h e angelic o rde r s in to the very hear t of tha t 
rarified spir i tual r ea lm of Baiami , t he All-Father as symbol i zed 
by t h e crystal t h r o n e 1 6 . N o t only is it m a d e clear to h i m h e r e tha t 
t h e ' d r o u g h t ' can b e e n d e d t h r o u g h contac t with t he D r e a m i n g , 
b u t on ly t h r o u g h a d i s t r ibu t ion of Baiami 's ' b l o s s o m s ' a m o n g 
t hose living in t he physical wor ld can this b e t ruly achieved o n a 
m u c h b r o a d e r p lane . In o t h e r words , a conjunctio be tween the 
s u p e r n a t u r a l a n d t h e na tu ra l wor lds m u s t by achieved b e way of 
r i tual contac t a n d m e d i t a t i o n if m a n ' s exis tence o n ea r th is to 
r e m a i n vital. 

Such a l egend has all t he e l emen t s f ound in a sacred text 
associated wi th a m o r e literal spiri tual discipl ine. Because it is 
c o u c h e d in symbol ic l anguage , however , this in n o way 
d imin i shes its metaphys ica l significance, n o r suggests a lack of 
sophis t ica t ion in its m e t h o d . T h e karadji's w h o l e b e i n g is 
d i rec ted towards in tercess ion o n beha l f of his peop l e , a n d of 
himself. Th i s c a n n o t b e achieved t h r o u g h t h e rat iocinative 
process solely. O n l y t h e symbol ic m o d e of express ion can 
e m b r a c e effectively t h e essentially d i spara te e l emen t s tha t m a k e 
u p knowledge of t h e e p i p h a n i c state. In this respect , near ly all 
Abor ig ina l secret-sacred legends (that is, esoteric) a re c o n c e r n e d 
with t h e de l in ia t ion of metaphys ica l e l ements . 
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Kinally o n e is conf ronted with t h e special sanctity e m b o d i e d 
In a pract is ing karadji. Both his s h a d o w a n d t h e ' c r o w n of his 
head' a re cons ide red to b e so closely identified wi th his miwi 
I N iwer tha t it is f o r b i d d e n (taboo) to t o u c h e i ther of t h e m . To d o 
s<> is r ega rded as a sacrilege, a n d in c o n s e q u e n c e the c r ime 
d e m a n d s a n a p p r o p r i a t e fo rm of p u n i s h m e n t . Unfor tunate ly , 
the sacrilege pe rpe t r a t ed u p o n t h e karadji by E u r o p e a n 
(ivilization d u r i n g t h e pas t 200 years has c o n t i n u e d to go 
u n p u n i s h e d . In fact, his p r e sence wi th in t he tr ibal c o m m u n i t y 
has always b e e n r ega rded as subversive, precisely because h e 
l o o d for a d i m e n s i o n of spir i tual expe r i ence una t t a inab l e to 

i hose in ques t ion . It takes very little to see why o u t b a c k graziers , 
Colonial au thor i t ies a n d later, g o v e r n m e n t admin i s t r a to r s , 
o u g h t to neu t ra l i ze his inf luence wi th in his t r ibe as far as 
I M )ssible. Squat ters h a d h i m dr iven f rom the l and o r executed ; 
u i i ssionaries a n d teachers m a d e every a t t e m p t to u n d e r m i n e his 
l>uitual au thor i ty t h r o u g h t h e in t roduc t ion of al ien beliefs; 

doctors b r o u g h t in to r id icule his use of t radi t ional r e m e d i e s by 
the flagrant use of m o d e r n med ic ina l t echn iques ; observers 
and, m o r e latterly, an th ropo log i s t s e m p h a s i s e d t h e sorcery 
aspects of his profess ion to t h e d e t r i m e n t of his spiri tual 
a t ta inments . In t h e e n d , t radi t ional Abor ig ina l society was 
< effectively des t royed w h e n t h e karadji, as a cul tura l exempla r , 
was cons ide red to b e r e d u n d a n t . H i s miwi p o w e r flowed f rom 
him a n d was eventual ly lost. T h e spiri tual knowledge a n d the 
ascetic discipl ines tha t n e e d e d to b e pract iced for its a t t a i nmen t 
have n o w all b u t b e e n eradica ted . W h a t was left were the 
r emnan t s of a t radi t ional society t rying despe rady to m a k e sense 
of a wor ld tha t on ly h e h a d t h e p o w e r to u n d e r s t a n d . 

If tha t society is ever to r e n e w itself in t he face of Wes te rn 
secular ma te r ia l i sm, t h e n his ro le wi th in t h e Abor ig ina l 
( o m m u n i t y m u s t b e revived. H e a lone ho lds t he key to r e n e w e d 
< o n tact with t h e D r e a m i n g a n d a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the 
ep iphan ic state. W i t h o u t a revival of this knowledge the re is n o 
prospect of a c o n t i n u a t i o n of t h e t radi t ional life of Abor ig ines in 
Australia as it o n c e was. C P . M o u n t f o r d inadver tandy m o u r n e d 
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the i r loss to t h e wor ld w h e n h e obse rved 'Day after day I 
w a t c h e d the beaut iful u n c l o t h e d bod i e s of t h e m e n as they 
s t rode a long bes ide us . T h e y were a c o n t i n u e d del ight to t h e eye, 
the i r skin sh in ing wi th hea l th , the i r r ipp l ing musc les a n d the 
royal carr iage . . . . It is smal l w o n d e r , t hen , tha t t he e lders 
s h o u l d possess a m e n t a l po i se a n d ba lance wh ich be longs only 
to t h e bes t in o u r civilization' . 

Such a n ep i t aph , po ignan t ly expres sed as it is, c a n n o t 
c o m p e n s a t e for t h e d i s a p p e a r a n c e of t hose 'wild s tones ' , n o r t h e 
weal th of vis ionary exper i ence , w i s d o m a n d a rcane knowledge 
tha t w e n t with t h e m , from the spir i tual l andscape of m e n ' s 
m i n d s . It r e m a i n s to b e seen w h e t h e r whi te Austral ians have t h e 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g , o r i n d e e d desi re , to allow such a r enascence to 
o c c u r w i thou t des t roy ing it at its incep t ion . 

Notes 

1. T h e n a m e o f such clever m e n varies in accordance with the different reg ions 
o f Australia from w h e r e they originate. Karajji (Western Districts o f N e w South 
Wales), wingirin (Queens land) , kuldukhe (south o f the Murray, Victoria) et al. 

2. C. Strehlow. Die Aranda-und-Loritja-Stamme, Part 4, p .42 . 

3 . R.M. & C . H . Berndt , The World of the First Australians, p .308 . 

4. G o e t h e also speaks o f the 'eye w h i c h itself is the light' in his Doctrine of Colours 
(Farmenlehre) as a m e t h o d o f phys io logical vis ionary percept ion . It is also 
interest ing to n o t e that the traditional Taoist hsien postu lant c o u l d o n l y b e 
detected b y his pecul iar appearance . 

5. Spencer a n d Gil len, Native Tribes. A l so A.P. Elkin, Aboriginal Men of High 
Degree. 

6. A . C . M c D o u g a l l , Manners , C u s t o m s a n d Legends o f the C o o m b a n g r e e 
Tribe, Science of Man 3 :117. 

7. Pao-P'u-Tzu, The Inner Chapters, transl. by T e n n e y L. Davis and C h ' e n Kuo-
fu, A m e r i c a n A c a d e m y o f Arts a n d Sciences , Vol .74 , N o . 10, Dec . 1941 . 

8. (a) Mircea Eliade, The Two and the One, p . 25 . (b) cf. Ezra P o u n d , The Cantos, 
N o . 94 in w h i c h h e e c h o e s the contemplat ive writings o f Richard o f St 
Victor: 

' A b o v e prana, the light, 
past light, the crystal. 

A b o v e crystal, the jade! ' 
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1 H . H . J . Coates , The Rai and the Third Eye, O c e a n a , XXXVII . 1966. 

10 CI ' Except a m a n b e b o m again, h e c a n n o t see the K i n g d o m o f G o d \ J o h n 
III, 
! I (If. Gregory Palamas' remarks: ' H e s y c h i a is the s tanding still o f the m i n d 
Uld of the wor ld , forgetfulness o f w h a t is be low, initiation into secret 
knowledge o f w h a t is above , the putt ing as ide o f thoughts for what is better 
than i hey; this is the true activity, the ascent to the true c o n t e m p l a t i o n and 

i n Ml ()f God*. 

i ' IV Beveridge, The Aborigines of Victoria and the Riverina, 1889. 

i I ' < ){>erators in thumi sorcery walk o n air w h i c h the spirits have m a d e soft and 
• •IKI lor a foot a b o v e the earth. T h e air also m o v e s , carrying the operators 

direct to their v ict im. Billy E m u , a f a m o u s Weil w a n karadji, was able to cover 
I .'kms a day, as fast as a h o r s e m a n ' , Elkin field notes , 1944. In contrast, Pao-
i' u T z u mainta ins that certain hsien w e r e capable o f travelling 12000 li (about 
ilion miles) in o n e day! 

i I Rene G u e n o n , The Lord of the World. 

i'» K.L. Parker, More Australian Legendary Tales. L o n d o n 1898. 

N» cf. The Book of Enoch. 'They e levated m e aloft to heaven . I p r o c e e d e d , until I 
. i n ived at a wall bui l t with s tones o f crysta l . . . Attentively I surveyed it, and 
s . iw that it c o n t a i n e d an exalted throne , the appearance o f which was like that 
- I h o s t ' Chapter XIV. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Landscape as Tradition 
and Metaphor 

'The whole countryside is his living, age-old family tree.' 
T.G. Strehlow 

It has b e e n said tha t l andscapes such as those that 
existed in places like Austral ia p r i o r to E u r o p e a n contact in t he 
18th a n d 19th centur ies were ut ter ly pr is t ine. T h a t is, they d id 
not e m b o d y any signs of cu l ture , let a lone a sacred o n e , since 
there was n o visible ' p r o o f in t h e fo rm of m a n - m a d e s t ructures 
or i n d e e d e x a m p l e s of any formal artistic express ion o t h e r t h a n 
a few so-called pr imi t ive artifacts to give c r edance to t he idea 
that a civilized h u m a n society m i g h t have actually existed in the 
count ry . W h e r e such cave pa in t ings o r carvings were found , 
they we re cons ide red to b e c r u d e a n d uncivi l ized, t he pall id 
reflections of a pr imi t ive menta l i ty u n a b l e , o r unwil l ing to 
e m b r a c e t he idea of mater ia l p rogress . To the u n t u t o r e d eye of 
these e thnocen t r i c E u r o p e a n s , t h e Aust ra l ian l andscape was 
utterly ' e m p t y ' , devo id of beau ty , a living hell o n ear th . 

Such a view u n d e r w e n t c h a n g e only very slowly. Later 
genera t ions of settlers of cou r se eventual ly w a r m e d to wha t they 
<alled 'wide o p e n spaces ' o r t h e ' l and b e y o n d g o o d b y e ' , 
accept ing this e m p t i n e s s as an increasingly attractive al ternative 
to t he vision of a c lu t tered indus t r ia l l andscape filled with ' da rk 
satanic mil ls ' tha t was b e g i n n i n g to g row u p all over E u r o p e . 
M o r e a n d m o r e t oo these early colonial settlers h a d b e g u n to 
deser t t h e fragile t ownsh ips a long t h e coast a n d h e a d in land , 
h o p i n g to d iscover for themselves a paradisa l e n v i r o n m e n t tha t 
they cou ld call ' h o m e ' . T h e E d e n i c state l o o m e d large in thei r 
m i n d s as they p res sed fur ther in to t h e u n k n o w n , looking for 
what was officially t e r m e d New Country. A frontier menta l i ty 
quickly deve loped wh ich r e g a r d e d the acquis i t ion of l and as 
t a n t a m o u n t to success a n d h a p p i n e s s . People were n o t con ten t 
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to w o r k the coun t ry as t h e Abor ig ines h a d d o n e before t h e m — 
that is, as hun te r -ga the re r s a n d n o m a d s ; b u t ra ther , they were 
anx ious to p o r t i o n t h e l and in to legally sanc t ioned a l lo tments 
wh ich w o u l d r e m a i n in the i r possess ion in perpe tu i ty . T h u s the 
Ru le of Law h a d recons t i tu ted t he l a n d s c a p e in to an intr icate 
pa t chwork of surveyed grids tha t b o r e n o re la t ionship to t he 
na tu ra l con tou r s of t h e l and itself. 

Yet still t he i l lusion tha t t h e con t inen t r ep re sen t ed a pr is t ine 
e n v i r o n m e n t r e m a i n e d . T h e g rowth of townsh ips , b u s h roads , 
h o m e s t e a d s , m i n e s o r pas tora l ho ld ings cou ld n o t really c h a n g e 
t h e face of this r e m a r k a b l y lonely a n d isolated land . People 
chose to live in it for a time, exploi t its na tu ra l resources for wha t 
they we re wor th , b u t they near ly always dec ided to retreat f rom 
wha t Pascal called its ' infinite spaces ' at t h e e n d of their lives to 
t h e security of es tabl ished cul tural centres like Sydney o r 
M e l b o u r n e o r even back to the M o t h e r C o u n t r y across the 
ocean . For the m o s t pa r t t he coun t ry was cons ide red to b e ' n o t 
fit for whi te m a n ' excep t as an ex tens ion to his material ist ic 
u rge . T h e d r e a m e r s were n o t t hose w h o viewed the l and as 
sacred, b u t t hose w h o were able to work it for thei r o w n 
profit. 

Such a l a n d s c a p e cou ld n o t un leash u p o n the new settlers 
wha t t h e Abor ig ines call its kurunba, o r life-essence. This n u m e n 
figured largely in t h e ph i lo soph ic a n d religious beliefs of t he 
original inhab i t an t s , par t icular ly in re la t ion to t he ear th itself. 
W h a t they saw in the i r l and was no t a n endless repe t i t ion of 
'wide o p e n spaces ' b u t a p ro found ly metaphys ica l l andscape 
capab le of express ing the i r deepes t spiri tual yearnings . W h a t 
was prejoratively called 'Blackfellas' coun t ry ' by E u r o p e a n s was 
to the Abor ig ines living t he re the very e m b o d i m e n t of sacred 
t opog raphy . In o t h e r w o r d s , t he sacred prec inc t o r temenos was 
no t necessarily r e p r e s e n t e d by a n archi tectural s t ruc ture in 
keep ing with t h e Euro-cen t r i c pe rcep t ion of a sacred place. 
Ins tead it was reflected in t h e totality of l andscape — tha t is, t he 
ear th , rock- forms, t rees , p la ins , m o u n t a i n s , insects, an imals 
etc. , a n d finally in m a n himself. T h e b o n d tha t l inked all these 
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entities toge the r lay in the mythologica l a n d symbol ic d a t a tha t 
these enti t ies r ep resen ted as pa r t of the D r e a m i n g Cycle o r 
P r imord ia l Event . 

T h u s w h a t to t he early E u r o p e a n setders of t h e coun t ry was 
li tde m o r e t h a n a pr is t ine l andscape , was for t h e Abor ig ines a 
c o m p l e x a n d l u m i n o u s spiri tual edifice r emin i scen t of a n o p e n -
air ca thedra l . T h e y were no t living in a lonely a n d desola te place, 
b u t in a n e n v i r o n m e n t conduc ive to wel lbe ing a n d happ ines s 
p rov ided that t h e l and b e respec ted for the icon tha t it was. Of 
course , such a close identif ication with l andscape a n d the 
s u b s e q u e n t fo rmula t ion of a r i tua l -based cosmology inevitably 
lead to accusat ions of p a n t h e i s m , t o t e m i s m a n d a n i m i s m be ing 
levelled at Abor ig ina l h i e r o p h a n t s . T h e s e were belief-systems 
der ived from so-called empi r ica l observa t ions m a d e by 
an thropolog is t s w h o were anx ious to expla in away the exis tence 
of any sophis t ica ted spir i tual u n d e r s t a n d i n g a m o n g Abor ig ines . 
It was n o t poss ib le , acco rd ing to these observers , to believe that 
the re m i g h t b e o t h e r ways of m a k i n g contact with t he n u m e n , o r 
the d iv ine aspect , excep t via r ecogn ized canonica l law o r even 
bet ter , via scientific mate r ia l i sm. T h e stage h a d b e e n set for t h e 
d e n u d a t i o n of a spir i tual l andscape m o r e devasta t ing t h a n if it 
h a d b e e n des t royed by an a tomic b o m b . 

It is at this p o i n t tha t w e m u s t beg in to look at h o w a 
l andscape t r anscends its ' p r i s t ine ' state in o r d e r to b e c o m e a n 
e x a m p l e of w h a t m a y b e t e r m e d cul tural o r sacred t o p o g r a p h y . 
T h e abor ig ina l belief is tha t before t he D r e a m i n g o r tjukuba — 
that is, before t h e P r imord ia l Event h a d occur red — this pr is t ine 
l andscape was r e p re s e n t ed by a n u n e n d i n g , featureless pla in . In 
this sense t he l andscape was pr i s t ine since it c o n f o r m e d to the 
idea o f ' c h a o s ' (lit. formless void) . N o t unt i l t he pe r iod of tjukuba 
or D r e a m i n g a n d t h e mys te r ious a p p e a r a n c e of Sky H e r o e s , 
e i ther f rom ins ide t h e ea r th itself o r from a n ill-defined u p p e r 
region, d id t h e l a n d s c a p e take o n a truly cosmic significance a n d 
attain to Form. At t h e conc lus ion of t he D r e a m i n g pe r iod the 
Sky H e r o e s d i s a p p e a r e d from t h e face of t he ear th , leaving in 
their p lace the i r pe r sona l i zed ' s ignatures ' in t h e guise of 
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t o p o g r a p h i c l a n d m a r k s , c o n t o u r var ia t ions , t rees , an imals — in 
fact, all manifes ta t ions of life o n ear th . Such a r e m a r k a b l e event 
as t h e D r e a m i n g however m u s t n o t b e confused with t he adven t 
of a G o l d e n Age. It was s imply a P r imord ia l Event devoid of any 
qual i ta t ive associat ions tha t a re n o r m a l l y a p p e n d e d to wor ld-
crea t ion , o r to those w h o m i g h t have b e e n re spons ib le for 
ini t iat ing t h e event in the first p lace . 

T h u s we beg in to perceive that t he l and as we k n o w it has 
c h a n g e d . It is n o longer t h e ' l and b e y o n d g o o d b y e ' so p o p u l a r 
a m o n g r o m a n t i c balladists of E u r o p e a n origin. In its place we 
beg in to r ecogn ize a cul tura l l andscape s teeped in kurunba, o r 
life-essence. We m u s t take care too n o t to t ranslate ' l ife-essence' 
as a sort of animis t ic spirit tha t gives life to t he ear th in t he fo rm 
of a n inges t ive /brea th ing m o d e such as exists in o rgan ic na tu re . 
This is to d o w n - g r a d e Abor ig ines ' powers of empir ica l 
obse rva t ion wh ich in pract ice they possess to a n acu te degree . 
Kurunba o r 'life essence ' is a metaphys ica l express ion d e n o t i n g 
the p re sence of a cul tural layer wi thin t h e l a n d f o r m itself tha t 
has b e e n insp i red by mythologica l contac t with t h e D r e a m i n g . 
In o t h e r w o r d s , t he l a n d f o r m has b e c o m e iconic in essence, 
fulfilling a ro le of c o n t a i n m e n t , no t only of physical a t t r ibutes 
(shape, t ex ture , m i n e r a l con t en t etc.), b u t of m^ta-physical 
significations. It is this qual i ty tha t Abor ig ines t e r m as kurunba — 
tha t is, t h e p o w e r that gives a l a n d m a r k its i nhe ran t Form over 
a n d a b o v e tha t of its m e r e physical p resence . 

T h e Sky H e r o e s w h o invested the l andscape with kurunba 
t h r o u g h thei r wor ld-c rea t ing activity were t rue spir i t -beings in 
possess ion of b o t h d iv ine , h u m a n a n d a n i m a l characterist ics. 
W h e n speak ing of t h e hare-wal laby p e o p l e o r t he wood-gal l 
p e o p l e , for e x a m p l e , it is often a s s u m e d tha t these spir i t -beings 
we re n o m o r e t h a n a n t h r o p o m o r p h i s m s of exist ing an imals . To 
t h e E u r o p e a n m i n d , such a way of pe r cep t i on imp l i ed a child­
like menta l i ty o n a p a r wi th a peasan t folklore obsessed with elfs, 
g reml ins a n d g n o m e s . T rue spirituality, o r i n d e e d g e n u i n e 
metaphys ica l express ion , cou ld no t b e expec ted with t h e use pf 
such pr imi t ive m e t a p h o r s since these suggested a ' d o w n w a r d ' 
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m o v e m e n t towards d issolut ion, n o t a n ' u p w a r d ' m o v e m e n t 
towards w h a t is e ternal . T h u s t h e idea tha t p e r h a p s such spirit-
beings as t h e hare-wal laby o r wood-gal l p e o p l e m i g h t e m b o d y 
c o m p l e x metaphys ica l t ru ths pe r t a in ing to creat ion, exis tence 
and t h e after-life were d i smissed as a de l ibera te a t t e m p t at 
'mystif ication' of wha t was n o m o r e t h a n a basic animis t ic belief. 
Aboriginal recogni t ion of the i r l a n d as a sacred t e m p l e , a n d the 
spiri t-beings w h o created it as bea re r s of n u m e n , was r ega rded 
also as a de l ibera te a t t e m p t to 'desacra l ize ' t he laws govern ing 
p roper ty possess ion a n d the r ight of o w n e r s h i p as e n s h r i n e d in 
E u r o p e a n law. 

It r e m a i n s for us n o w to analyse j u s t h o w a l andscape 
b e c o m e s a cul tura l t o p o g r a p h y , a n d h o w it relates back to t he 
beings tha t exist o n it a n d in it. For it is no t only a cul tura l 
t opog raphy for m a n a lone ; all n a t u r e shares in its significations, 
be they b i rds , insects, an imal s , flora o r fish. Abor ig ina l p e o p l e 
cons idered this to b e a n article of faith: thei r lives a n d that of t he 
rest of n a t u r e in terac ted in a way tha t d id n o t a t t r ibu te to e i ther a 
level of p r imacy . I n d e e d , Abor ig ines h a d n o c o n c e p t i o n of 
themselves as t h e ' c rown ' of G o d ' s c rea t ion in t h e way tha t 
world rel igions often deify m a n . Life per se was a w e b of 
interactive part icles, of wh ich m a n k i n d a n d n a t u r e were co­
equal pa r tne r s . The re fo re t h e ro le of m a n k i n d in t h e d r a m a of 
life was to re-crea te t h r o u g h r i tual a n d c e r e m o n y the e ternal 
m o m e n t of t h e D r e a m i n g by call ing u p o n the assistance of all 
na ture , w h e t h e r it b e o rgan ic o r geological. A n y d i c h o t o m y 
I >etween m a n a n d n a t u r e was r e g a r d e d as an accident , a p r o d u c t 
<>f t h e h ia tus b e t w e e n m a n k i n d a n d his knowledge of t he 
Dreaming , n o t a n e terna l severence as suggested by t h e t ime-
lapse tha t sepa ra ted m a n k i n d f rom t h e P r imord ia l Event 
itself. 

Tribal l a n d t h e n b e c a m e a living entity insofar as it 
con t r ibu ted to t h e overall su s t enance of life. W h a t t r ansp i red 
ho rn this u n i q u e re la t ionsh ip was tha t t h e l and needed t h e active 
< oope ra t ion of m a n in o r d e r to fulfil itself as a cosmic pr inc ip le , 
in the s a m e way tha t m a n n e e d e d the l and to real ize his o w n 
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c o s m o g e n i c self. F r o m such a symbiosis g rew u p Mud tempus 3. 
n e e d to ratify this re la t ionsh ip t h r o u g h r i tual a n d c e r e m o n y so 
that a b r i d g e cou ld b e bui l t be tween the m u n d a n e a n d supra-
m u n d a n e wor lds . In o t h e r w o r d s , t he ea r th as much as mankind 
was r e q u i r e d to par t ic ipa te in r i tual a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t of its 
sacral exis tence in o r d e r to ' l ive' a n d b e a r fruit. Th is is why the 
Abor ig ines were deep ly c o n c e r n e d tha t t he ce r emon ia l cycle 
each year s h o u l d b e c o m p l e t e d correctly a n d with d u e 
reverence; they knew tha t if this d id no t h a p p e n t h e n the ear th 
w o u l d ' h a r d e n ' , a n d as a resul t m i g h t fail to enac t its full fructive 
possibili t ies. D r o u g h t , flood, disease, scarcity of g a m e etc. 
occu r r ed n o t as a na tu ra l p rocess b u t as a failure o n the pa r t of 
m a n a n d ear th to obse rve the i r ritual b o n d i n g o n e with ano the r , 
a n d wi th t h e D r e a m i n g . 

O u t of this c a m e a concep t of e m b u i n g the l andscape with 
n u m i n o u s l a n d m a r k s . It m e a n t tha t f rom the t i m e of the 
D r e a m i n g the l and as a n e m b o d i m e n t of t h e Sky H e r o e s ' wor ld-
creat ing effort w o u l d b e c o m e a n iconic r ep resen ta t ion of tha t 
event. In o t h e r w o r d s , Abor ig ines were c o n t e n t to regard thei r 
tr ibal l ands as a symbol ic l andscape . N o r is it safe to say that they 
invested thei r c o u n t r y with sacred significance after the 
P r imord ia l Event . Because t he mythologica l da t a associated 
with t h e l andscape in t h e fo rm of songs a n d stories was n o t 
inven ted by Abor ig ines , b u t was h a n d e d d o w n to t h e m f rom the 
Sky H e r o e s themselves by way of thei r ances tors . T h e cu l tu re of 
t h e l andscape — tha t is, t h e sacred o r p r i m o r d i a l his tory 
a t t r ibu ted to a reg ion — was a reality of o ther -wor ld ly 
d i m e n s i o n a n d a gift tha t h a d b e e n passed o n to t he Abor ig ines 
to b e t r easured in perpe tu i ty . T h e contras t h e r e be tween t h e 
cu l tu re of l a n d s c a p e a n d E u r o p e a n p r o p e r t y laws leads us to 
d r a w an inevi table conc lus ion : that the fo rmer is a metaphys ica l 
gift he ld in t rus t by a p e o p l e d e p e n d a n t u p o n it for survival; 
whi le t h e lat ter is a physical acquis i t ion tha t can b e ut i l ized for 
pe r sona l profit o r gain. 

T h e i n t e r d e p e n d a n c e of m y t h a n d l andscape t h e n b e c a m e 
t h e modus operandus for a clear defini t ion of cul tura l identi ty. T h e 
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Abor ig ines r ecogn ized h o w i m p o r t a n t t he l and was as a 
m n e m o n i c device to he lp t h e m recall events f rom the 
D r e a m i n g . Since the i r cu l tu re was largely an oral o n e , it was 
i m p o r t a n t for t h e m to have at least a n imagist ic p o i n t of 
reference f rom wh ich to reinforce thei r t radi t ional contac t with 
their ances tors , a n d with t he tjukuba. Like t he Ch inese wri t ten 
character w h o s e philological origins lie in t h e active event , the 
verb, r a the r t h a n in t he n o u n (eg. t h e charac ter for 'east ' 
e m b o d i e s t he s u n r is ing f rom b e h i n d a tree) it was i m p o r t a n t for 
the Abor ig ines to deve lop a set of characters , a visual syntax, 
able to s u p p o r t b o t h c o s m o g e n i c a n d metaphys ica l belief. At 
this p o i n t l andscape b e c a m e a n i m p o r t a n t c o - r e s p o n d e n t in the 
d ia logue b e t w e e n m a n a n d ear th . T h e l anguage of signs, 
perceived by m a n in r e s p o n s e to the n e e d to express a 
cosmogen ic o r metaphys ica l reality, was t h e c o n t r i b u t i o n m a d e 
b y t he l andscape to this d ia logue . A visual l anguage h a d b e e n 
created o u t of rocks, c o n t o u r s , flora, fuana etc. tha t w o u l d 
enable m a n to converse with Sky H e r o e s a n d so re-create the 
eternal m o m e n t of t he D r e a m i n g . 

T h e stage h a d n o w b e e n set for t he t r ans fo rmat ion of 
landscape f rom its pr is t ine state before t he occas ion of the 
Primordial Event in to w h a t Leo F roben ius called t he creat ion of 
a ' p a i d e u m a ' at t h e conc lus ion of t h e D r e a m i n g . T h e p a i d e u m a 
being ' t he tangle of i n roo t ed i d e a s ' 1 o r ' t h e gristly roots of ideas ' 
that a re t h e b e d r o c k of any cu l ture . Acco rd ing to Menc ius 
epis tomology, t h e m e n of o ld (ie. t h e ancients) w a n t e d to clarify 
and diffuse t he l ight wh ich c o m e s f rom looking straight in to the 
heart of th ings a n d t h e n acting. By looking 's t raight in to the 
heart ' of t h e physical wor ld , t h e Abor ig ines were ab le to 
discover for themse lves a p r o f o u n d l y symbol ic l anguage 
( apab le of u n t a n g l i n g these i n roo t ed ideas so tha t they could 
exist in relative h a r m o n y with themselves a n d thei r envi ron­
ment . At this p o i n t l andscape h a d t r anscended itself as a 
m e t a p h o r only for Crea t ion , for t h e tjukuba, a n d b e c o m e instead 
a par t of t h e Tradi t ion . L a n d s c a p e h a d c o m p l e t e d its m o n u ­
menta l j o u r n e y f rom its p r i m o r d i a l state o f ' c h a o s ' — f rom its 
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' p r i s t ine ' cond i t ion , tha t is — to tha t of active par t ic ipant in the 
c rea t ion of cul ture . 

F r o m n o w o n t h e l andscape h a d b e c o m e a r ich source of 
in fo rma t ion o n the sacred. O n c e t h e ritual keys h a d b e e n found , 
t h e d o o r s to t h e wor ld of tjukaba a n d its p a n t h e o n of spirit-
be ings a n d sacred events cou ld b e revealed in all their 
s p l e n d o u r . It was n o longer a ' d e a d ' wor ld tha t Abor ig ines lived 
in, a b a r r e n con t inen t o f ' w i d e o p e n spaces ' d r iven to a l ienat ing 
m a n f rom himself o r his e n v i r o n m e n t . It h a d b e c o m e instead a 
man i fo ld my tho -poe t i c edifice tha t h e cou ld en t e r in to in t imes 
of cul tura l renewal . Such a col lus ion imp l i ed tha t t he land had a 
story to tell to m a n k i n d , a n d all m e n h a d to d o was listen. In this 
case wha t they h e a r d was n o t on ly t h e ' tale of t he t r ibe ' b u t t he 
en t i re genesial exper i ence . T h e i r o w n cu l tu re a n d the cu l tu re of 
t h e Sky H e r o e s were wri t ten in to this l and in a m i r a c u l o u s way, 
suggest ing a d iv ine in te rvent ion , a n o rde r ing , tha t p r e c l u d e d 
any n e e d for a m e n d m e n t o r change . In o t h e r w o r d s , so 
c o m p l e t e a n d so final was t h e D r e a m i n g event tha t the re was n o 
necessity to look u p o n the na tu ra l wor ld as b e i n g in any n e e d of 
r e - a r r angemen t . It was , as far as t h e Abor ig ines were c o n c e r n e d , 
a sacred wor ld a n d therefore perfect. 

We beg in to see at this p o i n t t he seeds of conflict be tween 
two o p p o s i n g cul tures exist ing in the s a m e l andscape . O n the 
o n e h a n d we have a n Abor ig ina l cu l tu re tha t regards t h e 
l andscape as a n existential p a r t n e r to which it is lovingly 
enjo ined; o n t he o the r , we find a E u r o p e a n cu l tu re dissatisfied 
with t he l andscape ' s perce ived vacuity a n d spir i tual aridity, t h u s 
wan t ing to c h a n g e it in acco rdance with facile e c o n o m i c 
impera t ives so tha t it reflects a material ist ic world-view. T h e 
gristly r o o t of ideas e m b o d i e d in t he l andscape — its p a i d e u m a , 
tha t is — which h a d b e e n n u r t u r e d by the Abor ig ina l p e o p l e 
since t h e D r e a m i n g was n o w u n d e r th rea t of des t ruc t ion by a 
race of p e o p l e tha t h a d forsaken its o w n cu l tu re o n the anvil of 
Car tes ian, C o m p t i a n a n d Darwin ian pedan t ry . It was this n e x u s 
of ideas tha t was to b e foisted u p o n a so-called pr is t ine 
l andscape in o r d e r tha t it m i g h t b e c h a n g e d to suit a race of 
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cul tura l n o m a d s unwil l ing, o r u n a b l e to settle for l o n g in a 
p a i d e u m a of its own. 

W e m i g h t ask, h o w does this cul tura l t o p o g r a p h y manifest 
itself? H o w does the l andscape e m b o d y the distinctive 
p a i d e u m a of t he Abor ig ina l p e o p l e in a way tha t t ransforms it 
in to valid metaphys ica l express ion? To unrave l t he w e b of 
significance s u r r o u n d i n g those historical a n d hag iograph ic 
events pe r t a in ing to a given l andscape requ i res t he a d o p t i o n of a 
menta l i ty tha t asks us to th ink in images . As Schwaller d e Lubicz 
in forms us t h r o u g h his p i o n e e r i n g research in to Egypt ian 
h ie rog lyphs , we m u s t beg in to th ink symbolically. N o longer 
can we allow n a t u r e to speak to us t h r o u g h t h e dialectic veil of 
wes te rn knowledge that we have al lowed ourselves to s u c c u m b 
to s ince t h e col lapse of esoter ic ism in Christ iani ty d u r i n g the 14-
15th centur ies . All this has served to d o is d ivorce us f rom o u r 
p r i m o r d i a l intellect a n d the ability to d iscern t h e p resence of 
n u m e n o u s details tha t c o n t i n u e to s u r r o u n d us at all t imes . To 
recogn ize in a l a n d c a p e t h r o u g h ri tual e n a c t m e n t a n d imaginal 
pe rcep t ion t h e p re sence of n u m e n is the m e a n s by which the 
D r e a m i n g can b e m a d e manifes t Mud tempus — tha t is, ou t s ide 
t ime . Such a m o d e of intel lect ion is un ique ly Abor iginal ; a n d it 
is this peop le ' s greatest con t r ibu t ion to their o w n survival 
t h o u g h o u t t h e passage of u n t o l d mi l lennia . I n d e e d , the 
Abor ig ina l cu l tu re is p r o b a b l y t he m o s t anc ien t a n d m o s t 
resil ient cu l tu re of all to have existed wi thou t ever u n d e r g o i n g 
the k ind of d is tor t ion a n d decl ine tha t we associate with 
decadence . T h e idea of a ' d e c a d e n t ' Abor ig ina l cu l tu re is a 
p r o d u c t of m o d e r n E u r o p e a n influence a n d though t . Unti l t he 
arrival of E u r o p e a n s in t h e 18th cen tury t h e Abor ig ina l cul ture , 
which h a d p r o b a b l y existed relatively u n c h a n g e d for 40,000 
years, c o n t i n u e d to p r o v i d e its m e m b e r s with t h e spiri tual 
succour so necessary to s u p p o r t a society at t he he igh t of its 
intellectual a n d social v igour . 

W e n e e d t h e n to s tudy the way Abor ig ines looked at their 
tribal l ands , a n d w h a t they saw. To take t h e first p r emi se , we 
m u s t re-assess o u r a t t i tude towards mytho logy as be ing a 
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simplistic, if n o t 'pr imit ive ' fo rm of express ion a n d acknowledge 
it ins tead as a c o m p l e x metaphys ica l l anguage a n d a pu rveyor of 
Tru th . O n c e w e beg in to real ize tha t a t o p o g r a p h i c story illicited 
from a given l andscape by a t r ibal m e m b e r is n o t a ' just-so ' tale 
b u t a d e m o n s t r a t i o n of myth ic da ta , t h e n we will begin to 
u n d e r s t a n d wha t is r e q u i r e d of us if we a r e to at tain to a 
symbol ic m o d e of t h o u g h t ourselves . T h u s in a p p r o a c h i n g the 
grea t m o n o l i t h in Cent ra l Austra l ia k n o w n as U l u r u (Ayers 
Rock), we a re immedia t e ly conf ron ted with a physical entity in 
t he fo rm of t he Rock itself, as well as a metaphys ica l p re sence in 
t h e fo rm of t h e my ths associated with it. Of course , t he Rock has 
b e e n f o r m e d by t h e active agents of wea ther ing , geologic 
upheave l etc, b u t only as a resul t of the in te rven t ion by Sky 
H e r o e s . Accord ing to Abor ig ina l belief, n a t u r e does no t 
funct ion in acco rdance with arbr i tary laws b u t is u n d e r the 
auspices a n d direct g u i d a n c e of supe rna tu ra l be ings w h o 
themselves a re the manifes ta t ion of n u m e n . T h e t o p o g r a p h i c 
stories tha t relate to t h e crea t ion of U l u r u a re my tho -poe t i c 
express ions of h o w t h e Rock was created at t h e t i m e of the 
D r e a m i n g . T h e y a re not , as s o m e migh t believe, imaginat ive 
const ructs bes towed u p o n t h e Rock in o r d e r to ' expla in away' 
t h e creat ion of t he Rock in t h e light of a lack of any scientific 
knowledge by Abor ig ines . 

So w e beg in to r ecogn ize tha t in the case of U lu ru , as in t he 
case of o ther open-ai r cathedrals scattered t h r o u g h o u t Australia, 
tha t t h e Rock is a metaphys ica l reality as well as a geological one . 
H e r e before us lies t he ent i re cul tural e m b o d i m e n t of the t r ibe, 
in this case t he Pit jandjara t r ibe of the Cent ra l Deser t 
region, a n d it is to this artifact that we m u s t address o u r 
a t ten t ion if w e are to u n d e r s t a n d the re la t ionship be tween m a n , 
n a t u r e a n d l andscape o n the o n e h a n d , a n d spirit, cu l tu re a n d 
t radi t ion o n t h e o ther . T h e Rock is b o t h an epic p o e m for all, a 
caut ionary tale for s o m e , a source of sacred law a n d ethics for 
o thers , a n d a repos i tory of esoter ic knowledge for t hose few that 
aspire to t h e tide of mekigar (lit. ' m a n of magic ' ) o r tr ibal 
h i e rophan t . 

32 



Landscape as Tradition and Metaphor 

To en te r in to this wor ld , we m u s t first look at s o m e example s 
tha t al low us insight in to t he wor ld-c rea t ing process as init iated 
by t h e Sky H e r o e s at t h e time of t he D r e a m i n g . M o s t of the 
s o u t h e r n face of t he Rock, for e x a m p l e , was crea ted d u r i n g the 
b a t d e be tween the Liru o r po i sonous - snake p e o p l e , a n d the 
Kunia , o r carpe t -snake peop le . A c c o r d i n g to belief, t he Kunia 
originally j o u r n e y e d to a sandhi l l water -ho le w h e r e U l u r u n o w 
s tands f rom the i r coun t ry in t h e east. H e r e they c a m p e d a n d , at 
t he close of t h e D r e a m i n g , f o u n d themselves t r ans fo rmed into 
na tu ra l features. As b o u l d e r s o r slabs of rock in t he gorges, 
indiv idual m e m b e r s of t he K u n i a t r ibe of Sky H e r o e s (and First 
People , o r ances tors of t h e Pitjandjara) can b e recogn ized by 
their symbol ic p u b i c hairs , t he k i tchen utensils they carry, o r the 
way they sit o n t he g r o u n d . 

A b a t d e , however , t ook p lace be tween these p e o p l e a n d the 
Liru, o r ca rpe t - snake p e o p l e , s imply because t h e Liru were a 
t r o u b l e s o m e g r o u p of Sky H e r o e s . Spears were t h r o w n by the 
y o u n g warr iors a n d to this day var ious deser t oaks a n d sandhil ls 
are m e t a m o r p h o s e d bod ie s of t he invad ing Liru. A n escaping 
Kunia w o m a n , M i n m a Bulari (ie. a m a r r i e d w o m a n ) , gave b i r th 
to a chi ld, t hus creat ing a cave in which a smal ler en t r ance to 
a n o t h e r cave symbol ises t h e w o m a n ' s vulva o p e n i n g in to 
Bulari 's w o m b . Knee -marks of t he w o m e n w h o assisted in the 
b i r th a re seen o n t h e g r o u n d nearby . Meanwhi l e the Liru 
con t i nued to attack t h e Kunia , wreak ing cons ide rab le havoc. A 
s ing le -handed c o m b a t be tween t h e Liru leader , Kulikudjeri , 
a n d a y o u n g Kun ia war r io r resul ted in severe w o u n d i n g to b o t h 
Sky H e r o e s . T h e y o u n g Kun ia war r io r crawled away losing a 
great dea l of b l o o d as h e d id so, resul t ing in a t rack which is n o w 
a wate rcourse . W h e n t h e m o t h e r of this m a n h e a r d tha t h e r son 
h a d b e e n killed, she at tacked Kulikudjeri with h e r d igging stick 
a n d cut off his nose . Th is n o s e is n o w a h u g e slab of rock tha t has 
split off from t h e m a i n m a s s of U lu ru . His eyes a n d nasal 
passages r e m a i n o n t h e rock face to this day. U n d e r his severed 
nose a re s t reaked water stains wh ich are t h e t r ans fo rmed b l o o d 
of t he dy ing Liru warr ior . 
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Accord ing to belief t h e b a t d e d id n o t e n d the re . A n o t h e r 
g r o u p of Liru warr iors s u r r o u n d e d a n d at tacked those Kunia 
p e o p l e living a b o u t t he U l u r u wa te rho le n o w o n top of the 
Rock. A l t h o u g h m a n y were killed, t he Kun ia w o m a n w h o had 
lost h e r son , with h e r h u s b a n d a m o n g o the r s , m a n a g e d to 
escape to a c a m p o n the eas tern e n d of U l u r u . T h e tracks m a d e 
by t h e escaping p e o p l e as they t u m b l e d d o w n t h e fock-face are 
n o w t h e ho r i zon ta l m a r k s of t h e rock strata o n t h e n o r t h e r n side 
of t h e Rock. In t h e e n d , after great fatalities o n b o t h sides, the 
Liru finally a b a n d o n e d U l u r u a n d set off for a n o t h e r pa r t of the 
reg ion to wreak m o r e havoc . W h e r e v e r they wen t they were able 
to get u p to m o r e t o p o g r a p h i c mischief in t he s a m e way as they 
h a d d o n e at U lu ru . 

