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THE FLOOD OF ASSOCIATIONS

This essay is set at the southern end of Australia. It is concerned 

with how one’s self, one’s society and a habitat of well-tended 

places that are steeped in historical time can all be connected via 

mnemonic artefacts and practices. With this account, I want to 

understand how tracts of country and drafts of consciousness can 

mingle and fashion each other in long processes of remembrance 

when each beat of the present lays down the past over lifetimes, 

across generations, throughout ecologies and geographies, and 

inside societies, all knitted by actively remembering individual 

psyches. 

So my writing needs a personal tone. For critical dis-

tance—maintained with third-person diction and disembodied 

cerebration—would miss many of the closely felt pulses of remem-

brance that I want to anatomise and survey here. In other words 

I want to manage the tone of the prose so that I can give you, the 

reader and rememberer, the option of considering, as you read, 

your own inseparability from the experience of remembrance. 

Because remembrance happens to you and in you—often spurred, 

admittedly, by whatever mnemonic prompts you might encounter 

at the edges of yourself—I would be distorting the experience, the 

event of remembrance, if I contrived to keep myself and yourself at 

a distance from the phenomena being investigated in the discourse. 
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This account puts you and me in the process, therefore. Asking 

you to project, imagine and remember, my essay starts with you 

in a car, heading out of the colonial capital of the Australian state 

of Victoria. 

After you have driven three hours from Melbourne into the 

pastoral tracts of the Western District, you cross an exposed flat 

stretch leading to the town of Camperdown. At the verge of this 

hamlet, a hillock gives the road a gentle climb, and then you ease 

over a shallow crest, down to where slow-speed signs mark the 

civic boundaries. 

Camperdown is snug in a lull of land that is not quite a 

hollow. Tidy houses and shops cluster around municipal buildings 

that are built staunch in the local bluestone. Protected from the 

tough westerly winds because the streets are cupped all around 

by modest rises, it is cosier here than on the plain you have just 

crossed. Everything feels still and settled in Camperdown. Then as 

you travel northwesterly out the other side of the town, you meet 

the next undulating crest when you bank left in an arc around the 

volcanic crater-rim of neighbouring Lake Gnotuk. 

At this moment you comprehend how the hills puckering all 

around are part of some larger warp-and-weft that is patterned 

into the country. You recall how the car has been lolling across 

the countryside for the last hour or so—rising, falling, rising, 

every five hundred metres—like a boat cruising on the waves of a 

placid ocean. There is a reason this tract of land is known as The 

Stony Rises. 

In fact Camperdown nestles between a couple of terrestrial 

wave-peaks that were made by surface agitation during the 
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volcanic times when all this plain was a smear of lava popping 

magma bubbles that formed ringed ridges and craters that became 

lakes once the earth had firmed. At the outskirts of the town, you 

can climb one of these ridges to see how the road you have driven 

along is a record.1 The road traces through a vast physical record of 

volcanic actions. Arrayed at geographical scale, the road threads 

through country that is a materialised memory of hot fluid cooling 

and solidifying. The country undulates in contact with deep time. 

Remembering deep time. The past is right there, laid out in the 

ground. When you envisage the lava oozing, you can see how the 

country holds its original fluidity still in its topography today.

Fluidity defines this country. The surface of the land undu-

lates; the weather up above pulsates, minute by minute, bringing 

bluster with the wind and rain; wild, slow-throbbing light flares 

and bastes bruised clouds tumbling massive above the crater lakes; 

the temperature rises and falls in a breathing rhythm, as does the 

humidity; and before long, with a slower diurnal beat that draws 

night-time in, starlight shimmers in an obsidian vault. 

Remembering with eels and water 
Then there is the annual arrival of the eels. This is a pulse that is 

both naturally driven and culturally governed. Across the coastal 

floodplains at the back-end of the Western District out toward 

Warrnambool, throngs of eels travel in a breeding cycle that 

distributes them in prodigious migratory arcs through salt and 

fresh water from spawning grounds off New Guinea, down past 

the Barrier Reef and the Eastern Australia seaboard to the chilly 

southern ocean, into the Victorian river systems, and then out and 

north again, three thousand kilometres contrary to the current, 

back to the tropical Coral Sea.
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Many generations ago, in the basalt lowlands at this coastal 

edge of the Western District, the indigenous people studied the 

upwelling and the draining of the seasonal waters until they learned 

how to improve the existing landscape by constructing ramparts 

of stacked stone that combine artfully with water-scoured run-off 

channels. Across centuries of arduous, unglamorous labour, the 

people of the eel country fashioned and maintained immense 

networks of cairned dams that guide the divagating fish across the 

Lake Condah floodplain. Stone upon stone, the people worked 

on the country and worked it into themselves thereby, making for 

themselves an inter-generational identity stitched to this place that 

they tended so assiduously. With each countless placement and 

replacement of stone, iteration after iteration, season after season, 

they made an abiding memory with the basaltic matter. Culture 

and nature produced together a legacy for the unborn, a com-

munal continuity made with labour and harvest and ceremonies 

of perennial return.

