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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the transformation of Gunnai land (Gippsland) since colonisation through 

narratives of fire and a critique of European and colonial anthropogenic fire regimes. It consists of 

two components: a creative body of original artworks and an accompanying exegesis. 

This research asks: How might dialogues with, and teachings from, the land’s Custodians foster 

critical reflection on my own people, and foster new ways of understanding and thinking about 

the land I have lived on for most of my life? Moreover, how might they foster a reflexive critique 

of European and colonial anthropogenic fire regimes? And how might that new understanding be 

augmented further by collapsing the traditional disciplinary boundaries (sciences and humanities) of 

Western discourse? With these cross-cultural and cross-disciplinary methodologies, could a creative 

practice approach working from within narratives of fire and its own aesthetic tradition and cultural 

paradigms destabilise or re-vision traditional notions of landscape, history and ruin? How might 

listening, a practice unfamiliar to my own cultural paradigms and creative practice, provide new 

understandings and ways of being-in-the-world? How might a creative practice approach, both visual 

and written, enhance new ways of thinking about the cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural problems 

of anthropogenic fire regimes, unique to the topographies and ecologies of Gunnai land?

As a white colonising subject who has lived on this land for most of her life, a fragment of which 

her family ‘owns’, I have been accustomed to the ways in which dominant narratives of fire are 
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framed within popular discourse. This research engages creative practice methods and written work 

to critique fire stories through four frameworks: landscape, history, ruins and listening. Landscape, 

history and ruins are three sites which are codified within Western epistemologies and aesthetic 

traditions. They are thus familiar to my own cultural paradigms and artistic practice. Less familiar 

is listening. Listening to the land’s custodians and listening to the land itself in this research has 

proffered new insights and destabilised some of the grand narratives which have been used to 

construct and distort the land since colonisation. Moreover, this listening has enabled a critique of 

the anthropocentric story which has travelled with the coloniser from antiquity and has been led by 

a frontier of fire. 

My creative practice includes drawing, photography, film, sound, installation, printmaking and 

storying. While my written text is cross-disciplinary, drawing on both sciences and humanities, 

it includes but is not limited to, art history, cultural and social history, philosophy, archaeology, 

geology and environmental biology. While broad in scope, this diverse study is held together through 

narratives of fire. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

THE LANGUAGE OF GUNNAI LAND. 

As noted in this exegesis, ethnographic records reveal that Gunnai language has never been one 

of stasis. Also, the spelling of words from Gunnai language have been interpreted by European 

colonisers, thus have been spelled through their own linguistic biases. I respectfully acknowledge that 

the spelling for these words may change with time. This research has been informed by conversations 

and teachings from Wayne Thorpe, Gunnai Custodian, I respectfully follow his language in this 

exegesis. 

Gunnai, Kurnai, Gunaikurnai

I use Gunnai predominantly in this exegesis to describe the lands and the traditional identity of the 

Custodians of the lands now known as Gippsland. I respectfully acknowledge that people identify as 

Gunai, Ganai, Kani and Kurnai, and that Gunaikurnai is the inclusive term used by the Gunaikurnai 

Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation and institutions in acknowledgements of country. Kurnai 

has been used contextually and occasionally in the text when situated with anthropological and 

archival research, as such it will be followed by [sic] – meaning as it was written. This is so that 

readers of the text will be able to easily find the references explored.
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Brayukaloong, Brayakaulung, Braiakaulung, Braiakolung, Breagalong 

Likewise, since European colonisation there have been many spellings of the Brayukaloong Clan, 

one of the five clans of the Gunnai Nation. In this exegesis I respectfully follow Wayne Thorpe’s 

language with Brayukaloong, but I also respectfully acknowledge that Brayakaulung is the official 

spelling used by the Gunaikurnai Elders’ Council. 

Briagolong

Briagolong is the name of the township in Gippsland which sits at the foothills of the Great Dividing 

Range. It was named after the original Custodians of the region and this is a European variation 

spelling of the Brayukaloong clan country.

Kutbuntaura 

Kutbuntaura (to carry fire) were People of the Brayukaloong clan who inhabited the region surrounding 

the Dooyeedang (Avon River). 

GLOSSARY GENERAL

Aboriginal and Indigenous

The terms Aboriginal and Indigenous have been used contextually throughout this exegesis, often 

honouring the words of those who have used them within their own context. My use of Aboriginal has 

been used to describe the many First Nations people who are custodians of the Australian continent. 

I use Indigenous inclusively to describe both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

Anthropocene

Anthropocene is a proposed geological time in which the humans have significantly impacted Earth’s 

geology and ecologies. 

Anthropocentric

Anthropocentric describes the human-centred ethos in which humans are positioned as central and 

the world is conceived of through the lens of humans and thought of in terms of human values. 
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Anthropogenic

Anthropogenic describes environmental changes and damages caused by human activity. 

Anthropogenic Fire

Anthropogenic relates to human cause. Anthropogenic fire is ignited by the Anthropos (human), in 

ways which can influences ecosystems and determine landscape character as well as global carbon 

cycles.  R.P. Guyette et al., write that ‘Anthropogenic fire occurs throughout a range of human-related 

activities and settings, from widely scattered populations living in subsistence cultures to densely 

settled urban societies; therefore, anthropogenic fire is both temporally and spatially dynamic.’1

Capitalocene 

The Capitalocene denotes capitalism as the catalyst shaping nature where unequal systems of power 

and capital are transforming world-ecologies. 

Coloniser

Drawing on Aileen Moreton-Robertson and Alison Ravenscroft here, I refer to the coloniser as the 

‘white migrant-coloniser’ subject, who lives on, benefits from, and claims rights to property on the 

unceded lands of First Nations people.2 I include myself in this subjecthood. 

Fire

Fire is the rapid oxidation of a material in the exothermic chemical process of combustion, releasing 

heat, light, and various reaction products.

Holocene

The Holocene is the current geological epoch, which began approximately 11,650 years ago.

1  R. P. Guyette, R. M. Muzika, and D. C. Dey, “Dynamics of an Anthropogenic Fire Regime,” Ecosystems (New York) 5, no. 5 
(2002), https://doi.org/10.1007/s10021-002-0115-7. 472.
2  Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Sovereign Subjects: Indigenous sovereignty matters (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2007).; Alison 
Ravenscroft, “Anxieties of Dispossession: Whiteness, History, and Australia’s War in Viet Nam,” in Whitening Race: Essays in Social 
and Cultural Criticism, ed. Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2004).
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Invasion

I use invasion rather than the more sanitised “settlement,” to denote the illegal imperial occupation 

and possession of First Nations Lands. 

Plantationocene

As defined by Donna Haraway, the Plantationocene speaks to the plantation, the development of 

monocultures, the erasure of biodiversity and coercive labour structures including human, animal 

and plant. Haraway suggests the Plantationocene has augmented modernity and climate change from 

at least the seventeenth century.3

Pleistocene

Pleistocene is the geological epoch preceding the Holocene, the period lasted from approximately 

2.58 million to 11,700 years ago and concluded with end of the last glacial period. 

“We” and “us” (the colonisers)

Following on from Deborah Bird Rose I occasionally use the pronouns “we” and “us” to denote 

the dominant white, colonising culture that I come from.4 Where possible I have followed with (the 

coloniser) in brackets. I understand the language of “we” and “us” can be problematic, and I have 

attempted throughout to ‘foreground the potential role of colonial history and processes of domination 

in the production and reduction of difference [and] critically assess the political, epistemological and 

social effects of both academic and societal evaluations of difference,’ as guided by Timothy Neale 

and Eve Vincent.5

White 

White denotes the racial classification of the dominant coloniser, exclusively of European descent.

Whiteness

Whiteness denotes the racial and social structures that produce white privilege. 

3  Donna Haraway and Anna Tsing, “Reflections on the Plantationocene: A Conversation with Donna Haraway and Anna 
Tsing,” interview by Gregg Mitman, Edge Effects, 18 June, 2019, https://edgeeffects.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Plantationocen-
eReflections_Haraway_Tsing.pdf.
4  Deborah Bird. Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2004).
5  Timothy Neale and Eve Vincent, “Mining, indigeneity, alterity: or, mining Indigenous alterity?,” Cultural studies (London, 
England) 31, no. 2-3 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1080/09502386.2017.1303435.
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INTRODUCTION

People and Place

I have grown up on and live on Kutbuntaura land of the Brayukaloong Clan of the Gunnai Nation. 

Kutbuntaura means “to carry fire.” The research of this exegesis has brought home to me in insightful 

ways how there is some truth in the idea of the “golden thread,” where learning and encounters unfold 

over time and link through a common thread .1 Golden because there is something both intangible and 

profound in the way that thread pulls together. I have been pulling one of these threads for the last 

four years and feel a depth of gratitude for growing up on this land and being able to pull that thread. 

My ancestry is European – of English, Irish, Dutch (via South Africa) and Scandinavian descent, all 

encumbered by a history of colonialism and imperialism. It was serendipitous that my family live on 

(and own) this particular piece of land – one of the last remaining fragments of the “red gum grassy 

woodlands.” It was serendipitous also that I made contact with Wayne Thorpe to ask him about fire. 

This research began with an email. On reflection, a rather long and embarrassing email on my part, 

to Wayne Thorpe, Gunnai Custodian of Language, Song, Story and Dance, linguist and teacher with 

a Bachelor of Linguistics and a Masters in Education. His work as a Custodian is about teaching 

people to care for land and country. He has been committed to revitalising Gunnai culture since 1980, 

drawing on both oral traditions and knowledges from his Elders and archival research in repositories 

1  The ‘golden thread’ was introduced to me by my mother, who left the Catholic Church to find Jungian psychology. In a 
Jungian sense, the golden thread will likely have some “universal” attributes and steer us to our higher or deeper purpose. I don’t assign 
myself here, just borrowing the term and providing a little cultural context. Gold is a troublesome term because of the mineral’s embed-
dedness in colonial programs, but here too I do not mean it in this way – gold was not special to the coloniser. 
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such as AIATSIS.2 Wayne founded Watbalimba in 1984 to share and teach cultural awareness, and 

at the time of this research worked in the Cultural Hub at the Gunaikurnai Land and Waters 

Aboriginal Corporation. 

I contacted Wayne to talk about fire, to seek advice and permission to explore fire in my research. 

Popular narratives for fire contend that prior to colonisation First Nations people burnt the bush to 

make it less fire prone. This was a belief I held in common. Wayne was swift to correct my ignorance, 

or as he politely put it, my “misunderstanding,” in a way similar to the following explanation he 

provided in a radio interview on the topic:

They’re using Indigenous cultures to justify their burning. Well if you understand the country 
of Gunnai country, also known as Kurnai country, also known as Gippsland; they would 
know that the bush was so lush, green, therefore moisture was there. 

There are places where people did burn as far as I understand, but that wasn’t large 
areas. It wasn’t for fuel reduction or risk management. It was for food resources, or for 
clearing areas for ceremonies, or for a cultural reason. I often wonder, what their reason for 
using Indigenous burning as an excuse to do what they do today. I don’t see them doing it 
for food, I don’t see them doing it for ceremony, but I see the excuse of we’ve got to protect 
places and people. Is that a fear factor or is that something that’s needed? I’m yet to work 
it out which way that goes. Certainly, there needs to be some kind of land management 
happening. That’s why I say put trees back, then you’ll get moisture. You won’t have so 
much wind, you won’t have dry areas and it will attract rains.3

I will speak more to his lessons throughout the exegesis, because they unfolded with the research, 

but to cover a little more ground here: Wayne also spoke to me about some of the key texts and 

historical figures who had contributed to the myths and misunderstandings; this ranged from the 

nineteenth century anthropologist Alfred Howitt, to historians like Bill Gammage, scientists such as 

Tim Flannery, and to discourse produced from the Bible’s Genesis to the 2009 Victorian Bushfires 

Royal Commission (Black Saturday). He discussed ecological diversity, the need for dense bush for 

hydrology and the prevention of wind tunnels, and the role of other players in the ecosystem. He 

discussed the colonial desire to homogenise the First Peoples cultural practices and land management 

from one side of the continent to the other. He also talked to me about the history of race relations 

2  Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS).
3  I did not record our first conversation; this was more for me as I get very stifled if I know I am being recorded and I was 
already nervous meeting with Wayne. On returning home I took notes and notes at subsequent meetings. Many of the direct quotes come 
from radio interviews and talks that Wayne has presented which have been recorded, to ensure that his words are honoured. I have also 
sought approval from Wayne Thorpe for everything I have written and he has confirmed in email correspondence that he is happy with 
the way I have handled our conversations. Wayne  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story, podcast audio, The Story of My Life, accessed 
17 October, 2018, https://www.facebook.com/ABCGippsland/posts/podcast-wayne-thorpe-tells-his-story-gunai-man-and-indigenous-lin-
guist-wayne-tho/10156207496334825/.
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on Gunnai land, the impact of invasion, the genocide, stolen generations and how fire was used 

for defence. Wayne directed me to look at my own people and to have a holistic approach to my 

research, not just look at the history, but to “bring it all in” – science, geology, anthropology, history 

and so on – if I wanted to speak the truth and not just write what everyone else had written. It was 

a significant first lesson, which destabilised many preconceptions I had and stayed with me for the 

course of the research. I only spoke with Wayne a few times throughout the research, but each time 

he injected new layers of knowledge which grew and enriched the depth of my research. I have not 

chronologised the lessons from Wayne in this writing because knowledge unfolded episodically and 

as it unfolded, I realised at certain points that Wayne had provided me with a roadmap for my entire 

body of work. This was for me an interesting lesson about listening; listening doesn’t only occur in 

the present tense, listening takes time. 

Look at Your Own People

Critiquing European/colonial fire regimes is seldom done – with the exception of some academic 

literature, it’s not part of the popular lexicon for fire in Australia. I had a spiel prepared for people 

who asked, “What’s your PhD about?” I would say, “It’s looking at the transformation of Gunnai 

land or Gippsland since colonisation, through narratives of fire, critiquing European fire regimes.” 

And with that, no matter who I was talking to – normally non-Indigenous, normally white people – 

would immediately launch into everything they knew of cultural burns. I had one gentleman at the 

Briag pub speak for a solid five minutes about how “Aboriginal people did it.” At the end of his rant, 

he paused and said, “you know you’re not Aboriginal, so you’re going to have to be a bit careful 

about how you go about that.” To which I responded, “I know, that’s why I’m critiquing European 

fire regimes.” To which he replied, “Oh.” And that was it, he had nothing further to add. I speak to 

the ways in which the coloniser projects their own cultural paradigms onto the Custodians of the land 

at some length. 

The reflexivity required to do this work has been both challenging and rewarding; I too would slip 

into speaking for others and it was a persistent practice to refocus my “gaze.” It was, however, critical 

to focus that gaze and critique the European fire regimes on Gunnai land specifically. I believe that 

any kind of speculative history writing that seeks to contribute to truth-telling must speak to nations 
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histories plural, rather than national history, because national history only perpetuates the disavowal. 

Furthermore, Gunnai land – or what the coloniser calls Gippsland – was and is unique land, despite 

the colonisers’ project to homogenise it. One of the failures in the colonisers’ narrative of fire is 

the “continental view”; it conflates unique ecologies from one side of the continent to the other. 

Geographical and ecological specificity is essential for discussing land and fire, as cultural law and 

story change from nation to nation and those cultural laws and stories respond to the ecologies they 

are born of – moreover, they have coevolved with those ecologies over tens of thousands of years. 

I explore the ethical implications of non-Indigenous researchers engaged with Traditional Cultural 

Knowledge (TEK) throughout the exegesis and while I did receive permission from Wayne Thorpe 

to research the Gunnai stories of fire, I have not published them here. They have certainly influenced 

my critique of European/colonial fire regimes and I have made clear the value of these stories in how 

we might respond collectively to the world in which we live, but ethically, these are not my stories 

to tell. Where I have nodded towards the stories, I have provided footnotes and links that my readers, 

if permitted by the Custodians, can follow. Likewise, this exegesis draws predominantly on western 

philosophies, but to not erase First Peoples philosophies completely I have acknowledged concepts 

such as deep listening, time and Country, though feel it is not within the scope of the exegesis, nor is 

it my place to broach these subjects at great length, instead direct my readers to First Nations authors 

who have shared these ontologies and philosophies in ways which are culturally appropriate. 

Content: “Bringing It All In”

Wayne Thorpe’s advice to “bring it all in,” was sage advice, because while Western epistemologies 

seek to compartmentalise disciplines (and the higher the knowledge the more finite the study), for 

me the broad scope has enabled new insights to the narratives we have for fire.4 For me, this wide 

knowledge has built deeper understanding. Thus, the research traverses vast grounds, from deep time 

to Western historical time; from antiquity to the present. Art, science, history/archive, cultural stories, 

auto/ethnography and critical theory/philosophy are used to explore narratives of fire. This scope is 

not chronologised, nor presented in a linear manner, nor is this written work compartmentalised 

4  A daunting task at first – particularly the sciences. I ‘wagged’ science class from about year nine on (an incident with a black-
board duster, my head and the teacher might have inspired my disinterest). However, after learning the language of the sciences, I fell in 
love and it became an incredibly rich space which would “feed” my creative practice and research. 
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in the fashion of a traditional exegesis, where you might see a literature review, methodology and 

precedence of practice as discrete objects. This style of writing follows what Jillian Hamilton refers 

to as ‘a hybrid, connective exegesis,’ which integrates ‘a range of writing styles: from the high 

academic styles of theory, analysis and exposition to the explorative, intimate, first person accounts 

of the diarist, reporter, and reflective practitioner.’5 In doing so ‘polyvocality and alternate textual 

structures’ are deployed in order to reconcile the objective academic of traditional humanities with the 

reflexive and personal insights proffered by creative practice as research, and therefore consequently 

‘situates the practice within a defined research trajectory.’6 The research is thus storied together using 

the polyvocal approach described by Hamilton under four frameworks which respond to and align 

with the creative artworks: Landscape, History, Ruins and Listening which integrates:

Situating concepts: which provides a contextual, theoretical and conceptual framework for 
understanding the practice. It includes definitions and outlines the key ideas, theories, issues 
and concerns of the field(s) and how they are understood within the literature. 

Precedents of practice: which situates the practice in its broader field(s). It identifies 
precedents (practitioners, exemplars, genres) and lays the ground for understanding the 
relationships and distinctions between them and the current research project. 

The researcher’s creative practice: which explains the creative process through methodology 
and methods, and describes how the research unfolded as a process of discovery. It may 
include a description of the resulting artifacts and a reflection on their reception and 
effectivity.7

The themes Landscape, History, Ruins and Listening, coevolved with the research and were guided 

as much by the research as they were by my practice. Chapter II: Tracing Landscapes, situates 

time (history and story) and space (geography and place) and traverses through both sciences and 

humanities, with a view to seeing land anew, within the context of fire stories. Chapter III: The 

History Book Study, returns to the archive, but it too crosses disciplinary boundaries. The chapter 

challenges the singular authoritative voice of history writing and challenges the anthropocentric by 

listening for non-human voices and in doing so retells fire stories from multiple perspectives. Chapter 

IV: Ruins to Ruination, responds to the narcissistic gaze of the coloniser and their will to “progress” 

and “reason.” It draws on the ruin aesthetic and tradition to critique these ways of being, but also 

5  Jillian Hamilton, “The voices of the exegesis” (Practice, Knowledge, Vision: Doctoral Education in Design, Hong Kong, 
Hong Kong Polytechnic University, 2011). 1-2.
6  Hamilton, “Short The voices of the exegesis.” 1. 
7  Hamilton, “Short The voices of the exegesis.” 7.
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utilises the ruin as a metaphor to explore ideas of renewal and revival. Chapter V: Listening, brings 

us to the now. It critiques epistemology and ontology, our ways of knowing and ways of being-in-

the-world. It also utilises listening as a means of disentangling the privileging of certain types of 

knowing and being in relation to fire stories. Chapter VI concludes the exegesis by responding to the 

questions set out at the beginning of this research. 

This research asks: How might dialogues with, and teachings from, the land’s Custodians foster 

critical reflection on my own people, and foster new ways of understanding and thinking about 

the land I have lived on for most of my life? Moreover, how might they foster a reflexive critique 

of colonial anthropogenic fire regimes. And how might that new understanding be augmented 

further by collapsing the traditional disciplinary boundaries (sciences and humanities) of Western 

discourse? With these cross-cultural and cross-disciplinary methodologies, could a creative 

practice approach working from within narratives of fire and its own aesthetic tradition and cultural 

paradigms destabilise or re-vision traditional notions of landscape, history and ruin? How might 

listening, a practice unfamiliar to my own cultural paradigms and creative practice provide new 

understandings and ways of being-in-the-world? How might a creative practice approach, both visual 

and written, enhance new ways of thinking about the cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural problems 

of anthropogenic fire regimes, unique to the topographies and ecologies of Gunnai land?

The Creative Practice

My creative practice is imbedded within the research. I very rarely, if ever, draw a picture for the 

sake of an idea or for the sake of itself. I am research-heavy. While I read of practice-led research, or 

practice as research, for me the research – that is theoretical research rather than hands-on application 

– is essential to the practice.8 I take a journalistic or investigative approach to my research, which 

provides both impetus and grounding for the creative practice, and while materiality is often guided 

by the conceptual, I am less interested in materials themselves. For me there is a folding together 

8  James Elkins, Artists with PhDs: On the new Doctoral Degree in Studio Art (Washington: New Academia Publishing, 2009).; 
Estelle  Barrett and Barbara Bolt, Practice as Research: Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry (New York: IB Tauris, 2007).; Lesley; Gri-
erson Duxbury, Elizabeth M and Waite, Dianne, Thinking Through Practice: Art as Research in the Academy (Melbourne: RMIT Press, 
2008).
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of theory, thinking and practice where the practice and research continually reorient each other. 

Thinking is mediated by my writing, and writing is as much a part of creative process as the visual 

artwork. 

On Visual Inspiration

There are many artworks explored throughout this exegesis, with which I draw parallels to my own 

creative practice and the conceptual development of this specific body of work. Artworks surveyed 

range from Renaissance, Romantic, colonial, Postmodern and contemporary periods. There are also 

many images throughout this exegesis which have been part of my investigative methodology and 

have formed as an archive of supporting illustrations for the research. In this way, the exegesis is 

designed to reflect the artist journal or an artist book, further it is my hope that image and text story 

together for the reader of this work.

Time

It would be an omission to ignore the context from which I write and make. Martin Heidegger 

suggested that when we are presented with the existential crisis that is death, we are able to be truly 

authentic.9 During the course of this research the anthropocentric (human-centred) story became 

salient globally and whether it be climate change, environmental catastrophes, species extinctions, 

or a global pandemic the “existential crisis” became a popular proverbial. We’ve also had incredible 

and inevitable political and social unrest, and of particular importance and relevance is the Black 

Lives Matter movement. But also, great instability and polarisation has manifested within global 

and local institutional and social politics. Fires have raged, not only in Australia but also in the 

Amazon and in California. The Amazon fires seemed at the time the greatest environmental crisis 

we could have comprehended, yet now seem remote and distant. During the course of this research 

I personally evacuated three times from looming infernos. The human species is in a liminal space 

and swinging from a precipice for which the other side seems inconceivable. This environment has 

9  Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. Joan  Stambaugh (Albany: University of New York Press, 1996).
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been challenging for me personally, as it has been for everyone. It has also served the work. True 

to Heidegger’s word, I feel there is a level of authenticity in this work that I may not have achieved 

if the world were not as it is. I doubt I would have told my readers about my “encounters with trees 

and birds.” I also may not have been so willing to confess my personal failings or situated myself so 

much in this work. Perhaps these are my personal “silver linings” in the crises we face. It is also the 

artist’s role to respond to the times and this work has coevolved with the times of their making and 

have indeed been heavily influenced by the context from which I write and make.

It is my hope that I have honoured the Ancestors of this land and carried fire well. 
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Figure 1.

Louisa Waters
Tracing Landscapes 2018 
Charcoal and pastel on paper, 89.1 x 714 cm
Gippsland Art Gallery, Sale
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photograph by Lindsay Roberts
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Property should be in a certain sense common, but, as a general 
rule, private; for, when everyone has a distinct interest, men will 
not complain of one another, and they will make more progress, 

because every one will be attending 
to his own business.10

Aristotle

TRACING LANDSCAPES

An owner has the attitude of buying and selling: “It’s mine, I’ll do what I like with it.” And 
so, hence the destruction of the country. A Custodian hasn’t got that attitude. They’ve got the 
attitude: “It’s my Mother Earth, how can you own your mother? We’ve got to care for our 
mother.”11

Wayne Thorpe

This chapter is a critique of colonial narratives of fire on Gunnai land in which I seek to challenge 

the anthropocentric gaze which was cast over this land from colonisation. I explore how this gaze 

and its universal truths have impacted the soils they have usurped by razing the land. Folded into 

narratives of fire I ask: Where did the colonisers’ fixed and possessive ideas of landscape originate? 

In what ways have the visual tableaux and broader discourse produced mythologies of whiteness 

on the land? Moreover, how have these mythologies mediated the land? How might conversations 

with the land’s Custodians assist in facilitating non-essentialised notions of landscape? How does 

fire permeate these discussions? And how might a creative practice approach, where materiality and 

discourse coalesce, offer opportunities to communicate this critical discourse in new ways? 

Under the advice of Wayne Thorpe, Gunnai Custodian, this chapter is “inclusive” and approaches 

narratives of fire “holistically.” It is thus not restricted by any particular field of enquiry or discipline. 

10  Aristotle, Politics, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Batoche Books, 1999).
11  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.
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Figure 2.
Eugene von Guérard
View of the Gippsland Alps, from Bushy Park on the River Avon 1861
Oil on canvas, two paintings, each 36.2 x 94.1cm
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra
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As such, Tracing Landscapes explores a range of texts from diverse fields of enquiry including, but 

not limited to: art, science (geology and ecology), history (archive and memory), ethnography and 

critical cultural theory. I move from the small European history to deep time and charcoal studies 

coalesce with cultural stories (which are not mine to tell but links are provided). I travel from Plato’s 

Critias, to the Bible’s Genesis and into the coloniser’s journal. Also, artworks of various “isms” 

are discussed in relation to geological ages and “cenes.” The agents which bind these vast concepts 

together are anthropogenic fire regimes. Thus, I form a narrative of fire which explores the way it has 

been imposed upon, and is imbedded within, the mythologies and realities of this land. This diverse 

discourse enters and permeates through Tracing Landscapes, 2019 (figure 1), a large-scale drawing 

traversing these themes and ideas, made from the very medium that fire creates: charcoal. 

 

Possessing Land

When I first saw Eugene von Guérard’s painting View of the Gippsland Alps, from Bushy Park 

on the River Avon, 1861 (figure 2), my response was, “that’s my view!” – I caught myself in a 

moment of possession. This was a view I had looked at most of my life and I had taken “ownership” 

of it. It is a formidable site to consider, because its intertextualities speak to the dichotomies of 

Custodianship and ownership. Once cultivated by pre-colonial Gunnai cultural law and utilised in 

modes of reciprocity, communal care and kinship, this tract of land contains the memories and stories 

of millennia. It also holds the mythic memories of white possession, which as Alfred Lopez writes, 

reflects: ‘[An] ongoing and unresolved tension … between what the colonial ego must banish from 

its sight for the sake of its functioning and the residues or memory traces of an entire inventory of 

colonial acts of aggression, domination, violence, and so forth – between, in other words, manifest 

white denial and latent white guilt – [which] continues to fuel the ambivalence of relations between 

whiteness and its others.’12

The disavowal of the colonial legacy sits heavily on such sites. Angus McMillan first entered the 

grassy pasture in 1840, searching for land suitable for Lachlan Macalister’s cattle industry, which 

12  Alfred J Lopez, Posts and Pasts: A Theory of Postcolonialism. (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 2001). 90 
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Figure 3.
Eugene von Guérard 
Clyde Bank Avon Mr Robert Thomsons Station 1860 
Volume 11: Sketchbook XXXII, No. 13-14 Australian. 
1860-1861
Sketchbook: pencil drawings, ink and wash on paper, 
album 11 x 18 cm. 53 leaves
State Library of New South Wales, Sydney

Figure 4.
Nicholas Chevalier
McAlister Valley, Gipps Land 1865
Hand coloured lithograph on paper, 18.6 x 27.3 cm
Gippsland Art Gallery, Sale

Figure 5. 
Samuel Thomas Gill 
Australian bushman kangaroo and wild duck hunting 
in Gippsland with one of the Glennie Islands in the 
distance, 1856
Watercolour on paper, 31 x 47.6 cm 
National Library of Australia, Canberra
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had been overcome by drought in New South Wales. 13 McMillan’s observations, ubiquitously cited 

in history books, echoed von Guérard’s painting where he recalls ‘[C]ame upon a river flowing 

through fine country of fine open forest, with high banks, to which I gave the name of the Avon. … 

The country around and beyond the place where we crossed the Avon consists of beautiful, rich, open 

plains, and appeared, as far as I could judge at the time, to extend as far as the mountains.’14

This land, which was meticulously designed for hunting, as Bruce Pascoe has argued, was one of the 

first sites to be usurped by the colonial station.15 Conflict ensued, and as Phillip Pepper has noted, 

the Custodians of the land fiercely defended the site.16 The pastoralists had learnt of First Nations 

resistance through thirty years of frontier wars fought in New South Wales.17 Attitudes and behaviours 

were entrenched and there was little (European) law to deter them, so Scottish highlanders arrived 

in numbers and in a swift and efficient conspiracy of silence, committed extensive genocide.18 By 

1847 James Warman reported that surviving Gunnai people were in hiding, living in the high country 

over winter and coming down to catch eels in summer, but sticking to low-lying swampland to avoid 

being hunted down.19 The pastures or hunting grounds so aptly described in McMillan’s journal and 

von Guérard’s painting were swiftly occupied by the pastoralists and their beasts.20 

Such sites became iconological motifs of the Antipodes. Eugene von Guérard (figure 3) joined a 

contingency of nineteenth century European artists – Nicholas Chevalier (figure 4), William Dexter, 

Samuel Thomas Gill (figure 5) and Walter Seehusan, to name a few – who ventured into the “unknown,” 

walking Gunnai lands in the great Romantic tradition with sketchbooks and journals.21 With the 

13  Don Watson, Caledonia Australis (North Sydney: Vintage, 2009).
14  Ronald Francis Hateley, The Victorian Bush: Its ‘Original and Natural’ Condition, Kindle ed. (Huntingdale: Elluvial Books, 
2010). Chap. 6 Sec. The country consists of beautiful open forests. Para. 5.
15  Bruce Pascoe, Dark Emu: Black Seeds: Agriculture Or Accident? (Broome: Magabala Books, 2015).
16  P.  Pepper and T. De Araugo, What happened to the Aborigines of Victoria, Volume 1: The Kurnai of Gippsland (Melbourne: 
Hyland House, 1985).
17  Although colonisation of New South Wales was fifty years prior to European entry into Gunnai land, Stephen Gapps speaks 
of a thirty-year war 1788–1817. Genocide continued well into the twentieth century. Stephen Gapps, The Sydney Wars: Conflict in the 
Early Colony, 1788-1817 (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2018).
18  Peter Gardner, The Language of the Kurnai Tribes of Gippsland (Ensay: Ngarak Press, 1999); Peter Gardner, Our founding 
murdering father : Angus McMillan and the Kurnai tribe of Gippsland 1839-1865 (Ensay: Ngarak Press, 1990); Helen. Gardner and 
Patrick McConvell, Southern Anthropology - A History of Fison and Howitt’s Kamilaroi and Kurnai (Melbourne: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015); C. C. MacKnight, “Review: What Did Happen to the Aborigines of Victoria: Volume I, the Kurnai of Gippsland by Phillip Pep-
per,” Labour History 52 (1987); Pepper and De Araugo, What happened to the Aborigines of Victoria, Volume 1: The Kurnai of Gipps-
land.; Watson, Caledonia Australis.; Patrick Morgan, “Gippsland Settlers and the Kurnai Dead,” Quadrant 48, no. 10 (2004).; Bruce 
Elder, Blood on the Wattle: Massacres and Maltreatment of Australian Aborigines Since 1788, 3rd ed. (Sydney: New Holland Publishers 
(Australia) Pty Ltd, 2003).
19  James Warman, “Gippsland Expedition,” The Australian (Sydney), Thursday 4 February 1847. 4.
20  Watson, Caledonia Australis.; Pascoe, Dark Emu: Black Seeds: Agriculture Or Accident?
21  Simon Gregg, Spirits in the Bush: The Art of Gippsland (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2019). 
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Figure 6. 
“Gipps Land and its Resources”
Gippsland Guardian (VIC)
21 September 1860
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cessation of the convict trade and the imperial desire to lift the status of its new colony, paintings 

such as View of the Gippsland Alps, from Bushy Park on the River Avon, 1861 (figure 2), formed 

the visual tableaux of a propaganda campaign that would entice the British aristocracy to migrate to 

their “terra nullius.”22 The campaign was successful, but as Linda Tuhiwai Smith observes: ‘These 

“adventures” idealized some aspects of life in the colony and … fed the imaginations of people “back 

home.” On the basis of these stories and the hard-sell of settlement companies, new migrants set off 

for their own adventures in the colonies armed with all their newly acquired misinformation about 

the availability of land, indigenous land, and the opportunity to make new lives.’23

The mythology of pastoral lands and gentleman’s parks were successfully etched, but when the 

colonisers arrived, the Gunnai lands they encountered were often formidably different in character 

to the pictures they had been supplied.24 As Bessy Harris recalled, ‘We, who remember the tea-tree 

thicket and scrub on the banks of every creek, river or morass, the entangle of undergrowth, almost 

impenetrable, the stately forests clothing our hillsides and mountains.’25 Harris went on to describe 

the difficulty of navigating the “impenetrable scrub” between the stations the “selectors” had usurped. 

Many expeditions were interspersed with the difficult task of battling the “impenetrable scrub” as 

W. Odell Raymond writes of his journey to Western Port, ‘we however, owing to the denseness of 

the scrub, found it impossible to bring the horses farther than our first day’s journey. … We could 

never exceed eight miles a day.’26 Or as G. H. Haydon describes, ‘I left Mr Robinson to explore the 

scrub in front of us, and found it a most difficult matter to get through it, even on foot. It was like 

forcing a way through a quick set hedge.’27 Surveyors of lands and roads were equally perturbed by 

the jungles that would eventually meet axe and flame, either to “improve the lands” or open roads 

to “Gipps Land,”  where ‘its natural boundaries [were] so strongly defined that there [was] on every 

side a barrier to overland traffic with the surrounding districts.’28

22  Jeanette Hoorn, Australian Pastoral: The Making of a White Landscape (North Fremantle: Fremantle Press, 2007).; Simon 
Gregg, New Romantics: Darkness and Light in Australian Art (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2011). 
23  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 2012). 85.
24  Hateley, The Victorian Bush: Its ‘Original and Natural’ Condition. 
25  Helen C Cowie and John W Leslie, The Wind Still Blows ...: Extracts from the Diaries of Rev. W. S. Login, Mrs. H. Harrison 
[and] Mrs. W. Montgomery (Sale: H. C. Cowie, 1973). 17.
26  Letter written in August 1842 by Mr. Raymond, describing the state of Gippsland and a journey from Gippsland to Western 
Port in Thomas Francis Bride, Letters from Victorian Pioneers (Melbourne: Public Library, Museums and Gallery of Victoria, 1898). 
133.
27  An expedition carried out April 1944 published in George Henry Haydon, Five years’ experience in Australia Felix, com-
prising a short account of its early settlement and its present position, with many particulars interesting to intending emigrants (London: 
Hamilton, Adams & Co., 1846). 136.
28  Tom Griffiths, Forests of Ash: An Environmental History (Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2001). “Gipps Land 
and its Resources,” Gippsland Guardian (Vic.: 1855 - 1868) (VIC), 21 September 1860, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article109903840. 2.
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Figure 7.
Alfred Clint
The Falls Of Ben Cruachan, Gipps Land 1865
Publisher: Ebenezer and David Syme, The illustrated 
Australian news for home readers, Melbourne
Wood engraving
State Library Victoria, Melbourne

Figure 8.
Samuel Calvert
Trip to Gipps Land Coal Field, Struggling with the 
Gluepots 1874
Publisher: Ebenezer and David Syme, The illustrated 
Australian news for home readers, Melbourne
Wood engraving 
State Library Victoria, Melbourne
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The “impenetrable scrub” and “jungle” might have been conveniently painted out of the picture, but 

the colonisers swiftly set to work transforming the land into the vision which had been imagined for 

them by the empire:29

Every selector set vigorously to work with his axe, a good deal of outside labor was employed, 
and during the past winter and spring about 400 acres of scrub have been cut down ready for 
burning off in autumn. When this is done the total clearing in the district will not be less than 
600 acres. Not a bad beginning for some five-and-thirty settlers, the majority of whom took 
up their selections barely a twelvemonth ago. … Leading settlers are acting wisely in turning 
it as rapidly as possible into grazing land, for which it is admirably suited. And this, as has 
been seen, can be done at a very trifling cost. No ploughing whatever is required. The dense 
scrub keeps the soil clean and soft, and as soon as it has been burnt off, the ground is ready 
to receive the grass and clover seed. … As we have said, the district is plentifully watered by 
permanent running creeks, and no drought is to be apprehended. When cleared its undulating 
character will give it a very picturesque appearance, to which the few trees that may be left 
will add a good deal, though most of them, it must be admitted, are too tall and naked about 
the trunk to look well or afford much shelter. In the gullies there is a large quantity of black 
wood, sassafras, and other sorts of timber, which would be very useful as well as ornamental 
if they could be preserved, but it is feared that the scrub fires will destroy most of them.30

It takes incredible effort to destroy an entire forest, but such was the pioneering spirit.31 Gunnai land 

was made up of tapestries and networks of diverse ecological systems, as described by colonisers: 

grasslands, scrublands, jungles, open woodlands, and possibly many more unique ecologies which 

were not described because the coloniser lacked the vocabulary to define them.32 It was wet. Parts of 

“Gipps Land” were known as “gluepots,” because the colonisers’ boots would sink into the sodden 

earth, and a great many creeks, morasses and swamps existed across its vast contours (see figures: 

xxx glue pots etc). While there were reports of the open woodland, many early colonial records cite 

the bush as old in growth, so dense and damp that fire could not enter and it appeared that it never 

had.33 During the Bush Fire Commission of 1939 one biologist claimed ‘Forest fires in Victoria 

in aboriginal [sic] times were infrequent or absent.’34 The dominant gentleman’s park mythology 

endured however, and this homogenous vision of the lands is cause for disquiet as it is used to 

29  Griffiths, Forests of Ash: An Environmental History.; Tom Griffiths and Libby Robin, Ecology and Empire: Enivironmental 
History of Settler Societies (Carlton South: Melbourne University Press, 1997).
30  “Settlement in Western Gipps Land,” Leader (Melbourne, Vic.: 1862 - 1918, 1935) (Melbourne), 11 January 1873, http://nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article197924657. 5.
31  Don Watson, The Bush: Travels in the Heart of Australia (Hamilton: Penguin, 2014).
32  Hateley, The Victorian Bush: Its ‘Original and Natural’ Condition.; Bill Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Ab-
origines Made Australia (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2011). 
33  South Gippsland Development League, The Land of the Lyrebird: A Story of Early Settlement in the Great Forest of South 
Gippsland. (Korumburra: Shire of Korumburra for the South Gippsland Development League, 1966). 
34  “Serious Bush Fires,” Age (Melbourne, Vic.: 1854 - 1954) (Melbourne, Vic.), 25 March 1939, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-arti-
cle205985539. 29.
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Figure 9.
Nicholas Chevalier 
Boggy Creek, Gipps Land 1865
Engraved in image by J. Williamson 
Publisher: Ebenezer and David Syme, The illustrated 
Australian news for home readers, Melbourne
Wood engraving 
State Library Victoria, Melbourne

Figure 10.
Unknown
A Gipps Land Track after rain 1882
Publisher: Alfred May and Alfred Martin Ebsworth, 
The Australasian sketcher, Melbourne
Wood engraving
State Library Victoria, Melbourne
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proffer the colonisers’ narratives of fire – narratives which are deeply encoded in anthropocentric and 

Eurocentric cultural paradigms.35  

Custodian and Ownership: Dominion, Reciprocity, Ownership and the Trace of the Ancients 

Wayne Thorpe talked to me about his understanding of the difference between Custodianship and the 

more generalised European concept of ownership, whereby the land is his “Mother Earth,” and “you 

cannot own your mother, you have to care for her.”36 He also directed me to a passage in the Bible’s 

Genesis: ‘[1:28] God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth 

and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every 

living thing that moves upon the earth.”’37 This is a passage that encapsulates the anthropocentric 

view of the natural world, a passage indicative of colonial formations. The dichotomous concepts of 

Custodianship and ownership haunted me; I was familiar with John Locke’s rights to own property, 

but the Genesis idea of dominion and ownership seemed to have deeper roots. With Wayne Thorpe 

raising this idea of Custodianship and ownership in our conversation on fire, I considered also if there 

was a causal link between ownership and colonial anthropogenic fire regimes. My research led me 

deeper in time, past Genesis and towards antiquity, where the Greeks took an epistemological and 

ontological turn, to find the rise of anthropocentric thought in line with colonisation and in line with 

fire. 

Early Greek myths spoke to a relationship of reciprocity with the environment. Ailsa Hunt and 

Hilary Marlow observe that their foreboding tales of reckless consumption, greed and exploitation, 

were entwined with moral codes of reciprocity; not only with land – caring for and cultivating the 

environment – but also with each other as human beings.38 Working communally and sharing resources 

was very much essential to survival. With the anthropocentric shift culminating in Plato came a new 

35  See also cogent Benson and Redpath’s critique of Ryan et al.  and Flannery in J. S. Benson and P. A. Redpath, The nature of 
pre-European native vegetation in south-eastern Australia: a critique of Ryan, D. G., Ryan J. R. and Starr, B. J. (1995), The Australian 
landscape: observations of explorers and early settlers (Sydney: Royal Botanic Gardens, National Herbarium of New South Wales, 
1997).; Griffiths and Robin, Ecology and Empire: Enivironmental History of Settler Societies.
36  Wayne Thorpe, 2017.
37  “The Book of Genesis,” Vatican, 2018, http://www.vatican.va/archive/bible/genesis/documents/bible_genesis_en.html. [1:28]
38  Ailsa Hunt and Hilary Marlow, Ecology and Theology in the Ancient World: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2019).; Robert Garland, Wandering Greeks: The Ancient Greek Diaspora from the Age of Homer to the Death of Alexander 
the Great (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2014).
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Figure 11. 
“Settlement in Western Gipps Land.” 
Leader (Melbourne)
11 January 1873
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world view which privileged human intellect above all earthly matter.39 Aristotle, following on from 

Plato, is noted as the first to propose that people would live more virtuous and peaceful lives with 

private ownership.40 The desire to own a plot, Donald Kagan observes, was also coupled with the rise 

of the polis (cities/communities) and led to colonisation, or what the Greeks called apoikia (an away 

home), later translated by the Romans as colonus or colonia (to inhabit, farm, cultivate).41 It was 

the emergence of colonisation and a type of individualism in which the Greeks were entering into 

commerce, and the individual could profit from the land that they owned and farmed. From Sparta’s 

rule there was a nexus brewing, as Ben Kiernan suggests, between genocide, racism, expansionism 

and husbandry, which played out in blood and on soil.42 As logos, or reason, took flight and tales 

of reciprocity were supplanted by the human-centred story, the Europeans departed the earth they 

walked. The anthropocentric story took hold, in which husbandry, expansionism, individualism, 

commerce and colonialism were intrinsic features. With anthropocentric thought dispersing across 

the globe in the course of history, it brought with it a frontier of fire, as Homer in The Iliade wrote, 

‘But not till half the prostrate forest lay, Stretch’d in long ruin, and exposed to day,’43 

The slash-and-burn culture of ancient Greece left noticeable scars on the ecologies of the 

Mediterranean, and as Russel Meiggs observes, these fragile forests never recovered. While fire-

fallow farming may have long existed and “slash and burn” can be traced throughout Holocene 

Europe, I refer to antiquity as the inauguration of anthropocentric thought, which links a long history 

of colonisation with fire and illuminates how this directly impacts the land.44 These tales provide a 

poignant caution for the ecologies of Australia which can be found in the writing of Plato:

[In] the primitive state of the country, its mountains were high hills covered with soil, and 
the plains … full of rich earth, and there was abundance of wood in the mountains. Of this 
last the traces still remain, for although some of the mountains now only afford sustenance to 
bees, not so very long ago there were still to be seen roofs of timber cut from trees growing 

39  Robert Renehan, “The Greek Anthropocentric View of Man,” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 85 (1981), https://doi.
org/10.2307/311176.; Nicole Anderson and Katrina Schlunke, Cultural Theory in Everday Practice (South Melbourne: Oxford Universi-
ty Press, 2008).
40  Aristotle, Politics.
41  Donald Kagan, Open Yale, podcast audio, The Greek “Renaissance” - Colonization and Tyranny: The Rise of the Greek Col-
ony. Fall, 2007, https://oyc.yale.edu/classics/clcv-205/lecture-7. Donald Kagan, Polis and Polemos: Essays on Politics, War, and History 
in Ancient Greece, in Honor of Donald Kagan, ed. Charles Daniel  Hamilton and Peter Krentz (Michigan: Regina Books, 1997). 
42  Ben Kiernan, Blood and Soil: A World History of Genocide and Extermination from Sparta to Darfur (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2007). 
43  See Stephen Pyne’s illuminating chapter “Frontiers of Fire” in Griffiths and Robin, Ecology and Empire: Enivironmen-
tal History of Settler Societies.; Homer, The Iliade, trans. A. Pope and J.S. Watson (H.G. Bohn, 1863). https://books.google.com.au/
books?id=J7FNAQAAMAAJ.
44  Russell Meiggs, Trees and Timber in the Ancient Mediterranean World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); Griffiths 
and Robin, Ecology and Empire: Enivironmental History of Settler Societies. 
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there. … Moreover, the land reaped the benefit of the annual rainfall, not as now losing 
the water which flows off the bare earth into the sea, but, having an abundant supply in all 
places, and receiving it into herself and treasuring it up in the close clay soil.45

There is little evidence to suggest that Plato had an ecological ethic, but he bears witness to the 

aberration.46 It may seem superfluous to return to the ancients and I do not mean to conflate Aboriginal 

ontologies with the Greeks, there are innumerable differences — culture, place, time — but while 

tracing fire, I was also attempting to find a space where my cultural predecessors might have been, 

as Gunditjmara Elder and artist, Vicki Couzens puts it, once an “earth culture” and where they might 

have “forgotten.”47 It was important for me to trace this departure from the ecological world and the 

culture/nature divide, to see if somewhere buried deep within my own cells there could possibly be 

a sense of kinship with the more-than-human world. Moreover, to establish that critical link between 

colonisation — or the Greeks apoikia — and fire.

