
Praise for The SunliT Zone

If poetry has lost its way in the world, been relegated by the current 
generation to an earlier sensibility no longer suited to the fast-
paced, quick-fix, electronic world of the twenty-first century, this 
is the book to lead it back. The Sunlit Zone is a success in many 
genres – speculative fiction, memoir, fiction – and most brilliantly 
as finely-crafted, highly-imaginative poetry. As a verse novel set 
in 2050, it foretells skinfones, UV quotas, nappy plugs and fruit 
salad trees, but it’s set against the universal, for-all-ages, backdrop of 
birth, love and death. The theme of disability is handled with gentle 
respect as are the many threads running through this intriguing 
story. This verse novel is memorable and inspirational.
winner, 2014 ADeLAiDe FeSTiVAL AwArDS, JOHn BrAY  
POeTrY PriZe

In The Sunlit Zone, Lisa Jacobson has produced an altogether 
remarkable piece of work. Few narrative poems from this country 
can even compare with it. Flowing and emotionally subtle, it 
nevertheless encompasses both science fiction and the colours 
of fantasy. The generational stories of a family are mingled with 
something of Ovid’s Metamorphosis, yet the story somehow flows 
with ease. Moreover, the little world of our seaside surf townships is 
vividly evoked both in its present form and in some bold, imagined 
future. It remains utterly readable, for all its strangeness.
SHOrTLiSTeD, 2013 PriMe MiniSTer’S LiTerArY AwArDS

Set in the near future with a narrative arc spanning 30 years from 
2020 to 2050, The Sunlit Zone is by turns playfully ethereal and 
darkly disturbing, not least for the unsettling familiarity of the 
damaged world it presents as our possible future. Only after one 
has plumbed the depths and stared into the abyss can one fully 
appreciate the dazzling riches of a place that teems with life, though 
not necessarily life as we know it.
LiAM DAViSOn, THe AUSTrALiAn



Praise for The SunliT Zone (continued)

This original and surprising book combines two genres rarely 
seen out together: speculative fiction and the verse novel. Set on 
the east coast of Australia between 2020 and 2050, the novel uses 
recognisable settings and familiar characters to represent a world in 
which technology may change the daily texture of human life but 
human character doesn’t change much at all. Jacobson imagines a 
world that is radically different from ours in some ways but in others 
disconcertingly the same; love stories and family tragedies alike have 
the same qualities as the ones we all know, as do the experiences of 
loss and recovery.
SHOrTLiSTeD, 2013 STeLLA PriZe

Much of the addictive quality comes from the sheer skill with which 
Jacobson builds narrative suspense and unfolds character and cultural 
situation, in an ecocidally blighted Melbourne around 2050.
SHOrTLiSTeD, 2012 weSLeY MiCHeL wriGHT POeTrY PriZe

The Sunlit Zone is a moving elegy of love and loss presented in the 
form of a speculative verse novel. The judges admired its narrative 
sweep and the compelling family dynamic that drives it. The novel 
transports the reader to a haunted future, minting new words for a 
new world while remaining firmly connected to the familiar. It is a 
risk-taking work of rare, imaginative power. 
SHOrTLiSTeD, 2009 ViCTOriAn PreMier’S LiTerArY AwArD 
FOr An UnPUBLiSHeD MAnUSCriPT



south  

in  

the  

world



ABOUT THe AUTHOr

Lisa Jacobson is an award-winning poet and fiction writer. Her 
verse novel The Sunlit Zone (Five Islands Press, 2012) won the 
2014 Adelaide Festival Awards John Bray Poetry Prize. This 
book was shortlisted for four other national awards, including the 
Prime Minister’s Literary Awards and the inaugural Stella Prize 
for Australian women’s writing. An earlier poetry collection, Hair 
& Skin & Teeth (Five Islands Press, 1995), was shortlisted for the 
National Book Council Awards. In 2011 she won the Bruce Dawe 
National Poetry Prize. Her work has been published in Australia, 
Canada, Indonesia, the United Kingdom and the United States. 
She studied literature at Melbourne and La Trobe Universities, and 
remains an Honorary Research Fellow at La Trobe. She lives in 
Melbourne with her partner and daughter. www.lisajacobson.org



south  

in  

the  

world

l isa 

jacobson



First published in 2014 by 
UWA Publishing 

Crawley, Western Australia 6009 
www.uwap.uwa.edu.au

UWAP is an imprint of UWA Publishing 
a division of The University of Western Australia

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study, 
research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968,  
no part may be reproduced by any process without written permission.  

Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

Copyright © Lisa Jacobson 2014

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

National Library of Australia 
Cataloguing-in-Publication entry:

Jacobson, Lisa, author. 
South in the world / Lisa Jacobson. 
ISBN: 9781742586021 (paperback) 

Australian poetry. 
A821.3

Typeset in Bembo by Lasertype 
Printed by Lightning Source 

Cover photograph by Mike Raker 
Author photograph by Hayley Austen

This project has been assisted by the Australian Government  
through the Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory body.



For Hayley





ix

COnTenTS

Part 1

Several Ways to Fall Out of the Sky 3

Emergence 5

The Memory Wire 6

Stable Boys 7

On Teaching My Daughter to Ride a Horse 9

Why, When We Fall Off Things, We Fall Down 10

Take-Off 11

The Traffic of Angels 13

Signs of Life 14

Sadness 15

Wheelbarrow 16

Longevity 17

The Stepfather Project 18

Kairos, or The Right Time 19

Habits Formed by Eternity 22

Part 2

Girls and Horses in the Fire 25

South in the World: Thinking about Black Saturday  

from the Swiss Alps 26

This Newfound Note 30

Releasing the Frog 31

Trout Farm 32

Limping into Jerusalem 33

Photographs of Jews 34



x

Anne Frank’s Sister Falls from Her Bunk 36

Old Nazis 37

Why Old People Talk about Their Operations 38

The Concept of Necessity in Marx and Angels 39

Thylacine 41

Calling Up the Dead 42

Some Adjustments to the Original Idea 45

Part 3

All Things 49

Night Feeding 50

The Virgin Mary Gets Postnatal Depression 51

Ellipsis 54

Amphibian 55

Tall Ships 56

Silver City 57

The God You Don’t Believe In 58

Those for Whom the Metaphors Are Invented 61

In My Mother’s Kitchen 62

Orbit 63

Exodus 64

Walking the Black Dog 65

Vanishing Point 69

Part 4

The Way We Do In Sex 73

Triage 74

Morning Ride 75

Who Is To Say 76

Holiday Season 77



xi

Thoughts between Christmas and New Year 78 

(i) Forgetting to buy the nets 78 

(ii) Material in excess of 2 cubic metres 79 

(iii) But then, that said 80

Moorings 81

What to Expect 82

Waking from Hibernation 83

First Cigarette 84

Dragonfly 85

Part 5

There Are Stones That Sing 89

Shift Work 90 

(i) Case Notes 90 

(ii) Wild Rabbits 91 

(iii) Talking about Country 92 

(iv) Incident Report 93

Dutch Tulip Bubble 94

Spinning on a Dream Thread 95

Open Plan Office 96

Virga, or No Rain Falling 97

The Leaf Sweeper 98

War Horse 100

Another Poem about Dogs  101

Small Deaths 102

The Interior Ladder 103

A note on the text 107

Sources for the epigraphs 107

Author’s note 109





– 1 –





3

Several Ways to Fall Out of the Sky

Forget to take your wings from where they hang in the 
hall, the brass hook silent as a question mark beneath 
silver feathers.

Remember to collect your wings, having noticed the 
post-it note on the bench that says ‘wings’. But in your 
haste to take flight, forget to fasten their buckles.

Become mesmerised by the sun, bigger now than the 
world below. Forget to flap.

Ignore any doubts about low-flying above a somnolent bay 
where a ploughman works doggedly on in furrows of soil, 
and Daedalus calls out your name.

Lose faith in the universe, the laws of physics, the 
invention of flight.

Forget to breathe.

Consider the way gravity swings the planets round, pulls 
tides up shores, draws blood from women.

Discover profiles of loved ones in the clouds – your 
mother with her back half-turned, your daughter 
dissolving as you wing towards her.

Remember unwashed clothes, wisdom not yet taught to 
kids, pets gone hungry, the goldfish, the goldfish…
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Be totally unable to remember the author of The Grapes 
of Wrath; only that the Japanese translation was The Angry 
Raisins.

Find remorse weighing heavier on your shoulders than 
wings.