The eels move through this watery world in teeming num-

bers, particularly in the rainy season when the remnant-lakes 

swell and the volcanic plain fills like a colander in a tub. Then 

as this weather cycle turns and the waters subside, stacked-stone 

traps herd the oily fish into covert collection bays that have been 

designed to expose the writhing food when the ebb-flows of 

water pulse away to the coast. Nearby these corrals, you can still 

visit, touch and smell enormous hollowed trees, centuries old, 

where the eels were hung, smoked, dried and stored as sustenance 

for the coming year. 

Imagining the eel harvest and all the songs and stories and 

ceremonies associated with it, you might begin to understand a 

cycle of rhythmic replenishment that has become characteristic 

of the Western District, and you might get an inkling of how 
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the natural world can give shape to the cultural world when the 

inhabitants and the environment collaborate to sustain continuous 

vitality in a place over time. This unstinting rhythm of work 

ensures that the future keeps unfurling through the present out 

of the past. It is a process that is as historical as it is natural, and it 

involves memorial practices therefore: practices of statement and 

reiteration, of fabrication, performance and repetition designed to 

charge places and times with urgency as well as with semantically 

communicable meanings. Over time, by dint of survival, the land 

and its pulses, its morphology and its people all have been made 

to comprise a system that garners cross-generational longevity for 

every vital being that is productively integrated to this portion of 

the world, no matter how narrowly or broadly we define ‘being’ 

and ‘vitality’. 

For the Western District has stayed coherent. Despite the 

recent depredations of colonialism, the District continues to 

grow out of the past. Organisation trumps disintegration. Vitality 

thrums and rules over morbidity. There is something ‘undead’ and 

relentless—cultural as much as natural—in the place, something 

that will not be easily stanched.

I borrow this notion of ‘undeadness’ from Eric Santner who, 

with his enigmatic meditation on the ‘creaturely’ force that he 

detects in his encompassing world of post–World War II Europe, 

seeks a kind of spiritual understanding of home that is also 

pragmatic, historical, ecological and psychological. For Santner, 

a ‘creaturely’ force courses through any worldly system that has 

not succumbed to inertness, that has been kept significant through 

cultural determination. This force ‘constrains’ and ‘excites’ every-

thing in the lively configurations of culture, granting all elements 

therein access to the welling ‘dimension of surplus animation’ that 

Santner calls ‘undeadness’.2 
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This ‘surplus animation’ is an active kind of worldly memory, 

something made by people and installed in places and times so that 

retrieval can be activated by wilful, recalling subjects. The surplus 

animation is well exemplified in the eel country, in the material 

constructs of the stone traps, in the ritualised practices of hunting 

and cooking, and in ceremonies and narratives that have been 

performed annually across many centuries and that the descend-

ants of the eel people still share now in adapted reiterations. This 

is to say that the eel-memories are more than vestigial, even in 

the aftermath of colonialism and ecological calamity. This surplus 

animation in the country and in all its interdependent beings 

is a practical, deliberately husbanded activeness, a continuously 

restorative process of willed remembering, not some mystical 

animus. 

Understood as a process of applied encryption and exegesis 

that stays active so long as the present is uttered out of the past, 

the notion of ‘surplus animation’ resonates with Robert Pogue 

Harrison’s contention that ‘nature and culture have at least this 

much in common: both compel the living to serve the interests 

of the unborn’.3 Which means that everything undead is indebted 

to the dead so long as remembrance can pay the value of the 

dead forward in the currency of communicable knowledge that 

has already been harvested by past sojourners, so long as ‘the 

dead, through the care of the living, perpetuate their afterlives 

and promote the interests of the unborn’.4 So the stones in the 

eel traps are not dead things. In fact they are more like beings. 

They prevail from the past and bring nourishment and a sense of 

momentum to the cusp of the future. 

From the particular qualities of the eel country, we might 

extrapolate some general principles for defining some prompts, 

processes and products of remembrance that can get performed 
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over generational time on a societal scale. It is with continuous, 

custodial work—memory-work—that undeadness prevails and 

the interests of the unborn are served. This work lives as some-

thing memorial lodged in human bodies; but also in places, in 

landscapes, in other organic presences in the earth; in minerals 

too; and in physical forces such as wind patterns, seasonal cycles, 

tides and moon phases. All this potential for storage and retrieval 

of information and knowledge is effectively a massed memory 

working together. It is a system of enchantment that is main-

tained by highly trained technicians who are always finessing the 

immense memorial technology that they have made from the 

country. 

