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The Spell of Place in Carpentaria
Christine Vandamme

Denouncing the shallow truth of national master narratives
A master narrative based on possession and naming
Salvaging stories and sharing them: difficult transmission and failed
reconciliation
The Gulf of Carpentaria as a metaphor of our present and future ways of
inhabiting the world

In her  spellbinding Carpentaria Alexis Wright offers what Glis sant
would call an “all- work,” namely a work which enters into reson ance
with, and reflects, the “all- world”. In that sense Carpentaria is more
than a novel: it ques tions, chal lenges, and finally enriches and
possibly revital ises our non- fiction world which suffoc ates in its slow
progress towards extinc tion. Such programmed decline and extinc‐ 
tion are denounced as being derived from a blind belief in one story,
one master narrative, a gospel of progress through compet i tion and
conquest, appro pri ation and viol ence. Such a mono log ical “truth”
ulti mately corrupts the people, the envir on ment, and the overall
equi lib rium of all natural forces and beings.

1

Wright offers instead a wide array of simul tan eous and some times
contra dictory “truths” and visions as part of the Dreaming. She first
decon structs national master narrat ives based on exclu sion, dispos‐ 
ses sion and the fabric a tion of shallow, ready- made myths and beliefs
as opposed to the deep know ledge of the river country. But she also
offers a thor ough and complex reflec tion on the diffi culty of passing
down the “imme morial” know ledge and history contained in the
ances tral stories of the Dream time in a world now monitored from
above by big inter na tional companies whose immense powers tend to
confis cate and control stories, manip u late truths only to replace
them with their own self- legitimizing and self- authored narratives.

2

Carpentaria never falls into the post co lo nial trap of binary thinking
between Indi genous and non- Indigenous perspect ives and interests,
or even Nature and Culture, Body and Mind. The book encour ages its
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readers to imagine and picture how best to recon nect with country
through the case study of an extraordinary terrain, the Gulf of
Carpent aria. While the non- Indigenous inhab it ants of the local settler
town Desper ance are busy building imaginary walls and bound aries
around its precincts, the Indi genous Prickle bush mob know that the
claypans they live on is a place where no such inscrip tion and impos i‐ 
tion of arbit rary signs and demarc ating lines is possible. For them, on
the contrary, the river country they live on is a place where survival,
exper i ence and community life require outstanding powers of both
adapt a tion and imagin a tion but also of cooper a tion, of strong Will
and ener gizing Hope, the myth ical couple/coup ling at the core of the
story and the Dream time according to Alexis Wright.

Alexis Wright knows that Australian liter ature should strive to offer a
third  space where it would be possible to get more intim ately
acquainted with the way “Abori ginal people think” but also where the
“cultural matrices of the found a tion myths that Australians of immig‐ 
rant back grounds cling  to 1” could be put into perspective
and reassessed. Carpentaria, both the novel and the Gulf of Carpent‐ 
aria itself, offer this unique oppor tunity of chal len ging national
found a tion myths and revital izing them through a deeper know ledge
of place.

4

Denoun cing the shallow truth of
national master narratives
Wright is very gifted in having the reader read between the lines and
distrust easy manip u la tion with nation alist repres ent a tions and
made- up stories. It is no coin cid ence that the novel starts with the
words “The nation”. Carpentaria offers a reflec tion on both Australia
as a nation and its founding myths. The anonymous narrator presents
side by side two main visions and world views–and even two epistem‐ 
o lo gies to be more precise, in the first pages of the novel. The very
first para graph starts with the vision of the non- Indigenous
Australian community inher ited from colo nial times and their obses‐ 
sion with biblical myth making opposing the elect (the “faithful”) to
the sinners (“the wicked”), the right eous white Chris tian community
to the little black girls who are condemned from the start.
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More import antly still, the novel starts with an ambi valent sentence,
fore grounding the idea of two irre con cil able world views and concep‐ 
tions of stories. Either we under stand the first sentence as
suggesting that the non- Indigenous Australian community have
based their national narrat ives on a denial of the Indi genous “story”
or stories, affirming in a very abrupt and contemp tuous way that they
know everything they need to know about the country and its
stories:  “A NATION  CHANTS, BUT WE KNOW YOUR
STORY  ALREADY”; (p.  1) or the sentence could be under stood as
refer ring to the Indi genous community them selves warning the non- 
Indigenous community that they know all about the mono log ical and
tele olo gical master  narratives 2 based on reli gious myth making and
symbolic viol ence that the non- Indigenous community has tried to
impose on them. In that case the italicized passage “BUT WE KNOW
YOUR STORY ALREADY”, could signal a shift in perspective and voice
with the narrator speaking in the name of the Indi genous community,
as is the case at the end of the para graph when the other passage in
italics is a piece of direct speech from Indi genous little black
girls:  “ARMAGGEDON BEGINS  HERE”. The shift to italics might
suggest that Wright delib er ately kept the sentence ambi valent to
have the reader ponder who exactly is to be the ulti mate judge of
what the nation should consist in, and whose voice should be listened
to. This being said, syntactic ally, both sentences imply that the first
part of each refers to the utterer of the reported speech in italics.
The second italicized passage is uttered by an Indi genous little girl
but for all we know, she is only iter ating what she has been told
repeatedly and is most prob ably convinced of, namely that in the ulti‐ 
mate struggle between the forces of good and evil, Indi genous people
are the ones who have to change sides and join the so- called forces of
good:  “LITTLE GIRLS WHO […] ANNOUNCE  MATTER- OF-FACTLY,
ARMAGGEDON BEGINS  HERE.” What is iron ical is that for the
readers, the sentence takes on sarcastic under tones and can be
under stood as implying exactly the contrary, namely that the non- 
Indigenous world view will only lead to apoca lypse and that they
them selves should be considered as being on the side of evil, and
should be considered as the “wicked”.