Anthropocentrism to the Anthropocene

Thus for Europeans, culture was separated from nature, and culture was distinctly human.48 This sits 

in opposition to common Indigenous ways of thinking, as Wayne Thorpe said, ‘One of the best ways 

of teaching anything about culture is to teach them about nature, because ultimately our culture is our 

code of conducting ourselves towards nature.’49 Fabienne Bayet-Charlton writes:

The environment relates directly to social organisation, kinship and social obligations, sacred 
law, offences against property and persons, marriage, and an individual’s relationship with 
the land… Aboriginal people perceive the Australian landscape as their cultural domain. It 
was their traditional duty to be custodians of the land. 
The main difference between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures lies in attitudes to the 
land and the changes made to the environment through the accessing of resources.50 

45  Plato, Republic. Timaeus. Critias, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1931). https://books.google.
com.au/books?id=N2i_XmeWTZIC. p. 532.
46  See Owen Goldin’s chapter “The Ecology of the Critias and Platonic Metaphysics” in Laura Westra and Thomas M. Robin-
son, The Greeks and the Environment (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1997). n
47  Daniel Browning et al., Listening to country, podcast audio, Awaye, 49:26, accessed 20 July, 2019, https://www.abc.net.au/
radionational/programs/awaye/listening-to-country/12397734.
48  Anderson and Schlunke, Cultural Theory in Everday Practice.
49  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.
50  Fabienne Bayet, “Overturning the doctrine: indigenous people and wilderness. Being Aboriginal in the environmental move-
ment,” Social alternatives 13, no. 2 (1994). p. 28
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The influential multidisciplinary ethnographic researcher Deborah Bird Rose also eloquently framed 

the ways in which Aboriginal ontologies and philosophies are adverse to the human-centred ethos 

that those of the West inherited.51 It must be duly noted however, as Timothy Neale and Eve Vincent 

have argued, that such accounts of ontological difference between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people can be problematic, and is not inclusive of Aboriginal people who might for example ‘embrace 

environmentally destructive practices, such as mining, forestry, and pastoralism.’ Further it is critical 

to acknowledge the ‘potential role of colonial history and processes of domination in the production 

and reduction of difference.’52

Nevertheless, anthropocentric ways of thinking have accelerated us deeply into the age of the 

Anthropocene. Though not formally recognised yet as a geological age, the scholarly discourse of 

the Anthropocene, much speculation is given to its inception; from eight thousand years ago to 

fifty years ago, from the inauguration of plantations and pastures, or later with industrialisation and 

engines, or later still, with the advent of atomic bombs, pesticides and fertilisers.53 For me, it seems 

plausible that the Anthropocene inaugurated along with the human-centred story. While this exegesis 

begins its focus with European history and antiquity, it must be acknowledged that the Greeks’ ideas 

were not born in a vacuum; they were learning from the south and the east. A recent study which 

proposes an Anthropocene timeline aligned with my thinking of the human-centred story. Conducted 

by Lucas Stephens et al. the study follows intensive agricultural development, their interactive map 

charts this activity expanding from the east and south, then into the Mediterranean and by about three 

thousand years ago intensive agriculture was widespread.54 As many Aboriginal leaders – Professor 

Tom Calma Aboriginal Elder from the Kungarakan tribal group and a member of the Iwaidja tribal 

group, Dr Raymattja Marika (1959-2008) Yolngu Elder, and Robbie Thorpe Krauatungalung 

(Gunnai) / Djapwurrung (Gundditjmara) activist to name a few – observe this intensive agriculture 

51  Deborah Bird Rose, Dingo Makes Us Human: Life and Land in an Australian Aboriginal Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000).
52  Neale and Vincent, “Mining, indigeneity, alterity: or, mining Indigenous alterity?.” p. 427
53  Some scholars locate the birth of the Anthropocene with the beginning of settlements and farming (8,000 years ago); others 
situate it with the antiquity and the rise of empires, and widespread perturbation of nature; others suggest the colonisation of Americas 
and the beginnings of global trade; others suggest the industrial revolution with greenhouse gasses; while the most popular starting date 
is the mid-twentieth century with nuclear and biochemical developments. Jan Zalasiewicz, “Disputed Start Dates for Anthropocene,” 
Nature 520, no. 7548 (4 January 2015), https://doi.org/10.1038/520436b, https://doi.org/10.1038/520436b.; 
54  My story critiques the European, and I must acknowledge that the Greeks’ ideas were not born in a vacuum; they were 
learning from the south and the east. A recent study which I found illuminating and aligned with my thinking of the human-centred story 
conducted by Lucas Stephens et al. follows intensive agricultural development. Their interactive map charts this activity expanding from 
the east and south, then into the Mediterranean and by about three thousand years ago intensive agriculture was widespread. Lucas Ste-
phens et al., “Archaeological assessment reveals Earth’s early transformation through land use,” Science (New York, N.Y.) 365, no. 6456 
(2019), https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aax1192.
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Figure 12.
Alexander Boynes, Mandy Martin, Tristen Parr 
Rewriting the Score, (Installation view) 2019
Acrylic, oil, pigments on linen, 3 Channel 4K video with 
stereo sound, 230cm x 1150cm
Photograph: Latrobe Regional Gallery.
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and exploitation of the land is in opposition to the ways in which First Peoples ontologies sustain and 

care for the land for future generations.55 At least undoing the privileging of the human in the more-

than-human world and augmenting the stories of reciprocity and kinship toward nature, might prove 

fruitful in response to the catastrophe that is the Anthropocene. 

On the Anthropocene

The great acceleration that is the Anthropocene is shifting the Western sense of place and world 

from objective and separate empirical studies to living in and situated with the world. This shift, 

like all other historical moments of illumination, has inspired and augmented a considerable creative 

response that carries with it a sense of urgency.56 One of the most seminal, even spectacular works, 

I have seen in recent years was a collaboration between Alexander Boynes, Mandy Martin and 

Tristen Parr in their work Rewriting the Score, 2019 (figure 12), shown at Latrobe Regional Art 

Gallery. As I sat with reverence in front of Rewriting the Score, I realised it not only touched all 

the sensitive spots of the Anthropocene, but its making also reflected the very nature of the wide-

thinking required to immerse ourselves in the scope of the Anthropocene. The Anthropocene has 

launched (Western) us from the temporalities such as the “isms” of artistic movements, to deep-time 

scales of “cenes” and glacial ages.57 It has expanded our fields of enquiry and forced us to cross the 

floor, where humanities and sciences correspond and coalesce. This aligns with Wayne Thorpe’s 

advice to me to “bring it all in,” to extend my thinking beyond just the history and into the sciences, 

geology, anthropology and so on. With all the expansion of thinking and the existential crisis which 

accompanies the Anthropocene, as Mandy Martin suggests, ‘people need a way of mediating those 

experiences.’58 Creative projects are a means of actioning and increasing communication.59

The Anthropocene is, however, a problematic term, as Haraway and Tsing have argued, because while 

it has enabled dialogues between the sciences and humanities, it still situates the human as central – 

55  Cited in Sarah Maddison, Black Politics: Inside the complexity of Aboriginal political culture (Crows Nest NSW: Allen & 
Unwin, 2009). p 76.
56  Elizabeth Ellsworth and Jamie Kruse, Making the Geologic Now: Responses to Material Conditions of Contemporary Life 
(Brooklyn: Punctum Books, 2013). 
57  Ibid.,
58  Mandy Martin, “Playing with Fire,” interview by David Leese, 2014, https://vimeo.com/112660175. 
59  Ellsworth and Kruse, Making the Geologic Now: Responses to Material Conditions of Contemporary Life.
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Figure 13. 
Fiona Foley
Bliss 2008
Audiovisual, born digital media, single channel HD DVD16:9 
ratio, colour sound, 10 minutes and 50 seconds (to be looped) 
and 11 minutes 20 seconds (unlooped with end credits)
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

Figure 14. 
Fiona Foley
Black Opium 2006
777 cast aluminium poppies, configured in an infinity symbol
State Library of Queensland, Brisbane
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“Anthropos” meaning human – in discussions relating to our planet’s condition. It’s also problematic 

because as Haraway describes, the Anthropocene is recognised as a species act, where all humans 

are blamed for the planet’s condition, when we know there are some humans more accountable than 

others.60 Tsing suggests the Anthropocene reflects the formations of the centralised subject, where 

‘The term appeals to a false universal of homogenous “Man”.’61 While this allows us to critically 

reflect on ‘why so many landscape modification projects were made, without thinking at all about 

what their effect might be on people who live around them, as well as local ecologies,’ it still produces 

racial hierarchies and a privileging within the human/non-human binary.62 The Plantationocene, as 

described by Tsing and Haraway, is offered as an alternative to the Anthropocene. It speaks not only 

to the human impact on earth, but also to the radical disruption, where a drastic oversimplification 

occurs. Plants and the non-human world are considered equally at the table of the Plantationocene.63 

Shifting Thinking to the Plantationocene

For me, the formations of the Plantationocene are beautifully captured in Fiona Foley’s opium works 

Black Opium, 2006 (figure 13) and Bliss, 2008 (figure 14), installation and film works utilising 

the rich historical symbolism of the opium poppy. Although created prior to the discourse of the 

Plantationocene, these works for me bring together the nexus of its meaning. Evoking the narratives 

of the opium wars fought between the British Empire and China, the opium fields of India followed 

the empire across the globe. They displaced and paralysed already persecuted people and supplanted 

diverse ecologies of native species with monocultural fields.64 

Foley is among many First Nations artists, activists, leaders and scholars who have been examining 

the Plantationocene, long before it was given its name. In the exhibition Colony: Frontier Wars, 

works by Tommy McRae and William Barak from the nineteenth century point to how the colonial 

60  Also noted in Heather Davis and Zoe Todd, “On the Importance of a Date, or, Decolonizing the Anthropocene,” Acme 16, no. 
4 (2017).
61  ‘“Man,” which was created with a white, Christian, heterosexual male person as the basis for the universal’ as Tsing suggests 
in Haraway and Tsing, interview. Transcript 3.
62  Haraway and Tsing, interview. 3.
63  Haraway and Tsing, interview.
64  Andrew Gillett, “Opium and Race Relations in Queensland,” ed. Fiona Foley, Black Opium: Fiona Foley (Brisbane: State Li-
brary of Queensland, 2010 ), https://www.academia.edu/18045601/Opium_and_Race_Relations_in_Queensland.; Philip Griffiths, “The 
making of White Australia: Ruling class agendas, 1876-1888” (Doctor of Philosophy PhD Thesis, The Australian National University, 
2006).
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Figure 15. 
Genevieve Grieves
lament 2013
Three channel video, 6:40 minutes
Mars Gallery, Windsor

Figure 16.
Julie Gough 
The Gathering (installation view) 2015
HDMI video, H264, 1080P, colour, sound,
18.13 minutes, edited by Jemma Rea. Exhibited components: 
loaned table, enamel on Tasmanian oak (stone stands)
Photograph by Felicity Jenkins
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and plantation formations were affecting their people and their land.65 The exhibition had a profound 

impact on me for what these formations have done, even in the discourse of the exhibition. I was 

deeply moved by a talk given by Jonathan Jones where he discussed the work of Barak, who needed 

to record knowledge throughout the Aboriginal holocaust of genocide and smallpox. This was 

followed by an orchestral group playing Peter Sculthorpe’s “Quamby.” I was in tears as I crossed to 

Flinders Street Station to return to Gunnai land. However, I also felt the workings of power and the 

voice of the institution disquietly. I think this was because of the separation of the contemporary First 

Nations works from the historical works – which also seemed weighted insufficiently. For me, the 

contemporary and the historical are interwoven, but this might have been done in consultation and 

have been a request of the artists, and if so I have no place critiquing. Nevertheless, artworks such 

as Genevieve Grieves’ Lament, 2013 (figure 15) and Julie Gough’s The Gathering, 2015 (figure 16) 

resonate for me with the formations of the Plantationocene as each speak of country being turned into 

pastures and the displacement or genocide of the Custodians in the process.66 

The Plantationocene aligns more closely with colonial projects. It speaks to the placed and displaced; 

not only people, but also plants, animals, insects, fungi, bacteria and so on, which are replaced with 

monocultures and mono-treatments through processes of agriculture, expansionism and colonialism.67 

The Plantationocene brings in the discussion of multispecies, because the plantation itself denies the 

‘capacity to love and care for place.’68 I would suggest that the Australian nation-building exercise, 

constructed on the back of the pastoral and colonial, offers a model for how the processes of the 

Plantationocene have unfolded and mediated the land in very recent history. I would also contend 

that fire exists as one of those mono-treatments of the Plantationocene, because as we applied its 

broad stroke, homogeneity was instilled as ‘the grass and clover seed’ were cast.69 

Ethnobiologists write that the more diverse an ecological system, the more diverse the languages 

of the people who inhabit those ecologies.70 When the European arrived on Gunnai land, there 

65  Cathy Leahy and Judith Ryan, “Colony: Australia 1770-1861/Frontier Wars,” ed. National Gallery of Victoria (Melbourne: 
Council of Trustees of the National Gallery of Victoria, 2018).
66  Leahy and Ryan, “Colony: Australia 1770-1861/Frontier Wars.”
67  For Tsing, plantations are machines of replication; ecologies devoted to the production of the same.
68  Haraway and Tsing, interview. 6.
69  “Settlement in Western Gipps Land.” 5.
70  Dana Lepofsky, “The Past, Present, and Future of Traditional Resource and Environmental Management,” Journal of Eth-
nobiology 29, no. 2 (2009), https://doi.org/10.2993/0278-0771-29.2.161.; Fred Cahir, Aboriginal biocultural knowledge in south-eastern 
Australia : perspectives of early colonists, ed. Ian Clark and Philip Clarke (Clayton South, VIC: CSIRO Publishing, 2018). 



58

wasn’t one language; each of the five clans had a language and the families within those clans had 

a language. They were not languages of stasis, they were relational to each other and fluctuating.71 

Scholars have noted that when linguistic diversity occurs like this, it is reflected in the land and 

more often than not those environments are epicentres for biodiversity.72 A grave failing of the white 

interpretation of First Nations fire practices is the homogenous vision of it. Bill Gammage’s thesis, 

for example, sweeps from Gippsland to Arnhem land in one paragraph, to assert that the Custodians 

of all First Nations lands applied the same treatment — “cool burns”— to their unique ecologies.73 

However, Beth Gott, a non-Aboriginal researcher, suggests ‘The seasonal timing and frequency 

of Aboriginal burning is embedded in various ecosystems.’74 This is in contrast to white attitudes 

towards prescribed fire, which speak to targets and exclusion zones and tend to neglect biodiversity, 

as Mark Adams suggests: ‘We’ve got to be careful against trying to make a list of exclusions where 

the list of exclusions will run to pages and pages and pages of little areas where someone thinks 

something might be at risk, or where someone has found one particular plant that might only be 

present without fire for 50 years. You can’t manage land in that way.’75

When you listen to what the Custodians are saying today, when their voices are provided a 

platform, there is no homogenous “fire,” but rather a call to understand the unique ecologies, to 

respond to the land, to listen to the Custodians and the fire cultural law of those specific lands. Joel 

Wright Gunditjmara, language specialist, argues that he finds very little evidence in the languages of 

south-eastern Australia to promote the burning of the bush.76 Oliver Costello, Bundjalung man from 

Firestick Alliances, promotes generally cool burns on a relatively small scale, saying, ‘We look at 

habitat, look at the vegetation, we look at the soil type, we look at the moisture levels, that determines 

how we burn, how hot we burn.’77 Shaun Hooper a Wiradjuri man, says that ‘Aboriginal Cultural 

71  Alfred Howitt, The Native Tribes of South-East Australia (Canberra: Aboriginal Press, 1904).; Robert Brough. Smyth, The 
Aborigines of Victoria: with notes relating to the habits of the natives of other parts of Australia and Tasmania compiled from various 
sources for the Government of Victoria, vol. 1 (Melbourne: John Ferres, Governmext Printer., 1878); Gardner, The Language of the 
Kurnai Tribes of Gippsland. 
72  L. J. Gorenflo et al., “Co-occurrence of linguistic and biological diversity in biodiversity hotspots and high biodiversity 
wilderness areas,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 109, no. 21 (2012), https://doi.
org/10.1073/pnas.1117511109. 
73  Further critque of Gammage comes in the next chapter Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made 
Australia. 171.
74  Beth Gott, “Aboriginal fire management in south‐eastern Australia: aims and frequency,” Journal of Biogeography 32, no. 7 
(2005), https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2699.2004.01233.x.
75  Rachel Carbonell, Fighting fire with fire, podcast audio, Background Briefing, ABC Radio National, 49:28, accessed 19 Feb, 
2012, https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/backgroundbriefing/3829372.
76  Joel Wright cited in Katherine Wilson, “The Fire Cult,” Overland 234, Autumn 2019 (Autumn 2019). https://overland.org.au/
previous-issues/issue-234/featurethe-fire-cult/.
77  Oliver Costello cited in Isabella Higgins, “Indigenous fire practices have been used to quell bushfires for thousands of years, 
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Burn is not guided by a prescription, it is guided by the close relationship that the Aboriginal Cultural 

Fire Practitioner has with Country and everything in it. This relationship based approach allows for 

the involvement of other than human beings such as bettongs, bandicoots, lyrebirds, wombats and 

brush turkeys who all assist with Cultural burning by turning over and reducing the leaf litter.’78 

Tagalaka man and author Victor Steffensen promotes intimate knowledge of the land for burning 

and understands the complexities of the systems within those lands.79 Oral McGuire, a Noongar man, 

says that traditional burns were about maintaining native grasslands.80 On Gunnai land, Custodian 

Wayne Thorpe says:

When it’s in its natural state, it’s healthier. When it’s in this bare state you feel the winds, 
the winds dry the country out. That makes the hydrology dry out. That takes away from 
the health of the birds and the animals, that takes away from the health of the bush, it all 
dries out. Therefore, you’ve got a fire-prone country. ... There are places where people did 
burn as far as I understand, but that wasn’t large areas. It wasn’t for fuel reduction or risk 
management. It was for food resources, or for clearing areas for ceremonies or for a cultural 
reason. I often wonder what their reason for using Indigenous burning as an excuse to do 
what they do today. I don’t see them doing it for food, I don’t see them doing it for ceremony, 
but I see the excuse of “we’ve got to protect places and people.” Is that a fear factor or is 
that something that’s needed? I’m yet to work it out which way that goes. Certainly, there 
needs to be some kind of land management happening. That’s why I say put trees back, then 
you’ll get moisture. You won’t have so much wind and you won’t have dry areas and it will 
attract rains.81

The Land of Fire

The slash and burn culture of Europe continued through to the twentieth century although began to 

be contested throughout the Enlightenment and the period of great colonial expansion. When, as 

Stephen Pyne writes ‘Experiences with tropical islands such as St. Helena, Barbados, St. Vincent, 

and Mauritius became semi-controlled experiments on the disastrous consequences of abusing 

land, microcosmic warnings of macrocosmic doom. Cutting, grazing, and burning became the 

experts say,” ABC News (9 January 2020). https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-09/indigenous-cultural-fire-burning-method-has-bene-
fits-experts-say/11853096.
78  Shaun Hooper, “Cultural Burning is about more than just hazard reduction,” IndigenousX (7 January 2020). https://indige-
nousx.com.au/cultural-burning-is-about-more-than-just-hazard-reduction/.
79  Victor Steffensen cited in Marian Faa, “Indigenous leaders say Australia’s bushfire crisis shows approach to land manage-
ment failing,” ABC News (14 Novemver 2019). https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-11-14/traditional-owners-predicted-bushfire-disas-
ter/11700320.
80  Oral McGuire cited in Kate Doyle, “Prescribed burning debate rages as Australia finds there’s no time to burn going into 
peak fire season,” ABC News (13 September 2018). https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-09-13/is-the-prescribed-burn-window-closing-in-
australia/10236048.
81  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.
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Figure 17.
William Strutt 
Black Thursday, February 6th. 1851 1864
Oil on canvas, 106.5 x 343.0 cm
State Library of Victoria, Melbourne

Figure 18. 
James Alfred Turner 
The Homestead Saved - An incident of the 
Great Gippsland Fire of 1898 1908
Colour engraving, 34.0 x 51.0 cm
State Library of Victoria, Melbourne

Figure 19. 
Nicholas Chevalier 
The Bush on Fire 1856
Wood engraving 
National Library of Victoria, Melbourne
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unholy trinity of environmental critics.’82 However, when Imperial England anchored itself to the 

Australian continent, it cast its gaze and all-knowing eyes with the trace inherited from antiquity, 

the anthropocentric perspective permeating their lens. They began immediately to pontificate how 

best to treat and “improve” these lands.83 Moreover, they interpreted the “land of smoke” — which 

Wayne Thorpe suggests, were likely warnings from the land’s Custodians — as a reflection of their 

own tool of dominion.84 The journals of early ships are often referenced to support their hypothesis. 

For example, during Lieutenant-Commander John Murray’s “voyage of discovery” to Port Phillip 

writes from the Lady Nelson in 1802: 

Tuesday, 5th January. Winds from south-east to east with cloudy weather. At quarter past 
1 P.M. Cape Shank bore north-east by north 9 miles. Kept running down along the land 
steering west and west by north in order to traverse the whole of this land, found it impossible 
to survey any part of the coast as yet from the numerous native fires which covered this low 
shore in one volume of smoke.85

It is a very clever fire that can enshroud a southern coastline with smoke while a southerly breeze 

blows against it. In truth I suspect the land of smoke had never seen so much fire than when the 

coloniser set to work. Fire was omnipresent in the journals, the newspapers and artworks of the 

colony (see figures 17, 18, 19). The wand of the bullock driver, pastoralist, miner and surveyor, was 

waved across the continent with reckless abandon, and it is doubtful that they had ever encountered 

a land that absorbed it so well.86 This fire-work continued as squatters suggested that runs in the 

high country needed long-term leases and grazing licences to make it worthwhile for the pastoralists 

to improve the land.87 They aimed to burn 1,000 acre  (400 hectare) plots in the high-country each 

spring and summer to provide feed for the following winter. Fires often got out of control and burnt 

82  Stephen J. Pyne, “Maintaining focus: An introduction to anthropogenic fire,” Chemosphere (Oxford) 29, no. 5 (1994), https://
doi.org/10.1016/0045-6535(94)90159-7. p 899
83  Griffiths and Robin, Ecology and Empire: Enivironmental History of Settler Societies.; William Henry. Traill, A Queenly 
Colony: pen sketches and camera glimpses, Government Printing Office (1901).
84  Wayne Thorpe called these fires warning fires in Wayne Thorpe, “A Story of Boonjil Noorrook,” (Gunnai Country: Gun-
naikurnai Land and Waters Corporation, 16 April 2020 2020). Also, listen to Philip Zylstra and Shannon Foster discuss this misunder-
standing on Jonathan Green, Burning Country, podcast audio, Blue Print for Living, 12: mins, accessed 25 January, 2020, https://www.
abc.net.au/radionational/programs/blueprintforliving/unlearned-country/11893526.; Also see Fred Cahir et al., “Winda Lingo Parugoneit 
or Why Set the Bush [On] Fire? Fire and Victorian Aboriginal People on the Colonial Frontier,” Australian Historical Studies 47, no. 
2 (2016), https://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2016.1156137.; Cahir, Aboriginal biocultural knowledge in south-eastern Australia : 
perspectives of early colonists. Also for a great fictional read that follows narratives of fire for defence on the frontier see Eric Willmot, 
Pemulwuy: The Rainbow Warrior (Sydney: Bantam Books, 1988).
85  John Murray, “Murray’s Exploration of Bass Strait: Murray’s Log,” ed. Ida Lee, Project Gutenberg EBook ed., The Logbooks 
of the Lady Nelson: With The Journal Of Her First Commander Lieutenant James Grant, R. N. (London: Grafton & Co., 1915), https://
www.gutenberg.org/files/7509/7509-h/7509-h.htm#ch06.
86  Griffiths, Forests of Ash: An Environmental History.; See also Chapter III: “History Book Study”
87  “Royal Commission on the Lands Question,” Argus (Melbourne, Vic.: 1848 - 1957) (Melbourne), 23 January 1879, http://
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article5929463.
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larger areas than intended and were not extinguished until rain.88

Fire is a natural occurrence in the Australian landscape, but anthropogenic fire regimes are perhaps 

not as historically imbedded as once thought.89 While common historical accounts suggest that fire-

stick farming, a term coined by Rhys Jones in 1969, was broadly applied to the Australian continent 

prior to colonisation, recent charcoal studies support Wayne Thorpe’s rejection of the “widespread” 

hypothesis.90 The studies by Mooney et al. indicate that there is little evidence of frequent and 

widespread anthropogenic fires regimes on the Australian continent prior to European invasion.91 He 

does not deny localised burning for the purpose of cultivating grassy hunting grounds, a view shared 

by many fire Custodians.92 Interestingly these studies show that during the Pleistocene Epoch there 

is an indication of anthropogenic fire regimes, but by the Holocene, fire activity on the continent 

was in line with climate changes rather than people.93 This aligns with a cultural story from south-

eastern Australia which speaks to this transition with human-fire activity from the Pleistocene to the 

Holocene period. This is not my story to tell, as Gai-mariagal/Wiradjuri descendant Dennis Foley 

cautions ‘When you record Indigenous knowledge in the written form you have crossed a boundary 

of control and protocol to which the punishment is intrinsic.’94 Punishment I would opt to avoid. It 

appears though, that such stories reveal that the lessons of fire were learnt long before the continent 

was colonised by the European story, as Wayne Thorpe has written, ‘the firestick was too dangerous 

for man to own and control… [thus] new firestick laws began.’95 

The archives and the cultural stories relating to Gunnai people reveal fire was imbedded in cultural 

88  George Seddon, Searching for the Snowy: An Environmental History (St Leonards, N.S.W: Allen & Unwin, 1994).; See also 
research into fire scars and increase of fire activity in the high-country post colonisation in Philip Zylstra, Fire History of the Australian 
Alps - Prehistory to 2003 (Canberra: Dept. of the Environment and Water Resources, 2006).
89  Cahir et al., “Winda Lingo Parugoneit or Why Set the Bush [On] Fire? Fire and Victorian Aboriginal People on the Colonial 
Frontier.”
90  Rhys Jones, “Fire-stick Farming,” Australian Natural History 16 (1969).; Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How 
Aborigines Made Australia.
91  Scott D Mooney et al., “The prehistory of fire in Australasia,” in Flammable Australia: Fire Regimes, Biodiversity and 
Ecosystems in a Changing World, ed. R.J. Williams, A.M. Gill, and R.A. Bradstock (Collingwood: CSIRO Publishing, 2012); Alan N. 
Williams et al., “Exploring the Relationship Between Aboriginal Population Indices and Fire in Australia Over The Last 20,000 Years,” 
Palaeogeography, Palaeoclimatology, Palaeoecology 432 (2015).
92  See Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.; Joel Wright in Wilson, “The Fire Cult.”; Oral McGuire cited in Doyle, “Pre-
scribed burning debate rages as Australia finds there’s no time to burn going into peak fire season.”
93  Richard J. Williams, Malcolm A. Gill, and Ross A. Bradstock, Flammable Australia: Fire Regimes, Biodiversity and Ecosys-
tems in a Changing World (Collingwood: CSIRO Publishing, 2012). 
94  Foley raises this issue in his review of Treading Lightly: The Hidden Wisdom of the World’s Oldest People, by Karl-Erik 
Sveiby and Tex Skuthorpe: Dennis Foley, “Treading Lightly: The Hidden Wisdom of the World’s Oldest People [Book Review],” The 
Australian Journal of Indigenous Education 36, no. 1 (2007), https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1017/S132601110000449X. p. 115
95  Cited in Bob McDonald, The Impact of Planned Fires in Parks and Reserves – Cape Liptrap Coastal Park (South Gipps-
land, 2013). p. 5
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law and custom. The narratives of fire appear far more nuanced, cautionary and purposeful; wood 

was conserved, fires were conducted on smaller scales and widespread fires were feared.96 Further 

observations from the Irish entrepreneur Joseph. C. Byrne, show not only caution for fire and 

conservation but also indicate knowledge of past glacial ages: 

It is a strange circumstance, with their many dense forests of huge timber, that the Aborigines 
seldom, if ever, indulge in large fires, and if you ask them the reason, they tell you that the 
time is not far distant when wood will be extremely scarce and difficult to procure, and that 
therefore, they are desirous of saving it. This appears to be the only way in which the natives 
exhibit any providence.97

Byrne was actively involved in colonial expansion and the imperial “settlement” program, through 

his “guides” to the colonies of Australia and South Africa. As Shino Konishi has observed, his 

descriptions of Aboriginal people were often more comprehensive than other generalised marketing 

propaganda and ‘Rather than merely using descriptions of Indigenous people to garnish his books, 

Byrne invoked what he saw as different Indigenous peoples’ varying “rights to the soil” in determining 

the ultimate suitability of the various colonies for future British emigrants.’98 Byrne goes on write 

about such wood conservation:

Truly does it appear to be superfluous, when white man casts his eyes first on the vast forests 
of their land, and then on these children of nature shivering in the rains of winter over a poor 
fire made with a few twigs raked together. It is more than probable that their race will never 
live to see the want they at present seem to dread and guard against so anxiously.99

Though Byrne’s observation is not geographically specific and seems general of all Aboriginal 

people, yet the use of “providence” and “superfluous” reveals Byrne’s limited understanding of the 

knowledge being revealed to him. 

In 1868, after a second fire had razed the Gladstone mining settlement (figure 20), one observer 

wrote, ‘they seemed to have forgotten that when no wet weather intervenes, one bush fire provides 

96  See Alfred Howitt, Baukan, n.d., XM526, Howitt and Fison Papers, 9, Australian Research Council, ICDMS: National 
Museum of Victoria, Melbourne, https://fromthepage.com/tyay/howitt-and-fison-papers/xm526-icdms-lowres/display/27692. 9; Also for 
fear of widespread fire see the story of the Turndun in Alfred Howitt, Turndun, n.d., XM761, Howitt and Fison Papers, 94, Australian 
Research Council, ICDMS: National Museum of Victoria, Melbourne, https://fromthepage.com/tyay/howitt-and-fison-papers/xm761-
icdms-lowres/display/33913. 94; and for a description of camp life and daily customs around fire see Howitt, The Native Tribes of South-
East Australia. 775. 
97  J.C. Byrne, Twelve Years’ Wanderings in the British Colonies. From 1835 to 1847 (London: Richard Bentley, 1848). https://
books.google.com.au/books?id=FMMRAAAAYAAJ. 374.
98  Shino Konishi, “J.C. Byrne, Entrepreneurial Imperialism and the Question of Indigenous Rights,” Journal of imperial and 
Commonwealth history 48, no. 6 (2020), https://doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2020.1765533. 982.
99  Byrne, Twelve Years’ Wanderings in the British Colonies. From 1835 to 1847. 375.
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Figure 20.
Lee, engraver
C. Walter, photographer 
Maximilian Creek, Near Gladstone, North Gipps Land 1872 
Publisher: Ebenezer and David Syme, The illustrated 
Australian news for home readers, Melbourne
Wood engraving 
State Library Victoria, Melbourne
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fuel for another.’100 This small colonial voice was not heard amid the din of popular discourse which 

promoted burning the bush either for economic gains or ideological appeasement.101 Likewise, 

scientific communities today are often washed over in the turbulent and polarising discourse of 

prescribed burns, which again is mediated by ideological and economic incentives. The economic 

is driven by logging coupes and the gains made from the fires themselves.102 The ideological, a 

metanarrative which espouses, as Stephen Pyne suggests, what seems a logical argument: “Less fuel 

meant less fire.”103 While there is still a frontline of scientists who support that hypothesis, there is 

also a growing and enlivened community who are rejecting that “logic.”104 With a cross pollination 

in recent years of anthropology, geography, historical, ecological and biological disciplines — with 

their emergent fields e.g. ethnoecology, historical ecology and so on — new insights are being 

offered to discussions surrounding anthropogenic fire regimes.105 Recent studies by a number of 

leading academics provide mounting data which show that imposed fire – broad-scale anthropogenic 

fire regimes or “fuel reduction” “planned burns” – does not necessarily achieve the desired affect, 

and in some forests after a period actually produce more flammable systems – moreover, old growth 

forests have been documented as being more fire resistant.

The 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission panel of experts came to a unanimous 

recommendation to increase the target of prescribed burns in Victoria to five percent, almost double 

the previous target. Indeed, the past decade has seen a doubling of prescribed burns in eastern 

Australian forests.106 A study conducted after the Commission, which asked whether prescribed 

burns had any impact, showed that prescribed burns had no effect on reducing risks to people and 

100  “Total Destruction of Gladstone by Fire,” Ballarat Star (Vic.: 1865 - 1924) (VIC), 31 December 1868, http://nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article112882210. 2. 
101  The bush was burnt to “improve the land,” turn it into pastoral, to open up the bush for the gold, to open access roads. See 
also the History Book Study chapter which follows this in more detail. 
102  Wayne Thorpe talked to me about “red gold” – money generated from fire activity. I sought an economic rationale for fire 
management programs. Much of the economic discourse produced post extreme wildfire events speaks to economic impact rather than 
benefit. Recent research at Deakin University has revealed that fire disasters increase inflation on average by point one percent; inflation 
plus growth equals a healthy GDP. Mehmet Ali Ulubaşoğlu et al., “Floods, Bushfires and Sectoral Economic Output in Australia, 1978–
2014,” Economic Record 95, no. 308 (2019), https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-4932.12446.; see also Deloitte Access Economics, Economic 
Impact of VicForests on the Victorian Community, VicForests (Victoria: VicForests, 2017), https://www.vicforests.com.au/static/uploads/
files/report-vf-2017-deloitte-report-final-wfmtrpbbmtwu.pdf., which shows $769.9 million in revenue for 2015–16 financial year.
103  Stephen J. Pyne, Burning Bush: A Fire History of Australia, Kindle ed. (New York: Henry Holt and Company, Inc., 2017). 
Sec. Hazard Reduction: Controlling the Australian Strategy. para.16.
104  For supporters of prescribed burns fire regimes see Peter M. Attiwill and Mark A. Adams, “Mega-fires, inquiries and politics 
in the eucalypt forests of Victoria, south-eastern Australia,” Forest Ecology and Management 294 (2013), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
foreco.2012.09.015.
105  Michael R. Coughlan, “Traditional fire-use, landscape transition, and the legacies of social theory past,” Ambio 44, no. 8 
(2015), https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-015-0643-y.
106  Bernard Teague, Ronald McLeod McLeod, and Susan Pascoe, 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, Parliament of 
Victoria (Melbourne, 2010).
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property in the severe weather conditions such as those experienced during the Black Saturday 

fires (7 February 2009), nor is there any evidence to suggest they reduce fire activity in general for 

extreme weather events.107 Research has shown that extreme weather, resulting from climate change, 

will be the catalyst for future fire activity.108 Situations in which hazard reduction burns are effective 

is when they are conducted within a five-hundred metre proximity to assets and fire activity is not 

being driven by extreme weather conditions.109 Other studies have indicated that fuel reduction burns 

may reduce fire activity for the first two years, but regeneration of scrub will increase fire activity in 

the following decade, and once the forest restores itself to an older-growth forest, it will become fire 

resistant again.110 Studies have also shown that “fuel loads” (the leaf litter on the forest floor) which 

is the popular discursive reason for promoting prescribed burns, has less impact on fire behaviour. 

Rather, it is plant species that determine fire drivers.111 Also, when post-burn regeneration is not 

managed, and more fire-prone species propagate and dominate a more flammable systems occur.112 

Studies suggest that regular prescribed burning will reduce carbon sequestration. While logging 

coupes open up the canopies, drying out the land, making areas more flammable, and the forest takes 

decades to recover.113

107  Owen F. Price and Ross A. Bradstock, “The efficacy of fuel treatment in mitigating property loss during wildfires: Insights 
from analysis of the severity of the catastrophic fires in 2009 in Victoria, Australia,” Journal of Environmental Management 113 (2012), 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2012.08.041.; Owen F. Price et al., “Biogeographical variation in the potential effectiveness of pre-
scribed fire in south-eastern Australia,” Journal of biogeography 42, no. 11 (2015), https://doi.org/10.1111/jbi.12579.; 
108  Hamish Clarke and Jason P. Evans, “Exploring the future change space for fire weather in southeast Australia,” Theoretical 
and applied climatology 136, no. 1-2 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1007/s00704-018-2507-4.
109  Veronique Florec et al., “Where to prescribe burn: The costs and benefits of prescribed burning close to houses,” Internation-
al Journal of Wildland Fire 29, no. 5 (2019), https://doi.org/10.1071/WF18192.; Trent D. Penman et al., “Influence of fuels, weather and 
the built environment on the exposure of property to wildfire,” PloS one 9, no. 10 (2014), https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0111414.
110  Kelly M. Dixon et al., “A comparison of fuel hazard in recently burned and long-unburned forests and woodlands,” Interna-
tional Journal of Wildland Fire 27, no. 9 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1071/WF18037.; Philip J Zylstra, “Contrary to Common Belief, Some 
Forests Get More Fire-Resistant with Age,” The Conversation (2018). https://theconversation.com/contrary-to-common-belief-some-for-
ests-get-more-fire-resistant-with-age-95059.; Philip Zylstra, “The historical influence of fire on the flammability of subalpine Snowgum 
forest and woodland.(Contributions)(Report),” The Victorian Naturalist 130, no. 6 (2013).; Thomas Kitzberger et al., “Decreases in Fire 
Spread Probability with Forest Age Promotes Alternative Community States, Reduced Resilience to Climate Variability and Large Fire 
Regime Shifts,” Ecosystems 15 (01/01 2011), https://doi.org/10.1007/s10021-011-9494-y.; Nicholas Wilson, Geoffrey J. Cary, and Philip 
Gibbons, “Relationships between mature trees and fire fuel hazard in Australian forest,” International Journal of Wildland Fire 27, no. 5 
(2018), https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1071/WF17112, https://www.publish.csiro.au/paper/WF17112.; Luke Collins et al., “The Effect 
of Antecedent Fire Severity on Reburn Severity and Fuel Structure in a Resprouting Eucalypt Forest in Victoria, Australia,” Forests 12, 
no. 4 (2021), https://www.mdpi.com/1999-4907/12/4/450; Philip Zylstra, “The Unlearned Country,” Meanjin Quarterly (20 January 
2020). https://meanjin.com.au/blog/the-unlearned-country/.
111  Philip Zylstra et al., “Biophysical Mechanistic Modelling Quantifies the Effects of Plant Traits on Fire Severity: Species, Not 
Surface Fuel Loads, Determine Flame Dimensions in Eucalypt Forests.(Report),” PLoS ONE 11, no. 8 (2016), https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0160715.
112  Kingsley Dixon, Controlled burns destroy ecosystems and may not reduce fire risk, podcast audio, The Science Show, ABC 
Radio National accessed December 12, 2019, https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/scienceshow/kingsley-dixon/11774502.; D. 
M. Bowman et al., “Abrupt fire regime change may cause landscape-wide loss of mature obligate seeder forests,” Glob Chang Biol 20, 
no. 3 (Mar 2014), https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.12433.
113  Luke Collins et al., “Impacts of Frequent Burning on Live Tree Carbon Biomass and Demography in Post-Harvest Regrowth 
Forest,” Forests 5, no. 4 (2014), https://doi.org/10.3390/f5040802. Elle J. Bowd et al., “Logging and fire regimes alter plant communi-
ties,” Ecological Applications 28, no. 3 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1002/eap.1693.; David Lindenmayer et al., The Great Forest: The rare 
beauty of the Victorian Central Highlands (Crown Nest NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2021).
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Roland Barthes would describe the “logical” argument of less fuel, less fire, as a myth, a constructed 

self-evident truth perpetuated through its own discursive power.114 The economic and ideological 

reasons for burning the bush are proving futile and dangerous.115 Different forests respond differently 

to fire, and assuming that the bush – that is all forest types – desires fire could have catastrophic 

future implications, where species may be wiped out completely.116 The narratives and erasures of 

the ancient Mediterranean forests could be indicative of what might come should we continue the 

current trajectory.

Cleaning and Mythologising the Bush 

The bush serves white Australia’s national identity, and while the bush is not purely a perspective 

of the coloniser nor is it an Indigenous one, the coloniser has mythologised the concept in unique 

ways. Don Watson has eloquently framed the ways in which it is imbedded in our consciousness 

and encoded in our visual tapestries.117 Yet Western sciences know remarkably little about it and this 

appears to be the very cause for disquiet within the fire debate. Ultimately, scientific communities 

point to the unknowns of what current fire regimes will do to the bush that remains.118 The colonial 

attitude towards the bush has been one of work. Watson writes of the industry which was/is about 

conquering and keeping nature out and keeping the properties owned by the colonists clean.119 

Deborah Bird Rose observes that in our making the bush “clean,” rather we have made it “wild.”120 

The colonisers are the wild ones, making wild country, with notions of dominion and sights set on 

progress, with a homogenous vision, brought with it ruination and alienation.121

114  Roland Barthes, Mythologies (New York: Noonday Press, 1957).
115  David Lindenmayer on Linda Mottram, Hazard Reduction Burning is Not a Panacea to Bushfire Risk: Expert, podcast audio, 
PM ABC Radio, accessed 8 January, 2020, https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/pm/thinned-forests-can-be-more-prone-to-fire,-ex-
pert-says/11853280.; Dixon, Controlled burns destroy ecosystems and may not reduce fire risk.
116  Bowd et al., “Logging and fire regimes alter plant communities.”; Laurence Berry, David Lindenmayer, and Don Driscoll, 
“Large unburnt areas, not small unburnt patches, are needed to conserve avian diversity in fire-prone landscapes,” The Journal of Ap-
plied Ecology 52, no. 2 (2015), https://doi.org/10.1111/1365-2664.12387.; Claire N. Foster et al., “Effects of fire regime on plant species 
richness and composition differ among forest, woodland and heath vegetation,” Applied Vegetation Science 21, no. 1 (2018), https://doi.
org/10.1111/avsc.12345.; Foster et al., “Effects of fire regime on plant species richness and composition differ among forest, woodland 
and heath vegetation.”
117  Watson, The Bush: Travels in the Heart of Australia 
118  Mark A. Adams, Shaun C. Cunningham, and Maria T. Taranto, “A critical review of the science underpinning fire manage-
ment in the high altitude ecosystems of south-eastern Australia,” Forest Ecology and Management 294 (2013), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
foreco.2012.10.042.; Watson, The Bush: Travels in the Heart of Australia 
119  Watson, The Bush: Travels in the Heart of Australia 
120  Rose, Dingo Makes Us Human: Life and Land in an Australian Aboriginal Culture. pp. 232.
121  Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation.
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Figure 21. 
Frederick McCubbin 
The Pioneer 1904
Oil on canvas, 225 x 295.7 cm 
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 

Figure 22.
Arthur Streeton 
Our Untidy Bush 1927
Oil on canvas, 76.6 × 64.0 cm 
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 
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Paintings such as Frederick McCubbin’s The Pioneer, 1904 (figure 21) are often cited as preeminent 

texts which speak to the industry, toil and labour of the pioneering spirit. Paintings such as Our 

Untidy Bush, 1927 (figure 22) by Arthur Streeton, where an old gum sits central with some woody 

debris below, resonates with Watson’s sentiment. It’s as though Streeton felt an obligation to qualify 

the mess on his property and admit his failings as a land owner. The coloniser sees the bush as a work 

of the human mind, but one wonders if it should be. Watson himself suggests that this mythologising 

of the bush and harbouring of it within the imaginary stands in the way of true understanding.122 

I would suggest that such imaginations and mythologising perpetuate the idea of “dominion,” which 

is softly echoed through much of Western critical discourse and cultural theory of land. Simon 

Schama, for example, suggests ‘Before it can ever be a repose for the senses, landscape is the work 

of the mind. Its scenery is built up as much from strata of memory as from layers of rock. ... [It] is 

difficult to think of a single such natural system that has not, for better or worse, been substantially 

modified by human culture.’123 While Carl Sauer writes of the cultural landscape which ‘is fashioned 

from a natural landscape by a cultural group. Culture is the agent, the natural area is the medium, the 

cultural landscape the result.’124 Though poetic, I now read such assertions as deeply anthropocentric 

visions of the land where it is perceived, exists and manifests only through humans. These visions 

were swiftly enacted by the European when this continent was colonised. Moreover, as they cleared 

ninety-two percent of old-growth forests across the continent, that same bush ironically became 

sacrosanct as an ideological construct, as a signifier of who we are as people and a nation. The bush 

mediates the coloniser as much as coloniser has mediated or obliterated it.125 

Wayne Thorpe had suggested to me that we should leave the bush alone, “keep the feral animals out, 

allow it to do its own thing, Mother Earth heals herself, humans are the one’s doing the damage.” 

I realised this was not an attitude of “dominion,” it did not situate the bush as a work of the human 

mind or a fashioning of human culture, but rather situated the bush as its own autonomous living 

entity, with its own agency. This is an attitude which acknowledges that the bush does not require 

humans in order to live out its life/lives. For some fire scholars such an attitude doesn’t wash; the 

122  Watson, The Bush: Travels in the Heart of Australia 
123  Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (New York: Vintage Books, 1996). 6–7.
124  Peter Howard, Ian Thompson, and Emma Waterton, The Routledge Companion to Landscape Studies (Oxon: Routledge, 
2013). 90.
125  Don Watson observes that ninety-two percent of old growth forests have been destroyed since colonisation across the conti-
nent. Watson, The Bush: Travels in the Heart of Australia  
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Figure 23. 
Isaac Whitehead 
A Sassafras Gully, Gippsland 1870
Oil on canvas, 99.0 x 132.1 cm
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

Figure 24.
Joseph Lycett 
View from near the top of Constitution Hill, 
Van Diemen’s Land 1824-25
Etching and aquatint, printed in black ink, from one copper 
plate; hand-coloured in watercolour, image 17.7 x 28.1 cm
plate-mark 23.5 x 32.6 cm 
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra
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notion that “nature knows best” is deplorable.126 I think there is a lot of hubris on the part of the 

human who assumes that nature requires the human hand in its making. While I agree with scholars 

such as Pascoe and Gammage, who argue that every inch of the Australian continent was managed 

prior to colonisation, on Gunnai land and perhaps on other lands, I would contend, and given the vast 

archival matter which supports it, that sometimes that management purposefully omitted the human 

hand or at least the fire stick.127 Rather, refuges were preserved allowing nature autonomous spaces, 

where large densely forested areas (the bush) interspersed the hunting grounds and red gum grassy 

woodlands (see figure 23 Isaac Whitehead).128 The argument that refuges were intentionally left may 

be questioned, but an archive which I return to in Chapter: IV History Book Study, supports the 

argument that refuges were intentionally left and necessary for survival. In the 1850s the Yaitmathang 

people protested against the use of fire by the whites of Omeo as one coloniser noted, ‘[T]hey made 

bitter complaints about the number of fires burning in the mountains and said that if the white man 

continued to burn the bush it would soon not be worth their while coming there to hunt.’129 There 

is also evidence of this conservation of refugia on other lands in the early colonial paintings, for 

example Joseph Lycett’s View from near the Top of Consitituion Hill, Van Dieman’s Land, 1821 

(figure 24), which shows the “parklands” interspersed with dense forests. These complex tapestries 

spoke to an understanding of land rather than a conception of “landscape” which the coloniser has 

effectively imparted on the continent. 

Tracing Landscapes

The etymology of landscape typifies the colonial, expansionist and human-centred notion of land; 

from Germanic languages and its earliest reference in Dutch “lantscap” (“lantscep,” “landschap”), 

where Howard et al. writes ‘[T]he word “land,” [denotes] a bordered territory, but its suffix – 

scep [scape] refers to land reclamation and creation.’130 The term reflects the complex, nuanced 

and insidious culture of dominion and possession which resonates from within the colonial story. 

