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First Australians is a landmark seven-part documentary series 
directed by Arrernte and Kalkadoon filmmaker Rachel Perkins 
alongside Warramungu and Luritja filmmaker and writer Beck Cole.
It documents Australia’s colonial history from 1788, 
beginning with the arrival of the First Fleet, and 
concludes in 1993 with Koiki Mabo’s legal challenge 
to the foundations of the Australian nation. Told 
from the perspective of First Nations peoples, the 
series draws on archival material, re-creations and 
interviews with First Nations Elders, historians, artists 
and activists. By challenging dominant interpretations 
of early Australian colonial history, the series laid the 
foundations for a broader cultural, institutional and 
educational impact.

Through its historically rigorous and emotionally 
resonant approach, the series has played a 
significant role in shaping public discourse on truth-
telling, colonial violence and the nation’s future. The 
show’s impact was driven by extensive, careful work 
undertaken to build trust with communities, conduct 
credible, original research and collate sources and 

foreground First Nations voices – an approach that 
marked a seminal moment for Australian TV. In doing 
so, the program established a model for documentary 
production that could engage seriously with 
challenging and contested histories. The success 
of the series has demonstrated how sustained 
investment in socially important content can continue 
to deliver value long beyond initial broadcast. For 
public broadcaster Special Broadcasting Service 
(SBS), responses to the program challenged some 
long-held assumptions about audiences’ interest in 
First Nations content. At the same time, the series’ 
educational reach has meant successive cohorts 
of Australians have been exposed to First Nations 
perspectives on the experience of colonisation, 
with the potential to reshape how they understand 
this history and better inform the community on 
context for contemporary issues facing First Nations 
Australians.
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Creation

Companies involved
Production company: 	 Blackfella Films

Commissioner: 	 Special Broadcasting Service (SBS)

Blackfella Films was founded in 1992 by First Nations 
filmmaker Rachel Perkins. In 2001, she was joined 
by fellow First Nations producer Darren Dale, whom 
she had met through an Australian Film Commission 
course. Together, they set out to create content 
by Indigenous people, about Indigenous people, 
for a broad audience. This mission would establish 
Blackfella films as one of Australia’s leading 
producers of First Nations storytelling.

As the commissioning broadcaster, SBS played a 
key role in supporting and financing First Australians, 
consistent with its charter to promote diverse 
Australian stories and perspectives.1

Origin story: the idea and 
initial development
First Australians was conceived in an atmosphere of 
heated ideological debate about Aboriginal history. 
Perkins says that she and co-producer Dale felt the 
weight of the responsibility of getting their series 
“right” for future generations. 

“It was satisfying in terms of a process of truth-
telling … I found it quite cathartic and empowering 
and relieving of the burden of that history. I felt 
like I had, in some ways, hopefully done justice to 
those people’s stories who did not receive justice 
in their time but had at least had their story told.”2 
– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians 

According to Perkins, the story of First Australians 
started to develop in 2002, with Nigel Milan, the then 
General Manager of SBS, proposing a series on First 
Nations Australians in response to the enthusiastic 
audience feedback SBS received about their 
broadcast of the US documentary series 500 Nations. 
Perkins did not want to simply replicate the approach 
of 500 Nations.3 Instead, she wanted to contest 
racist assumptions about First Nations peoples, 
informed through most Australian popular histories, 
by developing a First Nations perspective. As she told 
The Canberra Times, one of the reasons she wanted 
to make this series was to challenge the popular view 
of First Nations Australians as “not really Australian.”4

“It was 6 years all up from development to 
delivery ... checking the scripts thoroughly and 
getting sign-off from participants from those 
communities, getting their authority. And then we 
undertook to do screenings of cuts, of edits of the 
programs with them again at the end to get their 
approval for the content that we included. We also 
peer reviewed the scripts with non-Indigenous, 
mostly historians, to make sure of its factual 
accuracy and of the interpretation. I think people 
were a bit surprised that we kept hounding them 
to review everything for us.”5 
– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians 
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The creative process
First Australians synthesises well-documented 
historical information, with the aim of balancing the 
dominant take on Australian history by telling the 
story from a contemporary First Nations point of view. 
In a 2008 interview with The Sydney Morning Herald, 
Dale says they “looked for the Aboriginal voice” in the 
archival records. In a 2006 keynote address at the 
2Deadly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Library 
and Information Resource Network Conference, 
Perkins explained: “these voices have always been 
here, but they have been ignored by the bulk of our 
leading historians.”6 

The development of the series involved over 7 years 
of consultation and careful relationship-building with 
communities all over Australia.

