
New Writing from 
Western Australia
Fiction
Creative Non-Fiction
Poetry
Essays 

In this Issue
Claire G. Coleman 
Philip Neilsen 
Beejay Silcox 
Dan Disney 
Jane Monson

63.1



What kind of work is writing?  
Like any art, it makes the world.  
Even if it adds the faintest brushstroke, 
it tips gravity, unsettles the distribution 
of dark matter, pushes the future 
off-direction. Something new arrives.

‘Love Lane (the work of writing)’
David Carlin
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From the Editor

Much of the language which surrounds the collection and publication 
of writing can be connected to the vocabulary of exchange. We talk of 
submissions and each issue is an offering, replete with value. There is 
also, of  course, a philosophical exchange inherent in the publication 
of work—of material, of  perspectives, of ideas. Our last issue looked 
to open an exchange between cultural spaces, in writing which moved 
across geographical borders. Editing likewise is a process of exchange, 
a discourse of reading with writing and, in the curation of each issue, 
the feeling out of conversations between works. In editing this issue, 
though, my awareness of the exchange within the act of publication was 
heightened. Reading, I became conscious of two things: an impression 
of the generosity of the writing collected, and the sensation of its effect 
on me. In A Lover’s Discourse (1977), Roland Barthes describes the 
sensation of reverberation. ‘What echoes in me is what I learn with my 
body: something sharp and tenuous suddenly wakens this body, […] the 
word, the image, the thought function like a whiplash. My inward body 
begins vibrating as though shaken by trumpets’. In reading the works of 
this issue, that concept of reverberation emerged for me as something 
singularly valuable within the exchange of writing. It is an integral part 
of what a writer offers the world. But writing which does this, which has 
the potential for this effect, is often intimate and intense. There is then a 
generosity in this offering. The writing is given with trust to the reader; 
the exchange is loaded with potentiality, with power, and with faith in 
its reception. 

At the same time, in using words like generosity, intimacy and trust, 
there is a tendency to neglect consideration of the manner in which this 
exchange also functions as an economy. Writing is not (or not only) a gift-
exchange. It can be vocational, it is a profession, and you have purchased 
the copy of Westerly in your hands. We have worked to produce it: we have 

been expanding employment in the Westerly office in the last two years, 
and we pay all involved. We’re grateful as always to the efforts of those 
supporting this issue’s production in typeset (Keith Feltham, Lasertype), 
design (Becky Chilcott, Chil3) and proofreading (Camha Pham). We’re 
also thrilled that we now have Dr Lucy Dougan as our Commissioning 
Editor, responsible for developing a specific selection of material from 
established writers in each publication. Last year, we raised the amount 
we pay all our authors, and we’re seeking funding to do so again. All these 
things point to the manner in which writing is embedded as a professional 
activity within our society. This is no less important than the value we feel 
in each work on a personal, social or cultural level, or the significance of 
its reverberations. The generosity of all writing should not be taken on 
face value, but met with recognition and recompense. This is why we are 
grateful for the arts funding we receive, from the State Government of 
Western Australia and the Australia Council for the Arts. This is why we 
will seek to continue to raise our level of payment to authors. This is why 
we ask our readers to subscribe.

Featured herein you will find work from the 2017 cohort in our Writers’ 
Development Program (WDP), supported by the Copyright Agency’s 
Cultural Fund. Amanda Gardiner, a previous participant in the WDP, has 
contributed an essay to this issue, which won the Lawrence Wilson Art 
Gallery Art Writing Prize, and which highlights the power of art as a means 
for engaging with troubled histories. The issue also features an exchange 
of work with Indian Quarterly, which will reciprocally see material from 
this issue published in India; and writing produced in the conversation 
of collaboration, from the Sun Yat-sen International Residency. These 
different sites of exchange—of knowledge, of cultural engagement, of 
intimacy, of ideas—point to all the possible definitions of value in writing 
as an act, and reverberate out beyond these pages. 

Catherine Noske, June 2018



10 | Westerly 63.1 11 | David Mohan

Westerly Wind
Philip Neilsen

Philip Neilsen’s new collection of 
poetry is Wildlife of Berlin  
(UWA Publishing) and his work 
is included in The Best Australian 
Poems 2017. He teaches poetry at 
the University of Queensland 
and is Adjunct Professor of 
Creative Writing at QUT.

Out on the back deck a new amputation,
a grey gum branch in a Milky Way of leaves.
All this disturbance, the wind’s secateurs,
brings the Tolstoy reading group to mind:
an argument about why Levin lathers his horse
around the estate, determined to modernise,
to patch the crops and classes together.
He too can’t foresee what will blow from the west;
already a webbing railroad has flattened hills.

These scattered leaves on the bleached deck
are like a nature poet’s arrangement of words:
trifles lost in the chainsaw screech
of shrinking suburban gardens, bright blue lap pools,
the smoky scent of dried up hinterland,
the amnesiac giant of windy days.

And yet. Two months ago the waders migrated
from Moreton Bay to Siberia:
having waited for the shortening day
they rode it with magnetic eyes,
rolled the planet into a hazy ball.
We never saw them, sandpiper, godwit and curlew:
as they moved night high and focused on Levin’s land
they left no lasting mark;
but their soundless, urgent flight
outweighed a galaxy.

Note: ‘Westerly Wind’ is a poem from Philip Neilsen’s poetry collection Wildlife of 
Berlin, published by UWA Publishing in February 2018.

Judith Wright I praise the scouring drought, the flying dust,
the drying creek, the furious animal,
that they oppose us still;
that we are ruined by the thing we kill.

Durer’s Hare
David Mohan

David Mohan has been 
published in PANK, Necessary 
Fiction, Atticus Review, 
SmokeLong Quarterly, The Penn 
Review, The Seneca Review and 
The Chattahoochee Review.  
He has been nominated for  
The Pushcart Prize.

For a time, Albrecht leaves aside woodcuts and oils, saints and angels, and 
the body of the Christ.

Fleeing plague in Nuremberg, the closed ghettoes, the cold Northern 
towns, a dour winter, he treks to Italy. Here is raw subject matter, he 
decides, the sort that exists outside the limits prescribed by patrons. 
And here the air is sultry, and the heat is sensual. What is matters here as 
much as what will be. 

Crossing the Alps with a knapsack containing essentials—food, 
a notebook, parchment paper, his watercolour paints—Albrecht is 
astounded at what can be discovered outside a studio. Such vistas, such 
forests and lakes. Incandescent sunsets. Such blazing light. 

He sketches as he walks, thinks as he sketches, his notes in ink and 
paint recording a greater range of the material world than he’d previously 
thought possible. There are the varieties of grass, weeds on the roadside, 
wild flowers, shrubs and trees accustomed to a warmer atmosphere. 
Altogether, without the eyes of the church spying over his shoulder, it 
feels as though he has been returned to how it was when he was a child, 
sketching on the run, anything, everything, the smallest seed, a fern curl, 
a pine cone, tree bark.

Later, after an apprenticeship in Venice, the rank scent of the canals 
in summer, the discipline of dry point, the inspiration of Bellini, the end 
of plague, he comes home, North, the fever of the South in his eye and 
brain and heart. This time, he begins commission work, the sort with 
pay attached, with respectability: a piece entitled Lamentation of Christ. 
The mountains he has travelled won’t be easily forgotten, the earth he 
tramped across is still stuck in his fingernails. The peasants and burghers 
of towns he has passed by crowd around his Gothic-pale mourners, his 
corpse-white Christ.
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in a broken hymn—this hare is badious, castaneous, fuscous, melichrous, 
burnet, luteous. This hare is white. 

Each hair shaft would need to carry an under-colour of slate, a sense of 
dapple-grey, a wash of amber beneath the grey. He wonders if it is heresy 
to believe this, if  it is ungodly, or, worse still, the devil tempting him away 
from his true vocation: The Lamentation.

All the while, the creature stays still for him, whether paralysed by 
some trepidation, or docile and dazed, he cannot speculate. He sketches, 
attempting to capture some facsimile of  its weight and texture, its 
hareness.

Soon, the air shifts, the hare stirs, scents the breeze, scurries off. 
Albrecht walks back to the town as a blue, Northern dusk comes 

down. He will fold his sketch away, so out-of-fashion, so unsuitable for 
any possible commission. Who will buy this image of nothing unusual, 
nothing sacred? It is as commonplace and ordinary as any clod of earth 
you might tread upon. There will be a place some day for paintings 
displaying carcasses on banquet tables—swan and doe and duck and 
leveret will recline, the lustre of their eyes not dissimilar to the lustre of 
a glass decanter or silver tankard or porcelain bowl. 

His sketch is too much a sketch, and too little a painting to be a part of 
that just yet.

But in the midst of work for Maximilian, for Cardinals, for assorted 
patricians, of Triumphal Arches, of St Jerome, of the Crucifixion, the artist 
in Durer will tire and yawn and take out his sketch mentally, touchstone 
for quiet moments, created for no-one else besides himself. 

For it is something to see a hare just born out of the moment it was 
painted in. 

From time to time, he lays his sketch of the hare out in front of him, as 
fresh as the day it was first seen, its whiskers almost twitching, as living 
as the breath that stirred them.

And indeed, it is like struggling with a corpse for three years, on and 
off. The sense of deprivation is magnified by the sense of having lost the 
scope and measure of distance and out-rolling land, the mesh and lace 
of grass rubbed between his fingers, the scent of the sun on the spongy 
earth. Instead, studio-bound, his days and nights are akin to the eye-
splitting work of the artisan carpenter, etching wood after midnight to 
build the most elaborate coffin.

Sometimes he leaves off, takes to the forests, the open fields. He is like 
Orpheus or St John the Baptist when he dozes under the trees. The birds 
and animals peep out, break cover, pose. He grows tired of crosses, robes, 
stigmata, the crown of thorns. His mind turns to the blue roll of sky, the 
knotted thickets of trees, the grass itself. 

When he is outdoors he sketches to feel free again, and to rediscover 
ordinary things. A clod of  earth, for instance. This, he decides, is 
something material, something that can be picked up and examined. It is 
as worthy of attention as anything else that might be painted.

He lugs the clod home, enjoys hefting the weight of it into his studio, 
not to mention the fact he dug it up himself. All flesh is grass. Studying it, 
paints lying alongside, he sees that this random clod may be the same as 
any other piece of earth, in any other place and any other time, but it will 
never come again, not quite like this one. And never with this particular 
intermingling of wild flowers, these clots of seed, this arrangement of 
grass stems, and never again with this subtle fibrous root system, and 
flaking, frangible species of soil.

When he turns to this, or later to his mythic rhinoceros, or to anything 
that is not mankind in his pain and his terror and his sadness, he is not 
thinking of himself, he is not thinking of anything except the shape and 
line and form of things as they are.

One morning in the woods, he is dozing, not thinking, not searching, 
content to just glide along in rhythm with the passing clouds above. A 
breeze blows through the trees, carrying the scent of wild things, of moss 
and bark and forest water. It chills him, but also stirs his senses. He is 
content to be nowhere, see nothing.

But then it happens, his revelation, his Annunciation, call it what 
you like.

A slim-bodied hare emerges out of the underbrush, and stops still. It 
looks young, almost a leveret. Its body is as delicate as a rabbit.

He watches it, its stillness almost as good as a deliberate pose. Who 
would ever presume to describe such a thing? To draw it, to paint it? 
To render its flesh into a testimony. There is no way of explaining how 
light colours the filaments of the fur on its body. He recites the colours 
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Inoculation
Antonia Pont

Antonia Pont is a Melbourne‑
based poet, essayist and writer 
of shorter and longer fictions. 
She is Senior Lecturer at Deakin 
University in Writing and 
Literature, and works on 
theories of creativity and 
practising. Her work can be 
found in Australian and 
international journals and 
anthologies. 

soak your head in the sun swathe
till its sugar                          seeps in slow
inoculation against
daft         other sweetnesses

palpate            in ongoing dark
a proper light               know
to move at it          to place a foot
without reluctance       —that public
contriving              (nobody
sees anything           so)

go now        at once
                               step            aside 
from custom’s squander
               on a high rock             sits
time’s falcon                and watches
                                 tireless
our dense sea           learns
new palettes of
impermanence vast
vacant colour        the 
systoles
                                    of luminosity
temperatures’ paradox

your head.           oceans.
—hunt loneliness
like a blind creature
skimming

                          the carapace-
backs            and submerged frowns
of burnt volcanoes

shoot the slow dark slowly
into your own slowness
meet                         in molasses depths
a sating        dire
                  and                  terrifying health

know less and less and less.
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Toqburneh

Mohammed Massoud Morsi

Mohammed Massoud Morsi is 
an Egyptian‑Danish‑Australian 
photographer, journalist and 
writer. His articles and writing 
have been published 
internationally and now in 
Australia. He writes in the three 
languages of his heritage. His 
latest works include the 
novellas Twenty Two Years  
To Life (2017) and What Is Past  
Is Dead (2016).

There is something about that kitchen which evokes a sense of mystery. 
Perhaps it’s the play of the sunlight as it flickers through the blades of 
the window-mounted extraction fan and dances on the cupboard doors. 
In the morning hours, it leaves me mesmerised. Turning its blades is the 
Red Sea exhaling its last cool breaths. Shortly after, it stops. The scorching 
heat of the desert then invades the town, bringing with it a fine dust that 
settles on everything. The kitchen tap drips intermittently in tune with 
the illuminated mosque clock. Tick tap—tack clock, tick tap—tack clock 
on the side of the pasty-green cabinet above the sink. The adjacent dish 
rack is made small to fit the space between the door and the large stove, 
the centrepiece of the L-shaped kitchen. Newspapers line the shelves 
behind every jam-packed cupboard door, a mothball substitute with their 
sharp smell of phenol. As a child, I’d excitedly go through the maze of 
recycled jars and plastic containers with otherworldly ingredients. I’d 
open every lid and take deep breaths of the tantalising smells before 
passing them on to Aziza. She would conduct their contents to the 
concerto of bubbling pots and pans. There is nothing like the magic smell 
of crisp-dried coriander and freshly-mortared garlic frying in hot oil. In 
the innermost corner of the kitchen, there is the bathroom window—right 
above the loo, if  you are on the other side of the wall. Nobody knows why 
it is there. Depending on the direction of the wind, the kitchen is either 
divine or mephitic. 

‘Close the window… ’ Aziza whispered. Somebody was in there.
I’ve forgotten her name but I remember she loved meat, because Aziza 

would only cook meat when she came to see her. She was one of her 
dearest friends. I was a teenager at the time. Every time I saw that lady 
with Aziza, I left the kitchen when I heard her shut the bathroom door. 

There are three bedrooms in the apartment, a living room that also 
serves as the combined dining room and entrance, the obligatory balcony 

ينربقت  
 

 

Title of piece in Arabic - Toqburneh 

that faces the main road from Cairo and, of course, the kitchen. Aziza has 
spent most of her life in that apartment in Suez. 

My earliest memory of Aziza, I would have been roughly six. We had 
just arrived at my nan’s apartment as she was leaving. She asked me if I 
wanted to come with her to the photographer’s. I looked to my parents, 
who smiled approvingly. I nodded and took her hand and together with 
the rest of the Othman family we went to a photographer in Suez to have 
pictures taken. The man behind the camera was friendly, he picked me 
up and let me push the camera button several times. I remember the 
whirr of the film winding forward to the next frame. The photograph 
in the family album is the one I took. They were still waiting for the 
photographer. 

My nan, Mounira Moufida, carried nineteen children into the world. 
Four of them died soon after birth. They said it was the will of Allah. 
The oldest of  the surviving siblings, my uncle Ali, eventually died 
from cancer. They said it was the will of Allah, he smoked cigarettes. 
But perhaps it was the poisons from the oil refinery. I was a child but I 
remember him smiling in agony, covered in large purple blisters on his 
entire body. It had something to do with that place. The youngest sister 
and next youngest of the siblings was Aziza. She didn’t die. They said 
it was the will of Allah. She grew up to become a creative and hopeful 
young woman who studied fashion design and wanted to start her own 
company. She married Sayed Othman who also worked at the oil refinery 
and, with that, her dreams collected dust along with the sewing machine 
she’d purchased with her hard-earned money. It was the will of Allah, 
she said. 

As I grew older, my times with Aziza became shorter and less frequent. 
I almost lost touch with her until some years later. At that time, they lived 
on the top floor, in an apartment that was exactly the same as the one 
they’d live in years later—at the bottom of the same staircase in the same 
building—but mirrored in its layout, facing the west. It was separated 
from the sun by a flat concrete roof and it got hot, meltingly hot up there. 

The ceiling fan spun at top speed, a heavily-dampened helicopter 
flying overhead. The singing of the Qur’an crackled through a small 
transistor radio in the kitchen and the smell of fried chicken slithered 
its way out the flyscreen front door and down a few storeys, mixing with 
the mouth-watering scents of the homes below. During the hot summers 
I loved walking past the open apartments, not peeping into the darkened 
rooms behind the flyscreens, but catching the voices coming from within 
and taking in the smell of freshly prepared molokheia and the clinking of 
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cutlery against bone china bowls. The giggles of children being singsong 
spoonfed crossed with the chewing whispers of adults. Often voices 
would yell out to me from the dark.

‘Ya’ibn Massoud. Ta’ala, etfadal!’ Son of Massoud. Come, join us!
I will never forget Aziza and her smile when she looked up and saw me 

standing at the door.  
‘Toqburneh… ’ Bury me.
Her first word an expression of love. Its literal meaning a hope to die 

first, so she wouldn’t have to live a single day without me. Arabic is often 
beyond description. Tarab is one of my favourites, the verb for finding 
enjoyment in life through the creation of tunes, not necessarily by sound. 
Aziza found her enjoyment in the rhythm of cooking. She was known for 
being one of the best cooks, if not the best cook, in the whole family. She 
taught me how best to make my favourite dish, ful medames. 

‘Soak the beans overnight, then let them simmer for a couple of hours. 
Take out a couple of ladles, mash them up and add them back into the pot. 
This way the water thickens.’

In Egypt and in many other countries, Christian, Jewish and Muslim, only 
men carry on the family name. It’s not a religious thing but tradition. At 
the branch of every woman, the family tree ends. A woman is only given 
her father’s names. Every mother’s mother is only known by her first 
name. She is always the daughter of a man and his family. Even when a 
woman marries, her father’s surnames remain. My own surnames are 
only an extension of my father’s family. I never had to ask Aziza what her 
last names were. We shared them from my grandfather Morsi.

Aziza Morsi Hussein Miheasen. Mohammed Massoud Morsi Hussein 
Miheasen.

So all of Aziza’s children, although my first cousins, don’t share my 
surnames. The same applies to the children of the four of the fifteen 
siblings who were women, my father’s sisters. Aziza’s children belonged 
to a different circle, that of their father’s family, but they were never 
strangers. When people ask me about my own name today, I can add my 
mother’s surnames, coming from her father’s name and his family. There’s 
no part of her mother’s side of the family in her name.

‘Mama, what was your mother’s name?’
‘Badiae, my love.’
‘And what was her mother’s name, then?’
‘My grandmother… ’ My mother falls into a reminiscing smile. ‘My 

grandmother’s name was Gamila. She was beautiful and played the piano. 
You would have loved her.’

I’ve never known my mother’s family besides her siblings. My grand-
mother on my mother’s side died before I was born, and with her the 
connection to her family. My mother, all her sisters and a single brother 
belonged to my grandfather. On my mother’s side of the family there 
were six beautiful women and one man. In the family photos, although 
the youngest, he took centrepiece. He was given the family name. Khalil 
Ibrahim Ahmed Khalil. When my grandfather died, I found contact with 
my family on my mother’s side in Cairo difficult. After all, I belonged to my 
father’s family in Suez. 

Aziza’s husband, Sayed Othman, was a gentle man. He once told me he hid 
that he was in fact a Shiite. I’m sure he was just trying to tell me he was not 
like the rest. I didn’t care. What mattered to me was that he treated me as 
if I was his own child. He didn’t have to, no-one would question if he had 
had enough of a young member of his wife’s family living in his home. He 
could have asked me to go back to my own family at any time but never 
did. As we grew older, he didn’t ask Heba, the youngest of the four siblings 
and only girl, to cover her hair. I’d stay with them for several months at a 
time and often on my own with Heba. She’d have to cover her hair when 
we sat in the balcony, just in case anyone saw her talking to me. When 
Sayed realised I wasn’t going to marry his daughter, he arranged for her to 
marry Amr, a relative originating from a dead end of his own family tree. 
Shortly after, Sayed Othman passed away.

For Aziza, the death of her husband marked a new beginning. She was 
free to marry again but she didn’t want to. When she became a widow, 
the world outside had changed. Women chose what was presented on a 
silver platter, a voice. Aziza’s words were the same that were repeated on 
television almost every night in those years.     

‘I’ve been seen for years, now I’m asking to be heard.’ 
Aziza’s hair was uncovered for most of my childhood. Often it was set 

in the latest style of the time. Egyptian society was then at the forefront 
of female fashion, embracing all the latest trends from daring hairstyles 
to shorter-than-short miniskirts, or mini-jeeps as they were called. 
The lifestyle was highly secular and—although not as Westernised 
as in Lebanon—it carried with it all the elements that symbolised 
the individual’s freedom of choice in an emerging new world. These 
trends also signalled a different depiction of  women, one of  sexual 
objectification. For men, it hardly changed. 

Traditionally, women only wore the hijab when they’d done their 
pilgrimage to Mecca. A journey that all Muslims must embark on before 
they die, should they have the means and health to do so. But after the 
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Islamic revolution in Iran, the reinterpretation and perpetual repetition 
of religious dogma brought in the cultural era of the hijab. The extremes 
became the niqab or the burka, although there is nothing whatsoever 
written in the Qur’an that mentions them as obligatory. 

‘Tell the believing women to […] draw their headscarves over their 
chests’ (Qur’an 24:31).

Showing only your eyes is, in my opinion, a bid’ah say’iah. A bad 
invention, a deviation which opposes the Qur’an. In any sense, the fixation 
on restricting a woman’s autonomy over her own body, simply because 
society assigns a symbolic meaning to her physicality, is nothing short of 
social appropriation. Suddenly, the body of a woman does not belong to 
her. It belongs to everyone else and it is their eyes that prescribe that she 
should wear a burka or shorter-than-short hotpants.

I’ve witnessed those who I grew up with get married in Hollywood style, 
where for one night there was no-one watching, no-one judging. The act 
of getting married hasn’t changed much. It’s fiercely religious during the 
engagement ceremony but highly secular on the actual wedding night. When 
Aziza’s next oldest son Mahmoud was married, Sarah’s make-up sparkled. 
Booze flowed and Mary Jane was on fire. But like his brother’s wife, Hind, 
it was only for a night. Shortly after, they both chose to wear the hijab and 
some years down the track, the niqab. They were the first two in the larger 
extended family to wear it and I felt a knot in my chest the first time I saw 
them. It would be a lie to say that all I could see was their eyes. Their voices 
hadn’t changed nor was it news that they in fact wore clothes. It was that they 
were suddenly figureless in their new dress, their faces without the individ-
ual beauty of expression. I realised that I had forgotten their surnames and 
I questioned myself. Had I changed or was it the world around me?

Others followed suit. I lost track when Uncle Ali’s cousins, Azza and 
Ola, also decided to wear the niqab. When I called them Ghost One and 
Ghost Two, they laughed. I looked into their eyes and knew they were 
smiling. But I was unable to tell if  I’d said anything that hurt them. 

Ola, whose eyes are like replicas of my own, decided to shed the niqab 
after a short time.

‘Why did you decide to wear it?’ I asked her. 
‘Some or other scholar said on TV that if you are either very beautiful 

or very ugly, it’s halal to wear it,’ she replied somewhat comically. 
‘So any woman who’s either extremely fond of herself or ashamed of 

herself?’
‘Something like that. I don’t know, all I know is, it felt wrong to me and it 

wasn’t my decision… ’ She threw her hands dismissively in the air. 

The reply was not that strange. Above what could be a beautiful 
submission to Islam—the ease of its profound wisdom, the understanding 
that we are merely motes of dust travelling through an infinity of space 
and time and that we will never have the answers we are seeking—there is 
also the overwhelming pressure of the societies in which it exists. 

One night, Aziza’s firstborn son, Ahmed, who was like a brother to me, 
had an accident on the road between Cairo and Suez. It was known for its 
treacherousness and although Ahmed knew every bend and corner, in a 
moment of talking with a group of tourists in the back of his mini-van, he 
plunged into an unmarked excavation in the middle of the road. He was 
paralysed from the chest down. 

His accident changed Aziza’s life. When she was told that Ahmed would 
come back to her, she rearranged the apartment to suit his needs. It was 
she who cared for him, as if he had been taken back to early childhood. 
With Ahmed unable to support his family, his wife left. Their daughter 
Donya, who was eight at the time, stayed with Ahmed and the rest of 
our family until her mother remarried. The first day I returned to the 
apartment, I found a man administering live bees to sting the sores he had 
developed from not moving in the heat. He had two fans on the side of the 
bed and the one in the ceiling blowing at him continuously at full speed. 
Aziza did everything humanly possible for Ahmed. In a way, Ahmed’s 
accident made evident what was already known, that it was Aziza’s family. 
It didn’t matter which surnames followed her children. From then on they 
were referred to as the children of Aziza and she became the mother of so 
and so. Sayed didn’t object and didn’t care to some extent. He also needed 
Aziza to tend to him and when she or Heba couldn’t, the duty fell on to 
Mahmoud. After a while it became clear that Ahmed would spend the rest 
of his life in bed. Aziza sold the apartment and moved her family down to 
the first floor. There it would be easier to tend to Ahmed and carry him the 
few steps up the narrow staircase. 

‘Umm Ahmed, ente te’mouri we ehna nenaffez.’ Mother of Ahmed, you 
command and we do it.

When a woman is respected as Aziza was, for her courage, unconditional 
loyalty and dedication to her family, she is referred to with mother of in 
front of the name of her child(ren). To a stranger, it might seem like a 
strange way of showing respect. Aziza’s neighbour, the caretaker’s widow 
who treats me like her own son, I call out to as Umm Mohammed. I’d rather 
address her politely followed by her first name Basma, but I also know by 
the sparkle in her eyes and the way she holds my hands and embraces 





27 | Mohammed Massoud Morsi

me when I give her my own first name that this is what she prefers. Her 
own son Mohammed died young, electrocuted while fixing a fault on the 
second floor. 

Once, I took Ahmed to the sea with his brother Mohammed. It was a 
rare opportunity to break his routine. He had accepted that he would 
spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair, without the woman he loved. 
As we watched the sun set, he told me something about his love for her. 
Something I’ll never forget: 

‘I found in her, everything I had lost before her… ’
He had let go, because he loved her. He never mentioned her name, and 

in these few words he expressed how we might weave anew the fabric of 
thought, invisible in the world around us. How society has constructed the 
roles of men and, in particular, women. Ahmed’s sentence of self-respect 
was equally of respect for women and it is how I best remember the man 
in him. The firstborn son of Aziza, who nine years after his accident 
buried him with the men standing behind her.

It was not long after Ahmed passed away that Heba was introduced to 
Amr. They married a short year later. Aziza left Ahmed’s room as it had 
been for almost two years, as if she refused to accept the solitude. Heba 
came from her new home in Ismailia every second week, spent time with 
her mother, washed the sheets and fluffed the pillows. The picture I took 
of Ahmed and Mohammed at the beach was laminated and stuck above 
the television set in the plywood shelves setting. 

One day, I found myself sitting on the balcony with Aziza watching Amr 
and Heba walk off hand in hand. There was a sadness in Aziza’s eyes and 
one of the few occasions when I watched her tears fall. The apartment 
was strangely empty and all I heard was the crackling radio, chanting the 
Qur’an. I walked into the kitchen, filled the kettle with water and watched 
the yellow-blue flame caress its sides. A part of Aziza died that day, the 
part that was in the past. Umm Ahmed was no longer to be found. 

Years later, I went back to Aziza with my son and his Australian mother. 
I made breakfast for all of  us and mischievously showed our son the 
window between the kitchen and the bathroom. Tanami Magnus, his 
mother, named him Zaki Moss Magnus-Miheasen. It took me a long time 
to know how grateful I am for his name. What it means, what it brings and 
what it leaves behind. I buried part of myself, and let my heart laugh.

Photos: © Mohammed Massoud Morsi.



28 | Westerly 63.1 29 | Paul Collis

Elizabeth Quay approaching
Ross Jackson

Ross Jackson is a retired 
teacher who lives in Perth.  
He has had work published in 
many literary journals and on 
the Web. He often writes about 
the experience of aloneness in 
the suburbs. 

our little electric ferry slips
around Crawley Bay where
seaweed, blowies, jellies, shells
stranded on shelves of sand
hydrogen sulphide smells near the shore
as we head towards Elizabeth Quay
we sense the Quay’s advancing
through summer mirage, the vibrating
rings of Spanda* rippling across
the water to greet us, soon before
climbing the ladder, we steady
ourselves for retail pop ups
and more public art, how long
will it be before that sheer glass
canyon has crept up on three sides?

* Spanda is a 29 m tall sculpture by Christian de Vietri at Elizabeth Quay.
It is a Sanskrit word meaning divine vibration.

Lean Streets
Paul Collis
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Sittin’ here, at Cook, watchin’ people eat.
Thinkin’ of lean days—leanin’ against lean street.
… Of sleepin’ in cars, bent out of shape.
Puppy fat stripped, lined and sunken like yesterday.
Watchin’ kids run past, at play.
Mumma’s milk warm their cheek,
while sittin’ here, at Cook, 
watchin’ people eat.

Canberra
Spring, 2017
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Anakiss
Paul Collis

dust on skin—
powder lines the dark.
Lines and time
That string time apart.
Shred the sheets
Go back to tact
—back to white
—back to black.
Plasticine suit the men
colours dark—the women
thrashin’ music, sometime
in sharps.
Smoke coffee, strong,
and fine, like wine.
Strip the street
—split the spine…
—let the river run dry.
Just too easy,
Waitin’ round,
where money rides.
Too many suits and Blue ties, others,
 hang ’round and hang-fly.
Truth catches butter—
the net’s wrapped-up and fried,
It’s just easy
layin’ around, being sly…
on the sides.

So, rob me then, you bruvas!
Catch me with false pride…
Where fakes reside,
And truths don’t easy slide.
I’m
outa
breath—
Go on… cheat, drink and lie.
But, I don’t just stay here,
just,
to hang around and cry.
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1 | Charlotte
Blessed Native Institution—A lbany
one tiny half-caste girl a chance they’ll give
she has not strength yet to scrub, said he
but will make a useful woman if  she lives
Objects of  His Excellency’s Kindness, saved
shipped between the Colonies to marry
nuclear-family plots sown from this trade
domesticated, raised to reap God’s mercy
A half-caste from the river’s bank, they note
her camp covertly torched one winter’s night
unable to extinguish flames, her wretched coat
she rushed, the waters rose to meet her plight

river sorrows churn, swell, reprise
harbour my precious eightieth-year demise

2 | Edith
Sharp fence-lines teach this Orphan Girl to wait
her parents banished for ‘misconduct’ of the heart
a mother’s love absconds to seal her fate
a sombre-flowing to a river’s bend afar
she grows into a woman hard to trace
but for memories as the one who rarely smiled
Mission-trails etched deep do shape her face
and frame beloved-damp horizons in her eyes
her body fails with every slice of air inhaled
autumn fades, falls and chills her ailing chest
her tainted-breath a final gift upon exhale
a modest Notice reads, beloved wife at rest

I drink your tears, my love, as you cry
quench our bloodline’s thirst for truth denied

3 | Grace
Darkness—consume all damp dappled chills
and disengage the heart this vanquished night
seize the clock its rhythm, mute and still
and settle instinct’s want for fight or flight
nausea rides his hot fast heaving mess
scour his monster-stench at dawn’s soft light
white apron-folds conceal bruised broken flesh
adorned to serve hot black tea for his wife
bid fine needlework repairs to mask and heal
as bodies swell and reel the harshest days
soon the hand that’s dealt will be revealed
when Missions birth and cradle Masters’ babes

quiet crimson-shame fuels history’s pride
I wish for you eternal by my side
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In Georgetown, Penang, is an old narrow street called Love Lane. 
Historically, it’s a place of illicit passions, where everyone knows that 
boundaries have been crossed, a territory of the forbidden. Love Lane 
has names in many languages: in Hokkien, 爱情巷 (Ai Cheng Hung)—the 
Lane of Lovers. In Cantonese it has been called 十字架礼拜堂边 (Shap Tsz 
Ka Lai Pai Thong Pin), meaning: Cross the Church’s Side. To avoid stepping 
over lovers, one presumes. One night late, some of us walked up Love 
Lane, coming from a karaoke bar in a distant shopping mall. We saw an 
owl clutching a butchered mouse between its jaws. We talked about the 
Goddess Kali and other deities that haunted us, or failed to seduce.

What kind of work is writing? You can write brochures, advertisements, 
reports, media releases, articles, speeches, soap operas, textbooks, 
jingles, legal opinions, menus, messages in the froth of coffee (‘Nice 
Day’)—even words in the sky—and get paid like anybody else. Salaried 
or contract, paid by the hour or by the word, writing can be piecework, 
piecing together language.

Writers can get paid to fend off clichés, if we’re lucky. If we’re unlucky, 
or indiscriminate, we get paid to marshal clichés, or disguise them. 
Some writers get paid to make other people rich, and a few become rich 
themselves in doing so. You can lose your soul in the bright lights of the 
commercial thoroughfares. You can forget what you came for in the first 
place. Long before there were hackers there were hacks.

But writers—true writers—live in Love Lane. These are the poets and 
the pamphleteers, the fabulists, reporters, those with eyes and ears 
and sweat in their loins, those who wake up with ghosts pressing down 
on them, those who become crumpled in small spaces and fall out into 
gutters, those who bring axes into stories, those whose mothers have 
incandescent elbows, those who go to bed thinking of whales, those 
who draw pictures with words and words with pictures, those who have 

been tear-gassed, those whose fathers left them, those whose fathers 
forgot the name of God or why they had filled their office drawers with 
toothbrushes, those for whom writing is the only way to digest the world, 
those whose characters can live for four hundred years, be born a man 
and die a woman, those who prefer to paint words with their breath and 
with a microphone, who slam poetic for President Obama, who have been 
known to drink tequila, who yell Cheat! because nobody else will, even 
though it means they forfeit any chance of winning, those who are called 
away on urgent business but come back, those who will gaze out of the 
window as long as it takes to find a way to finish a sentence—those who 
surrender to worlds that remind them of love. Those who sometimes have 
to wait for months until the rain comes. Those who write in the dark, and 
into the darkness.

Like any other work, money cannot help but be involved. Transactions 
can be murky, tawdry. Lovers can be businesspeople. The writer who 
creates work as a gift also wants to sell it. But the short story or the poem 
that comes visiting, the essay that meanders by, the piece of reportage 
that burns a hole in the carpet, the novel swirling in the air—each of these 
in the end wants only what it wants, oblivious to the price tag.

The work of writing is private and dirty. It takes place behind closed 
doors. In writing, something can seem good in the morning but turn out 
to be bad before dinner. A story that wants to be hilarious is only stupid. 
A writer, knowing nothing, and less every day, stubbornly consents to 
the feeling of humiliation. There is always the sound of tearing coming 
through the walls. Words are being minced and shredded. Whole 
sentences and chapters regularly die. A book, the work of ten years, is 
quietly sequestered, somewhere in the house. A writer is only a writer 
because, notwithstanding all of this, she writes. 

Too many writers feel alone, in or nearby Love Lane. There are parties 
going on, to which no-one is invited. No-one we know. There are salons, 
there are soirées, festivals and literary jamborees. There is the din of 
fantastical success from nearby streets. Agents’ Close. The Avenue of 
Headshots. Tweets light up the night sky.

