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Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria
A self-governing literature that belongs to place

Anne Le Guellec-Minel

Introduction
Note on authors

Introduction
Asked to celeb rate Oode geroo Noonuccal’s poetry in 2008, Alexis
Wright presented the poet as a “fear less warrior” of the 1960s whose
work was “heroic and full of  confidence 1”, yet also expressed deep
frus tra tion that so many decades later, polit ical proced ural inertia
and damaging  interventionism 2 had prevented any improve ment in
the material or legal situ ation of the people Noonuccal had used her
pen to defend:

1

[Abori ginal people] are still strug gling for the same rights
[Noonuccal] and others fought for, against policies that are re- 
labelled as ‘self determ in a tion,’ ‘self manage ment’, ‘shared or mutual
respons ib ility’ and ‘inter ven tion’. […] I am blown away by the inab ility
of this or previous govern ments to work on a settle ment of
Indi genous rights with recog ni tion and compens a tion for decades of
damages, and tired of politi cians taking their time to plan yet
another process to look at a process of how to be involved in a
process for anything to get done 3.

In the face of such relent less govern mental obstruc tionism, however,
Wright reas serted the power Noonuccal’s poetry had to “hold back
the full effect of colo ni alism [and] rein vig orate the sover eignty of
the mind”:

2

Oodgeroo abso lutely under stood the power of belief in the fight for
sover eignty over this land – that if you could succeed in keeping the
basic archi tec ture of how you think, then you owned the freedom of
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your mind, that unim peded space to store hope and feed your ability
to survive 4.

Rage, disil lu sion ment and wear i ness in the face of a long history of
defeat can lead to despair, but Wright exalts the power of storytelling
as that which makes it possible, against all odds, to believe in
the unbelievable 5, and to main tain an Indi genous “sover eignty of the
mind”. Far from repres enting a with drawal into abstrac tion or mental
isol a tionism, the phrase, as Philip Mead puts it, repres ents a break
from the “narrow, legal istic and consti tu tional history” of the concept
of sover eignty, and refers to a “much more expansive and whol istic
under standing of Indi genous  self- determination ”. Aileen Moreton- 
Robinson’s often quoted defin i tion of Indi genous sover eignty, for
instance, contrasts the expansive, exist en tially and spir itu ally situ‐ 
ated form of sover eignty to the one defined by Locke and Rousseau,
that is exer cised within the state or nation:

3

6

Our sover eignty is embodied, it is onto lo gical (our being) and
epistem o lo gical (our way of knowing), and it is grounded within
complex rela tions derived from the inter sub stan ti ation of ances tral
beings, humans and land. In this sense, our sover eignty is carried by
the body and differs from Western construc tions of sover eignty,
which are predic ated on the social contract model, the idea of a
unified supreme authority, territ orial integ rity and indi vidual rights 7.

Such a grounded and inter con nected concept of sover eignty proudly
chal lenges the cultur ally depleting force of colo nial rule, and the
history of dispos ses sion and margin al iz a tion it has brought about. As
Wright has force fully explained, writing for her was a way to

4

reach above the extremities of our capture by trying to portray our
humanity as people who are capable of having great and little
thoughts that are constantly being analysed and inter n al ised in the
Indi genous state of mind [and to] ques tion the ideas of bound aries
through exploring how ancient beliefs sit in the modern world 8.

Wright’s rejec tion of prede ter mined categories of any kind (be they
dictated by colo nial biopol icies, post co lo nial iden tity politics, defin i‐ 
tions of cultural authen ti city, or by the laws of the publishing market),
and her use of writing as a way to break down bound aries and create

5
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new spaces where silenced stories can be heard 9, both resonate with
Deleuze and Guat tari’s theory of a revolu tionary “Minor Literature 10”.
The concept has been  criticized 11 for its philo soph ical rather than
literary grounding, as well as for its amal gam a tion of different forms
of minority writing: marginal liter at ures of minor ities, secondary
liter at ures of minor nations or move ments writing back to a larger
tradi tion, but also exper i mental liter at ures “deter rit ori al ising” a major
language. Its focus on the revolu tionary perform ativity of language,
the connec tion of the indi vidual concerns to polit ical  issues 12, and
the collective value of utterance 13, however, seems to provide a valid
theor et ical frame work for the study of Wright’s work. Indeed, as
Victoria Addis argues, “in stressing the revolu tionary nature of minor
liter ature and its role in visu al ising and thereby creating new futures
over and above differ en ti ating factors such as nation or race, minor
liter ature carries fewer  prob lems than terms such as “third- world”
liter ature or even “post- colonial” literature 14.”

