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Didem Caia is an Australian playwright, speaker and 
theatre maker. As she welcomes me into her home 
in Melbourne’s Brunswick West, she greets me with 
homemade raspberry muffins at her table. Caia’s 
apartment is a microcosm of her life, radiating 
words, art, travel and experience. It is evident that 
this is her creative space. 

In 2017, the Emerging Writers’ Festival (EWF) 
have partnered with the City of Greater Dandenong, 
Melbourne Playback Theatre Company and Drum 
Theatre to produce an original work through the 
Southern Ethnic Advisory and Advocacy Council’s 
(SEAAC) SeaACT program. SEAAC was inspired by 
the idea of creating more opportunities for migrant 
youth in the arts. Proudly funded by Creative 
Victoria, SeaACT invites the youth residing in the 
City of Greater Dandenong to develop drama skills 
and unite their stories. The artists will present the 
play, Work in Progress, over three consecutive nights 
at the festival.

Introduced to the program by EWF and funded 
by the Copyright Agency Cultural Fund, Caia has 
engaged with the program as the writing facilitator. 
In her second collaboration with the festival, she 
describes the team as an incredible organisation who 
provide many emerging artists with the opportunity 
to express themselves. She says EWF were interested 
in exploring how playwrights can diversify their 
practice and how writers are able to expand 
their forms to be continuously working. With 
experience in leadership and extensive knowledge 
in community and cultural development, Caia 
understands the ethics of working with communities 
and recognises the sensitivity of the work: 

You have a lot of diverse people in one 
space, who have come from very different 
backgrounds, where English is not necessarily 
their first language … you have to be really 
savvy in how to work with that energy in a way 

which allows them to express themselves 
safely. 
Caia graduated from RMIT University in 
2011 with a Bachelor of Creative Writing and 
completed her Diploma in Theatre Arts from 
Victoria University in the same year. She has 
since gone on to develop an impressive list 
of achievements: in 2012 she studied at the 
National Institute of Dramatic Arts (NIDA) and 
was one of only six to receive a Postgraduate 

Diploma of Dramatic Art (playwriting). ‘I was 
the youngest there … it was very tough’, she 

says. ‘There was a sense of competition and those 
platforms test your self-esteem and self-worth. 
You’re with the crème de la crème.’ It remains one 
of the most significant moments in her career thus 
far and after a year at NIDA she had established her 
voice and ‘found what I wanted to say with my work. 
It was an amazing growth opportunity.’ 
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Caia worked with the participants of Work in Progress 
and director Emily Taylor of Melbourne Playback 
Theatre Company once a week for two-and-a-half 
hours over the course of six weeks. The artists 
swiftly became engrossed in the program and were 
ready to work, contributing a plethora of personal 
stories. ‘I was surprised at how open and curious 
and imaginative they were, but also how much they 
had to give’, Caia commented. Using prompts, Caia 
devised a series of writing workshops to stimulate 
content from the participants. Sparked through 
lucid and sensory writing exercises, the group 
collated themes of home, war, immigration, isolation, 

friendship and depression. 
Following the development process there was 

a two-week period to create a script. With the 
youngest participant aged 14 and the oldest 24, it 
was interesting to see palpable themes surrounding 
identity and opportunity, in addition to the limbo 
between adolescence and adulthood, emerge. ‘We 
wanted [the play] to be their stories’, Caia says. ‘I 
used those key themes as a thread to create a post-

dramatic piece of writing, which includes lyricism, 
poetry, dance and movement, sections of dialogue 
and interaction, it is also bilingual’, with some Arabic 
incorporated into the performance. 

Defining playwriting as a crafting process, she 
likens the art to building a boat, ‘you’re taking pieces 
to create the rhythm and the structure.’ When writing 
the script there was some creative license taken to 
make it a play, though it was imperative that the 
language remained pure: 

Not everyone in the group uses English in the 
same way, so it was important to me to keep those 
voices intact. I’m the vessel that their stories 
can move through. We wrote it together, but I 
probably brought it together, and it became a 
really beautiful way of working.
The title, Work in Progress, ‘is a bit meta’ correlating 
to Tennessee Williams’ A Play is Never Finished. For 
the group it also encompasses the idea that human 
beings and life itself are a work in progress. ‘I think 
it’s one of my favourite sayings, because there’s never 

an end goal, there’s only process and there’s only 
work.’ The title was decided on collectively as it was 
fitting for both the play and its journey, where young 
individuals are trying to discover themselves.

