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Introduction:  

Creative Manoeuvres 

Shane Strange, Paul Hetherington and Jen Webb 

 

One of the benefits of the growth over recent decades of creative 

writing as an internationally significant discipline has been to move the 

study of creative writing practice beyond subjective accounts of ‘how I 

write’ towards broader issues of how knowledge is addressed by, or 

incorporated into, or embodied in art; and towards questions of how being 

itself is expressed through artistic means. It also encourages consideration 

of how art might represent and challenge important aspects of the 

zeitgeist; how it might challenge or subvert the very modes of 

representation that it adopts; and the extent to which research and art can 

be understood not merely as bedfellows, but as aspects of the same set of 

expressions. All writing tends to constitute a kind of research into its own 

condition, and into the human condition, even when it specifically 

eschews any explicit research agenda or purpose. 

 The chapters that follow are as interested in the ways that writers 

make different kinds of meaning, and the contexts in which they work, as 

they are with the content that writers employ and address. A number of 

them address the interdisciplinary nature of much contemporary writing, 

where writing and other artforms intersect, cross-pollinate and sometimes 

fuse into new forms. They explore, and enact, creative manoeuvres.  

But what are these ‘creative manoeuvres’, and how might they be 

framed or understood? Broadly, they are ways of examining the 

relationships that always already obtain between creative practice and 

research: ways of articulating how various forms of creative writing 

connect to the making of knowledge, or to the creation of written artefacts 

that aim to understand the world. They are, further, ways of reimagining 

the known, sometimes approaching it slantwise; and ways of thinking in 

terms of possibilities rather than of immediate quotidian reality. Where 

these creative manoeuvres do approach the quotidian, it is often in order to 

reinflect it, reinterpret it, or make it new. 

The idea of creative manoeuvres suggests not just movement, but 

movement that is deliberate: that involves foresight, strategy and (at least 

some degree of) control. It instantiates an attitude to the creation of both 

knowledge and art, one that acknowledges that, at its best, the making of 

both knowledge and art emerge as an expression of the deep, sometimes 
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wild, subjectivities at play in complex thinking. It points to ways of 

navigating this often uncertain, always contingent place of praxis: the 

ongoing, never finally determined, but always evolving work of making 

meaning through art, or through scholarship, or through a praxis that 

incorporates both.  

‘Creative manoeuvres’ also highlights the non-linearity of making, 

researching, remaking, re-researching and adapting; these acts are more 

often—indeed almost always—processes of moving sideways and 

backwards, or spiralling around an issue, rather than proceeding logically 

ahead. Even when writers and artists are conspicuously in control of what 

they do, they are nonetheless, and simultaneously, not quite in control. 

They are subject always to the unexpected, to forces beyond their ken, to 

the moments of surprise or ambush that we experience in the making of a 

work; and they grapple with these, knowledgeably, producing as they do 

so something that is both theirs and not-theirs; a something both familiar 

and alien that we call ‘art’. The grappling insistences and niceties of the 

processes attending to the production of art require endless improvisations 

and adjustments. We might call them stratagems, tactics, dodges, schemes, 

operations, subterfuges or artifices. But for the purposes of this volume, 

we name them as manoeuvres. 

The chapters in this book explore a range of approaches to creative 

manoeuvres—predominantly but not exclusively those enacted through 

writing practices. Ross Gibson’s ‘Self-extraction’ opens the book; in this 

chapter he examines the role that extant texts play in the understanding 

and formation of new creative practices. Gibson’s focus is on a group of 

seemingly disparate cultural products: Bob Dylan’s autobiography 

Chronicles: Volume One; T.S. Eliot’s seminal critical essay ‘Tradition and 

the Individual Talent’; and the philosophy of filmmaker Alexander Klüge. 

Gibson asks how seemingly unrelated, but resonant texts can work 

together to ‘trick’ the writer into making something at once engaged and 

personal, but also aligned with an apparently amorphous ‘tradition’. 

Paul Hetherington and Jen Webb’s ‘Circles and Intersections’ 

discusses lyric poetry’s close association with the ineffable and some of 

the ways in which photographs of a familiar place—the city of Canberra—

might be able to suggest reconceptualisations and rewritings of the known 

and the quotidian. The chapter reports and elaborates on a collaborative 

exploration that draws analogies between word and world, between the 

ineffable and the known; and which explores collaborative creative 

practice as a way of encapsulating and representing new knowledge in its 

combinations of images and poems. 
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Problems of representation are central to Glenn Morrison’s ‘Walking 

in the footsteps of the Ancestors’, an account of his engagement with the 

ancient narratives of Australian Aboriginal songlines and the oral 

storytelling culture in remote communities. Morrison explores the costs 

and benefits of writing down the oral, before arguing that publishing and 

performing ethically-produced Dreaming stories is crucial to assuring an 

Aboriginal cultural heritage for future generations. Morrison’s chapter 

reminds us that writing and representation can be a high-stakes game when 

dealing in cross-cultural preservation and understanding.  

Shari Kocher’s ‘Sonqoqui’ continues this cross-cultural theme by 

taking weaving as a central metaphor of invention and materiality. Her 

chapter seeks to construct the voices and contexts of three Inca children 

who lived and died five hundred years ago. Here the material artistic 

process is aligned with the production of embodied knowledge practices 

(weaving, writing) to describe a complex process that engages with 

archaeology and historical understanding in the construction of a 

polyphonic verse novel. 

Discussions of materiality and embodiment are continued in the next 

three chapters, where what may seem ancillary to the everyday 

understandings of what writers do become central to the interrogation of 

writing as a physical and material practice. The chapters explore how 

traditions of knowledge and art practice can be used to foreground writing 

in a way that exceeds its idealised definition as ‘imagination’ or ‘being 

creative’. Drawing on the traditional Chinese views that writing is a 

technical practice perfected through reproduction, Patrick West and Cher 

Coad argue that the physical act of writing provides insights into the 

relationship between body and the world. This chapter takes the 

physicality of writing and reading as a cue to discuss how writing might be 

a bodily tracing of the world that in turn affects the writing body. 

Monica Carroll’s ‘Write this down: The phenomenology of the page’ 

enlists the materiality of the that thing that writers often take for granted— 

the page itself—in a critique of the traditional view of writing as a purely 

cognitive process. Carroll argues that writing is not only movement, but 

movement through space. Through a reading of Vilém Flusser, she argues 

for a more phenomenological approach, one that explores the page as a 

collaborator in writing, and the constitutive here of meaning.   

In ‘Spectral bodies of thought: A materialist feminist approach to 

Conceptual Writing’, Kay Rozynski takes up Conceptualism, and the role 

of writing in that art form, particularly its interplay of dematerialisation 

and materialisation. Very often, Rozynski argues, writing categorised as 

Conceptual foregrounds the resulting ‘thingness’ of the written object.  
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Hence Conceptual Writing could provide a vantage point for 

understanding and overcoming, through practice, the highly contestable 

distinction between idea and material engrained by the Enlightenment. 

Sonya Voumard’s ‘The collaborative interview’ moves us to the next 

section, and a focus on nonfiction and life writing. Through a case study—

an interview with Australian author Helen Garner—Voumard argues the 

merits of the collaborative interview process, building on the body of 

discussion on ‘life writing’ that explores the ethical territory between 

writer and subject. Directed toward journalism and creative nonfiction 

writing, it particularly focuses on ways of engaging vulnerable or wary 

subjects.  

Ethics are also a central concern for Sue Joseph and Carolyn Rickett, 

in their ‘David Shields’ way of making’. A critical engagement of 

American author David Shield’s arguments about creativity and 

plagiarism/appropriation, this chapter interrogates notions of ownership of 

texts, and whether Shields’ model of ‘making’ might fit current academic 

protocols for a creative thesis within Australian tertiary settings. 

This same tension between the academy and creative practice underlies 

Shane Strange’s ‘Situating the creative response’. Strange addresses the 

issue of creative pedagogy, and in particular the use of the creative 

response, as an assessment technique in subject areas that are not generally 

seen as imparting skills for the future creative writing practitioner. This 

chapter explores the creative response as a site of uncertainty about the 

role of creativity in the academy, ultimately bringing into question the 

nature of academic and creative labour. 

The final two chapters reflect upon how practice and lived experience 

inflect both writing and research. Peta Murray’s ‘Elder-flowering’ focuses 

on playwriting, setting out first thoughts on writing and research as twin 

acts of resistance. Murray asks how one might remain visible and legible 

in arts practice across one’s life course. It proposes approaches to research 

whereby public acts, personal archives, and private interactions 

surrounding the making of new work become a ‘theatre of endurance’ in 

and of themselves. 

The final chapter is Michele’s Leggott’s moving ‘Small Stories from 

Two Decades’. Here Leggott traces the progression of her blindness 

through poetry and narrative, and explores its effect on her practice as a 

poet. Michele’s journey addresses not only the realities of making, but the 

physical and metaphysical understandings of creative practice. It is a 

fitting exemplar of a kind of creative manoeuvre we trace throughout this 

volume. 
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Overall, this collection of essays constitutes the multi-faceted and 

interdisciplinary exploration of the significance of creative writing—

understood as a species of creative practice—as a generator of important 

knowledge, and as a way of producing significant research. In the 

descriptions of praxis offered in these chapters, the collection also posits 

the idea that the combination of creative practice and more traditional 

research methods can allow the generation of insights that are less readily 

available to researchers and/or writers who employ only one or other of 

these approaches to their work of interpreting the world, and/or generating 

art. The artist-academic has a significant role in the future academy 

wherever creativity is valued, and where lateral, unexpected and often 

highly nuanced research outcomes are desired. 

 

 



 

1 

Self Extraction 

Ross Gibson 

 

A morning spent browsing the Paris Review’s archive of extended 

conversations with established authors confirms there are almost as many 

creative manoeuvres as there are writers. In this chapter I will think about 

one ruse that I have investigated for a couple of decades: concentrating on 

some highly resonant influence or extant text or object so as to translate 

the old thing into a new, personal utterance. I will draw on a classic essay 

by T.S. Eliot, plus some thoughts by the German philosopher and 

filmmaker, Alexander Kluge, and a stray comment in Bob Dylan’s 

memoir. Finally I will offer examples from my own creative practice to 

indicate how in the mutative process of translating a set of stimuli into a 

new expression, various ekphrastic and multimodal manoeuvres might be 

helpful for cajoling the work out of oneself.  

So this essay prods a basic enigma: where do our utterances come 

from? In Australia we get to pursue this question across a vast expanse, 

from the epic reach of Indigenous knowledge systems through to the 

intimate scale of lyrics, lullabies and prayers. But no matter what the 

context, every writer transmits from a matrix of what-has-gone-before. 

From a tradition. 

In Chronicles: Volume One, Bob Dylan reminisces about the months 

when, barely out of his teens in the early 1960s, he began hustling for gigs 

in New York City. Dossing in strange apartments stuffed with record 

collections, letting go of the Zimmerman family name that he never felt 

described him, listening to the non-stop verbiage of obsessive almanackers 

like Dave Van Ronk, Dylan discovered his creative self in the hubbub of 

the reprised songs that comprise the American folk repertoire: 

I could make things up on the spot all based on folk music structure … 

You could write twenty or more songs off … one melody by slightly 

altering it … I could slip in verses or lines from old spirituals or blues. 

There was little headwork involved. What I usually did was start out with 

something, some kind of line written in stone and then turn it with another 

line—make it add up to something else than it originally did. (Dylan 2005: 

228) 
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Thus Dylan might start exploring a Blind Willie McTell blues on a 

Monday. By Friday, five hundred renditions later, the song had mutated—

in riffs and rhymes—into something as new as it was old, as Dylan kinked 

a line here, changed a verb there, bent a stray melody around a ‘wrong’ 

run of similes and lost Willie while being guided by him. This was nothing 

mystical. It was the output of erudition steeped in tradition and cooked 

with bold innovation. I was about to call this last aspect ‘self-assertion’, 

but it is more accurate to say that the componentry of Zimmerman’s 

culture let him prime an embryonic self where his Dylan-persona was 

ready to emerge. And as that strange new self emerged so did the new 

songs, the new takes on his heritage. By the time he was twenty, Dylan 

had heard more than a decade of nightly radio programs beaming into 

Hibbing, Minnesota. The radio schooled him in three centuries of the 

American Song, which in turn derived from further centuries of ancient 

madrigals and troubadour ditties—Scottish, Irish, German, African, 

Spanish, Jewish. With Dylan delving into this rag and bone shop of his 

Midwestern culture and his memory, a startling, fresh song like ‘Highway 

61’ could get hot-rodded from the Old Testament, street talk, music hall, 

carnival barkers’ calls and English murder ballads.  

This mode of composition is rhapsodic, in the original sense of the 

expression deriving from the two ancient Greek words rhaptein and oide 

denoting ‘a sewn-together ode’. Extant elements get meshed and altered in 

the reiteration and recombination such that a startling new sonic fabric—

stronger and more stimulant than the sum of its old parts—unfurls between 

the performer and the audience. This is the same kind of the process that 

A.B. Lord examined in his classic The Singer of Tales, although Lord 

concentrated on the processes whereby cultural memory stayed so strong 

that the variations of authorial originality were kept to an optimal 

minimum and song cycles were handed intact along generations for 

centuries (Lord 1961). Dylan operated on the other side of the schism that 

was made by modernism, where innovation was the animus. With 

modernism, originality trumped tradition because the objective was to 

make something astonishing and unprecedented. Even so, the process 

started with tradition. As one of the definitive modernists, T.S. Eliot, 

explained in his canonical essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, the 

creative mind is best understood as a ‘receptacle for storing up numberless 

feelings, phrases, images, which remain there until all the particles which 

can unite to form a new combination are present together’ (Eliot 1921: 

49). These particles can come from each individual’s lived experience, but 

they are spawned as well in the culture that steeps every citizen’s 

experience. And culture is nothing without the stored up remembrances 
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that are structured by tradition. When creating original cultural work, Eliot 

contends, one dissolves into and rises up from tradition in such a way that 

the ‘progress of an artist is … a continual extinction of personality’ as one 

submits oneself to ‘something which is more valuable’ (Eliot 1921: 47).  

This willing self-surrender is the obverse of the ‘anxiety of influence’ 

that Harold Bloom has controversially contended to be the impetus of the 

great men who jostled for authority in the canon of twentieth-century 

English literature (Bloom 1973). For thirty years or more, Bloom’s theory 

drew disproportionate attention, but now in the age of digital culture 

Eliot’s theory seems to have returned and grown more compelling as an 

account of creativity amidst all the mashups, the hip-hop bites and the 

great, global bursts of poiesis that have generally become known as the 

aesthetics of remediation (Bolter & Grusin 2000). Borrowing from Eliot: 

the creator is best understood as a ‘medium in which special, or very 

varied, feelings are at liberty to enter into new combinations’ (Eliot 1921: 

48). Whereas Bloom portrayed the great poets as sui generis entities 

struggling, Vulcan-like, to stoke atavistic fire for hammering paradigm-

shifting creations out of their non-pareil subjectivities, Eliot’s exemplary 

poets are not so much makers as melders who encourage their own 

disappearance, albeit momentarily, in order for distinctive new creations to 

get alloyed through themselves.  

The new creation comes not from some urwelt where ever-originating 

inspiration burns, but from the everyday world where all that is extant is 

ready for re-fashioning. About this topic, the sharpest line I’ve read comes 

from the twentieth-century Haiku master, Seishi, expressing his allegiance 

to the methods of Stéphane Mallarmé: ‘[because] objects are already in 

existence, it is not necessary to create them … all we have to do is grasp 

the relationships among them’ (Yamaguchi et al. 1993: xix). This panoply 

of pre-existent ‘objects’ includes sentences, poems, artworks and myriad 

elements of culture that previous generations have generated and worked 

to preserve. So from all that is extant, the culture makes the new things 

from the old things, relationally, as much as the artist does. Or to quote 

and endorse Robert Pogue Harrison’s startling claim: ‘[all human cultures] 

compel the living to serve the interests of the unborn’ such that ‘culture 

perpetuates itself through the power of the dead’ (Harrison 2003: ix). 

So art comes from the transformation of given things, from relics and 

remembrances. And in that transformation there is usually a kind of 

treason, a betrayal of the given thing. By which I mean that in being 

tricked into a new form, the given thing becomes other to its original state. 

Treason, betrayal, traducement: these are usually thought to be sinister 

actions, coming from the wrong side of virtue, from leftfield, evincing 
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insufficient reverence. But benefits can loom in such treasons. Consider 

the chance to remake a given thing by infusing it with new elements, by 

putting it in new relationships with other found and mutable things. Think 

of Dylan ‘betraying’ but also bowing down to Blind Willie McTell. 

Etymologically, the French word for ‘translation’ (‘traduction’) lurks close 

alongside the English word ‘traduce’; and ‘treason’ (or ‘trahison’ in 

French, which leads to the English word ‘betrayal’) echoes through a 

translation because of the way the original thing can get betrayed, warped 

and abducted (as well as ‘traducted’) to a new state as it moves from one 

language to another or from one medium or aesthetic form to another.  

So I am proposing that wherever creativity roils, good can come from 

carefully traducing a given thing. Dylan’s ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ can come 

from McTell’s ‘You Was Born To Die’. And the greatness of the original 

song stands firm even as the new song crashes into being.  

The same goes for Christopher Logue’s brazen ‘War Music’, which 

translates and betrays Homer in the best possible way to make a vivid new 

evocation of warfare and state-sanctioned violence such that we can end 

up reading this kind of gory-loud (but also disquieting) war-whoop from 

Logue: 

Drop into it. 

Noise so clamorous it sucks. 

You rush your pressed-flower hackles out 

To the perimeter. 

And here it comes:  

That unpremeditated joy as you 

—The Uzi shuddering against your hip 

Happy in danger in a dangerous place 

Yourself another self you found at Troy—  

Squeeze nickel through that rush of Greekoid scum! 

It is more than a translation, of course. Although it starts out as that. Or 

more exactly, it starts out with Logue consulting reams of extant 

translations and then it gets wonderfully odder and more heretical. It is 

something other than Homer. It is a whole new thing, with Logue looking 

squarely at the catastrophe of modern times. And still, paradoxically, it 

comes from The Iliad. In translating it, Loguegets the original vividly 

‘wrong’ but it is in precise accord with the original.  

Think too of W.G. Sebald’s investment in translation as a means to 

generate good strangeness and fresh insight. Sebald’s control of the 

English language was supreme, yet he deliberately chose to write most of 
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his works (even those aimed principally at an English-language 

readership) in German and then to have them translated to English 

through the creative agency of adroit writers (whom he appointed and 

painstakingly consulted) such as Michael Hulse and Anthea Bell. These 

relationships were not always smooth, indeed they were frequently 

acrimonious to the point of betrayal, with much traducing peppering the 

traduction, but from the trouble something valuable usually brewed. The 

translation phase was one extra flush of creativity forced wilfully upon the 

drafts. 

Thus far I’ve been extolling ‘creative treason’ by examining 

translations from language to language and from influential first author to 

aspiring next author. But what of the translation from medium to medium? 

Which is to say, from cognitive mode to cognitive mode, whereby the 

ideas and feelings that are couched in one medium and are appealing to 

one system of cerebral-and-affective appreciation are then translated to a 

different medium which galvanises other systems in one’s intellection and 

sensorium. One of my personal favourites in this multi-modal drift is Dave 

Hickey’s dextrous essay ‘A Life in the Arts’, in which he analyses the 

influence of social and natural environments while orchestrating a sinuous, 

back-cutting line of argument that investigates the languorous melodics in 

the trumpet playing of Chet Baker. Intuiting that Baker’s art is definitively 

Californian somehow, Hickey delves into the bodily pleasures of the 

sound, appreciating the way the listener is taken on a ride with the 

trumpeter’s sparse glissandos and ethereal feints. Hickey notes how the 

flowing patterns of Baker’s sound originate in the same lulling world that 

impels the ‘cool economy and intellectual athletics of long-board surfing’ 

(Hickey 1997: 77)! When Californian board-riders translate the ocean 

swell, they utter a full incorporation with the spirit of their place; 

commensurately when Baker ‘speaks’ with his trumpet and his barely-

breathed crooning, he utters the easeful sociability of bohemian 

communities strewn across L.A. and north along the Pacific Coast 

Highway, communities that take their tempo and mojo from the ocean. 

The surfers translate the fluid lineaments of the natural elements with their 

bodies, which are also their means of knowing and their medium of 

expression; Baker takes all this, adds a wary conviviality brought by his 

address to an audience, and he translates the full cool flux into sound via 

the artful movement of air. Hickey notes how in each case—the surfing 

and the music—‘a lost art of living in real time’ is fashioned from the loll 

of experience. From one extant thing or system—ocean, breath, 

vibrational energy among elements and beings—constitutive factors get 

relationally realigned and translated so another thing arises. A fresh 
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creation. Translating the surfers’ arcs and scything cutbacks, Baker’s 

trumpet glides out a keening gambit of oozed notes. And then, in 

consideration and translation of these two mellifluous phenomena, Hickey 

makes his own original prose that is liquid and buoyant while also being 

dolorous and perspicacious. Consider, for example, this passage where he 

tells of the moments immediately after a friend has phoned him to say that 

Baker has died:  

I sat there for a long time in that cool, shadowy room, looking out at the 

California morning. I stared at the blazing white stucco wall of the 

bungalow across the street. I gazed at the coco palm rising above the 

bungalow’s dark green roof. Three chrome-green, renegade parrots had 

taken up residence among its dusty fronds. They squawked and flickered in 

the sunshine. Above the bungalow, the parrots and the palm, the slate-gray 

pacific rose to the pale line of the horizon, and this vision of ordinary 

paradise seemed an appropriate, funereal vista for the ruined prince of 

West Coast cool (Hickey 1997: 73). 

We know this is art because of the shift it makes in our understanding, 

and we know it is high quality. Let’s waste no breath debating whether or 

not it is original or inspired. Hickey’s prose in ‘A Life in the Arts’ comes 

from phenomena that already exist. It is informed and enriched by 

Hickey’s attentiveness to local practices and environmental conditions that 

can be translated again and again—from anonymous surfers through Baker 

to Hickey—into new forms and insights. Hickey’s prose resonates in that 

faculty of the reader which appreciates form as well as disquisition. And it 

lodges in a zone of consciousness other than the zones that Baker and the 

longboarders stimulate so slickly. What we have traced across these three 

expressive media is a run of translations through different cognitive 

modes, from the originary board-riders, to the tonal innovations of Baker, 

to melodic analytics of Hickey. There is tradition here. Plus individual 

talent which finds and utters itself in the act of losing the original 

influence in the wash of the new relationships each author establishes 

among what already exists.  

In some primers of aesthetics, this kind of translation would be called 

‘ekphrasis’: the practice of glossing one mode of expression with another 

mode. Words rendering painting, for example, or music formed in 

response to dance. For me, the most galvanising version of this ‘cognitive-

mode translation’ comes from the German philosopher, lawyer and 

filmmaker and avant-garde bureaucrat, Alexander Kluge. (Note all his 

roles and the constant dodging, mode-shifting and translation that are 

required to help them make sense together. Vocational ekphrasis!) Kluge 

has long espoused the power of silent cinema: not necessarily its market 
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force; rather the imaginative elan in its subjective stimulus and intellectual 

fecundity. He maintains that the force of silent cinema comes from a 

definitive trope: viewers encounter a pictorial sequence which is proffered 

for interpretation as the sequence gathers its duration and complexity; after 

due consideration, the viewers generate their interpretations of the 

meaning and system of feelings within the sequence; then an inter-title 

presents words (appealing to a cognitive mode that is radically different 

from the pictorial and proprioceptive faculties that the movie sequence has 

been agitating thus far) which contend with the interpretation that the 

viewers have just supplied for themselves; AND THEN the viewers are 

obliged to decide whether to accept the proffered interpretation or to adapt 

or stay true to the one they invented on their own. And then another 

sequence runs past. Thus throughout a silent movie viewers are goaded to 

know their own minds, to use their minds to make versions of sense and to 

know that every mind in the cinema has several profusely generative 

modes whirring in it at any one time, even as the filmmaker also contends 

with the meanings by providing the inter-titles as guidelines for 

interpretation. With silent cinema an audience is therefore an imaginative, 

disputatious and discursive assembly. The audience is a skeptical and 

politicised assembly, therefore. And the contentious significance of the 

film—simultaneously intellectual and emotional—comes from each 

viewer’s speculative psychology contending in sceptical sociability with 

every other self in the cinema (including the filmmaker’s self, of course) 

as images and words roll around each other, offering different, medium-

specific grasps on experience (Liebman & Hansen 1988). On the screen 

and inside each viewer’s sensibility, moving images and words translate 

the represented experience back and forth across each other. In order to 

know what is being represented, each viewer has to extract an authoring 

self from this broil. 

The authoring self: we have come back to this figure by examining 

what occurs when you become a highly participant viewer or reader 

translating across media and drawing lines of new understanding out of 

memory and tradition. It might be useful now if I report on my own 

experience as an ekphrastic author, offering a brief account of the process 

of translating pictorial qualities into language and back again. I hope it is a 

modest account of how a portion of individual talent can extract itself and 

then assert itself in response to the given world, the world of tradition, of 

extant things. 

For twenty years now I have been working with a collection of forensic 

photographs that were generated by the New South Wales Police in 

Australia between the late 1890s and the early 1970s. Mostly the pictures 
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are crime scenes showing the mid-twentieth-century version of Sydney, 

featuring the cars, trams and electrical implements of the post-WWII 

years, as well as the guns, cudgels and liquor bottles that have been the 

props for malfeasance and misadventure here since 1788. Stored in the 

attic of the Justice & Police Museum on the shoreline of Sydney Cove, the 

images are filed in thousands of boxes containing manila envelopes. 

Usually some india-ink code has been daubed on the side to indicate that 

the box holds a spatter of cases relating to a particular month of a 

particular year. Each envelope, batching a dozen or so negatives, 

encompasses a single investigation. On the front of the envelope, a 

detective who is also a photographer has written his name, the date, a 

location and a terse summary of what is being documented: ‘Break Enter 

Steal’, ‘Loiter in Yard’, ‘Consort with Menace’.  

And that is all. That is the full extent of the interpretive clues offered 

by the archive. There is no comprehensive catalogue. No investigators’ 

notebooks, no charge sheets, judgments or appended newspaper clippings. 

If sets of metadata ever existed, they have all gone missing over the years, 

most likely when the pictures were rescued from rising floodwaters during 

the 1980s. Nothing conclusive remains. There are no authoritative decrees 

that put an end to the narratives that each tersely tagged image stimulates 

in the imagination of its appreciator. Comprising a jumbled almanac of an 

agitated city, the negatives provoke, thrill and disturb while they educate. 

But they never resolve with any note of certainty. 

For me these images offer something richer than certainty: they prompt 

endless questions and unsettling accounts concerning real lives and places 

that have been pressed as luminous energy on to photographic film; they 

portray the town in a pained and piquant way that contradicts but also 

complements the shiny promise of pleasure that radiates from Sydney’s 

advertising industry and popular magazines. When I mull over the 

photographs, I understand the liveliness of the town better because the 

pictures thrum not only with heat and light and the vitality of the street but 

also with mendacity and mortality. The pictures help me see some of the 

social and historical forces that swell sombre beneath the shimmers of my 

gorgeous town.  

And they goad me into language. I find myself always needing to 

respond to some pictorial quality or some shift of hue by translating it into 

a phrase which needs to be more evocative and sensuous than descriptive. 

In other words, I use the photo to startle poetry out of myself and I use the 

words to simmer the picture in some new way so I can extract another 

quality of its imagistic self. 
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For example, consider this picture from a 1954 ‘Manslaughter’ file: 

 
Here’s what strikes me in the image: the hot light and the cool shade, 

the smell of the picture, the folded softness of the wreck that warps around 

the pliant rubber tyre and makes a paradox with the bleak metal in the 

panels and bumper-bars, the slump, the escaping ooze of oil and gasoline, 

the silence lurking as a daze after recent horrible clamour. And much else 

besides, including a terribly tender sense of mortality and surrender. So, I 

offer sets of three phrases that sit alongside the image, matching the 

picture’s size in a diptych and making an ekphrastic partnership for your 

linguistic and imagistic systems of cognition. Sets of three phrases like 

these: 

See how an object can take the shape of a scream. 

Understand that vim can ebb in a warm sluice. 

Accept that heat is just a brief sigh made by cold. 

 

Fig. 1-1 'Manslaughter'  (FP09_080_008) 
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Or try translating this interior scene (‘Suspicious Death’), where 

there’s longing and some promise of release as well as a terrible void that 

makes a picture of gravity. In front of this image, I get almost every sense 

of that word and that feeling: gravity.  

 
How to give language to this image, when it offers so much? Here are 

three breaths of my written speech, translating the picture: 

Understand the town takes new lovers every night. 

Lean out past the old thresholds. 

Feel how the breeze wants you and offers an embrace. 

Fig 1-2 ‘Suspicious Death’ (FP08_068_002) 
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I have made a few hundred of these diptychs, in a series called 

‘Accident Music’
1
. They give me a chance to extract an author from 

myself by setting my individual, stored experiences in resonance with the 

traditions—of crime writing, or documentary photography, of elegy and 

epitaph—that have been made in a larger world cohering through time.  

So by way of conclusion, I hope this much is clear now: resonance can 

be made with the act of translation, by betraying some extant thing while 

simultaneously revering it too. A new thing gets to emerge in and through 

the author’s self while whatever talent lurks in the author’s individuality 

contends with the cunning of the world and all its media and sensory 

modes. Think of Bob Dylan translating Blind Willie McTell. Think of 

Christopher Logue betraying Homer in the most honourable manner. 

Think of yourself finessing anything that moves you and that makes itself 

available, through tradition, for the good treason it needs. 

Endnotes 

1. See an account of them here: http://www.rossgibson.com.au  
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Circles and intersections:  

A practice-led exploration into poetry 

and visual affect 

Paul Hetherington and Jen Webb 

 

Introduction 

For writers, words are both métier and material. But words do not 

emerge from a vacuum; they emerge from, and are employed to represent, 

the world of experience, the world of memory, the world of longing, the 

world of affect, the world of imagination—and the experiences and 

encounters that serve to shape such worlds. Words are part of the domain 

of the ephemeral and the expressive, rather than the concrete, but 

nonetheless they are intimately intertwined with materiality, with the 

concrete world that knocks up against us in our day-to-day lives.  

The tension between actuality and representation is one that has been 

explored for many centuries (see Webb 2009), and in this paper we add to 

that exploration. Our particular interest is with the ways in which lyric 

poetry, a form that is particularly closely associated with the ineffable, 

might contribute to the production of meaning and understandings. To 

pursue this interest, we embarked on an epistemological exploration in 

which we attempted to draw analogies between the ineffable and 

knowledge formation: between word and world. 

Word and world 

The relationship between word (or language) and world (or what, for 

convenience, we will call reality) is much vexed. George Steiner argues 

that there is a profound disjuncture at the heart of contemporary life, one 

whose implications have only fairly recently begun to be played out. He 

locates this disjuncture in the ‘break of the covenant between word and 

world’ (1989: 93; emphasis original) and contends that we are in a 

historical moment of ‘epilogue’ (1989: 94)—the time that is an ‘after-



Paul Hetherington and Jen Webb      18 

 

 
 

word’, an end that signals a new beginning. That new beginning is one that 

is marked by absence, loss of assurance, and separation from reality. 

Following ‘Mallarmé’s disjunction of language from external reference’ 

and ‘Rimbaud’s deconstruction of the first person singular’ (1989: 94), 

Steiner indicates, the world is one where contemporary writers are unable 

to access reality through language because ‘the truth of the word is the 

absence of the world’ (1989: 96). 

 Steiner acknowledges, though, that ‘what words refer to are other 

words’ (1989: 97), and grants that there is great richness in making 

creative use of language because ‘[t]here is always … “excess” of the 

signified beyond the signifier’ (1989: 84). We may not any longer have a 

connection to reality, but in art we have something rich and something 

that, for Steiner, retains a purposive magic. It ‘would instruct us of the 

inviolate enigma of the otherness of things and in animate presences’, he 

writes; and make ‘palpable to us … the unassuaged, unhoused instability 

and estrangement of our condition’ (1989: 139).  

Though we must—having entered into language—have lost our ‘real’ 

connection to the world, we can nonetheless find consolation in art: that 

which alone, Steiner asserts, ‘can go some way towards making 

accessible, towards waking into some measure of communicability, the 

sheer inhuman otherness of matter’ (1989: 140). This is perhaps less 

comforting than one might hope; but if indeed the world is inaccessible to 

us in all its fullness, at least art allows us to approach it in its sublime 

actuality.  

In exploring Wallace Stevens’ poetry, Simon Critchley has taken a 

related, but different, approach to the problem of the relationship between 

language—specifically poetic language—and reality. He claims that 

poetry in general is ‘the experience of failure’ because reality ‘retreats 

before the imagination that shapes and orders it’ (2005: 6). Like Steiner, 

then, he confirms that word does not deliver world to us; but for him it is 

not Steiner’s existential loss. Critchley contends that, like all modern 

poets, ‘Stevens can neither reduce reality to the imagination nor extend the 

imagination into reality’ (2005: 87) and that his ‘late poems stubbornly 

show how the mind cannot seize hold of the ultimate nature of the reality 

that faces it’ (2005: 6; for a more extended discussion of these issues, see 

Hetherington 2013: 1-4).  

But for Critchley, though world might escape word, it is still possible 

for writers and readers to access a degree of material reality: Critchley 

places Stevens’ view of reality in the Kantian lineage, ‘where the realm of 

sensibility is our access to a world that is indeed real for us, but that world 

is always already shot through with conceptual content’ (2005: 23). In 
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doing so, he identifies a gap that exists between ‘reality’ and any poem; a 

problem built into the way in which language and cognition operate. 

Kant’s own arguments about such matters are complex but in his 

Critique of Pure Reason (originally published in 1791) he makes the key 

point that with ‘rational cognition a priori’ we reach ‘appearances only, 

leaving the thing in itself as something actual for itself but unrecognised 

by us’ (1998: 112). In the mid-twentieth century Martin Heidegger takes 

this point further in suggesting that ‘It is only the word at our disposal that 

endows the thing with Being’—and he even asks ‘does the word of itself 

and for itself need poetry, so that only through this need does the poet 

become who he can be?’ (1982a [1959]: 141). For Kant and Heidegger, 

whatever their differences, there is no possibility of an uncomplicated and 

unmediated relationship between language and reality because language is 

constantly construing and constraining any knowledge of reality. 

This notion that material reality is experienced through a combination 

of affect and concept to some extent mirrors Steiner’s concern that world, 

in itself, has escaped the human grasp. We cannot know it; we can know 

only how we feel about it; but Critchley observes that this limitation has 

anyway been the case. We cannot access world in all its fullness; we 

access only an idea of world that has meaning for us because our words 

fill it with concept.  

But this does not mean either that we have no sense of the material 

world, or that words emerge merely out of concepts; rather, for Stevens at 

least, we have words because there is some understanding or awareness of 

that concrete world that has its own existence, and a being independent of 

the law of language. As Critchley writes, in his explication of Stevens’ 

approach: ‘the real is the base, it is the basis from which poetry begins’; it 

‘is the necessary but not the sufficient condition for poetry, but it is 

absolutely necessary’ (2005: 24). What Stevens attempts to do, in 

Critchley’s analysis, is ‘to put in place a transfigured sense of the real, the 

real mediated through the creative power of the imagination’ (2005: 27; 

emphasis in original). This is, arguably, also what contemporary poets 

must do: write about what may be real for them; attempt to convey a 

transfigured sense of that real; and hope that readers will identify with, 

appreciate or understand it as they do.  

If they are successful, Critchley says, it is because their poetry 

‘achieves truth through emotional identification, where actor and audience 

fuse, becoming two-in-one’ (2005: 37)—but this will only eventuate if the 

poet successfully achieves ‘sudden rightnesses’ (2005: 39). ‘Sudden 

rightness’ has as little clarity as ‘world’, for a contemporary reader, but 

Critchley attempts to explicate it, hypothesising that it ‘can be crystallized 
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in a word, a name or a sound’ (2005: 41), one that ‘intensifies experience 

by suddenly suspending it, withdrawing one from it, and lighting up not 

some otherworldy obscurities, but what Emerson in “The American 

Scholar” calls “the near, the low, the common”’ (2005: 41). It seems, then, 

that world can be recovered, to some extent, in word, but only if we first 

acknowledge that world is conceptual as much as it is concrete.  

However, as soon as we attempt to speak the world, we must name it 

and its components; and, as Critchley goes on to write, the act of naming 

is an act of mastery and assimilation (2005: 86). The attempt to know 

reality through language results in our bending that reality to our will, our 

perspective—translating it from itself into something we enslave and 

possess. The alternative is simply ‘to let things be in their separateness 

from us … letting the orange orange, the oyster oyster, the palm palm, and 

so on’ (2005: 86). 

But it is rare for any human, and especially any poet, to ‘let things be’ 

in this way. Across history, and across cultures, people have translated the 

concrete world into expressive modes: have explored the space between 

word and world, as Nelson Goodman writes, using ideas framed by 

content and form. ‘We can have words without a world but no world 

without words or other symbols’ (1978: 6), he states, drawing attention to 

the fact that it is only through language or other symbols that human 

beings are able to construct (their understanding of) worlds. He notes that: 

[e]xemplification and expression [such as one finds in poetry and other 

artforms], though running in the opposite direction from denotation—that 

is, from the symbol to a literal or metaphorical feature of it, instead of to 

something that the symbol applies to—are no less symbolic referential 

functions and instruments of worldmaking. (1978: 12)  

The world in its concrete reality may not be accessible, but ideas about 

the world, possible ways of being in the world, and a multiplicity of 

‘worlds’ are. Goodman asserts that the ‘many different world-versions are 

of independent interest and importance, without any requirement or 

presumption of reducibility to a single base’ (1978: 4); and, in a precursor 

of Critchley’s argument, observes that this concept of the world ‘depends 

upon rightness’. Like Critchley, and like Steiner, Goodman’s perspective 

insists on the separation—or at least attenuation—of the connection 

between language and reality, word and world. All three authors reaffirm 

that poetry never simply denotes ‘reality’, but rather creates meaning by 

stimulating interplay between the various possible meanings, resonances 

and affects of language. It is not so much that reality does not exist, but 
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that we can never know it outside of our various constructions of it—as 

world, as poem, as idea, as an artistic ‘transfiguration’.
1
 

Circles and intersections 

These abstract and sometimes disturbing thoughts about the 

incommensurability of world and word were at the basis of our recent 

practice-led research project, ‘Circles and Intersections’. This project 

involved the creation of complementary pairs of digital photographs by 

Jen Webb and poems by Paul Hetherington—each ‘pair’ consisting of a 

photograph and a poem. The photographs are all of locations in Canberra, 

avoiding the obvious or the ‘known’; and the poems respond both to the 

images, and to the materiality of the city. As human beings mired in 

subjectivity and language, we accept that it is impossible for us simply to 

understand things as things, and nothing more than that. And given the 

conceptual content that all language brings with it, we also accept that 

even as we begin to write a first sentence, we fail, despite our best 

attempts, ‘to see things as they are, in their porosity and denseness, in their 

earthiness and mineral quality’ (Critchley 2005: 86). Yet, bleak as this 

may sound, there is something liberating in the recognition that we can 

never succeed; because, as Critchley writes, what poetry can do very well 

is increase ‘our feeling for reality by allowing us to see it, to focus on what 

we would normally pass over in our everyday activity: the world’ (2005: 

89). Poetry ‘allows us to see things as they are’ but ‘anew, under a new 

aspect’ (2005: 11). 

