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And some time make the time to drive out west 

Into County Clare, along the Flaggy Shore, 

In September or October, when the wind 

And the light are working off each other 

So that the ocean on one side is wild 

With foam and glitter, and inland among stones 

The surface of a slate-grey lake is lit 

By the earthed lightening of flock of swans, 

Their feathers roughed and ruffling, white on white, 

Their fully-grown headstrong-looking heads 

Tucked or cresting or busy underwater. 

Useless to think you'll park or capture it 

More thoroughly. You are neither here nor there, 

A hurry through which known and strange things pass 

As big soft buffetings come at the car sideways 

And catch the heart off guard and blow it open. 

(Postscript by Seamus Heaney) 

 

Alexis Wright made an unusual start to her conversation with Melbourne Pen President, 

Arnold Zable, at the Melbourne Writers Festival.  

The fierce activist and remarkable writer (the 2006 Miles Franklin award winner) 

invited to talk about her new novel The Swan Book, instead began the session reading 

another’s work.  

That very morning, Seamus Heaney, the Irish poet, playwright, translator and 

Nobel Laureate had died. In a tear-filled voice, Wright read his poem Postscript (above), 

also featuring swans, to a saddened audience.  
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Although Wright had never actually met him, Heaney has had a profound 

influence on her life. As she put it: ‘The world has lost a really good friend with Seamus 

Heaney’s passing. I want to pay my respects to the people of Ireland. He was a teacher to 

me in the early days when I was trying to write. He was a teacher to a lot of people and 

especially to me.’ 

I was struck by this unusual opening. It felt so ‘right’. Here was a woman 

prepared to put personal ego to one side, to begin a session dedicated to her, honouring 

someone else. In that moment Wright ignited in me a deep appreciation of what the 

notion of a community of fellow writers really means. We don’t necessarily need to meet 

them, they might live far away or even be dead, but nevertheless they speak to us, often 

when we need them most. Previously I had understood that concept in my head, but it 

took Wright’s emotional tribute to the great poet for that knowledge to move downwards, 

to my heart. Perhaps as  Heaney expressed it so beautifully, to ‘catch the heart off guard 

and blow it open’.  

Honouring the people who have taught her things is integral to Wright’s work. 

And most often the way she has learned from them is through stories. No doubt that is 

why as Arnold put it: ‘Your books explode with stories. It’s as if the stories are 

desperately trying to be told.’  He asked where this love of stories originated. 

 ‘I used to spend time with my Grandmother,’ Wright said. ‘She told me stories of 

different places and people. She’d call in on all sorts of people along the river and I’d sit 

around and listen to people tell stories. In all the work I’ve done I hear stories all the 

time. It’s the way we “do business” with each other. It’s the way the Indigenous world is 

constructed, sitting around the campfire, having meetings. It’s a world of knowledge 

about everybody in the room. Stories carry all the knowledge about who people are and 

where they came from.’ 

 Arnold went on to enquire about the place of Indigenous languages in Wright’s 

story telling. Respecting those languages and doing everything we can to prevent their 

extinction is of course a key objective of Pen.  

 Wright explained how the language of her people, the Wannyi, (of the southern 

Gulf of Carpentaria) is threatened. A dictionary is being constructed and children are 

being taught the language in school, but she also feels duty bound to weave the Wannyi 
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language into her writings. It is difficult, because although she is trying to learn, she 

doesn’t actually speak her mother tongue. Yet she is adamant that: ’It is necessary for a 

person like me to put language in my books to show the children that we are proud of it, 

what it stands for and who we are.’  

  The Swan Book is among so many other things, a song of praise and a 

championing of the environment. As Arnold suggested to Wright: ‘A major character for 

you is the earth itself, Mother Nature.’ She agreed, adding: ‘I believe in Ancestors and 

the spirit of the country. If you do wrong things in the country it will raise up and do 

harm. This belief is deep in me and reinforced by all the people I have met and known. 

There are other ways of seeing this world,’ she added. 

 Listening to her, I experienced a jolt of recognition. Wright’s ‘insider’ sentiments 

echoed the views of Pen International President John Ralston Saul, as expressed at 

Melbourne’s RMIT Capitol Theatre in 2010. In fact Saul is quite simply in awe of 

Indigenous peoples’ ‘other ways of seeing the world’. This is what I wrote for the 

Quarterly about his tribute to the Indigenous worldview:  

Saul started the evening by congratulating us Australians on our luck. He believes 

that in the current environmental crisis, Australia, like his homeland Canada, is ideally 

positioned to become a world leader in spearheading the radical changes necessary for 

survival. This is possible because we have potential access to the ancient and rich 

philosophical traditions of Indigenous Australia. In particular, Saul suggests that the 

Aborigines’ ‘spatial’ approach, which locates humans firmly within, not above, the 

natural world, provides a crucial shift of perspective. By embodying a much wider view 

of reality, this stance encourages us to transcend our immediate preoccupations and 

‘step into the bigger picture’.  

 That ‘spatial approach’ is evident in Wright’s comments about a core theme of 

The Swan Book : ‘There is so much impacting on the world we live in. I’m not just 

talking about the small world of the swans, but of the whole country, the whole world. 

I’m talking about important issues like climate change, with people becoming homeless 

and stateless.’  

 For Arnold the plight of Wright’s swans typifies the experience of asylum seekers 

world-wide, who: ‘fly in flocks and turn up in all sorts of places’. The swans of the book 
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are homeless. With changes in the climate, they have had to leave behind their homes and 

their familiar stories to try to find a new home, a place where they can fit in. While 

agreeing with Arnold’s comparison of the swans with asylum seekers, Wright also 

emphasised that in her view ‘Aboriginal people are the guinea pigs for how others are 

treated in this country, because policy makers have been able to get away with (ill-

treatment) of us for decades.’ For her the swans’ struggles reflect those of generations of 

Indigenous people.  

 Arnold applauded Wright’s ‘powers of observation’ and suggested she must have 

sat watching for hours to have learned so much about swans. Agreeing that she is a ‘very 

patient’ person, Wright concluded with a delightful and playful story about her beloved 

birds.  

One day, sitting by Albert Lake, she noticed a swan nearby in the choppy water 

with a signet in tow. The mother swan kept ducking her head underwater and pulling up 

green weed, which she arranged all around the baby before swimming off to do other 

things, leaving the signet thoroughly encircled. The writer had no idea why the mother 

did this, but observing such intriguing behaviours probably helps Wright to live by her 

dictum that: ‘You’ve got to enjoy yourself if you’re writing.’ 

 I certainly enjoyed the experience of Wright talking about her writing. As space 

does not permit, I have made no attempt to introduce you to the individual characters in 

The Swan Book, something Arnold did brilliantly throughout the session. I will have to 

leave them for you to discover for yourself. 

 As Arnold said in closing, the session was frustrating. There were many aspects 

of the book that there was insufficient time to explore in depth: its ‘wicked humour, 

wonderful use of music, riffs of great anger and despair, as well as a fierce, extraordinary 

beauty.’ It’s all there, and more, waiting for you in The Swan Book. 

 
 