Yet the sugges tion of the primacy of innate and integral politi ciz a tion
of minority writing in the Deleuze- Guattarian defin i tion, which might
also be remin is cent of Sartre’s less nuanced defin i tions of
engaged literature 15, is disclaimed by Wright on two counts. The first
is that “most of all, Carpentaria was written with the desire to create
a work of art”, rather than “a polit ical manifesto 16”. The second is that,
as Wright is well aware, stories of oppres sion can be commod i fied by
publishing markets in a way that is “inher ently repeating a vicious
cycle of oppres sion in a new framework 17”:

6

The storytellers who cross bound aries, will soon learn in almost
vigil ante fashion to guard their work from being tampered with or
altering its meaning, in the process of public a tion where decisions
are more often than not made to suit market interest. We learn how
to preserve the integ rity of our work by becoming more skillful as
writers, nego ti ators, fighters for words, fighters for truth 18.

Rather than risking “seques tering Abori ginal exper i ence and liter‐ 
ature” in a polit ic ally restrictive defin i tion of minor liter ature, Lynda
Ng and the contrib utors  to Indi genous  Transnationalism 19 point to
the “innate cosmo pol it anism” of Wright’s literary influ ences (ranging
from Seamus Heaney to Carlos Fuentes, and from Salman Rushdie to
Günther Grass) as well as to the global recep tion of her work, and

7
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prefer to resort to Glis sant’s theory of rela tional poetics “to show the
ways in which Carpentaria bypasses the standard national Australian
frame work, to repos i tion Abori ginal exper i ences and iden tity within
global coordinates 20.”

Philip Mead under stands why “dislodging literary soci ab ility and
modes of inter pret a tion from […] from geopol it ical bounds and limits
of space and history” might seem like a “liber ating move”, partic u larly
in the case of Indi genous liter at ures, whose minority status within
the settler nation is always presumed:

8

Crit ical decol on isa tion or de- nationalisation, here, seems to hold out
the promise of local self- determination for the Indi genous text: its
governance of itself, the recog ni tion of its unpatrolled citizen ship,
not of a post co lo nial nation, or a post colony, or even of a ‘First- 
World’ World Liter ature, but of a trans- Indigenous first- nation
of letters 21.

But  Mead expresses concern that “this reter rit ori al ising turn may
discount and distort some core real ities of Indi genous life
and thought 22.”

9

I would argue that compar able “reter rit ori al ising” effects of the
schol arly liter ature published in the wake  of Carpentaria’s nomin a‐ 
tion to the syllabus of the Agrégation occa sion ally mani fest them‐ 
selves when one compares work published by Australian and
European, and more specific ally French literary scholars who are also
lecturers preparing students for that compet itive exam in a tion. In
order to delin eate what in classic Jaus sian terms could be referred to
as the “horizon of expect a tion” of this body of distin guished
researchers and dedic ated educators, of which I am a humble
member, more, perhaps, needs to be said about the insti tu tion of the
Agrégation itself.

10

As a national compet itive exam in a tion, it has quite a long history in
French pedago gical policies. Founded in 1766, its aim has been to
guar antee teaching excel lence in the French Educa tion civil service
system, but also to recog nize the nation’s intel lec tual  elites 23. The
ratio of success is only of one candidate in 10 or one in 15. Yet
because of the salary and teaching- conditions advant ages asso ci ated
with the Agrégation qual i fic a tion, as well as the fact that the exam in ‐

11
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a tion serves as unof fi cial national ranking system, several thou sand
students dedicate a whole year of study to prepare for it each year.