A writer should never be caught writing, only afterwards, having 
showered: having written. Writers are distributed fresh pyjamas in a 
vain civic gesture, so that we will keep ourselves clean. You can see 
these pyjamas, or their tattered remnants, flapping from balconies all up 
and down Love Lane, especially during seasons of spirits, incense and 
firecrackers. For writers cannot finally be trusted: it’s why they congregate 
here, given half a chance, to spend their evenings and their mornings in 
Love Lane.
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Every writer knows hubris and ecstasy. If  you spy a writer’s face, 
caught in the act of writing, you should look out for those moments when 
her lips open slightly; observe the faint smile that plays across them, as 
the writer entertains her guests, the ghosts and images alighting. Writers, 
in the main, are privileged, spoilt, self-romanticising, self-obsessed, self-
loathing, selfish. That doesn’t get them out of anything, much as they 
might like it to. 

What kind of work is writing? Like any art, it makes the world. Even if 
it adds the faintest brushstroke, it tips gravity, unsettles the distribution 
of dark matter, pushes the future off-direction. Something new arrives. 

Love Lane has names in many languages, because languages are like 
bodies, promiscuously touching. 

In the middle of the night, the place is almost deserted. On one side you 
might find the Goddess Kali, on the other a merciless killer, a bird-spirit 
doing only what it has to do. Footsteps echo in the side-streets. I want to 
linger there. I want to go back there in my dreams. When the sun comes 
up I want to taste the char kway teow.

Acknowledgements

This essay was made possible through the WrICE (Writers Immersion and Cultural 
Exchange) program of RMIT University, funded by the Copyright Agency Cultural 
Fund. Thanks to WrICE co-directors Francesca Rendle-Short and Penny Johnson, 
as well as Ali Barker, Bernice Chauly, Maxine Beneba Clarke, Jennifer Down, 
Laurel Fantauzzo, Amarlie Foster, Robin Hemley, Eddin Khoo, Melissa Lucashenko, 
Harriet McKnight and Alvin Pang.

from Binary Tree Poems
Stuart Barnes

Stuart Barnes was born in 
Hobart and lives in 
Rockhampton. Glasshouses 
(UQP) won the Thomas 
Shapcott Poetry Prize and was 
shortlisted/commended for 
two other awards. From 2013 
to 2017 he was Poetry Editor 
of Tincture Journal. 
stuartabarnes.wordpress.com

This state exterminated the emu, the Palawa, the thylacine,
the Lake Pedder earthworm. This state exterminated
the emu, the Palawa, the thylacine in black suit & white collar.

This state exterminated the Lake Pedder earthworm.
Will the red handfish drop off? This state exterminated
the Lake Pedder earthworm with a torrent,

the emu, the Palawa, the thylacine in black suit & white collar.
There’s no going back for the emu, the Palawa, the thylacine.
In black suit & white collar the devil’s endangered also.  

Will the red handfish drop off with a torrent? 
There’s no going back, for the devil’s endangered also.
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there is a stillness i require
no rain drumming the surfaces of things.
now, there is no quiescent water
rather a dry crackle of grasses, a sunset in Africa
yellow-brown and moving soft as hair.
only the child’s eye can see
a memory like this. a making of time.
here, there is nothing in your eyes
that can take me back there—
though I want those traces of past 
where every stone turns for me
as the line grows shorter. the stillness
i seek is not darkness: it is the shimmer 
of red at the centre of the throat 
of a leather-faced monkey calling across acacias;
a heart-muscle pink as flamingos against
a mirror of russet plains. 
the thrum of rain on the roof returns. 
times of dislocation—each sense
a feeler reaching for the light

Green Shadows: Venturing 
into Gerald Murnane’s Plains

Samantha Trayhurn
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‘I have been delivered of my books.’ 
These words hang in the air as Gerald Murnane confirms his retirement 

during a rare address to around thirty academics, writers, publishers 
and fans at the Goroke Golf Club. The one-day symposium, ‘Another 
World in This One: Gerald Murnane’s Fiction’, is part of Western Sydney 
University’s ‘Other Worlds: Forms of World Literature’ project. On first 
glance it is a curious connection: how can the life work of an author who 
has rarely left the small pockets of Victoria, suburban Melbourne and a 
few regional villages and towns that he has called home for eighty years 
inform us about a literature of the ‘world’?

Sitting in a vinyl chair, looking at the ageing pine awnings of the small 
clubhouse, I have the distinct sense that I have been here before, but it is 
more a literary déjà vu; these plains are the world of Gerald Murnane’s 
work. Listening to him speak, it becomes clear that he has not been 
selected because he is in dialogue with a cosmopolitan literature of 
the outside world, but because he is a conduit for speaking about those 
internal planes where worlds foment. He is a world-builder.

Gerald Murnane is considered by a growing cohort to be one of the most 
important living novelists, both nationally and internationally. Among 
those present in the room are his long-time publisher at Giramondo, Ivor 
Indyk; his publisher at Text, Michael Heyward; acclaimed novelist Alexis 
Wright; and a sampling of emerging talent including novelist Luke Carman 
and poet Luke Beesley. In 2006, Murnane was in contention for the Nobel 
Prize, and while he did not receive the definitive nod (Genoni 1–13), there 
are whispers that he is again being considered. His work has recently seen 
a resurgence in popularity amongst a fresh crop of readers, as well as 
the international literati (Heyward np; Lerner np), who are drawn to his 
refined craft and intense introspection at a time often saturated with the 
digital and the disposable. 
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The attendees have collectively travelled many more miles than the 
author has traversed in his lifetime to be present. The majority of them are 
already aware of Murnane’s withdrawal from writing after the release of 
his recent novel Border Districts. However, it is profoundly touching to hear 
the words so eloquently pass his lips, wedged between candid comments 
about his health and jokes about his technological incompetence. On this 
day in Goroke, he states that he feels ‘sublimely untroubled’ and speaks 
openly about his work, his creative process, and the personal experiences 
that have contributed to the construction of his oeuvre.

Murnane spends some time explaining the effect that a ‘blanket-finish’ 
has on his reading and his writing. It is a horseracing term used to describe 
an event when a group of horses approach the line so close together ‘you 
could throw a blanket over them all’. As we observe the final moments 
of the author’s own race as a writer, his body, his works, his landscapes 
and his life converge in the quaint space of the Goroke Golf Club and are 
so closely assembled as to produce the effect of such a finish. I tend to 
shy away from words like surreal when it comes to Murnane, though few 
other words do justice to the experience of the day. I have the sense that 
I am not only witnessing but also partaking in a moment deserving of a 
Murnanian fictive treatment.

An author stands behind a podium looking out over an audience of 
well-dressed visitors to the plains, and beyond the audience, a window 
looks out over bleached yellow fields. A woman in the front row listens. 

Sun‑Drenched Elsewheres
‘I will always be haunted by dreams of a sun-drenched elsewhere’ (66).

I first read these words from Isabelle Eberhardt when I was travelling 
on a slow boat from Luang Prabang to Huay Xai. Years later, I am on the 
road again and they return to me. A washed straw hue streams through 
my window and I consider the kinds of people who look inwards and see 
endless contours of possibility, and those who look out past the shimmer 
to what lies beyond.

Cruising smoothly along the empty roads in a hired Hyundai, I question 
whether the north-western pocket of  Victoria I am moving through 
is really the north-western pocket of Victoria just outside Goroke, or 
whether it is in fact Gerald Murnane’s construction of the north-western 
pocket of Victoria just outside Goroke. I recently came to the author’s 
work, and my first encounters with the strange landscape are overlaid 
with his ‘faded-gold’ reflections, much in the way one might experience a 
stony shiver while crossing Bronte’s moors, or the way that, for some, the 
streets of Paris are forever slicked with Hemingway’s brush.

Before setting out on my five-hour drive from Melbourne, I receive an 
email from the conference organisers stating that mobile phone reception 
in the region is currently down, and that attendees should document the 
route before approaching the golf club. I quickly scribble some poorly 
drawn markings on the back of an old receipt. As I eventually push on past 
Ballarat and Natimuk, the images of my crude map are shaded in. I realise 
that I have entered into what J. M. Coetzee dubs a ‘Murnanian topography’ 
(np), and, much like the narrator of The Plains, I resolve to keep my eyes 
open, looking for anything that seems ‘to hint at some elaborate meaning 
behind appearances’ (Plains 3).

The colours of the landscape bring to mind Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 
comments from Intertwining: The Chiasm, in which he states that:

naked color […] is rather a sort of straits between exterior 
horizons and interior horizons ever gaping open, something 
that comes to touch lightly and makes diverse regions of the 
colored or visible world resound at the distances. (131)

Driving on, I wonder if Murnane ever read these words, and conclude 
that, given his seeming distaste for theory (though he does mention 
Wayne C. Booth and Frances Yates somewhere), it is unlikely. Later in 
the day, I will hear him express a dislike for Darwin and Freud, boldly 
declaring their works ‘baseless speculation’, and stating he feels 
incapable of abstract thought. I pass by Mt Arapiles, a mere mound on the 
spectrum of peaks, but the only elevated crest along my journey. I know 
the plains I am travelling through aren’t the same plains that Murnane 
wrote about, and that the landscape may not yield any meaning behind 
its appearances, but one is prone to romanticise when venturing to an 
author’s current place of residence.

Rounding the last turn, I pull into the small car park that appears 
unexpectedly among the unploughed fields, and can’t imagine a more 
fitting location for the event. In his address, Murnane will express an 
unhappy memory from the last literary conference he attended sixteen 
years ago, during which his ‘hotel room overlooked the ocean’, something 
which he has ‘hated and avoided’ for all of his life. It is not surprising then, 
that Murnane initially said no when asked by organiser Anthony Uhlmann 
to attend a conference dedicated to his work. On further consideration 
he decided that if an event should come to him, then that would be okay. 
Following an ‘if  you build it, they will come’ mentality, Uhlmann set to 
work, and gathered a list of speakers and attendees strictly limited by 
the small club’s capacity to produce a certain number of scones, assorted 
cakes and homemade sandwiches. Parking my car adjacent to the putting 
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some time after the final sessions. He does not feel obliged to 
be present at any other time […]

The Goroke Golf Club is licensed to serve alcoholic drinks 
on weekdays from midday until midnight. Gerald, who is the 
bar manager for the club, is available to serve alcoholic and 
non-alcoholic drinks during the lunchbreak and the afternoon 
tea-break and for some time after the final session. Anyone 
wanting an alcoholic drink must sign the visitors’ book.

Gerald has provided several items for your diversion. On 
the side counter of the bar are copies of a palindrome of 
about 1,600 words that Gerald composed in 2006. Nearby are 
copies of the exam papers for English One at the University of 
Melbourne in 1965, when Gerald was a mature-aged student 
there. Anyone is welcome to read or photograph these items 
but to not take them away.

I have attended other literary conferences based on the works of 
particular authors, but they have never served me drinks in rooms 
where their names appear on plaques for various voluntary committee 
services and golfing accomplishments. Nor have they given tours of the 
surrounding facilities with pride during the intermissions.

Perhaps curiosity gets the better of Murnane, and the same urge he has 
to google his own name followed by the word ‘author’ drives him to linger 
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‘greens’, which are actually made of raked dirt rather than grass, the man, 
his work and the land intertwine, his ideas leaching back into the soil. 

For Murnane, the sundrenched elsewhere isn’t part of  the visible 
world; it lies within, but is not a terrain that he has conquered, or pretends 
to be able to explain: 

I think of my mind […] as a vast place that I have barely begun 
to explore and the boundaries of which I expect never to 
approach during my lifetime. (‘Author’ np)

Approaching the clubhouse, I wonder if we can learn something here 
about the chiasm—about the intersection between external and internal 
horizons. Passing under the handwritten sign with house rules scrawled 
on a chalkboard, I borrow my mission from the third-landowner of The 
Plains, who declared:

the man I want to study is the one who came inland to verify 
that the plains were just as he’d hoped for. That vision we’re 
all looking for. (Plains 63)

Another World in This One 
Home is the staccato of the race call, the pitches and troughs through a 
transistor radio, my mother’s blue biro markings on the sleet-grey Best 
Bets form-sheets, notes transcribed by lamplight into cheap legal pads. 
Home is white cards with red-inked squares pushed into a machine, 
the laboured sound of the TAB printer that will never modernise, that 
always song of chewing and spitting out. My mother has collated years of 
evidence for a system that I will never understand. When I tell her I am 
attending a conference based on Murnane, and that he shares her passion 
for horseracing, she asks that I pass on her tips.

‘That is the strangest thing I have ever been given at a conference,’ 
Murnane tells me with a wry grin as I hand him the numbers.

I wonder about what other strange things he has received, but when 
I later learn that this is only his second conference in two decades, I 
conclude that the competition for such a title is probably slim.

With proceedings about to get underway, the attendees take their 
seats around a handful of  tables dressed in white embossed cloths, 
and Murnane excuses himself. He hands a neatly typewritten letter to 
Anthony Uhlmann, who reads the note to the audience:

Gerald Murnane wants you to know he’ll be present during the 
lunchbreak and both tea-breaks. He will also be present for 
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listen, but ears pricking up at key moments. During Indyk’s discussion of 
A History of Books, he is quick to correct the mispronunciation of a certain 
reference. When it is his turn to speak, Murnane expresses an unexpected 
pleasure in the day.

‘I urge you good folk to go on with your interpretations and your 
surmising.’

However, for him, it seems that meaning is secondary to the act 
of  production—a mere luminous by-product cast through the many-
coloured fragments of his mind.

Symbols, yes, there are many in Murnane’s writing; but his horses, his 
catholic iconography, his entire pouch of marbles and the ever-present 
plains are just as much signs to the reader as they are concrete objects 
in the memory of a writer who trusts himself to bring forth just the right 
recollection at just the right moment. 

Sometimes […] during an early reading of the finished type-
script, I discover a measure of meaning that I was unaware 
of while I wrote. Such a discovery produces in me a surge of 
elation. I feel confident that my theories have been vindicated: 
that my mind truly is a landscape still not adequately mapped 
while the firmament above it contains suns or stars yet to be 
discovered.
[…]
Meaning, for me, is connection. A thing has meaning for me 
when it has a connection with another thing. (‘Author’ np)

In that sense, Murnane’s work traces lines of meaning both spatially 
and temporally; a migratory path beginning on his internal plains, crossing 
his beloved landscapes, connecting via the reader to countless other 
ideas and thoughts that exist well beyond the limits of his own mind.

It begins to rain as Murnane speaks. The darkening sky drops lower 
over the golf course, a grey-green haze drifting in through the windows. 
Ruminating on the presentations of the day, I am drawn to the description 
of a person Murnane refers to multiple times as his ‘ideal reader’:

This personage has been never more than a blurred image 
in my mind and I have no wish for her to be otherwise. As I 
write these words, she may be a mere child or still unborn, 
but the desire to have her one day ponder my words in the 
hope of learning what gave rise to them—that sort of desire 
has sometimes kept me writing when no other motive would 
have done so. (‘Author’ np)

behind the bar out of view of the audience, or within earshot outside the 
door. During the breaks he takes up his promised post selling soft drinks 
for $2 and beer for $4.50. When I ask if the venue has EFTPOS he shakes 
his head disapprovingly.

‘I knew there’d be one or two like you,’ he mutters.
Another attendee pays for my drink and I move away, nibbling a 

coconut slice at the front of the room. I listen to a strange recording 
playing from a small speaker. The bleeping electronic sounds distort over 
an onslaught of seemingly nonsensical words. A man I don’t recognise 
notices me listening and introduces himself as a local from the area.

‘Do you like it?’ he asks.
‘It’s interesting,’ I reply. ‘What is it?’
‘It’s Gerald reading his palindrome over a soundtrack I compiled. We 

are working on a few other tracks too… One has a country riff and some 
poetry dubbed over the top.’

I listen more closely and recognise Murnane’s voice. ‘Do good, dog-god! 
Do, o god! Do!’ Behind the bar, as he cleans glasses and clears away bottles, 
he looks from the speaker to the chattering crowd, perhaps perturbed that 
the composition has gone largely unappreciated.

The afternoon presses on and the speakers of the day each cast their 
vectors over the existing topography of Murnane’s work. For the most 
part, he sits quietly behind the bar reading his race form, appearing not to 
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consideration produced in our minds vivid images and strong 
feelings.

Images and feelings. (‘Author’ np)

The author finishes by reading a previously unseen poem titled Green 
Shadows; set to appear in a complete forthcoming collection, likely to be 
the last creative work he will release.

The woman closes her eyes. In her mind she sees an empty library, 
the shelves are bare, the desk recently cleared of its decorations but 
their imprints still visible in the settled dust. The author sits in a simple 
wooden chair, washed of his colour. Through the stained-glass window, 
light catches a particular panel, casting an emerald shadow across the 
entire canvas.
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I find this idea more compelling than any quest for meaning: that 
rather than writing towards an ideal message, an author should write 
towards an ideal reader. The process of composition shifts from one 
of translation between the mind and the page, to a nomadic journey 
where words ultimately settle at an unknowable locale. Murnane’s 
words can thus travel where in his physical form he cannot, or does 
not wish to.

The day drawing to a close, the author stands behind a podium 
looking out over an audience of well-dressed visitors to the plains, and 
beyond the audience, a window looks out over bleached yellow fields. A 
woman in the front row listens. The author recounts some advice from 
his childhood English teacher, given when he was preparing the boy to 
sit an examination that required compiling reflections on a previously 
unseen poem.

Forty years later […] my teacher’s words came back to me 
when I happened to be asking myself  whether my books 
might be said to consist of some sort of basic matter, some 
literary equivalent of sub-atomic particles. Julian had told us 
to be sure to write in our exam answers that the poem under 
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Morning sun refracted through the stained-glass windows, and rivers of dust 
poured down the shafts of light, spotlighting members of the congregation. 
Liv peeled the enamel off the rust-coloured pew in front of her and rolled 
it into tiny glossy beads between her fingertips. She hated this part. Having 
to shake hands with strangers in church, when the mass dictated they 
offer each other the Sign of Peace. She looked around and felt the familiar 
clamminess in her palms; the recoiling clench of her stomach. This part of 
church had gotten so much harder since she started high school this year, 
and even more difficult since that dark morning just weeks ago—when 
their dog Tilly had run in front of a car and her baby brother was born far 
too early. When her mother stopped speaking and everything went quiet.

Liv pulled her dark braid from the back of her neck and snaked it 
forward so it lay over her collarbone and she could run it through her fists, 
one after the other. Miss Jackson, the school counsellor, suggested that 
whenever Liv started to feel overwhelmed, she should take deep breaths 
and think about something that relaxed her. Watching her breath disperse 
into the suspended dust, she imagined the particles as new planets 
being born and arranging themselves into fresh, uncharted galaxies. 
She thought about her Star Atlas, a notebook she filled with everything 
she learnt about space, decorated with cut-out photos from Astronomy 
Magazine. Elaborate title pages announced each section, exploring 
various astronomical phenomena and facts: Celestial Cartography! 
Saturn’s Polar Vortex! Supernova Explosions!

Dylan Durante was sitting in the pew in front but he was far enough 
away that she didn’t need to worry about giving him the Sign of Peace. 
Four people stood between them, and she conjured the four heads as 
planets protecting her from having to shake his hand: Mars, a glowing 
ember, Jupiter with its outer layer coloured like sedimentary rock, Saturn 
a spinning top, and the blue marbled orb of Uranus.
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what makes me notice the vine leaves curling
this still autumn afternoon
the kitchen is already cold

my phone glows beneath its cover 
a message spelling the end
of thirty years of you in our house

someone said yes 
penalty if your car leaks oil
pay for two months before the thirtieth

a movie of you splashes 
all the kitchens
mudpies  school uniforms  the acne days

monosyllables before breakfast 
the cat your only friend in that final year 
beard hair on the bathroom floor

the world keeps spinning around the sun 
soon the vine will be bare
we coil ourselves northward
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over with a smooth stony sweat. Heat flared up her neck and set her 
cheeks on fire.  

Nice to see you, Liv, he said, as if  injecting conversation into the 
calamitous minefield of the giving of Peace was the most natural thing 
in the world. A low murmur rose around them as other churchgoers 
exchanged greetings. Liv could not understand people like Dylan Durante. 
It was all she could do to remember how to say peace be with you at the 
same time as holding eye contact and smiling and making sure she 
exchanged Signs of Peace with everyone she was meant to, while also 
not falling over. Yet Dylan was able to begin and end conversations, to 
talk and smile and shake hands, all the while throwing his glittering gaze 
over strangers and school friends alike, reaching out his cool dry palms 
and bestowing eye contact on anyone whose face turned to his. His face 
unlocked from hers and glided away to the other side of the aisle where 
he continued to spread peace gracefully. Liv smelt the musty air and 
concentrated on breathing long and slow, watching the planets cluster 
and collide, forcing each other into new orbits.

Back home, Liv folded herself  into her dark place—the back of her 
built-in wardrobe—her lanky, pale legs collapsed underneath her amid a 
pile of old sneakers and brown leather school shoes. The boundaries of 
her body blurred and warped. She was at the threshold of that lightless 
galaxy, the edge that Tilly had breached when she ran away and in front 
of that car, and the same liminal space that her baby brother Matthew had 
strayed into and become lost. 

Liv let herself think of him. 
Born three months too soon. Too small to survive. Those days after his 

birth and before his death were the darkest—their father had taken them 
to the hospital where her mother was bent, crooked, over the clear box 
full of tubes. The smell of disinfectant. Somewhere amongst the jumble of 
plastic was Matthew. Tiny rivers of blood vessels were visible underneath 
his wrinkled, purple skin. Arms like little twigs. This was the boy who had 
kicked from within her mother’s belly. Pressed his foot into her hand. 

Liv didn’t usually let herself  remember these things. A cavernous 
darkness overcame her now and she felt herself fall further into a space 
without edges. The blaring absence of sound pressed into her like white 
noise; like the pressure on her ears at the bottom of the swimming pool. 
What would happen when she too breached that border and strayed into 
that place: what would happen if everyone she knew wandered in; what 
would be left of them here, out in the light? What if all the memories that 
she featured in were caught up in that dark galaxy—would there remain 
any traces of her on Earth? Is that where her mother’s voice had gone, in 

Her older brother, Hunter, would never struggle with the Sign of Peace. 
He would probably keep giving the Sign of Peace all day, every day if he 
had to. Well, maybe not anymore, not since Tilly had died and Hunter’s 
face had filled with shadows and become all lopsided and Picasso-like.

Let us offer each other the Sign of Peace, Father Peter said.
Peace be with you, Dylan Durante said, swooping around from the pew 

in front, telescoping his arm and face towards her, somehow reaching his 
hand to hers across the solar system of church matter between them. 

FOUR PLANETS! Liv screamed inside. Four planets between us! 
Dylan Durante should have been well and truly out of her peace-giving 
atmosphere. The surprise of having his perfectly formed face in front of 
hers triggered a flash of goosebumps up her neck. She should have been 
thinking about this just in case. Preparing herself for the required skin-
to-skin contact and, even worse, the interminable eye interaction. Her 
fingers sparked and charged like electrical rods, then crumbled feebly 
into her palms. 

Saturn. She tried to summon a mental image of  her number one 
favourite planet—its Earth-sized cyclones, infinitely spinning to its north. 
Astronomy made sense to her, the way everything related to something 
else, held together in magnetised systems of planets, moons, comets, 
and asteroids. Constant movement, perpetual orbits. Though she did feel 
weird, thinking about astronomy in church—where was God in all that? 

Dylan Durante went to the all-boys school around the corner from her 
all-girls school and now they only saw each other when she failed to avoid 
him on Sundays at church. And to encounter him during this, the worst 
part of the mass! Excruciating. And today of all days—when her father 
had dragged her and Hunter here, and her mother had stayed home in 
her darkened bedroom. Liv hated when the mass veered off script, when 
she couldn’t burrow down into its familiar sacred rituals of hymns and 
refrains. 

Peace be with you, Liv, Dylan Durante said again, this time with an 
elegant laugh: just a small and fast exhalation of air. His face was smooth 
shaped rock, broken apart by glittering green eyes that shuttered slow 
and deliberate. Pulling her in and pressing her back out with each blink.

Peace, Liv said, and the sound squawked loud and ragged into his face. 
She thrust her crumpled hand towards his and stared at it, willing her 
fingers to unfurl. 

Liv’s a strange girl, she knew he was thinking. He weaved his fingertips 
underneath her knuckles, prying her clammy hand open and exposing 
his palm to hers. His lips cracked apart and she was confronted by perfect 
teeth, lined up side by side like white fence palings. She was struck all 
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It was already late afternoon and the summer heat was fading. Liv hated 
this part of the day because she could only take a few breaths before it 
changed into something else. It made her think of the stars that were dead 
before their light reached the Earth. The loss of it pressed into her chest. 

Just like Liv knew it would, the light started hitting the scribbly gums 
and throwing orange and pink and yellow, and the leaves curved and 
cupped the colours and suddenly the whole crowd of gums flared with so 
much beauty she wanted to cry. 

For her birthday this year, her parents had bought her a telescope and 
it was like a portal to another dimension. She breathed as long and slow as 
she could and thought about the stars she could see though its eyepiece. 
Somewhere way up there, those tiny blazes were still alive, she wanted to 
believe. She imagined Tilly at the end of a telescope—out past the scribbly 
gums, gilded in the last glow of the day, panting and scrabbling around in 
the tall grasses. Snapping at flies and barking at the blaring hot sky, she’d 
be looking for a good throwing stick, her wide wet mouth charting the 
lingering scent of some other dog. Soon she’d come back, dragging half a 
branch out of the corner of her jaw, her face cockeyed and wonky under 
the weight of it.  

Hunter’s face was like the bottom of her father’s coffee mug, all lumpy 
and damp from crying. Her father was saying something about Tilly, about 
how she always loved this place, and now she could be here forever, and 
they could all feel okay about that. Liv had never heard her father’s voice 
like that, spiky and misshapen. She kept herself  busy by taking brain 
photos of the flared-up scribbly gums. It made her feel less sad about the 
moment they would drop into darkness. 

Her father had brought a shovel and they all took turns digging the 
hole, even her mother. Liv hadn’t seen her mother do much with her arms 
or legs in a while, not since before baby Matthew was born, when he was 
still in her belly and she was full of his life and hers. Come, quick, Liv! She 
would say, taking Liv’s hand and pressing it into her belly. Baby Matthew 
would push out with his foot, and for a few moments the three of them 
would be joined, Liv and her mother locked in each other’s gaze, faces 
bright with awe. It was weird seeing her mother now, heaving herself 
against the shovel, lifting up chunks of the ground. Stiff edges and jerky 
movements, as if animated by a puppeteer. Eventually it was done, and 
her father put Tilly in the ground and covered her up, and they all stood 
back and looked at the dirt. 

Liv had read Bible stories about Jesus dying and how people responded. 
But she didn’t remember anything about galaxies of darkness or the way 

search of lost souls? Her father said Tilly had gone away to be with her 
little brother, to keep him safe. But it was hard to imagine how a dog and 
a baby boy could exist together in all that vast blackness—would their 
edges meld together, or would they remain their own distinct planets, one 
orbiting around the other? 

Hunter’s voice trailed like a lowering rope into her galaxy, and she 
grasped hold of it to haul herself out. 

We’re going now, he said.
Hunter was loud and soft all at once, bursting out of his skin with 

something strange, as if his insides were mismatched with his outsides. 
Cavities had opened in his face, black holes where his eyes had been. 
Standing in the doorframe, he looked like that Picasso painting of a 
woman’s face that their mother had blu-tacked to the back of the toilet 
door. The face that you can see from all directions simultaneously. Liv 
wondered what his hands felt like, outside the dusty shadows of the 
church. She didn’t like touching people and she hadn’t touched Hunter 
in years, except for in church, when it was only for those few moments 
when they shook hands during the giving of Peace. Hunter was the only 
one that Liv thought really needed the Sign of Peace, and perhaps also 
her mother, though her mother would have to re-emerge from under the 
doona first. Liv started thinking about that empty page in her Star Atlas, 
the one that came after the title page she had been illustrating since that 
dark morning: The Astronomy of Grief.

Hunter was already on his way out the door. 
It was time to bury Tilly.

On the outside Tilly hadn’t looked so bad. The car hit her smack against 
her side, just a few scratches and patches of blood. Her gold belly looked 
all blown up and wrong, full of something unseen that was killing her. Liv 
overheard her father on the phone later, saying something about Tilly 
and internal bleeding, and she knew that meant something was busted 
up inside and the blood just kept coming. Now Tilly had been cremated, 
and Liv worried that might be against the Bible, but then again maybe that 
clause didn’t apply to dogs. She wondered about her baby brother. She 
had been looking forward to being older than someone.

Up on the hill above the crescent, through the tall dry yellow grasses 
and just beyond the crowds of scribbly gum, that’s where they decided to 
leave Tilly. The four of them walked together: her parents, Hunter and Liv; 
her father carrying a strange little brown jar he said was Tilly. The angular 
shape of her mother was almost alien among them—it was the first time 
she had left her bedroom since they lost Matthew. 
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Eyes to the ground, backs to the sky, in London a new rise of searchers; 
their ‘eyes-only’ approach less the keen, blunting nose of a machine than 
a slow scour of land; an English Waltz of reach, pick-up and burrow in the 
short-term dark of a working pocket. Meet the Mudlarks, roaming and 
combing the foreshore in the quiet upstairs margin of the River’s grave. 
They are the new Bone Grubbers, the Scavengers by choice and with 
permits and skills they re-home the stuff of chance; reinvent the stone’s 
flight, tell again the story of metal, cloth or leather caught in some bend 
of wind from some hand, to be planted along the water-road. Once found 
and recorded, each object is settled and re-seen behind glass; things that 
have never met, rarely met or were forced apart now sit side by side in the 
mapped-out belly of a Museum. The clay pipes, toy stone men and horses, 
mint-faced coins from a million hands ago, boots whose tread and crease 
have come 500 years and spoons from the mouths of every age, are all 
given the chance to talk again. So when our cameras and notebooks have 
all been told to go home and the final bolt has slid, the largest key turned 
and the last piece of code entered, they wake. And this is what we might 
hear them say: thanks to the mud we lived in the dark and thanks to the air, 
we died in the light.

the silence screams when the sun starts dwindling low, or how hard it is 
to reach out to someone across a solar system of church dust. 

 They left the scribbly gums, Hunter striding up ahead behind 
their father, then Liv, then their mother trailing slowly behind. The gold 
wattle blooms held the last fragments of sunlight, so Liv fixed her eyes 
on those to keep from seeing the shadows rushing into Hunter’s wake, 
his blond head like a muted lamp hovering above. The long grasses were 
beginning to shiver as the evening wind picked up, the soft yellow fronds 
teasing the backs of Liv’s knees.

Liv, go and hold your brother’s hand. 
Liv was surprised at her mother’s voice, suddenly close in her ear. 

Forceful yet weightless, like a hot air balloon untethered from the cable 
webbing securing it to the ground.  

Liv, I wish you’d go. For me. Please, hold your brother’s hand.
But Liv couldn’t think how to hold Hunter’s hand. She only ever touched 

him when they exchanged Peace in church, and even then it was hard.
Liv, go. Can’t you see how sad he is. Go. 
And with that last go, her mother gave a little push against Liv’s 

shoulderblades, causing her to stumble forward. Liv let her left hand glide 
swift and smooth into Hunter’s right hand. He turned towards her and 
she felt her face drawn towards his. For a moment, she saw him from all 
directions at once. His hand was warm and familiar: she felt every pore, 
every crevice. Their palms slipped and locked together, realigning with 
each step. It was a downhill walk home and Liv felt the momentum of the 
incline softening their spines, pressing them forward. 

The night gathered thickly around the four of them, their father up 
ahead, the point of a star, Hunter and Liv holding hands to form the 
flaming core of it. The sound of her mother’s footfalls filled the space 
behind them and Liv felt as if  she could lie back into that deep dark 
crunching, float down and then let it lift her up, chest rising to the sky, 
toes pointing downward like a ballerina, like one of those paintings of 
Mary ascending to heaven.
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Always there remain alternate versions of  your official research 
project—half written then abandoned, scratched in the margin of a book, 
or descending through your brain cloud at 2am only to evaporate upon 
waking. These unrealised versions have their own validity. They could 
even be described as the purest kind of enquiry, unfettered by the format 
that research proper must follow to be recognised and accepted. 

The unwritten must out. Midway through my PhD thesis—a narrative 
ethnography on women of  different backgrounds and identities in 
Bangladesh—I came to question the way I was arranging words around 
the stories of my research participants, Shadhana, Hasna, Katha and Israt. 
These stories were, from my close proximity, perfectly imperfect versions 
of their lives: as close to their own voices as I could manage to capture, 
despite the discursive powers a Western researcher wields over her non-
Western ‘subjects’ (Visweswaran); practically unalterable, considering 
the sensitivity involved in conveying narratives across the borders of 
geography and culture (Behar). 

Abruptly, I told my PhD supervisor I wanted to switch topics: for all that 
my research allowed ‘deep hanging out’ with four intriguing individuals 
(Rosaldo in Clifford 188), I needed to become more of a participant, less 
a recipient observer. Though my supervisor persuaded me to carry on, 
leaving me cradling the seeds of yet another thesis, I was mindful of what 
wasn’t being set down about my experiences as a bideshi/foreign woman, 
writer and temporary privileged migrant—never the colonially-flavoured 
‘expatriate’—in Bangladesh, as well as my experiences as a PhD research 
candidate versed in the strictures of an Australian tertiary institution that 
became, throughout my ethnographic fieldwork, less and less relevant to 
the places and people surrounding me. 

After the Late Night Joys
for my fourth great grand‑father, 

Evans Music Hall, Covent Garden, 1856

Shey Marque
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Soft thud of a snuff box closing, and the glitter
of stray motes. We’re dust of quite another sort 

here, around the glow from the bare bulb head-
high on the night stand. Their energy is haloed

around the ghost light left lit at front of stage.
You can hear all those voices thrown from walls.

Shadows are heavy with them. A bold nakedness
about lyrics sung without the company of music

or audience. Paddy paused, nodding. They’d say 
he was playing to the haircuts, lecturing the skull.

He squatted on the edge of the stage, pondering
whether or not an actor’s spirit could be inhaled.

Note:  ‘We’re dust of quite another sort here’ (Fay Zwicky, from ‘Isfahan’ in New 
Poems).
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I referred to the ‘informal ethnographic interview’, guidelines for which 
include question formulation, flexibility in case of the unexpected, sharing 
control in the research scenario, and learning behaviours from the culture 
studied (Lindlof). Although this instructive explanation undermines the 
very informality it seeks to capture, from it I learned that the practice of 
ethnographic research follows real rather than calculated directions: it 
does not mirror the Aristotelian narrative pattern of beginning, middle 
and end (Whitlark), or reinforce the ‘Cartesian division of the world into 
discrete and knowable parts’ (Personal Narratives Group 262), and it is 
not always directed by the researcher.

In Bangladesh, I made adda.

Adda is no performance. It has no rehearsal. 
There are no intervals between one act and the next.
Conversations flow like days.
Women move in cycles. 
Around yonic curves we come together to talk again. 
(Hummel 175)

In the English vernacular, adda is defined as an ‘informal conversation 
among a group of people’ but in Bangla constitutes a cultural concept 
I adopted as a methodology attuned to the location of my fieldwork 
(Oxford). Bangladesh’s adda implies an unplanned gathering of people 
for unrehearsed discussion that follows a unique rhythm, wherein light 
and serious issues and experiences, including the personal, are freely 
expressed and exchanged. Adda is usually accompanied by cha/tea and 
has no definite point or time frame; its conclusion depends on the drying 
up of ideas (or throats). 

It is implausible that a female ethnographer, however informed by the 
theory surrounding the issue of speaking ‘for’ other women, can claim her 
writing transcends the imprints of power and privilege ‘in the name of a 
feminism to be borne across the border’ (Behar 297). Since I remained 
a white, ostensibly middle-class female researcher investigating the 
experiences of ‘Other’ women, making adda with the intent to avoid 
‘remnant colonial discourses and structures of domination’ could be 
and was interpreted as an act of neo-colonialism (Butz & Besio 350). 
By employing adda as a method of  enquiry, I was aware of  risking 
its appropriation and domination by the structures and systems of a 
consciously ‘white’ Western academy (Monture-Angus; Fredericks) and, 
correspondingly, appropriating the narratives of the participating women.