The project’s title, ‘Circles and Intersections’, refers to a number of 

issues at once—most obviously, the way in which Webb’s imagery and 

Hetherington’s poetry circle each other conceptually, finding points of 

intersection as they do so. The project title is also a way of exploring and, 

to some extent, reconceptualising Steiner’s, Critchley’s and Goodman’s 

ideas, emphasising the way in which this project foregrounds the tension 

between gesturing at the ‘real’ as real—as things in the world as they are, 

if only we knew what that was—and the transformations and 

transfigurations effected by our visual and poetic imaginations. 

It is certainly true to say that many of Steiner’s, Critchley’s and 

Goodman’s observations apply equally well to both poetry and visual 

artefacts, such as paintings or photographs. In particular, the ‘Circles and 

Intersections’ project takes what most of us in Canberra think we know; 

what certainly seems ‘real’ for us—a city, its landmarks and environment, 

its people and its memorials—and in interpreting these things through 

photographs and poems, ‘sees’ them newly. In Goodman’s terms, the 



Paul Hetherington and Jen Webb      22 

 

 
 

project constructs a version of the world by activating tropes of imagery 

and language, and tries to achieve ‘rightness’ in doing so. It also enacts, 

often humble, transfigurations and transformations of things. It attempts to 

get at some of the hidden or relatively opaque realities that attend to 

quotidian doings in known places. 

The composite works, in each case consisting of a paired image and 

poem, present a new way of understanding the thing itself—what is real—

by re-casting it twice over in the light of imagination. And if poems are a 

kind of naming, this project gives relatively complex names to both 

Webb’s photographs and to the ‘real’. The poems do not attempt to, and 

could never succeed, in fully naming either photograph or reality but the 

project asks: if we acknowledge such failure, will this form of naming 

nevertheless—at least in this context—suffice? Our intention in making 

these works is not to abandon the real but to emphasise, in Critchley’s 

words, how works of art may assist all of us to see the real—and the things 

that make up the real—in a way that allows us ‘to focus on what we would 

normally pass over in our everyday activity’. We are presenting them 

‘anew, under a new aspect’ (2005: 11) and attempting to create ‘an 

enlarged world of fact, an exquisite environment of fact’, playing with—

but also to some extent resisting—imagination’s urge to ‘reduc[e] reality 

to itself’. 

Collaboration  

Critchley (2005: 37) speaks of the ideal state of affairs for poetry: 

being able to achieve a two-in-one effect, where audience and author are 

momentarily fused. A contrast to this ideal is Joan Didion’s famous 

response to George Orwell’s famous essay (both works entitled ‘Why I 

write’) where she asserts that ‘In many ways writing is the act of saying I, 

of imposing oneself upon other people, of saying listen to me, see it my 

way, change your mind. It’s an aggressive, even a hostile act’ (Didion 

1976: 224). 

Didion’s writing-as-aggressive-individualism may result in a fusing of 

actor and audience similar to the effect Critchley associates with sudden 

rightness, but it would, surely, do so only by wearing down the audience. 

Taking a more open-hearted approach, writers can seek to achieve 

Critchley’s emotional identification not just between actor and audience, 

but between writer and writer. Collaboration on a piece of creative work 

is, admittedly, rare among poets—rare at least in the sense of their co-

authoring a poem. However, the history of poetic production is littered 

with stories of poets collaborating as co-readers, co-editors, each other’s 
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muse, the driving force that keeps the other writing. Think of the 

Romantics who formed what was practically a research centre for poetry; 

think of famous collaborations like that between Eliot and Pound; think of 

collaborative projects like André Breton and Philippe Soupault’s The 

Magnetic Fields. 

Any collaboration between writers forces a change in practice and 

attitude because if we are co-producers of a work, then we cannot be ‘I’, in 

Didion’s fashion, but must operate in the first person plural. It involves a 

giving up of the singular self, a recognition of unknowingness and 

uncertainty, in the interests of a possible larger knowing. And what ends 

up being produced must be the result of a negotiated settlement. If this 

settlement is not to be a cop-out or unwieldy compromise, each party 

must, simultaneously, attempt to achieve sudden rightness in their 

mutually constructed works. 

So, although in formal terms it may be relatively rare for poets to 

collaborate, individualism as such is a myth, just as the idea of the solitary 

author is largely a myth. Almost no-one—at least, almost no-one who is 

regularly being published and read, who is working professionally—

actually lurks alone and incommunicado in their room. Even famously 

solitary writers, such as Emily Dickinson and Marcel Proust—in his later 

life—devised various strategies for maintaining significant contact with 

others, some of it through correspondence. We are social creatures, and we 

have social attachments that inform and inflect our practice. Of the 

attachments that frame our lives, it is the community of other writers and 

artists that matters most in the making of our work. This is hardly 

surprising, since it is other writers who share with us that deep familiarity 

with the agonies and uncertainties of writing, the labour involved, and the 

rare delightful moments when, to steal Donald Schön’s phrase, we are 

‘stimulated by surprise’ (1982: 50). 

Our work on this exhibition piece is the product of a couple of years of 

talking and thinking, of reading each other’s drafts of poetry and 

scholarship, of planning and of exploring a shared interest in the 

relationship between poetry and the image. All the poems are 

Hetherington’s work alone, but it remains a collaborative writing project 

because the planning, the working and working through, the rejections and 

emendations in both poetry and image have been fully collaborative. And, 

more profoundly, the images have been responsible for many of the 

poems, because without them, these poems would never have been 

conceived. They have been mothered, as it were, by the project’s creative 

process. 
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Canberra was the focus, or the locus, for our thinking in this work, 

partly because 2013 has been the city’s centenary; partly because we live 

here and have frequent opportunities to explore its vistas; and partly 

because the city can be read as an analogue of the dual notion of writing, 

exemplified in a combination of Didion’s individualism and Critchley’s 

connection. In addition, Canberra is itself a creative work, a sort of a 

poem. It was written into social being through policy and legislation, 

dreamt into possibility by designers and architects, and then crafted into 

material being by artists and artisans. Designed as a particular city 

committed to governance of the whole nation—and hence singular, and 

solitary—it is simultaneously one of any number of small Australian 

towns made up of people rubbing along together, getting things done, 

living their quotidian lives. Those of us who have made it our home 

conspire together about the secret life of Canberra, and let slide the slurs 

against our town; we collaborate to make it a life worth living, and to find 

the beauty in the everyday, in the circles and intersections that are the 

shape of this small city. In this exhibition we attempted to capture the 

secret within the quotidian—Emerson’s ‘the near, the low, the common’—

and although in the work that emerged from this project we render the 

town in highly saturated colours, and in elegant lines of poetry, it is still 

just ordinary matter. 

Research and ‘reality’ 

The marriage of imagery and poetry in our ‘Circles and Intersections’ 

project not only activates the first-person plural, but also honours and 

extends a tendency that has been one of the hallmarks of modernism and 

postmodernism—the tendency for poets and visual artists to collaborate, and 

to draw inspiration from each other’s work. Peter Halter (1994: 1) observes 

that the formation of Modernism in general and of Modernist literature in 

particular, took place in a cultural climate that was characterised by an 

unprecedented collaboration between painters, sculptors, writers, musicians, 

and critics on both sides of the Atlantic. 

Early Modernist artists working in different mediums often referenced 

each others’ work in order to find new ideas and ways of conceiving of 

and inflecting their artistic practice. In this spirit, Flint’s and Pound’s 

Imagist tenets, written in 1913, draw partly on the practice of visual artists 

and include ‘Direct treatment of the “thing”, whether subjective or 

objective’ (Flint 1913: 199; for a more extended discussion of related 

issues, see Hetherington and Fitton 2013). This is not so different from 

Critchley’s emphasis on poets who try to let ‘the orange orange, the oyster 
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oyster, the palm palm’—and, indeed, some Imagist poems were very short 

and pithy, as if trying to let the thing speak for itself. 

We suggest, then, that Critchley’s identification of the tension between 

the real and the thing itself, on one hand, and the imagination and its 

conceptual content, on the other hand, substantially derives from 

modernism’s realisation that human beings, now separate from a god or 

gods that could be confidently believed in, are alone with ‘reality’. And 

not only alone, but in the position of having to interpret and even create 

the world—and to create works of art, as ‘an act of the mind, a conscious 

act of creation … that has to find what will suffice’. This is the work of 

artists; but it can also be a work of research, driven not only by aesthetics, 

but also by a desire to build knowledge. This was very much the approach 

we took in our collaboration. We were working primarily as artists—

thinking in image and in line, rather than in evidence and argument. But 

this is equally the work of researchers in any discipline, who are 

committed to observation, precise definition and delineation, analysis of 

what is observed and a response, perhaps empirical, perhaps 

phenomenological, to the whole.  

The word phenomenology is derived from the Greek words for ‘that 

which appears’, and ‘study’, and so it references a focus on things not as 

they are, but as they appear. It is, in this way, more committed to 

generation of thought than to reportage. Certainly many artists selected 

phenomenology as a research method, especially when—as in academic 

evaluation—they are required to identify their work as knowledge-driven. 

Critchley, writing as a philosopher, also gestures towards phenomenology 

when he writes in relation to Stevens’ work, ‘The poem of the act of the 

mind has to be living, it has to speak the language of this place and be 

attuned to our climate’ (2005: 35). It has, that is, to be: not an idea about 

the thing, but the thing itself.  

Two of the better-known approaches to phenomenology come from the 

writings of Martin Heidegger, and Edmund Husserl. In Heidegger’s work, 

phenomenology is often used as shorthand for the thingliness of things, the 

apprehension of being (1982b). For Husserl, the focus is generally not on 

the thingliness of things in and of themselves, but on how those things 

appear in human experience and hence consciousness (1989). Whether 

Heideggerian or Husserlian, phenomenology is a very good starting point 

for art practice. Such practice involves knowledge of the thing—how it is, 

how it feels, how it emerges into consciousness; but equally it requires a 

sense, if not a fully realised knowledge, of how that thing appears to the 

viewer. Artists do not usually try to render the thing itself as itself; rather, 

they contextualise it, interpret it, perhaps disrupt it, to provide ways of 
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seeing and ways of thinking in, through, around or for that thing. What 

this provides is not the sort of data that provides critical analysis or 

taxonomical understandings of the thing itself—instead, it provides an 

individual viewer’s perspective, and perhaps a new world-version.  

Given this, how might it be possible for phenomenology to fulfil the 

role claimed for it by so many artist-academics, and in fact generate 

research-directed work? One answer comes from Simon Critchley, who 

looks to Stevens’ work and draws on one of his more famous poems, ‘The 

Man with the Blue Guitar’. An excerpt reads: 

 

They said, “You have a blue guitar, 

You do not play things as they are.” 

 

The man replied, “Things as they are 

Are changed upon the blue guitar.” 

 

And they said then, “But play, you must, 

A tune beyond us, yet ourselves, 

 

A tune upon the blue guitar 

Of things exactly as they are.” (Stevens 2009: 90) 

 

This we read as an analogy for research culture. Researchers must 

observe truly and closely the world as it is, in order to build knowledge; 

yet every time they look at it, it is changed—they change it through 

observation and record; and are themselves changed in the process. It is 

also a constant frustration—in Critchley’s terms, a failure—because a 

researcher must observe and report things as they are; and yet can never do 

so correctly or completely. Like Stevens’ guitarist, we must keep playing, 

and attempting to respond to the instructions issued by ‘them’—Stevens’ 

unnamed authorities—to play things exactly as they are. Though it is not 

possible to succeed, any researcher and any artist must take their practice 

very seriously. We cannot play things as they are; but we know that things 

are changed upon the blue guitar. That knowledge places on the researcher 

or artist an ethical responsibility: what changes will be wrought by the 

moment of play, and will those changes be directed to affirmation, or to 

negation?  

Stevens, and through him Critchley, suggest that being alert to the 

moment of sudden rightness can provide a way through this conundrum. 
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Sudden rightness is not enough in itself of course; no doubt agents of the 

Spanish Inquisition felt a similar moment of affirmation when the tortured 

person confessed his or her sin. But it can afford a moment of alertness; it 

can be the moment that causes the reflective practitioner to pause, and take 

the opportunity to think again, to perceive again what lies in the field of 

experience, and to endeavour, again, to produce work that is rigorous, 

ethical and generative.  

Conclusion 

Let us leave photography and poetry for the moment, and turn instead 

to experimental theatre, and particularly to Samuel Beckett’s one-act play 

Play. This work, which premiered at the Ulmer Theatre in Germany in 

1963, explores the ways in which three people see and experience the 

same set of events—in which they make and unmake their sense of 

‘world’, through words. The play’s directions require the actors to be 

physically confined within large urns, only their heads visible; and to have 

‘Faces impassive throughout. Voices toneless’. Words are, therefore, 

pretty well all they have; which means it can be understood as a play about 

this very task of rendering actuality in language.  

The three characters are M, the man in the narrative; W1, his wife; and 

W2, the ‘other woman’ in the relationship. In the process of attempting to 

understand and justify her life, W2 notes, plaintively, ‘There are endurable 

moments’ (2009: 154). This is a reasonable observation; in a life that 

contains pain, there are still endurable moments. But we suggest that, for 

artists and for researchers, a life comprised of endurable moments is 

inadequate. Art as usual, research that is mechanistic: these offer 

endurable moments, but not much more; certainly they do not offer new 

ways of thinking, seeing or understanding.  

A few lines later, and also attempting to understand his life, the 

adulterous husband M says, wistfully: ‘All this, when will all this have 

been … just play?’ (2009: 155). This we read as an analogy for art at its 

best, for the moment of sudden rightness. Something that is ‘just play’ is 

of course considerably more than play. Play is a practice that, as so many 

artists have observed, affords fresh ways of seeing, newer and ‘truer’ ways 

of practice (see Fineberg 1997). It is, in short, a kind of phenomenology. 

Conventional research by contrast appears more adult, and more serious, 

but it too must accommodate elements of play—the taking of chances, the 

testing of limits, and the ability to look at things awry.  

This is what we experienced in the making of the work ‘Circles and 

Intersections’: reflecting on how, in working both seriously and together, 
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we found ourselves in the play of a dynamic that was neither ours as two 

individuals, nor ours as a creative partnership. Rather, it belonged to a sort 

of reality: that which emerged from what we found in our quotidian lives, 

from the everyday landscapes of Canberra, and from language. It was 

reality that went to work on us, turning our creative ideas to unexpected 

ends. In such a context, play does not necessarily result in defensible 

answers to questions. It is more likely to show ways of looking at and 

experiencing questions. This paper too does not present answers. But it 

reports on some issues that we both find absorbing, and on practices that 

many other artist-academics find absorbing: thinking and making 

creatively; and wondering if it is possible to bridge the chasm between 

word and world. 

Endnotes 

1. If the very notion of transfiguration implies that there is something to be 

transfigured, and that this may be some version of reality, it is nevertheless a 

‘reality’ which is already conceptually charged and which, in any case, is never 

fully knowable. 
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In the footsteps of the Ancestors: 

Oral fixations and ethical walking on the 

last great Songline 

Glenn Morrison 

 

‘Saying they want to preserve our culture is rubbish,’ Mr Lester said. 

‘Exposing the most sacred of Aboriginal men’s law to unready women and 

children, let alone the entire world, will further weaken our culture and 

humiliate traditional Anangu men.’ 

Yami Lester in The Australian 2012 

Introduction 

Upon her brief return to Alice Springs in 2005, Robyn Davidson wrote 

that Aboriginal world views are difficult for outsiders to understand 

(2005:143). How, she asks, might the outsider penetrate something so 

secretive and complex? Such questions are particularly thorny for writers 

and journalists of postcolonial geographies. Some argue one should not 

even try, yet unravelling answers would seem key to fostering an 

Australian literature that embraces and promotes cross-cultural 

understanding. An authentic literature of the Dreaming would provide one 

possible answer. Yet some groups consider orality to be the only authentic 

form of Indigenous storytelling. Conversely, other Aboriginal groups are 

keen to get the stories down in an acceptable form before their old people 

die. Among the issues raised against publishing Dreaming stories are the 

possibility of distorting meaning by going to text, and the potential to 

inadvertently reveal ‘secret’ knowledge, as Yami Lester suggests above.  

This paper examines the issues surrounding the publication of 

Dreaming narratives through a million-dollar project chronicling two 

songlines in remote Central Australia. Called ‘Alive With the Dreaming: 

Songlines of the Western Desert’—or commonly ‘The Songlines 

Project’—the project traces and performs two ancestral dreaming journeys 

that form part of the Tjukurpa (or Law) of the Anangu, the Aboriginal 

people living in this remote desert region south and west of Uluru (IPPHA 

2011). In 2012, journalist Stuart Rintoul called one of the tracks―the 
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Ngintika songline (or perentie lizard man Dreaming)―the ‘last great intact 

songline’ (Rintoul 2012; Palya Fund 2010). ‘The Songlines Project’ aims 

to pass knowledge ‘between cultures and between Anangu generations, 

from the old to the young Anangu’ (Palya Fund 2010), making it a near-

perfect vehicle for answering Davidson’s question. The research covers 

some 486,000 square kilometres of Central Australia and more than a 

decade of consultation and planning went into securing the funding and 

support needed to mount such a large-scale operation, in gaining the trust 

and consent of the Anangu who owned the stories, and to formulating 

arrangements to protect the knowledge they might share. As Rintoul 

reported, however, the operation almost derailed on the eve of its start-up, 

owing to dissent within the ranks of the Anangu elders who initiated it.  

While ‘The Songlines Project’ predominantly records and films songs, 

story and dance, (as opposed to writing the stories down as texts), it 

nevertheless highlights issues of orality versus literacy. The project’s 

development is described by anthropologist Diana James in a rendering of 

the Ngintika story in her creative anthropological essay An Anangu 

Ontology of Place (2010)―itself a journey narrative tracing an ancient 

walking route―which is examined alongside ‘The Songlines Project’. 

Many of the issues arising in ‘The Songlines Project’ are also encountered 

in a research project of writing and walking being undertaken by the 

author. In Search of Alice Springs ranks ancestral journeys of the 

Dreaming tracks alongside western walking narratives to argue that 

walking forms an unbroken trope in the narrative representation of Central 

Australia since before colonisation (see Morrison 2011; 2012; 2013; in 

press). Such a theme, it suggests, speaks intimately to settler and hybrid 

constructs of national identity. For this paper, I relate Lefebvre’s principle 

that space is produced (1991:38), to walking the songlines as an act of 

pilgrimage (McBryde 2006) and placemaking (Meyers 1986). The orality-

literacy debate is reviewed and the texts examined through the work of 

Ong (1982), Clunies Ross (1986) and others. Ways in which published 

Dreaming stories might redistribute knowledge and power is traced 

through the ideas of Foucault.  

Walking the Songlines 

One of the reasons non-Indigenous visitors come to Central Australia 

is for an ‘authentic’ Aboriginal experience (Friedel and Chewings 2011; 

Ryan and Huyton 2002). Many reach for popular literature to help them 

understand what they see and hear. Recently, it is possible to read journeys 

from the Aboriginal Dreamtime, as more traditional narratives are 
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recorded, translated and published (See Turpin 2003; Brooks 2003; Valdez 

and Nungarayi 1995). Fuelling the race to get these stories down is the 

desire of Aboriginal people to do so before their old people die.  

Different cultures and even different individuals see a landscape quite 

differently (Meinig 1976; Relph 1976; Tuan 1977). For Aboriginal people, 

the Central Australian desert is heavily-storied with narratives of travel, 

trade and the Dreaming (Donovan and Wall 2004: 3; Rose 2004: 43). The 

Aboriginal world view is framed by a concept long translated into English 

as the Dreaming or Dream Time (Meyers 1986). Rubuntja and Green 

(2002) note the translation of the Arrernte word Altyerrenge as ‘dream 

times’ first appeared in the 1896 report of the Horn expedition, and was 

coined by anthropologist Baldwin Spencer (though others have attributed 

the term to WEH Stanner). Dreaming journey narratives tell of wandering 

creator beings emerging from the earth during the Dreamtime to walk 

across its featureless plains creating topography and sites of significance 

as they travelled (Stanner 1979; Meyer 1979; Memmot and Long 2002; 

Donovan and Wall 2004; San Roque 2009: 43). These events are told and 

retold in stories from the period called the Dreaming, which occurs not 

only in the past but also in the present and future, a concept Stanner 

christened ‘everywhen’ (1979). All the features of the landscape have their 

origin in the creation stories and are of spiritual significance. The stories 

are sometimes populated by supernatural beings, which may have human 

as well as animal characteristics and at times demonstrate unique abilities 

(Clunies Ross 1986; Donovan and Wall 2004). Their travels may be by 

flying, swimming or walking.  

The routes taken by the creation beings are called Dreaming tracks, 

linking waterholes (usually finding the shortest distance between) and 

sacred sites along hundreds and even thousands of kilometres across 

Australia (Donovan and Wall 2004: x). Elsewhere the network of routes 

mapped by such stories has been called a ‘geography of survival’ 

(Morrison in press). In pre-contact Australia, the landscape was criss-

crossed with Dreaming tracks, which can be thought of as walking 

pathways of exchange and travel in the Aboriginal economy (Ingold 2000; 

Rumsey 2001; Memmott and Long 2002; Peterson 2004; Morphy 1996; 

Donovan and Wall 2004; Kerwin 2010; Meyers 1997; also Newbury 2012 

and Chatwin 1988). Ritual walking along these tracks has been compared 

with an act of pilgrimage (McBryde 2006), though this is more often 

misrepresented in the Australian vernacular by the term ‘walkabout’, 

which can evoke a sense of displacement associated with laziness and 

unreliability (Young and Doohan 1989: 1). Aboriginal people travelled for 

many reasons: for ceremony, for survival and for kin, including 
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maintaining family relationships or to attend social events in the form of 

gatherings big and small (Peterson 2004). Today, these paths are more 

often driven than walked, as Peterson’s analysis of contemporary mobility 

patterns contends (Peterson 2000; 2004). Nevertheless, as Dixon and 

Duwell note, Aboriginal journey narratives of the Dreamtime Ancestors 

may contain both law and history (1994: xiv); in fact, in the sense 

described by Henri Lefebvre, such narratives are producers of space and 

place (1991: 38). The Dreaming Tracks are the so-called songlines, 

popularised and somewhat romanticised by British travel writer Bruce 

Chatwin in his 1987 bestselling ‘novel’ of central Australia called The 

Songlines (see also Morphy 1988: 19; Morrison 2012). Morphy has 

analysed representations of Aboriginality and the Dreaming tracks in the 

work of popular writers including Chatwin, citing that his term the 

songlines, like the Dreaming, had become ‘a symbol of the difference of 

Aboriginal society’ (Morphy 1996). 

Alive with the Dreaming:  

Songlines of the Western Desert project 

In An Anangu Ontology of Place (2010), anthropologist Diana James 

tells of two trips, eighteen years apart, travelling along the Ngintaka 

Songline. The songline traverses the tri-State cross-border area of Western 

Australia, South Australia and the Northern Territory. It stretches from 

Pitjantjatjara country at Aran’nga in South Australia, travels through 

Yankunytjatjara country through Fregon and Mimili, and finally to 

Wallatina. In 1975, James journeyed along the songline with the ngankari 

(or traditional healer) Andy Tjilari, then again in 1988 with Andy’s 

younger sister Nganyinytja. James, an anthropologist in Central Australia 

(APY) since 1975, said Yankunytjatjara and Pitjantjatjara people needed 

to meet to be able to perform the whole story. In 1994, local women 

approached James while she was working in South Australia, with the idea 

for a songlines project. Chronicling the Seven Sisters Dreaming was 

discussed again in 2000, but it was not until 2011 that a revised project 

won funding for travel and recording of the two creation stories over four 

years, finally starting in 2012.The project is the first attempt to map an 

entire songline since Charles Mountford mapped the Winbaraku songline 

in the 1940s (NMA 2012a). Winbaraku is in the West MacDonnell Ranges 

near Alice Springs, a place described in some detail in Sacred Places in 

Australia (Cowan and Beard 1991: 136; 140). 

Backed by leading research and arts organisations
1
 as well as Anangu 

elders, ‘The Songlines Project’ would record the open (or non-restricted) 
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knowledge of two creation stories: Ngintaka (perentie lizard) and 

Kunkarangkalpa (the Seven Sisters Dreaming). Despite the long lead time, 

there is a sense of urgency surrounding the project. The Palya fund 

website says: ‘the Western Desert people’s oral heritage is diminishing as 

Elders die,’ and further: ‘Not only does this have anthropological 

consequences, this oral heritage is vital for the restoration of Anangu 

identity and self-respect.’ NPY Women’s Council members in 2010 

agreed to ‘do it for the children and for generations to come’ (NPY 2012). 

Chair of Ananguku Arts David Miller says: ‘One of the reasons we have to 

hurry up . . . is because the sickness is taking many of the old people 

already’ (NMA 2012b). Perhaps the most heartfelt articulation of the 

project came from Tapaya Edwards, a young Anangu leader, at the end of 

a big community meeting: 

This project is really important because some young people in the lands 

don’t know nothing about our stories. It’s a serious matter—young people 

are ngurrpa Tjukurpa (they don’t know the dreaming), everyone of my 

age. It’s really important, our story. When the elders pass away, we’re 

going to lose the story, the story is going to be gone. We need to boost this 

project; we need these kinds of things in the land (National Museum of 

Australia: 2012b). 

Organisers pledged the project would go ahead only with support and 

consent from Anangu. Contracts were drawn up to protect the intellectual 

property of the two Songlines and to protect the knowledge Anangu might 

share.
2
 This phase of the consultation with Anangu took some ten months 

before all parties were happy to sign the contract with Australian National 

University as the administering organisation. In spite of this preparation, 

NPY Women’s Council records during 2012 ‘members who have concerns 

about the project’ and ‘a number of women (who) spoke up strongly at the 

recent general meeting held at Cave Hill homeland’ (NPY 2012). More 

vocal, ultimately, were some men. In May 2012, on the eve of its starting, 

a traditional owner of the Ngintaka story, Yami Lester, lodged his 

objection to the project, claiming, according to Rintoul (2012), that the 

project was ‘unethical’, a ‘Trojan horse into forbidden ground’ and an 

example of ‘women meddling in men’s law’. Adding to remarks quoted in 

the epigraph, Yami Lester saw the project as an affront to men’s power 

over their own secret knowledge, telling The Australian the ANU should 

‘keep their nose out of blackfella things’. With thirty-eight years of 

involvement in the APY lands, James denied Lester’s claims, as did other 

key members of the project. Rintoul observes: ‘All say the project was 

initiated by Anangu elders, who have veto rights over sensitive material, 
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and that there is no intention of recording sacred men’s law’ (Rintoul 

2012). Despite the apparent conflict, the project continues and in early 

March 2013 senior dancers of the Seven Sisters Songline performed in 

Canberra as part of the Centenary Celebrations (Canberra 100 2013).  

Pathways to an Anangu ontology of place 

Like settler walking narratives, Aboriginal journey narratives create 

place and identity (Meyers 1997, Memmot and Long 2002, Rose 2004, 

Morrison 2012).
3
 Says James: ‘Place is performed by storytelling, singing 

and dancing at each site along the creation ancestor’s travels that 

crisscross the continent’ (2010: 110). Anangu, the people of the song, are 

‘created by and actively co-create Tjukurpa by singing and dancing place 

alive . . . the ontology of place is expressed in the songs of the living being 

of place.’ For James, the story begins as she travels the Ngintaka Songline 

in 1975 with Andy Tjilari, senior law and songman and custodian of the 

Wati Ngintika (perentie lizard man) song cycle.
4
 Tjilari tells James of the 

Tjukurpa given him to look after by his father, uncle and grandfather: 

Wati Ngintaka . . . travelled in search of a fine grindstone, a very fine 

grindstone, because he heard the sound coming on the wind, ruulmananyi, 

ruulmananyi, the sound of fine grinding coming on the wind. The Nyintjiri 

people had been chasing him since he stole their grindstone from a camp 

near Wallatina, in the southeast near Mala Bore on the Stuart Highway 

(James 2010: 112). 

In 1988, James resumed her journey, this time with Nganyinytja, who 

heard the stories from her grandmother as she ‘walked this country as a 

young girl, naked and unaware of the whitefella settlers who were rapidly 

encroaching onto Anangu lands’ (2010: 112). Nganyinytja tells James of 

the ‘nature of being of her place’ (2010: 112). Of Nganyinytja’s 

motivations in sharing her story, James says: 

She also teaches the children and grandchildren of the settlers who now 

share this wide land … Her hope is [that] different voices of Indigenous 

and settler knowledge will combine in caring for country (2010: 112). 

By dancing and singing the songlines of her country, Nganyinytja 

embodies the Tjukurpa and actively participates in keeping the country 

alive. The Tjukurpa was in the beginning and it continues now, says 

James. Everyone born on the same country shares the spirit of the same 

place, making them ‘of that Law . . . They are all of the Ngintaka, born 

where his feet trod’ (2010: 113). As James journeys on, different people 
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take up the tale as she leaves one person’s country and enters another’s; 

the language changes from Pitjantjatjara to Yankunytjatjara, and the story 

continues. The Ngintaka man is clever and a trickster. A new storyteller 

(David Umula) resumes where Nganyinytja leaves off: ‘David Umula 

laughs at how the wily old Ngintaka man stole the grindstone from the 

Nyintjiri people and hid it in a ball of faeces at the end of his tail.’ Wati 

Ngintaka then travelled on; where he rests, a knee-shaped rock is visible 

inside a small cave: his spirit created this rock and still resides within. A 

‘master shape-shifter’, Ngintaka listens carefully for sounds of the 

Nyintjiri people who pursue him across the plain. When they find him, he 

rears up to full height, daring them to search him, safe in the knowledge 

that the grindstone is hidden in his tail (2010: 114-5). The dance of the 

Ngintaka man is a dance of trickery and fun, writes James. He is ‘a thief, 

but a clever one’ (2010: 115). When dancers perform the songline, they 

become the Ngintaka, the Lizard man who gave the Anangu mistletoe 

berries and other edible grass seeds. Of the ceremony, James writes: 

So as we dance the Ngintaka Inma, we enter a sacred space of Tjukurpa 

and there will be more mistletoe berries and more rain will fall to ensure 

ripening of the grass seeds for Anangu to grind into bread (2010: 115). 

Later, Ngintaka feasts on meat, gorges on more mistletoe berries, then 

follows a trail of them until his stomach is so full he vomits. Selected 

rocks at this ‘place of the vomit’ are covered in a pattern of small circles. 

Anangu use these particular rocks as grindstones, as Nganyintja explains 

to her granddaughter: 

This is the skin of the sand goanna man there. He turned this rock here and 

the markings are like patterns on the sand goanna. Nobody has made these. 

We look after these rocks, we grind on them to make sure there is plenty of 

mistletoe berries and other grass seeds each year (2010: 117). 

Here is the nub of the allegory, where narrative, ecology and geology 

braid an Anangu ontology of place. Farther along, James peers across the 

desert to the next stop on the songline, and writes: 

Instead of seeing the landscape as a journey between two points on a map, 

we are encouraged by Nganyinytja’s description to see it as a metaphysical 

landscape imbued with stories of ancestral journeys both in the Dreaming 

and in temporal time (2010: 117). 
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Discussion 

Narrative features prominently in oral cultures, where stories of human 

action are used to store, organise, and communicate knowledge (Ong 

1982/2002: 138). Here I discuss what can happen to these oral stories 

when they are published as text. The issues are broadly grouped as 

embodiment, spatiality, representation, translation and power structures. 

Anangu inhabit an aural landscape, where the rhythms of the land are 

the rhythms of the songs and dances of its original people, part of a 

sophisticated and composed ontology of place. Anangu are ‘created by and 

actively co-create Tjukurpa’ (James 2010: 110-11). But while James’ 

vivid and embodied description helps to invite the reader into the action, 

and one certainly feels a part of her journey, many of the original 

dimensions of the broader experience of ritual are lost in a purely textual 

translation of the story. From James’ account, it is clear oral storytelling is 

an embodied tradition differing from other scholarly pursuits. Julie 

Cruickshank suggests writing down (or, similarly, recording) oral culture 

risks it becoming a ‘product’, an object to be collected rather than as 

‘living action’: a tradition that is thus rendered ‘disembodied, reduced, 

simplified . . . something outside daily life’ (1999: 98). In performance, 

singers and dancers become the creation ancestor, they embody the 

Tjukurpa, enter into the sacred space and are transformed by it (James 

2010: 113).  

Furthermore, telling a story uses speech, the words come with 

intonation, facial expression, physical gestures or a particular tone: lively, 

excited, quiet, resigned, and so on. In text, punctuation makes up for some 

of this, but not all. When talk becomes text, the condition of the words is 

different from their condition in spoken discourse: ‘The word in its 

natural, oral habitat is a part of a real, existential present’ (Ong 1982/2002: 

99). Mudrooroo (Colin Johnson)―himself a controversial figure (see 

Renes 2011; Shoemaker 1993)―writes that too often the ‘oral form of the 

original story has been divorced from the content,’ resulting in distortion 

(Mudrooroo 2003: 229). As translated text on the page, such stories stand 

somewhat naked, certainly mediated, perhaps, as Mudroroo suggests, even 

distorted.
5
 The form in which these stories are presented rises to 

prominence, and finding an appropriate discourse becomes all important 

(Muecke 1983: 70). Add to this the presence of secret cultural 

information—which was of such concern to Yami Lester, likely 

representing a gendered dimension to the conflict—and the challenge is 

clear. 
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Protecting secret knowledge is important in Aboriginal culture and 

enforced by Law; transgressions of this law are sometimes punishable by 

death. In a widely publicised conflict over the planned siting of a flood 

mitigation and recreational dam on the Todd River near Alice Springs, 

Arrernte elders expressed difficulty and frustration at having to explain to 

white authorities the importance of their places in Arrernte culture (The 

Canberra Times 1983: 13; 1992: 2). Robyn Davidson, who was in the 

Centre around the time of the initial controversy, puts the general situation 

of the times thus: ‘untenanted desert could be claimed by traditional clans, 

provided they could prove before a white tribunal that their “ownership” 

was authentic’ (2005: 141). The particular locations that were affected—

around Junction Waterhole upstream of the Alice Springs Telegraph 

Station—were part of important Dreaming stories containing secret 

knowledge. To tell the stories to strangers, or across genders—as was 

required by some anthropological investigators under the system of 

environmental and heritage assessment—was tantamount to breaking 

traditional law (Wootten 1992: 74). Any recording of traditional stories 

must carefully tread this line between the parts of the story that are ‘open’ 

and those parts that are culturally sensitive. 

But unveiling secrets is not the only risk of publishing oral stories; 

there is also a democratising effect, perhaps undesirable for whomever 

owns the knowledge and therefore holds the power. As Foucault argued, 

knowledge is a form of power (Crampton and Elden 2007: 61); in 

published form, even ‘open’ knowledge can be accessed by others, at a 

distance and without the consent of its ‘owners’. There is no telling where 

the knowledge will go. There may be concerns over how it will be used. 

Knowledge of the songlines is the mental equivalent of map knowledge, 

which is socially produced. The network of the songlines sets territorial 

imperatives for the political system of the Pitjantjatjara. Implicated are 

discourses of knowledge and power, whereby text is associated with the 

‘modern’, oral with the ‘primitive’. While even Walter Ong contends 

writing presents as the ‘natural’ successor to the oral form (Ong 

1982/2002: 10), a presumed inevitability of the rise of writing further 

reinforces an already unequal power relationship between oral and written, 

in which western discourse privileges text over talk (Hanson 2009). For 

some, writing down knowledge equates to dishonesty and injustice 

(Eigenbrod 1995). Humans have struggled with this for a long time. Plato 

in the Phaedrus argues against writing for its attempt to establish outside 

the mind what can only exist within it (Ong 1982/2002: 2). Further, 

writing would destroy memory by relying on storing memories externally, 

causing the mind to grow weak. 
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Complicating matters further, much western discourse treats the 

Australian landscape as wilderness and Aboriginal culture as timeless and 

unchanging. For some, writing down Aboriginal cultural knowledge 

equals change, a move away from the mythologised ‘timeless land’. By 

protesting such change, one is seen as defending the culture’s authenticity. 

But this denies the oral culture room to grow and adapt. As Marcia 

Langton argues, Aboriginal culture has changed and adapted over 

millennia and survived two ice ages before European man arrived 

(Langton 2013: 39). 

Compared with oral storytelling, written narratives separate teller from 

audience in time and space (Fagan 2011). There is an understanding that in 

oral cultures, the word can create its object, leading to ‘a sense that 

language possesses power over truth and reality’ (Ashcroft 1989: 81). In 

this way, perhaps, oral narratives might never be fully realised in the 

written form (Dauenhauer 1999; Blaese 1999). Confusing the issue 

further, written works may later be held up as representing what the 

spoken reality ought to be (Harris 1986:46). Further, texts may allow 

narrators to make socially significant statements to family members, the 

community or the greater world, about situations we think we understand 

(Harris 1986: 46). Cruickshank’s point infers, as indeed Barthes has 

argued, that all texts are plural, that is to say, they are capable of many 

readings and many interpreted meanings, and render the identity of the 

author somewhat diffuse (Barthes 1974: 10; 1977: 159). As Morphy 

observes of Chatwin’s The Songlines, rather than necessarily being an 

authentic account of the Dreaming tracks, Chatwin’s narrative is more 

valuable as an exploration of the interface between settler and Aboriginal 

society during the 1980s, something anthropologists had largely ignored 

(Morphy 1996: 158). The upshot is, whichever way ‘The Songlines 

Project’ tries to control what happens to information made public through 

the project—via contracts and IP agreements—it is impossible to control 

all of the consequences. This paper itself might be considered an 

appropriation of the Dreaming stories, all for a piece of research by this 

author.  

In a western capitalist economy, the idea of story becoming ‘product’ 

is, perhaps inevitably, a likely pathway for aspects of Aboriginal culture. 

Settler appropriation of Aboriginal culture is widespread (Short 2012, 

Bongiorno 2000). Conversely, it might be argued that publishing dreaming 

narratives fosters cross-cultural understanding in settler and international 

communities. In settler discourse, Aborigines are largely represented as 

‘Other’, exotic and primitive (see Said 1991), even Aboriginalism (Vijay 

Mishra 1988: 167). As the west had imagined the Orient, and within it the 
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Oriental, so too researchers like Spencer, Gillen and Carl Strehlow 

imagined the Aboriginal as savage, a representation which still persists 

(Hersey 2001: 143). It is argued the colonial trope of the native was an 

expression of the divide between orality and literacy, dividing cultures into 

the civilised and the barbaric (Grossman 2004: 60). Aboriginal stereotypes 

divide along such binary lines into the ‘noble savage’ of Rousseau 

(Graulund 2009:79), and the ‘Drunken Aborigine’ of Langton (1993: 195). 

