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Preface 

In 1944 P rofessor A. P. Elkin gave the John Murtagh 
Mac rossa n Memorial  Lectu res at the University of 
Queensland .  These lectu res along with two more chapters 
a ppea red in  the fol lowing yea r as Aboriginal Men of High 
Degree. Publ ished under wa rtime stringencies, the ed ition 
was a sma l l  one wh ich, nevertheless, c i rculated widely, 
becoming a major sou rce for-among others-M i rcea 
El iade. 1 I t  has, however, been unobta inable for ma ny 
yea rs, a nd, despite the expa nsion of Aborigina l stud ies, it 
rema ins the only substantia l work on what m ight be cal l 
ed t h e  Aboriginal  occult. W i t h  interest in the field now 
reviving i ts publ ication is timely, the more so since the 
author, now Professor Emeritus, has written a new sec
tion. 

Elkin's subject is the med icine man. But th is term, with 
its connotations of chicanery and gull ibi l ity, scarcely con
veys the importance such figures hold for Aborigines. The 
"clever ma n", as some Engl ish speakers cal l him, acquired 
wonderfu l  powe rs through d i rect contact with the bei ngs 
of the D reamti me: the ra inbow serpent ; the sky gods;  the 
spir its of the dead. He has come to this state th rough a 
long a nd rigo rous apprent icesh ip and an i n it iation of ter
ro rs a nd o rdeals beyond those that ord i na ry men undergo. 
He is w hat El k in  calls a man of h igh deg ree a nd h is ex
periences have changed h im utterl y. He has d ied a nd come 
a l i ve again ; h is  ent ra i l s  have been taken out and replaced ; 
he has been swall owed by the rai nbow serpent and 
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regu rgitated ; magic crystal s  have been put in  his body; he 
has acq u i red an anima l  fa m il ia r that dwel l s  within h im.  
As a result of  such experiences, the med icine man can fly 
a nd travel ove r the ground at great speed ; he ca n an
tici pate events a nd knows what is ha ppen ing in  fa raway 
places. He can cu re and k i l l  mysteriously. He can ma ke 
ra in.  He can ascend to the sky world on a magic cord that 
emanates from h is testicles. He ca n rol l in the fire without 
hurt;  appea r and d isappea r at wi l l .  

The man of h igh degree is not pecu l ia r  to Austra l ia, of 
cou rse. H e  is kind red to Ca rlos Castaneda's brujo Don Juan, 
and other Amerindian " men of power".2 The author 
h imse l f  d raws para l lels with the lamas of Tibet, an
ticipating El iade's work on shamanism . 3  El iade shows t hat 
it is not j ust the general phenomenon but numerous 
specific featu res that a re to be fou nd al ike in Austral ia a nd 
Central  Asia. But whi le  Elkin bel ieves that Aboriginal 
re l igion "belongs" to the O rient, not to the West, and al
lows the possibil ity of an h istorical connection, he is not 
incl ined to the wide-ranging general izations of com
pa rative rel igion. H is overrid ing pu rpose is to understand 
the Austra l ian  Aborigines. 

Elkin will not a l low t he medicine men to be d ismissed 
as fra uds a nd humbugs; nor wil l he have them reduced to 
someth i ng else. He has been as unsympathetic to explana
tions in te rms of the subconscious mind as he now is to the 
sea rch for unconscious structu res. He finds the not ion that 
shama ns a re psychologica l ly  unstable eq ua l ly  ina ppl i cable 
to Austra l ia .  Med icine men a re pa rt of the mainstream of 
Aborigina l  society and cul tu re, despite thei r absorption in 
the esoteric. The rigou rs of thei r "professional"  tra in ing 
and the ma ny ritua l observances that surround its practice 
are, he th inks, enough to deter the mere eccentric and the 
confidence man. 

I t  is, of cou rse, a lways easier to explain away the occul t  
than t o  expla in it, a nd the d ifficul ties are acute in  t he p re
sent case. For a sta rt, we are al most whol ly  d ependent on 
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what the Aborigines tell us. Neither the author nor anyone 
else has tried,  l ike Castaneda, to become the sorcerer's a p
prentice, a nd few wh ites can bear witness to the feats tha t 
a re said to be performed.  E lk in relays what he has been 
told, with the caution that one is probably never told 
everyth ing.• B ut he wants the accounts to be taken 
seriously and a pproached with sympathetic under
stand ing.5 

Bolder tha n most anthropologists, Elkin is prepa red to 
enterta in the possibility that med icine men really have 
powers not understandable in  terms of the rationa l and 
the academic. At one point he suggests that mass hypnosis 
may be the expla nation for an extraord inary event. But he 
d iscla ims a ny specia l knowledge in this field, and thirty
one years later we a re not much closer to an answer.6  We 
might also ta l k  in terms of "hal lucinations;, experienced 
du ring "abnormal states" such as tra nce. ( Aborigines do 
not seem to use hall uc inatory drugs. ) But th is  a pp roach 
begs the q uestion of whethe r it is the "abnormal state" 
tha t i ndu ces the v isions or the cultura l milieu. Aga i n  we 
are in uncha rted territory. 

O ne possibi l i ty that Elkin does not explore is that some 
of the med icine man's marvels a re deceptions, not in the 
fraudu lent sense but the rel igious, what W. E. H. Stanner 
has called t he "noble fiction". Lower degree initiations a re 
often conducted in th is way : a boy is told that the roa ring 
noise he hea rs is Da ramulan coming to burn him to ashes 
before reforming him. But when h is eyes a re unveiled he 
d iscovers the bul lroa rer ;  now he learns a more precious 
truth, that Da ramulan's voice is "in the wood". The fiction 
is a secu lar screen for truths too sacred to be revealed to 
the uninitiated.' As Kenneth Maddock puts it, the novices 
a re deceived only to be enlightened, and the outcome is 
not sceptic ism but fa ith.8 

We do not know that the initiated med icine man has 
undergone this kind of "d isi l l usioning" experience. As fa r 
as ord inary men a re concerned, he has come face to face 
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with the Dreamtime beings whom they have only en
cou ntered t h roug h  symbols such as the bul l roarer. In t h is 
connection, Maddock has drawn an il l um inati ng com
parison between the Wi radjeri in itiation myth and rite : 
whereas males origina l ly were enl ightened by Dara mula n, 
later they were enl ightened by thei r fel lows.9 The situation 
of the med icine ma n who is bel ieved to have seen Ba iame 
or been swa l lowed by the Ra inbow Serpent, rep l icates that 
of the Dreamtime. I t  was perhaps in this sense that a 
Wonga ibon described both the med icine men a nd · the 
Crow of myth as "clever" .  Thus placed the med icine men 
bea r witness to the ex istence of the powers which their fel 
lows experience only through symbols. I f  i n  fact t hei r own 
experience is  also th rough symbols  they keep it to 
themselves ca rrying on behal f  of the rest the knowledge 
that the Drea mtime is after al l inaccessible to mortals .  

Although the med icine men a re few in any commun ity 
a nd sta nd apart from ordina ry men, they a re not rogues or 
mavericks. They do not have the ma rginal,  even a nti-social 
cha racter of the Mel anesian sorcerer. They a re pa rt of the 
means by w h ich the commun ity mainta i ns i ts conne�tion 
with the powers that created t he world and which con
tinue to susta in it. They a re, as Elkin puts it, "a cha nnel of 
l i fe" .  In relation to the totemic and initiation rites thei r 
role is complementa ry : for w hile the rites deal with 
genera l and continu i ng concerns, they deal with the pa r
t icu lar  and the contingent, with sickness, crime, dangers, 
sepa ration a nd the death of ind ividuals. Moreover, their 
operations a re what Sta nner has cal led "trans it i ve", in t he 
sense t hat h u ma n intentions a re-or seem to be
tra nsferred to objects.10 The rites a re, in t h is sense, int ra n
s it ive, depend i ng on hope, bel ief a nd faith, rather than 
perceivabl e  resu lts. But s ince the med icine men's fea ts 
derive from the same Drea mt i me powers, hope, belief a nd 
faith a re stre ngthened . 

The book's first pa rt is d i rected at the l ayma n. In it 
Elk in  is trying to communicate h is own understand ing of 
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Aboriginal rel ig ion, in the hope that wh ite Austral ians 
wi l l come to appreciate it as somet h ing worthy of respect. 
As he says e lsewhe re, there are Aboriginal thinkers who 
" have caug ht a gl impse of, and attempted to grapple with, 
fu ndamenta l  philosophical  problems."11 

The second pa rt is more fo r the special ist. The author 
moves from the apt i l lustration of the first pa rt to pains
taking comp_a rison of cognate phenomena across the con
t inent. He d raws on h is field notebooks and those of his 
then resea rch assistant, now Professor R. M. Berndt12 and 
on a wealth of publ ished and unpubl ished data. Not the 
least v irtue of th is su rvey is the attention it gives to the d is
t inctive and fascinating, but often neglected cultu res of 
south-eastern Austra l ia .  

The third pa rt, w h ich El k i n  has now added, brings to 
l ight d ata that have come to hand since the fi rst edition. In 
pa rticu lar  it looks at Aboriginal men of h igh degree in the 
setti ngs of mission and settl ement and the context of 
cultu ral  d isintegra tion. The clever men of south-eastern 
Aust ra l ia have ind eed vanished and there is no possi bi l ity 
of thei r retu rn. According to my own informants in  
western New South Wa les, they were "too clever to l ive" 
a nd end ed by k i l l i ng one a nother, a verd ict suggested by 
ca tastrop h ic popu lat ion decl i ne at a t i me of cul tu ral col 
l a pse. Some l a psed into alcohol ism w h i l e  others despa ired 
as they fou nd the younger generation unwil l ing or unfit to 
receive their knowledge. The half-caste Bandj iga l i, George 
Dutton, told me how, as a young drover, he had refused to 
take on the powers of a dying uncle. R id ing home that 
n ight he saw the eu ro wh ich was the old ma n's fam i l ia r  
a ccompanying him a l ong a stretch o f  road a n d  then tu rn
ing off into the dark ness. 

I n  the Centre, however, th ings a re d ifferent. On t he 
basis of recent reports E l kin now th inks that the obitua ry 
he wrote for the med ic ine ma n was prematu re. He notes 
an interesti ng d ivision of labou r between black and wh ite 
med ic ine men in some p laces, and goes on to suggest that 
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the former may stil l have a significant role to play in the 
outstation movement. 

When Aboriginal Men of High Degree first appea red there 
was l i tt le li ke l i hood that Aborigines wou ld read i t .  The 
few who had been educated to do so had also lea rned to be 
ashamed of the i r  he ritage. Today the situation is different, 
a nd I hope that th is  book, free as it is of tec h n ical i ties a nd 
jargon, may e nable  some to re-establ ish the l i nk.  

Notes 

Jeremy Beckett 
Syd ney 1 976 

I. Stt particularly Mircea Eliade, Shamonism: Archaic Ttchniquts of Ec
stasy. Translated by W. R. Trask (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer
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(Cornell University Press, 1973 ). 

2. Stt Carlos castaneda, Tht Ttachings of Don Juan-A Yaqul Way of 
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Introduction to Second Edition 

T h i rty one yea rs have gone by since the fi rst ed ition of th is 
book was publ ished. In  the mea ntime more and ful l er in
formation on the making and powers of "Men of H igh 
Deg ree" has  become a v a i l a b l e, especiall y fo r the 
Kimberl ey Division of Western Austra l ia, and the New 
South Wales north coast. 

Fu rther, a sign ifica nt change has been occu rring recent
ly i n  the attitudes of some wel fare and hea l th agencies, of
ficia l and non-officia l ,  towa rds medicine-men. Where this is· 

so, they a re no longer ignored as men without k nowledge 
nor brushed aside as imposte rs. On the contra ry, thei r  age
old "professional"  cont ribution to the wel l -being of their 
people is recognized, and thei r co-operation in official 
hea l th services is asked for and is given, though somewhat 
tentatively on both sides. 

For these reasons I have added Pa rt Three to th is new 
ed ition. I ts ma in theme is the role of med icine-men in the 
Aborig i nes' ra pidly changing worl d .  I n  1 945, the 
depopulat ion of full-blood Aborigines, which bega n in 
1788, was sti l l  continuing and thei r extinction i n  the not 
fa r-off futu re seemed inevitable. By the 1 950s, however, 
the t ide had tu rned and both they and Aborigines of 
"m ixed-blood" were defin itely increas ing. Therefore 
problems connected with thei r health, socia l cond itions 
and economic needs could no longer be allowed to d rift, 
but had to be tackled seriously, above a l l  with the help of 
the Aborigines themselves. So, governments have set u p  
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Aboriginal councils, boards and committees on various 
aspects and interests of their life, giving them opportunity 
for self-determination and for exercising responsibil ity. 

Accordingly, I refer to the relevance and role of 
Aboriginal medicine-men in this new age: Is thei r role  
finished, as was thought by many even only a decade ago? 
If not, wil l they remain in  an O rder wh ich is characterized 
by symbol ical and mystic aspects and/or wi l l  they become 
trained nursing a ides and medical assistants in Aborigina l 
cl inics and hospitals? The answers wil l  be given  by the 
Abo rigines themselves. 

To discuss these questions, I suggest at the end of the 
hook that a conference be arranged of medicine-men and 
some elders drawn from a wide-spread inter-tribal range 
of communities. It would be held preferably in a Settle
ment away from townships, be run by the medicine-men 
and be subject to adjournments. This third suggestion is to 
ensure that the various communities and "tribes" can feel 
and think their way through the impl ications of any deci
sion the conference might propose. 

As the lectures in 1944 from which this book grew, 
were given on a University of Queensland Foundation, I 
welcome the publ ication of the new edition by the Univer
sity of Queensland Press. The original was well received, 
but its seiJing price, as a first edition, has long since gone 
beyond the pockets of students and most general readers. 
I n  spite of this, requests for the book have been constant. 

I thank persons far afield who have corresponded with 
me on aspects of the subject. They have included Or 
Dayalan Devanesen (Alice Springs), Mrs Mary Laughren 
(Yuendumu), the Reverend L. Reece (Warrabri and A l ice 
Springs), Mr E. Evans (Darwin) and Mr H.H.J. C.oate (Der
by). 

Continuous and ever-watchful help has been given me 
by M rs Betty Dunne, Secretary of "my" Department of 
Ocean ia Publ ications, University of Sydney, in Library 
search as well as with typing and retyping. I thank her 
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very sincerely as I do also Mrs Joyce Beaumont, assistant 
in the same Department, for her ready co-operation in 
many tasks, especia l ly in the preparation of the maps. 

Final ly, I t hank Or Jeremy Beckett of the Department of 
Anthropology, University of Sydney, for h is furtherance of 
the project and particularly for writing the Preface. 

Department of Oceania Publ ications, 
The University of Sydney, 
1976 

A.P. Elkin 
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The term med ici ne-ma n as a pp l ied to Aborigina l Austra l ia 
is used i n  a wide sense. Med icine-men a re l eeches, i n  that 
they use objective mea ns for the curing of il l nesses a nd 
wounds. They a re magical practitioners, for they cure 
some sicknesses by magica l  rituals  a nd spel ls. I n  ma ny 
pa rts they a re sorcerers as wel l ;  they k now how to, a nd 
may, insert evil  magic, extract "huma n  fat", or ca use the 
sou l to leave the victim's body, bringi ng about sickness a nd 
death. And final ly, they a lso possess, in ma ny cases, occu l t  
powe rs: they ca n com mune with the dead ; they see sp irits 
lly through the a i r, a nd do the same themselves, t hey go 
up to the sky; they practise telepathy a nd mass hypnotism ; 
a nd they ga in knowledge by psych ical means of what oc
cu rs at a d istance. Such a re the claims and bel iefs. They 
therefore pa rtake of the cha racter of witches, cl a i rvoya nts, 
med iums a nd psychic experts. 

The very existence of such powers suggests t�at mere in
struction in  leech-craft or i ndeed in  the use of magic a I sub
stances is not sufficient to ma ke a person a med icine-man. 
He possesses or is endowed with powers conce rned with 
much else besides causing and curing i l lness. A nd even 
with rega rd to this, the Aborigines insist that the posses
sion of such super-normal powers is the basis of the 
med icine-ma n's curative efforts. He is a person of h igh 
degree, and not merely a member of a profession ; he is a 
"clever ma n" -one who has been admitted to the secrets 
not disclosed to the ord i na ry, though fu l l y  i nitiated, ma n. 
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Moreover, the admission to such knowledge and the ritua l 
endowment with "life" a re the necessary prel ude to the 
exercise of super-normal and magica l  powers. 

A su rvey of the rites of the ma king of med icine-men 
revea l s  the type of ritual deemed essential a nd t he powers 
with which they a re endowed. We have information, 
often inadequate, for about eighty tribes. The inadequacy 
of the information is not su rprising, seeing t hat the in
vestigator must be on very confidentia l te rms with the 
med ici ne-ma n before the latter ca n be expected to impa rt 
h is  knowledge a nd bel iefs, and to describe his experiences. 
Mo reove r, a sound knowledge of the native language is 
a l so des irab le, if not essentia l .  Unfortunately, very l i tt le  at
tention ha s been pa id to the med ici ne-men, possibly 
because the preva i l i ng concept of the inferiority of the 
Aborigines did not lead anyone to expect that any in
d ividuals would be worth study a nd understa nd ing. In any 
case, native doctors were too often simply passed off as old 
rogues. Not even d id Spence r and Gi l len's interesting 
descri ptions of med icine-men in thei r books on the Native 
Tribes of Centra l  and North-Centra l  Austra l ia, and the 
useful suggestions in A. W. Howitt's Native Tribes of South
East Australia inspire workers to probe deeply into this 
f ield.  In recent yea rs, Dr W. L. Wa rne r, M r  R. H .  Be rndt 
a nd myself have paid some attention to the subject, and I 
hope that the pub l i cation of these lectu res w i l l  resu l t  in 
more attent ion be ing paid to this sphere of native l ife. I f  
th is occu rs, I trust that the Chancel lor and Senate o f  the 
University of Queensland wil l  feel that their selection of 
the John Mu rtagh Macrossa n Lecturer for 1 944 was 
worthwhile. 

For my own pa rt, I considered that the best way to 
s how my appreciation of the honou r conferred on me by 
the Un iversity of Queensland was to select a field in which 
much resea rch is requ i red, a nd one which is of absorbing 
human interest. 

Cha pters I and 2 a re the lectu res as del ivered, with a 
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few additions. Chapters 3 and 4 consist of a survey of our 
present knowledge of the Making and Powers of 
Aboriginal Med icine-Men, and provide the background of 
material for the actual lectures. But the importance of 
"men of high degree" and of psychic practices in 
Aboriginal l ife was brought home to me du ring field-work 
experience in several pa rts of Austral ia. Without that ex
Jlerience, these lectures would not 'have been given. 

I wou ld l ike to express my thanks to the V ice
Chancel lor and members of the Professorial Boa rd of the 
University of Queensland, and to Mr T. Thatcher, 
Secretary of the Publ ic Lectures Committee, for their 
hospita l ity and kindness to me during my visit to Brisbane 
for the purpose of del ivering the Jectures. 

I also thank Mr R. M. Berndt for making specia l in
vestigations for me into the subject of these lectures and 
putting the results at my d isposal; and Miss Jean Craig, 
Teaching-Fel low in my own Department, for her constant 
and ever-ready help in the preparation of this lxx>k for 
publ ication. 

A.P. ELKIN 
Department of Anthropology, 

University of Sydney, 
Janua ry, 1945. 
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Part 1 

The personality, making 
and powers of Aboriginal 
Men of High Degree 





1 Aboriginal Men of High Degree: 
their personality and making 

Aboriginal life-A Progress in Knowledge 

Everywhere i n  Aboriginal Austra l ia the young ma le, on 
a pproaching or reaching puberty, leaves behind h im the 
interests of child hood. Henceforth, he speaks and th inks 
more and more as a man. In an unforgettable ceremonia l 
manner, he is taken from the camp and scenes of his ir
responsible ea rly years. He becomes the subject of a series 
of rites, extend ing with interva ls over severa l years. The 
tria ls which he undergoes and the operations performed 
on h im va ry in d ifferent pa rts of the continent. But the 
general pattern and purpose of the ritual  a re the same. He 
"d ies" to the former l ife of ch i ld hood and of ignora nce of 
esoteric knowledge, and "rises" or is "reborn" to a new 
l ife. The latter is not merely adult l ife, for which he has 
meanwhile been discipl ined and instructed. It is much 
more: it is a life of knowledge and power. At the end of 
the ritua l journey, with its trials, lonel iness, "death", 
revelat ions and rejoicing, he can say: "Whereas previously 
I was bl ind to the significance of the seasons, of natura l 
species, of heavenly bodies and of man himself, now I 
begin to see ; a nd whereas before I did not understand the 
serret of l ife, now ·I begin to know." 

The word "secret" is used advisedly. Understand ing of 
l i fe and man is reserved for the initiated , for those who 
have successful ly passed th rough the various degrees. 
There are severa l of these, each of which is ma rked by its 
own ritua l ,  na me and portion of esoteric knowledge. At 
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various stages in his progress, after due wa rning a nd 

p reparation, and when in a cond ition of heightened sug

gestibility, the novice is shown sacred symbols (tjurunga) of 

wood or stone, secret ceremonies and sacred rites, he hears 

sacred chants, and is given some intimation of the 

s i gnificance and wonder of what he has seen or hea rd. 

He does not see or lea rn everything at one time, or even 

du ring the ma in series of initiation rites. There is so much 

to know that many yea rs a re needed. Moreover, it must be 

learnt wo rd- and action-perfect, for the purpose is not 

simply to inte rest the "new man" and to enhance his per
sonality, but also to preserve the sacred heritage, a nd to en

su re the future of the tribe. For  what is revealed to him is 

the complex of rites, chants, sac red sites, myths, and sanc

tions of behaviour, on which its life and future are 

believed to depend. This is usual ly summed up in one 

word, suc h as Altjiri nga, Djugur, Bugari,  Unggud, or  

Maratal of  the Aranda, Aluridja, Karadjeri, Ungari nyi n or 

Wiradjer i  tribes respecti vely. This word signifies the "eter

nal dream-time," which is both a time and a state of l ife. It 

denotes the time and the power of the tribal  cult-heroes, 

who are st i l l  present, though they performed their mighty 

works in the long-pa st. Moreover, the "d ream-time" a nd 

its he roes are the source of l i fe in ma n a nd nature. 

Therefore, to be brought into ful l  rea lization of the Alt

ji ringa, is to sha re actively in that stream of life and power 

which is not hampered by the limitations of space and 

time. 

A man grows in knowledge by attending initiations and 

various cult-ceremonies, a nd by learning from the 

"masters". Eventua l ly he plays a l eadi ng part i n  the 

"dream-time" rituals, on sacred ground, pai nted with arm

blood or red ochre sa nctified by the chanti ng wh ich ac

companies its appl ication, and carrying or beholding the 

sacred symbols. On these occasions it is rea l ized both by 

himself and all present that he is no longer himself: he is 
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the great "dream-time" hero whose r61e he is re-enacting, 

even if only for a few minutes. 

The function and purpose of these rituals a re complex. 

They serve to strengthen in all p resent the real ization of 

the "dream-time", and of the presence and power of its 

cult-heroes. They also dramatically remind, and impress 

on them, a l l  the sanctity and au thority of traditional tribal 

behavi our. In some cases, too, they a re believed to cause 

the natural species to increase in their  wonted way, so that 

man may live. But in addition to these effects, the rituals, 

with the i r  "dream-time" heroic associations, create and 

maintain in the pa rticipants unity of emotion, thought 

and action; they renew sentiments which make for social 

wntinuity and cohesion; and so, they bring about a h ighly 

desirable condition of social well-being and of individual 

certainty and courage.' 

The Problems of Daily Life 

I.nitiation into the secret and sacred ritual and mythology 

of the tribe provides an author itative background, a solid 

footing, and a sure hope for l ife. It gives general support 

and guidance to man in most moral and social situations. 

But it does not help him to cope specifically with the 

problems, desires and setbacks of daily l i fe: For example: 

I. Misfortune, bad luck, lack of success in love, in hunting 

or in fighting, i l lness or death. 

2. Lac k  of knowledge of what is occurring out of sight and 

at a distance, and which may affect us, unl ess we a re 

forewarned and can take precautions. 

3. Ignorance of what the spirits of the dead, or mis

chievous o r  evil spirits a re li kely to work on us. 

4. The desire to obtain this or that object or goal, the 
rea l ization of which is fraught with various uncerta i n

ties and contingencies. 

In Aboriginal l ife these problems, setbacks and desi res 

are met in two ways. The first is the way of magic, with its 
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rites, spel ls, paraphernal ia  and concentration of thought. 
If it is designed to cause injury to an individua l or social 
group, it is cal led black magic or sorcery ; but white if it is 
used to prevent evil or to produce good or wel l-being. 

The second way of meeting l ife's problems leads to the 
rea lm of psychic powers (and presumed psychic powers.): 
hypnot i s m ,  c l a irvoya nce, med i u m s h ip,  tel epat hy, 
telaesthesia, a nd the conquest of space a nd time. 

All persons can, a nd indeed do, possess to a degree, 
some of these powers. For example, i n  most tr ibes, 
everybody can practise some forms of black magic, a nd 
t hrough dreams and traditionally forma l ized systems of 
presentiments, know or lea rn what is happen ing at a d is
tance of significance to themselves a nd to their friends. 
Thus, to see in a vision of the night a person's d ream totem 
(that is, the natura l  species or phenomenon which is his 
symbol in  d reams), is to know that something is to happen 
to him, or to be done by him in relation to the d reamer. In 
many tribes, the various parts of the body are mapped out 
to symbolize in each case a prescribed type of classificatory 
relation, such as father, mother, sister's child, and so on. If 
an  involuntary twitching occurs in a muscle in  the part as
sociated with the class of father, the person immed iately 
abstracts h imsel f from all surrounding interests, a nd let
ting h is head droop forward, as I have seen, enters a condi
tion either of receptivity or of free association. After a 
time, he becomes satisfied that such and such a person in  
the  prescribed relationship wil l a rrive before long. The in
formation has "come" to him. 2 

To the Aborigines, there is nothing extraordinary about 
ga ini ng i nformation i n  these ways. Anyone can do so. But 
if he gets into d ifficulty or into doubt, for example, about 
the authenticity of a dream revelation or a presentiment, 
he can consult a specialist. For there are specialists; these 
a re the medicine-men, the "clever men", the karadji, to use 
the term longest known to us. They a re men �f h igh 
degree. 
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The Personality of Medicine-Men 

Va rious questions a rise concerning medicine-men;  what 
sort of persons a re they? How are they selected, or how do 
they know that they a re to be medicine-men? What makes 
them what they a re? What a re their powers? 

Let us consider the first question : What sort of persons 
a re they? 

A number of writers refer to the native doctor as an 
" imposter", "the greatest scamp of the tribe", or "as a ru le 
the most cunning ma n in the tribe a nd a great humbug." 3  
These opinions a re, however, based o n  superficia l  observa
tion. When a native doctor sucks a magical bone out of a 
sick person's abdomen, and shows it to those a rou nd and 
to the pat ient, he is not a mere charlatan, bluffing his  fel 
lows because he introduced and produced the bone at the 
psychological moment by sleight of hand. Nor is he just 
play-acti ng for effect when, having rubbed the affected 
part of his patient in  the "correct" manner, he gathers an 
invisible something in his hands, a nd solemnly wal k ing a 
few steps away, casts "it" into the a ir  with a very decided 
jerk of the a rms a nd opening of the hands. These a re two 
of a number of traditional methods which he has learnt, 
and in which he a nd a l l  bel ieve-methods for extracti ng 
the i l l  from the patient, and so giving the latter assura nce 
(often v isible) of his cure. The cause has been removed. 

We should remember that if a medicirie-man h imsel f 
becomes il l ,  he, too, cal ls  in a fellow-practitioner to treat 
him in one of the accepted ways, a lthough he knows a l l  
the professional methods (which we might cal l tricks). But 
he a lso desi res earnestly, l ike al l  other sick persons, as
su ra nce that the cause of h is pai n  or il lness has been ex
tracted and cast away, or that h is wandering soul ( if that 
be the d iagnosis) has been caught a nd restored. The ac
tions a nd chantings and production of "bones" a nd 
"stones" a re but the outward expression and means of the 
doctor's personal victory over one or both of two factors :  
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fi rst, the ma levolent activit ies of some person pract is ing 

sorce ry on t he sick ma n or woma n ;  a nd second, the 

patient's wi l l ingness to rema i n  i l l or even to d ie. T h is l a t

ter must be cou nteracted, a nd the wi l l to be hea l thy a nd to 

l i ve be restored. 

Dr F. E. Wil l ia ms, when referr ing to s imi l a r  bel iefs and 

pract ices a mongst the Kera k i  of the Tra ns-F ly  region of 

Pa pua, agrees that t he doctor there bel ieves i n  h is own 

power, a lthough he rea l izes the tric kery i n herent in i t. O r  

W i l l iams, however, does not th ink that the Pa pua n docto r 

ca n be cred ited with sufficient i nsight  to j ust i fy h is 

met hods, as a mea ns of restoring confidence i n  h i s  

pat ients.4 But I can bea r witness that th ere a re A bor igi n a l  

med ic i ne-men w h o  do justify a nd expla in  thei r procedu re 

i n  j ust this  way. 5 

To su m up : med ici ne-men a re not imposters. They prac

t ise thei r profess ion in the way w h ic h  both they a nd the i r  

fel l ow tribesfolk have inherited, a nd which they bel ieve, 

a nd have found, to be effective. If a doctor's efforts fai l ,  it 

mea ns that he was summoned too late, or that the power 

of t he d istant sorcerer was too great, or that t h e  patient 

had broken a very importa nt  taboo, o r  that the spirits of 

the "dead" wou l d  not be deprived of the compa ny of the 

sick person's spi ri t ;  a l l of which fi nds a n echo i n  ou r own 

ex periences a nd attitudes . 

It is reported, however, that a n  imposter may oc

casiona l ly  a ppea r ( l ike our charlata n )  who cl a ims to pos

sess powe r a nd k nowledge, hoping t hereby to ga i n  

prest ige o r  goods. B ut the shal l owness of h is cl a i m  i s  even

tua l l y  seen th rough.6  In a ny case a med ici ne-m a n  must be 

a ble  to m a i nta i n  h i s  p restige a nd "docto r- perso nal i ty" by 

success in h i s  special ization, or by convi nc i ng h i s  

tribesmen tha t h i s  expla nations o f  fa i lu res a re sati sfactory. 

Otherwise fa i th  in h im wil l wa ne, a nd he wil l rea l ize that 

he has l ost h is  powers. He wil l  recal l that he has broken 

one or more of the taboos, on the observa nce of w h ich the 

mai ntena nce of h is power depends. Fo r exam ple, a docto r 
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must not drink hot water; must not be bitten by certain 
ants; must not be immersed in salt water, or must not eat 
certa in foods. As the infringement of some of these may be 
accidenta], the discredited practitioner has an honourable 
way out. I n  other cases, he can no longer practise because 
he has ceased to dream of the spirits of the dead. I n  some 
tribes, at least, a doctor who breaks the food taboos as
sociated with his profession, is discredited ; i ndeed it is 
only one with a ·  very powerful personality who would 
dare risk his reputation and practise in this way.7 

To practise a profession so "hedged about" with forms 
of "ritual"  behaviour,' which can be observed by all, is at 
least some guarantee that the person concerned is genuine. 
Imposters are unl ikely to appear except in a condition of 
tribal  and cul tural disintegration, when cunning persons 
might think there is an opportunity to gain  some position 
of privilege. Moreover, unthinking and credulous white 
men sometimes encourage the medicine-man to play on 
their desire for mystery. He recognizes what the white 
man hopes to hear, and desires to pay for, and lowering 
his voice to tones of secrecy, he relates satisfying tales of 
magic and mystery. But look at the glint of merriment i n  
the old doctor's eyes, a s  h e  thinks to himself, "White man 
'nother kind ;  wh ite man fool." 

Medidne-Men, Outstandin9 Personalities/ 

I f  the supe rficial observation of medicine-men as 
scoundrels a nd imposters be not true, is it possible that it 
a rises from the fact that these men are real ly  clever, en
dowed with knowledge above the average, and marked by 
strong personalities? Beneath the unkempt hai r, above a 
naked body or one clothed i n  the white man's casts-off, 
and i n  an im mobile face, sh ine shrewd, penetrating eyes
eyes that look you all  the way th rough-the lenses of a 
mi nd which is photographing your very character and in
tentions. I have seen those eyes and felt  that mind at work 
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when I have sought knowledge which only the man of 
h igh degree could impa rt. I have known white persons 
a lmost fea r  the eyes of a karadji, so a ll-seeing, deep a nd 
qu iet did they seem. This "clever man" was defin ite ly an 
outstand ing person, a clear th inker, a man of decision, one 
who bel ieved, and acted on the bel ief, that he possessed 
psychic power, the power to wi l l  others to have fa ith i n  
themselves. 

"You cou ld a l ways tel l a medici ne-man lwalemira ) by the 
intel l igent look in his eyes," two Wi radjeri i nformants told 
R. M. Berndt, "and ·'great ones were enveloped i n  a 
pecul ia r atmosphere which caused peop le to feel  d iff
erent." 

The Reverend T. T. Webb, referring to the Murngin 
(north-east A rnhem Land), says that, speak i ng general ly, 
the doctors a re "not men of outstanding personal ity or of 
forcefu lness of character", a nd Professor Wa rner, with 
reference to the same a rea, a nd Dr W. E. Roth for North
West-Central Queensland, say that the doctor's persona l ity 
was not different from that of any ordinary man, except 
that he was known to possess special magical powers.R 

As a resu lt of my own experience a nd of a close ex
amination of reports on the subject, I am satisfied that 
medicine-men a re, genera l ly  speaking, persons of specia l 
knowledge, se l f-assurance a nd i nitiative, and that associa
tion with them quickly reveals this fact. Nor is there 
anyth i ng mysterious or mystic about i t :  
I .  They a re men who have passed through a very str ik ing 

ritua l a nd experience of bei ng "made" ( to be described 
later) ;  to face, a nd to persist i n, this requires determina
tion and cou rage. 

2. They have been ad mitted to a specia l body of esoteric 
magic and psych ic lore. 

3 .  They have been taught, a nd a lso lea rnt by observation, 
much real insight into the working of the m i nds of 
their fel lows. 
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4. They build u p  a store of information regarding the do
i ngs, especially the "sins" of omission and commission, 
of thei r fel lows, which k nowledge can be used, if neces
sa ry, as explanation of i llnesses and accidents.9 

5. They keep account, too, of the attitudes of thei r local 
group, clan or tribe, towards other groups, so that, in 
case of "divining a murderer" at an inquest, they can at
tribute the "crime" to a person or group, whom thei r 
own group would be wil� ing to suspect or blame. 

6. They lea rn from their teachers a nd from observation, 
the signs or symptoms of i l l nesses which can normally 
be cured, or from which the patient can be expected to 
recover, a nd in which thei r magical methods and faith
hea l ing are l ikely to be successful .  Likewise, they can 
d ist inguish those which are l ikely to prove fatal ; for 
these they must have satisfactory explanations, and 
thei r main  task is to prepa re the patient for death. 

7. Those who cla i m  power to predict or to control natural 
phenomena possess a fu nd of knowledge concerning 
the signs which ma rk cha nges in  the weather, such as 
the. sweating ground, ants carrying their eggs upwa rds 
for safety, the form of the clouds, variations in  
temperature a nd such l ike. This enables them to act or  
speak with reasonable certainty. 

8. In cases where the "clever men" cla im psychic powers 
and are expected to practise them, they have learnt by 
instruction and practice how to do so ; for example, 
how to interpret dreams, how to ascertain what is hap
pening at a d istance, or how to make those present 
"see" or bel ieve that they, the "doctors", a re moving 
through the a ir. 

9. They are recognized by thei r tribe or community as pos
sessing the power to outwit mal ign spirits and persons, 
to control the elements, to have foreknowledge of an  
enemy's approach, a nd to keep pestilence away from 
the camp. 
1 have not referred to what we might call the or,d i na ry  
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remedies for, and treatments of, i l ls  and accidents. I n  
many tribes, the old women attend to this, although in 
some, the "medicine-man" does so. Normally, however, his 
special power being occult, he is only cal led in when the il l
ness is thought to be caused magicaJ iy or animistical ly ( by 
the actions of a malevolent person or spirit). 

In the l ight of the foregoing facts, it is obvious that a 
medicine-man, at least one who has not lost his "mana", 
h is power and prestige, must stand out in his community. 
He is superior in knowledge, in experience, and in psychic 
power, and th is must be reflected in h is attitude and 
genera l bearing, especially when confronted with the ab
norma l or unexpected. It is for this reason that he seems to 
be somewhat reserved except towards his fel Jow-doctors, 
even though he is usually wel l  l iked. 

Moreover, the medicine-man's personal ity is not an in
dividual phenomenon. Because of his "making" and train
ing and deeds, a special social p_ersonal ity is ascribed to 
him by his felJows : He is essential to their social well 
being, and to the maintenance of satisfactory relations 
with the unseen-with the spi rits of the dead and of the 
bush, with the rainbow-serpent and the sky-being, and 
with sorcerers in strange places. 

For a l l  these reasons, we can say that the medicine-man 
is a man of special, and often of outstanding, personal ity. 1 0  

Medicine-men are normal 

It has been maintained that medicine-men are abnormal 
and neurot ic. 1 1  At first sight, there might seem to be some 
justification for holding that there is something strange or 
queer about men who cla im to have had their "insides" ex
changed for spirit-"insides", to carry q uartz-stones, bones 
and spi rit-snakes, in their bodies-who claim to be able to 
converse with the dead, to travel invisibly through space, 
to visit the sky-land, and so on. But no observer records 
that Aboriginal  medicine-men, or sorcerers, are, apart 
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from thei r occult-powers and intel lectual atta inments, 
other than normal Aboriginal personal ities. They l ive the 
ordinary family and social l ife. a nd take n� rt in  the regular  
ritual and ceremonial life of  their tribe. l i ke  any other init
iated men. As W. E. Roth said, and he was a physician who 
knew h is Aborigines very well, "Beyond their occult 
powers" (of curing a nd causing sickness), "the doctors, ex
cept for certain  a rticles which they kept about them, have 
noth ing to d istinguish them from the other i nd ividuals in 
the camp; they engage in similar pursu its, enjoy no extra 
rights, they marry and may themselves get sick or die 
through similar agencies." 1 2 

A mongst the Murngin, too, in spite of thei r occult ex
periences a nd powers, the medicine-men l ive the ordinary 
l ife of a l l  the tribesmen, a nd a re jovial a nd pleasant in  
their social relations. W.L. Warner saw no indications of 
psychopathic personal ity. O n  the contrary, the doctors are, 
psychologica1 1y a nd menta1 1y, a very normal group. 1 3  

The poi nt to be stressed is that while the medicine-man 
is considered to possess great power and faculties especial
ly developed, none of his power is regarded as extra
ordinary, or abnormal . It is possessed a nd exercised agai nst 
a n  accepted background of bel ief, a nd in some degree, 
though usually in a very sl ight degree, it is possessed by al l. 
Eve rybody may have d ream-exper iences of occult  
significa nce, though only the ''tra ined" man may fully un
derstand th·em. Everybody may have intimations of what 
is happening at a distance, although only the medicine
man may be able to seek a nd obtain such knowledge by oc
cult means. I n  many tribes, a n  individual 's totem wil l  
bring him information a nd help in  the waking or in  the 
d reaming state; but it is usually only the medicine-man 
who has a n  individual totem, or "famil iar", al l  to himsel f, 
which assists him in various aspects of h is profession. I n  
some tribes, a lmost a ny person who cares to learn can 
work black magic, but it is only the "doctor'' who can 
withd raw the effects of the magical rite from the victim. 
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The medicine-man, for h is part, simply possesses these 
and other faculties in a developed deg ree, the resul t  of 
bei ng gifted, of having passed through an experience of 
"ma ki ng", which gave him power a nd confidence� and of 
specializi ng and tra ining. Mo reover, he was first of a l l  a 
fu lly initiated member of the tribe, discipl ined by prepa ra
tion for custodianship of tribal mysteries, and in
doctrinated with a respect for tribal sanctions and norms 
of l ife. Only after this did he pass through a ritual ex
perience with its conseq uences of further power and 
knowledge. He is, therefore, a man of high degree. As such he 
is a more complete exponent of normal l ife than those 
with l ess appreciation a nd u nderstand i ng of the 
background of t_hat life-a background which is mystica l  
and psychic, magical and animistic. Moreover, unless a 
man were capable of such a h igh degree of normal ity;< it is 
unlikely that he would receive the necessary training and 
insight from- other doctors, and in any case, he would not 
enjoy the confidence, respect and prestige which are essen
tial for a successful career. At least, there is no evidence of 
any· person, except of this type, becoming a man of high 
degree. Aboriginal cul ture does not put any premium on 
the epileptic or abnormal of any sort. It is rather an ex
pression of a world of order and normal ity, deriving from 
the long-past dream-time of the cultu re-heroes, th rough 
the present, to the future. 

