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Introduction: Those who wish to learn about the traditional didgeridoo directly or indirectly
engage with Indigenous intellectual property, cultural practices, and artifacts. This case study
discusses the engagement of non-Indigenous players with the didgeridoo to highlight issues
of cultural appropriation when ethical standards and cultural protocols are not employed. The
appropriation of the didgeridoo can take many forms such as the commercialisation of
ceremonial objects and traditional designs and lost opportunities for Aboriginal people.
However, for the purposes of this discussion the focus will be on the copying of its sound,
traditional rhythms, and patterns by non-Indigenous players. This paper concludes by
suggesting possible solutions that can assist non-Indigenous didgeridoo enthusiasts to
become better aware of the issues and develop more respectful, culturally informed
practices.

Figure 1 West Arnhem Land didgeridoo, mid-twentieth century. Unknown maker.

Understanding a cultural icon
The didgeridoo is one of the most well-known Aboriginal instruments and, undoubtedly, an
Australian icon. It is the sound of the red-earth or mother nature, or the sound of Australia as
its characteristic drone is identified worldwide (Nicholls, 2017). Even though nowadays the
instrument is widely used by many different Aboriginal groups across the country, there is
much misinformation or ignorance about its origins and authentic use prior to colonisation.
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Figure 2 The distribution of the traditional didgeridoo by Moyle (1981)

The didgeridoo is an aerophone rhythm instrument of the Indigenous groups from Northern
Australia made from termite hollowed eucalyptus trees, local species of bamboo or other
suitable material (Moyle, 1981). While playing styles differ from region to region, its drone is
created by the lip, tongue, and diaphragm movements, characterised by sounds originating
in local languages (see M. Munuŋgurr’s presentation, Graves, 2017). It is widely known that
only men are allowed to play the didgeridoo, although there are accounts of women players
(Barwick, 1997). The author’s personal communications with Yolŋu men and women also
suggest that the gender taboo was only strictly applied in ceremonial context. As Moyle’s
(1981) map depicts, the use of the instrument was restricted to the Arnhem Land region in
the northeast and the Kimberly to the northwest. It was only later in the 20th century that
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous players took the instrument beyond the geographically
localised cultural context of Northern Australia and appropriated it to fit their own songs,
musical styles, and genres. Even though the didgeridoo is not part of the general Aboriginal
musical tradition, many Indigenous groups and individuals have found identity in its sound
and have used it to revive parts of their cultural heritage (Garde & Danaja & Wood, 2000;
Neuenfeldt, 1997).

As Howard (2020) explains, cultural appropriation in music education is defined as taking
traditional knowledge, cultural expression, or artifacts without permission. It can be even
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more harmful when the source culture is a minority group who has been oppressed,
exploited, and economically marginalised. Personal accounts of Aboriginal artists serve as
good examples of the disempowerment caused by appropriation. Renowned artist Wandjuk
Marika, for example, was deterred from his art practice after the traumatic experience of
discovering his own painting printed on tea-towels mass produced in China (Isaacs, 1995).
Copying the traditional sound of the didgeridoo is undoubtedly also a case of exploiting and
appropriating Aboriginal intellectual and cultural property.

Figure 3 Northeast Arnhem Land
yiḏaki made by master maker Djalu'
Gurruwiwi

Awakening of the ‘trad-style’
From the late 90’s, there was a significant increase in the
interest in traditional didgeridoos and authentic playing styles
amongst non-Indigenous players. Following the success of
Aboriginal popular music and bands such as Yothu Yindi, the
characteristic sound of the traditional didgeridoo was
increasingly recognised both nationally and internationally.
Today thousands of didgeridoo enthusiasts seek to learn
traditional playing styles. Many people travel across the world
to put their feet on the red earth of Northern Australia to meet
the traditional owners and learn to play the instrument. The
Gove region in Northeast Arnhem Land has become the most
famous learning hub and destination for those who wish to
learn about the ‘Yolŋu-style’ developed by the traditional
custodians of the region. Events like the annual Garma festival
have become a gateway for engagement and learning, and
some Yolŋu families have developed businesses to benefit
from this worldwide interest (Clark, 2009). Generally, visitors
spend one to two weeks in the region, harvesting timber,
making instruments under the guidance of Aboriginal

craftsmen, and learning tongue-twister rhythms. On return to their country, some of the
pilgrims become teachers or cultural/didgeridoo advocates passing on their acquired
knowledge and acting as conduits between their peers and the traditional custodians on the
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ground (Clark, 2009). Problematically however, many people who travel to Arnhem Land to
seek connection, spiritual enlightenment, or verbal approval to practice traditional didgeridoo
are unaware or insensitive to the appropriate cultural protocols of engagement.
Most didgeridoo enthusiasts are not able to make this long
journey or simply do not wish to make the effort. Instead, they

