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Abstract: The development of the presence of translated Indigenous Australian and 
New Zealand literature in continental European-markets exhibits striking similarities: 
they both emerged at roughly the same time and have often been published by the same 
European presses. Drawing on bibliographical data, this study seeks to explore a vital 
aspect of the translation histories of both types of literature - the ways publishers have 
promoted the respective translations. The present analysis focuses on the most 
immediate marketing point – dustcovers - and encompasses German- and Dutch-
speaking countries. 
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The Indigenous literary works of Australia and Aotearoa seem to be trapped in national 
frameworks; they are often included within the canons of “Australian” and “New 
Zealand” literature, scrutinised within their respective national contexts. Comparative 
studies of their reception overseas, by way of contrast, are relatively rare. There is a 
dearth of studies that attempt an inter-regional and transnational approach to the 
overseas reception of New Zealand, Australian, and/or Pacific cultures (e.g., Conrich 
and Alessio; Somerville and Marsh). Likewise, only a few works have expounded on 
the reception of Indigenous literature in particular European countries, such as Spain 
(Ballyn) and Serbia (Karanfilović). 
 
This study takes a novel avenue to approaching both Indigenous literatures, that is, 
adopting a decidedly transnational perspective and sounding out the development of 
their presence in European markets, for no longer are both Indigenous literatures solely 
“national”. This, of course, is not to say that the respective national contexts have 
become obsolete. Historical experiences have naturally continued to influence many 
subjects on which individual authors write. However, as far as reception is concerned, 
Indigenous literature has become global instead of purely national, and it has seen 
remarkable intellectual success overseas, particularly in German- and Dutch-speaking 
contexts.  
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The present research draws on bibliographic surveys and studies of production of both 
Indigenous literatures translated into Continental languages (Haag, “Indigenous 
Australian Literature in German”; Haag, “Translating Oceanic Literatures”). The main 
findings of these surveys are as follows: (a) the annual continuity in translation 
publications, that is, the systematic reception of both Indigenous literatures, began 
contemporaneously in the 1970s/80s; (b) the development of the number of annual 
publications runs almost parallel in both the Australian and Aotearoa/New Zealand 
cases (see Figure 1); (c) the main languages are equally proportioned, that is, German, 
the most frequent translation language, is followed by French and Dutch; and (d) often 
the same publishers (and translators) are involved in the production of books, most 
noticeably, “Actes Sud” in France, “Edition Isele” in Germany, and “Kääntöpiiri” in 
Finland. Most of these publishers are “general” and “mainstream” presses i.e., 
publishers not focusing on a particular geographical area and/or genre. “Third World” 
and feminist presses rank significantly lower in the proportion of European translation 
presses. 
 

 
The production of translated Indigenous literature is largely unexplored scholarly 
territory. Only a few studies have expounded on the reasons for the translations and 
explored some of the mechanisms of production (e.g., Haag, “Indigenous Australian 
Literature in German”; West-Pavlov and Elze-Volland). I will elaborate on the history 
of production in forthcoming studies. Several literary contacts and collaborations 
between Indigenous and European intellectuals have nurtured intellectual exchange 
(e.g., Fischer), which has probably helped create a basis for the translations. What can 
be ascertained at this stage is that, on the one hand, a high number of commercial and 
multinational publishing houses have been involved in the production of Indigenous 
books, especially in the cases of best-selling authors such as Witi Ihimaera, Sally 
Morgan, Doris Pilkington-Nugi Garimara, and Keri Hulme. On the other hand, there are 
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also many instances of small-scale transnational collaborations between Indigenous 
authors and European translators which have entailed the production of translations. 
Often, such productions have arisen from student projects, that is, students who had 
studied Indigenous literature and consequently tried to make Indigenous literature more 
accessible in Europe. For example, Hubert Heine, a former drama student in Austria, 
has been engaged in the production of Indigenous audio books in German, and a group 
of German university students translated an Indigenous text from Aotearoa/New 
Zealand (e.g., Gilbert and Brezina; Dunsford). 
 
Another reason for the proliferation of translated Indigenous books is the European 
reception of Indigenous literatures in their original language. This reception has been 
particularly evident at the university and, occasionally, high school levels, with some 
texts - like Follow the Rabbit Proof-Fence - appearing on syllabi. Indigenous cultures 
and literatures in general have been observed to evoke considerable interest among 
European students (e.g., Brewster), which partly explains the European, especially 
German, demand for the original versions. The reception of translations, in other words, 
is closely connected to the reception of originals, but this is a link that evidently needs 
more exhaustive scrutiny. 
 
This paper takes the factual evidence further and explores a vital aspect of the reception 
of both Indigenous literatures, that is, some of the marketing strategies of the German 
and Dutch presses. It asks: do the statistical similarities also apply to the marketing and 
shaping of books? While space necessitates a limitation to only two languages, the 
comparison between German and Dutch offers a promising analytical basis because 
both languages count among the most frequent translation languages (together they 
account for more than 40% of all European translations) and, linguistically as well as 
culturally, both contexts are close to one another. While the general numbers of 
translations are certainly low compared to the body of translated non-Indigenous 
literature, they are nevertheless statistically representative and help to detect broader 
tendencies in publishing Indigenous literature abroad. 
 
