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A WOMAN’S NAME
Have you ever considered being male?

DIVERSE WRITERS  
WORTH WRITING ABOUT

Celebrating female inspirations.

INTERVIEW WITH  
JESSICA WILKINSON

The challenges of editing.

THE

MY MOTHER TONGUE 
The complications of language.

08

I first met you when I was 15. We were in the same maths 
class and you offered me some of your lip balm. I accepted, 
giggling at the fact that it smelt good. I wasn’t exactly sure 
what was funny about it but you were laughing too, an 
almost telepathic communication that would become more 
and more intricate in the years to come. By the end of the 

class we had discussed our deepest passions and aspirations; 
we both couldn’t wait to finish school and explore the world. 

It’s the third year Amazing Babes has been featured 
in the Emerging Writers’ Festival. It is one of the 
most highly anticipated and popular events of the 
festival. DJ Sovereign Trax, aka Hannah Donnelly, 
mixed soulful basslines with intricate electronic beats 
as the spacious venue began to fill. A lively energy 
emanated throughout the venue as every last seat and 
gap on the floor was taken. Before introducing the 
eight female speakers, host Areej Nur acknowledged 
the traditional owners of the land with presence and 
urgency. Throughout the eight dynamic readings, 
the audience had the chance to contemplate the 
experience of being impacted by strong, powerful 
women and why it is essential that we remember and 
celebrate the legacy of their resounding voices.

The first time we ever got drunk was on a Saturday 
afternoon. My mum and stepdad were both at home 

doing their usual weekend domestics and didn’t notice us 
transferring the bright pink vodka-spiked liquid from long-
necked bottles into water glasses. We sat outside on the deck 
and marvelled at the warm, loosening sensation that spread 
through our bodies. We described the feeling as ‘speed-
driving down Mount Everest’. 

In paying respect to her ancestors, Jasmeet Sahi drew 
attention to the silenced stories of our female elders 
and how they are an intrinsic part of the way we are 
formed. She urged us to consider how much of these 
stories we can truly know and the importance of 
treating these stories with the reverence they deserve. 

Your tight, genuine embrace didn’t loosen as my body began 
to shrink by the day. Nor when I no longer had the energy to 
reciprocate and notice the lines of worry spilling across your 
face. You were strong enough to remember an essence of my 
soul that I had forgotten about, submerged beneath constant 
calculations of energy intake and output. You waited for me 
when—no matter how much I wanted to—I couldn’t give back 
the friendship you deserved. You waited until I was able to 
be present again and feel the power of your acceptance and 
love.

Sahi devoted a poetic ode to her grandmother who 
lived through the 1947 partition of India as a young 

girl. Her account of the event was speculative. The 
true history of Sahi’s female elders is guarded by 
their persistence in ‘looking ahead and moving on’, 
so that the next generation of women can experience 
a narrative that is ‘stable, compact and creaseless’. 
Sahi’s familial history is dominated by patriarchal 

stories; the stories of the women ‘remain in the 
corners of the house like cobwebs, present and 
untouched.’ The courage with which Sahi persisted 
in recognising a history of forgotten female voices 
reminds us that the heritage that shapes a part of 
who we are can never be fully understood until we 
unearth the oppressed stories of our ancestry. She 
asserts that ‘resilience is my lineage’.

My mum drove us home from the party just before midnight. 
In the backseat, our heads rested on each other, still 
emanating the clumsy yet urgent energy that a room full of 
underage intoxicated bodies produces. We left a note on my 
bed, in case mum came in to check, saying that we are alive 
and safe but really want to go back to the party and that’s 
where we are. We ran almost the whole way, only stopping 
when we needed to pee. Darkness was a good enough cover 
as we squatted over the dirty nature strip. The dim glow from 
streetlights exposed our unashamed delight, fearless partners 
navigating the night. 

