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Western Australia, carved and incised wood with natural pigments, 57.4 x 15.5 x 1.9cm. Gift of O. Mirmikidis, Berndt Museum of Anthropology Collection [2005/0010]
Mowanjum, Western Australia, carved wood with natural pigments, 13 x 53 x 1.2cm. Gift of P. Lucich, Berndt Museum of Anthropology Collection [1976/0548]

BOOMERANG - A NATIONAL SYMBOL
Boomerang - A National Symbol sheds light on the
boomerang as material representation of Australian
nationhood, focusing on a celebration of its – often
under-recognised – diversity and complexity. It shifts the
narrative from an emblematised icon, and re-positions
this object within contexts of form, use and meaning.
Boomerangs – returning and non-returning – as well
as throwing sticks were developed and used by several
societies around the world. Archaeologists have dated
Ancient Egyptian varieties to at least 4,000 years ago
while depictions of these objects also appear in 9,000
year-old North African rock paintings. Also used by the
Hopi (United States), the Kallar (India) and peoples of
Vanuatu, Denmark, Holland and Germany, the boomerang
is now considered an obsolete antiquity in most of these
places. By comparison, Aboriginal people in Australia
can claim the longest continuous association to this
item – as far back as tens of thousands of years ago - that
connects past, present and future realities. It is also here
that boomerangs are intricately enmeshed in the sociocultural; with multiple variations reflecting localised
networks and relationships.
Figure 1. Examples of localised terms for ‘boomerang’
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Figure 2. Distribution of boomerangs in Australia map by DS Davidson.
Reproduced by permission of the American Anthropological Association from American Anthropologist,
Volume 38, Issue 1, pp. 76-100, 1936. Not for sale or further reproduction

‘Boomerang’ is a European adaptation of bunmariny – a
Dharug term spoken by people in the Georges River (NSW)
area. This is just one of several hundred names used and
understood by more than 250 Aboriginal language groups
in Australia. An extremely small sample of this diverse
variation is listed in Fig. 1.

fishing. Boomerangs have also been exchanged as trade
commodities or as part of socio-cultural negotiations
between family and community groups. Furthermore, the
performative aspect of boomerangs – especially highlighted
in this exhibition – has seen their use as percussion
instruments and dance implements in ceremony.

Contextualised within language groups, these terms of
identification can also intersect across communities
sharing linguistic, totemic and song-line ties. This
perspective of the boomerang expands its relational
connections beyond geographical location.

In his article ‘Australian Throwing Sticks, Throwing
Clubs and Boomerangs’, Davidson comments that this
immense typological diversity makes the inclusive
classification of boomerangs a futile effort [1936, p. 90].
This sentiment was quickly realised during the process
of the exhibition’s development. Faced with the task of
selecting from the Museum’s collection of around 200
boomerangs, it became clear that each was a distinctive
entity that, at the same time, collectively shared general
similarities. Furthermore, the multiplicity of this object
was reflected not just as material culture, but also as
symbols that embody intangible heritage and cultural
knowledge. Boomerangs are embedded within ancestral
narratives and creation stories – whether referred to in
song-sequence or depicted in drawings (traditional and
contemporary) that correspond with these oral traditions.

These various language terms show that the boomerang
is not a singularly identified object. This diversity further
overlaps with varieties of form and use that are distributed
throughout the country, across multiple Aboriginal
nations (see Fig. 2)1. Existing as both returning and nonreturning (the majority) types, boomerangs have been
adapted by Aboriginal people to respond to their living
and environmental realities – whether in multi-use or
specialised forms. As utilitarian tools they are used for
hunting game, warfare, making fire, digging bush food and

Peggy Griffiths, Miriwoong language, Waringarri Dancers, 2000, acrylic on canvas,
102 x 76cm. Berndt Museum of Anthropology Collection [2000/0029] © Peggy Griffiths/
Copyright Agency, 2020

These include the Purlka-purlkakurlu (Old Men Dreaming)
painted by Walpiri artist Paddy Japaljarri Sims2, and
the Djunggara Crow story as depicted in the Birrindudu
drawing3 displayed in this exhibition. Others such as Peggy
Griffiths (Miriwoong) continue to depict boomerangs
in their work as a method of documenting culture,
performance and knowledge.
Historically, boomerangs in exhibition were often
framed within progressions of technology and function.
Transition in this sense mapped a linear development that
intersected with notions of social evolution as well as the
colonial administration of Indigenous peoples. Baldwin
Spencer’s series arrangement at the National Museum
of Victoria exemplified this tendency to locate collection
items such as boomerangs within a ‘pan-tribal Aboriginal
developmental sequence’ (Bennett et al. 2007). They are
positioned as static relics within an evolutionary series
that was increasingly racialised.

Boomerang is a critical response to these past institutional
displays. The boomerangs occupy the entire gallery space
as the discursive focus, rather than as decontextualised
examples grouped in a corner showcase. Transition, in
this case, is redefined as multi-linear; these boomerangs
– as individuals and within groups – demonstrate
cultural autonomy, technological expertise and ancestral
connections that have contemporary relevance. The
categories do not necessarily attempt any particular
classification; rather each grouping – and each
boomerang within a group – purposely aims to reflect the
multiple connections, overlaps and parallels. Furthermore,
this small percentage of the Berndt Museum’s collection
on display aims to generate discussion regarding the
mapping of culture, acquisition strategies and the role
of museums in nurturing cultural knowledge for future
generations.
The development and display of an exhibition that
focused on boomerangs proved to be physically and
discursively challenging. Their extensive reach across
the country parallels with the multiplicities of form, use
and meaning. These in turn reflect the skills, cultural

Figure 3. Baldwin Spencer’s arrangement showing proposed development of boomerang from throwing stick, Spencer B, 1922, Guide to the Australian Ethnographical
Collection in the National Museum of Victoria, plate 4)

knowledge and agencies of the makers embedded in
their localised contexts of community and Country.
The boomerang is at once an ancient legacy and
contemporary embodiment of Aboriginal agencies – like
all material culture, it continues to play a role within
communities and also beyond. Although it is rightfully a
national icon that unites Australians, each boomerang
is embedded within the local – and should also be
celebrated as such.
Dr Vanessa Russ, Exhibition Curator
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