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		To my daughters, Mélisande and Kerry 
and in memory of my brother Donald (1968-2021).
Susan

		Aux nouvelles rencontres 
et à toutes celles qui m’ont accompagnée jusque là.
Laura

		À Kael, Aidan et Arun
À ma grand-mère Yvette, ma famille et mes amis.
Estelle
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			I am greatly honoured to have my work Carpentaria included in the national curriculum of the French agrégation. I am excited by the prospect that the book will be read and discussed by distinguished scholars in France. It is the first book ever to be chosen for the agrégation that was written by a First Nation Sovereign author of this Continent, and the first Australian book in fifty years, since Voss (1957), by Patrick White.

			 

			I am delighted that my work will reach a broader audience and will encourage readers to explore the literatures of the world more broadly.

			 

			I hope you go well with your exams. The best way to read Carpentaria is just to enjoy it, which was the way that I wrote it.

		

		Alexis Wright, June 2021

		


		
		Notes sur les abréviations utilisées

		
			Pour faciliter la lisibilité du propos, les titres des essais d’Alexis Wright seront abrégés comme suit :

			
				
					
						
						
					
					
						
								“A Dream of Belonging for Indigenous Australians, the Fabled Outback is Home”

								“Dream”

						

						
								“The Inward Migration in Apocalyptic Times”

								“Migration”

						

						
								“In Times Like These, What Would Oodgeroo Do?”

								“Oodgeroo”

						

						
								“A Self-governing Literature”

								“Self-governing”

						

						
								“A Journey in Writing Place”

								“Journey”

						

						
								“The Ancient Library and a Self-Governing Literature”

								“Ancient Library”

						

						
								“We All Smell the Smoke, We All Feel the Heat: This Environmental Catastrophe is Global”

								“Smell the Smoke”

						

						
								“Telling the Untold Stories: Alexis Wright on Censorship”

								“Untold”

						

						
								“The Power and Purpose of Literature: Boisbouvier Oration 2018”

								“Power”

						

						
								“What Happens When You Tell Somebody Else’s Story?”

								“What Happens”

						

						
								“Deep Weather”

								“Weather”

						

						
								“On Writing Carpentaria”

								“Writing”

						

						
								“The Politics of Writing”

								“Politics”

						

						
								“Broken Sense of Place”

								“Broken”

						

						
								“Breaking Taboos”

								“Breaking”

						

					
				

			

		

		

Introduction

1

General Introduction

Susan Barrett


Carpentaria (2006) is the second novel by the Waanyi Aboriginal Australian author Alexis Wright. Its title refers to the region in which it is set in the north of Australia, not just the land but also the sea – the full geographical name for the area is the Gulf of Carpentaria. This is a remote region on the Australian mainland, rarely visited by tourists and unfamiliar to most white Australians, and yet the novel is anything but regional since it addresses serious issues about Aboriginal rights which are to be found throughout Australia. Lynda Ng goes even further, suggesting that the themes the novel covers make it a transnational work of literature which can resonate with readers all over the world.1

Initial reception of the book after its publication in Australia was overwhelmingly positive with many reviewers praising it fulsomely; Carole Ferrier, for example, called it “the best Australian novel for years” (2006), while Adam Shoemaker described it as “the greatest, most inventive and most mesmerising Indigenous epic ever produced in Australia” (2008, 55). Inevitably there have been a few critics over the years who have claimed to find it puzzling2 but its extraordinary literary qualities were rapidly recognised both within Australia – where it went on to win five literary prizes and it has become one of the most widely studied works in Australian universities – and abroad.3

In all countries, works of literature have always been a way of challenging the status quo. The people who read novels and poems, or go to the theatre to watch plays, are not necessarily the same as those who read history books or who follow current affairs. In current and former colonies this need for a literature of protest is perhaps even more acute, and it is widely acknowledged that Indigenous literature can play an important role in “challenging, disrupting and, indeed, transforming claims to historical, juridical and literary ‘truths’” (Birrell, 2016, 197).

Carpentaria thus offers its readers an insight into what life is like for Aboriginal Australians in rural north Australia, alongside a damning criticism of the colonisation and continual occupation of the area by white people, which started in the nineteenth century. However, as Alexis Wright herself has said, Carpentaria was never intended to be a historical novel:

I did not want to write a historical novel even if Australia appears to be the land of disappearing memory. […] I have had to deal with history all of my life and I have seen so much happen in the contemporary Indigenous world because of history, that all I wanted was to extract my total being from the colonising spider’s trap door. (Writing, Kindle)4


For Wright, like so many other Indigenous and First Nation writers, alongside the desire to challenge the ideas of the majority, goes the need to create a subversive literary form in which to do so. Drawing on the work of Gilles Deleuze, Kathleen Birrell argues that rather than copying the “indigeneity created by controlling discourses,” works of Indigenous literature have become “an opening into the space of alterity, of creation, of becoming (2016, 199) which “provoke people to think rather than to merely recognise, represent or consume” (italics in original, 2016, 201). Carpentaria is, thus, an invitation to reflect, and to examine our own often unconscious, pre-conceived ideas.

As its title indicates, Carpentaria is a novel anchored in place. Non-Aboriginal readers should be aware, however, that a sense of place means something very specific to Aboriginal people. This is how Alexis Wright describes it:

I understand the reality of place in my Aboriginal background where we say we belong to a place through our story laws since time began. This meaning of place is of complete submersion in a sphere of relatedness to the total environment, and to every single thing contained in the natural world with the same closeness as being related to a mother, father, brother, sister, grandmother, grandfather, etc. The traditional landscape is then the house, home of the spirits, land, family, and relatedness to all of its stories, ancient beliefs, sacred stories and laws and culture. Land is a holy place. (Broken, Kindle)


Just like the word “place,” the word “country” also means something specific to Aboriginal people. It is a Kriol term used by Aboriginal people all over Australia to designate “their traditional land estates inherited from their forebears as a matter of custom and according to traditional land tenure laws of each people or society” (Langton, 2018, 72). For Arnaud Barras the experience of reading Carpentaria is:

[…] like hearing the voice of Country mapping its own creation. This literary mode blurs—when it does not erase altogether—the ontological boundaries between story, body and ecology, and it celebrates the entanglement of Law, Country and Dreaming5 in storytelling. (2021, 171-172)6


It is impossible for a book of this length to analyse fully all the elements of such a long and complex novel as Carpentaria. Therefore Carpentaria: The Law of the Land provides those with little or no prior knowledge of Australia and Australian literature with the keys necessary to understand the novel, and also includes footnotes throughout the text with suggestions for further reading on the points raised, as well as an extensive bibliography at the end, organised thematically with the most important works clearly indicated.

This book is written in both English and French to enable those students working towards the French Agrégation exam to feel comfortable discussing the novel in both languages. For their benefit, the introductory section is followed by a chapter summary in English, and a list of characters, with the pages on which they appear, in French. A glossary at the end of the book provides an explanation of which terms are recommended to use in both English and French when discussing matters concerning Aboriginal Australians, as well as a list of Australian-English words with which non-Australian readers may be unfamiliar.