O n t h e surface this m u c h abbrev ia ted story indicates the 
level of t he c o s m o g e n i c d r a m a tha t h a d b e e n p layed ou t at 
U l u r u at t h e time of t he D r e a m i n g . T h e r e a re n u m e r o u s sub­
plots to t h e tale, all of t h e m accoun t ing for near ly every 
i m p o r t a n t l a n d m a r k o n t h e s o u t h e r n face. N u m e r o u s o the r 
stories a c c oun t for t he rest of t h e Rock's crea t ion, a n d each of 
t h e m has its o w n ri tual song-cycle as well as churingas o r sacred 
artifacts to act as m n e m o n i c devices d u r i n g ce remon ie s . In this 
way t h e P r imord ia l Event is fleshed o u t by t he use of m y t h o -
poet ry , t he reby giving access to t h e exoter ic significance of the 
Rock for each tribal m e m b e r , however y o u n g o r old h e o r she 
m a y be . 

But t he re a re n u m e r o u s levels to such stories. O n o n e level, 
of course , thei r ' s is t h e epic adven tu re , t h e bat t le be tween Sky 
H e r o e s for sup remacy , t h e r end i t i on of s u p e r - h u m a n d i l e m m a s 
which act as a rchetypes for m e n to in form themselves by. T h e r e 
is also t he express ion of var ious archetypal pass ions at a supra-
m u n d a n e level wh ich e n a b l e m e n to clarify thei r o w n r e sponse 
to such pass ions w h e n they c r o p u p in their o w n lives. In this 
sense, t he stories a re m e a n t to b e b o t h edifying a n d didactic. 
T h e y a re edifying in t h e sense tha t they give m e n ro le -mode l s by 
which they can m e a s u r e t h e c o n d u c t of the i r o w n behavior . At 
t h e s a m e time they a r e didact ic w h e n they seek to in form m e n of 
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' h o w ' a n d 'why ' th ings a re d o n e in a cer tain way. T h e story of the 
K u n i a w o m a n giving b i r th , for e x a m p l e , w o u l d surely act as a 
p r i m e r in t he 'Facts of Life' for any child eager to ques t ion the 
or igins of t he caves in ques t ion . Exoter ic story-tell ing h a d an 
i m p o r t a n t ro le to play in t he c o n t i n u i n g process of cul tural 
renewal , par t icular ly since the m y t h - m a k i n g process h a d ceased 
at t h e e n d of t h e D r e a m i n g . Whi le t h e Sky H e r o e s s e e m e d to b e 
' a m o r a l ' in a sense, it shou ld b e r e m e m b e r e d tha t the i r exploits 
are really n o different t h a n those of t h e O l y m p i a n g o d s o r the 
gods of t h e Vedas. Abor ig ines r ecogn ized t h e difference 
be tween the i r o w n pe r sona l behav io r as social entit ies a n d that 
of t h e Sky H e r o e s w h o were above censure , s ince they knew that 
t he Sky H e r o e s ' responsibi l i t ies for wor ld-crea t ion entai led a far 
different o r d e r of activity t h a n the i r own. 

So the cul tura l l andscape was n o w spoken for t h r o u g h the 
m e d i u m of m y t h . It was n o longe r a pr is t ine l andscape b u t a 
b ib l iog raphy of m e a n i n g for a p e o p l e with a n e n o r m o u s 
capacity for m e m o r y a n d a keen sense of t h e n e e d to h a n d o n 
in fo rma t ion in t h e fo rm tha t it h a d b e e n received by t h e m in the 
first p lace . N o r was t he oral t r ansmiss ion of epic a n d sacred lore 
s o m e t h i n g to b e taken l ighdy. T h e role of storyteller for each 
D r e a m i n g site a r o u n d the Rock was always left in the h a n d s of 
the m a n w h o h a d b e e n 'possessed by ' his respect ive D r e a m i n g , 
usual ly at b i r th . If a m a n was a hare-wal laby m a n o r a po i son-
snake m a n , t h e n it was his task to r e m e m b e r t he stories 
associated with his D r e a m i n g site a n d pass t h e m o n t o fellow 
m e m b e r s of his t r ibe , o r y o u n g e r initiates, d u r i n g t imes of r i tual 
a n d c e r e m o n i a l p e r f o r m a n c e at t h e site itself. As an in fo rman t 
h e was expec ted to r e n d e r exacdy every detail of his f ragment of 
t he D r e a m i n g event so tha t it m i g h t b e fitted in to t he whole . A n d 
this w h o l e was t h e subject of i m p o r t a n t ce remonia l s w h e n all 
t he var ious t r ibes of a r eg ion m i g h t c o m e toge ther to hea r a n d 
r e c o u n t t h e sacred stories to o n e ano the r , e i ther t h r o u g h 
p e r f o r m a n c e (corroboree) o r t h r o u g h song. 

It is at this p o i n t tha t we m u s t cons ider h o w cul tural o r 
sacred t o p o g r a p h y is t rans la ted in to art. For it is ev ident that t he 
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l a n d s c a p e does n o t r e m a i n a static enti ty en l ivened only by its 
m y t h o - p o e t i c ' s ignatures ' . Abor ig ines have b e e n at pa ins to re­
create wha t Gera rd Manley H o p k i n s called an ' inscape ' by 
receiving in to themselves t h e r h y t h m s of t h e l and a n d 
express ing these in t h e fo rm of mus i c , sand-pa in t ing , cave 
frescoes, body-pa in t i ng a n d the symbol ic d i ag rams m o r e often 
t h a n n o t f ound o n churingas. W h e n we look at these var ious art-
fo rms we beg in to perceive t h e p r o f o u n d r ichness of this 
d i a logue be tween m a n a n d ear th . It w o u l d a p p e a r tha t far f rom 
m a n d e t e r m i n i n g t h e aesthet ic r e q u i r e d to re-create t he ear th as 
an art-object , it is t he ea r th tha t does so. H e n c e t h e r e a re only 
four p r inc ipa l sacred co lours tha t can b e used in cave pa in t ing , 
for e x a m p l e : red , yellow, whi te a n d black (red a n d yellow ochre , 
pipe-clay a n d charcoal) . Moreover , t he abs t ract des igns that a re 
used to des ignate t h e p r e sence of an imals , h u m a n activity, 
physical a t t r ibutes etc. all der ive f rom thei r visual a p p e a r a n c e 
o n ear th . T h u s a concen t r ic circle can m e a n a m a n with pa in ted 
decora t ions o n his b o d y . T h e y can also r ep re sen t t he breasts of 
w o m e n . A tr iple l ine of paral lel m a r k s can m e a n t h e b o d y scars 
o n m e n . T h e y can also indica te t he tracks m a d e by hun t e r s . 
Concen t r i c crescent shapes can m e a n a c a m p i n g place whereas 
a ho r se - shoe s h a p e d fo rm can indicate a m a n sitting o n the 
g r o u n d . A concen t r i c s q u a r e suggests a camp-s i te as well. At t he 
s a m e t i m e a cresent f o r m e d f rom parallel l ines can indicate a 
c a m p with a w i n d b r e a k o r m e n lying o n the g r o u n d . 
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Whi le t h e arbr i tary u s e of such designs m i g h t suggest s o m e 
fo rm of confusion, this is n o t really so. It s imply m e a n s tha t 
wi th in t h e contex t of t h e story itself t he des ign is always 
r ecogn ized for wha t it is m e a n t to represen t . A n d if it is no t , this 
is b e c a u s e t he story is to a cer ta in ex ten t esoteric a n d therefore 
r equ i re s exp lana t ion by the relevant D r e a m storyteller. 

W h e n we s tudy t h e churinga, however , we a re conf ronted by 
a different o r d e r of express ion . For t he churinga is r ega rded as 
be ing a concentra ted form of kurunba, o r life-essence. Aborigines 
believe tha t m e r e physical contac t with this sacred object will 
cause t h e kurunba to flow in to t h e m , thus giving t h e m renewed 
s t rength a n d vitality 2 . I n o t h e r words , t he churinga is a con­
cen t ra ted vers ion of the D r e a m i n g site that it r epresen ts . At t he 
s a m e t i m e it is is a n i d e o g r a m exp la in ing by the use of 
abbrev ia ted signs all t he details of t he D r e a m i n g event tha t is 
b e i n g ce lebra ted . At U l u r u the re a re twenty-five k n o w n 
churingas re la t ing t h e events associated with five different my ths . 
All these have different des igns o n t h e m tha t can b e easily 
d e c y p h e r e d by the h i e r o p h a n t s with knowledge of t h e par t icular 
D r e a m i n g event . Churingas a re h i d d e n in secret places a b o u t t h e 
D r e a m i n g site a n d are on ly p r o d u c e d w h e n a c e r e m o n y is be ing 
enac ted . T h e y act as m n e m o n i c devices with a view to correct 
o rches t ra t ion of t he actual r i tuals. At t h e conc lus ion of t h e 
c e r e m o n y , they a re w r a p p e d in ba rk a n d rep laced in their 
h id ing places. S o m e of these churingas a re ex t remely old a n d , 
accord ing to the i r cus tod ians , were received f rom the Sky 
H e r o e s by the i r ances tors . T h u s , like Chr is t ian relics, they 
e m b o d y t h e special p o w e r of t he n u m e n that is b o t h beneficial 
to m a n in t h e spir i tual sense , as well as be ing con t iguous with 
t h e D r e a m i n g site a n d t h e Pr imord ia l Event itself. 

W h e n we obse rve body -deco ra t i on we are again confronted 
with a r a n g e of des igns tha t a p p e a r to s t em f rom the ear th itself. 
T h e des igns associated wi th t h e different D r e a m i n g events a re 
created o n t h e bod ie s of t h e h i e rophan t s to reflect t he p resence 
of t he Sky H e r o e s d u r i n g i m p o r t a n t ce remonies . T h e y a re m a d e 
from eagle d o w n , feathers , p o w d e r e d ochre , a n d a t tached to t he 
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b o d y with persp i ra t ion a n d h u m a n b l o o d secreted from veins in 
t h e a r m . Body-pa in t ing is des igned to t r ans fo rm the h i e r o p h a n t 
from tha t of an o rd ina ry m o r t a l in to a manfes ta t ion of the Sky 
H e r o r e t u r n e d to ear th . T h e h i e r o p h a n t ' s a p p e a r a n c e dressed 
in t h e body-pa in t ing of t he Sky H e r o signals tha t t he D r e a m i n g 
has b e e n re-created at t he D r e a m i n g site for t he d u r a t i o n of t he 
sacred c e r e m o n y itself. Whi le a m a n is so decora t ed h e is n o 
longe r ' h i m s e l f in the strict sense, b u t a p u r e e m b o d i m e n t of 
the Sky H e r o . T h e designs that h e wears again s t em from the 
s ignatures of t he land . It is t he aesthetics of ear th tha t d e t e r m i n e 
t he complex i ty of artistic express ion m u c h m o r e t h a n the 
inhib i t ions p laced u p o n t h e craf tsman by his l imi ted resources . 
Because h e thinks symbolically, h e is able to tap the wellsprings 
of ea r th with the aid of kurunba so that h e m i g h t express the 
ex t rao rd ina ry presc ience of the n u m e n itself. 

Sand pa in t ing is a n o t h e r fo rm of visual express ion usually 
associated with i m p o r t a n t ce remonies held in t he Centra l Desert 
region. Blood a n d water a re u sed to h a r d e n t he g r o u n d 
des igna ted for t he ce remon ia l tableau . To this r ed a n d yellow 
ochre , toge ther with feathers a n d d o w n are appl ied in 
acco rdance with t he i m a g e tha t is be ing conveyed. T h e s e 
pa in t ings a re used as b a c k d r o p s to the c e r e m o n y or as en la rged 
churingas that , for t h e d u r a t i o n of t he c e r e m o n y at least, a re 
i m b u e d with kurunba. Such pa in t ings b e c o m e i n s t r u m e n t s in the 
fulfillment of sacred r i tual in t he s a m e way as t he altar a n d wine 
c u p d o in t he d r a m a of t he Chris t ian liturgy. 

But w h e t h e r it is in art, story-telling o r song the re is also a n 
esoteric significance tha t opera tes in parallel to exoter ic 
express ion . T h e d r a m a of Crea t ion accord ing to t he D r e a m i n g 
as conveyed by these var ious artistic m e t h o d s conceals a d e e p e r 
s u b s t r a t u m of metaphys ica l exper ience . This knowledge is n o t 
o p e n to all m e m b e r s of t h e t r ibe , n o r is it s o m e t h i n g that a m a n 
has a r ight to k n o w of s imply because h e has achieved p u b e r t y 
o r because h e has successfully engaged in warfare. Esoteric 
in format ion is only revealed to certain m e m b e r s of a t r ibe w h o 
are cons ide red ' sages ' o r w h o have u n d e r g o n e var ious levels of 
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init iat ion. Invar iably mekigars a re ' m e n of h igh deg ree 5 in this 
a rea of knowledge , b u t o t h e r m e n a re free to at tain to it if they so 
wish. T h e c o n c e p t of Abor ig ina l sanctity is n o t p o p u l a r a m o n g 
E u r o p e a n s b e c a u s e they assign s a in thood to r ecogn ized forms 
of religiosity. Never theless , Abor ig ines themselves regard it as 
an i m p o r t a n t pa r t of thei r cu l tu re a n d often invite potent ia l 
h i e r o p h a n t s to j o i n t h e 'elect ' by pract is ing m e d i t a t i o n a n d 
wi thdrawing in to so l i tude for l o n g pe r iods . Eso te r i sm, there­
fore, thrives in a n a t m o s p h e r e of ritual observance . S o m e secret-
sacred c e r e m o n i e s , for e x a m p l e , c a n n o t b e a t t ended o r even 
observed from a d is tance by tr ibal m e m b e r s w h o have no t b e e n 
initiated in to this par t icu lar esoter ic o rde r . Metaphysical t ru ths 
are never widely d i s semina ted for fear of t h e m b e i n g mi sused or 
held u p to r idicule . T h e very n a t u r e of esoteric in fo rmat ion 
prec ludes it from b e c o m i n g 'genera l knowledge ' s ince its vitality 
s tems from t h e fact tha t it m u s t always r e m a i n concea led . In any 
event t he c o m p l e x s y m b o l i s m of esoteric t h o u g h t makes it 
difficult to c o m p r e h e n d , excep t w h e n the symbol ic l anguage 
has b e e n l ea rned from a qualif ied h i e r o p h a n t . 

Con t r a ry to Wes te rn p re jud ice , however , esoteric infor­
ma t ion is n o t a m e r e l i tany of magical fo rmulas des igned to 
p r o m o t e a n increase of g a m e in a region, o r t h e adven t of rain. 
Of course , these reques t s a re occasionally m a d e of t he Sky 
Heroes in times of n e e d , b u t in a way tha t suggests complici ty 
ra ther t h a n a d i rec t ent rea ty to a n external spirit-figure. O n c e 
again we a re conf ron t ing a coeval r e sponse be tween m a n a n d 
na tu re in t h e face of a m u t u a l d i l e m m a : the r u p t u r e of e ternal 
r hy thms a n d t h e n e e d to re-establ ish metaphys ica l as well as 
physical o rde r . Esoter ic i n fo rma t ion is an essential ingred ien t in 
(he re -es tab l i shment of tha t o r d e r . For it is only by r e t u r n i n g to 
the ' sou rce ' of t h e angu i sh — tha t is, to t he D r e a m i n g event that 
orches t ra ted t h o s e physical confo rma t ions such as d r o u g h t s , 
pesti lents, d isease etc. — tha t a m e a s u r e of c o m p r e h e n s i o n a n d 
acceptance c a n b e der ived . Such ' knowledge ' can t h e n b e 
passed o n t o t r ibal m e m b e r s n o t privy to esoteric in fo rmat ion in 
a way tha t res tores the i r faith in t h e cosmic o rde r . It is at this 
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p o i n t tha t m o s t magica l events occur . A megikar can myster­
iously ' b r i n g o n ' ra in , for e x a m p l e , after t h e reci tat ion of cer tain 
magico- r i tua l fo rmulas because h e has m a n a g e d to source 
cer ta in in fo rmat ion from n a t u r e itself by way of his esoteric 
t ra in ing. 

So we n o w beg in to gain a n insight in to t he idea of l andscape 
as a n e m b o d i m e n t of t radi t ion. W h a t Abor ig ines teach us is tha t 
if t r ad i t ion a n d cu l tu re are n o t on ly to survive b u t r e n e w 
themse lves as vital forces in t h e p e r p e t u a t i o n of m a n k i n d , t h e n 
w e m u s t cease to regard t he l and as a passive p r inc ip le devoid of 
sensibility. T h e r e a re m a n y sacred centres t h r o u g h o u t Austral ia 
(as i n d e e d the world) , a n d all of t h e m testify to a p r o f o u n d 
compl ic i ty be tween m a n a n d na tu re . Each cen t re is a temenos, 
filling a void in t h e secular e n v i r o n m e n t . T h e y are t he re as 
visible r e m i n d e r s to m e n of thei r responsibi l i ty to n u r t u r e 
mu tua l i t y be tween themselves a n d thei r e n v i r o n m e n t . It is only 
w h e n these cond i t ions a re obse rved tha t any g e n u i n e h ie ro-
p h a n y can take place. T h e Abor ig ines , of course , fully 
r ecogn ized thei r ro le in this pageant . By sanctifiying thei r 
l andscape they were ab le to expe r i ence thei r o w n pe r sona l 
h i e r o p h a n y , which was for t h e m t h e D r e a m i n g . It m u s t b e 
r e m e m b e r e d that t he D r e a m i n g as such is no t a religion. Unl ike 
m a n y wor ld rel igions it does no t have a n avataric figure at its 
cen t re like Chris t , B u d d h a , M o h a m m e d or Confucius . N o r 
does it have its or igins in his tory as s o m e o t h e r religions d o . But 
w h a t t h e D r e a m i n g d o e s p rov ide is knowledge of the Pr imord ia l 
Event Mud tempus a n d in a way tha t deno te s t he possibility of full 
par t ic ipa t ion in it by t he individual . In this sense the D r e a m i n g 
p rov ides Abor ig ines wi th a metaphys ica l discipl ine wi thou t the 
n e e d to a s s u m e for itself a spiri tual p r imacy as is the case with 
m o s t o t h e r revela t ionary rel igions (eg. Christ ianity, Islam). T h e 
D r e a m i n g is, in Dan te ' s w o r d s , n o t so m u c h a p lace as a state of 
be ing . A n Abor ig ine can en te r in to the D r e a m i n g while h e is 
enac t ing a r i tual event j u s t as if h e were t he e m b o d i m e n t of a Sky 
H e r o himself. 

I n d e e d such a u n i q u e re la t ionship be tween m a n a n d spirit-
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figure impl ies a p r o f o u n d insight in to the workings of l andscape 
itself. Because it is only in u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e ea r th tha t m a d e 
h i m tha t t h e Abor ig ine is ab le to e m b a r k u p o n his j o u r n e y 
t h r o u g h t h e intr icate a n d often beautiful cu l tura l l andscape of 
his o w n sacred t rad i t ion tha t is e m b o d i e d in it. H e sees t he land 
as a me taphys ica l edifice. H e u n d e r s t a n d s its spir i tual r h y t h m s . 
A n d h e a c c o m m o d a t e s h imsel f to its cyclic t rans i t ions . N o r does 
h e ask of it to d o m o r e t h a n supp ly h i m with l i fe-sustenance a n d 
a m o d i c u m of wel lbeing. At t h e s a m e t i m e h e refuses to exploi t 
it b e y o n d its capacity for renewal . Beyond that h e resists the 
desi re to c h a n g e the l and because h e knows tha t in d o i n g so h e 
will t a m p e r with its kurunba a n d with t he D r e a m i n g event that 
m a d e it, Mud tempus. 

This is w h a t l andscape as t rad i t ion m e a n s to t h e Abor ig ine . 
It is a qual i ty of spir i tual p e r c e p t i o n a n d a n ability to live in the 
s h a d e of t h e P r imord ia l Event as if it were eternally re -occurr ing . 
For the rest of us this event is, p a r o d y i n g Ra ine r Mar i a Rilke's 
words , ' t h e b e g i n n i n g of Te r ro r w e ' r e n o t yet ab le to b e a r . ' 3 

Notes 
1. Ezra Pound . See The Cantos. 

2 . C P . Mount ford . Ayres Rock: its People, their Beliefs and their Art. 

3 . Rainer Maria Rilke. The First Elegy. 'For Beauty's n o t h i n g / b u t b e g i n n i n g o f 
Terror we're still jus t ab le to bear. ' Trans. J . B . L e i s h m a n and Stephen 
Spender . 
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CHAPTER 3 
The Dream Journey 

If we can voyage to the end of the earth and there find ourselves 
in the aborigine who most differs from ourselves, we will have 
made a fruitful pilgrimage.' 

Tfwmas Merton 

D u r i n g the 19th cen tu ry E u r o p e a n settlers co ined a 
p h r a s e w h i c h was to descr ibe a par t icular r i tual j o u r n e y tha t 
Abor ig ines m a d e to ce lebra te a n d r e n e w thei r re la t ionsh ip with 
thei r ' coun t ry ' . It was called 'wa lkabou t ' a n d to this day the 
t e r m impl ies b o t h m o r a l c o n d e m n a t i o n of t he Abor ig ina l work 
ethic a n d a desu l tory i n c o m p r e h e n s i o n of Abor ig ina l rel igious 
life. If an Abor ig ina l s t o c k m a n chose to go wa lkabou t — tha t is, 
m a k e a D r e a m J o u r n e y — his e m p l o y e r w o u l d inevitably 
c o n c l u d e tha t t h e m a n wished to avoid work. T h u s a n a t t i tude 
of susp ic ion was b o r n wh ich pervades any d ia logue be tween 
whi te a n d b lack Austra l ians even today. For m o s t whi te 
Austra l ians w h o c o n t i n u e to h a v e contact with these p e o p l e a re 
firmly conv inced tha t t h e t rad i t ional Abor ig ine has n o spiri tual 
life to speak of, a n d tha t h e lives s u r r o u n d e d by a veil of an imis t 
supers t i t ion . 

Even e thnologis ts a n d an thropo log i s t s work ing in t h e field 
late last c en tu ry t e n d e d to re inforce this pre judice . A great deal 
of research has b e e n d o n e s ince, of course , h ighl ight ing familial 
a n d tr ibal re la t ionships , c u s t o m s , initiatory t echn iques , r i tual 
life a n d artistic express ion , m u c h of which has cen t red a r o u n d 
survival m o d e s a n d h o w m o s t Abor ig inal cul tural activity is 
d i rected towards assur ing physical cont inui ty . Such n o t e d 
an thropolog is t s as R .M. B e r n d t a n d A.P. Elkin, whi le admi t t ing 
for e x a m p l e tha t t h e sacred Wand j ina of t he Kimber ley reg ion 
of Nor th -wes t Aust ra l ia con t a in sacred energy o r power , 
nevertheless a t t r ibu te pe r iod i c r e touch ing of these cave 
paint ings wi th a des i re for r a i n 1 . Yet in contras t , Abor ig ina l 
cus todians of t h e Wand j ina clearly recognize that these spirit 
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r ep resen ta t ions have a far w i d e r < osmit role2. It is this desire to 
desc r ibe t he ri tual act, w h e t h e r it m a y be expressed in paint ing, 
s o n g o r d a n c e , in essentially m a t e r i a l i s t t e r m s t h a t calls in to 
q u e s t i o n t h e so-called objectivity o f t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t in his 
contac t with t h e Aust ra l ian Abor ig ine . In fac t it w a s stated by 
o n e E u r o p e a n obse rver of t he Abor ig ina l p e o p l e a s far back as 
1798 tha t ' n o coun t ry has yet b e e n d iscovered w h e r e s o m e 
t race of rel igion was n o t to b e found . F r o m every observa t ion 
a n d inqu i ry tha t I cou ld m a k e a m o n g these p e o p l e , f rom the 
first to t h e last of m y a q u a i n t a n c e with t h e m (Aborigines), I can 
safely p r o n o u n c e t h e m an excep t ion to this o p i n i o n ' 3 . Since 
t h e n t h e Abor ig ine has b e e n c o n d e m n e d to living a half life o n 
the fringe of whi te Aust ra l ian society, r e g a r d e d by m o s t as 
bare ly h u m a n a n d in n o way deserv ing of respect . In the two 
h u n d r e d years since E u r o p e a n se t t l ement the i r n u m b e r s have 
b e e n so r e d u c e d , their self-respect so e r o d e d tha t it w o u l d b e 
difficult to find any left today living the full t radi t ional life as of 
old . T h e D r e a m J o u r n e y as a r i tual act has ins tead found its 
subs t i tu te in a lcoho l i sm a n d al ienat ion. 

T h e s e p re l imina ry observa t ions are essential if we are to 
u n d e r s t a n d t h e t rue n a t u r e of t he D r e a m J o u r n e y as a cul tural 
affirmation in t he face of t h e inevitable des t ruc t ion of 
Abor ig ina l society today by Western cul tura l imper ia l i sm. 
G o v e r n m e n t agencies a re p re -occup ied with 'solving ' t he 
p r o b l e m s tha t an ind ig inous race of p e o p l e p resen t , precisely 
because they a re u n a b l e to deal with the i n h e r e n t metaphys ica l 
n a t u r e of t h e Abor ig ina l way of life. T h e Abor ig ine ' s insistence 
o n t h e p r i m o r d i a l sanctity of his ' coun t ry ' is no t an act of 
possess ion in t e r m s of E u r o p e a n p r o p e r t y laws (as m i n i n g 
c o m p a n i e s a n d graziers a re so afraid of) b u t a n act of be ing 
possessed by t h e l and itself4. Such an ' invers ion ' of p r o p e r t y 
values, o r t h e va lue p laced u p o n l and as a h a r b i n g e r of all that is 
spiritually i m p o r t a n t in a m a n ' s life, is at t h e roo t of t he cu r r en t 
an t agon i sm b e t w e e n m i n i n g interests , graziers a n d govern­
m e n t agencies o n t h e o n e h a n d a n d tr ibal e lders o n t he o ther . 
T h e basis of t h e D r e a m J o u r n e y for the Abor ig ine is a ri tual co-
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ope ra t i on with na tu re . If a m a n fails to d o his pa r t in 
m a i n t a i n i n g this re la t ionship , h e is l iable to d i s tance h imsel f 
from his or igins a n d so des t roy the p r i m o r d i a l e m p a t h y that 
has always existed be tween h imsel f a n d na tu re . It is a mis take to 
a s s u m e tha t t he reason why an Abor ig ine m a k e s a D r e a m 
J o u r n e y is s imply to reinforce na tu re ' s ability to r e n e w itself. 
This belief impl ies a simplist ic world-view which t h e genera l 
sophis t icat ion of Abor ig ina l cu l tu re in t e rms of its u n d e r ­
s t and ing of t h e ro le of my tho logy a n d symbo l does no t suggest. 
In fact t he Abor ig ine is highly consc ious tha t his e n a c t m e n t of a 
D r e a m J o u r n e y involves a pe r sona l renewal tha t reaches far 
b e y o n d any so-called increase ri tual . 

T h e r e a re two levels to t he D r e a m J o u r n e y . O n e is largely a 
social activity in which par t ic ipa t ion is e n c o u r a g e d by all t he 
m e m b e r s of a family g r o u p . T h e o the r is a m o r e pe r sona l 
activity e m b a r k e d u p o n a lone in o r d e r that t he individual 
m i g h t expe r i ence a closer u n d e r s t a n d i n g of his sacred na tu re . 
In b o t h cases, however , t he r e is a cer tain a m o u n t of r i tual 
activity des igned to e n c o u r a g e a n e w awareness of e n v i r o n m e n t 
a n d the way pe r sona l ' coun t ry ' can inspi re a grea ter 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of n a t u r e itself. If these two d i m e n s i o n s of t he 
s a m e j o u r n e y were to b e c o m p a r e d , t h e n it m i g h t b e to regard 
the f o r m e r as be ing exoter ic o r ou tward a n d the latter as a n 
esoteric o r inward j o u r n e y . Yet b o t h j o u r n e y s over lap in thei r 
significance because m a n y of t h e stories, m y t h cycles, sacred 
e n v i r o n m e n t s (known as ' h o t places') a n d cave pa in t ings a re 
c o m m o n to b o t h . 

T h e o u t w a r d D r e a m J o u r n e y is pe renn ia l a n d follows a 
seasonal m o v e m e n t . Whi l e it is evident that such a j o u r n e y is 
l inked to t h e dispar i ty of na tu ra l increase wi th in a given 
e n v i r o n m e n t (fruit r i pen ing in o n e place, t he b i r th of turt les in 
ano the r , geese laying the i r eggs at a n o t h e r t i m e a n d place), it 
does n o t m e a n tha t any ri tual activity engaged in en r o u t e is 
automat ical ly des igned to i n su re that such increase c o m e s 
a b o u t each season. For t h e j o u r n e y is cyclical a n d involves a 
r e tu rn to a p lace of or igin each year. It also involves invest ing 
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n o r m a l day- to-day activity with a significance that reaches 
b e y o n d t h e practical appl ica t ion cur rent ly be ing invoked. In 
o t h e r w o r d s , while t h e tribal g r o u p m a y b e deep ly c o m m i t t e d 
to a hun t e r -ga the re r m o d e of exis tence, m o v i n g f rom o n e p lace 
to a n o t h e r as food sources exhaus t themselves , they are also 
m a d e fully aware of t he unde r ly ing reasons for thei r activity 
t h r o u g h t h e reci tat ion of p r i m o r d i a l events by way of danc ing , 
story-tell ing a n d song. 

In t h e n o r t h , for e x a m p l e , in t he Abor ig ina l reserve k n o w n 
as A r n h e m l a n d , t he re a re six seasons , n o t four o r even two as in 
the s o u t h e r n areas of t he con t inen t . But un l ike o u r o w n seasons 
wh ich formally beg in at par t icu lar t imes of t h e year, t he 
seasonal cycle of the A r n h e m l a n d e r s is a m o v e a b l e feast 
integrally associated with na tu ra l events . If these events d o n o t 
h a p p e n for any reason , o r are delayed, t h e n the p e o p l e m i g h t 
p e r f o r m rituals to e n h a n c e the i r e m p a t h y wi th t h e na tura l event 
— tha t is, with t h e failure in t he cosmic cycle a l ready observed . 
To say tha t they wish to bring on t h e event tha t has no t occu r red 
t h r o u g h ri tual activity is to a t t r ibu te to t h e Abor ig ines a niave 
mechan is t i c belief in t he way n a t u r e opera tes . Yet in t e rms of 
empir ica l knowledge these p e o p l e a re acu te observers of 
na tura l p h e n o m e n a a n d are well aware of h o w the seasonal 
cycle manifests itself. T h e y are aware t oo of h o w it can b reak 
d o w n , a n d consequen t ly h o w this ruc t ion can best b e ex­
pressed at a symbol ic level t h r o u g h the use of m y t h a n d ritual. 

T h u s we a re n o t dea l ing with an u n e n d i n g j o u r n e y back a n d 
forth across tr ibal terr i tory solely in pu r su i t of food. Ins tead we 
are look ing at a sacred j o u r n e y in which each stage is i m b u e d 
with sacred significance. T h e ro le that r i tual a n d the myth-life 
of t h e t r ibe take in all this as they r o a m across their D r e a m 
l andscape is to e n h a n c e t h e significance of wha t w o u l d 
o therwise b e fairly m u n d a n e events . O n e wri ter has stated tha t 
the Abor ig ine 'moves , n o t in a l andscape , b u t in a h u m a n i s e d 
r ea lm sa tura ted with significations ' 5 . It is these significations 
that m a k e the D r e a m J o u r n e y such an i m p o r t a n t cosmic event 
in t h e lives of Abor ig ines . Each t i m e they m a k e t h e j o u r n e y they 
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are e n c o u n t e r i n g wha t Satose W a n a b e exp la ined as ' the i r en t i re 
pas t exist ing integrally in the i r p resen t ' . 

A tr ibal e lder living nea r t h e A r n h e m l a n d E s c a r p m e n t 
ou t l ined t h e way the seasonal cycle was differentiated in a 
recen t field t r ip tha t we m a d e to t h e region . Toby Gangele , a 
m e m b e r of t he Mira r r Kunjai :mi t r ibe , occupies coun t ry that 
e m b r a c e s b o t h tropical b u s h l a n d a n d vaste s w a m p s that in 
season a re h o m e to c o u n d e s s n u m b e r s of m a g p i e geese. In his 
o w n w o r d s , h e explains: 

'We have six seasons . But o u r season d o n ' t c o m e regular 
like they d o for b a l a n d a (white m a n ) . Yegge (Apri l -mid J u n e 
app rox) b e cool t i m e for us . We k n o w w h e n it beg in be­
cause Yamidji t he g reen g ra s shoppe r , h e call o u t that cheeky 
y a m s a re ready. W h e n Andjalem (woolly b u t t trees) c o m i n ' 
u p all over flowers, we k n o w Wurrgeng (late J u n e - m i d 
August) cold season starts. T 'a t t ime we light fires to b u r n 
off u n d e r g r o w t h , m a k e l and n e w again. C o m e Gurrung 
season (mid August -ear ly October ) a n d all bes t fruit trees 
like g r een p l u m a n d whi te app l e c o m i n ' u p pret ty wi ' 
flowers. It h o t a n d d ry t ' en . Starts to get h u m i d pret ty s o o n 
as Gunumelong (Oc tobe r -December ) c o m i n ' a long. Mean­
t ime , ra in start fallin' a n d l and all over flooded. We callin' 
t'is t i m e Gudjewa ( D e c e m b e r - e n d of March) . Magp ie geese 
layin' p len ty eggs t ' en , a n d g o a n n a (a lizard) h e start callin' 
f rom trees. Tribes j o i n i n ' us h e r e at a b o u t t'is t i m e f rom far 
away as S tone C o u n t r y (Arnhemland) to eat eggs wit ' us . It 
g o o d t i m e t ' en . Plenty d a n c i n ' , s ingin ' songs . W h e n knock-
' e m - d o w n s to rms c o m i n ' at e n d of m o n s o o n t ime , all of us 
h e a d u p in to S tone C o u n t r y d u r i n ' Bang Gerang (April). 
After t 'a t we hea r Yamidji g r een g ras shopper , h e callin' ou t 
a b o u t cheeky y a m s o n c e m o r e a n d we c o m i n ' d o w n to 
wet lands aga in . ' 6 

So t h e seasonal cycle is c o m p l e t e d in t e rms of t h e na tu ra l cycle. 
D u r i n g this t ime , of cour se , Toby Gangele a n d his family w o u l d 
have travelled over a reg ion of app rox ima te ly 1000 s q u a r e 
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miles look ing for sus tenance in a t i m e - h o n o u r e d way. T h e 
r o u t e tha t they h a d taken w o u l d vary l i tde, if at all, f rom tha t 
covered by the i r ances tors for p e r h a p s t h o u s a n d s of years. At 
t he s a m e t i m e they w o u l d have obse rved a series of rituals 
entirely g o v e r n e d by the locat ion tha t they h a p p e n e d to b e in. 
T h e s e ri tuals w o u l d vary f rom place to place, however , 
d e p e n d i n g o n t h e h o t places (both posit ive a n d negative) that 
they m i g h t have h a d to e n c o u n t e r a long the way. But to use the 
w o r d ' r i tua l ' does no t m e a n tha t whatever ce lebra t ions , song 
cycles o r stories were invoked a long the D r e a m r o u t e h a d to 
necessarily c o n f o r m to s o m e rigid, hierat ic f o r m u l a of 
express ion . I n d e e d m u c h of t h e ri tual associated with 
Aboriginal tr ibal life is s p o n t a n e o u s , even j o y o u s , a p r o d u c t of 
a p e o p l e p r o f o u n d l y con ten t wi th in thei r e n v i r o n m e n t . On ly 
certain c e r e m o n i e s such as those associated with ini t iat ion take 
o n the m o r e formal aspects of w h a t we m i g h t cons ide r as a 
carefully o rches t ra ted ri tual act. 

T h e seasonal cycle is a practical r eason for m a k i n g a D r e a m 
J o u r n e y . Toby Gange le a n d his relatives a re well aware of why 
they m a k e t h e j o u r n e y , cons ide r ing it an i m p o r t a n t pa r t of their 
food-ga ther ing activities a n d a way of c o m i n g in contact with 
o the r t r ibal g r o u p i n g s a n d var ious relatives. But they are also 
well aware of a n o t h e r r ea son for m a k i n g the j o u r n e y ; a r eason 
integrally associated with the i r spir i tual life. For t he l and they 
cross is a pa r t of themse lves 7 . T h e D r e a m J o u r n e y o n the ri tual 
level is a way of r e n e w i n g contac t with themselves , s ince they 
a n d t h e l and a re inseparab le . It is at this p o i n t tha t the 
Abor ig ine enters in to a D r e a m wor ld w h e r e t h e land is 
t r ans fo rmed in to a metaphys ica l l andscape sa tura ted with 
significations. I n t h e s a m e way that H o m e r i c he roes live in 
close p rox imi ty a n d contac t with t h e O l y m p i a n gods , so too d o 
Abor ig ines r ecogn ize t h e i m m a n e n t p re sence of thei r o w n 
spiri tual e x e m p l a r s . 

T h e metaphys ica l l andscape , t hen , is t r ans fo rmed in to an 
ideal l andscape , a hag iog raph ic his tory of t he peop le ' s or igins, 
thei r s t ruggle to survive, h o w a n d f rom w h o m they received 
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the i r cu l tura l gifts such as t h e ability to dance , s ing songs , m a k e 
spears , a n d h u n t d u r i n g tha t t imeless m o m e n t k n o w n as t he 
D r e a m i n g . It is timeless b e c a u s e these p r i m o r d i a l events took 
p lace b o t h in t h e far d is tant pas t before even the i r ancesters h a d 
a p p e a r e d o n t h e ea r th — a n d a re c o n t i n u i n g to o c c u r even as 
they a re m a k i n g the i r D r e a m J o u r n e y in the p r e s e n t 8 . T h e i r 
e n c o u n t e r wi th their ' coun t ry ' as they r o a m across it is a n 
e n c o u n t e r with spiri tual genesis , b o t h pe r sona l a n d collective. 

It is at this p o i n t tha t t he l andscape b e c o m e s fully 
h u m a n i s e d . I n o t h e r w o r d s t h e Abor ig ines beg in to r ecogn ize 
w h a t t h e an th ropo log i s t s refer to as a ' t o t emic l andscape ' . 
Unfor tuna te ly t he t e r m ' t o t e m ' has deneg ra to ry conno ta t i ons 
associated with an infantile spriri tuality, o r fet ishism, m a d e 
p o p u l a r by a who le gene ra t ion of an th ropo log i s t s eager to 
d o w n g r a d e Abor ig ina l spirituality in t he past . But if we regard a 
t o t e m in t h e way that Staxmer was at pa ins to desc r ibe it as ' a 
sufficient cond i t ion , n o t a d e t e r m i n a n t , o r any o t h e r 
re la t ionsh ip . It is a sign of un i ty be tween th ings o r p e r s o n 
unified by something else.9 T h e n we beg in to perceive t h e c o m p l e x 
s y m b o l i s m i n h e r e n t in a D r e a m landscape . W h a t h a d 
previously b e e n l inked to a r a n g e of food-yielding d e t e r m i n a n t s 
has n o w b e e n raised o n t o a n o t h e r p l a n e a l together . 

A long t h e A r n h e m l a n d E s c a r p m e n t t he r e a re vast rock 
galleries wh ich h o u s e s o m e of t he finest rock art in t h e wor ld . 
S o m e of t h e t ab l eaux reflect rel igious t h e m e s , whi le o thers are 
m o r e c o n c e r n e d with secular events such as h u n t i n g , an ima l 
por t ra i ts a n d genera l social activity a m o n g t h e clans. M a n y of 
these pa in t ings a re q u i t e old , their or igin r each ing back in to 
d is tant ant iqui ty . Conversely , they are also qu i t e new as they are 
be ing cont inua l ly r e t o u c h e d by tribal elders a n d cus tod ians of 
t he l and in wh ich they a p p e a r 1 0 . All this m e a n s tha t t h e actual 
t o p o g r a p h y has b e e n fully in tegra ted in to t h e speculat ive belief 
of t he clan m e m b e r s pas t a n d present , at least at t he symbol ic 
level, as well as act ing as a po in t of identification (ie, a 
r ecogn izab le h o t place) in t e r m s of Abor ig ina l cosmology . T h e 
tr ibal l and , t h e h o t places scat tered a b o u t it, t h e pa in t ing 
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dep ic t ing D r e a m i n g events , t he my tho log y der ived f rom 
indiv idual l a n d m a r k s such as b o u l d e r s , t rees, wate rholes et al 
— all these con t r i bu t e to def ining t h e spir i tual l andscape 
e n c o m p a s s e d in t h e D r e a m J o u r n e y itself. 