Recently, non-Indigenous authors have harnessed their Aboriginal ‘other’ 

as a third notion: the ‘ecological Aborigine’ (Rolls 2007: 93-94; for 

examples see Chatwin 1988; Andrews 1987), stemming from a search for 

the primitive, which Carpenter labels a ‘feature of the age’, a literary 

reaction to rationalism (Carpenter 1973: 101-02). Aborigines are imagined 

as exemplars of anti-rationalist sentiment, closer to nature than whitefellas 

of the west (Rolls 2007: 94). Such appropriation aids the construction of a 

more ‘authentic’ national identity (Bongiorno 2000, Lattas 1992: 45-58; 

McLean 1998). Clearly there are losses and gains in the orality/literacy 

debate.  

It is worth pausing briefly here, to examine the fuller context of 

Davidson’s question, with which was begun this essay:  

People come to the Centre hungry to learn (the town floats on the tourist 

dollar), but how are they to penetrate something so inherently secretive and 

complex? How can they see past the drunks and the misery, or the 

sentimentalised and kitsch, to the sophistication and beauty of Aboriginal 

ideas? (Davidson 2005: 143-44).  

In the stories of the songlines, I suggest, may be found this ‘beauty of 

Aboriginal ideas’, something to foster a deeper understanding of 

Aboriginal culture and a two-way exchange of philosophies. The narrative 

bridge is walking, a form of placemaking common to all human beings. 

Some groups, however, consider orality the only ‘authentic’ form of 

Indigenous storytelling, a ‘critical signifier of the Indigenous real’ 

(Grossman 2004:61). Grossman brands such efforts misguided. While the 

argument is made to support, validate, or even resurrect a pre-colonial way 

of life, it hampers Indigenous efforts toward a modern identity and inhibits 

Indigenous writers from using their traditional stories as a creative 

medium (2004: 61). Defending orality as ‘authentic’ works to ‘dispossess 

Indigenous people once again from critical features of their own historical 

experience, including those of the domain of language’ (2004: 61). Video 

and audio of elders telling stories, even recordings of ceremony, such as 

those of ‘The Songlines Project’, are invaluable. However, there is still 

mediation even of these: in the interview itself, the Eurocentric framework 
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of the ethnographer or anthropologist, the editing, translation, even the 

intent of any ultimate listener.  

In the Northern Territory, where colonialism arrived with John 

McDouall Stuart in 1860, Aboriginal culture remained oral until relatively 

recently. In 1993, Dewar commented ‘the Northern Territory has an 

Aboriginal voice in the writing, but not Aboriginal writers’ (1993: 170). 

During the assimilation era, when Aborigines were, in theory, being 

assimilated into Australian society, ‘not a single Aboriginal writer’s work 

was published’ (Shoemaker 1989: 85). Now, Aboriginal voices appear 

more prominently, perhaps most evidently through ethnographic works 

(for examples, see Rubuntja and Green 2002, Turner 2010). Importantly, 

many academics, historians and fiction writers whose credibility has arisen 

from ‘giving voice’ to Aboriginal people have also carved a reputation and 

career out of writing about Aboriginal society (Conway-Herron 2011: 5). 

Anita Heiss notes this is ‘unacceptable to many Aboriginal writers who are 

tired of competing with white writers for the opportunity to write and be 

published in the areas directly related to their lives’ (Heiss 2003: 10). 

Autobiography dominates among emerging Aboriginal voices (Cooper et 

al. 2000: 11), much of it containing history (JJ Healy 1978: 82-3), and 

stemming from Aboriginal authors wanting to rewrite, and put right, 

Australian history (Haag 2011: 69). As literacy rates improve among 

desert people, demand for such texts by Aboriginal authors will grow.  

Finally, the translation from Aboriginal languages to English must also 

be considered. TGH Strehlow conceded translation of oral narratives was a 

‘daunting task’, admitting the ‘difficulties of translation from Aranda (sic) 

to English are considerable’ (Strehlow 1947: 32-3 cited in Shoemaker 

1989: 87). Adding to this is cultural sensitivity around certain material. 

Works published in the less guarded early and mid-twentieth century, are 

now carefully guarded, including TGH Strehlow’s Songs of Central 

Australia (1971) and Aranda Traditions (1947). Such sensitive texts are 

held in a locked cabinet at the Alice Springs Public Library; strictly under 

the watchful eye of the Alice Springs Collection librarian. Similarly, at the 

Strehlow Research Centre in Alice Springs, certain materials require 

approval before any part of them may be reproduced or published. It 

should be noted no such material was used in the production of this paper. 

That the ethically-charged atmosphere into which such material is 

published might have changed, is nothing new. The anthropologist Charles 

Pearcy Mountford researched an illustrated analysis of Central Australian 

Aboriginal art and mythology, and, at the age of eighty-six, completed 

Nomads of the Australian Desert (1976), called by some his magnum 

opus. The book contained images of restricted Aboriginal subjects and, as 
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the Australian Dictionary of Biography notes, was withdrawn from sale 

soon after publication.  

Conclusions 

Several undesirable compromises are made in translating oral 

narratives to text, and even into film. Principal among these is the 

disruption to traditional power structures. Conversely, there is a pressing 

need to preserve the oral wisdom of Aboriginal elders as ‘the older 

generation, the keepers of the culture, pass on without passing on their 

stories’ (Gibson 2010: 171). In postmodern consideration, making oral 

narratives more available may help to reclaim an Indigenous voice and 

assert social power (AADNC 1996). A reluctance to embrace writing as 

the form of choice for telling Aboriginal narratives means ‘much is lost 

[in] the clash of the ancient ways with the modern. The impact this clash 

has on the new generation of young Aboriginal Australians—those who 

are crossing cultures so to speak—amounts to cultural isolation’ (Gibson 

2010: 171).  

An authentic literature of the Dreaming provides one answer to 

Davidson’s question. Perhaps the argument comes down to the way oral 

narratives are translated and presented. Clunies Ross suggested texts may 

be in Aboriginal languages, including creoles, Aboriginal English, 

standard Australian English, or mixtures of these, as well as being 

accompanied by ‘film, painting, or other visual illustrations of the non-

verbal components of Aboriginal oral performances’ (Clunies Ross 1986: 

249). Many Aboriginal people are involved in projects fitting Ross’s 

description; some are collaborative. Yet, that which Stephen Muecke 

observed some 30 years ago still applies: Aboriginal literature remains 

constrained by the desires of hegemonic white culture (Muecke 1988; 

Kurtzer 20). The result is often a negotiation between ‘white Australia’ 

and Indigenous authors (Kurtzer 20). Nevertheless, Indigenous literature 

generally has been widely applauded for bringing a minority culture into 

the mainstream (Davis and Hodge 1985; Podemska-Abt 2008). In this 

way, says Podemska-Abt, Australian Indigenous societies inscribed in 

works are sustained (2008: 3). Importantly, however, and as Grossman 

warns, Aboriginal authors must manage their own textual agency to avoid 

being relegated to a secondary role or ‘marshalled as “evidence” in the 

service of a non-Indigenous collaborator’s . . . agenda’ (2004: 59). At 

times, Aboriginal authors have been written out of projects all together, 

such as in the widely reported case of David Unaipon’s collected 

Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines. 
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Publishing and performing ethically-produced Dreaming stories is 

crucial to assuring Aboriginal cultural heritage, as well as to breaking 

down Davidson’s representation of the culture as ‘secretive and complex’. 

Moreover, it is worth noting again the plea of young Tapaya Edwards, 

who said: ‘some young people in the lands don’t know nothing about our 

stories. It’s a serious matter . . .’ Understandably, Edwards and other 

young Aborigines want stories of their own culture. As it turns out, the 

answer for Edwards, and for Robyn Davidson, may be one and the same. 

Walking provides a shared literary pathway to places where white and 

black reside together in the same desert landscape, where Nganyinytja’s 

words still echo and Anangu songs of being ‘have the power to transform 

those who live on it’ (James 2010: 113). 

Endnotes 

1. ANU, the NMA, the Australian Research Council, NPY Women’s Council 

and several Aboriginal arts and cultural organisations 

2. Important documents in the project such as consent forms were written in 

English and Pitjantjatjara and these forms were explained to people before they 

considered their level of involvement in the project. Anangu elders were 

represented by the Elder and Partners, Research Management Committee for the 

‘Songlines Project’, chaired by Robert Stevens, senior traditional owner of the 

Ngintika Tjukurpa. All of these structures aimed to ensure Anangu would control 

what and how information from these songlines was shared. Separate permissions 

from owners were sought and only people who had ownership regarding the 

various sites along these songlines could speak to researchers 

3. As Clunies Ross notes, song and poetry may be more highly regarded than 

oral narrative, however, there is no doubt Aboriginal people value storytelling. See 

for example the account from Constance Petrie of her father Tom’s travels with 

Aborigines in Queensland’s Blackall Ranges in the 1840s (Petrie 1904:12)  

4. The story of the perentie man Dreaming is also told by Charles P Mountford 

(1949) as The Legend of Nintaka, the Lizard pp 148-57 

5. For more on this topic see Fagan 2011, Fee 1997; Harris 1986, Cruickshank 

1999, Murray and Rice 1999; Dauenhauer 1999, Clunies Ross 1986 
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Sonqoqui1: 

 Excavating Mt. Llullaillaco via a 

metaphor of weaving 

Shari Kocher 

 

In 2012 I travelled to Peru and Argentina to research Inca ceremonial 

sites and customs. This three month trip was supported by the Felix Meyer 

Foundation under the proposal that the outcome of my research would be a 

verse novel inspired by the sacrificial lives and deaths of three perfectly 

preserved five-hundred-year-old Inca child mummies discovered on Mt. 

Llullaillaco, the world’s highest historically active volcano, situated on the 

border of northwest Argentina and Chile, in 1999. I have subsequently 

written the verse novel proposed, though in ways I could not have then 

foretold. In this paper, I present a number of poems drawn from the third 

section of this tripartite creative work. In terms of praxis, this paper takes 

weaving as a metaphor to ask questions about labour and sacrifice.  

The difference between a text and a textile is a question often taken up 

by anthropologists in contexts no less familiar to us than those outlined by 

literary critic Roland Barthes. Throughout human history, the making of 

woven goods has always preceded, and provided the foundation for, the 

development of other technologies in any given culture. A history of 

weaving, it can be broadly argued, also constitutes a history of the world’s 

earliest texts. ‘Traditionally, the history of weaving is a history of 

women’s work’, Kathryn Sullivan Kruger observes, yet ‘[c]ontemporary 

Western culture does not represent women’s work as contributing to the 

making of culture or of history, but as an activity marginal to both’ (2001: 

22, 21). Responding to Freud’s well-known essay ‘Femininity’, in which 

Freud discredits women for having made ‘few contributions to the 

discoveries and inventions in the history of civilisation’, while at the same 

time trivializing the ‘one technique which they may have invented—that 

of plaiting and weaving’, Kruger’s study on the metaphorics of weaving 

and female textual production establishes from the outset the significant 

link between women’s work, as weavers of textiles, and a literal history of 

textual production. Kruger recuperates Freud’s use of the anthropological 
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evidence in the opening pages of her book when she bluntly states: 

‘Women wove textiles, not metaphors for lack’ (2001: 21).  

Kruger’s study shows how textual production has always been 

implicated, both literally and metaphorically, in the weaving process. 

Anthropological research has concluded that invariably women produced 

most of the textiles in the ancient world. By participating in the production 

of textiles—as well as in the communities that existed because of that 

production—women took part in the first textual practices, recording their 

society’s stories, myths, and sacred beliefs in symbols woven or 

embroidered into their textiles. Scenes thus conveyed constitute the 

earliest social texts (2001: 22). At the same time, ‘[w]eaving has long been 

a metaphor for the creation of something other than cloth, whether a story, 

a plot, or a world. Hence, it follows that the weaver is a natural metaphor 

for the Creator, and just as a cloth can be woven and thus a world created, 

so it can be unravelled. Hence, this creator has the power to destroy’ 

(2001: 23). The mythic tradition supports this observation not only in 

ancient Greek and Teutonic contexts, but across countless cultures whose 

origin stories depict the figure of a weaver or the capacity to weave in 

protean, fluid, uncontainable guises that constitute both creative and 

destructive forces. In the Greek tradition, Kruger discusses the 

representation of weaving and its social function for figures such as 

Arachne , Philomela, Penelope and Helen of Troy; in other traditions, 

Kruger explores the role of Spider Woman, Brahma/Maya and Nummo, to 

name a few. Focusing on representations of weaving in the Western 

literary tradition, from Blake’s The Four Zoas, to the relationship of 

Tennyson’s Lady of Shallot in various examples of Pre-Raphaelite art, 

Kruger finds compelling evidence to corroborate her suggestion that 

weaving has long supported an embodied dialogue between the 

vocalisation of concepts such as fate, sacredness and time, and the 

processes of textual, as well as textile, production. Moreover, her study 

attests to the literal aspects of why weaving is such a prevalent metaphor 

for writing in Western literary traditions. 

If a loom can be imagined textually as a frame for writing, as Kruger 

argues, then the structure of my verse novel is built around three main 

components, which metaphorically reference the traditional shape of a 

back-strap Andean loom. The first part, titled ‘Unsent Postcards: Peru 

2012’, pays homage to the disoriented gaze of the tourist in a sequence of 

unsent postcards written as prose poems. The second section constructs the 

imagined voice of Dr María Constanza Ceruti, the only female high-

archaeologist in the world and co-leader of the expedition in question, via 

poems posing as biographical field notes in her voice. This section, titled 



Shari Kocher      52 

 

 
 

‘Unwritten Field Notes: Peru & Argentina 1998–1999’, makes no claims 

on the real-life person of Dr Ceruti, but limits itself to a fictional 

reappraisal of her voice as it is first encountered by the author in Johan 

Reinhard’s 2005 adventurous memoir, The Ice Maiden: Inca Mummies, 

Mountain Gods and Sacred Sites in the Andes. In this book, Reinhard 

depicts the Llullaillaco expedition in the context of his previous 

mountaineering and anthropology work in the Andes, and his sponsorship 

by National Geographic to conduct further research, subsequent to his 

accidental discovery of the Ice Maiden, Juanita, on Ampato in Southern 

Peru in 1995. In Reinhard’s account, we first meet Dr Ceruti as a young 

professional who appears as a fairly minor, if necessary, character. In 

contrast to his own largely unexamined heroic status, Reinhard’s 

somewhat contradictory rendering of the complexities of Ceruti’s role 

stirred me to imagine Ceruti’s voice through a close reading of her own 

numerous scientific papers and books on the archaeological discovery of 

the three Llullaillaco child mummies,
2
 an event which has so indelibly 

marked her outstanding career.
3
 Although this section of the verse novel is 

not the focus of this paper, I wish to point out the strict rules I applied to 

the writing of this voice: following Reinhard’s account, I applied a reading 

of weft and warp in the scenes in which Ceruti appears, by weaving an 

imaginative reconstruction of this (non)/fictional voice via a focus on the 

function of silence in Reinhard’s text. The third component of my verse 

novel, titled ‘Songs of Sacrifice: Facing Mt. Llullaillaco, Inca Period 

AD1500’, presents a lyrical and polyphonic tribute to the three Inca 

children themselves, using various strategies to evoke the ‘Songs of 

Sacrifice’ registered in the title. The singular prologue and epilogue poems 

that bind the text together can be imagined, perhaps, as metaphorically 

constructing the belt that goes around the waist of the Andean weaver, 

who sits with the three sides of the loom attached to her or his body, 

steadied by the weaver’s feet.
4
  

Sonqoqui is an experimental verse novel, then, in which a metaphor of 

weaving structures the text. My use of this metaphor also draws on its 

close alignment to the action of walking as an embodied knowledge 

practice that conceptually links weaving and walking as metaphoric 

processes springing from literal and embodied actions. These two gestures 

inform the semiotics of the text, thus linking semantic concerns with 

somatic rhythms, whereby repetition and other patterning devices derive 

from the recurrent poetic motif of hands and feet. Walking and weaving 

are thus inherent components of this verse novel’s strategically 

constructed ‘double design’, a term Linda Weste, in her comprehensive 

study on the poetic and narrative strategies in the late-twentieth and early-



53      Sonqoqui 

twenty-first century verse novel, attributes to Clare Kinney (Weste: 2012). 

In this paper, I suggest that a metaphor of weaving demonstrates the 

structural tensions and energetic frictions of my verse novel’s initially 

unintended, but inherently double, ‘double design’. 

Weste notes that scholars have not given due attention to the verse 

novel form due in part to their preoccupation with binary demarcations 

between ‘poetry’ and ‘prose’; traditional notions of ‘lyric’ and ‘narrative’; 

and a focus on ‘novelistic’ as opposed to ‘poetic’ characteristics of the 

form. In her comprehensive study, Weste identifies this gap in the 

literature as delimiting an assessment of the productive interplay of the 

verse novel’s inherent ‘double design’. She argues that verse novels 

incorporate both poetic and narrative strategies, and calls for scholarly 

investigation of the productive interplay of these elements.  

In this paper, I note Weste’s enlistment of conceptual metaphor theory 

in her recent analysis
5 

of Lisa Jacobson’s The Sunlit Zone and Judy 

Johnson’s Jack, but wish to distinguish my focus on metaphoric weavings 

from the overtly linguistic excavations this theory examines. Rather, I seek 

to position my use of weaving as a metaphor in order to examine the 

structural choices that have shaped the writing of my own verse novel. I 

will, however, limit my discussion to the ‘Songs of Sacrifice’ section of 

Sonqoqui, focusing on just two of the devices that draw on a metaphor of 

weaving in this text. Constructing any piece of woven fabric requires, 

obviously, the action of warp and weft threads. Given that ‘warp’ refers to 

‘the set of lengthwise yarns that are held in tension on a frame or loom’ 

and ‘weft’ describes ‘the yarn that is inserted over-and-under the warp 

threads’, ‘that which is thrown across’ pertains as much to the linguistic 

roots of these words in Old English, German and Dutch, as it does to the 

gesture I want to depict in this paper. I start by noting how the concept of 

warp and weft points to a certain postmodernist ‘collective knowledge’ 

(Brophy 2003: 39) in regards to its use as a metaphor for writing as the 

tissue of the text. Barthes and Derrida infuse our understanding of this 

metaphor for writing, as does Paul Carter in his book Material Thinking: 

the Theory and Practice of Creative Research (2004). However, my 

purpose in this paper is to highlight literal links between source materials 

and textual construction. 

Using a metaphor of weaving to ask questions about labour and 

sacrifice, I draw attention to the function of material process for accessing 

the difficulties of speaking across cultures and through time in the ‘Songs 

of Sacrifice’ section of Sonqoqui. Each poem in this section of the verse 

novel references an individual voice, which either proliferates or dissolves 

across the sequence, while also producing a discontinuous (or warped) 
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narrative in a patterned and polyphonic way. The last line or image of each 

poem in this section becomes the title for the next, thus linking lyric 

vocalisation to narrative texture via a structured use of repetition, which 

functions along the lines of the weft thread in a piece of fabric. I first came 

across the haunting effect of this device in Australian poet Jennifer 

Harrison’s Columbine: New and Selected Poems (2011). My use of this 

device remains consistent across this sequence. Sometimes it signals a 

change in speaker; at all times this device also signals a weft-thread 

function in the text. 

For example, the three poems presented below demonstrate a change in 

speaker that links one speaker to the next through the weft-thread 

properties of this device. The first and third poem locate the fourteen-year-

old maiden’s childhood as one formed within the walls of an Inca 

acllawasi, or House of the Sun Virgins. This is consistent with the 

historical record. As Ceruti writes:  

The Inca Empire also institutionalised a system of selection and 

redistribution of chosen women or acllas, who were taken from their 

homes at a young age and kept in seclusion at special institutions called 

acllahuasis. Under the surveillance of priestesses, the girls were taught to 

weave and prepare ritual beverages (Murúa 1946 [1590]: 333). At around 

the age of 14, the chosen women would meet their destiny, being either 

given by the Inca as wives to local nobles or consecrated as priestesses. 

Some of them, however, would be sacrificed during state capacocha 

ceremonies (Acosta 1962 [1590]: 241). The Llullaillaco maiden, being 

fifteen years old, was most likely a ‘chosen woman’ (Ceruti 2004: 114).  

Various lab analyses of tissue and hair samples have shown that the 

maiden’s predominantly vegetable diet changed to include meat and maize 

(a high status food) approximately one year before her death, thus further 

indicating her prior selection and preparation for sacrifice as part of the 

acllahuasi system. The second poem deals with an aspect of tribal 

punishment that exists as a tradition pertaining to adulterous or non-law-

abiding women, as described to me by an indigenous guide living in 

Puerto Maldonado in the Amazon jungle in Peru. In the fictional ‘story’ I 

construct, my maiden’s mother is punished in a similar way for not having 

disposed of the second of her twin-born daughters, as was custom. This is 

purely a fictional fancy, as nothing in the archaeological record tells us 

anything about the maiden’s mother, although it is possible that she did 

not originate from the Amazon region. Across my poetic sequence, it is 

possible to read my fictional Inca maiden as the second of these surviving 

(fictional) twins. Hence, these three poems move between mother and 
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daughter, from the first-person figure of the maiden’s mother (just prior to 

this extract) to the first-person figure of the maiden herself.  

(not / maidens all) 

 

the strength of smoke 

 

 

i grow strong a girl of stone  

i am not chosen but i am found  

a girl in the house of chosen women  

 

a girl whose name none choose to speak  

a gift from the gods whose gifted weaving  

sets me apart  

 

clasped in silence (she and i)  

fingers that fly like reeds in the making  

eyes that hold the pattern of rain  

 

the now long later of the otherworld past  

breathing the shaft of my mother’s touch  

the warp and weft of a name  

 

 
              (they say mothers are not / lovers / must die) 

 

the warp and weft of a name 

 

Tangarara6 is the fire tree 

whose liquid sugar the ants protect. 

 

They tie her hands with banyan rope 

and cut her hair to the neck. 

 

The man she accuses returns to his hut 

for sacha bufeo7 and rye 

 

while the wives of the village shut out  
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the night, its monkey shrieks and cries. 

 

The fire ants swarm in answer to threat. 

By morning, they’ve eaten her eyes. 

                                 
(but i am a maiden without a mother) 

 

eating my eyes 

 

 

when they come for me 

all is ready at the acllawasi8 

 

the chicha9 and robes and pots 

to be carried the three 

 

young girls to tend me 

the high born women robed 

 

in red take with fingers dipped  

in honey their leave of me 

 

blessing my temple with careful  

lips fourteen blessings  

 

for my fourteen years today  

for i am grown into a flower  

 

fit for the hummingbird’s  

mountain god 

 

a beautiful dutiful bride— 

so i walk into daylight  

 

obsidian bright 

the only home i’ve ever known 

 

(i shan’t look back) the stony  

path down to Ollytantambo  
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where the dry ground  

shifts and the high priest stumbles 

 

and all the way to Cusco  

a fine white powder cleaves in clouds 

 

to the sound of our footsteps 

hissing like a huacca10 behind me 

 

In contrast to the weft thread function of the last line (or image) 

becoming the title for the next, the accumulative effect of the single 

floating lines in italics, placed in the upper right margin of each poem, 

serves the double function of loosely identifying each speaker, while 

signposting the progression of a warped narrative across this sequence. 

These floating lines accrue a choral function in themselves, and serve as 

the metaphoric warp threads holding the patterned polyphony in place. 

Moreover, these lines suggest narratorial comment in that they offer a 

narrative template which may also be read lyrically as belonging to a 

singular piece of textual fabric thrown across a polyphonic loom. Hence, 

these floating lines offer the perspective of a discontinuous narrative only 

in the productive interplay of poetic and narrative tensions, woven 

together and thrown across the textured fabric of this palimpsestic 

speaking space. If read in their entirety, extracted from (and yet still tied 

to) the intersecting weft thread function of the text, the perforated nature 

of this warped narrative begins to throb with the threnody of an inferred 

multiplicity. Hence, for example, if reading these floating lines in one field 

of space-time, the function of warp in relation to one-narrative-among-

many becomes all the more apparent: 

(dying / the maiden speaks) 

(who are you and who am i?) 

(she sings) 

(we are each other) 

(we are the earth) 

(nature’s unnatural siblings) 

(we are our mothers) 

(twin born) 

(mirrors of each other) 

(not / maidens all)* 
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(they say mothers are not / lovers / must die)* 

(but i am a maiden without a mother)*               

(and a servant of the street) 

(maiden made royal divine) 

(seven summered boy child also walks with me) 

(and holy child housewife, five years of age) 

(but i am a maiden alone) 

(dreams are the future) 

(my sister a song) 

(my past rent asunder) 

(does she know me i wonder?) 

(i am often afraid) 

(and sometimes, a bird) 

(yet the boy and the girl are like my own children) 

(and i am invisible mother to them) 

(the priests, our enemies, do all the talking) 

(they render us objects of stone) 

(but my soul, in torment, is climbing / my soul is my own) 

(mother what earth is this?) 

(lover / are we / alive?) 

(i am / my own first / born)  

 

[*note location of these lines previously] 

 

These parenthetical lines denote both a change in speaker, as well as 

fragments of choral consciousness. The interplay of these parenthetical 

lines with the discrete poems to which they are tethered characterises the 

uncanny eruption of textual bodies whose silence is also marked by the 

eloquence of the archaeological record perforated by what can only be 

imagined as a trace of the past. This device operates, then, as the warp 

function in the fabric of my text. Moreover, this device highlights the 

mirroring effect of a Western gaze seeking entry through portals that 

simultaneously resist and absorb appropriation. 

One way this device achieves narrative dis/continuity is through an 

uneasy lyric insistence on cycles of birth and death, which at the same 

time reveals the dizzying traumascapes of contemporary notions of 

sacrifice. This warping effect (given the literal function of warp threads on 

a loom holding the weaving process in place) reflects the philosophical 

burial of the mother’s body in Western philosophic and phenomenological 

traditions (as Irigaray contends)
11

, while deploying the tensions of an alert 
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Sapphic gaze that outstrips what we think we know about ourselves as 

individuals and communities in embodied past and present space-time. 

This ‘warped knowledge’ proliferates in the ‘volcanic silence’
12

 of the 

loom, as one voice after another sings and dissolves across this sequence, 

while also remaining tethered to the singular (imagined) voice of a five-

hundred-year-old/fourteen-year-old Inca child/maiden. Hence, the 

evocation of the maiden’s physical and psychological presence conflates 

the binaries of dreaming and waking, nature and culture, death and life, 

self and other, by referencing the uncanniness of both dying and of being 

born.  

Paul Carter 2004 notes how the weaving metaphor serves to unfix 

binaries when he refers to the etymological tracing of a now obscure, but 

polyvalent Tagalog word, ‘bolos’, as outlined in an essay by the Philippine 

critic Marian Pastor Roces.
13

 
 

Roces suggests that an overarching notion of a ‘vivified way’ informs this 

myriad of meanings14 but she warns against conceptual imperialism—

would seventeenth century Tagalog craftspeople of that era have shared 

our Cartesian preoccupation with ‘a differentiated self image as negotiating 

a true way, perhaps as a shuttle does’?15 The operational value, though, of 

this polysemous profusion lies in the other direction, in the fertility of 

invention it reveals. Polyvalent words equivocate. Synonym breeds 

antonym; but, as the warp and weft of the loom show, the opposition is not 

binary. In a craft environment not fixated on Cartesian unity, it is the loom 

of multiplicity that unifies (Carter 2004: 15).  

Likewise, my adoption of the weaving metaphor springs from my 

observation of the literally vibrant crafting contexts that weaving occupies 

in diverse Andean cultures. In particular, I based my creative research on 

the Cusco region in Peru, specifically, the town of Chinchero, and on the 

vital cultural and economic work collectively being done at the Centre for 

Traditional Textiles in the heart of the old part of Cusco city. This centre 

preserves, educates and provides a platform for traditional weavers (many 

of whom are women financially supporting their families in this way) to 

access fair-price sale of their work, and to foster opportunities for weavers 

to promote their art through tourism and education. In her book, Weaving 

in the Peruvian Highlands: Dreaming Patterns, Weaving Memories, Nilda 

Callaňaupa Alvarez, a founding member of this centre, writes: 

each and every piece of cloth embodies the spirit, skill, and personal 

history of an individual weaver. Weaving is a living art, an expression of 

culture, geography and history. It ties together with an endless thread the 

emotional life of my people (Alvarez 2007: 17).  
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In adopting weaving as a metaphor through which to structure my 

verse novel, I have not sought to appropriate such cultural work, but rather 

to highlight its dynamic links between contemporary Cusco and the place 

the Inca maiden would have known five hundred years ago. I have sought 

to embody this imaginative task by intimating, in my own culturally 

limited way, the intimate knowledge of weaving she would have had, as 

both sacred art and daily craft, as both practice and offering, in an attempt 

to imaginatively witness a trace of her emotional life growing up inside an 

Inca acllahuasi. Of course, my use of weaving as a metaphor abstracts the 

literal contexts of place and time in which a contemporary weaver such as 

Nilda Alvarez lives and works. That tourists are often ‘taught’ certain 

elements of spinning and weaving in structured home stays, or similar 

programs, presupposes the cultural and economic complexities of such 

exchange, and I concede the uneasiness of these relations. 

Drawing, however, on my use of two (limited) examples of weft and 

warp, I enlist a metaphor of weaving in my verse novel Sonqoqui in order 

to produce and enhance embodied poetic polyphony in textured narrative 

space. The significance of this research is that it has led to the production 

of a boldly experimental verse novel. It is also significant for its 

construction of the imagined lives and emotions of three Inca children 

from the sixteenth century, following interdisciplinary approaches. Alexis 

Boutin, for example, is a bioarchaelogist who positions bioarchaeology as 

a field ‘beginning to address how personhoods were constructed through 

the materiality of the human body’ (Boutin 2012: 110). My research draws 

on this field from a poetic standpoint to ask questions about sacrifice and 

its links to labour produced under the rubrics of a gendered notion of love. 

It serves to highlight the relevance of material artistic process in producing 

embodied knowledge practices.  

When embodied knowledge practices (such as weaving) are also 

culturally perceived as traditionally pertaining to women’s work, vivid 

permutations of silence (and silencing) often occur. This is especially 

apparent in contexts of an uneasily poised modernity, in which Western 

asymmetrical distinctions between ‘art’ as opposed to ‘craft’ further 

complicate issues of economic autonomy.
16

 As my verse novel undertakes 

to explore, misogyny extends beyond literary fields, and concurs with 

capitalist modes of production, in which the labour and the process of 

making is so often effaced. I contend that enlisting metaphors which 

challenge these perceptions is significant and necessary cultural work. In 

this case, using a metaphor of weaving to structure an experimental text 

also seeks to renew the literal aspects of an ancient example of 

predominantly female labour (such as weaving) alongside the Kristevan 
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concept of the subject-in-process-and-on-trial. In founding my own text 

upon an examination of sacrificial models of subjectivity, I find that 

attempting to imagine otherwise, or otherhow, implies a necessary 

excavation of extended tropes of archaeological embodiment. This 

demonstration of creative research explicitly highlights the often 

overlooked achievements of female professionals and non-professionals
17

 

working at the tops of their fields, while simultaneously underscoring the 

silencing and use of female bodies in the historic and contemporary 

record. 

My aim has been to excavate the unspoken maternal body in the 

context of source materials where the question of ‘a labour of love’ 

remains woven into the fabric of what cannot exactly be known. To 

conclude, I offer one final poem, ‘the blue canoe’. This poem is the third 

in the ‘Songs of Sacrifice’ sequence. Here, the fourteen-year-old maiden is 

speaking rather cryptically, but archaically, from beyond the grave. At this 

early point in the text, the maiden’s voice is establishing the melody (or 

threnody) of a non-linear narrative before, as well as after, it begins.  

 

      (she sings) 

the blue canoe 

 

 

sings between us   sings on the wings of my mother’s name  

a song of skin and pliant branches oar-stroke waters the river we ride  

 

over cloud and under mountain  across Nazca desert sands  

the blue canoe sings my hand in the making sings your hand sings the rain 

  

i carry its blue across my shoulders  i carry it upright lit in my heart  

carry me          carry you   blue canoe calls from across the water 

  

the call of the owl in a swoop of dreaming    the name of Thou in the darkest night  

o blue canoe you carry us through  to neither me neither you  
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Endnotes 

1. Sonqoqui: (sonqo = (n) heart) refers to a Quechan concept, approximating: 

‘the ever-flowing joy and abundance that manifests in our lives when we reach the 

higher levels of the joy and abundance of the Cosmos’ 

2. These include a prolific number of publications. Of particular note is the 

comprehensive study, authored with Johan Reinhard, 2010 Inca Rituals and Sacred 

Mountains: a Study of the World’s Highest Archaeological Sites. UCLA: Cotsen 

Institute of Archaeology Press 

3. While I met Dr Ceruti in Argentina in 2012, I have scrupulously avoided 

using any of the content of our conversations, which were conducted in an 

informal and trusting manner (with ethics clearance on my side). I take full 

responsibility for any errors in my imaginative construction of a voice inspired by, 

but not representative of, the public nature of her career, the trajectory of which 

has been restricted to a reading of published scholarly materials only. I stress: all 

first-person poetic content is a careful, but ultimately fictitious, rendering of a 

figure dealt with as a character in my verse novel, whose real-life identity, due to 

the exceptional nature of her work, cannot be concealed. However, all 

interpretation is my own 

4. Here I reference the Andean back-strap loom, as used in Chinchero and 

elsewhere 

5. Linda Weste, AAWP Conference, ‘Creative Manoeuvres: Making, Saying, 

Being’, Canberra, 2013 

6. A tree in the Amazon rainforest that has a symbiotic relationship with a 

species of ‘fire-ant’ 

7. A medicinal plant in the Amazon rainforest that has first a burning, then a 

soporific, numbing effect 

8. Acllawasi: (also spelt acllahuasi) is a Quechan word meaning House of the 

chosen women (known also as sun virgins) 

9. Chicha is a specially prepared Inca ceremonial drink made from maize (still 

popular today), with an alcoholic content that is believed to have put the children 

to sleep, adding to the effects of high altitude and exposure, thus hastening their 

deaths at the time of their burial. Offerings of food, chicha, pottery, textiles, and 

other objects of sacred significance (many bearing the imperial markings of Cusco) 

were buried with the children. (See Ceruti and Reinhard) 

10. Huacca: a Quechan word pertaining to something both animate and 

inanimate revered by Inca (Andean) peoples as sacred, whether this be a natural 

location (e.g. rock, spring, mountain), a mummified ancestor, or an icon or relic 

worshipped on account of its continued influence in daily life. In this, huaccas are 

also themselves considered minor gods with their own supernatural powers, and 

are specifically located in place as well as mythic time 

11. See in particular Anne Caldwell’s insightful essay on this, ‘Transforming 

Sacrifice: Irigaray and the Politics of Sexual Difference’. 

12. See Hartman 1970: 347. 

13. Marian Pastor Roces ‘The Necessity of the Craft Problematic’, p. 74-75 

14. ibid.,  p. 74 
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15. ibid., p. 76 

16. Barbara Black Koltuv cites Marie-Louise von Franz when discussing 

archetypal and cultural links between gender and labour as depicted in literary 

metaphors of weaving: ‘the mystery of giving birth is basically associated with the 

idea of spinning and weaving and complicated feminine activities consisting in 

bringing together natural elements in a certain order’ (Franz, 1972: 38). Moreover, 

as one of the multiple contributors to The Necessity of Craft (1995), Alice G. 

Guillermo’s essay “Weaving: Women’s Art and Power” points to the domestic 

‘givennes’ of weaving as ‘one economic and cultural activity among others’ for 

female weavers in the Philippines (35).  ‘The fact that it is mainly, if not 

exclusively, women’s work has largely been overlooked in the context of the 

dominant patriarchal order’, and Guillermo demonstrates how the exploitation of 

‘the toiling women weavers’ is displaced and commoditised in the treatment of the 

finished product, whereby the labour-intensivity of this highly-skilled work 

remains invisible to the consumer, collector, landlord and unregulated entrepreneur 

(35-56). 
17. Many indigenous weavers might not consider themselves ‘professionals’ in 

a Western sense, despite their high-calibre expertise and achievements in 

practicing and preserving a dynamic living art under postcolonially complex 

circumstances. Fostering pride and validity in the preservation of traditional 

methods and materials is one of the organisational aims of the Centre for 

Traditional Textiles in Cusco 
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Writing and the ‘moved’ subject:  

Or, how black comes from blue but is 

more than the blue …  

Patrick West and Cher Coad 

 

There are many things that a reader might look for in a piece of 

creative writing, including qualities of style, allusion to other texts, and 

originality of ideas. Most of all though, undoubtedly, readers want writing 

that ‘moves’ them in some way. Readers may be moved emotionally, 

intellectually, or in a whole host of fashions—even bodily. And they may 

be moved even, or perhaps especially, exactly at the moment when their 

own bodies—if appearances can be trusted—are not being moved; readers 

not infrequently stop reading to ponder what they have just read, or to 

allow the intensities of its effects and affects to build up in them. How do 

they stop reading in these circumstances? What is the correlate to a 

rushing heart or a churning gut? In our experience, they often still 

themselves; allow the book before them to fall to their lap; look straight 

ahead, perhaps, rather than sweeping their eyes from side to side across the 

page or page-like screen.  

As Alberto Manguel allows us to surmise, at an earlier time in history 

when reading out loud was the norm, the stilled reader might also stop 

moving his or her lips. Manguel notes that, according to Saint Augustine 

(writing in the fourth century), Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, was the first 

silent reader. Furthermore, ‘Even though instances of silent reading can be 

traced to earlier dates, not until the tenth century does this manner of 

reading become usual in the West’ (Manguel 1996).  

The advent of silent reading, however—with all due respect to 

variations across different historical moments and different circumstances 

of readerly reception—seems if anything to have augmented rather than 

diminished the ways of being (physically) moved that might relate to the 

act of reading. The movements of lips, now stilled, were transferred 

elsewhere within the body. Recalling the reading practices of his own 

grandmother, for instance, Manguel observes that:  
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In sacred texts … full comprehension required not only the eyes but also 

the rest of the body: swaying to the cadence of the sentences and lifting to 

one’s lips the holy words, so that nothing of the divine could be lost in the 

reading (Manguel 1996).  

Again, in the nineteenth century, Ralph Waldo Emerson, as quoted by 

Manguel, and again in reference to sacred texts, writes that they ‘are to be 

read on the bended knee. Their communications are not to be given or 

taken with the lips and the end of the tongue, but out of the glow of the 

cheek, and with the throbbing heart’ (Manguel 1996). Finally, from the 

twelfth century, Manguel attends to the case of, 

the legal scholar and theologian Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali [who] 

established a series of rules for studying the Koran in which reading and 

hearing the text read became part of the same holy act. Rule number five 

established that the reader must follow the text slowly and distinctly in 

order to reflect on what he was reading. Rule number six was ‘for weeping. 

... If you do not weep naturally, then force yourself to weep,’ since grief 

should be implicit in the apprehension of the sacred words (Manguel 

1996).  

The whole history of reading might be glossed as a history of being 

moved—being physically moved—by writing, through (or through an 

orientation to) affects that are always bodily and multiple. Our selves 

vibrate with feelings in response to what we read. One reads with all one’s 

body!  