Resilience was a recurring theme that underpinned 
each performance. Paola Balla dedicated her words 
to her mother, who she proudly described as ‘fuckin’ 
staunch’. She recounted stories of her mother’s 
resistance against racism in her home town, Echuca. 
‘My mother is a fighter … she took on white women 

when it was necessary, when their indifference was 
cruel’. Balla asserted that an amazing babe ‘will fight 
for you, she will survive’. Activist Nayuka Gorrie 
similarly attributed her strength and activism to the 
influence of her mother, who taught her ‘the world 
doesn’t change unless we kick up a stink.’ Balla and 
Gorrie’s performances reinforced that gratitude and 
respect must be devoted to our matriarchal lineage to 
dignify the female voices of the present. 

We called it ‘gazelle runs’. Within the stifling and vacuous 
hours spent at school, we found moments when the grounds 
were almost empty. We would run and leap from one end of 
the oval to the other, laughing hysterically and shrieking at 
the top of our lungs. The exhilarating feeling of freedom was 
too good to care if anyone saw us. 

As the night progressed, it became apparent that an 
amazing babe can be anyone. Azri Zakkiyah devoted 
her time on stage to mother Eve, ‘our all’s mother’, 
who she admitted to feeling jealous of for being ‘the 
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Movie Night:  
Looking for Alibrandi Recap
BY PALLAVI DANIEL

Giselle explained that it’s not necessarily the matter of keeping secrets,  
as in Josie Alibrandi’s family. It’s simply the matter of not asking.

most beautiful and precious in the world’. Yen-rong 
Wong thanked her honours counsellor for being the 
one person who assured her that she could write— 
an amazing babe who had ‘an everlasting impact’. 
Sukhjit Khalsa performed a hysterical ode to her 
amazing babe ‘downstairs’. 

Giselle Au-Nhien Nguyen closed the night 
with a captivating and haunting ode to her late 
grandmother. Nguyen’s poetic dedication effortlessly 
filled the space with the essence of her connection to 
her amazing babe, a woman who taught her to ‘love 
in wordless silence’. The effect Nguyen’s grandmother 
has left behind is so permanent that she ‘still sees 

her in everything’. Nguyen admitted that there 

is no rational explanation for her grandmother’s 
omnipresence. Her moving speech communicated 
in full clarity the ability for influential women in our 
lives to defy space and time, and shape our existence. 

You have taught me the meaning of friendship and goodness. 
The humanity with which you approach every situation and 
interaction is almost unfathomable, an effortless exertion 
of acceptance and understanding. Every moment spent 
together is devoid of any sort of judgement, a complete 
grounding of ego. In solidarity, we have explored adolescence 
and early adulthood in female bodies, learning what it 
means to be empowered by that identity and supporting one 
another through adversity.  

Though there was a slight draught in the spacious gallery of 1000 Pound Bend, 
the EWF movie night felt like a warm gathering with friends. Blankets and pizza 
were circulated as the audience watched the adaptation of the cult classic novel, 
Looking for Alibrandi, most of them not for the first time.

Giselle Au-Nhien Nguyen, Cassandra Fumi and Lisa Marie Corso led the post-
screening discussion which felt like a casual chat. The intergenerational family 
history is no secret in Looking for Alibrandi. Giselle (though she is Vietnamese 
and not Italian like Josie Alibrandi and Lisa Marie Corso) expressed her own 
connection to the book and how it helped her through adolescence, especially 
in relation to this theme. We all agreed it can be easy not to care when you’re 
Josie’s age. One member of the audience confessed her dismay that she hadn’t 
asked her grandmother about her family history before she passed away. Giselle 
explained that sometimes it’s not necessarily  
a matter of keeping secrets, as in Josie’s family; it’s a matter of not asking.

 Although these heavier concepts were discussed, there were also lighter 
moments during the night. Lisa led the swoon sesh over Jacob Coote and Giselle 
told us about her shitty first boyfriend who taught her a lot about relationships 
(we see you, Alan). Overall, it felt like a satisfying way to remember a novel that 
has been influential in the lives of many Australians.  