Final ly, emphasis should be placed on the fact that a 
medicine-man's l ife is one of self-discipline, preceded by 
training, of social  responsibility, and of contact with 
powerful forces or spi ritual beings. He must work cool ly 
and del iberately when h is services are required, and not as 
some mental disturbance dictates or disposes. Nor does he 
seek the necessary knowledge or power when practising, 
through d rug or violent dance, but rather th rough 
quietness a nd receptivity, meditation and recollection, 
observation and inference, concentration a nd decision. H is 
is a profession for which he has been duly prepared and 
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t ra ined. I t  i s  not a k ink, though it  i s  poss ible that 
sometimes a man may be misled i nto bel ieving that he 
"was made" in some dream-experience, but that a lone wil l 
not accredit h im. In the same way we must d istinguish 
a mongst oursel ves the wel l-tra ined and accredited psycho
therapist and analyst from the amateur with a psycho
a nalytica l  or s imi lar  kink. It is the latter who is usual ly 
somewhat abnormal , and who seems unable to see 
t h rough h imself, or  to rea l ize that he should do so. 

I n  other words, the real medicine-man, the man of h igh 
degree, is a professional individual of special tra in ing, 
whose personal ity, from the point of view of the com
munity, reaches a high degree of normal ity. 

How is the Do'ctor selected or "called?" 

An individual is selected or cal l ed to be a doctor ("clever 
man") in  one of three ways: 
I .  The elders, a nd especially the med icine-men, will  have 

noticed that from the postul ant's earl iest years, or from 
his youth, he was gifted and had leanings towards the 
profession . .  He was a thoughtful  ch i ld, who liked being 
wit h the elders and the med icine-men. He had probably 
shown a great i nterest in tribal lore, and may even have 
had some psychic experiences. Indeed, his eyes may 
have revealed his fitness for the profession. Such early 
manifestation of fitness and association with medicine
men, while stil l a child, seem to have been a necessa ry 
pre-req uisite i n  south-east Austral ia. 1 4  In  the Wiradjeri 
tribe, for exa mple, the lad's powers of interpretation 
were tested by the use of special ly constructed 
sentences in conversation with him ; and he was given 
intensive tra in ing in tribal mythology. He was also told 
about the s impler aspects of the profession, and 
received · his individua l  totem or famil iar. 

2 .  Closely a l l ied with th is method of selection is that of in
herita nce of the position or profession of the medicine-
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man. It is common in primitive and civil ized societies 
for a father to desire that his son should succeed him in 
his social or professional position, and to help him to do 
so. The sphere of magic and rel igion is no exception to 
this tendency. But, of course, in the professional sphere 
descent alone is setdom enough, though nepotism has 
not been unknown to enter there. Training, fitness and 
acceptableness, however, are also necessary. And even 
amongst the Aborigines, a doctor's son had to have 
shown leanings and efficiency before he was trained 
and admitted to esoteric knowledge; in other words, 
even he had to be selected, . or at least accepted. 

The profession has been reported as hereditary, most
ly patrilineal, in western New South Wales, the south
eastern corner of Queensland, parts of Cape York 
Peninsula, Eyre's Peninsula (South Al,lstral ia), a nd in 
the Gascoyne and Ashburton districts of Western 
Australia. The power. of sorcery also tends to pass from 
father to son in north-east Arnhem Land. More com
plete information may have shown that this tendency 
was more widespread than we now know. This is · 

probably true also of the custom of selection in 
childhood. 1 5  

3 .  The third method is an inner experience of being ..,call
ed", or in some cases one which results from a desire to 
oe "cal led". An individual has a vision of the spirits of 
the dead, or of other spirits. This may occur just as he is 
waking out of a sleep, in good health or when recover
ing from some i llness. Or it may be del iberatdy sought 
by sleeping in an isolated plcke, particularly near the 
grave of a medicine-man, or some· other enchanted 
spot. But if the aspirant's. vision is interpreted by a 
medicine-man as showing that he is "cal led", he is 
taught what further psychic experiences to expect, and 
eventually he is tra ined iri the profession. 

An examination of the three . ways of being called, and 
what fol lows, reveals a number of common features : 
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I .  T h e  postula nt must b e  selected o r  accepted by a number 
of members of the profession, whether in childhood or 
l ater. 

2. He m ust pass through a special psychic experience, 
which is indeed his val idation-h is certificate. 

3. This experience follows prescribed patterns in different 
regions, a nd therefore must be prepa red for by meditat
ion a nd other d iscipl ine ;  indeed, in some cases, and 
probably in most, if not all, medicine-men, the past
masters of the craft, really per(orm a ritual a round and 
on the postulant which is an enactment of this 
rema rkable experience; but to him in his state of expect
a ncy arili in later interpretation, it may seem to be 
caused solely by sp irits, though none the less objective 
for that. 

4. The postulant has to be trained in h is profession a nd to 
be entrusted with its esoteric lore. 

The Making of Medicine-Men: Taking the High Degree 

At fi rst sight, there is nothing stranger i n  anthropologiCal 
l iterature and in field-work than the descriptions given by 
Aboriginal medicine-men of the way in  which they 
received their  power. These seem so impossible and fan
tastic that we coul� be pa rdoned for d ismissing them as 
mere inventions, or  as the results of n ightmare. But a 
study of the d istribution of these experiences a nd a n  ex
a m ination of their patterns give pause for thought. For t he 
striking fact is not so m uch the wei rdness of the details, as 
their s imilarity over wide regions of the continent, and 
even in  apparently widely separated regions. I n  other 
words, we a re confronted by a prescribed pattern of ritual 
experience through which med icine-men are "made". The 
followi ng is a brief summa ry a nd a nalysis of the rites, 
based on the su rvey presented in Chapters 3 a nd 4. 



1 8  71ae Personality, Making and Powers 
of Aboriginal Men of High Degree 

Undrcumdsion Regions 

South of the Murray River, they were made by a 
supernatu ra l spi rit, or by the spi rits of the dead, in  the 
bush or in the sky. The norma l procedure was for the spirit 
to open the postulant's side and to insert i n  it such magical 
substa nces as q ua rtz crystals  with which his powers were 
henceforth connected. The incision was healed without 
leaving a ma rk. Usually, too, the postulant was taken up to 
the sky-world. I ndeed, the operation might be performed 
on h im while there. I n  any case, he could henceforth visit 
the sky a nd converse with the ghosts a nd spi rits who 
d wel l  there. 

I n  south-western New South Wdles, other med icine
men, or a cult- hero, performed the centra l rite in the 
"making". An incision was not made in the postulant's 
body, but in  spite of that, an assistant totem (or fami l ia r) 
and magical substances such as q uartz crysta ls  and 
mysterious cord, were pressed or rubbed and "sung" into 
hi m. He was a lso taken to the sky-this time on a doctor's 
magica l cord. The experience seems to have been much 
the same in  Gippsland (Victoria, Kurnai tribe), and on the 
north coast of New South Wales ( Kumbainger i tribe). I n  
the latter d istrict, after fasti ng and endu ring privations for 
months, and even sleeping on a grave, the postula nt was 
vis ited by the tribal G reat-Spi rit or Sky Culture-Hero, who 
put q ua rtz-crystals in  h is inside. The account for the Port 
Jackson tribe, further south, suggests how this was done. 
The spi rit of the deceased person seized the aspi rant by the 
throat, made a n incision, took out h is intestines, which he 
"replaced", after which the wound closed up. Amongst the 
Yualai a nd Weilwan in  north-western New South Wales, 
the main operation was also performed by a spi rit (or 
ghost) at a burial ground. O ne of them d rove a yam-stick 
right through the postulant's head, and placed in the hole 
a sacred stone-crystal, wh ich is associated with t he sky
hero. The power of the stone can a lso be obtained if  it is 
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swal lowed or i s  rubbed into the postulant's or doctor's 
head. 

I n  eastern Queensland, spi rits of the dead, nature spirits 
or the ra inbow-serpent a re the source of power, a nd play 
an importa nt part in the "making", but unfortunately, 
deta i ls of the ritual have not been recorded. Quartz 
crystals a nd a magical cord a re signs and means of the 
med icine-man's power, a nd in some 

'
parts at least, were 

' 
carried in his inside, where they were put during the 
"mak ing". 

Thus, in eastern Austral ia, magical substances a nd 
"agents" were inserted into the postulant either through 
a n  abdominal incision, or were rubbed or pr�ssed, a nd 
"su ng" i nto his body and l im bs ;  or the q uartz might be in
serted in a hole made th rough his head. The operators 
were the spi rits of the dead, the sky-cul tu re hero, or other 
supernatura l  spirit or medicine-men. In some cases one of 
the last-named acted the part of the sky-hero. The opera 
tion or some significant pa rt of the ritual was performed 
at a burial place. The purpose of this was not primari ly to 
terrify and test the postulant, but to bring him i nto as
sociation with the spi rits of the dead, whom in the futu re 
he would be able to see, consult, a nd summon to h is a id. 
The ritual bestows powers to pass th rough the confi nes of 
death. But the centra l  experience is usual ly  interpreted or 
described as a trance, not a "death", whereas in the cir
cumcision regions it is frequently referred to as the latter. 

The interesting poi nt, however, is that the same pattern 
of experience forms the central featu re of the ritual of 
ma k i ng medici ne-men right across South Austral ia, into 
the G reat Victoria Desert of Western Austral ia, and north 
th rough Cent ral  Austra l ia to the south�west corner of the 
Gulf of Ca rpentaria, a nd also in some parts of the far 
north-west of the continent. 
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Circumcision Regions 

Amongst the Dieri, nea r Lake Eyre, a spi rit makes an 
i ncision in the postulant's abdomen and inserts a spi rit
snake, h is future "famil iar". He a lso visits the sky, by 
means of a hai r-cord. I n  the neighbouring Piladapa tribe, a 
spirit drives a "pointing-stick" i nto the back of the 
postulant's head, but the latter recovers, and receives 
power and quartz from the spirit. I ncluded in h is power is 
that of extracting a person's "insides". 

In western South Austral ia, the postulant is put in a 
waterhole, where a mytHical snake swal lows him, but 
later ejects him in the form of a baby on to a supposedly 
unknown place. After a long search, he is found by the 
doctors, a nd is restored to man's size by being sung in  the 
midst of a ci rcle of fires. After a period of seclusion a nd 
converse with spirits, he is red-ochred and treated as a 
corpse. Then the head doctor ritually breaks his neck, 

wrists and other joints by marking them with a magic 

stone (australite). Into each mark or cut, and also into his 

stomach, the doctor inserts maban life-giving shell, after 

which the postulant is "sung" and revives, now full of 

power. 
The description of the operation i n  the Mandj indja 

tribe, Warburton Ranges, Western Austral ia, adds the 
detai l ,  t hat two totem ic spirits or heroes " ki l l"  the 
postulant, cut him open from his neck to his groin, take 
out all his " insides" a nd insert magical substances (mabain). 
They also take out his shoulder a nd thigh bones a nd i nsert 
mabain, before drying and putting them back. They treat 
the frontal bone in the same way, and also cut round the 
ankles a nd stuff mabain into those parts. 

I n  Central a nd north-central Austral ia, a similar ex
perience must be endured. Spirits of the "eternal d ream
time" or spirits of the dead "kil l"  the postulant, a nd 
through an abdominal i ncision remove h is "insides" a nd 
substitute new ones together with some magical sub
stances. If  medicine-men are the operators, the method is 
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similar to that employed in the Wiradjeri and neighbour
ing tribes of western New South Wales. Crystals, extracted 
from their  own bodies, a re pressed and scored and 
"jerked" into the postulant's body. He is a lso given crystals  
in his  food and drink. In addition, a hole is  pierced in  his 
tongue. I n  some accounts, however, the usua l abdominal 
operation is said to be performed by the medicine-man 
and not by a spirit. 

This ritual is interpreted by the members of the profes
sion as a "death", during which the postulant is operated 
upon and receives additions to h is " insides", and after 
wh ich he is restored to l ife. 

L ight is thrown upon this by a Nyul-Nyul informant in 
north-west Austra l ia, who appa rently did not wish me to 
think that the postulants actual ly had their abdomens in
cised a nd cleaned out, a nd their old, or else new, insides 
and magical substances inserted, as other informants had 
assu red me. He sa id this did not happen, but that the 
operator put a small  snake and shel l into the postulant 
while asleep. 

I nformation for north-western Austral ia is meagre, but 
it is of interest because fi rstly, both in the Lagrange and 
Forrest River districts, the magical substances on which 
the doctor's power depends are cal led maban, the term 
used across the desert at the Warburton Ranges and down 
to Ooldea.  Second ly, in these two districts, and in both 
East a nd North K imberley general ly, the medicine-man is 
made by, or receives his power from, the ra inbow-serpent, 
or else a water-snake, which can also be seen i n  the sky. 
And thirdly, in the K i mberley districts, as in the 
Wa rbu rton-OoJdea d istricts, pearl-shel l, an important 
magica l possessibn is associated with a myth ical water
snake, who, in  some accounts, is definitely the rainbow. It 
comes to the Great Victoria Desert region from the 
Kimberley coastal tribes. 

At Lagrange and in East K imberley, th is myth ical snake 
makes the doctor, "kil l ing" him being the first step in the 
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process. I n  the Northern Kimberley at  Forrest River, a n  

old doctor takes the postulant, reduced to the size o f  a 
baby, to t he sky either on a cord or on the rainbow which 
serves as a rope. Reach ing the sky, he throws him on to the 
sky-land, thus "ki l l ing" him. He  then inserts in  h im maban 

(qua rtz-crystals) and l ittle ra inbow-snakes, which he can 
obtain in a water-hole at the foot of the ra inbow. B ri nging 
the postu lant back to ea rth, he inserts more maban into 
him through his navel, after which  he wakes him up with 
a magica l stone. The new doctor then learns how to use 
pea rl-shel l a nd other maban, and how to go to the sky and 
to see the spirits of the dead. 

This association of the "making" with a water- or 
ra inbow-snake and pearl-shel l definitely connects the 
ritual in the Kimberleys with that in the Wa rburton
Ooldea region. The insertion of magical substances is, of 
cou rse, an a lmost universal feature of the ritua l, but the 
going to the sky-world both as pa rt of, and as a result of, 
being "made", which is characteristic of East a nd North 
Kimberley, distinguishes it from the great central regions 
of the continent, though l inking it w ith the south-eastern 
region. In the Kimberleys, the sky-world holds in 
Aboriginal bel ief a lmost the same importance as in south
east Austral ia. Great cul ture-heroes l ive up there, a nd so 
do the dead in some districts, as in East K imberley, for the 
doctor ca n v isit them by going up on a string. But at the 
same time, there a re spirit-homes on earth, not only for 
pre-ex istent spi r its, but a lso for those await ing rebirth.  

In Arnhem La nd we pass to a sl ightly d ifferent world
one in wh ich sorcerers pract ise soul -steal ing} 6 We do not 
know how t hese sorcerers a re made, but there a re 
med ici ne-men in the region, endowed with the usual 
cu ra t ive, d iv i n i ng, c l a i rvoya nt a nd t hought- read i ng 
powers, a nd also with some control over the ra in-ma k i ng 
totemic python. 

The ma i n  objective of thei r "maki ng" in  north-east 
Arnhem La nd is to obtai n  "fami l ia rs", who seem to be 
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spi rit-ch ild ren with some bird-l i ke characteristics. The 
aspi rant to the profession must experience a vis ion of such 
"fa mil ia rs" coming to and resid ing with him. Moreover, 
other doctors, and only doctors, can see these spi rit
hel pers. They must vouch that the new medicine-man has 
ga ined some, usual ly  two, of them. Ord inary people a re 
convinced by hear ing their clicking sounds-a � i nd of 
beating of wings aga inst the doctor's shoulders. 

Sometimes, as in fa r-western Queensla nd,  the vis ion 
may incl ude the unpleasant experience of being hal f
stunned a nd having pointed objects th rust in one's body, 
and of bei ng th rown into a water-hole and d ragged out 
when a l most drowned, after which the mag ical objects a re 
extracted, a nd the aspi rant feel s  better aga in. This is fo l l 
owed by a v is i t  to a cave of  ghosts, "fa m il ia rs" a nd a totem 
python. Some ex periences of this type may be a featu re of 
a l l  "ma k i ngs", but a re seldom d ivu lged. 

Other med ic ine-men play a n  importa nt part in  the ma k
ing and tra in ing of new practitioners in t h is region. But 
ava i lable information suggests that the ga in ing of the 
prescribed v ision is essential . Anointing the body with a 
special prepa rat ion, sleeping in  a sol ita ry place, avoid ing 
certa in foods, a nd of cou rse, accepting in ea rnest fa it h the 
tribal bel iefs regard ing spi rit-fami l ia rs, a re means to t h is 
end. 

The Ka kadu postul a nt (Arnhem Land) came i nto 
sacramenta l relation with a rainbow-snake by being ru b
bed with, a nd d rinking, some of the blood of its ea rth ly 
sna ke rep resentative. Afterwards, with the help of th is 
ra inbow-sna ke or one of its smal l ea rth ly  rep resentatives, 
the doctor was able to rescue stolen soul s. 

The only other region for which a ny worth-whi le  i nfor
mation is ava i lable is fa r-western Queensl and. There, doc
tors a re made by nature spi rits who were probably ghosts 
to begin with, or by a water-snake. The method seems to 
a mount to a "k i l l i ng" of the asp i rant  by "pointing" and 
project ing magica l  substa nces i nto h is body. These a re 



24 The Personality, Maleing and Powers 
of Aboriginal Men of High Degree 

later removed. The individual has sought this experience 
by fasting and seclusion, and it seems certain that 
medicine-men play a part in the trance-experience. 
I ndeed, if the trance does not come, the Maitakudi 
aspi rant can be made by doctors of the Goa tribe. They 
"k il l" h im, throw him into a water-hole for four days and 
then take h i m  out and dry him in a ring of fires, so "mak
ing him a l right". In  other words, he passes through a 
prescribed ritual, in which a water-snake figures. The "kil
l ing" is apparently effected by "pointing". We can be sure 
that only part of the making has been revealed. 

To sum up the available evidence for South Austral ia, 
the neighbouring area of Western Austral ia, the Northern 
Territory, far-west Queensland, and the Kimberleys, the 
making of medicine-men is a transition rite which con
forms to a traditional and significant pattern :  
I .  The postulant, who, of course, has been approved and 

accepted as a candidate, is "killed", usually by being 
"pointed" with a magical "death-bone" ; in the south
western part of this large region, however, death comes 
through being swallowed by a great mythical water
snake, which, l ike the rainbow, can reach the sky. The 
"ki l l ing" and the swallowing are interpreted as a death 
by the doctors and by the members of the postulant's 
group. The latter mourn for him, and an old man or the 
doctors sea rch for his bodyY 

2. Operations are performed on the ritual "corpse". The 
abdominal  incision is perhaps the most striking. But 
the tempora ry removal of the frontal bone and of the 
thigh bones should not be overlooked. Magical addi
tions are made to the "insides", head, thigh bones and 
ankles and other joints. 

Some descriptions refer to magical pressing and scor
ing of the body, head and l imbs. Obviously, this is what 
actua lly occurs, even when major operations are 
described. The latter probably represent an esoteric in
terpretation. Moreover, the accounts of making by 
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medicine-men in the western South Austral ian, and in 
the Ka itish and Waramunga tribes show that the in
itiating doctors do perform such major "operations", in 
ritual form. 

An important feature of the operation is the cleaning 
of the bones, the replacement of the insides with new 
ones, and the addition · of magical substances and 
agents : quartz or pearl-shell, spirit-snakes or other 
"faJ) i J  ia rs". 

3 .  Fi nal ly, the "dead" person is restored to l ife-a man of 
power. 

4. During the "ma king" and afterwards, the postulant is 
brought into contact with spirits and heroes of totem ic 
significance, the spirits of the dead. The place of making 
is not a burial place. With the exception of the Dieri, 
the Binbinga and the Mara tribes, in the east of the 
region, and of some Kimberley tribes in the north-west, 
the "doctors" do not go to the sky. Those in the south
east of the continent do visit this world above, because 
it is the abode of the great cult-heroes and of the spirits 
of the dead: Incidental ly, their  place of making is usual 
ly, at least partly, assoc.iated with a burial ground. 

Two explanations can be given of th is remarkable four
fold experience. Accord ing to the first, the postulant is so 
conditioned by instruction, by seclusion in suitable sur
round i ngs, and by fasting and ceremony, that he goes into 
a trance, and sees all the correct, the suggested and the ex
pected happenings material ize. According to the second, 
a fter the condi tioning by instruction, psychological 
preparation and bodily ordeal, the "kil l ing", surgical 
operations and restoration might, and in some cases do, 
occur in ritual manner, medicine-men acting the roles of 
the great totemic spirits (or in the Mara tribe, of the sky
spi rits). This is in keeping with the great part played by 
totemic ritual in the l ife of these tribes. Moreover, there is 
no doubt that in south-east Austral ia also, medicine-men 
acted the r61e of the sky-hero (Baiame, for example). The 
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Wiradjeri and other accounts ma ke this clear. 
An interesting feature of the ritual operation is that in 

south-east Austral ia it is usually referred to as a tra nce ex
perience, and this is implied for north-east A rnhem Land, 
whereas in the other regions, it is al most always referred 
to as a death, or  "being killed", the postulant being 
mourned for as one dead. Present information suggests a 
correlation of the emphasis on trance i n  south-east 
Austra l ia with a g reater development there tha n 
elsewhere of psych ic practices, such as hypnotism, 
materia l ization and thought transference. This seems to be 
the case also in north-east Arn hem Land. Further inq u i ry, 
however, in other regions, may show that they are not ex
ceptiona l in this regard. 

A note. Another possible correlation, perhaps con
nected with this, is worth notice and further i nquiry. The 
regions in which the "making" is referred to as a "death", 
belQng a l most whol l y  to t h e  g re� t fa n-sha ped 
c ircumc is ion-subi ncision a rea extend i ng from t he 
K i m be rleys to the Rope r R i v e r  a n d  fa r-western 
Queensland, down to Spencer's Gulf, along the  Great 
Australian Bight and up to the Ninety-Mile Beach, south of 
Broome. In the initiation ceremonies in this area, circum
cision is the main symbolic act of ritual death. I ndeed, to 
initiate, is to "kill", signifying circumcision in pa rticula r, 
a nd in some parts of the area, the foreskin is disposed of 
according to the "burial" practice of the tribes concerned. 
Subincision expresses sympathy and also ritual sol idarity, 
and in one large region, at least, signifies "paying with a 
l ife". 

On the other hand, the regions In which the most strik
ing features of the "mak ing" of medicine-men is described 
as a trance or other psychic experience, a nd not referred to 
as "death" or "being ki l led", a re the u nc ircumcision 
regions. In most, · if not al l, of eastern Austral ia, in itiation 
into tribal membership . is termed "putting, or going, 
though the ru le". I n  th is region, too, med ici ne-men are the 
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masters of the secret l ife and take the lead ing pa rt in  in
itiat ion, whereas in the circumcision regions, the head
men of the cult-totemic l ife, who a re not necessarily 
medicine-men, fu lfil both these rdles, and the main revela
tions consist of rites, myths and symbols of the totemic 
heroes of the "eternal dream time". 

I n  other words, where tr-ibal in itiation includes circum
cision a nd subincision, and the headmen of the totemic 
"cu lt- lodges" a re masters of the ritual, the "making" of 
med icine-men is commonly referred to as a k i l l ing or 
death ;  whereas in the uncircumcision regions, where the 
"clever-men" a re the masters, and the emphasis is on "go
i ng through the rule", and, incidenta l l y, bei ng brought 
into relations h i p  with the sky-world and its cult-hero, the 
crucial experience of the "doctor1'-postu la nt is thought of 
as a trance or psychic experience. 

North-east Arnhem Land tribes, however, whose rites 
for the "making" of medicine-men a re referred to explicit
ly  in psych ic terms, as a vision or dream, practise circumci
sion, and so a re an exception to the above generalization. 
But l ike a number of other tribes on the margin of the cir
cumcision a rea, they do not practise subincis ion, or el se, do 
not make it compulsory. The d istribution of these rites sug
gests that there has been and is a time-lag between the 
adoption of the two, and that a tr ibe which only  possesses 
the former has only done so for a comparatively short 
time. I f  so, th is would mea n that the sign ifica nce of the ci r
cu mcision rite has not yet affected the interpretation of 
the ritua l of "making" i n north-east A rnhem Land. 

Likewise, the Piladapa and Ngaduri of South Austra l ia, 
who are in the circumcision area but do not practise subin
cision, a nd the Dieri, who are just within the subincision 
boundary, belong, accord ing to the avai lable accounts, to 
the strongly developed psychic south-east region. (See 
Chapter 4. ) Whether or not a longer experience of the 
myths and ritua ls of circumcision and subincision would 
have modified the interpretation of the medicine-ma n 
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"making" in these tribes, cannot now be determined. 
The above is merely a suggestion which must be ex

amined more thoroughly. In particular, a study should be 
made, as soon as possible, of medicine-men and their 
powers in those parts of the circumcision-subincision area, 
where the opportunity stil l  remains. 

Distribution of "abdominal operation" 

A survey of the continent reveals that the abdominal 
operation for the purpose of inserting magical parapher
nalia and/or new insides as part of a ritual of death and 
restoration, is recorded for the south-east (Victoria and 
Port Jackson), a large region covering northern and 
western South Australia, the neighbouring area of 
Western Austral ia, Central and north-central Austral ia, 
and Dam pier Land in the far north-west In some cases, in
cisions a re made in other parts of the body for the same 
purpose. 

Closely related to this, and as part of a similar death and 
restoration rite, is the insertion of magical paraphernalia 
into the postulant's abdomen, head and limbs, without 
definite mention of abdominal or other incisions-the lat� 
ter being the esoteric interpretation of the former. This is 
recorded from western New South Wales, far western 
Queensland, and the Kimberley Division (north-western 
Australia). 

Mummification Pattern of Ritual 

Since the making of medicine-men is a transition rite, it is 
not surprising to find it follows a death and a restoration 
to life pattern, modelled on the most decisive of all human 
experiences-death itself. As I have pointed out 
elsewhere, 1 8  if the ritual concerned with an actual corpse, 
consisted of: 
I .  The making of an abdominal and other incisions; 
2. The removal, cleaning and replacing of the internal 
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3. The addition of magical or l ife-giving substances; 
4. The closing of the incisions ; and 
5. A ritual "ra is ing" of the body to l ife, 
we would call  the process one of mummification. We 
would be a l l  the more justified in doing this, seeing that 
the postulant's body is usual ly specially prepa red, for ex
ample, by bei ng anointed with red ochre� and in some 
cases, by being seeped in water for a period, and then dried 
am idst fires, and that as a res�lt of the ritual, the person is 
l ike a member of the ghostly world. He can visit and con
verse with the departed, and traverse in  body and mind 
both space and time, without hindrance. I n  other words, 
h is body is bel ieved to become what the Egyptians said the 
r itually mummified corpse had become, a Zed, a l iving 
body. 

Origin of the Ritual 

But whence came this ritual into Australia ? Did it come 
with the diffusion of the profession of medicine-men and 
of certain forms of magic into the continent? This is possi
ble, for esoteric rites do spread from people to people. O r 
was it built up in Austral ia on the basis of an actual burial 
rite which was performed there, whether introduced or 
evol ved locally? 

No defi nite answer ca n be given, but it is suggestive that 
in eastern A ust ral ia from Cape Yo rk Peninsula down 
eastern Queensland and the Darl ing River to the mouth of 
the River Murray and parts of Victoria, a form of mum
mification burial ritual was practised, though usually only 
in the case of important men and "doctors". This ritual 
va ries sl ightly along its 3,200 km of distribution, but it fol
lows a general pattern ; 
I .  The preparat ion of the body by removing the intestines 

and stomach temporarily or altogether through an ab
dominal incision, and sometimes by removing the outer 
ski n ;  in one North Queensland rite, incisions a re also 
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made in the shoulders, lungs, a nd fi l led with stones. 
The body is then bound up and usual ly  pa i nted and 
d ried in the sun or over a fire. 

2.  1 t  is next made up into a bund le, the "mummy", wh ich 
is ca rried around by the mou rners until thei r grief is as
suaged a nd/or revenge has been taken. 

3.  l t  is fina l ly  d isposed of by interment, cremation or ex
posure. 1 9  

There seems l ittle or no  reason for doubting that th is 
ritual was introduced i nto Austral ia by way of the Torres 
Stra its Islands, where a type of mummification was prac
tised. 211 l t  is, therefqre, possible, if not probable, that the 
ritual for the making of med icine-men was based on it and 
d iffused right across Austral ia. lt is u nfortunate that we 
have no. information rega rding this ritual for north and 
east Queensland, but whatever it was there, the spread of 
the ritual ,  of which we have k nowledge, cou ld have been 
from the Da rl ing River region to the Cooper's Creek 
region, a nd so to Central  and northern, a nd north-western 
Austral ia. The Molonga ceremony was d iffused i n  these 
d i rections, and so t<xl was the matril ineal d ual  organiza
tion, as fa r as it went. 2 1  I n  any case, a secret ritual of this 
type· spreads very much more quickly and widely tha n 
does a new bu rial ritual ; for the latter is publ ic and may 
ru n cou nte r  to cu rrent atti tudes a nd bel iefs. T he 
Austral ian  origin of the ritual of "ma king", however, is 
only conjecture, a nd as al ready suggested, it may have 
been introduced. If so, this may have been either from the 
north-west, or from the north-east. 

Medicine-Mm Making, a Pre-enactment of Magical Killing 

O ne important aspect of the ritual of making medicine
men is that in most a reas the ritua l k i l l ing a nd operation 
a re a pre-enactment of the magica l kill ing which occurs in 
those a reas, and which the postulant, if he ch<Xlses to prac
tise sorcery, wi l l  later be able to perform. I n  the fi rst place, 
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in  every region the doctor's power depends partly on 
magical substances, such as quartz, shel ls, stones, bones 
and snakes, which a re put into him during the ritual .  But 
a ny of these objects, magical ly projected by him into 
a nother person, may be agents of sickness and death as 
wel l  as of l i fe. In his case, however, he is given the power 
to control them within his own body, and to make them 
pass in or out at wil l .  They a re to him sources of power, 
not of death. 

In the second place, in  many of the rites the postulant is 
"ki l led" by being "pointed" with a death-bone or by hav
ing magical  objects projected into him. He is later revived 
by having these things withd rawn by the methods he wi l l  
later use. 2 2  

In the thi rd place, the ritual abdominal incision can be 
correlated with the practice of taking the kidney or caul
fat in  south-east Austral ia and parts of north-west 
Austra l ia, a nd with kadaitja in Central Australia and 
western South Austra l ia. I n  kadaitja, a med icine-man heals  
the wound make by a magical spearing after having in
serted in the victim's inside something of magical power, 
such as a s pirit-snake. No mark is left. In both these prac
tices the victim revives and feels quite wel l, but in about 
th ree days sickens and d ies. n 

Another example of this ritual experience of a magical 
death, as a pre-enactment of what the postulant can later 
do, comes from Central  Austral ia. In one method of mak
ing, the spirits throw an invisible lance which pierces the 
postulant's neck from behind, making a large hole, and 
coming out through the mouth. A second lance pierces his 
head from ear to ear. Sometimes magical stones are 
thrown so as to penetrate the head in  this way. I ncidental
ly, medicine-men have a large hole  pierced in thei r tongue. 
And away to the south-west in the Great Victoria Desert, a 
cause of death is to choke the victim by push ing an invisi
ble sti ck th rough h is col la r-bone, neck and tongue, and by 
i nse rt i ng l ittle stones a nd arm-blood i n  h is ears. 
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These facts I l lustrate the general principle that ritual is a 
�He-enactment of some experience or condition wh ich is 
desi red for the futu re. The doctor must pass through the 
experience of bei ng magical ly kil led and raised, before he 
ca n either kil l others, or ra ise, that is, cure them. The ritual 
is also a re-enactment of what has occurred in the past, 
generally to a cult-hero. If th is is not always clear, at least 
supernatural beings, dream-time or sky heroes, or spirits of 
the dead, are regarded as the operators, that is, the masters 
<lf the craft .. They are the "doctors", who control magic 
and death. 

Medidne-Man' s Power Supernatural 

Training in his craft is necessary for the medici ne-man, but 
th is only teaches him how to prepa re t<l receive, and how 

· to use, the power to whi ch time, space, matter and death 
are subject. This power exists because the Sky-Culture 
Heroes and the eternal dream-time ancestors a nd heroes 
have shown that they possess it. The object of the ritual is 
to receive it from the heroes, from the historic source of 
the cult and through an unbroken channeL This is done by 
being magica lly and ritual ly treated by them, either in 
trance and vision, or by doctors representing them, or i n  
both ways. So i n  the south-east, the postulants are ta ken to 
Baiame in  the sky or in a prepared spot; or here t<Xl, and 

· also in the north and fa r  north-west, they go to the sky. I n  
the centra l regions they are operated o n  by Dream-time 
heroes, and in south-east and far-western Queensla nd, in 
the Murray River district in western South Austral ia, in 
the Kimberleys, and in parts of Arnhem La nd, they receive 
�xlwer from the rainbow, or other water serpent, who is 
usual ly connected with the sky. 

Moreover, the power is received in symbol ic and indeed 
.sacramenta l forms which come from the heroic beings. I n  
easte rn Australia, and i n  the fa r north-west quartz i s  such 
a symbol ; it is l iving, a nd is connected with the sky-world 
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and with the rai nbow, at  the foot of which it may be ob
ta ined. 

I n  Central a nd north-central Austral ia, qua rtz crystal s 
a re also the doctor's most potent medium, but what might 
be cal led their  sacra mental and theological  nature has not 
been described for us. 

In t he western part of the continent, pearl-shel l 'is the 
most important med ium of power. L ike qua rtz, it i s  a lso 
connected with the ra inbow-serpent; and in both cases 
one reason m ight well l ie in thei r reproduct ion of the 
colours of the ra inbow, which might  seem to be magical .  
In  any case, the ra inbow connects them both with the sky. 

Spirit-snakes, a nd other fam il ia rs of totemic and d ream
time associations, a re also sacramental l inks with the 
world of heroes and creative power. 

This world is bel ieved to be the sou rce of l ife in man a nd 
nature, and a l l  ful ly in itiated men are l inks with it. But 
only men of h igh degree, men who in thei r special in i t ia
tion have been admitted to th is world in the sky and on 
earth-only these men can exercise that power to prevent 
death, to restore l ife, to recaptu re the soul, to converse 
with the dead, and to understand in some real measure 
the workings of the human mind. 
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2 The powers of 
medicine-men 

Supernormal Powers 

The powers of medicine-men are supernormal ,  usual ly 
supersensory, and are derived from two sources; fi rst, the 
cult-heroes of the craft-sky and totemic heroes, spirits 
and ghosts, who may be al l one. The second source is the 
long l ine and h ierarchy or order of medicine-men, which 
leads back to these same heroes of the eternal dream-time. 

Some doctors a re also leeches, diagnozing i l lness and ap
plying tribal remedies, and to this day faith in thei r treat
ment is great. Their special curative function, however, 
goes beyond this. They a re concerned with the animistic, 
the magical and the super-ordinary causes of ill ness and 
death. These cases, however, are not abnormal to the 
Aborigines, even though they are to us. They a re normal, 
but in  a sphere of the normal with which only a class of 
special ists can deal-men with special tra ining a nd power;  
men who have been in itiated into that sphere-men of 
high degree. 

Medicine-men's powers enable them to do many super
normal things, but they are a l l  psych ical i n  cha racter. 
Heal ing or ki l l ing (by sorcery), "d ivining" a murderer, 
practising hypnotism, telepathy, telaesthesia and clair
voyance, holding seances or visiting the sky-all  these de
pend on .the psychic t raining and faculties of the medicine
man and the induction of the right state of receptivity (ac
ceptivity, as it is cal led by Baudouin 1 ) in the minds of the 
patient, victim, mourners, dreamers, or audience at a 
ceremony. 
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Sorcery and its Cure 

Sorcery-an Explanation of Illness and Death 

Sorcery or b lack magic provides the expla nation of 
i l l nesses, pa ins and deaths, the causes of which are not 
known, or a re not obvious. The ex planation is persona l  or 
spi ritistic. Someone or some spi ritual powers performed 
black magic because i ll -disposed to the victim, or because 
the latter broke some taboo. But bei ng personal or 
a n i misti c, it can be dea l t  with by the specia l ist, and either 
hea l th  can be restored to the ind ividual or at least, 
equi l ibrium can be regained by the group. Not to k now the 
causes of i l lness and death of tribesmen, by which the 
sol idarity and efficiency of the community a re weakened, 
is a d isturbing factor in psychological and social l ife, but to 
have an accepted explanation and to have acted pn that 
explanation, enables the community to readjust itse l f  to 
events and to go about its business. 

Thus the bone, the qua rtz or other stone, or t he bad
bl<x>d is magica lly extracted, or the wandering soul  is 
brought back, and a l l  is wel l. Or if this cannot be done, the 
victim and his group are prepared for the death of the 
former, a nd attention is pa id to the inquest a nd revenge. 

I n  many tribes, any person may learn to work some 
forms of black magic;  and in many, too, medicine-men can 
work serious a nd death-dea l ing forms of it, though such 
men seldom do so. In a few tribes on ly  a re there any sel f
confessed sorcerers. This last i s  a risky profession, even 
though its members may gather some sense of pride from 
their prowess. I n  some cases of sorcery they have not a cted 
at a l l , a lthough the il l ness is att ributed to them. Possibly, 
however, they eventually bel ieve that they d id exercise 
mal ign power, even in these cases. 
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Psychic aspect of pointing and of other forms of sorcery 

The importa nt aspect of the potent forms of sorcery is that, 
whatever be the implement used (pointing bone or other), 
and whatever be the trad itional form of words or spel l 
employed, the performer must concentrate his thoughts 
on the victim ;  he must visual ize him, and transmit to him 
the thought of i l lness or death, of having a "bone" in h is 
inside, or  of having h is k idney fat stolen. Using the 
traditiona l  mechanism in the prescribed way and saying 
the prescribed words, in a q u iet undertone, hel ps in th is 
concentration and d i rection of the mind. But th is is not 
enough. The rite is not mechanical and external . It is psy
ch ic. This explains why the performer must observe taboos 
o n  his conduct and prepa re himsel f for his task. 

