
Ten Canoes is one of the texts set for study by the New South 
Wales Board of Studies in Stage 6 of the HSC English syllabus 
from 2009. It is one of the texts in the Area of Study exploring 
the notion of ‘Belonging’.

The film would also be suitable for other students from middle 
to senior secondary and tertiary levels in English, Australian 
Studies, Film and Media Studies, Geography, Anthropology and 
Aboriginal Studies.

T
en Canoes, a 2006 film directed by Rolf de Heer, 
Peter Djigirr and the people of Ramingining in Arnhem 
Land, is the first feature film in an Aboriginal language, 
Ganalbingu. The film is about traditional Aboriginal 
culture in north-eastern Arnhem Land, around 

Ramingining near the Arafura Swamp where it was filmed.

The story is set in two time periods: the ‘present’, an unspeci-
fied time but prior to white settlement, and ‘The Dreaming’, a 
period the Storyteller refers back to in the film. As the Dream-
time story unfolds – the story of a young man’s desire for one of 
the wives of his older brother – it is used to teach a young man 
about tribal law and proper behaviour within the community. 
Well-known Aboriginal actor David Gulpilil is the Storyteller 
(narrator) and his son, Jamie Gulpilil, plays the young man, 
Dayindi. Moving between the two time frames, we become 
caught up in the world of a close-knit group of people and the 
details of their daily lives. Notions of community and belonging 
are at the heart of this film.

Ten Canoes is groundbreaking in its approach to its subject 
matter, using mostly local people to tell the story in Ganalbingu 
language. It is also an engaging, beautifully shot film, telling  
a universal story of forbidden love and revenge in a society   
and place few white Australians know much about. As the 
 characters in the film are re-enacting stories from a traditional 
Indigenous culture, they are mostly naked.

Unlike many recent films and documentaries about Aboriginal 
life, this is a positive and humorous story about the rich culture 
and society that has been so disrupted by white settlement.

Ten Canoes won six Australian Film Institute Awards in 2006 as 
well as the Special Jury Prize (Un Certain Regard) at the 2006 
Cannes Film Festival.

While the magnificence of the landscape makes it desirable to 
watch the film on a big screen, this may not always be possi-
ble. The DVD includes many fascinating extras, including 
footage of the people constructing the bark canoes and huts 
with director Rolf de Heer.

Background information 

One of Rolf de Heer’s inspirations for making Ten Canoes was  
a collection of photographs taken in the mid 1930s by anthro-
pologist David Thomson. There are more than 10,000 of these 
photos, which record many aspects of the everyday life of the 
people who lived in central and north-eastern Arnhem Land in 
Northern Australia, east of Darwin. The Yolngu people largely 
retained their traditional lifestyle, with their culture less disrupt-
ed by white incursions than many other Indigenous groups. The 
photos depict aspects of daily life such as gathering and 
preparing food, the making of bark canoes, spears and huts; 
they also record goose egg hunting and show the people in 
their rich and beautiful landscape.

Copies of these photos are held by the Yolngu people – who 
now have a visual record of their history and families – in the 
community of Ramingining.

Go to the Museum Victoria website to find about its Thomson 
collection: <http://www.museum.vic.gov.au/collections/
indigenous/indnorth.asp>. 

curriculum box

dreaming landscapes: 
studying
ten canoes

‘One hundred and fifty spears, ten canoes, three wives ... trouble.’
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Ten Canoes is groundbreaking in its 
approach to its subject matter, using 
mostly local people to tell the story in 
Ganalbingu language. 
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Geography

Ramingining, where the film was made, is about 600 kilometres 
from Darwin and has a population of about 800 people. See the 
map of Arnhem Land below.

Glossary and explanations

Below are a number of terms used by the people local to the 
area where the film was made which may need explanation. 
There are also some places and processes that are helpful to 
know about when watching or writing about the film.

Arafura swamp: A large area of freshwater wetlands just 
south-east of Ramingining. The swamp extends to 130,000 
hectares during the wet season and is home to an incredible 
variety of flora and fauna, including possibly the largest 
biomass of crocodiles in the world.

Balanda: A word meaning white person(s), coming from the 
word ‘Hollander’ – the Dutch were the first white people to 
come into contact with the Yolngu.

Death Dance: When someone was near death the ceremony 
would start. People would gather and initially a dance would be 
performed for the dying person to help him make connections 
with his ancestors in the spirit world. Occasionally a person, 
still cognizant and capable, but knowing he was going to die, 
would perform the death dance himself. The ceremony would 
continue intermittently for up to twelve months after the person 
had died.

