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Abstract 

This thesis is the study of the meanings attributed to the term museum, 
specifically by the Indigenous inhabitants of the Tiwi Islands (Melville and 
Bathurst Island) situated in the Northern Territory of Australia. This involved 
both examining the existing museum initiatives on the Islands, and those of the 
past and future. It also investigated how the Tiwi people related to, perceived and 
understood the term museum as a general concept or phenomenon. 

The aim of this research was to gain insight into the meaning of the term museum 
and its relevance to a particular Indigenous community. This involved 
documenting the history and present functions of the existing museums on the 
Islands and that of the past museum initiatives. Through an ethnographic 
research approach, involving an extended period of fieldwork, the way in which 
Tiwi people relate to their museums was documented. Through interviews and 
discussions with a diverse group of the population the meanings attached to these 
places and contrastingly the meaning attributed to the term museum also became 
known. 

In order to position this research within an academic context it was viewed as 
important to analyse the meanings that have been associated with the term 
museum throughout history. This involved a detailed review of the western 
museum phenomenon as well as reviewing literature concerned with their 
possible existence in traditional Indigenous cultural structures. The situation of 
Indigenous museum constructs in the Australian context was also analysed and 
the similarities and differences between these explored. It was found through the 
extensive literature review that there was a lack of research regarding the 
meanings Indigenous people associate with the term museum and a continuing 
confusion within all fields of the purpose, function, and meaning of a museum in 
differing contexts. 

This research concludes that the term museum is an unclear term both within 
academic literature as well as within the social and cultural environment of the 
Indigenous inhabitants of the Tiwi Islands. It was found that the term museum 
was intimately connected to Tiwi understandings of culture: the term museum 
was only discussed as a peripheral concept in discussions revolving around the 
strength, weakness, change, preservation and maintenance of cultural 
phenomenon. The physical form of a museum and associated issues of display 
were rarely discussed by the Tiwi community. The research found that the term 
museum for Tiwi people meant and was related to more than just the history and 
function of the existing museum initiatives on the Islands. The term museum was 
associated with ideas about the preservation and maintenance of culture, however 
people seemed unclear about how a museum would actually function. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This project is concerned with the development, meaning, and function of museums in an 

Indigenous Australian community. I have chosen to use the Tiwi Islands of the Northern 

Territory as my case study area because the Tiwi community has an unusually high 

number of museum initiatives for an Australian Indigenous community. There are two 

established museums, one museum project that could not sustain its objectives, and two 

museum initiatives that have been under a prolonged period of discussion and planning. 

This research is concerned with the history of these initiatives as well as how the 

established museums function within their particular historical, social, and cultural 

environment. 

The research examines how members of the Tiwi community interact with and perceive 

their museums. It also examines how this specific Indigenous population relates to and 

understand the notion of museum in general. The purpose of this research is to explore 

the meanings that have been attached to the term "museum" and the particular 

characteristics Indigenous people of the Tiwi Islands have attributed to this construct. 

The Museum Paradigm 

Defining the term "museum" is problematic and this is emphasised by the fact that the 

International Community of Museums (ICOM) changed or expanded their definition six 

times during the period 1946 to 2001. They presumably will continue to modify this 
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definition as debates about museums continue. In recent discussions held at an 

International Symposium called the 'Rebirth of the Museum?' (Symposium 2004), the 

complexity of the notion museum was discussed at length and many interesting opinions 

unfolded. These ranged from arguments that the term museum is entwined within 

copious amounts of colonial, imperial, and modernist baggage and that in contemporary 

times its practical nature as an academic term is minimal, to ideas about the term 

museum having functionality in discussions relating to things cultural. 

My own approach to understanding the nature of the museum has been to assemble a 

historical and contemporary narrative of museum constructs from its arguable beginnings 

in the Western world, to their possible existence in traditional Indigenous cultures, and 

from their growing visibility in post-colonial Indigenous cultures. In order to attempt to 

understand what meanings are attached to the term museum, it is important to look at 

what museums have been and what they may be today in different situations, locations 

and environments. 

The literature concerning museum constructs is derived from a diverse sphere of 

knowledge. The field of Museum Studies has obviously contributed a great deal, yet 

perspectives from the fields of Anthropology, Business, Heritage, History, Indigenous 

Studies, Sociology, and Tourism among others have also been incorporated. Therefore 

this research is not limited to the parameters of any one particular sphere of thought but 

is rather cross-disciplinary in its approach. It is not the concept of museum adhered to 

within the specialist field of museum professionals (this notion is also often internally 

debated) being explored here but the notion of museum and its constructions within the 

context of particular historical, social, and cultural environments. 



3 

In my review of literature on museums I found that it is predominantly concerned with 

museums in Western contexts. Many, if not most authors believe that the museum is a 

uniquely Western phenomenon (see Cannon-Brookes 1984: Impey and Macgregor 1985: 

Mulvaney 1985: Clifford 1988: Gluzinski 1988: Vergo 1989: Ames 1992: Pearce 1992). 

Kreps (2003) highlights, that the Western origins of the museum are generally taken for 

granted, and that the large and growing body of literature concerned with museums is 

consequently almost exclusively devoted to this phenomenon. Gluzinski (1988) argues 

that museum practice is embedded within European culture and is therefore based on a 

system of values appropriate to that culture. Museums and their associated practices, 

Gluzinski (1988) suggests, are not universal or necessary and if transferred into the 

domain of another culture, remain alien and artificial in their activities and void of the 

unique values of that culture. 

Yet a small number of authors are beginning to investigate whether the museum 

construct is really as foreign to non-Western cultures as is suggested. Mead (1983), 

Simpson (1996) and Kreps (2003) have begun to separate conceptions of museums from 

the large body of Western focused museology. They are attempting to liberate the 

museum construct from the confines of Western culture. They have endeavoured to 

create a cross-cultural definition of museum, which is not ensnared in the Western 

historical narrative. Indigenous examples from New Zealand, the Pacific Islands, and 

Australia are used to support their claim that a museum construct could have existed in 

pre-colonial Indigenous societies and is therefore not necessarily alien in meaning, 

purpose, or function. 
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The literature also provides discussion about what constitutes, makes and distinguishes 

an Indigenous museum construct in post-colonial times from that of the Western museum 

paradigm (see Edwards and Stewart 1980: Calonne and Ghafouri 1988: Marepo and 

Swadling 1991; Clifford 1991: Bolton 1996: Hise 1996: Clark 1997: and Saunders 1997). 

Watson (1997) argues that in recent years, many Indigenous peoples have formed their 

own museums, which are both similar to and different from Western museum constructs. 

In contrast to Gluzinski's (1988) argument about the inappropriateness of museums 

outside a particular cultural environment, Kreps (2003) suggests that Indigenous people 

are fusing elements of local traditional forms with the Western idea of the museum. She 

argues that these museum constructs are not void of the particular Indigenous cultural 

values in question but in fact serve contemporary community needs and purposes. 

Clifford (1991) argues that such places have different agendas to that of the conventional 

Western museum models and to some degree are in opposition to these constructs. 

The main authors who discuss the phenomenon of Indigenous museum constructs in the 

post-colonial Australian context are: Dobb (1996), Simpson (1996), Zeppel (1998), Kelly 

(1999), and Dovey (2000). There are also many case studies and internet sites which 

highlight characteristics of Indigenous museum constructs in Australia. Indigenous 

museums in this context are referred to in a number of ways including keeping places 

(see West 1981; Bowdler 1992; Dobb 1996; Griffiths 1996; Simpson 1996: Coote 1998), 

cultural centres (see Hemming 1992; Zeppel 1998; Thower 2003) or simply Aboriginal 

community museums (see West 1981; Dobb 1996). This range of terms has the potential 

to cause confusion as it is unclear whether they are the same thing or whether they differ 

from one another. 
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Zeppel (1998) argues that research into Indigenous museums in Australia has been solely 

concerned with large-scale attractions situated in tourist centres and that there has been 

no research on such places in more isolated or rural areas. Yet Indigenous museums are a 

growing phenomenon (Watson 1997), and it is important to come to grips with their 

nature in order to understand their meaning, significance, and purpose within the broader 

discussions on museums and within both the local and larger community. Whether 

museums are places that house collections, possible sites of virtual storage. places of 

displaying objects or ideas, expressions of power, instruments of control, or freedom. 

places of entertainment or education, and whether they are relevant only to Western 

culture, is discussed in this thesis in relation to the unique situation of the Tiwi Islands. 

The community museums on the Tiwi islands are a valid research focus, for most 

museology research focuses on the Western museum construct. or if focused towards 

Australian Indigenous museums, only on large-scale attractions. Therefore it is 

important, if museum studies are to continue to be increasingly relevant, to also 

document non-Western museum constructs in remote areas of Australia. The research 

will also be of particular benefit to the Tiwi community, for it provides documentation of 

the development process, history and concerns associated with Tiwi museums. It 

provides a source of information for possible future cultural resource development on the 

islands. In undertaking this research at this particular point in time, the body of 

knowledge with respect to Indigenous people and their relationships with museums in 

general will be expanded. It will be possible to document the process of the development 

of new Indigenous museums and highlight the issues faced as they happen. In addition 

the analysis of past and existing museums, and an explanation of the role and 

expectations associated with them, allow issues to be identified and illuminated that may 



be of relevance to other Indigenous communities. This research consequently provides a 

resource for both the Tiwi people and other Australian and international Indigenous 

communities. 

Case Studies 

This research compiles five museum case studies within the context of an Indigenous 

community. These studies include the Ngaripuluwamigi Keeping Place, Patakijiyali 

Museum, Muluwurri Museum, Munupi Arts and Crafts Centre Keeping Place, and the 

'New' Tiwi cultural centre. The above museum initiatives all developed on the Tiwi 

Islands. The first mentioned was a museum initiative in the past that did not sustain its 

objectives, the second two are functioning community museums on the Islands today and 

the following two are in the process of being created. The number of case studies is 

significant to this research for it allows comparisons to he drawn between museums and 

illuminates similarities and differences between museum constructs within the one 

Indigenous community. I investigate all of these museum initiatives in order to he able to 

understand the meanings attributed to museums by the Tiwi community. 

The first established Tiwi museum discussed is called the Patakijiyali Museum and is 

located in the township of Nguiu on Bathurst Island. The idea to create this museum 

evolved in the mid 1970s but it was not officially opened till 1993. Presently it is open to 

the public and has an Aboriginal curator. It contains three main galleries that depict the 

culture and mythology of the Tiwi people. 



The second museum examined is the established Muluwurri Museum, in the township of 

Milikapiti on Melville Island. In contrast to the museum mentioned above this museum is 

part of a bigger complex, being Jilamara Arts and Crafts Centre, which provides 

materials and work space to Tiwi artists as well as organising exhibitions and sales for 

their work. The Muluwurri Museum was officially opened in 1989 and is a one roomed 

building within the Jilamara complex. 

The third museum initiative, Ngaripuluwamigi Keeping Place, is in Nguiu. This is not an 

established museum. The idea for the Ngaripuluwamigi Keeping Place was also 

developed during the mid I97Os and work on the unique building began in 1979, murals 

were painted on the roof panels in 1984-1985, and late in 1987 it opened to the public. 

Yet by 1992 it had ceased to function as a museum for differing reasons that are 

investigated in this thesis. 

The fourth case study focus is also associated with an art and craft centre like Muluwurri 

Museum. This art centre is in the township of Pirlangimpi on Melville Island. The 

Munipi Arts and Craft Centre as it is known does not have an operating museum 

presently but is in the process of developing such a project. The process through which 

this is presently happening will be documented and will provide insight into how and 

why Indigenous museums are constructed on the Tiwi Islands in the context of today. 

The final museum construct I investigated was the continuing initiative to establish an 

Indigenous museum in the form of a 'cultural centre' on the Tiwi Islands. This initiative 

has been discussed for over fifteen years and is at present still in its planning stages. The 

extensive and prolonged planning process is documented through my research and will 
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contribute to the overall discussion on the functions, purpose and meaning of Indigenous 

museums on the Tiwi Islands. The primary concern of this research is to analyse how a 

museum both as a construct and an existing place are conceived, developed and used by 

the Tiwi community. 

Organisation of the Dissertation 

The following chapter (Chapter 1) provides the reader with an understanding of the 

context in which this study was conducted. The specific aims of the research are 

documented and the historical, social and cultural environment of the Tiwi Islands 

explored. Chapter 1 also provides a detailed description of the methods used through this 

research. 

In order to understand the term "museum" it is important to analysis the meaning that 

have been attached to it. Chapter 2 explores Western museum constructs along a linear 

time frame beginning in the fifteenth century and moving up to the issues faced by 

Western museums today. The third chapter (Chapter 3) moves out of the sphere of 

Western museology and discusses the debate surrounding 'traditional' Indigenous 

museums. It then moves on to discuss post-colonial Indigenous museums and the 

characteristics that define them. Finally this chapter looks at the terms used in Australia 

to refer to Aboriginal Australian museums. 

Chapter 4 examines concepts that affect understandings of museums and the purposes 

behind them. The chapter explores the concepts of history, the past, heritage, culture, 

tourism and representation, which guided my research and gave direction to my 



9 

fieldwork. The second part of this chapter documents the objectives and the associated 

issues associated with non-Tiwi museums in Australia. 

Chapter 5 provides case studies of the museums on the Tiwi Islands that have been 

introduced in this chapter. It documents their history, describes their present appearance, 

and examines how they are used. Chapter 6 is concerned with the third aim of this 

research and looks at how Tiwi people relate to and understand the term "museum". The 

concluding chapter (Chapter 7) discusses the findings of this research. It looks at the 

Tiwi Islands museums and how they function within their environment. The meanings 

that Tiwi people attribute to the term "museum" and what a museum could be for Tiwi 

people. The final part of this chapter analyses the meanings of the term museum in 

general by using comparisons between Western. Indigenous, and Tiwi museum 

constructs. 



CHAPTER 1: THE CONTEXT OF THIS STUDY 

Research Objectives 

Within the context of Tiwi history, culture and daily activities, the question of how Tiwi 

people understand and relate to museums will be explored. This involves investigating 

how Tiwi people relate to the existing museums on the Islands, as well as exploring what 

meanings they attach to the museum construct. To answer these questions the following 

aims guide the study. 

• To document the development, establishment, history and present condition of 

the museums on the Tiwi Islands, including an investigation into the proposed 

new museum initiatives. 

This involves archival research at the Northern Territory Archives, the Northern 

Territory Government Department of Community Development. Sport and Cultural 

Affairs, as well as investigating various onsite archival information, including Tiwi Land 

Council Minutes from 1977-2003. Achieving this objective also involves a number of 

informal interviews with people who are implicated with the initiatives. The interviews 

are to be held both over the telephone. in Darwin, and on the Tiwi Islands during 

fieldwork. The research aim is to compile a history of the museum initiatives as well as 

to document when the museum was officially opened, the length of the establishment 

process, and the changes the museum has undergone since its beginning. The information 



that will he gained through these methods will facilitate the documentation of a detailed 

history of the different museum constructs on the Tiwi Islands. Personal interaction with 

the museum sites during fieldwork will also make it possible to compile a detailed 

description of the present condition of the museums under investigation. 

The second aim of this research is: 

To document how the Tiwi Island museums function and are understood within 

their particular cultural, social, and economic context. 

I will investigate both the present situation and past changes in the use of the museums, 

and will explore how frequently people use the museum. This will also include what 

kinds of people are visiting the museum, and how people use and perceive the museum. 

The third aim is: 

To capture and portray Tiwi informants' ideas about museum constructs. 

This objective is concerned with understanding the meanings that Tiwi people attach to 

the term museum. The above two objective will be achieved primarily through 

participant observation during fieldwork. 

The fourth and final aim is: 

To compare the Tiwi Island museums, and the meanings attached to the term 

museum by Tiwi people, with museums and museum constructs from other 

places, times, and situations. 



Social Context of Research 
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Figure 1: Map of Bathurst and Melville Islands 

The Tiwi Islands, which include Melville and Bathurst Islands, are situated off the 

northern coast of Australia, approximately 60km north of the city of Darwin. Melville 

Island is the second largest island in Australia after Tasmania and covers 5697 square 

kilometres, while Bathurst Island has an area of 2071 square kilometres (Morris 2001). 

The climate is tropical with two distinct seasons, the wet and the dry (Northern Territory 

Government 1996). The Indigenous inhabitants of these islands refer to themselves 

collectively as Tiwi and in 2001 their population was 2, 029, with 175 non-Indigenous 

persons also residing on the islands (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001). 

Tiwi Culture and History 

There is an extensive amount of anthropological literature that relates to Tiwi society and 

their unique cultural environment (see Spencer 1914; 1928, Hart 1930; 1931; 1932: 1970, 

Fry 1949:1950, Mountford 1956: 1958, Hart and Pilling 1960, Goodale 1962; 1963; 
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1970; 1971, Pilling 1965; 1970, Brandl 1971, Goodale and Koss 1971, Hoff 1988). In 

addition there is literature from fields such as: linguistics (see Osborne 1974, Lee 1987); 

sociology (see Robinson 1990, Venbrux 1995); business (see Cook 1994); the arts (see 

Grau 1983, Brandl 1989, Vanags 1998); and history that predominantly deals with 

periods of cultural contact (see Basedow 1913, Gsell 1957, Pye 1985, Brogan 1990, 

Forrest 1995, Cameron 1998, Morris 2001). 

The Tiwi did not traditionally share language or any word with tribes from the Australian 

mainland (Horton 1994b: 1075-1076). They are distinct from other Australian Indigenous 

groups for this distinctness is emphasized in their kinship system which is different from 

those on the mainland (Morris 200 1:13). Their traditional marriage system was unique 

within the Australian context in that females were never unmarried. This was achieved 

through infant bestowal and widow remarriage. A successful Tiwi man would likely 

acquire a high number of wives during his life-time and may have at any one time wives 

ranging in age from very young to quite old (Hart and Pilling 1960). Hart and Pilling 

(1960) in fact argue that traditionally marriage was the master system that unified all 

other cultural systems within the Tiwi social environment. 

Associated with powerful Tiwi men having many wives to collect food resources, the 

most concrete symbol of success was the possession of food surplus (Hart and Pilling 

1960). Therefore any person with good foraging skills, irrespective of sex, had and still 

does have, prestige within Tiwi society (Venbrux 1995:22). However it also must be 

remembered that within Tiwi society age is a crucial factor in power relations between 

individuals (Hart and Pilling 1960). 



Burial ceremonies that are i-elated to notions of pukumani, roughly meaning taboo, are by 

far the most important events in Tiwi ceremonial life. These ceremonies allow for the full 

expression of grief at the loss of a loved one. However they also function as a complete 

cultural outlet for philosophical beliefs, dancing, music and art unique to the Tiwi people 

(Mountford 1958). The pukumani ceremonies are comprised of many distinct events, the 

biggest being the final ceremony that is made up of many internal stages. The Tiwi also 

have another ceremony termed Kalaina, which is often understood as being i-elated to 

fertility and initiation (see Mountford 1958). 

"The Kalama is a community affair, not just to increase the supply of yarns, but to 

promote the growth of all living things. Consequently the initiation of the young 

finds a place" (Brandl 1971:37). 

The Tiwi's uniqueness is also expressed through their material culture. Morris (2001, 18) 

argues that it is not characteristically Aboriginal bearing little resemblance to any other 

Indigenous Australian culture. He states that it is unclear whether this is due to their 

extended period of isolation or through influences from outside. The Tiwi have large, 

heavy barbed wooden spears (arawinikiri), a variety of pointed, rounded and forked 

throwing sticks (Morris 2001), and burial poles (often referred to as pukuniani poles) 

which are not found anywhere on the Australian mainland (Vanags 1998:55). 

Traditionally the Tiwi had no distinction between the production of material culture as 

art or as technology; they were one and the same (Hart and Pilling 1960). 

The Tiwi are a unique people and it is often assumed (see Hart and Pil1ing 1960) that this 

is due to their geographical and cultural isolation. Due to this supposed isolation and the 
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fact that the Tiwi had an oral culture. much that is written on these people is focused on 

their contact with outsiders and the changes that this enacted. However it is unknown 

when the Tiwi first encountered visitors from the outside world. Tiwi oral history speaks 

of trading encounters with the Macassans who it is believed introduced tamarind trees, 

rice, tobacco, and other items to the islands. Yet this oral history of peaceful trading is in 

contrast to official reports of attacks (Morris 2001. 64-65). 

The Tiwi in written history have been represented as violent and hostile towards 

outsiders. It has been argued that the hostility they have showed to some visitors may he 

due to the fact that in the 17111  century the past Portuguese slave traders raided Melville 

Island (Powell 1996:51), however evidence for this is scarce (Morris 2001). In 1636 a 

Dutchman Pieterszan sailed past the Tiwi islands but did not see its inhabitants (Hart and 

Pilling 1960). Tasman also sighted the Tiwi Islands but did not go ashore in 1644. In 

1705 however Van Delft and his party interacted with the Tiwi and after an initial 

confrontation had several weeks of friendly relations. A French man Nicolas Baudin 

sailed past in 1803 and in 1818 Lieutenant Phillip Parker King made contact with the 

Tiwi who asked for axes (Morris 2001). 

In 1 824 the British decided to establish a military settlement on the shores of either the 

Cohourg Peninsula or the adjacent Tiwi Islands (Powell 1996). Melville Island was 

chosen after some deliberation and work on the settlement known as Fort Dundas soon 

began. Its purpose was to provide security for the British possession of the northern part 

of Australia and create a base for traders in the area. It was part of a British plan to 

control all trading routes in the southern Archipelago (Spillitt 1979). The settlement was 



16 

abandoned in 1 829 due to, poor planning, a harsh environment, and hostile encounters 

with the Tiwi (Fredericksen 2001). 

In 1885 the discovery by Europeans of the pearl shell of Melville Island lead to more 

conflict between the Tiwi and outsiders (Morris 2001). However a relationship did 

develop between the Tiwi and the Malay, Filipino and Japanese pearlers because of the 

iron tools and trinkets they exchanged (Lee 1987:3). However it was not until 1895 that 

other newcomers arrived on the islands (Morris 2001). 

The Melville Island buffalo population that had grown since the abandonment of Fort 

Dundas attracted Robert Joel (Joe) Cooper, who brought with him a very strong force of 

Iwaidja men from the Cobourg Peninsula (Lee 1987: 4). The Iwaidja were responsible 

for some cultural change among the Tiwi population, through them they learnt about the 

concept of magic, which had not been part of their traditional lifestyle (Morris 2001:84). 

They also learnt more about the outside world and the plight of the Aborigines on the 

mainland who were struggling with new social problems (Morris 2001:84-85). 

However while interaction occurred between the Tiwi, Iwaidja, and European buffalo 

shooters, not all was pleasant and there was much violence directed towards the Tiwi 

population. Due to reports of the brutality of these relationships an inquiry was held in 

1915 (Morris 2001) and by 1916 Cooper had abandoned his last base at Paru on Melville 

Island (Hart and Pilling 1960). 

In 1911, the Federal Government took over the Northern Territory of Australia. As 

Father Gsell states in his personal account, 'Dr Gilruth. ..its first administrator showed an 
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effective interest in our efforts' to establish a Roman Catholic Mission on the Tiwi 

Islands (Gsell 1957:43). A site on Bathurst Island (now known as Nguiu) was eventually 

chosen and unlike the Melville Island population, the Tiwi on Bathurst had not had so 

much exposure to outsiders. Father Osell's approach, Morris (2001:110) argues, was in 

fact one of gradualism, vastly different from that of the earlier Moravian sect of 

missionaries in Victoria who saw the need to destroy Indigenous culture and language in 

the name of assimilation. 

Gsell, unknowing of the complex marriage system of the Tiwi, began purchasing 

promised girls in order to prevent the un-Christian marriage customs and the story of the 

'Bishop with 150 wives' has been told a number of times (see Morris 2001:119). The 

first nuns arrived in 1912 and by 1916 the mission had become the Bathurst Island Tiwi's 

main focus for medicine and non-traditional food. The girls' dormitory system operated 

until the end of 1972 and while having a large impact on the Tiwi lifestyle, daughters 

were not forced by the missionaries into the dormitory but were put there by their parents 

(Lee 1987:4). The Bathurst Island Mission as it was known, functioned until 1974 and 

the importance of the Mission to the economic and social development of the township of 

Nguiu, and its continued influence, should not be underestimated (Cook 1994: 137). 

By 1929 there was also a settlement of outsiders on the south coast of Melville Island. 

This large camp owed its existence to the sexual arrangements between the Japanese 

pearlers and the Tiwi women. In 1930, the Australian government broke up this camp 

and many Tiwi were transported to Darwin and patrol boats sent out to discourage the 

Japanese from visiting the area. However during 1935 the Japanese still had a presence 
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on Melville Island and had just moved their base to what was previously known as 

Garden Point. now Pirlingimpi (Hart and Pilling 1960). 

In 1939, the Government established a ration station at Pirlangimpi (Garden Point) and 

again many local Tiwi females were taken to Darwin in order to stop their sexual 

relationships with the Japanese. Many mixed descant Japanese-Tiwi babies had been 

born (Hart and Pilling 1960). In 1940, a new Catholic mission was established at 

Pirlangimpi. Its main aim was to look after mixed descant children from Tiwi, from 

elsewhere in the Northern Territory and from Western Queensland (Horton 1994h). At 

this time it became clear that the Government ration station was incompatible with the 

Mission and therefore the ration station was moved to Milikapiti (previously Snake Bay). 

In 1942, the Tiwi had their first taste of modern warfare as Japanese planes flew over the 

Islands on their way to bomb Darwin. An American plane also ran out of fuel and landed 

on the Bathurst Mission airstrip during this time (Hart and Pilling 1960). 

In 1976 the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (Northern Territory) made Bathurst and Melville 

Islands inalienable Aboriginal Land (Fredericksen 2002). By 1978 the Tiwi were 

beginning to think about forming their own Land Council, which would deal with all 

matters relating to land and the external affairs of the communities (Cook 1994:108). Up 

until this time they had been part of the Northern Land Council, however with the 

amendment to the Land Rights Act (1976) they were able to set up the Tiwi Land 

Council (TLC) and also the Tiwi Land Trust. The Trust is the basis of the TLC because it 

nominates members, consisting of one principle landowner from each of the landowning 

groups (Horton 1994b:1076-1077). There are currently eight recognized landowning 
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groups following an approval by the Minister on the 26 May 1992, for an additional 

group recognition (Tiwi Land Council 2003/2004), 

The Tiwi Today 

There are three main communities on the Tiwi islands today. Nguiu on Bathurst Island is 

the largest with approximately 1450 inhabitants: followed by Milikapiti (approx 400 

people) and then Pirlingimpi (approx 335 people). There is also an outstation on Bathurst 

Island called Wurankuwu (Ranku) that has a fluctuating population of approximately 50 

people (Tiwi Islands Local Government 2004). 

In Nguiu (see Appendix 1) there are: a barge landing; airport: large general store; 

takeaway restaurant: garage: fully resourced health clinic: Centrelink agency: EFTPOS; 

Commonwealth bank agency; Post Office: modern child care centre: two Catholic 

schools (boys and girls); art centre: museum: sports and recreation hall: a swimming 

pool; two football ovals: a golf course; and a social club (open from 4:00pm to 7:00pm 

Monday to Saturday) which has an annual turnover of about 1.7 million dollars (Northern 

Territory Government 1996). Milikapiti (see Appendix 2) has: a barge landing: airport: 

general store and takeaway restaurant: petrol distribution point; banking facilities: Post 

Office: Centrelink agency: health clinic: a government school and pre school: art centre 

and museum: women's center: gymnasium (no longer in use): recreational hall: football 

oval: library: and social club (Open from 4:30pm to 7:30pm Monday to Saturday). 

Pirlingimpi (see Appendix 3) has a: barge landing; airport; general store: petrol 

distribution point; health clinic: a government school; newsagency: Post Office: banking 

facilities: Centrelink agency: gymnasium: recreational hall: nine hole golf course; 
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football oval: swimming pool: and social club (open from 4:00pm to 7:00pm Mondays to 

Saturdays). Wurankuwu has a: airstrip: small general store: petrol distribution point: 

postal facilities: and social club (open from 4:00pm to 7:00pm Mondays to Saturdays). 

Electricity for the communities is generated from onsite diesel generators. There is a 

shortage of housing in the Tiwi communities, particularly in Nguiu and Milikapiti. In 

1991 Nguiu had on average of 4.9 people per house and it was stated by the Northern 

Territory Government in 1996 that many of these houses were dilapidated and 

constituted a serious health risk. In 1996 Milikapiti had up to 100 houses, yet there was 

still an extreme lack of housing with up to 30 families on the priority list (Northern 

Territory Government 1996). 

Private sector employment accounts for 56 percent of all jobs on the Islands, with 33 

percent provided by Community Government Councils, and a further 10 percent by the 

Northern Territory Government. Community services such as health, education and 

welfare are the main employment areas, however in 1991 only slightly more than 20 

percent of the population were employed. Many community members work for the 

Community Development Program (CDEP) that has a wage level equivalent to social 

security unemployment benefits (Northern Territory Government 1996). A new training 

center has been constructed in Nguiu in an effort to improve employment opportunities. 

Health is a serious concern on the Tiwi Islands with Nguiu being predominantly worse 

than the other communities. Illnesses such as kidney and heart disease and Otitis Media 

are very common within the population (Northern Territory Government 1996). 