What drew you to pursue editing?
Honestly, it was a chance encounter with poet 
Michael Farrell that drew me to editing. Michael was 
approached by a new service at Melbourne University 
to produce an anthology of poetry but he was 
completing his PhD, so he passed them my details. 
Instead of editing the anthology, I pitched them the 
idea that became Rabbit. They produced and  
financed the first two issues and then it was up to us 
to keep it going. 

What were your biggest challenges as an  
emerging editor?
Challenges come in many shapes and sizes. Nasty 
emails were something I didn’t expect. You have to 
grow a thick skin and mine is still not very thick.

Another ongoing challenge is funding—what to 
do if you don’t get it. There have been times during 
Rabbit’s lifespan that I’ve had to fund production 
and contributor payments myself—something that 
wouldn’t be possible if I didn’t have an academic job. 
Any emerging editors running their own journal 
should develop their skills in writing funding 
applications: go to information sessions held by  
grant bodies, seek advice from other journal editors 
and so on.

What advice do you have for aspiring editors?
Persistence, commitment to detail, dedication, 
patience and passion.

How would you describe the editorial  
process for poetry?
Poetry is generally not edited as heavily as a short 
story or an essay and frequently poems will be 
accepted without any changes. If a poem is not 
working, it’s just rejected. If a poem is mostly good—
aside from one or two lines—I suggest that the poet 
makes changes that are usually small.

What do you look for in non-fiction poetry?
Rabbit looks for poems that show aspects of the real 
world in new ways. We are interested in poems 
that consider history, auto/biography, memoir, 
science writing, geography, anthropology, ecology, 
philosophy or documentary through a poetic lens— 
poems that challenge the prose sentence and reveal 
new dimensions for non-fiction writing. 

Do you think that to be a good editor,  
you must be a writer?
Not necessarily, although you must be a good 
reader. It is important to read deeply and widely 
to keep abreast of things being published in other 
publications. If you are a reviews editor for a 
publication, read lots of reviews in other journals, 
magazines and newspapers. If you are a poetry 
editor, read poems in other publications, as well as 
poetry books. This can help you to define what your 
own publication offers that is different; it can also 
enhance your editorial eye.

Jessica Wilkinson is a poet, senior lecturer at RMIT University 
and the founding editor of Rabbit. She is the author of two 
poetic biographies: Marionette: A Biography of Miss 
Marion Davies and Suite for Percy Grainger.  

Jessica was at the Industry Insiders: Emerging Editors 
event last Monday and will be at Late Night Lit: What 
Are You Afraid Of? on Thursday 22 June.

Interview with 
Jessica Wilkinson
BY JESSICA ZIBUNG

Founding editor of Rabbit, a journal for non-
fiction poetry, Jessica Wilkinson shares with us her 
experience on the challenges of being an editor.

Photography by Trong van Nguyen
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Nina Montero:
As someone who is constantly immersed in the 
world of social media and exposed to more internet 
content than printed writing, it’s important to me 
to find writers who can mediate between those 
worlds and engage with an audience across multiple 
platforms. Roxane Gay has mastered novels, essays 
and even ‘calling into the void’—my term for using 
social media—with effortless dexterity. She has 
figured out the formula for balancing wit, wisdom, 
anger, passion and sadness with clarity. Gay has 
empowered diverse writers to speak their minds.

Darcy Rock:
There is a freedom involved in completely putting 
yourself out there and discarding expectations 
around what it means to be a female writer. This is 
why I admire Miranda July. Her writing is centred 
around self-expression and eccentricity. She’s 
often slammed for being ‘pretentious’ or ‘hipster’, 
but she’s offering authentic and unapologetic 
commentary on how society criticises women with 
a voice. As she is the subject of most of her work, 

her experiences of heartache and inadequacy 
are authentic and difficult to conceive without 
her insight, making her an incredibly unique and 
liberating writer.

Lauren Dymke: 
A poet who inspires me is Alok-Vaid-Menon. Alok 
is a transfeminine person of colour and although 
they don’t identify as a man or a woman, the way 
they defy and then reclaim feminine identity is what 
makes their writing so special. Their poetry takes 
traditionally feminine traits: softness, sensitivity, 
vulnerability and strength—and integrates them 
into an identity that exists beyond the categories 
of gender. For myself, as a woman, Alok makes me 
consider all the different ways you can be a person 
and speak to the creative empowerment of feminine 
identity.  