Compulsory subjects for the Agrégation for English include Liter‐ 
ature, “Civil isa tion” (which encap su lates socio- political history
studies), and Linguistics. Once selected, each book stays on the
syllabus for two years. In 2021, Carpentaria was one of the five works
selected for the 2022 exam in a tion, along with  Shakespeare’s King
Henry  V, George  Eliot’s Middlemarch, Henry  James’s The Wings of
the  Dove, and for those students special ising in liter ature,
Jonathan  Swift’s Gulliver’s  Travels and Sarah Orne  Jewett’s The
Country of the Pointed  Firs. Although the great majority of authors
chosen come from the British Isles (and Ireland) or the United States,
it has become customary for one “Common wealth”, or “post- colonial”
work to be selected as exam in a tion material each year. In this
geograph ic ally and cultur ally vast, but insti tu tion ally (as defined by
the Agrégation syllabus) minor category of writers, Alexis Wright has
joined, among others, Anita Desai, Alice Munro, Ben Okri, Caryl
Philips and Nadine Gordimer, in the post co lo nial literary canon. As
there are in France compar at ively few academics special ising in
Australian studies, and there fore in a posi tion to cham pion an
Australian writer before the Agrégation exam in a tion board, Australian
writing has so far been under rep res ented, compared with Nigerian,
South African, Cana dian or New Zealand liter at ures.  Before
Carpentaria, Patrick  White’s Voss was the only other Australian
literary work ever to feature on the Agrégation syllabus, back in 1977,
after White was awarded the Nobel Prize for Liter ature in 1973. At the
time, the Swedish jury saluted White for “an epic and psycho lo gical
narrative art which has intro duced a new continent into literature 24”,
a mention which possibly triggered more irate reac tions in Australian
literary circles than it flattered national pride. In the next decades,
it is Carpentaria, rather than Voss (or any of Tim Winton’s novels) that
will stand for Australian liter ature in the minds of hundreds of French
teachers of English. This is quite an ironic reversal of the  situation
Carpentaria opens on, the incipit portraying the nation as hostile to
the narrative about to unfold: “A NATION CHANTS, WE KNOW YOUR
HISTORY  ALREADY 25”. But in spite of the relative weak ness of
Australian studies in France, in terms of the current politics of educa‐ 
tion that are reflected in the Agrégation exam in a tion material, Alexis

12
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Wright was a strong candidate as a coun ter point to the predom in‐ 
antly British and, to a lesser extent, Amer ican “dead white male”
canon that the highly elitist insti tu tion of the Agrégation continues
to uphold 26. Notwith standing other, purely literary and educa tional
consid er a tions, for literary scholars and educators special ising in the
cultures of former British colonies and finding them selves on the
peri phery of ‘English’ Studies, the post co lo nial, the Deleuze- 
Guattarian ‘minority’ approach gives weight to the push for increased
academic visibility 27.

In the last decades, settler nations like Canada, New Zealand and
South Africa, have been repres ented by the female prac ti tioners of
minor genres: before Wright’s novel, only short story collec tions by
Mans field, Frame, Atwood and Gordimer were chosen. As a female
and also Indi genous author, Alexis Wright was there fore a powerful
cham pion for those working to get Australian liter ature onto the
Agrégation  syllabus. Carpentaria pushes far back the ‘minor liter‐ 
ature’ horizon of expect a tion, consid ering it is a vast epic novel
celeb rating mainly male heroes. But in many other regards, including
its epis odic struc ture and the deep respect it evinces for the “little”
stories as well as the big ones (p.  12), it radic ally subverts the total‐ 
izing, mono log ical epic form, thus lending itself to post- or deco lo‐ 
nial readings.

13

Yet, quoting Rosalba Icaza and Rolando Vasquez’s view that the
“epistemic colo ni ality of the univer sity [leads to] the repro duc tion of
mono cul tural and extract ivist approaches to  knowledge 28”, Fiona
McCann is justly concerned by the risk

14

of subjecting Alexis Wright’s novel to precisely this “mono cul tural
and extract ivist approach” when we put it on a syllabus in France
which in turn gener ates a consid er able amount of research 29.

McCann partly lays her own ethical doubts to rest by inter est ingly
turning from the ques tion of know ledge to that of pedagogy,
proposing  that Carpentaria intro duces the Western reader to a
“deco lo nial pedagogy which is predic ated on an ethics of  care 30”.
This, she argues, could help the future Agrégation laur eates to find
new, diversity- sensitive pedago gical prac tices, that could ulti mately
be condu cive to positive social transformation 31.