Ganalbingu: The name of one of the clans local to the Arafura 
Swamp area. Ganalbingu means ‘magpie goose people’. It was 
an important clan in the life of the swamp (and in the making of 
Ten Canoes). It is also the name of the language spoken in the 
film.

goose egg gathering: Also known as goose egg hunting. 
Expeditions by canoe of up to a week at a time used to be 
launched onto the swamp towards the end of the wet season, 
when the magpie geese had laid their eggs. Eggs were col-
lected in numbers and the birds hunted for their meat.

magpie geese or Gumang: One of the many species of birdlife 
on the swamp, the Gumang is a black-and-white native goose 
which was an important food source in times gone by.

payback or Makaratta: A formal and ritualized form of 
punishment or retribution, usually with attendant ceremony. 
Warriors from the aggrieved tribe throw spears at the perceived 
culprit until blood is drawn. Sometimes the wound is fatal, 
sometimes only minor. Occasionally, the culprit chooses a 
partner and both then face the spears. Justice is deemed to be 
done when one, the innocent or the perceived guilty, is hit. In 
many areas payback has been further refined to be a simple 
close-range spearing of the culprit in the leg.

ABOVE: Peter minygululu and jamie gulPilil

ABOVE: maP of arnhem land
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Ramingining: A town of about 800 Yolngu people in the 
northern part of central Arnhem Land. The town was created in 
the early 1970s when the Mission of Millingimby became 
overcrowded. This meant that Yolngu from different areas were 
brought to live together, some quite a long distance from their 
traditional lands. There are fifteen or sixteen clans represented 
in Ramingining and about eight different language groups.

Yolngu: The literal translation of Yolngu is simply ‘the people’, 
but it is used nowadays as a term to describe the group of 
Indigenous Australians (Aboriginals) living in or originating from 
central and eastern Arnhem Land in Australia’s Northern 
Territory.

Cast and crew

While the making of any film is a collaborative process, this film 
strongly demonstrates the value of such collaborative work. 
Here is a list of the key cast and crew of the film:

Crew

Directors: Rolf de Heer and Peter Djigirr 
Writer: Rolf de Heer 
executive producers: Sue Murray, Domenico Procacci and 
Bryce Menzies 
Producer: Julie Ryan 
Associate producers: Belinda Scott, Nils Erik Nielsen and 
Richard Birrinbirrin 
Directory of photography: Ian Jones, ACS 
Film editor: Tania Nehme 
Art director: Beverly Freeman 
sound designer: James Currie and Tom Heuzenroeder 
Visual effects: Jamie Hediger, Michelle Hunt and Matthew 
North

Cast

Ridjimiraril: Crusoe Kurddal 
Dayindi/Yeeralparil: Jamie Gulpilil 
Birrinbirrin: Richard Birrinbirrin 
Canoeist/Victim/Warrior: Peter Djigirr 
Minygululu: Peter Minygululu 
Nowalingu: Frances Djulibing 
The sorcerer: Philip Gudthaykudthay 
The storyteller: David Gulpilil 
Canoeist/Warrior: Johnny Buniyira

You can read more about the cast at the Ten Canoes website, 
where they talk about their experiences making the film: 
<http://www.tencanoes.com.au/tencanoes/>.

BEFORE VIEWING THE FILM

activity 1: ideas of belonging, community 
and possessions
There are three especially important concepts students should 
discuss before watching Ten Canoes:

1. What does the term ‘belonging’ mean to you?
2. What is your understanding of the word ‘community’?
3. What are your most valued possessions and why do you 

value them?

After watching Ten Canoes, students could compare and 
contrast their responses to these questions with the film’s 
representation of these ideas.

WATCHING THE FILM

Here are a few things to be aware of as you watch the film:

•	 In	moving	between	the	two	time	frames,	the	film	is	mostly	
shot in black and white for the story of Dayindi set in the 
more recent past, while the mythical ancestral story of 
Ridjimiraril (Crusoe Kurddal) that Minygululu (Peter 

Unlike many recent films and documentaries about 
Aboriginal life, this is a positive and humorous story 
about the rich culture and society that has been so 
disrupted by white settlement.
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 Minygu lulu) tells Dayindi is shown in colour. After watching 
the film you could discuss why this approach was chosen 
and how it works.

•	 On	the	DVD	we	are	offered	three	choices	about	the	lan-
guage in which we will watch and hear this film:

1. all Aboriginal language without subtitles
2. all Aboriginal language with English subtitles
3. English storytelling with subtitled dialogue.

Think about how often these choices are available to viewers 
and why this might be offered with Ten Canoes. Consider 
whether it would compromise the authenticity of the film if the 
people spoke in (or their words were dubbed into) English.

•	 The	entire	cast	of	the	film	is	made	up	of	people	indigenous	
to the Arafura Swamp area. They were also involved in 
developing the script and in making all the traditional 
artefacts for the film, particularly the bark canoes, spears 
and huts.

