
How to Reinvent the World? 

The Hope of Being True to the Earth 

Veronica Brady 

We live in dangerous times, ruled by the imperatives of what Hannah 
Arendt calls �the catastrophic interiority of the selfish I�1 which threatens 
the planet and the survival of humanity. But I believe, nevertheless, that it is 
possible to reinvent the world since, by and large, it is evident that its shape 
reflects our notions of reality and value, the way we weave together the 
various strands of existence. Antonio Gramsci may have had something 
like this in mind when he wrote that it is only by �the conquest of greater 
consciousness� that we will be able to bring a different kind of culture into 
being because, �man is above all spirit,� a creature, that is, with imagina-
tion, the ability to reconfigure the way we see ourselves and the world. 2 
Just as importantly, he argues that this may mean returning to some things 
we once knew but have now forgotten or ignored. Poetry or, to be more ac-
curate, poetic ways of seeing, may be one of these things, to the extent 
that it generates ways of seeing beyond the merely rational. In this essay I 
therefore want to explore the work of Judith Wright and the ways in which it 
explores the possibilities of being �true to the earth�. 

If we take Gramsci�s point, then language, the frame through which we 
look at the world, is crucial. Throughout her career Wright was preoccupied 
with it and the ways in which it relates us to the world, for ill as well as for 
good. One of her later poems, �Lament For Passenger Pigeons,�3 is in fact 
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a meditation on the damage wrought by the wrong kind of language. Pref-
aced by one of Wittgenstein�s propositions about language, �Don�t ask for 
the meaning, ask for the use�, it describes the growing discord between 
human beings and the world, the result of �the tunes we choose�, the lan-
guage of use and usefulness which imposes our intentions on the world in-
stead of listening to and celebrating it, and laments the consequent change 
this has brought about in our way of living in and with it:  

The voice of water as it flows and falls 
the noise air makes against earth�s surfaces 
have changed; are changing to the tunes we choose. 
 
Many living things are disappearing, among them the passenger 
pigeon. We have not heard �what wooed and echoed in the pi-
geon�s voice.� So something irreparable is lost,  
 
the sheen of life on flashing long migrations, 
 
�its million wings and hues� impossible for us to reinvent because 
we lack the music, the language, to express it; 
 
[a] word, a class, a formula, a use: 
that is the rhythm, the cycle, we impose, 
 
a rhythm and cycle which is merely self-referential. 
 
And it is man we eat and man we drink 
and man who thickens round us like a stain. 
Ice at the polar axis smells of me. 

Wittgenstein understood this loss when he observed that �[a] picture held 
us captive And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our language and 
language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.�4 We are trapped in a world 
which we are rapidly destroying because we do not know how to listen to 
its voice. This poem was written towards the end of Wright�s career when 
her vision of the world was increasingly desolate. Yet its conclusion affirms 
her lifelong belief that our task is to sing the world, and in that way 

[t]o sing of Being, its escaping wing, 
to utter absence in a human chord 
and recreate the meaning as we sing. (319-20)  

This sense that we were out of touch with reality meant that from the 
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beginning of her career she was concerned with values beyond the merely 
pragmatic and economic and took a long, even cosmic, view of our situa-
tion and that poetry enabled her to explore these concerns. It is true that of-
ten they also lead to political involvement. But this was merely tactical. As 
she wrote to a friend; �Politics aren�t the only thing. It�s like concentrating on 
the rash and forgetting the measles,�5 and the disease, she believed, was 
imaginative, had to do with our perceptions of our relationship with the 
natural world � something which poetry might be able to put right. It was 
essential, moreover, to do this since in her view the fact that this relation-
ship was evidently destructive suggested that our whole civilisation was in 
trouble. One of her early poems written in the midst of the droughts of the 
late 1940s, for example, makes this point: 

Dust has overtaken our dreams that were  
wider and richer than wheat under the sun, 
�[o]ur dream was the wrong dream, 
our strength was the wrong strength. (24) 

Current politics which promote this dream are therefore merely �the froth on 
top of the cauldron�not what makes the water boil. The really important 
thing is to find out why the water is boiling  �  and the really difficult thing.�6 
This quest was at the centre of her work. 

