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The concept is simple: quality 
publications attract a premium 
audience

We believe that intelligent, 
thoughtful publications attract 
a particular kind of reader - one 
who expects both excellence and 
elegance. 
 The Monthly, The Saturday Paper 
and 7am are carefully crafted to 
attract an audience who seek a 
greater level of depth and nuance in 
their understanding of the world.

A mark of quality
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Partner with 
Schwartz Media

Schwartz Media offers a range of 
partnership packages for select 
Australian arts and cultural 
organisations.

We work with organisations 
that align with the values of 
our journalism and support our 
objectives to increase brand 
awareness.

Our audience believes that arts 
and culture are essential to life. Our 
partnership packages provide a 
unique opportunity to engage with 
an audience built on years of trust 
and integrity.

Our team can build a bespoke 
partnership offering to suit your 
organisation. No two packages will 
look the same.
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Partner Events & Series We present special 
events and programs 
in collaboration 
with our partners to 
enhance audience 
engagement.
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Coffee and 
Headlines

Since 2019, Sydney Writers’ Festival 
and Schwartz Media have presented 
Coffee and Headlines, an event series 
from The Saturday Paper, The Monthly 
and 7am.

These panel discussions 
unravel the day’s biggest 
headlines and offer insightful 
analysis on the latest news.
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Quiz Night

The Saturday Paper Quiz Night 
has been held in partnership with 
State Library Victoria, State Library 
New South Wales, and Melbourne 
International Film Festival. 

Quiz Night is an evening 
packed full of trivia, food and 
fun. The event routinely sells out 
in less than two weeks, tickets 
are sought after by The Saturday 
Paper Quiz enthusiasts and 
newcomers alike.
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Advertising Packages

Our partners gain access to 
premium advertising placements 
in our products. We can tailor 
these to meet your audience 
growth goals and objectives.
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Melbourne 
Theatre 
Company

Sample advertising spread from Melbourne Theatre Company.
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Antigone Kefala, 86, is both a poet and prose 
writer. She was born in Romania and relocated 
to Australia in 1959 after living in Greece and 
New Zealand. Late Journals is the fi nal in a 
trilogy that began with Summer Visit (2003), 
followed by Sydney Journals (2008), all three 
published by Giramondo Publishing.  

Fourteen years on, Late Journals resumes 
the discerning immersion into this author’s 
world, an intellectual and cultural milieu set in 
Sydney that is shaped by Kefala’s experience 
as a migrant. She remembers “the actual 
places we had left in Romania. Constanta, the 
Black Sea and the street, that I still remember, 
going upwards before it falls into the sea.” 
And she grapples with the experience of living 
on stolen land: “From when we left Romania, 
and even before that, I was aware that I was 
trespassing on someone else’s territory.”

Rich with quotes from books Kefala has 
read or conversations she hears on the radio, 
the fragmented journals show a considering 
mind turning things over – literature, fi lm, 
opera, two kookaburras sitting on the fence. 
Occasionally small eruptions of poetic 
observation – injections of life as it is seen and 
experienced – emerge from the surrounding 
prose. “Raining constantly and cold. The 
crows calling out from the trees like people 
suff ering,” Kefala observes, after jumping 
from a Kandinsky quote to Pliny the Younger 
writing to Emperor Trajan AD112. This 
might imply a disjointed reading experience, 
but Kefala moves fl uidly between poetic 
observation and philosophical inquiry. 

The diary form has received attention 
recently in the hands of other Australian 
writers, most notably Helen Garner. Kefala’s 
journals demand something diff erent of the 
reader. There’s no plot or, at least, no sense 
of a series of events within a person’s life. 
Late Journals refl ects something deeper, a 
writer’s spirit – if we can use that term to 
suggest a particular nature and attitude to 
language. Kefala’s voice turns inward, at times 
melancholic, at others sharply critical.

Discreet nods to months as they pass – 
January, February, March and onwards over 
six volumes of journals – is all the reader has 
to navigate any precise passage of time, and 
there are no dramatic interludes or endings. 
What you’re left with instead is the sense of 
life growing and changing. 

As Kefala writes: “life, a continuous 
process, one moves with it, changes with it.” It 
describes both her attitude to writing and the 
experience of reading Late Journals. •
Giramondo, 176pp, $26.95

Great literature is properly immune to 
spoilers, having at its core an ambiguity of 
truth sourced directly from the complex and 
often contradictory essences of life itself. 
It isn’t enough that something dramatic, 
or even beautiful, happens in a story: what 
matters is that whatever happens resonates in 
an unprescribed way with our emotions and 
physical sensations. 

In describing Claire Keegan’s new work 
of fi ction, Small Things Like These – her fi rst 
off ering since Foster (2010) – I must go to the 
book’s fi nal picture, of a man approaching his 
own front door on a bitterly cold Christmas 
Eve in the small Irish village of New Ross, a 
box with new shoes for his wife under one arm 
and a barefoot young mother, a brutalised 
victim of the town’s Magdalene laundry, 
supported on his other. 

Keegan is an intensely visual writer for 
whom the particulars of place and precise 
circumstance work to authenticate the 
inner lives of her protagonists. The man in 
the Christmas snow is the novella’s central 
character, Bill Furlong, a middle-aged coal 
purveyor, upon whose good character the 
tension of the narrative hinges. When Furlong, 
who as a child was raised on the charity of 
a rich family, chances upon the violence 
perpetrated on pregnant young women in the 
local convent laundry, his thirst for light forces 
him to act. 

The novella is a portrait of this non-
drinking Irish man, father and husband, as he 
struggles to align the moral obligation he owes 

to the gift of his redeemed destiny with his 
search for a clarifi ed identity. Through the lens 
of Bill Furlong’s struggle, Keegan presents 
us with a midwintered cultural landscape 
ranging from sky grey to soot black. The 
book’s allusiveness and brevity of form serve 
only to intensify the sharpness of its idiomatic 
realism. 

Small Things Like These is written 
in a diamond-cut prose. With Dickens’ A 
Christmas Carol as its conscious antecedent, 
Keegan’s new work establishes a palpable 
sense of state-sanctioned violence and of how 
fi ne the line can be between compassion and 
control, altruism and personal breakdown. 
Though the book is set specifi cally in the 
depressed rural southern Ireland of 1985, its 
portraiture of family, work and community 
ritual could well be from the pages of Mary 
Lavin, John McGahern or John Synge. This 
sense of local inheritance, both literary and 
tragic, really clinches the book’s power. •
Faber, 128pp, $22.99

Gregory Day
is a reviewer and award-winning novelist.

Brooke Boland
is an arts journalist.

Claire Keegan
Small Things Like These 

Antigone Kefala
Late Journals
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Rising Festival

Sample advertising spread from Rising Festival.

RISING ⠃  
EUPHORIA

MUST CLOSE 18 JUNE

A FILM INSTALLATION BY JULIAN ROSEFELDT

BOOK NOW

PRINCIPAL PARTNER

PUBLIC PARTNER MAJOR PARTNER

8 JUNE 10 – 16, 2023 THESATURDAYPAPER.COM.AU

Kieran Pender
is a writer, lawyer and academic. 
He is an honorary lecturer at the 
ANU College of Law.

Alex Gutierrez’s boss fi rst asked him about 
his retirement plans about a decade ago, over 
an offi  ce cake to celebrate his birthday. The 
Filipino–Australian accountant responded 
without hesitation: “I’m going to work until 
I drop dead, or you kick me out.” It was a 
portentous statement. 

Gutierrez says the question came 
up again a few years later. He alleges his 
manager at the international maritime 
logistics fi rm MUR Shipping told him it 
mandated retirement globally at the age of 65. 
Gutierrez, who was then 68, says he replied 
that compulsory retirement was unlawful in 
Australia, and repeated his prior statement 
about working until health failed him.

“I promised that I would not leave them 
high and dry, that I would give them enough 
notice if I did decide to retire,” says Gutierrez. 
His manager ended the conversation, but 
the incident left him uneasy. “I was already 
sensing red fl ags.”

This exchange, in February 2018, set 
off  a fi ve-year legal battle that culminated 
last month with a landmark Federal Court 
judgement. Gutierrez’s case is the fi rst 
successful age discrimination claim under 
federal law since the Age Discrimination Act 
was enacted almost two decades ago.

It is a Gutierrez versus Goliath tale of an 
elderly accountant taking on a global company 
and facing down immense fi nancial risk. It is 
a story of Australia’s frail anti-discrimination 
regime and a man’s determination to keep 
working despite the ageism he faced.

“Eventually justice prevailed,” Gutierrez 
tells The Saturday Paper in his fi rst interview 
since being awarded almost a quarter of a 
million dollars in damages.

Australian law has prohibited discrimination 
on the basis of various characteristics 
for half a century now. The fi rst federal 
discrimination law was introduced in 1975, 
the Racial Discrimination Act, followed by 
the Sex Discrimination Act in 1984 and the 
Disability Discrimination Act in 1992. These 
protections are supplemented by general 
anti-discrimination laws in every state and 
territory.

Federal protections against ageism 
lagged behind – the Age Discrimination Act 
didn’t come into eff ect until 2004. Such 
protection has rarely been sought at either the 
federal or state level – while hundreds of sex, 
race and disability discrimination cases have 
been decided, there has been only a handful 
on the basis of age, and until now, none were 
successful at the federal level.

The absence of age discrimination 
claims comes down to “a whole range of 
factors”, explains Melbourne Law School’s 
Associate Professor Alysia Blackham. 
“We still have an ambivalence to age 
discrimination and age equality. And while we 
have age discrimination laws, people tend to 
feel uncomfortable, they’re less likely to bring 

a complaint. I think often people internalise 
that discriminatory sentiment – they are less 
likely to see themselves as being wronged.

“Partly it’s about the nature of age 
discrimination itself, partly it’s about the 
nature of our system that really encourages 
informal resolution.”

It is certainly not due to a lack of age 
discrimination in our workplaces. “All the 
reports that we have, all the studies that we 
have, seem to say that age discrimination 
is rife – not just against older workers, but 
against younger workers too,” says Blackham, 
pointing to research from the Australian 
Human Rights Commission in 2021, which 
found 63 per cent of Australians had 
experienced ageism in the past fi ve years. 

“So it’s not that age discrimination isn’t 
occurring, it’s just that legal mechanisms 
aren’t being used to address it.”

Blackham says her interest in the fi eld 
fi rst arose in relation to younger workers. “It 
was in the context of widespread wage theft, 
sexual harassment, employers phoenix-ing,” 
she says, referring to a company practice of 
liquidating to avoid paying its debt, which 
can leave staff  unpaid. Blackham’s doctorate 
supervisor suggested she also consider older 
generations and retirement, leading to an 
award-winning book on the careers of older 
workers. “What I really like about my work 
now is that I can think about everyone across 
the age spectrum and the way in which we 
ensure age equality for everyone.”

The academic stresses that prohibitions 
on age discrimination are important for all 
workers. “Often when we talk about age 
discrimination law there’s this idea that we’re 
pitting the old against the young,” she says. 
“But I think often the forms of ill-treatment 
that we see on the basis of age are quite 
similar across older and younger workers. For 
example, a disregard for their economic needs 
– ‘well, they can retire, they’ve got a pension’, 
or ‘they’re only young, so they don’t need high 
pay’. This same sentiment feeds into poor 
treatment of both young people and older 
workers.”

As the average age of the population 
increases, and the cost of living pushes 
workers to delay retirement, Australia will be 
forced to grapple with the destructive reality 
of age discrimination. 

“There are really strong reasons to 
encourage people to stay working, and to 
fi nd jobs that enable them to continue to 
have a second, third, fourth career into older 
age,” Blackham says. “One of the challenges, 
though, is that our attitudes towards age 
have not kept up with demographic change. 
And so I think we will continue to see 
people experiencing pretty appalling age 
discrimination at work.”

The anti-discrimination expert is 
hopeful that the Gutierrez case could 
encourage more workers to vindicate their 
rights. “I’m cautiously optimistic that this 
could be a lightning rod case,” she says. 

But Blackham stresses individual 
litigation is never going to be a panacea. 
“I would be encouraged to see people being 
able and willing to use the legal framework,” 
she says. “But I don’t think we can depend on 
individuals bringing complaints to achieve 

that societal change. Individual complaints 
are important, but they’re part of a much 
bigger enforcement picture.”

Not every worker who has experienced age 
discrimination would endure what Alex 
Gutierrez went through to see justice. After 
facing increasing pressure to retire, including 
being required to train an international 
transferee within the company, who was 
seemingly his replacement, Gutierrez 
eventually conceded defeat. 

“I gave up,” he recalls. “What could 
I do? They’d made up their mind. I had said 
I would work until I dropped dead or they 
kicked me out – they took the second option.”

Gutierrez nominated his 70th birthday, 
in September 2019, as his retirement date. 
But the pressure kept coming, including an 
attempt to move Gutierrez to a short-term 
contract. The discrimination began to aaff ect 
his mental health. “I felt betrayed,” he says. 
“Twenty-fi ve years I had worked with them.”

The accountant began to have trouble 
sleeping, and experienced a loss of appetite 
and an inability to concentrate. Eventually, he 
left the company and lodged a complaint with 
the Australian Human Rights Commission, in 
August 2018, which progressed to a claim in 
the Federal Circuit Court.

As the case dragged on, Gutierrez 
racked up legal fees – dipping into his 
superannuation and even borrowing money 
from his daughters. “Instead of bank of mum 
and dad, I tapped a loan from the bank of 
daughters,” he says. “I was embarrassed 
– I should have been the one lending 
money.” Rather than spending time with his 
grandchildren, including his youngest, still 
a baby, Gutierrez was fi ghting for justice.

In late 2021, just weeks before 
Christmas, Gutierrez received mixed news. 
Judge Rolf Driver found MUR had unlawfully 
discriminated against Gutierrez, making his 
case the fi rst successful age discrimination 
claim under federal law. But the ruling was 
narrow: the unlawful discrimination involving 
only the contract change and the requirement 
to train his successor, not the wider course of 
conduct.

The judge awarded $20,000 for the 
impact on his health but no damages for 
economic loss – fi nding that the shipping 
fi rm had not forced Gutierrez out. Driver 
also ordered MUR to apologise. “This is, in 
my mind, a case where an apology is likely to 
be at least as valuable to Mr Gutierrez as the 
payment of damages,” the judge wrote.

