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Abstract

Kim Scott was the first Aboriginal author to win the Miles Franklin
Literary Award in 2000 for Benang, an award he won again in 2011 for That
Deadman Dance. Yet despite these national accolades, Scott interrogates the very
categories of Australian and Indigenous literatures to which his work is
subjected. His writing reimagines, incorporates and challenges colonial ways of
thinking about people and place. This thesis reveals the provocative proposal
running through Scott’s collected works and projects that contemporary
Australian society (and literature) should be grafted onto regional Aboriginal
languages and stories as a way to express a national sense of “who we are and
what we might be”. Scott’s vision of a truly postcolonial Australia and literature
is articulated through his collected writings which form a network of social,
historical, political and personal narratives.

This thesis traces how Scott’s writing and the Wirlomin Noongar
Language and Stories Project (Wirlomin Project) reconfigure colonial power
relationships in the disputed territories of place, language, history, identity and
the globalised world of literature. Ultimately, Scott intends to create an
empowered Noongar position in cross-cultural exchange and does so by
disrupting the fixed categories inherent in these territories; territories constructed
during the colonising and nationalising of Australia. Due to the range of the
disputed territories identified in this thesis, there is an engagement with a variety
of theoretical frameworks including Val Plumwood’s ecopoetics, Bakhtinian
dialogic, Linda Hutcheon’s historiographic metafiction, David Damrosch’s world
literature, Martin Nakata’s cultural interface and, importantly, Scott’s own
writing on regional Noongar literature. Each of these approaches to Scott’s
writing and the Wirlomin Project analyses how Scott begins a process of
decolonisation, finding sites of Noongar empowerment, truth-telling and
reciprocity in areas of cross-cultural dispute. Scott’s writing problematises the

concept of a bound and unified nation in a constructive way.



This thesis is broken into seven chapters that chronologically examine
each of Scott’s texts within a particular disputed territory and critical framework.
The first chapter performs an ecocritical reading of Scott’s short fiction and
poetry (these works span the period from 1985 to 2015) and is followed by
analyses of language and True Country, history and Benang, Noongar identity in
Kayang and Me, the globalised world of literature and That Deadman Dance,
Noongar empowerment through the Wirlomin Project, and a revisiting of these
key areas in relation to 7aboo. Increasingly, the Wirlomin Project becomes the
nexus of Scott’s creative, personal and political trajectories and this thesis argues
that, through the community-run project, Scott seeks to position an empowered

Noongar heritage at the heart of a conflicted country and its stories.
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Introduction

Scott’s ancestral home is Noongar country—the south-east coast of Western
Australia between Gairdner River and Cape Arid. In his first published essay,
Scott describes Noongar country as ‘boundary territory; between peoples, between
desert and sea. In some of the maps — to the extent that you can ever trust them —
it is even that labelled “disputed territory”’ (2000a, 171). The boundary territories
in Scott’s writing and the Wirlomin Noongar Language and Stories Project
(Wirlomin Project)—a community initiative to return and strengthen Noongar
language and story within the community—are metaphorical manifestations of the
tensions between colonial and Noongar cultures in relation to the land, country,
language, history, identity and literature. The key contention of this thesis is that
these disputed territories double as sites of possibility to strengthen Noongar
heritage and shift the discourse around Australia’s people and places.

Scott’s distrust of the map speaks to a broader distrust of colonial
frameworks throughout his work. Benedict Anderson argues that the map,
interlinked with the census and the museum, ‘illuminate the late colonial state’s
style of thinking about its domain’ (1983, 184). This thinking, Anderson
continues, ‘was a totalising classificatory grid, which could be applied with
endless flexibility to anything under the state’s real or contemplated control:
people, regions, languages, products, monuments and so forth’ (1983, 184). By
questioning the map, Scott questions the legitimacy of the colonial authority and
connection to place that continues to underpin Australia’s national identity today.
Scott’s writing and projects embody multiplicity, diversity, contradiction and
uncertainty in their narratives and processes rather than the singularity and
linearity so characteristic of what Lisa Slater in her essay ‘Kim Scott’s Benang:
The Ethics of Uncertainty’ has called the ‘colonial logic’ (2005, 148). Scott
consistently exposes how the application of the colonial logic has erased,

misrepresented and misunderstood Aboriginal people, their land and culture.



In ‘Disputed Territory’, Scott uses the liminal position of Noongar
country—being between land and sea—as an analogy for the liminal position of
his writing that contends with, and incorporates, the legacies of both his colonial
and Noongar heritage. By Scott and the members of the Wirlomin Project
questioning the fundamental logic of colonial controlling mechanisms, they also
question the fundamental assumption that colonial and Noongar cultures are
isolated entities locked in opposition. Scott’s work not only seeks out the conflict
between these cultures and worldviews, but also their overlaps, exchanges, and
appropriations.

The liminal quality of Scott’s work speaks directly to the reluctance in his
writing to didactically divide, categorise or define his Noongar heritage in such
certain terms as befitting the colonial logic. Scott’s representation of and
discussion of Noongar country, language, history, identity and literature in his
fiction and nonfiction is ambivalent. Even his choice to identify exclusively as
Noongar— a choice that, he argues, is politically imperative in Australia—
contends with what being Noongar truly means (Brown 2005, 179). Scott
considers both the opportunities in and the destruction wrought by colonisation. In
its most reciprocal and respectful moments, colonisation provided the possibility
of cross-cultural exchange between putatively equal parties and it is this dynamic,
Scott argues, that contemporary Australian society must seek to rebuild. However,
due to the devastation of Aboriginal languages and cultures, an equitable
relationship first requires the empowering of Aboriginal communities before this
exchange can occur. Scott’s narratives are notable for incorporating both Noongar
and non-Noongar perspectives. Importantly, while Scott uses Noongar language,
story and epistemologies as a counterpoint to the colonial logic, he complicates
this seemingly oppositional binary by also writing against and within established
colonial paradigms.

John Fielder has observed that Scott, a man with Noongar and European
heritage, ‘makes no secret of his struggle with “schizoid” tendencies’ (2005, 5).
Indeed, many of his Noongar protagonists, such as Billy in True Country (1993),
Harley in Benang (1999), and Bobby in That Deadman Dance (2010), struggle

with the same ‘schizoid’ state caused by their descending from both Noongar and



colonial heritages or from their ambivalence in cross-cultural exchange.
Contemporary Australia—having both Aboriginal and colonial histories—is also
depicted as suffering from the same condition because, as Fielder notes, this
‘schizoid element ... pervades our history, our culture, our national mythology’
(2005, 5). The portrayal of this underlying conflict in Australia’s national identity,
what Sheila Collingwood-Whittick has described as ‘the pain of unbelonging’, is
central to Scott’s writing (2007, x1).

Scott’s fiction and nonfiction do not depict these contestations as
reconciled or attempt to resolve these differences by constructing a singular
national identity. Scott, in fact, questions Australia’s post-colonial status. In
‘Covered Up With Sand’, he points out that in Australia many of the markers of
post-colonial society do not exist whereas the racial classification of the colonised
and coloniser as well as the ‘power relationship characteristic of colonial
societies’ continue, resulting in a nation where ‘Indigenous communities remain
at a disadvantage compared to the rest of the population’ (2007a, 123). Rather
than being post-colonial, Scott’s writing intervenes in the process of
decolonisation. Drawing on the definition of decolonisation in Rob Garbutt,
Soenke Biermann and Baden Offord’s ‘Into the Borderlands: Unruly Pedagogy,
Tactile Theory and the Decolonising Nation’, Scott finds an apt description for his
work: ‘the unravelling of assumed certainties and the re-imagining and re-
negotiating of common futures’ (Scott 2018, 5). These negotiations take him into
the disputed territories of land and country, language, history, identity and
literature. It is here that the unravelling occurs in order for new ways of thinking
about who Noongar people and the wider Australian population are and who they
could be.

Lisa Slater’s essay on Benang identifies central features of Scott’s writing
such as the representation of ‘plurality’ and ‘uncertainty’ developed as a counter
to, or in addition to, the colonial logic (2005, 157-8). She notes that Scott refuses
to ‘propagate the enforced Western vision of Aboriginality and [instead] forms

uncertain representations that arise out of Nyoongar traditions, the experience of



racial violence and plurality of individual and social life’ (2005, 157-8).! Slater
also states that if ‘Scott desires to transform contemporary Australia and displace
colonial logic, then he ... needs Harley to ... open up a site—a meeting place—
in which Australians can begin to rearticulate the country and themselves, in the
hope of forging a new ethics of engagement, and thereby constituting a “new”
country’ (2005, 148). The connection between Scott’s fiction and his own
political and community-focused ambitions are also emphasised in this thesis,
albeit with a greater focus on the central position of the Wirlomin Project.

Additionally, this thesis identifies the discursive meeting places as the
disputed territories depicted in Scott’s writing while recognising his writing and
projects as disputed territories in and of themselves. These disputes are traced
beyond Benang through Scott’s collected works and the Wirlomin Project which
are read as a ‘continuing project’ grounded by Noongar country, language and
stories (Scott 2012a, 228). With the exception of True Country, each of his major
works takes place in Noongar country that is distinct from the state-based region
‘Western Australia’, itself a subdivision of the nation state. This thesis posits
Scott’s collected work as regional literature but in doing so emphasises the
foregrounding of localised Noongar country and community.