John Berger observes that ‘the special relation between oil painting and property did play a certain 

126  Attiwill and Adams, “Mega-fires, inquiries and politics in the eucalypt forests of Victoria, south-eastern Australia.” 45.
127  Pascoe and Gammage are covered in Chapter III: History Book Study. Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborig-
ines Made Australia.; Pascoe, Dark Emu: Black Seeds: Agriculture Or Accident?
128  Cahir et al., “Winda Lingo Parugoneit or Why Set the Bush [On] Fire? Fire and Victorian Aboriginal People on the Colonial 
Frontier.” 
129  Cahir et al., “Winda Lingo Parugoneit or Why Set the Bush [On] Fire? Fire and Victorian Aboriginal People on the Colonial 
Frontier.” 237.
130  Howard, Thompson, and Waterton, The Routledge Companion to Landscape Studies. pp. 12  
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Figure 25. 
Louisa Waters
Site studies 2017
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role in the development of landscape painting.’131 The pastoral scenes of the nineteenth century, as 

Jeannette Hoorn has argued, were essentially about property potential. Landscape exposes colonial 

possessiveness, a raft of colonial acts, and the great anthropocentric hubris, which assumes that land 

requires its touch in its making.132 The totalising and mythic visioning of landscape speaks to the 

relentless fashioning of space through cultural and economic activities which followed Europeans 

across the globe. In this way “landscape” works for me as an emblematic representation of the 

Plantationocene. Working from within the structures of the grand narrative and the tradition of 

landscape seemed like a logical progression for me. I wondered if it was at all possible for me to 

destabilise these ideas of land and landscape, working perhaps a little subversively with the very 

traditions that instated them. This is not a new strategy in the artists domain, as Wally Caruana 

observes, Arrernte artist Albert Namatjira (1902–1959) successfully: 

reworked the models of European pictorial perspective to express his personal vision. His 
subjects were not chosen for ostensible beauty in European terms… but were ancestral 
landscapes through which he was spiritually bound. Namatjira’s images are of the land 
created in the Dreaming, untamed by the requirements of pastoral industry and by other 
evidence of European settlement.133

I have no claim to ancestral or spiritual bonds like Namatjira and do not intend to align my work with 

Namatjira in this way, but realise it is crucial to acknowledge that the power to subvert the European 

tradition of landscape within the Australian context, has origins not in the hands of a western subject.

The Desire to Walk in His Footsteps

Like so many artists who desire to walk the path of their predecessors, I sought to find where von 

Guérard stood and to lock my camera on his gaze. Following the great Romantic tradition, I set out 

with some kind of Kantian desire and quest for new knowledge. A desire to see and understand the 

land in ways which my predecessors had failed. When I found the location and began to capture the 

scene, I was more haunted by what my practice meant than blinded by a sublime visceral encounter. 

Perhaps this was the site itself speaking to me. This kind of practice alludes to mobility and freedom. 

Mary Pratt observes that such practices perform the privileged figure of the Modern imagination, 

131  John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London Penguin Books, 1972). 106.
132  Ibid., and Hoorn, Australian Pastoral: The Making of a White Landscape.
133  Wally Caruana, Aboriginal Art, 2nd ed. (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003). 111.
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Figure 26.
Louisa Waters
Site studies 2017
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where subjects begin authoring places with their own sets of truths. She also describes such practices 

as encounters between placed and displaced, coloniser and colonised. I interpreted this, and my 

practice thus, as an embodied encounter with formations of the Planatationocene.134 All I could 

consider was my situation of privilege, and to be doing the work I was doing, as a coloniser, at a 

site where the Custodians of the land had been displaced and foreign seeds had been cast. I wasn’t 

undoing my ownership; instead I felt I was reinstating it through the practice. I felt complicit in the 

colonial project. 

It was important for me to acknowledge this guilt, as I worked with the site through photography 

and drawings, rather than perpetuate the denial. As Sarah Maddison has observed, denial only 

‘disfigures’ the coloniser and one needs to ‘break the bonds of solidarity with the perpetrators of 

historic injustice.’135 I thought rather than romanticising the work, I needed to break the bonds with 

the coloniser/artist, this time to work with different intent. I knew I was not there to reinstate past 

wrongs, rather I wanted to critique and challenge the myth of whiteness which veils the site, the myth 

buried within the Australian pastoral. I realised it wouldn’t be in this site that the unlearning would 

occur, but I also knew I had to nod towards it, as an omission of sorts, or pathway to atonement; as 

a site in which I began to reconsider my ownership and the nature of possession which had filtered 

through to me from the ancients. 

While layered with colonial problems, the practice of walking is integral to my arts practice. With 

an interest in site specificity I have traversed old gold mining towns and rifle ranges, I have followed 

creeks and gorges and I have walked the colonial tracks, which if not blazed by them, were most likely 

originally songlines. I look to the palimpsest of such spaces, of the nexus between history and land, 

of histories disavowed and lands constructed. This has all been a part of my attempt to understand 

the land that I have grown up on, and admittedly prior to this research, I had always been seeking 

the human story in those spaces and somewhat ignored the more-than-human world. Richard Long 

suggests, ‘If you undertake a walk, you are echoing the whole history of mankind,’ an anthropocentric 

view, but I took solace in this – the practice of walking does not need to be an historical adjunct, or 

situated only in Pratt’s “Modern imagination.”136 I thought also with my misgivings of the colonial 

134  Mary Louise. Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 2007).
135  Sarah Maddison, “Postcolonial guilt and national identity: historical injustice and the Australian settler state,” Social Identi-
ties 18, no. 6 (2012), https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13504630.2012.709000. 695–709. 
136  Richard Long cited in: Alexandra J. Lasczik Cutcher, Moving-With & Moving-Through Homelands, Languages & Memory: 
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Figure 27. 
Thomas Cole 
View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, After 
a Thunderstorm—The Oxbow 1836
Oil on canvas, 130.8 x 193 cm
Met Museum, New York
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project situated in walking, that my practice was perhaps a type of postmemory work, which Joan 

Gibbons describes as work done with the inheritance of the past, past traumas which are still active 

and being worked through in space and place.137 

The Colonial Landscape as a Conflicted Space

I wanted to draw on what Wayne Thorpe had said in our first meeting regarding ecological diversity, 

and how I might counter von Guérard’s homogenous vision, the discourse and a causality of the current 

razed landscapes that we inhabit. I thought also about a landscape painting by nineteenth century 

American artist Thomas Cole, which perhaps challenges us to consider that the homogenous vision 

wasn’t completely fixed. Painted in 1836, The Oxbow (View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, 

Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm) (figure 27) was one of the first landscape paintings that I 

studied critically during my undergraduate degree, and in which I first discovered the underlying 

colonial discourse and ideological power constructed in paintings. While my survey of art is largely 

Australian, Cole’s painting sits within my memory as a seminal painting of personal illumination in 

this context and was formative in the development of Tracing Landscapes. 

Cole depicted the nature (wilds) and civilisation (cultivated) dichotomy. The wilderness is untamed, 

ominous and stormy, while the cultivated is sunlit, park-like and pastoral (landscape in its truest 

etymological sense). Alan Wallach likens this panoramic view to Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon, 

where the “sovereign gaze” and “eye of power” gains control through the all-seeing lens,138 whereas 

Fred Kleiner suggests the artist asks more poignant questions of the viewer from within the Romantic 

tradition about future directions for civilisation.139 I draw on both Wallach and Kleiner. Reading some 

of Cole’s writing, while I agree he established “panoptic sublime” as Wallach suggests, his cultural 

context desired it, as Cole writes to Luman Reed who commissioned works: ‘THE FIRST PICTURE, 

representing the savage, must be a view of a wilderness … the spirit of motion pervading the scene, 

An Arts-based Walkography (Boston: Brill, 2017). xxv.; Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation.
137  Joan Gibbons, Contemporary Art and Memory (New York: I. B. Tauris, 2007).
138  Drawing on Michel Foucault, Wallach suggests this “panoptic sublime” provided “oversight” to exercise power. See Alan 
Wallach, “Making a Picture of the View from Mount Holyoke,” in American Iconology: New Approaches to Nineteenth-century Art and 
Literature, ed. David C. Miller (Michigan: Yale University Press, 1995). 83.
139  Fred S. Kleiner, Gardner’s Art through the Ages: A Global History, Enhanced Edition, 13th ed. (Boston: Wadesworth, Cen-
gage Learning, 2010).
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as though nature were just springing from chaos. … THE SECOND PICTURE must be the pastoral 

state, the day further advanced.’140 But Cole also disliked ‘the curse of fashion and fashionable 

society’ and felt an allure to the wild and untamed, as he writes of a journey in Adirondack:141

The scenery is not grand, but has a wild sort of beauty that approaches it: quietness–solitude–
the untamed–the unchanged aspect of nature–an aspect which the scene has worn thousands 
of years, affected only by seasons, the sunshine and the tempest. We stand on the border of a 
cultivated plain, and look into the heart of nature. … Below, stretched to the mountain’s base 
a mighty mass of forest, unbroken but by the rising and sinking of the earth on which it stood. 
Here we felt the sublimity of untamed wilderness, and the majesty of eternal mountains.142

There is conflict within Cole’s writing: on the one hand he is enjoying the comforts of civility, but 

on the other being in awe of the “untamed,” and he sought to preserve it in his paintings. While the 

untamed (which was not necessarily “untamed” or “natural”) is depicted as brooding and foreboding 

in The Oxbow, 1836, I think Cole expresses the conflict of his cultural paradigms. 

It was with Cole’s painting in mind that I continued my walks through land, opting for “the bush” – 

for lack of a more polysemic terms – in the Great Dividing Range. From the documents (photographs 

and drawings) of my walks I began to work on montages of landscape types which would displace 

the myth of the Australian pastoral. I developed a photographic montage that weaved through the 

“impenetrable scrub,” past waterways, into the white myth and onto a homogenous post-fire, “clean” 

bush. In a way I was attempting to navigate a temporal sense of these landscapes. I was informed by 

Heidegger’s notion of time in which linear time is conflated and collapses, and the present is always 

mediated by the past and imbricated with the future.143 I believe for subjects like myself who have 

inherited time as a concept of linearity, in the present age of the Anthropocene or Plantationocene, 

this collapse of time is felt and lived; never have our pasts been so prevalent in our present and our 

imagined futures. 

140  Louis L. Noble and Thomas Cole, The Course of Empire, Voyage of 
Life, and Other Pictures of T. Cole, N.A.; with Selections from His Letters and 
Miscellaneous Writings: Illustrative of His Life, Character, and Genius (New 
York: Cornish, Lamport & Company, 1853). 177.
141  Noble and Cole, The Course of Empire, Voyage of Life, and Other 
Pictures of T. Cole, N.A.; with Selections from His Letters and Miscellaneous 
Writings: Illustrative of His Life, Character, and Genius. 239.
142  Noble and Cole, The Course of Empire, Voyage of Life, and Other 
Pictures of T. Cole, N.A.; with Selections from His Letters and Miscellaneous 
Writings: Illustrative of His Life, Character, and Genius. 239-241.
143  Heidegger, Being and Time. 
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Perhaps here, it is pertinent to acknowledge a point of difference to Indigenous concepts of time as 

considered through the Dreaming, in which Yamatji Inggarda scholar Stephen Gilchrist writes:

For Indigenous Australians, the Dreaming provides a way to understand and interact with the 
past, present, and future. It is an archive of narratives that tells how the world was created by 
Ancestral Being. The Dreaming can refer to these narratives, to the sacred sites the ancestors 
created through their action, and the laws they handed down. For Indigenous people, the 
earth, sea, and sky are libraries of knowledge through which one encounters traces of the 
Ancestral Being, who emerged from, roamed, and sometimes metamorphosed into bodies of 
water, planetary systems, and features of the landscape. These sites are vested with spiritual 
power, making them places of profound communion, as well as mnemonic aids. 

For Indigenous people, the Dreaming does not merely preserve the past. Rather, it 
speaks of eternal becoming. It is the totality of Indigenous knowledge and its future potential, 
made alive through both its immediate and continuing transmission. Gesturing insistently 
toward the future, the Dreaming pushes ancestral memory into the present.144 

Gilchrist draws on William Stanner’s neologism of ‘the Everywhen,’ and points out that it ‘captures 

something elusive about the Dreaming’s approach to time – its singularity, sequentiality, and 

connectivity.’145 I am cautious not to dichotomise time, as Barbara Adam suggests, simplifying 

western time (modern time, linear time) against a stereotypical cyclical, natural and ‘traditional’ 

time can be problematic and form reductive dualisms.146 I do wonder however, if the connectivity, 

ancestral knowledge and laws of the land which have emerged over deep time, which Gilchrist 

describes, is perhaps a critical limitation in Heidegger’s and indeed my own comprehension of time 

and space?

Acknowledging that I lack such connectivity, I wanted to speak of landscape not as a fixed space, 

nor an idea of stasis, but rather one of multiplicity, always fluid, and always becoming, a difficult 

task in static mediums, particularly in the “stills” of the photograph. I also wanted to challenge the 

colonial gaze, a gaze which objectifies the land, renders it inanimate and distances itself from the 

ecologies that its body is so dependent upon. Working with a “close view” was a way for me as artist 

to encounter those ecologies in great detail.

144  Stephen Gilchrist et al., Everywhen: The Eternal Present in Indige-
nous Art from Australia (Cambridge: Harvard Art Museums, 2016). 19.
145  Gilchrist et al., Everywhen: The Eternal Present in Indigenous Art 
from Australia. 19.
146  Barbara Adam, “Perceptions of Time,” in Companion Encyclope-
dia of Anthropology, ed. Tim Ingold (London: Taylor & Francis e-Library, 
1994/2003).
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Figure 30. 
Richard Lewer
Northside Boxing Gym Wall Drawing 2013
Charcoal on wall with boxing bag and mirrors, 5 x 8 m

Figure 31.
Catherine O’Donnell 
Urban Perspective (Installation view, Hawkesbury Regional 
Gallery) 2017 
Charcoal on paper and Tape on walls, Panel 1 100.7 x 135.5 
cm; Panel 2 134.5 X 57.5 cm; Panel 3 12.4 X 81.5 cm
Overall installation size 216 X 634 cm
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Considering the Elements 

Ways of seeing and perceiving were critical to my conceptualisation of the bush as a space in which 

the homogeneity of the pastoral is described or where ecological diversity can be experienced in 

place. Moving from close to distant view, of being in place, to place being an idea or “ideal,” was 

something I wished to pull into focus. In re-imagining or re-imaging the grand narrative and vista 

of the pastoral, I wanted the work to have a sense of the grand, of gravitas, of scale, for the scale of 

the work to reach the scale of the mythology. Of the latter I have not succeeded, but it was important 

that I gave this work the space and scale that would provide it with a sense of significance. I was 

inspired by Richard Lewer’s Northside Boxing Gym Wall Drawing, 2013 (figure 30), work created 

for Melbourne Now and Catherine O’Donnell’s installation works like Urban Perspective, 2017/18 

(figure 31). These works perhaps seem distant to my exploration of land, but in Lewer’s work there 

was a sense of “being in” rather than “separate to” space, while O’Donnel evokes memories of the 

architectures we’ve experienced and invites us to enter their interiors by turning the handle of the 

door, or peeling back the curtain. While these spaces are human architectures, I learnt from them 

that large-scale drawings that have a realist underscore invite us to enter places, either through the 

memories we have or through the presence of place they instil. It is perhaps typical and problematic 

as a subject of western ontologies that such illuminations about experiencing place – “being in” 

rather than “separate to” – occur with “manmade” architectures. I will return to this discussion in 

Chapter IV Ruins and Ruination. 

Each of these landscapes required different treatments, to suggest their conceptual difference. The 

impenetrable scrub I thought required a photorealistic approach, to draw on the historical impetus of 

photography’s capacity to challenge truth and perception, both as an historical adjunct that spoke to 

the photograph as truth and then in the postmodern sense which denies truth – the image is a lie.147 

Conceptually this resonated with the mythologising we have for the bush. For the pastoral I turned 

my hand to a more impressionistic approach, to acknowledge modernist universal and totalising 

ways of seeing landscape as generalised ideas. For the recently burnt landscape I felt a distortion 

was required and my mind turned to heightened contrast and limited tonal pallet to speak to the 

monocultures instilled on the landscapes, all of its subtle tones – its ecological diversity – omitted 

from the scene. 

147  Leslie Mullen, Truth in Photography: Perception, Myth and Reality in the Postmodern World (Florida: State University 
System of Florida, 1998). 
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The Impenetrable

It was important for me to reimagine the impenetrable scrub, so often mentioned in the colonisers’ 

journals but erased from the visual discourse. While I doubt much of the land I covered in my walks 

had not been impacted by the colonial hand, I documented what I felt was more consistent with the 

pre-colonial landscapes, or the colonial descriptions of the “impenetrable scrub.” Working photo-

realistically in this section was to suggest trace, the potential a photograph has to literally trace off 

the world.148 While the photograph might halt time, I was considering more so its capacity to engage 

memory. The mnemonic value of the photograph aligns with the memory of these landscapes, which 

are both the mythic white memory and the Gunnai memories of millennia. While understanding I was 

mediating this “truth” captured by the photograph, I saw my documentation as a way of democratising 

the vision of land. Rather than have a grand historical conception of landscape mediated to me, I 

could disperse with the totalising fixture of the “gentleman’s park,” and I was able to “pick and 

choose” the lands that I wanted to visualise and really see. 

The scale of the work prohibited the use of a projector, so I used solvent transfer to register each tile. 

I had been introduced to this process by artist Doctor Gali Weiss (figure 34) many years ago, who in 

her portrait works, draws back into the solvent transfers. She sees the solvent transfer as an extension 

of photography, which she says pushes past the “still” objective image through the animation of the 

hands-on printing process, then further animated by the drawing process.149 I responded to this idea 

because it aligned with my vision to depart from the conception of landscape, which can be one of 

stasis. My approach to the solvent transfer was different to Weiss however, as the transfer is often 

evident in the surface of her work. I was using it more aligned with the “secret knowledge of old 

masters,” as David Hockney has described and Barbara Bolt extrapolates, of the optic technologies 

relied upon to achieve mimetic realism.150 Likewise, for the impenetrable scrub I used the transfer 

to achieve the desired verisimilitude. My desire for mimetic realism across the image was to fold 

the discourse of the drawing back to the ancients, to allude to their trace in our thinking.151 But in 

particular I wanted to achieve a type of trompe-l’œil in the impenetrable, taking a close view of the 

bush, I wanted the viewer to feel active in this space. 

148  Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Picador, 1977). 
149  Gali Weiss, “The Anonymous Portrait: A Creative and Critical In-
vestigation of Diaspora, Portraiture, Subjectivity” (Doctor of Philosophy (Creative 
Arts) Victoria University, 2008).
150  Barrett and Bolt, Practice as Research: Approaches to Creative Arts 
Enquiry.
151  Drawing on Plato’s view of mimetic art. See Plato, Republic. Timae-
us. Critias.
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Figure 33.

Louisa Waters
Tracing Landscapes (detail) 2018 
Charcoal and pastel on paper, 89.1 x 714 cm
Gippsland Art Gallery, Sale
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photograph by Lindsay Roberts

Figure 34.
Gali Weiss
MotherSon 2008
Black and coloured photocopy transfers, on Arches, one work 
made up of 15 images, 30 cm x 37 cm each
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The solvent transfer provided a light impression and trace of the image, illuminating the edges of 

shapes. My initial thought of this process was that it would be easy, almost a paint-by-numbers 

process, but working between the photographs and the solvent transfer on such a large scale was an 

incredible challenge in seeing. Both in seeing what was really there in terms of illuminations and 

shadows, but also my white mind was bewildered often by many floating pieces of bark, not attached 

to other things, or in some instances moving against gravity. The first piece I encountered I drew out, 

because it worked against my “rationale,” but I felt an immediate distrust in what I was doing, so the 

following stayed true. I realised that the impenetrable bush does not make sense to the Eurocentric 

aesthetic which I had inherited, I had to resist my own desire to clean it up in my drawing. Indeed, 

what I was drawing was an autonomous living system, not the gentleman’s park. Standing back from 

the drawing now, it is difficult to find these fragments, of which there were many, but for me in those 

moments of slow and meticulous drawing, I felt I was able to encounter the liveliness of the things 

that were estranged from my predecessors. 

The complexity of these images was bound by incredibly considered mark-making and shifting tones 

from one millimetre to the next. I thought about the work of the ecologist who studies the dynamic, 

relationalities of biotic and abiotic systems, and how their studies of the minutiae will often reveal 

a broader picture of how these systems work. I felt that my drawing practice was like the work of 

the ecologist. It wasn’t in the grand vista that I would encounter the sublime or the unknown, but 

in the discrete and the minutiae of these lands. This is precisely where we are told to look by the 

Custodians: not to the homogenous grand view, but instead to look and understand the details of 

these ecologies. This takes time, each tile of the impenetrable took up to four long days to complete, 

but in that work and providing myself the time to sit still with these ecologies I felt that I was getting 

know it or at least seeing it anew. 

The Pastoral and the Myth

The site that Eugene von Guérard painted all those years ago was most likely cultivated by pre-

colonial fire regimes. These sites of the Australian pastoral which were once the hunting grounds 

and red gum grassy woodlands are ironically the spaces that the coloniser does not burn today. 

Appropriating this site speaks to the misunderstanding, displacement and mythologising of fire 
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narratives. Jan Verwoert writes that ‘we trust the appropriated object to be able to reveal in and 

through itself the riddled historical relations and dynamics that today determine what things mean.’ 

Verwoert asserts that appropriation speaks to the ghosts of unresolved pasts or ‘unclosed histories.’152 

This aligned for me with Gibbons postmemory discourse and my thoughts about the practice of 

walking and appropriating – not only the practice but the vista itself. When I took my hand to the 

grand vista which von Guérard had painted, I drew with his way of seeing, the hills and blades of 

grass are formed by a series of gestural and interpretive marks. This was not slow drawing, but 

rather fast and impressionistic. Each tile took a mere day to complete, drawing more from memory 

in a repetitive performative reflection of the nineteenth century artist. I thought also about the site 

signifying multiple memories, and considered my own memories of this space situated in and with 

the mythic constructions of place. 

I was concerned that the shift in technique might produce an unequal tension in the work, but it’s 

interesting what the eye does to resolve this tension. I also decided to establish a link by rendering the 

red gum trees in the paddock photo-realistically. This was an aesthetic decision but also a conceptual 

one, and was partly to do with my illuminations around seeing trees as beings and honouring such 

encounters and learning. I had also been reading Matthew Colloff’s Flooded Forest and Desert 

Creek: Ecology and History of the River Red Gum, which I was using to critique Alfred Howitt’s 

all-knowing paper On the Eucalypts of Gippsland (1891), in which he espouses that the eucalypts 

desire fire, a popular narrative which permeates today.153 I thought to draw the red gum tree photo-

realistically, to nod at how little “we” know and perhaps suggest that it requires our attention and my 

slow drawing in getting to know its needs.

When I showed Wayne Thorpe Tracing Landscapes for the first time, he looked at the tree in the 

centre of the pastoral scene and told me it was alone and unwell, that they need families of trees, they 

share and exchange nutrients through the soil. This in turn stirred a sadness in me and an empathy 

for the tree I had drawn, which lives today in the pastoral fields of Bushy Park or Kutbuntaura-wruk 

(fire-carriers land). Wayne Thorpe looked at the tree and knew exactly what was wrong with it 

and what it needed to be healthy. I hadn’t even noticed that 

152  Cited in Ian Farr, Memory (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2012). pp. 149-
154
153  Matthew Colloff, Flooded Forest and Desert Creek: Ecology and 
History of the River Red Gum (Collingwood VIC: CSIRO Publishing, 2014).
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the tree looked unhealthy. The tree then represented evidence of the anthropocentric story within 

me. I went on to read about the reciprocal relationship between plants and fungi (plant-mycorrhizal 

mutualism), where nutrient-giving and sharing is rewarded, and how fungi will transmit carbon from 

one tree to another, and trees will share water with neighbouring trees, even with a dying stump to 

keep it alive.154 I had not really understood, even though I was attempting to, the empathy, or sense 

of kinship and reciprocity required for the needs of the non-human world, for the trees that breath us 

into being. Even after all of my illuminations in drawing the impenetrable, I had not seen the tree. 

The Post-Burn “Clean” Bush

Omitting fire from the visual was a decision about focusing on the effects of the colonisers’ tool, 

rather than the tool itself. Fire is a means to an end, an end the ancients haunt us with; the land is 

what we are left with, and that end currently represents the existential crisis of finitude we live 

with today. Offered a small window in time and space, the post-burn area speaks to the effects of 

the colonisers’ tool. Wayne Thorpe had said that after a fire has been through the bush, dominant 

species such as bracken will propagate heavily. Interestingly, Dr. R. T. Patton, Senior Lecturer 

in Botany and Agriculture at Melbourne University, reported such findings at the 1939 Bush Fire 

Commission. Arguing that ‘country overrun by it would be very difficult to establish as a forest area. 

He was in favor [sic] of completely excluding the firing of forests for any purpose.’155 The first time 

I encountered this after our conversation was while driving home on a backroad from Lindenow. I 

stopped, and with camera in hand I walked through the bush. I felt a sense of uneasiness about the 

place. Following this encounter, as I continued to walk through places, I noticed a distinct difference 

in biodiversity between burnt and un-burnt landscapes – this was before I had committed to any 

scientific research that spoke to ecological recovery post-burn. Landscapes which had been recently 

burnt were often heavy with bracken as Wayne Thorpe had suggested, but they were also light in 

154  E. T. Kiers et al., “Reciprocal Rewards Stabilize Cooperation in the 
Mycorrhizal Symbiosis,” Science (American Association for the Advancement of 
Science) 333, no. 6044 (2011), https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1208473.; M. K. F. 
Bader and S. Leuzinger, “Hydraulic Coupling of a Leafless Kauri Tree Remnant to 
Conspecific Hosts,” iScience 19 (2019), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.isci.2019.07.047.; 
Tamir Klein, Rolf T. W. Siegwolf, and Körner Christian, “Belowground Carbon 
Trade Among Tall Trees in a Temperate Forest,” Science (American Association for 
the Advancement of Science) 352, no. 6283 (2016), https://doi.org/10.1126/science.
aad6188.
155  “Serious Bush Fires.” Age (Melbourne, Vic.: 1854 - 1954) 
(Melbourne, Vic.), 25 March 1939, 29. http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article205985539.
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biodiversity. Places which were older in growth were alive and humming with birds and insects, and 

bracken was episodic. The uneasiness of the post-burn sites was something I wished to render.

In “cleaning up” the bush we produce a type of simulacra or hyperreality within which the bush 

becomes “airbrushed,” its natural “imperfections” are removed, the bush becomes “denatured.” 

In painting the imperfections out of the bush historically, we have then begun to impose our own 

representations back onto it, and as a result the bush’s own relationship with the natural becomes 

tenuous.156 To acknowledge the postmodern turn, the implosion of truth, reality, into the hyperreal, 

the rendering of the post-burn-bush site seeks to capture the uneasiness or the disquiet that such 

simulation engenders in natural spaces. Heightened contrast and limited tonal pallets imply the 

digital and works towards the hyperreality of the image culture, a culture which mediates us and our 

environment. Drawing this space was a chore, not the pleasure or curious space of the impenetrable, 

or even the fun, “who cares,” impressions of the pastoral; it was depicting the pseudo-reality, a 

dystopian bush in the world of the hyperreal. 

On Materiality and Drawing: Drawing as First Encounter

Continuing in the great tradition of landscape I considered what drawing meant within the field. 

For the colonial artists, and within the historical canon, painting has held authority yet drawing is 

democratic – it does not mediate hegemonic discourse, it is accessible to all. Furthermore, drawing 

describes the first encounter – of the landscapes entered and artworks conceived. Often revealing, 

colonial sketchbooks didn’t always portray the “ideal,” rather the impenetrable featured, as did the 

minutiae.157 The illuminating charcoal studies of Mooney et al. are referenced in my use of the 

medium. Drawing with charcoal alludes to these deep time considerations, as we lifted the matter 

from the Neolithic fire and imparted it on stone, it leaves behind the traces of archaeological time. 

Drawing also spoke to me of the very nature of fire as tool of the coloniser: fire erases and reconstructs 

the land. As an artistic practice it speaks to me of the ways in which the world is constructed through 

our visioning of it, and as a construction it can always be unmade and re-visioned. Charcoal has a 

156  I am drawing here on Baudrillard’s notion of the hyperreal; I think it’s like airbrushing the pimples off the face of a model 
in an advertisement. Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila Faria Glaser (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 
1995). 
157  See for example the sketchbooks of von Guérard or Strzelecki on their expeditions through Gippsland.  
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‘curious characteristic,’ as Tom Nicholson observes, in that ‘as you draw it comes apart, the charcoal 

disaggregates at the same time as the image begins.’158 For me this was poetry, relating the statement 

to my thinking of dismantling the whole hegemonic vision of land and revisioning or re-imagining 

the new, through the very medium I was engaging with. 

Drawing not only leaves a trace of time and of the objects drawn, but as William Kentridge suggests, 

the activity also leaves a trace of yourself – the artist and the movements of your hand and the time 

you have spent with it.159 Tracing Landscapes represents four months of intensive drawing, and 

twelve months of prior development. It was an incredibly embodied experience, from the walks and 

illuminations on those walks through sensuous encounters, to the activity of drawing itself, to my 

learning to see and requiring glasses because of the strain the “seeing” imparted on my body. To 

draw has this incredible depth of meaning, where it speaks to first encounters, embodied experience, 

to trace and time, of dematerialisation and materialisation, of unlearning and of seeing anew. 

Concluding Thoughts on Tracing Landscapes

In this chapter I have sought to find the inauguration of possession and ownership and locate it in 

antiquity, which has illuminated the ways in which the trace of the ancients still permeates throughout 

the fabric of our cultural paradigms. Situating fire in the hands of the coloniser from these beginnings 

of the anthropocentric story has enabled a way of contextualising colonial fire regimes not only 

historically but also ideologically. The mythologising of the land or the bush has further estranged 

the coloniser from the ecologies upon which s/he is dependent. The rendering of these lands through 

the anthropocentric lens (gaze), and within the visual tableau has led to lands heavily mediated and 

constructed. Conversations with Wayne Thorpe, Custodian of this land, has assisted and enabled 

ways of seeing these constructions from outside my own cultural paradigms. 

I can’t imagine what it was like for the Ancestors of this land to watch the colonisers enter and raze 

it. But for the actions of the colonisers, I am deeply sorry. I realise that the anthropocentric view is 

158  Tom Nicholson, “Artist interview Tom Nicholson: Public Meeting,” 2019, https://acca.melbourne/exhibition/tom-nicholson/.
159  Leora Maltz-Leca, William Kentridge: Process as Metaphor and Other Doubtful Enterprises (Oakland: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2018).
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always going to haunt my ways of interpreting the land and any attempt to dismantle this view is 

will be challenging for me because it is ideological – heavily constructed through the discourse of 

my people and buried deeply within my epistemologies. To draw and reimagine these lands within 

the very tradition which has constructed it (landscape), has been a method of working towards 

decolonisation, of undoing my own possession as I encountered it in Eugene von Guérard’s painting. 

It has been a method of considering this land and all its diversity not as mine or a reflection of me, 

or a homogenous and hegemonic emblem. One of the means with which land is mediated as the 

hegemonic and homogenous vision is through history, where lands, Countries and stories have been 

conflated to the singular national his/story. Chapter III: The History Book Study, seeks to critique 

and subvert these ways of storying the land, by focusing specifically on Gunnai land and exploring 

stories of multiplicity through narratives of fire. 

Figure 37.

Louisa Waters
Tracing Landscapes 2018 
Charcoal and pastel on paper, 89.1 x 714 cm
Gippsland Art Gallery, Sale
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photograph by Lindsay Roberts
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Figure 38-39. 
Louisa Waters
The History Book Study (installation view) 2019
Giclee Prints on Koza paper, 17 frames each 36.5 x 48 cm
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photographs by Lindsay Roberts
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THE HISTORY BOOK STUDY

A lot of people say that it’s ‘his-story’. I say it’s ‘hi-story’. You have got a lot of those superior 
attitudes coming across and they want to tell their story, to make out that we are savages or 
monkeys, that’s what Banks and Dampier wrote. That’s a part of claiming this country.160

Wayne Thorpe

My practice has always explored the ways in which landscape and history intersect. History is a 

formidable site in which national visions are constructed in and through the dominant privileging 

of the colonisers’ paper culture.161 European history’s totalising and hegemonic methodologies, 

which have been appropriated to produce Australian national discourses, have conflated complex 

and diverse stories of people, place and time.162 Additionally, history writing has been a catalyst in 

promoting and codifying fire as part of the national and homogenous narrative on the Australian 

continent. This chapter traces the critical theory which has informed the artwork History Book Study, 

2019 (figure 38-39). As with Chapter II: Tracing Landscapes, it is not limited to one disciplinary 

area, but instead is inclusive of both sciences and humanities. The History Book Study chapter 

challenges popular historical narratives and discourses of colonial fire on Gunnai land and the ways 

in which these narratives have mediated and transformed the land since colonisation. This chapter 

160  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.
161  Robert Young, White Mythologies: Writing History and the West (New York: Routledge, 2004).
162  Jane Carey and Claire McLisky, Creating White Australia (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2009).
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Figure 40. 
Cover image Australia the First Hundred Years, written by 
Andrew Garran. Published by Ure Smith, 1888
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asks: How might conversations with Wayne Thorpe, Gunnai Custodian, provide a renewed approach 

to researching fire stories and a means of critiquing and subverting the metanarratives we have for 

fire? How might a critique of totalising history writing, as an Australian national discourse, assist in 

exploring counter-narratives, memories of lived experiences on this land and stories of multiplicity? 

How might a subversion of the anthropocentric lens within modes of history writing, for example 

including non-human narrative, facilitate new ways for interpreting land and history? How might 

expanding the field of enquiry beyond the archive and into other fields of enquiry, deepen the scope 

of historical understanding? And lastly, how might a creative practice approach embedded with this 

research enable a shift from the totalising and hegemonic formations of historical impulses? 

Australia: The First Hundred Years

I struggled with the weight of the book as my friend passed it to me with great enthusiasm. It was 

one of many ‘olde-worlde’ or archival books handed to me by friends and family during the course 

of this research. The cover – displaying a quasi-American Western motif – boldly states Australia: 

the First Hundred Years. 163 Without moving past the cover, the phantasm of its claim spoke loudly 

as I recalled Jean Baudrillard’s writings on America’s Wild West. The cover was pure simulacra, 

this hyperreal conception of the Wild West had not even existed in America, how could this image 

be used to describe this continent?164 The title, The First Hundred Years, rich with disavowal of the 

immeasurable years of inhabitation preceding it. Written in 1886, it was a historical tome of biblical 

proportion both in content and form. The size of a small coffee table, the sheer scale and weight of 

the book was a statement in itself; five hundred and thirty illustrated pages, dense in text, with font 

no greater than ten points stretching across two columns on each page. The first hundred years had 

obviously witnessed a lot. Chapter I, titled Early Discoverers, traced the Spanish and Dutch, and was 

followed next by a chapter dedicated entirely to Captain Cook, thus setting the tone; it was a pre-

eminent grand narrative, a synthesised whitewashing of the continent.165 

As I flicked through the pages, I was incredibly conflicted, because while deeply frustrated by its 

163  Andrew Garran, Australia: the First Hundred Years (Sydney: Ure Smith, 1878).
164  Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation.; Jean Baudrillard, America, trans. Chris Turner (London: Verso, 1988).
165  Rather ironically, this book has stayed with me physically ever since. I have used it for posture support, sitting it under my 
laptop to raise it up. It has supported the backbone of this exegesis!
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narratives, at the same time I was holding close my own secret attraction to the book. The internal 

pages reminded me visually a little of Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory (1996), which I also 

held sacred throughout my undergraduate years. There were black and white plates floating amidst 

the text and a classic Times New Roman font, all illuminated by the off-white page. Through its 

aesthetic strategies this book held its author/itative weight well. 

A Note on Australian History

History books such as Australia the First Hundred Years have been unscrupulous sites of power for 

the coloniser. Trends in the production of knowledge in history writing are evident from the point 

of occupation, with the early paper culture of the coloniser preoccupied with “the blacks,” “the 

natives” and sometimes “the Kurnai” [sic].166 As many scholars have argued, this was part of the 

166  See for example George. Dunderdale, Australian Bush Tales: Containing Many Truthful Sketches of the Early Colonial Life 
of Squatters, Whalers, Convicts, Diggers, and Others Who Left Their Native Land and Never Returned (Melbourne: E. W. Cole, 1890), 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16349/16349h/.;Lorimer Fison and Alfred Howitt, Kamilaroi and Kurnai (Melbourne: George Robinson, 
1880).; John Bulmer et al., Sixteenth Report of The Board for the Protection of the Aborigines, in the Colony of Victoria, Houses of 
Parliament (Melbourne: Government Printer. John Ferres, 1880), https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/vufind/Record/74979.; Smyth, The 
Aborigines of Victoria: with notes relating to the habits of the natives of other parts of Australia and Tasmania compiled from various 
sources for the Government of Victoria, 1.; Allan McLean, Hon., Reminiscences, Royal Historical Society of Victoria Manuscripts 
Collection, MS 000384, Royal Historical Society of Victoria, 125/7: Libraries Australia.; Cowie and Leslie, The Wind Still Blows ...: 

Figure 41. 
Internal image Australia the First Hundred Years, written by 
Andrew Garran. Published by Ure Smith, 1888
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nation building exercise: constructing and affirming white domination and possession against what 

they were not.167  Moreover, the limitations and power of their own cultural paradigms engendered 

colonial blindness.168 After the violent genocide and dispossession of Gunnai people and with the 

successful implementation of successive government acts and policies which further removed the 

lands’ Custodians from view, the historical narrative followed accordingly and William Stanner’s 

cult of forgetting ensued.169 White Australia formed a vision of itself where divisions between 

colonising people – English, Irish and Scottish – collapsed and the unified hegemonic state and its 

citizens flourished.170 History books such as Australia: the First Hundred Years codified and ratified 

the constructions of the nation, while they  disavowed horrors of its foundation. As Jeanine Leane 

writes:
 Right-wing historians hummed the new tune
 and set about to write Aboriginal massacres out
 of the record, out of the history books, out of the classroom.171

Revisions and Synthesis
Then came Stanner’s 1960s challenge and with it a return to the archives from the 1980s, the history 
“market” was saturated with revisions. But these revisions were problematic, because while timely 
critiques of the “national story”, as Aileen Moreton-Robinson argued, provided a means of resituating 
and reinstating the whiteness which covers the continent as history was ‘orchestrated to recentre 
white possession of the nation.’172 Moreover, as Tony Birch has argued:

Extracts from the Diaries of Rev. W. S. Login, Mrs. H. Harrison [and] Mrs. W. Montgomery.; Alastair Campbell, John Bulmer’s recollec-
tions of Victorian Aboriginal life, 1855-1908 (Melbourne: Museum Victoria, 1999).
167  Barbara Brookes and Alison Holland, Rethinking the Racial Moment: Essays on the Colonial Encounter (Newcastle upon 
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2011).;  Aileen Moreton-Robinson, “The house that Jack built: Britishness and white possession,” 
Critical Race and Whiteness Studies 10, no. 2 (2014).; Kay Anderson and Colin Perrin, “‘The Miserablest People in the World’: Race, 
Humanism and the Australian Aborigine,” Australian Journal of Anthropology 18, no. 1 (2007).; Barry W. Butcher, “Darwinism and 
Australia 1836-1914” (Doctor of Philosophy PhD, University of Melbourne, 1992).; Carey and McLisky, Creating White Australia.
168  As demonstrated in Bruce Pascoe’s Dark Emu which completely destabilised the way that colonial observations have been 
interpreted. Pascoe, Dark Emu: Black Seeds: Agriculture Or Accident?
169  William Stanner, The Dreaming and Other Essays (Collingwood: Black Inc. Agenda, 2011).
170  See for example Garran, Australia: the First Hundred Years.; Timothy Augustine Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia: 
From the First Settlement in 1788 to the Establishment of the Commonwealth in 1901 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1901, 
2011); Timothy Augustine Coghlan, A statistical account of the seven colonies of Australasia (Sydney: Acting Government Printer, 
1891).; Bob Bessant et al., Australian History: The occupation of a Continent (Blackburn: Eureka, 1978). And contemporary criticism in 
Carey and McLisky, Creating White Australia.
171  Jeanine Leane, “The colour of massacre,” Hecate 42, no. 1 (2016).
172  The history wars were fractious, with conflicting historians like Henry Reynolds and Keith Windschuttle. And as Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson notes, they were incredibly political between left and right politicians such as Paul Keating and John Howard. More-
ton-Robinson, “The house that Jack built: Britishness and white possession.” pp. 2 Examples of revisions: Bain Attwood, Telling the 
Truth About Aboriginal History (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2005); Richard Broome, Aboriginal Australians: A history since 1788, 4th ed. 
(Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2010); Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal Resistance to the European Invasion 
of Australia (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2006 ).



102

The History War was a white war. It was a battle over control of a discipline… Aboriginal 
people were regarded as nothing more than a carcass of history. Rather than being the body 
protected by the history profession, we were picked over by opposing sides. Whoever won 
the battle would take what was left of the carcass home, back to the ivory tower, gentlemen’s 
club or museum glass case, to be paraded like the colonial trophies of old.173

While Birch highlights the absence of Aboriginal voices in the debate and the way in which knowledge 

was commandeered by the ‘professional historians,’ I see a further problem with the writing of 

the revisionists.174 While colonisation repeats various formations of hegemony and genocide, the 

experience for the Eora Nation was, as I have already suggested, markedly different to the experience 

of Gunnai people.175 When these histories are synthesized into a grand historical national narrative, 

we are presented with a distorted narrative, a nationalistic narrative, rather than narratives of nations 

and individuals. Not only are those histories conflated but relationships with place and time are also, 

as the history writer sweeps their ink from one side of the continent to the other. 

Parochialism or provincialism are not words traditionally assigned well to history – or art for that 

matter. In the past when historical texts were tainted with the “parochial” blow, their status within 

the history market was compromised. Unfortunately, such was the case for Phillip Pepper and Tess 

De Araugo’s What did happen to the Aborigines of Victoria: The Kurnai of Gippsland (1985).176 

Understanding the privileging of the colonisers’ paper culture, Pepper, a Kurnai Wotjoballuk 

man, wrote of his collaborations with Tess De Araugo: ‘I’d like it to be written down because that 

never gets lost.’177 While the grand synthesis of national revisions were being lauded, Pepper and 

Tess De Araugo’s writings were excluded and criticised.178 Yet they achieved remarkable things. 

Significantly, they collapsed the space and hierarchy between oral and written traditions, and for 

me, their work illuminates the virtues of the “memory boom” and the ways in which narratives are 

potentially democratised in the turn to memory-history writing.179 Perhaps ahead of their times, today 

173  Tony Birch, “‘I’m not sure how to begin it’: The Welcome Uncertainties of Doing History,” in History, Power, Text, ed. 
Timothy Neale and Crystal McKinnon (Syndey: University of Technology ePress, 2014). 43.
174  Birch, “‘I’m not sure how to begin it’: The Welcome Uncertainties of Doing History.” 39.
175  See Chapter II: Tracing Landscapes. I also need to note that this swift colonisation extended to much of Victoria. See Leigh 
Boucher and Lynette Russell, Introduction: Colonial history, postcolonial theory and the ʹAboriginal Problemʹ in colonial Victoria (Ac-
ton, ACT: ANU Press, 2015).
176  Pepper and De Araugo, What happened to the Aborigines of Victoria, Volume 1: The Kurnai of Gippsland.
177  The spelling for Wotjoballuk is taken from The Kurnai of Gippsland. I respectfully follow his language and selected spelling 
Pepper and De Araugo, What happened to the Aborigines of Victoria, Volume 1: The Kurnai of Gippsland. P.  Pepper and T. De Araugo, 
You are what you make yourself to be: the story of a Victorian Aboriginal family, 1842-1980 (Melbourne: Hyland House, 1980). 9.
178  See for example MacKnight, “Review: What Did Happen to the Aborigines of Victoria: Volume I, the Kurnai of Gippsland 
by Phillip Pepper.”
179  As Pierre Nora suggests, the shift to memory-history has democratised the way in which history is written Pierre Nora, “Be-
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I believe such a text would be lauded in the halls of decolonising discourse. In claiming agency over 

the written word, Pepper answered questions that were later asked by Robert Young: Is history a 

construction, a white myth? Can history be written outside the Eurocentric lens? Is it at all possible 

for historiography to exude itself from the veils of Empire and totalising discourse?180 Possibly yes, 

when the infrastructure is in place for people to write their own discourse. 

Perhaps controversially, I would like to explore the ways in which the formations of the Eurocentric 

lens and the white myth are still in place, and still shape Australian history by looking at two seminal 

Australian writers – Bill Gammage and Tim Flannery – and frame their work within the context 

of the dystopian novel Terra Nullius (2017) by Clair G. Coleman who is a Wirlomin-Noongar-

Australian writer and poet.181 The History Book Study evolved from this line of enquiry and is a 

critique of problems identified within the Gammage and Flannery texts, while the methodologies 

were inspired by my reading of Coleman’s text. 

Terra Nullius: Look At Your Own People

Wayne Thorpe’s sage advice to look at my own people is incredibly significant now in decolonising 

research practices, particularly in fields such as history. One reason for this among many was 

beautifully framed for me when I read Coleman’s Terra Nullius. At the beginning of the book she 

provides a portrayal of the protagonist Devil, “Protector of the Aborigines.” Depicting his office, the 

reader is presented with a space of excessive sterility, uniformity and order; a space void of personal 

character or identity. That is until she describes the walls, littered with paper, dripping like the bark 

of trees every inch covered with wanted posters, maps, photographs, articles, newspaper clippings 

– all of which represented Aboriginal people.182 In the depiction of the colonisers’ ubiquitous paper 

culture I read a Derridean deconstructive approach to white identity and subject-hood: Devil had no 

sense of himself without his Other.183 The “superior and privileged” white subject defined himself 

tween Memory and History: Les Lieux de Memoire,” Representations 26 (1989). 
180  Young, White Mythologies: Writing History and the West.
181  Claire G. Coleman, Terra Nullius (Sydney: Hachette Australia, 2017).
182  Coleman, Terra Nullius.
183  Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson (London: Continuum, 2004); Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, 
trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2016); Penny. van Toorn, Writing Never Arrives Naked: 
Early Aboriginal Cultures of Writing in Australia (Canberra, A.C.T: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2006).
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Figure 42. 
Ariana Boussard-Reifel 
Between the Lines (detail) 2007
White Supremacist paperback book with words removed
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through intensive scrutiny of what he thinks is his “subordinate” and in the process reveals himself as 

highly contingent upon them; indeed he is sterile without them. The depiction called to mind artworks 

such as Between the Lines, 2007 (figure 42), by Ariana Boussard-Reifel, where a white-supremacist 

text is rendered meaningless without the black ink. I also thought of Edward Said’s notion of self-

affirmation in the textual representations of others, as Devil ratifies himself and his own cultural 

paradigms through the Eurocentric visual and textual traditions which enshroud his office.184

Wayne Thorpe had criticised both Bill Gammage and Tim Flannery for operating in ways that I 

came to feel were aligned with the Devil’s office, in their works The Biggest Estate on Earth (2011) 

and The Future Eaters (1994).185 While I recognise the significant contribution that Gammage and 

Flannery have made to the Australian consciousness; Gammage bringing to the fore First Peoples land 

knowledges to further subvert the myth of terra nullius, while Flannery’s thesis seeks to emancipate 

us from our self-annihilation, through a campaign to develop a greater ecological ethic. Each scholar 

has fostered these discussions to broader audiences. Nevertheless, their theses are also problematic. 