Indigenous literature here is understood to be any literature co/authored by persons 
indigenous to either Australia or Aotearoa/New Zealand (Heiss 26, 196-197), including 
the affiliated territories of Niue, Tokelau, and the Cook Islands. Only books are 
included in this survey. There are, as yet, no Torres Strait Islander or Tokelauan books 
translated into a European language other than English (Haag, “Translating Oceanic 
Literatures”). Nor does a direct translation exist from an Indigenous language into either 
German or Dutch. The present essay excludes Pacific Island authors resident in 
Australia or Aotearoa/New Zealand, whereas it is inclusive of a broad range of genres, 
not only literary genres, to meet the diversity of Indigenous intellectual work. Thus, in 
defining Indigenous literature through authorship, this study evades reducing 
Indigenous literatures to the purview of Indigenous themes. 
 
The analytical focus of this study is on the role of dustcovers in book marketing - the 
strategies of advertising a product (in this case, books) to the target audience (in this 
case, the target readership). Target readers in this sense are understood as being 
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construed by publishers through marketing strategies, and should therefore not be 
confounded with actual readers. Actual readers are more diverse than target readers. 
Consequently, the present article is not concerned with actual readers but target readers, 
hence the publishers’ imagined potential customers. Moreover, the focus on dustcovers 
presents merely one aspect of book marketing, so this study perforce leaves out other 
advertising strategies, such as the influence of reviews, promotion tours, and book fairs. 
The reason for the present concentration on dustcovers—including both blurb and cover 
illustrations—is that they are usually regarded as the most direct way of praising a book 
to the reader, both artistically and economically (Phillips; Genette 28; Mazal 324; Heij, 
Storm van Leeuwen, and Meijer). Furthermore, in the case of translations, dustcovers 
also serve as a means of “inter-cultural brokerage” between the cultural contexts of the 
source text and those of the culturally “foreign” addressees. Dustcovers are thus an apt 
source for deciphering the construction of German and Dutch images of Indigenous 
Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand. 
 

The European contexts of translated Indigenous literature 

The Indigenous literature of Aotearoa/New Zealand and Australia has emerged out of 
highly diverse contexts. However, they both evince certain similarities: 1) upon entering 
the European markets in the 1970s, both types of literature in English became 
increasingly political and socio-critical and 2) they confronted white readers, asserted 
the continuity of Indigenous cultures, and reclaimed their differences from Anglo-Saxon 
or Anglo-Celtic cultures (Arvidson 118-121, 125; Healy 82-83; Moura-Kocoglu 96, 98, 
103; McRae 23; see also Allen 2). Hence, both literatures are not merely “beautiful” and 
“aesthetic” but also “perturbing” and “provocative”. Such confrontations of white 
readers with, say, issues over land rights, claims to Indigenous sovereignty, difference 
from so-called settler society, and survival of Indigenous cultures, make different sense 
for Australian/New Zealand and European audiences, with the latter not being directly 
involved with the issues. Notions of sovereignty are relatively unthreatening outside of 
one’s own cultural context. Claims to survival clearly presuppose knowledge of “dying 
race theorems” and assimilation policies for example. In Dutch- and German-speaking 
countries, outside of narrow academic and specialist circles, this knowledge is very thin.  
 
European publishers, needing to advertise the translated literature to the presumed 
interest and expectation of their readers (Heinold 36), thus draw upon European 
imaginings of Indigenous cultures or, more precisely, upon what they think European 
readers might expect from Indigenous literature. In so doing, they construct both 
Indigenous cultures and their European readers. Hence, in selling Indigenous books to 
their intended target readers, German- and Dutch presses are confronted by two 
options—either to conceal the Indigeneity of the book and to promote it simply as 
“good” literature, or to clearly accentuate the Indigenous character. As will be 
adumbrated below, the former case is rare and only applies to a few Indigenous New 
Zealand books. In the latter case, in turn, publishers often draw on broad discourses 
circulating in Europe about Indigenous peoples in order to make the respective books 
appealing to their readers. 
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To be sure, no systematic research has been done on continental European discourses 
about Indigenous Australia and New Zealand, so any discussion of this issue needs to be 
considered preliminary. For the matter of contextualisation, however, it is safe to 
discern the following two broad discourses informing the production of translations: (a) 
the “exotic or romantic discourse”, which sees Indigenous cultures primarily through a 
“traditional” lens, portraying them in terms of pre-contact imaginings and (b) the 
“politicised discourse”, which draws attention to the socio-political disadvantages and 
human rights issues concerning Indigenous people (Haag, “Indigenous Australian 
Literature in German”). Each discourse is slightly different with respect to Australia and 
Aotearoa/New Zealand; in Australia, the exotic visions revolve around spirituality, 
while in Aotearoa they seem to be centred on warrior images and, thus, appeal less to 
esoteric interests. This can be observed, for example, in dot-style and x-ray motives 
being mistaken as a representative synonym for all Indigenous Australian cultures and, 
likewise, tattooed bodies for Indigenous New Zealand cultures (Schifko 70-79). But 
despite the regional differences, the exotic discourse produces similar tropes—
particularly the construction of a close relation between Indigenous people with nature 
(in contrast to culture/civilisation).  
 