By this point, Gutierrez had incurred 
almost $150,000 in legal fees. Given the low 
award of damages, he also faced the risk of 

being ordered to pay MUR’s costs – likely 
in a similar range – under legal rules that 
encourage parties to settle disputes. All up, 
despite having being vindicated, Gutierrez 
faced the prospect of fi nancial ruin. 

“I was emotionally destroyed,” he recalls.
Gutierrez wrote to his barrister, anti-

discrimination specialist Kellie Edwards, 
saying he would like to appeal but had run 
out of money. He recalls that he told her, 
“I’ve already used up all my savings, all my 
superannuation. I’m indebted up to my neck.”

Edwards had other ideas. The Sydney 
barrister thought the case had strong 
prospects and off ered to run the appeal on 
a no-win, no-fee basis. Almost 18 months 
later, in early May, Justice Stephen Burley 
accepted Gutierrez’s appeal. Finding that 
the trial judge’s assessment of damages had 
been “manifestly inadequate”, Burley instead 
ordered $90,000 in general damages, for hurt 
and distress, and allowed economic loss, too, 
in the amount of just over $142,000.

The eff ect of the evidence in the case, 
Burley found, “is to paint a picture of a man 
who has suff ered considerable loss of amenity 
of life, including a diagnosed inability to 
work, loss of enjoyment of social aspects 
of his life, and an adjustment disorder with 
depression and anxiety”. This came as a result 
of the unlawful discrimination, and therefore 
Gutierrez was entitled to full compensation.

In addition, MUR will likely be required 
to pay most of his legal fees. 

“I feel vindicated,” he says. “But still not 
happy – this should never have happened.” 
Gutierrez would prefer to be at work, doing 
the job he loved, but has been unable to fi nd 
employment since. “What work can a 73-year-
old get?” he asks.

In the midst of his interview with 
The Saturday Paper via Zoom last week, 
Gutierrez’s two-year-old granddaughter 
interrupts the call with a playful giggle. While 
she plays in the background, Gutierrez refl ects 
on the broader meaning of his legal success. 

“It might sound dramatic, but I feel like 
I was released from prison after fi ve years. I 
still feel lost, but I’m happy with the decision – 
a precedent has been set.” •

Age-old 
solution

Australia’s first successful age discrimination claim
could be a lightning rod case for other workers to
vindicate their rights.

“What could I do? They’d made up their 
mind. I had said I would work until 
I dropped dead or they kicked me out – 
they took the second option.”

Alex Gutierrez and his wife, Aida Gutierrez, at the Federal Circuit Court of Australia. Supplied

Login 
Will set You
Free

LAW AND ORDER 

histle while we work 
By Nick Feik 

Exposing criminality at work is a moral act, but 
with whistleblower laws failing to protect those 
who speak up, lawyers are seeking novel 
solutions 

BOOK NOW 
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Sydney Film 
Festival

Sample advertising spread from Sydney Film Festival.
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World

Great power rivalry 
Ukraine: Vladimir Putin this week attacked 
“Western globalists” for waging a war against 
Russia in Ukraine as he addressed a relatively 
modest Victory Day parade amid security 
concerns following a drone attack on the 
Kremlin.

As tensions deepened between 
Moscow’s defence establishment and the 
Wagner mercenary group, the Russian 
president on Tuesday tried to rally the nation 
behind his ill-fated invasion of Ukraine. 

“Western globalists and elites … 
provoke bloody confl icts and upheavals; sow 
hatred, Russophobia, aggressive nationalism; 
and destroy traditional family values that 
make a person a person,” Putin said. 

The speech was part of the celebrations 
for Victory Day, which marks the Soviet 
victory against the Nazis in World War II. 
But this year’s event lacked the displays 
of Russian weaponry and might that have 
featured in recent celebrations, apparently 
due to heightened security concerns 
following drone strikes last week that 
Moscow claimed were part of a Ukrainian 
assassination attempt. 

Yevgeny Prigozhin, the head of the 
Wagner group, released his own speech on 
Victory Day, saying in a 30-minute video 
message that Russians did not deserve to 
celebrate their grandfathers’ success. 

He claimed the Russian military had 
abandoned positions near Bakhmut, a city 
in eastern Ukraine that has been the subject 
of heavy fi ghting, and accused the Russian 
ministry of defence of failing to provide 
his forces with enough ammunition. In a 
later audio message, he repeated previous 
warnings that he would withdraw soldiers 
from Bakhmut unless he received further 
support.

On Tuesday, the French parliament 
urged the European Union to list the Wagner 
group as a terrorist organisation. 

Britain was reportedly also planning to 
label the group terrorists. 

The neighbourhood 
Fiji: China has accused Australia, New 
Zealand and the United States of undermining 
its relationship with Fiji as the government in 
Suva moved to weaken ties with Beijing.  

Expressing disappointment at a decision 
by Fiji’s prime minister, Sitiveni Rabuka, 
to scrap a police co-operation agreement 
with China, Qian Bo, China’s special envoy 
for Pacifi c Island countries, said other 
nations were demonstrating a “cold war 
mentality”.

“This geopolitical issue has nothing to 
do with China,” he told the Samoa Observer.

“We are not targeting the US. We 
have never done so. We never targeted our 
relationship with Australia and New Zealand. 
And likewise, our relationship should not be 
interrupted or aff ected by other parties.”

China has also raised concerns about 
a decision by Rabuka to upgrade the status of 
Taiwan’s diplomatic mission in Fiji. Rabuka 
won an election last year and replaced Frank 
Bainimarama, who had strengthened ties with 
China, partly as a rebuke to Australia and New 
Zealand over their sanctions against Fiji after 
he seized power in a coup in 2006. 

Rabuka has been reversing some of 
Bainimarama’s measures, announcing in 
February that he was abandoning a police 
training and exchange agreement with China 
because he wanted to “go back to those 
[countries] that have similar systems with us”. 

China’s embassy in Fiji last week 
criticised the move, urging other countries to 
abandon their “ideological prejudice”.

“The Chinese side sincerely hope[s] 
relevant countries … make more contributions 
through concrete actions for Fiji and the PICs 
[Pacifi c Island countries], rather than only 
caring and helping the PICs out of geopolitical 
needs,” the embassy said. 

Fiji’s home aff airs minister, Pio 
Tikoduadua, said last week the police 
agreement was being reviewed and might not 
be abandoned, saying that the decision was 
his rather than the prime minister’s.

Democracy in retreat 
India: Clashes between ethnic groups in the 
Indian state of Manipur during the past week 
have left at least 62 people dead and prompted 
35,000 to fl ee their homes.

The violence erupted over a plan to 
grant “scheduled tribe” status to the majority 
Meitei people, who are mostly Hindu – a move 
that would give them greater land rights and 
access to government jobs and admission to 
colleges. 

But the proposal angered minority 
groups, particularly the Kuki people, who 
are mostly Christian and fear they will lose 
control over their ancestral land. 

Protests by the Kuki and other local 
groups last week quickly turned violent, 
leading to the razing of villages and attacks 
on churches and temples. About 1700 houses 
were burnt. 

Thousands of troops were deployed 
this week as curfews were imposed and the 
internet was shut down. The army said it had 
conducted rescues of about 2000 people, 
including Kukis and some Meiteis.

Lorho S. Pfoze, a state MP, told Reuters: 
“The situation is extremely tense, and victims 
are scared to return to their villages as they 
fear clashes could erupt again.”

The state government said it would hold 
consultations before making a fi nal decision 
on the status of the Meiteis.

Spotlight: Erdoğan’s toughest election 
Türkiye: On Sunday, Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, 
a softly spoken former bureaucrat and 
accountant, will try to fi nally end the rule 
of Türkiye’s longest-serving leader, Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan, who has stifl ed dissent and 
weakened the country’s media, judiciary and 
democracy during his 20 years in power. 

Kılıçdaroğlu, who is 74 years old, is a 
veteran politician who has led the left-leaning 
Republican People’s Party since 2010. 

He has been dubbed “Gandhi Kemal” by 
the local media – a reference to his likeness to 
Mahatma Gandhi as well as to a 450-kilometre 

march that he led in 2017 from Ankara, the 
capital, to Istanbul to protest against the 
state’s growing injustice and oppression.

If he defeats Erdoğan, who served as 
prime minister from 2003 to 2014 and as 
president since 2014 (he has since abolished 
the prime ministership), Kılıçdaroğlu has 
promised to restore the role of parliament 
and the rule of law, and is likely to strengthen 
Türkiye’s ties to the US, Europe and NATO. 

“We need to restore the democracy that 
we enjoyed for many years and that has been 
slipping from under our feet,” he told Time 
magazine last month. 

Erdoğan, the 69-year-old leader of 
the Justice and Development Party, is a wily 
campaigner who has never lost an election but 
is currently trailing in opinion polls. He has 
attacked Kılıçdaroğlu’s Muslim credentials 
– the opposition leader is an Alevi, a Muslim 
minority group in the majority Sunni country 
– and has claimed he has links to Kurdish 
militants.

Türkiye is in the grip of soaring infl ation 
– the current annual infl ation rate is 44 per 
cent – yet Erdoğan has refused to raise interest 
rates and has dismissed a series of central 
bank governors. The country also suff ered 
devastating earthquakes in February that 
killed at least 50,000 people, which raised 
questions about the government’s lacklustre 
response and its poor oversight of building 
standards.

If neither candidate receives a majority, 
a run-off  election will be held on May 28. • 
world@thesaturdaypaper.com.au

People fl eeing ethnic violence in Manipur, a north-eastern state of India, are evacuated by the Indian army. Arun Sankar / AFP

Tribal clashes lead to curfews, 
troops in India’s Manipur 

Jonathan Pearlman
is The Saturday Paper’s world 
editor and the editor of Australian 
Foreign Aff airs.
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World

Great power rivalry 
Ukraine: The United States this week said 
China was “clearly” siding with Russia in 
the war in Ukraine as Xi Jinping hosted a 
visit from the leader of Belarus, Alexander 
Lukashenko, who is a staunch ally of Russian 
president Vladimir Putin.

Dismissing China’s “veneer of 
neutrality”, US State Department spokesperson 
Ned Price said on Monday that Beijing had 
provided Moscow with diplomatic, political 
and economic support, and had echoed 
Russian propaganda.

“Despite [China’s] protests to the 
contrary, we have seen them very clearly take 
a side in this war,” he said.

Washington has warned that Beijing 
may be preparing to provide military support 
to Moscow, saying such a move would lead to 
US sanctions on China. 

On Tuesday, President Lukashenko, 
who allowed Russian troops to use Belarusian 
territory during the invasion of Ukraine, 
arrived in China for a three-day state visit. 

In Ukraine, Russian forces continued to 
edge towards Bakhmut, a city in the eastern 
Donetsk region that Russia has been trying to 
capture for six months. Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky said this week that 
defending the city was diffi  cult because Russia 
was “destroying everything that can be used 
to protect our positions”. 

The neighbourhood
Fiji: The Pacifi c Islands Forum displayed 
a united front last weekend as it secured the 
return of Kiribati as a member and appointed 
former Nauru president Baron Waqa – a strident 
critic of Beijing – as its next secretary general.

Waqa, who will take up the position in 
2024, is a controversial fi gure who has been 
accused of accepting bribes and who oversaw 
crackdowns on the judiciary, the opposition 
in Nauru and the media, including a ban 
on Facebook.

But his appointment came amid eff orts 
to unite the forum following anger among 

Kiribati, Nauru and other Micronesian 
countries over the election in 2021 of the 
current secretary general, Henry Puna, who is 
from Cook Islands in Polynesia. Micronesian 
countries believed there was a “gentlemen’s 
agreement” to rotate the leadership across 
Micronesia, Melanesia and Polynesia. The 
decision to appoint Waqa helped to address 
these concerns. Kiribati withdrew from the 
forum last year but has now formally rejoined. 

Before the forum meeting, Australia’s 
Foreign Aff airs minister, Penny Wong, visited 
Kiribati and off ered a range of support, 
including assistance with upgrading a port and 
rebuilding a wharf. 

The show of unity by the 18-member 
forum, which includes Australia and New 
Zealand, may set back eff orts by China to 
form its own Pacifi c blocs. Beijing tried last 
year to sign a wide-ranging deal with the 
10 Pacifi c countries that recognise China but 
the off er was rejected. 

Waqa has accused China of trying to 
dominate the Pacifi c and famously clashed 
with a Chinese diplomat at a forum meeting 
in Nauru in 2018. Nauru is one of only four 
Pacifi c nations that recognise Taiwan.

Democracy in retreat 
Israel: Following the shooting of two Israelis, 
hundreds of settlers went on a rampage in a 
Palestinian town in the West Bank, leaving one 
person dead in scenes that an Israeli general 
this week described as a “pogrom”. 

The settler attacks, in the small town of 
Huwara, came amid escalating violence in the 
West Bank, including a recent raid by Israeli 
forces in Nablus that led to a gun battle that 
left 11 Palestinians dead.

On Tuesday, the United Nations Security 
Council held an emergency meeting to discuss 
the violence, the third such meeting since 
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
government – the most right-wing in the 
country’s history – took offi  ce two months ago.

The settlers descended on Huwara last 
Sunday, hours after a Palestinian killed two 

Israeli brothers who were driving through the 
town. Following calls for a march to “seek 
revenge”, an estimated 400 settlers, some 
armed with knives and guns, spent about fi ve 
hours in the town, setting houses and cars 
alight. On Monday, Palestinian gunmen shot 
and killed an Israeli American on a highway 
near Jericho in the West Bank.

Israeli Major-General Yehuda Fuchs 
admitted this week that the Israeli military 
had not been prepared for the settler attacks 
in Huwara and had failed to anticipate the 
number of people or the level of violence.

“What happened in Huwara was a 
pogrom carried out by law-breakers,” he told 
Israel’s Channel 12.

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas 
described the settler violence as “terrorist 
acts”, saying the Israeli government was “fully 
responsible”.

The violence in the West Bank this 
year has been the bloodiest in decades and 
threatens to further divide Netanyahu’s 
coalition, which includes ultra-religious and 
far-right parties. 

Netanyahu condemned the settler 
attacks in Huwara, saying: “I ask that when 
blood is boiling and the spirit is hot, don’t take 
the law into your hands.”

Major-General Fuchs said: “This is not 
a case of ‘taking the law into their own hands’ 
because law-abiding people do not spread 
terror among a population.”