Lyn Jacobs acknowledges that ‘to live in Australia, especially Western
Australia, is to be involved in a vital, ongoing dialogue with people and place,
partly because Indigenous prior occupancy and custodianship of the land exists ...
like an undertow as consistent as the roll of surf on a beach’ (2007, 318). Scott
and the members of the Wirlomin Project are entering this dialogue as Indigenous
custodians. If Jacobs’ description implies that the presence of Indigenous
occupancy and custodianship is an unseen yet powerful force—'an undertow’—in

national conversations about Australian identity and belonging, Scott and the

! While Scott used the spelling ‘Nyoongar’ to refer to his community and region in Benang, he
now uses the spelling ‘Noongar’. This thesis will use the latter spelling to align with Scott’s most
recent work and that of the Wirlomin Project, except in quotations.



members of the Wirlomin Project aim to make this force visible. Scott is a key
voice in Australian national discourse regarding people and place. He contributes
a complex and community-based ‘regional perspective’ through his writing that
includes a personal history specific to Noongar country and his community and is
also tied to the narrative of Western Australia and the Australian nation (Scott
2007a, 124).2 In a national discourse in which Aboriginal people are often spoken
of but are rarely given the opportunity to speak themselves, Scott’s writing is an
increasingly significant and provocative voice among an ever-growing number of
Aboriginal voices in Australian literature. It not only emphasises the atrocities of
the past, it emphasises the need to listen to the range of stories about this
continent’s shared history and an even more ancient Aboriginal history from both
Noongar, non-Noongar, written and oral archives. The source material is often, as
Scott describes it, ‘perverse’ yet inspirational, evidencing how navigating
disputed territories can be both a traumatic and constructive process (Scott 2000a,
162; 1999, 497, 2001, 265).

Leading up to the publication of his first novel, 7rue Country, Scott had
published several poems and one piece of short fiction. This early work is
indicative of his sustained interrogation of colonial representations, classification
and devastation of Noongar country and its people. His second novel, Benang,
won the Miles Franklin Literary Award which Scott would again win for his
fourth novel, That Deadman Dance.? Perhaps unexpectedly, Kayang and Me
(2005) followed the critical success of Benang. A collaborative life-writing
project with Noongar elder, Hazel Brown, Kayang and Me can now be seen as
key point in a spatial reading of Scott’s interconnected writings and projects
because it articulates his strengthening connections to a ‘strong Noongar centre’

(Scott 2012a, 237). A year after its publication, the Wirlomin Project was

2 In this instance, Scott’s use of the word, ‘regional’ refers to his Noongar perspective.

3 Benang won the award in 2000 (sharing the award with Thea Astley’s Drylands) and That
Deadman Dance won the award in 2011. As yet, Scott and the Waanyi author Alexis Wright are
the only Aboriginal writers to have won this award.



established and Scott’s strategic negotiation of his role as an individual author in
the Western tradition and a member of the Wirlomin Project becomes more overt.

The Wirlomin Project works with Noongar language and stories from both
archives and elders within the community. The archival source material largely
comes from stories told by Noongar ‘informants’ to American Linguist, Gerhardt
Laves recorded in the International Phonetic Alphabet. Stored by his family until
1985, the notes were then sent to the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) in Canberra. The return of Laves’ notebooks
provided an opportunity to consolidate the language and stories that had been lost
or considerably weakened since they were told in 1931. In 2002 meetings were
held with representatives from AIATSIS, the University of Western Australia,
descendants of the original ‘informants’, and chosen representatives from various
Noongar communities (including Scott). The result of these continual meetings
was the publication of ‘A Protocol for Laves’ 1931 Noongar Field Notes’ in 2006.
This set of guidelines ensures the protection of these stories by a group of
Noongar custodians who can control how, when and to whom the stories are
shared.

Both That Deadman Dance and Taboo (2017) weave the stories developed
by the Wirlomin Project into their narratives, evidencing how Scott’s writing has
since become inextricable from his work with his home community, an
entanglement deliberately promoted by his essays, interviews and lectures. What
occurs is a retrospective reconfiguring of Scott’s writing around his home
community, their language and stories which root his narratives in country.

The Wirlomin Project have produced six bilingual publications from 2011
to 2017 (Scott is a key storyteller for each), a website containing online
recordings of the stories in Noongar and English, and videos of the process of
reconnecting stories with country. These materials are products of the Wirlomin
Project’s return and rejuvenation of a diminished Noongar language and culture.
Such a process embodies the politics and ethics of decolonisation promoted by
Scott.

Asked by Charlotte Wood whether he thought all Indigenous writing is

political, Scott replied, ‘I think so. I find myself encouraging people to not be so



overtly political, you know—to reduce the political overtness, because it’s there
anyway, if you’re known to be in the [Indigenous writing] niche, or if you’re
labelled with that’ (2013b, 8). Such self-awareness of the inevitable politicisation
of his work manifests in a deceptively subtle provocation of what the Australia
nation has been, is and could be; a provocation that positions the Noongar
community, literature and language at the centre of these discussions.

As Scott ‘does not want to risk limiting Nyoongar people in yet another
colonising discourse’ (Slater 2005, 148), he provocatively proposes a
contemporary Australian society (and literature) that could be grafted onto
Aboriginal languages and stories as a way to express a national sense of ‘who we
are and what we might be’, a proposal repeated in his 2011 Miles Franklin
oration (Scott 2007a, 124). Such a proposal acknowledges and attempts to
remedy the trauma of colonisation which ‘deracinates, physically displaces and
physically disorientates all those concerned’ (Collingwood-Whittick 20117, xii1).
Scott’s writing and projects engage with the inherent racism in Australia’s
history and contemporary society, its continued negation of a genocidal history
against Aboriginal people and the anxiety of unbelonging. In this context, Scott
puts forward Aboriginal communities as a potential conduit between a
disconnected white Australia and the country it inhabits.

The possibilities of disputed territories are detailed in ‘A Noongar Voice,
an Anomalous History’ (2008), which outlines the central methodologies and
opinions guiding Scott’s work — namely that fiction and history can each critically
reimagine the past, that there are productive possibilities of engaging regional
Aboriginal languages and communities in historical research and that the re-
examination of colonial power relationships can reveal a ‘confident and
innovative’ Noongar community participating in cross-cultural exchange (Scott
2008b, 96).

Scott’s literary trajectory aligns with the increased publication and interest

4 ‘A Noongar Voice, an Anomalous History’ was published in Westerly but presents Scott’s
research developing That Deadman Dance as part of his PhD from University of Western
Australia.



in Aboriginal arts and culture in Australia that occurred from around the 1988
Bicentenary onwards. Although such ‘writer-activists’ as Oodgeroo Noonuccal,
Jack Davis and Kevin Gilbert emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, Belinda Wheeler
contends that it was not until the mid-1980s that ‘a large portion of Australia’s
non-Aboriginal community wanted to explore literature written or performed by
Australian Aboriginals’ (Rooney 2009; Wheeler 2013, 1). Key texts like Adam
Shoemaker’s Black Words, White Page (1989) and Bob Hodge and Vijay
Mishra’s Dark Side of the Dream (1991) drew attention to the breadth and
diversity of Aboriginal literature and, with Australia’s Bicentenary acting as a
provocative reminder of Australia’s colonial past and abuse of Aboriginal people
and culture, began to analyse Aboriginal literature in light of its historical and
social contexts while also revaluating central myths and narratives of the white
Australian nation. This rereading aligned with the rise of revisionist
historiography exemplified by such works as W. E. H Stanner’s ground breaking
Boyer Lecture series published as After the Dreaming (1968), Henry Reynolds’
The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal Resistance to the European Invasion
of Australia (1981) and Paul Carter’s The Road to Botany Bay (1987). The new
trajectory of Australia’s growing engagement with its shared history and
Aboriginal culture and perspectives was interwoven with a surge of Aboriginal
literature in various genres including life writing, fiction, poetry, film, drama, and
music (Wheeler 2013, 1). The ‘emerging canon’, to use Belinda Wheeler’s term,
coincided with the first anthologies of Aboriginal writing, Inside Black Australia:
An Anthology of Aboriginal Poetry (1989) and Paperbark: A Collection of Black
Australian Writings (1990) that established Aboriginal literature as an ongoing
body of work. Sally Morgan’s My Place (1987) was also a milestone in this field,
gaining popular national and international acclaim. It was during this time that
Scott began to publish. His first poem, ‘In Perspective’, appeared in the Fremantle
Arts Centre’s broadsheet Patterns in 1985. However, this increased presence and
interest in Aboriginal writing was accompanied by questions concerning the
authenticity of the ‘Aboriginality’ of these works.

Three years before True Country, Mudrooroo Narogin (Colin Johnson) had

published Writing from the Fringe (1990), a key text on Aboriginal literature.



Despite the subsequent controversy surrounding Narogin’s identity, his work
articulated the difficulty for Aboriginal authors whose creative practice occurred
within the categories, language and forms of their colonial oppressors. Moreover,
Narogin notes that this dominant society was also positioned as the key editor and
audience of Aboriginal writing, effectively trapping the field within non-
Aboriginal frameworks of literature. Whether or not Scott’s writing was directly
influenced by Narogin’s work, the two share many of Narogin’s criticisms of the
persistent colonial framework of Australian literature. Scott arguably handles
these in a more nuanced and inclusive way. By redefining the non-Aboriginal
elements of literature as part of an ongoing Noongar culture, he is able to suggest
that a perceived trap may also be a means of escape.