The aim of this introductory section is to introduce the reader of Carpentaria: The Law of the Land to Alexis Wright and her world. A detailed biography of Alexis Wright is followed by a chapter giving an overview of Aboriginal Australian literary history, and its role in Aboriginal self-determination and self-definition by the writer and researcher Eugenia Flynn. This section concludes with a short chapter by the anthropologist David Trigger who discusses the meaning of country for the Waanyi people. Carpentaria: The Law of the Land is then divided into three parts. The first part, “Cultural Themes” weaves together literary analyses of the novel, and close textual readings, with essential knowledge about Aboriginal culture, Australian history and the geographical region of the Gulf of Carpentaria. Contemporary issues such as mining, ecology and pollution are also addressed. The important topic of land rights and Native Title is covered in a chapter by the anthropologist Jessica De Largy Healy. In this first part the continual references to the novel, and the numerous quotations, allow the reader to see how contextual knowledge is never just background knowledge but can be used to form a personal interpretation of the novel.

The second part, “Writing and Literary Techniques” focuses more specifically on literary and stylistic analyses of Carpentaria, drawing on the theoretical ideas of both literary theorists such as Mikhail Bakhtin, Gérard Genette and Julia Kristeva and contemporary critics. After an introduction in French analysing Wright’s own thoughts about writing literature, the second part continues in English with sections on genre, literary influences, intertextuality and subgenres. This part concludes with an analysis of point of view and other narrative techniques in French. Short definitions of key literary terms are included throughout, either in the text or in the footnotes, and indications for additional reading are provided.

The third part is an invitation to “go further” with chapters providing tools for a more in-depth understanding of the novel and its context. The first chapter, by the historian and writer Victoria Grieve-Williams, discusses Aboriginal spirituality. The second, by the linguist Mary Laughren, is an introduction to the Waanyi language and includes a section with an English translation of most of the Waanyi words used in Carpentaria. The third and final chapter, by the scholar of First Nations literatures Mylène Charon, offers a comparative reading in French of Carpentaria and Wright’s first novel, Plains of Promise (1997).
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Biography of Alexis Wright

Susan Barrett & Estelle Castro-Koshy


Alexis Wright is from the Waanyi1 people whose traditional country is in the highlands of the southern Gulf of Carpentaria in northern Australia. She was born in Cloncurry (Queensland) in 1950, the daughter of a Waanyi mother and a white cattleman.

In her 2021 essay about the meaning of the Australian Outback, Wright wrote that she understands her father, Jack Wright, was of English, French and Portuguese heritage. His father’s family initially arrived in New South Wales from Sussex and Middlesex in the UK in the 1800s. She said,

Beginning with their haulage business, a part of the family became established in rural Queensland. My father’s father, John Wright, was instrumental in setting up Duchess, a thriving mining town in the early 1900s. My father was born on his father’s Fishers Creek pastoral property near Cloncurry, where he grew up in the drought-stricken cattle industry. As an adult he was left the lease of the Oorindimindi cattle station (41,000 hectares near McKinlay on Kalkadungu land) by a man he worked for called Alex Murray. My father’s world evaporated from our lives soon after he died when I was five. It was left to my imagination to visualise his life, and I saw him as being a man of great inner strength, grown through his love of isolation on his cattle property that I never saw nor knew. (Dream)


In an earlier essay, she also wrote,

[… ] it is quite possible that his cattle station was under water in this flood, part of the inland sea. Perhaps this land is now starting to bound with new life – all the grasses and pretty flowers bringing butterflies and birds on the breeze, something that he would never have seen in the droughts of the 1950s. (Smell the Smoke)


Wright was brought up by her mother and grandmother in Cloncurry where they lived after they were forced to move from their traditional homeland. Her mother’s family had been displaced from their traditional homelands as a result of the colonisation of northern Australia. Wright describes the killing era as a time when her Waanyi ancestors were constantly moving over Aboriginal sovereign lands in the border region of North West Queensland to the east, and to the west, in what has become the Northern Territory. Her great-grandmother Opal was found by a pastoralist up a tree when she was a child, presumably after the massacre of the rest of her family (Vernay, 2004, 119).

Wright also has Chinese ancestry through her Cantonese great-grandfather, Chui Saam Bo who, in the late 1800s, emigrated from the Pearl River Delta region of China to North Australia’s Gulf of Carpentaria where he married her great-grandmother Opal.

Her grandmother always wanted to return to her Waanyi homeland, but was not able to do so until she was in her eighties (Vernay, 2004, 120).

Wright has said of the time she spent as a child with her grandmother:

I adored my grandmother […]. Even today many years later I think she was one of the most fascinating people I ever met. She would take me on long walks in our landscape of dry and windswept yellowing grasslands, through dry sandy riverbeds with a few remaining water holes, and through the winding sandy beds of red gullies, and over the hillsides of goat tracks in the dirt where people walked. In her garden were mango trees, and seedlings germinating in rusty tins collected from the rubbish tip, and vegetables that surrounded her corrugated tin house with a dirt floor and lit at night by a carbine lamp. There were her dogs, chooks and ducks, and the bush turkey down the backyard. (Power of Story, 32)


The “wonderfully strange stories” her grandmother told her as a child have had a huge influence on her throughout her life (Writing, Kindle).

Wright received an education to junior level, the highest level offered at her local school in rural Far North West Queensland. She later studied Social Studies, Media, and Creative Writing at universities in Adelaide, Melbourne, and Sydney. She holds an Honorary Doctorate in Communication from RMIT (Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology), and an Honorary Doctorate in Letters from Western Sydney University. She was a Chief Investigator for several research projects funded by the ARC (Australian Research Council), and is an adjunct Professor in The Writing & Society Research Centre at the University of Western Sydney. She has held the Boisbouvier Chair in Australian Literature at the University of Melbourne since 2017.

As well as her work as a writer, Wright is an activist for Aboriginal rights and environmental concerns. In her essay “Politics of Writing” Wright says that she “was dragged into working” for Aboriginal political movements in North West Queensland when she was in her twenties (10). Since then she has worked for government departments and Aboriginal agencies in four different States and Territories. She has been involved in numerous campaigns which have included work on land rights and acquisition of land to return to traditional land ownership, Native Title, mining negotiations, protests and agreements, campaigns for Aboriginal rights including Aboriginal self-government and sovereignty, alcoholism and fund-raising.

In 1984-1985, she was involved in the McLelland Royal Commission on the Maralinga Nuclear Tests conducted by Britain between 1956 and 1963 at Maralinga in South Australia. In 1993, she was the coordinator of the Northern Territory Aboriginal Constitutional Convention and wrote “Aboriginal Self Government” for Land Rights News, which has become one of the seminal texts on Indigenous land rights. Her non-fictional book Grog War (1997) drew attention to the fight by the traditional Aboriginal Elders and community of Tennant Creek in the Northern Territory to limit the sale of alcohol on their land.

She has been the community writer-in-residence for the Central Land Council. Her non-fictional edited collection Take Power, Like This Old Man Here: An Anthology of Writings Celebrating Twenty Years of Land Rights in Central Australia (1998) is an oral history of the Central Land Council. Hundreds of people were approached to contribute to the book, which tells the stories associated with the struggle for land rights in Central Australia.