 Caia is excited to witness the participants, who 
for the most part are performing to an audience 
for the first time. ‘They’re really excited and that’s 
infectious’, she says, ‘because that idea of intense 
collaboration and working with other people to bring 
something to fruition, for me, that’s what theatre 
is.’ While each play she writes enhances her own 
skills, this project was the most rewarding, saying ‘In 
contexts like these you can feel why you do the work 

that you do. It’s been really exciting to re-evaluate 
why it is I’m in this practice.’

When asked what is daunting about being an 
emerging artist, she shouts ‘the word emerging.’ 
Embodying the term over the past six years, she 
mentions the importance of vocabulary: ‘I really 
prize words, and this term emerging is something that 
will never leave me. I will always be emerging and 
evolving and changing.’ Acknowledging there is a 

constant pressure and desire for artists to be doing 
consistently well, for Caia it’s daunting to think about 
whether in ten years she’ll have the same level of 
concentrated energy. ‘It is a cutthroat industry’, Caia 
says, ‘it takes a lot of energy to produce your own 
career. It’s pretty tough, and I think that’s the biggest 
obstacle—the energy it takes.’

Her advice to aspiring storytellers is to listen and 
to not ‘be afraid to follow your own song. Don’t write 
because you think it’s going to get you published, 
don’t recycle particular forms and notions because 
you know they work. We need difference.’ 

Work in Progress spans three nights:  
Wednesday 14, Thursday 15 and Friday 16 June 2017, 
7pm at the Walker Street Gallery and Arts Centre  
in Dandenong. It is a free event, though bookings  
are essential.

(1)– El Dorado
Two con men dream of the lost city of gold and 
manage to find it. The Road to El Dorado presents a 
glimmering land that seems unreachable, that is, 
until you visit Guyana, South America and stay in a 
shitty Airbnb.  

(2)– Hill Valley
Ever dream of travelling in time? Don’t get too 
excited, I’m not about to tell you how. But I can tell 
you where you can imagine doing so. You can visualise 
riding a hoverboard through Petaluma, California, 
which will look exactly like the Hill Valley of Back to  
the Future. That’s about as badass as time travel gets in 
the real world.

(3)– Narnia
Narnia is a place we could only dream of going to 
when we read C.S. Lewis’ fantastical stories. Now you 
don’t need to squeeze past mothball-ridden coats 
to get there; you can jump on a plane and head to 
Oamuru, New Zealand. Even if you can’t access it 
through a wardrobe, you can always pretend.

(4)– Pawnee
Parks and Recreation’s infamously unhealthy town 
claims to be ‘first in friendship, fourth in obesity’.  
It is the home of Leslie Knope’s over-enthusiastic 

parks’ projects and endless budget cuts. It’s an 
obvious place to visit on your whimsical road trip 
around America. Stop in at Bloomington, Indiana—
the town Pawnee is based on—for a soda the size of a 
small child and a good time.

(5)– Hogwarts
The clock ticks over to midnight on your 11th birthday 
but no ginormous man knocks down your door to 
deliver your Hogwarts acceptance letter. At your ripe 
pre-teen age you decide, stuff it, and catch a plane to 
Glencoe, Scotland. There you can find a castle that 
could be Hogwarts if you squinted hard enough and 
you can role-play with your Gryffindor merchandise 
to your heart’s content.  

(6)– Hundred Acre Wood
Honey, I can’t guarantee a half-naked bear to hold 
your hand and skip with you through the woods. But 
I can say that Ashdown Forest in East Sussex bears a 
resemblance to the Hundred Acre Wood that features 
in A.A. Milne’s nostalgia-inducing children’s stories. 
Head to England to reminisce about the adventures 
of Winnie the Pooh and his friends.  

(7)– Mordor
Recreate a repeatedly recycled meme and simply walk 
into Mordor. One may head over to Mount Tongariro 
while they’re in New Zealand visiting Narnia.  

