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Do don'ts?the
WRITING DISABIL ITY WITH  

JAX JACKI BROWN
Brown shares insight on writing, performing,  

LGBTQI and disability activism.

L ISTEN TO AZIZ
Award-winning journalist and EWF ambassador reveals 

why his speech at opening night is not about him.

OPENING NIGHT RECAP
A warm welcome to EWF 2017.

THE

FAMOUS  
LAST WORDS

Last lines from five renowned writers,  
and one other dead guy.

As a writer, we are all familiar with ‘the classics’, 
works that pushed the boundaries of literature and of 
language, works that dramatically altered the way we 
view writing today. Most of these works broke rules, 
either societal, structural or grammatical. These 
works are remembered because of the risk an author 
took to produce them; they did the don’ts. 

James Joyce followed his own instincts and 
vision while creating what some people call the 
most important novel of the twentieth century, 
Ulysses. Mary Shelley’s famous and terrifying tale 

Frankenstein, published in her own name, proved 
that women can create works just as great as men. 
Virginia Woolf tested the theory of time and plunged 
into the mind of the human being in To the Lighthouse. 
Kurt Vonnegut studied anthropology at college and 
published his first novel solely on his own instincts 
on what he thought was a good story. All these 
authors pushed against the conventions of writing 
practice to create something completely new and 
they did this without a bachelor degree. Dostoevsky, 
Kafka, Byron, Keats, Capote, Hemingway, Fitzgerald; 

all brilliant writers who went through the struggle of 
finding their own voice and taking a risk to get their 
message across to the world. Throughout history, 
writers have achieved success, fame and prestige by 
doing the don’ts, so now as a writer in the twenty-first 
century, do I do the don’ts as well? 

The self-exploration of a writer is still a 
prominent stage in all of us; we are all searching for 
our voice and for our style, but today we have the 
luxury of being able to pursue a degree in the art of 
creative writing. Instead of walking forwards in the 

dark with our arms stretched out, we are guided 
by experienced industry professionals who share 
with us their do’s and don’ts, their insider scoops 
and recounts of their own journeys as writers. For 
a student this is a wonderful opportunity, as it 
means bypassing some of the mistakes a writer (still 
finding their way) is prone to. We are pushed past 
the embarrassing clueless stage and now have some 
incredibly valuable knowledge under our belt. While 
the starving writer was once a career of its own, a 
lengthy and strenuous task of finding out whether 

With more writers emerging out of specialist bachelor degrees,  
should we stick to well-trod writing conventions, or dare to 
experiment?  Bethany Edwards begs us to break the rules.
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‘Have I emerged?’ Melanie Cheng, last year’s winner 
of the Premier’s Literary Award for an Unpublished 
Manuscript, questions us. Seats are filled, and heads 
are tilted up to soak in whatever wisdom she and  
the other speakers might exude. The voices and 
listeners in the audience are filled with blue and 
pink-tinged inspiration.

We have mingled with drinks in hand, 
background music seeping into conversations. 
There is an electric feel to the air as we take our seats 
and wait for the silence to fall. We quizzically open 
our hand-folded zines, which seem to depict some 
sort of abstract take on the famous Peanuts comics. 
This is later explained by Rachel Ang, with relation 
to the ‘grammar of dreams’ and the somewhat 

related ‘grammar of memes’. She claims that Charlie 
Brown is in all of us, in some shape or form. Charlie, 
although believing that he is doomed to mediocrity, 
always strives for more.

Throughout the night, the traditional owners 
of the land and the original storytellers are 
acknowledged and recognised. We are reminded 
by Philly that the past is hard and painful, and 
that white Australia has wrongly tried to remove 
these pages from the history books. We love the 
vulnerability and newness in Philly’s voice as he 
stumbles over the words, reading off his phone 
screen. The mistakes remind us of what it means  
to be emerging, that errors are changes with a  
lesson attached. 

We wonder how it is possible to coordinate 269 
people and 82 events, and how to embrace writing 
and storytelling in all its forms. Izzy Roberts-Orr, the 
Creative Director of the Emerging Writers’ Festival, 
smiles without a hint of hidden panic, inviting us 

to join her place of hope and joy; to embrace the 
suggestion that joy can be a form of rebellion, and 
hope a call to action. 

We laugh as the chosen candidate for the 
Emerging Writers' Festival's Indonesian exchange 
program, Azri Zakkiyah, admits she initially 
pronounced ‘emerging’ as ‘amazing’. Despite the 
laughter, we come to the realisation that to emerge 
may also mean to amaze. 