6

The juxta pos i tion of two visions thus accen tu ates the conten tious
issue of national myth making and narrat ives. The novel starts with “A
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NATION  CHANTS, BUT WE KNOW YOUR STORY  ALREADY. THE
BELLS PEAL  EVERYWHERE.” and the first para graph ends on
Armageddon, the biblical fight between good and
evil: “ARMAGGEDON BEGINS HERE”. This suggests that no salva tion
is to be expected for the little black girls, only  “HUMAN FALLOUT”
and  “ARMAGGEDON”. And the total inab ility to bridge the gap
between Abori ginal stories in the Gulf of Carpent aria and the
imported stories of the white community living in Desper ance is
rendered visu ally striking with the use of a whole line of suspen sion
dots between the first para graph corres ponding to the national
master narrative of the inhab it ants living in this remote ghost town,
Desper ance, on the one hand, and the creation stories of the river
people who have been living in the region for gener a tions, on
the other.

And yet this is precisely the mission that Alexis Wright gives herself
as a writer: to bridge the gap between the two communities, to call
upon her readers, Indi genous and non- Indigenous alike, to accept the
know ledge that immer sion in the river country can bring. They are all
invited to either exper i ence it directly or imagine it for them selves–
to “picture the creative serpent”. Such know ledge can be acquired in
“imagin[ing] the serpent’s breathing rhythms” as the tide flows inland
and then ebbs back towards the sea. The anonymous narrator keeps
using the term “know ledge” and warns the readers that “it takes a
partic ular kind of know ledge to go with the river, whatever its mood”
(p.  3). Such know ledge is trans mitted through initi ation, the
continuous learning and passing down, through gener a tions, of  the
Aboriginal Law: “The inside know ledge about this river and coastal
region is the Abori ginal Law handed down through the ages since
time began” (p.  3). Such a meta phor is very potent polit ic ally and
socially: the narrator does not exclude the non- Indigenous readers
but invites all readers, non- Indigenous ones included, to “go with the
river” and learn from it. Alexis Wright herself spins a similar meta‐ 
phor in “A Ques tion of Fear”, a very perceptive essay on the ques tion
of toler ance in Australia. She thus insists on the possib ility and even
the need for different world views and “belief systems” to “flow
together” (Wright, 2008, pp.  146-147) 3. She gives the example of the
Garma fest ival in which the Yolngu peoples of north- eastern Arnhem
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Land celeb rate and promote the “idea of Yolngu and non- Indigenous
know ledge flowing side- by-side”:

There is no valuing of one over the other – the central tenet is one of
equality, each with poten tial for new ideas flowing between, but self- 
contained. Garma is a Yolngu idea that considers the conflu ence of
two streams of know ledge repres ented by salt water and
fresh water 4.

But the Gurfurrit mine does not have time to gain such “inside know‐ 
ledge” or “deep know ledge” and no will ing ness either for their world‐ 
view to flow along that of the local Abori ginal people, the Prickle bush
mob. They would not have any use for such a “stream of know ledge”
as their goal is to convince the Uptown inhab it ants of Desper ance
and the local Abori ginal communities that their new iden tity should
coin cide with the devel op ment of the mine itself. The anonymous
narrator denounces such an approach and decon structs the whole
enter prise of manip u la tion and propa ganda that the mine’s commu‐ 
nic a tion and legal teams are setting up. The first step for the narrator
is thus to strongly chal lenge deeply ingrained national myths celeb‐ 
rating “land  theft 5” and relying on a form of “egot istic
projectile  imagination 6” which imposes its own world view and
convinces itself of its legit imacy in doing so. Such national master
narrat ives tend to deploy them selves in a one- way direc tion and in
constant ruptures with the past, thus remaining quite shallow and
manip u lative in nature. Conversely, the deep know ledge celeb rated in
the novel implies humility, open ness and the desire for world views
and types of know ledge to coalesce and “flow together” instead of
suppressing each other. Alexis Wright considers that Australia as a
nation has to give up on program matic reli gious tele olo gies such as
the one presented by the anonymous narrator in the first para graph,
announ cing Armaggeddon for the little black girls and the Abori ginal
community as a whole. The narrator also warns the readers against
the gospel of ruth less capit alism endorsed by the mine which equates
naming and the setting up of a master narrative of control and
surveil lance with posses sion and exploitation.
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A master narrative based on
posses sion and naming
There is a recur rent play on the manip u la tion of truth through
naming and renaming. And this becomes all the more essen tial and
pronounced when immense finan cial gains are to be expected with
the arrival of the Gurfurrit mining company. The name of the
company is trans par ently sarcastic: its only goal is profit- making and
its only slogan “Go for it.” So as to buy land from its rightful owners,
the Abori ginal communities that have been living in the region for
gener a tions, the Gurfurrit company decides to buy its way into
owner ship of the land in deciding who will be considered as owning
the land, namely those weak enough to accept to be bribed and to tell
made- up stories about their pretended native rights to the land, like
the Midnight mob who ulti mately move east of Desperance 7.