In more recent times, she has written widely on the important planetary concerns of global warming, the environment, oral storytelling practices, and censorship, with an urgent call for writers to create the literature that will be necessary for these times. She writes in her 2021 essay “The Inward Migration in Apocalyptic Times” which appeared in Emergence Magazine:

We will need the bravest of writers, those who will search ceaselessly through the backwaters of their minds, hearts, and souls to find ways to powerfully articulate the new stories, the new sagas, the new imagination, and the new epics of the world, inspired by their doubt, fear, love longing, and wondering. They will need to see beauty despite the destruction, experience deep sorrow, and find that incorruptible truth amid the growing dust storms. These visionaries must be capable of seeing that all time is intertwined, important, and unresolved, just as Aboriginal people see time immemorial in our culture.


Her first literary success came in 1994 when one of her short stories won the Northern Territory Literary Award; another story was highly recommended for the Award in 1996. Her first novel, Plains of Promise, was published in 1997 and remains in print thanks to several new editions of the book. It is the story of three generations of Aboriginal women, and draws attention to many of the problems faced by Aboriginal people during the twentieth century, including the practice of removing Aboriginal children from their parents.2

Carpentaria (2006) is Wright’s second novel. After initially being rejected by every major publisher in Australia, it was finally accepted by the small independent publisher Giramondo. The following year it won the most prestigious Australian literary prize, the Miles Franklin Literary Award, and four other major literary prizes. It was subsequently published in the United States, the United Kingdom and India, and translated into different languages including French, Italian, and Chinese.

The French publisher, Actes Sud, has long taken an interest in Alexis Wright. The translation of Plains of Promise (Les Plaines de l’espoir) was published in 1999 and received favourable reviews leading the editor, Marc de Gouvenain, to commission an essay about Aboriginal beliefs, Croire en l’incroyable (2000), which has only ever been published in French. Actes Sud also published an anthology of her short stories under the title Le Pacte du serpent arc-en-ciel, something which has never been done by an English language publisher.

Wright has also had links with China for many years. Carpentaria, The Swan Book, Tracker, and Odyssey of the Horizon, a novella commissioned by the Australia Council for the Tracey Moffatt exhibition at the Venice Biennale in 2017, have all been translated and published in China. The Chinese edition of the Odyssey of the Horizon is in Chinese, English and Japanese. Wright has been a guest writer at several literary events and universities in China where her work is studied and aroused the interest of a group of young scholars in translating and introducing Australian Indigenous literature, culture and history. As a result, two International Symposia on Australian Indigenous and Chinese Mongolian Culture were held in Inner Mongolia in 2015 and 2017.3 When Wright visited Inner Mongolia in 2018, she was awarded the title of Visiting Professor by the Inner Mongolia Normal University.

Wright’s third novel The Swan Book (2013) won the Australian Literary Society Gold Medal, and was also short-listed for several literary awards. Her biographical work Tracker (2017), a tribute to the Eastern Arrernte (Northern Territory) Aboriginal economic visionary and political leader Tracker Tilmouth, won the important Stella Prize, an annual Australian literary award for writing by women.

Wright is a regular participant in domestic and international writers’ festivals, writers’ workshops, conferences, and readings. Her new novel Praiseworthy will be published by Giramondo Publishing in 2022.
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Aboriginal Literary History
 through Self-determination and Self-definition

Eugenia Flynn


The history of Aboriginal literature in English has been strongly contested (van Toorn, 754; Heiss, 2003, 25) and speaks to aspirations of Aboriginal self-determination in all facets of life, inclusive of cultural production and storytelling. The establishment of the first British colony on the continent now known as the country Australia in 1788 signalled the onset of English language dominance (Heiss & Minter, 1), the suppression of Aboriginal cultural practices (Wilson & Wilkie), and a loss of autonomy (Maddison) for Aboriginal Peoples. Throughout this complex history, Aboriginal storytelling has endured, with Aboriginal writers asserting their sovereign power through the act of writing and making clear interventions designed to challenge the status quo. This includes the Aboriginal poetry movement of the 1960s and 1970s, life writing and Aboriginal women’s narratives across the 1980s and 1990s, and the proliferation of fiction across a variety of genres and forms from the 2000s onward, inclusive of emergent works of world literature such as Waanyi author Alexis Wright’s award-winning 2006 novel Carpentaria. As a result of this enduring storytelling practice, within what is a complex context of power and domination, Aboriginal writers today continue to place primacy and importance on self-determination and self-definition in and through the production of literature.


I | Contesting Aboriginal Literary History

The history of Aboriginal literary culture has been contested by non‑Indigenous literary scholars, anthropologists, and linguists. Non-Indigenous interest in Aboriginal literature began in earnest in the late 1980s with the publication of Adam Shoemaker’s literary history Black Words, White Page: Aboriginal Literature 1929 to 1988. However, prior studies of Aboriginal storytelling traditions rarely considered Aboriginal writing as a literary force. Instead, research related to Australian Aboriginal peoples and literature was primarily concerned with anthropological studies of Aboriginal song and story, or with:

[…] the efforts of white Australian writers to come to grips with the Aborigine. Clearly, in all cases, their interest in the Aborigine is touched by an interest in themselves, in Australia itself as a land and as a social-political structure. (Healy, 1978, 2-3)


Originally written in 1978, J. J. Healy’s book Literature and the Aborigine in Australia presents a survey of literary works written about Aboriginal people, perspectives, and stories, contributing to the obfuscation of Aboriginal literary history. Updated to a second edition published in 1989, Healy acknowledges that he made a conscious choice in 1978 not to consider Aboriginal literature (Healy, 1989, XIX), opting instead to make mention of a small selection of Aboriginal writers and referring to emerging contexts that would see Aboriginal literature taken more seriously in the future.

However, by 1989 Shoemaker and others had already started foregrounding Aboriginal literature as a literary force that would then begin to be ‘taken more seriously’ by non-Indigenous literary critics, writers and scholars. Much of this early work of tracing the history of Aboriginal literary culture focuses on the publication of two seminal texts, Ngarrindjeri writer David Unaipon’s 1929 text Native Legends and the 1964 book of poetry We Are Going by Quandamooka poet Oodgeroo Noonuccal. However, by 1996 literary scholar Penny van Toorn began to question this history by arguing that Aboriginal writing pre-dates Unaipon’s 1929 text Native Legends and continues between 1929 and the publication of Noonuccal’s We Are Going, over 30 years later in 1964. In this way, van Toorn opposes the conception that Aboriginal writing is a recent phenomenon and positions contemporary Aboriginal literature as part of a long continuum of literature and text (van Toorn, 754), contesting the previously established literary history.