Education is also a concern for community members for literacy and numeracy levels 
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have declined alarmingly over the last twenty years. The Tiwi Land Council has decided 

to set up an independent school on the Tiwi Islands for they want Tiwi people to he able 

to do the jobs that are being created on the islands (Tiwi Land Council 2003/2004). 

Daily and Weekly Patterns of Life 

The weekday begins on the Tiwi Islands at around 8am as people busily get their 

children off to school and prepare for the day's work. The general store and other 

institutions open at 8:30-9:00am and people begin their shopping and other business. The 

store often closes at 12noon for one and a half hours when everybody has an extended 

lunch break and people may go home for a game of cards and a chat. Business then 

continues into the afternoon till 4pm when most things close. The social clubs begin 

operation at this time and many people go to have a refreshing beer with friends and 

family. 

On the weekends there is often a football game to watch and everybody gets involved in 

barracking for his or her favorite team. On Sundays many families take their children out 

hunting and fishing for bush tucker and spend much time enjoying the Tiwi Islands' 

natural environment. If a death occurs within the community all other business comes to 

a stand still as people grieve and console each other and organize or perform the 

necessary cultural rituals associated with someone's death. 
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Methods 

This study was conducted under the research paradigm of qualitative research'. 

Qualitative research involves exploring the context that surrounds the focus of study 

(Neuman 1997). A case study' format was chosen for this research for it is also 

concerned with holistic description and interpretation (Merriam and Simpson 1984). 

Within the paradigm of a qualitative case study, I chose to use multiple methods for data 

collection. Unobtrusive methods such as: written and audiovisual records, material 

culture (physical objects, settings and traces): simple observations: photographs: and 

videotapes, were all utilised. More obtrusive methods such as participant observation and 

interviews were also employed. This research was ethnographic in its approach and 

involved six weeks fieldwork on the Tiwi Islands. Fieldwork was conducted in Nguiu on 

Bathurst Island for five of these weeks, and one week was spent in Milikapiti on Melville 

Island. I also took a number of day trips to Pirlangimpi, (Melville Island) during this 

time. 

I recognised from the outset of my research that communities rarely represent a unified 

opinion or view. Instead they are composed of disparate and sometimes opposing 

interests. People within a community may have a range of views concerning the museum 

initiatives within their communities. They may also differ in their understandings of 

museum constructs and their purpose. The level of interest within the community may 

also range from complete disinterest to understandings of significance. These diverse 

attitudes influence the way museums are perceived and understood, along with the way 

in which people interact with them. It was therefore necessary to talk to a wide range of 

people, not just those that are or had been involved with the museum initiatives on the 
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Tiwi Islands. By forming relationships within the communities and developing and 

extending these over time. I was able to obtain an understanding of the range and 

complexity of views concerning the museums and the meanings attached to the term it 

niuseufli. 

I had on-going and detailed discussions with a core of nine main informants over the 

period of my fieldwork, these included both Tiwi people actively involved with the 

museum initiatives on the Islands, as well people that had no particular interest in the 

museums or in such constructs. In such a small population it is difficult to describe the 

representativeness of these people, in terms of their occupations, roles and family 

connections, whilst still protecting their anonymity. I did however include a broad cross-

section of people of different ages and genders in this sample, as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Age, Sex and Location of Core Informants 

CORE INFORMANTS 
GENDER AGE LOCATION 

Male Female >30 <30 Nguiu Milikapiti Pirlangimpi 
5 4 7 2 7 2 0 

In addition to these core informants, I had less intensive but still ongoing discussions 

with seventy people. These ranged from young children to elderly people. Many of my 

casual contacts were women, with whom I spent the majority of my time. A larger 

percentage of these contacts were also over the age of thirty for I would most often be 

directed and introduced to people within the community who were seen as 

knowledgeable about social and cultural matters, including many Elders. The gender. age 

and location of this larger less intensive sample is shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Age, Sex and Location of Non-Core Informants 

GENDER AGE LOCATION 

Inlorniants Male Female >30 <30 Nguiu Milikapiti Pirlangimpi Other 

Iii volved with 
Museums  

Museum Workers 2 2 2 
Tourist Guides 2  1 l I 

Artists 4 4 62 4 2 2  

Local Government I i 
and Council Delegate 4 4 2 1 

Non-Tiwi 3 7 9 1 3 1 1 5 
Not Directly Involved 

with Museu ins  

Community Members 10 30 23 17 26 9 5  

Other non-Tiwi 1 2 3 1 1 

Totals 1 25 45 49 21 40 14 10 6 

The ethnographic data from participant observation, collected over the fieldwork period, 

have great richness and complexity. Formal data analysis using methods of data coding 

as in standard sociological (Neuman, 1997:294-326) is not appropriate for such 

information. This analytical method does not reveal the stratified layers of understanding 

that build up over time. My analysis was an ongoing procedure, which started from the 

beginning of my field research. I kept detailed field notes, which I summarised daily, 

paying particular attention to key themes and recurring patterns. My field notes also 

recorded my own understanding of particular events and situations, allowing me to 

monitor my assumptions and how they changed over time. As Neuman (1997:334) states, 

'a qualitative researcher takes advantage of personal insight, feelings, and perspectives as 

a human being to understand the social life under study, but is aware of his or her values 

or assumptions'. From the process of continual review and building upon data that were 

already collected, I was able to develop both questions and a questioning style to guide 

my fieldwork. 
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The most common response to my project was one of support. However absolutely 

everybody interpreted my project differently. The confusion that the term "museum" 

created for people meant that as my fieldwork progressed I began to explain my research 

in a much more open way. For example I would explain more broadly that I was an 

anthropologist and that I wanted to learn about the lives, history, and culture of the 

people whom I was interacting. In one of the communities (Milikapiti) this worked well 

because they knew of, or could even remember the anthropologist Jane Goodale's visits 

to the community (see Goodale 1962, 1963, 1970. 1971, 1982). They understood my role 

in the community through this knowledge and would often refer to Jane when speaking 

of me even saying that I had "taken over" from her. It was only after I had developed a 

relationship with people and they felt comfortable talking to me I was able to delve into 

discussions focused on museum constructs. 

When beginning my fieldwork I often became disillusioned with my protect due to the 

problematic nature of talking to people about phenomenan that they may not have 

understood, been exposed to, or just were not interested in. If the discussion began first 

with questions about what they thought about museums the most common answer was 

"its good" or "it's a good idea". It was very difficult to encourage people to expand on 

such a statement and therefore I developed another approach. This involved first 

discussing wider issues and concepts and only then directing the conversation towards 

museums and what people understood of them. 

Informants were not only asked structured questions but also became involved in 

negotiating what questions were to be asked. The informants would suggest other 

community members who they considered could be helpful sources of information, and 
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also activities I should observe and participate in, such as attendance at ceremonies and a 

number of meetings. I used a range of different data collection methods, as a way of 

challenging assumptions and individual perspectives in order to gain a general 

understanding of the communities' opinions at large. 

Ethics and consent 

Ethical clearance to undertake this research was submitted to the Ethics Committee of 

Charles Darwin University and was approved (Reference Number: H04050). Local 

consent and approval for research is as important as external ethical clearance. I 

negotiated with the Tiwi Land Council before beginning any research and obtained their 

permission. I also communicated with people involved with the separate museum 

initiatives on the Islands and confirmed that they had an interest in the research. I spent 

time discussing my proposed research with many community members both before and 

during my fieldwork in order to make sure that they were in support of its focus. 

Limitations of the study 

One limitation of this study was the short period (six weeks) of fieldwork. This limitation 

was unavoidable due to the time constraints implicit in completing the thesis as well as 

financial restrictions. I therefore could not document or explore issues of seasonal change 

in regards to how museums function and are understood on the Tiwi Islands. 

It is also the case that while care was taken to interact and discuss museums with a 

legitimate cross-section of the community, some community members were not spoken 

with and their opinions not recorded. A further limitation of this research that needs to be 

recognised is that in March 2005 Cyclone Ingrid crossed over Melville and Bathurst 
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Island and caused extensive damage. particularly to Milikapiti. The impact of the cyclone 

may affect the way in which Tiwi people regard their existing museums and understand 

the importance of museums in general. 

Daily Routine during fieldwork 

In Nguiu my average day during fieldwork began at 7:30am when I would climb out of 

my swag, which was in the corner of the Nguiu Land Council Office, and prepare myself 

breakfast on a small gas burner. I would then walk the short distance to the Patakijiyali 

Museum and he met by one or both of the two Tiwi ladies who work there for CDEP 

(Community Development Employment Program) payments. The morning would he 

spent observing tourist and Tiwi visitors' behaviour in the museum and engaging in 

extended discussions with them as well as with the ladies mentioned above. I would 

often help them catalogue and scan photographs as they told me stories about their lives, 

families, and work. Community members would often drop into the museum for a quiet 

chat and to browse the photographs we were working on at the time. 

My afternoons were often spent playing cards with community members while sitting in 

the shade of a mango tree. This environment was great for getting people to discuss in a 

relaxed manner issues involving the idea of the museum and their culture in general. I 

would often become just an observer in such situations as people became interested in the 

topics I raised and would discuss them with each other. At 4pm I would wander down to 

the social club, and due to the communal environment of such a place, would often he 

introduced to people who II wished to talk to or who in fact wanted to talk to me about 

my research. I would use this setting, while people were relaxed and confident, to arrange 

interview times for the next day where we could talk about things in more depth. 



During my week in Milikapiti I stayed in a house with one of the European people 

working for the housing section of the town council. What made the experience in 

Milikapiti slightly different to my time in Nguiu was that I was able to take advantage of 

the use of a car. This greatly helped with my research because people began to take me 

out hush as I had transport. My days in Milikapiti would begin with going down to the 

Jilaniara Arts and Crafts Centre where the Muluwurri Museum is located. I would sit and 

discusses my research with community members at the center, including both artists and 

others. People would direct me towards community members I should talk to. At 4 

o'clock I would often also go to the social club for a few beers and, as in Nguiu, I used 

this time to make more contacts. 

The fieldwork component of this research however must be positioned within the context 

of museum studies in general. The literature review, which follows, shaped my fieldwork 

experience. The understanding of Western and Indigenous museums in the relevant 

literature influenced how I saw the "museum" and the museum initiatives on the Tiwi 

Islands. The following Chapters (Chapters 2. 3 and 4) construct the framework on which 

my fieldwork experience was based. 



CHAPTER 2: THE WESTERN MUSEUM 

Introduction 

The history of Western museums is complex. Some authors trace the origins of the 

Western museum back to ancient practices of collecting artefacts (Vergo 1989), others to 

the fifteenth century (see Home 1984: Olmi 1985; Hooper-Greenhill 1992; Pearce 1992), 

or more commonly the late seventeenth or eighteenth century (see Clifford 1988; Ames 

1992; Durrans 1992; Schultz 1994; Bennett 1995). This confusion over the origins of the 

Western museum is associated with the conflicting understandings within the relevant 

literature of the essential characteristics a museum should possess. These characteristics 

will be discussed in following chapters but first it is important to create a context in 

which this discussion can be positioned. In the past, perspectives on museum history 

have been non-critical in their approach, and have concentrated on the similarities 

between museum constructs (see Impey and MacGregor 1985), More recently there has 

been a growth in critical analysis of Western museums and their history (see Hooper-

Greenhill 1992, Bennett 1995). Such critical perspectives make problematic the museum 

concept and raise questions in regards to both its origin and its characteristics. 

Critical approaches to museum studies are varied in their theoretical grounding. Foucault 

as a social historian who focuses on institutions and the power relations within them has 

informed many critical approaches to museums. These have investigated their historical 

context and the power relations within them (see Hooper-Greenhill 1989, 1992, 2000; 

29 
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Bennett 1988, 1990, 1995; Sherman and Rogoff 1994; Witcomb 2003). Concepts such as 

identity (see Karp et al. 1992. Simpson 1996, Clifford 1997), modernity (see Pearce 

1992; Walsh 1992), post-modernity (see Walsh 1992), dernocratisation and 

professionalisation (Ames 1992). text and narrative (see Pearce 1992), and heritage and 

tourism (Boniface and Fowler 1996), are also used to inform author's approaches to 

understanding museums. 

In order to look at the issues that surround museums today and the connections such 

issues have with the Tiwi case study it is first important to give a brief history of the 

development of the Western museum phenomenon from a variety of theoretical 

frameworks. This historical overview will allow for discussion on the character of the 

Western museum. 

The Palace Museum (151h _161h century) 

Vergo (1989:1-2) suggests that the origin of the museum goes back to the Ptolernaic 

Mouseion at Alexandria, which is often viewed as an ancient University and a shrine to 

the goddesses of literature and art and. Pearce (1992:1-2) also recognises that collecting 

goes back to European prehistory but argues that in a broad sense the museum was born 

in the fifteenth century in the Renaissance cities and courts of Italy. One example of such 

a museum is given by Hooper-Greenhill (1992:23-77) who discusses the fifteenth 

century Medici Palace in Italy. She argues that the development of the collection with in 

this palace coincided with the shift in social behaviour from the previous norm of 

collecting and commissioning works/objects for the purpose of glorifying God, to using 

collections to establish families in higher social positions through the display of objects 
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of worth. It is argued that the palace spaces were deliberately constructed to create an 

imposing impression in order to demonstrate networks of advantage. The Medici family, 

it is suggested, used the collection to demonstrate their link to the past, other dynasties, 

and also God, for by deciphering objects it was believed the knower would become 

closer to God. She also highlights that not just old objects/works were part of this 

collection but it also had many contemporary pieces. Hooper-Greenhill (1992:47-57) 

argues that the palace museum was used as a place to indicate wealth and status and 

legitimise the royal family's rule. 

Berger (1972:86) and Olmi (1985:5) also highlight that the fifteenth century palace 

collections were expressions and justifications of royal power. They argue that they 

represented symbolically a royal domination over the world as well as the reality of their 

domination over a country. Olmi (1985) states they were, 

an attempt to reappropriate and reassemble all reality in miniature, to constitute a 

place from the centre of which the prince could symbolically reclaim domination 

over the entire natural and artificial world' (Olmi 1985:5). 

Hooper-Greenhill (1992:65) emphasises that such royal collection in palace museums 

were private affairs and that access was controlled and restricted by a Prince or royal 

family member. It was only the public's knowledge of the existence of the collections 

that could have justified in their minds the ruler's power, for they were not able to 

actually view the collection. 
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With this discussion in mind the palace museum model can be understood as a collection 

containing both contemporary and older works/objects, housed in a private space with 

restricted access, which was believed to represent the worth and justified power of the 

ruling class. As Ames (1992:17) states these various objects illustrated the world wide 

powers and interests of the reigning monarch or prince and his dynasty'. It is a model 

associated with privileged families and their need to affirm their identity in order to 

justify their power. 

The Cabinet of Curiosities (161h 
- 

181h century) 

Edwards (1980: 1) states that most Western museums do not recognise as their origin the 

fifteenth century palace museums, but rather the seventeenth and eighteenth century 

museum models known as Cabinets of Curiosities are given precedence. These cabinets 

can be seen as an extension of the princely collections into the sphere of not just the 

ruling monarch but to other wealthy and powerful citizens. However Hooper-Greenhill 

(1992:78) suggests this development happened earlier then the sixteenth century when 

newly wealthy citizens in Europe became unwilling to wait for works to be 

commissioned and instead began purchasing artworks and artefacts from already 

established collections. 

Vergo (1989:2) says the purpose associated with such collecting was similar to that of the 

princely collections in that they served as places to display wealth, power and privilege. 

He maintains that they also went beyond this and became places of study. Privileged 

people, he argues, at this time were looking beyond the city-state, even beyond Europe 

for their quest for domination over nature and future generations. In order to achieve such 
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an objective it was believed that nature and man needed to be better understood and the 

cabinet of curiosities collections played a significant role in this process. 

While they are now most commonly referred to as cabinets of curiosities they were or are 

also known as studiolos and sometimes Wunderkammers. Yet as Hooper-Greenhill 

(1992:86-89) emphasises while cabinet' was used during the time they actually existed. 

it is a term that has contradictory meanings. One being that it refers to a container or 

cupboard with shelves and draws used to hold small things, another being a closet large 

enough to hold small works of art which would he shown only to important guests. It 

seems also that during this time (sixteenth- seventeenth centuries) the term could mean 

either a container or cupboard including small rooms, which housed the collections, as 

well as referring to the entire collection (Hooper-Greenhill 1992:86). Yet why they have 

become known as cabinets of 'curiosities' is interesting for it seems that often they are 

viewed as unorganised and irrational, just curious collections that have nothing to offer 

rational or educational knowledge (Clifford 1988:228: Ames 1992:17). 

Hooper-Greenhill (1992:105-132) and Bennett (1995:1-3) however, argue against this 

suggestion and propose that the term curiosity has negative associations that have been 

attributed to the cabinets in later periods. Such association have ignored the historical 

context of their development. It is suggested by Hooper-Greenhill (1992) that the objects 

and collections of these cabinets, which do not fit within more recent notions of art and 

science, have been viewed as not important to following interpretations of history and 

were therefore discounted by research as irrational. Yet she argues that these cabinets 

served an important purpose and developed at a time when people were struggling to 

represent the world as their own creation rather than an expression of God. The cabinets 
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were attempts within the private spheres of society to make the developing notion of 

universal nature tangible. Hooper-Greenhill (1992:132) argues that they should not he 

understood as 'cabinets of curiosities' but rather'cabinets of the world'. 

These cabinets contained many things from abroad, but interest grew along with them 

and both local and technical objects were also collected (Impey and MacGregor 1985). 

Clifford (1988:228) emphasises however that often, particular objects within these 

collections were used to represent a whole region or population. Therefore the cabinet 

model can he understood as a private collection with restricted access that was used to 

represent wealth and power, but was also a place where the collectors or a chosen few 

could study nature and man within the context of the period's ideologies. 

The Public Museum (18th 
- 19111 century) 

The eighteenth century saw the expansion of scholarly activity and the growth of a 

middle class (Ames 1992:17). There is extensive literature on the museum model that 

developed during this century. Its establishment as an institution is most often attributed 

to the changes caused by the French revolution in the later part of the eighteenth century 

and the consequent shift to democratic culture (Hooper-Greenhill 1992 Bennett 1995). 

The museum model that developed in the late eighteenth-century and continued to spread 

and strengthen during the nineteenth century can be understood in the context of the 

period of time that has become known as modernity. 

Collections during this time began to grow in numbers and size, instead of having one 

object to represent a region or population it become more desirable to have a complete 
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series, for example food, clothing, tools, weapons, etc (Clifford 1988:228). Growing 

European exploration of the world contributed to the accumulation of collections. This 

growth created an opportunity for employment because people were needed to manage 

and care for them (Ames 1992:17). As with the museum models discussed previously, 

this new museum model, which will be referred to as the public museum, reflected the 

ideologies of the time. The development of the public museum is often deemed as the 

true origin of the museum. This is due to the fact that the word museum had not been 

used extensively in the past to refer to collections, yet during this time it became an 

extremely common term (see Hooper-Greenhill 1992). 

Institutions and the Citizen 

In European countries the modern period saw the development of a new governmentality 

with a strong focus towards citizenry (Bennett 1995). The development of a collection, 

which would be open to the public, represented a new freedom for European people 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1992). Hooper-Greenhill (1992:168) suggests that the public museum 

was created as one of many instruments developed to expose the decadence and tyranny 

of the older forms of control. Yet as Bennett (1995:6-7), maintains the public museum 

was seen by the new power (the state) as being a new technological space where cultural 

artefacts could be re-fashioned to facilitate the governmental aim of reshaping norms of 

social behaviour. So while it was for the people, it was not, of the people. The museums 

central message was still to materialise the power of the ruling classes (Bennett 1988:64). 

The museum was used as a governmental tool, for it helped to develop a relationship 

where the public became compliant with the power of the state. 
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Bennett (1995:7-9) investigates the way the museum along with other institutions of the 

modern period attempted to control people's social behaviour. It was believed that 

visitors to public spaces needed to be controlled and behaviour needed to be managed. 

The idea of surveillance emerged and the museum was a place you went to look but 

where you were also looked at. This situation was believed to facilitate self-regulation in 

behaviour. Bennett (1995) uses George Brown Goode's term to describe the public 

museum, it had become one of those 'passionless reformers'. capable of breaking up, 

segregating and regulating the conduct of those that entered' (Bennett 1995:58). This is 

an interesting suggestion in that one looks at exhibits and reflects on their own behaviour 

and beliefs while being looked at in terms of one's public behaviour. 

It was also believed by governmental bodies that the museum could educate the public 

not just confirm their beliefs and control their behaviour, but also influence their state of 

mind. Bennett (1995) argues that the museum's collection of works of "high culture" 

were seen as instruments that could be used to encourage new ways and tasks of social 

management. He suggests that at this time it was believed that by putting lower class 

people in the same space as the middle and upper classes they would learn from 

imitation. Hooper-Greenhill (1992:167-190) emphasises that this educational goal was 

not for the benefit of the individual but rather for the good of the state. So as Home 

(1984: 15-16) suggests while the public museums declared aim was to be educational they 

also functioned to put people in their place. 

A Modern Identity 

Pearce (1992:2-3) brings to light another function of the public museum. She suggests 

that by arranging collected material in a particular way, the public museum was able to 
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confirm and project the woridview held at the time. The modern woridview consisted of 

meta-narratives, overarching discourses through which objective realities and external 

truths could he defined and expressed. The public museum was where people went to 

compare their own private perceptions of reality with what was the accepted and 

approved, the ultimate objective view of reality (Ames 1992:21: Pearce 1992:3). A new 

rationality arose out of such ideologies, which was focused on the identification of 

differences between things and was based on measurement and order (Hooper-Greenhill 

1989: 165). Such thinking gave rise to and supported the growing importance of scientific 

knowledge. Also during this time there was an idea of linear time that the Judeo-

Christian tradition had continued, and which led to be called evolutionism as it sharpened 

into a universal sense of historical forward movement and purposefulness. The museum 

display was a tool used to express this ideology through material culture (Pearce 1992:2- 

3). 

This era largely defined itself in terms of the ownership of goods (Davis 1999:41-43). 

Capitalist thinking was prevalent and museums were the ultimate expression of the 

materialism of such an ideology (Pearce 1992:3). As Clifford (1988) argues, collecting 

had long been a strategy for the development of the Western self, culture and 

authenticity. Pearce (1992:3) also highlights that modernity saw a rise in beliefs focused 

on the 'essential individual', meaning that it was believed that great men added to 

knowledge and the progress towards the ideal. Museums became important for they held 

the tangible relics of the great and the contrasting relics of savages and barbarians, which 

could represent this forward movement. 



The modern period in Europe can be understood as an era when the state grew in power, 

when objectivity was viewed as achievable, when history was viewed as a forward 

progressive movement towards the ideal, and capitalism become the basis of identity 

making. As in past eras the modern period was male dominated and this was justified by 

a belief in the superiority of rationalism that was attributed to the male thought processes 

while women were defined as irrational in nature (Durrans 1992). Due to the growth in 

the importance of order and classification, specialisation occurred through society and 

with this, authoritarian hierarchies (Davis 1999:41-43). All these things were expressed 

through the public museum model of the time. The dominance of male presence and 

attitudes within the museum space is discussed by Durrans (1992:144-169), particular 

specialist roles began to develop within museums (Davis 1999:42), and as Hooper-

Greenhill (1992:168) discusses, authoritarian hierarchies existed within the space for the 

curator was viewed as the knowing subject while the public were unknowing and needed 

to be educated. 

The New World 

One of the most interesting Western ideologies associated with the public museum is that 

of imperialism and colonialism, particularly with regards to the following chapter on 

museums in Indigenous contexts. The public museum developed alongside the 

movements of imperialism and colonialism and the knowledge and information presented 

by museums was used to facilitate and justify such behaviour (Durrans 1992:148). 

Edwards (1980:1) suggests that European colonists were intrigued by the new world and 

wanted to know more. The process of colonisation replaced this thirst for the new, which 

has a long history, and new intriguing Indigenous cultures were ruthlessly, while 
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sometimes unwittingly, destroyed as Europeans competed for the wealth of this newly 

discovered world. 

Late in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century a new modern ideology arose. While 

order and classification had been important to the public museum from its beginnings, a 

system of classification which may have previously only been applied to natural 

phenomena become an overarching theory for the whole of existence, including human 

history and society (Durrans 1992). This was the theory of evolution and objects within 

museums began to be arranged in a way that reflected the then held opinion of the 

relationship between evolutionary species (Bennett 1995). Objects from what Europeans 

viewed as exotic cultures (Australian Aborigines for example) were valued by museums 

for these were believed to have the ability to testify to the supposed concrete reality of an 

earlier stage of human culture. These objects were used to confirm Europe's triumphant 

present through representing a common past. The modern public museums attempted to 

organise culture from the top down (Clifford 1997:214-215). 

I have been referring to this museum model as the public museum implying it is 

concerned with, and accessible to, the wider public. However it is argued by Ames 

(1992) that only in the nineteenth century was it agreed that it would he appropriate to 

make museums more accessible to all people rather than just the gentry, well to do, or 

scholars within society. During this time there was an emerging culture of looking 

associated with the development of capitalism and urban modern life, which meant that 

growing access to such institutions, was complimentary (Witcomb 2003:17-18). The 

twentieth century saw museums focus even more heavily on allowing access to all, and 

on their perceived purpose of being useful instruments of education for the moral uplift 
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of the ordinary classes. By the mid to late twentieth century museums began to be 

expected by the state to work actively to attract visitors from all classes (Ames 1992:10). 

Most museum literature is concerned with the problems of the public museum and what 

has or needs to be done to combat these issues. The majority of literature concerned with 

the public museum model highlighted above is predominantly focused towards 

understanding and analysing the power relationships between the coloniser and the 

colonised, the bourgeoisies and working-class, male and female, and the public and 

private spheres. 

The Traditional Museum 

There remains within this literature an extremely confusing element, which is the use of 

the term "traditional" in regards to a particular museum model. It is often unclear what in 

fact is meant by this term and is therefore quite ambiguous. The traditional museum is 

most often attributed with characteristics that are seen to be out of date, irrelevant, or 

even harmful to contemporary society, and these museums are perceived as being in need 

of change. It is a term used as an umbrella concept referring to all museums and their 

practices in the past. It is used for the purpose of differentiating past museums from more 

contemporary museums and justifying the positive change within these more 

contemporary models. 

Clavir (2002:76) suggests that the aim of the 'traditional museum' is to preserve and 

conserve objects in order to look at the past. She argues that the preservation of the past 

is viewed as a positive value by the traditional museum and that objects are valued 

because they are witnesses of the past. Karp (1991) also draws attention to the 
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connection between museums and the past suggesting that organisational personnel 

within traditional museums regard the fundamental purpose of the museum to he 

concerned with representing the past. The traditional museum therefore may differ from 

other models in that its primary aim is to look at the past. For example the palace model 

was used to represent a royal connection to the past through association with past 

dynasties and important figures. 

Clavir (2002) describes the traditional museum as a place concerned with looking at the 

past, a commonly held image of the identity of museums in more recent times. Many 

people associate the museum with the housing of objects predominantly from the past 

and also as an institution from the past. Theodor W. Adorno, discussed in Crimp 

(1985:43-50), highlights such a perspective when he argues that museums and the things 

within them represent death and decay, 'objects to which the observer no longer has a 

vital relationship and which are in the process of dying'. A common image of the 

'traditional museum' is eloquently captured by Margaret Attwood in her novel 'The 

Blind Assassin', where a character states, 'by museum, do you mean dusty .... or perhaps 

you mean obsolete' (Attwood 2000:227). So although the term traditional museum is 

ambiguous and often used without any real definition or explanation it would seem to be 

related to museums in trouble of becoming institutions preoccupied with an irrelevant 

past, or even institutions condemned to the past. The negativity associated with the 

traditional museum model has led to a growth in literature concerned with justifying the 

continued existence of museum institutions and exploring the changes needed within 

them if they are to survive into the future. 
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The New Museum (201h 
- 21"  century) 

By the late twentieth century, another shift in the museum construct began to occur and is 

in the process of continuing to evolve. Vergo (1989) and Davis (1999) argue that 

dissatisfaction with conventional interpretations of the museum and its functions has led 

to a questioning of the models discussed above. It is argued that the colonial origins of 

the museum remain an enduring influence on these institutions and on the public's 

perceptions of them (Simpson 1996:1). Durrans (1992:15) states 'it is up to museums, 

what they do, but something must be done if they do not want to be written off as relics 

of colonialism'. The public museum and the associated traditional museum models 

discussed above are associated with notions of state power, classification systems, 

scientific perspectives, imperialism, capitalism, curator and male superiority, other 

modern influenced ideologies, and the latter's exclusive focus on the past are now being 

questioned. This is due to a shift from modern belief systems to what can be understood 

as post-modern ideologies. 