T h r o u g h o u t the j o u r n e y t he clan m e m b e r s c o m e into 
contact with ev idence of thei r spir i tual ancestry. At Deaf A d d e r 
Creek (Arnhemland ) , for e x a m p l e , they m u s t cross t he 
wa te rcourse in o r d e r to m a k e thei r way to G o o s e C a m p w h e r e 
they will h u n t m a g p i e geese a n d collect eggs. But they d o no t 
s imply swim the creek. Ins tead they enlist t he aid of the 
R a i n b o w Serpent , a wor ld-crea t ing enti ty tha t figures very 
largely in t h e my tho logy of Abor ig ines t h r o u g h o u t Australia. 
Q u i t e often a wa te rho le m a y b e t h e precise spo t w h e r e the 
R a i n b o w Serpen t o r s imilar Sky H e r o e s re -en te red t he ear th 
after the i r wor ld-crea t ing effort at t h e t i m e of t he D r e a m i n g . 
C u l l y m u r r a wa te rho le o n the C o o p e r Creek in Cent ra l 
Austral ia is o n e such place. To the Dieri t r i b e s m e n it was k n o w n 
as t he ' H o l e of Life' a n d r ep re sen t ed a powerful h o t p lace filled 
with all t h e i m p o r t of wor ld -c rea t ion itself 1 1. 

T h e D r e a m J o u r n e y is in a sense a repl icat ion of t h e wor ld-
creat ing t rek of t h e R a i n b o w Serpen t a n d o t h e r Sky H e r o e s 
because all t h e t o p o g r a p h i c l a n d m a r k s feature in this 
p r i m o r d i a l event tha t occu r red at t h e t i m e of D r e a m i n g . At 
Djuwar r l agoon , for ins tance, o n t h e E s c a r p m e n t , t h e R a i n b o w 
Serpent is r e p u t e d to have split t he cliff-face o n its way u p the 
gorge to a d e e p p o o l be low a waterfall. H e r e t he Snake 
d i sappea red . T h o u g h n o longer manifest , t he R a i n b o w 
Serpent ' s p r e sence has e m b u e d n o t only the gorge which it has 
created with sacred significance, b u t also t he p o o l w h e r e it 
d i s appea red . Unt i l recendy, each year at this spot b o t h t he 
Mira r r a n d B a d m a r d i t r ibes ga the red to p e r f o r m i m p o r t a n t 
c e r emon ie s in h o n o u r of t h e Great Snake 's wor ld-crea t ing 
efforts. I n so d o i n g they were ab le to r enew contac t with t he 
D r e a m i n g , re- inforcing at t h e s a m e t i m e their o w n part icipa­
tion in such a n i m p o r t a n t metaphys ica l event. 

O t h e r spots , however , have b e e n created by lesser spirit 
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entit ies such as t he M i m i p e o p l e — a small , wrai th-l ike p e o p l e 
s h a p e d in t h e i m a g e of t h in sticks w h o have t h e p o w e r to re-
e m e r g e f rom t h e rock-face o n wh ich they a re so often pa in ted . 
Abor ig ines a re in awe of these sp i r i t -people s ince they can 
a l te rna te be tween a state of benevo lence o r tha t of de l ibera te 
mal igni ty w h e n e v e r they choose . It is this ambiva l ence tha t 
m a k e t h e m g e n u i n e spirits r a the r t h a n al legorizat ions of 
na tu ra l forces such as t h e an thropolog is t s m i g h t have us 
bel ieve. At t h e s a m e t i m e the M i m i only a p p e a r w h e n the re is 
si lence a n d can b e invoked only if o n e is suscept ib le to thei r 
p resence . If o n e b rea thes t o o h a r d , o r a w ind s u d d e n l y blows 
u p , t he M i m i a re l iable to b e b r o k e n into l i tde b i t s 1 2 . It is this 
state of spir i tual read iness tha t character izes t h e D r e a m 
j o u r n e y e r w h e n e v e r h e wishes to invoke t h e M i m i a n d so en te r 
m o r e fully in to a re la t ionship be tween h imsel f a n d these spirit 
p e o p l e 1 3 . 

O f course , an imals a n d fauna in genera l play a n i m p o r t a n t 
pa r t in wor ld -c rea t ion as well. In the Cen t ra l Deser t reg ion 
inhab i t ed by t h e A r u n t a p e o p l e , o n e observer d iscovered a 
series of sacred sites l inked to t h e D r e a m J o u r n e y of the red 
k a n g a r o o (the First Beast of its species). This in t u r n h a d 
insp i red a n u m b e r of c e r e m o n i e s a n d songs depic t ing the 
s u p e r n a t u r a l t rek of t h e original r ed kanga roo , Kolakola, as it 
m o v e d across t h e l a n d s c a p e 1 4 . I n a highly evocative s o n g cycle 
t h e j o u r n e y is deta i led, cu lmina t i ng in t h e ce lebra t ion of a 
par t icu la r h o t p lace w h e r e the r ed kanga roo was r e p u t e d to 
have d i s a p p e a r e d . 

' I Kolakola, a m h u r r y i n g o n wi thou t delay; 
F r o m m y ho l low I a m hur ry ing o n wi thou t delay. 
I, t he y o u n g k a n g e r o o , a m j o u r n e y i n g 

a far j o u r n e y w i thou t a halt; 
Leaving b e h i n d a t h in trail I a m j o u r n e y i n g 
o n a far j o u r n e y w i thou t a halt . ' 

T h e s o n g cycle conc ludes : 

'Ha i l to thee , Krantji , m o t h e r of m e n ! 
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Be fruitful in t he ancestra l e m b r a c e , 
Filled with g a m e for t h e use of m e n ! 
T h e c ru tch fat is g l e a m i n g whi te , 
T h e c ru tch fat is whi te like sand 
T h e Rock-pla te quivers as t he avengers arrive: 
O u r Rock-pla te of whi te fat — 
O u r Rock-pla te is qu iver ing , o u r Rock-pla te 

is qu ive r ing a n d stirring. 
O u r w i n d - b r e a k h o m e of whi te fat — 
O u r w i n d - b r e a k h o m e tha t g leams like sand ' . 

Such songs as this o n e dep ic t p r i m o r d i a l events which have 
occu r r ed r ight across in l and Aust ra l ia in t he guise of localized 
mytho log ies . T h e y ce lebra te t he re la t ionship be tween m e n a n d 
n a t u r e in a way tha t dignifies t he ce lebrant , whi le at t h e s a m e 
rime they he lp to create a cogen t mythologica l l andscape 
i m p o r t a n t to t h e preserva t ion of Abor ig ina l cu l tu re in genera l . 
Yet in contras t , o n e c o n t e m p o r a r y ecologist has b e e n at pa ins to 
descr ibe this j o u r n e y in t e r m s of wha t h e calls ' eco-
m y t h o l o g y ' 1 5 . I n a con t rad ic to ry p a r a g r a p h h e notes : ' T h e 
re la t ionship be tween m e t h o d s of passage a n d the habi ta t 
preferences of kanga roos p u r s u a d e m e also tha t it is n o 
acc ident (ie. t h e D r e a m J o u r n e y taken by the r ed kanga roo , 
Kolakola). T h e bes t hab i ta t was t raversed by natural means (our 
italics) a n d crea ted the reby , a n d the wors t habi ta t , super-
naturally. . . . T h e anc ien t Abor ig ines w h o created these legends 
m u s t have b e e n wel l -aqua in ted with the ecology of t he r ed 
kanga roo , a n d a p p e a r to have passed tha t knowledge in to 
my tho logy to b e h i d d e n by allegory' . In spite of 'pass ing 
knowledge in to my tho logy to b e h i d d e n by allegory' wha tever 
tha t is m e a n t to m e a n , it is difficult to u n d e r s t a n d why the 
Abor ig ines w o u l d wish to d is t inguish be tween na tu ra l a n d 
supe rna tu ra l m e a n s of travel w h e n descr ib ing a D r e a m J o u r n e y 
w h e n , acco rd ing to t h e a u t h o r , they were a l ready familiar with 
t he ecology of t h e r ed k a n g a r o o . I n d e e d it is this k ind of 
confus ion tha t has p l a g u e d any fuller u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 
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Abor ig ina l spirituality a n d has u l t imate ly lead to t he dismissal 
of t h e D r e a m J o u r n e y , a long wi th its i nco rpo ra t ed ho t places o r 
sacred sites tha t litter t h e coun t ry , as a metaphys ica l event of 
any significance at all. Ins tead we a re dea l ing h e r e with 
reduc t ive analysis des igned to des t roy p e r m a n e n d y a super ­
na tu ra l event in t he interests of m o d e r n science a n d the secular 
state b e n t o n a n n e x i n g sacred sites, a n d i n d e e d all Abor ig ina l 
t r ibal l ands , for future m i n i n g d e v e l o p m e n t . 

T h e o u t w a r d j o u r n e y exp lores a n u m b e r of cer t i tudes at 
different levels. T h e r e is t he cons tan t search for n o u r i s h m e n t , 
of course , wh ich is a practical c o n c e r n for all t h e clan m e m b e r s . 
This c o n c e r n is often identified wi th par t icular l a n d m a r k s 
w h e r e t radi t ional ly food has always b e e n found . However , such 
l a n d m a r k s also exist wi th in a symbol ic l andscape a n d invoke 
ce r emon ia l activity as t he clan is pass ing t h r o u g h a par t icular 
region . If a clan leaves its o w n coun t ry in o r d e r to link u p with 
n e i g h b o u r i n g clans o n t h e occas ion of i m p o r t a n t ce remonia l 
activity, t h e r e a re songs tha t po ignan t ly r e n d e r the sense of loss 
expe r i enced at this separa t ion . 

' H a n d s swinging, swinging, W u r e i 
walks q u i e d y away f rom Min ingd jabu . 
Maiawulu a n d M a i a m a i a b o t h look ah ead 
as they leave Bura r ine ibu . 
T h e y follow t h e b u s h e s , t he s tones a n d trees 
look ing for signs in t h e sha rp grass. 
O v e r flat s tones , pas t h igh cliffs 
they walk to o p e n g r o u n d . ' 

T h e n t h e spirit p e o p l e recall w h e r e they have c o m e from: 

' L o o k i n g back at the cliffs, towards 
t h e l o n g hills, a n d Bunggar indj i , 
t owards W u r e i a n d Laglag as w e m o v e 
a long the gully to t h e pla ins , 
I a m o v e r c o m e with sadness 
as w e leave c a m p — those s tone hills 
at D a r n g a u a a n d tha t cliff-face k n o w n as Blaweru. 
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As we follow t h e r ed kanga roo ' s pa th 
across the o p e n pla in , 
t he loss of m y o w n place makes m e sad 
as I s tood o n the o p e n pla in 
h o p i n g for ra in . ' 

In such a s o n g the re is b o t h a feeling of sadness as a resul t of t he 
e x o d u s f rom their pe r sona l count ry , as well as a feeling of 
p r o f o u n d love for t h e very s tones that m a k e u p this count ry . 
O n e also senses a re la t ionship be tween these spirit p e o p l e 
m a k i n g the j o u r n e y (in which m e n inevitably identify) a n d the 
l and itself — as if they are essentially m a d e u p of the s a m e 
subs tance . 

T h e o u t w a r d j o u r n e y cu lmina tes in a cyclical r e tu rn . F r o m 
this p o i n t the tr ibal m e m b e r has en te red in to wha t S tanner 
called t h e symbol ic c o m p l e x ' o n e f lesh-one spi r i t -one count ry-
o n e D r e a m i n g ' 1 6 . H e has sough t a n d expe r i enced spiri tual 
renewal t h r o u g h par t ic ipa t ion in t he D r e a m J o u r n e y . H e has 
wi tnessed o n c e again a symbol ic l andscape that is b o t h 
pe r sona l in t e r m s of his o w n growth , a n d collective in t e rms of 
identification with his ancesters . H e has par t ic ipated in t he 
wor ld-crea t ing process as it was enac ted d u r i n g the D r e a m i n g , 
o r Great T i m e . A n d in t he process , h e has engaged in a ri tual 
act of identification with his coun t ry s imilar to Goe the ' s 
observat ion: ' M a n knows h imsel f insofar as h e knows the 
wor ld , b e c o m i n g aware of it only within himself, a n d of h imself 
only wi th in it'. This is on ly t he b e g i n n i n g of t he ou tward 
j o u r n e y , yet in it a re t h e seeds of the inward j o u r n e y which will 
b e exp lo red in detail in t he following chapter . 

Notes 

1. R . M 8c C . H . B e r n d t , The World of the First Australians. T h e W a n d j i n a a r e 
m y t h i c a l b e i n g s , m a l e a n d f e m a l e , t h e g rea t c r e a t o r s a n d g u a r d i a n s 
r e s p o n s i b l e for t h e c o n t i n u i n g wel fa re o f t h e local A b o r i g i n e s ; a n d a r o u n d 
t h e m a r e d r a w n t h e t o t e m i c b e i n g s a n d c r e a t u r e s , o n w h i c h t h e s e p e o p l e 
d e p e n d for s u s t e n a n c e . . . t h e ritual act o f p a i n t i n g o r t o u c h i n g t h e m re leases 
s a c r e d e n e r g y o r p o w e r , b r i n g i n g o n t h e w e t s e a s o n . . .' 
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A view from one of the eaves in Obiri Roek, Arnhemland Esearpment area. Many of these eaves h 
been overpainted by successive generations since the first inhabitants arrived over the land bridge I r 
Asia, 50,000 years ago. Obiri Rock, like Nourlangie and Uluru (Ayers Rock), is an 'Open-air Cathed 
recording the sacred images of the Aboriginal culture. 



Lightning Man, Nourlangie Rock. Note the tiny axeheads protruding from his body and limbs. These, 
clashing against the heavens, create lightning dur ing the rainy season, a pontifical statement 
nevertheless from the Dreaming. 

Lightning Man, Namargin, painted in the X-rav stvle unique to this region of Australia. His ' inner ' 
body is revealed in its physiological exactitude as well as a patterned work of art. 



Male tribesman painted in the 'stick' style, an earlier style to that of X-ray. He is ea rn ing hunting 
equipment such as spears and a stone axe, as well as dilly bags. 



Part of the main frieze, Nourlangie Rock, depicting a confrontation between Lightning 
Man and his wife [top figure) and Namanjolk, a malign Spirit Figure. This frieze was 
retouched by Barramundie Charlie some 20 years ago. Since then he has died. It is 
unlikely that any of his friends have the technical expertise to renew this remarkable 
painting. Unfortunately, ritual renewal by surviving members of the tribe has so far 
failed to re-occur. If this situation should continue, then the djang of this important hot 
place will eventually diminish. 

Barramundie fish and female Spirit Figure painted in the X-ray style, Nourlangie Rock. 



Sea turtle painted in the X-ray style. Tunics are speared in the ocean off the coast 
Arnhemland 



The Dream Journey 
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CHAPTER 4 
Pilgrimage of the Soul 

In the previous chapter emphasis was placed upon the 
more exoteric aspects of the Dream Journey as a way of 
fulfilling sacred obligations in terms of the landscape — that is, 
personal or tribal country — as well as that of the traditional 
encounter with age-old food sources. It was established also 
that aside from food requirements the Dream Journey 
embarked upon each year by Aborigines was a replication of 
world-creating events that took place at the time of Dreaming. 
Thus the topographic landmarks, or hot places, that they 
observed along the way were noetic points contingent to a 
metaphysical landscape that had been divinely constructed by 
Sky Heroes such as Lightning Man and the Rainbow Serpent, 
the Mimi people and the First Animals among others. The 
creation of tribal land through the activity of the Sky Heroes 
making their sacred Dream journeys, then, was not only a 
microcosmic event relative to the individual or clan concerned, 
but also macrocosmic insofar as such an event had occurred 
both inside and outside time. In other words, these world-
creating events still occur whenever there is Aboriginal 
participation in them via ceremony and ritual. 

Which leads us to the inward or esoteric Dream Journey 
that is principally the exclusive preserve of the menfolk within 
the tribal community. It is a ritual act intimately associated with 
making contact with a man's Dreaming, with his primordial 
ancesters, and with his totem or spiritual alter ego. For it is only 
when he makes this journey, often alone or at least with fellow 
initiates, that he begins to perceive his relationship with the 
unmanifest powers embodied in his mythological heroes. An 
analogy to the inward Dream Journey might be found in an 
early Christian pilgrimage route (the Via Dolorosa), or in the 
more ritual sense — recitation of the Stations of the Cross or the 
Jesus Prayer in Eastern Orthodoxy. Though it must be 
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e m p h a s i s e d tha t this is only an analogy a n d impl ies n o 
similarity a m o n g the respect ive spiri tual discipl ines even if they 
are f o u n d to exist. 

O n e m y t h rela ted a m o n g n o r t h Aust ra l ian t r ibes tells in 
striking detai l of an i m p o r t a n t D r e a m i n g event . A great m a n , 
A n g a m u n g g i , was t reacherous ly killed by his son w h o h a d 
a l ready c o m m i t t e d incest with his sisters. T h e son , T j in imin , 
was filled wi th guile , mal ice a n d lust. H a v i n g seduced his 
sisters, h e nex t speared his father whi le h e was sitting 
s u r r o u n d e d by his ch i ld ren enjoying a festive m o m e n t d u r i n g a 
ga the r ing of all t h e clans. In agony a n d a b o u t to die , t he father 
never theless l ingered o n to p e r f o r m a series of marve ls . He 
moved from place to place and in doing so formed a track or path which is 
now sacred (our italics). At each rest ing p lace h e t r ied w i thou t 
success to s t aunch t h e flow of b l o o d f rom t h e spear w o u n d in 
his s ide. In s o m e mys te r ious way his b l o o d p r o d u c e d pe renn ia l 
poo l s a n d spr ings of water , w h i c h r e m a i n today as his m a r k s o r 
signs u p o n t h e land . After a l ong trek h e took all t h e fire t h e n 
p re sen t in t h e wor ld , t ied it o n his h e a d with his o w n hair , a n d 
w a d e d in to t h e sea. At t h e last m o m e n t a n o t h e r m a n 
courageous ly sna tched a b r a n d f rom his h e a d ju s t as 
A n g a m u n g g i was a b o u t to d i s appea r b e n e a t h t h e waves. In this 
way fire was saved for m e n w h o w o u l d have o therwise have 
b e e n forced to eat r aw food, like an imals . Even in his d e a t h 
agonies , however , A n g a m u n g g i h a d given m e n pe renn ia l , life-
giving waters in which h e also p laced the spirits of all those 
ch i ld ren w h o have b e e n b o r n since t h e n 1 . 

Even at its p r i m a r y symbol ic level this m y t h finds echoes in 
Christological a n d Osi r ian cosmology. O n e c a n n o t he lp 
not ic ing iconic parallels with the Crucif ixion a n d the 
s u b s e q u e n t bes towal of t he 'waters of e ternal life' by way of t he 
s h e d d i n g of b l o o d . Even if these parallel rel igious motifs a re 
intui t ional , they a re n o less real for be ing so. But w h a t is 
i m p o r t a n t in this m y t h is t h e italicized r e m a r k suggest ing t he 
p r imacy of t h e sacred j o u r n e y at the very m o m e n t w h e n 
m a n k i n d was receiving w h a t S tanner called t h e 'metaphys ica l 
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gift' — tha t is, t he ability to t r anscend onese lP . For it is this gift 
tha t b e c o m e s t he object of t h e inward D r e a m J o u r n e y for all 
Abor ig ina l initiates. A m o n g o t h e r th ings they a re j o u r n e y i n g in 
o r d e r to expe r i ence a n e p i p h a n y . 

Th i s j o u r n e y , however , is b o t h lineal a n d metaphys ica l . 
Whi l e it is i m p o r t a n t for initiates to visit D r e a m i n g sites (hot 
places) in o r d e r to p e r f o r m ce remon ie s , t he r e a re t imes w h e n 
t h e D r e a m i n g site can b e invoked s imply by dec la r ing an a rea 
sacred for t h e d u r a t i o n of these ce r emon ie s . Th is is d o n e by 
m o u n t i n g a w a t c h m a n o n a h igh rock to w a r n off a p p r o a c h i n g 
i n t rude r s . O n c e a site has b e e n dec lared sacred, t hen t he 
initiates a re ab le to p e r f o r m the i r 'b ig r i tuals ' m u c h as they 
m i g h t have d o n e if they h a d b e e n located in t he reg ion of t he 
actual D r e a m i n g site itself. Such s p o n t a n e o u s ce r emon ia l 
activity usual ly occurs w h e n the m e n are ou t s ide the i r terri tory, 
o r w h e n t h e terr i tory has l o n g since b e e n e n c r o a c h e d u p o n by 
whi te graz iers , m a k i n g a r e t u r n to it difficult for o n e reason o r 
ano th e r . 

T h o u g h a great deal of i m p o r t a n c e is a t t ached to t he actual 
h o t p lace itself, par t icular ly because of t h e p o w e r or djang tha t it 
m i g h t possess , this p o w e r is impl ic idy expressed in t he 
c e r e m o n i e s themse lves w h e n a g r o u p of initiates h a p p e n to b e 
p e r f o r m i n g at a fabricated sacred D r e a m i n g site. In o t h e r 
w o r d s , t h e c e r e m o n i a l funct ion will b e n o less effective because 
it h a p p e n s to b e p e r f o r m e d n o t at t he actual h o t p lace itself. 
T h e i m p o r t a n t p o i n t in all this is the pr incip le , n o t t h e accident 
of locat ion . Init iates clearly identify t h e i n n e r l andscape as 
be ing m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n t h e coun t ry over which they m i g h t 
b e t ravers ing, even if this also has a sacred significance in t e rms 
of w h a t it r ep resen t s . T h e initiate, w h e t h e r h e b e a lone o r in a 
g r o u p , knows tha t h e can recrea te t he cond i t ions conduc ive to 
en te r ing t h e D r e a m i n g — tha t is, exper ienc ing for h imself t he 
e p i p h a n i c state tha t is o n e of the objects of t he D r e a m 
J o u r n e y . 

A.P. E lk in 3 o u d i n e d a 'b ig r i tual ' h e obse rved in no r th ­
wes te rn Sou th Aust ra l ia s o m e t i m e in 1930 in r e sponse to his 
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i nqu i ry a b o u t t h e D r e a m i n g . After a sacred prec inc t h a d b e e n 
m a d e , t h e m e n sat o n t h e g r o u n d in two c e r e m o n i a l r ings. T h e y 
t h e n p r o c e e d e d to s ing a series of chants to t h e r h y t h m of sticks 
v igorously b e a t e n o n the g r o u n d . In t h e m e a n t i m e two 
p e r f o r m e r s d i s a p p e a r e d for a n h o u r o r so b e h i n d a c l u m p of 
b u s h e s in o r d e r to pa in t a n d decora t e themselves . Whi l e they 
d id so t h e singers c o n t i n u e d to invoke the n a m e s a n d 
ach ievemen t s of Sky H e r o e s a n d their ancesters to the po in t 
w h e r e t h e p r e s e n c e of these spir i tual entities was s t rongly felt by 
all t hose par t ic ipa t ing in t he c e r e m o n y . At a critical m o m e n t 
w h e n t h e c h a n t i n g h a d r eached its c l imax, Elkin was asked n o t 
to l ook u p s u d d e n l y in case h e m i g h t des t roy the e p i p h a n i c 
event b e i n g p layed o u t before h i m . O n l y w h e n t h e pe r fo rmer s 
h a d a p p e a r e d f rom b e h i n d t h e b u s h a n d c o m m e n c e d thei r 
e n a c t m e n t of t h e myth ica l event was h e told tha t t he m e n were 
in a state of D r e a m i n g — tha t they h a d ' b e c o m e ' t he Sky 
H e r o e s a n d First A n i m a l s a l ready desc r ibed in t h e chan ts a n d 
songs . N o t on ly h a d the m e n d a n c i n g t r a n s c e n d e d themselves , 
b u t also those w h o h a d invoked the D r e a m i n g by reci ta t ion of 
these p r i m o r d i a l events t h r o u g h thei r m u s i c a n d song . 

Con tac t wi th t h e D r e a m i n g is t he sole object for all t he 
par t ic ipants d u r i n g these c e r e m o n i e s . It is no t a d iv ine place tha t 
they a re e n d e a v o u r i n g to en t e r by way of r i tual ges ture , b u t a 
state of m i n d — a r e t u r n to t h e source . All acts e m b o d i e d in 
t he D r e a m J o u r n e y , w h e t h e r they involve visiting h o t places o r 
sanctifying space at any given locality, a re des igned to create 
cond i t ions accep tab le to t h e e m e r g e n c e of Sky H e r o e s from the 
D r e a m i n g . It is there fore i m p o r t a n t tha t t he initiates c o n c e r n e d 
acknowledge t h e p r e s e n c e of these spirit entities t h r o u g h the 
use of c o m p l e x s y m b o l i s m a n d r i tual activity des igned to b r i n g 
o n a n ecstatic o r e p i p h a n i c state. O n l y t h e n can it b e said tha t 
t he initiates have t r a n s c e n d e d t h e relativity of the exoter ic o r 
ou tward D r e a m J o u r n e y in the i r ques t for a grea ter deg ree of 
spir i tual e m p a t h y with t h e r e a l m of D r e a m i n g . 

C P . M o u n t f o r d 4 o n c e desc r ibed a D r e a m J o u r n e y 
ded ica ted to J a r ap i r i , t h e Grea t Snake, tha t h e expe r i enced in 
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t h e c o m p a n y of a n Abor ig ina l of t he Walbiri t r ibe in Cent ra l 
Austral ia . It is a r e m a r k a b l e d o c u m e n t o u d i n i n g t h e exact r o u t e 
tha t Abor ig ina l initiates m u s t take w h e n ce lebra t ing t h e wor ld-
crea t ing activity of t h e Great Snake at the t i m e of D r e a m i n g . 
Whi l e t h e r e is a physical j o u r n e y involved, e n c o m p a s s i n g a t rek 
of m o r e t h a n 100 miles in length , t he r e is also a ce remon ia l 
r o u t e tha t m u s t b e taken as well. Such a r o u t e involves a 
c o m p l e x set of r i tuals, body-pa in t ings a n d t h e reci ta t ion of 
var ious song-cycles at different ho t places a long t h e rou te . 
T h e s e songs recall n o t only t h e activity of J a rap i r i as h e m o v e d 
a long, b u t also that of o the r spirit-figures tha t feature in t he 
my th o logy of t h e D r e a m J o u r n e y itself. 

A typical J a rap i r i song details t h e crea t ion of certain 
l a n d m a r k s in the fo rm of t h e m o v e m e n t of a snake: 

' Jarapir i ' s r ibs m o v e h i m a long, 
h e leaves a m e a n d e r i n g track. 
J a rap i r i ' s r ibs m o v e h i m a long, 
h e leaves a m e a n d e r i n g track e t c ' 

In contras t , t he r e a re o t h e r songs ded ica ted to mythica l insects 
o r an ima l s integral to t h e wor ld-crea t ing process such as 
M a m u - b o i j u n d a , t h e Great Spider: 

' M a m u - b o i j u n d a , great sp ider ba rk ing 
in d a w n light. 

Risen crea tures c o m e s t range, light-filled 
in to this wor ld . 

M a m u - b o i j u n d a , grea t sp ider crying — 
Lata lpa snakes a n d d e a t h - a d d e r w o m e n 

inhab i t t he dawn . 
M a m u - b o i j u n d a , his task c o m p l e t e d , 
rests a m o n g his creat ions o n W i n b a r a k u — 

snakes a n d insects a l l . ' 5 

T h e r e is also a n invoca t ion which suggests that t he initiate is 
ex t remely consc ious of t h e process , a n d sacred i m p o r t , of 
c rea t ion as or ig ina ted by t h e Great Snake, par t icular ly w h e n it 
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c o m e s to a dec la ra t ion of tha t activity with t h e aid of r i tual 
ges tu re a n d invocat ion. T h e w o r d s , 'Balga-ma-ni ! ' (Bring all 
in to being) indicate t he ex ten t to wh ich t h e initiate ack­
nowledges t h e wor ld-crea t ing ro le of t h e Grea t Snake a n d o the r 
spirit enti t ies even as h e par t ic ipates in t he process himself. This 
is con f i rmed in t h e following song: 

'Grea t Snake, Ja rap i r i , s ingular b e i n g 
w a n d e r Walbiri ear th . 
Grea t Snake, J a rap i r i , give n a m e 
to all Walbiri p lan ts . 
Grea t Snake, J a rap i r i , w ind source 
with ra in o n y o u r forked t o n g u e . 5 6 

In this way the l andscape is h u m a n i z e d t h r o u g h a series of 
song-cycles ded ica ted to J a r ap i r i a n d the spirit p e o p l e w h o 
a c c o m p a n i e d h i m across Walbiri count ry . T h e initiate 's role in 
all this is to recrea te t he j o u r n e y that t h e Sky H e r o e s o n c e 
m a d e . As well as walking in t he p a t h of Ja rap i r i , h e is also 
r e q u i r e d to engage in r i tual b o d y pa in t ing sui table to t he 
different sites visited, a n d to t h e different spirit entities invoked. 
T h u s h e will b o d y pa in t h imse l f in the symbols of the great 
Snake, o r p e r h a p s M a m u - b o i j u n d a , t he Great Spider , 
d e p e n d i n g o n which h o t p lace h e is visiting. This fo rm of 
activity he lps to e n h a n c e t h e separa t ion of t h e initiate f rom the 
m u n d a n e wor ld in o r d e r that h e m i g h t exper ience an 
ep iphany . Of course , this does n o t always h a p p e n . Like all 
r i tuals they t e n d to b e c o m e a n e n d in themselves w h e n mere ly 
m o u t h e d as anc ien t fo rmulas . Yet t he possibili ty for e p i p h a n y is 
always la tent a n d really on ly d e p e n d s u p o n the level of 
c o m m i t m e n t of t h e init iate conce rned . For t he m a n w h o 
u n d e r g o e s ini t iat ion as an adolescen t a n d later as a full war r io r 
u n d e r t h e auspices of fellow t r i b e s m e n a n d elders , t he r e is also 
t he possibili ty of u n d e r g o i n g a th i rd stage of ini t iat ion that is 
b o t h vo lun ta ry a n d , to a cer ta in extent , entirely con templa t ive . 
A m a n will rarely e m b a r k u p o n such a D r e a m J o u r n e y unt i l h e 
has fulfilled m o s t of his social du t ies wi thin t h e tribal context . 
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N o r d o e s h e d o it a lone — at least, h e is r e spons ib le to a 
qualif ied p e r s o n o r g u i d e w h e n h e e m b a r k s u p o n such a 
j o u r n e y , poss ib ly a lone . Such a n ' O r d e r ' of m e n of knowledge 
d e p e n d s o n a n u n b r o k e n succession of qualif ied pe r sons . 
T h e s e m e n a re k n o w n as 'c lever m e n ' , o r m e n of ' h igh 
d e g r e e ' 7 . 

Unfor tuna te ly , w h a t l i tde mate r ia l t he re is o n t h e m a k i n g of 
a m a n of h igh deg ree suggest tha t t he process was entirely 
associated wi th t h e crea t ion of a m e d i c i n e m a n . Elkin d id go so 
far as to acknowledge tha t few m e n of h igh d e g r e e ever spoke 
Engl ish a n d tha t as an an th ropo log i s t h e d id n o t have 
c o m m a n d of t h e 'na t ive ' l anguage anyway. ' H e n c e , they (the 
m e n of h igh degree) cou ld n o t discuss adequa te ly t he 
ph i losoph ica l a n d psychological aspects of the t r i une system of 
specialist knowledge , faith a n d ri tual , which was t h e basis of 
the i r craft ' 8 . It m i g h t b e suggested he re tha t they cou ld discuss 
thei r t r i une system qu i t e adequa te ly with s o m e o n e w h o was 
b o t h a m a n of h igh deg ree o r a pos tu lan t , o r i n d e e d a m a n w h o 
spoke ' the i r ' l anguage . Because t h e ques t ion of l anguage is at 
t he very hea r t of t h e m a k i n g of a m a n of h igh degree . 

I n d e e d t h e c o n c e p t of t h e witch doc to r o r m e d i c i n e m a n is 
l inked a lmos t ent irely to the idea of psychic h e g e m o n y over the 
g r o u p o r ind iv idual b y way of his ability to deceive, o r at t he 
very m o s t his ability to hea l var ious physical a n d spiri tual 
d i so rders . H e n c e t h e m a n of h igh deg ree is perceived as having 
a funct ional ro le wi th in his c o m m u n i t y in keep ing with the 
an th ropo log ica l bias towards see ing Abor ig ina l society in t e rms 
of its empi r i ca l r e q u i r e m e n t s . Such a n a p p r o a c h has lead to the 
m a n of h igh d e g r e e b e i n g part ly d ismissed as a g e n u i n e 
h i e r o p h a n t w h o s e pr inc ipa l responsibi l i ty is n o t on ly to act as a 
m o d e l wi th in t h e con tex t of his t r ibe a n d heal t he sick w h e n his 
services m i g h t b e r e q u i r e d , b u t also to preserve t he sacred 
myster ies wh ich , after all, a re t h e t r ibe 's metaphys ica l 
p a t r i m o n y e n t r u s t e d to h i m for safe-keeping. So tha t t h e t e rms 
'clever m a n ' , 'wi tch doc to r ' a n d ' m e d i c i n e m a n ' , t h o u g h 
p r o b a b l y r o u g h t rans la tory m e a n i n g s m a d e by Abor ig ines 
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initially to descr ibe t he p r inc ip le a n d funct ion of t h e m a n of 
h igh d e g r e e wi th in the i r society, have s ince b e c o m e reduct ive 
in t enor . A m a n of h igh d e g r e e is s u b s e q u e n d y r ega rded as 
b e i n g at t h e very least a trickster, a m a n i p u l a t o r a n d a 
p rac t i t ioner of magica l arts r a the r t h a n a g e n u i n e h i e r o p h a n t , 
o r poss ib ly even — a saint. 

Th i s is i m p o r t a n t to apprec ia te as t h e idea of t he sanctified 
m a n wi th in t h e con tex t of a t radi t ional society like tha t of 
Abor ig ines is virtually u n h e a r d of. S o m e concess ions have b e e n 
m a d e to Abor ig ina l spirituality in t h e guise of a n i m i s m o r 
p a n t h i e s m , b u t these have on ly lead to an a s s u m p t i o n of a 
cer ta in level of pr imi t ive belief wh ich is inevitably reduct ive as 
well. Yet t h e reality is tha t this th i rd level of ini t iat ion a n d the 
con templa t ive D r e a m J o u r n e y e m b a r k e d u p o n in o r d e r to 
achieve t h e status of a m a n of h igh degree , reaches far b e y o n d 
t h e con tex t of mere ly a t ta in ing to t he level of a m e d i c i n e m a n 
o r clever m a n . T h o u g h a m e d i c i n e m a n is invariably a m a n of 
h igh degree , h e is also a m a n w h o has r eached a level of 
p r o f o u n d spir i tual insight in acco rdance wi th t h e r i tual belief of 
his cu l tu re . Such m e n , acco rd ing to Elkin, possess t h e 
knowledge , psychic insight, mystical expe r i ence a n d pe r sona l 
au thor i ty tha t m a k e t h e m w o r t h y m e m b e r s of this sacred O r d e r 
k n o w n as m e n of h igh degree . Q u i t e obviously such m e n , w h e n 
they have a t ta ined to this s tatus, m u s t b e s imilar to wha t w e 
m i g h t k n o w as p r o p h e t s o r saints. 

T h u s t h e con templa t ive o r inward D r e a m J o u r n e y n o 
longe r places so m u c h e m p h a s i s o n the physical l andscape as in 
t h e o u t w a r d D r e a m J o u r n e y . H o t places r e m a i n i m p o r t a n t , of 
course , b u t on ly as aids to c o n t e m p l a t i o n t h r o u g h r i tual 
activity. Th i s activity is often e n h a n c e d by the use of churingas as 
iconic r ep resen ta t ions of t h e actual j o u r n e y taken by the Sky 
H e r o e s . A churinga is usual ly m a d e of w o o d o r flattened s tone 
u p o n which t h e sacred tracks of t he Sky H e r o e s are carved. 
T h e s e in t u r n a re p r o d u c e d f rom secret h id ing places d u r i n g 
ce r emon ie s at t h e h o t p lace o r D r e a m i n g site. W h e n the 
c e r e m o n y has b e e n c o m p l e t e d , t he churingas a re r e t u r n e d to 
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the i r h i d i n g p lace unt i l t he nex t visitation. W h a t few churingas 
are left a re s o m e t i m e s very o ld , hav ing b e e n m a d e by the 
ances tors themse lves . T h e y a re often kept a n d u sed d u r i n g the 
c e r e m o n i e s even w h e n they a re b reak ing u p . For they con ta in 
kurunba o r djang — tha t par t icu lar spir i tual p o w e r o r 
e m a n a t i o n associated wi th life essence. T h e Abor ig ines often 
refer to its e m a n a t i o n as b e i n g l i k e a mis t ' , so s u b d e is its 
a p p e a r a n c e . Never the less , a churinga is m u c h m o r e t h a n a 
t o t emic r ep re sen t a t i on as is so often suggested. T h e s e sacred 
objects a re p r imord i a l l y crea ted by the Sky H e r o e s as aids to 
c o n t e m p l a t i o n for t hose w h o wish to u se t h e m . As such they 
pa r t ake of t h e d iv ine essence in t he s a m e way as a n O r t h o d o x 
icon m i g h t d o . 

It is clear tha t this th i rd init iatory stage charac te r ized by t h e 
inward D r e a m J o u r n e y has m u c h to d o with l ea rn ing secret 
rites f rom o l d e r t r ibal m e m b e r s , a n d l ea rn ing h o w to c o m ­
m u n i c a t e in a l a n g u a g e u n d e r s t o o d only by spiri t entit ies a n d 
fellow init iates. S t anne r desc r ibed this state as a t rans i t ion in to 
Abor ig ina l H i g h C u l t u r e o r en t ry in to t h e O r d e r . A m a n of 
H i g h Degree often n o longe r speaks in t h e w o r d s of m u n d a n e 
l anguage , exp res s ing h imsel f ins tead in the mystical l anguage 
of his ances tors . W h i l e we m i g h t b e t e m p t e d to corre la te this 
sacred l a n g u a g e wi th s h a m a n i c trance-states a m o n g o t h e r 
t radi t ional cu l tu res , this cou ld lead to mis in te rp re ta t ion . T h e 
l anguage they speak is t h e ' l anguage of t he G o d s ' a n d is only 
p a r d y re la ted to vis ionary expe r i ence in t he o r d i n a r y sense. We 
are look ing h e r e at a symbol ic l anguage heavily i m p r e g n a t e d 
with the syntax of m y t h . O n l y those w h o fully u n d e r s t a n d a n d 
apprec ia te t h e esoter ic significance of t he m y t h j o u r n e y (ie. t he 
D r e a m J o u r n e y ) a re ab le to c o m m u n i c a t e in this sacred 
language . 

In t h e Nor th -wes t of Austra l ia in an a rea k n o w n as t he 
Kimber ley t h e r e is a n i m p o r t a n t b u t sparely d o c u m e n t e d 
doc t r ine associated wi th spirit entities k n o w n as t he Rai. T h e s e 
Rai a re said to b e spir i ts-of- the-dead with b o t h m a l e a n d female 
characterist ics. A c c o r d i n g to C o a t e 9 o n e of thei r pr inc ipa l tasks 
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is to ' t each ' those w h o wish to b e c o m e magic ians o r 
d iagnost ic ians . T h e suggest ion, of course , is tha t t h e Rai have a 
funct ional ro le in keep ing wi th t h e empir ica l objectives of t h e 
t r ibe . Yet they are also manifes ta t ions of t h e W a n d j i n a 1 0 a n d as 
such pa r t ake of t he source in t h e s a m e way tha t angels d o in 
Chris t ie a n d Is lamic cosmology . T h e y usual ly manifes t 
themselves to t he o rd ina ry obse rve r in d r e a m s , 1 1 o therwise they 
r e m a i n invisible excep t to m e n of h igh degree . M o r e 
i m p o r t a n d y p e r h a p s , t he Rai a re acknowledged as b e i n g 
ind i spens ib le to m e n ' s wel lbeing. T h e y a re in a sense g u a r d i a n 
spirits. As o n e Abor ig ina l i n f o r m a n t exp la ined , " T h e Rai never 
let u s b e c o m e separa ted f rom t h e m . We ourselves d o n ' t have 
p l easu re (without t h e m ) . We m i g h t no t b e a p e o p l e in this wor ld 
unless they h a d stuck to us r ight t h r o u g h . " 

It is this spiri tual al legiance be tween the init iate a n d t h e 
spirit entit ies such as Rai o r M i m i p e o p l e tha t character izes a n 
essential aspect of the inward D r e a m J o u r n e y . Whi l e it m a y b e 
t r ue tha t clever m e n are o n in t ima te t e rms with t he Rai, it 
w o u l d b e a mis take to a s s u m e tha t this re la t ionship is exclusive 
to t h e magic ian . Because t h e Rai has the p o w e r to ' t each ' m e n 
in t h e way tha t a n e lder o r fellow initiate canno t . As o u r 
i n fo rman t says, " T h e o t h e r m a n says (in his m i n d ) t h e Rai will 
he lp m e . T h e Rai is t each ing t h e m a n w h o wants to b e a 
mag ic i an . " H e r e w e see acknowledged a specific in tegra t ion 
be tween t h e Rai o r spirit entit ies a n d the initiate 's i n n e r wor ld . 
H e knows tha t t he Rai a re talking to h i m in a l anguage 
intelligible on ly to h imsel f at t h e given p o i n t o n his D r e a m 
J o u r n e y . In contras t , o rd ina ry observers a re r e g a r d e d as b e i n g 
ignoran t of t h e Rai. T h e y d o n o t see t h e m because they lack t h e 
knowledge to d o so. " W e a re ignoran t , we d o n ' t see these Rai. 
T h e y (the Rai) only talk to exper t s , a n d only exper t s k n o w 
t h e m , " says o u r in fo rmant . 