The “politicised discourse” differs in the extent of inter-racial violence perceived in the 
respective settler societies; in the case of Australia, there is an increase in German and 
Dutch TV and newspaper coverage on the “socio-historical” disadvantages Aboriginal 
people have had to bear (Torres Strait Islander people are hardly mentioned in this 
nexus), with terms like “genocide”, “apartheid”, and “theft” being used to refer to the 
atrocities committed against Aboriginal Australians (Haag, “Indigenous Australian 
Literature in German”; “Politie Sydney wekt woede Aborigines”). In the case of 
Aotearoa/New Zealand, a similar “politicised discourse” on the contemporary situation 
of the Māori is observable, which, compared with settler Australian society, seems to be 
more benign towards Pakeha society. Media coverage, for example, reports on racism 
and the fact that the Māori constitute the poorest socio-demographic group in 
Aotearoa/New Zealand (e.g., GfbV; Delius 55). The concept of “genocide”, however, is 
more readily (and overtly) used in relationship to the mistreatment of Aboriginal people 
than of the Māori (e.g., Appleton). The commonality in both instances, however, is the 
existence of a discourse that draws attention towards contemporary socio-political 
issues involving Indigenous people. 
 
Both discourses, the exotic and politicised, can be observed on the dustcovers of 
translated Indigenous books. Most translation dustcovers are different from their 
originals; all translations from Dutch and German are mine. 
 
German and Dutch dustcovers of Indigenous Australian books 

The present study applies three encompassing analytical criteria to the advertising of 
dustcovers—the concepts of “classical”, “political”, and “neutral”. By “classical” here 
is understood a description of Indigenous cultures and literature predominantly or 
entirely in terms of pre-contact imaginings; for example, a sole focus on Dreamings or a 
portrayal of Indigenous peoples as living in harmony with nature. With “political” is 
meant a focus on contemporary issues, such as the mention of disadvantages. “Neutral”, 
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in turn, means either none of these descriptions or a balanced mixture between them 
(e.g., the mention of pre-contact cultural elements like Dreamings or moko along with a 
reference to the contemporary situation). The analysis reveals considerable differences 
in the construction of the respective Indigenous cultures and literatures as well as of 
their Dutch- and German-speaking readers. There are also differences discernable 
between the Dutch and German translations. 
 
With respect to the German translations, all books are overtly advertised either on the 
cover picture or on the blurb as “Aboriginal” or revolving around Aboriginal cultures; 
there is no book that conceals its Aboriginal origins by being advertised simply as, for 
example, “good” or “engrossing” literature. Only Melissa Lucashenko’s Außen eckig, 
innen rund (2000; Steam Pigs) is advertised as “riveting” and “Aboriginal”: “A thrilling 
novel about a young woman from an Aboriginal family, who endeavours to escape from 
the circle of booze, violence, and poverty”. In general, this direct advertising is in stark 
contrast to the corpus of translated non-Indigenous literature, where more than half of 
the German translations (54.6%) are not advertised as specifically “Australian” (Haag, 
“Australia and Its German-Speaking Readers”). Interestingly, although all of the 
Indigenous translations are directly promoted as “Aboriginal”, they are not designated 
as being part of “Australian literature”. This partly reflects the discourses within 
Australia, according to which Indigenous literature is often seen as a separate and 
sovereign category of Australian literature (Heiss 99-101; Narogin 43; Watego). Yet 
quite another rationale for this lies in the fact that none of the German presses promotes 
the literary quality of the respective Indigenous books. Significantly, there are no 
marketing references to be found on the books that would accentuate their literary value, 
such as the citation or shortlisting of literary prizes, the amount of foreign translations, 
or the mention of a specifically innovative textual style. Instead, the Indigenous books 
in German translation are advertised as either “cultural artefacts”, promising an insight 
into Dreamings and “traditional life”, or as quasi “protest literature”, dealing with socio-
political disadvantages. One blurb, for instance, draws the readers’ attention to the 
literal dis-covering of ancient myths and secrets:  
 

We follow them into the bush. Four lawmen (munnumburra) reveal 
meanings preserved by the oldest figurative paintings in North Western 
Australia … The world knew nothing about the significance of these 
enigmatic images until these old men spoke. (Doring et al.) 

 
In this instance, German readers are directly addressed (“we”) and invited to witness the 
revealing of a deep secret (“the world knew nothing about it”). German audiences are 
thus positioned as being interested not primarily in (oral) literature but in the discovery 
of a culture portrayed as completely unknown and diametrically different from German 
culture. Additionally, the book is advertised as a form of a journey into an unfamiliar 
landscape (“we follow them into the bush”; suggesting that readers were literally 
walking behind the four lawmen). Though probably not intended by the editors, an 
intrinsically exotic image of Indigenous cultures resonates from the stress on “foreign” 
landscapes (the “bush”) and the disclosure of “enigmatic images” because, conversely, 
the images are not enigmatic to Indigenous people. Divulging the enigma thus promises 
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an exciting read, not primarily of (oral) literature but of the great unknown “otherness”. 
Indigenous people are thus positioned as fetishised objects of European and German 
knowledge. The cover picture (Figure 3), showing five Indigenous men in seemingly 
pre-contact appearance decorated with body paintings, produces in a very similar 
fashion a notion of “otherness”, overtly conveying the folkloristic aspects of a culture. 
In constructing Indigenous people as closely linked to nature (they do not wear the 
insignia of so-called Western civilisation but rather loincloths) the picture thus appeals 
to exotic imaginings. 
 

