“Keep Every Story Live”: Natalie Harkin’s Archival Poetics
Kate Fagan

What are literary archives and what kinds of places do they inhabit? Why do archives continue to
exert such a powerful pull on our writing imaginations? What stories do they hold, hide or
preserve? Today, | want to talk about ways that some contemporary Australian poets are building
relationships with imagined futures by revisiting a matrix of “pasts” suggested by archives —
whether those archives are understood as historical or personal, material or conceptual, distantly
social or presently embodied. To apprehend what is possible in our different futures, we need to
have lively conversations with our different cultural pasts.

This is especially significant in Australia, where public discourse remains unreconciled about the
ongoing consequences of European colonialism, and where Aboriginal cultural sovereignty is
largely unrecognised in mainstream narratives. Eminent Waanyi author Alexis Wright links archival
literatures to storytelling traditions and matrilineal relationships within her own family. She
attributes to her grandmother’s influence the gifts of listening and imagination, identifying both as
essential to literature: “She was our memory. She was what not forgetting was all about. It was
through her that | learnt to imagine. Imagine what had been stolen from us [...] | learnt to imagine
the things that were never explained to me — the haunting memories of the impossible and
frightening silence of family members”. Creative writing for Alexis Wright is a way of reimagining
historical silences in specifically Aboriginal cultural terms, joined indivisibly to ancestral places and
maternal legacies. She figures writing as a place that “combines all stories, all realities from the
ancient to the new”:

In all of my fictional writing | want to conjure up my homeland. | want to explore the gift of our
true inheritances by disallowing memories of times past to sink into oblivion [...] All times are
important to us. No time has ended and all worlds are possible [...] The world | try to inhabit in my
writing is like looking at the ancestral tracks spanning our traditional country which, if | look at the
land, combines all stories, all realities from the ancient to the new, and makes it one — like all the
strands in a long rope.

This suggests powerful ways of thinking about the potential value of archives for creative practice.
Both literally and more abstractly, an archive is a relational entity in which “[a]ll times are
important”, “[n]o time has ended and all worlds are possible”. Archives are networks that trouble
linear versions of time while expressing collective modes of being and knowing. Material archives
imply a kind of ontological commons. They are shared repositories of culture, trans-historical
miscellanies that can be personalised momentarily in individual visits and re-readings. They
suggest a vital dialogue among different pasts and potential futures, sounded out in a continuing

present of repeated readings.

Archives however can enfranchise versions of the “past” that are highly selective. Narungga
author and artist Natalie Harkin warns that archives can uphold fictions of “linear modes of
history-making which claim the ability to recover the past objectively, wholly and completely via
the archive”. But their compositional logic always resists such completion, or makes it provisional
at best. By speaking forward to infinite futures, archives upset the idea of an



“objective” historical record. In this, they offer a striking conceptual model for trans-temporal
ways of being that “keep every story live”, to cite the words of Yankunytjatjara poet Ali Cobby
Eckermann — a phrase that resonates with Alexis Wright’s reminder (above) that, within Aboriginal
cultures, all times are important and no time has ended.

The term “archival poetics” is crucial to the ongoing work of Natalie Harkin. In an essay
called “The Poetics of (Re)Mapping Archives: Memory in the Blood”, Harkin depicts a cluster of
South Australian Aboriginal State Archives as instruments of “surveillance” that have anchored
and reproduced colonialism across generations in Australia. Despite the evident pain of re-
entering institutions that have helped to effect and catalogue the dispossession of Aboriginal
people and cultures, Harkin finds within Australian colonial archives a web of resistant stories that
can enable healing:

[W]e can choose to live beyond the genealogical scarring inflicted by colonisation. To
do so, we need to be present in sites that disrupt colonial narratives beyond the old
disciplines of knowledge production, and this includes the archives.

Harkin often collages directly quoted material from state archives into her poems and artworks.
For the remainder of this talk, | want to consider Harkin’s indexical book of poems Dirty Words
(2015), alongside several related texts. | hope to reconceptualise archives beyond their role as a
material or figurative location or collection — | want, rather, to read the archive as an allegorical
and poetic method, following cues from Harkin’s intertwined work in poetry, scholarship and
visual arts.

Dirty Words employs an array of aesthetic and poetic techniques to invoke Aboriginal
voices and experiences, many gleaned from archival research. One of Harkin’s core strategies is to
unpick and rework narrative threads from “official” documents to recuperate or reinvent stories
that often are made invisible, including those involving Aboriginal women and girls. Over half of
the poems in Dirty Words begin with epigraphs sampled from documentary archives of Australian
news media and parliamentary reports. Others look back to state colonial records and reportage,
generating what Yugambeh writer Ellen van Neerven identifies as a form of “erasure poetry” in
which political documents are metaphorically censored and reassembled — in Harkin’s case, to
overturn the historic erasure of Aboriginal voices within colonial archives. Harkin deploys
techniques of weaving and assemblage to break open an assortment of historical and
contemporary archives, and to blend colonial fragments with reflections on current realities in
ways that abandon “linear modes of history-making”, as she describes the logic of state archives.
Flexible, open-ended poetic forms allow Harkin to move adeptly among past and present
narratives as a way to “creatively re-map events and landscapes [and] piece together fragmented
lives”.