While Flannery’s book may not be described as history, I assign this value to it, in as much as it 

provides us with a totalising historical narrative. Flannery’s thesis The Future Eaters: An Ecological 

History of the Australasian Lands and People (1994) has won as many prestigious prizes and was 

a must-read best seller. According to Flannery, as First Nations people entered the continent, they 

rapidly killed off the megafauna. In the absence of these herbivorous creatures the forests grew out of 

hand and the continent was impacted by widespread wildfire. With this “learning,” Flannery argues, 

the First People introduced their own fire regimes, destroying much of the rainforest which blanketed 

the continent fifty thousand years ago and usurping them with dominant fire-ready eucalyptus 

forests.186 

There are many claims here which have been critiqued, but to focus on just one: megafaunal extinction 

is contested ground and Wayne Thorpe rejects the hypothesis.187 Some scholars support Flannery’s 

184  Edward Said, Orientalism (Vintage Books: New York, 1979).
185  Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia.; Tim Flannery, The Future Eaters: An Ecological 
History of the Australasian Lands and People (Sydney: Reed New Holland Publishers, 1994).
186  Flannery, The Future Eaters: An Ecological History of the Australasian Lands and People; Flannery, The Future Eaters: An 
Ecological History of the Australasian Lands and People. 
187  Flannery’s claims on megafaunal extinction were a concern for Wayne Thorpe, so I wanted to investigate this narrative 
further. For a critique of Flannery’s assertion of what the vegetation looked like prior to European colonisation see  Benson and Redpath, 
The nature of pre-European native vegetation in south-eastern Australia: a critique of Ryan, D. G., Ryan J. R. and Starr, B. J. (1995), 
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thesis that First Peoples were responsible for their demise, but many have challenged his hypothesis 

in great detail.188 Steve Webb refutes Flannery entirely, suggesting cohabitation and also climate 

drivers for extinction, with much of the data placing megafaunal extinction at thirty-four to six 

thousand years ago and human inhabitation at least sixty thousand years ago. Moreover, extinction 

times align with glacial periods, barren ecological times which Webb argues is a logical account 

for extinction.189 Stephen Wroe and Judith Field suggest a staggered extinction, where much of the 

megafaunal extinction occurred prior to human arrival.190 Much of the debate centres around the 

Cuddie Springs site where human tools and megafaunal remains have been uncovered, suggesting 

perhaps a “banquet,” but Rainer Grün et al. suggest there is no empirical way of proving a temporal 

overlap.191 What deeply disturbed me was reading Matthew Spriggs critique, in which he writes, ‘We 

have to remember ... Flannery has written a polemical piece to scare us into taking better care of our 

environment. While the first Aboriginal inhabitants of Australia are the villains in the piece, they are 

at least seen as “like us” if us is taken to mean the immigrants to Australia of the last 200 years. … 

Flannery’s project is similar to much of anthropological functionalism, to show that we are all the 

same.’192

I doubt we will ever know what happened to the megafauna, but Spriggs’s assertion that Flannery 

persuades the reader to see First Nations people in light of themselves as colonisers, flame throwers 

and devourers of native species was deeply disturbing — even more disturbing because I recognised 

myself in my first readings of these texts. Flannery and Gammage each achieve a thesis which Edward 

Said warned against in Orientalism (1979), where a process of European self-affirmation is achieved 

by conflating people, place and time and further by internalising or romanticising such narratives.193 

The Australian landscape: observations of explorers and early settlers.
188  For example, the study by Lopes Dos Santos et al. suggests that Flannery’s observation of ecosystem response to mega-
faunal extinction is accurate – increased vegetation – but they do not know what caused the extinction. Raquel A. Lopes Dos Santos et 
al., “Abrupt Vegetation Change After the Late Quaternary Megafaunal Extinction in Southeastern Australia,” Nature Geoscience 6, no. 
8 (2013). See also in support of Flannery: Kaars Sander Van Der et al., “Humans rather than climate the primary cause of Pleistocene 
megafaunal extinction in Australia,” Nature Communications 8 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms14142.
189  Steve Webb, Corridors to Extinction and the Australian Megafauna (London: Elsevier, 2013). Climate also suggested by: 
Stephen Wroe et al., “Climate change frames debate over the extinction of megafauna in Sahul (Pleistocene Australia-New Guin-
ea),” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 110, no. 22 (2013), https://doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.1302698110.
190  Stephen Wroe and Judith Field, “A review of the evidence for a human role in the extinction of Australian megafauna and an 
alternative interpretation,” Quaternary Science Reviews 25, no. 21 (2006), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.quascirev.2006.03.005.
191  Rainer Grün et al., “ESR and U-series analyses of faunal material from Cuddie Springs, NSW, Australia: implications for the 
timing of the extinction of the Australian megafauna,” Quaternary Science Reviews 29, no. 5 (2010), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.quasci-
rev.2009.11.004.
192  Matthew Spriggs, “Future Eaters in Australia, Future Eaters in the Pacific? Early Human Environmental Impacts,” Austra-
lian Archaeology, no. 52 (2001). 57.
193  Said, Orientalism.
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Wayne Thorpe initially pointed me to Gammage’s abundant conjecture with the use of terms like 

“possibly,” “could have been” and “maybe.” He also suggested that I read Gammage’s “Sources,” 

in which he writes, ‘Few sources here come directly from Aboriginal people. … this book discusses 

all Australia, and I had neither the time nor the presumption to interrogate people over so great an 

area on matters they value so centrally.’194 When I returned to Gammage’s thesis with this critical 

eye, indeed while universal “Dreaming” and “songlines” appear as authoritative literary strategies, 

“possibly” featured in abundance and I started to see the contradictions.195 Recounting, for example, 

Joseph Lycett’s painting Aborigines Using Fire to Hunt Kangaroos, 1820 (figure 43), Gammage 

writes, ‘They are also protecting the forest, firing its lee edge so that the wind takes the flames into 

the grass. When the wind lay the other way they would burn the opposite edge. Skilful burning has 

kept the forest dense, the grass open, the game convenient.’196 Then later: ‘There was no remote bush 

in 1788. To the furthest places, sooner or later, the firestick came. People burnt the most useful land 

most and the most sterile or sensitive land perhaps not for generations, but sooner or later they burnt 

everywhere.’197 Indeed this sentiment could summarise Gammage’s thesis, in which the entirety of 

the continent was managed by firestick farming prior to colonisation. 

As mentioned, European fire discourse reveals that swidden or slash-and-burn agriculture was a 

significant part of the colonial process and its pastoral friend.198 Stephen Pyne writes, ‘Before there 

was Europe, there was fire. … The hominid colonization of Holocene Europe was a flame-catalysed 

reclamation by agriculture.’199 I began to wonder if Gammage’s interest in the firestick was instead 

framing his own cultural paradigms and practices. The charcoal studies by Scott Mooney et al. 

discussed in Tracing Landscapes would suggest so.200 

While in Gippsland (November 2014) promoting fire to the East Gippsland Wildfire Taskforce 

194  I had read Gammage’s book prior to Wayne pointing me towards this. I had been convinced he was speaking truth as his lan-
guage referred to “songlines” and “Dreaming,” but on closer reading I realised this was the limit of his language for the many countries 
he traversed. Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia. pp. xv
195  See Bruno David’s review on the use of language such as Dreaming in Bruno David, “Review of ‘Altered Ecologies: Fire, 
Climate and Human Influence’ and ‘The Biggest Estate on Earth’ [Book Review],” Australian Archaeological Association 76 (2013), 
https://australianarchaeologicalassociation.com.au/journal/review-of-altered-ecologies-and-the-biggest-estate/.
196  Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia. pp. 92
197  Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia. pp. 162
198  Meiggs, Trees and Timber in the Ancient Mediterranean World.; Griffiths and Robin, Ecology and Empire: Enivironmental 
History of Settler Societies.
199  See Pyne’s chapter “Frontiers of Fire” in Griffiths and Robin, Ecology and Empire: Enivironmental History of Settler Societ-
ies. pp. 20
200  See Mooney et al., chapter “The prehistory of fire in Australasia” in Williams, Gill, and Bradstock, Flammable Australia: 
Fire Regimes, Biodiversity and Ecosystems in a Changing World.
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Figure 43. 
Joseph Lycett
Aborigines using fire to hunt kangaroos 1817
Watercolour, 17.7 x 27.8 cm
National Library of Australia
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(EGWT), a cohort of mountain cattlemen and timber lobbyists, Gammage’s apparent reverence for 

Aboriginal land management practices and fire regimes appeared to be decidedly absent as he was 

questioned about future plans:

Bill Hodge - Mountain Cattleman: Would you be in favour of giving a certain area of bush 
for mountain cattlemen to manage as they see fit for say 5 or 6 years?

Gammage: Yes, I’ve already suggested to Graeme Stoney and others that after that fire, 
which is inevitably going to come, there is already in place a plan that basically divides an 
area into three - leaves one area alone - doesn’t do anything; puts only fire in another area 
and then puts fire and grazing and the way cattlemen burn in the third and see what happens 
in those three different areas.

LR: Why didn’t you interview any Aboriginal people?

Gammage: If I had Aboriginal friends, I did talk to them. Places like around Narrandera and 
Alice Springs and the Coorong, North east Tasmania. I did speak to Aboriginal people. But if 
I didn’t know Aboriginal people I felt it was far too rude to roll up from Canberra, especially 
of all places and say well here I am, you got 20 minutes, give me some basic information and 
I’ll be out of here. It’s just too rude. These are really important matters - not only the land 
management, but totems and so on and um yeah… you really need to be really trusted before 
you can even brave such a question and since my book is about the whole of Australia, it 
would have been more than a lifetime’s work to have done that.

Danny O’Brien, Member for Eastern Victoria: We in the Government have increased the 
burning targets; we’ve exceeded them once and dismally failed them last year. Is the solution 
in your opinion more burning of more area or better burning or different burning?

Gammage: All of the above, and after you’ve done that more of the above. I have commended 
the Government for increasing the hectares. I think we should accept that politicians have a 
very different problem and there are a great many electors opposing any sort of burning and 
they are translating that into practice. So when they expand their areas of controlled burning 
they are really softening up public opinion in favour of ALL burning and that is extremely 
valuable because, let’s face it country people and like-minded people are a minority in a 
democracy and we’re never going to get anywhere unless you can change the votes of people 
in the city... I congratulate them but I do think that it shouldn’t be seen as a failure if you 
don’t reach your target. What you do is say, ‘well we’re experimenting with weather and 
conditions and times of the year and that therefore makes any fixed target problematic and 
uncertain.’ Local people will give you a bit of leeway to burn locally, to seize the day; and 
those local people might be DEPI [Department of Environment and Primary Industries] on 
the ground, CFA, farmers, loggers, whoever it may be. And what we want you to do when 
you burn is record the results basically and build up information about that area, which can 
then be translated into more efficient practice.201

201  Sheila Newman, Inquiry into the efficacy of past and current vegetation and land management policy, practice and legisla-
tion and their effect on the intensity and frequency of bushfires and subsequent risk to property, life and the environment, Submission 49. 
The House of Representatives Standing Committee (19 February 2020). 11-12.
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Figure 44. 
Louisa Waters
Devil’s Office Subverted (Study archival research # 1-2) 2017
Digital montage, 60 x 300 cm each
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It appears that the firestick has been removed from the hands of the Custodian’s and placed firmly 

into that of the colonisers. With such provocation, albeit unintentional, it is now difficult for me to 

read Gammage’s work (and Flannery’s) in light of anything other than Devil’s office; where the 

author is attempting to substantiate and confirm their own cultural paradigms, and the legacy of the 

colonial desire to fire. 

There has been much critiquing of Gammage from academics and field naturalists since his 

publication – his denial of First Nations voices, his denial of scientific evidence to the contrary, 

and his predilection of archival materials in describing the forests.202 Andy Macqueen and Grace 

Karskens challenge Gammage’s erroneous geographical specificity and David Bruno writes of his 

homogenisation of pre-colonial land-management practices from one side of the continent to the 

other.203 While Billy Griffiths and Lynette Russell argue that the Biggest Estate ‘both telescopes the 

long history of Aboriginal burning into the year 1788 and homogenises the practices of hundreds of 

different Aboriginal nations into a single, universal system.’204 

Bruce Pascoe’s Dark Emu, Black Seed: agriculture or accident? (2014), is an interesting contrast 

because it attempts to honours the unique ecologies of Countries, but with exception of his discussion 

on fire. Pascoe cites both Flannery and Gammage, and while critical of Flannery’s Future Eaters, 

he briefly extends on Gammage and a homogenous application of fire as he also speaks of the 

“parklands.” Unlike Gammage, however, rather than support the notion that the entire continent was 

fired, Pascoe’s first principle of the Aboriginal approach to fire is ‘the majority of agricultural lands 

were fired on a rotating mosaic which controlled intensity and allowed plants and animals to survive 

in refuges.’205 Pascoe positions fire on ‘agricultural’ land solely. Pascoe’s idea of agricultural lands is 

problematic however, because as Peter Sutton and Keryn Walshe have argued it once again mirrors a 

202  Joel Wright, “The language of fire,” Pause and Review Victoria’s Fire Management (8 December 2014). https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=kHZjyuE2qP8.; Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.; Ben Courtice and Emma Murphy, “White Australia’s 
burning issue: What’s wrong with Bill Gammage’s book,” Green Left Weekly, no. 1038 (2015).; Cahir et al., “Winda Lingo Parugoneit or 
Why Set the Bush [On] Fire? Fire and Victorian Aboriginal People on the Colonial Frontier.”; McDonald, The Impact of Planned Fires 
in Parks and Reserves – Cape Liptrap Coastal Park. Hateley, The Victorian Bush: Its ‘Original and Natural’ Condition.
203  Andy Macqueen, “The Biggest Estate on Earth: how Aborigines made Australia, by Bill Gammage, 2011. A Blue Mountains 
critique,” Blue Mountains Heritage Journal, no. 28 (2013), https://eastgippsland.net.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Comments_on_Big-
gest_estate_November_2014.pdf.; David, “Review of ‘Altered Ecologies: Fire, Climate and Human Influence’ and ‘The Biggest Estate 
on Earth’ [Book Review].”; Williams et al., “Exploring the Relationship Between Aboriginal Population Indices and Fire in Australia 
Over The Last 20,000 Years.”; Grace Karskens, “Fire in the Forest? Exploring the Human-Ecological History of Australia’s First Fron-
tier,” Environment and History 25, no. 3 (2018), http://unsworks.unsw.edu.au/fapi/datastream/unsworks:47025/bin5047e6e2-b382-4bd7-
b04b-ca3563beac98?view=true.
204  Billy Griffiths and Lynette Russell, “What we were told: Responses to 65,000 years of Aboriginal history,” Aboriginal Histo-
ry 42 (2018).
205  Pascoe, Dark Emu: Black Seeds: Agriculture Or Accident? 118.
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Figure 45. 
Opening page: Letter from Charles J. Tyers, Commissioner of 
Crown Lands Office, Gippsland, to His Honour C. J. La Trobe, 
Esq., Melbourne. 15th July 1844.
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lexicon in which agriculture/progress is privileged and superior to the previously claimed “nomadic” 

and apparently “uncivilised” class. Sutton and Walshe suggest that the culture and society of the ‘old 

people’ shouldn’t be classified within hierarchies which are constructions of western dichotomies.206 

Pascoe mentions briefly (as does Gammage) the tracks of land or forests preserved for refuge and I 

feel that the lack of emphasis on these tracks is a sad omission, because as both Pascoe and Gammage 

have written, these refuges were critical to ecological diversity. Again, because the narrative for fire 

is broad-reaching rather than specific to biogeographies, specificity is lost.207 

I do not deny that fire was a customary part of pre-colonial culture and land-management practices. 

Wayne Thorpe agrees that some of the land was fired for food and hunting, stating “we brought the 

food to us.”208 But the homogenous messages from Gammage, Flannery and Pascoe are cause for 

disquiet because it has enmeshed itself with the popular and is used to bolster fire regimes that are not 

necessarily suited to the ecologies in which they are applied. I felt a sense of betrayal as their words 

which had been mediated to me so convincingly began to unravel. 

Gunnai Lands as they were in 1844, and the Significance of Refuges

While Gammage suggests that Gippsland was filled with ‘chains of plains’, he draws selectively 

from the archives to support his position, predominantly Alfred Howitt’s Eucalypts of Gippsland.209 

There was no doubt large areas of grasslands and “open woodland,” as noted by Angus McMillan 

in 1840, but they are weighted incorrectly in Gammage’s summation.210 When Charles Tyers, 

Commissioner of the Crown Lands, reported (figure 45) on Gunnai land (Gipps Land) in 1844 – 

three years post European occupation – he observed that of the fourteen thousand square miles (3.6 

million hectares) which made up the area, ‘the ranges comprise perhaps about 10,000 miles; forest, 

scrub, and generally unavailable land, 3,000 square miles; and the good available land, 1,000 square 

miles.’211 The three thousand square miles (776,996 hectares) of unavailable forest and scrub has now 

206  Peter Sutton and Keryn Walshe, Farmers or Hunter-gatherers?: The Dark Emu Debate (Carlton, Australia: Melbourne Uni-
versity Publishing, 2021).
207  Karskens, “Fire in the Forest? Exploring the Human-Ecological History of Australia’s First Frontier.”
208  Thorpe.
209  Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia. 8/322.
210  Hateley, The Victorian Bush: Its ‘Original and Natural’ Condition.
211  Bride, Letters from Victorian Pioneers. 193.
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Figure 46. 
Julie Gough
Tense Past (installation view) 2019 
At the Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery, 
Photograph by Alastair Bett 

Figure 47.
Brook Andrew 
The Right to Offend is Sacred (installation view) 2018  
At the Ian Potter Centre, NGV Australia
Photograph: National Gallery of Victoria
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been cleared and is ‘used for production [of] dryland agriculture and plantations.’212 As the refuges 

are weighted here, it seems that prior to colonisation they were of significance, and the “gentleman’s 

park,” “open woodlands,” or hunting grounds and yam fields, only made up seven percent of the 

total area. As Donna Haraway argues, the loss of these refuges globally is a substantial contributing 

factor in the crisis of the Anthropocene and the extensive species loss which is occurring.213 Perhaps 

it is time that we augment the significance of the “impenetrable scrub” and “jungle” in the historical 

discourse of these lands. 

History: Reflexivity and the Archive

To augment or conversely subvert historical narratives there is a requirement to return to the archives. 

Artists like Julie Gough or Brook Andrew, who delve into the archives are able to illuminate forgotten 

stories on colonial frontiers and challenge us to think about how the archive as an external input 

mediates our lived experiences today. Like much of Gough’s work, her recent exhibition Tense 

Past, 2019 (figure 46) ‘re-activates and re-configures a past we thought we knew, through deeply 

engaged research and a practice that belies the imperial (and patriarchal) monopolisation of historical 

narratives.214 In the exhibition The Right to Offend is Sacred (figure 47) Andrew’s archival work 

presents stories of multiplicity, destabilising the very core of the universal and singular historical 

story. He challenges us to consider the ways in which these externals mediate and compose our 

lives.215 Both Gough and Andrews mediate the archive back to the viewer, often from within the very 

institutions that insidiously and quietly house the evidences of atrocity and disavowal. 

While archives have historically been hailed as a ‘repository of facts,’ they are, as Gayatri Spivak 

argues, ‘hegemonic nineteenth-century European historiography,’ thus seen through the European 

lens and curated to support their views.216 Michel Foucault’s poetics on the archive which posits, 

212  “Bioregional Assessment: Human geography; land use,” Australian Government, 2019, accessed 10 October, 2019, https://
www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/11-context-statement-gippsland-basin-bioregion/1122-human-geography.; “Regional 
Profile Latrobe-Gippsland Victoria,” Australian Government, 2020, accessed 10 October, 2019, https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/
research-topics/aboutmyregion/vic-latrobe#regional-overview. 
213  Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (USA: Duke University Press, 2016).
214  Craig Judd, “Julie Gough: Tense Past (review),” Artlink (11 October 2019). https://www.artlink.com.au/articles/4792/julie-
gough-tense-past/. 
215  Judith Ryan et al., Brook Andrew : the right to offend is sacred. National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Vic, ed. National 
Gallery of Victoria (Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria, 2017). 
216  Cited in Spivak’s essay “The Rani of Sirmur: An Essay in Reading the Archives,” in Charles Merewether, The Archive (Cam-
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‘is the border of time that surrounds our presence. … it is that which, outside ourselves, delimits 

us,’ points towards the ways in which history and identity are mediated to us through the archive.217 

Carolyn Steedman followed on from Foucault to argue that the way history and identity are 

constructed through the archive is also contingent upon the subject reading them, and how their own 

epistemologies and cultural contexts influence their interpretations of such source materials. 218 These 

assertions challenge the autocratic traditions of history making and called upon academics to engage 

in reflexive practices of historiography. Derrida’s commonly cited footnote: ‘There is no political 

power without control of the archive, if not memory,’ was seminal in resituating the archive as a 

primary site of power, as he suggested there is nothing less reliable because the archive comes from 

within the fabrics power (institutions, churches, state).219 Gayatri Spivak supports both Derrida and 

Foucault’s premise, but rather than make the archives redundant she suggests looking into the spaces 

between, to the unwritten, and seek out the ideological contexts and constructs revealed inside the 

archive.220 Alison Ravenscroft follows on from these arguments and extends them further to suggest 

the archival focus is ‘problematic of white historical practice, in particular of a positivist historical 

practice which seeks its truth, or truths, in the archive and the written record.’221 Ravenscroft suggests 

we can counter history by aligning the archive with that which sits outside the archive and in contrast 

to the archive. Furthermore, she argues that we (the coloniser) need to ‘install us – in our whiteness, 

in our position as migrant-colonisers – in the history that we are writing.’222 

Tracing Fire in the Archive

The premises offered by Derrida, Foucault, Spivak, Ravenscroft and Steedman formed the foundations 

of my own archival research. Linking back to Coleman’s Terra Nullius, and in response to Devil’s 

office, I began to trace European and colonial narratives of fire on Gunnai land. I created my own 

archive, a collection of source material, local history journals, small publications of revealing 

bridge: MIT Press, 2006). 164.
217  Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (London: Pantheon Books, 1972). 147. 
218  Carolyn Steedman, “Culture, Cultural Studies and the Historians,” in The Cultural Studies Reader, ed. Simon During (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1993).
219  Jacques Derrida and Eric Prenowitz, “Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression,” Diacritics 25, no. 2 (1995), https://doi.
org/10.2307/465144. 11.
220  Cited in Spivak’s essay “The Rani of Sirmur: An Essay in Reading the Archives,” in Merewether, The Archive.
221  Cited in Ravenscroft essay “Anxieties of Dispossession: Whiteness, History, and Australia’s War in Viet Nam,” in Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson, Whitening Race: Essays in Social and Cultural Criticism (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2004). 3.
222  Moreton-Robinson, Whitening Race: Essays in Social and Cultural Criticism. 16.
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memoirs, newspaper clippings, artworks and photographs, which spoke only of my own people as 

directed by Wayne Thorpe. This was not done to recentre whiteness in the narrative, but rather an 

attempt at being counter-intuitive toward the methodologies of the coloniser to define oneself within 

the historical discourse through visions of their Other. 

I was, however, required as a researcher to look at the Gunnai archives for a counterargument. The 

archives of the nineteenth century that I covered revealed, as Wayne Thorpe suggested, the use of 

fire by Gunnai people was never done in the context of burning the bush for its own sake. Rather, fire 

use was located in contexts such as procuring food (including maintaining grassland for hunting), 

ceremony, defence, clearing tracks and for practical applications like keeping warm and cooking 

food. While I have made the ethical decision not to print Gunnai archives in detail, as my work is 

critiquing colonial practices, to prove the point that Gunnai people did not burn the bush for its own 

sake, it was incumbent upon me to do the research. Fortunately, Wayne Thorpe gave me permission 

to look in the archives for any evidence of Gunnai people burning the bush. He said that he couldn’t 

find any and neither could I, apart for one exception in Alfred Howitt’s The Eucalypts of Gippsland 

(1891), which I will cover in more detail later. On the ethics, I knew it was not my place to read, 

for example, on the initiation of young men, which Alfred Howitt had written about, but I was able 

to resolve these ethical concerns with technology. Much of the archival material is available online 

in digital format. My research stayed with these formats because it enabled searches for key terms 

such as fire, burn, conflagration, flame and so on, without crossing cultural lines. While my research 

is thus not conclusive, reading the context (a few sentences) around these terms I was able to see 

whether or not they supported the thesis of burning the bush.223 The archives revealed Spivak’s 

absences – there was no mention of fuel reduction. The only text that espouses burning the bush for 

223  Along with hours trawling newspaper articles in Trove, the following are some of the texts I canvassed: Fison and Howitt, 
Kamilaroi and Kurnai; Howitt, The Native Tribes of South-East Australia; Howitt, Baukan; Howitt, Turndun.; Campbell, John Bulmer’s 
recollections of Victorian Aboriginal life, 1855-1908.; Alfred Howitt, Australian group relations (Washington: Government Printing Of-
fice, 1885).; Bulmer et al., Sixteenth Report of The Board for the Protection of the Aborigines, in the Colony of Victoria.; Alfred Howitt, 
On the Migrations of the Kurnai Ancestors (London: Harrison and Sons, 1886).; Alfred Howitt, Notes on Songs and Songmakers of some 
Australian Tribes (London: Harris and Sons, 1887).; Alfred Howitt, On Some Australian Ceremonies of Initiation (London: Harrison 
and Sons, 1889).; Alfred Howitt, Further Notes on the Australian Class Systems (London: Harrison and Sons, 1888).; Alfred Howitt, On 
Australian Medicine Men, or, Doctors and Wizards of Some Australian Tribes (London: Harrison and Sons, 1886).; John Ferres, Royal 
Commission on the Aborigines: Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Inquire into the Present Condition of the Aborigines of This 
Colony and to Advise as to the Best Means of Caring for and Dealing with Them in the Future: Together with Minutes of Evidence and 
Appendices, vol. 76, ed. Government Printer John Ferres (Melbourne: Government Printer, 1877).; Byrne, Twelve Years’ Wanderings in 
the British Colonies. From 1835 to 1847.; Edward M. Curr, The Australian Race, its origins, languages, customs, place of landing in 
Australia and the routes by which it spread itself over that continent (Melbourne: Government Printera, 1887).; Edward Curr, Recol-
lections of Squatting in Victoria 1841-1851 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1965).; Smyth, The Aborigines of Victoria: with 
notes relating to the habits of the natives of other parts of Australia and Tasmania compiled from various sources for the Government of 
Victoria, 1.
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its own sake, was Alfred Howitt’s The Eucalypts of Gippsland.224 Conversely, patterns emerged in 

the archives about the colonisers’ use of fire, and they included: improving the land, acquisition of 

gold, roads and general arson.225 More often than not their modus operandi was justified by a notion 

of progress, a form of individualism or economic rationalism.

Alfred Howitt, the Architect of “Gipps Land”

In 1890, Alfred Howitt presented his paper The Eucalypts of Gippsland to the Royal Society of 

Victoria with resounding applause and much media coverage, his presentation went “viral.” Widely 

published the text espouses (or it has often been interpreted this way) that the bush desires fire, and 

regular firing would keep the forests open, less fire prone and reduce insects that prey on eucalypts.226 

However, a close reading of this text situated in the context of time and culture, as the scholars above 

recommend, reveals that Howitt may have had ulterior motives for his claims which I will elaborate 

on next. More research needs to be done to map the lands that Howitt charted in his thesis The 

Eucalypts of Gippsland, but my reading of the text and familiarity with the region today, suggests 

that he was speaking largely of grasslands that were becoming revegetated, or overgrown with Don 

Watson’s “rubbish,” for lack of firing, grasslands which are now occupied by agricultural industries 

and are today seldom burnt.227 

224  Alfred Howitt, The Eucalypts of Gippsland (Melbourne: Royal Society of Victoria, 1890).
225  See History Book Study, 2019 artwork for these examples. Also supported by: Peter Woodgate, Forest cover changes in 
Victoria 1869-1987 : a report and map describing the extent of forest cover in Victoria in 1987, the change in forest cover since 1869, 
and the change in forest cover over the period 1942-1987, ed. Peter Black (East Melbourne: Remote Sensing Group, Lands and Forests 
Division, Dept. of Conservation, Forests and Lands, 1988). Griffiths, Forests of Ash: An Environmental History. 
226  Howitt, The Eucalypts of Gippsland. “The Eucalypts of Gippsland,” Bairnsdale Advertiser and Tambo and Omeo Chroni-
cle (Vic.: 1882 - 1918) (VIC), 21 May 1891, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article84814705.; “Gippsland Eucalypts,” Gippsland Farmers’ 
Journal and Traralgon, Heyfield and Rosedale News (Vic.: 1887 - 1893) (Victoria), 18 July 1890, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-arti-
cle227355533.; “The Gippsland Eucalyptus Forests,” Gippsland Times (Vic.: 1861 - 1954) (VIC), 20 May 1891, http://nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article65303074.; “The Eucalyptus,” Australasian (Melbourne, Vic.: 1864 - 1946) (Melbourne), 12 July 1890, http://nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article139140263. Field Naturalists’ Club of Victoria, The Victorian Naturalist, ed. A. H. S Lucas (Melbourne: Walker, May & 
Co., 1892).; For more recent publications citing Howitt’s text as a supporting reference, see: Ross A. Bradstock, Jann E. Williams, and 
Malcolm A. Gill, Flammable Australia: The Fire Regimes and Biodiversity of a Continent (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002). 180, 430.; Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia. 322-323. Roger Franklin, Inferno: The Day 
Victoria Burned (Docklands, Australia: Slattery Media Group, 2010). 103. V. Jurskis, Firestick Ecology: Fairdinkum Science in Plain 
English (Cleveland, Australia: Connor Court Publishing, 2015).
227  Howitt, The Eucalypts of Gippsland.
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Some Context on Howitt

Wayne Thorpe directed me to look at Alfred Howitt’s context, to situate him in culture, time, and 

place, I had to consider who Howitt was. Wayne Thorpe’s reading of Howitt was that he was accurate 

when he wrote direct observations in conversations with people, but when he made general claims, 

he was often making assumptions that were more in line with his own views of the world. At the time 

of contextualising Alfred Howitt, I was also reading Ross Gibson’s 26 Views of the Starburst World: 

William Dawes at Sydney Cove, 1788-91 (2012) and thought the contrast between Dawes and Howitt 

makes a point about times of first contact, and the different ways in which these contacts unfolded. 

Alfred Howitt was not a William Dawes, or at least the Dawes that Ross Gibson presents us with.228 

Dawes in Gibson’s reflection is portrayed as an exceptional young man, who was attempting to 

break down cultural barriers; he did not align himself with the aristocracy, rather he learnt of the 

Eora world. Dawes had an intimate relationship with Patyegarang, learnt Eora language and was 

moved to sing on their land. He also desired to return to Australia after being dispatched to other 

colonised lands for his subordinance.229 Howitt on the other hand, was a member of the gentry and 

considered himself an empirical man.230 He did, like Dawes, learn of language and of “legends.” He 

gives these legends weight, even suggesting that ‘[it] may be interesting to consider whether there is 

anything in the geological history of Gippsland which may throw light upon the … legends I have 

mentioned.’231 He states this citing the story of the turndun, the east coast breaking away, and the 

spearing of sharks in the Mitchell River. ‘It is … possible,’ he continues, ‘that these legends are the 

recollection of actual occurrences handed down from one generation of the Kurnai [sic] to another.’232 

He would perhaps delight if he was here today to see the work of Nicholas Reid and Patrick Nunn, 

who trace these songlines down the east of Australia and align them with geological events that took 

place seven thousand years ago.233 It has not been until recent times that the coloniser has begun to 

disentangle myth from reality. As William McNeill observed, ‘Myth and history are close kin … 

228  Ross Gibson, 26 Views of the Starburst World: William Dawes at Sydney Cove, 1788-91 (Crawley, W.A.: UWA Publishing, 
2012).
229  I don’t wish to romanticise Dawes; I realise Gibson’s is speculative writing, and as Gibson himself acknowledges, Dawes’s 
relationship with Patyegarang may have been laced with issues of power, hierarchy and gender. But in reading Howitt and Dawes I see 
a difference in their character and encounters that I feel is an interesting contrast worth looking at. Gibson, 26 Views of the Starburst 
World: William Dawes at Sydney Cove, 1788-91.
230  Alfred William Howitt: a prominent Gippslander. (Bairnsdale, VIC: East Gippsland Historical Society, 2014).
231   Fison and Howitt, Kamilaroi and Kurnai. pp. 270
232  Fison and Howitt, Kamilaroi and Kurnai. 274.
233  Patrick Nunn, The Edge of Memory: Ancient Stories, Oral Tradition and the Post-Glacial World (London: Bloomsbury, 
2018); Patrick D. Nunn and Nicholas J. Reid, “Aboriginal Memories of Inundation of the Australian Coast Dating from More than 7000 
Years Ago,” Australian Geographer 47, no. 1 (2 January, 2016), https://doi.org/10.1080/00049182.2015.1077539, http://dx.doi.org/10.10
80/00049182.2015.1077539.
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[but] our common parlance reckons myth to be false while history is, or aspires to be, true’ and much 

of Howitt’s writing demonstrates his thinking was really no exception.234

Howitt was a man of his times — a student of Darwin and evolutionary theories — and as a result 

certainly saw himself and his people as superior, even suggesting that Europeans saved the Kurnai 

[sic] from “inevitable” demise.235 While Howitt wrote volumes on the Custodians of this land, his 

words were mediated by his own cultural paradigms and his learnings of land were biased by his lens. 

Gammage contends the opposite of Howitt, citing his use of Gunnai words for plants and animals as 

an indication that ‘he thought like an Australian … [and] he was evolving Australian premises.’236 

Wayne Thorpe suggested to me the term “Australian” is problematic here and I agree. I would argue 

he was evolving an “Australian” identity, which conflated subjecthood in a way that enabled the 

possession of lands through identity. One of the greatest strategies of the coloniser was to invent the 

“Australian,” as Jeanine Leane observes ‘literature changed after Federation (1901) and an intense 

desire to manufacture through literature a unique and distinct Australian identity became much more 

prevalent,’ and that identity is critically white and purportedly/mythically authentic to this land.237 

Howitt however, was distant to this land, arriving in Australia in 1852, his studies of the First People 

was concerned with marriage, initiation, religion, social hierarchy (organisation) and kinship, but 

these formations of his interests reflected the constructs of European “civilisation.”238 Though he 

seemed to have a great interest in the bush himself, his writing does not seem to equate what he 

learnt as anything other than the human-centred story. His writing for me did not appear to convey 

the cultural paradigms he spoke of as ‘a code for conducting yourself with nature,’ and even if he 

did, he doesn’t provide credence to such a notion. 239 While Howitt might have considered himself 

empathetic, little did he understand his was an “objective” empirical study of what he thought a less 

evolved “species.” 

234  William H. McNeill, “Mythistory, or Truth, Myth, History, and Historians,” The American Historical Review 91, no. 1 
(1986).
235  I must note here that Darwin’s theory of “survival of the fittest” did not mean the strongest; Darwin himself espoused “the 
fittest” was the most adaptable. This theory was however misappropriated by colonial Europe and people like Howitt to justify and 
validate the genocide that occurred during the early phases of the colonial program. Gardner and McConvell, Southern Anthropology - A 
History of Fison and Howitt’s Kamilaroi and Kurnai. Charles. Darwin, The Origin of the Species, 150th ed. (Florida: Bridge-Logos, 
2009).
236  Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia. 323.
237  Jeanine Leane, “Aboriginal Representation: Conflict or Dialogue in the Academy,” The Australian journal of indigenous 
education 39, no. S1 (2010), https://doi.org/10.1375/S1326011100001113. p. 32 Also see Carey and McLisky, Creating White Australia.
238  Howitt, The Native Tribes of South-East Australia.
239  “A code of conducting yourself with nature” comes from Wayne Thorpe speaking about learning about Gunnai culture Thor-
pe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story. Fison and Howitt, Kamilaroi and Kurnai.
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The Voice of Authority

Various protagonists from across the continent – apparent “witnesses” – in the discourse of history 

have been utilised to support the notion that the First Peoples burnt the bush as a continent-wide 

practice.240 In “Gipps Land” (as it was first known to the coloniser), Alfred Howitt has been abundantly 

cited. As one of the chief architects of the colonial vision for “Gipps Land,” Howitt also played many 

other roles: a magistrate, secretary for the mines and water board, surveyor of the lands, explorer, 

artist, writer, naturalist, self-proclaimed anthropologist – one could argue he was the quintessential 

Enlightened Man.241 Often heralded as a “naturalist,” he was anything but; his Eurocentric gaze was 

not only subject to cultural paradigms and historical pasts – as Ann Laura Stoler has argued of other 

colonisers – it was subject to a romanticised project of possible futures.242 Howitt had a vision for 

his “new-found” land and was an authoritative voice in the assemblies which discussed the colonial 

agenda for it. Often cited in newspaper reports, Howitt postulated on how best to “improve the land,” 

redirect the waters, what species to introduce and which (alien) agricultures proved fruitful. My 

sentiment is that it’s quite telling that as a farmer of hops and opium, not only did he have a vision 

for the land, but also for himself.243 

Howitt had his own political, economic and personal agenda.244 When we consider the colonisers’ 

engagement with fire for purposes of improving the land, acquisition of gold, roads and general 

arson, and then align it with Howitt’s varying roles as a magistrate, secretary for the mines and water 

board, surveyor of the lands, and explorer, one might argue that rather than speaking for the Kurnai 

[sic] – as he claims in The Eucalypts of Gippsland – he was acquiescing to his own desires and to 

the desires of his compatriots. Road makers, bullock drivers and pastoralists were being charged for 

lighting the scrub or allowing their fires to get away, there were trials on the goldfields that were 

never resolved, and the most convenient and efficient way to improve and open up “Gipps Land” was 

by fire.245 So prolific was fire on the colonial frontier that to make for better administration of justice, 

240  For an excellent example of the ways in which such historical accounts have been morphed to support a colonial view of fire 
see Phillip Zylstra’s writing on the accounts of Townsend and Richard Helms and gathering the Bogong moths. Zylstra, “The Unlearned 
Country.”
241  Mary Howitt Walker, Come Wind, Come Weather: A Biography of Alfred Howitt (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 
1971).
242  Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (New Jersey: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2010).
243  See History Book Study artwork. Also: Walker, Come Wind, Come Weather: A Biography of Alfred Howitt.; “Horticultural 
Society,” Ballarat Star (Vic.: 1865 - 1924) (VIC), 09 March 1871, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article197561041.
244  Ibid.,
245  See History Book Study artwork.
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an act was introduced to fast-track cases of arson, whereby any ‘[unlawfully] and maliciously setting 

fire to crops of corn, grain or pulse, or to any part of any wood, coppice or plantation of trees, or any 

arson,’246 no longer required to be heard by a full jury and more than one justice. This was in 1855, 

but the problem and frequency of fire still ensued. Why not espouse that fires are good for the land 

and stop clogging up the courts? 

I do not have space within the exegesis to interrogate each of the themes — roads, improvements, 

gold, and arson — which Howitt’s pseudo diary (my own speculative fiction writing) does and 

accompanying archival material in the History Book Study further reveals, but to illuminate one 

might provide food for thought. When I began tracing colonial fire in the archives, patterns emerged 

in my initial Trove searches for fire, which led to discussions about roads.247 Not only was there 

impenetrable scrub, but “Gipps Land” was impenetrable by land. The example I have traced in the 

History Book Study follows the story of the road to the Jordan diggings from Sale which unfolds in 

various newspapers during the 1860s. 

Road to the Jordan

The road to the Jordan was contentious because the residents of Gippsland were competing against 

Melbourne to have the route depart from Sale.248 In particular, the pastoralists saw the economic 

benefit of such a road as it would encourage trade and shipping to Port Albert which had suffered 

under the Californian goldrush.249 Funds were rallied with contributions from both government and 

the public to find a route suitable for a road. Several explorers went out but were unsuccessful, the 

funds were distributed between them. More financial contributions from both government and the 

public were raised, with a fifty-pound reward for whomever could establish a route.250 A route was 

246  “Courts of General of General Sessions and County Courts,” Gippsland Guardian (Vic.: 1855 - 1868) (Vic.), 19 October 
1855, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article112486135.
247  Trove is Australia’s free online research portal. Trove is a collaboration between the National Library of Australia and hun-
dreds of Partner organisations around Australia.
248  “The Melbourne Road to the Jordan Diggings,” Gippsland Times (Vic.: 1861 - 1954) (VIC), 13 June 1862, http://nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article65361665.
249  1849 saw a decline in shipping from Port Albert because of better-quality cattle being shipped from Port Phillip and vessels 
were scarce because of demand from the Californian gold rush. As such, freight rates increased and shipping became uneconomic. Susan 
Faulkner, The Rise and Decline of Port Albert: as a port for shipping cattle, 1976, Hob Arch Cab Y. Bay 1. Files 29-166 Cab 1. Draw 
132., Local History, Port Albert Maritime Museum, 32: Port Albert Maritime Museum, Yarram.
250  “Jordan Diggings,” Gippsland Times (Vic.: 1861 - 1954) (VIC), 30 May 1862, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article65361621.
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found and cleared, one chain length, but was quickly followed by complaints from bullock drivers 

and packers, that the road needed widening.251 Widespread fires followed in 1862 and a report from 

a packer which read: ‘The country [was] so cleared of scrub by bushfires, that there is little of either 

danger or difficulty now to be overcome in the journey.’252 

Road contractors were bound to burn off all timber and debris which accumulated during the making 

of roads. These fires got out of control or were deliberately lit to cover/clear larger areas.253 Road 

contractors, packers and bullock drivers were often brought before the court for their conflagrations 

and Howitt, as a magistrate and surveyor of the lands, would have been all too aware of this 

predicament when he wrote The Eucalypts of Gippsland.254 Likewise, the other themes explored 

in Alfred Howitt’s personal reminiscence (fictional), which feature in the History Book Study, hold 

layers of narrative which reflect upon the colonisers’ desire for fire. All history is speculative and the 

play in the History Book Study between speculative history and fiction seeks to illuminate the tenuous 

relationship between both. The History Book Study, Howitt’s dairy section, follows Ross Gibson’s 

caveat:

‘Fictional’ does not have to mean ‘fanciful’. Certainly it need not mean ‘irresponsible’. Here 
it can connote something more like ‘speculative’. Addressing the absences and heeding the 
impulse for fiction, I can offer versions of the many possible ways to account for a mystery, 
to elucidate an intrigue or a secret that is nested in the dishevelled clues. The confabulation 
can be exploratory; and it can be carefully informed by the patterns in the historical traces. 
Historical Fiction <—> Fictional History. Useful, responsible speculation can range along 
the spectrum made by these terms.255

Re-imagining Alfred Howitt’s voice of “reason,” and illuminating his cultural and personal contexts 

poses questions surrounding his authoritative text On the Eucalypts of Gippsland (1890), which 

is abundantly cited in contemporary discourse on fire. Understanding first that he wrote with a 

Eurocentric lens and from behind the nature/culture divide, then situating him within his colonial 

contexts — improving the land, roads, gold and arson — reveals perhaps conflicting reasons and 

personal agendas for promoting fire on Gunnai lands.

251  “The New Road to the Jordan,” Argus (Melbourne, Vic.: 1848 - 1957) (Melbourne), 22 August 1862, http://nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article5720710.; “To the Editor of the Gippsland Times,” Gippsland Times (Vic.: 1861 - 1954) (VIC), 31 October 1862, http://nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article65362011.
252  “Jordan Gold-Fields,” Gippsland Times (Vic.: 1861 - 1954) (VIC), 06 February 1863, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-arti-
cle65362239.
253  See the case of Mr Cobain in “Local News,” Gippsland Times (Vic.: 1861 - 1954) (VIC), 28 February 1862 1862, http://nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article65361378.
254  The Black Thursday fires were lit by bullock drivers. “Black Thursday,” Bairnsdale Advertiser and Tambo and Omeo Chron-
icle (Vic.: 1882 - 1918) (VIC), Jan 5 1905, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article86536453.; 
255  Gibson, 26 Views of the Starburst World: William Dawes at Sydney Cove, 1788-91. pp. 134-135
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Enter the Lyrebird: Playing their Part

They miss out on the natural land managers, the birds and animals. Gippsland was known 
as “the land of the lyrebird.” The lyrebird’s job is to rake up so many tonnes per year of leaf 
litter, clearing the undergrowth from growing too much. So, you’ve got canopies that keeps the 
coolness and protects it from drying out. All the birds and animals have got their jobs to do. 
The plants have their jobs to do, but once they’re cleared and the odds are against them, well 
then the place dries out and you create a fire-prone country.256

Wayne Thorpe

Playing the Part

Wayne Thorpe mentioned the lyrebird in our first meeting, admittedly I had not followed the Lyrebird 

line of enquiry, but when in a second conversation over the phone he mentioned the lyrebird again, 

I realised the lyrebird story was significant. He directed me toward a particular study of the lyrebird 

(Menura novaehollandiae). The study by Nugent et al. revealed the ecological significance of the 

lyrebird: reducing forest fuel loads by twenty-five percent through foraging, significantly mitigating 

wildfire capacity.257 Lyrebird foraging also contributes to the nutrient cycling of the forest floor 

by turning it over every twenty months and breaking down the leaf litter faster.258 Known as the 

“ecosystem engineer,” this is one player “playing its part.” As Donna Haraway has explained in 

her conception of the Chthulucene, playing your part speaks to tentacular webs, nets and networks 

integral to all lives and stories.259 While the lyrebird is ‘saving human lives’ through forest fuel 

reduction, it’s also interfaced with the stories and lives of non-humans, by literally (albeit slowly) 

moving the largest of mountains, to generating the smallest of microbial activities.260 Furthermore, 

the lyrebird has played its part in deep timescales, traversing the earth for at least fifteen million 

years.261 The lyrebird draws us away from the anthropocentric story into the world of multispecies 

256  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.
257  Daniel T. Nugent, Steven W. J. Leonard, and Michael F. Clarke, “Interactions between the superb lyrebird (Menura novae-
hollandiae) and fire in south-eastern Australia,” Wildlife Research 41, no. 3 (2014), https://doi.org/10.1071/WR14052.
258  D. H. Ashton and O. D. Bassett, “The effects of foraging by the superb lyrebird (Menura novae‐hollandiae) in Eucalyp-
tus regnans forests at Beenak, Victoria,” Australian Journal of Ecology 22, no. 4 (1997), https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1442-9993.1997.
tb00688.x.  
259  Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene.
260  Tim Lowe, “Lyrebirds Save Human Lives,” (6 November 2014). https://www.timlow.com/2014/11/06/lyrebirds-save-hu-
man-lives/. I don’t actually know that a lyrebird can “move mountains,” but with the lyrebird having the capacity to shift an average of 
seventy centimetres of topsoil in a forest downhill per year, over fifteen million years, it seems quite possible they might have shifted a 
few mountains around. Ashton and Bassett, “The effects of foraging by the superb lyrebird (Menura novae‐hollandiae) in Eucalyptus 
regnans forests at Beenak, Victoria.”
261  Andrew Callahan, “Creature feature: The superb lyrebird,” Nature New South Wales 58, no. 3 (2014). 
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studies, mutualities and symbiosis. Where, as Tom van Dooren et al. observe, connectivity between 

all biological lives and even non-living entities (rivers, mountains, rocks) are considered within the 

matrices of histories and of things becoming, coevolving and being entangled.262 Such ideas echo 

Aboriginal spirituality and connection to Country as Vicki Grieves writes:

Aboriginal Spirituality derives from a philosophy that establishes the wholistic notion of 
the interconnectedness of the elements of the earth and the universe, animate and inanimate, 
whereby people, the plants and animals, landforms and celestial bodies are interrelated. These 
relations and the knowledge of how they are interconnected are expressed, and why it is 
important to keep all things in healthy interdependence is encoded, in sacred stories or myths. 
These creation stories describe the shaping and developing of the world as people know and 
experience it through the activities of powerful creator ancestors. These ancestors created 
order out of chaos, form out of formlessness, life out of lifelessness, and, as they did so, they 
established the ways in which all things should live in interconnectedness so as to maintain 
order and sustainability. The creation ancestors thus laid down not only the foundations of all 
life, but also what people had to do to maintain their part of this interdependence—the Law. 
The Law ensures that each person knows his or her connectedness and responsibilities for 
other people (their kin), for country (including watercourses, landforms, the species and the 
universe), and for their ongoing relationship with the ancestor spirits themselves.263

Concepts so evidently absent in the early 

colonisers’ ontology as they fetishized these lands. 