   
Figure 2 Figure 3 Figure 4 

 

Classical images of persons, artefacts, or dot-style/x-ray motives are, in fact, frequently 
observable on the German dustcovers of Indigenous books (see Figures 2-4). As Table 1 
(Appendix) substantiates, 74% of German translations employ conventionally exotic 
images, even though many of these books have highly political contents and urban 
settings, revolving around social justice issues and inter-racial themes. The covers, by 
way of contrast, suggest to German-speaking readers that the respective books were first 
and foremost beautiful stories about Dreamings and “traditional” cultural life situated in 
what Germans might be tempted to call the “outback”. The socio-critical contents are 
thus not always adequately “translated” onto the cover but domesticated as to the 
presses’ own, economically-driven ideas of Indigeneity. Similarly, 44% of the German 
sub-titles use terms such as “Dreamtime” and the names of typically Australian fauna 
and flora, thus underpinning yet again a close relationship between Indigenous people 
with nature and an idealised view of pristine traditions. This dominance does, however, 
not apply to the whole spectrum of dustcover marketing. While most cover illustrations 
employ conventionally exotic designs, only 30% of the blurbs make reference to what is 
referenced in these designs; most of them are neutral (40%), just giving a short synopsis 
of the content or mentioning the authors’ names in cases of collections (e.g., Endriss 
and Scherer), or they use decidedly politicised perspectives (30%). 
 
For example, while the cover illustration on the German version of Wanamurraganya 
(1997) employs a mellow drawing of a desert landscape embellished with Indigenous 
designs, the blurb draws attention to the historic plight of Indigenous women, praising 
the biography as “evidence of the exploitation of black women and the cynicism of 
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white fathers”. The cover picture, in other words, does not reflect the blurb’s content. 
Furthermore, the blurb projects a deeply biased and simplistic perspective on inter-racial 
Australian history, where all white fathers are abhorrent bastards, with all black women 
being their pitiable victims. Significantly, the influence of the politicised discourse is 
often so dominant that it tends to obstruct any view of Indigenous agency and survival. 
Says one text, “the history of the Australian Aboriginal people … is the history of a 
hundred-fifty-year long genocide” (Boltz 1982, 17). This suggests that Indigenous 
people must have (nearly) disappeared from earth. 
 
The use of classical designs has obvious marketing strategies, that is, to clearly 
advertise the respective books with widely familiar symbols of Indigenous Australia 
which are used homogeneously and applied to the whole gamut of Indigenous cultural 
expressions. This clearly results in the portrayal of Indigenous cultures as diametrically 
opposed to Europe, as “traditional”, “outlandish”, and “harmonious”. On the other hand, 
the blurbs, if political, tend to portray Indigenous people as the passive victims of the 
brute processes of colonisation. This is probably to appeal to those readers interested in 
socio-political and historical themes. Overall, however, the combination of classical and 
neutral arrangements dominates the marketing of German dustcovers. German presses 
have thus tended to construct their readers of Indigenous Australian books as being 
interested primarily in culture and the arts. Readers interested in the literary aspects of 
Indigenous literature are not addressed at all. 
 
The advertising of the Dutch translations, though numerically much smaller, is in many 
ways similar to that of the German case; most sub-titles clearly signify the Indigenous 
contents of the books. Seventy-one percent contain the words “Aboriginal” and/or 
“droomtijd” (“dreamtime”) thus clearly advertising the books as “Aboriginal”; in fact, 
this number is, in absolute terms, higher than that of the German instances (44%). Yet, 
in contrast to the German books, the term “Australia” is used here too (e.g., Scott, Uit 
het hart [Benang]). Another similarity is that while blurbs are generally rather political 
and neutral (together 86%), the cover illustrations are, proportionally, rather 
conventionally exotic (43%), neither adequately reflecting the socio-critical and 
political contents of the blurbs, let alone those of the books themselves (see Figure 5). 
Yet the numerical frequency between the Dutch and German translations is different; in 
absolute terms, the German editions employ many more conventional images than the 
Dutch versions (74% versus 43%), with the latter employing neutral images (see 
Figures 6-7). The conventional-neutral-political proportions of the blurbs, in turn, are 
the same in both the German and Dutch contexts. 
 
A further similarity between the German and Dutch versions is the occasional emphasis 
on the theme of “discovery”, as already adumbrated above. For instance, De droomtijd 
(1994), a collection of oral stories, promotes that “this book takes us on a discovery 
journey (‘ontdekkingreis’) through the unknown yet surprising world of the 
Aborigines”. This advertisement positions Aborigines as the “great unknown”, 
fetishised objects of Dutch knowledge. Reading Indigenous literature is, in this instance, 
construed as “adventurous” and advertised as “making a literary journey” into a mental 
terra incognita. This view is not only highly ethnocentric (Indigenous readers would 
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hardly describe their cultures as “unknown” and “surprising”) but also constructs the 
Dutch reader as being interested in unfamiliar, exotic stories. The construction of Dutch 
readers in this very instance functions in the same way as that of German readers in the 
case of Doring et al.’s Gwion Gwion (2000). 
 

   

Figure 5 Figure 6 Figure 7 
 
Also akin to the German books, some of the Dutch translations evince highly political 
perspectives which tend to deflect attention from Indigenous agency and survival. For 
example, the above quoted book De droomtijd (1994), though not revolving around 
contemporary political themes, nevertheless mentions in its introduction: 
 

The contact with the white man wrought havoc much more on the original 
inhabitants of Australia than on any other coloured [“gekleurde”] people in 
the world. If they haven’t been totally exterminated, as, for example, in 
Tasmania, then they are being constantly driven off … [their lands]. 
(Gulpilil et al. 7) 

 
Similarly, in the blurb for Sally Morgan Terug naar Corunna (1991; My Place), 
American author Alice Walker is cited as saying that the book testified to the bearing of 
“genocide” in Australia. “Genocide” is thus used as if proven. Yet another introduction 
says in a similar fashion that “for those who associate Australia with sunny beaches 
[and] waving palm trees … this book must come as a surprise”, furthering that the 
“other side of Australia” is the most impoverished population group, “the Aboriginals, 
Australia’s own coloureds [“kleurlinge”]. This book describes so hauntingly the 
hopeless lot of Doug Dooligan, a young njoengah (half blood [‘halfbloed’] Aboriginal) 
from Perth” (Weller, De donkere kant [The Day of the Dog]). 
 