The museum needs to become relevant to contemporary society by representing the 

mindset of the time (Ames 1992). New or post-modern ideologies do not indicate 

security for museums for stability and permanence, authenticity, grand narratives, the 

nation state, and even the notion of history itself are coming into question, or nearing an 

end to their meaningfulness (McDonald 1996:1). A reflection of this shift is evident 

within many museums and is often discussed under the ever expanding and contestable 

paradigm known as "new museology". Some museums are beginning to work within this 

paradigm while others are still in the process of trying to come to terms with it. Hooper-

Greenhill's (2000:22) new term the 'post-museum' is developing out of this paradigm 
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and differs from the above models in many ways. This change, it is often argued, is 

occurring due to a desire on the part of museums and their staff to disassociate 

themselves from notions of high culture. governmental programmes, scholarly research, 

and authoritative displays, which characterise the public/traditional model (see Clifford 

1997: Hooper-Greenhill 1992, 2000: Karp et al. 1992: Kirschenhlatt-Gimblett 1998: 

Newhouse 1998). 

Museums as Business 

The new museum is arising due to a changing social environment. Ames (1992:11) 

suggests they have become integral parts of a consumer society, which is based on the 

principle that the consumer is always right. In order for them to survive they must attract 

visitors and therefore find a marketing angle, many museums are moving towards seeing 

themselves in terms of the growing leisure industry. As Boniface and Fowler (1996:105) 

stress, old museums may be revamped or new ones built specifically to service the tourist 

industry. There is much debate within museum circles over whether entertainment should 

be the new business of museums, for it is suggested it will encourage more visitors from 

varied backgrounds. This focus on getting visitors into the museum space is a central 

concern of the new museum. Lumley (1988:16) argues that the role of the scholar within 

museums is in decline and the marketing manager's role is growing in status and 

influence. Bennett (1995) proposes that many people within museum circles envisage the 

museum's future as part of the larger leisure industry and therefore hold the belief that 

people should be given what they want if this is to work. The growing body of research 

and literature on visitor studies illustrates the amount of interest the new museum places 

on exploring the experiences of visitors. Many believe that the most pressing 
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contemporary issue for museums is their relationship with their audience (Home 1984: 

Bennett 1988: Karp et al. 1992: Clifford 1997). 

Bennett (1995) says that this is not the only opinion concerned with the future of 

museums and argues that many retain the view that museums should be instruments used 

for lifting the cultural and intellectual level of the population. Yet whether the museum 

medium, being display, is actually a proficient learning tool in today's society when 

many other forms of media exist is also been brought into question (see Lumley 1988; 

Ames 1992: Hooper-Greenhill 2000). Kreps (2003:9-10) however argues that the new 

museology paradigm is not concerned with entertainment, but rather is focused on 

creating a museum, which recognises its educational potential and its potential to 

promote social change. 

Communication and Social Change 

Lumley (1988) shows that in contrast to previous museum models whose primary 

interests were scholarship, research, curatorship and the display of objects, the new 

museum is concerned with issues revolving around the presentation and the 

communication of ideas (Light 1997). Instead of being primarily concerned with objects 

the 'new' museum has a growing interest in exploring and presenting ideas. Bitgood 

(2002:461-462) also highlights that the new museum is fundamentally concerned with 

informal learning in contrast to the formal approaches of the past museum models. This 

suggests that while new museology may be concerned with educating the public, it is 

interested in analysing how this can be done best and at the same time encourage the 

most people to visit museums. Within this paradigm, ideas are growing in importance 

while objects are beginning to be seen as only tools for the expression of ideas. The way 
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in which these ideas can be communicated is also a concern of new museology, and due 

to the desire of new museums to attract more visitors, informal as apposed to formal 

learning is growing in status because of its unthreatening and inviting nature. 

In regards to the new museology paradigm's focus on promoting social change. Ames 

(1992) argues that while this is an inspirational aim for contemporary museums such a 

reality may be difficult to obtain. Instead of museums becoming a vanguard for social 

change by providing cultural leadership, they are usually encouraged to be passive, 

politely responding to governmental initiatives more than criticising them. This is 

because they are often dependent on them for financial support. Due to this, Ames 

argues, that museums may increasingly move towards a focus on entertainment and 

become concerned with revenue production rather than instigators of social change 

through education (Ames 1992). 

Positions of Power 

The new museology paradigm is only in its infancy and therefore has room for change as 

the practicalities of society impact on its development. Yet its focus on distancing itself 

from the past museum practices in many respects is coming to fruition within 

contemporary museums. For while the public/traditional museum models are associated 

with specialised curators, who are viewed as the exclusive source of expertise on cultural 

heritage and museum collections and are the only ones capable of creating museum 

displays, new museology encourages multidisciplinary displays, employment of curators 

with several skills, and the possibility of adopting and incorporating different 

perspectives from the broader community (Robins 1996: Davis 1999). This shift is 
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occurring and as Robins (1996) and Bennett (1995) emphasise the position of the curator 

is moving away from that of a specialist to that of a facilitator. 

Ames (1992:89-97) suggests. that in order to dissolve the negative relationship of power 

between the public/community and the curator attributed to past museum models, more 

than just incorporating community perspectives in displays is needed. He argues that the 

new museum should work towards increasing direct access to collections in order to 

break away from notions of the curator as specialist. Ames (1992) also ernphasises that 

an important consequence of museums democratising their operations and increasing 

public access to their resources is that they are more likely to appeal to wider audiences 

and therefore attract more visitors, a fundamental concern of contemporary museums. 

Ames (1992) however preposes that the most popular view within museum circles today 

is still to tell a story. Such an attitude brings into question what story should he told and 

problems associated with representing historical processes and the past (see Becker 1966: 

Bloch 1977: Lowenthal 1985, 1994, 1996: Lumley 1988: Bennett 1995: Griffiths 1996). 

Many museum professionals believe they need to interpret and explain particular 

specimens in their chosen way while keeping the rest of the collection in storage (Ames 

1992). Ames (1992) suggests that the common reasons given are: objects are difficult to 

interpret and the public need help, and such access may risk the object's security and 

preservation. Ames (1992) however gives examples of museums that have opened up 

their storage areas to the public and argues that it was quite successful and that most 

museums do not wish to try such a thing for it is seen to undermine the authority of the 

museum staff. So as can be seen while new museology proposes that the power 
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relationship between the curator and the audience should he broken down, whether this is 

happening and how to go about it are still problematic. 

Finding an Identity 

New museology is concerned with different approaches to museum practices. it is about 

rethinking ethical guidelines, using new technology, creating new mission statements and 

clear objectives, new ideas about generating income, about conservation, as well as 

encouraging teamwork, networking and access. While public/traditional museum models 

were concerned with distinguishing themselves from other institutions, the new 

museology encourages museums to network with different organisations within the 

cultural sector (Durrans 1996). A consequence of such a shift, McDonald (1996:1) 

argues, is that as the museums' long held assumptions and functions are being 

challenged, the boundaries between them and other institutions are also becoming vague. 

Herbert(1997:12) also suggests that in contemporary times, as museums move towards a 

greater variety in forms of presentation and interpretation, theme parks are beginning to 

show a greater awareness of authenticity. 

Related to the fundamental concern of contemporary museums to attract visitors from all 

sectors of society is the concern of new museolgy to improve museum relationships with 

both minority and majority communities. As Kreps (1997) proposes. new museology is 

concerned with cl-eating a museum, which is people-centred rather than object centred. 

New museology is concerned with giving space to voices from the community while in 

the past museum models only allowed room for the curatoral interpretation. It is a 

movement concerned with breaking away from the meta-narratives associated with the 

modern era and towards the representation of diverse perspectives. 
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Past museum models are accused by many in contemporary society as having excluded 

the perspectives of women (see Durrans 1992), of minority groups (see Simpson 1996) - 

including Indigenous people (see Russell 2001h) - due to the ideologies existing when 

they developed. Indigenous people within the public museum were represented within 

the evolutionary displays as being people from a past, people destined to die out to make 

way for the progressive forward movement of European civilisation (Clifford 1988). 

Indigenous cultures were represented as dying and embedded within static past. Today as 

the new museology paradigm begins to be adopted by contemporary museums and 

Indigenous voices are given some credit, this ideology is being challenged. Museums are 

moving away from the presentation of material culture to become places that present 

living culture (Clavir 2002). In Australia contemporary museums and Indigenous 

communities have formed a community of practice, sharing common goals and 

developing sets of practices (Kelly and Gordon 2001). 

Therefore the new museum model is constituted by a desire to reassert the status of 

museums in a changing world. Whether this is achieved through moving towards 

entertainment and the leisure industry, or the communication of ideas and a focus on 

education, both approaches are determined to distance themselves from the 

public/traditional museum models, even if this means becoming more like other 

contemporary constructs such as amusement parks. Lumley (1988: 16) emphases this 

when he states that new museums 'would rather not he called museums at all in so far as 

the word is associated with the past'. New museums are concerned with attracting 

visitors from all sectors of society; breaking down the divide between the curator and 

audience even if they are unsure about how this should he done; in communicating ideas 
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and exploring issues of interpretation and representation; they are interested in the 

present as well as the past; in expressing the voices of everybody in the community: and 

fighting for their continued existence in the future. 

It must be recognised here that much of the above discussion (from the public museum to 

the 21s1  century) is predominantly concerned with what can be understood as National or 

State museums. Embedded within modern ideologies was the establishment of the nation 

and the museum functioned as a medium through which this new concept could be 

expressed and strengthened. This museum model is concerned with ideas of nation, and 

plays an active role in creating, expressing, and representing notions of national identity 

(see McIntyre and Wehner 2001). It is important to now shift the focus away from 

national or state museums to the phenomenon of smaller museums within the Western 

context. 

The Eco Museum 

The original ecomuseum model developed in France and was designed around the 

principle of combining the natural and social environments of a particular area. It was 

created around and within the particular community of an area and aimed to extend the 

activities of the museum and the focus of its work beyond the actual museum building 

and into the community (Simpson 1996:71). Yet Davis (1999) emphasises that the 

ecomuseum model is not static and constrained by the original French model originally 

proposed but has evolved to meet the needs of different audiences and circumstances. He 

states that the key feature of such museums is community participation and the 

'reappropriation of heritage by local people and its use in sustainable development' 

(Davis 1999:233). Interestingly Davis (1999) argues that there are many museums that 
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demonstrate ecomuseum characteristics that may in fact not refer to them as such or even 

recognise the connection between their philosophy and the ecomuseurn model. He 

suggests in order to determine to what degree a museum fits within this model it is 

possible to gauge the amount of overlap between the environment, community and the 

particular purpose and function of a museum. 

The Neighbourhood Museum 

The neighbourhood museum developed in the United States in the 1970s. As a result of 

the social and cultural revitalisation of this period, there was a dramatic growth in the 

development of museums and the neighbourhood museum was just one example of this 

growth. They were developed to serve specific communities in primarily urban areas. In 

the beginning such museums were often affiliated and or supported by large mainstream 

museums. During this time in America there was also a growth in ethnic-specific or 

culture-specific museums. These are independent institutions established and run by 

members of a particular ethnic or cultural group for the purpose of interpreting the 

particular history and culture of that group (Simpson 1996:72-73). What becomes clear 

when the ecomuseurn, neighbourhood museum and ethic-specific or cultural -specific 

museums are discussed is that they are all concerned with particular communities, and it 

could he argued that they are essentially community-based. 

The Open-Air or Folk Museum 

The open-air or folk museum like the above two constructs is also focused on the 

relationship between museums and the community. It is a museum construct concerned 

with representing everyday life rather than just great individuals (Bennett 1988). As 
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Stanley (1998:28) states, the folk museum seeks to provide a more realistic version of 

domestic life and by doing this become more relevant to all members of the community. 

Bennett (1988) and Walsh (1992) argue that often such museum constructs romanticise 

the past and create unreal places similar to that of Disney Land. 

Community Museums 

Community museums often provide a broader range of activities thaii the traditional 

museum model and serve multiple functions within and for the targeted community 

(Edwards 1980, Simpson 1996). Simpson (1996: 75) suggests that such museum models 

often include performing and visual arts as 'an integral part of exhibitions, as a means of 

interpreting collections, and as an activity for participation by visitors'. She also proposes 

that these places frequently provide a venue for community activities and in some 

instances go beyond this to deal with social, political and economic issues of importance 

to the community. These museums often depend on community enthusiasm and 

generosity. And it is common for the motivating factor behind their establishment to be a 

desire on the part of the community to educate the younger member of that community, 

or to promote a sense of cultural identity at both the personal and community level 

(Simpson 1996). 

Conclusion 

This discussion has highlighted that Western museums have continually been changing 

and will continue to change. While they have always had a particular relationship with 

society, the nature of this relationship is one of alteration. I will argue however that they 

have some common ground. Although they are different in nature they are all concerned 
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with creating or mediating a particular relationship between people and objects, whether 

the original object, or as the case may be in contemporary times, a replica or a digital 

image of an object. 

Museums are spaces, which facilitate particular associations between people, objects and 

the world. Objects can be used to tell very different stories and are limitless in the 

narratives that can be attached to them. In the case of the "palace museum", objects told 

the story of royal power. The "cabinets" told of individual knowledge and 

understandings of the world. The "public museum" told the story of the nation and the 

,.new museum" is attempting to tell the story of diversity. Museums are concerned with 

representation and it is exactly this representation that has been and will continue to be in 

constant flux as individuals, nations and the world alter understandings of themselves. 

Museums could be understood as fragment houses in a continual process of pulling 

fragments together to tell a particular narrative for a moment. 

It could be argued that a defining feature of museums is also their engagement in the 

activity of detaching objects from one context and re-contextualising them in another. 

However this notion of detachment does not have clear boundaries. Some objects may be 

completely detached from their original purpose. Therefore even though all objects in 

museums are detached in some sense from their original context, they are detached to 

varying degrees. It can also be gained from the above discussion that museums often 

have a strongly symbolic meaning and that it is not so much the objects themselves but 

rather the accumulation of them in one place that is significant. 
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The palace museum, the cabinets to some extent, the public museum and the smaller 

community museums are all symbols of something bigger than themselves. They in some 

sense extend beyond their physical space. It could be argued as some do that all museums 

are expressions and symbols of power. The Western museums discussed are all 

concerned whether consciously or inadvertently with constructions of identity. These 

identity constructions can be on many different levels. Spanning from constructions 

concerning the identity of a ruling power, whether royal or national, to the creation of a 

exotic or savage other, and to the smaller construction of community and individual 

identity. 

Entwined with the above discussion, and something that will be discussed in greater 

detail in the following chapter, are the relationships and constructions of identity 

niediated by museums. Yet it is important to note that they can be extremely different in 

size and targeted audience. This difference in size can dramatically change the issues 

faced by museums and the often opposing demands they are faced with. 



CHAPTER 3: THE INDIGENOUS MUSEUM 

Introduction 

The Western origins of the museum are generally taken for granted, as has been shown in 

the previous discussion. The large and growing body of literature concerned with 

museums is consequently almost exclusively devoted to the historical development of 

European or Western museums (Kreps 2003). Due to this, the museum, its functions and 

practice are often understood as being confined or particular to the Western world. 

Gluzinski (1988) argues that museum practice is embedded within European culture and 

is therefore based on a system of values appropriate to this culture. 

Museums and their associated practices are not universal or necessary and if transferred 

into the domain of another culture remain alien and artificial in their activities and void 

of the unique values, of that culture. Gluzinski (1988) argues that the museum construct 

has often been transplanted into other cultures along with other elements of an alien 

culture and it is therefore difficult to refrain from calling it a manipulation' (Gluzinski 

1988:140). Kreps (2003:115) also emphasises that often when museums are developed in 

non-Western cultural contexts there is a tendency during planning to reproduce Western 

style, professionally orientated museums, which can be and frequently are seen as alien 

institutions with outside interests and purposes by the targeted community. 

54 
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Traditional Indigenous Museum 

Kreps (2003), along with a small number of other authors (see Mead 1983, Simpson 

1996) are beginning to investigate whether the museum construct is really as foreign to 

non-Western cultures, particularly Indigenous cultures as the arguments above suggest. 

These three authors all be-in their museology discussions with a broad definition of 

museums, which focuses on their basic functions. This basic definition of museums as 

general human practices rather than Western institutions has enabled them to locate 

museums in other cultures. Each definition is however slightly different. Mead (1983:98) 

suggests that museums are places that store objects of value and exhibit them to persons 

other than their producers. He also adds to this definition the notion of museums being 

places that are valued because of how they are used and what is within them. Simpson 

(1996:114) defines museums as centres of cultural storage. preservation, education and 

other activities. Kreps (2003:148) proposes museums are places for collections, storage 

and display, which have a curator, caretaker or keeper. 

The Debate 

The term museum is ultimately something that can be interpreted in many different ways 

it is an expansive term with no stable boundaries. Mead (1983) implies through his 

discussion that museums are places that house objects, yet such a definition does not 

place the museum in a category of its own, as libraries and archive centres also fulfil 

such a purpose. Mead (1983) suggests that one way in which a place can be recognised 

as a museum is if an object is displayed with some kind of written label. However this is 

quite a restrictive definition in comparison to Simpson (1996) and Kreps (2003). 

Simpson (1996) and Mead (1983) both however include the notion of preservation in 
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their definition of a museum's function. Mead (1983) with reference to the Indigenous 

Pueblo in Santa Ana California proposes that preservation does not have to he 

understood as restricted to the practices in Western museums but that new or traditional 

Indigenous techniques can he used to preserve things with very little cost. 

Mead (1983) argues that museum constructs are not exclusively Western hut have also 

existed within other societies. He suggests that the New Zealand Maori meeting or 

carved house fits within his broad museum criteria, as do the custom-houses particular to 

the traditional cultures of the Eastern Solomon Islands. He highlights the similarities 

between these houses and Western museum models, in that they all store objects of 

value, and exhibit them to people other then their producers, but he also emphasises that 

there are many structural and functional differences between the constructs. Simpson 

(1996) and Kreps (2003) also conclude that museums are not uniquely Western and 

support their claim with reference to Mead's (1983) study as well as additional evidence 

from other traditional Indigenous cultural practices from around the world including 

North America, Indonesia. and Australia. 

For purposes of this study I will concentrate on the example drawn from the Australian 

Indigenous population. Simpson (1996:108) argues that although much of their material 

culture was of an ephemeral nature or made from organic materials, which were fragile 

and liable to degenerate, Indigenous Australians stored sacred objects and everyday items 

away in caches in caves or rock shelters. Simpson (1996) and Kreps (2003) proceed to 

argue that these Indigenous Australian keeping places are examples of non-Western 

museum constructs. Simpson (1996) and Kreps (2003) both conclude that these are 

places of cultural storage. Simpson (1996) argues that they also functioned as places of 
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preservation and education, while Kreps (2003) suggests that they were places of display 

and had a particular individual nominated as keeper of the collection. 

Johnson (I 994a) also discusses this notion of keeping place from within the hounds of 

Indigenous Australian Western Desert societies: possibly it is these cultures, which the 

above authors also have in mind. She argues that places used for the safe storage of 

objects existed traditionally within these societies and that the notion of cultural display 

associated with museum practice is also not uniquely Western but familiar to the Western 

desert, because cultural display for Aboriginal outsiders was an integral part of 

traditional ceremonial procedure. 

The attempts made by Mead (1983). Johnson (1994a). Simpson (1996) and Kreps (2003) 

to liberate the museum construct from the confines of a Western cultural context is 

problematic. Cannon-Brooks (1984:47) argues against their position, and believes the 

museum is essentially Western in nature and that it is only after non-Western societies 

have been influenced by the 'object-centered' Western world and become sufficiently 

Westernised that they begin to have an interest in museum constructs and practices, and 

that even then often a growth in concern is tainted by political interests. Mulvaney 

(1985:88) also makes a similar point in regard to Indigenous Australians, particularly 

suggesting that museums are a Western institution and that these Indigenous societies 

held different values that did not incorporate the collecting and storing of artifacts. Their 

traditions often involved the destruction of creative works immediately following their 

use in ceremonies, or upon the deaths of their owners. Mulvaney (1985) argues that the 

preservation of the material past for the instruction of future generations was not a 

feature of Australian Indigenous culture. 



What is a Traditional Indigenous Museum Anyway? 

It would seem there are divided opinions on what a museum consists of and whether or 

not they have, or do exist, within particular traditional Indigenous cultures. The notion of 

traditional itself is confusing and the above authors do not define precisely what they 

mean by it and therefore whether museum constructs exist in traditional Indigenous 

societies becomes problematic. Morphy (1980:81-82) says that the term 'traditional' is 

associated with the school of thought which sees cultures as unchanging wholes, little 

affected by history (this is also interesting in the context of the discussion on the 

traditional Western museum). Yet he argues cultures have always been changing and 

what is 'untraditional' in one generation may well be considered 'traditional' in the next 

(Morphy 1980:81-82). 

I would suggest that Mead (1983), Johnson (1994a), Simpson (1996) and Kreps (2003) 

are using the term traditional to refer to the pre-colonial times of particular cultures when 

Western influences were absent. Tonkinson (1997:18) however emphasizes the 

implications of such a notion of traditional in the Australian context. He argues that 

Aboriginal people are faced with problems when non-Indigenous Australians limit 

tradition to the things of the past for this excludes the possibility that a practice's 

authenticity is retained when it includes components that clearly post-date European 

invasion. With this in mind Indigenous museum constructs may not have to be absent of 

Western influences to be viewed as part of the Indigenous tradition. 
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The Post-Colonial Indigenous Museum 

Watson (1997:25) states that 'in recent years, many Indigenous peoples have formed 

their own museums' which, it is argued are both similar and different to Western 

museum models. Kreps (2003) suggests that these places are fusing elements of local 

traditional forms with the Western idea of the museum to serve the contemporary 

Indigenous community's needs and purposes. The literature concerned with this 

phenomenon uses a variety of terms to refer to them including Indigenous museums or 

community museums, tribal museums, cultural centres, developing or traditional area 

museums, culturally specific museums, and in Australia the term keeping place is also 

often used. These terms are predominantly used to signify the site where Western 

museum constructs have been modified and adapted to suit particular community needs. 

For the purpose of practicality the term Indigenous museum will be used as an umbrella 

concept for discussions on such places. 

Clifford (1991) argues that such places have different agendas to that of the conventional 

Western museum models and to some degree are in opposition to these constructs. Their 

exhibits often reflect the experiences, colonial pasts, and current struggles of a 

community, which the Western museum avoids. He argued that unlike Western 

museology the distinction between art and culture is not an important issue and is often 

completely irrelevant or positively subverted within Indigenous museums. They also 

differ in that often they challenge notions of a unified linear history and instead of 

aspiring to the patrimony of the 'nation, humanity, or great art' are rather concerned with 

local and community histories (Clifford 1991:240). Indigenous museums strive to 

represent an Indigenous viewpoint while also wishing to educate others about their 



particular history and traditions (Clark 1997). They are differently centred, expressing 

partial histories and locally inflected aesthetic, cultural contexts (Clifford 1997:2 10). 

Indigenous museums differ from purely Western museum models and obviously they 

also differ between each other for they represent diverse and unique communities. Yet 

similarities in aims, functions, development issues, and difficulties also are evident. First 

I will look specifically at case studies of Indigenous museums outside Australia. The 

similarities between these cases and those in Australia will he highlighted in the 

following chapter. Clifford's (1997) suggestion that the difference between the notion of 

museum and cultural centre is often blurred and even irrelevant is important. At a recent 

conference Clifford also highlighted the need to think about what the term centre really 

implies in particular situations (Symposium 2004). This possible distinction will he 

discussed in more detail specifically within the Australian context at a later stage. The 

case studies discussed in the following pages are the: Kanak Cultural Centre in New 

Caledonia (Anon 1998); the Vanuatu (Indigenous) Cultural Center (Bolton 1996); the 

Cherokee Heritage Center in Oklahoma (Clark 1997); the Cree Museum in the Northern 

part of Quebec (Calonne and Ghafouri 1988); the Stolo museum in British Columbia 

(Hise 1996); and the Kwakwaka'wakw. Kagiulth Museum and U'mista Cultural Centre 

on Vancouver Island. Canada (Clifford 1991. 1997; Saunders 1997). 

Strengthening Identity 

A common reason for the establishment of Indigenous museums is a desire on the part of 

the particular community to affirm and strengthen their identity (see Bolton 1996; Anon 

1998). Yet as Saunders (1997) emphasizes through her comparison of two museums 

established within the one Indigenous community, the issues involved in shaping a 



cultural identity are far from simple. There is not just one way to do it, or present and 

express it. The question arises of which identity should in fact be affirmed. Saunders 

(1997) highlights that within an Indigenous community are many individuals with 

different beliefs and therefore creating and identifying the aim of a museum can be a 

complicated process. 

Education 

Education is also often seen as a fundamental purpose of the Indigenous museum, 

whether the focus is on educating the youth of the community in their Indigenous 

heritage (see Hise 1996), or the Indigenous community at large as well as the general 

public (see Clark 1997). They are also often perceived as places with the potential to 

improve relationships between Indigenous communities and the broader population (see 

Clark I997 Anon 1998). The official guidebook for the Cherokee Heritage Museum 

states. 'the purpose of the museum is both to preserve its rich culture and heritage for the 

sake of the tribe and to serve as a bridge of understanding between those inside the tribe 

and those outside the tribe (Clark 1997:38). 

Repatriation 

Issues of repatriation are also entwined with the Indigenous museum construct. The 

potential repatriation of objects to Indigenous communities may inspire the development 

of a museum (see Saunders 1997), or on the other hand the establishment of an 

Indigenous museum may be seen as a means by which repatriation claims may be 

strengthened (see Hise 1996). Due to their Indigenous focus they are also often 

concerned with recording and representing oral culture (see Bolton 1996) as well as 
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creating a building, which can best represent the particular Indigenous cultures 

relationship with land (see Anon 1998). In contrast to Western museum buildings 

particularly those of the nation or state, which are often associated with having a large 

and imposing nature, architects attempt to make Indigenous museums extensions of the 

natural environment by using organic forms and natural products in their designs (see the 

Australian examples see the Branibuk living Cultural Centre. 

Finances 

Within the case studies being discussed it also becomes clear that it is very common for 

Indigenous museums have ongoing financial difficulties. It may be that there is a lack of 

funds in the beginning or that receiving funding is an ongoing problem (see Hise 1996; 

Clark 1997: Saunders 1997). It also may be that to receive funds from outside sources 

particular compromises have to be made which the community are unhappy about and 

therefore unwilling to agree to (see Hise 1996). Indigenous people within a particular 

community may have a very specific idea about what they want their museum to be, and 

sometimes this idea may be hard to access or may not be the same as those outsiders who 

facilitate such a places development and future (see Calonne and Ghafouri 1988). 

Discussion 

What this discussion has highlighted is that the Indigenous museum model may possibly 

be found in traditional societies, but due to colonization and globalization other museum 

models have begun to influence these constructs. Indigenous museums today are often 

oppositional in their content, meaning that their narrative can conflict with mainstream 

and the modern meta-narratives discussed previously. They are predominantly concerned 



63 

with local histories rather than like many Western museum constructs the history of the 

world. Indigenous museums are concerned with the affirmation of local identities and the 

education of both their particular community members and members of the broader 

public. Issues of repatriation and architecture are also entwined within the Indigenous 

museum construct. Financial issues are often one of the biggest concerns for such places. 

It would seem however that the Indigenous museum construct is often restricted in nature 

due to dominant, often-Western ideas of what a museum is and or should he. 

Australian Indigenous Museums 

Indigenous museums in Australia are referred to in the literature in a number of ways 

including keeping places, cultural centres or simply Aboriginal community museums (for 

a list of Indigenous museums in Australia see Appendix 4). The usage of these terms is 

quite confusing because it is unclear whether they are the same thing or whether they 

differ from each other in some way. Although some authors discuss these terms and 

suggest that there is a clear definition between them, others are not so sure where the 

boundaries lie. I will attempt to highlight the possible slight differences between these 

terms yet the boundaries created are also not restrictive as all such places have unique 

characteristics. 

Keeping Place 

Simpson (1996), as discussed earlier, argues that a keeping place is a traditional 

Aboriginal museum construct. It is suggested by West (198 1:10) that over twenty-two 

such places exist in Western Australia alone. It is argued that while they serve a 

traditional purpose, their form has changed due to Western influence, for traditionally 
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they were rock-shelters while today they are predominantly prefabricated sheds. West 

(1981) suggests that in Western Australia these buildings most commonly house mens 

ceremonial material and only occasionally the ceremonial material of women. Bowdier 

(1992) and Dohb (1996) also argue that a keeping place is a site where items of 

ceremonial and religious significance are held for safekeeping. Therefore West (198 1). 

Bowdler (1992), Dobh (1996). and Simpson (1996) all suggest that a keeping place is not 

a place of display but is rather solely concerned with storage. Jenkins (2000:2) broadens 

this slightly and suggest that a keeping place is a repository for the secret, the treasured, 

the respected, the protected and the celebrated. 

Griffiths (1996) however approaches the term keeping place from another angle and 

suggests that it describes a storehouse for objects (not necessarily ceremonial or 

religious) and also invokes the possession of the land, through the representation of 

material culture and history. He implies that such places display objects, and argues that 

the term refers to an Aboriginal museum. Griffiths (1996) and Simpson (1996) also 

suggest that some such places were established to hold local and cultural material 

returned from state museums. Simpson (1996) notes that larger Western museums would 

not return objects unless Western influenced museum structures were created to house 

them and therefore it is possible that such keeping places did not grow out of traditional 

practices or community needs but were in fact forced upon communities. 