While adda can be aligned with emerging ‘ways of knowing and being’ 
that serve as ‘essential criteria’ for conducting ‘research about “doing” 

The unwritten, in accordance with postcolonial narrative ethnography 
(Faier & Rofel; Thobani), may be expressed in both critical and reflexive 
ways. The instalments that follow attend to the example of Carole Maso, 
who deliberately breaks the ‘limitations and contours of the traditional 
narrative’ to create a ‘series of blossomings’ that ‘get up close next to 
one’s vision’ (28). Inevitably, this vision seeks to avoid framing Shadhana, 
Hasna, Katha and Israt as bearers of ‘meanings’ that ‘re-invest the third-
world woman’ with the ‘very iconicity’ my research aimed to disrupt 
(Gandhi 88). It does, however, distinguish two distinct, but not necessarily 
oppositional, realms: research connected to institutional academia and its 
attendant regulations, accountabilities and theoretical justifications—and 
research within the field, an environment responsive to human nature, 
spontaneity and nonlinear time, in contexts often made more complex 
by their unfamiliarity. 

What I now write reflects my experience of  the continuum 
encompassing these two forms of research. Since my awareness of the 
distinction between them has remained, I write with a strain of self-
awareness; I write the il/legitimate side of my research, aspects that 
could not appropriately be articulated in my submitted thesis, though 
perhaps should have been. Here I consider, by revisiting the unwritten, 
the possibility of finding space between two research pathways in which 
to situate different ways of being, valuing and exchange (Carey). 

Making adda
My ethnography describes the dusty city of Dhaka and charts the phases 
of the year through the ashen chill of winter, the remorseless heat of 
dry season and the wet intensity of monsoon. As the paths of certain 
women converge, their stories rise and fall, following the patterns of 
their adda/conversation. Israt recalls her childhood desire to teach and 
expresses her ambivalence towards the middle-class expectations of a 
wife and daughter-in-law. Shadhana’s description of her massage training 
and work is bound to details of her family and childhood, as well as her 
personal beliefs and fears. Now retired from her position with the World 
Bank, Hasna relates her early struggle for education and, later, to have her 
convictions as a woman realised. Conflict with tradition is also a theme of 
Katha’s story—she is a transgender dancer and activist who works for the 
equal rights of Bangladesh’s marginalised communities, in accordance 
with her vision of how the world should run. 

‘Emotion’ alone is not academically sufficient. In order to talk to these 
women about their lives, I was obliged as a researcher to justify my 
fieldwork interactions with the appropriate methodology. Accordingly, 
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What remains constant through interpretation is Israt’s sardonic-yet-
sympathetic smile, Hasna peppering her sentences with the Bangla 
non-lexical filler ‘Heh’, Shadhana’s amused responses to my more foolish 
questions (there were many), and Katha’s characteristic preface to her 
anecdotes: ‘There is a story I would like to tell you.’

Yet another bideshi researcher
Adelaide, July 2011
I shut myself away on a winter’s night and my mind floats between worlds. 
Where I live and from where I am writing; the place I once inhabited and 
describe. Warmth and the weight of a laptop help maintain my balance 
between past and present countries. Samuel Taylor Coleridge had opiates 
and dancing pictures in the fireplace to lead his solitary reflections; I have 
essential oils and the internet. I call it solitude because even when I call 
upon a guide they are never in the same room.

I seek out my friend Ahmed in Dhaka, who appears on my screen as 
online and active. His avatar shows the length of his beard and hair, signs 
that remind me of his resistance to the politics of the deshi middle class. 
Drawing upon this persona and his longstanding status as my intellectual 
sparring partner, I describe to Ahmed, with none of  the contrived 
enthusiasm I usually summon when discussing my research, how I am 
attempting to frame the stories of women in Bangladesh with my own 
experiences in his country. 

His message, in reply, is instant.
If it is possible, Ahmed concedes, a new perspective would be good. 

Still, he is afraid that what I describe is only an extension of the NGO 
research frontier. What does it mean for the people of Bangladesh?

Throughout my fieldwork, most people of Bangladesh disregarded my 
attempts to differentiate my approach, certain I was only researching a 
variation on the theme of women in development and would only do so 
via the gateway of an international NGO—something akin, in Ahmed’s 
fiercely nationalist eyes, to colonial interference. (Once he declared 
he was working towards a revolution where Bangladesh wouldn’t be 
dependent on foreign aid or research.) Anything outside this formula—
like my descriptions of a lyric narrative responsive to contemporary 
Bangladesh and the individuality of my research participants—remained 
unheard or merely unconvincing.

Ahmed suddenly puts in that he has rarely seen a woman know her 
wishes, no matter how great or how silly. As a foreign woman, I might be 
exempted if I wasn’t so easily discounted on other terms: Ahmed affirms 
that my being a tourist in Bangladesh is the main problem.

within an Indigenous worldview’ (Arrows 30), my conversations with 
Shadhana, Hasna, Katha and Israt became living narratives specific to 
the history and traditions of Bangladesh and developed quite outside 
textbook methodology. Certainly, such narratives could only develop by 
abandoning ‘more “empirical”’ theoretical approaches and concentrating 
on being present (JanMohamed 300), on dialogue and on the expansive 
nature of adda itself, accepting of the complexities and contradictions—
and often, the sheer mess—of human experience.

In Dhaka, I spoke to eight women as potential research participants 
but, on instinct, pursued adda with four. Although all were busy with 
family, work and other commitments, I spent more time with Hasna and 
Katha than I did with Israt, with whom adda was suspended due to my 
departure. Shadhana had the least predictable schedule and, because her 
husband was hospitalised during my fieldwork, had other constraints that 
limited her availability and willingness to talk.

Sometimes our adda flowed and sometimes it trickled; sometimes I 
became inarticulate and overwhelmed; sometimes the participant was 
preoccupied and unresponsive. At these times and depending on where 
I was, I would brew tea or share a story of my own. After transcribing 
each adda I would often jot down notes in order to clarify what had been 
discussed, but there was no guarantee these points would be addressed 
next time. Reviewing a transcript at random, I see that adda with Israt 
develops in a way I could never have directed or foreseen: we discuss 
holiday travel; Israt’s affinity with the sea; her inability to swim; fears 
of the dark and sleeping alone; witnessing the honour suicide of her 
neighbour; the deaths of her sister-in-law and grandmother; surviving 
periods of despair; her fondness for her students; reflections on the 
current state and future of  Bangladesh; and her tendency towards 
harshness and bad temper.

Adda is also defined by its lack of structure. Relinquishing control over 
my enculturated punctuality, I made a conscious effort to flow with the 
quality of time in Bangladesh. Jay Griffiths might classify this as ‘kairological 
time’, a way of timing by the appropriate feeling, by ‘opportunity [...] chance 
and mischance’ rather than by the prevailing Western, linear ‘chronological 
time’ (21–22). In this way, Shadhana could not number her year of birth 
but referred to it in terms of events; by contrast, perhaps an influence of 
the Western non-government organisation (NGO) she once worked for, 
Hasna was precise about times and dates. 

By making adda, I aligned my research with Bangladesh and took 
inspiration from the freedom of its practice, though its translation to the 
page naturally involved lapses comparable to the translation of language. 
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research we produce, we risk turning the work of our field into 
the playful operations of an academic glass-bead game, whose 
project will remain at best a description of global relations, 
and not a script for their change. (32)

In Bangladesh, I realised that examining ‘the local’ must have contextual 
bearing, just as postcolonial discourse must retain its grasp on actuality. 
If  ‘practice cannot liberate itself  without theory’ then ‘theory cannot 
thrive without being rooted in practice’ (Minh-ha 122): their salience is 
interdependent. Aware of a misfit between my way of doing ethnography 
and ways of thinking put forward by established postcolonial theorists 
(Said; Spivak ‘Subaltern’; Bhabha), I began to entertain a rather abstract 
and wistful motif of postcolonialism. Without forgetting the need to stay 
aware of my racial and cultural identities and their impact on my research, 
I looked to alternatives to help make sense of my fieldwork experience.

One of these alternatives was Martin Heidegger’s Gelassenheit and the 
‘releasement’ it entails, a state that abandons 

representational and calculative thinking […] by which human 
beings dispose of things as this or that being. This giving up of 
the assumed lordship over beings—so central to the rational 
scientific human way of being—opens the possibility for the 
entry into the ethos of letting be. (Introna 37)

Although connecting Gelassenheit to my fieldwork may seem like an 
added complication, a swapping of one discourse for another, it describes 
the emergence of ways of being that adda with Shadhana, Hasna, Katha 
and Israt came to reveal (Carey). This was mainly due to my research 
participants, who demonstrated their readiness to ‘let be’, particularly 
when it came to the Ethics Committee’s compulsory statement of consent.

While the purpose of the Ethics Committee is to ensure the protection 
of researcher and participants, its demands can produce the opposite 
effect to the one intended, as with any system imposing regulations in 
the name of a ‘reality [...] it claims to represent’ (de Certeau 199). To an 
extent, the statement of consent approved by the committee presumed 
the powerlessness of my research participants and their vulnerability 
to exploitation, evoking Edward Said’s recognition of  the ‘cognitive 
codes’ that demarcate the dominant Occident and the submissive Orient 
(in Parry 5). Instructing me to assign pseudonyms to each woman, for 
example, demonstrated a lack of understanding of their autonomy and 
personal preferences, reinforcing colonial regimes of truth rather than 
detaching them ‘from the forms of hegemony, social, economic and 

I had heard that argument before—from Ahmed and other deshi friends. 
The chorus of  You’re supposed to understand/You don’t understand/
You don’t get it/You failed had become as hollow to me as the counter-
argument apparently was to Ahmed.

I am interested in looking beyond types, I reply. I might just as well have 
added: including my own.

Ahmed writes back that if he were a woman he would never talk to me 
as a researcher.

Even if, as Ahmed had told me before, research is deliberately limited, 
with those controlling it wanting us to advance only so far, there is always 
pressure to be applied to its boundaries—a force that might originate from 
any space or anyone, even a female bideshi researcher. I didn’t think it 
necessary to explain that, written between worlds, my research is also my 
protest against assumptions of what it is and what it may reveal.

Postcolonial ethics
In 2009, as I waited for project approval from my university’s Human 
Research Ethics Committee, I was already displaying signs of my senior 
colleagues’ cynical regard for its bureaucratic tendencies. Although 
Bangladesh, my proposed field of research, had once been my home, I 
figured the committee would not be as familiar with its cultures and 
terrain; might have trouble distinguishing fabricated details from the 
real. Since the nature of the queries following my draft proposal strongly 
indicated this, I entertained the mischievous idea of approaching the 
resubmission as a creative writing exercise. After handing in a painfully 
straight final document, however, I travelled to Dhaka, where, at a literal 
distance from my Australian university, my research unfolded in ways 
my dutiful proposal could never have predicted. One effect was that 
the theory I had studied, solid enough within the institutional domain, 
threatened to crumble into dust when applied to Bangladesh. ‘Theory 
is good,’ notes Jean-Martin Charcot, ‘but it doesn’t prevent things from 
existing’ (in Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 35): ‘things’ that might include the 
manifold realities of ethnographic fieldwork. 

As a continuing condition, postcoloniality is never at risk of becoming 
redundant, yet its increasingly dogmatic theoretical position has the 
potential to narrow the scope of activities and attitudes arising from lived 
experience (Appiah; Collits). As Stephen Slemon suggests, the

research and training we carry out in the field of  post-
colonialism […] must always find ways to address the local [...] 
If  we overlook the local, and the political applications of the 
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During one adda, Hasna’s eyes filled with tears when she described 
how others see her as capable of managing her life with little support, 
even when she is upset or lonely:

Hasna: But that’s not true.
Kathryn: No.
Hasna: That’s not true.
Kathryn: No. Now I’ve made you cry, I’m sorry, talking about 
it. Oh.
Hasna: [laughs] 

Israt would often find me haunting the corridors of her faculty office and 
cordially engage me in small talk. Eager to learn more about her, I sought 
Israt’s participation in my research, not oblivious to the touch of pity 
mingled in her assent. In adda she told me that my obvious depression 
‘hurt’ her: ‘[About] anyone going from Bangladesh with a heavy heart, I 
have a bad feeling.’

Katha immediately communicated her expectations of my research, 
declaring that I should match her ‘emotions’ and ‘mentality’ in order 
to understand her ‘lifestyle, struggles, desires and what [she is] as a 
person’. Here, our objectives merged: I told her that I wanted to produce 
‘a personal story, not a textbook’, and not for commercial gain. Satisfied, 
Katha asked me how we should start.

As it happened, the sharing of personal stories was not one-sided.

Letting be
One of the many unwritten events of my fieldwork occurred one evening 
during July 2010. My friend Bijoy stopped by my studio in Dhaka, where 
we downed numerous pegs of whisky and had tipsy sex throughout the 
long night. It was impulsive more than fun—in the end, Bijoy’s detachment 
made it clear he didn’t feel anything close to the crush I’d had on him for 
months. Nor was it precisely safe, since it was necessary for me to take the 
morning-after pill the next day. Bijoy told me he would go home, shower 
and fetch me on his bike to go to a medical shop, but after waiting and 
calling him with no response, I set out alone.

Though rationally I know it is a woman’s responsibility and right 
and, when this is not recognised, privilege to access birth control, my 
situation in Bangladesh made the morning especially distressing. Details 
troubled me like so many pinpricks: Bijoy’s casual attitude (he later 
called to explain he’d fallen asleep after arriving home)—my studied 
discretion in visiting a pharmacy the next suburb over—my prominence 
in my neighbourhood as a single foreign female—the prevailing deshi 

cultural, within which [they] operate’ (Foucault 133). The ‘inherently neo-
colonialist function’ that Slemon observes at work within the ‘Western 
university institution’ is evidently not insubstantial, or obsolete (28).

My fieldwork experience indicated the statement of  consent was 
of little concern to my research participants, yet to assume they were 
incapable of understanding its significance is patronising; to claim they 
didn’t grasp its complexities and implications is reductive. In addition, 
instructing my participants to pay due attention to the statement for their 
own good would have been acting against the principles I claimed to guide 
me ‘while still maintain[ing] the belief ’ in my ‘ultimate, essential ethical’ 
self (Hage 46)—contravening a research process intended to respond to 
each woman, her experiences and way of life. 

Shadhana launched into a description of her family before I even got to 
the second question of the statement, the natural rhythm of her narrative 
interrupted by my obligation to complete it before we continued. Hasna 
replied tersely to all the consent questions but, interestingly for a woman 
so conscious of privacy, declined to use a pseudonym—‘I think you can 
use Hasna’—as did all of my participants. Katha, with her substantial 
experience as a research participant, was almost ironically weary: ‘I’m 
definitely agreeing, completely by myself and there is nothing imposed 
or anything of that sort.’

‘I can tell,’ I told her, ‘that you’ve done this before.’
Israt did not wish to be audio-recorded, so after noting down her 

consent I ended by checking, as per the statement, if she had any queries.
‘No, I don’t have,’ she laughed. ‘You’d better ask me questions.’
I asked, listened and responded: over time, our adda moved beyond 

the structure of power signified by the consent statement and into a 
more open, natural exchange that adhered to no script. Making adda with 
Shadhana, Hasna, Katha and Israt was, moreover, the way through which 
I earned my participants’ trust to interpret their narratives and combine 
them with my own—not gratuitously, but with consideration and the aim 
of understanding. This trust naturally required me to respond to their 
personal revelations, in acknowledgement of Ann Oakley’s decree: ‘No 
intimacy without reciprocity’ (49).

When Shadhana revealed her frustration at having to provide for her 
family without the help of her bedridden husband, she added, ‘And I can’t 
even tell anyone about this, this is one thing that I’m saying today, I’ve 
never spoken about this earlier. I never told anyone.’ My response to 
her admission was sympathetic if inadequate: ‘I know you’ve had lots of 
problems with members of your family getting sick in the past and you 
work very hard, so it’s understandable that it makes you sad.’
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narratives that emerged from making adda in Bangladesh suggest how 
postcolonial reality can be more and less complex than the versions 
wrapped up and trimmed in the minds of those who think they know what 
it ‘should’ look like and how it ‘should’ be.

But I didn’t want to write ‘an ideal ethnography’!

Central to [the candidate’s] analysis is […] her positioning 
as a ‘white’ Western woman which is highly commendable 
and a necessary part of  the project, however […] the 
candidate should spend more time on the ending giving 
the stories of  Israt, Katha, Shadhana and Hasna more 
conclusiveness and honouring their participation more 
graciously. This would then alleviate some of  the sense 
of  the self-reflexivity of  the overall narrative becoming 
too self  absorbed [sic] to be seen as an ideal ethnography. 
—PhD Examiner #1, December 2012

My PhD supervisor declared my thesis a fine piece of work and soon 
after retired from our university. I don’t think the two were connected. 
Post-conferral, I also retired from university with a feeling of  deep 
ambivalence—tending to irreverence and brief  flashes of  attitude—
towards the process I had come through. The next time I travelled to 
Bangladesh was in the guise of a writer, not an ethnographic researcher. 
My meeting with Hasna outside the contexts of any kind of research was 
like a reunion between old friends with a deal of history to revisit.

Moving through
This essay focuses more on my own history than that of Shadhana, Hasna, 
Katha and Israt, whose voices and experiences are nevertheless included 
in recognition of their central role in my research: the reflections I relate 
here would not exist without them. Still I am wary of characterising and 
speaking for these women, particularly in retrospect; of  structuring 
naturally disordered experiences to appear like chapters in a book, and 
of using them to align to theoretical claims. My alertness to the perils of 
potential exploitation remains clear amid the dissonance between the 
immersive, spontaneous doing of ethnographic fieldwork and its detached, 
bookish theorising within institutional boundaries. What is now less firm 
is my perception of the distance between different research pathways. 

Gayatri Spivak proposes adopting a ‘negotiated postcolonial position-
ality’ to make possible the intervention ‘in the structure of which you 
are a part’ and the altering of a situation ‘that one is obliged to inhabit’ 

stereotype of Western women as unabashed whores—buying the pill 
from a shop staffed entirely by men—the exchange rate that was always 
in my favour—imagining the situations that compel (or force) women to 
seek out emergency contraception—the fact the RU-486 was available 
in a Muslim-majority country, confirmation that Bangladesh was not as 
conservative as the Islamophobic media might portray. Through it all, the 
effects of the night before slowly began to register. ‘The low point comes 
at the end’, I later wrote, ‘a mirror held to the beginning. Some illusions 
are best kept broken’.

After leaving the pharmacy, I met Katha for adda. As soon as she saw my 
face she could tell something was wrong and at her concerned prompting, I 
outlined the events of the morning. That part of our conversation was not 
transcribed, though my remembrance of her sympathy remains strong:

It was hard to tell if  she found the story unclear, or just had 
trouble fitting it into the picture she had of me. How we seem 
often clashes with how we are, but being bideshi creates more 
complications: Katha, a sainted diva with a detailed knowledge 
of the flesh trade, is just as hard to discern. We had a moment 
of seeing through each other’s acts. (Hummel 226)

Chandra Talpade Mohanty notes that representations of ‘third world’ 
women are limited by characteristics such as poverty, illiteracy, 
domesticity and victimisation, whereas their Western counterparts 
are portrayed as educated, modern and in control of their bodies and 
sexuality. Making adda with Katha, and with Shadhana, Hasna and Israt, 
shook the confines of this binary by allowing dialogue across cultures and 
categories to settle in ‘a third space […] where one is inside and outside at 
the same time’ (Featherstone & Lash 10), in which roles were not always 
fixed or power structures static, but shifted according to the ‘multitude 
of coexisting and competing’ influences and qualities that had shaped 
our identities (Matthews 7). My choice to ‘study and present’ Bangladesh 
was indeed due to ‘gross global inequalities’ and the position of privilege 
these accorded me (Gardner x), but it also meant I was frequently out of 
place and behind comprehension. Despite or perhaps because of this, 
a level of acceptance—of ‘letting be’—was attained between myself and 
women who had, in contrast to my impermanent existence in Bangladesh, 
networks of support, a sense of belonging, ease of communication and an 
innate knowledge of their culture.

My research in the field involved a negotiation of difference without 
dismissing the significant effects of colonialism—particularly concerning 
power and identity—that theory-based research propounds. Yet the 
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(‘Poststructuralism’ 72). These structures and situations could well 
include the two forms of research identified here. Equidistant between 
both is a space that compels us to acknowledge life beyond discourse and 
paradigms; to emphasise truths over jargon; to advance and retreat; to 
accept messiness, encourage boundary-crossing, follow the curves as well 
as the lines; and to be a responsible human being as well as a responsibly 
trained academic. Moving through this space involves no more than a 
willingness to know about ourselves, how we live in and observe the 
world and, when necessary, to look again, relearn and re-embrace.

The unceasing unwritten

Among the people I do not know are the women I came close to.
Even through duty or penance, I won’t find a tribute in words.
I seek the same in people and countries. 
I seek the reflection of my longing.
The rest washes through without cleansing.
Hospitality lacks honour, but generosity is real.
I will miss all the people I did not meet.
I will miss the country I did not know.
Always against my self is my desire.
To spend more hours, wind more words.
Watch more lives, or just to live them.
Always half a mind will think so.
Always one part will long so. 
Yes—every, every time.
(Hummel 245)
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As a nop (boy) and later as I grew into a mamman (man) I travelled on 
many many bidi (roads), driving past a lot of placenames and signage 
across the south-western boodjera, or Nyungar country. At first, as a 
family, we drove out mainly from Walwalingup (Fremantle), up South 
Street, across to Armadale Road, left onto Albany Highway and right 
onto Brookton Highway. Over the coastal plains, up and onto the Kaarta 
(Darling Ranges), out through the forests and eventually to the cleared 
paddocks to the east until we reached Kalkarni (the home fire—Brookton) 
(Thomas). The Nyungar placenames always caught my attention—towns, 
national parks, hills, rivers, streams, forests and railway sidings—standing 
tall like sentinels, their words in my language telling the direction and 
distance to the destinations that I journeyed to many times with my family 
and loved ones. Whether driving through the day or night, the placenames 
always haunted me, mile after mile, and later, kilometre after kilometre. 
Many of the signs I didn’t understand nor was I able to read them properly 
and so I didn’t know what they were really saying to me. But the signage 
always stood patiently by the roadside as though waiting to reflect a 
coded message to me.

When I purchased my own car, I used to travel down along the south 
west highway to go surfing with my mates, and later, I’d take my wife Lisa 
and daughters Mia Joy and Ingrid Maria to visit an old and dear friend 
and mentor of ours, Errol Over. Errol’s house that he shared with his 
family in Margaret River was a place we all came to love and admire and 
we travelled every year to visit. On each trip, new roads with their new 
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Warra or warrah in Nyungar means ‘no good’ or ‘bad’ (Winmar 9).  Here, 
at this intersection between language and boodjar (land), the Whadjuck 
Nyungar communicated with country or boodjarea wangkiny, ‘Warra! 
Warra!’ they shouted, pointing and gesturing with a ‘firebrand and two 
spears’ (Fremantle 41). Though Captain Fremantle could not speak 
Nyungar, he was left with little doubt as to what my moort meant. As my 
grandfather would say over and over, ‘Nitcha ngulla boodjar ngulluckiny 
koorl nyininy’ (Bennell), this is our ground we came and sat upon.

This interaction was neither the first nor the last between Wedjela 
and Nyungar peoples from our moort. For at least a hundred and fifty 
years prior to Captain Fremantle’s arrival in our boodjar, there had been 
contact with other early Dutch explorers on the west coast, but it was the 
establishment of the Swan River Colony in 1829 that made conversations 
across language, country and worldview evolve and continue at a rapid 
pace. Yeye (today), when I look around this space called Western Australia 
on official maps, the place that Nyungar still know as ngulla boodjar (our 
land), I still see those Whadjuck Nyungar waving their gij (spears) and 
holding the karla boorna (firebrand). I see and hear that our wangkiny 
(words and language) have continued on and throughout the Nyungar 
boodjar. This is especially true in terms of the Aboriginal placenames 
printed on those signs that appear throughout the length and breadth of 
the South-West of Western Australia. Many suburbs, freeways, towns, 
rivers, hills, streams and street signs are Nyungar names drawn from 
the knowledges of many different Nyungar peoples, from all points of 
Nyungar boodjar (The University of Western Australia). So prolific is the 
penetration of Nyungar language into the English language that is written 
and spoken in the south-west portion of the Australian continent that a 
lot of Nyungar words can be learnt simply by reading a street directory.

It was during my country driving trips that I’d often contemplate this 
and wonder what Nyungar names told us about ngulla boodjar. What did 
early interactions between Wedjela and Nyungar tell us about the way 
wangkiny and boodjar (language and land) come together in the way we 
think and feel about who we are and where we belong? In exploring these 
questions, I drew upon stories from my moort. Stories from kura (a long 
time ago) that demonstrated the strong Nyungar connection with boodjar, 
language and naming. I took a journey across time and landscape.

After Captain Fremantle’s encounter with Whadjuck Nyungar, and 
farther up the Beeliar (Swan River) near where Kings Park and the 
University of Western Australia are located today, a little whaleboat 
landed near a camp at Koortandalup (the place of love and betrothal). 
Yellagonga was a bidier (boss) of this particular part of Whadjuck boodjar 

road signs and placenames would appear along the way: Myalup, Gelorup, 
Yallingup, Cowaramup and Miamup. Once we took a driving holiday to 
explore new places that were developed eastward. At first we used tents 
for accommodation but on subsequent trips, as we journeyed farther out 
to the south-east country, we took a camper-trailer. We travelled out to 
places such as Narrogin, Wagin, Katanning and then even farther east to 
Porongurup and Monjingup. New roads, highways and byways came with 
new road signs and placenames—this ‘new’ country we were experiencing 
in the vast territories of south-western Australia was the lands of the 
Nyungar, our people.

My pop, law boordier and keeper of the stories, Tom Yelakitj Bennell—a 
Nyungar from the Whadjuck and Balardong language speakers, once told 
me: ‘the Nyungar never call it Western Australia. Ngulla boodjar, our 
land, they call this ngulla boodjar our land,’ he said. ‘Nitcha ngulla koorl 
nyininy. This is our ground we came and sat upon’ (Bennell 73–95)1. I 
think back to those words often when I see the new signs erected with 
Nyungar placenames. Of course when the Wedjelas (white people) first 
arrived here to our country, they brought with them many new words to 
describe ngulla boodjar (our land)—‘Western Australia’, ‘The Swan River 
Colony’, ‘Perth’. All these wam (strange) names, new words in an ancient 
Country, imposed upon Nyungar who for thousands upon thousands of 
years had always described, known and experienced place as it related to 
the wangkiny (language) used and the stories told. It was this symbiotic 
relationship between Nyungar language and place that informed Nyungar 
worldview and that eventually merged with and continues to inform 
Wedjela worldview.

In 1829 Captain Fremantle came from across the sea as a boat person 
and arrived at wardan gab boodjera (where the land meets the sea—now 
known as Woodman Point) about seven kilometres south from the mouth 
of the Beeliar (Swan River), the homelands of my moort (relations), the 
Whadjuck Nyungar. Soon after his arrival, Captain Fremantle started 
exploring beyond Beeliar with his crew. He saw and heard ‘natives’ 
call out:

to us very loud and appeared to cry out, ‘warra, warra’. I had 
not proceeded very far before I heard yelling of the black 
fellows (as Jack calls them) and [leaving the boat] we gained 
the top of the hill where we saw a native with a firebrand in 
one hand and two spears in the other shouting, ‘warra, warra’ 
and pointing to the shore where the boat was desiring us to go 
away. (Fremantle 37)
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and then create a kin relationship—because how might one behave in the 
presence of these wam (strangers) if such relationships were not known? 
If the Wedjela did not know their relationships, it was up to the Nyungar 
to provide them with a basic education.

Nyungar knowledge, communicated through Nyungar means of oral 
communications (and, later, Wedjela historical records), demonstrates 
highly intricate and sophisticated human and land management skills that 
have been practised by Nyungar throughout the Swan and lower south 
coastal areas along Western Australia. Wedjelas have historically taken 
a great deal of interest in the Nyungar; the landforms, placenames and 
meanings. In the 1840s, for example, Lieutenant George Grey commented 
on Nyungar resourcefulness and use of the land stating that:

in his own district a native […] knows exactly what it [the 
land] produces, the proper time at which several articles are 
in season. According to these circumstances he regulates his 
visits to the different portions of his hunting ground. (2: 262)

Professor Sylvia Hallam in more recent times also talked about the 
complexity of Whadjuck Nyungar law protocols and how moort (family) 
relationships regulated access to land:

despite the immense omissions and misunderstandings 
which bedevil the contemporary documents from the pen 
of Europeans, we can build up a picture, fragmentary and 
disjointed though it may be, of the complex system of rights 
and responsibilities which tied Aboriginal families to the land 
of their mothers and their mothers’ mothers, their wives and 
their wives’ mothers, and gave them access also to the land of 
their mother’s husband, their husbands’ mother or their fathers’ 
mother and even to the land of a brother’s wife. (39) 

Back in the old days the Whadjuck Nyungar knew that colonists were 
recording the Nyungar oral story of cultural moortunginy boodjera katitj, 
our people and understanding of our area. They knew that Robert Menli 
Lyon, a Swan River Wedjela resident, only four years after the Swan River 
Colony was established, wanted to observe and record Nyungar ideas on 
traditions and worldviews. In 1833, Lyon wrote, ‘I have reason to believe 
that Nyungar (or Aboriginal people of the Swan River) histories and 
geographies are handed down from generation to generation orally’ (8).

Such interactions and observations took place in other parts of the 
South-West, too. About 200 miles or so farther south of the Swan River 
lands, John Garrett Bussell and other members of his Wedjela family 

by the Beeliar. The land was later to become known in the colonial maps 
as the suburb of Crawley. Yellagonga and some of the Whadjuck Nyungar 
of his moort recognised colonists like Stirling and Irwin and their men 
and women as djanga moort (ghost kin) who had returned from Kuranup 
(the land of the spirit beings from across the sea). George Grey, an early 
colonial Wedjela explorer in the Whadjuck lands in and around the Swan 
River, shared a similar experience that highlighted Whadjuck Nyungar 
connection to country:

This belief, that white people are the souls of departed blacks, 
is by no means an uncommon superstition amongst them; 
they themselves never having an idea of quitting their own 
land, cannot image others doing it;—and thus, when they see 
white people suddenly appear in their country, and settling 
themselves down in particular spots, they imagine that they 
must have formed an attachment for this land in some other 
state of existence; and hence conclude the settlers were at 
one period black men, and their own relations. (1: 302)

Grey observed that for the Nyungar, when originally making contact with 
djanga (white people), there was a social protocol employed that is known 
today as a ‘Welcome to Country’, where it was customary to incorporate 
outsiders into the social relationships of the local group by acknowledging 
one’s country publicly (Grey; Everett). To understand the reasons for this 
custom it is necessary to see Nyungar as kin-based societies (Radcliffe-
Brown; Elkin). Within the Nyungar worldview of moort (family), and the 
relationship to people, country and placenames, knowledge or meanings 
is important. Such relationships determine marriage groups, positions 
at ceremonies, the gathering and distribution of  food, avoidance, 
reciprocity, mortuary rituals, vendetta, and so on. Even today, one would 
be pressed to find some activity in the traditional Nyungar life that was 
not influenced by kinship relationships. ‘Welcome to Country’ speeches, 
now common at most national, state and local public official procedures, 
serve as an excellent example of ongoing and clear connection to country 
in modern times (Kowal). Traditional native title owners use their own 
local language, or at the very least a mix of old and new Aboriginal 
English, reinforcing the old and accommodating newcomers by creating 
a new blend of speaking Australian (Lyon; Moore Vocabulary; Moore 
Diary; Arthur). Understanding the importance of boodjar and moort, I 
can well appreciate the dilemma of the early Nyungar confronting these 
Wedjela, a group with no known relationships. There would have been 
priority to identify the relationship of the strangers to the inhabitants 
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Such naming practices may also help to explain why there was little 
anger or resistance to the first arrival of the English wam in this country. 
From the outset of contact, the Nyungar attempted to create a space 
for the outsiders by assimilating them into their kin systems. Later 
they acted as guides to assist the Wedjela or djanga or ghost kin in their 
explorations into their own country by showing them bidi (pathways or 
veins), mia mia (camping places), finding ngamma (waterholes) in and 
on the rocky outcrops, and hunting game or collecting edible vegetables 
and naming places as they moved into country (Green). In years to come 
these locations became as important to the Wedjelas as they had been 
for the Nyungar for many tens of thousands of years. The Nyungar had 
created and used foot-tracks between one place and another, long before 
the Europeans arrived in the southwest and continued to use these 
same roads to guide the Europeans into their own homelands. These 
tracks, called bidi, traverse the whole south-west and were used by the 
newcomers as sure roads to the next destination where water, camps and 
people could be found (Moore Diary 8). This tradition continues today 
where cities, such as Armidale and Newcastle in New South Wales, still 
use Indigenous placenames for new streets (Reid).

European maps are usually set out in such a way as to imply that places 
have fixed names over time and that those places have one only ‘true’ 
name with a shared consensus of meaning (Clark 62). Those who possess 
a basic understanding of Nyungar systems of reading and speaking 
about boodjar (country) would immediately recognise that introduced 
western cartographic conventions, in and of themselves, are inadequate 
analytical tools for talking about Nyungar (or Koori) place names. 
When I travel through the southwest of Australia reading the signs, or 
studying Nyungar cartography from the area, I can recognise the positive 
collaboration between Nyungar and Wedjela in the narrative—place 
names showing a clear oral contribution that is mediated between the 
two worldviews into a common language. But I can also recognise that the 
European cartographic conventions and systems of boundary making are 
not directly or easily transferable into Nyungar nomenclature systems 
of naming of land that explain its meaning. My interest lies in the critical 
review of dual names as another outcome of the colonial processes 
for validity and accuracy. For Nyungar, any one place may be called a 
number of different things by a number of different people at a number 
of different times of the year. For the Whadjuck Nyungar, for example, 
whose country is the Swan River including the iconic surrounding area 
of Kings Park, there is a significant difference in perception and naming. 
Kings Park, a major Perth icon, is known to the Whadjuck people as 

occupied and explored the local Wardandi Nyungar boodjar. On many 
occasions Bussell collected much local knowledge of the country from the 
local Nyungar, undergoing the same integration into the local Wardandi 
or Ocean Nyungar social mores as outsiders elsewhere in Nyungar 
boodjar had experienced (Bussell). Later on, Alfred John Bussell, a related 
descendant of this John Garrett Bussell, recounted that:

over a hundred years ago, it was about 1831 they [the 
Aborigines] gave everyone of the party that settled here 
[Vasse area] an Aboriginal name each, of those Aboriginals 
that had died some considerable time before for instance 
they gave my father [Alfred Bussell] the name of Mundle, and 
everyone [sic] of the others they gave an Aboriginal name 
also. (4) 

Georgiana Molloy, a Wedjala woman living amongst the Pibelmun 
Nyungar—next-door neighbours south of the Wardandi on the lower 
south-west corner of Western Australia—recorded a similar situation, 
recognising the importance of naming and relationship. The local Nyungar 
people named her and her husband at Augusta. Georgiana’s name was 
‘King Bin’ and Captain Molloy’s was ‘King Kandarunga’, meaning long-
tailed goanna (Hasluck 113). This response to the arrival of the Wedjelas 
shows the attempt by the Nyungar to explain these strangers into an 
established belief system or worldview, relating to kin and outsiders. As 
elsewhere, it was an ongoing process. Wam (strange) people simply did 
not arrive in another person’s kaleep or boodjar (homeland) and assert 
bidier (ownership) unless they had some form of relationship with that 
land from a previous existence. The Nyungar attempted to find the answer 
in accepting the strangers as djanga—spirits of the dead.