Like so many other animals of the Antipodes, the 

lyrebird featured prominently in the archives. 

Photographs, drawings, zoological descriptions, 

poetry, sporting advice on hunting and methods 

for cooking the lyrebird emerged.264 Indeed, from 

the fashions of London to the camp kitchens 

in the mountain ranges, the shy lyrebird was 

omnipresent. The imagery brought to mind Martin 

King’s lyrebird works Lyre Lyre, Dawn Survey, 

2014 and provocateur#2, 2014 (figure 56), which 

on first glance you might only catch the lyrebird, 

but with slow looking human skulls emerge, set 

against postage stamps. 

262  Thom van Dooren, Eben Kirksey, and Ursula Münster, “Multispecies Studies: Cultivating Arts of Attentiveness,” Environ-
mental Humanities 8, no. 1 (2016), https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3527695.
263  Vicki Grieves, Aboriginal spirituality : Aboriginal philosophy, the basis of Aboriginal social and emotional wellbeing, 
CRCAH Discussion paper series, number 9, (Casuarina, N.T: Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal Health, 2009). 7.
264  See History Book Study artwork.
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As the lyrebird story began to unfold in the archives, it instilled a deeper understanding of the 

colonisers’ role in razing these matrices through their homogenisation and mono-culturising of the 

complex and diverse webs by desiring pastures and plantations. As I followed the lyrebird line of 

enquiry, I became immersed in rich textual material and new bodies of knowledge that spanned 

archival, scientific and critical enquiry. In an antique shop I encountered The Land of the Lyre Bird, 

first published in 1920. With Wayne Thorpe’s words in mind I skimmed the pages of this newly 

treasured object. Profuse with recollections from Gippsland the impenetrable scrub and awe-inspiring 

forests were being usurped by the colonial hand and their hostile tool, as Mr J. Western writes as he 

reflects on his “settlement” 1883: 

I shall never forget my first impressions of this great forest as we went on that day. The 
trees towered up till their tops seemed lost in space. The dense jungle scrub underneath, 
and here and there fern gullies of exquisite beauty, and over it all there reigned a strange 
and oppressive stillness, broken only by the notes of the lyre bird. … In after years, when 
we had been brought to fully realise the stupendous task undertaken in reducing this forest, 
one is amazed at the light-hearted way it was entered upon. Never in any part of the world 
have I seen a forest of such magnificent proportions – tier after tier of growth from tangled 
of wiregrass and swordgrass, to fern-tree and scrub, and on to towering gumtree, giving a 
perpetual twilight by day and black darkness at night. … 

Though it was an abnormally wet Summer, we got some fine weather in February, 
and near the end of the month scored a very good burn. What a great fire it seemed to our 
new chum eyes, and how it seemed to lick up the great tangle of scrub. One cannot easily 
forget the joy and excitement of for the first time scampering across that 100-acre clearing. 
Hot foot indeed! for we were all over it while the ground was still covered with the burning 
embers and the air full of smoke. What a change two hours of fire had wrought! We were 
forest dwellers no longer.265

The often lyrical reminiscences were in a strange way beautiful in their modes of memory speech, 

but the content was deeply melancholic, as their words were mediated to me one-hundred years 

later. I felt a deep sense of loss in the pages, the contrast between the pre-colonial landscape and 

the colonial landscape; lush green forests set against the decimated ash and mud. Recalling to me 

so many colonial paintings in which the artist might paint one fallen tree alongside its frontier hero, 

or capture the gentleman’s park or the “splendorous” bush, but why never a field of scorched earth? 

Western describes their gaiety traversing the razed landscape with childlike enthusiasm, but in some 

respects, like so many of the colonial journals, the nostalgic tones of the coloniser apprehends the 

whispers of regret.266 It was here that I mused over the ways in which the lyrebird story could offer a 

265  South Gippsland Development League, The Land of the Lyrebird: A Story of Early Settlement in the Great Forest of South 
Gippsland. pp. 268-271
266  Watson, The Bush: Travels in the Heart of Australia 



136

Figure 58.
Louisa Waters
The History Book Study (detail) 2019
Giclee Prints on Koza paper, 17 frames each 36.5 x 48 cm
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photographs by Lindsay Roberts



137TO CARRY FIRE

counter voice to the colonial archive. To subvert the dominant discourse of the coloniser, to “witness” 

these encounters with the land and resituate them within the histories of disavowal. 

Feeling “Full”: The Need to Purge and the Ethical Turn

The first incarnation of the lyrebird story manifested with the same kind of urgency the ethos of the 

Anthropocene inspired. I was “full” and weighted down with archival matter which had traced the 

colonisers ruinations. The lyrebird story for me expressed the land, colonial, history nexus and the 

ways in which processes of colonial expansion impact the ecologies they usurp. In one great stream-

of-consciousness writing session, a story sprawled onto the page. Elaine Scarry writes of this type of 

work as a process of externalisation, whereby the pains of the internal imaginations are projected into 

the world and become shared with the social world, and in this way, they become fragments of world 

alteration (at least I hope so).267 However, with the lyrebird story and my methodologies towards it 

came a suite of ethical questions around allegorical interpretations and cultural misappropriation. 

On first contact with the coloniser the lyrebird suffered a fate that could be aligned with that of 

the lands Custodians; fetishized, hunted, displaced, their lands cleared for pastoralists, and their 

population almost completely destroyed either at the hands of the coloniser or by what they had 

introduced, like the fox (smallpox). The lyrebird has an incredible “connection” with the land, it is 

a custodian with its role as an “ecosystem engineer,” the lyrebird uses dance in its cultural practices 

and it has philosophy of listening as a “linguist” of the bush.268 My writing had told this story; the 

impact of colonisation from the perspective of the lyrebird in modes of synthesis and grand narrative, 

the very modes I was attempting to avoid. The story read as an allegory, as though the lyrebird 

story was standing in for the Gunnai story. Void of successive government acts and policies, or the 

strategic and systemic attempts at genocide, the lyrebird story read almost as a romantic chronicle of 

an horrific history and caused me incredible conflict for doing so. 

The weight of the ethical quandaries sat with me through many incarnations of the lyrebird story. 

This weight is beautifully articulated by Tyson Yunkaporta in his book Sand Talk: How Indigenous 

Thinking Can Save the World: ‘Working with metaphors is a point of common ground between 

267  Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987).
268  I will come back to “linguist,” but keep it in mind because it’s important.
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Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal knowledge systems. … Powerful metaphors create the frameworks 

for powerful transformation processes, but only if they have integrity. A metaphor that lacks integrity 

only damages connectedness – an action that is known as a curse, in Aboriginal culture.’269

I felt that the lyrebird story was traversing both precious and conflicted grounds. Yunkaporta was 

deliberating on his own story and went on to ask: ‘Is it really a message that has been placed in my 

path that I am supposed to pass on in this yarn? Or am I just running all over cultural spaces like 

a mad emu and making a mess of things?’270 These were the moral and ethical concerns which I 

needed to work through. Within the story of the lyrebird I had been presented with the limitations 

and failures of my language to describe the non-human world and by telling this story I firmly placed 

the lyrebird within the human story, an anthropomorphic story.

Anthropomorphism Ethics and Criticism

Essentially, by applying human characteristics and moral concerns, I had anthropomorphised 

the lyrebird. The ethical concerns, as noted by Claire Parkinson, are that such processes can be 

viewed as narcissistic desire and anthropocentric, where difference between human and animal 

is misunderstood or even erased.271 Val Plumwood argues that such a view is flawed because it 

assumes that the human and the animal have no shared characteristics.272 To resolve this obstruction 

to anthropomorphism, Lori Gruen argues for an ‘entangled empathy, whereby the empathizer is 

always attentive to both similarities and differences between herself and her situation and that of the 

fellow creature she is empathizing.’273 The narcissistic contention also belies studies that have shown 

that anthropomorphism increases moral concern for the non-human and augments pro-environmental 

behaviours.274 

269  Tyson Yunkaporta, Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World (London: The Text Publishing Company, 
2019). 119.
270  Yunkaporta, Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World. 120.
271  Claire Parkinson, Animals, Anthropomorphism and Mediated Encounters (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2019).;
272  Val Plumwood, The Eye of the Crocodile, ed. Lorraine Shannon (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2012).
273  Lori Gruen, Entangled Empathy: An Alternative Ethic for Our Relationships with Animals (Brooklyn, New York: Lantern 
Books, 2015). 66.
274  See for example: Aleksandra Niemyjska et al., “Too humanlike to increase my appetite: Disposition to anthropomor-
phize animals relates to decreased meat consumption through empathic concern,” Appetite 127 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
appet.2018.04.012.; Kim-Pong Tam, “Mind Attribution to Nature and Proenvironmental Behavior,” Ecopsychology 7, no. 2 (2015). Elisa 
Aaltola, Varieties of Empathy: Moral Psychology and Animal Ethics (London: Rowman & Littlefield International Ltd, 2018).; Adam 
Waytz, John Cacioppo, and Nicholas Epley, “Who Sees Human?: The Stability and Importance of Individual Differences in Anthropo-
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 When men are ignorant of the natural causes producing things, 
and cannot even explain them by analogy with similar things, they 

attribute their own nature to them … and it is characteristic of children 
to take inanimate things in their hands and talk to them in 

play as if they were living persons.275

Giambattista Vico

Anthropomorphism and Animism Power and Colonialism. 

Adding layers of colonial narratives to the already complex space of anthropomorphism at first 

seemed troublesome, but the space of colonialism perhaps is where I became most inclined toward 

the methodologies of anthropomorphism. Giambattista Vico’s precursory text The New Science of 

Giambattista Vico (1725) was a conduit for many Enlightenment principles.276 The above quote 

from Vico belittles animist beliefs. Such assertions were used as a site of power by colonial and 

Enlightened Europe to dismiss the animistic beliefs of the sovereign peoples they were colonising. 

As Parkinson observes, anthropomorphism was feminised, sentimentalised and put into spaces of 

child’s play.277 This strategy conflated animistic beliefs with anthropomorphism, further augmenting 

the anthropocentric (thus Eurocentric) tendency to see or understand from the human-centred story. 

Plumwood spent her life working towards a philosophy of animism that might sit comfortably in 

Western fields of knowledge, and before her death she turned towards Indigenous knowledges as 

a means of ‘encountering the lived experience’ of her theoretical pursuits.278 One wonders what 

Plumwood might have thought of recent scientific discoveries of non-anthropocentric cognition 

from trees that can speak, to crows with episodic memory.279 Recent Western empirical knowledge 

systems and newly developed technologies have validated the stories of animism, which give spirit 

morphism,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 5, no. 3 (2010), https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610369336. 
275  G. Vico, T.G. Bergin, and M.H. Fisch, The New Science of Giambattista Vico: Unabridged Translation of the Third Edition 
(1744) with the addition of “Practic of the New Science”, trans. Max Harold Fisch and Thomas Bergin Goddard (New York: Cornell 
University Press, 2016). https://books.google.com.au/books?id=-dT-CgAAQBAJ. sec. XXXII (180) and sec. XXXVII (186)
276  Parkinson, Animals, Anthropomorphism and Mediated Encounters.
277  Parkinson, Animals, Anthropomorphism and Mediated Encounters.
278  Deborah Bird Rose, “Val Plumwood’s Philosophical Animism: attentive interactions in the sentient world,” Environmental 
Humanities 3, no. 1 (2013), https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3611248. pp. 93
279  Frantisek Baluska, Monica Gagliano, and Guenther Witzany, Memory and Learning in Plants, Signaling and Communication 
in Plants, (Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing, 2018); Monica Gagliano, Stefano Mancuso, and Daniel Robert, “To-
wards understanding plant bioacoustics,” Trends in Plant Science 17, no. 6 (2012), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tplants.2012.03.002.; Nathan 
J. Emery and Nicola S. Clayton, “The mentality of crows: convergent evolution of intelligence in corvids and apes,” Science (New York, 
N.Y.) 306, no. 5703 (2004). 
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to the supposed inanimate described by Vico. It seems to me slightly ironic that the same empirical 

sciences that once rejected animistic beliefs is now discovering a world of sentient beings. 

The Lyrebird as Linguist

The lyrebird story being actively anthropomorphic seeks to subvert the power structures that emerged 

from colonial and Enlightened Europe which situated the human with superior moral and cognitive 

status. I had been thinking of the lyrebird as a mimic, but when I was talking to Wayne Thorpe 

about my work, he said that the lyrebird is not a mimic or a stupid animal, rather it is a linguist, and 

by citing various recordings that had been conducted across different lands he revealed how the 

lyrebird speaks the language specific to the lands it is on. This completely destabilised my own mind/

matter, human/nature dualisms which Plumwood illuminates as a critical flaw of the Eurocentric, 

Enlightened subject, a flaw I had not really identified as present or encoded in my thinking until this 

point.280 

I wondered if indeed what I was doing was unlearning and disentangling the anthropocentric, mind/

matter nature/culture dualism by mediating such shifts within myself in ways that I could understand 

through my creative practice. The lyrebird’s role as a linguist places it in position to bear witness. 

If we listen carefully the lyrebird will tell us the story of the bush. If a tree has been cut down (hear 

the chainsaw roar), if other humans have passed (hear the camera click), or if predators have entered 

(hear the dog howl). The lyrebird speaks the stories of the bush and is witness to the comings and 

goings of other players. As much as some humans might situate themselves as the only researchers 

of living things and the only storyteller of other lives, the lyrebird gently reminds us that we are not 

and points us away from the myth of anthropocentric.

280  Val Plumwood, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason (London: Taylor & Francis, 2005).
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Greece, in close order and collected might,
Yet suffers least, and sways the wavering fight;

Fierce as conflicting fires the combat burns,
And now it rises, now it sinks, by turns.281

Homer

The Voice of the Lyrebird

At the time I was struggling with the limitations of my language in telling the story of the lyrebird, I 

was also following lines of enquiry about the history of slash-and-burn agriculture and the language 

we have for fire. Tom Griffiths observes that the language for fire today is anthropomorphised – we 

militarise our relationship with fire. Arsonists are terrorists, operation headquarters oversee strategies 

to fight the fire, planes “bomb” the fire front with water, and our “army of heroes” defend us against 

our enemy.282 That we have a militarised language is problematic in and of itself, as George Marshall 

observes, the limitations of war metaphors overwhelms people with conflict and defeatism.283 For 

me, the lexicon we have for fire, reflects the ways in which culturally and linguistically the coloniser 

is positioned in deep opposition to the ecosystems that we are part of. I had Griffiths’s words in mind 

when I turned to the literature of classical antiquity and was affronted by an ancient tradition in our 

language. Homer’s epics were laden with fire similes, and more often than not, the simile was aligned 

with the human story embroiled in battle.284 

While reading epics such as Homer’s Odyssey or Iliad (circa 800 BCE) and Ovid’s Metamorphoses 

(circa 8 CE) the lyrebird spoke to me: ‘Why would I be speaking your words? The words of someone 

with no literary background? If I am such a brilliant mimic, wouldn’t I select masters of your language 

to mimic instead?’285 I realise I have just resituated the lyrebird as a mimic, but he was taking the 

micky out of me, you see. This was the moment of undoing or destroying the artwork only to rebuild 

it anew. I thought of Ben Quilty in Painting the Shadows 2019, erasing Fraser Anning’s face and 

281  Homer, The Iliade. 324. 
282  Tom Griffiths, “The language of catastrophe: Forgetting, blaming and bursting into colour,” Griffith Review, no. 35 (2012).
283   George Marshall, Don’t Even Think About It: Why Our Brains Are Wired to Ignore Climate Change (New York: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2014). 
284  See for example Homer’s description of Achilles as he washes over the battlefield in Homer, The Iliade. 
285  Homer, The Iliade.; Ovid, The Metamorphoses of Ovid, trans. Henry Thomas Riley (London: H.G. Bohn, 1858). https://
books.google.com.au/books?id=y_RAAQAAMAAJ.
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reappearing it, only to erase it again, and how erasure is a constant in the processes of making 

artworks, particularly in the space of ethics and morality.286 Moreover, in a deconstructive reading, 

erasure undermines the certainty of the images and the words we use, a means of undoing the “meta” 

in the narrative, but is always a mark of meaning in itself.287 While my story was within or behind 

the text, I appropriated fragments of texts from the classical writers and wrote them over my story, 

causing a layering over of meaning and a folding back on time. The authors — the lyrebird, Homer 

and myself — cross time, culture and place. 

It seemed to me that the lyrebird would like to nod towards the moment of departure, when Europeans 

began to think less of the ecological world and more of themselves. This act of détournement would 

be classified by Guy Debord and Gil Wolman as “deceptive,” whereby significant works are re-

contextualised and will thus take on new meaning.288 The Situationists suggested that détournement 

points to the ways in which old cultural spheres have worn out and lose significance.289 Each apply 

to the lyrebird’s actions; the lyrebird resituates the classical literature in order to point to what s/he 

considers defunct cultural spheres. Contemporary arts practices of détournement are often associated 

with subversions of capitalism and I draw a link here with the Greeks’ entry into commerce and the 

rise of anthropocentric thought.290 The lyrebird would of course détourne such modes of thinking.

Over the course of the research, the lyrebird became a symbol of hope and despair.291 Initially hope, 

because the lyrebird survived colonisation, even with the swift deforestation and the colonisers’ 

desire to hunt the prized bird.292 Despair, with the recent bushfires in Australia (2019–2020), which 

has now cast doubts once again on its survival. The lyrebird was a means for me to “stay with the 

trouble” and acknowledge the immense contribution of other players in the lands that I inhabit.293 

286  Catherine Hunter, “Quilty: Painting the Shadows,” (Australia: Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Tue 19 Nov 2019 2019).
287  Derrida, Of Grammatology.
288  Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman, “A User’s Guide to Detournement,” ed. Guy Debord and Ken Knabb, trans. Ken Knabb, 
Complete cinematic works: scripts, stills, documents (Edinburgh: AK Press, 1956 ), https://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/presitu/usersguide.
html. 
289  “Definitions,” Collaboratory for Digital Discourse and Culture, 1958, accessed 5 June, 2019, https://www.cddc.vt.edu/sion-
line/si/definitions.html. 
290  As discussed in Chapter II: Tracing Landscapes.
291  Two sentiments which Haraway argues are not useful, but symptomatic of the Anthropocene. Haraway, Staying with the 
Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene.
292  “Hunting the Lyre-Bird,” Queanbeyan Age and General Advertiser (NSW: 1864 - 1867) (NSW), 08 September 1864, http://
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article30635060.; “The Protection of Birds,” Australasian (Melbourne, Vic.: 1864 - 1946) (Melbourne), 30 July 
1887, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article142442893.; “Nature Notes,” Daily Mercury (Mackay, Qld.: 1906 - 1954) (Mackay, Qld.), 12 
December 1927, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article169925111.
293  Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene.
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The Aesthetics of the Book

History books such as Australia: The First Hundred Years, provide codified aesthetics which 

embolden the discourse and ideology of Eurocentric and patriarchal knowledge systems. There is 

a particular formula followed which holds an authoritative position within those privileged systems 

that speak of universal truths. Working from within these conventions but using various aesthetic 

strategies to destabilise them was a critical consideration in designing the book. I wanted the History 

Book Study to represent the voices of other authors, not just in content, but also visually. An artist’s 

book by Greg Lehman Crystal Bone (2017), a contribution to the Lost Rocks (2017–2021) project 

by Justy Phillips and Margaret Woodward, was an inspiration to me in this sense.294 Lehman moves 

between narrators and I cried but also found hope with Bunga’s story, a woman kidnapped by sealers 

and stranded by them on a rocky island to serve their seal skin trade and serve their desires as men. 

In the selected writings from European classics – Hesiod, Voltaire, Dickens – Lehman illuminates 

so well the blindness of the colonial lens inherited from antiquity. These narratives with history 

writing, the artist’s own voice and poetry weave past images, European plates, photographs of 

people, drawings of artefacts, and linear works. None of these are explained and for me there is a 

sense of unknowing in the dialogue between image and text. Though I have visited it often, I have 

never read the book from front to back and perhaps this is wrong of me, but there is also something 

powerful in disrupting the traditional way of reading discourse, or being denied the linear narrative 

we are so used to. 

The Glass Plate: Thinking the Image

The story took precedence in developing this work, but along with the archival text came archival 

image. The “plate” features heavily, not only in the book aesthetic but also in the press of the nineteenth 

century. Unlike Lehman’s work, the dialogue between text and image in the nineteenth century 

stresses a truth or a knowing of the story being told. As images of the modern world are received with 

increasing scepticism my thoughts were guided by this play between truth, reality and simulacra. On 

the one hand photography was a medium used to espouse particular narratives within the colonial 

project. As Elizabeth Edwards writes, ‘Photography was integral to those processes, being used to 

294  Greg Lehman, Crystal Bone, ed. Justy Phillips and Margaret Woodward, Lost Rocks, (Hobart: A Publishing Event, 2017).
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map and control, creating positivist knowledge of both peoples and places. Photographs were part 

of the vast flow of information on which the colonial project depended.’295 While on the other hand, 

as Robin Coste Lewis suggests, the photograph also captured the unintended.296 Rather than in the 

colonial painting, it was in the photographic artefact that I would find the fields of scorched earth, and 

the forests as they once were. By lifting these images from the archival depositories and resituating 

them within new narratives of fire, I was hoping that I was performing what Joan Gibbons would 

describe as counter-memory work, where artists will call ‘attention to highly selective versions of 

history,’ and challenge or subvert them.297 For me, what I hoped to achieve was a play between truth, 

reality and simulacra. How quickly can truth be overturned with image and text?

On reflection, working through the steps I had taken with the imagery for the book I realised they 

were eleven times removed from Plato’s original form. The idea of the lyrebird, the lyrebird itself, 

the glass-plate negative, the print off the plate, the digital webpage, the photocopy print, the solvent 

transfer, drawing back into the print, the next photograph, further digital manipulation, and finally 

the giclée print. This doesn’t count the many incarnations the images took within these modes (for 

example, lyrebird_image_1_v8). Walter Benjamin would perhaps lament of such work, arguing that 

it is inherently void of “aura,” and this was indeed a point of concern for me.298 Earlier “prints” of 

the book harboured a digital distance which sat uneasily with me and reflected the same authoritative 

voice I was trying to avoid. I wanted the work to have a sense of the unique object, rather than a 

ubiquitous book or a universal truth speaker. Working with handmade kozo paper and a printer who 

pushed the boundaries of digital printing by literally hand-feeding the paper into the printer was a 

means for the artist’s hands to engage more closely in the making of these works. The artist’s hand 

and a sense of touch was for me activated further as I handled each page, gently deckling the edges 

of the fragile paper. This process of handling was important specifically to this work because of the 

distance from the original or authentic. For me, I was creating anew from the historic and the archive, 

but also physically authoring these works in an attempt to introduce another author, an author of 

difference. 

295  Elizabeth Edwards and Janneke Van Dijk, “Colonialism and Photography,” in The Oxford Companion to the Photograph, ed. 
Robin Lenman and Angela Nicholson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
296  Robin Coste Lewis, The Archive Project, podcast audio, The Race Within Erasure, accessed 25 February, 2016, https://liter-
ary-arts.org/archive/robin-coste-lewis-2/.
297  Gibbons, Contemporary Art and Memory. 55.
298  Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt (London: Pimlico, 1999). 
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Undoing Conventions

The History Book Study upholds certain conventions of the tradition; it moves from left to right, 

headers feature, margins and columns are set, and the lyrebird pages are numbered, whereas the 

Howitt journal entries are dated. These are somewhat codified schemas that Johanna Drucker suggests 

can be relied upon in the “reading” of the work. However, these are also basic conventions in which 

Drucker argues the book becomes banal, and a space in which the reader can habituate the object, 

rather than see the object for itself.299 Critically reflecting on instances when conventions mediate the 

book as object, and considering the space where objecthood is lost and the discourse it produces takes 

precedence for the reader were important considerations for me. Thinking about the book in this way 

was perhaps a process of “self-reflexivity” about the book form and its conventions or structures, as 

Drucker describes: ‘Disturbing conventions of reading by calling attention to these structures is often 

a feature of artists’ books through an emphasis on the features of the page and pointing to the book as 

a whole. … When a book calls attention to the conceits and conventions by which it normally effaces 

its identity, then it performs a theoretical operation.’300 

There is linearity in the narratives of The History Book Study; it was how it evolved and I realised 

this was a reflection of the limitations of my own epistemologies and the ways in which I author my 

world. For me, the act of not binding, to deny the codex, was a means of performing the theoretical 

task which Drucker refers, to point to its objecthood as an artwork and to subvert the totalising whole 

of the history book tradition. It was a decision made in consultation with others. Early incarnations of 

the book were shown to friends and colleagues and while in loose form there was always the question 

of, “Are you going to bind it?” and a desire in the audience that I do so. I had an almost rebellious 

desire to destabilise this familiarity with codex. 

Concluding Thoughts

In this chapter I have sought to illuminate the ways in which fire and history have long been entangled 

in the colonisers’ discourse. As the language for fire emerged for the European in classical antiquity, 

it seemed appropriate to reveal this in the voice of the lyrebird, a voice outside the anthropocentric 

299  Johanna Drucker, The Century of Artists’ Books (New York: Granary Books, 2004). 
300  Drucker, The Century of Artists’ Books. 161.
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which offered me a new way of storying the world. A means of subverting the human-centred story 

I have inherited and giving voice to the non-human, so critically afflicted by the colonisers’ actions. 

Meanwhile my critique of Howitt attempts to challenge the authoritative singular voice of history 

which still echoes loudly throughout the coloniser’s narratives of fire. 

The intertextuality of the book, which situates multiple voices within its narratives, has been a strategy 

which attempts to disrupt the historical impulse toward the singular story, and a means to subvert the 

traditional hegemonic view. Moreover, it resists some of the more coded functions of history, such 

as linearity and hierarchy. While a thesis might be obvious, even didactic, it is not the singular story, 

instead it is stories of multiplicity.301 Traversing both speculative history writing and fiction has been 

a means to point toward the tenuous nature of totalising truths. I have been both a reader and author 

in the making of this work, producing meaning at both ends, revealing that meaning-making is highly 

subjective, as is any kind of history work. However, by drawing on Wayne Thorpe’s knowledge, 

as a means to recontextualise the archive, some of the broader cultural assumption and practices of 

the coloniser have been revealed. These assumptions and practices have transformed the land since 

colonisation. However, transformation is a sanitised term which needs to be redressed as we look 

towards ruin and ruination in the next chapter. 

301  Roland Barthes, “Death of the Author,” in Image-Music-Text, ed. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill & Wang, 1968).
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Figure 68.
Louisa Waters
The History Book Study (detail) 2019
Giclee Prints on Koza paper, 17 frames each 36.5 x 48 cm
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photographs by Lindsay Roberts
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Figure 69.
Louisa Waters
The History Book Study (detail) 2019
Giclee Prints on Koza paper, 17 frames each 36.5 x 48 cm
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photographs by Lindsay Roberts
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Figure 70.
Louisa Waters
From Ruins to Ruination I 2020
Giclee Prints on paper, 26.6 x 20 cm
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Refuse the aesthetics of ruin porn, which constrains our imaginations about wild 
growth to sites of cultural ruin, as if it is only in the wake of human extinction that 

plants can express their full, unfettered (read: monstrous) powers.302

Natasha Myers

RUINS AND RUINATION

To speak of the transformation of the land since colonisation I needed to instead turn honestly 

to ruination. The ruination of the land sits heavily and is buried deeply within the psyche of the 

coloniser. Moreover, it is insidiously disavowed within their historical and textual traditions. There 

is an interesting parallel between the language of fire and the language of ruin; ruin and renewal, 

ruin and regeneration, binaries solidified within our coded language. In the white discourse, bush 

renewal and regeneration seem contingent upon fire and ruination. The ruin has long been a subject 

of Western artistic traditions and philosophical discussion. Situated firmly in the “man-made,” the 

ruin is emblematic of the anthropocentric story, a story which has been revived throughout the cycles 

of history, assisting in the construction of new empires based on the failed tenets of empires past. As 

an artist I am aware of past practitioners whose gaze is similar to my own, but like so many artists I 

work to juxtapose the cultural paradigms of the past against those that are emerging within my own 

time. My interest was in considering or inverting the ruin from its “man-made” context and looking 

not to the architectures of “man” but instead to the architectures of land. 

This chapter looks less at fire discourse and more to the language of ruin and renewal as a metaphor. 

It explores some of the central paradoxes of “ruinous” discourse, such as the desire to revive and 

the contexts in which revival seems to offer emancipation. It asks what kind of knowledges are 

302  Natasha Myers, “How to Grow Livable Worlds: Ten Not-So-Easy Steps,” in The World to Come: Art in the Age of the An-
thropocene, ed. Kerry Oliver-Smith (Florida: Samuel P. Harn Museum of Art, University of Florida, 2018).
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Figure 71.
Giovanni Paolo Panini 
View of the Colosseum 1747
Oil on canvas, 82 x 133.2 cm
Walters Art Museum, Baltimore

Figure 72.
Leonardo da Vinci
Adoration of the Magi 1481
Oil on wood, 246 x 243 cm
Uffizi, Florence
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being revived today and what are the ethical implications of such revival? How might the ruin be 

considered within this land? And what is the colonisers role within that ruination? How might lessons 

of “listening” provided by the land’s Custodians and the land itself assist in subverting the traditional 

narcissistic gaze associated with the ruin and work toward seeing the ruin and ruination anew? How 

might a creative practice approach further revision the ruin? 

Ruins and Revivals

The language for ruin has long hinged upon a theory of revival and renewal. The ruin captured the 

imaginations of Renaissance writers and artists such as Giovanni Panini (figure 71), Leonardo da 

Vinci (figure 72), Francesco Petrarch and Poggio Bracciolini.303 Rose Macaulay, Robert Ginsberg 

and Brian Dillon have all illuminated the ways in which Renaissance scholars mused about the 

ruin as a means of reconstructing the past – to rebirth antiquity or to contemplate the re-emergence 

of past virtues.304 Historians speak to how and why Renaissance men cloaked their thinking in the 

veils of antiquity; emerging from the darkness of medieval Europe they were seeking light and 

emancipation.305 The idea of such renewal was a desire to reawaken, reanimate or reinvigorate 

something fundamental which had died or had been lost.306 The ruin offered a portal through which to 

imagine the greatness, industry, philosophy, edification and artistry of classical antiquity which they 

reappropriated into formations of Humanism.307 This was the birth of ruinenlust in Western aesthetics, 

which was further augmented by Romantic (see figures 73, 74) sensibilities; a birth fascinated with 

rebirth (in the classical sense), and the detritus of perished pasts (in the Romantic sense).308 

303  Petrarch wrote letters to classical authors like Homer, Livy and Cicero. Reaching across this chasm of time he is said to have 
defined the Dark Ages as beginning with the fall of Rome. Richard Tarnas, The Passion of the Western Mind: Understanding the Ideas 
that Have Shaped Our World View (London: Pimlico, 2010). Rose Macaulay, Pleasure of Ruins (London: Thames and Hudson, 1953).
304  Macaulay, Pleasure of Ruins.; Brian Dillon, Ruins (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2011).; Robert Ginsberg, The Aesthetics of Ruins 
(New York: Rodopi, 2004). 
305  Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (New York: Dover Publications, 2012).; John Lepage, The 
Revival of Antique Philosophy in the Renaissance (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
306  Hanna Gray, “Renaissance and Revival of Antiquity,” in The Chicago Women’s Alliance (Chicago: University of Chicago, 12 
March 2009), Lecture.
307  Jill Kraye, The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996).
308  Ginsberg, The Aesthetics of Ruins.; Georg Simmel, “Two Essays,” The Hudson Review 11, no. 3 (1958), https://doi.
org/10.2307/3848614.
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Figure 73.
Thomas Cole
Romantic Landscape with Ruined Tower 1832-1836
Oil on board, 68 x 86.5
Albany Institute of History and Art, New York

Figure 74.
Hubert Robert
Landscape with the Ruins of the Round Temple, with a Statue 
of Venus and a Monument to Marcus Aurelius 1789
Oil on Canvas, 165 cm x 268 cm
Hermitage Museum



163TO CARRY FIRE

The Present Desire to Revive

It seems timely that I consider the ruin and revival in the present age and crisis. Parallels can be 

drawn between the current age and the Dark Ages as plutocrats and despots are on the rise and a 

new feudalism is taking shape. Citizens are losing ownership of the state, edification (particularly in 

humanities) is waning, and the hyperreality of the modern world situated within neoliberal agendas 

plummet us into the worst end of the human-centred story.309 As a result of this worst end, these times 

are not only culturally dark, but ecologically dark. As David Wood asserts, ‘Our personal mortality is 

now nested within the grasp of potential catastrophe.…’310 Wood suggests deep time and geological 

time is being imposed upon “us” within the self-propelled environmental/human/animal crisis we 

face. Wood deliberates on “us” or “we” as a species, for whom the “I” has come first and points 

toward posthuman thinking for salvation.311 As I have already suggested, this is a concern for those 

who have inherited the anthropocentric lens, rather than for the entire species. While Wood raises 

incredibly pertinent questions, he pulls at the teeth of continental philosophy’s greats (Nietzsche, 

Heidegger and Derrida) to revision the human ethic/accountability. In doing so I fear he limits his 

vision back toward the anthropocentric and more of the same. 

In thinking about revival, I am bearing witness to a different knowledge consumption. A consumption 

of knowledges which are not confounded by the human-centred story. When the coloniser first entered 

these lands – Gunnai lands – they spoke of diverse ecologies and fruitful soils that would ‘feed all 

their starving countrymen.’312 Fatefully aware of their failing symbiosis, the colonisers’ progeny now 

seek out biocultural knowledge with hope of deliverance from the spaces of their own making.313 

In the present crisis scholars seek emancipation, not in the literature or the ruins of antiquity, or 

from the “fathers or sons” of Enlightenment, but rather in the knowledges of First Nations and of 

Indigenous people all over the world, in knowledges where the non-human is privileged equally.314 

309  By plutocrats I am drawing on Joel Kotkin’s ideas of tech oligarchs becoming the new aristocracy with growing control 
over information. See also: Umberto Eco, Travels in Hyperreality, trans. William Weaver (Florida: Harcourt, Inc, 2014).; Joel Kotkin, 
The Coming of Neo-Feudalism: A Warning to the Global Middle Class (New York: Encounter Books, 2019).; William Ophuls, Plato’s 
Revenge: Politics in the Age of Ecology (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2011).; John Keane, The New Despotism (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2020).
310  David Wood, Deep Time, Dark Times: On Being Geologically Human, Kindle ed. (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2019). chap. 5 para. 2
311  Wood, Deep Time, Dark Times: On Being Geologically Human.
312  Angus McMillan cited in Watson, Caledonia Australis. 144.
313  See for example: Cahir, Aboriginal biocultural knowledge in south-eastern Australia : perspectives of early colonists.
314  See for example: Kyle Whyte, “Indigenous Climate Change Studies: Indigenizing Futures, Decolonizing the Anthropocene.,” 
English Language Notes 55, no. 1 (2017), https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/711473.; Cristina Yumie Aoki Inoue and Paula Franco 
Moreira, “Many Worlds, Many Nature(s), One Planet: Indigenous Knowledge in the Anthropocene,” Revista Brasileira de Política 
Internacional 59 (2016), http://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0034-73292016000200208&nrm=iso.; Cahir, Aborig-
inal biocultural knowledge in south-eastern Australia : perspectives of early colonists.; Alejandro Frid, Changing Tides: An Ecologist’s 
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This is occurring just as Petrarch wrote letters to classical authors like Homer, Livy and Cicero 

to reach across a chasm of time and renew their ideas, thus defining the Dark Ages. In the age of 

the Anthropocene, when the coloniser is confronted with their own temporal limitations, as Wood 

suggests, it seems logical that scholars would look to pasts which have exceeded such historicity, and 

turn to knowledges which have survived other climate crises in glacial ages.315 While being careful 

not to situate such knowledge in a past epoch, because unlike the antiquity/Renaissance temporal 

divide, these knowledges have remained active, but perhaps, like Petrarch, scholars stretch across 

a new chasm of time, deep time, to define the age of the Anthropocene.316 It is here that I consider 

the ruin or ruinenlust, as a metaphor for the revival (or perhaps resurgence is more apt) of cultural 

knowledge. 

Cultural Knowledge and the Ethics of Revival

Reviving knowledge is not without ethical concerns and these concerns are complex. While I read for 

example, Patrick Nunn’s The Edge of Memory (2018) or Lynne Kelly’s The Memory Code (2016), 

two non-Indigenous academic writers, I find myself in a space of disquietude.317 As noted earlier, 

Nunn’s work reframes the songlines of the east coast of Australia which tell the story of the coastline 

breaking away. He links these songlines with a geological event that took place seven thousand 

years ago. Nunn challenges Western epistemologies which have sought to place oral traditions in 

remote periods of time – locking them into a two thousand years (maximum) survival phase.318 He 

contributes to a growing field of research in which deep time is acknowledged and respect toward 

oral traditions and knowledges, which have survived glacial ages, is augmented. Kelly’s thesis – 

which I find slightly more speculative and for me falls into the trap of homogenous synthesising 

and Eurocentric thinking because it conflates ways of knowing and remembering across the globe – 

outlines the incredible mass of knowledge systems, ecological or otherwise, which were maintained 

Journey to Make Peace with the Anthropocene (Gabriola Island: New Society Publishers, 2019).; Nunn, The Edge of Memory: Ancient 
Stories, Oral Tradition and the Post-Glacial World.
315  Ibid.; on Petrarch’s defining of the Dark Ages see Tarnas, The Passion of the Western Mind: Understanding the Ideas that 
Have Shaped Our World View.
316  Think for example: Greg Dening, “Living In and With Deep Time,” Journal of Historical Sociology 18, no. 4 (2005), https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6443.2005.00258.x, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-6443.2005.00258.x.
317  Nunn, The Edge of Memory: Ancient Stories, Oral Tradition and the Post-Glacial World.; Lynne Kelly, The Memory Code 
(Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2016).
318  Nunn, The Edge of Memory: Ancient Stories, Oral Tradition and the Post-Glacial World.
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via oral traditions.319 She asks how could so much knowledge be stored without a written tradition? 

She proposes it is through the way in which knowledge is passed, in a layering or scaffolding over 

time. Furthermore, the knowledge is held within objects and the architectures (particularly circular) 

of the land and in memory spaces.320 

Kelly and Nunn are each concerned with memory, and the ways in which knowledge has been passed 

and preserved through oral traditions. I can understand why they are pulled toward memory, because 

while we might suffer a ‘hypertrophy of memory’ as Andreas Huyssen suggests, the ways in which 

those memories are preserved and shared in the modern technological world are extremely fragile 

and tenuous.321 I felt this intensely while working in the archives, engaged with digital depositories. 

With a foreboding sense of a looming collapse, I considered what would happen to the knowledge. 

As Margo Neale writes: ‘Where do we archive the knowledge of culture for current and future 

generations if not in books, cloud computing and various electronic platforms?’ Her answer is the in 

the Songlines of the land, in the deep history of the ‘black soil beneath the white soil.’322

While it is perfectly clear that Kelly and Nunn have listened to cultural knowledge holders,  write to 

substantiate First Nations knowledges, and have collaborated with First Nations People in production 

of knowledge, I still have in my hand cultural commodities of intellectual pursuits by non-Indigenous 

people, which for better or worse feed into the systems of capitalism, the devouring Moloch of 

land.323 I am also concerned with, as Timothy Neale and Eve Vincent write of ‘the potentially 

extractive – by which [they] mean exploitative – relationship between Indigenous knowledge and 

scholarship.’324 It is one of the critical distinctions that Aileen Moreton-Robinson and Maggie Walter 

refer to; Indigenous ‘knowledge is revealed and belongs to the group. It can be used, shared but not 

owned,’ whereas Western ‘knowledge is discovered/invented and owned by individual knower.’325 

This is of great concern to me, because while I seek to critique the colonisers desire to fire, I have 

319  I suggest that Kelly falls into the traps of homogenous Eurocentric thinking because her thesis travels from the knowledges 
of this land to Stonehenge. For me, this conflates people, place and time and moreover, neatly pigeonholes oral epistemologies. 
320  Kelly, The Memory Code.
321  Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (California: Stanford University Press, 
2003). 3.
322  Margo Neale and Lynne Kelly, Songlines: The Power and Promise, ebook ed. (Port Melbourne: Thames & Hudson Australia 
Pty Limited, 2020). Chap 3. Para 1.
323  Moloch is a god who sacrifices children through fire and water. In Allen Ginsberg’s poem Howl (1954-55), the Moloch 
becomes the face of capitalism. 
324  Neale and Vincent, “Mining, indigeneity, alterity: or, mining Indigenous alterity?.” 418.
325  Aileen Moreton-Robinson and Maggie Walter, “Indigenous Methodologies in Social Research,” in Social Research Methods, 
ed. Maggie Walter (South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2009). chap. 22. pp. 3
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turned to Wayne Thorpe, Gunnai Custodian in search of answers, and the lessons have been rich and 

rewarding. Moreover, I draw on these lessons here for publication and academic reward. These are 

the ethical fault lines which I have considered in my work, and I feel are of incredible significance 

as we (the coloniser) turn to First Nations knowledges seeking solutions to our failures. Situated 

as metaphor, the ruins works seek to “acknowledge” rather than “perform” the revival of cultural 

knowledges during these dark times. However, this thesis draws on cultural knowledge, guidance 

and teaching. Like the Renaissance scholars, I have sought solutions to the darkness of the present 

age, in knowledges which have survived millennia, knowledges that my own people have eagerly 

disavowed. As I write this, I contemplate ways to resolve my own position within this ethical space 

and am yet to find a solution. If I don’t use story, am I then contributing to the ongoing disavowal? 

Donna Haraway suggests that we keep storying, that storying is critical in making kin and staying 

with the trouble.326 I am reminded also by what Rebecca Solnit writes of our ability to story, and 

how power and patriarchy work to silence us, but ‘[the] ability to tell your own story, in words or 

images, is already a victory, already a revolt.’327 It is not lost on me that as a white woman, I speak 

both to power (the man) and from a position of power/privilege from beneath my white skin. I am 

also forewarned by Tyson Yunkaporta who states, ‘Stories are powerful tools and can be even more 

powerful weapons in the hands of the malignant narcissist.’ But if you want to ‘work towards some 

kind of sustainable change in the world,’ he continues, ‘you need to harness the power of story.’328 

Such are the voices that both reassure and haunt me at once. 

Reappropriating or Misappropriating

There are further ethical concerns relating to such revival in the ways in which those knowledges 

might be reappropriated. We can look to the Renaissance as an example and their appropriation of 

Humanism – where the features of this past were transformed and idealised or distorted into a new 

synthesis that met the needs/ideologies of the then present condition.329 Unless led by the Custodians, 

the knowledge runs the risk of being appropriated and mediated through the specificities, cultural 

326  Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene.
327  Rebecca Solnit, Men Explain Things to Me: And Other Essays, Kindle ed. (London: Granta Publications, 2014).
328  Yunkaporta, Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World. pp. 129
329  Professor Hanna H. Gray provides a wonderful lecture on Renaissance Revival which I felt articulates these concerns well. 
Gray, “Renaissance and Revival of Antiquity.”
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contexts and understandings of the wrongful authors, myself included.330 This sentiment is echoed 

by Barkandji scholar Zena Cumpston, who writes ‘The study of historical records or Indigenous 

ecological knowledges which does not include the active participation of First Nations communities 

produces impoverished outcomes.’331 Cumpston asks:

How do we get non-Indigenous Australia to move towards the custodianship and care that is 
needed to counter the effects of climate change? 

Would this happen if all Australian peoples were able to acknowledge and understand 
that we are a living culture? And that much of our ecological knowledge is not lost, not dead, 
but merely waiting to be reactivated by speaking with and working with us?332 

As Cumpston suggests, there has been a 

tendency for non-Indigenous scholars to fix 

cultural knowledge in a void of stasis and 

represent culture as ahistorical.  When I thought 

about this propensity which denies that these 

knowledges are alive and moving today, I was 

reminded of the Gallery of Living and Dying at 

the British Museum which I attended in 2017. 

The space framed the privileging of Western 

science and reason (modern) against all other 

“mystical” or “primitive” (past) approaches to 

living and dying of other cultures. Antiquities 

from cultures across the world which were 

represented as having “universal truths” about the ways in which life and death are lived were 

contrasted against a contemporary commissioned piece in the centre of the exhibition. Cradle to 

Grave, 2003 (figure 75) by the collective Pharmacopoeia, is a mixed media work representing all the 

modern Western medical care given to men and woman in their lifetime.333 In and of itself the piece 

was impressive, however situating the West’s rationality centrally against all the antiquities from the 

330  You can also see this in the writing of Professor David Bowman, a grand synthesis “continental perspective” that speaks of 
knowledges lost rather than active. David Bowman, “Australian landscape burning: a continental and evolutionary perspective,” in Fire 
in Ecosystems of South-west Western Australia, ed. I. Abbott and N. Burrows (Leiden: Backhuys Publishers, 2003).
331  Zena Cumpston, “Missing voices,” Australian garden history 31, no. 3 (2020). 7.
332  Cumpston, “Missing voices.” 6.
333  Graham Dwyer, “Living and dying exhibition at the british museum: the presentation of traditional medical objects, beliefs, 
and practices,” Material Religion 1, no. 2 (2005), https://doi.org/10.2752/174322005778054177.
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Figure 76.
Tom Nicholson
Comparative monument (Shellal), 2017. Installation view. 
Glass tesserae mosaics, wooden boxes 2-channel digital video, 
high definition, colour, sound, left channel 6:01 minutes, right 
channel 14:26 minutes. 
Courtesy the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane 
Photograph AGNSW, Felicity Jenkins

Figure 77.
Tom Nicholson
Towards a monument to Batman’s Treaty 2013-19
Clay bricks, printed AO paper sheets, wallpaper paste
sheet dimensions: 84.1 x 118.9 cm
installation dimensions variable
plaque design and typography census: Ziga Testen, Vincent 
Chan, Dennis Grauel and KathrynFridman
Courtesy of the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane
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“primitive others” Europe had encountered or colonised ironically represented for me this denial of 

living culture. 