But there is no need to stop there. Another effect of the body, which 

derives from its multiplied affects, and which is also inevitably linked to 

the notion of being ‘moved’, consists in the writing that readers read. Or 

more precisely, in the writing of this writing. Nigel Krauth (2010) explores 

this theme in his article ‘The Story in My Foot: Writing and the Body’. 

Seeing ‘the body itself beyond the brain’ as ‘another repository for story’, 

Krauth deploys ‘the concept of cellular memory’ to suggest a distinction 

between, for example, ‘reading the world as a text’ and allowing the world 

to rush through one—to rush through one’s body and senses—and turn up 

on the writing surface (Krauth 2010). 

 

Krauth’s thesis largely derives from the work of Maurice Merleau-

Ponty:  

Informed by experience already gained, by nervous and muscular system 

histories, by vestiges of narratives that have passed via our senses through 

our bodies to our brains previously, it seems there are parts of our bodies 

ignored as real sources of writing (Krauth 2010).  
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And:  

Writers search for stories in the imagination, the environment, and the 

traditionally-understood memory. These are perfectly good places to go 

looking. But have a thought also for looking around the body—from 

outside and inside—and concentrating. Writing is reading the text of the 

world and re-telling it. Our memories, imaginations and bodies are part of 

that reading of the world. We carry in us more stories than we know 

(Krauth 2010).  

We agree with Krauth’s conclusion, so far as it goes, but we wonder if 

it wouldn’t be possible to take his ideas further. We say this because we 

are concerned by the evident difference between the very active and 

‘present-in-the-moment’ actions of the reading body, as described in 

Manguel’s study, and Krauth’s descriptions of the writerly body, in which 

the body is still relatively ‘re-moved’ from the very act of writing.  

Much of Krauth’s article attends to examples of writers/flâneurs, like 

William Wordsworth, Henry Thoreau and Krauth himself, who leave their 

study and move around (walk, ramble, peregrinate) in order to 

subsequently come back to their study (to the act of writing) in order to 

write. While the stories of one’s body, however harvested, may be 

inspirational for writing, there is still a gap—some sort of distance of 

movement be it in time or in space—between the events and layers of the 

body in which the story is stored and the subsequent act of writing it. We 

worry that, at this last moment in the ‘journey’, ‘brain-memory’ rushes 

back in to de-materialise, as it were, the act of writing. Where the reader’s 

body is or can be extremely active, mercurial, even voluble in the very act 

of reading, the writer’s body (for all Krauth’s talk of ‘cellular memory’ 

and the like) remains strangely passive. That is, for all we know … for 

Krauth never thoroughly engages with the notion of the writing body 

caught in the very act of writing.  

Where we briefly connect with Krauth is in an example of a writer that 

he introduces but passes over too hastily: Rebecca West.  

Rebecca West situated her memory, an inspiration for her writing, in her 

hands: ‘My memory [West writes] is certainly in my hands. I can 

remember things only if I have a pencil and I can write with it and I can 

play with it. I think your hand concentrates for you’ (Krauth 2010).  

This is the only place in Krauth’s article where the body is specifically 

localised in the hands, or anywhere else for that matter, in the service of 

the very act of writing. To be clear: hands themselves are not necessarily 

important to us. For writers without hands, there will always be another 
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intersection of the body and writing, where the physical act of writing can 

take place. What is important to us is how West draws attention to the 

vigour of the writer’s body in counterpoint to the lively reader’s body. 

Indeed, in the passage cited above, West’s notion of playing with her 

pencil certainly strongly suggests manipulation by her hands, but it does 

not necessarily limit this bodily manipulation to the manual. The body 

may play—may be at play in the actual act of writing—in a thousand-and-

one different ways.  

So far, we have been talking of reading, writing and bodies, but to talk 

of bodies is also to be talking of the world, as Krauth recognises. His 

article begins with the case of Walt Whitman. ‘Whitman’s grand project 

[is] recording and retaining the world in and through himself—in fact, in 

and through his whole body’ (Krauth 2010). Here we have the most 

extravagant relationship possible between the writer’s body and the world! 

As discussed above, Wordsworth, Thoreau and Krauth himself are 

exponents of another possible body-world relationship. They move 

through the world with their bodies in order to bring ‘cellular memory’ 

(worldly contaminations of the body, as we might call them) back to their 

places of writing (Krauth 2010).  

Other body-world relationships are also possible, however. In this 

paper, we want to situate ourselves at a distance both from Whitman and 

from Wordsworth et al. In our model, the world is neither wholly nor 

partially inside or coextensive with the writer’s body. Rather, we are 

interested in how writers might use their bodies to effect, through their 

writing, some sort of tracing of the world. In the remainder of this paper, 

we will further articulate, support and elaborate upon this idea, building 

upon an insight contained in a certain practice of Chinese writing, which 

links to Krauth’s (and our) concern with the relationship of the writer’s 

body to the world of things and of other bodies. We hope to make 

something where West meets East. 

Ultimately, tracing the world in this context means putting the world 

and the body where, in our view, they really should be, for writers qua 

writers: that is, in the writing itself. At the same time, it is to track 

writing’s migration into the domain occupied by bodies that themselves 

occupy the world. At this juncture, we suggest, notions of ‘en-fleshed 

writing’ and ‘signifying bodies’ come into view. We will come back to 

these ideas in our conclusion.  

In traditional Chinese culture, writing is regarded as a technical 

practice perfected through reproduction. Chinese calligraphy (visual 

writing) is learnt through exhaustively tracing and copying the style of the 

master calligrapher. This involves the interplay of Qing 情 (‘feelings’) and 
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Yun 韵 (‘composed body movements’). The order of the characters—Qing 

情 (‘feelings’) before Yun 韵 (‘composed body movements’)—suggests 

that Qing creates and supports Yun. To this extent, calligraphy roughly 

approximates to the generally presumed writing practices of Western (non-

calligraphic) writers in which bodily feelings are expressed through the 

more-or-less incidental or trivial movements of the writer writing at his or 

her desk, quite passively. In fact, the Chinese case is more complicated 

than this, for the apprenticeship model of Chinese calligraphy cultivates a 

two-way interplay of Qing 情 (‘feelings’) and Yun 韵 (‘composed body 

movements’). More directly, the ‘composed body movements’ that one 

learns from the master calligrapher help compose one’s own bodily 

‘feelings’. For the Chinese, the movements of the body in the very act of 

writing are crucial, regardless of whatever the body may have experienced 

and retained previously. Paying attention even to the pattern of breathing 

of the calligraphic writer, the Chinese cultivate an intensity of the writerly 

body (Yun 韵 [‘composed body movements’]) at least the equal of how, 

for Krauth, ‘Baudelaire reacts bodily to Paris street scenes’ (Krauth 2010). 

But the Chinese locate this intensity at the very moment of writerly 

creation.  

To forestall possible objections or concerns, two points need to be 

made here before proceeding:  Firstly, calligraphy (visual or pictorial 

writing) is not coextensive with all of, certainly contemporary, Chinese 

writing practice—not all writing is calligraphic strictly speaking. 

Nevertheless, all calligraphy is writing, and in this it influences the ethics 

of Chinese writing, whether character-based or otherwise, more generally. 

Secondly, we do not wish to fall into the trap of cultural essentialism: in 

this paper, ‘China’ and ‘The West’ are placeholders for variant cultural 

tendencies—clustered, perhaps, around China and its disputed territories 

such as Taiwan on the one hand, and around America on the other—rather 

than homogeneous national/cultural blocs in any sense. 

We have earlier referred to an insight contained in Chinese writing. 

What is this insight precisely? Coming out of calligraphy, it is that the 

world occupied by the writer with his/her body is a world that also 

contains the bodies of other writers. Body movements copied or traced 

from others (most notably, from the master calligrapher) are the midwife 

of the apprentice calligrapher’s individual/singular feelings. In tracing, 

bodies are the bodies of writers, and bodies are connected through a 

worldly habitus. We trace from this the idea that all movements of any 

body whatsoever are tracings of the world and/or of other bodies as in 

orientations to these. Necessarily, bodies and things of the world mark the 

way of each other—trace each other—as if everything were on an endless 
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journey of constantly shifting orientations and re-orientations, endlessly 

tramping like Krauth’s ‘self-imposed treks through the environment’ 

(Krauth 2010). ‘Trace’ comes from Old French, ‘tracier’, meaning ‘to 

make one’s way’ and from Latin, ‘tractus’, meaning ‘a dragging’.  

All bodies ‘write’ endlessly in this sense then—in one’s body as a 

‘tracer’ one is a writer—and thus writing itself is everywhere, and 

everywhere in contact with the world. As the world and bodies are 

everywhere, ubiquitous, so too is writing as an aspect of language. Julia 

Kristeva quotes Claude Lévi-Strauss in support of this idea (albeit from 

another perspective to ours):  

‘no matter what the moment and the circumstances of its appearance in the 

animal scale were, language could only have been born in a single stroke. 

Objects couldn’t just start to signify progressively. After a transformation 

whose study is a matter not for the social sciences, but for biology and 

physiology as well, a passage was effected from a stage where nothing 

made sense to another where everything did.’ Nevertheless [writes 

Kristeva] Lévi-Strauss clearly distinguished the sudden appearance of 

signification from the slow acquisition of the knowledge that ‘this 

signifies’. The two categories of the signifier and the signified were 

simultaneously and solidarily constituted, like two complementary blocks; 

in contrast, knowledge, that is, the intelligible procedure that permits the 

identification, by their relation with respect to each other, of certain aspects 

of the signifier and certain aspects of the signified … got started only very 

slowly. The universe signified well before man began to know what it was 

signifying (Kristeva 1989: 46).  

If, for Freud, phylogeny (development of the species) and ontogeny 

(development of the individual) are interlinked, then perhaps Lévi-Strauss’ 

idea of a lag between the signification of the universe and human 

knowledge of how things signify opens up the space in which the 

individual writer comes to know language. Being prior to language in this 

way can never mean, however, being prior to embodiment. There must be 

a body for language, let alone writing, to ever emerge. In the passage 

above, Lévi-Strauss talks of ‘blocks’ of ‘the signifier and the signified’ 

and of the ‘identification, by their relation with respect to each other, of 

certain aspects of the signifier and certain aspects of the signified’ 

(Kristeva 1989: 46). To us, this sounds like a circumstance in which an 

‘aphasic’ body may trace the shape of the world it finds itself in and thus 

relate parts of that world to other parts, thereby acquiring the language that 

is the necessary condition of writing. We might ask, what sort of ‘cellular 

memory’ might be in play here (Krauth 2010)? Here, the onus is on the 

body to remember prior to language!  
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Very deliberately, we are tarrying at the margins of phylogeny and 

ontogeny.  

Once language is always already in place in the world for all practical 

purposes, then tracing the world—now with Kristeva’s full ‘knowledge 

that “this signifies”’—requires nothing more than making one’s body 

lively (or, better still, simply being aware of the aliveness of one’s own 

body) in the very act of writing (Kristeva 1989: 46). Through one’s body, 

like a calligrapher, one traces and writes. As Franz Kafka puts it:  

You need not leave your room. Remain sitting at your table and listen. You 

need not even listen, simply wait, just learn to become quiet, and still, and 

solitary. The world will freely offer itself to you to be unmasked. It has no 

choice; it will roll in ecstasy at your feet (Kafka 1995).  

The least lively of bodies, so long as it is alive to some minimal 

degree, may elicit the world. You don’t need to be mobile! The world is 

never somehow ‘out there’, beyond or remote from the place of writing, so 

much as wherever the body writing happens to be. Kafka’s extreme 

composure in this passage (he takes three sentences to expound it) 

suggests Yun 韵 (‘composed body movements’). There is no sense of an 

envelopment of the world such as we find in Whitman and Wordsworth et 

al. Rather, as in calligraphy, Kafka’s proposed bodily movements of 

writing (a preparation of the body for writing akin, in methodological 

terms, to the initial tracings of the master’s calligraphy by the apprentice 

writer) suggest a tracing of the world—along the lines of a ‘mask’ being a 

tracing of what it conceals, and ‘rolling’ being a tracing of circles in space. 

And from this, for Kafka, comes Qing 情 (‘feelings’); in fact, the greatest 

level of bodily affect possible: ‘ecstasy’ (Kafka 1995). Contra to this view, 

for Krauth the story is not in the writer’s foot but at his/her feet. It is 

bodily, of the world, and crucially, involved in the very act and place 

(Kafka’s room) of writing. There is no room or opportunity for ‘brain-

memory’ to rush back in as the pen hits the page (Krauth 2010).  

To put it another way, we could simply ask what happens when a 

Chinese calligrapher/writer goes, like Wordsworth, Thoreau or Krauth, for 

a walk? For such a writer, to trace the world is to be in the world rather 

than (as for Whitman) to have the world inside of him or her. It is also to 

have impulses other than those that will result in venturing out into the 

world to gather spoils of the world for use in one’s writing. Indeed, for 

Kafka, as we have seen, the best approach is simply to stay in one’s room 

and allow the peripatetic world (as if itself Wordsworthian) to visit the 

writer at home. The Chinese writer, always already in the standing 

position adopted by calligraphers, is always already walking, in a sense—
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venturing out, even while stationary. As Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 

exclaim: ‘Be quick, even when standing still’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 

24). In a way, we might say, the calligraphic writer walks on the inside of 

their own body, tracing the layers and folds of skin that shape around and 

press up against the world and, as sometimes it happens, the bodies of 

other people/tracers/writers.  

Tracing characterises calligraphy in a literal and a physical sense (the 

apprentice writer moves his or her body in copying the master): Yun 韵 

(‘composed body movements’) found Qing 情 (‘feelings’). Additionally, 

calligraphy contains a philosophical sense of tracing, which brings us to 

Taoism: a ‘tracing’ philosophy.  

It is striking how the philosophical elements of Taoism mirror notions 

of tracing, and all the more remarkable that they do so while keeping their 

distance from what is often regarded as the quintessential Eastern 

philosophy of tracing or copying. We mean Confucianism. As Wing-Tsit 

Chan elucidates, ‘by opposing Confucian conformity with non-conformity 

and Confucian worldliness with a transcendental spirit, Taoism is a severe 

critic of Confucianism’ (Chan 1969: 136). As we will show in a moment, 

Chinese calligraphy exemplifies this special kind of Taoist non-conformity 

in which, as Philip J. Ivanhoe limns it, ‘one must unweave the social 

fabric’ (Ivanhoe 1995: 787). But first we want to suggest how Taoism is a 

philosophy of tracing; only then can we detail what is so special about the 

mode of tracing it expounds.  

‘Hold fast to the great form (Tao)’ illustrates this tracing or copying 

aspect of Taoism in its major philosophical tract: The Lao Tzu (Tao-Te 

Ching) or The Classic of the Way and its Virtue (Chan 1969: sec. 35, 157). 

The guiding principle, to this extent, is one of deference to the original 

(way, Nature or Tao)—just as the apprentice calligrapher defers or 

conforms, through his or her bodily actions, to the master calligrapher. 

The two-way interplay of Qing 情 (‘feelings’) and Yun 韵 (‘composed 

body movements’), whereby the apprentice copies the master, aligns with 

this key element of Taoism. (There is even a sense in which, through its 

deliberate repetition, The Lao Tzu traces over itself in ‘self-copying’ 

fashion, as if it were reflecting on the re-tracings of calligraphic pedagogy. 

Chan notes just how deliberate this is:  

Since in ancient times books consisted of bamboo or wooden slabs 

containing some twenty characters each, it was not easy for these sentences 

… to be added by mistake … Repetitions are found in more than one place 

(Chan 1969: n. 102, 166)  
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In any event, here is the linkage between calligraphy and Taoism. The 

master’s work is Tao, Nature or the way: ‘Hold fast to the great form 

(Tao), / And all the world will come’ (Chan 1969: sec. 35, 157).  

Evidently, in outlining the tracing or copying dimensions of Taoism—

which align it with calligraphic practices of Chinese writing—it is 

extremely hard not to start to express how Taoism comprises a unique and 

fascinating form of tracing. ‘Hold fast to the great form (Tao), / And all 

the world will come’ (Chan 1969: sec. 35, 157). Taoism is very much a 

non-conformist form of tracing. It is more than what it copies, more than 

what it traces, an unruly reader of whatever is there—in the way of the 

way—to be read. As it moves in the mode of tracing it is also ‘moved’ in 

itself. Chan again:  

As the way of life, [Taoism] denotes simplicity, spontaneity, tranquility, 

weakness, and most important of all, non-action (wu-wei). By the latter is 

not meant literally ‘inactivity’ but rather ‘taking no action that is contrary 

to Nature’—in other words, letting Nature take its own course (Chan 1969: 

136).  

Thus, this is a philosophy of ‘weakness’ (copying, tracing) that is 

neither ‘negativism’ nor ‘absolute quietism’ (Chan 1969: 137).  

Taoism’s supposed weakness is rather a certain form of strength, 

which comes about through deference to the way of Nature. The Lao Tzu 

is full of cryptic, metaphoric expressions of this idea:  

The pursuit of learning is to increase day after day. / The pursuit of Tao is 

to decrease day after day. / It is to decrease and further decrease until one 

reaches the point of taking no action. / No action is undertaken, and yet 

nothing is left undone (Chan 1969: sec. 48, 162).  

Similarly,  

The female always overcomes the male by tranquility, / And by tranquility 

she is underneath. / A big state can take over a small state if it places itself 

below the small state; / And the small state can take over a big state if it 

places itself below the big state. / Thus some, by placing themselves 

below, take over (others), / And some, by being (naturally) low, take over 

(other states) (Chan 1969: sec. 61, 168).  

In Taoism, it is only by (apparent) weakness and (apparent) in-action 

that ‘nothing is left undone’ (Chan 1969: sec. 48, 162) and ‘states’ (Chan 

1969: sec. 61, 168) are taken over. ‘Hold fast to the great form (Tao), / 

And all the world will come’ (Chan 1969: sec. 35, 157). We might say that 

the apprentice’s calligraphy, or Kafka’s composed, Chinese-like deference 
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to the world, creates ‘all the world’ in this sense: Qing 情 (‘feelings’); 

Kafka’s ecstasy (Chan 1969: sec. 35, 157).  

The bodily movement of the calligraphic writer in the act of writing 

(movement one) thus finds philosophical expression in the ‘immovable 

movement’ of Taoism (movement two). Between the writer’s flesh and the 

philosophical idea, however, we think there is a third mode of movement 

on the plane of writing itself. The sub-title of our paper is what we are 

going to address now.  

We mentioned earlier that Taoism is very metaphoric. As the co-author 

of this paper, Cher Coad, recalls from her calligraphy classes, students in 

China grow up with a metaphoric proverb clearly inspired by Lao Tzu’s 

Taoist philosophy of learning: ‘Learning shall never stop. Black comes 

from blue, but is more than the blue.’ It is the last part of this passage—in 

which tracing Taoist-like overcomes tracing—that interests us most, 

although we believe that what follows in this paper will not at all be 

inconsistent with pedagogy. After all, writing is always a matter of 

learning, for writers as much as for readers.  

Affect theory has been woven through much of our thesis already, 

especially in the shape of our engagement with Krauth’s work. Julia 

Kristeva’s essay ‘Giotto’s Joy’ is a prime, early example of affect theory, 

which focuses attention, by detouring through colour theory, on how affect 

might be folded into writing itself—our third mode. (This is also a 

political strategy; as Russ Leo observed in 2011, Kristeva is at risk of 

‘disappear[ing] from the archive of affect theory’ [Leo 2011: 7].) On her 

first page, Kristeva notes that: 

my desire to speak of Giotto (1267–1336) … relates to his experiments in 

architecture and color (his translation of instinctual drives into colored 

surface) as much as to his place within the history of Western painting 

(Kristeva 1981: 210).  

Later, she states that ‘color is not zero meaning; it is excess meaning 

through instinctual drive, that is, through death’ (Kristeva 1981: 221) and 

that ‘Matisse alludes to color having … a basis in instinctual drives when 

he speaks of a “retinal sensation [that] destroys the calm of the surface 

and the contour”’ (Kristeva 1981: 219). The passage of greatest relevance 

to us, however, is this necessarily lengthy one:  

Johannes Purkinje’s law states that in dim light, short wavelengths prevail 

over long ones; thus, before sunrise, blue is the first color to appear. Under 

these conditions, one perceives the color blue through the rods of the 

retina’s periphery (the serrated margin), while the central element 

containing the cones (the fovea) fixes the object’s image and identifies its 
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form. A possible hypothesis, following André Broca’s paradox [which 

states that ‘To see a blue light, you must not look directly at it’ (Kristeva 

1981: n. 20, 236)], would be that the perception of blue entails not 

identifying the object; that blue is, precisely, on this side of or beyond the 

object’s fixed form; that it is the zone where phenomenal identity vanishes. 

It has also been shown that the fovea is indeed that part of the eye 

developed latest in human beings (sixteen months after birth). This most 

likely indicates that centred vision—the identification of objects, including 

one’s own image (the ‘self’ perceived at the mirror stage between the sixth 

and eighteenth month)—comes into play after color perceptions. The 

earliest appear to be those with short wavelengths, and therefore the color 

blue. Thus all colors, but blue in particular, would have a noncentered or 

decentering effect, lessening both object identification and phenomenal 

fixation. They thereby return the subject to the archaic moment of its 

dialectic, that is, before the fixed, specular ‘I’, but while in the process of 

becoming this ‘I’ by breaking away from instinctual, biological (and also 

maternal) dependence (Kristeva 1981: 225).  

‘Black comes from blue, but is more than the blue.’ What might this 

mean in the light of Kristeva’s observations? According to Peter Taylor, 

writing in Practical Calligraphy, for calligraphy ‘Black or dark blue (or 

any dark colour) are best because they show up well on paper’ (Taylor 

2010: 9). He adds that ‘Before the very first fill of ink, calligraphers 

usually suck or lick the nib for a minute’ (Taylor 2010: 22). It would seem 

that there is something bodily—something fleshy—not just about the act 

of calligraphic writing, but about the writing itself that is produced out of 

that act. Kristeva’s attention to the migration from blue to beyond blue 

(black)—braided with Taylor’s comments on the colours and processes of 

calligraphy—insists on this bodily/fleshy dimension of writing (of writing 

in its involvement with the constitution of the ‘I’) in the degree that it 

travels through instinct and biology.  

We are suggesting that archaic movements of self and of the effects of 

self constitute the third layer of movement related to calligraphy: the 

black-and-blue bruise, as of touched flesh, on the ink-hungry page. For 

while writers may trace the world, as we have been suggesting, they do not 

have to trace reverently; in touching what they trace (in the back streets of 

Paris or elsewhere) might they not bring back, or better, retain, bruises 

from the world on their skins? That is, writing is at least as archaic as the 

colour blue. It emerges where and as the (linguistic and writing) subject 

comes to know itself in the tracings by bodies of other bodies and of the 

things of the world, which all bodies inhabit. We are tattooed into 

existence, and how possibly to imagine that this site of language and 
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writing could ever be still? In fact, in a Taoist way, the stiller it is the more 

it will be in movement. Black comes from blue; Kafka’s ecstasy.  

One might counter that all this is merely metaphoric, but what is a 

metaphor anyway if not movement? Metaphor, in its derivation from Latin 

and Greek, means ‘a transfer’. Calligraphy suggests a transfer from blue to 

black that is, we suggest, both bodily (an issue, or flow, of affect) and 

writerly. Kristeva’s reference to Matisse and colour is relevant here: 

‘Black comes from blue, but is more than the blue’ effectively ‘“destroys 

the calm of the surface and the contour”’ (Kristeva 1981: 219). It stirs up 

the materiality of writing, be it calligraphic or otherwise, for as Adrian 

Miles reminds us, all writing is ‘an embodied activity that has its own 

particular affordances and possibilities—its own constraints and local 

actualisations’ (Miles 2008: 1-2).  

The ‘moved’ subject of (calligraphic) writing ‘moves’ in the very act 

of writing, is ‘moved’ by Taoism, and produces ‘movement’ in the lines of 

writing itself. Affects of the fleshly and worldly body wash across and 

through all these levels of ‘moved-ness’, thus constituting the writer, the 

writer’s practice, and writing itself.  

‘En-fleshed writing’ meets ‘signifying bodies’!  

We began this paper with the notion of the bodily active reader taken 

from Manguel (1996). Then we turned to Krauth’s work on the bodily 

writer and tried to push back the horizons of ‘cellular memory’ (Krauth 

2010). Now, coming full circle, we return to the reader, whose eyes 

always see blue before they see black.  

Look at any writing! See the black coming out of the blue … 
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6 

Write this down:  

Phenomenology of the page 

Monica Carroll 

Shark’s teeth 

Everything contains some 

silence. Noise gets 

its zest from the 

small shark’s-tooth- 

shaped fragments 

of rest angled 

in it. An hour 

of city holds maybe 

a minute of these 

remnants of a time 

when silence reigned, 

compact and dangerous 

as a shark. Sometimes 

a bit of a tail 

or fin can still 

be sensed in parks. (Ryan 2005) 

What are the circumstances under which writing is said to take place? 

On a blank canvas? In the darkness of night? The materiality of writing is 

often only considered in specialised circles or for functional purposes. 

Completing a form in Black Pen Only. Ensuring margins meet minimum 

required standards. Or choosing a font with emotional associations suited 

to the message. There is, however, a deeper significance to the materiality 

of writing and this is reigned by space. ‘When silence reigned’, is Kay 

Ryan’s hark to this level of life; while the shape of this space-type will 

develop as we progress, van Manen captures the difficulty of entering a 

phenomenological writing process when he says, ‘It seems all somewhat 

absurd until we begin to discuss the silence in the writing’ (1984: 37). One 

such silence is the experience of space. The centrality of space is evident 
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through a phenomenological approach to writing. In this, space must first 

come as ‘the page’1 and then as writing itself.  

 We know the non-physical. An empty page is the dangerous, elusive 

state before ‘idea’. Trust is compulsory for we cannot be certain the storm 

inside will tumble onto the page with the metallic taste of lightning, with 

the thunderous rattle of our floorboards. How do we know the slavering 

lust, the kiss engorging the already swollen heart, will carve a space into 

the primordial page? This is convention—the writer, adorned in 

accoutrements, tempts moments to ‘create’. This ‘create’ is an act given 

by, not our pulsing body, but the sightless, intangible ‘mind’; writing is 

taken as a conceptual act, logos. Does this describe the lived writing 

process? Or are we pacing a known marble prison; an acquainted 

Cartesian poke with its theory/practice split? Escape is in considering the 

physical, fleshly lines of writing in practice. 

To perceive things for what they are is the Husserlian enterprise. This 

begins with a ‘setting’. ‘So we experience in this “pure”, or cleansed 

theoretical setting, not houses, tables, streets, works of art, we experience 

only material things’2 (Husserl 1952: 25). The foundation of Husserl’s 

approach is experience. Reading this, for you, is lush in experience. 

Phenomenology offers a methodology that opens our subjective 

experience to research. What makes writing that which it is? We may 

discover through I. Not Descartes’ I, devoid of taste and tongue but 

Husserl’s Leib of the animated, sensing I. Husserl describes the 

phenomenological reduction as ‘effected by me, as the actually 

philosophizing subject, from the natural standpoint as a basis, and I 

experience myself here in the first instance as “I” in the ordinary sense of 

the term, as this human person living among others in the world’ (Husserl 

1969: 13).  

Phenomenological texts are frequently, as philosophical texts, 

comparatively poetic. To enter such spaces, we must abandon ourselves 

(Bachelard 1969: xxiv). We immerse, record, describe, to produce a 

phenomenological tract. ‘The text must reverberate with our ordinary 

experience of life as well as with our sense of life’s meaning’ (van Manen 

2007: 26). Use of the poetic in this descriptive process moves us from 

abstract-empty to significance touched. Poetic structures can bring us to a 

‘physiognomic apprehension’ such as described by Werner and Kaplan 

(1963). 

A hindrance in phenomenological inquiry, however, is not that we 

know too little about phenomenon but that we know too much (van Manen 

1984: 46). This is emphatically the case for writing. Reflection upon ‘to 

write’ fills mountains. In this, as a type of process, writing is an action by 
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which a substance is attached to a surface according to patterns and code; 

it is tower-building, skyline-marking. To address the writing process 

phenomenologically, attention must turn from accepted metaphor to 

practice. The phenomenological reduction makes us sensitive toward 

grasping other settings, such as idiom (Husserl 1952: 179). A 

phenomenological description can disclose detail absent in idiom. 

Vilém Flusser, for example, through his phenomenological description 

of writing as a gesture, says writing is not attachment, building; writing is 

a taking away, a destructuring (Flusser in Roth 2012: 26). Writing is more 

akin to sculpture than drawing; it consists of constant chopping (Flusser in 

Roth 2012: 34). Writing is scratching and tearing; a subtractive gesture3. 

Flusser’s historical analysis of writing emerges from evaluation of the 

‘first’ writing down, Mesopotamian clay tablet carving. The soft clay 

tablet was pressed with tools thus forming pictograms for crops and 

economic transactions. The clay tablet has become paper and screen, the 

pictogram tools are pencils or pressed keys on a board.  

To write, then, poses the requirement of several material preconditions. 

In the deceleration of thought and patient observation of things 

themselves, Flusser suggests: 

First, we need a blank surface, for instance a blank sheet of paper. Second, 

we need an instrument that contains matter that contrasts with the 

whiteness of the paper and which can put that matter on the paper surface, 

for instance a typewriter supplied with a ribbon. Third, we need the letters 

of the alphabet (Flusser in Roth 2012: 26).  

In this, Flusser correctly distinguishes between reduction and 

interpretation. To describe the gesture of writing as the writer periodically 

reading an invisible text and then inscribing it on to a surface, is not a 

description but an interpretation (Flusser in Roth 2012: 30). There is a 

divide here between what may be phenomenological and what is not. In a 

Husserlian tradition we may highlight common metaphors, assumptions, 

held around the phenomenon, each defining what is not. ‘I never think of 

walking backward,’ says Cataldi recalling, phenomenologically, the first-

person moments before she is physically assaulted by a stranger stealing 

her purse, ‘The space behind us is a “dark space” it is not space we move 

around in’ (1993: 14). Similarly, the method of defining what is by what is 

not seems a gesture of ‘dark space’, a necessary move of backwardness.  

Space in writing is not found in the space of geography. As Certeau 

exemplifies, ‘Every story is a travel story—a spatial practice. For this 

reason, spatial practices concern everyday tactics, are part of them, from 

the alphabet of spatial indication (‘It’s to the right,’ ‘Take a left’) …’ 
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(1984: 115-6); or, for our exploration, ‘Write this down’. Our body is the 

measure of the world. We are the ‘null-point’ in Husserlian structures. 

You are six of my feet tall. I cannot fingertip-to-tip, fathom, the breadth of 

your love. Certeau’s space is space before writing practice. As a pre-

writing gesture it comes from ‘up here’ with me and is performed ‘down 

there’ on page. This, however, is still not writing itself in process.  

Let’s double back to Flusser’s initial condition for the writing gesture. 

‘First, we need a blank surface’ (Flusser in Roth 2012: 26). The 

constitutive role of ‘the surface’ in Flusser is exceedingly modest. He 

remarks, for example, that the ‘sheet of paper becomes a surface on which 

letters may be put according to various patterns’ (Flusser in Roth 2012: 

28). Further, the ‘result’ of writing is ‘surfaces covered by letters’ (Flusser 

in Roth 2012: 29 and 41). Descriptively, a surface, a blank page, cannot be 

‘covered with letters’ for then it becomes incomprehensible, an illegible 

mess. Such description disregards a critical characteristic of ‘the surface’. 

For Husserl, ‘a concrete description, for instance, of perceptions or 

recollections, and so forth, also calls, of necessity, for a description of the 

object as such, referred to in intentional experiences, as such, we say, 

indicating thereby that they belong inseparably to the current experience 

itself as its objectively intended or “objective meaning”’ (Husserl 1969: 

25). That is, we describe the object as intended, as is.  

A surface for writing is space. Flusser has passed over what Lingis 

calls the ‘sensual density’ of the world. In this, similar to the actions of 

light, the sensual fills and thickens all space (Lingis 1996: 26-27). Every 

object, every place has/is sensual in perception. The white page as surface 

is, sensually, space. Through our ‘felt body’ (Leib) we approach the blank 

page in affective involvement with our sensitivity to ‘surfaceless spaces’ 

(See Schmitz et al. 2011).  

Flusser’s description emerges from a broader idiom of the page. The 

blank page is both noose and laurel. Associatively, an unwritten page may 

come to us as nothing, open, blank, empty, silence, or infinitude. Westphal 

concludes that white itself is considered a non-colour when associated 

with processes, that is, white has no active role (1986: 324). Auster’s lost 

writers are ‘swallowed up by the whiteness’ (1980). Husserl challenges 

Locke’s equating of mind with ‘white paper’ (1989: 423 and 1969: 24). 

These metaphors are variations of the page’s space. The page contains no 

memory. Bachelard notes the same where the poetic image has no memory 

yet arrives with ‘a past’ (1969). The page’s space holds a potential future, 

like Husserl’s kinaesthetic consciousness, we simply know this fact to be 

present. The page’s space is opportunity such as in Barthes’ bliss (1975: 

4), where all is possible. It is also a punishing encumbrance much like 
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Bachelard observing, ‘The cell of the secret is white … The whiteness of 

the walls, alone, protects the dreamer’s cell. It is stronger than all 

geometry’ (1969: 228).  

Common to the above interpretations of the writing surface is an 

assumption of passivity. The page is a passive background. Writing is 

assumed an active role while the page is mere support. Perhaps this seems 

obvious. A white sheet of paper is nothing more than a necessity for 

writing. Yet, I cannot speak into my cupped hands and pass to you the 

patterned code. I can, however, scratch into a page that will carriage 

meaning from 3100BCE to you. The page is mule, servant. We do not 

seek permission from the blank page but we may shoot a prayer to Sappho 

before pen hits.  

‘Now such considerations seem to be extremely banal. Why should 

one stress such obvious matters? Because, as often happens, the very 

banality and obviousness of the matter hide its importance’ (Flusser in 

Roth 2012: 31). Within this setting, we come to realise writing, as a 

process not product, is burdened with superfluous characteristics. 

Phenomenologically, through acceptance of the banal, we may come to 

find the ‘essence’ of writing by bracketing all until we reach that 

phenomena, without which, writing ceases to be writing; we may then 

incise what it is.  

Typically, the page is subsumed into the text-making process or 

writer’s will; for example, McGann argues that ‘a “text” is not a “material 

thing” but a material event or set of events, a point in time (or a moment in 

space) where certain communicative interchanges are being practised’ 

(1991: 21). McGann hints at the absent page in his conception of the 

material (and space) but fails to bring forth a useful reduction. McGann 

trusts ‘communicative interchanges’ to secure his analysis yet this seems 

abstracted from the material process he seeks to explain. In contrast, what 

can we make of Ong’s observation of transcription that ‘two manuscripts 

of a given work, even if copied from the same dictation, almost never 

correspond page for page’ (2002: 124)? ‘Page for page’ is not a materially 

given fact; page is not fungible; it holds an influence beyond being a blank 

necessity.  

Space is necessary for movement. We cannot move where solid 

materiality dominates. I cannot move my hand through a table. The table 

(and my material hand) prevent my ‘through’ movement and determine 

my alternative movement, ‘around’, ‘along’, and so forth. In this, the page, 

as space, performs a greater phenomenological role than idiomatically 

granted.  
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Page is a space, an invitation to space. This view contrasts with typical 

passive space approaches, such as Certeau, where space is ‘actuated by the 

ensemble of movements deployed within it’ (1984: 117). Space possesses 

intrinsic sway. Space determines the movement of writing, and 

consequently, on that which is written. There is a material boundary where 

the page ends and thus so too must writing movements lest they continue 

into table space or whatever space of the world exists beyond the page. 

Movement is shunned to the next line. Then the next, then the next.  

A unique struggle exists between poetry and the space of the page. Is 

poetry an act of space, not line? Page’s space forces line? In this 

scrimmage, much discussion is focused on ‘the line’, that is, the length of 

the impression of code. ‘The poetic idea which emerges from this 

operation of line in motion’, says Baudelaire, talking of ships no less, ‘is 

an hypothesis of an immensely vast, complex, yet perfectly harmonised 

entity’ (2006: 51). For example, ‘the verse always has a movement,’ says 

Bachelard, ‘the image flows into the line of the verse’ (1969: xxiv). Yet, 

how are we to account for that which falls after the line? Mallarme sought 

space to express that which could not be expressed in words. Space is 

more than an absence of black marks. It is a mark of its own, namely, the 

mark of space. Even texts dedicated to poetic forms such as concrete 

poetry and typographical art, such as Apollinaire’s calligrams, do not 

theorise space as an active characteristic (See Bohn 1993).  

What does page space arouse, phenomenologically, in the writer? 

Movement. Writing is movement. This observation is under-theorised but 

present in other fragments of life. Think of Orwell, experiencing 

movement in the space of a coal mine. In this, movement feels motionless. 

The vast is sensed as usual. 

You get into the cage, which is a steel box about as wide as a telephone 

box and two or three times as long. It holds ten men, but they pack it like 

pilchards in a tin, and a tall man cannot stand upright in it. The steel door 

shuts upon you, and somebody working the winding gear above drops you 

into the void. You have the usual momentary qualm in your belly and a 

bursting sensation in the ears, but not much sensation of movement till you 

get near the bottom, when the cage slows down so abruptly that you could 

swear it is going upwards again… When you crawl out at the bottom you 

are perhaps four hundred yards underground. That is to say you have a 

tolerable-sized mountain on top of you… But because of the speed at 

which the cage has brought you down, and the complete blackness through 

which you have travelled, you hardly feel yourself deeper down than you 

would at the bottom of the Piccadilly tube (Orwell 1957: 53-54). 
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Orwell has moved into a subtractive space, a coal mine, yet his 

experience speaks of non-movement until he comes to a halt even though 

he is moving. In this we capture something of writing as movement and 

page’s space. 

The experience of writing is an experience of movement from the 

opportunity of space. A body, yours or mine, scratches patterns into a 

page. This is not executed in the space of static thought but in a material 

living. Blanchot says, ‘one writes only if one reaches that instant which 

nevertheless one can only approach in the space opened by the movement 

of writing. To write one has to write already’ (1982: 176) (emphasis 

added). Similarly, from Goldberg, ‘only writing does writing’ (1986: 12). 

Auster too, talks of this, sparsely; writing as moving when presenting 

oneself to the white spaces.  

Merleau-Ponty (1962) expressed the same of phenomenology where 

one grasps it, philosophically, only through doing. Our concern is not the 

interpretative consequence of ‘to write’ but a sense of the writing gesture 

as kinesis. To sit, one sits and the sitting is done. To write one must keep 

moving. It is a movement that must be done again and again. Where the 

movement ceases, so to does the writing. The writer is secondary to the 

moving process; they are the ‘joker in the pack, the dummy in the bridge 

game’, says Barthes (1975: 35).  

Something happens. Or else, something does not happen. 

A body moves. Or else, it does not move. And if it moves, 

something begins to happen. And even if it does not move,  

something begins to happen (Auster 1980).  

Auster’s White Spaces is a description of no writing, no generative 

movement. Where we have no space, we cannot move. Where we cannot 

move we are ‘blocked’ from writing. We are swallowed up by the 

whiteness. We cannot ‘Write this down’. Writer’s block? Writer’s bliss? 