While Scott has chosen to identify as Noongar, his writing complicates the
simplistic division of colonial and Noongar cultures into binary opposites. His
writing navigates the political and ethical considerations that press upon an
Aboriginal writer writing for a mostly non-Aboriginal Australian audience. These
considerations are made all the more challenging in light of Scott’s attempt to
articulate his particular Noongar heritage that is at once excluded from, part of
and shaped by a colonial Australian heritage. Even though his work is at the
forefront of an increasingly recognised canon of Aboriginal Australian literature,
it disrupts any assumption that this canon exists in a truly post-colonial society.
Scott interrogates the categorisation of literatures in Australia revealing how the
expectation and, perhaps, the onus of stories being either Aboriginal or Australian
or both perpetuates a colonial logic that rigidly classifies people and place.

In her critique of Morgan’s My Place, Jackie Huggins claims that Morgan
‘has always belonged to a white world which applauds her and which has now
become her parameters and measures of Aboriginal “success” (Huggins 1993,
462). Huggins’ comments draw attention to the politicisation of the Aboriginal
writer and the imperative that Scott has described to declare his allegiance to
either the Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal community. Scott, through his academic
work, has constructed his own parameters of ‘success’ measured by his
connection to his Noongar heritage and usefulness within his home community.

That being said, he has garnered considerable critical success within the ‘white



world’ and sits within a movement of ‘leading innovators in collaborative
expression across the generations, across art forms, in life writing, storytelling,
film, performance, and video art, taking power in their responsibility for
custodianship and transmission of culture’ (Jose 2013, vii). Scott constructively
negotiates the tensions across this cultural and literary terrain, using his success in
a wider national context to benefit his home community. In other words, Scott
sees the possibility in this disputed territory.

Moving chronologically through Scott’s fiction and nonfiction, while also
acknowledging a non-linear network of Scott’s writing grounded in Noongar
language and culture, this thesis links each text to a particular ‘disputed territory’
and critical framework. Each chapter analyses how Scott engages with the
tensions between Noongar and non-Noongar engagement with land, language,
history, identity and literature in a constructive way.

Chapter one performs an ecocritical reading of Scott’s poetry and short
fiction spanning the years 1985 to 2015. In these works, Scott shifts between
Noongar and non-Noongar epistemological and ontological perspectives of
landscape and country. Scott depicts Noongar country as neither a place of
newness nor exile, countering the colonial logic embedded in what Judith Wright
has called the ‘double aspect’ of the colonial experience (1965). Confronting the
myths of terra nullius and a pastoral Arcady, Scott’s poetry and fiction depict a
vibrant ecosystem interwoven with nature, people and stories disturbed and
diminished by colonisation. Drawing on similarities between the Aboriginal
concept of country and the notion of place in Val Plumwood’s Feminism and the
Mastery of Nature (1993) and ‘The Concept of a Cultural Landscape: Nature,
Culture and Agency in the Land’ (2006), the chapter focuses on how Scott resists
the rendering of the land as a passive subject to be tamed, surveyed and classified
or owned.

In chapter two, True Country is analysed in relation to language. True
Country is based on Scott’s time teaching in a remote Aboriginal community in
the north western part of Australia. In particular, the chapter considers how the
novel represents the role of the English (written) language as one of the colonial

controlling mechanisms described by Anderson. Scott’s inclusion of a variety of
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linguistic forms in the novel challenges the English written word’s superiority,
authority and veracity. Using Penny van Toorn’s Writing Never Arrives Naked
(2006) and Karen Barad’s Diffracting Diffraction: Cutting Together-Apart’ (2014)
as formative texts, the chapter emphasises the dynamic nature of Aboriginal
languages and storytelling practices that include the interplay between their own
oral and written traditions and those introduced through colonisation.

Scott reimagines his recent family history amid the ideas and practices of
the assimilationist project in Western Australia from 1915 to 1940 in his second
novel, Benang. Here, Scott uses and disputes settler-colonial history. As in True
Country, he destabilises the dominance of the written record in Benang. Like
other critical readings of the novel, ® this chapter reads Benang as a work of what
Linda Hutcheon has termed historiographic metafiction (1988). Through this
theoretical lens, we can see how Scott installs the historic archive in his novel
while simultaneously questioning the empirical validity of such historic sources
through the use of irony and wordplay, as well as the juxtaposition of divergent
archives. The multiplicity of histories and narratives in the novel resist a singular
and dominant colonial narrative creating instead a ‘rhizomatic’ network of
competing, complimenting and divergent histories (Emmett 2007).

Chapter four focuses on Hazel Brown and Scott’s collaborative memaoir,
Kayang and Me, in relation to Noongar identity. Martin Nakata’s concept of the
‘cultural interface’ in Disciplining the Savages: Savaging the Disciplines
identifies the porous nature of cross-cultural relationships, which is particularly

relevant to the way Brown and Scott attempt to articulate a multi-faceted Noongar

> Other academics such as Amanda Johnson and Pablo Armellino have used the same theoretical
approach to describe the interplay of history and fiction in Scott’s novel. In Katrin Althans’
Darkness Subverted: Aboriginal Gothic in Black Australian Literature and Film (2018), the
chapter, ‘Un-Singing Historiography: Kim Scott’s Benang’ observes how Scott uses the historic
records ‘against themselves’ (104). This chapter, then, does not introduce the connection between
Benang and historiographic metafiction but, rather, uses the connection to highlight the broader
trend of Scott’s writing to unsettle and to challenge discourses of Aboriginal history, language,
identity, literature and relationships to country. Benang, as historiographic metafiction, is one clear
example of a disputed territory (in this instance, archive, memory and fiction are in tension with
one another) being transformed into a productive discursive space through Scott’s writing.
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identity that unsettles the boundaries between Noongar and non-Noongar cultures
(2007, 198). Their exchange reveals a personal and collective Noongar identity
that is at times contradictory, personal and collective—yet one that is strong and
continual. They argue that the process of colonisation does not render Noongar
people as victims. Tiffany Shellam’s Shaking Hands on the Fringe (2009) and,
once again, van Toorn’s Writing Never Arrives Naked are useful companions to
Brown and Scott’s stories of Noongar individuals actively, strategically and
creatively appropriating non-Indigenous practices into their own culture.®

The chapter also considers the tensions in Indigenous life-writing, especially
those between oral and written stories, the individual and the collective, and the
editor and ‘informant’. Using Mich¢le Grossman’s Entangled Subjects:
Indigenous/Australian Cross-Cultures of Talk, Text, and Modernity (2013) as a
pivotal text, this chapter notes how Scott is uniquely positioned as subject,
collaborator, transcriber and editor of Kayang and Me. These are fraught positions
that require him to confront the inadequacies and privilege of his chosen form of
storytelling—Iliterature—while also believing in the written word’s ability to
create a space for more inclusive and just exchange.

Chapter five analyses That Deadman Dance, a historical novel tracing the
breakdown of Western Australia’s ‘friendly frontier’, in relation to the field of
world literature. Scott’s literature is rooted in Noongar country and community
but not bound by localised and state-based regions from which he writes; That
Deadman Dance also incorporates national and transnational literatures.
Therefore, Scott’s writing can be read as local, regional, national and world
literature, blurring the distinction between Noongar and Australian literature, and
Australian and world literature. Drawing on Pheng Cheah’s differentiation of the
globe and the world in ‘“World Against Globe: Toward a Normative Conception of
World Literature’ (2014), this chapter focuses on how Scott does not depict word

and local literatures as exclusively oppositional areas or forces but as woven and

6 Scott has regularly referenced both Shellam and van Toorn in his own academic work.

12



sometimes complementary spaces. That Deadman Dance portrays and is an
example of the far-reaching scope of regional literature and shared literary
horizons. Through the novel, Scott reconfigures understandings of what Noongar
language, identity and literature is and can be and pushes for a way of thinking
about literature and language that can accommodate multiplicity, diversity and
liminality.

Scott’s search for and strengthening attachment to his Noongar roots is
reflected in the trajectory of his writing, particularly through the increasing
prominence of the Wirlomin Noongar Language and Stories Project—the subject
of chapter six. The project has produced six publications of ancestral Noongar
stories: Mamang and Noongar Mambara Bakitj (2011), Dwoort Baal Kaat and
Yira Boornak Nyininy (2013) and Ngaawily Nop and Noorn (2017). Scott’s
involvement in the group is more than a side-project. The stories and process of
the Wirlomin Project influence the narrative content, creative process and ethics
of his work. In chapter six, each of the key themes discussed in this thesis are
revisited: the land, language, history, identity and literature in order to highlight
how the Wirlomin Project continues the disruption of colonial logic within these
disputed territories.

The centrality of the Wirlomin Project is further highlighted in chapter
seven that analyses Taboo’s fictionalisation of members of the Wirlomin Project
and the effects of revitalising language and returning stories to country. In this
novel, the dispute between Noongar and non-Noongar versions of history, the
struggle to restore and revitalise language and the pain of deracination reoccur.
The Noongar community’s language and storytelling programs provide the
possibility of reconnecting with Noongar heritage and country as a way of healing
ongoing traumas.