If you baulk at calling the country itself memory, I would 

remind you that this landscape is subject to persistent, integrative 

forces that never stop carrying an organised, biotic rhythm from 

life through death and back over to the next generation being born 

in the eco-system of the lava-plains. And human work—human 

memory-work in the maintenance of the eel traps and smoking 

trees, in the songs, dances, tales and fishing-trips—ensures that a 

combined human and organic memory continues to serve as an 

integrative force that is always replenishing against depletion while 

pulsing laboriously and productively through the Western District. 

The country grows out of the remembered past. Vitality rules over 

morbidity. Undeadness presses through systematic memory to 

involve animal, vegetable and mineral components in the pulses of 

the landscape. Moreover, human beings are just one set of animals, 

merely one of the myriad elements remembering here. Indeed, if 

you were to insist on a hierarchical account of all life here, then 

the eels would have to be sovereign. And close behind would 

be the millions of stacked stones comprising not only the eel 

traps and dams and herding channels but also the dry-stone walls 

2992_Memory Scopes.indd   7 24/11/2015   9:55 am



8

Memoryscopes

that mark out the farmlands over hundreds of kilometres. But 

really, every memory-soaked element in this lively landscape is 

best understood as an equal (but different) systematic component 

cohering in a larger, headless kind of remembering-body that is 

best known with the Aboriginal–English word ‘country’. 

The arrival of Europeans in the Western District two centuries 

ago damaged the indigenous societies that have been in and of this 

country for ten to fifteen thousand years, at least, since the cessation 

of the most recent volcanic activity. There would have been, and 

may still be, ancient stories accounting for the oozy topographics 

of this place. Colonialism has assailed the narratively stored and 

transmitted systems that have long processed the information and 

the remembered experiences that hold the lore for these primary 

societies. Much knowledge has been broken and gone missing or 

quiet since the influx of the Europeans. So this old knowledge is 

mostly dismembered now and can be remembered mainly with 

bold speculation. But some knowledge is still held close, stored in 

strategic silence, extant among the careful survivors but not shared 

with the interlopers. 

This brings us to the crucial notion, the reason I have tarried 

so long in describing the pulsed character of the Western District: 

for the indigenous and the incursive societies both, the land itself 

is a memory system not unlike the Classical mnemonic palaces 

that Frances Yates once described, but with organic undulations 

added.5 For indigenous and incursive cultures, albeit in different 

registers and across different arcs of time, memories are stored 

all over the country, ready to be recalled in and about particular 

places when the pertinent seasonal moments and ceremonial con-

ditions dictate. 

And the stories that are told—by indigenous or incursive 

narrators, no matter which—are accounts of fluidity. The country 
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dictates that fluidity is the essence of all existence here. Therefore 

all that is known and all that is remembered is in fluid form, 

including the landscape itself. Memory is unthinkable here except 

as a system of pulses, an endlessly sluicing rhythm of depletion and 

repletion. The country holds memories of fluidity. But more than 

that, the country shows how memory is fluidity. The country is 

a tangible, inhabitable example of how memory works in indi-

viduals and communities. This is not to say the country is just a 

metaphor for memory. Rather, the country here is memory. It is 

a materially exact manifestation of how memory works to make 

the sensible world at the same time as the world whelps and hosts 

all its memorial entities—animal, vegetable, mineral. Memory 

organises and animates all the undead elements that carry patterns 

of purposeful action and reactions and meanings and affections 

across all their generations, out of the past into the future. 

Memory, country, body, mind
The Australian environment is strewn with the debris of systems 

that were once functional and robust. These include: indigenous 

systems of hunting and fire-farming; narrative systems that allow 

the storage and recovery of lore; and endemic ecological systems 

as well as some ancient procedures of land-husbandry that have 

been recently imported, such as peasant customs of agrarian place-

making; plus the metropolitan urbanism of modern European and 

American cultures. Especially since the Europeans arrived, much 

has been forgotten here. Which means there is much to imagine 

that must supplement the portions remaining as traces in the 

landscape, remaining as recall-triggers in the spatial, organic and 

social memory of the place. 