Awards are announced and applause rings 
throughout the auditorium for Christian White’s 
win of the Victorian Premier’s Literary Award for an 
Unpublished Manuscript; and for Ann Jackson and 
Aimee-Jane Anderson-O’Connor’s joint win of the 
Monash Undergraduate Prize for Creative Writing; 

and for Lauren Burridge, the highest placinvg 
Monash student in the Monash Undergraduate Prize 
for Creative Writing. As we clap, the victories of our 
fellow emerging writers build bridges to success. 

Michael Green shares the stage with Abdul Aziz 
Muhamat, by playing Muhamat’s WhatsApp voice 
messages from Manus Island Detention Centre. 
Muhamat’s voice fills the space around us, and all 
of our heads are bowed in a communal sense of 
revered reflection. Muhamat tells us that he tries to 
‘control’ his emotions ‘by using pen and paper’, and 
all of our hearts sing along to this idea. He uses hope 
to rally us, saying that ‘no one can stop us’ as long as 
we have that pen and paper. 

In the closing of the opening night of the 
Emerging Writers’ Festival, we are reminded that 
we are emerging; we are constantly changing and 
evolving. As long as we have our pen and paper, we 
can write by the sun of our invincible summer.  

Opening Night:  
Our Invincible Summer
BY CALLIE BEUERMANN

In Melbourne’s icy winter, EWF kicks off with a warm welcome.

Photography by Margo Tanjutco

you had ‘it’ or not, aspiring writers—such as myself—
now have the luxury of studying what makes a great 
book and how to write one. Along with following our 
own instincts, we are able to make an educated guess 
at what has a chance of being published and what 
makes a truly great novel. 

This method of becoming a writer does raise 
some questions: if we are all being provided with the 
same tools, tips and knowledge, have we become one 
of many batches of writers that exit university ‘oven-
ready’ at the end of our degree? Does following the 
rules lessen our chance at creating something new 
and wild, even if they are right? These teachings may 

have eliminated the experimental nature of writing 
practice as creative writing students develop a built-
in instinct of what is correct. If we all take the same 
advice on board, follow the do’s and don’ts of writing, 
then will we all create equally good work? Work that 
is good and publishable, and that will earn us a  
spot on a shelf at Dymocks or a whole five pages in 
The Lifted Brow? Has the danger of creating a classic 
work become too dangerous in this modern world 
as your fellow writers have the same insight as you 
and been guided by the same hand? Have they just 
as much chance at surpassing you in the industry as 
you have of them, only if you follow the rules? Neil 
Gaiman says ‘The main rule of writing is that if you 
do it with enough assurance and confidence, you’re 
allowed to do whatever you like (that may be a rule 
for life as well as for writing), so write your story as 
it needs to be written. Write it honestly, and tell it as 
best you can. I’m not sure that there are any other 
rules. Not ones that matter’.  

Words have become even more important to the 
everyday person. Every Facebook status, every meme, 
every Instagram caption is more than someone in 
Victorian times would have read in a week. Writers 
now have the opportunity to reach people from all 
over the world, to make their impact known within 
their lifetime and see change. The stereotype of a 
writer’s work becoming famous after they have died 
is disappearing as the world’s craving for words and 
storytelling increases, giving opportunities for people 
to turn their passion into a career or body of work 
that they can be proud of. 

The power of storytelling is as old as humanity 

itself and great works push that power further, using 
language to be able to communicate something the 
world needs to hear. Playing it safe isn’t always so safe 
in a world overloaded with words. I beg the writers 
of this generation, of this time, of the here and now: 
do the don’ts, push the limits and take comfort in 
knowing all the great writers have.  

WritingDisability  
with Jax Jacki Brown
BY DARCY ROCK

The Gazette caught up with Jax Jacki 
Brown to chat about her work with 
EWF and representations of disability. 
You can see the Quippings presents 
LOVE SHOW at 7pm tonight at the 
Malthouse Theatre.

How are you involved in EWF and what are you 
bringing to the festival this year?
I’ve been on the EWF Advisory Committee for the 
last two years, helping to bring LGBTQI and disability 
to the program. This year I’m in Quippings presents 
LOVE SHOW and a couple of panels on writing 
disability and writing the body.

What does the term ‘emerging’ mean to you?
Emerging is starting out, branching out, beginning—
but how we define that and what time parameters 
we put on that can be really different depending on 
who you talk to. 

