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Unlike a work of literature, translation does not 
find itself in the centre of the mountain forest of 
language, but on the outside... 

 – Walter Benjamin1

In his collection, Translations from the Natural World, Les Murray demon-
strates that he is, first and foremost, a translator, or poet-as-translator.2 I 
do not mean that Murray is busy translating from one language to another, 
although he worked as a translator and has since translated four German 
poets into English (a translation of F G Jünger appears in this collection).3 
Rather, I would argue that Murray is a translator in the Benjaminian sense: 
one who finds himself on the outside of the mountain forest of language, 
looking in. If Murray is cut off from the centre of language (the place Ben-
jamin reserves for the poet), it is because he undertakes a particular task: 
to unify two languages (say English and German), their differences and un-
assimilatable foreignness, so that they might speak as one. A task that is a 
kind of madness.4  

Yet, Murray goes one step further: in Translations he is less con-
cerned with unifying the differences between two human languages than 
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with unifying Australian English and Nature. Such a task is literally impossi-
ble, doomed to fail, a blunder from the very beginning, but then, failure un-
derscores every translation. If translation succeeded, and all the differ-
ences between languages could be resolved, then there would be no more 
translation and no more poetry. Still, what does it mean to �translate� the 
natural world, as if it were a different language? I would argue that it means 
very little for nature, but a lot for Australian English and poetry. Certainly for 
Murray, regarding nature as a foreign �language� allows his poetry to be-
come other than itself.  

So then, the natural world lies at the centre of Murray�s collection, as 
an original text, and yet it remains a foil � for nature cannot speak � and it 
represents something that cannot be translated; it becomes instead a non-
place, a blank page, which enables Murray to enact a literal transformation 
of his own language, Australian English, so that it sounds unfamiliar and 
strange to the native ear. Benjamin ascribes this process of defamiliarising 
language to the translator, not the poet � for it is the translator who negoti-
ates the difference of languages and who remains �on the outside� of lan-
guage, looking in � so that the question of foreignness and the foreignness 
of language is ever-present.  

There are, of course, many ways of approaching foreignness.5 Murray 
(at least historically) represents the romantic idea of the �Australian poet� 
who stands at the edge of what we might call the Australian language for-
est or the bush. And not just any bush, but a very particular bush that sur-
rounds his property at Bunyah in New South Wales. From this place, which 
is both �real� and �mythological,� Murray translates the particularities and 
oddities of his language. 

Australian English carries its own historical conflict. On the one hand, 
it is English, an imported language, that must bend to re-name the conti-
nent�s otherworldly features. Often these names are mistranslations from 
local Aboriginal languages � �Kangaroo,� �Koala,� and so on. On the other 
hand, it is Australian because it no longer solely relates to England and its 
Northern realm, but comes to codify a very different place. Thus, the name, 
Australian English, maintains what Judith Wright calls a �double aspect�: it 
is an English that is not at home in England, and thus remains double-
tongued, laconic, ironical.6  

Murray is often represented as the bard of Australia, a poet who, if un-
derstood as a translator, would be one whose interest lies in translating 
Australia as a nation identified by the land � its terrain, its mythology, its 
vegetation, its animals, its otherness. And yet, in Translations, there are 
very few poems that could be identified as uniquely Australian. Themati-
cally, the poet�s stretch is broad, and he presents a diorama of creatures 
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and life-forms: the raven, deer, foxes, eagles, a cat, a shoal of fish, sun-
flowers � forms of nature that are translatable to Europeans and Austra-
lians alike. Despite this, critics often interpret Murray as a poet of place, 
and his translation of Australia is regarded as either �good� or �bad,� de-
pending on whether it is viewed as an act of poetry or an act of national-
ism.7  

In Translations, however, we find poems that regularly go beyond the 
strictures of place, and that might seem, were it not for Murray�s radical 
transformation of the English language, to be perfectly translatable, mean-
ingful or �present.� But Murray demonstrates that the Australian language 
forest is as fractured and slippery as any other language forest, and just as 
political in its rendering of history. Indeed, with Translations, Murray is 
newly made, not as a poet of place or meaning, but as a poet of translation 
� a poet who translates the uncertainty and foreignness of his own lan-
guage and of language itself. But Murray�s task as a translator-poet, is best 
confirmed through a close reading of the key poems in Translations. 