The space of an empty page is both light and darkness. Langveld says, 

‘space, emptiness, and also darkness reside in the same realm where the 

soul dwells’ (1983: 16). The dark white page is indeterminate and speaks 

to us of its alterability. 

Writing can only occur in space but the act itself creates space. Page’s 

space suggests sculpting; a piece of paper, a leaf, the sky, all perform as 

page for each are space that can withstand subtraction. The gesture of 

writing is a subtractive movement; a taking away. It is an amputation of 

materiality. Thus further movement becomes possible. Bachelard says that 

‘space that has been seized upon by the imagination cannot remain 

indifferent space subject to the measures and estimates of the surveyor. It 
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has been lived in’ (1969: xxxii). The page’s space is unstable and altered 

by writing movements.  

We must move toward, without haste; observe the space behind; 

frequent what is through severing what is not. In this we may come upon 

the heart of our observation by discarding, bracketing. To write, as gesture 

not artefact, there must be space, for writing is sensually, bodily, a 

movement. This space is, initially, in the form we know of as ‘the page’. 

Here the page is threshold for through writing another space is pre-

reflectively co-present.  

We can find a parallel in the ‘being here’ spatial experience of aged 

women living alone at home with dementia. De Witt, Ploeg and Black 

refer to these women as living on the threshold of ‘being here’, 

independently living at home. Past the threshold is ‘being there’ in an 

assisted-living dwelling (not home). In the threshold experience of 

solitude, spatial characteristic emerged from a series of participant 

interviews; ‘being here’ feels like being both ‘closed in’ and ‘opened up’ 

(De Witt, Ploeg and Black 2009: 277). The threshold of the page, a space 

that defines and constricts also ‘open ups’ through the writing movements 

that sculpt space.  

What is the phenomenological experience of ‘being here’, written by 

page’s space? We grasp that movement is prevented by an absence of 

space. Movement can be blocked. The writing gesture is an ‘already’ act; 

to occur it must be occurring. Thus, there must be in the ‘already’, the 

presence of space. Yet deeper still within this gesture, we have a sense of 

the movement itself creating space, leading, of course, to more movement. 

The page space is threshold to further space. Writing makes space for 

more writing. For if it did not, how is it we continue?  

 In writing, sculpting, space generates the sensation of space. The kiss 

is not a sensory impression upon lip-skin. The scratched line is not 

symbols impressed upon a page. ‘Sensing is a behaviour, a movement, a 

prehension, a handling’ (Lingis 1996: 54). Writing is, crucially, a material 

movement. Movement, says Sheets-Johnstone in her Husserlian 

philosophy of dance, is a structure inherent in the sense-making processes 

(1999: 209). We do not, however, need to grasp for epistemology; this 

process is enough in itself; it is a sensual, Leib, process. 

Our sentient writing bodies and willing blank pages are not only 

vectors of force but substances; and transubstantiations are possible4. One 

thing can become another. Kafka, in letters and journals, expressed his 

desire for transubstantiation of his body into language through the channel 

of writing (Jany 2011: 402). Being subtractive becomes space. Against 

impulse, the sculpting of page space is not a ‘filling up’ of page but a 
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‘making more of’. To place a wardrobe in an empty room does not remove 

space but defines, shapes and perhaps creates a land of endless winter.  

Lingis’ claim for ‘second space’ draws us closer to understanding the 

spread of space created by writing movements. Second space is between 

but not liminal. Second space, in the writing process, comes from the 

materiality of writing ‘already’; to be done it must be done. In speaking of 

a Greek temple, Heidegger says, ‘Standing there, the building rests on the 

rocky ground. This resting of the work draws up out of the rock the 

mystery of that rock’s clumsy yet spontaneous support … The temple’s 

firm towering makes visible the invisible space of air’ (2001: 41). We 

understand the temple of writing draws up out of the page’s mystery. We 

do not understand the mystery. It is invisible. It is not the temple that lets 

us see but the ‘firm towering’—the ‘draw up out of’ movement, the ‘write 

this down’ motion. One thing becomes another. Page space becomes 

subtractive writing movement becomes second space becomes—. 

There are many second spaces in conscious experience such as there 

are many rhythms of internal time. Novelist Murakami runs long distances 

for, and in debt to, space; ‘I just run. I run in a void. Or maybe I should put 

it the other way: I run in order to acquire a void … the kinds of thoughts 

and ideas that invade my emotions as I run remain subordinate to that 

void. Lacking content, they are just random thoughts that gather around 

that central void’ (Murakami 2008: 17). Langveld’s phenomenology of the 

secret, quiet spaces of children created within a regular household are, I 

think, a second space. These are ‘play’ spaces behind a full, heavy curtain 

or in a deep cupboard, where mystery is possible in chosen solitude. 

Lingis approaches the simultaneously invisible and material gesture more 

directly when he says: 

What of the disengagement from things, and from the levels and planes 

which engender things, toward those refuges from the space of the world 

where the phantom doubles of monocular vision, perceptual illusions, mere 

appearances refract off the surfaces of things? What of the dream-scene, 

the private theaters of delirious apparitions, that realm of death in which 

the melancholic takes up his abode? What of the possibility of releasing 

one’s hold on the levels, drifting into a sensible apeiron without levels, into 

the nocturnal, oneiric, mythogenic second space that shows through the 

interstices of the daylight world of praktognostic competence (1996: 49) ? 

The seductive movement of writing in space slices through materiality 

into a second space for further writing movements. This is sensory both as 

a material phenomenon and sensory as a thing felt. ‘The writer never 

knows whether the work is done,’ says Blanchot, because, the work is 

‘infinite’ (1982: 21). To sculpt with white page is not the shaping of a 
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medium but the unearthing of shape within that medium. This is an act of 

our body, an act harnessing the ‘competence of the body’; in this we are 

cast fully into the world (Lingis 1996: 50). This echoes Husserl’s 

exposition of the doubleness in perceptive sensation. Touching one hand 

to another we are both subject and object to ourselves. We can feel the 

touch and the touching. We are in the space entirely there and here. 

Husserl’s observation speaks to what we physically know and reflects 

what van Manen calls the inexhaustible deposit of primordialities that 

constitute our experiential existence (2007: 16).To bare the 

primordialities, phenomenologically, is to accept white page as sovereign 

where it is all we can do to move towards. 

Endnotes 

1. In discussing the page, we must pause to consider a page. This is not a naive 

argument for nominalism but a request to consider that which is before us. We can 

put our hand to a sheet of paper. There is, then, a phenomenal experience to be 

considered beyond the usual process of writing as creative, mental, expressive 

2. The full sentence from Husserl read: Wir erfahren also in dieser ‘reinen’, 

oder gereinigten theoretischen Einstellung nicht mehr Häuser, Tische, Straßen, 

Kunstwerke, wir erfahren bloß materielle Dinge und von solchen wertbehafteten 

Dingen eben nur ihre Schicht der räumlich-zeit-lichen Materialität und ebenso für 

Menschen und menschliche Gesellschaften nur die Schicht der an räumlich-

zeitliche ‘Leiber’ gebundenen seelischen ‘Natur’ (Husserl 1952: 25) 

3. Etymologically, scribere (Latin) means the intended ‘to write’, while writan 

(Old English and Old Saxon) comprises the active ‘tear’ and ‘scratch’ 

4. Extending Lingis’ sensory work to reflect writing reflects the extensions 

Lingis made to Levinas’ (2006) Otherwise than being arguments of the alterity of 

people’s faces. This sentence follows Lingis’ construction (1996: 59) 
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7 

Spectral bodies of thought: 

A materialist feminist approach to 

Conceptual Writing1 

Kay Rozynski 

 

This chapter considers one aspect of writing practice brought to light 

by conceptualism’s differential impact in the fields of art and creative 

writing. Namely, it asks why the dematerialisation of the aesthetic object 

prompted by the advent of conceptualism in the art world was apparently 

unavailable to conceptualism’s development in the context of writing; and, 

subsequently, how it is that Conceptual Writing frequently effects, in fact, 

an inverse manoeuvre, in which the pliability and opacity of language—

and the resulting materiality or ‘thingness’ of writing—is brought to the 

fore. One part of my answer to these questions is that the specific socio-

historical circumstances of the writing scene of the early twenty-first 

century in (mainly) North America have almost guaranteed that 

conceptualism be theorised in creative writing in the way that it has. In 

effect, the current digital climate in this setting makes available to writing 

a critical and creative response to its materiality that was simply beyond 

the reach of the 1960s Conceptual Art movement.  

But I contest the idea that the particular take on materiality 

championed in this context is inevitable or, indeed, always profitable. 

After recalling Conceptual Art’s critique of the crafted object, I will detail 

Kenneth Goldsmith’s highly influential 2011 postulation of Conceptual 

Writing not as a brand of creative writing but as the ‘uncreative’ 

‘management’ of language in a digital age (2011a: passim). To accept his 

proposal, I will argue, entails a wrong-headed and unconstructive reading 

of materiality, a potential side effect of which is the occlusion of the 

radically inventive and political potential of Conceptual Writing. 

Goldsmith figures digital language as differentiated from the analogue by 

dint of its supposed status as an endlessly manufacturable, abundantly 

available and inert material, but this is a move that, though couched as 

exaltation, in point of fact constructs a deeply problematic divide between 
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digital and analogue that reprises the familiar Cartesian split: there is no 

room here for matter that is dynamic on its own terms, nor, it follows, for 

the writer’s immersion or entanglement with it except as its master or 

‘manager’. This currently predominant—and largely uncontested—

framing of Conceptual Writing thus overlooks the significance of the 

profound writerly embodiment evident in some of what is surely the most 

successful Conceptual Writing happening today. 

Background to Conceptualism 

Emerging forty-five years after the precedent set by Duchamp’s 

upturned urinal and in the lead-up to the immense political and social 

upheavals of the mid-1960s, Conceptual Art sought to displace aesthetic 

and formalist commitments from the centre of institutional discourses on 

art (Costello 2007: 94).
2
 In practice, this meant bringing together and 

amplifying four currents in aesthetic practice, namely:  

 a self-reflexive disassembling of the principles of technical 

virtuosity, singularity and originality; 

 a problematization of the conventions that regulate how artworks 

are communicated or displayed;  

 a negation of aesthetic content, aligning art more closely with 

information than with emotive expression; and  

 a tendency toward the complete dematerialization of the 

conventional art object (Alberro 1999: xvi-ii).  

Independent pockets of loosely affiliated Conceptual artists thus 

converged in challenging the perceived circumscription of the art world 

according to a Kantian aesthetic imperative (Costello 2007: 93).
3
 

Importantly, both fostered by and perpetuating the radical political climate 

from which they emerged in Western Europe and North America, such 

artists did so by rebuffing the seeming ordinance that the artist should 

produce a particular kind of commodifiable material object. This critique 

is clear in, for instance, Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’artista (Artist’s shit, 

1961), a tongue-in-cheek repudiation of the industrial coveting of the art 

object and the accompanying reverence shown for the artist’s ‘product’. 

For this work, Manzoni presented ninety ‘freshly preserved, produced and 

canned’ 30-gram tins of his own excrement (according to the tins’ labels) 

and sold each of these off at the price of its weight in gold. Disparagement 

of the art object extends easily to its attempted dematerialization. 

Exemplary of this approach is Yves Klein’s frequent recursion to a so-

called ‘zone of immateriality’ or ‘void’, at play for instance in his La 

spécialisation de la sensibilité à l’état matière première en sensibilité 
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picturale stabilisée, Le Vide (The Specialization of Sensibility in the Raw 

Material State into Stabilized Pictorial Sensibility, The Void, 1958). Here, 

spectators were invited to enter and view an empty, whitewashed 

gallery—or, more accurately, invited to experience it, since the spatial art 

object survived only as invisible sensation and affect.  

Thus, Conceptual Art deflated long-standing confidence in the very 

premise of the unique—or even visible—visual arts object. Indeed, artist 

Sol LeWitt’s 1967 manifesto ‘Paragraphs on conceptual art’—the first 

publication to assemble observed tendencies under this rubric—proposes 

the term ‘conceptual’ as oppositional to what he labels ‘perceptual’, i.e. 

visual, art (LeWitt 1999: 13). Promoted in its place was a creative practice 

for which ‘the idea is paramount and the material form is secondary, 

lightweight, ephemeral, cheap, unpretentious and/or “dematerialised”’ 

(Lippard 1973: vii). Nonetheless, ‘dematerialised’ as it may seem, the 

readymade or absentee artwork can’t dodge presentation altogether. One 

frequent tactic (among others) was to supplement, if not entirely 

substitute, the object with written text—with a view to the work’s 

explication or its further obfuscation, as the case may be. It seems 

significant that Lucy Lippard and John Chandler were forecasting the art 

object’s becoming ‘wholly obsolete’ in 1968 (1973: 36)—the same year 

that Roland Barthes was consigning the author function to the grave. That 

so many artists during this same period were taking recourse to language 

as the replacement for the aesthetic object suggests that this gesture, like 

Barthes’, was predicated on the detachment of linguistic systems from a 

representational relationship with objects and steeped in the idea that 

language claims a free-standing ontology—an ontology that can be set up 

to complement or complicate that of the supposed referent. An obvious 

example is Robert Rauschenberg’s 1961 portrait of Iris Clert, which sat 

alongside other drawn or painted tributes in Clert’s Parisian gallery, 

though Rauschenberg’s portrait consisted simply of a single telegrammed 

line of type: ‘THIS IS A PORTRAIT OF IRIS CLERT IF I SAY SO’. The 

portrait recalls René Magritte’s much earlier The Treachery of Images 

(1928), but whereas the written text in Magritte’s painting—Ceci n’est pas 

une pipe—points with uncertainty towards an image that in turn points to 

an absent ‘real’ pipe, Rauschenberg erases intermediaries: by rendering 

text as the object in place of an imagistic vehicle—by rendering text, in 

effect, the imagistic vehicle—the unique properties of written language 

that enable it to refer to something beyond it and act as referent in itself 

are emphasised. This was art furnishing what artist Robert Smithson 

adamantly defined as ‘LANGUAGE to be LOOKED at’ (in Dworkin 

2011a: xxxvi). Similarly, Joseph Kosuth’s Titled (art as idea as idea) 
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(1968), comprising printed and pasted-up dictionary definitions of the 

word ‘nothing’, engenders a consideration of the operations of language 

and reference. But, like the portrait of Iris Clert, it does so by stripping 

language back to its structural mechanics: playing on the indeterminacy of 

words’ referentiality, the spatial presence of these verbal definitions 

nonetheless points to words’ immutability—we can’t talk about something 

(or nothing) without conjuring a material referent (in this case, the printed 

word), even as the amorphous nature of definitions means that this 

conjuring is simultaneously a negation of singular, positive 

correspondence. Sacrificing the multi-layered capacity of Magritte’s The 

Treachery of Images to comment on words and images, on words and 

things, Kosuth transforms words from being a counterpoint to, or even 

distinct from, things and positioned instead as things. In both cases, as 

with many instances of Conceptual Art, responding with lines of type to 

the spectator’s contextually determined expectation of a visible, tactile 

surface encouraged that the printed words register as signifier and 

signified simultaneously. 

The emergence of ‘conceptual writing’ 

So, if the dematerialization of the art object is implicated in and 

proportional to the materialization of language in its stead (Dworkin 2011: 

xxxvi), what can conceptualism mean for creative writing, where language 

was already this practice’s material of choice? The eradication of the 

object is harder to conceive of when it is precisely the presence of 

language that is ordinarily taken to mark writing off from other art forms. 

In fact, as we shall see, while the designation ‘conceptual’ portends a 

certain Platonism, privileging the idea of a text over its construction or 

actual presence, it is often precisely the pliability and opacity of language, 

the affectivity of its very ‘thingness’ or objecthood, that is brought to the 

fore in this genre. Initially, this effect recalls the Concrete poetics of the 

1950s, concerned to counteract the perceived transparency of the physical 

word. Concrete Poetry paralleled Conceptual Art in directing heightened 

attention towards the embedded semiotics of the materials and contexts of 

the creative product, recuperating ‘the sound and shape of words [as an] 

explicit field of investigation’ (Rosemarie Waldrop in Perloff 2010: 59). 

But, that conceptualism did not merely revive a dormant Concretist poetics 

points to the centrality of historical context in differentiating these 

movements. Conceptual poet and scholar Kenneth Goldsmith argues that 

the most salient aspect of textual materiality currently is not its supposed 

transparency but rather its volume—for Goldsmith, ‘our’ thoroughgoing 
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immersion in digital media makes the minimalism of Concrete poetics an 

inauthentic or inappropriate response to the present (2011a: 158). While a 

sense of media saturation and textual exorbitance is not particular to the 

twenty-first century, certainly the networked and highly digitised 

environments in which Conceptual Writing has lately emerged have 

prevented dematerialisation of the kind encouraged by conceptualism’s 

original incarnation from taking hold as a meaningful literary response to 

this moment in the evolution of language. As poet Craig Dworkin stresses, 

‘[the] task for conscientious writers today is not how to find inspiration 

but how to curb productivity’ (2011: xliii).  

Conceptualism did not evolve directly from the fine arts into Creative 

Writing, despite the segue that the former’s growing textualization seemed 

to offer. In fact, when Goldsmith extrapolated the label from its visual arts 

context and applied it to his own practice some twenty-five years later, it 

was exactly this ‘lag’ between the visual and literary arts, apparently at the 

hands of the literary establishment’s conservatism, that he lamented 

(2011a: xxvii).
4
 At the same time, his espousal of Conceptual Writing as 

an epoch-making movement revolves around the premise that it was only 

upon the arrival of the digital that the literary techniques and interventions 

he advocates became possible. Conceptual Writing, he affirms, is of its 

time, ‘developed as an appropriate response for its time, combining 

historical permissions with powerful technology to imagine new ways of 

writing’ (2011b: xxi). Of course, the digital realm claims an especial 

relationship with language, given that alphanumeric code enables and 

literally underwrites all digital media, from images and sound to verbal 

text. Yet, importantly, Conceptual Writing is not e-literature or digital 

poetry, but writing that exhibits its having been written after digitisation 

has usurped analogue forms as the dominant technological mode. After 

immersion in this realm, all writing strategies, whether by hand or 

keyboard, are ‘informed by the workings of computers and the Web: 

[aspects like] word processing, databasing, recycling, appropriation, 

intentional plagiarism, identity ciphering, and intensive programming, but 

to name a few’ (Goldsmith 2012), infiltrate the way the writer relates to 

and manipulates language—as it is encountered through both digital and 

analogue technologies. In other words: 

[although often] bound between covers, it’s hard to imagine [Conceptualist 

texts] existing before the internet. While these physical artifacts might not 

appear much different from those produced over the past few decades, it’s 

the ways in which they’ve been conceptualised and produced that 

distinguishes them from poetry written before the internet (Goldsmith 

2012).  
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Marie Buck’s (2011) ‘Whole Foods’ from 2007, for example, is a 

sequence of poems made possible by the flow-on behavioural effects of 

extreme inter-connectivity, including the ‘climate of pervasive 

participation and casual appropriation’ at play in social media (Dworkin 

2011: xlii). Within each of her prose-poems, three unmarked sources 

seamlessly ‘interface’—Buck’s term (2008)—with each other: a found 

anarchist print pamphlet; an online etymological dictionary; and smarmy 

marketing-speak lifted from the website of Wholefoods Market, a multi-

billion-dollar US chain retailer whose branding imitates the 

countercultural, small-town organics store:  

Brie 

You may already be an anarchist. It’s true. Nothing is finer, more sublime 

or creamy. In its long history, when you come up with your own ideas and 

initiatives and solutions, it should bulge slightly. Not all brie is created 

equal. Poetry is made by all, not one, and at our cheese counter lies a 

cheese monger’s tip. (Buck in Dworkin & Goldsmith 2011: 121) 

It is not that two of her sources are electronic that make these printed 

poems conceptualist texts, but rather that the poems’ construction and 

form respond to the continuous overlapping in an online environment of 

contrary and often sardonic or misjudged discourses, in this case, as 

Dworkin and Goldsmith observe, ‘of collectivism, autonomy, and 

radicality’ (2011: 121). Buck has described, in reference to another of her 

texts, her fascination with the way that online spaces that are designed to 

facilitate subjective expression (for example, MySpace and Facebook) are 

heavily mediated by marketing devices, to the extent that these are 

internalised in a way that recalls Baudrillard’s hyperrealism or Haraway’s 

cyborg entities: consumer products are ‘completely embedded’ in private 

online spaces, such that the marketing of one’s preferred products 

becomes a tool for the expression of individuality (Buck 2008). ‘Genuine 

subjectivity and affect,’ she says, are ‘shot through with the commodities 

that one likes’ (Buck 2008). Commentator Molly Brodak furthermore 

points to a ‘flooding glut of content’ as responsible for the development of 

‘a Pinterestism that winnows out selves’ (Brodak 2012).
5
 This is not to say 

that grafting from print sources is no longer possible, but rather that an 

experience of language in a networked setting as pervasive and internally 

incoherent as Buck’s will irreversibly colour the poet’s sense of what 

language is; her experience is aptly reflected in the juxtaposition of these 

particular sources without regulatory commentary or distinguishable 

internal boundaries. In these poems, allegorical devices at the level of the 
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word are supplanted by her method’s allegorising of the wider textual 

climate. 

Goldsmith’s own Day—a hard-copy book comprising a single day’s 

print edition of the New York Times, retyped—similarly sees writing 

technologies extended to interrogate their own processes and outcomes. 

Recalling the reframing devices of appropriative photographers like 

Sherrie Levine, Goldsmith transcribed the dense space of a newspaper’s 

competing, nominally bracketed news and advertising texts and its 

paratexts, typing them out into a sequential, linear format. The result, 

mundane and mostly unreadable, nevertheless has a heft that physically 

impresses: holding these 836 pages, one feels the weight of the ordinarily 

unmeasured textuality encountered in abundance daily. Again, there are 

precedents for considering the implications of copying works word-for-

word (although Borges was content to describe Pierre Menard’s feat rather 

than have him perform it)
6
: but Goldsmith’s manoeuvre resounds loudly in 

a context where text proliferates to keep up with proliferating textual 

outlets, and writing technologies are continually refined apace. The very 

unreadability of the text, with its instantly dated news stories and product 

promotions, accentuates the rapidity with which the present moment is 

superseded by ever-newer textualisations. Goldsmith uses an analogue 

source and produces an analogue artefact, yet there is a sense in which it is 

thanks to electronic technologies that his book can have any impact—

when and if it is received in a networked context in which the idea of a 

book-length work of this kind being read cover-to-cover while an 

electronically navigable version is available is an absurdity. Whereas 

‘there was nothing native to the system of typewriting that encouraged the 

replication of texts’ (2011a: 6), Goldsmith’s strategy seems to carry to a 

full or exaggerated extent the inherent attributes of computerised, digital 

file-making and word processing.  

Expansion of creative writing’s object 

The capabilities of textual materiality after digitality are clearly central for 

Conceptual Writing, but what also emerges from these examples is that for 

the idea or concept to be evident and thus assessable in the written text, 

what must be visible is the trace of that concept having been carried 

through in writing practice. When Goldsmith, Dworkin and other critics 

single out the fact of writing post-digitality as a grounding principle of 

Conceptual Writing, they appear to overlook the role of one of the effects 

of this principle in marking conceptualism’s differential impact in the field 

of writing. The effect is this: unlike Conceptual Art which drew creative, 
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critical attention to the materiality of the aesthetic product, since digitality, 

the conceptualist impulse has found itself extended to engagement with 

the materials and contexts of the writing process—that is, with writing 

technologies and the situated, embodied trysts they enable. Conceptualism 

in creative writing works less to dematerialise the field’s object than it 

does to redefine the object’s scope: if, in the arts, the conceptualist 

critique—of virtuosity, singularity and originality; of presentation; and of 

aesthetic content (Alberro: xvi-ii)—was applied primarily to self-

reflexively dissembling the material product, conceptualism in creative 

writing brings this critique equally to the materiality of composition. In 

other words, conceptualism encourages redefining the aesthetic object of 

creative writing to include creative process, in addition to the finished 

product, in what might be described as a shift from a three-dimensional (or 

spatial) to a four-dimensional (or spatio-temporal) conceptualization of the 

object of writing.  

Conceptualism, therefore, is a poetic as attentive to the material, 

embodied event of composition as it is to the spatiality of the literary 

product. It is my position that this feature does more to identify the 

latitude and particularity of Conceptual Writing than does an exclusive 

focus on Conceptual Writing as born of digital technologies—even if this 

position plainly debunks the notion, championed by many commentators, 

that the genre’s virtue is in substituting embodiment with the production of 

ideas, mere ‘machines that make the text’ (Goldsmith 2005: 98; Perloff 

2012). On the contrary, focusing critical attention on the writing process 

rather than or in addition to the resulting text allows that compositional 

technologies serve as devices for an ongoing inquiry into the nature of 

language per se—rather than into digital language alone. Or, as Canadian 

poet derek beaulieu would have it, conceptualism promises ‘a poetic 

where the author-function is fulfilled both by the biological ‘author’ of the 

text and the technology by which it is created’ (2006: 83). It is in this 

sense that Vanessa Place and Rob Fitterman can stress in their pivotal 

Notes on Conceptualisms (2009) that all Conceptual Writing is necessarily 

allegorical. Its purported object is able to explicitly refer beyond itself to 

the larger narrative by which it is framed, where ‘narrative’ in this context 

‘may mean a story told by the allegorical writing itself, or a story told pre- 

or post-textually, about the writing itself or writing itself’ (Place and 

Fitterman 2009: 15).  

For instance, Goldsmith’s Day and his related transcription-based New 

York trilogy comprising Weather (2005), Traffic (2007) and Sports (2008) 

all emphasise the literal weight of virtual language, but they also highlight 

the cumulative process of transcription itself: re-writing in Day is a 
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painstaking and time-consuming conversion of a synchronic source into 

the diachrony of linear narrative time—while an online newspaper can 

‘only partly dictate through design [the temporal progression of the 

reader]’ (Silliman 2006), the printed book into which the transcription is 

compiled is a paradigmatic linear spatial form. Reading in this way 

encourages that the order of reception mimic the order of composition. 

This is similarly the case for the trilogy, but here the appearance in print of 

audio weather and traffic reports and sports commentary works to instil in 

already diachronic and spontaneous verbal forms a deliberate and slow-

paced character that emulates the fastidiousness of the writer’s act of 

transcription. Thus the writing process is brought into the orbit of the 

written object. In another example, derek beaulieu’s Flatland (2007) traces 

over Edwin Abbott’s 1884 novella of the same name, joining with a pencil 

line the occurrence of the same letters within a single page. Like a poetic 

join-the-dots or literary ECG taking the pulse of the text he reads, 

beaulieu’s book reflects 

the digital era’s flattening 

of language into data at 

the same time as it reveals 

the literal trace of his 

hyper-attentive creative 

process. In the author’s 

words, he reduces 

‘reading and language 

into paragrammatical 

statistical analysis, 

[where] content is 

subsumed into graphical 

representation of how 

language covers a page’ 

(beaulieu 2008).  

The suggestion is not that 

recognising writing’s 

‘fourth dimension’ and 

capitalizing on situated 

play with materiality is 

always Conceptual 

Writing’s only or most 

fertile creative or 

interpretative strategy, but rather that the tendency to do so is observable 

in too many instances of writing classed ‘Conceptual’ for these to be 

Fig. 7-1 Flatland 9 from derek beaulieu’s 

Flatland (2007) 
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simply anomalous. Yet, certain predominant critics have insisted on 

excluding precisely this embodied focus as an aberration on a ‘pure’ 

conceptualism that should instead stand ‘against expression’ (see Dworkin 

and Goldsmith 2011), and have advocated registering the initial idea as 

paramount, its execution perfunctory and unaffecting. But this perspective 

rests on assumptions of privilege that perpetuate a recognised history of 

exclusion—of women, of the feminised characteristics of subjectivity and 

embodiment, of the notion of active rather than passive materiality—and, 

importantly, it closes down generative pathways for the continued 

production of creative writing of this kind.  

Enduring Cartesian spectres 

Among the many features shared by conceptualism in art and writing, 

the most ominous, at least as it appears in Goldsmith’s account, is its 

masculine bias, together with the justifications implicitly offered for it. 

Laynie Browne (2012) has recently noted the gendered implications of 

rejecting embodiment and subjectivity as a defining feature of Conceptual 

works:  

[T]he term ‘conceptual writing,’ for better or worse, has thus far often been 

employed to describe a set of writing practices which seem, nonsensically, 

to preclude particular content. Not coincidentally, this content is often 

[that] chosen by women (2012: 15).  

Precluding kinds of content from the Conceptual rubric should be 

nonsensical since Goldsmith’s own various Conceptual manifestos 

fulminate against the codifications and restrictions of the ‘normative 

economies’ outside of which, he argues, artists and poets have always 

operated (Goldsmith 2011a: 123). Alluding to Goldsmith and Dworkin’s 

predominantly male-authored anthology Against Expression (2011), 

Browne avers that, in fact, ‘[process] and restraint driven writing is often 

expressive and intellectual; … the assumption of a dualistic paradigm 

which claims that conceptual writing creates only ego-less works is 

actually another false construction’ (2012: 15).
7
  

Enabling this partition is the tacit valuation of the activity of the 

author, now ‘manager’ of digital language and structures, over and above 

the supposed inertness of digital language, and the separation of these two 

components—human and language—into discrete entities. Of course, that 

language has a physical aspect is not at all in dispute. Rather, it is the 

particular understanding of materiality celebrated by Goldsmith (see, for 

example, ‘Language as Material’ in Goldsmith 2011a: 34-62) that imbues 
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the predominant articulation of Conceptual Writing with the conceptual 

mind-body split that historically has been overwhelmingly influential in 

the discursive organisation of social power. With Browne and other 

feminist writers, I argue that an approach to writing that is multi-modal, 

interested in visual, sonic and/or haptic modes of writerly embodiment, 

and that is engaged with questions on the ontology of language as it 

manifests in a digital context cannot be adequately served by an allegiance 

to the Cartesianism that was a feature of the art movement Goldsmith 

claims as Conceptual Writing’s progenitor.  

The critical and creative output of Goldsmith—whom Ron Silliman 

has described as ‘the most critically well-inspected writer now under the 

age of 50 in the United States’ (2006)—can be seen as actively 

determining the boundaries within which Conceptual Writing is defined. 

His monograph, Uncreative Writing: Managing Language in the Digital 

Age (2011a) is forthright in eschewing the singular artist: the poet’s role is 

to ‘manage’ existing language (15) rather than engender more profusions 

of it (28); the status of language itself is as data or code, rather than genre- 

or syntax-bound arrangements (17, 34-6); the operation of writing is via 

(sometimes mechanical) citation (109-124) rather than the visitation of 

genius (2011a: 1-2). Undoubtedly, too, Conceptual Writing from this view 

denotes a body of work inherently concerned with materiality: the 

instrumentalization of language at the hands of recent technologies (say, as 

alphanumeric code in digital imaging) is celebrated as releasing language 

from a semantic burden in order that its concreteness might trigger extra-

literate effects (34-6). There is a line between writing and figuration, 

legibility and visibility, and Goldsmith is cognizant of the generative and 

provocative potential of the digital arena’s role in blurring it.  

At the same time, Goldsmith’s volume applauds a logic of incision into 

and expropriation of matter that seems not to suffer from any self-

consciousness in its uptake of a very traditional binary. For Goldsmith’s 

discourse celebrates digital platforms as enabling the treatment of 

language as material in a way that analogue platforms apparently cannot. 

Digital text is malleable, is ‘language as putty, language to wrap your 

hands around, to caress, mold, strangle’ (Goldsmith 2011a: 27). Though 

seemingly anodyne, this enthusiasm seems to demarcate different kinds of 

substance on the basis that one of those kinds is readily manipulable. That 

is, the digital is considered ‘more material’ than the analogue because the 

former gives itself to annexation, to appropriation. This view seems to 

carry the unvoiced caveat that the elasticity of language is not owing to 

any dynamism inherent in matter itself, but rather that, precisely because it 

submits itself to be caressed, moulded, strangled, the digital can be classed 
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as material. The characterisation is startling when we recall a tradition of 

association at least since Plato’s Timeaus between material, nature, the 

body and, of most concern here, the female and femininity (Bordo 1987: 

98-9). Goldsmith’s perspective positions the writer as an equivalent of 

spirit or mind, which Cartesian metaphysics—largely unpopular within 

contemporary philosophical currents yet responsible for a lasting cultural 

inscription—has rehearsed as oppositional to res extensa: the writer as a 

‘pure potentiality that can bring itself to actualisation through matter but is 

never reducible to any of its material instances’ (Colebrook 2008: 59). 

Susan Bordo puts it this way: the ‘end-result [of Descartes’ dualism] is a 

philosophical reconstruction which secures the boundaries [that] in 

childhood … are so fragile: between the “inner” and the “outer”, between 

the subjective and the objective, between self and world’ (1987: 98). 

Evidently for Goldsmith, the writer’s relationship with language after 

digitality is not characterised by immersion or entanglement.
8
 Rather, his 

schema presents a deeply problematic divide that sadly reprises a logic of 

mastery over any potential that matter—in this case, language—might 

have to speak back: to infiltrate the subjectivity and body of the writer. 

If this understanding of Conceptual Writing entails disregarding the 

extent to which, in Place’s phrasing, the idea is always ‘embodied in the 

writing, the writing ideated in the body’ (Place 2008), this is all the more 

unfortunate given that work routinely classified under the conceptualist 

banner can in fact be read as constituting precisely that set of manoeuvres 

best placed to show up the fallaciousness of the perceived distinction 

between ideation and materiality. Some indication of the potential latent in 

challenging Goldsmith’s sentiment is clear in Claire Colebrook’s 

affirmation that a ‘[recognition] of matter’s own dynamism—its role in the 

trajectory of human history—will allow us to harness matter’s potentiality 

such that human life can live in accord with its own material nature’ 

(2008: 64).  

Conclusion: Recasting bodies of thought 

Given that it was also true of conceptualism in the visual arts that it 

was less feasible for women artists to practice it—let alone be recognised 

for it—to the same degree as men (Norvell 2001: 9), the wisdom behind 

forging historical links with a movement that predated the contributions of 

feminism, post-structuralism and (New) Materialisms, among others, to 

exposing the fallacies of Cartesianism is surely contestable.
9
 In fact, 

Goldsmith himself is adamant that Conceptual works are capable of affect. 

Despite the insistence that ‘[it] is the objective of the author who is 
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concerned with conceptual writing to make her work mentally interesting 

to the reader, and therefore usually she would want it to become 

emotionally dry’ (Goldsmith 2005: 98), he nevertheless claims at the same 

time that Conceptual Writing can be ‘as expressive and meaningful as 

works constructed in more traditional ways’ (Goldsmith 2011a: 15).
10

 One 

way that this expressivity comes about is in the formal re-

contextualization that the production of such texts frequently constitutes 

(Place & Fitterman 2009: 10). This is another way in which Conceptual 

Writing recognises writing as ‘four-dimensional’, permitting the creative 

process to be evidenced in the final work as a robust actor in the 

generation of textual affect. It also dovetails with the digital capabilities 

that ground conceptualist poetics: the ‘“-re-” gestures’ (Goldsmith 2011b: 

xix) of networked digital language—re-blogging, re-tweeting, re-

posting—are rife and encourage writers to understand language as 

inherently available to filtering through and into new contexts. Marjorie 

Perloff, too, notes that ‘transcription, citation, “writing-through”, 

recycling, reframing, grafting, mistranslating, and mashing’ are all ‘forms 

of what is now called Conceptualism … [and] are now raising hard 

questions about what role, if any, poetry can play in the new world of 

instantaneous and excessive information’ (Perloff 2012: 64). The case is 

that re-contextualisation—think again of Goldsmith’s Day—works to 

frame the entire selected text within the writer’s decision-making process, 

inexorably marking-up the new text with the writer’s stance in regard to 

the source text, with his having at one time been interpolated by it. Not 

only is the writer’s subjectivity at play here; witnessing the trace of 

authorial practice, a reader enters what Ralph Rugoff has called ‘an 

aesthetic of aftermath,’ or a space akin to a crime scene: ‘a place where the 

action has already occurred’ and has left indelible clues as to the event of 

its unfolding (in beaulieu 2005: 61).  

Importantly, appropriation and re-contextualization link Conceptual 

Writing to a host of literary forerunners. The historical, political value of 

these, I would argue, are perhaps more worthy of inclusion in this genre’s 

genealogy than a stymying set of conceptualist precepts. The way forward 

for Conceptual Writing ultimately lies in reconfiguring the manner in 

which material is understood, and is understood to take part in 

composition. Only then can this emergent genre provide writers with an 

invigorating vantage point for developing their own practice. 

Endnotes 

1. My thanks to early readers of this chapter, in particular Paul Magee, whose 

generous engagement strengthened its argument 
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2. While there is a case for recognizing conceptualism as an ongoing tendency 

in the arts (Goldie & Schellekens 2007: viii), some scholarship grounds 

Conceptual Art firmly within a restricted historical milieu ending in 1972 (see e.g. 

Stimson 1999). The historical emergence of a movement is indicated in this paper 

by the capitalised ‘Conceptualism’; with ‘conceptualism’ I refer to the general 

philosophy, contained by these four principles, that arguably continues to inflect 

the creative arts 

3. But cf. Costello’s (2007) suggestion of a potential aesthetics of Conceptual 

Art, and the corrective to the usual Greenbergian interpretation of Kant’s aesthetics 

that he makes to this end 

4. Though Goldsmith claims to have originated the genre in 1999 (Goldsmith 

2009), the first academic monograph on Conceptual Writing was not published 

until 2010 (Perloff), while the two standing anthologies of writing of this kind 

were released as recently as 2011 (Dworkin & Goldsmith) and 2012 (Bergvall, et 

al.) 

5. The reference is to Pinterest, the social media site on which a user ‘pins’ 

content discovered around the Web onto their own virtual, shareable corkboard, 

effectively curating out of the Web’s exorbitance a personalised niche 

6. ‘It is a laborious madness and an impoverishing one, the madness of 

composing vast books—setting out in five hundred pages an idea that can be 

perfectly related orally in five minutes. The better way to go about it is to pretend 

that those books already exist, and offer a summary, a commentary on them’ 

(Jorge Luis Borges in Hurley 1998: 67). Borges’ proto-conceptualism differs from 

contemporary practices, then, precisely in its faith in the self-sufficiency of the 

idea and its eschewing of the complementarity of the idea’s materialization 

through writing process. Thanks to Chris Andrews for the Hurley reference 

7. Dworkin (2011) justifies that volume’s circumscription of the movement as 

an attempt to ‘offer a snapshot of an instant in the midst of an energetic 

reformation, just before the mills of critical assessment and canonical formation 

have had a chance to complete their first revolutions’ (xliv), but this seems naïvely 

to disregard the canon-forming function fulfilled by such anthologies themselves. 