How long have you been writing and performing?
I really started trying to do more when I moved from 
Lismore to Melbourne four years ago. I really wanted 
to get into writing, performing, disability activism 
and LGBTQI movement. There wasn’t really much 
stuff happening up there from a political perspective 
so I took off to the big city. I always wanted to 
do performance and be more of an outspoken 
disability and LGBTQI activist but I never really had 
the opportunity or confidence. When I came to 
Melbourne I was like, ‘I’m really going to push myself 
to have the confidence’ and put myself out there. I 
did my first spoken word gig within the first 48 hours 
of landing. 

Where do you see the gaps in society in terms of 
representation of disability?
I think that the way the majority of the population 
still thinks about disability—if they think about it 
at all—is from the ideas of disability as a terrible 
tragedy or conversely as inspiration. This polarising 
stereotype of what it must be like to live with a 
disability is perpetuated in the media and these 
kinds of storylines. And it’s still the very dominant 
way that people think about it or as a medical 
problem that needs to be fixed, cured or overcome. 

One of my driving passions is transmitting this 
idea that disability is not a personal problem; it’s a 
social problem bound up with social inequities, a 
lack of access and stereotypes that don’t allow the 
disabled person to be a nuanced human being.  

I think the areas that need to shift are getting 
out stories of people with disabilities living full and 
rich meaningful lives who are full complex human 
beings with similar rights and identities and desires 
as anybody else. 

One in five Australians have a disability, so  
we’re 20% of the population and yet in media 
only one to two per cent of the stories that we 
see on film or in writing actually feature a person 
with a disability—and then these stories are often 
stereotyped. There’s still a long way to go in changing 
the public’s perception.

What is your best tip for accurately portraying people  
with a disability?
Being aware of perpetuating a stereotype. Being 
aware that we are consciously or subconsciously 

absorbing these big metanarratives and perpetuating 
them as writers. Are you writing about a character 
with a disability as inspirational or pitying? Or 
writing the disability as totally defining the character 
or who they are? 

And trying to get in touch with people who have 
lived the experience and allowing those people who 
have experienced that marginality to actually inform 
the work. I don’t think we should say that people 
who don’t live an experience can’t ever write about 
an experience outside their own, but I think one of 
the key things is to bring in the voices, politics and 
people who live the identity into the writing.  

You can catch Jax Jacki Brown at the Quippings LOVE 
SHOW on tonight, 7pm at the Malthouse Theatre.

Photography by Marina Bonofiglio

'#EWF17 is here to support, nurture and 
promote the work of all tomorrow’s 
voices' 
@izamiz

'Writing is a personal, powerful, 
exhausting, relentless, wonderful 
thing' – Christian White, winner of the 
Victorian Premier’s Literary Award for an 
Unpublished Manuscript #VPLA 
@izamiz

'I’m the same person, I’m writing the 
same stuff, have I emerged?' 
@mslcheng

'Success does come to those who refuse 
to give up' 
@mslcheng

'In a post-truth era, it’s more important 
than ever that we tell our stories … we 
can’t afford to quit!' 
@mslcheng

LIVE TWEETS FROM  
EWF OPENING NIGHT 

BY SOPHIE NILLSON
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On Being Taught
BY OLIVIA MORFEW

There’s no singular way of how to write, 
that much is clear to her now.

(1)– High school 
There was a girl. She read a book, had a bizarre 
dream and proceeded to write her first story. Her 
imagination knew no bounds and her fingers tapped 
at her keyboard. She began crafting stories from a 
never-ending stream of creativity. 

(2)– Graduation
A romanticised idea of being a writer, with thoughts 
of her debut novel—a bestseller with her name 
printed across the spine of a beautiful hardcover 
jacket. Of course, those were merely thoughts. 
Instead of selling what she thought was a poetically 
written manuscript—filled with fantasy and teenage 
romance—she enrolled into a Creative Writing 
Bachelor Degree. She had to write three pieces to be 
accepted into RMIT University, one of the top writing 
programs in Australia. She had talent. She was one of 
the best, until she was taught how to write.

(3)– First year 
Four distinct types of prose—non-fiction, fiction, 
poetry and screenwriting—with four different grades 
that made her feel elated, then frustrated. With 
criticism came a learning curve. She was taught 
things that she had never considered because, you 
see, she was an excellent writer. She was taught 
adverbs cursed your piece, show don’t tell and that a 
combination of a plotter and a pantser was normal.  

(4)– Second year
Screen and novel writing—two different platforms 
for two different ideas. She learnt the mechanics 
of screenwriting, was taught that headings for 
each scene should encompass EXT or INT, framed 
by MIDNIGHT or MIDDAY. She utilised what she 
was taught, her creative prowess shone and she 

succeeded. Fiction was another story. It was her 
preferred platform for prose. Things like voice and 
tone, syntax and word choice, pacing and plot, 
overwhelmed her. In her romanticised world—where 
she was rolling in royalties—she never considered 
the technicalities of her own writing. She breathed 
in science fiction and fantasy, exhaling a fantastical 
world for her eyes only. 