Whether the unseen a nd d istant mag ical r i te a lone 
causes i l l ness a nd death has yet to be proved, but certa i nly, 
once the intended vict im k nows that he has been poi nted, 
he wil l  sicken a nd die, unless cured by a medicine-man. 
General ly, however, in my opinion, the bel ief that one has 
been pointed fol lows the oncoming of certain  pains and i l l 
nesses. The patient may, in a dream, see h imself  being 
pointed a nd "sung", no doubt the resul t of pondering on 
h is cond ition. In any case, it provides the explanation and 
also a possibil ity of recovery. 

The Doctor and the Patient 

I n diagnosis and treatment, the doctor, working aga inst a 
common background of fa ith, and of accepted explanation 
and methods, d i rects h is efforts to deal ing with the un
seen, a nimistic and psychic  causes of i l lness and death. H is 
parapherna l ia of quartz and other stones, of shel l ,  spirit
snakes and other "famil iars" are a l l  a ids to himsel f and his 
patient. Concentrating on his task, softly chanting h is 
words of power, rubbing, suck ing a nd a l l  the rest of it a re 
the sacramental  forms-the means by which the doctor 
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exercises his magical and psych ic power and extracts and 
casts away the badness. 

The patient, for his part, is in a condition of receptivity, 
of high suggestibil ity, and is ready to real ize the idea sug
gested by the doctor's actions, by the objects he exhibits, 
and by his attitude of authority and certainty :  the idea, 
namely, that the immediate cause of the illness has been 
removed, and that therefore he can recover. I f, however, 
the doctor assures him and h is people that he (the doctor) 
cannot extract the cause, ,or cannot bring back the wander
ing soul, then the patient l ikewise accepts the suggestion
the suggestion of death. He "turns his face to the wal l", 
th inks of the spirits of the departed, and bet.> re long, joins 
them. 

The following is the treatment of a man who bel ieves 
himself "pointed", and who, as a result, has a dream or vi
sion confirming this. The medicine-man shows the patient 
a bunch of feathers a nd then goes to the door of the 
patient's wurley, where he sits qu ietly gazing at the sick 
man's body. Presently he closes his eyes, as though shut
ting out a n  evil vision, and professes to speak with the 
patient's departed relatives. He then gives the patient two 
feathers, and tel ls him to place them in front of his eyes 
and look through them at his, the doctor's b�y. The 
patient is startled, because the doctor's body appears to be 
transparent. And when asked what he sees, he says to the 
medicine-man :  "It seems that your flesh has disappeared, 
a nd that I am able to see your spirit-man." 

The doctor then removes the feathers from the sick 
man's eyes, and at the same time enjoins him to close his 
eyes. He emphasizes his po�er to give or take l ife, but adds 
that he is having a difficult time because the sick man's 
departed relations want him to join them in the spirit 
world. I ndeed, they a re beside him now, plead ing with the 
doctor in spirit-language to allow the patient to pass over. 
Then, placing two feathers in front of h is own eyes, the 
doctor looks through them into the body of the patient, 
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and with a few "passes" of h is hand across the latter, 
produces a broken stick. He explains that the sick man's 
depa rted relatives have prevented him extracting the 
whole stick, a nd that therefore nothing more can be done. 

The medicine-man
· 
sits quietly watching the patient. He 

cries a nd bids the latter farewell. Then the relatives and 
friends come in a nd tel l the sick man that he must resign 
himself to the wishes of the departed ones. "So he turns to 
the west and al lows his spirit to take flight." He dies by 
suggestion, as Aborigines can, and as so many do. 2 

I n  this case, we see a l l  the conditions present, and 
methods used, which a re considered essential for making 
suggestion effective. The patient is in an "acceptive" cond i
tion, with voluntary effort annulled and the associative 
process in a beyance. He is convinced that he has been 
"pointed", and bel ieves absol utely that h is l iv ing or dying 
depends solely on the medicine-man. 

The latter, on this basis, adopts an almost hypnotic at
titude a nd approach, so that the patient becomes even 
more "acceptive" to h is idea. He gazes at him silently,_ after 
drawing attention to his presence by showing him the 
feather-a sign of magical power. He speaks to the spirits 
and so creates atmosphere, and then gets the patient to 
gaz.e th rough the feathers at his, the doctor's body, and to 
see only the latter's "spirit-man". 

The patient is now ready to receive the suggestion--in 
this case, death. Being told to close his eyes, he hea rs the 
doctor's quiet but authoritative voice, leading up to the 
suggestion that the spirits have prevented a cu re because 
they want the patient to join them. And he does. 

In cases of serious ill ness, especially  if experience has 

shown that there is hope of recovery from the pa rticular 

type of i l lness, the doctor's task is a much more vigorous 

one. The diagnosis may require much time and also con

sultation with fel low practitioners, and with relatives of 

the patient. Of course, everyone is very solemn, and the 

conversation is subdued. But when the cause has been 
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determined, the patient is supported in a half-sitting at
titude, with the medic ine-ma n stand ing close-by, gazing 
u pon him most intently. Suddenly he goes some distance 
off, a nd looking fiercely at h im, bends sl ightly forward and 
repeated ly jerks h is arm outwa rds at fu l l  length, with the 
hand outst retched, to project magical stones into the 
pa t i en t's body. Then,  go i ng ra p id ly, a nd w i t h  
characteristic high k nee action from one end of the cleared 
space to the other, he repeats the movements with 
d ramatic action. F inal ly, he comes to the patient, and by 
much mysterious searching finds the magical material 
cause. of the i l lness, sucks it out, and d isplays it to a l l  
a round. ) 

There is no doubt that such an energetic and dramatic 
performance on his behalf must l ift the patient's thoughts 
away from his trouble, and prepare h im for the suggested 
idea of 

'
recovery-the manifestation of the bone. It is just 

as clea r that the med icine-man must e�ercise much con
centration of thought, and th row himsel f, mind and body, 
into the . performance, because he must extract the il l ness 
a long with the magic bone or stone ; he must convince the 
patient that he wi l l  recover or else his own reputation wi l l 
be lowered, or at least, not enhanced. What is more, 
fa i l u re might prove that he has lost his  magica l power. 

Thought Transference 

I have suggested that the use of the pointing bone and of 
other forms of projective magic imply a bel ief that a 
person can send his thought through space, a nd a lso his 
visual ization of the condition he wishes to produce. But 
this demands much effort and concentration. Mrs Verral l ,  
the famous sensitive, said, "All who have tried to convey 
an idea by thought transference must be famil iar with the 
sensation that after a special effort, the thought has been 
actual ly  projected into space, leaving one fatigued and 
conscious of loss."" 
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An Aborigina l medicine-man, a friend of mine, yea rs 
before I read th is, impressed on me what ha rd work and 
effort were entailed in putting one's thoughts into the 
m ind of a person at a di�tance and causing the latter to act 
upon them. He assured me that he could do it, and had 
done so. 

A person who has this facul ty can use it for good or il l .  
Thus, i n  the  Lower Murray River region, the ngathungi i s  a 
very potent form of "pointing bone". It  consists ef a stick 
to which is fastened an object which has been in contact 
with the victim, especially the remnant of a mea l .  The 
person who operates it, however, must be an expert. He 
must possess the power of concentration and of com
mun icating without physical means or agency; he must 
a lso be a person with a good many years of tra ining. 

When using this magiCal implement, the operator takes 
it in h is left hand, a nd says very softly, "Shooh Ho I Let the 
breath leave thy body, 0 boy I" Then he chants a song of 
hate for an hour  or more, after which  he warms part of 
the ngathungi, concentrates h is mind unti l he sees a picture 
of h is victim, and then with al l  the emotion and energy he 
can summon, he whispers "Die !" He l ies down for an hou r, 
no doubt gathering fresh psychic strength, and then 
repeats t h is performa nce several t i mes, each t i me 
whispering : "Let the life-breath leave thy body, 0 boy r 
Die !" In fact, he keeps the mental p ictu re of h is victim 
before him a l l  night. Fina l ly, in the early morning, he per
forms simila rly, but this time as close as possible to the vic
tim, provided the latter is asleep.5 

This performance shows that the ritual use of what 
m ight be called a contagious implement of magic does not 
automatically produce the desired result. The operator 
must not only use the a ppropriate object in the correct 
way a nd say t he prescribed words. He must al so throw 
h imself into the rite, not vociferously, but through psychic 
concentration and d irection. The bel ief in the certainty of 
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the result is a g<xxi example of man's bel ief in  the om
n ipotence of thought. 6  At least, he real izes that he must 
"see" the victim, visual ize the desi red resul t, a nd send h is 
thought to atta in  it. Usual ly a poi nting-bone only sym
bol izes and helps to transmit the thought of death ;  ideal ly, 
it is a bone from a dead person. But in this  case, in which 
contagious magic centres, the "bone" or other implement 
may a lso hel p the performer cal l  up the picture of h is vic
t i m. 

Psych ica l resea rch is now suggesting that the hold ing of 
an  a rticle which had been in the possession of, or in con
tact with, an absent person, puts the "sensitive" en rapport 
with such subject, and then she (or he) can read the latter's 
mind.7 1t is not suggested that it enables such "sensitive" 
to affect, or transfer thoughts to, the latter, but at least it 
does suggest that a sorcerer endowed w it h  h is super
normal facu lty could be helped by the use of a "con
tagious" element. 

Wh ile referring to the possible practice of telepathy 
amongst the Aborigines, mention m ight be made of the 
fbl lowing type of occurrence, which I have observed. A 
native is asked to obtain some information from another 
native who is sitting down about a k ilometre away. The 
former does not shout out to draw the other man's atten
tion, as we wou ld probably do. He just utters a q u iet, fa i rly 
long-drawn note, and soon the distant man gets up and 
tu rns round. lt ha rd ly seems possible that the cal l  cou ld 
have been heard, but, of cou rse, the Aborigi nes a re 
probably accustomed and attuned to hea r m uch qu ieter 
noises tha n we are. So there may be nothing mysterious 
about it. 

Then, without ra ising h is voice, a nd saying very l ittle, 
and with the use of a few signs between the two men, the 
i n fo rmation is gathered . These two men have a 
background of experience and knowledge, wh ich enables 
them . to dispense with much ta lking and noise. 

Al l  cases, however, a re not so easy to expla in as th is. A 
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recent research-worker has obtained texts in the native 
language of the Lower Murray River people, concern ing 
their  psychic l i fe, which are somewhat startl ing.8 

Here is one case, given in free translation : 

When a man is down on the plain and I am on the hill, 
I look towards him while I am talking. He sees me and 
turns toward me. I say, "Do you hear?" I move my head 
from side to side glaring at him, and at last stare at him, 
and then, turning, I say, "Come on quickly." As I stare at 
him fiXedly, I see him turn as he feels my stare. He then 
turns and looks about while I continue staring at him. So I 
say, "Walk this way, right along here, where I am sitting." 
Then he walks right up to me where I am sitting behind a 
bush. I draw him with my power (miwi). You do .-not see 
any hand-signs or hear any shouting. At last he comes up 
and nearly falls over me. I call out so that he wil l  see me. 
He says : "You talked to me and I felt iL How did you talk 
so?" I explain, and he adds: "I felt your words while you 
were talking to me, and then I feel that you are there." I 
answer. "True, it was in that way that I talked to you, and 
you felt those words and also that power."9 

"Clever men" in other tribes claim to be able to exert 
this power. 

It can also be used to d ivert sorcerers from their evil in
tention .. I quote a free translation of a text from the same 
a rea. 

When the "clever man" sees the two sorcerers going out 
to practise milin (bruising), he gazes or concentrates in 
such a way as to make their nerves cold (dead). When you 
see a clever man, his small eyes and your eyes meet and 
hold each other. He holds the sorcerers in this way, when 
he talks to them. They "feel" (but do not hear) his words, 
because their nerves are deadened. He makes them walk 
away from him, by exerting the strong power in his 
nerves, which begin to twitch. The men, under the in
fluence of his gaze, weaken, and become as if asleep, and 
so when he says, "Go on, you ! Walk down to the camp," 
they go. He tells them further : "Don't get up with the in
tention of performing sorcery." So they lie down and get 
up in the morning good (i.e., rid of the idea of performing 
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sorcery). And, concludes the clever man, ''That is the 
wav some of us talk." 

This seems to be a case of hypnotic influence, although 
the men's minds (subconscious, probably) had first to be 
drawn to the dever man, and put en rapport with him. H,is 
narrow eyes and his gaze, together with their bel ief that 
he would know the anti-social nature of what they pur
posed doing, would no doubt do the latter. 

Clairvoyance and Mind-reading 

Our medicine-men claim not only to be able to influence 
people who a re at a distance, that is, to practise telepathy. 
They also assert that they see or ascertain by invisible 
means what is happenin8 at a d istance, and in some cases, 
ca n tel l  what another person is thinking. 

"Sometimes," said Will idjungo, a Murngin medicine
man, to W.L. Warner, 'I am sitting with a man and I look 
at his head and I can say to him, 'You think so and so.' The · 
man says, 'How do you know that?' A nd I say, ' l  can see 
inside your mind."' 10 

One purpose of pressing or scoring magi�al substances 
(qua rtz, pearl-shel l, etc.) into a postulant's forehead is to 
enable him to see into, and th rough everything. 1 1  

Va rious methods are used forlearning what is occurring 
at a dista nce. A usual method, or explanation, is that the 
medicine-man sends h is "fam il iar" (h is assistant totem, 
spirit-dog, spirit-ch ild , or whatever the form be) to gather 
the information. While this is occurrin_g, the man h imsel f 
is in a state of receptivity, in sleep or trance. I n  modern 
phraseology, his "fam il iar spirit" would be_ the control, or 
on the other hand, the medicine-man may be "sensitive" 
to thoughts of other peoples m inds. He is indeed able, once 
he can get en rapport with, or v isual ize, them, to ransa ck 
their mind-a process termed telaesthesia, and not con
fined to ransacking the m ind as it is at the time of inquiry, 
but also as it was in the past. 1 2 
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Related to th is is the "clever man's" power (as I learnt 
in 1 944 in north-west New South Wales, Kamilaroi and 
other tribes) of seeing in quartz crystal and glass-l ike 
stones what people are, or have been, doing, especial ly if 
contra ry to social standards. Possibly the "clever man" has 
heard somethi ng before reading the crystal .  

I n  many tribes, especia l ly in south-east Austral ia, 
medicine-men "can fly" through space and see what is oc
curring elsewhere. They might produce magical cord or 
fami l ia rs and travel on or in them, or they might pass 
through the a i r  without such accessories. Normally, 
however, thei r bodies do not take part in these journeys; 
only thei r spi rits. I ndeed, their bodies are sometimes 
asleep. 

A Nyui-Nyul informant told me how he doubted the 
cla im of a medicine-man to gai n  such information, so to 
test h im,  asked h im to ascerta i n  when h is ( the 
questioner's) white employer was returning. He said that 
neither he nor the medicine-man knew this. The latter 
went off a short distance and sat under a tree with the 
moonlight playing through the leaves, and produced his 
"spirit-dogs", wh ich he, the questioner, actually saw. The 
medicine-man sent these fam il iars on thei r errand, and 
some l ittle  time later told him that as dawn came next 
morn ing he would hear the sound of h is employer's horse 
approaching. Sure enough, this came to pass, confounding 
the unbel ief of my informant. 

Amongst the Wiradjeri (New South Wales), when the 
doctor lay down to rest, he would send h is famil iar  (assis
tant totem) to other camps, i rrespective of distance, to 
ga in information of advantage to his own group. _To do 
th is, he would have to "sing" or "hum", or "th ink", his 
spi rit out. He would often do this as he was d ropping off to 
sleep. I t  has to be remembered that the d istinction 
between the mind of the spirit-famil iar and of the 
medicine-man was only logical .  The mind of one was the 
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mind of the other. The spirit-famil iar  was an externaliza
tion of the man's spirit. 

In such (;dses as the above, the medicine-man seeks the 

distant information, and does so through some psychic 
method while awake, or while in a "pre-controlled" 
dream. · But he is also capable of what we might cal l  
"picking-up" information, as though thought-waves and 
picture-waves were coming through space and the trained 
medicine-men were sensitive to them. The point to 
remember is that medicine-men who special ize in such 
psychic practices, claim that they a re sensitive in this way, 
and tribesmen a re satisfied with the results. Even when 
engaged in ordinary mundane affairs, they are on the alert 
to feel and notice psychic intimations, but in any case, 
from time to time they draw apart in mind, and let the 
thoughts and impressions come. . 

One day a whole camp of Wiradjeri people was prepar
ing and having their late afternoon meal, the result of the 
day's hunting. Two old medicine-men were present, one 
· lying down thinking, the other standing up. Suddenly the 
former jumped up and called out : ''There is a mob coming 
to kill us, you had better a l l  get together and get away !" 
a nd he pointed in the direction from which the attack 
would come. At about sun-down all set out, the men fully 
armed ; well, a ll except one old man who was sceptical, 
even when the "clever man" explained that he had seen it 
"in a vision". This old man changed his mind later and fol
lowed. The two doctors, by certain magical, or mass hyp
notic performanc�. caused the attackers to return to their 
own country. 1 3 

Many examples could be given of medicine-men inform
ing their people of the approach of friends or enemies, and 
of what is happening at a distance. • •  
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The Strong Eye 

The Medicine-man as "Detective" and Coroner 

An important faculty which the "clever-men" possess, and 
which is assid uously trained, is "the strong eye". This 

'means not so much the power of looking into another 
person's mind, as the power of looking into and through a 
sick person's body to see whether the soul is present or  not, 
a nd also of being able to see the spirit of a "murderer" and 
even the spirits of the dead. In short, to possess the "strong 
eye" is to have the faculty of seeing spirits, of the l iv ing 
and of the dead. 

In regions where sou l-steal ing or soul-wa ndering is a 
l ikely cause of i l lness, the diagnostician must have this 
power ;  and having seen that the patient's "vita l"  spi rit (or 
principle) is missing, he must recover it. Prescribed actions 
and words convince the patient that the soul has been 
restored. He recovers. 

Socia l sickness is fraught with as serious consequences 
as the i l lness of an individual .  I ndeed, it mav be more d is
astrous, because it may be followed by disintegration of 
the whole group. This occurs when the serious i l lness, and 
especia l ly  the death of an individual is believed to be 
caused by sorcery. In  the former case, the effects of the 
so rce ry must be neutral ized. I n  the second, the "murderer'' 
must be detected and revenge taken. I n  ou r own society, 
we may compa re the socio-psychological effects of the a p
pearance o f  a serious s ickness o f  epidemic possibil ities, and 
the efforts to isolate and get r id of it. 

In Aborig inal society, the medicine-man, the man of 
high degree, is the detective and coroner. Many methods 
a re used ; for exampl� • .  the ground a round the place of 
bu rial is inspected for ma rks showing the direction of the 
murderer's country; the exudations, bones, ha ir  or body of 
the dead person are examined or "asked" for a prescribed 
sign, the sign va ryi ng in d ifferent regionsY 
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I n  interpreting the s igns and information, the coroner 
uses his general knowledge and careful observation. But 
the methods may be grouped into three classes. In the fi rst, 
the departed person's spirit an imates or guides the corpse, 
hair, bones or exudations; the coroner need not see the 
spirit. In the other two classes, he must have the "strong 
eye", for he either sees the spirit of the dead person hang
ing around the murderer, or else he sees the latter's spirit 
hanging a round the corpse, bones, or burial place of h is 
victim. I n  exercising this strong sight, the medicine-man 
may examine the corpse or burial place in some prescribed 
way, or he may gaze through the smoke of a ritual fi re at a 
group which includes a l ikely sorcerer. But whatever be 
the method, underlying it a re the psychological facts that a 
mu rderer does sometimes feel the presence of h is victim 
fol lowing him in an uncomfortable manner, and that a 
mu rderer sometimes feels constra ined to revisit the scene 
of h is  cri me. l 6  

There is, however, another way i n  which a "clever
man" uses the "strong eye" to discover the murderer-a 
way which is more psych ica l than the preced ing. But only 
some medicine-men practise it, for it involves cla i r" 
voyance. These men are usual ly k nown by a special term. 
One of them, a Murngin man, d�scribed his power by say
ing that he knew what had happened, whereas ord ina ry 
men cou ld only think about it. 

An interesting example comes from the Lower Murray 
region, where one of the worst forms of sorcery is fat
taking with the aid of a thumi. This is a long rope of human 
hair, into which the strength of dying and dead persons 
has been made to pass, by having been wound round 
them. O perators, twelve in number, using this rope, wind 
it round their intended victim's body while he is asleep. 
They then hold the rope and al l transmit the one sugges
tion to him, as a result of wh ich he comes to them, so that 
they can extract h is fat without leaving a ma rk. He 
rev ives, but later feels uneasy and i l l ,  and suspects sorcery. 



Medicine-Man as "Detective" and Coroner 51 

His brother knows w hat  has happened, and sends for the 
specia l ist (munkumbole), for the usual healer fails. The 
specia l ist not only  announces who took the fat, but also 
describes every deta il  of the prel iminary reconno itring 
and everything el se. He says he can see aJ I th is in  a 
vision. 1 7  

These "coronia )"  decisions raise a d ifficult problem, 
because in many, if  not in most, cases, it is proba ble that 
no one practised a ny sorcery ;  t here is no psychical reason, 
therefore, for any murderer's spirit to hang round the 
corpse, or for the spirit of the deceased to hang around the 
former, supposing such phenomena d id occur. Moreover, 
it is probably stretch ing things too fa r to say that the death 
of a person, causing uneasiness i n  the m i nd of one who 
had wished the former's death but had suppressed the 
wish, resul ts in  the material ization of h is personal ity at
ta ch i ng i tsel f to the corpse or v ice versa.  

There is, however, the possibil i ty that the coroner 
makes h is decision in  logical man ner on the bas is of his 
w ide knowl edge of  h is fel lows, a nd then e i ther  
manipulates the accepted methods of  d iv ination or else ex
ercises psychic control over them and/or "sees" the spirit 
of the murderer or the murdered, as the case may be. The 
latter interpretation can be tentativel y accepted for it ac
cords with the animistic and spi ritistic view of life and 
death, a nd of human rel ations, which is accepted by a l l
i ncluding men of high degree. 

It is even possible to attribute honesty to the thumi fat
ta kers of the Lower Mu rray. The group of selected men led 
by a med icine-man, a psychic expert, visual ize the body of 
the victim ; indeed, they give it a pseudo-material form · 

which they d raw to their laps, and on which they operate 
for the kidney-fat, a cul t-heroine closing the incision. Hav
ing passed through a ritual which d i rected thei r thoughts 
on thei r v icti m, and hold ing the rope of human hai r, rei n
forced by spi rits of the dead, they would be in a condition 
of acceptivity and ready to work out the leader's suggest-
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ion in trance. But that is not a l l ;  the Aborigines of south
west New South Wales and the Lower Murray ma inta in 
not only that they can remove the k idney-fat of, or 
ot herwise injure a person's spi rit-form, but a lso that th is 
causes a corresponding effect on the material body of the 
vict im. 1 11  

Psychic Displays 

Ma ny of the manifestations of psychic powers a re for 
practical ends, to cure the sick, detect the sorcerer, gather 
i nformation of social importance, visit the sky to rel ease 
water stored there and so make rai n, to i nfl uence people  
at a d istance a nd to protect thei r group. But in  add ition, 
these special ists occasional ly give displays of their  power 
to impress on others the "high degree" of knowledge and 
power they have reached, and so bui ld  up faith in their  ef
ficiency, a n  asset in  the day of need. Initiations a re 
favou rite t imes for these exh ibitions, no doubt because the 
you ng i n itiates are in  a highly suggesti ble state, a nd wil l be 
duly impressed. Th is definitely occurred · in south-east 
Austral ia, where medicine-men, the men of h ig h  degree, 
played a very important pa rt i n  initiation. 1 9  

W a/king on Fire 

Duri ng one display in western New South Wales, after the 
bul l- roa rer had been swung, thus crea ti ng a mystic at
mosphere, for i t  is the voice of Ba iame (the sky cult-hero), 
the men present were told to sit a round a nd sta re i nto a 
b ig fi re on the sacred ground. As they stared they saw a 
"clever-man" rol l i nto the fi re a nd scatter the coa ls. He 
then stood up amongst the rest of the men, who noti ced 
that he was not burnt, nor were the European clothes that 
he wore, damaged. The informa nt a nd the others were 
qu ite satisfied the "doctor" was in the fire. I n  1 944 some 
Weilwan men told me that they had seen this  sa me doctor 
"wa l k  th rough the fire", naked a nd unhu rt. 
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Aborigines, on ceremonial occasions, a re able, in thei r 
excitement, to stamp on and scatter the burning coals of a 
fi re without any a pparent ha rm, and novices in initiation 
a re sometimes tossed into a big smoke fire. But these d is
p lays of fi re- rol l ing and fi re-walking were thought to go 
fu rther. It is, moreover, in l ine with the claim and the 
bel ief that medicine-men can travel in a flame of fire, or 
send fi re from their bod ies a long invisible cords to objects 
to which they had attached the cords. This power a rose 
from a flame of fire having been "sung" into them by 
Ba iame at thei r mak ing. 20 

The Use of Magic Cord 

Du ring thei r making in south-east Austra l ia, a magic cord 
is sung into the doctors. This cord becomes a means of per
formi ng marvel lous feats, such as send ing fire from the 
med icine-man's inside, l i ke an electric wire. But even 
more interesting is the use made of the cord to travel up to 
the sky o r  to the tops of trees and through space. At the 
d isplay d u ring initiation-a time of ceremonial  excitement, 
the doctor l ies on his back under a tree, sends h is cord up 
a nd cl i mbs up on it to a nest on top of the tree, then across 
to other t rees, and at sunset, down to the grou nd aga i n . 
O n ly men saw this performance, and it is preceded and 
f(ll lowed by the swinging of the bul l- roarers and other ex
p ressions of emotional excitement. 2 1  In  the descriptions of 
these performances recorded by R.M. Berndt a nd by 
mysel f, the names of the doctors a re given, a nd such 
deta i ls  as the fol lowing :  Joe Dagan, a Wongaibon clever 
ma n, lying on his back at the foot of a tree, sent his cord 
d i rectly  u p, a nd "cl imbed" up vvith h is head wel l back, 
body outst retched, legs apart, and a rms to h is sides. Arriv
ing at the top, 1 2  m up, he waved his a rms to those below, 
a nd then came down in the same manner, and whi le  stil l 
on h is back the cord re-entered his body. 

Appa rently, in th is case, his body floated up and down 
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i n  the horizonta l position with no movements of h is hands 
or legs, and the explanation must be sought i n  group sug
gestion of a powerful natu re. 2 2  

Mysteriously Disappearing and Re-appearing 

Another form of psychic display was to d isappea r from 
one spot suddenly, and a ppea r in  another, or to pass into, 
or out of, a tree. Thus one ma n (J. K. ) said that at h is in itia
tion, a clever doctor (C.J. ) was stand ing nea r the novices, 
when q uite suddenly he _d isappea red, a nd then was seen 
sta nd ing with h is back to them about 1 40 m away, turning 
from time to time to look at them. "He was doing this to 
show them a l l  he was very clever." 

Another doctor hit a tree and d isappea red into it, l ike a 
stone sinking into muddy water. The reverse of this is 
given i n  the fol lowing episode:  J . K. was about to doze off 
one morning while the billy was boil ing, when he was 
awakened by an igua na touching his foot. Look ing at it, he 
noticed that it turned its head round in the d irection of 
some trees. So he sang out to h is two brothers w ho were 
nea rby, "that old fe l low ( M.D. ) must be about here," for he 
k new that M.D. had an iguana inside him (that is, as a 
fa m i l iar). Stand i ng up, he looked at the iguana, which sud
denly ra n back to a tree and disappea red. F rom th is, they 
k new that M.D. must be i nside that tree. Then they hea rd 
M.D. cal l  out in a low voice, "Ca n you see me?" But they 
cou ld not, u nti l  he gradual ly ca me out of the tree, which 
closed up without leaving a mark. He then walked up to 
them and said he had sent out h is spi rit hel per to see 
whether they would recogn ize it. 

Aborigi nes rega rded dreams as actual material occu r
rences, and this may have been a dream experience. The 
na rrator, however, says he was wide awake, and if so, the 
"c lever fe l low" ( M.D. ), must have exercised some psychical 
power over the th ree men. 
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Anothe r incident i l lustrates the power of creati ng i l lusions 
in the m i nds of a group, but th is time not merely for dis
play, but to protect one's own group. Two med icine-men, 
having sent their  group on ahead, l it a b ig fire, and, lying 
l i ke logs on either side, sang a magical song. The enemy 
saw a nd hea rd them, but when they rushed in and spea red 
the "men", the singing stopped, and they saw only two 
logs. But in the distance they could see the two "doctors" 
wa l king a long. A fter this experience had been repea ted 
severa l times,the enemy real ized that they were being 
"played with" by very clever men, a nd so went home. 

Th is may be only an elaboration of an able  elusion of a n  
enemy ra idi ng pa rty, a nd, wonders apa rt, medicine-men 
usua l ly  d id play an important pa rt on both the ra iding and 
the defend ing sides. Magical hel p was essentia l . 2 1  

Fast Travelling 

Med icine-men a re bel ieved to be able to travel at a very 
fast pace. Th is. is obvious enough if the cla im is to fly in 
sleep o r  in  a vision to d istant places, or to send thei r 
fa m i l ia rs on su ch jou rneys. But they can also ru n at a su r
prisi ng pace fo r any distance, faster tha n a nyone ca n ru n, 
and without getting tired or ou t of b reath. They appa rent
ly ru n less than a met re above the grou nd. I ndeed, it has 
been said that the a i r  has been made soft and sol id, a nd 
that it moves along, ca rrying them with it. The explana
tion given by other Aborigines is that "these clever men 
ca n make their  spirits take t.hem along very q uickly."  I n
formation rega rding this form of progression comes from 
sou th-east Austral ia, especial ly western New South Wales, 
a nd eastern South Austral ia.24 

Aborigines a re noted for thei r extraordinary feats of 
wa l k ing long distances, at what we rega rd as rema rkable 
speed. Hu nti ng a nd raid ing on foot fits them for this. But 
the medicine-ma n's powers a re said to exceed this, and to 
be more tha n  physical . 
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Meditation 

At the back of these claims to various psych ic powers, for 
w hatever they a re worth, is the fact that Aborigines spend 
much t ime with their own thoughts, r�flecting on dreams, 
and bei ng ready, at  any moment, to enter a condition of 
receptivity. The q uietness and si lence of so much of thei r 
l ife, the absence of rush and of urgent appointments, and 
the fewness of their  numbers, facil itate this occupation 
with the psych ic. Moreover, their totemistic and animistic 
v iew of l i fe predisposes them to it. 

Some persons, however, special ize in med itation as wel l 
as in psych ic experiences. Al l  men of h igh degree have 
practised it, but some do so to the exclusion of becomi ng 
adepts i n  other branches of magical a nd psychical 
endeavou r. The tem ptation is to think that an Aborigine 
sitt ing down, appa rently dreaming, is doing nothing. But 
he may be engaged in serious med itational a nd psych ic 
d iscip l ine. It is to this aspect of thei r l ife that I desire to 
d raw specia l  attention. 

The fol lowing is a description by an Aboriginal infor
mant of an ol d man meditating. It is translated freely from 
the native text in Ya ralde. 2 5  

When you see a n  old man sitting b y  himself over here in 
the camp, do not disturb him, for if you do he will "growl" 
at you. Do not play near him, because he is sitting down 
by himself with his thoughts in order "to see". He is 
gathering those thoughts so that he can feel a nd hear. 
Perhaps he then lies down, getting into a special posture, 
so that he may "see" when sleeping. He sees indistinct vis
ions, and hears "persons" talk in them. He gets up and 
looks for those he has "seen", but not seeing them, he l ies 
down again in the prescribed manner, so as to see what he 
hall ··seen" before. He puts his head on the pillow as 
previously so as to "see" [ have a vision) as before. Getting 
up, he tel ls his friends to strengthen that power [miwi] 
within them, so that when they l ie down they will see and 
feel [or become aware of] people not present, and in that 
way they will perceive them. 
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This describes how certa in  persons, abstract ing 
themselves from what was happening around them, and 
concentrating on the psvchic power within them, prac
tised something akin to recollection. Lying down in the 
prescribed posture, they saw and "hea rd" what was hap
pening at a distance. In other .words, they were cla i r
voyant. I ndeed during such periods of meditation and vis
ion, when this power and his own thoughts were as one, 
the "clever man" would see visions unconnected with 
ea rthly l ife. He would go to the world of ancestral beings. 

This power,cal led miwi by' the Yaralde of the Lower 
Murray, is said to be present in al l  persons, but to be es
pecial ly developed by a few. All  manifestations of psychic 
power are dependent on it-including white and black 
magic. Old people can use it so as to k now who is coming 
and what is going to happen, whereas the especial ly gifted 
person, after much practice, can perform the quite 
remarkable acts a lready described. This miwi is said to be 
located in the pit of the stomach. And even as I wrote this, 
at Walgett, in August 1 944, amongst the Weilwan triba l 
remnants there, I was told how they seem to know events 
of importance to them, before it seems feasible that they 
should do so. And several of them have told me that the 
"clever man" (wirinsin) sent something out of his body 
( pointing to the stomach) to see things. Moreover, this 
something m ight even be a materialization of h imself, 
which could be seen by at  least some persons ki lometres 
away where it had been "sent" ; such persons being sens
itives. 

Comparison with Tibet 

Some l ight on our Aboriginal men of high degree can be 
obtained by a comparison with those from Tibet, a country 
cha racterized by psychic special ization. There the great 
Yogi, possessed of clairvoyant vision, is said to be able to 
observe the physiological processes of his own body. He re-
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quires no mechanical devices in order to traverse a ir  or 
water or land, for he tells us that he can quit his gross 
physical body and visit any part of the earth or pass 
beyond the stratosphere to other worlds with a speed 
greater than light. As a result  of his discipl ine and train
ing, he can acquire fleetness of foot, l ightness of body and 
immunity to harm by fire. He can become immune also to 
severe cold, the result of practising the Yoga of Psychic 
Heat. This includes concentration and visual ization of fi re 
at the meeting point of the nerves at the psychic centre. 
The latter is situated four fingers below the navel. It is "the 
hidden abode of the sleeping Goddess Kundal ini, the per
sonification of the Serpent-Power, of the latent mystic fire
force of the body. 26 And there, too, are located the miwi, 

· the cord a nd the rainbow serpent or other famil iar i n  the 
case of the Australian man of high degree. 

Let us remember,too, one of the favourite exercises of 
the Yogi, the "Man of the Rule" : sitting in a prescribed 
way on a prescribed type of couch, gazing at the end of h is 
nose and not looking around about him, he becomes im
passive to the perceptions of the senses, and enjoys 
boundless happiness. 27 

Psychic Terrors 

To reach that high degree of psychic power by which one 
can send power out to bring death or l ife, to gain 
knowledge and to transfer thought without any hindra nce 
of time or space, and to see visions, requires much prac
tice, courage and perseverance. Dangers and terrors must 
be faced-dangers of a psychic nature, the · creation 
probably of one's own psychic exercise or of one's percep
tion. The following describes the experience to be expected 
by a Yaralde postulant (Lower Murray)28 

When you lie down to see the prescribed visions, and 
you do see them, do not be frightened, because they will 
be horrible. They are hard to describe, though they are in 
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my mind and my miwi, and though I could project the ex
perience into you after you had been wel l trained. 

However, some of them are evil spirits, some are like 
snakes, some are l ike horses with men's heads, and some 
are spirits of evil men which resemble burning fires. You 
see your camp burning and the flood waters rising, and 
thunder, l ightning and rain, the earth rocking, the hills 
moving, the waters whirl ing, and the trees which stil l 
stand, swaying about. Do not be frightened. If you get up, 
you wil l not see these scenes, but when you lie down 
again, you will see them, unless you get too frightened. If 
you do, you will break the web [or thread] on which the 
scenes are hung. You may see dead persons walking 
towards you, and you will hear their bones rattle. If you 
hear and see these things without fear, you will never be 
frightened of anything. These dead people will not show 
themselves to you again, because your miwi [psychic force] 
is now strong. You are now powerful . because you have 
seen these dead people. 

I n  this we have a psychic explanation of postulants 
sleeping on graves, in some cases eating a smal l  portion of 
a dead person's body, a nd so going to the sky and the 
spi ri ts of the dead, of being met and kil led by sp i rits and 
powerfu l beings pf various types, and of having one's in
sides taken out, and even of being eaten or swal lowed. I 
have met several persons who fai led. At the sight of the 
ghost, they struggled and fled. 

In Tibet, those who aspire to be great magicians and 
lamas, after long and hard training in ritual, words and 
dance, may become the subject or a mystic banquet. The 
postu lant goes alone to a burial place or any wild site 
whose physical aspect awakens feel ings of terror, especial 
ly one associated with a terrible legend or a recent tragic 
event A place of this type is chosen for the rite so that the 
occult forces of conscious beings bel ieved to be associated 
with such places, wil l  come into operation during the per
formance. After the mystic prel iminaries the lonely 
celebrant who is in an intense state of excitement, cal ls  the 
demons to feast on himself. He imagines that a feminine 
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deity, who esote rically personifies his own will,  cuts off his 
head, severs his limbs, skins him and rips open his ab
domen. His insides fall  out and his blood flows l ike a river, 
providing a feast for his hideous guests. Hypnotized by the 
ritual, he urges them on with l iturgic words of unreserved 
su rrender. At length, this "red meal" comes to an end, the 
vision vanishes, utter loneliness follows, and the exal tat
ion aroused by . the dramatic sacrifice gradually subsides. 
And the candidate has passed to another stage of 
enlightenment and psychic power. 29 This reminds us of 
the abdom inal operation in the ritual m a k i ng of 
Aboriginal men of high degree. 

Ritual Cannibalism 

Some of the Tibetan occultists are also believed to practise 
ritual cannibal ism, but in esoteric teaching rhis �s as
sociated with a doctrine of transubstantiation. Some 
human beings' "have attained such high degree of spi ritual 
perfection that �he ori�inal material substance of thei r 
bodies has been tra nsmuted into a more subtle one which 
possesses special qualities. A morsel of their transformed 
flesh, when eaten, will produce a special kind of ecstasy 
and bestow knowledge and supernatural powers upon the 
person pa rtaking of it."30 So it is with the Aboriginal 
postulant in some regions. He partakes of the corpse and 
in mystic way sees the dead or visits the sky, thus deriving 
power and knowledge. 3 1  

· 

Rapid Travelling on "Foot" 

In Tibet, too, certain lamas, as a result of physical and 
psychical train ing, are able to tramp at a rapid pace and 
without stopping for quite long periods. One of these as 
seen by Mrs David-Neel, proceeded at an unusual gait and 
with , extraordinary swiftness. Her servants begged her not 
to stop him, because the lamas, when travell ing, must not 
stop their meditation. If  they did so, the "god" in them 
would escape, and they would die. The fact is that a lung-
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gom-pa traveller ra n in a kind of tra nce, and a sudden 
awa kening would painful ly disturb his nerves. Actually 
the man did not run, but seemed to l ift h imself from the 
grou nd, proceeding by leaps or bounds, with the regularity 
of a pendul um. Another of these "runners" seen . by this 
author, proceeded up a h il l  towards her pa rty at an ex
traordinary pace, but when he arrived he was not out of 
breath. He seemed to be only half conscious. The trance; 
however, gradually subsided. Mrs David-Neel is convinced 
that as a result of the physical training and of the training 
in se lf-hypnosis, a condition is reached in which "one does 
not feel the weight of one's body. A kind of anaesthesia 
deadens the sensations that would be produced by knock
ing aga inst the stones or other obstacles on the way, and 
one wa lks for hou rs at an unaccustomed speed, enjoying 
that kind of l ight agreeable dizziness wel l known to 
motorists at high speed." Some of the initiates claim that 
eventua l ly, "a fter he has travel led over a certa in  distance, 
the feet of the 'run ner' no longer touch the ground, and 
that he gl ides on the a i r  w ith an extreme celerity"12-a 
strik ing paral lel  to the power attributed to Austral ian 
medicine-men. 

