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Kapitel fortgeführt, das Robin den Debatten um die Einrichtung 
naturwissenschaftlicher Ausstellungen und eines nationalen Museums für 
Landschaft, Fauna und Flora widmet. Kapitel 3 wendet sich einer Lebensform zu, 
deren Existenz in der Entwicklung der australischen Natur nicht vorgesehen war, 
dem Schaf und seiner Bedeutung für Australiens internationale Beziehungen, die 
weit über das Wirtschaftliche hinausgeht. In Kapitel 5 und 6 beschreibt Robin 
verschiedene Expeditionen in die Trockengebiete im Zentrum und den tropischen 
Norden Australiens und die Versuche, diese Gebiete nach europäischen Standards 
nutzbar zu machen. Sie führt die Auseinandersetzung mit diesen extremen 
geographischen und klimatischen Landschaften jeweils auf einer internationalen 
Ebene weiter und setzt sie in Relation zu Politiken und einem nationalen 
Identitätsgefühl, die in den weit entfernten, europäisch geprägten Zentren der 
australischen Politik und Wirtschaft bestimmt werden. Kapitel 7 greift die 
Umweltpolitik und den Gedanken des 'Erhaltens von Erhaltenswertem' in der 
Natur heraus. Dieses Kapitel leitet auch von der vor allem historischen Verortung 
der Erzählungen auf die Gegenwart über, deren Spuren auf dem Weg in eine 
nationale 'Heimat' das 8. Kapitel folgt.  
 
Das Besondere an How a Continent Created a Nation ist die präzise historische 
Quellenarbeit, die jedoch nicht vor Analysen des Gegenwärtigen und Prognosen 
für die Zukunft zurückschreckt. Ein stärkerer Einbezug von 
kulturwissenschaftlichen Theorien zu Nation, Nationenbildung und nationaler 
Identität hätte die Bedeutung von Diskursen zu Natur und Wissenschaft an einigen 
Stellen erläutern können.  
 
Was Libby Robin in großer Sorgfalt und unterhaltsamem Stil vorlegt, ist nicht nur 
die Geschichte und Gegenwart der wechselseitigen Verbindung von Landschaft 
und Natur mit Wissenschaft, nationalen Politiken und Identitäten in Australien. 
Dieses Buch regt an darüber nachzudenken, wie andere Nationalstaaten und 
Nationen durch andere geografische Gegebenheiten, Natur- und 
Kulturlandschaften begründet und geprägt wurden.  
 
 
 
Penny van Toorn. Writing Never Arrives Naked. Early Aboriginal Cultures of 
Writing in Australia. Aboriginal Studies Press, AIATSIS, 2006, 280pp., A$ 
39.95 RRP. ISBN (13) 978 0 85575 544 7. 
Reviewed by Nadja Lüdemann, Hamburg. 
 
In this academic study van Toorn, a senior lecturer in Australian Literature and 
Australian Studies at the University of Sydney, investigates the different cultural 
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circumstances and institutional settings in which Australian Aboriginal people 
produced written texts. The book covers the time span from the early colonial era 
to contemporary Aboriginal writing. In nine chapters, various aspects of 
Aboriginal writing are discussed and completed by a short conclusion. 
 
Most importantly, Penny van Toorn challenges the established view that 
Indigenous oral traditions and cultures have become redundant after the 
introduction of Western cultures in Australia. Instead, she claims that the 
Indigenous people of Australia are engaged in a complex interplay between their 
own culture and the practices introduced by the British settlers. This led them to 
the development of a new culture of reading and writing. In this matter, vital 
questions arise: At the outset of Writing Never Arrives Naked, van Toorn asks 
questions such as “What counts as writing?”, “What counts as authorship?” and 
“Who counts as Aboriginal?” Her aim is to leave behind “Eurocentric concepts of 
authorship” by including other genres such as fiction and poetry. 
 
In Writing Never Arrives Naked, Van Toorn effectively tells the story of how the 
European culture of reading and writing – which was introduced by the British – 
mingled with the oldest living cultures in the world. The first chapter entitled 
Encountering the alphabet characterizes three distinct cultures of early Aboriginal 
literacy: those based on individual black-white collaborations, those that 
developed without European guidance and those that emerged on missions and 
reserves. In the second chapter, Sky gods and stolen children, Penny van Toorn 
illustrates how Aboriginal children were taken away from their families. The white 
authorities justified their removal with teaching them how to read. As van Toorn 
describes, there is a connection between the early history of the stolen generations 
with the early history of Aboriginal literacy: The first Indigenous Australians who 
were able to read were stolen children – and the first Indigenous author was 
Bennelong, a ‘stolen adult’. 
  