Darrambawli’s History of Australia 

In �Cattle Ancestor,� Murray translates the non-native ancestry of Australian 
cattle, in a fashion that renders them almost native. He does this humor-
ously and performatively in a narrative form of long sprawling lines, that 
give the piece a slow, meditative rhythm, in the vein of Murray�s famous 
poem, �Walking to the Cattle Place,�8 except that here one is reminded of a 
translation of an Aboriginal story of the dreamtime. The poem begins:  

Darrambawli and all his wives, they came feeding from the south east  
back in that first time. Darrambawli is a big red fellow,  
terrible fierce. He scrapes up dust, singing, whirling his bullroarers  
in the air: he swings them and they sing out Crack! Crack!9  

At first, Darrambawli conjures up a powerful man-beast, �a big red fellow,� 
but the name is a conjunction of two breeds of cattle used in Australia: the 
Durham and the Baldy. The Durham is an historical breed that the poet 
notes, is �rather obsolete now.� The Baldy, (pronounced Bawli in �Strine�) is 
a nickname for the white-headed Herefords that remain a dominant 
breed.10 The two breeds form a mythological bull, whose mark on the land-
scape retells the history and development of Australian cattle as a creation 
story. Darrambawli�s display of virility and force is expressed in his profli-
gate mounting of his many wives, and a near constant galloping rage. As 
the domestic animals proliferate, they spread out and confront all in their 
path: 
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Kangaroo and emu mobs run away from him, as he tears up their 
 shelters,  
throwing the people in the air, stamping out their fires. 

The bovine violence wreaked upon the native animals is inextricably linked 
to human violence. Domestic cattle were transported to Australia by the 
British Empire, just as convicts were transported, for the purposes of la-
bour, drudgery, work. The cattle are driven over the land by humans, and it 
is human handiwork and �creation� that is acknowledged when Darram-
bawli refers to his initiate brothers as the �Bulluktruk� (bullock truck): 

Darrambawli gathers up his brothers, all making that sad cry mar mar:  
he initiates his brothers, the Bulluktruk. They walk head down in a line 
and make the big blue ranges.11  

The cattle train continues �eating up the country� until its power is threat-
ened by a native resistance that is tipped off by the crow. Darrambawli, not 
satisfied by his constant hunger for the cows� �kulka,� a Nyunger language 
term for hip,12 wages war, �dotting the whole country,� until all the native 
animals are frightened away. The effects of the war are such that the ani-
mals �forget how to speak,� and Darrambawli is deprived of all other 
sounds: 

   � There is only one song 
for a while. Darrambawli must sing it on his own. 

That Murray transcribes the form of the Aboriginal dreaming to render 
European cattle may be seen as politically suspicious. One could argue 
that Murray performs a double displacement of Indigenous culture: not just 
appropriating an Aboriginal narrative form, but using it to ascribe a dream-
time mythology to European, domestic cattle, who take part in the conquest 
of Australia. One could also argue, however, that Murray�s appropriation of 
the dreamtime form is slightly more ambiguous. On the one hand, Euro-
pean hegemony is bullishly restored, but on the other hand, the telling of 
this violence is not without critique. Darrambawli wins, but at great cost, for 
he is isolated, alone and abandoned. Gone are the people and their fires, 
the mob of emus, kangaroos and the water snake. Gone because the cattle 
and the �bulluktruk� wage war and stamp out the people, the animals, the 
vegetation, the songs, until there is nothing but cattle left. The tragedy of 
Darrambawli the cattle ancestor tells the tragedy of Australian history: 
usurpation of land and the attempted annihilation of the Aboriginal people. 
But this destruction is ultimately self-destructive � certainly, it sinks the 
country into a monoculture, as the poet narrates: �There is only one song / 
for a while. Darrambawli must sing it on his own.�13  



░ The Australian Language Forest 47 

The story of the Cattle Ancestor suggests a time of future restoration � 
where the lone song of Darrambawli might be supplemented by the songs 
of returning native plants and animals. Certainly, Murray�s collection is 
close to music and some of his poems even look like scores, whose letters 
and blank spaces call out to be played. 