The existence, location, and number of keeping places that do not have a display element 

and are associated with housing ceremonial and or sacred material is difficult to 

determine. For as Simpson (1996) emphasises, their role is to maintain secrecy and 

therefore knowledge about them and access to them is restricted. However it is possible 
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to locate keeping places that have been influenced by Western museum constructs where 

secrecy is not a predominant issue. 

The first public keeping place it is suggested was at Shepparton in Victoria (Simpson 

1996). West (198 1) argues that this keeping place maintains the role of the Western 

museum, with displays and dioramas, which provide insight into the heritage of Victorian 

Aboriginals and comparative information on the more traditional cultures of North 

Australia. Coote (1998) also highlights that keeping places not only house the cultural 

material of the local Aboriginal community but also are increasingly networking with 

other organisations to share venues for travelling exhibitions and items on loan from 

other institutions. The Krowathunkoolong Keeping Place in Bairnsdale Victoria, the 

Tibooburra Local Aboriginal Land Council Keeping Place in Tibooburra New South 

Wales, and the Goondee Keeping Place in Lightening Ridge New South Wales. are just a 

few more examples of public keeping places that have been influenced by elements of 

Western museum constructs and while they may be inspired by traditional Indigenous 

practices they have been modified to fulfil contemporary needs and desires. 

It could also be suggested that the term keeping place rather than museum is used in 

these cases due to the negative associations and relationships between Aboriginal people 

and museums in the past. Roy Barker from the Goondee Keeping Place emphasised this 

when he and his wife were interviewed. 

'See a lot of them (local Aboriginal community) said, we don't want to be 

portrayed ... as monkeys or whatever in a museum and a lot of them didn't 

understand the words "keeping place", that (it) was there just to keep our artefacts 
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and stone implements all in one basket. When the y realised it was a Keeping 

Place to keep our culture alive, there was a change in attitude' (White 2001). 

Therefore it can be concluded that the term keeping place does not have one distinct 

definition. Rather there is the keeping place associated with housing ceremonial and 

sacred objects in relative secrecy with restricted access and the keeping place concerned 

with public access and the provision of information through the medium of display. I also 

found through an extensive internet search that the keeping places open to the public 

predominantly provided activities both for the local Aboriginal community and for other 

visitors, such as art workshops, tours, walking trails, and dancing demonstrations. 

Interestingly the Shepparton Keeping Place is now known as the Bangerang Cultural 

Centre (see Bangerang Cultural Centre 2004). Horton (I 994a) and Coote (1998) suggest 

that the term keeping place actually refers to and or is the same as what is known as a 

cultural centre. Coote (1998) argues that there is no clear definition, which separates one 

term from the other, and it is therefore up to the community involved to choose which 

term to use. Horton (1994a) suggests that the term keeping place emphasises the part the 

cultural centre plays in retaining Aboriginal culture and maintaining Aboriginal values. 

O'Hara and Potter from the Cooramah Cultural Centre stated that their centre has a 

separate building they call the keeping place and it is called this for it is a place of 

education and sharing (White 2001). 

Cultural Centre 

The term keeping place is often used to refer to Aboriginal places and it is a uniquely 

Australian term (Simpson 1996). Cultural Centre is also a common term used within this 



67 

context, and there are many more places referred to as cultural centres in Australia then 

there are keeping places (meaning the public focused places). The cultural centre concept 

originated in North America and Canada and then was used in the Pacific and more 

recently in Australia. Simpson (1996) suggests that the role of the cultural centre is to 

address contemporary educational and economic needs within and for Indigenous 

communities. Thowner (2003) also suggests that the development of cultural centres 

represents an Indigenous effort to reassert then-  identity and determine their own future. 

As discussed early in regards to Indigenous museum constructs in the international 

sphere, cultural centres in Australia are seen as places of identity affirmation and 

education. 

Zeppel (1998) argues that cultural centres have a strong focus towards tourism and that 

they are constructed mainly as tourist drawcards and largely focus on selling Aboriginal 

products. Through my internet search it become clear that cultural centres do 

predominantly have retail outlets while the public keeping places did not. They also were 

seen to have large displays and activities predominantly structured towards the tourist 

industry, including restaurants, and conference facilities. (For examples see, Brambuk 

Living Cultural Centre (www.hrarnhuk.com.au) and the Dreamtime Cultural Centre 

(www.dreamtimecentre.com.au). 

Hemming (1992) concludes that it would seem that quite a number of cultural centres 

around the country appear to be developed mainly as exhibitions and selling outlets for 

art and craft. Here we find, as in the previous discussion that the term cultural centre can 

refer to different constructs, one being a tourist focused centre, where the local 

Aboriginal people present are usually working for the tourist industry either as tour 
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guides or entertainers. The second type of cultural centre is less a tourist attraction with 

limited Aboriginal presence and more a place of local community activity. These cultural 

centres, especially in the Northern and Central parts of Australia, focus on the 

production, marketing and selling of Aboriginal arts and crafts, as well as providing 

Aboriginal people with artistic resources (to see list of such places refer to ANKAAA 

2003). These places are often distinct from the more tourist focused cultural centres such 

as Warradjan Cultural Centre in Kakadu as they focus on art production and therefore 

have a stronger Aboriginal presence. Such places do not necessarily have museum 

displays but when they do they are often much smaller than the tourist focused cultural 

centre. 

Aboriginal Comm unity Museum 

Dobb (1996) suggests that Aboriginal community museums are places for the storage and 

display of cultural property other than significant objects used for ceremonial and 

religious purposes. It was found through my internet search that Aboriginal community 

museums predominantly fulfil the same purpose as the public style keeping places. They 

are unlike cultural centres in that they do not have a strong focus on retail. These 

museums also fit within the previous discussion of community museums, in that they 

have a local focus. 

West (1981) also argues that Aboriginal community museums are places where secular 

material is preserved and displayed. Yet she suggests, with particular reference to 

Arnhem Land communities, that the development of such places is often closely 

associated with the desires of Europeans and the collections they have acquired. She 

argues that 'these community museums are predominantly European inspired and 
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structured establishments, they are of only peripheral interest to the Aboriginal groups 

concerned' (West 1981:13). In contrast, Johnson's (1994a.b) discussion on the 

Yuendumu Aboriginal Museum in central Australia shows that while European people 

may help in a museum's development the original idea and motivation came from the 

Aboriginal community themselves. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion keeping places can refer to a place that stores ceremonial or sacred objects 

in relative secrecy, or a place of display open to the public. A cultural centre can both he 

a place embedded in the tourist industry as well as a place where community members 

are provided with resources to create art and craft. The community museum is very 

similar to the public style keeping place but has an exclusive focus on the local culture 

and environment. Dovey (2000:423) states that these Aboriginal places are complex and 

all (excluding traditional keeping place) are, 

'Torn between different audiences they slide seamlessly across categories - 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, authentic and kitsch, difference and assimilation, 

culture and commerce'. 

There is not one model of Indigenous museums in Australia (White 2001), for some may 

be government funded, some privately owned, some small, some big, some on tourist 

routes, others not, some part of other organisations and others on their own. While I have 

drawn out some differences between the terms used, it is important to remember that 

often boundaries are crossed and what name people use to refer to such places depends 
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on their own preference. As an elder involved in the establishment of Monaroo Bobberrer 

Gudu stated, we people decided to develop what we call keeping places, semi-structured 

museum, art gallery, whatever it may be, meeting place' (Cruse 2000: 13). Therefore for 

the purpose of this research I will use the term Indigenous museum to refer to public 

keeping places, cultural centres that have museum displays (whether large or small), and 

Aboriginal community museums. The distinction between these terms, while evident, is 

practically irrelevant to the following discussion, for all these places have similar aims 

and objectives and are faced with similar issues. 

This next discussion will be concerned with particular Indigenous museum sites within 

Australia rather than the broad concepts discussed above. Yet it needs to be recognised at 

this point that there is limited information available on most of these Aboriginal places. 

In New South Wales and Victoria there is an attempt to develop a database and network 

between similar Aboriginal places but it is still difficult to find information on specific 

sites. A workshop coordinated by Kelly (1999) regarding specifically New South Wales 

Indigenous museums came to a recommendation that there was a real need to collect data 

on such places in order to create a database which could facilitate the sharing of 

experiences and ideas and therefore enable enhancements to be made in all areas 

concerning such places. She suggested that the date that particular Indigenous museums 

were established; the reasons for their establishment; their aims/objectives: location; size 

(sq.m); annual budget; funding sources; staff numbers; number and types of program; 

number of visitors per annum; commercial activities: and contact details: were often not 

recorded, limiting their potential to network with other similar organisations and share 

ideas. 
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Through researching particular Indigenous museums for this review it also become clear 

that reliable information on the particulars of these Aboriginal places was difficult to 

come by. It is possible that some information is outdated due to changes in circumstances 

and that only by personally visiting all the places (see Appendix 4) would such 

information he obtainable. This raises the question of how realistically the information 

available on Aboriginal keeping places and cultural centres reflects their current 

situation. 

However as will he seen in the following discussion, my research revealed that many of 

these places were originally established for similar reasons and that if still in operation 

have similar ongoing objectives. The following review is concerned with these reasons 

for establishment and creates a framework in which the establishment and operation of 

the Tiwi museums can be positioned. The similarities and differences between the aims 

and objectives of such places is explored in the following chapter. 



CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

Intrntl iint;"- 

This  chapter describes the framework in which my fieldwork questions were developed. 

It identifies key concepts such as, history, the past, heritage, culture, tourism and 

representation. All of these are important to the concept of museum and how people 

perceive museums. 

The second part of this chapter documents the aims and objectives of other Australian 

Indigenous museums and the problems and issues, which they have faced. This provides 

a comparative basis for discussing the form of Australian Indigenous museums, and their 

relationship to the museums on the Tiwi Islands. This review further guided my 

fieldwork investigation. 

Concepts of Relevance 

History 

History is a complicated concept involving actual events, memory, and interpretation. 

Griffiths (1996) argues that history can take many forms such as dinner table discussions, 

storytelling, and university studies. History can also be represented in various ways 

including through the medium of the museum, historical societies, hooks, recordings, 

conversations and collections (Griffths 1996). Becker (1966) argues that there are two 

kinds of histories, that which is absolute and that which is always changing. The 
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'absolute' is the actual series of events that once occurred and the 'always changing' is 

the ideal series that we affirm and hold in memory. Lowenthal (1985) takes this even 

further by emphasising that while people have their own memory of history or the past, 

many historical memories we think are our own have been told to us. He argues that 

people seek to confirm their memories by endeavouring to link their own to that of a 

collective memory or what can be understood as a public history. 

It could be argued therefore that the museum is a medium through which people can 

validate personal histories by connecting them to the histories of others. Museums 

whether national, state or community are concerned with representing the past to the 

people (Fox 1992). Becker (1966) and Lowenthal (1985) suggest that the actual or 

absolute past is always out of reach and therefore what interpretation of history museums 

represent becomes an interesting topic. The past is inconceivable, as Lowenthal (1985) 

states it 'is a foreign country'. However Becker (1966) emphasises that it is not essential 

that history be completely true but that its main purpose is to be useful. 

The interpretative nature of history means that while Aborigines and Europeans in 

Australia have shared a common history since 1788 they have two entirely different 

versions of it. Allen (1988) argues that while this may be the case, both groups have a 

common approach to the use of history. He suggests that both Aborigines and Europeans 

use history as emotional and intellectual support for notions of identity and recognition 

or evidence for the rights to land. In regards to Aboriginal history it would seem that the 

early European settlers were concerned only with telling the story of places and things 

that the pre-colonial Aborigines had left behind and ignoring the fact the Aborigines 

were using the past as a useful tool for the invention of local futures (Byrne 1996). Early 
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Australian museums were evidence of this preoccupation and represented Aboriginal 

people as having no future but rather as a race facing extinction (Russell 2001). The 

advent of Aboriginal community museums adds another dimension to notions of 

Australian history because they allow a space where Aboriginal people can express their 

own stories of the past. 

Perceptions of the Past 

This raises the question of how do Aboriginal people perceive the past and how is this 

different from the European historical perspective. The European tradition is one of 

linear time. Some theorists argue that all people perceive time in the same way for if they 

did not than they would not be able to communicate, and this is obviously not the case 

(Bloch 1977). Geertz (1973) however proposes that the Balinese have a completely 

different conception of time to other cultures. Through an analysis of Geertz's (1973) 

discussion however Bloch (1977) concludes that while the Balinese may have a different 

notion of time in some contexts, in other contexts like all cultures they have a durational 

notion of time. Chase (1989) in his study of perceptions of the past among north 

Queensland Aboriginal people concludes that they also have a durational view of time, 

yet their past is divided into three distinct periods. The first being the creation or 

beginning period, where spirits made the law and the landscape, the second is the 

classical or idyllic period before invasion, and the third is the period of living memory, 

eye witness accounts. It is suggested by Creamer (1990) that Western society has lost its 

sense of belonging and its relationship with the past, while Indigenous peoples the world 

over are identified as being in possession of a strong sense of locality implying an 

enduring sense of the past. 
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Chase (1989) suggests that Indigenous perceptions of the past are often referred to as 

tradition and involve an extremely flexible mode of thinking about the past. Yet due to 

the usefulness of history in shaping identity and rights, 'tradition' is never a politically 

neutral notion (Clifford 1997: Clifford 2004). Clifford (2004) argues that the term 

heritage can be understood in this context as 'self-conscious tradition'. Ideas of heritage 

and preservation have become integral parts of changing Indigenous articulations. These 

are expressed in some places through museum constructs and have enabled Indigenous 

people to more formally articulate notions of tradition and culture appropriate to 

contemporary Indigenous senses of self. 

Heritage 

Heritage is a concept which is problematic in its definition and can be understood in a 

variety of ways (Lumley 1988: Herbert 1997). Herbert (1997) concludes that heritage is 

intimately connected to human history. Yet a distinction between heritage and history 

emphasised by Lowenthal (1996), and Tunbridge and Ashworth (1996). Lowenthal 

(1996) argues that it is the current experience of heritage, which is fundamental to 

heritage while the representation of accurate facts is significant to the notion of history. 

Tunbridge and Ashworth (1996) state that 'history is what a historian regards as worth 

recording ...heritage  is what society chooses to inherit and pass on' (Tunbridge and 

Ashworth 1996:6). Therefore they seem to be suggesting that history is a concept which 

belongs within universities and is concerned with evidence, while heritage is something 

important to society at large. This is interesting for what do museums deal in, is it history 

or heritage or a combination of both? 
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Lowenthal (1996). Tunbridge and Ashworth (1996). and Gruffudd (1997) suggest that 

heritage is what distinguishes individuals and groups of people from one another, it is a 

concept that applies to narratives of identity. Lowenthal (1996), Tunbridge and Ashworth 

(1996) suggest that due to the interpretive nature of heritage phenomena there is always 

the possibility of conflict, some pasts may be selected while others are ignored. 

Tunbridge and Ashworth (1996) discuss the dissonance implicit in the content of 

messages presented by heritage phenomena. 

It has been suggested above that history. heritage, and tradition are fluid notions. They 

are shaped by present needs and political climates and are intimately involved in creating 

senses of self and common identities. The notion of culture is just another example and 

for Indigenous people a particularly important one. 

Culture 

Bloch (1977) argues that anthropology is intimately concerned with notions of culture 

and most Anthropologists argue that different cultures or societies have fundamentally 

different systems of thought. If this is the case, in order to have a distinct culture, which 

can be used to strengthen identity and support political objectives, it must be shown that 

different peoples have fundamentally different systems of thought. Milton (1996) 

suggests that the anthropological assumption that cultures have structured systems has 

led to a problem in understanding and explaining the nature of cultural change. He argues 

that the first Anthropologists believed culture to be a way of life, this then shifted in to 

what Bloch (1977) highlights, that culture is a way of knowing or system of thought. 
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However with this latter notion it is very easy to run into the problem of cultural 

relativism for if culture is in the mind then this implies that cross-cultural comparison 

cannot be achieved by someone not belonging to the culture(s) under comparison. Only 

members of the culture can understand or interpret that culture. Milton (1996) argues that 

presently the term culture is being used less and less to refer to what people know and 

think and more to refer to the process by which knowledge is generated and sustained. 

Geertz (1973) also emphasises that culture is not a power in itself, but rather a context in 

which social events, behaviours, and institutions can be described in a complex way. 

Bahbha (1994) emphasises that cultural representations are intrinsically dynamic, and 

culture itself is undefinable. 

Hanson (1989) argues that anthropologists and historians have become acutely aware in 

recent years that culture and tradition are anything but stable realities handed down intact 

from generation to generation. They are both now most often understood literally to be 

inventions designed to serve contemporary purposes. He argues that people invent 

culture for themselves but that outsiders also invent it and then treat their inventions as 

the actual state of affairs. Hanson (1989) concludes in his analysis of Maori culture that 

both insiders and outsiders have contributed to the construction of Maori identity. This 

argument highlights that anthropologists are also inventors of culture. Featherstone 

(1995) also supports this proposition and suggests that a postmodern turn in anthropology 

has been the shift from the ethnographer as an objective observer to that of the 

ethnographer as actually involved in the formulation and representation of culture. The 

fluidity in the nature of culture has far reaching implications for representation within 

museums. 



However while this may be the case, there is still much discussion on the authenticity of 

culture, particularly Indigenous culture and its representation. Howell (1995) suggests 

that among an elite group of Western intellectuals thinking about the third and fourth 

world there is a preoccupation with authenticity. Such discussions seem embedded in an 

ideology that cannot accept cultural change but which prefers to think of Indigenous 

cultures as static, pure, unchanging entities. As Howell (1995) argues, such a stance is 

dubious, for people have always borrowed from each other. Ideas, products and values 

from one culture are bound to at some stage find cultural resonance elsewhere. It 

becomes problematic however, for in order to create a strong identity and the political 

rights associated with this, it is important to put boundaries around the unbounded notion 

of culture, and museums it could he argued are tools for such boundary building. 

Ziff and Rao (1997) suggests that it is one thing to retain a faithful rendering of a practice 

like storytelling but it is another to try to preserve the practice forever only in its current 

form. Harrison (1999) also emphasises the unstable nature of culture but suggests that 

boundaries are created around cultures for particular reasons like survival, politics and 

identity. She argues that these boundaries are maintained through either initiatives to 

protect a culture from outside influences, or protect a culture from other cultures 

appropriating aspects of that culture. This issue of cultural boundaries involving the 

capturing of something forever changing is extremely complex and many opinions about 

where boundaries lie in specific cases are continually being raised (see Ziff and Rao 

1997). Indigenous museums in Australia are not exempt from such debates and cultural 

boundaries are constantly being redefined, challenged, and strengthened. 
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Brambuk Living Cultural Centre in Victoria and the Dreamtime Cultural Centre in 

Queensland both have been the object of authenticity discussions. It is suggested by 

Padasian (1996) that there is a need for improvement in regards to authenticity at the 

Brambuk Living Cultural Centre or else it will not be sustainable. He argues that they are 

not fulfilling their objective of being a place to strengthen the local Aboriginal 

community's identity, but are instead representing pan-Aboriginality. An example to 

support his argument is that of didgeridoo demonstrations. The didgeridoo was not 

traditionally used by the local Aboriginal communities but is rather a tradition from the 

north of Australia. Padasian (1996) argues that this undermines the aim of educating the 

wider community in the diversity of Aboriginal cultures throughout Australia. 

Yet in support of the problematic nature of cultural boundaries, Padasian's (1996) 

reseai-ch was unable to resolve the issues of how to authentically improve the 

representation of Ahoriginality in the Centre. He emphasised the difficultly of the project 

due to the past removal of Aboriginal people from the particular area (Grampian National 

Park) and the consequent loss of much of their cultural heritage. Padasian (1996) strongly 

suggests however that land rights would most probably have a positive impact on 

retaining  Aboriginality among Aboriginal communities in southeastern Australia. 

Such issues concerning pan-Aboriginality have also been raised in regard to the 

Drearntime Cultural Centre. Griffin and Shelley (1993) propose that the centre was 

originally going to be called Darumbal after the local Aboriginal tribe and that perhaps 

by calling it Dreamtime they have made the ultimate concession to pan-Aboriginal 

culture. Yet it is also emphasised with reference to Nola James, the local Aboriginal lady 

who founded the centre, that much of this local culture has been 'lost' and art traditions 
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are not practised. Griffin and Shelley (1993) raise the questions of how far from the local 

is appropriate for such a centre and where are the cultural boundaries? 

Tourism 

Authenticity discussions are often embedded within the field of Aboriginal tourism 

studies. This is also a relevant area of discussion for Indigenous museums are often 

involved or aim to be active participants in the tourism industry. Hollinshead (1996) 

suggests, 

'that tourism and travel ... have an immense potential to help Indigenous 

Australians orchestrate their own emergence from behind immense veils of 

misunderstanding and prejudicial practices of the non-Aboriginal world which 

have grown up, about and around the precious numenosity of traditional 

Aboriginal Australians' (Hollinshead 1996:309). 

He argues that like anthropology, for too long within tourism studies a focus has been on 

cultures as well-hounded, pristine and intact entities. This is problematic, for few if any 

of the world's cultures are devoid of outside influences. Indigenous tourism is defined, 

by Hinch and Butler (1996:9) as 'tourism activity in which Indigenous people are 

directly involved either through control and/or by having their culture serve as the 

essence of the attraction'. Altman (1993), in discussion of the Australian context, 

suggests that macro-policies have been encouraging Aboriginal involvement in the 

tourism industry since 1965. The 1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 

Custody (Australia 1991) found that Aboriginal Australians were economically 

disadvantaged and suggested that opportunities for improving this economic situation 



could be found in the development of Indigenous tourism (Altman and Finlayson 1993). 

The 1994 Draft National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Tourism Industry Strategy 

also optimistically emphasised the potential for tourism to become part of the solution to 

such disadvantage (Larrieu 1996). Altman (1993) and Larrieu (1996) however, strongly 

emphasise that there is very little documented evidence to support the argument, as there 

is a high consumer demand for Aboriginal tourism. Altman (1987, 1988, 1993), and 

Altman and Finlayson (1993) also conclude from case studies that economic benefits for 

Aboriginal community tourist ventures seem to be lacking. 

It is argued by Griffin and Shelley (1993) that the Dreamtime Cultural Centre is an 

example of the tention that exists at Aboriginal tourism ventures between maintaining 

authenticity and integrity and the need to attract visitors and tourists. It is suggested that 

the Dreamtime Cultural centre 'in short ... could be viewed as a type of "sell-out" to 

dominant white perceptions of what compliant and "respectable" Aborigines should be 

doing' (Griffin and Shelly 1993:170). It is argued that the Centre has often ignored 

advice given by elders of the local area and has been known to copy art from different 

tribes. Griffin and Shelly (1993) strongly suggest that the Centre often disregards 

traditional culture for tourism purposes. However Griffin and Shelly (1993) also say that 

to have such a negative view of the Centre is naive and also stereotype driven. They state 

that to focus only on negative authenticity issues in regards to the centre, 

'Would dismiss the centre's Indigenous managers as gullible dupes, when a 

considerable body of evidence points to their commitment, determination and 

resilience as well as their ability, in a sense, to manipulate white expectations and 

to use and adapt white techniques and practice in order to get what they want in a 



way that is anything but subservient, weak or compromised' (Griffin and Shelly 

1993: 17 1). 

Rotumah, an active participant in the running of the Minjungbal Cultural Centre in New 

South Wales, shows from an insider perspective the difficulties of creating an authentic 

and educational centre which is also a tourist facility. She states in an interview that, 

'Its (hard) to marry a tourist attraction with an educational centre and its near 

impossible because educational (people) don't want anything to do with you 

because you are a tourist centre and tourist centres don't want (anything) to do 

with you because you are an educational centre' (in White 2001). 

Discussions about authenticity are not straightforward or easily negotiable but 

problematic in their nature. Dovey (2000) discusses authenticity from a slightly different 

angle and challenges the assumption that authenticity needs to be essentially achieved in 

Aboriginal museum constructs. He maintains that it is up to Aboriginal people to 

represent themselves however they wish. He states, 

'What if they choose to exploit the market for cultural tourism by meeting its 

preconceptions? What if primitivist constructions of Aboriginality are used as a 

mask for economic interests? (Dovey 2000:423). 

Tandanya Aboriginal Institute is also aware of the complexity of cultural boundaries and 

the associated authenticity issues. Tandanya continues to attempt to maintain and develop 

its role as a non- exploitative safe house for Indigenous cultures and products where 
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cultural maintenance, authenticity and integrity are highly valued. At the same time it 

also has to deal with and recognise that history, market pressures and other factors have 

led to the development of various pan-Aboriginal art and craft styles. It is proposed by 

Parker (1999) that if Tandanya was to take a hard line on pan-Aboriginal expression 

(works influenced by stylistic art, often from the Top End and Central Australian 

Aborigi nal communities) then they would be denying exhibition space to a large part of 

the Indigenous arts community and especially emerging artists. Parker (1999) suggests 

that Tandanya experiences an immense amount of confusion about whether such practice 

is acceptable for it is also possible that the appropriation of other peoples dreaming and 

stories is culturally destructive and totally unacceptable (Parker 1999). As a result 

Tandanya is in a very difficult position between respecting authenticity and defining 

cultural boundaries and the desire to support and encourage artists. 

The discussion of authenticity within the context of Aboriginal museum constructs can 

be seen to mostly be concerned with the appropriation of cultural traditions from other 

distinct Aboriginal communities and the confusion about where the line should be drawn. 

This emphasises the ambiguous nature of identity and its interconnected relationship with 

notions of history, heritage and culture. While cultural authenticity is something of a 

fiction with blurred boundaries, Boniface and Fowler (1996) suggest that it is a crucial 

component of economically successful cultural trading. This leads into the next 

discussion on literature concerned with how history, heritage, culture and identity are 

represented within Aboriginal museum constructs. 

Bennett (1992) argues that the way in which and how objects are represented within a 

museum affects the visitor's experience and interpretation. Karp (1991) also suggests that 



a fundamental assumption of an exhibition is that it is a medium of, and setting for, 

representation. There has been little written on the way in which information and objects 

are represented within Aboriginal museum constructs. The tools used to communicate 

meaning to visitors are discussed in regards to the Warradjan Cultural Centre in the 

Northern Territory. The involvement of Aboriginal people at the Bunjilaka Centre in the 

Melbourne Museum is another example, and the display at the Dreamtime Cultural 

Centre is also discussed. 

Representation 

The aim of the display within the Warradjan Cultural Centre was to capture the Bininj 

culture in its complexity and to depict the past and present, seasonality and change and 

the different attitudes and opinions of the Bininj in the area. Much thought was put into 

how this was going to be understood by visitors to the centre and four levels of 

interpretation were developed. It was understood that some visitors only skim through 

displays so major headings were created for their benefit. Visitors who wanted more 

information could investigate the introductory text and body that are also provided. 

Direct quotations from Bininj people were also displayed for people who wish to gain 

information directly from the people. Visitors who wished to be educated could interact 

with all three levels of interpretation (Schofield et al 1996). 

It is argued by Russell (2001b) that most Aboriginal constructed exhibitions rely on 

European generated information but that many of these displays still challenge 

stereotypical representation of Aborigines as a static and timeless people. The Koori 

exhibition within the Bunjilaka Centre did this by not displaying things in glass cases in a 

decontextualised way but rather placed items in their context and focused on modern and 



urban images of Aboriginal people, rather than the stereotypical images from central 

Australia. Russell (2001h) however suggests that while the Koori exhibition was an 

attempt to document the diversity and complexity of pre-contact culture, the Aboriginal 

people involved reconfirmed European notions of social progress and social evolution. 

Russell (2001b) argues that the way in which a 1870s painting was used in the display 

created an unavoidable inference that European constructions of Aboriginality were valid 

models for depicting Aboriginal life in pre-contact times. She also suggests that even 

though there is evidence to suggest that the Kerrup-Jmara villages in the Victorian 

Western districts were not permanent, they were depicted so by the Aboriginal people 

involved. This illustrates that while the Aboriginal people were attempting to challenge 

the popular stereotypical images of Aboriginal culture (particularly its nomad element) 

they were possibly reconfirming European notions of social progress and evolution. 

The Dreamtime Cultural Centre, Russell (2001b) also suggests, reconfirms such notions. 

It is suggested that the Professor Mulvaney and Kenniff cave display implies the attitude 

that Europeans are the only ones who can become experts on Aboriginal culture. The 

Centre also has a time-line display that shows what is happening in Australia and in other 

parts of the world simultaneously. It is argued by Russell (2001b) that this is just another 

example of reinforcing European notions of linear evolution and the common museum 

genre that sees Aboriginal culture as the childhood of humanity. Russell (200 lb:62) 

concludes that even, 

'The appointment of Aboriginal curators has failed to overturn the oppression of 

colonial instrumentalities and has reinforced the place of the museum as part of 

the colonial power structure, in which Aboriginal people are objects of study'. 



Whether this is the case or not, such statements have the potential to undermine and 

devalue Aboriginal community initiatives, which are extremely positive in other respects. 

The Cooramah Cultural Centre in New South Wales, a place understood by its 

Aboriginal employees as a place of sharing and education, plans to create an exhibition 

within a linear time frame (similar to the Dreamtime Cultural Centre) in order to give the 

community and visitors a sense of the length of occupation in Australia and develop 

pride in their rich heritage (White 2001). 