So tha t w h e n an initiate exper iences an e p i p h a n y , w h e t h e r it 
b e d u r i n g t h e course of an inward D r e a m J o u r n e y o r d u r i n g 
t h e process of b e i n g m a d e in to a m a n of h igh degree , h e at tains 
to a level of spir i tual p e r c e p t i o n w h e r e h e is ab le to ' see ' with a n 
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i n n e r eye. Th i s eye has b e e n t e r m e d a th i rd eye, p r e s u m a b l y to 
identify it wi th t he th i rd eye a n d its significance in t h e Eas tern 
rel igious t rad i t ion . In o n e pa r t of Coate ' s d o c u m e n t we are 
conf ron ted by a qu i t e explicit a n d often m o v i n g descr ip t ion of 
t h e spir i tual state of t he init iate w h o has seen the Rai with his 
i n n e r eye. 

' T h e bod i e s of t he magic ians overflow with mag ic s tones 
called gedji. T h e y (the h ie rophan t s ) can see t hose different l ands . 
T h e y can see t h e coun t ry u n d e r n e a t h . T h e r e in t h e u n d e r w o r l d 
they can see t h e m , b u n c h e d u p together , they can see t h e m . In 
t he ungur p lace a re the only o n e s w e know. T h e helpless ones — 
the aged — tell us those stories. Grandfa the r was tell ing us a n d 
o u r fathers a n d (tribal) b r o t h e r s . T h e s e were f amous ones , b u t 
they have a l ready g o n e . " T h e r e a re n o n e t o d a y / ' they said. 
" T h e y h a d it tha t way in t h e o ld days w h e n he , this m a n , was a 
magic ian . T h e s e th ings pe r t a in ing to t he b o d y we call magic 
s tones . T h e y a re ea t ing (possessing) the magic ian . T h e y are 
ea t ing his b l o o d . T h e y are c h a n g i n g h i m . We call h i m a n exper t 
because t h e s tones c h a n g e d h i m . His flesh b e c o m e s light in 
c o l o u r . 1 2 Th i s o n e is called a n exper t . Tha t ' s h o w h e was 
separa ted f rom the o thers . It exal ted h im! M a d e h i m a m a n of 
h igh degree . O u r bod ie s a re n o t the s a m e as his. We are 
i g n o r a m u s e s . H e is different. H e b e c o m e s l ight ." ' 1 3 

It is ev iden t f rom this r e p o r t of the quali t ive a n d physical 
differences perce ived b e t w e e n an o rd ina ry m a n a n d a m a n of 
h igh d e g r e e tha t w e have at last e n c o u n t e r e d t h e e p i p h a n i c 
objective of t h e sacred D r e a m J o u r n e y . T h r o u g h the skein of 
l anguage it is never theless poss ib le to recognize a g e n u i n e 
transfigurative expe r i ence lying at t he core of t he actual j o u r n e y 
itself, w h e t h e r this j o u r n e y is m a d e in t he exoter ic sense o r 
w h e t h e r it is t h e fulfillment of a n inter ior j o u r n e y m a d e in t he 
course of b e c o m i n g a m a n of h igh degree . To say tha t 
Abor ig ines p r i o r to t h e col lapse of their cu l tu re after thei r 
contact with E u r o p e a n s d u r i n g the past 200 years d id n o t 
possess any rel igious s e n t i m e n t 1 4 is to fly in the face of 
substant ia l ev idence to t h e cont rary . In t he Rai d o c u m e n t we 
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are e n c o u n t e r i n g t h e k ind of vis ionary expe r i ence , t h o u g h 
admi t t ed ly s e c o n d - h a n d , s imilar to t he o n e tha t Black Elk 
spoke of in his Great v i s ion . 1 5 

T h e Rai e n a b l e m e n to see wi th an i n n e r eye. This eye is a 
me taphys ica l gift akin to Grace o r Ni rvana , if n o t in its overall 
impl ica t ions , t h e n at least in t e r m s of t h e qual i ta t ive identifica­
tion b e t w e e n t h e m a n of h igh deg ree a n d t h e s u p r a - m u n d a n e 
wor ld . T h e initiate w h o has e m b a r k e d u p o n t h e inward D r e a m 
J o u r n e y a n d par t ic ipa ted in t h e r i tual activity associated with 
var ious h o t places o r D r e a m i n g sites, has , by his act ions a n d 
invo lvemen t wi th tr ibal e lders , en t e red in to a metaphys ica l 
re la t ionsh ip with t he Sky H e r o e s themse lves . It is this 
re la t ionsh ip tha t so p r o f o u n d l y affects t h e en t i re Abor ig ina l 
cu l tu re even today , because t h r o u g h t h e D r e a m J o u r n e y all 
Abor ig ines a re ab le to sha re in this pr incipia l b o n d i n g , each 
acco rd ing to his o r h e r n a t u r e a n d ap t i tude . W i t h o u t t he 
D r e a m i n g , t he Abor ig ina l cu l tu re w o u l d have dis integrated 
l o n g ago. . T h e i r spir i tual re la t ionsh ip wi th t h e l and is n o t so 
m u c h a n e n d in itself as it is so often dep ic ted by inst i tut ions a n d 
co rpo ra t i ons eager to d i s coun t its authentici ty. Because wha t 
these b o d i e s cons i s tendy fail to r ecogn ize is t he essential n a t u r e 
of this re la t ionsh ip a n d its ro le wi th in t h e spir i tual life of a 
t radi t ional p e o p l e w h o s e theocen t r ic p re -occupa t ions take 
p r e c e d e n c e over all o t h e r conce rns . For t he l and , t h e ho t places 
filled with djang, t h e mythologica l l andscape tha t br ings to b e a r 
a me taphys ica l perspect ive u p o n every o u t c r o p a n d con tou r , 
t h e r i tual invoca t ion of spirit entities a n d t h e possibility of 
e p i p h a n i c identif icat ion tha t necessarily arises, these e l emen t s 
a re at t h e r o o t of a n Abor ig ina l ' s love of his l and . H e or she d o e s 
n o t love its mater ia l i ty as such — a l though at t imes this love 
m i g h t b e expressed in such t e r m s because of t h e i nadequacy of 
l anguage — b u t ins tead w h a t t h e l and represen ts at a pr incipial 
level. I n t h e e n d , t h e l and is n o m o r e t h a n a b r idge be tween 
himsel f a n d t h e sacred r ea lm of t he D r e a m i n g . 

T h e inward D r e a m J o u r n e y is the cu lmina t ion of the cosmic 
p i lgr image . N o Abor ig ine m a k e s it unless h e feels h e is ready. 
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T h e r o u t e is l i t tered with psychic te r rors tha t have t h e p o w e r to 
des t roy a m a n if h e does n o t possess t he i n n e r ce r t i tude to resist. 
For this r ea son it is i m p o r t a n t to b e u n d e r t h e g u i d a n c e of a 
tribal e lde r o r magic ian . O n l y these m e n k n o w t h e bar r ie rs that 
exist b a r r i n g en t ry in to a full expe r i ence of t h e D r e a m i n g . Ritual 
a n d hierat ic s o n g are t h u s i m p o r t a n t e l emen t s in a successful 
j o u r n e y from o n e r ea lm to ano the r . But o n c e t he initiate has 
successfully m a d e tha t j o u r n e y h e r e tu rn s a different p e r s o n . In 
the w o r d s of o n e in fo rmant , such a m a n r e tu rns as a ' spirit-of-
the -dead ' . " T h i s pu t s h i m apa r t from o the r s , it exalts this 
magic ian . T h e y (the Rai) followed the 'aerial r o p e ' , tha t ' s t he 
o n e they followed. T h e y are spir i ts-of- the-dead, they d o n ' t walk 
o n t h e g r o u n d . T h e wor ld is big. T h e y travel in t h e air following 
the 'aerial r o p e ' all t he t ime . O n l y magic ians can see it. He is a 
magician who follows the aerial rope all the time."16 T h u s only t h e m a n 
of h igh deg ree , the spi r i tual ized m a n , can b e c o m e totally 
identified with t he Sky H e r o e s , in this case t h e Rai. It is h e w h o 
has m a d e t h e inward D r e a m J o u r n e y a n d r e t u r n e d as a d e a d 
m a n living, speaking t h e l anguage of t he Gods . A n d it is h e w h o 
is at last in possess ion of tha t i n n e r knowledge p r i z e d a b o v e all 
else by a race of p e o p l e w h o s e ent i re cu l tu re is ded ica ted to t he 
sanctity of life. I n t he e n d , t h e D r e a m J o u r n e y is m u c h m o r e 
t han a 'n igh t -sea j o u r n e y across paradisa l w a t e r s ' . 1 7 It is t he 
b e g i n n i n g of a col lus ion b e t w e e n t h e m a n of h igh deg ree a n d 
the Spirit tha t m a d e h i m . 
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CHAPTER 5 
Nature as Numen 

'He is seen in Nature in the wonder of a flash of lightning' 
Kena Upanishad 

It has often b e e n n o t e d tha t Abor ig ina l rel igious belief 
lacks t h e m o r a l earnes tness which we have c o m e to expect of 
t r u e rel igion. This is b o r n o u t by t h e fact tha t Abor ig ina l 
rel igion is largely ritual a n d m y t h - b a s e d in its express ion , 
devo id as it is of any formal theology to flesh o u t t he myster ies 
tha t we find in so m u c h of its poe t ry a n d songs . T h e idea of 
such soul-s t i r r ing s ta tements as Sanctus Dominus Deus Saboath o r 
'Ho ly , Ho ly , Lord G o d Almigh ty ' is entirely al ien to t he 
Abor ig ina l way of th inking . His religious o u d o o k is n o t a 
concep tua l fo rmula r i za t ion in t h e way of d o g m a , b u t instead is 
expressed as a vital force in everything tha t h a p p e n s o r is said o r 
t h o u g h t . 

T h u s to unrave l t h e spir i tual subde ty of an Abor ig ina l 
c rea t ion -myth o r a n erot ic song-cycle r equ i res us to d i spense 
wi th cer ta in pre judices as to w h a t const i tutes hol iness o r 
sanctity. S o m e t i m e s we have to r e p r o d u c e in ourselves wha t 
Maur i ce A n i a n e called t h e ' c o s m o g e n i c unfo ld ing ' — that is, 
' t h e p e r m a n e n t c rea t ion of t h e wor ld in t h e sense in which all 
creat ion, finally, is on ly a Divine I m a g i n a t i o n . ' 1 I n t h e process 
we beg in to e n c o u n t e r w h a t in Is lamic esoter icism is k n o w n as 
t h e ta'wil, a p a t h by wh ich w e are ' lead back ' via th ings , na tu ra l 
objects a n d s o m e t i m e s scr iptural exegesis f rom thei r ou te rness , 
o r t h e letter, to the i r i nne rnes s o r spirit. Abor ig ina l my ths a n d 
stories r e q u i r e us to p u t as ide o u r taste for m o r a l amplif icat ion 
if we wish to pene t r a t e t h e full d e p t h of their m e a n i n g . 

O n e m y t h tha t is c apab l e of yielding t h e full d e p t h of 
Abor ig ina l spirituality is associated with t h e W a d a m a n t r ibe 
a n d its sacred ra in cen t r e k n o w n as Wiyan Nalanjari . Located in 
a reg ion s o m e h u n d r e d k i lometres west of Kather ine in t h e 
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N o r t h e r n Terri tory of Austral ia, this r e m o t e cen t re is m a d e u p 
of a series of caves, o r rock-ar t galleries, tha t dep ic t t he story of 
two L igh tn ing Brothers a n d a b a t d e they wage in t h e sky at t he 
b e g i n n i n g of each wet season. Jab i r ing i a n d Yagjagbula are t he 
pr inc ipa l Sky H e r o e s of t h e W a d a m a n t r ibe , a n d as such feature 
as two spir i t-beings pa in t ed in o c h r e o n cave walls t h r o u g h o u t 
t h e reg ion . 

Iconographical ly , b o t h of t h e L igh tn ing Bro thers look very 
m u c h alike. The i r faces a re m a d e u p of two eyes a n d a white , 
snake-like l ine or iginat ing at t h e n o s e tha t spirals in a u r o b o r i c 
fashion a r o u n d the visage in a clock-wise d i rec t ion to e n d at t he 
m o u t h . T h e i r heads are s u r r o u n d e d in a s u n ray au reo le with a 
central ' h o r n ' p r o t r u d i n g f rom the forehead; thei r bod ies are 
m a d e u p of vertical o c h r e d lines r each ing to thei r feet (symbol 
of rain); a n d thei r m o u t h s a re l inked by a r ed -och re 
o e s o p h a g u s to a giant pha l lus s u s p e n d e d be tween their legs 
tha t suggests a highly fo rmal ized express ion of po tency . T h e 
smal ler of t h e two figures, tha t of Yagjagbula, is h o l d i n g a s tone 
axe in each h a n d . O n l y t h e o lde r b ro the r , Jab i r ing i , s eems to b e 
wear ing w h a t m i g h t b e c o n s t r u e d as wings s p r o u t i n g f rom his 
shou lde r -b lades . T h e pha l lus o n each figure has b e e n sub -
incised — a c o m m o n pract ice a m o n g Abor ig ines of this 
region. 

T h e o v e r w h e l m i n g i m p r e s s i o n of a n y o n e viewing the 
Lightn ing Brothers for t h e first time is o n e of w o n d e r . T h e i r 
eyes gaze d o w n at y o u bl indly, n o t unl ike Greek statuary. T h e i r 
express ions a re those of spir i t -beings in t he gr ip of s o m e awe-
inspir ing event . At the s a m e t i m e the re is a powerful feeling of 
ri tual po tency tha t pe rvades t h e rock gallery at Yiwalalay. T h e 
fact tha t t h e pha l lus in t u r n is l inked by a canal to t h e m o u t h of 
each b r o t h e r reinforces t h e impre s s ion tha t b o t h ' w o r d ' a n d 
' s e m e n ' perfectly c o u n t e r b a l a n c e o n e ano the r . T h e ejaculatory 
W o r d of t h e Lightn ing Bro thers is po ised to i m p r e g n a t e t h e 
ear th . 

N e a r b y the re is a n o t h e r site k n o w n as Ngalanjar i ( 'Water 
Rock') which is i m p o r t a n t to W a d a m a n ra in -mak ing ri tuals. All 
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these sites feature rock-ar t associated with var ious details 
pe r t a in ing to t h e m y t h of t he L igh tn ing Bro thers . I n t h e past , 
before t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e wet season, these sites w o u l d have 
b e e n visited by W a d a m a n t r i b e s m e n r e spons ib l e for the 
p e r f o r m a n c e of the rites. H e r e songs w o u l d have b e e n s u n g 
a n d dances enac ted to ce lebra te t h e ant ic ipa ted r e - a p p e a r a n c e 
of t h e L igh tn ing Brothers in t h e c loud- l aden sky above . Each 
ri tual was des igned to re-affirm aspects of t h e m y t h in 
acco rdance wi th certain laws laid d o w n at t h e t i m e of t he 
D r e a m i n g . N o r were these laws crea ted by m e n as such , b u t by 
t he Sky H e r o e s themselves . 

T h e m y t h of t he L igh tn ing Bro thers can b e p a r a p h r a s e d as 
follows: 'Ra in c a m e from t h e west, f rom a far coun t ry . It c a m e 
towards Yinalari [Wadaman country] w h e r e , in t he fo rm of 
R a i n b o w Serpen t [a r a inbow] , it d e s c e n d e d . Ra in was 
a c c o m p a n i e d by t h e L igh tn ing Bro thers , J ab i r ing i a n d 
Yagjagbula w h o flashed a n d lit u p t h e coun t ry from w h e r e they 
c a m e . Rain m e a n w h i l e s t o p p e d at Yiwalalay, n o t far f rom 
Yinalari. H e r e t he L igh tn ing Bro thers b e g a n fighting o n e 
ano the r . R a i n b o w Serpent , t oo , s h o n e in t he d a r k e n e d sky over 
Yiwalalay, refusing to r e m a i n for l ong over Yinalari . ' 

T h e story of ' J an in inawuya ' o r t he ' two l ightn ings ' slowly 
evolves: ' T h e o lde r L igh tn ing Bro ther , Jab i r ing i , h a d a wife by 
the n a m e of G a n a y a n d a . She was his second wife a n d 
Yagjagbula was at t racted to her . H e dec ided to e lope with h e r 
while Jab i r ing i was o u t h u n t i n g k a n g a r o o o n e day. So, while 
G a n a y a n d a was d o w n at t h e wa te rho le ga the r ing water , 
Yagjagbula a b d u c t e d her . M e a n w h i l e Jab i r ing i caugh t u p with 
his y o u n g e r b r o t h e r a n d his wife. H e conf ronted Yagjagbula 
a n d toge the r they fought o n e a n o t h e r with b o o m e r a n g s a n d 
nul la nul las [clubs]. Whi l e they fought t h e Frogs, wh ich were 
j o u r n e y i n g to Yinalari c o u n t r y a long with Rain, s t o p p e d to 
observe t h e bat t le be tween t h e two l ightnings. To m a r k t h e spot , 
t he Frogs spea red t h e n e a r b y rock, caus ing clear water to flow 
forth. Th is sp r ing is u sed b y t h e W a d a m a n p e o p l e for d r ink ing 
even today. T h e L igh tn ing Brothers con t i nued to attack o n e 
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a n o t h e r with b o o m e r a n g s t i m e after t ime . At last t h e o lde r 
b r o t h e r , Jab i r ing i , m a n a g e d to hit t he y o u n g e r m a n o n the 
head . W h e n h e th rew his b o o m e r a n g Jab i r ing i ' s b low caused 
t h e rock ['Water Rock'] to crack d o w n t h e m i d d l e , as if it h a d 
split Yagjagbula's skull. Finally h e m a n a g e d to wresde 
Yagjagbula's nu l l a nu l l a from h i m a n d toss it far away towards 
Barguya Creek. All t h e whi le Ra in c o n t i n u e d to fall whi le t h e 
L igh tn ing Brothers fought . Such was t h e intensity of the b a t d e 
that Rain b e g a n to w o n d e r w h e t h e r he h a d c o m e all t he way to 
Yinalari for no th ing . So h e m o v e d o n to Yiwalalay.' 

T h e s o n g m a n t h e n in ter locutes : ' T h e whi te crystals r ising in 
t he rock at 'Water Rock ' D r e a m i n g place has b e e n p r o d u c e d by 
Rain. [This is calcite crystals b e i n g d r a w n u p t h r o u g h the rock.] 
D u r i n g the h o t wea the r we only p u t a l i tde water in the billy-
can. But w h e n t h e c louds ' t h r o w ' ra in in t h e a f te rnoon we have 
m u c h m o r e . ' 

T h e s o n g m a n con t inues : ' T h e old m e n used to ga the r at 
Mon te j inn ie w h e r e they w o u l d collect s tones to p o u n d the ba rk 
of t h e k a p o k b u s h . T h e n they w o u l d decora t e thei r bod ies a n d 
p e r f o r m a r a in -mak ing c o r r o b o r e e . After that they w o u l d lie 
d o w n a n d sleep for t h r e e days. O n the four th day the ra in 
w o u l d invariably beg in to fall. C l o u d s w o u l d bu i ld u p while t he 
Lightn ing Bro thers w o u l d beg in fighting. T h e n the rain w o u l d 
eventual ly s top a n d t h e Frogs fall silent. ' T h e real r eason w h y 
those two b r o t h e r s fought was tha t Jab i r ing i ' s wife, G a n a y a n d a , 
be longed to t he Y imbana r i sub-sect ion [p re sumab ly fo rb idden 
to h i m acco rd ing to k insh ip laws. O r because his o the r wife, 
Gul idan , was of t he Yimbalyar i sub-section.] 

'Anyway, R a i n b o w Snake c o n t i n u e d to sh ine (or flash) at 
J a b i r i n g u whi le h e h u n g above Yinalari. Rain d id n o t p r o c e e d 
b e y o n d this p o i n t . ' 2 

T h u s we have a s o n g m a n ' s r end i t ion of t he Lightn ing 
Brothers m y t h . O n t h e surface we recognize a relatively s imple 
story dep ic t ing t he b e g i n n i n g of the wet season with ra in-c louds 
drifting in from t h e Tanami Deser t to t he south-west , 
a c c o m p a n i e d by l igh tn ing a n d ra inbows . We obse rve na tu ra l 
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p h e n o m e n a a n t h r o p o m o r p h i z e d by the s o n g m a n in o r d e r to 
s u p p o r t a mythologica l exp l ana t ion of w h a t is ev idendy a 
meteoro log ica l event. This is n o t u n u s u a l a m o n g t radi t ional 
peop l e s w h e n they choose to ce lebra te the i r k insh ip with 
n a t u r e . But w h a t non-Abor ig ina l p e o p l e mis takenly a s s u m e is 
tha t t h e r e is n o metaphys ica l c o n t e n t to the story b e y o n d s o m e 
quasi - re l ig ious s en t imen t tha t m i g h t h a p p e n to a c c o m p a n y 
ritualistic obse rvance . 

If we a re to u n d e r s t a n d t h e sac ramenta l i m p o r t a n c e of t he 
m y t h , w e m u s t listen firsdy to o n e of t he cus tod ians of the 
'Water Rock ' site. I d u m d u m , o r Bill H a r n e y as h e is m o r e 
popu l a r l y k n o w n as, is r e spons ib le for t he preserva t ion of the 
L igh tn ing Bro thers a n d the var ious sites associated with the 
m y t h . It was h e w h o first d r e w o u r a t ten t ion to t he cosmic b a t d e 
that they perennia l ly fight each wet season. Whi le b o r n a n d 
b r e d in W a d a m a n coun t ry , h e has s ince crossed over in to the 
E u r o p e a n wor ld . H e n o w lives a n d works in Kather ine . 
A l t h o u g h h e has h a d a Chr is t ian u p b r i n g i n g , Bill H a r n e y is in 
n o d o u b t tha t his first al legiance is n o t to J e s u s Chr is t b u t to his 
tr ibal spir i t -beings, t he L igh tn ing Brothers . T h e y a re his 
avatars. It was h e w h o exp la ined fur ther aspects of t he 
i c o n o g r a p h y w h e n we q u e s t i o n e d h i m . 

Acco rd ing to Bill, J a b i r i n g u ' s e x t e n d e d pha l lus is a symbo l 
of his paraunda, o r power . As t h e m o r e d o m i n a n t Lightn ing 
Bro the r h e is c apab l e of r i p p i n g u p trees a n d killing m e n 
ins tandy, par t icular ly if they h a p p e n to b e wear ing meta l p ins in 
their hats o r a re caugh t carrying r ed m e a t across thei r 
shou lde r s . Jabi r ingu 'sparaunda, h e suggests, is b o t h a physical 
a t t r ibute as well as b e i n g s y m p t o m a t i c of a spir i tual s t rength 
accorded to t h e spi r i t -being because of its status as a D r e a m i n g 
figure. By th rus t ing his pha l lu s d e e p in t he g r o u n d (as a 
l ightning d i scharge effectively does) Jab i r ing i is capab le of 
'fertilizing' t h e ea r th even as h e u p r o o t s t rees. 

Yagjagbula, t h o u g h a less d o m i n a n t m e m b e r of t h e d u o , 
nevertheless possesses cons ide rab le paraunda of his own . 
Accord ing to Bill H a r n e y t h e tiny axes tha t h e carries a re u sed 
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' t o split t rees ' j u s t as l igh tn ing is capab le of do ing . H e too 
possesses a pha l lus of cons ide rab le po tency , suggest ing a 
capacity for i m p r e g n a t i n g t he ea r th at t h e time of t he wet 
season. 

T h e two m a i n pro tagonis t s in t h e cosmic d r a m a are 
therefore clearly de l inea ted . But t he r e a re o thers . T h e pr inc ipa l 
Abor ig ina l Sky H e r o , R a i n b o w Snake, is p re sen t in his usua l 
mani fes ta t ion as a r a inbow. H e too has t h e capacity to 'flash', 
t h u s imp ly ing s o m e sort of cosmic d i a logue with t h e Lightn ing 
Bro thers w h e n they a p p e a r in t he sky. Ra in is also 
a n t h r o p o m o r p h i z e d as b o t h a ' p r e s e n c e ' a n d an observer . H e 
is c apab l e of obse rv ing t h e b a t d e be tween t h e b r o t h e r s whi le in 
pa r t b e i n g re spons ib le for it. It is as if Ra in were , paradoxical ly , 
t h e f emin ine e m b o d i m e n t of t he e lop ing wife, G a n a y a n d a , 
s ince ' h i s ' arrival precipi ta tes t h e b a t d e b e t w e e n t h e b ro the r s . 
Th is male- female dual i ty is n o t u n c o m m o n with regard to t he 
rain-motif . 3 

T h e r e m a i n i n g par t ic ipants in t h e d r a m a are Frogs a n d 
m e n . T h e Frogs m a n a g e to con t r i bu t e to t he cosmic activity 
however w h e n they spea r t h e rocks to release clear water. T h e 
mot i f of spea r ing t h e ea r th in o r d e r to m a k e it fruitful finds its 
parallel in t h e activities of t h e Persian H e r o , Tisht r iya 4 , w h o 
takes t h e fo rm of a whi te h o r s e a n d splits o p e n t h e rain-lake. 
Tishtr iya is also k n o w n as T i r o r ' a r row ' a n d is s o m e t i m e s 
r ep re sen t ed as f emin ine , wi th a b o w a n d a r row in his h a n d . 
Acco rd ing to a Mi thra ic text, Mi thras shoots water f rom t h e 
rock with his a r row in o r d e r to s top t he d r o u g h t . 5 Whi l e 
a c c o m p a n y i n g Rain a n d observ ing the b a t d e be tween the 
L igh tn ing Bro thers , it is ev iden t tha t t he Frogs con t r ibu te to t h e 
process of re leasing life-giving waters o n t o t h e p a r c h e d land , 
t h u s p r o v i d i n g succou r to t h e W a d a m a n peop le . 

M e n too a re seen as con t r i bu t ing to t h e adven t of ra in . By 
re-creat ing t h e sacred decora t ions o n thei r o w n bod ies a n d 
p e r f o r m i n g t h e re levant dances before re t i r ing to ' s l eep ' 
(meditate) for t h r e e days , they are seen as t r iggering a c loud­
bu r s t o n t he four th day. M e n are therefore d r a w n in to t h e 
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cosmic d r a m a a long with t h e Sky H e r o e s , a n d i n d e e d a re 
ex t remely i m p o r t a n t to its fulfillment. 

Yet if w e look at t h e L igh tn ing Brothers m y t h in its universal 
sense we see m o r e t h a n a ra in- increase story. Clearly t he 
L igh tn ing Bro thers r ep resen t m u c h m o r e to t h e W a d a m a n 
p e o p l e t h a n a coup l e of spir i t -beings with a n amb iva l endy 
ma l ign aspect to thei r na tu res w h o h a p p e n to get in to a fight 
over a w o m a n . T h e hag iog raphy a lone suggests links with 
mater ia l f o u n d in m y t h s from o t h e r anc ient cu l tures . T h e Cain-
Abe l conflict c o m e s to m i n d , as does the wresd ing m a t c h 
be tween t h e sou l -b ro the r s , Gi lgamesh a n d Enk idu , in the 3000 
year-old S u m e r i a n epic . But m o r e significandy to o u r p resen t 
invest igat ion is t he A r t h u r i a n story of t he two war r ing b ro the r s , 
Balin a n d Balan, desc r ibed by T h o m a s Malo ry . 6 

In t h e story, Balin ea rns t h e ire of a cer tain d a m s e l w h e n 
h e refuses to give back h e r a fairy sword that h e has m a n a g e d 
to d r a w from a n intractable sheath . She warns h i m , "You are no t 
wise to k e e p t h e sword f rom m e ; for you shall slay with t he 
sword t h e bes t friend tha t ye have , a n d t h e m a n tha t y o u m o s t 
love in t h e wor ld , a n d t h e sword shall b e y o u r des t ruc t ion . " 
After n u m e r o u s adven tu re s in which Balin, in spite of his g o o d 
in ten t ions , m a n a g e s to wreak havoc wherever h e goes , t he 
y o u n g e r b r o t h e r eventual ly encoun t e r s o n t he field of b a t d e his 
o w n b r o t h e r , Balan, ' t he m a n h e m o s t loved in t h e wor ld ' 
w h o s e des t ruc t ion t h e fairy m a i d e n h a d p r o p h e s i z e d . Balan at 
this time was t h e pr iest a n d g u a r d i a n of t he W o m a n ' s Isle a n d 
thus t h e p ro t ec to r of t h e Sanctuary of Life. N o t ab le to 
r ecogn ize his b r o t h e r in his a r m o u r because Balin h a d 
sacrificed his hera ld ic shield for tha t of ano the r , Balan fought 
Balin to t h e dea th . ' A n d so they aventyrd their spears a n d c a m e 
marve lous ly fast toge ther , a n d they s m o t e each o t h e r in the 
shields . . .' Since they w e r e of s imilar s t rength , a n d two aspects 
of t he s a m e be ing , they fought unt i l they were ou t of b r ea th a n d 
the g r o u n d a b o u t t h e m was a river of b lood . 

T h e final e n c o u n t e r b e t w e e n the two b ro the r s r u n s as 
follows: ' T h e n they w e n t to b a t d e again so marvelous ly tha t 

77 



Nature as Numen 

d o u b t it was to hea r of tha t b a t d e for t h e great b l o o d - s h e d d i n g , 
a n d the i r h a u b e r k s unna i l ed , tha t n a k e d they were o n every 
side. At last Balan t he y o u n g e r b r o t h e r w i thd rew h i m a l i tde 
a n d laid h i m d o w n . T h e n said Balin T h e Savage, " W h a t knight 
a re t h o u ? For o r n o w I f o u n d never so kn ight tha t m a t c h e d 
m e . " 

' " M y n a m e i s , " said he , "Ba lan , b r o t h e r u n t o the g o o d 
knight Bal in ." 

' " A l a s , " said Balin, " t h a t ever I s h o u l d see this day , " a n d 
therewi th h e fell backward in a swoon . ' 

T h e parallels be tween this tale a n d t h e m u c h o lde r mater ia l 
i m b e d d e d in t he L igh tn ing Brothers m y t h are obv ious . Two 
b r o t h e r s , o n e o lde r a n d o n e younge r , d o bat t le over a theft 
insp i red by a w o m a n . T h a t b o t h pairs of siblings lay o n e 
a n o t h e r low impl ies t h e neu t ra l iza t ion of t hose destruct ive 
forces u n l e a s h e d by the i r m u t u a l an t agon i sm. T h e i r war with 
o n e a n o t h e r is a fight to t h e dea th . Yet in des t roying each o t h e r 
a n d laying low t h e two sides of t he s a m e ' s u n d e r e d 
persona l i ty ' 7 (as suggested by their kinship) , they a re able to 
b e c o m e reconci led . In t h e case of the L igh tn ing Brothers , this 
reconci l ia t ion finds its express ion in t he c o m m e n c e m e n t of t h e 
wet season a n d t h e influx of those life-giving waters so 
necessary to t h e survival of t h e W a d a m a n p e o p l e . 

Yagjagbula's act ions in wan t ing to defend his wife w h o has 
b e e n a b d u c t e d ' f rom t h e wa te rho le ' finds echoes in the Balan-
Balin story. At t h e t i m e of the i r e n c o u n t e r Balan occup ied t h e 
ro le of de fende r of t h e Isle of W o m a n a n d the p ro tec to r of t he 
Sanctuary of Life. G a n a y a n d a ' s p e r s o n a as the female pr inc ip le , 
t h e universal w o m b o r Sanctuary of Life clearly requ i res h e r 
h u s b a n d to get h e r back, to 'p ro tec t ' her , whatever h e r mot ives 
m i g h t have b e e n at t h e time of the a b d u c t i o n . 

T h e s a m e conflicting mot ives are p resen t at t h e t ime of 
H e l e n ' s e l o p e m e n t wi th Paris to Troy. I n spite of b e i n g 
cuckolded , Mene l aus still felt it necessary to rec la im H e l e n as 
his o w n because she r e p r e s e n t e d m u c h m o r e to h i m a n d t h e 
p e o p l e of Hel las t h a n t h e scarlet w o m a n . For, a l t hough a 
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s u p r e m e l y seduct ive figure (like Ganayanda? ) , H e l e n is 
never theless a f ragmentary aspect of t he Grea t M o t h e r , t h e 
be loved , t h e very w o m b of life. G a n a y a n d a ' s ques t i onab l e 
loyalty to h e r h u s b a n d a n d h e r seduc t ion of Yagjabula is 
consis tent wi th t h e Great M o t h e r ' s ove rpower ing capacity for 
love — a capacity tha t drives m e n like Paris to a b u s e t h e laws of 
hospital i ty whi le a gues t in M e n e l a u s ' pa lace , a n d forces 
Yagjagbula to justify his o w n act ions by invoking the r a the r 
flimsy excuse of b r o k e n k insh ip t aboos . In b o t h cases we see 
M a n as vict im; b u t a vict im of t h e terr ib le instinctive force of 
love which des t roys (the fall of Troy, t h e L igh tn ing Bro thers ' 
batde) before t h e r e d e m p t i v e process can beg in . 

W h e n w e cons ide r t h e w e a p o n s carr ied by t h e Lightn ing 
Brothers it is clear that thei r sacred origins are separa te f rom 
their actual manifes ta t ion . Whi l e l igh tn ing bol ts a re t he resul t 
of electrical d ischarges in to t h e a t m o s p h e r e , they a re also t he 
sceptres of k ingsh ip , t h e d iv ine thyrsus of t h e gods . In an 
O r p h i c H y m n to Zeus , t h e m o s t powerful g o d in t he Greek 
p a n t h e o n , we a re i n fo rmed tha t 'Zeus was first a n d Zeus last, h e 
with t he gl i t ter ing l ightnings . . . . Zeus is king, Zeus is the ru le r 
of all things, h e with the g leaming lightnings' . H o m e r continually 
refers to Zeus by his s u r n a m e nephelegeretes, which m e a n s that h e 
was t he g o d w h o ' a s s e m b l e d c louds ' . H e was also k n o w n as the 
'Ra in G o d ' a n d t h e g o d o f ' L i g h t n i n g ' , all of wh ich preserves his 
qual i ty as t h e ' g o d of w e a t h e r ' . 8 T h e ba tde be tween Jab i r ing i 
a n d Yagjagbula is in its o w n way a g e n u i n e clash of Ti tans , b o t h 
of w h o m asp i re to divinity as wea ther -gods . They , like Zeus , 
e m b o d y a cer ta in pr imevi l paraunda o r puissance tha t sets t h e m 
apar t f rom o t h e r cu l tu re -he roes such as Ra in o r even the 
R a i n b o w Snake itself. 

T h e r e is a fur ther paral le l wi th t h e Zeus m y t h in t he story of 
the g o d ' s m a r r i a g e to o n e of his daugh te r s , D e m e t e r (the Barley 
Goddess) . Yagjagbula's a b d u c t i o n of G a n a y a n d a because she 
was of t h e w r o n g k insh ip g r o u p is in l ine with t h e incest mot i f as 
suggested by Zeus ' r e la t ionsh ip with his daugh te r . W e also no t e 
tha t in Abor ig ina l society w o m e n were t radi t ional ly t he 
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ga there r s of l e g u m i n o u s foodstuffs in the s a m e way tha t 
D e m e t e r was r e spons ib l e for t he harvest . D e m e t e r herself was 
k n o w n to have taken a lover w h o m she h a d laid with in a 
' t h r i ce -p loughed ' field. F r o m this u n i o n was b o r n t h e child 
P loutos ( 'Wealth'), a n d the ear th s u b s e q u e n d y b r o u g h t forth an 
a b u n d a n t harves t . 9 Zeus finally killed h e r lover with his 
l igh tn ing — in t h e s a m e way as Jab i r ing i a t t e m p t e d to d o away 
with his o w n b r o t h e r . T h e significance of t h e two b r o t h e r s 
d o i n g b a t d e with t h e aid of l ightn ing in o r d e r to b r ing o n t h e 
ra in (wealth) is clearly evident . 

Th i s does n o t m e a n tha t t he r e is any direct l ink whatsoever 
be tween the m y t h mate r ia l of anc ien t Greece , o r i ndeed of 
Celtic E u r o p e , a n d tha t of t h e W a d a m a n p e o p l e . All tha t is 
suggested h e r e is tha t t he r e a re dist inct parallels at work a m o n g 
t h e var ious t rad i t ions wh ich only serve to u n d e r l i n e these 
t h e m e s for w h a t they a re — the universal express ions of 
c o m p l e x metaphys ica l ideas tha t in themselves po in t towards a 
p r o f o u n d spir i tual legacy n o t p re sen t in m o r e secular tales. T h e 
fact tha t t h e act ions of Zeus , ' T h e Father ' , a r e analogic to earl ier 
m y t h mate r ia l f o u n d in such anc ien t cul tures as t he Aust ra l ian 
Abor ig ines only serves to h ighl ight t h e p r i m o r d i a l n a t u r e of 
d ivine events whe reve r — a n d however — they manifes t 
themselves . 

Th is l ink ex t ends to t h e R a i n b o w Serpen t itself. K n o w n as 
'Pulwaiya ' (lit. Father 's Father) a n d l ong accepted as t he m o s t 
p o t e n t express ion of Deity a m o n g Abor ig ines t h r o u g h o u t t h e 
con t inen t , t h e R a i n b o w Snake no t only c o m m a n d e d t h u n d e r 
a n d l igh tn ing ( therefore orches t ra t ing the c o m m e n c e m e n t of 
t h e wet season) , it was also r ega rded as t he m a k e r of rivers a n d 
t h e bu i l de r of t h e r o a d a long which t h e pre-exis tent spiri t-child 
enters its m o t h e r ' s w o m b . 1 0 T h e l ink be tween the R a i n b o w 
Serpent a n d t h e L igh tn ing Brothers is fur ther e m p h a s i z e d by a 
H o p i I n d i a n belief w h i c h states tha t snakes a re at t he s a m e t i m e 
flashes of l igh tn ing a u g u r i n g rain. W h e n o n e cons iders a m o r e 
recent c o m m e n t a t o r , J a c o b B o e h m e , w h o r ega rded l ightn ing 
as signifying a s u d d e n r a p t u r e o r i l lumina t ion , t h e n we beg in to 
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see t h e c o n n e c t i o n be tween the R a i n b o w Snake as a cult-figure 
a n d its ro le wi thin Abor ig ina l t rad i t ion as t h e Tru th-
revealer. 

Th i s is fur ther e m p h a s i z e d by a n u m b e r of i m p o r t a n t 
details. T h e r a i n b o w itself is n o o r d i n a r y manifes ta t ion , b u t a 
b r idge over wh ich only gods can walk in safety. For a m a n to 
a t t e m p t such a j o u r n e y w o u l d i m m e d i a d y resul t in his dea th . 
Unl ike gods , h e m u s t pass ' u n d e r ' it. I n d e e d , a m o n g 
Abor ig ines , t he only m a n capab le of m a k i n g this ascent is a 
karadji o r c lever -man. H e a lone can take u p a pos tu l an t o n the 
r a i n b o w in o r d e r tha t t h e m a n m i g h t receive t he i n n e r 
knowledge k n o w n only to t h e R a i n b o w Serpent . In N o r t h ­
w e s t e r n Austral ia , for e x a m p l e , & karadji t ook u p a pos tu l an t via 
t he r a i n b o w in t h e following m a n n e r . A s s u m i n g the fo rm of a 
skeleton, h e p laced the pos tu l an t in to a p o u c h a b o u t his waist. 
At this stage t h e pos tu l an t has a l ready b e e n r e d u c e d to t h e size 
of a chi ld by a n act of mag ic . T h e n , sitting as t r ide t h e r a inbow, 
t he karadji pu l l ed h imsel f u p t h e r a i n b o w h a n d over h a n d . 
N e a r i n g t h e t o p , h e th rew t h e y o u n g m a n , n o w n o m o r e t h a n a 
h o m u n c u l u s , o u t over t h e sky w h e r e t he y o u n g m a n lay as if 
' d e a d ' . T h e karadji finally inser ted in to t h e iner t b o d y of t h e 
pos tu l an t s o m e ra inbow-snakes a n d q u a r t z crystals, themselves 
scintillas of t h e d iv ine r ad iance , as pa r t of t h e init iatory 
process . 