The history of Aboriginal literature is further contested through the revisioning of what constitutes and defines Aboriginal literature, directly challenging the notion that Aboriginal literature can only be located within “the rubric of Literature-with-a-capital-L, looking primarily at the genres of poetry, drama and fiction and, to a much lesser degree, biography and autobiography” (van Toorn, 758). Here, van Toorn is joined by non-Indigenous anthropologists and linguists such as Jennifer Biddle and Stephen Muecke who argue that Aboriginal literature, writing, text and publishing is comprised of a broad range of material that ranges from letters, newsletters, pamphlets, petitions and speeches to dots and circles in the sand and visual art (van Toorn, 754; Muecke et al.; Biddle, 28). However, in seeking to expand definitions of Aboriginal literature van Toorn is careful not to reinscribe Eurocentric hierarchical distinctions related to Aboriginal text and literature:

When texts from the oral tradition count as literary writing but early Aboriginal-authored printed documents do not, the history of Aboriginal textual practice becomes absurd. As well as reinvoking colonial anthropological distinctions between oral and literate cultures, these apparently inclusive anthologies reinforce the line between literature with a capital ‘L’ and the many so-called sub-literary modes. (van Toorn, 757)


In revisioning the very definition and conceptualisation of Aboriginal literature, to include more expansive understandings of Aboriginal writing and reading, van Toorn, Biddle and Muecke challenge traditional literary norms. The term ‘literature’ is defined within traditional literary studies as a category of text, as historical and cultural phenomena, and as:

[…] the entirety of written expression, with the restriction that not every written document can be categorised as literature in the more exact sense of the word. The definitions, therefore, usually include additional adjectives such as “aesthetic” or “artistic” in order to distinguish literary works from texts for everyday use such as telephone books, newspapers, legal documents, and scholarly writings. (Klarer, 1)


By including speeches, dots and circles in sand (Aboriginal sand paintings), and visual art as part of a more expansive definition of Aboriginal literature, published texts written in English can then be viewed as one mode within a range of Aboriginal storytelling traditions, inclusive of Aboriginal oral narratives and oratory. Oral storytelling traditions are repositioned as part of the Aboriginal literary continuum, not as part of the ‘pre-literary history’ to contemporary Aboriginal literature. This is confirmed by Wiradjuri writer and academic Anita Heiss who contends:

The oral tradition is still very evident in Aboriginal writing today […]. There is a great difference between what is spoken and what is written in the Anglo world, but in Aboriginal society, spoken and written traditions are more closely aligned. (Heiss, 2003, 28-29)


In summary, non-Indigenous scholars such as van Toorn, Biddle and Muecke have all played important roles in the historiography of Aboriginal literature by challenging traditional notions of literature, arguing for more expansive ways of defining Aboriginal literature, and therefore contesting the history of Aboriginal literary culture previously established by scholars such as Shoemaker. This contestation aligns with Aboriginal conceptions of Aboriginal literature and involves increased inclusion of Aboriginal modes of storytelling, writing and reading, leading to new understandings of the origins of Aboriginal literary culture that move beyond the publications of Native Legends in 1929 and We Are Going in 1964.




II | Aboriginal Writers Self-determining and Self-defining Aboriginal Literature

Aboriginal writers and scholars involved in tracing the history and development of Aboriginal literature seek to define Aboriginal writing for themselves – an exercise arguably more important than non-Indigenous theorising on the definitions of Aboriginal literature and historiography of Aboriginal literary culture. As early as the 1980s, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander scholars such as Cliff Watego have documented and interrogated the origins of contemporary Aboriginal literature, a history that is inclusive of early playwrights and poets such as Jack Davis, Oodgeroo Noonuccal (then known as Kath Walker), Kevin Gilbert and Gerry Bostock (Watego, 11-24). Extending this early work, scholars such as Heiss have documented the history of Aboriginal literary publishing and interrogated issues of authenticity in Aboriginal literature, non-Indigenous writing on Aboriginal people and story, and Aboriginal identity (Heiss, 2003, 2-24).

Importantly, Heiss provides extensive documentation of contemporaneous Aboriginal discourse on what constitutes literature within an Aboriginal context, the possibilities of an ‘Aboriginal style’ of writing, and genres of choice for Aboriginal writers (Heiss, 2003, 25-46). In this way, Heiss weaves together various opinions by Aboriginal writers, enabling Aboriginal writers themselves to self-define Aboriginal literature, contending that “[a]t the outset it could be argued that any definition of Aboriginal writing should be coming from Aboriginal writers themselves” (Heiss, 2003, 26).

The notion that Aboriginal people should themselves define what is Aboriginal literature, its origins and history, and the various contours of its style, form and content reflects the aspirations of Aboriginal self-determination. As expressed by Aboriginal people, Aboriginal self-determination involves several rights that speak directly to Aboriginal literature. Speaking at the 4th Vincent Lingiari Memorial Lecture, Yawuru leader Patrick Dodson outlined such rights to be included in any potential treaty between Aboriginal Peoples and the Australian nation-state:


[…] The right to maintain and develop our distinct characteristics and identities, whilst taking part in the life of the country as a whole.

[…] The right to self-determination. A right to negotiate our political status and to pursue economic, social and cultural development.

[…] The right to our own law, customs and traditions, and equality before the national law.

[…] The right to our unique cultural traditions and customs. The right to own and control our cultural and intellectual property.

[…] The right to our spiritual and religious traditions.

[…] The right to our languages, histories, stories, oral traditions and names for people and places […]. (Dodson, 29-30)



Eualeyai/Kamillaroi writer and academic Larissa Behrendt further summarises the concept of rights and self-determination:

The rights enmeshed in the concept of “self-determination” includes, I would argue, everything from the right not to be discriminated against, the rights to enjoy language, culture and heritage, our rights to land, seas, waters and natural resources, the right to be educated and to work, the right to be economically self sufficient, the right to be involved in decision-making processes that impact upon our lives, and the right to govern and manage our own affairs and our own communities. (Behrendt, 2002, 45)


The impact of colonisation has left Aboriginal people with little political or social autonomy (Maddison, 24-43). Extending this to cultural autonomy, not only has the historiography of Aboriginal literary culture been dominated by non-Indigenous scholars as gatekeepers of the origin, definitions and contours of Aboriginal literature, so too has the act of literary practice been historically dominated by non-Indigenous writers. Although credited as one of the first texts published by an Aboriginal writer in English, the manuscript for Unaipon’s Native Legends (variously titled Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines or Myths & Legends of the Australian Aboriginals) was appropriated and published under the name of W. Ramsay Smith, a non-Indigenous anthropologist and Chief Medical Officer for South Australia, and only subject to literary repatriation in 2001 (Leane, 2015, 29). Contemporary literary hoaxes such as those run by non-Indigenous writers Leon Carmen and Marlo Morgan indicate ongoing desire by non-Indigenous people to assume positions of authority over the literary representation of Aboriginal people, culture and histories – posing as a member of the Stolen Generations by the name of Wanda Koolmatrie, Leon Carmen published the text My Own Sweet Time in 1994, later revealed to be entirely fictional (Morrissey, 299-307); Marlo Morgan published the book Mutant Message Down Under in 1994 as an autobiographical account of her New Age experience with a ‘lost tribe’ of Aboriginal people in the desert, later revealed to be untrue (Behrendt, 1998, 256-279).