15
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The poten tial repro duc tion of mono cul tural and extract ivist
approaches asso ci ated with studying Carpentaria from a post co lo nial
perspective within the insti tu tional frame work of the Agrégation is
indeed concerning. The Deleuze- Guattarian theor et ical model which
has proved so oper a tional in the past is still implicit in a number of
recent public a tions dedic ated to the study of forms of resist ance to
colo nial viol ence  in Carpentaria. While this evid ently a vitally
important dimen sion of the novel, mainly looking at how Carpentaria
writes back to the process of colon isa tion argu ably entrenches a
centre/peri phery model which Wright clearly rejects.

16

In 1993, Raphaël Confiant proudly asserted that, thanks to trail blazer
Aimé Césaire, he and other creolity authors no longer considered
them selves a minority in Martinique 32. Carpentaria makes the same
point. The Rainbow Serpent creation story which consti tutes the real
opening of the novel, sweeping away and drowning out “a” nation’s
chant, simil arly opens a space in which the stories that truly belong
to this place can unfold.

17

These stories are not all wise nor epistem o lo gic ally sound, however.
The world  of Carpentaria, Prickle bush as well as Uptown, is awash
with rumours, gossip, slander, jokes, dreaming stories, testi monies,
lies, so that, to para phrase Wright’s narrator: “it takes a partic ular
kind of know ledge to go with [these stories], whatever
[their] mood 33”. And there is one partic ular piece of know ledge that
could help correct the view that Agrégation students may be led to
hold, namely that all the in- fighting in the novel is due to colo nial
dispos ses sion, and this in spite of the narrator’s repeated allu sions to
clan wars going back four hundred years 34. It is simply that the land
was not always peace ably  “shared 35” among Indi genous peoples for
thou sands of years.

18

In the novel’s ambi val ently epic narrative of the battle at the dump, it
is clear that Angel Day’s inflam matory use of divisive Native Title
rhet oric is respons ible for starting the fight. Further more, because
the Prickle bush people are so poor, it is easy to under stand why they
are reduced to squab bling over items of waste. However, it seems
safe to think that the narrator wants to make it very clear that in the
mind of the parti cipants, this piteous battle is mean ingful as part of
an ances tral tradi tion of tribal warfare. As the narrator tells us,

19
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“precarious modernity”, along with the idea of Abori ginal
“community” govern ment policies have imposed, are “squashed”
instantly when Angel Day describes an antag on istic neigh bour as “a
fat white pig eating up the tradi tional owner’s country”:

“What happened then was the war started again. Imagine that.
Precarious modernity squashed by hostil ities dormant for four
hundred years. […] Everyone began picking up weapons the ancient
way, arming them selves with whatever they could lay their hands on.
[…] You see, all the alli ances had to be weighed up then and there
and on the spot. People who had been getting on well, living side by
side for decades, started to recall tribal battles from the ancient
past. […]

The old people […] said the flies had been drawn up through the
centuries to join the battle. They claimed the spirits would never let
you forget the past. They drew lines in the dirt, calling people out
from the shadows of compla cency, Get it straight where you belong.
People must have felt the chilly spike prod ding them to arm, to
prepare them to add another chapter in the old war. Other wise they
might never have known how to go to war in the way of the old
people. Living in harmony in fringe camps was a policy designed by
the invader’s govern ments, wherever shacks like Angel Day’s
swamp side resid ences first began to be called a community. The old
people wrote about the history of these wars on rock. (pp. 25-26)

While the spark that starts the big fight at the dump can certainly be
traced back to the colo nial dispos ses sion of Angel Day’s “community”,
and the divisive Native title proced ures set up by the Howard govern‐ 
ment, “the old people” of Prickle bush seem to almost to welcome the
fighting as a way to acknow ledge and even celeb rate an epic tradi tion
of warfare, which the younger gener a tions must emulate. Although
the exact degree of narrat orial irony is diffi cult to determine,
“know[ing] how to go to war in the way of the old people” is evid ently
considered by the elders to be cultur ally very important. A revealing
consequence of the war between the West- and East side mobs is
their sudden and utter disregard for the Uptowners’ pres ence. This is
duly noted by the settler community, who swear to avenge them‐ 
selves of what they perceive as errant beha viour, obli vious to the fact

