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The balmarra of Alan Griffiths’s
BaliBali balga
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Balmarra, Bullo River 2002

Balmarra, Morning Star 2002
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BaliBali balga performer Ned Johns, 2004
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Redmond elaborates:
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as Alan Griffith’s BaliBali balga provide the strongest pownt of departure from which to appreciate
the use of balmarra in performance.

Alan Griffiths travelled the country on foot to perform for different cattle station communities. The
people exchanged corroborees through the wurnan — an exchange network of objects, cutture and
obligation. Only 50 years ago Alan Griffiths walked with balmarra on his shoulders to corroborees,
sometimes hundreds of kilometres away, and brought new ones home Though the wurnan stili
operates today, the contemporary exchange of corroborees is rare. In the following interview the
author (DS) and Alan Griffiths (AG) discuss how corroborees were performed in the past

Ds: Alan, you took those corroborees around to all the stations?

G Oh, yes. A long time ago, yes | i W LT:
all around. Coolabah,

ps. And that was for money, or for

aG: For nothing.

bs  Just to show those other people

To show those other people, and the other people show it back again, same.
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AG: Oh, balmarra we carried, some of that.

ps You carried them with you?

AG. Yes. Carry them down and leave them there
ps. Whose corroborees were you dancing?
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Redmond elaborates:




In the progression from buttocks 1o hap to Lugh Lo knee to call there 1s a progression

1 emplional closeness Lo emotional disl

we uy which the greatest degree of

1ation or involution of affect takes place at the knee jont ™

An appreciation of how traditional owrners sense other people, the spirits around them and their

environment enhances an audience’s experience of a corroboree, When traditional owners see their
family and relations dancing, they also see the spirits of ancestors who, in everywhen, are the very
country itself. This is what Alan Griffiths and others say makes them feel ‘glad in their guts’

In the following discussion between Alan Griffiths (AG), the author (DS) and anthropologist
Kim Akerinan (KA), Griffiths describes how the BaliBali balga wus created from a dream and
then developed over a period of years.

ain Story for the BaliBali . . . that’s from the dreamtime, | dreamed that. Oid Mandi, he didn't
die here, but he died in Dingo Springs, near a big boab tree. Months after that, | went out
to Spillway, camping out there. Next time we went up again, and made a camp on the same
place, and my wife seen a fire on top of the hill. ‘Oh, that’s only a bloody bushfire. What are
you talking about?’ [ took my beer, went to sleep. In the morning she lights the fire, puts the
billy on. ‘Where's the fire now? You reckoned it was a bushfire.” | had a look around that little
knob, looked at the bloody grass: no burned grass! That's Old Mandi, a spirit, you know.
Next week we went back and | dreamed that corroboree, BaliBali . . . Then a few years after
that | went to Darwirn. With that big mob Waringarri. | dreamed that boat, Seven Sisters and
Morning Star.

KA. In 87, when you had that dream, did you see Mandi or did you just get his voice?

AG. 1just seen him standing up with a balmarra, in my head.

Ka. But it was Mandi, or anyone else?

a6 Yes. Old Mandi

KA. And he was singing, or somebody else singing?

4G Oh, both, | think. [ put it all together, mixed songs, in BaliBali — in Darwin, Bullo River.
I brought it back.

ks How many people did you teach, first up, yourself?

aG: Here? Oh, quile a mob. | had seven dancers gone to Perth

Ds: Severn mmen, seven women?

TR LT
ps:  And then how many singers? Three, with you?
ac Yes. We can sing it if we gol Lhree, or sing 1t if we got two. ™

In December 2003 Alan Griffiths performed his corroboree in preparation for the 2004 Perth
Festival. The corroberee took place in Kununurra next to Griffiths’s house, under the stars, with

4 fire and one floodlight to illuminate the performance arez. From behind the bough screen came
the ghost. The bough screen separates the world of the living from the world of the dead. Like the
devil character in European medieval morality plays, the juari of the balga promotes laughter in the
audience — he taunts them. He provides continuity through the various songs that do not follow

a linear narrative. Those who know recognise him as the deceased relative who visited the
corroboree creator, Alan Griffiths, to impart the balga.

The ghost came — a large white mask on a painted body — and brandished his spear at the
songman and audience. This juart, the spirit of Mandi, came to Griffiths to impart the balga but in
the performance he taunts the songman. In the song the BaliBali juari calls hirself ‘stranger’, but it
is Griffiths who is the stranger to Miriwung country. There isa lot of play in this interaction, which
may well reflect the close relationship they shared in life together. The head of the juari moved
sharply from one side then Lo the other, looking for his prey, the little girl. The mask held still. The
upper half of his body remained still. The performer’s legs, in large dramatic steps and in opposition
10 his top half, lifted sideways from the knees. His neck twisted Lo one side, then to the other. The
mask held still. A child cried. The size of this mask demands stylised movermnent of this amplitude
and the older audience laughed at these provocative antics. The ghost made his way back to the
bough screen and disappeared into darkness. The men, with supports down their backs, wore the
balmarra held vertically, towering above their heads. The dancers entered with the balmarra facing
away from the audience. Three balmarra represented the BaliBali spirit.
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Alan Griffiths with Dance 2004
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