This imagining serves the ‘surplus animation’ that Santner 

lauds, and it is partly fictive speculation and partly historic 

2992_Memory Scopes.indd   9 24/11/2015   9:55 am



10

Memoryscopes

remembrance. ‘Remembrance’ is a bodily word drawn from two 

roots—‘memor’: to be mindful; and ‘membrum’: a limb. When you 

remember, you put a body back together by coordinating some 

disaggregated, wasted or severed members. You re-member a 

dis-membered thing. You organise thoughts and feelings. With 

remembrance you become mindful in the present by bringing 

component parts of some past body of experience or significance 

back together in your sense-supplied cognition. And having 

remembered, you ask yourself, does this thing hold firm now? Is it 

plausible? Does it flex with the shapes and shifts of my experience? 

Does it make integrated sense when recalled to the present? Does 

it feel lively and entire? 

Remembrance can help portions of the world persist undead. 

For example, it helps an inhabited landscape stay known as a 

live thing, sensible as an integrated body that is always pulsing, 

spending and replenishing. The accrued meaning of this part of 

the world is kept true, as past impressions are matched and proved 

against present perceptions. 

More than just a holding bay, though, remembrance can bring 

back the gone world. In many cultures, memorial ceremonies 

and performances are often charged with blooming joy rather 

than steeped in anxious vigilance shored against the leaching that 

worries with amnesia. 

Such a push of thrilling replenishment galvanises many 

indigenous Australian cultures. For example, David Mowaljarlai, 

the great lore-man and philosopher from Kimberley country in 

northern Australia, used to speak of a guiding force or energy that 

would ‘swing’ through and around him when he needed orienta-

tion in his home country.6 My guess is he was describing a precise 

form of mindfulness that was informed by his homeland, the place 

where he learned and taught so much memory-work throughout 
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his long life. Certainly he was describing remembrance as a joyous, 

infusing repletion, not an anxious stanch against depletion. 

There is a vivacious pulse in Mowaljarlai’s language when he 

describes being in country, being washed in a flood of associa-

tions, drenched in an upwelling of memories and stored portions 

of knowledge distributed throughout the country. Notably, the 

Kimberley is water-pulse country. In this respect (if in almost no 

other) it is similar to the Victorian Western District. Each place 

is soaked in its peculiar animus of replenishment. Each stretch of 

country—walked, worked, sung and parsed by its knowledge-

able custodians—shows how remembered coherence can surge 

in a joyous influx. In healthy memory-country, the dismembered 

mnemonic fragments are poised for the guidance of the celebrating 

exegete. Depletion can be washed with repletion when recalled 

fragments integrate to bring the full body of a felt record quickly 

burgeoning in response to mnemonic triggers that are arrayed 

across the landscape. 

In the poet Robert Gray’s Australian variations on aphoristic 

format, he observes that:

The world, it seems, is the maximum

Number of things, or of forces, 

That can exist together.7

Which shows me how to conclude my brief account of landscape 

mnemonics here…by mis-remembering, translating and expand-

ing Gray’s canny axiom: 

In service of the pulsating world, memory, it seems, 

Is the most forceful

Minimum of stored and charged details 
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That can be made to flow restoratively into each other

Over time. 

Notes
1 The importance and etymology of the word ‘record’ will be examined in 

chapter three of this book.
2 E. Santner, On Creaturely Life: Rilke, Benjamin, Sebald, The University of 

Chicago Press, Chicago, 2006, p. 105.
3 R. P. Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead, The University of Chicago Press, 

Chicago, 2003, p. ix.
4 Harrison, p. 40.
5 See F. Yates, The Art of Memory, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1969.  See also J. 

Spence, The Memory palace of Matteo Ricci, Faber, London, 1985.
6 Consult D. Mowaljarlai, ABC Radio National ‘Law Report’, 1995: 

<http://www.abc.net.au/rn/talks/8.30/lawrpt/lstories/lr311001.htm> 
 This interview is also quoted in S. Muecke, Ancient and Modern: time, culture 

and indigenous philosophy, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2004, p. 172.  See also J. 
Malnic and D. Mowaljarlai, Yorro Yorro: everything standing up alive, Magabala 
Books, Broome, 1993. 

7 R. Gray, ‘Epigrams’ in New Selected Poems, 2nd edition, Duffy & Snellgrove, 
Sydney, 1998, p. 296. 
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PLACES PAST DISAPPEARANCE 

For thirty years now, I have been publishing in a variety of 

media, usually starting out by responding to some peculiar 

cache of shards or remnants, each cache broken by time or wilful 

neglect, barely prevailing over disarray. Slowly I have come to 

realise that the absences, the negative spaces, always prompt the work. 