20
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that the incident only brings to light the Indi genous prot ag on ists’
true sense of sovereignty:

Nor did the straggle- taggle give one iota to the peace and quiet of
the town. Whatever! Never mind! as if the town with all of its laws
and by- laws for inhab it a tion did not exist. […]

No, no coloured person was ever going to forget about this incident
of lawless carrying- on like they owned the place. (p. 31)

As for the narrator’s earlier refer ence to the state’s attempted homo‐ 
gen isa tion of Indi genous peoples into a manage able minority group,
it echoes the effects of settle ment on Indi genous polities that
early 20  century observers could note:

21

th

In former days such battles were, according to all accounts, of fairly
frequent occur rence, but nowadays, no doubt largely due to the
inter fer ence by European settlers, and the smaller number of
natives, one very rarely hears that any warfare is conducted on a
large scale. Indeed, many of the one- time bitterest enemies […] can
now be seen living in close prox imity to each other, and appar ently
on the best of terms 36.

Later on, the narrative voice again expresses irony at other instances
of ill- informed disregard for ances tral feuds: “Praise men of ambi tion
who strive for newfangled ideas like recon cili ation in old Australia”
(p. 309).

22

We are not told, in the novel, why Joseph Midnight’s people left their
distant ances tral lands the old man himself has never seen but still
perfectly remem bers the cere mony for, without having ever
performed it (p. 360). But linguistic archae ology can find evid ence of
and possible explan a tions for preco lo nial move ments of Indi genous
popu la tions in the Gulf of Carpent aria. According to the find ings
presented by Ilana Mushin and Maïa Ponsonnet, the shifting water‐ 
courses and unstable coast line in the Gulf are likely to have greatly
impacted the peoples living there:

23

[D]ifferent language groups at times found them selves isol ated on
islands that could support reas on able popu la tions, while at other
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times, the ancestors of the Abori ginal people in Carpent aria may
have found them selves competing with other groups for resources.
[…] There is linguistic evid ence that in the past Waanyi country lay
away from the coast […]. Speakers of Waanyi replaced coastal people
from another language group around 400-800 years ago 37.

Taking into account the idea that colon isa tion is not shown to be the
only cause of infighting amongst Abori ginal peoples by no means
casts any doubt on the novel’s denun ci ation of the colo nial refusal to
acknow ledge Indi genous sover eignty. However, to do justice to the
integ rity with which the novel explores the fraught issues of owner‐ 
ship and enti tle ment, the narrator’s ambi val ence towards Angel’s
prior ities during the battle at the dump should be noted. On the one
hand, her respect for “the inher it ance of antiquity” and the “legacy of
ances tral creation” embodied by the people who seek refuge in
Prickle bush seems to be presented as entirely commendable:

24

She welcomed those who walked heavy with the inher it ance of
antiquity stashed in their bones. Pride swelled up inside her when
she saw those with a land scape chis elled deep into their faces and
the legacy of ances tral creation loaded into their senses. She
guarded those whose frac tured spirits cried of rape, murder and the
pillage of their tradi tional lands. (p. 26)

On the other hand, however, the narrative voice seems to struggle to
under stand her obses sion with tradi tional owner ship, as it makes her
indif ferent to the graphic scenes of viol ence her claims have led to:

25

It is hard to determine how sides were forged, but when the fighting
began, the blood of family ties flew out of the veins of people, and
ran on the ground like normal blood, when face and limbs are cut like
ribbons with broken glass, or when the body has been gouged with a
piece of iron, or struck on the head over and over with a lump of
wood. […] ‘What about the tradi tional owner?’ She was still
screaming out her esteemed rights. Maybe she did not register
the carnage 38. (p. 26)

As a child, Will is the one who protects his mother from harm during
the battle at the dump, but as a grown man, he has no time for the
ances tral family feuds that oppose the Phantom and Midnight clans.