10

The Gurfurrit mine also decides to rename the local river that used to
flow through the town of Desper ance.  The Wangala river
thus  becomes Normal’s  River, thereby losing its local Abori ginal
name. The mining exec ut ives seize a symbolic occa sion which is the
centenary of the town of Desper ance to celeb rate the new name. The
reason why they pick the name of Normal Phantom, a living “old tribal
man” (p. 4), is that he has lived in the “Prickle bush” region all his life
as have his father’s fathers before him (p. 6) and he knows the region
like the back of his hand:

11

[…] Normal Phantom could grab hold of the river in his mind and live
with it as his father’s fathers did before him. His ancestors were the
river people, who were living with the river from before time began.
Normal was like ebbing water; he came and went on the flowing
waters of the river right out to the sea. He stayed away on the water
as long as he pleased. (p. 6)

Renaming the Wangala river suggests that you delib er ately ignore the
collective Abori ginal land rights attached to the river in attrib uting
the name to a single person you might hope to then bribe and manip‐ 
u late so as to gain owner ship of the place 8. What is both amusing and
signi ficant though is that only the first name remains. The last name
“Phantom” disap pears although this is precisely what should be kept.
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From an Indi genous perspective, each indi vidual is both himself or
herself and much more than that. The ghost li ness suggested by the
onomas tics in the last name “Phantom” does not suggest absence so
much as an excess of pres ence or co- presence of the indi vidual and
his ancestors, both human and other- than-human, and this is what
the non- Indigenous white Australian community of Desper ance
tends to wilfully oblit erate. This is also what Alexis Wright mentions
when she refers to deep know ledge and the work of geographer
Patrick Nunn who stated in his book The Edge of Memory that:

13

[t]he rich and varied world of the mind within which Abori ginal
people’s culture has long been grounded, and which is believed to
exist in parallel with the tangible one renders the past far beyond the
memory of any person, but conserved in the collective memory of
the whole community 9.

Gregory Youn ging develops a similar idea in his study of Indi‐ 
genous Peoples 10, when he refers to native Amer ican writer LeAnne
Howe’s notion of “time- space continuum”, namely the neces sity to
refer back to ances tral figures and core cultural values and laws
inscribed diachron ic ally in time and also in the three dimen sions of
space. No fixed or unchan ging world view of the cultural and social
life of one community as opposed to another is being proposed and
promoted either but the need to adapt and evolve through cultural
contact without forget ting about one’s “history and heritage”:

14

[…] Indi genous peoples have respons ib il ities connected to internal
cultural imper at ives, which include mind ful ness of continuity with
history and heritage. The ulti mate respons ib ility for Indi genous
peoples lies in being the link between the ancestors and future
gener a tions–a cultural precept that has been referred to by
Indi genous writers, such as LeAnne Howe, as “the time- 
space continuum 11”.

Such a vision of the long time of history and the time- space
continuum stands in stark contrast to the Desper a nians’ attach ment
to the ridicu lously short- lived “glory” of their town–Desper ance. The
town’s assumed import ance is related to a minor event in the short
history of non- Indigenous colon isa tion of Australia – the so- called
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“discovery” of the place by British captain Matthew Flinders, referred
to here as “Matthew Desperance Flinders” (my emphasis).

[…] their town remained Desper ance, named after the founder,
Captain Matthew Desper ance Flinders. Need less to say, no one in
Uptown accepted the fact that Flinders was a prize fool to go about
saying he discovered a deep water port that turned into a dust bowl
when the river changed course, and a century would pass before the
giant serpent ances tral spirit made that track again. (p. 59)

Such a name appears all the more anec dotal and insig ni ficant when
replaced in a pre- human perspective, “billions of years ago”, which is
the perspective announced from the second para graph onwards, the
time of Creation by the ances tral serpent of the Gulf of Carpent aria
region. Thus, when the narrator later mentions that the Desper a nians
pompously congrat u late each other about having been able to
prevent their town from being renamed Masterton instead of Desper‐ 
ance, the comment produces a comical effect: the foreign colon isers
who single- handedly changed the names of local places such as rivers
in complete indif fer ence to the original names given by the Abori‐ 
ginal keepers of the land, now have to face the same form of
disregard and arbit rary abuse of power when it is another authority,
that of the Queens land state, that decides what name their town
should have, without even consulting them before hand. The
anonymous narrator adds still another touch of irony for the readers
in claiming the middle name of Matthew Flinders was Desper‐ 
ance,  which, as Peter  Brown sharply observed in his article  on
Carpentaria, is pure inven tion and quite “playful” at that (Brown,
p.  265 12). This is another way for the narrator to insist the
newcomers have no memory of their own offi cial history and are thus
cut off both from the time- space continuum of the Gulf of Carpent‐ 
aria itself but also from their own “history and heritage” (Youn ging,
p. 18).

