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“[…] an aspirational episteme and way of doing life in 

which people come to recognize their profound 
interimplication with plants” (Myers 2017)



Bill Neidjienear Dangar’s Gorge



“Yes…

I chop it down that big tree.

I play…I cut it, yes.”

“You cutted yourself!

When you get oh, about fifty…

you’ll feel it…

pain on your back
because you cutted it.”

 
-from Story About Feeling (Neidjie 

25)

Gija Jumulu, Kings Park, Perth, Western Australia 
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Antarctic Beech Tree, Point Lookout, New South Wales
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I. Toward Literary Ethnobotany



Ia. Toward Literary Ethnobotany
• Brings ecocriticism and 

ethnobotany into dialogue

• Narrates interactions with, 

understandings of and uses 

of plants as foods, fibres, 

medicines, ornaments, and 

spiritual totems

• Documents traditional 

ecological knowledge of 

plants in an era of 

widespread biodiversity loss

• Includes poetry, prose, 

fiction, non-fiction, scripts, 

and digital media

River Sheoak Tree near Armidale, NSW



Ib. Towards Literary Ethnobotany

• Environmental humanities: 

applies humanities-based  

approaches to resolving 

environmental issues

 

• Postcolonial ecocriticism: 

locates environmental crisis in 

colonial and neocolonial 

discourses 

• Phytocriticism: attends to the 

representation of plants in 

environmental texts

• Vegetal cognition: recognises 

the capacity of plants to learn, 

communicate, and behave

Melaleuca tree near Dangar’s Gorge



IIc. Toward Literary Ethnobotany
As a genre 

• comprises poetry, prose, scripts, verse-narratives, and other 

creative writing forms 

• engages cultural knowledge of plants as food, medicines, 

fibers, materials, ornaments, decorations, totems, teachers, 

agents, and personae 

As a critical reading framework
• illuminates the cultural-botanical dimensions of a text

• shifts critique away from anthropocentric, ‘plant-blind’ bias







II. Aboriginal Australian Poetry

• Grounded in oral traditions 

and song-poetry with a more 

than sixty-thousand-year 

lineage

• Reverberates with 

ethnobotanical allusions often 

embedded in Dreaming 

(creation) stories

• Emerged as a contemporary 

form with Oodgeroo 

Noonuccal’s We Are Going 

(1964)

Dangar’s Gorge, Armidale, NSW



Waratah, NSW



“…the sacred web of connections includes not 

only kinship relations and relations to the land, but 

also relations to nature and all living things”

-Mary Graham (2008)



“…a democratic space inhabited by a multiverse 

of beings, of which humans are just one 

manifestation”

-C.F. Black, The Land Is the Source of the Law (2011)   







III. Bill Neidjie and Story About 

Feeling (1989)

Little Llangothlin Nature Reserve, Glen Innes, NSW

• Senior Elder (or Senior Law 

Man) of Kakadu National Park 

and a traditional owner of 

Bunitj estate of northern 

Kakadu in Northern Territory, 

Australia 

• Verse-narratives include Story 

About Feeling (1989) and Old 

Man’s Story (2015)

• Demonstrates traditional 

Gaagadju ontologies of plants 

as communicative kin





Kakadu National Park, NT, AustraliaDangar’s Gorge



Gwion Gwion (Tassel Bradshaw) figures wearing ornate costumes





IV. Intercorporeality



From Story About Feeling

Tree, grass, star…

because star and tree working with you.

We got blood pressure

but same thing…spirit on your body,

but e working with you.

That tree same thing.

Your body, my body I suppose,

I’m same as you…anyone.

Tree working when you sleeping and dream.

 



V. Affect





From Story About Feeling

“I’m your old-man but I’m telling you!

You dig yam?”

“Yes” 

“Well one of your granny or mother

you digging through the belly.

You must cover im up, cover again.

When you get yam you cover

so no hole through there

because you killing yam other thing.

And you got to hang on…” 



From Story About Feeling

And e teach im. E said…

 “This: eating.

 Red-apple…anykind of tucker for the people.

 Anykind of tree, yam…”

E dig up one long yam, e seen it, e said…

 “This good tucker!”

E said…

 “Lily and lily-nuts,

 Little ones in the plains…they can dig up and eat.” 



From Story About Feeling

Any sort of a some yam…little one buried.

This one ‘cheeky yam’. E said…

 “No good! That brown one plenty here.

 This one e can soak im all night,

 till next morning.”

E won’t kill you but sour.

But e can throw im in the water

e can eat im next morning…oh lovely.”



From Story About Feeling

So long yam e can dig up, e can eat raw

and e can take im cook im if you want to.

Because that mean, raw, e can eat…

that flavour for you.

Make more blood and clean your body.

When you eat cook…same thing, clean your stomach.



VI. Voice



Spotted Gum, Hillgrove, NSW



From Story About Feeling

That tree now, feeling…

e blow…

sit quiet, you speaking…

that tree now e speak…

that wind e blow…

e can listen. 



From Story About Feeling

Tree…yes.

That story e listen.

Story…you’n’me same. 

Grass im listen. (Neidjie 18)

[…]

Now I telling story I can listen this.

You listen that wind e come more.

Tree e start moving round and feeling. 

 



From Story About Feeling
This tree e stay…watching you.
Something…this tree.

If you go by yourself, lie down,

that tree e can listen.

Might be e might give you signal.

Spirit…quiet e say…

 “Oh, my man coming!”

Something…you know, noise.
You might say…

 “Hey, what’s that!” (Neidjie 35)

[…]

My grandpa e said…

 “Yes.

Well leave it…that’s the tree now.

E tell you somebody coming.

That tree e work. 



Conclusion

River Red Gum on Gwydir River, Bingara, NSW

• Literary ethnobotany intervenes in 

the loss of biocultural knowledge of 

plants in Indigenous societies

• The poetic recuperation of 

traditional botanical knowledge 

functions as a counterforce to the 

appropriation of plants  

• The animacy of botanical nature is 

encountered materially in everyday 

experience—through 

intercorporeality, affect, and voice

• Planthroposcene as “an 

aspirational episteme and way of 

doing life in which people come to 

recognize their profound 

interimplication with plants” (Myers 

2017) 



Thank you…

Assoc. Professor 

John Charles Ryan

john.c.ryan@scu.edu.au
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