Spotlight: Murdoch admits enabling 
‘crazy’ election lies
United States: In November 2019, Rupert 
Murdoch was watching television as Donald 
Trump’s lawyer Rudy Giuliani declared at a 
press conference – as sweaty lines of hair dye 
bled down his cheeks – there had been “mass 
cheating” in the election. 

“Really crazy stuff ,” Murdoch emailed 
News Corp head Robert Thomson. 

Fox initially distanced itself from 
Trump’s claims but its stance was believed 
to be causing viewers to switch to smaller 

far-right networks. So, Fox began giving wide 
– often supportive – coverage of the election 
fraud proponents, even though, as Fox anchor 
Sean Hannity has admitted, “I did not believe 
it for one second”. 

In an extraordinary court fi ling that 
emerged this week, Murdoch acknowledged 
under oath that when several Fox 
commentators – including Hannity, Lou 
Dobbs and Maria Bartiromo – endorsed 
the stolen election claims, he chose not 
to intervene. 

In a deposition lodged as part of a 
$US1.6 billion defamation suit against Fox, 
Murdoch said: “I would have liked us to be 
stronger in denouncing it, in hindsight.”

Asked whether he could have prevented 
Giuliani and Sidney Powell, another Trump 
lawyer, from appearing on air, he replied: 
“I could have. But I didn’t.”

Fox is being sued by Dominion Voting 
Systems, a voting machine company, that says 
its reputation was damaged by the airing of 
accusations the broadcaster knew were false. 
In the US, unlike in Australia, those suing 
for defamation must demonstrate that the 
publisher acted with malice. 

Fox has argued it was entitled to report on 
Trump’s claims but that its executives did not 
endorse the lies being spread about the election.

Norm Eisen, CNN’s legal analyst, said 
in a tweet on Tuesday that the deposition was 
“absolutely devastating to Fox … Stunning 
proof of libel.”

In his deposition, Murdoch, when asked 
whether Fox endorsed the claims, said: “Not 
Fox. But maybe Lou Dobbs, maybe Maria 
as commentators.”

Murdoch said he contacted Fox News 
chief executive Suzanne Scott several 
times a week with “suggestions” about 
the broadcaster’s hosts, topics, guests 
and messaging.

“I’m a journalist at heart,” he said. “I like 
to be involved in these things.” •
world@thesaturdaypaper.com.au

Chinese President Xi Jinping holds a welcoming ceremony for Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko in Beijing on Wednesday. Zhai Jianlan / Xinhua via AFP
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of neutrality’ regarding Russia
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committee, chaired by Van, who recounted it in his condolence 
speech on Molan’s death.

One of the things he admired most about Molan, Van told 
parliament, was “his commitment to his values”. Upon entering 
the Senate in 2018, Molan was busted by The Sydney Morning 
Herald for having previously posted “offensive, right-wing 
propaganda videos from an extremist, anti-Muslim right-wing 
group” on his Facebook page. 

Some values. 
“Vannie”, in any case, didn’t manage to “keep up the fi ght”. 

He proved a disconcerted foe when faced with a genuine warrior 
in the person of independent Senator Lidia Thorpe.

The showdown happened while Van was mid speech in the 
Senate on June 14.

The Coalition had been pounding Finance Minister Katy 
Gallagher for days with questions about foreknowledge of for-
mer Liberal staffer Brittany Higgins’ planned media disclosure of 
her alleged rape by then colleague Bruce Lehrmann. (Lehrmann 
denies the charge and court proceedings against him did not pro-
ceed because of juror misconduct during the trial.)

In the reality fi eld distortion that constitutes daily life in the 
Coalition, Opposition Leader Peter Dutton fi gured it was smart 
politics to try to make Gallagher look like the bad guy in the 
story of one Liberal staffer allegedly raping another on the couch 
of their Liberal cabinet minister’s offi ce a short distance from 
then Liberal prime minister Scott Morrison’s offi ce. 

This was Dutton’s big move, four years after the alleged 
event and two years after it came to public notice – now, during a 
cost-of-living crisis, burgeoning homelessness and likely further 
interest rate rises.

What was Dutton thinking? Had he dozed through the gen-
derquake 2022 election where female Liberal voter disgust at the 
Coalition’s appalling gender politics saw them desert in numbers 
so large the Libs’ blue-ribbon metropolitan seats were stripped 
from them by centrist female independents? Has the federal 
Liberal Party secretariat kept from Dutton polling showing that 
not only have the women voters who deserted the Coalition under 
Morrison stayed away, but even more have deserted since?

Regardless, Dutton could have read, the very morning of 
Van’s speech, the Resolve poll published in the Nine papers 
showing fewer than three in 10 women (29 per cent) would have 
voted for the Coalition had an election been held in June – a 
repudiation that would have made Liberal Party founder Robert 
Menzies’ ashes re-combust in Melbourne General Cemetery. (A 
gender split with women favouring the Liberals over Labor was 
the backbone of Menzies’ seven election wins from 1949.)

Dutton’s wrongful, foolhardy claim that Labor politicised 
the alleged rape of Higgins shows he’s neither very nice nor very 
bright. And letting Van get up and bag out Labor that afternoon 
in the Senate, on the pretext of discussing the Sex Discrimination 
Commission’s “Set the Standard” report, suggests he’s as igno-
rant of the goings on within his own party as Morrison claimed to 
be over the alleged rape of Higgins – an improbable proposition.

There are three accusations against “Vannie”. He denies 
wrongdoing in each. 

At Thorpe’s request, having alleged harassment by Van 
while Morrison was prime minister and Dutton a member of 
his cabinet, Van had been made to move offi ce away from hers, 
which Dutton’s cabinet colleague Senator Simon Birmingham 
knew about because he facilitated the move. The then Liberal 
senator Amanda Stoker alleges Van inappropriately touched her 

“carefully calibrated to alleviate infl ationary pressures, not add 
to them”.

Put simply, with a bit more creative thinking, and a bit less 
mindless critique of external experts, Treasury and the RBA 
could go a lot further and faster in their goal of reducing infl ation 
without imposing more pain on mortgagees or risking recession. 
Indeed, those worrying about infl ation might even ask them-
selves whether the government’s planned $20 billion per year 
in “Stage 3” tax cuts due to start next July still make sense. If 
that amount was instead spent making childcare free and univer-
sity degrees cheaper, then the consumer price index would fall, 
female labour force participation would rise, productivity would 
grow in the medium term and there would be less inequity. Or 
we could just jack up interest rates again because that’s what we 
usually do.

Government policies matter, and good policy adapts to 
changes in technology, the tastes and preferences of citizens, and 
world events. Sticking to a 2 to 3 per cent infl ation target, relying 
heavily on interest rate policy to meet it, and blaming workers 
for wanting higher wages when the policy fails makes life easy 
for those designing monetary policy but brutally hard for those 
with mortgages. And it’s simply not very effective.

Just like the companies that say they have no choice but to 
increase their prices and profi ts, our major policy institutions like 
to pretend we have no choice but to lift mortgage rates and cut 
income taxes for the rich. The OECD provided a timely reminder 
of how narrow and ossifi ed our key economic policy institutions 
have become. We will likely have a new governor of the RBA 
by the end of the year, but unless we have a new approach to 
debating and designing macroeconomic policy, I fear not much 
will change. TM

“V ANNIE, KEEP UP THE FIGHT,” were the late right-
wing Liberal senator Jim Molan’s last words to 
then Liberal senator David Van before Molan’s 

death in 2022. 
Molan, a former ADF major general, gave him the ver-

bal stiffener when leaving a meeting of the Coalition defence 

Van damned

Comment by Chris Wallace

The Nation Reviewed10

in 2020, that she called him out on it and he had to apologise, and 
that she had told at least one Liberal colleague at the time. Then 
there’s a third woman with allegations against Van, anonymous 
at the time of writing but thought to be a former Liberal MP too. 
All denied, of course.

It was provocative in the extreme, therefore, for Van to 
be involved in the outrageous, concerted Coalition attack over 
Labor’s support for Higgins. And it was the embodiment of male 
entitlement, of male privilege, of male overconfi dence – of male 
stupidity – for Van to think he could get away with tipping a 
bucket on Labor in parliament over this, given that at least three 
MPs knew of allegations against him. 

When Van declared that as “parliamentarians we need to be 
focused on setting the standard for all Australians”, it lit Thorpe’s 
considerable fuse. 

It was the embodiment 
of male entitlement, of 
male privilege, of male 
overconfi dence – of male 
stupidity.

“We know what you were doing!” she interjected. “I can’t 
believe they put you up to make this speech.”

A few more interjections from Thorpe later, followed the 
next day by her moving speech not naming Van but describing 
being “followed aggressively, propositioned and inappropriately 
touched” in Parliament House, and Van’s time was nearly up. 
When Thorpe’s criticisms were reinforced by Stoker’s allega-
tions and news of a third complainant, forcing Dutton to act, Van 
protested all the way to the crossbench. 

Dutton had at fi rst denigrated Thorpe as someone with 
“a lot of issues” who needed “to seek support”. This echoed 
Morrison’s disgraceful faux compassionate comments designed 
to stigmatise and undermine former MP Julia Banks when she 
dumped the Libs and went to the crossbench over Coalition bul-
lying in 2018.

Then Van suddenly became an unsalvageable political lia-
bility. Dutton cut him loose from the Liberal Party, saying he 
wasn’t satisfi ed with Van’s responses to the allegations and pub-
licly calling for him to resign from the Senate.

The Liberals haven’t worked out that the world has changed. 
That women have agency. That they’re not going to shut up and 
take it any more. And that this has consequences, personal and 
electoral. The party’s “man problem” has been prominently on 
show since Banks fi rst shone a bright light on the brutish man 
cave Coalition politics has become, which Higgins’ and former 
staffer Rachelle Miller’s experiences underlined, and which the 
closing of Liberal ranks around former Morrison cabinet minis-
ter Christian Porter came to symbolise.

The fl ow-on effects from Higgins’ willingness to speak out 
about her experience in a Parliament House cabinet minister’s 
offi ce changed history, contributing to federal power changing 
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A SE XY ETHICAL NIGHTMARE  #ITSGIVINGBLES SED

Industry Weakens our Businesses, Infantilizes our Governments 
and Warps our Economies. Consultancies, they argue, have 
hollowed out state capacity: “The more governments and busi-
nesses outsource, the less they know how to do”. Labor is now 
committed to winding back the federal government’s reliance 
on consultants and has promised that more jobs will be fi lled by 
public servants.

About time. In her letter of public apology, Stubbins refers 
to the 10,000 hard-working, values-driven PwC staff and part-
ners, and decries the fact that, in the tax business, parts of the 
leadership “allowed for profi t to be replaced by purpose”. But as 
Senator Barbara Pocock put to me, what is the purpose of a big 
consulting fi rm if it is not to make a profi t? “Their business model 
requires the aggressive pursuit of cash. To pretend that there is 
a value ethos that can be restored is nonsense.” Of course pro-
tecting the fi rm’s social licence is crucial for its capacity to make 
money, but it is a means not an end. Unlike the public service, 
serving the public good is not the prime reason for PwC’s exis-
tence, nor that of other consultancy fi rms. A Senate committee 
is currently investigating the management and integrity of con-
sulting services to the federal government. It is due to report by 
September 26.

Finance Minister Katy Gallagher has said that the federal 
government’s over-reliance on consultancies was worse than 
she had realised. “We’re taking steps to rectify that, but it’s 
going to take a bit of time because of the way the imbalance has 
occurred over particularly the last fi ve to seven years,” she told 
ABC radio.

I asked Senator Pocock why the PwC scandal had so angered 
her. She was an academic at the University of South Australia’s 
business school when she researched the working lives of peo-
ple such as nurses and retail workers whose incomes were well 
below $100,000 a year. According to AFR, the incomes of PwC 
partners ranged, in pre-pandemic times, from $380,000 for junior 
partners to $3.9 million for the most senior partners. As Pocock 
says, “These consultants, scooping up public money, lived on a 
different planet from nurses and retail workers, and most of the 
rest of us.”

For Senator O’Neill, her anger stemmed from the impor-
tance of truth and integrity in the conduct of business. Our 
superannuation, our pensions, our public services, all depend on 
telling the truth about the books, she said.

While I was writing this essay, the fi nal report from the 
royal commission into the robodebt scheme was released, 
documenting the callous cruelty with which previous Coalition 
governments illegally went after measly amounts of taxpayers’ 
money from poor and vulnerable people. At the same time, a 
bunch of very rich men were scheming to rob the public purse 
and thought they could get away with it. TM

PwC o�ices in Melbourne. © Ian Henley / Alamy

22 A question of character
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World

Great power rivalry 
China: French president Emmanuel Macron 
was criticised in Washington and Brussels this 
week after a state visit to China in which he 
called on Europe to reject the United States’ 
approach to tensions over Taiwan.

At the end of his three-day visit, during 
which he received a lavish welcome and 
spent six hours with Chinese president Xi 
Jinping, Macron told journalists aboard the 
presidential plane that Europe should avoid 
becoming involved in “crises that aren’t ours”.

“The worst thing would be to think 
that we Europeans must become followers 
on this topic and take our cue from the US 
agenda and a Chinese over-reaction,” he told 
reporters from Politico Europe and French 
newspaper Les Echos.

Shortly after Macron made the 
comments, Beijing conducted massive 
military drills around Taiwan, involving 
simulated jet strikes and a practice aerial 
blockade. The drills were an apparent 
response to a visit by Taiwan’s president, Tsai 
Ing-wen, to the US, which included a meeting 
with the house speaker, Kevin McCarthy. 
Washington has increasingly committed 
to defend Taiwan from China, which views 
the island as part of its territory and has 
threatened to reclaim it by force.

Macron’s comments were criticised by 
Republicans in the US as well as European 
politicians.

Norbert Röttgen, a German centre-right 
MP, said Macron had “lost his senses” and 
turned his trip to China into “a PR coup for Xi 
and a foreign policy disaster”.

During his visit, Macron also discussed 
the Ukraine war, urging Xi to pressure Russian 
president Vladimir Putin to end the fi ghting.

“I know I can count on you to bring 
Russia to its senses, and bring everyone back 
to the negotiating table,” he told Xi.

European Commission chief Ursula 
von der Leyen, who was invited by Macron 
to join the visit to China, took a fi rmer line, 
saying she backed Ukraine’s calls for peace 

based on a complete Russian withdrawal.
Xi recently visited Moscow and has 

presented a peace plan that does not involve 
Russia withdrawing from Ukrainian territory. 
He has resisted calls to talk with Ukrainian 
president Volodymyr Zelensky. 