16

The reason why Masterton was chosen as a new name for the town of
Desper ance is to give it an iden tity of sorts with a fabric ated master
narrative suggesting posses sion, mastery and the illu sion of self- 
importance in the region’s ever shifting geograph ical features and
uncer tain economic oppor tun ities. Simil arly, the mining commu nic a‐ 
tion team’s decision to drop Normal’s last name, “Phantom”, is an
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attempt to impose their own control and mastery of the place in
complete disregard for its keepers and guard ians such as Normal
Phantom. What char ac ter ises Normal Phantom is precisely that he
cannot be placed, that he does not seem to master and possess the
stories he has been given respons ib ility for but rather to be possessed
by them, insofar as his know ledge cannot be severed from place and
the constant react iv a tion of the stories: he needs to be reminded of
them and to revitalize them through constant contact with the river
and the dead river people’s spirits that still haunt the place, speaking
to those able to hear them. Gothic motifs such as ghost li ness, spec‐ 
trality, posses sion and haunting thus take on positive connota tions:
they remind the readers of the import ance of listening to the spirits
of the place and the voice of the ancestors. And this is the conclu sion
of the first chapter, namely that the readers, and Australians in
general, whether Indi genous or non- Indigenous, should first give up
on the idea of trying to possess through the impos i tion of self- 
legitimizing narrat ives or place names and listen care fully to the
memories buried deep in the ground and yet ready to resur face to
tell “the real story of what happened” in the region:

“If you are someone who visits old cemeteries, wait a while if you
visit the water people. The old Gulf coun trymen and women who
took our besieged memories to the grave might just climb out of the
mud and tell you the real story of what happened here.” (p. 11)

This being said, the novel also exposes the very real diffi culties
involved in trans mit ting stories and avoiding conflict and divi sion,
whether between Indi genous and non- Indigenous people or even
within the Indi genous communities themselves.

18

Salva ging stories and sharing
them: diffi cult trans mis sion and
failed reconciliation
The diffi cult trans mis sion of Dream time stories is illus trated by a
pattern repeated in the novel, namely that of dysfunc tional father- 
son rela tion ships. The Prickle bush mob, the Abori ginal people living
in the area, consider Normal Phantom as one of their best repres ent ‐
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at ives as he knows the stories of the Dream time and the sea, the river
and the stars, better than anyone else in the community:

“Normal Phantom could grab hold of the river in his mind and live
with it as his father’s fathers did before him. His ancestors were the
river people, who were living with the river from before time began.”
(p. 6)

He should there fore be the ideal source of trans mis sion of the ances‐ 
tral stories to the new gener a tions and his chil dren in partic ular and
yet he keeps abandoning them for the river or the sea. He even
spends five years at sea away from home and his family at one point.
The narrator comments sarcastic ally that Normal Phantom prefers to
pass on his stories to his cock atoo, Pirate, rather than to any of his
chil dren. The one son who was most likely to not only learn the
stories but pass them on, Will, finally stops seeing his father and
speaking to him. Normal Phantom’s youngest son, Kevin, the one who
was so bright he could expect to get on in the white world and maybe
transmit his father’s know ledge in written form, is never given the
oppor tunity to accom pany his father when he goes to sea. On top of
such indif fer ence on the part of his father, Kevin exper i ences early on
a sense of estrange ment from his own country and the stories of his
people. School expects from him to focus instead on non- Indigenous
writers’ sea stories, Tim Winton’s novels in partic ular. As a result
Kevin ends up getting top marks for his essays dealing with
enthralling epic voyages on the sea, while he himself is never given
the oppor tunity to have first- hand exper i ence of seafaring with
his father:

20

‘I don’t even feel like I belong here anymore,’ Kevin complained about
why he had to sit around uselessly trying to do essays about books
talking about them white peoples lives. […] He became the silent
non- participant, listening to epic tales of sea jour neys he kept
missing out on. He was the warrior most unlikely. Only in your
dreams Kevin. […] Finally, Kevin was left only to hear stories. His
essay on Tim Winton scored A plus, but you tell me, who on earth
cared? (p. 102)

Wright’s sour irony can be felt here with the anonymous narrator
suggesting the epic mode for the white community is nothing more
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than a glam orous form of self- aggrandizement of hyper- privileged
people who are rich and idle enough to go fishing while Kevin, who is
bright, most certainly will not even be able to get a job (“nobody, in
any case, including Norm, expected Kevin would actu ally get a job”,
p.  103), even less be given the oppor tunity to go fishing as his own
father, grand father and ancestors have been doing for thou sands of
years, on the Wangala River, now known as “Normal’s River.” (p. 9). So
Kevin is given second- hand know ledge of stories written by non- 
Indigenous people about some unfa miliar sea places while his own
father refuses to pass on to him his own deep know ledge of river and
sea country.