Ambivalent Unity: The Strangler Fig and  
The Cockspur Bush 

In the poem, �Strangler Fig� for instance, Murray inserts additional space 
beneath each line, and this has a number of musical and/or performative 
effects. First, the blank space slows the tempo of the poem; the eye has to 
stretch a little further to reach the next line. How slow is the tempo? Lento? 
Largamente? The poem is not scored in musical time. Nonetheless, the 
space between the text operates as a long rest or lapse of time, and the fig 
documents its own growth as �centennially slowly.�14 Second, because 
each line is isolated in blank space, it carries a greater force: we could not 
ignore any one line in favour of another; they equally demand to be read 
and heard. Third, the poem�s elongated stretch gives an almost concrete 
form to the fig tree, and his stretch is in two directions: vertical and horizon-
tal, just as the roots of the fig spread out and down: 

I glory centennially slow- 

ly in being Guuggumbakh the 

strangler fig bird-born to overgrow 

the depths of this wasp-leafed stinging-tree15

The strangler fig is not limited to the continent of Australia, but Murray�s is 
an Australian translation: for he names the fig, Guuggumbakh. In the Abo-
riginal Kattang language, Guuggumbakh refers to a species of fig in the 
Hunter region of New South Wales.16 The strangler fig is �bird-born,� as 
Murray puts it, being spawned from seed dropped by birds in the forest 
canopy. The fig develops in the crown of a host tree, winds its way down 
the host�s supporting trunk, as a slowly falling skirt, and implants its roots in 
the ground. With a vice-grip in the earth, the fig tree redounds, turning back 
upon the host tree and strangling its trunk with its �crystal mode of roots�: 

and I complete myself and mighty on 

buttresses far up in combat embraces no 

rotted traces to the fruiting rain surface I one.17
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�I one,� the fig tree proclaims, punning �one� and �won.� The fig tree has 
�completed itself,� become �one,� and it has also �won,� for it has survived 
and flowered into fruit and taken over the life of its supporting spine, the 
host tree. Because of Murray�s pun, one and won are heard simultane-
ously, doubling over each other, until neither word can be taken as the 
more authentic. The idea of unity that is expressed in the word �one,� nei-
ther unifies itself, nor wins, but remains ambiguous. 

The doubt with which Murray translates the unity of the strangler fig, is 
repeated in his translation of a tree trunk, entitled �Great Bole.� The last 
lines of this poem recall the fig�s proud statement, �I one.� However, as in 
�Strangler Fig,� any sense of articulating a �complete� unity or oneness, is 
undercut by the poet�s use of puns, which highlight the ambivalence and 
confusion that communicates itself in language. This ambivalence is what 
Benjamin calls the communication of the unknown or expressionless (aus-
drucklos) in language,18 and we can recognise something of the unknown 
in the dense and spell-binding wave of Murray�s closing lines: 

 � I juice away all  
mandibles. Florescence 
suns me, bees and would-be�s. 
I layer. I blaze presence.19

The great bole (or trunk) of the tree speaks in puns throughout the poem, 
but the above two are striking in the way that they complicate the issue of 
presence. The first pun, �florescence suns me,� refers (a) to the flowers 
whose bloom acts as a sun upon the trunk and (b) to the fluorescence of 
the sun�s light. The second pun, �bees and would-be�s,� playfully conjoins 
the idea of being or essence with the humble bee. Thus, when the great 
bole declares: �I layer. I blaze presence,� a reader cannot help but hear 
�presents� in the word �presence,� or to link presence with the former pun 
on bees. The idea of presence keeps slipping away. It is not so much the 
presence of the great bole that we see before us as it is the great bole of 
words that entangle and layer and blaze in multiple ways. 

In �Cockspur Bush,� Murray translates the shrub that marks rainforest 
or scrubby watercourse areas from Queensland to New South Wales. The 
cockspur�s surface is thorned full of burrs and �caries,� but underneath its 
leaves, it forms a protective shelter for birds: 

   � I am innerly sung 
by thrushes who need fear no eyed skin thing.20

Of course, there are variations of the cockspur bush in other climes. Such a 
shrub has multiple uses, but no use that could be called its own: the thrush 
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provides its inner song, the cattle prunes it, the butcher birds lace its leaves 
with lizard bones, and so the bush concludes, �I am lived and died in, vine-
woven, multiplied.�21  

Like all of the poems that translate aspects of the Australian land-
scape, we are less concerned with the symbolic quality of this or that tree 
or marsupial, than we are with the creaturely and otherworldly effects upon 
our language. In �Cockspur Bush,� as in many of his �Presence� poems, 
Murray follows Benjamin�s call to break through �the decayed barriers of his 
own language,�22 by punning, rhyming, or altering tense, as when, for in-
stance the bush proclaims, �I am lived. I am died.� This pronouncement is 
made in the first line and sounds rather shocking, as the life and death of 
the bush had already occurred, and nothing more could be said.  