(5)– Third year
Experimenting with genre. It went to shit. She wrote 
urban science fiction and fantasy and loathed the 
workshopping process. No one was there to explain 
how to not hate your work. She was already well into 
her work, she was taught how to enhance the prose 
and make it the best she could for submission. 

Weeks after assessment. A new idea, a greater 
scope. A concept so inherently her, that she taught 
herself it was okay to begin something new and scrap 
something old. At panels she listened to authors and 
learnt there’s a join-the-dotser writer, something 
she identified with. She went home and wrote to her 
heart’s content.

(6)– Now
She reads what she wrote and writes what she 
reads, fusing the genres she loves, crafting young 
adult literature. There’s no singular way of how to 
write, that much is clear to her now. Ten thousand 
words and a Pinterest account later, she sends off 
excerpts to sing and grin about. The girl with the 
romanticised idea of writing becomes the woman 
developing her practice as an emerging author. 
Writing isn’t a chore for her, not with the rush of 
her fingers flying across the keys in an adrenaline 
she thought was lost. When she listens to authors or 
experiments with words and syntax, she takes it all 
on board. She is her own teacher now.  

Soft floor, hard liquor
I’ve been craving care again 
Upset stomachs and restless brevity
For the first time since
The last time I was in the

Before, I feel done 

Did you hear about
All the bad things going on?
Somewhere, someone’s heart is breaking 
Really, as you hear this poem
Someone’s heart has broken

Or maybe someone’s killed their mother 
Or been bitten by a snake
Or hung themselves on their birthday 

The word fascist rings through my suburb
And if we find the last of something
We eat it 
All living things are fetishised delicacies 
Don’t forget though
It’s not your fault
There’s good things too 

My friend plants a gum tree
In the front yard of a rental property, I see the sun rise
A crocodile dies of old age 

This poem was written with the intention to be 
heard. To hear more spoken word poetry or recite 
your own work, head to ‘Spirit of Punk’, a free open 
mic event at 1000 Pound Bend at 5.30pm tonight.

Animality
BY KATERINA CAPEL

Henry David Thoreau gave his last words some pondering, deciding on, ‘now 

comes good sailing’. Nice, right? Unfortunately, this musing was followed by two 

words, ‘moose … Indian’. He can probably blame the bronchitis and the  

subsequent medically induced delirium for that one.

It seems Oscar Wilde had an issue with decorating schemes. His final words 

were: ‘my wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death. One or the other of us 

has to go’. The wallpaper won. Poor Oscar. ‘Death by decor’ has great alliteration 

but it isn’t really something you want written on your tombstone.

As she lay dying, Gertrude Stein asked of her lover Alice B. Toklas, ‘what is the 

answer? In that case, what is the question?’ She wasn’t around long enough to  

hear either response.

Poet Dylan Thomas is assumed to have drunk himself to death. This theory is 

supported by his last words, ‘I’ve had eighteen straight whiskies; I think that’s the 

record’. I think so, too. I think that’s the record for anyone. I like a person who’s 

ambitious until the very end.

Keeping his wit, humourist Groucho Marx on his deathbed said ‘this is no way  

to live!’ Karl Marx—who had a way with words—reportedly said, ‘go on, get out.  

Last words are for fools who haven’t said enough’. Right you are, Mr. Marx.  

Right you are. 

Famous 
Last 
Words
BY SARAH DUNWOODIE

Even in death, a writer always has something to say.

Photography by Stephen Ellis



‘Aziz has left some messages, so I’ll just be saying a 
few things to introduce him. He’s the real star of  
the show’.

The man he’s talking about is Abdul Aziz 
Muhamat, an asylum seeker detained on Manus 
Island. Michael has been in contact with Aziz for a 
year-and-a-half. Because reception is poor on Manus, 
they can’t call on the phone. Instead they exchange 
near-daily voice messages via WhatsApp, which often 
appear irregularly and out of order. 

Michael’s original plan was to write a feature 
about Aziz. But soon after they began their 
correspondence, plans changed.

‘The first night that I spoke to him, he was so 
open and energetic and laughing a lot. He was just 
incredibly generous. I was captivated by the sound of 
his voice coming through my phone. Not long after 
that we were talking about making a radio show. The 
sound of his voice was just so immediate, in the way a 
written piece doesn't quite capture’.

