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Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: Hello everybody. Welcome to this first forum at APAM. I am very 
pleased and honoured to have been invited by the organisers to facilitate this particular forum. 
 
As you can imagine, coming from Germany, I’m a complete outsider but I’m full of questions as I’m sure 
you will be as well. 
 
Before we start with the forum, entitled Contemporary Indigenous Performance on the Global Stage, I 
would like to thank Ruby Hunter and Archie Roach for their incredible concert. It was just a Spotlight 
which I normally hate but they immediately took us into this other world. I think it was the best beginning 
for APAM and thanks to Paul Grabowsky and his Arts Orchestra for bringing them together.  
 
I think it’s the best example that communication can work between cultures but I also know we still have 
a very, very long way to go. It’s a difficult and sometimes rough way and Paul is maybe the best non-
Aboriginal to tell the story, how for many years he’s already communicating and trying to understand.  
 
I think it’s a fantastic beginning. Thanks to the organisers. 
 
And thanks very much to the three panellists here, Lou, Trevor and Rhoda, to accept that I‘m sitting 
here with you. Before I ask you to introduce yourself, I briefly want to tell you who I am. 
 
I’m Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann, from Berlin in Germany and I’m for over 20 years now working 
in the contemporary performing arts field, as programmer, as producer and presenter, as researcher 
and I feel myself still as a pupil, as someone who is learning from day to day. 
 
It’s not a secret from my friends that I start to be very critical with the development of the arts market in 
former times, in Europe and especially in Germany. In that field where I worked we never spoke about a 
market. Arts took place on another platform. We had the freedom to develop the arts independent of 
commercial ideas. But these times are over and I know you are much more here in Australia in the 
situation to sell what you are developing. 
 
I hope there will be times that these things are divided from each other and the arts really take place 
there where they have to take place because for me it’s the field where we can discuss without any 
pressure, social and cultural and political issues. 
 



 

 
 

Being very critical on one side I’m still convinced that it makes a lot of sense  to work for the arts, to 
build platforms and we work especially in the performing arts which I’m the closest connected to 
because we have the real time experience. We really meet the people, not just the artists between each 
other, but the audience together in this actual moment. I think there lies a lot of potential. 
 
I worked for 15 years in Berlin. I built up a house together with a colleague of mine which became the 
first international place for the so-called post dramatic theatre and, in the last six years, I run and 
programmed a festival as artistic director in Switzerland, in Zurich, and maybe the critical aspect is 
mainly this festival situation because it’s always an exceptional moment and it’s hard to carry that - what 
you experience during a festival - into daily life. 
 
Nevertheless, festivals are very important because it’s attractive for a broader audience to come and to 
see what artists have to tell us. This as a pre-word and now I want to pass the word to our panellists 
and maybe I start with Lou Bennett, who works as a performer and a composer and a writer with the 
Melbourne Workers’ Theatre. Maybe you can start first. 
 
Lou Bennett: G’day everyone. I’m Lou. I’m a Yorta Yorta Dja Dja Wurrung woman. My totem is the 
freshwater long-necked turtle. I’d like to acknowledge the traditional owners of this land and pay my 
respects to them.  
 
Yes,I am a performer. I have been performing in the arts for 20 years. Most of that time as a musician 
with a band called Tiddas. In 2000, Tiddas disbanded and I picked up another band called Lou Bennett, 
and the Sweet Cheeks, so I still do music. I still compose. But within that year of 2000 I also stepped 
into acting and into the theatre world.  
 
It was quite a smooth transition for me to make as a performer although it was a big challenge to go 
from a musician into an actor, to try and remember script, to try and remember where I had to stand on 
stage, make sure I was standing in the right spot and the light was on me, and all of those new things 
for me as an actor. 
 
My first production was with Melbourne Workers’ Theatre. But I have worked with other companies such 
as Melbourne Theatre Company, Ilbijerri, Kurruru, Vitalstatistix here in Port Adelaide, and in all realms 
as well, as a composer, and as an actor.  
 
At present I’m here to present my own show, my one woman show, called Show Us Your Tiddas! I hope 
to get you there. I hope to see some of your faces there. I’m performing on Monday, Tuesday, 
Wednesday, Thursday. 
 
Our company manager, Jess – could you stand up Jess, please – if you want to find out about the show 
please speak with Jess. 
 
My time as a performer, watching from both as a local performer in my own country town, going to 
Melbourne and then also then travelling the world as an actor and as a performer I’ve seen many 
wonderful.. I’ve come across many wonderful challenges both that have inspired me and that have 
given me strength to continue that journey. 
 
Performing in places overseas like London, New York, Paris, it’s a very different world over there to 
perform as an indigenous artist. When I’m performing here, when I introduce myself, I introduce myself 
as a Yorta Yorta Dja Dja Wurrung woman. If I do that over there they say, ‘What?’ so I say that I am an 
Aboriginal Australian.  



 

 
 

 
That’s pretty much an overview of what I’ve been up to for the last 20 years. 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: Thank you very much Lou. I would maybe go ahead with Rhoda 
who is running three different festivals? No, you are the director of the Dreaming Festival but you are 
involved in two other festivals and, please. 
 