However, the pronouncement is more subtle than it first appears: it 
shatters the unity of the speaking subject by disrupting grammatical time. 
The cockspur bush is simultaneously of the present and the past. On the 
one hand, its life goes on: �I am,� it declares. On the other hand, its life is 
over, recalled as an historical event: �I am lived.� The effect of the verb, 
lived is to displace the subjectivity of the �I.� We can see this more clearly 
when we read the phrase in reverse: �lived am I.� The cockspur bush does 
not live; it is lived, and this means it is determined by other creatures and 
forces. Indeed, as the poem proceeds, the �I� refers to itself objectively and 
dispassionately as a survivor might: �I was two-leafed three times, and 
grazed, / but then I was stemmed and multiplied.� The cockspur bush is 
acted upon: other creatures or elements animate its branches or eat its 
fruits; thrushes may give it song, but as for the essence of cockspur itself, 
we can say almost nothing. As the birds, lizards and cattle ornament the 
bush, they both alter and obscure it, until it becomes an inner bush, like a 
nest or womb: �I am lived and died in / vine-woven, multiplied.�23  

Continental Slowness: The Echidna 

Murray�s poem �Echidna,� another translation of an Australian life-
form, draws parallels with his earlier poem on the Kangaroo, �Layers of 
Pregnancy.�24 In �Echidna,� however, Murray does not translate mammal-
ian life nor its pregnancy (the echidna has just given birth), but instead, he 
translates the echidna�s idyll as moving, eating, slumber: 

Life is fat is sleep. I feast life on and sleep it,  
deep loveself in calm.25  

Everything in waking life leads to sleep � and it is for sleep that the echidna 
hunts, eats and teaches her newborn the language of �ant ribbon.� Sleep 
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leads the echidna literally by her nose: �Corner-footed tongue-scabbard, I 
am trundling doze / and wherever I put it / is exactly right. Sleep goes 
there.�26 Even the form of the poem seems to jolt itself from slumber � with 
each long line followed by a short line, giving the reader the sensation of 
nodding off and jerkily returning to wakefulness.  

If sleep is the mode of the echidna�s being, then it is also a nod to the 
evolutionary slowness of the antipodean continent.27 Of this quality, which 
could be described as a slumbering remoteness, Murray writes: �away from 
the marks of human incursion, it is always the first day. One in which you 
are as much at home as a hovering native bee, or the wind, or death, or 
shaded trickling water.�28  

The Lyre of Australia 

In �Lyre Bird�, Murray translates our eerie bird of mimicry. The name is wor-
thy of comment: lyrebirds are, of course, named after the lyre, as the fan of 
their tale mimics the instrument�s curved shape. But it is the noise of the 
lyrebird that begs a closer comparison: its medley of pitch-perfect imitations 
of �found sounds,� from chainsaws to kookaburras to �she-dingos,� are sug-
gestive of a great mythological sound box, one which is less in the spirit of 
Orpheus or Apollo, than a laughing jackass. The lyrebird as muse is fore-
grounded in the work of early Australian poets such as Henry Kendall 
whose poem, �The Muse of Australia,� represents the lyrebird as a muse 
who is ever elusive:  

A lyre-bird lit on a shimmering space;  
It dazzled mine eyes and I turned from the place,  
And wept in the dark for a glorious face,  
And a hand with the Harp of Australia! 29

Roland Robinson�s also pays homage to the bird, in his poem, �The Tea-
Tree and the Lyre-Bird.� Here, the lyrebird becomes the poet�s accompa-
nist; who breaks the silence of the Australian bush: 

    � And when my way  
led down through rocks, the lyrebird halted me 
with those full rich repeated notes that sprang 
out of the darkness and the sound of rain, and he was silent 
then but, as I waited, sang 
again. Past roots and rocks I went along 
rich with that flowering, rich with repeated song.30

In Murray�s poem, the lyrebird is a trickster, a �Liar made of leaf-litter,� but 
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at the same time, his talent for imitation as transformation, makes the bird 
an ideal muse of the translator: 

Tailed mimic aeon-sent to intrigue the next recorder,  
I mew catbird, I saw crosscut, I howl she-dingo, I kink 
forest hush distinct with bellbirds, warble magpie garble, link 
cattlebell with kettle-boil; I rank ducks� cranky presidium 
or simulate a triller like a rill mirrored lyrical to a rim.31