And yet the trans mis sion seems to take place in a round about and
unex pected way. It is through a non- Indigenous char acter that trans‐ 
mis sion becomes effective. A myster ious stranger to the place, a
certain white man called Elias Smith, suddenly appears one day out of
nowhere with no memory of where he comes from and what
happened to him. The only thing he knows is that he feels at peace
when on the sea, as Normal Phantom does. The narrator suggests his
main gift is to give up on the idea of posses sion and accept instead
the idea of being possessed and guided by the sea and the morning
star. He is said to appear to the rest of the white community as “a
man possessed” (p. 42). His ghostly appear ance is a char ac ter istic he
shares with Will. Both men appear as ghosts to the white community:
no one really knows whether they are dead or alive: they some times
disap pear without warning and are nowhere to be found. But even if
they both go missing at one point for different reasons, they do not
corres pond to the lost child trope or the lost- in-the-Bush figure
constitutive of so many settler narrat ives according to the eminent
scholars Peter Pierce and Elspeth Tilley 13. This is not to be wondered
at since the novel is told from an Indi genous narrative point of view
just as much, if not more, as from a non- Indigenous one. If in
Australian liter ature written from a non- Indigenous perspective the
Bush and unsettled areas in general are often seen as poten tially
dangerous places where you risk vanishing and disap pearing forever,
here it is very different—the vanishing is a possib ility of rebirth. Elias
Smith or Will, as lost- in-the-Bush figures, ghostly figures, seem more
real and substan tial than the fabric ated myths, real ities, truths or
stories conveyed by the mine.
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Peter Pierce was the first to analyze in such detail and with such
insight the recur ring lost- child motif in Australian liter ature written
by non- Indigenous writers, speaking of a “country of lost chil dren”
and asso ci ating such a national anxiety with colo nial and post co lo nial
guilt. Elspeth Tilley then pointed out in her own volume on “white
vanishing” that the lost- child motif was only a subcat egory of a wider
trope, the “lost- in-the-Bush figure.” She further demon strated how in
settler culture, this corres ponded to a paradigm meant to claim the
land for the white community. According to Elspeth Tilley a rein‐ 
forced sense of “mate ship” almost system at ic ally accom panies the
return of the missing figure and their rein teg ra tion into the white
settler community:

23

Often the restor a tion of equi lib rium involves making a claim or
state ment for white Australian mate ship; invari ably, it involves
making a claim or state ment about white rela tion ships with land and
estab lishing at least some portion of that land as an unequi vocal
white “homescape 14”.

In Carpentaria, Elias is not welcomed by the white community for his
return to his “homes cape” as he does not know anymore what his
home place or “homes cape” is, except for the sea in the Gulf of
Carpent aria. He is actu ally, for this very reason, almost worshipped as
a sort of demi- god when he first appears on the shores of Desper‐ 
ance. It puts all Despara nians at ease in imagining any claim to the
land should para dox ic ally rest on the idea of “building one’s own
place by oneself” without both ering about prior inhab it ants of
the place:

24

The telling of Elias’s story as white- haired man, or night time angel,
or crustacean- covered aqua spirit, just grew old until one day all
anyone remembered was that he had appeared one time, out of the
pale blue yonder, and built his own place by himself just like they all
had to, and there was nothing unusual about that. (p. 78)

Elias becomes a living legend and an emblem atic myth ical figure in
the town’s quest for a glor ious and self- legitimizing found a tion story
or master narrative as he is just as lost and root less as any of them or
their fathers, or fathers’ fathers: “A sea people such as them selves,
come from so far away to be lost, would forever have all seas in their
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sights. That was their story.” (p. 49) The lost- at-sea figure has come to
conveni ently replace the lost- in-the-bush motif as an ideal ized
found a tion story:

Call it a phobia about not allowing legends to die. Call it flights of
fancy that had driven every man, woman, and child down onto the
high tide mark to wait patiently, ankle deep in the mud, totally
abandoning all of their daily jobs and duties, just to relive the familiar
old story about their origins. (p. 50)

Elias becomes all the more easily asso ci ated to a myth ical figure as he
is both impli citly asso ci ated to Jesus walking on the sea (Matthew
14�22-34) and to the Ancient Mariner. Both refer ences are strongly
under mined by the narrator in creating a gap between what the
readers cannot help asso ci ating Elias to–namely Jesus or the Ancient
Mariner, and the man who emerges naked from the sea as an object
of lust for the women of Desperance:

26

But the steam- making women standing on the beach, down right
proper, respect able Uptown women, could not escape the spell the
mariner had cast on them, simply from looking at his bare thighs
walking through water. (p. 62)