Rhoda Roberts: Jingi Walla everyone. I’m a Bundjalung woman with a Gidabal and Wiyebal bloods on 
my maternal and paternal side. I’m a Bimble Mayngel girl which is Hoop Pine and Goanna so tough skin 
and spikes. 
 
I thought Aunty was fantastic this morning wasn’t she with her welcome to country and I’d also like to 
acknowledge traditional lands.  
 
I was pretty impressed by Barrie Kosky’s talk this morning. I felt inspired once again with some of the 
elements that he discussed. And always good for a good laugh. What a story teller!.  
 
I am the Festival Director of the Dreaming Festival which is a multi-arts, multi-venue festival held on 500 
acres in the bush in Queensland, in South East Queensland. 
 
I work for an organisation called the Queensland Folk Federation and we run a number of events 
throughout the year, one of them being the critically acclaimed, internationally acclaimed, Woodford 
Folk Festival where we run the Festival for over six days, and we look at having an aggregate audience 
of about 140,000 people over that period. 
 
The Dreaming we relocated from Sydney three years ago to the Festival site and so we hold that in 
June each year, and in our third year we reached 25,000 arriving for the Festival.  
 
We also, under the Queensland Folk Federation, have another festival that we operate, very much 
smaller festival, which is our environmental festival. The lands that we have that we own - Queensland 
Folk Federation owns the land - was a former dairy farm and before that it was a banana farm and 
before that it belonged to the Jinbara People. So it’s pretty devastated so over the last 12 years we’ve 
planted 73,000 trees on the site. It’s an absolute oasis in the bushland, all native indigenous plants as 
well. 
 
So it’s a wonderful site and so each May we have our tree planting festival that looks at ways of 
greening the country and we plant trees. People pay $300 to come and spend their weekend planting 
trees in the hot sun, so that’s pretty phenomenal. 
 
But I guess my.. I have worked in the arts for ..Woohoo yeah! I’m a baby boomer so that’ll give you an 
idea.  
 
For me, as an indigenous person, I have a moral obligation I believe to my people. I’m very fortunate to 
have an opportunity to work as a festival director where we get to explore a new artistic language of our 
people in the present day. 
 
Barrie mentioned actually about the voice of artists and they’re constantly – I don’t think he used to the 
word ‘adapting’ - but we often as indigenous people talk about adapting, continuously adapting things 
that are relevant but we’re always looking at the past. And that’s what we do. 
 



 

 
 

And for me I’m very, very passionate about the way 1 we’re represented but I truly believe that the 
works we’re seeing now within our festivals, across venues and hopefully to the global stage are 
collaborative works as well as indigenous works and the voices of our people and it’s just so diverse 
which I’m sure we’ll get into very shortly. 
 
But that’s basically what I do. And there’s a couple of other things that I do: I work on a number of 
events as a consultant and that’s me. 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: Thank you Rhoda. You just mentioned it: it’s very different now 
what you are doing as a festival director, a programmer to the actual artistic work and let’s go to ask 
Trevor.  
 
Trevor is a member of the team of Ngapartji Ngapartji. Most of you are hopefully familiar with the project 
but he will explain more and you are also working with Stalker on Marrugeku. I’ve been in the luxury 
situation to invite you to Switzerland with the last performance of Rachel Swain’s Stalker. Trevor, it’s 
over to you now. 
 
Trevor Jamieson: My name’s Trevor Jamieson. My Anungu Pitjantjatjara name is Ganmadju which 
means ‘swift as a spear’. I am also part Nunga, my mother’s family come from down the South coast. 
 
Ngapartji Ngapartji means ‘I give you something and you give me something’, and it talks about my 
family’s displacement from around the central area near Maralinga. There’s a few communities out there 
called Oak Valley, Tjuntjuntjara and Yalata. And most of my family from my dad’s side were affected: 
being removed we were shifted over towards Western Australia. 
 
And there was a need for my people to actually go back to their country and which later on they were 
given some money to buy an excavator and built a road back out to country and followed along the old 
sacred sites to get back to where we are now. 
 
And that journey had been pushing me along to find out who I was and how it would mean for other 
people in my family, the future generations plus also non indigenous people with the lands out there. 
They gave all those lands to pastoralists back in the time when Robert Menzies was in power and most 
of his members of cabinet were given certain parts, and we wanted to go back and I wanted to go back 
to find out how do we find out about my real culture. 
 
See, with story and through the arts, it’s been such a strong medium for me because, as you would 
know, most indigenous cultures have this ongoing story from their country. If it’s been removed or taken 
away from you there’s some way it bleeds back into your way of life again. 
 
So Ngapartji was talking about also losing a culture but also the language in which we’ve got a team in 
Alice Springs and creative producer, Alex Culley,  she’s just right there put your hands up – we’ve been 
working  on this for.. well we’ve put this show to stage for about three years but I’ve been working 
alongside with Scott Rankin and he’s writer/director for BIG Hart and I think it was important to find ways 
to try and make this story a bit more globalised. 
 
And which we’ve actually have people within the show we talk about our connections with Japan 
because it was from Hiroshima, as most people would recall, the footage that you would see on the TV 
of when they dropped the bomb there. And in my family’s journey to try and explain how it is that we got 
to this place and, wanting to get the land back, they actually made up with these people. 
 