The dense sound effects of Murray�s translation of the lyrebird, clash and 
trill into a form of music: words become purely expressive, as tones or the 
tint of paint, and the idea of sensible meaning slips away. Like many poems 
in the collection, the poem is a sonnet (literally �little song�) and the fre-
quent rhymes, alliteration, homonyms and onomatopoeia compound and 
transform poetic language into a soundscape full of ambiguity. This effect is 
what Robert Crawford aptly describes as otherness in language. Murray 
�rills� Australian English with a different tone, that �sounds like a native 
speaker struggling to communicate a concept: it reads like translatorese.�32  

This cacophony of sound, which finds its emblem in the lyrebird, is 
also the task of the translator; where words take on a literality that is almost 
creatural. Writing on the phonetic aspects of poetry, particularly rhyme, 
Benjamin notes, �The child recognises by rhyme that it has reached the 
summit of language, from which it can hear at their source the rushing of all 
springs. Up there, creaturely existence is at home��33 In Murray�s rendi-
tion of the lyrebird, language becomes almost solely performative: the poet 
mimics the sounds of the bird and thus moves further towards the crea-
turely, and further away from an attempt to communicate meaning. 

The poem is self-reflexive, playful and tongue in cheek. The lyrebird�s 
mimicry is mimicked by the poet, and within the poem it is unclear who is 
mimicking whom. The poem begins with the word �Liar� � but who is this 
charge directed towards? The original liar, the lyrebird? Or the imitator of 
the lyrebird, the poet? The charge is as ambiguous as the identities or 
voices in the poem. For instance, we might associate the third-person nar-
rator, who begins by observing the bird as �hen sized under froufrou,� with 
the poet. We might then assume that when the poem switches to the first 
person it is the lyrebird who sings: �I ring dim. I alter nothing. Real to real 
only I sing.� But of course, the �I� is just as much the poet�s own comical 
imitation of the lyrebird � for it is the poet who takes the place of this re-
nowned mimic and turns its song into words, and it is his translation of the 
lyrebird that will �intrigue� the next recorder�: 

Screaming Woman owl and human talk: eedieAi and uddyunnunoan. 
The miming is all of I.34
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The real lyrebird has another voice: a series of clicks and whistles sounded 
between imitations. But this in-between voice is not deemed to be the lyre-
bird�s characteristic or authentic voice. The authenticity of the lyrebird�s 
voice lies in its ability to mime; to translate the sounds and noises it hears, 
and to re-present them, in any order. This performance is all the more con-
vincing when the lyrebird is nowhere to be seen. But for the human listener, 
the loopy, fragmentary sounding of multiple forest and urban noises can 
only point to one culprit: the lyrebird. In the same way, Murray�s translation 
of the lyrebird points to the poet. 

If the lyrebird is the muse of poetry, then it is because poetry is an act 
of translation, of transforming and renewing language. The lyrebird symbol-
ises an ambiguous or double-voice: authentic as inauthentic. While the 
lyrebird�s authentic voice is one of mimicry, it is this mime that makes the 
sounds of the forest, or the bush, appear all the more original. In this way, 
the lyrebird reminds us of Benjamin�s translator, who, by allowing his own 
tongue to become affected by the foreign language, gives new life to the 
original.  

Conclusion 

In Translations, then, Murray shows himself to be aligned with Benjamin�s 
figure of the translator, to understanding poetry as translation. Such an in-
terpretation may go against the orthodoxy of Murray criticism, but it does al-
low for Translations to be taken up again, under a different and more radi-
cal light. As a translator, Murray demonstrates how �nature� and �the natu-
ral world� (that which is withdrawn, silent, other) can be more justly ren-
dered: not via description or cognition, but by approaching one�s own lan-
guage as a translator, as a foreign language.  

Murray demonstrates something else, too, namely that, if he is both a 
translator and a poet, it is because the two figures could never be wholly 
separated (as Benjamin attempts to do) by their differing �places� in the lan-
guage forest (that is, the poet in the centre of the forest, the translator on 
the edge of the forests of languages). The surety of place is problematic as 
soon as we acknowledge that foreignness inhabits the space between lan-
guages as much as it does the space within a single language. Thus, the 
poet-translator must stand on the edge of the language forest in order to 
find the centre. 

Finally, Murray�s Translations shows itself to be far more radical than 
often thought. If it fails to bring nature to presence, or to translate the si-
lence of nature, then it does something more: it renews and transforms 
Australian English by breaking it down, taking Strine to the very edge of its 
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apparent borders. And so we find Murray both in the centre of the Austra-
lian language forest, hidden in its scrub of words, and on the outside look-
ing in, simultaneously at home and estranged. 
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