For example, with a team of collaborators I have spent several 

years responding to a pictorial archive, a great collection of myste-

rious scenes gathered in Sydney throughout most of the twentieth 

century. In a suite of artworks known collectively as Life After 

Wartime, viewers are encouraged to figure how to account for a 

salvaged batch of crime-scene photographs that no longer have 

any official, conclusive documents attached to them.1 

Another example of this kind of ‘vestige work’ is my book 

Seven Versions of an Australian Badland, which is a literary medita-

tion on a fraught and fragmented tract of failed profiteer scrub in 

tropical Queensland.2 

Always, with this vestige work, I encounter the following 

kinds of questions: 

What has gone missing here? 

How can we imagine functional coherence here? 

What if these dumb portions of culture could get some 

eloquence and talk to each other?
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Normally I would not expect anyone to care much about my 

arcane fascinations. Except, I see hundreds of other Australian art-

ists and writers working in the same way, examining aftermaths 

and discontinuities, trying to re-build systematic comprehension 

in response to fragments. And while I cannot speak for so many 

others, I have a hunch that it might be useful to try to understand, 

in public, what it means when one gets so attached to untethered 

things. Why this society-wide compulsion to know the negative 

spaces? 

So here is my account of the chase after this hunch.

Rummaging in Australia’s aftermath cultures, I look to 

redress the disintegration in our story-systems, in our traditional 

knowledge caches, our landscapes and ecologies. The job is to 

investigate and recuperate scenes and collections of artefacts that 

have been torn apart somehow: torn by landgrabbing, let’s say, or 

by accidents, or by exploitation that ignores rituals of preserva-

tion and restoration. Typically, the scenes and systems that get 

investigated were once more cohesive, but now they are ailing or 

out of balance. I have come to understand that most of Australia 

is like this: that the place I inhabit carries so much raggedness in it 

because it is patterned, day in, day out, by a society that has used 

its environment more roughly than carefully. 

The situation is not entirely bleak, however. Even in the after-

math of neglect or abuse, systems usually retain tendencies and 

traces from their previous cogency. These traces offer chances for 

re-formatting, even though it is pointless to dream of retrieving 

and settling back into some pristine, pre-lapsarian world. 

The job is reanimation. It is a reiterative application of 

meanings to places over time. Or, to borrow Morris Berman’s 

terminology, such work is the secular ‘re-enchantment of the 
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world’.3 It is an attempt to chant some patterned significance and 

cogency back into places that have long been denied custodial 

care. It is the first step in imagining how a new, relatively cohe-

sive present might evolve from the adjustment and activation of 

vestiges from the past. 

The Australian part of the world is strewn with remnants of 

cultural and natural systems. Consider the vulnerable skeins of 

Indigenous dreaming; consider the residues of endemic ecologies; 

consider the myriad systems of work and belief that have been 

refined elsewhere in the world and only partially transplanted here 

away from their original contexts. The good news is that in some 

cases, despite two hundred years of colonial disturbance, terminal 

damage has been avoided, either by getting out of the way of 

resurgent nature or by applying design and labour attentively 

and adaptively. But in many instances our places are teetering 

with a minimal degree of systematic cohesion, and they will be 

made sensible only if we act promptly and boldly, so that our 

aesthetic and civic patterns might help us project our thinking 

across everything that is missing or ailing. In other words, we 

need to imagine across all the absence. 

Our parlous states need to be recuperated imaginatively. We 

need to propose ‘what if ’ scenarios that help us account for what 

has happened in our habitat so that we can then better envisage 

what might happen in an improved situation. We need to appre-

hend the past, to assay the historical momentum that is abroad in 

the world. We need to divine and perhaps redirect the continuous 

tendencies that are constructing us as they emerge from the past to 

make the present. (I will return to this tendentious term ‘divina-

tion’ before too long.) By synchronising ourselves to the inherent, 

historically configured tendencies that flow through a place in 
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time, we stand a chance of avoiding exhaustion as we try to change  

the current state of things, as we try to understand how to alter 

the world and ourselves.

To reiterate: our parlous states need imagination. I define 

imagination as:

• an ability to venture in one’s mind out past a comfortable, 

known limit; 

• an ability to discern feasible relationships where they are not 

obvious, to see how portions, clues or details might be put 

into relationships that generate forceful meanings or pulses 

of feeling;

• a readiness to incorporate the unknown, embodied in psy-

chological or aesthetic form, so that we might be emboldened 

to alter, so that we might let ourselves into otherness and 

vice versa.

Imagination is needed when one encounters evidence that is in 

smithereens. I try to keep this in mind when confronted with 

the disheveled scenes and archives and collections that are so 

representative of contemporary Australia, when confronted with 

so many systems that have vestiges of coherence but are not 

entire, not conclusive or composed. I try to remember not only 

that these are systems where imagination is needed, but also that 

imagination can be strengthened here and that these systems offer 

opportunities for self-alteration. 