These examples are worth further discussing in two respects. First, they project a 
comparatively one-sided picture of inter-racial Australian history as they portray 
Indigenous people as being the hapless victims of a brutish past. In this, the Dutch 
discourses are quite similar to the German ones, even though the relative frequency of 
perspectives such as “genocide” or “extermination” in the Dutch translations makes the 
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intensity of the political discourses slightly different between the Dutch and German 
case. One reason why the Dutch books seem to be relatively harsher in this respect may 
be the possible desire in the German context to distract from Germany’s own genocidal 
past by not criticising another country for genocide—a context that has loomed large in 
many debates over German history, such as the Historikerstreit or Historians’ Dispute 
of the late 1980s (Evans). This may consequently explain the comparatively less 
palpable usage of terms such as “genocide” and “extermination” in the German cases 
(even if they do occasionally occur). Yet, on the other hand, in none of the German and 
Dutch translation publications are any comparisons made with homegrown colonial 
pasts. The troubled aspects of colonialism in, say, former German South West Africa 
(Namibia), Indonesia, or Surinam are not mentioned at all. Actually, both the Dutch and 
the German blurbs are purged from any references to the Netherlands, Belgium, or 
Germany’s own colonial legacies. Neither is there any reference made to current 
refugee and minority politics in Europe. A recent study of the German reception of 
Australian films, however, has shown that German-speaking audiences tend to view 
inter-racial Australian history, and thus issues of racism and disadvantage, through the 
prism of their country’s own patterns of disadvantage and racism (Haag, “Tasteless, 
Romantic, and Full of History”). Significantly, this nexus has not been established by 
publishers of translations. 
 
Another aspect of Dutch blurbs is, despite being for “well-meant” intentions, the fairly 
unconsidered use of prejudiced—if not racist—terminology. Similar to the term 
“coloured”, the Dutch equivalent “kleurling”, too, bears a negative connotation. The 
same goes for “halfbloed” (“half blood”), which is, interestingly, used as a synonym for 
the Noongar peoples, defined as a term designating “every half blood Aboriginal” 
(Weller, De donkere kant 183). By way of contrast, the use of racist terminology is not 
the case with the German translations. There, even the word “race” is hardly employed, 
again possibly because it reminds of the purely biological constructions of race during 
the Nazi era (Haag, “Indigenous Australian Literature in German”; Aly). In short, while 
the dustcover designs of both German and Dutch translations engage in politicised 
discourses, they bear two major differences: often, the Dutch ones are more direct and 
relentless, whereas the German ones seem to be anxious about the use of historically-
burdened terminology. 
 
There is, however, one significant difference in the marketing of the German and Dutch 
material, that is, whereas the German books foreground their cultural values and thus 
simultaneously suppress their linguistic values, the Dutch blurbs also advertise 
Indigenous Australian literature with reference to their literary quality. For example, 
Mijn Plek (1994; My Place) is advertised as “the Australian mega seller: 400,000 
copies!” Also, Kim Scott is praised as a “virtuoso narrator”, writing in a “powerful 
style” (Benang). Terug naar Corunna (1991; My Place) is even put on par with 
Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind (1936) and so is put in international literary 
context: “Sally Morgan is a born narrator. With Terug naar Corunna she has written the 
first Australian Roots; in its aim and vision, the book reminds of Gone with the Wind”. 
The Dutch translations of Indigenous books, thus, are constructed according to their 
literary quality, with their readers positioned as aficionados of “quality” literature. This 
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difference between the Dutch and German translations is striking and merits further 
research. 
 
German and Dutch dustcovers of Indigenous New Zealand books 

The dustcover designs on the New Zealand translation publications exhibit four striking 
differences from those of the Australian books: (1) they are rather advertised as 
“neutral”; (2); the marketing classification is broader, not being restricted to the purview 
of Indigeneity; (3) the political discourse is marginal; and (4) Indigenous New Zealand 
literature is often advertised with reference to its literary quality. What is more, the 
German and Dutch translations do not show any differences in these respects:  
 
(1) The bulk of the German editions have neutral cover illustrations (65%) and blurbs 
(72.5%), with 22.5% of the German blurbs evincing a bias toward conventionality, and 
35% of the covers showing conventional images, particularly warrior figures and 
tattooed faces (see Figures 8-9). Yet there are also many neutral images—Alan Duff’s 
German version of Once Were Warriors, for one, has, in contrast to the Dutch cover 
(Figure 11), a neutral picture (Figure 10). The Dutch cover, however, is a close adaption 
of the original version. The tattooed face, though reflecting the tensions posed by 
traditions, nevertheless appeals to an immediately associable symbol of New Zealand 
Indigeneity. This is similar to yet another Dutch cover, showing the drawing of a man 
with his face tattooed, surrounded by an erupting volcano (Figure 12). Yet, in general, 
notions of nature are seldom used in relation to the advertising of Indigenous New 
Zealand literature. At the same time, and in conspicuous contrast to the Australian 
books, only two of the German books have a political bias. 
 