“A program of that nature, which tells a huge 
sweep of history across a whole continent, across 
almost 200 years. It needed to be shot in the 
specific places where things happened. It needed 
to have the archival integrity that was required, 
and it needed to have the sort of authenticity and 
historical discipline to stand up during the history 
wars that were raging at the time. So it just took 
the time to get community right with it, to make 
sure it was historically accurate, to actually 
find the elements to make the show because it 
was all done primarily from archival materials, 
so photographs, drawings, maps ... the archival 
research was phenomenal and then the editing 
just took forever. But we recognised that that’s 
what we needed to do. So we just took the time  
it took.”7 
– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians  

As the official curator for First Australians at the 
National Film and Sound Archive (NFSA) Sophia 
Sambono notes, “The entire series was made with 
respect, honouring the people who witnessed tragic 
events and to whom these experiences belong. The 
producers gained the permission of between 200 and 
300 people for rights of stories, photographs and 
other material used in the series.”8 

“�It tested me in every possible way, financially, 
creatively, you know, all my diplomacy skills, 
but it very much...  clarified what my purpose 
was.”9  
– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First 
Australians

“�All that investment in me over the years came 
to fruition in me delivering that series. All 
the effort, over the decades, that had been 
put into creating a space for Indigenous 
filmmakers to be responsible for their own 
storytelling. It was like, O.K, here’s why 
I’ve been given [those opportunities]: to do 
something like this.”10

– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First 
Australians 
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Production

Cast and crew metrics
Sourced from Blackfella Films, the table below 
highlights the key production roles required for First 
Australians:

Producer team:	 Darren Dale, Helen Panckhurst, 	
	 Stewart Dean, Rachel Perkins

Directors:	 Beck Cole, Rachel Perkins

Writers:	 Beck Cole, Louis Nowra,  
	 Rachel Perkins

Cinematographers:	 Warwick Thornton,  
	 Kim Batterham

Composer:	 Phillip Miller

Production financing: 
investment and presales	
First Australians had early broadcaster support but 
faced limited public funding and the challenges of 
securing international investment. 

SBS played a central role from the outset, initiating 
development and backing the project in alignment 
with its public broadcasting mandate. As Perkins 
explains, the series had “a real synergy with SBS’s 
Charter and [its] broader aims and ambitions as a 
broadcaster,” which made it a natural fit for early 
development support. This commitment deepened 
as the scope of the project expanded, resulting in 
SBS ultimately investing over $1 million into the 

production, reflecting confidence in the project’s 
significant scale. As Perkins recalled, “SBS wanted 
something ambitious.”11  

However, like many Australian productions of this 
scale, First Australians faced structural financing 
challenges, particularly around international 
presales. At the time, securing a foreign presale was 
a standard requirement for financing, yet the series’ 
distinctly Australian focus made this difficult. Perkins 
reflects that “[the series] required, as it did then, a 
foreign pre-sale, which was very difficult because  
we were making the show essentially for an 
Australian audience, not necessarily for an 
international audience.”12 This highlights the  
tension between culturally specific storytelling  
and commercial drivers and expectations. 

These constraints meant that the burden of 
completing the series shifted to the production 
team. The extended production timeline and budget 
pressures meant that key creatives reinvested their 
own fees back into the project to sustain it. 

“It extended so significantly that we sunk our fees 
into the series, but we knew we needed to do that 
to actually get to the end and make it. In the end, 
we realised that we’d only actually paid ourselves 
about $30,000 to $40,000 a year over those 6 
years to make it because we’d sunk our fees in 
to do it. But we knew that that’s what needed to 
happen.”13

– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians  
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Training and skills
The creation of First Australians reflects the long-
term impact of investment in First Nations training 
and professional development. For Perkins, the 
series represented the culmination of opportunities 
built over decades, including traineeships, producer 
initiatives and formal film school training.