Telepathy 

The telepathy which the Aboriginal men of high degree 
practise is also practised by the Tibetan psychic adepts. 
The Tibeta ns "assert that telepathy is a science, which can 
be learnt l ike any other science, by those who have proper 
teach ing and a re fit instruments to put the theory into 
practice. 3 3  The adepts ascribe the cause of the phenomena 
to intense concentration of thought, requiring a mastery 
over the mind so as to produce "one-pointedness o( 
thought". Moreover, the conscious receiver must have 
"tuned in" to receive or "pick-up" the thought waves. This 
demands the faculty of emptying one's mind of al l ideas, 
reflections and mental  images, and of discriminating 



62 71ae PersoP141ity, Mt.aleing and Powers 
of AborigiMl Men of High Degree 

between t he va rious images, moods, feel ings a nd in
fl uences wh ich a rise or appea r. Some experts claim to be 
able to read the thoughts of others as wel l ,  and some to 
convey messages to complete strangers. Needless to say, 
yea rs a re devoted to these practices, a nd u ndoubtedly, ac
cord ing to some rel ia ble observers, success is gained . 

M rs David -Neel suggests t hat  the extraord inary si lence 
and so l itude of Tibet offers favou rable cond it ions for 
telepathy. 14 I have long thought that the s i lence a nd 
sol i tude of the Austra l ia n  bush, the absence of the noise 
a nd bust le of crowds, the lack of hu rry, and the long hou rs 
w ith l i ttle to do, were cond itions favou rable to med ita tion 
a nd receptivity, to "tuning i n "  with the world, a nd to con
jur ing up pictu res of persons a nd events not present. 
Sometimes the old wh ite bush ma n or the Aborigine "j ust 
sits", but someti mes he "justs sits and th inks", a nd to the 
la tter at least, the th ink ing may include receiving, a nd for 
the ma n of h igh degree it may i nclude "sendi ng messages 
on the wind", to use a Tibeta n term. 

Sometimes the message as received is a vision, a 
materia l ization, a nd whether in Tibet or  in Aboriginal 
Austral ia, tbat vision is no mere hal l ucination. I t  is a men
ta l formation visua l ized and external ized, wh ich may even 
exist for a time independent of its creator. Visions, too, 
which a re sought must be d istinguished from d rea ms. 
Wh ile the person is experiencing the v ision, he ca n not 
move, but he is conscious of what is going on a round him.  
As one ma n of h igh degree of the Katta ng tribe, New 
South Wales, told me concern ing h is mak i ng :  he cou ld see 
a nd k now w hat was happen ing, but was as one dead, feel 
ing not h i ng. 

A fu l l y  i n i t iated ma n of the Wei lwa n  tribe i n formed me 
t hat w h i le ca mped with his wife on a sheep station where 
he was work i ng, he had seen h is father-i n-law, a "cleve r 
man", sta nding just outside thei r tent. H is wife, howeve r, 
cou ld not see the latter, although he sa id to her, "that old 
fel low is out there". Actual ly, the "clever ma n" was away 
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at his own camp, but admitted later that he was at that 
time also outside my informant's tent. He always knew 
when the latter was returning from his various places of 
employment. Appa rfntly, these two were en rapport with 

each other, so that my informa nt "saw" the material iz� 
ation of the clever man, and his mind was open to the lat
ter, even at a d istance. 

An incident similar  to th is was described by another in
formant. W-, a "doctor", was with some other AbOrigines 
at the horse-ya rd on a station where they were working. 
W hen the rest set out for the camp, about 400 m away, he 

- rema ined at the ya rd, saying that he would catch up to 
them. When, however, they reached their camp, he was 
sitti ng there making a boomerang, as though he had not 
been away. They did not see him pass, and there was no 
h idden track by which he could have hurried around. The 
question arises, was he at the horseyard in the flesh, or did 
he cause the others to see a material ization of hi mself 
there? My informa nt was one of those invol ved in the in
c ident. 

Such phenomena are reported from Tibet. Both M rs 
David-Neel and one of her servants saw independently and 
together a young Tibetan employee wal king by h imself 
towa rds the camp early in the morning,· and wearing an 
unusual hat. He went behind a rock, but as he did not 
reappea r, the place was searched, but no sign of him was 
found. Just before dusk that day he arrived with h is 
ca ravan and wea ring the strange hat. Careful inquiries 
revealed that he had not been away from it. Mrs David
Neel suggests that this was a kind of thought-form crea
tion or visual ization, but apparently generated uncon
sciously by the young man. 

This same author refers to a striking incident at the con
secration of the Tashilumpo monastery by the aged 
Kyongbu. He got into the sedan-chair  which was sent for 
h im, and which was closed a nd escorted. But to the 
astonish ment of the thousands waiting at the monastery, 
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he was seen coming alone and on foot. He walked straight 
up to a giant Buddha- image and gradual ly became i ncor
porated in it. When the · seda n-cha i r arrived a t  the 
monastery, it was found to be empty. Circumstances 
p revented M rs David-Neel from examining on the spot 
w h eth e r  col l ect ive h a l l u c i na t ion o r  some o t h e r  
phenomenon was involved, but the capacity, o n  the part of 
certain persons, of being "seen" in more than one place at  
one time is not doubted. 35 

Aboriginal Secret Cults and Religion are Oriental 

I have referred to Tibeta n occult practices principal ly 
because those of Aboriginal Austra l ia seem to be of the 
sa me order, even if not so highly developed. They may 
even have degenerated from a common sou rce. In a ny 
case, the practices are less systematized in Austral ia, at 
least pa rtly because of the absence of written records. Dur
ing recent years, a serious endeavour has been made to 
study Tibetan phenomena in a scientific manner, and as a 
result we may derive from them some understanding of 
the Austral ian phenomena. 

It is possible that there is some historical connection 
between the Yoga and occult practices of I nd ia and Tibet 
and the practices and psychic powers of Aboriginal men of 
high degree. Hinduism spread to the East I nd ies. Yoga is a 
cult in Bali, and some of the remarkable feats of the 
Austral ian medicine-men are paral leled by their fellow
professionals in Papua. 36 

Moreover, the Aborigines hold the doctrines of p re
existence and of reincarnation, which suggest a northern 
source, just as the d istribution of their practice of circum

cision and of tree-stage burial  ritual suggests an i nfluence 
from the East Indies. 

Apa rt  from the interesti ng p roblem of origin, Austra l ian 
Aboriginal rel igion, with its emphasis on mysteries and 
degrees of init iation, its doctr ines of pre-ex istence and 
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reinca rnation, a nd its bel ief in psychic powers, belongs to 
the Orient, not to the West, and can only be understood in 
the l ight of the O rient. I n  the past, the custom has been to 
study and judge Aborigina l rel igion and magic from the 
poi nt of v iew of the Occident. We have fou nd the external 
universe of overwhelming interest, and sought, with much 
success, its explanation in mechan ica l  and physical Jaws. 
E lated by ou r success, we have endeavou red with l im ited 
enthusiasm to apply those same laws to man as an in
d ividual a nd as a social being, and to the problems of l ife, 
consciousness a nd death. Th is was praiseworthy, but it is 
possible t hat  this approach has led to our neglecting or to 
considering as unworthy o r  u nscientific, certa i n  
phenomena which men have claimed to be important and 
potent. Many of us have tended to rega rd members of the 
Society for Psychica l  Research as q ueer beings. But it is  
scientific to study al l  phenomena, and to do so patiently, 
objectively, and, i f  necessary, with new approaches. And 
the powers of the human m ind a re worthy of such in
vestigation. At least, we need to understand the sel f, that 
is, ourselves. 

We of the west a re so inte l lectual, so rational, in ou r ap
proach to rel igion; that we have inhibited real freedom of 
thought with regard to rel igion. The O rient, however, so 
Or Evans-Wentz claims, is scientifically experimental in 
rel igion. It  stud ies the ramifications and possibil ities of the 
mind in the psychic sphere, and boldly experiments and 
makes inductions. The same writer mainta ins that 
"a nthropology a nd psychology as appl ied sciences in the 
sense understood in Yoga a re for al most al l Occidental 
scientists mere dreams of impracticable v is ionaries. "  And 
he adds, as a result  of twenty-five years of research, that he 
does not bel ieve that th is unsound view can long endu re. 17 
Our a pproach is the academic and rational one of Greek 
phi losophers and the West. The O riental  approach is one 
of experiment a nd observation. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of these two chapters however, has not been 
to make c la ims on behalf of psych ic practices or resea rch-
1 have no knowledge in such a field. I have only recorded 
a nd a nalysed phenomena, cla ims a nd bel iefs. My object 
has been to show, fi rstly, that Abo riginal  med ici ne-men, so 
fa r from being rogues, charlata ns or igno ramuses, a re men 
of h igh degree ; that is, men who have taken a degree in  
t h e  secret l i fe beyond that taken b y  most adult males-a 
step which impl ies d iscipline, mental tra ini ng, cou rage 
a nd perseverance. Secondly, that they a re men of 
respected, and often of outstanding, personal ity ; th irdly, 
that they a re of immense social significance, the psy
chological health of t he group largely depend ing on fa ith 
i n  their  powers; fou rthly, that t he va rious psychic  powers 
attributed to t hem must not be too read ily dism issed as 
mere primitive magic a nd "make-bel ieve," for many of 
them have specia l ized i n  the work ing of the huma n mind, 
and in  the infl uence of m i nd on body a nd of mind on 
m i nd ;  fi fth ly, that the ritual of "death a nd rising" by 
which t hey receive thei r' powers i ncludes a nd causes a 
deep psyc hologica l experience ; a nd l astly, that as long as 
they observe the customa ry d iscipl ine of thei r "order", this 
experience conti nues to be a sou rce of faith to themsel ves 
and their fellows. 

I n  brief, A boriginal  men of high degree are a cha n nel of 
l ife. 
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The making and 
powers - a survey 





3 The uncircumcision . 
regions 

Plan of Survey 

Th is ( 1944 ) su rvey of our knowledge of the making of 
med ici ne�men a nd of their powers commences with 
eastern Austra l ia, worki ng from south to north and keep
ing within the region of the uncircumcised tribes ;  this in
cl udes the a rea south of and adjacent to the Murray River, 
a l l  New South Wales except the fa r north-western corner, 
and Queensland with the exception of its far west. The in
formation is then given for the uncircumcision a rea of 
Western Aust ral ia, which l ies west of a l ine joining Wol lal 
to Esperance. The ci rcumcision region is then su rveyed, 
proceeding from South Austral ia a nd the neighbouring 
region of Western Austra l ia to the Northern Ter ritory and 
fa r western Queensland, a nd final ly  the Ki mberley Divis
ion of Western Austra l ia.  

T h is geograph ical a pproach is  partly one of con
ven ience, but it a lso recogn izes the fact that med icine
men, bei ng men of h igh degree, a re not made until they 
have passed th rough the degrees which a l l  men must take. 
In the ci rcumcision region, these include the ordeal and 
ma rk of ci rcumcision, and in most parts, of subincision 
also, but the other regions have not been affected by the 
d iffusion of this comparatively recent rite and its 
mythology. I t  has yet to be shown, however, whether the 
presence or absence of circumcision in initiation has any 
close relation to the type of ritual for making med icine
men, o r  to thei r powers. There is, however, one inte resting 
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correlation. · I n  the uncircumcised regions, the operations 
and most impressive experiences are said usually to occur 
du ring a trance, seldom when dead, whereas in  the cir
cumcision region the central experience is frequently 
described as one of death or of beiiJg kil led. I n  these 
regions, circumcision is a ritual act of "kill ing" .  

The survey proceeds from south to north because a n  
a na lysis o f  mythology a nd ritual suggests that d iffusion 
has been on the whole in the opposite d i rection. Therefore, 
by proceeding northwa rds, we may meet traits wh ich 
were either d ropped on the way, or which, being 
somewhat recent, had not yet sp read all the way south. 

South of the Murray 

The Aborigines on the Lower Murray and a round 
Encounter Bay had their "clever" men, but a l t hough our 
ea r l iest informants, the m issiona ries, Taplin ahd Meyer, 
recorded interest ing details a bout forms of sorcery prac
tised in the region, they gathered no info rmation of value 
rega rd ing the doctors. Taplin wrote in 1 873 that "there 
used to 'be a class of docto rs amongst the natives cal led 
kuldukke men. They were great imposters." Meyer w rote 
that every tr ibe had its own doctor, who had only one 
remedy for every disease ; but each doctor had a different 
one, namely the object, a nimal or vegetable; w h ich he 
regarded as his friend or protector. Thus, one had a snake,· 
another an ant, a nother seaweed, a nd so on. This "friend" 
(appa rently, an assistant-totem or famil iar), seems to have 
helped the doctor du ring the process of sucking the af
flicted pa rt of the patient's body. • 

Du ring field-work for the Australian National Research 
Council, R.M. Berndt recorded native texts which show 
that amongst these people there was a class of "clever" 
men who special ized in meditation, hypnotism, thought
transference, a nd "seeing" what was occurring at a d is
tance. They could even, by their psychic powers, tu

'rn 



South oft� Murray 7 5 

sorcerers from contemplated evil acts. They could travel 
through the a ir <m a cord (projected from their own 
bodies), take the form of any natural specieS, and make 
themselves invisible. Their making occupied several years, 
but the details are not known. These were probably 
similar to those recorded for the Wiradjeri and neighbour
ing tribes in the Riverina. 

In the Gunditj-Mara and related tribes of south-western 
Victoria, the doctor can summon the aid of a spirit in his 
curative work by going up to the clouds and bringing the 
sp i rit down. Appa rently a seance is held. The men sit in a 
ci rcle around a tree and the patient Then the doctor and 
the spirit a light on top of the tree and from there jump to 
the ground with a thud: "The spiri t  gives his name ; and 
after the doctor has felt all  over the body of his patient, 
they both go up to the clouds again." The patient recovers. 
In  illness the siek person's spirit may go away, but the doc
tor can bring it down with him in the form of a dol l, 
which produces a moan ing noise. The doctor presses the 
doll to the patient's chest to let the spirit return to the 
body. Sometimes in cases of severe il lness, the doctor 
brings down ten spirits, who advise him regarding the 
treatment. 

Occasionally, a doctor gives a display of his occult 
powers at the conclusion of a corroboree. He summons 
three or four female spirits, who dance around the fire and 
announce thei r names as those of deceased members of the 
tr ibe. Anybody can look at these spirits, but only the doc
tor can speak to them.2 

The med icine-men of the Wotjobaluk and Jupagalk 
t ribes of no rth-western Victoria a re made by a super
natura l being named Ngatya, who l ives in the bush. He 
opens the postulant's side and inserts in it such qbjects as 
q uartz crystals, which give medicine-men their power. 
This includes fat-taking. They cut open the victim's right 
side, extract fat, then bring the edges of the wound 
together and, singing a spell, make them join without leav-
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i ng a sca r. Fu rther si ngi ng causes the man to rise up, a nd 
at the same t ime a sta r fa l l s  from the sky with the man's 
hea rt. The sa me practice and bel ief ex ist a mongst the 
Mu kja rawa int a nd Jajau ring. There is therefore an a ssocia
tion between the med icine-ma n's surg i cal  act a nd the sky. 
I ndeed, a lthough he is said to be made by a spi rit l iv ing i n 
the bush, he is henceforth con nected w ith the sky-world. 
The Wotjobaluk say that Bunji l ,  a great ma n who was 
once o n  the ea rth, a nd who is spoken of as "Our Father", 
l ives in some place beyond the sky. It is beyond the Wu rk
Keru n or da rk place, which the med ic ine-men say is l ike a 
mount�in.  They can only go as far as t h is mounta i n, where 
they a re met by Ga rgomitch, who takes thei r enq ui ries on 
to B u nj i l .  They probably reached the sky by way of a pine
tree which extended th rough the sky to the latter's abode. 3 

The med icine-men of these tr ibes were associated in 
a nother way with the sky. S<}me of them were seers, a nd 
a mongst the Mukjarawaint, these had great infl uence 
"because of the i r  power of commun icating with the 
depa rted, up to whom they went." The home of the dead, 
accord ing to the Kul in, was in  the sky, wh ich was reached 
by the rays of the setti ng sun. I ndeed, i n  this tr ibe the 
power to see ghosts was a necessa ry qual ification for tra in
ing, wh ich was g iven by a med icine-man. Pa rt of the 
process consisted of smoking the novice w ith the leaves of 
the native cherry-t ree a nd of anointing him with red och re 
and grease. These were publ ic acts ; the rea l t ra i n i ng was 
not ascertai ned.4 

Jajau ring med ici ne-men were made in the world of 
spi ri ts w h ich the i nd ivid ua l visited for two or th ree days 
while in a tra nce. �  Those of the Wu runjeri  tr ibe received 
their magica l  powers from the sky-being Bu nj i l , to whom 
they we re ca rried by ghosts th rough a hole i n  the sky. 
Their  powers i ncluded the extraction of "fat"6 the use of 
many magica l  substances, especia l ly  q ua rtz, and the powe r 
of goi ng i nvisibly through space u p  to the sky a nd beyond 
it to Tharangalkbek, the "gum-tree" country". I n  order to 
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counteract a certain type o f  contagious magic, the 
med ici ne-ma n had to secu re the spear-th rower which had 
been used in  that process, and take it to this land beyond 
the sky, w here it was put in water. The ascent was made 
by a cord th rough a hole in the vau l t. This sky-country is 
a lso the home of the dead, and is the place to which Bunj il 
ascended with al l h is people, after having taught the Ku l in  
the  a rts of l i fe. He instituted the _dual organization at the 
request of two medicine-men. The Wurunjeri  med icine
men a re therefore associated with the spi rits of the dead, 
the sky-world, a nd Bunji l ,  the tribal AI I -Father.7 

The Ku rna i who occupied a l most the whole of G i pps
land, d istingu ish between the med icine-men and the B i r
raa rk. The latter we re l i kened to seers, spi r it-mediums a nd 
ba rds. They we re i n it iated by ghosts in  the bush, a nd had 
to wea r a nose-bone by which the ghosts could convey 
them th n>ugh the clouds. They were adm itted at th� 
entrance to t he sky by the headman of the Sky-La nd, 
where they saw people dancing, a nd lea rnt new songs a nd 
dances w h ich t hey afterwa rds taught to the Kurnai .  
G hosts also came a nd spoke to them, as in a seance.8 

Med ici ne-men proper were made by the a ncestra l 
g hosts in dreams. This was done in  two ways; in one, the 
g hosts ca me a nd communicated both harmfu l  and protec
tive c ha nts and knowledge. They were shown qua rtz 
crystals a nd a magical object, bulk. 9 The other method was 
s i m i la r, with the addition that the novice's education was 
completed elsewhere. Fo r example, one individual ,  a fter 
d ream ing of h is father th ree ti mes, was ca rried by a cord 
t ied a rou nd h is neck a nd waist, to Wilson's P romon
to ry. 1 0There he was bl indfolded and led into a great cave, 
where it was as bright as day. A l l  the old men were round 
about. The i n itiate's father showed him a lot of sh ining 
things on the wa ll ,  and told him to take some. He was 
taught outside the cave how to make them go in and out 
of h is legs. The ghosts then ca rried him back and left him 
up in a tree, where he found h imsel f on wak i ng. He was 
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able to throw the shining things received in the cave, " l ike 
l ight in the evening." 1 1  

Objective real ity was attributed to dreams by the Kur
nai, 1 2  but even so, the description of the making of their 
medicine-men cannot be dismissed as only a dream ex
perience . .  Even were that possible, the elements of the 
dream would have to be accounted for. It is reasonable to 
suggest that the visit to the cave, the seeing of the old men 
and the shining objects, the receiving of instruction i n  
using the latter, and the ritual burial in  a tree, had object
ive reality. The making must have included a period of 
seclusion in which the candidate received his power and 
instruction, and during part of which he was no doubt in a 
state of exhaustion and trance. The deta ils of the trance
experience would be prepared for and control led. Final ly, 
the power of using magical substances, and of taking 
human fat, was no mere dream. 1 1  

The mountains of Wilson's Promontory, moreover, 
were the home of Lohan, who, according to a legend 
preserved by the Wurunjeri, came with h is people from 
the Yarra by way of Western Port to Corner Inlet. From 
the mountains, he watches over his people, and the Kurna i 
bel ieve that he ma�es their country deadly to strangers. 
He can still be seen� The person wishing to see him must 
first obtain the consent of the Yarra people, sit for a whole 
day fasting and facing a fire, and then perform special 
ablutions for two or three days. The visitor is painted 
when about a day's journey from Lohan's special bit of 
country, which l ies between Hoddle's Creek and the 
Promontory. Finally, in the early morning he is conducted 
with downcast eyes, by some of Lohan's own men who 
have been with him all through, to a spot from which 
Lohan is seen for a moment-"clothed in- mist · and 
rega rd i ng with unnatural but human eyes these 
intruders-and all is over." "He indicates through h is 
young men that he is pleased with the strangers. They 
have been obedient to h is laws. Ever after, by the power of 
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Loo-ern ( Lohan), the strangers can kil l a l l  enemies, except 
those belonging to Loo-ern's country." 14  This seems to 
refer to a n  in itiat ion ceremony, by which ind ividuals a re 
made members of a group associated with a former tribal  
leader. It does not appea r to refer especial ly to med icine
men, but it does show that the Kurnai d ream-method of 
ma king med ici ne-men in a cave on ti:Je Promontory ca n 
reasonably be regarded as someth ing more tha n .phantasy 
or only a dream-experience. 

The Coast of New South Wales 

The source of magical power in the Ngarigo, Wolgal a nd 
Yu in tribes in the south-east of New South Wa les is 
Da ra mul a n, the culture-hero a nd sky bei ng. Training is 
given by the medicine-men . The powers include the use of 
magica l substances, especial ly quartz crystals, which a re 
i ndeed given by Daramulan. Thus quartz is definitely as
sociated with the sky-being. The extraction of huma n  fat is 
also practised by the med icine-men. The wound made in 
th is operation is closed up without leaving a mark. 1 5  

The med icine-men of tne Port Jackson tribe obtained 
their powers by sleeping at the grave of a deceased person. 
The spirit of the latter seized the aspira nt by the throat, 
opened him, and took out h is bowels, which he replaced, 
a fter which the wound closed up. 1 6 The Geawe-gal, who 
occupied pa rt of the Hunter Vall ey, are reported to have 
had medici ne-men who were in commun ication with 
supernatu ra l  infl uence. The Port Stephens med icine-men 
were genera lly the only persons to see Koi n, the sky Al l 
Fathe r. The Gringa i a round Dungog bel ieved that fat
extraction was practised by medicine-men of hostile 
tr ibes. 1 7  

For the Kattang-speaking people who occupied the 
northern shore of Port Stephens and the country up to 
Ta ree, I lea rnt from a karadji (clever man) that a postulant 
must have gone th rough the high initation degree of 
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Bumban, which took about six months, a nd incl uded a 
severe fire ceremony a nd the revelation of a number of im
portant symbols. The cand idate "died" at this ce remony, 
be ing thrown on the fire by men, then l ifted up a nd kept 
over the fire until  it was burnt out. Actual ly, the ca nd idate 
felt  nothi ng because he was in a cond ition a pproach ing 
hypnosis, though he cou ld see what was there. He was 
restored by the old men putting the i r  ha nds on h is 
shoulder, after which he was shown sec ret symbols a nd 
taught thei r meaning. As a result  the ma n became a new 
personal ity, and, as it were, no longer belonged to the 
ea rth, but to the sky-world. 

It does not seem that a l l  men went th rough this 
ceremony, and in a ny case, it  d id not make a man a karadji 
or clever man. To reach this degree, the postulant had "to 
pass through the water". He was thrown into a nambi 
(sacred water-hole) by other karadji, or else th rew himsel f 
i nto it. Such water was endowed with l ife-giv i ng a nd 
curative properties. S ick persons would be cured by being 
put through it. W h ile  in the water, the postulant l ooked 
up to Gulambre, the sky cult- hero and asked for power. 
Having brought him out of th is l ife-giving water, the other 
karadji restored him to normal consciousness by laying 
their  hands on h is shoulders. During a further sojourn i n  
the bush, h e  was given qua rtz stones to swallow, which h e  
would later project when performing sorcery. He also a c
q u i red an individual totem ljirkun which would henceforth 
help him in h is profession. 

As a resu lt of h is making, the karadji could go up to the 
sky in a d rea m, work evil magic, cu re s ick people, and in
fl uence people at a d ista nce. He could  "th ink strong". The 
cu rative process somet imes included catching a nd restor
ing the spirit of the sick man. 1 8 

The Clarence River "doctors" were made by sleeping on 
the grave of a deceased person. 1 9  The med icine-men of the 
Kumba ingeri (Coombangree), a Bel l i nger River tribe, went 
to the mou nta ins at set seasons of the yea r. Wh i lst they 



Western Districts of New South Wales 8 1  

fasted and endu red privations there for months, "wi ld 
stones" (qua rtz crystals), were placed in thei r insides by 
U l itarra (the fi rst man, who became their god). The la rge 
rock-crysta l is the symbol of thei r Great Spi rit. 2° Kum
ba ingeri medicine-men can see the spi rit of a murderer 
hanging a round the corpse of his v ictim, and by the perfor
mance of a rite, can "ki l l"  h is spirit, which means, of 
course, causing h im to be il l .  Three medicine-men a re re
q ui red to do th is. They can a lso ascertain  the name of the 
murderer by questioning the corpse on the way to burial . 2 1  

The Western Districts of New South Wales 

The Wiimbaio medic ine-man was made by another one of 
the profession. The method included the procuring of the 
body of a dead man, the bones of which were pounded up 
and chewed. A state of frenzy was thus induced. Ca nn
iba l ism was practised in  this tribe. If the men caught any 
person of another tribe, whom they suspected of magica l  
intent ions, they kil led him, and ate part of  h is body. 
Bu lmer, however, says there was no sign of ca nni bal ism, 
though the Wi i mba io d id, by way of revenge, ta ke out the 
enemy's k idney fat, wh ich they used for anointing 
themselves, a nd for various magical purposes. The Wiim
ba io "doctors" a lso used qua rtz crystal s  for magic. 22  

We have no information about the making of the Ta-ta 
th i medicine-men, but we a re told that some of them ob
ta ined a specia l privilege of being carried a loft by the ghost 
of a woman. A medicine-man invoked her powers by 
chewing a piece of sk in which he had cut from her 
stomach after death, and cured in the smoke of h is camp
fi re. He was thus able to v isit t he world of the sky, the lat
ter being a sol id vault, with a window which was guarded 
by a ghost .n 

Beveridge says that a med icine-man of the La itu-La itu 
t ribe was made by sleeping for a month in the hut bu i l t  
over the  grave of a medicine-man. He adds that  i t  was 
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usua lly the greatest scamp who was the candidate. O ne of 
the medicine-man's privileges was that he could w ith 
safety see a spi rit cal led Konikatine, who dwel t i n  the 
profound depths of the lakes, water-holes and rivers. The 
"doctor" professed to go to the bottom of the river to h im 
for days. He returned from h is supposed v is i t  with his  eyes 
bloodshot, a nd his cloak covered w ith ooze, and gave ac
cou nts of his experiences. This descent was most l ikely 
part of the initiation, as well as henceforth a privilege and 
necessity, and represents the period of secl usion in which 
powers were given.24 La itu-la itu med icine-men made ra i n  
by cutting off some of their own hai r, oil i ng i t  with the 
k idney-fat of some v ictim, placing it in the river, and 
speaking to a good spi rit named Ngoudenout. Koni katine 
was supposed to guard the camp agai nst the k idney-fat 
stealer. The med ic ine-men were the only persons who had 
seen1 spi rits. 25 

We have no account of the making in the Bangerang 
tribe, but the tak ing of fat was practised, presumably by 
medicine-men. Curr says that "by means of a person's lock 
of ha i r, or remains of any of h is food, and certa in 
mysterious ceremonies, his caul-fat was surrepitiously ex
tracted, when it was bel ieved he either pined away or 
died," or met some fatal accident. 26  

Medicine-men of the W iradjeri were trained by thei r 
fathers, 27 but they had to go to Ba iame, "the Sky-god", for 

their powers. The fol lowing are the main features of the 
experience, as described by one postulant : quartz crystals  
were rubbed into h is  body when he was a small  boy, and 
were a lso put into water for h im to drink. As a result, he 
could see ghosts. After his in itiation he was given power to 
bri ng up crystals, a necessary part of the doctor's equ ip
ment. After this he was taken i nto a grave, where he saw a 
dead man ;  the latter rubbed him al f over to make him 
clever, a nd gave h im some quartz crystals. He was then 
shown a tiger-snake, to the tai l  of which a string was tied, 
such as the doctors bring up out  of themselves. It  Was to be 
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his secret totem, as it was h is father's, who was i nitia ting 
him. Taking hold of the string, he and his father were led 
by the snake into a hol low tree, in which were a lot of l it
tle Da ramuluns, the sons of Baiame, and .then on into a 
hole ful l  of snakes, which did not hurt h im, but rubbed 
themselves against h im to make h im clever. H is father 
next took him up to Baiame's camp on a thread. They 
entered the sky th rough the place used by the med icine
men. T hey saw Baiame, a very great old man, with a long 
bea rd, sitting in h is camp with h is legs -under him. Two 
great qua rtz crystals extended from hi� shoulders to the 
sky above h im. 28 There they found numbers of Baiame's 
boys, and of his people who are birds and beasts. It would 
seem that in becoming medicine-men, they a lso became 
Baiame's people, for amongst thei r claims was that of 
ente ring into birds and beasts, as wel l as of turning 
themselves into inanimate objects · and of wal king in
visibly.29 

In 1 943 I asked R.M. Berndt, who was doing research in 
the south-west of New South Wales for the Austral ian 
National Resea rch Council, to see if there were any 
knowledgeable men, if not medicine-men at Menindee. He 
fortunately found two rel iable informants who had been 
brought up by med icine-men. They were not themselves 
doctors, but were famil iar  with the powers and claims of 
the "clever fellows", and with the bel iefs rega rd ing them. 
The information gained corroborates and adds to what 
had been recorded by Howitt and Cameron. I give a sum
mary of it here. 

A postulant must have shown from h is earl iest yea rs 
leanings towards the profession, and have been in close as
sociation with a doctor, preferably his father or father's 
father, who was wil l ing to train him and to impart to him 
some of his knowledge. Special sentences were con
structed and used when tal k ing to such a boy to test his 
powers and interpretatiort. Secrecy was impressed upon 
h im, and the simpl er aspects of the profession we re 
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revealed to h im.  He grew in magical power, as well as i n  
k nowledge. Fo r exa mple, t h e  doctor's spirit would take 
the ch ild's spi rit away with him at  night, even up to the 
sky, when he cl imbed there on a "cord" to ma ke ra in .  

When the lad was about ten or twel ve years of age, the 
doctor sang into him the asssistant-totem, (spirit compan
ion or the "meat" [ totem ] with in h im). To do th is, he 
cha nted soft ly, a nd tak ing a l ittle opossum from the a i r, he 
placed it  on the lad's chest, or on some other pa rt of h is 
body, into w h ich it sa nk. This totem was patri l i neal ,  
w h ich was associated with t h e  fact that t h e  in itiating doc
tor was the postulant's father or father's father. Actual ly  
the  la tter's assistant-totem caused itsel f to  be  doubled, so 
that it rema ined in the doctor, a t  the sa me time as it  
ma teria l ized i n  the air  a nd was transmitted into the youth. 
T he postulant was taught the methods of using it,  a nd the 
song a nd ritua l concentration necessary to rel ease it from 
h is body. 

By the t ime the youth had been initiated i nto ful l  triba l 
membership, he a l ready k new some of the fu ndamenta l 
p ri nci ples of h i s  future p rofession, bu t he did not possess 
the power, i n sight or control to work magic. This was to 
be given later in a ritual and spiritual  experience. 

When the young man was between twenty and thirty 
yea rs of age, Baiame, the sky cult-hero, intimated in  a 
d rea m to the postulant's teacher or gua rdian that he 
wou ld receive him for the ma k ing. S imi lar  d reams occu r
red to other gua rd ia ns in the same or adjacent tribes. They 
a l l  met at a fixed t ime with thei r cand idates at a sacred 
place. The latter were seated on a long couch of leaves, 
whi le  the doctors sa ng to summon Baiame. He ca me from 
out of the a i r towa rds the seated group. He looked l i ke a ny 
doctor, except for the l ight which rad iated from his eyes. 

Coming up to each postulant, he said, ' ' I ' l l  make you", 
a nd caused sacred powerfu l  water, cal l ed kali a nd said to 
be l iq uified q ua rtz, to fa l l  on h im. Th is rite ·  was ca l l ed 
kurini, "the goi ng into them". The water sp read al l over the 
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postu lant a nd was completel y absorbed. Then feathers 
eme rged from the latte r's a rms, wh ich grew into wings i n  
the cou rse o f  two days. I n  the meantime, Ba iame had 
gone, a nd the postu lants were taught the significance of 
the water a nd the feathers. They ate spa ri ngly. 

I n  the next stage, each young man was sent off to meet 
Ba ia me, who, taking h im to a special place, taught him 
how to fly, and how to use q ua rtz. Baiame sa ng a piece 
i nto his forehead so that he would be able to see right into 
th ings. He a lso took from his own body a flame, which he 
sang i nto the postu la nt's chest, a nd taught the latter how 
he cou ld release it. Then, d i rected back to h is camp, he 
llew, sa ng off h is wings, wal ked in and sat al ongsid e of h is 
gua rd ian, with whom he d iscussed his  experience. 

The th ird experience occu rred after a l l  the postu lants 
had been made. They went to the first sacred place, and 
lay aga i n  on a couch of leaves. After the singing, Ba iame 
a ppea red, placed a cord in "U" fashion across the chest 
and down the l egs of each of them, and sa ng it i nto them. 
Henceforwa rd, this was to be used as a spider uses h is web. 
Ba iame then bid them fa rewel l and went away. 

The you ng men, now doctors, rema i ned in  seclus ion for 
two o r  th ree days practisi ng magical d isplays. 

According to another accou nt given by R. M.  Berndt of 
the making of a doctor, the experience may come at a t ime 
or place without any pre-a rra nging or cond itioni ng. I n  t h is 
case, the ma n who had been trai ned by his father in the 
necessary esoteric lore, had come to the end of a successfu l 
day's hunti ng, when he sta rted to d ig out a n  igua na. But  
he fou nd h i msel f  d ragged down and across to a strange 
cou ntry on the other side of the sea. Then Ba iame ca rried 
h im off to a very la rge cave, where he pierced him with his  
"X-ray" eyes a nd, looking into h is m ind, asked whether he 
had been made a man,  a nd also prepared by h is father to 
receive Baiame's power and k nowledge. On receiving a n  
a ffi rmative answer, Ba iame "made a ma n o f  h i m  aga in",  
a nd then made him a doctor i n  the way al ready described 
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by M r  Berndt's informants for the pre-arranged -group
making. The doctor concerned was said to be a Kamilaroi 
ma n from B rewarrina, but the method was the same as in 
the Wiradjeri. 

A comparison of the description given by Dr Howitt 
with these two recorded in 1 943 · by M r  Berndt, suggests 
that the former had for the most part only been told the 
pre l imina ry, though important and significant prepa ra
tion of the postulant by his guard ian or teacher, usually h is 
father or father's father. It consisted . of being 
l .  Tested and entrusted with some esoteric knowledge. 
2 .  Endowed with an assistant totem (also the father's). 
3 .  Taken to the sky on the doctor's cord. 

A ppa rently, too, when Or Howitt's informant related 
that his father had caused quartz crystals  to enter into him 
when he was a small boy, he was referring to his father's 
pre l iminary selection and magical preparation of him for 
his futu re ca reer. The experience of being led into the tree 
and down into a great hol e, which occurred immed iately 
after an initiation ceremony, and being shown h is 
assista nt-totem, was probably an  hypnotic and magical 
d isp lay, such as the doctors or clever men of this tribe gave 
on the occ_asions of init iation. 

One problem of interest is whether the later ritual of 
making by Baiame was mainly a trance-experience and a 
material ization of what one had been taught to expect, or 
whether a doctor acted the part of Baiame. Probably both 
were true. 