  
Figure 8 Figure 9 Figure 10 

 

Generally, the Dutch versions evince a similar proclivity to present Indigenous New 
Zealand books in a neutral way—69% of the covers and 77% of the blurbs are neutral, 
thus using a balanced picture between “traditional” and contemporary images of 
Indigenous New Zealand societies. Gevonden voorwerpen (1986; Lost Possessions), for 
example, shows the plain title with cursive writing put slightly in the background 
(Figure 13). 
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Figure 11 Figure 12 Figure 13 

 
(2) Most of the German sub-titles (57%) employ the term “Māori” and/or Māori words 
like “te wheke”, while another 25% carry the word “New Zealand”. This is similar to 
the Dutch versions, where 46% employ Māori terms or terms sounding Māori. Despite 
this frequent reference to the Indigenous contents and authorships, “Māori” is, in both 
instances, nevertheless less frequently used as the sole and/or prime marketing tool than 
is the case with the Indigenous component of Australian books. This is mainly because 
of the broader genre range of translated Indigenous New Zealand literature, which also 
includes academic writing and feminist and lesbian themes. In the case of academic 
translations, such books are often advertised as “groundbreaking”, “innovative”, and 
“informative”, both in Dutch and in German. The Indigenous authorship, if referenced 
at all, is mentioned in passing, being of secondary importance. This is quite similar to 
those Indigenous books that are advertised as primarily lesbian and only secondarily as 
being written by a “Māori”. For example, the blurb on Cathie Dunsford’s Kia Kaha 
(1998) describes the female protagonist as follows: “At uni, Cowrie meets career 
women, S/M lesbians and political activists. And she comes across a new love, Peta, a 
Navajo”. Here German-speaking target readers are addressed as being feminist and/or 
lesbian instead of searching for “Indigenous” literature. The indigenous component (a 
blend of Aotearoa, Pacific and Native American Indigeneity) is astutely “integrated” 
into a wider context of love and political statements, appealing particularly to young 
female audiences. Interestingly, Witi Ihimaera, though often hailed as a gay Māori 
author, is never advertised as “gay”. Furthermore, Māori literature is more often praised 
as being part of “New Zealand” literature; Indigenous Australian literature, in contrast, 
is seldom advertised as “Australian”. Significantly, Keri Hulme’s Unter dem Tagmond 
(1987; The Bone People) is advertised as “having everything in order to become the 
great New Zealand national epic”, and on her Der Windesser (1989; Te Kaihau-The 
Windeater) the same author is classified as a New Zealand not a Māori/Indigenous 
writer - a national designation not used in the Australian context. Similarly, on Het 
verhaal van Dogside (2004; Dogside Story) it reads about Patricia Grace: “globally 
considered one of the best New Zealand authors”.  
 

(3) The translated Indigenous New Zealand literature is less advertised within an 
explicitly politicised frame involving contemporary Indigenous politics than is the case 
with the Indigenous Australian literature; some books, for example, are advertised in 
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relationship to environmental issues without bearing direct reference to Indigenous New 
Zealand concerns: “In the mid-1990s, the French government resumes atomic tests in 
the Pacific, and in Cowrie’s marae in Aotearoa/New Zealand resistance is on its way” 
(Dunsford, Manawa Toa). This initial sentence appeals to readers imagined as being 
first and foremost politically yet not “culturally” interested in Indigenous literature. 
However, apart from this example, only a few blurbs make reference to socio-political 
issues. These instances are, in contrast to the Australian books, far more lenient towards 
dominant Pakeha society; no confronting terms like “genocide”, “invasion”, and 
“dispossession” are employed (e.g., Jakubassa 240; Markmann and Powhiri, Nga Uri a 
Papatuanuku 9; Frank, Maori sprookjes [Māori myths] 7-8). Instead, the blurbs speak 
rather vaguely of social disadvantages without putting them in context of racism. Witi 
Ihimaera’s Das neue Netz wird ausgeworfen (1981; The New Net Goes Fishing), for 
one, reads: 
 

The migrated Māori don’t have it easy in this city [Wellington] of the 
whites. Jobless youngsters are searching for support and security in flat 
shares, or terrorise the travellers in the railway station, and often they are 
incarcerated. Yet even the successful find it difficult to stand up to them in 
a prejudiced environment. 

In a similar context, Waren eens krijgers (1995; Once Were Warriors) says, “Māori 
make up only 13% of New Zealand’s inhabitants but have an unemployment rate 
thirteen times higher than that of the Pakeha”. Also in the Dutch version of Potiki 
(1994), the effects of colonialism on Indigenous New Zealand society are mentioned but 
not put in wider contexts of racism and/or victimhood: “The contrasts in Potiki 
emphasise … why Māori need to look for a balance between the age-old essential 
values of their own culture and the norms of an aggressive, oppressing, modern world.” 
(Grace, Potiki). This statement, though implying somewhat infelicitously that Māori 
culture is pre-modern, nevertheless does not construct Indigenous New Zealanders as 
the passive victims of history, as is so often the case in the Australian context. This 
comparative lenience may well reflect broader discourses in Europe about the political 
situation of Indigenous New Zealanders. It also testifies to the circumstance that 
Indigenous New Zealand literature tends to be advertised less in its socio-political than 
its literary contexts. 
 