 

 
 

So, we use people like a great performer, she’s Japanese, she’s in the show. We’ve got a person which 
is part-Greek, that’s Lex Marinos who’s a greatly respected actor in Australia, and other people from 
different neighbouring tribes because they are all multilingual and they speak Pitjantjatjara but also 
we’ve put together an ongoing project to put language and their stories up on the website for people to 
not only learn but actually see what else is happening in that social change since the 1950s. 
 
So that’s basically all about Ngapartji I can tell you but it’s one of those shows, alongside with Big hART, 
we want those projects to actually keep on going on a global level. 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: It was in this Ngapartji Ngapartji project I think you work on this 
essential question of communication via language. The training of the language is the first step of 
creating an audience for the project you are developing and you mentioned, when you are abroad from 
Australia, it’s very hard to get connection with an audience. Maybe I would like to start with the first 
question. Who is your main audience? It might be very different for the three of you but maybe you can 
explain it. 
 
Lou Bennett: As far as a performer in the theatre, this particular show, Show Us Your Tiddas!, has 
pulled many different people together, gay and straight, black and white, young and old. So it’s quite a 
diverse range of people. There’s sort of not more than one group represented. There’s quite an array, 
like I said, there’s not more white fellas than black fellas, or vice versa  
 
But they’re people that know my music and there’s also people there that don’t know my music but 
come along and go, ‘Oh I’ve never heard of the Tiddas before. I’ve never heard of this person or these 
three women before, ‘ and so again it’s like a history lesson in a way of a part of history that doesn’t get 
spoken about in the mainstream which I find happens with most indigenous stories, is that our stories 
don’t get that platform in the mainstream. And so therefore we have to try and bridge that gap in a way, 
to get it to those places. 
 
Trevor Jamieson: I think finding audience members is – we’ve been using a style to converse with 
audience members, bringing them into an uncomfortable zone but make them do the same thing that 
we do.  
 
So like, as far as the language course, we have in the show you get to come and sit down and be part 
of learning language and some people feel like they’re put on the spot. Like myself, I’d rather go to see 
a performance and feel comfortable to sit back and observe.  
 
But once you actually strip people’s comfort zone it becomes this dialogue with each other and then, 
later on, once they get to, ‘Okay, that was great. That was fun. Everybody gets to sit down.’ They go on 
a whole journey about something that was quite personal and we come actually quite forward with it in a 
most generous way and we’re stripped of our humility as well. 
 
So it’s important to see how much that has changed also within Australia’s history is to see what it’s 
trying to do now, making that collaboration with non indigenous of Australia as well. So that we try to 
reach a wide scale community. 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: I think that’s a basic misunderstanding towards theatre and 
performing arts. This leaning back and get something to consume was never the main idea of theatre, 
but the learning is more the essential of theatre and I think we are there in the very basic format of what 
theatre should be. 
 



 

 
 

Rhoda Roberts: Audiences for the festival are quite varied and it’s very interesting too the projects we 
bring in. We have everything from traditional healing through to hip hop or ballet or very contemporary 
works.  
 
It’s almost like within our music, theatre, dance, whatever genre you want to choose, and most of them 
by the way are quite holistic and not boxed into those separate genres, but it’s almost like some of us 
are creating work for black communities which is often information, education, looking at empowerment, 
social and political and economic achievements through the theatre, whether it be projects that are 
looking at hepatitis or dialysis, diabetes, health issues through to education and staying at school 
issues. 
 
One of the big challenges we have as indigenous artists working, running venues or working in the 
industry, whether it be music dance or theatre or traditional healing or whatever it is, is that many of our 
own communities have very often not been to a western style theatre. 
 
They’ll go to the sporting field and they’ll actually pay to go and see the state of origin big football 
matches. But we have a big challenge to bring more and more of our own communities into seeing 
theatre or music or so forth. So, it’s a challenge for us to recognise who our market audience is and look 
at the scale of what the costs are, the projects we’re getting in. 
 
On the other hand, there’s this incredible momentum in the country, and I actually think since last week 
and the historical events that have occurred, we’re on a momentum. I really think our time is right. I 
actually think we’re quite blessed at the moment for indigenous arts, either it be in Australia or around 
the world, because the work such as what Lou and Trevor are doing, the collaborative nature of those 
works is the point of difference of Australian new work. 
 
It is what is unique. You cannot see it anywhere else. The voice that you hear in Ngapartji or the songs 
you hear from Lou will never exist anywhere else in the world but Australia, and that is unique product 
that we can take to the world.  
 
Our audiences, we do surveys all the time at the Dreaming because we want to find out what 
indigenous people are wanting, the journey they’re on during that festival. And let me tell you sitting 
around a campfire going and seeing the most amazing piece of theatre and then crying when you see 
Gurrumul sing, or Archie Roach and Ruby tell their story is phenomenal and then you’re sitting around a 
campfire, under a thousand stars having a glass of wine with this mob, is truly an experience. 
 
And when I ask people, what is it that you get? They often say, ‘It is indescribable, it’s mesmerising. I 
cannot fathom the depth of knowledge you are generously passing on to me’.  
 
So for us the audiences are quite broad and we’re starting now on a more strategic level, recognising 
what each of those audiences need. 
 
June the 6th to 9th, 2008. 
 