After this initial j o u r n e y u p t h e r a i n b o w t h e pos tu l an t 
r e t u r n e d to ea r th with his g u i d e a n d received m o r e injections of 
q u a r t z crystals. H e was t h e n al lowed to 'wake u p ' — that is, 
c o m e o u t of t h e t r ance u n d e r which h e has b e e n for t h e 
d u r a t i o n of t h e c e r e m o n y . In time t h e y o u n g pos tu l an t was ab le 
to m a k e t h e j o u r n e y u p t h e r a i n b o w a lone so as to receive 
fur ther ins t ruc t ion in his profess ion. 

Such a j o u r n e y across t h e r a inbow-b r idge to t he l and of t h e 
Sky H e r o e s impl ies a n o ther -wor ld ly d i m e n s i o n to t h e 
R a i n b o w Snake 's character . It is n o t s imply t he upwel l ing of 
p r i m o r d i a l anxiet ies imp l i ed by t h e snake 's cont ras t ing n a t u r e 
as t he Mistress of Ea r th a n d t h e U n d e r w o r l d tha t w e find w h e n 
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it a d o p t s t h e u r o b o r i c fo rm of t he M o t h e r G o d d e s s . This is on ly 
a n o t h e r s ide of t h e R a i n b o w Snake 's charac te r wh ich serves to 
affirm t h e metaphys ica l ambiva l ence of t h e Sky H e r o as a t r ue 
n u m e n o r spirit. M o r e i rnpor tandy , p e r h a p s , t h e j o u r n e y u p 
t h e r a i n b o w signifies t he gap tha t exists be tween M a n a n d the 
spir i t -world of t h e D r e a m i n g . O n l y t hose m e n w h o have 
t r a n s c e n d e d the cond i t iona l wor ld of manifes ta t ion a re capab le 
of m a k i n g this t rek in to t he o the rwor ld , a n d t h e n only w h e n 
they have b e e n r e d u c e d o n c e m o r e to a state of child-like 
i n n o c e n c e . 

T h e u r o b o r i c n a t u r e of the R a i n b o w Snake is always 
p resen t , however . J u s t as t h e d r a g o n , o r se rpent , dwells in 
caverns a n d da rk places , it never theless needs to b e o v e r c o m e if 
we a re to c o n q u e r o u r lower self a n d achieve a level of 
who leness . Zeus h imsel f was k n o w n by the ep i the t chthonios o r 
'of t h e d a r k d e p t h s ' a n d invariably a p p e a r e d as a serpent . In t h e 
visage of Jab i r ing i we see this anc ien t i m a g e of t h e self-
f ecunda t ing p r i m a l g o d p e r m a n e n d y expressed : the u r o b o r u s 
j o i n s t h e n o s e (orifice of inha l ing a n d therefore o f ' insp i ra t ion ' ) 
with tha t of t h e m o u t h ( th rough which t h e p r i m a l W o r d is 
expressed) . It is clear tha t t h e W a d a m a n pa in te rs w h e n they first 
dep ic t ed t h e L igh tn ing Brothers o n t he cave walls were 
g r app l ing wi th h o w bes t to image t he 'self-manifesting' a n d 
'self-expressing ' god . 

T h e inha la t ion of t h e Spirit o r ' b r e a t h of life' a n d its 
s u b s e q u e n t expu l s ion as t he Creative W o r d o r Pr inciple is a n 
anc ien t mot i f f o u n d in b o t h Egypt ian a n d H i n d u my th o lo g y 
alike. St J o h n ' s in junc t ion tha t ' t h e W o r d was G o d ' fur ther 
e n h a n c e s t h e s e m e n a l n a t u r e of deity. T h a t t he W a d a m a n 
pa in ters chose to express this awful t ru th by j o i n i n g t h e n o s e to 
t he m o u t h to t h e pha l lus o n c e m o r e highl ights the fructive 
essence con t a ined wi th in t h e essential n a t u r e of t he Lightn ing 
Bro thers themse lves . T h e y are no t s imply pr imi t ive m y t h o ­
logical figures, b u t early icons of deity as e m b o d i e d in t he 
R a i n b o w Snake itself. 

W h a t t h e L igh tn ing Brothers encapsu la te is t he c o m p l e x 
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a n d often cont rad ic tory n a t u r e of t he R a i n b o w Snake. 
Accord ing to O r p h i c t e rmino logy , for e x a m p l e , t h e e tymology 
of t h e n a m e of t h e hal f -man, half-god a n d warr ior , Herac les , 
m e a n s t h e 'coi l ing snake ' a n d as such represen t s t h e zodiaca l 
pa th of t h e sun . T h e R a i n b o w Snake 's p e r e n n i a l r e t u r n to 
W a d a m a n coun t ry at t he t i m e of t h e wet season in t h e fo rm of a 
ra inbow, itself created from t h e refracted light of t he s u n 
t h r o u g h water , is also an express ion of t he fulfillment of t he 
zodiacal cycle. T h e R a i n b o w Snake 's p re sence at t he divine 
ba tde b e t w e e n the two war r io r b r o t h e r s he lps to define t he 
cosmic re levance of thei r e n c o u n t e r . T h e y are n o t e m b i t t e r e d 
siblings as such , b u t pro tagonis t s of a s u p r a - m u n d a n e o r d e r 
ce lebra t ing t h e regenera t ive p o w e r of water — a p o w e r 
e m b o d i e d in G a n a y a n d a , t h e 'water-carr ier ' herself. T h e 
R a i n b o w Snake a n d ra in are , therefore , inextr icably en twined ; 
the catalyst for the i r manifes ta t ion is t he b a t d e be tween the 
Lightning Bro thers after G a n a y a n d a ' s a b d u c t i o n whi le she was 
d o w n at t h e wa te rho le ' l ook ing for water ' . 

T h e Ligh tn ing Bro thers m y t h is n o n e o t h e r t h a n the 
sanctification of cer ta in na tu ra l p h e n o m e n a . It was Tha les w h o 
said tha t ' t he G o d s are in everything ' . T h e W a d a m a n s o n g m e n 
have created a m y t h tha t affirms this pr inc ip le . N a t u r e , as far as 
they a re c o n c e r n e d , obeys laws w i thou t deviat ion. T h e y see in 
these na tu ra l events t h e charac te r of thei r Causes , all of which 
draws t h e m closer to t he mys te r ious rea lm of t h e D r e a m i n g . 
Ce lebra t ing t h e b a t d e be tween t h e Lightn ing Bro thers allows 
t h e m to actively par t ic ipa te in t he cosmic d r a m a ra the r t h a n 
r e m a i n mere ly as observers only. To cross the Ra inbow-b r idge 
a n d en te r in to t h e full mys te ry of creat ion is n o t s imply a 
mil lennia l h o p e with l i tde p rospec t of real izat ion. T h e 
W a d a m a n s o n g m e n k n o w tha t such a j o u r n e y is poss ib le since 
the idea has always b e e n a cent ra l tene t of thei r spir i tual life. 
They k n o w tha t t h e u r o b o r i c visage of Jab i r ing i a n d Yagjagbula 
is n o n e o t h e r t h a n a mani fes ta t ion of t h e sacred labyr in th 
leading to t h e i n n e r sanc tuary of t h e R a i n b o w Snake. Bill 
H a r n e y i n f o r m e d us tha t o n e of t he i m p o r t a n t acts in t he rain-
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m a k i n g c e r e m o n y was to d r a w a s tone knife t h r o u g h t h e sub -
incised pen is of t h e figures pa in t ed o n t h e walls. Th i s , h e told 
us , was to C u t O l d M a n Rain a n d m a k e h i m b leed . In such a 
sympa the t i c act of m a g i c it was h o p e d to d r a w forth f rom t h e 
Sky H e r o ' s pha l lus t he procrea t ive fluid s tored u p over t h e 
p e r i o d of t h e d ry season. Rain , t h e regenera t ive gift of t h e Sky 
H e r o e s , t he pe renn ia l font of b a p t i s m in to wh ich t h e l and m u s t 
b e i m m e r s e d if it is to b e r enewed , b e c o m e s at last t he Frogs ' 
spears (rain, after all, is ' t h rown ' ) t hus re leas ing those life-giving 
waters u p o n W a d a m a n coun t ry o n c e m o r e . This is p r e sen t ed as 
t h e b l o o d p o u r i n g forth f rom t h e g o d s as they b leed for his 
p e o p l e as in t ima ted by Bill H a r n e y w h e n h e 'cuts O ld M a n 
Rain to m a k e h i m b leed ' . Whi l e we see n o connec t ion h e r e wi th 
t h e Euchar is t , none the les s t h e s y m b o l i s m is obv ious . T h e God-
m a n , J e s u s Chris t , b l ed in o r d e r tha t m e n m i g h t b e saved. So 
t oo d o e s t h e R a i n b o w Snake t h r o u g h his avatars, Jab i r ing i a n d 
Yagjagbula, b leeds for his be loved W a d a m a n p e o p l e . 

T h e Ligh tn ing Bro thers m y t h is therefore m u c h m o r e t h a n 
a ra in- increase story. To t reat it as such w o u l d b e to den ig ra te 
t h e metaphys ica l world-view i n h e r e n t in t he b a t d e be tween 
these Sky H e r o e s . I n d e e d every rel igion a n d every world-view is 
en t ided to b e j u d g e d , n o t by t he levels to which it is flattened, o r 
c o u r s e n e d , b u t by t h e s u m m i t s a n d p innac les to wh ich it 
aspires . F r o m t h e Abor ig ina l p o i n t of view the m y t h of t h e 
Lightn ing Bro thers e m b o d i e d c o m p l e x metaphys ica l da t a tha t 
gives real spir i tual c r e d a n c e to re -occur r ing na tu ra l p h e n o ­
m e n a . Rain is t h e sou rce of life for t h e W a d a m a n peop le . T h e 
fact tha t it is a c c o m p a n i e d by t h u n d e r a n d l igh tn ing only serves 
to exaggera te t h e cosmic d i s tu rbance tha t they expec t to witness 
at t h e e n d of each d ry season. 

Never theless , t h e th rea t tha t t he ra ins m i g h t n o t c o m e 
always r e m a i n s . Whi l e observa t ion has t augh t t h e W a d a m a n 
p e o p l e to r ecogn ize t h e signs that the wet season is a b o u t to 
begin , they also k n o w tha t i f jabi r ingi does n o t fight his b r o t h e r 
for t h e re-possess ion of G a n a y a n d a , t h e n the re is every chance 
tha t t h e Frogs will n o t t h r o w their spears o r R a i n b o w Snake 
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flash his t o n g u e . Th is is t h e c r u x of w h a t b e c o m e s a g e n u i n e 
metaphysica l d i l e m m a for t h e W a d a m a n p e o p l e . It also fo rms 
the basis of all r i tual observance , w h e t h e r these ri tuals involve 
recitations as every Station of t h e Cross , o r they involve t h e 
phal lus b e i n g ' cu t unt i l O l d M a n Rain b leeds ' . In each case t he 
act of b e n i s o n is des igned to c leanse a m a n ' s soul even as h e 
pe r fo rms t h e rites. 

T h e L igh tn ing Brothers a re t r u e avatars . T h e i r field of b a t d e 
however is as m u c h the h u m a n soul as t h e air a b o v e W a d a m a n 
country . Significandy, t he single h o r n p r o t r u d i n g f rom thei r 
foreheads a n d the i r sun-l ike aureo les d e n o t e the i r majesty. 
Accord ing to t h e early Chr is t ian c o m m e n t a t o r , Priscillian, G o d 
was ' o n e - h o r n e d ' 1 1 a n d therefore u n i q u e . A lexander , w h e n 
deified, was often por t r ayed with r a m ' s h o r n s p r o t r u d i n g f rom 
his t e m p l e s as a s y m b o l of his solar s tatus. Th is archetypal 
image is fur ther e n h a n c e d by H i p p o l y t u s w h o likens t he 
se rpent to t h e o n e - h o r n e d bul l w h e n h e says: ' T h e y say, too , 
that all th ings a re subject to h e r [the serpent ] , tha t she is g o o d 
and has something of everything in herself [our italics] as t h e h o r n of 
the o n e - h o r n e d bul l . She i m p a r t s b e a u t y a n d r ipeness to all 
things . . .'. Aga in we can see yet a n o t h e r e x a m p l e of t he 
p r imord ia l l ink be tween t h e L igh tn ing Brothers a n d the 
Ra inbow Snake. Clearly they a re its p r e c u r s o r in t h e process of 
re-establ ishing cosmic o rde r , s ince ' T h e h o r n tha t glistens 
y o n d e r like a roo f wi th four wings sides, with tha t d o we dr ive 
ou t kshetr iya he red i to ry disease f rom thy l imbs , ' as it is said in 
o n e of t he h y m n s f rom t h e Atharva-Veda (111,7). 

So tha t t he L igh tn ing Bro the rs , by their act ions, signify t he 
positive n a t u r e of m u t u a l self-destruct ion in t h e interests of 
cosmic renewal . Th i s is t he basis of a p r o f o u n d spir i tual t ru th 
a n d o n e tha t is n o t lost o n t h e W a d a m a n p e o p l e . T h e Sky 
H e r o e s ' b a t d e c a n n o t b e in va in s ince in d o i n g so they a re able 
to i m p a r t to t h e W a d a m a n p e o p l e knowledge of t he ' beau ty 
a n d r ipeness to all th ings ' tha t c o m e s with t he adven t of t he wet 
season. H e r e w e a re dea l ing wi th tha t p r i m o r d i a l e n c o u n t e r 
be tween t h e Spirit a n d its ma te r i a l manifes ta t ion o n the o n e 
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h a n d , a n d M a n ' s recogni t ion of tha t event o n t h e o ther . Both of 
these a re acknowledged by all rel igious systems a n d wor ld-
views w h e t h e r they b e monthe i s t i c , polytheis t ic o r animist ic in 
t e m p e r . 

It is n o t surpr i s ing t h e n tha t t h e L igh tn ing Brothers a re so 
revered by t h e W a d a m a n p e o p l e . N o t on ly d o they r ep resen t a n 
i m p o r t a n t n u m e n for t h e m , b u t they also he lp to preserve the i r 
cu l tura l identi ty in a vast a n d lonely E d e n . Yet they a re 
i m p o r t a n t to non -Abor ig ines as well. For we see in t h e m 
pro to types of o u r o w n div ine r ep resen ta t ions which are n o 
m o r e o r less 'p r imi t ive ' s imply b e c a u s e we m i g h t choose to 
express t h e m in different ways. I n d e e d the W a d a m a n p e o p l e 
give us insight in to m a n k i n d ' s cons t an t e n d e a v o u r to real ize 
t h e s h a p e of divinity in all its mys te r ious a n d s u b d e fo rms . 
T h e s e o n e - h o r n e d ra in -gods e m b r a c e a vision of beau ty a n d 
renewal tha t is c apab l e of h a u n t i n g us even as we s tep back 
a m o n g t h e ar id t u m u l a e of o u r o w n de -my tho log i zed 
l andscape . 
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CHAPTER 6 
The Metaphysics of Space 

It has b e e n suggested tha t n o m a d i c peop le s , b e c a u s e of 
their indifference to a se tded m o d e of exis tence, lack any fixed 
metaphysica l perspect ive . T h e i r p a n t h e o n of spir i t -beings, thei r 
djinns a n d gob l ins , a re often r e g a r d e d as s y m p t o m a t i c of an 
uncen t r ed o r shifting spir i tual v iewpoin t in keep ing with the 
n o m a d ' s h u n g e r for m o v e m e n t . W h e t h e r h e is a Tuareg , a 
Sioux I n d i a n o r a n Anato l ian gypsy, t h e n o m a d is looked u p o n 
as s o m e o n e w h o refuses to b e conf ined by d o g m a t i c belief, 
since it m i g h t restrict his ability to survive in any o n e 
place. 

As a n o m a d i c p e o p l e t h e Aust ra l ian Abor ig ines have 
suffered a grea t dea l at t h e h a n d s of thei r m o r e sedenta ry 
Kuropean n e i g h b o u r s . E u r o p e a n l and o w n e r s h i p a n d the ru sh 
to p o r t i o n t h e con t inen t in to vast agr icul tural a l lo tments have 
seen t h e d e m i s e of t h e t r ue n o m a d i c Abor ig ine in t h e last o n e 
h u n d r e d years . Excep t for a few isolated pockets in the Cent ra l 
Desert reg ion , t h e r e is n o w l i tde ev idence of any tr ibal 
m o v e m e n t s a m o n g ind ig inous Abor ig ines as of o ld . T h e 
n o m a d i c A b o r i g i n e has b e c o m e land- locked in miss ion 
tfhettoes o r reservat ions left over f rom a t i m e w h e n b o t h 
C h u r c h a n d State we re t h e servile i n s t r u m e n t s of l and-owners 
and t h e stock indus t ry . 

Yet it was t h e Abor ig ine ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of space, his ability 
to establish for h imse l f a sense of 'p lace ' whi le in a state of 
wander ing , tha t gave h i m his u n i q u e h u m a n a n d spiri tual 
d i m e n s i o n . Unl ike t h e s e d e r u n t — that is, t h e p e r s o n 
cond i t ioned to l iving in o n e p lace — t h e Abor ig ine lives wi th in 
the rea lm o f ' t h e swift-perishing, never-to-be-repeated m o m e n t ' 1 

Over c o u n d e s s mi l l en ia h e has lea rn t to glory in these fleeting 
m o m e n t s a n d t h e p r e s e n c e of t h e e ternal that lies wi th in t he 
h a r m o n i o u s in terp lay of daily impress ions a n d exper iences . 

T h u s we a re conf ron ted wi th a pe rcep t ion of space tha t is 
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non-arch i tec tura l , n o n - m a t h e m a t i c a l a n d i n d e e d non -ma te r i a l 
w h e n it is de t ached f rom t h e actuality of t h e l and itself. For t h e 
coun t ry o r tr ibal terr i tory over which a clan is en t ided to m o v e 
is a symbol ic l a n d s c a p e con t ingen t o n supe rna tu ra l , n o t 
physical events tha t m i g h t have o c c u r r e d in t h e past . T h e s e 
s upe rna tu r a l events have occu r r ed ou t s ide time d u r i n g tha t 
e ternal m o m e n t k n o w n in Abor ig ina l cosmology as t h e 
D r e a m i n g . It is for this r ea son tha t we can refer to the n o n -
mater ia l aspect of t h e l and , given tha t its physical p r e sence is of 
a lower o r d e r to tha t of its m^to-physical cond i t ion . 

T h e very n a t u r e of non-a rch i tec tu ra l o r n o n - m a t h e m a t i c a l 
space for t he s e d e r u n t is o n e of conce rn , even conflict. To live in 
a space tha t is n o t def ined in s o m e way offers t h e p rospec t of 
inhab i t ing a reg ion of wi lderness , o r worse — a waste land. T h e 
cul tura l his tory of seden ta ry peop les is o n e of conf ron t ing the 
idea of wi lderness a n d t a m i n g it so tha t it con fo rms to def ined 
c a n o n s of m e a s u r e . T h e s e c a n o n s m a y have a metaphys ica l 
significance, such as in t he cons t ruc t ion of t he city of Ecba tan in 
M e d e a which , acco rd ing to H e r o d o t u s , was s u r r o u n d e d by 
seven concen t r i c walls each of a different co lou r signifying the 
seven p lane ts , with t he t reasury located in its citadel o r sacred 
cent re . U l u g Beg, t h e 15th C e n t u r y M o n g o l k ing also a t t e m p t e d 
to m o d e l his capital , S a m a r k a n d , so tha t it m i g h t reflect t he 
celestial o r d e r of t h e heavens . 

T h u s t he t o w n o r social cen t re was r ega rded as a cont r ived 
universe . It e i ther r e p r e s e n t e d a s u p e r m u n d a n e pr inc ip le as in 
t he case of Ecba tan , o r it b e c a m e a bas t ion against the th rea t 
p o s e d by wi lderness as in t h e case of t he b r u s h fence a b o u t a n 
African kraal. I n b o t h these example s , however , lay an a t t e m p t 
to i m p o s e o r d e r u p o n wha t was i n h e r e n d y b o r d e r e d by a 
p e o p l e w h o r e g a r d e d ' chaos ' , o r the formlessness of t he 
e n v i r o n m e n t , as a p r o f o u n d l y negat ive cond i t ion . Sedenta ry 
peop les a re afraid of wi lderness precisely because it signifies a n 
u n 'civilised' state — tha t is, a state w h e r e t h e ind iv idual is 
depr ived of t h e v i r tue of c i t izenship a n d the reby b e c o m e s 
d i m i n i s h e d as a p e r s o n in c o n s e q u e n c e . 
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T h e Abor ig ine ' s p e n c h a n t for space , for m o v e m e n t , for t he 
n o m a d i c lifestyle is inspi red , of course , by his n e e d to survive. 
T h e s l ende r resources of t he e n v i r o n m e n t m a k e it impera t ive 
tha t h e m o v e f rom o n e place to a n o t h e r in o r d e r to discover 
new po in t s of a b u n d a n c e . But b e y o n d that , h e is in t h e gr ip of a 
far grea ter impera t ive tha t urges h i m to p u r s u e his life as a 
n o m a d . As far as t he n o m a d is c o n c e r n e d , w h a t t h e s e d e r u n t 
m i g h t r egard as a host i le a n d fo rb idd ing wi lderness is for h i m 
an i m p e r i s h a b l e w o n d e r l a n d of images tha t serve to define his 
spiri tual exis tence. Unl ike t h e s ede run t , w h o is at t he m e r c y of 
n u m b e r s a n d of enc losed space , t h e n o m a d lives in a wor ld of 
o p e n n e s s wh ich is only consc r ibed by the l imi ta t ions of t he 
imag ina t ion itself. 

Social space for the Abor ig ine is therefore arbi tary. H e is 
able to cons t ruc t a c a m p i n g g r o u n d o r a ritual site s imply by 
a r rang ing a few s tones o r b u i l d i n g shelters sufficient for t he 
needs of t he clan d u r i n g its stay. T h e s e in t u r n can ' d i s appea r ' 
w h e n thei r usefullness has b e e n exhaus t ed . T h e r e is n o 
allegiance d isp layed towards t he c o m p o s e d e n v i r o n m e n t o n c e 
it has served its p u r p o s e . Th i s non-mater ia l i s t a p p r o a c h to 
objects, b e they c o m p o s e d o f ' p l a c e ' o r s imply as uti le artifacts, 
is a n o t h e r cause for suspic ion a m o n g sede run t s . T h e idea tha t 
things s h o u l d on ly b e ' possessed ' for a l imi ted d u r a t i o n 
suggests a n o n - e c o n o m i c world-view at o d d s with sedenta ry 
ideals. Ul t imately, it is this wor ld-view tha t m o s t th rea tens t he 
life of t h e s ede run t . His insis tence o n o w n e r s h i p , o n legal 
possess ion is u n d e r m i n e d by t h e n o m a d ' s dismissal of such 
values. 

O n t h e o t h e r h a n d t h e Abor ig ine prefers a lack of clear 
defini t ion w h e n it c o m e s to def in ing social space. H e is con ten t 
to feel it wi th his o w n b o d y r a the r t h a n rely o n t h e exis tence of 
formal b o u n d a r i e s . As Big Bill Neidjie, a Kakadu Abor ig ine , 
says, ' I feel it wi th m y b o d y , wi th m y b l o o d . Feeling all these 
trees, all this c o u n t r y . . . . W h e n t h e w ind blows y o u can feel it. 
S a m e for c o u n t r y . . . . You feel it. You can look, b u t feeling 
that m a k e you . Out there in open space' (our italics) 2 . Clearly a level 
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of intel lectual fluidity cond i t ions t h e way the Abor ig ine 
a p p r o a c h e s his e n v i r o n m e n t . H e is loa the to a n n o u n c e its 
b o u n d a r i e s . H e is re luc tan t to give it a formal d i m e n s i o n excep t 
as a n ex tens ion to his o w n be ing . As far as h e is conce rned , t h e 
l and , t he space in wh ich h e m o v e s a n d finds his spiri tual reality, 
can only ' c o m e t h r o u g h his b o d y ' . 

Such a view contras ts s t rongly with t he sede run t ' s 
p e r c e p t i o n of his e n v i r o n m e n t . For a sedenta ry pe r son , his 
e n v i r o n m e n t is an objective reality tha t has b e e n created o u t of 
his o w n imagina t ion . A ca thedra l , a m o s q u e , even a h o u s e o r a 
vi l lage-square a re t h e objective represen ta t ions of i nne r ideals. 
For t h e n o m a d , a n d in par t icu lar t he Abor ig ine , t he reverse is 
t rue . H e sees the physical e n v i r o n m e n t as a pro jec t ion of t he 
archi types tha t gove rn his existence, real o r imaginary . T h u s h e 
is ab le to i m b u e this l andscape with values tha t the s e d e r u n t 
m i g h t cons ide r at bes t pantheis t ic , o r at wors t supers t i t ious . 

Fur ther , we find tha t t h e Abor ig ine ' s re la t ionship to t he 
space h e occupies is reflected in his act ions . Since his space is 
n o t constr ic ted by n u m b e r s n o r by the idea of t ime , h e is ab le to 
a d o p t a n entirely different pos tu re , b o t h at an intellectual a n d 
physical level. W h e n h e is in a state of r e p o s e o r w h e n h e is 
engaged in act ion, his b o d y is perfecdy a d a p t e d to spacious­
ness . Abor ig ines rarely sit d o w n close to o n e ano the r ; in fact, 
w h e n they d o c o m e toge the r to talk, they invariably sit a b o u t 
with a great dea l of space be tween t h e m . It is as if they wish to 
preserve a feeling of 'd i s tance ' in keep ing with thei r 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of its l imidessness . So we are conf ronted with a 
definite ' r h y t h m ' in t h e p o s t u r e of t he n o m a d , w h e t h e r h e is 
walking, r u n n i n g , c o m m i t t e d to s o m e ri tual act ion o r sitting 
q u i e d y o n t h e g r o u n d . 

It is this i dea of car ry ing un l imi t ed space wi th in t he physical 
act ions of t h e b o d y tha t gives t he Abor ig ine his par t icu lar 
identi ty. His b o d y is as m u c h a reflection of t h e l a n d tha t h e 
calls his o w n as a d e m o n s t r a t i o n of his physical p rowess o r 
athletic ability. T h e way h e m o v e s his l imbs , his easy agility tha t 
o n t h e surface m a y a p p e a r to b e a lmos t lethargic — these 
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manifes ta t ions serve to identi ty t h e ind iv idual for w h o h e is. 
Unl ike t h e sede run t , t he n o m a d carries his w h o l e wor ld wi th in 
himself. H e does n o t n e e d to rely o n o u t w a r d exigencies to 
define his personal i ty . His wor ld is a lmos t ent irely devo id of 
visual icons; a n d w h e n they d o p re sen t themselves they are 
a lmos t always dep ic ted in a highly stylized o r abst ract 
fashion. 

C lo th ing is a n o t h e r u n i m p o r t a n t a c c o u t r e m e n t for the 
Abor ig ine . It is a s s u m e d by m a n y tha t Austra l ia is e i ther so hot , 
or tha t Abor ig ines are so t o u g h tha t they have n o r e q u i r e m e n t 
for c lo thing. Ne i the r of these a s s u m p t i o n s a re t rue . Austral ia 
can b e very cold in winter , even in deser t regions . T h e n e e d to 
wear c lo th ing often s tems f rom a des i re for privacy, par t icular ly 
a m o n g seden ta ry peop les . Since the i r space is so conf ined , they 
m u s t ' concea l ' themselves b e h i n d a ba r r i e r of c lo th ing in o r d e r 
to p rese rve this privacy. Religious a n d sexual t aboos a re also 
preserved by t h e use of c lothing. Concea l ing t he b o d y is o n e 
way of p ro tec t ing the i n n e r m a n . But for t h e Abor ig ine , 
c lo th ing his b o d y quickly dest roys t h e re la t ionship h e enjoys 
with his l and , with his ' space ' , s ince it separates h i m f rom wha t 
he is. It is significant in this respect to observe h o w A d a m , after 
the loss of his i nnocence , r ecogn ized his nakedness a n d h id 
f rom t h e sight of G o d . 3 W h e n h e qu i t t he G a r d e n of E d e n h e 
was wear ing a ' coa t of skins ' given to h i m by G o d . 

Th is lack of c o n c e r n for appa re l by Abor ig ines signifies a 
h igh level of un-se l fconsciousness . For sedentary peop le s such 
as the first E u r o p e a n invaders of Austral ia, this p r i m o r d i a l 
' i n n o c e n c e ' was r ega rded as a n e x t r e m e e x a m p l e of thei r 
primitivity. T h e very fact tha t n o m a d i c Austral ians d id n o t wear 
clothes w o r k e d against t h e m in t he es t imat ion of E u r o p e a n s . 
T h e y we re r e g a r d e d as b e i n g l i tde m o r e t h a n an imals since they 
h a d m a d e n o a t t e m p t to separa te themselves f rom na tu re . 
I n d e e d it was this h ia tus b e t w e e n m a n a n d n a t u r e tha t 
E u r o p e a n s r e g a r d e d as t h e e p i t o m e of the civilized be ing . T h e 
fur ther m a n d i s tanced h imse l f f rom his p r i m o r d i a l cond i t ion , 
t he m o r e acutely aware h e b e c a m e of his self- consc iousness . It 

91 



The Metaphysics of Space 

was this qual i ty of sophis t ica t ion, this dandyf ica t ion, that m a d e 
it poss ib le for t he E u r o p e a n m i n d to m e a s u r e t h e h u m a n i t y of 
t h e n o m a d i c Abor ig ines d u r i n g thei r early pe r i od of contac t 
wi th abso lu te i m p u n i t y . Clo th ing , o r lack of it, b e c a m e a n 
i m p o r t a n t yardst ick b e c a u s e it served to identify personal i ty , 
mate r ia l s tatus, voca t ion , even eccentricity to t h e E u r o p e a n . A 
n a k e d m a n , therefore , was a n o n - p e r s o n in view of his refusal to 
c o n f o r m to t he accep ted m o d e of cover ing u p t h e b o d y . 

It is n o t surpr i s ing t h e n tha t w h e n Abor ig ines were r o u n d e d 
u p in t h e latter pa r t of t he 19th century , t h e first t h ing tha t was 
d e m a n d e d of t h e m was to wear c lothing. This was the first s tep 
in a p r o g r a m m e of ' d e - n o m a d i z i n g ' t h e m . By m a k i n g t h e m 
aware of thei r bod i e s as a t h ing separa te f rom na tu re , by 
ins t ruc t ing t h e m in t h e art of self-consciousness, it was h o p e d 
tha t Abor ig ines w o u l d give u p thei r n o m a d i c ways. G o i n g o n 
'wa lkabou t ' was d i scouraged , also, n o t only by miss ion 
chap la ins b u t by graziers w h o h a d learn t to exploi t their ta lent 
as s t ockmen . It b e c a m e clear to t h e graz ier that go ing o n 
wa lkabou t was u n e c o n o m i c a n d n e e d e d to b e suppres sed as a 
cul tura l activity. T h e issuing of c lothing, b lankets , f lour a n d 
sugar we re all i m p o r t a n t e l emen t s in t h e process of seden t iz ing 
t h e n o m a d . 

Such a policy h a d p r o v e d very successful a m o n g N o r t h 
A m e r i c a n Ind ians . At t h e t i m e of the I n d i a n Wars, t r i b e s m e n 
w h o s u b m i t t e d to t h e invad ing US A r m y were immed ia t e ly 
s t r ipped of the i r t rad i t ional c o s t u m e s a n d fo rb idden to live in 
r o u n d - s h a p e d teepees . Ins tead they were c o n d e m n e d to 
wear ing E u r o p e a n c lo th ing a n d forced to live in ' s q u a r e ' 
houses , wh ich in t i m e lead to their ext inct ion as n o m a d 
cul tures . It is said tha t these s q u a r e houses d i recdy con t r i bu t ed 
to t he e p i d e m i c of tuberculos is tha t d e c i m a t e d m a n y of t h e 
Plains t r ibes after the i r defeat at W o u n d e d Knee in 1890. 

F u r t h e r m o r e , w h a t appa re l o r decora t ion tha t t h e n o m a d i c 
Abor ig ine resor ted to was in keep ing with t he fullness of his 
identi ty a n d his e n v i r o n m e n t . A G-string of skin co rd a n d 
leaves, a pla i ted split c a n e a rmle t a n d a h e a d - b a n d m a d e f rom 
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plai ted ha i r tha t served to ' c r o w n ' t h e h e a d — these were 
cons ide red sufficient cover ing for a warr ior . H i s pr inc ipa l 
a ccou t r emen t s , however , were n o t his s l ender r a n g e of appa re l 
or even his w e a p o n s . I n d e e d the fullness of his b e i n g b o t h as a n 
individual a n d as a clan cit izen, was reflected in t h e to temic 
scars o n his b o d y . T h e s e ritual pa t t e rns d i s t inguished h i m in 
the eyes of his fellow c l ansmen . M o r e i m p o r t a n d y , p e r h a p s , 
they d i s t ingu ished the m a n in t h e eyes of his t o t emic spirits. His 
ipseity was fully d e t e r m i n e d by these mark ings , b u t in a way 
that was in keep ing with t he ' m a r k i n g s ' of his o w n count ry . 

It is significant that Abor ig ina l c lo thing, wha t l i tde the re is 
of it, reflects t h e unc lu t t e red n a t u r e of the l andscape itself. For 
m u c h of t h e Aust ra l ian con t inen t is c lo thed with a sparce layer 
of flora. Tall s tands of trees a re r a re excep t in t ropical enclaves. 
In contras t , m u c h of t he con t i nen t is c lo thed in low sc rub , o p e n 
grasslands a n d a n a b u n d a n c e of nat ive wildflowers in a g o o d 
season. T h e s e wildflowers, as exot ic as they a p p e a r a m o n g the 
pa rched b r o w n n e s s of t h e rest of t h e count ry , a re as vivid as 
tribal mark ings o n a m a n ' s chest . Even a wa te rcour se in the 
desert , d ry for m o s t of t h e year, clearly ' m a r k s ' t h e l andscape 
like a cicatrice by way of t h e g u m trees tha t l ine its banks . 

I n d e e d it is r i tual c lo th ing tha t d e t e r m i n e s t he n o m a d i c 
Abor ig ine ' s cul tura l in tegra t ion in to t he wor ld tha t h e knows. 
Body deco ra t ion a n d scarification a re a n i m p o r t a n t register of 
social d e v e l o p m e n t a m o n g these peop le . T h e y a re used to 
celebrate t h e passage rites of Abor ig ines f rom b i r th w h e n the 
n e w - b o r n bab ies a re p a i n t e d whi te , a deco ra t ion usual ly 
c o n t i n u e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e suckl ing pe r iod . F r o m this po in t 
onward , t h e b o d y b e c o m e s a ver i table rel igious icon w h e r e b y 
t e m p o r a r y a n d p e r m a n e n t decora t ions m a r k changes in status 
of t h e ind iv idua l u n d e r t h e aegus of religious c e r e m o n y . 4 

At pube r ty , for e x a m p l e , t h e girl is ce remonia l ly ' m a d e ' in to 
a w o m a n , a c c o m p a n i e d b y b o d y decora t ion a n d special 
hairstyles. T h e girl t h e n retires to a sec luded pa r t of t h e c a m p 
with female relatives, w h o teach h e r t h e t aboos associated with 
m e n s t r u a t i o n , as well as detai ls o n t h e clan 's m o r a l a n d 
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spir i tual ou t look . She is r ichly deco ra t ed a n d acc la imed by 
o t h e r m e m b e r s of t h e clan as a n adu l t w o m a n . O n Melville 
I s land nea r Darwin , t h e girl is pa in t ed r ed a n d yellow by h e r 
father. H e also dresses h e r hair , b u i l d i n g it u p in to a m o p by 
twist ing t he cur led s t rands of h u m a n ha i r o n t o p of a b a m b o o 
chaple t , a t tached to wh ich is an o r n a m e n t of flattened d o g s ' 
tails set in beeswax . 5 

T h e s e decora t ions , which in themselves are sacred 
' c lo th ing ' , clearly m a k e t h e Abor ig ine in to a living icon. Since 
t h e des igns a re general ly of a sacred or igin , b e i n g conven t ion­
al ized rep resen ta t ions of t he clan coun t ry a n d its mytho logy , 
they t r anscend t h e secular cond i t ion of p u r e decora t ion to 
b e c o m e e m b o d i m e n t s of b o t h t h e l and ' s sanctity a n d t h e 
D r e a m i n g spirits tha t c rea ted t h e l and in t he first place. T h e s e 
pa t t e rns a re t he sole p r o p e r t y of clan m e m b e r s a n d a re 
c o m m o n l y inher i t ed from the father. T h e Abor ig ine ' s 
hered i ta ry clan des ign is very i m p o r t a n t to the individual . 
I n d e e d it is r e g a r d e d with cons ide rab le reverence as it 
e m b o d i e s a pa r t of his spirit. In this respect b l o o d feuds of t he 
pas t we re often t h e resul t of a m a r k of d is respect s h o w n towards 
a clan 's des igns o r t h e theft of t h e pa t t e rn itself. F u r t h e r m o r e , 
t h e clan des ign was n o t t h e inher i ted possess ion of t he living 
only. A d e a d m a n ' s skull usual ly reflected his clan 's motifs l ong 
after t he bur ia l r i tuals h a d b e e n c o n c l u d e d . 

So b o d y deco ra t i on is a n i m p o r t a n t fo rm of c lo th ing for 
Abor ig ines . N o t on ly does it dec lare a m a n ' s (or w o m a n ' s ) 
identi ty, b o t h as a n indiv idual a n d a m e m b e r of a clan, it re­
affirms his (or her) re le i ionsh ip with t h e sacred n a t u r e of t he 
clan 's count ry . In this respect , t he decora t ions b e c o m e a 
r ep resen ta t ion of t h e l a n d o n o r ' in ' t h e b e i n g of that p e r s o n . 
Resor t ing to t h e l a n d as camouf lage reinforces this idea of 
oneness . As a n e x a m p l e , k a n g a r o o h u n t e r s disguise themselves 
with b l u e ea r th in t h e mud-f la ts a n d with r ed o c h r e in t h e 
laterite reg ions of t h e count ry . In this way they resor t to 
c lo th ing themselves wi th their o w n coun t ry as a way of 
deceiving the i r p rey . 
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Tribal g a m e s , too , often reflect clan terr i tory in a par t icular 
way. J a n j u l a w o m e n of t he Gulf Coun t ry , for e x a m p l e , a re 
a d e p t at us ing str ing for the i r en t e r t a i nmen t . T h e y a r e capab le 
of m a k i n g e labora te s tr ing pa t te rns us ing thei r h a n d s a n d even 
their feet. T h e y are also capab le of m a k i n g represen ta t ions of 
different an ima l s a n d objects familiar to t h e m f rom thei r 
w a n d e r i n g s a b o u t thei r coun t ry . Eaglehawks, p o s s u m s , l izards 
a n d canoes a re p o p u l a r a m o n g t h e J a n j u l a w o m e n . It 
s o m e t i m e s takes m o r e t h a n o n e w o m a n to cons t ruc t a d u g o n g , 
say, us ing a separa te p iece of s t r ing each. It is clear, however , 
that these s t r ing g a m e s reflect t he wor ld ou t s ide — tha t is, t he 
wor ld they e n c o u n t e r d u r i n g thei r n o m a d i c wande r ings . 

Fu r the r ev idence of t h e Abor ig ine ' s u n i q u e ability to 
de l inea te space as a metaphys ica l entitiy is o u d i n e d in d a n c e 
ce r emon ie s . A m o n g all t radi t ional peop les it is c o m m o n to 
regard t he act of d a n c i n g in its ce remon ia l a n d e n t e r t a i n m e n t 
contex t only. C lan t o t e m dances , o r dances tha t rei terate 
D r e a m i n g events , r a in -dances o r dances des igned to e n c o u r a g e 
a successful conc lus ion to t h e h u n t , these are seen in t e r m s of 
t he story they wish to po r t r ay a n d the efficacy of thei r results. 
But t h e r e is a n o t h e r i m p o r t a n t aspect of t he d a n c e that 
b e c o m e s a m e t h o d of spatial express ion p a r excellence. 
Because it is in t he d a n c e tha t t h e Abor ig ine bes t expresses his 
c o m m i t m e n t to n o m a d i s m . Unl ike sedentary peop le s w h o rely 
o n the i r en t i re b o d y , par t icular ly their h a n d s a n d face (as in 
South-East Asian dancing) , t he Abor ig ine relies for his pr incipal 
effect u p o n his feet a n d legs — the very l imbs tha t carry h i m 
across his o w n count ry . 

T h e dr iv ing r h y t h m of a dance r ' s feet as h e p u m m e l s the 
g r o u n d is a special feature of Abor ig ina l pe r fo rmance . At t he 
s a m e t i m e t h e legs a re always ben t , so tha t the d a n c e r appea r s 
to his a u d i e n c e in a c r o u c h i n g pos i t ion , as if h e were stalking an 
an ima l in t he wild. T h e ry thmic bea t ing of the g r o u n d in t u r n 
p rovokes a d r u m - l i k e r e s p o n s e , t hus d rawing t h e ear th in to a 
d ia logue with t h e dance r . I n a ce remonia l contex t t h e d a n c e r is 
striving to h e a r s o m e ' e c h o ' from the ear th tha t affirms the 

95 



The Metaphysics of Space 

physical ar t iculat ion of t he my th i c o r rel igious mater ia l h e is 
e n d e a v o u r i n g to express . 