As the film opens with overhead panning shots of the wetlands 
where the film is set, the Storyteller (David Gulpilil) narrates: 
‘This is not your story; it’s my story, a story like you’ve never 
seen before ... of my people, my land.’ He then relates the story 
of how he was born from a waterhole ‘in this land Yurlunggur 
made’, which he will return to when he dies. ‘It’s always like 
that for my people,’ he says. Consider how many elements of 
this parable of forbidden love, youth, age, loss and revenge are 
common to other stories from both the past and the present 
and around the world – love, loss, responsibility and traditions.

•	 Listen	to	what	we	hear	on	the	soundtrack.
•	 As	you	watch	the	story	unfold,	consider	what	might	have	

been some of the more challenging aspects of making a 
film in an area as remote as Ramingining.

•	 The	DVD	divides	the	film	into	twelve	scenes.	You	may	like	
to choose two of these sections to focus closely on as you 
watch the film, say scenes 1 and 10 or scenes 2 and 7. 

Make sure you cover all scenes when dividing them up 
between group members. The scenes are titled:

1. My Story
2. Ridjimiraril
3. The Stranger
4. Ten Canoes
5. Nowalingu is Gone
6. War Party
7. The Stranger Returns
8. No Turning Back
9. One Spear Too Many
10. The Death Dance
11. Nowalingu Returns
12. The End of the Story

Main characters

In The ‘Present’ (before white settlement) – the goose egg 
hunters and canoe builders:

•	 Minygululu,	telling	his	brother	Dayindi	the	Dreamtime	story
•	 Dayindi,	the	younger	brother
•	 the	eight	other	members	of	the	hunting	party.

In The Mythical Past – the ancestor story from long, long ago:

•	 Ridjimiraril	and	his	three	wives
- Banalandju – the wise one
- Nowalingu – the jealous one
- Munandjarra – the youngest and most beautiful one.

•	 Birrinbirrin	–	the	fat	honey	man
•	 Yeeralparil	–	Ridjimiraril’s	younger	brother,	also	played	by	

Jamie Gulpilil, who is keen on Munandjarra, his brother’s 
youngest wife

•	 The	Stranger
•	 The	Sorcerer.

BELOW: birrinbirrin and warriors 
RIGHT: nowalingu (frances djulibing)

100

Is
s

u
e

 5
2

 S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N

teaching media with Marguerite O’Hara



BELOW: birrinbirrin and warriors 
RIGHT: nowalingu (frances djulibing)

The story

The story Minygululu tells Dayindi about Ridjimiraril is relatively 
straightforward, though not all the twists and turns can be 
logically explained in terms of our twenty-first century wish for 
rational explanations. This is often the case with stories from 
other times and places, where we are expected to suspend our 
disbelief in the interests of the main parts of a story. If the human 
behaviour rings true then some details can be overlooked.

AFTER WATCHING THE FILM

activity 2: Themes in the film
What part does humour play in these two stories? Give •	
some examples from the narration, the dialogue and the 
interchanges between people.

•	 How	is	a	strong	sense	of	belonging	with	land	and	people	
shown in Ten Canoes?

•	 How	are	the	spiritual	elements	of	traditional	Aboriginal	life	
revealed in this film?

•	 How	does	the	soundtrack	(including	the	silences)	reflect	the	
rhythm and continuity of daily life in Ramingining?

•	 Explain	how	the	people	in	both	time	frames	of	the	film	are	
shown to use the land, respond to the seasons, live in a 
sustainable way and, on the whole, live in social harmony. 
Consider:

 - technology – use of tools and weapons 
 - relationship to their environment 
 - tribal laws and rules 
 - social and familial expectations 
 - gender roles 
 - contact with outsiders and others 
 - daily life 
 - attitudes to death.
•	 How	would	you	describe	the	rhythm	of	life	as	it	is	shown	in	

this film? Are there approaches to life we could apply to 
how we use our time and resources today?

•	 How	can	oral	traditions	of	storytelling	such	as	we	see	and	
hear in this film survive in cultures where such stories are 
often only known by the elders? Does it matter if such 
stories are lost forever? How might they best be preserved 
for succeeding generations?

•	 Did	you	find	the	ending	of	the	film	dramatically	and	emo-
tionally satisfying and believable?

•	 Earlier	in	this	guide	you	were	asked	to	explain	your	own	
sense of belonging, community and possessions. Now that 
you have watched Ten Canoes, compare and contrast your 
sense of belonging, community and possessions with those 
of the people we see in the film.