In some parts of the South-West the term djanga was openly used 
to refer to the strangers. This led the Nyungar to believe that the wam 
Europeans were relatives returning from the land of the dead, which 
was far away across the sea. Another example is that of Roth, who was 
living in the boodjera of the Wilmen Nyungar. He described an incident 
when Greensell, one of Robert Austin’s party, landed on the coast near 
Koombanup Bay (the large bay, or the bay of urine due to the smell 
emanating from the rotten seaweed on the seashore) where Bunbury is 
located today.  Upon landing they were met by some of the local Nyungar 
people, who immediately recognised Greensell as one of their recently 
deceased kin. Roth goes on to tell us that they ‘immediately gave him the 
name of wor-kap’ (51) and concluded that he indeed had now returned to 
this boodjar of his living kin or moort as a djanga maam (white ghostman).
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Across the estuary from the Wonnerup Homestead, and south of a 
place called Mallokup (the place of the shade—due to the forest which 
canopied the landscape from summer sun and heat), there is a small 
sandhill that rises above the estuary.  This place is now referred to as 
Stirling’s Hill, and is one of the areas of the high country in the estuary 
where the Nyungar could get a view of the estuary and ocean. Around 
Mokidup (later known as Ellensbrook), where the National Trust property 
is now located, the high sand dunes were used by local Nyungar to 
communicate amongst themselves. Mokidup Hill, like Wardanup Karta, 
was used as a lookout place for schooling fish or to scan the ocean for 
djanga on ships (Collard ‘Map’).

From Wardandi and Pibelmen boodjarea (south-west Cape), my 
research has also taken me to where Ethel Hassell (49) lived in the 
Wheelman Nyungar boodjar around Jerramungup on the south-east coast 
of Western Australia during the 1880s. Hassell recorded local Wheelman 
Nyungar lifestyles, stories, names and meanings of places and customs 
as told to her by Wheelman Nyungar men and women boordier of that 
country and created a map out of the local wongi (talk) that she had 
collected. Places and their names such as Bullamealup (the great place 
of Many (faces) or Faced Hill also known as Bluff Knoll), Gnowangerup 
(place of the male hen’s nest or male hen speakers), Twertup (the place 
of the dogs or dingoes) and Coomal nintup (the place of the possum’s tail 
and the hill where the Hassell homestead was built at Jarramungup) are 
just a few examples where local Nyungar words for placenames and their 
meanings continue to shape and be shaped by the land (Hassell 231–234).

A casual glance at maps and placenames of south-western Australia 
boodjera shows how Nyungar placenames dominate the country. Tindale’s 
language map (1940), which can be used to form a localised nomenclature 
system, confirms that this land is indeed the boodjar of the Nyungar, be 
they Whadjuck, Wardandi, Wilmen, Pibelmen or Wheelman and all the 
languages of the Nyungar in between. Tindale’s map also highlights and 
recognises that Nyungar as a language group were (and still are) powerful 
language contributors to the making of  the nation’s south-western 
maps and placenames. The state’s Landgate Department still holds data 
provided over many years for sources of ongoing naming resources today 
(Nomenclature Advisory Committee). It is reassuring to know that the 
Nyungar, my mob, are still the knowledge carriers and interpretators 
for meanings of all of Nyungar country. Knowledge that is handed down 
either orally from moort or in written documents from Wedjela who 
developed sources in collaboration with the Nyungar intellectual land 
knowledge holders for all people since kura (long time ago), yeye (today) 

Karrakatta (hill of the crabs), but it can also be referred to as Yongariny 
(the place for catching kangaroos), Kaart Geenunginy Bo (the place of 
the hill for looking a long way) or, finally, Karlkarniny (the location of the 
fireplace or home fire). All of these names are equally correct; it depends 
on the language context in which they are being used and by whom they 
are being used (Palmer & Collard).

While the colonists introduced many standalone Wedjela/European 
names of places—including Fremantle named after Captain Fremantle, 
or Busselton after the Bussell family, both members of early colonial 
families who took up land in the lower south-west of Western Australia 
(Fremantle)—they also retained some standalone Nyungar names of 
places. After years of driving through the towns and places in Nyungar 
boodgar, I have come to learn more of the significance and meanings 
behind such names. In Wardandi and Pibelmen Nyungar boodjar (the 
Ocean people’s country), for example, placename nomenclature includes 
Yoonderup (the place of a great warrior named Undal), or Yoonderup 
(the bob tailed lizard); Cowaramup (the place of the blue paroquet—this 
parakeet still inhabits this particular area); Quindalup (the place of the 
short-nose quenda—a small kind of  kangaroo); and Wonnerup (the 
place of the women’s digging stick). The name Wonnerup was adopted 
by George Layman when he named his Wonnerup Homestead located 
in the Tuart Forest east of Busselton and it was first recorded on the 
original colonial government land documents in 1834. Mokidup is used 
still by some Nyungar as the general name for the area where Ellensbrook 
Homestead is now located. Just behind Mokidup is Meekadarabee (the 
holy place of the moon, or the moon’s bathing place), a waterfall located 
at the back of the Ellensbrook Homestead. Gnoocardup is the place where 
Gnoocardan, the ancient Nyungar bidier (warrior), died. Other names 
such as Dalleep—a spring on the Kilcarnup Road and also Joe Culbong’s 
old property name—also carry Nyungar origin and will continue to attract 
my attention and further investigation in the future (Bussell 15–18).

The Wardandi Nyungar used the high natural features and lay of the 
land as lookouts to see where relations or visitors might be camped. This 
high country was also used to communicate by speaking in a shout or by 
lighting fires and sending smoke signals, or to assess where game might 
be feeding or fish may be schooling. Sometimes the trees or highest parts 
of the country were climbed for that same purpose. There are a number 
of high hills to the west of Wonnerup, such as Wardanup Karta (the hill 
by the ocean) from where Nyungar could see a fair distance. When the 
djanga sailed past on their ships, in the pre-settlement period, the Nyungar 
observed the wam and their craft from these high places (Bussell 15–18).
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It’s now a while since I was a young nop, but my fascination and interest 
in the Nyungar placenames hasn’t faded with time. All people, be they 
Nyungar or Wedjela, use some original language today within the lingistic, 
cartographic and geographical nomenclature of Australia—language and 
terms that have always been used to describe the land and other related 
dreamtime narratives, personal and situational experiences. Nyungar 
words continue to be used for naming cities, towns, railway sidings, 
rivers, streams, mountain ranges, streets, roads, sidings and natural 
phenomena—a clear testament to Nyungar and Wedjela relationships of 
working together using Indigenous south-western language to explore, 
collect, give definition to and register the details of  place for future 
generations. I’ll continue to drive past the signposts and smile because 
it is this foundation that creates a culture of words, utilising Nyungar 
language to be spoken within the national language framework of 
Australian speakers. My interest in Nyungar placenames has led me to 
yarn with Monica Cane from CAN (Community Arts Network) as a way of 
bringing this kind of longstanding research to local Nyungar communities 
to explore culture, knowledge, identity through artistic and creative 
mediums across the south-west boodjar.

As my moort always said, ‘nitja ngulluck boodjarea noonar nyinniny’ 
(this is our land you are situated in). It makes me think back to when I was 
a nop and I first went to White Gum Valley Primary School. My mum told 
me many times, clearly and sternly, that I needed to put my name on my 
property: ‘Mick, someone else might claim it and you’ll have nothing left’. 
I’m glad the old people told the Wedjelas to put the Nyungar placenames 
right across our country. I’m glad that those names are now recorded on 
the official maps. It reminds us all that it is indeed Nyungar boodjar that 
we are located in.

Kia

Notes

1 A partial transcript of this tape-recording, produced in 2002, is available but 
it should be noted that the transcript covers only the segments that were of 
relevance to work being done at the time.



83 | Dougie Nelson82 | Westerly 63.1

Sovereign Peoples, 
Sovereign Stories: Welcomes 

and Acknowledgements 
of Country in Aboriginal 

Worldviews
Dougie Nelson

Dougie Nelson is currently 
studying the Juris Doctor at the 
University of Western Australia. 
He comes from Njaki‑Njaki 
Country located in the central 
Wheatbelt of Western Australia, 
and also has ties to Ballardong, 
Whadjuk and Yued Country. He 
has worked in various industries 
such as mining, construction 
and the public sector and has 
completed a summer placement 
at a law firm.

The protocols of Acknowledgement and Welcome to Country have become 
a common practice at the commencement of official or public events across 
Australia. However, there are profound differences between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous understandings of what these protocols mean. At 
the core of these differences are contrasting notions of sovereignty. 
Historically, Western legal traditions allowed colonising nations to claim 
ownership of land without forming sustainable relationships with the life 
of that land. But Aboriginal concepts of belonging always required that 
we looked after all the life forms that made up our homelands and that we 
respected the right of other peoples to be ‘boss’ in their own Countries. 
A better understanding of Welcome and Acknowledgement protocols by 
non-Indigenous peoples can lead to more respectful relationships with 
Indigenous peoples and with our homelands.

My Perspective
I am an Aboriginal (Njaki-Njaki) man, with ties to the Whadjuk, Ballardong 
and Yued Noongar nations. In writing this paper I have drawn upon the 
work of Indigenous critical thinkers, but I am not attempting to create a 
definite default view. It is important to recognise that amongst the many 
Indigenous nations of Australia, there is no singular understanding or 
‘one size fits all’ approach to acknowledging Country and conducting 
Welcomes to Country. Each and every Welcome to Country that is 
carried out by a particular First Nation is substantially different to any 
other because each is a demonstration and a product of belonging to that 
particular Country. My perspective does not, in any way, shape, or form, 
repudiate or invalidate the localised and profound knowledge held by 
First Nations peoples across Australia.
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Stories
It is impossible to speak of Country without also speaking of stories. 
Aboriginal creation stories tell the story of how life began, how life was 
created, and the purpose of creating this life on Country. In so doing, 
the creative Ancestors established general and specific knowledges. 
As Tanganekald and Meintangk woman Irene Watson comments: 
‘While there are universal principles shared by Aboriginal peoples, our 
knowledges themselves are not universal but consist of a diverse range 
of differentiated and localised knowledge’ (511).

Creation stories tell of  a time in which the world was without life 
and the universe was featureless, formless and shapeless. There was 
nothing within the universe, no substance of life to sustain and balance 
Country, until the creative Ancestors came. As Warraimay woman Vicki 
Grieves states: ‘These ancestors created order out of chaos, form out 
of formlessness, life out of lifelessness, as they did so, they established 
the ways in which all things should live in interconnectedness so as to 
maintain order and stability’ (7). With this creation of life on Country, the 
Ancestors also established the knowledge that is necessary to sustain and 
balance life itself, the knowledge of law. 

Law was handed down by the Ancestors to balance life, and it stipulates 
the responsibilities, rights and relationships of all living entities within 
the web of life on Country. All living entities have law and a place within 
the pattern of life created by the Ancestors. Thus: ‘the law ensures that 
each person knows his or her connectedness and responsibilities for 
other people (their kin), for country, and for their ongoing relationship 
with the ancestor spirit themselves’ (Grieves 7).

Throughout the many and diverse First Nations across Country, stories 
within each and every Nation vary to and from each other. Each story is 
imbued with the essence of life and is a representation of Country, and the 
knowledge that each story holds is a product of Country itself. In this way, 
‘traditional Indigenous stories are the heart of Indigenous identity’ (Janke 
1). They exemplify belonging to Country, identity, culture, relationships 
and spirituality of Aboriginal peoples. As such, stories are a cultural 
Indigenous right that inherently establishes the ontological relationship 
to one’s Country. As Wuthathi and Meriam woman Terri Janke states: 
‘Stories […] are the title deeds to a culture […] The right to tell stories and 
to link into that history, to that land, and that connection is an Indigenous 
cultural right’  (1). Welcomes and Acknowledgements are a continuing 
expression of the cultural rights and responsibilities that were born in 
story, giving expression both to our right to belong to our homelands and 
the responsibility to care for it. As such it is also an embodiment of our 

Appropriate Terminology
Throughout this paper, the terms Indigenous peoples, First Nations 
and Indigenous Australians are used interchangeably to refer to the 
Indigenous peoples of Australia. I acknowledge that the term ‘Indigenous 
peoples’ can give a false sense of a homogeneous Indigenous culture that 
does not exist. In order to represent the diversity among Indigenous 
peoples, when possible, I will refer to the specific affiliation and identity 
of an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander nation of an Indigenous person 
if it is able to be ascertained; if not, a more general term will be used, such 
as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person.

Country and Aboriginal Worldviews
A Welcome to Country is a protocol that is intrinsically connected with 
the holistic worldviews of Aboriginal peoples. It is not a separate or 
isolated concept, but a product and expression of these worldviews. 
These worldviews also shape our understanding of our sovereignties. 
I say ‘sovereignties’ because each Aboriginal nation is sovereign in its 
own homeland. While every Aboriginal homeland is different, all our 
sovereignties are founded in holistic relationships, and, in this sense, to 
be sovereign is to be part of a collective. When I speak of my sovereignty 
as a Njaki-Njaki man, I speak of my connectedness to my homeland and 
all the life within it. 

Country
It is of paramount importance not to misinterpret the meaning and the 
powerful essence of the word ‘Country’ as it is used by Aboriginal people. 
Country is not a differentiation between urban and rural or remote areas. 
It does not simply consist of an open area or location of land. It is not 
an inanimate, tangible object or concept to be seen as a picturesque 
for its natural beauty or a wilderness for admiration of its landscape. 
Country is not a product for economic utilisation as a commodity to be 
sectioned off as pieces of land, to be on sale, bought and sold. As Palyku 
woman Ambelin Kwaymullina writes: ‘For Aboriginal peoples, country is 
much more than a place. Rock, tree, river, hill, animal, human—all were 
formed of the same substance by the Ancestors who continue to live 
in land, water, sky’  (‘Light’ 12). Country is the embodiment of all living 
entities situated within Country. This includes the people, land, sky, 
wind, tree, rock, kangaroo, honey ants, rivers, and everything else. All 
that Country contains is alive and to speak of Country, is to speak of all 
that Country involves.
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In the journey of my life, I have travelled from Njaki-Njaki land to 
Whadjuk Noongar land, where I currently live and study. But I am not a 
stranger here because I have family connections to Whadjuk Noongar 
people. It is through understanding these connections that I can situate 
myself in Whadjuk Noongar land. If I travelled somewhere where I was 
a stranger, it would be important for me to respect the boundaries that 
position would place on my behaviour. For example, Aboriginal people 
are well aware that we cannot tell the stories of another Country. We 
can only tell stories that are a product of and that we have a relationship 
with in our own Country (or Countries if we have a connection to more 
than one). As written by Palyku woman Ambelin Kwaymullina: ‘It is […] a 
fundamental rule, common to all Aboriginal legal systems of Australia, 
that you cannot “speak for someone else’s Country”, and in this sense you 
cannot tell someone else’s story’ (‘Nations’ 13).

Welcome to Country
A Welcome to Country is not just a mere performance, it is a performative 
act. It might also be viewed as a political act, but ‘political’ is a label that will 
often be applied to expressions of Aboriginal connection to our homelands, 
regardless of whether we as Aboriginal people think an action is ‘political’ 
or not. This is because when we express our ancient, enduring, complex 
cultures, we are challenging the lie that gave rise to the Anglo-Australian 
nation-state; the idea that this land belonged to no-one because we were 
not ‘advanced’ enough for our presence to be considered meaningful. 

A Welcome to Country might also be viewed as a ‘quaint’ cultural 
expression. But it is not some romantic or exotic picturesque of the 
‘traditional’ ways of Aboriginal culture. It exemplifies the sovereignty of 
the original owners to their country and their belonging of place through 
songs, dance, stories, and the markings or patterns on their body. As 
non-Indigenous scholar Alessandro Pelizzon and Yuin scholar Jade 
Kennedy write: ‘The performers often do not perceive the Welcome to 
be a mere performance but rather an active engagement with a sense of 
belonging to one’s Country that predates the colonial event and that other 
Australians—as well as other Aboriginals not of that country—do not, and 
cannot share’ (62). In this way, stories told through patterns exemplify 
the embodied spiritual knowledges of Aboriginal Australia. The patterns 
that are visibly displayed on the body are the patterns of life that flow 
through Country, which is why the use of colour, design or patterns differs 
significantly throughout Australia.

The purpose of a Welcome to Country is not just simply to be welcomed 
by the original owners with visitors being granted their blessing and safe 

connection that includes the holistic spirituality of Aboriginal peoples 
and it is the heart of that knowledge, that relationship within a story, that 
constitutes the ancestral tie to one’s Country. Thus, it is an embodiment 
of Indigenous sovereignty. For, as is explained by the ‘Uluru Statement 
from the Heart’: ‘[Our] sovereignty is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie 
between the land, or “mother nature”, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples who were born therefrom, remain attached thereto, and 
must one day return thither to be united with our ancestors’.

Acknowledgements of Country within Aboriginal Worldviews
Each Aboriginal person has a relationship with our own Country, and 
we carry that with us into other Aboriginal Countries. As Koori woman 
Wendy Brady writes: ‘When Indigenous Australians are removed from, 
or choose to leave, the land of their nation, we do not locate it outside 
ourselves, but in contrast carry that connection within our being’ (148). 
We are sovereign beings carrying the law of our Country with us into 
another Country. 

As a Njaki-Njaki man, my Country lies in the Wheatbelt region of 
Western Australia. It was once a place of trees. My people looked after 
those trees; we knew they cleaned the earth. But generations of farmers 
cleared the trees and now the land drowns in salt. My people couldn’t live 
our law and look after our Country because we were subject to other laws, 
Western laws, that stopped us from doing what we knew was best for the 
health of the Country and the people in it. In a colonised land, to carry our 
sovereignty—our connectedness—with us means we carry both our joy 
born of our love for Country and our sadness in not being able to care for 
Country. This is what I bring with me as I journey from my Country into 
the lands of others.

When Aboriginal people travel from one homeland to another we are 
subject to the laws of the other Country, as each Country has primacy 
in its own space. Thus, when Aboriginal people acknowledge a Country 
that we do not belong to, it is acknowledging that we are a stranger 
within another Country. It is vital to know what your place is within the 
relationships of another Country, its web of life, so that you can respect, 
recognise and uphold the laws of that Country. This is acknowledged 
among Aboriginal people in moments when we meet and greet another 
Indigenous person, who is either not known to us on our own Country, 
or when we are in another Country. In the words of Wiradjuri man Stan 
Grant: ‘We have a place and sense of place. It is what we ask each other 
when we meet another Indigenous person. We don’t ask who are you? We 
ask, where are you from? Where is your country?’ (14).
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non-Indigenous peoples acknowledge Country—locating themselves as 
strangers to Country in a true understanding of what that means—they 
also acknowledge the need to respect Aboriginal cultures and stories, 
rather than imposing their own cultures and stories on Aboriginal 
peoples and lands. Similarly, when non-Indigenous peoples gain a 
better understanding of the layers of meaning contained in a Welcome 
to Country, they begin to grasp their own responsibility to uphold and 
sustain relationships as an ongoing act of engagement.
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passage when travelling through their Country. When one is Welcomed 
to Country, one is intrinsically immersed into those relationships on 
Country, and has the responsibility to uphold life by maintaining and 
balancing it. There is an obligation on the visitor to respect, and abide 
by, the laws of that Country. A failure to do this is not just a transgression 
against law alone, it is a destruction of  life and hence, of  the core 
humanity itself.

However, many non-Indigenous people do not understand the 
responsibility that comes with being Welcomed to Country. Nor do 
they understand an Acknowledgement to be an expression of  their 
understanding that they are a stranger to Country and must be guided 
by the wisdom of the people of  Country. The impact of  this lack of 
understanding ripples out to affect not just human beings but all life in 
Country. If, for example, the colonists who came into Njaki-Njaki land had 
understood what it meant to be a stranger to my Country, they would not 
have imposed their own knowledge on someone else’s Country and tried 
to change our story. Instead, they would have sat down with the Elders 
and learned of the connections that hold everything together. The trees 
would have been cared for instead of cut down, and there would not be 
widespread land degradation throughout the Wheatbelt due to salinity.  

Applying this to the present day, what might happen if, when non-
Indigenous people were Welcomed to Country, they understood that they 
had the responsibility to uphold life by maintaining and balancing it? An 
understanding of a Welcome to Country in this way could transform it 
from an event in which non-Indigenous peoples are passive participants, 
into an ongoing act in which they seek to actively express their respect for 
Aboriginal peoples and all other life in Aboriginal Countries. This would 
open the way to new dialogues between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
peoples that could in turn lead to the building of improved and more 
sustainable relationships.

Concluding Thoughts
When non-Indigenous people acknowledge Country, they are not 
generally suggesting that they are subject to the sovereign laws of a 
particular Aboriginal nation. Similarly, non-Indigenous people do not 
generally interpret a Welcome to Country as entering into a relationship 
with Country which requires respect for First Nations laws and for all 
the life in Country. I suggest, however, that a better understanding of the 
Aboriginal worldviews that found Acknowledgements of and Welcomes 
to Country could also open up a pathway for non-Indigenous people to 
more sustainably relate to First Peoples and to our Countries. When 
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Many of those sorts of questions (or statements) include within them 
a rambling monologue implying that the questioner knows more about 
Aboriginality than the panellists, or is in some way more Aboriginal. 
Sometimes the questioner states they have been adopted into a tribe, 
are accepted into a tribe or ‘have a skin name’1, therefore they are now 
Aboriginal. It’s a side point, but I am sick of that bullshit too.

It happened at Perth Festival Writers Week. The panel featured 
authors Ambelin Kwaymullina, Paul Collis and I and was facilitated by 
Elfie Shiosaki from Westerly. Question time came and a white woman of 
post-retirement age raised her hand. She stood, holding a ratty A4 ring-
bound notebook. I remember that clearly, because my first thought was 
‘dear gods, she wrote a speech’, and a speech it was. It was so rambling 
and disjointed that I was not certain then, I am less now, that there was 
even a question in there somewhere. It was only the similarity with other 
questions from other panels that fielded any clue to what she was saying 
at all.

She was clearly emotional. I could not tell from her face at that distance, 
at first, whether she was angered or saddened. Her statement was long-
winded and accusative. We, the people in that panel, had somehow upset 
her equilibrium, her white-woman world. It took me a long time to realise 
she was angry and embittered because we, educated urban Aboriginals, 
professional Aboriginal authors, had the audacity to claim she was 
ignorant of Indigenous issues.

It might have been me who had set her off for what it’s worth. I had 
made a statement about ignorance that was not even aimed at her 
personally.

I believe she thought we the mixed-race, educated Blackfellas had 
called her ignorant, had complained about the invasion, did not think 
that whatever tiny thing she had last done to help us was enough. Her 
‘Aboriginal friends’ from near her cattle station (on their stolen land I 
might add) were nice, did not call her ignorant, did not attack her or her 
husband, did not use a Western education to call her out on Indigenous 
issues. Implied in this sort of argument is the notion that urban Indigenous 
people and Indigenous people with paler skin are not ‘real’ Indigenous 
people; that only Indigenous people living ‘traditional’ lives in the bush 
are actually Indigenous.

The feeling of the other panellists and I, as we discussed by email over 
the next few days, was that she did not believe ‘real’ Indigenous people 
thought white people ignorant.

If you recognise yourself, if  that was you or if you tend to do similar 
things in panels, I am not sorry if this article offends you. Acting that way 

The Risks of Question Time: 
Not So Black and White

Claire G. Coleman

Claire G. Coleman is a Wirlomin 
Noongar woman whose 
ancestral country is in the south 
coast of Western Australia 
between Esperance and Albany. 
In 2016, she was awarded a 
‘black&write!’ Indigenous 
Writing Fellowship. Her debut 
novel Terra Nullius was 
published in 2017 with Hachette 
Australia, and has been 
shortlisted for the Stella Prize 
and an Aurealis Award.

At Perth Festival Writers Week, in February 2018, I was privileged to 
participate in an all–First Nations panel on Indigenous Australian 
literature. There has been one in almost every writers’ festival I have 
attended and I have been honoured to participate in a few of them. It 
is important that these platforms exist so that Indigenous voices can 
be heard and so that people who wish to hear from us can have that 
opportunity.

Indigenous people being heard is what matters. That is something I 
spend a lot of time fighting for, and the focus of this essay. It should also 
be the focus of question time. Unfortunately, this is often not the case.

Question time is a challenging component of  any panel on First 
Nations literature, simply because there are certain questions (and 
statements disguised as questions) that seem inevitable. In the green 
room before and after panels we talk about it, by email we talk about it, 
amongst ourselves we talk about it. It seems that every Indigenous author 
or speaker has had the same, or dreadfully similar, experience.

I dread question time, and I am sure others must as well, because 
someone, possibly well meaning, possibly offended, possibly defensive, 
feeling they are under attack, will say something offensive. Sometimes 
it is framed as a question, other times it is a statement that ends with the 
raised tone signalling a question where none exists.

I am never quite certain what compels people to ask such questions. 
I could assume that they are upset, offended or angry and waiting 
throughout the entire panel for an opportunity to say their piece. It makes 
me wonder why they go to the panel in the first place when they seem to 
want to talk rather than listen. I could also assume these questions exist, 
either intentionally or not, to take away our voices. 
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clarification to increase their knowledge. They would rather attempt to 
teach us why they think we are wrong.

Later that same festival, I faced a questioner who asked the same 
question three times. He wanted me to fix all the problems in Indigenous 
affairs right there on the spot, give him an ‘end game’, a solution. I tried 
to answer but I expect he wanted to hear no answer that did not, in some 
way, involve magic.

It’s time to understand that Indigenous literary voices do disrupt 
whitefellas’ equilibrium of thought and the false narratives upon which 
Australia is built. That, however, is what we should be doing. The cultural 
paradigm of Australia, so reliant on colonial lies, needs to be disrupted so 
that the country, whatever it is, can mature. Rather than reacting to our 
words with angry statements and stupid questions, maybe it is time to 
listen. We have been living these truths longer than you have.

I am asking for something simple, really. We are giving up our time and 
entering a sometimes hostile environment to tell you about our world. 
Please respect the risk we are taking, please respect the time we have 
taken to learn what we are telling you about, to write our stories. I ask 
this, let question time be an opportunity for you to learn from us. You can 
debate, you can be angry, you can be rhetorical on your own time.

Notes

1 I have heard variations of ‘I have a skin name’ many times from white people as 
proof of their Indigenous credentials, and proof they are respected by the local 
Aboriginal people. 

  If  you are white and have a skin name, it does not mean that you know anything 
about Aboriginal society or have been initiated. In some ‘traditional’ Aboriginal 
societies, you need a skin name before you can even be spoken to. A skin name 
positions someone in the matrix of community and determines who can marry 
whom and even whom a person is allowed to talk to. You are given a skin name 
so people know where you fit; they cannot talk to you until they have fit you in. 
Please don’t think you have been afforded a special privilege or that you have been 
adopted in any way.

at question time causes emotional distress for the panellists and almost 
certainly for any Indigenous person in the audience, and I can assure 
you that in the audience of a panel on Indigenous literature there will 
be Indigenous people. Such emotional distress can be dangerous after 
the long history of oppression and trauma the First Nations peoples of 
Australia have suffered.

I am speaking to whitey now; you made us. You took our land, you raped 
our ancestors and made our people feel so unwanted, so hated, that they 
felt it necessary to capitulate by marrying and bonking our oppressors. 
When our children were born mixed-race, you decided we were inferior 
even to our own people and tried to breed us whiter, breed out the black 
and took kids from their families to ensure you had power over them. You 
told us our culture was worthless and forced your ‘education’ on us. Some 
of us excelled at your education and those of us who do well within your 
system are now, in your minds, ‘not really Aboriginal’.

I have personally been upset by the sort of questions that get thrown 
at us during question time, and others I know have become genuinely 
unwell. The danger of emotional violence is often underestimated but 
should not be. I do not doubt fear of question time has caused people to 
avoid public speaking. Whether the intent of the questioning is to stop us 
speaking out or not is irrelevant; that is the potential effect.

Others in the audience are there to listen to the panellists, not to listen 
to a rambling statement from the audience at question time. They might 
have a question themselves, might not get a chance if a long statement 
eats up too much of the short time available for questions. Some panel 
chairs respond to ‘questions that are really statements’ by simply shutting 
the ‘questioner’ down. I believe they should.

I wonder if  it is white privilege that leads people to believe that we, 
after talking about fields in which we are experts, should be forced to 
listen to their opinions. If not white privilege, maybe privilege in general 
and a sense of entitlement. That must be why I have seen more men do it 
than women, and it tends to be older men rather than young men. I have 
never seen a Person of Colour or an Indigenous Australian person do this. 
I have never seen a young woman do it either.

I have, on the other hand, seen non-Indigenous Australian People 
of Colour suffer from similar issues at question time. When People of 
Colour, when Indigenous people, have an opportunity to speak, when we 
assert our rights to be heard, question time is often used, intentionally 
or inadvertently, to reassert white privilege; to recapture the narrative. 
We fight so hard for the right to speak, yet when question time comes 
many white people do not take an opportunity to learn more, to ask us for 
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‘Collapsed’. ‘Ambulance’. ‘Emergency’. Sinister, multisyllabic, these words 
cut deep. Later, in a post-autopsy world, we will add ‘embolism’ to that list, 
another word forever barbed. 

It’s a telephone call that draws us together even as it opens us up. 
Normal life is abandoned in our race for the hospital, to see with our own 
eyes. Can’t be true. False alarm. Always a drama queen is my incantation 
as I drive. 

Automatic doors whisper behind me. Stainless steel, moulded plastic, 
linoleum. Acrid whiff of disinfectant. ER nurses and doctors in scrubs 
move swiftly on silent, comfortable shoes. Dad arrives in overalls 
and workboots (no time to change). Reeking of diesel, smeared with 
axlegrease, he’s at odds with the sterile white of the place. The raw grief 
and confusion on his face catches me off guard, but of course, it’s only 
natural. He is her father, even though he hasn’t always worn that costume 
comfortably.

Now we’re all here, the doctor delivers the news. He speaks of time 
without oxygen. Brain function and breathing equipment. Damage. 
Chances of  survival. Uncertainty. Quality of  life. The facts cut with 
surgical precision through his tone of sympathy and kindness: my sister 
basically stopped living an hour ago. Removing her from life support is the 
only feasible option. Paperwork is presented, and Mum bristles when my 
father signs as next of kin. 

Arms intertwined, unsure who is supporting whom, we walk in 
together. The first time in years we’ve had the full set. The last time. 
That room—not even a room, a green-curtained no-man’s-land—is too 
small, too insubstantial to hold so much feeling. On the bed, inert, lies 
my beautiful, thirty-five year old, curly-haired, incurably romantic, 

Gabriel García 
Márquez, Love in the 

Time of Cholera

the heart’s memory eliminates the bad and 
magnifies the good, and […] thanks to this artifice 
we manage to endure the burden of the past.

Night Fox
Chris Mansell
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we are driving out through the grey grasses
and the grey air of dusk
the sheep grey as the grey dust

then, the darker grey of night
settling on the skin and
the grit in our hair

in the night, the shim of country
slips slim and the blank full of sex and
space strokes the skin like a lover

the full dark stings the air
with lanolin, ammonia, sheep shit
and here the dim movement of beasts

we drive up slowly, unlit
the sniper leaning on the cabin of the ute
the spotlighter ready

and then our assault of light
and a paddock of green sparks:
the eyes of sheep

and amid them,
one pair, red, the fox
not ashamed to look to the light
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draws a crowd. Dad helps carry her rosewood gloss coffin (silver plate 
handles, white satin lining). His shoulders bow under the weight, and will 
never fully straighten again.

At the wake, we drink and eat ourselves silly. Then we dance: arms, hips 
and head making a crazy pendulum rhythm, swinging wide. At around 
nine o’clock (Only 9? Really?) we collapse onto couches and start to cry; 
form a coil that tightens with each memory whispered, every tear shed. 

These are the family portraits missing from our album. If  you could 
see us—huddled around that hospital bed, holding each other up in the 
funeral parlour hush, laced together in a maze of headstones—you would 
see us at our best.

Work Cited

García Márquez, Gabriel. Love in the Time of Cholera. Penguin Books, 1988, p. 106. 

bookworm, hypochondriac, shutterbug, hotpant-wearing sister. A tangle 
of wires and tubes sprout from Mia’s bruised limbs; a chorus of machinery 
does the work of living, marks her time. A week ago, we were drinking 
cocktails and dancing together.  

The sound that comes from my father is low and primal. On bended 
knee, he bows to kiss Mia’s plasticine hand. Grotesque courtly lover, his 
forehead drops to rest there, willing her fingers to respond. His body 
shakes. Mum watches him, blank, silent. I sob. My sister Lisa stifles a 
scream.

So here we are. Mia’s in the room but she’s already gone. Gone, too, a 
lifetime of sister secrets, a part of me that no-one else knows. Gone, now, 
a large part of a small family history. In the end, the line between life and 
death is easily crossed.  A flick of a switch, support removed, Mia takes a 
few slow breaths of her own, her heart beats a little then no more. 

We will drive home soon to my cousin’s house. We will eat soup. We will 
try to explain to our kids how Aunty Mia is suddenly gone even though we 
don’t really know why. I will watch with narrowed eyes as my cousins and 
aunties hold each other and cry, and see my sister doing the same.  

Grief—too small, too simple a word. Desolation smells like bunches of 
lilies, is hot, like tears shining on cheeks, or the proffered casseroles filling 
our bellies. Raw, puffy eyes. Raw, swollen heart. Hollow at the core. 

My children are strangers to me, ghostly apparitions hovering in my 
peripheral vision, on husband’s/cousin’s/aunt’s hip (anyone’s but mine). 
Their arms reach towards me like strangler vines. 

Mum, Dad, Lisa and I are loose ends threaded through the same needle; 
strands of human floss winding, stitching our shreds of life. We hold on 
to each other. Tight. Form a knot. There are things to be done and we will 
do them all together. 

What does one wear to bury a sister? A child? Somnambulists four, 
we wander over Myer’s white gloss floors. Flicking through racks—coats, 
trousers, dresses, skirts—fingering crepe, wool, cotton, and polyester. 
Assessing the fabric’s weight, quality, suitability for clothing our smarting 
flesh, still weeping blood and tears from every pore. 

Dad tries on trousers. We laugh at his bumless profile, and then 
cry for forgetting ourselves. How could we, just one week on from the 
apocalypse? 

Mia’s funeral is a day of  glorious blue sky, crisp and cellophane 
crunchingly clear. New black cardigans and jackets are shrugged off 
graveside. ‘Don’t Dream It’s Over’ floats across an expanse of freshly 
mown grass, and curious kangaroos peer from nearby bush, waiting to 
descend and eat the bouquets. So many people. A young death always 
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Then your name, and it couldn’t 
be real—Cricketer’s 
Brother Killed on Perth Freeway. 
I pick at rock with 
a stammering breath, currawongs 
dart yellow-eyed 
from antennae. You ran out of fuel 
in that desolate canyon. 
(‘Writers and their cars,’ we’d laughed.) 
You were the first 
on my small way to pass me writing 
that was never a choice. 

I always saw how we’d meet 
again wrong, in 
shards of an ivied azure courtyard, 
or verandah where 
you lent your time. We’d mock our 
weird congratulations, 
reinforce each other —Sure!—plumb 
again the one conversation 
worth humouring, ashen, inward, 
with a sideways grin, 
with dazzling darkness roamed
each side of dawn.

East
i.m. Lucas North
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From thin smacking rockpools 
I stare out the Heads 
and the Harbour skin is growing in tune.
Spray takes a temporary 
break from fatalism, scales pink stone 
parapets round The Gap. A first 
wriggle of snorkellers, cormorants, 
shades… what is the brain 
a metaphor for? Sea can’t tell 
if  it’s poem or poet; face 
scoops along in burnished drag.
A dazzling darkness
roams each side of dawn. 

‘Reality is a hologram you can 
put your arm through’ 
(memory’s catch of your line, Lucas, 
your voice, each erasing 
wash of you). It’s hell to be a writer 
in Perth, I gloomed 
once, under the Reid Library. 
It’s hell to be a writer 
anywhere, you shot back; committed, 
we both fell about 
and you gave me a tape of German 
industrial that out-
clanged my wicked Pulsar. 
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In October I found two baby blue tongues,
Curled into each other like foetal twins.
Crenulated impressionists against the damp earth,
  waiting—
  beneath the jarrah tree, where shed bark lays unexcavated, 

  russet-edged.
On the flip-side are hidden leaves and veins and insects, twisting spines 

into soil.
Life beginning upside-down, squeezing juices under a dry roof.