[laughter] 
 
You’ve gotta come. 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann:  Is there in indigenous language any definition of ‘art’?  
 



 

 
 

Rhoda Roberts: I think every language is very different across the country with the 300 odd nations 
plus the 450 dialects that exist. But I would suggest, see art is us, it is about our place, our land, our 
very being. It’s our spirituality.  
 
It’s hard... I mean this is just me personally talking and a lot of this mob probably disagree with me but 
it’s an embodiment. You can©t separate our life from ceremony, from rituals. Not all of us can sing and 
clearly as you’ve seen, not all of us can dance but we all have something and… 
 
Lou Bennett: It’s a cultural continuity and it’s something that I think the wider community, and I’m 
talking about the non indigenous community, seem to fail to recognise a lot with Aboriginal people is 
that they see the Aboriginal person as this stereotype of someone in the bush, standing on one leg with 
a spear and a lap-lap on, and that our culture is left back at that place, 40,000 years ago. 
 
Cultural continuity for me is about the fact that I get to practice my culture on a daily basis. Yes, I live in 
a house. Yes, I wear clothes. Yes I speak English and I drive a car and the rest of it. But I still go out 
and I still go fishing. I still go back to my land to rejuvenate. I still am learning and retrieving my 
language and teaching my old people, back and forth, we’re teaching each other. 
 
That’s cultural continuity for me and that’s what the arts I think… what you were saying Rhoda, it’s an 
embodiment of us. That’s how we are and when white people start to understand that, that’s what 
culture is, then I think they have a better understanding of Aboriginal people. 
 
Trevor Jamieson: Can I just say it also keeps evolving. We’re very lucky to be in this country that has 
stories from the land that keeps us all in touch with each other.  
 
Let me probably give you something as an idea: if we’re here to try, because you asked, Language, is 
that the new art? Well, if we didn’t have language, because we’re compelled to actually make contact or 
make some sort of connectivity with each other, it would die. It would die. That’s why it’s important to 
have that as an art and that form is what we do.  
 
We have these stories that start from a certain creation which keeps on going until we’re in the next life, 
and there are ways of following those lines but that’s always been us. I think we’re very, very lucky 
within this country of ours to have so much, now, these days, we have now different languages and too 
many stories to tell.  
 
But which of that can we try to make those connections with? To make something of a good story? I 
think it’s quite a unique thing that we have for language. That’s what Ngapartji Ngapartji means. It’s 
making sure that in a mutual way and with a certain respect you going to have to connect with someone 
if you are roaming through the desert back in the old days there are ways to actually communicate, and 
here are certain ways to make that without hurting anyone, and that’s one of the beauty things about 
Aboriginal people, indigenous people here in Australia, that makes that nice generous format. 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: Thank you very much for trying to find a definition for the arts. I 
think this guides me directly into my problems I have nowadays in working in the arts field in the western 
world. We somehow lost the contact to this idea of art being involved in a ceremony or ritual or to define 
it as a cultural continuity.  
 
It’s a very process-based definition you give while our platforms, for example for the performing arts, is 
normally a space you get, you hire, and you have from 8 to 10 to present your performance. And it’s 
completely disconnected to an eventual understanding of a ceremony or a ritual and I wonder how that, 



 

 
 

what you define as art, can work within the frame we built up in the white society, for performing arts, or 
for other forms of art. Is there a possibility to grow it together? 
 
Rhoda Roberts: Well, see I disagree. I truly believe as an artist, whether you’re white, black, green or 
brindle, is that you bring something.  
 
And us being here, how many came to APAM the last time? Hands up? And the time before? Right, it’s 
become a bit of tradition for you hasn’t it? That’s a tradition. We’re continuing, we meet. Everyone who 
comes to Adelaide Festival, it’s a tradition of meeting on a ground that celebrates artistic expression.  
 
I think the very difference between indigenous and non indigenous new works and commissionings and 
creating new voices is one word, and that’s called ‘protocol’. And that is something that as indigenous 
performers - and sorry, I don’t mean to jump in but I’m sure you fellas… 
 
If we want to tell a story I can’t just go and say ‘Right, I’m going to tell this story and I want to have a bit 
of nudity in it, I want to have a bit of swearing in it, I want to do this but I’m going to tell this story.’  
 
If it is a story that relates to my family or my country or someone else’s or whatever it is we, as 
indigenous people, have that moral obligation of respect where we have to go to country, we have to 
seek permission. 
 
So our pre-production process, add another six months, and then add another year because once 
you©ve met with the aunties and uncles and they actually get what you’re trying to do because 
remember, ‘But we do inma.’ ‘Yes, aunty, that’s great but what we need to do now is take that and put it 
here.’ ‘Na, na, but we’ve gotta have that ten minutes of that fella walking across the sand first because 
that’s what we always do.’ ‘No, that’s great but what we wanna do is, you know, that’s not gonna hold 
the audience.’ 
 
So there’s a lot of process that goes on and most indigenous people, in fact I don’t think… I couldn’t 
name one person who doesn’t observe that protocol. It’s a very important thing and it’s just part and 
parcel that makes up us as people but the process is a lot longer but it is something. We don’t have the 
luxury, and I don’t think we’d want to have that luxury of just going and telling a story.  
 