An outstanding featu re in the making is the use of 
q ua rtz, even in l iquid form ; it gives the doctor power to 
see right th rough into a person's mind, a nd to fly. It is 
C losely associated with Baiame in the sky, and with the 
spi rits of the dead. The putting of the flame and the cord 
into the postu lant's body eq uips him for h is future ac
tivities of causing fire to run along cords produced from 
his body, or of travel l ing in a "pillar" of fire which does 
not burn anythi ng. He can also send the cord out of his 



West em Districts of New South . Wales 8 7 

body up to the sky or the top of a tree, and cl imb up on it. 
The Wi radjeri medicine-men practise not only the usual  

bo ne-po i nting and contagious magic, but also a special 
pointing in  which use is made of the hair  and fat of a dead 
man, whose spir it is supposed to hel p the charm to act. 
This suggests the taking of fat by the doctors, but the 
Wiradjeri gave Or How itt the impression that it was only 
pract ised by the docto rs of tribes fu rther down the Murray 
a nd Mu rru mbidgee rather than by thei r own doctors. 30 Re
cent inquiry, however, reveals that the latter d id take fat, 
extracting it th rough a n  elongated incision below the last 
rib on the r ight side. 3 1  

Wi radjeri medicine-men a re a lso associated with Wawi, 
a serpent-l ike creatu re who l ives in deep water-holes and 
bu rrows into the ba nk, where he ma kes his den. H is wife 
and child ren l ive near. A med icine-man wish ing to see 
h im pai nts h imse lf  first with red ochre, a nd after a 
shower, fol lows the ra inbow, the end of w hich rests over 
the water- hole. He dives under the ban k, and finds Wawi, 
who ta kes him to his den and sings h irn a new corroboree, 
which he brings back to the clever men of the tr ibe. Wawi 
has the magica l power of varying his size from 7 or 8 cm to 
prodigious proportions. The black strea k in the M i l ky Way 
nea r the Southern Cross is one of h is a ncestors. 3 2  

In  the neighbouring tribe, the Wonga i bon, between the 
Lach lan a nd the Darl ing, it is the personal totem wh ich 
enables the medicine-men to perform magic, and he 
therefore has one or more. Professor A.R. Brown, who 
gathered this information, could not ascerta in how the 
totem was acquired. A.L.P. Cameron says that the 
Wonga ibon doctor, Walmera, is bel ieved to acquire h is 
powers either by being tra ined from boyhood by h is 
father, or  by being instructed by the spirits of the dead. 3 3  
The Murawa ri medicine-man kept within h is body a n  
a n imal o f  the species which was h is personal totem. He 
cou ld produce it at wil l, and send it to work magic. 34 
Knowing now that the med icine-man rites and bel iefs in 
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the Wi radje ri, Wonga ibon, a nd M u rawari tr ibes a re 
s imila r a nd, indeed, that the making might be a combined 
ceremony, we can infer  that this information for the 
Wonga ibon and M u rawa ri must be supplemented by that 
given above for the Wi radjeri .  Accord i ng to Mr Ca meron, 
the doctors in this region could visit the sky-land, where 
they would go after death. I n  one case, a docto r sucked 
some dried ski n  and fat from a hu ma n co rpse, the ghost of 
wh ich took him up a nd th rough a hol e in the sky-va u lt. 
T here he ga i ned va l uable i nformation, after which he was 
made to retu rn. This refers to a Ta-ta-th i doctor, but M r  
Cameron says i t  i s  typi ca l .  3 5  

We have ve ry l i tt le  i nformation for the rest of the west 
of New South Wales, with the exception of the Yuala i .  The 
Ba rkinj i  medicine-man showed his power by sucking from 
a victim a yountoo (dead man's bone) or a moolee, (a piece of 
qua rtz) which had been pointed at h i m. The ritua l qf 
pointing either of these missiles, which i ncl uded the flesh 
a nd fat respectively of a dead body, was so complicated 
that only a specia l ly trained person could perform it. H e  
was p roba bly a type o f  doctor, especia l l y  as a moolee, · a  
rough piece o f  wh ite qua rtz, with a piece o f  twine fastened 
at one end, gave its possessor a id in composing new cor
roborees. 36 The office in the Tonga ran ka tribe passed from 
fat her to son, but t he latter onl y practised on the death of 
the former. The med icine-men of this and the other tribes 
of the I tchumund i  nation used the fibula of a dead man for 
po i n t i ng . 3 7  Newl a nd says t h a t  a n  old Wa m pa ngee 
medicine-man expla ined how he v is ited "heaven" when 
young. It was pa rt of h is mak i ng. He was taught the lore 
by an  old med icine-man, whose powers, on h is death, 
d escended to his pupil .  The old man had instructed the lat
ter to cut out and eat a piece of the fl esh of h is thigh as 
soon as he d ied. The young man did th is, a nd his spirit 
flew at  once to a place beyond the sky, where he saw the 
"goddess and t he l esser female d ivinities" a nd good fru its 
a nd genera l plenty. 311 In the Kamilaroi tribe, the office was 
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hered ita ry, and the practitioners could th row and extract 
stones. Dur ing an initiation in the most northern pa rt of 
the tr ibe, the med icine-men produced white stones and 
other substances, and one of them d rank human blood. 
One observe r (the Reverend C. C. Greenway) says that 
men cou ld acq u ire magical or supernatu ral power, and 
refers to the use of magical stones and cords. 39  

Yuala i ( Eua hlayi ) med icine-men sel ect a boy who is to 
fol l ow thei r profession. They take h im to a triba l  bu ria l 
g round at night, t i e  him down, and after having l it some 
fi res of fat ( not sta ted if human)  at short d ista nces a rou nd 
h im, l eave h i m  there. The fol lowing is an account of one 
ma n's experiences when so l eft. A spi rit  cam�, tu rned h i m  
over a nd went. A big sta r fel l beside h i m, and from i t  came 
an iguana ( h is totem ) wh ich ran al l  over h im and then 
went away. After this, a snake, the hered i tary enemy of 
the igua na, crawled on h im, frightening him. Next a huge 
figu re ca me, and drove a yam-stick right through his head, 
p lacing in the hol e  a sacred stone, wit h the help of wh ich 
much of the in it iate's magic in the futu re was to be 
worked. Then "ca me the spirits of the dead, who cor
roboreed round him, chanting songs ful l  of sacred lore as 
rega rds the a rt of hea l i ng, and instructions how, when he 
needed it, he could cal l  upon thei r a id." He was rel eased 
next day by a wiza rd, but was ti�d down aga i n  at night
this t ime on a bower-bird's play-ground, where he was 
aga in visited by the spir its of the dead and taught more 
lore. The bower-bird, before being changed into a b ird, 
was a great med icine-man. Final ly, the postulant was tied 
down for severa l  n ights in case he should be frightened. 
He was kept away from his camp for about two months, 
a nd was not a l l owed to become a p ractitioner unti l  he was 
some yea rs older. 

The sacred stones, such as the one which was placed in  
the  h ead of  the novice referred to, a re said to be  about the 
s ize and shape of a smal l  l emon, a nd l ike a l ump of sem i
tra nspa rent crysta l .  Those who have the most stones a re 
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the most powerfu l  medicine-men, and there is often a 

great rivalry at tribal meetings to see which wizard can 
produce the most. "The strength of the stone in them, 

whether swal lowed or rubbed in through thei r heads, adds 

its strength to theirs, for these stones are l iving spirits, as it 
were, breathing and growing in their fleshly cases, the 
owner having power to produce them at a ny time. The 
dying bequeath their stones to l iving wireenuns [medic ine

men] most nearly related to them." It is in such stones that 
the cleverest medicine-men see visions of the past, of what 

is happening in the present at a distance, and of the futu re. 

They can cauSe instant death by directing rays from these 

stones towards their victims. The spirit is said to go out of 

the crystal gazing stone to the person to whom knowledge 
is sought, a nd to show that person in the crystal .40 

Quartz crystals and medicine-men are associated with 
the sky-world and with Baiame, the sky culture-giver. 

Only medicine-men are allowed to hold intercourse with 
him, and then only through his spirit messenger. Baiame is 
fixed to the crystal:-rock on which he sits. In order to get in · 
touch with him, the medicine-men have to descend the 
mountain Oobi-oobi, beyond the top of which l ies 
Baiame's sky-home. Once when they wanted the earth to 
be made beautiful again after a drought, they did this in 
the following manner : coming to the mountain, they 
found foot-holes cut in the rocks, making a ladder. After 
fou r  days, they reached the top, where they saw a stone ex
cavation, into which bubbled up a spring of fresh water. 
From this they d rank thirstily, and found it so invigorated 
them as to make them lose all  feel ing of tiredness. They 
saw circles of piled-up . stones -a l ittle distance from the 
spring. Going into one of these, they heard almost im
mediately the sound of a gayandi, the med ium through 
which the voice of Baiame's spirit-messenger was heard.4 1  
Having made their requests, they were lifted by some of 
the attendant spirits of the sacred mountain through the 
skv to Ba iame's land. They were told to gather all the bios-
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som they could, after which they were brought back to the 
mounta in and retu rned to their tribe:12 

Some members of the Yualai tribe, principa l ly medicine
men, or men intended to be such, have not only totems 
and sub- (or multiplex) totems, but also ind ividual totems, 
ca l led yunbeai, which they must never eat, or else they wil l 
die. Any injury to this totem hu rts the person. "In danger, 
he has the power to assume the shape of his yunbeai, 
which, of course, is of great assistance to him. Further, an 
individual has a Minggah or spirit-haunted tree, which is 
usual ly chosen from amongst h is multiplex totems. But the 
ve ry greatest wizards, and they only, have instead spirit
hau nted stones, wh ich are cal led Goomah. A person's 
yunbeai or individual totem may be kept there, and spi rits 
friendly towa rds the person whose Minggah or Goomah it is, 
dwel l there. If  a wizard needs such help as can be obtained 
from the spi rits dwell ing at his Minggah or Goomah he 
either goes to them or else sends his dream-spirit to inter
view them. His d ream-spirit is different from that of or
d ina ry people, and bears a different name. He has com
plete control over it, .  but they have not over theirs. These 
spirit-animated trees and stones are places of refuge in 
time of danger, but the latter type possess the greater 
sa nctity. Not even a medicine-man would touch a refugee 
at one of these stones, wh ile at the former, the wiza rd 
whose Minggah it was, could interfere. Mrs Parker's ac
cou nt suggests that such centres a re only connected with 
medicine-men.  

Each i ndividual  Yua la i  has th ree, or perha ps fou r, 
spi rits, one of wh ich is his shadow-spirit. Here we meet 
with the special sanctity of the mediCine-man ;  his shadow, 
l ike his head, is taboo. Anyone touching it will be made to 
suffer for such sacrilege. 

I n  addition to consulting spirits for their own pu rposes, 
and practising crystal -gazing, the Yualai medicine-men 
hold mediumistic meetings, at which other persons can be 
present. 
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One of the specia l powers of the med icine-ma n is to use 
a pointing-stick, to the end of wh ich is tied some hai r  
ta ken from the i ntended victim's head. 

In August-September, 1 944, wh il e  engaged in work 
a mongst the Aborigines, mostly of m ixed-blood, in 
Wei lwan and Kamilaroi country, I met one clever man o r  
wiringin, t o  use the Weilwan term, a n d  also several persons 
who had known wiringin, who k new something of thei r  
making, and bel ieved in  thei r powers. The ritual was 
similar  to that in the Wi radjeri, Yualai  and Wongaibon 
tribes. 

O ne or more wiringin took the aspirant to the vicinity of 
a bu ria l place or a ghost place in the bush, and instructed 
h im to l ie down there, usua l ly covered with ba rk. A fi re of 
fat was lit nea rby, and the novice was instructed to l ie stil l ,  
keep h is eyes sl ightly open, and not be frightened even 
though a big snake crawled on him. This snake, or some 
other creature, would be his assistant totem or fami l ia r, 
h is "spi rit" .  The doctors then went some distance away 
and watched; When the snake came the aspira nt was told  
to  pat it and not fl inch. After this, the supreme test occu r
red. A ghost, l i ke a skeleton, or resernb1 ing a white corpse, 
appeared, usual ly coming dow n from a tree. I met two 
men a nd was told of fou r  others who fl ed in terror at t he 
sight of the spi rit. One of those who fai l ed t hought that 
the two officiating doctors brought the ghost down. He 
had noticed that j ust before reach ing the bu rial tree in  the 
"cemetery", a blaze of fi re went th rough the air towa rds 
the tree, a sign of a wiringin's power. C lear stones (kabara), 
magic cord and a spir it an imal, or reptil e were put in the 
postu lant. 

Tra i ning followed this experience. The new doctor was 
taught how to d iagnose and treat il l ness, to prod u ce the 
magical- stones and cord and his assista nt totem from h is 
body, to sum}llon the spirits, and to exercise various psy
chic powers. Yea rs were requ ired to become proficient in 
some pa rts of the craft, and some doctors were more 
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cleve r than others. Amongst t hei r powers were lea r n i ng 
wha t  was happening at  a d ista nce by sending thei r spi r it
hel pers out to find out or by going oneself in  spirit  form, 
travel l i ng at a speed exceedi ng any normal speeds, d isa p
pea ring as though into the a ir, giving d isplays suggestive of 
conju ring a nd hypnotism, and wal k i ng through the fire 
u nha rmed. The retention of these powers depended on 
some degree of sel f-discipl ine. For example, one clever 
ma n has lost, through excessive dri nking, the power to 
know in advance who is coming.44 

The accounts i ndicate that the mak ing and powers of 
med ici ne-men were of one type amongst t he tribes in the 
eastern pa rt of the Darl ing River system : the Yua l a i, 
Kamila roi, Wei l wan, Wonga ibon and Wiradjeri, a nd pos
sibly some of their neighbours also. The initiates of the 
" h ig h  deg ree" of these tr i bes formed an esote ric 
brotherh<X)d, who shared a common knowledge a nd met 
occasiona l ly, especial ly at inter-tribal gather ings, a nd 
whose knowledge was not questioned . 

Eastern and Northern Queensland 

Med icine-men of the Chepa ra (Jagara ) tribe ( B risbane 
d istrict) could fly up to heaven to consul t the supernatural  
being, Maamba, as the result of having swa l lowed some 
quartz crystal . They displayed a large crystal at initiation, 
which was said to come from Maamba. The power of the 
Tu rrba l med ici ne-ma n, together with h is quartz crystal ,  
was  handed down from father to  son.  The special pieces of  
q ua rtz wh ich the  medicine-men possessed were obta ined 
from deep p<X)ls, creeks and s imi lar  places, where they 
d ived fo r it. Ta rga n, the ind ividual who was responsible 
fo r the ra inbow, vomited them out and deposited them in 
such places: The med icine-men knew where to d ive for 
them, namely where the ra inbow ended.  They were also 
supposed to send rai n  and squal l s, and to cut the ra inbow 
off where it was held to the river-bottom. With them he 
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could dive into-the ground and come out again where he 
l iked. H is spi rit could take crystals th rough space and 
place them in a victim's body, and so doom the latter. This 
dooming mea nt "being cut up into small  pieces and being 
put together again." The medicine-man could a lso fly 
through the air:'' 

The Kabi and Wakka called th is rainbow being Dhak
kan or Ta kkan. He was a combination of fish and snake, 
and l ived in the deepest water-holes. When visible as a 
ra inbow, he was passing from one to another. He had a 
terrible side to his nature, for he could shatter trees and 
scrubs and slaughter men. A man with many crystals in 
his  b<xty could l ie down to sl eep on the margin of Dhak
kan's watery dwel l ing. The prickly sensation caused 
through the cold and sluggish ci rculation was regarded as a 
s ign that he had been ta.ken to Dhakkan's domain, wher� 
he gave the spi rit magic stones a nd received cord or 
crystals in  retu rn. Such a person would wake up ful l  of l ife, 
a nd be a med icine-man of the h ighest degree. H is power 
was associated with quartz crystals, in pa rticular, a la rge 
white orie, which were ca rried both in his inside and in his 
bag. He also used certain flat circular black stones which 
were probably obsidianites. These stones and also some 
cord (bukkur) were bestowed on him by benevolent spirits 
inhabiting mineral springs.46 The reference to a tnan hav
ing many stones in his inside before going down to Dhak-· 
kan for his endowment with power and l ife (muru muru, 
ful l  of l ife), impl ies a prel iminary stage in the doctor's 
progress. 

The medicine-men of Fraser Island can fly up l ike birds, 
and go into the ea rth and come out again at a considerable 
distance. Fu rther, they ca nnot be kil led and will never 
die.47 The office is hereditary on the Tul ly River, but 
nothing is known a bout the training. There are no special 
grad uates at Cape Bedford, but certain old men assume the 
power of a med icine-man, and are described by the name 
of Da nbun, a nature spirit identical with Aru-a, who 
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teaches the practitioners of the Princess Charlotte Bay 
tribe. The Penn�father River medicine-men are said to 
learn their business at the graveside from the spirits of 
deceased persons. Wh�n they go away for a spell in the 
bush, they are bel ieved to tal k to the spirits, with whose 
assistance they control people's l ives.48 

Spea king generally of the north Queensland tribes, Roth 
says that "many of the nature spirits are originally derived 
from the bodies of dead people, that is; from spirits that 
have taken to the sol itudes of the mountain or forest." The 
medici ne-men can insert and withdraw the usual magical 
substances, including qua rtz crystals "with which their 
graduation or reputation is so intimately associated." They 
can control the forces of nature. I n  addition to deriving as
sistance occasionally from the dead and from nature 
spirits, they can also obtain it from the blood of their vic
tims. Thus, amongst the Kungganj i  of Cape Grafton "the 
med icine-men used to doom their victims by choking 
them du ring sleep, piercing the head with a bone-splinter 
plunged just above each nostril, taking out the tongue and 
removing the l ife-blood ." This blood had the property of 
enabl ing the medicine-men who drank it to fly over im
mense stretches of country.49 

I n  the Ma iku lan ( Mycoolon) tribe, to the south-east of 
the Gulf of Ca rpentaria, the principal oid men, or 
medicine-men, have charge of a particular kind of crystal, 
called rore, which is regarded as being in some way con
nected with their  future existence. Such crystals are ob
ta ined from natives' insides by medicine-men, or, with 
some ceremony and much privation, in the mountain dis
tr icts. The spirits of the dead, whose home is among the 
sta rs, show themselves to rried icine-men.50 

Yi r-Yoront medicine-men lea rn or inherit their art from 
a rela tive. I n  th is tribe, sorcerers remove kidney-fat and 
other vita l  pa rts with a pointing-bone type of instrument, 
a nd send poison snakes and crocodiles to destroy their vie-
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t ims. The sorcerers, l ike the med icine-men, lea rn thei r a rt 
from a relative. I t  incl udes control of occul t  powers. 5 1  

The South-western Corner (Western Australia) 

We have l i tt le evidence for the narrow u nci rcumcised 
strip of Western Aust ra l ia. The med icine-men of New Nor
cia had the usual powers. These reside in  certa in l ittle 
stones, a kind of q ua rtz, in thei r stomachs, wh ich passed at 
death into the stomachs of thei r sons. 5 2  G rey referring to a 
larger a rea w hich included New Norcia, says that the 
nat ives of the south-west of Austral ia paid a respect, 
a l most amounting to veneration, to shining stones or 
pieces of crysta l which they ca l l ed Teyl, and w h ich none 
but the sorcerers were a l l owed to tol!ch. 5 1  The med ici ne
meri were supposed to be able to transport themselves 
th rough the a i r  at p leasu re, and to render themsel ves in
v is i ble to a l l  but others of the p rofession .  They cou ld hea r 
eve ryth i ng, and cou ld co nsu me a person's  flesh, but not h is 
bones. M rs Bates says that the office was not hered ita ry i n 
the south, but t hat it was so i n  the Gascoyne a nd 
Ashburton dist ricts, though even here it was claimed that 
a ma n could ma ke himself a medicine-ma n, with power to 
hold commu nion w ith a myth ical snake named Kajoora. 
Crysta ls  were used as elsewhere. 54 
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4 The circumcision 
. 

reg1ons 

South Australia and the Neighbouring Region of Western Australia 

Medicine-men a rou nd Adelaide · were associated with 
ca nn ibal ism in the i r  making, and with q ua rtz in thei r 
practice. Aspi rants had at one period to eat the flesh of 
you ng chi ldren, and at another that of an old man, though 
it does not appea r that they pa rtook more than once in 
thei r l ives of each kind. "They have sacred implements or 
re l ics wh ich a re for the most pa rt ca reful ly concealed from 
the eyes of a l l, but especia l ly from the women, such as 
pieces of rock crysta l ,  said to have been extracted by them 
from individuals  sa id to be suffering from the withering 
infl uence of some hosti le sorcerers. " 1  The Na rrang-ga 
med ici ne-men could commu ne with the depa rted spirits 
a nd receive power from them to infl ict evi l  magic by 
songs, but they cou ld also work cu res. T he position was 
sa id to be he redita ry. 2  The Pa nkala ( Pa rn ka l la )  med ici ne
men had a specia l place after death, cal l ed heaven's 
cavern. Thei r na mes seem to have been mentioned after 
death, whereas the names of other people were taboo for 
a considerable period a fter their decease. The office was 
hered ita ry:3 The medicine-men of the Yerkla-M ining a re



sa id to be the headmen.4 The Wi ra ngu (at the head of the 
Great Austra l ian B ight) say that a postulant is swa l l owed 
by Dj ida ra, a l a rge snake whose tracks are Lakes Ga irdner, 
Torrens, and others and after having passed th rough t h is 
c rea ture's inside, becomes a medicine-man. The prac
t it ioners use shi ning su bstances such as karar ( pea rl -shel l ) . 5  
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The tribes of the western desert of South Austral ia 
gathered a round Ooldea in 1 94 1 -42, may be considered as 
one cultural  group, because of the fundamental  unity of 
t he i r  la nguage, social  o rga n ization, totem ism and 
mythology. Amongst them, the kinkin (doctor) is  also sa id . 
to be a clever man. Like other ind ividuals  in the tribe, he 
can practise sorcery, but he is also a healer (nangaringu, one 

who sucks out), a rain-ma ker, an oracle, and a diviner of 
the cause of deaths. As well he can counteract a l ien 
magica l influences, and can send h is spirit in  the form of 
h is cult-totem to gather information from a distance. 

The ritual and experience of the making ta ke place at 
Djabudi water�hole, south-west of Ooldea, wh ich is as
sociated with a great snake, Wonambi, who is al ive today, 
even though h is mythical  exploits belong to the ancestral 
d ream-t ime. He is the guardia n of al l  doctors. 
I .  The postu lant, who must have shown leanings towa rds 

the profession at an ea rly age, goes to Djabud i. accom
panied only by kinkin. He is mourned for as a person just 
dead, because he is going to be daramara, that is, "cut 
into pieces", but signifying that he is to receive power. 
At Djabudi, he is bl indfolded with a hai r-girdle by two 
doctors, and given to the monstrous sna ke, which swal
lows him whole. 

2. After the postulant has spent an undefined period of 
seclusion iniside the snake, the two doctors, who have 
been camped nea rby, give the latter two kangaroo-rats, 
in retu rn for wh ich he ejects the postulant into the air 
so that he fa l ls alongside a certain  rock-hole. 

3 .  A l ittle later, the doctors begin a journey of sea rch for 
the postulant, visiting and camping at each of a series of 
rock-holes until they find him at the last one. But he 
has become a baby, Wonambi having made him l ike 
that. Taking him in their arms, they fly back to their 
camp. 

4. Here songs a re sung and ceremonies performed by a 
group of doctors, who have gathered from adjacent 
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"countries". The postulant is placed with in a circle of 
fires, a nd as a result, he grows and attains again man's 
s ize. He then a nnounces that he k nows Wonambi, hav
ing been inside h is stomach. He and Wonambi a re 
friends . .  

5.  He next begins a period of seclusion, during which he 
med itates a nd has converse w ith spirits. At t he end of 
this, doctors take him into the bush and red-ochre him 
completely. He is made to l ie ful l - length on h is back 
before fires, a nd is sa id to be a dead man. The head doc
tor proceeds to break his neck and his wrists, and to dis
locate the joints at the elbows, the upper thighs, the 
knees a nd ankles. A black stone, a charmed a ustra l ite, 
is used to "cut" the above parts of the body in th is 
daramara rite. Actual ly, the operato r  does not amputate 
each part properly, but rather makes a ma rk with the 
stone. It is interesting to notice that before the "cut
ting", the postulant's l imbs a re taut l ike those of a cor
pse, but at the touch of the doctor, they become I imp. 
This reviving of the l imb is connected w ith the fact that 
the doctor puts into each cut a maban shel l of l ife-giving 
properties. Maban a re also put into his  ea rs a nd into the 
a ngle of his jaw so that he can respectively hear 
( unde rsta nd),  a nd spea k to, everyth ing-spi rits, 
stra ngers, a nd birds and animal s ;  into his forehead, so 
that he can d ivine a nd see through anything; and into 
h is neck, so that it may be turned in al l  d irections. H is 
stomach is also fil l ed w ith maban in order that he may 
have renewed l ife, and become invulnera ble to attack 
by any wea pon. He is then sung by the kinkin a nd 
revives. After this, a l l  return to the mai n  camp. 

6. On a rrival there, a test is held. All  the fully initiated 
men, when ordered by the head kinkin thrust and th row 
their  spea rs at the arinabulaa, as the postulant is now 
cal led. But the spears glance off because he is ful l  of 
maban. He is now a kinkin and can practise h is profes
sion. 
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Th is  is a remarkable, but not unexpected, r itua l pattern. 
It consists of: 
( a )  the postu lant being swal lowed by a mythical snake 

a nd reborn as a ch i ld ;  
( b )  a fi re ceremony and growth o r  restoration to adu l t  

size ; a n d  
(c )  t h e  treatment of the postul ant  a s  a corpse which is 

ritual l y  cut i nto pieces, each piece or pa rt bei ng made 
to l ive by the introduction of a magical l ife-giving su b
sta nce ;  indeed, the "cutting" with the cha rmed stone
knife is a l ife-giving act. 

The new l ife, so ga ined,  is on a h igher plane than the 
former one ; the new doctor ca n see, hea r, and say 
anyth ing, a nd is invulnerable. No one concerned has a ny 
d ou bt that this seq uence of events occurs; nor need we 
have a ny doubts ; some do occu r in ritual and symbol ic ac
t ion, a nd some while in a state of trance. 6 

When I was i n the Musgrave Ra nges, no rthern South 
Austral ia, in  1 930, an informa nt told  me about a big 
waterhole in the country of the Pitj inta ra ( P idj inda ra )  
tr ibe to the no rth-west, in which a big sna ke, Wonambi, 
l i ves. He is fed with ka nga roos. Men goi ng to visit this  
p lace a re met by local men (that is, men of the loca l  
Wonambi cul t-totem), w h o  bl indfold them a nd t h row 
them into the sna ke's mouth. They are swa l l m"';ed, kept in
side for fou r  days, and then vomited out. After th is, they 
must rema in fou r  days, getting rabb i ts and other food for 
Wona mbi.  Men who have had this experien ce, have per
ma nent red pieba ld "ma rk ings on their  backs" . 

Th is is probably a n  exoteric and ga rbled account of the 
mak i ng of medicine-men, or else of a totemic r ite w h ich is 
performed from time to time at th is waterhole. Some 
weeks later, a nd 3 2 0  km east, I was shown a stone tjurunga 

( totemic symbol ), the ma rkings on which d epicted the 
tracks of Wonambi .  I t  belonged to a man w hose cult-totem 
was Wonambi.  

I a lso hea rd of Wona mbi in the Laverton d istrict of 
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Western Australia towards the end of 1 93 0, and in addi
tion recorded an interesting, though brief, account of the 
mak ing of med icine-men. The latter referred to the Mand
j indja tribe out Watburton Range way. Wonambi is a cult
totem a nd, as well as dwell ing in certain sacred sites, ap
pea rs in dreams. If a woman dreams that she kills a nd eats 
Wonambi snake, she will bea r a child whose conception 
totem will  be Wonambi. At one waterhole, Kolornga, the 
Wonambi is 36  m long and I m thick. Wonambi at 
a nother place, Kadada, stands up as tal l  as Jhe sky, and can 
fly to other places. Wonambi plays an important part i n  
the mythology and cult-totemism of western South 
Austral ia and the adjoining region of Western Austral ia, 
which can be justly described as a great desert region. I n  
such a region, where water is precious, a recognized funct
ion .of the great snake, as the guardian of at least some 
special waterholes, is understandable. Wonambi takes the 
water away when he "smeHs a stranger". 

The account of the making which I recorded for the 
Mandj indja contains no reference to Wonambi, and a cave 
takes the place of a waterhole in the rite. The postulant 
goes into a cave where wega ( the wild cat), a nd kalaia (the 
emu)1 "kil l" h im and cut him open from his neck down 
the front of the body to the groin. They take out his heart, 
i n testines a rid other organs, a nd insert marbain (magical 
substa nces). They ta ke out his shoulder bones, cut along 
the thighs a nd take out the thigh bones. They dry the 
bones and, befo re putting them back, insert marbain. They 
cut round the ankles and stuff marbain into those parts. 
FinaJ ly, they take the frontal bone out, clean it, and insert 
marbain in the head before returning this bone to its place. 

Duri ng the making the head med ic ine-man makes fires 
at night ; he sleeps during the day. A fter the postula nt has 
been duly provided with magic, he makes him get up and 
gives him blood to d rink. 

This head doctor has maban or marbain as h is cult  totem. 
The totemic site is a stone cave in which a man, snakes 
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a nd marbain can be seen cut in  the stone. The postulant 
goes to this ca·ve, a nd after having given a present to the 
owner, is  made to l ie down and in due time comes out a 
med ici ne-man. Possibly a trance is induced and the 
postu la nt bel ieves that magica l  substances have been in
serted in his body in the interesti ng way j ust described ; or, 
what is most l i kely, two doctors play the pa rt of the 
totemic heroes, and ritual ly operate on him, ma k ing 
ma rks where the incisions and insertions wou l d  be made 
in an actual  operation. He does drink huma n  blood, and 
a l so eats wi ld cat, porcupine a nd emu. 

A med icine-ma n appa rentl y has spir its of these species 
in h is ·�mi nd", for he ca n send them into a s ick ma n to rake 
h is sick ness out of h im. Sometimes he may send a spir it
chi ld ,  djidji, instead. 8 

Th is account, which corresponds to Stage 5 in the Ooldea 
d escr i ption, is a lmost ce rta i nly incomplete. It is p roba ble 
that Wonambi would come into the ritual at some point. 
He is associated with ka/aia (a n offic ia nt) at  some sacred 
waterholes (e.g., Kumbudji). But nea r Laverton, a grea t 
sna ke, there ca l led tarbidi, protects the waterhole i n  t he 
same way as Wonambi, a nd standing up l ike the rainbow 
(which he is), smel l s  stra ngers. He is the suppl ier of shel ls 
w h ic h  ca n be found in the soa k, and wh ich he is sa id to 
bring there from u nder the sea in a nother cou ntry. I n  
other words, h e  is associated with pea rl -shel l o r  marbain, 
w h ich is a sou rce of ()ower to the med icine-man. The doc
tors of this a rea act as coroners, as wel l as hea lers.9 

Referring to the eastern pa rt of this A l u ridja region, to 
the Kokata and the Antakerinya, formerly on the sout h  
a nd north of Ood nadatta respectively, w e  find t h a t  the 
doctor can see the Stlirit of a dead person hanging a round 
the grave, and is a lso able to catch hol d  of it and put it  into 
,, relative of the deceased (such as the widow or father, )  or 
into some other tlerson, or into h imse l f, where it stays, 
a<:t ing as a gua rd ian or assistant spirit. A d octor might 
have seve ra l of these spir its i n  h im, and If  he is cal led in  to 



South Awtralia and Western Awtralia 107 

treat a sick person, he might send one of them to find and 
bring back the sick man's wandering spirit. Thus, the doc
tor has d i rect association with, and some control over, the 
sp ir its of the dead. 

I n northern South Austral ia, a med icine-man (nangari) 
accompa n ies the revenge expedition, the members of 
wh ich wea r the "magical" kadaitja "shoes". After the v ic
t im ha s been speared, the nangari heats a wh ite stone and 
puts it on the wound, causing it to heal without leaving a 
ma rk. He a lso puts a sp irit-snake or something- dse of 
magica l vi rtue in the victim's inside. Then starting the lat
ter on the track which leads to his camp, he restores him 
to consciousness. The victim goes home as though noth ing 
had occurred, but sickens in two or three days. This sug
gests that, because of h is own experience of having been 
"k i l led", given magical insides, and raised, the medicine
ma n ca n do the l ike to intended victims. The same pattern 
is used to endow with power, or to kil l .  This principle is 
a l so obvious with regard to the making in the Aranda and 
other tribes. 1 0  

To pass to the north-eastern region of South Austral ia :  
i n  the Ngaduri tribe i n  the middle-north of that state, the 
postu la nt is si ngled out by medicine-men when a ch ild, 
beca use he acts in a grown-up way. At puberty, unl ike 
other growing boys, he avoids young women. After initiat
ion, he goes into sol ita ry seclusion, when he meditates, 
converses with spirits, goes into tra nces and sees visions. 
Du ring th is period, when he is considered ritual ly dead, he 
receives his power. At the end of it, he is trained by other 
doctors. Until the age of thirty, he abstains from sexual in
tercourse. 1 1  

The Dieri med icine-men (kunki) have direct communica
t ion with supernatu ral beings a nd spirits of the dead, ca l
led kutji, a nd also with the Mura-Muras, the mythological 
culture- heroes of the tribe. They i nterpret dreams, 
decid ing wh ich are victims caused by the kutji. They cla im 
that l ike the latter, they can, by means of a hai r-cord, go 
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up to the beautiful sky-country, wh ich is full of trees and 
birds, and d rink its water, "from which they obtain the 
powe r to take the l ife of those they doom." 1 2  

The kunki a lso act as co roners. W hen doing so, they 
usually either q uest ion the corpse, or see the murderer's 
spi rit, u n k now n to himself, "ha nging" around the grave or 
corpse. Du ring d rea ms, the med icine-ma n's  spi rit,  
somet imes in  totemic gu ise, may visit  distant persons, or 
be visi ted by them. l 3  

The Dieri med icine-ma n is made by the spirits, although 
a med ici ne-ma n of h is own totemic group may assist him. 
A you ng man who desires to be made, must have shown 
great interest in triba l lore, a tendency to psychic ex
perience and an attachment to the elders and medicine
men. One of the latter takes him into a bush place for a 
th ree-day period of secl usion. Here he med itates on the 
spiritua l experience and powers about which he has been 
instructed, unt i l  the kutji or. spirit, being material ized, 
ma kes him.  On the first day, he gives the postulant specia l 
food and above al l ,  changes h is mind or way of thinking 
for that of a medicine-man. The kunki then explain this ex
perience to him. 

On the second day, an incision is made by the spirit in 
the young man's stomach, into which a spi rit-snake is in
serted. This spiliit-snake ca n be sent, during meditation, to 
obta in information for the med icine-man. At some time or 
other, he visits the sky-world. A native doctor, in giving an 
account of h is mak i ng, simply said that on the second day 
the spirit performed ( r ites) on him, a nd on the th ird day 
told h im that he was now a proper kunki, and so now he 
would give h i m  his eq u ipment. • •  

One Dieri kunki related to Siebert that, when st il l a boy, 
he wa s made by being tied up, ta ken to the Ra nges and 
placed in a da rk place, where a pointed stick was placed in 
the g rou nd nea r h i m.  He was asked whether he could see 
kutji, and when he answered no, he was told that he wou ld 
see h i m. Later, when he was in seclusion, following on h is 
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c i rcumcision, he suddenly saw a l ight going a nd coming 
nea r  h im.  Terrified, he fled from the kulji. But now he was 
qual ified to become a med icine-man, and was adm itted 
into the mysteries by h is fathe r, a kunki. l '  

Obviously, the Die ri cand idate i s  cond itioned in  body 
a nd m ind for the traditional visionary experience. The 
spirit material izes and makes him;  after th is, he ca n be 
tra ined. 

The only note I have for the Wailpi,  of the Fl inders 
Range on the south of the Dieri, is that the medicine-man 
can see the spi rits of the dead. 

Amongst the Piladapa ( neighbou rs of the Dieri ), the kulji 
d rives into the back of the would-be doctor's head a round 
stick, somewhat la rger than a penci l ,  with a str ing 
fastened to one end. The postulant then opens his eyes. I n  
other words, he has a vision o f  being pointed by the spirit, 
a nd then gradual ly comes to. The spirit must a l ways ac
compa ny a practit ioner, for it is from the spirit that the 
kunkikeri obtains quartz and h is power. If he has a serious 
grievan ce against a person, he k i l ls  the latter by extracti ng 
h is hea rt, l iver and insides general ly. 1 6  

North-central Australia and North-western Queensland 

Amongst the A ru nta (Ara nda ), any man may employ 
sorcery, but the med icine-men alone can cou nteract its ef
fects. They ca n cu re the s ick, conduct i nquests, accompany 
the kadailja revenge exped itions (as described for north
western Sou th Austra l ia ), and act as med iums. I ncidental 
ly, dogs as well as med icine-men can see spirits. Spencer 
and Gi llen d id not gather that the doctors cla imed to 
travel through the a ir, though they were told that amongst 
some tribes, for example, the Mungaberra, west of the 
M a cdonnel l  Ra nges, docto rs assu me the fo rm of 
eaglehawks, travel long distances by n ight to ca mps in 
other tr ibes, and cause i l lness and death by d igging thei r 
claws into the victimsY 
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Th ree methods of making a re recorded for the northern 
Arunta and I l lpirra. The fi rst is ca rried out by the I run
tarinia, the Alcheringa or ancestral, spirits, who from time 
to time undergo reincarnation. O ne place in whiCh this is 
done is a cave 1 6  km from Al ice Springs, of which the 
natives have superstitious dread. The spirits are supposed 
to l ive in thb cave in perpetual sunsh ine, amidst streams 
of running water. The aspirant sleeps at the mouth of the 
cave, not venturing to enter, else he would be spi rited 
away for ever. A spirit comes at daybreak to the mouth of 
the cave, a nd finding the man there, throws an invisible 
lance, wh ich pierces his neck from beh ind, passes 
th rough h is tongue, making therein a large hole, and 
comes out through h is mouth. A second lance pierces the 
head from ear to ear. The victim fal ls  dead, and is ca rried 
into the depths of the cave. The I runtarinia removes the 
man's internal orga ns a nd provides a new set, together 
with a supp.ly of magical stones on which his power wil l  
depend. Later on, the man comes to l ife again, but is for a 
time insane. When he has partly recovered, he is led back 
by the spirits to h is own people. He remains strange for a 
few _days, a nd then appea rs with a band of powdered cha r
coal  a nd fat across h is nose. He is recognized as a 
medicine-man, but does not practise for about twelve 
months. I n  the interval he learns the secrets of the craft 
from other medicine-men. These principal ly consist of the 
power to h ide about his person, and to produce, smal l  
qua rtz pebbles o11nd pieces of  stick a nd to look preter
natural ly solemn. 1 8  

I n  this interesting method-which is associated with 
the great ancestors and introducers of cultu re-the ch ief 
experience during seclusion is interpreted as a death, du r
ing which new insides and quartz stones are substituted 
for the old internal organs. Restoration to l ife fol lows. The 
hole in the tongue is genu ine, bei ng an outwa rd ma rk of 
the real med icine-man. 

The second method is carried out by the spirits of the 
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Oruncha men of the Alcheringa time, who a re mis
ch ievous in natu re. The procedu re is the same as in the 
fi rst method. The Oruncha of Chau ritj i, who l ives nea r 
A l ice Springs, occasional ly  seizes a man, takes him into the 
ea rth, and ma kes a med ic ine-ma n of h i m. 1 9 

Other medicine-men a re the officia nts in  the th i rd 
method. They extract sma ll clea r crystals from their 
bod ies, and press them slowly and strongly th ree times 
along the front of the initiate's legs and up to his breast
bone, scoring the skin at intervals to make the crystals 
enter. The postulant then l ies down while they jerk their 
hands, in  wh ich there are crystals, towards h im. The scor
ing is repeated, and a crystal is rubbed on his scalp. A hole 
is made under the na i l  of the first finger of the right ha nd, 
in order to receive a crystal ,  and fu rther, the novice is 
given mea t supposed to conta in  crystals, and water in 
which sma l l  ones have been placed. A l l  this is repeated on 
the second and th ird days, after which a hole is made in 
h is tongue. He is  then rubbed with grease, and a sacred 
representation of the Oru ncha is painted on h im, and a fil 
let  of fu r string and gum leaves is placed round his head. 
I nstruction is given to the effect that he must remain at 
the men's ca mp u ntil h is wounds are healed, and must 
observe certa in food taboos for a prescribed period. After 
his retu rn to his own camp, the new doctor sleeps for 
some time with a fi re between himsel f and h is wife, so as 
to make himsel f visible to the Oruncha and to make it 
c lea r  to the latter that he is hold ing a loof from everyone. 
Otherwise the magic power would leave him. 20 

C. Strehlow, for the western A rand a, gives an account of 
the making which combines the second and th ird' of the 
preced ing methods. An evil bei ng causes a man to be out 
of his m ind and to run a round a l l  night without rest, and 
whi le  he is doing so, "works" magical stones towa rds him, 
which penetrate his body, thighs, breast, tongue, head and 
finger-tips. The evil being then ta kes the postulant to the 
entrance of h is dwel l ing in the west, where he knocks him 
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about until he becomes unconscious, "drives'' a kanga roo 
ca lf-bone into the back of his head and i nserts magic 
stones into his shoulde rs, h ips a nd stomach. At daybreak 
two evil beings lead him back to h is camp, where their 
mocking laugh is heard. Two old doctors come out to their 
new col league a nd drive the evil beings away to their 
abode. 

These old doctors now take charge. The postulant 
recognizes no one, not even h is nea rest relatives, but they 
put into his ears magic stones, extracted from their  own 
bodies, so that he will  regain his hea ring (understanding). 
They build a hut for h im, feed him and instruct h im, es
pecially in the food restrict ions and rules of the craft. After 
th is, an old doctor p ierces the top of postula nt's right 
forefinger with a pointed magic stick, to enable h i m  to 
d raw the object, which is causing the ill ness, out of a 
patient's body into h is own forefinger and so on to his 
hand. Later, in  the presence of the old man, and while 
they are chanting a "tongue-hole" song, a doctor cuts a 
hole in  the postulant's tongue ; this is to enable h im to suck 
with h is tongue the magic out of his  patient's body. The 
young fellow has been under a ban of silence a ll this time, 
but it is now l ifted at a rite in which the dough of a pa rtly 
baked damper is sprinkled over his head· and the heads of 
the other men present, and the rest of the loaf is g iven to 
him.2 1 

This account makes clear what is usually only implied, 
that the mystic experience is fol lowed by definite r itual 
acts and operations by old doctors, the masters of the craft. 
They not only instruct the postulant, but magical ly insert 
objects into h im, and in this case make holes in the 
forefinger and in the tongue.22  An interesting aspect of the 
procedure is the publ ic nature of the tongue-piercing. The 
old men are present, apparently, even though they are not 
al l  doctors. This is true also of the final bread ceremony. 