Olivia Morffew:
Laini Taylor is a maestro of poetic prose, complex 
characters and fantastical worlds. When you read 
her work you escape from reality. She isn’t afraid 
to show her unique personality and it’s something 
that has inspired me to put more of myself into my 
own writing. When reading her books, you’re left 
with a sense of awe and wonder. I hope to have that 
same effect on someone, the way her novels affected 
me. Her works are as memorable as her magenta-
coloured hair and will always be with me when I 
craft my own words. 

Katerina Capel:
My best friend took me to see Patti Smith recently 
when she came to Melbourne. It was incredible 
to see her in the flesh: a powerful, creative and 
eccentric grey-haired woman dancing with the 
vigour of a teenager. I think I cried for three quarters 
of the time. I had recently read her book Just Kids 
and was inspired by her words and her story—even 
though it’s one of incredible success, which I can’t 
quite identify with (not yet anyway). I truly respect 
her as an experimental writer and a political 
storyteller. Rock on Patti.  

When you discover your favourite female authors 
originally published their novels under male 
pseudonyms, you feel like you’ve been let in on a 
scandalous secret. In a society where it was shameful 
for women to make money from their creative 
output and every sway of their suffocating frocks 
was scrutinised, publishing under a nom de plume 
must have felt like a rebellion. Being male was all that 
could provide protection against discrimination. 

Poet laureate, Robert Southey, famously told 
Charlotte Brontë ‘literature cannot be the business 
of a woman’s life’. So she responded by publishing 
Jane Eyre under the pen name ‘Currer Bell.’ Emily and 
Anne, equally talented and defiant of social norms, 
followed suit and soon the three sisters became three 
brothers. Upon publication, their novels enjoyed 
stellar reviews and a wide readership. Currer, Ellis 
and Acton Bell were talented writers indeed. 

Jane Austen was also determined to make her 
way in the world as a writer, even if it had to be 
anonymously. No one wanted to read a book by 
plain Jane. Austen’s first novel, Sense and Sensibility 
was published with the by-line ‘By A Lady’. This 
elegant solution came under scrutiny—many readers 
assumed that Sense and Sensibility was written by a 
man who didn’t want to alienate a female readership. 
Jane Austen’s second published work, Pride and 
Prejudice, was credited to ‘the Author of Sense and 
Sensibility’. Skirting around the problem may have 
been successful at the time but let’s not forget 
how her oeuvre was viewed by her contemporary 
readership. These days, with her name proudly 
sitting underneath her titles, Austen’s books are the 
emblem of female literature. Dressed in beautiful 
cloth covers with illustrations of flowers or teacups, 
her novels are not as widely read as when she had 
no name. Unfortunately we have robbed Austen of a 

significant portion of her readership by pinning her 
‘all-too-female’ name to her books.

Mary Ann Evans, whose pseudonym ‘George Eliot’ 
remains on the title pages of her work, started her 
career with an anonymous essay, Silly Novel by Lady 
Novelists. Evans argues that most female writers of her 

time did not write anything that was revolutionary 
or of great value. It remains a shame that Evans had 
to challenge that stereotype anonymously and under 
a male name. Even after her identity was revealed 
in 1859, Evans continued to publish under her 
pseudonym.

The problem is not a woman’s name—the problem 
is what we believe it means. In 1968 Philip Goldberg 
conducted an experiment in which he asked young 
women to evaluate a text, alternating the author 
name between John and Joan. In this he proved that 
we see ‘what we expect to see’. The consensus was 
that Joan was the lesser writer of the two. Even when 
the content is exactly the same, a readership of both 
genders sees more value in an opinion signed by a 
male name.