A specific example? Seven Versions of an Australian Badland, 

researched and written throughout the 1980s and 1990s, is a book 

that examines a district where colonial landgrabbing and mono-

cultural farming have plundered the environment to the extent 

that it now appears like a defiled and exhausted thing. Across five 
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decades—given that I have visited and re-visited the place since 

I was a child—I have traversed this broken country countless 

times, with a growing conviction that it is a disintegrated scree of 

evidence that bears witness to the conflicting historical forces that 

have built it and continue to shape it. 

In Seven Versions, I call this territory ‘a vast, historical 

crime scene’. In such landscapes—and they are everywhere in 

Australia—we have to ask ourselves, what can be made of this 

place now? What can we know about its piecemeal ecology, its 

choppy geomorphics and scarified townscapes? How can we 

overhear the pertinent gossip—the attempts at truth and the self-

serving lies—that buzz about it? What of the journey-patterns, 

the shuttling rhythms stitching the place together in time, now 

and in the past? What can we make of the documents that have 

been generated in response to this country? And what of the 

absences—when are they meaningful, when are they nothing?

In the Central Queensland hinterland, my historically 

informed imagination produced a book in which I tried to make 

manifest some forces that are usually only latent within this some-

what systematic and somewhat disintegrated tract of country. In 

the case of another work—a suite of museum exhibits and multi-

media installations entitled Life After Wartime, most of which were 

made in collaboration with Kate Richards—the imaginative 

response is a story-system that proffers restless, plausible patterns 

of speculation regarding the enigmatic scenes in an archive of 

forensic photography. In each case we arrive at the evidence in the 

aftermath of some deep stun and metamorphosis—an ecosystem 

has collapsed, a man has died in his car outside a trade union 

office, for example—and we try to account for how the scene has 

ended up like this. What got us from then and there to here and 

now? We try to insert some persuasive notions—be they thoughts, 
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theories or emotions—throughout the partial array of evidence, 

to show how even these riddled things can get better integrated, 

to show how they might help us know more fully the forces and 

flows that made the world they came from and make the world 

they have stopped in. (By the way, we will return to Life After 

Wartime several times throughout this book, inspecting it from 

different angles, with different thematic lenses.) 

When deploying ‘supplementary imagination’ like this, the 

crucial factor is the restlessness, the way the artwork that you 

produce—be it a book, a database, a building, a park or a garden—

prompts the perceiver’s speculation by artful imbalances and 

implied possibilities for completion or patterning. The supreme 

example of the aesthetic of generative incompleteness might be 

found in Zen temples and gardens, where the visitor experiences 

an environment that is ‘charged’ with a powerful ‘urge’: a flowing 

potentiality that is more implied than shown. Norman Carver 

expresses it pithily. In Zen architecture, he explains, load-bearing 

elements often establish a ‘heavy structural beat’ (in roof beams 

and wall posts, for example) which is counterpointed delicately 

by textures, surfaces and apertures (in paper screens, pebbled 

concrete and tatami patterns, for example) which infuse the scene 

with a ‘rhythmic complexity’ that relieves or interweaves with 

the beat.4 Thus the urge for supplementation dwells as much in 

the perceiving visitor as in the environment. The carefully set-up 

incompletion in the artwork—verging on ineffability—drives a 

generative aesthetic that makes every encounter with the Zen 

work a continuous event that occurs in internal (or psychic) space 

as well as in external (or physical) space. After a while in such 

environments, visitors often feel an urge to imagine some large 

pattern cohering everywhere, even though such a pattern is not 

explicitly present in the artfully ‘unresolved’ space that the visitors 
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are inhabiting. If you spend a full day in one temple you undergo, 

literally, a mind-altering exercise. And the urge for pattern-

completion often helps you feel inseparable from the extensive 

environment, attuned to some flowing integrity in it. (There is 

some Shinto pantheism and animism in this sensation, no doubt.) 

As Carver proclaims, to round out his argument: in Zen architec-

ture, ‘all relationships are abbreviated and subtle, encouraging the 

exercise of the imagination in grasping the whole’.5 

The literary side of Zen is instructive too. What you get from 

a haiku, for example, is a compulsion to imagine beyond the detail, 

to get an inkling in the poem’s intense fragment so that you can 

envisage a larger world related to that intensified portion, a larger 

world of interconnections made instantaneously and intuitively 

comprehensible by the tiny shock that a good haiku produces. As 

Thomas Hoover has explained so well, ‘the mind is struck as with 

a hammer, bringing the senses up short and releasing a flood of 

associations’.6 

Floods, flows, urges, surges, continuities: such words bring 

us close to what I seek when exercising the historically informed 

imagination. 