26
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Under standing that the mine is waging against the world of the Gulf a
war the likes of which has never been seen  before 39, Will sees his
father and old Midnight as “[s]tubborn old mules who anchored their
respective clans in the sordid history of who really owned different
parcels of the local land. […] The old war went right up the coast line
to Desper ance and out to sea.” (p. 410)

Of course, at the end of the novel, Will is later set adrift on a floating
island of refuse, help lessly awaiting rescue, perhaps for having relied
too much on his own powers of under standing and his determ in a tion
to set things right according to his own views. And it is Norm – who
is well versed in “the old wars of families” (p. 251), who under stands
why the atav istic conflict between “land woman devil Garda jala” and
the cyclonic “sea woman” can never be resolved, and who, like the
Gundu gundu spirits, “the unhappy warring spirit warriors of the old
wars”, is himself constantly “riled up” (p.  254)  –  who is allowed to
return “home”, to the place where Desper ance once stood and where
the cyclone has rein stated the natural diversity of the land. But Norm
can only return home because he is accom panied by Will’s son Bala,
whose very exist ence proves that old family feuds can and should be
mended, since Hope, his mother is old Joseph Midnight’s grand‐ 
daughter. Besides, however much Norm railed against Will for
consorting with the enemy, he himself is a rather incon sistent gate‐ 
keeper. Riding in his  boat Trespass with his murdered friend Elias
whom he has decided he will bury in the sacred resting place of the
giant groper fish, although to do so, he will have to enter “spir itual
country forbidden to all men and their wives and their chil dren’s chil‐ 
dren” (p.  256), Norm is led to reflect on the “perplexing
word trespass”:

27

Tres pass had been a big word in his life. It protected black men’s Law
and it protected white men. It breathed life for fighters; it
sequestered people. The word was weight less, but had caused
enough jeal ousies, fights, injuries, killings, the cost could never be
weighed. It main tained untold wars over untold centuries – trespass.
Tres passing was the word which best described his present
situ ation, and it occurred to him that he was wrong to have taken
this journey with Elias in the first place. He should have just let the
girls dispose of the body. Yet he called, ‘Push the boat Elias and don’t
worry about me.’ (p. 256)
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Norm’s medit a tion on the ambi val ence of the word tres pass and his
decision to bring Elias’ remains to their final resting place, regard less
of known bound aries, gives an insight into why it is he who will walk
in the flattened land scape at the end, on country that is being sung
afresh by the “mass choir of frogs” (p. 99). Before he took on what the
title of chapter 8 clearly presents as his “respons ib ility”, Norm had
grown so dissat is fied with the world, with his unfaithful wife and his
once- favourite son Will (guilty in his eyes of errant beha viour, having
married Hope and sabot aged the mine), that he cut himself off from
friend and foe to dedicate himself to his art, a form of alchemy
consisting in magicking dead fish back to enchanted life in stuffed
and brightly coloured form. But Elias’ death brings him out of his self- 
imposed isol a tion and leads him on a mission that will also entail, as
he discovers to his great  surprise 40, the rescue of both Bala and
Hope, who in turn, as the end of novel suggests, will even tu ally bring
Will back from his own exile.

28

What the narrative arc  of Carpentaria points to, there fore, is not a
return to preco lo nial forms of entrenched sover eignty, but to more
open and holistic vision of how to inhabit the world. When asked
where the idea  for Carpentaria had origin ated from, Alexis Wright
mentioned seeing “the mighty flow of an ances tral river rushing”
through invasive weeds, and supposed that the moment of “real ising
the large ness of standing where count less gener a tions of people
whose ancestry [she shares]” had stood was what prompted her to
“return some thing of what [she had] learnt and to continue the story
of this country of [her] forefathers 41”. This vision of “large ness” is also
what allows Will to dismiss his father’s obsessive and soul- destroying
search for the snake Norm is convinced lies beneath their house, in
evil conniv ance with his temp tress of a wife:

29

Will did not believe the snake lay in the ground under their house.
The snake he once saw was the living atmo sphere. Its body stretched
from horizon to horizon, covering each point of the compass, and
encasing them all. His father looked in all the wrong places, for the
air flowing and out of his nostrils was the snake. Will dismissed the
vision, but he could call it up, if he wanted to. (p. 193)