The refer ence to Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” is ines‐ 
cap able for the reader as Coleridge’s mariner casts a spell on the
wedding- guest, just as the myster ious “mariner” does here with the
Uptown women. But there is a signi ficant differ ence. The mariner
forces the wedding guest to listen to his tale, while the women only
gawp at Elias’s muscular body. The literary refer ence is thus strongly
deflated, suggesting the Desper a nians are so ignorant of their culture
and their past they become crude, even vulgar, in their approach to
their envir on ment. The Prickle bush people, after having asked their
chil dren to find out about the ances tral stories or myths of the white
community, are actu ally shocked when they come to the conclu sion
the “town had nothing–no culture, no song, no sacred places” (p. 56).
In conclu sion, despite all the explicit or veiled refer ences to Jesus,
the ancient mariner, or even Jonah (p. 48), it seems no one in Desper‐ 
ance is consciously aware that Elias could be rein teg rated into such a
Biblical as well as poetic tradi tion. The Desper a nians’ “familiar old
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story about their origins” (p.  50) is thus one of lost origins, lost
memories, even of their own culture or that of their ancestors.

Elias Smith only becomes iconic because he belongs to no place and
comes from nowhere, as is the case for Desper a nians. Such an iron‐ 
ical passage making fun of made- up founding myths or legends does
not only target the non- Indigenous community living in Desper ance.
It also castig ates divi sions within the Indi genous community itself
and the tempta tion for some Indi genous subgroups to also make up
stories and invent imaginary origins once historic dislo ca tions or
“dispersals” have chased them away from their ances tral lands. The
Abori ginal community now living east of the town, Joseph Midnight’s
family and relat ives, thus wrongly claim they are the rightful tradi‐ 
tional owners of the place and can there fore legit im ately sell their
land rights to the mine:
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The East side camp was old Joseph Midnight’s mob exiled from
West side because they wanted to say that nobody else but they were
the real tradi tional landowners where Desper ance had been built.
That idea origin ated from Old Cyclone who was Joseph Midnight’s
father. They even made up a name for them selves – Wangabiya – and
said that their tribe were the real tradi tional owners, before Norm
Phantom’s group which they called the tribe of the Johnny- come-
latelies came to the Gulf. Well! Even though no tribe on earth existed
with that name Wangabiya, you had everyone going around claiming
to be a Wangabiya. Lost Wangabiya started turning up in the Gulf
from all over the place: Bris bane, Sydney and even one came over
from Los Angeles saying he was a Wangabiya, and could speak the
lost Wangabiya language. It was the hint of big bickies to be had from
big mining that did that. (pp. 50-51)

The conclu sion is that made- up stories and fabric ated “truths” do not
enable communities, whether Indi genous or non- Indigenous, to fully
relate to country and care for it. And yet the finan cial and ideo lo gical
gains to be had from a good story lead to a ludicrous prolif er a tion of
stories all the same.

29

The narrator offers a quite disil lu sioned vision of the fights within the
Abori ginal community itself when truth and ances tral stories give
way to fanciful and made- up stories which are completely discon‐ 
nected from any deep know ledge of country and the people they are
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supposed to relate to. The narrator is also very much aware that
finan cial interests related to the mine often end up fabric ating
altern ative truths and misleading stories. The Gurfur ritt mine and its
boss Graham Spilling monitor everything from the top of a New
York skyscraper:

It could cast a security net over the whole social reality of
Desper ance, keeping tabs on how much food was in the fridge, who
had just replaced a light bulb in town, or monitor the pulse rate of
Kevin Phantom lying in a hospital, while he was trying to figure out
whether to live or die. It could rock the town this way or that to
make stories. It could burn the Council office down, burn the
Queen’s picture, to gauge the reac tion. (p. 428)

Post- truth replaces authentic stories. The rumours accusing Elias of
having burnt the Council office will be used to cover up and justify his
murder by the mining men. The vast surveil lance and hege monic
system imple mented by the mine with the support of local and state
author ities, simply blots out and squashes any rebel lious figure from
its two- dimensional screen like an insect as Mozzie Fishman is fully
aware: “I am not talking about that useless, invis ible Desper ance
kinda net, I am talking about the real ones, just as invis ible, thrown
out by the police who are wanting to squash people like you, like you
is merely a nuis ance of a mosquito.” (p. 403)
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Alexis Wright conversely suggests all Australian citizens should strive
to get to know more about deep know ledge and deep time in order to
more fully relate to their envir on ment and to each other. And this
might require for non- Indigenous Australians to partly forget about
all the national master narrat ives they have tended to build their
national iden tity on so as to start anew and learn from “the deep
history of this land and caring for it”:
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In this country there are sacred places holding enormous powers
throughout this continent and reaching far out in the seas. But most
non- Aboriginal people do not under stand the powerful nature of this
country and the forces of nature, or how the ancient law stories
asso ci ated with each of these sacred places contain vital know ledge
about the deep history of this land and caring for it 15.
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It is no coin cid ence if Mozzie, like a modern Abori ginal  Moses 16,
takes his followers, young root less Abori gines, back to country for
them to retrieve such “ancient law stories”. To that extent the
anonymous narrator celeb rates both Mozzie’s courage and the social
and polit ical relev ance of his enter prise. For Mozzie, for the
anonymous narrator, for Wright herself, “ancient law stories” are the
“narrat ives of great and old wisdom [which] are the true consti tu tion
of this country”:
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The Abori ginal care takers of their tradi tional country have always
under stood its power, and why it is so important to care for the land
through devel oping an important system of laws that created great
respons ib ility for caring for the stories and powers of the ancestors.
These narrat ives of great and old wisdom are the true consti tu tion
for this country, and urgently need to be upfront in the national
narrative in under standing how to care for it 17.