“All that effort, over decades that had been put into 
creating a space for Indigenous filmmakers to step 
in, be responsible for their own storytelling, take 
the space and do it. Through so many opportunities 
I’ve been given, it was like, OK, this is why I’ve been 
given them: to do something like this.”14 
– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians 

The production also provided skills development. 
For producer Dale – previously experienced in short-
form work – the seven-part series marked his first 
major production at scale, with a $4.1 million budget.15 
Perkins recalls mentoring him through key industry 
processes, demonstrating how the project provided 
hands-on learning opportunities that built capacity 
within the team and contributed to the development 
of emerging First Nations producers.16 

Economic impacts 
Innovation
Reflecting on the production, Perkins described First 
Australians as “... the most important thing that I’ll 
ever work on, because it really was an opportunity to 
try and tell the Indigenous story in a comprehensive 
manner from an Indigenous perspective, over a span 
of 200 years. It had never been done before. You 
know, we had very big ambitions for that project and 
– nothing less than actually changing the way a new 
generation of Australians see their country.”17 

First Australians was highly influenced by the work of 
Ken Burns, an acclaimed American filmmaker known 
for his use of archival footage and photographs 
in historical documentaries, such as his ground-
breaking TV series The Civil War (1990). Perkins and 
Dale have openly acknowledged this debt to Burns 
– they abandoned their original script after he told 
them it was boring, in favour of a history told through 
individual experience.18 

“We met with Ken Burns...And he said ‘tell it in a 
linear fashion, tell it through character.’ And he 
also said that more Americans know about the 
Civil War through watching his programs than 
they do in any other form, so their knowledge is 
informed by his documentaries. And I was like, 
well, that’s really interesting that a whole nation 
of people are understanding their history through 
filmmaking.”19 
– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians  

With the help of the Film Australia’s Zero‑Fee 
Licence (ZFL) program,20 Perkins and team mined 
archives for footage and stills that were then used 
to recast colonialist record through a First Nations 
perspective. “The series actively reverses the 
violence of effacement in colonialist narratives by 
reappropriating the vast collection of photographic 
records produced by ethnographers and others for 
an Indigenous-controlled story. The project team 
developed a database of over 8,000 images and has 
worked closely with communities and historians to 
ensure that the 1,500 images used in the series are 
either correctly matched with the individuals whose 
stories are being told or properly contextualised.”21 

Therese Davis, a writer and academic specialising 
in First Nations film and media, suggests that “First 
Australians provides a template for how we might 
remap Australian cinema and television studies. 
Just as this series brings Indigenous history into 
the mainstream to reveal how the nation’s past has 
always been a story of ‘the collision of 2 worlds’, 
the series itself can be read as an act of centring 
Indigenous media production”.22 

The series expanded into an ambitious multi-platform 
project, developed by SBS Online in collaboration 
with Blackfella Films, with the companion website 
extending the story online. It featured over 10 hours 
of content not included in the TV series, along with 
hundreds of mini-documentaries and interactive 
elements that enabled users to share their stories. 
Blackfella Films also engaged with educational 
and library organisations to develop educational 
resources, including DVDs and a hard cover pictorial 
book. A community outreach program was also 
developed.23 The project’s multi-platform design laid 
the foundation for its distribution across educational, 
community, and commercial contexts.24 
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Dissemination

Distribution
First release platform: 	 SBS

Distributor: 	 Blackfella Films

First Australians achieved strong domestic and 
international distribution, reflecting its enduring 
educational and cultural value. The series is currently 
available to Australian audiences on SBS On Demand 
and DocPlay. Internationally, it has been sold to 
broadcasters around the world, including numerous 
First Nations broadcasters, with SBS also securing a 
sale to Arte France in 2009/10.25 Beyond broadcast 
distribution, First Australians has become Australia’s 
highest-selling educational title,26 generating more 
than $1 million in Screenrights revenue in its first year 
alone. It continues to be widely used as a teaching 
resource in Australian secondary schools, supporting 
history and Indigenous studies curricula.