I now understand such work to be a kind of divination. Take 

the theological connotations out of the word. And the mysticism. 

For me, divination is a secular activity and a technical routine 

whereby you can help fragments adhere and integrate so that 

the dis-membered elements of a scene might share some sensible 

connection, some re-membering. With divination, there is an 

urge to connect. In water divining, for example, absence bullies 

the system—a clear channel is missing between the water and 

the quester. The diviner has to ponder the possible links between 

the self and the water, thus filling in the missing conduits of a 

severed circuitry and vaulting over the absences to form cogency 
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where once there was dishevelment. In this way the diviner is a 

kind of ‘ammeter’, measuring potentiality or energy, tracking its 

flows and blockages and engineering ways to marshal the current 

back to connectivity. It is the way much Indigenous traveling 

proceeds—figuring when and where to move according to a 

sense of the most amenable flow of connections in the place at 

the time. And it is very like the energy-sensing described by 

the old Indigenous law-man David Mowaljarlai (as mentioned 

in the previous chapter) when he used to talk of the guiding 

forces that ‘swing’ through him in his Kimberley country.7 Also it 

resembles the responsive wayfinding detailed by Will Kyselka in 

his visionary study of Polynesian navigation, An Ocean in Mind.8 

I am sure these are all processes requiring intuition. Intuition 

is a faculty that can be learned and refined. Sportspeople know 

this. They devote a large proportion of their training to the 

development of intuition. It is the same for improvising musicians 

and actors. When intuition ignites, sudden, holistic understanding 

arises. In modern parlance, it is sometimes called a ‘systems view’. 

It is a little like trying to feel the sensations of a ‘phantom limb’: 

this awareness of something palpably present and convincing 

where the explicit matter is actually missing.

This term, ‘phantom’, is close to ‘fantasy’. Which brings me to 

a cautionary moment. I want to emphasise that when responding 

to fragments of historical evidence, I am on the side of history. 

Without claiming to be an historian, I find myself in agreement 

with a great one, Greg Dening, when he said that the important 

historical writing occurs when scholars apply imagination to the 

evidence. Imagination, not fantasy, he stressed. What Dening was 

asserting, I think, is that one needs to retain an allegiance to 

the evidence. A fiction writer is not obliged to do this, making 

a different contract—one of imaginative plausibility—with the 
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reader. However, to be historically aligned one must bear witness 

to particular traces that have been touched by the world and are 

materially available for shared inspection in the world.9 

This leads to the centre of the issue: the conditions of living 

and working in the aftermath-culture of Australia are such that 

much of the vital evidence is either missing, immaterial or non-

textual. And the evidence that we do have is often partial, broken 

or sometimes obscured in denials. Which means that conventional 

historiographical protocols come up short when we try to get 

the fullest possible comprehension of the past that has whelped 

our present. In Australia we need to imagine across gaps and 

quandaries in the evidence; we need to venture out past what 

is known, what is familiar, what is authorised in disciplines that 

were founded elsewhere.

I trust it is clear that I am not declaring conventional history 

to be insular or useless. I am saying it is only partially useful. 

Just as imaginative speculation is only partially useful. Together, 

though, they might be productive, if we found ways to loosen 

and interlace the borders around historiography and speculation, if 

we found ways to narrate across everything that is missing in our 

modes of envisaging and understanding.

In a radio interview about Seven Versions, a journalist asked 

me: ‘What is this odd book? What section of the bookstore does 

it go in? It doesn’t have the certitude of history. So, isn’t it just 

imaginative? Isn’t it just tricky fiction?’ 

Responding a little absent-mindedly—a little intuitively—I 

had a sudden insight. ‘Backfill,’ I quipped, ‘basically what I do is 

historical backfill.’ Perhaps I could have said ‘re-enchantment’, but 

I am glad I went the other way. As I tried to haul myself out of the 

sudden ditch, I realised this term ‘backfill’ was a useful enough 

idea. I explained how you can uncover fragments that you know 
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have been discarded by the world. Real evidence. You find it lying 

around in jagged form and out of place, as we all do every day, 

and you ask yourself, ‘How can I account for this material?’ Quite 

literally, ‘What are some of the accounts I might offer so that we 

can make provocative, connective sense with these fragments?’ 

So, ‘backfill’ happens when you offer an historically informed 

set of speculations: 

Maybe this story accounts for these bits of evidence as 

well as the silences that we’ve uncovered? 