(8)– Mount Olympus
Just like you visited your new school to be a student 
for the day, you can visit the home of the Olympian 
Gods to be a god for the day. No, I’m not suggesting 
that your god-like features are mythical—Mount 
Olympus is actually a beautiful mountain in Greece. 

(9)– Mars
Feel like doing something a little different for your 
next holiday? Try Mars, the setting of The Martian. 
Featuring near-death experiences and potatoes, what 
else could you ask for? Don’t try this alone.

➓– [Insert Name of City] City
Arguably one of the most savable cities in fiction, 
Batman, Superman, Spiderman and every single 
other superhero’s hometown can be found in 
legendary NYC. Perhaps to account for the high levels 
of criminal activity, we can zoom in on the stingier 
areas of Manhattan. 

10 Fictional Places 
You'd Rather Be
BY CALLIE BEUERMANN

Sure, you could cry over your box set of the Harry Potter books, 
or you could relive the adventure in a real-life place! 

Illustration by Marianne Bravo

The Myth  
of the Writer
BY DARCY ROCK

One can tell a writer from an ordinary individual. 
As the modern-day romantic, the tortured recluse, 
The writer is free from traditional plebeian woes.
Their eyes wired from screens, fatigued from 
caffeinated dreams
Their cheeks sallow from the menthol cigs.

Dressed in day-old flannel, musty from the rain
The writer needn’t shower,
You see, their brooding charisma maintains their 
budding flings.

Their fingers, ink-stained and paper-cut, have not 
seen brute physical labour 
They remain supple, perfect page-turners, 
The same hand that sweeps the fringe from the 
forehead.

The writer will only emerge to go to that same café,
To sit in the same spot, ordering the same thing. 
Empirical proof the writer isn’t just a writer for the 
sake of it.
They are the real thing. 

Illustration by Darcy Rock
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The Best of  
the YA Masterclass
BY OLIVIA MORFFEW

When someone says ‘YA Masterclass’, images of JK Rowling standing at a lectern 
delivering empowering speeches often come to mind. But we’re in Australia.  
Instead of one English author, we have five of the finest Australian YA writers.

Leanne Hall was first. What really struck me was 
Leanne’s candidness about her anxiety. Every 
morning it took her a tumultuous effort to get to her 
desk. Her journey to the desk is one most authors 
can identify with, as the task of churning out poetic 
sentences and complex characters can be quite 
daunting. Leanne touched on the difference between 
quitting and stopping. It’s normal for a writer  
to stop, but you should never quit your current 
work in progress. Leanne emphasised that ‘making 
bad work is part of making good work’. As emerging 
authors, we need to ‘fail spectacularly’ and know 
that our unpublished manuscripts are not a waste. 
They’re a ‘learning curve’.

Mark Smith’s tale of publication gave hope that 
the emerging writers in the room will eventually 
be published. He was upfront about his initial 
manuscript, advising everyone present to join 
writers groups or give it to readers you trust. Mark’s 
knowledge about the process was personal. He set 
a deadline and took 12 months to write his novel, 
constantly pushing himself. His story, much like 
Leanne’s, reinforced the notion that we emerging 

writers can. We can get that manuscript finished. We 
can get that book published, no matter how long it 
takes. We can do it.

The last panel featured Fiona Wood, Alison Evans 
and Demet Divaroren. They spoke of the essential 
keys to writing YA literature, which included getting 
to know your inner teenager, that being a reader is 
part of being a writer and we all start somewhere. 
It was also interesting to see their approaches to 
beginning a new work. Demet explained that she 
starts with her characters and lets the plot unfold 
around them, a contrast to Alison’s plot-before-
character method. Fiona touched on the current 
hunger for more diverse books, which is something 
all emerging YA writers crave. 

These five authors stood on a stage, delivering 
advice to motivate those in the room, sharing funny 
one-liners and candid—not tragic—backstories. Now 
when someone says, ‘YA Masterclass’ you won’t be 
thinking of JK Rowling, but of these five authors 
inspiring a room of budding authors, whose stories 
are yet to emerge.