Von der Leyen said Xi told her he would 
talk to Zelensky when the “conditions and 
time are right”.

The neighbourhood 
Fiji: Media outlets in Fiji have welcomed 
the repeal of a controversial law imposed 
by the former military regime in 2010 that 
curbed press freedoms and banned reporting 
of content that was “against the national 
interest”. 

The repeal of the law – the Media 
Industry Development Act – fulfi lled a 
campaign promise by Prime Minister Sitiveni 
Rabuka, who was elected last year. Rabuka 
defeated Frank Bainimarama, a former 
military leader who introduced the act after 
seizing power in a bloodless coup in 2006.

Fred Wesley, the editor-in-chief of 
The Fiji Times, said the “draconian” law had 
led to the suppression of information and 
forced media editors to self-censor to avoid 
potential breaches. He said no journalists 
were prosecuted for breaching the act but it 
“remained a constant threat for editors”.

“It is that fear of the unknown that kept 
editors on edge for 13 years,” he wrote in an 
editorial.

Samantha Magick, the managing editor 
of Islands Business magazine, told Radio New 
Zealand that the repeal will lead to “more 
investigations, more depth, more voices, 
diff erent perspectives”.

Biman Prasad, Fiji’s deputy prime 
minister, said the law had been a “noose 
around the neck” of the media and criticised 
the opposition FijiFirst party – which was 
founded and formerly led by Bainimarama – 
for opposing the repeal.

“[The opposition] are so used to being 
in government and muzzling the media [and] 

can’t see that the repealing of the act will be 
benefi cial for them, good for democracy and 
good for our people,” he told parliament.

Democracy in retreat 
Yemen: Saudi offi  cials have held direct talks 
with Iranian-backed Houthi rebel leaders in 
Sanaa, the Houthi-held capital of Yemen, 
raising hopes of a breakthrough to end a brutal 
civil war that has caused one of the world’s 
worst humanitarian disasters. 

The talks, brokered by Oman, led to an 
initial plan to hold a six-month ceasefi re to 
build confi dence before starting negotiations 
that could last at least two years. The Yemeni 
government, which has received fi nancial 
backing from Saudi Arabia, said it supported 
the plan and had been consulted on the 
discussions. 

The United Nations envoy to Yemen, 
Hans Grundberg, said the talks marked the 
closest that Yemen had been to “real progress” 
towards peace since the fi ghting started. 

Since 2015, the war has led to the 
deaths of more than 350,000 people and left 
24 million people – about 80 per cent of the 
population – in need of aid and protection.

The talks in Sanaa came as tensions 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran eased. The 
two oil-rich states agreed last month to restore 
diplomatic ties after a seven-year rupture. 

Spotlight: Leaked Pentagon documents
In January, classifi ed US intelligence 
documents – mostly relating to the war in 
Ukraine – began appearing on Discord, a 
messaging app that is popular with gamers. 
Other leaked documents continued to appear 
on the app before being shared in early April 
on Telegram – a social media app that is widely 
used in Russia – and then eventually capturing 
the notice of American authorities. Hundreds 
of documents have now been leaked, in what 
is the biggest breach of US confi dentiality 
since the mass release of documents by 
Edward Snowden in 2013, though this leak 
involves material that is more current. 

The documents reveal that about 
100 special forces troops are operating in 
Ukraine, including from the US, Britain, 
France, Latvia and the Netherlands, and that 
the US has obtained detailed intelligence 
about Russian military operations, including 
its plans to strike Odesa and Mykolaiv in 
early March. A document from February 
indicates that the US is worried that 
Ukrainian forces will struggle to regain 
territory from Russia due to worn-out troops 
and a lack of weapons. Other documents say 
Egypt ordered 40,000 rockets to be shipped 
to Russia – though the White House said none 
was dispatched – and that South Korea was 
concerned that ammunition sold to the US 
could end up in Ukraine, violating a South 
Korean law that bans sales to countries at war.

The White House would not confi rm 
the veracity of the documents but launched 
an investigation into the leak. The documents 
involve photographs of classifi ed fi les that 
have been printed, though some of the images 
are believed to have been altered. Hundreds 
of offi  cials had security clearances that would 
have enabled access to the documents. •
world@thesaturdaypaper.com.au

China’s President Xi Jinping and his French counterpart, Emmanuel Macron, attend the offi  cial welcoming ceremony in Beijing. Ng Han Guan / Pool / AFP

Macron’s clarion call on 
Taiwan ‘a PR coup for Xi’

Jonathan Pearlman
is The Saturday Paper’s world 
editor and the editor of Australian 
Foreign Aff airs.

the Voice can look unreasonable. Crippling mortgages and rents, 
rising energy prices, housing shortages, stagnant wages, gouging 
corporations. But does anyone heed their cries for help?

While the world grows more perilous each day, we talk 
about the Voice. Climate catastrophes, pandemics, dictators, 
unhinged billionaires and wars. Truth erodes, ignoramuses and 
cheats prosper and “superintelligent” machines, according to 
their inventors, threaten to destroy humanity before the climate, 
viruses or nuclear weapons get their turn. We dwell on the fringes 
of an ever more alien and unknowable reality, and fear there will 
be no future for our children. On none of these developments is 
our opinion required – but it is compulsory on the Voice.

The longer you look from this disaffected point of view the 
more it becomes clear that there is only one sensible way to go 
– vote “Yes”. Vote “Yes” to the Voice and be done with it. Get 
it off the table. Because if “No” wins, we can be sure the debate 
will not go away. There will be a few weeks of wailing and 
gnashing, gloom will descend on one half of the population and 
especially on the people whose grand idea it was to weave hope 
and despair into poetry. Meanwhile, much of the world will be 
confi rmed in its opinion that we are racists, Anthony Albanese 
will look like the mug who gambled everything and lost, and 
Peter Dutton like the cat that swallowed the canary shit.

And then it will be back. And it will keep coming back, 
until one day a Voice or a Treaty or something of the kind, will 
pass. And people will ask why they didn’t do it the fi rst time. 
If you wish the Voice to hell – make sure you vote for it. Then 
maybe the debate will shift to, well, survival – one’s own and the 
planet’s, or something related to both of them, such as AUKUS.

Here are some other shoes to try on. Towards the end of 
2021, Albanese is desperate to win an election, and at least half 
the population is desperately hoping that he will. He decides 
that he will not jeopardise his party’s chances by allowing an 
awful government and an equally awful prime minister to wedge 
him on defence. Imagine, in the feverish mental landscape of 
an election, Albanese is painted as weak on China, weak on the 
US alliance, weak on national security. Weak on jobs in South 
Australia. Imagine if the weakness proves fatal, and he loses the 
election to Scott Morrison over a few submarines that may never 
be built.

So rather than hand them a hammer with which to beat him, 
Albanese gives the Morrison government’s $368 billion AUKUS 

In complete contrast were the witnesses who had suffered 
in so many ways. Seeing them fi nally being listened to by the 
commissioner, and being supported by the commissioner’s 
team, was refreshing and heartening. The front-line staff from 
Centrelink who gave their stories had also suffered at the hands 
of a corrupt government, which gave no regard to the pain they 
were directed to bestow upon the vulnerable. The government 
and senior public servants’ complicit behaviour is now set out in 
black and white in the commission’s report and cannot be denied 
– even though we know they will try. They’ve lied from the start 
and they will keep doing so.

But my son will be remembered for the beautiful soul he 
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and colleagues.

Rhys and every other victim did not deserve the cruel 
and evil treatment that was brought down upon them through 
deception and callous indifference, by a greedy, self-absorbed, 
power-hungry cohort.

My grief and my anger towards every one of the people 
involved in managing this scheme will take years to manage. I 
know that. But I was not going to stop pursuing the truth, not 
only for our beloved Rhys but for everyone harmed during this 
atrocious time. My sincere hope is that the fallout from the 
revelations of the commission will serve notice to anyone in 
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gles of Indigenous people, but thinking that no section of the 
citizenry should be granted an avenue to power that others lack. 
I know! But wait – the pounding of your progressive hearts be 
still! You’re in the shoes of others, and from where they stand 
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The Irish writer and wit Oscar Wilde said we 
can be in the gutter but look to the stars. The 
Melbourne-based writer and humorist Robert 
Skinner agrees on the location but what he 
sees is the gutter. “Say what you want about 
rock bottom,” he writes in his whimsical, 
insouciant memoir I’d Rather Not, “but at least 
it’s sturdy.” 

Skinner’s grin-and-bear-it attitude runs 
through this book, which is his fi rst. Yet I 
suspect he, too, is looking heavenwards, even 
if in secret. He writes about his time editing 
The Canary Press, “Australia’s greatest (and 
possibly only) short story magazine”, between 
2013 and 2016.

He published Australian writers 
including Maxine Beneba Clarke and A. S. 
Patrić, who went on to win the Miles Franklin, 
and international authors such as Dave 
Eggers. Yet the magazine made no money 
“in the beginning, middle or end”. “I … wrote 
resignation letters, but I never knew who to 
send them to. I sent one to my mum, who said 
she liked the characters but didn’t understand 
the ending.”

That gently funny line is characteristic 
of Skinner’s self-deprecating humour. The 
book opens with the author, at 28, deciding 
that when it comes to work, he’d rather not. 
This is easier said than done, as he learns from 
the Centrelink “dole offi  cer”. “People, I’ve 
found, want you to be busy. Genghis Khan 
could move into your street and people would 
say, ‘Well, at least he’s working.’ ” 

What follows are jobs and regular 

escapes from them. In one of the best 
chapters, the author is on a camel trek with his 
parents and the ungulates are unco-operative. 
“I walked over to the holding pen to see if 
maybe I had a magic touch with camels. This 
is the persistent dream of dilettantes: that we 
will, at some point, uncover a superpower that 
will make sense of lives fi lled with false starts, 
failures and endless dabblings.”

Skinner’s stories have been published in 
The Monthly and his work has been included in 
The Best Australian Essays and Best Australian 
Comedy Writing. Being a writer in Australia is 
hard work. Being a comic writer is even harder. 
That our only award for humour writing, the 
biennial Russell Prize, was established only 
eight years ago is an unfunny truth.

One of the challenges is that not all 
funny bones are the same. Mine was lightly 
tickled by this slender book that could be a 
stand-up routine in a pub. Others may shake, 
rattle and roll. •
Black Inc, 176pp, $27.99
Black Inc is a Schwartz company

Dementia has been in the spotlight in recent 
times, largely because an ageing population 
has made the disease unignorable. Indeed, we 
have seen the labelling of a new generation 
– the “sandwich generation” – to recognise a 
cohort of middle-aged people caught between 
caring for their growing children and their 
ageing parents. Cynthia Dearborn’s The Year 
My Family Unravelled is a personal account of 
the challenges of caregiving for the elderly, 
though in Dearborn’s case she fi nds herself 
sandwiched between two countries, Australia 
and the United States, and two phases of her 
life, the functional one of her present and the 
dysfunctional one of her childhood. 

The memoir begins with Dearborn 
learning her father, who lives in Seattle, has 
had heart bypass surgery. She fi nds herself 
in “a freefall of fury and fear – as if in a world 
devoid of Dad, I too would cease to exist”. It is 
the fi rst sign not only of the fate of Dearborn’s 
father, who develops vascular dementia, but 
also of the vulnerability of Dearborn herself 
in relation to him. Five years later, Dearborn 
leaves Australia for the US, where her father’s 
dementia is deteriorating, hoping to resettle 
him and her stepmother into a care home. She 
forsakes her partner and stalls her career to 
re-engage with a man who is congenial but 
also enigmatic and volatile: “loving, loveable, 
violent”.

Films such as Still Alice (2014) and The 
Father (2020) have represented dementia and 
the burdens of caregiving, but Dearborn’s 
memoir is unique and precious for its 

intimate focus on the relationship between 
dementia patient and carer. Dearborn unveils 
the ways in which the caregiver’s return to 
the family fold can involve a return to the 
quagmire of childhood. Driven by old fears 
of abandonment, Dearborn regresses to 
a placatory role, behaviour that stalls the 
arrangement of sustainable care for her 
parents and also her own liberation.

Dearborn’s memoir is also fascinating 
for its exploration of how dementia can 
intersect with wilful forgetting. She knows 
from others that her father’s life was one of 
extreme deprivation, but when it comes to 
her father, “nothing has stuck about his own 
childhood”, meaning that his caginess is 
entirely familiar. 

Dearborn forgoes the polished 
aesthetic of the aforementioned fi lms for 
the raggedness of personal truth, but there 
is poetry here too: a rising and falling chest, 
for instance, is said to “perform its ancient 
labour”. However, it is the rawness, the 
authenticity, of this account that is most 
compelling and valuable. •
Affi  rm Press, 320pp, $34.99

Maria Takolander
is a poet and critic.

Stephen Romei
is an editor and critic.

Cynthia Dearborn
The Year My Family 
Unravelled

Robert Skinner
I’d Rather Not
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Visual art

Victoria Hannan
is a writer and photographer.

Early in his career, Pierre Bonnard (1867-
1947) didn’t have many fans among his 
contemporaries. Camille Pissarro called 
his early paintings “hideous”, Edgar Degas 
labelled them “a complete fi asco”. Even 
Pablo Picasso weighed in, accusing him of 
producing “a potpourri of indecision”. 

Bonnard may not be Impressionism’s 
most famous painter but, on seeing the more 
than 100 works on display at the National 
Gallery of Victoria’s Melbourne Winter 
Masterpieces exhibition, it’s hard to believe 
we are viewing the same paintings that caused 
such ire.

Perhaps his peers’ early derision was 
because many found Bonnard’s work hard to 
contextualise. He was a leading fi gure in the 
transition from Impressionism to Modernism, 
both mired in the past and ahead of his 
time. Keen to experiment, he was heavily 
infl uenced not only by the work of other 
Impressionists but by Japanese block printing, 
decorative arts and the early days of cinema, 
and he was not afraid to show it.

Bonnard was an exceptional painter 
and this is, for the most part, an extraordinary 
exhibition. A snapshot of his whole career, it 
features many works on loan from the Musée 
d’Orsay’s extensive collection. The cargo 
is so valuable the gallery needed fi nancial 
assistance from the federal government to 
cover the insurance to ship and house the 
paintings here.