Further, as indicated by Healy in 1978, numerous texts have been written by non-Indigenous Australians interested in ‘coming to grips’ with ‘the Aborigine’. Often this has led to harmful representations of Aboriginal people in Australian literature. One such text is the 1972 novel The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith by Thomas Keneally which depicts Aboriginal men as emasculated and presents the reader with “images of [Aboriginal women] with a loose, available sexuality and the overwhelming impression that Aboriginal women are easy sexual sport” (Behrendt, 2000, 360). As Wright argues:

When it comes to how our stories are being told, supposedly on our behalf, or for our interest or supposed good, it has never been a level playing field. We do not get much of a chance to say what is right or wrong about the stories told on our behalf—which stories are told or how they are told. It just happens, and we try to deal with the fallout. (What happens)


Throughout this history, Aboriginal writers have continued to advocate for their autonomy, self-determination and rights while asserting their sovereign power through the act of writing. Aboriginal sovereignty is defined by Aboriginal people as more than western legality. Here, Yamatji scholar Crystal McKinnon argues that Aboriginal literature, text and writing are an extension of Aboriginal peoples’ embodiment of sovereignty:

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people embody sovereignty […] the things those bodies produce are sovereign texts. These texts tell stories, and if we know the right ways to read and see them, it deepens our understandings of sovereignty. These texts tell the stories of Aboriginal people and communities which have been passed down for generations and form a part of the fabric of the expressions of sovereignty, constituting sovereignty itself. (McKinnon, 201)


Positioned in this way, Aboriginal literature becomes a practice in  self-determination and self-definition for the Aboriginal writers who produce literary work within such a complex context of power and domination. This is affirmed by Wright, who, in reflecting on her literary practice, contends:

But what becomes clearer to me the more I write, is that I have been trying to create a self-governing literary landscape through what I have learnt from our ancient library, and our knowledge of always governing ourselves. (Ancient Library)


Here, Aboriginal storytelling is a continuum where modern Aboriginal literature written and published in English is self-determined and  self-defined, part of an embodied Aboriginal sovereignty tied to place.




III | Aboriginal Literature on Aboriginal Terms

As previously discussed, the commonly accepted history of Aboriginal literature acknowledges Unaipon’s Native Legends as the earliest Aboriginal work published in English, and Noonuccal’s We Are Going as the first published book of modern Aboriginal literature. Challenging this accepted literary history, Watego positions Native Legends as political in nature and thus part of the same Australian Indigenous contemporary literary culture as We Are Going, arguing:

The protest or consciousness-raising element within Aboriginal literature therefore begins, not in the mid-1960s as popularly interpreted, but with the writings of Unaipon forty years previously. (Watego, 17)


First posited in 1988, Watego’s repositioning of Unaipon’s work within a modern Aboriginal literary culture that centres around a ‘protest or consciousness-raising element’ resonates with other Aboriginal writers and scholars through to today (Heiss, 2006; Grieve-Williams; Wright, “Oodgeroo”). Published in 1964, We Are Going was Noonuccal’s first book of poetry and the first by an Aboriginal woman (Heiss & Minter). The beginning of modern Australian Indigenous literature is often thought to have begun with the publication of We Are Going (Grossman, 2005, 12; van Toorn, 754) and Noonuccal is identified as “paving the way and opening the doors to publishers, and alerting the wider community as to the strength and value of Aboriginal literature” (Heiss, 2003, 2).

We Are Going is known for its significant contribution to the establishment of modern Aboriginal literature, due to its form as a book of poetry and the political nature of its content: “We Are Going marks the arrival of Aboriginal poetry as one of the most important genres in contemporary Aboriginal political and creative literature” (Heiss & Minter, 4). From We Are Going onward, across the 1960s and 1970s, poetry became an important literary form for Aboriginal writers, particularly as a political tool during the Australian Black Power Movement of the same period and stretching into the 1980s (Foley). Noongar writer Jack Davis published his book of poetry The First Born and Other Poems in 1970, Murri poet Lionel Fogarty released his first collection of poetry Kargun in 1980, and Wiradjuri author Kevin Gilbert edited the poetry anthology Inside Black Australia, released in 1988. Notably, both Davis and Gilbert also published groundbreaking plays – The Cherry Pickers (1968) by Gilbert and No Sugar (1985) by Davis – with playwrighting a common form of choice for Aboriginal writers from the 1980s onward.

By the mid-to late 1980s, not only were poetry and plays genres of choice for Aboriginal writers, but autobiographical narratives and testimonial fiction were becoming important modes of self-determined Aboriginal literature (Heiss & Minter, 6-7). Across the 1980s and into the 1990s, Aboriginal women were of particular prominence in this genre, which came to be known as ‘life writing’ (Brewster, 1995; Grossman, 2013; Moreton-Robinson, 2000, 1-4). In 1986 Palyku writer Sally Morgan published My Place to considerable commercial success, in 1987 Glenyse Ward (Noongar) released Wandering Girl, Bundjalung writer Ruby Langford Ginibi released Don’t Take Your Love to Town in 1988, and in 1996 author Doris Pilkington Garimara (Mardu) published Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence. Through writing their story, and the stories of their families, Aboriginal writers of autobiography, biography and testimonial fiction were able to share the truth of Australia’s forced removal of Aboriginal children from their families (the Stolen Generations), their lives as domestics and labourers, and the experiences and perspectives shared by many Aboriginal people living with the legacies of colonisation.

By the late 1990s and into the 2000s, Aboriginal communities were renewing their interest in Aboriginal culture, inclusive of an increased uptake in writing and the form of the novel, and in addition to the production of significant works across other creative forms such as theatre, dance, music, visual art, film and photography (Heiss & Minter, 7). In 1997 Plains of Promise became Alexis Wright’s first novel and Bundjalung Yugambeh writer Melissa Lucashenko published her first novel Steam Pigs in the same year. In 1999, Noongar writer Kim Scott published his second book Benang, co-winning the prestigious Miles Franklin Literary Award the year after its release. By 2007 Aboriginal literature had its second Miles Franklin Literary Award, its first full winner (Heiss & Minter, 185), in the form of Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria (2006).

Across this same period and into contemporary times, Aboriginal writers have taken up a variety of genres and forms, inclusive of academic and other non-fiction, short fiction and children’s books (Heiss, 2003, 37-41). Young adult books have also been part of this history with Birri-Gubba and Kunggandji writer Boori Monty Prior publishing Maybe Tomorrow in 1998, Jared Thomas (Nukunu) releasing his first young adult novel Sweet Guy in 2005, and Grace Beside Me (2012) by Wiradjuri and Torres Strait Islander author Sue McPherson was made into a television series in 2018. With young adult fiction has come a natural intersection with the genres of speculative fiction and the emerging transnational literary movement of Indigenous Futurisms. In 2012, Palyku author Ambelin Kwaymullina published the first of many young adult speculative fiction works – The Interrogation of Ashala Wolf – and in 2014 Mununjali writer Ellen van Neerven published Heat and Light, a collection of short stories that includes works of speculative fiction and engages with the experiences and perspectives of young Aboriginal people.