I was physically rocked by the Museum, but not in a good way. With so many objects stolen from 

people across the world (Hoa Hakananai’a, taken in 1868 sacred to the Rapa Nui people and Gweagal 

Shield belonging to Cooman, stolen by James Cook 1770 were particularly poignant for me), I was 

horrified by the way past conquests were seemingly flaunted.334 The museum illuminated the ways in 

which objects in want of repatriation can be presented by such institutions with a continued colonial 

hubris which asserts paternally that sacred objects are in better care in the hands of the coloniser. 

While I realise that museums such as the British Museum are working to build relationships through 

ethical acquisition procedures today and are engaging in conversations about repatriation, currently 

such spaces for me feel conflicted; perhaps exacerbating my own attempts to reconcile with the 

history of this land.335  

Such collections represent the European obsession with ruins, as Ann Laura Stoler records how 

people like Napoleon who on incursions to Egypt took ‘more archaeologists and “rubble seekers” 

with him than surgeons and surveyors.’ This was apparently, Stoler writes, for the purpose of 

‘guarding natural and cultural patrimonies for populations assumed to need guidance in how to 

value and preserve them.’336 Stoler’s sentiments, I feel, are eloquently expressed in Tom Nicholson’s 

Comparative Monument (Shellal), 2014-17 (figure 76), where Nicholson recomposes the Shellal 

Mosaic, possessed by Australian soldiers during the Battle of Gaza and built into the walls of 

Australian War Memorial. Nicholson’s exhibition Public Meeting, 2019, placed Comparative 

Monument (Shellal), alongside Towards a Monument to Batman’s Treaty, 2013 (figure 77). Towards 

a Monument to Batman’s Treaty uses the ubiquitous red brick, an object often of detritus that can be 

sighted across the Australian landscape, a visual haunt of the colonial legacy. Nicholson references 

the first European house built by William Buckley in Melbourne for John Batman, whose Treaty with 

the Wurundjeri people has been a critical site of disavowal. For me the two works sitting side-by-side 

334  I want to note that in my endeavour to find images of Cradle to Grave, 2003 I came across The British Museum Stolen 
Goods Tour, which I wish to respectfully point towards here: https://bp-or-not-bp.org/2019/04/17/the-british-museum-stolen-goods-
tour-returns-on-may-4th/. Also, a great paper by Katrina Schlunke on the Bark Shield of Botany Bay, exploring what these objects came 
to represent for Enlightened and colonial Europe: Katrina Schlunke, “One strange colonial thing: material remembering and the Bark 
Shieldof Botany Bay,” Continuum: Journal of Media & Cultural Studies 27, no. 1 (2013).
335  Cressida Fforde, C. Timothy McKeown, and Honor Keeler, The Routledge companion to Indigenous repatriation : return, 
reconcile, renew, Routledge companions, (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2020).
336  Ann Laura Stoler, Imperial Debris: On Ruins and Ruination (London: Duke University Press, 2013). 15.
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Figure 78.
Louisa Waters
From Ruins to Ruination II 2020
Giclee Print on paper, 26.6 x 20 cm



171TO CARRY FIRE

evoked the idea of memorialisation in opposition to ruins and how each in their own way allude to 

time – the fixed permanence of the monument and the temporality of the ruin. The Shellal Mosaic is 

presented within the Australian War Memorial with the Imperial arrogance of permanence, while in 

the rubble brick pile we come to understand that with time the monument will inevitably perish.337 

I consider the ruin in this instance acts again as an interesting metaphor to perhaps subvert the notion 

of fixity, or the hubris of the empire’s permanence. Never in stasis, the ruin is filled with temporal 

paradoxes.338 In a Heideggerian reading, the ruin manifests his collapse of time, reflecting a fluidity 

between past, present and future.339 Indeed, scholars diverge when considering ruins and time. Paul 

Ricoeur is perhaps ahistorical, suggesting that the ruin never really presents itself; they are documents 

pointing beyond themselves, to the past and thus ‘intratemporal.’340 Ginsberg’s phenomenological 

approach suggests that the ruin is in the present and in a state of becoming or pointing to the future 

as nature reclaims.341 Brian Dillon writes the ruin is both a ‘remnant of, and portal, into the past,’ 

while concurrently ‘cast[ing] us forward in time,’ toward inevitable ‘calamity’ and ‘despite,’ he 

says, ‘its state of decay, somehow outlives us.’342 I respond to each in my thinking of the ruin and 

time, and this fluidity speaks loudly to me of our ontological experience of the Anthropocene; are we 

witnessing the great demise and ourselves as relics of the past? Or rather, are we and earth in a state 

of becoming?

This state of decaying and becoming is problematic however, because it is where Europeans have 

traditionally encountered themselves in the ruin. Commonly cited in ruinous discourse, François-

René de Chateaubriand wrote, ‘All men, have a secret attraction to ruins. This feeling comes from the 

fragility of our nature, and from a secret conformity between destroyed monuments and rapidity of 

our existence.’343 Chateaubriand suggests a knowledge of our own finitude lurks within the caverns 

of the ruin, we gaze upon the ruin as we gaze upon ourselves. Derrida suggests that the scopic nature 

337  Margaret Olin and Robert Nelson, Monuments and Memory, Made and Unmade (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2003).
338  Dillon, Ruins.
339  Heidegger, Being and Time.
340  Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, trans. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer, vol. 3 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2010). 122.
341  Ginsberg, The Aesthetics of Ruins.
342  Dillon, Ruins. 11.
343  Cited in Françoise Meltzer, “Ruins and Time,” in Augustine Our Contemporary: Examining the Self in Past and Present, ed. 
Willemien Otten and Susan Schreiner (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018). 365.
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11/9/2019

ATTENTION: Daniel Andrews, Jacinta Allen and Richard Wynne,

Re: Djab Wurrung trees, cultural genocide under international law

Throughout history when cultural heritage is destroyed, either through war or in ignorance of their 
significance, it is always looked back on with great sadness and shame toward the perpetrators. 
Please don’t make this one of your legacies.

While the Australian constitution and legal system still supports colonialism, international law 
does not. The concept of cultural genocide is very fluid within the bounds of international law and 
it certainly includes the destruction of both tangible and intangible cultural heritage. There may be 
long-term ramifications for proceeding with the destruction of these culturally significant trees.

The Australian landscape is littered with ghostly gums and blackened stumps, they speak to spaces 
re-defined, to relations severed between people and people severed from place. We have destroyed 
so much cultural heritage in Australia, heritage that we (the coloniser) are only beginning to 
understand. These trees pertain to incredible knowledge systems that will help us provide a future for 
our children. If you erase the physical, you erase the stories and the knowledge that goes with them.

“Progress” was a concept born of the Enlightenment but following progress blindly has not 
necessarily served us well as human beings.

Please stop the bulldozers at the Djab Wurrung site, it would reflect your Government’s commitment 
to Treaty.

Sincerely
Louisa Waters

20/10/2020 Mail - Louisa Waters - Outlook

https://outlook.live.com/mail/0/search/id/AQMkADAwATMwMAItOTFhMi1jYWMyLTAwAi0wMAoARgAAA5R7FrrKhtpElFuroF2KiLMHACbK3y9JO7tD… 1/1

Automatic reply: Djab Wurrung trees cultural genocide under international law

Daniel Andrews (VICMIN) <daniel.andrews@minstaff.vic.gov.au>

Wed 11/09/2019 5�10 PM

To:  �ouisa Waters <louisawaters@live.com>

Thank you for taking the time to contact the Premier, Daniel Andrews MP.

We appreciate your patience as we work through the large amount of correspondence the Premier receives. A
written response can take from six to eight weeks.

Comments, suggestions and ideas will be carefully considered, and we will make every effort to provide a
response where required. Your email may be referred to the relevant Minister for their consideration and
response.

Correspondence containing offensive or inappropriate content will not receive a response.

Thank you again for writing.  To stay up to date with the Andrews Labor Government plan for Victoria visit
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/.
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Figure 79.
Louisa Waters
Letter of protest Djab Wurrung trees  
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of this gaze is narcissistic.344 Contemporary scholars, however, suggest that through this egoistic 

gaze, what we can potentially witness in the ruin is a demise of the anthropocentric. Siobhan Lyons 

suggests that the ruin, particularly the modern ruin, reveals the failures of capitalism and nods toward 

the posthuman world.345 Dylan Trigg also pushes this notion of gazing on ourselves further; claiming 

that in this reflection, indeed what we witness in our ruinenlust signifies the decay of reason.346 He 

writes, ‘Through an imperceptible yet dormant correspondence between consciousness and the ruin, 

an uncanny dynamic emerges in which ruin and subject are recognised in each other. As the ruin 

mirrors the fragmentation of reason, so subjectivity bears witness to the future of rationality.’347

 

Writing on “ruin porn,” Trigg points to the failures of privileging reason and the ethics of 

“progress.”348 Perhaps there are some components of our ontological existence decaying while others 

are becoming? I feel this is a pertinent way of thinking when we look to the ruin aesthetic on the 

Australian continent. Trigg argues that reason is lapsing in the spaces of lived experience, and when 

we think of the coloniser engaging in the spaces once described by their predecessors and bearing 

witness to the chocolate soils turning arid, their “reason and progress” is surely destined for an 

ethical/moral turn, which is reflected not in the architectures of “man,” but instead the architectures 

of land.349 

From Ruins to Ruination

Robert Ginsberg makes a point when he writes, ‘[T]he Romans treasured the fragments of the Greeks, 

and the Renaissance treasured the fragments of the Romans. We, in turn, treasure the sculptural 

fragments of everyone in the past, including the Medieval and Renaissance periods in the West 

and all the traditions of the East.’350 While perhaps not the point he intended, we can see absences 

buried within our ruinenlust. I had been following the protests against the razing of Djab Wurrung 

birthing trees. It has been a seminal conflict while thinking about ruins and the ruination of this land, 

344  Jacques Derrida, “Memoirs of the Blind,” in Ruins, ed. Brian Dillon (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990).
345  Siobhan Lyons, Ruin Porn and the Obsession with Decay, Kindle ed. (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).
346  Dylan Trigg, The Aesthetics of Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and the Absence of Reason (New York: Peter Lang, 2006).
347  Trigg, The Aesthetics of Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and the Absence of Reason. 97.
348  Trigg, The Aesthetics of Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and the Absence of Reason.
349  On chocolate soils turned arid see: Pascoe, Dark Emu: Black Seeds: Agriculture Or Accident?
350  Ginsberg, The Aesthetics of Ruins. 221.
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Figure 80.
Lorraine Connelly-Northey 
Possum-skin cloak: Blackfella road 2011-2013 
Rusted iron and tin, fencing and barbed wire, 268.5 x 703.0 cm irreg. 
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
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Gunnai land, since colonisation. In the name of progress and modernity, sacred grounds all over 

the continent are destroyed in perpetuity. To name some recent cases: Juukan Gorge ancient rock 

shelters, Boab trees on Nyikina country, Djab Wurrung birthing trees and sacred ground on Gumatj 

country.351 The treatment of such sites fall into the “grey areas” of cultural genocide, as Elisa Novic 

writes, through the destruction of intangible and tangible cultural heritage under international law, 

yet Australian colonial powers and projects prevail.352 With some exceptions, in my view, there is a 

sense of monotony and tedium in the way that the media will cover such stories, a more obligatory 

gesture than invested interest.353 Conversely, as Gunnai-Gunditjmara politician and activist Lidia 

Thorpe observed, the ruination of Notre Dame by fire was provided the twenty-four-hour honorary 

news cycle, as Parisians and politicians lined the streets singing hymns, lamenting in solidarity.354 

The ruination of things, of material matter, of “man-made” and of Europe, reigns privileged over the 

ruination of intangible and tangible cultural heritage. As the coloniser fails to see this heritage, I feel 

the tragic logic of colonialism and the anthropocentric is illuminated in the ruin and ruination of this 

land. 

Lorraine Connelly-Northey’s Possum-skin cloak: Blackfella road, 2011-2013 (figure 80) articulates 

the sorrow experienced by the Custodians in the name of the colonisers progress. The piece tells 

the story of the decimation of burial sites in the construction of a road near Swan Hill. Connelly-

Northey, who now boycotts the road with her family, says burial places such as these are sensitive 

areas, which should be left alone.355 The stretch of barbed-wire signifies the long road, which for all 

the destruction and distress it caused, shaved only few minutes off the connecting drive. Possum-

skin cloak: Blackfella road, clearly challenges George Cowling’s sentiment – that the lack of ruins 

meant that Australia was void of culture and the substance which inspires literary and artistic 

351  Laura Gartry and Steph Zillman, “Garma: Gove Peninsula traditional owners to launch compensation case over bauxite 
mining,” ABC News (3 August 2019). https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-08-03/gove-traditional-owner-to-launch-compensation-min-
ing-claim/11381034.; Madelaine Dickie and Hannah Cross, “Nyikina Traditional Owners protest land clearing on Yakka Munga Sta-
tion,” National Indigenous Times (19 June 2019). https://nit.com.au/breaking-nyikina-traditional-owners-protest-land-clearing-on-yak-
ka-munga-station/.; Sian Johnson, “Key Victorian highway project held up as protestors dig in over ‘sacred’ trees,” ABC Ballarat (4 July 
2018). https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-07-04/western-highway-work-held-up-protesters-dig-in/9934810.
352  Elisa Novic, The Concept of Cultural Genocide: An International Law Perspective (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
353  Some exceptions: Libby Porter et al., “What Kind of State Values a Freeway’s Heritage above the Heritage of Our Oldest 
Living Culture,” The Conversation (22 August, 2019). https://theconversation.com/what-kind-of-state-values-a-freeways-heritage-above-
the-heritage-of-our-oldest-living-culture-122195. Wendy Steele and Michelle Maloney, “Churches Have Legal Rights in Australia. Why 
Not Sacred Trees?,” The Conversation (6 November 2019). https://theconversation.com/churches-have-legal-rights-in-australia-why-not-
sacred-trees-123919.
354  Interviewed in: Minna Muhlen-Schulte, The History Listen, podcast audio, Carving up the Country, accessed 4 February, 
2020, https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/the-history-listen/carving-up-the-country/11870376.
355 In phone conversation with the artist/researcher. 
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Figure 81.
Vernon Ah Kee
born in this skin #1 2008
Fujiflex print, 39 x 59 cm, Ed. 6 
Milani Gallery, West End

Figure 82. 
Vernon Ah Kee
born in this skin #2 2008
Fujiflex print, 39 x 59 cm, Ed. 6 
Milani Gallery, West End
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accomplishment.356 Such was the Eurocentric vision, but while Western aesthetics traditionally pull 

towards “man-made,” Trigg asserts: 

“Ruins” designates location of memory, in which trauma took place and continues to be 
inextricably bound with that location in both an affective and evidential manner. Note, 
however, that a ruin does not have to involve a relationship with the built environment. If this 
appears contradictory, consider how certain “natural” environments can become materially 
altered by the events that occurred there, fields and forests shaped by human intervention. 
What is central here is the identity of a location marked by the events that are constitutive of 
that identity.357

For Trigg, the ruin is a site of trauma, where land and identity are inexorably entwined. Sites such 

as the one Connelly-Northey refers to are “traumascapes” that are being produced today in the name 

of progress and reason.358 In a post-war context Rose Macaulay questions whether sites of ruins 

considered closely to the time of and entwined with the traumas of their creation, can be reflected on 

with any type of Romantic ruinenlust, ultimately suggesting that perhaps this is possible as nature 

repossesses and reclaims, so the site softens.359 When speaking of the Berlin Wall, Jean Baudrillard 

argues that with time such ruins transform from heightened spaces of trauma to sites of repossession 

by future generations.360 Baudrillard’s assertion of reclamation could perhaps be paralleled with 

Vernon Ah Kee’s work Born in This Skin, 2008 (figure 81, 82), developed for the Sydney Biennale, 

where Ah Kee appropriated abandoned toilet cubicles that were in a state of decay and covered in 

bigoted graffiti, on Cockatoo Island or Wa-rea-mah. There is a type of ruinenlust which occurs for 

each Biennale as visitors flock and artworks weave through the decommissioned penal site. It is a 

site that typifies ideas around colonial expansionism; as an island that was once heavily timbered, 32 

acres (13 hectares) large, now deforested and extended by 12 acres (5 hectares). While Ah Kee’s work 

speaks to reclamation of trauma sites, it also points to the problematics of Baudrillard’s conceptions 

of the ruin, where the ruin becomes an object of stasis positioned in the past, which does not align 

with the lived experience here in Australia.361 Moreover, both Connelly-Northey’s and Ah Kee’s 

works demonstrate that Macaulay’s argument for softening is not tangible in the Australian context 

356  Brian Matthews, “The snob who snubbed Australia’s Indigenous imagination,” Eureka Street 25, no. 8 (2015). https://search.
informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=569092338583675;res=IELAPA.
357  Dylan Trigg, “The place of trauma: Memory, hauntings, and the temporality of ruins,” Memory Studies 2, no. 1 (2009), 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1750698008097397. pp. 88
358  Maria M. Tumarkin, Traumascapes : the power and fate of places transformed by tragedy (Carlton, Vic: Melbourne Univer-
sity Publishing, 2005).
359  Macaulay, Pleasure of Ruins. 
360  See Jean Baudrillard’s “The Anorexic Ruins” in Dillon, Ruins.
361  Baudrillard’s theory was expunged at the same time the Berlin wall was torn down. The ruin is never stasis. 
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Figure 83.
Sir Lionel Lindsay
The Settler Chopping Wood 1913
Drypoint etching, plate mark 18.5 x 25 cm 
National Library of Australia, Canberra

Figure 84. 
Sir Lionel Lindsay
Christmas 1922
Etching, plate mark 10.5 x 9.2 cm 
National Library of Australia, Canberra
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as the ruin is active trauma and ruination. 

Stoler writes of the ongoing colonial rot, noting that the psychic weight of the colonial process is 

held within debris and detritus in the form of rot. Rot, she suggests, is a living thing that performs 

decay.362 While she recalls past tense, she describes it as active ruination rather than ruin stasis. She 

links this quite eloquently with the notion of “postcolonial,” critiquing the conception as a process 

which is purportedly over. Instead, she suggests we are living with and active in the construction of 

such spaces today, the ruin is still being made – active ruination.363 

I feel that the push for progress and the ongoing colonial rot and ruination is a continuation of the 

collective strategy of what Ross Gibson calls, ‘A wishful shelter of ignorance or amnesia.’364 W. G. 

Sebald wrote of the incredible efficiency of the post-Holocaust clean up and immense amnesia that 

followed, a sentiment which echoes William Stanners “cult of forgetting.”365 Sebald noted that the 

rebuilding of German cities was a means to ‘make it look as if the images of total destruction were 

not the horrifying end of collective aberration, but something more like the first stage of the brave 

new world.’366 His sentiment calls to mind the ubiquitous image of the pioneering spirit (figures 83, 

84). While a historical redress may have been attempted post-Stanner’s challenge, we are still in the 

fits of building the brave new world, the progress and infrastructure imposed upon the earth enables 

the amnesia, ruination and the ongoing colonial rot. The question must be asked: Why does the 

coloniser continue to shelter in ignorance or amnesia?

Gibson suggests that the amnesia is allowing us to enjoy the ‘spoils of undeclared colonial warfare, 

that we have inherited profits accruing from the un-recompensed requisitioning of Indigenous 

infrastructure.’367 I agree with this, but in thinking about Stoler’s psychic weight, and Gibson alludes 

to this too. I propose that it’s not just profiteering, it’s also an ingrained fear of repetition which was 

born in the antiquity. The Romans created an enemy/other of their “barbaric neighbours” and the 

362  Stoler, Imperial Debris: On Ruins and Ruination. 
363  Stoler, Imperial Debris: On Ruins and Ruination.
364  Ross Gibson, “Burn, Lucky Country, burn!,” Sydney Review of Books (16 March 2020). https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/
essay/burn-lucky-country-burn/. para. 5
365  Stanner, The Dreaming and Other Essays.
366  W.G. Sebald, On the Natural History of Destruction, trans. Anthea Bell (New York: Random House, 2003). 6.
367  Gibson, “Burn, Lucky Country, burn!.” para. 2
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coloniser has inherited the fear of those neighbours destroying their empire.368 I propose that we deny 

the vision of the ruinations because with them comes inherent knowledges of past catastrophe, past 

colonialisms, and past empires falling. Ironically, Yunkaporta imagines that if the Romans had learnt 

from their barbaric neighbours, then perhaps they would not have fallen so swiftly.369 While we may 

be able to look upon Roman ruins and appreciate this soft reminder that empires fall, in Australia 

we are still building the brave new world and to look at the ruinations, which are documents of our 

making, only illuminates our own fragility. Walter Benjamin wrote when the historian is presented 

with documents of culture:

[A] historical materialist views them with cautious detachment. For without exception the 
cultural treasures he surveys have an origin which he cannot contemplate without horror. … 
There is no document of civilisation which is not at the same time a document of barbarism. 
And just as such a document is not free from barbarism, so barbarism taints also the manner 
in which it was transmitted from one owner to another. A historical materialist therefore 
dissociates himself from it as far as possible.370

Benjamin’s thesis points towards utilising past resources as a means of projecting ourselves into 

the future. If we are the historical materialists, do we (the colonisers) perhaps deny cultural sites 

and dissociate ourselves from the horror that such objects potentially disclose, because they impart 

or project us towards a future of violence and domination imposed upon us? Ravenscroft proposes 

white bodies in Australia sense their own dislocation and displacement, and while we attempt to deny 

it, our colonial legacy always reminds us that possession is never secure, this unhinges the white 

subject and in turn augments the fear of others entering Australia.371 

Barbarism, simply put, signifies violence and domination often at the hands of the foreigner and as 

Brett Neilson and Louis Wolcher observe, barbarism historically has been positioned in opposition to 

“civilization”; indeed it is a threat to the Enlightenment’s ‘central tenets of rationality, progress and 

universality.’372 However, Benjamin’s notion of barbarism perhaps comes from within civilisation 

368  Kiernan, Blood and Soil: A World History of Genocide and Extermination from Sparta to Darfur.
369  Yunkaporta, Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World.
370  See Walter Benjamin’s “Thesis on the Philosophy of History” in Benjamin, Illuminations. 254.
371  Ravenscroft cites the fear of the Yellow Peril during World War II and the Vietnam war, and with each wave of migrant 
colonisers the fear of the “other” is reinstated by the white fraternity. Ravenscroft, “Anxieties of Dispossession: Whiteness, History, and 
Australia’s War in Viet Nam.” 
372  Brett Neilson, “Barbarism/modernity: Notes on barbarism,” Textual Practice 13, no. 1 (1999), https://doi.
org/10.1080/09502369908582330. 81.
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itself, with self-nihilistic capitalism and two world wars as precursors to his conception.373 His 

Arcades Project would certainly suggest that this was his inclination, projecting the capitalist 

bourgeois architectures into inevitable sites of ruins in his mind’s eye.374 Moreover, his vision of a 

history of ‘catastrophe’ and a ‘storm’ of ‘progress’ giving rise to an endless ‘pile of debris,’ allude 

to barbaric destruction from within “civilisation” itself.375 Wolcher suggests Benjamin’s “documents 

of civilisation”  that is ‘laws, principles, norms, traditions, etc. – are with (and inside) us today. … 

The taint from past barbarisms is still here, in present institutions, because we keep on cluelessly 

miming the gestures of that past, thereby reproducing its effects in the present.’376 I consider that 

the destruction of cultural heritage sites past and present, and the laws that enable such continued 

colonisation, speak precisely to this repetition and align with Benjamin’s barbarism. But it’s not 

just in sites, it’s in land in general; it’s in all the lands, whitewashed in perpetuity, in which we (the 

colonisers) could potentially witness our own barbarism and vulnerabilities to future barbarisms of 

others. It is the psychic weight of this land’s ruination and perhaps the causal link to the coloniser’s 

deft habituation of denial. 

A New Vision for the Ruin. 

When I began this research, I followed on from Alison Ravenscroft’s pertinent question: ‘What 

new ways of seeing might be possible if a white subject were to approach Indigenous cultural 

practices as a stranger or foreigner might, not now to trespass or colonise but instead acknowledging 

radical difference – sovereignty? Is that possible, or is a white subject destined always to approach 

Indigenous subjects and their textualities as versions of herself?’377 Ravenscroft suggests that Western 

epistemologies can inhibit or even foreclose white subjects’ ways of reading and understanding, to 

the point where differences can become bewildering or possibly even unknowable.378 My question 

was, rather than look at text or subject, to look at land instead and ask: What new ways might I, as 

373  Neilson, “Barbarism/modernity: Notes on barbarism.”; Louis Wolcher, The Ethics of Justice Without Illusions (New York: 
Routledge, 2016).
374  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Cambridge: Belk-
nap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999).
375  Benjamin, Illuminations. 249.
376  Wolcher, The Ethics of Justice Without Illusions. 27.
377  Alison Ravenscroft, The Postcolonial Eye: White Australian Desire and the Visual Field of Race (Surrey: Ashgate Publish-
ing, Ltd., 2013). 1.
378  Ravenscroft, The Postcolonial Eye: White Australian Desire and the Visual Field of Race.
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Figure 85.
Louisa Waters
Ruins (# 1, 2, 3 instllation view) 2019-20
Charcoal and Pastel on paper, each 59.5 x 84 cm
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photograph by Lindsay Roberts

Figure 86.
Louisa Waters
Traces of Ruins (#1 -14 installation view) 2019
Giclee prints on cotton rag, each 34 x 45.5 cm
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photograph by Lindsay Roberts
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a white subject, be able to understand this landscape that I have grown up on and habituated for 

most of my life? Whether it was at all possible for me to encounter the bucolic scene not as a site 

of pastoral beauty, but instead lament in its ruination? It was a difficult thing to consider from my 

veranda as I “gazed” over the pastures in the evening and watched as the golden light settled, the red 

gum trees cast shadows and the mountains silhouetted in the distance. This type of bucolic cliched 

beauty has permeated me in the past, but inherent in that beauty is now a resonant melancholy. I 

realise too, this pastoral melancholy has always been there haunting, but never really brought to the 

fore. This sorrow was first cemented in the archives, where stories of apocalypse unfolded, and the 

razing of the land was printed before me in black and white. But this distant encounter was followed 

by a phenomenological and lived encounter as I began to practise listening and being in place. As I 

developed this practice, I encountered a new type of ruin or ruination through sensing and embodied 

lived experience. 

Listening, Walking and Psychogeography

Listening had been a rich lesson gifted to me during this research, so rewarding that the practice 

inspired work and an entire chapter within this exegesis, which is still to come. Here I will speak to 

the ways in which I utilised listening to engage with landscape in new ways. Ruins, 2019 (figure 85), 

Traces of Ruins, 2019 (figure 86) and From Ruins to Ruination, 2020 (figures 87-92), emerged from 

a nexus I formed between practices of listening, walking and psychogeography. My creative practice 

was familiar with the theoretical ideas of flâneur and psychogeography – concepts inaugurated by 

Walter Benjamin and Guy Debord – in which the subject is encouraged to slow down and acquaint 

themselves with the spaces they normally habituate and banalise in everyday occupation of space.379 

The Situationists took up the theory and by applying often quirky strategies, such as using the map 

of one city to navigate another, to discover ways of slowing down and enhancing experiences of 

place and space.380 Modern disciples of the practice – Will Self, Nick Papadimitriou, Peter Ackroyd, 

Iain Sinclair, Rebecca Solnit and innumerable collectives which have popped up in urban environs 

across the globe – seek to reimagine these spaces through the practice. While the practice is usually 

379  Guy Debord, “Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography,” ed. Ken Knabb, trans. Ken Knabb, Situationist International 
Anthology (n/p: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2002 ), http://www.bopsecrets.org/SI/urbgeog.htm.; Benjamin, The Arcades Project.
380  Simon Sadler, The Situationist City (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1999).
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Figure 87 - 92.
Louisa Waters
From Ruins to Ruination, (I-VI) 2020
Giclee Print on paper, 26.6 x 20 cm
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assigned to the urban because Debord declared our habituation of these spaces is a result of over 

stimuli, I think regional environments are habituated likewise, particularly in the hyperreal modern 

technological age of incredible input, but also through the mere banalisation of daily occupation. 

I often describe the practice of psychogeography to people as a little bit of “art wank,” and to 

my thinking it is a little elite and pompous. It also has – even though there are obviously female 

practitioners – a patriarchal and optics inclination and follows on from the Eurocentric privileged 

walking tradition.381 This also ties in nicely with Susan Crane’s consideration of “ruin porn” 

photographic practices, as the photographer, who is ‘primarily he,’ sets out on the great ‘adventure’ 

of ‘urban exploration’ to photograph a dilapidated chair in situ within the cavernous space of the 

derelict building.382 However clichéd or set within particular privileged structures, I found the tools 

that such practices offer useful. To subvert or destabilise some of the problematics of the practice, 

rather than using strategies of seeing, I used strategies of “listening” to engage with spaces with 

fresh eyes and ears. A strategy I hoped would move towards embodied encounter and away from the 

traditional optics of Western perception and the problematics inherent to the male gaze, which I will 

discuss more fully in Chapter V: Listening. 

While I Was Walking

I had read a poignant article by Andrew Whitehouse, Listening to Bird’s in the Anthropocene, in 

which Whitehouse launches from Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) and considers the loss of 

birds in our aural worlds.383 I grieved at the prospect, as birds have featured heavily in my personal 

narratives throughout my life and they contribute so greatly to my sense of place and time. For 

example, as I write this, wood ducks are conversing outside, it is early May and they come in to 

roost in the trees at this time of year. When they first came in a week or so ago, I was reminded that 

this time last year I was installing a woodfire in my house and acknowledged with the tradie that the 

381  Even Will Self acknowledges that the practice is a little self-indulgent and male-orientated. See: Will Self, Psychogeography 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013).
382  Susan A. Crane in: Lyons, Ruin Porn and the Obsession with Decay. (“Take Nothing But Photos, Leave Nothing But Foot-
prints” How-to Guides for Ruin Photography. Sub sec: How Not to Ruin Your Ruin Shot: Urban Explorer Photography: para. 3.
383  Andrew Whitehouse, “Listening to Birds in the Anthropocene: The Anxious Semiotics of Sound in a Human-Dominated 
World,” Environmental Humanities 6, no. 1 (2015), https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3615898.; Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 2002).
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Figures 93-98.
Louisa Waters
Site Studies 2018
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wood ducks were back in town. The wood ducks’ arrival means a change to colder weather, just as 

the arrival of cockatoo flocks means the balmy nights are on their way.384 Time, place and personal 

narrative are linked with these acoustics. 

It was with this in mind that I decided to listen to birds in a way that I had never listened before. 

Tuning into birds as mediators of the landscape has not only been phenomenological it has been 

phenomenal. In my first listening encounter, I was directed by a family of currawongs. I had been 

walking in the Briagolong Red Gum Reserve, which for me was a space I once habituated. The 

family of currawongs were squawking, raising the alarm and flying in a particular direction. What 

was causing the disturbance I couldn’t identify, but I decided to follow.385 Taken off track, the 

currawongs guided me fifty metres or so until they settled in an area. Slowly tuning in to the space 

visually, I realised the topography was quite revealing. Surrounding me there were multiple large 

indents in the earth. I had been reading about the colonial process of slash and burn; what they called 

“a good burn,” which was achieved when the debris of the underbrush had dried so well and in such 

volumes that the stumps of the large trees which had already been felled would burn out completely. 

This was a site where trees had once stood, the corners of cavernous holes revealing the pathways 

root systems once followed. The tree sites were evidence/documents of Benjamin’s barbarism from 

the point of occupation, and I felt if I (as coloniser) denied the vision of the tree sites, I would be 

denying the barbarism of my people, and the barbarism which continues today. What I was seeing 

there on that day with the currawongs was the “palimpsest” of colonialism in the surface of the earth.

The palimpsest (a term appropriated by archaeologists), Tim Ingold suggests offers a way of 

perceiving time that subverts traditional scaffolding. Ingold explains that the palimpsest works 

through a process of erasure of the surface, followed by the addition of new marks.386 Ingold notes 

that rather than the past being erased, what actually happens in this movement is the oldest marks 

move to the surface as the surface is worn down, while the new marks sink below the surface in a 

reverse or anti-stratigraphy action.387 As you inscribe, the present submerges, while the past rises up. 

384  The cockatoos are always around, but they come in droves in spring. I’m not sure if this has always been their migratory 
pattern, or if it is a result of the farmers casting seeds at this time. 
385  While you might assume it was me causing the disturbance, currawongs are pretty content with human company, so long as 
you are not too close, they will likely just go on with their own business.
386  Ingold uses the original use of the term palimpsest as a simile for the earth. 
387  Tim Ingold, “What on Earth is the Ground,” in Approaching Estate: methodologies for practices of site and place (London: 
Central Saint Martins, 2019). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r5ztVBhbO8E.
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Figure 99. 
Julie Gough
Hunting Ground: (Haunted) Van Diemen’s Land 2016-2017
HDMI video projection, MP4, 16:9, color, sound, 12:26 min. 
Edited by Angus Ashton
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

Figure 100. 
Rachel Whiteread
Holocaust-Mahnmal, Wien, Judenplatz 2000
Steel and concrete, 10 x 7 meters x 3.8 m
Source: eigene Fotografie, August 2005 
Photographer: Hans Peter Schaefer, http://www.reserv-a-rt.de
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As a drawer, I was attracted to the nexus between these ideas of surface, mark-making, erasure, past 

and present. In a way these holes in the ground, traces of trees, reflected this very action; in an attempt 

to erase the past and impose a new present, the traces left behind bring the past to the surface. For me, 

in this moment of illumination, the past was becoming omnipresent while the present receded behind 

the object. Ingold asks: ‘What if surfaces are the real sites for the generation of meaning? Then by 

mining them, excavating them, or clearing them away, we may in fact be destroying precisely what 

we seek to find, and that lies under our very noses, convinced as we are that the truth can never be on 

the surface but somewhere deeper down.’388 Ingold suggests that we (I presume he means Western 

we) interpret the surface as some type of trompe-l’œil, an illusion which covers the truth, when in 

fact in the surface, no matter how subtle its markings might be, we might find truth. It was as though 

the currawongs had brought me to that which had always been under my “very nose,” sites on the 

surface that were gently nodding toward truth and had been there all along. 

The sites were so inconspicuous, covered in forest debris, that most would pass by them without 

seeing or perceiving them, as I had indeed done on so many walks through this forest. The Red 

Gum Reserve is part of the surviving and threatened grassy red gum woodlands identified in Gunnai 

land/Gippsland, but much of it is predominantly new growth, most of the trees are only a couple of 

hundred years old and there is evidence of fencing and pastoral holds from early colonial days, so 

much of the original forest was destroyed and what stands there today is an attempt to recover or 

preserve. On a fifty-metre track I counted more than thirty traces of trees. These holes in the ground 

were not ruins themselves, but instead traces of ruins. They were the haunts of the colonial past, 

lost to colonial amnesia. In this way I thought of Julie Gough’s (figure 99) forensics and how her 

artworks ‘compel acts of remembering in the face of the national forgetting that insistently inscribes 

the dominant narratives of the settler nation,’ and how I might, by working with these traces compel 

the viewer to remember.389

Trace, another term borrowed from archaeology, suggests the imprint or impression which is left 

behind is evidence of something’s existence. Within in the field of contemporary art, Joan Gibbons 

writes of the indexical relationship trace has to memory, often evoking notions of ‘death, loss 

388  Tim Ingold, “Surface Visions,” Theory, Culture & Society 34, no. 7-8 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276417730601. 
100.
389  Joseph Pugliese, “Julie Gough: Hunting Ground,” (Charlottesville: Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection of the University 
of Virginia, 2017). 1.
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Figure 101. 
James Geurts
Archaeology of Time 2016
White concrete, solar powered FlexNeon lights, stainless steel, 
landscaping 114.3 meters 8.2m diameters x .6m high
Supported by: Baw Baw Shire Council, West Gippsland Arts Centre, 
Warragul Rotary Club, Warragul Historic Society

Figure 102. 
Simryn Gill
Eyes and Storms 24 2012
Ilfachrome print, 125.0 x 125.0 cm
Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney
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and absence.’390 She suggests that works such as Rachel Whiteread’s (figure 100) plaster castings 

come as close to indexicality as possible, because they literally trace off the world. I thought about 

Whiteread’s work in relation to James Geurts’s Archaeology of Time, 2016 (figure 101), a site-

specific work which reveals the impression of a giant (114 metres in height) mountain ash tree 

which once stood at Darnum near Warragul on the selection of Bill Cornthwaite. Wayne Thorpe had 

mentioned this tree to me, not the artwork, but the actual stump that still stands on the highway near 

Thorpdale, transported there and positioned with a plaque, in remembrance of its existence. I was 

curious about why the coloniser would chop it down and then preserve its memory on a highway for 

everyone to see, without really paying much attention. The tree was cut down in 1884 purportedly for 

the purpose of measuring its height; it was the tallest known tree in the world.391 Geurts excavated the 

circumference of the tree to resemble an archaeological dig and illuminated the space from within, 

which in turn cast light into the air; the spirit of the tree rises particularly when atmospheric elements 

like fog capture the light.392 The work is a poignant memorial, situated in the urban space of Warragul 

Civic Park. As I thought about these modes and media, and the ways in which the coloniser has 

imposed on the sites I was considering, I realised I did not want to interfere with them any more 

than they already had been. This was following on from Ingold’s attitude towards “mining” and how 

subtle sites might be best left alone. For me it was about making these sites seen, and I felt interfering 

with such sites could take away from the sites’ agency in their own right.

Gibbons suggests that ‘the most widely used medium in the visual arts that embodies an indexical 

relationship to its subject is photography.’393 In this line of thinking I was drawn to the work of 

Simryn Gill’s Eyes and storms series, 2012-14 (figure 102), in which Gill evocatively speaks to the 

human interventions in the landscape by photographing mines, dams and lakes. These scars, or eyes 

as Gill calls them, which sit in the landscape, peer back at the viewer, as though the land is watching 

and has its own gaze set on us. The sites are captured in a way where beauty and ruination coalesce in 

390  Gibbons, Contemporary Art and Memory. 29.
391  I say “purportedly” because the capacity to measure the height of such things standing via triangulation was first reportedly 
used by Thales of Miletu in the 6th century BCE. Just as Thales used the technique to estimate the height of the pyramids of Egypt, 
colonisers have long been able to make such calculations. And as the tree was measured by Bill Cornthwaite’s brother George, a govern-
ment surveyor, it is doubtful they lacked the skills. Moreover, as the tree ‘yielded 9,600 pilings, worth £87 on the Melbourne market,’ 
it’s likely there were other incentives for lopping the tree, but such is the way of sanitising history. P.F. O’Grady, Thales of Miletus: The 
Beginnings of Western Science and Philosophy (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2017).; “Timber Cutting in Gippsland,” Riverine Herald 
(1869 - 1954; 1998 - 2002) (Echuca, Vic.: Moama, NSW), 10 March 1890, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article114676640.

392  Julie Louise Bacon, “Archaeology of Time: James Geurts,” ed. Greenaway Art Gallery (Kent Town: GAG Projects, 2016). 
https://www.jamesgeurts.com/content/pdf/james-geurts-archaeology-of-time-catalogue.pdf. 
393  Gibbons, Contemporary Art and Memory. 29.
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tension with each other; they are elevated to the eye through contrasts in form, texture and colour.394 

One of the problems that I faced with the sites I was looking at was their obscurity within the 

landscape. On the one hand, leaving the photographs true would point precisely to the white subject’s 

inability to see, but without being nudged to see, it defeats the purpose. My question was: How to 

bring to the surface that which is unseen? I began to see them as a metaphor for the whitewashing 

of the landscape and thought about whiteness and illumination. As I began illuminating the holes 

(digitally) and darkening their surrounds, the site began to float on the surface. The surrounding 

bush or the negative space darkened, took on a greater sense of depth and mystery. The sites literally 

came to life, the spirits of the trees ascended from the earth as their forms took shape, some looking 

bound to where they sat, while others appeared to be floating in motion across the surface of the 

land.395 I was of course conflicted by the simulacra of digitally manipulating the images; if I was 

indeed trying to locate “truth,” my methodology had belied my candour. William Mitchell observes 

that the digitally manipulated image reveals the ‘fragility of our ontological distinctions between 

the imaginary and the real’ and in the making of such images the certainties of what is real becomes 

tenuous.396 While I agree with Mitchell’s ethical concern for the ways in which discourse is mediated 

through pseudo imagery, as I thought more deeply about this, I realised I do not mean to universalise 

the notion of truth. These were all images of time, place and my own subjectivity, thus containing 

no inherent neutrality. Nor could the original photograph make such a claim – it’s almost Cartesian 

to suggest so.397 For me, in this process of digital manipulation the sites were becoming present and 

their presence could be felt. Moreover, they revealed what the colonial eye doesn’t know, or refuses 

to see.398 

394  Michael Taussig, “Reverse Engineering: The Mining Photographs of Simryn Gill,” Artlink 33, Feature, no. 4 (2013), https://
www.artlink.com.au/articles/4082/reverse-engineering-the-mining-photographs-of-simr/. 
395  I don’t use the term spirit lightly or esoterically, but I will return to this term in Chapter V: Listening. 
396  William J. Mitchell, The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-photographic Era (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1994).   
                   225.
397  Mitchell, The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-photographic Era.
398  I think here of Alison Ravenscroft’s idea of bewilderment and unknowing in the colonial mind.
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Figures 103-118. 
Louisa Waters
Traces of Ruins (# 1-15) 2019
Giclee prints on cotton rag, 
each 34 x 45.5 cm
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Figure 119.
Louisa Waters
Ruins (# 1) 2019-20
Charcoal and Pastel on paper, each 59.5 x 84 cm
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photograph by Lindsay Roberts
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My Next Listening Encounter

Practising listening again in the mid-afternoon, kookaburras began chiming their evening call. 

Displaced from their usual acoustic timeslot, the calls drew my attention. I watch and followed as 

they flew from tree to tree and came to rest not far from my home. Before me stood a grand stump, 

two and half metres tall and two metres wide, hollow in the middle, with a circular shape opening in 

its side. A stump of gravitas and one which I knew well; it flooded my memory bank with childhood 

reminiscences. Looking at the hole in the side, it’s difficult to imagine fitting through it, but as child 

I did; it was a fort, a castle, cubbyhouse and all sorts of white mythological or fairy tale structures. 

The stump has always played a part in my imagination and when walking on this part of the property 

it has always commanded my attention. As I began to unpack the stump within the discourse I was 

enmeshed; it swiftly became for me an iconological simile for the ruin. 

The stump has historically played a role aestheticizing visions for the brave new world; as Jeanette 

Hoorn has observed, the stump denoted progress and industry coveting and conquering the 

Antipodes.399 As such, disturbingly, they could be, and have been, read as monuments of empire, 

but ruins and stumps are ephemeral and thus belie the permanency of the monument language. The 

stump also becomes a site where a series of ‘cultural memories come to mind,’ as Paul Virilio wrote 

of his bunker archaeology, and which he suggests are ‘silent witness to a warlike climate.’400 Virilio’s 

writing on the bunkers reflected my thinking on the stumps; they are silent witnesses, remnants of the 

apocalyptic scenes located in the archive, holding memories of frontier wars. I began documenting 

stumps, like evidence of crime scenes. Bearing witness, as it were, to the atrocities of the past and 

admitting my own complicity and blindness to such crimes. The stumps began to manifest for me as 

ruins rather than monuments, like the boulders of rubble Rose Macaulay describes in the detritus of 

post-war Europe.401 Once again, they reflect Benjamin’s documents of history, which I think haunt 

the coloniser even while they appear selectively blind to them. While perhaps selectively blind to 

them, I would suggest the stump carries the psychic weight which Stoler alludes to: destabilising 

the ethos, pathos and psyche of the present-day coloniser, reminding them that possession is never 

secure. 

399  Hoorn, Australian Pastoral: The Making of a White Landscape.
400  Paul Virilio, “Bunker Archaeology,” in Ruins, ed. Brian Dillon (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1975). 106–107.
401  Macaulay, Pleasure of Ruins.
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Figures 120-121.
Louisa Waters
Ruins (# 2-3) 2019-20
Charcoal and Pastel on paper, each 59.5 x 84 cm
Image courtesy of the Gippsland Art Gallery
Photograph by Lindsay Roberts
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Drawing the Stump

Similar to my work for Tracing Landscapes, I took a photorealistic approach to the stumps, wanting 

to capture what was really there rather than a colonial impression. Such drawing intimately engages 

with the surface – a series of illuminations and shadows, lights and darks, each contingent upon 

each other in the act of becoming seen. As Ingold writes, ‘[E]very ripple of water, particle of grit 

or blade of grass is picked out in the contrast between the relative illumination of its light-facing 

convexities and the relative darkness of the concavities in their shade.’402 I thought about what 

Ingold suggests of the surface being a veil which ‘ministers to its inhabitants’ through its earthly 

matter.403 Ingold suggests we can consider the surface as a metaphor for social relationships and how 

‘the turn to surfaces is nothing less than a restoration: the restoration of social life itself.’404 While 

slowly traversing the surface of the stumps, the surface of my charcoal, touching the surface of the 

paper with these ideas of lights and darks, and of social life being restored, I thought in terms of 

solidarity. Solidarity rather than restoration, which for me signifies a past which was once agreeable, 

similar to reconciliation which implies there was an original relationship to reconcile, and I don’t 

feel comfortable with such an illusion. In one respect, it is through hierarchies such as light and dark 

that “divides” are codified and solidified on this land. However, at the time of their making I was also 

buoyed to hear Julie Gough speak to a type of solidarity forming through a shared concern for land, 

where these divides and hierarchies are collapsing within the urgency of the climate situation.405 As 

the non-anthropocentric manifests, so too perhaps solidarity may be formed, by revealing the surface 

or truth, through folding together the shadows and illuminations. At least these were some hopeful 

poetics I mused upon in the depths of despair as I faced the ruination. 