It is not only Bonnard on display in these 
huge rooms at the NGV International. The 
exhibition has been designed by Iranian-born, 
Paris-based architect India Mahdavi. Famous 
for her interiors – her elegant redesign of the 
Medici palace in Rome was unveiled last year – 
she’s an appropriate match for Bonnard. They 

are both masters of bold colour, happy to play 
with pattern and mess with proportion. 

Mahdavi’s scenography is immediately 
visible in the exhibition’s fi rst room. We are 
bombarded with her choices of patterns, 
colours and structures. The fi rst is a giant 
standalone burgundy octagon that mirrors the 
shape of the nearby Octagonal Self-Portrait 
(c. 1890) by Édouard Vuillard, a fellow 
member of Les Nabis, Bonnard’s collective 
of young painters. 

The octagon carries Twilight, or The 
croquet game (1892) in which we see some 
of Bonnard’s signatures developing. The 
almost ghoulish fi gures of women mid-dance 
show Bonnard’s aptitude for capturing not 
so much motion as the remembrance of it 
– the artist would sketch in situ but painted 
predominantly from memory. Hints of the 
setting sun appear in dabs of luminescent 
apricot and gold but it is Bonnard’s tones of 
green here that are most interesting: his mix 
of trees and shrubs in Shrek green, avocado, 
deep forest and khaki show a visionary gift 
for colour. 

Twilight is fl anked on either side by 
some of Bonnard’s depictions of the “theatre 
of the streets” – predominantly lithographs 
and paintings of Paris’s streets at night. These 
contain hints of how Bonnard will later portray 
light. In Paris Boulevard at Night (1900) the 
whisper of pink light from an upstairs window 
is repeated on the street, where fi gures, trees 
and horses are illuminated. 

The wall colours here – the avocado 
from Twilight, mauves and pinks borrowed 
from other works – complement the paintings. 
However, the room is crowded by shapes – in 
addition to the octagon, there is a giant arch, 
created to mimic the fan displayed upon it – 
and lined with wallpaper adorned with minute 
elements Mahdavi has pulled, enlarged and 
repeated from individual paintings. There is a 
wall covered with what appears to be a blown-
up painting, brown-toned and pixelated. 

The problem in this fi rst gallery is 
there’s not enough room for the paintings, 
lithographs, fans, screens and prints to 
breathe. With so much work, so much colour, 
pattern and architecture, one might be 
inclined to rush through and miss some of its 
highlights. If you can stand the clutter, spend 
some time in front of Le Chat Blanc (1894), 
one of dozens of depictions of cats within 
this exhibition. It is also arguably one of the 
world’s best. Then there’s Intimacy (1891) 
with its fl at planes and wafts of smoke from 
the painter’s pipe mixing with those of his 
subjects’ cigarettes. Don’t miss Swiss painter 
and Nabi collaborator Félix Vallotton’s The 
Poker Game (1902) and The Dinner, Lamp 
Eff ect (1899). Both paintings look thoroughly 
modern, like William Eggleston photographs 
or fi lm stills from an ominous 1990s family 
drama.

In the exhibition’s last two rooms, the 
collaboration with Mahdavi shines. Here we 
see evidence of what British author Julian 
Barnes calls Bonnard’s dramatic “breakout 
from half-lit, dark-hued Intimism to bright 
hotness … the awakening fi rst to yellows, 
oranges and greens, then to pinks and 
purples”.

The rooms in which we experience this 
“bright hotness” are some of the gallery’s 
largest. They’re decked with bright yellow 
patterned wallpaper, golden soft furnishings 
and the luxury of space. This aff ords the 
viewer an opportunity to stand back, 
encouraging what the Tate Modern called, at 
its 2019 Bonnard exhibition, “slow looking”.

Moving through these later works, 
you’ll see it’s not just the colour palette that 
shifts: the subject matter turns inward. As he 
aged, Bonnard focused his attention to the 
landscape of the domestic. He painted his 
wife, Marthe, bathing, superimposing several 
layers of colour to create a shimmering eff ect. 
We see canvas after canvas featuring scenes 
from apartments in the south of France, tables 

littered with the detritus of long lunches, 
bowls of fruit, cats sitting, cats skulking, the 
way cats do. These objects, the teapots, plates 
and bowls of his home life, became stalwarts 
of these images: a familiar language that gave 
scope for Bonnard to experiment.

Many paintings include a person, 
often Marthe, painted almost as part of the 
background. Those that don’t have the feeling 
that someone has just ducked out of frame. 
Windows are thrown open to reveal wild, 
rambling gardens beyond. 

These are not your average still lifes. 
In each, Bonnard plays with proportion, 
colour and object hierarchy. Put aside 10 
minutes alone to try to understand Corner of 
a Table (1935), with its perspective that is both 
illogical and enigmatic. Bonnard is constantly, 
thrillingly surprising.

More than 50 years have passed since 
the last major exhibition of Bonnard’s work 
in Melbourne but these paintings feel as 
luminous as if they were painted yesterday. 
When given enough space to breathe among 
Mahdavi’s patterns, long pastel rugs and pink 
velvet armchairs, this exhibition is eff ulgent: 
bursting and shimmering with colour and 
beauty. •
Pierre Bonnard: Designed by India Mahdavi 
is showing at the NGV International until 
October 8.

Bright hotness
Pierre Bonnard: Designed by India Mahdavi at NGV International, Melbourne. Lillie Thompson

Pierre Bonnard’s mastery of colour and light is on full display 
in NGV International’s extraordinary winter exhibition.
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Brodie Lancaster
is a critic and the author 
of No Way! Okay, Fine.

The pest is always on the move.
Genesis Owusu is itching, agitating and 

thinking about shrinking. His second album, 
Struggler – out this month – sees the Ghanaian-
Australian artist applying his funk-infused 
rap to the story of a cockroach determined to 
hustle through a world full of boots.

It almost goes without saying that 
Owusu recently discovered Franz Kafk a. “The 
roach character came to me as a metaphor 
for humanity as a whole,” 25-year-old Kofi  
Owusu-Ansah tells me from a room in his 
Canberra family home, where he’s landed 
after months spent everywhere but. “[It’s] this 
thing that’s really small and out of control, 
kind of unloved – a pest, even. 

“It’s battling these forces that are way, 
way bigger than it is, but for some reason it 
just manages to keep going another day, just 
manages to struggle through and keep on 
living. When you think it’s crushed, another 
one runs out of the woodwork. It’s the insect 
that’s supposed to survive, like, a nuclear 
war. That’s kind of how I felt about … the 
stubbornness of the human will to survive 
throughout all the bullshit.”

As we speak, sunlight beams in from 
somewhere on his left and his black Poppy 
Lissiman sunglasses – worn inside for practical 
reasons and pop star eff ect – both shield and 
refract the glare. Today is just the 36th day 
Owusu has spent back in Canberra all year. 
“When I’m home I kind of just nestle into 
bed,” he says. “Finally shut my eyes. It’s 
defi nitely a necessary respawn point.” 

With his shaved head and cosy hoodie, 
Owusu is a world away from the dreadlocked 
performer who wore a massive white quilted 
Jacquard cape when he arrived on the red 
carpet of the 2021 ARIAs. He stood staunch 
as a pair of his goons – the name for his 
balaclava-clad crew who perform alongside 
him at his famously frenetic live shows – held 
up a banner bearing his name.

He wore gold in his hair and on his 
teeth, and left that night with armfuls of 
silver. Smiling with No Teeth – his debut record, 
which characterised depression and racism 
as spitting, growling black dogs – picked up 
album of the year, best hip-hop release, best 
independent release and best cover art.

Owusu is struck by Kafk a’s salesman, 
Gregor, who wakes up as a giant beetle in The 
Metamorphosis. “One of the fi rst things he 
thinks is like, ‘Oh shit, how am I going to get to 
work? What’s my boss going to think?’ ” Owusu 
laughs, drawing a line to “the time we are in”. 
“We had gone through so much, like bushfi res, 
crazy hail, pandemics, economic downfall, 
mass depression. And everyone just keeps on 
trucking along like everything’s normal. Like, 
they put on their suits and ties and they just 
keep pushing. It’s just another day.”

English teachers at his Canberra high 
school introduced him to Kafk a, as well as 
Albert Camus and Samuel Beckett, but Owusu 
didn’t pay attention until he was in his 20s. 
By then, he newly understood the extreme 

contradictions that survival requires. “I guess 
they came back to my life at the perfect point,” 
he says. “The point where I needed a new 
source of inspiration, and they came to fi ll 
that void.”

Owusu turned his hand to fi ction for the 
fi rst time since university, when he studied 
journalism and spent his free time writing 
sci-fi  and fantasy, and reading anime and 
manga. He wrote a short story about “a roach 
that runs and runs and runs, trying not to get 
stepped on by God”. “Kind of in the same fi eld 
as the absurdist literature that I was reading,” 
he says. To make Struggler, he asked himself: 
what would this story sound like?

Following the success of Smiling with 
No Teeth, Owusu had the luxury of choosing 
the people to help him answer that question. 
After doing weeks of “producer speed dating” 
in Los Angeles, he found his collaborators 
in Sol Was, fresh off  working on Renaissance 
with Beyoncé, and Grammy winner Mikey 
Freedom Hart, along with Dave Hammer 
and Andrew Klippel, who also produced his 
debut. As well as being a producer and keys 
player in the Genesis Owusu live band, Klippel 
runs his record label, Ourness, and has been 
his manager since fi rst encountering Owusu 
performing at Groovin the Moo festival in 2015.

Owusu was in year 12 at the time, 
and had been named a fi nalist in triple j’s 
Unearthed High competition. Years earlier, his 
older brother Kojo, who performs as Citizen 
Kay, had turned the study in the Owusu family 
home into a studio. “His friends would be 
coming in and out, recording their shitty raps 
while they were in high school,” says Owusu.

They grew up in a “musically diverse 
household”: the sound of Kojo’s Rage Against 
the Machine CDs trickled out of one room, 
as their father played Ray Charles, Michael 
Jackson and Bob Marley (“he was into 
anything with an interesting album cover”) 
in another. “We had just immigrated from 
Ghana as well,” he says. “So there was a lot of 
Ghanaian highlife music.”

Owusu was writing short stories and 
poetry, and his brother encouraged him to 
branch into rap. “I would’ve been 14 when I 
wrote my fi rst verse,” he says. “That was also 
around the time I was hitting puberty so I had 
this massive beard, and my voice was already 
this deep.” Both helped when, eventually, 
Genesis Owusu and Citizen Kay began 
performing together in Canberra nightclubs. 
“I was 16 and living this double life, like a high 
school student by day and doing all these gigs 
by night.”

Owusu’s mother was the leader of 
her church’s gospel choir, and he dutifully 
attended every Sunday until he was 18. “I 
knew pretty early on that it wasn’t really 
for me,” he says. “But as someone who was 
writing short stories already, I really did love 
the parables and the lore of Christianity and 
Abrahamic religions. The characters and the 
imagery and the symbolism – that’s something 
that has always stuck with me. I’ve put a lot of 
that in all of my music.”

The world opened up just in time for 
the newly minted Owusu to share his debut 
record with it. He and his band performed 
on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert in 
2022, and this year he and the goons ambled 

onto the stages of both the Sydney Opera 
House – where he performed with a 40-piece 
symphony orchestra – and Madison Square 
Garden.

In 2022, his headline show at the 
Enmore Theatre in Sydney went so hard so 
fast, the fl oor collapsed just a couple of songs 
into the set. A year later and on the other 
side of the world, Genesis Owusu joined Bloc 
Party as the supports for the pop-punk band 
Paramore at New York City’s legendary (and 
structurally sound) 20,000-seat venue. 

“One thing that’s a constant is when 
you’re the support act, you gotta fi ght a 
bit harder,” he says. Owusu’s live show is 
famously “kind of left-fi eld”. At the Garden, it 
began with him balanced precariously on the 
shoulders of his goons, who were covered with 
a cloak. “I’m like, eight feet tall, wobbling onto 
the stage,” he says. “I always love [seeing] 
the looks of pure confusion and terror and 
disgust.”

But that was the old show: Struggler sees 
a new era of Genesis Owusu. “Transformation 
is always kind of the aim of the game,” he 
says. He talks of ripping his hair out and 
dyeing a red stripe down the centre of his 
shaven head. “I love creating new things and 
I love being a part of that to be created. I love 
making myself like a character to be created 
and altered as well.”

Owusu knows people are watching, 
listening and taking notes. He’s found it 
simpler – safer, even – to keep his personal 
identity as Kofi  distinct from the character of 
Genesis Owusu. “Especially in this album, 
Genesis Owusu kind of feels like it’s becoming 
more and more of a separate persona,” he 
says. “That’s a cool and creative thing. But it’s 
almost a coping mechanism as well.”

He describes “existential jarrings with 
the profession [he’s] in”, the contradictory 
expectations of being a social media 
personality as well as a musical artist, and the 
experience of parasocial relationships, the 
intense connections fans forge with an artist 
without their reciprocation or knowledge.

“I naively became a musician because 
I thought I’d get to make music and for that 
to be the product and not, you know, for me 
to become the product,” he says. “I feel really 
weird about that. I feel weird about, like, me 
and my life being consumed the way that it is. 

“At any point I could, like, blow up and 
people can decide ‘Today, Genesis Owusu 
is the one that we’re going to love and adore 
and idolise’ – or any day it can be the exact 
opposite: ‘Genesis Owusu is the one we’re 
gonna pile on today and Twitter’s gonna 
have a fi eld day with.’ And I think it’s easier 
to process that when ‘Genesis Owusu’ is a 
character and not, like, an identity that I was 
born with and raised with and have to actually 
live as every single day.”

Owusu knows that reaching the heights 
– particularly in Australia, where there is fi nite 
space at the top and aspiring to international 
success can inspire detractors to knock you 
down a few pegs – often precedes a fall. “I 
paradoxically have to keep on doing it,” 
he says – the social media promotion, the 
diaphanous space between being a known 
entity and a product to be bought, sold and 
consumed – “until it becomes bigger and 

bigger so that I can, you know, continue to 
survive off  this music and continue to keep 
eating off  this music. It’s kind of like I see my 
biggest fears and I just keep running towards 
them.”