As a work of short fiction, Heat and Light sits alongside other important Aboriginal literary works that make use of the short story form. In 2006, Koori writer Tony Birch published his first book, a collection of short stories titled Shadowboxing. Although Birch has since become a prolific novelist and essayist, his latest work Dark as Last Night (2021) also utilises the short story form. Contemporary Aboriginal literature also includes other genre and form such as crime, romance, satire, social commentary, polemic and other non-fiction. Nicole Watson’s first book The Boundary (2011) is a fast-paced crime novel, and in 2007 Anita Heiss released the first of a series of Aboriginal chick lit novels (Not Meeting Mr Right) going on to publish three more chick lit books in subsequent years (including Paris Dreaming). Across the late 1990s and early 2000s, Anita Heiss published social commentary and satire in Token Koori (1998) and Sacred Cows (2000). More recently, Victor Steffensen (Tagalaka) released Fire Country (2020), which is part autobiography, part polemic and engages with issues of Indigenous cultural knowledge and land management practices. Further, Wiradjuri journalist and writer Stan Grant has published several books of social commentary that provide insight into Aboriginal perspectives on Australian society: Talking to My Country (2016), Australia Day (2019), On Identity (2019), and With the Falling of the Dusk (2021).




IV | Conclusion

Aboriginal literature has changed and developed across its history, moving from its origins in oral storytelling to published works in English with a specific concentration in poetry, playwrighting and life writing. As modern Aboriginal literature has further developed into other forms and genre – fiction, short fiction, young adult, speculative fiction and Indigenous Futurisms, crime, chick lit, satire, social commentary, polemic and Indigenous cultural knowledges and practice – self-determination and self-definition remain critical. Contesting the prior history of non-Indigenous writing about (or indeed fraudulently as) Aboriginal people, Aboriginal writers have asserted their sovereignty and challenged traditional literary norms. Today, Aboriginal literature continues to push boundaries while simultaneously remaining firmly grounded in its roots. For example, fiction novels like The Yield (2019) by Wiradjuri writer Tara June Winch and poetry books like Kindred (2019) by Gunai writer Kirli Saunders use traditional literary forms to engage with Aboriginal languages. Likewise, works like Wright’s Carpentaria present Aboriginal oral storytelling modes and Indigenous knowledges within the form of the traditional literary novel.

As Aboriginal literature becomes increasingly part of world and transnational literatures (Brewster, 2010, 89; Ng, 2018; Sharrad, 2020), self-determination and self-definition also increase in importance:

So, the argument is essentially the same as what other people in the world generally want for themselves, and that is, to be able to tell their own story, to be heard and understood. Our story is whether Aboriginal people have the right to tell or govern their own story and on what terms, or have we relinquished the right to tell the truths about our story. (Self-governing, 95)


With Wright one of Aboriginal literature’s most profound writers with global and transnational reach, her words on the importance of a self-governing literature indicate the ongoing challenge that Aboriginal writers pose to traditional literary norms.
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Waanyi Country,
 North Australia

David S. Trigger


The language name “Waanyi” is the identity term used to distinguish the group of contemporary Aboriginal people who assert traditional connections with, and rights and interests in, an area that straddles the Queensland/Northern Territory border in the Gulf Country of north Australia. The dimensions and boundaries of Waanyi country are broadly supported among territorially adjacent Indigenous groups in the region. The overlaps with the cultural system of the Garawa language group to the north and west of Waanyi country are substantial.

The spatial extent of “Waanyi country” is understood in terms of the actions of particular ancestral spiritual beings, occupation and use of the land by earlier generations of Waanyi people, and associated bodies of traditional knowledge about species and geographic features of the landscape. Waanyi connections to the land derive from cultural knowledge about both the spiritual and material properties of plants, animals and topography. This knowledge has been diminishing among younger generations of Waanyi people but there continues to be energetic embracing of inherited connections to land, waters and adapted cultural beliefs and practices.

The Waanyi conception of “country” is understood especially in terms of the actions of ancestral “Dreaming” beings who arise in, travel through, and inhabit the land. Narratives concerning these beings may be said to constitute the intellectual basis for traditional connections to Waanyi country. Beliefs about Dreamings in the land also inform those traditional Waanyi customs and practices that have continued in the face of changes arising from the relationship over more than 150 years with the wider Australian settler-colonial society. Each major Dreaming has a place in what is termed in English the “skin” system. The “skin” (or nginyin) of a spiritual entity, and also of the country it inhabits and the Waanyi people connected to it, is an internal spiritual essence. In the traditional system of land tenure and social organisation an individual’s skin is the same as his or her father. The skin system is complex and traditionally entailed preferred marriage rules regulating the skins inherited by children from their parents. Nowadays people do not generally marry correctly according to the skin system but the “skin” significance of country and Dreamings remain part of the knowledge older people wish to transmit to the younger generations.

To the extent that its dimensions prior to European intrusion can be reconstructed, “Waanyi country” included a large area south and southeast of the China Wall, a major escarpment running east-west on the north side of the Nicholson River, and forming part of the northern boundary of Waanyi land claims over the past few decades. In my research since the late 1970s, now deceased senior Waanyi people spoke of an important site defining the western boundary of Waanyi country, where Bujarda (Python, “Piebald” Snake) Dreaming began speaking Waanyi language on its travels to the south and east through Waanyi country. In the Northern Territory, Waanyi country extends south to the vicinity of the Carrara Range and Carrara Creek, this area said by now deceased Waanyi elders Roy Seccin and Jack Hogan to be where Gundugundu (“Short Devil Men”)1 begin their travels along Carrara Creek and spread northwards. In the course of these movements, Gundugundu are said to encounter Bujarda (Python) and Jumburuna (Yellow Goanna) Dreamings. Further west, the place Jamunygula (known as Tobacco Hole in English) was described as a “corner post” marking the boundary of Waanyi and Wagaya country. Gudawudangiri, or Border Waterhole, located near the Queensland/Northern Territory border, demarcates the location where a travelling band of mythic “girls” from the west known in the Waramungu language as Mungamunga (“desert girls”) and in Waanyi as Marrarrabana (“water girls”) began speaking the Waanyi language. From here, they travelled on through Waanyi country further east into Queensland.

Waanyi country extended as far eastwards as the vicinity of the foot of the hills marking the eastern extremity of the Barkly Tableland. In the area of Lawn Hill Station in Queensland, these hills include the Constance Range and the Edith Range, and they run roughly in a north-south direction along a route to the west of Lawn Hill Creek. Contemporary Waanyi people assert traditional connections with an area further to the east than these ranges. Senior Waanyi men and women have explained that Waanyi people “took over” an expanse of plains country running eastwards from Lawn Hill Creek to the Gregory River, this area having initially been country of the Nguburindi people. Senior Waanyi people also acknowledge their historical succession to part of Injilarija country centred on the upper reaches of Lawn Hill Creek and the middle reaches of the Gregory River.

Both Injilarija and Nguburindi language groups had their numbers fatally depleted in the wake of early European settlement. Thus, Waanyi people succeeded to traditional ownership of land once part of Injilarija and Nguburindi territories, in accordance with traditional law and custom and with the circumstances of Waanyi historical movements eastwards from late in the nineteenth century. While senior Waanyi people are often careful to acknowledge these historical processes of “take over”, they also confirm Waanyi rights and interests as far east as the Gregory River and south to a boundary running along Lawn Hill Creek and then extending to the Gregory River in the vicinity of Riversleigh homestead. As it is put by one of the most conservative senior Waanyi men, Roy Seccin, the Waanyi people now hold traditional law and custom over a large domain: “they got a big land that Waanyi”.