We need to know that ancestral, spiritual and our elders today that are with us, have given us the 
permission to retell the story and I emphasise retell, because the passing down of knowledge still 
continues, it’s just done in different forms and different voices.  
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: Is it needed for the audience to know about this process? What 
do you think? 
 
Lou Bennett: I think it would help them understand the challenges and the process definitely, that it’s 
not just a little contained box, and like Rhoda said, it’s not just a story like, ‘I’m going to tell a story now’. 
That there is so much more to it. All of those things that Rhoda has just spoken about, they’re very 
important, again about cultural continuity, and for non indigenous people to understand that I think then 
they would appreciate those stories more. 
 
Trevor Jamieson: It’s really interesting. I have a lot of my elders from the bush, who are family, that 
keep up with the amount of technology and arts that they see today because that’s one of the main 
things they are worried for, for future generation, keeping those stories continued at the same time. 
 



 

 
 

And it’s really interesting. We’ve come to a way to find out what it is that we need for certain changes 
but also done in the correct manner, to get the same idea out there, to stage. 
 
The young people in the show that we havek, have skills now that weren’t given to them at the start but 
now… There’s one person particularly that can speak really good English and there’s another one that 
knows how to use certain computers and all these things that really help continue on with the type of art, 
and gives them interest in how to keep stories, especially to continue. I think it’s really important that 
once they see the future well, they can always still refer back to the past. 
 
And we’re talking about our elders. There’s are only just a few, a handful of them right now and I guess 
it is important for most of us in this position, like you said you have that moral obligation to make sure 
these things keep on going, make sure these things are spoken about so that people out there that don’t 
know much about the culture, they can ask us about ways and we can just tell you how to do that in the 
correct way. 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann:  Would there be special environments that would suit the 
performances you are working in better than eventually the environments that are built here in the 
cultural centres and in the traditional white man’s theatre? Or is that without any importance? You 
choose for your festival the bush and the nomadic venues. 
 
Rhoda Roberts: No, we have.. okay all our venues are in tents but we dress them really well, but our 
theatre venue… 
 
[laughter] 
 
We dress them up real flash, we do. Gee, they look deadly I tell ya. No. 
 
We’ve got a 750 seater theatre right, and it’s in a tent. We’re in the middle of the bush. Okay it’s a 
proscenium arch because there’s only so much you can do with a hokka, but then you might want to go 
and see our dance shows and they’ll be around a sand ring.  
 
Or you might want to follow this exhibition we’ve got this year that is barks that are on – well, we 
couldn’t afford all the barks because there’s 80 of them – so what we’ve done instead is take imagery of 
those barks: photos, slides and what we’re going to do is hang scrim in amongst the bush so that when 
you walk through that exhibition, yes it’s outdoors, it’s still like you’re walking through any gallery. They’ll 
be lit with those really flash lights, nice, you know. 
 
But it addresses two things: one, you’re seeing a level of art that is sold through Sothebys for thousands 
of dollars but it’s art that is very, very contemporary because hey, guys, we did not paint artwork on 
barks or canvasses to hang up in our dining rooms. So it’s very contemporary work but it is about very 
old stories and it’s done in a very traditional way that has been carried on for thousands of years. 
 
But it’s hanging amongst the trees. So we’re hoping that when you walk through that exhibition you’re 
getting a sense of what that.. That art is about story of country and the rainforest so when you walk 
through there you will get a sense that you are back with that old aunty, walking through the rainforest 
as she tells you the stories of .. well, actually it’s not rainforest, it’s saltwater – but anyway, as you walk 
through.  
 
So there’s that level but I’ve been to galleries at the national art gallery, or wherever it is, with 
indigenous works hanging on canvases but there’s an old man sitting doing  a sand painting in the 



 

 
 

middle of gallery so I think we’re very adaptable people. We adapt to our environs. The story we’re 
telling and the culture, emphasis of it, even if it’s contemporary with nudity or hip hop, it is still a story 
that we’re telling and we’re able to adapt that story. So I think we’re really flexible. 
 
So if you want to book any of the indigenous shows it’s fine, no matter whre you are, whether it’s Asia, 
Adelaide, so adaptable. 
 
[laughter] 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: I ask because in Europe at this moment you can see a movement 
of artists leaving the traditional venues and performing in private houses, inside specific venues, 
everywhere where they have a feeling that particular form of performance would fit.  
 
But it’s clear that the traditional theatre for a lot of these performances doesn’t fit any longer. If I ask 
you, in this moment, would there be an ideal situation for so-called indigenous art, which I still find very 
difficult to speak about, the indigenous and to divide it from other art, would there be an ideal platform? 
 
You say you are adaptable but I think the situation should be open enough that the art you create fits in, 
and not vice versa. 
 
Lou Bennett: I think it just comes back to what Rhoda said about adaptability. I can do my show in a 
big theatre like this or I could go up to the Dreaming Festival and do a show with 750 people in a tent. I 
can take you up to my country, out to Barma, and we could sit around that campfire and I could still do 
my show.  
 
And I think that diversity for us, that’s part of us, that’s part of our culture is to be able to take a story and 
put it on any platform whatsoever. There’s no restriction to our diversity. There’s no restriction to our 
way of telling a story. Doesn’t matter where you put us. You can put us out on the street and we’ll still be 
able to tell you that story and you’ll be able to get that idea. 
 