(4) The editorial emphasis on literary quality can be observed throughout the blurbs. 
There are three main modes of constructing Indigenous New Zealand literature as 
“quality” literature, with its German- and Dutch-speaking readers simultaneously 
positioned as “literate” and “erudite”: a) one way is to accentuate the literary quality of 
the respective book as such; for example, the blurb on Patricia Grace’s Drei Cousinen 
(2004; Cousins) highlights the book’s literary techniques as sophisticated: “the tranquil 
narrative line contrasts with the abruptly composed perspectives of three different 
women. … Grace’s very distinct tone is haunting and cogent”; similarly, Keri Hulme’s 
Unter dem Tagmond (198; The Bone People) is praised as “the most thrilling literary 
event of recent times”, while her Dutch book Kerewin (1992; The Bone People) 
highlights her unique poetic style; b) another observable mode is the mention of literary 
accolades; Keri Hulme, for instance, is hailed as having won the “Booker Prize” just as 



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

60

Patricia Grace’s Dutch Potiki (1994) references the “New Zealand Book Award”; and c) 
the third way of constructing “quality” literature is the mention of best-selling lists. To 
give but two examples, Alan Duff’s Warriors (1995) reads: “for months, he 
spearheaded the bestseller lists”; likewise, on Cathie Dunsford’s Manawa Toa (2001) it 
is said that her “Cowrie appeared as number one on the Australian bestseller lists”.  
 
In summary, the dustcovers of the Indigenous New Zealand books draw less on exotic 
and politicised discourses than those of the Australian ones. Furthermore, they evince 
similarities between the German and Dutch translations, and they advertise Indigenous 
New Zealand literature, but not Indigenous Australian writing, with reference to its 
literary value. 
 

Conclusion 

The development of the translated Indigenous literature of Australia and Aotearoa/New 
Zealand shows striking similarities related to their dissemination history in continental 
European markets. However, as the present analysis of dustcovers has shown, the 
advertisement of both types of literature has been very different—Aotearoa/New 
Zealand literature is far less situated in terms of a politicised and esoteric discourse than 
is the case with Australian books. Aotearoa/New Zealand books are marketed instead 
with reference to their literary merits. In the Australian case, there is also an ostensible 
difference discernible between the Dutch and German marketing—in the German 
contexts, Australian literature is rather propagated as being of “cultural” value, while in 
the Dutch instances, it is, similarly to Aotearoa/New Zealand, advertised with respect to 
its literariness. There are also differences in the presentation of the socio-political 
agenda—the Dutch versions seem to be harsher in employing confronting terms and 
concepts, such as “genocide”. In the Aotearoa/New Zealand instance, in turn, the 
politicised images are far more lenient towards Pakeha than is the case with settler 
Australians. This reflects wider German and Dutch discourses about Australia and 
Aotearoa/New Zealand, respectively. 
 
Interestingly, none of the translation dustcovers make any reference to the colonial pasts 
of Germany, the Netherlands, and Belgium. After all, the colonisation of Australia was 
an integral part of the processes of European expansion; it never was solely an 
“Australian” (or British) affair. It seems legitimate to wonder about the determinate 
absence suggested by gnawing reproaches of how callous white Australians have been 
without mentioning the historical role Germans, Dutch, and Belgians played in the 
colonial process. People who live in glass houses should not throw stones, as the saying 
goes. 
 
This study has demonstrated that the contexts of the reception of Indigenous literature in 
continental Europe are, despite the similarities, heterogeneous. There are differences in 
the reception between different European countries, with one of them being the 
construction of German readers of Indigenous Australian literature as being interested in 
its cultural value but not its literary value, which is in stark contrast to the Dutch readers 
of the same literature and of both German and Dutch readers of Indigenous New 
Zealand literature. 



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

61

 
Works Cited 

 
Allen, Chadwick. Blood Narrative. Indigenous Identity in American Indian and Maori 

Literary and Activist Texts. Durham: Duke UP, 2002. 
Aly, Götz. Rasse und Klasse. Nachforschungen zum deutschen Wesen. Frankfurt/Main: 

Fischer, 2003. 
Anon. “Politie Sydney wekt woede Aborigines”. De Volkskrant. 12 August 2000. 
Appleton, Tom. “Biologie der Diskriminierung. Über die Geburt des Rassismus aus 

dem (Un) Geist der Anthropologie”. Wiener Zeitung 24 July 1998. 
Arvidson, Ken. “Aspects of Contemporary Māori Writing in English”. Dirty Silence. 

Aspects of Language and Literature in New Zealand. Ed. Graham McGregor and 
Mark Williams. Auckland: Oxford UP: 117-128. 

Ballyn, Susan. “Ethical Approaches to Teaching Aboriginal Culture and Literature in 
Spain”. Indigenous Biography and Autobiography. Ed. Peter Read, Frances 
Peters-Little, and Anna Haebich. Canberra: Aboriginal History:  41-45.  

Brewster, Anne. “Teaching the Tracker in Germany: A Journal of Whiteness.” The 
Racial Politics of Bodies, Nations and Knowledges. Ed. B. Baird and D. Riggs. 
Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009:  228-244. 

Conrich, Ian, and Dominic Alessio, ed. New Zealand, France, and the Pacific. 
Nottingham: Kakapo Books, 2009. 

Delius, Ulrich. “Maori haben keinen Grund zum Feiern. 150 Jahre Waitangi”. Pogrom 
21.151 (1990): 54-55. 

Dunsford, Cathie, Survivors. Überlebende. Trans. “Studentische Arbeitsgruppe”. 
Münster: Wurf-Verlag, 1990. 

Evans, Richard. West German Historians and the Attempt to Escape from the Nazi Past. 
New York: Pantheon Books, 1989. 

Fischer, Gerhard, ed. The Mudrooroo/Müller Project. A Theoretical Casebook. 
Kensington: U of New South Wales P, 1993. 