A month later the fine roots have taken all they can and soil clings, dry 
as cake,

  needing what cannot be given.
Green turns to curling leaf and seed falls.
The heat flakes me and light pales ever whiter.

Blue tongues fringe the country roads now, like mangled ornaments.
Headless.
Gutless.
They sauté in reflected heat, forming gruesome postures, each day 

growing ever hollowed, 
ever lighter.
Evaporating into the dry air, 
They shift in the wind from log trucks and cars, airborne as angels.

I weep by the roadside, boots dusted with gravel,
Though I try to gather together the baked replicas, they crackle at my touch
  and blow into the wind.
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I
When someone walks along our street, the dogs bark from behind their 
fences like a choreographed Mexican wave that travels from one end 
of the road to another. I know the sound and rhythm of the dogs well. I 
know when something is urgent and when it’s not. But I don’t know my 
neighbours’ names. We smile and wave politely in passing, but that’s 
about the limit of our interaction on this quiet street in this small town. 
Less than a kilometre away, where my sister-in-law lives, things are quite 
different. The dogs aren’t locked up behind fences because the gates are 
always open and the dogs never run away. My sister-in-law knows the 
names of her neighbours. She also knows the names of her neighbours’ 
parents and grandparents, their children and most of their grandchildren. 
Migrants in Australia, those of us that have arrived at different points 
in the last 230 years, can only dream nostalgically about that depth of 
community. The reasons for this can in part be traced back to government 
policies that have designated where and how particular people live, 
especially so in this town. 

Not so long ago my partner and I were having dinner on our porch. The 
familiar chorus of dogs barking from behind large fences filled the still 
dusk air as two people walked by. Quite decisively, my partner said he 
felt that the ‘stolen generation’ would be more accurate if it were called 
the ‘removed generation’. He didn’t think the word stolen captured the 
violence of what really happens. ‘Removed’ was a much better fit, he 
said. I thought he had committed some form of blasphemy. I disagreed 
immediately. To steal, I reasoned, was far more violent than the act of 
removing something. And then I remembered that he was black. And I 
was white. And that he knew what the government’s policies towards 
Aboriginal people felt like far more intimately than I ever could. I tried 
to listen.

Hoping Mechanisms
Maddie Godfrey
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the way underarm hair keeps growing when everything else shrinks. how 
my mother’s eyes are never the same shade, but always a traffic island 
between lanes of aggression and care. how rain smells the same in every 
country I have fallen asleep inside. how a partner is mostly a friend who 
knows where to look when you take your clothes off, and a best friend 
takes them off for you when your hands are hollow and heavy, like brick 
walls around empty apartments. how the sky never blinks. how the sky 
uses clouds like sunglasses in reverse, sharing spots of shade with the 
earth. how clouds are Tupperware containers filled with exhalations. 
how memories are like energy, and never truly die. how everything 
that perishes inside of  us is still blooming somewhere in another 
body, or another room with unfamiliar paintwork. how mugs of tea are 
generational heirlooms. how rain smells the same whenever I feel like 
a stranger renting a life. how the sky has seen me crumple into a soggy 
excuse for a lover, and does not look away. how my friends peel off my 
shame, like wet clothes, on the worst days. how my mother waves at me 
while I write this. how my hair is growing right now. how rain never stops 
falling further into the earth. how prayers are like love letters written in 
slow motion.
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IV
And every time I walk into the local supermarket I see white women with 
Aboriginal foster children in their care. And I can’t even begin to imagine, 
what it must feel like for an Aboriginal woman to see this. And to see it 
again. And again, day in and day out in the supermarket in this small town. 
I wonder if the white women don’t feel as though they’re playing part in 
the repetition of a terrible history. Somehow I haven’t had the guts to ask 
them. It feels taboo. Not the kind of question to interrupt a stranger with 
while they’re making a choice between vine-ripened tomatoes or the 
cheaper option from an aisle in Coles. 

V
With twenty-five dogs suddenly in their care, the police launch a 
crowdfunding campaign. Photos flood the internet, puppies fast asleep, 
their soft, floppy bodies slumped over dark blue police hats. The police 
explain how they have ‘rescued’ the puppies from ‘neglect’ and are now 
‘fostering’ them until they are ready for ‘adoption’ to their ‘forever homes’. 
The senior sergeant of police appears in a video on Facebook speaking 
about how wonderful the dogs have been for his staff’s stress levels. The 
police’s rescue efforts appear on national Nine News. 

In an instant the police become everyday heroes on social media. Gosh 
how beautiful. You guys are awesome. I love this photo. I want one Dad, my 
birthday present? Well done guys. Another example that we have the best 
police in the world. Public opinion swarms in unity and the police are 
thanked profusely for making the community a better place. But there 
is one comment quite different from the others. It simply says: These 
puppies were stolen from somebody’s home. There is no reply. Not one like. 
It just sits there, hanging. Impossible to see, or perhaps just too easy to 
ignore. Like fresh, clear rain falling in a muddied pothole.

VI
As my partner continued to speak over dinner on the porch, I came to 
understand that to steal something is more or less an illegitimate act; the 
stealer is not allowed to steal, and if caught they can generally expect to 
be punished. But there is legitimacy to the act of removal that comes laden 
with power. An authority always reinforces the actions of the person who 
‘removes’ something. Be it a parent, a police officer, or the government.

II
On a normal Thursday morning, a week earlier, a number of police 
vehicles bumped awkwardly down my sister-in-law’s street. The potholes 
are always large there. And the police are always awkward. They can sense 
the ground is unstable, even though their shoes are solid and their tyres 
always have good tread. The potholes in the road are not of government 
concern. But the people who live there, and precisely the nature of how 
they live, are.

Residents watched from their shaded verandahs. They waited to see 
whose home the police would visit today. With a slow precision, the 
vehicles stopped. Eight police and two rangers stepped down from the 
convoy of cars and entered my sister-in-law’s empty home. Moments 
later, the police reappeared carrying five young puppies. Their mother 
skirted anxiously at the men’s feet. The door that caged her offspring 
slammed shut with the heavy sound of metal locking against metal. She 
cowered back from the police and their heavy boots, and turned to see my 
sister-in-law running home from work. 

A neighbour had called out, but it was too late. The dogs were caged. 
Despite my sister-in-law’s protestations, her questions, the neighbours’ 
collective confusion and anger, these eight police and two rangers simply 
climbed back into their vehicles. Seatbelts secured. Their eyes set on the 
bumpy road ahead. They drove away with the dogs.

In total, twenty-five dogs were removed from Aboriginal homes that 
day, in this town. There had been no warning. No letter. No discussion. Not 
even a hint. Only, some people recalled, the curious presence of a female 
police officer taking photos of dogs and house numbers the previous day.

III
A week later I found myself in the office of a lady who works for Child 
Protection. She told me a story about a child we both knew. 

‘Oh, that little girl. She came up to me in front of everyone at the airport 
one day, and in perfect English—she knew exactly what she was doing—
she said, you’re the lady who steals children,’ the woman told me. 

I nodded in understanding, but it wasn’t understanding she was looking 
for. It was outrage. I couldn’t give her that, so I asked instead how she 
responded. 

‘Well, I explained that I don’t steal children, I just remove them when 
their parents aren’t looking after them properly.’



107 | Vidya Rajan106 | Westerly 63.1

Pre‑emptive mourning
Vidya Rajan

Vidya Sai Rajan is a writer and 
performance‑maker working 
across poetry, live art, and 
written and devised work.  
She is currently working with 
Theatreworks as an associate 
artist, and Lonely company and 
Screen Australia on new work. 
Her poetry has been published 
by Monash University Press and 
Cordite, and she is appearing at 
the Queensland Poetry Festival 
this year.

The kitchen is a museum
when the lights are off.
Forks glint, moonlit,
dishes embrace,
a mop is resentful 
by the fridge door.
He was a sentry
for a fractured country
and this is one duty too many.
All of it
will have to go someday,
he’s seen it before. 
That is the nature of collections, whether by
freak accident or tide or history
or decision-making body.
The toaster glowers—
some things you don’t want to know.
Remember the empty saucer?
A porcelain moon in the dark
eclipsed to pieces
on a clean floor.
It was thinking too closely.
Not of the girl, but of her memory,
which segmented time like a clock.

VII
I live less than a kilometre away from my sister-in-law, and because of my 
skin colour, my education, and the spatial distance that lies between our 
homes, I can rest assured that eight police are not going to enter my house 
when I’m at work, remove my dogs and proceed to produce a social media 
campaign about it. I live with that kind of security. 

Yet the fences on my street are markedly taller than those where my 
sister-in-law lives. The gates here are always closed. The dogs don’t play 
with each other, instead they bark in passing, while I nod my head at 
neighbours whose names I don’t know.
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Let me tell you a story about my grandmother Marie—about the first time 
she was taken by the wind. I was five or six years old, sitting on the floor 
playing by myself, and an old friend of hers named Jane told me the story 
while the two of them sipped from their teacups, knitted, and sometimes 
smiled to each other.

Let me tell you a story about Marie, she said. And I asked who Marie 
was. Laughing, she told me that Marie was Gran’s name. She had only 
ever been Gran to me. Later, round about when I started uni, she became 
Granmarie, and every time I said it we smiled at our little shared joke.

Let me tell you a story about Marie. She and Jane were old South 
Africans. They had grown up together, living on the same street, going 
to the same school, both getting married to men who went to the army 
when they were young and moved to Johannesburg once they returned 
from service. Jane went first, and a few years later, Marie’s husband (my 
grandfather, although I never met him) was offered a job at a bank and the 
two friends were reunited. The same happened when Marie’s husband 
decided that he and his family would leave South Africa to take advantage 
of the opportunities on the mines in Western Australia. Marie, my mother, 
and my grandfather settled in Kalgoorlie where my grandparents had 
three more children. Jane and her family followed not long after this, 
and the friends saw their respective children grow up there, and soon 
followed those children to Perth, where came grandchildren and old age.

We were young, Jane said, still children, the first time she was taken 
by the wind. And then to Gran she said, Do you remember? The sun came 
over Gran’s face, and to me she was suffused in a golden light, and seemed 
so many years younger, a little girl who looked like me, with large eyes and 
a freckled face. Her wrinkles were still there, the white hair, the slightly 
drooping jowls, but over this, my memory still superimposes that other 
image. And this new look never left her face for as long as I knew her. 

Panic Attack
Vidya Rajan

These lungs are Siamese twins.
They cannot help but fold to each other.
But they are wretched, in double loss:
knowledge has escaped with breath.

They cannot help but fold to each other,
a dark and silent embrace. 
Knowledge has escaped with breath.
The year takes an axe to itself.

A dark and silent embrace,
while thought abandons language.
The year takes an axe to itself.
Soon, there is a repeating chorus.

While thought abandons language,
the self, though it wishes, cannot.
Soon, there is a repeating chorus.
The mind stripped of body, or vice-versa.

The self, though it wishes, cannot.
Tenses, past and future, collapse.
The mind stripped of body, or vice-versa.
A gasp is a fractured aria.

Tenses, past and future, collapse.
And they are wretched, in double loss.
These lungs
are Siamese twins gasping
through a fracture—
     singing, singing. 
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But I couldn’t talk. I sat and listened, smiling sometimes, laughing 
sometimes, although I didn’t really feel the laughter. Listening. A few 
times there was a lull in the conversation and I came close to speaking 
but each time someone piped up with a light story that made everyone 
laugh, and what I had to say seemed trivial. Then my mum looked at me, 
and I knew that she could see the words behind my silence, and I spoke.

Do you remember Jane, I asked, Gran’s friend from South Africa? 
Everyone knew her. She had been such a big part of Granmarie’s life, part 
of the life of the family. She came to family dinners and Sunday lunches. 
She spent Christmases with us. Our two families grew up together, 
successive generations of children learning to play together. My first 
friends were Jane’s grandchildren, and my mum could say the same about 
Jane’s children. I didn’t need to ask, but it was as good a way as any to 
ease myself into the role of speaker. So I spoke about the story that I had 
been told by Granmarie’s friend. But I didn’t tell that story. Instead, I spoke 
about the look on Gran’s face, how she had seemed transformed, how 
she was young in that moment. And I said that I had never seen her the 
same way again. Faces nodded and smiled. Nobody said anything about 
it, and then we moved on to other reminiscences. I was pleased with the 
reception of my story.

And I was especially pleased that I didn’t tell the rest of the story, which 
would have felt like a betrayal at the time, with Granmarie so freshly gone.

Jane died not long after she told me the story, if  I remember right. And 
I remember her being kind and telling a story that made two old friends 
and a little girl smile in a lounge room lit by weak sunlight coming through 
gauzy lace curtains. A story that transformed one of the women in the 
eyes of the girl and formed a strong bond—and a shared joke—between 
an old woman and her granddaughter.

The story Jane told me took place when they were both schoolchildren. 
Jane was sitting in class, staring out the window, when she saw Marie 
walking away from the school building. Their school was high on a hill, and 
Marie walked to the fence that bordered a long green slope leading down 
to a river that flowed out to the sea, which sat on the horizon like a grey 
cloud. At the fence, Marie looked out into the distance, and turned to look 
right into Jane’s questioning eyes before floating up into the air. Her arms 
spread, her blue cotton dress rippled in the breeze, and she lifted off the 
grass like dancing. The friends, separated by the open classroom window, 
started to laugh so hard that the entire class turned to watch Marie flying 
around the playground. She was soon called down by a teacher who ran out 
to see what the commotion was. She floated down with ease and let herself 
be led into the school and into the principal’s office, where she was expelled.

From then on, she was always Gran, and she was always Marie, and she 
was also that sublime double-exposure. And in that moment, I knew that 
I too wanted to be more than what I was.

There wasn’t much to the story that Jane told, and I laughed, thinking 
it was the curious kind of lie that the old tell the young. A few years later, 
when I first learned what a metaphor was, I spent some time thinking that 
it had been a metaphor, although I didn’t know for what. When I was in 
my mid-teens and knew that I understood sex, I decided that it had been 
a metaphor for Gran’s sexual awakening: the moment when she became a 
woman. I half-heartedly believed that for a few years. Only in my twenties 
did I start to suspect that the story may have been absolutely literal, 
although I struggled to accept that truth, and couldn’t bring myself to ask. 
I told myself that either she wouldn’t remember or she would tell me that 
I had been right as a child, that it was a joke.

Either would have been a disappointment. I came to understand that 
for me it had to be true.

The day after Granmarie died, all of  the Perth family were sitting 
together in my parents’ living room, and everybody was telling stories 
about her, joking, laughing, wishing that we’d had more time, and 
remembering the woman we’d known. My mum told a few stories about 
the shit she’d gotten up to behind her mother’s back when a teenager: 
sneaking boys in, smoking pot in the shed outside. My mum’s brother 
said that back when Gran had smoked, he used to hide cigarettes in her 
handbag, so that if  she found them she would assume they were hers. 
Someone spoke about her love of the sea, and the look on her face when 
she sat on the beach, legs straight ahead, or waded out into the water until 
she was waist-deep, arms spread out.

I wanted to share as well. I had stories to tell about my Granmarie. 
I had memories that had stuck with me since childhood and that were 
fundamental to me. Granmarie had made better spag bol than anyone 
else. All the people I grew up with agreed on that. As a child I slept better 
at Granmarie’s house than anywhere else: at home I sometimes struggled 
to fall asleep, but at Granmarie’s house I would close my eyes to the dark 
room and wake up to the sun shining through the curtains as if I had just 
blinked—rested, but feeling as if no time had passed between those two 
images. I gardened with Granmarie, on my knees next to her, digging 
in beds, planting her favourite brightly coloured roses, and pulling up 
bunches of weeds with green-gloved hands. I once almost drowned at 
her house, but my dad saved me. I went to her house after uni and after 
school. She kept a jar of lollies on the coffee table and spent her days 
watching soap operas.
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I came to this ancient city of child emperors, tea wars, and men who stare 
down tanks, hoping fossils from the Flaming Cliffs of the Mongolian Gobi 
might have made their way to the People’s capital.

Thirty-seven-degree humidity—like trying to breathe through a wet 
sheet. Four light-years on the subway from Weigongcun watching back-
lit ads slip-flicker through windows, to a tiny museum next to the zoo, 
thick iron scaffolding clearly visible holding up each osseous puzzle, as 
though the remains have been pieced together by one of the welders 
who squat in front of my hotel in a shower of sparks without gloves or 
eye protection. To keep them from moving, I’m told, and I cannot help but 
imagine a panicked official somewhere south of Tiananmen radioing a 
report of dinosaur bones stilt-tapping and swaying through hutong like 
bamboo scaffolding run amok, children racing in their wake pointing and 
choking on ginseng candies and dried squid.

Wrong heads? The rib cage of an occasional water buffalo? A row of 
alligator teeth? Who can say? A disappointment after the sprawling Royal 
Tyrrell Museum of my childhood—that giant house of wonders and terror 
situated north of Drumheller in the Alberta Badlands. When my father 
was my age, he’d wandered those hills and collected treasures of his own: 
flint arrowheads. A spiralling ammonite. A petrified egg.  

As I leave the museum, I read a sign beside the zoo’s old gate detailing 
Beijing’s occupation by the Japanese military in ’37, during which the zoo 
was mostly destroyed and the fields that fed the animals burned, leaving 
its sole elephant to slowly starve to death as it looked out over pillars of 
smoke, wall after wall ruined, but not the four that kept the giant beast 
trapped without sustenance. 

Only, I read, thirteen monkeys and an old emu survived.

• • •

A difficult story to believe. Like really believe. It was always easy to 
believe something about the story. Easy to understand it as a metaphor or 
allegory. But I always found it difficult to accept it as a reality. It took me 
a lot of years to learn how to love my Granmarie enough to believe that 
she really had flown. At first, I borrowed Jane’s language, saying that the 
wind had taken her, as if she had been an object. But I began to feel that I 
could know Granmarie more completely if I understood that she had been 
the one who had flown, who had chosen to fly. Only, by the time I believed 
fully, it was too late. She was gone, and I couldn’t ask her how it had felt to 
lift off of the ground and look out at the sea and float back down to earth. 
I couldn’t ask her how I could fly.

I have taken to wading out into the ocean in memory of her, except I 
don’t stop at waist height. I keep walking until I can’t stand, then I float in 
the water, look up at the sky, close my eyes, and imagine.
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Nodding, braying, and growling. The scuffing of paws and hooves on 
the hard packed earth next to the still-smouldering ticket booth. Shadows 
of vultures wheel across the seated animals and elephant pen, and the air 
smells of smoke and urine.

A peacock spreads its tail, asks a goat if that was in fact a parable, or 
just an example of an elephant being, well, an elephant. The goat rolls its 
eyes, licks a stone, which one of the monkeys picks up and raises above 
its head. 

Stone the beast! 
Within seconds the monkeys have gathered rocks and are racing en 

masse to the elephant’s enclosure, where the giant stands gasping in the 
shade of a banyan tree. The elephant’s ribs are visible, her eyes crusted. 

The monkeys climb to the top of the wall and hurl stones, each rock 
raising dust off the beast’s hide. The elephant flaps an ear, blinks an 
eye. The other residents of the zoo have gone quiet, and the sounds of 
the stones hitting the giant’s leathery skin echo like the blows of the 
zookeeper’s wife’s carpet whip as she whacked dust from rugs in a now-
lost past life. 

• • •

Picture this same story as a fusion of shadow-puppet theatre and Peking 
opera. A starless night, a tall silk screen onto which wavering lamplight 
casts hues of copper. Children sit cross-legged in the dust at the foot of 
the screen, their parents in lawn chairs farther back. The dark shape of 
a Japanese Zero slides right to left on light-cut wings, and an oversized 
bomb drops slowly, whistling towards the earth. A giraffe gallops left to 
right. Monkeys move like ocean waves back and forth across the screen 
in an arm-linked chain. The lone emu stands still, surrounded by black 
flames. 

The quavering voice of the opera star as soundtrack. Atonal, a lament. 
Narration and interpretation fill the spaces between songs. In what 
language does the narrator speak? And into what language does the 
interpreter translate? None of the animals speak, but they dream of 
language, of wrapping their tongues around their secret names, syllables 
the Lord spoke on the fifth day, before history and Babel. How many words 
in all the languages of the world are there for monkey? How many for war?

• • •

See now the girl sitting in a pool of her blue silk dress clutching her dead 
mother’s hand. The girl’s father, the head zookeeper, lies dead next to his 

Imagine a monkey perched on the back of an emu. Imagine that this 
monkey holds court over not just a dozen other monkeys, but all of the 
surviving animals. 

In times of crisis, speaketh the ape, sacrifices must be made. 
It sure as hell ain’t gonna be one of his own, or his squawking pedestal 

there, grumbles a boar.   
The boar’s right, of course. And dinner. 

Consider, expounds the monkey, again seated upon the emu, the plight of 
comrade elephant. 

Day two and none of the surviving animals can tell if  it’s the same 
monkey or one of his cousins. The Party of Thirteen are too dextrous, too 
loud, too nimble to be questioned or challenged.

Trapped by four walls. And yet, here the monkey pauses and points in 
the general direction of the starving pachyderm, and yet, are they not 
walls of her own making?

A brown bear scratches her head, glances at the empty space where 
the boar should have sat, would have surely pointed out that no, in fact 
the walls were walls, and just what in the hell was this curly-tailed little shit 
gibbering on about now?

But even the bear’s thoughts are drowned by the chorus of chattering 
and hooting agreement from the other twelve monkeys. 

This, comrades, is the parable of the elephant: a beast the size of the 
world sits in the hot sun. When it sucks in breath, it drags us all towards 
it like the great winds of a typhoon, drawing yellow dust off the far Gobi 
to coat our homes and food and muddy our eyes. The monkey clears his 
throat, scans the crowd. The leopards have left in the night, slunk off with 
their cub to some dark place in the rubble of the burning city. But there 
are still bears and meerkats, a monitor lizard, antelopes and gazelles, a 
dehorned rhinoceros, a crowd of zebras and goats. 

And when the elephant pulls water up its trunk, it dries riverbeds and 
lakes, leaves fish flapping and gasping in mud. And, dear brothers and 
sisters, when it eats, it consumes islands and forests, leaves the rest of us 
with nothing but giant paddies of digested wheat. I ask you, friends, does 
this sound like the posturing of a true comrade? 

Murmurs of confusion. A zebra shakes its head, brays no. The goats 
take up the chorus. 

That’s right. And this is the parable of the elephant, from which we must 
all learn one simple truth: an animal cannot be a consumer and a citizen at 
the same time. 
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She hears the soldiers stop outside. Footsteps through the open door. And 
then screams, a terrible snarling, silence. 

She waits for what feels like hours before venturing from her hiding 
place, peers straight into the veterinary station at a leopard hunched 
over a soldier’s torn and still body. The giant cat’s eyes glow in the dark. 
And beyond it the boots of the other man and another pair of eyes, along 
with the lower, smaller eyes of a cub. She bows to the family of cats and 
backs away. 

At dawn she returns, exhausted and famished, to the elephant enclosure, 
lowers herself through the fence and down the embankment to where the 
rock-coloured giant waits for the girl’s father to deliver vegetables and 
water. Standing so close, she sees that the beast is not still, that it sways 
gently and trembles, as if humming nervously. 

An emu pedals past, its shadow-puppet outline above the enclosure 
fleeting against the rising sun. 

The elephant wraps its trunk around the girl’s head like a turban, and 
the girl reaches up to stroke the trunk with both hands, as if keeping the 
hat in place through a gust of wind. 

We will starve to death together, Lao Zhu, thinks the girl. But at least we 
will not be alone. 

Too weak to move, the girl and the elephant fall into a restless slumber, 
and the girl dreams that she has died and returned to this same zoo as an 
infant elephant. White butterflies cover her enclosure like falling ash, and 
a girl with too-large ears enters and steps carefully through the flexing 
wings holding a crate of gourds and bananas. The girl places the crate on 
the ground and reaches out to stroke the zookeeper’s daughter’s now-
square forehead. The girl’s hands are leathery and smell of the earth.

• • •

I set out in search of fossils, and yet it is the bones of the zookeeper’s 
daughter that I cannot stop thinking about. There is no graveyard at the 
zoo, or near it, and I wonder who might have found the girl’s bones, should 
such a history have taken place. Did they prepare her for burial, or fail to 
see her at all in the midst of the giant skeleton of the elephant? A secret 
graveyard of her own, perhaps.

Later, I discover that, like the remains of the zookeeper’s daughter, 
the National Museum’s collection of inscribed oracle bones has gone 
missing. Probably I should have expected this. Their glass cases are lined 
with photos instead, glorious images of human calcium to be sure, but an 

wife, both killed by shrapnel from the exploding fox den. The girl heard 
the whistle of the bombs on the same wind that once blew yellow dust 
off the Gobi in spring, the dragonfly buzz of strafing aircraft, the ungodly 
howling and screeching of the animals. She has arranged her parents like 
this, side by side, hands over hearts, feet pointed west, beneath the dome 
of what was once a visitors’ centre, and is now half open to the ruined 
world. She waits nearly two days before abandoning their bodies in 
search of food. Her stomach aches as though it has twisted inside of her, 
wrung but not smoothed. 

Outside the visitors’ centre, she tracks the cacophony of surviving 
animals to the elephant enclosure, finds monkeys tossing rocks at the 
poor creature. The girl picks up a handful of stones and returns fire, 
scatters the monkeys in a dozen directions. The elephant, who was named 
Lao Zhu before its captor realised she was a she, shakes her hide and 
ears, raises a dust storm. The girl clocks the elephant’s ribs, its laboured 
breathing. When the girl was younger, she would wrap herself around 
the elephant’s foreleg as it walked. Once, she had slipped off, cried out in 
panic, afraid the beast would tread on her without even noticing, but Lao 
Zhu had frozen mid-step, foreleg off the ground, waiting for her to pick 
herself up. 

Such a dainty stepper, this one. And how, the girl wonders now, did she 
support her weight? What frame lay beneath her leathery hide? How dense, 
how heavy her bones?

Evening drifts into the ruined zoo like soot on a breeze and still the girl 
cannot find a morsel to eat. There are small animals about, of course, but 
it is beyond her to catch them, and a further impossibility to kill the very 
creatures she was raised to care for. A flicker of light from the visitors’ 
centre, moving, a pale glow, and for an instant she imagines that the 
spirits of her parents have risen as spectres to haunt the abandoned zoo. 
She draws nearer and finds a pair of Japanese soldiers standing over 
her mother and father, the soldiers’ faces lizard-like and terrible in the 
artificial glow. The men see her and shine flashlights into her eyes. Even in 
her blindness she turns and runs, hears them shout and follow. She races 
towards the back of the zoo and stops at a dead end. On her left, an open 
door leading to the veterinary station, on her right, a janitor’s closet. She 
chooses the closet, hoping the soldiers will see the open door opposite 
and assume she has passed through it.

Crouching inside, overwhelmed by ammonia and the earthy scent of 
empty birdseed sacks, she clutches a mop, imagines the door opening. 



119 | Julia Prendergast118 | Westerly 63.1

Mercy
Julia Prendergast

Julia’s novel The Earth Does Not 
Get Fat was published by UWA 
Publishing (2018). Julia’s stories 
are included in the current 
edition of Australian Short 
Stories (2018, eds. Bruce Pascoe 
and Lyn Harwood). Julia is a 
Lecturer in Writing and 
Literature at Swinburne 
University, Melbourne.

I pretend today is any old day but it’s not—I know the baby is coming.
I take Teddy to the beach in the afternoon—his last day as an only 

child. I watch him run away from the waves, laughing delightedly at the 
undertow, sparkly brown-wet skin. I wonder whether I can love another 
child as much as I love Teddy. Is there room for all that love? Do I have 
enough?

I drop by the Wharfie after the beach. I ask Dean if he would please 
come home early today. I have never asked him that before. Not once. I 
don’t explain. Dean’s friend with the tattoo eyes like large black stars is 
staring hard—at my belly, at my hands, lingering at my breasts. I clench 
Teddy’s hand and get out of there as fast as I can.

I give Teddy his dinner. He is bleary-eyed and I run him a bath while he 
eats. Before long, he is tucked up in bed and I kiss his soapy clean neck, his 
skin smells as familiar as my own. I take the clothes from the line, pausing 
intermittently in the hazy twilight, crouching—hands flat against the grey 
concrete path. 

Never mind, I tell myself—women have managed this by themselves for 
centuries, but it’s no consolation because those women had each other. 
I want my mum, even though I haven’t seen her for years and I hate her 
with all my heart. 

I take the clothes inside. The wind wheezes in the old roof like a boiling 
kettle, whirling and tumbling as if  it will lift the ragged asbestos at any 
moment. Nothing would surprise me now. I’m not even here, not really. 
The aluminium venetians rattle and chatter. I make a cup of tea—in that 
time, the pain doubles. My belly clenches furiously. A boulder pounds my 
cervix. I walk to the table, planting my hands there, watching my knuckles 
turn moon-white as the pain peaks. 

I close my eyes. All I hear is the screeching windvane. The force 
is suffocating—slamming my baby’s head down, belting my cervix. I 

image of an artefact isn’t quite the thing, is it? These photos read like an 
apology: 

Dear Sirs and Madams,
Thank you for your interest in ancient magic and fortune 
telling with spell-inscribed human femurs. The bones are 
gone, and with them all knowledge of what lies ahead. 
Sincerely,
The National Museum of China’s Department of Antiquities 
and Dangerously Potent Supernatural Artefacts.

And now a distant rattling everywhere I walk. No stars through the smog 
at night, no heavenly portents to compensate for the missing bones.
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With my arm stretched between my legs, I feel something soft and fluid 
as water—my baby’s lips? Weeping more urgently, with a half-conceived 
desire to check for a cord around my baby’s neck, I thrust my hand deeper, 
catching a torso as limbs land on floorboards. 

I turn onto my back, holding the small, wrinkled face to mine. Her 
nose is congested and I put my mouth over it, suck hard and spit. I do 
the same to her mouth. She makes a noise, like air escaping from a 
balloon. She scrunches her face as if she will cry. I hear the beginning 
of a cry but then she sneezes. I smell damp new skin like untempered 
lust, almond water and virgin-breath, panting. Everything stills. The 
windvane stops screeching and my baby girl blinks at me, suspiciously 
and contentedly. 

‘It’s okay. It’s okay,’ I say.
As the stillness settles on us, I name her… Chelsea. I like the sound of 

the name. I can hear the water in it: shells and sea—shells-sea. The origin 
of the name is Old English. It means: river landing place, port for chalk 
or limestone. Not as pretty as shells and sea. I name her after the ocean. 

My name means mercy and grace. Some people believe that grace is 
bestowed on you, like magic, but I think grace is how you live your life. 
I think you earn it. Grace is why you deserve mercy, and mercy is like 
forgiveness—it’s a second chance. But sometimes the mercy is all used 
up on the lucky people. Sometimes there’s no mercy left over for those 
whose grace is a bit shabby, a bit underworld.

I cradle Chelsea between my neck and shoulder, skin on skin. I lay a 
clean towel over her and I breathe deeply, hoping mercy will come.

When I arrive at the hospital, the midwife does all the usual stuff, blood 
pressure and temperature. She asks me how it happened. She says: ‘Why 
didn’t you get to the hospital in time?’

I say nothing.
The midwife says that Chelsea will go into a humidicrib to warm up. 

‘She is far too cold. Why didn’t you come to the hospital? What on earth 
happened, Honey?’

The ‘Honey’ is there for good measure but there’s nothing sweet; it 
sounds like Bad Mother! 

I’m hollow—I’m still at home, staring at the steaming grey placenta on 
dusty floorboards, wrapping my babe in towels with blood-wet hands— 
the wind is quiet as if  I only imagined the fury, the umbilical cord limp 
like a spent penis.

I wanted Dean home early. Straight and sober, PLEASE—that’s what I 
wanted to say but I had to get away from tattoo eyes, the stench of stale 

can’t make it stop and I cry in harmony with the rusty squeal of the 
windvane.

I walk the few steps to the iron, collapsing onto one knee as I bend 
towards the power switch. Shuffling back to the table, I plant my palms 
against the surface, pushing against the weathered timber as if  I am 
shifting heavy furniture, marching my feet against the floor. I am unsteady. 
I feel that my legs are dipping below the floor level. I’m seeing stars. 

After five minutes and three long pains I fall, knees and elbows 
thwacking floorboards. I lay my cheek against the cool boards, 
surrendering. I vomit but it’s clear, only water. I can’t even lift my head. 
The vomit runs along the grooves in the weathered boards—time moves 
forward in heaving waves. 

I pull a towel from the washing basket, resting my head there, closing 
my eyes. My cheeks are burning; my feet are freezing. I’m so thirsty. 
The cold, outside smell of the towel is overwhelming and for a moment, 
I wonder if  I’m still outside near the clothesline. Am I dreaming? I see 
wayward ghosts, flying around the line in the windy tangle of our clothes. 
Familiar ghosts, dancing in our clothes. I open one eye—I’m on the kitchen 
floor. I’m losing it—mind and body separated—this is what labour does. No 
need for drugs. I’m elsewhere.

Pushing my underwear over my ankles, thighs aching, calf  muscles 
cramping. My movements are spasmodic and I accidentally move the 
towel that is under my head. Crying wildly, I push up onto my hands and 
knees, growling—I no longer sound like me.

The height of my body from the floor dizzies me. Dry-retching, I lower 
onto one elbow, trying to reach inside myself. My nightie is in the way. I 
lift one leg, sob, and lift the other, pulling roughly at my nightie. I want my 
clothes off. All of a sudden I’m prickly hot. I lie on my side, gouging my 
neck and collarbone. ‘No more,’ I cry. ‘No more.’

When the pain comes again, I’m up, pushing furiously—abdominals 
clenched like a large rock, warm and smooth, vomiting vagina, softest 
parts distended. I fight beyond the pain—the burning demands it.

Lifting my nightie, I glance through the tunnel of my legs. The floor is 
covered in blood; water; shit. Moaning, long and guttural like an injured 
child—retching furiously, nothing left to vomit. The wind howls close 
as if  I’m caught in the roof. I call ‘Help!’ but there is no-one. I reach 
between my legs and feel the hard, hairy ball of my baby’s half-born 
head. I whimper like a dying dog, and call again. ‘No more,’ I say. ‘Help,’ 
I splutter. ‘No No… more.’ I cry hopelessly, resting my cheek in a pool of 
vomit-water.

I moan—it sounds like strangulation and longing. 
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Simbovala rubs soap against the washer, rubbing the warm cloth across 
my neck and collarbone, lingering at the violet bruises—the strangling 
was a close call—it made me feel like someone else was there with me; like 
I had some control; like I could end it. 

Simbovala washes my arms and hands, one bloodied fingertip at a time. 
Taking the showerhead, she rinses me with warm water. Smothering soap 
on the face washer, and more water, she spreads my knees wide, washing 
the blood from my inner thighs, paying attention to the flaps and folds 
and dried matted blood, gently—gently, as if  my intimate layers were 
delicate pink petals, her hands gentle as warm water, her voice smooth 
and bottomless as black glass.

Simbovala’s voice is a quiet hum: ‘Your mother suffered an aneurysm.’
I close my eyes. Time is empty and wind-less under the willow tree. I 

remember that the earth never has its fill of human flesh. No matter how 
many people die, the earth is never satisfied. It wants more bodies. Does 
Simbovala Sesay remember that? Under the willow she taught me about 
the insatiable earth—The earth does not get fat, she whispered in my ear, 
again and again, her breath greedy, my neck craned—The earth does not 
get fat. The hair on my neck stood on end. I was panting as Simbovala 
summoned the dead spirits to the greedy earth, my innards buzzing and 
clenching without my say-so.

Dr Sesay brings me back to the present, speaking in tones like quiet 
men singing. ‘Your mother died.’ I look down at my thighs, watch new 
blood pool hopelessly. ‘It was fast. She did not suffer.’