Against expression’s male-centeredness—only 29-30 of its 112 authors are female 

(one is anonymous)—also seems delegitimised by the appearance the following 

year of Bergvall, Browne, Carmody and Place’s well received, 455-page, all-

female anthology (Bergvall, et al. 2012) 

8. New Materialist scholars have repeatedly put forward this alternative 

approach (knowledge through entanglement rather than objectification). Their 

provocations far exceed the allotted space here, though they frame my broader 

research, of which this paper is a part. See, for example, Barad (2007) and Bennett 

(2010) 

9. It is significant that women artists, around the time of Conceptual Art, were 

converging around performance and body-based art instead. Goldsmith recently 

criticised the performance piece ‘Foulipo’ by Conceptual writers Stephanie Young 

and Juliana Spahr as being ‘awash in nostalgia’, precisely because it referenced the 

political concerns of 1960s/70s female performance work (Goldsmith 2008). His 

dismissal, I think, highlights a commitment to a particular genealogy of 
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Conceptual Writing that has the effect of obscuring the suggestion of an alternative 

genealogy, one that continues to designate the embodied means of creative 

production as politically significant 

10 Indeed, what I describe as a masculine bias in Goldsmith’s formulation of 

the genre manifests less as a careful though blindsided argument than it does as a 

thesis based on a series of internal contradictions. (The 2005 statement is reiterated 

in 2011a: 128.) In fairness to Goldsmith, this therefore suggests that there is a 

radical intent here, but that it has unfortunately not been carried through to a more 

rigorous consideration of some of the thesis’s foundations 
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The collaborative interview 

Sonya Voumard 

 

It is difficult to imagine that the commonplace journalistic practice of 

interviewing was once the subject of controversy and derision. As Michael 

Schudson points out in his text The Power of News, this ‘fundamental act 

of contemporary journalism’ was once considered deeply suspect 

(Schudson 1995: 72-7). Schudson cites the New York World’s 

correspondent Thompson Cooper, who referred to the interview in 1871 as 

a modern and American inquisition and British journalist William Stead in 

1902 who described the interview as a distinctively American invention. 

Others in Britain worried the interview was bringing the profession of 

journalism into contempt (1995: 76). 

Schudson says there are varying reports on when the first interview 

appeared. But it was: ‘a form generally unfamiliar in American journalism 

and even unnamed as late as 1859’ (1995: 73). Schudson also notes:  

institutional and cultural acceptance of the interview, as opposed to its 

birth, has not been the subject of any published research at all. On this 

fundamental transformation of how news is written, historians of 

journalism have been silent. (1995: 73) 

This broad claim is certainly open to dispute. Mitchell Stephens 

mentions the history of interviewing twice in his book, A History of News 

(Stephens 1988: 88, 246) while Christopher Silvester gives it a good deal 

more attention in the introduction to his anthology, The Penguin Book of 

Interviews (1993). He quotes V.S. Naipaul’s observation that ‘some 

people are wounded by interviews and lose a part of themselves’ (Silvester 

1993: 1) and cites Lynn Barber’s comment that the interview is a ‘rather 

cynical transaction’ (1993: 3). Yet he acknowledges its attributes saying 

the reason the interview grips the reader is ‘the illusion it conveys of 

intimacy with celebrities and those who are the witnesses of momentous 

events’ (1993: 5). He then quotes American journalist Frank A. Burr who 

wrote in 1890 that although the interview could be abused by both parties, 

it yielded valuable matter (1993: 5). 



Sonya Voumard      108 

 

 
 

But the relative lack of in-depth discussion Schudson perceives 

regarding the interview certainly accords with my own experience—

especially when compared to the attention given by academics to other 

aspects of writing and ethics such as balance, editing and definitions of 

truth, to name a few. Interviewing, journalism’s main methodology, 

remains comparatively unchallenged in contemporary western journalism. 

The ground rules are vague, the implied contract between the parties 

oblique. Yet interviewing is often intimate, provocative and invasive. Why 

does it not attract closer scrutiny in contemporary society? One possible 

reason, I argue, is that to draw attention to the problematic power 

dynamics between journalist-interviewer and subject may be to shed 

unwanted attention on the potential corruptibility, by either party, of the 

encounter. It is not in the interests of media organisations or publishers to 

worry about the flaws of the interview process. It would slow down news 

production. It would damage perceptions of the independence of 

journalism, especially longer examples of the form. Media revenue and 

share prices might suffer. Subjects might become less likely to submit to 

interviews. As Schudson says about the news interview: 

the relative power of the reporter and the source is an ever-present 

consideration. In any conversation, there is potentially a tension between 

talk as a form of solidarity that establishes or reinforces an egalitarian 

relationship between two people and talk as an assertion of power, 

establishing or restating hierarchy (1995: 75). 

He goes on to say that in news reporting, the power relationship 

between subject and journalist is central. To paraphrase him: the reporter 

needs the interview subject’s words and views for his or her career 

purposes, while the subject is made vulnerable to the journalist by a need 

for favourable public recognition or positive representation. Each party 

can damage the other. The ensuing interplay can lead to a bond between 

the two parties. But, says Schudson, this is always in tension ‘with forces 

tugging the reporter and the source to different corners and conflicting 

purposes’ (1995: 76). 

It was this precise territory that American author Janet Malcolm 

weighed into with her famously provocative book, The Journalist and the 

Murderer (1991) In her text, she wrote about the treachery of journalists 

and how they constantly betray their subjects. The journalist, wrote 

Malcolm: 

who seemed so friendly and sympathetic, so keen to understand him fully, 

so remarkably attuned to his vision of things—never had the slightest 

intention of collaborating (my italics) with him on his story but always 
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intended to write a story of his own. The disparity between what seems to 

be the intention of the interview as it is taking place and what it actually 

turns out to have been in aid of always comes as a shock to the subject 

(1991: 3-4). 

In 1980, this situation played out between Helen Garner and me. It left 

both of us reeling. As an eighteen-year-old journalism student, I 

interviewed Garner, who was then aged about forty, for a not-for-

publication university assignment. The subject was political biography. I 

asked her about her life and the development of her political beliefs. She 

swore liberally and talked openly about her personal life. I couldn’t 

believe my luck at landing such meaty subject matter. I didn’t tape the 

conversation and I cannot claim to have ever had good shorthand. But I 

felt my scribbled notes were adequate in capturing the spirit if not the 

exact wording of her comments. On the assignment’s completion, without 

hesitation, I sent Garner a copy. She immediately wrote to express her 

indignation at what I had produced. She detailed inaccuracies she wanted 

cut or changed. She felt she had spoken too freely about her personal life; 

that I was too young to understand the nuances of her answers. I replied, 

apologizing for my mistakes and arguing my case on others. Garner wrote 

again, apologizing if she had been rough or impatient adding it was always 

traumatic to see the way another person has perceived you. The experience 

helped form the beginning of my lifelong fascination with the relationship 

between journalist/author and subject (Voumard 2012: 3). At the heart of 

my troubled encounter with Garner lay a problem that was much bigger 

than the misunderstandings and misinterpretations between a junior 

journalist and a well-known writer. The problem, I argue, centred on the 

cultural artefact of the interview itself. Writing under the heading, The 

Interview as Invasion, Schudson describes how early commentators of the 

interview:  

regularly refer to the aggressiveness and deviousness of the interviewer. … 

If the interview can be criticised as an act of aggression, it can also be 

admired as manly performance, exploit, or coup. The interview was seen 

early on as an enterprise attesting to the bravado of a reporter (1995: 87). 

Much of the discussion around interviewing focuses on how people 

love to talk about themselves and as long as the interviewer is decent and 

fair, all will be well. According to William Zinsser: 

The so-called man in the street is delighted that somebody wants to 

interview him. Most men and women lead lives, if not of quiet desperation, 
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at least of desperate quietness, and they jump at a chance to talk about their 

work to an outsider who seems eager to listen. (2001: 105) 

Zinsser advises non-fiction writers to: 

Get people talking. Learn to ask questions that will elicit answers about 

what is most interesting or vivid in their lives ... Find these people to tell 

your story and it won’t be drab … The interview itself is one of the most 

popular non-fiction forms so you must master it early. (2001: 144) 

Helen Garner says the heart of the non-fiction enterprise, for her, is the 

interview. In 2012 she told a non-fiction writers’ conference: ‘People often 

discuss the ethics of interviewing. They become almost obsessed with the 

ethics of it’ (2012). 

Garner said she had been taken aback by how frightened many young 

writing students were by the prospect of interviewing; how they fretted 

over getting permission in advance; and over whose permission they 

would require. What legal documents would they need to ask their 

subjects to sign?  

Their anxiety expressed itself over and over in these terms. Who does the 

story belong to? Do I have the right to tell it? ... The way I look at it, the 

story does not exist as a story until the writer makes it. A story is not an 

object that has been dropped on the ground. (2012) 

Garner said it was the writer’s task and duty to do the labour of 

shaping inchoate matter into something with a meaningful, pain-relieving 

and aesthetically pleasing form. She acknowledged questions surrounding 

how much non-fiction writers were entitled to change, amend or clarify 

things their subjects said. She said: ‘Were they obliged to use direct 

quotes? What if their subjects felt betrayed or misquoted? In other words 

the ethics and aesthetics of interviewing were tangled up together’ (2012).  

Garner went on to say that she agreed with Janet Malcolm whom she 

quoted as having said that writers owed it to their subject and reader to 

translate what has been said into prose: ‘Only the most uncharitable (or 

inept) journalist will hold a subject to his literal utterances and fail to 

perform the sort of editing and rewriting that, in life, our ear automatically 

and instantaneously performs’ (Malcolm 1991: 155). There was also, 

Garner said, something that could be called the erotics of interviewing:  

By erotics, I don’t mean simple sexual attraction … I’m thinking more 

about the charge of mysterious psychic energy that can flash between a 

subject and an interviewer, what the Jungians call the spark that ignites and 
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connects. The mother of a murder victim, for example, is a figure of 

colossal power. (2012)  

Such analysis renders it clear that for Garner, at least, the interview is 

no casual matter. Nor is it, for her, a simple case of the objective 

interviewer drawing out ready-made truths from the mouth of the subject. 

There is an interaction the fruits of which depend on the chemistry 

between the two people. This view seems at odds with an observation 

made by Janet Malcolm about interviewing in which she found that her 

own interviewing style, which she described as involving a ‘Japanese 

technique’ yielded the same answers as that of an ‘unsubtle’ journalist 

whose questions were prepared and less spontaneous (1991: 98). Or 

maybe it is not. Could it be that the chemistry affects the later shaping of 

the answers by the writer rather than the raw content of the answers 

themselves? 

A close reading of Garner’s reflections indicates she sees the interview 

in certain instances as an opportunity for sufferers to share their emotional 

baggage, to hand it over to a storyteller so that it can be universally held 

and molded, thus perhaps lightening the subject’s load and enlightening 

society at the same time. She speaks, for example, of how: 

The grandeur of the squalor of another person’s suffering seeks out your 

limits. … It shows you your own smallness. It challenges you to open 

yourself to enlarge your imagination to a point where you can encompass 

what you’re being shown, where you can make a place inside yourself to 

hold that suffering and to contemplate it with the humility and the 

reverence that it demands. This hurts. But it’s also an honour and a 

precious opportunity. Those terrifying blasts of rage and grief … these can 

call up in you an answering complexity, an awkward timid compassion that 

might break you out of your solitary prison and even transform your whole 

relationship with the world. (2012) 

By considering it this way, Garner says she understands the beginner’s 

fear of interviewing to be not just legalistic timidity and procrastination 

‘but rather a kind of instinctive respect’. She admits the intimacy of the in-

depth interview can be a very difficult thing to manage:  

It’s not friendship, it’s something else. But because we don’t seem to have 

language for it, people try to deal with it by means of the sort of social 

manoeuvres that we know are useful in friendship. I’ve found that a 

difficult thing to deal with. I don’t know how you can withdraw from that 

kind of shocking intimacy. (2012) 
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The Australian journalist and profile writer, David Leser, had an 

amusing take on the erotics and intimacy of interviewing in an anecdote 

involving Italian celebrity journalist Oriana Fallaci, which he recounted in 

The Walkley Magazine in 1997. He asked: 

how it was she thought she’d been able to disarm people so well during the 

course of her career. Was it because she had offered something of herself? 

Her response was terrifying. ‘What do you mean by this suggestion?’ 

She’d construed a sexual meaning to my question—where none was 

intended—even though it was she who once likened a good interview to 

coitus. (1997: 8) 

But earlier in the same article, Leser confessed his own complicity in 

and awareness of the potentially exploitative nature of interviewing.  

I’m not just the interlocutor. I’m also the burglar in the night. In a 

metaphorical sense, I come in when no-one is watching and I case the 

joint. I look on the mantel-piece; I rifle through the drawers. I inspect the 

contents of the fridge and then I go away and put my booty—or their 

booty—on display. (1997: 8) 

His comments call to mind Schudson’s reference (cited earlier in this 

paper) to the interview as ‘manly performance, exploit, or coup’. They 

remind us that there is a person on the other side of the interview who may 

find themselves portrayed, perhaps unflatteringly, through another’s eyes. 

They might feel embarrassed, exposed, betrayed. Perhaps the story they 

thought they had told the interviewer comes across as entirely different in 

print or digitally with only selected parts of the discussion included along 

with a writer’s commentary on their looks, their demeanour and their 

character. Whose version of the truth can be trusted?  

But it is even more complex than that. There are questions of 

ownership, representation and to whom the interviewer has obligations. 

David Leser says he asks himself, ‘How far do I need to go in unravelling 

[subjects’] lives in the name of public interest? What is the public interest? 

How much do we have a right to know? Who are my obligations to? My 

editor? The reader? My subject? Or myself?’ (1997: 8). 

The question of how much the writer can edit or massage the subject’s 

words is vexed. According to William Zinsser the two standards of brevity 

and fair play dictate the answer: ‘Your ethical duty to the person being 

interviewed is to present his position accurately … You are dealing with a 

person’s honour and reputation—and also with your own’ (2001: 108). 

 Paul John Eakin and Linda Alcoff are two cultural critics who delve 

more deeply into the debate in a way that journalism ethics can’t or won’t. 
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It is relevant to consider the body of work on the ethics of life-writing as 

being applicable to the work of journalists, particularly those writing in 

longer forms. In the introduction to his book, The Ethics of Life Writing, 

Eakin, referring to the entire class of literature in which people tell life 

stories, asks: ‘What is the good of life writing and how, exactly, can it do 

harm?’ (2004: 1). 

Eakin goes on to say: ‘Life and life writing are messier than a 

traditional model of ethics centred on privacy and property can handle’ 

(2004: 9). 

Referring to the benefits of life writing, he writes of its potential to: 

‘resist and reform dehumanising models of self and life story that society 

would impose on disempowered groups, whether the ill and disabled or 

racial minorities.’ (2004: 11). 

Earlier, Eakin concedes that the harm privacy guards against is ‘public 

disclosure on someone else’s terms’ (2004: 8). Herein lies the problem of 

the traditional journalistic interview. The subject must submit to public 

disclosure on someone else’s terms and, generally speaking, without 

reviewing rights.  

The power play between journalist/writer and subject over the stories 

produced from their relationship has important bearing on whether 

journalist/writers are (or are seen by their subjects to be) treacherous or 

truthful and fair. I argue that the Malcolm view of ‘the writer’s treachery’ 

(Atlas 1993: A.74) is increasingly applicable in Australian 

journalist/subject relationships. Vulnerable people can be harmed as a 

result. Foundation for such fears in Australia is evidenced by the fact that 

the 2011 Finkelstein Media Inquiry received 760 submissions (out of a 

total of 10,600) expressing dissatisfaction with the media and only four 

expressing satisfaction (Dodd 2012). While interviewer and subject power 

dynamics are at play in all journalistic encounters with subjects, the bulk 

of the ‘writer’s treachery’ problem rests in longer term relationships where 

the story-telling is generally weightier and the stakes higher for all parties. 

Helen Garner is among those who supports Janet Malcolm’s stance. 

Garner says Malcolm’s famous opening sentence of The Journalist and 

the Murderer in which she wrote all journalists are confidence men who 

betray their subjects without remorse was ‘a grand trumpet blast, to make 

people sit up and take notice’. But Garner adds: ‘Several very honourable 

older journalists I know, particularly in England, hate her for it. They feel 

misrepresented and angered by it’ (Voumard 2012: 7). 

Garner herself agonises over the moral problem to which Malcolm 

refers and acknowledges it can lead to disastrous outcomes for individuals 

whose stories are told by others. She says:  
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Your question is making me think about my fear of interviewing [a 

subject]—my fear that they would feel set up and distorted. My fear that 

they would be set up and distorted. Or—let’s be blunt—that I might set 

them up and distort them. (Voumard 2012: 5) 

In his introduction The Ethics of Life Writing, Paul John Eakin 

explains:  

When we tell or write about our own lives, our stories establish our 

identities both as content—I am the person who did these things—and as 

act—I am someone with a story to tell. And we do something even more 

fundamental—we establish ourselves as persons. (2004: 5) 

Eakin goes on to say that members of oppressed and silenced groups 

instinctively recognise life writing as a leading form of expression that 

confirms our status as persons. He then poses the following question, 

which I see as key to my inquiry: ‘Do you have to have a story in order to 

be a person?’ (2004: 5). Eakin writes: ‘If there is new interest in the ethics 

of life writing today, however, it is not so much a function of its goods as 

a function of its perceived abuses and transgressions’ (2004: 6). 

These can relate to trust, truth and privacy, among other things, he 

says. Eakin concludes his chapter reflecting optimistically on the words of 

Arthur Frank: ‘We act as best we can at a particular time’ (2004: 15). 

To Eakin, this:  

invokes a spirit of community in which, perhaps, the recurring tensions 

posed by life writing between a right to free expression and a right to 

privacy may find, if not resolution, at least what Henry James called a 

modus vivendi workable for the time. (2004: 15).  

But in a journal article titled, The Problem of Speaking for Others, 

author Linda Alcoff cautions:  

I would stress that the practice of speaking for others is often born of a 

desire for mastery, to privilege oneself as the one who more correctly 

understands the truth about another’s situation or as one who can champion 

a just cause and thus achieve glory and praise. And the effect of the 

practice of speaking for others is often, though not always, erasure and a 

reinscription of sexual, national and other kinds of hierarchies (1991: 29). 

Janet Malcolm’s The Journalist and the Murderer (Malcolm 1991) 

was an early inspiration for my work in this area. Her story of American 

author and journalist, Joe McGinniss, who befriended and later betrayed 

murderer Jeffrey MacDonald, on whom he wrote a book is well known. 
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Commenting on The Journalist and the Murderer, G. Thomas Couser 

says: 

The McGinniss-MacDonald situation is revealing because it represents a 

worst-case scenario in which a seemingly sympathetic writer produces not 

merely an indictment but a post-conviction ‘sentencing’ of its subject. It 

offers an example of extreme disenchantment leading to an intense clash 

between authorial and subjective points of view. (2004: 7) 

It is not surprising therefore that Malcolm, the grand dame of the 

theory of the journalist’s treachery, agreed to be interviewed by writer 

Katie Roiphe for the Paris Review only on certain terms. I have come to 

describe the style of their encounter as the collaborative interview. The 

Paris Review has been conducting collaborative-style interviews with 

writers for decades. In his introduction to Writers at Work, Seventh Series 

(Plimpton 1988: xi ) John Updike says the publication offers writers as 

much tape, time and space as they want to fill. ‘They also offer the 

opportunity to peruse and edit the transcript, to eliminate babble and 

indiscretion and to hone finer the elicited apercus.’ (Plimpton 1988: xi ). 

Updike goes on to describe this as an honour given because ‘writers take 

words seriously … So to clutter the written record with an interview seems 

something of a desecration’ (Plimpton 1988: xii).  

As Roiphe wrote in her introduction to the interview with Malcolm, 

published in 2011: 

[Malcolm] has agreed to do the interview but only by email: in this way 

she has politely refused the role of subject and reverted to the more 

comfortable role of writer. She will be writing her answers—and, to be 

honest, tinkering gently with the phrasing of some of my questions. (2011: 

1) 

The Roiphe–Malcolm ‘interview’ took place over three-and-a-half 

months. Roiphe writes: 

The disadvantage of email is that it seems to breed a kind of formality, but 

the advantage is the familiarity of being in touch with someone over time. 

For us, this particular style of communication had the reassuring old-

fashioned quality of considered correspondence; it is like Malcolm 

herself—careful, thorough, a bit elusive. (2011: 1) 

The briefer, more transactional nature of relationships in daily 

journalism aside, the conventional journalist’s argument against such an 

approach is that it gives the subject too much power to manipulate the 

interviewer or to lose or obscure truthfulness by massaging, editing or 
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changing answers. There is a sense that you can’t let the subject get away 

with anything as if that is what subjects are always trying to do. Yet that’s 

not how the Paris Review interview with Malcolm reads. In fact, it reveals 

a great deal about its subject. For example, Malcolm admits to having tried 

to write fiction in high school and college and that she took a creative 

writing course with the novelist Allan Seager who gave her a C for the 

term. She speaks of migrating to America as a five-year-old child with no 

English and of her ‘confusions and misperceptions’ and ‘pathetic 

struggles’ to understand the new world into which she had been thrust. She 

talks about her own professional struggles with Jeffrey Masson’s lawsuit 

against her and The New Yorker, which she eventually won, but ‘lost in the 

court of public opinion’ (Roiphe 2011: 14). In other words, there is plenty 

of meat for the reader in Katie Roiphe’s interview with Janet Malcolm in 

spite of, or perhaps because of, its collaborative nature. 

Clearly this type of interview is not suitable for deadline-driven news 

journalism or interviews with public figures who deserve robust media 

scrutiny. But with the expansion of what might be termed long-form, slow 

journalism on websites such as Salon.com occurring in a counter-response 

to the rapid-response, non-stop 24-hour news cycle, I argue the 

collaborative interview has an important role to play far and beyond the 

Paris Review’s interviews with authors. In many cases, it may even be 

better at getting to the truth than the combative interview providing the 

reader knows the terms of engagement. 

Reflecting then on my 1980 interview with Garner, I wondered what it 

would be like to reconnect with her and propose that she and I do a 

collaborative interview. I would offer her as much negotiation over her 

answers as she wanted and see where it took us. In 2011 I emailed Garner 

and put my idea to her (2011: 3). Initially she could not remember our first 

encounter. Upon my reminding her, she conceded something was ‘stirring 

in the mud of my memory’.  

On 27 August 2011, she wrote in reply: 

OK so what is it you are wanting us to do, now? Are you thinking of an 

interview face to face, or an email exchange, or ... ? 

 It would be very interesting to revisit that time, and our exchange. 

 Let me know your ideas 

I replied suggesting we do it in the style of the Roiphe–Malcolm 

interview. 

She emailed back the next day,  
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Good idea. I loved that interview—Janet Malcolm would be the last person 

on earth to hand over control of an interview to another journalist! 

We met on 3 October 2011 in Nicholson Street, Fitzroy, Melbourne, at 

The Nunnery, the hotel where I was staying. We had a long and 

fascinating conversation followed by lunch. Our discussion continued by 

email and phone over the ensuing months as we discussed, negotiated and 

debated words, answers and meanings in what was a radical departure 

from the traditional journalistic interview. Throughout the process I found 

her to be incredibly professional, patient and well-disposed to the process. 

She was demanding of me but equally of herself. At times the mood of our 

communications became a little tense as the many iterations mounted. 

There were several communications similar to this: 

Because is a word that should often be cut in interview transcripts. In 

speech it acts as a link and time filler but on paper it’s dull, ugly and not 

logical though it claims by its very nature to be logical. (Garner 2011) 

Garner was generous and engaged. I learned a lot about how her 

writing mind works: for her, the raw interview is like unrefined minerals 

dug out of the ground; she fully expects her words and ideas to be 

transformed by the interviewer into an elegant product—not to change or 

twist meaning but to sharpen and hone the thinking and language into 

something that might be called an art form. There is a sense that modes of 

regular journalism are blunt tools to her preferred sense of the aesthetics of 

writing. As a subject, one attempt in an interview for Garner is not 

enough. No wonder she hated my eighteen-year-old’s effort.  

We edited out what Garner called the undergrowth, the weeds among 

the ideas. We made rambling ideas into short sentences. She was more 

attentive to punctuation than I was: ‘You could use punctuation more to 

make it run more intelligibly! Sorry, my chalky’s habit. I’m supposed to 

be editing myself, not you’ (Garner 2012). 

We removed gossip or material that might have been defamatory of 

others. At no stage did Garner try to soften her answers or resile from 

them. In some cases she even hardened them. The process also enabled me 

to dig deeper and harder on certain points including whether she herself 

would accede to a subject’s request not to use any or all of an interview 

she had done with them. Garner conceded she would find it very difficult. 

At one stage she asked me if I thought there was anything in our interview 

that would get her into trouble. She, like Janet Malcolm, seeks to control 

the interview process regardless of which role she is playing: interviewer 

or subject. Reluctantly I found myself directing Garner to the following 
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quote and admitting I thought it may be controversial and not in her 

interests: 

In a long interview the person will talk more and more freely, and then 

they’ll cross a line. You sense it, that moment when you’ve drawn blood. 

But often the person doesn’t realise. That’s when you get anxious. You 

know you’ve hit pay dirt, but it would be superhumanly noble to say ‘Stop 

now! You’ll be sorry if you tell me any more about that. (2012: 7) 

‘Oh, I’m not worried about that,’ Garner said. 

For me, Garner’s reply was evidence that the collaborative interview 

enabled greater depth and more valuable insights than I would have gained 

on a less level playing field. Reflecting, more recently, on my interview 

with Garner I questioned whether I would have, in the final stages, 

removed content at her request based on her fear of getting into trouble. I 

am not sure. It is also true that the collaborative nature of the interview 

may have led me to self-censor my own examples of what Garner has 

called a ‘psychoanalytical’ approach to interviewing. For example, 

perhaps, subconsciously I held back from describing her body language 

and my perceptions of it. 

I am confident though, that the time and effort taken meant Garner and 

I were both invested in and able to be courageous about what had 

transpired.  
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David Shields’ way of making:  

Creative manoeuvre or HDR nightmare? 

Sue Joseph and Carolyn Rickett 

 

Some people thought I was the anti-christ because I did not genuflect at the 

twin altars of the novel and intellectual property — David Shields1 

Introduction 

A salient place to begin this paper would be the (re)posing of Shields’ 

pressing question: ‘Why in the world would contemporary writing not be 

able to keep pace with the other arts?’ (Shields 2012: Keynote Address). 

Indeed, academics and practitioners working in the field of Creative 

Writing are undoubtedly committed to innovation in practice and the 

production of new knowledge, particularly in the Higher Degree Research 

space. As Graeme Harper observes: 

 
If the doctorate in creative writing is to fulfil its potential, develop and be a 

legitimate contributor to the world of higher learning, it must be 

understood as the highest point of investigation in, and into, the subject of 

creative writing that can be reached through formal education … and that 

is why, if properly developed as a mode of engagement with a certain kind 

of knowledge and a certain sense of practice, it is the most exciting 

advance to have taken place in the last 50 or so years in our pursuit of 

excellence in the writing arts. (Harper 2009: 83) 

This notion of the field of Creative Writing needing to be a ‘legitimate 

contributor’ in the research offerings and profiling of tertiary institutions is 

underscored by Paul Dawson’s statement: ‘Creative Writing programmes 

continue to grow in popularity despite perennial scepticism about their 

pedagogical value and their academic rigour, and despite their seemingly 

anomalous position within the modern research university’ (2007: 78). 

Dawson goes on to explain that because of the expansion of Creative 

Writing programs at universities the discipline has ‘become an object of 

scholarly enquiry, emerging in the new millennium as a distinct field of 

academic research’ (2007: 78). 
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As such, academics working in and supervising Higher Research 

Degrees in the diverse area of Creative Writing continue to wrestle with 

questions related to ‘keeping pace’ and the appropriate standards regarding 

the submission of original texts, and what the role of an exegesis or critical 

essay might play. There has been important work undertaken which 

investigates and reflects on practices and standards of doctoral 

examination (Webb, Brien & Burr 2012). This particular research 

produced a key set of questions for examiners supervising and marking 

doctoral work that might helpfully assist in developing a more consistent 

benchmarking process and the mapping of shared understandings: 

 

 Does it offer an original contribution to knowledge in the field? 

 Does the thesis as a whole satisfy external needs as well as 

personal outcomes [that is, advances knowledge and not just 

practice]? 

 Is the work as a whole scholarly, coherent and rigorous? 

 Is there a thorough literature review that engages key and 

seminal works, and traces the line of thought across the topic 

area? 

 Is there enough contextual review that accounts for key works 

in the same art form and topic area? 

 Does the artwork show innovation, a line of argument, technical 

expertise? 

 Is there any synthesis between the artwork and the essay? 

 Does the essay use a vocabulary appropriate to the art form? 

 Is the work free from typographical and grammatical errors? 

(Webb, Brien & Burr 2012: 6) 

 

However, the kind of textual production proposed by author David 

Shields might present significant challenges and produce polarisation 

when responding to and applying such questions. Reality Hunger: A 

Manifesto (2010) might for some examiners meet a criterion related to 

innovation, but for others this kind of collaged text might not comply with 

their understanding of the guidelines related to plagiarism. 

In articulating the vision for his manifesto, and the way a reader would 

ideally respond to his text, Shields says: 
 

Most readers as intended would have spotted only a handful of the most 

well-known quotations, suspected that most of the paragraphs were 

quotations even if they couldn’t quite place them, and come to regard my 
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eye as a floating umbrella self, sheltering simultaneously one voice, my 

own, and multiple voices. (2012: Keynote Address) 

Importantly, Shields goes on to highlight the ethical and legal concerns 

that undoubtedly arise from producing a text that deliberately seeks to 

subvert and flagrantly disregard citing and current copyright conventions: 
 

My publisher, Knopf, which is a division of Random House … didn’t quite 

see it the same way. I consulted many copyright attorneys, and I wrote 

many impassioned letters to my editor and the Random House legal 

department. At one point I considered withdrawing the book and printing it 

at Kinkos, which is now a subset of Fed-Ex office. Random House and I 

worked out a compromise whereby there would be no footnotes in the text, 

but there would be an appendix in the back with citations in very small 

type. If you’re over 50, good luck reading it. Quite a few of the citations 

are of the “I can’t remember where this is from variety”. (2012: Keynote 

Address) 

Shields’ artistic contempt for accurately sourcing material is further 

evidenced in the imperative that prefaces the text’s appendix: ‘If you 

would like to restore the book to the form in which I intended it to be read, 

simply grab a sharp pair of scissors or a razor blade or box cutter and 

remove pages 207-219 by cutting along the dotted line’ (Shields 2010: 

209). 

After listening to Shields’ keynote address and his assertions about 

traditional modes of creative writing no longer being relevant or useful to 

contemporary readers, we were interested to know whether other 

colleagues (many of whom are experienced doctoral supervisors) see his 

way of making and conceiving art in Reality Hunger as a viable way of 

producing a written text for an examinable doctoral project. 

Simply, we were eager to continue a conversation that began at RMIT 

University’s Bedell NonfictioNow 2012 conference;
2
 or to put it another 

way, we wanted to take an initial barometric reading of how ten academics 

who teach into writing programs across a variety of tertiary settings in 

Australia perceived Shields’ way of making.
3
  

 

Would Shields get a project like Reality Hunger: A Manifesto 

through an HDR application process? 

The answers to this question are wide and varied. Out of the ten 

creative practitioner academics, two reply affirmatively; one definitively 

no; four less definitively but do not think it would get through the process; 

three qualify their answers through querying the definitions of the work; 
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and one respondent suggests that if it did get through the preliminary 

application process, it would not get through an ethics application. 

Stephen Muecke (2013, pers. comm., 12 May) replies affirmatively, 

providing there was source referencing. Another academic also replies 

affirmatively, based on the list of sources Shields was forced to include 

(Confidential C, 2013, pers. comm., 13 May).  

However, John Dale (2013, pers. comm., 25 July) was definitive when 

he wrote that the work would not get through the University of 

Technology, Sydney (UTS) application system. And Matthew Ricketson 

writes: ‘I wouldn’t have thought so, though it might depend on how he 

crafted it’ (2013, pers. comm., 11 July). Ivor Indyk makes the point that a 

manifesto and a thesis are two different genres. He writes: 

 
…he would have to present his manifesto as the creative component, and 

then write an exegesis discussing the nature of a manifesto and placing it 

within the tradition of literary manifestos, illustrating this with examples 

other than his own creative component (2013, pers. comm., 12 May). 

How would his model of textual production for this particular 

book sit within the academy?  

In answering this question, again as expected, the answers vary, 

although with common ground. David McKnight divides his reply 

dependent on which genre Shields’ work was labelled: fiction or non-

fiction. He writes: ‘It would be regarded as plagiarised if it was non-

fiction’ (2013, pers. comm., 13 May). 

Indyk writes: ‘As an object of discussion it would certainly fit. As an 

object of examination, it is incomplete in itself’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 

May). Interestingly, one respondent claims that there would be no problem 

within the academy but: ‘…outside the academy I expect it would generate 

more anxiety’ (Confidential C, 2013, pers. comm., 13 May). 

And assuming that there would be an exegetical component, another 

respondent believes it could be acceptable, dependent on the quality of the 

material (Confidential B, 2013, pers. comm., 13 May). Matthew Ricketson 

(2013, pers. comm., 11 July), John Dale (2013, pers. comm., 25 July) and 

Martin Edmond (2013, pers. comm., 18 July) respond that this model 

would not sit well within the academy, using words ‘terribly’; ‘not well’; 

and ‘uneasily’, respectively.  

 

Can his way of ‘making’ have any place in the academy?  

This question not surprisingly drew deeper comment from respondents. 

Muecke writes: ‘Shields’ manifesto, even though he is quite up-front about 

it, could be seen as encouraging the kind of “legitimised fraudulence” that 
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characterises opinion-makers and politicians who quite rightly see 

themselves as having the power to create reality’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 

May). 

Ricketson concludes that there is risk of dishonesty: 
 

I can see what he is getting at in his argument and I understand it and have 

some sympathy with it. I also think he has conflated—and not in a helpful 

way—a range of issues … I think you can engage with all of those issues 

AND still acknowledge intellectual, academic and artistic sources that have 

contributed to your own work. To do otherwise in my view, remains 

dishonest. (2013, pers. comm., 11 July) 

However, McKnight clearly sees this work as plagiarism, questioning 

Shields’ ability to be original. He writes: ‘Grabbing others sentences and 

paragraphs rather than working out your own seems an easy way out’ 

(2013, pers. comm., 13 May). Another respondent qualifies the plagiarism 

question by interrogating a justification, writing: ‘…provided that it 

contained a serious research question and a philosophical justification for 

the plagiarism—and in fact provided sources for the works sampled’ 

(Confidential A, 2013, pers. comm., 12 May). 

Dale (2013, pers. comm., 25 July) believes one use for the text as it 

stands would be to kick-start ethical debates about plagiarism in a 

classroom situation; another respondent again queries its acceptance based 

on a quality control of the exegetical content (Confidential B, 2013, pers. 

comm., 13 May). Indyk supports its qualified acceptance in the academy: 

 
…as objects of study, no problem; as modes of scholarly argument and 

research, they would need to have an argument (other than the one about 

their own legitimacy), and to be well researched (possibly beyond that 

required for a manifesto). (2013, pers. comm., 12 May) 

Is curating in the creative writing strand (fiction and non-fiction) 

equivalent to creating?  

Respondents to this question are split. Indyk writes: ‘Yes so long as (it) 

embodies its own justification, so long as it would convince a sceptic, so 

long as it uses its appropriated elements to say something original and 

interesting’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 May). Another respondent writes: 

‘Yes, it’s a creative act but that doesn’t permit the creator to ignore 

attribution’ (Confidential D, 2013, pers. comm., 18 July). Three 

respondents answer with qualification. Edmond writes: ‘Not necessarily; 

but it certainly can be’ (2013, pers. comm., 18 July); ‘It depends on the 

level of creativity and creation involved’ (Confidential B, 2013, pers. 

comm., 13 May); ‘Yes, and no. Good curatorial work is very creative in 
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that it brings artefacts together in a new way and provides a fresh way of 

thinking about objects (objects transformed into a collection)—but it relies 

on the original creative work of others’ (Confidential A, 2013, pers. 

comm., 12 May). 

Ricketson believes that both curating and creating overlap: ‘…but 

there are also important points of difference’ (2013, pers. comm., 11 July); 

echoing McKnight, who writes: ‘I guess it involves some creativity. I 

would not equate it to most existing notions of creating’ (2013, pers. 

comm., 13 May). John Dale simply balks at what he regards as plagiarism:  
 

All writers steal. They may steal words, sentences, plot-lines but they don’t 

steal huge slabs of text. That is plagiarism and that is what I object to. 

Shakespeare, Dante and James Joyce were influenced by previous writers 

in terms of theme and structure and storyline but the actual text was theirs. 

(2013, pers. comm., 25 July) 

 Muecke writes: ‘Shields is nothing more than a brash showman for 

ideas that were handled more thoughtfully and sensitively a long time ago. 

I found his treatment of reality more interesting’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 

May). 

 

Would the academy, like Reality Hunger’s publisher Random 

House, insist on attribution somewhere within the creative text?  

This is the one question where nearly all respondents are in agreement. 

Indyk accepts that the attribution could go either in the creative or the 

exegetical text (2013, pers. comm., 12 May); McKnight believes it 

certainly would insist, even in a work of fiction (2013, pers. comm., 13 

May); Dale (2013, pers. comm., 25 July) and Edmond (2013, pers. comm., 

18 July) both respond affirmatively; as do three other respondents 

(Confidential D, 2013, pers. comm., 18 July; Confidential D, 2013, pers. 

comm., 18 July), with one of those adding: ‘Theft of intellectual property 

is not something that the academy can authorise’ (Confidential A, 2013, 

pers. comm., 12 May). 

 

How would academics respond to examining a text generated from 

his mode of creative practice? 

Dale (2013, pers. comm., 25 July) and one other respondent 

(Confidential A, 2013, pers. comm., 12 May) claim they would outrightly 

fail a text based on the Shields’ model of creating if presented for 

examination without attribution; another respondent writes that they would 

refuse to examine it at all (Confidential D, 2013, pers. comm., 18 July).  
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Ricketson believes academics would respond ‘badly’ to examining 

such a text (2013, pers. comm., 11 July); and McKnight reiterates that 

only with attribution, in both fictional and non-fictional texts would it be 

examined (2013, pers. comm., 13 May). Likewise, another respondent 

writes: ‘I would fail it, even with a really solid argument, if the citations 

were not provided. If they were, then provided the argument held water, I 

would give it due attention’ (Confidential A, 2013, pers. comm., 12 May). 

Edmond infers he would enjoy examining such a text when he writes: 

‘speaking for myself, I would respond favourably; but I imagine there are 

many who would not’ (2013, pers. comm., 18 July). Another respondent 

writes: ‘If the academic was close to the philosophical and theoretical 

debates that give rise to this practice, then the response might be one of 

respect and curiosity’ (Confidential C, 2013, pers. comm., 13 May). And 

Indyk qualifies: ‘If they understand the possibilities of creative writing, 

and the ways in which creative and exegetical components work together 

in a creative thesis there should be no problem’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 

May). Yet another respondent claiming: ‘Very careful guidelines would 

have to be supported with very clear information in the framing parts of 

the thesis—i.e. the abstract, introduction, exegesis, etc.’ (Confidential B, 

2013, pers. comm., 13 May). 