In a way, though lamenting the ruination during the practice, I was also witnessing the present and 

future in the ruin. While speaking of matter, Robert Ginsberg sees the ruin in a state of becoming – 

as nature reclaims or erodes, he suggests a new unity is formed.406 Indeed, as I looked at the vines 

402  Ingold, “Surface Visions.” 102.
403  Ingold, “Surface Visions.” 104.
404  Ingold, “Surface Visions.” 105.
405  Gough was critiquing Governor Davey’s Proclamation to the Aborigines, 1816 (sic – actually ca. 1828–30), a propaganda 
board used to falsely demonstrate that the British had made an attempt to make peace with the land’s Custodians when in actual fact 
there had been widespread genocide. At the top of the board, there is a coming together of First Nations and the British, and Gough sug-
gests that this is occurring now because of a shared concern for their island. I need to note however that Gough sees this section of the 
image as “categorically evil” because it heralds white women holding First Nation’s children and First Nation’s women holding white 
babies, which speaks to Gough of the thousands of children who were stolen. Julie Gough et al., Big Ideas, ABC Radio National, podcast 
audio, In Politics and Law, Does Art Matter?, accessed 13 November, 2019, https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/bigideas/art,-
law-and-politics/11670728.
406  Ginsberg, The Aesthetics of Ruins.
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reclaiming the stumps, hinting ornate parallels with Rococo Arcadian landscapes, I found moving 

ruinous discourse away from what is lost toward what is becoming, a useful insight. As cultural 

knowledge is revived, simultaneously the erroneous notion of “progress” becomes increasingly 

fragile and untenable. 

In many respects the notion of “progress” to me signifies the horrors and barbarism born of the 

Enlightenment which filters into the modern world as we continually create ruination. Within the 

age of the Anthropocene and ecological disquiet, the haunts of progress and reason loom ominously 

within the decay we create. William Ophuls beautifully and tragically articulates these concerns:

The Enlightenment tried to cure the five great ills of civilization with more of the same – more 
power, more aggression, more exploitation, more abstraction, more alienation. The result is 
hypercivilization – a state in which civilization’s tragic flaws are amplified and intensified 
so that it becomes an engine of destruction, a self-devouring Moloch. The solution cannot 
possibly be even more of the same – hypercivilization squared, as it were. We must now 
invent a way of being civilized that does not repeat the errors of the past and yet embodies 
the wisdom of the past.407

Ophuls astutely writes, ‘We are little more than skilled barbarians whose shortsighted and imprudent 

decisions will terminate in ruin.’408 Ophuls is a contemporary Platonic scholar and much of what I 

have written has been nothing less than Plato bashing and I would not consign myself to a Platonic 

view, but Ophuls’s reading of Plato intrigued me as I was in the search of some light in my own 

predecessors. Ophuls suggests that we have misunderstood the notion of progress and appropriated 

progress only toward the material. Instead, Ophuls suggests that we should seek out progress in 

the spiritual rather than the material. Speaking to the arts, beauty and truth, Ophuls suggests, in a 

Platonic fashion, that human understanding and knowledge is achieved through metaphor and the 

more metaphor we have at our disposal the greater the depth of our understanding.409 This echoes 

Tyson Yunkaporta’s writing on metaphor discussed earlier, but it is also critical, as Yunkaporta 

writes that metaphor be treated with great care and integrity.410

407  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge: Politics in the Age of Ecology. 195.
408  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge: Politics in the Age of Ecology. 107.
409  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge: Politics in the Age of Ecology.
410  Yunkaporta, Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World.
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Concluding Thoughts 

It is hoped that my use of the ruin as metaphor in this chapter honours the care, sensitivity and 

integrity required to speak of revival and renewal. Central to the paradox of the ruin is that it speaks 

to revival of knowledges, but in the European tradition this has been the revival of knowledges from 

empires which have failed. The Renaissance scholars sought to revive antiquity, but one wonders if 

they ever paused to consider why those civilisations failed in the first place. With the catastrophic 

failures of the Anthropocene, the failure of reason and progress, the coloniser seeks emancipation 

from the dark times of their own making. This time they turn to the cultural knowledge of the land’s 

Custodians, but this is not without ethical fault lines, particularly if that revival is not lead by the 

Custodians themselves. Moreover, at the same time as desiring the knowledge, the coloniser needs 

to acknowledge the continued and deft habituation to denial. This denial manifests in the ongoing 

colonial rot, where land and cultural sites are destroyed, the very land and sites which hold the 

knowledge they so desire. It is critical that the coloniser re-visions themselves, away from the 

narcissistic gaze towards a new way of seeing or perhaps “listening” and towards new ways for 

being-in-the-world.
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Figure 122.
Louisa Waters
Listening (Burning) (stills) 2019
Double channel video & audio
Credit: Deroussen, Fernand. 2011. Noisy Miner-Manorina 
melanocephala. Accessible at: www.xeno-canto.org/157 494. 
Woodall, Peter. 2010. Noisy Miner-Manorina melanocephala. 
Accessible at www.xeno-canto.org/60735.
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The soul of man does violence to itself, first of all, when it becomes an abscess and, 
as it were, a tumour on the universe, so far as it can. For to be vexed at anything 

which happens is a separation of ourselves from nature, in some part of which the 
natures of all other things are contained.411

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus

Those who hear and do not understand are like the deaf. 
Of them the proverb says: Present, they are absent.412

Heraclitus

LISTENING BURNING

People need to get back to earth. The nature of life, caught up in society – we tend to get 
separated from Mother Earth. It’s good to go back to earth. Some people seem like they’re 
floating above the earth with a superior attitude. I’d rather get back to earth and be the 
Custodian and share that awareness. Then other people can get back to earth. Go for a walk, 
have a look. But when you’re on that walk don’t just keep chatting all the time. Listen. Look. 
Feel. They often say Indigenous people are on their walkabout. As if we’re aimlessly walking 
about. We’re not, we’re walking our country, we’re going to the next food source, we’re going 
to the next ceremony. Along the way we’re seeing if the trees are still standing, if the waters are 
still flowing, if the birds and animals have still got a habitat.413

Wayne Thorpe

Listening provided me with a means of escaping the lament of the ruination. Culturally, listening does 

not belong to me; indeed, the other side of language – speech, rhetoric, discourse, logos – has been 

privileged in my culture since antiquity. Since the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus, listening has 

been decidedly absent in much of Western philosophical thought, thus finding a narrative of listening 

from my own culture has been challenging to say the least. Listening was a lesson I received from 

people throughout the research, particularly early on, with seemingly serendipitous repetition and 

subtle emphasis. These lessons of listening, however, belonged to Indigenous knowledge systems. 

411  Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, The Thoughts of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, trans. George Long (London: G. Bell and Sons, 
Ltd., 1919). 81.
412  Heraclitus, Heraclitus on the two antithetical forces in life: Interdependent and mutually convertible aspects of One Cause, 
trans. G.T.W. Patrick (UK: Philaletheians, 2017). 6.
413  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.
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Thus, with the ethical consideration about the revival of cultural knowledge discussed in Chapter 

IV: Ruins, it is not my place to write these listening knowledges.414 There would be a risk of cultural 

misappropriation and distortion of listening through my own epistemologies, where I’m likely to 

“white” it rather than “write” it. However, I do believe that white subjects are being asked to learn 

to listen, or even being gifted the lesson of listening. I have come to a place where I feel I can talk 

about the absence of listening in Western philosophy and ontology, which is critical, because I feel 

the absence of listening is perhaps a causality behind the polarised narratives we have for fire. To my 

mind also, an absence of listening to both the human and non-human world is a causality or perhaps 

a mediator of the Anthropocene. 

In recent years there has been a lean toward listening in Western critical theory and I have used 

some contemporary philosophers’ musings on listening to critique and frame the problems of fire 

narratives, in particular within scientific rhetoric. I have also folded through these discussions an 

autoethnographic and phenomenological narrative, as a means of illuminating how listening might 

enhance our experience of being-in-the-world and mediate new understandings of the ecologies we 

inhabit. Again, this chapter asks: How might listening to the lands’ Custodians generate new ways 

of understanding? It also asks: How might listening to the land itself engender new understandings? 

How might a creative practice approach respond and contribute to the knowledge? How might a 

broader field of enquiry – scientific, historical, philosophical, cultural and creative practice – develop 

deeper understandings of the land and discourse which is imposed upon it? Framed within narratives 

of fire, listening provides fruitful soils to traverse between subjective experiences, creative practice, 

and scientific, philosophical and historical critique. 

A Brief Story of a Lived Experience of Listening

The red gum grassy woodland property that I live on, the precious remnant forest which once travelled 

episodically from Warragul to Mallacoota, now considered threatened, poses real concerns during 

fire seasons.415 In 2018 after a hot dry season and several years of drought, the understory of wild 

414  While it is not my place to speak of First Nations listening, I would like to respectfully send my readers to the following 
resources: Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr, “To Be Listened to in Her Teaching: Dadirri: Inner Deep Listening and Quiet Still Awareness,” 
Earthsong Journal Perspectives in Ecology, Spirituality and Education 3, no. 4 (2017).; Browning et al., Listening to country.
415  Gippsland Red Gum Grassy Woodland and Associated Native Grassland,  (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2010).
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cherry and light wood was a concern for the red gum trees and potential crowning should a bushfire 

materialise as forecasted. A decision was made to clear the understory away from the red gum and 

burn the forest floor. One evening, from my family’s property, I counted eight blazes across the 

flats, the burn-off season was reinforced neighbour to neighbour. It is not without merit, scientific 

studies suggest that prescribed burns within a 500-metre radius of assets and lives are one of the 

most effective means of protection.416 It’s “not a panacea,” the popular proverbial of the fire lexicon 

is applied but sometimes provides more favourable conditions to “fight” or “defend.” 

Once the work was complete, we settled into our clearer environment. After a period of time I heard 

a shift in the soundscape. The birds had intensified and were more prevalent than in other forests I 

was walking regularly. At first, we greeted the acoustic with hubris, believing that we had provided 

a welcoming space and sanctuary for the birds. However, while practicing listening one evening, 

the bird calls became an alarm which supplanted the usual evening chorus. So loud and deafening it 

reminded me of cicadas on dusk when you are forced to move inside. Finally, I looked up. It was not 

birds in general – covering the dusky sky en masse was one type of bird, the noisy miner (Manorina 

melanocephala).417 A little research revealed that when the land is cleared of its understory the noisy 

miner will become endemic, it will bully the other lower living birds out and usurp the crowns of 

the trees.418 We began to notice and grieve the absence of the magpies, king parrots, grass parrots, 

crimson rosellas, currawongs and little wrens. 

As a grassy red gum woodland this forest may have been fired by the Custodians, but we had not 

fired in the right way and what we thought was a small intervention had completely destabilised 

the ecological balance. Before me was a reflection of Harraway and Tsing’s Plantationocene, and a 

continuation of the colonial project.419 I was reminded of what the Greeks thought of “harmony” – 

diverse parts coming together and when ‘one of the elements is going to dominate the others, then 

416  Philip Gibbons et al., “Land Management Practices Associated with House Loss in Wildfires,” PloS one 7, no. 1 (2012), 
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0029212.
417  ‘The noisy miner (Manorina melanocephala) is a bird in the honeyeater family, Meliphagidae, and is endemic to eastern and 
south-eastern Australia. This miner is a grey bird, with a black head, orange-yellow beak and feet, a distinctive yellow patch behind the 
eye, and white tips on the tail feathers. … Found in a broad arc from Far North Queensland through New South Wales and Victoria to 
Tasmania and south-eastern South Australia, the noisy miner primarily inhabits dry, open eucalypt forests that lack understory shrubs.’ 
“Noisy miner,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia., 2020, accessed 3 March, 2020, https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Noisy_
miner&oldid=980402275.
418  Douglas Dow and Norman Chaffer, “Noisy Miner: Manorina melanocephala “ in Complete Book of Australian Birds, ed. H. 
J. Frith (Surry Hills: Reader’s Digest, 1979). See also Berry, Lindenmayer, and Driscoll, “Large unburnt areas, not small unburnt patch-
es, are needed to conserve avian diversity in fire-prone landscapes.”
419  Haraway and Tsing, interview.
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order and harmony disappear, and this causes illness in the human body, anarchy in society, disorder 

in the cosmos.’420 With our homogenisation of the landscape we had homogenised the ecology and 

its diversity. Thankfully, balance was restored after a period, when the cockatoos came back in the 

warmer months and took over the crowns of the trees, and the lower dwelling birds returned. 

Such an experience is phenomenological. The philosophy of phenomenology begins in experience. 

Eco-phenomenologists argue that phenomenology offers a way of being-in-the-world which might 

extricate us from our positivist traditions. A flaw of the natural sciences, they argue, has been 

‘to forget its own roots in experience. The consequence of this forgetting is that our experienced 

reality is supplanted by an abstract model of reality.’421 This positivist thinking has caused a cultural 

disconnect from the natural world and we have become objective observers disentangled from our 

life source.422 While traditionally, phenomenology has separated consciousness and being from 

matter in the dualistic traditions of Cartesian thought, phenomenology actually offers a way to 

overcome nature/culture, theory/practice, mind/body dualisms by being-in-the-world423 – it offers 

an opportunity to “listen, look, feel.”424 Charles Brown and Ted Toadvine write that any ‘conviction 

that nature has value, that it deserves or demands a certain proper treatment from us, must have its 

roots in an experience of nature.’425 From a creative practice perspective, Susan Kozel, suggests that 

phenomenology offers a methodology that respects ‘highly subjective experiences,’ while potentially 

‘revealing broader cultural assumptions and practice.’426 To lead with listening was a way for me to 

step away from the ocularcentric ways of knowing and, as the above story demonstrates, open up 

new understandings of the world. That listening was new to me, wasn’t lost on me, and as with 

previous chapters, it was important for me to trace listening within the context of Western philosophy 

and history, to contextualise listening. 

420  Petar Hr. Ilievski, “The Origin and Semantic Development of the Term Harmony,” Illinois Classical Studies 18 (1993), 
www.jstor.org/stable/23064430. 29.
421  Ted Toadvine and Charles S. Brown, Eco-Phenomenology Back to the Earth Itself, SUNY series in environmental philoso-
phy and ethics, (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2003). pp. xi.
422  Toadvine and Brown, Eco-Phenomenology Back to the Earth Itself.
423  Toadvine and Brown, Eco-Phenomenology Back to the Earth Itself.
424  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.
425  Toadvine and Brown, Eco-Phenomenology Back to the Earth Itself. xi.
426  Susan Kozel, Closer: Performance, Technologies, Phenomenology, Leonardo, (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2008). xviii.
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Listening: A Brief Philosophical History

They do not understand: how that which separates unites 
with itself. It is a harmony of oppositions, as in the case of 

the bow and of the lyre.427

They understand neither how to hear nor how to speak.428

Heraclitus

I return to the Greeks again and lament the course of my ancestors, as they denied themselves the 

right to listen and privileged instead their right to be heard. Philosopher Gemma Corradi Fiumara 

writes that within the vast array of meanings which might conceive or describe the “pivotal” word 

logos, ‘there do not appear to be recognizable [sic] references to the notion and capacity of listening; 

in the tradition of Western thought we are thus faced with a system of knowledge that tends to 

ignore listening processes.’429 Logos – speech, opinion, account, plea, argument, word, discourse 

and the ever-troublesome “reason” – took flight with the Greeks, where the rhetoric of the orator 

was privileged over the passive and/or even the absent listener. So evolved the story of European 

philosophy, as Joseph Beatty writes: 

With few exceptions (Heraclitus and Martin Heidegger), philosophers have virtually ignored 
listening to focus on speech acts and arguments. This is especially peculiar since the notion 
of philosophic dialectic, ancient and modern, importantly implicates listening. Furthermore, 
attention to this notion could bear importantly on theories of interpretation and of meaning. 
Amid recent wide-scale interest in communication theory among ethical and social theorists 
and feminists, it is surprising to see an almost total neglect of listening.430

I’m not sure that listening has been completely neglected – the latter part of the twentieth century has 

seen a shift toward listening, which I will come to, but I agree with Beatty, the absence of listening 

in Western philosophy is omnipresent. Interestingly, however, for the pre-Socratic philosopher, 

Heraclitus (535–475 BCE) the conception of logos – he coined the term – was not completely one-

sided.431 This perhaps reflects or aligns also with the shift that I speak of in Chapter II: Tracing 

Landscapes, toward the Anthropocentric in antiquity. Matthew Meyer observes that Heraclitus’s 

427  Heraclitus, Heraclitus on the two antithetical forces in life: Interdependent and mutually convertible aspects of One Cause. 
13.
428  Heraclitus, Heraclitus on the two antithetical forces in life: Interdependent and mutually convertible aspects of One Cause. 
6.
429  Gemma Corradi Fiumara, The Other Side of Language: A Philosophy of Listening (London: Routledge, 1990). 1.
430  Joseph Beatty, “Good listening,” Article, Educational Theory 49, no. 3 (Summer 1999), https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-
5446.1999.00281.x, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ehh&AN=2247033&site=ehost-live. 282.
431  Heraclitus, Heraclitus on the two antithetical forces in life: Interdependent and mutually convertible aspects of One Cause.



208

‘entire philosophy revolved around the order of interconnectedness of language, [and] reflection.’432 

His conception of logos, which he saw as ‘essential for living a life of wisdom,’ gave much weight to 

listening.433 Even more interestingly, it was not listening necessarily to the wise man or the orator that 

he was referring to, but listening to all things carefully and curiously. A tuning in, or “hearkening,” 

bringing an openness to listening, which he called “the one,” which is not to be mistaken with the 

universal one, rather an interconnectedness and harmony with all things and between oppositions.434 

This fascinates me because along with the emergence of anthropocentric thought, there was a 

departure or perhaps a forgetting of Heraclitus’s listening, which in my reading aligns a little with 

what we (the coloniser) are being introduced to and perhaps yearn to understand of “deep listening.” 

I do not mean to universalise or project the Eurocentric lens onto “deep listening” or conflate 

Heraclitus’s listening with deep listening. There is ontological and epistemological cultural 

differences, further there is time and place. Deep listening transcends western conceptions of time, 

to travel across deep time in unhurried ways that afford ‘complex encounters.’435 Dr Miriam-Rose 

Ungunmerr Baumann AM Aboriginal Elder from Nauiyu and a renowned artist, activist, writer 

and speaker, writes of the philosophy of dadirri (from the Ngan’gikurunggurr and Ngen’giwumirri 

languages), that it is a spiritual practice which involves: 

Inner deep listening and quiet still awareness and waiting. Dadirri recognises the deep spring 
that is inside us. We call on it and it calls to us. This is the gift that Australia is thirsting for. 
It is something like what you call “contemplation”.

When I experience dadirri, I am made whole again. I can sit on the riverbank or walk 
through the trees; even if someone close to me has passed away, I can find my peace in this 
silent awareness. There is no need of words. A big part of dadirri is listening.

Through the years, we have listened to our stories. They are told and sung, over and 
over, as the seasons go by. Today we still gather around the campfires and together we hear 
the sacred stories.’436

Thus, it is a long stretch to link Heraclitus’s musings on listening, which were of one time, to a 

concept belonging to deep time. But as previously stated I think I keep trying to find the space where 

my cultural predecessors were, as Vicki Couzens puts it, once an ‘earth culture’ and where we ‘lost 

our way’?437 

432  Matthew Meyer, “Reflective Listening in Heraclitus,” International Journal of Listening 21, no. 1 (2007), https://doi.
org/10.1080/10904010709336847. 58.
433  Meyer, “Reflective Listening in Heraclitus.” 58.
434  Meyer, “Reflective Listening in Heraclitus.”
435  Nina Miall et al., “Slow Moving Waters,” (Healesville, Victoria: TarraWarra Museum of Art, 2021).
436  Ungunmerr, “To Be Listened to in Her Teaching: Dadirri: Inner Deep Listening and Quiet Still Awareness.” 14.
437  Browning et al., Listening to country.
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On the Singular Voice

As the orator took precedence, so too the voice of reason and universal (Platonic) truth was augmented. 

The singular voice has been deeply problematic as Fiumara elucidates: ‘When Western knowledge 

tries to frame the entire world and its history by making use of the power that basically emanates 

from the voice of rationality then, perhaps, an excessively logocentric culture emerges in which 

there is no longer any room for listening. In fact there is one voice only as the accredited source of 

knowledge.’438

Dismantling the singular voice has been critical to the project of continental philosophy in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Returning to Beatty’s observation of Heidegger’s interest in 

listening, some two thousand years on from Heraclitus, Heidegger became sceptical of what the 

ancients did with metaphysics.439 In his critique of theory – or the Greek “theõria” – he writes, 

‘That which is to be grasped by the eye makes itself normative in knowing,’ and asserts that theory 

is ocularcentric, conflating ‘seeing with thinking.’440 Heidegger begins to pay attention to listening 

in his notion of Dasein (human existence). Heidegger suggests that authentic listening is a call to 

consciousness, but as Somaieh Emamjomeh writes, ‘Heidegger himself fails to take sufficient notice 

of the characteristic of authentic listening to others as he focuses attention more on listening to 

one’s environment for the sake of hearing the call of Being.’441 Listening to the environment is not 

problematic, but failure to listen to others is, and as Emmanuel Lévinas has argued, in this way 

Heidegger continued the Western metaphysical tradition of denying alterity and difference.442 For 

me it has been through listening to others that I have learnt to listen to the environment, on which I 

will extrapolate later. 

438  Corradi Fiumara, The Other Side of Language: A Philosophy of Listening. 19.
439  Heidegger, Being and Time.
440  Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays (New York: Garland Pub., 1977). 166; Adrienne 
Janus, “Listening: Jean-Luc Nancy and the “Anti-Ocular” Turn in Continental Philosophy and Critical Theory,” Comparative Literature 
63, no. 2 (2011), www.jstor.org/stable/41238506. 182.
441  Somaieh Emamjomeh, “The ethical implications of listening for being-with-others: A critique of Martin Heidegger” 
(Doctor of Philosophy Purdue University,, 2011), https://ezproxy.csu.edu.au/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/
docview/904412285?accountid=10344. 15.
442  Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 1969, 1991).
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Listening Goes Quiet

Throughout continental philosophy and the teasing out of Heidegger’s ideas, there is a critique of the 

ocularcentric focus in Western philosophy which has privileged sight over other senses and is a haunt 

of the Ancients, as Martin Jay observes: 

From the shadows playing on the wall of Plato’s cave and Augustine’s praise of the divine 
light to Descartes’s ideas available to a “steadfast mental gaze” and the Enlightenment’s 
faith in the data of our senses, the ocularcentric underpinnings of our philosophical tradition 
have been undeniably pervasive. Whether in terms of speculation, observation, or revelatory 
illumination, Western philosophy has tended to accept without question the traditional 
sensual hierarchy.443

Jay provides a survey of the anti-ocular philosophical movement, suggesting that Henri Bergson was 

the first philosopher to question the “nobility of sight” and visual primacy.444 Jay explores:

[The] manifestations of hostility to visual primacy in the work of artists and critics like Georges 
Bataille and André Breton, philosophers like Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and 
Emmanuel Levinas, social theorists like Michel Foucault, Louis Althusser, and Guy Debord, 
psychoanalysts like Jacques Lacan and Luce Irigaray, cultural critics like Roland Barthes 
and Christian Metz, and poststructuralist theorists like Jacques Derrida and Jean-François 
Lyotard.445

While an impressive survey of the anti-ocular movement, what really became evident to me was 

the absence of listening. It interests me that the challenges to Eurocentrism (postcolonialism), 

logocentrism (deconstruction) and phallocentrism (feminism), which thoroughly critiqued the 

authority of language and gaze, and the privileging of mind over sensing body, seemingly gave 

little thought to the other sensing side of speaking, writing, viewing: listening. While implied – and 

sometimes provided a platform, particularly in feminist critique – in much of the discourse, listening 

as object of enquiry is absent.446

In recent years, however, and though in its infancy, there has been a shift towards listening in 

Western philosophy. I found these new philosophies of listening useful as a means of critiquing 

the fire discourse, particularly scientific rhetoric. Interestingly, science and creative practice are 

443  Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkerley: University of 
California Press, 1993). http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/csuau/detail.action?docID=223794. 111.
444  Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought. 
445  Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought. 15.
446  See for example Luce Irigaray’s critique of ocularcentrism of the patriarchy and turn toward listening in Luce Irigaray, This 
Sex which is Not One (New York: Cornell University Press, 1985).
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close kin methodologically, because new knowledge emerges often from hands-on experimentation 

with primary materials.447 Given the nature of primary materials, the divergence within scientific 

communities regarding fire fascinates me; it is also cause for disquiet amidst the ecological crisis we 

face. Not having scientific skills to hand (for example, the ability to study soil samples or charcoal 

sediments), I found critiquing the scientific discourse through narratives of listening useful. 

Where Discourse Produces Ideology

I have a vivid memory of standing in my kitchen (circa five years ago), my morning routine in-hand 

– washing dishes and making coffee – while listening to ABC Gippsland. Jonathan Kendall was 

delivering a familiar talkback discussion. Each year as the prescribed burns waft smoke across the 

Gunnai valleys, ABC radio vies for a bit of “click bait”. The talkback is predictable: some complain 

of asthma, growers might complain of tainted fruit, but for the most part people ring in to affirm the 

work of DELWP.448 On this morning however, a new caller exclaimed, “There’s just NO science 

behind these prescribed burns!” The call was cut short for the hostility in the voice. My internal 

response, and hear my confession, was: “That woman’s mad. No science. It’s just common sense, 

less fuel, less fire. Plus, Aboriginal people have been doing it for tens of thousands of years.” I too 

believed the popular discourse that prescribed burns were a logical “panacea” for wildfire.449 

I have already explored the ways in which these beliefs have been augmented historically, but I 

am interested in exploring the ways in which the discourse is preserved by an absence of listening. 

Fiumara suggests that logos has been reduced to half, now only representing the speaking side, 

while the listening side of language has been negated. In turn this ‘incomplete rationality (eloquent 

but deaf),’ Fiumara suggests, produces a culture of ‘reflected articulations, identical at every point 

and permanently orientated towards ever more conquests in the area of knowledge.’450 Knowledge 

447  Timothy Jones makes this comparison in the chapter “The Studio Art Doctorate Revisited” in Elkins, Artists with PhDs: On 
the new Doctoral Degree in Studio Art.
448  Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP).
449  For more examples captured in the media that demonstrate the pervasiveness of the debate see: Dixon, Controlled burns de-
stroy ecosystems and may not reduce fire risk.; Doyle, “Prescribed burning debate rages as Australia finds there’s no time to burn going 
into peak fire season.”; Green, Burning Country; Higgins, “Indigenous fire practices have been used to quell bushfires for thousands of 
years, experts say.”; Hooper, “Cultural Burning is about more than just hazard reduction.”; Mottram, Hazard Reduction Burning is Not a 
Panacea to Bushfire Risk: Expert.; Carbonell, Fighting fire with fire.
450  Corradi Fiumara, The Other Side of Language: A Philosophy of Listening. 60.
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is power and the repeat button is an authoritative force in the production of discourse-as-power. My 

blithe response to the ABC caller who challenged my own ideological position was not born in a 

vacuum. Indeed, those two key points – less fuel, less fire and the practice of First Nations people – 

had been encoded throughout my life, on repeat, without cause for questioning. It was logic – logos. 

In essence, the discourse on repeat maintains the status quo and reinforces the same old power 

structures. 

In a time of polarisation and division within global politics, the fire debate is no less polarised or 

divided, to burn or not to burn. As scientists Peter Attiwill and Mark Adams, two supporters of 

prescribed burns, clearly articulate: ‘Despite specific recommendations coming from the Royal 

Commission (as well as from an earlier government inquiry) for a 3-fold increase in the fuel-

reduction target, the State remains divided on the effectiveness, propriety and implementation of 

fuel-reduction burning—divided among ecologists, divided among the community, divided among 

and within the key land-management agencies.’451 Attiwill and Adam’s polemical paper is perhaps 

an exemplar of what privileging a particular logos which is “eloquent but deaf” achieves. Advocating 

strongly for an increase to prescribed burns, they reference only science and history which supports 

their thesis and use a powerful lexicon to diminish any other beliefs including phrases such as: ‘The 

rise of green politics,’ ‘Let it be an act of God,’,” ‘Fires produce smoke, and we don’t want that.’452 

None of which hold the same scientific weight of their own standpoint rationality as it is presented. 

This is not unusual; those who promote prescribed burns will cite themselves and others who support 

their ideological standpoint and the only time they might mention their opposition is to downright 

reject them.453 While the “other side” of the scientific community who challenge prescribed burns 

do much the same.454 Such is the trend of knowledge production in academic fields. Philosopher 

David Michael Kleinberg-Levin describes this failure to listen as ego-logical and narcissistic. ‘This 

narcissism,’ he writes, ‘has figured in the hegemony of a paradigm of knowledge, truth, and reality 

that now encourages a very aggressive, very destructive will to power.’455 I found it useful applying 

Kleinberg-Levin’s listening philosophy to critique the discourse of fire in scientific communities.

451  Attiwill and Adams, “Mega-fires, inquiries and politics in the eucalypt forests of Victoria, south-eastern Australia.” 45.
452  Attiwill and Adams, “Mega-fires, inquiries and politics in the eucalypt forests of Victoria, south-eastern Australia.” 46–51.
453  See for example: P. M. Attiwill et al., “Timber Harvesting Does Not Increase Fire Risk and Severity in Wet Eucalypt Forests 
of Southern Australia,” Conservation Letters 7, no. 4 (2014), https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12062.
454  See for example Lindenmayer versus Attiwill on logging and fire: Attiwill et al., “Timber Harvesting Does Not Increase Fire 
Risk and Severity in Wet Eucalypt Forests of Southern Australia.”; David Lindenmayer, “Forest Logging Creates Fire Traps,” Austral-
asian science 31, no. 2 (March 2010).
455  David Michael Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1989). 11.
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Four Stages of the Listening Self

Describing four stages of the (Western) listening self, Kleinberg-Levin suggests the first stage is in 

infancy. Infant listening is many things, pre-ego-logical, open, completely embodied, symbiotic with 

world, forming a ‘communion with the matrix of soundings.’456 With socialisation we move into the 

second listening self (ego-logical), in which we learn the Cartesian way, which describes:

[A] self locked into a world of self-defeating, virtually schizophrenic dualisms … split apart 
into animal-being and pure rationality, nature and culture, body and mind, matter and spirit, 
inner and outer, subject and object, ego and other, individual and society, private and public, 
feeling and reason. And Reason, the absolute method of a self-grounding subject, was 
identified with the clarity of logic … so that … it could be totally identified with instrumental 
validity.457 

While ‘adequately skilful in meeting the normal demands of interpersonal living,’ stage two manifests 

‘the distinctive character of our present historical situation.’458 While the Western subject espouses 

objective rationality, Kleinberg-Levin suggests that in fact, the stage-two listening self is indeed 

subjective and historically/culturally contingent. Kleinberg-Levin suggests there is no guarantee we, 

as subjects, will attain the third stage, but if we do: ‘We are essentially involved in developing 

our listening as a practice of compassion, increasing our capacity, as listeners, to be aware of, and 

responsive to, the interrelateness and commonality of all sonorous beings, … [and developing] 

an understanding of reciprocity principles, and participation in rational processes of consensus 

formation.’459 Kleinberg-Levin suggests that ‘[a] more developed competence in listening could 

significantly improve the communicative infrastructures of the lifeworld that are necessary conditions 

for rational consensus, legitimation equity and justice.’460 Kleinberg-Levin’s fourth stage is a call to 

consciousness of Being. Stage four ‘is a distinctively spiritual accomplishment.’461 Borrowing from 

Heidegger’s notion of “hearkening,” which was formerly borrowed from Heraclitus, and returning 

to the original meaning of logos, Kleinberg-Levin describes an attuning in to ‘a field of sound’ as we 

begin to ‘belong to Being.’462 

456  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. 46.
457  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. 12.
458  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. 47.
459  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. 47-48.
460  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. 3.
461  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. 48.
462  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. 249.
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Over the four stages of listening Kleinberg-Levin develops a model which he hopes might emancipate 

“us” from the nihilistic and narcissistic tendencies of modernity and find an ethical response to 

modernity which listens to both others and the environment. While I don’t feel I have achieved 

Kleinberg-Levin’s fourth stage of listening in which we “belong to Being,” I do feel with this practice 

of listening I have achieved his third stage, of which he writes:

There is a skilful cultivation of our perceptual capacities … [increasing] our enjoyment 
of life as well as our knowledge and understanding of the world. This, for example, when 
our imaginary listener hears a bird in the tree overhead, she may stop to listen to it. This 
listening-to is a concentrated attention, silent, patient, willing to take time to listen carefully. 
It is a listening that requires some discipline – to avoid being distracted, to fine-tune one’s 
hearing, to stay with what is sounding long enough to achieve a real familiarity, or perhaps 
a certain intimacy.463

My enjoyment of the world has certainly increased; through a connected listening I feel a lightness 

of spirit when tuning in this way. More pertinently, however, knowledge and understanding has 

augmented, when I consider the story of the noisy miner.

Applying Kleinberg-Levin’s frameworks to scientific rhetoric, I was saddened that the scientific 

community charged with making decisions about our future path seemed to demonstrate only a 

stage-two level of listening. However, in June 2020 I was buoyed by a paper published by Cawson 

et al., a team of scientists on: “key drivers of forest flammability in wet eucalypt forests.”464 Their 

introduction acknowledged divergence in opinion, linguistic ambiguity, biases, cognitive limitations 

of researchers and the privileging of dominant knowledge. By workshopping through a methodology 

which addressed these issues they were able to identify four research priorities. Even though there 

was no consensus about what the key drivers were, knowledge gaps were identified in solidarity.465 

Echoing a little what Klienberg-Levin writes of improving ‘the communicative infrastructures of the 

lifeworld’ Fiumara suggests: ‘If we were apprentices of listening rather than masters of discourse we 

might perhaps promote a different sort of coexistence among humans: not so much in the form of a 

utopian ideal but rather as an incipient philosophical solidarity capable of envisaging the common 

463  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. 84.
464  Jane G. Cawson et al., “Exploring the key drivers of forest flammability in wet eucalypt forests using expert-derived 
conceptual models,” Landscape Ecology 35, no. 8 (2020), https://doi.org/10.1007/s10980-020-01055-z, https://browzine.com/arti-
cles/395078867.
465  Cawson et al., “Exploring the key drivers of forest flammability in wet eucalypt forests using expert-derived conceptual 
models.”
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destiny of the species.’466 By augmenting a philosophy of listening, a pathway towards solidarity 

might indeed be paved. While scientists develop a capacity to listen to each other, extending their 

knowledge base to include the stories of the Custodians could prove beneficial. 

Listening to the Custodians

I have always said that we need to research our Ancestors’ burning methods of what they 
burned, when and why they burned. The dreaming stories and language need to be researched 
as a way of having an insight into the use of fire. The Lands of the Gunnai / Kurnai are different 
to other parts of the country and need to be managed differently.467 
Wayne Thorpe

Wayne Thorpe suggests that more research needs to be done, and advocates for a “pause and 

review” of prescribed burns. He suggested to me that we all need to come together and work it 

out. I interpreted this as an openness and willingness on his part to listen, even to views that don’t 

necessarily align with his own. Coming together seems to be a recurring message, walking together, 

as the Gunaikurnai Elders’ Council say: ‘We want to bring back the old knowledge – but do we want 

to walk alone? No we don’t want to walk alone, we want to walk with other professionals in this field 

and learn from each other.’468

Another site of repetition within academic communities has been a power structure which serves 

the message that, with exception of remote northern communities, the traditional knowledge is 

lost due the success of the colonial project. Scientists and historians return time and time again to 

ethnographic/historical records to chart the pre-colonial knowledge of fire on this continent. On 

pre-colonial fire narratives, biologist David Bowman wrote: ‘Sadly for much of temperate Australia 

where European settlement has been most pervasive, there are few opportunities to record traditional 

knowledge.’469 He followed this comment some years later with: ‘[In] northern Australia, however, 

466  Corradi Fiumara, The Other Side of Language: A Philosophy of Listening. 57.
467  Roger Fenwick, Submission to the Royal Commisssion into Natural National Disaster Arrangements, Gunaikurnai Land and 
Waters Aboriginal Corporation (GLaWAC) (ACT, 2020). 5.
468  Fenwick, Submission to the Royal Commisssion into Natural National Disaster Arrangements. 8.
469  David Bowman, “The impact of Aboriginal landscape burning on the Australian biota,” New Phytologist 140, no. 3 (1998), 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8137.1998.00289.x. 389.



216

it is still possible to observe and document the transition from traditional Aboriginal to European fire 

management.’”470 Knowledge which he suggests can be easily transposed to the southern corners of 

the continent. 

This sentiment is echoed in the work of Victor Steffensen, who carries the fire teachings of Kuku 

Thaypan Elders Dr. George Musgrave and Dr. Tommy George across the continent with an offer to 

heal country through fire.471 Steffensen’s work is admirable, in his challenges to institutional systems 

which disavow Indigenous knowledges and his conceptions of healing people with country and 

healing country. However, while Steffensen himself suggests that not all country needs fire, sadly such 

nuances is lost within the popular discourse; which often cyclically repeats the messaging of “cool 

burn on mosaic rotation,” dispensed regularly and liberally. Wayne Thorpe cautions against applying 

Northern land management practices to the temperate and wet forests of south-eastern Australia, a 

view shared by environmental historian Tom Griffiths, environmental scientist Philip Zylstra and 

biologist David Lindenmayer.472 Further, if the land has changed as a result of colonisation, wouldn’t 

knowledges adapt to those changes? The Gunnaikurnai Elders’ Council suggest so: ‘We’re looking 

at 180 years of change. There are trees where there used to be grasses and the other way round. Now 

we’re trying to adapt the old ways to a new landscape – but we have to work together.’473 

By bringing the Custodians of the land and its stories in as equal leaders and contributors to the 

knowledge banks, the research will be enriched – this has been my experience on Gunnai land and 

the experience of many academics who work within the field of Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

(TEK).474 Disturbingly, I realise this still destabilises the ways in which knowledge operates as 

power, with established barriers which mean inter-cultural dialogue is perpetually undermined, as 

470  Bowman, “Australian landscape burning: a continental and evolutionary perspective.” 114.
471  Victor Steffensen, Fire Country: how Indigenous fire management could help save Australia (Richmond: Hardie Grant Pub-
lishing, 2020).
472  Lindenmayer et al., The Great Forest: The rare beauty of the Victorian Central Highlands.; Zylstra et al., “Biophysical 
Mechanistic Modelling Quantifies the Effects of Plant Traits on Fire Severity: Species, Not Surface Fuel Loads, Determine Flame Di-
mensions in Eucalypt Forests.(Report).”; Zylstra, “Contrary to Common Belief, Some Forests Get More Fire-Resistant with Age.”; Col-
lins et al., “The Effect of Antecedent Fire Severity on Reburn Severity and Fuel Structure in a Resprouting Eucalypt Forest in Victoria, 
Australia.”; Griffiths, Forests of Ash: An Environmental History.; Griffiths and Robin, Ecology and Empire: Enivironmental History of 
Settler Societies.; Tom Griffiths, Past, last and future summers: How history can help us live on the fire continent, vol. 91 (Royal Histori-
cal Society of Victoria, 2020). https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/informit.051607662821532.; Zylstra, “The Unlearned Country.”
473  Fenwick, Submission to the Royal Commisssion into Natural National Disaster Arrangements. 7-8.
474  Cahir, Aboriginal biocultural knowledge in south-eastern Australia : perspectives of early colonists; Melissa K. Nelson and 
Dan Shilling, Traditional ecological knowledge : learning from indigenous practices for environmental sustainability, New directions in 
sustainability and society, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).
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demonstrated in May 2021, when DELWP started a 750-hectare burn at Casey Creek, Lake Tyers 

without consulting the Traditional Owners.475  Their knowledge and Custodianship was disavowed 

until protests and public pressure ‘paused’ the burns.

Professor Aileen Moreton-Robinson, who is a Goenpul woman from Minjerribah (Stradbroke Island), 

Quandamooka First Nation (Moreton Bay) in Queensland, argues: 

Aborigines have often been represented as objects – as the “known.” Rarely are they 
represented as subjects, as “knowers.” ... [It] is academics who represent themselves as 
“knowers” whose work and training is to “know.” They have produced knowledge about 
Indigenous people but their way of knowing is never thought of by white people as being 
racialised despite whiteness being exercised epistemologically.476

In our initial email conversations Wayne Thorpe had said, ‘Ask what needs to be said and done rather 

than assuming.’477 This was echoed by Robbie Thorpe in Decolonising Solidarity, where he says to 

non-Aboriginal people committed to doing ally work, ‘You don’t need to bring your own ideas.’478 

Not bringing your own ideas is challenging for a person who culturally and pedagogically has been 

taught to enter from a space of knowing, I speak for myself here, but it is a doctrine that is reinforced 

by an academic culture of scholarly writing, in which the more times we can cite our own work the 

more rewarded we are – moreover, scholars work from within a system which traditionally (and still) 

upholds ‘Western intellectual superiority: [where] the disciplines of Western knowledge were used 

as a platform for dismissing or denying the existence of indigenous knowledge.’479 

Following on from Heidegger’s scepticism of the ancients, Jacques Derrida suggested that philosophy’s 

inaugural question – “what is?” – begins with an affirmation, where knowledge is already situated. 

The popular narratives for fire are no different; they hold a trace of knowing. Derrida suggests that 

the only way we can destabilise this presupposed knowledge is through a rapport with others.480 I 

came to understand that being aware of this situated knowledge is critical to our capacity to listen. 

475  “Frury over burnoffs,” Lakes Post (Lakes Entrance, VIC), 5 May, Local News, https://www.lakespost.com.au/news/local-
news/435-fury-over-burn-offs.; Michelle  McKemey et al., “A Review of Contemporary Indigenous Cultural Fire Management Litera-
ture in Southeast Australia.,” EcoEvoRxiv  (2020), https://doi.org/10.32942/osf.io/fvswy.
476  Moreton-Robinson, Whitening Race: Essays in Social and Cultural Criticism. 75.
477  Email conversation 26 October 2017
478  Clare Land, Decolonising Solidarity: Dilemmas and Directions for Supporters of Indigenous Struggles (London: Zed Books, 
2015). 187.
479  Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. 222.
480  Derrida, Dissemination; Derrida, Of Grammatology.
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I was given this lesson by Mati Jo, a friend of mine, whose advice to me was: ‘The Elders just care 

about the land.’ Looking at me intently she paused and said,: ‘You have to listen Louisa. If your ears 

are not open, there’s no point working with you. … Some things cannot be spoken if there is not a 

readiness or respect in the person listening to receive them.’481 At the time I was struck with an abrupt 

jolt of shame, because I was now situated directly in my whiteness. 

I had been given this lesson in listening by Mati Jo prior to my first meeting with Wayne Thorpe 

and he too gave me a gentle nudge in this direction in our first emails. As I drove to our meeting, my 

mantra was listen, enter unlearned, with humility, as student, to learn, and if possible, negate my own 

cultural paradigms. Much later I came to read Valerie Palmer-Mehta’s “radical listening” and Beatty’s 

philosophy of listening to others.482 Beatty espouses “good listening” as a virtue, where he suggests 

good listeners put aside their own projects and are aware of their own assumptions which might distort 

understanding. This requires a level of “detachment,” which enables the listener to acknowledge their 

“orientation” and allows them to ‘suspend or virtually suspend their various claims to validity.’483 

Likewise, Palmer-Mehta suggests that in radical listening, the listener understands their position/

biases/histories/culture which might foreclose their listening, and realises instead that they are not 

determined by these formations but rather they are dynamic subjects and potentially mutable. Thus, 

listeners then build the capacity to listen and learn from others with humility, rather than operating as 

“knowers,” and in doing so might engender in themselves new ways of understanding.484 In a way – 

even though I had not read these works or understood listening more fully – on reflection in that first 

meeting with Wayne Thorpe I had achieved something along these lines. My “orientation” toward 

the popular narratives of fire was thus destabilised. 

I realised that prior to this lesson, I had foreclosed my capacity to listen. So contingent upon my own 

logos, I had foreclosed my dialogues – and to be honest, not just with Custodians of this land but with 

everyone and everything. A rather sad realisation at thirty-seven years. My ears had not been open, I 

had not been ready and to be even more honest, the privileging of my own knowledge or logos denied 

my capacity for respect. Kleinberg-Levin describes the condition thus: ‘We can hear only what we 

481  Email and verbal conversation.
482  Valerie Palmer-Mehta, “Theorizing listening as a tool for social change: Andrea Dworkin’s discourses on listening,” Interna-
tional journal of communication (Online) 10 (2016).; Beatty, “Good listening.”
483  Beatty, “Good listening.” 287.
484  Palmer-Mehta, “Theorizing listening as a tool for social change: Andrea Dworkin’s discourses on listening.”
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want to hear, or what we already know and believe; we can hear nothing different, nothing new.’485 

There are to my mind issues of epistemology and ontology here – ways of “knowing” and “being” in 

the world which situate us as “epistemologically ignorant.”486

Epistemology of Ignorance

An “epistemology of ignorance” denied my capacity to listen and perhaps denied the cultural stories 

in the workshop of the scientists mentioned above, notwithstanding that a few of the researchers in the 

room have worked to promote Traditional Ecological Knowledges.487 Cultural stories are empirical 

knowledges developed over thousands of years, and when you read the Gunnai stories about fire, 

as Wayne Thorpe says, they are layered with tapestries of meanings, ecological knowledge and 

cultural law of the land – “codes for conducting yourself with nature.”488 Not only are they cautionary 

towards fire, and speak of past learnings which the coloniser would benefit from, but they inform us 

of reciprocity towards others and towards land.489 Science and story, or what the coloniser perhaps 

identifies as history, are enmeshed in metaphor and the way the stories are crafted is different to the 

ways in which Western knowledge is disseminated. 

When I first came to read some Gunnai stories years ago in the form of children’s books written by 

Lynnette Solomon-Dent, I was bewildered.490 Absent were the traditional Western good/evil binaries, 

485  Kleinberg-Levin, The Listening Self: Personal Growth, Social Change, and the Closure of Metaphysics. pp. 19
486  I first came across the ‘epistemology of ignorance’ in a podcast with George Yancy. The term was coined by Charles Mills in 
The Racial Contract and later extrapolated in Susan Sullivan and Nancy Tuana’s Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance. I followed Yan-
cy’s work, he wrote Dear White America which spurred Backlash. He writes of ‘unsuturing’ ‘white innocence’, a wounding and painful 
process which we must tarry with continuously. He speaks to two responses to Dear White America, Alison Bailey’s Dear George and 
Shannon Sullivan’s Raced and Gendered Scripts in Public Backlash against Critical Philosophers of Race. Each got me thinking about 
my process of confession and exposure within this work, by acknowledging my failure to listen and orientation toward and privileging of 
my own logos. I hope my work echoes their honesty or ‘unsuturing’.  Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana, Race and Epistemologies of 
Ignorance (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2012).; Charles W. Mills, The Racial Contract (New York: Cornell University 
Press, 2014).; George Yancy, “The Practice of Philosophy: Truth-Telling, Vulnerability, and Risk,” Philosophy Today (Celina) 62, no. 
4 (2018), https://doi.org/10.5840/philtoday2018624249.; George Yancy, “Dear White America,” The New York Times (2015). https://
opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/12/24/dear-white-america/.; George Yancy, Backlash: What Happens When We Talk Honestly about 
Racism in America (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2018).
487  The demographics of workshop attendees included researchers and practitioners from Universities and fire management 
agencies. There was no mention of the lands Custodian’s or Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) See: Table 1 Demographics of 
workshop attendees (excluding facilitators) Cawson et al., “Exploring the key drivers of forest flammability in wet eucalypt forests using 
expert-derived conceptual models.” pp. 7 Also see for example: David Bowman and Tom Vigilante, “Conflagrations, the culture, ecology 
and politics of landscape burning in the North Kimberley,” Ngoonjook, no. 20 (2001).; Zylstra, Fire History of the Australian Alps - Pre-
history to 2003.
488  Thorpe, Wayne Thorpe Tells His Story.
489  Howitt, Baukan; Howitt, Turndun.; McDonald, The Impact of Planned Fires in Parks and Reserves – Cape Liptrap Coastal 
Park.
490  On white ‘bewilderment’ see: Ravenscroft, The Postcolonial Eye: White Australian Desire and the Visual Field of Race.
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absent were the hero and damsel, or the wicked step-mother.491 I literally remember getting to the 

end of each story and asking: “What was the moral of this story? I don’t understand.” I’m sure I still 

don’t understand the layers of knowledge gifted by these stories, but I have come to understand that 

the stories represent characters that are far more complex than the simple binary systems offered by 

my own cultural paradigms. Furthermore, I have come to understand that my bewilderment was due 

to a loss of the anthropocentric story I was so accustomed to. This is why in Chapter IV: Ruins, I 

emphasise the importance of the revival of cultural knowledge being led by the Custodians, to ensure 

the stories are not corrupted by western epistemologies. For me, engaging with the stories of fire has 

enabled a level of reflexivity to look at my own people, to destabilise the presupposed knowledge.