Arrente activist and Abori ginal Civil Rights campaigner Tracker
Tilmouth, with whom Wright spent many years working, and whose

30
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collective biography she authored in 2017, had a favourite saying,
which was that Abori ginal people had to believe in a
“vision splendid 42”. Uptown too is offered a “vision splendid” in the
novel when Elias Smith walks in from the sea, bringing with him the
possib ility of a tolerant, undog matic form of wisdom (p. 59), but the
townspeople’s minds are too shuttered and para noid to under stand
what Elias stands for. Carpentaria shows, however, how believing in a
vision splendid can move people to work towards an appeased, more
hopeful and sustain able world.

On October 19 and 20, 2021, an inter na tional confer ence was organ‐ 
ised at the Univer sity of Western Brit tany, Brest, France, to  discuss
Carpentaria in the light of Wright’s dedic a tion to writing a “self- 
governing  literature 43” that honours her tradi tional home land and
allows herself and her readers to under stand “the deep cultural depth
of who [her people] are”:
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People who are comfort able with the gravity of respons ib ility to
country, people and to ourselves, and in our deep under standing that
country is always alive and forever powerful, and which, if its deep
laws are broken, can turn against us 44.

The two- day, online and in person confer ence brought together
researchers, academics and students from France, Australia, and
other places around the world. Several Indi genous, writers, poets and
academics – Alexis Wright herself, Jeanine Leane, Sandra Philips, Kim
Scott, Anita Heiss, Philip McLaren, Ellen van Neerven, Ali Cobby
Ecker mann, Romaine Moreton  –  also took part in the confer ence,
gener ously sharing read ings and perform ances of their work with a
mainly French audi ence. The articles that follow are some of the
proceed ings of this wonder fully rich and powerful event.
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The article that opens the confer ence proceed ings, Geoff Rodoreda’s
study entitled “Sover eignty in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria”, provides a
useful summary of the history of Indi genous struggle against, and
rejec tion of the forms of sover eignty defined and imposed in Australia
by settler- nation law. Rodoreda looks at how Carpentaria mocks and
sweeps aside the still domin ating social and culture discourses about
terra  nullius, to present the reader with a repres ent a tion of Indi‐ 
genous Australian sover eignty that is itself an enact ment of this
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sover eignty. The article, which in a sense consti tutes the frame work
of, or spring board for the whole collec tion of articles, makes clear
that Alexis Wright’s novel should not be read as a polit ical roadmap
for the achieve ment of sover eignty, but as a perform ative narrative of
sover eign place defined as the “unin ter rupted main ten ance of laws,
routines and cultures of governance over lands and seas stretching
from time imme morial to the present day”.

The first group of articles that follow focus on partic ular elements
present in the diegetic world of Carpentaria – namely dust, cyclones,
songs – and explore how these elements branch out factu ally, meta‐ 
phor ic ally, struc tur ally, through time and space, estab lishing lines of
semi otic travel and strings of aesthetic resonances.
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Sam Cox’s contri bu tion, “The Dust of Carpentaria”, is an etymo lo gical,
material, and symbolic explor a tion of dust in the world of the novel.
The article sifts with great virtu osity through the layers of connota‐ 
tions of the word in different languages and tradi tions, then traces
the whirling connec tions it weaves through time(s) and place(s)  in
Carpentaria. As Cox shows, unas suming dust links the micro scopic
with the cosmic, signi fies a forgone past while embodying its pres‐ 
ence in vesti gial form, and above all, resists any form of contain ment.
In Wright’s epic storytelling, dust leads the reader on circuitous
journey towards a richer and deeper under standing of the inter con‐ 
nec ted ness of place.

35

Chrystopher Spicer builds on Alexis Wright’s asser tion that “place
extends,” no place being “separate and just of  itself 45” to  situate
Carpentaria within the climate change liter ature produced in
Australia specific ally about its trop ical North. In “Plenty of busi ness
going on”: The apoca lyptic cyclones of Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria as
trope of real, imagined, and spir itual Australian place”, Spicer exam‐ 
ines the struc tural and symbolic role played by the apoca lyptic
cyclone in the novel, and analyses how the destructive, deeply trans‐ 
forming force of the cyclones that move through it also ener gize and
regen erate its geographic, social and spir itual space. As a northern
Australian himself, Spicer expresses his intimate convic tion that
storytelling is a way to find an explan a tion of our world, and  sees
Carpentaria as a powerful chal lenge to other, less compre hensive
repres ent a tions of the trop ical North, and as an oppor tunity to move
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forward, towards a better under standing that all Australians can
live with.