The majority of contemporary Waanyi people have lived most of their lives in close proximity to some part of their traditional country. A large number now live at Doomadgee, with others resident at Mornington Island, Burketown, Robinson River, Borroloola, and Mt Isa. Since the early 1980s, a small number of families have lived periodically on outstations within the area of the Nicholson River Land Trust in the Northern Territory, country that was claimed successfully in the 1980s by Waanyi and Garawa traditional owners under the Aboriginal Land Rights (N.T.) Act.

The literature available regarding Waanyi people and culture in the Gulf Country addresses criteria for membership of the group, the nature of Waanyi law and custom concerning traditional land tenure, the details of identifiable “countries” and associated families within the overall area of Waanyi traditional territory, contemporary acknowledgement of changing and adapted aspects of traditional law and custom, and the nature of traditional rights and interests asserted by Waanyi people through legal options available to them. There are also accounts of historical relationships among Waanyi people as they have been impacted and engaged with aspects of the wider Australian society and economy.
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		Getting started

		
			
				I | Chapter Summary, Susan Barrett

				Carpentaria is divided into fourteen chapters of unequal length, which are subdivided into unnumbered sections visually separated by a typographic space. The first letter of each chapter is in a much larger font, and the first two chapters are preceded by a short passage in capital letters that acts as a kind of epigraph. These typographic features have been interpreted in various ways; Chester Eagle sees the large first letter as a way of “giv[ing] the coming pages a push start” (362), while Geoff Rodoreda suggests that the short capitalised text is a way of setting the stage and preparing the reader to listen (161).

				Rather than having a linear plot with chapters that are linked chronologically, Carpentaria advances through a series of stories about the different characters and significant events. This episodic structure is characteristic of oral traditions in which themes tend to be more important than plot and the episodes are very often interchangeable (Loomes, 132). It is also reminiscent of how memory works, with one thought leading to another with the links between them clear only to the person whose thoughts they are.

				The stories in the novel are framed by changes in the land – the novel begins with a description of how the ancestral serpent created the rivers, and it ends with the destruction of the town of Desperance by a cyclone. The character of Norm is another structural feature as he is the first and the last character to appear. Arnaud Barras (2021) argues that further cohesion is given by the three journeys undertaken in the novel: the first is by Norm to return Elias’s body to the sea, the second by Mozzie who is constantly journeying across the land, and the third by Will who goes in search of Hope and Bala.

				The plot of the novel is not easy to summarise, indeed Jeanine Leane cautions against trying to do so arguing that:

				To offer a plot summary would be reductionist, as the narrative is a complex layering of stories. It collapses time and space to honour Aboriginal past, present, memory, future and the sense of collectively experienced time like the serpent described in the opening passages, ‘collapsing tunnels’ that represent confined spaces to form ‘deep sunken valleys’ that are expansive and vast like the Aboriginal stories in the narrative. (2015, 152)


				The chapter summary which follows should be read keeping the points made above in mind.

				
					
Chapter 1: From Time Immemorial (1)

					The first chapter focuses on the land. After an epigraph drawing attention to the existence of an Aboriginal story about the history of Australia and the current state of affairs, which is different to the white nation’s story, the novel opens with a description of how the ancestral serpent formed the country before withdrawing underground, where it continues to live. The character of Normal Phantom is introduced. There is a description of how the white inhabitants’ ceremony to rename the river is ruined by a dust storm and the chapter ends with an invocation to listen to the real story of the place.

				

				
					
Chapter 2: Angel Day (12)

					Chapter two is centred on Norm’s wife Angel Day. It describes how she built her house and how Norm went away to sea for five years, perhaps in protest for where she had chosen to build it or perhaps simply because he did not want to help her. Most of the chapter concerns Angel’s trip to the rubbish dump, where she finds an old clock and a statue of the Virgin Mary, and which culminates in a fight with the other Aboriginal women. Her son Will lights a fire to stop the fighting. The council later try unsuccessfully to investigate the origin of the fire. During the night the Aboriginal families who are not part of the Phantom clan move to the other side of the dump giving rise to two Aboriginal communities, the Eastsiders and the Westsiders. The white inhabitants of Uptown consider Norm to be the leader of the Aboriginal people and a delegation sets off to see him. Instead of talking to Norm, they end up in a confrontation with Angel Day.

				

				
					
Chapter 3: Elias Smith comes … and goes (42)

					There is a cyclone at sea and all the clocks stop working. The town’s inhabitants go down to the water’s edge and see a man with long white hair and a beard walking out of the sea. Several embedded stories follow. The first focusses on Joseph Midnight, who claims to belong to a tribe that does not exist. He is in league with the mining company and is thought to be responsible for the wild pigs overrunning the Aboriginal camps. The narrator then moves on to the Aboriginal inhabitants’ attempts to get their children to find out the white secrets which they believe are hidden in their schoolbooks. The embedded stories conclude with the State Governor’s attempt to change the town’s name to Masterton which is fiercely resisted by the Desperanians. The narrator then returns to talking about the man from the sea. Truthful, the local policeman, who has so little to do that he grows plants in the prison cell and roses in the prison garden, takes charge. Captain Nicoli Finn, an old man keeping watch of the coastline, decides to call the man Elias Smith. It is decided that Elias should guard the town but there are a series of mysterious fires which are blamed on him and he is asked to leave.

				

				
					
Chapter 4: Number One house (89)

					Elias leaves the town in his boat. Norm reflects on the time he used to spend at sea with Elias. Norm’s sea skills are well known but the arrival of the mine has changed things in Desperance. The new mine technology is blamed for stealing people’s words and sending them elsewhere. Norm’s youngest child Kevin takes a job in the mine and is brain-damaged in an accident on the first day. Kevin tries to attack Norm with a knife. Later a group of young white men try to run Kevin over but his sisters defend him and get into a fight using iron bars and a rifle. His sisters then put Kevin to bed brutally.

				

				
					
Chapter 5: Mozzie Fishman (114)

					The story shifts from Norm and the inhabitants of Desperance to Mozzie Fishman and his zealots who drive around the country in a thirty-three-car procession. Mozzie is afraid of the sea but he can detect water inland. He returns to Desperance every year at the start of the wet season. Will Phantom is travelling in Mozzie’s car. The convoy arrive at a lagoon where they intend to spend the night but they find Elias’s dead body sitting in a boat in the middle of the lagoon. The other men leave immediately but Will stays behind. Mozzie realises that Norm is waiting for Will to come home and remembers how Will left his family and moved Eastside when he married Hope. He thinks back to when Norm was arrested for murdering one of the Eastsiders, and how the white judge eventually dismissed the case.