I’m cradled in warm onyx glass. Gentle hands caress my slack 
belly, achingly tender at my inner thighs as if  I’m her broken lover— 
nevertheless tones humming, just for me. It’s the most intimate moment I 
have ever known… mercy and kindness, flailing desire, breathless wonder.

‘Do you understand, Annie? Your mother is...’
The earth does not get fat. The earth does not get fat.

Note: ‘Mercy’ is a chapter from Julia Prendergast’s debut novel, The Earth Does Not 
Get Fat, published by UWA Publishing in April 2018.

beer in dusty carpet, bitter man-sweat. I knew my baby was coming—
bodies have memories, twisted and sinewy like an umbilical cord.

The doctor comes. Her name is Dr S. Sesay. That’s what her nametag says 
but I know who she really is. Her name is Simbovala. I know her hands. I 
know her eyes like black glass mirrors. I know the shape of her hairline, 
smooth around her forehead like a half moon and then little peaks at each 
side like a cat’s ears.

‘Hello, Annie,’ she says to the chart and then her black-glass eyes 
startle open, black as black, and latch onto me.

‘Hello,’ I say, crying quietly.
‘All will be well now,’ she says. She is talking about my baby girl of 

course, but it’s her voice that gets me. ‘You will stay and rest a few days,’ 
she adds. Gently, using the soft of her thumb, she pulls at the skin beneath 
my eye and peers in. 

‘I think you’re a bit anaemic.’ She turns to the midwife and orders blood 
work. 

The midwife says: ‘So black under the eyes.’ 
Staring into Simbovala’s eyes, like black-glass mirrors, I feel as if I’m 

in a dream. I close my eyes. I’m floating in pitch-dark water, warm. For a 
moment I see myself as she might see me. I feel manhandled and dirty 
and my eyes startle open, but she smiles, takes my hands firmly in hers, 
doctor smooth. I am cast back. I am under the weeping willow tree of our 
childhood and I am in love. 

Dr Simbovala Sesay turns to the midwife. ‘Could you get hold of 
some toiletries?’ The midwife says that she can take over from here but 
Simbovala Sesay gives her the black glass look and off she goes.

I grab Simbovala’s hands. ‘Please! Don’t tell my parents I’m here. You 
can’t tell. Can you? Because of patient privacy… Doctors can’t tell.’

‘I will say nothing.’ She sighs in the heavy, humming way that I’ve only 
heard African people sigh: it is internal and it has other sounds in it, like 
their laughing.

I am crying, grabbing at both of her hands with both of my mine. ‘Do 
you still live there?’

‘No,’ she says firmly. ‘I will help you shower and then you must sleep.’
‘I can manage,’ I say.
‘Nevertheless I will help you.’ When she says nevertheless it’s like a 

song—there are tones in it that we don’t have.
She sits me on a chair in the hospital shower. The midwife comes. Again 

she offers to take over but Dr Simbovala Sesay says crossly: ‘Would you 
please attend to Mrs Morris.’
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Once again, at this season
the garden has many rooms
for the more-than-human…

But in your final room,
your every desire
becomes the lulling sound 

of mist; a better sleep
wraps you
like a pod.

a final room
Stu Hatton

Stu Hatton is a poet, critic and 
editor based in Dja Dja Wurrung 
country. His work has appeared 
in The Age, Best Australian 
Poems, Cordite Poetry Review, 
Overland and elsewhere.

To dream heavily
& contemplate a return
to the world…

(if a city 
spitting itself into the sky
can be called ‘the world’)

… but sleep
does not
come near—

it would rather
burn dust &
walk walls.

Evening had seemed
approachable enough,
but no…

when you felt most sure
of being alone
& uninterrupted,

& despite 
all the privy eyes
you had bought,

small noises
left craters
upon the bed.
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The Weight of Things
Rachael Mead

Rachael Mead is a poet, short 
story writer, arts reviewer and 
bookseller living in South 
Australia. Her latest poetry 
collection, The Flaw in the 
Pattern, was published by UWAP 
earlier this year. 

A woman wearing scuffed slippers a couple of sizes too large opens the 
door within seconds of my knock. She introduces herself  as Patrick’s 
wife. When I ask her name, she seems a little surprised, as if a shadow had 
been asked how it feels to be outside. I sidle past Sandra into the hallway, 
making sure I don’t bark her shins with my kit as I move past. The house 
has the hot, close sweetness of a fox den dusted with baby powder.

She ushers me down the hallway and I follow her, peeking into each of 
the rooms as I pass their open doorways. The lounge and formal dining 
rooms are neat as pins, dim light diffusing through heavy curtains. An 
old cathode ray television faces a modular couch in apricot velvet. Dark 
veneer shelves hold a set of encyclopedias and neat rows of CDs and 
paperbacks. The dining room is polished and spotless, the mahogany table 
and sideboard both topped with the curled arms of silver candelabra, 
reminding me of a museum diorama through which not even the air has 
been allowed to move. The walls are bare. No art. No mirrors. Nothing to 
lend a flash of light or reflected movement. 

It is not until I move past the kitchen that there’s any evidence of life. A 
crooked spine of stacked bowls clutters the dish rack and the rich aroma 
of coffee and fried bacon hangs in the air. 

My stomach gurgles. I started on the 5:2 diet last week and today is a 
fast day, which means I’ve skipped breakfast and won’t eat until dinner. 
My last set of holidays gave me a nasty shock when I tried to get back into 
my uniform. Steps had to be taken. Hugh rolled his eyes and gave me the 
spiel about calling myself a feminist but the truth is he hasn’t touched 
me for months. Even the spontaneous affection, the no-reason kisses 
and passing squeezes have dried up. I kiss him when I leave for work but 
suspect if I didn’t, even that barest touch would be gone.   

I rest my kit on the kitchen table and turn to Sandra, who’s still in the 
doorway, waiting for me to follow her farther into the house.

Night Beach
Rachael Petridis

Rachael Petridis is a founding 
member of the Fremantle 
writing group OOTA. Her work 
is widely published in a range of 
journals and anthologies. Her 
first collection, Sundecked 
(Australian Poetry Centre, 
2010), was commended in the 
Anne Elder Award.

how we seemed so young sleeping on a beach hands and feet deep
in grit salt and sand arms and legs tangled like kelp in a restless sea
how we gazed into ink blue skies lit by stars horizon receding into a 
thump of waves into the shush wash and splash how surprised we 
were at the cold chill sand the naked beach revealing spume flaying
the dark our bodies coupled to moonlight how resilient we were moored
to our raft’s desire brine on our eager lips breath warming and the ground
slipping
    slipping

https://uwap.uwa.edu.au/products/the-flaw-in-the-pattern
https://uwap.uwa.edu.au/products/the-flaw-in-the-pattern
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‘Straight down to business. Can’t fault you on that. Well, the catheter 
seems to be more of a problem for everyone else. Me? Not bothered. 
But Karen here will argue the point until we’re both blue in the face. 
Right, Karen?’

‘Yep.’ 
I turn to look at the round, curly-headed woman standing in the over-

sized doorway leading to an ensuite bathroom. She looks at me with the 
frank gaze of someone who expects an ally. Her uniform announces her 
as a registered nurse and her tight lips tell me that she’s near the limit of 
her patience. 

‘Came out last week and can’t say I’ve missed it.’ Patrick’s jovial tone 
makes Karen’s lips almost disappear.

‘The state of your legs would argue with that.’ Karen turns to me. ‘I’m 
here every Tuesday morning to deal with his leg ulcers. You can imagine 
how impressed I was to find him in this state. Five days. Tell her, Patrick. 
Let’s see what an ECP thinks about your ideas on infection control.’ 

‘Bloody hell, woman. Glass half empty, without fail. What about the 
fact that I’m getting out of bed? Several times a day, no less. Credit where 
credit’s due!’ 

‘I’ll give you that. But pissing down your legs in the shower because 
you can’t use the toilet is not a reasonable solution. How about using the 
catheter AND getting out of bed several times a day? That way you’re not 
aggravating the infection in those craters you’ve got all the way down 
your legs and gambling with septicaemia. Which can kill you by the way. 
As I keep saying.’ I can see the muscles in her jaw ticking. 

‘Right. Let’s see what we’re dealing with here.’ I move towards the bed, 
which dominates the cluttered room, stepping carefully around the ends 
of the thick wooden beams that stretch beneath the frame, spreading the 
load on the floor.  

I pull back the sheet. Patrick is naked. He’s propped up on a bank of 
pillows and doesn’t seem fazed by his state of undress. The bed is one of 
those special bariatric hospital ones and Patrick fills it. Karen moves in 
beside me and gestures at Patrick’s legs. ‘I haven’t dressed them yet because 
I thought we’d get the catheter in first. Once I’m sure we can keep them dry, 
I’ll get onto them.’ Karen looks at Patrick with the same expression I’m sure 
Sisyphus wore when faced with rolling that enormous boulder uphill for 
all eternity. The ulcers do not look good. They are more like fleshy craters 
pocking his lower legs, raw and glistening with serous ooze. Now the sheet 
is off, the syrupy smell of infected flesh adds itself to the heady mix.

‘They look worse than they feel,’ Patrick says, as if he has the final word 
on the subject. 

‘So, how’ve you been holding up?’ It always helps to build rapport 
with the primary caregiver. Let them know you see them, recognise 
their work; the unrelenting physical and emotional labour that remains 
invisible to everyone outside the planet and moon relationship of patient 
and carer.  

Sandra gives a tight smile then looks down at her feet. 
‘It’s not been a good week. The catheter came out last Friday and 

he’s refusing to have it put back in. But… ’ She trails off. ‘Well, I guess 
you’ll see when you look at his legs. Karen, his regular nurse, told me 
to call for an Extended Care Paramedic this morning, knowing she’d be 
here to help.’ 

‘O…kay… ’ This is strange. Replacing urinary catheters isn’t usually a 
team sport. 

Her expression’s opaque. ‘Well, we’d better head in. He’ll be wondering 
where we are.’

Sandra opens the door to the main bedroom and sensory overload 
smacks me in the face. I almost drop the kit. 

I step into a heavy, pungent warmth that has a presence all its own. The 
odour of baby powder, sweat and fried food is suffocating. I try to put my 
kit down but it’s not easy to find a clear space on the floor. 

This room is clearly the heart of the house. There’s a huge television 
on the wall facing the bed, a rerun of Midsomer Murders playing silently 
across the screen. Various wheeled tables like you’d find in a hospital 
room circle the bed, each piled to overflowing with laptops, game 
consoles, dirty crockery and glassware. A generously upholstered floral 
armchair sits next to the window, its matching footstool crouched like 
a loyal dog at its feet. Well-thumbed magazines, newspapers opened to 
half-finished crossword puzzles and crack-spined books of Sudoku are 
stacked on every flat surface. Piles of DVDs and computer games form a 
miniature city on the pale carpet. The maroon curtains are closed, the day 
beyond the glass giving the thick air a warm, womb-like glow.

‘Well, who do we have here? Haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you 
before, have we, Sandy?’ 

The booming voice adds to the overpowering atmosphere. I’m finding it 
hard to catch my breath. I unbutton my cuffs and roll up my sleeves. I need 
my hands to be busy as I look straight at Patrick, making sure I directly 
meet his eyes. They are alert and pale grey, a similar shade to the swoop 
of silver hair brushed across his forehead. The rest of his hair is dark but 
looks set to match the front within the next few years.  

‘You must be Patrick. I’m Tash. I hear you’ve had a bit of trouble with 
your catheter.’
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reach in with the syringe of lignocaine. Once that’s taken effect we’ll 
repeat and I’ll pop the catheter in. Sound like a plan?’

Everyone nods. Patrick wishes me all the best on my voyage. I’m not 
feeling overwhelmed with confidence but smile at him in what I hope is 
a professional manner then busy myself snapping on latex gloves and 
drawing the lignocaine into the syringe. How long has it been since Patrick’s 
penis has seen daylight? His size would make it impossible for him to reach 
it himself, which is why he’s been using the shower as a urinal. I imagine it, 
nestled back there in the moist darkness, pale and shy as a subterranean 
creature evolved to spend its life deep in the caverns of the earth. 

‘Ready? Karen?’ I start the timer on my phone. 
Sandra leans forward, taking hold of Patrick’s thighs as high up the leg 

as she can reach under the spread of Patrick’s belly. She pulls the flesh 
apart and I quickly stretch over his right thigh, leaning into the space she 
creates, using my elbow as a wedge. Karen is efficiency personified. The 
moment she has the bed lowered she’s up, bracing herself against the 
bed frame as she takes hold of the lowest fold of the flesh apron hanging 
from Patrick’s torso. I can see her biceps and triceps strain as she pulls. 
The skin of the pannus lifts away from Patrick’s thighs with a sound like a 
Kraft single peeling away from its siblings. 

I thrust my hand into the breach. The skin of Patrick’s thighs and belly 
is touching but with less pressure than if his full weight and gravity were 
still in the mix. I wiggle my hand deeper in the direction I believe his penis 
to be. It’s not easy to tell what’s what. All I can do is keep moving my hand 
deeper, feeling for something that has a different density or shape to the 
moist adipose tissue clasping at my hand and arm. The timer beeps. I 
usually only use the alarm and timer on holidays so the sound conjures 
up a response in me that’s in stark contrast to my current situation. 

I pull my arm out and Karen lowers the pannus, grabbing the bed’s 
controls to bring the bed up until the weight pressing down on Patrick’s 
chest and diaphragm lessens and he can breathe more easily. 

‘Sorry, Patrick. No joy that time. But I’m getting my bearings. Let me 
know when you’re ready to try again.’ 

We sit in silence around the edges of the bed, listening to each breath 
fill then huff from Patrick’s lungs. Once all indicators of stress have 
gone from the sound of his breath we look at each other and take up our 
positions.   

‘Now.’
I’m quickly back where I’d left off. I push farther, wiggling my fingers 

deeper between the folds. There’s a change under my glove, a different 
texture with a definite shape. I grab it. 

‘That’s the benefit of having crap circulation. The only benefit.’ Karen 
is taking no prisoners today, making the most of having medical backup 
to counter Patrick’s glibness.  

Despite the dire state of Patrick’s legs, my attention is on the catheter. 
The problem of the catheter, that is. 

‘Right,’ I say, as if  this wasn’t a thirteen on a scale of one to ten. ‘We 
need a plan of action.’ 

It has to be physically possible. He’s had one in before. I’ve been 
keeping my gaze fixed on the ulcers or Patrick’s eyes, but now I really 
have to look at his body.  

It is tremendous. He is mottled with the pale marks of skin stretched to 
capacity and his limbs look as if they have extra joints where rolls of flesh 
lie on top of each other. I can’t help but think that each of Patrick’s thighs 
is about as wide as I am. In the bathroom this morning, after a week on 
this bloody diet, the scale read 76 kg. Every time I feel my waistband cut 
in and my belly mushrooming out over the top I’m lanced with a shame 
that has the irritating effect of making me want to eat more. I wonder how 
long it would take for me, eating whenever and whatever I want, to get to 
Patrick’s size? It’s unlikely he’s been weighed in a very long time. The door 
to the bathroom has been widened but his bedroom door is standard. This 
room is his world. 

‘Right,’ I say again and Karen looks at me. I put a little extra business in 
my tone, in an attempt to recover my composure. ‘I’ll get my gear ready 
and set up the aseptic field. Karen, can you get rid of those pillows so we 
can crank the bed flat?’

‘Hold on there, missy. Have you done one of these before?’ Patrick 
booms.

Squashing a flare of irritation, I reach for humour. ‘Patrick, when I was 
young, if I’d known how many strange men’s penises I’d end up holding 
in my life, I’d’ve just gone straight for the good money and taken up sex 
work.’   

He laughs. ‘No offence, love. I’m only asking because I just need you to 
know that I can only last a minute at a time on my back.’ 

‘Of course.’ I smile even though I’d completely missed that. The time 
constraint really complicates things. 

‘Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. Patrick, once we’ve got you lying 
flat you need to relax and concentrate on taking long, deep breaths. I know 
you’ll feel like you’re suffocating, but we’ll set a timer so after each minute 
we’ll crank the bed back up. Sandra, I’ll get you to come down to the end 
of the bed and once Patrick’s lying flat you’re going to pull his thighs as 
far apart as you can. Karen, you’re going to pull back the pannus so I can 



132 | Westerly 63.1 133 | Rachael Mead

atmosphere in the room. She plants a swift kiss on his cheek and he grabs 
her, pulling her into his side. She nestles there with a natural ease. They’re 
both smiling.

‘I’ll be happy when those great pits in your legs stop weeping and start 
healing.’ Karen gives him a stern look but it’s clear she’s claiming this as 
a victory. She gets ready to clean and dress his ulcers and as she moves 
past she gives me a nod of approval. 

Packing up my gear, I give the cuddling couple the spiel about what 
to do if there’s any trouble but I’d put money on everything being fine. 
I’ve got a good feeling about it. And not just about nailing the tricky 
technique. My feeling of suffocation has completely lifted, taking with 
it the morning’s dark and hypercritical mood. I’m lighter and at the front 
door I shake Sandra’s hand with a genuine smile. Not even the squeeze of 
my pants as I get back in the ambulance puts a dent in it.  

On the way back to the station I pass a bus stop, its wall emblazoned 
with a ridiculously thin and glamorous brunette eating a Magnum ice 
cream as if it’s her sole source of satisfaction in life. I’m instantly aflame 
with that familiar toxic fusion of craving, envy and shame. I grit my teeth 
and step on the accelerator. 

Back in the crew room, there’s a Jason recliner with my name on it. 
I flump into it and peel back the white paper bag holding a Vietnamese 
pork roll from To’s Lunch Bar, my favourite. Steve’s already settled in on 
a crib-break, watching ABC News and drinking that abominable instant 
coffee that no-one else will touch.

‘So. Any good work today, Tash?’
‘Just a urinary catheter. No biggie.’
‘Living the dream, my friend.’
I smile, peel away more of the bag and take an enormous bite. 

‘Oof,’ says Patrick.
‘I think I’ve got it.’ I try to get a better grip and in doing so manage to get 

the whole assemblage in my hand. ‘Nope. That was a testicle. Now I’ve got 
it.’ The timer goes off. ‘Damn.’ 

The bed cranks Patrick back up. He’s out of breath but his eyes are 
bright. We’re making progress.

‘Third time’s the charm, lass.’ 
I smile and decide now isn’t the time to remind him that this is a two-

part process. If we’re lucky.
This time I put my head torch on. A bit of extra light can’t hurt when 

you need to squirt local anaesthetic into a very small hole in the end of 
a well-buried penis. We arrange ourselves again. There’s determination 
in the air. 

‘Let’s do this.’ 
This time I know where I’m going and what to feel for. I home in on it 

with a precision I can see myself boasting about later in the crew room. 
It’s tricky but with luck and the extra light I get that lignocaine exactly 
where it’s meant to be. While I’m preparing for the next phase, I think 
about the crew room. How I’ll describe this. Which elements I’ll play up for 
laughs. I look over at them. The sheet is still off. Patrick is naked but he’s 
completely nonchalant, asking Sandra to find the remote so he can tape 
a show he’s about to miss on the History Channel. She locates it under a 
pile of magazines and passes it to him. 

‘Thanks, my duck.’ 
She smiles and squeezes his arm. ‘Almost there, love,’ she murmurs. 

Patrick leans towards her and rests his temple on his wife’s shoulder while 
he taps the buttons on the remote. Finished, he tosses it back onto the 
laden table and laces his fingers through Sandra’s in a movement that 
triggers a flash of longing in me. This was how Hugh and I used to be on 
lazy nights watching movies on the couch, legs or hands interlaced, skin 
always touching.

That hot needle of shame is back, but, this time, it’s not about my 
weight. 

It’s fiddly and awkward but I insert the catheter, threading it into the 
meatus even though I can only see a fraction of the tip. When I inflate the 
bulb and the first dribble of urine appears in the line I feel like whooping 
and high-fiving the room. 

‘Happy now, Karen?’ Patrick settles himself back against his pyramid 
of pillows. Sandra snaps out a fresh blue sheet, letting it fall softly over 
his frame. The whoosh of  air from the billowing sheet lightens the 
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Is melancholy just another name
for amygdala bumping hippocampus?
Dear, most dear.
I can’t help thinking
of the lesser mammals.
What a blessing is our happy Now,
but what a spoiler our awareness—

to wonder how long for us,
and which of us, and how,
and how then for the other.
How then. Oh, dear, 
however then.

The Neuroscience of Old Love
Kristin Henry

Kristin Henry has published 
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at Deakin University, School 
of Communication and 
Creative Arts.  

The boffins must be wrong,
telling us it’s nothing more than wiring.
A kilo and a half of cells, 
a quadrillion synapses.
A few electric triggers in the limbic system
and suddenly I’m filled with such complexity 
balanced like a chef’s creation,
salty, sweet, perhaps a little bitter
plus that extra thing
for which I have no name.

This morning, a torrent outside
sluiced and greyed the windows. 
But in the kitchen all was
smug warmth and your laugh,
our vinyl classics wheeling
like it’s still 1975.

This afternoon I got another call.
There are so many of them 
now, these ends. 
You caught me staring;
I closed my eyes
against an explanation.
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part of a publication exchange 
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with work from this issue also 
appearing there.
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Against the Wedding 
Invitation Ampersand

Matt Robinson

Matt Robinson’s most recent 
publications are The Telephone 
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Some Nights It’s Entertainment; 
Some Other Nights Just Work 
(Gaspereau Press, 2016). He has 
a new chapbook, Against, 
forthcoming from Gaspereau 
Press in 2018. He lives in Halifax, 
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Imperfect ornament; unfinished
script. Lazy journeyman’s apprentice-
wrought hackjob of a joinery’s 
grip left askew and still setting, edges
un-knit. An incomplete circuit, 
its breakers just tripped as an idea’s 
new train of thought makes its ponderous,
penultimate turn and then slows 
to pull into mind’s station. Unsung 
treble clefs, they are nothing
but poorly tied bows on spectacular gifts.
These loop-de-looped maps’ near
pseudo-suggestions are a sky’s inky contrails,
scrawled insinuations polluting 
our horizon’s far flung, bird’s eye 
scansion, its cloudless grammar. Nothing
but a brutish fool’s tools—nails 
crudely hammered and prised once 
and again, and then left en plein air, 
an iron-y tangle. They’re typeset brambles 
hedging their bets on how we—us two,
our traceried routes—have meandered 
about and around and into each 
and the other. On how the art of connection 
sometimes leaves even language 
to wonder.
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repeat this in reverse, till the Cauvery
and the Bhavani lap against your
jugular notches, wet your machete eyes.
I am puppet turned supine Maasaniamman;
the stone you cover with chilies
spares no-one, mortars even me.

Mother TV: Posthumous 
Greeting for My Beloved 

Disbelievers, Played on Loop
Ranjani Murali

Ranjani Murali received her 
MFA in Poetry from George 
Mason University in 2010. She is 
the author of Blind Screens 
(Almost Island, 2017). Her 
second book of poems is 
forthcoming from The Great 
Indian Poetry Collective in 2018.

To defame is to disrobe, I have always posited, 
while armoured. My preapproved statement on your 
pre-emptive violent protest:

My shoulders are squared, jowl spreading 
with the familiar reception of your creasing
neck-folds, boys. The way your gold rings 
off my temple-bell girding, the slick
smile you wipe my feet with. Can you
hear the students enunciate iron iron iron
lady amma blinding star mother? Covenants
on river-flow, dam-break, blood-cloth,
moon-cages, I peddle them all. Wear
your caste against my marks, wear my
godmother-face in swathes of city-banners,
across table-fans and hissing tvs, 
across the veneer of motherlove & sisterlove
& wifelove & womanlove & translove &
nogenderlove & baby-powder ads laminated
on beachfacing billboards. You reckoned
I’d live long enough to see you plant
more wombs, sow more white-veshtied
thigh-baring sons. I’ll decline, though,
or recuse, or even recluse myself. I’ve studied
all the equations for dissent, the fervid
uncloaking of my gliding Anglicised vowels, as if 
my teeth are pebbles, pestled by your
unctuous eyes. I’ll say it slowly this time: 
yes, a lady populist in power. Now
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2. Walking uphill

When your knees
start speaking 
                          a strange language
with glottal knocks, stops
and sighs, be eyeless                for a while.

Your machines have unkind hearts.
They will not listen to your morning
gasps, 
             fear speeding
                                         to your head and the arguments
                                                                        of this distant primer. Bend

so as to allow a legible symmetry.
Squint against the prop of a body, crooked
                 like the road. The ascent 
                                is cunning: your  
                                                     shoulder blades cutting 
                                                                      through a new cursive.

Persist
              until you are comforted
              into a phrase
              because sometimes

              there is a downhill too.

1. Cartography

North: The careful circumnavigation of a dewdrop
South: Legs in limbo
East: That’s where the sparrow sleeps
West: Her shivers are perfect

North: And here’s the struggle of Big Water
South: A goddess gestures and dies
East: I refuse to talk to you
West: Silence  

North: When will he peer into space?
South: The dancers disagreed with the demons
East: All is lost, but there is the dawn in her eyes, still
West: I have misplaced my alibi   

Nitoo Das is a birder, 
caricaturist and poet. Her first 
collection of poetry, Boki, was 
published in 2008, and her 
second, Cyborg Proverbs, was 
brought out by Poetrywala in 
September 2017. She teaches 
English at Indraprastha College 
for Women, University of Delhi.

from A Meghalaya 
Travelogue

Nitoo Das
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Coming Home
Suvi Mahonen
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05.05 am. My eyes open. A faint pearly blade of light squeezing past the 
blind. The distant metallic scrape of a moving tram.

I lie here in the dawn’s dimness, with my dreams still lingering.
‘I am a happily married man and I am not looking for any other 

arrangement. I would ask that you please do not contact me again.’
I reach for my phone.
The last words of his last message haunt me. It seems impossible that 

it is ‘over’, even if our relationship was only ever a virtual one.
‘What time is it?’ my husband murmurs beside me.
‘Early,’ I say.
He reaches for my phone.
‘I’m in the middle of an email!’
He reaches for me instead.
With a grunt of frustration, I fling his arm off me and get out of bed.

06.14 am. I am preparing lunch for my three-year-old daughter—
marmalade sandwich, sliced banana—when I hear the soft ping of an 
incoming email. I pick up my phone. Feel the familiar sting when I see 
that it’s not from him. 

I stand, staring out the kitchen window at the long shadow of the 
neighbouring apartment stretching across the river’s waters. I wonder 
how I let it get so far. How it became all-consuming. I think of the hours 
spent scrolling through his messages, especially the ones where he said 
he understood me.

‘I get you,’ he would say. ‘We’re on the same page.’
He was a marketing executive for an agency I write copy for, or at least 

I used to, and our contact, at first, was purely professional. But I quickly 
became drawn to him—and I thought we shared a connection.

‘Mummy.’

Before Sunrise
Tsering Wangmo Dhompa

Tsering Wangmo Dhompa grew 
up in India and Nepal. Her three 
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The morning sun sets on fire what in the course of the day
turns out to be the indented metal cap of a bottle, a safety pin
with rusted edges, a square of paper foil. The plot changes
with the setting. In a class meant for poetry, for poets we look
for a third option, not antonyms, not synonyms, something that skips
the preface before 1959 and after 1959, the way the elders do as they wait
to return home. I’ve promised myself I will not write about exile,
or about home, but everything shifts from their positions, 
except my hope. I collect facts that might come to use some day: bamboo
grows 35 inches in one day; air bubbles in cranberries cause them
to float in water. I learn that the smell of fresh cut grass is a distress call.
What do I do now, knowing this, and what do I do when the setting
is there and history keeps me on this side as alibi. Let’s argue with each
other using literature as a tool to read the world. A woman takes down 
the walls of the hut built by a man in the woods and invites him
to lie with her under the stars. Thus, begins his resentment; 
plot is the highway managing cars from colliding into each other. 
She should have built a garden outside his hut, or walked past the hut 
to the valley beyond and built her own house. A wall of bamboo. 
She should have let him be. He should have resisted, he should have
spoken up. I am stitching a blanket for you, for the days when you are hot.
It will cover up your childhood, scorch the tissue of sadness that is
not able to stretch. The smell of grass, the before and after of love.
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advertising. I’d watch with the volume down. Admiring his profile, his 
jawline, the way he made slightly unshaven seem so neat and tidy.

I would touch the screen and watch the rise and fall of his chest. I would 
imagine I could feel his heartbeat beneath my fingertips.

I check my emails once more. Feel ground down by his absence.

11.15 am. I have a phone interview with a psychiatrist. It’s not the one I used 
to see. I need quotes for the article I am writing. It’s about how our modern 
addiction to smartphones and social media can be a social barrier for many.

‘There’s no doubt that devices have been a wonderful aid to society,’ 
the psychiatrist says to me. He is a professor. He specialises in obsessive 
behaviour. I love the drift of his voice, the deep thoughtfulness in each 
pause. ‘But for some people they have become an overly important part 
of their lives.’

Listening to him triggers a need inside me to unburden myself. While 
he talks I want to tell him about how my marriage is broken, and how 
numb and disconnected I feel.

‘What would you say to someone who can’t get to sleep because they 
keep compulsively checking their phone?’ I ask.

‘It’s likely to have a cost in terms of your normal circadian rhythm,’ the 
psychiatrist replies. ‘And it’s likely to have a cost the next day, because 
you’re going to be less efficient. When you look at those costs, the benefit 
of knowing you’ve got a message at eleven o’clock at night doesn’t really 
look very beneficial, does it?’

02.12 pm. I finish another page of my first draft. I reward myself  by 
checking the marketing executive’s LinkedIn profile. I pay for a premium 
membership so he won’t know each time I look at it.

It hasn’t changed from yesterday.  

03.42 pm. ‘You need glasses.’
I nod. It’s true. But I really came here to take my mind off the marketing 

executive.
‘You can’t focus,’ the optometrist says.
He points to a large poster on the wall. It’s a drawing of a detached 

eyeball, sliced in half. ‘The human lens continues to grow throughout your 
lifetime,’ he says. He traces the eyeball with his finger. ‘As the lens gets 
bigger, the ciliary muscle, which wraps itself around the lens, has more 
difficulty changing the lens’s shape.’

‘Is that why I’m finding it hard to read at night?’ I say.
‘Yes,’ he says.

My daughter is standing at the kitchen entrance. Tousled blonde hair, 
unicorn PJs, her stuffed monkey doll dangling from her hand. Swamped in 
my thoughts I hadn’t heard her coming down the hallway.

07.04 am. My husband is running late. And he has to drop off our daughter 
to kindergarten on his way to work. I sit down to try and help put on her 
sandals. 

‘I’ll do it!’ she says defiantly.
She fumbles with the sandal strap. I reach over and raise the prongless 

buckle. She realises I am trying to help and squeals with rage, yanking her 
sandal off with both hands.

‘For God’s sake!’ my husband says impatiently. ‘Why didn’t you just let 
her do it?’

I give him the birdie behind her back.

07.10 am. My daughter’s pouting face is the last thing I see as the lift doors 
seal. 

07.11 am. I turn on my laptop. Elsa from Frozen is my user icon—something 
I set up to make my daughter happy. What would it be like to have Elsa’s 
power? How long would it take before I turned my husband into ice?

I scan the New York Times, the Australian, the Guardian. My pulse 
begins to slow. I am breathing calmly again.

08.03 am. I get in the shower and stand there, feeling the cold needles 
of water hitting my breasts, causing my nipples to harden. I vaguely 
consider directing the nozzle between my legs, but the indeterminable 
time required of concentration, face grimacing, and desperately trying to 
break through the barrier just feels like too much to bear.  

08.21 am. After I get dressed I check my emails again. There’s nothing. 
Apart from two that require follow-up: chasing up photos, editorial 
changes requests.

I’m researching something on the laptop when I get distracted by a 
piece of clickbait in the right-hand column. ‘Toxic Liver—30-second quiz’.

It takes six minutes. 

08.53 am. I am finally ready to start on my article. As I go to open Word, my 
cursor hovers over the YouTube icon. 

I used to watch the marketing executive on YouTube. The same clip. 
Over and over again. He was part of a discussion panel on the future of 
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Sitting side by side. His arm around her shoulders. Watching Ben and 
Holly.

Happy.
Oblivious. 

08.58 pm. After cleaning up, bathing my daughter, dressing my daughter 
and reading her bedtime story after bedtime story until my voice is hoarse 
and she has fallen asleep, I am feverish with a desperate compulsion to 
claw back my self-esteem. I am not revolting. There are other men who 
would have me.

I have an urge to go to the pub and get drunk. I imagine having wild sex 
with strangers, pushing them against the wall, pulling the zipper down on 
their trousers, inserting them inside, one after the next.

I go into the bedroom.
My husband is lying there in his chequered boxers and faded T-shirt. 

Reading an old copy of The New Yorker.
I slip off my underpants. I straddle him.
‘Hey—’
I start kissing him. Roughly. If I do this, without thinking, I might start 

feeling better.
I feel him hardening between my legs. I reach down. I arch back.
He lasts thirty seconds.
‘No!’
My hair is dangling into his eyes. I won’t let him get away with it.
I finger myself furiously, grinding away at his rapidly softening penis. 

I’m almost there.
Almost… no…
I imagine the marketing executive beneath me.
I’m there.
Merciful. Sweet. Oblivion.
When my breathing slows I sense my husband waiting.
I can feel his heartbeat tremor against my breasts.

He puts a heavy, black trial lens frame on my face. He pops two lenses 
in and stands back, looking at me.

‘Better?’ he says.

04.07 pm. I take the long way home. I walk past two souvenir shops, a pub, 
a real estate agent. It has a tall model in the window of a new high-rise that 
is being built. I continue on past the supermarket, the bottle shop, past 
Condom Kingdom, Cold Rock.

I think about how, even during the strongest grips of my infatuation, I 
knew, deep down, how stupid I was being. It was like my mind had flipped 
back to my adolescence, swept up in a high school-like crush, as if  the 
marketing executive was a movie star or rock idol or something.

I feel ashamed now as I remember the way I would pore over his press 
releases, searching for any secret messages he might have embedded in 
them for me. How I’d seize on code words like ‘open communication’ and 
‘rapport’ as evidence that he was interested.

At the time I thought he was just being discreet. Which was very 
gentlemanly of him. He had the interests of the company to think of after 
all. And I knew he’d need to break it gently to his wife, to let her down easy.

But when he put out a special release for a startup company called 
Firmest Bond, I knew that he was ready.

I dashed off an email to him. Aware only of my words, my quickened 
breath, the click of chewed nails on plastic keys. I gushed out my feelings. 
‘I haven’t felt this way towards another human being,’ I wrote.

‘Ever,’ I wrote.
The following morning he broke it off with me.
I hear the squeal and clanking of an approaching tram. The low west 

sun searing brightly off the sloping window. The thick metal fender.
I have a sudden impulse to step out in front of it.

04.43 pm. I am standing on the balcony, looking at my phone. As a breeze 
blows in from the river I check Facebook again, even though I know he’s 
defriended me.

06.23 pm. A sludge of mushed peas. A soggy crust, black with Vegemite. 
Corn kernels floating in the dregs of the milk cup. 

I plunge the dishes into the suds. Scrub them vigorously with the blue 
brush with the flattened white bristles.

As my gloveless hands chafe in the almost scalding water, I glance 
over the kitchen half-wall. At the blue Lawson-style sofa. The back of my 
husband’s thinning black hair. My daughter’s little blonde pigtails.
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Voices Need Bodies
Giving voice to the voiceless implies a sensuality, an embodied-ness that 
reaches into the skin and sinew of the past. For a voice to speak it must 
manifest lips, throat, tongue—tactile mouth-feel. It must draw breath in 
and push it out. It must seize life. 

For a voice to be heard, it needs someone to listen.
When art and creative response merge with science and archaeology, 

the resultant visual biography does something with history: ghostly 
bodies take shape. These phantoms, and the stories of what happened to 
them, form a flesh made of layering. Ideas and possibility—the substance 
of potentiality—build up upon a foundation of earth, wood and butchered 
bone, the things that last.