Figure 4 West Arnhem Land didgeridoo
made by David Brian

spend considerable time understanding the tricks behind the
fascinating sound of the traditional didgeridoo by following the
advice of those who have made the effort to learn from the
custodians on their land. Social media has also opened new
ways for the international didgeridoo community to engage
both as learners and instructors, such as Trad Sticks Facebook
Group (Trad Sticks, 2021). Worryingly, around the world there
are numerous workshops run by didgeridoo instructors who
have never visited Australia or Arnhem Land. Unfortunately,
whichever path enthusiasts take to learn about the traditional
didgeridoo, their engagement often remains rudimentary and
not sufficiently critical or self-reflective. Further, compared to
the number of learners, there is often minimal effort made to
include Indigenous players in the teaching process, or assess
the credibility and integrity of non-Indigenous didgeridoo
teachers.

Stealing the ‘original sound’? - concerns and solutions
The above examples create different social and ethical issues, which are often deeply
concerning to Indigenous communities and result in cultural appropriation that damages
cultural identity and disempowers the traditional owners of the didgeridoo (Garde et al.,
2000; Waṉambi & Graves, 2007; Welch, 2002). Below this paper analyses some of these
problems and provide ideas to tackle the negative effects.
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Firstly, either deliberately or innocently, reproduction of the sound that identifies the
traditional didgeridoo can be inappropriate and disempowering. For many Indigenous groups,
especially in the Arnhem Land region, the sound of the instrument is an integral part of their
spiritual belief system and cultural identity (Clark, 2009; Yunupiŋu, 1997). Copying the sound
or rhythms can be either offensive or even comic for Aboriginal people. Instances of such
appropriation are common in social media groups such as the Trad Sticks Facebook Group
(Garde et al., 2000).
Secondly, using the didgeridoo to generate either income or social status based on acquired,
second-hand knowledge or to re-construct new-age reality is considered appropriation that
can disempower not only the cultural owners of the instrument, but also cause wider damage
across the Aboriginal community (Garde et al., 2000; Sherwood, 1997). A good example is an
online festival organised for only European women players in 2020 that resulted in online
criticism, upheaval, and large-scale petition within the Australian Aboriginal community
(Baker, 2020). Even through playing the didgeridoo by non-Indigenous women is accepted by
many, the gender-based taboo is rooted in traditional customs and still considered part of the
Aboriginal law (Graves, 2017).
Aboriginal culture is a rich field of patterns, symbols, and ideas for those who are looking for
something unique, and aim to benefit themselves spiritually, socially, or economically by
engaging with the ‘exotic’. Often ‘alternative lifestylers’ are motivated to engage with the
traditional didgeridoo to fulfil their own identity ideals and ease their disenchantment with
modern western capitalism. Taking any type of cultural property, or as Sherwood (1997)
argues, mythologising the culture is a type of stereotyping, and often happens without any
dialogue with Aboriginal peoples. This stereotyping deteriorates and shrinks the diversity of
Aboriginal culture by either oversimplifying its values and meaning, disseminating false
information, or representing its products in profane and disrespectful ways (Keene, 2015).

www.hollowlogdidgeridoos.com

5

Figure 5 Yolŋu ceremonial yiḏaki from
Northeast Arnhem Land called
Dhadaḻaḻ. Maker Balku Wunuŋmurra.
Commissioned by the author through
Buku-Larrŋay Mulka Art Centre in
Yirrkala (2020).

A good example of cultural stereotyping is the widespread
use of the Yolŋu world yiḏaki that in the right context refers
to specific instruments made and played in Northeast
Arnhem Land (Graves, 2017). Whilst there are many
Aboriginal words and specific ceremonial clan names for
didgeridoos within Australian, didgeridoo players all around
the world most often use the term yiḏaki to either recognise
instruments with superb playing qualities, or in respect for its
origins (Grade et al., 2000). As Wukun Waṉambi explains,
Yolŋu wish to maintain the cultural integrity of their clan
instruments, therefore the general use of the word yiḏaki is
incorrect and ethically inappropriate (Graves, 2017). Finally,
as highlighted by renowned yiḏaki expert Jeremy Cloake the
commercial sale of ceremonial yiḏaki can cause significant
harm for Yolŋu. For example, the use of culturally significant
instruments by non-Indigenous players on stage and at public
festivals can cause significant offense and distress for
Aboriginal people as it transgresses Yolŋu law (personal
communications in Yirrkala, 2020).