Russell's (2001b) statements seem rigid and unaware of the problematic boundaries of 

culture and the phenomenon of cultural change. Sahlins (I 999:xx) states in regards to the 

study of culture, that as people are confronted with the disappearance of the old-

anthropology cultures and the loss of definite boundaries due to the influence of the 

World System, 'they are tempted to succumb to a post-modern panic about the possibility 

that anything like "a culture" actually exists'. He concludes however that it is not that 

there is no culture but rather just as we were learning how to perceive particular cultures 

they are disappearing 'and then reappearing in ways we had never imagined' (Sahlins 

I 999:xxi). 

West ( 198 1) claims that the initiative to establish Aboriginal museum constructs often 

does not come from within the Aboriginal community. Clark and Larrieu (1998) argue 

that Brambuk Living Cultural Centre in Halls Gap Victoria was not an Aboriginal 

proposal. They state that, 



'In a sense they were forced to come on board so that they could have some 

input and involvement in tourism and future developments in the (Grampians) 

national park' which surrounds the centre (Clark and Larrieu 1998:17). 

Clark and Larrieu (1998) suggest that a consequence of this push from outside the 

relevant Aboriginal communities has created a situation where there is a lack of 

Aboriginal involvement and interest in the Centre. In contrast the Shepparton Aboriginal 

Arts Council (1980) argues that the relevant Aboriginal community embraced the idea of 

a Shepparton Aboriginal Keeping Place even though it was not originally an Aboriginal 

initiative. The Shepparton Aboriginal Keeping Place was the initiative of the Shepparton 

City Council who wished to create a global village for tourists that included an 

Aboriginal attraction (Shepparton Aboriginal Arts Council 1980). 

This attraction, it is argued by Sculthorpe (1994), became the first Aboriginal Keeping 

Place in Australia open to the wider public. John (Sandy) Atkinson, an Aboriginal man 

involved in the establishment of the keeping place, adapted this term in order to avoid the 

word museum which had so many negative connotations for Aboriginal people (Griffiths 

1996). The Shepparton Aboriginal Keeping Place however is now known as the 

Bangerang Cultural Centre (see http://saac.mcmedia.com.au/htrnl/culnire.html),  but is 

sometimes also referred to as the Shepparton Bangerang Keeping Place (see 

www.victoriaculture.org/vic/goulburn-attractions.html). This highlights again the foggy 

boundaries between the terms used to refer to Aboriginal museums. 



The Aims and Objectives of Australian Indigenous Museums 

Kelly (1999) found in a workshop she coordinated that Aboriginal reasons behind the 

desire to develop keeping place/cultural centres in Australia fall under two categories: 

local community reasons, and broader community reasons. I will therefore first look at 

the aims and objectives of specific Aboriginal museum constructs which have a local 

community focus and secondly at aims and objectives related to the broader community. 

However this is not to suggest that these categories are concrete, for overlaps and 

interconnectedness occur. 

Local Community Focused Aims 

One of the past chairmen of the Brewarrina Aboriginal Cultural Museum in New South 

Wales, Les Darcy, stated that this museum's intention was to 'preserve, develop and 

promote' the Aboriginal cultural heritage and traditions of that area (Ferber 199 1:6). The 

Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Cultural Centre (2004) in Western Australia emphasises 

one of their aims, and reason for establishment in terms of endeavouring to 'encourage 

and promote the rescue, maintenance and development of the traditional forms of 

Aboriginal cultural expression' (Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Cultural Centre 2004). 

Piyarli Yardi Aboriginal Cultural Centre also in Western Australia (Piyarli Yardi 

Aboriginal Cultural Centre 2004), Camp Coorong Race Relations and Cultural Education 

Centre in South Australia (Hemming 1992), Nyinkka Nyunya Art and Culture Centre in 

the Northern Territory (Nyinkka Nyunya Art and Culture Centre 2004), and Minjungbal 

Cultural Centre in New South Wales (White 2001), are just another few examples of 
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places that desire and work towards keeping alive Aboriginal culture, or more 

specifically the Aboriginal culture of a particular area. 

Another common objective is also highlighted by Les Darcy's comments in regards to 

the Brewarrina Cultural Museum. He states that the aim is 'to enlighten ... most 

importantly our young - to let them be aware of their ancestors... '(Feber 1991:6-7). The 

Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Cultural Centre also works towards providing 

'instruction to young people in the traditional arts, ceremonies and related activities 

(Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Cultural Centre 2004). Mindaribba Local Aboriginal 

Council Museum's first priority is also to educate the younger generation in Aboriginal 

history and culture (White 2001). It would also seem that many places are not only 

concerned with educating Aboriginal youth in their area, but also the wider Aboriginal 

community. The Dreamtirne Cultural Centre in Queensland (Giffin and Shelley 

1993:169) and the Tandanya National Aboriginal Institute in South Australia (Tandanya 

National Aboriginal Institute 2004), both work towards and provide educational activities 

for Indigenous people. Many Aboriginal museums use the CDEP program to support 

such initiatives (see White 2001). 

Galeena Beck Living Cultural Centre in Victoria has as one of its objectives being the 

nourishment and servicing of local community activities (Dovey 2000). It is also 

mentioned by a number of people involved with Aboriginal museums that they function 

as places which bring the Aboriginal Community together (see White 2001). It has been 

mentioned by Griffiths in regards to the establishment of the Mindaribba Local 

Aboriginal Council Museum, that the local Aboriginal community was struggling to 
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survive and it was decided by elders and others that what was needed was a focal point, a 

community centre (White 2001). 

An ongoing aim of the Yuendumu Aboriginal Community Museum in the Northern 

Territory is the retainment of implements, sacred objects and artefacts, as it is believed 

by the community that if these objects are all kept in one place they will help to preserve 

the cultural life of the community (Anon 1971). The Mindaribba Local Aboriginal 

Council Museum and the Goondee Keeping Place in New South Wales are also 

extremely concerned with housing objects, for they value the knowledge that is 

transmitted through objects from the past (White 2001). The Minjungbal Cultural 

Centre's primary reason for being established was also to house objects from the past 

which had been collected by a local Aboriginal lady (Miss Kay) during her lifetime and 

which could be used to resurrect a sense of culture, and to get people more interested in 

their background (White 2001). 

It is also clear that often such places are established in order to preserve and maintain not 

just objects but also sites of significance to Aboriginal people. For example the Tiagarra 

Aboriginal Cultural Centre and Museum in Tasmania was established to protect 

particular rock carvings (see Tiagarra Aboriginal Cultural Centre and Museum 2002), 

and the Brambuk Living Cultural Centre in Victoria has had a strong focus on 

encouraging the protection of important Aboriginal sites in the Grampians National Park, 

through encouraging public appreciation (see Brambuk Living Cultural Centre 2004a). 

Brewarrina Aboriginal Cultural Museum is also concerned with conserving and restoring 

Aboriginal fisheries that have deteriorated (Feber 1991). 
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A desire within the Aboriginal community to tell their own story and the truth from their 

own perspective is also a motivating factor in the establishment of Aboriginal museum 

constructs. This is the case with the Buninj people associated with the Warradjan 

Cultural Centre in Kakadu in the Northern Territory who want to be able to tell their own 

story to visitors (Schofield et al. 1996). 

Interwoven with aims concerned with cultural revitalisation, education, protection of 

heritage, and the expression of particular perspectives is the aim of promoting a sense of 

pride and self respect within Aboriginal communities. The Dreamtime Cultural Centre 

(Griffin and Shelley 1993), the Nyinkka Nyunya Art and Cultural Centre in the Northern 

Territory (Nyinkka Nyunya Art and Cultural Centre 2004), Coorarnah Cultural Centre in 

New South Wales (White 2001), and Brambuk Living Cultural Centre in Victoria 

(Brambuk Living Cultural Centre 2004b), are just a number of examples of places that 

are concerned with boosting pride and self-respect through creating a space where 

employment skills can be learnt and employment opportunities developed. Self-respect, 

self-determination, and pride are also encouraged through these places by creating a 

sense of ownership (see White 2001). 

Another example of creating employment is through supporting artists and Gavala 

Aboriginal Art and Culture Centre was established primarily for this reason (Gavala 

Aboriginal Art and Culture Centre 2004). Nyinkka Nyunya Art and Cultural Centre also 

has a continuous aim of fostering excellence in the ongoing development of artists 

(Nyinkka Nyunya Art and Cultural Centre 2004). 
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Broader Community Focused Aims 

The second broad category of reasons for establishing Aboriginal museums is associated 

with how they relate or function within the broader community. The Drearntime Cultural 

Centre is an example of one place that aims to provide a focus for education and 

information for the wider community (Griffin and Shelly 1993: 169). Brewarrina 

Aboriginal Cultural Museum in New South Wales (Brewarrina Aboriginal Cultural 

Museum 2003) and Tandanya National Aboriginal Cultural Institute in South Australia 

(Tandanya National Aboriginal Cultural Institute 2004) are further examples of places 

that aim to enlighten and educate the wider community. Aiming to educate the wider 

community is often an attempt to improve relationships between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal people. 

From the workshop that Kelly (1999) co-ordinated, she concluded that educating 

Indigenous youth in history and traditional skills was often a reason for the establishment 

of Aboriginal museums. She argues that this is related to the desire on the part of 

Aboriginal people to keep culture living. She suggests this is also done through 

developing the museum constructs as meeting places and venues for current activities. 

Kelly (1999) also argues that the broader community focused aims are also concerned 

with promoting living culture to the community. 

Development Problems and Other tssues Faced by Australian Indigenous Museums 

While it has been shown that many Aboriginal museums have clear aims and objectives, 

in some cases it is not always so clear. The Bunjilaka Aboriginal Centre, which is 

situated within the Melbourne Museum, is one example of a place with ambiguous aims. 
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Different people involved with its establishment had contrasting and in a sense 

conflicting views on the purpose of the Centre (Russell 2001h). It could he suggested that 

this kind of discrepancy in museum construct aims could only lead to limitations in its 

achievements and sustainahility in the future. Therefore while many museums have the 

potential to achieve their aims. the drive to establish such places in many communities it 

is not always an easy road with predictable outcomes. 

Duration of Development 

It is often the case that once the idea for a museum construct has been raised it can take 

many years of planning before the idea comes to fruition. Brambuk Living Cultural 

Centre in Victoria is one example. Ten years of planning and consultation took place 

before it opened in 1991 (Brambuk Living Cultural Centre 2004b). Warradjan Cultural 

Centre in the Northern Territory (Dovey 2000), and the Piyarli Yardi Aboriginal Heritage 

and Cultural Centre in Western Australia that is soon to open (Piyarli Yardi Aboriginal 

Heritage and Cultural Centre 2004), both took over a decade to develop and plan. 

Monaroo Bobberrer Gudu Cultural Heritage Keeping Place in New South Wales 

illustrates even more strongly the difficulty of making an idea into reality, for it was in its 

planning stages for at least twenty-five years (Cruse 2000). 

Funding 

While there are many positive elements to Aboriginal museum constructs it is also 

evident that there are negative aspects associated with their establishment. The 

participants of the workshop coordinated by Kelly (1999) listed some of these negative 

aspects. It was suggested that funding was a major problem and that one reason for this 
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could be due to negative funding bodies. Funding bodies may have their own agendas 

and have little regard for the desires of the Aboriginal community involved. In the case 

of Galeena Beck Living Cultural Centre in Victoria, government funding was conditional 

on having the centre close to the street to meet tourist demands. This move to the street 

meant that the Cultural Centre entrance was opposite that of the Wildlife Park (Dovey 

2000). The implicit association of wildlife with Aboriginal people and culture was just 

one problematic effect of this move. The Aboriginal community's initial idea was to 

have the centre off the road and for it to function primarily as a community centre, yet 

due to its location and the associated effects the area in the building, which was to 

function as a community meeting place, is now used as museum space and not used for 

its original purpose (Dovey 2000). 

This is an example of a negative effect associated with funding bodies that do not 

represent the Aboriginal community and have their own ideas and bias. The Aboriginal 

community who developed the idea for the Galeena Beck Living Cultural Centre wanted 

it to be a place where they could keep culture living through community gatherings, yet 

ironically due to the move the meeting space within the building has been replaced by a 

museum display which positions Aboriginal culture in the past. 

Rotumah (in White 2001) expresses another example of problems associated with 

funding bodies in regards to the Minjungbal Cultural Centre. Funding at this centre was 

conditional on employing a manager with particular qualifications. She stated in her 

interview that funding received for the centre, 
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'said that you have to have a manager with these credentials and those 

credentials and at that point in time we didn't have the people in our community 

with that qualification so we had to put on white people to run it...! mean we 

ended up having to tell one of them to leave ... they just don't ... understand that 

it is a community organisation and.. .its there for the community... Its not really 

what the community want in the first place but because they want and need 

funding, they have to adhere to those conditions ... You know sometimes it's the 

funding bodies that are really running the organisations because of their strict 

stipulations and conditions on their grants' (White 2001). 

The workshop discussion also raised other funding issues that can have negative effects 

on Aboriginal museums. These included problems such as there being a simple lack of 

funding, or problems associated with the provision and maintenance of ongoing funding, 

also issues faced when there is a lack of experience, knowledge and skills in seeking and 

obtaining funding (Kelly 1999). In the 1980s, ATSIC and bicentennial funding went 

towards establishing a number of Aboriginal museums in Western Australia and the 

Northern Territory. However it would appear that many of these places are no longer 

operational and it is suggested by Dobb (1996) that one of the reasons among many for 

their failure is due to a reliance on continued Commonwealth funding. 

Business Paradigm 

Further problems associated with Aboriginal museum constructs include: competition 

with other businesses; inadequate access to expertise and most interestingly it is 

suggested that they can become victims of their own success and be put under pressure 

and expected to be self-funding. These along with racism, vandalism, division within the 



96 

community, and problems with seeking and keeping community input and ownership can 

make establishing and maintaining an Aboriginal museum problematic (Kelly 1999). 

Dobh (1996) also mentions some other factors that cause problems for these places and 

may contribute to their failure. They may be seen as lacking everyday relevance to the 

community, and become an individual responsibility rather than a community 

responsibility. Aboriginal museums are often faced with problems associated with 

limited resources and difficult circumstances and therefore may rely on individual 

volunteers for their survival. Therefore as Lennon (2001) concludes, if a volunteer is 

sick, moves or dies, the whole project may no longer have the personnel to ensure its 

continuity. Dobb (1996) also suggests that problems could arise through non-Aboriginal 

museum concepts being imposed on the community and if they are non-Aboriginal 

initiatives there may be a lack of interest or knowledge of how to continue the operation 

of the place. 

It is also interesting to note here that organisational theory (e.g. institutional, resource 

dependency, and population ecology approaches) predict that diminutive institutions such 

as small museums (or keeping places and cultural centres) will either disappear in the 

future due to economic reasons and global pressures, or will be transformed into 

mainstream institutions (Moreno 1998). Whether this is actually the case for such places 

in Australia is unclear, but needs consideration. However it is also important to recognise 

that a case study of Hispanic small museums in America has disproved this prediction 

and suggests that the marginality and professionalisation of these museums have brought 

about a strengthening of their particular identities and community roles, rather than their 

transformation (Moreno 1998). 
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In order to help overcome development and other issues faced by Indigenous 

communities wishing to establish museums in Australia the Australian Museum in 

collaboration with four distinct Aboriginal museums in New South Wales (Mindaribba 

Local Aboriginal Council Museum, Cooramah Cultural Centre, Minjungbal Cultural 

Centre, and Goondee Keeping Place) has created an interactive CDROM (see White 

2001). This device can be used to take notes and organise ideas in regards to establishing 

and running a museum as well as a tool that allows participants to learn from the 

experiences of others. 

The advice given by people in regards to Aboriginal museums is encouraging and 

supportive. It is suggested by Griffiths in an interview with White (2001) that it is 

important to stay focused, be strong and not let one or two people derail the process. He 

also recommends that the interested community should lobby politicians, both black and 

white, in order to get recognition for their project and adequate funds. But most 

importantly he emphasises the importance of learning from others, taking note of what 

has happened in other communities. O'Hara and Potter and Rotumah in their interviews 

with White (2001) suggest that the best advice is to listen to your local community and 

be clear about what the purpose of the Aboriginal museum or centre is to be. O'Hara also 

highlights that it is important to take advertising seriously and if you advertise a service 

you must be able to provide it in the times that you said you would (White 2001). 

Conclusion 

This chapter discussed the concept of history. the past, and heritage. I conclude that 

history is a phenomenon open to interpretation. Becker (1966) argues that history is 



useful rather than completely true. The documentation of the history of the museums on 

the Tiwi Islands should be seen in this light. It reflects the views of those involved with 

the museum initiatives and is shaped by their interpretation. 

It is argued in this chapter that the past can be perceived differently by different cultures. 

This idea of different cultural understanding of the past informed my fieldwork 

investigation. I intended to explore whether Tiwi people understood the past differently 

from myself and whether this was reflected in their museums. 

The concept of heritage was also discussed and it was concluded that heritage is open to 

interpretation, even more so than history, due to its foundation in personal perception 

rather than documentary evidence. My fieldwork will explore whether there is 

dissonance within the community in regards to what their heritage is and how it should 

be represented within museum spaces. 

The variability in interpretations of history, the past, and heritage, informed my 

fieldwork approach and questions. I intended to determine whether the museums on the 

Tiwi islands reflected these concepts. I planned to investigate if the stories and 

information in the museums were considered as a record of history, reflections of the 

past, or heritage. I also sought to investigate how Tiwi people understand these terms and 

if there is a distinction between them. 

Culture is a phenomenon that is fluid. It is something continually in the process of being 

created, both by participants of the culture, as well as by outside forces. Discussions 

involving the concept of culture also frequently refer to the notion of authenticity. 
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Debates about authenticity arise due to the problematic nature of identifying cultural 

boundaries. Museums are involved in a reciprocal relationship with notions of culture 

and authenticity, both representing and creating culture. This informed my fieldwork in 

that I did not go into the field with a preconceived idea about what was and was not 

cultural. I intended to gain an understanding of how cultural elements were represented 

in the museums and whether this reflected, and or influenced, Tiwi understandings of 

culture. 

Within the context of physical museums, the representation of history, past, heritage and 

culture, becomes an issue. A museum display can represent these concepts through many 

mediums, such as pictures, text, audio-visual records, material culture and dioramas. This 

chapter discussed representation and highlighted how people disagree about how history, 

the past, heritage, and culture should be represented within the space of particularly 

Indigenous museums. Consequently, during my fieldwork I intended to investigate the 

forms of representation within the Tiwi museums. and discuss with people their 

interpretation of how objects were displayed in the museum context. 

The experience of museums for tourist is largely depended on representation. Tourism is 

an industry that has been encouraged in Aboriginal communities. Aboriginal tourism 

generally is related to an interest in educating the broader public about Aboriginal culture 

and improving economic circumstances for Aboriginal people. There is a continuing 

debate about the authenticity of the Aboriginal tourism experience. The concept of 

Aboriginal tourism was not a primary focus of my fieldwork. However it has been 

included because it is integral to a number of the Tiwi Island museums initiatives. 



CHAPTER 5: MUSEUMS ON THE TIWI ISLANDS 

Introduction 

This Chapter is concerned with fulfilling the first and second objectives of this research. 

It documents the development and history of museum initiatives on the Tiwi Islands. It 

begins with the two functioning museums, Patakijiyali and Muluwurri. A description of 

both these museums follows as well as a detailed discussion on how they function, are 

perceived within their particular environment, and how they relate to other Australian 

Indigenous museums. The initative to establish the Munupi Keeping Place, which is still 

in its planning stages, is then discussed and the past establishment of the 

Ngarapuluwamigi Keeping Place and its struggle to sustain its objectives is explored. 

Finally plans for a new Cultural Centre and the extended period of discussion 

surrounding this initiative is documented. 
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Patakiliyali Museum 

101 

Photograph 10: Patakijiyali Museum 
(Source Eva McRae-Williams) 

History 

The Patakijiyali museum is situated in the township of Nguiu on Bathurst Island. The 

building itself is of historical importance and was previously the children's Mission 

dinning room and the site of the Mission kitchen. It is a corrugated iron shed with the 

remains of the large Mission bread oven jutting out at the front. The building is situated 

within the Murrupurtiyanuwu Catholic Primary School precinct (formally known as St 

Therese's School), and is attached to the children's tuckshop or canteen. There are 

benches in the paved area outside the museum which school children sit on while eating 

their lunch. 
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The name for this museum has had various spellings (see the Museum's 'Visitors Book' 

1989) such as Patajili, and has been referred to as both a Heritage Museum and a 

Keeping Place (see MAGNT 2002h). The initiative to establish this museum in Nguiu 

came from the Catholic Mission on Bathurst Island and a Museum Society that was 

established in the mid 1970s (Barnes 1999). The Mission staff approached the Tiwi 

community about the idea and asked them what they wanted to call the museum. After 

discussions within the community a Tiwi man approached the missionaries and stated 

that the people had decided that the museum should be called Patakijiyali. This is the 

term, which was used by the Tiwi before they spoke English, to refer to Father Gsell, the 

first missionary to arrive on Bathurst Island (NTAS NTRS 226 TS 805). Barnes (1999) 

provides a translation: Pata refers to father and Kijivali to Gsell. 

The collection in the museum was compiled by a number of missionaries during 1976 

and 1977. While some items were purchased from the then art centre Tiwi Prima Art, 

most of the artefacts where given to the missionaries for safe keeping by Tiwi 

community members (Barnes 1999). Sister Anne Gardiner, one of the main instigators of 

this museum project, recollects that an old Tiwi man called Declan used to bring his 

"good" cultural and artistic works, like spears, to herself and Sister Teresa Ward to keep 

safe (NTAS NTRS 226 TS 805). It was such acts which inspired the missionaries to 

create a space where such artefacts could be safely stored (Personal Communication with 

Sister Anne Gardiner 20/10/2004). 

Francine Ross (who was staying on the Islands in the 1970's) suggests that by 1977 there 

was already a room where the collected items where kept. Ross recollects a story told to 

her by Sister Jecinta Mary: once the community at Nguiu were having a dance and one of 
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the old men ran into the museum and grabbed some spears to use in the dancing. This 

story told by Sister Jecinta Mary to Ross during her time on the islands highlighted that 

while the missionaries had at first been horrified by this action, for it had taken a long 

time to acquire the artefacts and they were worried they would not be returned, but they 

had a change of heart and Sister Jecinta Mary exclaimed that it was great for it showed 

that the Tiwi culture was still alive (Personal Communication with Francine Ross 

10/11/2003). 

In 1980, Sister Anne Gardiner returned to Bathurst Island after an absence and was even 

more motivated to create a museum in Nguiu. The old Mission kitchen was all but gone. 

and the children's dining room was badly in need of repair. Nevertheless Sister Anne saw 

the building had potential to house a museum. She decided that this building would be 

suitable as a museum, and by 1981 she had achieved this desire and created a space in 

which to house the already established collection (NTAS NTRS 226 TS 805). 

Photographs of the museum taken in the early 1980s 

Photograph 11: Outside of Patakijiyali Museum in the 1980s 

(Source MAGNT) 
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Photograph 12: Patakijiyali Museum display 1980s 1 

(Source MAGNT) 

Photograph 13: Patakijiyali Museum display 1980s 2 

(Source MAGNT) 

Sister Anne emphasised that during her time on Bathurst Island she had become 

increasingly interested in Tiwi history and soon after her return commenced writing 

numerous letters to see if she could get funding to develop the museum further (NTAS 

NTRS 226 TS 805). Tungatalum and Cole (1996) mention that while the original 

initiative to establish a museum came from the mission, the mission staff mentioned 
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above worked in close cooperation with the Tiwi people of Nguiu. Sister Anne also 

mentioned that Sister Teresa and herself would sit for ages with Donald Kanttilla, 

Raphael Aputjimi, Geraldine Tungatulum, Sarah Babui, John Baptist Papungamirri, 

Bertram Kantilla, Sedonia Mungkarra, and countless others to make sure they were 

getting cultural and historical information right (NTAS NTRS 226 TS 805). 

In 1983, Kerry Cook visited the museum in order to acquit a Northern Territory Award 

for funding. Cook documented the condition of the museum and a report was compiled. 

At this time some renovation work had just been completed on the museum and the 

external walls had been recently painted. The internal walls of the tin shed were still 

covered with Tiwi and Brima printed fabric and the ceiling was lined with Hessian. The 

costs associated with the establishment of this museum until this time had been contained 

by using materials already at hand and by the donation of time and labour (MAGNT files 

I 999a). The report concludes that the roof needed to be repaired as it was not waterproof, 

the museum space needed to be extended, the existing lighting needed to be 

supplemented and further works needed to be commissioned. Cook also suggested that it 

would be important to work towards getting funding to provide a salary for a staff 

member to release Sister Anne from some of her duties in order to allow her to research 

more fully the history of the Tiwi people (MAGNT files 1999a). 

Around this time MAGNT became increasing interested and involved in discussions 

relating to Patakijiyali Museum due to its Regional Museums Program. Carment (2001: 

7 1) states that 'this program was designed to provide assistance to non-government 

collecting institutions in the Northern Territory'. The assistance included: professional 

advice: loan of display materials: help with displays and presentation of information: 



provision of information about potential funding bodies; assistance with research; 

workshops and conferences; provision of a regular newsletter and upgrading and 

maintaining existing displays (Carment 2001). This program was, and continues to be, 

very supportive as well as influential in the functioning of Patakijiyali Museum, 

Muluwurri Museum, and the Munupi Arts and Crafts Keeping Place initiative. 

During the period 1984 to 1985 there was much correspondence between funding bodies. 

the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory (MAGNT), and the Tiwi 

community in regards to the perceived need of a 'museum keeper' (MAGNT 1999a). In 

June 1984 a Commonwealth Employment Program (CEP) commenced at the museum, to 

employ a museum attendant, for 5 hours a day, 5 days a week, for 52 weeks. It is stated 

by the project Officer of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs in mid 1985 that 'this 

project has proved to be of great value' but the funding was inadequate and MAGNT was 

therefore approached to provide further funding (MAGNT files 1999a). 

Late in 1985 Sister Anne completed a MAGNT regional Museums Programme Survey 

Questionnaire, which demonstrartes that at this time there was no staff member at the 

museum. It is also suggested that the museum did not at this time have any accession or 

registration methods and was begun 'solely to help the Tiwi children'. Sister Anne in the 

questionnaire states that the museum has no conservation methods, but contains three 

glass cabinets and several pin-up boards. It is also estimated that up to 1000 people 

visited the museum every year and that this number was associated with the fact that the 

museum is open to Tiwi Tours (a tourist operation) (MAGNT files 1999a). 
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Late in 1987. Glenn Cole from MAGNT visited Nguiu and helped Sister Teresa Ward 

copy some of Brother Pye's (missionary on Bathurst Mission) photographic collection, 

which were held in the Patakijiyali museum building (MAGNT files 1999a). In 1988 

Catholic Missions received a Bicentennial grant to restore the entire museum building 

(Barnes 1999). Sister Anne suggested that this money was used to re-roof the whole 

place but was insufficient to restore the whole building (NTAS NTRS 226 TS 805). 

Later in 1988, the museum was also listed by the National Trust as a significant building 

associated with the Catholic Mission as a marker of the history of Aboriginal welfare in 

the 1950s and 60s. It is suggested that after a visit to the Muluwurri museum in 

Milikapiti in 1989. Sister Anne become more motivated for she thought it was impressive 

and wanted her own museum space to look similar. She then began to have more 

frequent correspondence with MAGNT (Personal Communication with Glenn Cole 

28/1/2004). 

Natalie Tungutalurn has been the museum's Curator and or Keeper since 1990. Her 

position was partially funded from this time till 1997 by the Tiwi Land Council (Barnes 

1999). Presently she receives CDEP (Community Development and Employment 

Program) wages for her work in the museum and is presently training her daughter in law 

in this position (Personal Communication with Natalie Tungutalum 16/10/2004). 

From 1990 to 1993, the museum was in the process of being upgraded. The display took 

three years to install and was funded by a heritage grant and ATSIC (MAGNT files 

1999a). One room was completed at a time (Personal Communication with Glenn Cole 
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28/1/04). In 1991, the Patakjiyali Museum was placed on the register of museums of the 

Northern Territory as a regional museum (Barnes 1999). 

The display, preparation, and installation of the upgraded museum exhibits was 

performed by the staff of the Museum and Art Gallery Board of the Northern Territory 

working within the Regional Museums Programme and was made possible through 

generous funding from the Northern Territory Government heritage grant-in aid program 

(MAGNT files 1999a). However the interior of the building needed upgrading before 

installation could begin for the 1988 bicentennial grant had not been sufficient to do this. 

Therefore the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) was 

approached and provided the extra cost of the upgrade (Tungatalum and Cole 1996). The 

Hon. Bob Collins officially opened the museum on the 2 June 1993. 