•	 When	the	details	of	the	texts	set	for	study	on	the	revised	
NSW HSC English syllabus were released in July 2007, 
there was a good deal of criticism in the media about some 
of the choices. One writer suggested that ‘analysing camera 
angles in the Australian movie Ten Canoes, which is spoken 
mainly in the Indigenous language Ganalbingu ... would 
hardly seem to have much to do with the study of English in 
high school’.1 Now that you have watched this film, defend 
the choice of this text for study on a senior English syllabus.

activity 3: Production values
Ten Canoes was made on a relatively small budget of A$2.2 
million. Given the difficulties of filming in Arnhem Land and the 
complexities of building sets from scratch in a remote location, 
the result is a remarkable achievement. Once the film was 
made, the challenge was to market it both in Australia and 
overseas. This was no easy task as films and documentaries 
about Indigenous matters can be perceived as worthy or 
depressing, or even guilt-inducing, and unlikely to be box-office 
hits. Ten Canoes confounded these perceptions and did attract 
audiences and make money (A$3.3 million at the Australian box 
office). The DVD has also sold very well. Why do you think this 
happened? How would you characterize the tone and style of 
this film?
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•	 Why	do	you	think	de	Heer	positions	the	camera	to	take	
sweeping aerial shots across and up the swamp at the 
beginning of the film as the Storyteller is telling the story of 
his birth?

•	 How	do	the	filmmakers	integrate	the	figures	into	the	
landscape of the Arafura Swamp area?

•	 How	well	do	you	think	the	changes	between	black	and	
white and colour worked in terms of constructing and 
linking the narratives within two time frames?

activity 4:  
Questions for discussion and essays
•	 ‘Being	part	of	a	community	involves	respecting	the	tradi-

tions and expectations of the group.’ Discuss.
•	 ‘While	the	characters	in	the	film	are	portrayed	in	ways	we	

may be unfamiliar with in relation to Indigenous Australians, 
they are not simply idealized “noble savages”, but recogniz-
able people with weaknesses and strengths, living life in all 
its complexity. Their story is not so different from our story.’ 
Discuss.

•	 ‘One	of	the	strengths	of	Ten Canoes is its representation of 
what has been lost to Indigenous Australians through the 
incursions of white society into their culture and life. It gives 
a new understanding to the term “dispossession” when we 
see what has been lost through dispossession.’ Discuss.

•	 Co-director	Peter	Djigirr,	who	plays	one	of	the	canoeists	in	
the film, said the community wanted to make Ten Canoes 
‘so our children can grow up so they know where we are 
coming from’. What do you think he meant? What will future 
generations of the young people from Arnhem Land learn 
from watching Ten Canoes?

•	 ‘Understanding	continuity	and	change	in	cultures	over	time	is	
a crucial part of achieving real reconciliation between Indig-
enous and non-Indigenous Australians.’ How is the making 
and watching of this film an important part of this process?

References and resources
•	 Two	excellent	and	comprehensive	study	guides	about	this	

film, Ten Canoes by Libby Tudball and Robert Lewis and 
Making Ten Canoes by Robert Lewis, are available for free 

download from the Australian Teachers of Media (ATOM) 
website: <http://www.metromagazine.com.au/studyguides/
study.asp>. They provide a lot of interesting background 
material about both the film and how it was made.

•	 You	can	also	go	to	the	Ten Canoes interactive website at 
<http://www.tencanoes.com.au/tencanoes/> where, among 
other things, you can meet the actors, edit scenes from the 
film and design a poster to promote the film.

•	 Listen	to	an	interview	with	Sue	Murray	of	Fandango	
Australia, one of the executive producers, talking about the 
challenges of marketing a film like Ten Canoes: <http://
www.aftrsmedia.com/CSB/?p=65>.

•	 Life	in	Ramingining	today,	while	retaining	some	of	the	old	
traditions, particularly in relation to kinship ties, is very 
different. See images of Ramingining today to see how life 
has changed: <http://www.ozoutback.com.au/postcards/
postcards-forms/arnhemland-central/index.htm#Pics>.

•	 Look	at	the	ATOM	study	guide	for	the	documentary	Kanyini 
(Melanie Hogan, 2006). The film and study guide provide an 
insight into the dimensions of dispossession of Indigenous 
Australians in all its complexities – spiritual, physical, 
economic, psychological and emotional:

 <http://www.metromagazine.com.au/studyguides/study.
asp>.

•	 Twelve	Canoes	is	a	website	and	DVD	extension	of	de	Heer’s	
collaboration with the Ramingining people on Ten Canoes. 
Twelve linked short audio-visual pieces, together with 120 
photographs, art pieces and music files, paint a compelling 
portrait of people, history, culture and place. Go to <http://
www.12canoes.com.au>.

Marguerite O’Hara is a Melbourne writer.           •

Endnote
1 Miranda Devine, ‘At Sea in Junk, but Classics Ahoy’, The 

Sydney Morning Herald, 26 July 2007, <http://www.smh.
com.au/news/opinion/at-sea-in-junk-but-classics-ahoy/2007/ 
07/25/1185339079479.html>, accessed 12 August 2008.

BELOW: Peter minygululu 
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