
Bark canoes were an integral part of life for traditional Aboriginals 
living in East Gippsland. They used them for fishing and travelling 
around the lakes and rivers that are abundant in this area. 
They’re also part of the narrative that is told by the Gunai/Kurnai 
elders about how their people were created. 
This is an extract from Not Just Dots telling their story:

“Boorun the pelican, the first Gunai/Kurnai man, travelled from 
the mountains to the Port Albert area carrying his bark canoe. 
While he walked he heard mysterious tapping sounds which he 
couldn’t identify. Once he reached the water, Boorun put his 
canoe down and was surprised and happy to find a woman in the 
canoe. She was Tusk the Musk-Duck who became Boorun’s wife 
and the mother of the Gunai/Kurnai people.”* 

It was this strong tradition that inspired artist Steaphan Paton to 
initiate a cultural project called Boorun’s Canoe, that will feature at 
the Melbourne Museum from July 6th. 
A canoe was built using traditional methods and the whole process 
was documented through photography and film. The exhibition will 
give those outside the indigenous community an opportunity to 
understand the canoe’s importance. 

Part of Steaphan’s motivation for the project was to ensure that the 
knowledge and tradition of canoe-making was not lost to the younger 
generations of his family. 
“Canoe making with my Pop is something that I wanted all my family 
to experience,” said Steaphan. “It is knowledge that was passed on 
to my Pop in the traditional way and Boorun’s Canoe is a project that 
helped to pass on that knowledge.”
Steaphan’s ‘Pop’ is the prominent senior Gunai/Kurnai Elder Uncle 
Albert Mullett who taught his grandson, and other young men in his 
family, to build bark canoes.  
“Canoes are part of our story of who we are and where we come from. 
I want to respect my ancestors by continuing the tradition of canoe-
making and safeguard it for future generations,” said Steaphan.
Under the guidance of Elder Uncle Albert, Steaphan and his family 
spent time planning to find a suitable tree, the right time of year and 
an appropriate place, which he feels was a learning experience for 
everyone. 
“My family all have an understanding and a knack for using wood 
and natural material, but the knowledge an Elder gives by hands-
on creation of a canoe—from a tree to floating a working canoe—is 
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everlasting”, said Steaphan. 
The exhibition will feature the canoe as well as a series of powerful 
images by Gippsland photographic artist Cameron Cope (brother of 
explorer Tim Cope) that capture the canoe’s creation and floating by 
Steaphan and his family. Also part of the exhibition is a short film 
featuring the first floating of the canoe and the Gunai/Kurnai creation 
story of Boorun and Tuk, as told by Uncle Albert and his family in the 
heart of Gunai/Kurnai bushland near Lake Tyers.
The canoe featured in this exhibition has been acquired by Museum 

Victoria as part of the Indigenous Cultures collection and it will 
feature in the new, long-term Bunjilaka exhibition First Peoples, 
currently being developed and opening in mid 2013.

Boorun’s Canoe
6 July to 4 November 2012

Bunjilaka Aboriginal Cultural Centre, Melbourne Museum
Nicholson Street, Carlton

*Not Just Dots by Robyn Ann Evans is published by the  
East Gippsland Aboriginal Corporation www.egaac.org.au

“My family all have an understanding and a knack for using wood, 
but the knowledge an Elder gives by hands-on creation of a 

canoe—from a tree to floating a working canoe—is everlasting.”
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 Senior Gunai/Kurnai elder Uncle Albert Mullett and 

grandchildren pry open the bark for making a traditional canoe

Senior Gunai/Kurnai elder Uncle Albert Mullett peers into the folds of a stringy bark tree