Your master is a system / Your master is a suit / 
Your master is a dollar … Your master is a planet 
… Your master is absurdity / God bless the truth

On “The Old Man”, the third track 
on Struggler, Owusu makes one fi nal 
introduction. After meeting his insect-like 
hero, we hear from “the Old Man waiting in 
the sky just to fuck [his] life up”. “The God 
character essentially [is] an accumulation of 
all of these huge, invisible forces,” Owusu tells 
me. “Whether they’re actually natural and 
uncontrollable or man-made forces that have 
somehow become greater than we can handle, 
like, you know, capitalism and bureaucracy 
and whatnot.”

Across the narrative of Struggler, Owusu 
– or the thinly veiled character he can channel 
his thoughts through, from a safe distance – 
vacillates between running from and ignoring 
threats, falling victim to nihilism and rejecting 
its lure, favouring blissful ignorance and 
seeing the world for what it is. “It would be 
really easy to just close my eyes to everything 
and just pretend that everything’s all good,” 
he says, “but I got to keep stepping, I got to 
keep pushing.”

By the record’s end, he’s settled on 
something close to optimism. “It’s not a happy 
ending, it’s not a sad ending,” says Owusu. 
“It’s really not even an ending. I feel like that’s 
the point of acceptance.”

He could have written “a very 
Hollywood-style” ending to the roach’s 
journey, he says. One that would tell the 
story of his hero climbing a mountain and 
encountering a fi eld of fl owers on the top. 
“When in reality, after you climb a huge 
mountain, there’s going to be another huge 
mountain waiting for you to climb. But the 
beauty of that is that, after every mountain, 
you become a slightly better climber.” •

“I naively became a musician 
because I thought I’d get to 
make music and for that to be 
the product and not, you know, 
for me to become the product.” 
— Genesis Owusu
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Ruby Hamad
is a writer and PhD candidate at 
UNSW Sydney.

This review contains spoilers.

“It’s all about giving back to the community 
where you live,” Logan resident Usman 
Chaudhry told reporters when his Ahmadiyya 
Muslim community rallied to assist victims 
of the recent devastating fl oods. Also dubbed 
“true community heroes” by journalists were 
“recently settled Pacifi c Islander seasonal 
workers” in Lismore who came out “in droves 
to assist the country they now call home. From 
lifting community spirits by singing hymns 
mid-clean-ups, to remaining on-call for any 
residents who are in need of an extra pair of 
hands (or 45).”

Stories of community members banding 
together in the wake of disaster are not 
uncommon. Sweet as they are, consuming 
them can come with an aftertaste when 
ethnicity and immigrant status become the 
story. As Algerian–French soccer star Karim 
Benzema famously quipped, “When I score, 
I am French, when I don’t score or there is a 
problem, I am Arab.” In other words, you can 
only be one of us when you serve us. 

This pressure to serve is expertly 
interrogated in, of all places, Disney’s 
animated musical Encanto, which this week 
won the Oscar for Best Animated Feature 
Film. The Madrigal clan lives in an isolated 
village somewhere in the mountains of 
Colombia, some time around the civil wars of 
the early 20th century. Although headed by 
steely Abuela Alma, the star of the extended 
family is 15-year-old Mirabel. Along with 
Mirabel, we learn early on that Abuela lost 
her husband 50 years earlier as they fl ed their 
town with only the clothes on their backs and 
infant triplets in her arms, chased by invading 

conquistadors. She was, however, granted a 
miracle in his place: an enchanted village to 
shield her community from the violence of the 
outside world and, in homage to the magical 
realism of Gabriel Garcia Márquez, a magical, 
sentient house that bestows upon each child 
a unique, supernatural gift.

Well, all except Mirabel, who didn’t 
get one. Her oldest sister, Isabela, is senorita 
perfecta, middle child Luisa is as “tough as the 
crust of the Earth is” and their mother, Julieta, 
cures all ailments with her cooking. Lest we 
think the family might use these powers to 
benefi t themselves, in the opening number, 
“The Family Madrigal”, Abuela informs us 
they swear “to always / Help those around us 
/ And earn the miracle / That somehow found 
us”. The unacknowledged survivor’s guilt 
weighs heavily. Fortunately, what Mirabel 
lacks in magic she makes up for in intuition 
and empathy. She recognises the family is 
breaking down, symbolised through literal 
cracks in the walls, and, terrifi ed that the 
magic is dying, sets off  to fi nd her estranged 
Uncle Bruno, who could see the future and 
mysteriously fl ed the night Mirabel didn’t 
get her gift. 

Encanto follows recent Disney off erings 
that mark a shift in how Disney portrays 
non-Western cultures. In 2017, Pixar’s Coco 
– centred on Mexico’s annual Dia de los 
Muertos festival – broke box-offi  ce records 
in Mexico, indicating they were on the right 
track. Encanto is even more impressive. The 
close involvement of Colombian creatives 
is apparent in every frame, from the houses 
and village streets to the 12-string Latin guitar 
populating Lin-Manuel Miranda’s chart-
topping, hip-hop infused soundtrack, to the 
clothes, the texture of the characters’ hair 
and their facial expressions. In one scene, 
Mirabel points at an object with her mouth, 
an attention to detail possible only by working 
with people embedded in the culture. 

The result is not just a musical 

that happens to take place in Colombia, 
cherrypicking elements of its cultural 
mythology in the process, but one in which 
Colombian culture takes centre stage. When 
the central song “Dos Oruguitas” (“Two Little 
Caterpillars”) plays in Spanish over scenes of 
Abuela and her village fl eeing across a river 
in the darkness, there is no mistaking who 
and what we are watching. It is impossible not 
to connect these images to Latin American 
refugees still forced to fl ee today – only to be 
demonised at their destination. 

The fi lm boldly tackles generational 
trauma in immigrant families caused by 
extreme suff ering and loss, which then 
manifests in unrealistic expectations: those 
Madrigal family gifts have become more 
of a curse than a blessing. Luisa is strong 
enough to be the town’s beast of burden but 
she’s approaching breaking point. Tía Pepa 
“controls the weather”, but because it storms 
when she is upset, she struggles to suppress 
all negative emotions, and Isabela is marrying 
the perfect man – for her grandmother. 

Abuela blames the giftless Mirabel for 
the cracks but, terrifi ed of losing the magic 
that sustains her entire village, the matriarch 
prioritises selfl ess service at the expense 
of emotional wellbeing; it is her own toxic 
perfectionism that is the problem. “The world 
keeps turning / But work and dedication will 
keep the miracle burning,” she sings. “And 
each new generation must keep the miracle 
burning.” No pressure.

“Our parents and grandparents haven’t 
dealt with the trauma of losing everything,” 
my friend Gigi, a second-generation Latina 
immigrant, said to me about the impact the 
fi lm has had on her family. “They still live 
with the fear of loss and that’s why sometimes 
they hurt us by teaching us to also be afraid 
… So many of us are stuck in this time loop of 
poverty and dispossession, passing down from 
generation to generation. So, with Encanto, it 
was like – we have to stop this.”

Though specifi cally and gloriously 
Colombian, Encanto resonates with anyone 
whose family has had to start again. The grief 
and bewilderment, the pressure to justify our 
parents’ sacrifi ces, the expectations of the new 
society and the terror of losing it all again if 
we prove ourselves unworthy, can become an 
unbearable burden. Without losing its charm 
or family-friendly rating, the musical embarks 
on an unfl inching exploration of mental 
health, specifi cally how traits adopted in order 
to survive a crisis become toxic if not released 
once the danger has passed. Abuela’s magic 
was forged from the power of her immense 
grief. Somehow, after losing her only love 
and her home, she had to fi nd the strength to 
continue for the sake of her children and to be 
a pillar of her community that came to rely on 
her family’s sacrifi ces. 

But stoicism, sacrifi ce and endless 
service can’t be the foundation of an 
existence. “Encanto forced us to confront 
how what our parents and grandparents have 
gone through has shaped our lives,” says Gigi. 
For all its magic, what some joke is the most 
miraculous thing of all is that Abuela admitted 
her mistakes. “When I asked my mum about 
[the fi lm] she just smiled and said she liked 
it. It’s like it’s too painful for a lot of them to 
even go there, because it would mean having 
to acknowledge they’ve hurt us. We know our 
own Abuelas aren’t going to say they’re sorry, 
we have to do the work. And I think at least 
some of us want to.” 

Who could ever have guessed 
that Disney would be an impetus for 
multigenerational ethnic healing? •
Encanto is now streaming on Disney Plus.

Animated healing
Mirabel, voiced by Stephanie Beatriz, in Encanto. Courtesy of Disney

Disney’s Oscar-winning animation Encanto 
expertly interrogates the pressure on immigrants 
to serve communities.
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is a Sydney-based writer and curator.

Italy’s slow-food movement emerged in the 
late 1980s before going global. It opposed the 
uber-industrialisation of food and agricultural 
production, advocating a return to traditional 
regional cooking using local, seasonal 
ingredients. It has since spawned a wider 
movement that embraces everything from 
fashion to philosophy, television to travel.

A group show at Newcastle’s The Lock-
Up considers the virtues of slowness from 
an artistic point of view. Curated by Anna 
May Kirk and Tai Mitsuji, Radical Slowness 
encompasses nine exhibits, the majority 
installations. They have been thoughtfully 
placed throughout the heritage building, 
which formed part of Newcastle Police Station 
until 1982, including holding cells with vintage 
graffi  ti on the walls (“I love you Melissa”; 
“Steve Smith 10 Days”). 

The curators conceive of slowness as 
“a space for critical refl ection”, writing in the 
exhibition handout: “In all of the artworks the 
invisible solvent of time is aff orded a shape 
and substance.” 

Akil Ahamat’s audiovisual installation, 
Dawn of a day too dark to call tomorrow (2021), 
captures the artist lying on the ground in the 
dark, conversing with a digitally generated 
snail. The pair repeat the same lines back 
and forth: “None of the stories you tell ever 
go anywhere”; “Everything compressed 
into a shimmering unison”. Ahamat’s voice 
is diffi  cult to understand, but the snail’s 
responses – squishy noises – are subtitled. 
The left channel plays through a speaker 
comprising a transducer, a length of curved 
glass, and a cast concrete pillow placed on 
a bed of coconut peat, the right through a 
parabolic speaker hanging from the ceiling. 

The focused quality of the sound is 

intoxicating and Ahamat’s skill in crafting 
amplifi cation is undeniable, yet the subfusc 
video lacks visual appeal and meaning. Is 
this meant to be a cross-species homage 
to the absurd? By exploiting thresholds of 
perception – what we can just see and not quite 
hear – Ahamat succeeds in arresting time, but 
straining one’s senses to make sense of the 
work is frustrating.

As with Ahamat’s, both of Tané 
Andrews’ installations are in holding cells. 
The Eyes Say More than the Mouth (2022) 
consists of two spotlit pearl nautilus shells 
on metal poles. Standing between them, one 
hears the artist whispering what the handout 
states are excerpts from texts about climate 
change, thanks to earbuds inserted in each 
shell. Again, the threshold of perception is 
being tested – I hear the word “beautiful”, but 
that’s about it. Not that it matters. He could be 
whispering tax law. The piece works a treat, 
the spots creating two circles on the mottled 
wall behind (“Rob 4 Julie”), against which the 
logarithmic spirals of the softly glowing shells 
remind us that nature still has the best shapes.

We Carry This Weight Together (2022) 
is the show’s most hypnotic work. An LED 
screen on the fl oor displays footage of a 
freshwater stream strewn with rocks. Look 
closer and one of the rocks is real, sitting on 
the screen, never to be eroded. Gazing at the 
video while listening to the soundtrack of 
digitally created running water, one imagines 
it as a window onto a subterranean river. Both 
installations deliver mesmerising experiences 
that slow down time by drawing us back to the 
natural world.

Ever lain awake at night, watching the 
alarm clock tick from one ungodly minute to 
the next? Worimi artist Dean Cross knows 
how you feel. His video work, The First Second 
(2019), conjures that eternal moment between 
midnight and 12:01 as the red digits of an 
alarm clock fl ash nonsensically to the sound 
of a bugle dawdling “The Last Post”. It’s an 

eff ective evocation of insomnia, yet the work 
feels slight and there is little urge to linger.

Emma Fielden’s practice reveals a 
fascination with the cosmos, quantum physics 
and time. Andromeda and the Milky Way (2021) 
is a fl oor projection of a four-hour drawing 
performance by Fielden and collaborator 
Lizzie Thomson, with each inscribing an 
ever-enlarging ellipsis in charcoal on a white 
fl oor until the “galaxies” touch and their arms 
overlap.

Nearby is a large charcoal wall drawing 
of an ellipsis, I orbit a point in space where 
nothing exists… and time dissolves (2022), below 
which can be seen the ombre dust and broken 
remnants of the many charcoal sticks Fielden 
went through to make it. On the opposite 
wall 10 drawings, Of a Second (2022), attest 
to Fielden’s skill as a hand-engraver – each 
is a decimal expression of a unit of quantum 
or human time in millimetre-high numerals 
drawn with a steel-nib pen. 

This is complex stuff  if you don’t have 
a head for science. What comes through 
is Fielden’s innovation in using micro and 
macro drawing techniques and performative 
elements to give material and embodied form 
to conceptions of time. One thinks about 
the time it took Fielden to get to the point 
where she could draw a zero almost too small 
to read, and about the stamina required to 
compose the wall drawing, the scale of which 
was determined by the height of the artist’s 
body and the reach of her arms, which allowed 
a step in either direction.

French-born Aude Parichot’s 
installation-in-progress, Chauff e Marcel 
Chauff e: Conversations with Rrose Sélavy (2022), 
channels Marcel Duchamp, Rrose Sélavy 
being the name of the female alter ego he 
dreamt up with Man Ray. Privileging concepts 
of serious play and unavoidable change, 
Parichot will develop the work over coming 
weeks.

The signs are promising, if messy. The 

white walls bear intimations of charcoal 
drawing and coloured string cuts through 
the air, à la Fred Sandback. There’s a chess 
set (Duchamp was a chess master), layered 
projections of unremarkable video footage, 
some taken from the security camera in the 
corner of the room during installation, and 
a sound component – the artist talking to 
Duchamp, in French and English. Parichot 
lifts the veil on the creative process by 
transforming a gallery space into her 
own studio. 