To t h e observer t he d a n c e s o o n b e c o m e s a ce r emon ia l 
in terplay be tween the d a n c e r a n d his ear th . T h e p resence of 
b o d y decora t ions a n d head-dresses mere ly he igh ten wha t is 
a l ready a j o i n i n g toge ther of the d a n c e r wi th t he myth ic 
mater ia l tha t has b e e n created o u t of the wi lderness b e y o n d the 
e d g e of t h e d a n c e site. In this way the wi lderness so a b h o r r a n t 
to t h e s e d e r u n t is d r a w n in to t he r i tual wor ld of t he n o m a d 
w h e r e it is ce lebra ted . T h e so-called 'wi ldness ' of t h e pr imevi l 
l andscape is in t u r n passified, b e c o m i n g by a process of 
r i tual izat ion an active par t ic ipant in t h e cosmic pagean t 
e m b o d i e d in t he d a n c e itself. It is at this p o i n t tha t t he d a n c e 
b e c o m e s a symbol ic r ep resen ta t ion of space, t he space tha t 
conscr ibes t he Abor ig ina l n o m a d in b o t h a geologic a n d 
a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c fashion. In t h e w o r d s of a Gagadju t r i b e s m a n 
w h e n h e gazed o u t over t he floodplain in his clan terri tory, 
"Th i s ear th , she m y m o t h e r . ' ' 

I n d e e d , for t h e Abor ig ina l n o m a d , t h e l and is a k ind of 
pal imsest . O n its w o r n a n d rugged c o u n t e n a n c e h e is able to 
write d o w n the great stories o f Crea t ion , his creat ion, in such a 
way as to i n su re the i r renewal . Walking from o n e sacred spo t to 
ano the r , p e r f o r m i n g ri tuals tha t have c h a n g e d little over t he 
mil lenia , a re in themselves i m p o r t a n t aspects of a metaphys ica l 
d ia logue . Since Abor ig ina l society is pre-l i terate, this d ia logue 
relies o n intellectual a n d imaginat ive contac t with sacred 
constructs wi th in t h e l andscape that have b e e n invested with 
miwi, o r power , a cco rd ing to t radi t ion o r t he Law. T h e 
language , of course , is o n e of symbol ic express ion , of my th ic 
repor tage . T h e miwi o r p o w e r associated with a sacred spo t is 
revealed to t h e indiv idual w h e n h e is p r e p a r e d to engage in a n 
act of c o n t e m p l a t i o n , in w h a t Cicero t e r m e d cognito contem-
platioque naturae. T h u s t he Abor ig ina l n o m a d ' s e n c o u n t e r with 
the spatial aspect of l andscape b e c o m e s a medi ta t ive act r a the r 
t h a n a physical o n e . To t h e Abor ig ine his coun t ry is the very 
e m b o d i m e n t of t rad i t ion . 
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T h e w o r d s of a J u k i gypsy f rom centra l Asia reflect a s imilar 
v iewpoin t w h e n h e speaks of his o w n t radi t ion . ' O u r t rad i t ion is 
no t in archives o r d o c u m e n t s . Tradi t ion is like spr ing-water that 
wells forth f rom t h e g r o u n d , flowing o n forever. It is n o abstract 
doc t r ine ; it is respect for t he h a r m o n y woven in to all th ings . 
Tradi t ion is n o t t he butterfly you have killed a n d p laced u n d e r 
glass; it is in t h e living voice of life itself, forever free to e x p a n d 
a n d deve lop . Tradi t ion m e a n s to p u r s u e fullness a n d let y o u r 
eyes b e g lu t ted with honey . T h e anc ien t wellsprings of t he past 
have n o t d ied , b u t r e m a i n he re , wi th in us , a n d n o u r i s h o u r 
w a r m desires . Even the deser t rose grows be t te r w h e n it 
receives special a t tent ion . We a re privileged to b e he re , w h e r e 
the t rad i t ion has f e rmen ted for m a n y genera t ions . But if you 
leave this p lace , you will find tha t it has n o t left y o u . ' 6 

W h e n we c o m p a r e these r e m a r k s with Bill Neidjie , we hea r 
similar conc lus ions : ' W h e n tha t law star ted? I d o n ' t k n o w h o w 
m a n y t h o u s a n d s of years ago . E u r o p e a n s say 40,000 years , b u t 
I r eckon myself p r o b a b l y was m o r e because . . . it is sacred. 
Rock stays, ear th stays. I d i e a n d p u t m y b o n e s in cave o r ear th . 
Soon m y b o n e s b e c o m e ea r th . . . [they b e c o m e ] all t he s ame . 
My spirit has g o n e back to m y count ry . We always use w h a t we 
g o t . . . o ld p e o p l e a n d m e . I look after m y count ry , n o w lily 
c o m i n g back. Lily, nu t s , b i rd s , fish . . . . who le lot c o m i n g back. 
We got to look after everything, can ' t waste anyth ing . O l d 
p e o p l e tell m e , "You got to keep law [ t radi t ion] ." " W h a t fo r ? " I 
said. " N o m a t t e r we d ie b u t tha t law . . . you got to keep it. You 
can ' t b r e a k law. Law m u s t s tay." ' 7 

It is clear tha t n o m a d i c peop les , whoever they m i g h t be , 
view the i r coun t ry in a s imilar fashion. But because these 
societies a re largely pre- l i terate t he re is a t endency to regard the 
l andscape as a n e m b o d i m e n t of the Sacred Word . In o r d e r to 
read it's spir i tual message it b e c o m e s necessary for t he n o m a d 
to regular ly t raverse his t r ibal terri tory, j u s t as a devou t 
s ede run t m i g h t obse rve t h e liturgical cycle associated with his 
spiri tual d isc ipl ine each t i m e h e a t tends m o s q u e o r chu rch . 

In m u s i c a n d s inging t h e r e is fur ther ev idence of the 
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Abor ig ine ' s reverence for space . Abor ig ina l i n s t r u m e n t s a re 
conf ined to t he b o o m e r a n g , clapsticks a n d d idge r idoo . All 
these i n s t r u m e n t s a re m a d e f rom carved o r ho l lowed-ou t 
w o o d . Abor ig ines possess n o s t r inged i n s t r u m e n t s , d r u m s o r 
flutes. T h e r ange of s o u n d these i n s t r u m e n t s of theirs m a k e is 
very low, in keep ing with t h e n o r m a l s o u n d s they hea r a b o u t 
t h e m . N a t u r e , it s eems , is t h e tuning-fork tha t Abor ig ines listen 
to w h e n they are p laying o r s inging a song . T h e y d o no t strive 
after shril lness o r c a c o p h a n y as we h e a r a m o n g m a n y o t h e r 
m o r e s t r ident cul tures . T h e idea of fo rmal scales is foreign to 
t h e m , n o t because they a re n o t capab le of perceiving tonal o r 
p i tch difference, b u t b e c a u s e t h e r ange of e m o t i o n s that they 
wish to express in m u s i c is far na r rower . T h e e x t r e m e 
e m o t i o n a l i s m tha t character izes Western secular m u s i c is n o t 
wha t they desi re to achieve. Singing, i n d e e d t h e song as a 
metaphys ica l entity, is a p r o d u c t n o t of a n indiv idual b u t of 
t radi t ion. Since it is h a n d e d d o w n to t h e m f rom the D r e a m i n g , 
t he s o n g has a sacred life i n d e p e n d a n t of t hose tha t s ing it, a n d 
those w h o listen. 

T h e reality of a s o n g a n d its m o d e of express ion is therefore 
p ro found ly in terre la ted. Songs a re ' o w n e d ' by different skin 
g r o u p s wi th in the clan. To try a n d steal a s o n g f rom s o m e o n e is 
a n act of desecra t ion a n d can often lead to b l o o d feuds . 
O w n e r s h i p , in fact, can on ly b e t ransferred to a y o u n g e r s ibl ing 
at dea th , o r inher i ted at b i r th by all n e w m e m b e r s of a 
par t icular skin g r o u p . 8 

Teaching a song is a formal activity tha t r equ i res 
concen t ra t ing o n accura te p e r f o r m a n c e of m e l o d y , r h y t h m , 
a c c o m p a n i m e n t a n d texts. Th is stage is on ly t h e first pa r t of t h e 
process of progress ive revelat ion. D u r i n g later stages, exp lana­
tions of t he associated m y t h s , texts, c e r emon ia l objects a n d 
a c c o m p a n y i n g ri tuals is m o r e fully detai led. Teach ing is 
no rmal ly d o n e by t h e o w n e r of t he song-cycle w h o instructs by 
d e m o n s t r a t i o n , as well as b y encou rag ing par t ic ipa t ion in 
actual p e r f o r m a n c e . 

Song a n d i n s t r u m e n t s alike, however , vary li tde in t he way 
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they a re r e n d e r e d . Lacking in aura l contras ts , it is ev ident tha t 
m u s i c follows closely the b l a n d , often bare ly u n d u l a t i n g 
t o p o g r a p h y of t h e l and itself, par t icular ly a b o u t t he plains 
coun t ry of t h e in land . T h e ea r th s o u n d s gene ra t ed by clapsticks 
( u n d e r g o w t h crackling under foo t , b r u s h fires m o v i n g t h r o u g h 
t h e grassland) b l e n d easily wi th t he m o r e gut tera l tones of t he 
d i d g e r i d o o . T h e s o u n d of t h e d i d g e r i d o o is u n i q u e a m o n g 
t radi t ional i n s t r u m e n t s . Its m o u r n f u l tones , deep ly reverber-
ative, a p p e a r to e m a n a t e f rom far be low the ear th itself, as if t he 
R a i n b o w Serpen t were a s c e n d i n g to the surface. In tu rn , t he 
d i d g e r i d o o br ings to abor ig ina l m u s i c t he symbo l i sm of caves, 
rock c h a s m s filled with w ind , an ima l s r u m i n a t i n g in b u r r o w s , 
t he u n h e a r d no ise tha t ants m a k e in thei r nests if tha t s o u n d 
were magni f ied sufficiendy for t h e h u m a n ear to recognize . T h e 
i n s t r u m e n t is t ruly c h t h o n i a n , d r awing its tones f rom a source 
that is b u t a n e c h o of t he or igin of all mus i c . 

It is in teres t ing to n o t e tha t a m o n g the P in tupi p e o p l e of 
Cent ra l Austra l ia the m e l o d y of a song is k n o w n as t h e ' scent ' 
(mayu) o r ' tas te ' (ngurru). Both these words suggest a n o n -
abstract n o t i o n of mus i c , as if it possessed a physical p resence 
of its o w n . Th i s idea of a s o n g possess ing a b o d y of its o w n is 
fur ther e n h a n c e d by the fact that , like b o d y decora t ions , each 
section of a song-cycle be longs to a pe r son ; whi le the ent i re 
song-cycle be longs to a clan o r tr ibal g r o u p i n g . T h u s , in o r d e r 
for a song-cycle to achieve c o m p l e t e ' ident i ty ' it m u s t b e 
r e n d e r e d by t h e en t i re g r o u p , o r b e s u n g in r e s p o n s e to 
different sacred spots wi th in t h e coun t ry of t he owner(s). T h e 
song is c rea ted o u t of t h e l a n d itself, a n d therefore c a n n o t b e 
forgotten. If a sect ion of t h e s o n g is n o t r e n d e r e d for s o m e 
reason , this is k n o w n as piititjunanyi, o r ' m a k i n g a ho le ' in the 
song — a fur ther sugges t ion of t h e song as s o m e t h i n g ' m a d e ' , 
no t conceived . 

It is clear tha t t h e Abor ig ina l n o m a d , because of his desire 
to m o v e a b o u t his coun t ry (whether for n o u r i s h m e n t o r r i tual 
purposes ) , has c h o s e n a min ima l i s t life-style. H i s cher i shed 
beliefs, t h e m e t h o d s a n d symbols by which h e gives these 
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express ion — all of t h e m h e carries a b o u t with h i m , n o t as 
artifacts b u t as ideas. In this sense , t he Abor ig ina l n o m a d is t he 
c o m p l e t e intellectual. H e has n o n e e d to 'wri te d o w n ' in any 
p e r m a n e n t fashion t h e subs tance of his t h o u g h t , s ince t he act of 
r e n d e r i n g it p e r m a n e n t on ly d imin i shes intellectual contact 
with t h e mater ia l tha t del ineates his metaphys ica l a n d cul tural 
identi ty. Th is is o n e r ea son w h y so m u c h mater ia l is cons ide red 
to b e secret-sacred — tha t is, it can only b e e n c o u n t e r e d by 
fellow initiates w h o have expe r i enced t h e d e e p e r m e a n i n g , a n d 
u n d e r s t a n d the full m e t a p h o r of t he l and they traverse as 
n o m a d s . For t he Abor ig ine is acutely consc ious of h o w fragile 
his i n n e r life is. H e knows tha t t he esoter ic t ru ths tha t fo rm the 
b e d r o c k of any knowledge of t he D r e a m i n g , if they were to 
b e c o m e k n o w n to a w ide r circle of non-ini t ia tes , w o u l d s o o n 
degene ra t e in to m e r e folktales a n d p o p u l a r lore . T h e r e is r o o m 
for these in his wor ld too , of course , b u t n o t at t he e x p e n s e of 
sacred law. Sacred law represen t s t he co re of his spiri tual a n d 
intellectual be ing ; w i thou t it, t he re w o u l d b e n o r eason for h i m 
to e m b a r k u p o n his ritual wande r ings t h r o u g h t t ime a n d 
space. 

Every th ing in a n Abor ig ine ' s coun t ry b e c o m e s a manifesta­
tion of t h e r a p p o r t tha t exists be tween himself a n d the r ea lm of 
D r e a m i n g . W h e n h e dances a wantji wantji o r ' t ravel -dance ' , h e 
is immed ia t e ly t r a n s p o r t e d in to a state w h e r e all ea r th has t h e 
p o w e r to converse with h i m . W h e n h e sings a tulku h e finds 
h imsel f en te r ing a cond i t i on w h e r e certain myst ic in fo rmat ion 
is i m p a r t e d to h i m by his e n v i r o n m e n t . As t he T japanga ta clan 
were ab le to s ing after two of thei r m e m b e r s h a d c o m p l e t e d a 
D r e a m j o u r n e y to a d is tant place, ' T h e two m e n saw a n 
eaglehawk circling in t h e sky; it spoke to t h e m . ' T h e s e clan 
m e m b e r s w e r e in t u r n invoking the mystery associated with a 
l ong m y t h — a m y t h tha t occupies space as well as different 
levels of metaphys ica l t ru th . In t he process t h e eaglehawk — 
indeed t h e w h o l e of ear th — has b e c o m e an avatar, a n 
angel . 

T h e idea of t h e ea r th as a manifes ta t ion of t h e Angel is a 
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very anc ien t concept . Cer ta in Zoriastr ian a n d M a z d a i n texts 
speak of ce lebra t ing a l i turgy ' in h o n o u r of t h e Ea r th which is 
a n A n g e l 9 . M o r e recendy, Gustav Fechner desc r ibed a n 
expe r i ence of a s imilar insight: ' I was walking in t h e o p e n air o n 
a beautiful sp r ing m o r n i n g . T h e whea t was g rowing g reen , t he 
b i rds w e r e singing, the d e w was sparkl ing; the s m o k e rising; a 
t ransf igur ing light lay over everything; this was only a tiny 
f ragment of Ear th . . . a n d yet t h e idea s e e m e d to m e no t only 
so beautiful , b u t also t r ue a n d so obv ious tha t she was an Angel 
— a n Angel so s u m p t u o u s , so fresh, like a flower a n d at t he 
s a m e t i m e so firm a n d so c o m p o s e d , w h o was moving through the 
sky (our italics) . . . . tha t I asked myself h o w it was poss ib le tha t 
m e n s h o u l d have b l i n d e d themselves to t he po in t of seeing the 
Ear th as n o t h i n g b u t a d r i e d - u p mass a n d to the p o i n t w h e r e 
they go look ing for Angels a b o v e t h e m , o r s o m e w h e r e in t he 
empt ines s of Sky, a n d find t h e m n o w h e r e . ' 1 0 H e a d d s with 
m e l a n c h o l y tha t nowadays a n exper ience like this wou ld b e 
d i smissed as imaginary , in spi te of o u r T japanga ta clan 
m e m b e r s hav ing a d m i t t e d to ' speaking ' with t h e Angel in t h e 
guise of a n eaglehawk. 

C o r b i n h imsel f suggests a n e w l ine of of s tudy which h e 
descr ibes as psychological geography. Its in tent ion , h e believes, is to 
discover psychological factors tha t c o m e in to play in the 
con fo rma t ion given to l andscape . Implic i t in any research of 
this k ind w o u l d b e that t h e essential functions of t he soul , t he 
psyche, i n c lude a n a t u r e , a physis. Conversely, each physical 
s t ruc ture reveals t h e m o d e of psycho-spiritual activity tha t br ings 
it in to ope ra t ion . W h e r e psychological geog raphy per ta ins to 
t he Abor ig ina l p e r c e p t i o n of l andscape as an ex tens ion to his 
spir i tual life is in t h e 'categories of sacredness ' tha t n o t only 
possess his soul , b u t also can b e recognized in t h e l andscape 
with wh ich h e s u r r o u n d s himself. T h e geological shapes a n d 
habi ta t of this r eg ion in t u r n b e c o m e the projec ted vision of a n 
ideal i c o n o g r a p h y for h i m . H e sees the ear th a b o u t h i m as a 
m o d e l of t h e vision h e has of t he paradisal l andscape — in 
o ther words , t he rea lm of Dreaming . By mental ly reconstruct ing 

101 



The Metaphysics of Space 

t h e D r e a m i n g in t h e f o r m of sacred places a n d the i r associated 
mytho logy , h e is ab le to keep c o m p a n y with t he Angel , wi th 
Spir i t -beings a n d his ances tors , with t he avatars in the form of 
eaglehawks that look d o w n at h i m whi le o n t he w i n g . 1 1 

Such a l ine of inqu i ry is in keep ing wi th t h e i n n e r l andscape 
tha t t h e Abor ig ine retains as a n o m a d . Unl ike the s e d e r u n t w h o 
projects his spiri tual cond i t i on o n t o t h e wor ld tha t h e creates 
for himself, t he Abor ig ine is con t en t to imagine his spirituality 
by way of a variety of m n e m o n i c a n d ritualistic devices. H i s 
b o d y bears t h e sacred i deog rams ; his m u s i c a n d s o n g recollect 
his my th i c origins; his coun t ry represen t s t h e g lor ious forms of 
his i n n e r wor ld . T h e s e fo rm a perfect h i e r o p h a n y which 
toge the r m a k e u p t h e p r o f o u n d spir i tual reality of t he 
Abor ig ina l n o m a d . Such a view is re i terated by Bill Neidj ie 
w h e n h e says, 'This story is i m p o r t a n t . It w o n ' t change , it is law. 
It is like this ear th , it w o n ' t m o v e . G r o u n d a n d rock . . . h e can ' t 
m o v e . Cave . . . h e never m o v e . N o - o n e can shift tha t cave, 
because it dream [our italics]. It story, it law. This l a w . . . this 
coun t ry . . . this p e o p l e . . . n o ma t t e r w h a t p e o p l e . . . red , 
yellow, b lack o r whi te . . . t he b l o o d is t h e s a m e . Lingo litde bi t 
different, b u t n o mat te r . C o u n t r y . . . y o u in o t h e r place, b u t 
s a m e feeling. Blood, b o n e , all t he s ame . Th is story, this is t r ue 
story. ' 

This in te r re la t ionship be tween m a n a n d ear th , be tween the 
n e e d to w a n d e r t h r o u g h space in search of spiri tual fulfillment 
a n d t h e des i re to give cul tura l fo rm to this p i lgr image, is at t h e 
very hear t of the Abor ig ina l religious perspect ive . All b u t 
divested of c lothing, s u r r o u n d i n g himself as h e does with so 
few possess ions a n d at t h e m e r c y of a ha r sh cl imate , t h e 
Abor ig ine never theless has always b e e n capab le of de fend ing 
himsel f against psychic te r rors a n d the t r a u m a of e x t r e m e 
isolation. H e has d o n e this by resor t ing to a rich imagina l life in 
t h e face of wha t m u s t b e cons ide red a l andscape of a w e s o m e 
lonel iness . Because of t h e i n h e r a n t trust tha t h e has always 
displayed towards his e n v i r o n m e n t , t he Abor ig ina l n o m a d has 
never f ound t h e n e e d to b r e a k t h e c o m p a c t tha t h e ho lds wi th 
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na tu re . As a resul t h e has b e e n ab le to engage in a d ia logue with 
his c o u n t r y tha t takes for its syntax the u n t r a m m e l l e d space in 
which h e m o v e s . 
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CHAPTER 7 
The World of Totems 

A c c o r d i n g to Abor ig ina l belief, m a n k i n d a p p e a r s o n 
ea r th as a r e inca rna t ion of a p r i m o r d i a l b e i n g f rom the 
D r e a m i n g . H e c o m e s in to exis tence as t h e mani fes ta t ion of a 
m o r e r u d i m e n t a r y fo rm of life to which h e never theless owes 
his al legiance whi le h e lives o n ear th . M a n is, in a sense, 
i n c o m p l e t e , l iving t h e life of a s h a d e in the stygean r ea lm of t he 
D r e a m i n g . Unt i l h e is t r ans fo rmed by t h e self-existent Sky 
H e r o k n o w n as N u m b a k u l l a (Arunta language) in to a t r ue m a n , 
h e is c o n d e m n e d to living t h e life of an Inapertwa, possess ing 
ne i the r l imbs n o r senses, u n a b l e to eat, yet inextr icably 
con ta ined in an a m o r p h o u s h u m a n s p h e r e in wh ich t h e l imbs 
a n d b o d y a re on ly vaguely d iscernable . Th is cond i t i on of 
shapelessness , w h e n a m a n is l i tde m o r e t h a n a smal l r ed 
p e b b l e , is k n o w n by t h e A r u n t a as Kuruna, a t e r m tha t suggests 
m a n ' s pre-ex is ten t Fo rm, his a rch i type . 1 

His spirit, however , does n o t necessarily manifes t itself as 
s o m e pre-exis ten t ideal of beauty ; b u t r a the r takes for its fo rm 
t h e mani fes ta t ion of a n i n t e r m e d i a t e stage in life. T h u s a m a n 
represen t s t h e t r ans fo rma t ion of a s impler , less c o m p l e x 
cond i t i on of exis tence in to o n e of comple teness . H e derives his 
or igin f rom n a t u r e , w h e t h e r it b e an imal , p lant , mater ia l object , 
water , fire, w ind , c loud o r stars. H i s origin, so to speak, is as 
infinitely diverse as t h e manifes ta t ions of n a t u r e o n ear th . 
I n d e e d t h e A b o r i g i n e sees h imse l f as the apo theos i s of na tu re , a 
living p re - f igu remen t of a n ances tor n o w inhab i t ing t he 
D r e a m i n g . 

Th i s is w h y Abor ig ines identify with to t ems ; for a t o t e m is 
a n e m b o d i m e n t of each indiv idual in his o r h e r p r i m o r d i a l 
state. T h a t is, be fore t h e ind iv idual was b o r n in to t h e wor ld . 
T h e t o t e m , therefore , r ep resen t s a n Abor ig ine ' s pre-exis tent 
cond i t ion , his con tac t wi th t h e D r e a m i n g . W i t h o u t it h e is 
u n a b l e to identify wi th his p r i m o r d i a l state o r metaphys ica l 

105 



The World of Totems 

p e r s o n a , since h e w o u l d have lost contac t with t he D r e a m i n g 
a l together . T h e t o t e m is a sacred l ink with t he D r e a m i n g , with a 
m a n ' s inca rna t ion as a h u m a n be ing , wi th t he Sky H e r o e s w h o 
crea ted h i m . To sever this c o n n e c t i o n is to des t roy a m a n ' s 
spirit a n d ul t imately his des i re to live. I n d e e d it is imposs ib le 
for a n Abor ig ine to ' lose ' his t o t e m , excep t by way of cul tural 
d i s rup t i on as in t h e case of m a n y u r b a n Abor ig ines un fo r tuna t e 
e n o u g h no t to have b e e n b o r n wi th in a to t emic e n v i r o n m e n t . 

Possessing a t o t e m , o r hav ing b e e n conceived in a par t icular 
t o t emic e n v i r o n m e n t , is a fo rm of b a p t i s m . A m a n is ' b o r n ' in to 
t h e witchet ty g r u b o r e m u t o t e m , for e x a m p l e , t h e m o m e n t his 
m o t h e r acknowledges c o n c e p t i o n wi th in tha t t o t emic envi ron­
m e n t . Even if she h a p p e n s to b e of a n o t h e r t o t e m herself, a 
w o m a n m u s t acknowledge w h e r e t h e spirit ch i ld ren , o r 
Kurunas, chose to en t e r h e r b o d y . F r o m that m o m e n t on , t h e 
u n b o r n child is a n e m b r y o of a n ancestral b e i n g in t h e process 
of t r ans fo rma t ion from an Inapertwa — that is, an i n c o m p l e t e 
m a n — in to a d ivine h u m a n be ing . For t h e revelat ion o r 
d iv inat ion of a n Abor ig ine as s o m e o n e int imately identified 
with his D r e a m i n g ances tor is far m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n 
acknowledg ing the acc ident of biological pa ren tage . M a n is n o t 
conceived as such by o t h e r individuals , b u t by t h e willful act of 
t h e Sky H e r o e s . A m a n ' s c o n c e p t i o n is t he resul t of a desi re o n 
t he pa r t of these ancestral be ings to b r i n g in to b e i n g a m o r e 
c o m p l e t e spir i tual entity. 

O n c e a m a n ' s d iv ine or igin is acknowledged by way of his 
t o t em, it is e n c u m b e n t o n h i m to revere his ' a l ter -ego ' for t he 
d u r a t i o n of his life. H e ' is ' a sea-eagle, o r a d ingo , fire o r a 
c rocodi le even as h e is a m a n . T h e two condi t ions of exis tence 
a re in t e rchangeab le in tha t t he r e is n o logical h ia tus be tween 
t h e m . As o n e i n fo rman t r e m a r k e d , "Sea-eagle a n d m e , we o n e 
b o d y . " 2 Clearly this m a n w a n t e d us to recognize t h e mutua l i ty 
tha t existed b e t w e e n h imsel f a n d the giant r a p t o r in view. H i s 
inca rna t ion as a h u m a n b e i n g was con t iguen t wi th tha t of t he 
b i rd in ques t ion . A n o t h e r i n fo rman t r e m a r k e d , "Your 
D r e a m i n g is t h e r e [ie. t o t em] . It is a b ig th ing. You never let it 
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go . All D r e a m i n g s [totems] c o m e from the re . Your spirit is 
t h e r e . " 3 H e r e t he in fo rman t is asking us to acknowledge the 
d iv ine or ig in of his p e r s o n a in tha t r e a lm of o the rness k n o w n as 
t h e D r e a m i n g . 

As a resul t of this associat ion wi th his t o t em, a n Abor ig ine is 
r e q u i r e d to e n h a n c e his re la t ionsh ip with his t o t e m by way of 
cer ta in r i tual o r t a b o o acts. If his t o t e m h a p p e n s to b e a 
poten t ia l foodstuff, for e x a m p l e , h e will only eat of it sparingly, 
if at all. A n d t h e n h e will n o t ea t t h e bes t par ts , on ly t he fat. This 
is b e c a u s e h e is, as it were , ' ea t ing h imse l f , a n act of self-
abso rp t ion that is ritually — a n d m o r e p robab ly psychologically 
— p r o f o u n d l y distasteful to h i m . 

T h e re la t ionsh ip , t hen , b e t w e e n an Abor ig ine a n d his t o t e m 
is o n e of c o n s u m a t e identif ication. H e o r she enters in to a 
re la t ionsh ip tha t is n o t on ly life-long, b u t life-giving. Being 
b o r n in to , o r of a t o t e m pred i sposes a p e r s o n to ri tual 
accep tance of wha t is, after all, his u n i q u e identi ty o n this ear th . 
Knowing tha t his t o t e m has b e e n d e t e r m i n e d by his D r e a m i n g 
ances tors , a n Abor ig ine c a n n o t escape, n o does h e wish to , t he 
to t emic e n v i r o n m e n t in to wh ich h e is b o r n . I n d e e d the 
spir i tual t e r ra in of his exis tence, his ' coun t ry ' as it is often 
k n o w n as, is largely d e t e r m i n e d by his p lace of concep t i on — 
tha t is, w h e r e t h e kuruna e n t e r e d his m o t h e r ' s b o d y . T h u s h e 
will always r ega rd t he l and of his t o t em as the very b e d r o c k of 
his be ing ; a n d , like a n icon, his t o t em hovers before his 
consc iousness , a n object of venera t ion that is in n o way 
d i m i n i s h e d by its c o m m o n a l i t y with o thers . I n fact, in m o s t 
cases, w h e n a m a n finds tha t h e shares a t o t e m with ano the r , 
t h e n these m e n automat ica l ly b e c o m e b ro the r s . In tha t sense a 
t o t e m b e c o m e s ' a sign of un i ty be tween things o r pe r sons 
unified by something else/4 

It is at this p o i n t tha t w e beg in to perceive a metaphys ica l 
d i m e n s i o n tha t is n o l onge r m e r e l y abstract . Identifying with a 
t o t e m invokes a r ange of e m o t i o n s that are b o t h historical a n d 
mystical. T h e y a re historical in t he sense tha t they evoke 
m e m o r i e s of concep t ion ; they a re mystical in t he sense tha t 
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they t r igger a d e e p e r u r g e towards un i ty by way of t he t o t e m 
itself. T h e t o t e m is a key by wh ich t h e d o o r to t h e D r e a m i n g is 
un locked . M e n m a y talk a b o u t t h e D r e a m i n g , they m a y enact 
r i tuals tha t serve to conf i rm its exis tence as t h e ' o the rwor ld ' ; 
b u t it is on ly by way of t he t o t e m tha t a m a n can actually 
expe r i ence his onenes s with t h e D r e a m i n g cond i t i on itself. 

Th i s re la t ionsh ip b e t w e e n a m a n a n d his t o t e m , o r a m a n 
a n d his D r e a m i n g ancestor , however , is n o t conf ined to a 
spir i tual c oncep t only. It does have a physical c o u n t e r p a r t 
wh ich in itself e m b o d i e s t he n u m e n . A c c o r d i n g to m y t h , at t he 
time of t h e Wor ld Crea t ion t h e Sky H e r o e s w a n d e r e d toge ther 
in t o t emic c o m p a n i e s across t h e l and , giving f o r m to it as they 
went . T h e s e spir i t -beings carr ied with t h e m a b u n d l e of sacred 
s tones w h i c h we re associated wi th the Kuruna, o r t h e spir i t -part 
of t h e indiv idual , a n d were k n o w n by t h e A r u n t a as Churinga. 
T h e s e Churinga were , in a sense, a physical r e m n a n t of the Sky 
H e r o e s ' i m m o r t a l souls , a n d as such b e c a m e sacred objects 
tha t m u s t b e p ro tec ted a n d preserved . 

In t h e cour se of the i r wor ld-crea t ing activities the Sky 
H e r o e s c a m p e d in var ious places which in t u r n b e c a m e t o t e m 
cent res , o r Knanikilla. Often the Sky H e r o m i g h t have 
d i s a p p e a r e d in to t h e g r o u n d o r have d ied h e r e , t h u s m a k i n g 
these spots i m p o r t a n t r i tual sites for later genera t ions of 
Abor ig ines . Such sacred places were k n o w n on ly to t h e old m e n 
of t h e t r ibe , s ince it was h e r e tha t t he Churinga of t h e var ious Sky 
H e r o e s r e m a i n e d as ev idence of their pass ing at t h e t ime of t he 
D r e a m i n g . T h e s e Churinga we re t h e n s to red in sacred 
s to rehouses k n o w n as Pertalchera, which usual ly took t he fo rm 
of caves, fissures in rock o r ho l lowed o u t t rees. H e r e t he spirit-
individuals o r Kuruna associated with each Churinga was h o u s e d 
as a living r e m i n d e r of t h e Sky H e r o e s ' timeless p resence . Like 
t he relics of saints , Churinga a re an object of venera t ion , 
p i lg r image a n d t h e basis of i m p o r t a n t rites. 

T h u s t he re a re i m p o r t a n t Churinga associated with t he Sky 
H e r o e s which were m a d e by 'd iv ine h a n d ' , n o t by m a n . T h e s e 
carved s tones have b e e n in t h e to tem-cen t res since t h e 
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b e g i n n i n g of t ime a n d a re inevitably filled wi th djang, o r 
n u m e n o u s power . T h e y can only b e h a n d l e d b y Elders of t h e 
par t icular t o t emic g r o u p , a n d a re never revealed to t h e w o m e n 
or non- ini t ia tes . It is as if these Churinga r ep r e sen t ed a direct 
spiri tual l ink wi th t he D r e a m i n g . By h a n d l i n g t h e m , by r u b b i n g 
a finger over t h e m d u r i n g t h e course of a song-cycle o r 
c e r e m o n y , a m a n is capab le of invoking the spirit of t h e Sky 
H e r o with such intensi ty tha t his ' real ' p r e sence is felt by all 
t hose nearby . 

This is n o t to say tha t a m a n does n o t have a Churinga of his 
own. In m a n y par ts of Austra l ia t he c u s t o m prevails tha t the 
pa te rna l g randfa the r of t h e t h e newly b o r n child m u s t g o in to 
t he b u s h in t h e reg ion of t he to t em-cen t r e b e l o n g i n g to that 
chi ld 's t o t e m a n d m a k e a w o o d e n Churinga o u t of w o o d f o u n d 
o n a t ree nea rby . T h e Churinga is t h e n o r n a m e n t e d with des igns 
be long ing to t h e chi ld ' s t o t e m . However , such a Churinga is n o t 
cons ide red to e m b o d y the Kuruna of t he Sky H e r o , b u t mere ly 
serves as a r e m i n d e r to the chi ld of the exis tence of t h e original 
s tone Churinga h o u s e d at t h e to tem-cen t re . H i s pe r sona l 
Churinga is b u t a n ' e c h o ' o r t h e original Churinga, said to have 
b e e n fash ioned by the Sky H e r o . T h e Churinga d o e s , however , 
act as a d i rec t l ink with t h e D r e a m i n g , a n d is invariably p laced 
in t h e y o u t h ' s h a n d s after c i rcumcis ion . Touch ing t h e Churinga 
for t he first t i m e br ings h i m in contact with t h e n u m e n o u s 
p o w e r of t h e D r e a m i n g . H e is n o w j o i n e d ' by way of his 
Churinga ( represent ing his to tem) to t he original m o m e n t of 
creat ion. At o n c e h e par takes of the cont inui ty a n d o r d e r 
associated with t h e D r e a m i n g to t he po in t w h e r e h e has n o w 
b e g u n to t r anscend his social p e r s o n a in t he interest of 
acknowledg ing his d iv ine entity. T h e Churinga b e c o m e s , in t he 
words of P lo t inus , a 'mani fes ta t ion of knowledge a n d w i s d o m 
as a dis t inct image , a n object in itself, a n i m m e d i a t e 
un i ty ' . 5 

In the c o u r s e of time a p e r s o n a l Churinga b e c o m e s so b o u n d 
u p with a n ind iv idua l tha t it finally acquires a cer ta in djang of its 
own. Th is djang, however , is no rma l ly associated with t he 
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ind iv idua l owner , par t icular ly after dea th , r a the r t h a n wi th t h e 
Sky H e r o o r t o t e m tha t it r epresen t s . A pe r sona l Churinga can 
t h e r e b y e n d o w its owner , o r even s o m e o n e w h o s u b s e q u e n d y 
possesses it, wi th t h e quali t ies a n d a t t r ibutes of its original 
owner . T h u s a pe r sona l Churinga in time m a y g r o w to acqu i r e 
s o m e t h i n g of t h e archetypal djang associated with t he Sky H e r o 
himself, a l t h o u g h it still re ta ins its p e r s o n a l d i m e n s i o n in 
keep ing with t he indiv idual w h o o n c e o w n e d it. 

Be longing to a par t icu lar t o t e m is a a f o r m of spir i tual 
he ra ld ry for t he Abor ig ine . H e c a n n o t escape t h e impl ica t ions 
of b e l o n g i n g to a t o t emic e n v i r o n m e n t in t e r m s of its d e m a n d s 
u p o n h i m . A t o t e m bes tows u p o n a m a n his identi ty, n o t only 
in a pe r sona l sense b u t in a t r a n s c e n d e n t sense . W h e n t h e first 
Churinga were m a d e by t h e Sky H e r o , N u m b a k u l l a , h e was at 
pa ins to m a k e these perfect in conformi ty with t h e archetypes . 
By spli t t ing these original Churinga in two, however , it was 
poss ib le to ob ta in pai rs of Churinga tha t we re e m b u e d with the 
spirits of b o t h m a l e a n d female . In t he process a state of dual i ty 
was i m p o s e d u p o n t h e wor ld wh ich cou ld only b e e l imina ted , 
symbolical ly, by tying toge the r each pa i r of o n e Churinga. T h u s 
t h e cleavage b e t w e e n the D r e a m i n g a n d t h e wor ld of 
manifes ta t ion cou ld b e res to red in a way tha t p reserved the 
m e m o r y , at least, of w h a t t he original pr is t ine cond i t ion of t h e 
wor ld h a d o n c e b e e n . 

In keep ing wi th t h e sacred n a t u r e of t he Churinga a n d its 
esoter ic significance, t h e object bears a secret n a m e , k n o w n as 
an Aritna Churinga, tha t has b e e n bes towed u p o n it by t h e Sky 
H e r o , N u m b a k u l l a . As these original Churinga gave b i r th to 
n u m e r o u s Kurunas, o r spirits, which in t u r n gave rise to m e n 
a n d w o m e n , these secret n a m e s were t h e n bes towed u p o n 
those p e o p l e of t h e respect ive to t ems . H e n c e a m a n o r a 
w o m e n bears a spir i tual n a m e bes ide tha t of his o r h e r ' family' 
n a m e . The Aritna Churinga t he reby correcdy identifies t he p e r s o n 
for wha t h e o r she t ruly is: a spiri tual b e i n g w h o is e n m e s h e d in 
t he timeless ne t of t h e D r e a m i n g tha t has b e e n t h r o w n over t h e 
m o r t a l h u s k b y t h e Sky H e r o e s . 
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It is clear f rom the foregoing tha t t he t o t e m a n d its l ink with 
t hose Churinga e m a n a t i n g f rom t h e D r e a m i n g a re a vital pa r t of 
Abor ig ina l belief. By way of t h e t o t e m a n Abor ig ine is capab le 
of d i sce rn ing his connec t i on with t h e so-called 'First People ' of 
t h e D r e a m i n g . T h e p resence , t oo , of sanctified objects he ld in 
t rus t in t h e l andscape are fur ther p r o o f of spir i tual descen t 
f rom t h e D r e a m i n g . Abor ig ines des i re knowledge a n d contact 
with the i r spiri tual pa ren t s . T h e y l ong to unvei l cer tain 
n u m e n o s i t i e s app l icab le to thei r or igins, even if it does r e q u i r e 
t h e active a n d t i m e - h o n o u r e d s u p p o r t of s y m b o l i s m to aid this 
p rocess . In Plo t inus ' w o r d s , 'All t e ems with symbol ; the wise 
m a n is t h e m a n w h o in any o n e th ing can read a n o t h e r ' . 6 I n this 
case, t h e Churinga b e c o m e s t h e active symbol , t h e bea r e r of 
n u m e n . 

T h u s we are m a d e aware of t he Abor ig ine ' s c o n t i n u i n g 
des i re to r e m a i n in t o u c h with t he D r e a m i n g . It is a fact tha t 
Abor ig ina l cu l tu re is p r o f o u n d l y theocrat ic a n d rarely strays 
in to secular activity, excep t at t h e very basic, practical level. It is 
this theocentr ic i ty , however , tha t m o s t confronts t he m o d e r n 
Weste rn m i n d b e c a u s e of its in tense , p ra i se -or ien ted funct ion. 
T h e m o d e r n m i n d finds it difficult to u n d e r s t a n d a cu l tu re tha t 
is p r imar i ly d i rec ted towards a metaphys ica l po l e at t he 
e x p e n s e of so-called mate r ia l wel lbeing. T h e i l lusion tha t t he 
Weste rn m i n d is b u r d e n e d with in this contex t is tha t theocra t ic 
conce rns a re basically an t ipa the t ic to so-called ' o rd ina ry ' 
h u m a n exper ience . T h e m o d e r n m i n d c a n n o t c o m p r e h e n d 
h o w m u c h j o y a n d universa l wel lbe ing is u n l e a s h e d u p o n a n 
e n v i r o n m e n t in t h e very act of ce lebra t ing t h e re la t ionship 
be tween Abor ig ina l m a n a n d the D r e a m i n g . In t h e w o r d s of 
t h e Koran , ' T h e seven heavens a n d the ear th a n d all tha t is 
t he re in pra ise H i m , a n d t h e r e is n o t a th ing tha t does n o t h y m n 
His p ra i s e . ' 7 

T h u s t h e t o t e m a n d its associated Churinga a re powerful 
r e m i n d e r s of t h e ever -presen t n u m e n o s i t y of t h e D r e a m i n g . 
I n d e e d t h e l a n d itself is o n e vast Churinga tha t does ' h y m n His 
pra ise ' in t h e eyes of Abor ig ines . Such a concep t goes to t he 
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very r o o t of t he Abor ig ine ' s r everence for l and . Popu la r cliches 
such as ' t h e ear th she m y m o t h e r ' mere ly re inforce wha t every 
A b o r i g i n e knows in his hea r t to b e t rue : tha t t h e wor ld be low 
reflects a n ideal cond i t i on above . But w h e r e t h e Abor ig ina l 
v iewpoin t differs f rom m a n y o t h e r t radi t ional peop le s is tha t 
t h e D r e a m i n g is a t imeless reality tha t can b e a p p r o a c h e d , 
i n d e e d en t e red , o n this ear th . Myth a n d ri tual a re on ly adjuncts 
to this process . T h e real en t ry -po in t is by way of a 
t r ans fo rma t ion of t h e ind iv idual — a t r ans fo rma t ion that can 
on ly b e b r o u g h t a b o u t w h e n a p e r s o n at tains to a state of 
hieratical dignity. 