She began, as always with the land, for her the measure of reality and 
of value: 

As a poet you have to imitate somebody, but since I had a beautiful 
landscape outside that I loved so much and was in so much�it was 
my main subject from the start�Most children�are brought up in 
the �I� tradition these days � the ego, it�s me and what I think. But 
when you live in close contact with a large and splendid landscape 
as I did you feel yourself a good deal smaller than just I.7

Poetry provided an alternative to the �catastrophic interiority of the �selfish I� 
by providing an alternative sense of reality. The difference, once more, has 
to do with language. Our present culture�s language, by and large, is meto-
nymic: it converts difference to sameness and defines reality and possibility 
in these terms. But the language of poetry is metaphorical and symbolic, 
taking us beyond mere definition and calculation and therefore demanding 
a different kind of thinking and indeed feeling. It involves exploration. As 
Paul Ricoeur argues, the symbol �gives rise to thought,� since it points be-
yond rational understanding to express and celebrate what is otherwise in-
expressible, �the archaic, the nocturnal, the oneiric,� the origins of experi-
ence. 8
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Poetry is thus polyphonic rather than monological and this may set it at 
odds with commonsense. But it is in tune with the understanding of many 
contemporary scientists who suggest that the universe may be more open, 
supple and subtle than we have imagined and that, as it has unfolded from 
the Big Bang onwards it may be evolving in the direction of consciousness. 
James Studer, for instance, links this evolutionary process to language, 
suggesting that �the reciprocal conversion of protein to consciousness and 
back,� can be seen as �metaphor in process.�9  

This evidently changes the way in which we see the relations between 
self and world. Wright�s work reflects this kind of understanding in which 
self does not stand apart from the world, operating on it, but rather is in-
volved in it, no longer dictating but listening to the rest of creation, �striving-
drawing�into the whole of what is.�10 Another poem, also an early one, is 
about this kind of listening: 

Now let the draughtsman of my eyes be done 
marking the line of petal and of hill. 
Let the long commentary of the brain 
be silent. Evening and earth are one, 
and bird and tree are simple and stand still. (16) 

It is here in this stillness that the �word that, when all words are said / 
shall compass more than speech� (16) is able to speak and the self to 
celebrate its �stay among things�[and hear] the sound �of worldly exis-
tence which invisibly offers its space within �the inner spaces of the 
heart,� as Heidegger put it.11

This marks a breaks with the colonial culture into which the poet had 
been born, the culture of her  

� forerunners, men and women 
who took over as if by right a century and a half 

in an ancient difficult bush. (406) 

Concerned with conquest and appropriation, it was, to use Helene Cixous� 
distinction, it was essentially a �masculine� culture, the �economy of the 
proper�, preoccupied with property, propriety and appropriation. But Wright 
here celebrates the �feminine� giving to and receiving from the other, cross-
ing into unknown territory in order to live from within, open to �the reso-
nance of fore-language.�12  

This �fore-language� speaks especially in Wright�s poems to about 
motherhood. In �Woman to Child� (28) for instance, the pregnant woman is 
drawn into the larger life of creation: 
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[A]ll the world you hear and see 
hung upon my dreaming blood. 
There moved the multitudinous stars, 
and coloured birds and fishes moved. 
There swam the sliding continents. 
All time lay rolled in me, and sense. (28)  

For colonial culture the land was empty, terra nullius, and only to fulfil its 
destiny when Europeans arrived to make it �productive�, that is, to swerve 
their interests. The natural world as merely a backdrop, a ��painted curtain 
to be drawn aside to reveal heroic man at his epic labour on the stage of 
history.�13 But here the self is drawn into the primordial work of creation.  

From childhood Wright had had an inkling of this: 

The landscape I knew was full of a deep and urgent mean-
ing�These hills and plains�these rivers and plants and animals 
were what I had to work with as a writer, and they themselves con-
tained the hidden depths of a past beyond anything that cities and 
the British invasion had to offer.14

So for her the task of settlement was not so much to build on the land as to 
learn to dwell in it.15 Her experience of motherhood lead her to these �hid-
den depths�, beyond the time of human intention, where, as Heidegger puts 
it, �the oldest of the old follows behind us in our thinking and yet it comes to 
meet us.�16

It is here that Aboriginal Australia belongs. Her feeling for the land had 
made Wright aware of it from early on, in the first place as an absence, a 
story which had been lost in the �alien tale� of settlement. Yet even at this 
stage it was ethically troubling. The remains of a Bora Ring, an Aboriginal 
ceremonial site, for example, spoke to her  