Rhoda Roberts: But we want the challenge of working in the mainstream as well. For us we want to 
appear. I would love to see Ruby and Archie at the Met in New York or wherever. In Vienna, We want 
that too but I think that we’re just really hungry. We have so many amazing stories. We really have had 
so many pioneers go through this industry we’re right on this momentum now.  
 
We’re hungry for any space so give us a platform and we’re there. I think that’s maybe… 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann:  Very good. This is really now the moment to ask the audience, 
colleagues here to ask, do you have questions, because we don’t want to leave it here, just with the 
panel. 
 
Floor: How do you find being asked to speak about Aboriginal art or Aboriginal theatre, these big 
umbrella terms, as if something’s fallen from the sky and that’s what it is. I find it quite difficult sitting 
here listening to that so I’m wondering what it’s like for you guys to talk about it, because it’s pretty weird 
over this side. 
 
Lou Bennett: Well, it’s a huge responsibility. I think also being black fellas, when you’re born black, 
you’re political. When you’re born black you take on a responsibility of a nation that needs that story to 
be told.  
 



 

 
 

Do you get asked to represent Australia? Yes? and I wonder why. Why is it that we have to be the 
experts of our Aboriginal culture on every single level? And so many people do come to us and say, 
‘Well, what do you think about the Aboriginal problem?’ and it’s like, ‘Well, what do you think about it?’ 
‘Is it really a problem or are you the problem. 
 
And it is. It’s a strange attitude. again it’s about those misconceptions about being a blackfella, to white  
fellas. Again, It’s like we haven’t the ability to adapt and to develop and redevelop and to change and to 
utilise big venues or to write our songs in English.  
 
This is another question that I had from a very prominent man in the media and he basically ran a show 
down that I had just recently done in Sydney at the Sydney Opera House, and he basically said that 
what we had done, as Aboriginal artists, was that we stole every possible style of music. He said, ‘I 
heard blues, I heard folk, I heard rock and roll, I heard reggae, but it wasn’t Aboriginal.’ And this is 
coming from a very prominent man in the media, a white man. He completely missed the whole thing, it 
was ‘Whoosh’ TAA mate. Qantas, straight over the head. 
 
They’re the sorts of things that really frustrate me as an indigenous performer. Yes, I am a performer 
and I do happen to be indigenous and I do have a voice about many other things about myself as well. 
I’m not just an Aboriginal person. I’m gay. I talk a lot about gay issues and health issues. I talk a lot 
about feminism, and I’m a woman, yep. 
 
And then in that respect too, for some reason, people think because I’m a dyke that I’m an expert on 
lesbian issues. Is it because we’re minorities? Is it because, you know, that whole white construct? It’s a 
white construct? Is that what it’s all about? I don’t really know the answer to that but it is frustrating, yes. 
 
Trevor Jamieson: You’ve got a traditional mob out there and the only way to find out is go and live with 
them, go and stay with them, sit down with them, eat the food they eat. It’s as normal as anyone else, 
once you start to understand how, because we’re a bunch of bureaucrats too sometimes I reckon, out in 
the bush, but there is a protocol, there’s a law.  
 
You can©t get your group skin name by someone giving it to you because you did a little course in 
language and they give you an envelope to say, ‘Look, here’s your group skin name’. It’s got to be 
earned, more than that.  
 
So do that. Go out there and sit down with them people and find out for yourself because that way then 
you’ll understand. 
 
Rhoda Roberts: And I clearly understand what you’re saying and sometimes it can be incredibly 
frustrating and I guess that’s why I say, the way I cope with it is I am very lucky to be able to run a 
festival where I can hand pick the artists I have in that festival. I can show the absolute quality and 
excellence of Australian and international works that just happen to have some blackfellas in it from 
around the world. 
 
That is very exciting, but some of the other things we’re doing is really incredibly exciting, looking at 
commissionings, new ways of telling stories and so forth is incredibly exciting, but it is something that 
comes with the territory. 
 
I think it will change as more and more people are in the industry but we have a moral obligation. We 
have to make sure that they don’t have our people misrepresented. We can only speak for ourselves. 
We can©t even speak for our own nations and that’s the problem.  



 

 
 

 
I got recently appointed to a very ‘Shhhh, can’t tell you’.. but this fantastic job that you’ll hear about in 
about another couple of weeks, and I’m so over the top. It’s fucking brilliant because I have a job where 
I’ve been employed as a creative director: Rhoda Roberts, the creative director. Oh, because she’s 
worked on international events, oh, because she’s done this, oh because she acts as well – very badly 
– and I got it because of the work I have done. I didn’t get this job because oh, she’s a fair skinned black 
fella with a big mouth. I got it because I’ve got some great ideas.  
 
So for me, the challenge is I have to prove now to people in that position that I can do this event like 
anyone else in Australia, oh and I just happen to be Aboriginal. And my thing to them is well, that’s the 
point of difference and that’s exciting. If I was gay and I came to do that creative director’s job the point 
of difference would be, well, you know, I might bring in some flamboyant number, whatever.  
 
[laughter] 
 
But it’s because of your skills and your craft and that is a challenge for us but it’s going to change, I 
know it’s going to change because you’re going to all meet us and get to know us and go, they’re just 
like us - with a bit of baggage. 
 