				

				
					
Chapter 6: Knowing Fish (152)

					Will is sitting by the side of the lagoon. He went into hiding after being accused of sabotaging the development of the mining industry. He thinks about the journey Elias would have had to make to bring the boat inland to the lagoon. He realises that Elias cannot have made the trip by himself, that he was murdered, and his body has been tied into the boat. A helicopter appears overhead and Will tries to attract its attention before discovering that the passenger in the helicopter has a rifle and is trying to shoot him. Will hides in the water of the lagoon and is saved by the arrival of a storm. When the helicopter leaves, Will takes Elias’s body out of the lagoon, hides the boat and carries the body away with him. Two mine vehicles arrive with six men inside them, including two of Will’s brothers, but they fail to see him. Will takes shelter in a cave with Aboriginal paintings in it. The Irish priest, Father Danny, turns up and the helicopter lands to question him about where he is going. The men in the helicopter slash all Father Danny’s tyres before leaving. Will comes out of hiding and Father Danny drives him, and Elias’s body, to Desperance. Will takes Elias’s body to his father’s fish-preserving workshop. He remembers his childhood and his father being arrested after finding a dead body in the dump. Will leaves Elias’s body in the workshop for Norm to find and rows out to sea in search of Hope and Bala.

				

				
					
Chapter 7: Something about the Phantom Family (196)

					Norm believes that some sort of supernatural power helps him to restore the fish and he believes his workshop stores other people’s memories. Norm thinks about Angel. He finds Elias’s body and screams. His three daughters come to see what is happening. They set fire to tyres with the intention of burning Elias’s body but Norm stops them. Truthful arrives to find out why there is a fire, and ends up sleeping with Girlie.

				

				
					
Chapter 8: Norm’s responsibility (219)

					Norm decides to take Elias’s body to the gropers’ place to lay him to rest. He holds a conversation with Elias’s body as he rows out to sea. They talk about Angel, and they watch a manta ray. Norm remembers a groper caught by white fishermen dying on the beach. Gropers come to meet the boat. He puts Elias’s body into the water and the fish take him away. Norm is alone in his boat. He has a series of troubling dreams, is unable to catch any fish and is attacked by people from the spirit world. He lands on a beach covered in dead fish. During the night he is visited by the devil woman Gardajala who tries to seduce him.

				

				
					
Chapter 9: Bala, the child of hope (264)

					Norm is lost in his own world talking to the spirits when he realises that a small boy is trying to move his boat. At first he thinks it is Will but the boy comes back with some cooked fish for him to eat. The boy tells Norm that his name is Bala and that it is his father who is called Will. Norm once again thinks of Angel and blames her for the way their children have turned out. Bala tells Norm that they have to hide. Norm thinks he has ended up on the island as punishment for what Will has done and is unwilling to listen to Bala. A storm arrives and Norm runs away from the flood water accompanied by spirit people who put him in his boat and launch him on the river flowing towards the sea. He rescues Bala who is clinging to a tree. Bala tells him that the bad men took his mother Hope and that he saw her falling out of the sky. Norm concludes that it is Elias who helped him find his grandson.

				

				
					
Chapter 10: The giant in the cloak (295)

					The narrative returns to Desperance with a description of the arrival of the wet season – a time of year when strange things happen in the town. Three young Aboriginal boys are arrested for Gordie’s murder, which happened on the night Norm left with Elias’s body. The Mayor Bruiser beats the boys up, initially aided by Truthful, but eventually Truthful has second thoughts and stops Bruiser by threatening him with a gun. Kevin is picked up on his way back from the bar by a group of young, white-hooded white men. They beat him up and torture him, dragging him along behind their car. Girlie finds him seriously injured and he is taken to hospital. No one is arrested for the attack and Girlie points out the contrast between how quickly people were arrested for Gordie’s murder and how little is being done to find Kevin’s attackers. Truthful has a disturbing dream of his rose garden filled with grey-skinned Aboriginal people and goes back to the cell to discover that the three boys have hanged themselves. He unties them and tends to their dead bodies tenderly, bringing them food several times a day. Bruiser eventually realises what has happened. He wants to cover up the boys’ suicide by blaming it on Truthful having gone mad. None of the town people oppose his decision.

				

				
					
Chapter 11: The mine (350)

					The narrative shifts again to Fishman who left Desperance on the same day as Norm. Two years previously, Fishman had helped Will escape from Desperance after he had damaged the pipeline which the mine had built to carry the ore from the mine to the coast. The mine gave Joseph Midnight a new house but Midnight sent Hope and Bala away in Elias’s boat because he feared for their safety and knew that Will would go looking for them. When Will turns up, he gives him his boat and sings him directions to find Hope and Bala. Will realises that Elias’s body was a trap set up by the mine to catch him. Will is at sea following Midnight’s directions and comes to an island made of rubbish that has been taken over by pelicans. There is a storm and afterwards Will explores the neighbouring islands. He hears an Italian tenor voice singing and wakes up tied up in a helicopter with Hope. Hope is pushed out of the helicopter and Will watches her fall. Will is taken to the mine where he is spotted by two of Fishman’s men. Fishman sends a rescue party who start a fire. Will wants to kill the guards and is reluctant to leave. The two guards are killed as they chase after Will. A massive explosion destroys the mine.

				

				
					
Chapter 12: About sending letters (402)

					Mozzie fears that Angel’s life is in danger and he tells his men to take her to a town in the South. Will tells Mozzie that he wants to put the two mine workers’ bodies in Elias’s boat but Mozzie tells him he needs to bury them. Mozzie believes that everything started to go wrong when Elias left the town and the mine arrived. He believes that Bruiser killed Gordie because he knew too much. He tells Will that Truthful hanged himself. Two of Mozzie’s men bring Elias’s boat back; they put the men’s bodies in it and anchor it in the middle of the lagoon. They take the bodies of the Aboriginal boys, who died in prison, to a cave with an underground sea inside it. They place the bodies in paperbark canoes and push the canoes off to take the boys to their final resting place. As they head back towards the entrance to the cave, they can hear helicopters outside looking for them. Will says he is leaving. Meanwhile the police arrest the boys who were driving Angel to safety. She decides to hitchhike back to town but is picked up by a truck and disappears.

				

				
					
Chapter 13: The wash (440)

					Will looks down on Desperance and thinks about the fruit bats. The town is flooding as a result of the storm. He takes refuge in the pub where he finds Lloydie Smith talking to his mermaid. Will takes refuge in the upper room. While he waits for the waters to rise, he remembers things from his childhood. He also remembers the people who are important to him: Joseph, Norm, Fishman, Hope, Bala, Elias. Will is swept away by the flood water and is washed ashore on a floating island of rubbish. Initially the island is fertile with crops growing, but it gradually starts to fall apart, destroyed by white ants and invaded by seagulls.

				

				
					
Chapter 14: Coming back (484)

					Norm has been at sea for forty days and nights with Hope and Bala. He realises that Hope is afraid of both the sea and the night sky, and he decides that he needs to take care of Bala. Norm lands the boat where Desperance should be, but there is nothing left. The town has been washed away by the floods. He walks towards where the town once was with Bala on his shoulders, planning where he will rebuild his home. Hope returns to the boat to go and look for Will, helped on her way by the gropers.
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