In “Heartbeat”, or singing the novel afresh: the role of popular song
and song sters in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria”, Adrian Grafe explores
for his  part the role played by popular song (country and western,
rock- n’-roll, reggae) and song sters  in Carpentaria. These are shown
to be the expres sion of collective forms of enjoy ment, heartache or
resist ance in the Gulf country, and the article pays close atten tion to
the way the titles and lyrics of popular songs are often rewritten or
creat ively mis(quoted) in important passages of the novel. Far from
proposing that the pres ence of such songs in remote parts of
Australia signals a loss of Indi genous authen ti city or of narrative seri‐ 
ous ness, Grafe argues that they consti tute a rhythmic and melodic
subtext which makes the silent reader aware that song is indeed the
“medium of perform ance of epic poetry”. The continuity between
ances tral and contem porary song cere monies celeb rating the inter‐ 
con nec ted ness of all life is thus enacted by the patterns and rhythms
that make up the musical compos i tion of the novel.
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The second group of articles considers Carpentaria as a vast, layered
and vibrantly complex narrative which contra dicts master narrat ives
of conquest and mastery, pushes back generic bound aries and
conven tions, and encour ages a thor ough rethink of the distri bu tion
of power and respons ib ility among the publishers and trans lators of
works of fiction that so abso lutely resist commodification.
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In “The Spell of Place  in Carpentaria”, Christine Vandamme sets the
novel against real- world climate- change chal lenges which are often
considered to be the outcome of a master narrative of progress
expressed in terms of compet i tion and conquest. In line with David
Abrams’ notion of the  “spell of the  sensuous”, which reveals our
“inter de pend ence with that which we cannot fathom, cannot
determine, and cannot control 46”, Vandamme sees Wright’s novel as a
varie gated and poly phonic decon struc tion of mono log ical narrat ives
of nation, time, space and truth, and as a call to posit Country and its
attendant laws at the heart of a new Australian national narrative.

39

In “Epic, Trauma, and Affective Prac tice  in Carpentaria” Meera
Atkinson looks into Sneharika Roy’s discus sion of the epic genre’s
compat ib ility with post co lo nial literature  and combines Roy’s find ‐

40

47



Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria

ings with her own work on trans gen er a tional trauma to provide the
frame work for her study of Carpentaria. The article shows how the
novel is a harrowing testi mony of historic and contem porary trauma
in the Gulf country, yet also how Wright uses humour as affective
prac tice, and makes a case for  defining Carpentaria as a piece of
narrative art belonging to an innov ative post co lo nial literary category
that Atkinson labels “epic trauma” writing.

Lastly, in “Trans lating Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria. An Inter view with
Italian Co- Translator Andrea Sirotti”, Margherita Zano letti  reviews
the tech nical diffi culties as well as the ethical and prac tical choices
related to the trans la tion process of a novel that is such an exem plary
instance of poly phonic writing. The account Sirotti gives of his work
in this inter view draws atten tion to the role of trans lators as “readers,
inter preters, medi ators, and co- authors”, and offers some insights
into the ques tion able dynamics of the publishing industry which
seeks to ‘domest icate’ narratively- diverse writing into readily market‐ 
able products. The article provides an altern ative literary approach to
what makes Carpentaria so resistant to stand ard ising gener al isa tions,
but also shows why it is so important to make more visible the work
of trans lators, whose status in law, publishing, and educa tion is often
badly underrated.
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The confer ence proceed ings gathered here reveal a whole range of
new and original approaches to the inex haust ibly wise and ever- 
unsettling world of Carpentaria. As Alexis Wright force fully put it: “In
these times of the world sitting on the precipice of an uncer tain
future and our civil isa tions frit tering away in the ruins of our spirit,
Indi genous wisdom matters .”
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