Exhibition
First Australians was released in October 2008 on 
SBS, attracting more than 350,000 viewers across 
the 5 metropolitan markets per episode and reaching 
more than 2.3 million viewers.27,28 The DVD of the 
series was SBS’s highest selling title in 2008/09.29 

The promotional campaign for First Australians was 
SBS’s largest ever, with it coordinating multiple 
promotional channels including print, DVDs, 
distribution in The Sydney Morning Herald and 
The Age, on-air promotions, launch events, PR and 
reviews. Results were positive with 55% of regular 
SBS viewers and 55% of all respondents saying they 
had seen the campaign. SBS won 2 awards for its 
promotion activities.30 

“They invested not only in the series, but they 
then invested in the online service, and then they 
invested in proper paid advertising to generate 
content and discussion. I remember the day after 
it came out, The Sydney Morning Herald put it 
right across their banner. It had ‘Documentary 
series of the decade’ written right across it. And it 
was like, oh my God, it’s been worth it. You know, 
that 6 years. All that struggle.”31 
– �Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians 

“�We felt that this story being crafted by Indigenous filmmakers ... it needed to stay with Blackfella Films 
because it was our IP and our 6 years of labour that would create the series and that we shouldn’t give 
that up. We wanted to retain our own copyright and Indigenous intellectual cultural property rights, and 
those of the participants as well, and I’m glad we did.”32

– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians
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Awards
First Australians was awarded Australia’s top  
honours for documentary, including the Australian 
Film Institute (AFI) and Inside Film (IF) Awards,  
the UN Media Peace Prize, TV Week Logie and 
Australian Writers and Directors Guild Awards.33 

Awards include:

•	 New South Wales Premier’s Literary Awards –  
Betty Roland Prize for Scriptwriting

•	 TV Week Logie Awards – Most Outstanding 
Documentary

•	 Interactive Media Awards – Best in Class,  
Top 10 Websites in the World

•	 AFI Awards – Best Documentary Series
•	 Australian Directors Guild Awards – Best Direction 

in a Documentary Series
•	 Australian Writers’ Guild NSW – Documentary – 

Public Broadcast
•	 United Nations Association of Australia Media 

Peace Awards – Best TV Documentary

Renewal
First Australians was a standout achievement for 
Blackfella Films, and played a crucial role in building 
its reputation as it went on to produce other First 
Nations stories, including documentaries Mabo  
(2012) and The Australian Wars (2022), and TV drama 
series Redfern Now (2012–2015) and Total Control 
(2019–2024).

“�... every year it does somewhere around 
$40,000 in Screenrights [revenue], which is 
pretty remarkable given that it’s something 
like almost 15 years later. It’s still returning.”34  
– �Rachel Perkins, co-director of  

First Australians
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Engagement

Online metrics
First Australians is highly rated by audiences  
on IMDb.35

IMDb: 	 8.8/10

Reception
According to Marcia Langton, professor of Australian 
Indigenous studies at Melbourne University, the 
series “caused a tsunami of critical discussion across 
the nation for its candid, complex account of several 
slices of Australian history”.36 

Sambono (curator at the National Film and Sound 
Archive) summarised critics’ responses: “First 
Australians was described by The Sydney Morning 
Herald as ‘the documentary of the decade’ and I 
agree. It is refreshing to experience such a vibrantly 
told history, as opposed to the usual recounting 
of brave pioneer stories. It brings to light some 
of the violent aspects of European settlement of 
Australia, as well as acts of friendship and decency 
between the early European settlers and Indigenous 
Australians. The series presents much more of a 
shared history than we have seen before.” This 
sentiment was echoed by Dale in The Age, “This  
is a story of black and white, and it should be  
told from both sides.”37 

Australian audiences
Participants in audience research conducted for 
Screen Currency 2026 viewed First Australians 
as culturally important, symbolic and historically 
significant.38 

The research also found that 12% of the Australian 
general population had watched First Australians 
in full or in part. Viewership is significantly higher 
among First Nations communities (43%), culturally 
diverse communities (22%), people with higher 
education (20%), parents (19%) and those aged 
25–34 (18%) and 35–44 (18%). Older Australians  
55+ (6–7%) and females (10%) were less likely to  
have watched it.39 

A self-identified 21-year-old First Nations reviewer 
posted on the Australian bulletin board site Whirlpool 
Forum: “This documentary is really the first time 
that mainstream Australia has been exposed to what 
happened over the last 200 years to the Aboriginal 
people of this land ... I hope more people watch this 
documentary.”40 

International audiences
A US-based Amazon reviewer purchased the First 
Australians books with the DVD. They wrote “I took a 
Saturday and watched the whole DVD. As I watched,  
I followed along in the books ...what I learned was 
eye-opening … it showed me how inadequate the 
books on the history of Australia I previously read 
[were]”.41

Online engagement
Online engagement with First Australians has 
continued since the first broadcast in October 2008 
through to September 2025, demonstrating the 
series’ enduring value.42 