I n this sense t h e Churinga, a n d the t o t e m tha t it r epresen t s , 
pref igures a paradisa l l andscape , wha t t he M a z d e a n s called t he 
' l a n d s c a p e of XvarnaK. Th i s is a l andscape in wh ich everything 
is t ransf igured by tha t l ight of glory the soul projects o n t o it. As 
a n o m a d i c p e o p l e the Abor ig ines project m o s t of the i r i n n e r 
beliefs o n t o thei r t r ibal l andscape , since they are n o t able to 
cons t ruc t edifices to reflect thei r metaphys ica l ideals . T h e ear th 
b e c o m e s t h e manifes ta t ion of a vision, of a visionary 
g e o g r a p h y , 8 in which t h e soul can m e e t a n d converse with its 
m a k e r by way of symbol ic a n d ri tual express ion . This in t u r n 
m e a n s tha t t he Abor ig ina l h i e r o p h a n t m u s t menta l ly re­
const i tu te t he D r e a m i n g h e r e o n ear th if h e wishes to at tain to a 
level of consc iousness tha t allows h i m access to t he D r e a m i n g 
cond i t ion . Th is is o n e r ea son w h y Abor ig ina l ea r th pa in t ing , 
par t icular ly in Cent ra l Austral ia , bears so li tde similarity to t he 
actual mate r ia l l a n d s c a p e of t h e t r ibe. For t he pa in te r , w h e n h e 
is pa in t ing ' h i s ' coun t ry , o r his D r e a m i n g , is n o t pa in t ing a 
physical l a n d s c a p e at all; h e is pa in t ing a vis ionary l andscape 
tha t n o t on ly con fo rms to his Churinga o r t o t em, b u t to t he 
pe rcep t i on tha t has b e e n h a n d e d d o w n to h i m of t h e D r e a m i n g 
l andscape of his t o t e m b y his forebears . As o n e c o m m e n t a t o r 
pu t s it, ' t h e p i lg r ims of t h e spirit c o n t e m p l a t e this wor ld a n d in 
it find every object of the i r de s i r e . ' 9 T h e Abor ig ine is therefore 
ab le to projec t a vis ionary l andscape tha t satisfies b o t h his 
yea rn ing towards identif icat ion with t he Sky H e r o e s a n d his 
D r e a m i n g ances tors . 
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This is n o t to say tha t Abor ig ines r ecogn ize t h e Sky H e r o e s 
as t h e d iv ine e m a n a t i o n of g o d h e a d . But clearly t he Sky H e r o e s 
have p e r f o r m e d , in the i r eyes, a n avataric funct ion w h e n they 
d e s c e n d e d to ea r th a n d ' c rea ted ' t he l and . It is ev iden t tha t 
Abor ig ines a re b e h o l d e n to t he Sky H e r o e s as t r u e creator-
be ings , even if godl ike a t t r ibutes are wi thhe ld . T h e Sky H e r o e s 
are s imply spir i t -beings w h o s e wi thdrawal in to t h e D r e a m i n g at 
a p o i n t ou t s ide t i m e is accep ted as b e i n g a p a r a - n o r m a l event. 
Such a wi thdrawal , however , does no t p r e c l u d e acknowledg ing 
these spir i t -beings as objects of venera t ion . I n d e e d the i r p lace 
in t h e h ie ra rchy of crea t ion m a k e s it m a n d a t o r y tha t they are 
venera ted . 

Clearly a n Abor ig ine is in t h e p r e sence of a n i m p o r t a n t 
revelat ion a b o u t his re la t ionsh ip with t he D r e a m i n g , a n d a b o u t 
his spir i tual dest iny in t he wor ld w h e n h e e n c o u n t e r s his t o t e m 
in t h e fo rm of its Churinga. I n a n orally based cu l tu re such as 
theirs , it is ev ident tha t the Churinga acts as a ' text ' which can b e 
consu l t ed at any given t ime . By t o u c h i n g the Churinga d u r i n g 
ce r emon ie s , by al lowing it to invoke the D r e a m i n g songs 
associated with a m a n ' s t o t em, t h e Churinga acts as a 
med i t a t iona l aid n o t un l ike t h e rosary. Since Abor ig ines , like so 
m a n y o t h e r t radi t ional peop le s , a re deep ly b o n d e d to physical 
objects as a m e t h o d of express ing thei r o w n spir i tual state, t he 
Churinga m u s t b e r e g a r d e d as a significant cul tura l object . Like 
t he Too th of M o h a m m e d o r a Piece of t he True Cross , t he 
Churinga is a relic in t he t r ue sense, s ince it is i m b u e d with a 
meta -h i s to ry tha t t r anscends all o the r pe r sona l o r myth ic 
data . 

N o r is this re la t ionsh ip static. T h e a s s u m p t i o n tha t t h e 
Churinga (and therefore a m a n ' s to tem) is a fetish object, 
i ncapab le of reflecting any c h a n g e in t he individual , p r e s u m e s 
that a n A b o r i g i n e is i ncapab le himself of u n d e r g o i n g spiri tual 
g rowth . Th i s is t h e k ind of crit icism tha t all t radi t ional peop le s 
have l o n g h a d to p u t u p with , s imply because the i r rel igious 
belief defies logical analysis. Abor ig ina l rel igion in par t icular is 
c h t h o n i c in essence , a n d therefore s tems f rom a different 
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intellective source t h a n conven t iona l universa l rel igions. But 
this d o e s n o t m e a n it is n o t in possess ion of t h e 'me taphys ica l 
gift' so jea lous ly g u a r d e d by m o r e es tabl ished theologies . F r o m 
' w h e r e ' o r ' h o w ' m e n der ive thei r spir i tual sus t enance is less 
i m p o r t a n t t h a n t h e intensity of vene ra t ion bes towed u p o n tha t 
source . I n this sense t he Abor ig ines a re p r o u d e x e m p l a r s of a n 
anc ien t race w h o have al lowed rel igion, a n d rel igious belief, to 
sa tura te the i r lives. 

, I n d e e d few o t h e r cul tures in t h e his tory of m a n k i n d have so 
successfully in tegra ted thei r rel igious belief with t h e n o r m a l 
activities of the i r lives as these p e o p l e . T h e t o t e m a n d its 
Churinga a r e a n in t imate pa r t of this process . It is is as if t h e 
Churinga acts as a Br idge of Chinva t over which the soul of 
Abor ig ina l m a n j o u r n e y s in to t h e r e a l m of t h e D r e a m i n g . 
Living in a c c o r d a n c e with his t o t em, a m a n is t h e n ab le to cross 
this b r idge a n d e n c o u n t e r his D r e a m i n g ances tor , his 'celestial 
Idea ' , so to speak. Resist ing his t o t e m is to be t ray wha t h e 
s tands for, his h o n o u r , i n d e e d his essential na tu r e . I n m a n y 
ways this accoun t s for t he cul tura l col lapse of t h e Abor ig ina l 
p e o p l e in t h e wake of E u r o p e a n d o m i n a n c e d u r i n g t h e pas t two 
h u n d r e d years . By d ivorc ing Abor ig ines from thei r l and , these 
p e o p l e in c o n s e q u e n c e have b e e n separa ted f rom thei r t o t ems . 
In d o i n g so t h e b r idge l inking t h e m with thei r 'celesial Idea ' , 
the i r D r e a m i n g , has b e e n des t royed . It is any w o n d e r , t hen , 
that a lcoho l i sm a n d cul tura l d i sor ien ta t ion have ensued . 

T h e t o t e m , therefore , is t h e m a n . H e s tands by his elected 
ances tor , his D r e a m i n g gu ide . C o n c e p t i o n grants h i m a u n i q u e 
identity, a spirit identi ty w h i c h is n o t on ly of h i m , b u t of t he 
D r e a m i n g . Th is spirit o r Kuruna takes t he fo rm of a l i tde b i rd 
called a Chichurkna w h o s e wh i sd ing is often h e a r d w h e n the re 
has b e e n a d e a t h in c a m p . At o n c e this l i tde b i rd flies away to 
t h e t o t e m site of t h e d e a d m a n w h e r e it j o ins u p with its d o u b l e , 
t he Arumburinga, in o r d e r tha t they m i g h t b o t h p ro tec t t h e 
m a n ' s b o d y f rom attacks by misch ievous spirits. It is at this 
p o i n t tha t we r ecogn ize t h e 'pa i r ing ' o n c e m o r e of t h e dua l 
spirits tha t have b e e n wa tch ing over the m a n in life. T h e 
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Chichurkna of t h e m a n uni tes wi th t he Arumburinga of t h e m a n ' s 
Churinga, t hus giving rise o n c e m o r e to a to t emic wholeness in 
t h e D r e a m i n g . 1 0 

Birth, for Abor ig ines , is a supe rna tu r a l event . Being b o r n 
in to a t o t emic e n v i r o n m e n t releases a m a n f rom t h e chains of 
morta l i ty . T h o u g h his b o d y dies , his spirit always r e m a i n s in its 
to temic env i ronment . His world-view, the Dreaming , magnifies 
its p r e s e n c e in his life by way of t h e to t em. The re fo re h e is ab le 
to m o v e a b o u t the ear th , fearing on ly a d isso lu t ion b r o u g h t o n 
by non-be l ie f o r separa t ion f rom the l and of his t o t em. T h e 
t o t e m is his b o n d with t h e infinite. Abor ig ina l m a n has created 
for h imse l f a s u p r e m e t h e o p h a n y t h r o u g h his d e e p reverence 
for t h e D r e a m i n g . T h e essential c o m m u n i t y be tween visible 
a n d invisible th ings is re-a i f i rmed by way of t he t o t e m a n d its 
Churinga. T h u s ' suns a n d m o o n s can b e seen in a n ear thly state 
a n d in t h e heavens all t he p lan ts , s tones , an imals in a heavenly 
state, living spi r i tua l ly ' . 1 1 It is this s en t imen t tha t m o s t 
exemplif ies t h e effect of a t o t e m o n a m a n ' s spir i tual life. 
T h r o u g h it h e can visualize, in his intellect, t he full t h e o p h a n i c 
glory of t h e D r e a m i n g . 
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9. Oeuvres philosopheiques et mystiques de Sohrawardi. Suhrawardi 

10. A c o m p a r i s o n c o u l d b e m a d e wi th t h e a n c i e n t E g y p t i a n s ' c o n c e p t o f Ba 
a n d Ka. A m a n ' s Ka is i n v a r i a b l y p o r t r a y e d as a t iny b i r d w h i c h d e p a r t s t h e 
b o d y a t d e a t h . I t is sa id t h a t w h e n a m a n is master of his Ka, a n d goes with his Ka, 
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t h e n h e is al ive. S ince d e a t h is t h e s e p a r a t i o n o f t h e s u b d e f r o m t h e c o r p o r e a l , 
t h e Ka m u s t t h e n fly to its Ba in t h e s a m e w a y as t h e Chichurkna m u s t fly to its 
Arumburinga. T h e p a p y r u s tex ts say t h a t t h e Ba must recover its Ka for a n y r e b i r t h 
o r r e s u r r e c t i o n is t o t ake p l a c e . T h i s is in k e e p i n g wi th t h e A b o r i g i n a l 
p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e Spir i t ' s r e t u r n to t h e t h e D r e a m i n g , to b e r e - u n i t e d — a n d 
b y i m p l i c a t i o n — r e b o r n in t h e a n c e s t r a l t o t e m . 

1 1 . Treatise on the Hieratic Art of the Greeks. P roc lu s . 
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CHAPTER 8 
Solitude and Community 

P a u l i n o u s of N o l a , wr i t i ng to his p a g a n f r iend 
A u s o n i u s ear ly in t h e fifth c e n t u r y , s p o k e of t h e sol i tary s ta te in 
a way t h a t h a s c o n d i t i o n e d h o w w e t h i n k of s o l i t u d e a n d t h e 
h e r m i t ever s ince: 

N o t t h a t t h e y b e b e g g a r e d i n m i n d , o r b r u t e s , 
B e c a u s e t h e y h a v e c h o s e n t o l ive i n l o n e l y p l a c e s : 
T h e i r e y e s a r e t u r n e d t o t h e h i g h s t a r s , 
T h e v e r y s t i l lness o f t r u t h . 1 

I t is essent ia l ly a se l f -cent red c o n c e p t of t h e m a n w h o 
w i t h d r a w s f r o m society in o r d e r t o p u r s u e a sp i r i tua l life in t h e 
u n c l u t t e r e d p r e c i n c t of t h e d e s e r t o r t h e forest . By t h e ear ly 
fifth c e n t u r y t h e C h r i s t i a n a n c h o r i t e m o v e m e n t of Egyp t a n d 
Pales t ine h a d b e e n in ex i s t ence for well o v e r o n e h u n d r e d 
yea r s , a n d its social effects h a d j o l t e d b o t h p e a s a n t a n d 
pa t r i c i an al ike t h r o u g h o u t t h e R o m a n w o r l d . Since t h e n 
W e s t e r n m o n a s t i c i s m , at leas t as w e k n o w it i n E u r o p e a n d in 
Russ ia , ha s c a n o n i z e d sol i tary b e h a v i o u r b y way of fasts, 
s i lences a n d r i tua l i zed f o r m s of p e n i t e n c e . It is n o t for n o t h i n g 
t h a t St I saac of Syria e x h o r t e d w a y w a r d m o n k s to c h o o s e 
lone l ines s a n d exi le if t h e y wish to p r o g r e s s in a life of 
v i r t u e . 2 

B u t for t h e A u s t r a l i a n A b o r i g i n e t h e i d e a of q u i t t i n g t h e 
t r iba l c o m m u n i t y in o r d e r to seek o u t so l i t ude is en t i re ly a l ien 
to his t h i n k i n g . It is n o t t h a t h e is u n a w a r e of t h e psycho log ica l 
effects of a l o n e n e s s ; b u t t h a t h e sees his act of so l i t ude in t e r m s 
of its social effect. To u n d e r s t a n d his b e h a v i o u r o n e m u s t first 
u n d e r s t a n d t h e c o m p l e x m e t a p h y s i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p a n 
A b o r i g i n e h a s w i th t h e l a n d s c a p e , a n d h o w his D r e a m i n g 
c o u n t r y c o n d i t i o n s all h is ac t ions . For, in t h e sense t ha t 
P a u l i n o u s of N o l a m e a n t it, o r St J e r o m e w h e n h e w r o t e of St 
A n t h o n y , a n A b o r i g i n e c a n n o t b e a l o n e in a d e s e r t p l ace , 
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e x c e p t w h e n h e leaves his t r iba l c o u n t r y . W h e r e v e r h e m i g h t 
h a p p e n t o b e in t e r m s of t r iba l n o m a d i c p a t t e r n s , h e will 
always find h i m s e l f in c lose p r o x i m i t y to his a n c e s t o r s , to his 
D r e a m i n g cu l t - he roes (Sky H e r o e s ) a n d to his t o t e m i c 
b i r t h p l a c e . A n A b o r i g i n e , e v e n w h e n h e is phys ica l ly a l o n e , 
lives in , a n d is su s t a ined by , a m e t a p h y s i c a l c o m m u n i t y . 

T h e A b o r i g i n e , un l i ke his m o d e r n c o u n t e r p a r t , rel ies o n a 
smal l r a n g e of u tens i l s a n d w e a p o n s to sus ta in himself . Living 
in t h e b u s h , h e has b e e n a b l e to survive a m i n i m a l i s t lifestyle 
for u p w a r d s o f 5 0 , 0 0 0 years . Post Ice-age i n u n d a t i o n m a y h a v e 
pe r iod ica l ly l i m i t e d t h e arr ival of n e w m i g r a n t s t o Aus t r a l i a 
f r o m Asia , a n d the re fo re n e w t echno log i ca l a d v a n c e s f r o m 
w h i c h h e m i g h t d r a w benef i t . Neve r the l e s s , it is d o u b t f u l 
w h e t h e r h e m i g h t h a v e w i s h e d for a n y fu r the r i m p r o v e m e n t s 
t o his lifestyle, g iven t h a t h e h a d w o r k e d o u t a successful modus 
vivendi in k e e p i n g wi th h is e n v i r o n m e n t . H i s so-cal led 
' b a c k w a r d n e s s ' was n o t as a resu l t of a n y in te l lec tual 
incapac i ty as m i g h t h a v e b e e n sugges t ed b y n i n e t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y e thno log i s t s , b u t as a r e su l t of his p r io r i t i e s : h e h a d 
l o n g a g o d e c i d e d t h a t his sp i r i tua l life was m o r e i m p o r t a n t t o 
h i m t h a n his phys ica l life. 

So t h e ascet ic p r i n c i p l e d o e s n o t exist for h i m as a s e p a r a t e 
reali ty. H e d o e s n o t n e e d to w i t h d r a w f r o m t h e t r iba l 
c o m m u n i t y in o r d e r t o w o r k o u t his sa lvat ion. T h i s is t a k e n 
ca re of in t h e c o n t e x t of t r iba l belief, c u s t o m a n d law. H e is 
b e h o l d e n to t h e s e b e f o r e h e is b e h o l d e n to himself . T h e law of 
t h e c o m m u n i t y takes p r e c e d e n c e over , a n d largely s u b s u m e s , 
a n y i n d i v i d u a l vo l i t ion of his o w n . T h e A b o r i g i n e sees h imse l f 
as a m e m b e r of a t r i be first b e f o r e h e sees h imse l f as a n 
i nd iv idua l . T h i s is n o t to say t h a t his social iden t i ty e l imina t e s 
all s ense of i n d i v i d u a l p e r s o n a — far f r o m it. A b o r i g i n e s a r e 
m o s t s ingu la r in t h e i r p r e s e n c e , c o n s c i o u s of t he i r t o t e m i c a n d 
ma t r i l i nea l iden t i ty , w h i c h m a k e s each p e r s o n u n i q u e in 
t e r m s of his o r h e r c o m m u n i t y r e l a t i onsh ip s . 

I n a n ear l ie r c h a p t e r I h a v e wr i t t en at l e n g t h a b o u t t h e 
A b o r i g i n e ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e ea r th . Like all t r ad i t i ona l 
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p e o p l e s , h e is d e e p l y b o n d e d to his t r iba l c o u n t r y b y a set of 
beliefs a n d r i tua ls . T h e s e take t h e f o r m of his t o t e m i c ident i ty , 
t he songs a n d d a n c e s assoc ia ted wi th his t o t e m , t h e eso te r ic 
lo re p e r t a i n i n g to his D r e a m i n g p l a c e (where h e was c o n c e i v e d 
by way of his spi r i t ' s ' en t ry ' i n t o his m o t h e r ' s b o d y , n o t as a 
resul t of a n y phys ica l l ia ison b e t w e e n his pa r en t s ) , a n d t h e Sky 
H e r o activity l i nked to t h e c r e a t i o n of t h e w o r l d at t h e t i m e of 
the D r e a m i n g . For it is t h e t imeless m o m e n t of t h e D r e a m i n g , 
w h e n t h e w o r l d 'was n e w ' , as o n e t r iba l e l de r so e l o q u e n t l y 
d e s c r i b e d it to m e , t ha t p re f igures all ex i s tence . Th i s is n o 
parad is ia l s ta te , n o r is it a p r i m o r d i a l c o n d i t i o n ; b u t a c o n c e p t 
tha t e m b r a c e s c o n t i n u e d ances t ra l ex i s t ence post mortem, as 
well as t h e m o m e n t w h e n t h e w o r l d first b e c a m e mani fes t . 
Various Sky H e r o e s a r e ident i f ied wi th this c r ea t i on p r o c e s s , 
t he m o s t i m p o r t a n t b e i n g t h e R a i n b o w Se rpen t . H i s i con ic 
p r e s e n c e is s e e n o n cave walls t h r o u g h o u t Aus t ra l ia , a n d 
features p r o m i n e n t l y in m y t h , s tory a n d song . M a n y wate r -
ho les , t o o , a r e s ac red to his n a m e . T h e s p r i n g of Mut i td j i lda , 
for i n s t ance , ly ing at t h e foot of U l u r u (Ayers Rock) , is s ac red 
to W a n a m b i , t h e R a i n b o w Se rpen t . 

Since t h e Sky H e r o e s c r ea t ed t h e w o r l d (i.e. t h e hil ls , t h e 
w a t e r c o u r s e s , t h e valleys, i n d i v i d u a l s tones a n d u n u s u a l 
l a n d m a r k s ) , t r iba l t e r r i to ry b e c o m e s a c o m p l e x gr id of m y t h i c 
exp re s s ion . A n A b o r i g i n e c a n n e v e r e s c a p e t h e h i e ro -h i s t o ry 
of his p e o p l e , e x c e p t in a wilful ac t of a m n e s i a . T h e r e f o r e h e is 
cons tan t ly in c o n t a c t w i th a m e t a p h y s i c a l pe r spec t i ve w h i c h 
c o n d i t i o n s his way of t h i n k i n g a n d ac t ing . I n d e e d A b o r i g i n a l 
activity is of ten f r augh t w i th res t r i c t ions in t h e f o r m of t a b o o s , 
as t r iba l law figures l a rge in his s c h e m e of t h ings . I n sp i te of t h e 
s e e m i n g e n d l e s s n e s s of space , a n d t h e i d e a of a n u n - p e o p l e d 
l a n d s c a p e w h i c h t h e ear ly w h i t e set t lers c o n s i d e r e d t h e 
c o n t i n e n t t o r e p r e s e n t , a n A b o r i g i n e is c o n s c i o u s t h a t 
w h e r e v e r h e walks h e con f ron t s t h e r e m n a n t s of m y t h i c d r a m a 
a n d its c o n c o m i t a n t p r o h i b i t i o n s . A m a n d o e s n o t walk free 
in to a d e s e r t l a n d s c a p e as t h e a n c i e n t Chr i s t i an a n c h o r i t e s 
m i g h t h a v e s e e n t h e m s e l v e s d o i n g ; i n s t ead h e is forever l iving 
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w i t h i n m y t h i c t e r r i to ry c r ea t ed b y ances t r a l h e r o e s . 
T h e c o n c e p t of s o l i t u d e as it is c o n v e n t i o n a l l y u n d e r s t o o d 

d o e s n o t exist for t h e A b o r i g i n e . H i s d i a l o g u e is n o t w i th 
h i m s e l f o r wi th h is M a k e r , b u t w i th t h e r e a l m of h ie ra t i c 
activity — a r e a l m g o v e r n e d b y s u p r a - m u n d a n e even t s . T h e r e 
is n o ident i f ica t ion b e t w e e n h imse l f a n d a m o n o t h e i s t i c g o d . 
T h i s is n o t t o say t h a t h e h a s n o c o n c e p t of t h e n u m i n o u s 
p r e s e n c e , o r t h a t t h e h ie ro - f igure is n o t a p a r t of his w o r l d . 
R a t h e r , h e d o e s n o t r e c o g n i z e a p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n 
h i m s e l f a n d t h e o t h e r n e s s of t h e Sky H e r o . T h e Sky H e r o 
s i m p l y exists , o r ex i s ted a t t h e t i m e of t h e D r e a m i n g . T h e 
d iv ine ent i ty lives a n o t h e r life, a s u p e r n a t u r a l life, a life 
g o v e r n e d b y celestial laws n o t p e r t a i n i n g to t h e h u m a n o r d e r . 
T h e A b o r i g i n e a c k n o w l e d g e s two levels of real i ty w h i c h d o n o t 
in te rsec t , e x c e p t d u r i n g r i tua l activity w h e n t h e c h a n n e l s of 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n a r e de l ibe ra t e ly o p e n e d . T h i s m e a n s t h a t 
m a n lives o n e sor t of life, a m o r t a l life, w h i l e t h e Sky H e r o lives 
a n o t h e r so r t of life, a celestial life. 

A s ta te of s o l i t u d e c a n o n l y exist for a n A b o r i g i n e w h e n t h e 
w o r l d of t h e Sky H e r o — t h a t is, t h e w o r l d of t h e D r e a m i n g — 
is d e n i e d h i m . E v e n w h e n a y o u n g w a r r i o r is r e q u i r e d to 
u n d e r g o t r iba l in i t i a t ion a n d q u i t t h e t r i be , s o m e t i m e s for 
m a n y m o n t h s , h is t e m p o r a r y exile d o e s n o t m e a n t ha t h e is 
l iving b e y o n d t h e f ron t i e r of c u l t u r e . For h e carr ies wi th h i m 
k n o w l e d g e , l im i t ed p e r h a p s (since h e has n o t b e e n fully 
in i t ia ted , a n d so ce r t a in eso ter ic i n f o r m a t i o n has b e e n 
w i thhe ld ) , b u t neve r the l e s s c o n t i g u e n t t o t h e c o u n t r y ove r 
w h i c h h e w a n d e r s . H e is n o t set l oose u p o n a n a l ien l a n d s c a p e 
in te l lec tual ly o r sp i r i tua l ly b l i n d f o l d e d . H e ' k n o w s w h e r e h e is 
g o i n g ' s ince h e is fami l ia r wi th t h e m y t h i c s y m b o l s at his 
d i sposa l . T h i s m e a n s t h a t wh i l e h e m i g h t b e a l o n e in t h e 
phys ica l s ense , h e is n o t ac t ing o u t a sol i tary ex i s t ence in t h e 
way a n a n c h o r i t e m i g h t b e a t t e m p t i n g to d o in his cave in t h e 
deser t . T h e a n c h o r i t e de l ibe ra te ly a t t e m p t s to deprive h imse l f 
of t h e s ignif icance of his phys ica l reali ty, w h e r e a s t h e 
A b o r i g i n e sets o u t t o c o n s o r t wi th h is . 
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So l i tude , a t least as w e u n d e r s t a n d it, p r e s u p p o s e s a 
re jec t ion of all t h a t w e m i g h t c o n s i d e r as t h e ' i l lus ion of 
sensibi l i ty ' . T h e a n c h o r i t e o r t h e sol i tary set o u t t o r e m o v e 
t h e m s e l v e s f r o m t h e w e b of o r d i n a r y real i ty in o r d e r t o p u r s u e 
a life of sp i r i tua l gnos i s . I n t h e p roces s t h e y of ten f ind 
t hemse lve s e n g a g i n g in w h a t L o r e n z o Scupol i t e r m e d ' u n s e e n 
war fa re ' w i th d e m o n s a n d nega t ive psych ic p h e n o m e n a . 
T h e s e in t u r n l ead to a fu r the r de s i r e to p rac t i se i nc rea s ing 
aus ter i t ies in t h e h o p e of p u r g i n g t h e sou l of its i m p u r i t i e s . 
T h e phys ica l appe t i t e s a r e finally pacif ied to t h e p o i n t w h e r e 
b o t h m i n d a n d spi r i t a r e a b l e to p a r t a k e of a s ta te of bl iss . It is 
t h e u l t i m a t e objec t ive for all ascet ics , w h e t h e r t hey a r e 
Chr i s t i an , B u d d h i s t , H i n d u o r M o s l e m . T h e sol i tary life is 
in t ima te ly assoc ia ted wi th t h e de s i r e to t r a n s c e n d c o n t i n g e n t 
reali ty in t h e e x p e c t a t i o n of e x p e r i e n c i n g a n o t h e r o r d e r of 
reali ty a l t oge the r . It is t h e bas is of all m o d e r n sp i r i tua l 
prac t ice . 

B u t for t h e A b o r i g i n e t h e i d e a of d e p r i v i n g h i m s e l f of 
aspects of th is life in o r d e r t o e m b r a c e a pa r t i cu l a r sp i r i tua l 
c o n d i t i o n p e r t a i n i n g to a n o t h e r life d o e s n o t f igure largely in 
his s c h e m e of t h i n g s . T h i s is n o t t o say t h a t h e d o e s n o t 
u n d e r s t a n d t h e benef i t s of ascet ic activity: h e d o e s . M o s t 
in i t ia tory r i tua l involves phys ica l d e p r i v a t i o n of s o m e sort . 
B o d y scar i f icat ion, t o o t h - k n o c k i n g , c i r c u m c i s i o n , s u b i n c i s i o n 
(where t h e p e n i s is spl i t i n two) , s u c h prac t ices a r e d e s i g n e d to 
test a p o s t u l a n t so t h a t h e is a b l e to resist p a i n . Physical p a i n is 
r e g a r d e d as a n i m p o r t a n t a d j u n c t to t h e bus ine s s of d e e p e n i n g 
o n e ' s a w a r e n e s s of m a n h o o d . I n d e e d a n A b o r i g i n e of ten 
vo lun ta r i ly sub jec t s h imse l f t o m u t i l a t i o n at different t i m e s of 
his life so as t o p r o v e to himself , a n d to his t r iba l e lde r s , w h a t 
level of in te r io r i ty h e has a t t a i n e d as a m a n of k n o w l e d g e , a 
' m a n of h i g h d e g r e e ' . 3 

F o r m a l i z e d ascet ic p rac t i ces a r e de r ived f r o m c o m m u n i t y 
p e r c e p t i o n s of h o w to a t t a in t o a m o r e l u m i n o u s spir i tual i ty . 
T h e y a r e dev i sed largely b y c e n o b i t i c g r o u p s , w h i c h imp l i e s a 
c o m m u n i t y , o r i n u r b a n e n v i r o n m e n t s . T h a t t hey a r e 
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prac t i s ed in r e m o t e p laces ( the m o n a s t e r y m u s t b e c o n s i d e r e d 
as a symbol ic ' r e m o t e place') mere ly emphas i ses t he i m p o r t a n c e 
of d e p r i v a t i o n a n d p a i n as m e t h o d s b y w h i c h sp i r i tua l ins igh t 
is e v o k e d . T h e s e m e t h o d s a r e c o m m o n to all h u m a n i t y , 
e x c e p t in t h e case of t h e g e n u i n e a the is t o r agnos t i c , a l t h o u g h 
h e , t o o , will p r o b a b l y a c k n o w l e d g e the i r sa lu ta ry effect, e v e n if 
h e d e n i e s t h e i r efficacy. To a ce r t a in e x t e n t t h e i d e a o f ' p a s s i n g 
ove r ' i n t o a n o t h e r c o n d i t i o n d e t e r m i n e s h o w w e feel a b o u t 
n o r m a l real i ty. I n this s ense t h e A b o r i g i n e is acu te ly a w a r e of 
t h e n e e d to pass over , o r m a k e con tac t wi th a s u p e r n a l reali ty. 
I n d e e d th is p e r c e p t i o n c o n d i t i o n s m u c h of his life. Ascet ic 
p rac t i ce t h a t is d e r i v e d f r o m t h e c o n c e p t of so l i t ude , h o w e v e r , 
rel ies n o t u p o n seek ing o u t ' l one ly p l ace s ' ( a l t hough t h e s e 
a b o u n d ) , b u t in o p e n i n g u p t h e c h a n n e l s of c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
b e t w e e n h i m s e l f a n d t h e Sky H e r o e s . 

R i tua l is t h e i n s t r u m e n t b y w h i c h t h e A b o r i g i n e e x p l o r e s 
t h e o t h e r w o r l d , t h e D r e a m i n g . H e is t h e s u p r e m e l i turgist , 
c a p a b l e of dev i s ing c e r e m o n i e s to e m b r a c e all aspec ts of Sky 
H e r o activity, w h e t h e r t h e y b e real o r i m a g i n e d . Ri tua l is t h e 
m a t e r i a l d e l i n e a t i o n of t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l a n d i m a g i n a l 
facul t ies . 4 By e m b o d y i n g t h e i m m a t e r i a l in a n ac t ion (dance) 
o r a m u s i c a l c o n s t r u c t (song) , h e gives phys ica l c r e d e n c e to a 
r a n g e of n u m i n o u s va lues a n d e m o t i o n s .Equal ly , by l ink ing 
r i tua l t o v a r i o u s ascet ic prac t ices ( c i rcumcis ion , b l o o d -
m i n g l i n g as a m e t h o d of signifying d iv ine b r o t h e r h o o d ) o n t h e 
occas ion of m a j o r t r iba l c e r e m o n i e s , s u c h a n e x u s affirms t h e 
invis ib le p r e s e n c e of t h e Sky H e r o e s , a n d so d e n o t e s t h e 
c o n s a n g u i n i t y b e t w e e n m a n a n d spir i t . Ascet ic activity is 
t he r e fo re ra re ly d e t a c h e d f r o m r i tua l i n t h e A b o r i g i n a l 
con tex t . A l t h o u g h t h e i d e a of ^^ - f l age l l a t ion is en t i re ly a l ien 
to h i m , h e d o e s n o t w a n t t o a t ta in to sp i r i tua l k n o w l e d g e 
o u t s i d e t h e t r iba l f o r u m . H e is b r o t h e r t o his k i n d , a n d his 
sp i r i tua l life is i n t i m a t e l y assoc ia ted wi th t h e col lect ive 
sp i r i tua l life of h is c o m m u n i t y . 

T h u s s o l i t u d e takes o n a n ent i re ly different m e a n i n g for t h e 
A b o r i g i n e . H i s l a n d s c a p e is a n e x t e n d e d m y t h . H e d o e s n o t 
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live ' o f f t h e l a n d , b u t ' i n ' a t e r r a n e a n r e l a t i o n s h i p wi th t h e 
o t h e r w o r l d , t h e D r e a m i n g . H i s a s soc ia t ion w i t h b i r d s a n d 
a n i m a l s a lso pa r t akes of conf ra te rn i ty n o t s e p a r a t e n e s s . T h e s e 
a re a p a r t of his t o t e m i c life, w h i c h m e a n s t ha t t h e i r ex i s t ence 
is a n e c h o of his o w n . So t ha t a m a n c a n n e v e r b e a l o n e in a 
l a n d s c a p e w h e n h e k n o w s t h a t h e is n o t on ly l iv ing w i t h i n 
p r o x i m i t y of m y t h ( the Sky H e r o ) , b u t w i t h i n phys ica l 
p r o x i m i t y of his t o t e m . H e is e n c l o s e d w i t h i n a n e n v e l o p e 
m a d e u p of h i e ro -h i s to ry a n d its n a t u r a l c o u n t e r p a r t , t h e 
t o t e m . Physical so l i t ude c a n o n l y b e r ea l i zed w h e n t h e s e 
c o n d i t i o n s a r e a b s e n t . 

If a l a n d s c a p e b e c o m e s ' d e a d ' as a b e a r e r of h i e ro -h i s to ry , 
o r w h e n t h e a n i m a l s h a v e d e p a r t e d (a f o r m of phys ica l 
' d e a d n e s s ' ) b e c a u s e r i tua l life ha s a b a t e d , t h e n a t r iba l 
t e r r i to ry is in d a n g e r of b e c o m i n g a m e t a p h y s i c a l dese r t . A 
m a n wa lk ing o u t o n s u c h a l a n d s c a p e , n o t k n o w i n g o r n o 
l o n g e r a b l e to recal l t h e D r e a m i n g events assoc ia ted wi th it, 
will find h i m s e l f e n t e r i n g a s ta te of exis tent ia l so l i t ude , t h e 
so l i t ude b r o u g h t o n b y m e t a p h y s i c a l angst. O n m y t ravels I 
h a v e of ten m e t A b o r i g i n e s w h o regretful ly r e l a t e to m e h o w 
t h e s tor ies b e l o n g i n g to a p a r t i c u l a r p i ece of c o u n t r y h a v e 
b e e n ' f o rgo t t en ' , o r t h a t its c u s t o d i a n ( 'key-man ' ) ha s d i e d 
w i t h o u t p a s s i n g o n t h e s tor ies r e la ted to its D r e a m i n g 
ex i s tence . O n c e th is has h a p p e n e d , it is un l ike ly t h a t t h e l a n d 
will aga in b e a p a r t of t h e c o m m u n i t y of m e n . Of ten it 
b e c o m e s ' r u b b i s h c o u n t r y ' , a t e r m A b o r i g i n e s u s e to d e n o t e 
c o u n t r y d e v o i d of its h i e ro -h i s to ry . It h a s b e c o m e , l i terally, a 
my th i ca l a n d m e t a p h y s i c a l de se r t . 

As a n e x a m p l e of h o w t h e i n t i m a c y b e t w e e n a n A b o r i g i n e 
a n d his l a n d c a n w o r k , a n d h o w a n act of s o l i t u d e inevi tab ly 
pa r t akes of a n u m i n o u s e x p e r i e n c e , I w o u l d l ike to r e l a t e a 
s tory to ld to o n e o b s e r v e r b y t h e ce l eb ra t ed d a n c e r , L eo t a rd i , 
f r o m M i l i n g i m b i in A r n h e m l a n d , N o r t h e r n Ter r i tory . 
E x p l a i n i n g h o w h e c r ea t ed his songs a n d d a n c e s , L e o t a r d i 
said: 
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' T h e sp i r i t s g ive t h e m t o m e . S o m e t i m e s w h e n I a m o u t h u n t i n g I 
c o m e t o a c e r t a i n p l a c e . S o m e t h i n g i n t h a t p l a c e tel ls m e t o k e e p 
q u i e t . By a n d b y I s e e t h e sp i r i t s c o m e o u t a n d s t a r t s i n g i n g a n d 
d a n c i n g . T h e y a r e p a i n t e d u p , a n d t h e y a r e b e a t i n g t h e s o n g - s t i c k s 
t o g e t h e r . I k e e p q u i e t . I c a t c h t h a t s o n g . I c a t c h t h a t d a n c e . I c a t c h 
t h a t p a i n t i n g . I c o m e b a c k t o t h e c a m p a n d g i v e t h i s s o n g , t h i s 
d a n c e , t h i s p a i n t i n g t o m y p e o p l e . ' 5 

H e r e w e h a v e a typical e x p l a n a t i o n of t h e way a m a n d r a w s 
u p o n his c o u n t r y in o r d e r to c rea te f o r m s of e x p r e s s i o n t h a t 
d e n o t e his r e l a t i o n s h i p wi th t h a t p i ece of c o u n t r y . H i s act of 
s o l i t u d e i m m e d i a t e l y p laces h i m in c o n t a c t wi th m e t a p h y s i c a l 
i n f o r m a t i o n w h i c h in t u r n h e h a n d s o n to his c o m m u n i t y . A t 
n o t i m e d o e s h e see h imse l f pos se s s ing it for h i m s e l f a lone ; t h e 
spir i ts a r e offering h i m m a t e r i a l w h i c h is t h e p r o p e r t y of all 
m e n , n a m e l y his t r iba l b r o t h e r s . W h a t u n d e r l i e s L e o t a r d i ' s 
e n c o u n t e r wi th his c o u n t r y , h o w e v e r , is a r e l a t i o n s h i p wi th 
o t h e r n e s s . I hes i t a te to u s e t h e w o r d 'mys t i ca l ' as its 
c o n n o t a t i o n t o d a y i m p l i e s a fe rvour , a n a b a n d o n , w h i c h 
A b o r i g i n e s d o n o t a c k n o w l e d g e in the i r sp i r i tua l p rac t ice . 

Neve r the l e s s L e o t a r d i d o e s a c k n o w l e d g e see ing t h e spir i ts . 
T h e y revea l t h e m s e l v e s t o h i m . T h e y h a v e a phys ica l , a n 
i m a g i n a l p r e s e n c e . M o r e i m p o r t a n d y , p e r h a p s , h e r e c o g n i z e s 
t h a t something in the land tells him to keep quiet. Clear ly h e h a s 
e n t e r e d i n t o a n u m i n o u s d i a l o g u e wi th t h e spi r i t of t h e l a n d , a 
d i a l o g u e w h i c h w e m i g h t t e r m as t h e bas is for p r aye r . I t h i n k 
this is i m p o r t a n t to u n d e r s t a n d : t ha t t h e A b o r i g i n e , w h e r e a s 
h e m a y n o t h a v e a p e r s o n a l r e l a t i onsh ip wi th dei ty , d o e s h a v e 
a p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p wi th t h e e a r t h as a n u m i n o u s ent i ty . 
Insofa r as t h e e a r t h is c a p a b l e of s i lenc ing h i m , h e sees h imse l f 
as pa r t i c ipa t i ng i n sp i r i tua l f ra terni ty wi th his c o u n t r y . T h e 
c o u n t r y has c o n t r o l ove r h i m . It acts as his sp i r i tua l g u i d e , h is 
c o m f o r t e r . 