Genette, Gerard. Paratexts. Thresholds of Interpretation. Trans. Jane Lewin. 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1997. 

GfbV (Gesellschaft für bedrohte Völker). “Maori kämpfen mit Protestmarsch für ihre 
Landrechte”. 04 Sep. 2009. http://www.gfbv.it/2c-stampa/04-1/040505bde.html.  

Gilbert, Kevin and Thomas Brezina. Mary Känguru und ich: Eine wahre australische 
Geschichte. Trans. Gabriele Yin. Vienna: Bilby-Hörbücher, 2003. 

Haag, Oliver. “Australia and Its German-Speaking Readers: A Study of How German 
Publishers Have Imagined Their Readers of Australian Literature”. Journal of 
the Association for the Study of Australian Literature. Special Issue (2010). 22 
November 2010 
http://www.nla.gov.au/openpublish/index.php/jasal/article/view/1478/2089. 

–––. “Indigenous Australian Literature in German. Some Considerations on Reception, 
Publication and Translation”. Journal of the Association for the Study of 
Australian Literature. Special Issue (2009). 19 November 2010  

http://192.102.239.53/openpublish/index.php/jasal/article/viewFile/853/1745.   

–––. “Tasteless, Romantic, and Full of History: the German Reception of Australia and 
Rabbit-Proof Fence.” Studies in Australasian Cinema 4:2 (2010): 115-129. 



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

62

–––. “Translating Oceanic Literatures for the European Market.” Unpublished paper. 
XIXth Congress of the International Comparative Literature Association 
(ICLA). Chung-Ang University, Seoul, Korea. 19 August 2010. 

Healy, J.J. “‘The True Life in Our History’: Aboriginal Literature in Australia”. 
Antipodes 2.2 (1988): 79-85. 

Heij, Jan Jaap, Jan Storm van Leeuwen, and Rob Meijer, eds. Omslag in beeld. Boeken, 
bladmuziek, brochures, toegepaste grafische kunst 1890-1940. Assen: Drents 
Museum; Amersfoort: Bekking & Blitz, 2008. 

Heinold, Wolfgang Erhard. Bücher und Büchermacher. Was man von Verlagen und 
Verlegern wissen sollte. 3rd ed. Heidelberg: Decker & Müller, 1989. 

Heiss, Anita. Dhuuluu-Yala. To Talk Straight. Publishing Indigenous Literature. 
Canberra: Aboriginal Studies P, 2003. 

Karanfilović, Nataša. “Poezija Aboridžina (Aboriginal Poetry)”. Ms. emailed to the 
author. 28 Aug. 2008. 

McRae, Jane. “Māori Literature: A Survey”. The Oxford History of New Zealand 
Literature in English. Ed. Terry Sturm. Auckland: Oxford UP, 1991: 1-24. 

Mazal, Otto. Einbandkunde. Die Geschichte des Bucheinbandes. Wiesbaden: Dr. 
Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 1997. 

Moura-Kocoglu, Michaela. “Maori und Literatur”. Maori und Gesellschaft. 
Wissenschaftliche und literarische Essays. Berlin: Mana-Verlag, 2000: 93-116. 

Narogin, Mudrooroo. Writing from the Fringe. A Study of Modern Aboriginal 
Literature. Melbourne: Hyland House, 1990. 

Phillips, Angus. “How Books Are Positioned in the Market: Reading the Cover”. 
Judging a Book by Its Cover. Fans, Publishers, Designers, and the Marketing of 
Fiction. Ed. Nicole Matthews and Nickianne Moody. Aldershot: Ashgate: 19-30. 

Schifko, Georg. “Maori-Rezeption und Imagologie. Untersuchung zum Bild der Maori 
in Europa.” Diplomarbeit [Master’s Thesis]. U of Vienna, 2002. 

Somerville, Alice Te Punga, and Selina Tusitala Marsh. “Le Gauguin ne va pas te 
distraire, j’espère. Les littératures maori et pasifika d’expression anglaise”. 
Trans. Pierre Furlan. Europe 84.931-932 (2006): 46-63. 

Watego, Cliff. “Being Done to Again”. Social Alternatives 7 (1988): 33-34. 
West-Pavlov, Russell, and Jens Elze-Volland. “Australian Literature in German 

Translation: A Catalogue of Titles, Translators, and Trends 1789-2010”. 23 
Nov. 2010. 

 http://www.geisteswissenschaften.fu-berlin.de/we06/forschung/forschungsprojekte/ 
2010-03-10_Translation_catalogue.pdf  

 
 
Oliver Haag is a Research Fellow at the Austrian Research Center for Transcultural 
Studies, Vienna. Oliver studied History and Political Science at the University of 
Vienna, Austria. His research interests are in the areas of German reception of 
Indigenous cultures, politics of diversity, and theories of nation-building, with particular 
interest in Australia, the South Pacific, and Germany. He is the author of academic 
writings on published Indigenous Australian autobiographies and (Indigenous) 
Australian literature translated into German. He has been published in English- and 
German-speaking journals, including Aboriginal History, JASAL (Journal of the 



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

63

Association for the Study of Australian Literature), and Zeitschrift für 
Genozidforschung (Journal of Genocide Research). He is currently engaged in a 
research project on the reception of Oceanic literatures in Europe. 
haagoliver@gmx.at 

 



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

64  



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

65  



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

66  



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

67
 



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

68
 



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.2. No.1, 2011, ISSN 
2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis Australians, 
Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 

 

 

 

  

69
 