Floor: Just touching on your question Maria, and just basically tying in with the generalisations that we 
make about indigenous art and how it kind of ties in with your question over there too, when we talk 
about contemporary indigenous performance, that of course that is incredibly broad and covers every 
conceivable form and it ties in with this cultural continuity.  
 
So I suppose, bringing it back to the title of today’s talk, on the global stage, I suppose I’m very aware 
that we, as indigenous artists, are constantly somehow having to justify or explain what our 
indigenousness is and somehow therefore justify the art.  
 
In this kind of way blurry territory in our own country but even more so on the international stage, what is 
it to be an indigenous Australian and I was only in the foyer talking earlier with a guy who said, ‘I’m 
looking for something that indigenous, small, can operate in a shopping mall, not too much English - 
 
Lou Bennett: Did you plug my show mate? Did you plug my show? 
 
Floor: No English because it was a non-English speaking country. So anyway I found myself, ‘So, what 
do you want? Skirts, feathers…’ Sorry if you’re in here. I’m not mentioning any names. 
 
And then having, about six months back, having gone, representing the black armband went to 
WOMEX, which is the world music market in a similar vein as to what we’re all here for today but world 
music equivalent, and there was very much this question that kept coming up as I showed the DVD, 
‘Oh, it’s contemporary.’  
 
And we’ve got a lot of that in that same article you referred to Lou, that guy who kind of couldn’t get his 
head around what is contemporary indigenous? What is that for us as artists? 
 
So we are all here today as artists, those of us who are here bringing our work. How do we represent 
ourselves on the international stage, which has an even smaller concept of what it is to be an 
indigenous Australian. 
 



 

 
 

So, I suppose, how do we, in this day and age still stand our ground in this concept of what it is to be an 
indigenous Australian artist is incredibly broad and we are contemporary. Our culture is timeless. It goes 
back to way back when, to the beginning of time to today and we are incredibly diverse. 
 
So anyway, could you talk on that? 
 
Rhoda Roberts: You know what I reckon? Hey, listen, I want to ask you Rachel, did they want to book 
Yothu Yindi? Well, hello. We didn’t have electric guitars and keyboards. It’s still a contemporary band.  
 
Lou Bennett: Why do you think that they would maybe prefer to book Yothu Yindi instead of say 
Tiddas, two light skinned girls and a white girl on stage instead of a lot of Aboriginal men in their 
traditional dress, still using contemporary music?  
 
I think it is that visual. I think it is what they’re looking for is they’re saying, ‘Oh, you don’t look 
Aboriginal.’ That’s the first difference I think again is when you don’t look Aboriginal, or you don’t meet 
their understanding of what Aboriginal is or indigenous is, then it’s diluted for them, it’s weakened, it’s 
not real. It’s like an urban black fella to a traditional or country black fella.  
 
I mean just look at the difference here in the three or us. They seem to misunderstand the idea that we 
have 300, 500 different countries here. You know, they don’t call an Italian a Greek man, or they 
wouldn’t call a French man a Spanish man, so why do they call a Bundjalung woman and a Yorta Yorta 
woman the same. We’re very different, from different countries.  
 
So, I think there’s a lot of that misconception, right through our society, not just in the arts and I think 
that we’re actually as artists, taking that question by the horns and exploring that and saying well, yes, a 
lot of Aboriginal people have mixed race and mixed blood. We choose to identify as Aboriginal people 
and that is our right. We shouldn’t have that right taken away from us as we wouldn’t take that right 
away from any other person. Australians get to call themselves Australians. Aboriginal people should 
get to call themselves Aboriginal. Yes, so I think that visual thing is a very important point.  
 
When I travelled to London, one of my first shows that I did with Tiddas was an amazing show and there 
was a lot of us there. There was Tiddas, there was Kev Carmody, there was the Mills Sisters, there was 
the Mornington Island Dancers.  
 
Now the four of us, very different groups and very different countries, cultural backgrounds. We get on 
the bus. There’s about 20 of us on this little bus and this little English fella comes to pick us up and we 
get to the security gate at the Southbank. And the first thing he says is, and sorry – to just let  you know, 
the concert we were putting on was called Corroboree – and we get to the security gate and the young 
fella winds the window down and he says, Oh, Look, we’re here for the Corra Boree.’ And there was a 
mob of black fellas who just thought this was great. He doesn’t even know how to pronounce the word 
‘Corroboree’. So, his nickname was Corra Boree, for the rest of the trip. 
 
But that kind of understanding – I went into the toilet and this American woman came up and said, ‘So 
have they given the abori-gines their land back yet?’ and it frightened the hell out of me. I was like, ‘Oh 
my God! Abori- gines?’  
 
Language, misconception, not understanding what.. taking the negative things that you©ve seen in the 
media about indigenous people here in this country. It also happens over there. Like Trevor said, you 
have to go and sit down with different groups, with different Aboriginal people and talk and eat with them 
and ask them, ask them about their lives and how they connect with each other. 



 

 
 

 
Until white Australia get to that point of doing that I think it’s a lot of work on our backs. You’ve got to 
help us out by doing that. 
 