All these women were mavens in their field 
and their gender-trickery is seen as stuff of legend. 
Yet the trend of using male pseudonyms has not 
gone away. Penguin editor, Anne Sowards, asks 
some first-time authors to change their names ‘to 
avoid anything that might cause a reader to put a 
book down and decide “not for me”’. A whole new 
practice of using gender-neutral names—P.L. Travers, 
author of Mary Poppins and E.L. James, author of Fifty 
Shades of Grey—has taken over. Sowards claims she 
asks women who write science fiction to alter their 
identities, while many men who write romance also 
take on gender neutral, or even female names. 

Although the idea of taking on a genderless 
identity seems like a step forward, what does this 
mean for the way we gender genres and types of 
literature? Furthermore, is it fair for men to profit 
from the bond between women while female authors 
have the odds stacked against them? While Austen 
and Brontë wanted anonymity, we want our names 
to have power and value. I would like to see my 

female immigrant name placed happily under a title 
and not have it impact my legitimacy.

It’s 2017 now, 200 years after ‘A Lady’ published 
her debut novel. It’s a sad reality that to name the 
lady is still a risk some aren’t willing to take. 

I
Shining swords are drawn at the gates, keeping us 
reading what we’re meant to. Being bound—binding 
us. Do we need to be laureates, anointed or print-
published to call ourselves poets?

II
And even if that bar is set. May I present:
Rupi Kaur
Tyler Knott Gregson
Lang Leav
Robert Macias
among others for consideration.

III
I first saw a slam poem on YouTube. It was ‘Dear 
Straight People’ by Denice Frohman. Her words were 
everything I had stowed away in the closet. ‘God ... 
would be a dope ally’, she said, ‘why else would She 
create rainbows?’ Her words did not give a shit. They 
became mine.

Monday night, I went to a poetry reading. The poet, 
Ebony Stewart was performer and person—with a 
wide grin in that extroverted US way. She had our 
keys jangling and feet stomping—made our quiet, 
loud. She opened with ‘Happy Father’s Day’. I knew 
this poem––I had seen it before on YouTube. It had 
made me cry because it spoke to every Father’s Day 
card I’d ever written; to the disappointment I’d kept 

hidden under the words ‘I love you’. That night she 
spoke and I knew the words. It made me cry again.
From across the world, in poems on the internet, I 
was given the tools to write my own freedom.

IV
They say, what’s next ‘emoji poetry’? Confession: 
sometimes I’ve had better conversations with emojis 
and gifs than with actual words.

V
Tap tap slide.
Tap tap slide.
Pause.
Tap tap slide. 
This has its own rhythm.

VI
Confession: I generally don’t read poetry collections 
front-to-back. I flip through, like a tarot reader, 
until I land on something that feels right. As a writer/
reader/editor I fear words will drown me. So, I scroll 
through the rivers. It’s nice to bank on white space. 

VII
People say the internet makes words disposable. 
Cheap marketing, cheap sentiment. 
Poetry is not some fragile thing in need of our 
protection. It is innovation. It is pushing further. It is 
what it needs to be. 
And poetry is ephemeral. It is the feeling we allow 
ourselves in dark theatres and behind computer 
screens. Something doesn’t have to be word for 
word, to be from the heart.

VIII
I first learnt poetry the pen and paper way. I swooned 
at Bright Star. I have a thing for Shakespeare. But I did 
not find most of my favourite poets sitting at a school 
desk; I found them with Google. In this day and age, 
we must give ourselves permission. We search for our 
salvation.
And we create it. 
We’re feeling lucky.

By Heart
BY NEVE MAHONEY

What makes writing poetry legitimate? 
Are Instagram, Tumblr and YouTube 
the bastard children of art? 

Diverse Writers Worth 
Writing About
A COLLABORATIVE PIECE

CURATED BY NINA MONTERO

An ode to the creative women and gender-diverse 
individuals who inspire us. 