Is YA All Grown Up?
BY NEVE MAHONEY

Since Harry Potter, the young adult market has boomed and diversified, 
encompassing a variety of genres and a wide readership. 

Despite this, some argue that YA is not worth the 
time of an adult reader. YA authors are asked 
when they’re going to start writing ‘real novels’. 
A Slate article called ‘Against YA’, went so far as to 
say that adults ‘should be embarrassed’ to read YA. 
‘Overwritten’, ‘overdramatic’ and ‘simplistic’ are 
some of the comments made about YA lit. They are 
brash generalisations to make, especially when the 
people making them have never read YA. 

Some authors don’t even realise they’re writing 
a YA novel until it goes to the publisher. ‘I didn’t set 
out to write a YA book’, said Fiona Wood, author of 
Six Impossible Things. ‘It was a complete accident, a 
fortunate one.' Mark Smith, author of The Road to 
Winter, echoed the sentiment saying that he ‘wasn’t 
conscious of the fact it was a YA novel, but that it 
was a sixteen-year-old protagonist’. But writing for 
teenagers doesn’t make a book unworthy either. 
There are no more ‘voracious and passionate’ 
readers, in the words of #LoveOZYA chair Michael 
Earp, than teenagers. YA does tackle heavy issues 
but without the narrative fat of adult fiction, just an 
emphasis on emotional truth.

I think YA’s bad rep is more than simple 
misconception. The root of the dismissal of young 
adult literature is its primary target audience: 
teenagers. Adults are confused by teens and often 
dismissive of them, which can lead to dismissing 
their books. But in particular, it’s a dismissal of 
teenage girls. It’s no coincidence that it’s mostly 
teenage girls who read YA, while most of YA’s 
criticism echoes commentary aimed at ‘women’s 
literature’—fluffy writing not to be taken seriously. 

 Creating a category for YA is necessary. When this 
genre doesn’t fit with children or adults, where else 
are bookstores and librarians going to know where 
to keep the books? What is inherently problematic 
is our perception of these labels. These assumptions 
about YA don’t come from the novels themselves 
but from bias. YA is admittedly less pretentious than 
some adult literature, but it should no longer need to 
justify its own existence. YA deserves respect, as do 
its readers. If you refuse to see YA for what it’s worth, 
then that’s a bit childish. 

Q: What’s your top Australian YA pick?
A: This kind of changes every day but I just finished 
Rob Newton’s Mr. Romanov’s Garden in the Sky, which 
I really loved and Cath Crowley’s Words in Deep Blue. 
Ask me next week and I could give you a different 
answer again.

Q: What do you think makes YA special?
A: The audience, for me in particular. I have a 
great passion about getting boys to read. We lose 
generation after generation of male readers reading 
fiction. Why are we losing them? So that’s a big part 
of my motivation is that community of readers out 
there that could be so much bigger and so much 
more interactive and for some reason we’re losing 
them. So write a story that they’re going to want to 
read and we might just hold them in there a little bit 
longer.

Q: What’s the best and worst things about writing YA?
A: The best thing is that I get to do a lot of work going 
out into schools and just going into a school where a 
whole year level is reading your book. You have 150 
kids in a lecture theatre and they’re all holding your 
book, how does it get better than that? They come up 
with the weirdest questions! 

I honestly find the whole social media component 
of it not the worst bit, but just another chore on top 
of when I prefer to be writing. You’re trying to keep 
in touch and make sure your name’s out there and 
make sure you’re engaging with people who are 
reaching out to you because they’re readers, I think 
you have an obligation to them.  

Q: What’s your top Australian YA pick?
A: Frankie by Shivaun Plozza, the winner of the text 
prize from last year, Beautiful Mess by Claire Christian 
and The Road to Winter by Mark Smith who we just 
heard speak.

Q: What do you think makes YA special?
A: The YA community is like no other community  
out there. We’re really passionate about what  
we read and passionate about things like diversity 
and supporting our own voices. It’s really great,  
I feel like the people in the YA community have a  
big say in what they read and the stuff they want  
to see published.

Q: What’s the best and worst things about writing YA?
A: I think the best thing about writing YA is that you 
know everyone is so passionate and that everyone 
will support you. There’s always a ton of people  
you can talk to and get advice from. Everyone is  
so open and welcoming, they’re always happy to 
share their advice. 