Tracing Scott’s writing in relation to a community-based, shared and pre-

colonial Noongar history observes the progression of Scott’s strengthening
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connection with this heritage from his early work in the 1980s to today.” Scott has
been returning to his roots through and with the Wirlomin Project which has
become the source and heart of his work. In an interview with Kathryn Trees,
Scott describes how writing True Country ‘led [him] to explore other articulations
of Aboriginality ... It was the start of a personal quest’ (1995, 20). This quest
crosses disputed territories, sites of trauma, conflict and ambivalence that also
double as sites of possibility.

Scott explains that ‘the cultural work which comes out of Kayang & Me is
continuing in That Deadman Dance’ and also suggests that the conclusion of
Benang that describes ‘a fictional individual wanting to be a part of cultural
consolidation with a small community of descendants’ is also taken up by Kayang
and Me and the Wirlomin Project (2012a, 230). This rhizomic quality of his
writing means that ‘it is difficult to look at any of Scott’s texts in isolation;
engaging with one work will inevitably lead to another’ (Quinlivan 2014). In
Benang, Harley ‘shouts back into history and listens for the echoes, the
reverberations, the thousands of voices, that cry out with their stories’ (Trees
1995, 21). Scott, too, is ‘listening back’ as he seeks to create an empowered
position for his Noongar community at the heart of a conflicted country and its

stories (Trees 1995, 21).

7 The exception to this structure is the first chapter in which I discuss the theme of place in relation
to Scott’s poetry and short fiction. Although Scott’s first published piece of writing was a poem,
‘In Perspective’ in 1985, he has continued to publish shorter pieces of writing.
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Chapter 1

Shifting ecological perspectives:

Scott’s short fiction and poetry

Introduction

Scott’s relationship with his Noongar country is integral to his writing and
language projects. The enduring Noongar connection to the land and its
inhabitants is ever-present across his collective work to date. Scott critiques
colonial and subsequent national relationships with the land that are often
characterised by the non-Aboriginal desire to dominate, possess and control the
surroundings. His short fiction and poetry depict Noongar country, colonial land
and national landscapes as territories that are both physically and conceptually in
dispute. Scott uses this tension between Noongar and non-Noongar territories to
undermine the legitimacy and romanticism of European occupation and European
agricultural practices in Australia’s national discourse. He registers what Judith
Wright has termed the ‘double aspect’ of colonial landscapes—the land as a place
of exile and the land as new opportunity (1965). Scott represents country as a site
of interweaving and reciprocal ecologies, of narratives, as a place that has been
stolen, as a taboo place of massacre, and as home.

Jane Gleeson-White in her ecocritical essay on That Deadman Dance and
Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria asserts that Scott ‘rewrite[s] Australia in the voice of
the regional, and offer[s] ways of reconsidering the relation of human and non-
human which contest our prevailing models and their role in the ecological crisis’
(2013, 1). This rewriting foregrounds Noongar boodjar (Noongar country) and the
coming together of human and non-human beings through language and story,

which shares aspects of Val Plumwood’s concept of place as an interwoven
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system of interdependent ontologies that are in an inseparable and a reciprocal
relationship.

The reciprocity between Aboriginal communities and their country is
characterised by the nurturing of the land and, in turn, being nurtured by the land.
Such an exchange requires ecological literacy, a term that Fritjof Capra in
‘Speaking Nature’s Language: Principles for Sustainability’ defined as
‘understanding the basic principles of ecology and being able to embody them in
daily life. It entails thinking in terms of relationships, connectedness and context’
(cited in Wooltorton 2007, 30). Ecological literacy can be understood to be part of
Plumwood’s concept of place and Deborah Bird Rose’s description of country as
‘a place that gives and receives life (...) [that] is lived in and lived with’ (1996, 7).

In Scott’s writing, the ability for some Noongar characters to ‘read’
country is contrasted with the ecological illiteracy of newcomers—pioneers,
settlers, convicts. The latter experience their environment as an eternally foreign
land; their misreading of their surroundings resulting in the failed, albeit
destructive, attempts to tame the land. By shifting between Noongar, colonial and
national perspectives in his stories, Scott highlights the non-Aboriginal lack of
knowledge thereby displacing the authority and singularity of the colonial logic
embedded in Australia’s national narratives of place.

In Scott’s hands, Arcadian landscapes become myths that ignore
Australia’s environmental degradation caused by European agricultural practices.
The motifs of fences, roads, telephone wires and scientific lines of classification
evoke human-made lines of possession and categorisation so typical of the
colonial mindset.. These brutal, illegitimate and ultimately superficial incursions
in Noongar country are shown to eliminate and oppress Aboriginal people by
consolidating the colonisation of supposedly vacant country. They exist in
contrast to interconnected Noongar songlines. Noongar presence and perspectives
in Scott’s fiction debunk the terra nullius myth but also examine the legacy of this
colonisation and degradation of Aboriginal land in the form of modern-day
environmentalism.

The notion of place is fraught in the Australian national context, not least

because of the conflicting claims over the land made by European explorers and
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colonisers that deny Aboriginal sovereignty. Scott’s writing taps into national
anxieties about belonging and interrogates the environmental, social and personal
need for Aboriginal relationships with country to form meaningful connections to
place. This need is all the more pressing if we consider Philip Mead’s
interrogation of the community, connectivity and literary universality in the
digital age that describes ‘unavoidable questions and anxieties about the
foundational elements of personhood, community and sociability that arise from
this potentiality of movement between cyber and other social spaces’ (2012, 138).

Plumwood emphasises narrative as a means to create place. This argument
is both highly relevant to Australia’s national mythologies and resonates with
Aboriginal notions of country. Her ecocritical definition of place rejects dualistic
perspectives on pure culture and pure nature in favour of place being a ‘story’
made up of ‘the unique interwoven pattern of nature and culture’ (2006, 39).
Scott’s own storytelling process actively connects with his Noongar country to
and from which he is writing. There is a possibility that Scott’s narratives also
provide a way for his readers to connect as well thereby finding their own sense of
place.

In his poetry and short fiction, Scott writes about the reciprocity
functioning in Noongar ecosystems, the loss of self felt by Noongar individuals
due to their disconnection with place and the physical effects on the environment
from colonial and national acts of possession. Underpinning these concerns is the
issue of non-human agency. In his writing, non-human entities act and are acted
on thereby diminishing the separation of human and non-human nature. This
depiction contrasts with the colonial and national understanding of the land best
summed up in the term ‘landscape’. Plumwood criticises the term for the way it
‘draws on a colonial as well as androcentric model which frames the land as
passive, visually captured, something to distance from, survey and subdue’ (2006,
123). Scott’s representation of country as a vibrant and active ecosystem rather
than a passive entity can therefore be read as critique of the colonial logic.
Furthermore, Scott’s recasting of pioneers, settlers, and convicts as perpetrators of
violence against Noongar people and their thriving ecological practices discredits

the national project of colonisation.
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Much of Scott’s short fiction pieces are instalments of larger works in
progress. As such, different publications often retell and rework a core narrative,
revisiting plots, characters and settings across separate publications. ‘Registering
Romance’ (1995), ‘The First One’ (1996) and ‘Into the Light (after Hans
Heysen’s painting of the same name)’ (2000) each follow a white man (John,
Johnny One, and the drover respectively) and his Noongar wife Fanny as they
traverse the colonial frontier. Incidentally, these characters correspond with Sandy
One Mason and Fanny Benang in the novel, Benang (1999). ‘Capture’ (2002) and
‘Asleep’ (2005) were intended as part of a larger novel with the working title
Naatj, which has not been published. The protagonists of these two stories are
Peter and Cory Noonan (their names change to Peter and Corry Wright in
‘Asleep’), environmental experts who exploit the land they claim to be saving.?
In ‘Asleep’, Scott adds two Noongar characters, Pa and his grandson Owen, who
challenge Peter and Corry’s knowledge and ownership of the environment. The
short story ‘A Refreshing Sleep’ (2009) about two Noongar cousins visiting a
homestead built on a massacre site and the poem ‘Wangelanginy’ (2002) about
the powerful link between language and country resonate with Taboo. ‘Lost’, a
story about a young English girl who goes missing in the forest and the poem ‘In
Perspective’ about two people following a railway line are discussed as isolated
works.