In 1995 the Patakijiyali Museum was the second most frequented museum in the 

Northern Territory (Barnes 1999). The manager of the Nguiu Nginingawila Literature 

Production Centre in a message to the Minister for Arts and Museums, NT Government 

suggested that during 1998 approx 3000 tourists visited the museum (MAGNT files 

I999a). In April 1999 Glenn Cole visited the museum and repaired a number of items 

and displays, particularly the Philip Parker Case (MAGNT files 1999a). In July 1999 the 

museum received a grant to digitise Brother Pye's photographic collection ($10,000) 

from ATSIC. Also during 1999 attempts were made with the help of MAGNT to gain 

funds to install an air-conditioner in the museum, but this application was unsuccessful 

(MAGNT files 1999a). 
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Sister Anne Gardiner in late 2001 approached MAGNT for funding after MAGNT staff 

visited the museum and raised concerns about the museum's security. Sister Anne 

highlighted the museum was sometimes unattended and that two items had already gone 

missing, these being a spear from a display board and a significant painting, both having 

disappeared during September 2000 and unrecovered. The artist of the painting however 

consented to paint another at a cost of $300 (MAGNT files 1999a). 

The MAGNT Director, early in 2002 stated that, the numerous photographs, slides, 

negatives, videos and audio tapes stored in the (Nguiu) language centre and at the 

Patakijiyali Museum are at risk of rapid deterioration because of constant use and 

handling. Appropriate access to the community, and the storage of original items, is 

necessary to ensure that these valuable historical records of the Tiwi people are available 

to future generations' (MAGNT files 1999a). 

Also in 2002 an upgrade to the outdoor area of the museum was possible due to 

sponsorship from the Northern Territory Government, Nguiu Social Club, Nguiu 

Ullintjinni Association and the AFL Footy Show. In 2003 funding for the establishment 

of a computer database within the museum was received. Natalie Tungutalum hopes that 

her daughter in law will become involved in this process and take advantage of the 

opportunity to learn about computers, she thinks that she is too old to learn about them 

and believes it is good to train the younger generations (Personal Communication with 

Natalie Tungutalum 12/8/2003). However her daughter in law seems to be maintaining 

interest and spends a great amount of time at the museum helping with the daily 

activities. 
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Figure 2: Patakijiyali Museum floor plan 2004 

The Patakijiyali Museum collection is housed within a corrugated iron building in the 

precinct of a primary school. The outside of the museum is enchanting in its simplicity. It 

has a paved area at its front that contains tables and chairs for children to sit on during 

lunch. The large mission oven juts out from the wall and hides behind it a display, which 

pays respect to a number of people who were influential in the development of the 

museum. 
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Photograph 5: Memorial display outside Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 

Its unpretentious impression is interesting in that when first entering the museum it is 

hard not to be struck by the modern aesthetic of its interior. It is a bright space which is 

not overcrowded with display but spacious and consisting of clean lines. It could be 

argued in fact that its appearance is quite conventional and that a visitor familiar with 

Western style museums would not immediately be struck by anything particularly 

unusual. 

The first room you enter if you happen to have a guide (this is the entrance that tourists 

would enter as they are on organised tours) is known as the Apupwanikiiji;ni Room. This 

title has been given to the room in remembrance of a highly influential Tiwi man 

(Raphael Apuatimi) who contributed greatly during his lifetime to the continuation and 

maintenance of Tiwi culture, particularly its expression through art or artefacts. It is also 

often referred to by the museum staff as the Dreaming Room. This room has a particular 

focus on Tiwi stories and is a good beginning to the museum experience for it represents 

a fundamental element of the Tiwi worldview. 
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Photograph 6: The ApupwanikiIjimi Room, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 

The first story you encounter explains the creation of Melville and Bathurst Island by 

Murtankala. This storyboard includes nine expressive black and white drawings as well 

as text both in English and Tiwi. This story explains why the inhabitants of Melville and 

Bathurst island consider themselves as one people and refer to themselves collectively 

today as Tiwi. 
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Photograph 7: The Murtankala storyboard, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 
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Another story within this first space and one that I often heard people mentioning outside 

the museum is that of Purrukapali and Japarra. This story is accompanied by ten 

drawings in a slightly different style yet still in black and white, and as with the above, 

has text in both English and Tiwi. This is the story of how death came to the Tiwi people 

and it is intimately connected to the phenomenon of the moon. 

Across from this storyboard is the story of the crocodile, which is slightly different to the 

Murankala storyboard, instead of many drawings there is just one life size print of a 

crocodile with text (both languages) underneath it. This story explains how a man 

Yirrikapayi Yimi became the crocodile. 

7 

Photograph 8: The Crocodile storyboard, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 
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The following story, Kurupurrani, Yirrirnuruwu and Ngaringa, is about a relationship 

between an eagle, cockatoo and frilled neck lizard and is concerned with Tiwi 

understandings of incest and kinship systems. It is represented on storyboards that jut out 

from the wall and contain both prints and English and Tiwi text. A large glass cabinet 

containing the three animals relevant to the tale punctuates the storyboard. 

- 
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Photograph 9: The Kurupurrani, Yirrimuruwu and Ngaringa storyboard, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 

This first room also contains a storyboard that through illustrative pictures explains Yoyi 

or dancing styles associated with individuals dreaming/totem stories. The story of the 

origin of bark basket making, Ngirramini Ngini Pwanga, is also represented through text 

and is accompanied by colour photographs documenting the process of making such a 

basket as well as a finished basket and shells holding the ochre used for painting them. 
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In the centre of the room on a circular base is positioned a myriad of carvings ranging in 

size and representing human-like figures and a number of birds. A diorama is also 

positioned in the middle of the room and represents a scene from the Ku/ama ceremony. 

This diorama is also accompanied by text that explains the ceremony in a brief way. 

Pukuinani Poles have also been placed in the centre of this room and have an information 

board close by explaining how they are made and their purpose. 
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Photograph 10: Centre displays in the ApupwanikiIjimi Room, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 
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The second room is larger but also has the clean lines, spacious feel and modern 

aesthetic. This space is known as the Arriliki Room in remembrance of another 

influential Tiwi cultural man (Declan Apuatimi) who played an important role in the 

museum's development and also contributed to its collection. The museum staff however 

often refer to this part of the museum as the culture section or room. On the left is a 

board which contains historical Tiwi photographs, and to the right is another collection of 

carvings of the mythical bird common in Tiwi material culture. Along the walls of this 

room are displayed many artefacts including rope made out of native fibre with a brief 

description. A glass cabinet containing headbands, armbands, and necklaces used for 

ceremonial purposes, a wall display of takamuli/throwing and fighting sticks, and 

arawiniki ri/spears etc. 
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Photograph 11: Throwing, fighting, and spear displays, Patakijiyall Museum 

(Source Eva) 
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A Tiwi seasons calendar that explains the different seasons and the kinds of foods and 

resources available at different times of the year is to the left at the end of this room. 
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Photograph 12: Tiwi Seasons Calender, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 

A board that explains through the medium of text and colour photographs particular 

hunting techniques and food sources follows. This hunting and gathering section has 

used stuffed animals as tools of representation, and also a glass cabinet containing a 

representation of the mangrove habitat. 
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Photograph 13: Bush food and mangrove habitat display, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 



A traditional bark water carrier is also on display within a glass cabinet. Another 

storyboard similar to one described above juts out from the wall and contains 

information on the gathering and preparing of the Zamia (sic, it is actually cycad) and 

palm nuts known as karri ngawa ngatnpurikipa kwaka. 

Near the exit to this room are more glass cases containing headbands, armbands, and 

necklaces with colour photographs above indicating how they are worn. In the centre of 

this room is a ton gulaka or dug out canoe with a board suspended above it explaining 

how the vessel was made and used. 
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Photograph 14: View of dugout canoe in the Arritiki Room, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 
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The third and final room of this contemporary styled museum is what is known as the 

Mission history room. This room has a number of boards in the middle of the room on 

which historical photographs have been placed. 
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Photograph 15: Mission History Room, Patakijiyali Museum 

(Source Eva) 

Photographs and information boards are also displayed around the walls. The stories 

included in this room are those of the first missionaries, the impact of the Second World 

War on the islands (including the capture of a Japanese man), the first barge to bring 

supplies, the first Christian marriages, and many photographs of groups of Tiwi people in 

the days of the mission. This room also contains glass cabinets which contain pottery and 

screen printed material made by Tiwi artists, the remains of the mission bread baking 

oven and information about the building itself and its past mission use. 
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Photograph 16: Photographic display in Mission History Room, Patakijiyali Museum 

(NOTE: A Tiwi mans face has been covered due to Tiwi cultural beliefs about death) 
(Source Eva) 

This room also contains a reception or working area for the museum staff. There are a 

couple of desks, one that serves as the counter if visitors wish to purchase the cards or 

books being sold, the other containing a recently purchased computer. This working area 

also contains a cupboard and television set with video. On the walls in this section are 

also boards with photographs from past football grand finals and a large gold framed 

picture of a Roman Catholic Priest who was influential in Nguiu's more recent past. 
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How the Museum is used 

Tourists 

Patakijiyali Museum is opened at around nine o'clock every weekday. This is done by 

either one of the two Tiwi women who work at the museum for CDEP payments or by 

the tour guides who work for the company Tiwi Tours. A very large percentage of 

tourists who visit Nguiu on Bathurst Island have organised their trip through Tiwi Tours. 

A number of tours (averaging around two to four separate groups) go to Nguiu most 

weekdays during the dry season with an average of around ten tourists per group. Tiwi 

Tours has a structured visit prepared for these tourists which always includes a trip to the 

Patakijiyali Museum, usually early after the tourists' arrival on the Island. 

The tourists on such tours are always accompanied by guides, usually both a Tiwi person 

and a non-Tiwi person. The Tiwi guide will welcome the visitors into the museum and in 

an individual way interpret the museum displays, predominantly spending a greater 

percentage of time in the first room telling and retelling the stories from the Dreamtime 

represented here. After these stories have been told, tourists are free to wander around the 

museum and encouraged to ask the guides if they have any questions. Visitors wishing to 

know more about something in the displays also often approach the two ladies who work 

in the museum. 

It became clear to me that most tourists were interested in hearing stories and information 

from the Tiwi people in the museum rather than from non-Tiwi people. This was 

highlighted when one day the Tiwi guide and Tiwi women were not at work and the 

tourists had to settle for the non-Tiwi guide's interpretation of the display and answers to 
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their questions. It was obvious that many of the tourists were unhappy or disappointed 

about not being able to speak and listen to a Tiwi person. In fact a number raised the 

issue with the non-Tiwi guide. Such behaviour suggested to me that many of the tourists 

visiting Nguiu had expectations of experiencing a high level of authenticity. They had 

expected to hear the Tiwi story from Tiwi people. 

By reviewing the visitors' book and through observation and discussion with tourists 

onsite it was found that predominantly visitors were and had been in the past surprised by 

the professional appearance of the museum. I was privy to comments such as 'I didn't 

expect such a good museum" and the visitor's book also includes many comments such 

as "I was impressed". I would suggest that such statements are also related to the fact that 

the museum is for most visitors a familiar environment compared to other environments 

and places they encounter on their tour. The information is presented in a straightforward 

museological way with visual images, text, and artefacts representing particular areas of 

Tiwi life and identity. The museum is one of the first points of call for Tiwi Tours, for it 

enables visitors to take in information about Tiwi people, culture and land in a form 

which is reasonably unfamiliar to most visitors. 

Tiwi Tours only spends half an hour at the museum and it was observed that often people 

feel that they have not had time to fully appreciate all that is on display in the museum. 

However it is also the case due to people's own interests and individuality that some 

people walk through the display in less than ten minutes and end up sitting out the front 

waiting for the tour to continue on its way. Many tourists also purchase something from 

the reception desk such as postcards and particular books on the Tiwi Islands and Tiwi 

people. The two ladies working at the museum deal with these sales depending on which 
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one is there and who happens to be a busy answering a visitor's question. Tiwi Tours 

recorded slightly in excess of 2.400 visitors to the museum for the 2003 - 2004 financial 

year (Tiwi Land Council 2003/2004). 

Visitors and tourists to the islands who are not attached to a Tiwi Tour are also often 

encouraged by the community to visit the museum and it is very likely that if the 

museum happens to be locked it will not take long for someone to notice the 

unaccompanied visitor and unlock the museum for them. During my fieldwork I was able 

to determine that tourists or visitors are the largest users of the Patakajiliyali Museum. 

This is especially the case during the dry season and it can be presumed that during the 

wet season the museum is visited less, and therefore locked more often. 

Tiwi School Children 

Patakijiyali Museum is in a school precinct it is easily accessible to children attending 

this school. Through observation and involvement in the museum's day-to-day activities 

I became aware that these school children are very familiar with the museum space and 

its display. Often Tiwi teachers will use the museum or parts of the display as a teaching 

tool during school time. One example of this I observed was a Tiwi teacher using the 

seasons calendar in the museum when she was explaining the particular climate at that 

time of year and which foods were readily available and where. 

The two ladies who work in the museum cataloguing photographs and maintaining the 

displays also attract many children into the museum space. These children come into the 

museum predominantly to visit these two women, but also spend some of their time 

interacting with the museum displays and often the photographic collection which the 
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women are working with. They would often show me photographs of family members on 

display. Interestingly because I had a camera the children would often want me to take 

photographs of them in front of the glass cabinet containing the stuffed animals, or near 

and in the old dug out canoe. These two parts of the display seemed to hold fascination 

for the children while the photographs were attached to a sense of pride for they had 

knowledge of there family and community. 

The Pakajiliyali Museum is also adjacent to the school tuckshop, which means that 

school children spend much of their free time at school in close proximity to the museum 

and its collection. The fact that this museum is in a sense just another classroom for these 

children is quite unique and means that unlike many Western style museums, particularly 

national and state museums, it is not at all imposing or threatening to these children, but 

part of their everyday environment. When talking to children about the museum often 

they would say they liked it and would talk of, or more often offer to show me, 

something that interested them personally in the display. However it also appealed to 

many of the children when the weather was hot, for the building is air-conditioned and 

was a welcome relief to the heat outside. 

Comm unity 

The community use Patakijiyali Museum in a number of different ways. During my 

fieldwork I came to understand the importance people within the Tiwi community 

attributed to photographs. Most people do not have a personal camera and therefore the 

museum has become in a sense a community photo album. If someone has passed away 

and a pukumani ceremony is to he held often a photograph will be photocopied by the 

museum staff for the family so that they can use it in the coming ceremony. It is also the 
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case that photographs of someone recently deceased and on display in the museum will 

have their faces and names covered. When working with one of the ladies in the museum 

I also become aware that she would avoid any photographs in the collection of recently 

deceased people. 

Many community members will often visit the museum in order to look at old as well as 

more recent photographs of their close and extended family. An example of this during 

my stay was a lady who happened to he from an outstation (Ranku) but had come into 

Nguiu for a particular reason and had some time to spare so spent an hour or so looking 

at photographs. She browsed through photographs both on display and by talking to the 

ladies working in the museum also some photographs that were being scanned and 

catalogued on their new computer system. During my time at the museum I would often 

see different community members coming in to have a look around and chat with the 

ladies while they were waiting for their children or some other business. Often these 

people would become involved in helping with the task of identifying people, events, and 

places in photographs that were being logged into the computer. Interestingly however I 

did notice that more women visited the museum than men. 

Individual interests and personality of course influence how the community use the 

museum. Many people would comment on the Patakijiyali museum when asked in a 

positive way, 

"We love it like that its good. People from all over the world come to see. I think the 

museum is good for little children and people from overseas to go and see". 
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While a smaller number would make such comments as, "not much interesting" or "the 

museum doesn't have enough". 

One old lady's sentiments however reflect the general attitude of people in regards to 

their local museum by statina 

"Kuwa (the museum is good), to you know keep our culture strong. We need it and our 

traditional artists and everything" 

The community spoke about the museum with a sense of pride and often when telling me 

stories would say "I think that story's in the museum" as well as comments like "there's 

a lot of stories there". 
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Muluwurri Museum 
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Photograph 17: Muluwurri Museum 

(Source Eva 2004) 

History 

Muluwurri Museum in Milikapiti on Melville Island is part of a larger cultural complex 

that includes a studio workshop and Adult Education Centre (Barnes 1999). The 

Milikapiti Cultural Centre (Personal Communication with Anne Marchment 3/10/2004), 

or as it is referred to today the Jilamara Arts and Crafts Centre or the Jilamara Cultural 

Centre, is the trustee of the museum. This Cultural Centre began operation in 1985 when 

an Adult educator (Ian Forster) initiated a six-month, Community Employment 

Programme to train women in basic screen-printing techniques, sewing and leatherwork. 

The women involved in this first project were Isobel Marego, Raelene Cook, Maxine 

Daniels, Rosie Woody and Sandra McMillan. A new Adult Educator (Anne Marchment) 
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was appointed in Milikapiti in January 1987 and she expanded the Adult Education 

Programme to include garment assembly (Barnes 1999:114). 

In 1990 what had now become known as Jilarnara became an independent Aboriginal 

owned enterprise and a manager was appointed (James Bennett) who had textile skills, so 

that Jilamara could continue to expand (Personal Communication with Anne Marchnient 

3/10/2004). Jilamara has had a number of managers over the years. Today it is a hive of 

creative activity, however screen-printing is not engaged in. It is a centre which focuses 

on the training of Aboriginal people in art and craft techniques, providing artists with art 

supplies and support with the selling and exhibition of art and crafts produced in the 

community. 

The museum itself was opened in 1989 with the funding assistance of the 

Commonwealth Education Aboriginal Development Commission and the Bicentennial 

Authority (MAGNT files 1999b). The Milawuti museum or cultural centre as it is 

referred to in is conceptual design proposal, was to fulfil the dual role of museum and 

artefact sale outlet. Its primary function was to satisfy the cultural requirements of the 

local community, while its secondary function was to be a tourist attraction and sales 

outlet (MAGNT files 1999b). The then Adult Educator in Milikapiti, Anne Marchment, 

suggested that when this money was received the community had intended to create a 

Meeting House but that through negotiation they were convinced to create a Museum 

instead. Her enthusiasm for this project was expressed through her efforts to convince 

Doris Adams, the widow of a very fine carver, Holder Adams, who was tragically killed, 

to sell his remaining works to the Milikapiti community. She then began to use the 
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excess profits from the screen-printing enterprise to buy other works for the proposed 

museum (Personal Communication with Anne Marchment 3/10/2004). 

The building chosen to house the museum was not custom built and at the time of the 

museum proposal was only half finished (Personal Communication with Cole 28/1/04). 

Anne Marchment mentioned that it took her a lot of persuasion to convince the council to 

allow the building to be appropriately designed (a pit made in the middle) to house the 

Pukaniani poles, for the building was not originally intended for such a purpose 

(Personal Communication with Anne Marchment 3/10/2004). It is suggested by Glenn 

Cole that this building was not particularly appropriate for a museum space for it had too 

many windows. 

The museum building during its initial renovation (1988) 

Photograph 18: Muluwurri Museum during initial renovation 1988 

(Source MAGNT) 

Some windows were boarded up to create a more suitable space. The pit in the middle of 

the space was custom built (being quite a difficult to install) and needed for the poles that 

were too tall to be placed in the building. Interestingly the display was made in Darwin 

and then dismantled and taken to Milikapiti by barge and installed (Personal 
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Communication with Glenn Cole 28/1/04). The Northern Territory Regional Museums 

Association and Glenn Cole helped with the development of the display, which was 

completed in April 1989 (Barnes 1999). Jilamara commissioned most of the carvings 

specifically for the museum (Personal Communication with Glenn Cole 28/1/04). 

The name Muluwurri comes from a Mungatopi man who lived in the late eighteen 

hundreds. The story, while having different versions according to various storytellers, is 

that Mu/tiwurri suspected his sons of incestuous adultery with one of his younger wives. 

He made his sons line up in a row in order for him to observe whether they had one 

testicle lower than the other, this being an indication of adultery. Four were found to 

have one testicle lower than the other and he therefore ordered the four youths to be 

speared, they fled but were ultimately caught, killed and buried in a common grave 

(Barnes 1999). 

A storyboard in the museum refers to Muluwurri as an ancestral leader who had eight 

wives and numerous children. Muluwurri's gravesite, as well as those of other members 

of his family, are said to he on the local beach north of the barge landing, named 

Mulowurrupi in Muluwurri 's honour. One of the Muluwurri family burial poles, which is 

captured in a photograph within the museum, disappeared in the surge tide created by 

Cyclone Thelma in 1998 (Storyboard in Muluwurri Museum). 

Jilamara Arts and Crafts and the Milikapiti Sport and Recreation Club donated funds to 

purchase art from significant local artists for the museum collection (Barnes 1999) and in 

1993 Jilamara requested $7000 from MAGNT. In order to create appropriate storage to 

preserve photographs: establish a small area for textile display; to display and label 
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appropriately historical artefacts that have been returned to the community: to display 

special items under glass for protection and preservation: and to acquire works from 

recognised artists at Milikapiti for the benefit of preserving the present day cultural 

heritage in their own keeping house (MAGNT files 1999b). However not all these 

objectives could he completed with such little money (Personal Communication with 

Felicity Green 30/1/04) 

By 1994 the museum had become quite run down. The new manager (Felicity Green) of 

Jilamara suggests that everything was covered in dust and there was "lots qf junk stored 

behind the counter, which was to be the sales outlet, but had never functioned as such. 

The manager began to employ a number of community members to clean the museum 

occasionally (Personal Communication with Felicity Green 30/1/04). 

At this stage Tiwi Tours was visiting Milikapiti on a regular basis and so tourists were 

frequenting the museum. However this only lasted a short while possibly because it was 

an extremely long day for the tourists who had to travel from Nguiu to Milikapiti. The art 

manager at this time also explains that Jilamara artists had approached her and a meeting 

was held. The artists did not enjoy the tourists visiting the complex, for they felt that they 

were on display, and they were used to visitors serious about their art not just ordinary 

tourists. The manager was instructed by the community to encourage Tiwi Tours to 

cancel their trip to the Jilamara Complex (Personal Communication with Felicity Green 

30/1/04). 

A Regional Museums Report complied by Glenn Cole in late 1994 suggests that at this 

time a fitting of lami-wood to the top of the sand pit area had been completed and all the 
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carvings relocated to this area. The rehanging of two photographs, which had been water 

damaged. and the repainting of water-damaged walls had also occurred (MAGNT files 

1999b). An Australia Council Grant (1996) made it possible to paint murals on the 

exterior of the museum building as well as a number of other murals around the 

township. An air conditioner was also installed but it broke down soon after and was not 

fixed. Also around this time (1995-1998) photographs taken by the anthropologist 

Charles Mountford during his fieldwork early in the century were repatriated and as the 

then manager described, the community was ecstatic (Personal Communication with 

Felicity Green 30/1/04). 

Between early 2000 and May 2002 the Jilamara manager (Una Rey) applied for money 

from Regional Solutions Infrastructure for communities. This money was to be used for 

consultation with architects to design a new centre, including museum space. It was 

argued that the layout of the Jilamara centre was extremely bad because the manager was 

physically separated from the artists and workshops and there was a major problem with 

rising damp. The hack of the complex during the wet would also get extremely muddy 

(Personal Communication with Una Rey 22/1/04). The money was received. 

In order to plan and proceed with improving the Jilamara complex consultants were 

employed to compile both a feasibility study as well as a business plan. Troppo 

Architects NT conducted the feasibility study for the upgrade of existing facilities at the 

Jilmara Arts and Crafts Centre. This study began at the beginning of 2004 and consisted 

of preliminary research and a number of field trips to Jilamara where interviews were 

conducted with artists and the art centre manager. From these in-situ discussions and 

observations the consultants documented that the museum is a space used to display old 
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art works, works from deceased persons and special works, piikwnani poles, canvas 

paintings, photographs, and textual interpretation. It is suggested in this document that 

the use of the museum is to display artworks and panels describing the history of 

Jilamara for visitors. It also mentions that the toilet is often used by artists and that 

sometimes male artists may use the museum space as a place to paint. This is viewed as 

problematic in regards to the proposed purpose of the museum (Jilamara files 2004a). 

They concluded from their study that the museum is too small to display the entire 

exhibition and that there is insufficient storage space. It is stated that there is no air-

conditioner and that this is a concern because it is detrimental to the preservation of the 

collection. The museum has toilet facilities and due to the fact that the men's carving 

shed has no such facilities the artists frequent the museum. However the consultants have 

suggested that these facilities should be reserved for visitors to the museum only. One 

reason given for this is that security is an issue with the museum as people are coming 

and going all the time and the museum is hidden towards the back of the site and out of 

view of the public (Jilamara files 2004a). 

The plan developed by these consultants suggests that the museum should he located in a 

more prominent location for visitors and other members of the community. Troppo 

Architects developed from their findings about the museum as well as the Jilamara 

complex as a whole, a number of building designs that would possibly he more 

functional and appropriate (Jilamara files 2004a). The information from the consultants 

and the visual designs they compiled were then used by Congreve a consultant to create a 

business plan for Jilamara Arts and Crafts Centre (Jilmara files 2004b). 
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This plan documents that the museum has no collection policy, nothing has been added 

to the collection for a long time, and there has been no upgrades to the museum. It is 

stated that the museum has fallen into disrepair. Congreve asserts that. 

"There are plans to move the museum into the building now housing the main 

office. This is art of the major upgrade and refurbishment of the art centre 

facilities and will mean that the museum will be able to expand and potentially 

broaden its range of activities to include conservation and the documentation of 

the collection. The planned visitors accommodation, will enable visiting 

researchers and representatives of major educational and collecting institutions to 

spend time in the community and assist with the preservation of cultural heritage" 

(Jilamara files 2004b). 

It is suggested through this business plan that the highest priority is to seek assistance to 

find/build accommodation for visitors, to seek additional funding for capital works and to 

ensure that these works are carefully supervised. Congreve concludes that also of high 

priority is the preservation of existing archival material; that it is important to extend the 

timeframe for the capital works; to break the project into discrete achievable activities; to 

devise a museum policy; and to purchase exemplary work for the museum (Jilamara files 

2004b). It needs to be remembered that within the context of the Jilamara Arts and Crafts 

Upgrade, the museum itself is the last priority. However there are a myriad of other 

upgrades to the complex, the office, workshops, etc, that are viewed by management and 

the community as being significantly more important than the museum space (Personal 

Communication with Marielle Schwerin (Jilamara Manager) 19/11/2004). 
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Figure 3: Muluwurri Museum floor plan 

The Muluwurri Museum is set behind the Jilamara Office and Shop area. It cannot be 

seen from the road and only if you enter the Jilamara complex and walk behind the first 

building do you encounter the museum. It is a sturdy building made of concrete with 

double doors at the front and a large sign proclaiming its title. The museum is only one 

room and on first impression is conventional in its appearance. It is not cramped but quite 

spacious, with clean lines and displays around the walls as well as an area in the centre. 

The first storyboard as you enter the museum is about the 'Tiwi war effort'. Under this is 

a glass cabinet that contains medals won by a Tiwi man during World War Two. This 

cabinet also has a number of throwing and fighting sticks with information in English 

about their use. Carvings of human figures and a spear positioned on the wall take up the 

first corner space of the museum; the name of the artist is displayed below these works. 

Next a storyboard gives in English a brief rundown of the history of Tiwi art. Some more 
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anthropomorphic carvings follow with the artists name below, and some Christian 

crosses painted in Tiwi style hang on the wall. 
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Photograph 19: Carving display, Muluwurri Museum 

(Source Eva 2004) 

A hunting and gathering storyboard follows which through the medium of colour 

photographs and a very small amount of text shows a number of different food sources. 

The next corner of the museum space contains a small area, which is slightly divided 

from the rest of the space by a bench and sliding shutter. Behind here many things 

associated with the art centre are stored in a slightly haphazard way. The next area of 

wall space is adorned with historical photographs in frames. 

0 
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Photograph 20: Repatriated photograph display, Muluwurri Museum 

(Source Eva 2004) 
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Following these are large colour photographs, which document the process of making the 

pukumani poles and their use or purpose. A couple of large spears are also positioned 

above these photographs. There is a small amount of text explaining the phenomenon of 

the pukumani poles. 

Carvings and orchre rocks as well as the traditional paintbrush that was used by the Tiwi 

are displayed in the next glass cabinet, while armbands and headbands with a very small 

amount of English text are positioned in the one following. In the centre of the room are 

pukumani poles located in a sand pit, with the artist or creators name written below them. 
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Photograph 21: Pukumani poles in centre display, Muluwurri Museum 

(Source Eva 2004) 
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How the Museum is Used 

Artists 

Muluwurri Museum, due to its location in the Jilamara complex, is easily accessible to 

artists including painters and carvers working at the art centre. The museum, unlike 

Patakijiyali, is not consistently maintained and shows some signs of deteriorated. It is 

used for a variety of reasons related to the artists and the art produced at the centre. The 

space is often used to store large art pieces before they are sent to galleries or particular 

buyers. This often includes large pukurnani poles and sculptures. 

Photograph 22: Storing artwork in the Muluwurri Museum 

(Source Eva 2004) 

During my research I witnessed at least four different art pieces in storage within the 

museum. Such pieces are often laid down along a wall in an appropriate way to avoid 

any damage and to minimise their intrusion on the museum display. 
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The activity associated with storing artworks in the museum is that artists are often 

entering the museum, either to look at the stored work or retrieve it, if it is still in 

progress. This means that many of the artists are often within the museum space and 

therefore have the opportunity to interact with its collection and display. The current, as 

well as past, art centre managers would often discuss the benefit of artists being able to 

gain inspiration and motivation from other Tiwi people's work. This notion was one of 

the main motivating reasons for establishing the museum. Artists, particularly male 

artists or carvers, also use the museum's bathroom/toilet during the day and therefore the 

museum is not an area only entered for special occasions but a space that is used 

everyday by people at the art centre. While it is the centre's policy to keep the museum 

locked when visitors are absent this is hard to enforce due to the need for toilet facilities 

at the centre. 