 

Are you comfortable with his model of textual production? 

Most respondents are not comfortable with the Shields model of 

textual production, one even stating: ‘Considered as a writerly practice, I 

find it lazy and self-indulgent—it is, to my mind, a reading rather than a 

writing practice’ (Confidential A, 2013, pers. comm., 12 May). Ricketson 

seems to have some appreciation of the practice, but still he is 

uncomfortable, referring us back to the third question in the survey where 

he concludes that it is ‘dishonest’ (2013, pers. comm., 11 July). McKnight 

claims that putting aside Shields’ ‘lack of originality … it’s a disservice to 

other writers’ (2013, pers. comm., 13 May); and Dale writes: ‘Scholarship 

consists of a body of knowledge that builds on prior knowledge, but there 

has to be some element of attribution or acknowledgment to what has been 

appropriated’ (2013, pers. comm., 25 July). Another respondent writes: 

‘Again it always comes back to how the project is framed and elaborated. 

This is true of every project’ (Confidential B, 2013, pers. comm., 13 May). 

Several respondents refer to the fact that this ‘model’ as such is not 

new. Indyk writes: ‘Shields acts as if he is the first to discover this model 

of textual production, whereas it has been well known for centuries, as his 

examples indicate’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 May). Another respondent 

writes: ‘Well, I accept that others have done it, but really, once it has been 
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done, it has been experienced, and I can’t see how repetition of the 

experiment adds anything to the textual landscape’ (Confidential A, 2013, 

pers. comm., 12 May). 

Three of our respondents are less critical. Edmond writes: ‘It seems to 

me that he is being deliberately provocative and therefore expecting a 

degree of discomfort to result from his provocation … I find nothing else 

offensive in his model’ (2013, pers. comm., 18 July). Another respondent 

is like-minded: ‘Again, as long as the practice is fully “exposed”, 

contextualised and defended, and sources are made clear, there is no 

problem’ (Confidential C, 2013, pers. comm., 13 May). Finally, a 

respondent differentiates through contextualizing experience, writing: 
 

I have absolutely no problems at all with it if the sources are attributed and 

I’m quite open-minded about how they are attributed … But a book 

produced/created in this fashion by a well-known and successful author 

who is completely up front about his technique and indeed his motivation 

for creating such a text is a completely different matter to a novice writer 

submitting ‘original’ work for examination. (Confidential D, 2013, pers. 

comm., 18 July) 

As a writer, would you mind your words being quoted out of 

context and without accurate referencing in someone else’s work?  

Surprisingly, not every respondent replies in the affirmative. Of the 

nine who did respond, six state they would mind, some more strongly than 

others. Ricketson’s answer is instrumental: ‘Ah, yes. And I don’t think I 

would be Robinson Crusoe there’ (2013, pers. comm., 11 July). McKnight 

writes: ‘I would certainly mind. I’d see it as a form of theft dressed up in 

fancy terms’ (2013, pers. comm., 13 May). Another respondent writes: 

‘Yes, of course, I’d be furious, but I’m conscious that once something is 

out there that I can’t afford to be precious and so I need to examine 

carefully why I feel this way’ (Confidential D, 2013, pers. comm., 18 

July). And yet another respondent, perhaps the most potent, replies: 
 

Let me respond in (sort of) a Shields way … I would say that when I write 

something, I take a great deal of trouble to choose and organise my words, 

and I would be outraged to find that some lazy lacking-in-imagination 

sonofabitch just nicked them because he couldn’t be bothered, or didn’t 

have the ability, to write his own. (Confidential A, 2013, pers. comm., 12 

May) 

Obversely, Indyk writes that he would perceive it as a ‘compliment’: 

‘If they were acknowledged as being someone else’s words, and if the new 

context added to their significance, or enhanced their value, no. It would 
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be a compliment’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 May). And Edmond writes: ‘I 

don’t mind other people quoting my words in whatever context they 

please, but I prefer there to be some form of in-text acknowledgment’ 

(2013, pers. comm., 18 July). 

 

If Shield’s had his way there would be no need to cite anything 

that is re-appropriated in the production of a new text. Would you 

regard this practice as unethical? Why? 

Again, there is a clear divide in respondent answers. Indyk reiterates 

the notion that because Reality Hunger is a manifesto, the genre demands 

a different lens. He writes: ‘…like all manifestos it engages in hyperbole, 

exaggeration and polemic to make its point’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 May). 

Edmond argues against an unethical reading: ‘I’m not sure if “unethical” is 

the word. Inconvenient, maybe’ (2013, pers. comm., 18 July). 

Another respondent qualifies by writing: ‘It depends. If he states, as he 

seems to, that not one word is his own, that all words are quoted or 

remembered from other sources, then one reads with that very interesting 

mind-set’ (Confidential C, 2013, pers. comm., 13 May). 

But Ricketson tags it unethical because it is ‘dishonest’ (2013, pers. 

comm., 11 July); McKnight refers us to his previous response, claiming it 

is ‘as a form of theft dressed up in fancy terms’ (2013, pers. comm., 13 

May); and Dale writes unequivocally, and with analogy: 

 

Certainly it’s unethical because copyright of creative work involves 

intellectual property. It is not Shields’ property to take. Would he mind if I 

appropriated his car, painted it a different colour then claimed it was mine? 

(2013, pers. comm., 25 July) 

Three other respondents deem it unethical, one also querying the 

necessity of the practice; two of them evoking copyright: ‘Apart from 

being unethical it’s also a nightmare in terms of copyright’ (Confidential 

D, 2013, pers. comm., 18 July) and; ‘It’s not a new text; it’s a 

commonplace book—a form that long predates the Berne Convention’ 

(Confidential A, 2013, pers. comm., 12 May). 

 

Do you believe Shields’ claims that the traditional forms of the 

novel are dead, and his practice of collage is the answer?  

This particular catch-cry of Shields’ fell on mostly tired ears with the 

respondents, perhaps with the exclusion again of Stephen Muecke and 

Martin Edmond. Muecke expunges the plagiarism and copyright 
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arguments by re-rendering them seemingly in defence of Shields’ practice 

when he writes: 

 
Experiment and tradition have always co-existed, and always will … This 

is Shields’ skill as a composer; he has an ear for the good quotation, steals 

it and makes it resonate with the others he chooses. So his copyright is in 

the overall composition, as it were, not in the phrases. (2013, pers. comm., 

12 May) 

Edmond recognises the statement as more ‘provocative’ than profound 

(2013, pers. comm., 18 July). McKnight also regards the statement as 

merely provocative: ‘Like a lot of such claims it functions as a form of 

“look at me” attention seeking’ (2013, pers. comm., 13 May). One 

respondent writes: ‘Manifestoes for the past hundred-and-twenty years 

have been announcing the death of whatever they propose to supersede’ 

(Confidential C, 2013, pers. comm., 13 May). While another subverts the 

question, finding the humour: ‘Collage has been around for ever and so I 

hope he isn’t claiming to be doing something original? Ironic in the 

context …’ (Confidential D, 2013, pers. comm., 18 July). 

Ricketson and Indyk both point out that his statement is not original. 

Ricketson writes: ‘The statement that the traditional novel is dead is 

neither new nor insightful nor particularly helpful’ (2013, pers. comm., 18 

July). While Indyk focuses on the collage aspect: ‘The traditional forms of 

the novel embraced collage from the beginning, as his references to 

Tristram Shandy indicate’ (2013, pers. comm., 12 May). As does Dale: 

‘The novel constantly needs to be renewed. William Burroughs used 

collage, but it was his own writing that he chopped up, not the writing of 

others’ (2013, pers. comm., 25 July). 

Two respondents clearly take a marketplace view of the undying 

popularity of the novel. One of them substantiates by differentiating 

between ‘collecting’ and ‘creating’ texts: 
 

I think Shields is just justifying his preferred practice but inserting a false 

dichotomy into his story of his practice—there is nothing inherently wrong 

with commonplace books, as long as authors are attributed and it is 

understood as a collector’s rather than a creator’s practice (Confidential A, 

2013, pers. comm., 12 May). 

Conclusion 

In considering whether Shields’ model of ‘making’ a text like Reality 

Hunger: A Manifesto would neatly align with current academic protocols 

for a creative thesis within Australian tertiary settings we draw on one of 
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Darren Toft’s observations in Enunciation Squared: Writing, Originality 

and the Fabulation of Wisdom:  
 

Within universities plagiarism is without question public enemy number 

one. Plagiarism is defined and applied in the academy as the 

unacknowledged use of someone else’s ideas and/or words as if they are 

your own (unlike their customers, our learned line managers aren’t hip to 

allusion, pastiche, collage, sampling and the cut-up-fold-in method). In the 

long and venerable tradition of belles-lettres there is an unspoken ethics 

and integrity associated with original research. (2009: 156)  

Here Tofts articulates the ongoing tension between the experimental 

use of appropriation, the academic veneration of authors who conflate and 

push textual boundaries, with the expectation that a Creative Writing 

project needs to conform to academic protocols if it is to be located and 

legitimized in the context of a Higher Research Degree. This kind of 

tension is acutely apparent when Shields’ comments that: ‘A major focus 

of Reality Hunger is appropriation and plagiarism and what these terms 

mean. I can hardly treat the topic deeply without engaging in it’ (2010: 

209). 

The responses from academics to the questions posed in this paper in 

part highlight the complex task of coming with an openness to explore, 

supervise and examine new forms of writing while seeking to maintain 

high standards around the way in which sources within that writing are 

ethically acknowledged and treated. Perhaps, as Dawson notes: ‘The 

intellectual work gone into defining creative writing as research, into 

proving its academic merit, has been one of the driving forces of 

disciplinary research in Australia’ (2008). Academics may retain a natural 

caution in fully embracing Shields’ mantra for making: ‘Who owns 

words? Who owns music and the rest of the culture? We do—all of us—

though not all of us know it yet. Reality cannot be copyrighted’ (Shields 

2010: 209). As Jerri Kroll and Jen Webb note: ‘The completion of a higher 

degree is … the point of initiation to the scholarly community’ (2012: 

167), and if, as Harper suggests, that the Creative Writing Doctorate 

‘place[s] creative writing in a position to stand beside other subjects in the 

contemporary university and converse on equal footing’ (2012: 246-7) 

then academics working in the field of creative writing may be reluctant to 

surrender the established grounds and conventions that are currently used 

as a measure in establishing textual credibility. 

In a context where practitioners working and teaching in the area of 

Creative Writing are seeking to build on and further establish consistent 

practices, processes and academic policies that ensure the fields’ academic 
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integrity and standing, there is an understandable reluctance in most of 

those surveyed to dispense with the notion that intellectual property and 

the way we assemble and account for words matters deeply. And though 

not readily foregrounded in David Shields’ expositions about writing 

practitioners’ remedial need to keep pace with the other arts, a rich irony 

ultimately subverts his proposed way of making when a copyright symbol 

rigidly (and faithfully) appears next to his name inside the cover of Reality 

Hunger: A Manifesto. 

Enough said?  

Endnotes 

1. Keynote address’, Bedell NonfictioNow Conference, Melbourne: RMIT 

University, November 22, 2012 

2. Please note that not all questions were answered by all academics; and 

academics were given the option to have their names cited or maintain anonymity 
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10 

Situating the creative response 

Shane Strange 

 

This chapter evolves from discussions with two colleagues regarding 

the use and evaluation of the creative response as a method of assessment.
1
 

Each of us has employed creative response as a way of assessing 

knowledge outcomes that would traditionally be assessed by an essay or 

exam. We ask students to submit creative products of their own invention 

in response to (usually) self-directed trajectories of enquiry arising from 

content taught throughout the semester. One colleague had only recently 

undertaken this form of assessment in her unit on Australian film culture. 

Her pressing question, and one that we’d met up to address, was ‘How do 

we assess a creative product that isn’t in our field? How do I [for example, 

as a film scholar] judge a drawing or a painting?’ This is a question that 

often arises in relation to this kind of assessment. When, as a writer and 

teacher of writing, I am presented with a painting, or film, or piece of 

music, what am I to make of the creative response in relation to the 

knowledge claims that it makes for itself as a piece of assessment, an 

academic response. 

But the difficulty of judgment, it seems to me, is only one of the 

questions (albeit an important one) arising from the creative response. One 

might expand the field of enquiry to ask what the pedagogical 

underpinnings of such an approach are. While the use of the creative 

response as an assessment technique in creative arts disciplines may seem 

uncontroversial, recent reports on pedagogy and creativity have 

highlighted the difficulties of assessing ‘creativity’ in a university setting 

(Australian Learning and Teaching Council & Australia. Dept. of 

Education 2010; Burr et al. 2012; Williams & Askland 2012; Ewing & 

Australian Council for Education Research 2010). 

While a central tenet of creative or practice-led research is to attend to 

the knowledge outcomes of practice (Barrett & Bolt 2007; Carter 2004), in 

undergraduate creative writing units the short story, the poem, the memoir, 

the screenplay, are often assessed as exemplars of the application of 

creative skills and techniques rather than artefacts of knowledge. 

However, what happens when the creative response is used as assessment 
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in units other than those seen as training the practitioner? Or, what issues 

arise when the epistemological outcomes claimed for creative or practice-

led research are taken at face value? 

This paper seeks to explore the creative response as a site of 

uncertainty about the role of creativity in the academy. At stake here are 

not only issues of judgment but also issues of pedagogy that bring into 

relief the role that creativity is supposed to play in contemporary academic 

arrangements. In exploring these ideas, I enlisted the help of both 

colleagues mentioned above through a short written response to a series of 

key questions in regard to the use and understanding of the creative 

response. I make no claims for the results of this discussion as qualitative 

data, but include them here as both an illustrative framework and as points 

of departure. 

Questions of judgment 

What do we mean by ‘creative’ response
2
? 

The student is allowed and encouraged to think academically, in a 

creative medium of their choosing. 

 

A creative artefact produced from the student’s creative practice 

accompanied by a research/artist’s statement … evidence of creative 

thinking—a preparedness to know the rules of the game and bend them. 

 

For the last four years I have taught a unit on urban representation that 

incorporates as a major element of its assessment a creative response. By 

this I mean I ask students to respond to assessment questions (often self-

formulated) using creative practices with which they are familiar, rather 

than engaging in traditional academic forms of assessment. I do not limit 

them in the form of those practices, but I suggest that, as my students are 

often enrolled in units that are involved in what might be called creative 

disciplines, that they see the assessment as an opportunity to practice their 

discipline with a directed knowledge focus. I do not preclude people who 

make claims about not being ‘creative’ (though I deal with this claim a lot 

at the beginning of any semester) by giving an option to do a straight 

academic essay. This form was largely replicated by my two colleagues in 

their respective units, with some variation. But, by and large, we agreed on 

what we defined as a creative response. 

 

Why do we use creative response in non-practice-based units? 

Because it allows students to think outside of the normal ways of doing 

things. 
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Requiring ‘creative’ responses … embeds and reinforces the value of a 

creative degree by foregrounding creativity. 

 

Contrasted with the creative response here is the lingua franca that is 

traditional academic discourse. In arts and humanities courses this 

generally takes the form of the critical essay and, in postgraduate forms, 

the exegetical thesis. And this is one way of resolving the problem of the 

creative response—having it buttressed by a research statement or 

explanatory essay that vouches for its validity as research. This fits in well 

with the ambivalence of the institutional translation of creativity into the 

academy: where creativity is seen as, in one sense, a desirable quality with 

multiple applications for the new economy, and in another, a lesser form 

of thought lacking academic rigour—’merely’ subjective.  

The question of form, however, is a key site of struggle within current 

academic arrangements. Pushes to situate creativity within the academy 

range from the creative industries approach, with its discourse of 

innovation and research directly for the economy, where creativity is seen 

as having benefits for societal wealth accumulation with the idea that it 

helps ‘drive, facilitate and engender the origination and adoption of new 

ideas (the innovation process) into the sociocultural and economic system’ 

(Potts 2011: 2); to psychological arguments about creativity engaging 

‘multiple intelligences’ and ‘interdisciplinary learning styles’ (Parker 

2005; Praitis 2006); to, most pointedly, questions of and justifications for 

the validity of the creative product and creative practice as an exemplar of 

knowledge (Biggs & Büchler 2007; Carter 2004; McIntyre 2006; Webb et 

al. 2011).  

In this context, my use of the creative response might be seen as 

tapping into some form of experiential knowledge, or as in some way 

promoting the innovative possibilities of ‘new’ approaches to 

epistemology, aligning it with creative practice. I am guilty, I would think, 

of both of these things.  

 

What difficulties do we face in this [judging the creative response]? 

That we’re not qualified, that we are being way too subjective … too 

vague. 

 

While we can claim to apply similar values to creative work as for 

traditional academic assessments, it would be naïve to ignore the ever-

present tensions between aesthetic judgment/subjectivity and objectivity. I 
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think that even with standards and guidelines in place an element of 

subjectivity creeps in to all academic assessment. 

The claims here that we are being too subjective, while subjectivity is 

an underlying or unspoken construction within the objective discourses of 

the traditional academic response, are telling. But, let us return to the 

problem at hand, which is one of judgment or evaluation, namely: 

How do we assess a creative product that isn’t in our field?  

On one level, this question poses an epistemological as well as an 

aesthetic difficulty. What form of knowledge is it that we are asked to 

assess? How do we judge that which we do not know? How can we tell 

what is ‘good’? Does a creative product meet aesthetic criteria? Does it 

have artistic merit? Here we are talking about a critical knowledge—the 

capacity to form judgment based upon an underlying familiarity with a 

creative field. Inherent in these questions is the distinction between the 

knowledge claims of the creative response and the idea of ‘the creative’ as 

a heterogeneous activity of subjective experience. In this context, the 

creative response might be seen as tapping into some form of experiential 

or subjective knowledge that acts as a critique of academic discourse: a 

subjective model of creativity remnant of the Romantic mythos of 

inspiration and instinct: the beyond-rational processes of imagination 

enacted by or within the gifted individual or genius. Even though, in an 

academic setting, and with the underlying purpose of ‘practicing’ a skill 

set, the idea is that creativity can be learnt, crafted, worked upon, or honed 

and developed from a latent potential. This is based upon the rationalist 

model of creativity: emphasising reason, training and education as 

fundamental to creative ownership (Williams et al. 2010: 4).  

On another level, this question refers to a set of implicit understandings 

about skills and techniques in relation to a creative field. The lack of 

experience of, or encounters with, particular skill sets required to produce 

creative work produces uncertainty about how to assess that work. In 

undergraduate creative writing units, for example, there is little 

questioning of creative responses. In fact they are often portrayed as the 

explicit outcome of the pedagogical process. The promise is that if you 

enrol in my writing unit, I will expose you to the skills required to produce 

a piece of writing, and you will display your understanding by producing a 

story, poem, piece of life writing etc., etc.
3
 Presented with an unfamiliar 

form, an uncertainty arises about the validity of the knowledge response 

when there is an equal uncertainty about how that form arises. 

This flows on to judgment, where an anxiety about responding on a 

merely ‘subjective’ level to a work, exposes a reliance on ‘professional’ 

judgment. This is a question of professional competence, of training and of 
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the labour of education and educational requirements. Creative products 

are only creative if they can be judged as such by the ‘appropriate 

observers’, and creativity is ‘the process by which something so judged is 

produced’ (Amabile 1996: 33). In the case of the creative response, are we 

judging the creative work as practitioners and if so what purpose can the 

creative response have when we are unfamiliar with a particular form? 

Perhaps we can return to evaluating the knowledge content as academics. 

But this is in some ways disingenuous, as implicit in the creative response 

is judgment based on either an expression of skills or on aesthetic qualities 

which leads to an ancillary problem—what happens when the work is 

good, beautiful, well-executed, but the knowledge content is missing, off 

the mark, poor? Or vice versa? The question becomes not only how we 

judge, but what we judge. 

Judgment as quality 

What are our expectations [in setting a creative response]? 

Requiring ‘creative’ responses in non-practice-based units embeds and 

reinforces the value of a creative degree by foregrounding creativity. It 

also reinforces the line between creative practice and scholarship. 

 

It gets them to see and think beyond words. 

 

The response to questions of judgment of creative work has been to try 

and come to some practical consensus on the role of the arts within the 

academy. Recent studies such as the Creative and Performing Arts in the 

Learning and Teaching Standards Project (LATSP) (Australian Learning 

and Teaching Council & Australia. Dept. of Education 2010), and 

Examining Doctorates in the Creative Arts (Burr et al. 2012), into 

undergraduate and postgraduate creative arts education respectively, seek 

to find consensus on standards and quality measures. While the more 

directed Assessing Creativity: Strategies and Tools to Support Teaching 

and Learning in Architecture and Design (Williams & Askland 2012) 

offers a broader view of the issue of creativity within the academy as a 

basis for models of assessment in creative fields (though focused on 

disciplines of design and architecture). Ultimately though it seeks to 

outline the ‘quality principles’ of ‘accountability, validity, equity, 

reliability, sustainability and repeatability’ (Williams & Askland 2012: 

23). 

What each of these reports seeks to address is a ‘lack of consistency’ 

about assessment in arts education, set against a framework of recognising 



Shane Strange    138 

 

 
 

the heterogeneous approaches to and expressions of ‘creativity’ in an 

educational setting: 

It would be a very boring world if we had standard creative doctorates, but 

there are no problems with developing a set of examination guidelines that 

are fairly consistent, and that retain the diversity of the current doctoral 

programs (Burr et al. 2012: 9) 

For the LATSP, the explicit goal is formulation of quality, ‘threshold 

learning outcome statements’ for the Tertiary Education Quality and 

Standards Agency (TEQSA) in line with the Australian Qualifications 

Framework (AQF). Examining Doctorates and Assessing Creativity take a 

consensual or survey-led approach to developing an agreement around key 

standards that enhance disciplinary validity and integrity in relation to 

assessment of creative outcomes. Of key concern is that quality standards 

be seen in the context of training the professional. The LATSP reports on 

the statistical increase in both enrolments in creative arts disciplines in the 

tertiary sector, and the translation of those qualifications into employment 

within the sector, reporting that: ‘Not only do these graduates become 

front-line professionals in the arts but many other graduates lead 

successful and fulfilling professional lives combining their own creative 

practice with other forms of work’ (2010: 11). Assessing Creativity frames 

assessment as including ‘accreditation and certification, selection, assuring 

quality, maintaining standards, description and motivation’ while ‘setting 

apart appropriate standards and criteria and making judgement about 

quality’(Williams & Askland 2012: 16) 

The rationale for these publications is one of producing clarity, and 

may be seen as an attempt to formalise disciplinary maturity, however my 

view is that they express the uneasy fit between what are seen as skills- or 

practice-based fields of arts and design and the knowledge- and research- 

centric regimes of the academy . Assessing Creativity identifies this unease 

as both the definitional problem of ‘creativity’ (a tension between 

subjective and objective definitions) which translates into a ‘lack of clearly 

stated requirements … with regards to the increased demands of 

objectivity and transparency placed upon modern universities’ (2012: 15). 

That is, against the larger background of marketization of the tertiary 

sector; the policy of ‘massification’ of tertiary education with the aim of 

improving productivity; the implementation of research reporting metrics 

linked to funding (e.g. ERA); and the integration of art and design schools 

into research frameworks (Pinxten 2012; Brunskell-Evans 2011; 

McNamara 2012) 
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While judging quality may be compatible with judgment as critical 

knowledge, there is little mention in these studies that quality might, for 

example, equate with aesthetic quality. The drive to define judgment 

within a bureaucratic quality standards framework propelled by 

government policy framed as a vision for the production of labour for the 

cultural industries highlights the instrumental perceptions of the 

assessment of creative work. 

What is the purpose of the assessment? Perhaps a better question might 

be to ask not so much how we evaluate, but rather why we evaluate. It 

seems to me that these expressions of judgment as quality are aimed at 

establishing normative measures of value as a reaction to the problems of 

the translation of creative practices to the academy. How do we judge a 

creative response? My discussion with colleagues indicates the tension 

between professional and subjective views on judgment that are linked 

with conceptions of aesthetics, skill bases and knowledges, mixed with, 

and in tension with, the requirements of the academy for measurement and 

evaluation. That is, the question of judgment on aesthetic or 

epistemological grounds is too amorphous, too ‘subjective’, too riven with 

contradictions and difficulties—it doesn’t provide a standard measure of 

quality. The question isn’t really ‘how do we judge’ regardless of context, 

but rather, ‘how do we measure’?  

Pedagogical approaches 

How, in your experience, do students respond to the idea that they 

are ‘free’ to do as they like? 

It varies: some students embrace the idea immediately, some are a 

little slow to warm to the idea and there are other who are totally 

intimidated to the point where they can’t think clearly. 

 

They’re mostly terrified by it, as I think, it means they don’t know what 

they’ll be marked on. 

 

This ‘fear of freedom’ parallels the uncertainties about what creativity 

might mean in the academy. In my experience, some students complain 

that they ‘aren’t creative’, some get annoyed by what they perceive as a 

lack of rigour, while some are delighted as this seems to them an ‘easy 

option’ or, more rarely, is attuned to their particular skill set or way of 

seeing the world.  

Regardless of the reaction, I take this as a sign that this approach to 

assessment asks something different of students. It doesn’t conform to the 

traditional academic models of exams or essays. The ‘fear’ students might 
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feel, I tell them, is the fear that they have some input into their academic 

labour; that they may have to tap into some kind of experience, perhaps 

some kind of vulnerability that the academy tries to stymy in its 

objectification of form and of people. I try and perform a mode of 

education as subversion of academic norms and, more broadly, of societal 

norms. In a sense, I frame the creative response as both innovative and 

penetrating of personal experience. I portray it as empowering and 

transformative. In many cases, it has been all of these things to my 

students. 

But in doing so, I am wary that I am enacting an oppositional or 

critical pedagogy. That is a pedagogy that sees the educational setting as 

inherently political, riven with social power, and as a site for radical 

transformative engagements aimed at subverting hegemonic power and 

instituting social justice and equality via both content and pedagogical 

form (Gore 1993: 7; Kincheloe 2004). This might be against either the 

‘empty vessel’ view of students as being waiting to be filled with 

knowledge; or the view of the institution as a disciplining and oppressive 

site for generating competence (Lenoir 1998: 2)  

Critical pedagogy does, however, bank heavily on the transformative 

possibilities of education, and on the reformist potential of the educational 

system, while acknowledging that system as flawed in its replication of 

injustice and inequality. It is also utopian in its conceptions of outcomes, 

that is, it idealises a transformative theoretical outcome to which students 

will ‘evolve’. Here power is seen as a property, something that oppresses, 

and the teacher is an ‘agent’ of empowerment, leading to a desired end 

(Gore 1993: 121). Jennifer M. Gore critiques it for: ‘its level of 

abstraction, its global rather than local object, (in some cases) its strong 

theorist-practitioner dichotomy, and its lack of consideration of the 

ethical’ (1993: 140). 

While my framing of the creative response may appear both innovative 

and subversive: an attempt to re-engage the possibility of criticality 

through experiential knowledge, it may be seen as neither. That is the 

creative response might be seen as a part of the Enlightenment tradition of 

‘uncovering truth’ and ‘seeking the new’. For Gore this is a difficulty with 

critical or radical pedagogies: 

With the will to truth, the general competitiveness of the [educational] 

environment, the emphasis on originality and innovation, we tend to be 

much more interested in pursuing the indescribable, revealing the hidden, 

saying the unsaid (1993: 130). 

This critique evolves from Foucauldian governmentality studies, the: 
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Calculations, programs, strategies, reflections and tactics by which the 

state attempts to ‘conduct the conduct’ of individuals and groups of 

individuals in order to achieve social order (Brunskell-Evans 2011: 280). 

While critical or radical pedagogy aims at accessing some kind of 

‘truth’, the governmental approach traces the ‘production of the human 

being [as] an autonomous subject by the power/knowledge relations of 

government’ (Brunskell-Evans 2011: 280). This critique works in relation 

to the creative response on two levels.  

The first of these is to trace the role of personal response pedagogy 

through nineteenth and twentieth century educational practices. Here, 

rather than seeing the creative response as innovative, we might see it as 

part of a long history of: 

..techniques for distributing individuals in supervisable spaces like the 

playground and the classroom; for passing all their activities through a grid 

of normalising observation; for making them [students] responsible for 

their own conduct, sentiments and use of time; and, above all, techniques 

which embody new ‘social’ norms in the purpose-built relation to the 

teacher in whose ‘moral observations’ each individual find his own 

conscience (Ian Hunter in Gore 1993: 268) 

‘Freedom’, in other words, as a technique for training self-discipline. 

Annette Patterson takes up this theme specifically in relation to 

personal response pedagogy and the English literature classroom, where 

the central purpose of discovering ‘what the student thinks’ about a 

particular literary work is to ‘develop a more mature sense of his or her 

inner-self, a more certain connection between thought and 

feeling’(Patterson 1993: 61). Here the personal response is a unique 

expression of some counter-rational individual essence a ‘perfect 

conjunction of thought and feeling’ and ‘an attempt to weld the historical 

split between thought and feeling’ (1993: 61). 

It is in this field that the terms of the vision have come to be articulated in 

a way which suggests that the strategies and techniques imbricated in the 

practices of the response offer the best means of achieving the long sought 

possibility of cultural completion (1993: 62). 

‘Cultural completion’ here is the supervised welding of thought and 

feeling unavailable in more rationalist disciplines that concentrate instead 

on facts or skills. 

The second critique arising from governmentality is that, while the 

creative response may appear an innovative technique in a raft of 

innovation currently infiltrating an academy under the pressures of the 
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new managerialism; including the agenda of massification; measurement 

through metrics of research and teaching; and increased compliance 

regimes via accountability to government (Brunskell-Evans 2011: 283-

286), its aim is to adjust the educational environment for the current needs 

of the knowledge economy and the ‘creative class’. In this sense, we might 

see the policy studies above, and the creative research agenda as a whole, 

as in the vanguard of a movement to adjust students and academics to the 

new economic imperatives of flexibility and creativity, while downplaying 

the role of critical thought in the classroom (Brunskell-Evans 2011: 283). 

In both of these senses we might see the creative response as a technique 

for instilling normative values regarding creativity in the contemporary 

academic and economic moment. 

This broad understanding of the disciplinary function of response 

pedagogy (and of pedagogical practice in general) is illuminating. The 

particular focus on the techniques of neoliberal discipline on academic 

practices and how they integrate with its economic imperatives is 

significant. In many ways the governmental approach adds great nuance to 

the specific techniques of discipline, genealogies of power, and ‘regimes 

of truth’ involved in academic work. However, while it is a mistake to see 

governmentality as a singular, undifferentiated body of critical knowledge, 

I think there are significant critiques to be made of its basic presumptions 

that, at best, reduces its critical potential and, at worst, implicates it in the 

reproduction of the power that it critiques. 

For governmental pedagogy the critique and exposure of the 

overwhelming power relations inherent in the academy resolves into an 

admitted sense of ‘pessimism and immobilisation’ (Gore 1993: 134). The 

technologies of self, and regimes of truth and power do not evaporate 

under the gaze of critique, but an awareness of them can lead to an ethical 

confrontation with ‘the technologies through which we make ourselves 

into subjects, through which we participate in subjectification’ (Gore 

1993: 155). The solution to this is to think into specific ‘micro-situations’, 

employing a constant ‘pedagogy of discomfort’ that decentres subjectivity 

and ideas of emancipation from power (e.g. critical pedagogy) by focusing 

on the regulatory and disciplinary practices through which education acts 

as a site of social control (Brunskell-Evans 2011: 287). This constant, 

critical reflection (reflexivity), employed as a technique of self, opens 

small ‘spaces of freedom’ rather than large, emancipatory (and illusory) 

programs for social change. 

This individualist conception of self-reflection as a mode of critique, as 

it appears in pedagogical literature inspired by governmentality, is limited. 

It is as Robert Resch calls it a ‘voluntarist irrationalism’ (Resch 1992: 



143     Situating the Creative Response 

 

5)—a mode of exquisite reflective work, done as some form of self-

adjustment under the guise of critical knowledge. Its mechanism, in 

historicising the institutional arrangements and forms of power, seeks an 

ahistorical objectivity, seemingly omnipresent and always reducible to the 

formula that ‘such and such’ an interaction is, in practice, a refined 

technology of the self, perpetuated by power relations (Brannigan 2001: 

177). Political dissension, like that practiced by critical pedagogy, 

becomes one more power-saturated construction—a product of power’s 

own subjectivising strategies. Rather than exposing how power relations 

discipline groups, the effect of governmental pedagogy is to see and 

structure groups as ‘disciplined’, subject to the inescapable systems of 

power and governmentality (Kerr 1999: 175). These are, in effect, systems 

that ‘subordinate subjectivity, contradiction and struggle to a system of 

positive, productive power in a process of perfecting itself’ (Kerr 1999: 

175), silencing ‘dissent and subversion, and eradicat[ing] difference, by 

looking only for power’ (Brannigan 2001: 177). 

What this vision of power provides is a conceptualisation of its own 

reproduction, perfectibility, durability and inexorability, without an 

attempt to understand or explain its constitution. In effect it doesn’t 

critique the processes of governmentality, but instead reproduces (albeit 

ideally) its constantly perfectible rule (Kerr 1999: 197). That is, rather than 

being a mode of transcendence of these power relations, governmentality, 

as described in this pedagogical tradition, provides merely a theory of its 

reproduction.
4
 

The academy and the subject 

Governmental pedagogy isn’t alone however in recognising the 

disciplinary functions of educational apparatus, or the hierarchical power 

relations of schools. Writers like Caffentzis (1975) and Pinxten (2012) 

have traced the changes in the academy in the post-war period as 

institutions bidden with the task of enacting a disciplinary structure of 

state and, ever-increasingly, market driven requirements for labour-power; 

Harvie (2000, 2004) and Cleaver (2002) have looked at the quality of 

academic labour as it changes under the pressures of neo-liberal reform. 

Cleaver particularly cites the role that discipline plays in the ‘academic 

factory’ as discipline and reproduction of labour power (2002: 9). The 

impositions of grading systems and various modes of evaluation aimed at 

reducing complex and differentiated knowledges to some form of 

commensurable value system that facilitates student entry into the labour 

market, enacts a form of hierarchical power relation that pits individual 

against individual, creating antagonism, resentment and fear (2002: 8). 
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This extends to the multiform impositions of value on academic staff: 

from the base wage relation to the imposition of quality controls; key 

performance indicators to student numbers; policy procedures to research 

accountability metrics.  

These processes must be seen against a background of their worth for 

the reproduction of capital, and it is here that the possibilities of the 

creative response, not as a reproduction of power, or indeed an 

emancipation from it, but as a space for imperfectly inciting the 

possibilities that creative practice offers for a re-centred subjectivity seen 

as both critical and creative. That is, subjectivity that isn’t seen as simply a 

complex emanation of power relations, but as a recognition of the 

constitutive power of human practice in the apparently autonomous forms 

objectified by capitalist relations.  

This re-centring of subjectivity emphasises creative human practice as 

a premise of capitalist society in the mode of being denied. This is the 

foundation of what I mean by criticality—a reemphasis on practice as a 

movement against the negative forms of human practice objectified by 

capital and reproduced in the various disciplinary regimes of the 

academy.
5 

Creativity here is the creativity of human practice, of purposeful 

activity, not a reified creativity hived off as an object of study, or 

formulated as pre-existing quality for an innovation economy. Criticism is 

the analysis of, resistance to, and search for the constitutive social 

relations, the human content of the seemingly self-determining 

autonomous forms that constrain and drive our activity. If capital, in other 

words, demands an objectivised subjectivity, then criticism, as creative 

practice, as a movement against negation of purposeful activity, must try 

to understand the social constitution of the seemingly autonomous 

structures that seek to discipline us. 

 

Conclusion 

Is this method of assessment valid in your opinion? 

Very much so. With so many students coming to university with a mix 

and range of experience…those who beat to a different drum [are] much 

more likely to be engaged in a unit if they know that their ability to take a 

photo or paint is going to be assessed, along with their critical thinking. 

 

Is it more, less or of similar value to a standard academic 

assessment model? 
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At least of similar value. More if you consider that it validates and 

endorses creative practice in the academy. We just have to become more 

practiced, competent and comfortable with it. 

 

So, what results did our small group arrive at? We came to an 

accommodation with the creative response by thinking about giving better 

examples, more defined marking rubrics and stronger forms of knowledge 

content, i.e. a greater emphasis on displaying research through an 

explanatory statement of some kind. This is, of course, necessary for our 

work in assigning value to the piece work of our students. Professionalism, 

objectivity, accountability, quality, measurable standards aren’t 

necessarily ‘bad’ things, but the fact that they are increasingly at play in 

the role that creative practice plays in the academy is telling. There is no 

escape from these disciplinary measures for my colleagues and me. We are 

involved in this system to the extent that mostly these larger perceptions 

often do not impinge on the micro-situations of trying to figure out how to 

mark a creative product as a knowledge response. But the very fact of our 

attempts implicate these larger questions nonetheless. 

In this context, the creative response as a knowledge response may 

seem a very small and imperfect attempt at achieving something much 

larger, something doomed to failure. Creative practice, in its academic 

translation, with all the struggles around measurement, rigour, quality, 

judgment and knowledge are, for me, indicative of a moment where 

heterogeneous activity meets the disciplining measurement of the value-

form in the academic setting. No doubt, the path to disciplinary maturity 

will be strewn with such struggles, until perhaps the creative response is 

itself as uncontroversial and traditional a knowledge response as its 

objective academic variants. Perhaps this is as it should be for a capital 

decoupling itself from traditional forms of wage-labour and emphasising 

flexibility, precarity and creativity as desirable qualities of labour. But 

perhaps we might value the difficulties that these struggles present to us 

now as foregrounding the role of human practice in seemingly 

autonomous institutions, and this in turn may lead somewhere completely 

different. 

Endnotes 

1. I thank Dr Sandra Burr and Ms Susan Thwaites from the University of 

Canberra for their generous discussion on this issue and their input into this paper 

These are abridged responses drawn from a small questionnaire pertaining to 

our larger discussion on the role of the creative response 
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2. I acknowledge the problematic nature of this statement. Scott Brook (2010), 

for example, questions whether the reified notions of craft are pertinent to the 

training of the person that creative writing pedagogy might provide, or indeed does 

provide. In other words, are we training the crafting practitioner, or a participant in 

the cultural field? Or, does the focus on forming the product of writing come at the 

expense of the opportunity to ‘train the person’ in the realities of being a cultural 

worker. My aim here, however, is to foreground the perceptions of creative 

response pedagogy and to question the agenda from which these perceptions arise. 