Each of these writings engage with Noongar and non-Noongar
relationships with and within country. They contest the legitimacy of colonial
‘settlement’ and interrogate the foundation myths upon which the Australian
nation was built. Scott shifts between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal perspectives

of and on the land creatively documenting what Bill Gammage would later

8 The change in the protagonists’ names from ‘Capture’ to the more recently published ‘Asleep’ is
maintained in this thesis. More than the change of the couple’s last name from Noonan to Wright
from one story to the next, the subtle change in the female character’s name is maintained also.
When referring to ‘Capture’ the spelling is Cory—with one ‘r’—when discussing ‘Asleep’, the
spelling is Corry—with two ‘r’s.
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describe in his ground-breaking work, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How
Aborigines Made Australia (2011), as ‘fundamental differences in thinking’
(2011, 311).° Gammage’s study of Aboriginal land management practices noted
that Aboriginal people lived in an ecosystem in which, ‘all things had a place, so
newcomers must be accommodated’ whereas ‘in the white world savages had no
place’ (Gammage 2011, 311). While Aboriginal people saw themselves as
custodians of a balanced ecosystem, Europeans ‘intended to possess’ and
therefore saw themselves as owners and masters of their environment (Gammage
2011, 311-12). Although, Gammage concedes, both Aboriginal people and the
newcomers ‘could attach to land and devote lives to its care’, the manifestation of
these attachments and care were profoundly and irreconcilably different
(Gammage 2011, 312). Pre-dating Gammage, Scott’s writing showed non-
Aboriginal characters viewing the land, flora and fauna as a potential cornucopia
waiting to be reaped. By contrast, non-Aboriginal perspectives in Scott’s work
revealed the land as a danger that must be tamed, a vacant space to be developed
and owned, a scientific subject, or a weak entity needing protection.

Gammage describes the two ways of thinking about the environment post-
1788 in the following way: ‘one saw a landscape rich in lore and Law, while the
other saw profit. One defended by religious sanction, the other by force. One
cared for a local fragment, the other was a fragment of an export economy,
inspired and trammelled from overseas’ (Gammage 2011, 312). Scott’s poetry and
short fiction draw out these contradictory attachments to the land as a way of
correcting the national view of its past (and present) ecological and agricultural
practices, as well as confronting the atrocities at the core of Australia’s
colonisation.

The colonial will to conquer and tame the land in order to force it into

production set up an unequal power dynamic between human and non-human

% In Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, Plumwood identifies the key myths of colonisation, such
as, ‘the chief myth of progress, ... the confrontation with an inferior past, and inferior non-western
other and the associated notions of indigenous cultures as backward, earlier stages of our own
exemplary civilization’ (16).
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participants in nature that denies an interwoven system of multiple and

independent ontologies. Plumwood explains that:

[in] human-centred frameworks, hegemonic forms give rise to an
exaggerated sense of the human side’s contributions and just
deserts, and an underestimation of non-humans. They promote
slave-like models, and distort our understanding of both agency

and co-agency. (Plumwood 2006, 117)

In Australia, the ‘human/nature dualism... [in which] Western
construction of human identity ... [is] “outside” nature’ (Plumwood 1993, 2) is
complicated by the coloniser’s equating of Aboriginal people with flora and
fauna. The brutal oppression, subjugation and division of Aboriginal people
described by Plumwood is present in Scott’s work. The colonial bid to explore,
trade, possess and ‘settle’ is both corporeal and environmental—the Noongar
body must contend with ‘the persistence ... of that spirit of empire’ (Scott 1996,
119). As Plumwood has argued, ‘both nature and indigenous peoples have been
colonized’ (2006, 135, Plumwood's emphasis). Therefore, the human-centred
framework of Australia’s occupation is, specifically, a European-centred
framework that sets up a master—slave dynamic in which both the non-human and
the Aboriginal people are oppressed. Both are co-opted into the Western
constructs of the pastoral and the remote (and therefore dangerous) wilderness
that deny both non-human and Aboriginal people’s agency.

Scott’s fiction and poetry reconfigures colonial narratives as both incorrect
and incomplete, treating declarations of progress and civility with disdainful
irony. The projected success and glory of the colonial enterprise become
inseparable from the dispossession, exploitation, exclusion and abuse of the
Noongar people and the land. By holding the tensions between opposing yet
overlapping constructions of place, Scott addresses the arrogance but also the
anxiety, guilt and loss borne out of Australia’s colonial history. By correcting the
national narratives around Australia’s occupation, settlement and agricultural

development, he pushes to re-establish respectful and reciprocal relationships
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between Australia’s people and their surroundings environment that are informed

by Aboriginal knowledge and experience of and in country.

Scott’s writing as anti-pastoral literature

Scott’s short stories, ‘Registering Romance’, ‘Into the Light’ and ‘The
First Born’ are part of the anti-pastoral literary tradition, which aims to recast the
‘pastoral’ as pejorative, implying that the pastoral vision is too simplified and thus
an idealisation of the reality of life in the country (Gifford 1999, 2). In Scott’s
stories, the pastoral myth—narratives depicting glorified landscapes and their
agricultural promise— is present, linked to Western modernity that underpins the
colonial mindset. However, agricultural promise is directly contrasted with the
environmental degradation caused by European agricultural practices and the
clearing of land occurring during Australia’s colonisation.

In ‘Registering Romance’, John a non-Noongar man whose partner is a
non-Noongar woman named Fanny, seems to move through two different worlds.
John travels twice to Fredericks Town, the first time alone and the second time
with Fanny. The opposing worldviews of John’s two guides create two vastly

different journeys. On the first, John recalls that:

his horse ate the poison, and died along with scores of sheep. He
walked-behind boss horse sheep—across the broken grazed ground,
through a variety of shit. There was never enough water.

And it was all sandplains, that time, sand and sharp rolling stones.
There were salt lakes, and brackish streams. They ate tinned dog,
listened for the croaking green canaries, slept at the Star Hotel.
(37)

This scene is embedded as a flashback within the primary narrative in which he
and Fanny travel to register their newborn baby. As such, John’s first experience
of a harsh and dangerous land that is destitute, depleted and ungiving is brought
into tension with his much-altered experience of the land in the company of
Fanny. Moving away from the settler’s grazing paths, Fanny leads her family

‘back to her country which began at the ranges’ following Noongar songlines that
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Fanny ‘knew ... from having listened, as a child’ (39). They encounter
nourishing environments filled with an abundance of life and resources. In these

places:

there were kangaroos all about, keeping an eye out ears up for
them. These animals scratched their chests — their paws were just
like the flowers — and there was such exuberance in their bounding
motion.

Fanny and John moved across grassy plains. It was parkland.
You could look across, and yeah it was green and soft and
undulating; it was hill and dale stuff, with creeks running through
grassy plains and tall trees here and there.'” They were yate trees
towering, ' their high crowns glistening in the afternoon sun. And
their yellow sap; that yellow sap it tasted like sugar. (37)

Fanny’s knowledge of country, or eco-literacy, enables her to feed her
family. She steers John to food and fresh water sources that he cannot locate.
When John drinks from a pool, he tastes each part of a thriving ecosystem and it
seemed to him, ‘that what he tasted was not water but a reflection; of pale pink
and white blossoms, shaped like stars’ (38).

The health of the land under Noongar custodianship contrasts with the
deterioration of the land after colonisation. The water that had once filled John
becomes dry when he, at some point in the future, ‘rested on his face in a salty
creek’ (38). The contrast of how the land is seen by the newcomers and

experienced by Noongar custodians is also starkly emphasised.

10'Scott also uses the term ‘hill and dale’ in the story, ‘Lost’ (2006) in which an English wife’s
expectations of an imagined Australia is disappointed by the reality of the place in which she
arrives. Winifred Powell laments that Australia ‘wasn’t like what they’d been told. There seemed
to be no pastures or meadows or fields, and the very few brooks did not chuckle in quite the same
way. This was no hill-and-dale country, and there were few forest glades’ (Scott 2006, 6-7, my
emphasis). Reading ‘Lost’ and ‘Registering Romance’ together highlights that the vibrancy and
curation of the land as ‘hill-and-dale’ appears through an Aboriginal perspective but not from a
non-Aboriginal perspective.

' This is Noongar country, as evidenced by Scott’s use of the term yate tree — a breed of
Eucalyptus tree that is indigenous to the southwest of Western Australia. The word ‘yate’ is both
its common name and the name used by Noongar people to describe the plant.
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By holding these disparities, Scott’s writing contests the European ideal of
Arcadian or ‘utopian ...[places] that project onto an idealised future, a restoration
of rural’ values that fuelled the agricultural ambitions of Australia’s early colonial
history (Gifford 1999, 20). While European explorers and settlers alike pursue the
pastoral myth, Scott’s characters experience the land as a disappointing and harsh
wasteland. Australia’s ‘development’ characterised by infrastructure, grazing
sheep, and enterprise is a story of lifeless regression that ignored and brutalised
the already productive land and its inhabitants.'*Ironically, Fanny knows the
Arcadia for which they search, yet she is marginalised and silenced by the
colonial project. By ignoring and denying Aboriginal relationship with country,
the newcomers deny themselves the possibility of being part of the very thing that
they desire—a bountiful and sustaining environment.

Scott’s description of the fertile environment as ‘parkland’, and ‘hill and
dale stuff” can be likened to Elizabeth Macarthur’s comparison of New South
Wales to ‘an English park’ with tees that ‘give it the appearance of a wilderness or
shrubbery, commonly attached to the habitations of people of fortune’ (Bird Rose
1996, 72). Scott’s replication of the colonial tendency to give the land in Australia
ill-fitting European attributes draws attention to the layering of place that occurs
during the process of colonisation. As Victoria Reeves, in her comparison of
Scott’s Benang and Peter Carey’s Jack Maggs (1997), argues, ‘Since the white

perspective is directed by a longing for the unattainable heartland of Britain, the

12 The growing dominance of the township over the land shares similarities with Judith Wright’s
‘Country Town’ which observes:

This is a landscape that the town creeps over;

a landscape safe with bitumen and banks.

the hostile hills are netted in with fences

and the roads lead to houses and the pictures. (Wright 2016, 14)

While the settlers attempt to contain and conquer the land with their man-made infrastructure,
Wright describes the coloniser’s persistent feelings of anxiety and alienation in this unfamiliar
country:

And yet in the night of the sleeping town, the voices:

This s not ours, not ours the flowering tree.