A Woman’s Name 
BY EUGENE CHERNIY (AKA IRYNA BYELYAYEVA)

‘I gave myself a female pseudonym. Everybody’s doing it 
these days: Mrs Radcliffe, Jane Austen...’
—Blackadder S3E2

Illustration by Pallavi Daniel
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I grew up with two mother tongues: English and 
Chinese. I didn’t recognise this fact until twenty-
three years after my mother first called me ‘Chun’ 
and my father named me ‘Danny’. It took a long time 
before I could pick up long-forgotten memories from 
the bottom of the pile—to hold the blackened remains 
to a light, feeling the mutilated surface for something 
vital within.  

My mother, I thought, was your stereotypical 
‘tiger mum’. The ambitions she had for my twin sister 
and me were as vast as the distance she had travelled 
from China to get here. We were shunted from one 
character-building and achievement-conferring 
activity to the next. She treated us like pitiful lambs 
and then reprimanded us for being so. 

The most painful of these activities was the 
revision session mum held on a Saturday after 
Chinese class. Fear grew roots and fixed itself in a 
remote place after years of dread surrounding these 
sessions. Sessions in which a single mistake in pen 
could result in a barrage of missile words I only half-
understood. Mum would shout and all I could hear 
was the clashing of symbols and booming of gongs as 
spikes and barbs tumbled from her mouth.

In her conversation with Elizabeth Bryer at the 
National Writers’ Conference event Mother Tongue, 
Alison Whittaker called English a ‘describing’ 
language as opposed to the ‘doing’ language Gomeroi 
(her own mother tongue). Chinese became the 
language of assault for me. I came to believe that 
Chinese characters were infused with the sadness 
and rage of our ancestors—that there was something 
broken in them and if you looked carefully you could 
see it leaking from the black ink calligraphy hanging 
on my mother’s wall.

I moved out of home a month after I finished my 
last VCE exam. For the next two years my visits were 
sporadic. My mother resented me for moving away 
and I was no longer capable of filtering her words to 
find their wisdom or kindness; I shook them all off 

like rain from the fronds of a fern.
In my third year at Melbourne University I 

had to take a breadth subject—a subject outside 
of my faculty. I considered that—even if deeply 
suppressed—I had a foundation in the Chinese 
language. I wondered if it was possible to resurrect 

charred relics and cast them into something new. I 
enrolled.

In the first lesson we learnt the word ‘矛盾’ 
(mao dun) meaning ‘contradictory’ and ‘trouble’. 
The implication is that you are caught in a bind of 
your own creation. The first character (mao) literally 
means ‘spear’ and the second (dun) means ‘shield’. 
The next time I visited home, Mum and I were 
eating lunch, sitting in silence across the kitchen 
table. I pulled out my workbook and pointed to the 
characters, asking her to explain. This is what  
she told me:

During a time of Great War, there was a weapon 
peddler selling spears and shields at a village 
market. ‘My shield is so solid that no spear can 
pierce it’, he boasted to passers-by. ‘My spears are 
so strong no shield can resist it’, he bragged.

Finally, someone in the crowd yelled: ‘so what 
would happen if you used your spear against  
your shield?’

I began to go home on a regular basis so that 
we could spend time together bending over my 
workbook and she could tell me stories in her mother 
tongue. As the weeks went by, Mum started bringing 
the student reports she was writing in English for me 
to proofread. 

Last year, in the aftermath of my father’s passing, 
my future became a boundless spectre and the 
prospect of my mother growing old and frail hovered 
like a held note. 

I began to remember things about my mother 
that I had always known. The day an argument 
between Mum and Dad came to an abrupt end when 
she climbed a soaring gum tree, legs dangling amid 
silver-dusted leaves as Dad anxiously paced around 
the trunk below; how I’d often go to her crying as a 
child, with a drawing I thought was ruined. But she 
would show me how a monkey with an extra leg 
could become a jellyfish. Everything is redeemable 
and nothing is useless.  

I have decided to become fluent in Chinese so 
that when Mum is older, I can converse with her in 
the language of our home: mother tongue both hers 
and mine. 

My  
Mother  
Tongue

BY DANNY BAULCH

‘Mum would shout and all I could hear was the 
clashing of symbols and booming of gongs as spikes 

and barbs tumbled from her mouth.’

Illustration by Daniel Pang