These Gunnai stories, however, pose a threat, because they have the potential to destabilise the 

anthropocentric and greedy individualism that serves colonising subjects so well.492 Moreover, as 

they have the potential to subvert the dominant hierarchies of privileged knowledge systems, they 

can also subvert the “epistemology of ignorance,” which is an insidious colonising conspiracy. As 

Clevis Headley writes:

[We] can think of the epistemology of ignorance as a collective agreement not to know, an 
agreement to misinterpret the world by deliberately ignoring or discrediting knowledge that 
would cause us to face hard truths about the system that we live in. As is to be expected, 
dominant groups conspicuously benefiting from the strategic misinterpretation of things, or 
strategic blindness not to see certain things, usually consider these various distortions or one-
sided descriptions as acceptable.493

An epistemology of ignorance not only manifests in subjects, it is encoded into the walls of the 

institutions that habituate us, it is the cement that binds the bricks. Cement – invented by the ancients 

– is very difficult to dissolve or dismantle, and as a substance it’s also very bad for nature. However, 

if we can expand our listening capacity to build new infrastructure, there are knowledges which are 

being gifted to us (the newcomers to this land) from the First People, which can help us understand 

the ecologies we depend on better. 

491  Lynnette Solomon-Dent, How Towera the Fire was Made (Bairnsdale: Yirruk-Tinnor Gunnai Language Program, 2008); 
Lynnette Solomon-Dent, Why Kowern the Echidna has Spikes on His Back (Bairnsdale: Yirruk-Tinnor Gunnai Language Program, 
2008); Lynnette Solomon-Dent, Our Special Place (Bairnsdale: Yirruk-Tinnor Gunnai Language Program, 2008); Lynnette Solo-
mon-Dent, The Southern Cross and Nerran the Moon (Bairnsdale: Yirruk-Tinnor Gunnai Language Program, 2008); Lynnette Solo-
mon-Dent, How Wurrin the Sun was Made (Bairnsdale: Yirruk-Tinnor Gunnai Language Program, 2008); Lynnette Solomon-Dent, 
Mermandho the spider and Ngoorin the Black Beetle (Bairnsdale: Yirruk-Tinnor Gunnai Language Program, 2008).
492  See the Baukan as an example within a fire story of how important sharing is: Howitt, Baukan.
493  Clevis Headley in: George Yancy, Exploring Race in Predominantly White Classrooms: Scholars of Color Reflect, ed. Maria 
del Guadalupe Davidson, Critical Social Thought Ser., (London: Routledge, 2014). 252-253.
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Listening to Knowledge Unfolding

When I was a child, my mother told me of an experience she had in which she was directed to a tree 

and told to put her ear to the tree. What she heard on the other side, or from the inside, was a loud 

rushing, pulsing sound. It was explained to her that this was the sap running inside the tree. It was my 

mother’s first encounter with a tree as a being rather than insentient matter. In an anthropomorphic 

gesture, she had likened the sound to that of blood coursing through human veins (even though this 

is not what we hear of a pulse). When the memory of the story surfaced episodically throughout 

my life, I had tried to listen for this sound, studiously placing my ears against trees. I had never 

been successful. Then during the course of this research, I read Yunkaporta’s Sand Talk, in which 

he discusses cutting shields from red gum trees: ‘When the sap is running and the wombats were 

moving about and the lyrebirds were mating.’494 Since I had been involved in the lyrebird story also, 

I now knew when to listen for the sap. While it may not sound like much, for a person who has spent 

her life with ears nudged against trees, it was a wonderful revelation. 

This story got me thinking about the cycle of trees and wondering if perhaps a tree will prepare itself 

for fire seasons, and if so, what our burning of them in the cooler months might do to their cycles? I 

asked Wayne Thorpe and gave him the context of my question. He knew of the sap-running cycle and 

said shields are cut then so that the tree can heal. Then he said that a tree would not prepare for fire, 

but will prepare for the warmer months when there is less water. These knowledges – my mother’s, 

Yunkaporta’s and Wayne Thorpe’s – illustrated to me how webs of ecological knowledge can unfold 

over time and it is critical that we listen so that we might bind the threads of those knowledges 

together. 

In the space of arts practice, listening to knowledges being gifted without influence of one’s own 

“orientation” can manifest incredibly powerful stories. I am thinking here of the work of Lynette 

Wallworth whose immersive virtual reality works such as Awavena, 2018 and Collisions, 2016 

harness the power of story, listening and working together. In Collisions, we join Nyarri Nyarri 

Morgan and the Martu tribe to be told the story of Maralinga, the site of the British atomic bomb 

testing in the 1950s, from Nyarri’s perspective. Nyarri also shares with the viewer knowledges and 

ways to care for country. Nyarri’s story and knowledge has been viewed and heard by dignitaries 

494  Yunkaporta, Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World. 16.
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and world organisations. Among many of its achievements, it was instrumental in the United Nations 

vote to ban nuclear weapons. The holders of such stories know how to tell them to the audiences 

receiving them. Such a work demonstrated to me that when artists assist in building the infrastructure 

required to deliver the stories so that people will listen and hear, the results can be world-making. 

Listening to Trees

Most people don’t really see plants or understand plants or what they give us… People can’t 
understand the world as a gift unless someone shows them how it’s a gift.495

Robin Wall Kimmerer

The words of biologist Robin Wall Kimmerer, Potawatomi Nation citizen, echoed loudly when 

I thought about an experience/encounter I had with trees and the knowledge which came of that 

experience. I was sitting on my veranda practicing listening, emerging from the discourse of my 

mind, my ears tuned in to the acoustics of my environment. An unfamiliar acoustic became present; 

it was the sound of clicks and crackles coming from the red gum trees. In all the years I had traversed 

this space, I had never heard this sound. Obviously, this didn’t mean the sound was absent, just that I 

had likely been deaf to it. Ironically, the only thing I can liken the sound to is the soft crackling of a 

fire burning. It wasn’t just one tree; it was all of them. I was being treated to an acoustic serenade of 

clicking and crackling, near and far, and being guided through the space between the trees by these 

sounds. It was a still day with no movement in the trees and my empirical mind sought an explanation 

for the sound; was it the bark on the trees, or perhaps bugs in the trees? But the ocular failed me. I 

think I was looking for a Western empirical explanation for this event when I told Wayne Thorpe 

about it, his response was that the trees have a spirit and when they make sounds we should pay 

attention. 

When I began this research, my mind was incredibly positivist. In a way I had to reconcile the notion 

of a spirit with that positivist condition/tradition. In recent years scientific research has destabilised 

495  James Yeh, “Interview Robin Wall Kimmerer,” The Guardian (23 May 2020). https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/
may/23/robin-wall-kimmerer-people-cant-understand-the-world-as-a-gift-unless-someone-shows-them-how.
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the insentient doctrines of plants and trees. Through empirical research Romain Boisseau et al.  

showed that slime mould can learn through habituation.496 Research conducted by Monica Gagliano 

et al. has demonstrated that plants can communicate with each other, and learn and demonstrate 

faculties for decision making, subverting the “neurological necessity” hypothesis for sentient 

beings.497 Unpublished research at the Tel Aviv University lead by Itzhak Khait et al. has shown that 

plants generate sounds not audible to the human ear, and when cut or thirsty, increase the regularity 

and duration of the sound, noted by the researchers as distress sounds.498 After reading these studies, 

I considered the possibility of trees having a spirit, and while I don’t wish to conflate sentience and 

spirit, I thought what a simple way to explain to a positivist white mind the complexities of these 

sentient beings. I was later informed by a white academic that the crackling sound I had heard with 

the gum trees is caused by the sap. I guess if we try really hard, we can find that Western empirical, 

positivist answer for everything, but I’m questioning now if this is the only way of being-in-the-

world. 

The “distress sounds” of trees haunted me. I thought about them in relation to fires and what the 

forest might sound like during a fire if only our ears were capable of tuning into their calls. I have 

noticed forest acoustics over the years of fire; a silence looms when the forest burns at a distance, 

then when the fire is close and day turns to night, the evening chorus of the birds resonates. I wonder 

if the preceding silence is the forest attuned to the sounds of the trees and what that might sound like 

should I be able to hear it? Sciacca writes, ‘With silence we express the most varied and conflicting 

states, sentiments, thought and desires. Silence is meaningful. There is the silence of fear and terror, 

of wonder and stupor, of pain and of joy. … Silence is anything but “absence.” … Silence is always 

in a state of listening or waiting for something.’499

Nothing mediates reflexivity as well as silence does. Silence rests loudly on the psyche of the coloniser, 

who in their neglect of listening has developed a fear of silence. What the forest is saying when silent 

496  Romain P. Boisseau, David Vogel, and Audrey Dussutour, “Habituation in non-neural organisms: evidence from slime 
moulds,” Proceedings: Biological Sciences 283, no. 1829 (2016), https://doi.org/doi:10.1098/rspb.2016.0446, https://royalsocietypub-
lishing.org/doi/abs/10.1098/rspb.2016.0446 
497  Monica Gagliano and Michael Renton, “Love thy neighbour: facilitation through an alternative signalling modality in 
plants,” BMC Ecology 13, no. 1 (2013), https://bmcecol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6785-13-19.;  Baluska, Gagliano, 
and Witzany, Memory and Learning in Plants.; Gagliano, Mancuso, and Robert, “Towards understanding plant bioacoustics.”; Monica 
Gagliano, “The mind of plants: Thinking the unthinkable,” Communicative & Integrative Biology 10, no. 2 (2017), https://doi.org/10.108
0/19420889.2017.1288333.
498  Itzhak Khait et al., “Plants Emit Informative Airborne Sounds Under Stress,” BioRxiv  (2019), https://www.biorxiv.org/
content/10.1101/507590v4.full.pdf+html. 
499  Cited in Corradi Fiumara, The Other Side of Language: A Philosophy of Listening. 101.
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Figure 123. 
Pat Waters
Dialectic # 1 1998
Charcoal on paper, 56 x 77.7 cm

Figure 124. 
Pat Waters 
Dialectic # 2 1998
Charcoal on paper, 56 x 77.7 cm
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is perhaps inconceivably destabilising. Thinking, feeling and listening to the non-human world in 

such a way would surely implode against the spoils of modernity. For the exhibition Dialectic: An 

Interplay with the Australian Landscape (1998), at the Gippsland Art Gallery, the artist Pat Waters 

(my mother), wrote, ‘We have to reconcile with our environment, to do so will require the surrender 

of so much, but paradoxically as with all letting go, there comes a freedom as well as a sense of new 

beginning that will bring us great joy.’ Dialectic (figures 123, 124) explored intercommunication 

between the human and non-human worlds as a means of developing empathy and a means to compel 

the human to serve the natural environment. It was only recently that my mother reminded me of this 

exhibition, and I realised that these concerns have been part of my personal narrative and familial 

discourse for a long time. Even though this is the case, I have occupied a more anthropocentric 

cultural paradigm, which Danni Zuvela articulates well:

The idea of a consciousness equivalent to our own, in-dwelling in a non-human other, is 
fundamentally unsettling. At least since Aristotle, humans have promoted the idea of 
themselves at the top of a hierarchy of existence of living beings, an assumption automatically 
relegating all others beneath us. … Plants usually end up, in such taxonomical efforts, 
beneath humans and animals, but above minerals – living organisms, in other words, but 
without sentience, without consciousness; without agency. 

At the same time, however, other humans have also – stubbornly, illogically, 
romantically, intuitively, but also consistently – contested the idea of plants as unfeeling, 
inert objects, insisting instead on thinking of plants as intelligent, sensate beings; in other 
words, as agential.500

Zuvela elucidates the difference between the coloniser’s relationship with the non-human world 

and the Custodians of the lands. The privileging of neurological sentience and reason is encoded 

culturally, but as Aileen Moreton-Robinson and Maggie Walter write, ‘[To] be a person of reason is 

to be disembodied and removed from the land and place.’501 Stepping outside this paradigm was like 

being re-born into a body in which the eyes, ears and nerves are perceiving the world anew. 

These are the shared concerns for many of the artists who contribute to the listening projects of Liquid 

Architecture, who support artists working in sound, investigating sound and ideas communicated 

about, and the meaning of, sound and listening. Generously, artists and writers like Glenda Harward-

Nalder and Libby Harward, descendants of Junobin of Mulgumpin, Quandamooka, invite the 

500  Danni Zuvela, “Why Listen to Plants?,” Liquid Architecture (November 2018). https://liquidarchitecture.org.au/events/why-
listen-to-plants.
501  Moreton-Robinson and Walter, “Indigenous Methodologies in Social Research.” 4.
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Figure 125. 
Katie West
Decolonist, (installation view) 2016
Mixed media installation
Photograph by Christo Crocker
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coloniser to learn what reciprocity means in non-anthropocentric epistemes, saying, ‘First Nation 

Peoples listen to plants and plants listen to us. Ours is a reciprocal relationship.’502 Katie West, a 

Yindjibarndi woman who grew up on Noongar Yued boodja (country), offers meditative techniques 

in the artwork Decolonist, 2016 (figure 125) to connect and decolonise the mind. The generosity 

of First Nation people to share with the coloniser gifts such as listening is sometimes difficult to 

comprehend, given the atrocities of our historical past and the continuation of the colonial agenda in 

the present. But once such gifts are received, David Tacey suggests, the recipient is then reciprocally 

bound, ‘[causing] them to respect the life-world of the indigenous and act with compassion.’503 Thus 

the recipient will support the continuation of the culture and land nexus in the space of reciprocity. 

Wall Kimmerer writes of reciprocity:

We are all bound by a covenant of reciprocity: plant breath for animal breath, winter and 
summer, predator and prey, grass and fire, night and day, living and dying. Water knows this, 
clouds know this. Soil and rocks know they are dancing in a continuous giveaway of making, 
unmaking, and making again the earth. … When I close my eyes and wait for my heartbeat 
to match the drum, I envision people recognizing, for perhaps the first time, the dazzling gifts 
of the world, seeing them with new eyes, just as they teeter on the cusp of undoing. Maybe 
just in time. Or maybe too late. … The moral covenant of reciprocity calls us to honor our 
responsibilities for all we have been given, for all that we have taken. It’s our turn now, long 
overdue. Let us hold a giveaway for Mother Earth, spread our blankets out for her and pile 
them high with gifts of our own making. Imagine the books, the paintings, the poems, the 
clever machines, the compassionate acts, the transcendent ideas, the perfect tools. The fierce 
defense of all that has been given. Gifts of mind, hands, heart, voice, and vision all offered 
up on behalf of the earth. Whatever our gift, we are called to give it and to dance for the 
renewal of the world. 

In return for the privilege of breath.504

Breath, the gravitas of one term in the year of 2020: “breathe-with.” It would be a new thesis to 

disentangle it, but I cannot proceed without mention of it. To breathe-with, to come together, to 

breathe with others or listen to those last breaths. Life, death, solidarity, division, fragility. I can tell 

you a story about breath absent of humans; one of hopeful encounter. It may seem frivolous, given 

the context of breath, but I hope not. 

502  Glenda Harward-Nalder, “Cultivating Communities: Listening as Counter to the Colonial Gaze,” Liquid Architecture (3 
November 2018). https://liquidarchitecture.org.au/events/a-plant-is-a-community. 
503  David Tacey, The Post Secular Sacred: Jung, Soul and Meaning in the Age of Change (New York: Routledge, 2020). 88.
504  Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants, First 
edition. ed. (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Milkweed Editions, 2013). 383-384.
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Figure 126. 
Gumtree 2019
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Again, following birds I was led to one grand gum (figure 126). This red gum tree held childhood 

memories also. Once bearing a ladder of wooden palings up to its splayed branches which we 

swung from. A rope still hanging loosely, which held my brother’s cricket ball for endless practice 

hits. I stood with the tree and had one of those “communing with nature” moments, its “majesty 

breathtaking.” To fulfil some sort of embodied desire I reached out to touch, but as my hand pressed 

against the bark an inner voice, or perhaps an outer one, said “no.” I stood back and began to breath 

and I realised the tree was within me. To breathe-with. We were breathing each other in an embodied 

encounter, reciprocity. And with that, the trees surrounding us began to click. Not as pronounced as 

the first time I heard it, but a gentle: “Yes we are here.” I was reminded of what Tony Birch wrote 

of such experiences, where he says ‘I’m drawn to moments, events, ‘sightings’, experiences in place 

that I convince myself carry great metaphysical weight for me—at times embarrassingly so.’505 I have 

written this experience in and out this exegesis many times, because while the event felt profound, 

I feel embarrassed to share, and realise its likely that the trees sap was running serendipitously at 

the time I tuned in. However, the experience augmented a significant line of thought which follows. 

I began to think about the ways in which scientific language objectifies this symbiosis, with terms like 

“photosynthesis” and “emitting oxygen.” Rather than breathing; inhaling and exhaling.506 Just as the 

eco-phenomenologists suggest, this abstracts and distances the human from the tree.507 I also began 

to think of the extraneous complexities of the socially constructed human world; while complex in 

its own right, such complexity is completely unnecessary to the tree, and this caused a lightness of 

spirit within me. Wayne Thorpe had talked about bringing the trees back to increase the hydrology 

for a less fire-prone country. Hydrology – soil moisture – was one of the priority research areas for 

fire drivers identified by scientists of wet eucalyptus forests.508 Wayne Thorpe inverted my way of 

thinking about forest fuel loads by asking a simple question: “What stops fire?” I responded with a 

blank stare. “Moisture” he said. As mystical as it may sound – my head did a slight backflip – we 

were not talking drivers (fuel loads), rather mitigators (more trees). I was reminded of the prolific 

505  Tony Birch, “Walking and being,” Meanjin (Melbourne, Vic. : 1977) 78, no. 4 (2019). 131.
506  This is nicely articulated by David Abram Foreword in: Stephanie Kaza, A Wild Love for the World: Joanna Macy and the 
Work of Our Time (Colorado: Shambhala, 2020).
507  Toadvine and Brown, Eco-Phenomenology Back to the Earth Itself.
508  Checking the moisture level of the soil is one of the first actions taken by DELWP to determine the safety of conducting 
prescribed burns. Moisture deficit is also used to predict fire danger levels. kumar Vinod and Imtiaz Dharssi, “Evaluation and Calibration 
of a High-Resolution Soil Moisture Product for Wildfire Prediction and Management,” Agricultural and Forest Meteorology 264 (2019), 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agrformet.2018.09.012.; Cawson et al., “Exploring the key drivers of forest flammability in wet eucalypt forests 
using expert-derived conceptual models.”
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cultural ineptitude which denies a “prevention is better than cure” method. There is compelling 

evidence of correlations between human-engendered deforestation and desertification.509 It also got 

me thinking about the forest floor (fuel loads), the natural mulching system of the bush, the bark and 

leaves that crunch under your feet. From a gardener’s perspective, when you remove the mulch, you 

dry the soil and therefore the plants. It is one of the first symbiotic relationships we learn of in the 

Western education system: we breath oxygen and exhale carbon, trees do the opposite. We drink 

water, trees make it rain (they water us). Yet somewhere in the nihilism of modernity, our mutuality 

with trees has been lost.

Western science and reason has told us that nature is indifferent to us, and I realise how my “encounters” 

with the trees and birds might sound to a white positivist and empirical mind. I catch myself in these 

moments and chuckle, thinking of Don Quixote as he tilts at windmills thinking them monsters. 

Perhaps he was on to something though, he did after all speak of a Golden Age when there was peace 

because “men” owned nothing and ‘were ignorant of those two words MINE and THINE.’510 But this 

is not about a maddening of the mind, nor is it about retreating to a romantic vision of the past, nor 

entering some kind of pseudo-esoteric spiritualism. It is a question of perception and epistemology, 

and also a recognition of the flaws or limitations of “reason and rationality”. If we don’t dismantle 

the anthropocentric ways of being-in-the-world we will be in trouble. We already are. David Leser 

wrote a beautiful article in which he lamented the fires and ravages of the COVID-19 pandemic as 

symptoms of this failing condition. ‘Nature is speaking to us very loudly right now. We’d do well to 

listen,’ he wrote and queried what we might do to enact or act on our reciprocal obligations.511 Wall 

Kimmerer says of her writing that this is her way to hopefully fulfil a duty of reciprocity, and this is 

my hope too in the making of art.512 

509  See for example the study by Mark Andrich and Jorg Imberger of Western Australian rainfall and David Wright’s obser-
vations of the Sahara desert: Mark A. Andrich and Jörg Imberger, “The effect of land clearing on rainfall and fresh water resources in 
Western Australia: a multi-functional sustainability analysis,” International Journal of Sustainable Development & World Ecology 20, 
no. 6 (2013), https://doi.org/10.1080/13504509.2013.850752.; David K. Wright, “Humans as Agents in the Termination of the African 
Humid Period,” Review, Frontiers in Earth Science 5, no. 4 (26 January 2017), https://doi.org/10.3389/feart.2017.00004. https://www.
frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/feart.2017.00004.
510  Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, Don Quixote, trans. Tobias George Smollett (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 
1998). 64.
511  David Leser, “Trunk Call,” The Age: Good Weekend (Melbourne), 30 May 2020. 17.
512  Krista Tippett, Robin Wall Kimmerer — The Intelligence in All... podcast audio, On Being. 25 February, 2018, https://www.
stitcher.com/podcast/on-being-with-krista-tippett/e/55399429.
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Listening Burning

My artwork Listening Burning, 2020 (figure 128) works through listening. Listening to both the 

Custodians of the land and to the land itself. It responds to the lived experiences described in this 

chapter and what I have learnt from listening to the land and listening to the perspectives of others. It 

also acknowledges the failures within western ontologies and epistemologies to listen and in a way 

alludes to many of the ideas explored throughout the research. Consisting of two-channel video, the 

work follows the unlearning of some knowledges while hinting at new understandings. There was a 

confluence of happenings – phenomenological happenings throughout the research. Encounters such 

as the trees clicking or the noisy miners alarming thus feature. But this work also evolved out of the 

golden thread which needs to be teased out here. 

Stepping back into Plato’s cave, the work draws 

back on the epistemology of ignorance, which in 

this line of enquiry stems from the deafness and 

privileging of sight, or ‘that which is to be grasped 

by the eye makes itself normative in knowing,’ the 

haunt of the ancients.513 A couple of experiences 

made me think in terms of shadow plays. The 

first was seeing an artwork by Nalini Malani, 

Remembering Mad Meg, 2007-11 (figure 127), 

which had a profound and unusual impact on me. 

Unusual, because I can be a little apathetic towards 

art on mere visual level, and often it’s not until I 

read the conceptual impetus for a work that I will be moved.514 But Remembering Mad Meg moved me 

from entry; I felt like I had landed. Large painted Lexan cylinders rotate 360 degrees, casting shadows 

on the walls, accompanied by video projection and an unnerving audio loop. For Malani, Mad Meg 

comes with an army of people who attempt to move the evil from the land. It is a work that speaks of 

a rising feminine as a means to progress, which will usurp the current trends towards patriarchy and 

513  Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays. 166. 
514  To be a little autobiographical, you may have gathered that my mum is an artist. With her enthusiasm for art she traipsed me 
through galleries throughout my life. Sadly, I feel a result of this has been that I can be a little indifferent to artworks purely on visual 
encounter. I do get moved, but not often and really respond more conceptually. This is perhaps why I am so research heavy in my own 
practice.
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capitalism.515 It was important for me to identify this work because of how it reverberated within me 

and linked thematically with my own research, looking back at previous chapters which particularly 

thread with patriarchy and capitalism. For me also, entering Remembering Mad Meg – and I’m not 

sure if this was an intention of Malani’s – made me feel like I had entered into Plato’s cave, with the 

shadows on the walls. This spoke to me of the situated knowledge inherited from the ancients, which 

belies our capacity to listen and be open to new understandings. 

I will return to the shadows, but there are some other threads to follow first, one of which is mapping. 

Cartography has always been a part of my creative practice, and mapping is particularly pertinent 

to programs of colonisation. In the early stages of the research I was collecting colonial maps in an 

attempt to visualise for myself what the land may have looked like. While it may seem a stretch to 

segue from listening to mapping, a resounding message from First Nations people all over the globe 

is that the land is sick, and it needs to heal. Indeed, in December 2019 First Nations people across 

the continent danced in solidarity to heal the land. The land is sick because of the actions of the 

Anthropocene, Plantationocene, or Capitalocene, or simply the colonial project to clear, conquer, 

cultivate and profit. The map is an abstract representation of the colonial agenda. And to subvert 

the map was a means for me to respond to the Custodians of the lands and hopefully show that I am 

listening. 

Colonial maps reveal the narcissistic gaze of the empire; they mediate the landscape to us as spaces 

of possession, a visual representation of hegemonic power.516 During the “postcolonial” period of 

critical theory, Peta Mitchell explains, cartography became a more ‘discursive practice than a science 

... [where] the map [was] no longer a passive and objective re-presentation of the real, but instead 

… a text that is actively productive of power; a text that is deployed.’517 Artists began to reimagine 

boundaries as fluid rather than static; they also pointed to the ways in which colonial formations lead 

to unequal geographies in distributions and exploitations of resources in capitalist spheres.518 Pushing 

past “postcolonial,” the map is significant to decolonisation because it is often framed by questions 

515  Elodie Vincent, “Nalini Malani: the rebellion of the dead retrospective 1969-2018,” news release, 2017.
516  Simon Ryan, The Cartographic Eye: How Explorers Saw Australia (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
517  Peta Mitchell, Cartographic Strategies of Postmodernity: The Figure of the Map in Contemporary Theory and Fiction (New 
York: Routledge, 2013). 21.
518  For fluid boundaries see for example works by Megan Cope or Societe Realiste Culture States – Superimposition of political 
frontiers at the turn of each century between year 0 and year 200 on the European peninsula and its surroundings (2017). Or for artists 
responses to unequal geographies see the exhibition curated by T.J Demos andAlex Farquharson Uneven Geographies (2010) at Notting-
ham Contemporary.
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of geography and spatial practice, and thus is connected with cartographic ideas.519 This idea of 

resituating the map to dismantle its original colonial power was desirable for me, but how to work 

towards decolonising the map? It was in cultural heritage maps that I would further follow the thread. 

Early in the research I was viewing the Aboriginal Victoria Heritage map online, which defines areas 

of cultural sensitivity. I was struck by the contrast between the colonial abstraction of the land sitting 

behind, represented in traditional cartographic forms – echoing the abstract scientific objectification 

which troubles the eco-phenomenologists – set against the lines and marks which identified cultural 

heritage sites. These lines and marks were far more fluid and followed more closely the topography of 

the land, organic rather than geometric. The visual reminded me a little of Emily Kame Kngwarreye’s 

paintings of yams, which I had always associated with being of the earth or underneath the earth, but 

when I saw these maps I wondered if instead Kngwarreye was painting maps, areal views of where 

the yams grew. What I was looking at was what Rachel O’Reilly has described as the different ways 

in which the world is mapped, which she notes are ‘highly diverse spatial practices that operate 

very differently from Cartesian representations and imaginings.’520 The cultural heritage map I was 

viewing was decolonising the enduring vision of the colonial map. 

I played with these maps digitally, but felt uncomfortable using them; it wasn’t for me to appropriate 

this mode of mapping the land. I had to sit with the thoughts and the visual for a while. It was on 

the bank of the Carran-Carran (Thomson) River that I was struck by a muse. Sitting under the shade 

of a cluster of tea tree, I was reading a book. As I was reading, I noticed the shadows of the tea tree 

move across the page in amorphous silhouettes; I watched as the words disappeared and re-emerged 

as the shadows sanitised their discourse. Shadows are very much a part of the land: the shadows of 

the cockatoos flickering against the ground en masse as they come into land; the shadows of the gum 

trees in late afternoon light; the shadows of the clouds passing over pastures; and the shadows on 

the earth of clusters of leaves guided by wind. Shadows evoke notions of time, fluxes, intangibility, 

movement, which I thought alluded to knowledge being mutable rather than fixed or ahistorical. 

I also thought again about shadows in line with Plato’s cave and the privileging of sight in the 

metaphysical traditions of Western philosophy. 

519  See Raymond Craib’s chapter Cartography and Decolonization in: James R. Akerman, Decolonizing the Map: Cartography 
from Colony to Nation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).
520  Rachel O’Reilly, “Compasses, Meetings and Maps: Three Recent Media Works,” Leonardo 39, no. 4 (2006). 334.
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I felt that using shadows was a means for me to represent these layers of knowledge. To visually 

decolonise the map in an attempt to describe the razing of the land. A means to speak to the erasure 

of the landscape. In thinking about erasure – or sous rature (being under erasure) – a literary strategy 

from Derrida, in which a word is erased but left visible, to illuminate that it is both inaccurate but 

necessary because there is no alternative.521 I translated this idea to the map; the colonial map is 

inaccurate, yet unfortunately deemed necessary. Derrida used erasure as a strategy to destabilise 

situated knowledge and to question transcendent meaning, authority and origin. Rather than 

suggesting, as Derrida might, that there is no alternative for that situated knowledge (the word), I 

hope to point out that there are alternatives, should we listen for them. In thinking about destabilising 

situated knowledge which inhibits our capacity to listen, erasure and shadows (from Plato’s cave) to 

achieve the erasure seemed an appropriate strategy. 

I discovered a map called Victoria: Distribution 

of Forest and Trees (figure x). Created in 1869, 

almost thirty years post-occupation, it shows a 

more forested Gunnai land, however it cannot 

be used as a guide for what the forests looked 

like prior to colonisation. The area of Sale, for 

example, shows very few trees – only some 

small patches of gum – which contradicts early 

reports as Reverend Login wrote, ‘The site of 

Sale, now so open, was thick forest, and on the 

south and east sides shut with masses of tea-

tree. In places, around where we now see gaunt 

leafless dead skeletons of trees, there were then forests of stately gums in full foliage, interspersed 

with sheoak and the native cherry-tree. So dense, indeed, were they that tracks had to be cut to 

approach rivers, and a traveller could hardly see more than a gun-shot ahead of him.’522

521  In her introduction to Derrida’s Of Grammatology, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak writes of erasure: ‘[Since] the word is inac-
curate, it is crossed out. Since it is necessary, it remains legible.’ Derrida, Of Grammatology. xiv.
522  A gun-shot is a difficult distance to conceive from an archive in the 1800s, but may have been between 400 and 900 meters. 
Rev. William Login cited in: Cowie and Leslie, The Wind Still Blows ...: Extracts from the Diaries of Rev. W. S. Login, Mrs. H. Harrison 
[and] Mrs. W. Montgomery. 26.
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Today as you look out from the edge of Sale township, you can see to the horizon and the hills, a 

distance of forty kilometres or so. This journal entry from Login, who entered “Gipps Land” in 1854, 

merely fifteen years prior to the maps production, demonstrates as Login writes, ‘[the] sturdy, prompt 

and energetic,’ thrust on the land as the colonisers ‘pushed their way through the wilds which so long 

kept Gippsland a terra incognita.’523 This map seemed an appropriate choice, because it illustrated 

the swift and efficient deforestation of the land. A map that represented the beginning of the sickness. 

I worked also with a map provided by Wayne Thorpe in his book The Story of Bung Yarda (Lake 

Tyers) (2017).524 The book incorporates Dreaming Stories, history and science to speak to the 

importance of allowing the lake system to follow its natural processes in opening and closing its 

mouth. By doing so, the refugia of the lake is preserved and all biological creatures which rely on its 

system live well and balanced within the lake.525 Within the book there is a map created by Wayne 

Thorpe, which he said needs more work, but it shows the boundaries and locations of the Five Clans 

of the Gunnai Nation, which, like the cultural heritage maps, sit in contrast to a map produced by 

Alfred Howitt in the nineteenth century. Cross-referencing this map against colonial maps of Gunnai 

land which showed where the first stations were built (which were on the original hunting grounds 

of the Gunnai), I was able to get a sense of where the red gum grassy woodlands were. Using the 

colonial journals which described the challenges of navigating between the stations, towards the 

port and over land, I was also able to get a sense of where the ubiquitous “impenetrable scrub” was 

located. Trying to visualise the landscape in this way can only be speculative. As I look, for example, 

onto the pastoral fields below where I live, I try to imagine the morass that once existed (where the 

rowing club once launched their boats), but it’s intangible.526 

My idea was to use the shadows cast by the trees on a windy day, just as I had experienced on the 

banks of the Carran-Carran. Initially in developing the work I wanted to be as accurate as I could in 

aligning the shadows with where the forests once stood, but using the wind to harness the shadows 

of the trees and shrubs meant they did not follow the path of the colonial gaze, instead as the wind 

blew, the shadows did their own thing. As they licked across the map just like a flame, I realised I 

523  Cowie and Leslie, The Wind Still Blows ...: Extracts from the Diaries of Rev. W. S. Login, Mrs. H. Harrison [and] Mrs. W. 
Montgomery. 25.
524  Wayne Thorpe, A Story of Bung Yarnda (aka Lake Tyers): Why the Sand Bar needs to open naturally (WTree: Watbalimba 
Productions and the Lake Tyers Aboriginal Trust, 2017). 6.
525  Thorpe, A Story of Bung Yarnda (aka Lake Tyers): Why the Sand Bar needs to open naturally.
526  Laurie Manning, Discovering Briagolong (Langwarrin, VIC: Paoletti’s Maps and Videos Pty. Ltd, 2005).
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was trying to harness nature in the same way colonisers had tried to harness the land. I had to allow 

nature to guide the work. So rather than being an accurate depiction of where the forests once stood, 

it is gestural and a nod towards subverting the colonisers hand in the making of land. Which brings 

me to the second channel film in Listening Burning (figure x). 

While burning off in 2018, I was taking footage on our property. The visuals captured lent themselves 

to the gothic and sublime motifs of the Romantic tradition. In essence, at that time I too was speaking 

to the unknowns of the natural world that the Romantics were so allured by. I was also attempting 

to discover a truth other than the one prescribed to me by reason, echoing the Romantics’ distrust 

for reason.527 But rather than repeating the God’s-eye view and the anthropocentric story of the 

Romantics, this filming sought to subvert – by omitting the human figure central from the image – the 

human-centred story. 

It was in the aural that I shifted my ways of being-in-the-world away from the anthropocentric. While 

working with sound, again the golden thread played its part. The sound of the fire echoed the sounds 

I had heard of the trees clicking, but it was serendipitous that I discovered it. After shooting I had 

immediately slowed my original film because I wanted to enhance the reference to the Romantic 

painting. The audio was thus distorted – the crackling sound of the fire sounded like cannons and 

the cows had distorted to something akin to the calls of whales. There was something haunting and 

beautiful about the sound stretched like this, which I stayed with for its first showing. However, for 

a new exhibition I had to rework the film for the space and it required that I return to the original 

footage at the original speed. This was when I made the correlation between the sound of the trees 

clicking and the sound of the fire crackling. I used the two together – the haunting sound of the 

stretched audio, but removed the distorted cows, leaving the cannon sound soft. Then over the top, 

the original crackling or clicking. Then came the noisy miner. Limited by recording capacity I used 

noisy miner recordings from multiple authors sourced from Sound Cloud, under creative commons 

licenses. Using editing software (Adobe Audition), I was able to loop, enhance and mediate the sound 

files to achieve something close to the alarm that I heard the day of the illumination. Throughout the 

film the noisy miner comes in softly and increases in regularity and volume until it dominates, then 

tapers off again. 

527  Gregg, New Romantics: Darkness and Light in Australian Art.
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When I played Wayne Thorpe the audio of the noisy miner he said, “Yes that’s good, like saying 

come over here all you white people and listen to this.”528 At the time I was going through my 

work with him prior to an exhibition at the Gippsland Art Gallery. I wanted to see if the work had 

responded well and if he felt it was appropriate for me to acknowledge his name and contribution to 

the work. Towards the end of our meeting he said he was happy to put his name to the work and said, 

“You’re listening now.” I doubt I will ever get a greater compliment. 

Concluding Thoughts 

I think listening will always be new to me, a practice rather than an innate capacity, and sadly I’m 

sure my white mind will fail it at times, or often, in the future. In this chapter I have sought to locate 

the failure to listen within Western epistemologies from an historical perspective. This has enabled 

me to understand more fully where my predecessors lost their way. It is not lost on me however, 

that here I continue the tradition of the orator, often referring to my own exegesis as a “diatribe of 

discourse.” I have spent a good deal of time pondering the challenges put forward First Nations 

scholars such as Wendy Brady and Tony Birch, and my ethical responsibility to just “shut up” and 

allow the space for others to story.529 But Wayne Thorpe had said to me “You’ve got to give it away 

to keep it. By sharing the knowledge, you will keep the land alive.” And it is these words that I seek 

to respect. 

Thinking about listening in relation to the narratives the coloniser has constructed for fire provided 

an opportunity to critique those narratives from outside themselves, enabling a different way to frame 

those discussions. Furthermore, by listening to the cultural perspective of Wayne Thorpe, rather than 

repeating those same knowledges somewhat previously encoded in my own cultural conditioning, 

new understandings have emerged. The creative practice has been a means to mediate these complex 

ideas of listening in line with the lived experience of learning to listen. For me, developing listening 

528  In conversation, 21/11/2019.
529  Wendy Brady, “Indigenous Insurgency Against the Speaking for Others,” in History, Power, Text: Cultural Studies and 
Indigenous Studies, ed. Timothy Neale, Crystal McKinnon, and Eve Vincent (Sydney: UTS ePress, 2014).; Wendy Brady, “The conflict 
of knowing,” in Global Knowledge Cultures, ed. Cushla Kapitzke and Michael Peters (Boston: Brill, 2007).; Birch, “‘I’m not sure how 
to begin it’: The Welcome Uncertainties of Doing History.”
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capacity has built the infrastructure required to destabilise the anthropocentric within me. To listen 

not only to other people, but also to non-human others with whom I be-in-the-world-with. Listening 

provided incredibly rich materials and methodologies to feed into the artworks, which I hope 

accomplish the work of reciprocity and listen well. 

Figure 129.
Louisa Waters
Listening (Burning) (installation view) 2019
Double channel video & audio
Credit: Deroussen, Fernand. 2011. Noisy Miner-Manorina 
melanocephala. Accessible at: www.xeno-canto.org/157 494. 
Woodall, Peter. 2010. Noisy Miner-Manorina melanocephala. 
Accessible at www.xeno-canto.org/60735.
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CONCLUSION

Anthropogenic fire regimes are ubiquitous in the discourse of Australia, but they are considered 

less so within the hands of the coloniser. Since colonisation a frontier of fire has razed many of the 

diverse ecologies of Gunnai land. While other homogenous landscapes suitable to service the new 

inhabitants have built this “brave new world”. The colonisers’ “industry” and “progress” constructed 

the land into a vision of themselves, a vision which continues to construct the land and serve them 

both ontologically and economically. It’s also a vision which is failing them with apparent rapidity.

How might dialogues with, and teachings from the land’s Custodians foster critical reflection on 
my own people, and foster new ways of understanding and thinking about the land I have lived on 
for most of my life? Moreover, how might they foster a reflexive critique of European and colonial 
anthropogenic fire regimes?

Conversations with Wayne Thorpe, Gunnai Custodian, have shifted my way of thinking and being-

in-the-world. Like a culture vulture I clutched onto every word as he talked about developing a 

connection with the land. For me now, a tree is no longer just a tree, it is a being to which I am 

reciprocally bound with each breath. It saddens me that my ancestors took that epistemological 

and ontological turn back in antiquity which privileged the human and individual economic gain. 

But just as First Nations people are bringing their knowledges back to the surface, perhaps the 

colonisers could also wake up the memories of reciprocity buried deep within our cells or found in 
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the palimpsest of this land. I have realised how well the Custodians understand their lands and how 

much we (the colonisers) can learn – should we choose to listen. An example of this for me was when 

the apocalyptic Australian bushfires of 2019–2020 swept the country as the lyrebird story was on 

the walls of the Gippsland Art Gallery. As news reports emerged of the lyrebird’s newly threatened 

status, I felt as though Wayne Thorpe had held a crystal ball in front of me. He had not, but he does 

know his country that well. 

These conversations and lessons not only destabilised the dominant fire narrative for me, but also 

fostered reflexivity within me. A means of looking at the artworks, the archives, the scientific studies, 

the social and cultural history with fresh and critical eyes. To imagine a land far different to the 

one prescribed to me by the visual tableaux inherited from imperial “reason.” To look not to the 

“gentleman’s park” and the “pastoral,” but instead to the variety of landscapes of scrub and refuges 

which serve biodiversity. I have in this exegesis critically reflected on colonial fire narratives from 

antiquity and located fire as tool of colonial formations, but also an anthropomorphic “enemy” of the 

coloniser, which I see as a continuing symbol of the nature/culture divide within Western epistemes. 

While I have argued against the homogenous application of fire to the land, I am aware that fire does 

belong in places. But as we learnt ourselves when clearing the understory where we live and firing 

this “grassy red gum woodland,” we need to learn to fire in the right way to preserve biological and 

ecological diversity. The stories which have coevolved with these ecologies for tens of thousands of 

years will surely benefit such a project. They certainly assisted me in dismantling the grand narratives 

and mythologies of fire from my own cultural paradigms. 

How might that new understanding be augmented further by collapsing the traditional disciplinary 
boundaries (sciences and humanities) of Western discourse? 

For me, new insights and deeper learning have been proffered by the wide-knowledge approach, 

which has crossed the traditional disciplinary boundaries (science and humanities) of Western 

knowledge systems. If we consider for example, the charcoal studies of Scott Mooney et al.  in line 

with the cultural stories of fire, or the biologist who in 1939 argued that Victorian First Nations 

people “did not see fire.” Or Charles Tyers’s report on Gippsland (1844), which describes only seven 

percent of Gunnai land being “useable” and the rest scrub and jungle, in line with Samuel Calvert’s 

depiction of the “Gipps Land” gluepots, or Mr. J. Western’s description of the forest he entered in 

1883. We are then painted a different picture to that of Eugene von Guérard’s pastoral scene. To 
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frame the scientific rhetoric (and my own) through the listening philosophy of Kleinberg-Levin to 

challenge the ego-logical problems of our discourse which upholds the nature/culture divide and 

epistemologies of ignorance. Cultural lessons about nature in line with new scientific discoveries 

dismantles the privileging of human sentience and the human-centred story. These strategies of wide-

thinking have offered different ways to approach and interpret the fire stories which are far from 

singular, monocultural or homogenous. And while all is speculative, for me the dominant narrative 

for fire which has been used and is still used to mediate this land, has been further dismantled. 

With these cross-cultural and cross-disciplinary methodologies, could a creative practice approach 
working from within narratives of fire and its own aesthetic tradition and cultural paradigms 
destabilise or re-vision traditional notions of landscape, history and ruin? How might listening, a 
practice unfamiliar to my own cultural paradigms and creative practice provide new understandings 
and ways of being-in-the-world? 

Drawing on aesthetic traditions such as landscape, history and ruin can be precarious, and within this 

thesis I have attempted to resist repeating by at least acknowledging the problems inherent to those 

pasts. For example, continuing the tradition of the Enlightened Man walking his conquered lands, 

or looking only to the architectures of “man” to question the nihilism of modernity and reason. I do 

not believe that we should reject that which has preceded us, but rather resituate the strategies they 

afforded to rethink and re-vision our cultural present. Thus, with Tracing Landscapes, I expand 

the “panoptic sublime,” to think of not one time, but many, and not one homogenous landscape, 

but places of multiplicity. Likewise, with The History Books Study, I explore voices of multiplicity 

in order to subvert the hegemonic universal truths of historiography and the privileging of certain 

knowledges and bodies within the stories we tell. To resist the narcissistic gaze of the coloniser 

From Ruins to Ruination reimagines the ruin within the architectures of land in order to give body 

to the absences within our discourse and our visual narratives. It has also reconsidered the metaphor 

of revival inherent to the ruin, but I have traversed the ethical implications of revival within cross-

cultural spaces and shared histories, which were concerns of mine during this research. I have utilised 

these frameworks to not only critique them within the context of the colonial program, but also to 

frame fire as a tool which has permeated that program since its inauguration. Learning to listen to 

others and the land itself has provided new ways of interpreting, understanding and “knowing” place 

and space. This phenomenological practice has not only inspired creative works but also enabled 

new learning to unfold insightful ways, particularly in revealing the way fire has impacted and still 

impacts the ecologies we depend on. These learnings have in turn mediated the artworks and the 

writing of this exegesis, which I hope reflect a more liminal way of being-in-the-world, rather than 
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“ways of being” prescribed solely by reason and rationality. 

How might a creative practice approach, both visual and written, enhance new ways of thinking 
about the cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural problems of anthropogenic fire regimes, unique to 
the topographies and ecologies of Gunnai land?

The creative practice approach to this research has provided a means of translating and mediating 

the cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural problems of anthropogenic fire regimes, from what is 

normally academic research to the public realm and in public space. Moreover, the creative practice 

has enhanced the research and my ways of “thinking” and “working” through the problems. 

Reconsidering colonial anthropogenic fire regimes specifically on Gunnai land has subverted the 

colonial tendency to form a “continental view” which homogenises land and ideologies of place. It 

is my hope that the re-thinking, re-wording and re-imaging of these colonial fire narratives from a 

colonisers perspective, contributes to the truth-telling, which I believe will be essential as we work 

towards a new type of progress, one in which the human-culture-land nexus is sustained. While it 

has been through land that our cultures divided, ironically throughout this research I have come to 

feel that it will be through land that we might find solidarity and connect with each other as we (the 

coloniser) learn to prioritise ecology over economy and begin to understand what it means to connect 

with land. 

As I have been learning to be-in-the-world in new ways and created artworks and writing which 

responds to this learning, it is my hope I have honoured the Ancestor of this land, the Kutbuntaura 

People of the Brayukaloong Clan, of the Gunnai Nation. Thanks again to Wayne Thorpe, Storyteller, 

linguist, teacher and Custodian of Gunnai land. 
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