What is it we have lost and left behind?

Where do the roads lead? It is not where we expected. (Wright 2016, 14)
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coloniser must establish himself as native to this new place through a
reproduction of culture, society and place. Only then can he restitute his
heartland’ (2013, 9).

However, the hill and dale stuff and Macarthur’s ‘park’ are not necessarily
inaccurate. As mentioned, Scott’s fiction precedes Gammage’s work on
Aboriginal land management. His use of European perspectives in his work
incorporate, intentionally or not, what Gammage sees as evidence of Aboriginal
people curating their surrounds in ways beneficial to their hunting and living
practices. In addition to The Biggest Estate on Earth, Bruce Pascoe’s Dark Emu:
Black Seeds.: Agriculture or Accident (2014), details sustained Aboriginal land
management and cultivation practices.

In Dark Emu, Pascoe is driven by the same purpose as Scott: to shift the
Australian people’s view of their nation’s history and correct the assumptions and

misinformation surrounding Aboriginal culture. He observes that:

[m]any readers of the explorer’s journals see the hardships they
endured and are enthralled by the finds of grassy plains, bountiful
rivers and sites where great towns could be built; but by adjusting
our perspective by only a few degrees we see a vastly different

world from the same window. (2014, 12)

This window, reminiscent of that described by W. E .H Stanner in his Boyer
lecture, has ‘been carefully placed to exclude a whole quadrant of the landscape’
(1969, 25). For Pascoe, successful Aboriginal farming and architectural practices
have been excluded from the nation’s collective consciousness, perpetuating the
understanding of Aboriginal cultures in conveniently simple terms as nomadic
hunter-gatherers, a characterisation that shored up the legitimacy of colonisation
under the pretext that Australia was terra nullius. Through his fiction and poetry,
Scott angles the reader so that they can look out the window from a fresh
perspective—a Noongar perspective. From here, what was excluded can be seen:
the atrocities and mistakes of the colonial project, and the knowledge and care of

country by its Aboriginal custodians.

24



Further dismantling the pastoral myth is the ‘ekphrastic’ short story, ‘Into
the Light (after Hans Heysen’s painting of the same name)’ (Pree, 2016). The
story responds to Hans Heysen’s painting, Droving into the Light (Fig. 1), which,
according to The National Gallery of Australia, ‘ostensibly deals with the droving

of sheep’ and ‘chiefly celebrates the magnificence of Australian eucalyptus trees’:

Nevertheless, the combination of a nationalistic gum-tree motif
with a theme of end-of-day homecoming is symbolic of a new age:
a unified Commonwealth of Australia had been created and was
still in the process of formation. Droving into the Light is one of

Australia’s greatest Federation pictures. (‘Hans Heysen’)

The gallery’s description links Heysen’s work with an early Australian
nationalism that celebrates the birth of a utopian ‘new age’ based on pastoral
values. Jeanette Hoorn details how Heysen came to ‘embody the white settler
vision of pastoral life in Australia’ that was at the core of this continent’s national
identity (2007, 203). His artworks are classic examples of Federation landscapes
that depict the ‘rural or newly urban’ development of Australia by its newcomers
in a tone that ‘expected their audience to be equally proud of their beloved land’
(Radford 2001, 18).

However, ‘Into the Light’ is imbued with anger and shame rather than
pride. The nationalistic worshipping of the land, what Hoorn has termed
‘pastoraphilia’, rings hollow in comparison to Aboriginal connections to country
(2007, 195). Ron Radford, commenting on his exhibition of Federation landscapes
at the Art Gallery of South Australia, acknowledges that the ‘spiritualisation of
the landscape [by Federation artists] had some unconscious affinity with the
Aboriginal recognition of a spiritual relation between people and place’ (2001,
18). However, he explains that while the spirituality of Federation landscape art
remained conceptual, ‘for Indigenous Australians the spirituality of a place is a
specific, perceptible relationship between physical features and ancestral creators’
(2001, 18). Scott underlines the difference in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
constructions of place through his intertextual juxtapositioning of Heysen’s

painting and his fictionalised account of the painting’s narrative. As Nathanael
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Pree observes, Scott ‘shows the ambivalence of white ownership—an inability to
live with the land and a bipolar perspective expressed through the rider’s clichéd
ruminations on moving up and out of darkness into light’ (104).

‘Into the Light’ is a story about a Noongar woman, Fanny, her cruel and
righteous droving husband and their children. Scott’s fictive landscape is bloodied
and broken, a place of massacre and ecological turmoil. ‘Into the Light’ is,
therefore, not an ekphrastic piece of writing but a meditation on what is absent;
those people and events that are left out of the frame. It is part of Stanner’s ‘Great
Australian Silence’ (Stanner 1969).

Hoorn states that pastoral landscapes ‘separated pastoralism from the
forced occupation of the land’, which resulted in men, like the drover, being
foregrounded while pre-existing Aboriginal use and custodianship of the land
were hidden (Hoorn 2007, 10). Subverting this trope, Scott reveals what was once
hidden including the deaths and marginalisation of Aboriginal people killed in the
process of nation building. ‘Into the Light” questions the heroism of Australia’s
working class idols as well as the success of their agricultural. Scott’s drover is a

failure:

This country had failed him, despite its promise. There was no
rain. You got a little bit of ground, and had to make do with that,
had to make it produce. It couldn’t, didn’t; not enough to earn the
money they now needed. (122)

The drover’s disappointment in nature is caused by the disjuncture between his
imagined Arcady and his experience of a useless and ungenerous land that he
must farm. The illogic of the drover, and those like him, induces him to attack the
land in order to force it into submissive production. He moves past a tree,
ringbarked to ‘make it produce’ (122). Such an approach exhibits a master-slave

dynamic whereby the land is a slave to the pastoralists” whim and will.'?

13 The master-slave dynamic is reminiscent of Judith Wright’s ‘Eroded Hills’ (1953) which depicts
the hills as ‘stripped . . . beggars . . . naked and whipped . . . bandaged in snow, their eyelids
clenched to keep out fear’ (2016, 76).
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‘Into the Light’ problematises Heysen’s portrayal of the drover’s
homecoming after a hard day’s work: if this country is the drover’s home, then the
painting denies the existence of Aboriginal country and Aboriginal custodianship;
it sanitises the invasion and theft of land. Heysen’s drover is the ‘characteristic
metaphor of the heroic lone white male ... throughout colonial history’ that is part
of the pastoral idyll (Langton 1996, 18). Conversely, Scott’s drover is a man
convinced of his superiority over his Aboriginal wife and children. The reader
follows him as he walks along a road that cuts into a devastated land. The man is
not going home, he is lost, hungry and thirsty in an unfamiliar place. The idyll is
exposed as a myth.'

Scott’s short story aligns with the tradition of anti-pastoral literature. When
Gifford asserts that in pastoral literature, ‘the natural world can no longer be
constructed as a “land of dreams”, but is in fact a bleak battle for survival without
divine purpose’, he may well be describing the world of Scott’s drover (Gifford
1999, 120). Scott subverts the divinity suggested in Droving into the Light in his

story when the drover notices that:

the pale trunks of trees he’d killed—tried to kill-were smeared with
red gore where the light struck them. The light filled his gaping
mouth, and held his restless, stinging tongue.

He went into the light and there, soaring above him yet, were
the remains of dead limbs which had fallen, clubbing the ground.
(122)

4 In ‘A Refreshing Sleep’, Warren and Leanne, two Noongar cousins, visit a homestead that
Leanne was ‘taken into’ as a child. Noel Wharton, the owner of the property, has paintings
hanging on the wall that, like Hans Heysen’s work, propagate the pastoral myth. The paintings
portray ‘horses, some attached to carts and coaches. Horses drank from a painted stream, and one
or two trees leaned over them in the golden light’ (Scott 2005b, 15). In a similar way to ‘Into the
Light’, there is a disjuncture between the divine image hanging on the walls and the true story of
the land that it depicts: the Wharton homestead in which the paintings are housed is the
fictionalised site of the Kokanarup massacre.
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Figure 1: Hans Heysen, Droving into the Light, 1914-21, oil on canvas,
121.9 (h) x 152.4 (w) cm

The golden light in this passage becomes the perpetrator of the violence against
the land in the way it ‘struck’ the trees drawing out the red gore from their
limbs.'® There are obvious parallels between the Noongar massacre alluded to in
the story and the massacre of the trees. Pree observes an elegiac quality in Scott’s
description of these deaths: ‘the ring barked and dying giants representing nothing
less than the fate of his people and was metonymic for the country itself” (106).
However, Scott’s implementation of elegy imbues the genre with a certain irony.
The light of Western enlightenment and religious deliverance in Heysen’s
painting is recast as a brutal force in Scott’s fiction that even reaches the drover
himself. Rather than a shepherd saving his Noongar family from darkness, he is a
man lost in a world of his own making (123). The conceit and deceit of the

colonial will to conquer is ultimately an unwitting act of self-destruction. The

15 The corporeal imagery of trees also appears in ‘Registering Romance’ in which Scott depicts the
violence of felled trees ‘so-straight and upright posts remained raw and red, with the life smell still
clinging to them’ (36). Additionally, ‘Lost’ describes the ‘groan and sigh’ (7) of an ancient tree
being cut down and Scott likens the ringbarked trunks to ‘tombstones’ (8).
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story seems to prove Deborah Bird-Rose’s observation: ‘The interdependence of
all life within country constitutes a hard but essential lesson—those who destroy
their country ultimately destroy themselves’ (1996, 10).