Occupying the former prison yard, 
Izabela Pluta’s photo-based installation, 
Ascending air, unfolding motion (2022), is 
sensitively situated. Its cyanotype tones 
complement the rust-coloured walls, while 
the repurposed easels that support the images 
poke through the bars above to open sky. We 
are looking at enlargements of photo collages 
derived from cyanotypes the artist made of 
pages pulled from Cloud Study: A Pictorial 
Guide (1960). This was part of an attempt to 
identify the climatic conditions the day she 
and her family emigrated from Poland to 
Australia in 1987, deriving from a photo her 
father took from the plane.

We see constructed skyscapes that 
speak to the power of the sublime even while 
they fl irt with abstraction. A torn strip of paper 
becomes a band of stratocumulus as layered 
clouds envelop and absorb each other in high-
contrast compositions. This is all-weather 
art about weather and the extent to which 
we can take it with us. Viewing the work in 
the rain would only enhance the experience, 
another reminder that the optimal way to “do 
slowness” is to observe nature or, better still, 
get out amongst it. •
Radical Slowness is showing at The Lock-Up, 
Newcastle, until May 15.

The ar t of the slow
An installation view of Izabela Pluta’s Ascending air, unfolding motion at The Lock-Up. Ben Adams

A Newcastle exhibition asks us to step back into the 
natural rhythms of time.

primarily thinking of the national interest in terms of foreign 
policy, but it is also true of domestic policy. The prime minister 
must govern not just on behalf of those who voted for his party 
but also for those who didn’t, and this is where Morrison’s idea 
of national interest collapses into an unstable collection of voter 
cohorts, only some of which he considers worth wooing.

Prime among them, Guardian Australia’s Katharine Murphy 
said, are blokes who might vote Labor. She wrote this in March 
2021, as Morrison was buffeted by women’s anger, prompted 
by the way Brittany Higgins’ allegations had been pushed aside, 
and swelling to encompass the failure of many workplaces to 
protect women from sexual harassment.

If you feel that Morrison is not talking to you, Murphy said, 
you are right: he isn’t, because he thinks more like a campaign 
director than a prime minister as he searches, again, for a nar-
row path to Coalition victory with blokes in hard hats backing 
him in.

If your votes are locked in, then you are of little interest. 
There are many ways to cut the electoral pie, and so many people
Morrison is not talking to: university staff and students, artists 
and musicians, people who live in inner-city suburbs, poorly 
paid women care workers, trade union members, fans of the 
ABC, public sector workers, Indigenous Australians, young 
people who rent… in fact, anyone in a demographic category
very likely to vote Labor or Green. But this is almost half the 
country. The two-party breakdown of the vote in 2019 was 
7,344,813 for the Coalition and 6,908,580 for Labor. This is a 
lot of people to be excluded from the prime minister’s attention, 
a lot of people to be marginal to the national interest.

A focus on the votes of the undecided rather than on solving 
national problems explains much of the government’s behaviour. 
The “sports rorts” affair is telling: the recommendations of the 
responsible department were overturned by the minister, Bridget 
McKenzie, with strong suspicion that the prime minister’s offi ce 
was involved. There were rumours of a colour-coded spread-
sheet determining the funding decisions, though no smoking
gun has been uncovered.

In December last year, Nine newspapers published a com-
parison of the amount of grant money going to Coalition and 
Labor seats since the 2019 election: $1.9 billion went to those 
held by the Coalition, $530 million to Labor ones. When Morri-
son was asked to explain why Dutton’s seat of Dickson received 
$43 million while the neighbouring Labor seat of Lilley got only 
$932,000, he laughed it off, saying, “Dickson must have a very 
good local member.” To me, Morrison’s reply was even more 
shocking than the grant discrepancy. Not only was the govern-
ment openly bribing people to vote for it, Morrison seemed to 
be threatening them, implying that if they voted Labor, they 
couldn’t really expect their needs to be met. He really was happy 
to be prime minister for only half the country.

And if you live in Victoria, where there are fewer margin-
al seats than in Queensland and New South Wales, don’t be 
surprised that your state received less federal funding for trans-
port infrastructure per head of population than the battleground 
states, or that it received not a dollar from the $7.1 billion regional
investment fund controlled by National Party leader Barnaby 
Joyce.

For four years, from October 2000 to late 2004, Scott Mor-
rison was the state director of the NSW Liberal Party. Too often 
he governs as if he still is, with far more interest in polling, focus 
groups and electoral strategy than on governing, and with far 

more attention to the factional battles of the NSW branch than a 
prime minister should have time for.

Morrison’s skills in electoral strategy delivered for the 
Coalition in 2019. Despite Labor being ahead in the polls for 
years, Morrison was able to fi nd his path to victory by carefully 
targeting marginal seats in Queensland and New South Wales. In 
March, he promised the Coalition party room that he would do it 
again: “I know where we’re going and we’re going to get there.”

This was before the fl oods, before Labor defeated Steven 
Marshall’s one-term Liberal government in South Australia, 
before Hillsong pastor Brian Houston resigned because of 
“inappropriate behaviour”, before the revelation that the govern-
ment of the Solomon Islands was negotiating a security deal with 
China. Fortune is not fl owing Morrison’s way, and the narrow 
path to victory is starting to look like a track for goats.

The blame shifting, the careless inattention, the failure to 
prepare, the blatant favouring of Coalition and marginal seats 
with government largesse, the focus on announcements with lit-
tle follow-up, the absence of serious concern about corruption 
and integrity, the habitual attempts to wedge Labor, the slim 
legislative record after three years of government… all can be 
explained by the almost exclusive focus of Morrison’s prime 
ministerial attention on winning the next election.

I want to end with the ukulele. Morrison had invited Karl 
Stefanovic of Channel 9’s 60 Minutes to share some informal 
time with him, Jenny and their girls. He was reminding people 
that he was just an ordinary suburban guy, as he had been since 
he created ScoMo – the goofy dad who cooks Sri Lankan curries 
and loves the Sharks – in the early days of his prime minister-
ship when he was barely known outside the Canberra bubble. 
Towards the end of the visit, after Jenny had taken responsibility 
for the family going on holiday in Hawaii as the country burnt, 
Morrison picked up a ukulele, strummed a few chords and then 
sang a few lines of Dragon’s 1977 hit, “April Sun in Cuba”. Jen 
and the girls crooned “oh-oh-oh”, and the performance petered 
out with Morrison saying, “I can’t remember the words.”

You can’t remember the words! It’s not as if you didn’t 
know Stefanovic and his crew were coming. It’s not as if this 
wasn’t all planned. Why didn’t you learn them? TM

Not only was the government 
openly bribing people to vote 
for it, Morrison seemed to be 
threatening them.
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primarily thinking of the national interest in terms of foreign 
policy, but it is also true of domestic policy. The prime minister 
must govern not just on behalf of those who voted for his party 
but also for those who didn’t, and this is where Morrison’s idea 
of national interest collapses into an unstable collection of voter 
cohorts, only some of which he considers worth wooing.

Prime among them, Guardian Australia’s Katharine Murphy 
said, are blokes who might vote Labor. She wrote this in March 
2021, as Morrison was buffeted by women’s anger, prompted 
by the way Brittany Higgins’ allegations had been pushed aside, 
and swelling to encompass the failure of many workplaces to 
protect women from sexual harassment.

If you feel that Morrison is not talking to you, Murphy said, 
you are right: he isn’t, because he thinks more like a campaign 
director than a prime minister as he searches, again, for a nar-
row path to Coalition victory with blokes in hard hats backing 
him in.

If your votes are locked in, then you are of little interest. 
There are many ways to cut the electoral pie, and so many people
Morrison is not talking to: university staff and students, artists 
and musicians, people who live in inner-city suburbs, poorly 
paid women care workers, trade union members, fans of the 
ABC, public sector workers, Indigenous Australians, young 
people who rent… in fact, anyone in a demographic category
very likely to vote Labor or Green. But this is almost half the 
country. The two-party breakdown of the vote in 2019 was 
7,344,813 for the Coalition and 6,908,580 for Labor. This is a 
lot of people to be excluded from the prime minister’s attention, 
a lot of people to be marginal to the national interest.

A focus on the votes of the undecided rather than on solving 
national problems explains much of the government’s behaviour. 
The “sports rorts” affair is telling: the recommendations of the 
responsible department were overturned by the minister, Bridget 
McKenzie, with strong suspicion that the prime minister’s offi ce 
was involved. There were rumours of a colour-coded spread-
sheet determining the funding decisions, though no smoking
gun has been uncovered.

In December last year, Nine newspapers published a com-
parison of the amount of grant money going to Coalition and 
Labor seats since the 2019 election: $1.9 billion went to those 
held by the Coalition, $530 million to Labor ones. When Morri-
son was asked to explain why Dutton’s seat of Dickson received 
$43 million while the neighbouring Labor seat of Lilley got only 
$932,000, he laughed it off, saying, “Dickson must have a very 
good local member.” To me, Morrison’s reply was even more 
shocking than the grant discrepancy. Not only was the govern-
ment openly bribing people to vote for it, Morrison seemed to 
be threatening them, implying that if they voted Labor, they 
couldn’t really expect their needs to be met. He really was happy 
to be prime minister for only half the country.

And if you live in Victoria, where there are fewer margin-
al seats than in Queensland and New South Wales, don’t be 
surprised that your state received less federal funding for trans-
port infrastructure per head of population than the battleground 
states, or that it received not a dollar from the $7.1 billion regional
investment fund controlled by National Party leader Barnaby 
Joyce.

For four years, from October 2000 to late 2004, Scott Mor-
rison was the state director of the NSW Liberal Party. Too often 
he governs as if he still is, with far more interest in polling, focus 
groups and electoral strategy than on governing, and with far 

more attention to the factional battles of the NSW branch than a 
prime minister should have time for.

Morrison’s skills in electoral strategy delivered for the 
Coalition in 2019. Despite Labor being ahead in the polls for 
years, Morrison was able to fi nd his path to victory by carefully 
targeting marginal seats in Queensland and New South Wales. In 
March, he promised the Coalition party room that he would do it 
again: “I know where we’re going and we’re going to get there.”

This was before the fl oods, before Labor defeated Steven 
Marshall’s one-term Liberal government in South Australia, 
before Hillsong pastor Brian Houston resigned because of 
“inappropriate behaviour”, before the revelation that the govern-
ment of the Solomon Islands was negotiating a security deal with 
China. Fortune is not fl owing Morrison’s way, and the narrow 
path to victory is starting to look like a track for goats.

The blame shifting, the careless inattention, the failure to 
prepare, the blatant favouring of Coalition and marginal seats 
with government largesse, the focus on announcements with lit-
tle follow-up, the absence of serious concern about corruption 
and integrity, the habitual attempts to wedge Labor, the slim 
legislative record after three years of government… all can be 
explained by the almost exclusive focus of Morrison’s prime 
ministerial attention on winning the next election.

I want to end with the ukulele. Morrison had invited Karl 
Stefanovic of Channel 9’s 60 Minutes to share some informal 
time with him, Jenny and their girls. He was reminding people 
that he was just an ordinary suburban guy, as he had been since 
he created ScoMo – the goofy dad who cooks Sri Lankan curries 
and loves the Sharks – in the early days of his prime minister-
ship when he was barely known outside the Canberra bubble. 
Towards the end of the visit, after Jenny had taken responsibility 
for the family going on holiday in Hawaii as the country burnt, 
Morrison picked up a ukulele, strummed a few chords and then 
sang a few lines of Dragon’s 1977 hit, “April Sun in Cuba”. Jen 
and the girls crooned “oh-oh-oh”, and the performance petered 
out with Morrison saying, “I can’t remember the words.”

You can’t remember the words! It’s not as if you didn’t 
know Stefanovic and his crew were coming. It’s not as if this 
wasn’t all planned. Why didn’t you learn them? TM

Not only was the government 
openly bribing people to vote 
for it, Morrison seemed to be 
threatening them.
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“To partner with a brand that holds 
integrity at its core is what makes a 
partnership with Schwartz Media so 
appealing. Our audiences both share 
a curiosity for storytelling and an 
appetite for critical thought, be it on 
the page or on the stage.”
— Partnerships Manager, Bell Shakespeare
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Festival

Tristen Harwood
is an Indigenous writer, critic 
and researcher.

Out over the Timor Sea there is a crack in the 
cosmic egg. The sun casts a gold and pink 
glow over the creamy-turquoise sea, making 
opals before nightfall. I watch this scene while 
sitting on the white stone of the cliff s at the 
Nightcliff  foreshore in Garramilla/Darwin. It 
is said the Larrakia word “garramilla” refers 
to the white stone that streaks these cliff  faces 
around coastal Darwin City. Tomorrow, in 
this small, languid city on Larrakia Country, 
the Darwin Festival will offi  cially open but 
looking at – which is to say feeling – all of this, 
it seems arbitrary to distinguish between what 
is and isn’t part of the offi  cial programming. 
Sometimes the best things aren’t.

The next day, I get out for a run just after 
sunrise. For the most part, a saunter is a more 
appropriate pace at which to experience the 
tropical savanna climate, but I like the heat. 
As I round the corner towards the harbourside 
esplanade I see an artwork on the side of 
the road. It’s a sculpture by notorious and 
vexatious local “Rubbish Warrior” Trevor 
Jenkins, who’s not on the list of performers 
and artists but whose leitmotiv – a tripod, 
usually assembled from palm fronds and litter 
– is a fi xture of the city. 

Later that morning, the director of the 
Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern 
Territory (MAGNT), Adam Worrall, walks me 
through the gallery’s exhibition of National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art 
Awards 2023 fi nalists and winners. This year 
– NATSIAA’s 40th – Keith Wikmunea (Thu’ 
Apalech) from Aurukun in Queensland won 
the $100,000 Telstra Award for his hand-
carved sculpture Ku’, Theewith & Kalampang: 
The White Cockatoo, Galah and the Wandering 
Dog (2023). The large sculpture made 

from yuk thanchal (milkwood) – a material 
Wikmunea says his ancestors have used since 
the “beginning of time” – comprises a tree, 
cockatoos, galahs and a dog, all painted in 
natural pigments sourced from Country. 

In the exhibition are 63 artworks by 
artists from 47 language groups. There is a 
strong painting presence among the fi nalists 
but the exhibited work spans multiple 
media, themes and materials. The linguistic 
diversity across the entrants is not refl ected 
in the didactic panels, which are primarily in 
English. This seems like a missed opportunity 
to generate greater knowledge of Indigenous 
languages, and in turn the artworks.