Social and cultural impacts
Historical and educational value
First Australians has been widely recognised for 
its historical and educational value, with 68% 
of sampled online comments highlighting its 
educational significance.43 The series’ capacity to 
educate audiences was originally recognised by 
Perkins, who saw its potential to bring First Nations 
history into public discourse: “It is a bit self-righteous 
to feel angry on behalf of others, but when I finished 
[First Australians] I felt ‘Thank God I’ve got that off 
my chest and done something for the nation ... that 
story is there, it will go into schools’.” She described 
feeling “relieved and a lot more adjusted to the 
world”, emphasising the importance of Australians 
coming to understand Indigenous history as an 
integral part of Australian history: “We are only at 
the start of it – to embrace Indigenous history and 
acknowledge that it is actually Australian history. It is 
all interconnected.”44

“�I’d get online the next day and watch all the comments coming in. And the overwhelming thing that 
people said was just: Why weren’t we told? Again and again that came up, which I found really sad. 
People were angry that they hadn’t been provided that knowledge as part of being Australian had been 
denied them.”45

– Rachel Perkins, co-director of First Australians
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This educational value was closely connected to 
the series’ role in addressing gaps in conventional 
historical education. Around 70% of online reviews 
noted the historical value of First Australians, with  
one IMDb reviewer praising the series for providing  
a history that “filled in gaps” left by inadequate 
school curricula.46 Several reviews in the sample  
were written by teachers in Australia and the UK  
who use the series in classroom settings. For 
example, a UK teacher on Reddit described using  
the documentary to teach students about Britain’s 
history of colonisation.47

A recurring theme across audience responses was 
the value of First Australians as a counter-narrative 
to conventional accounts of Australian colonial 
history. By placing First Nations voices “front and 
centre”, the series challenges histories that have 
traditionally marginalised or excluded First Nations 
perspectives.48 This was particularly evident in 
responses from Australian viewers. One Melbourne-
based Whirlpool user reflected on having received 
little education about the Wurundjeri people despite 
living on their lands for years, writing, “Personally, 
I am hungry to hear our history from another 
perspective, other than the whitewashing that  
I grew up with.”49 

The series’ educational influence extends into 
Australian schools, where First Australians is used 
as teaching material. Although it is not a prescribed 
text, it is widely recommended and used because it 
supports the curriculum requirement to embed the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and 
Cultures cross-curriculum priority.50 This educational 
role is captured by one 21-year-old First Nations 
reviewer on the Whirlpool Forum, who described the 
documentary as “really the first time that mainstream 
Australia has been exposed to what happened over 
the last 200 years to the Aboriginal people of this 
land”, expressing hope that “more people watch this 
documentary”.51

Social value
The educational and historical significance of  
First Australians also translated into broader social 
impact. Overall, 66% of online comments referenced 
the series’ social value, while 41% commented on its 
Australianness.52 Audience responses suggest that 
the series encouraged viewers to reconsider not only 
Australia’s history, but also contemporary questions 
of national identity, political representation and the 
relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians. 

For some viewers, this reflection extended directly 
into contemporary political debates. After watching 
the series, one reviewer on the Top Documentary 
Films website expressed support for Australia 
becoming a republic, while another argued that 
“Australia Day should not be on the 26th of 
January – the Aboriginal ‘Invasion Day’.”53 These 
responses demonstrate how First Australians could 
connect historical knowledge with contemporary 
debates about national identity, colonialism and the 
recognition of Indigenous rights.

The timing of the series’ release further amplified 
this social impact. Premiering in October 2008, 
only months after the National Apology to the 
Stolen Generations in February 2008, First 
Australians entered public discourse during a period 
of heightened national reflection on historical 
injustice. Several audience responses explicitly 
referenced the National Apology, suggesting that 
the series both contributed to and intensified these 
conversations.54In this context, First Australians 
functioned not simply as a historical documentary, 
but as a culturally significant intervention into 
ongoing debates about how Australia understands 
its past, its national identity and its relationship with 
First Nations peoples. 

“�This documentary is really the first time that 
mainstream Australia has been exposed to 
what happened over the last 200 years to the 
Aboriginal people of this land ... I hope more 
people watch this documentary.”55

– 21-year-old First Nations reviewer, 
Whirlpool Forum 

66% of online comments mentioned  
the show’s social value.  
41% commented on its Australian-ness.56 
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