The devastating consequence of land clearing and farming sheep—perhaps
unintentionally shown in Heysen’s painting—were driven by the irrational pursuit
of an ‘Austral Arcady’ that was coupled with capitalist enterprise (Seddon 2003,
42).'® George Seddon explains that:

raising of sheep on pastoral leaseholds is an historic land use, and a
great deal of sentiment is attached to it. Many of the pioneering
pastoral families showed enterprise and courage, and ... also
amassed considerable wealth [...] But that wealth could not have
been acquired without a double exploitation: that of cheap labour
(Aboriginal) and virtually free land. (2003, 38)

‘Into the Light’ is a story that opposes the strong sentimental attachment to
the pastoral myth, a myth associated with ‘images of the drover, the shearing
shed, the merino on the face of a coin and, of course, of the swagman’ in
Australian culture (Seddon 2003, 38). The magnificent and majestic gum trees, a
dominant motif in Heysen’s paintings, are stripped bare and sparsely scattered
over the land. The land is scarred by roads and fences, its dry topsoil stirred by the
grazing sheep’s hooves—is it the dust that causes the light to be golden?!’

Scott’s story highlights the injustice, brutality, exploitation, foolishness and
failure surrounding and carried out by these treasured icons. Heysen’s evocation
of the sublime in his landscape becomes a scene of destitution and environmental

degradation once it is retold through Scott’s fiction.

16 For more detail on the destruction caused by agricultural practices, see Nicholas Gill’s ‘Life and
Death in Australian “Heartlands”: Pastoralism, Ecology and Rethinking the Outback’. Val
Plumwood has also discussed the harmful effects of grazing on ecosystems in her essay, ‘The
Concept of a Cultural Landscape: Nature, Culture and Agency in the Land’.

17 Scott also describes the destructive effects of sheep farming on the land in ‘The First One’, the
narrator observing that ‘when the sheep came, the land changed. The earth’s water exposed
obscenely to the sky. Trees falling, new grasses. Oh, it goes on and on’ (119).

29



Grids, fences, roads and telephone wires: Noongar

perspectives on Australia’s lines of (dis)possession

Scott represents colonial logic through the motif of straight lines—grids,
fences, tracks, and boundaries. These lines are not only indicative of colonial lines
of possession and incursion, but also Western social and scientific frameworks,
such as racial and cultural hierarchies, which inform colonial logic.'® Fielder

suggests that Scott’s preoccupation with the linear is also an

exploration of the dominant white culture’s psyche in Australia — a
psyche he describes as troubled, unstable, ambivalent. This
troubled psyche’s desire for linearity and purity represents an
obsession with lineage manifested in the racial and cultural
engineering by ‘modern’ thinkers in Australia. (2005, 5)

'8 John Fielder also observes that Scott’s use of the linear movement of modern-day train and car
travel in ‘The Train Driver’s Conceit’ (1996) could signify ‘the single-minded and narrow mindset
of Western culture’ (2005, 3). Fielder’s inclusion of “The Train Driver’s Conceit’ is without
reference, most likely because the poem was publicly exhibited on Westrail trains rather than
published. The poem is reproduced in full in Fielder’s essay which I, in turn, reproduce here:

The Train Driver’s Conceit

In the bad times you’re shackled.
It’s clutch, key, an uneasy grinding
shift

alone in the belly of a
petrol-sniffing poison belcher.

Or you might be waiting, furrow-browed,
scanning the lines for some power,

in passing, to stop, collect and

take you freely humming along until

We’re moving from all ways,

in always the One Way.

So though some are departing,

and some are returning,

there’s others transcending what linear energies

lead us toward and passengers think must forever retreat;

the vanishing point.
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Equating linear forms with the colonial logic is not exclusive to Scott’s work. In
Judith Wright’s ‘Flying-Fox on Barbed Wire’ (1954), a flying-fox ‘trapped on the
cruel barbs of day’ and ‘stabbed with a pin’ conveys ‘the violence of colonial
intrusion: the barbed fencing of space, the realigning of lines of movement and
communication’ (Kinsella, foreword, xix).!” In an agricultural context, Seddon
explains how the land was ‘ruled up by straight lines . . . ignoring natural features,
creating artificial . . . property lines that are often inimical to sensible land
management’ (2003, 36).

By contrast, the sacred geography of country is a network of living
organisms, experiences, stories, performance and transformations. Bird Rose

explains that the Australian continent:

is criss-crossed with the tracks of the Dreamings: walking,
slithering, crawling, flying, chasing, hunting, weeping, dying,
giving birth. Performing rituals, distributing the plants, making the
landforms and water, establishing things in their own places,
making the relationships between one place and another. Leaving
parts or essences of themselves, looking back in sorrow; and still
travelling, changing languages, changing songs, changing skin.
(Bird Rose 1996, 35)

Scott depicts the criss-crossing ‘permeable’ tracks of country and Dreaming as
being under attack from rigid lines of possession and exclusion (Gammage 2011,
139). His poem, ‘In Perspective’, depicts persistent lines of possession in a
contemporary setting. Two people walk down railway tracks surrounded by
dunes, gulls, sky and ocean riven with ‘lines, grids, fences’ that separate, trap, and

mislead:

Today we walked along the railway
One dune behind and parallel to the beach.
We balanced on a line, one on each,

' The imprisoning linearity of colonisation is also depicted in Gordon Bennet’s artworks such as
Possession Island (1991) and his Home Décor series. Bennet and Scott both reconfigure colonial
histories to emphasise the strategic injustice and oppression of colonisation that is often absent in
Australia’s national literature and art.
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And saw we’d meet, as perspective, proper, told us.

Between us and the dune, a fence.

Barbed wire, rusted, chopped up our view

That was of dune only, sand blank and scraggled.
A gull rose above the close horizon

Rolled its lidless eye, and dipped.

We stayed fenced. (Scott 1985)

The world of the poem is bleak. The railway and fence are products of colonial
enterprise. The ‘scraggled’ dunes and chopping barbed wire are in conflict. The
wire is inharmonious and violent. Yet, there is some hope. The rusting metal
indicates the power of the salty atmosphere acting against the man-made
incursions. With time, the rust seems to suggest, such incursions can be resisted;
broken down.

In ‘Registering Romance’, Fanny and John also observe the increasing
linearity in their surroundings. Walking near the newly erected telegraph poles,
they ‘could see how the wire divided the sky, how clouds crossed it, not faltering;
birds rested, then flapped randomly away. Lines such as these carry messages; so
they listened to this one sing in the wind’ (Scott 1995, 36). Once again, however,
there is evidence of ecological resilience and resistance: the clouds and the birds
still move freely across and within the altered environment.

Scott’s depiction of colonial logic continues in ‘Capture’ and ‘Asleep’ —
the latter being a reworked version of the former. While the stories are set in
contemporary Australia, the central characters have a similar mindset to the
drovers, explorers and settlers in Scott’s other works. Just as colonists renamed
and claimed authority over the land, Cory and Peter classify, collect and claim
ecological subjects. In other words, their environmentalism doubles as modern-

day colonialism. Fielder notes that:

Colonial power relations are characterised by the tendency to not
listen, to not enter into dialogue, to not reciprocate, and to not enter
into respectful relationships with Aboriginal people as equals.
Capturing, controlling, domesticating and assimilating have been
primary colonialist strategies.” (2005, 10)
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Peter and Cory use each of these strategies in ‘Capture’. The titular capture
alludes, at first, to their physical capture of an ‘unknown’ creature but comes to
describe the process of scientific classification as the creature comes under their
control as a subject of research. The creature is therefore caught twice.

Peter and Cory photograph the creature for analysis, substituting its existence with
a passive image. It is the image with which Peter and Cory interact—‘Mug shots,
close-ups; shots of it sprawled on the floor, others of it strapped to a table’ while
the creature itself is ‘rendered unconscious. Necessarily’ (26). The silencing,
exploitation and imprisonment of the creature is suggestive of the colonial abuse
of Aboriginal people who, treated like flora and fauna, were studied as specimens.

Of course, Peter and Cory have flora and fauna too. In their nursery, there
are plants labelled “Indigenous” ... plants which #ypified habitats ranging from
dune, to heath, to mallee’; ‘a few thin knots of a scrambling and resilient looking
plant fringed a clump of granite rocks, plants which—given more space—might
have formed a sea of mallee scrub’; and ‘an example of a balga tree, or blackboy
(Xanthorrhoea preissii), which to judge by its size must have been several
hundred years old, and had been transplanted from its own environment (31, my
emphasis).