Interestingly the museum in more recent times has also begun to be used by one artist as 

a space for painting. Due to it having ceiling fans and being out of the wind and 

sheltered, it is both a cool place and a perfect environment in which to paint. I observed 

this artist at work within the museum as he sat on the floor with paintbrush in hand and 

his ochre beside him. The use of the museum as a painting studio is interesting for this 

well renowned artist can be surrounded by inspirational works created by members of his 

own community and family. Such a use for a museum space does mean that while the 

floor of the Patakijiyali museum is clean the floor of Muluwurri Museum is dotted with 

ochre and paint. 
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Tourists 

Very few tourists visit the Muluwurri Museum. However, if a visitor is in town they will 

be directed there and a Tiwi guide will also appear to interpret the museum for them. Art 

buyers are sometimes shown into the museum when they are in the community, though 

sometimes this is discouraged due to the fact that such people may wish to buy pieces on 

display in the museum and this is viewed as in appropriate by the art centre manager and 

community members. 

Conununity 

The community use the Muluwurri Museum in a number of ways. They use it as a place 

to show to visitors, a place to which teachers will occasionally bring local school 

children, and a place to store artworks and create them. Yet most interestingly it is also a 

community cyclone shelter and I heard a number of stories about people sheltering in the 

museum when cyclones were approaching. 

When I asked people about the Muluwurri Museum and what they thought of it a 

common answer was, 

"its in ah" or "Museum that's good, big mob of carvers down there". 
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Munupi Arts and Crafts Centre 

g 

Photograph 23: Munupi art and Craft Centre 

(Source Eva 2004) 

History 

Munupi Arts and Crafts Asssociation in Pirlangimpi (Garden Point) was first formed in 

1990 (Barnes 1999). Like Jilamara the initiative for this centre began with an Adult 

Education Program. This then developed into Yikikini Women's Centre and Pirlangimpi 

Pottery, which have now been incorporated into Munupi Arts and Crafts. It is a smaller 

art centre than Jilamara with approximately forty-five members who are artists (Personal 

Communication with Diana Stewart). 

Planning for a Keeping Place 

Munupi Arts and Crafts management have for some time have been discussing the 

possibility of a museum initiative. The manager Diana Stewart has labelled this a keeping 

place. It is the only larger community on the Tiwi Islands that does not have its own 
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community museum. In early 2001 it was envisaged that the museum display would be 

rotated every six months in order to ensure that the whole collection held at Munupi 

could be displayed for the community. At this time the association was seeking funds for 

cube display cases with perspex tops for security and display purposes, as well as 

framing, labels, and information board materials (MAGNT files 2001). However due to 

not having the space and or time this initiative was delayed until the Museum and Art 

Gallery of the Northern Territory was approached by Munupi at the beginning of 2002. 

The then manager (Carly Davenport) stated that. "we have a wealth of art, artefacts and 

information .... can we apply for funding". in regards to creating a keeping place 

(MAGNT files 2001). 

Through discussions with the present manager (Diana Stewart) I learned that the 

objective of this preposed keeping place is to store and display a collection of pottery by 

a deceased artist, as well as other works by deceased artists. There are also some clapping 

sticks once used in a kalania ceremony that hold great value to both the manager and the 

community. The manager views this undeveloped keeping place as a place that tourists 

may go to gain an understanding of Tiwi culture, and possibly become a place that will 

strengthen Tiwi culture and identity for the community (Personal Communication with 

Diana Stewart 13/11/2004). 

Even though this art centre has restricted space the members and manager are in the 

process of clearing an area that is now part of the shop to create room for a small keeping 

place. They have brought a large television and video player, which will be put in this 

space to show videos. The manager has made a trip to MAGNT and obtained one 

hundred slides, chosen from a collection of up to four hundred images of kalama 
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ceremonies in Pirlangimpi in 1978, 1980 and more recently in 2004. These images were 

taken during a PhD research project conducted by Margaret West and are now stored in 

MAGNT. 

Two very small rooms have been designated for initial renovations. Through discussions 

it became clear that space is still very much an issue and that it is still difficult to 

envisage how both rooms can actually be cleared of the large amount of stock always on 

display there. 

The manager still is very enthusiastic and has a vision of what particularly one of these 

rooms will look like. Because this room is approximately 3.5m square and embedded 

within the shop, there is concern that people will want to buy the museum collection. The 

manager envisages having red ochre coloured walls with a glass lockable cabinet for the 

pottery and clapping sticks etc. There would be a large blown up photograph of 

ceremony on one wall with pukumani poles placed in front as well as other pictures of 

relevance on the remaining wall space. It is also hoped that along with the television set, 

there will be space to put a computer with a database for both artists and visitors to use 

(Personal Communication with Diana Stewart 13/11/2004). 

This computer and database idea is also a project running alongside the development of 

the keeping place. The Tiwi Visual Database project aims to create an extensive visual 

database, containing images of Tiwi artworks and artefacts currently held in Museums 

and Art Gallery collections around Australia. This database will be for the use of the 

Pirlangimpi community and its artists to use as an artistic and cultural resource. The 

keeping place and database projects however are only in their development stages and 

therefore funding is always a concern. 
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Interestingly because this space has still not been developed but is just a topic of 

conversation and planning, the community and its artists seem to use the terms museum, 

keeping place, and cultural centre interchangeably in relation to this project. The majority 

of the community, especially the artists, are very interested in this development, 

especially because the other communities on the island already have such a resource. 

However space is very much a concern with this project and one artist mentioned to me 

that, 

"I hope it happens soon, they need to build a shed for us" 
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Photograph 24: Ngaripuluwamigi 

(Source Eva 2004) 

History 

The idea to develop a museum in Nguiu was proposed as early as 1959 to the Welfare 

Branch of the Northern Territory. It was a Catholic Mission initiative and was discussed 

throughout the sixties by Father John Fallon. Father Fallon had collected Tiwi cultural art 

and artefacts and in 1970 sought advice about housing the collection from John Bailey, 

the Director of the Art Gallery of South Australia. He also consulted George Chaloupka, 

a rock art expert, to discuss the construction and design of a building that could house his 

growing collection. He hoped for a building to be inspired by the shape of a Tiwi bark 

shelter and for it to contain as well as his collection, a small shop that Tiwi Design and 
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Tiwi Pottery could use to sell their art and craft. It was hoped that the Historical Society 

of the Northern Territory would assist in this project (Barnes 1999). 

Myers (1980) suggests that it was decided in 1973 by Tiwi people, the Aboriginal Arts 

Board of the Australian Council, along with the support of the Catholic Mission to 

prepare a brief and seek funds for such a development. However Cole (1998) and Barnes 

(1999) suggest the idea for the museum, and or cultural centre, as it was coming to be 

referred to, was not discussed again till 1975 when Tiwi elders emphasised its potential 

to be a place that could help maintain Tiwi culture and keep it strong for future 

generations. At this time the Government was supporting other such Aboriginal museums 

around Australia, which where referred to by many as keeping places. 

Its aim was to display culturally significant items and art and craft of high standard, to 

store and research stories, photographs and films, and to be a meeting place for 

ceremonial activity (Barnes 1999). Where this place was going to be built was 

problematic due to the fact that mission buildings occupied the most prominent and 

climatically favourable sites (Myers 1980). A location was finally chosen in an area that 

is now known as Forestry, and work began in 1979. The initial grant of $50,000 (Sharp 

1980) was provided by the Aboriginal Benefits Trust Fund (Barnes 1999). The Tiwi 

Land Council also provided a one-off grant for the purpose of purchasing carvings for a 

permeant display to be housed in the building. Barnes (1999) suggests that work on the 

building ceased after only six months, leaving a roof, external walls on two sides and a 

concrete floor. Contrastingly, Cole (1998) states that the building was completed in the 

late seventies. 
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It would seem that Barnes (1999) is closer to the truth in her statement, for on October 

29, 1980, an article concerning the building appeared in the Northern Territory News. It 

states that $80,000 dollars had already been spent on the museum but that 'the building is 

virtually useless in its present state' (Sharp 1980). The photograph accompanying the 

story supports Barnes's (1999) claim and shows a building with roof, a small section 

with external walls, and a concrete floor (Sharp 1980). 

This newspaper article includes discussions held with Robert Parker, a crafts adviser on 

Bathurst Island at the time, who suggested that another $60,000 was needed to complete 

the building and make it a suitable place to house the collection. The article argues, with 

the support of Parker's statements, that the project had come to a standstill due to the 

struggle to obtain further funding and that the Northern Territory Government was not 

doing their part or recognising the importance of the project. Parker states 'there has been 

a total lack of co-operation from the NT Government.. .The Government is just not 

interested' (Sharp 1980). The final statement of the article is that they (the Tiwi) will 

continue looking for 'someone interested enough in the future of an irreplaceable art 

collection and part of the Territory's history' to provided the needed funds (Sharp 1980). 

This statement is directed at highlighting the lack of support the NT Government had 

shown and casting them in a negative light. 

The Nguiu Shire Council informed the Northern Territory Government after this article 

was published that it wished to disassociate itself from the comments made in the article. 

The Council was unhappy about the contents and argued that the story inferred that the 

Council had asked for money from the Government, which it had not done. They did not 

agree with Parkers statement that there had been 'a total lack of co-operation from the 
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NT Government' (NTRS 366/P2 AD 84/144 p.63). Parker had supposably discussed the 

state of the unfinished museum with the NT Governments Aboriginal Liaison Unit, 

previous to the article being published (NTRS 366/P2 AD 84/144 p.  64). While a 

meeting may have been held it is unclear whether the museum was actually discussed 

(NTRS 366/P2 AD 84/144 p.  65). The Office of the Aboriginal Liaison states the it is 

not aware of any discussions that Mr Robert Parker alleges to have had with its officers 

with regard to the Bathurst Island museum'. By the 19 of January 1981 Parker had left 

his position on Bathurst Island and was not expected to return (NTRS 366/P2 AD 84/144 

p.67). 

Peter Myers was the architect for the building and was inspired by traditional Tiwi 

stringy bark sheeting on a sapling framework that was constructed as a temporary shelter 

in the wet season. The curved roof of the building was to reflect this traditional 

architecture. He suggested that air-conditioning was needed to preserve materials in such 

a tropical climate but this was rejected for the principal gallery because of cost and issues 

of mechanical failure, as well as the fact that it would isolate the space from the external 

environment. It was therefore decided that only a small section would be created as a 

self-contained controlled environment (Myers 1980). Myers (1980) also highlights 

another difficulty which arose during the planning and construction phases of the keeping 

place, this being the new building codes that came about after Cyclone Tracy, which 

meant that a far more sophisticated structure than first thought would have to he built. 

In the years of 1984 and 1985 a group of Tiwi artists were approached to paint a series of 

eight murals which would adorn the internal curved roof panels (Cole 1998). The 
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painting of these murals commenced in October 1985 and was completed in December 

iii:i 

Photograph 25: Ngarapuluwamigi Painted roof panels 

(Source Eva 2004) 

The artists of the eight panels were Keirin Mukwakinni, George Norm Pangaraminni, 

Edward Portaminni, Teresina and Eulalie Munkara, Sabo Tripiloura, Alfie Puruntatameri 

and his wife Josie, Alphonso Puautjimi, Maria Josette Orsto, and others also assisted. 

The panels were painted consecutively from east to west and each one took about two 

months to complete (Barnes 1999). 

Aborigines Benefit Trust Account (ABTA) provided a grant for the second stage of the 

plan, which was to create an area for dancing, a building to store and display Aboriginal 

arts, and a traditional Tiwi bark shelter. Plans and a model were created and presented to 

the Tiwi community in 1987 but stage two never eventuated. The painting of the murals 
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did however stimulate local interest. The initiative had lain stagnant for four years due to 

lack of funding (Cole 1998). However late in 1987, after a few further repairs and the 

completion of an inside display area, it was opened. It functioned until 1992 as a place to 

store, display and sell Traditional Tiwi Art and was used as a trading point for Tiwi 

Prima Art. However due to their being no available assistance for wages for the Tiwi 

staff nor an art adviser, as well as the restructuring of Tiwi Design which meant that 

artists moved into town, the Keeping Place because geographically too far from Tiwi 

Design. The building was consequently abandoned and left unused (Barnes 1999). 

In contrast to its initial objective it never really became a cultural storage venue for 

artefacts and cultural objects. Cole (1998) suggests that it only ever functioned as a craft 

sales outlet with intermittent temporary closures. In September 1994 the building was 

once again used, not for its original purpose but as a place to house a community 

disability programme, which provides Tiwi people with disabilities an outlet for craft 

activities (Barnes 1999). 

By 1996 only six of the eight original roof murals were still intact. While it is not certain 

how this damage occurred a combination of weathering, vandalism and neglect may have 

been the reason. In February of 1996, the Nguiu community wrote a letter to the Director 

of MAGNT requesting assistance in the restoration of the missing murals (Cole 1998). 

The Department of Regional Museums recognised the historical and artistic significance 

of the keeping place and its painted ceiling and willingly engaged with the community in 

an effort to conserve and repair the building (Barnes 1999). A successful application for 

a Northern Territory Government Heritage Grant facilitated the project (Cole 1998). 
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The project was carried out in three stages: the building eaves were boxed in preventing 

further weather damage: the missing ceiling panels were replaced and the prevention of 

further sagging of the existing panels undertaken: and finally a custom-made scaffolding 

system was constructed and paint and brushes purchased so that artists where able to 

repaint the panels in situ (Cole 1998). 



Ideas for a New Cultural Centre 

History of Initiative 

Partly in response to the stagnation of the Ngaripuluwamigi Keeping Place in Nguiu, the 

Tiwi Land Council began to consider developing a Cultural Centre (Barnes 1999). 

During 1987 discussions were held at Tiwi Land Council meetings in regards to the 

preservation of Tiwi culture. Important members of the council expressed concerns about 

Tiwi culture and explained that many of the old people who have great knowledge of 

Tiwi culture did not have much time left in which to share this knowledge. It was argued 

that decisions needed to be made on how culture could be preserved for future 

generations of Tiwi people. Jane Goodale, an anthropologist with a long standing interest 

in Tiwi culture, suggested at this meeting that it would be a good idea to write to other 

Anthropologists who had studied Tiwi culture and ask for their support (TLC files 

4/2/1987). 

Concerns about culture were also raised at the Land Council meeting that followed and 

there was much discussion in Tiwi language. The issue of recording ceremonies was 

raised and the importance of preserving cultural events forever was emphasised (TLC 

files 5/3/1987). On the 5 April 1987, the idea of building a cultural centre and library on 

Bathurst Island was raised (TLC files 5/4/1987). This idea was then discussed at the 

following meeting and the manager of the Land Council highlighted that many Tiwi 

relics were being housed in Canberra and that the Federal Government had indicated that 

these could be given back to the community if they had adequate facilities to house them. 

The cost of developing such a place was discussed and it was suggested that this could be 
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in excess of one million dollars, however there was the possibility of applying for funds 

from the Commonwealth and Territory Governments. A motion was passed to proceed 

with investigations into the building of a cultural centre on 2 September 1987. It was also 

proposed that this centre should not he built on Bathurst Island but rather at Three Ways 

on Melville Island where the three main roads from Milikapiti, Pirlangimpi and Paru 

meet. This was discussed because it would give an equitable balance and access to the 

centre from all communities (Barnes 1999). 

On 30 October an architect spoke to the Land Council delegates regarding the building of 

a cultural centre. Several drawings were presented which showed a place for both the 

housing of artefacts and a space for an office for the Tiwi Land Council Manager, 

including a conference room for meetings. The Land Council delegates requested that the 

architect continue with his planning and present his ideas at a following meeting (TLC 

files 30/10/1987). At the last Land Council meeting for 1987, the architect presented a 

model of the proposed cultural centre as well as preliminary plans. Questions were raised 

in regards to whose area it would he built on and who would decide policy regarding its 

use and function. It was concluded at this meeting that the architect should not proceed 

with the final plans until finance was obtained for the building and approval was given to 

explore various avenues for such funding. While concerns about the preservation of 

culture had been raised on numerous occasions at following Land Council meetings the 

actual specifics of the cultural centre was not discussed again till early in 2004. 

Information on the actual content of this meeting however was unavailable. Yet it could 

be argued that the Tiwi Land Councils interest in my project, particularly with relation to 

the possible meanings attached to the term cultural centre, is a demonstration that they 
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are aware of the diverse interpretations associated with the meaning and purpose of such 

a building. 

The new interest and current discussions on the cultural centre have showed that opinions 

can be divided and it is unclear what kind of centre people actually want. The CEO of 

Tiwi Local Government was focused towards the tourist element of such a centre while 

the Secretary of the Land Council was more concerned with strengthening and preserving 

culture. The way in which the Tiwi community understand and envisage such a cultural 

centre is explored in depth in the following chapter. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed two functioning museums (Patakijiyali and Muluwurri), two 

proposed museums (Munupi Keeping Place and the New Cultural Centre), as well as a 

museum that could not sustain its objectives (Ngaripuluwamigi). The history of these 

initiatives has been documented and where appropriate the museum has been described 

and the way they are used and perceived explored. 

The Patakijiyali Museum was created both as a place to store and preserve cultural 

material and as a resource for the school. It wasn't initially created as a tourist attraction 

but as developed into one. Tourists frequent this museum more than the other established 

museum (Muluwurri). It remains actively used as a school resource and is popular with 

the community due to its large collection of photographs. It has regular opening hours 

and employs staff with a responsibly to manage and catalogue the collection. Its display 

focuses on Dreaming stories, many elements of culture and Mission history. It is the 

largest museum on the Tiwi Islands with the most extensive information and largest 

collection. 

By contrast, the Muluwurri Museum is part of an art centre. While also being a place for 

the storage and preservation of cultural material, it aims to preserve predominantly 

artworks. It was developed as a resource to inspire Tiwi artists rather than to be an 

educational tool for Tiwi school children. It is occasionally used by school children and 

frequented by tourists, however to a lesser extent than Patakijiyali Museum. The display 

in this museum is focused predominantly on art production and works, with a large 

proportion being about the creation of pukumarii poles. Artworks in this museum are 
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labelled with the artists details were as in the Pakajiliyali Museum artworks are used to 

illustrate cultural practices. 

The Munupi initiative, while not developed, also aims to store, preserve and display 

cultural material. It is planned to be a community resource as well as a functioning tourist 

attraction. Similar to Muluwurri Museum, it will be part of an existing art centre, and as 

such is likely to have a strong focus on art production. artworks and artists. The art centre 

manager envisages that this initiative will be faced with similar concerns in regards to the 

collection being seen as able to be purchased, particularly because the plan is to have it 

within the art centre shop. 

The Ngaripulgwamigi Keeping Place had similar aims to those already discussed, with 

even a greater focus on living culture in the form of a dance arena. This initiative did not 

succeed in completing its original objectives. The reasons for this were vague and it was 

difficult to obtain specific information about this initiative, as there seemed an 

unwillingness or sensitivity to such discussions. Discussions involving the new cultural 

centre initiative were also difficult due to the extended time that such planning has been 

going on and the different ideas about its purpose, location and meaning. 

In conclusion, it appears that all these Tiwi Island museum initiatives have similar aims. 

However their focus may be somewhat different. They have all been initiated by non-

Tiwi people and as a consequence may not reflect entirely Tiwi ideas. This is not to say 

that Tiwi people have not been involved in these initiatives but just that it is possibly that 

the actual museum construct was introduced from outside. 



CHAPTER 6: TIWI AND THE MUSEUM CONSTRUCT 

Introduction 

Simpson (1996) and Kreps (2003) suggest that Indigenous Australians did have museum 

like structures before colonisation. These were termed keeping places. However when 1 

held discussions with elders on the Tiwi Islands it was very difficult to obtain any 

evidence that this had been the case. Mead (1983), Simpson (1996) and Kreps (2003) 

argue that a defining feature of a museum construct is a notion of preservation. While on 

the Tiwi Islands objects must have been stored, there seem to be no concept of traditional 

preservation techniques in the community today. 

T also found no evidence of such practices in the extensive amount of anthropological 

literature relating to Tiwi culture. This lead me to concluded that the concept of a 

museum was not familiar to Tiwi people before European contact. Preservation of 

material culture was not a fundamental concern for this culture for it was, and from what 

I learned during fieldwork still is, the making and remaking of cultural material that is 

essential to the Tiwi. As Mulvaney (1985: 88) highlighted, the preservation of a material 

past for the instruction of future generations was not a feature of Australian Indigenous 

culture. Interestingly the Tiwi have no recorded rock art sites. and have an understanding 

and expectation that their pukuinani burial poles, which are expertly carved and painted, 

will deteriorate over time. Both these things illustrate the way in which traditional Tiwi 

culture was not concerned with the preservation of material culture but rather with the 
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transitory nature of such things. Therefore how Tiwi people relate to and understand the 

term museum must he viewed within this context. 

The terms museum, cultural centre, and keeping place are often used interchangeably on 

the Islands. I tried to determine if there was a difference between these terms by 

discussing them at different times with different people. Yet my findings suggest that 

while they can refer to the same thing they are in fact unclear terms for Tiwi people. As a 

long time non-Tiwi resident on the islands stated, "Tiwi people do not know what the 

words museum and cultural centre mean". It was consequently a difficult task to get 

people to talk about such places or ideas. 

The term museum for Tiwi people did not seem to have any negative connotations. It was 

not a term they related to any perceived negative associations and relationships between 

Aboriginal people and such institutions. However this unclear nature towards terms was 

not so evident in discussions held with non-Tiwi people involved in the museum 

initiatives. These people had clear ideas about what they saw as keeping places, 

museums and cultural centres, and what terms they preferred to use in particular 

situations. 

This chapter explores the Tiwi perception of culture, and then looks at what people see 

the role or possible role of museums to be within this community. Culture is an umbrella 

concept to understandings of museums on the Tiwi Islands. In order to gain a better 

understanding of how people view museums I also had to bring to the discussions the 

idea of creating a new museum for this allowed people to think about the idea of such a 

place rather than the form of already existing museums within the communities. 



Cultural Paradox 

The English word 'culture" was found to hold much significance for members of the Tiwi 

community. I often asked if there was an equivalent term for 'culture' within Tiwi 

language and most often received the reply that there was not. I was sometimes directed 

to talk to an experienced elder when I asked such a question. However during my stay 

none of these elders enlightened me to the translation. This is not to say that such a word 

does not exist in Tiwi language but just highlights that the English term 'culture' has 

become the most frequently used description. 

The significance of the term 'culture' to the Tiwi community first became obvious while 

I was conducting discussions with people about museums. On more than one occasion 

while interacting with an informant we would be interrupted. The informant would 

explain my interests to these others as being about culture even if I had not used this term 

during the discussion. As soon as this word was used, people become very respectful of 

our discussion and would often sit close by and listen. The term or word culture holds an 

importance to the Tiwi people that is shown through their respect of discussions deemed 

as containing cultural matter, as well as through personal and powerful statements such 

as, 

"Culture heals us, its medicine". 
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After coming to the conclusion that this term held more significance to the community 

and was somehow linked to their understandings and ideas about museums, it become 

clear that I needed to explore it further. 

This investigation into the meaning of the term culture within the Tiwi community was 

insightful and highlighted a dichotomy. This dichotomy was between the notion of 

culture and that of ceremony. One particular informant was very helpful in illustrating 

this dichotomy and in fact asked for my pencil and paper in order to show me how it 

worked. 

Figure 4: Culture and Ceremony diagram provided by informant 

CULTURE CEREMONY 
+ + 

SKIN GROUP PASSING AWAY 

HUNTING / KALAMA 

PASSING TO NEXT GENERATION 

What her diagram suggested to me was that culture and ceremony while linked also refer 

to different elements in the passing on of knowledge. This figure also suggests to me that 

culture for this young woman is something that she has had to explain on many occasions 

due to her position as a renowned artist and president of one of the three art centres. 

However her distinction between culture and ceremony was not exclusively the way 

things were interpreted for ceremony was often discussed as culture and culture as 

ceremony. This quote, "if we don't have ceremony we have nothing" highlights the 

importance many Tiwi people attributed to ceremony within cultural discussions. 



161 

The term'culture' was also often linked in discussions to notions of change, "we used to 

have basket, hut we have bucket now". an informant laughed. I found during my 

fieldwork that change was fundamental to the notion of culture and was expressed 

through a paradox I encountered on many occasions. This paradox was that while culture 

was understood as continuing to be strong the effects of change were continuing to also 

make it weaker. 

"Keeping culture strong is very important, it's hard now". 

It is this paradox between strength and weakness in regards to notions of culture that will 

be further discussed in the next section. This is the case, for to understand how museums 

function and are understood within and by the community, it is important to have a grasp 

of the significance attributed to culture' and the paradox in which it is embedded. 

Cultural Degradation 

The Tiwi community have many concerns in relation to notions of culture. While 

strength is always highlighted I also often heard discussions about cultural degradation. 

The most powerful statement in regards to cultural loss that I encounter were to do with a 

particular ceremony (Kalama). The sadness was implicit on one informers face as she 

told me. 

"No Kalaina in Milikapiti, never again all the old people have gone. All the old 

men". 
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This statement was also clouded by a sense of her resignation and acceptance of the fact 

that such loss had occurred and that this could not be changed. Another informant stated 

in regards to culture. "we lost a lot of it. but how are we going to get it hack?". This also 

highlights an attitude of resignation to what has already happened. 

Yet many older people (elders) within the community are very interested in encouraging 

the younger generations of Tiwi people to learn about culture and particularly ceremony. 

It must be mentioned at this point that when elders are referring to younger people this 

also usually includes people in their 30s and 40s. "We got to teach them, get people 

learning" is an attitude often encountered when talking to community elders. However 

this does not mean they are unaware of the challenge of trying to motivate younger 

people to become involved in such things as the Kalania ceremony, "Its hard to get 

young people to go, before the culture dies". 

Elders within the Tiwi community feel a great responsibility to pass on cultural 

knowledge. It is the older people within the community, who are seen by the younger 

generations as being the bearers of culture. It is therefore often expressed by non-elders 

that "when all the old people die, we might lose our culture". One elder expressed to me 

the opinion that the younger generation "think that culture is going to die". Community 

Elders are very concerned about the degradation of culture and due to their cultural 

knowledge feel a sense of responsibility to their community. However if young people 

are not interested in learning, elders become increasingly worried for as one informant 

stated, "things will be gone with me". 
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The loss or changing nature of Tiwi language is also of great concern to many elders. 

This concern is connected to the losing of ceremony, for it would seem that ceremonial 

songs must be sung in traditional' Tiwi and this is hard because, "the language is fading 

away". 

This discussion has highlighted that some aspects of life deemed by community members 

as cultural have disappeared due to changing circumstances. This loss is viewed as 

distressing but something that must be accepted. Many community Elders are concerned 

by the lack of interest in 'cultural' matters shown by the younger generation. However it 

must be remembered that the present community elders were once young themselves and 

may not have always shown such an interest in cultural matters. When asked about 

involvement in ceremony one elder stated, 

"Sometimes they (elders) made us go. Really we didn't 1isten we were more 

interested in the Beetles and Elvis. We didn't listen to fathers we lived the 

teenage life, sex, drugs and rock and roll. It was the sixties." 

This statement is very interesting for while the present elders are very concerned about 

the lack of interest shown by the younger generation. "The young people they just not 

interested", it does not mean that they will not become interested later in life. However as 

this statement highlights, "it's a big job trying to get our young ones to follow up". 

Community Elders are very prepared to share their cultural knowledge with younger 

generations if interest is shown. 
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During my fieldwork it became obvious that there was one thing preventing younger 

generations from showing an interest and becoming involved in ceremony. "Young 

people they frightened", was one elders comment. It would seem that one thing elders 

have found which is possibly preventing younger people from becoming involved in 

cultural aspects particularly ceremony is one of fear. Community members in the age 

group 30-40 seem to be hesitant to become involved in ceremony because they are 

worried they may make mistakes. This making of mistakes creates a sense of shame and 

embarrassment, which people wish to avoid. Elders are aware of this issue and as one 

stated, "keep going, keep going till they get used to it, we don't say you got it wrong 

because that would put them off'. 

This is not to say that this is the only factor preventing young people from showing an 

interest in learning from their elders. There are of course many other social issues 

affecting these communities. However this sense of fear and shame I would suggest is 

related to a feeling of being alienated from the past and this is a big factor in the lives of 

the younger generations of Tiwi. 

Cultural Strength 

"He gottem culture" 

The above discussion has focused on community ideas about the loss of culture and the 

difficulty inherent in passing on information from one generation to another. However 

during my fieldwork there was also, if not more, discussion on the continuing strength of 

Tiwi culture and the motivation of 'some' young people in regards to learning from their 

elders. Culture is a very significant term to Tiwi people and ceremony is viewed by most 
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as something fundamental to their lives, for as one informant stated "I better go to 

ceremony tomorrow because otherwise I might get sick, something bad might happen". 