The most challenging thing is that you always 
have to be mindful of the people you’re writing about 
in your stories because you want to have a diverse 
range of characters. You also have to be mindful of 
their backgrounds and talking to people who are 
from that culture or that identity. Making your voices 
really genuine is sometimes really challenging but 
also really important. 

Vox Pop Qs: 

Sarah Hatch
Emerging YA writer and  

co-creator of The YA Room
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Mark Smith
Author of The Road to Winter
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Why is it when people think of the term ‘writers’, 
nobody instantly considers music? It’s a strange 
phenomenon, particularly when you consider that 
writing is intrinsically linked to the musical world; 
musicians don’t make a song—they write one. We 
seem to forget that storytelling has always been an 
integral aspect of song writing.

Take Gregorian chants in the Middle Ages for 
example. In spite of their primitive origins, these 
chants are some of the most important pieces of 
art in the musical canon. They lack ‘traditional’ 
storytelling, the characters are from the bible and 
the narratives were religious in nature. Gregorian 
chants were hymn-like reflections of the time  
they were created. Notably, it paved the way for  
the idea that’s subconsciously internalised by 
today’s society—storytelling is not limited to print 
or visual elements. 

Like a good book, music spurs the imagination 
and demonstrates the world-building power of the 
brain, perhaps even more so than a meticulously 
detailed narrative could, because it inspires the 
listener to use their imagination to fill the gaps. 

When casting your gaze back to music through 
the ages, one can see the relevance of music to 
literature. The blues and soul movements of the 
1930s were the cries of the African-Americans, 
detailing their struggles and their yearning for 
freedom. The psychedelic movement of the 1960s 
demonstrated that era’s newfound infatuation 
with drugs, fluffy landscapes and experimenting 
with the mind. Much of the tribal and spiritual 
folklore among society is either told through song 
or accompanied by it. 

Using music as a means to tell stories is not a 
foreign concept, it seemed to have fallen by the 
wayside in popular music, until it was popularised 
by prominent folk and pop artists such as Bob 
Dylan and The Beatles. Instead of being solely 
autobiographical or metaphorical storytellers, 
these artists combined the key concepts of fictional 
literature and applied them to their musical 
works. Detailing stories with clear plots, fantastical 
characters and emotional peaks and troughs, 
song writing was beginning to closely resemble 
authorship. Bob Dylan even went so far as to win 
a Nobel Prize in literature for his song writing 
exploits. Since that point, overt narrative concepts 
have been plastered all throughout genre, from 
Bowie’s pop adventures as Ziggy Stardust to La 
Dispute’s hardcore tragedy of a failed drive-by 
shooting in ‘King Park’.   

Perhaps the biggest point of difference between 
literature and musical narrative is that music 
doesn’t rely on words to craft a story. Words can be 
feeble, manipulative, misunderstood and though 
lyrics are traditionally vital to song, it has since 
been demonstrated that instrumental music is 
just as effective at scaping worlds, emotion and 

1. Neutral Milk Hotel 
In the Aeroplane Over the Sea
Sprawling, often nonsensical and completely 
imaginative, Neutral Milk Hotel’s influential indie 
mess comprises a story revolving around The Diary 
of Anne Frank. Vocalist Jeff Mangum crafts a dreamy 
yet vibrant narrative centred around a character 
who falls in love with Anne Frank, fantasising about 
building ‘some sort of time machine’ to save her. It’s a 
lurid yet emotional rollercoaster that would turn into 
an awesome, though perhaps confusing, novel.  

2. The Antlers 
Hospice
Peter Silberman broke up with his girlfriend, got sad, 
locked himself in his Brooklyn apartment and wrote 
the album Hospice. It details the relationship between 
a hospice worker and his terminally ill cancer patient, 
Sylvia, and the way their interactions and love for 
one another spiral downwards as her inevitable 
death looms over them. They fight, they have a messy 
abortion and they lose all of their friends on the road 
to the climax of the album. Though the ending is 
predictable, it is no less crushing and would rival any 
number of tear-jerkers in print.  