In Hunters and Collectors (1996), Tom Griffiths asserts that the
antiquarians of Australia’s past, despite their apparent materialism, were more
attuned to a sense of place through their ‘cultivation of field skills, attention to
locale, undisciplined breadth, engagement with memory and “sensuous enjoyment
of material things™ (1996, 3). Yet in ‘Capture’, Peter and Cory’s desire for
material objects is not about sensuous enjoyment, it is about possession. Scott’s
depiction of the nursery emphasises how Peter and Cory render the non-human
environment as ‘puzzling objects for cabinets of curiosities’ (Griffith 1996, 3).
Add to this an excessive accumulation of neglected taxidermy kept in a room that
is ‘more storage than display’ (29) and Peter and Cory’s behaviour seems more
appropriate for an Imperial Hunt which Griffiths describes as a ‘quest for sport,
science and trophies’ (1996, 12).

While claiming to search for ‘culture’ and ‘identity’ in the non-human

world, Peter and Cory commodify their environment. The taxidermy animals are
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their trophies and so the true nature of Peter and Cory’s relationship with their
surroundings becomes apparent: conquest.

Peter, ‘as a consultant [with an] ... entrepreneurial and innovative attitude
to Indigenous flora and fauna’, trades country rather than being a part of it. His
‘thin and struggling livelihood had grown from the collection and supply of
indigenous plants and seeds’ (25). Even more disturbing is Cory’s disappointment
upon discovering that her thesis subject, the endangered dibbler, is not going to

become extinct. In an ironic tone, ‘Capture’ describes how Cory’s:

passion had been crippled when—almost as soon as she had
resumed her studies—a second population was discovered and the
animal’s extinction seemed unlikely. She considered switching to

another subject of study, perhaps biotechnology. (26)

In these instances, ecological crises are portrayed through entrepreneurial
and professional lenses. Conservation becomes business. Scott’s ironic depiction
of the colonialist strategies embedded in supposedly altruistic environmentalism
emphasises a persistent disconnection of non-Aboriginal communities from their
surrounding ecology. Scott undermines Peter and Cory’s expertise and questions
their motives behind their interest in the local flora, fauna and the unknown
creature that they capture.

‘Capture’ and ‘Asleep’ are part of a larger discourse linking
conservationism with the ongoing dispossession of Aboriginal land. For example,
Marcia Langton has criticised the bureaucratic demarcation of conservation areas
that places Aboriginal country under government custodianship. She argues that
sanctuaries like national parks further legitimise the colonial theft and degradation
of the land and justify the continued dispossession of Aboriginal people. Peter and
Cory’s research are part of the colonialist environmentalism that, Langton would
argue, enact ‘a disguised and politically acceptable dispossession of Indigenous
people’ (Langton 1996, 22). There is perverse irony in this predicament. Langton

states that:

with the possibility of life-threatening rupture in the global

ecological system, the national park estate legitimates the conquest
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of the continent. The state proves itself to be a responsible
custodian of the land it has not yet allowed to become degraded.
[...] It is seen to be managing its estate according to the new

ecological theory of the human place in Nature. (1996, 26)

The ‘successful” conquest and destruction of nature legitimises the federal
ownership and custodianship of the land because ecological degradation, although
a colonial legacy, necessitates the protection of flora and fauna by the
government.?’

It is significant that Peter and Cory’s property is connected to a national
park, a detail that encourages a critical and ironic reading of the couple’s
environmental ethics. ‘Capture’ resonates with Langton’s argument that national
parks belong to ‘an institution of power which governs and commodifies
“nature”” (1996, 24). It also subtly reminds the reader that the need for
government conservation only emerged after the colonial newcomers arrived on
this continent. For tens of thousands of years, Aboriginal people had successfully
practiced sustainable ecological management. As Bird Rose states, ‘Aboriginal
people were not conservationists in this contemporary sense of the term because
they did not have to be. They had managed the continent in such a way that they
did not have to face the massive loss of life-support systems’ (1996, 4). Reading
Scott’s work in this context, Peter and Cory’s admirable professions and the
national park they live near are products of colonisation and the enforced
cessation of Aboriginal land management.

Scott’s classifies the national park as a ‘protected and privileged space’
that creates such a division between people and place that it is akin to ‘Frontier

territory’ (29). This evocation of Australia’s colonisation asserts that the colonial

20 The logic of the national park has a similar logic to the Labor government’s argument against
the Noongar Native Title Claim (Single Noongar Claim). In the Single Noongar Claim colonial
injustices like the attempted genocide of the Noongar people, the dispossession of Indigenous
land, and eugenicist policies of assimilation were used to disprove Noongar Native Title as they
‘proved’ the disconnection of Noongar people to country. (South West Aboriginal Land and Sea
Council; Host and Owen 2009, xiv)
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lines of dispossession, separation, ownership, and exclusion continue into the
present day, often in seemingly benign forms. For example, the Noonan property
is distinctly separate from their surroundings: ‘The back door was firmly shut and
so ... Cory peered through the kitchen window, within the high fences, tried to
see into the shed out back’ (29, Scott's emphasis). It is remarked that the
“pbackyard” is far too humble a word for what was behind Peter and Cory’s
house. They came from a long line, a tradition, of shed builders and backyard
gardeners, and their securely fenced “backyard” was a refuge’ (29). The backyard
is indicative of Scott’s representation of Australia’s national identity as being
entangled with its colonial past. Scott’s rendering of national park, personal
property and country as being disputed territories in a physical, spiritual and
ideological sense, draws attention to contemporary Australia’s need for
Aboriginal knowledge of country to forge meaningful connections to place.

A reworking of ‘Capture’, called ‘Asleep’, was released in 2005.2! In this
version of the narrative, the creature captured by Peter and Corry (Scott changes
the spelling of the protagonist’s name from Cory to Corry) is revealed to be a
Noongar spirit (mammari). The revelation ignites Peter and Corry’s ambition.
They imagine the professional accolades that could befall them if they were to
master the creature and, through their research, extend their perceived knowledge
of and access to Aboriginal country.

Scott introduces Owen, a young Noongar boy who is also Peter and
Corry’s gardener; and Pa, Owen’s grandfather. The two men stumble across the
violent capture of an Aboriginal spirit, yet it is not Tjanak, Balyet, Mambera or
mammari, Djimbar or Woodartji or any other spirit Pa knows (117). Pa says
‘Naatj’ or ‘what’s this?” when he sees the creature who turns its head in
recognition of language. Pa’s knowledge of language means that he and Owen
become embroiled in Peter and Corry’s experiments. Peter asks Pa, ‘Well, but
mammari and that, you think they’re real...?” (119). The ‘and that’ in Peter’s

query dismissively positions the spirit among those things beyond Peter’s

21 <Asleep’ was intended to be part of a novel, Naatj that remains unpublished.
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empirical understanding of the world, beyond his own sense of ‘real’. He
diminishes the uniqueness of this spirit, its sense of place and language into a
generic other.

Pa at first tries to rectify Peter’s generalisation of the spirit creatures as
mammari and then seems to wrestle with the concepts of these spirits being ‘true’
or ‘real’ before eventually bending to Peter’s way of seeing and being in the
world: ‘Mambera—mammari—and yes, well, true. They’re real’ (119). This brief
exchange reveals the tensions between the Noongar and non-Noongar
epistemologies and ontologies. Pa’s ability to speak the language does not inspire
Peter and Corry to participate in Pa’s world or listen to his words. They want to
use Pa’s knowledge to control the creature and elevate their own standing within
the academic community. Like ethnologists who have misunderstood and
misallocated Noongar words and meanings, Peter and Corry take Pa’s query,
(naatj) and make the word the spirit’s name— “Good a name as any right now,”
Peter laughed’ (120). In an interview with David Malouf, Paul Carter explains
that ‘Europeans thought language was the essential medium of occupation. Force
was used but to make it legitimate, it had to be justified in terms of language’
(1989, 102). The act of naming the mammari parallels the naming process that
occurred as part of the colonial project. Both are characterised by the same
inaccuracies and the will to consolidate an illegitimate possession.

Carter also notes that Captain Cook’s spectacularly subjective choice of
place names, like ‘Pigeon House Mountain’, is discordant with the sites which
they supposedly signify and so ‘preserve and even enhance the otherness’ of the
continent in Cook’s mind (1987, 31). In other words, the act of naming does not
indicate Cook’s understanding of an area but confirms his detachment from it and
therefore ‘preserves the irony of the explorer’s position and the contingent nature
of his knowledge’ (Carter 1987, 31). Such irony is present in ‘Asleep’. In the
moment Peter and Cory misunderstand the word naatj for the name of the
creature, Scott ironically casts the naming process as an act of possession that
highlights Peter and Corry’s ignorance rather than knowledge.

‘Capture’ and ‘Asleep’ expose the unjust, ignorant and self-serving

foundations of Western forms of research and environmentalism in relation to
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Noongar country. The conflicting ways the land functions as country, property
and national park in Noongar and non-Noongar understandings of place
productively provoke a dialogue about the necessity of Noongar language, story

and experience of country in a contemporary Australian society.

Writing against Terra Nullius and Wilderness

Carter observes that colonists created ‘an imaginary place in advance of a physical
one’ (1987, 152)—the Austral Arcady and the savage wilderness are two
examples of these imaginings. The land was not only a place of promise but, also,
an adversary in the minds of colonialists. Before home could be recreated on the
other side of the globe, this wild strange place needed to be tamed and its
associa