In “The Poetics of (Re)Mapping Archives”, Harkin cites philosopher Jacques Derrida’s
much-circulate description of “archive fever” as “a compulsive, repetitive, and nostalgic desire for
the archive, an irrepressible desire to return to the origin, a homesickness, a nostalgia for the
return to the most archaic place of absolute commencement”. The condition of such a search for
origins, writes feminist historian Caroline Steedman, “is its impossibility”. Archive fever is partly
literal for Natalie Harkin. Her work in state archives was driven initially by a yearning to uncover



stories about her own Nanna — who, along with countless Aboriginal women in the 19t and 20th
centuries, was removed from her Aboriginal mother and family, and forced into domestic service
within non-Aboriginal households. Harkin was assisted by Link-Up (SA) to access her Nanna’s file
reports from the South Australian State Aboriginal Records and the South Australian Museum. She
reflects in “(Re)Mapping Archives” upon her first encounter with state archives: “The level of
surveillance was overwhelming. Claustrophobic. We needed air and tea. We opened the office
door and tried to breathe. Shaken by the sheer volume of material, thick and weighty, solely about
Nanna”. Harkin is shocked by the forensic level of detail in which mundane aspects of her Nanna’s
life are documented within government institutions. But in her Nanna’s records, Harkin finds as
many “gaps, cracks and in-between silences” as she finds evidence of her Nanna’s actual life,
being and experiences. She aligns the contradictions of her own archival quest with Marlene
Manoff’s eloquent descriptions of archive fever: “we cling to archival materials in the hope of
somehow connecting to a past we can never fully know”.

The poem “D Domestic” from Dirty Words is a striking example of archival poetics in which
Natalie Harkin reanimates colonial records with the embodied presence of her Nanna as a young
girl. Harkin collates excerpts from diverse archival and historical texts, including evidence tabled at
the 1913 “South Australian Royal Commission on Aborigines”; racist articles from the archaic
weekly magazine The Australian Woman’s Mirror, founded by The Bulletin in 1924; a 1928 report
by the Australian Aborigines Progressive Association; extracts from her Nanna’s institutional
records; and more recent writings by Bidjara/Birri-Gubba Juru author Jackie Huggins, published
firstin 1994 in a collaborative installation entitled White Apron, Black Hands. That exhibition
acknowledged the experiences of Aboriginal women and girls working in mandatory domestic
service — often after forced removal from their families — during a period of Australia’s history now
referred to as the Stolen Generations. The language of Harkin’s colonial sources in the poem “D
Domestic” is violently assimilationist: “A compulsory systematic  placing of them out s
necessary”, “they are lazy”, “the gins are more or less handy”. Within these cogs of power and
historical control, Harkin recovers traces of resistant Aboriginal experiences, often in spaces
between archival samples. Harkin’s open forms literally make room in which to listen to, and
memorialise, Aboriginal survival and matrilineal relationships. These come to surface in the
spaces between fragments, as Harkin breaks apart the poem’s archival sources: “The parents
interfere so much”, “She is very fond / of her own people / and is looking forward / to going
home”. The italicised lines here are resonant with grief, family love and connection to country, and
are a haunting counter to distressing colonial fictions about Aboriginality reproduced elsewhere
within the poem’s stitched quotations. “D Domestic” concludes with a moving lyric in which
Harkin reimagines her Nanna as a stolen child:

Apron Sorrow

apron folds and pockets keep secrets

pinned tucked hidden

they whisper into linen-shadows

that flicker-float with the sun

hung

limp on the breeze they sway

a rhythmic
sorrow



Responsibilities to “honour, remember and retell” the stories of “our grandmothers, great-
grandmothers and their grandmothers before them” are a vital and recurrent theme in much
contemporary writing by Aboriginal women. By weaving an archive of her grandmother’s stories
into her poetry, Harkin builds new, counter-colonial “institutions of memory”, an idea she
attributes to Jackie Huggins. “Literary practice and the arts offer a space to interrogate the
racialised-archive and its role in forming national consciousness and identity,” writes Harkin. Her
poetic architectures of remembering are place-based, shared and trans-temporal. “My intimate
relationships and experiences of self are interdependent and nonlinear”, she reflects. “Collective
memories, histories and connections to country extend beyond my immediate family and, through
a kind of temporal rupturing, beyond the present”.

Alexis Wright uses similar language to describe her own grandmother’s role as a family
matriarch who embodies and “combines all stories”. Perhaps, then, we might read bodies as
archives in which “secrets” can be “pinned tucked hidden”, and in which stories might
“flicker-float with the sun”. In her archival practices, Natalie Harkin refuses colonial silences and
cultural forgetting, while unambiguously linking a decolonising project of writing to a poetics of
matrilineal care — or what Wright describes as “the gift of our true inheritances”. Harkin’s poetry
echoes Wright’s call for an Aboriginal cultural sovereignty inseparable from country and place,
where no single narrative dominates, and in which “the stories of all the times of this country”
might co-exist and be acknowledged justly — an archive past, present and yet to emerge — “like all
the strands in a long rope”.
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