The methods in the Unmatiera a nd Kaitish tribes a re es
sential ly the same as in the A runta. The medicine-men are 
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genera l ly made by the spirits of the I ru nta rinia class. But a 
celebrated Unmatjera medicine-man said he was made by 
a nother practitioner in the following way : a very old doc
tor t h rew some of his crysta l l ine stones and k il l ed the 
novice. Some of the stones went through the latter's head 
from ear to ear. He then cut out a l l  his insides, i ntesti nes, 
l u ngs, l iver, heart, in fact, everyth ing, and left him ti l l  next 
morni ng, when he pl aced more of these stones in h is body, 
a rms and legs, and covered h is face with leaves. After s ing
i ng over him until  h is body was swol l en up, he put more 
stones in him. he then patted him on the head, caus ing 
h i m  to "jum p  up al ive", a nd made h i m  drink water and 
ea t meat containing magic  stones. When he awoke, he had 
forgotten who he was, and all  the past. I ndeed, the old 
doctor told him that he had ki l led him a long time ago. On 
h is retu rn to the camp, the people could tel l by his strange 
be haviour what had happened. Here, as in  the A runta, the 
retention of power depends upon the observance of cer
ta in restrictions. The med icine-man must not eat too much 
fat, nor d ri n k  anyth ing hot, nor al low a big ant  to bite 
h im.2 3 

This account fills what seems to be a lacuna in the 
A ru nta account, and shows that in Central Austral ia, even 
when the method is of the th i rd type (that is, making by 
other mecl icine-men) the secl usion is interpreted as a 
dea th fol lowed by a restoration, and that du ring the state 
of "death", the " insides" a re cut out and magical stones in
se rted. 

The Wa ra m u nga medicine- men are made in  two ways. 
I n  one, the agents are spi r its of th e I ru nta ri n ia type. For 
example, in a case cited, the man was "boned" whi le  
asleep by  two spirits, and d ied. They cut him open, took 
out h is insides, provided h im with a new set, and put in 
h is body a l ittle snake which endowed him with the 
"powers". They then left h im. I n  the meantime h is friends, 
becoming anx ious, searched for him and eventual ly an old 
man fou nd h is body, and retu rned to the camp to tel l the 
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others that he was dead. Prepa rations were made for the 
usua l tree burial,  and some men went to carry in his body. 
B ut by the time they reached him, he had come to l ife 
agai n, a nd they real ized that he had been made a 
med ic i ne-man.2• 

But the great majority are made in the second way, 
na mely, by other med icine-men, who must be of the 
Worga ia tribe. There is very great secrecy rega rd ing this 
method. The graduates wea r th rough the nose a l ittle  
structu re cal led a kupitja, which is both an emblem of the 
profession, a nd, in part, a sou rce of thei r powers. The 

· you ng doctor bel ieves that it was made by some very 
powerful old snakes in the A lcheringa, and is ful l  of magic. 
More food restrictions are placed on the newly-made 
med icine-ma n in the Wa ramunga tribe than fu rther south. 
Their  infringement causes loss of powers, a lso sickness, 
and probably death. Further, a young doctor must bring in 
the forbidd en food for the old ones. While  bei ng made, the 
ca ndidates a re a l lowed no food, d rink or rest, and become 
stu pefied. Their insides a re cut open, and a new set of 
orga ns given. A snake, efficacious because it comes from 
the Worgaia men, is put into thei r heads, a nd fina l ly  one 
of the kupitjas is given to each of them. Such medicine-men 
are called urtuku, the general term for snakes. 25 

The med icine-men of the Binbinga tribe are made by 
spirits cal led Mu ndadj i -and Munkaninj i, the former being 
the father of the latter. The fol lowing is an example : One 
man was caught by Mundadj i, who kil led h im, cut h im 
open right down the middle, took out a l l  his insides, ex
changed them for h is own, and also put a number of 
sac red stones into the man's body. The younger spirit then 
came a nd restored him to l ife, tel l ing him that he was now 
a med icine-ma n and showing h im how to extract bones 
and other forms of evi l  magic. After th is, he took him up 
to the sky and brought him down to the earth close to the 

· man's own camp, where he heard the natives mou rning 
'for h im, th inking he was dead . He grad ua l ly recovered 
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from his dazed cond it ion, and they knew he had been 
made a medicine-man. 26 

The Ma ra rite is much the same as the Binbinga. 
Something in the natu re of a request is first made by the 
postu lant. He collects a considerable quanitity of the fat of 
va r ious a n i mals, and, ma king a fire towards sunset in 
some lonely spot, he burns the fat. The smel l ,  ascend ing to 
the sky, attracts the attention of two spirits cal led 
Minu nga rra, who l ive there. They come down and, know
i ng what the man wants, they · tell h im not to be 
frightened, as they do not intend to k ill him al together. 

They ma ke h i m i nsensible, cut h im open, and ta ke out his 
insides, wh i ch they replace with a set of thei r own.  He is  
brought to l ife aga in and told he is  a doctor. I nstruction in 
his craft is then given, after which they take him up to the 
sky, and bring him down nea r to h is camp, where he finds 
that his friends have been mourning for h im.27  

The munkani (doctors) in the Anula tribe are q uite ctis
tinct from those in any other tribes described by Spencer 
and Gil len. The profession is  strictly hereditary in the 
members of the Fal l i ng Sta r totem, who are especially as-

. sociated with two unfriendly spirits l iving in the sky. The 
doctors may be of either sex. Strictly speaking, they a re 
wiza rds or sorcerers, for their powers consist of giving 
"bones", a nd not of withdrawi ng evi l  magic. This sole evil 
function distinguishes them from the medicine-men of 
most other tribes. I n  serious cases, the natives have to cal l  
in  the assista nce o f  a medicine-man from some friendly 
tribe. Otherwise they have special incantations which are 
sung, both to oust the evil magic, and to prevent it from 
enteri ng them. The med icine-men of the Anula tribe sing 
to a friend ly  Alcheringa spirit to make the sick ma n wel l .  
T hey ca n see th is  spi rit and also the. two unfriend ly spi rits 
w ho l ive i n  the sky.28 
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Far North-western Queensland 

Med icine-men of the Pita-Pita tribe ( Boul ia) a re made i n  
seve ra l ways. I n  t h e  usual one, the postulant leaves the 
ca mp for three or four  days, fasts a nd becomes more or  less 
"cranky". While in this state he sees a natu re spirit ca l l ed 
Ma l ka ri, who makes him a medicine-man by inserti ng in 
h is inside certai n  smal l  pebbles, bones, q uartz crysta ls, a nd 
mag ica l substances. Ma l kari  is a supernatura l  power who 
ma kes everyth ing which the Boul ia Aboriginals  cannot 
otherwise account for. 29 

Both here and i n  the Maitakudi (Cloncu rry), the 
medici ne-man is te rmed "the bone-possessor", because he 
uses a specia l a nd very powerful pointer, cal led mangani. It 
consists of a human or emu bone, connected by human 
hai r  or opossum twine with a receptacle wh ich is  
preferably made from a human shin or  arm-bone. The vic
tim's l ife-bl ood is magical ly d rawn into this receptacle. 
Medicine-men alone can use this "pointer," the potency of 
which l ies in the q ua rtz crystal that passes from it into the 
body of the victim. The Ulupulu (Ooloopooloo) doctor 
ca uses a crane or pel ican to go to the v icti m  and point the 
receptacle, bringing it back with the requi red blood. This 

· is sa id to be more potent than the ordinary method.  Both 
systems were taught by , Mal kari to the U lupulu, who kept 
the sec ret of this latter method, while the other was dif
fused a l l  over the district. 

Karnma ri, a water-snake, is the officiant in a nother 
method of ma king a med icine-ma n in the Pita-Pita and 
other tribes i n  the Boul ia district. A death-charm, a 
mangani, is pointed by the snake at the postula nt. Four or 
five days later, the medic i ne-men remove from the latter's 
i nside the identical pebble, bone, crystal, or w hatever it 
might be, that was put in by the snake. He then recovers 
a nd becomes a medicine-man. The same magica l  object 
may be " inserted" in another novice, even when q u ite a 
child, to make him a medicine-man. The spi rit of a 
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deceased person can a l so make a med icine-man.30  
Medicine-men of the Maita kudi tribe are ta ught thei r 

p rofession by Tangalagulan, a "natu re-spi rit" or su per
natu ral  being. But if  the spir it wil l  not make himsel f  pat
ent, the individual has to make a long journey to the \..o. 
D iamanti na River, to a certa in encampment of the Goa 
tr ibe. After havi ng made a present to his teacher, he is put 
to death and thrown into a water-hole for fou r  days. O n  
t h e  fifth day, h e  i s  ta ken out. A number of fires are l ighted 
round h im, and thus his  body is smoked quite dry, with 
the object of gett ing the water out of h im, and so ma king 
h im "a ll - rig ht and a l ive again". I nstruction is then given 
about the use of the death-cha rm. 3 1  
T h is information for fa r north-western Queensl and and 
the Northern Territory Anula  tribe refers mainly to  the 
ma king and powers of sorcerers, and the use of the 
mangani "pointer" .  But the Q ueensl a nd practitioners ca n 
a lso cu re by extract ing the material cause of the i l l ness, 
and attributing that object to i ts sorce rer-owner. The lat
ter, howeve r, is  said to have been employed by someone 
e lse, a nd the doctors consu lt  as to the person to be held 
responsible. A mongst the Anula, however, the munkani are 
only sorcerers. I n  east A rnhem Land, too, as we shal l  see, 
there is a class of magicians, whose operations a re whol ly 
ev i l ,  though there is also another class whose work is 
positive a nd wel l -d isposed. 3 2  

Arnhem Land 

A mongst t h e  nort h e rn c l a n s  of t he M u rng in  a nd 
Yaernu ngo tr i bes there i s  a bel ief i n  mag ic, but there a re 
no magicia ns. I n  the southern and more western cla ns a nd 
tribes, however, magicians, good a nd ev i l  (sorcerers), a re 
preva lent. 

The futu re so rcerer is taught by h is father, father's 
b rother, or mother's brother, the tendency being to get the 
power al most as a right from one's sorcerer-father. I n  a ny 
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case, the novice must associate with the older sorcerer for 
a ki l l ing or two before h is power is recoginzed in  h is 
group. The sorcerer's aim is to extract his v ictim's soul .  To 
do this he may pul l  the person out of the camp by mea ns 
of a rope placed a round his neck, a nd then, opening the 
body beneath the hea rt, he pierces the latter with a stick, 
and catches the blood in a basket. The stopping of the 
hea rt-beats is a sign that the soul has been let out. The 
wound is so healed that no ma rk is left on the skin.  The 
victim is made conscious, but as he retu rns to the ca mp the 
sorcerer hits h im with a club and cuts h is body in two 
severa l t imes, the pa rts flying l ike leaves and then coming 
together aga in. In  spite of a l l  th is, the v ictim feels  very fit 
on the day after h is "experience", but becomes sick on the 
second day, and dies on the third .  

I n  a n a lte rnative method, the sorcerer may bite a s leep
i ng ma n's nasa l bone, causing h im to open his mouth a nd 
ta ke a deep breath, w h ich opens the heart. As a resu l t, the 
sou l comes out and goes down the sorcerer's mouth.  

I n  steal ing a woma n's sou l, a la rge blue fly is sometimes 
put in her. It fl ies out of her mouth with her sou l .  But a 
woman's soul may also be extracted by an operat ion on 
her hea rt. 

The sto len soul seems usual ly to become a "famil ia r" to 
the sorcerer, or else hangs a round h im, and may be 
detected by a medicine-man. n  · 

Murngi n medicine-men a re cal led marrngit, and have 
powers of hea l ing, d ivini ng a murderer (or soul-stealer), 
knowing what occu rs at a distance, read ing another 
person's thoughts, and exerting control  over Muit, the 
totem python, w ho makes ra in.  The profession does not 
seem to be hered ita ry. Accounts of two mak ings have been 
recorded independently by W.L. Wa rner and by t he 
Reverend T.T. Webb ( missiona ry in the d istrict). I n  one 
case, the man, who had been confined to camp for a week 
with a sore hip, had a vision. Two famil iars (a boy and a 
gi r l )  spoke to him, with the resu lt that he fol lowed them 
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out and back to camp. A t  n ight they sat on his head and 
shou lders, and a lso flew w i th the a id of their white 
fea thers to the tops of the trees. Next day, he found them 
in  the bus h, a nd catching them in the hook of his spea r
th rowe r, put them under h is arms. But they left h im 
before he retu rned to camp, tel l ing him they were two 
nari, famil iars, and that he must not sta rt to practise his  
p rofess ion yet. 

Apparently, the process of getting these spirit-helpers 
ta kes some t ime, for Or Wa rner's informa nt said that du r
i ng the process he went a round very qu ietl y in one place, 
saying noth ing, a nd eating only vegetable food. He made 
an old doctor h is friend, whom he provided with food and 
tobacco, in retu rn for training. Indeed; one of the spir its 
left the old doctor and came to h im. At length, another 
marrngit after watch ing him ca reful ly, sa id : "He is a true 
doctor a l l  right ; he has some things sitting on h is 
shoulder" ; a nd when one night, the rest of the group 
hea rd a cl ick ing sound-a k ind of beating agai nst the new 
marrngit's shoulders, a ll doubts were set at rest. J<t 

T h is ma k ing incl udes : 
I .  A v ison of the fam i l ia rs in  the gu ise of spi rit chi ldren, 

who a re henceforth to be the docto r's assista nts ; 
2 .  A period of instruction in  which both these fa m i l ia rs 

a nd an old doctor play roles" 
It is, i n  pa rt, one of seclusion, q u ietness and psych ic 

practice in lea rn ing to see things i nside the sick, around 
the dead, or at a d istance ; the tra in ing would seem also to 
incl ude ventriloqu ism and other devices. No bod i ly opera
tion is ex perienced. n 

Both M r  Webb and Or  Wa rner describe the m�king of 
another doctor, Munyiryir ( Moinyerenyer). The latter 
th inks that two spirit-marrngit (one a male and the other a 
fema le) were attracted by some band icoot which he 
caught. J6 At any rate, just as he was waking from an after
d in ner sleep, one of the spirits hal f-stu nned him and the 
other jumped on his chest. He attempted unsuccessful ly to 
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cal l  his relations, but the spirit-doctors "th rust a l l  ma nner 
of po inted objects into his  body." After this, with the help 
of two younger spirit-doctors, they th rew him into a 
waterhole, and when he began to d rown, they pul led h i m  
out. T h e  two elder ones then extracted al l  the pointed ob
jects, so that he fel t  wdl aga in, and told him that he would 
be able to extract such things from si.ck people. Accord ing 
to D r  Wa rner's  a ccou nt, the sp i r i t-doctors opened 
Munyi ryir's eyes, nose and mouth, and blew in his mouth, 
making h i m  wel l, a fter wh ich he h it them on the nose, 
a nd then, bl owing on them, made them wel l aga in. They 
condu'cted h i m  into a cave occupied by ghosts, marrngit and 
python ( h is chief totem), and then brought h im back to 
ca mp. The people there, noting h is stra nge behaviour a nd 
hea ring the spir it-marrngit on h is shoulders, real ized that 
he was now a doctor. 37 

T h is trance or v ision experience d iffers from the 
precedi ng one, mainly in  that it i ncludes a ritual death (or 
nea r-death ) w hich apparently enables the doctor to un
dersta nd the expe riences of the v icti ms of sorcery, w hom 
he wil l later  be cal l ed upon to cu re. It a lso includes a v isit  
to a cave of ghosts a nd totem ic a nd other spir its, wh i ch no 
doubt i n it ia tes the new docto r into h is futu re association 
with such bei ngs. It may be tha t the first informa nt, Wil i 
ja ngal ,  had forgotten, or was not prepa red, to d ivulge this  
ritua l experience of being k il led a nd cured ; or it  may be 
that it  was possible to become a doctor th rough a less un
pleasant tra nce experience tha n Munyiryir's. 

I n  either case, the doctor becomes eq u ipped with spirit 
marrngit, the mea ns of h is knowledge and power. Mr Webb 
says that these fam i l ia rs a re the spir its of persons long 
since d ead and forgotten. When hea l ing a person by suck
ing, these fa mi l ia rs go inside the patient and bri ng the 
bone out. They a lso fly to obta i n  info rmation of what oc
curs at a d istance. J ll  

Accord ing to a p rivate communication from W.E.  
Ha rney, amongst the Remba ru nga, at the head of the 



Anthem Land 121  

Wilton River, i f  a m a n  sleeps o r  camps upon the grave o f  a 
med ici ne-ma n, the spir it of the latter shows or gives to 
h im the magic he formerly possessed and used. 

The ma king of medicine-men in the Ka kadu tribe39 is 
associated with the fi rst med icine-ma n, Joemin, and a l so 
with a great sna ke, Numerej i, and h is descendants. 
Nume reji ,  at the end of h is wandering� in the long past, 
went into the ground at Mungeruauera, where he can stil l 
be seen by med icine-men. Another sacred spot or camp 
was made by Joemin at M u l i paj i,  where he left some of 
the b lood of a l ittle Numerej i sna ke. He d ra nk some of the 
b lood, and ca rried the rest in a shel l .  He gave the l ittle 
sna ke to h is  brothe r, whose eyes he ru bbed so that he 
m ight be abl e to look a t  the sna ke. In ma k ing his son a 
med icine-man, Joem in caused him to wash himsel f clean, 
showed h im some of the snake's blood, rubbed it on h im, 
a nd made h im drink some. He then gave him the snake, 
after wh ich the novice retu rned to camp and stayed in a 
new hut for fou r days with the snake. No woma n could 
come nea r the hut, wh ich was sacred. W hen he came into 
the com mon camp, he was a med icine-man.  An important 
effect of the ma king was to have keen-sighted eyes, which 
could look th roug h trees, men and rocks, a nd see any d is
ta nce. 

The fol l owing was the method used by Joemin in ob
ta ining a snake. He went to a tree in wh ich a child was 
bu r ied , a nd took out some of its fat, especia l l y  the kidney
fat, a nd both heels. He put the former in the shell . Coming 
to a big h il l ,  he made a fi re at the foot of an ant-h il l ,  and 
put some of the fat on it. A Numerej i  ca me out, which he 
took, rubbed and clea ned.40 

Nume rej i is associated with the ra i n bow. The latter is 
supposed to be I wa iyu, the shadow spir it, of a Numerej i  
s na ke wh ich on spitting makes ra in a nd says : "Up above 
Iwa iyu, so spittle, my I wa iyu."  It does so in the form of a 
ra inbow wh ich is supposed to stop the ra in. The ra inbow, 
o n  melt i ng away, is supposed to go back underground to 
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Numereji .  Numerej i  can also cause a child to be born dead, 
by taking away its spirit or I wa iyu while the mother is 
bathing.4 1 

The medicine-man's association with Numereji is of 
special value in a region where one's spirit part can be 
lured away or stolen. Thus, if while her child is sti l l  young 
a woman drinks water or eats fish out of a deep waterhole, 
the child's iwaiyu spirit wil l  run into the waterhole, be 
drawn down and eaten by a Numereji snake. But the 
medicine-man knows how to attract the spirit up again, 
and seeing and �rasping it, he puts it in  the mother's head, 
a nd it passes th rough her breast into the child again when 
the latter drinks. 

Likewise, .if a m ischievous spirit from a nother tribe 
stea ls a young man's soul, a medicine-man, with a 
Numereji snake under his arm, can frighten the mis
chievous spirit, and rescue and replace the soul in the 
boy.42 

The Kakadu medicine-men a� thus connected with 
what corresponds to the "4ream-time" a nd its culture
givers, through the first med icine-men and Numerej i, the 
ra inbow-snake. 

Amongst the Daly River tribes there is a bel ief in the ex
istence of mamakpik or sorcerers, who are sa id to take a 
person's kidney-fat, and also of sociaJ iy useful  doctors, 
miumdaka·r. W.E.H. Sta nner reports that a man becomes a 
doctor by associating in d reams with the spirits of the 
dead, and loses h is power, once he ceases to d ream of 
them:41 

Referring to one of these tribes, the Mulukmuluk, W.E. 
Harney tells me that a man who becomes a doctor is at
tacked in some secluded spot by numerous devils. These 
kill him by spl itting him open along the abdomen, a nd 
they then cook and eat him. The devils carefully col lect the 
bones into a basket, which two of them rock until the ma n 
becomes al ive again.  He  is then asked what type of kurang 
o r  doctor he desires to be, special izing in extracting deadly 
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poison (mauia) or in , extracting bits of bone, stones ana 
such l ike. After this experience, he can learn the a rt of 
heal ing. 

Amongst the Wa rdaman, the med icine-ma n receives 
power from Wolga ra, the spirit who judges and gua rds the 
dead. Wolga ra meets the aspira nt in the dense scrub and 
there fights him, cutting him about, a.nd eventua l ly k i l l ing 
h im. But in a dream, he is brought back to l ife by the 
ministration of the black hawk, who heal s the wou nd 
without leaving a ma rk. Wolgara then su mmons a wh ite 
hawk, which brea thes l ife into the postu la nt, with the 
resu lt  that he returns to camp, but now endowed with 
hea ling power'" 

I n  both the Mulukmu luk and the Wardaman makings, a 
spirit or spirits officiate ; the trance-experience is one of 
death (caused by a fight and being cut about or open), fol
lowed by restoration to life, and endowment with new 
power, that of a medicine-man. Special ist-training must 
fol low. 

The Kimberley Division, North-west Australia 

I n  the Djerag a nd Dja ru tribeS, East K imberley, the 
medicine- man is made by Kulabel, the rainbow-serpent, 
who kil ls the asp i ra nt when he is bath ing at some 
waterhole. He feels that something has gone through, or 
happened to, his ea rs. He becomes sick and mad, and then 
receives his power. As in other regions, especially in 
Central Austral ia, the medicine-ma n  loseS his power if he 
has a hot d rink.45 

Or Phyl l is Kaberry includes the Djerag and Dja ru along 
with other tribes of East Kimberley, such as the Lunga, 
Ma l ngin a nd Miri wun, in her referenceS' to medicine-men 
and med i ci ne-women. The med icine-ma n (baramambin) 
can cu re i ll ness, v isit the spirits of the dead to obta in  
magical, curative and even injurious powers, and "divine" 
the murderer (that is, .conduct a n  inquest). The medicine-
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woma n (baramambil) possesses the first two powers, but 
not the third;  this means deal ing with a sorcerer (general
ly attributed to another tribe) and possibly causin� his 
death, and is considered a man's work. 

Medicine-men and -women a re associated with the 
ra inbow-serpent, Kalera, 10 thet r  making, but it seems that 
only the male doctors can approach th is being with im
punity, a lthough Or Kaberry also states that, l ike the 
former, the baramambil may obtain magical stones from 
Kalera. The dead are visited by going up to the sky on a 
string. 

ln the making, the postulant is taken away in her sleep 
by the spirits of the dead, given instruction, and returned 
to the camp, where for a few days she may be a "l ittle b it 
mad, him deaf, can't hear". Later, she bathes in a pool 
where Ka lera is known to dwell, and receives from him 
oval pieces of pea rl-shel l (pindjauwindja) a nd magical 
stones, or these may be inserted in her side. If her mother 
were a doctor she might receive instruction from her.46 

I n  the Forrest. River d istrict, Northern Kimberley, a 
�edicine-man, malimber gude, receives h is powers ultimate
ly from the rainbow-snake, Brimurer or Ungur. He is made 
by a fu lly qual ified practitioner. The method is sa id by 
severa l informants to be somewhat as fol lows : The 
postula nt is taken up to the sky by the medicine-man in 
one of two ways. A string hangs down from the sky, with 
cross pieces on which the two men sit. The string, in mov
i ng up, a lso moves sideways, from the south to the north, 
for example. This picture may be based on the ra inbow. 
The alternative way is for the older man to take the form 
of a skeleton, sit astride the rainbow-snake a nd pul l 
h imself up with a n  arm-over-a rin action on a rope. The 
postulant has been made quite smal l ,  l ike an infant in 
arms, and put in a pouch, which the med icine-man fastens 
on hi msel f. When nea r the top, the latter throws the 
postu lant out of the pouch on to the sky, thus making him 
"dead". Having reached the sky, the doctor i nserts into the 
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young man some little rainbow-snakes and some qua rtz
crystals, maban: I do not know if the medicine-ma n is sup
posed to obta in thes_e magical articles up in the sky, or 
whether he takes them up with him, for he ca n get them 
down below at the foot of the rainbow. He goes along to a 
waterhole, and seeing .the rainbow-snake there, catches 
hold of it, obtains these magical objects, and also another 
type, cal led kandela, resembling crooked teeth. These, when 
inserted into the postulant, make him clever. 

After the older man has brought the other back to the 
earth in the same manner as he took him up, he inserts 
more of these magical objects in h im through the navel, 
a fter which he wakes him up with a magic stone. The 
you ng man returns to his normal size, if he had been 
changed, a nd next day he himself tries to go up to the sky. 
He receives instruction in his profession. This includes the 
use of qua rtz crystals and oval, elongated pieces of pearl
shel l, pindjauandja, which he carries about with h im-not 
i n  h is "i nside". He lea rns how to project these into a vic
t i m  th rough his back, thus causing his s ick ness and death, 
a nd a lso how to withdraw evil magic. He lea rns,too, the 
more homely remedies for i l ls, such as tying string round, 
or rubbing, the affected part. 

He is tra ined as a med ium, for a medicine-man can see 
the spi rits of the dead whether they be about the bush or 
hanging round the grave, and can detect the spirit of a l iv
ing murderer  ha nging round the grave of his victim. He 
a l so lea rns the technique of conducting an inquest and of 
playing his part in revenge. I have no record of any priva
tions that the postulant has to undergo, but it is ha rdly 
I ikely that there would  be none. 

The medicine-men appa rently take care not to let the 
ordina ry people lea rn the secret of thei r powers, or the 
"make-bel ieve" on which it is, at least, partly founded. 
Thus, when a doctor sees a rainbow passing across a big 
waterhole, he wa rns al l the people not to go in there, or 



1 26 The Maleing and Powers -

A Surwy 

else they will  be drowned. The rainbow is said to be the ac
tion of the w�ter-snake in stopjling the rain.  

The reduction of the postulant to the size of an infant 
and ca rrying him in a pouch which is  l ikened to a 
kanga roo's pouch, suggests that the rite is pictured as one 
of rebi rth. This is an extra detai l  to the usua l method 
which is also present in this case ; in it the aspirant is 
"killed", provided with new "insides", taken up to the sky, 
and finally wakened up or brought to l ife .again. 

These bel iefs about the ma king and powers of med icine
men a re common to all the Forrest River tribes, and a lso 
to the Wolyamidi. I d id not hear that the medicine-men 
of these tribes pract ised fat-taking. A Wolya mid i inform
ant stated that he had heard of it on the eastern side of 
Ca mbridge Gulf. Of course, this may have been merely a 
case of accusing the other party, feel ing that the practice 
was condemned by Wh ites. A Forrest River medic ine-man, 
however, does spea r a- victim. But when he does so, a sky
being, Tjad ingin, who resembles an emu, comes down a nd 
closes the wou nd, so that no mark rema ins.47 

The U nga ri nyin medicine-man is cal led bainman. This 
term is used in Dampier La nd to denote certai n  objects in
side the med icine-ma n with which h is special powers are 
associated. The Unga rinyin medicine-man "finds" Wonjad, 
the rainbow-serpent, in the water. The latter is also cal led 
Ungud, the eq uivalent of U ngu r, one of the Forrest River 
names for the ra inbow-serpent. The use of the same term: 

which denotes the heroic "d ream-time" a nd the cult
heroes, is not su rprising, for the eastern hordes of the 
U nga rinyi n come into contact with some of the Forrest 
River district tribes. It is probable that the making a nd 
powers of med icine-men in both d istricts are simila r.4" 

According to an Unga rinyin informant, the med icine
men draw prestige from the ecl ipses of the moon and sun. 
O ne of them, probably a n  unfriendly one, causes the face 
of the heavenly body to be covered with blood. The people 
are then frightened. After a while, a nother medicine-ma n 
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goes up to the sky i n  a dream. When he returns he tells h is 
countrymen that he had made the sun (or moon ) better. A 
med icine-ma n also goes up to the sky after a lot of ra in, 
h its Jandad, the thunder-being, with a stone and thus 
stops the ra in. 

In the Nyu i-Nyul, Djaber-djaber, Ba rd and Djau i tribes, 
the powers of a medicine-man djalngokora (djangagor in 
Ba rd )  a re associated with various objects · cal led bainman, 
inside the body . of the practitioner. These are (a) ·binji-binj, 
or na rrow pieces of pea rl�shel l about I S  cm long, pointed 
at one end ; he is thought to have had these in him since 
h is birth, a lthough they are the same as the binji binj orna
ments worn by men in their head�band5 at -corroborees;  
(b)  s.hiney wh ite glassy stones (quartz crystals) ; (c )  small 
bull-roarer shaped sticks about 1 5  or 20 cm long. ealled 
koranad, and kept in the small  of thei r backs ; and (d )  a 
smal l  snake, and perhaps a smal l  dog; or a small kangaroo 
and so on. Such a spirit reptile or animal is termed djaln9, a 
word denoting both totem and also magical power. It 
wa rns its possessor of danger, and wil l also go out to do 
services for h im, such as gaining information of events at a 
d istance. Th is djalng or totem ic assistant, is included'. in 
a nother term rai ( i nvisible). For example, I was told that a 
certa in  lad wou ld ·be a medicine-man because he had three 
rai, namely, turkey, fish and h is spirit-double. O nly 
medic ine-men cou ld see rai49 

Some medicine-men cla im to be able to make storms, 
hot weather, a nd so on, and also to be able to travel round 
i n  the a i r  and see everything; th is latter power is cal led 
mamaror. They say that they ca n also drop sickness from 
the a i r, but I could fi nd no i nstance of th is, nor of any 
black magic. But they a re cred ited with mirua, or the 
power of taking the caul-fat, especially from boys, .without 
leaving a ma rk. The medicine-man has a l ittle bag in 
wh ich he ca rries stones, hair, shel l and other objects. 

I n  treating a sick person, the medicine-man rubs the af
flicted pa rt, genera l ly the abdomen, and takes something 
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away. Th is may be a materia l  object or not. The rubbing. is 
usua l ly severe a nd causes vom iting. He a lso appears to 
ta ke somet h ing from h is own body with his hand a nd to 
press it i nto the body of the patient. �0 

A person may be born with magical " insides". He has a 
strange look in his eyes, a nd is recognized by the med icine
men as one of them. W hen he coughs, he m ight drop a l it
tle shel l .  

A person may be made. The aspira nt asks a qua l ified 
man to in itiate h im. Th is person puts h im to sleep, cuts 
open h is abdomen and cleans it out with h is magical shel l 
a nd other instruments. He  m ight replace the aspira nt's 
" i nsides" with a new set, or he might leave the old ones, 
but in either case, he inserts magical objects. He then 
closes the i ncis ion, puts white feathers on it, a nd runs a 
fire-st ick, madagor, along it to heat it. No ma rk remai ns. 
After th is, he brings h im to l ife again .  The new medicine
man is sick for a l ittle while. He receives tra in ing in his 
profession, and must get permission from older med icine
men before practising. 

O ne old informant sa id that the aspirant was not cut 
open, but that the operator put a smal l  snake a nd a l so 
shel l into him while asleep. 

From Ba rd and Djaui  informants, I learned that t he 
medicine-ma n  takes a magical object, such as a stone, 
shel l ,  or sna ke, from his inside a nd puts it inside the sic.k 
person ; it gathers the badness a nd comes out of itse lf. The 
medicine-man, who a lone sees it, picks it up, washes it a nd 
puts its back i n  himself. Some medicine-men have "l ittle 
children" i n  thei r "insides" who can be used in the same 
way. 

lt was admitted by the Ba rd that a medicine-ma n could 
cause sickness, but not unto death, by touch i ng a person i n  
a dream with kalakor, an initiation bull- roarer;  this 
might be done at the req uest of an inju red person, for ex
a mple, one whose wife had been stolen. 

The Karadjeri doctor (Djangangora) is made by Bulang, a 
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water-sna ke, which can be seen in the sky. H is powers de
pend on the possession of magica l substances, ca l led 
maban, the term used for them at  both Forrest R iver in  the 
north, and Laverton a long way to the south-east. 5 1  
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Aboriginal Men of 
High Degree in 
a changing world 





5 Mystic experience :  
essential qualification for 
Men of High Degree 

The future of the "Order" of men of h igh degree depends 
on an unbroken succession of qua l i fied persons. Only by 
a nd through them can the knowledge, psych ic insight, 
mystic experience a nd persona l i ty authority which d is
t i ngui sh the Order be passed on. The select ion, test i ng, 
reception and i nstruction of new members a re their 
responsibi l ity, and they themselves must keep certain  
ru les of  l i fe and observe taboos or  else they lose their 
power, status a nd influence. In this survey I have reached 
the th reshold of the corpus of bel ief and ritual which d is
tinguishes the O rder, but l ittle further. In the course of one 
or two periods of field-work with a "tribe", at l east until 
recently, an a nthropolog ist m ight have become aware of a 
few men of h igh degree, perhaps only one, or perhaps not 
one. Moreover, such men were usual ly reserved, and a l so 
spoke l i ttle Engl ish, wh ile the anthropologist d id not have 
command of the native language. Hence, they could not 
d i scuss adequately the ph ilosoph ical a nd psychologica l 
aspects of that tr iune system of special ist knowledge, fa ith 
and ritual ,  which was the basis of thei r craft. 

S ince the publ icat ion of the first ed it ion fu rther infor
mation has become ava ilable especia l l y  on the myst ic ex
per ience involved in being "made" a medicine-man. 
P rofessor T.G. H .  S t rehlow when referring in 1 97 1  to the 
death not long before of a person wh01�1 he considered to be 
the last of the Western Aranda med icine-men, added 
that  the latte r  as a young man had a strange visionary ex
perience after wh ich he "sat about in a state of trance for 
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some time". "He was then deemed a fit candidate for ad
m ission to the order · of medicine-men a nd was put 
th rough the whole ritual in spite of once run ning away in 
terror from the grimness of h is ordeal ." ' He was a ma n  of 
high degree. 

The High Degree: Northern New South Wales 

I have mentioned in Chapter 3 the fear  which caused some 
postulants in  the Wa ilwan (Weilwan) tribe, to whom I 
spoke in  1944, to flee from the ritual of making. Thi rty 
years later  I came across a n  unpubl ished manuscript 
prepa red by R.H.  Mathews ea rly th is century on medicine
men among the Wa ilwa n a nd other tribes of north
western New South Wales. 2 I t shows that the experience 
of being made a medicine-man in a particu la r region 
varied l ittle from generation to generation. I n  this 
epitomized account : 
I .  The postulant, t ired out by a long day's hunting was set
tled down at night by a grave; smal l  fires were l it a round 
him, on which green leaves smeared with goa nna fat were 
thrown ; this added to the awesomeness of his situation 
because burning fat on a ny ordinary occasion, especia l ly  at 
n ight, was forbidden ; 
2 .  An old man warned him that spirits, whom he "heard" 
nearby, would put a white stone into his body through the 
back of h is neck or the top of his shoulder ; 
3 .  Next morning the young fel low reported to the "old" 
doctors what he was expected to see a nd bel ieved he saw 
in h is fea rs or dreams during the n ight ; 
4. He was then taken to an isolated place to sleep ; it was 
haunted by spirits who, he was told, would take out his 
"k idney fat" or perhaps the whole of h is "insides" and give 
h im a fresh lot; 
5. After th is he received instruction in tribal mythology 
a nd ritual ,  a nd was al lowed to assist in the ritual and 
manipulative actions requ ired in the practiee of his  profess
ion.  
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I n  the meantime, the men of high degree had conferreri 
on him a personal totem, h is yerradha, which would assist 
h im in h is work, warn him of danger and protect him. 

We see in  this the authority of the clever men, and thei r 
use of isolation, suggestion and fear, and the postulant's 
cond itioning a nd read i ness for what he should see and ex
perience. Thus h is  "convers ion" or transformation was ef-
fected. 

. 

In  the late 1 940s, during fielq-work jn north-eastern 
New South Wales and south-eastern Queensland, I 
recorded information which widened our knowleqge of 
med icine-men a nd their making. Thus, C.S., a Bigumbal 
tr ibesman from Goondiwind i had been made at Baram
ba h, both places being in south-eastern Queensland. The 
former was in the north-eastern group of what may be 
termed the Kamila roi ritual community, in which the 
Weilwan were in its south- western group. Ba rambah was 
a Government Settlement for Aborigines from southern 
Queensland. The tribes in the Ba rambah d istrict were 
closely associated in ritual with the Bandjelang of the 
north-coast and hinterland of New South Wales. 

F.S. was taken by a · friend, a clever-man, to a buria l 
place to sleep a l l  n ight. A fire on wh ich fat was burnt was 
so placed that the smoke blew across the grave. H is gu ide 
a nd gua rdian watched to ensure that the spi rits d id not 
k i l l h im, thus introducing the aspect of fea r. The spirits d id 
come to F.S. in a dream, took him away and put "things" 
in him to give him magical  power. 

Further details of this ritual procedure as it was prac
tised in h is tribal region, were given me by C., of Cabbage 
Tree Island, Richmond River, a very knowledgeable Band
jelang man. 

A senior clever-man took the postulant to a h illy region 
for three days, a nd having announced their presence to the 
spirits, made a camp for him and also one for himsel f 
about 30m away. The spirits took the postulant to another 
place in the mountains while he was asleep and · put 
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"things" in him. He remained out there three months a nd 
got "al l  he needed" for h is profession. This included magic 
"ropes" (cords), which "live in certai n  clever water-holes" .  
My informant had seen them rising up.  The would-be 
doctor-man gets the "ropes" by drinking water  or by 
putting his hands or feet in it. He becomes "clever", that .is 
endowed with magical power. 

Such rope can serve as actual rope, a lthough invisible. 
Thus, near the close of thei r i nitiation into manhood a nd 
tribal secret l ife, the initiands are led to a bare tree on top 
of a peak. On the trunk and l imbs of the tree two doctor
men, supported by their "clever ropes", had engraved 
designs of a nimals, weapons a nd symbols. There the in
itiands see one of the doctors "sitting" with folded a rms 
a nd with his legs around the bare upright trunk. "Clever 
ropes" hold him there (but to the onlooker it seems 
miraculous, my informant said). The newly initiated on a 
given signal rush to the heap of shavings from the engrav
ings at the foot of the tree and throw them up at  the man 
a bove. The bull-roarer is swu ng and they are shown stones 
of symbol ic significance. They a re warned by a clever-ma n 
not to tel l a nybody what they have seen. To emphasize his  
words he produces from his stomach a large and "pretty" 
white stone that wil l  tell him if they do so, i n  which event 
the new men will be put to death by spear or by magic. He 
then throws this big stone into his own mouth and swal
lows it. O ld men explained that  it melts and forms again 
in h is stomach. The initiates then pass through the smoke 
fire and return to camp l ife. 