From the pre-dawn moments of 4 June 1629, when the Dutch vessel 
Batavia hauled back its 1,200-tonne, 12-metre-high bulk and smashed full-
speed into a coral reef off Yamatji country, on a small group of islands 
near what is now known as Western Australia, the ship and the 341 souls 
trapped within it (Paterson) smashed their way into our history.

Yet it was what followed this catastrophe that punched a gateway 
between historical and trans-historical time: the bodily desecration and 
abasement, the indescribable abjection perpetrated against the survivors 
of the wreck. Almost as soon as the survivors had crawled ashore, the 
mutineer Jeronimus Cornelisz and his followers began a three-month 
rampage of sexual violence, murder and abuse that left one hundred and 
fifteen people dead. Cornelisz made those islands a world. He soaked that 
world in blood.

Batavia: Giving Voice to the Voiceless opened at the Lawrence Wilson 
Art Gallery in 2017 following a two-year process of collaboration between 

somebody called this place 
‘Snake Hill’
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Kungkarrangkalpa
sings my eyes open.

Those seven sisters have led that hunter
clear of the nearest tree.

I whisper us all awake.
Silence fills with firespeak.

Mulga and spinifex deeply black against 
lemon rim bleeding into indigo.

We watch stars fall til sunup
in swags crusted with ice.

Landscape and colour emerge
from where they hid last night.

The earth exhales a sweet breath
inspiring birdsong celebration.

Only planets and stray stars 
hold their own against the dawn.

From here we can see the earth curve away 
beyond sight in every direction.

A good friend brings hot tea.
Another day begins.

[Kungkarrangkalpa—Ngaanyatjarra name for open star cluster also known as 
Pleiades. This is the first name I was taught for these stars.]
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Corioli Souter, Fragments of Batavia’s Daughters, 2017, artefact 
installation; photo: Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery.

process that conjures narratives that are flawed and fragmented, but 
evocative and waiting to be heard.

Juxtaposed with the up-to-date LWAG+ app is Souter’s ceramic, 
archaeological installation. Designed to be viewed during quiet moments 
in the app, the installation is composed of two jugs, or ‘cordon pulle’ 
(Souter 2018  33)—one complete, the other a composite amalgamation 
made from shards of different pitchers discovered on the sea floor next 
to the Batavia wreck. Both pieces are sealed inside a glass case.

The fragmented vessel contains three oval medallions inscribed with 
the image of a woman holding an anchor—a virtue representing ‘hope’. My 
fingers itch to turn these medallions over in my hands, to feel the bump 
and ripple of each woman’s image. I am struck, as I often am in galleries 
and museums, by the lack of tactility that is engendered—by necessity—in 
a gallery environment. This object was made to be used, to be touched. Its 
clay was scraped bodily out of the earth, dampened, slid through fingers, 
formed, fired in flame, hardened, cooled. It was crated up, lugged and 
loaded onto the Batavia. It sat in the bowels of the boat beside casks of 
rum and a sheep. It was fished out, its belly filled with wine. It rocked on 
a wooden table in that wooden ship, waiting to be grabbed, tipped, held 
to lips. This jug smashed open when the ship smashed to ground and it 
endured the salt wash of centuries on the seabed before being pulled back 

artists, and Western Australian Maritime Museum and University of 
Western Australia scientists. Curated by the Chief  Cultural Officer, 
Professor Ted Snell, it is a project inspired by the first systematic 
archaeological survey of the site of the Batavia wreck. In intermingling 
scientific, historical and artistic knowledge-making, the resonances 
between each practice emerge: the beauty and creativity in the 
scientific and historical research is highlighted, the rigour of the artistic 
engagement is revealed. Perhaps at its heart, this is the interdisciplinary 
intent of Batavia: to reach through that trans-historical gateway, grasp 
hold of Cornelisz’ centuries-old world and fix it in place through paint and 
paper, metal and glass. Because that is what art does: art pays attention 
to draw attention. It shines light on the abject to understand its darkness. 
Art grabs you by the throat and makes you listen. 

Touch
Like the work in this exhibition, the lighting of  Giving Voice to the 
Voiceless is seductive. The space is black-soaked, picked out with pools 
of light that paint the air and draw the eye, allowing you to make your 
own connections in the dark. As I pass through shadows to stand before 
soft-lit paint, aluminium, projection and paper, I search—as I always do in 
projects that explore history—for the women.

Within Corioli Souter’s Fragments of Batavia’s Daughters (2017), a multi-
component work including an LWAG+ app narrative and accompanying 
installation of archaeological artefacts, I find Judith Gijsbertsz. Judith was 
the daughter of the Batavia’s ‘predikant’ or pastor (Souter 2018 33), and 
one of only a handful of women who survived the Batavia mutiny. To meet 
her through the LWAG+ app, I bow my head before a small screen set low 
on the wall, slip on a pair of wireless headphones and step close.

Avery Gordon evocatively argues that ‘it is essential to see the things 
and the people who are primarily unseen and banished to the periphery of 
our social graciousness’ (196); it is essential to recognise and account for 
‘the evidence of things not seen’ (195). For women, this ‘seeing’ must often 
be undertaken through contextual analysis and educated supposition 
because, as Souter observes, ‘women’s voices are few and far between in 
seventeenth century archives’ (2018 33). Through music, documentation 
and historical artworks, the LWAG+ app’s narrative exploration of 
Gijsbertsz’ experiences provides evidence for the nuanced understanding 
that can emerge from intermingling contextual, creative and traditional 
research. Linking everyday-yet-precious fragments of knowledge to the 
lives of the women on the Batavia, the work invites us to consider these 
women as ‘active participants’ in their own stories (Souter 2018 34). A 



152 | Westerly 63.1 153 | Amanda Gardiner

with gym-muscled men and ghostly women pale as eggshell. No pubic 
hair, no sunburn, no dirt. No-one living for months on rations, a trickle 
of water and hunted wallabies, watching as their fellow passengers are 
randomly selected to die. All of the women are in pieces. Jan Hendricxsz’ 
‘concubine’ doesn’t have a name, or a head.

Janet Malcolm suggests that when you die, especially as a young 
person, you are always going to be the way you were at the time of your 
death. Stuck. The living can grow, develop, but the dead, especially those 
who suffer an unusual or traumatic death, remain ‘fixed in the chaos’ (8). 
Their memory a screen suspended in the past, mutely waiting to be cast 
upon at will by those who remain.

There were twenty-two women among the 341 passengers cramped 
together aboard the Batavia. After the wreck, most were already dead:

the mutineers had ruthlessly exterminated those who were 
too old or too pregnant to interest them. The handful of young 
women who remained were gathered on Batavia’s Graveyard 
where Jeronimus and his men took their pick. (Dash 207)

Of the seven who were left, those ‘from the lower deck were set aside “for 
common service”, which meant simply that they were available to any of 
the mutineers who wished to rape them’ (Dash 207).

Lucretia Jansdochter (or Creesje Jans), a young matron of higher 
status, was ‘by far the most desirable’ woman who survived and, as a 
result, Jeronimus ‘claimed her as his own’ (Dash 208). Mike Dash writes 
that ‘almost as soon as he took power in the island, the captain-general 
had Lucretia taken to his tent, where, rather than assaulting her, he made 
every effort to seduce her’ (208). For two weeks, Jans endured Cornelisz’s 
perverse ‘seduction’. Dash states that in the end Cornelisz complained 
that ‘he could not accomplish his ends either with kindness or anger’ 
(208), and another homicidal psychopath named Zevanck intervened:

‘you will have to make up your mind. Either you will go the 
same way as [recently murdered] Wybrecht Claasen, or else 
you must do that for which we have kept the women.’ Through 
this threat Lucretia had to consent that day, and thus he had 
her as his concubine. (Dash 208) 

Cleworth’s Storyboard, scenes for a movie—Jan Hendricxsz and his 
concubine (2017) is a gorgeously rendered painting of  a nameless, 
headless ‘concubine’ getting fucked from behind by ‘leading man’ (the 
named) Jan Hendricxsz. But does it encompass the power relations 
implicit in that act? Storyboard, scenes for a movie—Jan Hendricxsz, Mattys 

up to sit obediently in a glass case for only eyes to touch. Fragments that 
mean nothing, really, but are special because they survived: because they 
were there.

Embodied history craves touch. That is the slippery ethics of giving 
voice. When you reach back into the past, grasp hold of the dead and 
shake them into life, who is spoken for? Who speaks? Who remains 
silenced, mouths filled with salt water or blood, or forced shut by the 
hands of the person assaulting them? Who is left gasping for air above 
the slit in their throat?

Dead Reckoning 
Robert Cleworth’s women are waiting in the next pool of light, on a cluster 
of three oil on wood panels all prefaced with the words Storyboard, scenes 
for a movie. There are: Jan Hendricxsz and his concubine (2017), Andries 
Jonas, Jan Hendricxsz and Wouter Loos, 9 July (2017), and Jan Hendricxsz, 
Mattys Beer and Jan Pelgrom (2017).

Set high on the wall, you can’t see these paintings properly until you 
step back, crick your neck. Opalescent ocean. Western Australian sun. 
The piercing light you only understand if you have felt it sear the back of 
your own eyes. Incorporeal chunks of arm, torso and cock, floating midair 
in the middle of it. Smooth, hairless, contemporary and porn-esque bodies 

Corioli Souter, Fragments of Batavia’s Daughters, 2017, artefact 
installation; photo: Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery.



154 | Westerly 63.1 155 | Amanda Gardiner

Robert Cleworth, Storyboard, scenes for a movie—Jan Hendricxsz 
and his concubine, 2017, oil on wood panel, 37.5  29.8 cm. 
© Robert Cleworth. Photography Christophe Canato.

Beer and Jan Pelgrom (2017), an equally luminescent work, manifests two 
more glowing ghost-women. Hovering passive amid exquisite turquoise 
and lapis lazuli, they kneel or lie supine before towering men who shove 
erect, named, ‘movie star’ penises into each woman’s wide-open waiting 
mouth. Does leaving these disembodied women without names and 
coalescing any of their recognisable features around an orifice that can be 
penetrated capture any particle of their trauma if this painting represents 
an assault? Do these works move beyond the act of the sex, of almost 
casually eroticised voyeurism, to help us understand the dynamics within 
either scenario? Does this conceptual and methodological approach 
suggest agency on the part of the ‘concubines’? 

Does it give them voice?

Archaeology of Voice 
In 1629, the insurgent Jeronimus Cornelisz made a world, and there were 
plenty of bodies in it. The man and his mutineers had voice, and they 
used it—Cornelisz’s name has been spoken through the centuries and his 
actions have punched out his place in history. 

In this domain, where women’s bodies are spoils or treasure to be 
bargained over and consumed like a nice jacket or a loaf of bread, women’s 
voices are harder to hear. As a result, exploration of context, power and 
agency—understanding of who speaks and for whom—is paramount. 
As Avery Gordan suggests, ‘perceiving the lost subjects of history—the 
missing and lost ones and the blind fields they inhabit—makes all the 
difference to any project trying to find the address of the present’ (195). 
The potential of creative practice, particularly when grounded in scientific 
and historical research, is to facilitate this historical embodiment. The 
resultant work has the potential to imaginatively recover these ‘lost ones’ 
in turn, providing deeper understanding of the complexity of our past, 
and how particular events may continue to influence the present.

In Batavia: Giving Voice to the Voiceless, both Corioli Souter and Robert 
Cleworth conceptually engage with the fragmentary nature of historical 
understanding. Yet, can the experiences of a young woman ‘set aside for 
common service’ because she was poor and of the lower classes truly 
speak when she does not have a head? Can a woman barely mentioned in 
extant archival documentation be given voice, when she is represented 
crouched before a man with his erect penis in her mouth? When history 
is in pieces, why choose this piece?

The depth of  interdisciplinary practice in Giving Voice to the 
Voiceless provides fresh and exciting insights into the Batavia mutiny. 
This impressive project also provides evidence for ways in which the 
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Brim-risen swollen
cusp of a  small boiled moon

proud flesh  lifting
to lace   to lips 

a glossy caul  such scalding 
to swallow  this 

hot  white  tastes
salt          sweet salt

such plush-
 rimmed skin

mouths   are not made
to keep 

things  out
only  hold things  in

creative arts can enhance both understanding of  the past and our 
present-day engagement with it. Yet, within some of the work exhibited, 
women’s stories remain submerged beneath the overarching narratives 
of perpetrators and rescuers, fathers and husbands. Individuals who, 
perhaps, were never as voiceless in the first place.
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(53) across solitary disquietudes, moving towards, eventually, an ecstatic 
union through which the poet is absorbed and energised within a congress 
of  equals. When glimpsing, across dovetailing places where ‘a thing 
holds a thing / in a place’ (3), Albiston’s texts desemanticize language, to 
use Kristeva’s strange verb (‘Identity’ 142), so as to compute and make 
particular sense of newly emerging orders of connection. In decoupling 
her poetic operations from common linguistic modes (codifications of 
grammar, syntax, et cetera), this poet’s prosodic geometries demarcate 
weirder sensibilities, though not in the ambit of destructing meaning, 
as Kristeva might argue. Instead, Albiston’s poetry cohesively resettles 
readers well beyond the usual linguistic boundaries, and by these means 
the poems sharply renew possibilities of enunciation.

In an interview appearing in 2005, Albiston asserts ‘there’s no poem 
without form’ and, significantly, that ‘I tend to start with a shape. Actually, 
an architectural kind of figure. There’s a shape I want to express. It’s this 
thing I want to make’ (Albiston in Middleton). Euclid’s dog takes shape 
in eight novel forms (the hexahedron; the Fibonacci series; the Golden 
Mean; the Lucas Number sequence; the pentagon; the plane angle; the 
Pythagorean theorem; the square pyramid), and each extreme constraint 
acts as a mould into which Albiston pours a streaming flow of elemental 
affect. Her hexahedronic form is constrained thus:

The form here has six stanzas (faces), with twelve first and last 
lines (edges). Each stanza comprises four lines, representing 
the four sides of a square. The first line of each quatrain in 
some way mirrors the last line of the preceding quatrain, 
with the final line mirroring the opening line […] Lines are 
decasyllabic. (Euclid’s dog 111)

Each form in this book acts as a framework for an edifice deployed with 
all the nervously energetic passion of a city planner building a utopia. 
The book’s first poem, for instance, follows Albiston’s hexahedronic 
designations and, on initial approach, all but the most mathematically 
enabled will likely feel flummoxed:

for    if  possible    given two straight lines
AC    CB    constructed on the straight
line AB    & meeting at the point C
let two other straight lines    AD    DB

be constructed on the same straight line A
(Euclid’s dog 1)

Elemental Affect, 
Computational Forms: Jordie 

Albiston’s Euclid’s dog
Dan Disney
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(i) the chora and the semiotic order: Euclid’s dog as exile‑text?
Jordie Albiston’s Euclid’s dog (2017) sets up formally experimental textual 
spaces into which the poet channels sublime affective arrivals. Perhaps 
this book of ‘100 algorithmic poems’ functions as a kind of geomancy, for 
indeed Euclid’s dog ‘crack[s] ajar those tiny heavens’ of connection and 
completion (8), and the book’s great power lies in Albiston using form as 
a divining tool by which to explore apprehensions of an extralinguistic 
‘heavenly rush’ (30). The eight forms in this collection emulate those 
cosmic physical structures first mapped in Elements, Euclid’s urtext, 
in which the ancient Greek writer establishes geometry as a branch of 
mathematics concerned with the commensurable properties of three-
dimensional space. In Euclid’s dog, Albiston treats language as a kind of 
architectonic material and, turning her attention towards topographies 
of incommensurable affect, bends her forms into metrically stabilised, 
computational functions. The result is no mere domestication; Albiston’s 
chiming metaphysics finally recounts love as a wild and profoundly 
generative creative force.

Read through a selection of ideas from poststructuralist Julia Kristeva, 
Euclid’s dog is a defiant linguistic dance that fuses order and chaos. In her 
essay ‘From One Identity to an Other’ (1980), the theorist proposes all 
poetry to be ‘an unsettling process—when not an outright destruction—of 
the identity of meaning’ (124–125). For Kristeva, a poem reasserts those 
drives that first ‘extract the body from its homogenous shell and turn it 
into a space linked to the outside’ (‘Identity’ 143), and Euclid’s dog can 
indeed be read as a problematic unsettling meaning, with Albiston’s 
forms testing new modes well beyond the realm of ploddingly everyday 
speech-acts. The book begins by tracing the shift of a ‘bodily contraption’ 

Albiston, in Ladd there’s a sense of orchestration that I think I’ve 
learned from music which has an almost three-
dimensional effect when it’s successful in poetry

https://uwap.uwa.edu.au/products/either-orpheus
https://uwap.uwa.edu.au/products/either-orpheus
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settlement of structures, issuing new meanings across the dark and 
sometimes lonely spaces of exile? Under the aegis of a Kristevan reading, 
Albiston’s work demonstrates an elaborate shift away from the repressive 
repetitions of a linguistically gridded unconscious. Beyond the social, the 
historical, the rhetorical, and the philosophical, Euclid’s dog resituates 
formal poetic language as some kind of sublime computer.

(ii) wandering the chora’s boundaries: two modes
Albiston tells her readers she computes with an ‘off-the-synaptic-chart-
kind / of-brain’ (66), and understands ‘there will always be something you 
/ don’t quite get’ (66), as if her mind is tuned to that which slides under 
the thresholds before arriving in an experimental musical language. 
Keenly watching for epiphany, this liminal poet delineates the first of two 
existential modes explored in Euclid’s dog when paying homage to the 
great Danish experimenter, Inger Christensen: 

   […] if these
cracks are just pictures    these pictures just dreams

if June nights exist    if  juniper dreams
if everything turns out to be untrue
if history    whisperings    don’t exist
if the future the future    is-not-this
then why these berries in my lap    why black
(Euclid’s dog 60)

Albiston’s poem-paean suggests a probing search for veracities within the 
world of sudden apprehensions, and that this process requires ‘exile’ from 
normative relational domains (linguistic, et cetera). Situating the poet within 
this methodology, perhaps it can be said that cracks open syntactically, 
grammatically and, occasionally, orthographically even, as if  Albiston is 
gazing from the chora’s sites (unburdened as these are by always-already 
rules and regulations), back through gaps in the ‘walls’ of semiotically 
ordered states. But these cracks are indeed understood as part of the view, 
and the view soon disavowed as illusory anyway (qua Plato’s cave), with the 
poem revealing a dreamlike gestalt where the whole is greater than the sum 
of its fractures. But the mechanics of this creative procedure do not always 
result in easily won (albeit complex) epiphanies. To wit: 

—fixed point    —star    —remote
gaseous sphere    —burned out years ago
—no one really knows who you are
(Euclid’s dog 57)

While the math is probably sound, the poetics are potentially problematic, 
inasmuch as form for some will seem prioritised at the expense of content. 
But Albiston is too experienced to allow her text’s gestures to be subsumed 
by mere experiment. This first poem wholly comprises mathematical 
propositions because, as Albiston would have it, all that is human generates 
from the founding planes of Euclid’s geometric formulae. This is more 
than a Kristevan unsettling of unconsciously contoured, heterogeneous 
language; Albiston’s polemic delivers lines signalling the operations of 
an extra-lyrical conceit in which differently textured speech-acts are 
defiantly at large, requiring from readers a re-syntaxing of our codified 
expectations of the generic work undertaken by any so-called poem.

Indeed, rather than Kristeva’s unsettling process, Albiston’s forms work 
in the manner of a settlement, if by that term we agree to the etymological 
act of fixing or steadying: these poems are a means by which to compute 
and scrupulously order ideal textual edifications. In the same interview 
from 2005, Albiston asserts ‘the passion is in the math’ (Middleton), as if 
prosodic language were a kind of calculus or programmable technology. 
Which of course for Kristeva it is, though not in the sense Albiston may 
intend. Setting up discussion of poetry as a revolutionary mode, the 
theorist places a demarcation between the semiotic chora and the symbolic 
function, cordoning off the former as a generative drive available to infants, 
those suffering psychosis, and poets (among others). Kristeva appropriates 
notions of the chora from Plato’s Timaeus: while the ancient philosopher 
deploys the term in his pre-Euclidean discourse speculating on the world’s 
mysteriously opened spaces, Kristeva declares the chora reverberates with 
pre-linguistic ‘first echolalias of infants as rhythms and intonation anterior 
to the first phonemes, morphemes, lexemes, and sentences’ (‘Identity’ 133). 
By comparison, the symbolic function of language bears unconscious 
repressions through ‘nomination, sign, and syntax’ (136), leading the 
theorist to claim all poetry encodes historical, generic arguments against 
the symbolic function in language. As per Albiston, the passion in these 
texts may well be in the math, but within their weird structures these 
algorithmic poems fix towards much wilder exploratory modes.

One hearkens to the agon between poets and philosophers in 
Plato’s earlier discourse, the Republic, in which poets are exiled from 
the philosopher’s ideal city-state, which was to be ruled instead by the 
symbolic functions of a philosopher-king’s speech-acts. Read as a noun, 
Kristeva’s ‘revolution’ in poetic language entails subjective rupture with 
officially designated, rationally ordered rhetoric; re-read as a verb, these 
revolutions entail poets-in-exile circling the walls of Plato’s rhetorically 
organised, linguistically constrained domain. Perhaps this book is a 
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Of course, Albiston’s dogs have long assumed a totemic presence in 
her books. Most obviously, Jack & Mollie (& Her) (2016) stretches into 
dogspeak to explore tropes of companionship, care, and the means by 
which to navigate days sometimes coloured darkly, where depression is 
a ‘Boss Dog’ (1). In an earlier work, the prize-winning the sonnet according 
to ‘m’ (2009), Albiston asks: 

   […] where is the dog walking?

where is the man with the dog walking too?    who
is the dog’s god?    & where are the man’s hands?
whichever way up go the hills?    how many ids fit

in a global buster?    & what is the mean length of
death?
(8)

In this strange sonnet of non sequiturs revolving across dark horizons, 
dogs are an important part of the wondering, an advance guard leading 
their humans outward into abstract realms. Unwarping her syntax in 
Vertigo | a cantata | (2007), Albiston organises a suite of arias interleaved 
with Orphic choruses to recite the dizzying loss of a marriage; taking 
leave of those sites in which love has lapsed, the dog again assumes a 
talismanic position within Albiston’s underworlds:

she packs up her laptop picks up her dog
takes her last steps through their house

she snaps photographs with her eyes: here
is the table there is the chair and do you

remember and I can still hear and how did
it happen that love got away?
(7)

Perhaps what a dog offers here, unlike the implied human of Vertigo | a 
cantata |, is unequivocal and enduring companionship. In the hell of these 
affective agonies, Albiston’s chorus sings:

   […] eventually we laid our
self like Isaac on the pyre | and

waited there | below the world |
yea! even our dog was on fire ||
(Vertigo | a cantata | 42)

The stellar collapse is perhaps analogous to the poet’s psychic state, 
the resulting energies similar to a black hole’s degenerative vortices. In 
these moments when ‘the mirror ogles through Janus eyes’ (59), Albiston 
seems fitfully aware there is little hope of escaping the disequilibriums of 
a bodily contraption which, unglimpsing, must simply despairingly wait. 
All of which would make for a dark book indeed, were this the only mode 
of apprehending to be explored.

To reformulate Albiston, we might say that these poems are pictures 
of a polyphonous unconscious flashing brilliance through cracks in a 
language that (after Kristeva) cordons off and domesticates unconscious 
drives. These poems are non-computable parts of a symbolic order that 
computes, madly beautiful artefacts of a heretical poet-seer speaking 
against ‘the church of logic’ (81). So often the poet’s language veers into 
fractured syntax, and ‘search[ing] the world for openings/ & cracks’ (24), 
Albiston understands ‘love is/ a theorem we enunciate’ (85); importantly, 
this defines a second path the glimpsing poet-seer takes:

   […] thank you for add-/
ing me up    your eyes go still in Rilke’s
open    that space    & thank you for times &
for plus    you never minused me you never
took away    were one of those Platonic 
solids & here in my hand polyhed-
ral love in the shape of a perfect shape
(Euclid’s dog 74)

In our poly-headed poet, who later asserts ‘I am three people’ (79), 
this ‘ral love’ [sic] is pledged to a departing other. Most surprising in 
this devotional text is that the addressee is none other than the book’s 
eponymous dog, who has given their poet the sum and completion of a 
sturdy connection:

   […] it is all
mathematics you would say just chuck the
ball    see it isocline to sun    chase down
any blacknesses    when you’re happy run
(Euclid’s dog 74)

That this credo is imagined as the final sentiments of  a dying dog-
companion lays bare a poignant fact: at this juncture, the poet’s deep 
connection is not with a human other equally engaged in glimpsing but, 
instead, a non-human capable of their own doggy resonance. 
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you open one eye & vow to learn love
   you consider the universal point
follow it everywhere year after year
   follow the giant elemental cloud
[…]
through winters & summers autumns and springs
   through lithium hydrogen helium
until you have nothing nothing to give
   until nothing transmutes to everything
& you & he meet you were meant to meet
   & you & your particles start to start
(Euclid’s dog 92)

At this juncture, the ‘weird little girl’ (58) populating the initial sections of 
Euclid’s dog no longer struggles to catch glimpses of evanescent meaning 
but is instead an adult engulfed by feelings of oceanic connection. Albiston 
is at her most aliquant here, and these non-computations built together 
with a human-other enable her to code a different order of truth beyond 
mere glimpses. For Albiston, truth/beauty may well be located alone and, 
if one is able to endure that arduous search, ‘computed by isolation’ (100); 
with a fated other by one’s side, different modes of resonance arrive.

(iii) new orders (em)barking through the symbolic
Albiston transfers into her book those structures employed in Euclid’s 
treatise, and sections in Euclid’s dog are similarly named after four 
of the six formal divisions of a proposition; by these means, the poet 
demonstrates how ‘love then is my proof ’ (86). So often the view is 
explicitly domestic, as if  the poet follows Rilke’s advice to ‘write about 
what your everyday life offers you; describe your sorrows and desires, 
the thoughts that pass through your mind and your belief in some kind 
of beauty’ (Rilke 7). The book’s first section, ‘enunciation’, recounts 
a childhood of distances from others, strangeness amid things, and 
regulations (‘school or truth or God or the sun’ 21). These are domains that 
speak of diminutions, places where ‘everything’s huger & less / weak than 
you’ (20). In the final enunciation, Albiston discloses a very particular 
‘mid- / night inside her’ (23) and, in openly confessional mode, looks 
intently into an abyss. It’s a step the poet doesn’t take, but the fairytale 
figures echoing through this first section represent early desperation. 
Miss Tipple, Reverend Bluster, Fusspot Foster, et al.: these personae 
swarmingly populate the poet’s earliest apprehensions. 

Such openly demonstrated loyalty can be read as the canine companion’s 
most distinguishing trait: this is a love to be trusted. The dogged dog/god 
figure takes up a place within Albiston’s symbolic order, less an Anubis or 
Cerberus and more a Virgilian compadre capable of making it all add up 
and compute; a very particular kind of guide invented by a poet broken 
into parts perhaps equalling more than the sum of their total.

Despite the many dark renderings in this and earlier collections, 
Euclid’s dog finally demarcates a hopeful path towards fulfilment. In one 
of the ‘square pyramid’ poems, the poet italicises the importance of her 
assertion that ‘the extremities of a surface are / lines’ (49), as if  poetry 
has always involved the exploration of brinks. But one also imagines this 
particular poem pointing upward, spatially, an architectonically figured 
plea beseeching the skies which sometimes miraculously rain down 
epiphanies:

   […] a horizon’s task is to always
retreat    walk the pier    its planks fit your feet
like shoes
[…]
   this day is divided    a light busts
through a corner of cloud & you are caught
it is time    pack up your aliquant heart

pick up your pen throw back what’s done & go
home    poems beckon in states like this
(Euclid’s dog 49)

In this text of  four stanzas (each signifying the face or surface of a 
pyramid), in which each stanza is a tercet, representing the three sides 
of a triangle, the adjectival ‘aliquant’ is especially striking: the term 
designates a part of a number that does not divide the number evenly 
but leaves a remainder—for example, 8 is an aliquant part of 25. This 
pyramidal poem orientates towards the resolutely godless spaces above, 
Albiston aliquantly/eloquently determining her textual gestures as 
indivisibly a part of the heart’s labours. After her interactions with canine 
others, the poet understands love as a drive and compulsion, and these 
hope-filled poems deliver ‘immeasureable grace’ (50) in shapes beyond 
the girds of common language. Moving ‘down the black rabbit-hole up to 
the sun’, love is alchemical, and requires its own specialised enunciations 
by which we might more effectively understand how ‘nothing transmutes 
to everything’ (92). On molecular levels, Albiston imagines:
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bump into instinct begin meeting lips you
can hear the undertow feel the rip take
ankle & wrist & the current is electric it’s
drawing you in in one long moment as
beautiful ancient & pure as original sin
(Euclid’s dog 27)

Renewal suffuses these ‘machineries’, the tones shifting and lifting, 
Albiston’s recurring use of the sea underscoring an occasional oceanic 
calm:

& you wouldn’t believe the weather up
here    & peaceful & picnic & words
[…]
you know it is a beautiful day you
can smell it    you can hear bits & pieces
happening outside    you can touch it like Braille
& read of its beauty
(Euclid’s dog 29)

Of course, pursuing the incommensurable is not a purely cerebral 
exploration, and, so often, Albiston mistrusts these early tranquilities: 
‘upended inside this terrible calm […] I smash into happy like a glass’ 
(30). Elsewhere, the poet wonders if ‘the world is a bad fit’ (33), but the 
undertow of melancholy in ‘machineries’ consistently points towards 
the poet’s tireless impulse to solidify and frame an indefinite world with 
moments of certainty:

   […] I hate how she says your
order’s been fast-tracked & trees whizz
by I like when the camera says freeze
(Euclid’s dog 30)

In the same way art is a mirror, map, lamp, psychology class, ladder, stun 
gun, mirage, lightning strike, protest, et cetera, Albiston intuits how poetry 
can promise the shock and sudden illumination of a photographer’s flash, 
freezing into surprising new shapes hitherto unrecognised contours of 
what and how we are. In these ‘machineries’, the persona-as-everywoman 
is either numbly tranquilised by happiness, or disconsolate with the 
disquietudes of disconnection. 

The third section of Euclid’s dog, ‘proof ’, reaches towards uncanny 
representations:

The first poem to be modelled after the Fibonacci Series starts with 
‘o’ (representing zero), and Albiston organises an exponentially growing 
sequence of words within em-dashes, rather than lines, so that each 
cluster of grouped words is the sum of those from the previous two 
integers:

—o    —day    —day    —you are    —pieces
of blossom    —resolving into a perfect air
—there is nothing to bother a morning down
—there is no one & nothing a world can do to
dissolve you
(Euclid’s dog 11)

These particular forms shift expansively until the final stanza which, 
Albiston explains in her notes, ‘is reserved for the final integer attain[ing…] 
a reply to all that precedes it’ (111):

hello Kelly & hello Kim draw glasses moustaches
all over your faces & hello Fiona hates your guts
the classroom starts to hello close in & your head
won’t work & hello whole world reckons you’re
It & everything’s loud the words unspell & hello
sun you stupid thing get back behind that cloud
(Euclid’s dog 11) 

This unpunctuated swirl of  language captures the diction and 
disequilibrium of a schoolyard full of churls, friends, foes, fools, the many 
others. These first enunciations from the poet’s formative years survey an 
elemental confusion starting with the initial ‘thud headfirst into gravity’s 
hug’ (2). Enduring, the texts work as agents of assuagement, clarification 
and, finally, acceptance.

The ‘machineries’ section, subtitled ‘for the purpose of finding what 
is sought’, is full of angst, travel, sex, poets, parents and, throughout, a 
profound longing for lengthier connections than the poet’s mere glimpses 
allow. When working to capture her sublime apprehensions, Albiston 
has a ‘head in beautiful theorem of expanse’ (47), and she is careful to 
understand the moments of angst as also part of ‘a gift [of] this wondering’ 
(48), for these are necessary counterpoints to those moments in which 
a sense of calm can cause her to feel ‘a part of the whole / continuing 
thing’ (48). These ‘machineries’ mark an immediate thematic shift from 
the previous section where Albiston’s narrative voice is no longer that 
subjugated child of ‘enunciations’ but, instead, an embodied, curious, 
experimental figure:
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back to at last touch the blur
of my perfectly uneven shore
(Euclid’s dog 89)

Albiston’s proofs include ‘the soft // horsehead nudging of thumbs flesh 
pressing flesh’ (91); the poet homages an unspecified human (rather than 
canine) other, a counterpart and equal to whom she offers this pledge: 
‘nothing matters more’ (91). This human other is an ‘agent that stimulates 
sight / & makes things visible’ (102), and, while Albiston alerts readers 
much earlier to owning an ‘additive / identity’ (32), she now seems part 
of something bigger than herself:

—missing you five    —hours now
gone    —each second singular    —how
they augment until    —one two
three four    —five hear door
&    —final aggregate you’re home
(Euclid’s dog 98)

In this final section of the book it is as if the poet is part of an assemblage, 
an aliquant component in a human machinery. Perhaps the point is that, 
alone and exiled, the poem-glimpsing Albiston is not only linguistically 
divided (chora, symbolic order) but also disconnects in order to occupy 
a liminal state. The phenomenology entails a vacuity which ‘become[s] 
a zero’ (Euclid’s dog 32). Paradoxically, it is when the poet is involved 
outside the zero-points of self  that ‘everything adds up again’ (98). 
Joined in an enduring intimate relationship, Albiston asserts a Gestalt 
wherein the sum of the whole is greater than its parts, in contrast to the 
inversion of this in the earlier Vertigo | a cantata |. Here, ‘equals [have 
been] added to equals’ (99), and these often sexual poems see the poet 
switch from motifs of tumult (‘life offers its boat but is / holey’ 83) to 
fervidly burnishing modes:

   this holy of holies thudding with fire
rocking an ictus & hinged at the hip
   rocking & quaking the delicate plates
leaving the mountain in pieces & bits
   leaving its trail of lunatic silver
(Euclid’s dog 103)

The tone is ecstatic, the poet subsumed. After the proving grounds of dis/
connection suffusing the earlier sections of Euclid’s dog, this final section 
sees the poet step fully into a luminous space where ‘love points to need & 

you have no idea the mind you’re in
   I have seen this mind through an unclear world
that is a black ecumenical cube
   that machines my vertices lovingly
a spear in each of its triple six sides
   a leaf in the garden of memory
each face a geometric corruption
   each piece fits inside another like this
(Euclid’s dog 68)

This particular ‘proof ’ is modelled after Euclid’s plane angle which, 
Albiston explains in her notes, comprises:

two voices—one flush with the left-hand margin; one 
indented—the form here can be read as an organic whole, or as 
two separate narratives, both meeting and finding resolution 
in the (shared) final line. Each couplet (with the exception of 
the first) begins with the same word. Lines are decasyllabic. 
(Euclid’s dog 112) 

In the excerpted text, these considerable constraints deliver a polysemic 
ars poetica thundering revelatorily with all the force of an existential 
language. Recent research attempts to map the geometries of black holes 
by ‘using laser beams sent through two perpendicular pipes which are 
nearly 2000 miles apart’ (Griffin), and this seems congruent with this 
form in particular, where ‘two lines meet one another and do not lie in a 
straight line’ (112). At heart, both the American physicists lining up their 
laser beams and this antipodean poet are exploring realms of warped 
darkness in which strange events can happen—linguistic, temporal, 
spatial, and beyond. Albiston’s constrained vocalisations allow her to 
know more surely a ‘rickety mind’ (68), and the choice of adjective 
here points readers again in the direction of a wall, enclosing either a 
repressive symbolic order that compels ‘the ego’s judging consciousness’ 
(Kristeva ‘Identity’ 134), or a city-state computing the rhetorical logic of 
the ego as philosopher-king.