3. Trophy Scars  
Holy Vacants
Jerry Jones has always been interested in weaving 
narratives into his musical works, having written a 
number of songs regarding tragic events in his life, 
as well as focusing on fictional protagonists. In Holy 
Vacants, Jones completely sheds any pretence of real 
life and presents a fantastical yet gritty storyline 
following two lovers who murder angels and drink 
their blood in order to achieve eternal life. However, 
their efforts are thwarted and they themselves 
are murdered, leaving them as ghosts trapped in 
purgatory for the rest of their existence. It’s a daring, 
fun and compelling story, nuanced with poignancy 
and incredible narrative detail. 

4. The Flaming Lips 
Yoshimi Battles the Pink Robots
The title of this album really says it all. Set in The 
Flaming Lips’ trademark psychedelic landscapes, 
the narrative of this album is about a Japanese girl 
named Yoshimi, a black belt in karate, who fights 
pink robots. The simplistic plot is carried through by 
not-so-simplistic lyrical themes, with the seemingly 
light-hearted story taking on a much more existential 
narrative as the album carries on. The deceptive 
bubbliness of the album is contrasted by its lyrics, 
with dark lines such as ‘Do you realise that everyone 

you know someday will die?’ peppered throughout 
the narrative journey. 

5. Have a Nice Life 
Deathconsciousness
This album is a monster. Clocking in at 88 minutes, 
this narrative outlining the end of the world roars 
through the various struggles of humanity as 
they attempt to cope with death and their own 
consciousness. Starvation, natural disaster and 
despair are woven into two parts as the LP, crafted on 
a budget of less than a thousand dollars, tells a story 
that still shines through and is enhanced by its lo-fi 
nature. The final lyrics of the album perfectly sum up 
its storyline: ‘We wish we were dead’. 

Storytelling 
in Music
BY BEN KNIGHT

Writers. When you see that word, what 
immediately comes to mind?  
George R. R. Martin? Best-selling novels? 
A BuzzFeed article totalling more images 
than it does words? Poets?

Five Albums that Would  
Make Great Novels
BY BEN KNIGHT

We all know of Ziggy Stardust, The Wall and Sgt Peppers as being some of the most 
impactful story-lines told throughout the musical canon, paving the way for many 
concept albums to come. But what about those musical narratives you may not have 
come across before? 

storylines through purely sonic layers. The presence 
of scores in films is an indicator of this—imagine 
watching Lord of the Rings without Howard Shore’s 
memorable soundtrack. The soundscapes composed 
by orchestras tend to add emotional weight as well as 
narrative depth to any given work. A motion picture 
would likely feel naked and unfulfilling without the 
presence of music to aid  
its storytelling process. 

Godspeed You! Black Emperor’s debut album 
F# A# ∞, is a masterclass in the field of musical 
storytelling. Using short monologues and field 
recordings instead of lyrics, the band methodically 
forges a post-apocalyptic landscape that is every bit 
imaginable as any futuristic dystopia in literature. 
Through employing sounds of trains, eerie droning, 
triumphant violin and cello sections as well as 
immense climaxes of sounds crashing in on each 
other, this album follows all the conventions of a 
traditional plotline, yet it is told through a sonically 
built world that places the listener smack-bang 
amidst its chaotic beauty. Their craft transcended 
even the music, with liner notes for the vinyl 
purchase of this album containing rough sketches 
for a doomsday device, lost notes from unnamed 
characters and even a penny that had been flattened 
by a train.  

Often, reality can become too frightening or 
mundane for us to bear. Much like a novel, music 
has the power of offering escapism and presenting 
numerous worlds that we can dip our minds into, 
even if just for a moment. Sometimes, just this one 
moment is enough. 

As Jason Pierce said: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we 
are floating in space.’ 

 
The Emerging Writers’ Festival has recognised the 
criminally under-addressed significance of music in 
writing and storytelling with the event Songs and 
Stories of Home, calling upon musicians and writers 
to sing and share the tales of their upbringing into the 
vibrant artistic world of Melbourne. It’s being held at 
The Workers Club in Fitzroy at 7pm on  
Wednesday 21 June. 
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'Like a good book, music 
spurs the imagination and 
demonstrates the world- 
building power of the brain'