A clever man can get a n  individual assistant-totem, b i rd 
or an imal, by going to the bird's or animal's "clever place", 
its sacred, mythological centre, its "Dreaming" (to use a 
widespread north and west-centra l  Austral ian  term). Th is 
totem can be sent away both to take and to gat

'
her inform

ation. 
Another Bandjelang elder, W.P., from Woodenbong 

near the Queensland border, said that a postulant for this 
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H igher Degree goes into the bush and camps near a spring, 
where he fasts for several weeks. There he feels  and hears 
the "clever th ings': coming on him during the night. These 
things a re the "ropes". For crystals (nyurum), however, he 
goes to the mountains - and while camped there hears 
someth ing come up to h im, which could be his protector, 
h is ind ividual totem. So he picks it up. 

A pra ct is i ng Ba ndjel a ng clever-man, A.C.,  from 
Tabu lam, 65km south of Woodenbong, whom I_ met in  
1 946, confirmed th is. I n  his making he went to the mount
a ins for revelations. He fasted for two or th ree months. His 
father took h i m there, but after a while left him by 
himsel f. H is teacher was B iruganba, the sky cult�hero, 
whi le two of the latter's sisters (the Koinganbi) showed 
h im everything. He saw a carpet snake coiled up on the 
water  in a cave and went to touch it for medicine (magic 
power), but the snake took him under the water and then 
up to the top of the mountain. A.C. had a goanna for his 
assista nt totem which he kept inside himself: He also had 
a " rope" (nandiri) and crysta l .  O ne of his powers was to fly 
at n ight to d istant places (presumably by means of  the 
rope) and to cure sick persons with his right hand, in 
which he had "somet hing" ( rope). 3 

The High Degree: Northern Kimberley, , W.A. 

In 1 928 I k new an Aboriginal man, Yaobeda, of the 
U ngarinyin ( Nga rinj in)  tribe of Walcott I nlet region in the 
Northern K imberley. I recorded his genealogy, but I was 
not awa re that he was a medicine-man. Ten years later, Dr 
Hel mut Petri ( l eader of the Frobenius research team) 
noted that Yaobeda was the inca rnation of the Wandj ina 
Kaluru, the mythica l  hero associated with rain. He added 
that the Aborigines were fi rmly convinced that this old 
med icine-man had always existed, and would never d ie a 
normal death. Like the heroes of myth ical times, he would 
go i nto the earth one day and change h imself into an Ung-
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gud snake. As his genea logy showed that he was born in 
the usual way', a nd as he later d ied, the reference is to h is 
pre-existent spi rit form as Kaluru, or Wandj ina rai n  hero, 
which after the death of his body, retu rned to the water as 
an Unggud (creation time) snake. But to have recorded a 
d iscussion of the meaning of th is wou ld have been in
va luable. 

Or Petri and Or Lommel, a member of his team, who 
worked a mong the neighbou ring U nambal ( Wunamba l )  
tribe, a l so i n  1 938, were not able to pub l ish thei r reports 
until the decade fol lowing World Wa r 1 1 , severa l yea rs 
a rter the publ ication of the fi rst ed it ion of Aboriginal Men of 
High Degree.

• 

During the ten years between 1 928, the yea r  of my work 
amongst the U ngari nyin, and that of Or Petri in 1 938, the 
Aborigines had improved their Engl ish, a result mainly of 
work ing on Munja Aboriginal Cattle Station, Walcott 
In let. Consequently, at least some of them became better 
informants a nd so Or Petri obtained more materia l  on 
medicine-men and their mak ing than I d id .  A young man, 
during h is initiation would get the idea of being a banman 
or bainman (doctor-man), and if he had dreams or v isions 
of water, pandanus and bark when near a water place, he 
was sa id to be chosen by Unggud to be a banman. A vision 
of his dream-totem's v isit to heaven would have the same 
significance. After his in itiation into man h<xxi, he went 
with a medicine-man to the water-place where he fel t  that 
"Unggud had ki l led him". He sees the same U nggud rise 
out of the ground or the water, but in its "very essence" 
which is visible only to medicine-men. He sees the giant 
"snake" with its a rms, hands and a feather "crown". He 
fa ints a nd i s  led by U nggud to a C<Xll and d ry pa rt of  a sub
terranean cave, where his transformation into a banman 
ta kes place. Unggud gives him a new brain, puts in his 
body white quartz crysta ls wh ich give secret strength, and 
reveals  to him his futu re duties. He may rema i n  u ncon
scious for some time, but when he wakes he has a g rea t 
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feel ing of inner  l ight. He is certa in  of being equal to U ng
gud. I nstruction, gu idance and experience fol low for many 
months, even years. 5  

The newly made doctor learns to see and understand 
h idden things. He will  be able to see before his inner eye 
past a nd future eventS, and "happenings in other worlds". 
He lea rns to read other people's thoughts and recognize 
their secret worries, to cure il lnesses with the "medicine" 
stones, to put himself in a trance and to send h is ya-yari 
( h is d rea m fami l iar) from h is body to gather i nformation. 

The psych ic element in these talents is clearly a ll per
vasive. It is termed miriru and comes from Unggud. Fund
amenta l ly it is the capacity bestowed on the medicine-ma n 
to go i nto a d rea m sta te or  t ra n ce w ith i ts poss
ibilit ies. I ndeed, miriru makes him l ike a Wandj ina, having 
the same abil ities as the heroes of "creation times".6 

When the new man of h igh degree feels proficient he 
gives a public performance. He and his teacher go to the 
water place where he had his inspiration to become "doc
tor". They both plunge in and come to the surface rid ing 
on the U nggud-serpent's back in front of the spectators 
who had ga thered there. These latter, however, do not see 
the Unggud but only the two medicine-men and the great 
waves · st irred up by Unggud's giant body. Unggud then 
throws quartz crystals on the bank which are col lected by 
the men present and c herished as symbols of Unggud. I n  
th is way, t h e  new doctor's position, prestige and power 
are established, just as in central and western New South 
Wa les the clever fel lows preserve thei r reputation and 
ab i l i ty by d isplays, especia l ly with the magic-cord. 

Dr Lommel was conv inced that this was a case of mass
hypnotism. So too for the Wunambal tribe :  Coming to the 
water-place, the group sits with the doctor-man, and chant 
unti I they go into a t rance. He then takes a great sna�e out 
of the water, �its on its back and fl ies through the ai r very 
rapid ly; indeed, so fast that even other medicine-men only 
see the qu ivering ta il .  After some time it settles in  the 
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midst of those present. The doctor-ma n  k il ls one of them 
a nd cuts him ·up w ith a stone knife, and al l pa rtake, along 
with the Unggud sna ke, of the "offering" .  He c leans the 
victi m's bones, and places them down in reverse order to 
what they should be. The other men sweep the snake back 
to the place from wh ich it came, wh ile the banman touches 
a nd rubs the d ead-man's bones and sings a magic cha nt 
over them unti l  they become clothed again  with flesh, a nd 
the dead person comes to l ife. He then d raws out of his 
navel a second U nggud sna ke whic h  both the docto r  and 
the restored ma n mount and fly back to the others. After 
this a l l  come out of thei r trance experience, but none of 
them · except the banman remember anything that hap
pened. 

A few days later the "rev ived" victim d ies. 
Obvious ly, th is d isplay was bel ieved to be associated 

with a magica l  d eath. Lommel refers to it as an offering 
which the med icine-ma n had to make from time to t ime 
to Unggud, o r  else the latter wou ld ta ke away h is magical 
power. To meet th is cond ition, he watches out for an 
e nemy of whom he ca n get rid in t h is man ner.' 

The association of a med icine-ma n's display of power 
which involves a death seems out of cha racter. Men of 
h igh degree a re not death-bringers by profession, but 
hea lers, l ife-givers, and psychic experts, a l though they 
know how death is caused by magic. 

A somewha t s im i l a r  featu re, however, has been 
reported from Ka lumburu, a n  isolated m ission in the 
lower Drysda le-King Edward Rivers a rea, north of 
Wunambu l triba l territory. Two med icine-men and thei r 
U nggud sna kes st ruggle in  the sky unti l one pai r  is crushed 
a nd fa l ls down dead. Northern Wuna mbal and thei r  
northern a nd north-eastern neighbou rs have been i n  con
tact with m issiona ry activities in  the a rea for severa l 
d ecad es. A psych iatrist, accompanying an anthropologica l 
resea rch team i n  1 963 to Ka l umburu, obta ined a l itt l e  in
f(mna tion from six e lderly med icine-men, punmun (ban-



The High Degree 145 

man) l iving there, but only after long and mostly fru it less 
conversations. 8 

As i n  the U ngar inyin and southern Wunamba l  cla ns, 
the doctor-ma n is closely associated with the U nggu r (U ng
gud) snake from the time he is selected for the profess ion. 
H is in i tiating doctor takes some scum off the pool near 
Kalumburu settlement. This scum which is U nggur's spit
tle, is pi l l -rol led into a bal l  and inserted into the boy's 
navel. The U nggur snake hatches out and grows in his bel 
ly, as he knows from the cold feel ing there. And though he 
is trained by a practitioner, his prestige and power come 
from the U nggur snake. 

To publicize this he may cal l  up the latter. He puts one 
end of a reed or bamboo, which holds a magic stone or 
other substance, into his navel, and the other end into the 
Unggur pool. The snake rises up vertically and creeps on to 
d ry l and, w here he tra nsforms h is back into a canoe-l ike 
shape. Al l  medicine-men present may go aboard and pad
dle into the sky a long way before returning to the pool. 
This is a va riation of the doctors' rid ing on U nggur's back. 
Though when doctors of opposing tribes fight with each 
other because of sorcery charges, they mount thei r respect
ive U nggur and fight in the sky until one of them and his 
Unggur d rop down dead to the ground. Presumably th is is  
a psychic d isplay of mass hypnotism. 

A medicine-man's power is mediated through h is col lect
ion of the strongest available magic tjagolo which only he 
possesses because he a lone dares to d ive into U nggur's pool 
to look for them. In the U ngarinyin account as mentioned 
above the new graduate a nd h is tutor d ive into the U nggu r  
water from which the U nggur (surely by the hands o f  the 
banman) throws maban (magic stones) on to the bank. 

The High Degree: South-West Kimberley, W.A. 

In Northern Kimberley, and indeed also in East Kimberley 
a nd across to the Roper River in the Northern Territory, 
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the ma king of medicine-men is associated with the 
ra inbow-sna ke.9 In the south-west of the Kimberley Divi
s ion, however, that is in Dampier Land and the lower 
Fitzroy River region, medicine-men are made by spirit be
ings cal led rai. These are spirits of the dead, though rai are 
a lso pre-existent spirit childr�n, includ ing those who wil l 
be re inca rnated . The rai give postulants new insides, magic 
stones (maban), the "inner" eye by which they wil l  see 
what is norma l ly invisible, and the "aerial or astra l rope" 
with wh ich they wi l l  be able to travel through the a i r  or 
u nder the ground. Thus, they wil l  be endowed with the oc
cult  powers of the rai. 

A n a ccount, the only one, of medicine-men and thei r 
making, recorded on tape by an Aborigine in h is own 
l a ngua ge, has been pu bl ished . Mowal djal i, a very 
knowledgeab le Ungarinyin (Ngarinj in )  man, talked freely 
about the subject without questions or other interruptions. 
As he had l ived in close association with Bardi  tribespeo
ple fo r ten years and more, he spoke about Bard i  medici ne
men in pa rt icula r. l 0 

The type of person the rai bring back to thei r home, "the 
chasm where they go in  and out", to make a banman is d is
creet, poised a nd firm ;  he is not a trouble-maker but has 
good sense a nd is trusted by the rai. There they cut him up 
a nd ha ng up h is "insides" ( intestines, heart, lungs, l iver, 
k id neys). His body is "dead" but his soul remains there, 
and on the order of the rai to look steadily at the parts 
ha nging up, he recognizes them. His body is put over a hot 
ea rth-oven, with magic cooking stones in it, and covered 
with paper-bark. The perspiration streams down. The rai 

th en replace h is insides and close up the flesh. He is told 
that he can henceforth travel in the air l ike a bird or under 
the grou nd l ike a goanna. Actual ly he is sleeping in one 
place while travel l ing in his mind, for "his spirit became 
many". 

The rai take him and teach him many things, and magic 
stones cha nge h im. Some are put into his inside through 
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the navel, and some a re driven in just where the "eye mus
cles a re connected to the ea r" ; these are seen fl ickering 
right in the eye. The rai dip him in a water place " l i ke in 
the river", and then they put in  him a n  "inner eye" of 
magic. With this he ca n see a long d istance as through a 
gap in t he hi l ls, and tel l what or who is there ; with it too, 
he ca n see right th rough the bod ies of sick people, for "the 
skin a nd the body a nd the fl esh" appear to have many 
holes. The d ifferent organs have each its own colour, and if 
they a re diseased or inju red thei r colou rs a re changed . 
These "experts' with the inner eye can see "the country 
u nderneath", a nd can hea r the spirits of the dead tal k ing 
to them. Moreover, as these spi rits, these rai, fol low the 
ast ral  (aeria l )  rope, so the men of high degree, the experts, 
a lone see them and the "rope" and fol low it. I ndeed, a rai 
ta kes t he new med i cine-ma n  about on the "aerial rope". I f  
the rope breaks, i t  must be mended, for the rai neve r lets 
h im go. 

• 

Mowa ldjal i  does not say whether al l  the foregoing ex
perience was in a single dream or trance, or in severa l .  But 
he does imply that an aspirant l ets one or more of the craft 
know tha t  he would l ike to become a doctor:-man.  I f  ac
cepted, he would be told solemnly  what to expect, and the 
mea ning of what happens. This instruction includes what 
to do if  other med icine-men chase the new "grad uate" in a 
d ream because he or some of his rel ations cause trouble 
ov�r a bu l l roare r  or other  matters. He is wa rned of the 
traps, especial ly of the opening tree which closes on him if 
he ente rs it, a nd causes him to be sick. All this is done by a 
rai magician as a lesson. He opens the trees to rel ease the 
one who is squeezed in it. He tel l s  the latter to fi re magic 
stones at the tree and to go a rou nd it, otherwise if caught 
in it he would die a nd go to Du l ugun, the place of the 
dead. 

I n al l  this d rea m or trance experience, Mowaldjal i says 
the trainee's m i nd is bei ng "cond itioned". He is bei ng 
shown in his  m ind what to do. A nd by h is total experience 
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a nd tra i ning he is  set aside, ordai ned as we m ight say ;  he 
becomes a n expert. 

Such was the information about these cl ever men ac
cord ing to the accounts handed down by the old men of 
the tribe, said Mowa ldjal i :  But there are no such fa mous 
men of high deg ree to-day. They and the i r  magic stones 
a nd aeria l rope belong to the t i mes of the old identities 
who had complete confidence in  them. 

Notes 

I .  T.G.H.  Strehlow, Songs of Central Australia, (Sydney : Angus & 
Robertson, 1 97 1  ), p.26 1 . 

2. This was meant to be a chapter in a book on the Aborigines, which 
Mathews never finished. He obtained the material during the 
preceding three decades when he spent much time in the north
west of New South Wales. 

3. The Bigambul and Bandjelang material is from A.P. Elkin, Field
notes, I 946 ff. 

4. H. Petri, Sterbende Welt in No'rdwest-Af!stralien, 1 9 54. Andreas Lom
mel, Die Unambal, 1 952.  Both writers referred to Aboriginal Men of 
High Degree. 

5 .  Not far from the head of Walcott I nlet towards the junction of the 
Isdell River, where the water swirls, doctor-men used to dive in 
and get access to a subterranean cave. This was a secret place of 
"retreat", of meditation and visions. 

The feathers of the ''crown", as Petri terms it, were those with 
which Unggud flew. This information comes from Bungguni, the 
last of the old time doctors of the Wunambal-Worora-Ungarinyin 
mixed community gathered into Mowanjum, near Derby, since 
1 9 56. I thank Mr Howard Coate for checking my text with Bung
guni. 

6. Petri, Sterbende Welt in Nordwest-Australien, 232-3 3 .  Lommel, Die 
Unambal, 53-4, writes that miriru came from the dead. H. Coate, 
correspondence, writes that miriru, which is used by the Ngarinyin 
and also the Wunambal and Worora, is best translated as trance. 

1. Lommel, Die Unambal, pp. 5 1 -52.  Bungguni (set footnote 5 )  con
firms that a man had to be killed and "fed" (offered) to the U nggud 
snake, but denies that the doctors ate any of the flesh. 

8.  J.E.  cawte, "Tjimi and Tjagolo: Ethnopsychiatry in the Kalumburu 
People ·of North-Western Australia", Oceania V. 34 ( 1 963-64):  
1 70-90, especial ly 1 86-88. 

9. See above: also Kaberry, Aboriginal Woman, pp. 2 1 3 , 2 1 7. For B irrun
dudu in the southern part of East Kimberley where the postulant 
and the native doctors fly through the air astride the Rainbow 
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Snake, see R.M. and C.  H. Berndt, The World of the First Australians 
(Sydney : Ure Smith, 1 964), p.2 57. 

In 1 947 while amongst the Djauan and Mangarai  I learnt that a 
c lever-fellow (termed a nanguranggo) at the Elsey on the Roper 
River, worked in the water from six a.m. until midday to get 
Bolung, the rainbow snake with two horns, out of the river. This 
man could "call up" spirits who would "talk" or make sounds. He 
was a ventriloquist, and could disappear from the persons around 
him and talk to them as frorri l OOm away. (A.P. Elkin, Field-notes, 
1 947). Presumably, the rainbow incident was a mystic experience 
during the clever-man's making, or else a display of hypnotic 
power. 

1 0. The Bardi occupied the northern tip of Dampier Land peninsula 
and were closely all igned with the natives of the Buccaneer 
Archipelago. H.H.J. Coate was responsible for this recording ( made 
in 1 964) and has publ ished the text, and also interlinear and free 
translations of it. "The Rai and the Third Eye", Oceania, 3 8  ( 1 966) :  
93- 1 23 .  



6 Animistic and magical 
causes of illness 

O ne day in 1 930 nea r a native cam p  at Mou nt Ma rga ret, 
Lave rton Distri ct, Western Austral ia, I saw a med i cine
man rubbi ng a young ma n's abdomen with both hands as 
i f  ga theri ng up an i nvisible something. From time to time 
he wal ked off s lowly and silently about 1 0  m and with h is 
right a rm hu rled that " invis ible someth ing" away. The 
patient asked me for med icine. I gave h i m  an aspirin.  H e  
did not doubt the med icine-man's power t o  withdraw the 
cause of his pa in and cu re h im, but in  the mea ntime, the 
wh ite man's pi l l would ease h is pains. 

Five years later, at t he end of a lectu re on Aborigina l 
med icine-men to t he Nort hern Med ical  Association of 
New South Wal es, 1 some of the aud ience related thei r puzz
l ing experiences of appa rently cu ring Aboriginal (actua l l y  
pa rt-Aborigil')al ) patients o f  append icitis, pneumon ia and 
other a ffl ictions, a nd yet those patients d id not ma ke nor
ma I progress. I suggested that in the patients' v iews the 
physicians and surgeons got rid of the sym ptoms only, that 
is the bad append ix, the congestion and so on. They 
need ed assura nce that the "object" or "agent" wh ich 
caused the bad append ix, the congestion and so on had 
been drawn out. I n  the i r  bel ief, however, this prior cause 
was magica l  or animistic and had been projected into a 
patient by ma n or spi rit. Therefo re it could only be 
removed by the i r  ow n med ic i ne-ma n who through h is 
ma k ing had been endowed w ith knowledge of, and power 
a nd ex pert ise associated with, the sphere of magic and 
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a n i m ism, of ritua l a nd bel ief. Accord ingly, by visi ble ac
t ions, ex pected a nd u nderstood, often by producing an out
wa rd sym bol or form of the invis ible "p rior" ca use, he im
pa rted to the patient confidence a nd assu ra nce of 
recovery. 

For this reason too, about the sa me ti me, Aborigines in a 
Sydney suburb, New South Wales, met the cost of bri nging 
a med ici ne-man from the m id-west of t he State to cure a 
sick person. The i r  fa i th was in h i m, not in  the s k il l of the 
wh ite physicians. He knew the magical and mystical  con
text of i l l ness .and cu re and would act with in it. Centu ries 
of bel ief a nd ritua l had made up th is context. 

Back in 1 82 5, James Dunlop, the New South Wa l es 
Govern ment Astronomer, recorded that a man dreamed he 
had been spea red through the body and had died. When 
he woke up, bel iev ing in the real ity of d reams he told M r  
Dunlop h e  was goi ng t o  d ie, and asked for some water 
which he pou red over his own head.  Next day, Mr Dunlop 
found him ve ry i l l  and dying.2 He had al ready chosen the 
spot w he re he wou ld d ie a nd where he should be bu ried .  
Some days later, as a resu l t  of  tak ing no fo()d, he was i n 
deed dyi ng. Two sorcerers (med icine-men) attended him. 
He was tu mbled headfirst into a nearby strea m, taken out 
a nd rol led i n  the sa nd wh ich was then washed off h im.  A 
co rd was tied a round his body, with the knot placed over 
t he spot whe re the spear of his dream had entered. A 
"th read" from the knot was drawn by a you ng woman 
back a nd forth across her gu ms, until  she began to spit 
b l ood-blood which was sa id to come from the dying 
man's side. A swe l l ing had risen ( unaccou ntably, wrote Mr 
Dunlop)  under the k not and a med icine-man stroked the 
man's nes h  from a l l  d i rect ions towards this "as though to 
force the blood thit her".  He then sucked the spot and a l so 
pressed it violently with h is hands unt i l  a spea r-point, fou r  
inches i n  length, "ca me out". He sucked aga in and "a p
pea red to d ra w  blood and corrupt matter", though there 
was no visib le  wou nd . Crossing the strea m he threw th is 
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away. The patient, accord ing to Mr Dunlop, bel ieved he 
wou ld now get well, but when Mr Dunlop sent him some 
tea, he wou ld not d rink it but asked that i t  be g iven to the 
med i c ine-man, fo r if the latter drank it, he the pat ient 
would benefi t. However, he d ied. Appa rently, h is death 
had been revealed in h is d rea m as a fact, and not even t he 
med ici ne-ma n could prevent it. I ts cause was anim istic, 
though we m ight  d iagnose sel f- i mposed sta rvation fol low
i ng a vivid n ig htma re. 3 

I n  1 927,  just over one hund red years later, on my a rrival 
in B roome, north-western Austral ia, I heard that a 
Worora tr ibesman from 480 km fu rther north, had been 
brought down to Broome a nd put into hospital ,  where, in 
spite of medica l ca re, he died. A post-mortem revea l ed no 
cause of death.  He had been "sung". Some months later I 
lea rnt from t he missiona ry in Worora country that he had 
seen a group of men "singing" two men who had broken 
ma rriage ru les. They sa ng for hou rs with great vehemence 
a nd eve ry now a nd then dug the hand le-ends of thei r 
spea r-th rowe rs into the ground as though into the bodies 
of t heir intended vict ims. O ne of the latter took no notice 
of the "singing" with its impl ied sentence of death, but  t he 
other died in B roome hospital  as I have mentioned . Both 
men had been within the infl uence of the Woro ra M iss ion. 
The one who "took no notice'� possibly had such st rong 
back i ng in t he tr ibe, e nsu r i ng revenge in case of h is death,  
that he cou ld ignore the sing ing. Or he may have been a n  
ou tsta nd i ng wa rr ior. I n  some cases of such magical fai l u re, 
the i ndended vict i m  was led into ambush a nd spea red. 

Genera l ly spea king a person who was sung by the elders 
for a n  offence, could  not recover, unless those elders 
"withd rew" the "magical  charge". In a case at Kara ndj i  
(Northern Kimberley), about 1 938, a woman had been 
su ng fo r incest. S he was terrified, and "her eyes were 
su nken", but when the elders thought she had been 
pu n ished enough, a "doctor" saved her. Some yea rs later, a 
man was su ng at  Yuendumn Aborigina l Settlement, north-
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west o f  A l ice S prings. He too, was terrified ; h e  would 
"take" a spea r through the th igh or any other punishment 
rather than being su ng. Mr H.  Coate, the officer to whom 
he had told his story, saw the old men who assu red him 
the sung ma n would not d ie. They wa nted to frighten h im. 
Later on they l ifted the "cu rse", after which he went into 
exi le  in  the bush for a period. 

I n  1 956  an Aborigina l  young man, named Wulumu, was 
brought into Da rwin Hospital from Yirrkala ( in north-east 
A rn hem La nd), u nable to eat or speak. Tarl ton Rayment, 
Med ica l Officer in charge of the case understood that the 
ma n had been sung fol lowing a k i l l ing for which he was 
held responsible ;  he was then poisoned by h is mother-in
law. "The poison picked out the respira tory centre i n  the 
med u l la a nd d istu rbed the swal lowing mechanism". He 
sent me ( 1 7th Apr i l  1 956 )  some grass and a lso a mixtu re 
made from pound i ng up th is grass, wh ich was put in a 
wate rhol e to pa ra lyze fish so that they were easi l y  ca ught. 
The native had actua l ly  chewed up grass which he passed 
in  h is faeces a fter comi ng into hospital .  Officers of the 
Division of Animal  Health and Production of the Com
monweal th Scientific and I ndustria l Research O rgan iza
tion experimented with both the grass and the m ixtu re, 
but found that neither gold-fish, two rats nor two gu inea 
p igs showed a ny adverse effects. The grass and the m ixtu re 
had been flown from Yi rrkala a nd immed iately on to me 
in Sydney. By 1 7th April Wulumu was showing signs of 
recovery. He could stay w ith the respirator off for about 
twenty minutes each hour, and with a gastrostomy tube 
h is nutrition was improving, but he could not swal low 
food, t hough his power of speech had retu rned . I n  time he 
recovered a nd went back to h is people. This was a rare vic
tory over both magical singing and the bel ief that a person 
had been poisoned by a "magical substance", in which 
recovery was at  least a ided by hospital ministration.4 

Wa i p u l d a ny a  w h o beca me a t ra i ned m ed i ca l  
a ss ista nt,-a black "Docto r-Wh i tefel low", had,  l i ke 
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Wulumu, been sung to death and saved. I n  his case 
however, he was reprieved not by a wh ite doctor and 
hospita l treatment, but by a Doctor-Blackfel low. He was 
su ng possibly for a ritual error  made by another member 
of his cult group. He became suddenly i l l ,  and his grand
father solemn ly pronounced that he had been sung ! Only a 
powe rfu l  m ed i c i ne-ma n cou ld save h im.  Docto r
B i ackfe l low Gudj iwa was cal l ed. He stuffed a herbal mix
tu re down Wa ipulda nya's throat, performed an ene rgeti c 
da nce arou nd h i m, then put his  hand over the boy's hea rt 
a nd sucked his a rm nea r the shou lder. " I n  a moment he 
. spat a mouthful of blood" into a ba rk d ish a nd repeated 
th is until  the d ish was dripping w i th blood . Gudj iwa t hen 
rubbed bushes over  the boy's chest, and w ith a final 
mouthfu l  of blood, spat out "a red star-shaped shell" .  I n
sta ntly, the boy began to improve and i n  a week was qu ite 
wel l .  

Wa ipuldanya was not conscious o f  t h e  med icine-man's 
treatment, but lea rnt about it from his gra ndfather. He 
was satisfied, even after receiving h is med ica l tra i n ing, 
that Gudj iwa got the blood by sucking it through h is skin. 
He  a rgued that Gudj iwa could not have had it in  h is 
mouth before the sucking process because he was chanting 
and opening his  mouth widely, and when sucking emptied 
h is mouth more than once. Waipulda_nya, however, d id 
not mention the possibil ity that the med icine-man m ight 
have cut h is own l ips or gum with the small star-shaped 
shel l  which was in h is mouth. But he did concede that i t  
might have been a trick, "a n exceptional ly  clever one". I n  
any case, he was convinced that bad blood was removed, 
a nd he d id get better. 5 

Black and White Medidne : Parallel and Complementary 

The Aborigines .had thei r trad itional pattern of diagnosis 
and treatment of sickness. K insfolk as in duty bound 
l<x>ked a fter the sick, provid ing the accustomed remedies. 
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I f  the affliction d idn't yield o r  i f  it were jud�ed t o  be 
serious, possibly caused by sorcery or by the spirits, a 
doctor-ma n took over. Th is pattern of diagnosis and treat
ment was cont inued after white settlers, missions and 
government agencies gave some attention to what they 
rega rded as the Aborigines' med ical needs. They handed 
out med icines, blankets and bandages. Nurses or other 
k i ndly d isposed persons, and occasional ly  a physicia n, 
v isited them i n  thei r camps. 

T h is meagre Weste rn t reatme n t  d id not d istu rb 
trad itional routine. The two went along pa ral lel l ines and 
no doubt sometimes fortu itously complemented each 
other to the greater benefit of the patient. I n  a ny case the 
med icine-man was the only d iagnostician and healer in 
whom the Aborigines had fa ith. 

The late r  provision of "hospitals" with a few beds for 
su perv ised treatment and to get patients off the ground 
d id not change this s ituation, at l east not in  commu nities 
where the traditional social and psychologica l context had 
not been fundamental ly  changed. This context, however, 
rema ins a n  operative factor in  Aboriginal l ife long after 
nomad ic food-gathering and hunting economy has been 
d iscarded. Nea rly forty yea rs ago, I recorded an il lustration 
of th is in  a hospital for a large Aboriginal and pa rt
Aborigina l community in south-east Queensland. It was 
ru n by a matron of understanding, nursing staff and 
visiting med ical officer. I n  one way or another, patients' 
relations smuggled into them their accustomed food ( i r
respective of the diet they should be on), a nd trad itiona l  
"med icines" i nc luding l i niments, such a s  goanna fat m ixed 
with other i ngredients, wh ich were rubbed on the 
pa tient's body a nd ca me off on the clea n white sheets. A 
med ic ine-man a lso made his way in and ministered to 
"the fa ithful".  Such incu rsions were rega rded as in
evitable, especial ly when older people were concerned. 
Thus patients received, to their content, independent, 
para l lel treatments from two cultu ra l  sou rces which in 
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t hem became complementa ry, even if not plan ned as such 
by matron and physician. 

Du ring field -work in 1 953-54 among the Wai lbr i  
(Wa lb iri )  at  Hoo ker Creek Aboriginal Settl ement, no rth 
west Central Austra l ia, M.J. Meggitt obse rved a si m i l a r  
two-fold approach to thei r i l ls. O rd inary ind isposit ions 
that seemi ngly come on suddenly, such as i n fl uenza, 
ea rache, migra ine a nd so on, were treated i n  a bi-cultu ra l  
way. They we re att ributed t o  mal evole nt, sp i ritual bei ngs, 
the Djanba, who put "someth i ng" in t he sick person du ring 
t he precedi ng n ight. The med icine-ma n's standa rd treat
ment consisted of removing the "someth ing" from the af
fl icted person by i nserting mabanba ( magic stones) into, 
and sucki ng, the affected pa rt, and by softly cha nting over  
the v ict im to ensu re that the "someth i ng" wou ld recoil 
from him to the Djanba. The patient would then try the 
wh ite man's med icine at the s ickbay. The psycholog ica l ef
fect of the former treatment and the phys�ologica l effect of 
the latter, usual ly resulted in a qu ick recovery. Most, if not 
a l l ,  of the credit  went to the med icine-ma n.  

In these, or other cases i n  which the usual  procedu re 
fa i led to give rel ief, the medicine-man real ized that the 
Djanba had taken some portion of the patient's  body, 
which he m ust recover. To do th is he went into a "state of 
deep contemplation, perhaps even of tra nce", se nt out h is 
fa m i l ia r, a sma l l ,  non-mate r ia l  l iza rd, to locate the th iev
i ng Djanba, "fi red" h is mabanba at the latter who, if h it, 
rel eased the miss ing pa rt of the pat ient's body. It retu rned 
automatica l ly to its place in the latter a nd recovery fol 
lowed q u ickly. I f  the magic stones missed the Djanba, the 
pa tient d ied.6  

Such complementa ry "black and wh ite" treatment of i l l 
nesses was customa ry in the  1 960s, and may sti l l  be  so, at  
J iga l ong M ission, over 1 000 km to the  west of  the Walbir i . 
The M ission was esta b l is hed in 1 946 in the western fri nge 
of the Gibson Desert, a nd about 480 km from the Western 
Austra l ia n  Coast. Several in land tribal  g roups and rem-
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nants, including a couple from the Desert, gravitated to it. 
The population, averaging about 300, included "approx
imately fifteen" native doctors. This relatively la rge 
number of professionals at one Settlement probably 
reflects the wide separation of groups in the arid a nd 
desert cond itions from which they migrated. I t  a lso ex
pressed the felt need of such groups for read ily ava ilable 
psych ic  a nd bod i ly "help in  t ime of trouble". 

The doctor-men had maban (magical substances of 
power) inside them, and in most cases spirit fami l ia rs a lso. 
They were able to see inside people a nd so to d iagnose i l l 
ness. Mo reover, they practised a l l  the usua l techniques, 
phys ica l, psychological a nd "make-bel ieve". And ac
cord ing to Dr Tonk inson who d id anthropological 
research at J igalong on several occasions in the 1 960s, they 
had not lost any of "their  cl ientele" to the M ission cl inic 
which was run by a tra ined nurse, a l though the Aborigines 
eagerly accepted all forms of medicine, especially inject
ions. They regarded them, however, as only supplement
a ry to the treatment by thei r own doctor-men.' 

Or Tonk inson does not refer to the making of medicine
men except to say that most of them "inherit thei r special 
powers from their fathers", that is, from "the spirits of 
thei r dead patril ineal forebears" and thei r ancestra l 
totemic be i ngs who l ive u nder Lake Disappointment, a nd 
with whom they must keep in effective communication. 
Some of the pow�rs attributed to them, however, suggest 
that they were made in a mystic experience which in
cl uded vis itation by spi rits and receiving maban inside 
them. These powers include being leaders on dream-spirit 
jou rneys especia l ly those associated with the rel igious l ife, 
taking persons' d ream spirits on a journey by sitting them 
astride lengths of ha i r-string, or if  men only, astride of 
sacred boards, veh icles that the doctors create by blowing 
on their maban stones,8 and protecting people "against at
tacks by mal ignant spi rits". 
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Doctor-Man in Health Services 

By the 1 970s, some Europeans concerned with the 
provision of health services for Aborigines were recogniz
ing that med icine-men had an essential role to play. Their  
ro-operation in Centra l Austra l ia was sought and gained 
i n  severa l centres by medical officers from Al ice Springs. 
Visiting the groups they asked through the older men 
whether they would l ike thei r trad itional hea lers to work 
in their  Settlement health centr� with the med ical sisters. 
A research l inguist helped with the inquiries in one group, 
the Pintubi, and a missionary l inguist in the Wal biri 
groups. By the end of 1 97 1  two Pintubi med icine-men 
were work ing both as l ia ison "officers" with their own 
pt"ople in the camp, and as helpers at the Papunya Settle
ment cl inic, 2 5 7  km west of Al ice Springs. Pintubi groups 
had migrated to Papunya since the mid- 1 950s from thei r 
own territory over 1 50 km west of Papunya. Early in 1 973,  
they moved back 40 to 50 km to Yaiyai B<>re accompanied 
by their two medicine-men. Suppl ied with a chest of 
mt"dicines and bandages and with supplementary foods in  
t ins for babies and nursing mothers, they worked well a nd 
responsibly. The Ya iya i community responded favourably. 

The replacement i n  the cl inic for these two medicine
men by the people rema ining at Papunya, mostly Ngal ia 
(Walbiri  speakers), took some time. Discussions between 
them and the medical officers in September-October 1 973 
seemed to get nowhere. But many months later some 
Aboriginal council lors when talk ing to one of the officers 
about another matter, suddenly said "We have the two 
men . . .  the ones you were tal king about-the wati
namakari (the doctor-men) for the Hospital-they are 
ready now". 

At Yuendumu, 290 km north-west of A l ice Springs and 
in Wa lbiri territory, simi lar tal ks between med ical officers 
and Aboriginal leaders in February, 1 973, and in May with 
some doctor-men, resulted in two of the latter work ing at 
the c l in ic. They were not satisfactory because they were 
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too old to adapt themselves to clinic procedures. The miss
ionary l inguist and the medical officers thought that the 
elders had selec�ed these two old men deliberately because 
they were not sure of the official intentions. However, 
after further consu ltation in July, a very good medicine
man who was practising in the camp unknown to the 
cl inic sisters and to the superintendent of the Settlement, 
agreed to be involved in the clinic work and has proved 
very satisfactory. 

In this same year 1 973 ,  two medicine-men were co
operating well in the hospital clinic at Warrabri Settle
ment, near Tennant Creek.9 

Al though Aboriginal leaders a nd healers were 
somewhat hesitant about accepting the invitation to 
become involved in the official hea lth services, the experi
ment was successful in the period 1 97 1 -75. And it was so 
because they real ized that the official health officers did 
not appreciate the Aborigines' approach to, and under
standing of, the causes of i l lness and death, and that 
therefore the help of their own medicine-men was neces
sa ry. 

An importa nt and significant example of this co
operat ion comes from Yuendumu. In  the mid- 1 970s, the 
hospital with its sick bay had an elderly Aboriginal nurs
ing a ide who was also a medicine-man in whom the peo
ple had great faith. He practised h is own native skil ls such 
as "sucking", massaging and ·withdrawing substances but 
in conjunction with the precautions and techniques he 
lea rnt as a hospita l assistant. 

A l inguist at Yuendumu has kindly given me the follow
ing information (in correspondence, June 1 976) about her 
own experience towards the end of 1 975.  Two carbuncles 
between the third and fourth fingerS of one hand, and the 
conseqQent swel l ing of the hand and forearm caused a 
week of agony, which anti-biotics and pain-killers failed to 
rel ieve. On the entreaty of Aboriginal friends she agreed to 
let the doctor-man look at it. He did so in a very profes-
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s iona l manner. S he then agreed to h is request to suck the 
hand, hoping at least for rel ief of the intense pain .  Tu rn ing 
the pa l m  downwa rds, he sucked the back of the hand 
"where the veins run that go between the knuckles". After 
about th i rty seconds she fel t  that someth ing was coming 
out of her hand, a nd when he took h is mouth away he 
spat out into some tissues, blood a nd pus. He repeated the 
process twice, g iving rel ief as the pressu re decreased . At 
the th i rd suck ing he p roduced a yarda ; it looked l ike a 
smal l piece of pointed q ua rtz, but she d id not · see i t  or  the 
b lood come out, nor any perforat ions on her ha nd.  Her 
hand fe l t  better for about an  hou r. Then the pressu re a nd 
pa i n  bu i l t  up  aga in. The med ic ine-ma n repeated the suck
i ng on· the next two days, a n  abso l utely pa i n less process; 
and spat out blood a nd pus each ti me-but not yarda. He 
then sa id he cou ld do no more until  he could take out the 
cores, but the rest of the pus began to be released with in  
twenty-f(mr hours of  the th i rd suck ing. Two days a fter this  
he extracted the cores, and then dressed the wou nd dai ly. 
Later  on he massaged the hand to remove the st iffness. 

This wh ite person benefited from the knowledge a nd 
sk i l ls of two cu ltu res, on the one hand tak ing a nti -biot ics 
from the Hosp ita l S ister and on the other hand receiv ing 
ind igenous treatment from the doctor-ma n, a lmost in  
pa ra l lel fash ion. I n  the doctor-man, however, the  two 
trad itions were complementary. 1 0 

Not only fu l l -blood Aborigines recently removed from 
their  own trad itional way of l ife, but a lso great numbers of 
"adva nced" Aborigines, includ ing pa rt-Aborigines, st i l l  at
tribute il l nesses a nd deaths (except possibly of the very 
old ) to magica l  p ract ices, to the activ ities of spirits, usua l ly  
spi rits of the depa rted, and to brea k ing taboos. 1 1  The age
old ph ilosophy of l ife in a l l its p hases has not been 
superseded by Eu ropea n ex planations a nd theories of con
ception, i l l ness a nd death. 