�an unsaid word 
that fastens in the blood the ancient curse, 
the fear as old as Cain .(8) 

Thus, she spoke of a fear that arose from the feeling that, as Emmanuel 
Levinas expressed it, �the da of my Dasein�is the usurpation of somebody 
else�s place.�17 This feeling is more explicit in �Nigger�s Leap, New Eng-
land� (15), a meditation on a place not far from the Wright property where in 
the nineteenth century a group of Aboriginal people had been driven over 
the cliff in retribution for spearing the settlers� cattle: 

Did we not know their blood channelled our rivers 
and the black dust our crops ate was our dust? 
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O all men are one man at last. We should have known 
the night that tided up the cliffs and hid them 
had the same question on its tongue for us. 
And there they lie that were ourselves writ strange. (15) 

The land, �my blood�s country� contests the claims of �the selfish I� which 
sets itself up as the �basis and referent of the whole of reality spread out at 
their feet�18 in the name of these others who once belonged to it, demand-
ing the �laying down of the ego� which Levinas saw as the source of ethics, 
�the very spirituality of the soul�[and of] the question of the meaning of be-
ing, that is, its appeal for justification.�19  

For Wright, therefore, the land became the arbiter. �[N]o land is lost or 
won by wars, / for earth is spirit� (140) and the self is obligated to live with, 
care for and learn from it. It is also the source of a properly ethical life: 

All the heart�s courage is the  
echoing response to the  
first call of Being which 
gathers our thinking into the 
play of the world. (20) 

Wright has always had a sense of the risk involved in this commitment, and 
this gives her poetry a dramatic quality often absent from the work of other 
nature poets. �The Child� (34), for instance, dramatises this risk: 

To be alone in a strange place in spring 
shakes the heart. The others are somewhere else; 
the shouting, the running, the eating, the drinking �  
never alone and thinking, 
never remembering the Dream or finding the Thing, 
always striving with your breath hardly above the water. 

Trusting oneself in this way to what Heidegger calls �the Open�the striv-
ing-drawing ramification into the whole of what is,�20 may be dangerous but 
it is rewarding since the self is empowered by the energies of existence as 
a whole,  

�the blood�s leap and retreat  
warm in you; 
burning, going and returning 
like a thrust of green leaves 
out of your eyes, out of your hands and feet �  
like a noise of bees, growing, increasing. (34)  

This is not mere romanticism, however. Rather, it is a response to our 
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actual situation, at least as contemporary science understands it.21 Accord-
ing to Einstein, for example, we human beings are:  

[P]art of the whole we call the Universe, a small region in time and 
space. We regard ourselves, our ideas and feelings, as separate 
and apart from all the rest � [This] is something like an optical illu-
sion�a sort of prison [which] restricts us so that we put personal 
aspirations first and limit our affective life to a few people very close 
to us. Our task should be to free ourselves from this prison, opening 
up our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and all of 
nature in its beauty. 22

Aware of this in her middle period, Wright explored the lives of plants, ani-
mals and birds; not to catalogue or proclaim her supremacy over them but 
to praise them, and in this way to establish community with them. Human 
beings are �not single or alone� but, she believed, part of the �towering uni-
verse,� and this became the source of her confidence: 

While world�s our own and our heart�s food. 
No need to fear eternity. 
�[L]et us, who hang like a wave on the sea, 
praise all the dead and all who live. (188) 

Ego makes no attempt to impose its understanding on the world. �Scribbly 
Gum� (131) is about this kind of surrender: 

The gum-tree stands by the spring. 
I peeled its splitting bark 
and found the written track 
of a life I could not read. (131)  

It is relationship of love and mutual respect described, for instance, in �Sol-
dier�s Farm� (11): 

This ploughland vapoured with the dust of dreams; 
these delicate gatherings of dancing trees, 
answered the question of his searching eyes 
as his wife�s body answered to his arms. (11)  