Fly into the flight path of pelicans that peck at your hair 
for their nests – which throws you right out.

Crash into Mt Sugarloaf, graceless as a kettle crash-landing 
the moon.

Seek out the floor of heaven, the face of God.

Soar too high in winter. Feel ice freeze your wings over, 
as it does all other high-fliers: winged horses, ghost ships, 
over-ambitious angels.

Fall asleep in the air. Remember this: no one knows who 
you are.
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Emergence

From this distance, I’m small and quiet,
being all curled up in this poem and waiting

inside the woman who lies spread-eagled,
silenced by the temperament of generations.

My father cradles a book, whose contents 
no one remembers, and as he reads

she listens, not to this, but to the sharp unfurl of wings
within our dim-lit cave; her muscular breath.

Slow march of words crawling back through centuries,
letters inked into leather scrolls,

a dark wind lifting the skin of memory
and my mother labouring me to the world’s fleshy rim

beyond which lie the nameless continents 
of milk, breath, hope, time, sleep.
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The Memory Wire

When I was twelve and in love with horses,
my best friend’s dad sold fencing wire.
Circling the building where he worked
was a moat of paddock hemmed by fence
where my friend’s bay mare grazed;
sleek, long and lean, both girl and horse,
and hard to say which was more beautiful.

Then I knew, the way horses do, 
when they crash their hard bulk about,
that there’d be theft, and damage done.
Often a strange sorrow filled my hours.
This was in the days of childhood
yet I was happy then.
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Stable Boys

A barn dance at the stables
on Christmas Eve, the fence posts
strung with tinsel, the ménage

lit up with coloured lights.
I let myself be led, that summer night,
by the brother of a friend

who kept her horses here with mine,
away from the dancing, swaying crowd
to a beat-up Ford sedan. 

Boys passed a bourbon bottle around
but I sat quiet on the car’s back seat
with vinyl clinging to my legs,

not knowing quite what to do or say 
until I heard the click of car doors lock
and some boy’s hand snake up my dress

and down between my thighs.
The handle, when I tugged,
refused to yield,

so I said, ‘Let me out!’ Kicking 
the front seat hard with riding boots
until one of them relented.
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‘C’mon, mate, just let her go,’ he said.
The other withdrew his serpent arm.
‘Mate, c’mon, fucken let her go!’

And they did then.
I half fell from the car
and ran away through darkness.
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On Teaching My Daughter  
to Ride a Horse

Up on the horse,
she is another kind of creature;
equine and winged,
this fire-lit child who says:
‘Trot, mama, trot!’ and,
‘Are we galloping yet?’
Her legs clamp around the horse’s girth
the way they used to clamp to me
when I’d support her on my hip
or stoop to put her down
(too heavy for that now).
Her squealing trill like a horse’s laugh,
a kicking up of the heels,
meadow-grass sound that proves
whoever invented daughters
and horses knows their grace;
the way both toss their manes to the wind,
their velvet (no other word for it)
pelt and skin, their sweet hay-breath,
and a lot of other things.
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Why, When We Fall Off Things,  
We Fall Down

Cycling together on the path
that threads through river grass,

swallows paddling the bluest sky,
my daughter asks me why,

when we fall off things, we fall down.
So I tell her about gravity

and how the spinning world pulls us
towards its girth and holds us close,

and how without it we’d go soaring
into the mouths of distant galaxies.

She looks up then into the sky 
beyond boat-shaped clouds
 
until we reach a steep incline
and the bike’s slowed revolutions

demand her full attention 
as we pedal up the hill.



11

Take-Off

I am dreaming of you nightly now,
galloping white and luminous
against the sky

and closer than ever before.
Your coiled and well-hinged wings
seem too corporeal to keep us up.

Yet you are flying.
Great hooves crash
through the tops of trees

at the edge of all possible forests.
Steering us on through mute
and feathery darkness.

The world rolls below,
softened by cloud
and uncomplicated

until we land upon it.
One final toss of your mane
and you scatter like salt.

At breakfast I compare you
with other wonders real and imagined:
cities sinking on crusty haunches,
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gold towers scraping the painted heavens,
red horses poised on the dreamy edge
of light and invention.

Today I go out to the stables
where the hay smells sweet as wine,
run my hands along the grey mare’s spine

and feel the swell of wings
beneath her skin.
It will not be long before take-off.