The anonymous narrator in Carpentaria simil arly insists the one main
conveyor of stories is country and in that instance the Gulf of
Carpent aria itself. All Australians are thus invited to accept to place
country and its attendant laws at the core of Australian “national
narrative[s]”. Wright sees such a move as the only way forward to
preserve the possib ility of a sustain able future for Australia and
human kind at large.

34

The Gulf of Carpent aria as a
meta phor of our present and
future ways of inhab iting
the world
The most convin cing prot ag onist who is able to pass down ances tral
stories to men and women is the river country itself. A river country
is a country in constant meta morph oses. If “History is only geography
deploying itself across time 18” according to French geographer Élisée
Reclus, then the geography  of Carpentaria also has a lot to tell us
about both our present history and our future history, about the
major disrup tions brought about by the Anthro po cene: the rapid
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succes sion of cata clysmic events such as cyclones in the Gulf of
Carpent aria reflects the effects of ongoing climate change which is
due to the over ex ploit a tion of natural resources. The destruc tion of
Desper ance by the elements at the end of the novel simil arly points
to the possible destruc tion of Western devel op ment as we know it
and the urgent need to rethink it.

Repla cing the current Australian national master narrat ives based on
domin a tion and a stoical resig na tion to suffering, with the Law and
the stories of the elders, “narrat ives of great and old wisdom,” is still
very much a work in progress. This is an issue which Jane Gleeson- 
White analyses beau ti fully. She sees in the writing of Carpentaria an
attempt “to embody in novel form a complex multi valent mesh of
Indi genous real ities related to place and the active inter con nec tion
with the human world 19.” She also remarks that instead of a “Chris‐ 
tian, capit alist settler vision” the novel offers a more complex “vision
of human- non-human rela tions rooted in place” which clashes with,
and breaks away from, a former “settler- Australian liter ature which
appre hends the land as  other 20”. And this is where the recur rent
figure of the ghostly, dangerous “other”, whether human or non- 
human, commonly found in non- Indigenous settler narrat ives, disap‐ 
pears in favour of an accept ance of being possessed rather than
possessing, thus welcoming the spell of country and will ingly
immersing oneself in it before real izing one also has to care for it. In
Abori ginal culture caring for the land implies respons ib ility but also
being able to get attuned to its vital rhythms through direct exper i‐ 
ence and listening to the ances tral stories passed on from gener a tion
to gener a tion.  In Carpentaria, such trans mis sion is not reserved to
Indi genous people but is rendered access ible, at least up to a point,
to non- Indigenous people as well. Elias is a good illus tra tion of such
a process.

36

Elias’s know ledge comes from the loss of his former memories and
the accept ance of being haunted by sea spirits:
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In the minds of local people there had always been an infal lible
certainty without evid ence or proof of Elias’s know ledge which was
said to have come from trav el ling the many seas of the world. It was
just so, for the spirits who had stolen his memory had left him the
sea. (p. 158)
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The narrator even remarks that Elias is ulti mately integ rated into the
Law or Dreamtime:

38

It was the begin ning of the story of the day the spirits of the seas and
storms mixed their busi ness, and sent Elias from out of obli vion into
Desper ance with good reason. This was the story about Elias Smith
which was later put along side the Dream time by the keepers of the
Law […]. (p. 53)

Will’s own know ledge also comes from the ocean as in a father- 
son transmission:
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The breeze had come down from the sea, passing incon spicu ously
over the noisy motor cars on the Gulf road, touching Will in a gentle
caress, as though the ocean seemed pleased to know its son had
returned. (p. 157)

In both cases, know ledge is acquired through close connec tion and
commu nion with country and what Daniel Heath Justice calls  the
other- than-human in his illu min ating volume Why Indi genous Liter‐ 
at ures Matter 21. Will is actu ally both human and other- than-human:
he is a man but he is also mud, he is invis ible: “[…] the head lights pass
over him standing in the bush, but he remains invis ible. Will Phantom
is mud. At home on the sea, at home on the land…” (p. 174) And in the
end, the other- than-human sea creatures, the gropers, are the ones
to bring Norm, Hope and Bala back home. They also surround Hope’s
boat when she decides to leave again in search of Will. The sea eagle
for Elias, the gropers for Norm, the seagulls for Mozzie’s and Lloydie’s
sons, all of them belong to the other- than-human world which
accom panies men and women on their journey on this earth, and
forever after, in the Dream time and the songlines.
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Such a world view is less easy to appre hend for non- Aboriginal
readers who might be quite unfa miliar with the Dream time, but the
narrator of Carpentaria invites them to relate to it imagin at ively and
even epistem o lo gic ally from the very first page onwards: “Picture the
creative serpent” (p. 1). The “inside know ledge” Alexis Wright enjoins
her readers to strive for implies humility and a “partic ular kind of
know ledge […] about there being no differ ence between you and the
move ment of water as it season ally shifts its tracks according to its
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own mood” (p. 3). Such know ledge bears some resemb lance to David
Abrams’ own defin i tion of what he calls the “spell of the sensuous”,
the “wild alterity of our multi form Earth” which brings to voice our
“inter de pend ence with that which we cannot fathom, cannot
determine, and cannot control”:

I believe nonethe less that this is a work we must all, to some extent,
be engaged in (whether we are philo sophers or farmers, professors
or piano- tuners): the struggle to disclose a new way of speaking—
one that affirms the wild alterity of this multi form Earth even as it
enacts and brings to voice our thor ough inter de pend ence with that
which we cannot fathom, cannot determine, and cannot control 22.

Carpentaria simil arly exem pli fies  a spell of the place,  a spell of
country which both Indi genous and non- Indigenous communities
should accept. In her novel Alexis Wright does not replace the grand
narrative of colon isa tion, Chris tianity and capit alist devel op ment
with another mono log ical story but offers instead an array of stories
and points of view which sketch a mental map of connec tions which
are forever devel oping and cris scrossing in what the narrator calls a
“watery spider- web”:

42

[H]is mind was alive, it was elec tri fying inside his head, where the
sea kept dividing itself into greater and smaller hori zontal and
vertical columns, forming trib u taries as thick as the matted hair of
the universe, from where all manner of ocean currents were flowing,
full to the brim with flood wa ters. As he walked in this place,
searching for an escape route, streams of water were running in
every direc tion as though it was the history of his know ledge
cris scrossing itself until it formed a watery spider- web, a polygon
struc ture tangled with all of the local currents he ever knew in his
mind, all tracks leading home. (p. 244)

Such a highly poetic passage exem pli fies what the Dream time means
for Abori ginal people–an intricate entan gle ment of routes, tracks and
forms of know ledge which ulti mately will  lead home. The only linear
meta phor used by Wright herself is the idea of the rope of time which
inter twines different paths and strands into one long rope, or
“creative snake” (p. 1) or “tidal river snake” (p. 2). This is the country- 
rope of the Dream time snake combining all “stories, all realities”:
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English
The following paper allows us to study the links between place and
Australian Abori ginal Dream time or Dreaming. Such an approach fore‐ 
grounds the need to re- envision our world as in permanent co- presence of
human and other- than-human, and thus the neces sity to reas sess and ulti‐ 
mately refuse mono log ical nation alist found a tion narrat ives and replace
them with more inclusive ones to reflect more fully what sustain able rela‐ 
tion ships in nature and society at large really consist in.
Carpentaria offers a very original revis iting of the Gothic spec tral motifs of
disap pear ance and disor i ent a tion so prevalent in non- Indigenous Australian
liter ature  –  repla cing them instead with an accept ance of being haunted
and  “possessed”. Possession in Carpent aria is about being revital ised by
place, as the work of anthro po lo gists, poets and thinkers like Glow cewski,
Glis sant or Abram (The Spell of The Sensuous), have amply demon strated. In
Wright’s novel, the notion of posses sion and being possessed by the river
country takes on a unique urgency, thus fore grounding the import ance of
stories, “stories of deep know ledge”, not only for them selves, but precisely
because such law stories can have a major and lasting impact on ideo lo gical,
economic and social choices but also point to new or, to be more accurate,
redis covered epistemologies.

Français
Cet article se propose d’étudier les liens qui unissent terrain, terri toire et ce
que les abori gènes appellent le temps du rêve ou la Rêvance. Une telle
approche met en lumière la néces sité de poser un nouveau regard sur le
monde et la présence simul tanée de l’humain et du non- humain, ce qui
amène une réflexion critique sur la nature des récits fonda teurs propres
aux colo nies de peuple ment et la néces sité de les remettre en cause dans
leur dimen sion mono lo gique pour les faire évoluer vers des récits et des
histoires pluriels et davan tage inclu sifs, à l’image de ce que les rela tions
devraient être entre l’homme et la nature, et les hommes entre  eux.
Carpentaria revi site des motifs gothiques récur rents dans la litté ra ture
austra lienne non autoch tone, à savoir la spec tra lité et la notion de posses‐ 
sion dans tous les sens du terme. Être possédé plutôt que de vouloir
posséder la terre à n’importe quel prix, c’est là l’un des prin ci paux messages
du roman qui prône une renais sance et une revi ta li sa tion de la nation
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passant par une recon nexion à la terre, un processus que Barbara Glow‐ 
cewski, Édouard Glis sant ou encore David Abram ont analysé et célébré
chacun à leur manière.
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