ABORIGINAL EDUCATION

Making Artefacts: Yidaki/Didgeridoo

Teachers notes :

Didgeridoo is the western name given to this unique musical instrument widely called Yidaki. In
fact, there are over 50 names for the Didgeridoo depending on the size, shape, or mob that
played it. The most commonly known traditional name “Yidaki” is the Yolngu language name for
the instrument played in the north.

Created from a branch of a tree naturally hollowed out by termites, it is the oldest wind instrument
in the world. Often times when harvested there would be ceremony performed and the ancestral
spirit of the tree would be asked permission before the hollow trunk was taken.

Originating in the Northern Territory, the Yidaki is a wind instrument which was developed over
1,500 years ago. A clear rock painting on the northern edge of Arnhem Land, Northern Territory,
from the freshwater period which began around 1,500 years ago shows a Yidaki player and two
Songmen participating in Ceremony.

Playing Yidaki is a skill that requires time and patience to master, before being able to play any
sounds, the player must learn a particular breathing technique called “circular breathing” this is
where the player simultaneously breathes in through their nose while breathing out their mouth,
continuously vibrating their lips through the rim of the instrument. To ensure the player doesn’t
end up with pain or chafing around their lips by playing, the rim of the Yidaki can be coated in
bees wax, sometimes mixed with charcoal.

In Aboriginal culture, the didgeridoo is used in both ceremonies and informal settings, often as an
accompaniment to chanting, singing and dancing. The music of traditional didgeridoo players is
deeply related to the earth and their spirituality. The sounds of the instrument mimic sounds of
the earth — of animals, humans and nature — and are filled with deep cultural meaning.

Traditionally, only men play the didgeridoo and sing during ceremonial occasions, although both
men and women may dance.

Learning enquiries
o Where did the word didgeridoo come from?
¢ How many names are there for didgeridoo and what is the most common traditional
name?

¢ Do you think playing playing didgeridoo would be good for you?
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¢ What role do ants have in making a didgeridoo?

¢ Why did Aboriginal men use didgeridoo?

Content

¢ Watch Wandana video on Yidaki/Didgeridoo.

e Explain content above

e Play music/videos featuring Yidaki (William Barton has done fabulous videos for primary
aged students)

o Explore the sounds and scenes created by the Yidaki

8 Ways of Aboriginal Learning Links

In this exercise we utilise deep listening, an Aboriginal form of meditation that is practiced still to
this day. The children are listening to the different sounds in the yidaki meditation music and
using their imagination to interpret the sounds without trying to articulate it in words.

By watching the Wandana video the children are given the opportunity to follow the journey of a
Yidaki/Didgeridoo being made from start to finish. This gives the students new insight into one of
the oldest instruments in the world.

Students watching the Wandana video will notice that it is filmed on country, giving them the
opportunity to connect with the area from afar.

If the activity is conducted outside, students are encouraged to lay down on the grass, a very
powerful yet simple technique for students to connect to country.
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Resources

o Alarge, clear space indoor or outdoor.
o Music player

e Yidaki meditation music

Activity
e Explain to students that they are going to settle down with a little bit of mindfulness and
that a big part of Aboriginal culture was about being Quiet and listening (see activity notes)
¢ have students settle down, lay on the floor and relax.
e Play Yidaki meditation music
o After the meditation have student describe either in writing or aloud to their neighbour what

they heard, felt, etc.

Activity notes

e For thousands of generations First Nations Australians have used silence to their
advantage. They practiced the skill of deep listening, throughout their lifetimes becoming
masters as they survived as one with the Australian landscape.

e By deep listening our ancestors were able to know much more, as common knowledge
regarding every day life in the bush. For example for some mobs the sound of
kookaburras has been a sign that rain is coming,

¢ When the wind blows we are told it’s our ancestors telling us a story but, if we don't listen
deeply we will never know the meaning.

¢ When we take time to listen, we are one with nature and country .
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