In 1796, Bennelong dictated a letter to a steward. It was the first piece of writing 
authored by an Indigenous Australian. Chapter 3 deals with this letter in detail and 
states that it is a “product of inter-cultural entanglement”. In the following chapter 
Borderlands of Aboriginal writing van Toorn discusses how Aboriginal people 
and colonists used each other’s writing systems in accordance with their own 
desires and traditions of inscription. This kind of writing ‘cross-borders’ between 
different categories of writing. Traditionally, primitive beginnings of writings have 
been located in a pictographic stage while the final stage has been claimed to be 
one of ‘writing proper’ by using the alphabet. While Indigenous peoples were said 
to be fixed at the pictographic stage, Europeans had apparently invented the 
alphabet. Penny van Toorn suggests that these ‘borderland zones’ are spaces of 
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exchange in which writing can precede literacy and the line between writing and 
non-writing becomes unstable. 
 
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 deal with mission and reserve cultures. One region van Toorn 
selected is Tasmania, until 1856 called “Van Diemen’s Land”. She examines a 
time when the Indigenous peoples of Tasmania first engaged with the Bible and 
were observed by colonial officials who regarded the Bible as a tool for 
assimilation. Another mission discussed is Lake Condah Mission Station in south-
western Victoria. In this context, van Toorn analyzes the ways in which writing 
worked as a performative medium in Victoria from the mid-1870s to the early 20th 
century.  
 
Chapter 8 entitled Early writings by Aboriginal women engages with the effects of 
colonialism on Indigenous women. Here, Van Toorn asks questions such as “What 
roles did Aboriginal women take up as readers and writers in colonial Australia?” 
and “What social functions did their writing perform?” The role of women in the 
writing process is discussed in detail and it becomes clear to the reader that women 
addressed colonial officials on a wide range of issues and that they were writing 
mainly for themselves and their families rather than for larger community groups. 
The last chapter traces the connection between contemporary Indigenous 
Australian literary practices and the cultures of literacy that developed in the 
colonial period. The focus is on a series of moments in history when Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous cultures became entangled. From this, questions like “How do 
the social relations within which Aboriginal people write, publish and read books 
today differ from those that prevail in European book cultures?” and “How have 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people gone about the process of making books 
together?” 
 
Historically, books have functioned as an imposed technology of power. Van 
Toorn gives a detailed account of how books were icons of Western civilisation as 
well as an instrument of oppression. She discusses the Indigenous viewpoint 
which regards oral narratives as more reliable than books, as well as the problems 
which arise when oral narratives are transformed into books. Another interesting 
aspect of this chapter is the gap between Western and Indigenous authorship: 
While in Western cultures any person writing on any subject who can find a 
publisher is called the author of a book, and any literate person is potentially a 
reader, in traditional Aboriginal societies the giving and receiving of information 
is regulated by kinship networks, age etc. Penny van Toorn concludes chapter 9 by 
giving an account of her own work as an editorial assistant for the Aboriginal 
author Ruby Langford Ginibi. 
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Writing Never Arrives Naked is an all-embracing informative book which deepens 
our knowledge of the history of Indigenous writing in Australia, and at the same 
time highlights innovative aspects of contemporary Indigenous literature and 
literacies. 
 
Shortlisted for the Victorian Premier's Literary Award for Non-fiction, 2007. Special 
Commendation for the Walter McRae Russell Award, 2007, for best book of literary scholarship 
on an Australian subject, published in the preceding two calendar years. 
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Lily Brett: You’ve Gotta Have Balls. New York: William Morrow, 2006, 275 pp. 
$ 19.95, ISBN 978006050569.  
Reviewed by Adi Wimmer (University of Klagenfurt) 
 
Opening the pages to the latest Lily Brett novel is like meeting old friends. The 
main character is Ruth Rothwax, an Australian citizen living in New York. She is 
about 50 years of age and runs a successful “writing business.” That is to say, she 
writes stylish letters for customers that are flung all over the United States, and she 
designs innovative greeting cards. The business is apparently so successful that she 
can employ two assistants and still make loads of money. She even has some 
German clients, which elicits her comment “Germans are very fussy. As fussy as 
Jews“ (267). Well, Lily Brett (who was born in a German DP camp in 1946) is 
entitled to ambiguous feelings about the country of her birth. 
 
In her previous novels, there were other names and slightly different professions 
for “Ruth”, and the narrative situation was that of a first-person narrator, but the 
essentials are always the same. There is her quirky father Edek, who has recently 
moved from Melbourne to New York after his wife Rooshka’s death. This too we 
remember from previous novels – Edek moved to New York in Just Like That, and 
in Too Many Men father and daughter travel to Poland in order to re-view the 
holocaust’s history and geography. Ruth’s (and Lily Brett’s) parents are Polish 
survivors of Auschwitz, which has featured prominently in all her other novels, 
essays and above all, her poems. Lily Brett is likely to drop a holocaust reference 
without any warning, for instance on p. 29: “Edek and Rooshka were always 
surrounded by the dead. And Edek and Rooshka had hundreds of dead”. In the 
background, there is her husband David, a successful painter (Brett’s real-life 
husband David is indeed a successful artist) and her three children. 
 