How does this account sound as a way to explain the 

somewhat systematic yet somewhat broken shape of 

each piece of evidence? 

Maybe this version of experience can help us understand 

the mysterious overall form of our particular midden 

heap? 

Backfill is what we have to enact when conventional historical 

techniques fail, as happens often in this place—Australia—that has 

been formed by so much disappearance, dissembling and dispersal. 

Backfill is work performed after you have done some divination, 

after you have attempted to intuit feasible and defensible but admit-

tedly inconclusive accounts connecting the fragments. Backfill is 

necessarily an imaginative and speculative procedure. But it needs 

to be authoritative as well as imaginative. And I think it is the 

most resourceful response—opposed to silence or denial—that 

helps us keep on investigating when we encounter the definitive 

quality of post-1788 Australian history, when we encounter the 

fact that despite the settlers’ overwhelming attention to some 
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types of bureaucratic minutiae, many of the truly important 

events of our past have not made it into the textual archives. This 

is especially true of the cross-cultural encounters that took place 

on frontiers, away from the administrative offices, in situations 

where the traditional trace-leaving of writing often did not net 

what occurred.

Even so, traces did get registered by other means—in bodies, 

in family tale-telling, in songs, in landscapes, in sketches—and 

those traces do not work so well for conventional historiography. 

For me the supreme example is the aesthetic, transformative power 

of witnessing that fortifies Archie Roach’s ballad, Took the Children 

Away. To hear that song is to sense a compelling proposition about 

the way the past—deeply felt and prevailing—has produced the 

present: deeply felt and prevailing. You sense great draughts of 

resolutely unforgotten experience in the musical patterns of the 

song: in the lyrics and the glissando of the voice from its palpable 

pain through to the exultation of survival. You sense all this and 

feel yourself altered by it. The song is not an anthem affirming an 

established creed; rather it is a three-minute transit through affec-

tive comprehension, a transit from ignorance through structured 

feelings that, via affect, produce a compelling effect of truth, of 

validity, of felt conviction. Therefore, in situations where the 

textual records do not net the events, other modes of accounting 

need to arrive after the event, to accrete around the non-textual 

clues. 

My work in disheveled archives and in postcolonial Australia 

has taught me that we can perform these other types of represen-

tation productively and responsibly, conjuring propositions that 

are not history but are historically informed and might be some-

times more important than history because of the way they make 

manifest an urge to account for the disconnected fragments. Such 
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historically informed speculations are vital because they vault over 

silence, denial and absence. And sometimes they change hearts 

and minds. These speculations draw on our capability to imagine 

otherness, to think past the endorsed limits, to undergo alteration. 

And this is crucial because if we continue to close our imagina-

tions to the aberrations and insufficiencies in our historical records, 

we run the risk of slipping into an insular melancholy, fearful of 

the power of the interpretations we refuse to consider. It is likely 

we will not dwell in much joy till we get real about the darkness. 

For the joy will always be shadowed, and the background of 

gloom and denial will get heavier and more worrying because 

we will sense it persisting and amplifying outside of our ability to 

turn and face it. 

But I digress a little and I sermonise. I was discussing ‘backfill’. 

Let me conclude with a summation.

When performing historical backfill, you need to assay every 

testimony, every mark and song and clue available so that you 

can propose something compelling, something that is historically 

advised, persuasive and authoritative but admittedly speculative. 

Instead of being conclusively convincing, you have to cajole people 

into consulting their own faculties of judgment so they might 

match your proffered model of possibility against their received 

convictions. You have to encourage them to wonder, ‘What do 

I know?’, rather than to demand, ‘Confirm what I believe’. You 

need to conjure a worldview that helps readers judge—yes, no or 

maybe—whether your proposition feels plausible, whether it helps 

them confront something true but previously occulted in their 

world. If you do this well, the reader is no longer a recipient of 

your supposed truths. Instead the reader becomes a forensic subject, 

an investigator and formulator of contentious systems of meaning. 

When an investigation is open like this, as opposed to foregone in 
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its conclusions, then the investigator is an imaginer, someone who 

declines to accept common sense automatically. 

Finally, to accept inconclusiveness is different from deciding 

that nothing compelling can be offered. The imaginative inves-

tigator keeps on speculating and testing, speculating and testing, 

always proposing possible worlds that are tethered to the actual 

world, the world of evidence despite all the abeyance. This can 

happen restlessly, sceptically, but with a venturesome spirit, not 

with desperation. The imaginative investigator works with evi-

dence, vaults over absence and refuses silence. Such a quest, such 

imagination within investigation is probably our most urgent 

historical task right now.
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