Rebekah Raymond, the gallery’s 
curator of Aboriginal art and material culture, 
does well to parse out the equally disparate 
and concordant array of artworks. There is 
light and space to appreciate the paintings 
and slightly darker, quiet corners where the 
multimedia works play. Where the exhibition 
design falters is simply in the lack of gallery 
space it’s aff orded. Some sculptures – 
including the winner of the Wandjuk Marika 
Memorial 3D Award, Anangu History (2023) 
by Anne Nginyangka Thompson, which 
comprises two fi nely detailed ceramic vessels 
– have been backed up against the walls, in 
part cutting the artworks off  from view.

Up the ramp past the display of 
Sweetheart, a legendary and massive 
estuarine crocodile, is 40: Celebrating four 
decades of the National Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Art Awards, an exhibition of 
some of the winners over the past 40 years. 
Included in the exhibition is Kumantje 
Jagamara’s (also known as Michael Nelson, 
1946-2020) Three Ceremonies, which won the 
very fi rst National Aboriginal Art Award in 
1984. Also included is Richard Bell’s infamous 
painting Scientia E Metaphysica (Bell’s Theorem) 
(2003), which took out the main award in the 
20th Telstra National Aboriginal Art Award in 
2003. The message in the painting still holds 

in 2023: “Aboriginal Art – It’s a White Thing”.
A more recent event on the loaded 

August schedule is the Darwin Aboriginal 
Art Fair, now in its 17th year. More than 
70 Indigenous art centres from across the 
country have stalls. A number of artists are 
there along with staff  from the art centres. 
At the Ngukurr Arts stand amid the mob’s 
incandescent paintings, artist and author 
Karen Rogers (Ngalakgan), seems to be fi lling 
the role of artist and administrator – probably 
covering a lunchbreak. DAAF is an equaliser 
of sorts: the punters range from tourists and 
admirers to collectors, curators and critics. 

The Darwin Convention Centre, where 
DAAF is held, is in the Darwin Waterfront 
Precinct. The waterfront development, which 
is equally garish and generic, feels as if it could 
be anywhere in the world. This isn’t to say it’s 
“world-class”: rather, it’s a soulless product 
of prefab international architecture. However, 
what does make the Darwin waterfront unique 
is the view. Pan across the cerulean sea and 
not far in the distance you’ll see Ichthys LNG 
Project – a liquefi ed natural gas project owned 
by Japanese gas giant Inpex. More than a bad 
omen, Inpex’s brand of fossil capitalism helps 
fuel Darwin Festival, with the main stage of 
the event appropriately named the INPEX 
Sunset Stage.

The festival’s Maho Magic Bar – a 
Tokyo-themed magic show – isn’t the only 
place you can see sleight of hand at the 
Darwin Festival. In 2022, the festival copped 
heat from activists over its involvement with 
another fossil fuel company, Santos, and now 
it seems the organisers are playing diff erent 
cards from the same deck.

Heat might be the word that best 
describes Garramilla. Not that it’s too hot 
– the days are cooled by a soft breeze that 
smells of frangipani – more in the sense of an 
intensity of emotion, of sensation, of pressure 
and build-up. Darwin-based artist Gary Lee’s 
vital book Heat: Gary Lee, Selected texts, art & 

anthropology was launched at Coconut Studios 
during the festival. Maurice O’Riordan – Lee’s 
partner and publisher at Darwin’s dishevel 
books – tells me the word on the street is the 
book is an “instant classic”. Having partly 
read it, I have no trouble believing him.

Alongside the book launch, the 
luminary Darwin artist has a small exhibition 
of photographs titled midling – a Larrakia 
word for “together”. These images draw 
from the colonial archive and Lee’s point-
and-shoot snapshots of what might be 
termed queer, gay, Indigenous, elastic – or 
all of the above – masculinities. While at the 
gallery, I sit and speak with Lee for a couple 
of hours. Afterwards, I understand that it’s 
exactly moments like these that draw me 
to Garramilla – the dusted blue of the late-
afternoon sky or the smudged light of the sun 
that you can barely hope to describe and that 
will always evade defi nition. •
The Darwin Festival continues until August 27. 

Creative hotspot
Part of the NATSIAA exhibition at the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory. Mark Sherwood

The Darwin Festival, NATSIAA 2023 and the Darwin 
Aboriginal Art Fair generate an intense experience of 
contrasts.

your life?” she asks. “Do I save myself fi rst? Do I save my child 
fi rst? Do I save the dolphin fi rst? Stopping the fi shery is unreal-
istic, because if someone’s drowning, if they’re fi ghting for their 
life and you cut that rope that’s holding them, they’re not going 
to be thankful to you for that. They’re not.”

She observes the people of Veraibari as they work to secure 
basic services, manage their fi shery, relocate their homes out of 
harm’s way, quell fears and tensions, plan for the future. “They 
are handling all of this. This one little group that is not as well 
informed as the rest of us. We’ve burdened them to carry all this 
by themselves. It is very, very unfair.”

P APUA NEW GUINEA – Australia’s closest neighbour, larg-
est aid recipient and former colony – is described by the 
World Bank as one of the most at-risk countries in the 

climate-changed world due to its exposure to what are still called 
“natural” disasters: extreme fl oods, droughts and cyclones. 
Compounding that is its “lack of coping capacity”. Amid the 
lofty pronouncements on “vulnerability” and the hospital pass 
of “resilience”, it’s appropriate to pause to observe what should 
be self-evident – that the lexicon of development is really quite 
the audacious mindfuck: blame shifting; obscuring colonial-
ism and extractive, exploitative industry; indicting nature for 
human-driven misdeeds.

There are any number of locations in PNG where the impacts 
of climate change are hitting and communities have initiated, as 

a matter of necessity, some kind of response. This represents 
a formidable burden when some 87 per cent of the population 
live on ancestral, customary land and rely on fi shing, horticul-
ture and hunting for subsistence and income. I settle on visits to 
Veraibari, Kavailo and Safanaka because they promise insight 
into a range of the realities. I am not so much concerned with 
cataloguing physical evidence of the conditions they confront, as 
we outsider journalists have tended to do in the service of scep-
tical or ambivalent home audiences (and editors). Rather, my 
interest is in exploring what local people have chosen to tackle 
and prioritise, and why, and what lessons might be found in their 
actions if the world is indeed serious about supporting them.

Siobhan McDonnell’s challenge to “tell the story” in ways 
that join the dots on climate justice requires honouring these 
dimensions, too often missing in dispatches. This was one of the 
core defi ciencies identifi ed in Western media coverage through 
the Covering Climate Now initiative launched in 2019 and led 
by Columbia University, to strengthen global news coverage of 
climate change issues. As Fijian climate activist Ernest Gibson 
told me in 2021 when I asked what outsider journalists most often 
got wrong in climate storytelling, “We have never been victims.”

This is indisputable at the global level, where, as a diplo-
matic collective, Pacifi c leaders and communities have been 
shaping the conversation and response for decades. We all owe 
our best hope to the “1.5 to Stay Alive” pushback from small 
island nations against weak ambition in the Paris COP21. And 
again, at Sharm El-Sheikh, Pacifi c Island determination was 

At Kavailo village on Karkar Island, freshwater supplies are being contaminated by rising seas

30 Solwara warriors

Local Pasifi ka specialists 
are calling out “tick the 
box” programs that 
proclaim local leadership 
but don’t actually engage 
with it.

pivotal in securing the loss and damage fund. Journalists ought 
to talk about that, Gibson challenged – “about the tired eyes, the 
aching feet and the chapped lips that, day in and day out, fi ght to 
ensure we maintain the strides we have made and sustain a cul-
ture of progress”. (Oceania scholar Professor Katerina Teaiwa, 
responding to the same question, counselled against ever starting 
any story wading on shore from a dinghy – such tropes “are just 
going to reek of every arrival going back to the 1500s”. And I 
tried, really I did.)

Victim mythology also pervades media reporting of the cli-
mate “frontline”, despite more than a decade of it being called 
out by innumerable activists, leaders and scholars of Oceania. 
They argue that doomism and “drowning islands” narratives – 
those populated with powerless and passive climate “victims” 
– are distorting, indulgent, supercilious and insidious, lumping 
disparate populations into an assumed, collective fate. It’s not 
that Pacifi c people are deniers, or are unaware of the pressing 
realities, says McDonnell. Rather, “they’re choosing to act in a 
way that creates agency, and that creates a narrative beyond just 
being a victim. And that’s profoundly important.”

An authentic narrative would also recognise that the people 
of Oceania have been responding to naturally dynamic condi-
tions for millennia. Even as global warming supercharges change, 
climate impacts will vary in speed and intensity from place to 
place. In coastal terms, as University of Melbourne geographer 
and Pacifi c climate specialist Professor Jon Barnett has observed, 
what plays out will depend “on their geology, local wave pat-
terns, regional differences in sea-level rise, and in how their cor-
als, mangroves and other wildlife respond”. Doomism threatens 
to short-circuit useful responses, Barnett warns, and the harm 
doesn’t end there. He’s also co-authored work on how “drown-
ing islands” tropes perpetuate colonial representations of Pacifi c 
Islands as “sites of backward-ness, insularity, constraint, fra-
gility and weakness”. An alternative take, drawing on Katerina 
Teaiwa’s insights, might instead recognise qualities such as hope, 
transformation, power, beauty, empathy, care and wellbeing. 

In the Pacifi c, local action is powerful. The state is often 
a remote presence. “We’ve got all this focus on our political 
systems as the space where climate action should or could hap-
pen, and it kind of overstates the capacity of the political system 
to deliver that change,” says Pacifi c anthropologist and devel-
opment specialist at University of Melbourne Dr John Cox. 

Meanwhile, on the ground there are existing, strong networks 
providing local leadership and governance – women’s church 
groups, for instance. It’s a good rule of thumb, Cox says, that 
“climate adaptation and resilience building needs to be done at 
the lowest appropriate level”. So, such networks offer benefi ts, 
as well as challenges. 

The value of local partnerships and affi liations is every-
where in the development vernacular. But perhaps embold-
ened by their success running programs through the years of 
COVID isolation, or maybe just because they’ve had a gutful, 
local Pasifi ka specialists are calling out “tick the box” programs 
that proclaim local leadership but don’t actually engage with 
it. Colonial attitudes still shape development and humanitarian 
approaches in the Pacifi c, Tongan women’s rights activist ‘Ofa-
Ki-Levuka Guttenbeil-Likiliki declared in a plainspoken, quickly 
viral oration delivered at the Australasian AID Conference last 
November: “That sense of we know better, we are better, and we 
are here to make things better.” 

Drawing on her experiences and research for the 
International Women’s Development Agency, Guttenbeil-
Likiliki described outsider experts running roughshod over 
highly sensitive local programs, and how she nearly quit her 
work after 16 years supporting women and children in crisis. 
“I wanted [experts] to understand their colonial approaches and 
break the pattern,” she said. “I wanted them to just stop and hand 
over the resources to the NGOs on the ground.” Urging a long 
overdue shift from “power over” to “power to”, she fi nished by 
sharing a Hawaiian proverb:

The top of the cliff isn’t the place to look at us;
Come down here
Learn of the big and little currents, face to face.

A RRIVING IN KAVAILO on the southern coast of Karkar 
Island, I’m ushered to a chair in the shade of a rain tree 
and politely asked to explain myself to around 50 men 

and women and a wayfaring audience of kids. I’ve delivered 
similar presentations to countless communities as a rite of en-
try, of seeking permission, but it’s always a confronting process, 
trying to explain the journalistic mission. Not least because in 
return for their precious time I can promise precisely nothing. 
My stories are like prayers, I say. I send them into the world with 
hope but no expectation. I believe in their potential or I wouldn’t 
have come. On the last point, I don’t confess a nagging crisis of 
professional faith.

Ward councillor Bobby Sarwau, 43, says he’s witnessed 
erosion of the seashore over his lifetime. The change has been 
quick, and not just in the rising tide. He and the other fi sher-
men fi nd they can no longer rely on the traditional calendar or 
methods to fi nd their catch. It’s very confusing, he says. Local 
understanding of climate change and ocean science is fragmen-
tary, gleaned mostly from educated diaspora and students on 
visits home. He’s gained some insights into marine conserva-
tion issues through a network of coastal people fi ghting off some 
immediate threats to their waters, such as seabed mining and the 
dumping of toxic tailings by the Chinese-owned Ramu Nickel 
mine. Sarwau introduces himself as the chairman of the Karkar 
solwara warriors.

Kavailo’s growing population is being squeezed into a 
shrinking strip of land as the water comes up. The village is 

3122

Jo Leahy (left) and his son, Jim, at his Kilima plantation home, 2016

T HE SAGA BEGAN IN APRIL 1933, when Australian prospec-
tors Michael and Dan Leahy fi rst penetrated the densely 
populated Wahgi Valley looking for gold, in what is now 

Papua New Guinea’s Western Highlands Province. They were 
not to know it, but the brothers were spearheading the fi nal 
large-scale confrontation on Earth between one culture and the 
exploring representatives of another.

Finding payable gold near Mount Hagen, the Leahys settled 
down to mine it, surrounded by dozens of warlike tribes who were 
convinced the newcomers were spirits. Michael developed an 
interest in some of the young women bringing food to the camp. 
When shown photos of the Leahys 50 years later, the women said: 
“That’s Micky Leahy! We had sex together … and then we knew 
they were men, not spirits! Oh, they were men all right.”

After several years, Michael left the highlands and never 
acknowledged his mixed-race offspring, including Jo, whose 
young mother died when he was two. He was raised a high-
lander on the fringes of Dan’s mining camp, but had nothing 
to do with his white uncle. “I was terrifi ed of the whites,” Jo 
would say. “I used to run away when they came.” But when 
the boy dressed for ceremonies the feathers fell out of his hair. 
Something was amiss.

When the Japanese invaded New Guinea during World 
War II, Dan, along with the kiaps (patrol offi cers) and missionar-
ies, departed the Wahgi Valley. Returning in the late 1940s, Dan 
took responsibility for the feisty mixed-race teenager they nick-
named “Humbug”, and after a rudimentary education started 
him on the labour line at Korgua, his newly established coffee 
plantation in the nearby Nebilyer Valley.

Dan was a tough masta, whose outlook mirrored the 
era: “There’s nothing in their lives,” he would say, “that was 

“I was terrified of the 
whites,” Jo would say. 
“I used to run away when 
they came.”
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