But as Wright increasingly understood that creation does not need justifica-
tion from us, she also became a savage critic of those she thought were 
responsible for the environmental devastation which was becoming evi-
dent. So �At A Public Dinner� (312) represents the assembled politicians 
and business leaders as cannibals, �eating and drinking my country�s hon-
our, / my country�s flesh,� in effect celebrating a kind of Black Mass. But her 
anger is also deeply personal:  
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I am what land has made 
and land�s myself, I said. 
And therefore, when land dies? 
opened by whips of greed 
these plains lie torn and scarred. 
Then I erode; my blood 
reddens the stream in flood. (279)  

Civilisation is in question here, which for Wright does not mean �the 
enslavement of a stable and constant earth [but] a state of mutual and in-
dependent cooperation between human animals, other animals, plants and 
soils, which may be destroyed at any moment by the failure of any of 
them.�23 Poetry has an important part to play in this since it attempts to lis-
ten to and as far as it can express the language of the earth. The world 
needed to be re-imagined in a way more consonant with what is actually 
the case. As she wrote to Shirley Walker: 

I don�t think even scientists any longer regard the physical and the 
psychic as separate�What is the observer, what the observed? Can 
you tell the dancer from the dance�[Many of them are] now more 
interested in studying relations than in studying the object itself, 
ecology rather than taxonomy; the distinctions that get made are 
more and more blurred.24

She celebrated this interrelatedness in poems like �Rainforest� (412): 

The forest drips and glows with green. 
The tree-frog croaks his far-off song. 
His voice is stillness, moss and rain 
drunk from the forest ages long, 

contrasting its abiding splendours with the brevity of our present culture in 
which 

[w]e with our quick, dividing eyes 
measure, distinguish and are gone. (412) 

As Wright grew older her sense of this culture�s destitution increased, 
realising that we are becoming less and less aware and capable of our 
mortality as �[d]eath withdraws into the enigmatic. The mystery of pain re-
mains veiled. Love has not been learned� as we become less and less 
aware of mystery at the heart of existence. Attempting to redress this loss, 
her last poems a tragic dignity, facing loneliness and death yet affirming the 
abiding power of life. �Rockpool�(419), for example, insists on the splen-
dour as well as the pain of things as it contemplates the savage life of a 
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rockpool battered by the ocean: 

My generation is dying, after long lives 
swung from war to depression to war to fatness, 
I watch the claws in the rockpool, the scuttle, the crouch �  
green humps, the biggest barnacled, eaten by sea worms. 
In comes the biggest wave, the irresistible 
clean wash and backswirl. Where have all the dead gone? 

There is no attempt to shrink from this savagery. Instead the poem cele-
brates it: 

I hang on the rockpool�s edge, its wild embroideries: 
admire it, pore on it, this, the devouring and mating, 
ridges of coloured tracery, occupants, all the living, 
the stretching of toothed claws to food, the breeding 
on the ocean�s edge. �Accept it? Gad, madam, you had better. 
(419) 

The final poem in the Collected Poems looks squarely at the terrors of 
contemporary history, with the explosion of the first atomic bomb in the de-
serts of New Mexico in 1945: 

�Brighter than a thousand suns� � that blinding glare 
circled the world and settled in our bones �  

and then expanding to the continuing threat it represents: 

Round earth�s circumference and atmosphere 
bombs and warheads crouch, waiting their time  �  

it then sets it in a cosmic perspective, contemplating the logic of the uni-
verse: 

All�s fire, said Heraclitus; measures of it 
kindle as others fade. All changes, yet all�s one. 

In this perspective it may be that �the dark itself is the source of meaning.� 
While it is true that we �have not found the road to virtue,� we are not the fi-
nal arbiters and cannot comprehend this cosmic logic: 

The play of opposites, their interpretation, 
There�s the reality, the fission and the fusion� 
We are all of us born of fire, possessed by darkness. (426) 

To reinvent the world therefore we may need to be true to this logic, be true 
to the earth and let it go on its ways to life. So Wright�s final position is awe: 
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When I look up at the stars I don�t try counting, 
But I know the lights I see can pass right through me. 
What mind could weave such a complicated web? 

But it also calls for obedient involvement:  

�[W]ho wants to be a mere onlooker? Every cell of me 
has been pierced through by plunging intergalactic messages. 
(422) 

This poetic understanding may represent the ultimate realism expressed by 
a contemporary Chinese scholar: �We must engage in a dialogue with 
Heaven because human nature, as conferred by Heaven, realises itself not 
by departing from its source but by returning to it. Humanity, so conceived, 
is the public property of the cosmos.�25
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