My fieldwork highlighted that passing on cultural information from one generation to the 

other was a concern within the community. Yet it come back to the paradox between 

cultural strength and weakness, it was also obvious that some cultural information was 

still effectively passing from one generation to the next. Through discussions and 

observation I gained that the schools within the communities were playing a large role in 

the maintenance of cultural phenomena. Informants often spoke to me about cultural 

programs within the schools and how community elders would often take school children 

out on excursions to teach them. It was also stated that, 

"Sometime, sometime they come there (meaning ceremony) and learn but in, 

mostly in the school, they learn too. They got their own, sing and dance, clap you 

know with the teachers". 

School is therefore understood by the community as an effective way in which to pass on 

cultural information from generation to generation. It would seem that many people feel 

that children today are learning more about Tiwi culture than their parents did, 

"little ones they are all right, elders teach them at school. They can sing and dance. 

They sing and dance all the time". 

During my stay I encountered a feeling within these communities that school cultural 

programs were not particularly stable aspects of the curriculum and that funding can 
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sometimes run out. It would also seem to he the case that while some elders are willing to 

work within the schools voluntarily, there are others who feel they should be paid for 

their services. Therefore while these programs are viewed as positive as well as effective 

in their delivery they are not immune to difficulties. 

The passing on of cultural information from one generation to the other is being actively 

encouraged within the Tiwi communities, both through the schools as well as by the 

community environment itself. While it cannot be said that all people are interested in 

learning about their culture as with all cultures there are some people who are inspired. 

When I asked an elder about their children's interest in ceremony he replied. "they are 

learning". Another informant stated. 

"They talking now, some you know some, they coming up, you know learning". 

The community expressed the fact that some people in every generation are interested in 

learning about their own culture. Not all older people are viewed as knowledgeable about 

culture and not all young people are interested. When talking to an informant she looked 

up and with a sense of pride and with a smile on her face pointed and said, 

"that young man he knows, kuwa, he knows, Kalama". 

This discussion has emphasised the paradox between the notion of cultural degradation 

or loss and cultural strength. 
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"Kuwa Tiwi culture is still strong. I think that thing you know we still have 

culture". 

The Tiwi community are encouraging each other to learn about their culture. There are 

community members from all generations who are both inspired and gifted when it 

comes to cultural phenomena. My fieldwork showed me that Tiwi culture is very much 

alive for most people and is a source of individual strength for some. 

Accepting Change 

The concept that sits between the paradox of cultural vigour and degradation is that of 

change. The notion of culture in these communities is embedded within a context of flux. 

It is not a stable notion but one that embodies loss and gain, strength and limitation. The 

feeling in the Tiwi communities is one of hope. They have faith in the younger 

generations to continue their culture within this environment of change. Tiwi people 

must live in two worlds, "they still got their culture, but maybe one day they be a lawyer, 

a doctor, a pilot, anything". One of the changes which is occurring is that cultural 

information is being passed from generation to generation in a growing variety of ways. 

When talking about museums with one informant they replied, "when they have a 

building they will come". This is an example of the ways in which the community is 

adapting to change and using new mediums for strengthening culture. 

As was highlighted by many community members, Tiwi people need to learn both ways, 

meaning Tiwi culture and its white Australian counterpart. The most poignant statement I 

received in regards to discussions of cultural phenomena and its loss/strength was 

concerned with change. 



"Change needs to be accepted but we just need to work out what change is 

acceptable" 

This informant captures the essence of their struggle with cultural phenomena. The 

establishment and interest in such constructs as museums within the Tiwi communities 

can be connected and is in fact embedded within this challenge. As I have discussed, the 

notion of culture is very much linked within people's minds to that of a 'museum'. Due 

to the significance and respect directed towards the notion of culture museums by 

association also becomes significant to these communities. One informant summed up 

this connection in his comment that a 'museum is culture'. 

What is a Museum on the Tiwi Islands? 

Ideas on a New Culture Centre 

I gained from the majority of people that the establishment of a new cultural centre or 

museum on the Tiwi Islands was a good idea. "Its good to have one location for culture". 

This quote suggests that culture can be location specific, that it is something that can be 

distinct from everyday life. The idea of having a cultural centre is for the Tiwi people, 

seen as a good idea because it is a place that culture can be contained and therefore 

protected. 

A few people had thought about the notion of a cultural centre before due to discussions 

held at Tiwi Land Council meetings (refer to previous chapter). When I asked why a 

cultural centre would be a beneficial place, the most common responses were in regard to 
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it being able to preserve the past and through this strengthen culture. Education was often 

emphasised as a cultural centre or museum's main role. A cultural centre was understood 

as a building where people could learn. An older informant stated in reference to the 

possible establishment of a cultural centre that it was "the last thing  I wanted to do before 

I passed away. I need that building to teach the kids". It was also suggested to me that the 

cultural centre should be like a classroom were there would be Tiwi elders as teachers 

and that they would should show things like slides of ceremony and family. 

The issue that was raised often in discussions about the educational role of a 

museum/cultural centre was that there is "a difference between hearing stories and being 

told stories". It was emphasised that a cultural centre to be effective in teaching Tiwi 

culture would have focus on face-to-face communication rather than communicating 

through other means. When asked about the potential of a museum teaching people 

culture one informant stated that "the museum is just looking, they have to listen". 

strengthening again the suggestion that a new centre would have to focus on face-to-face 

interaction. 

Once I had established that a museum/cultural centre was understood as a building where 

'culture' was to be taught predominantly through face-to-face interaction I began to 

discuss with people the form that this building should take to fulfil the role that they had 

in mind. During such discussions I would often ask why the Ngaripuluwamigi Keeping 

Place had not been able to achieve this aim. One reason given was that the space was too 

small and another that the space was needed for other things, which I had to assume were 

more important (i.e.: art program for people with disabilities). 
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When discussing the form of the building with more than one informant it was interesting 

to note that they would often assume or explain my work to others as being concerned 

with thinking about the architecture and garden design of a possible cultural centre. It 

was harder to get information on what people actually would like the centre to look like, 

or what should go inside it. A number of people seemed to assume that that should be my 

job, or possibly the job of another non-Tiwi person. This would suggest that a museum is 

understood by many Tiwi as a construct associated with non-Tiwi people. This could be 

due to the fact that non-Tiwi people have initiated all the museum projects on the Islands. 

It could also be related to the influence of the Mission on people's willingness to make 

particular kinds of decisions, such as those related to the establishment of an institution 

such as a museum. 

However I did gain a number of suggestions about the form and content of the possible 

centre. The most common response to the question "what should be in such a culture 

building?" was "everything". Interestingly there seemed to be a pattern to the responses 

to this question. Many people would emphasise songs, stories, and dances when asked 

about what they meant by "everything". A more specific response to my enquiries was 

that there should be information boards about the lives of 'famous people' (artists, etc) 

who were 'helping the community'. I also gained from a number of discussions that a 

focus on kinship and hunting within the possible centre was secondary to those 

mentioned above, for as an informant stated 'they already know that'. 

It was also suggested that the centre should have separate areas for women, men and 

children. One informant also mentioned that they would like there to be information in 

the centre about Tiwi's relationship to other Indigenous groups around the world. Also 
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due to the concerns some Tiwi have about the degradation of Tiwi language it was 

forcefully stated by one informant that "at that building, no modern words, no English, 

got to speak Tiwi all the time in the building". This again eniphasises the concerns in 

regards to losing cultural elements and the role of strengthening culture attributed by the 

community to a building such as a museum/cultural centre. 

The cost of such a building was mentioned on a number of occasions. It would seem that 

the cost associated with such buildings is an important issue because for many 

communities the greater the cost of a cultural centres the more the community can feel 

about proud of the facility. A comment like "ours should cost more than theirs" 

highlights this competitive nature. When talking about the idea of a new cultural centre it 

was also often mentioned that it could be a place of employment for young people in the 

community, a place were people could be trained. A few people suggested these young 

community members could be trained as "curators". 

While there were mostly positive reactions and discussions in relation to developing a 

new cultural centre/museum on the islands this was not exclusively the case. A number 

of informants expressed the opinion that a building was not needed to teach culture and 

that it was better for it to be taught out in the open, under a tree, rather than in a 

designated building. Another informant when asked whether a cultural centre was a good 

idea stated, "I don't know, if they got money. I think better in our homes". 

Recording Culture 

When people were asked what they would want in a new museum or cultural centre, 

songs, stories and dances were often mentioned. I therefore came to see that the 
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recording of information on to tapes etc was of serious interest to the Tiwi people. 

During my fieldwork. I had a small tape recorder and people were very keen for me to 

record their stories. If I did not have my recorder I would often be asked why and I could 

see disappointment on the informant's faces when I explained that it was not working. It 

also was a sensitive issue because the recording of individual's stories, while interesting, 

was not an objective of my research and it was difficult to explain this to my informants. 

The recording of ceremony was of great concern to many people on the Tiwi Islands. 

One informant stated "we need to put ceremony on computer and also paper, it will be 

there for a ]on- time, paper may burn, computer it stays for a long time". This quote 

highlights that Tiwi people want to record their culture, particularly ceremony, in forms 

which can stand the passage of time. It was also often mentioned that traditional or old 

Tiwi language needed to be recorded for only by hearing it could people learn how to 

pronounce it correctly. "The songs need to be recorded so we can learn them". 

While doing my fieldwork I had the pleasure of watching a number of videos of past 

ceremonies in the Patakijiyali museum with the Tiwi ladies who worked there. They 

would explain to me what was happening and also point out their family members or 

people of importance to them. Although this was very informative one thing that was of 

concern was the quality of these videos. They would flicker at intervals and the shifts in 

colour were quite frustrating, taking away from the visual experience. I would seem that 

these videos were deteriorating quickly both due to extensive use and also age and the 

climate conditions of the tropics. 
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Apart from the Patakijilyali Museum in Nguiu there is also a literature centre which 

holds many tapes and videos of old people singing and of ceremony. This resource is 

predominantly used by school children. However many adults are also aware of 

particular recordings in the collection and would sometimes direct me towards them. I 

also was privileged during my stay on the islands to attend Pukuinani ceremony and was 

witness to the recording of this event. Unfortunatly the video camera being used by 

another observer ran out of batteries before the concluding of the ceremony and was 

therefore not a complete recording. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the Tiwi understanding of culture and explored how this 

concept is an umbrella term for discussions on museums. The Tiwi interpret the term 

culture in a number of ways. One interpretation is associated with the passing on of 

information about skin groups and hunting. It is also often linked to ideas about 

ceremony. When discussions on culture are held most concern is expressed in relation to 

the significance and preservation of ceremony. This is not to say that other aspects of 

culture are less important, it may be more that the Tiwi see ceremony as most at risk of 

degradation. 

This chapter includes the views of Tiwi people about issues of cultural degradation and 

cultural strength. The community expressed a considerable concern about the possible 

loss of cultural elements, in particular those that contribute to ceremony. The elders 

appear concerned about the loss of ceremonial aspects of cultural life. This chapter 

highlights that many people feel that it is a struggle to pass on cultural knowledge to the 

younger generations due to both their lack of interest and low self-esteem. 
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It has been argued above that there is a paradox in Tiwi discussions about culture. While 

cultural degradation is an important issue, it is also documented that Tiwi people feel that 

their culture is strong. Some young people are interested in learning about culture, 

particularly ceremonial aspects. The community holds these people in high esteem. There 

is evidence that Tiwi culture is very much alive for most people, they talk about it with 

knowledge and pride. This strength is demonstrated by their everyday behaviour and the 

activities they engage in. The way that cultural elements such as hunting and kinship are 

not often raised in discussions about the degradation of culture suggest that they are 

understood as continuing to be strong. Tiwi people focus on what they perceive as the 

weaker elements of culture, such as ceremony, in cultural discussions. This paradox 

between strength and weakness is associated with notions of change. Tiwi people 

acknowledge change and devote much thought to understanding its impact on their way 

of life. 

The above issues influence how Tiwi people understand and relate to the concept of a 

museum. It was emphasised that ceremony is an extremely strong element within 

cultural discussions and museums are seen as places were such things could he 

preserved, recorded and taught. It appears however that the actual form of a museum is 

unclear for Tiwi people. 



CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

This study addressed the question of how Tiwi people understand and relate to museums. 

It involved investigating how Tiwi people relate to the existing museums on the islands 

and the meaning they attribute to the term museum in general. I used a case study 

approach to document the establishment, history and current status of the Patakijiyali 

Museum, Muluwurri Museum and Ngaripuluwamigi Keeping Place. I also investigated 

the new museum initiatives at the Munupi Art and Craft Centre and the proposed New 

Cultural Centre. which does not at present, have a specific location. 

Tiwi Island Museums and there Function 

The study showed that all four initiatives were based on a similar premise, that is to store, 

preserve and display Tiwi cultural material. Whilst this similarity is acknowledged, each 

of the initiatives has their own particular focus. For example, the Muluwurri Museum 

and Munupi initiative both have a focus towards artworks and artists. By way of ontrast 

the Patakijiyali Museum and to some degree, the past Ngaripuluwamigi Keeping Place, 

focus on broader cultural and historical elements. Tourists have interacted with the 

existing museums to different extents and this has also varied over time. In all of the 

initiatives a tension exists between their cultural/community role and their role as a 

tourist attraction. This is a current issue, particularly for the proposed New Cultural 

Centre. 
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My study revealed that the existing Tiwi Island museums are used for a wide range of 

purposes within their social. cultural and economic environment. These uses include, an 

educational resource for school children and tourists, a repository for cultural material 

valued by the community, and a work place. My fieldwork demonstrated that the Tiwi 

community embraced the museums and thought them "good". The involvement of non-

Tiwi people in the initiatives may have influenced the way in which the Tiwi community 

understand the museums. Though the Tiwi value and interact with these museums, it 

could be suggested that there is a lack of engagement in the actual purpose and 

development of them. This is not to say that the Tiwi have not been consulted and 

involved in these initiatives but that often the main direction has come from non-Tiwi 

people. 

The Tiwi Museum Construct 

The apparent disengagement of Tiwi people from the established museums on the 

Islands, lead me to investigate how Tiwi people relate to the term museum in general. 

Through this investigation of Tiwi informants' ideas relating to the term museum. I 

found that this was a term that they had not attributed any particular meaning to. Rather 

they would only discuss this term in any depth when it was related to understanding of 

culture. This would suggest that "culture" is the primary notion and "museum" a 

subsequent and secondary concept. 

A museum was seen as a place to house culture; a building that created a focus on 

culture. I found during fieldwork that people see a museum as a building, yet they seem 
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unsure of the form this building would take. It could be suggested that the Tiwi regard 

buildings as a symbol of importance. Because culture is seen as significant and somewhat 

threatened, in the eyes of the Tiwi a purpose built building seems to denotes security and 

significance to culture. This may not be surprising in that other significant social beliefs 

and practices have their own buildings, for example the church. Of note the church in 

Nguiu is open with no walls and just a roof, this suggests that the form of a building for 

culture may take any form. 

I found that the purpose of a museum for Tiwi people, separate from the physical form it 

should take, was to teach and preserve culture, not necessarily to store and display. When 

people discussed the idea of a museum there was more emphasis on incorporeal cultural 

elements such as language, stories, songs, and dance. There appears to be a difference 

between the Tiwi understanding of a museum as a building and what they actually want a 

museum to achieve. It could be suggested that due to the purpose of a museum being 

focused on incorporeal culture that a building in itself is not necessarily complimentary 

to this objective. Within this framework, it might be suggested that a Tiwi museum could 

be mobile. It could have recording equipment and screening facilities, and be able to 

travel around the communities teaching and gathering information, attending and 

recording ceremonies (songs, stories, dances), and people's life histories. The challenge 

for future museum initiatives on the Tiwi islands is the synthesis of the tangible and 

intangible components of a museum construct. 
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What is a Museum? 

My study suggested that the Tiwi people envisage a museum construct as different from 

Western museum constructs. There was limited focus on display or material culture in 

the discussions I held with Tiwi people. Only a small number of artists and the art centre 

mangers emphasised this element of a museum. Tourism was also something that was 

never raised during my discussions, unless I myself brought it up. This showed to me that 

while they are happy for tourists to come and learn about their culture, a museum is 

understood as primarily a resource for the community itself. It is not considered a tourist 

attraction. 

In comparison to the Western and Indigenous museum constructs discussed in Chapters 2 

and 3, the Tiwi museums may be somewhat different. While the Palace Museum was a 

justification and expression of family power and rule (Berger 1972, Olmi 1985, Hooper-

Greenhill 1992), the existing Tiwi museums are not concerned with hierarchical power, 

or controlled by just one family line. 

This is not to say that they are not expressions of power, for through the existing 

museums Tiwi people have been able to represent a cultural strength and powerful 

identity. Particular families are often represented more than others, for example those 

involved in the production of art. These families may have a more intimate relationship 

with the collection. It is not the accumulation or collecting element of the museum that 

legitirnises the families place in the community, but rather the physical creation of the 

collection through the families' art production or their personal achievements. The Tiwi 
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idea of a museum construct is in some ways also about power, the power for them to 

embrace the importance of their culture and identity. 

The Cabinet of Curiosities construct is concerned with a desire on the part of people to 

understand the world (Vergo 1989), and an attempt at making the idea of universal nature 

tangible (Hooper-Greenhill 1992). They were external in their focus with a view to 

understanding knowledge outside their own culture. By contrast the Tiwi museums are 

internal looking and focus on culture within their community. The Cabinets were 

concerned with making a intangible worldview tangible through physical material. The 

Tiwi appear to also want to convert intangible cultural elements through recording into a 

tangible form. 

The Public Museum can he understood as both an expression of freedom, as well as a 

way to control people (Bennett 1995). The existing Tiwi museums in a similar way can 

he understood as expressions of cultural survival and community strength, with also a 

level of social control, in relation to encouraging people to continue to remember their 

heritage and culture by its very existence. The Tiwi museums are not, however, as 

concerned with regulating people's behaviour as was the Public Museum. They are much 

more relaxed spaces where children often go unsupervised. The Public Museum was 

concerned with measurement and order, with precise cataloguing (Hooper-Greenhill 

1992) The existing Tiwi museums are not so regulated. Dates, verification and 

cataloguing techniques are often unstructured. 

The New Museum is embedded in the debate between education and entertainment. It is 

faced with issues such as marketing and profits and questions about how it can become a 
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sustainable business (Ames 1992). The existing museums on the Tiwi Islands were not 

developed solely for this reason. Tourism is, however, becoming an increasingly 

important economic imperative for the community, thus shifting the focus of the existing 

and the proposed museum initiatives. 

The existing museums on the Tiwi Islands share some commonality with the Eco 

Museum. Neighbourhood. and Community museum constructs. The focus of these 

museums on a particular region or population provides a place for the Tiwi-specific 

museum within the wider Western museum paradigm. Comparing Western museum 

constructs with the existing Tiwi museums illustrates that some aspects of these 

museums are similar. A reason for their similarity may be due to the high level of 

European involvement in all the museum initiatives on the Tiwi Islands. It is very 

difficult for a European person to imagine a museum in any other way than that which is 

eurocentric. Museums have been part of European culture for so long that it is impossible 

for this history to not affect the way in which the person envisages a museum in the way 

it should look and function. 

As has been discussed, the term museum can be understood in a variety of ways. The 

existing museums on the Tiwi Islands have all had involvement from non-Tiwi people. 

During my fieldwork I attempted to find out whether Tiwi society had museum-like 

structures before contact with Western cultures but found no evidence to support such a 

proposition. Morphy (1980:82) suggests however that what is 'untraditional' in one 

generation may well be considered 'traditional' in the next. Just because I have 

concluded from my research that Tiwi culture did not have museum-like structures in 

their 'traditional' society does not mean a museum is completely alien in structure and 



meaning for the communities today. This is indicated by the existence of museums 

within the communities and the evidence supporting community interaction with them 

and Tiwi understanding of their purpose. Tiwi people, as was discussed above, have also 

attributed their own cultural meaning to the term "museum". 

Clifford ( 199 1) argues that Indigenous museums in post-colonial times are distinct from 

their Western counterparts. I have already discussed above some of these differences as 

well as highlighting some similarities. Indigenous museums often challenge ideas of 

linear history (Clifford 1991). This is done within the Tiwi museums to some extent, for 

there are no dates attached to any of the cultural material pieces in the existing museums. 

There is no distinction between traditional culture and the culture of the Tiwi today as all 

cultural practices, such as hunting and ceremony, are represented through colour 

photographs which highlight the continued existence of these practices, rather than their 

past relevance. It is only the Mission History Room in the Patakijiyali museum that 

focuses on the past through labels with dates and black and white photographs. The Tiwi 

understanding of a museum construct is also not primarily focused on linear history but 

on what could be termed 'living culture' (see Kelly 1999). 

A common reason for the establishment of an Indigenous museum is a desire on the part 

of the community concerned to affirm and strengthen their identity (see Bolton 1996). 

The existing Tiwi museums have all at some stage been associated with such an 

objective. They are concerned with passing on cultural information from one generation 

to the next and through this aim to create a sense of pride. This notion of museums being 

mediums through which cultural identity can be strengthened is also supported by the 

Tiwi communities understanding of the museum construct. 
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Education is also often seen as a fundamental purpose of the Indigenous museum (see 

Hise 1996, Clark 1997). The existing Tiwi museums are evidence of such a statement. 

The objectives associated with all the museums discussed have an educational focus. The 

two established museums function as places for the community's children as well as 

artists to learn, and are viewed by many as an educational experience for people outside 

the community. The community's perception that the museums on the islands are places 

that can serve as a bridge between Tiwi culture and outsiders is expressed by the fact that 

visitors to the communities are always directed to the museums. The Tiwi understanding 

of the term museum in its more general sense is also fundamentally connected to the 

notion of education, for its purpose is seen as a place to teach and strengthen Tiwi culture 

and particularly ceremony. 

In regards to the relationship between the Tiwi museums and other Australian Indigenous 

museums the Tiwi initiatives fit comfortably within this context. West (198 1) claims that 

the initiative to establish Aboriginal museums often does not come from within the 

Aboriginal community but rather from interested European parties. This can be seen to 

be the case with the Tiwi Island museums. The Patakijiyali Museum project was 

established through the motivation of missionaries, as was the Ngarapuluwamigi 

Keeping Place. The Muluwurri Museum was brought about by the commitment of non-

Tiwi art centre managers and the Munipi Keeping place is also the initiative of such 

management. The idea of a new cultural centre was also first raised in a Land Council 

meeting by a non-Tiwi person. 
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It is argued by Clarke and Larrieu (1998) that because Brambuk Living Cultural Centre 

was not an Aboriginal initiative there is a continued lack of involvement with the centre 

on the part of the Aboriginal community. It could be argued that Tiwi people, without the 

encouragement of non-Tiwi parties, lack motivation to maintain their museums due to 

the fact that they were not the instigators of the projects. However this is not to say that 

Tiwi people do not embrace the museum initiatives introduced by non-Tiwi people, only 

that often they seem to associate the idea of museum with non-Tiwi people. This was 

emphasised during my fieldwork when my research was interpreted as being about 

establishing a museum. It was seen as my job to envisage this project and develop it 

rather than the community's. This is not to say that they did not want to be involved, but 

rather that the planning and design side of it was assumed to be my responsibility. 

Kelly (1999) suggests that the aims of Australian Indigenous museums can be divided 

into two categories, community focused aims, and broader community focused aims. The 

two established Tiwi museums discussed above have strong community focused aims. 

Patakijiyali Museum was developed as primarily a resource for local Tiwi school 

children, and Muluwurri Museum as a place to inspire Tiwi artists. The initiators of these 

projects seem to view broader community aims. showcasing Tiwi culture to outsiders, as 

secondary. The Munupi Keeping Place and the New Cultural Centre, on the other hand, 

have less clear primary and secondary aims. Educating non-Tiwi visitors about Tiwi 

people through tourism is an objective discussed in regards to these places by the non-

Tiwi people involved in the initiatives. The Tiwi idea of a museum construct however is 

solely conceived of as a community resource. During my fieldwork there was no 

discussion on a broader community focus. 
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Similarities exist between the museum initiatives on the Tiwi islands and other 

Australian Indigenous museums. The Tiwi idea of a museum construct also fits within 

discussions surrounding the form and purpose of post-colonial Indigenous museums. It 

can he concluded, that as Gluzinski (1988) argues. Indigenous museums are often the 

initiatives of non-Indigenous people This does not mean however that museum 

constructs are inappropriate outside a Western cultural environment. This research has 

shown that the Tiwi people see museums as mediums that can he used for their own 

cultural purposes. Kreps (2003) suggests that Indigenous people are fusing elements of 

their traditional culture with the Western idea of the museum. The y are attributing their 

own meaning to the term museum. It is viewed as a construct concerned with the 

preservation and maintenance of cultural phenomenon, particularly those elements of 

culture that are intangible. 

This research has illustrated the complex and unbounded nature of the term "museum". It 

has an open-ended meaning and can be interpreted in a variety of ways. The challenge 

associated with creating museums in contemporary times, and within Indigenous 

contexts, is understanding that different parties attribute diverse meanings to the term. 

This research concludes that the term "museum" has no concrete definition and rather 

than this being problematic it is in fact beneficial. The term "museum" can be used to 

refer to diverse constructs, and is significant due to the many social and cultural 

meanings attached to it by different communities. It is just important to remember that 

when discussing museums in different contexts it is vital to clarify how the term 

"museum" is being perceived by the people whose culture is entwined with the purpose 

of the construct. 
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Appendix 1: Map of Nguiu, Bathurst Island. 
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Appendix 2: Map of Milikapiti, Melville Island. 
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Appendix 3: Map of Pirlangimpi, Melville Island. 
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Appendix 4: List of Australian Indigenous Museums 
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Name   Location Opened 
Tiagarra Cultural Centre and Museum Devonport, Tas 1976 

Brambuk Aboriginal Living Cultural Centre  
- 

Hafls Gap, Vic 1991 

Galeena Beek Living Cultural Centre  Heaiesville, Vic 1996 

One Dream Time Cultural Centre  
- 

Bendigo, Vic  1997 

Krowathunkoolong_KeepJgPce   Bainsdale, Vic  

DIayna Cultural Centre  Barmah Forest, Vic 1985 

Bangerang Cultural Centre (Shepparton keep~iqg  Ptace She   parton,_Vic 1982 
Mbourne, Vic 2000 

Jungai Conference and Cultural Centre (Camp) Thornton, Vic 1970 

Tanday Aboriginal Cultural Institute  Adelaide, SA 1989 

Camporong Race Relations and Cultural Education Centre and Mus Coorong,SA 1984-1987 

Gavala Aboriginal Art and Cultural Education Centre Sy ey,NSW  1994 

Cooramah Aborigjpal Cultural Centre Glen Innes, NSW 1997-2000 

Umbarra Aboriginal Cultural Centre  Wallaga Lake, NSW 1995 

Yarrawarra Aboriginal Cultural Centre ço,lndi Beach, NSW 1990 

Mananura Aboriginal Resource Centre  Sydney, NSW 1998 

Mindaribba_Local_Aboriginal Council Museum Metford, NSW 1991 

Amaroo Museum and Cultural Centre  Waicha, NSW  1995 

Goondee Keeping Place  LightnJjjde,_NSW  1995 

Brewarrina Aboriginal Cultural Museum  Brewarrina,NSW 1988 

Tibooburra Local Aboriginal Land Council Keeping Place  Tibooburra, NSW 2001 
- 

Mkijngpal Cultural Centre  Tweed Heads, NSW 1984 

Armidale Aboriginal Cultural Centre and Keeping Place  Armidale, NSW 1988 
- 

South Coast_(N2 Aboriginal Cultural Centre Nowra, NSW  

MonarooBobberrer Gudu Cultural Herae KeepjnqceJjgy Farr Eden NSW  

Wigyiral Cultural Centre (Traditional Food Park) Kempsey, NSW 1996 

Nation[piinal_Cultural Centre Sydney, NSW   
1998 

Nmuru Mittigar Aboriginal Cultural Centre   Western SypyjiSW 1998 

Kalkadoon Trbal Centre and Keeping Place Mt Isa, QLD 1985 



Menmuny Museum  Yarrabah,QLD 1993-1996 
Dreamtime Cultural Centre Rockharnpton, QLD 1988 

pjai_Aboriginal CuRural_Park  Cairns, OLD  1996 
Nulloo Yumbah Keepingjace (OLD Uni) 

____ ________ 
BUndabg9LD  

Daiwal Gidi! Cultural Centre   Warmun (turkey creek), WA  

Law and Culture Centre   Fitzroy Crossing, WA  

Yuriypriginal Cultural Centre  Derby (KimberlyWA  

The Kodja Place (not  jpp, WA 2002 
yliYardiAborigpl Heritage and Cultural Centre  Carnarvon, WA Not Vet Open 

Wayirti_Cultural Centre BajWA 2002 
Liluru-kata Tjuta Cultural Centre  Uluru, NT 1995 

KanamkekVile-Ngala Museum  Wadeye, NT 1995 

Buku-Larrnay Mulka (ART) Centre (Museum) Yirrkala, NT 1979 then 1988/89 

Djomi Museum (manigrida arts and culture)  Maningrida, NT 1996 

Warradjan Cultural Centre   Kakadu,NT  

Nyinkka Nynyu Art and Culture Centre  Tennant Creek, NT  2003 
Aboriginal Art and Culture Centre  

__ 

 rinqs, 
Yuendumu Museum Western Desert, NT  
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