The last section, subtitled ‘therefore, etc’, circles again notions of self, 
others, and completion:

no explorer before has drawn
a sound map has somehow
endured the ice & cracks &
fallen right in & clawed right
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abnegations where ‘people are big & talk far away’ (12), Albiston finally 
arrives in a partnered dance. Kristeva asserts the chora as a drive creating 
infinite signifying movements; Euclid’s dog delivers a poetry that moves 
and shakes language, the awestruck poet perhaps equally shaken:

   […] someone has
turned on a perfect light    someone has found
a door leading out of a night
(Euclid’s dog 105)

At this final juncture, a flow of signs pours into prosodic structures 
pointing towards new orders of self; to again adopt a spatial analogue, 
Albiston locates new zones in which intimacies can again be felt, where 
feelings of parity and completeness are re-energised with possibility. One 
is reminded of another of Plato’s discourses, the Symposium, in which 
Zeus splits our bi-gendered, mythic human ancestors down the middle 
to stymie their war with the gods. Halved from these once-whole shapes, 
now bathetic, we have acted ever since as a citizenry of others searching 
for embodied completion:

primeval man was round, his back and sides forming a circle; 
and he had four hands and the same number of feet, one head 
with two faces, looking opposite ways, set on a round neck and 
precisely alike [we were cut in two] like a sorb-apple which 
is halved for pickling, or as you might divide an egg with a 
hair; and as [Zeus] cut them one after another, he bade Apollo 
give the face and the half of the neck a turn in order that man 
might contemplate the section of himself: he would thus learn 
a lesson of humility. (Symposium 520)

Ultimately, Albiston’s is a passionate mathematics; as long ago as 1999 the 
poet proclaimed in this journal that ‘knowledge as a body is dead without 
imagination’ (‘Poetry’), and in Euclid’s dog it is the body that seems to 
teach the imagination mindful new manoeuvres. If, as the poet remarks, 
‘all art requires structure’ (Poem 7), then these texts are landmarks in 
territories of a weirdly populous self-exile. In these far-flung domains, 
the value of persisting with hope is firstly shown and then miraculously 
proven.

laughs’ (105). Here, Albiston ‘climb[s] the incommensurable’ (105); these 
poems mark a settling beyond the ‘periodic catatonia intermittent lapses 
and / trancelike ravings’ (69).

(iv) ‘learning to say it “possible”’
In Kristeva’s Revolution in Poetic Language, the theorist asserts a ‘thetic 
consciousness’ as the position of both Being and ego. Kristeva claims 
‘the thetic phase of the signifying process [is] the “deepest structure” 
of the possibility of enunciation, in other words, of signification and 
the proposition’ (44). In Euclid’s dog, Albiston achieves a disruption of 
the thetic framework, introducing new psycholinguistic operations by 
which to ‘obstruct / any angst’ (36). In the blurb of Inger Christensen’s 
Alphabet (1981), Michael Braun describes the Danish poet as ‘no apologist 
for blind, rapturous singing, but probably the most form-conscious and 
reflective writer of poetry in Europe today’; like Christensen, in this book 
Albiston uses form to amplify sustained ontological desperation, before 
exploring the salvation of becoming and being ‘unalone’ (95). Amid the 
day-to-day blur, self-calculating into spaces where surfaces are embodied 
and imbued with a ‘joyousness [that] lifts you up’ (105), the poet comes to 
understand love as:

that which has no part but circles above
your rational heart in continuous
deformation    let yourself into sky

let yourself climb the immeasurable
spaces    look you are a starling    one of
millions in huge murmurations moving
in time to joy    you are a bird    you are
(Euclid’s dog 105) 

To use Kristeva’s odd adjective, the language has been ‘musicated’ 
(‘Identity’ 144), and the final poems in Euclid’s dog move decisively, 
flying beyond the psychically walled city-state of thetic consciousness 
and into newly libidinous, ecstatic zones. It could be argued in Kristevan 
terminology that this kind of  ‘mutation within language by its very 
economy borders on psychosis’ (‘Identity’ 125); but rather than merely 
psychotic compulsion or the blind raptures of  pure lyric, Albiston’s 
edifications are willed, controlled, and ultimately beautiful new 
settlements. 

The word ‘chora’ is a transmutation from the Greek khoreia, or ‘dance’. 
Sometimes flailing unsettled and often disconsolate, alone through the 
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When mantic ghosts leak out 
our scribblings
        (our 
        our scribblings) 
              seem absurd

And when snouting out 
of morning’s chill
   (with serious and quiet mien)
one thousand thousand 
carking crows
   break into the scandal 
        of the fire-hour

Such scandal 
   —our scandal, our our scandal—
      descends on all our weather

This is the donjohn of threaded consciousness—
     the dance and 
   clarion and drum
     that absorbs our noisy mind

—cento for Max Harris, 
    James McCauley and Harold Steward
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A selection of poetry inspired 
by the Yuanyang terraces 
in Yunnan Province, China, 
produced as part of a writing 
residency at Sun Yat-sen 
University, and featuring an 
introductory essay from Fan Dai.

Sun Yat‑sen 
International 

Residency

This is the new cosmography—
     our rain, (our our rain)
   our our elixir, 
        drunk by mistake
   in ritual exchange

           a summons—that dissolves 
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like a moving lens, now like a page-turner. Terrace, terrace, more terrace, 
patch after patch, until they mended the mountains into a massive mess, 
as if  a group of painters had gone deep into the mountains, one stroke 
here, one stroke there. Gradually, the mountains became the roll of a 
painting, the spread of beauty.

‘Here, this is the most beautiful part,’ said the driver.
It was beyond beautiful. Under our feet, near and far, were rungs of 

rice field unfolding from soft ladders of all kinds, dropping down from 
mountain tops in a 360-degree round of controlled and elegant speed, 
twisting here, meandering there, protruding here, ruler-cut there, 
converging at the bottom of the valley.

From another angle, the terrace spread resembled rushing lava that 
froze at one point, harmless yet powerful in its charging posture.

A change of angle turned the lava power into boundless tenderness: 
the mountains’ embrace made it a gigantic pool. Layers of terrace floated 
like the ripples of stones thrown into the pool by naughty kids, nudging 
each other at meeting points.

Another angle rendered the terrace the work of a curious pupil who 
experiments with a multipurpose ruler, an arc here, a circle there, adding 
odd shapes wherever they find space…

A shift to yet another angle, and the field would transform into even 
rungs, as if  each were made by a fixed measurement; or into an open 
stave, each of its lines poured out one chapter, weaving a resonating song 
with different parts.

When one randomly framed patches of  fields, the terrace would 
become an abstract maze of a painting...

I remained in awe of the beautiful man-made landscape, using pictures 
of the terrace in the World Landscape and Cultures course I taught for a 
number of years, without much knowledge of the culture behind them. 
It was not until the 2017 Sun Yat-sen University Writers’ Residency that I 
saw the Yuanyang terrace again, having brought a group of writers from 
all over the world. I wanted them to see the World Cultural Heritage site 
and appreciate the terrace-scape and the culture behind it. 

We went to see the sunrise in Duoyishu, one of the major terrace 
clusters. When we arrived, shortly after 7am on November 12th, the 
orange clouds against the blue sky indicated the sun meant business. 
It was a relief  to see the terrace, tranquil and reassuring under the 
boardwalk, unlike the previous morning, when the fog wrapped 
everything up, uncompromising, jealously guarding a world heritage that 
took thirteen years to be recognised. 

Terrace Talk
Fan Dai 

Fan Dai is a Professor of English 
and the founding director of the 
Sun Yat‑sen University Centre 
for English‑language Creative 
Writing. She teaches creative 
writing in English and bilingual 
writing. In addition to four 
nonfiction books in Chinese, she 
has published work in English in 
magazines in the United States, 
Australia, and Hong Kong. She 
is the founder of the Sun 
Yat‑sen University Writers’ 
Residency, which combines 
writing with literary and 
cultural exchanges, and the 
teaching of creative writing.

I had seen a black-and-white picture by a photographer friend: layers 
of terraced field spread and ripple away in twilight, like streams slow 
motioning to mystic distances. ‘It only captures one tiny terrace-scape in 
Yuanyang,’ he said. ‘The place is heaven for artists.’

I first went to Yuanyang in spring 2000, when my husband and I visited 
his parents in Gejiu, a nine-square-kilometre city in a valley in Yunnan 
Province in south-western China. We rented a jeep for the 160-kilometre 
trip. 

Yunnan is known for its mountains. The vehicle meandered along 
stony roads that were interrupted by small plains. Soon a few puffs of fog 
threw themselves at us, followed by their thick milky cousins. We drove 
blind for twenty minutes, swung from side to side. When the jeep thrust 
itself into 10am sunlight, we found ourselves in a basin, saluted by lines of 
bananas on both sides of the road. There lived the Dai people, who inhabit 
a subtropical area. 

The jeep roared onward, cutting through more fog, greeted by the 
colourful costumes of the Hani and Yi peoples, who populate higher 
grounds. Soon steps of terrace appeared, progressing upward along the 
ridge of the mountains. I began shooting with a sense of urgency. What if 
new fog interfered again?

‘Don’t waste your film. It gets more beautiful all the time,’ the driver 
said. 

He was right. Patches of terrace hit our eyes as the vehicle stumbled 
ahead. The road twisted forward, bringing one scene after another, now 
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Duoyishu, Bada,  
Tiger’s Mouth

Yuanyang rice terraces

Mandy Coe

Author of six poetry collections, 
Mandy Coe lives in North West 
England, UK. She is a 
recipient of a number of literary 
awards and her poems 
have been broadcast on BBC 
television and radio. Her 
work on teaching poetry 
has been published by 
Bloomsbury and Cambridge 
University Press. Mandy is a 
Teaching Fellow of the Writing 
School at Manchester 
Metropolitan University. Find 
her at: www.mandycoe.com 

Getting dressed before dawn 
or waiting for dusk we face the views 
with words and cameras. But mostly 

we flounder. There’s no way to… 
it’s just too… We are awed, 
drunk with it. Some give up

turning round to shrink wonder 
to a selfie-blur. But old people know,
gripping the railings 

they give it silence.
We try again, desperate to share: 
it’s like mirrors… rainbows… 

… butterfly wings? 
But it can’t be captured, this sight, 
this glory. Colour and water, mountain slopes 

carved in infinite curves 
of workers’ bent backs, bare feet, 
fist after fist 

of planted shoots. Grandparents 
and beyond, knowledge  
cupped and passed on.

The chorus of terrace spread and stretched in all directions in lazy 
comfort, succumbing to the caress of the moving clouds reflected in the 
water in random patches. 

‘Look, the clouds are swimming in the rice field!’ someone cried out. A 
few clouds dotted the terrace, sailing from one patch to another, turning 
them into orange. The sunrise watchers mumbled words of marvel in 
different languages and different dialects. I held my breath as the clouds 
sped across the sky, regrouping and rearranging themselves, letting go 
of each other, creating variations of separation and reunion so fast that 
even a skilled photographer would find it difficult to capture the moment. 

Then the fog hanging over the terrace lifted. The field lay bare and 
open, ready to be decoded. I saw a crab here, a cross there, more crosses 
over the mass of a terrace. Crab is one of the mascots of the Hani people, 
who are the creators of terrace fields, in addition to fish, shrimp and 
chicken. The crosses tend to sit in the middle of a larger rice patch, the 
round connecting point deeper than surrounding water; fish can retreat 
here after hunting for food in the shallow area. While red rice minds 
its own business, the water it is in serves not only fish but also shrimp, 
catfish, eels, and ducks in particular, who lay their eggs by the edge of the 
field, nudging past each other in a life of symbiotic harmony. 

The Hani People have occupied the Ailao Mountain range for 1,300 
years, developing the rice fields in altitudes between 800 and 2,000 metres 
one generation after another. They worked out an environmentally 
sustainable livelihood by settling near a forest in the mountain, which 
provides water to the village. Then the water runs along ditches, down 
to the terrace field in measurements that give the right amount for each 
patch. As the water reaches the foot of the mountain, the subtropical 
heat evaporates it into fog, which then becomes cloud, and then rain, 
then water flowing down... a life cycle that guarantees the continuation 
of Hani life. 

Their clothes have parallel lines that resemble the terraced fields, the 
flowers and plants those of their real-life cousins. Their most common 
silver bracelet features layers and layers of terrace.

The terrace never meant to be artwork. It is there to sustain the Hani 
people. The terrace has become a real piece of art, like a roll of painting 
that keeps unfolding, like music that goes up to higher pitches, like ripples 
of waves that extend to the edge of universe, like a maze that bewilders 
yet never fails to give promise…

http://www.mandycoe.com/
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Mutations 1
Priya Sarukkai Chabria

Priya Sarukkai Chabria is an 
award‑winning translator, poet and 
writer acclaimed for her radical 
aesthetics. Her books include 
speculative fiction, literary 
non‑fiction, two poetry collec‑
tions, a novel and translations 
from classical Tamil of the mystic 
Andal. Awarded for Outstanding 
Contribution to Literature by the 
Indian Government, she has 
presented her work worldwide. 
She edits poetry at Sangam.

Photo © Hans Maarten van den Brink, 2017.

A fish of light swims through the terrace fields. 

Slices of slate and mud:
The earth’s meat turns 
mirror, shattered sky, turns 
desire 
before darkness spreads
through soil water unhusked air. 
               I dream
of the self as bright, reflective
though bound by muscle mucous blood. 

Do Not Ask a Mountain for 
Its Passport

Luis H. Francia

Luis H. Francia has five poetry 
books, including Tattered 
Boat (2014) and The Beauty of 
Ghosts (2010). In 2002, he won 
both New York’s PEN Open Book 
and the Asian American Writers 
Literary Award for his 
memoir, Eye of the Fish: A 
Personal Archipelago. In 2016, 
his RE: Reviews, Recollections, 
Reflections (2015) was awarded 
Manila’s National Book Award 
for Best Essays in English. He 
has taught in several places, and 
is currently on the faculty at 
New York University and at 
Hunter College.

Mountains know no provinces.
Nor do they recognise
Nations, they stride across borders
Heads held high. 

Do not ask a 
Mountain for its passport—or the 
Dragons underneath will breathe
Fire on you. 

Mountains disdain decorum and
Land’s end, plunge into deep waters, 
Holding their breath, to raise their 
Brawny shoulders across this broad

Land, across continents,
Range upon range, schools of them:
Butterfly swimmers in mid-flight
Breaching earth, sacred air,

Breathing heaven.

Yunnan, China
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sliced and polished like gemstone racetracks,  
where thirty thrones line his hallway’s walls, tall 
and broad enough for Buddhas to lotus on.

Excerpt from  
‘The New China’
Jonathan Morley

Jonathan Morley teaches 
Literature and Creative Writing 
at Sun Yat‑sen University, 
Guangzhou. From 2013 to 2017 
he was the Programme Director 
at Writers’ Centre Norwich, 
curating and expanding the 
organisation’s artistic 
programme as it campaigned to 
become the National Centre for 
Writing. His most recent 
collection of poems, Euclid’s 
Harmonics, is published in the 
UK (Ink Sweat & Tears).

We’re driving north into Guangdong Province,
vast/east, eight bleary-eyed white foreigners 
with Wild Swans and Tel Quel on our tablets 
while a thousand sweating straw-hatted workers 
dig a third lane beside our motorway 
and trucks, their gullets crammed with hairy pigs  
rattle into the city’s concrete guts. 
At one bend there’s a great lorry twisted 
on its side, a sleeping brontosaur 
with a mob of Chinese trying to wake it up 
pushing and calling in high-pitched Cantonese 
before the road clambers up jade-green hills 
narrows and straightens through the sawmill towns  
warehouses along both sides and trees behind 
and mile on mile of planking stacked and smiling  
like gold bars in the midday sunshine. 
Down a lane lined with faded red awnings 
it must be the national lunch hour, 
ten thousand Celestials huddle in the shade, 
I stare into their eyes as we bump through 
and they sip their oolong and stare right back 
and I wonder if they’re also wondering 
what the fuck are we doing here, driving north 
into Guangdong Province, eight blue-eyed gwailou 
with Sour Sweet and Cathay in our backpacks
bound for the pleasure-dome of Mr Wang: 
his coffee tables hewn from whole tree trunks 
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Bushfire Moon
Beejay Silcox

Beejay Silcox is a West 
Australian writer and literary 
critic. She has been kicked in the 
head by a mountain gorilla, 
blessed by a voodoo priest, and 
stuck in quicksand; she eloped 
to Las Vegas and drove to 
Timbuktu in a car held together 
with a bra‑strap. She is currently 
living in Cairo, and working on 
her first collection of stories. 

The Fire Department helicopters fly in like the river pelicans, low and belly 
heavy. They fly in so low the girl on the roof can see the pilots’ faces, so 
low the air churns with gutter-muck—bug husks and rotted leaves, mouse 
bones and critter shit. The girl on the roof watches as the helicopters fly 
out to the fire line and empty their water tanks. The water doesn’t seem 
to fall, but shimmer, and it’s so white it doesn’t look like water at all: silk 
perhaps, or a handful of salt. But everything is white in this bush-smoke 
sky. The ash is so thick you can stare down the sun.

The girl on the roof has a wet scarf tied across her mouth to keep the 
ash out, to keep the air from burning. She can feel the reflected heat of the 
roof through her shoes. Her job is to keep the roof wet so the fire will not 
take root like some obstinate weed. She balances on the corrugated tin 
with the garden hose turned up full. It feels muscled, like holding the reins 
of a willful horse. She walks the roofline—over the spine of the kitchen, 
over bedrooms, bathrooms, out into the middle of the lounge. It’s a loud 
roof. Rain wakes her at night and when honky nuts fall they sound like 
shotgun blasts. Below, her younger sister fills every bucket and bathtub 
and sink with water; her mother pulls the curtains from the windows; her 
father pushes the furniture into the middle of each room.

The girl on the roof imagines opening the drawers and cupboard of her 
bedroom, the jewellery boxes and stuffed envelopes. She imagines losing 
every thing and then everything. She shouts down the names of long-
boxed toys, but her mother only packs a change of clothes and the photo 
albums. The dogs are locked in the car with the windows cracked. The 
keys are in the ignition. The ash sparks and fizzes against the striped tin.

In the car, with the house alight in the rear view, the girl will remember 
her primary school fire training. Stay low, crawl to an exit, take deep 
underwater breaths. Smoke is what kills you. Test every doorknob with 
the back of your hand, because the fire could be waiting for you in the 

Excerpt from  
‘exercising the edge’

Kristina Hočevar

Kristina Hočevar is a poet and 
teacher of Slovenian in 
Ljubljana. She is a co‑editor with 
the publisher ŠKUC, translator, 
and author of six poetry 
collections including Repki 
(Little Tails) (2008), Na zobeh 
aluminij, na ustnicah kreda 
(Aluminium on the Teeth, Chalk 
on the Lips) (2012) and her latest 
Naval (Rush) (2017). She has 
received the Zlata ptica Award 
(2008) and the Jenko Award 
(2012). Her poems have been 
featured in numerous 
anthologies and translated into 
fifteen languages. 

III
you are on the edge of a terrace, making the splits in the air.  

                                                      the fish fly, the fish are high,

coy water all in.

the terrace is in craving, the edge where you are making the splits is rising.

the sky has to                  let horses ride,                ride.

you stay still on the edge, make the splits  intertwined 
and in time in blue

words will make time.
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No Money
Anna Ryan-Punch

Anna Ryan‑Punch is a 
Melbourne poet. Her published 
poetry includes work in 
Southerly, Overland, Antipodes, 
The Age, Quadrant, Westerly, 
and Island. Her first collection, 
Night Fishing, will be published 
by Five Islands Press in 2018. 

There is no money in poetry.
No matter how long you pan the grit
from those stanzas, swirl dirt and
gravel around in a slosh of water so
cold it aches. You’ll not turn up gold.

Forests of words are straight and close,
swing their curved tops like the 
birches Frost hasn’t made off limits 
for the rest of us. You’ll find no sterling 
stamp of 925 on their silvered trunks.

There is no money in poetry.
There are other things—a cold bird’s nest,
a bed that smells of new life, a child’s tooth, 
a memory that comes too suddenly. And
none of these will ever add up to a dollar.

next room. The girl will remember crawling through a chipboard maze 
with her lungs and cheeks tight with held air, a trainee fireman tapping 
her head down with a broom. She will remember the sweet chalky smell of 
smoke-machine smoke and how it felt to crawl out of the maze and stand 
again. How tall she had felt.

And when the girl tells the story of the roof, she will lie, but it will not 
feel like a lie. She will tell it in cold northern hemisphere rooms with 
her back turned against winter fires, and in the warm beds of northern 
hemisphere boys who love her elongated vowels. She will turn the pale 
coin of  the sun into a bushfire moon—a tremendous bloodshot eye 
looking down at her on the silver roof—and in this imagined dark the fire 
will have no choice but to show itself. And she will say:

‘When the ash started to fall, the street filled with kids. They ran out 
with their mouths open because they thought it was snow.’

She will see them so clearly, her invented children—their palms up, eyes 
closed, tongues out. Sun-browned Aussie kids fed on carols by candlelight 
and North-Pole Santa stories; primed for the sound of reindeer on the roof 
tin, and December snow. She will remember each of their upturned faces, 
their eager carolling mouths filling with soot.

But now the fire scythes across the hill. Every flame is a memory of 
itself. A memory of what? Summer lightning. A fallen powerline. Coals 
from some careless tourist camp fire. A cigarette thrown from a car 
window. Two good rocks knocked together. Boredom. Envy. A single 
match set to riot. Some ungainly boy, fourteen and newly cruel, burning 
ants through a ragged triangle of broken glass. Or maybe not a boy at 
all. Maybe some man primed for heroism like a baited hook, but tired of 
waiting.

Another helicopter passes low and heavy with its tank filled with lake 
water. The girl from the roof can smell pond in the wet smoke, a muddied, 
brackish green.

Later, kids will find fishbones in the scrub and believe they have 
discovered proof of some ancient ocean.
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Bokhara Tea
Laurie Smith

Laurie Smith is a retired 
zoologist. In 2009 and 2010 he 
was a resident with SymbioticA, 
at the University of Western 
Australia, dedicated to artistic 
inquiry into knowledge and 
technology in the life sciences.

1.
The Bokharan water colourist
sells his paintings outside the Bolo Hauz Mosque
   hung in rows on hessian.
Coloured with tea washes
   green tea wash for bright summer scenes
   black tea wash for faded winter landscapes.

Painted on hand-made paper from Samarkand.
Mulberry tree bark paper
and  dark tannin
ancient media for a muted, winter land.

2.
Ingmar Bergman’s cinephotographer Sven Nykvist 
preferred soft shadowless, almost arctic light
so easy on the eyes.

Plastic film with nitrate salts
trapped his images frame by frame.

Consider these two technologies born
a thousand years apart
capturing, projecting their vignettes
in such a coincidental manner
window by window.

Ash and salt
Graeme Miles

Graeme Miles has published 
two collections of poems: 
Recurrence (John Leonard 
Press, 2012) and 
Phosphorescence (Fremantle 
Press, 2006). He has lived in 
Hobart since 2008 and teaches 
Ancient Greek language and 
literature at the University of 
Tasmania.

It’s raining now in the house that burned down this morning,
the one built in the year of the Symbolist Manifesto.
We saw the thick grey smoke of old wood
and heard what metal was left of the roof squeak
as it tightened under the water of firehoses. 
The house that was for sale,
whose simulacra are still intact
in the estate agent’s window
is all outside now as graves are.
The house where coaches stopped
on their way to the Huon, let down
a limp, thick arm of smoke,
pointed to the gap where the Southern Ocean starts.
Bury its ashes between high and low tide.
Salt seal it against unhappy returns.
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[…] the range folding inwards, burst back out. Scrub, forests,
their contents. All gone. Hole
[…]
Quarry expanding to echo round owl rock its footing shaky and 
mice sharp as shrapnel.
(1)

Many of his poems examine particular landscapes, with titles such as 
‘Niagara Dam Poems: Eastern Goldfields Western Australia (Wongai 
Country)’, the poem sequence ‘Lake Magic Resonances (January 2017)’ 
and ‘The Salt Chronicles’, written as a series. Throughout these poems, 
Kinsella plays with traditional poetic devices such as simile and metaphor 
to evoke astonishing insights and a vivid sense of place as seen in part 
four, ‘Contrary’. Here is an impassioned plea against the hazards of mining: 

The salt that hardens arteries,
the salt whose lack has the shearer crippled
on the shed floor, kicking like a wether.
The agistment of salt mines
and the way sweat and blood
dissolve with history: the paranoia
that stays underneath it all
must be holes in the text
(22–23)

Papertalk Green responds to mining with forceful lines in language. She 
sees the mineral wealth hidden below the surface as Elder spirits.

Balu winja barna, real winja
Real old ones them ones 
Old ground our country
With ancient ones deep within
(2)

Later she lets fly with explosive directives in titles such as ‘Don’t want me 
to talk’ (about mining) (7), and ‘Don’t mine me’ (14):

Don’t mind me Australia
I just don’t care for mining
And your colonial bulldust
I think all the time about minding
This land for the next generation
Am I allowed to do that?
(14)

Review of False Claims of 
Colonial Thieves 

Brenda Saunders

Brenda is a Sydney writer of 
Wiradjuri and British descent. 
She has written three 
collections of poetry and her 
work appears in major 
anthologies and journals, 
including Best Australian Poems 
2013 and 2015 (Black Inc.). 
Brenda is currently completing 
a manuscript concerned with 
changes to the Australian 
environment since colonisation. 
She also reviews for Plumwood 
Mountain and Mascara.

In this consistently strong collection, two Australian poets from different 
cultures come together to tackle the subject of colonisation head-on. 
These one hundred and forty-four poems pass like a Message stick 
from one to the other: from John Kinsella, a white Australian of Irish 
inheritance, to Charmaine Papertalk Green, a Wajarri/Badimaya poet 
of the Yamaji Nation. ‘False Claims’ of the title refer to the legacy, the 
residue of past wrongs carried out by ‘Colonial Thieves’. In ‘Prologue’ 
and ‘Prologue Response’ (xi), the first two short poems introduce the 
urgent voice present throughout this collection: ‘False Claims’ about our 
country are still taught and upheld through ignorance, as Papertalk Green 
concludes in the ‘Prologue Response’.

what lies on or within country
cannot be seen for the
privileged are privileged blind 
(xi)

In the responses that follow, each poet is driven by the need to protect and 
restore the land. Each looks back on past wrongs and fears future harvests. 
Kinsella begins the conversation on the first page. In ‘Undermining’, he 
finds a landscape changed, destroyed by mining leases: 

Charmaine Papertalk Green and John Kinsella, 
False Claims of Colonial Thieves. 
Broome, WA: Magabala Books Aboriginal 
Corporation, 2018. RPP: $24.99, 148pp, 
ISBN: 9781925360813.
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Papertalk Green comes back with ‘There were no nanna Alice stories’ (6), 
and ends her poem with a telling reminder in the final stanza:

I am glad the only mining
She would have known was
From the rich ochre on her
Body and in her hair during
Ceremony time out on country
(6)

Later poems that tackle death and destruction are poignant and 
powerfully felt. Kinsella speaks of spaces he considers sacred, the ‘pain 
and loss’ of trees, of a landscape changed in poems entitled ‘The Great 
Western Woodlands’ and ‘Sammies (Salmon Gums)’. Paperbark Green 
offers a tight series on death in her own Yamaji culture with titles such as 
‘Drug Slaves’, ‘Needle Teacher’ and ‘Death Stress’.

Our Australian identity is questioned in two wonderfully linked poems. 
Kinsella’s ‘The Wild Colonial Boy’ uses repetition of the title to expose the 
angry, mixed-up identity of today’s white youth. The last forceful lines 
remind us:

The wild colonial boy can’t call Australia home, though he has never
  really left its shores; but he has travelled outside its jurisdictions,
  and he has travelled far beyond its metaphors
  (135)

Papertalk Green’s ‘The White Colonial Boy’ begins a bitter response.

The wild white colonial boy
Arrived with the settlers
Sits at the table of invasion
Drinking regrets and dreams
(138)

These short, punchy lines are used to great effect in many of  her 
poems. This direct, emphatic style slows down the reading and drives 
the narrative impact. Some of her poems look at new ways to a shared 
identity and belonging: 

We carry on sharing our space
Knowing our space and our place
As Indigenous peoples
Sharing bacon bones and kangaroo meat
(‘Campfire’ 63)

This finishes with a repeated demand: ‘Don’t mind me and don’t mine 
me’ (14).

Throughout this collection, Kinsella’s poetry speaks to the physical 
exploitation and degradation of land due to mining and the ‘False Claims’ 
of scientific research and development. Papertalk Green speaks of the 
spiritual dislocation and exploitation of her Yamaji culture. This dialogue 
comes together in a memorable and masterly exchange as the two artists 
recall specific memories of growing up in Mullewa, a mining town near 
Geraldton. Kinsella begins the ten-part series ‘Hawes—God’s Intruder’:

The church Hawes made in Mullewa
was great in its stone and earth.
The white folk praised its God-
shape out in the hot zone
(34)

This introduction receives a quick rebuff by the Aboriginal poet who only 
sees:

A place of living
A place of ceremonies
Long before it was
called Mass Rock
Hawes, God’s intruder
(35)

Sent back and forth, these antiphons are also chants that ring with discord 
and confrontation. Like fire-sticks, they are hot, fiery and illuminate 
the darkest places of our collective history, evoking powerful images 
of colonial life. In the ‘Grandmother’ poems, repetition is used to set 
each poem in sharp contrast. Kinsella begins with a recollection: ‘My 
Grandmother was a mining town child’ (3); Papertalk Green responds 
immediately: ‘My grandmother washed white town fella’s clothes’ (3). 
Each recounts their own family’s experience of living in a mining town. 
Kinsella remembers:

My grandmother told me many stories 
of the desert. Of flowers and birds 
on the edges. I am free to retell her stories 
[…] 
She told me she ‘watched the blackfellas’
through the hessian curtains, watched
them go out past the town limits
(5)
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WA Writers United
Westerly is part of WA Writers United, a 
collaboration of literary organisations in Perth. 
Westerly subscribers will benefit from member 
discounts on tickets for all the following events—
just mention WA Writers United when you book! 

July
27th  July Sundowner Session—with Laurie Steed, KSP Writers’ Centre, 

6.30pm–8.00pm.
28th ‘So You Want to… Conquer Competitions’ with Guy Salvidge, KSP Writers’ Centre, 

1.00pm–4.00pm.
29th ‘Writing Your Life Story’ with Rosemary Stevens, Peter Cowan Writers Centre, 

1.30pm–4.30pm.
29th Deadline for 2019 Emerging KSP residency applications, 5pm
 AWST.
30th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle.

August
11th ‘The Pro’s and Con’s of Self-Publishing’ with Glennys Marsdon, Peter Cowan 

Writers Centre, 1.30pm–4.30pm.
11th ‘So You Want to… Polish to Perfection’ with Catherine Noske, KSP Writers’ Centre, 

1.00pm–4.00pm.
16th Perth Poetry Festival Launch, WA Poets Inc., at Queens Building, 97 William St, 

Perth.
11–19th Perth Poetry Festival. WA Poets Inc. details at their website. 
25th  ‘Drafting and Editing for Publication’ with Josephine Taylor, Peter Cowan Writers 

Centre, 1.30pm–4.30pm.
25th Spooky Stories Night Fundraiser, KSP Writers’ Centre, 6.00pm–9.30pm.
26th Deadline for 2019 Established KSP residency applications, 5pm AWST.
27th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle.
31st Deadline for Submissions to Westerly Magazine, November issue.
31st Deadline for entries to ‘Spilt Ink’ Competition, OOTA Writers.
31st August Sundowner Session—Open Mic, KSP Writers’ Centre, 6.30pm–8.00pm.

September
9th  ‘Editing Your Short Stories (or Fiction)’ with Shane McCauley, Peter Cowan Writers 

Centre, 1.30pm–4.30pm.
17th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle.
22nd Wild Writing, with UK-based Poet Cath Drake—OOTA Writers Workshop, 22nd 

September, 1.30pm–4pm, Fremantle Arts Centre.
28th September Sundowner Session—with Cath Drake, KSP Writers’ Centre, 

6.30pm-8.00pm.
29th  ‘Memoir Writing: Writing the Self and Others’ with Susan Midalia, Peter Cowan 

Writers Centre, 1.30pm–4.30pm.

And later, in ‘Third Space’, she offers hope for future dialogue: ‘But 
everyone will grow up…’ (100) and: 

Find common ground
It is somewhere we can
Both own the space
To exist, grow, move forward
(100)

In the epilogue the two poets come together, ‘move forward’ writing as 
one with the hope that ‘some of us who aren’t traditional owners, are 
also torn from the inside out’ (144). The final page ends with a plea to 
resist, and to refuse to surrender to government policies, mining and the 
growing consumerism. The second stanza begins: 

Refuse to hit your head for sadness
Refuse to draw head blood for grief
Refuse to consider death of our land
This barna—our ancestors’ land—our land
Exists as long as we exist to protect it
(144)

The book ends with a forceful demand for change. The historical, cultural 
and environmental traces left behind by these ‘Colonial Thieves’ are 
rigorously scrutinised in this collection. The poetry questions the colonial 
narrative, its effect on the land and on Indigenous identity and culture. 
The fine glossary and notes provided strengthen our understanding and 
appreciation of this challenging and rewarding enterprise.

This ‘Message stick’ has been sent out across the country, past the 
salt mines and small towns of Western Australia. It delivers a challenge, 
speaks to a truth forgotten or ignored, left in a dark place for too long.
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October
14th ‘Drafting, Editing and Revising Towards Publication’ with Ian Reid, Peter Cowan 

Writers Centre, 1.30pm–4.30pm.
16th Halloween Banquet Literary Dinner, KSP Writers’ Centre, 6.00pm–9.30pm.
23rd ‘So You Want to… Stir the Writer’s Cauldron’ with Cath Drake, KSP Writers’ Centre, 

1.00pm–4.00pm.
26th October Sundowner Session—Open Mic, KSP Writers’ Centre, 6.30pm–8.00pm.
27th  ‘Write to Unravel: Your Creative Path as a Writer’ with Nicola-Jane Le Breton, 

Peter Cowan Writers Centre, 1.30pm–4.30pm.
28th Deadline for 2019 KSP Fellowship applications, 5pm AWST.
29th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle.

November
10th ‘Scavenge! An Introduction to Found Poetry’ with Sanna Peden, Peter Cowan 

Writers Centre.
24th  Science Fiction workshop with Shane McCauley, Peter Cowan Writers Centre.
26th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle
30th October Sundowner Session—with Anna Jacobs, KSP Writers’ Centre, 

6.30pm–8.00pm.

December
2nd Katharine’s Birthday, KSP Writers’ Centre, 10.30am–3pm. 

Ongoing

The Fellowship of Writers WA will be running a number of events across the year, dates 
TBC. They also offer residencies. See their website for details: http://www.fawwa.org/
events

OOTA Prose classes with Helen Hagemann and Poetry classes with Shane McCauley are 
ongoing, on alternate Fridays. Contact: https://www.ootawriters.com/our-classes/

WA Poets Inc. host a variety of poetry events throughout the year, visit their website for 
updates: www.wapoets.wordpress.com 

KSP Writers’ Centre offers three private cabins for writers to retreat, with substantial 
discounts for members, plus ten different writing groups meeting on a regular basis. 
Contact: www.kspwriterscentre.com

For more information on any of these events, please contact the host organisation.

Peter Cowan Writers Centre: www.pcwc.org.au 

KSP Writers’ Centre: www.kspwriterscentre.com 

WA Poets Inc: www.wapoets.wordpress.com 

Voicebox: www.voiceboxpoets.com 

OOTA: www.ootawriters.com 

Westerly Magazine: www.westerlymag.com.au 

Fellowship of Australian Writers WA: https://www.fawwa.org
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 Dear Sirs and Madams,

Thank you for your interest in ancient magic 
and fortune telling with spell-inscribed 
human femurs. The bones are gone, and with 
them all knowledge of what lies ahead.

‘Thirteen Monkeys 
and an Ageing Emu 
Run Amok through 

the Ruins of  
Oracle City’  

Matthew Hooton