Th is is  the case, for exa mple, i n  the North-west Division 
of Western Austra l ia i n  spite of over a centu ry of pastora l 
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occupation in  the coasta l region a nd of  about seventy years 
in land to the fringe of the desert, and in spite a l so of re
cent intensive metal mining. The la rge Aborig i nal  popu la
t ion reta i ns to th is day trad itional views on the causes of 
s ick ness a nd death, and rel ies on med ici ne-men to dea l  
with the  former, especial ly at  the poi nt where the wh ite 
doctors a nd hospita ls fa i l .  

· 

A recent exam ple (Janua ry 1 976) of th is and of com
plementary, bi-cu ltu ra l  treatment  comes from the Car
na rvon d istrict, Western Austra l ia .  A young Aborigina l  
station-hand while hunting bel ieved h e  saw a "feather
foot" ( Kada itja ) ma n. 1 2  Terrified he fled into the bush. The 
loca l branch of the Community Health Department sent 
out a n  Aboriginal  ass istant who fortunately was a 
med icine-man, to bring him in.  The former is sa id to have 
su ng chants "ca l l ing on spirits of t he young man's 
ancestors to help  him fight the feather-foot man". This 
happened and he calmed down. He was brought into the 
hosp ita l ,  where he recovered qu ickly. The hospita l physic
ians att r ibuted the young fel low's distu rbance to the psy
chologica l  effects on h im of "the recent  deaths of his 
mother a nd a close friend". The people on the Aboriginal  
reserve, however, saw the cause in  the "feather-foot" man 
a nd thought of bringing down from Port Hed land a 
powerfu l  doctor-man "to look at him" . 1  3 

The d ifficulty i n  many regions today is to find "doctors" 
who a re "men of h igh degree", who have not only learnt 
the ritual  a nd man ipulative actions they should perform, 
but a lso have had the spi ritual experience which gives 
them the strong or inner eye, the add ition of magica l  "sub
stances" to their " insides", and the assistance of persona l 
totems. The depth of thei r knowledge and the essence of 
their power l ie in this experience. They have been th rough 
great fear  and even "death", a nd can impart confidence to 
those who face s imi lar tria l s. 
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Mm of High Degree: Their Passing? 

The Order of "Men of High Degree" together with the 
bel ief in associated psychic, psychological and physical  
aspects of its members' "making and powers", has seemed 
to many observers doomed to pass away as Aborigines ac
cept western ideas of il lness, its cause and cure. In the 
meantime, the doctors of the Order could function usefully 
in a changing Aboriginal society. The decline in the 
number and activities of doctor-men, has been an in
evitable consequence of the white man's occupation and 
exploitation of the Aborigines' land, wherever the latter 
was of economic value. Depopulation followed rapidly, 
and also dispersal of remnants on the fringes of townships, 
on pastoral properties and on missions or other organized 
settlements. I n  this process of depopulation and dispersal 
indigenous culture was undermined and with _ it the con
text of human needs and beliefs, to and in which men of 
h igh degree ar� the response, that is, have thei r rationale. 

The few elderly, part-Aboriginal clever-fel lows in wide
ly separated parts of New South Wales, whom I and some 
others either knew or were told about in the cou rse of 
field-research from two to four decades ago, were lone sur
vivors amidst cultural wrecks. So too, W.E.H. Stanner 
reported that only one miumdakar, doctor-blackfel low 
"remained in 1 93 2  amongst all the tribes" or tribal rem
nants on the Daly River, south of Darwin, and he was only 
"a l ittle  bit" miumdakar. 1 4  

Similarly, among the Wunambal, Worora and Ungari
nyin of Northern Kimberley, Western Australia, at 
Mowanjum, near Derby, where most of them now l ive, 
there is only one doctor-man, and he is only "a l itt le bit 
doctor". " 

At Ka lumburu Mission, in the far north of Northern 
Kimberley, where the seven original tribes of the area 
served by the Mission have settled, there were in 1 963 six 
surviving doctor-men, elderly men whose secrets will  be 
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l ost with their death. 1 6 And in the Gunwinggu and 
neighbou ring tribes of western A rnhem Land "by the late 
1 940s and 1 950s, fewer than a dozen middling- to high
powered l iving 'clever men' could be identified", though 
"a larger fringe of men" were considered to have "a l ittle" 
power, and that not always certain. By 1 966, however, 
"a lmost al l  of the more easily identifi�d 'clever men' were 
d ead", and the number of "ma rginal  ones" was 
diminishing. 1 7 

I n Central Austral ia Doctors Cawte and Kidson con
cluded from field inquiries in 1 964 that med icine-men 
were decreasi ng in number at Yuendumu, 290km north
west of Al ice Springs. This was in spite of the rapid in
crease of population there in ten yea rs from 3 50 to 700. 1 8  
And as  mentioned above (p. 1 37)  Professor Strehlow con
sidered that the last Western Aranda man of high degree 
d ied in the mid- 1 960s. 

The Desert: A Rampart for Indisenous Culture 

S o u t h - west of  the  A ra nda a nd t h e i r im med i a te 
neighbou rs, however, the a rid environment delayed and 
for the most part prevented wh ite occupation of tribal 
la nds, and also, until the late 1 930s, missionary penetra
tion. As a result, cultural integration was ma intained by 
a n  adequate population, made up of an arc-like series of 
tribes, possessing the same social organization and pattern 
of bel iefs a nd ritual, and speaking dialects of a common 
language. They extended from the Everard and Musgrave 
Ranges in the north-west of South Austral ia and around 
and across the "corner" where that State, the Northern 
Territory and Western Austral ia meet. Moreover, this 
cultu raJ heritage was retained in spite of migration of local 
groups east and south-east and even south across the Great 
Victorian Desert, "forced" out by very long droughts and 
attracted by the apparent advantages of conditions created 
by wh ite settlement. 1 9 
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The most widespread and widespread ing of the tribes in 
that south-west a rc in 1 930 and since was the Pidjandja
djara, moving out from the Petermann, Mann a nd other 
Ranges in that "corner" region, as it were from a perennial  
human spring. 20 

Th is persist ing ind igenous cul tu re inc luded the 
medicine-man complex. I ndeed, it was not under any at
tack even after the founding of Ernabel la  M ission in 1 93 7  
and of rat ion depots ( later Government Aboriginal  set
tlements) at Haasts B luff in 1 940 and A reyonga in 1 943 . 
Pidjandjadjara were attracted to a l l  three. Others drifted 
east, for example to Angas Downs. I n  a l l  of them Eu ropean 
med ic i nes and treatment were accepted, but not to the ex
clusion of the essential treatment given by their own 
medicine-men. An average of th ree hund red Pidjandjara 
were at A reyonga i n  the 1 950s. I n  June 1 9 53 I witnessed 
at night a very important and sti rring Peterman n  Range 
" historical"  ritual  6km from the Settlement. I n  spite of set
tlement organization and employment and in spite of m is
sionary endeavours, bel ief and ritual were sti l l  strong and 
influentia l .  

In 1 952,  1 50 Pidjandjara at Angus Downs, east of Ayres 
Rock, incl uded one doc�or-man. He had a sma l l  black 
stone which he sucked out of h is patient's stomachs or 
foreheads. His services were sti l l  in demand although the 
group had been visited for nineteen years by European 
medical officers, and although both he and others asked . 
the anthropologist for tablets for m inor ai lments. 2 1 

The number of doctor-men in  the north-west corner of 
South Austra l ia has not been recorded but one or more are 
reported from al l  but very smal l  groups. I n  1 975 there 
were three (ngangkari) amongst the thirty-three persons at 
Pipalyatjara in  the Tomkinson Ranges. This apparent over
supply was probably a fortuitous happeni ng in a time of 

decentra l ization a nd much movement. 22 The treatment 
cons isted of massage expertly done, "fol lowed by sucking 
the affected part and removing 'bad blood' a nd . . .  the 
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foreign object" (genera l ly a nondescri pt p iece of wood ). 
This treatment was the same in other Pidjandjadjara 
groups and a mong the Ja nggundjara (at Evera rd Park).  As 
e lsewhe re, too, the s ick wil l ingly accepted and usua l ly  
asked for tablets, eye d rops, and other simple remedies.B 

We have a l ready seen that to the north of the A ra nda, 
med icine-men are stil l  function ing amongst the Wal biri  in 
no rth-west Central Austra l ia, and also in the North-west 
D iv is ion of Western Austral ia  a mongst the grou ps i n  the 
Ca rna rvon a nd Port Hedland coastal d istricts and i n l a nd 
at J iga long. The vast a rid and desert envi ronments 
sepa rat i ng Centra l  Aust ra l ia from Western Austral ia 's  
North-west Division, have thwa rted Eu ropea n sett lement 
a nd thereby delayed the collapse of ind igenous institu
t ions, includ i ng the O rder of Men of H igh Degree. The 
brea kdown of the O rder, however, as i t  functioned before 
contact, seems inevitable. 

Western influences are al l -pervasive. M issions prov ide 
spir itua l interpretations and m inistrations ; educationa l 
a nd med ical se rvices teach and practise ou r understa nd ing 
of sickness a nd death ; and in ou r opinion, the ma rvels of 
modern tec h nology must surely outdo the wonders of the 
cl ever-men ; we thi n k  of telephone, wirel ess, television a nd 
X-ray;  of g ra mophones and tape-reco rders ;  of tra ins, 
moto rs, aeropla nes a nd space-veh icles. 

In the Aborigines' opi nion, however, a l l  this k nowledge 
a nd a l l  the benefic ial activ it ies of priests, teachers, phys i 
cia ns a nd technolog ists a re manifesta tions or  develop
ments in the wh ite man's world of what the Aboriginal  
clever-men know a nd do, or d id, in their  worl d.  The 
doctor-blackfel low cu res the sick or finds a reason why he 
fa ils to do so ; the Flying Doctor and the wireless are 
ma rvel lous in ou r eyes, but the med icine-ma n  by mea ns of 
h is "cord" or th rough the help of h is totem or spir it  
fam i l ia r, can send word th rough the air  w ith the speed of 
thought-" a l l  a same wireless" ; moreover, the actua l ity of 
d rea ms, the persona l experience of d reams, is more sign ifi-
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cant than the pictu re on the television screen ; and the 
penetrating power of the "inner or strong eye" ena bles the 
med icine-man to see directly the cond ition of a sick 
person's "insides", without an X-ray mach ine and electric 
power. So too; the extraction of magica l  objects and bad 
blood or other matter from his "insides" by rubbing, suck
ing, sleight of hand and other ritual acts, is in l ine with ou r 
su rgeon's use of the knife to remove whatever is causing 
the trouble and pain. 

A New Type: Blackfellow-Doctor-Whitefellow 

Eventu a l ly, however, in  the contact situation the 
med icine-man's knowledge and skil l  are inadequate for 
dea ling with some sicknesses, and find ing magica l or 
animistic explanations of fai lure does not satisfy. This is i l 
lustrated in the experience of Waipuldanya ( Phi l l i p  
Roberts), a full-blood of the Alawa tribe, lower Roper 
River, Northern Territory. B rought up on the Mission 
there, and wel l tra ined by white medical officers to be a 
med ical assistant, he was on duty at Maningrida Settle
ment and Liverpool River d istrict, Northern A rnhem 
La nd. He confronted a Doctor-Biackfel low, Malagwia, the 
most powerful one on that pa rt of the coast, whose only 
son was very sick with a poisoned foot. Malagwia admit
ted that he ctmld not cu re the boy himself but refused to 
bring him to Wa ipuldanya, because he a Doctor Blackfel
low would be seen seeking treatment from a blackfel low 
who was trai ned as a "Doctor Whitefel low". So the latter 
went to Malagwia's camp, for that would not shame him. 

Replying to his q uestion about the hypodermic syringe, 
Wa i p u lda nya ( t h rough a n  i n te r p re te r )  a nswe red 
d iplomatica l ly "Proper Doctor Blackfel low magic. If I in
ject this fluid ( it was penicil l in)  into you r son it wi l l  force 
out the d evil that is inside his leg and kil l ing him". He was 
satisfied, and when his wife began to cry as the need le was 
pu�hed in, he sa id, "Can't you see that a Doctor B lackfel-
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low . . .  one of my col leagues . . .  is trying to cu re our son?". 
But, Waipuldanya said, ' 'I 'm not a Doctor Blackfel low", to 
w h ich Ma l agwia reto rted, "You-a i l Proper Doctor 
B lackfel low", and when Waipuldanya was fin ished and 
stood up, the other held him by both shoulders in "frater
nal greeting-the intimate acknowledgement of equals". 
W hat is more, he agreed to bring the boy for several days 
to the cl inic where, sa id Waipuldanya, "I am a more 
powe rful s inger". 

Seeing that his son was cu red, the old man asked 
Wa ipulda nya to treat himself and h is wife for some erup
tions on their  legs and a rms. When these disappeared, he 
went to Wa ipuldanya and "bestowed the ultimate ac
colade" : "Doctor . .  . " he said fervently, "Doctor . . .  ". "I 
was overcome", says Waipuldanya, for "I could not doubt 
that his people regarded him al most as a Dreaming in 
whom they bel ieved bl indly." But he could not cure his 
son, h is wife nor himsel f w ith his own m ixtures a nd 
magic. He a l lowed a new kind of medicine-man, a 
Blackfel low With wh ite ma n's medical skill  to treat the 
th ree of them with "other drugs . . .  ta ken from herbs and 
bushes and ba rk a nd Mou ld"24 This new type of Blackfel
low Doctor blended h is skill and knowledge into in
d igenous understand ing and practice, and so could be 
recognized by .the old ti me Doctor Blackfel low. That was 
"p rofessional" recognit ion w ith in an Aboriginal cultu ral  
context. The following incident was patient-doctor 
recognition in a cross-cultural situation. Waipuldanya, on 
med ical walkabout in 1 958 along with a hunting group 
came across ten Navy men su rveying the estuary of the 
cadell River, northern A rnhem Land. When they over
ca me their  astonishment on learni ng that this Aboriginal 
hunter was a qualified medical assistant, they, on their re
quest, were treated by Waipuldanya for dysentery, sores 
and various aches w ith sul phadiazine and other items 
from his med ical kit. Thei r respect for him became ob
vious : bl ack skin, but Doctor-Whitefel low.2 5 
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Cross-cultu ral  patient-doctor recognition was a l so i n

volved in the case at Yuendumu. north-west of Al ice S pr
i ngs, to w h ich I have referred ( p. 1 59 ). But i n  i t, the loca l  
med icine-man w h o  was also a Hospital assista nt, treated 
the patient, a w h ite woman bi-cu ltu ral ly. Although her 
u ndersta n d i ng of the cause of the ca rbundes a nd thei r d is
tressfu l  seq uence was probably very different from h is-a 

"cultu ra l world" apa rt, she had confidence in the i n 
d ige nous method of removing tha t  cause as he unde rstood 
i t, a nd so ma ke a cure certa in.  But he a l so ca rried out the 

� h ite doctor's treatment for extracti ng the cores of the 

ca rbuncles. He was B lackfel low-Doctor-Whitefel low. 
S ign i fica nt ly Wa ipuldanya was not himsel f  a Man of 

H igh Degree, a nd yet Ma lagwia, who was one, recogn ized 
h i m  as Docto r Blackfel low. H e  was, however, a fu l ly  in
itiated ma n ;  he was a member of the "h igh cul ts" of the 
region, the Yabudu ruwa and Kunapipi ; a nd he had passed 
th rough a n actual experience of bei ng sung a nd on t he 

verge of p hys ica l death,  a nd then being saved, made a l ive, 
by a Ma n of H ig h  Degree. This suggests the possibi l ity of 
A bor igina l men of character a nd understand i ng, if ful ly in

i t iated a nd bea ring in  themsel ves their people's culture, 
bei ng recogn ized as B lackfel low-Doctor-Wh itefe l low, 
p rovided they have been tra ined in the wh ite man's 
med icine. But if the person so tra ined were a know n Ma n 
o f  High Degree, then he wou l d  indeed be a Blackfel low
Doctor-W hitefe l low. In h i m  the ind igenous "med ica l"  
her itage wou ld take into itsel f the white ma n's med ical  
he ritage and thereby gain greater hea l th-giving potential .  

S uch pe rsons would be qua l ified to educate thei r com
m u nities in health measu res, such as hygiene a nd d iet and 
to appreciate the med ical  treatment g iven by non
A bo rig i n a l  d octo rs, w ithou t  fo rsa k ing usefu l  fol k  
med icines a nd w ithout losing respect fo r thei r ow n 
med ici ne-men . 26 

In these present yea rs of ra pid cha nge in wh ich 
Aborig ines a re developing thei r own communi ties, with 
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official encou ragement and hel p, white authorities feel 
constra ined to consider the Aborigines' own app roach to 
sick ness a nd inju ries when planning heal th serv ices fo r 
such communities. Much of their  sickness and below stan
da rd hea l th  has resul ted from white contact and pa r
t icu l a r ly from the change from nomad ic to sedenta ry l i fe 
a nd from natu ra l l y  gat he red foods to pu rchased foodstu ffs. 
I n  th is progra m me commu nity hospita l ,  tra i ned nu rse and 
a medica l officer a re basic. But to sta tion ful ly  q u a l i fied 
western type physicians in those many scattered com
mu nit ies is im possible and for two reasons is unnecessa ry. 
F i rst ly, radio a nd aeroplane make thei r advice and 
prese nce ava i lable to the local staff. The second is the co
operation, if obta inabl e  of the m edicine-man w ith the 
com munity hea lt h  service as consu ltant and a l so as a nu rs
ing a ide or better sti l l  as a t ra ined med ical assista nt. A n  
impo rta nt aspect i s  the m utua l recognition by t h e  non
A borigi na l doctor a nd hospital sister on the one hand and 
by t he A boriginal docto r-man on the other hand, of thei r  
complementa ry roles in  m in istering to the hea l th o f  the 
com munity. The gulf between them is cultu ral ly wide a nd 
h istorica l l y  deep. The app roach of one is mainly biologica l 
a nd phys ica l ; the other's a pp roach is ma in ly  psychological  
a nd a n i m i stic. Moreover, th e latter, th e Aborigina l 
m ed ici ne-man, is h i msel f a product a nd bea rer of the 
cul tu re of w h ich that psychological make-up a nd that 
body of psychic a nd a ni m istic bel iefs a re a n  integral pa rt. 

An expe rienced a nd proven medicine-man is not l ikely 
to become a fu l ly q ua l ified med ica l  p ractitioner ;  h is lack of 
seconda ry a nd possibly also of primary education, would 
be an a l most insupe rable ba rrier to ma tricu lation and uni 
ve rs i ty work. Eventual ly there wil l be qual ified Aborigina l 
med ica l pra ctitioners ed ucated from thei r teens to be such. 
But the long absences from thei r own tribal or other 
grou ps, w h i le possibly at seconda ry school and certa in ly  at 
a d ista nt un ive rs ity receiv ing education and tra in ing 
pr ima rily designed for l ife as Europea ns, could resul t i n  
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loss of cultura l  Aboriginal ity. They m ight become es
tra nged from the socia l and psychologica l  cond it
ions a nd va l ues of their own people, and so would have 
lost the adva ntage of the medicine-man in health work 
a mongst the latter. However, if they had been initia ted, 
preferably before entering universi ty or during a long 
vacation, and had been admitted to some important 
rituals, this hand icap would be lessened. In any case, a 
course on the social and cultu ral  anthropology of the 
Al�nigines should be included in their academic tra ining. 
I nd eed, their un iversity education might be given mo�e 
appropriately i n  the University of Papua New Guinea, 
where the emphasis is on the medical and health needs of 
an emergent people. 27 

Medicine-Men : Their Psychotherapeutic Role 

The decl ine in the number of men of h igh degree 
th roughout the decades of racial and cul tu ra l  contact until 
in some regions they are barely a memory was, and is, un
fortunate. Miss ionaries and other bearers of civi l ization to 
the Aborigines, convinced that Western health services 
were superior to ind igenous methods, especia l ly  for coping 
with introduced d iseases, tended, at least until recently, to 
ignore or brush aside the doctor-men. The latter, however, 
were and a re the family-doctors of their people, and 
th rough them, through their co-operation, fa ith in  modern 
hea l th services could develop more read i ly than by exhor
tation and imposition from without. 2R Moreover, they 
cou ld help their people to cope with the stra ins and anx
ieties resu lting from contact, as wel l  as those a rising from 
the ups-and-downs of l ife. These a re not idle  words, for the 
true doctor-men impa rt a sense of power and confidence. 
The psychiatrist, Dr J.E .  Cawte, wrote as a result of a field 
study a mongst ful l -bloods in fa r riorth-west Austra l ia :  " If  
fa ith a nd hope a re heal ing emotions, the Punmun 
[ med ic i ne-man)  mobi l izes them as do psychothera pists in 
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other cultures", and does so by using "elements common 
to a l l  psychotherapeutic systems" together with the scien
tific knowledge ava ilable in his cul ture. Or Cawte, 
however, does not see any continuing role for native 
doctor-men in the context of social d isintegration. I n  h is 
Medicine is the Law ( 1 974), espec ia l ly in chapters on The Ex
ceptional Fa mily, The Sick Society, and Casualties of 
Cha nge, he d iscusses the maladaption and ma ladjustment 
of Alx>rigines which a rise in the process of al ien contact. 
He then suggests that the modern medical practit ioner 
should become a nucleus for social integration, thus 
replacing the doctor-man.29 

Medicine-Men and the Invisible 

I n  Abor igina l thought, man is twofold. He is visible body, 
but he is a lso spi r i t. The latter is i nvis ib le except to those 
with specia l s ight. Moreover, i t  is with the sp i ri tual 
phenomena that the doctor-ma n's specia l ly l ies. He works 
with a nd th rough the i nvisible, for example : drawing out 
from a patient's body an "invis ible something" which he 
casts away ; reading a person's thoughts whether he be 
nearby or out of sight and far away; practising meditation, 
cla irvoyance, telepathy and hypnotism; send ing his assis
tant spirit or totem to gather information ; and in trance 
and dream, visiting the spirits of the dead, of nature a nd 
the sky world. 

To specia l ize in  the invisible aspect of man's l ife, and in 
the sphere of spirit general ly, a person must be "made", 
t hat is, transformed, and so qual ified. Aborigines are 
fami l ia r  with the concept of qual ifying for status and role. 
Every man must pass through the several psychologica l 
and physica l tests of initiation to be "made man" and a ful l  
member of  the tribe. Ritual headmen have had to learn 
the myths, chants, symbols and acted scenes from, and 
under the supervision of, "past masters". 

Likewise, as we have seen, the would-be man-of-h igh-
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degree must qual ify for his role in the tribe. So he "takes" 
the "high deg ree". For, a pa rt from being expert in  folk  
remed ies, he must know how to deal with  fears a nd anx
ieties, as wel l  as physical i l l nesses, even if he uses what 
may seem to be conjuror's tr icks. Thus, massaging and 
"sucking" the skin may in  fact tone up the area treated 
a nd rel ieve pa i n, but more importa ntly, they a re the 
prel iminary pa rt of a sacramental rite ; the "bad blood", 
the an imist ic "badness" and/or the material object which 
is appa rently extracted, a re the outwa rd signs that the 
cause of pa in, i l l ness and anx iety has been taken away. 

Effective pe rformance of symbol ic acts wh ich heal and 
cu re, flow from the psych ic power received by the doctor
man in his own prior mystic  experience as a postul a nt. He 
is  told by h is mentor or mentors what to expect, and i n  
"retreat", in  isolation and fasti ng, h e  ponders somewhat 
fea rfu l l y  at the edge of the spirit world about what w il l  
happen. A t  le ngth, be i t  i n  dream or trance, he bel ieves 
tha t he is v is ited by sky-cult Bei ng, by spi rits of the dead, 
or  by a natu re spi rit. Thus, he is "made". He receives the 
" i n ne r" eye, and "new insides" and/or "someth ing i n  
h im" wh ich media tes power from the spirit-world. 

The Order: Resurgence 

The widespread decl ine of med icine-men to wh ich I have 
referred, was reported du ring the 1 960s to be sti l l  happen
ing in other regions (a bove p. 1 62 ), but the pictu re is chang
i ng. Thus, Ca wte and K idson conclude� from thei r field in
q u i ries that decl ine was occu rr ing at Yuend u mu in  1 964, 
whe re they u nde rstood new "doctors" were "not bei ng 
t ra ined to a ny extent", a nd whe re at least half  of the 
docto r-men w hom they q uestioned, attr ibuted th is  decl i n e  
t o  l oss of potency i n  thei r mabanba. 30 

These psych ia tr ists' concl usions, however, have not 
been ent i rely borne out. On the one hand, of the eigh t  
adult medicine-men whom they named and consu l ted, 
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on ly two were in a l ist sent to me by Or  Devanesen of the 
Northern Territory Health Depa rtment in J uly, 1 976 ; but 
as aga inst that fact , twelve others were on it, mak ing fou r
teen for the community. S ix  dropped out. Likewise, 
a lthough the last Western A ra nda M:edi�ine-ma n was 
thought to have died in the m iddle 1 960s (above p. 1 3  7), 
two doctor-men of that sub-tribe we�e said to have "excel 
lent p ractices" in  1 976. 

In that yea r, too, ten med icine-men were l isted in 
Papunya Settlement and five more at th ree other  smal l  
centres, as w�l l  as fou r  women heal ers at Pa pu nya, and 
l ists have sti l l  to be made for other places in Central  
Austral ia, where Doctor-men have made thei r presence 
k nown recently. 3 1  

A significant factor must have come into bei ng 
sometime afte r 1 964 to explain why th irty-one med icine
men have come fo rwa rd in the region from Herma nns
bu rg north to Yuendumu and others elsewhere in Central  
Aust ral ia, wi l l ing to consul t  with and in some ways to co
opera te with the Depa rtment of Heal th. Tha t facto r was 
the Depa rtment's recognition of med icine-men as, at this 
stage at least, essential  to its Aboriginal health services. 
Appa rently, most tribal healers had remai ned in the 
background, but in the last few yea rs responded to the 
med ical  officers' req uests for d iscussion and hel p. 

Whether a l l  these hea lers a re men of high degree, l i ke 
thei r fel l ow Doctor-men elsewhere in  A ustral ia, has not 
been revea led. Cawte and Kidson, referring to Yuendumu, 
w rote in  1 964 that  a doctor depends on possessing 
mabanba a nd th is he usual ly inherits. He i s  trai ned by his 
father, but there a re "no complex rites and ordeals 
through wh ich the novitiate doctor had to pass". 3 2  As 
these i nVoest igato rs had only fou r  weeks at this Settlement, 
and a lso had to employ interpreters, they were hand ica p
ped in obta in ing information on the secret "making". Re
cent i nq u i ries have d iscovered that the procedure does in
clude "mystica l  ceremonies", and that most med icine-men 
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claim to have extraordinary dreams and to be able to com
municate with spirits. At least some experience trance and 
are clairvoyant. Moreover, northern Walbiri doctor-men 
at Hooker Creek, who send out their spi rit fam il iars to 
sea rch for and recover a stolen part of patients' bodies, are 
made by bush-spirits, the guruwalba, suggesting a mystic 
experience in the "making". In this, the postulant is ritual
ly killed and is only spoken to by the guruwalba with a 
"subdued tongue-cl icking", so as not to attract the atten
tion of the aggressive Djanba spirits. n 

South of Yuendumu also, a (Kukatja) doctor-man from 
Haasts Bluff, near Papunya, who has a hole pierced in his 
tongue, inherited three spirit famil iars from his father. He 
received them while lying all day "naked in the sun", 
when also his soul left his body and "went on a journey". 
Particulars of the journey have not been recorded, but 
doctor-men at Jigalong, far west across the Gibson Desert, 
make dream-spirit journeys to keep in touch with their 
oatril ineal ancestors who now live under Lake Disappoint
ment (above p. 1 57). 1• 

Even if in a particular region, the procedure lacked, or 
had lost, the normal elements of "retreat", fasting and 
mystic experience, the present great resu rgence of tribal 
and intertribal rituals in Central Austral ia would en
courage thei r revival. If then the Aborigines there, es
pecial ly the tribal healers, desired such revival and if no 
one, which I would doubt, was himself qual ified and ex
perienced to direct the procedure, members of the Order 
from elsewhere could do so. For instance, Or W.E. Roth 
wrote in 1 903 that if a postulant of the Maitakudi tribe, 
near Cloncurry, failed to experience the response of the 
nature-spirit� he had to make a long journey to a Goa tribal 
group where he could be put through a "death" and 
revival ritual. 1 5  

This was and is possible because the "Making and 
Powers of Men of High Degree" were essentially the same 
everywhere since first reported iri the earl iest years of 
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Eu ropea n settlement. There a re regional va riations such as 
the role of the "Sky God" or Sky Cultu re-Hero in  the East, 
of the Ra i nbow Snake in the West, and of spirits of the 
"dead" and of nature in central and north central 
Austral ia. These divisions are not precise, and if we had 
more information we might find more over-lapping than 
we now know. Similarly with med icine-men's powers : For 
example, up to 1 944, their "use" of "cords", "aeria l rope", 
was only reported from Victoria and inland New South 
Wales ;  but since then I have recorded it for the north coast 
of the latter State, for the Gladstone and Cloncu rry d is
tricts, respectively in coastal and fa r inland Queensland,16 
a nd in  this chapter for Dampier Land, south-west 
K imberley, Western Austral ia .  Possibly, it was also a psy
chic phenomenon displayed by members of the craft in 
tribes in between. In any case, it was only one example of 
occu lt power a "clever man" possessed. 

But wi l l  young men of cha racter seek "making" ?  
La m ilami  o f  the Maung tribe, Goulbu rn Islands, sa id i n  
1 974, that "None of the young men wa nted to learn the 
th ings thei r fathers knew, because they think these things 
a re a l l  past now".17 Dr Cawte, too, gives an example of a 
westernized Aborigine who had no faith · in  the doctor
man whom he saw treating a patient, but adm itted that 
the latter got better. And the reason !  "Make 'im glad, eat 
' im tucker stra ight-away . . .  from his heart he feel glad and 
get better." The sick man was cu red by his own and the 
doctor-man's faith-a faith the westernized Aborigine no 
longer held. 18 This Aborigine, however, would himself 
probably consult a doctor-man if he became seriously i l l  
and thought sorcery was involved. He would go back to 
the beliefs and measures of his own people. 

Although Aborigines appreciate what is done for them 
in il l ness, I doubt whether any of those in the first two or 
three and even more generations of contact, marked as 
they a re by stra in and by non-acceptance in the general 
com mu nity, rea l ly feel that power, "virtue", passes from 
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Western doctors to themselves. The late M rs Ei leen Lester, 
M.B.E., a Western Austra l ian Aborigine of an arid region 
tribe north of Laverton, was trained by the Church A rmy, 
and in recent years was a social welfare and health worker 
among Aborigines in New South Wales. In other words, 
she was westernized, educated and a Christian.  But when, 
extending her work in 1 974 to Aborig ina l  women i n  
north-west South Austral ia, she met the elders a nd leaders 
and took her place with the women on the periphery of 
R i tuals, she sa id the personal ity, influence a nd spi ritual 
power of those headmen were impressive-someth ing 
never to be forgotten. She fel t it  good for her to be there. 
Her enthusiasm and al most veneration for the l iv ing and 
pulsating culture from which she had been sepa rated for 
two or three decades, were real and astonish ing. She was 
"returning to the mat"., and gaining contentment. 3 9  

Inter-tribal Conference of Medicine-Men I 

I n  view of the growing trend towards employing 
medici ne-men in A boriginal health services, I suggest that 
the Commonwea lth Health Department invite up to three 
from each community or d istrict, to a conference. This 
would best be held, not in a township, but at an Aborigina l 
Settlement, possibly west or north of A l ice Springs. They 
cou ld be brought there from other places in the Northern 
Territory, including A rn hem Land, and from South and 
Western Austral ia. 

The conference should be run by the medicine-men 
themselves, but could be joined at specia l  sessions by some 
influentia l "old men" to represent the opinions, feel ings 
a nd reactions of various communities .  I n  addition, a white 
med ical officer would explain at the opening, the sorts of 
questions the depa rtments would l ike the meeting to in
clude in its agenda. He would then retire, but remain on 
hand for consultation and for the last session. 

Such a conference, that is, such an important intertriba l  
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meeting, is not new to Aborigines. It is common in  these 
days of Aboriginal conferences, boards and meetings for 
d i fferent  purposes. I n  the past, leaders of groups and ritual 
head men met to· d iscuss and plan important rituals bot h  
before they were held and during performances. 

The business of the conference would be : 
I .  For a l l  present to consider the relevance of medicine
men and the contributions, if any, they could make in the 
present phase of contact and of increasing Aboriginal sel f
determination ; then if a favourable opinion be -reached, 
2. for medicine-men, being "men of high degree", to discuss 
the ritua l of "mak ing" as they experienced it, a nd to sug
gest what pa rts, if any, should be retai ned or modified, 
e .g .  (a ) t h e  " retreat" with its d i sc ipl i ne, fast i ng, 
"med itation" and mystic  experience, and (b) the teach ing 
to be given on manipulation, on the new psychology of 
their  own people and on psychic powers : and 
3. for a l l  present to consider the place of the medicine
man, the doctor-man, in the hea l th services., and whether 
he shou ld be tra ined to be a medical assistant, a 
"B lackfe l low-Doctor-Wh itefel low". 

Members of such a conference should understand that 
final  decis ions would not be expected from one meeting, 
but only a fter two or three meetings at interva ls of a few 
months. Adjou rnments would enable them to th ink over 
and d iscuss the implications of possible decisions, back in  
a nd wi th  their own communities. O nly in th is way would 
dec isions be acceptable and final .  

But conference or no conference, med icine-men, being 
"men of h ig h  degree", shou ld be recogn ized by Western 
docto rs a nd nu rses for what they are :  special ists i n  the psy
chology a nd social  system of thei r own people, and media 
of spi ritual  power to them. As a r i tual headman in 
southern Arnhem La nd told me in  1 949 : "White Doctor 
only got clever head ; Blackfellow Doctor clever-got 
someth ing ins ide." 
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by R.M. Berndt (Perth : University of Western Austra l ia Press 
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Sky-world visiting, 1 2, 22, 2 5, 3 7, 77, 80, 1 27, 1 3 1  (note 27) 
Sorcery-Black Magic, 6, 1 3, 22, 3 0-3 1 , 37, 38, 39, 43-44, 50- 5 1 , 80, 84, 

87, 90, 92; 94, 9 5, '1 0 1 ,  1 02, 1 07, 1 09, 1 1 6, 1 1 7, 1 1 8, 1 20, 1 2 2, 1 2 5, 
1 26, 1 28, 1 29 (notes 1 2, 1 3 ), 1 3 1  (note 3 1 ), 1 3 3 (note 43 ), 1 78 
( note 4), 1 79 ( note 1 2 ) 

Telaesthesia, 6, 22, 3 7, 1 1 9 
Telepathy, 6, 2 6, 3 7, 42-45, 6 1 -64, 74-75 
Tibetan comparison, 5 7-58, 60-64 
Medicine-Men and the Fuwre 
Contact situation : threatens their survival, 1 6 1 -63, 1 75, 1 80 (note 1 7) ;  

complementary roles o f  medicine-men and non-Aboriginal 
Health Officers in, 1 54-60; conference of medicine-men on roles 
in, 1 76-77, 1 80 ( note 26);  psychotherapeutic role in, 1 70-7 1 

New type: Blackfellow-doctor-whitefellow, 1 66-69 
Resurgence of the Order, of Medicine-Men, 1 72-74 
Succession of qual ified persons essential for survival,  1 3  7 
Survival on fringe of desert region, 1 64-65 
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1 . Ade la ide  T r i bes [ K a u r n a ,  etc. ] , 2 . A l awa ; 3 .  A l u r id ja  Tr i bes [Antaker i nya,  Kokata,  Jangkundja ra , Nga lea , Wongga i ,  and so me others] ; 4 . Anta ker i n ya ; -5 . A n u la ; 6. Aranda [A runte ] ; 7 . Awaba k a l  [ La k e  M a�'q�i�Jt -s _ ·:��d����: 
9 . Bangerang ; 1 0 . Bard ; 1 1 . Bark inj i [Wampangee] ; 1 2 . B i g u m b a l ; 1 3 . B i n b i nga ; 1-4 . D a l y  R i ve r  T r i bes; 1 5 . D i eri ; 1 6. Djaber- Djaber; 1 7 . Dj a ru ; 1 8 . Dj a u i ;  1 9 . Djerag ; 20 . F raser I s l a n d  [ B atja la ] ; 2 1 . G eawe-G a l ; '227-Eimrf'!<oa] ; 
23 . G r i nga i ; 24 . G u n d itj -M a ra ; 25 . G u nw i n ggu ; 26 . l l p i rra [Wa l par i ] , 2 7 .  Jagara ; 28 . Ja jaur i n g ; 29 . Ja k u ndj a-djara ; 30 . J u paga l k ; 3 1 . K a b i ;  32 . K a i t ish ; 33 . Kakad u ; 34 . K a m i l aro i ; 35.  K a radjer i ;  36 . K attan g ;  3 7 .  K okata ; 
38 . K u mba i ngeri ; 39 . K u ngganj i ; 40 . K u rna i ;  4 1 .  La itu - Laitu ; 42 . Laverton T r i bes ;  43.  Lu nga ; 44 . M a i k u la n ; 45 . Maitakud i ; 46 . M a l ng i n ;  4 7 . M a nd j i ndja ; 48. Mara;  49 . Ma u n g ; 50. M i r iw u n ; 5 1 . M u kj a rawa i nt ;  52 . M u l u k m u l � k .  
53 . M u rawari . 54 . M u rn g i n ; 55 . N a rra n g-ga ; 56. N a r r i nyeri  [ Lower M u rray and E n co u nter B a y ,  Jara lde  and other tr ibes] ; 5 7 .  N gad u r i ;  58 . Nga r igo; 59. Ny u l -n yu l ; 60. P a n k a l a ;  6 1 .  P e n nefather R iver Tribes [ Nggeri k u d i ,  etc. ] ; 
6 2 .  P i ladapa;  63.  P ita -P ita ; 64 . P i tj i ntara ; 6 5 .  Port Jackson Tr i bes; 66. P r i n cess C h a r l otte Bay Tri bes; 67 . R embaru nga ; 68. South -west Corner W .A . ; 69 . Ta-Ta-Th i ;  7 0 .  Tj i n g i l i ;  7 1 . Tongaranka [ Dangga l i ] ; 7 2 . T u l l y  R ive r Tr i bes ; 
7 3 . Turrabal  [ possi b l y  part of J agara,  N o . 27 ] ; 74 . U l u p u l u  [ Karanja ] ; 7 5 . U nga r i n y i n ;  76 . U n matjera [ An matjera ] ; 7 7 . Wa i l p i ;  78 . Wa l b i r i ; 7 9 .  Wa k k a ; 80. Wara m u n g a ;  8 1 . Ward a m a n ;  82 . Wei lwa n ;  83. W i mbaio [ Mara u ra ] ; 
84 . W i radjer i ; 85 . W i rangu ; 86 . Wo lga l ; 87 . W o l ya m i d i ;  88 . Wonga i bon ; 89 . Worga ia ; 90 . Wotjoba l u k ; 9 1 . W unambul ; 92 . Wurunjerr i  [Wurundj eri ] ; 93 . Yaernungo;  94. Y e i d j i  [ F o rrest R iver ] ; 95 . Yerk la- M i n i ng ; 96.  Y i r-Yoront ; 
97 . Y u a l a i ; 98. Y u i n . Con t i n u o u s  l i n e  i n d icates l i m its of spread of c i rcu m c i s i o n ,  a n d  a lso of subinc is ion except where the l i m its of t h e  latter are i n d i cated by the broken l i nes. 