T r u e exi le for a n A b o r i g i n e c o u l d on ly involve t h e 
a b a n d o n m e n t of h is b i r t h r i g h t — tha t is, h is D r e a m i n g . N o t 
on ly w o u l d s u c h a n e v e n t involve his sp i r i tua l d e a t h , b u t i n 
m a n y cases his phys ica l d e a t h m i g h t e n s u e a lso . R o b i n s o n 
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re la tes a s tory to ld to h i m b y a N e w S o u t h Wales A b o r i g i n e of a 
m a n w h o so ld a m o u n t a i n to t h e m a y o r of a local t o w n to b e 
u s e d as a q u a r r y . T h e m a y o r offered t h e t r iba l o w n e r a few 
sovere igns a n d a b o t d e of r u m as p a y m e n t . M e a n w h i l e t h e 
first c h a r g e of ge l igni te set u n d e r t h e m o u n t a i n u n l e a s h e d a 
s t r e a m of b l ack w a t e r w h i c h t o o k m a n y weeks to d r y u p . I n t ha t 
t i m e t h e t r iba l o w n e r of t h e m o u n t a i n s fell sick a n d d i e d . H i s 
D r e a m i n g h a d b e e n so d a m a g e d b y t h e e x p l o s i o n t ha t t h e 
m a n h i m s e l f was m o r t a l l y w o u n d e d . As R o b i n s o n ' s i n f o r m a n t 
later r e m a r k e d , t h e m a n h a d sold his b i r thr ight , his D r e a m i n g . 6 

As m e n t i o n e d ear l ier , l a n d s c a p e is i m b u e d wi th djang, a 
n u m i n o u s p o w e r w h i c h d e n o t e s t h e sp i r i tua l vitality of t h e 
ea r th . A b o r i g i n e s accep t t h a t m o s t l a n d s c a p e s ac tual ly live, 
a n d t h e r e f o r e c a n n o t b e classified as w i lde rnes s . U n l i k e t h e 
a n c h o r i t e w h o r e g a r d s his cave as t h e e m b o d i m e n t of a 
m a t e r i a l vacui ty , t h e A b o r i g i n e sees his l a n d s c a p e as a 
sp i r i tua l p a n o r a m a p o p u l a t e d b y spir i ts . H e calls this 
c o n c e n t r a t i o n of te l lur ic e n e r g y djang o r kurunba, d e p e n d i n g 
o n w h i c h t r i b e h e b e l o n g s t o . H e t he r e fo re e m b r a c e s his 
c o u n t r y as his m o t h e r , n o t as i n c h o a t e m a t e r i a l t h e r e to b e 
e x p l o i t e d for m a t e r i a l p u r p o s e s . W h a t h a p p e n e d to t h e o w n e r 
of t h e m o u n t a i n w h e n t h e ge l igni te e x p l o d e d was t h e 
r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t t h e djang of t h e p l a c e h a d b e e n d e s t r o y e d . H e 
h a d a l lowed its sp i r i tua l vitali ty to b e d e c i m a t e d . F r o m t h e n 
o n this c o u n t r y w o u l d h a v e b e e n classified as ' r u b b i s h 
c o u n t r y ' , a n d so c o n d e m n e d to a m o r e o r less vi t ia ted 
ex i s t ence o u t s i d e t h e c o m m u n i t y of m e n . T h e sugges t ion is 
o b v i o u s : t h a t m e n a l o n e d o n o t m a k e u p a c o m m u n i t y ; it 
r e q u i r e s t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n of t h e l a n d to a u g m e n t t h e 
p r inc ip l e s of g o o d c i t i z e n s h i p , w h a t t h e anc ien t s k n e w as 
civitas. 

To talk of t h e de s i r e for s o l i t u d e as a n exis tent ia l c o n d i t i o n 
s imi la r t o t h e i d e a of c o n t e n t m e n t o r we l lbe ing in t e r m s of 
A b o r i g i n a l sp i r i tua l i ty is t o d e n i g r a t e t h e overal l m e t a p h y s i c a l 
e n v i r o n m e n t t h e y i n h a b i t . A b o r i g i n e s d o n o t seek so l i t ude in 
t h e way t h a t o t h e r sp i r i tua l s m i g h t . N o r d o t hey r e g a r d 
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l a n d s c a p e as a p l ace set a p a r t w h e r e o n e c a n isola te onese l f 
f r o m t h e c o m m u n i t y . O f c o u r s e t hey a c k n o w l e d g e t h e real i ty 
of s ac red p laces , m a n y of w h i c h m a y b e f o u n d in r e m o t e 
r e g i o n s . B u t t he i r r e m o t e n e s s is i n c i d e n t a l t o t he i r sp i r i tua l 
s ignif icance as act ive p a r t i c i p a n t s in t h e h ie ra t i c p a g e a n t 
k n o w n as t h e D r e a m i n g . As Bill Ne id j ie , t h e Bunid j i 
t r i b e s m a n , r e m a r k e d : ' E a r t h . . . l ike y o u r fa ther o r b r o t h e r o r 
m o t h e r , b e c a u s e y o u b o r n f r o m e a r t h . You go t to c o m e b a c k 
to e a r t h . W h e n y o u ' r e d e a d . . . you ' l l c o m e b a c k to e a r t h . 
M a y b e lit t le b i t wh i l e y e t . . . t h e n you ' l l c o m e b a c k to e a r t h . 
T h a t ' s y o u r b o n e , y o u r b l o o d . I t ' s in th is e a r t h , s a m e as for 
t r e e . ' 7 

S e n t i m e n t s s u c h as t h e s e p o i g n a n t l y e x p r e s s h o w a n 
Abor ig ine feels a b o u t his e n v i r o n m e n t . It is virtually imposs ib l e 
for h i m to d e n y his r e l a t i o n s h i p wi th ea r th , wi th his D r e a m i n g , 
wi th his t o t e m . T h i s t r i ad c o n d i t i o n s his in te l lec tua l a n d 
e m o t i o n a l o u t l o o k . I t a lso c o n d i t i o n s his a t t i t u d e t o w a r d s his 
c o m m u n i t y . A l t h o u g h h e d o e s r e c o g n i z e t h e n e e d to re t i r e 
f r o m t h e c o m m u n i t y o n c e r e m o n i a l occas ions , t h e sense of 
so l i t ude h e e n g e n d e r s at th is t i m e is carefully o r c h e s t r a t e d b y 
way of m y t h a n d r i tua l . H e t h e r e f o r e is n e v e r ' a l o n e ' as s u c h , 
n e v e r finds h i m s e l f afflicted b y w h a t t h e a n c h o r i t e s k n e w as 
' a c id i e ' , o r p r o f o u n d sp i r i tua l b o r e d o m . 

So c o m p l e t e a n d o v e r r e a c h i n g is t h e D r e a m i n g tha t a n 
A b o r i g i n e w o u l d find it difficult to b r e a k free a n d b e c o m e 
' se l f -consc ious ' in t h e way w e u n d e r s t a n d it, b e c a u s e his self 
c a n n o t b e d e t a c h e d f r o m t h e w e b of r e l a t i onsh ips t ha t h e has 
wi th his m o t h e r , h is fa ther , h is t o t e m i c k i n d r e d a n d t h e l a n d 
w h i c h m a d e h i m . H e is b o t h p r i s o n e r a n d f r e e m a n , at o n c e a 
v ic t im of m e t a p h y s i c a l c e r t i t u d e a n d its e x e m p l a r . H i s 
p e r s o n a l iden t i ty is f a s h i o n e d f r o m abs t rac t m y t h i c m a t e r i a l 
a n d t h e invis ib le w o r k i n g s of t h e e a r t h . T h e r e f o r e h e is a b l e to 
t r a n s c e n d m a n y p e r s o n a l l imi t a t ions (be ing a b a d fa ther , o r a 
p o o r s p e a r - t h r o w e r , for e x a m p l e ) w h e n h e en t e r s i n to t h e 
spir i t of his o t h e r self, h is t o t e m i c ident i ty . It m e a n s t h a t a n 
A b o r i g i n e is c a p a b l e o f m o r e t h a n o n e life, h is phys ica l life. H e 
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is a lso c a p a b l e of a p r o f o u n d l y i m a g i n a l life, a life in l e a g u e 
wi th a s e n s e of o t h e r n e s s . 

T h e A b o r i g i n e is n o t a n a n c i e n t i nd iv idua l , t h e r e m n a n t of 
s o m e p r e - h i s t o r i c r ace as m a n y c o m m e n t a t o r s h a v e a s s u m e d 
in t h e pas t . R a t h e r h e is a m a n of c u l t u r e , s o m e o n e w h o neve r 
strays far f r o m his o r ig ins . I n this s ense h e is s o m e o n e w h o is 
a b l e t o c o n t i n u a l l y re -c rea te his o w n celestial h i s to ry w i t h o u t 
p i n n i n g d o w n its b e g i n n i n g to s o m e a rb i t r a ry p o i n t i n t i m e . 
T h e D r e a m i n g occur red , a n d is still occurr ing. As a metaphysica l 
c o n d i t i o n it t r a n s c e n d s t i m e , cas t ing its g low o n all m e n , in all 
p laces at t h e o n e t i m e , l iving o r d e a d . Its sp i r i tua l d i m e n s i o n is 
so ex tens ive t ha t it is c a p a b l e of d i sp l ac ing t h e m a t e r i a l 
c o n t i n g e n c y of t h e h e r e - a n d - n o w wi th a pervas ive o r d e r . At 
this p o i n t t h e t ru ly m y s t e r i o u s ob jec t of t h e D r e a m i n g lies 
b e y o n d all a p p r e h e n s i o n o r c o m p r e h e n s i o n , n o t on ly b e c a u s e 
k n o w l e d g e h a s ce r ta in i m m o v a b l e l imi ts , b u t b e c a u s e in it o n e 
c o m e s u p o n s o m e t h i n g i n h e r e n d y 'whol ly o t h e r ' be fo re 
w h i c h a n A b o r i g i n e — as w e all d o — recoi ls in w o n d e r . T h u s 
t h e D r e a m i n g e m b o d i e s for t h e A b o r i g i n e all t ha t is 'whol ly 
o t h e r ' , all t h a t i n f o r m s h i m of his s e p a r a t e a n d u n i q u e 
ident i ty . 

U l t ima te ly o n e m u s t c o n s i d e r t h e Aus t r a l i an A b o r i g i n e as 
vis ible p r o o f t h a t t h e h i a t u s b e t w e e n m a n a n d n a t u r e is a 
c o m p a r a t i v e l y r e c e n t p h e n o m e n o n . Chr i s t i ans m a y wish to 
a sc r ibe s u c h a c o n d i t i o n to t h e a d v e n t of t h e Fall; b u t a n 
A b o r i g i n e be l ieves o the rwi se . H e is n o t afflicted wi th a d e e p 
c o n c e r n for t h e i m m o r t a l i t y of his soul , p r o v i d e d of c o u r s e 
t ha t t h e m o r t u a r y c e r e m o n i e s h a v e b e e n p r o p e r l y c o n d u c t e d . 
I n this way his sou l ' s safety is in t h e h a n d s of fellow t r i b e s m e n , 
so h e n e e d n o t fear its d e m i s e . Its d e s t i n a t i o n is t h e h u g e 
rese rvo i r of Sp i r i t 8 t h a t l ies, u n p l u m b e d , i n t h e d e e p e r 
recesses of t h e D r e a m i n g . It is t h e h e r e - a n d - n o w tha t in te res t s 
h i m p r i m a r i l y , a n d h e is a t p a i n s to a d o r e t h e w o r l d of n a t u r e 
as its e x e m p l a r . H e is c o n t e n t t o live in this w o r l d a n d d o e s n o t 
c rave after a n o t h e r . For h i m so l i t ude is a t e m p o r a r y c o n d i t i o n 
w h i c h m a y o r m a y n o t a u g m e n t sp i r i tua l ins ight . M o r e o v e r 
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t h e r i tua ls a r e his t r u e p a s s p o r t t o c h t h o n i c gnos i s , n o t 
p r o l o n g e d i so la t ion in s o m e lone ly l a n d s c a p e . H i s asce t ic i sm 
takes t h e f o r m of a n e x t r e m e gent i l i ty t o w a r d s all t h ings in 
n a t u r e , n o t self-inflicted p e n a n c e . 
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CHAPTER 9 
Towards a New Dreaming 

T h r o u g h o u t this b o o k n o a t t e m p t has b e e n m a d e to 
establ ish Abor ig ina l spirituality as a cohesive theo logy capab le 
of b e i n g b r o k e n d o w n in to a t idy system of belief. Abor ig ina l 
rel igion has b e e n poor ly served by this a p p r o a c h in t h e pas t — 
an a p p r o a c h tha t for t oo l o n g has b e e n t h e m a i n s p r i n g of 
an th ropo log ica l a n d social scientific inqui ry . It is plainly 
ev ident tha t this c o n f i n e m e n t of t h e exp lo ra t ion of Abor ig ina l 
cu l tu re to t h e a c a d e m i c e n v i r o n m e n t has lead to a mal ­
n o u r i s h e d vision of w h a t Abor ig ina l spirituality is all abou t . In 
t h e p rocess g e n u i n e intel lectual in tu i t ion has b e e n rep laced by 
scholast ic t e c h n i q u e s m a s q u e r a d i n g as 'social science ' . 

Th i s is n o t to say tha t t he r e is n o clearly def ined ' c reed ' of 
belief a m o n g Abor ig ines . Far f rom it. T h e essential co re of their 
spirituality is r e m a r k a b l y cons is ten t t h r o u g h o u t t h e count ry , in 
spi te of t h e t r ibal isolat ion tha t has m a d e c o m m u n i c a t i o n so 
difficult in t h e past . I n this respec t o n e is cons t andy s t ruck b y 
t h e similarit ies exist ing in my th i c da t a a n d r i tual pract ice , even 
t h o u g h t h e r e m i g h t b e contras ts in surface n u a n c e . Never the ­
less, these contras ts m a k e it difficult to r e n d e r Abor ig ina l 
spir i tual belief in any o t h e r way t h a n as a vast b o d y of local ized 
my ths , Sky H e r o identi t ies a n d indiv idual to t emic envi ron­
m e n t s . Yet it is this very diversity tha t m a k e s Abor ig ina l belief 
such a mul t i - faceted jewel . 

But, like t h e l and f rom wh ich it has s p r u n g , t h e D r e a m i n g 
as a viable m e t a p h y s i c is u n d e r threat . N o t on ly has t h e pur i ty 
of rel igious prac t ice as obse rved by Abor ig ines in t h e pas t all 
b u t b e e n des t royed , b u t t h e myster ies s u r r o u n d i n g those 
practices have b e e n virtually d r a i n e d of thei r n u m e n . E u r o p e a n 
cul ture , u n d e r t h e b u r d e n of its frenetic des i re to t r ans fo rm the 
coun t ry in to a n e c o n o m i c e n v i r o n m e n t , has caused a great dea l 
of d a m a g e to w h a t was o n c e a sacralized l andscape . S o m e 
Abor ig ines w o u l d say tha t t h e d a m a g e d o n e to the i r coun t ry is 
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i rreversible, tha t the e c o n o m i c a n d agr icul tura l v a n d a l i s m of 
t h e pas t two h u n d r e d years has m a d e it imposs ib l e to r e d e e m 
thei r l a n d f rom its 'fallen' cond i t ion . 

Few observers w o u l d d isagree tha t a great dea l of d a m a g e 
has b e e n d o n e in t h e past . Clearly t h e Abor ig ina l social fabric is 
in tat ters. T h e R a i n b o w Serpen t of t h e n o r t h e r n wate rho les has 
b e e n d r agged f rom its sanctuar ies a n d al lowed to ro t o n t he 
b e a c h - h e a d s of racial p re jud ice . T h e l u m i n o u s express ions o n 
t h e Wand j ina rock pa in t ings of t h e Kimber ley have b e e n 
al lowed to pee l away t h r o u g h indifference. T h e Abor ig ines 
themselves have b e e n a l lowed, even e n c o u r a g e d , to sink in to a 
m o r a s s of self-pity in t he h o p e tha t they m i g h t j u s t ' go away' . In 
c o n s e q u e n c e , t he Abor ig ina l ' p r o b l e m ' , a p r o b l e m of 
con t inua l res is tance by a n i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e to ass imila t ion 
in to t h e ways of t he whi te m a n , has c o n s u m e d c o u n d e s s 
mi l l ions of dol lars a n d caused the g rowth of vast g o v e r n m e n t 
bureaucrac ies t h r o u g h o u t t h e coun t ry , all in t h e h o p e of 
amel io ra t ing a race w h o s imply refuse to b e pacified in t h e way 
tha t o the r s see fit. 

W h a t t h e Abor ig ina l p e o p l e a re crying o u t for a n d n o 
G o v e r n m e n t has h a d the c o u r a g e to g ran t t h e m is full t ide to 
thei r t r ibal l ands . Th is is b e c a u s e e c o n o m i c values in Austra l ia 
today a re a m o r e powerful force t h a n t h e m o r e fragile, 
n u r t u r i n g values of Abor ig ina l sanctity. N o whi te poli t ician, n o 
agriculturalist , n o m i n i n g m a g n a t e in t h e cu r r en t political 
e n v i r o n m e n t has ever h a d t h e c o u r a g e to s tand u p a n d state t he 
subserv ience of e c o n o m i c aspi ra t ions to those of t h e h u m a n 
spirit. In a wor ld of agnost ic ism, t h e idea tha t spir i tual values 
m i g h t correctly h o l d p r e c e d e n c e over t h e d e m a n d s of mater ia l 
wel lbeing is a n u n t h i n k a b l e p ropos i t i on . M o d e r n m a n is hell­
b e n t o n t h e des t ruc t ion of all numinos i t i e s , w h e t h e r they b e 
metaphys ica l , m y t h i c o r to t emic , in o r d e r tha t h e m i g h t pave 
t he way for his o w n mate r i a l apo theos i s . 

Th is has led to a critical s i tuat ion a m o n g surviving 
Abor ig ines . T h e y a re at a loss as to h o w to rega in the i r s tolen 
bi r thr ight , excep t in t e r m s of conf ron ta t ion a n d political 
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activism. In t u r n this has led to a feeling of r e s e n t m e n t a m o n g 
E u r o p e a n Austra l ians w h o see Abor ig ines as o p p o r t u n i s t s 
t ry ing to ga in for themselves m o r e t h a n the i r fair share . 
Abor ig ina l r e s e n t m e n t is quickly d i smissed as t h e w h i n i n g of 
u r b a n activists w h o a re ' m o r e whi te t h a n black ' . Accusat ions of 
funds mis -use , n e p o t i s m , a n d t h e sheer waste of federal grants 
o n u n - e c o n o m i c en terpr i ses fur ther r educes Abor ig ina l 
credibil i ty in t h e eyes of E u r o p e a n s . I n d e e d Abor ig ines a n d 
Abor ig ina l g r o u p s a re r e g a r d e d by m a n y as pe rpe tua l 
m e n d i c a n t s w h o dese rve far less t h a n they ' r e a l ready 
receiving. 

W h a t is t h e answer to this impasse? If Abor ig ina l cu l tu re is 
to survive at all, t h e n it r equ i r e s a far m o r e ser ious e x a m i n a t i o n 
of t he D r e a m i n g as a me taphys ica l reality t h a n t h e r e has b e e n 
so far. T h e D r e a m i n g is at t h e very roo t of t he Abor ig ina l 
her i tage , a n d it is this tha t m u s t b e p rese rved as a living reality 
at all costs. S p e n d i n g m o n e y o n h o u s i n g o r med ica l projects , 
f und ing artistic c o m m u n i t i e s o r e c o n o m i c p r o g r a m m e s are 
ex t remely i m p o r t a n t , of cour se , b u t m u s t r e m a i n as secondary 
to t h e re-aff i rmation of t h e D r e a m i n g . T h e D r e a m i n g is t he 
raison d'etre of Abor ig ina l cu l tu re . Unt i l this is r ecogn ized a n d 
acted u p o n by g o v e r n m e n t a n d bu reauc ra t s alike, Abor ig ines 
will c o n t i n u e to survive in a state of fringe e thn ic i sm, at t he 
m e r c y of t h e m o r e d o m i n a n t E u r o p e a n cul tural values that 
s u r r o u n d t h e m . 

Recogn iz ing t h e D r e a m i n g as a living reality, however , 
d e m a n d s a f u n d a m e n t a l shift in t h e a t t i tudes of everyone 
c o n c e r n e d . It r equ i r e s , firsdy, tha t t he D r e a m i n g is seen for 
wha t it is: a me taphys ica l s t a t emen t a b o u t t h e origins of 
m a n k i n d as a spir i tual be ing . So l ong as t h e D r e a m i n g is 
r ega rded m e r e l y as a n a s s o r t m e n t of m y t h s tha t have l i tde m o r e 
t h a n a qu ixo t i c va lue for t h e rest of Aust ra l ians , t h e n the 
D r e a m i n g will always b e d e m e a n e d as a metaphys ica l event . 
M e n a n d w o m e n of goodwil l , b o t h E u r o p e a n a n d Abor ig ina l , 
m u s t beg in to r ega rd t h e myster ies of t h e D r e a m i n g as b e i n g 
i m p o r t a n t in the i r o w n lives in t h e h e r e - a n d - n o w . T h e y m u s t 
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beg in to see t h e D r e a m i n g as a spir i tual condition, r a t h e r t h a n 
s imply as a w o r d d e n o t i n g t h e c rea t ion- t ime of Abor ig ines . 
I n d e e d t h e idea tha t t he D r e a m i n g is an on -go ing me ta ­
physical , r a t h e r t h a n a n historical event is t he only way tha t this 
c h a n g e can b e b r o u g h t a b o u t . 

In o r d e r for this t r ans fo rma t ion in consc iousness to c o m e 
a b o u t , however , it is i m p o r t a n t tha t Abor ig ines regain 
possess ion of the i r t o t ems . To d o that , they m u s t have access to 
thei r l a n d free f rom in t imida t ion o r in ter ference f rom 
g o v e r n m e n t s , m i n i n g lobb ies a n d graziers . Rega in ing posses­
s ion of the i r l and m e a n s tha t t h e sanctity of sacred places can b e 
res tored a n d t h e D r e a m i n g r e n e w e d at a r i tual level. This re-
sacral izat ion process will inevitably lead to Abor ig ina l m a n 
r enewing o n c e m o r e his o w n c o m m i t m e n t to t h e to temic 
e n v i r o n m e n t of his forebears . For it is only t h r o u g h t h e t o t e m 
tha t a m a n m a k e s contac t wi th his D r e a m i n g , a n d so with t he 
D r e a m i n g of t h e ent i re Abor ig ina l p e o p l e . If this were to 
h a p p e n , t h e n in t he l o n g t e r m t h e D r e a m i n g m i g h t b e c o m e a 
sus ta in ing metaphys ica l p r inc ip le for all Aust ra l ians . 

This is t h e lesson tha t Abor ig ines can teach everyone . For 
too l o n g t h e a s s u m e d primit ivi ty of the Abor ig ina l p e o p l e has 
crea ted a n e n v i r o n m e n t w h e r e b y t h e re la t ionship be tween the 
teacher a n d those w h o were b e i n g t augh t favoured E u r o p e a n s . 
It has b e e n E u r o p e a n s w h o have m a d e j u d g e m e n t s a n d 
fo rmula ted pol icy a b o u t h o w Abor ig ines s h o u l d live a n d think. 
It has b e e n E u r o p e a n s w h o have s tud ied Abor ig ina l society 
u n d e r t h e spell of Darwin ian a n d pos t -Darwin ian evolu t ionary 
theor ies in o r d e r to justify E u r o p e a n e n c r o a c h m e n t o n the i r 
cu l tu re — a n d m o r e part icular ly, Abor ig ina l l and . A n d in m o r e 
recent years, it has b e e n E u r o p e a n s w h o have a r g u e d against t h e 
r e t u r n of this l a n d to its rightful owners , cit ing e c o n o m i c 
d e t r i m e n t as a n inevi table resul t . To s u p p o r t these act ions it has 
b e e n i m p o r t a n t to m a i n t a i n t h e i l lusion tha t Abor ig ines a re a 
' s tone-age ' race w h o a re i l l - equ ipped to h a n d l e the i r o w n lives 
in t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y s p h e r e . T h a t is, in spite of t h e ev idence of 
40,000 years of c o n t i n u o u s o c c u p a t i o n of t h e coun t ry by 
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Abor ig ines before t h e adven t of E u r o p e a n s . 
T h e r e is n o r ea son w h y t h e D r e a m i n g c a n n o t b e r enewed in 

t h e con tex t of c o n t e m p o r a r y Aust ra l ian society, in spi te of t he 
ev idence to t h e contrary . But it d o e s involve a collective 
a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t tha t t h e l a n d has a sacred d i m e n s i o n r a the r 
t h a n a physical o n e only. J u s t so l o n g as we a re in ten t o n 
pacifying the l andscape a n d , in a sense , t a m i n g it so tha t its spirit 
is b r o k e n , t h e n we will des t roy any h o p e of t h e D r e a m i n g as a 
metaphys ica l event ever b e c o m i n g a reality again. 

E n v i r o n m e n t s have the i r o w n indiv idual genesis , wro t e o n e 
F rench wr i te r 1 . This is very t r u e of t he Aust ra l ian con t inen t 
wh ich has always b e e n t h e e p i t o m e of wi ldness . It was this 
wi ldness tha t t h e Abor ig ina l p e o p l e sough t to p rese rve in its 
integrity. T h e y h a d n o des i re to pacify thei r l and b e c a u s e they 
knew tha t in d o i n g so they w o u l d cut off access to its myster ies . 
A l a n d tha t r e m a i n s wild is a l and tha t r e m a i n s mys te r ious . 
Abor ig ines have always b e e n ex t remely aware of t h e p o w e r of 
this mystery , this n u m e n , as a regenerat ive force for g o o d 
a m o n g m e n . T h e y k n o w , o r have k n o w n , tha t o n c e a l and is 
pacified it loses its p o w e r to heal no t only itself, b u t m e n as 
well. A l and yearns for its f r e edom j u s t as m e n d o . T h e 
Abor ig ines teach us tha t by m a k i n g it a slave to o u r will, we 
des t roy its ability to cha l l enge us as a friend a n d col league. 

It is Gregory of Nyssa, o n e of Christ iani ty 's early C h u r c h 
Fathers, w h o bes t reflects t h e Abor ig ina l ' s respect for his l and . 
' W h a t y o u see o n ea r th a n d in t h e heavens , w h a t y o u b e h o l d in 
t h e s u n a n d c o n t e m p l a t e in t h e sea, apply this to yourselves a n d 
y o u r o w n n a t u r e . ' A n d again: 'As you look u p o n t h e universe , 
see it in y o u r o w n n a t u r e . ' 2 G o e t h e also r e m a r k e d , ' M a n knows 
himsel f insofar as h e knows t h e wor ld , b e c o m i n g aware of it 
only in himself, a n d of h imse l f only wi th in i t . ' 3 Clearly t he r e is a 
time-honoured t rad i t ion d e m a n d i n g of m a n k i n d tha t h e 
e q u a t e t h e integri ty of his o w n n a t u r e with tha t of t h e l and h e 
inhabi t s . For it is in m u t u a l recogni t ion , m u t u a l accep tance a n d 
m u t u a l r eve rence tha t t h e duali t ies of exis tence a re e l imina ted , 
j u s t as t h e m a l e a n d female Churinga a re b o u n d together , o r t h e 
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tiny Chichurkna b i rd wings its way to its d o u b l e , t h e Arumburinga, 
at t he t o t e m site at dea th . Spiri tual m a n knows tha t h e c a n n o t 
survive w i thou t d u e regard for wi ldness as a reflection of the 
metaphys ica l e x u b e r a n c e of ear th . 

Abor ig ines w h o ma in t a in a d e e p , reverent ia l contac t with 
t h e D r e a m i n g a re t r ue Doc to r s of t he Spirit. It is they w h o 
u n d e r s t a n d t h e p o w e r of l and as a pr incipia l force a n d teach us 
h o w to respec t it. T h e y are t r ue env i ronmenta l i s t s w h o have 
carr ied o n a t rad i t ion of h u s b a n d r y for c o u n d e s s mi l lennia . For 
t h e m , t r u e imag ina t ion is t he p o w e r to see s u b d e processes of 
n a t u r e a n d thei r angelic p ro to types in t he fo rm of spirits of the 
D r e a m i n g . It is this capacity to r e p r o d u c e in themselves the 
' c o s m o g e n i c un fo ld ing , ' 4 t h e p e r m a n e n t c rea t ion of t h e wor ld 
in t h e sense in wh ich all creat ion, finally, is on ly a Divine 
Imag ina t i on tha t makes Abor ig ines so u n i q u e . I n this sense, 
they have a t ta ined to a state w h e r e summa scientia nihil save ( 'The 
he ight of knowledge is to k n o w no th ing ' ) . 5 

T h e chal lenge n o w is to t ransla te this knowledge in to s o m e 
fo rm of act ion a n d s o m e fo rm of a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t of the 
Abor ig ina l her i tage. Gran t ing L a n d Rights is on ly a n initial 
s tep. It does n o t solve t h e p r o b l e m of a renewal of the 
D r e a m i n g . Th is can on ly c o m e a b o u t in t h e f o r m of a 
c o m m i t m e n t to a n e w level of u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d respec t for 
Abor ig ina l t radi t ions a n d thei r age-old spirituality. For this to 
h a p p e n , m o d e r n m a n m u s t r e - e x a m i n e his o w n a t t i tude 
towards his a b h o r r e n c e of inst inct a n d the p o w e r of t h e n u m e n 
as a physical e x e m p l a r . H e m u s t learn to accept t h e l and o n 
which h e lives as a n ex tens ion to himself, no t as a separa te entity 
that s h o u l d s imply b e ut i l ized for mater ia l gain . H e m u s t go 
b e y o n d w h a t C h r i s t o p h e r Bamford calls ' t he idea of a single, 
u n i q u e act of c rea t ion a n d a s s u m e as well a creative state of 
c o n t i n u o u s a n d r e c u r r e n t c rea t ion , metaphys ica l in n a tu r e , 
ou t s ide space a n d t ime . ' W h e n , a n d if, this h a p p e n s , we will 
t h e n beg in to see a r eb i r th of t h e D r e a m i n g as a n ex tens ion to 
o u r o w n spirituality. 

' W h e n t h e cou r se of n a t u r e goes its p r o p e r way, it is a sign 

134 



Towards a New Dreaming 

tha t t h e g o v e r n m e n t is g o o d . But w h e n t h e r e is s o m e 
d i s t u r b a n c e in n a t u r e t he r e is s o m e e r ro r in g o v e r n m e n t . ' So 
said R a p h a e l Pati in his c o m m e n t a r y o n the C h i n e s e Anna l s of 
Confuc ius , a n d h e was mere ly affirming w h a t a n Abor ig ina l 
i n f o r m a n t r e m a r k e d to t he a u t h o r w h e n exp la in ing why 
Cyc lone Tracy devasta ted t he city of Darwin in t he N o r t h e r n 
Terr i tory s o m e t i m e in t h e early 1970s. Acco rd ing to Big Bill 
Neidj ie , t h e cyclone a p p e a r e d as a resul t of t h e des t ruc t ion of 
t he Kakadu e n v i r o n m e n t by m i n i n g c o m p a n i e s , in par t icular 
t hose m i n i n g u r a n i u m . T h e cyclone reflected a r u p t u r e of 
c h t h o n i c r h y t h m s . As far as h e was c o n c e r n e d , t he ea r th a r o u n d 
Kakadu h a d b e e n ' w o u n d e d ' by this invasion of m o d e r n 
t echno logy b e n t o n a b s c o n d i n g with its booty . T h e r e h a d b e e n 
n o r i tual r eques t s m a d e of t he l and p r io r to c o m m e n c e m e n t of 
m i n i n g , n o l ibat ions p o u r e d o n the ear th , n o c o r r o b o r e e s 
p e r f o r m e d to a p p e a s e t h e spirit of t he ear th . It h a d s imply b e e n 
p l u n d e r e d . I n r e sponse , Cyc lone Tracy d id n o t at tack the 
Kakadu reg ion wh ich was for Abor ig ines a l and still filled wi th 
n u m e n , in spi te of t he p r e s e n c e of m i n i n g c o m p a n i e s . Ins tead , 
t h e cyclone s t ruck the largest p o p u l a t i o n cen t re in t h e N o r t h : 
Darwin . It wreaked havoc at t h e very cen t re of u r b a n i s m w h e r e 
t he spirit of ea r th h a d b e e n e n c h a i n e d for s o m e t ime . If t he 
Terr i tor ians h a d l is tened to t h e Confuc ian in junct ion , ' T h e 
wor ld is a ho ly vessel. Let h i m w h o w o u l d t a m p e r with it, 
beware , ' t h e n Cyc lone Tracy w o u l d never have a p p e a r e d at all 
as far as Big Bill was c o n c e r n e d . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , the re m u s t b e a n effort m a d e by m o d e r n m a n 
to accept n o m a d i s m as a n i m p o r t a n t h u m a n right . It is t i m e to 
s top th ink ing of m a n k i n d as forever t e the red to t h e o n e 
e n v i r o n m e n t , as if ' r oo t s ' we re t he only pre - requis i te for 
exis tence. Abor ig ines have l o n g u n d e r s t o o d the j o y of 
m o v e m e n t a b o u t a l andscape , j u s t as tha t o the r b e n i g h t e d race, 
t he Gypsies. T h e Ogla la S ioux I n d i a n chief, Chief Flying Hawk , 
bes t expressed it w h e n h e said tha t 'If t he great Spirit w a n t e d 
m e n to stay in o n e p lace h e w o u l d m a k e the wor ld s tand still. 
But h e m a d e it always c h a n g e , so b i rds a n d an imals can m o v e 
a n d have g r een grass a n d r i pe ber r ies , sunl ight to w o r k a n d play 
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in, a n d n igh t to s leep. Always chang ing . Every th ing fo r ' good . 
N o t h i n g for no th ing . ' A J u k i Gypsy of t h e L e b a n o n rei terated 
this p o i n t w h e n h e r e m a r k e d 'I say tha t h e s h o u l d n o t b e c o m e 
a b s o r b e d b y a single l a n d . . . I wish h i m a long , l o n g j o u r n e y 
over wild wastes a n d h a r s h l ands , in g r e e n places a n d cool 
preserves , over islands a n d u n h e a r d - o f cities, over t he " l imi t s " of 
this w h o l e a g e . ' 6 Clearly t h e r e is a p r i m o r d i a l t radi t ion of 
n o m a d i s m uncon f ined by t oo s t rong a n associat ion with o n e 
p lace — a t rad i t ion tha t t h e Abor ig ina l p e o p l e have long ago 
m a d e the i r own . 

Pe rhaps R e n e G u e n o n bes t expressed t h e d i l e m m a facing 
the Abor ig ines a n d the revival of t he D r e a m i n g as a 
me taphys ica l p r inc ip le in o u r m o d e r n age w h e n h e wrote : 

'Let t h e r e b e n o mis take a b o u t it: if t h e genera l pub l i c 
accepts t h e p re tex t of "civi l isat ion" in all g o o d faith, t he re 
a re s o m e for w h o m it a m o u n t s to n o m o r e t h a n m e r e 
e c o n o m i c hypocr isy , a c loak for the i r des igns of c o n q u e s t 
a n d e c o n o m i c civilization; b u t w h a t s t range t imes i ndeed , 
w h e n so m a n y m e n allow themse lves to h e p e r s u a d e d tha t 
they a re m a k i n g a p e o p l e h a p p y by r e d u c i n g t h e m to 
subjec t ion , b y r o b b i n g t h e m of w h a t is m o s t p rec ious in 
the i r eyes, n a m e l y the i r o w n civilization, b y compe l l i ng 
t h e m to a d o p t c u s t o m s a n d inst i tut ions which were 
i n t e n d e d for a n o t h e r race , a n d by coerc ing t h e m in to 
a s s u m i n g t h e m o s t distasteful occupa t ions in o r d e r tha t they 
m a y per force c o m e to a c q u i r e th ings for wh ich they have 
n o t t h e slightest use! T h a t howeve r is t he pos i t ion today: t he 
m o d e r n West c a n n o t to lera te the idea tha t m e n s h o u l d 
prefer to w o r k less a n d b e c o n t e n t to live o n li tde; as quan t i ty 
a lone c o u n t s , a n d as every th ing tha t e ludes t h e grasp of t he 
senses is he ld m o r e o v e r to b e non-exis tent , it is taken for 
g ran t ed tha t a n y o n e n o t p r o d u c i n g mater ia l th ings m u s t b e 
a n " i d l e r " . ' 7 

This is precisely t h e c o n d i t i o n u n d e r which Abor ig ines have 
suffered for two h u n d r e d years . T h e y have b e e n subjected to 
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p r o l o n g e d h a r d s h i p a n d h u m a n suffering as a co lon ized 
p e o p l e u n d e r those w h o refused to acknowledge any spir i tual 
k insh ip wi th t h e m . As a resul t they have b e e n d i m i n i s h e d as a 
race n o t on ly in t e r m s of n u m b e r s , b u t in t e r m s of the i r o w n 
self-esteem. A l t h o u g h a t t empt s a re b e i n g m a d e n o w to rectify 
this s i tuat ion, very little a t t e m p t is be ing m a d e to acknowledge 
the D r e a m i n g for w h a t it is. This is b e c a u s e few p e o p l e 
u n d e r s t a n d , o r wish to bel ieve in wha t G i o r d a n o B r u n o calls 
t he 'd iverse spirits a n d p o w e r s ' 8 wi th in na tu r e . As l o n g as t he re 
is n o wish to r ecogn ize t h e divinity in all th ings , t h e n Abor ig ina l 
belief will always b e r e g a r d e d as a suspec t p h i l o s o p h y 
g r o u n d e d in supers t i t ion a n d s t range r i tual pract ices . 

T h e s e t imes a re p reca r ious in t e rms of t h e survival of 
t radi t ional p e o p l e s t h r o u g h o u t t h e wor ld . T h e y are all 
s u c c u m b i n g like w h e a t to t h e b l ight of m o d e r n civilization. It is 
b e h o l d e n o n us all to arres t this ser ious deva lua t ion of 
minor i t i es in t h e interest of social 'un i formi ty ' . N u m b a r k a l a , 
Wandj ina , t h e R a i n b o w Serpent , U n g u d — wha teve r n a m e the 
p re s id ing spirit of t h e D r e a m i n g goes u n d e r — they a re all b u t a 
mani fes ta t ion of m a n ' s n e e d to m a i n t a i n vigilance against the 
th rea t of spir i tual ext inct ion. It is n o t t radi t ional m a n tha t will 
d ie o u t w h e n t h e last Abor ig ine o r Sioux o r Kalahari B u s h m a n 
qui ts this ear th ; it will b e t h e spirit of m a n as na tu r e ' s consor t 
tha t will finally d i sappea r . Th is a lone is w o r t h fighting for, n o t 
t h e e c o n o m i c h e g e m o n i e s o r indust r ia l was te lands tha t n o w 
th rea t en to b l ight this ear th . 

T h e D r e a m i n g still exists. T h e p u r e asceticism of n a t u r e as 
a n a t ta inable c o n d i t i o n wi th in every o n e of us is poss ib le if we 
listen to w h a t t h e A b o r i g i n e is saying to us . Re-es tabl ishing o u r 
links with t o t e m s , m a k i n g o u r o w n D r e a m J o u r n e y s , l is tening 
to t h e voice of o u r o w n D r e a m i n g a n d acknowledg ing o u r 
ances tors as b e i n g p r imord ia l l y present , is t he b e g i n n i n g of t he 
process of renewal . W h e n this is achieved, t h e n the revival of 
t h e D r e a m i n g as a me taphys ica l cond i t ion will b e a reality. 
T h e n we will b e ab le to say, a long with Big Bill Neidj ie , 
' D r e a m i n g p lace . . . y o u can ' t change it, n o m a t t e r w h o y o u 
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are . N o m a t t e r you r ich m a n , n o m a t t e r y o u king. You-can ' t 
c h a n g e it. ' I n d e e d , it is this very unchangeab i l i ty of t h e 
D r e a m i n g tha t m a k e s it so steadfast in t h e lives of all Abor ig ines 
— a n d us if w e wish it to b e so. 

Notes 
1. Nature Word. R.A. Schwal l e r d e L u b i c z , L i n d e s f a r n e Press . 

2 . The Cycle of Desire. C o m m e n t a r y o n Eccles ias tes , h o m i l y 1. St G r e g o r y o f 
Nyssa . 

3 . Botanical Writings. G o e t h e . 

4. See M a u r i c e A n i a n e ' s Material for Thought for a m o r e d e t a i l e d ana lys is o f th is 
r e m a r k a b l e c o n c e p t . 

5. C h r i s t i a n R o s e n K r e u t z . 

6. The World of the Juki. D o u g l a s H a l e b i , S tud ie s in C o m p a r a t i v e Re l ig ion , 
1 9 8 3 . 

7. The Crisis of the Modern World, R e n e G u e n o n , L u z a c . 

8. Cf. ' F o r . . . d i v e r s e l iving t h i n g s r e p r e s e n t spir i ts a n d p o w e r s , w h i c h 
b e y o n d t h e a b s o l u t e b e i n g w h i c h t h e y h a v e , o b t a i n a b e i n g c o m m u n i c a t e d t o 
all t h i n g s a c c o r d i n g t o t h e i r capac i ty a n d m e a s u r e . . . t h u s o n e s h o u l d t h i n k 
of Sol (Sun) as b e i n g in a c r o c u s , a daffodi l , a sunf lower , i n t h e cock , in t h e 
l ion . . . Fo r as t h e d iv in i ty d e s c e n d s t o a ce r t a in m e a s u r e in as s u c h as it 
c o m m u n i c a t e s itself to n a t u r e , so t h e r e is a n a s c e n t m a d e t o t h e d iv in i ty 
t h r o u g h n a t u r e . ' G i o r d a n o B r u n o , Spaccio dellabastia trionforte. D i a l o g u e 3 . 
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