4. I note here Foucault’s own insistence on the idea of the strictly demarcated 

specific intellectual and his seeming resistance to systemisation and universalising 

hypotheses (see Brook 2010: 53-60)  

5. This arises from Marx’s critique of the commodity form. For Marx, the 

commodity form objectifies individual, particular labour within market relations, 

where the human content of labour is objectified in the seemingly autonomous 

form of money and exchange (Marx 1990). The objective character of money 

appears to equalise and universalise particular and heterogeneous social relations 

of labour. Understanding that capital is a form of social constitution that requires 

as premise and outcome the denial of purposeful activity in the form of alienated 

labour is to understand the antagonistic mode of existence of human content in 

capitalist society 
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Elder-flowering:  

Creative resistance and the theatre of 

endurance – or vice versa – an 

introduction to a research project-in-

progress 

Peta Murray 

 

Sometimes it’s necessary to go a long distance out of the way in order to 

come back a short distance correctly. 
       Jerry, in The Zoo Story, by Edward Albee (Albee 1962) 

Preamble 

At the mandatory Confirmation of Candidature forum that was the first 

milestone on my Higher Degree by Research journey, and shortly after the 

writing and submission of this, my first formal academic essay, I made a 

slip of the tongue. Introducing myself to the panel and audience, I 

transposed the words ‘endurance’ and ‘resistance’ in the sequence of my 

title, reversing their order and performing what I later realised was a 

‘speech act’. There, in an unplanned gesture of what I believe the French 

word bouleverser conjures best, I overturned my world order, queering the 

title of my research, re-naming and re-purposing my inquiry, and in the 

same breath delivering myself from a state of waiting and passivity in the 

dug-out of endurance, through a place of vigilance and pro-activism 

towards the vanguard of resistance. 

This essay speaks to a time before that moment. It introduces and 

proposes a framework for a practice-based creative writing PhD project 

through the eyes of a mid-career female playwright working at the 

crossroads of industry and the academy. It describes the process of 

identifying suitable terrain for research, and canvasses likely theoretical 

approaches to, and plans for, what may be cast as play/w/rites yet to be 

staged in quest of a poetics of sustained practice in advancing age. 
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Elder-flowering: Creative resistance and the theatre of 

endurance 

This essay sets out first thoughts on writing and research as twin acts 

of resistance, to ask how one might remain visible and legible in arts 

practice across one’s life course. I outline plans to employ queered and 

discordant methods, and to intertwine creative and exegetical ‘acts’, in 

search of a poetics of sustained practice in advancing age. From 

intersections of biology and industry, academy and art, I set forth to refract 

ideas and allegories of flowering and of fruition through multiple lenses, 

including those of the Creative Writing doctorate in Australia, and of my 

own work as a playwright in mid-career, at a time when my age, my 

gender and certain cultural shifts may be cast as obstacles to flourishing. 

As I enter a third decade of creative practice to whom may I turn for 

wisdom, counsel and courage in dark times? Who guides and mentors 

those of us, Australian women playwrights, who emerged as forces to be 

reckoned with in the final decades of the twentieth century (Chesterman 

and Baxter 1995), who were, over time, pronounced established (Arrow 

2002), and yet who now find ourselves extraneous if not quite extinct 

(AWOL 2011). At a time of creative life crises and dwindling opportunity 

in our field (Pledger 2013), where are our elders? To whom do we look for 

sagesse?  

British playwright, Caryl Churchill, now in her seventies and as 

prolific as ever, is a beacon of hope across hemispheres, miles and seas. 

America’s Edward Albee, Britain’s Sir David Hare, and here at home our 

David Williamson have all been elevated to the status of éminences grises. 

But where are the women? Dorothy Hewett is dead. Another long serving 

Australian playwright, Julia Britton, died in November 2012, at the age of 

98. Oriel Gray, joint winner, with Ray Lawler, of the Playwrights 

Advisory Board Award for Best Play of 1955, may have become one such 

grey-haired eminence had both she and said play endured. Sadly The 

Torrents is all but forgotten, overshadowed by The Summer of the 

Seventeenth Doll, and Oriel, too, is gone.  

Alison Lyssa and Jenny Kemp take sanctuary within the academy, 

while local playwright Patricia Cornelius hones her craft in the 

independent theatre scene. Highly awarded over decades of practice, she 

remains largely invisible on ‘the mainstage’. Yet Cornelius perseveres 

from the fringe, even as anecdotal evidence sees other mid-career artists 

abandoning their established playwriting careers for the screen (Katharine 

Thomson), for prose (Hannie Rayson) or for New Zealand (Alma de 

Groen). Could it be that these erstwhile playwrights are resigned or have 
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been consigned to the double-cloaking invisibility conferred by both their 

gender and advancing age? Is eldering in playwriting practice in no way 

possible for women like me?  

I come to this research less as late-onset academic, more as 

professional playwright on a detour. A carpenter’s daughter, I have always 

claimed playwright, rather than writer as my job descriptor, prizing the 

archaic wright for its roots in the old English wryhta, related to work. As 

maker and builder, I align myself with those who proclaim the labour of 

writing as a work of the hands, more craft than art (Sennett 2008). For the 

first twenty-five years of my writing life I had a sustained and sustainable 

career, working through the customary phases of a typical crafts-person’s 

life course that began by way of an accidental apprenticeship, and 

delivered me into the consolidation stage of the journeyman via a 

succession of commissions and professional productions. Three decades 

on, I should, by rights, were I wood-worker and not word-worker, be 

entering the third age of my craftsmanship, the phase of mastery. Instead, 

with many other women of my peer group, established playwrights in mid-

career, I find myself loitering at the gates or skulking in the margins.  

Apprentice is a gender-neutral word. Journeyman and master are not. 

Whether writing is my vocation, or merely my job, do I accept a truncated 

career path and an early retirement? Is ageing a factor in the exclusion of 

women like myself from longevity in our practice, and if so, how might 

we resist? Where is the language to speak of the experience of women-as-

artists across the life course, and into advancing age? Where is the 

research that illuminates the experience of eldering into elderhood for 

Australian women playwrights and our sister artists and artisans in other 

fields of practice? Where are the stories of ageing Australian women in the 

arts? It is here that this study sets down its roots. 

This project seeks to build upon earlier research that gave me scope to 

investigate, through practice, the singular experience of the female artist as 

late bloomer. Practice-based research allowed me to apply my tool kit to 

the business of making art as a means of inquiry. I sought fresh and useful 

knowledge, through artistic activity, and via the exertion, immersion and 

embodiment of what Ross Gibson terms the ‘oscillation between being 

inside and being outside’ (Gibson 2010: 5) experience. As a Masters 

candidate I engaged in the exploration of new voices, new forms, and 

sought out means to remain vital and creatively re-charged. To this end, 

hybridity became my watchword, and my gestures as a practitioner 

became to crossover, to bend and where necessary, to intrude and to inter-

rupt. I began to work intuitively and poly-vocally, in multiple and mutable 

forms, towards outcomes that no longer strove, as once they might have, 
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towards coherence. (The italics and hyphens are mine.) According to 

theatre academic and theorist Paul Castagno, this placed me within a ‘new 

poetics’ of the theatre among practitioners of a language-based ‘new 

playwriting’, and alongside those who work across multiple voices and 

sources so as to break with established conventions and lead audiences 

into terra incognita (Castagno 2012).  

This pleased me. I would much rather write into the unknown (even if, 

in so doing, I write myself out of the landscape of the theatre industry as I 

once knew it, or as it knew me). Terra incognita here I come. Similarly, as 

researcher, I would rather be lost than found. Therefore, in seeking to 

situate my practice within communities and contexts, I no longer find 

feminism to be the lone star to which I look for location and coordinates 

within fields of discourse. Indeed, were this to be the case, to which of 

many feminisms would I turn? Recent accounts would ask us to consider 

if we have yet arrived in postfeminism (Aston and Harris 2005) or are still 

riding out a third wave? And so it is that instead I claim here (as in my 

previous study) in the name of both ongoing vigilance, and a language of 

opposition with which to tackle the problems of research, the stance, as 

posited by Judith Halberstam, of ‘queer’ researcher as bricoleuse 

(Halberstam 1998). 

Halberstam’s appropriation, after Claude Lévi-Strauss, posits the 

bricoleuse—she who indulges in bricolage—as one who adopts a kind of 

‘hands on, do it yourself’ approach to the business of research. My 

purpose in claiming this method is to continue to resist and to evade 

categorisation, but more than this, to inhabit and to sustain a politicised 

positioning outside of orthodox methods and conventional disciplines. The 

mantle of bricoleuse licenses me to free range, to collect, to re-fuse and to 

queer. Sometimes scavenger, sometimes raider, I may act from a de-

centred or, in queered parlance, an ex-centric place so as to work with a 

notion of identity not as something formed and fixed, but rather, as ‘a 

process with multiple sites for becoming and being’ (Butler 1993: 21). 

Queer methods set out to ‘make strange’, but, even more important, I will 

propose, to keep strange. Queer methods celebrate uncertainties, run riot 

with questions, and are shot through with ‘messy and unstable 

subjectivities’ (Butler 1993: 3). Further, as Halberstam contends, a queer 

methodology may employ: 

 
different methods to collect and produce information on subjects who have 

been deliberately or accidentally excluded from traditional studies of 

human behaviour. The queer methodology attempts to combine methods 

that are often cast as being at odds with each other, and it refuses the 

academic compulsion towards disciplinary coherence (1998: 13). 
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Queer research, then, can be any form of research positioned within 

conceptual frameworks that underscores the instability of taken-for-

granite meanings and resultant dynamics of power. Inconclusive and 

defiantly ill-defined, these queered methods and methodologies offer the 

practice-based researcher the possibility of both artifact and research as 

acts of resistance. It would seem that in embracing both incoherence of 

practice and method the ‘new’ playwright and the ‘queer-elous’ researcher 

may be a fine fit.  

In this, then, I find myself grateful for Judith Butler’s rendition of 

queer as a category that is ever in the flux of ‘becoming’, always 

venturing to avoid homogenization, naturalization and authentication. 

Butler proposes instead that queer must ‘remain that which is, in the 

present, never fully owned but always and only redeployed, twisted, 

queered from a prior usage and in the direction of urgent and expanding 

political purposes.’ (Butler 1993: 228)  

In these many lights, the queering of research is both an act of 

resistance and an invitation to anti-oppressive and emancipatory acts 

(Brown and Strega 2005). For someone of my background and 

professional experience this opportunity for culture jamming and activism-

by-research, especially when viewed from the margins of mid-career and 

mid-life crisis, seems particularly inviting. Queer methods may revitalise, 

presenting alternative, critical, anti-oppressive means for a maturing artist 

working both within and outside the academy as well as for an outrider, 

whether by choice or default, at the boundaries of the industry. In 

substituting queering for queer I stand with those who resist calls for a 

‘uniformity of queer’ and work against impulses to look for commonality, 

where experience tells me there is very likely none. I intend that as a 

queerelous-practitioner-hyphen-researcher I may remain vital and move 

ex-centrically through inter-cross-trans-cultural spaces, as I continue to 

forge my own methodology out of varied and un/disciplinary models as 

they come to hand. 

So, situating myself in rapidly changing times, in a recently proclaimed 

postnormal world (Sardar 2010) I sought new trellises for my work. 

Taking the image forward, I am like a vine, working with stealth, sending 

the vital ‘green fuse’ of practice ahead into gaps and crevices, both inside 

and outside industry and the academy, and locating through these means, 

new know-ledges upon which to attach rootlets, and issue fresh shoots of 

possibility. Commencing further research this year I began to graft this 

new study upon that tender stem, so that the imagery and lexicon of 

inflorescence and the idea of the flowering vine—be it blooming, 

blossoming, into fruition and beyond ripeness, into senescence and even 
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into rot—are central to a new inquiry that asks and seeks to express how 

one may remain artistically alive and in a place of ‘becoming’ into 

advancing age? Within what kinds of climates and conditions might elder-

flowering occur? 

This study is timely. The world’s population, it is well known, is 

ageing. Demographers and statisticians report its population of elders is set 

to treble within the next fifty years. Already there are some 600 million 

old people on the planet, three times more than fifty years ago. The effect 

of this is felt in every sector of society, including industry and culture. One 

may look to the film industry for a recent rash of stories of old age, 

including works such as Michael Haneke’s unflinching Amour (2012) or 

the gently comedic The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel (2012) by John 

Madden for evidence of this expanding interest. Western theatre has its 

classics on the subject, in works like Samuel Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape 

and Shakespeare’s King Lear but local, current and contemporary works 

about advancing age are few and far between. The late Don Reid’s simple 

and heart-warming comedies, Codgers (2006) and its pigeon-paired piece 

Biddies (2012) offer predictable his-and-hers triumph-over-decay 

narratives, in contrast to Patricia Cornelius’ ferocious Do Not Go Gentle 

(2010) or to works such as playwright Alan Seymour’s collaborations with 

palliative care expert and ‘deathtalker’ Molly Carlile, Four Funerals In 

One Day (2009) and The Empty Chair (2012), on subjects like grief, 

widowhood, and dementia, these last presented as issue-focusing 

‘healthplays’ within burgeoning arts-and-health and gerontology 

frameworks. 

My inquiry is to begin with a survey of current thinking about the life 

course (Cole, Ray and Kastenbaum 2010) against which to examine and 

seek out definitions of ‘old age’ and of ‘elderhood’, for ageing and its 

meanings are ever changing. With this come possibilities of seeding 

queered alternatives to timeworn binary narratives of triumph versus decay 

(Gullette 2004; Woodward 2006). Celebrated feminist writers and 

philosophers broke first ground with key works on women and ageing by 

Simone de Beauvoir (de Beauvoir 1972), Betty Friedan (Friedan 1993) 

and Germaine Greer (Greer 1991) all providing signposts to ageing and 

ageism as the next frontier of the feminist cause, and recent studies scoped 

out new turf (Calasanti, Slevin and King 2006) and contemporary 

approaches to the new field of narrative and literary gerontology (Zeilig 

2011). Studies of the artist in old age are harder to find, yet do exist in 

creativity studies (Edel 1978) and literary studies (Wallace 2011), while 

elsewhere the feminist scholar Joanna Frueh has turned her attention to the 

erotics of ageing in her performance-based and critical work (Frueh 1994). 
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Current contributions by cultural commentators like sociologist and 

educator Dr Patricia Edgar (Edgar 2013) are a welcome addition to the 

landscape. Further renditions of ageing in arts practice are to be found in 

memoirs, biographies and autobiographies of artists themselves although 

here again, the female playwright is an elusive voice, particularly in 

Australia, with Dorothy Hewett’s Wildcard (Hewett 1990) a rare 

exception. 

If all of the above represents a turnut the grounds, my research, then, 

must be interdisciplinary and wide-ranging, traversing borders into fields 

of creativity studies and narratology, gerontology, botany and ecology, 

queer and gender studies and beyond into the landscape of arts-and-health. 

But it is also to be heuristic, focused on my own creative practice, using a 

writing and research process of contemplation and conceptualization, and 

via the symbiosis of practice and theory as praxis. I have spent these first 

months of my candidature with only the vaguest notion of how this may 

unfold, trusting only that practice-based research invites me to inhabit, to 

occupy and endure over a sustained period the same state of blind 

incipience, characterised by an uncomfortable mix of anxiety and reverie, I 

have experienced as a play-maker.  

This essay, then, is a predictive text, in which to posit that my praxis 

will be a queered but vigorous thing, having three parts, intertwined, vine-

like, each of which I view as an exegetical ‘act’ performed in the theatre of 

endurance. I cast these as play/w/rites of past, present and future, and see 

them as embodied in three roles, The Artist as Architect, The Artist as 

Activist and The Artist as Archivist. All are to be made using writing—

variously as prose memoir, reportage and performance text—and poetics 

or writing-about-writing as dual lenses of inquiry, and all are to do with 

narrative and time, with lived experience, and with imperatives towards 

the performance of acts of retrospectivity and prospectivity I find myself 

experiencing as an artist-in-mid-career and advancing age. The larger 

purpose of the research is to essay both a new approach to the idea of the 

memoir, as well as to contribute new ways of thinking about women’s arts 

practice across the life course. 

To bring these aims together I hope to extend the ‘genre’ of the 

creative writing exegesis by composing a spatial and temporal work 

housing all three ‘movements’. It is my intention that this work be both 

textual and performable, and more than this, that it remain a porous space, 

accommodating growth and extension-by-accretion through live art 

play/w/rites and real time engagement with other artists.  

As ‘Artist as Architect’ I will be engaging approximately twenty mid-

career and established female artists to participate as interviewees. They 
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will not be selected on the basis of age, but rather in terms of accepted 

parlance for stages of the arts career path. For the purposes of my study, 

midcareer artists are to be defined as those who have produced a body of 

work that has received local, regional or national recognition through 

publication or public presentation. An established artist is to be defined as 

one who is at a mature stage in her career, having created an extensive 

body of work, and by sustaining a nationally or internationally recognised 

contribution to her art form, practice or discipline. These women will be 

selected because they are known to me or because a peer has provided 

their contact details, or because of a response to an advertisement 

circulated electronically through arts industry networks.  

Participants will be asked to take part in an informal interview or series 

of interviews either face-to-face, via Skype, or in writing, concerning the 

ageing experience and their perceptions of their artistic practice as their 

work. Conversations will focus on the idea of mature female artists as 

elders-in-waiting, and try to illuminate obstacles to and opportunities for 

enduring creative practice specific to older women in the creative 

industries. Questions will begin with the idea of artmaking as work, will 

explore the notion of continuity of practice in the arts and look at 

interruptions, obstacles and opportunities individuals have encountered in 

the course of their work as artists and craftswomen over time. Further 

questions will concern creative processes and activities employed by 

women to extend their viability or increase their visibility as artists, and 

their sense of this as examined against the idea of the life course. Other 

questions will concern the artists’ communities, and their personal 

imaginings and predictions about how their practice and career may 

continue to unfold into the future.  

The outcome of this is to be an experimental performance text or play 

text in the form of a piece of cyborg writing, a collective futuristic 

vocational dis-memoir, of sorts. This gesture of polyvocal prospectivity is 

conceived as a queered and feminist act, informed by Adriana Cavarero’s 

thesis of ‘the narratable self’ as an act of restoration and of care, and in 

response to acts of erasure committed upon women by Western 

philosophy. Instead, through acts of narration, Cavarero proposes:  

 
a shared contextual, and relational space is created by some women who 

exhibit who they are to one another … Put another way, there is the 

privileging of the word as a vehicle of a desire for identity that only the 

narrated form seems to render tangible (Cavarero 2000: 59). 

The ‘Artist as Activist’ is the second shoot of my exegetical vine, and 

is essentially a journal-based account, reporting on the process of 
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attempting to produce and stage my epic unpublished performance text for 

an all-female bodied, mostly mature aged, professional-meets-amateur 

performance ensemble, a work entitled Things That Fall Over: An Anti-

musical of a Novel Inside a Reading of a Play, with Footnotes, and 

Oratorio-as-coda (Murray 2013). Here the temporal focus is the here-and-

now day-to-day reality of the jobbing ageing arts-worker. Again, this is 

conceived as an act of culture-jamming and resistance, issuing from 

contemporary feminist notions of a radical theorising of experience and 

local and specific ‘oppositional consciousness’ (Sandoval 2000) in search 

of means to craft a poetic and political unity, without defaulting to 

appropriation and incorporation. 

The final shoot, ‘Artist as Archivist’, returns me to home turf and to 

the possibilities of writing practice as wisdom and tonic, in the form of 

slow knowledge (Orr 2002). This is writing in prose form, conducted 

through acts of retrospectivity. I have begun this work, taking Inventory of 

My Dead, of My Thwarted Ambitions, of My Gardens, of My Mother’s 

Drinking Buddies, of My Surgeries and others. I see this as a kind of mid-

career ‘audit’, a means of listening to a life-story others may never hear, as 

well as a necessary stock-taking, a clearing and pruning back, in hope of 

new seasons and regenerations to come. 

These three strands will be interwoven to make a single creative text-

based artifact expressive of the propositions, provocations and 

illuminations of this project. Its aim is to reveal aspects of the experience 

of elder-flowering for established and older female arts practitioners in the 

current climate and to examine conditions for, and obstacles to, longevity 

of practice. This may assist us towards broader depictions of women 

artists in advancing age and perhaps identify new means to increase 

personal resilience and professional agency for women-as-elders in the 

arts. 

This research, then, takes up Julian Meyrick’s call for descriptive 

sensitivity (Meyrick 2011) while seeking to build upon others’ scholarship 

on approaches to exegesis (Krauth 2011; Rendle-Short 2010) through 

exposure of the ‘nerves’ and ‘mechanisms’ of an endangered practitioner’s 

progress. It sets out to demonstrate an innovative approach to writing as 

research whereby public acts, personal archives and private interactions 

surrounding the making of new work may become a ‘theatre of endurance’ 

in and of themselves. 

Postscript 

It was one of my supervisors—a panellist at my Confirmation of 

Candidature—who alerted me to the transposition I had made when 
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introducing my research that afternoon. I soon saw that in my parapraxis, I 

had made a declaration, and performed an illocutionary act. Since then, in 

formally re-naming my inquiry Elder-flowering: creative endurance and 

the theatre of resistance, I have committed to this other path, and will 

conduct the next phase of my research with this inversion in mind.  

Although I passed my Confirmation of Candidature without 

amendment, this outcome was not without warnings and caveats regarding 

breadth and scope. Reviewing the panellists’ feedback again I note advice 

to re-frame, to impose parameters and to narrow focus. Re-reading this 

essay I am struck by the ambition of my first plans for the project, and find 

myself less inclined towards the construction through writing of a grand 

monument as dead testimony to endurance. Rather I look to writing, and to 

writing-about-writing, for new means in which multiple life narratives 

may meet a single research narrative, and whereby gestures conceived as 

play/w/rites may make more modest, but perhaps more dynamic, 

incursions into public and academic space. 
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Small stories from two decades 

Michele Leggott 

 

 There was a send-off, they gave me flowers and asked where I would 

go. To open the eyes of the soul, I said. There is a way but this is only the 

first gate. I give what is left of the light of my eyes, I have fallen out of a 

clear sky. 

 

 It is twenty years since one small incident changed the way I read and 

think about the world. I thought it might be interesting to trace the 

progression of blindness from that critical threshold, when something 

completely other stepped into our lives, to where it has brought us, still 

negotiating the terms of what makes a life, a socius and a creative practice. 

The exploration formed itself into seven interlocking stories, each 

determined to show that poetry is a language to hold onto when other 

languages start to disappear.   

1. 

The red light disappears 

 I grew up knowing my grandfather died at the age of thirty-seven, and 

that my father, turning twelve, was convinced he had killed him. You see 

your father taken to hospital with pneumonia on your twelfth birthday and 

four days later he is dead. What could be clearer than that? My mother 

always said she was relieved when my father turned thirty-eight. He was, 

she said, hell to live with during that year, sure that he would die. That he 

was stepping along a spiral road whose arms might curl around him as 

suddenly as the siren of an ambulance. In our family, you look out for 

trouble at thirty-seven.  

 Or it finds you at an intersection in a provincial city, waiting for the 

lights to change. The children in the back are seven and four, the talk goes 

to and fro, the long day of driving is hardly underway. I glance at the red 

light. It is not there. I look again. It has come back. Then the lights turn 

green. Shaken, I drive on, to Taranaki and back, to and from work through 

the months afterwards, wondering why the eye doctor can find nothing 

wrong. We have known about the mild nightblindness for some time now. 
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I don’t drive at night but otherwise it has not affected us much. But this 

disappearing of the red light. What is it? What happened to blank it out? 

why was it back a moment later?  

 At the end of a terrible year during which I thought I was going crazy, 

the doctor looked again and saw what had been there all along. The 

retinitis had found its way into my central vision. I opened a file on the 

computer and called it ‘Writing Back’.  

 I am thirty-seven and there is a disturbance, a sparkling rip in my 

vision that signals the onset of pericentral darkness. This is not poetry but 

ophthalmics. I cannot make out your expression across a room. I read 

standard print inefficiently because the rip phosphoresces along the line in 

front of and behind the scanning eye’s point of focus. A permanent 

circular cursor through which memory and cognition battle for the 

incoming sensory trace. If I stop to check, the rip parks itself on the 

desired detail. I am thrown back on first and best glance backed up by 

what I know, not allowing that to be obliterated by the dystrophies of 

custom, piety, oh-but-I-haven’t— 

 But poetry is a language to hold onto when other languages disappear. 

Watching the fiery shape that circled in front of my eyes in dark places, I 

knew it was a retinal afterimage. But it was also Dante’s rose, it was 

Eliot’s knot of fire and Circe’s hello, from an island with a name that 

sounded like a wind harp. I spent the summer writing back to these and 

other circles.  

moon humour at midday now you have reached the     end  

of the colonnade with its view of blue waters  

risen over white silica that entranced touch  

irises pushed aside the house laid open to swiftness  

high above the literal  

 

contingency  

Later I discovered that my grandfather died when he was thirty-six. It 

was the year of his death, 1937, that stuck with my father and began the 

spiral walking. 

2. 

If touch is a torch and the difference still you 

 She was a Cretan bee person, perhaps a dew person, with composite 

eyes, tendril hair and a flounced skirt. Her attendants flew over an open 



Michele Leggott     162 

 

 
 

flower while she stood on dancing feet nearby. I redrew her. The skirt fell 

away and its outline became flexible limbs. She sprang from the page, she 

sprang from the screen. She sprang from the leg of the little Minoan table 

and off they went together, the bee person, the dew person. I stood in my 

garden, said one. Dance me to the end of love, said the other. It is an old 

story, possibly a spiral.  

 What I liked best about making the movie was artifice. We called it 

Heaven’s Cloudy Smile, two sequences, one by me the other by poet and 

performer Alan Brunton. We shot scenes in Auckland and Wellington. 

Director Sally Rodwell spliced them into a narrative that brought one poet 

into the other’s domain, call it blindness, call it descent, call it a terrace 

with a far-reaching view. At the end of the Auckland filming I sat on the 

front porch watching a new moon and waiting for a taxi to take me to the 

airport. A van pulled up, out sprang a driver looking like a man who has 

come home from work to find a film crew in his house. He hands me into 

the van and we roar up the road into the setting sun. Sally was like that. 

Anyone could find themselves on camera, caught from a day or a night 

into the day or the night. In Thistle Hall I watched Alan at work in a room 

with a single shelf of books, a jug of milk and a white curtain blowing 

through an open window. He turned over pages of Artaud. The curtain 

billowed. He drank the milk. Innumerable bees crawled over the book, 

obliterating Artaud’s face. Two steps away stage lights lit the gauzy 

curtain and a fan sent it billowing through the window that was a square 

cut into a theatre flat. An apiarist stood by, waiting to rehouse his drowsy 

bees. Milk and honey. Body and soul. Light and dark.  

 But it is the final night of the shoot that stays with me, not for the 

tricks of light or mise en scene but as soundscape. We were late arriving at 

the studio in Lyall Bay. The schedule had run out of hours and the voice-

overs had yet to be done. Something about tiredness, about living and 

working closely for so many days. So many arguments, so many 

compromises. Something about the surf breaking evenly on the dark beach 

in a rising wind. Sally pushes harder than ever, sure of her direction in this 

and in every matter concerning voice and visuals. The planes intersect. 

Fire and dew collect in the corner of an eye. The great oratory of the 

labyrinth seems for a moment on the tip of your tongue.  

 If touch is a torch and the difference still you, can it matter so very 

much if I do not see your face? I hold you, I kiss you. How can I go on 

without you? The price of the gate is too high, it tears me apart and I am 

afraid. 
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3. 

There is the thrill of discovery 

 The conservator reads invisible words from the sheet of paper he is 

holding under ultraviolet light. As sentences take shape I hear part of a 

story written by poet Robin Hyde before she left New Zealand for good 

early in 1938. Typewriter indents, tactile but ghostly, have drawn us to the 

title page of her most famous sequence of poems. Now the indents show 

that the page was a backing sheet for the story before Hyde rolled it into 

her machine again and began typing the poems about beaches from her 

Wellington childhood.  

Not here our sands, those salt-and-pepper sands  

Mounding us to the chins: (don’t you remember?  

Won’t the lost shake for any cry at all?)  

Listen: our sands, so clean you didn’t care  

If fine grains hit your teeth, stuck in your hair,  

Were moist against the sunburn on your knees.  

Everything glowed – old tar-bubble November,  

 

Nothing around us but blue-bubbling air;  

We liked being quiet then. To move or call  

Crumpled the work of hands, his big red hands:  

(It was he, our father, piled the mounds for us)  

 Don’t you remember? Won’t the lost shake for any cry at all? But her 

Wellington memories, vivid and sharp-edged, are double lensed. She has 

been home visiting family before Christmas, and it is the hot weather of 

December 1937 that has opened the old vistas. As she boards the train for 

Auckland, a twelve-year-old boy in the Hutt Valley is about to see his 

father lowered into the ground at the old Taita Cemetery. The same air. 

The same heat. The same city. She is leaving. He must stay.  

 There is the thrill of discovery. The curator comes in. She has found a 

printing date on the back of the studio portrait of Robin Hyde in her 

exhibition at the library, a few steps from the conservation workroom. 

Until this morning I had only a grainy crop of the photo taken from a 

magazine. Now there is a fine print and the chance of tracing its negative 

in the nearby collections of the national museum.  

 A couple of months go by. The staff at the museum cannot find the 

negative, so we will use the library’s print for the cover image of Hyde’s 

‘Collected Poems’. The museum makes one more search. Miss I 
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Wilkinson’s handwritten initial has been misfiled under J. The negative is 

there, and with it four others with the same date. When the files arrive five 

new photographs of Iris Wilkinson a.k.a. Robin Hyde open one after 

another on my desktop. There are five sections in the Collected Poems of 

one who could write, also in 1937:  

If you have linen women, raspberry women  

Red and thick of the mouth, with dock-leaf women  

(Little light foxy spores – mind them, such women,)  

If you have green grape women, flour-bin women,  

Amber-in-forest, wild-mint-scented women, 

Trey-bit in church or drudging kit-bag women,  

Little sad bedraggled wind-has-weazened-me women,  

White bean women, perhaps anemone women,  

And harp-like facing the starlight women, 

Young Bronzey Plumage, what will you do with women? 

4. 

The poem talks to the future 

 We are standing at the end of a loggia still dripping with wisteria 

though it is early June. The Meeting of Poets in Coimbra is over. Today 

we found our way from the ruins at Conímbriga to Luso in the Mondego 

Valley. Now we have come to the summer palace hotel in the grounds of 

the park at Buçaco. Afternoon light bathes the fantasy architecture of the 

palace. An armillary sphere flashes its bracelets from the top of the 

navigator’s tower. We are in Portugal, talking to the Lusitani. But I was 

not expecting the flash of copper from the tower. Alan Brunton’s voice in 

the movie put it differently: 

On top of a tower is a crystal sphere,  

a crystal sphere on top of a tower  

that lends a kind of hauteur to the scene— 

below it there is a fountain  

which cascades down 144 steps.  

At the bottom, magnolias surround a pool.  

 The words follow us into the forest with its Via Crucis chapels and 

little hermitages. There are several fountains, all exquisite, but none to 

match Fonte Fria, the fountain of the Sun’s Gate. We walk up the double 

flight of 144 steps. We pause for contemplation at each of the ten pools 
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with their black and white mosaic tiles. In the cave at the top we see water 

pouring from the wide open mouth of a stone dolphin. We walk slowly 

down, one either side of the cascade, and come to the pool at the bottom. 

There are no magnolias. White-painted stones bear rough messages in 

black: No Washing in the Fountain. No Picking of Floras and Ramagens. 

A black swan and a white swan ripple the surface of the water.  

 Alan and Sally and their baby daughter Ruby visited Buçaco in the 

summer of 1987. They travelled on to northern Spain and looked out over 

the Western Ocean at Finisterre. The Buçaco fountain and its pools were 

pledged in memory to that itinerant summer and the promises one made to 

the other that brought them back to New Zealand the following year.  

 Our journey takes us into the Serra da Estrela and south among the hill 

towns near the Spanish border. We come to Lisbon, to the Hotel Borges on 

Rua Garrett. Outside is a larger-than -ife bronze of Fernando Pessoa, 

Portugal’s most celebrated modern poet. He sits in the shade of an 

umbrella near the Cafe Brasileira, a favourite watering hole for writers and 

artists in the 1910s and 20s. Tourists have their photos taken with Pessoa, 

sitting in the bronze seat supplied for the purpose. I wonder whether Alan, 

dead almost two years of a heart attack, would have loved or loathed this 

commemoration of a national icon. Certainly he would have appreciated 

the sculptor’s decision to scale up the poet’s dimensions.  

 My notebook is full of the trip and of Pessoa, fragments scavenged 

from books and websites before leaving and now interleaved with the data 

of the lived journey. It is time to go home. We stand where trajectory and 

notation cross, one into the other, remembering and forgetting detail. I 

hear Alan’s voice again:  

You must assign a correct path to the poem.  

It is recognisable only by its date of composition.  

Which may not be the same date it writes about.  

It is the sound of one person talking.  

The other part of the conversation is taken by silence.  

The poem talks to the future.  

I’m talking to you. 

5. 

Poésie faite par tous 

 Bring people together. Make spaces for speech and for listening. Make 

time for seeing how event is a poem, its speakers people to whom we give 

attention or who give the gift of their attention to us. When they go from 
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the place they take the poem with them, severally and as a whole, moving 

out with the new-made thing. By these means it travels on in a heart here, 

in memory there. By these means it will reappear somewhere else, in 

another time and another place. Every poem is an event with a horizon. 

Poetry is made by all in the free invention of each moment and each event: 

Lautréamont’s poésie faite par tous. The beginning of a revolutionary 

celebration. A going on.  

 Bring poets together. Make events that take them from one place to 

another. Call them festivals, symposiums, meetings. Call them bars, cafes, 

theatres. Call them marae or community halls. Call them feasts or 

farewells, a-capella notes for stepping from one island to another. I do not 

evolve, I TRAVEL, observes Fernando Pessoa. We don’t only read to 

believe, writes Martin Edmond. Sometimes we do it to travel, to forget, to 

dream, to change. Or Lisa Robertson: We need dignity and texture and 

fountains.  

 Bring dancers with whirling bundles of flax. Bring flutes and drums. 

Bring the saxophone to lead the white coffin from the deconsecrated 

chapel. Sally Rodwell, unable to live without Alan and terrified of the 

psych ward to which she felt she was descending, has ended her own life 

after four years of widowhood. The saxophonist hears his high C break 

into a thousand pieces and fall to the stone floor.  

touching the ears we go  

into and out of our time  

trying yes to reconcile  

how it was with what has come  

and taken us somewhere Else  

the moon’s the same  

coming in closer than before  

as if to say look I am your  

consolation though I never knew  

how much you cared  

and I can’t know how it feels  

to lose what I never had do you understand?  

I’m not here because  

I was your hallucination  

it makes me weep to see  

you cry and I want to say  

please open your eyes  

and take your fingers  

out of your beautiful ears  
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I was going my own way  

deeper and deeper into space  

but now we must talk again  

please listen  

please lift up your beautiful head  

I’m waiting for you catechumens  

just outside the window 

6. 

The blog, the book and the crayfish 

 Posts for my part of the Poet Laureate blog run from January of one 

year to July of the next. They are snapshots of events connected with the 

laureateship and with the project that became a book called Mirabile 

Dictu. A small number of poems were posted to the blog, usually to mark 

the occasion for which they were written or as staging points in the 

evolution of the book. 

 Mirabile Dictu means wonderful to relate, and the book’s poems 

appear in the order they were written, starting with a poet’s funeral and 

finishing with a family wedding. They make a whole that traverses time 

and place. In some ways they are one long poem in many parts, a poem 

that started not knowing where it would end.  

 The blog and the poems continued beyond the last poem of the book, a 

kind of overflow to wrap up the eighteen months of the laureateship. There 

were many highlights in the real world during that year-and-a-half and the 

blog tries to catch and put visuals to some of them. But it was the work of 

writing another world into existence, of hearing and seeing it take shape 

alongside daily reality, that made the laureate time exceptional. As each 

poem was written, it was sent to those whose words or presence are part of 

its tissue memory, a network of first readers who made the experience 

intensely sociable, criss-crossing and overlapping with each other, one 

leading to the next or back to an earlier meeting point. Expert feedback 

arrived from these first readers, who were quick to nose out inaccuracies. 

 I was listening to the radio after getting back from the book launch 

and handing over the laureateship. I was also composing a thank you for 

my cousin’s gift of some spectacular seafood after the family gathering in 

Wellington. In that heady moment the answer to an old question seemed 

suddenly clear.  
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poetry is a crayfish    or two  

packed in wood shavings    flying  

home in a chillibox with my name on it  

dear family it's been a long time  

let's go hunting the past    in order  

to find the future    you ask me  

what poetry is    and I tell you about  

the whale and her calf tracking in the gulf  

the coastguard has been alerted  

because boaties might collide with them  

the Rimutaka Hill Road is closed  

the Rimutaka Hill Road is always closed  

a work in progress or a bit character  

like the dairy giant Fonterra  

or the prime minister John Key  

who was on the same flight last night  

the survivor of the wreck is wearing  

a French naval uniform    no lies  

at the end of a long week    La Glorieuse  

for entente cordiale    La Glorieuse  

 

the old man bought a couple of Tiger Moths  

back in the day    top dressed and flew  

supplies into the farm    four minutes more  

daylight since the shortest day    dear family  

one cray is lost in action    the other  

will not make it past dinner time tonight  

this is poetry    you make it happen  

wherever there are ears eyes  

and mouths    wherever we sit down  

to add flying hours to the work  

in progress    wherever dear family    we are  

and the news comes in thick and fast 

7. 

It is the middle of June last year 

 I am trying to complete an editing project. I am trying to write an 

introduction. I am trying to bring together the book of poems I can still see 

on my computer screen. It is a race against time. I am using the audio 
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software to listen when I need to read the screen. I am using a magnifier 

window to bring parts of the screen into close focus. My head hurts. The 

sentences won’t form. I cannot leap the gap that opens between the end of 

one huge word in white on my black screen and the beginning of the next 

huge word. It will not do. I cannot do it.  

 We have spent several months learning how to write and edit with the 

audio software. I dream constantly of being five years old and learning to 

read, learning to write, learning to think. I am often in the dappled shade 

under the tree at the school gate. I have my book and the crayon which is 

dark until on paper it releases the colour that is neither blue nor green but 

somewhere between or both. I know how to write. I know how to draw. I 

know how to read the world. I am five years old, and it is now.  

 Then it happens. I turn off the visuals and write using my ears and 

fingers. The words come easily. They are slow but they do not hurt. The 

visuals have gone. I take out the last contact lens for the last time and go to 

sleep terrified. In the morning I will say that this is the moment I stopped 

beating up my eyes. They have done their work and I am thankful for it. 

Without them I would not have deep reservoirs of visual memory. Let us 

go on into the dark and not be afraid. There is a lot to be done. It is June 

last year. It is now.  

let me show you  

how she walked into the arms of a tau cross  

following the bird’s call    it was simple  

dark blocks to left and right    the hallway  

filled with light from the front door    the bird  

in a bedroom the cat arriving the dog  

excited and best shut away    the bird  

calling from behind the door with the dog  

released and now in the other room    the front door  

open the cat shut away the bird quiet and perhaps  

gone   wings against light streaming into the house  

aerialist in a tight corner    cursor  

against the light a moment  

let me show you the walking the rooms  

the bird’s call in the house    the open door  

the rooms full of sunlight    a tau cross  

against which the bird rises and falls  

a moment in her arms    calling  

depth and height and exit  

a gate a journey a tau cross  
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fan of tailfeathers quick prayer  

in the week of the olive harvest    let them be safe  

whom she sees in the hallway    disappearing  

into one or other of the rooms    small again  

in the house of their growing up  

gates and journeys surround her  

walking into the arms of a tau cross  

where the bird makes its simple call   a tau cross  

with its arms full of sunlight  
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