
17.11. Australia: 
the heritage of a settler colony



History of English settlements

• 1616: first European landing (Dutch explorers)
• 1770: James Cook lands in Botany Bay (New South Wales)
• 1788: First Fleet arrives, brings 1.500 settlers, half of them convicts; penal

settlement established at Sydney
• 1803: first settlement in Tasmania (Van Diemen‘s Land)
• 1808: rebellion led by NSW Corps deposes Governor Bligh
• 1829: entire Australian continent declared British
• 1836: South Australia becomes colony of free settlers
• 1840: end of transports of British convicts
• 1851: discovery of gold in Victoria triggers economic development
• 1850-60: population quadrupled through immigration
• 1880: Ned Kelly captured and hanged in Melbourne
• 1894: women‘s suffrage in Australia
• 1901: Australia becomes federation, with British monarch as head of state; 

White Australia policy; 
• 1908: Canberra declared federal capital



Towards Acknowledging Indigenous Cultures

• 1915: Australian and New Zealand soldiers join British forces at 
Gallipoli; losses until today commemorated as Anzac Day (April 25)

• 1947: European immigration programme to strengthen white
population

• 1965-71: support for US forces in Vietnam
• 1967: referendum allows Aboriginals to be recognized as citizens
• 1972: Labour Party wins election; troops are withdrawn from

Vietnam
• 1973: White Australia policy officially abandoned; increased Asian

immigration
• 1975: Racial Discrimination Act
• 1988: Bicentennial Celebrations accompanied by Aboriginal protests
• 1992: High Court of Australia acknowledges Aboriginal land claims
• 1998: Aboriginal pressure groups demand government to apologise
• 2000: Olympic Games held in Sydney



Patrick White (1912-1990)

• Exploring the pitfalls of a 
national Australian identity: 

• The Tree of Man (1955)
• Voss (1957)
• Riders in the Chariot (1961)
• The Season at Sarsaparilla

(1962)
• The Twyborn Affair (1979)
• Flaws in the Glass (1981)
• Memoirs of Many in One

(1986)
• Three Uneasy Pieces (1987)



Myths of the Outback: Ned Kelly



Peter Carey (*1943)

• Bliss (1981)
• Oscar and Lucinda

(1988)
• The Unusual Life of 

Tristan Smith (1994)
• True History of the

Kelly Gang (2000)
• My Life as a Fake

(2003)
• His Illegal Self (2008)



True History of the Kelly Gang

• „What you end up wanting to talk about is Australian history …
You‘ve grown up in that soil – out of the soil that starts with a convict
economy, a concentration camp, genocide and all of that. You‘re the
echo of a defeat culture. All my narratives can only end in failure.“
(Interview 1994)

• „I lost my father at the age of 12 and I know what it is to be raised on 
lies and silences my dear daughter you are presently too young to 
understandt a word I write but this history is for you and will contain
no single lie may I burn in hell if I speak false.“ (p. 8)

• „What is it about we Australians … What is wrong with us? … Might
we not find someone better to admire than a horse-thief and a 
murderer? Must we always make such an embarrasing spectacle
out of ourselves?“ (p. 350)



Les Murray (*1938)
• Reinventing an Australian

epic tradition:

• Poetry Australia (1973-1979)
• The Vernacular Republic

(1982)
• The New Oxford Book of 

Australian Verse (1991)
• The Paperbark Tree: Selected

Prose (1992)
• Subhuman Redneck Poems

(1996)
• Freddy Neptune: A Novel in 

Verse (1999)
• A Working Forest. Essays

(2000)



„Das Weinen hatte noch Geschmack und ließ den Atem stoßweis gehn
Und überschwemmte meinen Blick. Nichts, was ich seit Trabzon
Zum ersten Mal tat, fühlte sich an wie irgendwas. War kein Gefühl,
Kein Eigenes darin. Das von zuvor, das ging nach dem Gedächtnis:
Müdsein macht einen schwer und langsam. Aber Brennen richt nur
Und erschreckt die andern, wenn man zu meinem Stamm gehört, und was
Ihr Liebe nennt, das schmeckt nach Salz und nach getragner Wäsche –
Mit Zärtlichkeit davor und auch danach, wenn‘s wirklich Liebe ist.

Und auch mit Babys, Liebe oder nicht. Wär‘n sie wohl taub wie ich?
War ich der Anfag einer neuen Rasse, von der‘s noch keine Frauen gab?
So wie der erste Mensch, der nur mit Affen schlafen konnte,
Wenn die Religion im Unrecht war. Der muss sich
Komisch vorgekommen sein, ganz warm und dusselig mit seinen Nächsten,
Doch aufrecht im Geheimnis, nicht zufrieden mit Geschnatter, und zu nackt.
Schon war, ich hatte ordentliches Mitleid mit mir selber,
Aber ich war ja auch der einzige, der wusste, dass ich Mitleid brauchte.“
(Freddy Neptune, 1999)



Bruce Chatwin (1940-1989)

• Popularizing Aboriginal
culture for a Western 
audience:

• In Patagonia (1977)
• The Viceroy of Ouidah

(1980)
• The Songlines (1987)
• Utz (1988)
• Photographs and 

Notebooks (1993)
• Anatomy of Restlessness

(1997)



• „In theory, at least, the whole of Australia could be read
as a musical score. There was hardly a rock or creek in 
the country that could not or had not been sung. One 
should perhaps visualise the Songlines as a spaghetti of 
Iliads and Odysseys, writhing this way and that, in which
every ‚episode‘ was readable in terms of geology.“

• „What the whites used to call the ‚Walkabout‘ was, in 
practice, a kind of bush-telegraph-cum-stock-exchange, 
spreading messages between peoples who never saw
each other, who might be unaware of the other‘s
existence.“ (The Songlines, 1987)



Aboriginal Culture













Maori Culture









Sally Morgan (*1951)

• Reinventing Aboriginal
identity:

• My Place (1987)
• Wanamurraganya, the Story of 

Jack McPhee (1990)
• Little Piggies (1991)
• The Flying Emu and other

Australian stories (1992)
• Mother and Daughter: The

story of Daisy and Glady‘s
Corunna (1994)

• Wildlife in Danger (2005)
• Waste Disposal (2005)
• Water for All (2005)



• „…there‘s almost nothing written from a personal point of 
view about Aboriginal people. All our history is about the
white man. No one knows what it was like for us. A lot of 
our history has been lost, people have been too
frightened to say anything. There‘s a lot of our history we
can‘t even get at, Arthur. There are all sorts of files about
Aboriginals that go way back, and the government won‘t
release them… I mean, our own governement had
terrible policies for Aboriginal people. Thousands of 
families in Australia were destroyed by the government
policy of taking children away. None of that happened to 
white people. I know Nan doesn‘t agree with what I‘m
doing. She thinks I‘m trying to make trouble, but I‘m not. I 
just want to try to tell a little bit of the other side of the
story.“ (My Place, pp. 163-64)



Mudrooroo (*1938)

• Deconstructing Aborginial
identity : 

• Wild Cat Falling (1965)
• Doin‘ Wildcat (1988)
• „From the Fringe“ (1990)
• Master of the Ghost Dreaming

(1991)
• Der Auftrag/The Commission

(1991)
• Wild Cat Screaming (1992)
• Aboriginal Mythology (1994)
• Us Mob: History, Culture, Struggle

(1995)
• The Promised Land (2000)



• „From the originally proud aboriginal clan only a 
small community has survived, for the
missionary Fada has brought with his Christian 
faith only misery and ailments onto the island. 
Janagamuttuk, the head of the community, 
reacts by taking his folk on a journey into
another world. Effortlessly they break through
space and time fo find the force with which to 
overcome the alien civilisation and to return to 
their own homeland.“ (From the German 
introduction to Master of Ghost Dreaming, 1991)



• „I was born in Narrogin WA – nece my name. In 1988 I decided that
to have an English name wasn‘t very appropriate. Seeing as I was 
born in a little place outside Narrogin called East Cuballing, which is
only a post office and not much else, and since Narrogin was the
name on my birth certificate I decided I would use ‚Narrogin‘ at least 
as my nom-de-plume. ‚Mudrooroo‘ came about because I was 
talking to Oodgeroo Noonuccal in 1988 and she, in the course of 
discussion, said that we should have a working totem or dreaming. 
Then she said seeing that we are writers why not the paperbark
tree? ‚Oodgeroo‘ means paperbark in the Noonuccal language and 
‚Mudrooroo‘ means paperabrk in the Bibbulmum language which is
my mother‘s people‘s language; and so I changed my name to 
Modrooroo. Now that evolved into ‚Mudrooroo Nyoongah‘ which is
my people‘s name. I then became tired of explaining what
Nyoongah meant. (The term Aboriginal or Aborigine is a white
imposition on the indigenous peoples of Australia; being a 
Nyoongah means something different to being an Aboriginal – we‘re
a mix of races who belong to the south-west of Western Australia.)“



Transition instead of tradition - revision and 
reappropriation as a strategy of both identity politics

and aesthetics:
• In 1996, Mudrooroo‘s origins are revealed to be partly Irish/English, partly

African-American. He still claims to be Aboriginal, arguing that identity is not
a question of genes but of lived history and political belonging. 

• The principle of reinvention characterizes his works as well. In the „Wild 
Cat“ novels he questions earlier versions, story lines, and character
conceptions. In his rewriting of H. Müller‘s Der Auftrag, the dialectic of 
revolution and betrayal is reflected through a multi-dimensional play-within-
the play, reflexively layering 18th century Caribbean slaves, Müller‘s
characters and Aboriginal players. 

• Just like Morgan, Mudrooroo leads us to problematize the notion of ethnic
authenticity: if identity is not given, but chosen, what happens to the notion
of aesthetic as well as political representation? Who entitles whom to speak
for an ethnic community? 

• Why does it, in postcolonial times, seem to be attractive to ‚pass as‘ a 
victim?