That’s how Aziz’s podcast, The Messenger, began. 
Before Michael met Aziz, he had been working for 

two years on a much bigger project called Behind 
the Wire, an oral and written history of people who 
have been detained by the Australian government. 
Together with his friend and colleague André Dao, 
they released a book, They Cannot Take the Sky, which 
was published in February this year. Their exhibition 
at the Immigration Museum is also open until Sunday 
2 July. Aziz’s podcast forms part of Behind the Wire. 

The Messenger explores the recent history and 
complications of Australia’s asylum seeker policy, 
yet the story is not about politics—it’s about people. 
Above all, it is about Aziz’s voice.   

Through the episodes, we get to know Aziz. He is 
a soccer enthusiast, a Muslim, an advocate for fellow 
detainees and a leader of his community. We learn 
how and why Aziz left Sudan. We hear his hopes for 
the future, his worries for his family. We hear about 
camaraderie in the compound alongside troubling 
events. We’re privy to the turn in his moods; 

sometimes he is optimistic, other times he is not. 
‘It’s very important to me that Aziz’s resilience 

is not overstated’, Michael says. ‘At the same time, 
the conversations I’ve had with Aziz are quite 
inspiring and I feel like I’ve learned a lot about the 
extraordinary coping strategies that he has. And 
I find it inspiring—all the ways he’s resisted and 
protested, and his commitment to justice, for him 
and for all of the people in detention’.

We learn how Aziz has organised protests and 
hunger strikes in his compound on Manus; he’s 
well connected to advocates here in Australia and 
overseas. He follows the shifts in our politics with 
a keen eye, listening for scraps of asylum policy; 
decisions that might determine his future. Yet most 
of all, we hear about Aziz the asylum seeker, taking 
back as much control as he can.

Michael started working with Behind the Wire 
about three years ago. ‘For the first year, we were 
thinking about how we would go about it. We were 
really careful about doing it in a way that would put 
the voices of people we were working with at the 

front and give them control over the way they were 
sharing stories about their life’.

I asked how exactly they went about doing that. 
‘Basically, by working incredibly slowly and 

constantly checking in. Making sure people were 
always informed about what we were doing and why 
and how and making sure they knew they were in 
control of the interview as well. Often we would go 
back for three, four, five, six interviews. Or in Aziz’s 
case, thousands and thousands. We typed out full 
transcripts of those conversations and talked about 
what they’d like to see in the edit’.

‘We use our skills as writers and editors to work 
with them, to craft the story that they want to tell. But 
our aim is to hand over the power of the interview to 
the people who have had that experience’. 

Michael says the whole thing got a ‘kick 
along’ when he went to Manus island. ‘It was an 
extraordinary experience. One of the most intense 

experiences of my life. And surprising as well. It just 
wasn’t what I expected’.

He pauses for a moment, as though wondering 
whether to divulge more. ‘When I was on Manus 
Island I met a whole lot of guys who were in 
detention there. I worked with Behrouz Boochani, 
who’s a Kurdish journalist. I feel like there are lots  
of people like me who get to say what the politics 
should be’.

But advocacy projects like Behind the Wire are not 
about people like Michael Green.

‘The whole point of the podcast project has 
been: find out what Aziz has got to say. He just wants 
people to listen—to him directly—about what they’re 
experiencing. He says that, from the outset, his 
purpose is to send out a message to people to say 
we aren’t the people you’ve been told we are. We’re 
innocent of any crime’.

In episode one Aziz says, ‘When you cry or when 
you scream, no one can hear you ... I thought that it is 
a better idea for me to be the messenger … to be the 
voice of everyone in here. Beyond the stiff speech of 
policy, beyond veiled rhetoric and the cacophony of 
voices, first and foremost, we need to acknowledge 
Aziz’s voice. We need to hear more voices like his and 
listen to what they have to say. 

Behind the Wire is a volunteer run oral history that 
helps people who have experienced migration deten-
tion tell their stories. 

The Messenger is a Behind the Wire Project produced 
by Michael Green, André Dao, Hannah Reich, Bec Fary 
with Jon Tjhia and Sophie Black and the team at the 
Wheeler centre: http://behindthewire.org.au/podcast/

They Cannot Take the Sky is coedited by Michael Green 
and André Dao.

Interview with 
Michael Green
BY LAUREN DYMKE

Michael Green’s keynote speech at the 
Emerging Writers’ Festival’s opening night 
is not about him. This is a fact he’s keen 
to emphasise to me as he leans forward. 
I can see his eyes look past me to the 
window as he chooses his words carefully. 
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I was captivated by the sound of his voice coming 
through my phone. Not long after that we were 

talking about making a radio show. 
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