[inaudible from the floor] 
 
Lou Bennett: Taking a production overseas? You’re starting again, again on the back foot, or two steps 
backwards. And again, this same thing happened at this particular festival, we had the Mill Sisters. I 
don’t know if you know the Mills Sisters, the Mills Sisters from Thursday Island, three elderly aunties 
that sing beautiful island music and contemporary stuff as well. Then there’s the Tiddas, much lighter, 
very different looking  and then the Mornington Island Dancers would come on. 
 
Now, for Tiddas, we felt very disheartened because we got called ‘not the real Aboriginals’. The other 
Aboriginal, the ones with the fuzzy hair and the black skin, they’re the real Aboriginals, and ones that 
wore those big top hats with the feather things coming out, they’re the real Aboriginals. You’re not real. 
You speak English. You dress like us. You’re fair skinned. You’re not actually a real Aboriginal. And this 
was the prejudice that we came up against travelling over there, and this was only in ’93.  
 
So again, it’s a huge weight on our shoulders to constantly have to justify again and again and again. 
And like I said, until white Australia can come to the party with us and sit out bush, or sit in a coffee 
shop with us, listen and get to know us as people before they see that colour of the skin then I think 
we’ll start to move as a stronger nation, specially here. 
 
Trevor Jamieson: That would be a very powerful question for overseas people as well and I 
understand maybe that’s where probably they’re at too. They might be segregated as well I’m not sure. 
But it does certainly feel like it when you go overseas and you’ve got different.. might be you©ve got your 
French or you’ve got your Belgian or you got your Germans. How are you supposed to make those 
connectivities to bring out good collaboration and performance. 
 
And I’m sure you know, that you guys, well I consider you fellas to be indigenous to your country. There 
must be some ways of making that change so maybe that’ll be a very big question for a lot of the people 
that are here today that are from overseas to see how, now that we’re trying to do that within our 
country, they can go back with something. 
 
Rhoda Roberts: And I think it does come down to there’s often no reference point so it’s all about 
experience. I think once overseas producers or directors actually see some of the more contemporary 
product and they see it in the context that it’s meant to be seen, whether it is in a sand circle or on a 
stage, they go, ‘Right! Get it. That is a fantastic piece of art. I want it.’  
 
But just to do a bit of history, often there is this labelling of.. Aboriginal people don’t think in colour, we’re 
colour blind. Clearly, we welcomed that bloody white fella into the harbour, we are completely colour 
blind. But the reality is often today people go, ‘Oh yes, you know, you’re all mixed and that Northern 
Territory mob..’ 
 
Well, in the Arnhem Land they have been mixing since the 16th century with the Macassans. One 
hundred and fifty years ago there was mixing on the east coast. So, if you want to really get into who’s 
been mixed more, it’s just we mixed with the white fellas and they mixed with other people that were 
dark. But we just don’t think like that, in colour, at all. 
 



 

 
 

Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: I think we have to finish because it’s a quarter to four. I just got 
the sign. One more question. 
 
Floor: I’ll make it very quick. It’s directed at Rhoda. What the Pitjantjatjara mob might call inma we’d be 
inclined to call cross-forum hybrid genre breaking experimental contemporary work because there is a 
much more ready form of combining work in black fella country. And if we are to get inma global, I’m 
interested in what you might suggest as your best model for getting creative producing out into mob, 
because that’s a big step. That’s a big hindrance at the moment and producing in Pitjantjatjara mob is a 
much more contemporary idea. It’s about coming out of the land, coming out of family, coming out of 
society and it’s grounded in that. 
 
For us we tend to think of it as a virtuosic commodity that can be sold to markets. So that’s a big jump to 
make and I’m interested in what the Australia Council or whoever should be funding to train and mentor 
indigenous creative producers. What’s your preferred model? 
 
Rhoda Roberts: Well, actually we are very fortunate because the Australia Council has indeed funded 
the Dreaming Festival with a strategy called Showcasing the Best International and if I could introduce 
Angelina Hurley – stand up sis, go on, don’t be shy. 
 
Angelina has come on board and we are specifically looking at, that is one of the biggest issues we face 
with the companies that come to The Dreaming is often it’s extraordinary work but they’re either from 
remote communities or urban communities or rural communities where it’s a whole new process. They 
don’t have a DVD. They don’t have their bio in a nice little kit, and so we are looking at hopefully 
showcasing and getting people export ready for the international market. 
 
But one of the things that we’re very clear about is there have been a number of groups that have 
toured internationally. So if you’re from an international festival and you’re looking for product to come 
from Australia we can guarantee that there are people..  
 
You know, it’s a standard, before anything else. Ngapartji does well and it will travel the world because 
there is a standard of excellence and that is the key. Like anything else you want good product in your 
program, festival venues, whatever it is and that’s what it comes down to, the bottom line is the quality 
but we hopefully are mentoring and training more and more indigenous peoples to have control of their 
product. 
 
Maria Magdalena Schwaegermann: I think this is a very good last word at the end. We have to finish 
but just three things I remember Lou said, ‘Please sit together with our people and listen to them’, and 
Trevor said, ‘Help us to find partners who are willing and able to cooperate with us, and you said, ‘We 
want to be on the global stage.’ 
 
And with this I want to finish, thank you very much. 
 
[Applause] 
 