These examples demonstrate that engaging with Aboriginal culture requires an effort to go
beyond the surface. As didgeridoo advocate Randin Graves points out, the ‘outsider’ often
only engages with surface-level knowledge and shares information with others based on
personal experience without real understanding and critical reflection (Clark, 2009). However,
even though using the Aboriginal sound is an example of cultural appropriation, it is arguable
that there are ways to learn about the didgeridoo and apply its sound that are culturally
sensitive and mutually beneficial (Neuenfeldt, 1997). For this to be achieved the nonIndigenous didgeridoo-community needs to pursue ethical ways that consider Aboriginal
customs and follow protocols informed by the wider Aboriginal community. To be able to
implement these protocols trained facilitators from both sides are required to diminish
misunderstandings and inform meaningful cross-cultural learning processes. Suggested
solutions for the development of such a pathway include:
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1. Educational programs for the wider audience: school, online programs and face-toface workshops to develop understanding about the cultural background of the
didgeridoo and raise awareness of cultural appropriation. Content should be
developed in collaboration with custodians to empower and employ those groups who
are responsible for maintaining the cultural identity of the didgeridoo.
2. Cross-cultural training and awareness programs for non-Indigenous didgeridoo and
cultural promoters including ongoing on-the-ground engagement with traditional
owners: this training needs to cover the basics of cultural competency and awareness,
as well as a deeper level introduction into Aboriginal law and decision making.
3. Development and further promotion of a formalised online education material for
didgeridoo learners informed by Indigenous and non-Indigenous players: websites like
Yiḏaki Story (Graves, 2017) should be promoted and used by didgeridoo advocates.

Discussion
Effective and meaningful cross-cultural engagement and learning requires facilitators from
both sides to engage in meaningful dialogue (Marika & Yunupiŋu & Munuŋgirritj & Muller,
2009). Learning about Aboriginal culture without engaging in reliable research, practicing
critical self-reflection, and understanding the basics of effective cross-cultural interaction can
result in the idealisation and essentialisation of the Aboriginal way of life (Sherwood, 1997).
This in turn can result in the production of misinformation and stereotypes. Therefore, it is
vital for facilitators to have a deep understanding of Aboriginal worldviews, practices, kinship
systems and languages. The solutions suggested above create an ongoing learning process for
facilitators to progress skills to support the development of an informed, transparent, and
formally recognised workshop program.
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Figure 6 The author with master didgeridoo player
Djalu' Gurruwiwi in Birritjimi, Northeast Arnhem
Land, 2010.

Equally, it is important for learners to develop
cultural competency and understand why it is
important to raise ethical questions while they are
engaging with the knowledges and products of
different cultures. It is vital not only for those who
visit Aboriginal communities and engage face to face,
but also for those who indirectly interact with
Indigenous knowledge systems. It will not only
benefit traditional custodians, but also inform and
shape the learning journey of the didgeridoo-

scholars. For example, as based on the author’s own observations and reported by
experienced teachers and researchers such as Clark (2009), Graves (2006), Cloake (2020),
learning Aboriginal languages is vital to articulate the traditional sound through the
didgeridoo, also it creates an effective and respectful foundation for engagement. As such,
basic language learning should be incorporated into the didgeridoo-curriculum to better
grasp the connection between phonetics and the traditional sound. If learners develop an
understanding of effective engagement early on in their learning journey, it will create a
positive feedback loop where they can make informed decisions about their future learning
and choose facilitators who are qualified to guide them.
Conclusion
Whilst there are many players who have navigated the learning journey in a culturally
sensitive way and deepened their understanding of Aboriginal knowledge systems and
cultural practices, there is still a significant issue with cultural appropriation in this space. For
many Indigenous people the widespread use of the didgeridoo continues to cause cultural
and social damage due to the appropriation of the object, Aboriginal knowledge, and
practices. This paper suggests that the first step to addressing the problem is to recognise any
assumptions, stereotypes and uninformed views held by non-Indigenous learners, in
particular those who are learning and adapting components of the traditional culture. This
can happen through critical self-reflection and learning about the origins and cultural context
of the instrument. Collaboration between the Aboriginal custodians and non-Indigenous
facilitators plays an important role in supporting and developing cross-cultural learning and
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culturally appropriate interactions. These cultural advocates and educators need to develop
and implement ethical standards and protocols, maintain ongoing relationships with the
custodians and sustain experience-based, self-reflective and critical learning. Meaningful,
long-standing two-way interactions, cross-cultural competency, and awareness of the ethical
issues and appropriate protocols are the key to moving from cultural appropriation towards
cultural appreciation.
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